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SYLLABUS
ORIENTATION DINNER
There will be a dinner to kick off the cohort on September 6 at Josh Kouri’s house
(2233 NW 28th St., OKC, OK). At this dinner, we will have a short teaching on
eldership and lay out expectations for the cohort.

PANEL NIGHTS
Once a month (except in December), we will gather for a Panel Night at Frontline
Midtown from 6:30-9:00 pm. At these Panel Nights, three cohort participants will
field questions for 30 minutes over a specific theological topic. These will include
general theological questions, as well as pastoral scenarios. Questions will be
asked by the elders at their discretion.
Panelists will need to be prepared to answer questions using the Bible as their
only reference source. One 3x5 index card will be allowed for notes. Following
each panel, there will be a teaching over that topic, as well as a Q&A. There will be
two panels each night. You can expect to serve on at least 2 panels throughout
the cohort. You will not know in advance which panel you will be on.
Prior to each Panel Night, there is required reading to help you prepare. You can
find these resources in this Handbook under Panel Night Required Reading.
Additional resources can be found at resources.frontlinechurch.com/eldercohort.
The Panel Night dates and topics will be as follows:
• September 16: The Church
• Metaphors of the Church
October
14: Gospel-Centered, Part 1
•
• The What and How of the Gospel
• November 18: Gospel-Centered, Part 2
• Reformed Theology
• January 13: Spirit-Filled
• Charismatic Theology and Practice
• February 10: Bible-Honoring
• Scripture
• Ethics
• March 16: Kingdom-Focused
• Storyline of Scripture
• Eschatology
• April 20: Gender-Redeeming
• Gender and Sexuality
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PEER GROUP GATHERINGS
In addition to the monthly Panel Nights, you will be assigned to a smaller Peer
Group, usually led by elders of your congregation. Once a month (except in
December), there will be a Peer Group gathering, which will be focused on heart
work, practice, and pastoral leadership. Each gathering will be centered around
discussion questions, which can be found under Peer Group Discussion Questions
in this Handbook. Dates and Location for Peer Group Gatherings will be
determined by your Peer Group Leader.

MID-TERM EVALUATION
During the month of December, there will be no Panel Nights or Peer Group
Gatherings. Instead, your Peer Group Leader will schedule a mid-term evaluation
with you to assess your growth and development thus far in the cohort. Next
steps and recommendations for further development may come out of this
evaluation.

NIGHT OF PREACHING
During the latter half of the cohort in addition to Panel Nights and Peer Groups,
participants will work with their Peer Group to prepare a short 10 minute sermon
over an assigned text. You will find resources on how to prepare a sermon in this
Handbook. On May 18, in lieu of a Panel Night, we will have a Night of Preaching,
where a few participants will preach their sermon to the cohort and receive
feedback.
The potential texts for preaching are as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

Isaiah 53:4-6
Psalm 51
Ephesians 2:1-10
Mark 5:1-20
John 1:1-18

CELEBRATION DINNER
On May 29, in lieu of a Peer Group Gathering, we will have a Celebration Dinner.
We will gather together, eat together, and celebrate what God has done. This will
be the final night of the cohort.
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EXIT ASSESSMENTS
During the month of May, we will have an exit assessment with you and your
spouse (if applicable) to evaluate your growth and development. Following this
assessment, you will receive a development plan with next steps and
recommendations for your discipleship and growth.
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READING SCHEDULE AND
ASSIGNMENTS
GOSPEL ELDERSHIP
September: Introduction - Lesson 1
October: Lesson 2
November: Lesson 3 - Lesson 4
December: Lesson 5 - Lesson 6
January: Lesson 7
February: Lesson 8
March: Lesson 9
April: Lesson 10 - Appendix B
Assignment: Questions from this book will be discussed during Peer Groups. You can
see the questions below under Peer Group Discussion Questions.

THE LEADER’S JOURNEY
September: Chapter 1
October: Chapter 2
November: Chapter 3
December: Chapter 4 - Chapter 5
January: Chapter 6
February: Chapter 7
March: Chapter 8
April: Chapter 9
Assignment: Write a 1-2 Page reflection on what you learned and what you plan on
applying to your life from this book. Due May 15.

DISAPPEARING CHURCH
September: Introduction - Chapter 6
October: Chapter 7 - Conclusion
Assignment: This book will be discussed during Peer Groups. You can see the
questions below under Peer Group Discussion Questions.
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EMOTIONALLY HEALTHY LEADERSHIP
November: Chapter 1 - Chapter 3
December: Chapter 4 - Chapter 6
January: Chapter 7 - Chapter 9
Assignment: In February, meet with 1 or 2 other cohort participants to discuss how
the book has affected you and what you plan on changing as a result.

THE IMPERFECT PASTOR
February: Chapter 1 - Chapter 5
March: Chapter 6 - Chapter 10
April: Chapter 11 - Chapter 16
Assignment: Write a 1-2 Page reflection on what you learned and what you plan on
applying to your life from this book. Due May 15.
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PEER GROUP DISCUSSION
QUESTIONS
SESSION 1 - SEPTEMBER
Gospel Eldership: Lesson 1
• Read Mark 10:32-45. In what ways do you see the “glory hunger” of James and
John playing out in your own calling or aspiration toward eldership?
• The article mentions power, control, comfort, convenience, and approval as
some of the self-interested motives involved in leadership. There are others.
What self-interested motives do you see in your own leadership? How do they
manifest themselves in your leadership? Cite specific examples.
• Why is God’s grace toward you in Christ good news right now? What aspects
of his grace, mercy, and provision are you most thankful for after reading this
article?
• Share what you learned in the exercise (Know Thyself). Be prepared to share
answers you wrote down.
Disappearing Church Discussion
• What does a Post-Christian culture look and feel like in our city?
• What did people use to do and believe that they no longer do and believe?
• What are some of the “highest values” in our city currently?

SESSION 2 - OCTOBER
Gospel Eldership: Lesson 2
• Share about a time when you mistook your personal ambition for God’s
“calling.” What did you learn in the process? How has it changed the way you
discern God’s calling?
• Identify other vocations where qualifications really matter. What are the
dangers of unqualified people in these vocations? Likewise, what are the
dangers of unqualified elders in the church?
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• Which of the three flawed models of church leadership have you personally
experienced? What strengths and weaknesses did you observe in that model?
• Share what you learned in the exercise (False Righteousness). Be prepared to
share answers you wrote down.
Disappearing Church Discussion
• What are some of the beliefs that are still held implicitly in our culture that
actually have Christian roots?
• In what ways did churches engage cities in the past that is now unhelpful in a
Post-Christian culture?
• What are some of the ways our city, as a 3rd Culture, is “evangelizing” the
Church and the world? (See Disappearing Church, pg. 46-47)

SESSION 3 - NOVEMBER
Gospel Eldership: Lesson 3 - Lesson 4
• “Character is formed over time.” What’s encouraging about this idea? What’s
discouraging about this? How has this been true in your own life? Share
examples.
• “Consider what you’re like under pressure: an exhausting day at work, an
emotionally draining ministry situation, a fight with your spouse.” What
characteristic attitudes or actions do you see in yourself in these situations?
What drives those behaviors?
• “If you haven’t built a consistent habitual practice of spiritual disciplines, you
shouldn’t expect to grow in godly character.” Share honestly with your
discussion group what your general practice of spiritual disciplines looks like.
How well have you kept to this pattern over the past thirty days? Explain.
• If a man is a poor spiritual leader in the home, how might that color his
leadership in the church? What “lesser to greater” principles do you see here?
• If a man is a good leader, but lacks competence in the Bible, what might be the
results for those he leads?
• If an elder has to constantly be “talked into” some aspect of a church’s
philosophy of ministry (small groups, worship style, etc), how might this affect
the sense of “team” and chemistry among the elders? How might this also
affect the entire church?
• Share what you learned in the exercise (Identifying Idols, Leadership Triangle
Self-Assessment). Be prepared to share answers you wrote down.
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SESSION 4 - JANUARY
Gospel Eldership: Lesson 5 - Lesson 6
• “What makes an elder devoted to the Word is a deep awareness of his own
need! A gospel-gripped elder knows how lost he is without the sanctifying,
purifying, clarifying truth of God’s word. He knows how prone he is to lean on
technique, experience, and intuition.” What other things, besides God’s Word,
do you lean on in ministry? Give specific recent examples.
• Elders pray the Word, preach the Word, counsel the Word, sing the Word, and
live the Word. In your own ministry, in which of these areas is the Word most
absent right now? What do you sense the Lord provoking you to do about it?
• “Managers deal in seen realities…leaders deal in unseen potentials.” How does
this change your thinking about leadership?
• Elders… are [to be] the kind of men that other men want to be like.” Who are
the men who have most exemplified godly leadership in your life? In what
ways?
• “People are always making judgments about your character, but rarely do they
share those judgments with you. Therefore, you must develop the habit of
asking for feedback.” Practice this now with the men in your group. Invite them
to speak honestly to you about what they see in your character, both good and
bad.
• Share what you learned in the exercise (The Gospel and Spiritual Disciplines,
Examining Your Character). Be prepared to share answers you wrote down.

SESSION 5 - FEBRUARY
Gospel Eldership: Lesson 7 - Lesson 8
• How does knowing the contours of your own heart and your own temptations
help you in leading others? Why is this true?
• When dealing with error, how can you discern whether you’re dealing with a
“savage wolf” (Acts 20:29), or whether you’re dealing with someone who
needs to be “gently instructed, in the hope that God will grant them
repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth (2 Timothy 2:25)?
• How does the analogy of a medical doctor help you in understanding the care
of souls? What new insights do you gain from comparing the role of an elder
to that of a doctor?
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• Good medicine is both reactive (responding to sickness) and proactive
(promoting wellness). How do these same two categories apply to soul care
and to leading the church? How can elders give adequate attention to both?
• Being fully present, listening, praying, resting—which of these do you find most
challenging, and why?
• Why are good patterns of rest necessary for good pastoral care? What are
your current patterns of rest? How can we help one another in this area?
• Share what you learned in the exercise (The Gospel and Conflict Resolution,
Identifying Pride). Be prepared to share answers you wrote down.

SESSION 6 - MARCH
Gospel Eldership: Lesson 9
• What is an elder’s responsibility in leading the mission to the unchurch and
dechurched people around him? How can elders lead in mission while also
caring for the flock?
• In our cultural moment, why is it crucial for church elders to have skill in basic
apologetics? What will be the consequences for the church if elders cannot
answer challenges to the faith intelligently and winsomely?
• What does a missional culture in a church look like? Describe its basic
contours. How would we know if we have one? What signs or markers should
we look for?
• Why should a greater apprehension of the gospel create greater joy in
mission? How are you addressing the hindrances to mission in your own heart,
and in the hearts of those you lead?
• Share what you learned in the exercise (Mission and Your Heart). Be prepared
to share answers you wrote down.

SESSION 7 - APRIL
Gospel Eldership: Lesson 10
• What new insights did this article give you into the contours of these five
temptations of leadership (entitlement, comfort, pleasure/escape, greed,
affirmation)?
• What have you seen a leader fall into one of these five seductions? What were
the consequences for his life and ministry?
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• Which of the Reflection Questions above resonate most deeply with you?
What insights does it give you?
• Self-glory, self-righteousness, self-sufficiency… Describe what each of these
looks like in you and to others.
• “It’s one thing to believe these truths about Jesus. It’s another thing to revisit
them over and over again until they sink in deeply.” In light of this, how does
robust worship—both public and private—help to defeat temptation? Why is
passionate worship crucial to healthy leadership?
• Share what you learned in the exercise (Identifying Your Temptations). Be
prepared to share answers you wrote down.
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PANEL NIGHT
REQUIRED READING
SESSION 1 - SEPTEMBER
THE CHURCH
• The Church In Our Time: Nurturing Congregations of Faithful
Presence by Gregory Thompson
• See further recommendations at resources.frontlinechurch.com/
eldercohort
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THE CHURCH IN OUR TIME:
NURTURING CONGREGATIONS
OF FAITHFUL PRESENCE
Gregory Thompson
Charlottesville, Virginia
October 2011
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ONE

THE CHURCH IN OUR TIME:
CALLING, CHALLENGE, AND OPPORTUNITY
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The Christian church is a community defined by the joyful confession that in
Jesus Christ God has graciously acted to bring salvation to sinners and to our
sin-marred world. We believe that our God, because He is love, has moved
toward us: sending His Son to demonstrate His love and His Spirit to extend
His love unto the renewing of all things (Jn. 3). This is the animating hope and
joyful confession of our community.
This confession, however, is not to be understood as the mere affirmation of
ideas. It is, rather, a call. It is a call to receive God’s salvation: to embrace the
reality that God’s creation has been ruined by sin, that we are in desperate need
of His saving work, and that by the grace of Jesus Christ this salvation comes to
all who believe (Acts 2). It is a call to embody this salvation in the community of
the redeemed—the Christian church: to celebrate it in our worship, to reflect it
in our community, and to enact it in our lives (Eph. 4). And it is a call to bear
God’s salvation to the world in the time in which we find ourselves: to join Him
in extending His redeeming love to our friends, our cities, and our world until
our animating hope becomes theirs (Matt. 28). This is the beautiful calling of
the Christian church: to receive, embody, and bear God’s salvation in our time.
But the task of living out this calling is fraught with difficulty. At the start of the
twenty-first century, the church carries out her work in the midst of enormous
challenges from both the culture and the church itself.
Culture refers to the historically mediated and yet profoundly normative
confluence of ideas, institutions, and individuals that frames the conditions for
human life. The shape of this particular confluence changes across time and
across locale, but culture itself is nonetheless an inescapable constant. And it is
under the conditions of a given culture—with both its particular glories and
horrors—that God’s people musty carry out their unwavering redemptive
calling to God’s larger world.
The culture under which we live and labor—the culture of late modernity—is
endowed with its own glory and horror. On the one hand, western culture
embodies so many of the promises of modernity: a rise in stable political
systems, broadly held convictions of human dignity, widespread material
affluence, and extraordinary scientific and technological development. Each of
these is witnessed and experienced in our time to an unprecedented degree.
On the other hand, our culture is marked by modernity’s unfulfilled promises.
There is increasing cynicism about the efficacy of contemporary political
orders. There is deep confusion about what it means to be human. There is a
profound and growing gulf between the world’s rich and poor. There is deep—
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if ineffectual—alarm over technology’s instrumental service to the banal and
the violent. And underneath it all, there is a deep ambivalence about the
possibility of any sort of normative moral order—even from the church—that
can provide a constructive vision for interpreting or responding to this state of
affairs.
Not only do these cultural contradictions make the task of living lives of faith
incredibly difficult, they also present world-historical challenges to the work of
bearing God’s saving, healing love in our time.
And yet unfortunately, there are other challenges too—challenges not only
from the culture, but also from the church and its own burdensome
contradictions.
Church refers to both to the global family of God—the one, holy, catholic, and
apostolic body, with all of its various subsets spread throughout time and across
space—and to the local congregational expression of this larger family which
bears out this global identity under the conditions of a given time and place.
Both of these are, properly speaking, the church.
In our time, and in our culture, the church—both in its global and local
expressions—enjoys considerable success: the Christian message continues to
spread and take root in exciting ways around the world, especially in the
southern hemisphere. In North America, much of the church continues to
experience significant numerical growth, boasting some of the largest
congregations in the world. Ordinary Christian believers have access to a range
of educational resources that would have been unimaginable—even to our
greatest scholars—just 100 years ago. Christian believers—especially in
America—live with an historically unprecedented degree of affluence and
material wealth and have developed innovative structures for using that
affluence for the good of their neighbors. And Christian churches, despite the
cultural challenges they face, continue to aspire to make a difference in the
world.
And yet, in the midst of these very great gifts, one senses that all is not well.
Even as the Christian message spreads around the world, it continues to lack
credibility in much of western culture. Even as the church grows numerically, it
does so along the same divisions of race, class, and politics that mark the rest of
society. In spite of the enormous quantity of educational materials available, the
biblical, theological, and cultural understanding of ordinary believers is acutely
impoverished. In spite of the enormous possibilities for social good inherent in
material affluence, the church remains deeply shaped by the mindset and
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lifestyle of empty materialism. And in spite of ongoing aspirations for cultural
impact, the church’s failure to bring about cultural renewal is now broadly
beheld. It can, in fact, be persuasively argued that in some regards the church
is itself a participant in some of the most destructive aspects of late modernity.
And so at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the church—graced with a
confession of such joy and a calling of such beauty—nonetheless finds itself
burdened with deep questions over the nature of its identity, the efficacy of its
labors, the character of the culture around it, and the possibility of faithfully
being the church in the late modern world. To all appearances, the answers to
these questions are far from certain.
But God is faithful. He loves the world. And He promises to use His church to
extend His salvation in our time, as he has done in ages past—even in the midst
of profound challenges (Jn. 16).
These concurrent realities—the challenges of our time and the faithfulness of
our God—present an opportunity for a serious and sustained conversation
about the renewal of the church in our time. What might such a renewal look
like? And what will be required of us if we are to undertake it? What will it
mean for us to renew the church towards faithfulness in our time?
What follows is an attempt both to nurture this conversation by providing a
framework for engaging these questions and to gesture towards a vision of the
renewal the church in our time.
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TWO

RENEWING THE CHURCH IN OUR TIME:
A FRAMEWORK FOR CHANGE
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The task of renewing the church toward faithfulness in our time is highly
complex. It will require the cooperation of multiple ecclesial traditions,
multiple generations, and multiple vocational spheres—each animated by the
living and active presence of God in our midst. No one person, tradition, or
initiative is sufficient to map—much less to walk—the way before us.
And yet it remains the case that any effort toward renewing the church in her
calling for our time will inevitably require us to give sustained attention to three
fundamental tasks. The first of these is reconsidering operative paradigms. We
must take stock of the current ineffective working models for understanding
the church’s relationship to the world, and embrace a more faithful alternative.
The second of these is recovering theological foundations. In this, we must ask
what neglected theological convictions must be recovered and held in common
in order for the church to sustain faithfulness in our time. The third of these is
refocusing pastoral priorities. To this end, we must ask what practical priorities
pastors must embrace if the church’s calling is to be faithfully sustained.

!
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1. Reconsidering Operative Paradigms

Because of the complexity of being the church in and for our time Christians of
good faith have conceived of this task in distinctive and often competing ways.
Generally speaking, in the North American church there are three different
paradigms for understanding the church’s calling. In some cases, these
paradigms exist as fully articulated visions of the church’s life. In other cases,
they exist simply as unselfconscious patterns of thought and action that shape
individual believers and their congregations. Only in very few cases do they
map specifically or exhaustively onto the whole life of a given congregation.
But, because they play a defining role in both the church’s understanding and
embodiment of her calling, any attempt to renew that calling must attend to
them.

i. Fortification
The fortification paradigm suggests that the fundamental calling of the church
is to guard the integrity of its divinely wrought life against the assaults of the
world. In this view, the basic task of the church is vigilant preservation and the
basic threat to the church is the destructive character of the larger culture. This
paradigm may be expressed in any number of ways and with varying degrees of
intensity, but in virtually every case the net result is the same: the church
actively cultivates a separate existence, removed from the corrupting travails of
the world.
The strength of this model, and one reason that it is so broadly embraced, is
that it takes seriously both the Bible’s call to be God’s peculiar people and its
warning about the destructive and idolatrous nature of so much of life in the
world. And yet its weaknesses are very serious indeed. First, this paradigm
tends to portray God’s relationship to the world almost exclusively in terms of
opposition. And secondly, it conceives of the church’s relationship to the world
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in precisely the same way, often expressing this understanding through an
ethos of anxiety, anger, or fear.
While it is true that God is opposed to sin and will in the end bring judgment
against it (Rev. 20), and while it is true that the church—because it seeks to
follow God’s own heart—also opposes sin and longs for it to be judged (Ps. 2),
two things must be remembered. First, God’s heart toward the world is not one
of opposition but of love (Jn. 3). His just and righteous judgment is not against
the world in general but against the sin that deforms the world (Gen. 6).
Secondly, God’s way with the world is not to move away from it in disgusted
hostility, but to move toward it in redemptive love (Jn. 1). The fortification
paradigm fails as a model for the church’s calling because in adopting a hostile
posture toward the world and a separatist manner within it, it belies these two
truths about God and creates congregations that are, in the end, neither in nor
for the world.

ii. Accommodation
Contrary to fortification, the accommodation paradigm suggests that the
fundamental calling of the church is collaboration with the world in the service
of the larger good. From this perspective the basic task of the church is active
partnership with its neighbors in the interest of social renewal, and the basic
threat to the church is its own separatist tendencies.
The strength of this model, and one reason it persists, is that it takes seriously
the Bible’s call to “go into all the world” (Matt. 28). And many churches that
operate out of this paradigm do so with admirable compassion and
attentiveness to the culture around them. And yet in spite of these good
intentions, the end result in many cases is clear: the church, in prioritizing
collaboration with culture becomes indistinct from it—embracing not only its
aims, but also its ideologies and methods. This is because the accommodation
paradigm fails to seriously reckon with the fact that the work of the church is
not only to partner with its neighbors collaboratively, but also to bear witness
to its neighbors prophetically. That is, the work of the church is not simply to
participate in the world that is, but also must bear witness to the world that
ought to be. This is the way of God—participating in the life of the world, and
yet calling the world beyond itself and into His life—and it is also to be the way
of His people.

!
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iii. Domination
The domination paradigm suggests that the fundamental calling of the church
is to triumph over her cultural enemies. In this view the basic task of the
church is to extend its own values into the world while the basic threat to the
church is those whose values differ from its own.
The strengths of this paradigm are that, unlike fortification churches, these
churches rightly believe that God has called His people into the world and as a
result tend to move intentionally into the culture. And unlike accommodation
churches, they believe that God has called them to retain their “peculiar”
identity (1 Peter 2), and thus tend to labor intentionally to preserve the integrity
of their communities. But its weaknesses are profound. Like fortification, this
paradigm tends to view the world in fundamentally oppositional terms. And yet
it expresses this opposition not in withdrawal, but in aggression. Inherent in
this aggression—which most frequently takes a political form—is a sort of
aspiration to triumph, a perspective in which neighbors with whom one differs
are viewed not as people to be loved, but as people to be defeated. In this
respect and with bitter irony, it is now widely beheld that churches governed by
the dominance paradigm come tragically to embody the Nietzschean character
of the very culture they seek to subvert. But such a character is not reflective of
the call of the God who lays down His life for the good of His enemies, and
who calls His church to do the same (Matt. 5).

iv. In Sum
While it is true that each of these paradigms seeks to do justice to a particular
aspect of God’s word, and while it is undeniable that individual congregations
influenced by these paradigms bring real good to their communities, it must
nonetheless be said that because of the sustained and manifold failures of these
paradigms to faithfully embody God’s call on the church, the church must
conceive of her life in a different way. It is time, in other words, for a new
paradigm.

v. Incarnation
The new paradigm that must be embraced—or rather, an old paradigm
embraced anew—is that of incarnation. The incarnation paradigm suggests that
the calling of the church is to go into the fullness of the culture, bearing the
fullness of the gospel, for the purposes of redemption (Jn. 1).
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Unlike fortification, the incarnational church seeks to follow Jesus into every
sphere of creation. Unlike accommodation, the incarnational church not only
moves fully into the world but also retains the integrity of its God-given
character and proclamation as it does so. And unlike domination, the
incarnational church sees its movement into the world not as an angry
movement of conquest but as a hopeful movement of redemptive love; seeking
not to triumph over its neighbors, but to work for their flourishing.
This vision of the church’s calling as a movement into the fullness of culture,
bearing the fullness of the gospel, and yet doing so for the purposes of
redeeming love is what James Davison Hunter has referred to as faithful
presence. And it is this paradigm that must be embraced if the church is truly to
be the church in and for our time.

!
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2. Recovering Theological Foundations

Any faithful paradigm for the church’s life in our time must be fully grounded
in the timeless truths of the church’s theological identity. The theological
identity of the church universal rests in both its canonical revelation and its
creedal formulations, while the theological identity of each of the many subtraditions of the church is shaped by deeply held confessional distinctives.
Each of these—canon, creed, and confession—must be faithfully embraced,
proclaimed, and embodied in their entirety by churches around the world. And
yet, in our time, there are four theological foundations that must be
recovered—across traditions—if the incarnational paradigm of faithful presence
is to take shape among us.

i. The Enduring Goodness of Creation
The Scriptural account of God’s work begins with creation (Gen. 1). Out of no
compulsion other than the greatness of His loving heart and the joy of His
creative power, God made the world. And not only did God make the world, He
also delighted in it. Seven times in the earliest pages of Scripture, God
celebrated the world, rejoicing in its goodness. And then, as the final act of
creation, God made human beings, not only as emblems of this goodness, but
also as stewards of it—bearing the noble calling to nurture the world’s native
goodness unto fullness. These things—God’s creation of the world, His sevenfold benediction over its goodness, and His call to nurture this goodness—
suggest that the world God made is not only worthy of His delight, but also
central to His purposes.
And yet in much of the Christian church, the goodness of the world and its
importance in God’s purposes has been diminished.
One source of this diminishment is a long-standing inclination towards antimaterialism. While it has many forms and varies in degree, its basic perspective
about the nature of the world is both widespread and consistent: there are two
parts to creation, the “spiritual” and the “material.” The spiritual part of
!
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creation is the “higher,” the home of wisdom and virtue. The material parts of
creation—the earth, the body, and the artifacts of our lives—are the lower parts.
In the anti-material perspective, these lower parts are variously portrayed as (at
best) a backdrop to the cultivation of higher spiritual goods or (at worst) as a
hostile obstruction to them. And while this broadly held anti-materialism must
be commended for maintaining an extraordinary devotion to the goodness of
God’s spiritual creation—the beauty of the virtues and the glory of the soul—it
is nonetheless the case that in renouncing the material parts of creation, the
Scriptural picture of the overall goodness of God’s world is diminished.
Another (related) source of this diminishment is pietism. While anti-materialism
is a claim about the nature of creation, pietism is a claim about the nature of
redemption and its relationship to the created order. Built upon an antimaterial foundation, pietism suggests not only that the spiritual realm is higher
in the order of creation, but also that it is more important—perhaps exclusively
important—in the order of redemption. In this account, God’s fundamental
concern is with the spiritual aspects of a person’s life—the heart or “the life of
the soul.” And while in the pietist perspective the meaning of the material
aspects of creation is variously interpreted—ranging from a useful backdrop to
redemption to an obstacle to it—it remains universally the case that these
material aspects have no fundamental role in God’s larger redemptive purposes.
That this is so may be seen in several widespread expressions of pietism. First,
we see it in pietistic preaching, which fails to positively address larger social or
material concerns. Second, we see it in pietistic ethics, in which renunciation of
the world functions as the animating conviction. And third—and perhaps most
clearly—we see it in pietistic eschatology in which the actual trajectory of
salvation is to be literally taken out of—or raptured from—the world. And while
the emphasis on spiritual vibrancy and a certain form of detachment from the
world is biblical, it is nonetheless the case that the pietist vision radicalizes this
detachment and in so doing diminishes the goodness of creation, robbing it of
its role in God’s larger purposes.
The net result of these twin afflictions—anti-materialism and pietism—is a
widespread and enduring dualism, a separation between God’s work of creation
and His work of redemption. This dualism has come to profoundly shape the
Christian understanding of God’s world. But this dualism is false. Creation and
redemption are not opposed—they are wed (Rm. 8). The same God who made
the world in creation entered into the world in incarnation (1 Jn. 1), and began
the process of healing the world in resurrection—the first-fruits of the coming
renewal of all things (1 Cor. 15). Thus if the scriptural witness and theological
confession of the Christian church are to be fully embraced, we must set this
dualism aside and once again embrace the goodness of God’s creation and its
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role in God’s redemptive purposes. Only as we do this will we begin to
meaningfully move toward the world as bearers of faithful presence.

ii. The Pervasive Nature of Sin
Attending the Christian delight in the goodness of creation must be an
equivalent sorrow over the pervasive horror of sin. In the Christian view of the
world, human beings, though made with and for an original divine goodness,
have rejected that goodness and replaced it with our own lesser good. Through
this act of sin we have become sinners—people marked both in our selves and in
our lives with the wound of sin—bearing both its guilt and corruption.
In Christian theology, the language of guilt is fundamental to the doctrine of
sin (Ps. 51). Human beings, clean and innocent by nature, are now, because of
sin, unclean—marred with the shameful stain of guilt. This stain manifests
itself first, in the status of guilt; the fact that we now stand justly accused as
sinners before God, before our selves, before others, and before the world. And
secondly, it manifests itself in the experience of guilt. That is, not only has sin
burdened us with the actual status of guilt, it has also burdened us with the
existential trial of it. Thus because of sin, we who were made to be clean and
innocent now find ourselves plagued by both the terrible status and the
shameful experience of guilt.
And yet in Christian theology, guilt is not the only consequence of sin. Added
to it is what has historically been called corruption. Corruption refers neither to
the status of guilt nor to the experience of it, but rather to the disintegration of
the world that sin has wrought (Gen. 3). Though God intended creation to reflect
the state of peaceful wholeness between God, humans, and the world—a state
the Bible calls shalom—sin has broken this wholeness, splintering it into the
ruin of corruption. Unlike guilt, which is both a status and an experience
unique to human beings, corruption extends its sorrows to all of creation:
embracing not only our broken inner lives, but also our broken bodies, our
broken relationships, our broken cities, and our broken world. Thus in
Christian theology, because of sin, a world that was made for the wholeness of
shalom, now languishes under the grief of corruption (Rm. 8).
This view of sin—that it stems from a rejection of God’s goodness and results
in both pervasive guilt and corruption—is fundamental to the Christian
understanding of what is wrong with both our selves and our world.
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And yet in much of the Christian church this view of the pervasive nature of sin
is truncated.
On the one hand are those who take a merely spiritual view of sin. In this
account, which identifies sin largely with guilt, the human fall from grace is
rendered primarily as a breach of the human relationship with God. Because of
sin, human beings—made for loving relationship with God—have been exiled
from His presence and stand in deep need of the redemptive cleansing secured
by Jesus’ crucifixion. The strength of this view is that it is deeply faithful to one
aspect of the Bible’s teaching on sin. Because of sin, humanity is in fact exiled
from intimacy with God and in absolute need of His cleansing redemption.
And yet the weakness of this view is the corollary to its strength—it is faithful to
only one aspect of the Bible’s teaching on sin—guilt. And because of this, it
tends to ignore (often with cruel consequence) the deep and equally biblical
significance of corruption. The result of this curtailed faithfulness is an
inclination toward an individualistic notion of iniquity, focusing on the
presence of sin in the chambers of the heart, and yet ignoring the presence of
sin in the structures of the world. Because of this, we must recognize that in
spite of its very real strengths, the merely spiritual view of sin is unfaithful to
the pervasive view of sin presented in the Bible.
On the other hand are those who take a merely systemic view of sin. In this
account, which identifies sin largely with corruption, the human fall from grace
is rendered primarily as a breach in human relationships, with one another and
with the world. Because of sin, human beings—made for love, justice, and the
peaceful stewardship of the creation—have been corrupted into selfishness,
injustice, and violent exploitation of God’s world. As a result, humanity
groans—with all creation—for the redemptive healing secured by Jesus’
resurrection.
Like the merely spiritual view of sin, the strength of this view is that it is deeply
faithful to one aspect of the Bible’s teaching on sin. Because of sin, God’s
creation does in fact groan under selfishness, injustice, and violence and stands
in deep need of God’s healing power of resurrection. And yet once again, the
weakness of this view is the twin of its strength. In being faithful to the Biblical
vision of corruption, it fails to take guilt seriously. As a result, the brokenness
of the world stands at center stage while the guilty heart from which this
brokenness springs recedes from view.
These reductionistic perspectives on sin are widely held and deeply embedded
in the contemporary Christian imagination. But they are mistaken. This is
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because each, when taken in isolation, underestimates the pervasive nature of
sin. If the church is to take sin seriously, and truly labor against it as a faithful
presence in this world, we must rejoin these perspectives, insisting on the
reality of both guilt and corruption.

iii. The Expansive Scope of the Gospel
The gospel—the good news that in Jesus Christ, God has graciously acted to
bring salvation to a sin-marred world—is the redemptive hope of the Christian
church. Throughout history and across the world this deeply held conviction is
personally embraced, liturgically celebrated, and ethically embodied. Even so,
there is confusion about the breadth of this gospel and its meaning for the
world. All Christian churches confess that Jesus came into the world to save
sinners. But to save them from what? And to what? What is the scope of this
saving work? To properly grasp the answer to this question, we must remember
the Scriptural story.
We begin with creation. The Scriptures begin with a vision of the creation that
is tantalizing in its beauty. We see God in a posture of unqualified delight
towards His creatures. We see human beings, bearing the very dignity of
heaven in their selves and extending the purposes of heaven into the world. We
see human relationships marked by mutual delight and freedom from shame.
We see a material world, celebrated in beauty and nurtured by loving hands.
This—the loving co-existence of God, our selves, others, and the world—is
God’s original vision for creation (Gen. 2).
And yet in the Scriptural story, the glory of creation is shadowed by the sorrow
of the fall. According to the Scriptures, God’s people turned away from God’s
created intention—with all of its goodness—and plunged both themselves and
the world into the shadow of sin. As a result of this sin, the loving co-existence
of God, our selves, others, and the world has been broken, and the world in
which we now live is—for all of its undeniable glory—nonetheless only the
barest image of this original vision. God’s relationship with His creatures—once
marked solely by loving delight—is now marked by grief, holy anger, and the
justice of judgment. Our own selves—once shining with the full glory of God’s
image and the deep dignity of His purpose—have been diminished into a
shadow of our former selves. Human relationships—once a source of freedom
and mutual delight—have become a source of violence, shame, and fear. And
the material world—which once promised such glorious fruitfulness—now
groans under the curse of exploitation and futility. Because of sin, God’s
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original creative intention—with all of its manifold beauty—has fallen into the
tragedy of ruin (Gen. 3).
But this ruin is not the end of the Scriptural story. As it unfolds, we find that
the sorrow of the fall gives way to the promise of redemption. God, rather than
abandoning His intentions for creation, has—in Jesus—entered into creation for
the redemptive purpose of restoring creation from the ravages of the fall. How
does he bring about this restoration?
•

First, by restoring human beings to God. Because of the crucifixion of Jesus,
humanity—made for God in creation, and alienated from Him by the fall—
may now be restored to God (2 Cor. 5). Through faith, all who have become
enemies of God and exiles from His kingdom may now become children of
God and friends of the very King of heaven. And yet this is not all.

•

Second, by restoring human beings to themselves. At creation humanity was
graced with the glorious dignity of bearing the image of God. At the fall, this
image—though still irrepressibly present—was diminished and obscured by
sin. But through the power of the resurrection of Jesus, all who trust in Him
may be made new, free from death and all of its corruption, and restored
again into the glory of the image of Christ (Col. 3), the second Adam (Rm. 5)

•

Third, by restoring human beings to one another. In creation, God declared
that it was not good for human beings to be alone, that we were somehow
not fully ourselves until we were ourselves with another. And yet at the fall,
human relationships—made with such glorious promise—began to
disintegrate, collapsing into the misery of loneliness. In Jesus this loneliness
may be healed. This is because all who trust in Him are joined—really and
truly—not only to Christ Himself, but also to one another, as members of
His body. It is in this Christ-shaped community of love, constituted by the
Spirit, that God’s relational intentions for humanity—so broken by sin—
may be realized anew (Jn. 17).

•

Finally, by restoring the world itself. The material world matters deeply to
God. That this is so is seen in the creation account, in both God’s seven-fold
affirmation of its goodness and in His twice-repeated command for human
beings to nurture the earth, and multiply its glories. God’s intention for this
material world was an endless future of creative care. And yet because of
sin, this world—in spite of its overwhelming beauty—has become a place of
exploitation and futility. But in Jesus, the material ravages of sin, so clearly
evident in the world in which we live, will be washed away. The prophets
who anticipated Jesus’ coming spoke not only of a coming sacrifice for sin,
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of the renewal of sinners, and the restoration of God’s people, but also of
the healing of deserts, the fruitfulness of fields, and the joy of trees (Ezek.
47, Rev. 22). Jesus’ ministry was deeply marked not only by words of
spiritual forgiveness, but also by works of material restoration: the healing
of illness, the creation of wine, the calming of storms, and—most
dramatically—the resurrection of the material body. And these actions—
rather than being mere signs of a deeper spiritual meaning—are themselves
witnesses to the material aspects of God’s redemptive intentions, foretastes
of the healing of all things (Rom. 8). Because of this, Christians confess that
the material order—now groaning deeply under the curse of sin—will one
day be itself liberated, washed clean, and made new.
And yet even the glories of redemption do not exhaust God’s restorative
intentions. For one day, those intentions take the beatific shape of
consummation. If creation may be understood as establishing the trajectory of
God’s intentions; the fall, the deformation of God’s intentions; and redemption,
the process of renewing God’s intentions; the scriptural vision of consummation
may be understood as the realization of God’s intentions. A day will come, the
Scriptures promise, when Jesus will return and will bring the longed awaited
“reconciliation of all things” (Col. 1) In this day, at long last, God will be fully
restored to His creation—His posture towards His creatures only and always
one of joyful delight. Human beings will be restored to themselves—the twin
follies of pride and shame graciously replaced with the thrilling dignity of the
very image of Christ. Human beings will be restored to one another. The long
shadows of loneliness and violence finally set aside in the warm relief of
embrace. And the world itself will be fully and finally restored: no more sorrow,
no more pain, no more tears—only unabated fruitfulness giving rise to a
perpetual orchard of joy. And in this consummate moment, the good news of
the gospel of Jesus—so long proclaimed, and in such bitter darkness, will be
fully realized and beheld in the radiant face of Christ Himself (Rev. 21).
What then is the Scriptural vision of the gospel? That in Jesus Christ, God is
taking his creation—which has, because of sin, fallen into ruin—and redemptively
restoring it in every part, until the time of consummation, in which all things will at last
be made new. It is this Christ-centered, comprehensive, and restorational gospel that
should animate the life and witness of the Christian church.
And yet it remains the case that in the contemporary church, the expansive
scope of the Scriptural gospel has been sadly reduced. On the one hand, one
encounters what may be referred to as the merely personal gospel. In this widely
embraced understanding of the Christian gospel, God’s redeeming work is
understood to be primarily—if not exclusively—about human restoration to God
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through the sin-atoning work of Jesus. Jesus came into a sinful world to die for
our sins, and through this death, to secure our forgiveness, deliver us from the
just judgment of God, and to bring us back into that state for which we were
made: fellowship with God. The obvious good of this perspective is that it
faithfully represents part of what Jesus came to do. He did come into the world
to die for our sins, to secure our forgiveness, to deliver us from condemnation,
and to reconcile us to God. This is a foundational, unequivocal, and enduring
teaching of the Christian Scriptures and is the joyful confession of the
Christian church. And it is wonderfully evident that through the proclamation
of this message, countless men, women, and children, have been restored to
God.
And yet the weakness of this perspective is that it tends to ignore other things
that Jesus came to do, which are also part of the gospel. Restoration of our own
selves, restoration of our communities, restoration of the material world—these
are seen as (at best) secondary “entailments” of the gospel, rather than the
gospel itself or (at worst) as distractions from the pure gospel of Jesus. But
restoration of our humanity, our relationships, and our world are not secondary
to Jesus’ purposes, and they are certainly not distractions from them. They are
an intrinsic part of the good news of Jesus’ redemptive work in the world. And
the faithful gospel is the one that will proclaim them as such.
On the other hand, we find the merely social gospel. In this perspective, God’s
redeeming work in Jesus is understood primarily in terms of personal and social
renewal. Jesus came into a sin-sick world so that He—through His Easter
resurrection and Pentecostal presence—might restore broken lives, lift up the
poor, liberate the oppressed, and establish God’s justice over the whole of the
earth. The strength of this perspective—and the reason it is so deeply
motivating as a force for good in the world—is that it faithfully articulates part
of what Jesus came to do in this world. He did come to heal the sin-sick world.
He did come so that the kingdom of God—with its healing, deliverance,
liberation, and justice (Lk. 4)—might come on earth, just as it is in heaven
(Matt. 6). And it is manifestly the case that the proclamation and embodiment of
this part of Jesus’ work has brought untold good to God’s people and their
neighbors throughout the world.
The very serious weakness of this perspective is that it tends to ignore the
personal reality of sin and therefore the need for the personal reconciliation
with God found only in Jesus (2 Cor. 5). These things cannot be ignored,
because the Christian gospel teaches us that before we move to address the sins
of the world, we must take responsibility for our own sins. And before we
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participate in God’s reconciliation of all things, we must first—through
Christ—be reconciled to God ourselves.
Because of these profound weaknesses, the tendency to both a merely personal
and a merely social gospel must be strongly resisted in our time. Doing so will
require us to self-consciously embrace the expansive scope of the gospel of
Jesus; a gospel that contains within it the glorious promise that, in Jesus, God
is reconciling all things. For if the church is to be a presence that faithfully
bears witness to the gospel, we must proclaim it, not just in part but in whole.

iv. The Missional Vocation of the Church
The Scriptures teach that in Jesus Christ, God is taking his sin-marred creation
and redemptively restoring it in every part, until at last all things are made new.
This is the missio Dei, the redemptive mission of God to the world. But how
does God extend these redemptive purposes? How does He accomplish this
mission? The answer to this question—both mysterious and ennobling—is that
God intends to accomplish this mission by the power of the Holy Spirit
through the Christian church (Matt. 5). The church, that one, holy, catholic, and
apostolic community—that is both global in its reach and local in its
expression—is the intended instrument for the mission of God.
But how does the church participate in this missio Dei? How can such an
ordinary community of men, women, and children take the mission of God and
embrace that mission as its own? The answer to this question is manifold,
consisting both of the endless series of ordinary decisions as well as the heroic
acts of God’s people in time. But in general, the church may be said to
participate in the mission of God in three ways.
First, as a recipient of the mission of God. The calling of the church is not to
originate the missio Dei, but to receive it: to bring our sin-marred lives to God
by faith, and to open ourselves to the restorational power of the gospel of Jesus
Christ (Rm. 5). The identity and work of the church are therefore received from
God himself: from the Father, who has loved us before time (Eph. 1); from the
Son, to whom we are united by faith (Philipp. 1); and from the Spirit, who
indwells us with power (Acts 2). This is where the church’s participation in the
mission of God begins.
But this is not where it ends. For the church exists not only as a recipient of the
mission of God, but also as a foretaste of it. That is to say, the church, in the
ordinary work of its common life, becomes—in itself—an embodied
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anticipation of God’s redemptive intentions for the world. How? First, in our
restoration to God through faith in Christ, we become a foretaste of the coming
day when at long last God and His people will dwell together, when He will be
their God and they will be His people (Rev. 21). In our restoration to ourselves,
we become a foretaste of the coming day when the image of God, so battered by
sin and death, will be fully and finally restored. In our restoration to one
another we become a foretaste of the coming union of the family of God, the
day when loneliness and violence will be put away. And in the small and varied
creation-restoring acts of our lives, we become foretastes of God’s intentions
for the creation itself. Thus the church is rightly understood only insofar as it
not only receives the mission of God, but also embodies it in its own spiritual,
liturgical, relational, and vocational life. Through these things, the church
becomes an hors d’oeuvre of the coming banquet of the new world.
The final way in which the church participates in the mission of God is as a
bearer of it. That is to say, the call of the church is not only to receive God’s
mission by faith, nor simply to pre-figure it in its own life, but also to extend
that mission to its neighbors and to the whole of creation, in the very particular
time in which it finds itself (Matt. 28). In the word we proclaim, our intention is
not only to nurture the life of the church, but also to speak to the deepest
questions of our time. This means that one of the central theological tasks of the
church is to identify and understand the central questions of our own age. In the
worship we enact, our intention is to bring joy to God, not only by making Him
our highest good, but also by reminding our neighbors that He is their highest
good as well. This means that one of the central liturgical tasks of the church is to hold
the reality of God and His new kingdom before the eyes of our neighbors. In the
welcome we extend, our purpose is not only to heal the loneliness of ourselves
and of our brothers and sisters in the church, but also to bear God’s hospitality
to our neighbors. This means that one of the central communal tasks of the church is
to invite and embrace its neighbors into its life. In the work that we do, our purpose
is not only to care for ourselves, but also to bring God’s restorational care to
creation. This means that one of the central vocational tasks of the church is to labor
to bring God’s redemptive purposes to bear in the callings that God has given us. Thus
the calling of God is for the church—through the ordinariness of its life—to not
only receive the mission of God, nor to become mere foretastes of it, but also,
by the Spirit, to take it up and bear it into the heart of the world.
This vision of the missional vocation of the church helps us to guard against
two tendencies that diminish both the meaning of the church and the integrity
of its mission.
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The first of these tendencies is a church-less mission. By God’s kindness there are
many, many of His people in the world who have been enthralled with the
beauty of His redemptive mission to the world. They rejoice in it in their hearts,
practice it in their homes, instantiate it in their friendships, and pursue it in
their vocations. And yet it remains the case that for many of these people—too
many—this pursuit of the mission of God is fundamentally detached from the
institution of the church. For some, this detachment from the church is rooted
in the deeply sad but historically manifest experience that the church—rather
than being an instrument of God’s mission—is, in fact, often an obstacle to it.
For others, this detachment from the church is less experiential and more
deeply ideological—growing out of both the individualism and antiinstitutionalism of late modern culture. But for all, the net effect is that the
work of the mission of God is understood as something fundamentally distinct
from the life of the people of God. The strength of this perspective is that it
prioritizes, in a general sense, the purposes of God, and rightly grows impatient
with any person or institution that obstructs those purposes. But its weakness is
that it fails to see that God’s purposes are inexorably bound to the church; that the
church is neither an abstract idea, nor an aggregate of individual redemptive aims, nor
a merely utilitarian instrument to be taken up or set aside at will, but the very body of
God—united to Him by faith in Jesus Christ, indwelled by His Spirit, and on
mission with Him together in the world. And by neglecting this reality, those
who embrace a church-less mission inadvertently refuse from God the very gift
He has given to bear his purposes into His world.
The second of these tendencies is a mission-less church. God has given the
church to the world as a bearer of His mission of love. And by His grace, many
churches have, for centuries, taken up this mission with faithfulness and joy.
And yet it is now broadly understood that many, many Christian churches—too
many—exhibit a life apparently unrelated to the restorational mission of God.
They have simply and sadly come to define their lives in some other way. Some,
influenced by the paradigm of fortification, have begun to see the work of their
church not as mission to the world, but as purity from it. Others, influenced by
the irrepressible rationale of the market, seem to see their work fundamentally
as the purveyance of religious goods and services. And still others, tragically
bereft of anything meaningful to say and of anyone to whom to say it, have
come to define their work in the most self-interested manner possible: as the
mere preservation of their own institutional past. These churches have
forgotten that their identities consist—not in fleeing the culture, nor in
satisfying consumers, nor in perpetuating institutional identity—but in
participating in the great redemptive mission of God. And as a result, they not
only deform the dignity of the church—which has been given such an
extraordinary role in this mission—they also hinder the mission itself.
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Over and against these reductive ecclesial visions, we must remember that it is
by the church that God continues to extend himself through the Spirit to the
world. Because of this, we must encourage both those who embrace the
church-less mission and those who inhabit the mission-less church to recover
the missional vocation of the church.

v. In Sum
If the church in our time is to be a community of faithful presence, we must—
in the midst of all of our various confessional commitments—recover these four
theological foundations. Without them, the call to faithful presence will simply
remain unintelligible to us. The enduring goodness of creation grounds us in the
fact that our work is not elsewhere, but here—among both the spiritual and
material dimensions of God’s world in all its particularity at the start of the
twenty-first century. The pervasive nature of sin reminds us that this creation has
been broken in every respect—not only in the guilty heart, but also in the
corrupted world—and that our redemptive responsibility is to engage both of
these. The expansive scope of the gospel leads us to remember that Jesus’
intentions for the world are comprehensive in breadth and restorational in
nature, calling us to labor for the renewal of every part of creation. And the
missional vocation of the church reminds us that is through the Spirit-shaped
people of God that God extends His redemptive mission into the world—and
not through some other means.
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3. Refocusing Pastoral Priorities

Having reconsidered the operative paradigms for understanding the church’s
calling in the late modern world, and our need to recover certain theological
foundations to ground that calling in our time, we turn now to what will be
required for extending this calling into the life of the church today—refocusing
pastoral priorities.
The pastoral life consists of a wonderful and yet bewildering array of spiritual,
theological, liturgical, relational, institutional, and social demands. And any
faithful pastor must be able—in a given moment and over a lifetime—to attend
to these varied demands.
And yet, if the church is to embody the incarnational paradigm of faithful
presence, we must self-consciously strive to refocus our pastoral labors around
three critical priorities: nurturing congregations of faithful presence, forming leaders
for faithful presence, and building partnerships for faithful presence.

i. Nurturing Congregations of Faithful Presence
For the paradigm of incarnation to take meaningful shape in the late modern
world, it must first take shape in the local congregation. It is in this place that
men, women, and children will both receive and embody the life of faithful
presence. And it is from this place that they will go to bear that faithful
presence into the world. And while pastors must be wary of presumption (in
the end, it is the Holy Spirit who creates congregations of faithful presence), it
remains the case that God—in His great kindness—desires to use the pastoral
vocation in the formation of His church. Because of this, the aspiration to
nurture congregations of faithful presence must be at the heart of the pastoral
vocation.
How can pastors nurture congregations of faithful presence? What concrete steps might
be taken to see this incarnational paradigm take shape in the life of the local church?
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Ultimately, the answer to these questions is as expansive as the pastoral
vocation itself, requiring attention not only to its enduring tasks, but also its
oscillating contexts. And yet it remains the case that any strategy for nurturing
congregations of faithful presence today will invariably entail devoting
deliberate and sustained attention to the following:
•

Understanding the Congregational Locale
Pastoral ministry is predicated upon the prior work of God and the prior
lives of people. That is to say, when pastors step into the midst of a
congregation—to preach, to pray, to sing—we do so assuming that both the
work of God and the lives of the congregation predate us. Before we are,
they were. This means that the pastoral work of congregational nurture
begins not with speaking but with listening, with the work of giving
sustained contemplative attention to who and where our people are, and
what nurturing them will require (1 Cor. 9). We simply have to understand–
not out of judgment, but out of love—where our people are located before
we can understand what it will mean to lead them to where, by God’s grace,
they will go. In this regard, three particular aspects of the congregational
locale seem especially important.
First, we must listen for the congregation’s cultural setting. What is the
culture in which the congregation is located? What are the characteristics of
that culture? What is their posture to that culture? Is it one of fortification—
in which they seek to rightly guard the gospel, but to wrongly guard
themselves from the culture? Is it one of accommodation—in which they
rightly move into the life of the culture, but do so uncritically? Is it one of
domination in which they seek rightly to see the gospel change the culture,
but wrongly seek that change through triumph? Or have they embraced the
posture of incarnation—bearing the full gospel into the fullness of the
culture for the purposes of love?
Second, we must listen for their theological framework. What is their posture
toward creation? Are they marked by an anti-material pietism or do they
embrace creation’s enduring significance in God’s purposes? What is their
understanding of sin? Do they tend towards a merely personal or merely
systemic view of sin, or do they see in it both the guilt and the corruption of
God’s world? How expansive is their view of the gospel? What is it that they
believe Jesus came to do? Is it the merely personal work of dying for our sins,
securing our forgiveness, delivering us from condemnation, reconciling us
to God, and removing us from the perils of this world? Is it the merely social
work of restoring broken lives, lifting up the poor, liberating the oppressed,
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and establishing God’s justice over the whole of the earth? Or is it the
comprehensive work of taking his creation and redemptively restoring it in
every part, until at last all things will be made new?
Finally, we must listen for their missional ambition. Does the congregation
have a missional burden, and, if so, what is it? Is it evangelism? Is it social
action? If evangelism, to whom? If social action, of what kind? Is it a
combination of the two? What are the unique gifts that they bring to their
missional endeavors? What are the limitations that they bring? Where are
their ambitions realistic and where might they need to find constructive
redirection? Where might new ambitions need to grow?
The answers to these questions of cultural setting, theological framework,
and missional ambition are extremely important because they indicate
where our congregation is on their inevitable journey into the beauty of
God’s redemptive purposes. And if we are to labor credibly to nurture our
congregations toward faithful presence, we must listen to these answers
with care.
•

Converting the Congregational Imagination
One of the central purposes of the pastoral vocation is to prayerfully convert
the people around us—both Christians and non-Christians—into a vision of
the world that is fundamentally defined by the gospel of Jesus Christ. We
want them to see that, no matter how utterly determinative the desires of
our hearts, the presuppositions of our minds, and the travails of our age
seem to be, the world is in fact God’s and is—as we are—inescapably bound
to His redemptive purposes. This means that one of the central tasks of the
pastoral vocation is to convert the congregational imagination by
proclaiming—without ceasing—the fullness of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Therefore, we proclaim God’s original creational intention—the loving coexistence of God, our selves, others, and the world (Gen. 1–2). This is God’s
intended world, the world for which we were made and for which we long at
every moment. By this proclamation we remind our people that this world is
fundamentally about God and His purposes, and call them to reorient their lives
around Him.
We proclaim the terrible truth of the fall—of how sin has plunged this
original vision into ruin (Gen. 3). And how, as a result, we have become—
really and truly—estranged from God, from our own selves, from others,
and the from the created order; shadowed by guilt and bound to corruption.
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This is the world in which we wake day after day, and from which we groan
for deliverance. By this proclamation we remind our people that this world is
fundamentally broken and in desperate need of God’s saving love.
We proclaim the beautiful promise of redemption—of how in Jesus Christ,
God has entered the world to renew the fallen creation (Jn. 1). That by grace
and through faith in Jesus Christ (Eph. 2), we may be reconciled to God—
returned from our bitter exile, forgiven for our sins, and restored to our true
home in Him (Lk. 15). That in Him, we may once again become our true
selves—the creational image of God, marred by sin, once again restored to
the holiness and glory of the image of Christ (Col. 3). That in Him we may
be restored to others—once again enjoying the delighted community of the
household of God (Eph. 2). That in Him, we may have earnest and fully
requited hopes for the renewal of the material world—the created order,
befouled by sin, at long last washed clean (Rm. 8). By this proclamation we
remind our people that because of Jesus, sin will not have the last word, and that all
who trust in Him will find full and final restoration from the travails of the fall.
We proclaim the unspeakable glory of consummation—of how through Jesus
Christ the true future of the world is coming in which sin will be fully and
finally swept away (Rev. 20), God will dwell with His people, and all will be
made new (Rev. 21). By this proclamation we remind our people the future is
God’s and that in time all things—including we ourselves—must be ordered around
Him in love.
This Christocentric, comprehensive, and restorational gospel—heralded in
our preaching, enacted in our liturgy, and embodied in our life—is our
proclamation to the church and the world. As this proclamation goes out,
not only will we find men, women, and children really and truly restored—
to God, to themselves, to one another, and to the world—we will also find a
growing redemptive imagination for what it might mean incarnationally to
bear this restoration into the world.
•

Cultivating Congregational Virtue
At the heart of the pastoral vocation is the desire to see the gospel of Jesus
Christ maturely embodied in the lives of His people. Because of this, pastors
must give themselves not only to the work of proclaiming the gospel, but
also to the work of forming the gospel into the life of the church.
This work of formation begins, as Paul says, with the renewal of the mind
(Rm. 12). Part of God’s work in the life of His people is to change the way
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that we see. By His Spirit, He removes the scales from our eyes and teaches
us to see reality—no longer through the lens of sin-wrought blindness—but
through the lens of His eternal Word.
Pastors are called to participate in this work, to self-consciously and
deliberately devote ourselves—through preaching, theological education,
liturgical leadership, and pastoral care—to the work of renewing the mind
of the congregation into the mind of Christ. In this respect we must ask
ourselves: What characterizes the mind of our congregation? Where must the
congregational mind be celebrated? Where must it be renewed into the mind of
Christ? How is my pastoral vocation seeking to participate in this work of renewing
the congregational mind?
And yet virtue comes not only through the renewal of the mind, but also
through the reordering of loves (Lk. 18). Human beings were made for love—
to both give it and to receive it. And yet because of sin, this extraordinary
capacity has been deeply distorted and bent inward on the adulterous idols
of the heart. But Jesus has come to forgive our broken love and to enable us
once again to—as He says—love God and love our neighbors.
Because of this, the pastoral vocation must give sustained and skillful
attention not only to the intellectual lives, but also to the interior lives of our
people. We must seek—by the power of the Spirit and through all the
means of our vocation—to retrain the affections of our people until they are
once again rightly ordered toward God and neighbor. To this end, we must
ask ourselves: How do people come to love what they love? What does my
congregation love? Where is this love rightly ordered towards God and neighbor?
Where is this love wrongly ordered toward lesser objects? How might I help my
congregation assess their loves rightly? How might I participate more fully in God’s
work of reordering the loves of my congregation?
And yet there is one more aspect to the cultivation of congregational
virtue—the redirection of the life (Matt. 16). For God’s people to fully become
themselves in Christ, they must be conformed not only to His mind and His
heart, but also to His life. Because of this, pastors must be deeply aware of
the concrete and practical realities of our people’s lives and must labor selfconsciously to see the life of Christ take shape there. To do this faithfully,
we must ask the following questions: Where are the lives of my congregation
members directed? What are their practices of devotion? How do they use their
bodies, their time, their gifts, and their money? What is the condition of their
relationships? What is the shape of their vocation? What is the nature of their
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ambition in the world? How might I labor more fully to help my congregation
members redirect their lives so that they may more fully embody the life of Christ?
For in the end, it is only as the gospel of Jesus takes shape in these ways
that we know that our people are coming to maturity in Him. This work of
cultivating congregational virtue is extremely important, for it is only as our
congregations think with the mind of Christ, love with His heart, and walk
in His way that they will be able to follow Him into His incarnational
mission to the world.
•

Deepening Congregational Care
The Scriptures teach us that God loves the world, and that He places His
church into the world for the purpose of bearing active witness—in their
lives—to that love. Because of this, one of the fundamental tasks of the
pastoral vocation is to form the people of God into a community of care; a
community in which the redemptive love of God takes shape in redemptive
love for others.
This love first requires care of the whole person (Mk. 2). God’s redemptive love
is comprehensive in scope, extending to every aspect of human life. And the
congregational expression of this love must be comprehensive as well. We
must care for one another intellectually—shouldering one another’s doubts.
We must care for one another spiritually—bearing one another’s sins. We
must care for one another emotionally—tending to one another’s fears. We
must care for one another relationally—entering into one another’s
loneliness. We must care for one another physically—tending one another’s
bodies. And we must also care for one another materially—providing for one
another’s needs.
This means that the pastoral calling is to resist reductive visions of love and
to lead the congregation forward into the endlessly creative work of caring
for the whole person. This call leads us to constantly ask the following
questions: How does my congregation understand the call to love? Where is love
happening among us? Where are we failing to love one another? How can I labor
to deepen the love amidst the congregation?
Secondly, it requires care for the whole life (1 Jn. 2). That is to say, the
congregational responsibility to care for one another begins in the mystery
of the womb and endures unto the sorrow of the grave. This is God’s
desire—that in the vulnerability of our infancy, the wonder of our
childhood, the mystery of our adolescence, the weight of our adulthood, and
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the frailty of our old age—we may look around us and see that the
congregation is there. In this regard it may be useful to ask ourselves: How
does my congregation understand the call to care for the whole life? When do
people tend to receive the most care from us? When does that care tend to fade?
How might I labor to lead the congregation to extend care to the whole person for
the whole of their lives?
Finally, the call to congregational care means care of the whole community
(James 2). God’s care for His people is expansive—extending not just to
some, but to all—and the congregation that follows Him must be marked by
this same expansive care. Because of this, pastors must labor to build
congregations in which all in their reach—the lonely stranger, the broken
sinner, the bereaved mourner, the gifted leader, the supportive
encourager—are alike the objects of loving care. In this respect we may ask
ourselves: Who in the community tends to receive care? Who tends—whether
intentionally or unintentionally—to be overlooked? What is the source of this
discrepancy? How might I labor more fully to ensure that all in our community are
met with the redemptive care of Christ?
This call to deepen congregational care until it extends to the whole person,
for the whole of their lives, and to the whole congregation is extremely
challenging. And yet we must devote ourselves to it in earnest. For it is only
as we learn to incarnate God’s love for one another that we can
meaningfully incarnate that love into the world.
•

Expanding Congregational Mission
The Scriptures teach that in Jesus Christ, God is restoring his sin-marred
creation until at last He makes all things new. This is the redemptive
mission of God to the world. And the congregation that participates in
God’s life participates in this mission, receiving it as its own. This means
that an essential component of the pastoral vocation is to expand the
missional life of the congregation until it reflects—in microcosmic form—
the missional life of God Himself.
The first aspect of this task is to summon all of God’s people. God desires every
man, woman, and child in His church to participate in His mission and He
has gifted each by the Spirit for that very purpose (1 Cor. 12). This means
that one of the core tasks of the pastor is to ensure that all of God’s people
know that they have a place in the mission of God, and to equip them
toward that end. In light of this, we must regularly ask ourselves: Do my
people understand that God’s mission is also their mission? If so, how can I equip
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them for greater participation in that mission? If not, how can I summon every
person more deeply into the mission of God?
The second aspect of expanding congregational mission is to embrace all of
God’s work. God’s work of mission is comprehensive—ambitious to bring
His restoring love to every part of creation. Yet it is often the case that the
missional aspirations of a given congregation embrace only part of God’s
broad intentions. Because of this, it is critical that pastors self-consciously
lead their congregations to embrace the fullness of God’s missional work in
the world.
On the one hand, we need to lead our congregations to embrace the
missional pursuit of personal conversion (Acts 2). The Scriptures teach that
Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners—to deliver us from guilt
and condemnation through His death, and to restore us to God. This
salvation is the deep hope of our own lives and the great need of our
neighbors. Because of this, pastors must lead their congregations to take
seriously the call to move prayerfully into the lives of their neighbors,
laboring to see God bring about the wonder of personal conversion.
On the other hand, we need to lead our congregations to embrace the
missional pursuit of the common good. The Scriptures teach that Jesus Christ
came into the world to proclaim good news to the poor, give sight to the
blind, and to bring liberty to the oppressed (Lk. 4). Because of this, pastors
must lead their congregations—through both their individual vocations and
their corporate life—to intentionally take up the work of alleviating the
poverty, physical distress, and institutional oppression in their communities
(Acts 3). This too is a necessary component of taking up the missional work
of God.
Embracing this comprehensive view of the work of God will require us to
ask ourselves the following questions: How does my congregation understand
the work of mission? Do they tend towards imbalance—favoring either personal
conversion or the common good? If so, how might I take concrete steps to lead the
congregation to embrace the fullness of God’s missional work?
The final aspect of expanding congregational mission is to move into all of
God’s world (Acts 1). The Scriptures teach that God’s mission is to extend
His kingdom to every part of His creation, and the church that bears this
mission must move into every part of creation as well. This means that the
missional movement of the congregation must be intentionally multidimensional.
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This must first be an intellectual movement—a sustained and rigorous labor
to understand the structure, characteristics, needs, and challenges of our
culture. This means that pastors must—must—begin to give sustained
attention not only to the content of our theology, but also to the nature of
our times. And must be diligent in helping our congregations understand
these things as well. It must also be a relational movement—a loving
entrance into the lives of our neighbors. It must be a geographical
movement—committed to bearing God’s mission both to particular places
and to every place on earth. It must also be a cultural movement—a
deliberate missional engagement with the central ideas and institutions of
our time.
This call to move into all of God’s world requires us to ask the following
questions: Does my congregation understand the nature of the culture to which
they are called? Does my congregation understand the intellectual, relational,
geographical, and cultural demands of the Great Commission? Which of those
horizons does my congregation tend to embrace? Which of those horizons do we
neglect? For which are they most or least equipped? How can my pastoral ministry
more effectively lead people missionally into every part of God’s creation?
As we attend to each of these realities—summoning all of God’s people to
embrace all of God’s work and bear it into all of God’s world—we will expand
the incarnational mission of our congregation.
•

Shepherding Congregational Expectations
When a congregation begins to grow in imagination, in virtue, in care, and
in mission—it also grows in expectation. Suddenly, in God’s purposes, the
world is opened to them and every place of their lives—their bodies, their
neighbors, their cultures—seem full of redemptive promise. And yet it also
remains the case that—God’s redemptive promises notwithstanding—bodies
die, neighbors walk away, and cultures dissolve into ruin. And so the
congregation is left in the bewildering valley that lies between expectation
and experience. Our pastoral work is carried out in this valley, and therefore
one of its core tasks is to shepherd congregational expectations.
This is done first by reminding the congregation of the brokenness of the
present. The world in which we live—created for such glory—is broken,
shadowed by sin, and subjected to frustration. Because of this our labors—
like Adam’s before us—are subject to this same frustration, even when we are
laboring for God’s purposes. Part of the pastoral task is to remind our people
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that many of the redemptive yearnings we have are, for the present,
inevitably bound to frustration (Rm. 8).
In doing so, we will help our congregations guard against a form of naïve
triumphalism—the assumption of a straight line between our labors and the
realized kingdom of heaven. This triumphalism is very tempting—both for
pastors and for congregations. It offers the promise of significance and the
participation in something good. And yet for all of its initial energy,
inevitably creates denial, disappointment, anxiety, anger, and even
disillusionment in the congregation.
Instead, we must labor to grow a form of wisdom that understands the task
of faith as not only to work, but also to wait. To this end, it is useful to ask
ourselves: Does my congregation have triumphalistic tendencies? Do they have a
simplistic view of the brokenness of the world? If so, how is this affecting their lives?
What steps might I take to remind them more faithfully of the brokenness of the
present?
And yet, the pastor must also remind the congregation of the certainty of the
future. The promise of Christianity is that because of Jesus, sin will not have
the last word. It will, one day—because of His resurrection and by His
enduring rule, be swallowed up by the joys of a renewed creation. This is
the promise of God Himself and His promises can never disappoint.
Because of this, part of the pastoral task is to remind our people that their
redemptive hopes—presently bound so painfully to frustration—will one
day be realized, raised from the dust of futility, to shine in the kingdom of
light (Heb. 12). We must remind them that in the end, God’s purposes will
prevail and all who hope in Him will see it.
In doing so, we will help to guard against the peril of cynicism—the
assumption that in the end, God’s redemptive work makes little difference
in reality. Against this, we must labor to cultivate the virtue of eschatological
hope—that disposition of the heart that expects frustration and yet just as
earnestly expects that one day that frustration will give way to joy. To aid in
this, it will be useful to ask ourselves: Is my congregation fundamentally
characterized by cynicism or hope? If cynicism, where does it come from? How do I
inadvertently reinforce that cynicism? And how might I take initiative to cultivate
the ethos of hope into our congregation?
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•

In Sum
How then are pastors to take responsibility for the priority of nurturing
congregations of faithful presence? By understanding the congregational
locale—taking seriously the cultural, theological, and missional setting of the
church. By converting the congregational imagination—proclaiming the
comprehensive and restorational gospel of Jesus. By cultivating
congregational virtue—laboring to renew the minds, reorder the loves, and
redirect the lives of our people. By deepening congregational care—leading
our people to care for the whole person, over the whole of life, and for the
whole community. By expanding congregational mission—summoning all of
God’s people, to take up all of God’s work, and bear it into all of God’s
world. And finally, by shepherding congregational expectations—reminding
them of both the brokenness of the present, and the certainty of the future.
As we labor to embed each of these in the individuals, the ideas, and the
institutional structures of our churches, we will—over time and by God’s
grace—see our people becoming congregations of faithful presence.

ii. Forming Leaders for Faithful Presence
The renewal of the church towards faithful presence in the late modern world
begins with the local congregation, but it does not end there. This is because
faithful presence, by its very nature, requires God’s people to move beyond the
boundaries of congregational life into every area of cultural life. Such a
movement will require leadership—the presence of men, women, and children
who take responsibility for faithful presence in their world. Because of this the
intentional work of forming the whole congregation into the work of leadership must
be recovered as a pastoral priority.
How can pastors form leaders for faithful presence? What must pastors do to equip
their people to take responsibility for doing God’s work in God’s world?
The answer to this question will, of course, vary according to the gifts of the
pastor, the gifts of the congregation, and the needs of the context. And yet any
strategy for forming leaders for faithful presence must include the following:
•

Reframing the Meaning of Leadership
The language of leadership is ubiquitous in the contemporary church, but
its meaning is not always clear. What does it mean to lead? Who can be a
leader? Where does leadership happen? By what means and to what end?

!

35!
NEW CITY COMMONS | © Gregory Thompson, 2011

The answers to these questions are not at all self-evident. And as we
consider both various leaders and various reflections on leadership within
the church, we find a great deal of confusion on these fundamental issues.
Because of this, one of the first pastoral tasks in forming leaders is to
reframe the meaning of leadership—to help people understand just what it
is that we are calling them to be. What then, is the meaning of leadership?
To lead is to embrace the responsibility—within the parameters of one’s own
calling—to bear the redemptive mission of God into the world. This is what we
hope—by God’s help—to form all of our people (and not just an elite subset)
to be and to do within their given callings (Eph. 5–6). Framing the meaning
of leadership in this way will help us to overcome three of the most
persistent barriers to leadership found in our congregations.
The first of these is the avoidance of leadership. Leadership requires us to
“embrace responsibility.” It is, in other words, a fundamentally active
endeavor. And yet many people in our churches tend, in the face of this call,
to remain passive. Sometimes this passivity is a product of confusion—of
uncertainty about what needs to be done. At other times it is born of a form
of disgust—a desire not to be identified with destructive power structures,
by the instinct to withdraw. At other times it is born of busyness—the
margin-less quality of modern life. And at still other times this passivity is a
product of mere selfishness—the very straightforward desire not to be
inconvenienced by the burden of others. But no matter the cause, it remains
the case that this passivity undermines the capacity of our churches to be
faithfully present, and so it must be overcome.
The second barrier to leadership is the spiritualization of leadership. The call
to lead is a call to work “within the parameters of one’s own calling.” It is, in
other words, a call to labor in whatever sphere of culture or stage of life one
finds oneself. And yet many people in our congregations—influenced by the
pietist gospel in which the spiritual realm is the most important—live under
the burden of a fundamental dualism. On the one hand, there is the spiritual
realm—the realm of the soul—in which the real work of God is most fully
located. On the other hand there is the secular realm in which we eat, work,
play, make love, and rest. And for many Christians, this dualism is absolute:
the spiritual realm is the most important, and the secular realm—to the
extent that it may be valued at all—matters only insofar as it can support the
spiritual. Because of this—and tragically—many people believe that their
work is largely meaningless in God’s larger purposes and see their most
meaningful leadership as their spiritual service to the local church. But this
dualism is false. It is a spiritualized misunderstanding of both the gospel of
Jesus and of what it means to live—and lead—in light of it. Because of this,
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pastors must labor to overcome this dualism, to enlarge their people’s
understanding of leadership by reminding them that God’s call is not to set
aside their vocations but to participate in those vocations more fully in light
of His redemptive purposes.
The third barrier to faithful leadership in our congregations is the
exploitation of leadership. The call to lead is a call to “bear the redemptive
mission of God into the world.” To lead then, is to labor—within our ownGod-given areas of responsibility and by the power of the Spirit—to see the
comprehensive and restorational purposes of God take shape. In this
respect leadership is fundamentally about others—about the glory of God
and the good of neighbors. And yet it is all too familiar in our churches to
see leadership not embraced as an act of love, but exploited as a tool for
selfishness. It is lamentably commonplace to see both pastors and
congregational leaders use their positions and their power—not for the
glory of God or the good of others—but for the satisfaction of their own
selfish aspirations. Pastors must lead the way in opposing such exploitative
leadership—both in themselves and in their congregations—so that a
leadership fully oriented towards others may be embraced anew. This task
of reframing the meaning of leadership—of teaching our people to embrace
the responsibility, within the parameters of their callings, to bear the
redemptive mission of God into the world—is a critical first step in the work
of nurturing leaders for faithful presence.
•

Embracing the Burden of Leadership
Pastors must lead their churches to intentionally embrace the heavy
responsibility of forming leaders. Without this intentionality, formation of
this kind and of the necessary depth will rarely, if ever, take place. But what
will it mean to embrace this burden of forming leaders?
First, it will mean embracing the burden of learning. It is possible for men
and women in our churches to sit through an entire lifetime of sermons and
never feel that their pastors truly understand the vocational realities of their
lives. And in many cases this feeling is fully warranted—pastors often don’t
understand the vocational realties of their people’s lives. But if we are to
nurture men and women as leaders, we must begin to shoulder the task of
learning about the callings in which that leadership will ultimately take its
shape. To this end we may ask ourselves: What are the various callings
represented in my congregation? Why have these people embraced these particular
callings? What are the characteristic responsibilities, challenges, and beauties of
these callings? How might God’s redemptive mission take shape in these various
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callings? How might we as a church encourage one another in these callings? If we
are to truly form our people into leaders we must learn—both with and for
them—what this leadership will mean.
Second, we must embrace the burden of strategy. Faithful labor in the world
must be fully reliant upon both the guidance and enabling of the Holy
Spirit. Because of this, the language of strategy can, at times, sound
unspiritual—like a self-reliant form of presumption upon both the purposes
and the blessing of God. And it must be admitted that too often our
strategies are exactly that—self-reliant and presumptuous. But at its core—if
conceived in wisdom and carried out in humility—strategy may be rightly
seen simply as a way of giving serious forethought to the work to which God
has called us in His world. Because of this, pastors must reflect this
seriousness—and help others to do so—by learning to think strategically
about the leadership work before us. How?
First, by asking serious questions about the critical needs of our time.
Leadership and calling are not timeless endeavors. They are bound
inescapably and intentionally to time, space, and culture. Because of this,
the critical questions of calling are not simply, “What do I desire? What gifts
to I have? And what opportunities do I have?” But also, “What needs to be
done now? What work does love require in my time?” Because of this, pastors
must labor with other leaders to identify and understand the deep needs of
their neighborhoods, their communities, and their larger culture. Only in
doing this can leadership grow into its full redemptive stature.
Secondly, by asking questions about the current deficiencies of our practice.
Cultural presence is an enormous responsibility. It embraces multiple
vocational spheres—all of the various vocations to which men, women, and
children have been called by God. It embraces varied tasks that inevitably
emerge within those spheres: the intellectual work of theorization, the
educational work of translation, and the practical work of application. It
embraces the varied institutions in which those spheres and tasks are carried
out—from elite international institutions and local neighborhood
institutions. And, especially in a globalized age, it embraces all of the
various cultures of the world. And yet it is inevitably the case that some of
these spheres, tasks, institutions, and cultures are more attended to than
others. Because of this, it is important that pastors begin to ask—and to help
their people ask—where are we not faithfully present as God’s people? Are there
vocations that we neglect? Are there tasks—intellectual, educational, and
practical—within those vocations that we neglect? Are there institutions—global or
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local—in which we fail to be fully engaged? Are there nations and cultures to
which we have failed to go?
The final way in which pastors might bear the burden of strategy is by
working to develop of a coherent plan of response. Having developed an
attentive sense of the needs of our time, and a realist appraisal of the places
where the church is absent from those needs, the pastor must—in
partnership with others—labor to develop a wise and realistic plan through
which these things might be addressed. To this end, the pastor should seek
to answer the following questions: How might our culture and its needs be most
constructively engaged? What cultural needs might we immediately address within
our various callings as a congregation? What cultural needs might we realistically
aspire to address in the long term? What would we need to embrace in order to do
this? Of course we hold our answers loosely in our hands, but if we are to
fully and effectively take on the burden of forming leaders for faithful
presence, we must nonetheless embrace the burden of strategy and give
deep consideration to what needs to be done, where we are struggling to do
it, and how we might move forward in greater faithfulness.
The final burden we must embrace in forming leaders is the burden of
resources. For our people to succeed in their callings in the world, they must
enter into those callings with the necessary resources. Because of this,
pastors and their churches ought to give serious attention to the question of
what it might mean to appropriately support the leaders we nurture. What
kind of resources might we offer?
First, the resource of relationship. In order for God’s people to labor
effectively in God’s world, they must have companions along the way.
Because of this, part of the pastoral task is to both to be present with our
people in their callings, and to cultivate the sort of community in which they
might be present with one another. Pastors, therefore, ought to ask: Where
are my people laboring? Who is around them to encourage them in their vocational
leadership? How might I be effectively present with them? How might I nurture a
community in which the members of the congregation take initiative to be present
with one another?
Second is the resource of education. Part of the work of the pastor is to teach
God’s Word to God’s people so that they might, by the power of God’s
Spirit, go to live it out in God’s world. Because of this, pastors ought to give
sustained attention to the work of providing resources oriented to helping
our people understand what it means to live the gospel out in the context
their particular callings. What might it mean for us to teach regularly—in both
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general and particular ways—about calling and vocation? What might it mean for
us to provide curricula ordered around these questions? What might it mean for us
to either write or acquire more substantial works on these topics? How might we
provide structures of ongoing training so that our people might continue to be
nurtured in the work of leadership in their various callings?
Third is the resource of money. Faithful labor in the world requires not only
companions and knowledge, but also concrete material support. Because of
this, pastor’s ought to consider what it might mean to use some of our
congregational resources to help people fulfill their callings in the world. It
is not at all unusual for congregations to support missionaries in their work
around the world. But we are much less inclined to support someone who is
not in “full time vocational ministry.” This sort of institutionalized dualism
needs to be reconsidered. What kinds of financial and material needs do our
people have as they enter into their vocations—Do they need education? Do they
need child-care? Do they need start-up funds? Which of these needs might the
church be reasonably positioned to provide? What might it mean for our
congregation to develop structures to enable this provision in an ongoing and
reliable way? These questions—though unusual in much of the
contemporary church—must at the very least be reintroduced to our
congregations—if not fully answered there—if we are to provide the care
that our people need.
Finally, we must offer the resource of leisure. One of the most unfortunate
aspects of contemporary congregational life is that it tends to exhaust the
people in our congregations. Unlike pastors, most of our congregation
members do not live and work—on a daily basis—in and among the formal
ministries of the church. And yet so many of them are deeply involved:
leading worship, teaching classes, leading youth trips, serving as officers,
leading small groups, and providing pastoral care. And yet all of this
happens on top of lives that are—for many—very demanding. In time this
situation leads to overload—in which our people either neglect their
vocations, neglect their church leadership responsibilities, or neglect their
own well-being. Because of this, pastors ought to take the lead in
simplifying their institutional structures so as to free their congregation
members—as much as possible—to simply live and labor faithfully in the
lives to which God has called them. This will, of course, mean that we may
have fewer people to support our ministries or manage our programs. But
this is as it should be: the pastors’ work is to support the congregation in
their labors, not the other way around—and as many of our programmatic
initiatives as possible must be oriented towards that end. As we do this, we
will enable our people to have leisure to nurture the enriched prayer,
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creative thought, personal health, and intimate community that faithful
leadership requires.
•

Addressing the Needs of Leadership
Once we have understood the meaning of leadership and have embraced
the burden of forming leaders, we have to identify the concrete needs of
these leaders, and begin—as much as we are able—to address them. And
while these needs will vary widely according to the context and the
situation, there are seven needs that every pastor ought to have in mind as
they labor to nurture leaders of faithful presence.
First is the need for vocational affirmation. The spiritual/secular dualism is
deeply imbedded in contemporary Christianity and with it a deep
ambivalence in our people about the ultimate meaning of their vocations.
Because of this, pastors must be very intentional to avoid any hint of this
dualism and to clearly and repeatedly affirm the dignity of our people’s
vocations.
Second, these leaders will need spiritual formation. Faithful leadership
requires more than competency. It also requires virtue. And while power
and influence—whether in the nation-state or the neighborhood—are God
given and good when used for love, the idolatrous allure of these things is
extremely dangerous. Because of this, pastors must be intentional in
developing structures of spiritual formation and in prayerfully seeking the
Spirit to use them to form our people.
Third, our leaders will need theological instruction. While our work as pastors
is to proclaim God’s renewal of all things in Jesus, and to affirm our
people’s vocations as participation in that renewal, it is our desire that they
approach those vocations theologically. That is, we long for our people to
enter into their vocations not simply on the terms provided for them by the
culture, but with a larger biblical and theological framework for
understanding the nature and purpose of their work in the world. Because
of this, pastors must labor to ensure that the leaders under their care are
ever deepening in biblical and theological knowledge.
Fourth, our leaders will need cultural understanding. Vocations do not—and
cannot—take place in a cultural vacuum. To the contrary, they take place in
the enormously varied texture of cultural life—with both its beauty and its
suffering. Because of this, pastors must labor to help people situate their
callings in light of the larger movements and characteristics of culture; to

!

41!
NEW CITY COMMONS | © Gregory Thompson, 2011

help them see where they fit, where they may struggle, and where they must
labor on in faith.
The fifth need that leaders will have is that of sphere-specific formation. Our
people will experience their lives not in terms of abstractions like vocation
and leadership but in terms of the very specific vocational spheres that they
inhabit. And if we are to form people to think and live Christianly in these
various spheres, we must give some sustained attention to the nature of
those spheres. Because of this, pastors should give attention to providing
resources for people within given vocational spheres. For example, pastors
might either produce or procure a study on the implications of faithful
presence for medicine, law, education, pastoral ministry, parenting,
academics, politics, or the financial industry. Or perhaps pastors could host
a class in which people in different vocational spheres come and talk about
their own pursuit of faithful presence. No matter what the form, our people
will need for us to labor to take the specifics of their vocational spheres
seriously.
The sixth need of our leaders will be person-specific formation. Every person
has a call from God to live faithfully for His purposes in the midst of the
world, and has been gifted by the Holy Spirit toward that end. And yet not
every person understands what their gifts are, what their calling is, or how
exactly they might labor within that calling for the purposes of God. Because
of this, pastors must make some effort to help people understand, embrace,
and appropriate the gifts that they have been given. From this, pastors must
labor to help people understand the calling—or callings—that they have
been given in the world. Pastors must labor to help people embrace the role
that they have been given within those respective callings. Some people
have been given roles of great prominence in their vocations and they need
to learn to both see and steward this reality. Others—most others—have
been given more hidden roles laboring in the complicated beauty of the
ordinary. Because of the frequent confusion that this brings, pastors need to
faithfully remind their people that God’s redemptive purposes are fully
scalable—taking equally important shape in both the celebrated work of
expansive institutions and the oft-ignored work of mothering or laboring in
the fields. God’s redemptive purposes take shape in every place, and
faithfully reminding our people of these things will help to guard against an
ugly and unbiblical elitism that proudly assumes that God is interested only
in those who are most culturally prominent, and a tragic—and equally
unbiblical—despair in all that is obscure.
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The seventh need of leaders in our midst is that of sustaining community.
Because of sin, our lives and vocations are subject to frustration. In light of
this, one of the greatest needs that our people have is for a community of
similarly minded and similarly called people that can sustain them in the
midst of this frustration. One of the tasks of pastors, therefore, is to labor to
create little communities within the congregation in which the life of faith in
the world might be sustained. To this end pastors might consider starting a
small-group ministry in which men, women, and children can gather to talk,
study, and pray about one another’s work in the world. Another possibility
is to create vocation-based guilds—of teachers, mothers, plumbers, artists,
etc.—that gather monthly to consider the implications of the gospel for their
particular callings. Yet another possibility is to create a full-fledged
“Fellows” program in which people might—over a certain period of time—
come together in intentional community to give sustained attention to the
questions of vocation, and to what it might mean to take up those questions
together. These kinds of congregation-based communities will give life—
and endurance—to our people as they embrace the burden of leadership in
their own lives.
•

In Sum
How then are pastors to take responsibility for the priority of forming
leaders for faithful presence? By reframing the meaning of leadership—helping
our people understand that to lead is simply to embrace the responsibility—
within the parameters of one’s own calling—to bear the redemptive mission
of God into the world. By embracing the burden of leadership—ordering our
churches in such a way as to embrace the burden of learning about various
vocations; of strategy, considering how these vocations might be more
faithfully embodied; and of resources in which all that we have at our
disposal is committed to the nurture of our people. And finally, by
addressing the many needs of the leaders in our midst. As we labor to embed
each of these in our people, in our teaching, and the very order of our
churches, we will—over time and by God’s grace—see the emergence of
men, women, and children who will take responsibility for their roles in
God’s work in His world.

iii. Building Partnerships for Faithful Presence
The work of being a church of faithful presence in our time is a task that
extends beyond the scope of any one pastor, congregation, or leader. It is a
work that involves the whole of God’s people moving into the whole of God’s
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world as bearers of God’s love. It is a movement that, while it necessarily begins
locally, expands to embrace all that God is doing around the globe. A
movement of such scale and complexity will, of necessity, involve the strategic
cooperation of individuals, local churches, and other institutions who are
committed to the paradigm of faithful presence. Because of this, pastors must
embrace the priority, not only of nurturing congregations and forming leaders,
but also of building creative partnerships (Philipp. 1)—both within and from their
congregations—for faithful presence.
How can pastors build partnerships for faithful presence? As before, the answer to
this question will, of course, vary according to the gifts of the pastor, the
callings of the congregation, and the opportunities of the context. Because of
this, the nature and scope of our partnership initiatives will range broadly from
church to church. And yet any strategy for building the kinds of partnerships
that can enable faithful presence must attend to the following:
•

Removing Barriers to Partnership
In spite of their necessity for the mission of the church, the work of forming
partnerships in and with the church is often quite difficult. Because of this,
and as a matter of first order, pastors must labor to remove congregational
barriers to partnership and to open up institutional space in which creative
collaboration can be pursued. This will require us to intentionally engage
two obstacles to partnership frequently found among us.
The first of these is vanity. It is a sad and broadly understood reality that one
of the greatest obstacles to creative partnership in and with the Christian
church is pride. In both individual persons and individual institutions there
is an overwhelming temptation to believe that the most useful ideas,
initiatives, and institutional configurations originate within our selves. As a
result of this, individual pastors, individual congregations, and larger
denominational entities tend to prioritize—not fruitful participation in the
mission of God—but active preservation of our own personal or institutional
identities and practices. This leads us either to avoid collaborative
partnerships altogether or to conceive of them only as other people joining
the work that we have begun, and on the terms in which we have begun it.
This is pride. And because of this pride, many creative partnerships that
might have been fruitful for the mission of God lie unexplored. True
partnerships can only emerge when this pride is set aside and we—for the
larger good—take the initiative to listen to one another’s ideas, prioritize
one another’s flourishing, and give ourselves to one another’s aspirations.
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Because of this, pastors must take on the responsibility to cultivate a form of
personal and institutional humility; a posture that sees itself as simply one
part of the larger work of God’s people in the world and that sees pride for
what it is—an enemy of God’s mission. To help in this work, pastors may
need to ask: Where do I manifest self-sufficient pride? Where does my
congregation do so? Where do we fail to see our need of other people? What shape
might repentance take among us in this regard?
The second obstacle to creative missional partnerships is sectarianism. The
identities of many parts of the Christian church have been formed in the
crucible of internecine controversy. And while the subjects of those
disputes are meaningful, and the identity boundaries that resulted from
them are an important part of what it means to be a community, it is also the
case that these boundaries can—at times—inappropriately function as
obstacles to missional partnership. This is because in some instances these
boundaries harden into a form of sectarianism. Simply put, sectarianism is
the tendency to identify one’s own tradition as the true church of Jesus and
correspondingly to keep other parts of the church at a distance.
At this point special care is needed. There have been and remain certain
critical junctures in history in which the very meaning of the church of
Jesus is at stake. At these points, this sort of absolute boundary drawing is
an essential and inescapable act of faithfulness. And indeed many of our
most deeply held creedal and confessional convictions have emerged from
these moments of travail. And yet at other times our disputes are not about
the nature of the church and its first-order creedal convictions, but about
the second-order convictions of one particular sub-tradition of the church.
And while it is often necessary for these second-order disputes to take
place, it is not appropriate for them to harden into barriers to creative
collaboration in the mission of God. And yet they do harden. As a result,
creative missional partnerships across Christian traditions are, tragically, not
the rule but the exception.
Because of this, pastors must labor to resist sectarianism—in their own
hearts, in their congregations, and in their larger denominational
structures—and to prioritize (even while holding true to the distinctives of
their sub-traditions) the more “merely Christian” identity of the one, holy,
catholic, and apostolic church. This work is incredibly difficult. The difference
between first and second-order disputes is not always self-evident, and
discerning them rightly will require the very humility, patience, and wisdom
of heaven. But the work of removing this obstacle must be done. For it is
undeniably the case that there are many places in which churches—across
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traditions—might more effectively partner together to bear the redemptive
mission of God into the world. To help in this difficult work, we must ask
ourselves: What disputes have shaped our tradition? What boundaries have we
developed? How do these boundaries regard the Nicene call to be “one, holy,
catholic, and apostolic church”? What might it mean for us to more carefully
distinguish between first- and second-order commitments? What sorts of faithful
partnerships should we pursue as a result? If we are to build creative
partnerships for faithful presence, we must begin with removing the strong
and debilitating barriers to it.
•

Creating a Longing for Partnerships
Having begun the deconstructive work of removing barriers to partnership,
pastors must also begin the constructive work of creating a congregational
longing for partnership. That is, we must labor to form our congregation
members into people who long to work alongside others. To do this we must
continually attend to the following:
First, we must attend to the limitations of the self. In one of His earliest
declarations to humanity, God said that it is “not good for man to be alone”
(Gen. 2). This solitariness was, in fact, the very first “not good” thing in
creation. In this we learn something fundamental about ourselves: we are
limited and somehow incomplete apart from the co-laboring companionship
of others. Understanding this basic anthropological fact—especially in a
culture of such rank self-sufficiency—is a necessary pre-requisite to longing
for the presence of others. Because of this, pastors must—both in their lives
and in their churches—resist any pretensions to self-sufficiency and selfconsciously embrace our own limitations. Only in doing this will we begin
to desire the partnership of others. To this end, we must learn to honestly
assess: Where does my ministry presume to omni-competence? Where do I deny my
own need? Where does my congregation do the same? How might we more
faithfully labor to remember our limitations?
Second, we must remember the gifts of the other (1 Cor. 12). The Scriptures
teach us that God has, by the power of the Holy Spirit, given various gifts to
His people and that we need to be built up by these varied gifts in order to
fully become ourselves. This means that others in the church come to us not
first as instruments of our ambition or threats to our desires, but as gifts—
bearing the very goodness of heaven. Understanding this helps us to
reframe our perspective on potential collaborators, seeing them neither as
helps nor hindrances to our plans—seeing them, in fact, without reference
to our plans at all—but as those who bring us wisdom and goodness that we

!

46!
NEW CITY COMMONS | © Gregory Thompson, 2011

do not have in and of ourselves. Because of this, pastors must both model
and proclaim the wisdom of the communal body, and the goodness of each
other. In light of this, we may ask ourselves: Do I see—and model seeing—the
gifts of others? Does my congregation see the gifts of others? How might we—in
both word and deed—collectively embrace and celebrate the gifts of other people?
As we do this, we will find our people growing in their longing to labor
together.
Third, we must remember the promise of collaboration. Collaboration is not
merely a product of necessity; it is also a gift of grace. This is because in
God’s generous economy, the possibilities available to us as we come
together for the purposes of love are endlessly fruitful. As individuals—and
as individual institutions—we necessarily operate within the constraints of
our own intellectual, institutional, and financial gifts. Thus to operate in
isolation—as so many do—is to operate within a fixed horizon of creative
possibilities. However, as we self-consciously move into partnerships with
others, these constraints expand, our effectiveness broadens, and we
become—in one another—something more beautiful than before. This is
the joyful promise of collaboration. To this end, we must ask: Do I believe
that collaboration is a gift? Does my congregation believe this? How might we
enlarge our imaginations enough to desire the presence of others? What kinds of
things would we like to see happen that can only happen in partnership? How
might we actively pursue these collaborative possibilities?
As we embrace these things—the limitations of the self, the gifts of the other, and
the promise of collaboration—we will find within ourselves a growing and
necessary longing for partnership.
•

Constructing a Framework for Partnerships
Having addressed barriers to partnership within our people and created a
longing for partnership that inclines our people to one another, pastors
must now construct a framework for partnership that their people can
realistically and effectively embrace. Such a framework should take shape
first within the congregation itself and then extend from the congregation to
others. While the exact texture of a given framework will—and should—vary
according to context, any effective framework must account for the
following.
First is the centrality of networks. The work of bringing the kingdom of God
to bear within the parameters of our callings is not a solitary endeavor. It is
inherently collaborative. The wisdom of history and the practice of our own
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lives suggest that this collaboration is most energizing to our selves and
effective in the world when carried out in the midst of a like-minded
community. At times these communities—or networks—in which we find
ourselves take the form of small, localized, gatherings of like-minded
friends. At other times these networks take shape as a web of geographically
diffuse but like-minded colleagues. But no matter the form of the network,
this quality of like-mindedness—of a shared vision for the world—worked
out in the context of shared relationship, is a source of unbounded creativity
and encouragement for all who experience it. Because of this, such networks
are—and must be understood to be—at the core of any framework for
effective partnership. This means that pastors, when seeking to establish
such a framework, must make it a priority to create a context in which their
people can move naturally into networks of like-minded people—first inside
the congregation, and then without—with whom they can labor. This task—
which may require both the appropriation of existing networks and the
creation of new networks—is fundamental to any sustainable and enriching
framework for partnership. To this end pastors must ask: Where are my
people in life-giving networks? Where are the alone? What kinds of existing
networks could I tap into in order to enable the partnerships of my people? What
kinds of networks might need to be created?
The second aspect of a framework for partnerships is the priority of callingspecific networks. Because in our twenty-first century lives so much of faithful
presence takes place within the parameters of our callings, the networks in
which people learn faithful presence ought—at some point—to take on a
calling–specific focus. That is to say, in order to equip people to labor
faithfully in their vocations in the world—whether student, mother, teacher,
pastor, or physician—we ought to try to create a context in which they can
interact in a meaningful way with other people who labor in that same
calling. This means that pastors should take the initiative to see the
formation of entities such as a congregational teacher’s group, a citywide
network of pastors, or a regional gathering of artists. Contexts such as these
would enable our people to gather with others who are similar in calling and
address—in a way that pastors can never do for them—some of the most
important questions of their vocations: What is the purpose of our particular
calling? What are the challenges and opportunities inherent in it? What are the
most important needs that our calling might uniquely address? How might we
constructively address these needs together? Where might we partner together more
fully to see God’s mission brought to bear? Such calling specific cooperation
could profoundly deepen effective participation in the mission of God in
our time.
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The third aspect of constructing a framework for partnerships is the
fruitfulness of overlapping networks. Because the mission of God is not limited
to just one vocational calling, but is in fact to take its shape in and through
each of the many callings that God has given, it is important for people to
learn to labor together across vocational spheres. This is not easy; in an age
of high disciplinary specialization—each discipline with its own language
and methodology—the skill of laboring together cooperatively across these
disciplinary divides is often elusive. But, it is also critical—for it is only as
God’s people, together, and as a whole move faithfully into the culture that
God’s renewing mission finds its full expression. It is here that we should
take heart. We already have a beautiful context in which to first realize
overlapping networks and from which to move into the culture. This is, of
course, the church. It is crucial for us to begin to see our local
congregations not as institutions that require us to leave our various callings
at the door, but as the place where we bring all of our self, with all of our
gifts and callings, with each other, before God. From this local identity and
out of this intimate set of overlapping networks, any callings that we have
beyond our local communities take form and find support. Because of these
things, pastors ought to help initiate networks—beginning inside local
congregations and eventually extending beyond them—that are not only
calling specific but also overlapping. That is, we must learn to help our
people from various vocations—mother, teacher, lawyer, builder—come
together and ask one another: What are the respective responsibilities of our
callings? What different gifts do we bring to the world? What kinds of needs might
we conceivably address together? What sort of strategy might we develop for
ongoing redemptive collaboration? This conversation, as it takes shape, is
extremely exciting. For in it, our people begin to see that for which they
were made but so often fail to see: many parts of the body working towards
one lovely end.
The final aspect of a framework for partnership is the necessity of local and
global networks. God’s redemptive mission in Jesus is a mission that is at
once particular enough to attend to the realities of our own hearts and
capacious enough to embrace the structures of the whole world. And God’s
people are called to faithful presence in each of these ways. Because of this,
pastors ought to conceive of these collaborative networks in both local and
global terms. With respect to the local, pastors might think of developing
networks within the congregation or within a given city under their care,
and might prayerfully lead these local networks to give their attention to the
local manifestation of God’s mission: reconciling people to God, restoring
people to themselves, rebuilding communities, restoring the creation itself.
In this way, we will see the reality of God’s redeeming mission take shape in
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our midst. With respect to the global—and all the more in light of the
realities of globalization—pastors must prayerfully consider what it might
mean to lead our people to participate in networks of redemptive mission
that span the globe. This might mean partnering with churches in other
parts of the world for the work of the gospel. It might mean participating in
a global fellowship of academics, who labor within their sphere for God’s
purposes. It might mean supporting an international medical network in
which the needs of the world’s poor are addressed. The possibilities are
virtually inexhaustible, but the goal is to lead our people to take the world
seriously and to do it together. And so if pastors are to effectively construct
a framework for enacting and sustaining redemptive partnership, it must be
rooted in networks that are both calling specific and overlapping, and local
and global in their interests.
•

In Sum
How might pastors to effectively prioritize the incredibly important work of
rooting their congregations and leaders in fruitful partnerships of faithful
presence? First, by removing the barriers to partnership—vanity and
sectarianism. Second, by creating a longing for partnership—continually
affirming the needs of the self, the wisdom of the other, and the joy of
collaboration. And third, by constructing a framework for partnership that is
rooted in networks that are calling specific, overlapping, local, and global.
As we do this, we will, by God’s mercy, build the kinds of partnership that
will sustain the work of faithful presence across vocations, across
continents, and across time.
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THREE

BEING THE CHURCH IN OUR TIME:
THE CRITICAL NEED AND THE JOYFUL CALL
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The church of Jesus Christ is a miracle. It was conceived in the very heart of
God and called into being by His creative power. It is the recipient of His
love—the delight of His heart and the heir of His glory. It is the witness to His
salvation—the living embodiment of His intention for the world. And it is the
herald of His grace—the bearer of His redemptive purposes into every time and
culture, and unto the ends of the earth. Because of these things, the church of
Jesus Christ—in both its local and global expressions—is endowed with
profound dignity and enduring beauty.
And yet in spite of the glory of this identity and the nobility of this calling, the
church at the beginning of the twenty-first century labors under profound
challenges. On the one hand, there are the unique cultural challenges of latemodernity—its oscillations of promise and peril, and its potential for both
profound beauty and unrivaled idolatry. This unique and extraordinarily
powerful confluence of ideas, institutions, and individuals—still so little
understood—is the inescapable, and yet extraordinarily difficult context in
which the church is called to carry out its mission. And yet on the other hand,
there are the internal challenges of the church itself. Beset by ill-considered
paradigms for understanding its calling, neglected theological foundations for
grounding its calling, and unfocused pastoral priorities for sustaining its
calling, the church seems to have little broadly-held clarity as to the nature of
its identity, the power of its confession, and the character of its calling. It is
therefore critical that the church give serious attention to the work of its own
renewal. Indeed there is no greater need in our time.
And yet this call to renewal is not simply an anxious or spasmodic response to a
critical need. It is a joyful call to become our selves, to grow into the beauty that
God intends.
How are we to take up this joyful call? First, by self-consciously embracing the
incarnation as the paradigm for our life in the world—committing our selves to
bearing the fullness of the gospel into the fullness of the world for the purposes
of love. Second, by recovering the foundational theological convictions that
give this incarnational paradigm its redemptive grounding. Finally, by
refocusing our pastoral priorities so that this incarnational life can be nurtured
and sustained—in both our local congregations and around the world.
There is more to be said, of course, and more to be done. And all that is said
and done will, in the end, find its only hope in the renewing power of the living
God. But we do hope in Him. And because of this hope, we give ourselves to
these things—trusting that through these labors and by His grace, He will
renew the church in our time.
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WHAT IS THE ESSENTIAL GOSPEL?
Theological Forum Paper, September 2008
Andrew Wilson
The quest
The search for the essential Gospel has a slightly Holy Grail feel to it. As you rummage
through academic tomes about the ‘centre of Paul’s thought’, the ‘heart of the Gospel’ or the
‘essential kerygma’, you can almost hear Graham Chapman and Terry Jones behind you,
banging coconuts together and urging you to join them on their quest. Scholars of various
stripes seem to think that the essential Gospel is out there somewhere, and it’s only a matter
of time before they find it – or, for the more self-confident, before they are recognized by
their peers as having found it already: justification by faith, Jesus as Lord of the world, the
kingdom, Christ crucified, the Word become flesh, the divinity of Jesus, the resurrection,
and so on. Yet for some academics, there may be the nagging doubt that all this questing
doesn’t seem to have got us very far. Perhaps the essential Gospel is as elusive as the Grail.
Pastors and evangelists are also looking for the essential Gospel. But whereas academics are
looking for it for the sake of study, they are looking for it because they want to know what
to preach, and how. There’s a baptism meeting in two weeks’ time, so what should you be
proclaiming? It’s a minefield: no matter what you say, you will miss something out, and
somebody will point it out with their best disappointed face. You didn’t talk about sin. You
didn’t talk about the kingdom. You only described the resurrection in passing. The Holy
Spirit wasn’t mentioned. Neither was baptism. Neither was repentance. You didn’t preach
‘the unsearchable riches of Christ’. You didn’t explain the cross, or substitutionary
atonement, or the victory of Jesus, or grace, or the lordship of Christ, or … Despite your
best efforts, you obviously didn’t quite squeeze in the essential Gospel. Maybe next time.
To make matters worse, books and seminars on the topic don’t seem to help that much. In
most cases, rather than boiling the Gospel down to the one-size-fits-all version that pastors
are looking for, books on the Gospel seem to add yet more things into the mix (a mix,
remember, that all pastors are supposed to be preaching ‘in season and out of season’), so
the temptation for many leaders is simply to stop reading them. It has even got to the point
where the great D. A. Carson can speak at The Gospel Coalition on ‘What is the Gospel?’ – a
promising look at our question if ever there was one – and yet structure his talk around
‘eight summarizing words, five clarifying sentences and one evocative summary’, none of
which leave this author any the wiser as to what the Gospel actually is. No wonder the quest
for the Grail frustrates so many.
The misunderstanding
So the academics, the pastors and the evangelists are all questing for different reasons, but
they are still labouring under the same misunderstanding. That misunderstanding is that ‘the
essential Gospel’ is ultimately an abstract idea that can be condensed into a few sentences, a
track on iTunes, a series of statements that contain the essence of Christianity, which will
explain the Gospel to you no matter who you are or where you come from. I just don’t think
that’s the case. You might be able to collate The Essential Richard Clayderman, whereby you

play someone twelve representative songs and then ask them if they like it. But you can’t do
that with the Gospel. And the reason is simple: the Gospel is the climactic moment in a story,
so it cannot be separated from the story without losing its power altogether.
Consider three different gospel announcements: ‘Frodo has thrown the ring into Mount
Doom’, ‘Torres has scored the winning goal’, and ‘the D-day landings have been successful’.
Each of these announcements of good news functions as climactic within a particular story,
but if we tried to separate it and insert it into a different story – imagine Tolkien announcing
that Torres had scored the winning goal, for example – we would have nonsense, like those
models at the seaside where one person’s head is slapped on another person’s body. That,
however, is the effect of boiling down the Gospel to ‘Jesus died for your sins’ and then
announcing it to everyone without trying to understand their story first (whether they believe
in sin yet, or even know what it is). The stories believed by our listeners vary dramatically
depending on their culture, education, experience and so on, so it is hard to find one
‘essential Gospel’ that will function as climactic within all of them. So the way we preach the
Gospel will depend on who is listening, and what stories they currently believe.
To many, that paragraph might sound a bit anarchic. Surely the word of God presents a
concise definition of the Gospel somewhere? Well it does, in several places, but this is the
whole point: they vary in their content according to the audience. Without trying too hard, it
is easy to think of at least ten ways of summarizing the Gospel that are commonly cited from
the New Testament:
-

The kingdom of God (Matthew 4:23; Luke 8:1; Acts 20:25; 28:31; etc)
Christ crucified (1 Corinthians 1:23; 2:2 says Paul knew ‘nothing except’ this)
Jesus and resurrection (Acts 17:18)
The unsearchable riches of Christ (Ephesians 3:8)
Jesus is Lord (Romans 10:9)
Jesus is the Messiah (John 20:31; Acts 8:5)
Christ died, was raised, and appeared to many witnesses (1 Corinthians 15:1-11)
Jesus was declared God’s Son in power by the Spirit of holiness (Romans 1:1-4)
The power of God for salvation for everyone who believes (Romans 1:16-17)
Salvation is by grace through faith, and not by works of the law (Galatians 1:6-7)

And that is without mentioning the eleventh, which is perhaps the most common: that ‘the
essential Gospel’ is basically a download of Romans 1-8, with special emphasis on 3:21-26.
This ‘essential Gospel’ is obviously true, and it forms the basis of much Gospel preaching in
evangelical churches. But it has the downside of sounding to many unbelievers like bad news
rather than good news. People have to understand it, of course, if they are to become
disciples, just as people need to know they have cancer if they are to receive treatment;
whitewashing sin helps nobody. Yet there are so many ways of preaching Jesus as good news
in people’s stories – healing for the sick, the death of death, freedom from the past, joy
everlasting, meaning reinstated, hope found, and so on – that it seems dogmatic to insist on
the bad news first, every time. Particularly since apostolic preaching to unbelievers seldom
does.
The point of all this is not to argue that the Gospel is whatever you want it to be. Nor is it
that everyone believes a story that’s generally right but just needs Jesus squished into it.

Quite the opposite: most stories believed by non-Christians are so far from the truth that
they need radical reframing when people get converted, and all their stories need to be
subverted by God’s Big Story of creation, fall, Israel, Jesus and restoration. But, having said
all that, the content deemed essential for ‘Gospel preaching’ will depend on the audience.
Demonstrating Jesus as the Messiah is powerful if the audience is Jewish or Samaritan, but
less useful if they are pagans who don’t know what a Messiah even is. Paul says he knew
nothing but Christ crucified among the Corinthians, but he didn’t seem to mention it to the
Athenians. Jesus is Lord, perhaps the most all-embracing summary of the Gospel there is,
functioned as climactic within both the Jewish story (Yahweh is Lord) and the Roman one
(Caesar is Lord), but that doesn’t mean it would necessarily be the best summary to every
people group for all time. To use a well-known modern example, for one Irian Jayan tribe
the ‘essential Gospel’ was that Jesus was God’s peace child, based on a tribal custom where
warring villages would send a child to one another as a peace offering. Now, in due time, all
of these people groups need to have the fullness of God’s Gospel explained to them. But
‘the essential Gospel’, though it will always include the life, death and resurrection of Jesus at
the centre, will depend on the audience.1
Essential for what?
In fact, the best answer to the question ‘What is the essential Gospel?’ takes the form of
another question: ‘Essential for what?’ This is often the big issue, and probably has a variety
of responses. You see, people asking what the essential Gospel is may be asking one of at
least five different things:
1. The preacher’s question: What must I preach in order to live up to biblical
expectations like ‘Preach the word, in season and out of season’ and ‘Woe to me if I
do not preach the Gospel’?
2. The theologian’s question: What is essential for salvation? What would I want
someone to know about the Gospel before I was happy to baptize them?
3. The evangelist’s question: What are the bare bones of what I should preach at a
meeting when unbelievers are there, so that I can take them on a journey from
secularism to Christianity in thirty minutes?
4. The pastor’s question: What is the Gospel I should be encouraging people in my
church to tell their unbelieving friends?
5. The discipler’s question: When can I stop preaching the Gospel to somebody? In
other words, what is enough?
Consider how important it is to ask ‘essential for what?’ Joe Pastor is the only full-time elder
in a congregation of 120, and because of this he does most of the preaching, whether at
‘guest meetings’ or ‘normal meetings’. He is keen to be visitor-friendly, desperate to see
people saved, eager to teach the saints, and convinced that he should be proclaiming the
In this paper, I am distinguishing between the ‘essential Gospel’ and the ‘whole Gospel’. The ‘whole Gospel’
does not vary at all, and it needs to be repeatedly taught and preached, since we live at a time when many
elements of it (substitutionary atonement, original sin, regeneration, the need for conversion) are being
challenged, watered down and undermined by many, often using very similar arguments to the ones I am
presenting here. The point I am making, however, is that the way we introduce people to this glorious Gospel
will vary according to who is listening.
1

Gospel in some form every week. But Joe isn’t sure exactly what content he should be
communicating, because if he preaches ‘the essential Gospel’ every week then the Christians
in church get bored with it. No matter how hard he tries, he cannot seem to satisfy all of his
aims. Implicitly, Joe’s answers to the questions above are as follows:
1. I must present a simple evangelistic message, with a call to respond to the Gospel,
every week, if I am to take seriously Paul’s challenges in these verses. The problem is,
the majority of believers in my church would get very bored very quickly if I did this.
2. To get saved, people need to know that Jesus was fully God and fully man, that he
came to earth to save us from our sins, lived a perfect life, died on our behalf,
rescued us from sin, rose from the dead, ascended into heaven, is coming again to
judge, and commands us all to follow him. If we repent, we get everlasting life and
joy with him; if not, we don’t.
3. The bare bones of what I should preach to unbelievers is probably everything from
(2), above. If I do it properly, they will hopefully become Christians at the end.
4. I should be encouraging my church to tell unbelievers everything from (2), above,
perhaps using the ‘bridge to life’ illustration or something similar.
5. I can stop preaching the Gospel to people when they become Christians.
The problem here is clear. Joe is trying to find the one essential Gospel that unbelievers need
to hear, believes it’s his responsibility to preach it regularly, and that if Christians get bored
with it that’s their problem. Because Joe has not really asked ‘essential for what?’, he is
caught between (a) the rock of alienating unbelievers and (b) the hard place of boring
Christians. If he did, however, he might come up with a set of answers that would
significantly change his preaching.
Five different answers
What difference, I wonder, would it make to Joe’s ministry if instead of the answers above,
he answered the five questions like this?
1. The preacher’s question: The ‘word’, the ‘Gospel’, is absolutely massive. A lifetime’s
preaching wouldn’t exhaust it, so I can genuinely preach the Gospel every week
without ever repeating myself – and I can proclaim the Gospel from anywhere in
Scripture, by showing how it all pivots on Jesus. To be honest, so-called ‘preaching’
that simply expounds a Scripture passage, without showing how Jesus is the good
news of God, isn’t really ‘preaching’ at all.2
2. The theologian’s question: To get saved, people need to repent, believe in Jesus and
get baptized in water, and they will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. (This is not the
Gospel. This is the appropriate response to the Gospel, and I may or may not present
this at the end of my message). For me to baptize someone, I would want them to
The oft-quoted exhortation to ‘preach the word’ in 2 Timothy 4:2 is keruxon ton logon, which means ‘herald the
Gospel’, not ‘expound the Bible’ (consider both Lukan and Pauline usage of ho logos [tou theou] in passages like
Acts 6:7, 8:14, 8:25, 11:1, 13:5, 13:7, 13:44, 13:46, 13:48, 13:49, 15:35, 15:36, 16:32, 17:13, 18:11, 19:10, 19:20;
Luke 1:2; 8:11; Ephesians 6:17; Philippians 1:14; Colossians 1:25; 1Thessalonsians 2:13; Titus 2:5). A few
verses later, interestingly, Timothy the teaching pastor is urged to ‘do the work of an evangelist.’ Without
denying the vital role of equipping evangelists, I am not sure Paul would quite recognize our split between
Bible teachers (who explain Scripture to believers) and Gospel preachers (who explain salvation to unbelievers).
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know not just how Jesus fits into their story, but how they fit into God’s story,
including themes like creation, sin, the kingdom of God, the life of Jesus,
substitutionary atonement at the cross, resurrection, the lordship of Christ, the
pouring out of the Spirit, the church, future judgment and the restoration of all
creation. I know that God saves some people without knowing all of these things –
so it isn’t all ‘essential for salvation’ in that sense – but I have a responsibility to
explain the Gospel to people, so that’s what I’m going to do before I baptize them.
Needless to say, though, this will probably not all come in the same half-hour
message!
3. The evangelist’s question: The bare bones of what I preach will vary according to
who is listening, because I am always trying to present the Jesus as the climax to their
story, the solution to their problem. There is no single data download I try and
wangle into every talk. Instead, I want to understand my listener’s story and then
explain why Jesus is the climax, the fulcrum, the good news they need. And I can
give up trying to take them from secularism to Christianity in half an hour; God may
do that, but it will probably take far more than one Gospel message to turn their
whole life upside down.
4. The pastor’s question: That’s also what I should teach my church to do. That’s what
‘doing the work of an evangelist’ is. I’m trying to teach the saints to listen to their
friends’ stories, and then fit Jesus in as the climax and the pivot of the whole thing. If
I play my cards right, I can probably both preach the Gospel and teach the church
how to evangelise in the same message. Weekly sermons are an opportunity to model
to the saints how to make Jesus the climax of every story.
5. The discipler’s question: I should never stop preaching the Gospel to people. When
someone becomes a believer, that’s the start of them understanding God’s story, not
the end; Paul was eager to preach the Gospel to Christians (Romans 1:15), so I
should be too. Many people have repented and been baptized without really
understanding original sin, or who they are in Christ, or penal substitution, or who
knows what else – so the Gospel needs to be continually preached to them so that
they grasp ever more of its splendour.
Do you see? If, instead of one ‘essential Gospel’ that Joe needs to proclaim whenever
unbelievers are around, there are thousands of ways of preaching Jesus from the Bible or the
newspapers or whatever else, then there is no need for him to keep repeating himself. Nor is
there a need for him to draw a sharp distinction between Gospel meetings and normal
meetings, since the Gospel can and should be preached in all of them, in wonderfully
different ways. They will all pivot on Jesus, most will probably mention the cross and
resurrection, and many will include other key themes as well – but there is no ‘one size fits
all’ Gospel message that every unbeliever will respond to after thirty minutes, if only we can
get it right. God’s good news is too massive, too worldview-changing, for that.
Reframing the question
So let’s reframe our original question. Instead of asking, ‘What is the essential Gospel?’, we
could perhaps ask, ‘What is the best Gospel presentation for these people?’ In other words, rather
than trying to identify an Essential Gospel Preaching Solution, we can approach every
individual, every people group, every group of unsaved people, with a desire to find out their
story and explain how Jesus is the good news they need. I am aware of how airy-fairy this

will sound to some (and also how obvious it will sound to others). Yet I am persuaded that it
is exactly what the apostles did, exactly what the missionaries of old did, and exactly what we
are called to do. For instance:
Setting
Acts 2
(Pentecost)

Story believed by the listeners
We killed a would-be Messiah a few
weeks ago. Some said he was raised.
Now there are 120 of his followers
speaking in our native languages.
Acts 3 (the
A long-term sick man has just been
beautiful gate)
healed, which is pretty amazing.
Acts 8
We are still waiting for a Messiah,
(Samaria)
but we are not expecting the same
thing as the Jews. People in our city
are getting healed, and we’re joyful.
Acts 8
I don’t understand this Bible
(Ethopian)
passage. It seems to be talking
about a suffering prophet. Why?
Acts 10
The God of Israel is the real God.
(Cornelius)
He’s sending me someone who will
tell me about him. But I’m a
Gentile, so I’m not in his people.
Acts 17
There are lots of gods, and one
(Athens)
unknown one that we are waiting to
find out about. Images of gods are
made by and served by humans. We
are the offspring of the gods.
Acts 26
I believe the Jewish prophets. This
(Agrippa)
man Paul is a prisoner, and he is
convinced that a dead Jew called
Jesus is alive. Christians are a
nuisance.
Martin Luther,
God demands righteousness, and I
1512-7
can’t achieve it, no matter what.
Irian Jayan
There are many gods. Getting away
tribe, 1940s
with treason is heroic. When our
villages fight, we send a peace child
to each other to be reconciled.
Murderer on
I had one chance, and I blew it. I
death row, 2000 deserve what is coming to me.
Rape victim in
Britain, 2000

There is no justice in the world. I
feel completely unclean and
shameful for what has happened.

Secular

The only things that exist are

Connecting Jesus to the story
The Jesus you killed left an empty
tomb behind him, and he’s now
poured out his Spirit, like Joel said
he would. He is Lord and Christ.
Healing is not through man’s
power but in the name of Jesus.
Jesus, the Jewish Messiah, is the
one who is doing the healing,
bringing the power and causing the
joy.
‘Beginning with this Scripture’:
Jesus is the suffering prophet. You
need to be baptized in his name.
God doesn’t show favouritism:
Jesus is Lord of everyone, and
everyone who believes in him can
be forgiven from their sins.
The unknown God is the maker of
everything, like your poets imply.
Your ideas have been OK till now,
but Jesus will soon judge the world,
and the resurrection is proof.
I used to think Christians were a
nuisance too, but then Jesus
physically appeared to me. He is
the true fulfillment of the prophets.
And he is alive, as you’ve heard.
Faith in Jesus is credited to me as
the righteousness of God.
Jesus was betrayed and died, then
rose from the dead. Jesus is God’s
peace child, who reconciles us to
the one true God.
Jesus’ death on the cross has made
a way for you to be forgiven, and
given eternal life. You need to
repent of your sins & be baptized.
Jesus can remove your shame and
give you a new start. At the
resurrection, he began a new world
order, without injustice.
You haven’t reckoned with the

materialist,
2000
Tim Keller and
a student at UC
Berkeley, 2008

material. There is no soul, no
miracles, no God. If you say there
is, you’re ignorant.
I’m a philosophy student, and I
agree with Kant: you can know
about the phenomenal (facts, what
you perceive), not the noumenal
(values, intangible, what is ‘real’).

resurrection of Jesus. Materialist
assumptions have distorted your
analysis of the evidence.
That distinction is a value, not a
tangible fact. Christianity says that
in Jesus, the phenomenal became
noumenal, the value became fact,
the word became flesh.

In all of these examples, the preacher has attempted to understand the listener’s story, and
then present Jesus as the climax, the solution to the problem, the challenge to all other
worldviews. So, while a public proclamation about Jesus is central in all of them – the
Gospel is good news, not good advice – not all of them mention the incarnation, or the cross,
or even the resurrection. The ‘essential Gospel’, from the perspective of the preacher, the
pastor and the evangelist, varies according to the audience.
The whole Gospel
Looked at like this, of course, it is unlikely that we will always be able to bring people from
secularism to full-blown Christianity in one half-hour message. All of the messages in the
table above leave out massive and vital components of Christian belief, and for anyone to
get up on Sunday and preach any of them – and, in fact, any of the sermons in the book of
Acts – would leave dozens of questions unanswered and issues unaddressed. So if this is our
approach, no single Gospel message is likely to be sufficient, and we may need multiple
opportunities to communicate the whole of God’s good news so people can get saved. (It is
probably this that fuels the desire to preach the full monty, the Romans 1-8 Gospel: at least
that way you can feel you’ve said it all.) Yet this more long-term approach, despite popular
conceptions about New Testament preaching, is often the way it happened in the early
church.
Because of its significance in Luke’s narrative, Acts 2 is often taken as if it is completely
normative – as if it basically represents what would happen in our Sunday meetings if we got
our act together: the power of God, clear Biblical preaching, a call to repentance, and three
thousand responses. What is sometimes not considered is that, in all probability, every one
of those three thousand already believed (a) in the God of Israel, (b) the Scriptures, (c) that
Jesus had lived in Jerusalem and claimed to be the Messiah, (d) that there was a well-known
belief he had been raised from the dead, and (e) that something dramatically powerful, quite
possibly from God, was taking place right in front of them. It hardly serves as an example of
what we should expect from unchurched pagans in the 21st century.
More typical for our situation might be those in Pisidian Antioch who came back the
following week (13:42), or those in Thessalonika who heard three Sabbath sermons (17:2), or
the Athenians who said ‘we will hear you again about this’ (17:32), or the three months Paul
preached in the synagogue in Ephesus (19:8), or the two year long daily debate programme
he ran in the Tyrannus Hall (19:9-10). Of course, there are more immediate responses too,
like the household of the Philippian jailer (16:31-34); nothing is too difficult for God
(although bear in mind that the jailer and his family were then baptized at once, which is

rarely true of immediate responses in our churches).3 But frequently Acts suggests a more
long-term process, in which the ‘whole Gospel’ is preached over a period of time – or, in the
terms of Acts 20:27, in which ‘the whole counsel of God’ is proclaimed over a period of two
years. And because this process would typically culminate in public and verifiable events like
baptism and receiving the Spirit, as opposed to more private and ambiguous responses like
praying a prayer or a hand in the air, there would be plenty of time to explain the whole
Gospel, not just the essential one, before concluding that someone had received it.
There is a delicate balance to strike here. Many of us know D. L. Moody’s story of the
unbelievers whom he told to come back next week, who then perished in the Chicago fire
before they had the chance to respond to the Gospel. Clearly, stories like this make us very
wary of failing to give a salvation appeal every time we proclaim the Gospel. On the other
hand, there is the opposite danger of asking for a response (hands in the air, come down the
front, or whatever) and equating this with becoming a Christian, with the result that we can
announce that ‘ten people got saved’ before any of them have been baptized in water (or
even heard about it), filled with the Holy Spirit (or even heard about him) and possibly even
repented of sin (or even heard about it). The preacher’s desire to ‘close the deal’ can lead to
confusion, false assurance and apparent converts who then disappear as soon as they
discover the small print; the opposite desire, to preach the whole Gospel before someone is
declared to be a Christian, would understandably lead to a huge sense of guilt if that person
was hit by the proverbial bus in the meantime. Perhaps the best way forward is to (a) call for
a response; (b) encourage everyone who responds to come forward and talk to someone
about it, which provides a good opportunity both to explain more of the Gospel and to talk
about repentance, faith, baptism and receiving the Spirit; (c) baptize them immediately if it is
considered that they are born again, have repented of their sins and believed; (d) lead people
into experiencing the power of the Holy Spirit as soon as possible; (e) carefully follow up
each individual through to their baptism, even if it takes another year to get there; and (f)
talk publicly in terms of ‘responses to the Gospel’ rather than ‘people who became
Christians’. After all, in New Testament terms, the appropriate place to declare and celebrate
salvation is not when a hand goes up in the air, but when a body goes under the water.4
Having said all of that, it is no good urging people to come back next week and hear more
about the Gospel if we only preach the Gospel occasionally. Let’s say Susie Seeker comes to
a guest meeting on 1 July and hears ‘the essential Gospel’, which for the sake of argument
might be ‘the four points’: God loves me, I have sinned, Jesus died for me, I need to decide.
Susie responds in her heart, and prays the prayer with all sincerity, but still isn’t quite sure
Other immediate responses could be added to this list (the Ethiopian eunuch, Cornelius, Lydia), but most are
already God-fearers or even proselytes when they hear the message proclaimed, and as such are probably more
aware of the Gospel than most unchurched people in the UK today. The comment made about the Philippian
jailer’s baptism applies to each of these, too.
4 I confess to being somewhat baffled by the nervousness many people have about saying baptism is a crucial
part of the salvation process. Passages like Romans 6:3-5, Colossians 2:11-12, 1 Peter 3:21-2 and even Acts 2:38
are frequently silenced by an appeal to the brigand on the cross, as if his (clearly exceptional) circumstances
overturn Scripture’s testimony that baptism is an essential part of becoming a Christian. It would be interesting
to know how many of those who responded to the gospel this year in our churches were even informed about
baptism at the time, let alone told that it was how you were united with Jesus, died to your old life and rose to a
new one. Were ‘coming to the front’ to be displaced by water baptism as the defining mark in someone’s union
with Christ (as it seems to have been for the Ethiopian eunuch, Cornelius, Lydia, the Ephesian ‘disciples’, and
so on), I suspect a fair bit of confusion about the content of the essential Gospel would be displaced with it.
3

who she is praying to, and she still has all sorts of questions. One of several things may
happen to Susie at this point. (i) She may be declared a Christian for having responded to the
Gospel, which is strange since she hasn’t understood or experienced grace, resurrection life,
baptism, the Holy Spirit, or countless other things. Or (ii) she may be advised to come back
in late September for an Alpha Course, which leaves her hanging for three months. Or (iii)
she may be invited back next Sunday, to hear a much more ‘normal’ Sunday message about
prayer, or giving, or Moses, in which she finds it hard to join the dots between the Jesus of
last week and the teaching of this week.
Instead, what needs to happen is (iv), whereby she is baptized immediately if she is born
again, and if not, she is assumed not to be a Christian until she has been. She can then be
followed up as an enquiring unbeliever (not a new Christian) midweek, and be encouraged to
return next Sunday to hear a talk that, whatever its subject matter or Scripture passage, ties
everything back to the life, death and resurrection of the Jesus she was so captivated with
last week. If this sort of preaching happens regularly in Susie’s church, by the time the Alpha
course starts in September, she may have already heard the Gospel twelve times, told from
twelve different perspectives, and is probably getting a sense for how the whole of Scripture,
and indeed the whole of life, pivot on Jesus. In other words, Susie is approaching an
understanding of the whole Gospel.
Breakout questions
-

How was the Gospel communicated in the last sermon you preached?
If you were to speak from the same text or theme this Sunday, how could you
sharpen things to link your message more closely to the good news of Jesus?
Do you think it is possible to expound Scripture without preaching?
If so, how can we avoid doing so?

What is the best Gospel presentation for these people?
Let’s summarise where we are so far. (1) Rather than looking for an abstract ‘essential
Gospel’, we are better off accepting that people have different stories, and that the life, death
and resurrection of Jesus is going to be climactic in those stories in different ways. (2) When
we preach the Gospel, whether publicly or privately, we are therefore looking for the best
way of explaining the Gospel to a particular person or group of people, rather than a onesize-fits-all Gospel (although, clearly, Jesus will be central in any of them). (3) Preaching
Jesus as the Gospel from all of Scripture and all of life is a great way of both instructing
Christians and proclaiming the Gospel to unbelievers at the same time. (4) One half-hour
message is unlikely to lead people from paganism to new life in Christ on its own, although it
might. This means that regularly preaching Jesus as the good news, from all sorts of different
angles and passages, is necessary to help people understand the whole Gospel.
So we need to identify the stories that our listeners currently live with, and we will then be in
a position to serve them effectively by showing how Jesus is the good news they have been
waiting for. To illustrate: the ‘gospel’ of The Lord of the Rings will always have something to do
with Frodo destroying the ring, but it will be presented in different ways to elves, hobbits
and men. ‘Minas Tirith has been liberated’ is gospel to men, but not to the elves; ‘the Shire is
safe’ will be good news to hobbits, but men won’t be that bothered; ‘Sauron is defeated’ will

have broader impact, but if (like some hobbits) there were people who didn’t know Sauron
existed, it wouldn’t quite have the same gospel impact as something that brought it closer to
home. It is the same with the Gospel. Everyone in the world believes that something is
wrong, that there is some sort of enemy to be defeated, even if they disagree as to what
exactly it is. So everyone’s story – even Saruman’s, or Richard Dawkins’ – can be retold with
Jesus as the solution, the climax, the victory over the enemy. It’s just that some stories may
need more radical reframing than others.
For this reason, it might be useful to consider some specific examples of how this can be
done with the stories told by most people we know. These are primarily UK based, but in
principle the exercise can be undertaken with any enemy in the world. The purpose of this
next section – which takes up nearly half the paper – is to try and put into practice the main
idea for which we have been arguing, namely, that by listening to people’s stories we can
identify the best Gospel presentation for them, rather than insisting that there is one abstract
‘essential Gospel’ that will meet the needs of every listener in every context. Yet in every
one, the life, death and resurrection of Jesus are climactic, definitive, and glorious Gospel.
So:
Personal Enemy #1: Guilt
This one is easy, and is probably the most familiar to many of us. For some people, guilt
about things they have done in their past is a controlling enemy in their life. It fractures
relationships, causes all kinds of substance abuse and self-loathing, and there is often no easy
way out of it (particularly if the person sinned against is dead, or long gone). So how is Jesus
and resurrection Gospel to them? Answer: it’s a Gospel of forgiveness. They need to know
that Jesus came to live the life they should have lived, and to die the death they should have
died. And they need to know that, when he rose from the dead, his sacrificial death on our
behalf was accepted by God. By faith in Jesus, they can receive Jesus’ rightness as a gift.
Because it is a good idea, in evangelism, to start with what is right in the other person’s story,
you can affirm that they are right about feeling guilty, and that this is the right response to
having fallen short of their own standards, let alone God’s. But you can then explain the idea
of sacrifice on behalf of sins. The Old Testament arranged for an innocent animal to die so
that a guilty person could live and that the righteousness of the person did not depend on
their purity, but on the purity of their animal sacrifice. In the same way, Jesus – as a perfect
person who died on our behalf – means we can stand before God as completely free from
guilt as he was. And Jesus is the only person who offers anything like this. Every other
religion will have you working your way out of guilt – Jesus does it all himself, and gives you
the results for free. If you see guilt as the major enemy in your life, then Jesus and
resurrection is the Gospel you need.
Personal Enemy #2: Shame
Many may not have thought much beyond that. But in many cultures, particularly in hotter
climates (particularly Africa and the Islamic world), the main personal enemy is not guilt, but
shame. In guilt cultures, you fall short of an abstract, moral standard, and it has
consequences for your life. But in shame cultures, where billions of people today live, the
standards are more relational and communitarian than abstract and individualistic, and
shame often results from perceived guilt rather than actual guilt. Many Muslims, if they sin,

don’t think their main need is forgiveness; they think their main need is for their shame to be
removed (which is why the threat of being disowned by family is so very powerful). In a
British culture, shame might be a problem for those who have been subject to sexual abuse,
and who therefore feel more unclean than guilty, as Mark Driscoll movingly pointed out at
the Brighton Conference recently. They need to hear a Gospel of shame removed.
Now, obviously, most of the Bible is written in the context of a shame culture. So how is
Jesus and resurrection Gospel to someone like that? Well, Jesus did not just bear the guilt of
humanity, he bore the shame of humanity. The most powerful picture of this is the
scapegoat (which helps, because it’s a word most people know): there are two goats in
Leviticus 16, one of which is killed on behalf of the people, showing that sin leads to guilt
and hence death, but the other of which is sent out into the wilderness on behalf of the
people, showing that sin leads to shame and hence separation. Jesus is not just your death
goat. He is your scapegoat. He is the one on whom all your shame is laid, and as he walks
out of the camp into the wilderness, you can see your shame walking away on him. He was
executed in the most shameful way possible, naked and ridiculed, outside the city walls, as if
to say: ‘I am carrying all the most shameful things you have ever done or had done to you.
You are now clean.’ And in his resurrection, Jesus showed that the power of shame was
temporary, and that it had been overcome on Easter Sunday – with nothing but glory and
honour to come.
Personal Enemy #3: Fear
The next enemy is fear. Anthropologists say that there are three major categories of culture
with regard to human shortcomings (that is, sin): guilt cultures, shame cultures and fear
cultures. In a fear culture, the main consequence of sin is the fear that you will be attacked
by ancestral or demonic spirits. Now, there may not be many people in your town for whom
that is an issue, but if you are church planting in much of Africa or South Asia, it’s a huge
issue; many of these cultures know very well that there is a spirit world, and that demons
have power, and they are terrified of them. It is also a huge issue for many who have been
heavily involved in the occult. We had a woman come to our church recently, for instance,
for whom fear had been the overriding enemy, because she had been subject to systematic
Satanic Ritual Abuse for many years as a child, and as a result had developed over 100
different recognisable, named personalities. Many years after first hearing the Gospel, she
would still ring up her pastor sometimes and ask if she was going to be killed, because those
who abused her had told her that would happen. The Gospel that she needed to hear, and
the Gospel that many from a fear culture need to hear, is that Jesus has authority over all
demons, fears, principalities and powers. In his life, he cast them out without a second
thought, and we cast them out in his name today. In his death on the cross, Colossians 2
says that he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them in himself and dragging
their corpses through the streets. And in his resurrection life, Jesus proved his lordship by
defeating Satan once and for all – and made that position of authority over demons possible
for his followers as well.
Personal Enemy #4: Meaninglessness
One more personal enemy that exists in many people’s stories is that of meaninglessness.
Meaninglessness must be one of the major causes of suicide in the West, and it’s amazing

how often artists, musicians, celebrities and teenagers think they are original when they talk
about how empty and pointless everything is. But the futility of life is not a modern problem,
as Ecclesiastes makes very plain. We are not created to function without a sense of destiny,
purpose and mission. When we do, it is totally soul-destroying.
Clearly, we are in a position to validate large parts of this story. If it’s just a question of
accumulating possessions and experiences, then life is pointless. There is nothing new under
the sun. So how is Jesus and resurrection Gospel here? Well, if there is nothing new under
the sun, perhaps we should look for meaning somewhere else. That is the Gospel of Jesus
and resurrection. No one in history has ever lived with such a sense of meaning and destiny
as Jesus: “He set his face towards Jerusalem …” “Get behind me Satan.” “Anyone who is
not against us is for us.” “Go tell that fox … I must finish my course.” Why is this? He
doesn’t seem naïve, does he? Rather, he lived as someone who knew something we don’t –
that something of dramatic importance was about to happen, and he was bringing it about.
And then he rose from the dead, kickstarted the new creation, and told his followers there
was a job to do, a planet to heal, a Gospel to share, a world to save. Look what happened.
Deadbeat fishermen became apostles. Tax collectors wrote books that are still bestsellers
today. Broken, demonised women became the first witnesses of the new creation. Arrogant
thugs turned into church planters. Jesus had taken on futility and won, so you don’t have to
listen to Marcel Duchamp, or Jean-Paul Sartre, or Radiohead, or whoever is depressing you
at the moment. Because of Jesus and resurrection, futility is very, very last season. Meaning is
back.
Social Enemy #1: Injustice
So that’s a number of personal enemies that have been overcome by the Gospel of Jesus and
resurrection. But there are also social enemies (that is, problems with other people). One of
the big ones in our generation is that of injustice. In fact, we are probably more aware of
global injustice today, and more eager to respond to it, than any previous generation –
Fairtrade, Stop the Traffik, Jubilee 2000, Make Poverty History, etc. Yet despite the massive
resources at our disposal, huge injustices continue to take place. And frequently, the
perpetrators are the powerful, the well-educated, the well-financed – so there’s no obvious
solution. So how the Jesus narrative function as Gospel within this story? Well, in Athens in
Acts 17, Paul preached the resurrection as the proof that God would one day judge the
world through one man, Jesus Christ. Resurrection  judgment  vindication for the
victims and punishment for the perpetrators. And not only will Jesus judge injustice, but in
his earthly life and ministry he fought for it (the poor and the widow), in his death on the
cross he suffered it (here you can describe any or all of the injustices Jesus suffered), and in
his resurrection he conquered it, and laid the foundation for a world without it.
Social Enemy #2: Poverty
Another social enemy is poverty. For lots of western people, this would be characterised as
the main reason for society’s problems – people just don’t have enough money. Now
obviously, that is not the whole story; having possessions doesn’t seem to stop unhappiness
at all, and more people kill themselves in wealthy Scandinavia than anywhere else, while the
world’s happiest country is Bhutan, which is also one of the poorest. Nonetheless, lots of

human pain is caused by poverty – unclean water, famine, disease, shanty towns,
unemployment, and so on. And the fact that we are aware that poverty is a problem (rather
than just accepting it as part of life, as animals seem to) suggests that we were made for a
world without it.
So how is Jesus and resurrection the good news in this story? Most people think that poverty
is caused by scarce resources. In the world as a whole, though, there is more than enough
food, water, minerals and everything else needed for everyone on the planet. Scarce
resources is not ultimately the problem. Rather, the problem is the human desire to have
more than other people – the need to compare ourselves with others, and measure ourselves
accordingly. In the OT, that was solved with the year of Jubilee. Through Jesus’ death and
resurrection, however, the ultimate year of Jubilee came about, and a new world order began
in which the last would be first, and no one would compare themselves to each other. Even
the Lord’s Prayer talks about “forgiving us our debts as we forgive our debtors”.
Fundamentally, you can only make poverty history when you make greed history – which is
exactly what Jesus taught, did, and rose again to achieve, and it is also exactly what the early
church in Acts did, and exactly what our church today does. That’s because we are part of
God’s new creation, in which there will be no poverty, no greed and no jealousy.
Social Enemy #3: War
In a similar vein, many people will think the main enemy to be overcome is war. Many
people you know will absolutely hate the idea of war, and they’ll hate it more than anything
else. So how is Jesus and resurrection the Gospel to people like that? Ephesians 2:14-16:
“For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his flesh
the dividing wall of hostility by abolishing the law of commandments expressed in
ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making
peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing the
hostility.” The Bible is saying that war between people exists, at root, because people are at
war with their God. Consider pouring coffee on a train. Pouring coffee is possible if the train
is on the tracks, but if the train leaves the tracks, it’s hopeless. You need the train to be
reconciled to the rails before you have any hope of reconciling the coffee with the cup.
Similarly, we live in a world that has come off the rails. So war between people will always
happen unless the war between man and God is brought to an end. And in Jesus, God was
reconciling people to himself, which enables people to be reconciled to each other. From
that foundation, Jesus was able to teach pacifism and non-violence – not just theoretically,
but as one who had practised it, even when people were arresting him and killing him. The
death and resurrection of Jesus is the Gospel, the answer to the problem of war.
Social Enemy #4: Irrationality
Some of our more intellectual friends may see their main enemy as being irrationality: the
fact that people are ignorant and believe things without any evidence – religion, or
superstition – is the reason for a lot of the world’s problems. If we’re not careful, Christians
can sometimes be a bit defensive about this, and try to defend the idea of believing based on
“faith” rather than on “evidence”. But this is a huge problem, because it gives us no basis for
one worldview being better than another. Instead, we should respond that we agree;
believing things without evidence is completely crazy.

And the Gospel is: Jesus and resurrection conquer the enemy of irrationality. The Gospels
are littered with dates, rulers, places, evidence – things that happened in the real world (eg
Luke 3:1). And the resurrection is the most definitive event in any worldview, because it is a
concrete event that we can investigate: “God has given proof of this by raising him”, “500
witnesses”, “many convincing proofs”, and so on (none of which have any remote parallels
in Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, or whatever). In fact, there is no event in the secular
materialist worldview that cannot be explained in the Christian one. But the resurrection is
the one event in the Christian one that cannot be explained in the secular materialist one.
Jesus and resurrection overcomes the enemy of irrationality. (Cue a well-chosen procession
of quotations from Keller, Polkinghorne, Collins, McGrath, Flew, Wright, Bauckham, etc.)
Social Enemy #5: Militant Religious Intolerance
The final social enemy, which also hits quite close to home, is more of a post-9/11
phenomenon: militant religious intolerance. Lots of people will assume that you, as a
Christian, are actually the main problem in the world, rather than the main solution. And
they will think this because they think that religion inevitably leads to militant religious
intolerance. This is where people like Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris and Chris Hitchens are
coming from. Now you can, of course, explain why that’s not true. You can point out how
few religious people fly planes into buildings, and how militant atheism resulted in far more
human suffering in the last century than religious anything (Mao’s China, Stalin’s Russia, etc).
But how is Jesus and resurrection Gospel here?
Well, Jesus was a strong and vocal opponent to militant religious intolerance, and in many
ways he (and many of his followers) died because of it. Lots of first century Jews were into
militant religious intolerance, and a fair bit of Jesus’ teaching is directed towards it: “Put your
sword away!” (John 18:11). “The hour is coming when whoever kills you will think he is
offering service to God. And they will do these things because they have not known the
Father, nor me” (John 16:2). “And when his disciples James and John saw it, they said,
‘Lord, do you want us to tell fire to come down from heaven and consume them?’ But he
turned and rebuked them” (Luke 9:52-55). Not only that, but Jesus was handed over to
death by the chief priests because of their militant intolerance, and the early church was
persecuted and killed because they said “Jesus is Lord” in a world where everyone else said
“Caesar is Lord”. To this day, around 171,000 Christians are martyred each year for the same
proclamation. So if people believe militant religious intolerance is the problem, they’re right.
And Jesus, who insisted that you should love (rather than kill) unbelievers and your enemies,
is the answer!
Global Enemy #1: Sickness
Finally, people may see there as being global enemies to be overcome. The first one is
sickness, which in some ways goes without saying. Everyone is aware that sickness is a
problem. So it’s wonderful to know that Jesus and resurrection is the Gospel of sickness
defeated. “He took up our illnesses and carried our diseases” (Matthew 8:17). “All those who
had any who were sick with various diseases brought them to him, and he laid his hands on
every one of them and healed them” (Luke 4:40). And it’s not just Jesus’ life, either, because
the resurrection means that “what is sown corruptible is raised incorruptible.” In other

words, because of the resurrection, all who are in Christ will one day inherit new bodies, just
like the one Jesus was given, that cannot rot or get sick or develop cancer or catch flu. Not
only that, but that future kingdom breaks into the present frequently, through the people of
God operating in Jesus’ authority (which is an appropriate place to bring in testimonies of
healing). So if you believe sickness is the enemy, then God says: you’re right! You know in
your heart that the world is not meant to be like this, with sickness at ever turn – and one
day, it won’t be. The reason you feel like that is because you’re destined for something else,
like a caterpillar thinking how great it would be to be able to fly. Jesus and resurrection are
the victory over sickness.
Global Enemy #2: Ugliness
If you know someone who is very artistic, and who is passionate about beauty wherever they
can find it, then they may see the main enemy to be overcome as ugliness in the world. They
may be open to a Gospel of beauty restored. This one is often underestimated, because it all
sounds a bit arty-farty, but it’s tremendously powerful; and I suspect that artistic types are far
less often reached by our type of church, because we can often present things in a rather unaesthetic way. But if you read Scripture carefully, you’ll see God’s passion for beauty
everywhere. It is, quite frankly, a Gospel of beauty triumphant. (a) The Bible begins with
God turning disorder and chaos into order and beauty. (b) One of the main results of the
Fall was that the most beautiful garden in history became off-limits. (c) God then set about
restoring beauty by giving his people the land of Israel – a land flowing with milk and honey,
a land where clusters of grapes were so big they needed a pole to carry them. (d) He then
commissioned them to build an ark and a tabernacle, with almost pedantic detail: purple,
scarlet, embroidery, acacia wood, silver, gold, jewelled garments “for glory and for beauty.”
(e) This was then trumped by the temple, built of endless cedar and gold and festooned with
golden pomegranates. Nowhere in history has been such a carnival of the arts: elaborate
architecture, decorated with expensive metalwork, woodwork and cloth, before which all
manner of poems were written, songs sung and dances performed, with musical instruments
in abundance and the fragrance of incense throughout. (f) This culminates in the
resurrection of Jesus, where corruption and ugliness were overcome, and the new creation
was started: a creation in which ugliness was wiped out, the curse of decay on creation was
lifted, and the promise of the new world was secured: gates of pearl, streets of glass-like
gold, rivers, and so on. Consider that the Bible begins and ends with beauty triumphing over
ugliness, and it is the life, death and resurrection of Jesus that makes this possible.
Global Enemy #3: Death
But the last enemy to be destroyed, as 1 Corinthians says, is death. This is the big one. In
films, the last enemy to be destroyed is always the head villain (it wouldn’t be quite the same
if Alan Rickman died half way through Die Hard, or if Jack Bauer killed the chief terrorist by
11am). The last enemy is always the most dangerous villain of all, and the reason why the
other villains are there. It’s the same in Scripture. Death is the biggest of the enemies and the
explanation for the others. If there was no death, there wouldn’t be any war or injustice or
fear or sickness. So if you can abolish death, you can totally strip all the other enemies of
their power.

And that’s the Gospel of Jesus and resurrection. On Easter Sunday, the biggest of all the
villains was totally and completely undone. The tomb was empty, and it still is. And that
means that at least one person has conquered the grave, smashed the last enemy, and
overturned the curse of death that has afflicted every human since time began. A champion
only has to be killed once. Death had a pretty strong track record, until it faced Jesus, to
whom it had no answer whatsoever. His resurrection life was simply too powerful. So, as
Paul taunted: “Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O grave, is your sting?” (1
Corinthians 15:55).
Conclusion: the essential Gospel
What that exercise shows, hopefully, is that the sin  wrath  cross  forgiveness model
is not the only way of preaching the Gospel faithfully.5 This is emphatically not an argument
for ignoring it or failing to preach it, and nor is it intended to undermine the importance of
responding to the Gospel through repentance, faith, baptism and receiving the Spirit
(preaching a Gospel of beauty defeating ugliness, to take the one that many find the most
unsettling, does not mean that the appeal should involve painting a picture instead of falling
facedown in repentance!) What it is, however, is an argument for considering more
presentations of the Gospel, and preaching Jesus as climactic within the stories that are
believed by most people we know, rather than trying to fire ‘the essential Gospel’ at people
with both barrels every time there is a guest meeting. Over time, people need to hear ‘the
whole counsel of God’, but they may not get it all at once.
In all of this, it should become obvious that no matter what people’s stories are, the good
news is ultimately very simple: Jesus. He is the Lord of the cosmos, the bringer of the
kingdom, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, the one who lived the life
we should have lived and died the death we should have died, and then rose again,
conquering sin, death, and everything that goes with it, and redeeming us from slavery,
emptiness, ugliness and the grave itself. But he is so definitive, and his accomplishment so
multifaceted, that he – his life, death and resurrection – can and should be presented as
Gospel in literally dozens of ways. As Sinclair Ferguson famously wrote:
- Jesus is the true and better Adam who passed the test in the garden and whose obedience is imputed to us.
- Jesus is the true and better Abel who, though innocently slain, has blood now that cries out, not for our
condemnation, but for acquittal.
- Jesus is the true and better Abraham who answered the call of God to leave all the comfortable and familiar
and go out into the void not knowing whither he went to create a new people of God.
- Jesus is the true and better Isaac who was not just offered up by his father on the mount but was truly
sacrificed for us. And when God said to Abraham, "Now I know you love me because you did not withhold
your son, your only son whom you love from me," now we can look at God taking his son up the mountain
and sacrificing him and say, "Now we know that you love us because you did not withhold your son, your only
son, whom you love from us."
- Jesus is the true and better Jacob who wrestled and took the blow of justice we deserved, so we, like Jacob,
only receive the wounds of grace to wake us up and discipline us.
- Jesus is the true and better Joseph who, at the right hand of the king, forgives those who betrayed and sold
him and uses his new power to save them.
5 This might seem to be attacking a straw man, but I remember the Cambridge Inter-Collegiate Christian Union
getting very upset a few years ago with Michael Ramsden, for preaching a Piper-type Gospel (seek your highest
joy) rather than a ‘rescue from wrath’ message. He who thinks he stands firm should be careful lest he fall.

- Jesus is the true and better Moses who stands in the gap between the people and the Lord and who mediates
a new covenant.
- Jesus is the true and better Rock of Moses who, struck with the rod of God's justice, now gives us water in
the desert.
- Jesus is the true and better Job, the truly innocent sufferer, who then intercedes for and saves his stupid
friends.
- Jesus is the true and better David whose victory becomes his people's victory, though they never lifted a stone
to accomplish it themselves.
- Jesus is the true and better Esther who didn't just risk leaving an earthly palace but lost the ultimate and
heavenly one, who didn't just risk his life, but gave his life to save his people.
- Jesus is the true and better Jonah who was cast out into the storm so that we could be brought in.
- Jesus is the real Rock of Moses, the real Passover Lamb, innocent, perfect, helpless, slain so the angel of death
will pass over us. He's the true temple, the true prophet, the true priest, the true king, the true sacrifice, the true
lamb, the true light, the true bread. The Bible's really not about you – it's about him.6

The Bible preaches Jesus as the climax of every story, the fulcrum on which the whole of
Scripture turns, the Gospel in every worldview. As those with the profound privilege of
preaching the Gospel, we shouldn’t settle for anything less.

6

Sinclair Ferguson, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament.
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1. PREFACE
Christians love God. He is our great Treasure, and nothing can compare with him. One of the great old
catechisms says, “God is a Spirit, inﬁnite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power,
holiness, justice, goodness, and truth” (Westminster Shorter Catechism, Question Four). This is the One we
love. We love the whole panorama of his perfections. To know him, and be loved by him, and become like
him is the end of our soul’s quest. He is our “exceeding joy” (Psalm 43:4).
He is inﬁnite — and that answers our longing for completeness. He is eternal — and that answers our
longing for permanence. He is unchangeable — and that answers our longing for stability and security.
There is none like God. Nothing can compare with him. Wealth, sex, power, popularity, conquest,
productivity, great achievement — nothing can compare with God.
When the Fog Clears
The more you know him, the more you want to know him. The more you feast on his fellowship, the
hungrier you are for deeper, richer communion. Satisfaction at the deepest levels breeds a holy longing for
the time when we will have the very power of God to love God.
That’s the way Jesus prays for us to his Father: “That the love with which you have loved me may be in
them” (John 17:26). That is what we long for: the very love the Father has for the Son ﬁlling us, enabling us
to love the Son with the magnitude and purity of the love of the Father. Then the frustrations of inadequate
love will be over.
Yes, the more you know him and love him and trust him, the more you long to know him. That’s why I have
written this article. I long to know God and enjoy God. And I want the same for you. The great old catechism
asks, “What is the chief end of man?” and answers, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy him
forever.” Enjoying God is the way to glorify God, because God is most gloriﬁed in us when we are most satisﬁed
in him.
But to enjoy him we must know him. Seeing is savoring. If he remains a blurry, vague fog, we may be
intrigued for a season. But we will not be stunned with joy, as when the fog clears and you ﬁnd yourself on
the brink of some vast precipice.
Worthwhile Wrestling
My experience is that clear knowledge of God from the Bible is the kindling that sustains the ﬁres of
affection for God. And probably the most crucial kind of knowledge is the knowledge of what God is like in
salvation. That is what the ﬁve points of Calvinism are about. Not the power and sovereignty of God in

general, but his power and sovereignty in the way he saves people. That is why these points are sometimes
called the doctrines of grace. To experience God fully, we need to know not just how he acts in general, but
speciﬁcally how he saves us — how did he save me?
I do not begin as a Calvinist and defend a system. I begin as a Bible-believing Christian who wants to put
the Bible above all systems of thought. But over the years — many years of struggle — I have deepened in
my conviction that Calvinistic teachings on the ﬁve points are biblical and therefore true, and therefore a
precious pathway into deeper experiences of God’s grace.
My own struggle makes me more patient with others who are on the way. And in one sense, we are all on
the way. Even when we know things biblically and truly — things clear enough and precious enough to die
for — we still see through a glass dimly (1 Corinthians 13:12). There can be many tears as we seek to put our
ideas through the testing ﬁres of God’s word.
But all the wrestling to understand what the Bible teaches about God is worth it. God is a rock of strength
in a world of quicksand. To know him in his sovereignty is to become like an oak tree in the wind of
adversity and confusion. And along with strength is sweetness and tenderness beyond imagination. The
sovereign Lion of Judah is the sweet Lamb of God.
My Prayer for You
I pray you will be helped. Please don’t feel that you have to read these short sections in any particular
order. Many of you will want to skip the historical introduction because it is not as immediately relevant to
the biblical questions. There is an intentional order to the article, but feel free to start wherever it looks
most urgent for you. If you get help, then you will be drawn back to the rest of it. If you don’t, well, then
just return to the Bible and read it with all your might. That is where I hope you will end up anyway:
reading and understanding and loving and enjoying and obeying God’s word, not my word. I pray that
because of our meeting here you will move “Toward a Deeper Experience of God’s Grace.”

2. HISTORICAL ROOTS
John Calvin, the famous theologian and pastor of Geneva, died in 1564. Along with Martin Luther in
Germany, he was the most inﬂuential force of the Protestant Reformation. His commentaries and Institutes
of the Christian Religion are still exerting tremendous inﬂuence on the Christian church worldwide.
The churches which have inherited the teachings of Calvin are usually called Reformed as opposed to the
Lutheran or Anglican/Episcopalian branches of the Reformation. While not all Baptist churches hold to a
Reformed theology, there is a signiﬁcant Baptist tradition which ﬂowed out of that stream and still
cherishes the central doctrines inherited from the Reformed branch of the Reformation.
Arminius and the Remonstrants
The controversy between Arminianism and Calvinism arose in Holland in the early 1600s. The founder of
the Arminian party was Jacob Arminius (1560–1609). He studied in Geneva under Calvin’s successor,
Theodore Beza, and became a professor of theology at the University of Leyden in 1603.

Gradually Arminius came to reject certain Calvinist teachings. The controversy spread all over Holland,
where the Reformed Church was the overwhelming majority. The Arminians drew up their creed in Five
Articles, and laid them before the state authorities of Holland in 1610 under the name Remonstrance,
signed by forty-six ministers.
The ofﬁcial Calvinistic response came from the Synod of Dort which was held November 13, 1618, to May 9,
1619, to consider the Five Articles. There were eighty-four members and eighteen secular commissioners.
The Synod wrote what has come to be known as the Canons of Dort. These are still part of the church
confession of the Reformed Church in America and the Christian Reformed Church. They state the Five
Points of Calvinism in response to the Five Articles of the Arminian Remonstrants.
So the so-called Five Points were not chosen by the Calvinists as a summary of their teaching. They
emerged as a response to the Arminians who chose these ﬁve points to disagree with.
At the Heart of Biblical Theology
It is more important to give a positive biblical position on the ﬁve points than to know the exact form of
the original controversy. These ﬁve points are still at the heart of biblical theology. They are not
unimportant. Where we stand on these things deeply affects our view of God, man, salvation, the
atonement, regeneration, assurance, worship, and missions.
Somewhere along the way (nobody knows for sure when or how), the ﬁve points came to be summarized in
English under the acronym TULIP.
T - Total depravity
U - Unconditional election
L - Limited atonement
I - Irresistible grace
P - Perseverance of the saint
I make no claim that these ﬁve points exhaust the riches of Reformed theology. Numerous writers,
especially those with a more Presbyterian orientation, make that point today because so many people (like
me, a Baptist) are called Calvinists while not embracing all aspects of the Reformed tradition. For example,
Richard Muller in his book, Calvin and the Reformed Tradition (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2012, pp. 51–69),
and Kenneth J. Stewart in Ten Myths About Calvinism (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2011, pp.
75–96) make clear that Calvin and the system of rivers that ﬂowed from his labors is wider and deeper and
more multi-faceted than the ﬁve streams I am focusing on here. These ﬁve points are focused on the
central act of God’s saving sinners. Nor do I make the claim that these titles for the ﬁve doctrines of grace
are the best titles. Like any shorthand version of a doctrine, they are all liable to misunderstanding. Justin
Taylor gives a helpful summary of various attempts to restate these truths.
For example, Timothy George prefers R O S E S over T U L I P: Radical depravity , Overcoming grace,
Sovereign election, Eternal life, Singular redemption. Roger Nicole prefers the acronym G O S P E L (which
makes six points): Grace, Obligatory grace, Sovereign grace, Provision-making grace, Effectual grace,
Lasting grace.
Others abandon the effort to make an acronym altogether. For example, James Montgomery Boice suggests:

Radical depravity, Unconditional election, Particular redemption, Efﬁcacious grace, Persevering Grace. Greg
Forster proposes:
State of man before salvation: wholly deﬁled
Work of the Father in salvation: unconditional choice
Work of the Son in salvation: personal salvation
Work of the Spirit in salvation: supernatural transformation
State of man after salvation: in faith, perseverance
Nor do I claim that this ordering of the doctrines (T U L I P) is necessarily the most helpful when teaching
what they mean. To be sure, there is a good rationale for this traditional order. It starts with man in need of
salvation (Total depravity) and then gives, in the order of their occurrence, the steps God takes to save his
people. He elects (Unconditional election), then he sends Jesus to atone for the sins of the elect (Limited
atonement), then he irresistibly draws his people to faith (Irresistible grace), and ﬁnally works to cause
them to persevere to the end (Perseverance of the saints).
I have found, however, that people grasp these points more easily if we go in the order in which we
ourselves often experience them when we become Christians.
1. We experience ﬁrst our depravity and need of salvation.
2. Then we experience the irresistible grace of God leading us toward faith.
3. Then we trust the sufﬁciency of the atoning death of Christ for our sins.
4. Then we discover that behind the work of God to atone for our sins and bring us to faith was the
unconditional election of God.
5. And ﬁnally we rest in his electing grace to give us the strength and will to persevere to the end in faith.
This is the order we follow in the pages ahead. I will try to lay out what I believe the Scriptures teach on
these ﬁve points. My great desire is to deepen your experience of God’s grace and to honor him by
understanding and believing his truth revealed in Scripture. I pray that I am open to changing any of my
ideas which can be shown to contradict the truth of Scripture. I do not have any vested interest in John
Calvin himself, and ﬁnd some of what he taught to be wrong. But in general I am willing to be called a
Calvinist on the ﬁve points because this name has been attached to these points for centuries and because I
ﬁnd this Calvinist position to be faithful to Scripture. The Bible is our ﬁnal authority.
I share the sentiments of Jonathan Edwards who said in the preface to his great book The Freedom of the Will
(ed. Paul Ramsey [New Haven, Conn. Yale University Press, 1957], 131), “I should not take it at all amiss, to
be called a Calvinist, for distinction’s sake: though I utterly disclaim a dependence on Calvin, or believing
the doctrines which I hold, because he believed and taught them; and cannot justly be charged with
believing in every thing just as he taught.”
It might be helpful for some readers to summarize the meaning of each of the ﬁve points brieﬂy before we
go into more biblical detail. Perhaps this foretaste will awaken some sense of why I believe these truths
magnify God’s precious grace and give unspeakable joy to sinners who have despaired of saving themselves.
Total Depravity
Our sinful corruption is so deep and so strong as to make us slaves of sin and morally unable to overcome

our own rebellion and blindness. This inability to save ourselves from ourselves is total. We are utterly
dependent on God’s grace to overcome our rebellion, give us eyes to see, and effectively draw us to the
Savior.
Unconditional Election
God’s election is an unconditional act of free grace that was given through his Son Jesus before the world
began. By this act, God chose, before the foundation of the world, those who would be delivered from
bondage to sin and brought to repentance and saving faith in Jesus.
Irresistible Grace
This means that the resistance that all human beings exert against God every day (Romans 3:10–12;
Acts 7:51) is wonderfully overcome at the proper time by God’s saving grace for undeserving rebels whom
he chooses freely to save.
Limited Atonement
The atonement of Christ is sufﬁcient for all humans and effective for those who trust him. It is not limited in
its worth or sufﬁciency to save all who believe. But the full, saving effectiveness of the atonement that Jesus
accomplished is limited to those for whom that saving effect was prepared. The availability of the total
sufﬁciency of the atonement is for all people. Whosoever will — whoever believes — will be covered by the
blood of Christ. And there is a divine design in the death of Christ to accomplish the promises of the new
covenant for the chosen bride of Christ. Thus Christ died for all people, but not for all in the same way.
Perseverance of the Saints
We believe that all who are justiﬁed will win the ﬁght of faith. They will persevere in faith and will not
surrender ﬁnally to the enemy of their souls. This perseverance is the promise of the new covenant,
obtained by the blood of Christ, and worked in us by God himself, yet not so as to diminish, but only to
empower and encourage, our vigilance; so that we may say in the end, I have fought the good ﬁght, but it was
not I, but the grace of God which was with me (2 Timothy 4:7; 1 Corinthians 15:10).
We turn now to give a biblical explanation and justiﬁcation for each of the ﬁve points. I pray not that I will
be proved right, but that the word of God will be truly explained and our minds would be softened to
receive what is really there.

3. TOTAL DEPRAVITY
When we speak of man’s depravity, we mean man’s natural condition apart from any grace exerted by God
to restrain or transform man.
The totality of that depravity is clearly not that man does as much evil as he could do. There is no doubt
that man could perform more evil acts toward his fellow man than he does. But if he is restrained from
performing more evil acts by motives that are not owing to his glad submission to God, then even his
“virtue” is evil in the sight of God. Romans 14:23 says, “Whatever does not proceed from faith is sin” (see
note in the next paragraph). This is a radical indictment of all natural “virtue” that does not ﬂow from a

heart humbly relying on God’s grace.
NOTE: I agree with Thomas Schreiner that Romans 14:23 is introduced precisely because it stands as a
sweeping maxim with profound biblical warrant: Acting without faith is sinning. “Thus Augustine (On the
Proceedings of Pelagius 34; On the Grace of Christ 1.27; On Marriage and Concupiscence 1.4; Against Two Letters of
the Pelagians 1.7; 3.14; On the Predestination of the Saints 20) was right in claiming that any act done apart
from faith is sin” [Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, Vol. 6, (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker, 1998), p. 739].
Schreiner points out that Paul could very easily have made a more limited point by stopping with the ﬁrst
part of verse 23 (“But whoever has doubts is condemned if he eats, because the eating is not from faith”),
but when he adds the unqualiﬁed maxim, “For whatever does not proceed from faith is sin,” he broadens
the foundation to a general statement. Schreiner also points to the fact that in Romans 4:18–21, we see why
this is so — namely, that acting in faith gloriﬁes God, and we are to do that in every detail of life
(1 Corinthians 10:31). Not relying on God in any action or thought takes power and glory to ourselves
(1 Peter 4:11; 1 Corinthians 15:10; Galatians 2:20). That is sin, even if the external deed itself accords with
God’s will.
An example might make this radical indictment of much human “goodness” clearer. Suppose you’re the
father of a teenage son. You remind him to wash the car before he uses it to take his friends to the
basketball game tonight. He had earlier agreed to do that. He gets angry and says he doesn’t want to. You
gently but ﬁrmly remind him of his promise and say that’s what you expect. He resists. You say, “Well, if
you are going to use the car tonight, that’s what you agreed to do.” He storms out of the room angry. Later
you see him washing the car. But he is not doing it out of love for you or out of a Christ-honoring desire to
honor you as his father. He wants to go to the game with his friends. That is what constrains his
“obedience.” I put “obedience” in quotes because it is only external. His heart is wrong. This is what I
mean when I say that all human “virtue” is depraved if it is not from a heart of love to the heavenly Father
— even if the behavior conforms to biblical norms.
The terrible condition of man’s heart will never be recognized by people who assess it only in relation to
other men. Your son will drive his friends to the ballgame. That is “kindness,” and they will experience it
as a beneﬁt. So the evil of our actions can never be measured merely by the harm they do to other humans.
Romans 14:23 makes plain that depravity is our condition in relation to God primarily, and only secondarily
in relation to man. Unless we start here, we will never grasp the totality of our natural depravity.
Man’s depravity is total in at least four senses.
1) Our rebellion against God is total.
Apart from the grace of God, there is no delight in the holiness of God, and there is no glad submission to
the sovereign authority of God.
Of course, totally depraved men can be very religious and very philanthropic. They can pray and give alms
and fast, as Jesus said (Matthew 6:1–18). But their very religion is rebellion against the rights of their
Creator, if it does not come from a childlike heart of trust in the free grace of God. Religion is one of the
chief ways that man conceals his unwillingness to forsake self-reliance and bank all his hopes on the

unmerited mercy of God (Luke 18:9–14; Colossians 2:20–23).
The totality of our rebellion is seen in Romans 3:9–11 and 18. “We have already charged that all, both Jews
and Greeks, are under sin, as it is written: ‘None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one
seeks for God.’ . . . ‘There is no fear of God before their eyes.’” Any seeking of God that honors God is a gift
of God. It is not owing to our native goodness. It is an illustration of God mercifully overcoming our native
resistance to God.
Natural Man Not Seeking God
It is a myth that man in his natural state is genuinely seeking God. Men do seek God. But they do not seek
him for who he is. They seek him in a pinch as one who might preserve them from death or enhance their
worldly enjoyments. Apart from conversion, no one comes to the light of God.
Some do come to the light. But listen to what John 3:20–21 says about them. “Everyone who does wicked
things hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his works should be exposed. But whoever does
what is true comes to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God.”
Yes, there are those who come to the light — namely, those whose deeds are the work of God. “Carried out
in (or by) God” means worked by God. Apart from this gracious work of God all men hate the light of God
and will not come to him lest their evil be exposed — this is total rebellion. “No one seeks for God. . . .
There is no fear of God before their eyes!”
2) In his total rebellion everything man does is sin.
In Romans 14:23 Paul says, “Whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.” Therefore, if all men are in total
rebellion, everything they do is the product of rebellion and cannot be an honor to God, but only part of
their sinful rebellion. Of course many of these acts which ﬂow from inward unbelief conform outwardly to
the revealed will of God (for example, obeying parents or telling the truth). But they do not conform to
God’s perfect will because of that mere outward conformity. Let all things be done in love, the apostle says
(1 Corinthians 16:14); but love is the fruit of faith (Galatians 5:6; 1 Timothy 1:5). Therefore many outwardly
good acts come from hearts without Christ-exalting faith, and therefore, without love, and therefore
without conformity to God’s command, and therefore as sinful.
If a king teaches his subjects how to ﬁght well and then those subjects rebel against their king and use the
very skill he taught them to resist him, then even those skills, as excellent and amazing and “good” as they
are, become evil.
Thus man does many things which he can do only because he is created in the image of God and which in
the service of God would be praised. But in the service of man’s self-justifying rebellion, these very things
are sinful. We may praise them as echoes of God’s excellence, but we will weep that they are prostituted for
God-ignoring purposes.
In Romans 7:18 Paul says, “I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my ﬂesh.” This is a radical
confession of the truth that in our rebellion nothing we think or feel is good. It is all part of our rebellion.
The fact that Paul qualiﬁes his depravity with the words, “that is, in my ﬂesh,” shows that he is willing to
afﬁrm the good of anything that the Spirit of God produces in him (Romans 15:18). “Flesh” refers to man in
his natural state apart from the work of God’s Spirit. So, what Paul is saying in Romans 7:18 is that apart

from the work of God’s Spirit all we think and feel and do is not good.
The Good That Really Counts
We recognize that the word “good” has a broad range of meanings. We will have to use it in a restricted
sense to refer to many actions of fallen people which in relation are in fact not good.
For example, we will have to say that it is good that most unbelievers do not kill and that many unbelievers
perform acts of benevolence. What we mean when we call such actions good is that they more or less
conform to the external pattern of life that God has commanded in Scripture.
However, such outward conformity to the revealed will of God is not righteousness in relation to God. It is
not done out of reliance on him or for his glory. He is not trusted for the resources, though he gives them
all. Nor is his honor exalted, even though that’s his will in all things (1 Corinthians 10:31). Therefore even
these “good” acts are part of our rebellion and are not “good” in the sense that really counts in the end —
in relation to God.
3) Man’s inability to submit to God and do good is total.
Picking up on the term “ﬂesh” above (man apart from the grace of God), we ﬁnd Paul declaring it to be
totally enslaved to rebellion. Romans 8:7–8 says, “The mind that is set on the ﬂesh is hostile to God, for it
does not submit to God’s law; indeed, it cannot. Those who are in the ﬂesh cannot please God.”
The “mind that is set on the ﬂesh” (literally, “mind of the ﬂesh”) is the mind of man apart from the
indwelling Spirit of God (“You, however, are not in the ﬂesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God
dwells in you,” Romans 8:9). So natural man has a mindset that does not and cannot submit to God. Man
cannot reform himself.
Ephesians 2:1 says that we Christians were all once “dead in trespasses and sins.” The point of deadness is
that we were incapable of any spiritual life with God. We had physical life, but our hearts were like a stone
toward God (Ephesians 4:18; Ezekiel 36:26). Our hearts were blind and incapable of seeing the glory of God
in Christ (2 Corinthians 4:4–6). We were totally unable to reform ourselves.
4) Our rebellion is totally deserving of eternal punishment.
Ephesians 2:3 goes on to say that in our deadness we were “children of wrath.” That is, we were under
God’s wrath because of the corruption of our hearts that made us as good as dead before God.
The reality of hell is God’s clear indictment of the inﬁniteness of our guilt. If our corruption were not
deserving of an eternal punishment, God would be unjust to threaten us with a punishment so severe as
eternal torment. But the Scriptures teach that God is just in condemning unbelievers to eternal hell
(2 Thessalonians 1:6–9; Matthew 5:29–30; 10:28; 13:49–50; 18:8–9; 25:46; Revelation 14:9–11; 20:10).
Therefore, to the extent that hell is a sentence of total condemnation, to that extent must we think of
ourselves as totally blameworthy apart from the saving grace of God.
This Terrible Truth of Total Depravity
In summary, total depravity means that our rebellion against God is total, everything we do in this
rebellion is sinful, our inability to submit to God or reform ourselves is total, and we are therefore totally

deserving of eternal punishment.
It is hard to exaggerate the importance of admitting our condition to be this bad. If we think of ourselves as
basically good or even less than totally at odds with God, our grasp of the work of God in redemption will
be defective. But if we humble ourselves under this terrible truth of our total depravity, we will be in a
position to see and appreciate the glory and wonder of the work of God discussed in the next four points.
The aim of this article is to deepen our experience of God’s grace. The aim is not to depress or to discourage
or to paralyze. Knowing the seriousness of our disease will make us all the more amazed at the greatness of
our Physician. Knowing the extent of our deep-seated rebellion will stun us at the long-suffering grace and
patience of God toward us. The way we worship God and the way we treat other people, especially our
enemies, are profoundly and wonderfully affected by knowing our depravity to the full.

4. IRRESISTIBLE GRACE
You will notice that I am changing the traditional order of T U L I P. The I stands for irresistible grace and
usually comes fourth. I am putting it second after the T which stands for total depravity. The reason is that
over the years my experience has been that most Christians have a conscious, personal experience of
irresistible grace, even if they have never called it that. This personal experience of the reality of
irresistible grace helps people grasp more quickly what these ﬁve points are all about. This in turn opens
them to the biblical truthfulness of the other points.
More speciﬁcally, I rarely meet Christians who want to take credit for their conversion. There is something
about true grace in the believer’s heart that makes us want to give all the glory to God. So, for example, if I
ask a believer how he will answer Jesus’s question at the last judgment, “Why did you believe on me, when
you heard the gospel, but your friends didn’t, when they heard it?” very few believers answer that question
by saying: “Because I was wiser or smarter or more spiritual or better trained or more humble.” Most of us
feel instinctively that we should glorify God’s grace by saying: “There but for the grace of God go I.” In
other words, we know intuitively that God’s grace was decisive in our conversion. That is what we mean by
irresistible grace.
But We Do Resist Grace
The doctrine of irresistible grace does not mean that every inﬂuence of the Holy Spirit cannot be resisted. It
means that the Holy Spirit, whenever he chooses, can overcome all resistance and make his inﬂuence
irresistible.
In Acts 7:51 Stephen says to the Jewish leaders, “You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears,
you always resist the Holy Spirit. As your fathers did, so do you.” And Paul speaks of grieving and
quenching the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 4:30; 1 Thessalonians 5:19). God gives many entreaties and
promptings which are resisted. In fact, the whole history of Israel in the Old Testament is one protracted
story of human resistance to God’s commands and promises, as the parable of the wicked tenants shows
(Matthew 21:33–43; cf. Romans 10:21). This resistance does not contradict God’s sovereignty. God allows it,
and overcomes it whenever he chooses.
The doctrine of irresistible grace means that God is sovereign and can conquer all resistance when he wills.

“He does according to his will in the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and none can
stay his hand!” (Daniel 4:35). “Our God is in the heavens; he does all that he pleases” (Psalm 115:3). When
God undertakes to fulﬁll his sovereign purpose, no one can successfully resist him. “I know that you can do
all things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted” (Job 42:2).
God’s Work of Bringing Us to Faith
This is what Paul taught in Romans 9:14–18, which caused his opponent to say, “Why then does he still
ﬁnd fault? For who can resist his will?” To which Paul answers: “Who are you, O man, to answer back to
God? Will what is molded say to its molder, ‘Why have you made me like this?’ Has the potter no right over
the clay, to make out of the same lump one vessel for honorable use and another for dishonorable use?”
(Romans 9:20–21).
More speciﬁcally, irresistible grace refers to the sovereign work of God to overcome the rebellion of our
heart and bring us to faith in Christ so that we can be saved. If the doctrine of total depravity, as we have
unfolded it in the previous section, is true, there can be no salvation without the reality of irresistible
grace. If we are dead in our sins, and unable to submit to God because of our rebellious nature, then we will
never believe in Christ unless God overcomes our rebellion.
Someone may say, “Yes, the Holy Spirit must draw us to God, but we can use our freedom to resist or
accept that drawing.” But that is not what the Bible teaches. Except for the continual exertion of saving
grace, we will always use our freedom to resist God. That is what it means to be “unable to submit to God.”
“The mind that is set on the ﬂesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God's law; indeed, it cannot.
Those who are in the ﬂesh cannot please God” (Romans 8:7–8).
If a person becomes humble enough to submit to God, it is because God has given that person a new,
humble nature. If a person remains too hard-hearted and proud to submit to God, it is because that person
has not been given such a willing spirit. But to see this most persuasively, we should look at the Scriptures.
Unless the Father Draws
In John 6:44, Jesus says, “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him.” This drawing
is the sovereign work of grace without which none of us will be saved from our rebellion against God. Again
some may object, “He draws all men, not just some.” Then they may cite John 12:32, “And I, when I am
lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.”
But there are several serious problems with this objection. One is that the word translated “all people” is
simply “all” (Greek pantas). There is no word for “people.” Jesus simply says: “When I am lifted up, I will
draw all to myself.” When we see that we have to ask from similar contexts in John what this “all” probably
refers to.
One similar context is in the previous chapter — John 11:50–52. Caiaphas the high priest is speaking more
truly than he knows, John says.
“ . . . Nor do you understand that it is better for you that one man should die for the people, not that
the whole nation should perish.” He did not say this of his own accord, but being high priest that year
he prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but also to gather into

one the children of God who are scattered abroad.
These last words describe the scope of Jesus’s death as John presents it in this Gospel. Jesus died not just
for one ethnic group, but “to gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad” — all of them.
This is a reference to Gentiles whom God will effectively draw to himself when they hear the gospel. They
are called “children of God” because God has chosen them to be adopted, as Paul says in Ephesians 1:4–5.
So if this is a good parallel, then the all in John 12:32 is not all human beings, but “all the children of God.”
“When I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all the children of God to myself.” From every tribe and
tongue and people and nation (Revelation 5:9).
Or you could say, “I will draw all of my sheep,” because Jesus says in John 10:15, “I lay down my life for the
sheep” — all of them. And in John 10:27, “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me”
— all of them. Or you could say, “I will draw all who are of the truth,” because Jesus says in John 18:37,
“Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.” Or you could say, “I will draw all who are of God,”
because Jesus says in John 8:47, “Whoever is of God hears the words of God.” Or you could say, “I will draw
all that the Father gives to me,” because John 6:37 says, “All that the Father gives me will come to me.”
In other words, running straight through the Gospel of John is the truth that God the Father and God the
Son decisively draw people out of darkness into light. And Christ died for this. He was lifted up for this —
that all of them might be drawn to him — all the children, all the sheep, all who are of the truth, all those
whom the Father gives to the Son. What John 12:32 adds is that this happens today in history by pointing
the whole world to the cruciﬁed Christ and preaching the good news that whoever believes on him will be
saved. In that preaching of the lifted up Christ, God opens the ears of the deaf. The sheep hear his voice and
follow Jesus (John 10:16, 27).
But the main objection to using John 12:32 (draw all) to deny that the drawing of John 6:44 (“No one can
come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him”) actually produces the coming, is the way John
describes the relationship between God’s drawing and the failure of Judas to follow Jesus to the end. In
John 6:64–65 Jesus says,
“There are some of you who do not believe.” (For Jesus knew from the beginning who those were who
did not believe, and who it was who would betray him.) And he said, “This is why I told you that no
one can come to me unless it is granted him by the Father.”
Notice that Jesus says the reason he said (back in John 6:44) that “no one can come to me unless it is
granted him (=is drawn) by the Father,” is to explain why “there are some of you who do not believe.” We
could paraphrase it like this: Jesus knew from the beginning that Judas would not believe on him in spite of
all the teaching and invitations he received. And because he knew this, he explains it with the words, “No
one comes to me unless it is given to him by my Father.”
There were many inﬂuences in the life of Judas for good — in that sense Judas was wooed, and entreated,
and drawn for three years. But the point of Jesus in John 6:44 and 6:65 is that Judas’s resistance to grace
was not the ultimately decisive factor. What was ultimately decisive was that it was not “granted him” to
come. He was not “drawn” by the Father. The decisive, irresistible gift of grace was not given. This is why
we speak of “irresistible grace.” In ourselves we are all just as resistant to grace as Judas. And the reason

any of us come to Jesus is not that we are smarter, or wiser, or more virtuous than Judas, but that the
Father overcame our resistance and drew us to Christ. All of us are saved by irresistible grace — amazing
grace!
Long my imprisoned spirit lay,
Fast bound in sin and nature’s night;
Thine eye diffused a quickening ray —
I woke, the dungeon ﬂamed with light;
My chains fell off, my heart was free,
I rose, went forth, and followed Thee.
This is what happens when the Father “draws us” irresistibly and infallibly to Jesus.
The Requirements for Salvation As Gifts of God
Now consider the way Paul describes repentance as a gift of God. In 2 Timothy 2:24–25 he says, “The
Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome but kind to everyone, able to teach, patiently enduring evil,
correcting his opponents with gentleness. God may perhaps grant them repentance leading to a knowledge of
the truth.”
Just as Jesus in John 6:65 said that coming to Jesus was “granted” by the Father, so here Paul says that
repentance is “granted” by God. “God may perhaps grant them repentance.” Notice, he is not saying merely
that salvation is a gift of God. He is saying that the requirements for salvation are also a gift. When a
person hears a preacher say, “Repent, and come to Christ,” he can choose to resist that call. He can
disobey. He can say, “No, I will not repent.”
But if God gives him repentance, he cannot resist because the very meaning of the gift of repentance is that
God has changed our heart and made it willing to repent. In other words the gift of repentance is the
overcoming of resistance to repentance. This is why we call this work of God “irresistible grace.” Resistance
to repentance is replaced by the gift of repentance. That is how all of us came to repent.
Thousands of truly repentant people do not know this. They have been taught erroneous things about how
they were converted, and therefore they are stunted in their worship and love. Perhaps you have been one
of them. If that is true, don’t be angry at your teachers, rejoice with great joy that you have seen
2 Timothy 2:25, and let your heart overﬂow with thankfulness and brokenhearted joy at the new awareness
at how amazing your repentance is. It is an absolutely free gift of God’s grace. Which means he loves you
more particularly than you have ever thought.
Never Against Our Will
It should be obvious from this that irresistible grace never implies that God forces us to repent or believe or
follow Jesus against our will. That would even be a contradiction in terms because believing and repenting
and following are always willing, or they are hypocrisy. Irresistible grace does not drag the unwilling into
the kingdom, it makes the unwilling willing. It does not work with constraint from the outside, like hooks
and chains; it works with power from the inside, like new thirst and hunger and compelling desire.
Therefore irresistible grace is compatible with preaching and witnessing that tries to persuade people to do

what is reasonable and what will accord with their best interests. God uses the ministry of the word to
accomplish his supernatural changes in the heart. These changes bring about repentance and faith. Paul
writes in 1 Corinthians 1:23–24, “We preach Christ cruciﬁed, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to
Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of
God.” Notice the two kinds of “calls” implied in this text.
First, the preaching of Paul goes out to all, both Jews and Greeks. This is a general call of the gospel. It
offers salvation impartially and indiscriminately to all. Whoever will believe on the cruciﬁed Christ will
have him as Savior and Lord. But often this general call to everyone falls on unreceptive ears and is called
foolishness.
But notice, secondly, that Paul refers to another kind of call. He says that among those who hear, both Jews
and Greeks, there are some who, in addition to hearing the general call, are “called” in another way. “But
to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God” (v. 24). In
other words they are called in such a way that they no longer regard the cross as foolishness but as the
wisdom and power of God.
Something happened in their hearts that changed the way they saw Christ. Let’s call this not the general
call but the effectual call of God. This is like the call of Lazarus out of the grave. Jesus called with a loud
voice, “Lazarus, come out” (John 11:43). And the dead man came out. This kind of call creates what it calls
for. If it says, “Live!” it creates life. If it says, “Repent!” it creates repentance. If it says “Believe!” it
creates faith. If it says “Follow me!” it creates obedience. Paul says that everyone who is called in this
sense no longer regards the cross as foolishness, but regards the cross as the power of God. They are not
coming to Christ under coercion. They are acting freely from what they truly value as inﬁnitely precious.
That is what has happened to them. Their resistance to the cross has been overcome because the call of God
broke through their spiritual blindness and granted them to see it as wisdom and power. This is what we
mean by irresistible grace.
At Work Beneath Our Will
How God works to change our will without coercion against our will is further explained in
2 Corinthians 4:4–6:
The god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of
the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but
Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. For God, who said, “Let light
shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God
in the face of Jesus Christ.
Since men are blind to the worth of Christ, a miracle is needed in order for them to come to see and believe.
Paul compares this miracle with the ﬁrst day of creation when God said, “Let there be light.” One of the
most wonderful statements about how all of us were brought from blindness to sight — from bondage to
freedom, from death to life — is: “God has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the
glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” A real light — a spiritual light — shone in our hearts. It was the
“light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (v. 6). Or as verse 4 puts it, “the light of
the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” In other words, God causes the glory — the

self-authenticating truth and beauty — of Christ to be seen and savored in our hearts.
From that moment on our will toward Christ is fundamentally altered. This is in fact a new creation — a
new birth. This is essentially the same divine act as the effectual call that we saw in 1 Corinthians 1:24, “To
those who are called . . . Christ [has now been seen as] the power of God and the wisdom of God.” Those
who are called have their eyes opened by the sovereign, creative power of God so that they no longer see
the cross as foolishness but as the power and the wisdom of God. The effectual call is the miracle of having
our blindness removed. God causes the glory of Christ to shine with irresistible beauty. This is irresistible
grace.
“The Lord Opened Her Heart”
Another example of it is in Acts 16:14, where Lydia is listening to the preaching of Paul. Luke says, “The
Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul.” Unless God opens our hearts, we will not
hear the truth and beauty of Christ in the message of the gospel. This heart-opening is what we mean by
irresistible grace. It overcomes the willful resistance of blindness to beauty and deafness to the goodness of
the good news.
Another way to describe it is “new birth” or being born again. New birth is a miraculous creation of God
that enables a formerly “dead” person to receive Christ and so be saved. We do not bring about the new
birth by our faith. God brings about our faith by the new birth. Notice the way John expresses this
relationship in 1 John 5:1: “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God.” This
means that being born of God comes ﬁrst and believing follows. Believing in Jesus is not the cause of being
born again; it is the evidence that we “have been born of God.”
New Birth: An Act of Sovereign Creation
To conﬁrm this, notice from John’s Gospel how our receiving Christ relates to being born of God. “To all
who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, who were
born, not of blood nor of the will of the ﬂesh nor of the will of man, but of God” (John 1:12–13). So John
says that God gives the right to become the children of God to all who receive Christ (v. 12). Then he goes
on to say that those who do receive Christ “were born, not of blood nor of the will of the ﬂesh nor of the
will of man, but of God.” In other words, it is necessary to receive Christ in order to become a child of God,
but the birth that brings one into the family of God is not possible by the will of man. Only God can do it.
Man is dead in trespasses and sins (Ephesians 2:1). He cannot make himself new, or create new life in
himself. He must be born of God. Then, with the new nature of God, he sees Christ for who he really is, and
freely receives Christ for all that he is. The two acts (new birth and faith) are so closely connected that in
experience we cannot distinguish them. God begets us anew and the ﬁrst glimmer of life in the newborn
child is faith. Thus new birth is the effect of irresistible grace, because it is an act of sovereign creation —
“not of the will of man but of God.” This glorious truth of the new birth and how it happens is so wonderful
that I wrote a whole book about it called, Finally Alive: What Happens When We Are Born Again. If you want
to go deeper into the wonders of irresistible grace, that might be a good place to turn.
We began this section by saying that most Christians know intuitively that God’s grace has been decisive in
bringing about our conversion. We look at those who resist the gospel and say with trembling, “But for the
grace of God, there go I.” Now at the end of this section I hope it is clearer why that is. God really did

overcome out resistance. He really did draw us to himself. He really did grant us repentance. He really did
cause us to be born again so that we received Christ. He really did shine in our hearts to give the light of the
glory of Christ. He really did call us — like Lazarus — from death to life. It is not surprising then, that all
true Christians, even before we have been taught these things, know intuitively that grace was decisive in
bringing us to Christ.
Often the heart precedes the head into the truth. That is surely the case for many Christians in regard to
irresistible grace. But now we have seen this truth for ourselves in God’s word. My prayer is that because of
this you will go even deeper in your experience of the grace of God. May you worship God and love people
as never before. That is what a profound experience of sovereign grace does.

5. LIMITED ATONEMENT
The atonement is the work of God in Christ on the cross in which he completed the work of his perfectly
righteous life, canceled the debt of our sin, appeased his holy wrath against us, and won for us all the
beneﬁts of salvation. The death of Christ was necessary because God would not show a just regard for his
glory if he swept sins under the rug with no recompense. That’s the point of Romans 3:25–26:
God put [Christ] forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s
righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. It was to show his
righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justiﬁer of the one who has faith in
Jesus.
You can see from the emphasized words that the death of Christ was necessary to vindicate the
righteousness of God in justifying the ungodly by faith. Why is that? Because it would be unrighteous to
acquit sinners as though their sin was insigniﬁcant, when in fact sin is an insult against the value of God’s
glory. And since the value of God’s glory is inﬁnite, the offense is inﬁnitely outrageous. Therefore Jesus
bears the curse, which was due to our sin, so that we can be justiﬁed and the righteousness of God can be
vindicated.
What Did Christ Actually Achieve?
The term “limited atonement” addresses the question, “For whom did Christ do all this?” “For whom did
he die?” “Whose sin did he atone for?” “For whom did he purchase all the beneﬁts of salvation?” But
behind these questions of the extent of the atonement lies the equally important question about the nature
of the atonement. What did Christ actually achieve on the cross for those for whom he died? That question
will lead to a more accurate answer to the others.
If you say that he died for every human being in the same way, then you have to deﬁne the nature of the
atonement very differently than you would if you believed that Christ, in some particular way, died for those
who actually do believe. In the ﬁrst case, you would believe that the death of Christ did not decisively secure
the salvation of anyone; it only made all men savable so that something else would be decisive in saving
them, namely their choice. In that case, the death of Christ did not actually remove the sentence of death
and did not actually guarantee new life for anyone. Rather it only created possibilities of salvation which
could be actualized by people who provide the decisive cause, namely, their faith. In this understanding of

the atonement, faith and repentance are not blood-bought gifts of God for particular sinners, but are rather
the acts of some sinners that make the blood work for them.
You begin to see how closely this doctrine of the atonement is connected with the previous one, irresistible
grace. What I think the Bible teaches is that this very irresistible grace is purchased by the blood of Jesus.
The new birth is blood-bought. The effectual call is blood-bought. The gift of repentance is blood-bought.
None of these acts of irresistible grace is deserved. They came to us because Christ secured them by his
blood and righteousness. But that means, he did not secure them for all in the same way. Otherwise all
would be born again, and all would be effectually called, and all would receive the gift of repentance.
So the personal and experiential question we face here at the beginning of this section is: Do we believe
that Christ decisively secured for me the call and life and faith and repentance I now have? Or do I
contribute these things from myself so that what he died to achieve counts for me? For if Christ died for all
people in the same way, then his death did not infallibly obtain regenerating grace or faith or repentance
for those who are saved. We must have regenerated ourselves without the blood-bought miracle of Christ,
and we must have come to faith and repentance ourselves without the blood-bought gifts of faith and
repentance.
In other words, if we believe that Christ died for all men in the same way, then the beneﬁts of the cross
cannot include the mercy by which we are brought to faith, because then all men would be brought to faith,
but they aren’t. But if the mercy by which we are brought to faith (irresistible grace) is not part of what
Christ purchased on the cross, then we are left to obtain our deliverance from deadness and blindness and
rebellion another way. We are left to make our way into the safety of Christ another way, since he did not
obtain this entrance (new birth, faith, repentance) for us when he died.
Who Really Limits the Atonement
Therefore, it becomes evident that it is not the Calvinist who limits the atonement. It is those who deny
that the atoning death of Christ accomplishes what we most desperately need — namely, salvation from the
condition of deadness and hardness and blindness under the wrath of God. They limit the power and
effectiveness of the atonement so that they can say that it was accomplished even for those who die in
unbelief and are condemned. In order to say that Christ died for all men in the same way, they must limit
the atonement to a possibility or an opportunity for salvation if fallen humans can escape from their
deadness and rebellion and obtain faith by an effectual means not provided by the cross.
On the other hand, we do not limit the power and effectiveness of the atonement. Rather we say that in the
cross, God had in view the actual, effective redemption of his children from all that would destroy them,
including their own unbelief. And we afﬁrm that when Christ died particularly for his bride, he did not
simply create a possibility or an opportunity for salvation, but really purchased and infallibly secured for
them all that is necessary to get them saved, including the grace of regeneration and the gift of faith.
We do not deny that Christ died to save all in some sense. Paul says in 1 Timothy 4:10 that in Christ God is
“the Savior of all people, especially of those who believe.” What we deny is that the death of Christ is for
all men in the same sense. God sent Christ to save all in some sense. And he sent Christ to save those who
believe in a more particular sense. God’s intention is different for each. That is a natural way to read
1 Timothy 4:10.

For “all men” the death of Christ is the foundation of the free offer of the gospel. This is the meaning of
John 3:16, “God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not
perish but have eternal life.” The sending of the Son is for the whole world in the sense that Jesus makes
plain: so that whoever believes in him should not perish. In that sense God sent Jesus for everyone. Or, to use
the words of 1 Timothy 4:10, God is the “Savior of all people” in that Christ died to provide an absolutely
reliable and valid offer of forgiveness to all, such that everyone, without exception, who trusts Christ would
be saved.
When the gospel is preached, Christ is offered to all without discrimination. And the offer is absolutely
authentic for all. What is offered is Christ, and anyone — absolutely anyone — who receives Christ receives
all that he bought for his sheep, his bride. The gospel does not offer a possibility of salvation. It is the
possibility of salvation. But what is offered is Christ, and in him the inﬁnite achievement that he
accomplished for his people by his death and resurrection.
The Crucial Role of the New Covenant
NOTE: The argument that follows is developed more fully in John Piper, “‘My Glory I Will Not Give to
Another’: Preaching the Fullness of Deﬁnite Atonement for the Glory of God,” in David and Jonathan
Gibson, eds, From Heaven He Came and Sought Her: Deﬁnite Atonement in Historical, Biblical, Theological,
and Pastoral Perspective (Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway, 2013).
The biblical foundation for saying that Christ died not just to make salvation available for all who believe,
but to actually purchase the faith of the elect is the fact that the blood of Jesus secured the blessings of the
new covenant for his people. The faith of God’s chosen and called was purchased by “the blood of the
covenant” (Matthew 26:28).
The Arminian view portrays sinners as needing divine assistance in order to believe. That’s true. We do
need assistance. But more assistance than Arminianism assumes. In that view the sinner, after being
assisted by God, provides the decisive impulse. God only assists; the sinner decides. Thus, “the blood of the
covenant” does not decisively secure our faith. The decisive cause of faith is human self-determination.
The atoning work of Christ, they say, sets up this possibility. But it does not secure the outcome. But the
new covenant, bought by the blood of Christ, teaches something very different. Let’s put the teaching of the
new covenant before us.
God spoke the terms of the new covenant through Jeremiah:
The days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and
the house of Judah, not like the covenant that I made with their fathers . . . my covenant that they
broke, though I was their husband, declares the LORD. For this is the covenant that I will make with
the house of Israel after those days, declares the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write
it on their hearts. And . . . I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.
(Jeremiah 31:31–34)
One fundamental difference between the promised new covenant and the old one “made with their fathers”
is that they broke the old one, but in the new covenant, God will “put the law within them” and will “write
it on their hearts” so that the conditions of the covenant are secured by God’s sovereign initiative. The new

covenant will not be broken. That is part of its design. It lays claim on its participants, secures them, and
keeps them.
God makes this point even more clearly in the next chapter of Jeremiah:
I will give them one heart and one way, that they may fear me forever, for their own good and the
good of their children after them. I will make with them an everlasting covenant, that I will not turn
away from doing good to them. And I will put the fear of me in their hearts, that they may not turn
from me. I will rejoice in doing them good. (Jeremiah 32:39–41)
God makes at least six promises in this text: 1) I will make with them an everlasting covenant; 2) I will give
them the kind of heart that secures their fearing me forever; 3) I will never turn away from doing good to
them; 4) I will put the fear of me in their hearts; 5) I will not let them turn away from me; and 6) I will
rejoice in doing good to them.
Here in Jeremiah 32 it becomes even clearer than in Jeremiah 31 that God is taking the sovereign initiative
to make sure that the covenant succeeds. God will not leave it ﬁnally in the power of the fallen human will
to attain or sustain membership in the new covenant. He will give a new heart — a heart that fears the
Lord. It will be decisively God’s doing, not man’s. And he will act in this covenant so that “they may not
turn from me” (Jeremiah 32:40). Thus John Owen comments, “This then is one main difference of these
two covenants — that the Lord did in the old only require the condition; now, in the new, he will also effect
it in all the federates, to whom this covenant is extended” [John Owen, The Death of Death in the Death of
Christ, in The Works of John Owen, ed. W. H. Goold, 16 vols. (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1967
[1850–1853]), 10:237].
Similarly, Ezekiel prophesies in the same way: God will take the initiative and give a new heart and a new
spirit.
I will give them one heart, and a new spirit I will put within them. I will remove the heart of stone
from their ﬂesh and give them a heart of ﬂesh. (Ezekiel 11:19)
I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone
from your ﬂesh and give you a heart of ﬂesh. And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk
in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules. (Ezekiel 36:26–27)
An unregenerate heart of stone is the deep reason why Israel did not trust God’s promises, or love him with
all their heart and soul and mind and strength. If the new covenant is to be more successful than the old
covenant, God will have to take out the heart of stone and give his people a heart that loves him. In other
words, he will have to take a miraculous initiative to secure the faith and love of his people. This is exactly
what Moses says God will do:
The LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you will love the
LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live. (Deuteronomy 30:6)
In other words, in the new covenant God promises that he will take the initiative and will create a new
heart, so that people are made members of the new covenant by his initiative, not their own. If someone
enjoys participation in the new covenant with all its blessings, it is because God forgave his iniquity,

removed his heart of stone, gave him a tender heart of ﬂesh that fears and loves God, and caused him to
walk in his statutes. In other words, the new covenant promises regeneration. It promises to create faith
and love and obedience where before there was only hardness.
The Blood of Jesus Obtains the Promises of the New Covenant
What we ﬁnd when we come to the New Testament is that Jesus is the Mediator of this new covenant and
that he secured it by his own blood. This is the connection between the atonement and the new covenant:
Jesus’s blood is the blood of the covenant. The design of his death was to establish this covenant with all
the terms we have just seen.
According to Luke 22:20, at the Last Supper, Jesus took the cup after they had eaten and said, “This cup
that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.” Paul recounts this in 1 Corinthians 11:25: “He
took the cup, after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood.’” I take this to mean that the
promises of the new covenant are purchased by the blood of Christ. Or to use the language of Hebrews,
“This makes Jesus the guarantor of a better covenant” (Hebrews 7:22). “He is the mediator of a new
covenant, so that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance” (Hebrews 9:15).
Therefore all the promises of the new covenant are blood bought promises. When they come true for us
they come true because Jesus died to make them come true. This means that the particular promises of the
new covenant to create a people of God and keep a people of God are what Jesus died for.
The point I am making is that not all the promises of the new covenant depend on the condition of faith.
Rather, one of the promises made in the new covenant is that the condition of faith itself will be given by
God. That’s why I say that the new covenant people are created and preserved by God. “I will put the fear of
me in their hearts, that they may not turn from me” (Jeremiah 32:40). God puts the fear of God in us in the
ﬁrst place. And God keeps us from turning away. He creates his new people and keeps his new people. And
he does this by the blood of the covenant, which Jesus said was his own blood (Luke 22:20).
The upshot of this understanding of the new covenant is that there is a deﬁnite atonement for the new
covenant people. In the death of Christ, God secures a deﬁnite group of unworthy sinners as his own people
by purchasing and guaranteeing the conditions they must meet to be part of his people. The blood of the
covenant — Christ’s blood — purchases and guarantees the new heart of faith and repentance. God did not
do this for everyone. He did it for a “deﬁnite” or a “particular” group, owing to nothing in themselves. And
since he did it through Jesus Christ, the Great Shepherd, who laid down his life for the sheep, we say, “to
[him] be glory forever and ever” (Hebrews 13:21). This achievement is a great part of the glory of the cross
of Christ.
Jesus Lays Down His Life for the Sheep
There are many Scriptures which support what we have just seen, and teach that God’s purpose in the
death of Christ included the ingathering of a new-covenant people by means of his irresistible grace.
For example, in John 10:15 Jesus says, “I lay down my life for the sheep.” This is not the same as saying I
lay down my life for all people. In John’s Gospel “the sheep” are not everyone. Nor does the term “sheep”
refer to those who have used their power of self-determination to produce faith. Rather they are those who
God has chosen and given to the Son (John 6:37, 44). Their faith is possible because they are sheep.

We see this in John 10:26 where Jesus says, “You do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep.”
In other words, being a sheep enables you to believe, not vice versa. So the sheep do not ﬁrst make
themselves sheep by believing; they are able to believe because they are sheep. So when Jesus says, “I lay
down my life for the sheep,” he means, by my blood I purchase those my Father has given to me, and I
secure their faith and all the blessings that come to those who are united with me.
John 17 points in the same direction. Jesus limits his prayer in John 17 to his sheep — those whom the
Father has given him.
I have manifested your name to the people whom you gave me out of the world. Yours they were, and
you gave them to me. . . . I am praying for them. I am not praying for the world but for those whom you
have given me, for they are yours. . . . And for their sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be
sanctiﬁed in truth. (John 17:6, 9, 19)
The consecration in view here is the death of Jesus which he is about to undergo. Therefore he is saying
that his death is designed especially for those for whom he is praying. “I am not praying for the world but
for those whom you have given me” (John 17:9). And for these he is consecrating himself. For these he is
laying down his life.
Jesus Died to Gather the Children of God
John tells us of a prophecy coming from the high priest which makes a similar point.
“Nor do you understand that it is better for you that one man should die for the people, not that the
whole nation should perish.” He did not say this of his own accord, but being high priest that year he
prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but also to gather into one
the children of God who are scattered abroad. (John 11:50–52)
There are “children of God” scattered throughout the world. These are the “sheep” — the ones the Father
has given to the Son and will irresistibly draw to Jesus. Jesus died to gather these people into one ﬂock. The
point is the same as John 10:15–16: “I lay down my life for the sheep. And I have other sheep that are not of
this fold; I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.” The “gathering” in John 11:52 and the
“bringing” in John 10:16 are the same work of God. And both are the divine design of the cross of Christ.
Christ did not die just to make this possible, but to make this happen.
It is described again by John in Revelation 5:9 where heaven sings to Christ: “Worthy are you to take the
scroll and to open its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God from every
tribe and language and people and nation.” In accordance with John 10:16, John does not say that the death
of Christ ransomed all people but that it ransomed people from all the tribes of the world.
This is the way we may understand texts like 1 John 2:2, that some have used to argue against the doctrine
of limited or deﬁnite atonement. In words very reminiscent of John 11:52 John says, “[Christ] is the
propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.” The question is:
Does this mean that Christ died with the intention to appease the wrath of God for every person in the
world? From all that we have seen so far from John’s writing, it is not likely that it has that meaning.
Rather the verbal parallel between John 11:51–52 and 1 John 2:2 is so close it is difﬁcult to escape the
conviction that the same thing is intended by John in both verses.

John 11:51–52, “He prophesied that Jesus should die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but to
gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad.”
1 John 2:2, “He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole
world.”
The “whole world” is parallel with “children of God scattered abroad.” So it is natural to think that John’s
point in 1 John 2:2 is to stress that God’s propitiating work in Christ is not parochial, as if he is only
interested in Jews, or in one class or race. No grouping of humans should ever say, “He is the propitiation
for our sins only.” No. His propitiating work is meant to gather people from the “whole world.” “I have
other sheep that are not of this fold!” (John 10:16) — all over the world. These are the “sheep” for whom
he died, the redeemed “children of God” scattered abroad, the ransomed people “from every tongue and
tribe and people and nation.”
A Ransom for Many
In harmony with what we have seen, for example, in Revelation 5:9 (“by your blood you ransomed people
for God from every tribe”), Jesus said in Mark 10:45, “The Son of Man also came not to be served but to
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” He does not say “ransom for all” but “ransom for many,”
just as Revelation 5:9 says “ransomed from every tribe.” I know that the word “many” does not prove my
case. “Many” could logically mean “all.” My point is simply to show that “many” (rather than “all”) ﬁts
with the limits we have seen already in this section.
Similarly in Matthew 26:28, Jesus says, at the last supper, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is
poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” And Hebrews 9:28 says, “So Christ, having been offered
once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are
eagerly waiting for him.” And Isaiah 53:12 says that the suffering servant “bore the sin of many.”
Christ Gave Himself for the Church
One of the clearest passages on God’s particular intention in the death of Christ is Ephesians 5:25–27.
Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, that he might
sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, so that he might present the
church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and
without blemish.
Here Paul says that the intended beneﬁciary of the death of Christ is the church, the bride of Christ. One of
the reasons I am jealous for this doctrine of limited atonement or particular redemption is that I want the
bride of Christ to be properly moved by the particular love that Christ had for her when he died. This was
not only a world-embracing love; it was a bride-purchasing love. God knew those who were his. And he
sent his Son to obtain this bride for this Son.
From heaven he came and sought her
To be his holy bride;
With his own blood he bought her,
And for her life he died. (Samuel J. Stone, “The Church’s One Foundation”)

There is a particular love for the bride in this sacriﬁce that the church misses when she only thinks that
God did not have any particular people in mind when he bought the church with his Son’s blood. I used to
say to the church I served, “I love all the women of this church, but I love my wife in a very special way.” I
would not want Noël to think that she is loved just because I love all women and she happens to be a
woman. So it is with God and all the people of the world. There is a universal love for all, but there is a
particular love that he has for the bride. And when Christ died, there was a particular aim in that death for
her. He knew her from the foundation of the world, and he died to obtain her.
The Precious Logic of Romans 8:32
Another important text on this issue of the design and extent of the atonement is Romans 8:32. It is one of
the most precious promises for God’s people in all the Bible. Paul says, “He who did not spare his own Son
but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” The unanswered
question anticipates our ability to answer it and turn it into a rock solid promise: “Since God did not spare
his own Son but gave him up for us all, he will most certainly give us all things with him.” Who are the
“us” in this verse? They are the people of verses 29–31:
Those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he
might be the ﬁrstborn among many brothers. And those whom he predestined he also called, and those
whom he called he also justiﬁed, and those whom he justiﬁed he also gloriﬁed. What then shall we say
to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us?
The reason Paul can make such a staggering promise to “us” as he does in verse 32 — that God will
infallibly give us all things with him — is that the ones being addressed are the foreknown, the
predestined, the called, the justiﬁed. These are the “sheep,” the “children of God scattered abroad.” And
for these people, Paul says, the death of Christ is the unshakable, absolutely certain guarantee that they
will receive all things with him. This is the wonderful logic of Romans 8:32.
But what becomes of this logic if God gave his Son in this way for thousands who do not receive all things,
but in fact perish? The logic is destroyed. It becomes: “If God did not spare his own Son, but gave him up
for all people in the world, then, since many of them are lost, it is not true that they will most certainly
receive all things with him.” That is not the point of the verse.
It says, Because of God’s giving the Son for his people, those people — foreknown and predestined from the
foundation of the world — will receive everything God has to give. Therefore, the design of God in giving
the Son is not only a general offer to the whole world, but a rock solid securing of inﬁnite riches for his
people. My great desire is that God’s people see this and go deeper into the grace of this particular
redemption. We are loved speciﬁcally in the atonement, not just generally. Our future is secured
particularly by the blood of Christ.
In summary, the biblical point of limited atonement is that in the death of Christ God had a particular
design for his elect. He was purchasing not just a possibility for them to believe and be saved, but he was
purchasing the belief itself. The conversion of God’s elect is blood-bought. The overcoming of our deadness
and rebellion against God is not performed decisively by us so that we then qualify for the atonement.
God’s sovereign grace overcomes our deadness and rebellion. And that grace is purchased for us in the
death of Christ.

If we want to go deeper in our experience of God’s grace this is an ocean of love for us to enjoy. God does
not mean for the bride of his Son to only feel loved with general, world-embracing love. He means for her
to feel ravished with the speciﬁcity of his affection that he set on her before the world existed. He means
for us to feel a focused: “I chose you. And I send my Son to die to have you.”
This is what we offer the world. We don’t horde it for ourselves. And we don’t abandon it by saying, all we
have to offer the world is God’s general love for all people. No, we offer this. We offer a full and complete
and deﬁnite atonement. We offer Christ. We don’t say, Come to a possibility. We say, Come to Christ.
Receive Christ. And what we promise them if they come is that they will be united to him and his bride. And
all that he bought for his bride will be theirs. All that he secured with absolute certainty will be their
portion forever.
Their faith will prove them to be among the elect. And their coming to Christ will prove that they are
already the particular beneﬁciaries of his particular redemption, his deﬁnite atonement.
To solidify this deepening of our experience of God’s grace we turn now to the doctrine of election. For it is
the elect for whom he died with this immeasurable design of everlasting love.

6. UNCONDITIONAL ELECTION
If all of us are so depraved that we cannot come to God without being born again by the irresistible grace of
God, and if this particular grace is purchased by Christ on the cross, then it is clear that the salvation of
any of us is owing to God’s election. He chose those to whom he would show such irresistible grace, and for
whom he would purchase it.
Election refers to God’s choosing whom to save. It is unconditional in that there is no condition man must
meet before God chooses to save him. Man is dead in trespasses and sins. So there is no condition he can
meet before God chooses to save him from his deadness.
We are not saying that ﬁnal salvation is unconditional. It is not. We must meet the condition of faith, for
example, in Christ in order to inherit eternal life. But faith is not a condition for election. Just the reverse.
Election is a condition for faith. It is because God chose us before the foundation of the world that he
purchases our redemption at the cross, and then gives us spiritual life through irresistible grace, and brings
us to faith.
Election Prior to Faith
Acts 13:48 reports how the Gentiles responded to the preaching of the gospel in Antioch of Pisidia. “And
when the Gentiles heard this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord, and as many as were
appointed to eternal life believed.” Notice, it does not say that as many believed were chosen to be ordained
to eternal life. It says that those who were ordained to eternal life (that is, those whom God had elected)
believed. God’s election preceded faith and made it possible. This is the decisive reason some believed while
others did not.
Similarly Jesus says to the Jews in John 10:26, “You do not believe because you are not among my sheep.”
Notice again, he does not say, “You are not among my sheep because you do not believe.” Who the sheep

are is something God decides before we believe. It is the basis and enablement of our belief. “You do not
believe, because you do not belong to my sheep.” We believe because we are God’s chosen sheep, not vice
versa. (See also John 8:47; 18:37.)
Unconditionality in Romans 9
Romans 9 is so foundational for the doctrine of unconditional election that I devoted an entire book to
verses 1–23 in The Justiﬁcation of God: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1–23. In Romans
9, Paul stresses the unconditionality of election. In verses 11–12, he describes the principle God used in the
choice of Jacob over Esau: “Though they were not yet born and had done nothing either good or bad, in
order that God’s purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because of his call, [Rebecca]
was told, ‘The elder will serve the younger.’” God’s election is preserved in its unconditionality because it
is transacted before we are born or have done any good or evil.
I know that some interpreters say that Romans 9 has nothing to do with the election of individuals to their
eternal destinies, but only deals with corporate peoples in their historical roles. I think this is a mistake
mainly because it simply does not come to terms with the problem Paul is addressing in the chapter. You
can see this for yourself by reading the ﬁrst ﬁve verses of Romans 9. When Paul says in Romans 9:6, “But it
is not as though the word of God has failed,” what is clear is that something has made it look as though
God’s promises have fallen. What is that?
The answer is given in verses 2 and 3. Paul says, “I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.
For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my
kinsmen according to the ﬂesh.” The deepest issue Paul is addressing is not why Israel as a nation has this
or that historical role, but that individuals within Israel are accursed and cut off from Christ. In other words,
individual eternal destinies are indeed at stake. And the nature of Paul’s argument conﬁrms this, because
the ﬁrst thing he says to conﬁrm that the word of God has not failed is: “For not all who are descended
from Israel belong to Israel” (Rom. 9:6). In other words, the individuals in Israel who perish were never
part of the true Israel. Then he moves on to show how God’s unconditional election was at work within
Israel (more arguments for this understanding of Romans 9 are given in The Justiﬁcation of God, pp. 38–
54).
The unconditionality of God’s electing grace is stressed again in Romans 9:15–16: “‘I will have mercy on
whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.’ So then it depends not on
human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy.” The very nature of the mercy we need is willawakening, will-transforming mercy. We saw in the sections on irresistible grace and total depravity that
we are unable to love God or trust God or follow Christ. Our only hope is sovereign mercy, irresistible
mercy. If that is true, what Paul says here makes sense. We are in no position to merit mercy or elicit
mercy. If we are to receive mercy, it will be at God’s free choice. That is what Paul says: “I will have mercy
on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.”
In Romans 11:7 Paul underlines again the individual nature of election within Israel: “Israel failed to obtain
what it was seeking. The elect obtained it, but the rest were hardened.” So throughout Romans 9–11 Paul
assumes that election deals with individuals and with eternal destinies, and that it is unconditional. There
is, I believe, a divine covenantal commitment to corporate Israel, but that does not contradict or annul the

individual, eternal thrust of Romans 9. The principle of unconditionality is seen most clearly in
Romans 9:11. God elects this way so that “though they were not yet born and had done nothing either good
or bad, in order that God’s purpose of election might continue.”
Another Powerful Statement of Unconditionality
Ephesians 1:3–6 is another powerful statement of the unconditionality of our election and predestination to
sonship.
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every
spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the
world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for adoption as sons
through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace.
Some interpreters argue that this election before the foundation of the world was only an election of Christ,
but not an election of which individuals would actually be in Christ. This simply amounts to saying that
there is no unconditional election of individuals to salvation. Christ is put forward as the chosen one of
God, and the salvation of individuals is dependent on their own initiative to overcome their depravity and
be united to Christ by faith. God does not choose them, and therefore God cannot effectually convert them.
He can only initiate conviction, but ﬁnally must wait to see who will provide the decisive impulse to
quicken themselves from the dead and choose him.
This interpretation does not square well with verse 11 where it says that “we were predestined according to
the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will.” Nor does it ﬁt with the wording
of verse 4. The ordinary meaning of the word for “choose” in verse 4 is to select or pick out of a group (see,
for instance, Luke 6:13; 14:7; John 13:18; 15:16, 19). So the natural meaning of verse 4 is that God chooses
his people from all humanity, before the foundation of the world by viewing them in relationship to Christ
their redeemer. This is the natural way to read the verse.
It is true that all election is in relation to Christ. Christ was in the mind of God cruciﬁed before the
foundation of the world (Revelation 13:8). There would be no election of sinners unto salvation if Christ
were not appointed to die for their sins. So in that sense they are elect in Christ. But it is they who are chosen
out of the world to be in Christ.
Also the wording of verse 5 suggests the election of people to be in Christ, and not just the election of
Christ. Literally, it says, “Having predestined us unto sonship through Jesus Christ.” We are the ones
predestined, not Christ. He is the one that makes the election and predestination and adoption of sinners
possible, and so our election is “through him,” but there is no talk here about God having a view only to
Christ in election. Christians come to faith and are united to Christ and covered by his blood because we
were chosen before the foundation of the world for this destiny of holiness.
Perhaps the Most Important Text
Perhaps the most important text of all in relation to the teaching of unconditional election is
Romans 8:28–33.
We know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called

according to his purpose. For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the
image of his Son, in order that he might be the ﬁrstborn among many brothers. And those whom he
predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justiﬁed, and those whom he justiﬁed he
also gloriﬁed. What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who
did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us
all things? Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justiﬁes.
Often this text is used to argue against unconditional election on the basis of verse 29 which says that
“those whom he foreknew he also predestined . . .” So some say that people are not chosen unconditionally.
They are chosen on the basis of their foreknown faith, which they produce without the help of irresistible
grace and which God sees beforehand.
But this does not work with the way Paul develops his argument. Notice that Romans 8:30 says, “And those
whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justiﬁed, and those whom he
justiﬁed he also gloriﬁed.” Focus for a moment on the fact that all whom God calls he also justiﬁes.
This calling in verse 30 is not given to all people. The reason we know it’s not is that all those who are
called are also justiﬁed. There is an infallible connection between called and justiﬁed. “Those whom he
called he also justiﬁed.” But all people are not justiﬁed. Therefore all are not called. So this calling in verse
30 is not the general call to repentance that preachers give or that God gives through the glory of nature.
Everybody receives that call. The call of verse 30 is given only to those whom God predestined to be
conformed to the image of his Son (verse 29). And it is a call that leads necessarily to justiﬁcation: “Those
whom he called he also justiﬁed.”
We know that justiﬁcation only happens through faith. “We hold that one is justiﬁed by faith apart from
works of the law” (Romans 3:28; cf. 5:1). What then is this call that is given to all those who are
predestined and which infallibly leads to justiﬁcation? We saw this above in section 4 when discussing
irresistible grace. It is the call of 1 Corinthians 1:23–24, “We preach Christ cruciﬁed, a stumbling block to
Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the
wisdom of God.” In other words, the calling is not the preaching, since that is done to all the Jews and
Gentiles. Rather, the calling happens through the preaching in the hearts of some of the listeners. It wakens
them from the dead and changes their perceptions of the cross so that they embrace it as God’s wisdom and
power. In other words, the calling of Romans 8:30 is irresistible, faith-creating grace.
Now consider the ﬂow of Paul’s thought again in Romans 8:30. “Those whom he predestined he also called,
and those whom he called he also justiﬁed, and those whom he justiﬁed he also gloriﬁed.” Between the act
of predestination and justiﬁcation, there is the act of calling. Since justiﬁcation is only by faith, the calling
in view must be the act of God whereby he calls faith into being. And since it always results in justiﬁcation
(all the called are justiﬁed), it must be sovereign. That is, it overcomes any resistance that gets in the way.
So the calling of verse 30 is the sovereign work of God which brings a person to faith by which he is
justiﬁed.
Now notice the implication this has for the meaning of foreknowledge in verse 29. When Paul says in verse
29, “Those whom he foreknew he also predestined,” he can’t mean (as so many try to make him mean) that
God knows in advance who will use their free will to come to faith, so that he can predestine them to
sonship because they made that free choice on their own. It can’t mean that because we have just seen from

verse 30 the decisive cause of faith in the justiﬁed is not the fallen human will but the sovereign call of God.
God does not foreknow those who come to faith apart from his creating the faith, because there are no such
people. Whoever believes has been “called” into faith by the sovereign grace of God. When God looks from
eternity into the future and sees the faith of the elect he sees his own work. And he chose to do that work
for dead and blind and rebellious sinners unconditionally. For we were not capable of meeting the condition
of faith. We were spiritually dead and blind.
So the foreknowledge of Romans 8:29 is not the mere awareness of something that will happen in the
future apart from God’s predetermination. Rather, it is the kind of knowledge referred to in Old Testament
texts like Genesis 18:19 (“I have chosen [literally, known] him [Abraham] that he may command his
children . . . to keep the way of the Lord”), and Jeremiah 1:5 (“Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you,
and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations”), and Amos 3:2
(“You [Israel] only have I known of all the families of the earth”). God “knows” all the families of the earth
in one sense. But the meaning here is, You only, Israel, have I chosen for my own.
As C. E. B. Cranﬁeld says, the foreknowledge of Romans 8:29 is “that special taking knowledge of a person
which is God’s electing grace.” Such foreknowledge is virtually the same as election: “Those whom he
foreknew (i.e., chose) he predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son.”
Therefore, what this magniﬁcent text (Romans 8:28–33) teaches is that God really accomplishes the
complete redemption of his people from start to ﬁnish. He foreknows (that is, elects) a people for himself
before the foundation of the world, he predestines this people to be conformed to the image of his Son, he
calls them to himself in faith, he justiﬁes them through that faith alone, and he ﬁnally gloriﬁes them. And
nothing can separate them from the love of God in Christ forever and ever (Romans 8:39). To him be all
praise and glory!
If you are a believer in Christ, you have been loved by God from all eternity. He set his favor on you before
the creation of the world. He chose you when he considered you in your helpless condition. He chose you
for himself unconditionally. We may not boast in our election. That would be a profound misunderstanding
of the meaning of unconditionality. When we had done nothing to commend ourselves to God in any way,
he set his favor on us freely.
It was with us the way it was with the election of Israel: “It was not because you were more in number than
any other people that the LORD set his love on you and chose you . . . but it is because the LORD loves you”
(Deuteronomy 7:7–8). Read that carefully: He loves you because he loves you. He chose to do that in
eternity. And because his love for you never had a beginning, it can have no end. What we are studying in
this article is simply the way God works out that eternal love in history to save his own and bring us to the
everlasting enjoyment of himself. May God take you deeper and deeper into the experience of this amazing
sovereign grace.

7. PERSEVERANCE OF THE SAINTS
It follows from what we saw in the last section that the people of God will persevere to the end and not be
lost. The foreknown are predestined, the predestined are called, the called are justiﬁed, and the justiﬁed are

gloriﬁed (Romans 8:30). No one is lost from this group. To belong to this people is to be eternally secure.
But we mean more than this by the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints. We mean that the saints will
and must persevere in faith and the obedience which comes from faith. Election is unconditional, but
gloriﬁcation is not. There are many warnings in Scripture that those who do not hold fast to Christ can be
lost in the end.
The following eight theses are my summary of this crucial doctrine.
1) Our faith must endure to the end if we are to be saved.
This means that the gospel is God’s instrument in the preservation of faith as well as the begetting of faith.
We do not act with a kind of cavalier indifference to the call for perseverance just because a person has
professed faith in Christ, as though we can be assured from our perspective that they are now beyond the
reach of the evil one. There is a ﬁght of faith to be fought. The elect will ﬁght that ﬁght. And by God’s
sovereign grace they will win it. We must endure to the end in faith if we are to be saved.
In 1 Corinthians 15:1–2 Paul shows the necessity of perseverance: “Now I would remind you, brothers, of
the gospel I preached to you, which you received, in which you stand, and by which you are being saved, if
you hold fast to the word I preached to you — unless you believed in vain.” This “if you hold fast” shows that
there is a false start in the Christian life. Jesus told the parable of the soils to warn against these kinds of
false beginnings:
“As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word and immediately receives
it with joy, yet he has no root in himself, but endures for a while, and when tribulation or persecution
arises on account of the word, immediately he falls away. As for what was sown among thorns, this is
the one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word,
and it proves unfruitful.” (Matthew 13:20–22)
In other words, there is, as Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:2 a “believing in vain” — which means a false
believing, a coming to Christ for reasons that don’t include a love for his glory and hatred for our sin. The
evidence, Paul says, that our faith is genuine is that we “hold fast to the word” — that we persevere.
Similarly Paul says in Colossians 1:21–23, “And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing
evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of ﬂesh by his death, in order to present you holy and
blameless and above reproach before him, if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not
shifting from the hope of the gospel.” And again in 2 Timothy 2:11–12: “The saying is trustworthy, for: If
we have died with him, we will also live with him; if we endure, we will also reign with him.”
Paul is following the teaching of Jesus in these words. Jesus said in Mark 13:13, “The one who endures to the
end will be saved.” And after his resurrection Jesus said to the churches in Revelation, “To the one who
conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life” (Revelation 2:7). “Be faithful unto death, and I will give you
the crown of life” (Revelation 2:10; cf. 2:17, 25–26; 3:5, 11–12, 21). This is what we mean by the necessity of
perseverance — the statement that we must persevere.
But a clariﬁcation is in order. Persevering in faith does not mean that the saints do not go through seasons
of doubt and spiritual darkness and measures of unbelief in the promises and the goodness of God. “I

believe; help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24) is not a contradictory prayer. Measures of unbelief can coexist with
a true faith.
Therefore what we mean when we say that faith must persevere to the end is that we must never come to a
point of renouncing Christ with such hardness of heart that we can never return, but instead only prove
ourselves to have been hypocrites in our professed faith. An example of such hardness is Esau.
See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God; . . . that no one is sexually immoral or unholy like
Esau, who sold his birthright for a single meal. For you know that afterward, when he desired to
inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no chance to repent, though he sought it
[repentance] with tears. (Hebrews 12:15–17)
Esau became so spiritually hard and calloused in his love for this world that when he tried to repent he
couldn’t. All he could do is weep over the consequences of his folly, not the true ugliness of his sin or the
dishonor he had heaped upon God in preferring a single meal to his entire God-given, God-accompanying
birthright.
On the other hand the New Testament is at pains to make sure we do not despair thinking that backsliding
and waywardness in sin is a one-way street. It is possible to repent and return. That process of wandering
and returning is included in “the perseverance of the saints.” For example, James says, “Whoever brings
back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins”
(James 5:20). And John says, “If anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to death, he shall
ask, and God will give him life. . . . All wrongdoing is sin, but there is sin that does not lead to death”
(1 John 5:16–17). John’s aim here is clearly to give hope to those who might be tempted to despair, and to
those who love them and pray for them. John began his letter the same way he is ending it: “If we say we
have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to
forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:8–9).
So when we speak of the necessity (and certainty, see below) of perseverance we do not mean perfection.
And we do not mean that there are no struggles or serious measures of unbelief. We must keep in mind all
that we have seen so far in this article. Belonging to Christ is a supernatural reality brought about by God
and preserved by God (Jeremiah 32:40). The saints are not marked most deeply by what they do but by who
they are. They are born again. They are a new creation. They do not go in and out of this newness. It is
God’s work. And it is irrevocable. But the fruit of it in faith and obedience is a ﬁght to the end. And
perseverance says: The ﬁght will be fought and will not be ﬁnally lost.
2) Obedience, evidencing inner renewal from God, is necessary for ﬁnal salvation.
This is not to say that God demands perfection. It is clear from Philippians 3:12 that the New Testament
does not hold out the demand that those who are justiﬁed in Christ Jesus by faith be sinlessly perfect in
order to be ﬁnally saved. “Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to
make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own” (see also 1 John 1:8–10 and Matthew 6:12). But
the New Testament does demand that we be morally changed and walk in newness of life. For example:
Hebrews 12:14: “Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the
Lord.”

Romans 8:13: “If you live according to the ﬂesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the
deeds of the body, you will live.”
Galatians 5:19–21: “Now the works of the ﬂesh are evident: immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry,
sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, ﬁts of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness,
orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will
not inherit the kingdom of God.” (See also Ephesians 5:5 and 1 Corinthians 6:10.)
1 John 2:3–6: “And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his commandments.
Whoever says ‘I know him’ but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him,
but whoever keeps his word, in him truly the love of God is perfected. By this we may know that we are
in him: whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked.” (See also
1 John 3:4–10, 14; 4:20.)
John 8:31: “So Jesus said to the Jews who had believed him, ‘If you abide in my word, you are truly my
disciples.’” (See also Luke 10:28; Matthew 6:14–15; 18:35; Genesis 18:19; 22:16–17; 26:4–5;
2 Timothy 2:19.)
Again let there be a caution lest anyone take these texts in a perfectionistic direction. John’s ﬁrst epistle is
written to help us maintain our biblical equilibrium here. On the one hand it says, “No one born of God
makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed abides in him, and he cannot keep on sinning because he has
been born of God” (1 John 3:9). But on the other hand it says, “If we say we have (not “had” but present
tense, “have”) no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us” (1 John 1:8). And: “I am writing
these things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father,
Jesus Christ the righteous” (1 John 2:1).
The perseverance of the saints is not the guarantee of perfection, but rather that God will keep us ﬁghting
the ﬁght of faith so that we hate our sin and never make any lasting peace with it.
3) God’s elect cannot be lost.
This is why we believe in eternal security — namely, the eternal security of the elect. The implication is
that God will so work in us that those whom he has chosen for eternal salvation will be enabled by him to
persevere in faith to the end and fulﬁll, by the power of the Holy Spirit, the requirements for a new kind of
life.
We have seen before the ironclad chain of divine work in Romans 8:30: “Those whom he predestined he
also called; and those whom he called he also justiﬁed; and those whom he justiﬁed he also gloriﬁed.” What
is evident from this verse is that those who are effectually called into the hope of salvation will indeed
persevere to the end and be gloriﬁed. There are no dropouts in this sequence. These are promises of God
rooted in unconditional election in the ﬁrst place and in the sovereign, converting, preserving grace that we
have seen before. The links in this chain are unbreakable, because God’s saving work is infallible and his
new covenant commitments are irrevocable.
Again, Paul is following the teachings of his Lord Jesus:
“My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will

never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand. My Father, who has given them to me, is
greater than all, and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand. I and the Father are one.”
(John 10:27–30; see also Ephesians 1:4–5)
We saw before that being a sheep of Jesus means being chosen by God and given to the Son. In other words,
the promise of Jesus never to lose any of his sheep is the sovereign commitment of the Son of God to
preserve the faith of the elect for whom he laid down his life.
4) There is a falling away of some believers, but if it persists, it shows that their faith was not genuine
and they were not born of God.
First John 2:19 says, “They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would
have continued with us. But they went out, that it might become plain that they all are not of us.”
Similarly, the parable of the four soils as interpreted in Luke 8:9–14 pictures people who “hear the word,
receive it with joy; but these have no root, they believe for a while and in time of testing fall away.”
The fact that such a thing is possible is precisely why the ministry of the gospel in every local church must
contain many admonitions to the church members to persevere in faith and not be entangled in those
things which could possibly strangle them and result in their condemnation. Pastors do not know infallibly
who of his listeners are the good soil and who are the bad. His warnings and exhortations to persevere are
the way he helps the saints endure. They hear the warnings and take heed and thus authenticate their
humble and good hearts of faith.
5) God justiﬁes us completely through the ﬁrst genuine act of saving faith, but this is the sort of faith
that perseveres and bears fruit in the “obedience of faith.”
The point here is the emphasis above on the necessity of persevering faith and obedience does not mean
God is waiting to observe our perseverance and obedience before he declares us completely righteous in
union with Jesus Christ. Romans 5:1 says that we “have been justiﬁed by faith.” It is a past act. The ﬁrst
time we believe in Jesus we are united to Christ. In union with him, his righteousness is counted as ours, at
that moment. Paul says that he aims to “be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes
from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on
faith” (Philippians 3:9).
The ground of our acceptance with God is Christ alone — his blood and righteousness. “For our sake he
made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God”
(2 Corinthians 5:21). “By the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous” (Romans 5:19). The
role of our faith is not to be a performance of something virtuous that God rewards with salvation. The
point is that faith is a receiving of Christ who performed what we could not, a punishment for our sin and
provision of our perfection. Faith is not the ground of our acceptance but the means or the instrument of
union with Christ who alone is the ground of our acceptance with God.
The role of the obedience in our justiﬁcation is to give evidence that our faith is authentic. Deeds of love are
not the ground of our ﬁrst or ﬁnal acceptance with God. Their function is to validate, and make public, the
sovereign work of God giving us new birth and creating the new heart of faith. Paul puts it this way: “In
Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through

love” (Galatians 5:6). What counts with God in justiﬁcation is the kind of faith that works through love. It
is not our love that causes God to be 100% for us. It is God being 100% for us through faith in Christ that
enables us to love. Love is a fruit of the Spirit. And we have received the Spirit by our ﬁrst act of faith
(Galatians 3:2).
Therefore, the necessity of perseverance in faith and obedience for ﬁnal salvation does not mean he waits
till the end before he accepts us, adopts us, and justiﬁes us. We do not ﬁght the ﬁght of faith in order to
make God be 100% for us. That happened in our union with Christ on our ﬁrst act of faith. Rather, ﬁght
because he is 100% for us. Paul put it like this: “Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect,
but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own” (Philippians 3:12). Christ has
made us his own. That is how we ﬁght on. In the ﬁnal judgment according to works (not on the basis of
works), the point of those works in the divine courtroom in relation to justiﬁcation will be as public
evidence of unseen faith and union with Christ. Christ will be the sole ground of our acceptance then as
now.
6) God works to cause his elect to persevere.
We are not left to ourselves in the ﬁght of faith, and our assurance is rooted in the sovereign love of God to
perform what he has called us to do. The texts that follow here are all expressions of the new covenant that
we discussed in section 5. Jesus purchased for us all the promises of God when he shed his blood
(Luke 22:20; 2 Corinthians 1:20).
One of the most precious of all those promises relates the new covenant to God’s absolute commitment to
cause us to persevere: “I will make with them an everlasting covenant, that I will not turn away from doing
good to them. And I will put the fear of me in their hearts, that they may not turn from me” (Jeremiah 32:40).
This promise recurs in many wonderful expressions in the New Testament:
1 Peter 1:5: “By God’s power [we] are guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the
last time.”
Jude 24–25: “Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless before
the presence of his glory with great joy, to the only God, our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be
glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen.”
1 Thessalonians 5:23–24: “May the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may your whole
spirit and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. He who calls you is
faithful; he will surely do it.”
Philippians 1:6: “I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at
the day of Jesus Christ.”
1 Corinthians 1:8–9: “[Jesus Christ] will sustain you to the end; guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus
Christ. God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.”
Hebrews 13:20–21: “Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the
great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, equip you with everything good that
you may do his will, working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom

be glory forever and ever. Amen.”
I sometimes ask people: Why do you believe you will wake up a Christian tomorrow morning? Why do you
think you will have saving faith tomorrow when you wake up? I ask this to test what sort of view of
perseverance someone has. The biblical answer is not, “I know I will choose to believe tomorrow morning. I
am committed to Jesus.” That is very fragile conﬁdence.
The answer is found in all these texts. God is faithful. God will work in me. God will keep me. God will ﬁnish
his work to the end. The answer is God’s ongoing work, not my ongoing commitment. When I ask this
question I am ﬁshing to see if anyone has the view that eternal security is like a vaccination. We got our
vaccination when we were converted and can’t catch the disease of unbelief. That is a misleading analogy
because it implies that the process of preservation is automatic without the ongoing work of the great
physician. Perseverance is not like a vaccination, but like a life-long therapy program in which the great
physician stays with you all the way. He will never leave us (Hebrews 13:5). That is the way we persevere.
That is the way we have assurance.
7) Therefore we should be zealous to conﬁrm our calling and election.
Second Peter 1:10–11 says, “Therefore, brothers, be all the more diligent to conﬁrm your calling and
election, for if you practice these qualities you will never fall. For in this way there will be richly provided
for you an entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” Peter’s point is not that
our calling and election are fragile and need to be propped up. We have seen plainly, for example, from
Romans 8:29–30 that calling and election are the most solid realities under God. They are links in a chain
of salvation that cannot be broken.
What Peter means is: Be zealous to maintain your assurance of them and to conﬁrm them continually by
walking in the joy of them. He explains in the preceding verses that God, by “his divine power has granted
to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of him who called us to his own
glory and excellence” (2 Peter 1:3). He has not left us to ourselves to conﬁrm our calling and election.
By his divine power we then grow in faith and virtue and knowledge and self-control and steadfastness and
godliness and brotherly affection and love (2 Peter 1:5–7). In other words we make eager efforts to trust
the promises and power of God so deeply that sin is put to death in our lives by the Spirit and the goal of
love is joyfully pursued. Faith working through love (Galatians 5:6) is the way we make our calling and
election sure.
8) Perseverance is a community project.
God never meant us to ﬁght the ﬁght of faith alone. We are to ﬁght for each other. One of Paul’s most
remarkable statements about the perseverance of the elect is 2 Timothy 2:10, “I endure everything for the
sake of the elect, that they also may obtain the salvation that is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory.” To
many this is astonishing. Isn’t it already sure that the elect will obtain salvation in ﬁnal glory? Yes it is.
Those whom he justiﬁed he gloriﬁed.
But the question betrays an assumption that this last point is meant to remove — the assumption that
certain outcomes imply that there’s no need to press on toward them. That is a mistake. Salvation is certain
for God’s elect. It cannot fail. But the way God has ordained to make it certain is by means of empowering

human partnership in the ﬁght of faith. Paul sees his ministry of the word as essential to the perseverance
of the elect.
Take a simple example. Suppose God has predestined that a nail be in a two-by-four with its head ﬂush
with the surface of the board. It is certain that this will happen. God is God and he has planned it. Does that
mean he is indifferent to hammers? No. In fact God has also ordained that the way the nail get in the board
is by being struck with a hammer.
Similarly, the elect will certainly be saved in the end with eternal glory. Does that mean God is indifferent
to the ministry of the world in getting them there? No. God has made it essential. And the reason that does
not undermine the certainty of salvation is that God is just as sovereign over the means as he is over the
ends.
We see this truth applied to all of us in Hebrews 3:12–13, “Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you
an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. But exhort one another every day,
as long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.” God will not
let any of his elect “fall away” into destruction. But the way he will keep us from falling (Jude 24) is by
mutual exhortation of other believers in our lives. This is one of the highest tributes that could possibly be
paid to the church. God ordains the body of Christ as the means of his infallible keeping of the elect.
We close this section with the hope and prayer that you will go deeper into the grace of God’s persevering
grace. If you linger over this truth and let it sink in, you will ﬁnd that the certainty of God’s covenantkeeping grace to you is a far greater and stronger and sweeter ground of your assurance than any view of
eternal security that makes it more impersonal and automatic like a vaccination. To know that God chose
you, and God called you, and God gave you faith, and will never leave you, and will preserve you, and
present you blameless before the presence of his glory with great joy — that assurance brings an invincible
joy and strength and courage into your life. May God take you down ever deeper into the divine grace of
perseverance.

8. WHAT THE FIVE POINTS HAVE MEANT FOR ME: A PERSONAL TESTIMONY
These ten points are my personal testimony to the effects of believing in the ﬁve points of Calvinism — the
doctrines of grace.
1) These truths make me stand in awe of God and lead me into the depth of true God-centered worship.
I recall the time I ﬁrst saw, while teaching Ephesians at Bethel College in the late 1970s, the threefold
statement of the goal of all God’s work, namely, “to the praise of the glory of his grace” (Ephesians 1:6, 12,
14).
It has led me to see that we cannot enrich God and that therefore his glory shines most brightly not when
we try to meet his needs but when we are satisﬁed in him as the essence of our deeds. “From him and
through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever” (Romans 11:36). Worship becomes an end in
itself.
It has made me feel how low and inadequate are my affections, so that the psalms of longing come alive

and make worship intense.
2) These truths help protect me from triﬂing with divine things.
One of the curses of our culture is banality, cuteness, cleverness. Television is one of the main sustainers of
our addiction to superﬁciality and triviality. God is swept into this. Hence we tend to triﬂe with divine
things.
Earnestness is not excessive in our day. It might have been once. And, yes, there are imbalances in certain
people today who don’t seem to be able to relax and talk about the weather. But it seems to me that the far
greater sadness in our day is people who are simply unable to be reverent. They seem to have never been
awed by the greatness of God. They only know one mode of relationship: casual. This is a tragic and
impoverishing incapacity.
Robertson Nicole said of Spurgeon,
Evangelism of the humorous type [we might say, church growth of the hip, cool, clever, funny,
market-savvy type] may attract multitudes, but it lays the soul in ashes and destroys the very germs
of religion. Mr. Spurgeon is often thought by those who do not know his sermons to have been a
humorous preacher. As a matter of fact there was no preacher whose tone was more uniformly earnest,
reverent and solemn. [Quoted in Iain Murray, The Forgotten Spurgeon (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth,
1966), p. 38.]
The greatness of God that stands forth from the doctrines of grace has been a weighty ballast in my boat. It
gives me great joy, and guards my heart from the plague of silliness.
3) These truths make me marvel at my own salvation.
After laying out the great, God-wrought salvation in Ephesians 1, Paul prays, in the last part of that
chapter, that the effect of that theology will be the enlightenment of our hearts so that we marvel at “the
hope to which he has called you . . . the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and . . . the
immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe” (Ephesians 1:18–19). In other words, he
prayed that we would experience what he had just taught. That our hearts would be able to grasp what had
really happened to us.
Every ground of boasting is removed. Brokenhearted joy and gratitude abound. The piety of Jonathan
Edwards begins to grow. When God has given us a taste of his own majesty and our own wickedness, then
the Christian life becomes a thing very different than conventional piety. Edwards describes it beautifully
when he says,
The desires of the saints, however earnest, are humble desires: their hope is a humble hope, and their
joy, even when it is unspeakable, and full of glory, is humble, brokenhearted joy, and leaves the
Christian more poor in spirit, and more like a little child, and more disposed to a universal lowliness of
behavior. [Religious Affections, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959, pp. 339–340.]
4) These truths make me alert to man-centered substitutes that pose as good news.
In my book The Pleasures of God (p. 129), I show that in the 18th century in New England the slide from the

sovereignty of God led to Arminianism and thence to universalism and thence to Unitarianism. The same
thing happened in England in the 19th century after Spurgeon.
Iain Murray’s Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography documents the same thing: “Calvinistic convictions waned
in North America. In the progress of the decline which Edwards had rightly anticipated, those
Congregational churches of New England which had embraced Arminianism after the Great Awakening
gradually moved into Unitarianism and universalism, led by Charles Chauncy” [(Edinburgh: Banner of
Truth, 1987), p. 454].
You can also read in J. I. Packer’s Quest for Godliness how Richard Baxter forsook these teachings and how
the following generations reaped a grim harvest in the Baxter church in Kidderminster [(Wheaton, IL:
Crossway Books, 1990), p. 160].
These doctrines are a bulwark against man-centered teachings in many forms that gradually corrupt the
church and make her weak from the inside, all the while looking strong or popular. The church of the living
God, rightly taught, is to be “a pillar and buttress of the truth” (1 Timothy 3:15). That is what these truths
have proved to be for me.
5) These truths make me groan over the indescribable disease of our secular, God-belittling culture.
I can hardly read the newspaper or a Google news article or look at a TV ad or a billboard without feeling
the burden that God is missing. When God is the main reality in the universe and is treated as a nonreality, I tremble at the wrath that is being stored up. I am still able to be shocked. Are you? Many
Christians are sedated with the same God-ignoring drug as the world. Some think it is a virtue that God be
neglected, and invent cynical names for people who speak of God in relation to everything. These teachings
are a great antidote against that neglect and that cynicism.
Christians exist to reassert the reality of God and the supremacy of God in all of life. We are therefore in
need of a great awakening. These truths keep me aware of that and impel me to pray toward it. For only a
sovereign work of God can make it happen.
6) These truths make me conﬁdent that the work which God planned and began, he will ﬁnish — both
globally and personally.
The truth that God will use all his sovereign power to keep me for himself is supremely precious. I know my
heart. Left to itself my heart is proud and self-centered and an idol factory. Few prayers are more needful
for me than this:
O to grace how great a debtor
Daily I’m constrained to be!
Let Thy goodness, like a fetter,
Bind my wandering heart to Thee.
Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it,
Prone to leave the God I love;
Here’s my heart, O take and seal it,
Seal it for Thy courts above.

Yes, I need — and I want — him to chain me to himself everyday. To seal me. Capture me. Keep me. Hold on
to me. And the doctrines of grace are the perfect satisfaction for these desires. This is exactly what God has
promised to do for me. “I will put the fear of me in their hearts, that they may not turn from me”
(Jeremiah 32:40). “I will uphold you with my righteous right hand” (Isaiah 41:10). I go to bed at night
quietly conﬁdent that I will be a secure believer in the morning not because of my free will, but because of
God’s free grace. This is worth more than millions of dollars.
7) These truths make me see everything in the light of God’s sovereign purposes — that from him and
through him and to him are all things, to him be glory forever and ever.
Through the lens of these doctrines I see that all of life relates to God and that he is the beginning, the
middle, and the end of it all. There’s no compartment where he is not all-important. He is the one who
gives meaning to everything (1 Corinthians 10:31).
Seeing God’s sovereign purpose worked out in Scripture, and hearing Paul say that “[he] works all things
according to the counsel of his will” (Ephesians 1:11) makes me see the world this way. Reality becomes
supercharged with God. He is the all-pervading glory in all that is. Everything is from him and for him. The
words of Jonathan Edwards thrill me because they represent so beautifully the implication of the doctrines
of grace:
In the creature’s knowing, esteeming, loving, rejoicing in, and praising God, the glory of God is both
exhibited and acknowledged; his fullness is received and returned. Here is both an emanation and
remanation. The refulgence shines upon and into the creature, and is reﬂected back to the luminary.
The beams of glory come from God, are something of God, and are refunded back again to their
original. So that the whole is of God, and in God, and to God; and he is the beginning, and the middle,
and the end. [The End for Which God Created the World, ¶ 275, in John Piper, God’s Passion for His Glory,
(Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway Books, 1998), p. 248]
8) These truths make me hopeful that God has the will, the right, and the power to answer prayer that
people be changed.
The warrant for prayer is that God may break in and change things — including the human heart. He can
turn the will around. “Hallowed be your name” (Matthew 6:9) means: Cause people who are not hallowing
your name to hallow your name. “May your word run and be gloriﬁed” (2 Thessalonians 3:1) means: Cause
hearts to be opened to the gospel. This is what God did for me in answer to my parents’ prayers. It is what I
now gladly do for others.
I take the new covenant promises and plead with God to bring them to pass in people’s lives and among all
the mission frontiers of the world. And the reason I pray this way is that God has the right and the power to
do these things. No human autonomy stands in the way.
“God, take out of their ﬂesh their heart of stone and give them a new heart of ﬂesh.” (Ezekiel 11:19)
“Lord, circumcise their hearts so that they love you.” (Deuteronomy 30:6)
“Father, put your spirit within them and cause them to walk in Your statutes.” (Ezekiel 36:27)
“Lord, grant them repentance and the knowledge of the truth that they may escape from the snare of

the devil.” (2 Timothy 2:25–26)
“Father, open their hearts so that they believe the gospel.” (Acts 16:14)
Prayer is where most Christians sound like Calvinists. Most sincere Christians pray with the assumption
that he has the right and power not only to heal human bodies and alter natural circumstances, but also to
sovereignly transform human hearts. In other words prayer is based on God’s ability to overcome human
resistance. That is what we ask him to do. Which means that the doctrine of irresistible grace is the great
hope of answered prayer in the lives of people for whose salvation I plead.
9) These truths remind me that evangelism is absolutely essential for people to come to Christ and be
saved, and that there is great hope for success in leading people to faith, but that conversion is not ﬁnally
dependent on me or limited by the hardness of the unbeliever.
The doctrines of grace make evangelism among spiritually dead sinners possible. Without the sovereign
grace of God we may as well be preaching in a cemetery. Because we are preaching in a cemetery. That is
what this world is. The truth of total depravity means that the preaching of the cross is foolishness to the
natural man, and “he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned”
(1 Corinthians 2:14). So evangelism only makes sense in the light of the doctrines of grace. We really believe
God can raise the dead.
And we know he uses the human means to do it. “You have been born again, not of perishable seed but of
imperishable, through the living and abiding word of God” (1 Peter 1:23). The sovereign work of God in giving
new life to the dead human heart is “through the word of God.” And Peter adds, “This word is the good
news that was preached to you” (1 Peter 1:25). It’s the gospel. This is the power of God unto salvation
(Romans 1:16).
Therefore the doctrines of grace give hope for evangelism in the hardest places. Dead is dead. Muslims or
Hindus or hardened European post-Christian secularists are not more dead than any other “natural man.”
And God does the impossible. He raises the dead (Ephesians 2:1–6). When faced with the hardheartedness
of the rich young ruler Jesus said, “With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible”
(Matthew 19:26).
As I look out on the remaining task of world missions I do not despair. Rather I hear Jesus say, “I have
other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also and they will listen to my voice” (John 10:16).
Not: They may. But: They will. So I say: This cannot fail. The doctrines of grace enﬂamed world missions in
the lives of William Carey and David Livingston and Adoniram Judson and Henry Martyn and John Paton
and thousands of others. And that is the effect it has had on me, as I have tried to do my part in promoting
the great work of frontier missions.
10) These truths make me sure that God will triumph in the end.
“I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me, declaring the end from the beginning
and from ancient times things not yet done, saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish all my
purpose’” (Isaiah 46:9–10).
The sum of the matter is that God is God. He is absolutely sovereign. And he is gracious beyond all human

analogy. He has not left the world to perish in its sin. He has planned, is performing, and will complete a
great salvation for his people and his creation. He has done this with inﬁnite wisdom and love. Which
means he has done it so that he gets the glory in us and we get the joy in him. And it cannot fail. “The
counsel of the LORD stands forever” (Psalm 33:11).

9. CONCLUDING TESTIMONIES
The aim of this article has been to persuade the mind concerning biblical truth and thus awaken a deeper
experience of God’s sovereign grace. I am ever aware of the terrible sentence, “Even the demons believe —
and shudder!” (James 2:19). In other words, it is possible to be persuaded of a reality at one level and have
no sweet experience of that reality at another level. Jonathan Edwards said there are two ways to know
whether the sticky brown material in the bowl is sweet. You can deduce from color and smell and particles
of honeycomb that this is honey and then know by inference that it is sweet because honey is sweet. Or you
can taste it. My prayer is that the sweetness of God’s sovereign grace will not merely be inferred, but also
tasted.
I hope you will have the sweet experience of resting in the massive comfort of these truths. I want you to
feel the tremendous incentive for love and righteousness and for risk-taking missions ﬂowing from these
truths. And I pray that your experience knowing and trusting the sovereign grace of God will be such that
God gets great glory in your life.
To this end, I have gathered here some testimonies of what these truths have meant to some great
Christians of the past. For those who have known the doctrines of grace truly, they have never been mere
speculation for the head, but have always been power for the heart and life.
Augustine of Hippo (354–430)
A thousand years before the Reformation, Augustine savored the sovereignty of grace in his own life. He
was resoundingly converted by the irresistible grace of God after leading a dissolute life. He wrote in his
Confessions (X, 40):
I have no hope at all but in thy great mercy. Grant what thou commandest and command what thou
wilt. Thou dost enjoin on us continence. . . . Truly by continence are we bound together and brought
back into that unity from which we were dissipated into a plurality. For he loves thee too little who
loves anything together with thee, which he loves not for thy sake. O love that ever burnest and art
never quenched! O Charity, my God, enkindle me! Thou commandest continence. Grant what thou
commandest and command what thou wilt. [Quoted in Documents of the Christian Church, ed. by Henry
Bettenson (London: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 54.]
These are the words of a man who loves the truth of irresistible grace, because he knows he is utterly
undone without it. But also in his doctrinal letters, he drives this beloved truth home (Epistle ccxvii, to
Vitalis):
If, as I prefer to think in your case, you agree with us in supposing that we are doing our duty in
praying to God, as our custom is, for them that refuse to believe, that they may be willing to believe
and for those who resist and oppose his law and doctrine, that they may believe and follow it. If you

agree with us in thinking that we are doing our duty in giving thanks to God, as is our custom, for such
people when they have been converted . . . then you are surely bound to admit that the wills of men are
preveniently moved by the grace of God, and that it is God who makes them to will the good which
they refused; for it is God whom we ask so to do, and we know that it is meet and right to give thanks
to him for so doing.
For Augustine, the truth of irresistible grace was the foundation of his prayers for the conversion of the
lost and of his thanks to God when they were converted.
Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758)
Jonathan Edwards, the great New England preacher and theologian, had an equally deep love for these
truths. He wrote when he was 26 about the day he fell in love with the sovereignty of God:
There has been a wonderful alteration in my mind, in respect to the doctrine of God’s sovereignty,
from that day to this. . . . God’s absolute sovereignty . . . is what my mind seems to rest assured of, as
much as of any thing that I see with my eyes. . . . The doctrine has very often appeared exceeding
pleasant, bright, and sweet. Absolute sovereignty is what I love to ascribe to God. . . . God’s sovereignty
has ever appeared to me, a great part of his glory. It has often been my delight to approach God, and
adore him as a sovereign God. [“Personal Narrative,” quoted in Jonathan Edwards, Selections (New York:
Hill & Wang, 1935), p. 59]
George Whiteﬁeld (1714–1770)
Edwards wept openly when George Whiteﬁeld preached in his church, because of how much he loved the
message he preached. Whiteﬁeld was a great evangelist and said, “I embrace the Calvinistic scheme, not
because Calvin, but Jesus Christ has taught it to me” [Arnold Dallimore, George Whiteﬁeld, Vol. 1
(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1970), p. 406].
He pleaded with John Wesley not to oppose the doctrines of Calvinism:
I cannot bear the thoughts of opposing you: but how can I avoid it, if you go about (as your brother
Charles once said) to drive John Calvin out of Bristol. Alas, I never read anything that Calvin wrote; my
doctrines I had from Christ and His apostles; I was taught them of God. (George Whiteﬁeld, Vol. 1, p.
574)
It was these beliefs that ﬁlled him with holy zeal for evangelism:
The doctrines of our election, and free justiﬁcation in Christ Jesus are daily more and more pressed
upon my heart. They ﬁll my soul with a holy ﬁre and afford me great conﬁdence in God my Saviour.
I hope we shall catch ﬁre from each other, and that there will be a holy emulation amongst us, who
shall most debase man and exalt the Lord Jesus. Nothing but the doctrines of the Reformation can do
this. All others leave free will in man and make him, in part at least, a saviour to himself. My soul,
come not thou near the secret of those who teach such things. . . . I know Christ is all in all. Man is
nothing: he hath a free will to go to hell, but none to go to heaven, till God worketh in him to will and
to do his good pleasure.

Oh, the excellency of the doctrine of election and of the saints’ ﬁnal perseverance! I am persuaded, til
a man comes to believe and feel these important truths, he cannot come out of himself, but when
convinced of these and assured of their application to his own heart, he then walks by faith indeed!
(George Whiteﬁeld, Vol. 1, p. 407)
George Mueller (1805–1898)
George Mueller is famous for the orphanages he founded and the amazing faith he had to pray for God’s
provision. Not many people know the theology that undergirded that great ministry. In his mid-twenties
(1829), he had an experience which he records later as follows:
Before this period [when I came to prize the Bible alone as my standard of judgment] I had been much
opposed to the doctrines of election, particular redemption (limited atonement), and ﬁnal persevering
grace. But now I was brought to examine these precious truths by the Word of God. Being made willing
to have no glory of my own in the conversion of sinners, but to consider myself merely an instrument;
and being made willing to receive what the Scriptures said, I went to the Word, reading the New
Testament from the beginning, with a particular reference to these truths.
To my great astonishment I found that the passages which speak decidedly for election and
persevering grace, were about four times as many as those which speak apparently against these
truths; and even those few, shortly after, when I had examined and understood them, served to
conﬁrm me in the above doctrines.
As to the effect which my belief in these doctrines had on me, I am constrained to state for God’s
glory, that though I am still exceedingly weak, and by no means so dead to the lusts of the ﬂesh, and
the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, as I might be, and as I ought to be, yet, by the grace of God, I
have walked more closely with Him since that period. My life has not been so variable, and I may say
that I have lived much more for God than before. [Autobiography (London: J. Nisbet & Co., 1906), pp.
33–34]
Charles Spurgeon (1834–1892)
Charles Spurgeon was a contemporary of George Mueller. He was the pastor of the Metropolitan Tabernacle
in London and the most famous pastor of his day — and a Baptist at that. His preaching was powerful to
the winning of souls to Christ. But what was his gospel that held thousands spellbound each week and
brought many to the Savior?
I have my own private opinion that there is no such thing as preaching Christ and him cruciﬁed, unless
we preach what is nowadays called Calvinism. It is a nickname to call it Calvinism; Calvinism is the
gospel, and nothing else. I do not believe we can preach the gospel . . . unless we preach the
sovereignty of God in His dispensation of grace; nor unless we exalt the electing, unchangeable,
eternal, immutable, conquering love of Jehovah; nor do I think we can preach the gospel unless we
base it upon the special and particular redemption (limited atonement) of His elect and chosen people
which Christ wrought out upon the cross; nor can I comprehend a gospel which lets saints fall away
after they are called. [Autobiography, Vol. 1 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1962, orig. 1897), p.
168]

He had not always believed these things. Spurgeon recounts his discovery of these truths at the age of 16:
Born, as all of us are by nature, an Arminian, I still believed the old things I had heard continually
from the pulpit, and did not see the grace of God. When I was coming to Christ, I thought I was doing
it all myself, and though I sought the Lord earnestly, I had no idea the Lord was seeking me. . . . I can
recall the very day and hour when ﬁrst I received those truths in my own soul — when they were, as
John Bunyan says, burnt into my heart as with a hot iron. . . .
One week-night, when I was sitting in the house of God, I was not thinking much about the preacher’s
sermon, for I did not believe it. The thought struck me, “How did you come to be a Christian?” I
sought the Lord. “But how did you come to seek the Lord?” The truth ﬂashed across my mind in a
moment — I should not have sought Him unless there had been some previous inﬂuence in my mind to
make me seek Him. I prayed, thought I, but then I asked myself, “How came I to pray?” I was induced
to pray by reading the Scriptures. “How came I to read the Scriptures?” I did read them, but what led
me to do so? Then, in a moment, I saw that God was at the bottom of it all, and that He was the Author
of my faith, and so the whole doctrine of grace opened up to me, and from that doctrine I have not
departed to this day, and I desire to make this my constant confession, “I ascribe my change wholly to
God.” [Autobiography, Vol. 1 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1962, orig. 1897), pp. 164–165]
Spurgeon started a college for pastors and was intent that the key to being a worthy teacher in the church
was to grasp these doctrines of grace.
Arminianism is thus guilty of confusing doctrines and of acting as an obstruction to a clear and lucid
grasp of the Scripture; because it misstates or ignores the eternal purpose of God, it dislocates the
meaning of the whole plan of redemption. Indeed confusion is inevitable apart from this foundational
truth [of election].
Without it there is a lack of unity of thought, and generally speaking they have no idea whatever of a
system of divinity. It is almost impossible to make a man a theologian unless you begin with this
[doctrine of election].
You may if you please put a young believer to college for years, but unless you shew him this groundplan of the everlasting covenant, he will make little progress, because his studies do not cohere, he
does not see how one truth ﬁts with another, and how all truths must harmonize together. . . .
Take any county throughout England, you will ﬁnd poor men hedging and ditching that have a better
knowledge of divinity than one half of those who come from our academies and colleges, for the reason
simply and entirely that these men have ﬁrst learned in their youth the system of which election is a
center, and have afterwards found their own experience exactly square with it. (“Effects Of Sound
Doctrine,” sermon delivered on Sunday evening, April 22, 1860, at New Park Street Chapel)

10. A FINAL APPEAL
It is ﬁtting that we close this article on the doctrines of grace by appealing to you, the reader, to receive the
magniﬁcent Christ who is the eternal Author of these doctrines. Give heed to the beautiful entreaty
extended by J. I. Packer, a great contemporary advocate of these truths:

To the question: what must I do to be saved? the old gospel [Calvinism] replies: believe on the Lord
Jesus Christ. To the further question: what does it mean to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ? its reply
is: it means knowing oneself to be a sinner, and Christ to have died for sinners; abandoning all selfrighteousness and self-conﬁdence, and casting oneself wholly upon Him for pardon and peace; and
exchanging one’s natural enmity and rebellion against God for a spirit of grateful submission to the
will of Christ through the renewing of one’s heart by the Holy Ghost.
And to the further question still: how am I to go about believing on Christ and repenting, if I have no
natural ability to do these things? it answers: look to Christ, speak to Christ, cry to Christ, just as you
are; confess your sin, your impenitence, your unbelief, and cast yourself on His mercy; ask Him to give
you a new heart, working in you true repentance and ﬁrm faith; ask Him to take away your evil heart
of unbelief and to write His law within you, that you may never henceforth stray from Him. Turn to
Him and trust Him as best you can, and pray for grace to turn and trust more thoroughly; use the
means of grace expectantly, looking to Christ to draw near to you as you seek to draw near to Him;
watch, pray, read, and hear God’s Word, worship and commune with God’s people, and so continue till
you know in yourself beyond doubt that you are indeed a changed being, a penitent believer, and the
new heart which you desired has been put within you. [The Quest for Godliness (Wheaton: Crossway,
1994), p. 144]
Let Charles Spurgeon lead you in prayer:
Join with me in prayer at this moment, I entreat you. Join with me while I put words into your mouths,
and speak them on your behalf — “Lord, I am guilty, I deserve thy wrath. Lord, I cannot save myself.
Lord, I would have a new heart and a right spirit, but what can I do? Lord, I can do nothing, come and
work in me to will and to do thy good pleasure.
Thou alone hast power, I know,
To save a wretch like me;
To whom, or whither should I go
If I should run from thee?
But I now do from my very soul call upon thy name. Trembling, yet believing, I cast myself wholly
upon thee, O Lord. I trust the blood and righteousness of thy dear Son. . . . Lord, save me tonight, for
Jesus’ sake.” [Quoted in Iain Murray, The Forgotten Spurgeon (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1973),
pp. 101–102.]

A DEFENSE OF CALVINISM
by Charles Spurgeon
IT IS A GREAT THING to begin the Christian life by believing good solid doctrine. Some
people have received twenty different "gospels" in as many years; how many more they will
accept before they get to their journey's end, it would be difficult to predict. I thank God that
He early taught me the gospel, and I have been so perfectly satisfied with it, that I do not
want to know any other. Constant change of creed is sure loss. If a tree has to be taken up two
or three times a year, you will not need to build a very large loft in which to store the apples.
When people are always shifting their doctrinal principles, they are not likely to bring forth
much fruit to the glory of God. It is good for young believers to begin with a firm hold upon
those great fundamental doctrines which the Lord has taught in His Word. Why, if I believed
what some preach about the temporary, trumpery salvation which only lasts for a time, I
would scarcely be at all grateful for it; but when I know that those whom God saves He saves
with an everlasting salvation, when I know that He gives to them an everlasting righteousness,
when I know that He settles them on an everlasting foundation of everlasting love, and that He
will bring them to His everlasting kingdom, oh, then I do wonder, and I am astonished that
such a blessing as this should ever have been given to me!
"Pause, my soul! adore, and wonder!
Ask, 'Oh, why such love to me?'
Grace hath put me in the number
Of the Saviour's family:
Hallelujah!
Thanks, eternal thanks, to Thee!"
I suppose there are some persons whose minds naturally incline towards the doctrine
of free-will. I can only say that mine inclines as naturally towards the doctrines of sovereign
grace. Sometimes, when I see some of the worst characters in the street, I feel as if my heart
must burst forth in tears of gratitude that God has never let me act as they have done! I have
thought, if God had left me alone, and had not touched me by His grace, what a great sinner I
should have been! I should have run to the utmost lengths of sin, dived into the very depths of
evil, nor should I have stopped at any vice or folly, if God had not restrained me. I feel that I
should have been a very king of sinners, if God had let me alone. I cannot understand the
reason why I am saved, except upon the ground that God would have it so. I cannot, if I look
ever so earnestly, discover any kind of reason in myself why I should be a partaker of Divine
grace. If I am not at this moment without Christ, it is only because Christ Jesus would have His
will with me, and that will was that I should be with Him where He is, and should share His
glory. I can put the crown nowhere but upon the head of Him whose mighty grace has saved
me from going down into the pit. Looking back on my past life, I can see that the dawning of
it all was of God; of God effectively. I took no torch with which to light the sun, but the sun
enlightened me. I did not commence my spiritual life—no, I rather kicked, and struggled
against the things of the Spirit: when He drew me, for a time I did not run after Him: there was
a natural hatred in my soul of everything holy and good. Wooings were lost upon me—
warnings were cast to the wind—thunders were despised; and as for the whispers of His love,
they were rejected as being less than nothing and vanity. But, sure I am, I can say now,
speaking on behalf of myself, "He only is my salvation." It was He who turned my heart, and
brought me down on my knees before Him. I can in very deed, say with Doddridge and
Toplady—
"Grace taught my soul to pray,
And made my eyes o'erflow;"

and coming to this moment, I can add—
"'Tis grace has kept me to this day,
And will not let me go."
Well can I remember the manner in which I learned the doctrines of grace in a single
instant. Born, as all of us are by nature, an Arminian, I still believed the old things I had heard
continually from the pulpit, and did not see the grace of God. When I was coming to Christ, I
thought I was doing it all myself, and though I sought the Lord earnestly, I had no idea the
Lord was seeking me. I do not think the young convert is at first aware of this. I can recall the
very day and hour when first I received those truths in my own soul—when they were, as John
Bunyan says, burnt into my heart as with a hot iron, and I can recollect how I felt that I had
grown on a sudden from a babe into a man—that I had made progress in Scriptural
knowledge, through having found, once for all, the clue to the truth of God. One week-night,
when I was sitting in the house of God, I was not thinking much about the preacher's sermon,
for I did not believe it. The thought struck me, How did you come to be a Christian? I sought
the Lord. But how did you come to seek the Lord? The truth flashed across my mind in a
moment—I should not have sought Him unless there had been some previous influence in my
mind to make me seek Him. I prayed, thought I, but then I asked myself, How came I to pray? I
was induced to pray by reading the Scriptures. How came I to read the Scriptures? I did read
them, but what led me to do so? Then, in a moment, I saw that God was at the bottom of it all,
and that He was the Author of my faith, and so the whole doctrine of grace opened up to me,
and from that doctrine I have not departed to this day, and I desire to make this my constant
confession, "I ascribe my change wholly to God.”
I once attended a service where the text happened to be, "He shall choose our
inheritance for us;" and the good man who occupied the pulpit was more than a little of an
Arminian. Therefore, when he commenced, he said, "This passage refers entirely to our
temporal inheritance, it has nothing whatever to do with our everlasting destiny, for," said he,
"we do not want Christ to choose for us in the matter of Heaven or hell. It is so plain and easy,
that every man who has a grain of common sense will choose Heaven, and any person would
know better than to choose hell. We have no need of any superior intelligence, or any greater
Being, to choose Heaven or hell for us. It is left to our own free-will, and we have enough
wisdom given us, sufficiently correct means to judge for ourselves," and therefore, as he very
logically inferred, there was no necessity for Jesus Christ, or anyone, to make a choice for us.
We could choose the inheritance for ourselves without any assistance. "Ah!" I thought, "but,
my good brother, it may be very true that we could, but I think we should want something
more than common sense before we should choose aright.”
First, let me ask, must we not all of us admit an over-ruling Providence, and the
appointment of Jehovah's hand, as to the means whereby we came into this world? Those
men who think that, afterwards, we are left to our own free-will to choose this one or the
other to direct our steps, must admit that our entrance into the world was not of our own will,
but that God had then to choose for us. What circumstances were those in our power which
led us to elect certain persons to be our parents? Had we anything to do with it? Did not God
Himself appoint our parents, native place, and friends? Could He not have caused me to be
born with the skin of the Hottentot, brought forth by a filthy mother who would nurse me in
her "kraal," and teach me to bow down to Pagan gods, quite as easily as to have given me a
pious mother, who would each morning and night bend her knee in prayer on my behalf? Or,
might He not, if He had pleased, have given me some profligate to have been my parent, from
whose lips I might have early heard fearful, filthy, and obscene language? Might He not have
placed me where I should have had a drunken father, who would have immured me in a very
dungeon of ignorance, and brought me up in the chains of crime? Was it not God's Providence
that I had so happy a lot, that both my parents were His children, and endeavoured to train
me up in the fear of the Lord?

John Newton used to tell a whimsical story, and laugh at it, too, of a good woman who
said, in order to prove the doctrine of election, "Ah! sir, the Lord must have loved me before I
was born, or else He would not have seen anything in me to love afterwards." I am sure it is
true in my case; I believe the doctrine of election, because I am quite certain that, if God had
not chosen me, I should never have chosen Him; and I am sure He chose me before I was born,
or else He never would have chosen me afterwards; and He must have elected me for reasons
unknown to me, for I never could find any reason in myself why He should have looked upon
me with special love. So I am forced to accept that great Biblical doctrine. I recollect an
Arminian brother telling me that he had read the Scriptures through a score or more times,
and could never find the doctrine of election in them. He added that he was sure he would
have done so if it had been there, for he read the Word on his knees. I said to him, "I think you
read the Bible in a very uncomfortable posture, and if you had read it in your easy chair, you
would have been more likely to understand it. Pray, by all means, and the more, the better, but
it is a piece of superstition to think there is anything in the posture in which a man puts
himself for reading: and as to reading through the Bible twenty times without having found
anything about the doctrine of election, the wonder is that you found anything at all: you
must have galloped through it at such a rate that you were not likely to have any intelligible
idea of the meaning of the Scriptures.”
If it would be marvelous to see one river leap up from the earth full-grown, what would
it be to gaze upon a vast spring from which all the rivers of the earth should at once come
bubbling up, a million of them born at a birth? What a vision would it be! Who can conceive it.
And yet the love of God is that fountain, from which all the rivers of mercy, which have ever
gladdened our race—all the rivers of grace in time, and of glory hereafter—take their rise. My
soul, stand thou at that sacred fountain-head, and adore and magnify, for ever and ever, God,
even our Father, who hath loved us! In the very beginning, when this great universe lay in the
mind of God, like unborn forests in the acorn cup; long ere the echoes awoke the solitudes;
before the mountains were brought forth; and long ere the light flashed through the sky, God
loved His chosen creatures. Before there was any created being—when the ether was not
fanned by an angel's wing, when space itself had not an existence, when there was nothing
save God alone—even then, in that loneliness of Deity, and in that deep quiet and profundity,
His bowels moved with love for His chosen. Their names were written on His heart, and then
were they dear to His soul. Jesus loved His people before the foundation of the world—even
from eternity! and when He called me by His grace, He said to me, "I have loved thee with an
everlasting love: therefore with lovingkindness have I drawn thee.”
Then, in the fulness of time, He purchased me with His blood; He let His heart run out
in one deep gaping wound for me long ere I loved Him. Yea, when He first came to me, did I
not spurn Him? When He knocked at the door, and asked for entrance, did I not drive Him
away, and do despite to His grace? Ah, I can remember that I full often did so until, at last, by
the power of His effectual grace, He said, "I must, I will come in;" and then He turned my heart,
and made me love Him. But even till now I should have resisted Him, had it not been for His
grace. Well, then since He purchased me when I was dead in sins, does it not follow, as a
consequence necessary and logical, that He must have loved me first? Did my Saviour die for
me because I believed on Him? No; I was not then in existence; I had then no being. Could the
Saviour, therefore, have died because I had faith, when I myself was not yet born? Could that
have been possible? Could that have been the origin of the Saviour's love towards me? Oh! no;
my Saviour died for me long before I believed. "But," says someone, "He foresaw that you
would have faith; and, therefore, He loved you." What did He foresee about my faith? Did He
foresee that I should get that faith myself, and that I should believe on Him of myself? No;
Christ could not foresee that, because no Christian man will ever say that faith came of itself
without the gift and without the working of the Holy Spirit. I have met with a great many
believers, and talked with them about this matter; but I never knew one who could put his
hand on his heart, and say, "I believed in Jesus without the assistance of the Holy Spirit.”
I am bound to the doctrine of the depravity of the human heart, because I find myself
depraved in heart, and have daily proofs that in my flesh there dwelleth no good thing. If God

enters into covenant with unfallen man, man is so insignificant a creature that it must be an
act of gracious condescension on the Lord's part; but if God enters into covenant with sinful
man, he is then so offensive a creature that it must be, on God's part, an act of pure, free, rich,
sovereign grace. When the Lord entered into covenant with me, I am sure that it was all of
grace, nothing else but grace. When I remember what a den of unclean beasts and birds my
heart was, and how strong was my unrenewed will, how obstinate and rebellious against the
sovereignty of the Divine rule, I always feel inclined to take the very lowest room in my
Father's house, and when I enter Heaven, it will be to go among the less than the least of all
saints, and with the chief of sinners.
The late lamented Mr. Denham has put, at the foot of his portrait, a most admirable
text, "Salvation is of the Lord." That is just an epitome of Calvinism; it is the sum and
substance of it. If anyone should ask me what I mean by a Calvinist, I should reply, "He is one
who says, Salvation is of the Lord." I cannot find in Scripture any other doctrine than this. It is
the essence of the Bible. "He only is my rock and my salvation." Tell me anything contrary to
this truth, and it will be a heresy; tell me a heresy, and I shall find its essence here, that it has
departed from this great, this fundamental, this rock-truth, "God is my rock and my salvation."
What is the heresy of Rome, but the addition of something to the perfect merits of Jesus
Christ—the bringing in of the works of the flesh, to assist in our justification? And what is the
heresy of Arminianism but the addition of something to the work of the Redeemer? Every
heresy, if brought to the touchstone, will discover itself here. I have my own private opinion
that there is no such thing as preaching Christ and Him crucified, unless we preach what
nowadays is called Calvinism. It is a nickname to call it Calvinism; Calvinism is the gospel, and
nothing else. I do not believe we can preach the gospel, if we do not preach justification by
faith, without works; nor unless we preach the sovereignty of God in His dispensation of grace;
nor unless we exalt the electing, unchangeable, eternal, immutable, conquering love of
Jehovah; nor do I think we can preach the gospel, unless we base it upon the special and
particular redemption of His elect and chosen people which Christ wrought out upon the
cross; nor can I comprehend a gospel which lets saints fall away after they are called, and
suffers the children of God to be burned in the fires of damnation after having once believed
in Jesus. Such a gospel I abhor.
"If ever it should come to pass,
That sheep of Christ might fall away,
My fickle, feeble soul, alas!
Would fall a thousand times a day."
If one dear saint of God had perished, so might all; if one of the covenant ones be lost,
so may all be; and then there is no gospel promise true, but the Bible is a lie, and there is
nothing in it worth my acceptance. I will be an infidel at once when I can believe that a saint of
God can ever fall finally. If God hath loved me once, then He will love me for ever. God has a
master-mind; He arranged everything in His gigantic intellect long before He did it; and once
having settled it, He never alters it, "This shall be done," saith He, and the iron hand of destiny
marks it down, and it is brought to pass. "This is My purpose," and it stands, nor can earth or
hell alter it. "This is My decree," saith He, "promulgate it, ye holy angels; rend it down from the
gate of Heaven, ye devils, if ye can; but ye cannot alter the decree, it shall stand for ever." God
altereth not His plans; why should He? He is Almighty, and therefore can perform His pleasure.
Why should He? He is the All-wise, and therefore cannot have planned wrongly. Why should
He? He is the everlasting God, and therefore cannot die before His plan is accomplished. Why
should He change? Ye worthless atoms of earth, ephemera of a day, ye creeping insects upon
this bay-leaf of existence, ye may change your plans, but He shall never, never change His. Has
He told me that His plan is to save me? If so, I am for ever safe.
"My name from the palms of His hands
Eternity will not erase;

Impress'd on His heart it remains,
In marks of indelible grace."
I do not know how some people, who believe that a Christian can fall from grace,
manage to be happy. It must be a very commendable thing in them to be able to get through
a day without despair. If I did not believe the doctrine of the final perseverance of the saints, I
think I should be of all men the most miserable, because I should lack any ground of comfort. I
could not say, whatever state of heart I came into, that I should be like a well-spring of water,
whose stream fails not; I should rather have to take the comparison of an intermittent spring,
that might stop on a sudden, or a reservoir, which I had no reason to expect would always be
full. I believe that the happiest of Christians and the truest of Christians are those who never
dare to doubt God, but who take His Word simply as it stands, and believe it, and ask no
questions, just feeling assured that if God has said it, it will be so. I bear my willing testimony
that I have no reason, nor even the shadow of a reason, to doubt my Lord, and I challenge
Heaven, and earth, and hell, to bring any proof that God is untrue. From the depths of hell I
call the fiends, and from this earth I call the tried and afflicted believers, and to Heaven I
appeal, and challenge the long experience of the blood-washed host, and there is not to be
found in the three realms a single person who can bear witness to one fact which can
disprove the faithfulness of God, or weaken His claim to be trusted by His servants. There are
many things that may or may not happen, but this I know shall happen—
"He shall present my soul,
Unblemish'd and complete,
Before the glory of His face,
With joys divinely great."
All the purposes of man have been defeated, but not the purposes of God. The
promises of man may be broken—many of them are made to be broken—but the promises of
God shall all be fulfilled. He is a promise-maker, but He never was a promise-breaker; He is a
promise-keeping God, and every one of His people shall prove it to be so. This is my grateful,
personal confidence, "The Lord will perfect that which concerneth me"—unworthy me, lost
and ruined me. He will yet save me; and—
"I, among the blood-wash'd throng,
Shall wave the palm, and wear the crown,
And shout loud victory."
I go to a land which the plough of earth hath never upturned, where it is greener than
earth's best pastures, and richer than her most abundant harvests ever saw. I go to a building
of more gorgeous architecture than man hath ever builded; it is not of mortal design; it is "a
building of God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the Heavens." All I shall know and
enjoy in Heaven, will be given to me by the Lord, and I shall say, when at last I appear before
Him—
"Grace all the work shall crown
Through everlasting days;
It lays in Heaven the topmost stone,
And well deserves the praise."
I know there are some who think it necessary to their system of theology to limit the
merit of the blood of Jesus: if my theological system needed such a limitation, I would cast it
to the winds. I cannot, I dare not allow the thought to find a lodging in my mind, it seems so
near akin to blasphemy. In Christ's finished work I see an ocean of merit; my plummet finds no
bottom, my eye discovers no shore. There must be sufficient efficacy in the blood of Christ, if

God had so willed it, to have saved not only all in this world, but all in ten thousand worlds,
had they transgressed their Maker's law. Once admit infinity into the matter, and limit is out of
the question. Having a Divine Person for an offering, it is not consistent to conceive of limited
value; bound and measure are terms inapplicable to the Divine sacrifice. The intent of the
Divine purpose fixes the application of the infinite offering, but does not change it into a finite
work. Think of the numbers upon whom God has bestowed His grace already. Think of the
countless hosts in Heaven: if thou wert introduced there to-day, thou wouldst find it as easy to
tell the stars, or the sands of the sea, as to count the multitudes that are before the throne
even now. They have come from the East, and from the West, from the North, and from the
South, and they are sitting down with Abraham, and with Isaac, and with Jacob in the
Kingdom of God; and beside those in Heaven, think of the saved ones on earth. Blessed be
God, His elect on earth are to be counted by millions, I believe, and the days are coming,
brighter days than these, when there shall be multitudes upon multitudes brought to know the
Saviour, and to rejoice in Him. The Father's love is not for a few only, but for an exceeding
great company. "A great multitude, which no man could number," will be found in Heaven. A
man can reckon up to very high figures; set to work your Newtons, your mightiest calculators,
and they can count great numbers, but God and God alone can tell the multitude of His
redeemed. I believe there will be more in Heaven than in hell. If anyone asks me why I think so,
I answer, because Christ, in everything, is to "have the pre-eminence," and I cannot conceive
how He could have the pre-eminence if there are to be more in the dominions of Satan than in
Paradise. Moreover, I have never read that there is to be in hell a great multitude, which no
man could number. I rejoice to know that the souls of all infants, as soon as they die, speed
their way to Paradise. Think what a multitude there is of them! Then there are already in
Heaven unnumbered myriads of the spirits of just men made perfect—the redeemed of all
nations, and kindreds, and people, and tongues up till now; and there are better times coming,
when the religion of Christ shall be universal; when—
"He shall reign from pole to pole,
With illimitable sway;"
when whole kingdoms shall bow down before Him, and nations shall be born in a day, and in
the thousand years of the great millennial state there will be enough saved to make up all the
deficiencies of the thousands of years that have gone before. Christ shall be Master
everywhere, and His praise shall be sounded in every land. Christ shall have the pre-eminence
at last; His train shall be far larger than that which shall attend the chariot of the grim monarch
of hell.
Some persons love the doctrine of universal atonement because they say, "It is so
beautiful. It is a lovely idea that Christ should have died for all men; it commends itself," they
say, "to the instincts of humanity; there is something in it full of joy and beauty." I admit there
is, but beauty may be often associated with falsehood. There is much which I might admire in
the theory of universal redemption, but I will just show what the supposition necessarily
involves. If Christ on His cross intended to save every man, then He intended to save those
who were lost before He died. If the doctrine be true, that He died for all men, then He died
for some who were in hell before He came into this world, for doubtless there were even then
myriads there who had been cast away because of their sins. Once again, if it was Christ's
intention to save all men, how deplorably has He been disappointed, for we have His own
testimony that there is a lake which burneth with fire and brimstone, and into that pit of woe
have been cast some of the very persons who, according to the theory of universal
redemption, were bought with His blood. That seems to me a conception a thousand times
more repulsive than any of those consequences which are said to be associated with the
Calvinistic and Christian doctrine of special and particular redemption. To think that my
Saviour died for men who were or are in hell, seems a supposition too horrible for me to
entertain. To imagine for a moment that He was the Substitute for all the sons of men, and
that God, having first punished the Substitute, afterwards punished the sinners themselves,

seems to conflict with all my ideas of Divine justice. That Christ should offer an atonement
and satisfaction for the sins of all men, and that afterwards some of those very men should be
punished for the sins for which Christ had already atoned, appears to me to be the most
monstrous iniquity that could ever have been imputed to Saturn, to Janus, to the goddess of
the Thugs, or to the most diabolical heathen deities. God forbid that we should ever think thus
of Jehovah, the just and wise and good!
There is no soul living who holds more firmly to the doctrines of grace than I do, and if
any man asks me whether I am ashamed to be called a Calvinist, I answer—I wish to be called
nothing but a Christian; but if you ask me, do I hold the doctrinal views which were held by
John Calvin, I reply, I do in the main hold them, and rejoice to avow it. But far be it from me
even to imagine that Zion contains none but Calvinistic Christians within her walls, or that
there are none saved who do not hold our views. Most atrocious things have been spoken
about the character and spiritual condition of John Wesley, the modern prince of Arminians. I
can only say concerning him that, while I detest many of the doctrines which he preached, yet
for the man himself I have a reverence second to no Wesleyan; and if there were wanted two
apostles to be added to the number of the twelve, I do not believe that there could be found
two men more fit to be so added than George Whitefield and John Wesley. The character of
John Wesley stands beyond all imputation for self-sacrifice, zeal, holiness, and communion
with God; he lived far above the ordinary level of common Christians, and was one "of whom
the world was not worthy." I believe there are multitudes of men who cannot see these truths,
or, at least, cannot see them in the way in which we put them, who nevertheless have received
Christ as their Saviour, and are as dear to the heart of the God of grace as the soundest
Calvinist in or out of Heaven.
I do not think I differ from any of my Hyper-Calvinistic brethren in what I do believe,
but I differ from them in what they do not believe. I do not hold any less than they do, but I
hold a little more, and, I think, a little more of the truth revealed in the Scriptures. Not only are
there a few cardinal doctrines, by which we can steer our ship North, South, East, or West, but
as we study the Word, we shall begin to learn something about the North-west and Northeast, and all else that lies between the four cardinal points. The system of truth revealed in the
Scriptures is not simply one straight line, but two; and no man will ever get a right view of the
gospel until he knows how to look at the two lines at once. For instance, I read in one Book of
the Bible, "The Spirit and the bride say, Come. And let him that heareth say, Come. And let him
that is athirst come. And whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely." Yet I am taught,
in another part of the same inspired Word, that "it is not of him that willeth, nor of him that
runneth, but of God that sheweth mercy." I see, in one place, God in providence presiding over
all, and yet I see, and I cannot help seeing, that man acts as he pleases, and that God has left
his actions, in a great measure, to his own free-will. Now, if I were to declare that man was so
free to act that there was no control of God over his actions, I should be driven very near to
atheism; and if, on the other hand, I should declare that God so over-rules all things that man
is not free enough to be responsible, I should be driven at once into Antinomianism or
fatalism. That God predestines, and yet that man is responsible, are two facts that few can see
clearly. They are believed to be inconsistent and contradictory to each other. If, then, I find
taught in one part of the Bible that everything is fore-ordained, that is true; and if I find, in
another Scripture, that man is responsible for all his actions, that is true; and it is only my folly
that leads me to imagine that these two truths can ever contradict each other. I do not believe
they can ever be welded into one upon any earthly anvil, but they certainly shall be one in
eternity. They are two lines that are so nearly parallel, that the human mind which pursues
them farthest will never discover that they converge, but they do converge, and they will meet
somewhere in eternity, close to the throne of God, whence all truth doth spring.
It is often said that the doctrines we believe have a tendency to lead us to sin. I have
heard it asserted most positively, that those high doctrines which we love, and which we find
in the Scriptures, are licentious ones. I do not know who will have the hardihood to make that
assertion, when they consider that the holiest of men have been believers in them. I ask the
man who dares to say that Calvinism is a licentious religion, what he thinks of the character of

Augustine, or Calvin, or Whitefield, who in successive ages were the great exponents of the
system of grace; or what will he say of the Puritans, whose works are full of them? Had a man
been an Arminian in those days, he would have been accounted the vilest heretic breathing,
but now we are looked upon as the heretics, and they as the orthodox. We have gone back to
the old school; we can trace our descent from the apostles. It is that vein of free-grace,
running through the sermonizing of Baptists, which has saved us as a denomination. Were it
not for that, we should not stand where we are today. We can run a golden line up to Jesus
Christ Himself, through a holy succession of mighty fathers, who all held these glorious truths;
and we can ask concerning them, "Where will you find holier and better men in the world?"
No doctrine is so calculated to preserve a man from sin as the doctrine of the grace of God.
Those who have called it "a licentious doctrine" did not know anything at all about it. Poor
ignorant things, they little knew that their own vile stuff was the most licentious doctrine
under Heaven. If they knew the grace of God in truth, they would soon see that there was no
preservative from lying like a knowledge that we are elect of God from the foundation of the
world. There is nothing like a belief in my eternal perseverance, and the immutability of my
Father's affection, which can keep me near to Him from a motive of simple gratitude. Nothing
makes a man so virtuous as belief of the truth. A lying doctrine will soon beget a lying
practice. A man cannot have an erroneous belief without by-and-by having an erroneous life. I
believe the one thing naturally begets the other. Of all men, those have the most disinterested
piety, the sublimest reverence, the most ardent devotion, who believe that they are saved by
grace, without works, through faith, and that not of themselves, it is the gift of God. Christians
should take heed, and see that it always is so, lest by any means Christ should be crucified
afresh, and put to an open shame.
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Spirit of holiness, on us descend.
Come, holy Comforter, Thy sacred witness bear
In this glad hour:
Thou who almighty art, Now rule in every heart,
And ne’er from us depart, Spirit of pow’r.
To the great One in Three, Eternal praises be,
Hence evermore.
His sovereign majesty May we in glory see,
And to eternity love and adore.
Author: anon., 1757

Chapter 53

Gifts of the Holy Spirit: (Part 2) Specific
Gifts
How should we understand and use specific spiritual gifts?
EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

In this chapter we will build on the general discussion about spiritual gifts in the
previous chapter and examine several specific gifts in more detail. We will not
consider every gift mentioned in the New Testament, but will focus on several gifts
that are not well understood or whose use has aroused some controversy today.
Therefore we will not examine gifts whose meaning and use are self-evident from the
term involved (such as serving, encouraging, contributing, showing leadership, or
showing mercy), but will rather concentrate on those in the following list, primarily
taken from 1 Corinthians 12:28 and 12:8–10:
prophecy
teaching
miracles
healing
tongues and interpretation
word of wisdom/ word of knowledge
distinguishing between spirits

A. Prophecy
Although several definitions have been given for the gift of prophecy, a fresh
examination of the New Testament teaching on this gift will show that it should be
defined not as “predicting the future,” nor as “proclaiming a word from the Lord,” nor
as “powerful preaching—but rather as “telling something that God has spontaneously
brought to mind.” The first four points in the following material support this
conclusion; the remaining points deal with other considerations regarding this gift.1

1

1. For a more extensive development of all of the following points about the gift of
prophecy, see Wayne Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in 1 Corinthians and Wayne
Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in the New Testament and Today. (The first book is
more technical, with much more interaction with the scholarly literature.)

1. The New Testament Counterparts to Old Testament. Prophets Are New
Testament Apostles. Old Testament prophets had an amazing responsibility—they
were able to speak and write words that had absolute divine authority. They could say,
“Thus says the Lord,” and the words that followed were the very words of God. The
Old Testament prophets wrote their words as God’s words in Scripture for all time
(see Num. 22:38; Deut. 18:18–20; Jer. 1:9; Ezek. 2:7; et al.). Therefore, to disbelieve
or disobey a prophet’s words was to disbelieve or disobey God (see Deut. 18:19; 1
Sam. 8:7; 1 Kings 20:36; and many other passages).
In the New Testament there were also people who spoke and wrote God’s very
words and had them recorded in Scripture, but we may be surprised to find that Jesus
no longer calls them “prophets” but uses a new term, “apostles.” The apostles are the
New Testament counterpart to the Old Testament prophets (see 1 Cor. 2:13; 2 Cor.
13:3; Gal. 1:8–9; 11–12; 1 Thess. 2:13; 4:8, 15; 2 Peter 3:2). It is the apostles, not the
prophets, who have authority to write the words of New Testament Scripture.
When the apostles want to establish their unique authority they never appeal to the
title “prophet” but rather call themselves “apostles” (Rom. 1:1; 1 Cor. 1:1; 9:1–2; 2
Cor. 1:1; 11:12–13; 12:11–12; Gal. 1:1; Eph. 1:1; 1 Peter 1:1; 2 Peter 1:1; 3:2; et al.).
2. The Meaning of the Word Prophet in the Time of the New Testament. Why did
Jesus choose the new term apostle to designate those who had the authority to write
Scripture? It was probably because the Greek word προφήτης (G4737, “prophet”) at
the time of the New Testament had a very broad range of meanings. It generally did
not have the sense “one who speaks God’s very words” but rather “one who speaks on
the basis of some external influence” (often a spiritual influence of some kind). Titus
1:12 uses the word in this sense, where Paul quotes the pagan Greek poet Epimenides:
“One of themselves, a prophet of their own, said, “Cretans are always liars, evil
beasts, lazy gluttons.”’ The soldiers who mock Jesus also seem to use the word
prophesy in this way, when they blindfold Jesus and cruelly demand, “Prophesy! Who
is it that struck you?” (Luke 22:64). They do not mean, “Speak words of absolute
divine authority,” but, “Tell us something that has been revealed to you” (cf. John
4:19).
Many writings outside the Bible use the word prophet (Gk. προφήτης, G4737) in
this way, without signifying any divine authority in the words of one called a
“prophet.” In fact, by the time of the New Testament the term prophet in everyday use
often simply meant “one who has supernatural knowledge” or “one who predicts the
future—or even just “spokesman” (without any connotations of divine authority).
Much of the following material on prophecy is adapted from my article, “Why
Christians Can Still Prophesy,” in CT (Sept. 16, 1988), pp. 29–35, and is used by
permission; see also my articles, “What Should Be the Relationship Between Prophet
and Pastor?” in Equipping the Saints (Fall 1990), pp. 7–9, 21–22; and “Does God Still
Give Revelation Today?” in Charisma (Sept. 1992), pp. 38–42.
Several writers have differed with my understanding of the gift of prophecy. For
alternative views to the position presented in this chapter, see Richard Gaffin,
Perspectives on Pentecost: (Gaffin is primarily responding to an unpublished version
of my 1982 book), and the bibliography entries at the end of the chapter under Victor
Budgen, F. David Farnell, Kenneth L. Gentry, Jr., Robert Saucy, Robert L. Thomas,
and R. Fowler White. On the other hand, the studies listed in the bibliography by D.A.
Carson, Roy Clements, Graham Houston, Charles Hummel, and M.M.B. Turner,
along with several book reviews, have expressed substantial agreement with the
position I advocated in my 1982 and 1988 books.

Several examples near the time of the New Testament are given in Helmut Kramer’s
article in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament:2
A philosopher is called “a prophet of immortal nature” (Dio Chrysostom, A.D. 40–120)
A teacher (Diogenes) wants to be “a prophet of truth and candor” (Lucian of Samosata, A.D.
120–180)
Those who advocate Epicurean philosophy are called “prophets of Epicurus” (Plutarch, A.D.
50–120)
Written history is called “the prophetess of truth” (Diodorus Siculus, wrote c. 60–30 B.C.)
A “specialist” in botany is called a “prophet” (Dioscurides of Cilicia, first century A.D.)
A “quack” in medicine is called a “prophet” (Galen of Pergamum, A.D. 129–199)
Kramer concludes that the Greek word for “prophet” (προφήτης, G4737) “simply

expresses the formal function of declaring, proclaiming, making known.” Yet,
because “every prophet declares something which is not his own,” the Greek word for
“herald” (κῆρυξ, G3061) “is the closest synonym.”3
Of course, the words prophet and prophecy were sometimes used of the apostles in
contexts that emphasized the external spiritual influence (from the Holy Spirit) under
which they spoke (so Rev. 1:3; 22:7; and Eph. 2:20; 3:5),4 but this was not the
ordinary terminology used for the apostles, nor did the terms prophet and prophecy in
themselves imply divine authority for their speech or writing. Much more commonly,
the words prophet and prophecy were used of ordinary Christians who spoke not with
absolute divine authority, but simply to report something that God had laid on their
hearts or brought to their minds. There are many indications in the New Testament
that this ordinary gift of prophecy had authority less than that of the Bible, and even
2
3
4

2. The following examples are taken from TDNT 6, p. 794.
3. Ibid., p. 795.

4. I have a long discussion of Eph. 2:20 in The Gift of Prophecy in the New Testament
and Today pp. 45–63, in which I argue that Paul says that the church is “built up on
the foundation of the apostle-prophets” (or “apostles who are also prophets”). This is
a grammatically acceptable translation of the phrase τῶν ἀποστόλων καὶ προφητῶν.
As such, the passage refers to the apostles, to whom the mystery of Gentile inclusion
in the church was revealed (see Eph. 3:5, which specifies that this mystery “has now
been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets [or “apostle-prophets” or, “apostles
who are also prophets”] by the Spirit”).
I do not think that Eph. 2:20 has much relevance to the entire discussion of the
nature of the gift of prophecy. Whether we see one group here as I do (apostleprophets) or two groups, as Richard Gaffin and several others do (apostles and
prophets), we all agree that these prophets are ones who provided the foundation of
the church, and therefore these are prophets who spoke infallible words of God.
Where we disagree is on the question of whether this verse describes the character of
all who had the gift of prophecy in the New Testament churches. I see no convincing
evidence that it describes all who prophesied in the early church. Rather, the context
clearly indicates a very limited group of prophets who were (a) part of the very
foundation of the church, (b) closely connected with the apostles, and (c) recipients of
the revelation from God that the Gentiles were equal members with Jews in the
church (Eph. 3:5). Whether we say this group was only the apostles, or was a small
group of prophets closely associated with the apostles who spoke Scripture-quality
words, we are still left with a picture of a very small and unique group of people who
provide this foundation for the church universal.

less than that of recognized Bible teaching in the early church, as is evident from the
following section.
3. Indications That “Prophets” Did Not Speak With Authority Equal to the
Words of Scripture.
a. Acts 21:4: In Acts 21:4, we read of the disciples at Tyre: “Through the Spirit they
told Paul not to go on to Jerusalem.” This seems to be a reference to prophecy
directed towards Paul, but Paul disobeyed it! He never would have done this if this
prophecy contained God’s very words and had authority equal to Scripture.
b. Acts 21:10–11: Then in Acts 21:10–11, Agabus prophesied that the Jews at
Jerusalem would bind Paul and “deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles,” a
prediction that was nearly correct but not quite: the Romans, not the Jews, bound Paul
(v. 33; also 22:29),5 and the Jews, rather than delivering him voluntarily, tried to kill
him and he had to be rescued by force (21:32).6 The prediction was not far off, but it
had inaccuracies in detail that would have called into question the validity of any Old
Testament prophet. On the other hand, this text could be perfectly well explained by
supposing that Agabus had had a vision of Paul as a prisoner of the Romans in
Jerusalem, surrounded by an angry mob of Jews. His own interpretation of such a
“vision” or “revelation” from the Holy Spirit would be that the Jews had bound Paul
and handed him over to the Romans, and that is what Agabus would (somewhat
erroneously) prophesy. This is exactly the kind of fallible prophecy that would fit the
definition of New Testament congregational prophecy proposed above—reporting in
one’s own words something that God has spontaneously brought to mind.
One objection to this view is to say that Agabus’ prophecy was in fact fulfilled,
and that Paul even reports that in Acts 28:17: “I was delivered prisoner from
Jerusalem into the hands of the Romans.”7
But the verse itself will not support that interpretation. The Greek text of Acts
28:17 explicitly refers to Paul’s transfer out of Jerusalem as a prisoner.8 Therefore
Paul’s statement describes his transfer out of the Jewish judicial system (the Jews
were seeking to bring him again to be examined by the Sanhedrin in Acts 23:15, 20)
and into the Roman judicial system at Caesarea (Acts 23:23–35). Therefore Paul
correctly says in Acts 28:18 that the same Romans into whose hands he had been
delivered as a prisoner (v. 17) were the ones who (Gk. οἵτινες, from ὅστις, G4015, v.
18), “When they had examined me...wished to set me at liberty, because there was no

5

5. In both verses Luke uses the same Greek verb (δέω, G1313) that Agabus had used
to predict that the Jews would bind Paul.
6
6. The verb that Agabus used (παραδίδωμι, G4140, “to deliver, hand over”) requires
the sense of voluntarily, consciously, deliberately giving over or handing over
something to someone else. That is the sense it has in all 119 other instances of the
word in the New Testament. But that sense is not true with respect to the treatment of
Paul by the Jews: they did not voluntarily hand Paul over to the Romans!
7
7. This is the view of Gaffin, Perspectives pp. 65–66, and F. David Farnell, “The
Gift of Prophecy in the Old and New Testaments,” BibSac 149:596 (Oct.-Dec. 1992),
p. 395, both of whom refer to Acts 28:17 for support.
8
8. The NIV translation, “I was arrested in Jerusalem and handed over to the
Romans,” completely misses the idea (which the Greek text requires) of being
delivered out of (ἐκ (from ἐκ, G1666) Jerusalem, and removes the idea that he was
delivered as a prisoner (Gk. δέσμιος, G1300), adding rather the idea that he was
arrested in Jerusalem, an event that is not mentioned in the Greek text of this verse.

reason for the death penalty in my case” (Acts 28:18; cf. 23:29; also 25:11, 18–19;
26:31–32). Then Paul adds that when the Jews objected he was compelled “to appeal
to Caesar” (Acts 28:19; cf. 25:11). This whole narrative in Acts 28:17–19 refers to
Paul’s transfer out of Jerusalem to Caesarea in Acts 23:12–35, and explains to the
Jews in Rome why Paul is in Roman custody. The narrative does not refer to Acts
21:27–36 and the mob scene near the Jerusalem temple at all. So this objection is not
persuasive. The verse does not point to a fulfillment of either half of Agabus’
prophecy: it does not mention any binding by the Jews, nor does it mention that the
Jews handed Paul over to the Romans. In fact, in the scene it refers to (Acts 23:12–
35), once again Paul had just been taken from the Jews “by force” (Acts 23:10), and,
far from seeking to hand him over to the Romans, they were waiting in an ambush to
kill him (Acts 23:13–15).
Another objection to my understanding of Acts 21:10–11 is to say that the Jews
did not really have to bind Paul and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles for the
prophecy of Agabus to be true, because the Jews were responsible for these activities
even if they did not carry them out. Robert Thomas says, “It is common to speak of
the responsible party or parties as performing an act even though he or they may not
have been the immediate agent(s).”9 Thomas cites similar examples from Acts 2:23
(where Peter says that the Jews crucified Christ, whereas the Romans actually did it)
and John 19:1 (we read that Pilate scourged Jesus, whereas his soldiers no doubt
carried out the action). Thomas concludes, therefore, “the Jews were the ones who put
Paul in chains just as Agabus predicted.”10
In response, I agree that Scripture can speak of someone as doing an act that is
carried out by that person’s agent. But in every case the person who is said to do the
action both wills the act to be done and gives directions to others to do it. Pilate
directed his soldiers to scourge Jesus. The Jews actively demanded that the Romans
would crucify Christ. By contrast, in the situation of Paul’s capture in Jerusalem, there
is no such parallel. The Jews did not order him to be bound but the Roman tribune did
it: “Then the tribune came up and arrested him, and ordered him to be bound with two
chains” (Acts 21:33). And in fact the parallel form of speech is found here, because,
although the tribune ordered Paul to be bound, later we read that “the tribune also was
afraid, for he realized that Paul was a Roman citizen and that he had bound him”
(Acts 22:29). So this narrative does speak of the binding as done either by the
responsible agent or by the people who carried it out, but in both cases these are
Romans, not Jews. In summary, this objection says that the Jews put Paul in chains.
But Acts says twice that the Romans bound him. This objection says that the Jews
turned Paul over to the Gentiles. But Acts says that they violently refused to turn him
over, so that he had to be taken from them by force. The objection does not fit the
words of the text.11

cf cf.—compare
9
9. Robert L. Thomas, “Prophecy Rediscovered? A Review of The Gift of Prophecy
in the New Testament and Today,” BibSac 149:593 (Jan.—. 1992), p. 91. The same
argument is made by Kenneth L. Gentry, Jr. The Charismatic Gift of Prophecy: A
Reformed Response to Wayne Grudem 2d ed. (Memphis, Tenn.: Footstool
Publications, 1989), p. 43.
10
10. Thomas, “Prophecy Rediscovered?,” p. 91.
11
11. See below, p. 1056, on the question of Agabus’ introductory phrase, “Thus says
the Holy Spirit.”

c. 1 Thessalonians 5:19–21: Paul tells the Thessalonians, “do not despise
prophesying, but test everything; hold fast what is good” (1 Thess. 5:20–21). If the
Thessalonians had thought that prophecy equaled God’s Word in authority, he would
never have had to tell the Thessalonians not to despise it—they “received” and
“accepted” God’s Word “with joy from the Holy Spirit” (1 Thess. 1:6; 2:13; cf. 4:15).
But when Paul tells them to “test everything” it must include at least the prophecies
he mentioned in the previous phrase. He implies that prophecies contain some things
that are good and some things that are not good when he encourages them to “hold
fast what is good.” This is something that could never have been said of the words of
an Old Testament prophet, or the authoritative teachings of a New Testament apostle.
d. 1 Corinthians 14:29–38: More extensive evidence on New Testament prophecy is
found in 1 Corinthians 14. When Paul says, “Let two or three prophets speak, and let
the others weigh what is said” (1 Cor. 14:29), he suggests that they should listen
carefully and sift the good from the bad, accepting some and rejecting the rest (for this
is the implication of the Greek word διακρίνω (G1359) here translated “weigh what is
said”). We cannot imagine that an Old Testament prophet like Isaiah would have said,
“Listen to what I say and weigh what is said—sort the good from the bad, what you
accept from what you should not accept”! If prophecy had absolute divine authority, it
would be sin to do this. But here Paul commands that it be done, suggesting that New
Testament prophecy did not have the authority of God’s very words.12
In 1 Corinthians 14:30, Paul allows one prophet to interrupt another one: “If a
revelation is made to another sitting by, let the first be silent. For you can all prophesy
one by one.” Again, if prophets had been speaking God’s very words, equal in value
to Scripture, it is hard to imagine that Paul would say they should be interrupted and
not be allowed to finish their message. But that is what Paul commands.
Paul suggests that no one at Corinth, a church that had much prophecy, was able
to speak God’s very words. He says in 1 Corinthians 14:36, “What! Did the word of
God come forth from you or are you the only ones it has reached?” (author’s
translation).13
Then in verses 37 and 38, in he claims authority far greater than any prophet at
Corinth: “If any one thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge
that what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord. If any one does not recognize
this, he is not recognized.”
All these passages indicate that the common idea that prophets spoke “words of
the Lord” when the apostles were not present in the early churches is simply incorrect.
e. Apostolic Preparations for Their Absence: In addition to the verses we have
considered so far, one other type of evidence suggests that New Testament
12

12. Paul’s instructions are different from those in the early Christian document
known as the Didache which tells people, “Do not test or examine any prophet who is
speaking in a spirit (or: in the Spirit)” (chapter 11). But the Didache says several
things that are contrary to New Testament doctrine (see W. Grudem, The Gift of
Prophecy in the New Testament and Today pp. 106–8; also p. 67, above).
13
13. The RSV translates, “Did the word of God originate with you?” but there is no
need to make the Greek verb here (the aorist of ἐξέρχομαι, G2002, “to go out”) speak
so specifically of the origin of the gospel message: Paul does not say, “Did the word
of God first go forth from you?” but simply, “Did the word of God go forth from
you?” He realizes they must admit that the Word of God has not come forth from
them—therefore, their prophets cannot have been speaking words of God equal to
Scripture in authority.

congregational prophets spoke with less authority than New Testament apostles or
Scripture: the problem of successors to the apostles is solved not by encouraging
Christians to listen to the prophets (even though there were prophets around) but by
pointing to the Scriptures.14
So Paul, at the end of his life, emphasizes “rightly handling the word of truth” (2
Tim. 2:15), and the “God-breathed” character of “scripture” for “teaching, for reproof,
for correction, and for training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). Jude urges his readers
to “contend for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).
Peter, at the end of his life, encourages his readers to “pay attention” to Scripture,
which is like “a lamp shining in a dark place” (2 Peter 1:19–20), and reminds them of
the teaching of the apostle Paul “in all his letters” (2 Peter 3:16). In no case do we
read exhortations to “give heed to the prophets in your churches” or to “obey the
words of the Lord through your prophets,” etc. Yet there certainly were prophets
prophesying in many local congregations after the death of the apostles. It seems that
they did not have authority equal to the apostles, and the authors of Scripture knew
that. The conclusion is that prophecies today are not “the words of God” either.
4. How Should We Speak About the Authority of Prophecy Today? So prophecies
in the church today should be considered merely human words, not God’s words, and
not equal to God’s words in authority. But does this conclusion conflict with current
charismatic teaching or practice? I think it conflicts with much charismatic practice,
but not with most charismatic teaching.
Most charismatic teachers today would agree that contemporary prophecy is not
equal to Scripture in authority. Though some will speak of prophecy as being the
“word of God” for today, there is almost uniform testimony from all sections of the
charismatic movement that prophecy is imperfect and impure, and will contain
elements that are not to be obeyed or trusted. For example, Bruce Yocum, the author
of a widely used charismatic book on prophecy, writes, “Prophecy can be impure—
our own thoughts or ideas can get mixed into the message we receive—whether we
receive the words directly or only receive a sense of the message.”15
But it must be said that in actual practice much confusion results from the habit of
prefacing prophecies with the common Old Testament phrase, “Thus says the Lord”
(a phrase nowhere spoken in the New Testament by any prophets in New Testament
churches). This is unfortunate, because it gives the impression that the words that
follow are God’s very words, whereas the New Testament does not justify that
position and, when pressed, most responsible charismatic spokesmen would not want
to claim it for every part of their prophecies anyway. So there would be much gain
and no loss if that introductory phrase were dropped.
Now it is true that Agabus uses a similar phrase (“Thus says the Holy Spirit”) in
Acts 21:11, but the same words (Gk. τάδε λέγει) are used by Christian writers just
after the time of the New Testament to introduce very general paraphrases or greatly
expanded interpretations of what is being reported (so Ignatius, Epistle to the
Philadelphians 7:1–2 [about A.D. 108] and Epistle of Barnabas 6:8; 9:2, 5 [A.D. 70–
100]). The phrase can apparently mean, “This is generally (or approximately) what
the Holy Spirit is saying to us.”
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14. I have taken this idea from the very helpful booklet by Roy Clements, Word and
Spirit: The Bible and the Gift of Prophecy Today (Leicester: UCCF Booklets, 1986),
p. 24; cf. D.A. Carson, Showing the Spirit p. 96.
15
15. See Prophecy (Ann Arbor: Word of Life, 1976), p. 79.

If someone really does think God is bringing something to mind which should be
reported in the congregation, there is nothing wrong with saying, “I think the Lord is
putting on my mind that...” or “It seems to me that the Lord is showing us...” or some
similar expression. Of course that does not sound as “forceful” as “Thus says the
Lord,” but if the message is really from God, the Holy Spirit will cause it to speak
with great power to the hearts of those who need to hear.
5. A Spontaneous “Revelation” Made Prophecy Different From Other Gifts. If
prophecy does not contain God’s very words, then what is it? In what sense is it from
God?
Paul indicates that God could bring something spontaneously to mind so that the
person prophesying would report it in his or her own words. Paul calls this a
“revelation”: “If a revelation is made to another sitting by, let the first be silent. For
you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be encouraged” (1 Cor.
14:30–31). Here he uses the word revelation in a broader sense than the technical way
theologians have used it to speak of the words of Scripture—but the New Testament
elsewhere uses the terms reveal and revelation in this broader sense of
communication from God that does not result in written Scripture or words equal to
written Scripture in authority (see Phil. 3:15; Rom. 1:18; Eph. 1:17; Matt. 11:27).
Paul is simply referring to something that God may suddenly bring to mind, or
something that God may impress on someone’s consciousness in such a way that the
person has a sense that it is from God. It may be that the thought brought to mind is
surprisingly distinct from the person’s own train of thought, or that it is accompanied
by a sense of vividness or urgency or persistence, or in some other way gives the
person a rather clear sense that it is from the Lord.16
Figure 53.1 illustrates the idea of a revelation from God that is reported in the
prophet’s own (merely human) words.
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16. Although we argued above that the authority of prophecy in the New Testament
church is far different from the authority of Old Testament canonical prophecy, this
does not mean that everything about New Testament prophecy has to be different.
With respect to the form in which the revelation comes to the prophet, there may be
not only words or ideas that come to mind, but also mental pictures (or “visions,”
Acts 2:17) and dreams (Acts 2:17) as well.

Figure 53.1: Prophecy Occurs When a Revelation from God Is Reported in the
Prophet’s Own (Merely) Human Words
Thus, if a stranger comes in and all prophesy, “the secrets of his heart are
disclosed; and so, falling on his face, he will worship God and declare that God is
really among you” (1 Cor. 14:25). I have heard a report of this happening in a clearly
noncharismatic Baptist church in America. A missionary speaker paused in the middle
of his message and said something like this: “I didn’t plan to say this, but it seems the
Lord is indicating that someone in this church has just walked out on his wife and
family. If that is so, let me tell you that God wants you to return to them and learn to
follow God’s pattern for family life.” The missionary did not know it, but in the unlit
balcony sat a man who had entered the church moments before for the first time in his
life. The description fitted him exactly, and he made himself known, acknowledged
his sin, and began to seek after God.
In this way, prophecy serves as a “sign” for believers (1 Cor. 14:22)—it is a clear
demonstration that God is definitely at work in their midst, a “sign” of God’s hand of
blessing on the congregation. And since it will work for the conversion of unbelievers
as well, Paul encourages this gift to be used when “unbelievers or outsiders enter” (1
Cor. 14:23).
Many Christians in all periods of the church have experienced or heard of similar
events—for example, an unplanned but urgent request may have been given to pray
for certain missionaries in Nigeria. Then much later those who prayed discovered that
just at that time the missionaries had been in an auto accident or at a point of intense
spiritual conflict, and had needed those prayers. Paul would call the sense or intuition
of those things a “revelation,” and the report to the assembled church of that
prompting from God would be called a “prophecy.” It may have elements of the
speaker’s own understanding or interpretation in it and it certainly needs evaluation
and testing, yet it has a valuable function in the church nonetheless.17
6. The Difference Between Prophecy and Teaching. As far as we can tell, all New
Testament “prophecy” was based on this kind of spontaneous prompting from the
Holy Spirit (cf. Acts 11:28; 21:4, 10–11; and note the ideas of prophecy represented
in Luke 7:39; 22:63–64; John 4:19; 11:51). Unless a person receives a spontaneous
“revelation” from God, there is no prophecy.
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17. We must caution people, however, that the mere fact of a “revelation” that seems
supernatural (and that even may contain some surprisingly accurate information) does
not guarantee that a message is a true prophecy from God, for false prophets can
“prophesy” under demonic influence. (See chap. 20, pp. 415–16, on the fact that
demons can know about hidden activities or private conversations in our lives, even
though they cannot know the future or read our thoughts.)
John warns that “many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1),
and he gives tests of true doctrine to discern them (vv. 1–6), and says “The world
listens to them” (v. 5). Other marks of false prophets can be found in 2 John 7–9
(denying the incarnation and not abiding in the doctrine of Christ); Matt. 7:15–20
(“You will know them by their fruits,” v. 16); Matt. 24:11 (leading many astray); and
Matt. 24:24 (showing signs and wonders for the purpose of leading astray the elect).
On the other hand, 1 Cor. 12:3 seems to tell us that we should not think that genuine
Christians will be false prophets, speaking by the power of demons (see the discussion
of 1 Cor. 12:3 on p. 1077, and 1 John 4:4 reassures Christians that “he who is in you
is greater than he who is in the world.”

By contrast, no human speech act that is called a “teaching” or done by a
“teacher,” or described by the verb “teach,” is ever said to be based on a “revelation”
in the New Testament. Rather, “teaching” is often simply an explanation or
application of Scripture (Acts 15:35; 11:11, 25; Rom. 2:21; 15:4; Col. 3:16; Heb.
5:12) or a repetition and explanation of apostolic instructions (Rom. 16:17; 2 Tim.
2:2; 3:10; et al.). It is what we would call “Bible teaching” or “preaching” today.
So prophecy has less authority than “teaching,” and prophecies in the church are
always to be subject to the authoritative teaching of Scripture. Timothy was not told
to prophesy Paul’s instructions in the church; he was to teach them (1 Tim. 4:11; 6:2).
Paul did not prophesy his lifestyle in Christ in every church; he taught it (1 Cor. 4:17).
The Thessalonians were not told to hold firm to the traditions that were “prophesied”
to them but to the traditions that they were “taught” by Paul (2 Thess. 2:15). Contrary
to some views, it was teachers, not prophets, who gave leadership and direction to the
early churches.
Among the elders, therefore, were “those who labor in preaching and teaching” (1
Tim. 5:17), and an elder was to be “an apt teacher” (1 Tim. 3:2; cf. Titus 1:9)—but
nothing is said about any elders whose work was prophesying, nor is it ever said that
an elder has to be “an apt prophet” or that elders should be “holding firm to sound
prophecies.” In his leadership function Timothy was to take heed to himself and to his
“teaching” (1 Tim. 4:16), but he is never told to take heed to his prophesying. James
warned that those who teach, not those who prophesy, will be judged with greater
strictness (James 3:1).
The task of interpreting and applying Scripture, then, is called “teaching” in the
New Testament. Although a few people have claimed that the prophets in New
Testament churches gave “charismatically inspired” interpretations of Old Testament
Scripture, that claim has hardly been persuasive, primarily because it is hard to find in
the New Testament any convincing examples where the “prophet” word group is used
to refer to someone engaged in this kind of activity.
So the distinction is quite clear: if a message is the result of conscious reflection
on the text of Scripture, containing interpretation of the text and application to life,
then it is (in New Testament terms) a teaching. But if a message is the report of
something God brings suddenly to mind, then it is a prophecy. And of course, even
prepared teachings can be interrupted by unplanned additional material that the Bible
teacher suddenly felt God was bringing to his mind—in that case, it would be a
“teaching” with an element of prophecy mixed in.
7. Objection: This Makes Prophecy “Too Subjective.” At this point some have
objected that waiting for such “promptings” from God is “just too subjective” a
process. But in response, it may be said that, for the health of the church, it is often
the people who make this objection who need this subjective process most in their
own Christian lives! This gift requires waiting on the Lord, listening for him, hearing
his prompting in our hearts. For Christians who are completely evangelical,
doctrinally sound, intellectual, and “objective,” probably what is needed most is the
strong balancing influence of a more vital “subjective” relationship with the Lord in
everyday life. And these people are also those who have the least likelihood of being
led into error, for they already place great emphasis on solid grounding in the Word of
God.
Yet there is an opposite danger of excessive reliance on subjective impressions for
guidance, and that must be clearly guarded against. People who continually seek
cf cf.—compare

subjective “messages” from God to guide their lives must be cautioned that subjective
personal guidance is not a primary function of New Testament prophecy. They need
to place much more emphasis on Scripture and seeking God’s sure wisdom written
there.
Many charismatic writers would agree with this caution, as the following
quotations indicate:
Michael Harper (Anglican charismatic pastor):
Prophecies which tell other people what they are to do—are to be regarded with great
suspicion.18

Donald Gee (Assemblies of God):
Many of our errors where spiritual gifts are concerned arise when we want the extraordinary
and exceptional to be made the frequent and habitual. Let all who develop excessive desire
for “messages” through the gifts take warning from the wreckage of past generations as well
as of contemporaries....The Holy Scriptures are a lamp unto our feet and a light unto our
path.19

Donald Bridge (British charismatic pastor):
The illuminist constantly finds that “God tells him” to do things....Illuminists are often very
sincere, very dedicated, and possessed of a commitment to obey God that shames more
cautious Christians. Nevertheless they are treading a dangerous path. Their ancestors have
trodden it before, and always with disastrous results in the long run. Inner feelings and special
promptings are by their very nature subjective. The Bible provides our objective guide.20

8. Prophecies Could Include Any Edifying Content. The examples of prophecies in
the New Testament mentioned above show that the idea of prophecy as only
“predicting the future” is certainly wrong. There were some predictions (Acts 11:28;
21:11), but there was also the disclosure of sins (1 Cor. 14:25). In fact, anything that
edified could have been included, for Paul says, “He who prophesies speaks to men
for their upbuilding and encouragement and consolation” (1 Cor. 14:3). Another
indication of the value of prophecy was that it could speak to the needs of people’s
hearts in a spontaneous, direct way.
9. Many People in the Congregation Can Prophesy. Another great benefit of
prophecy is that it provides opportunity for participation by everyone in the
congregation, not just those who are skilled speakers or who have gifts of teaching.
Paul says that he wants “all” the Corinthians to prophesy (1 Cor. 14:5), and he says,
“You can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be encouraged” (1
Cor. 14:31).21 This does not mean that every believer will actually be able to
prophesy, for Paul says, “Not all are prophets, are they?” (1 Cor. 12:29, author’s
translation). But it does mean that anyone who receives a “revelation” from God has
permission to prophesy (within Paul’s guidelines), and it suggests that many will.22
Because of this, greater openness to the gift of prophecy could help overcome the
situation where many who attend our churches are merely spectators and not
18

18. Prophecy: A Gift for the Body of Christ (Plainfield, N.J.: Logos, 1964), p. 26.
19. Spiritual Gifts in the Work of Ministry Today (Springfield, Mo.: Gospel
Publishing House, 1963), pp. 51–52.
20
20. Signs and Wonders Today (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1985), p. 183.
21
21. Here Paul’s meaning is that all who receive a revelation in the sense just
mentioned in v. 29 will be able to take turns and prophesy one at a time. He does not
mean that every single Christian at Corinth had the gift of prophecy.
22
22. In a large church, only few would be able to speak when the whole church
assembled, for Paul says, “Let two or three prophets speak” (1 Cor. 14:29). But many
more would find opportunities to prophesy in smaller gatherings in homes.
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participants. Perhaps we are contributing to the problem of “spectator Christianity” by
quenching the work of the spirit in this area.
10. We Should “Earnestly Desire” Prophecy. Paul valued this gift so highly that he
told the Corinthians, “Make love your aim, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts
especially that you may prophesy” (1 Cor. 14:1). Then at the end of his discussion of
spiritual gifts he said again, “So, my brethren, earnestly desire to prophesy” (1 Cor.
14:39). And he said, “He who prophesies edifies the church” (1 Cor. 14:4).
If Paul was eager for the gift of prophecy to function at Corinth, troubled as the
church was by immaturity, selfishness, divisions, and other problems, then should we
not also actively seek this valuable gift in our congregations today? We evangelicals
who profess to believe and obey all that Scripture says, should we not also believe and
obey this? And might a greater openness to the gift of prophecy perhaps help to
correct a dangerous imbalance in church life, an imbalance that comes because we are
too exclusively intellectual, objective, and narrowly doctrinal?
11. Encouraging and Regulating Prophecy in the Local Church. Finally, if a
church begins to encourage the use of prophecy where it has not been used before,
what should it do? How can it encourage this gift without falling into abuse?
For all Christians, and especially for pastors and others who have teaching
responsibilities in the church, several steps would be both appropriate and pastorally
wise: (1) Pray seriously for the Lord’s wisdom on how and when to approach this
subject in the church. (2) There should be teaching on this subject in the regular Bible
teaching times the church already provides. (3) The church should be patient and
proceed slowly—church leaders should not be “domineering” (or “pushy”) (1 Peter
5:3), and a patient approach will avoid frightening people away or alienating them
unnecessarily. (4) The church should recognize and encourage the gift of prophecy in
ways it has already been functioning in the church—at church prayer meetings, for
example, when someone has felt unusually “led” by the Holy Spirit to pray for
something, or when it has seemed that the Holy Spirit was bringing to mind a hymn or
Scripture passage, or when giving a common sense of the tone or the specific focus of
a time of group worship or prayer. Even Christians in churches not open to the gift of
prophecy can at least be sensitive to promptings from the Holy Spirit regarding what
to pray for in church prayer meetings, and can then express those promptings in the
form of a prayer (what might be called a “prophetic prayer”) to the Lord.
(5) If the first four steps have been followed, and if the congregation and its
leadership will accept it, some opportunities for the gift of prophecy to be used might
be made in the less formal worship services of the church, or in smaller home groups.
If this is allowed, those who prophesy should be kept within scriptural guidelines (1
Cor. 14:29–36), should genuinely seek the edification of the church and not their own
prestige (1 Cor. 14:12, 26), and should not dominate the meeting or be overly
dramatic or emotional in their speech (and thus attract attention to themselves rather
than to the Lord). Prophecies should certainly be evaluated according to the teachings
of Scripture (1 Cor. 14:29–36; 1 Thess. 5:19–21).
(6) If the gift of prophecy begins to be used in a church, the church should place
even more emphasis on the vastly superior value of Scripture as the source to which
Christians can always go to hear the voice of the living God. Prophecy is a valuable
gift, as are many other gifts, but it is in Scripture that God and only God speaks to us
his very words, even today, and throughout our lives. Rather than hoping at every
worship service that the highlight would be some word of prophecy, those who use
the gift of prophecy need to be reminded that we should find our focus of joy, our
expectation, and our delight in God himself as he speaks to us through the Bible.

There we have a treasure of infinite worth: the actual words of our Creator speaking
to us in language we can understand. And rather than seeking frequent guidance
through prophecy, we should emphasize that it is in Scripture that we are to find
guidance for our lives. In Scripture is our source of direction, our focus when seeking
God’s will, our sufficient and completely reliable standard. It is of God’s words in
Scripture that we can with confidence say, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a
light to my path” (Ps. 119:105).

B. Teaching
The gift of teaching in the New Testament is the ability to explain Scripture and
apply it to people’s lives. This is evident from a number of passages. In Acts 15:35,
Paul and Barnabas and “many others” are in Antioch “teaching and preaching the
word of the Lord.” At Corinth, Paul stayed one and a half years “teaching the word of
God among them” (Acts 18:11). And the readers of the epistle to the Hebrews, though
they ought to have been teachers, needed rather to have someone to teach them again
“the first principles of God’s word” (Heb. 5:12). Paul tells the Romans that the words
of the Old Testament Scriptures “were written for our instruction (or “teaching,” Gk.
διδασκαλία, G1436)” (Rom. 15:4), and writes to Timothy that “all scripture” is
“profitable for teaching [διδασκαλία]” (2 Tim. 3:16).
Of course, if “teaching” in the early church was so often based on Old Testament
Scripture, it is not surprising that it could also be based on something equal to
Scripture in authority, namely, a received body of apostolic instructions. So Timothy
was to take the teaching he had received from Paul and commit it to faithful men who
would be able to “teach others also” (2 Tim. 2:2). And the Thessalonians were to
“hold firm to the traditions” they were “taught” by Paul (2 Thess. 2:15). Far from
being based on a spontaneous revelation that came during the worship service of the
church (as prophecy was), this kind of “teaching” was the repetition and explanation
of authentic apostolic teaching. To teach contrary to Paul’s instructions was to teach
different or heretical doctrine (ἑτεροδιδασκαλέω, G2281) and to fail to give heed to
“the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with
godliness” (1 Tim. 6:3). In fact, Paul said that Timothy was to remind the Corinthians
of Paul’s ways “as I teach them everywhere in every church” (1 Cor. 4:17). Similarly,
Timothy was to “command and teach” (1 Tim. 4:11) and to “teach and urge” (1 Tim.
6:2) Paul’s instructions to the Ephesian church. Thus it was not prophecy but teaching
which in a primary sense (from the apostles) first provided the doctrinal and ethical
norms by which the church was regulated. And as those who learned from the
apostles also taught, their teaching guided and directed the local churches.23
So teaching in terms of the New Testament epistles consisted of repeating and
explaining the words of Scripture (or the equally authoritative teachings of Jesus and
of the apostles) and applying them to the hearers. In the New Testament epistles,
“teaching” is something very much like what is described by our phrase “Bible
teaching” today.

C. Miracles
Just after apostles, prophets and teachers, Paul says “then miracles” (1 Cor.
12:28). Although many of the miracles seen in the New Testament were specifically
miracles of healing, Paul here lists healing as a separate gift. Therefore in this context
he must have something other than physical healing in view.
23

23. See also the discussion in section A.6 above, p. 1058, on the differences
between prophecy and teaching.

We should realize that the English word miracles may not give a very close
approximation to what Paul intended, since the Greek word is simply the plural form
of the word δύναμις (G1539) “power.”24 This means that the term may refer to any
kind of activity where God’s mighty power is evident. It may include answers to
prayer for deliverance from physical danger (as in the deliverance of the apostles from
prison in Acts 5:19–20 or 12:6–11), or powerful works of judgment on the enemies of
the gospel or those who require discipline within the church (see Acts 5:1–11; 13:9–
12), or miraculous deliverance from injury (as with Paul and the viper in Acts 28:3–
6). But such acts of spiritual power may also include power to triumph over demonic
opposition (as in Acts 16:18; cf. Luke 10:17).
Since Paul does not define “works of miracles” any more specifically than this, we
can say that the gift of miracles may include the working of divine power in
deliverance from danger, in intervention to meet special needs in the physical world
(as in the case of Elijah in 1 Kings 17:1–16), in judgment on those who irrationally
and violently oppose the gospel message, in vanquishing the demonic forces that
wage war against the church, and in any other way in which God’s power is
manifested in an evident way to further God’s purposes in a situation. All of these
would be works of “power” in which the church would be helped and God’s glory
would be made evident. (See also the discussion of miracles in chapter 17.)

D. Healing
1. Introduction: Sickness and Health in the History of Redemption. We must
realize at the outset that physical sickness came as a result of the fall of Adam, and
illness and disease are simply part of the outworking of the curse after the fall, and
will eventually lead toward physical death. However, Christ redeemed us from that
curse when he died on the cross: “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our
sorrows...by his wounds we are healed” (Isa. 53:4–5 NIV). This passage refers to both
physical and spiritual healing that Christ purchased for us, for Peter quotes it to refer
to our salvation: “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die
to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed” (1 Peter 2:24).
But Matthew quotes the same passage from Isaiah with reference to the physical
healings Jesus performed: “and he cast out the spirits with a word, and healed all who
were sick. This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah, “He took our
infirmities and bore our diseases”’ (Matt. 8:16–17).
All Christians would probably agree that in the atonement Christ has purchased
for us not only complete freedom from sin but also complete freedom from physical
weakness and infirmity in his work of redemption (see chapter 42 on glorification).
And all Christians would also no doubt agree that our full and complete possession of
all the benefits that Christ earned for us will not come until Christ returns: it is only
“at his coming” (1 Cor. 15:23) that we receive our perfect resurrection bodies. So it is
with physical healing and redemption from the physical sickness that came as a result
of the curse in Genesis 3: our complete possession of redemption from physical
illness will not be ours until Christ returns and we receive resurrection bodies.25
But the question that confronts us with respect to the gift of healing is whether
God may from time to time grant us a foretaste or a down payment of the physical
24

24. The NIV translates this word “miraculous powers” at 1 Cor. 12:10, and the
NASB mg. translates “works of power” in both places.
25
25. When people say that complete healing is “in the atonement,” the statement is
true in an ultimate sense, but it really does not tell us anything about when we will
receive “complete healing” (or any part of it).

healing which he will grant us fully in the future.26 The healing miracles of Jesus
certainly demonstrate that at times God is willing to grant a partial foretaste of the
perfect health that will be ours for eternity. And the ministry of healing seen in the
lives of the apostles and others in the early church also indicates that this was part of
the ministry of the new covenant age. As such, it fits the larger pattern of blessings in
the new covenant, many or all of which give partial foretastes of the blessings that
will be ours when Christ returns. We “already” possess some of the blessings of the
kingdom, but those blessings are “not yet” fully ours.
2. The Purposes of Healing. As with other spiritual gifts, healing has several
purposes. Certainly it functions as a “sign” to authenticate the gospel message, and
show that the kingdom of God has come. Then also healing brings comfort and health
to those who are ill, and thereby demonstrates God’s attribute of mercy toward those
in distress. Third, healing equips people for service, as physical impediments to
ministry are removed. Fourth, healing provides opportunity for God to be glorified as
people see physical evidence of his goodness, love, power, wisdom, and presence.
3. What About the Use of Medicine? What is the relationship between prayer for
healing and the use of medicine and the skill of a physician? Certainly we should use
medicine if it is available because God has also created substances in the earth that
can be made into medicine with healing properties. Medicines thus should be
considered part of the whole creation that God considered “very good” (Gen. 1:31).
We should willingly use medicine with thankfulness to the Lord, for “The earth is the
LORD’s and the fulness thereof” (Ps. 24:1). In fact, when medicine is available and we
refuse to use it (in cases where it would put ourselves or others in danger), then it
seems that we are wrongly “forcing a test” on the Lord our God (cf. Luke 4:12): this
is similar to the case of Satan tempting Jesus to jump from the temple rather than
walking down the steps. Where ordinary means of getting down from the temple (the
steps) are available, it is “forcing a test” on God to jump and thereby demand that he
perform a miracle at that exact moment. To refuse to use effective medicine, insisting
that God perform a miracle of healing instead of healing through the medicine, is very
similar to this.
Of course, it is wrong to rely on doctors or medicine instead of relying on the
Lord, a mistake tragically made by King Asa:
In the thirty-ninth year of his reign Asa was diseased in his feet, and his disease became
severe; yet even in his disease he did not seek the LORD, but sought help from physicians.
And Asa slept with his fathers, dying in the forty-first year of his reign. (2 Chron. 16:12–13)

But if medicine is used in connection with prayer, then we should expect God to
bless and often multiply the effectiveness of the medicine.27 Even when Isaiah had
received from the Lord a promise of healing for King Hezekiah, he told Hezekiah’s
servants to bring a cake of figs and apply it (as a medical remedy) to a boil that
26

26. For two very helpful treatments of this question, and of the gift of healing in
general, see John Wimber, with Kevin Springer, Power Healing and Ken Blue,
Authority to Heal (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1987). See also the
excellent discussion in Jack Deere, Surprised by the Power of the Holy Spirit (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1993). Several scholarly defenses of a ministry of healing today
are found in Gary Greig and Kevin Springer, eds., The Kingdom and the Power
(Ventura, Calif.: Gospel Light, 1993).
27
27. Note Paul’s recommendation of a use of wine for health purposes in 1 Tim.
5:23: “No longer drink only water, but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach
and your frequent ailments.”

Hezekiah suffered from: “And Isaiah said, “Bring a cake of figs. And let them take
and lay it on the boil, that he may recover”’ (2 Kings 20:7).
However, sometimes there is no appropriate medicine available, or the medicine
does not work. Certainly we must remember that God can heal where doctors and
medicine cannot heal (and it may amaze us to realize how frequently doctors cannot
heal, even in the most medically advanced countries). Moreover, there may be many
times when an illness is not putting us or others in immediate danger, and we decide
to ask God to heal our sickness without the use of medicine, simply because we wish
for another opportunity to exercise our faith and give him glory, and perhaps because
we wish to avoid spending the time or money to use medical means, or we wish to
avoid the side-effects that some medicines have. In all of these cases, it is simply a
matter of personal choice and would not seem to be “forcing a test” on God.
(However, a decision not to use medicine in these cases should be a personal choice
and not one that is forced on others.)
We see Jesus healing explicitly where medical means have failed, when “a woman
who had had a flow of blood for twelve years and could not be healed by any one”
then “came up behind him, and touched the fringe of his garment; and immediately
her flow of blood ceased” (Luke 8:43–44). There were no doubt many people beyond
the help of physicians who came whenever Jesus was teaching and healing, yet we
read that “all those who had any that were sick with various diseases brought them to
him; and he laid his hands on every one of them and healed them” (Luke 4:40). There
was no disease that Jesus was unable to heal.
4. Does the New Testament Show Common Methods Used in Healing? The
methods used by Jesus and the disciples to bring healing varied from case to case, but
most frequently they included laying on of hands.28 In the verse just quoted, Jesus no
doubt could have spoken a powerful word of command and healed everyone in the
large crowd instantly, but instead, “he laid his hands on every one of them and healed
them” (Luke 4:40). Laying on of hands seems to have been the primary means Jesus
used to heal, because when people came and asked him for healing they did not
simply ask for prayer but said, for example, “come and lay your hand on her, and she
will live” (Matt. 9:18).29
Another physical symbol of the Holy Spirit’s power coming for healing was
anointing with oil. Jesus’ disciples “anointed with oil many that were sick and healed
them” (Mark 6:13). And James tells the elders of the church to anoint the sick person
with oil when they pray: “Is any among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the
church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord;
and the prayer of faith will save the sick man, and the Lord will raise him up; and if
he has committed sins, he will be forgiven” (James 5:14–15).30
28

28. See the discussion of laying on of hands in chapter 48, pp. 959–61.
29. See also Luke 5:13; 13:13; Acts 28:8; also Mark 6:2, and several other verses in
the gospels that mention laying on of hands. Jesus did not always heal in this way,
however.
30
30. The anointing with oil in James 5:14 should be understood as a symbol of the
power of the Holy Spirit, not simply as medicinal, because oil would not be
appropriate as a medicine for all diseases. Moreover, if its use were just medicinal, it
is hard to see why only the elders should apply it. Oil is frequently a symbol of the
Holy Spirit in the Old Testament (see Ex. 29:7; 1 Sam. 16:13; cf. Ps. 45:7), and this
seems to be the case here as well. (See the thorough discussion in Douglas J. Moo,
The Letter of James pp. 177–81.)
29

The New Testament often emphasizes the role of faith in the healing process—
sometimes the faith of the sick person (Luke 8:48; 17:19), but at other times the faith
of others who bring the sick person for healing. In James 5:15 it is the elders who
pray, and James says it is “the prayer of faith” that saves the sick person—this then
must be the faith of the elders praying,31 not the faith of the one who is sick. When the
four men let down a paralytic through a hole in the roof where Jesus was preaching,
we read, “And when Jesus saw their faith...” (Mark 2:5). At other times Jesus
mentions the faith of the Canaanite woman regarding the healing of her daughter
(Matt. 15:28), or of the centurion for the healing of his servant (Matt. 8:10, 13).32
5. How Then Should We Pray for Healing? How then should we pray regarding
physical illness? Certainly it is right to ask God for healing, for Jesus tells us to pray,
“Deliver us from evil” (Matt. 6:13), and the apostle John writes to Gaius, “I pray that
all may go well with you and that you may be in health” (3 John 2). Moreover, Jesus
frequently healed all who were brought to him, and he never sent people away, telling
them it would be good for them to remain ill for a longer time! In addition to this,
whenever we take any kind of medicine or seek any medical help for an illness, by
those actions we admit that we think it to be God’s will that we seek to be well. If we
thought that God wanted us to continue in our illness, we would never seek medical
means for healing! So when we pray it seems right that our first assumption, unless
we have specific reason to think otherwise, should be that God would be pleased to
heal the person we are praying for—as far as we can tell from Scripture, this is God’s
revealed will.33
Ken Blue has a helpful observation here. He argues that if we want to understand
God’s attitude toward physical healing we should look at Jesus’ life and ministry.
Blue says, “If Jesus truly reveals the character of God to us, then we may cease
speculating about and arguing over God’s will in sickness and healing. Jesus healed
people because he loved them. Very simply, he had compassion for them; he was on
their side; he wanted to solve their problems.”34 This is a strong argument, especially
when coupled with the realization that Jesus came to inaugurate the presence of the
kingdom of God among us and to show us what the kingdom of God would be like.
How then should we pray? Certainly it is right to ask God for healing, and we
should go to him with the simple request that he give physical healing in time of need.
James warns us that simple unbelief can lead to prayerlessness and failure to receive
31

31. We may wonder why it is the elders who are called to come and pray for healing
in James 5:14–15. Although James does not give a reason, it may be because they had
responsibilities for pastoral care, maturity and wisdom in dealing with the possible sin
involved (see vv. 15–16), and a measure of spiritual authority that accompanied their
office. They would certainly be able to bring others with gifts of healing if they
wished. Moreover, James broadens his directions to include all Christians in v. 16:
“Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, that you may
be healed.”
32
32. By contrast, we can note that when the disciples could not cast out a demon,
Jesus says it was “because of your little faith” (Matt. 17:20).
33
33. See discussion in chapter 13, pp. 213–16, on the secret and revealed will of
God. Of course we realize that God’s secret will, unknown to us in any specifics, is
that not all will be healed, just as it is his secret will that not all will be saved. But in
both situations we should pray for what we see in Scripture to be God’s revealed will:
to save sinners and to heal those who are ill.
34
34. Authority to Heal pp. 72, 78.

answers from God: “You do not have, because you do not ask” (James 4:2). But when
we pray for healing we should remember that we must pray for God to be glorified in
the situation, whether he chooses to heal or not. And we also ought to pray out of the
same compassion of heart that Jesus felt for those whom he healed. When we pray
this way, God will sometimes—and perhaps often—grant answers to our prayers.
Someone may object at this point that, from a pastoral standpoint, much harm is
done when people are encouraged to believe that a miracle of healing will occur and
then nothing happens—disappointment with the church and anger at God may result.
Those who pray for people to be healed today need to hear this objection and use
wisdom in what they tell people who are ill.
But we also need to realize that there is more than one kind of mistake to make:
(1) Not praying for healing at all is not a correct solution, for it involves disobedience
to James 5. (2) Telling people that God seldom heals today and that they should
expect nothing to happen is not a correct solution either, for it does not provide an
atmosphere conducive to faith and is inconsistent with the pattern we see in the
ministry of Jesus and the early church in the New Testament. (3) Telling people that
God always heals today if we have enough faith is a cruel teaching not supported by
Scripture (see section 6 below).
The pastorally wise solution, it seems, lies between (2) and (3) above. We can tell
people that God frequently heals today (if we believe that is true), and that it is very
possible that they will be healed,35 but that we are still living in an age when the
kingdom of God is “already” here but “not yet” fully here. Therefore Christians in this
life will experience healing (and many other answers to prayer), but they will also
experience continuing illness and eventual death. In each individual case it is God’s
sovereign wisdom that decides the outcome, and our role is simply to ask him and
wait for him to answer (whether “yes” or “no” or “keep praying and wait”).
Those with “gifts of healings” (a literal translation of the plurals in 1 Cor. 12:9,
28) will be those people who find that their prayers for healing are answered more
frequently and more thoroughly than others. When that becomes evident, a church
would be wise to encourage them in this ministry and give them more opportunities to
pray for others who are ill. We should also realize that gifts of healing could include
ministry not only in terms of physical healing, but also in terms of emotional healing.
And it may at times include the ability to set people free from demonic attack, for this
is also called “healing” sometimes in Scripture (see Luke 6:18; Acts 10:38). Perhaps
the gifts of being able to pray effectively in different kinds of situations and for
different kinds of needs are what Paul referred to when he used the plural expression,
“gifts of healings.”
6. But What If God Does Not Heal? Nonetheless, we must realize that not all
prayers for healing will be answered in this age. Sometimes God will not grant the
special “faith” (James 5:15) that healing will occur, and at times God will choose not
to heal, because of his own sovereign purposes. In these cases we must remember that
35

35. Sometimes God may grant a strong subjective assurance of faith, something like
what James calls “the prayer of faith” (James 5:15), and Heb. 11:1 calls “the
assurance of things hoped for,” and Mark 11:24 calls believing “that you have
received it.” In those cases the person praying may feel confidence to say that it is
probable or even very likely that someone will be healed. But I do not think that God
gives anyone warrant to promise or “guarantee” healing in this age, for his written
Word makes no such guarantee, and our subjective sense of his will is always subject
to some degree of uncertainty and some measure of error in this life.

Romans 8:28 is still true: though we experience the “sufferings of this present time,”
and though we “groan inwardly as we wait for...the redemption of our bodies” (Rom.
8:18, 23), nonetheless, “we know that in everything God works for good with those
who love him, who are called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28). This includes
working in our circumstances of suffering and illness as well.
Whatever Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” was (and centuries of work by Biblebelieving interpreters have failed to turn up a definitive answer), Paul realized that
God allowed it to remain with him “to keep me from being too elated” (2 Cor. 12:7),
that is, to keep Paul humble before the Lord.36 So the Lord told him, “My grace is
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9). There are
indications in the early church that even in the presence of the apostles not all people
were healed. Paul recognized that “our outer nature is wasting away” (2 Cor. 4:16),
and sometimes disease and illness will not be healed. When Epaphroditus came to
visit Paul, he had an illness that brought him “near to death” (Phil. 2:27). Paul
indicates in the narrative of Philippians 2 that it appeared as though Epaphroditus
were going to die—that God did not heal him immediately when he became ill. But
eventually God did heal (Phil. 2:27) in answer to prayer. Paul told Timothy that he
should drink a little wine “for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments”
(1 Tim. 5:23). He said, “Trophimus I left ill at Miletus” (2 Tim. 4:20). And both Peter
(1 Peter 1:6–7; 4:19) and James (James 1:2–4) have words of encouragement and
counsel for those who are suffering trials of various kinds:37

36

36. After some study of 2 Cor. 12:7, my own conclusion at this point is that there is
not enough information in the text to decide what Paul’s thorn in the flesh was. There
are reasons that can be given in support of all three main possibilities: (1) a physical
ailment of some kind; (2) a demon that was harassing him; or (3) Jewish persecutors.
The fact that we are unable to decide conclusively has some benefits, however: it
means that we can apply this text to all of these kinds of situations in our own lives,
when the Lord in his sovereign wisdom decides not to remove them from us.
37

37. Some have attempted to establish a difference between sickness and other kinds of
suffering, and to say that the passages in Scripture tell Christians that they should
expect to suffer have to do with other kinds of suffering, such as persecution, but do
not include physical sickness.
This argument seems unconvincing to me for two reasons: first, Scripture talks
about “various trials” (James 1:2; also 1 Peter 1:6), and the intention of the authors in
both cases seems to be to speak of all the kinds of trials that we experience in this life,
including physical illness and affliction. Did James and Peter not want Christians who
were ill to apply those passages to their own situations? This is hardly likely. (These
are both general epistles written to thousands of Christians.)
Second, unless the Lord returns, we will all know the progressive aging and
deterioration of our physical bodies, and eventually we will die. Paul says, “Our outer
nature is wasting away” (2 Cor. 4:16). Almost inevitably this aging process includes
various kinds of physical ailments.
It seems best to conclude that the sufferings which God allows us to experience
from time to time in this life may at times include physical illness, which God in his
sovereign wisdom decides not to heal. There may in fact be many cases when, for
various reasons, we do not feel freedom to ask in faith for God to heal. Yet even in
these cases the heart of faith will take God’s Word as true and believe that this also

Count it all joy, my brethren, when you meet various trials, for you know that the testing of
your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be
perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. (James 1:2–4)

When God chooses not to heal, even though we ask him for it, then it is right that
we “give thanks in all circumstances” (1 Thess. 5:18) and realize that God can use
sickness to draw us closer to himself and to increase in us obedience to his will. So
the psalmist can say, “It is good for me that I was afflicted that I might learn your
statutes” (Ps. 119:71), and, “Before I was afflicted I went astray; but now I keep your
word” (Ps. 119:67).
Therefore God can bring increased sanctification to us through illness and
suffering—just as he can bring sanctification and growth in faith through miraculous
healing. But the emphasis of the New Testament, both in Jesus’ ministry and in the
ministry of the disciples in Acts, seems to be one that encourages us in most cases
eagerly and earnestly to seek God for healing, and then to continue to trust him to
bring good out of the situation, whether he grants the physical healing or not. The
point is that in everything God should receive glory and our joy and trust in him
should increase.

E. Tongues and Interpretation
It should be said at the outset that the Greek word γλῶσσα (G1185) translated
“tongue,” is used not only to mean the physical tongue in a person’s mouth, but also
to mean “language.” In the New Testament passages where speaking in tongues is
discussed, the meaning “languages” is certainly in view. It is unfortunate, therefore,
that English translations have continued to use the phrase “speaking in tongues,”
which is an expression not otherwise used in ordinary English and which gives the
impression of a strange experience, something completely foreign to ordinary human
life. But if English translations were to use the expression “speaking in languages,” it
would not seem nearly as strange, and would give the reader a sense much closer to
what first century Greek speaking readers would have heard in the phrase when they
read it in Acts or 1 Corinthians.38 However, because current usage of the phrase
“speaking in tongues” is so widely established, we will continue to use it in this
discussion.
1. Tongues in the History of Redemption. The phenomenon of speaking in tongues
is unique to the new covenant age. Before Adam and Eve fell into sin, there was no
need to speak in other languages, because they spoke the same language and were
united in service of God and in fellowship with him. After the fall people spoke the
same language but eventually became united in opposition to God and “the
wickedness of man was great in the earth” and “every imagination of the thoughts of
his heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5). This unified language used in
rebellion against God culminated in the building of the tower of Babel at a time when
“the whole earth had one language and few words” (Gen. 11:1). In order to stop this
united rebellion against him, God at Babel “confused the language of all the earth”
and scattered people abroad over the face of the earth (Gen. 11:9).
When God called Abraham to himself (Gen. 12:1), he promised to make of
Abraham a “great nation” (Gen. 12:2), and the nation of Israel that resulted from this
has come into our lives “for good” (Rom. 8:28), and that God will bring good to us
from it.
38
38. The NIV margin does translate “or languages” or “other languages” in Acts
2:4, 11; 10:46; 19:6, and throughout 1 Cor. 12–14. This is a preferable translation, for
reasons mentioned above.

call had one language that God wanted them to use in service for him. Yet this
language was not spoken by the rest of the nations of the world, and they remained
outside the reach of God’s plan of redemption. So the situation was improved
somewhat, for one language out of all the languages of the world was used in service
of God whereas in Genesis 11 God was not praised with any language.
Now if we pass over the age of the New Testament church and look at eternity
future, we see that once again unity of language will be restored, but this time
everyone will once again speak the same language in service of God and in praise to
him (Rev. 7:9–12; cf. Zeph. 3:9; 1 Cor. 13:8; perhaps Isa. 19:18).
In the New Testament church, there is something of a foretaste of the unity of
language that will exist in heaven, but it is given only at some times, and only in a
partial way. At Pentecost, which was the point at which the gospel began to go to all
nations, it was appropriate that the disciples gathered in Jerusalem “began to speak in
other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts 2:4).39 The result was that
Jewish visitors to Jerusalem from various nations all heard in their own languages a
proclamation of “the mighty works of God” (Acts 2:11). This was a remarkable
symbol of the fact that the gospel message was about to go forth to all the nations of
the world.40 Such a symbolic action would have been inappropriate in the Old
Testament, for there the evangelistic message was one of inviting people from other
nations to come and join themselves to the Jewish people and become Jews, and
thereby worship God. But here the message is about to go to each nation in its own
language, inviting people in every place to turn to Christ and be saved.41
Moreover, within the context of the worship service of the church, speaking in
tongues plus interpretation gives further indication of a promise that one day the
differences in languages that originated at Babel will be overcome. If this gift is
operating in a church, no matter what language a word of prayer or praise is given in,
once there is an interpretation, everyone can understand it. This is, of course, a twostep process that is “imperfect,” as are all gifts in this age (1 Cor. 13:9), but it is still
an improvement on the situation from Babel to Pentecost when there was no provision
to enable people to understand a message in a language they did not know.
Finally, prayer in tongues in a private setting is another form of prayer to God.
Paul says, “If I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful” (1 Cor.
14:14). In the overall context of the history of redemption, this also may be seen as
one more partial solution to the results of the fall, whereby we were cut off from
fellowship with God. Of course, this does not mean that people’s spirits can only have
fellowship with God when they speak in tongues—for Paul affirms that he prays and
sings both in tongues and in his own language (1 Cor. 14:15). However, Paul does see
prayer in tongues as an additional means of fellowship directly with God in prayer
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39. This verse shows that the miracle was one of speaking, not of hearing. The
disciples “began to speak in other tongues (or languages).”
40
40. The speaking in tongues at Pentecost was unusual in that it was accompanied by
“tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on each one of them” (Acts 2:3). Since fire
in Scripture is often a symbol of God’s purifying judgment, the presence of fire here
may be a symbol of the fact that God was purifying language for use in his service.
41
41. It is true that the first hearers of this message were still only Jews in Jerusalem
(Acts 2:5), not Gentiles, but the symbolism of the gospel being proclaimed in many
languages did give an indication of the worldwide evangelistic effort that would soon
follow.

and worship. Once again, this aspect of the gift of speaking in tongues was not
operative, so far as we know, before the new covenant age.
2. What Is Speaking in Tongues? We may define this gift as follows: Speaking in
tongues is prayer or praise spoken in syllables not understood by the speaker.
a. Words of Prayer or Praise Spoken to God: This definition indicates that
speaking in tongues is primarily speech directed toward God (that is, prayer or
praise). Therefore it is unlike the gift of prophecy, which frequently consists of
messages directed from God toward people in the church. Paul says, “one who speaks
in a tongue speaks not to men but to God” (1 Cor. 14:2), and if there is no interpreter
present at the church service, Paul says that someone who has a gift of speaking in
tongues should “keep silence in church and speak to himself and to God” (1 Cor.
14:28).
What kind of speech is this that is directed toward God? Paul says, “If I pray in a
tongue, my spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful” (1 Cor. 14:14; cf. vv. 14–17, where
Paul categorizes speech in tongues as praying and giving thanks, and v. 28). Therefore
speaking in tongues apparently is prayer or praise directed to God, and it comes from
the “spirit” of the person who is speaking. This is not inconsistent with the narrative
in Acts 2, because the crowd said, “we hear them telling in our own tongues the
mighty works of God” (Acts 2:11), a description that certainly could mean that the
disciples were all glorifying God and proclaiming his mighty works in worship, and
the crowd began to listen to this as it occurred in various languages. In fact, there is
no indication that the disciples themselves were speaking to the crowd until Acts 2:14,
when Peter then stands and addresses the crowd directly, presumably in Greek.42
b. Not Understood by the Speaker: Paul says that “one who speaks in a tongue
speaks not to men but to God; for no one understands him but he utters mysteries in
the Spirit” (1 Cor. 14:2). Similarly, he says that if there is speaking in tongues without
interpretation no meaning will be communicated: “I shall be a foreigner to the speaker
and the speaker a foreigner to me” (1 Cor. 14:11). Moreover, the entire paragraph of 1
Corinthians 14:13–19 assumes that speech in tongues in the congregation, when it is
not accompanied by interpretation, is not understood by those who hear:
Therefore, he who speaks in a tongue should pray for the power to interpret. For if I pray in a
tongue, my spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful. What am I to do? I will pray with the spirit
and I will pray with the mind also; I will sing with the spirit and I will sing with the mind
also. Otherwise, if you bless with the spirit, how can any one in the position of an outsider say
the “Amen” to your thanksgiving when he does not know what you are saying? For you may
give thanks well enough, but the other man is not edified. I thank God that I speak in tongues
42

42. In Acts 10:46 the people at Cornelius’ household began “speaking in tongues and
extolling God.” Again, this either means that the speech consisted of praise to God or
was very closely connected with it—grammatically one cannot tell from the text
itself.
I do not want to rule out the possibility that speaking in tongues could sometimes
include speech directed to people, not to God, because it is just possible that Paul’s
statement in 1 Cor. 14:2 is a generalization that is not intended to cover every
instance, and, in any case, the main point of the verse is that only God can understand
uninterpreted tongues, not that God is the only one to whom speech in tongues can be
addressed. In fact, speech to men might be what is happening in Acts 2. Nevertheless,
the evidence that we do have in 1 Cor. 14 indicates speech directed toward God, and it
seems safe to say that that is generally what speaking in tongues will be.

more than you all; nevertheless, in church I would rather speak five words with my mind, in
order to instruct others than ten thousand words in a tongue.

Now at Pentecost speech in tongues was in known languages that were understood
by those who heard: “each one heard them speaking in his own language” (Acts 2:6).
But once again the speech was not understood by the speakers, for what caused the
amazement was that Galileans were speaking all these different languages (v. 7). It
seems, therefore, that at times speaking in tongues may involve speech in actual
human languages, sometimes even languages that are understood by some of those
who hear. But at other times—and Paul assumes that this will ordinarily be the case—
the speech will be in a language that “no one understands” (1 Cor. 14:2).
Some have objected that speaking in tongues must always consist of speech in
known human languages, since that is what happened at Pentecost. But the fact that
speaking in tongues occurred in known human languages once in Scripture does not
require that it always happen with known languages, especially when another
description of speaking in tongues (1 Cor. 14) indicates exactly the opposite. Paul
does not say that foreign visitors to Corinth will understand the speaker, but he says
that when someone speaks in tongues “no one” will understand and the outsider will
not know what the person is saying (1 Cor. 14:2, 16).43 In fact, Paul explicitly says
that quite the opposite of the phenomenon at Pentecost will happen in the ordinary
conduct of church life: if “all speak in tongues” and “outsiders or unbelievers enter,”
far from understanding the message, they will say “that you are mad” (1 Cor. 14:23).
Moreover, we must realize that 1 Corinthians 14 is Paul’s general instruction based on
a wide experience of tongues-speaking in many different churches, whereas Acts 2
simply describes one unique event at a significant turning point in the history of
redemption (Acts 2 is historical narrative while 1 Cor. 14 is doctrinal instruction).
Therefore it would seem appropriate to take 1 Corinthians 14 as the passage that most
closely describes the ordinary experience of New Testament churches, and to take
Paul’s instructions there as the standard by which God intends churches to regulate
the use of this gift.44
Are tongues known human languages then? Sometimes this gift may result in
speaking in a human language that the speaker has not learned, but ordinarily it seems
that it will involve speech in a language that no one understands, whether that be a
human language or not.45

43

43. Robertson and Plummer note that 1 Cor. 14:18, “I thank God that I speak in
tongues more than you all,” is “strong evidence that Tongues are not foreign
languages” (A. Robertson and A. Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on
the First Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians ICC [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1914],
p. 314). If they were known foreign languages that foreigners could understand, as at
Pentecost, why would Paul speak more than all the Corinthians in private, where no
one would understand, rather than in church where foreign visitors could understand?
44
44. Note that at Pentecost this speaking in tongues had another characteristic that
was not shared by any later speech in tongues: there were tongues of fire appearing
over the heads of those who spoke (Acts 2:3). But this is not a paradigm for all later
experiences of speaking in tongues, not even for those found later in Acts.
45

45. Paul does say, “If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels” (1 Cor. 13:1),
suggesting that he sees the possibility that speaking in tongues may include more than
merely human speech. Whether he thinks this is only a hypothetical possibility or a

c. Prayer With the Spirit, Not With the Mind: Paul says: “If I pray in a tongue, my
spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful. What am I to do? I will pray with the spirit and
I will pray with the mind also; I will sing with the spirit and I will sing with the mind
also” (1 Cor. 14:14–15).
Paul is not here talking about the Holy Spirit praying through us. The contrast
between “my spirit” and “my mind” in verse 14 indicates that it is Paul’s own human
spirit that he is talking about, the nonmaterial aspect of his being. As he uses this gift,
his spirit speaks directly to God, even though his mind does not have to formulate
words and sentences and decide what to pray for.46 Paul sees this kind of prayer as an
activity that occurs in the spiritual realm, whereby our spirits speak directly to God
but our mind is somehow bypassed and does not understand what we are praying.
We may wonder why God would give the church a gift that operates in the
unseen, spiritual realm and that is not understood by our minds. One reason may be to
keep us humble, and to help prevent intellectual pride. Another reason may be to
remind us that God is greater than our understanding and that he works in ways that
transcend our understanding. Finally, it is characteristic of much that God does in the
new covenant age that it is done in the unseen, spiritual realm: regeneration, genuine
prayer, worship “in spirit and in truth,” the spiritual blessings that come through the
Lord’s Supper, spiritual warfare, laying up treasures in heaven, setting our minds on
things above, where Christ is—all these and many more elements of the Christian life
real one is difficult to say, but we certainly cannot rule out the idea that angelic
languages would be involved with this speech as well.
Some have objected that since γλῶσσα (G1185) elsewhere in Greek (outside the
New Testament) refers to known human languages, it must refer to known languages
in the New Testament as well. But this objection is not convincing, since there was no
other word in Greek better suited to refer to this phenomenon, even if it involved
talking to God in languages that were not human languages or not fully developed
languages of any sort, so long as some content or information was conveyed by the
speech.
I am not here arguing that speaking in tongues in Acts 2 was a different
phenomenon from the speaking in tongues that Paul discusses in 1 Cor. 14. I am
simply saying that the phrase “speaking in tongues” in Acts 2 and 1 Cor. 14 refers to
speech in syllables not understood by the speaker but understood by God, to whom
this speech is directed. In Acts 2 this happened to be speech in known human
languages that had not been learned by the speakers, whereas in 1 Cor. 14 the speech
may have been in unknown human languages, or in angelic languages, or in some
specialized kind of language given by the Holy Spirit to various speakers individually.
The expression is broad enough to include a wide variety of phenomena.
46
46. The phrase “pray in the Holy Spirit” in Jude 20 is not the same expression, since
it is specifically the “Holy Spirit” who is designated. Jude is simply saying that
Christians should pray in conformity to the character and leading of the Holy Spirit,
and that may certainly include prayer in tongues, but it would include any other kind
of prayer in an understandable language as well. Similarly, “Pray at all times in the
Spirit with all prayer and supplication” (Eph. 6:18) is specifically a statement that
claims to cover all prayer that is made at all times. It refers to prayer in conformity to
the character of the Holy Spirit and sensitive to the leading of the Holy Spirit, but it
should not be restricted to speaking in tongues. Once again, it may include speaking
in tongues, but should include all other types of prayer as well. (See the discussion of
activities done “in the Holy Spirit” in chapter 30, pp. 651–52.)

involve activities that occur in the unseen, spiritual realm, activities that we do not see
or fully understand. In that light, speaking in tongues is simply another activity that
occurs in the unseen spiritual realm, an activity we believe is effective because
Scripture tells us it is, not because we can comprehend it with our minds (cf. 1 Cor.
14:5).
d. Not Ecstatic but Self-controlled: The New English Bible translated the phrase
“speaking in tongues” as “ecstatic speech,” thus giving further support to the idea that
those who speak in tongues lose awareness of their surroundings or lose self-control
or are forced to speak against their will. Moreover, some of the extreme elements in
the Pentecostal movement have allowed frenzied and disorderly conduct at worship
services, and this has, in the minds of some, perpetuated the notion that speaking in
tongues is a kind of ecstatic speech.
But this is not the picture given in the New Testament. Even when the Holy Spirit
came with overwhelming power at Pentecost, the disciples were able to stop speaking
in tongues so that Peter could give his sermon to the assembled crowd. More
explicitly, Paul says:
If any speak in a tongue, let there be only two or at most three, and each in turn; and let one
interpret. But if there is no one to interpret, let each of them keep silence in church and speak
to himself and to God. (1 Cor. 14:27–28)

Here Paul requires that those who speak in tongues take turns, and he limits the
number to three, indicating clearly that those who spoke in tongues were aware of
what was going on around them, and were able to control themselves so as to speak
only when it was their turn, and when no one else was speaking. If there was no one
to interpret, they were easily able to keep silence and not speak. All of these factors
indicate a high degree of self-control and give no support to the idea that Paul thought
of tongues as ecstatic speech of some kind.
e. Tongues Without Interpretation: If no one known to have the gift of
interpretation is present in the assembly, the passage just quoted indicates that
speaking in tongues should be in private. No speech in tongues without interpretation
should be given in the church service.47
Paul speaks of praying in tongues and singing in tongues when he says, “I will
pray with the spirit and I will pray with the mind also; I will sing with the spirit and I
will sing with the mind also” (1 Cor. 14:15). This gives further confirmation to the
definition given above in which we viewed tongues as something primarily directed
toward God in prayer and praise. It also gives legitimacy to the practice of singing in
tongues, whether publicly or privately. Yet the same rules apply for singing as for
speaking: if there is no interpreter, it should only be done in private.48
47

47. It is troubling that, in some churches today where speaking in tongues is
allowed, those who do not give a message publicly (perhaps because it is not the
appropriate time in the service or perhaps because they do not know if someone will
interpret) will still sometimes speak in tongues not “silently” but so that four or five
people nearby can hear their speech in tongues. This is simply disobedience to Paul’s
directive, and is not acting in love toward others in the church. Paul says to “keep
silence in church” if one is not giving a public message in tongues. (Many who have
spoken in tongues today say that it can easily be done in an inaudible whisper, so that
no one else will hear, and Paul’s directions will be obeyed.)
48
48. Many churches today, however, practice what is sometimes called “singing in
the Spirit,” in which many or all the congregation will simultaneously sing in tongues,
individually improvising their melodies around a certain dominant musical chord.

In 1 Corinthians 14:20–25 Paul says that if believers speak in tongues without
interpretation in church, they will be acting and thinking like “children” (1 Cor.
14:20). He first quotes a prophecy of judgment from Isaiah 28:11–12: “In the law it is
written, “By men of strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners will I speak to this
people, and even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord”’ (1 Cor. 14:21). In the
context of Isaiah 28, God is warning the rebellious people of Israel that the next words
they heard from him would be words of foreigners that they could not understand—
the Assyrian army would come on them as agents of God’s judgment. Now Paul is
about to take this as a general principle—when God speaks to people in language they
cannot understand, it is quite evidently a sign of God’s judgment.
Paul rightly applies that to the situation of speaking in tongues without
interpretation in the church service. He calls it a sign (that is, a sign of judgment) on
unbelievers:
Thus, tongues are a sign not for believers but for unbelievers, while prophecy is not for
unbelievers but for believers. If, therefore, the whole church assembles and all speak in
tongues, and outsiders or unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are mad? (1 Cor. 14:22–
23)

Here Paul uses the word “sign” to mean “sign of God’s attitude” (whether positive or
negative). Tongues that are not understood by outsiders are certainly a negative
sign—a sign of judgment. Therefore Paul cautions the Corinthians not to give such a
sign to outsiders who come in. He tells them if an outsider comes in and hears only
unintelligible speech, he will certainly not be saved but will conclude that the
Corinthians are mad, and the uninterpreted tongues will in his case function as a sign
of God’s judgment.
By contrast, Paul says that prophecy is a sign of God’s attitude as well, but here a
positive sign of God’s blessing. This is why he can say that prophecy is a sign “for
believers” (v. 22). And this is why he concludes his section by saying, “If all
prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to
account by all, the secrets of his heart are disclosed; and so, falling on his face, he will
worship God and declare that God is really among you” (vv. 24–25). When this
happens, believers will certainly realize that God is active among them to bring
blessing, and prophecy will regularly function as a sign for believers of God’s positive
attitude for them.49

While many people will testify that there is beauty and spiritual power in such
occurrences, once again we must object that it is directly contrary to Paul’s
instructions in 1 Cor. 14:27–28, where those who speak in tongues are to take turns,
and there are to be at most three in a worship service, and interpretation is to follow.
Though this practice may sound beautiful to those who are familiar with it, and
though God may at times graciously use it as a means of winning an unbeliever, Paul
explicitly says that the expected result generally will be that unbelievers will say “that
you are mad” (1 Cor. 14:23). An alternative to this practice, and one that would both
be consistent with Scripture and follow the path of love toward outsiders, would be
for everyone to sing in this way, not in tongues, but in an understandable language
(whether English or whatever language is commonly understood in the area where the
church assembles).
49
49. For further discussion of this passage, see Wayne Grudem, “1 Corinthians
14:20–25: Prophecy and Tongues as Signs of God’s Attitude,” WTJ 41:2 (Spring
1979), pp. 381–96.

Nevertheless, however much Paul warns against using tongues without
interpretation in church he certainly views it positively and encourages it in private.
He says, “He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself but he who prophesies edifies the
church” (1 Cor. 14:4). What is his conclusion? It is not (as some would argue) that
Christians should decide not to use the gift or decide that it has no value when used
privately. Rather he says, “What am I to do? I will pray with the spirit and I will pray
with the mind also” (v. 15). And he says, “I thank God that I speak in tongues more
than you all” (v. 18), and “Now I want you all to speak in tongues but even more to
prophesy” (v. 5), and “Earnestly desire to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in
tongues” (v. 39). If our previous understanding of tongues as prayer or praise to God
is correct, then we would certainly expect that edification would follow, even though
the speaker’s mind does not understand what is being said, but his or her own human
spirit is communicating directly with God. Just as prayer and worship in general edify
us as we engage in them, so this kind of prayer and worship edifies us too, according
to Paul.
f. Tongues With Interpretation: Edification for the Church: Paul says, “He who
prophesies is greater than he who speaks in tongues, unless someone interprets so that
the church may be edified” (1 Cor. 14:5). Once a message in tongues is interpreted, all
can understand. In that case, Paul says that the message in tongues is as valuable to
the church as prophecy. We should note that he does not say they have the same
functions (for other passages indicate that prophecy is communication from God
toward human beings, while tongues is generally communication from human beings
to God). But Paul clearly says they have equal value in edifying the church. We may
define the gift of interpretation as reporting to the church the general meaning of
something spoken in tongues.
g. Not All Speak in Tongues: Just as not all Christians are apostles, and not all are
prophets or teachers, and not all possess gifts of healing, so not all speak with
tongues. Paul clearly implies this when he asks a series of questions, all of which
expect the answer “no,” and includes the question “Do all speak with tongues?” (1
Cor. 12:30). The implied answer is no.50 Some have argued that Paul here only means
that not all speak with tongues publicly but that perhaps he would have admitted that
all can speak in tongues privately. But this distinction seems foreign to the context
and unconvincing. He does not specify that not all speak with tongues publicly or in
church but simply says that not all speak with tongues. His next question is, “Do all
interpret?” (v. 30). His previous two questions were, “Do all work miracles? Do all
possess gifts of healing?” (vv. 29–30). Would we wish to make the same arguments
about these gifts—that not all interpret tongues publicly but that all Christians are able
to do it privately? Or that not all work miracles publicly, but that all are able to work
miracles privately? Such a distinction seems unwarranted by the context in every
case.
In actuality, the desire to say that every Christian can speak in tongues (even
though Paul says that not all speak in tongues) is probably motivated in most cases by
a prior doctrinal understanding that views baptism in the Holy Spirit as an experience
subsequent to conversion,51 and sees speaking in tongues as an initial “sign” of
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50. The Greek particle μή (G3590) which precedes this question, expects the answer
“no” from the reader. The NASB captures this sense: “All do not speak with tongues,
do they?”
51
51. See chapter 39 for a discussion of baptism in the Holy Spirit.

receiving this baptism in the Holy Spirit.52 But there are serious questions that remain
about this doctrinal position (as explained in chapter 39). It seems better to take 1
Corinthians 12:30 to mean just what it says: not all speak in tongues. The gift of
tongues—just like every other gift—is not given by the Holy Spirit to every Christian
who seeks it. He “apportions to each one individually as he wills” (1 Cor. 12:11).
However, there is nothing in Scripture that says that only a few will receive the
gift of speaking in tongues, and, since it is a gift Paul views as edifying and useful in
prayer and worship (on a personal level even if not in church), it would not be
surprising if the Holy Spirit gave a very widespread distribution of this gift and many
Christians in fact received it.53
h. What About the Danger of Demonic Counterfeit? At times Christians have been
afraid to speak in tongues, wondering if speaking something they do not understand
might involve them in speaking blasphemy against God or speaking something that is
prompted by a demon rather than by the Holy Spirit.
First, it must be said that this is not Paul’s concern, even in the city of Corinth
where many had come from pagan temple worship, and where Paul had clearly said
that “what pagans sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God” (1 Cor. 10:20).
Nonetheless, Paul says, “I want you all to speak in tongues” (1 Cor. 14:5). He gives
no warning that they should beware of demonic counterfeit or even think that this
would be a possibility when they use this gift.
The theological reason underlying Paul’s encouragement at that point is the fact
that the Holy Spirit is working powerfully within the lives of believers. Paul says, “I
want you to understand that no one speaking by the Spirit of God ever says “Jesus be
cursed!’ and no one can say “Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:3).
Here Paul reassures the Corinthians that if they are speaking by the power of the Holy
Spirit working within them, they will not say, “Jesus be cursed!”54 Coming as it does
52

52. This is still the official doctrinal position of the Assemblies of God, for
example.
53
53. Mark 16:17 is sometimes used to claim that all Christians can speak in tongues:
“And these signs will accompany those who believe: in my name they will cast out
demons; they will speak in new tongues.” But in response to this verse it must be
noted (1) that the verse probably was not originally part of Mark’s gospel, since many
early and very reliable manuscripts do not include Mark 16:9–20, and its doubtful
status means that it is a precarious basis upon which to build doctrine (see chapter 17,
p. 365); (2) that even if it is not part of Scripture, it does of course bear witness to a
very early tradition in the history of the church, but even in this case, it does not
affirm that all believers will speak with tongues: the immediately following phrase
says, “They will pick up serpents” (v. 18), something that no responsible interpreter
would say should be true of every Christian; and (3) that no connection is made
between speaking in tongues and baptism in the Holy Spirit in this passage.
54
54. It might be objected at this point that speaking in tongues is not speech
empowered by the Holy Spirit, but is speech that comes from the speaker’s own
human spirit. But Paul clearly views all these spiritual gifts as generally empowered
by the Holy Spirit, even the ones in which human personality comes fully into play.
This would be true of teachers and helpers and administrators, as well as those who
speak with tongues. In each of these cases the active agent in performing the activity
is the Christian who has the particular gift and uses it, but all these are nonetheless
empowered by the Holy Spirit in their functioning, and that would also be true of the
gift of tongues as well.

at the beginning of a discussion of spiritual gifts, 1 Corinthians 12:3 is intended to
function as reassurance to the Corinthians who may have suspected some Christians
who came from backgrounds of demon worship in the temples at Corinth. Might this
demonic influence still affect their use of a spiritual gift? Paul lays down the ground
rule that those who genuinely profess faith that “Jesus is Lord” are doing so by the
Holy Spirit working within, and that no one speaking by the power of the Holy Spirit
will ever speak blasphemy or curses against Jesus.55 This fear, then, is not one that
Paul seemed troubled by. He simply encouraged believers to pray in tongues and said
that if they did so they would be edifying themselves.56
55

55. Also relevant at this point is John’s reassurance to his readers, in the context of
demonic spirits that had gone out into the world: “He who is in you is greater than he
who is in the world” (1 John 4:4).
56

56. Some popular books have given anecdotal accounts of Christians who say they
spoke in tongues for a time and then found that there was a demon within them who
was empowering this speech, and the demon was cast out. (See, for example, C. Fred
Dickason, Demon Possession and the Christian [Westchester, Ill.: Crossway, 1987],
pp. 126–27; 188–91; 193–97.) But this is just another example of a case where
experience is to be subject to Scripture and tested by Scripture, and the teaching of
Scripture should not be subject to experience. We must be careful that we not let such
reports of experiences cause us to adopt a different position than Scripture itself on
this issue. Specifically, if 1 Cor. 12–14 views tongues as a good gift from the Holy
Spirit that is valuable for edification and for the good of the church, and if Paul can
say, “I want you all to speak in tongues” (1 Cor. 14:5), then interpretations of
contemporary experiences that, in effect, say, “I want you all to be afraid of tongues,”
go contrary to the emphasis of the New Testament. (Note Dickason’s quotation of
Kurt Koch: “Seeking this gift for ourselves can be a very dangerous experience” [p.
127].) This is just not the perspective Paul has in the New Testament.
I realize that Dickason has a cessationist view with respect to speaking in tongues
today (see p. 189: “I told her I doubted that there were any genuine tongues from God
today in the New Testament sense”). Therefore, from his perspective, he is not
making Scripture subject to experience, but sees these experiences as confirming his
understanding of Scripture. (I have discussed the cessationist position in chapter 52,
pp. 1031–46.)
There is the possibility of demonic counterfeit of every gift in the lives of
unbelievers (see Matt. 7:22; also chapter 17, pp. 368–69, on false miracles). Therefore
the fact that there is some kind of “speaking in tongues” in pagan religions should not
surprise us or cause us to think that all speaking in tongues is false. But in the lives of
believers especially when there is positive fruit in their lives and positive fruit from
their gifts, 1 Cor. 12:3, 1 John 4:4, and Matt. 7:16–20 tell us that these are not
counterfeit gifts but real gifts from God. We must remember that Satan and demons
do not do good; they do evil; and they do not bring blessing; they bring destruction.
(See also Jesus’ promise in Luke 11:11–13.)
(Neil T. Anderson, in The Bondage Breaker [Eugene, Oreg.: Harvest House,
1990], pp. 159–60, relates a story of a man who was apparently a Christian and who
had a counterfeit gift of tongues. But Anderson notes that the gift was conferred on
the man “by false teachers” [p. 159] and that this “gift” brought obviously destructive
consequences in the man’s life. These factors, and not just the words of a demon as
the only evidence, gave clear indication of the counterfeit nature of that supposed

i. Is Romans 8:26–27 Related to Speaking in Tongues? Paul writes in Romans
8:26–27:
Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought,
but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words. And he who searches
the hearts of men knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the
saints according to the will of God.

Paul does not mention speaking in tongues explicitly here, and the statement is a
general one concerning the life of all Christians, so it does not seem correct to say that
Paul here is referring to speaking in tongues. He is referring to a more general
experience that occurs in the prayer life of every Christian.
But what exactly is he talking about? Some have thought that he is referring to an
intercessory activity completely imperceptible to us, in which the Holy Spirit
intercedes for us by making sighs and groans to the Father. On this view, such
intercessory work of the Spirit goes on continually, but we have no idea that it is
happening (except for the fact that Scripture tells us this). In this way it would be
similar to the intercessory work of Christ mentioned in Romans 8:34 and Hebrews
7:25.
But this does not appear to be a satisfactory explanation of the passage, for several
reasons: (1) It would not seem probable that Paul would say that the intercessory work
of the Holy Spirit, who is the infinite, omnipotent, omniscient God, would be carried
out in “wordless groans” (literal translation of στεναγμοῖς ἀλαλήτοις in Rom. 8:26),
especially when we realize that “groans” refers to the intense sighs of fatigue that are
appropriate to weary, burdened creatures in a fallen world.57 (2) Within the larger
context the groanings in view seem to be those due to the burden of living in this
present evil age, particularly the groans associated with our suffering in this age (see
vv. 17, 18, 23). (3) The verb “helps” in Romans 8:26 (“The Spirit helps us in our
weakness”) does not refer to something the Holy Spirit does apart from us and on our
behalf but rather something the Holy Spirit does in cooperation with us. The verb
“gift.” Unlike Dickason, Anderson affirms that he is not opposed to speaking in
tongues; see p. 160.)
An alternative explanation for the stories given by Dickason is to say that the
demons who said they were “tongues spirits,” and that they came in when some
charismatics laid hands on the Christian in question, were lying. Satan “is a liar and
the father of lies” (John 8:44), and he would love to have Christians afraid of as many
of the Holy Spirit’s gifts as possible.
57
57. The word “groan” (στεναγμός, G5099) is elsewhere used in the New Testament
only at Acts 7:34, of the groanings of Israel under oppression in Egypt. But the related
verb στενάζω (G5100) is used several times, always of finite creatures groaning under
the burden of this fallen creation. In the immediately previous context στενάζω refers
to our groaning because our redemption is incomplete (Rom. 8:23; a related
compound word is used in v. 22 of the creation itself). The verb is also used of finite
creatures groaning under the burden of this creation in Mark 7:34 (Jesus as a man); 2
Cor. 5:2, 4 (believers who have a corruptible, earthly body); Heb. 13:17 (church
leaders who may be tempted to groan under the burden of church leadership); and
James 5:9 (a warning for Christians not to grumble or groan against one another).
Though the verb was once used of Jesus who groaned while under the limitations of
this human existence, it does not seem an appropriate term to use of the activity of the
Holy Spirit, who would not experience a similar weakness because he never took on
human nature.

Paul uses here (συναντιλαμβάνομαι, G5269) is also used in Luke 10:40, where
Martha wants Jesus to tell Mary “to help me—certainly she does not want Mary to do
the food preparation instead of her, but rather to come and take part with her in doing
it.58 Therefore Paul is not talking about something the Holy Spirit does completely
apart from our participation, but something the Holy Spirit does in cooperation with
our activity.
These reasons combine to indicate that Paul is not talking about a work of the
Holy Spirit done apart from us and unknown by us, but about the inarticulate sighs
and groans which we ourselves utter in prayer, which the Holy Spirit then makes into
effective intercession before the throne of God. We could paraphrase, “The Holy
Spirit assists our prayers when he intercedes (for us) by taking our wordless groans
and making them into effective prayer.”59
What is the relationship between this and speaking in tongues? There is some
similarity because it is effective prayer which we pray even though we do not
understand fully what we are praying. But there are some differences in that the sighs
or groans that we utter in prayer very often relate to situations or hardships that we are
very conscious of in our minds as we pray, so we know what we are praying about.
But Paul says that we do not know how to pray for these situations as we ought to
pray. Therefore the Holy Spirit helps us and intercedes in these situations “according
to the will of God” (Rom. 8:27). There is no explicit mention of our spirit praying
(though that may indeed be true as well), nor is there mention of our mind being
unfruitful or lacking understanding (though that may at times be at least partially
true). Nor do these sighs or groans come forth in anything that could be called “other
tongues” or “other languages.” So there are several differences, even though Romans
8:26–27 talks about intercession that we make in sounds that are not fully understood
by us, and therefore it is a phenomenon that has some similarities to speaking in
tongues.

F. Word of Wisdom and Word of Knowledge
Paul writes, “For to one is given the word of wisdom through the Spirit, and to
another the word of knowledge according to the same Spirit. (1 Cor. 12:8 NASB) At
the beginning of this discussion it must be understood that these two gifts are
mentioned nowhere else in Scripture,60 and no other early Christian literature outside
the Bible has been found to use these phrases of any spiritual gift either. This means
that the only information we have about these gifts is contained in this verse: we have
the words used to describe these two gifts, and we have the context in which the
phrases occur. No interpreter anywhere has any more information than this to work
with. This warns us that our conclusions will probably be somewhat tentative in any
case.
The major alternatives for understanding these gifts are two: (1) These gifts are
commonly thought to be the ability to receive a special revelation from the Holy Spirit
58

58. Though the word is not elsewhere used in the New Testament, its sense is also
transparent from the σύν (G5250, “with”) prefix that Paul attaches to a very common
word for “help.”
59
59. An alternative view is found in the helpful discussion by Douglas Moo, Romans
1–8 pp. 559–63, who (hesitantly) understands the groans to be not ours but the Holy
Spirit’s.
NASB NASB—New American Standard Bible
60
60. At least no other place in Scripture calls something a “word of wisdom” or
“word of knowledge” or uses those phrases in any other way.

and on that basis to speak words that give wisdom in a situation or give specific
knowledge of a situation in the life of someone present in a congregation. In this
interpretation these gifts would be more “miraculous,” in that they would call forth
wonder and amazement from the people present since they would not be based on
information ordinarily available to the person using the gift.
(2) The other interpretation of these gifts would see them as more “nonmiraculous” or ordinary: the “word of wisdom” simply means the ability to speak a
wise word in various situations, and “word of knowledge” is the ability to speak with
knowledge about a situation. In both cases the knowledge and wisdom would not be
based on a special revelation spontaneously given by the Holy Spirit, but would be
based on wisdom acquired in the ordinary course of life, the knowledge and wisdom
that would be characteristic of Bible teachers or elders and other mature Christians in
a church, for example. These would be empowered by the Holy Spirit and thereby
made effective when they were spoken. Examples of “words of wisdom” in this sense
would be found in Acts 6:1–6 (the appointment of the first “deacons” or assistants to
the apostles); Acts 6:10 (Stephen’s wisdom in proclaiming the gospel); Acts 15:19–29
(the decision of the Jerusalem council); and even in King Solomon’s statement,
“Divide the living child in two, and give half to the one, and half to the other” (1
Kings 3:25; see also 1 Cor. 6:5–6).
In favor of the first interpretation, it might be argued that all the other seven gifts
listed in 1 Corinthians 12:8–10 are in the “miraculous” category, and therefore these
two gifts should be understood that way as well.
However, there are some weighty considerations against this view: (1) The words
Paul uses for “word” (λόγος, G3364), “wisdom” (σοφία, G5053), and “knowledge”
(γνῶσις, G1194) are not specialized or technical terms, but are extremely common
words in the Greek New Testament. They are simply the ordinary words frequently
used for “word” and “wisdom” and “knowledge.” Moreover, they are not ordinarily
used to denote miraculous events (as are the words revelation and prophecy for
example), but are simply the words used for human knowledge and wisdom. So from
the meanings of the words themselves, no indication of a miraculous gift seems to be
given.
(2) In the context of 1 Corinthians 12:8, Paul’s purpose in the argument seems to
weigh against thinking of them as miraculous. Paul’s larger purpose in verses 8–10 is
to demonstrate that no matter what kind of gift a person has he or she can be assured
that that gift has been given by the Holy Spirit. He precedes the section by saying,
“To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good,” and follows
this immediate section by saying, “All these are inspired by one and the same Spirit,
who apportions to each one individually as he wills” (vv. 7, 11). But if Paul’s purpose
in this section is to show that every Christian’s gift is given by the Holy Spirit, then
that purpose would not be well served by giving only examples of miraculous gifts. If
he did that, those with non-miraculous gifts would feel left out of the argument and
would not be persuaded that their gifts are included in Paul’s discussion. Even more
importantly, those with miraculous gifts might look at this list and conclude that only
those with miraculous gifts really had the Holy Spirit at work within them to empower
those gifts. This would lead to a dangerous kind of elitism in the congregation.
Therefore it seems necessary that Paul would include some nonmiraculous gifts in his
list in 1 Corinthians 12:8–10.
But which are the nonmiraculous gifts in this list?
Word of wisdom
Word of knowledge

Faith
Gifts of healings
Miracles
Prophecy
Distinguishing between spirits
Tongues
Interpretation of tongues
All the other gifts seem to fall in the more “miraculous” category (with the possible
exceptions of speaking in tongues and perhaps faith). But that would make it almost
necessary that word of wisdom and word of knowledge be nonmiraculous to
guarantee that there are some nonmiraculous gifts in the list. This would demonstrate
Paul’s pastoral wisdom in selecting examples of different kinds of gifts being
exercised in the actual congregation. So there must be some nonmiraculous gifts on
the list—and if there are some, then these are very good candidates.61
(3) Probably the most decisive consideration is the fact that the New Testament
already has a term to describe the action of receiving a special revelation from the
Holy Spirit and reporting it in the congregation—this is what Paul calls “prophecy.”
Since he discusses prophecy at some length, describing it and regulating it, we can
know fairly clearly what prophecy was. But to say that these other gifts functioned in
exactly the same way (perhaps differing only in content) does not seem justified by
anything in the text other than a preconceived notion of what these gifts should be.62
Therefore it would seem preferable to understand these in a “nonmiraculous” way,
simply as the ability to speak with wisdom or with knowledge in various situations.
What many people today call “word of wisdom” and “word of knowledge” in
charismatic circles, it would seem better simply to refer to as “prophecy.”63

G. Distinguishing Between Spirits and Spiritual Warfare
61

61. Even if faith and tongues are considered nonmiraculous, then we have a list that
is a mixture of miraculous and nonmiraculous gifts, and then there is no reason why
word of wisdom and word of knowledge could not be considered non-miraculous as
well, especially on the basis of the fact that the words used to describe them do not
ordinarily denote miraculous events.
62

62. In fact, everything that modern Pentecostal and charismatic Christians call “words
of knowledge” and “words of wisdom” would fit exactly into the definition of
prophecy as given by Paul, and should in fact be put under the general umbrella of
prophecy. This would have the distinct advantage of making the use of this gift
subject to Paul’s rules for understanding and regulating prophecy in the church.
Will any harm come from continuing the fairly common practice of thinking of
words of wisdom and words of knowledge as miraculous gifts that depend on a
special revelation from God? One immediate danger might be that, whereas what is
actually happening would be called “prophecy” by Paul, in some cases it is now being
called something different, and that tends to distance it from the regulations for
prophecy that Paul gives in the New Testament. Whether that would lead to misuse of
the gift at some point in the future is impossible to predict. But it does seem to be
rather anomalous to have a miraculous gift that is quite widely used and that is only
mentioned but never discussed or regulated at all in the New Testament.
63
63. For further discussion of these gifts, see Wayne Grudem, “What is the Real
Meaning of a “Word of Wisdom’ and a “Word of Knowledge’?” in Ministries Today
(Jan.—. 1993), pp. 60–65.

The gift of distinguishing between spirits is another gift that is mentioned only
once in the New Testament (in the list at 1 Cor. 12:10), but the nature of this gift
connects it with a number of other passages that describe the spiritual warfare that
occurs between Christians and demonic spirits. We may define the gift of
distinguishing between spirits as follows: Distinguishing between spirits is a special
ability to recognize the influence of the Holy Spirit or of demonic spirits in a person.
In the perspective of the history of redemption, this gift also gives a foretaste of
the age to come in that it is a foretaste of the ability to recognize Satan and his
influence, which ability will be made perfect for us in heaven, when everything that is
covered or hidden will be revealed and brought to the light (Matt. 10:26; cf. Rev.
20:11–15). This ability is probably also stronger than that possessed by most or all
believers in the old covenant, where mentions of demonic activity are infrequent, and
where demonic attacks against God’s people most often were embodied in military
attacks by unbelieving nations against the people of Israel, or in overt temptations to
go and serve pagan deities. Demonic activity was therefore perceived primarily
through observation of outward physical events and circumstances in which Satan’s
purpose was carried out, and which could be clearly seen.
This New Testament gift of distinguishing between spirits involves the ability to
distinguish the presence of evil spirits from the presence of the work of the Holy
Spirit in a person’s life. Paul knows that the Corinthians previously were “led astray
to dumb idols” (1 Cor. 12:2), and John similarly realizes that there is a need for
Christians to “test the spirits to see whether they are of God; for many false prophets
have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1).
Beyond this, it is also possible that the gift would involve distinguishing between
various types of evil spirits, such as a spirit of infirmity (Luke 13:11), a spirit of
divination (Acts 16:16), a dumb and deaf spirit (Mark 9:25, 29), and a spirit of error
(1 John 4:6). From a lexical and grammatical standpoint there is nothing that would
prevent us from understanding the gift of “distinguishing between spirits” to include
this kind of ability as well.64
Of course, to some degree the presence of demonic activity is outwardly evident,
sometimes from the blurting out of blatantly false doctrinal statements (see 1 Cor.
12:2–3; 1 John 4:1–6), and sometimes from violent and bizarre physical actions,
especially in the face of Christian preaching (see Mark 1:24; 9:20; Matt. 8:29; etc.).
Satan’s influence is characteristically destructive, and the person influenced by a
demon will have a destructive influence on the church and others around him or her,
and also a self-destructive influence that harms the life of the troubled individual
himself or herself.
But in addition to these outward indications of demonic influence, there is
probably also a more subjective perception that occurs at the spiritual and emotional
level, whereby the presence of demonic activity is distinguished. When this is more
highly developed, and is able to function for the benefit of the church as a whole, then
Paul would no doubt call it a gift of distinguishing between spirits.65
64

64. For a very extensive linguistic and grammatical analysis of this phrase, see
Wayne Grudem, “A Response to Gerhard Dautzenberg on 1 Cor. 12:10,” in Biblische
Zeitschrift N.F., 22:2 (1978), pp. 253–70.
65
65. Of course, no gift is perfect in any Christian in this age (1 Cor. 13:9–10), and
we should not expect that this gift would be perfect, or that those who have it would
never make mistakes. See chapter 52, pp. 1022–25, on the fact that spiritual gifts vary
in strength.

In connection with the gift of distinguishing between spirits, the discussion of
spiritual warfare given above in chapter 20 (on Satan and demons) is also relevant.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION
1.

Have you ever experienced a gift of prophecy as defined in this chapter? What have
you called it? Has this gift (or something like it) functioned in your church? If so,
what have been the benefits—and dangers? If not, do you think this gift might be of
help to your church? (Why or why not?)
2. Does the gift of teaching function effectively in your church? Who uses this gift in
addition to the pastor or elders? Do you think your church adequately appreciates
sound Bible teaching? In what areas (if any) do you think your church needs to grow
in its knowledge and love of the teachings of Scripture?
3. Of the other gifts discussed in this chapter, have you ever used any of them yourself?
Are there any which you think your church needs but does not have at this time? What
do you think would be best for you to do in response to this need?

SPECIAL TERMS
(This list applies to chapters 52 and 53.)
apostle
cessationist
distinguishing between spirits
gifts of the Holy Spirit
healing
interpretation of tongues
miracle
miraculous gifts
nonmiraculous gifts
office
prophecy
speaking in tongues
teaching
word of knowledge
word of wisdom
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12. RETHINKING SALVATION: HEAVEN,
EARTH, AND THE KINGDOM OF GOD

introduction

We have now reached the point where we must ask: So what? Is
all this talk about God’s ultimate future, about “life after life after death,” simply a matter of tidying up our beliefs about what
will happen in the very end, or does it have any practical consequences here and now? Is it simply a matter of getting our teaching
and preaching right and of ordering our funerals and other liturgies so that they reflect biblical teaching about death and what lies
beyond instead of nonbiblical and even antibiblical ideas that have
crept into the church here and there?
Let me approach this question obliquely. Among the objections
that are regularly raised to believing in the bodily resurrection of
Jesus, I recently came across a remarkable one that shows, it seems
to me, a total misunderstanding of what Christianity is all about.
One of the leading American writers on early Christianity, Dominic
Crossan, has asked on a number of occasions: Even if Jesus did rise
from the dead, so what? Very nice for him, but what’s it got to do
with anything else? Why should he be so specially favored? If God
can pull off a stunt like that, why can’t he intervene and do a lot
more useful things like stopping genocide or earthquakes?1 And this
objection chimes in with things that have been said, for instance,
by my distinguished predecessor Bishop David Jenkins, constituting
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what you might call the moral objection (as opposed to the historical or scientific one) to believing in Jesus’s bodily resurrection.
I don’t want to comment here on the objection itself—though
we may note that when historians start to make arguments about
what happened on the grounds of what ought (or ought not) to
have happened, they put themselves on very thin ice indeed. What I
want to do, rather, is to show what the New Testament says by way
of answer to the question, What’s the resurrection of Jesus got to do
with anything else? and to point to some conclusions from this for
the life of the church and of Christians today.2
Part of the energy for this undertaking comes from two further
observations, this time about the way we keep Easter in the contemporary church. (The church I know best is the Church of England,
but conversations with friends in other churches indicate that similar phenomena can be found in plenty of other churches too.)
A good many Easter hymns start by assuming that the point of
Easter is that it proves the existence of life after death and encourages us to hope for it. This is then regularly, but ironically, combined
with a view of that life after death in which the specific element
of resurrection has been quietly removed. “May we go where he is
gone,” we sing at the end of one well-known hymn, “rest and reign
with him in heaven!” But that is precisely not the point that the
New Testament draws from Jesus’s resurrection. Yes, there is a promised rest after the labors of this life, and the word heaven may be an
appropriate, though vague, way of denoting where this rest takes
place. But this time of rest is the prelude to something very different, which will emphatically involve earth as well. Earth—the renewed earth—is where the reign will take place, which is why the
New Testament regularly speaks not of our going to be where Jesus
is but of his coming to where we are, as we saw in the previous part
of the book.
But even when we become more precise and focused about what
the New Testament says about our own future hope—the final resurrection itself and whatever intermediate state may precede it,
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which we discussed in chapters 10 and 11—this is still, maybe to our
surprise, not what the New Testament sees as the main result of the
resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. Yes, that resurrection does indeed
give us a sure and certain hope. If that’s not the case, we are of all
people, as Paul says, most to be pitied.3 But when the New Testament strikes the great Easter bell, the main resonances it sets up are
not simply about ourselves and about whatever future world God
is ultimately going to make, when heaven and earth are joined together and renewed at last from top to bottom. Precisely because the
resurrection has happened as an event within our own world, its implications and effects are to be felt within our own world, here and
now.
This is one of the points at which it simply won’t do to say (as,
according to various opinion polls, a lot of clergy and even some
bishops are inclined to say) that believing in the bodily resurrection of Jesus is a take-it-or-leave-it option. Jesus’s bodily resurrection
marks a watershed. It may look like only a few steps this way or that
to move from one side to the other, but if you accept the bodily resurrection of Jesus all the streams flow in one direction, and if you
don’t they all flow in the other direction. And, to put it kindly but
bluntly, if you go in the other direction, away from the bodily resurrection, you may be left with something that looks a bit like Christianity, but it won’t be what the New Testament writers were talking
about. Please note, this is not at all a matter of putting a check beside some dogmas and not others, with the resurrection simply being a rather more difficult box to check off than some others. It is a
matter of a belief that is a symptom of an entire worldview, an accurate index to a way of looking at everything else.
The point of this final section of the book is that a proper grasp
of the (surprising) future hope held out to us in Jesus Christ leads
directly and, to many people, equally surprisingly, to a vision of the
present hope that is the basis of all Christian mission. To hope for a
better future in this world—for the poor, the sick, the lonely and
depressed, for the slaves, the refugees, the hungry and homeless, for
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the abused, the paranoid, the downtrodden and despairing, and in
fact for the whole wide, wonderful, and wounded world—is not
something else, something extra, something tacked on to the gospel as an afterthought. And to work for that intermediate hope, the
surprising hope that comes forward from God’s ultimate future into
God’s urgent present, is not a distraction from the task of mission
and evangelism in the present. It is a central, essential, vital, and
life-giving part of it. Mostly, Jesus himself got a hearing from his
contemporaries because of what he was doing. They saw him saving
people from sickness and death, and they heard him talking about
a salvation, the message for which they had longed, that would go
beyond the immediate into the ultimate future. But the two were
not unrelated, the present one a mere visual aid of the future one
or a trick to gain people’s attention. The whole point of what Jesus
was up to was that he was doing, close up, in the present, what he
was promising long-term, in the future. And what he was promising
for that future, and doing in that present, was not saving souls for a
disembodied eternity but rescuing people from the corruption and
decay of the way the world presently is so they could enjoy, already
in the present, that renewal of creation which is God’s ultimate purpose—and so they could thus become colleagues and partners in
that larger project.
When we turn to Paul, the verse that has always struck me in
this connection is 1 Corinthians 15:58. Paul, we remind ourselves,
has just written the longest and densest chapter in any of his letters,
discussing the future resurrection of the body in great and complex
detail. How might we expect him to finish such a chapter? By saying, “Therefore, since you have such a great hope, sit back and relax
because you know God’s got a great future in store for you”? No.
Instead, he says, “Therefore, my beloved ones, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, because you know
that in the Lord your labour is not in vain.”
What does he mean? How does believing in the future resurrection lead to getting on with the work in the present? Quite straight192
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forwardly. The point of the resurrection, as Paul has been arguing
throughout the letter, is that the present bodily life is not valueless
just because it will die. God will raise it to new life. What you do
with your body in the present matters because God has a great future in store for it. And if this applies to ethics, as in 1 Corinthians
6, it certainly also applies to the various vocations to which God’s
people are called. What you do in the present—by painting, preaching, singing, sewing, praying, teaching, building hospitals, digging
wells, campaigning for justice, writing poems, caring for the needy,
loving your neighbor as yourself—will last into God’s future. These
activities are not simply ways of making the present life a little less
beastly, a little more bearable, until the day when we leave it behind
altogether (as the hymn so mistakenly puts it, “Until that day when
all the blest to endless rest are called away”). They are part of what
we may call building for God’s kingdom.
I shall come back to the meaning of “God’s kingdom” presently.
But let us note, at the outset of this final section of the book, that
the promise of new creation—the promise we have been studying
throughout this book—is not and cannot be simply about straightening out ideas about life after death. It is about the mission of the
church. There has been a lot of talk where I work about a “missionshaped church,” following a report with that title, urging today’s
church to regard mission not as an extra, something to fit in if there’s
any time left over from other concerns, but as the central and shaping dynamic of its life.4 But if this is to mean what it ought to mean,
we must also reshape our ideas of mission itself. It’s no good falling
back into the tired old split-level world where some people believe in
evangelism in terms of saving souls for a timeless eternity and other
people believe in mission in terms of working for justice, peace, and
hope in the present world. That great divide has nothing to do with
Jesus and the New Testament and everything to do with the silent
enslavement of many Christians (both conservative and radical) to
the Platonic ideology of the Enlightenment. Once we get the resurrection straight, we can and must get mission straight. If we want
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a mission-shaped church, what we need is a hope-shaped mission.
And if that is surprising, we ought to be getting used to it by now.
We begin with one of the largest topics of all, which most Christians take for granted but which is in urgent need of a radical rethink: salvation.

the meaning of salvation

The truly exciting, surprising, and perhaps frightening thing about
where we have now got to in this book is that we are now forced to
rethink the very meaning of salvation itself.
Mention salvation, and almost all Western Christians assume
that you mean going to heaven when you die. But a moment’s
thought, in the light of all we have said so far, reveals that this simply cannot be right. Salvation means, of course, rescue. But what are
we ultimately to be rescued from? The obvious answer is death. But
if, when we die, all that happens is that our bodies decompose while
our souls (or whatever other word we want to use for our continuing existence) go on elsewhere, this doesn’t mean we’ve been rescued
from death. It simply means that we’ve died.
And if God’s good creation—of the world, of life as we know it,
of our glorious and remarkable bodies, brains, and bloodstreams—
really is good, and if God wants to reaffirm that goodness in a wonderful act of new creation at the last, then to see the death of the
body and the escape of the soul as salvation is not simply slightly
off course, in need of a few subtle alterations and modifications. It
is totally and utterly wrong. It is colluding with death. It is conniving at death’s destruction of God’s good, image-bearing human creatures while consoling ourselves with the (essentially non-Christian
and non-Jewish) thought that the really important bit of ourselves
is saved from this wicked, nasty body and this sad, dark world of
space, time, and matter! As we have seen, the whole of the Bible,
from Genesis to Revelation, speaks out against such nonsense. It
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is, however, what most Western Christians, including most Bible Christians of whatever sort, actually believe. This is a serious state of affairs,
reinforced not only in popular teaching but also in liturgies, public
prayers, hymns, and homilies of every kind.
All this was borne in on me recently when I read a popular-level
book by the well-known Christian writer Adrian Plass. Plass doesn’t
claim to be a profound theologian, though actually his great contribution, through humor, irony, and the occasional deeply poignant story, is often to make us think afresh about things we take
for granted. So when someone gave me his new book, Bacon Sandwiches and Salvation, I looked forward to more of the same. And
I wasn’t disappointed: the book is funny, shrewd, deliberately silly,
and deliberately serious.5
When it came to the most serious bit, on salvation itself, I was
looking forward to some fresh thinking. Plass himself raises the
questions that puzzle many people today:
But what is it all about? What does it mean to be saved? Saved from
what? Saved for what? Should the whole business of salvation have a
significant impact on my present as well as on my future? Speaking
of the future, what can we expect from an eternity spent in heaven?
How can we possibly make sense of heaven when our feet remain so
solidly on Earth? Where is the interface, the meeting point between
the flesh and the Spirit? And when all the strange religious terms
and voices and patterns and mantras and man-made conventions
have faded away, what will be left?6

Well, quite. That is indeed the puzzle we found in the early
chapters of the present book. I turned the page, eager to see what
Plass would come up with as a fresh statement of salvation. But I
was disappointed:
[God’s] plan was for us to live in perfect harmony with him. . . .
Then something went horribly, dreadfully wrong. . . . This truly
rethinking salvation
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ghastly thing that happened somehow separated human beings
from God, who nevertheless continued to love them/us with a passion that is impossible to comprehend. Desperate to heal the rift, he
devised a rescue plan. . . . Because Jesus was executed on the cross
it is now possible for any or all of us, through repentance, baptism
and obedience, to recover the magnificent relationship with God that
was destroyed in days gone by. . . . If you and I accept the death and
resurrection of Jesus as a living, divine, working mechanism in our
own lives we shall one day go home to God and find peace. . . . The
Holy Spirit, sent by Jesus himself after his death, offers support and
strength for those who call on him.7

Now I know it is hardly fair to take on Adrian Plass in a book
like this. He does not claim to be writing a work of theology, and as
I said, his book has many wonderful insights (as well as many corny
jokes). I cite him simply as a classic example—all the more powerful because at this point he is so clearly articulating what so many
take for granted—of the normal Western Christian view: that salvation is about “my relationship with God” in the present and about
“going home to God and finding peace” in the future. The fact that,
though asking so many probing questions and clearly being dissatisfied with the stock answers he has received, he has not thought to
question these answers themselves shows how deeply rooted they are
in an entire tradition. Those of us who have known this tradition all
our lives—not just an evangelical tradition, by the way, but at this
point the entire tradition of the Western church—will recognize his
summary as being what most Christians believe and, indeed, what
most non-Christians assume Christians believe. And, to make the
point once more as forcibly as I can, this belief is simply not what
the New Testament teaches.
The day after writing this paragraph I had another, and sharply
personal, example of the same problem. An anguished e-mail appeared from the man who is translating my book Judas and the Gospel of Jesus into one of the Balkan languages. He had just got to the
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point where I was warning that some Western Christians have embraced something worryingly similar to second-century Gnosticism
when they think of the present world as evil and the only solution
being to escape it and to go to heaven instead. This produced a tirade of accusations from the translator, for whom that seemed to be
precisely what he thought the gospel was all about. Hadn’t I read the
Bible? Didn’t I believe in heaven? Or in Jesus? Was I trying to invent
a new religion?
Thus far, I am simply rubbing in the point I have been making
throughout the book. But in this closing section we have to look
head-on at the problem that directly results from this widespread
misperception of the Christian view of salvation. As long as we see
salvation in terms of going to heaven when we die, the main work
of the church is bound to be seen in terms of saving souls for that
future. But when we see salvation, as the New Testament sees it, in
terms of God’s promised new heavens and new earth and of our
promised resurrection to share in that new and gloriously embodied reality—what I have called life after life after death—then the
main work of the church here and now demands to be rethought in
consequence.
At this point the well-known slogan of Christian Aid, “We Believe in Life Before Death,” comes into its own. Life before death is
what is threatened, called into question, by the idea that salvation is
merely life after death. If we’re heading for a timeless, bodiless eternity, then what’s the fuss about putting things right in the present
world? But if what matters is the newly embodied life after life after death, then the presently embodied life before death can at last
be seen not as an interesting but ultimately irrelevant present preoccupation, not simply as a “vale of tears and soul-making” through
which we have to pass to a blessed and disembodied final state, but
as the essential, vital time, place, and matter into which God’s future purposes have already broken in the resurrection of Jesus and
in which those future purposes are now to be further anticipated
through the mission of the church. Life after death, it seems, can be
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a serious distraction not only from the ultimate life after life after
death, but also from life before death. To ignore this is in fact to collude not only with death but also with all sorts of other powers that
gain their force from their own alliance with that ultimate enemy.
Salvation, then, is not “going to heaven” but “being raised to life
in God’s new heaven and new earth.” But as soon as we put it like
this we realize that the New Testament is full of hints, indications,
and downright assertions that this salvation isn’t just something we
have to wait for in the long-distance future. We can enjoy it here
and now (always partially, of course, since we all still have to die),
genuinely anticipating in the present what is to come in the future.
“We were saved,” says Paul in Romans 8:24, “in hope.” The verb
“we were saved” indicates a past action, something that has already
taken place, referring obviously to the complex of faith and baptism
of which Paul has been speaking in the letter so far. But this remains
“in hope” because we still look forward to the ultimate future salvation of which he speaks in (for instance) Romans 5:9, 10.
This explains at a stroke the otherwise puzzling fact that the
New Testament often refers to salvation and being saved in terms of
bodily events within the present world. “Come and save my daughter,” begs Jairus; as Jesus is on his way to do so, the woman with the
issue of blood thinks to herself, “If I can only touch his clothes I will
be saved”; “Daughter,” says Jesus to her after her healing, “your faith
has saved you.”8 Matthew, telling the same story, abbreviates it drastically, but at this point he adds an extra note: “And the woman was
saved from that moment on.”9 It is fascinating to see how passages
like this—and there are many of them—are often juxtaposed with
others that speak of salvation in larger terms, seeming to go beyond
present physical healing or rescue. This juxtaposition makes some
Christians nervous (surely, they think, salvation ought to be a spiritual matter!), but it doesn’t seem to have troubled the early church
at all.10 For the first Christians, the ultimate salvation was all about
God’s new world, and the point of what Jesus and the apostles were
doing when they were healing people or being rescued from ship198
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wreck or whatever was that this was a proper anticipation of that
ultimate salvation, that healing transformation of space, time, and
matter. The future rescue that God had planned and promised was
starting to come true in the present. We are saved not as souls but
as wholes.
(All sorts of things follow from this. We might notice, for instance, that theories of atonement, of the meaning of the cross, are
not simply a set of alternative answers to the same question. They
give the answers they give because of the question they ask. If the
question is, How can I get to heaven despite the sin because of
which I deserve to be punished? the answer may well be, Because
Jesus has been punished in your place. But if the question is, How
can God’s plan to rescue and renew the entire world go ahead despite the corruption and decay that have come about because of human rebellion? the answer may well be, Because on the cross Jesus
defeated the powers of evil, which have enslaved rebel humans and
so ensured continuing corruption. Please note, these and other possible questions and answers are not mutually exclusive. My point is that
reframing the question will mean rethinking the various answers we
might give and the relationship between them. This is a large topic
for another occasion.)11
But as soon as we grasp this—and I appreciate it takes quite a bit
of latching onto for people who have spent their whole lives thinking the other way—we see that if salvation is that sort of thing, it
can’t be confined to human beings. When human beings are saved,
in the past as a single coming-to-faith event, in the present through
acts of healing and rescue, including answers to the prayer “lead us
not into temptation, but deliver us from evil,” and in the future
when they are finally raised from the dead, this is always so that they
can be genuine human beings in a fuller sense than they otherwise
would have been. And genuine human beings, from Genesis 1 onward, are given the mandate of looking after creation, of bringing
order to God’s world, of establishing and maintaining communities. To suppose that we are saved, as it were, for our own private
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benefit, for the restoration of our own relationship with God (vital though that is!), and for our eventual homecoming and peace
in heaven (misleading though that is!) is like a boy being given a
baseball bat as a present and insisting that since it belongs to him,
he must always and only play with it in private. But of course you
can only do what you’re meant to do with a baseball bat when you’re
playing with other people. And salvation only does what it’s meant
to do when those who have been saved, are being saved, and will
one day fully be saved realize that they are saved not as souls but as
wholes and not for themselves alone but for what God now longs to
do through them.
The point is this. When God saves people in this life, by working through his Spirit to bring them to faith and by leading them
to follow Jesus in discipleship, prayer, holiness, hope, and love, such
people are designed—it isn’t too strong a word—to be a sign and
foretaste of what God wants to do for the entire cosmos. What’s
more, such people are not just to be a sign and foretaste of that ultimate salvation; they are to be part of the means by which God makes
this happen in both the present and the future. That is what Paul
insists on when he says that the whole creation is waiting with eager
longing not just for its own redemption, its liberation from corruption and decay, but for God’s children to be revealed: in other words,
for the unveiling of those redeemed humans through whose stewardship creation will at last be brought back into that wise order for
which it was made.12 And since Paul makes it quite clear that those
who believe in Jesus Christ, who are incorporated into him through
baptism, are already God’s children, are already themselves saved,
this stewardship cannot be something to be postponed for the ultimate future. It must begin here and now.
In other words—to sum up where we’ve got so far—the work of
salvation, in its full sense, is (1) about whole human beings, not merely
souls; (2) about the present, not simply the future; and (3) about
what God does through us, not merely what God does in and for
us. If we can get this straight, we will rediscover the historic basis
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for the full-orbed mission of the church. To pursue this further, we
need to look at the larger picture within which all this makes sense:
the kingdom of God.

the kingdom of god

We have seen at several points in this book that the normal Christian understanding of kingdom, especially of kingdom of heaven, is
simply mistaken. “God’s kingdom” and “kingdom of heaven” mean
the same thing: the sovereign rule of God (that is, the rule of heaven,
of the one who lives in heaven), which according to Jesus was and is
breaking in to the present world, to earth. That is what Jesus taught
us to pray for. We have no right to omit that clause from the Lord’s
Prayer or to suppose that it doesn’t really mean what it says.
This, as we have seen, is what the resurrection and ascension of
Jesus and the gift of the Spirit are all about. They are designed not
to take us away from this earth but rather to make us agents of the
transformation of this earth, anticipating the day when, as we are
promised, “the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord, as
the waters cover the sea.” When the risen Jesus appears to his followers at the end of Matthew’s gospel, he declares that all authority
in heaven and on earth has been given to him. When John the Seer
hears the thundering voices in heaven, they are singing, “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his
Messiah, and he shall reign for ever and ever.”13 And the point of the
gospels—of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John together with Acts—is
that this has already begun.
The question of how it has begun—in what sense it is inaugurated, anticipated, or whatever—has been the stuff of debate for a
long time. But part of the problem with that debate is that those
taking part in it do not usually clarify the question of what precisely
it is that is begun, launched, or initiated. At one level it is clearly
the hope of Israel, as expressed in classic kingdom passages such as
rethinking salvation
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Isaiah 52:7–12. There, “God becoming king at last” means the end
of exile, the defeat of evil, and the return of Israel’s God to Zion. We
can see all of that becoming the major theme not only of Jesus’s life
and public career but also of his own interpretation of his death.14
But underneath that again, when we stand back, is the meaning
of God’s kingdom, to which the hope of Israel was designed to contribute—or, to put it another way, the meaning because of which
God called Israel in the first place. Faced with his beautiful and
powerful creation in rebellion, God longed to set it right, to rescue
it from continuing corruption and impending chaos and to bring it
back into order and fruitfulness. God longed, in other words, to reestablish his wise sovereignty over the whole creation, which would
mean a great act of healing and rescue. He did not want to rescue
humans from creation any more than he wanted to rescue Israel from
the Gentiles. He wanted to rescue Israel in order that Israel might be
a light to the Gentiles, and he wanted thereby to rescue humans in
order that humans might be his rescuing stewards over creation. That is
the inner dynamic of the kingdom of God.
That, in other words, is how the God who made humans to be
his stewards over creation and who called Israel to be the light of the
world is to become king, in accordance with his original intention
in creation, on the one hand, and his original intention in the covenant, on the other. To snatch saved souls away to a disembodied
heaven would destroy the whole point. God is to become king of
the whole world at last. And he will do this not by declaring that the
inner dynamic of creation (that it be ruled by humans) was a mistake, nor by declaring that the inner dynamic of his covenant (that
Israel would be the means of saving the nations) was a failure, but
rather by fulfilling them both. That is more or less what Paul’s letter
to the Romans is all about.15
This is the purpose that has been realized in Jesus Christ. One of
the greatest problems of the Western church, ever since the Reformation at least, is that it hasn’t really known what the gospels were
there for. Imagining that the point of Christianity was to enable
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people to go to heaven, most Western Christians supposed that the
mechanism by which this happened was the one they found in the
writings of Paul (I stress, the one they found; I have argued elsewhere
that this involved misunderstanding Paul as well) and that the four
gospels were simply there to give backup information about Jesus,
his teaching, his moral example, and his atoning death. This long
tradition screened out the possibility that when Jesus spoke of God’s
kingdom, he was talking not about a heaven for which he was preparing his followers but about something that was happening in and
on this earth, through his work, then through his death and resurrection, and then through the Spirit-led work to which they would
be called.
Part of the difficulty people still have in coming to terms with
the gospels, read in this way, is that kingdom of God has been a flag
of convenience under which all sorts of ships have sailed. Some used
the phrase as a cover for pursuing business of their own—programs
of moral, social, or political improvement or upheaval, agendas of
the left and the right, of the well-meaning but muddled and of the
less well-meaning but all too clear. Many who went this route treated
the gospels as though they were simply stories about Jesus going
around helping people as best he could, with the unfortunate sequel
of his untimely death. And many other Christians, seeing this shallow and confused exegesis and application, reacted angrily against
what is called kingdom theology as though it were simply an outdated and shallow corporate version of faddish self-help moralism.
(This is a serious problem in some parts of America, where kingdom
has become a slogan of this kind and has then been used to rule out
or marginalize many aspects of orthodox Christian faith—precipitating among some would-be orthodox Christians a reaction against
any social or political dimension to the gospel and against kingdom
language altogether. By such means do we project our own confusions onto the text.)
But the fact that some people, and some movements, have misappropriated the kingdom theology of the gospels doesn’t mean
rethinking salvation
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there isn’t a reality of which such ideas are a caricature. What we
find in the gospels is much, much more profound. Here we meet
again a familiar problem, the problem of how Jesus’s initial ministry
joins up with his self-giving to death. I have argued at length elsewhere that Jesus never imagined that the kingdom he was launching through his healings, feastings, and teachings would be fulfilled
without his death. Or, to put it the other way around, I and others
have stressed that Jesus’s death was not (and he did not think it was)
about something other than the kingdom work to which he had devoted his short public career. The problem of evil, which looms up
as the backdrop to the gospels, is not going to be dealt with even by
Jesus’s healings, feastings, and teachings. It certainly won’t be dealt
with by his then providing his followers with a fast-track route to
a distant and disembodied heaven. It can only be dealt with—the
kingdom can only come on earth as in heaven—through Jesus’s own
death and resurrection. That is a whole other story, though of course
a central and vital one.16
But when we reintegrate what should never have been separated—the kingdom-inaugurating public work of Jesus and his redemptive death and resurrection—we find that the gospels tell a
different story. It isn’t just a story of some splendid and exciting social work with an unhappy conclusion. Nor is it just a story of an
atoning death with an extended introduction. It is something much
bigger than the sum of those two diminished perspectives. It is the
story of God’s kingdom being launched on earth as in heaven, generating a new state of affairs in which the power of evil has been decisively defeated, the new creation has been decisively launched, and
Jesus’s followers have been commissioned and equipped to put that
victory and that inaugurated new world into practice. Atonement,
redemption, and salvation are what happen on the way because
engaging in this work demands that people themselves be rescued
from the powers that enslave the world in order that they can in
turn be rescuers. To put it another way, if you want to help inaugurate God’s kingdom, you must follow in the way of the cross, and if
204

surprised by hope

you want to benefit from Jesus’s saving death, you must become part
of his kingdom project. There is only one Jesus, only one gospel
story, albeit told in four kaleidoscopic patterns.17
Heaven’s rule, God’s rule, is thus to be put into practice in the
world, resulting in salvation in both the present and the future, a
salvation that is both for humans and, through saved humans, for
the wider world. This is the solid basis for the mission of the church.
But to explore this further will need another chapter.
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PANEL NIGHT
REQUIRED READING
SESSION 7 - APRIL
GENDER-REDEEMING
• Listen to Peter Kreeft’s Teaching on Women in the Priesthood:
https://youtu.be/kgou9QDR4KM
• Watch Andrew Wilson’s Teaching on Masculinity here: https://
vimeo.com/113589260
• See further recommendations at resources.frontlinechurch.com/
eldercohort
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NIGHT OF PREACHING
RESOURCES
• Biblical Preaching: A Coram Deo Church Resource
• Preaching Cohort Audio and Documents here: http://
resources.frontlinechurch.com/category/preaching-cohort/
• See further recommendations at resources.frontlinechurch.com/
eldercohort

207

BIBLICAL
PREACHING
A CORAM DEO CHURCH RESOURCE

`1

Page 1 of 14

INTRODUCTION:
DEVELOPING AS A PREACHER

I’m not a great preacher. But I’m constantly trying to improve. And since Coram Deo is a
church-planting church, I’m always trying to help others improve as well. Which means
I’m constantly helping young leaders learn the basics of how to outline, craft, and deliver
a good sermon.
In the fall of 2015, I asked Trent Senske to condense and compile a few of Coram Deo’s
standard “go-to” resources. We asked ourselves the question: “If we could have young
preachers read a handful of books on preaching, which books would we assign?” Then
we set out to distill each book’s key contribution to the field in one page or less. The
result is this packet. We’ve summarized seven essential concepts that will help you
preach better, more impactful, more gospel-centered sermons.
How should you use this document? Well, that’s up to you. But we envision it serving as a
sort of combination “research brief/creative template.” Review these ideas regularly.
Seek to incorporate them into your sermon prep. As you sit down to craft a sermon, work
on applying each of these concepts.
It should be noted that these are not necessarily the seven best books on preaching.
They may not even be the seven most important books on preaching. They are merely
the seven that have most shaped the preaching ethos of Coram Deo Church. And we
think they’ll be particularly helpful to young preachers. A preacher with a decade or two
of experience may already do most of these things intuitively, and may need to look to
another set of books or resources. But for young, aspiring preachers, these seven
concepts are foundational to good preaching.
It should also be noted that this packet represents our summary of each author’s major
contribution. To fully benefit from each author’s thinking, please consult their work
directly. A full bibliography can be found on the final page.
I pray that God will strengthen and deepen your preaching of his Word through this
resource.

Bob Thune
Lead Pastor
Coram Deo Church, Omaha, NE
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7 KEY CONCEPTS FOR BIBLICAL PREACHING
#1. IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA from Haddon Robinson
All sermons must have ONE idea. Preachers may say many things, but the sermon must
communicate one thing. Every text when studied, therefore, must be reduced to one
pregnant statement composed of a subject and a complement. The Big Idea consists of
these two components. The subject answers the question: What am I talking about? The
complement answers: What am I saying about what I am talking about?

#2. DISCERN THE FALLEN CONDITION FOCUS from Bryan Chapell
Identifying a Fallen Condition Focus (FCF) ensures that sermons are redemptive. The
FCF is the mutual human condition that contemporary listeners share with those to whom
or about whom the text was written. A clear Fallen Condition Focus provides a sermon
with a distinct claim about our need for redemption, so that the preacher can organize an
entire message to address how Christ has met that need.

#3. SEEK TO CHANGE PEOPLE ON THE SPOT from Tim Keller
There is one key to change—preaching Christ. Keller contends that true preaching is
not merely to talk about Christ but to “show” him, to “demonstrate” his greatness, and
reveal that Jesus alone is worthy of praise and adoration. Thus, listeners experience with
awe and wonder the greatness of Christ and are “changed on the spot.” Preaching
should aim to make an impression on the listener. It must capture the listeners’ interests
and imaginations; it must be compelling and penetrate their hearts. Whatever captures
the heart’s trust and love also controls a person’s feelings and behavior.

#4. BUILD BRIDGES from John Stott
The central task of the preacher is Bridge Building. A bridge is a means of
communication between two places, which would otherwise be cut off from one another.
So the preacher must bridge between the biblical world and the postmodern world.
Preaching is not exposition only but also communication, not just exegesis of a text only
but also conveying a God-given message to living people that need to hear it. There is a
gulf between the Bible and our current cultural context, and the preacher must span it.

#5. REMEMBER BIBLICAL THEOLOGY from Graeme Goldsworthy
Goldsworthy reminds preachers that the Kingdom of God is the unifying theme of
Scripture. He describes the Kingdom through the schema of God-People-Place: (1) God
as Lord, (2) his People present before him as willing and loving subjects, (3) living in the
Place he created for them. Gospel preachers, therefore, must always exposit their text in
light of the overarching biblical story.
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7 KEY CONCEPTS FOR BIBLICAL PREACHING
#6. PREACH WITH LIGHT AND HEAT from the Puritans

According to historian Bruce Bickel, the Puritan preacher’s main concern was light and
heat. Light from the pure Word of God to penetrate the darkness of the heart and soul of
the hearer, and heat from the pathos and conviction of the heart and soul of the preacher
to bring about conviction. John Owen once wrote, “The Word is like the sun…but the
preaching of the Word is as the motion and beams of the sun, which actually and
effectually communicate that light and heat unto all creatures.”

#7. PREACH WHAT IS REAL from Zach Eswine
Good sermons facilitate true contact with reality. Zach Eswine insists upon the humanness of the preacher and the ministry. He knows well the temptation of many preachers
to disconnect from the real, the tangible, and the mundane aspects of life. But God is not
silent on these matters. His truth speaks to the everyday struggles of the people of God.
When truth meets struggle, the result is substantial healing, and substantial healing is
the business of preaching.
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Biblical Preaching by Haddon Robinson
CONTRIBUTION TO THE CONVERSATION
All sermons must have ONE idea. Preachers may say many things, but the sermon must communicate one
thing. Every text, therefore, must be summarized in one pregnant statement composed of a subject and a
complement. Haddon Robinson makes his point this way:
•
•

A sermon should be a bullet, not buckshot. Ideally each sermon is the explanation, interpretation,
or application of a single dominant idea.
“I have a conviction that no sermon is ready for preaching, not ready for writing out, until we can
express its theme (idea) in a short pregnant sentence as clear as crystal.” – J.H. Jowett

An idea consists of two essential elements: a subject and a complement.
• Subject: What am I talking about? The subject is always phrased in the form of a question.
• Complement: What am I saying about what I am talking about? The complement is always the
answer that completes the subject.
• Example: a subject is, “What is the test of a person’s character?” and the complement would be,
“The test of a person’s character is what it takes to stop him.”

KEY INSIGHTS FROM THE BOOK
Exegetical & Homiletical Ideas
The exegetical idea is the raw material from the study of scripture.
The homelitical idea is a memorable, short, and contextualized statement.
Purpose: Why are you preaching that sermon?
The purpose of a sermon is what you expect to happen in the hearer as a result of hearing the sermon. In
response what should the hearer think/feel/do? A purpose differs from the big idea in the way that a target
differs from the arrow. The idea states truth; the purpose defines what that truth should accomplish.
The Shapes Sermons Take
Deductive
• Position to be proved: sometimes your idea needs proving. In this case, the big idea appears as a
proposition that you will defend.
• Principle to be applied: So what? In this type of sermon you establish a biblical principle in the
introduction and explore the implications of this truth in the rest of the sermon
Semi-inductive
• Subject to be completed: the most common sermon pattern, which can produce tension and
climax if used well. The subject is presented in the introduction, often in the form of a question.
Inductive
• Learning truth: in an inductive sermon the listeners have the experience of learning truth for
themselves. It can produce a strong sense of discovery.
• Completion: moves toward a complete statement of your idea at the end of the sermon. Therefore,
inductive sermons are particularly effective with indifferent or even hostile audiences.
Deductive
Introduction
Body

Inductive

InductiveDeductive

IDEA

Subject Introduced

I

I

I

II

II

IDEA

III

III

II
III

Conclusion

Semi-Inductive

IDEA
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I
II
III
IDEA Restated

Christ-Centered Preaching by Bryan Chapell
CONTRIBUTION TO THE CONVERSATION
The Fallen Condition Focus (FCF) is the mutual human condition that hearers of the sermon share with
those to whom or about whom the text was written that requires the grace of the passage.
God through his Word continually aims to restore our brokenness to spiritual wholeness so that we might
reflect his image and rejoice in his glory. Therefore, we must see that every passage was written to bring
glory to God by addressing some aspect(s) of our fallen condition. By correction, warning, diagnosis, or
healing of this fallenness, a text unfolds redemption both in the passage’s original context and in our
present situation.
textual info ! addressing a textually rooted FCF + relevant textual application = sermon
A clear Fallen Condition Focus provides a sermon with a distinct claim so that a preacher can organize an
entire message to address a unified purpose—an area in which people need the grace of the gospel.
Through diligently seeking to understand the FCF of the text, the preacher fights not only for unity but also
to maintain Christ’s redemptive purposes as the focus of a sermon.

KEY INSIGHTS FROM THE BOOK
Proposition
A proposition is Chapell’s approach to preaching the Big Idea. It is a statement of the sermon’s subject that
answers the “why” question and the “so what” question. Formal example: Because Jesus commands his
followers to proclaim the gospel (the “why”), we must present Christ to others (the “what”).
Preaching for Application
Sermons that merely teach biblical principles often sound biblical but tend to be merely descriptive rather
than pastoral. They lack a clear goal or practical application. They teach but neglect to apply, feed, and
inspire. Preaching a sermon is an act of shepherding that requires a minister to consider every aspect of
structure, exegesis, and delivery as a potential tool for spiritual nurture, admonition, and healing.
Key Questions
When listeners depart, are they focused on themselves or on their Redeemer?
Do they look to their own works as their source of hope or to God’s work on their behalf?
Context is Part of Text
No text exists in isolation from other texts or from the overarching biblical message. Therefore, we do not
need to conjure up Christ in the text in order to preach Christ-centered sermons. A sermon does not
become Christ-centered because a preacher finds a slick way of wedging a reference to Jesus’ person and
work into the message, but rather, the preacher diligently seeks to reveal how the truth and the context of
a passage lead to Christ. For example, Rahab does not represent the work of Christ because her cloth is
blood red but because God demonstrates through her that he delivers the despicable (her) and the
destitute (the Israelites) through means neither naturally possesses or deserves.
Ways of getting to Christ:
•
•
•
•

Text Disclosure. The text makes a direct reference to Christ or an aspect of his messianic work
Type Disclosure. God’s redemptive work in Christ may be disclosed in the form of a type—an echo
or prefiguring of the person and work of Christ.
Context Disclosure. In its context, every passage discloses one or more of four redemptive foci.
The text may be: Predictive of the work of Christ, Preparatory for the work of Christ, Reflective of
the work of Christ, Resultant of the work of Christ.
Dead Ends and Bridges. In order to reveal the folly of depending on human authorities for security
and peace, God allowed disappointments and failures in particular events and people to
demonstrate that human paths to salvation are dead ends. On the other hand, some passages also
fulfill their redemptive purposes by providing bridges to the redemptive work of Christ (e.g.
sacrificial system, temple features, prophetic ministries).
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Preaching: Communicating Faith in an Age of Skepticism by Tim Keller
CONTRIBUTION TO THE CONVERSATION
Preachers have two responsibilities: first to the truth, and secondly to a particular group of people. And so,
sound preaching arises out of two loves—love of the Word of God and love of people. For both tasks Keller
claims there is one key—preaching Christ. Preaching is not merely to talk about Christ but to “show” him,
to “demonstrate” his greatness, revealing Jesus as worthy of praise and adoration. Thus, listeners
experience with awe and wonder the greatness of Christ and are “changed on the spot.”
Preaching should aim to make an impression on the listener, and that impression is more important than
“information takeaways.” Preaching cannot simply be accurate and sound. It must capture the listeners’
interests and imaginations; it must be compelling and penetrate their hearts. Whatever captures the heart’s
trust and love also controls the feelings and behavior.

KEY INSIGHTS FROM THE BOOK
Preaching to Cultural Narratives
The Christian preacher should compare and contrast the Scripture’s message with the foundational beliefs
of the culture. If done rightly it can lead people to say to themselves, Oh, so that’s why I tend to think and
feel that way. This can be one of the most liberating and catalytic steps in a person’s journey to faith in
Christ. Consequently, the preacher must study culture. The pattern of preaching should be “Yes, but no,
but yes,” when engaging culture in the sermon. “Yes,” to understanding and affirming people’s hopes,
fears, and aspirations. “But no,” to where the listener is looking for these things is wrong. “But yes,” Jesus
is the one whom you’ve been looking for; all hope is found, fear is stilled, and aspirations are met in Christ.
“The story of this one individual (Jesus) never needs to become repetitious—it contains the whole history of
the universe and of humankind alike and is the only resolution of the plotlines of every one of our lives.”
How to Preach Christ Instinctively
Good preachers develop the capacity to preach Christ from instinct. Knowing the end of a movie sheds unignorable light onto the story the next time you watch. Gospel connections become instinctive over time.
Unintentional Preaching Models
1.
2.
3.
4.

A sermon about the preacher’s subject: This model takes one piece of the text to make a point
the preacher wants to make. This is not faithful exegesis of the text.
A sermon about the original author’s message: This model teaches the text, even talks about
Jesus, but without really preaching the gospel.
A sermon about a theme fulfilled in Christ: This model preaches “Christ” but without really
preaching the text (i.e. jumping to Christ). Because this model doesn’t spend enough time in the
text, the way that Jesus is described will sound the same every time.
A sermon about us: This model preaches to the cultural heart or lives of the listeners, emphasizing
application and how the truth is to affect us.

In addition to these four models, there are combinations of the four:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

From #1 !2: Sunday School Lesson
From #1 !3: Allegorical or Inspirational
From #1 !4: Exhortation
From #1 !2!4: The Puritan Approach
From #1 !2!3: Redemptive-Historical
From #1 !2!3!4: Redemptive-Historical
with application
From #1 !2!4!3: This is the model that
Keller is arguing for; preaching to the heart
in a way that changes people on the spot

The Biblical
Field

The Field of
Our Lives
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#2. Original
author’s
message

#3. Theme
Fulfilled in
Christ

#1. Preacher’s
Subject

#4. How this
affects us

Between Two Worlds: The Challenge of Preaching Today by John Stott
CONTRIBUTION TO THE CONVERSATION
John Stott contends that the central task of the preacher is bridge-building. A bridge is a means of
communication between two places, which would otherwise be cut off from one another. The preacher
must bridge between the biblical world and the postmodern world. Preaching is not exposition only but
also communication, not just exegesis of a text only but also conveying a God-given message to living
people that need to hear it. There is a gulf between the Bible and our current cultural context, and it must
be spanned.
All preachers tend toward one of two mistakes. Those more conservative in theology live on the Bible side
of the gulf, struggling to bridge to the culture. They believe the Bible, love the Bible, study the Bible, and
expound the Bible. But they are not at home in the culture. It bewilders and threatens them. Those more
liberal in theology find it congenial to live on the contemporary side of the great divide. They are sensitive
to the current mood and their preaching reflects it, but the original meaning of the text is often lost.
The task of the preacher is to understand both the biblical world and the modern one, so as to
communicate the truth of Jesus to those who need to hear it. Someone once asked Karl Barth, “What do
you do to prepare your Sunday sermon?” Barth answered, “I take the Bible in one hand and the daily
newspaper in the other.” Fifty years prior the prince of preachers, Charles Spurgeon, taught the same
method.

KEY INSIGHTS FROM THE BOOK
The “Quadruple-Think”

The task of the preacher is to “quadruple-think.” Here’s how it works: (1) think out what I have to say, (2)
think out how the other man will understand what I say, (3) re-think what I have to say, so that, when I say it,
he will (4) think what I am thinking. Quadruple-thinking involves mental pain and great spiritual sensitivity
but is far worth the cost.

Six New Testament Pictures of the Preacher
•
•
•
•
•
•

The preacher as a herald or town crier (keryx). He has been given a message of good news and
told to proclaim it. So in the market square, he lifts up his voice and makes it known.
The preacher is a sower (speiron) who goes out into the world, as a farmer into his fields. There he
broadcasts the seed of the gospel, knowing that some will fall into ready soil and bear good fruit.
The preacher is an ambassador (presbus) commissioned to serve as an envoy to a foreign land.
He has the responsibility of representing his king, whose cause he is proud to plead.
The preacher is a steward or housekeeper (oikonomos) in charge of God’s household and
entrusted with the provisions they need. He is must be faithful in dispensing them to God’s family.
The preacher is a pastor or shepherd (poimen). The Chief Shepherd delegates the care of his flock
to under-shepherds, who protect from wolves (false teachers) and lead to pasture (sound doctrine).
The preacher is an approved workman (ergates), skillful in his treatment of God’s Word. He “cuts
straight” the Scriptures, as a road-maker paves the way directly to the destination.

Christ is Ever-Contemporary

In every generation and every culture men and women have wrestled and debated the deep questions of
existence. The great novelists and dramatists have treated such questions in every age. As preachers, we
must be convinced that Jesus Christ has answers to these questions or at least throws more light on them
than can be gathered from any other source. How often does your preaching deal with these topics?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is the purpose of our existence? Where did I come from, and where am I going to?
What does it mean to be a human being, and how do humans differ from animals?
Where does my thirst for transcendence and meaning come from?
What is freedom, and how can I experience personal liberation?
Why the painful tension between what I am and what I long to be?
Is there a way to get rid of guilt and of a guilty conscience?
What about hunger for love, sexual fulfillment, marriage, family and community?
How can we find courage to face life, then death, and what may lie beyond death?
Is there any light on the dark mysteries of evil and suffering?
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Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture by Graeme Goldsworthy
CONTRIBUTION TO THE CONVERSATION
Goldsworthy reminds preachers that the Kingdom of God is the unifying theme of Scripture. He describes
the Kingdom through the schema of God-People-Place: (1) God as Lord, (2) his People present before him
as willing and loving subjects, (3) living in the Place he created for them. Gospel preachers, therefore, must
always exposit their text in light of the overarching biblical story.
•
•
•
•
•

•

In the Garden of Eden: God’s people. In God’s place. In perfect relationship as intended by God.
Outside the Garden of Eden: God’s people and his creation are dislocated, confused, and
disordered by sin. The destruction is pervasive but not complete.
In redemptive history: God calls one family of people (Abraham) and their successors to be the
context within which he reveals his plan for redemption of people from every tribe, tongue, and
nation. The relationships of the kingdom of God are reestablished but never fully realized.
In prophetic eschatology: The prophets herald the pattern and promise of redemption, but
because of Israel’s sin and idolatry the Kingdom of God fails to land within history. By the word of
the Lord, the prophets proclaim a future, glorious salvation and kingdom.
In Jesus Christ: Where Adam failed and where Israel failed, Jesus is victorious. He comes as the
last Adam and the true Israel to carry out God’s purposes perfectly. Believers from all periods of
history are credited with his perfection and righteousness as a gift. Christ preaches that the
Kingdom of God is already at hand but not yet established in full.
In the Consummation: The perfection that is in Jesus, and that believers possess by faith will be
fully formed in believers and the world when Christ returns in glory.

Or this Kingdom schema can be explained another way:
1. The pattern of the kingdom is established in the garden.
2. This pattern is broken when sin enters in.
3. The pattern is reestablished in salvation history in Israel but never fully realized.
4. The same pattern shapes the prophetic view of the future kingdom.
5. The pattern of the kingdom is perfectly established in Jesus in a representative way.
6. The pattern of the kingdom is consummated at Christ’s return.
KEY INSIGHTS FROM THE BOOK
Biblical Theology
While there is much in the Bible that is strictly speaking not the gospel, there is nothing in the Bible that
can be truly understood apart from Jesus. Preachers must always ask: How does this passage of Scripture,
and consequently my sermon, testify to Christ?
What is your operative gospel?
Preachers have a theoretical gospel and an operative gospel. We may agree theoretically with the gospel
of Jesus, but in pastoral practice we operate on something else (e.g. pragmatism). Our operative gospel
will be the thing that preoccupies us as the focus of our preaching. Therefore, in order to preach the
gospel of Jesus to the hearts of people we need to uncover what is their operative gospel and replace it
with the good news of Jesus Christ.
What is the gospel?
1.

The gospel as the work of Christ FOR us. The gospel is the past historic event in which Jesus did
for us what we could not do for ourselves. All the expectations of the Old Testament have been
fulfilled in Him. And this has happened for us.

2.

The fruit of the gospel as the work of Christ IN us. The Holy Spirit applies the message of Christ
to the elect so they embrace the gospel by faith. In other words, the embrace of faith involves us in
union with Christ so that the believer belongs to Christ and Christ to the believer. By virtue of union
with Christ, his righteousness is imputed to us and becomes ours.

3.

The consummation of the gospel as the work of Christ WITH us. In Christ, the end of the old age
has come. Yet we live in the overlap of the ages. There is ongoing tension between what we have
now in Christ, and what will be the reality at his return. It is important that the preacher has a clear
understanding of the “already not yet” dynamic of the gospel.
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Light and Heat: The Puritan View of the Pulpit by Bruce Bickel
CONTRIBUTION TO THE CONVERSATION
The Puritan preacher’s main concern was light and heat. Light from the Word of God to penetrate the
darkness of the heart and soul of the hearer, and heat from the pathos and conviction of the preacher to
bring about conviction. John Owen once wrote, “The Word is like the sun in the firmament…It hath virtually
in it all spiritual light and heat. But the preaching of the Word is as the motion and beams of the sun, which
actually and effectually communicate that light and heat unto all creatures.”
Thomas Cartwright captures the Puritan reverence for the pulpit: “As fire stirred giveth more heat, so the
Word, as it were, blown by preaching, flameth more in the hearers, than when it is read.” Whereas the
Anglican view of the pulpit produced excellent orators, the Puritan view produced impassioned preachers.
The contrast was between formality and urgency. In the words of Richard Baxter, a preacher should preach
as “a dying man to dying men.”

KEY INSIGHTS FROM THE BOOK
Good preaching results in good Christian practice. Sermons should not be merely passionate but also
practical. To the Puritan minister the aim of preaching was “the glory of God and the persuasion of each
man to live a life submitted absolutely to the will of God. To this end their sermons were directed with
unrestrained passion.”
Light First, Then Heat
Richard Baxter explains, “The preachers’ aim should be first to convince the understanding and then to
engage the heart. Light first, then heat. Begin with a careful opening of the text, then proceed to the
clearance of possible difficulties or objections; next to a statement of uses, and lastly to a fervent appeal
for acceptance by conscience and heart.“ Thus, Puritan sermons had a predictable shape:
1. Doctrine (or declaration) !

2. Reason (or explanation) !

3. Use (or application)

Personal Piety
Personal apprehension of salvation and fervent pursuit of holiness is fundamental to preaching. Richard
Baxter admonished preachers, “Take heed to yourselves, lest you should be void of that saving grace of
God, which you offer to others, and be stranger to the effectual workings of the gospel which you preach.”
Watchmen Over Souls
The Puritans considered themselves watchmen over the flock. “He that is more frequent in his pulpit to his
people than he is in his closet for his people is but a sorry watchman,” charged John Owen. The care of
souls and the preaching of the Word were fundamentally connected for the Puritans:
•

John Flavel: “A prudent minster will study the souls of his people, more than the best human book
in his library; and not choose what is easiest for him, but what is most necessary for them.”

•

Peter Lewis: “The Puritans were physicians of the soul, skilled enough to avoid that vagueness and
subjectiveness which leaves the anguished mind clutching at uncertain straws with uncertain hope.
They believed the Word of God to be comprehensive enough to cover every basic human situation
and need, and knew their Scriptures well enough to apply, with responsible authority, the available
salve to the exposed sore.”
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Preaching to a Post-Everything World by Zach Eswine
CONTRIBUTION TO THE CONVERSATION
Good sermons facilitate true contact with reality. Zach Eswine insists upon the human-ness of the preacher
and the ministry. He knows well the temptation of many preachers to disconnect from the real, the tangible,
and the mundane aspects of life. But God is not silent on these matters. And his truth speaks to the
everyday struggles of the people of God. When truth meets struggle, the result is substantial healing,
and substantial healing is the business of preaching.
Therefore, a preacher is meant to learn the terrain of reality as it relates to God, people, places, and
personal conscience. The Bible is the map that one needs to make true contact. With that map, the
preacher introduces reality to people by identifying the under-the-sun seasons and under-the-sunsituations shared by the biblical text and the lives of God’s people. Things like—birth and death, planting
and harvesting, killing and healing, breaking down and building up, weeping and laughing, silencing and
speaking, warring and making peace (Ecclesiastes 3:1-8).
Preaching is mentoring. When we preach we publically model for a community how a human being is
meant by God to relate to reality. By watching the preacher, people learn how to think, act, and speak
toward God, our neighbors, and the issues of our times. Therefore, to facilitate contact with reality,
preachers must remember (a) who they were apart from Christ and (b) who they are as breathing, sleeping,
working, sweating, loving humans living by faith in a fallen world.

KEY INSIGHTS FROM THE BOOK
Preaching the near and far application of the text.
The near application is nearer to the biblical text but farther from our lives. For example, when preaching
the life of Joseph: “Does physical betrayal, separation from family, and wrongful enslavement happen to
God’s people?” The far application is closer to our lives but further from the biblical text. For example,
when preaching the life of Joseph, “What are the ‘pits’ in your life?” Preachers are wise to do both; but
when moving to far application, be careful to stay tethered to the biblical text to avoid facile and cliché
applications.
Show God’s Provision, Give God’s Command. There must be grace if we are to train for godliness.
Without grace, there is no chance to fail and get up again. Newton was right—it is grace that teaches our
hearts to fear. Eswine urges preachers to follow this pattern: show God’s provision, give God’s command.
Expanding Bryan Chapel’s Fallen Condition Focus (FCF):
•
•
•
•

Fallen Condition: One’s inner tendency toward temptation and evil often shown in spiritual
hardness, warring desires, and the fruit of the flesh.
Finite Condition: Not every expression of man’s broken condition is moral evil. We need God’s
provision because we live with the limits of knowledge, understanding, emotional capacity, or
physical ability. One’s finite condition often evidences itself in spiritual blindness.
Fragile Condition: Sometimes people need God’s provision because they have been sinned
against or have felt the effects of sin in general by living in a fallen world.
Faltering Condition: A person falters between what he or she professes is true and what actual
living requires of truth. Where we like the first disciples of Jesus falter is the place of inconsistency
between creed and practice.

Face the Problem of Simplism
Preachers are like forest rangers in that they cannot afford to be simplistic or naïve in the way they
describe the landscape. Life and death is at stake. The simpleton is the one who “lacks sense” regarding
the landscape of life (Prov. 7:7, 8:5, 9:4). The simplistic preacher uses right theology wrongly. In contrast to
the gospel, simplism and moralism conspire to reduce dependence upon God. Simplism fosters selfdependence by reducing complexity.
•
•

Moralism says, “Follow these simple steps and God will love you…”
Simplism says, “Follow these simple steps and things will go well for you in life.”
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