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“ Grow in the grace and knowledge of  our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ”

2 Peter 3:18

“Christians live by faith in Jesus Christ, and when their faith leans forward toward the 

coming of  the kingdom, they call it hope.  The person who pursues a college education in 

hope, and who then shapes his or her whole life accordingly for service in the kingdom - such 

a person has a calling that will outlast every recession.”

~Cornelius Plantinga~
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What is the Reformed Faith? 

Michael S. Horton 

©1993 Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals 

  

How do I go to God?", someone asked the Scottish Presbyterian, Horatius Bonar. The parson 

answered, "It is with our sins that we go to God, for we have nothing else that we can truly call 

our own." 

  

Much like Lutheranism, the Reformed tradition was forged out of the mighty storm known as the 

Protestant Reformation. John Calvin (1507-64) was a Frenchman who, through his own study of 

the Scriptures and reading the tracts of Luther and other older Reformers, became a convert to 

the "evangelical" faith. Like Luther, Calvin was anxious about the state of his soul. How does a 

sinner become acceptable to a pure and holy God who cannot tolerate sin and who has told us 

that He has prepared a place of eternal torment? "Just love the Lord," they told Calvin. "Love 

Him?" he asked. "How can you love a God who is always pointing His finger at you, just waiting 

for your foot to slip?" 

But then a marvelous discovery came to the French scholar, much the same way it came to 

Luther, and in no small measure through that great Reformer's writings. The Bible declares that 

Christians are justified by faith in Christ and not by anything they do. That revolutionized this 

timid, shy Frenchman and made him, reluctantly, a major influence on the Western world. 

But what did Calvin teach that was so revolutionary in his day? Or Edwards or Whitefield in 

theirs? What made Charles Spurgeon such an amazing evangelist and launched the modern 

missionary movement, with William Carey, Hudson Taylor, David Livingstone, and John Patton? 

What caused the Great Awakening and the Evangelical Revival in Britain and Europe? And why 

do we think these ideas--which are no more than the ideas of the Bible itself, could cause another 

revolution or reformation in thought and life today? First, the basic beliefs. 

This Is My Father's World 

Calvin wrote much on the beauty of the world as a "theater" in which God's attributes were 

displayed and highlighted. "As ever in my taskmaster's eye," wrote the famous Calvinistic poet, 

John Milton, expressing the sense of belonging to this world the Christian ought to feel. Of 

course, we are ultimately bound for eternity, but this life really does count. 

That's why the Reformed tradition has always had a high doctrine of creation. If a cheap piece of 

pottery falls from the cupboard, it's no worry--just sweep it up and that's that. But what if the 

vase is a priceless antique in a museum, a master's signature edition and it is destroyed? Surely 

this would be a great tragedy. The difference doesn't lie in the quality of the material (both may 



have been clay pots), but in the greatness of the artist and the uniqueness of the work. So too, 

humans are not merely spirits caged in the prison-house of a body, but great works of art 

intended to have a certain enthusiasm and sense of dignity about being human. 

Reformed theology has always emphasized the fact that everything has a reason--and that we 

have a reason. Nothing happens by chance, but is organized by the Great Director. And we are 

all "actors" on God's stage, as Shakespeare put it. 

Far from making our own decisions and actions meaningless, it renders them truly significant. 

Who would ever say that the significance or freedom of Sir Laurence Olivier or Kathryn 

Hepburn is diminished by the existence of a script? Without a script, how could their acting have 

any meaning at all? 

  

This means, too, that God did not create a separation between "secular" and "sacred," as many 

Christians today often do. Christians were meant to participate alongside non-Christians in every 

aspect of life. Reformed theology has no place for "Christian cruises" and "Christian media," 

"Christian books" and "Christian music." There is no "full-time Christian ministry" and "secular 

work," but vocations or callings for everyone. In creation, too, there is the gift of "common 

grace." "The rain falls on the just and the unjust alike," Jesus told the disciples. 

The Fall Is Worse Than You Think 

Sometimes we tend to view sin mainly in terms of actions: doing this or not doing that. But sin, 

according to Scripture, is mainly a condition which produces actions . "We sin because we're 

sinners," as the saying goes. Reformed theology takes sin seriously and argues with St. Paul that 

believers "were dead in trespasses and sins" and that "the unbeliever doesn't understand the 

things of the Spirit of God; neither can he know them...." 

Think of it: Spiritually dead ! Have you ever had a good conversation with a corpse? Just try it 

sometime. It's a bore! Similarly, we can expect no life from fallen men and women until God 

decides to dispense His grace. "No one understands, there is no one who does good, no one looks 

for God, no not even one," lamented the Apostle Paul. This, of course, does not mean that we 

simply sit around and wait for unbelievers to be regenerated before we tell them the Gospel. 

Rather, we expect the Gospel, together with the Spirit, to regenerate them through our message. 

The Reformed, like other Protestants, take the Fall in the garden of Eden seriously. We actually 

inherit the moral corruption and the guilt of Adam. We enter the human race as God's enemies, 

guilty enough to be condemned even before our first actual act of disobedience. "In sin," the 

Psalmist confessed, "my mother conceived me." This means that it is impossible for us to lift a 

finger to cooperate with God in our own salvation. Free will, the idea that everybody has the 

ability to accept Christ, is unbiblical and the root of serious misunderstandings from the 

Reformed point of view. 

Election 



"Just as He chose us in Christ before the creation of the world, that we would be holy and 

blameless before Him. In love He predestined us to be adopted as His children....In Him we also 

have an inheritance, having been predestined according to the will of Him who works out 

everything in conformity with His own plan and purpose" (Eph.1:4-11). 

  

Here, as in so many places, the Bible tells us that God had His eye on us long before we had ours 

on Him. "Herein is love: not that we loved God, but that He loved us." I grew up with the 

illustration, "God has cast His vote for your soul; Satan cast his, but you must cast the deciding 

ballot." This, however, doesn't square with the Apostle Paul's remark that, "It does not depend on 

man's decision or effort, but upon God's mercy" (Rom.9:16). Election is not only a prominent 

doctrine in the Bible, but is of immeasurable comfort to those who are always anxious about 

whether they are doing enough to secure their salvation. Election teaches us, in Christ's own 

words, "You did not choose Me; I chose you and appointed you to bear fruit that would last" 

(Jn.15:16). 

The Incarnation 

Reformed theology has also emphasized the fact that "God became flesh and lived among us" 

(Jn.1). I can remember in Sunday school singing, as a child, "Jacob's Ladder." We would make 

climbing motions while we sang it. But this is not sound theology, is it? For the ladder Jacob saw 

in His dream was not a ladder we were to climb up to God, but a ladder God climbed down to us. 

Do you notice a common theme here? God's doing all the work. He's the initiator, the One 

moving toward us while we are helpless. 

  

The incarnation also teaches us that God took on our own nature, sanctifying it. While it was 

humbling for the Son of God to be subjected to the miseries of a fallen world, He was pleased to 

become a human being just like us. 

Christ's Life 

Wait a second...Christ's life ? We hear about His death, but what did His life accomplish for us? 

In Reformed theology (as in Lutheranism), we speak of Christ's active and passive obedience. 

His active obedience is His thirty years of perfect obedience to the Law of His Father. It wouldn't 

be enough, you see, for Christ to have died for our sins. The glass can't just be empty of guilt; it 

must be full of perfect righteousness, and we don't have it. Christ perfectly fulfilled the Law in 

our place. The "impossible dream" was finally realized by a human being--one of us, and He 

won the prize for us as though we were there with Him in every act of obedience. 

His "victorious Christian life," therefore, replaces our own failings and we are saved because He 

lived for God, even though we do not. 



The Cross 

Then there's the other part I mentioned--the passive obedience of Christ. We are saved not only 

by His life, but by His death; not only because He lived for the Lord, but because He surrendered 

all to the Lord even when that meant His own judgment in our place. 

We all know what a substitute is. He stands in for someone else. Christ stood in for us and took 

the rap that was justly meant for us. Hanging on that cruel Roman scaffold, Jesus Christ was 

considered the greatest sinner who ever lived, carrying the sins of the world and enduring the 

outpouring of Divine wrath and hatred for those sins. 

The Resurrection 

I used to live at Lake Tahoe, high in California's Sierra Mountains. First, there would be an 

ominous cover of dark clouds which could turn noon-time into evening in minutes. There was a 

storm and it would last for hours. The next day, I would step outside, blinded by the sun as it 

reflected off of the fresh snow and the skies would be painted in the deepest shade of blue on the 

spectrum. 

  

In a similar way, the cross was the judgment of God on Christ as the believer's substitute. But the 

storm passed and the resurrection of Christ confirmed Him as the King of creation, the Lord of 

redemption. "He was crucified for our sins and was raised for our justification," according to the 

Scriptures. 

It's important to remember, too, that all of this is historical. Jesus did not simply rise from the 

dead allegorically or as a myth which teaches us about new life. It was real space and time 

history, which hostile witnesses could not successfully refute. 

Justification and Union With Christ 

The central doctrine of the Reformation was justification by grace alone through faith alone. We 

believe that by trusting in Christ alone for our salvation, we are declared righteous. All of 

Christ's perfect obedience is charged to our account and our sins are regarded as having been 

paid for at the cross. 

Through faith, we are united to Christ and through that union we share everything in common 

with Christ Himself. Is He righteous? Then we're righteous! Is He holy? Then so are we! Of 

course, this does not mean that we share His divine attributes, but everything He accomplished in 

His life, death, and resurrection is ours. 

  

Many other religious groups believe that somehow, somewhere, we have something to do with 

our own salvation. We make some contribution. For some, that may be as little as "making a 



decision" or "walking an aisle" or "saying a prayer"; for others, it may demand a great deal more. 

But in this view, God's grace is seen as a substance, something that is infused or implanted 

within the believer, to enable him or her to live a godly life. In this perspective, the Holy Spirit 

and his guidance is the gospel, rather than the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ as 

our righteousness before God. 

That's why the Reformers said that it was not sufficient to say that it was all God's grace from 

beginning to end. That's a good start, of course, but the Bible requires a further safeguard to the 

gospel: Not only are we justified (declared righteous or just) before God by grace alone, but it is 

by grace through faith alone. In other words, we do not become righteous before God, in a 

process of Christian growth, as we cooperate with the Holy Spirit; rather, we are declared 

righteous before God in an instant, as the merit of the perfect life and atoning sacrifice of our 

Lord is imputed or credited to our account. This kind of righteousness was not something that we 

produced; nor was it even produced by God within us. For that is sanctification, and in this life, 

even the holiest among us make only a short beginning in that kind of righteousness. What we 

need is this "alien" or "foreign" righteousness; that is, a righteousness that belongs properly to 

someone else, but is given to us as though it really were our own. Besides the banking image of 

credit, the Bible uses the image of a white robe that covers our sinfulness and shame. 

It was this robe that God used to cover Adam and Eve, when they realized that their fig leaves 

would not hide them from God's judgment. And it was this covering that was prefigured in the 

sacrifices, until John the Baptist declared, "Behold! The Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of 

the world." 

If this were really believed in our churches today, there would be awakening and reformation. 

Every great movement in church history has found its impulse in a recovery of these truths. In a 

movement that claims to adhere to the Protestant Reformation heritage, evangelicalism bears 

hardly any resemblance to that great work of God. The emphasis, once again, is on what's going 

on inside, in one's heart, in one's spirit. Gone again in our day is that objective proclamation of 

Christ crucified for our sins and raised for our justification outside of us, two thousand years ago 

in a city in the Middle East. "Steps To Victorious Living" have replaced the preaching of Christ's 

victorious life and death for sinners who cannot keep up a charade and give God the 

righteousness his holiness demands. 

But for those who, by faith alone, have received this gift of righteousness, there is a process of 

growth in holiness. Although it is never the foundation for acceptance before God (for it is 

always an imperfect holiness), sanctification is the process through which the Holy Spirit 

gradually conforms us to Christ's image. Chipping away at our sinful habits and deeply-rooted 

beliefs, the Spirit is the Divine Sculptor who seeks to bring glory to the Savior by making "busts" 

of him in every place of business, in every institution and home, in work and in leisure. While 

the believer continues to struggle with sin, to the extent that the person even questions whether 

he or she has really been born again, the Scriptures promise that the resurrection of Christ, when 

applied by the Holy Spirit through the Gospel, raises that person from spiritual death and 

attaches him or her to the Living Vine, Christ Jesus. Knowing that godliness is not something 

that one must achieve in order to be accepted by God and received or kept in his family, we can 

live for the first time as grateful and obedient sons and daughters, rather than slaves. 



  

The Christian Life 

Because all of that is true, those who emphasize these truths, as the Reformers did, understand 

the Christian life to be something very different from what many Christians are used to. First, it 

is liberty within the bounds of God's law that forms the motivation. Fear of punishment and hope 

of rewards is not a motivation one will likely see intentionally articulated or followed by those 

who take these truths seriously. If, when I am engaged in "spiritual" activities, God smells my 

fear, will he not be offended rather than pleased? And if he smells my selfish lust for crowns and 

mansions, will he not sooner accuse me of sin than of good works? 

For the Reformed believer, "grace is the essence of theology and gratitude is the essence of 

ethics," as the Dutch theologian G. C. Berkouwer put it. Instead of analyzing every motive, often 

paralyzing the exercise of good works for fear doing them "in the flesh," the believer is to serve 

God and neighbor simply because that is what a gracious and loving Father has commanded. It is 

not simply because he is all-powerful and may, therefore, command whatever he wants, but 

because he is all-compassionate and has transferred us from the kingdom of darkness to the 

kingdom of his own Son. Therefore, we belong to him--at the cost of his own blood, not to 

ourselves. 

  

All of this means, too, that the Reformed believer can turn his attention from his own salvation to 

the salvation and welfare of others. There are so many out there who are lost and who need to 

hear this liberating message, the good news of freedom from sin's bondage and guilt. 

Furthermore, there are so many out there who are hurting, homeless, in pain or suffering, 

grieving, experiencing the ravages of sin--both as victims and perpetrators. That is where the 

Christian must be--out in the world, not stuck in a monastic community of super-spiritual zealots 

who want to polish each other's halo. To be sure, we need the fellowship of the saints and, more 

important even than that, the regular reception of Word and Sacrament, but all of this is for a life 

of service in the world, before the face of God. 

  

Dr. Michael Horton is the vice chairman of the Council of the Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals, and is associate 

professor of historical theology at Westminster Theological Seminary in California. Dr. Horton is a graduate of 

Biola University (B.A.), Westminster Theological Seminary in California (M.A.R.) and Wycliffe Hall, Oxford 

(Ph.D.). Some of the books he has written or edited include Putting Amazing Back Into Grace, Beyond Culture 

Wars, Power Religion, In the Face of God, and most recently, We Believe. 

 



Reformed Essentials 

Dr. Michael Horton 

In May, 1989, a conference jointly sponsored by the National Association of 
Evangelicals and Trinity Evangelical Divinity School was held at the Trinity campus in 
Illinois. Dubbed a consultation on Evangelical Affirmations, the meeting revealed more 
than it settled. In the published addresses (Zondervan, 1990), Carl F. H. Henry, the 
dean of American evangelicalism, sets the tone for book with his opening line: "The term 
'evangelical' has taken on conflicting nuances in the twentieth century. Wittingly or 
unwittingly, evangelical constituencies no less than their critics have contributed to this 
confusion and misunderstanding." He warned that "evangelical" was being understood, 
not according to Scriptural teaching and "the theological 'ought,'" but according to the 
sociological and empirical "is." In other words, Henry was disturbed that evangelicalism 
is increasingly being defined by its most recent trends rather than by its normative 
theological identity. Author after author (presumably, speaker after speaker) echoed the 
same fears that before long "evangelical" will be useless as any meaningful 
identification. 

The term itself derives from the Greek word euangelion, translated "Gospel," and it 
became a noun when the Protestant reformers began their work of bringing the "one 
holy, catholic and apostolic church" back to that message by which and for which it was 
created. People still used other labels, too, like "Lutheran," "Reformed," and later, 
"Puritans," "Pietists," and "Wesleyans." Nevertheless, the belief was that the same 
Gospel that had united the "evangelicals" against Rome's errors could also unite them 
against the creeping naturalism and secularism of the Enlightenment in the eighteenth 
century. The so-called "Evangelical Awakening" in Britain coincided with America's own 
"Great Awakening," as Wesley, Whitefield, Edwards, Tennant, and so many others 
centered their preaching on the atonement. Later, of course, Wesley's zeal for Arminian 
emphases divided the work in Britain, but the Reformation emphases were clearly and 
unambiguously articulated in the Great Awakening. 

Out of this heritage, those today who call themselves "evangelicals" (or who are in these 
churches, but might not know that they are in this tradition) are heirs also to the Second 
Great Awakening. Radically altering the "evangel" from a concern with the object of 
faith, the Second Great Awakening and the revivalism that emerged from it focused on 
the act and experience of faith, in dependence on the proper "excitements", as Finney 
and others expressed it, to trigger the right response. In our estimation, this Second 
Great Awakening was the most important seismic shift in American religious history. 
Although the Reformation emphases of sin and grace continued to exercise some 
influence, they were being constantly revised to make the "Gospel" more acceptable to 
those who thought they could pull themselves up by their own bootstraps. 

Only in the last decade of this century have many of the movement's mainstream leaders 
considered the loss of an evangelical substance. No longer is the evangel the focus of the 
movement's identity, but it is now known more by a sub-culture, a collection of political, 
moral and social causes, and an acute interest in rather exotic notions about the end-



times. At a loss for words, one friend answered a man's question, "Who are the 
evangelicals?" with the reply, "They're people who like Billy Graham." 

It is at this point that those of us who are heirs to the Reformation--which bequeathed to 
evangelicalism a distinct theological identity that has been since lost--call attention once 
more to the solas (only or alone) that framed the entire sixteenth-century debate: "Only 
Scripture," "Only Christ," "Only Grace," "Only Faith," and "To God Alone Be Glory." 

Sola Scriptura: Our Only Foundation Many critics of the Reformation have 
attempted to portray it as the invitation to individualism, as people discover for 
themselves from the Bible what they will and will not believe. "Never mind the church. 
Away with creeds and the church's teaching office! We have the Bible and that's 
enough." But this was not the reformers' doctrine of sola Scriptura--only Scripture. 
Luther said of individualistic approaches to the Bible, "That would mean that each man 
would go to hell in his own way." 

On one side, the reformers faced the Roman Church, which believed its teaching 
authority to be final and absolute. The Roman Catholics said that tradition can be a form 
of infallible revelation even in the contemporary church; one needs an infallible Bible 
and an infallible interpreter of that sacred book. On the other side were the Anabaptist 
radicals, who believed that they not only did not need the teaching office of the church; 
they really didn't seem to need the Bible either, since the Holy Spirit spoke to them--or 
at least to their leaders--directly. Instead of one Pope, Anabaptism produced numerous 
"infallible" messengers who heard the voice of God. Against both positions, the 
Reformation insisted that the Bible was the sole final authority in determining doctrine 
and life. In interpreting it, the whole church must be included, including the laity, and 
they must be guided by the teachers in the church. Those teachers, though not infallible, 
should have considerable interpretive authority. The creeds were binding and the newly 
reformed Protestant communions quickly drafted confessions of faith that received the 
assent of the whole church, not merely the teachers. 

Today, we are faced with similar challenges even within evangelicalism. On one hand, 
there is the tendency to say, as Luther characterized the problem, "I go to church, hear 
what my priest says, and him I believe." Calvin complained to Cardinal Sadoleto that the 
sermons before the Reformation were part trivial pursuit, part story-telling. Today, this 
same process of "dumbing down" has meant that we are, in George Gallup's words, "a 
nation of biblical illiterates." Perhaps we have a high view of the Bible's inspiration: 80% 
of adult Americans believe that the Bible is the literal or inspired Word of God. But 30% 
of the teenagers who attend church regularly do not even know why Easter is celebrated. 
"The decline in Bible reading," says Gallup, "is due in part to the widely held conviction 
that the Bible is inaccessible, and to less emphasis on religious training in the churches." 
Just as Rome's infallibility rested on the belief that the Bible itself was difficult, obscure, 
and confusing, so today people want the "net breakdown" from the professionals: what 
does it mean for me and how will it help me and make me happy? But those who read 
the Bible for more than devotional meditations know how clear it is--at least on the 
main points it addresses--and how it ends up making religion less confusing and 
obscure. Again today, the Bible--especially in mainline Protestant churches--is a 



mysterious book that can only be understood by a small cadre of biblical scholars who 
are "in the know." 

But we have the other side, too. There is a popular trend in many "evangelical" churches 
to emphasize direct communication with the Holy Spirit apart from the Word. In these 
circles, tradition and the teaching ministry of the church through the ages are not only 
treated as fallible (as the reformers believed), but as objects of mockery. The sentiments 
of Thomas Muntzer, who complained that Luther was "one of our scribes who wants to 
send the Holy Ghost off to college," would find a prime-time spot on the nation's leading 
evangelical radio and television broadcasts. Calvin said of these folks, "When the 
fanatics boast extravagantly of the Spirit, the tendency is always to bury the Word of 
God so they may make room for their own falsehoods." 

Christianity is not a spirituality, but a religion. Wade Clark Roof and other sociologists 
have pointed out that evangelicals today are indistinguishable from the general cultural 
trends, especially when it comes to preferring to think of their relationship to God more 
in terms of an experience than in terms of a relationship that is mediated through 
words. Ours is a visual or image-based society, much like the Middle Ages, and yet 
Christianity can only flourish through words, ideas, beliefs, announcements, arguments. 
There can be no communication with God apart from the written and living Word. 
Everything in the Christian faith depends on the spoken and written Word delivered by 
God to us through the prophets and apostles. 

Further, sola Scriptura meant that the Word of God was sufficient. Although Rome 
believed it was infallible, the official theology was shaped more by the insights of Plato 
and Aristotle than by Scripture. Similarly today, psychology threatens to reshape the 
understanding of the self, as even in the evangelical pulpit sin becomes "addiction"; the 
Fall as an event is replaced with one's "victim" status; salvation is increasingly 
communicated as mental health, peace of mind, and self-esteem, and my personal 
happiness and self-fulfillment are center-stage rather than God's holiness and mercy, 
justice and love, glory and compassion. Does the Bible define the human problem and 
its solution? Or when we really want facts, do we turn somewhere else, to a modern 
secular authority who will really carry weight in my sermon? Of course, the Bible will be 
cited to bolster the argument. Political ideology, sociology, marketing, and other secular 
"authorities" must never be allowed priority in answering questions the Bible addresses. 
That is, in part, what this affirmation means, and evangelicals today seem as confused 
on this point as was the medieval church. 

Solus Christus: Our Only Mediator In the Middle Ages, the minister was seen as 
having a special relationship with God, as he mediated God's grace and forgiveness 
through the sacraments. But there were other challenges. We often think of our own age 
as unique, with its pluralism and the advent of so many religions. But not too long 
before the Reformation, the Renaissance thinker Petrarch was calling for an Age of the 
Spirit in which all religions would be united. Many Renaissance minds were convinced 
that there was a saving revelation of God in nature and that, therefore, Christ was not 
the only way. The fascination with pagan philosophy encouraged the idea that natural 
religion offered a great deal--indeed, even salvation--to those who did not know Christ. 



The Reformation was, more than anything else, an assault on faith in humanity, and a 
defense of the idea that God alone reveals Himself and saves us. We do not find Him; He 
finds us. That emphasis was the cause of the cry, "Christ alone!" Jesus was the only way 
of knowing what God is really like, the only way of entering into a relationship with Him 
as father instead of judge, and the only way of being saved from His wrath. 

Today, once more, this affirmation is in trouble. According to University of Virginia 
sociologist James Hunter, 35% of evangelical seminarians deny that faith in Christ is 
absolutely necessary. According to George Barna, that is the same figure for 
conservative, evangelical Protestants in America: "God will save all good people when 
they die, regardless of whether they've trusted in Christ," they agreed. 

Eighty-five percent of American adults believe that they will stand before God to be 
judged. They believe in hell, but only 11% think they might go there. R.C. Sproul 
observed that to the degree that people think they are good enough to pass divine 
inspection, and are oblivious to the holiness of God, to that extent they will not see 
Christ as necessary. That is why over one-fourth of the "born again" evangelicals 
surveyed agreed with a statement that one would think might raise red flags even for 
those who might agree with the same thing more subtly put: "If a person is good, or does 
enough good things for others during life, they will earn a place in Heaven." 
Furthermore, when asked whether they agreed with the following statement: 
"Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, and others all pray to the same God, even 
though they use different names for that God," two-thirds of the evangelicals didn't find 
that objectionable. Barna observes "how little difference there is between the responses 
of those who regularly attend church services and those who are unchurched." One 
respondent, an Independent Fundamentalist, said, "What is important in their case is 
that they have conformed to the law of God as they know it in their hearts." 

But this cultural influence toward relativism is not only apparent in the masses; it is 
self-consciously asserted by some of evangelicalism's own teachers. Clark Pinnock 
states, "The Bible does not teach that one must confess the name of Jesus Christ to be 
saved. The issue God cares about is the direction of the heart, not the content of their 
theology." For those of us who have some inkling of the direction of their heart (see Jer 
17:9), that might not be as comforting as Pinnock assumes. 

To say solus Christus does not mean that we do not believe in the Father or the Spirit, 
but it does insist that Christ is the only incarnate self-revelation of God and redeemer of 
humanity. The Holy Spirit does not draw attention to himself, but leads us to Christ, in 
whom we find our peace with God. 

Sola Gratia: Our Only Method The reason we must stay with the Scriptures is 
because it is the only place where we are told that we are saved by the unprovoked and 
undeserved acceptance of God. In "The Sound of Music," Maria (Julie Andrews), 
bewildered by the captain's sudden attraction to her, rhapsodizes, "Nothing comes from 
nothing, nothing ever could. So somewhere in my youth or childhood, I must have done 
something good." Deep down, human nature is convinced that there is a way for us to 
save ourselves. We may indeed require divine assistance. Perhaps God will have to show 



us the way, or even send a messenger to lead us back, but we can actually follow the plan 
and pull it off. 

The Law is in us by nature. We were born with a conscience that tells us that we are 
condemned by that Law, but our reason concludes immediately that the answer to that 
self-condemnation is to do better next time. But the Gospel is not in nature. It is not 
lodged somewhere in our heart, our mind, our will, or our emotions. It is an 
announcement that comes to us as foolishness and our first response, like that of Sarah, 
is to laugh. The story is told of a man who fell off a cliff, but on his way down managed 
to grab a branch. He broke his fall and saved his life, but before long he realized that he 
could not pull himself back up onto the ledge. Finally, he called out, "Is there anyone up 
there who can help me?" To his surprise, a voice boomed back, "I am here and I can help 
you, but first you're going to have to let go of that branch." Thinking for a moment about 
his options, the man looked back up and shot back, "Is there anyone else up there who 
can help me?" We are looking for someone to save us by helping us save ourselves. But 
the Law tells us that even our best works are like filthy rags; the Gospel tells us that it is 
something in God and his character (kindness, goodness, mercy, compassion) and not 
something in us (a good will, a decision, an act, an open heart, etc.) that saves us. 

Many in the medieval church believed that God saved by grace, but they also believed 
that their own free will and cooperation with grace was "their part" in salvation. The 
popular medieval phrase was, "God will not deny his grace to those who do what they 
can." Today's version, of course, is, "God helps those who help themselves." Over half 
the evangelicals surveyed thought this was a direct biblical quotation and 84% thought 
that it was a biblical idea, that percentage rising with church attendance at evangelical 
churches. 

On the eve of the Reformation a number of church leaders, including bishops and 
archbishops, had been complaining of creeping Pelagianism (a heresy that denies 
original sin and the absolute need for grace). Nevertheless, that heresy was never 
tolerated in its full expression. However, today it is tolerated and even promoted in 
liberal Protestantism generally, and even in many evangelical circles. 

In Pelagianism, Adam's sin is not imputed to us, nor is Christ's righteousness. Adam is a 
bad example, not the representative in whom we stand guilty. Similarly, Christ is a good 
example, not the representative in whom we stand righteous. How much of our 
preaching centers on following Christ--as important as that is--rather than on his person 
and work? How often do we hear about his work in us compared to his work for us? 

Charles Finney, the revivalist of the last century, is a patron saint for most evangelicals. 
And yet, he denied original sin, the substitutionary atonement, justification, and the 
need for regeneration by the Holy Spirit. In short, Finney was a Pelagian. This belief in 
human nature, so prominent in the Enlightenment, wrecked the evangelical doctrine of 
grace among the older evangelical Protestant denominations (now called "mainline"), 
and we see where that has taken them. And yet, conservative evangelicals are heading 
down the same path and have had this human-centered, works-centered emphasis for 
some time. 



The statistics bear us out here, unfortunately, and again the leaders help substantiate 
the error. Norman Geisler writes, "God would save all men if he could. He will save the 
greatest number actually achievable without violating their free will." 

Sola Fide: Our Only Means The reformers said that it is not enough to say that we 
are saved by grace alone, for even many medieval scholars held that view, including 
Luther's own mentor. Rome viewed grace more as a substance than as an attitude of 
favor on God's part. In other words, grace was like water poured into the soul. It assisted 
the believer in his growth toward salvation. The purpose of grace was to transform a 
sinner into a saint, a bad person into a good person, a rebel into an obedient son or 
daughter. 

The reformers searched the Scriptures and found a missing ingredient in the medieval 
notion of grace. To be sure, there were many passages that spoke of grace transforming 
us and conforming us to the image of Christ. But there were other passages, too, that 
used a Greek word that meant "to declare righteous," not "to make righteous." The 
problem was, the Latin Bible everyone was using mistranslated the former and 
combined the two Greek words into one. Erasmus and other Renaissance humanists 
"laid the egg that Luther hatched" by cleaning up the translation mistakes. 

According to Scripture, God declares a person righteous before that person actually 
begins to become righteous. Therefore, the declaration is not in response to any spiritual 
or moral advances within the individual, but is an imputation of the perfect 
righteousness that God immediately requires of everyone who is united to Christ by faith 
alone. When a person trusts Christ, that very moment he or she is clothed in his perfect 
holiness, so that even though the believer is still sinful, he or she is judged by God as 
blameless. 

This apostolic doctrine, proclaimed to Abraham and his offspring, has fallen on hard 
times again in church history. Not only do most Christians today not hear about the 
doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith alone, many cannot even define it. 
Although justification is the doctrine by which, according to the evangelical reformers 
"the church stands or falls," it has been challenged. Finney openly declared, "The 
doctrine of an imputed righteousness is another gospel. For sinners to be forensically 
pronounced just is impossible and absurd. The doctrine of an imputed righteousness is 
founded on a most false and nonsensical assumption, representing the atonement, 
rather than the sinner's own obedience, as the ground of his justification, which has 
been a sad occasion of stumbling to many." 

In our own time, Clark Pinnock wonders why we cannot even embrace the notion of 
purgatory: 
 I cannot deny that most believers end their earthly lives imperfectly sanctified and far 
from complete. [Most? How about all!] I cannot deny the wisdom in possibly giving 
them an opportunity to close the gap and grow to maturity after death. Obviously, 
evangelicals have not thought this question out. [We have: It was called The 
Reformation.] It seems to me that we already have the possibility of a doctrine of 
purgatory. Our Wesleyan and Arminian thinking may need to be extended in this 



direction. Is a doctrine of purgatory not required by our doctrine of holiness? 

Russell Spittler, a Pentecostal theologian at Fuller Seminary, reflects on Luther's phrase 
concerning justification: simul iustus et peccator, (simultaneously just and sinner): "But 
can it really be true--saint and sinner simultaneously? I wish it were so. Is this correct: 'I 
don't need to work at becoming. I'm already declared to be holy.' No sweat needed? It 
looks wrong to me. I hear moral demands in Scripture. Simul iustus et peccator? I hope 
it's true! I simply fear it's not." 

The Wesleyan emphasis has always been a challenge to the evangelical faith on this 
point, although in his best moments Wesley insisted on this heart of the Gospel. To the 
extent that the consensus-builders and institutional abbots of the evangelical 
monasteries have attempted to incorporate Arminianism under the label "evangelical," 
to that extent, it seems to me, it ceases to be evangelical indeed. 

Soli Deo Gloria: Our Only Ambition The world is full of ambitious people. But Paul 
said, "It has always been my ambition to preach the Gospel where Christ was not 
known." (Rom 15:20). Since God has spoken so clearly and saved so finally, the believer 
is free to worship, serve, and glorify God and to enjoy him forever, beginning now. What 
is the ambition of the evangelical movement? Is it to please God or to please men? 

Is our happiness and joy found in God or in someone or something else? Is our worship 
entertainment or worship? Is God's glory or our self-fulfillment the goal of our lives? Do 
we see God's grace as the only basis for our salvation, or are we still seeking some of the 
credit for ourselves? These questions reveal a glaring human-centeredness in the 
evangelical churches and the general witness of our day. 

Robert Schuller actually says that the Reformation "erred because it was God-centered 
rather than man-centered," and Yale's George Lindbeck observes how quickly 
evangelical theology accepted this new gospel: "In the fifties, it took liberals to accept 
Norman Vincent Peale, but as the case of Robert Schuller indicates, today professed 
conservatives eat it up." 

Many historians look back to the Reformation and wonder at its far-reaching influences 
in transforming culture. The work ethic, public education, civic and economic 
betterment, a revival of music, the arts, and a sense of all life being related somehow to 
God and his glory: These effects cause historians to observe with a sense of irony how a 
theology of sin and grace, the sovereignty of God over the helplessness of human beings, 
and an emphasis on salvation by grace apart from works, could be the catalyst for such 
energetic moral transformation. The reformers did not set out to launch a political or 
moral campaign, but they proved that when we put the Gospel first and give voice to the 
Word, the effects inevitably follow. 

How can we expect the world to take God and his glory seriously if the church does not? 
The Reformation slogan Soli Deo Gloria was carved into the organ at Bach's church in 
Leipzig and the composer signed his works with its initials. It's inscribed over taverns 
and music halls in old sections of Heidelberg and Amsterdam, a lasting tribute to a time 



when the fragrance of God's goodness seemed to fill the air. It was not a golden age, but 
it was an amazing recovery of God-centered faith and practice. Columbia University 
professor Eugene Rice offers a fitting conclusion: 

All the more, the Reformation's views of God and humanity measure the gulf between 
the secular imagination of the twentieth century and the sixteenth century's intoxication 
with the majesty of God. We can exercise only historical sympathy to try to understand 
how it was that the most brilliant intelligences of an entire epoch found a total, a 
supreme liberty in abandoning human weakness to the omnipotence of God. 

Soli Deo Gloria! 

 

Dr. Michael Horton is professor of apologetics and theology at Westminster Seminary 
California (Escondido, California). 



How Can We Trust The Bible As True? 
 

 

Introduction: How do we know truth? God breaks through Kant’s wall by revelation! 

 

"Revelation refers to both God’s activity in making Himself known, and the truth that God makes known as 

a result of this activity." Dr. David Jones 

 

Why do we trust the Bible as true? 

 

        I. It Was Written True 

 

A. The Bible claims to be inspired by God (1Timothy 3:16) butrecognizes that God used men in the process 

(2 Peter 1:20-21.) Furthermore, the Bible claims to be infallible, which means without error (Psalms 119, 

Psalms 12:6) Notice that Christ recognized this (see John 10:34 where Jesus bases an argument upon a 

single word in Psalms 82.) Jesus never quoted scripture to start an argument, He quoted scripture to settle 

arguments – it was absolute authority for Him! The NT refers to itself as scripture (2 Peter 3:16, and see 

1Timothy 5:18 which quotes Luke 10:17 as scripture). Also important to notice is the way that the Bible 

equates "scripture says" with "God says" because in the Bible’s view, they are two ways of saying the same 

thing. (see Romans 9:17 and Exodus 9:13, 16, and also Galatians 3:8 and Genesis 22:18 – check out also 

Acts 28:25, Acts 4:24-25.) 

 

Does the fact that humans were involved mean that the Bible can’t be without error? This is an assumption 

many have made but one which denies that God can be sovereign over men and women. If God can create 

by His mere Word surely He can keep His Bible free from error. There is no philosophical reason why the 

Bible can’t be true and have had humans involved in its production. 

 

B. We don’t believe the Bible is true because we have verified every statement! There are many statements 

which we couldn’t possibly verify (like what the snake said in the Garden to Eve), although the statements 

that can be verified do check out. We believe the Bible because God says it is true and Christians are those 

who believe what God says. God is the God who speaks. While there are many good reasons to believe that 

the Bible is God’s Word and thus without error, ultimately this is something we believe because the Spirit 

makes the good evidences convincing to us. 

 

This means that discussions and arguments with non-believers are really spiritual battles and until the Spirit 

opens someone’s eyes, they can’t even receive spiritual things (1Corinthians 2:14) – so we must pray, not 

just argue with people! Don’t just be on the defensive – challenge unbelievers on what basis they have for 

rejecting God’s Word. Who are they to sit in judgment upon God’s Word?! 

 

C. We must model the authority of scripture in our own lives. When was the last time you changed a course 

of action simply because the Bible said so? Do you let the scriptures change your preconceived ideas, or do 

you simply look for verses that back up what you already believe? 

 

        II. Some ways that this doctrine is attacked. 

 

A. Rationalism says reason must determine what is true. Thus whatever seems impossible for modern man 

to believe should be cut out of scripture (Thomas Jefferson did this literally, taking his scissors to the Bible 

and cutting out everything that referred to supernaturalism.) This view assumes rather arrogantly that 

people in older times were stupid (but even people in Jesus’ day knew that virgins didn’t get pregnant, that 

people didn’t walk on water, and that dead men didn’t rise from the dead!) The Bible is frankly and 

unashamedly, supernatural. Reason is a good tool for receiving revelation but it wasn’t designed to sit in 

judgment upon the Infinite God’s ways or words! How tragic is it when people reduce God to what they 

can comprehend – who would want to worship a God like that? 

 



Often the critics of scripture are driven by presuppositions which are unproven are flat out wrong! For 

example, many 19th century critics assumed that Christianity evolved from a Jewish flavor into a more 

Pauline flavor and thus anything that seems Pauline must be dated later than when Paul actually lived 

(because the critics say that this evolution took some time.) But there is no basis for this reconstruction at 

all! They use a reconstruction that is based on nothing at all to throw out what the church has always 

believed about who wrote which NT books and when! If you ever here someone say "all scholars agree" 

you know they are either ignorant or they are trying to bully you because there is virtually nothing that all 

scholars agree upon! 

 

Liberalism is the view that scripture is a mixture of God’s Word and man’s word and thus we need to use 

our reason to separate the husk from the kernel. As you might expect every scholar who takes this approach 

differs in what he/she thinks is God’s Word. It is a position that is doomed to drive you to despair because 

human reason is inadequate for this task! 

 

B. Existentialism (often called the neo-orthodox view) says the ideas are inspired but not the words. Thus 

they would say the Bible is divine but it is not inerrant. Furthermore they say that the Bible becomes 

authority as we hear God speaking in it, otherwise it is a dead book. It may surprise you to know that this is 

C. S. Lewis’ view (which you will discover if you read his book God In The Dock) and that "Experiencing 

God" has ties with this view as well. Many evangelicals are basically existential in their view of scripture 

without realizing it. They only pay attention to the parts that "hit them" or speak to them. They only give 

the scripture authority if they feel like it, which means that in effect, their subjective feelings carry more 

weight than the Bible. 

 

C. Limited Inerrancy says that the Bible is true only about matters of faith. But when it speaks of history, 

science etc. it makes mistakes. This view is popular among evangelicals but really misses the importance 

the scripture places upon rooting itself in real history. If the facts are wrong, then the doctrines can’t be 

true! This is what Paul argues about the resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15:14-15! Similarly, if Adam isn’t a 

real historical person then Paul’s argument in Romans 5 about justification falls apart! You can’t separate 

faith and facts in the Bible. If it’s true, it is true in everything it speaks to. 

 

D. Deconstructionism says that words can’t convey truth and that we must be set free from the author 

trying to tyrannize the reader by imposing his/her authorial intent upon the reader. This obviously raises 

huge questions for how the Bible (a book) can be said to be true. But this view is self-refuting because the 

people who argue for it use words to do so! Don’t be fooled by silly philosophical games about language – 

words have meaning because the God who is, is a God who speaks! Language is not a human creation! 

While it is true that we bring certain presuppositions to any text we read (and thus can distort our reading of 

it), the Bible as a living Word can cut through our wrong presuppositions (Hebrews 4:12) – remember, 

reading the Bible is a spiritual activity in which the Holy Spirit is active. While we read it like we read 

ordinary books, it is far from ordinary and promises to bring life to those who read. (Psalms 119) 

 

    III. God’s Word Has Been Faithfully Transmitted. 

 

A. The text is essentially what was originally written. Did you know that the text of the OT was preserved 

by a radically strict set of rules (which you would expect if God had spoken!) For example a scribe could 

only use certain types of animal skins, had to speak every word out loud when copying, had to get a child to 

read it to make sure his copying was clear, and if he made too many mistakes (even if he corrected them) 

he had to burn the whole scroll! The scribes were also fanatical counters of everything to make sure that 

their copies were perfect. For instance they knew that there were 97,856 words in the first five books of the 

OT, and that Leviticus 11:42 had the middle letter of the first five books. Until 1929, we used a Hebrew 

manuscript from the 1500s for our basic text, then we switched to one that was 500 years older. Do you 

know how many letters were different between these two texts? Only four! The Jews were fanatical about 

the accuracy of the text and thus we have the OT as it was written. The Dead Sea Scrolls only served to 

increase our confidence of the accuracy of the OT text because they contain a scroll of Isaiah that is over 

800 years older than any other copy of Isaiah, and yet it has no different words that the later texts of Isaiah! 

 



The NT text is preserved in literally thousands (over 5,000 at last counting) of ancient manuscripts. We 

even have a piece of the Gospel of John written 20 years after the book was originally composed! Even 

liberal scholars agree that the text we have is true to what was originally written (only 1 out of 100 words is 

in any doubt and none of these affect any doctrines and their meaning can be determined from the context.) 

In addition to scripture texts we also have tons of scripture quotations in the Church Fathers, old 

lectionaries, and other early translations. (F. F. Bruce’s The NT Documents: Are They Reliable? is an 

excellent book on this topic.) 

 

B. But what about the canon? (i.e. How do we know we have the right books in the Bible?) It is important 

to know that the Bible is canonical because it is inspired. It was canonical when it was written, it didn’t 

evolve into this status! Likewise, the church does not give authority to the canon (as the Catholic church 

believes) rather the scripture establishes the church! The OT establishes this pattern when God 

authenticates His spokesmen by signs and wonders and by their short-term prophecies coming true (see 

Deuteronomy 18:14-22.) His Words are to be kept and taught (Deuteronomy 6:1-9.) Jesus Himself used the 

same OT as we do (see Matthew 23:35 where Jesus refers to "from Abel ... to Zechariah". Abel is found in 

Genesis and Zechariah is found at the end of 2 Chronicles, the last OT book in the Hebrew arrangement. 

Thus Jesus gives His seal of approval to the OT canon the way it was understood in His day.) Both Pliny 

and Josephus (Jewish contemporaries of Jesus) list the exact same books as we use today as well, and the 

early Christians distinguished between the OT (which had authority) and the apocrypha (which did not.) As 

a matter of fact the Catholic church did not recognize the apocrypha as scripture until the Council of Trent 

in 1543 (over 20 years after the Reformation started) and the Greek Orthodox church didn’t recognize the 4 

of the 7 apocryphal books they receive as scripture until 1617! (The apocrypha is not scripture and doesn’t 

claim this authority for itself!) 

 

With regard to the NT, the books of scripture were recognized as having this authority from the beginning – 

the church didn’t give them this authority later on (see 1Thessalonians 2:13 – the oldest NT book by the 

way.) The NT letters were to be read and exchanged by the churches (1Thessalonians 5:27, Colossians 

4:16, 2 Peter 3:16) The canon was not made up by some church council in the fourth century – or by any 

church council! The first church council that sought to establish the canon was Trent in the 1540s! The 

canon was recognized by the church from the beginning, and there was no Pope bending everyone into 

conformity with his view (This is a characterization unbelievers have tried to make stick, but it has no basis 

in fact!) Furthermore we have external evidence from A.D. 70-130 of people either quoting as scripture, or 

alluding to, every NT book except 2 John, 3 John, and Jude. 

 

What about the "lost books" and the "Gospel of Thomas"? Well contrary to popular belief (and the view of 

churches trying to "restore" us to the good ol’ New Testament days –- like the Church of Christ) the early 

church was not perfect. Even a casual reading of the NT reveals an abundance of heresies and false 

teachers. Many of these heretics wrote books to support their teachings (usually using the names of apostles 

to validate their heresy). The early church was in a better position that we are to evaluate the validity of the 

books. (Pseudepigragha: using pseudonyms to get their authority) It’s no wonder that modern Gnostics 

(i.e.: New Agers) find support for their teachings in those early Gnostic books! If someone wants to add a 

book to the accepted canon of 1900 years, the burden of proof is on them. Usually these attempts are 

embarrassingly bad historically. Many of these books are Middle Ages forgeries extolling Mary and the 

power of relics, Don’t waste your time with this stuff. 

 

  

 

Revelation 

 

General Revelation (Psalms 19:1-6, Romans 1:19-20) 

This is the revelation of God in all of creation which is general in its availability (it comes to all people) 

and in its message (it is general and doesn’t include the plan of redemption.) In Romans 1 Paul tells us that 

this general revelation is enough to make us accountable, but that sinful man suppresses the truth of it. But 

because of general revelation we have a point of contact with people who aren’t Christians and we 

recognize that there is truth that isn’t contained in the scriptures. However special revelation holds the key 

to the proper understanding of general revelation. 



 

Special Revelation (Hebrews 1:1-2) There are four points to make from this text. 

 

    1. Special revelation is sovereign (i.e. God takes the initiative in revealing Himself, we don’t discover 

Him by our wisdom.) God is the subject of all the verbs in this text! 

    2. It is historical. God has spoken in the past. Special revelation is not just some vague, abstract, a-

historical religious ideas. This contrasts with much of modern theology’s understanding of revelation which 

sees revelation as being a matter of man’s religious experience rather than God’s activity in which He 

reveals Himself. 

    3. It is verbal. God speaks! 

    4. It is progressive – and the process culminates in Christ. – Further we notice that God uses spokesmen 

and gives a sign to authenticate them (Deuteronomy 18:21-22, and Hebrews 2:3-4. For more examples of 

this see 1Kings 18:36-7 and Jeremiah 28.) 

 

God Reveals Himself In Various Ways (Hebrews 1:1-2) Some of these are: 

 

    1. Verbal communication God speaking to people (1 Samuel 3, Genesis 3:9-19) 

    2. Symbolic actions (like making clothes in Genesis 3:21, cf. Genesis 15:17-18) 

    3. Redemptive events (the big one in the OT is the exodus, see Exodus 12-14) 

    4. The Incarnation of Christ (John 1:1, 14 also see John 14:9) 

    5. Scripture (2 Peter 1:20-21, Luke 24:27) 

 

IV. Does revelation continue today? We believe that it does not. Although God still illumines His Word to 

us, He is not giving fresh revelation. We would point to the following considerations in proving this: 

 

    1. The process of revealing culminates in Christ according to Hebrews 1. 

    2. The apostles were appointed as His spokesmen (John 14:25-26) 

    3. The references to NT prophets only occur in the earliest NT letters, but in the later ones, the emphasis 

shifts to teachers because the foundation has been laid (Ephesians 2:20.) A good example of this is 1 

Timothy. Paul tells Timothy to remember the prophecy (1 Timothy 1:18), not to continue to prophesy. 

Also, elders are chosen not by prophetic utterance, but by character qualities (1Timothy 3). 

    4. The 100% accuracy required standard of Deuteronomy 18 has not been revoked.  

 

Applications: 

 

    1. What do we do with God’s revelation? Do we treat it as His Word? Robert Murray M’Cheyne once 

said "Few tremble at the Word of God. Few in reading it hear the voice of Jehovah, which is full of 

majesty." 

    2. Does the Word have authority in your life? When was the last time you changed a course of action 

because of what scripture said? 

    3. Do we believe all of it? Tozer said, "We must never edit God."  

 

Augustine "If you believe what you like in the gospel, and reject what you don’t like, it’s not the gospel 

you believe, but yourself." 

 

Kevin Twit 

RUF Campus Minister 

Belmont College, TN 
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 Whereas inspiration concerns the origin of the bible's authority, inerrancy describes its 

nature. By inerrancy we refer not only to the Bible's being 'without error' but also to its 

inability to err (we might helpfully illustrate this point by comparing it to the distinction 

between Jesus' sinlessness or being without sin, on the one hand, and his impeccability or 

inability to sin on the other). Inerrancy, positively defined, refers to a central and crucial 

property of the Bible, namely, its utter truthfulness. 

The basis for the doctrine of biblical inerrancy is located both in the nature of God and in 

the Bible's teaching about itself. First, if God is perfect – all knowing, all wise, all-good – 

it follows that God speaks the truth. God does not tell lies; God is not ignorant. God's 

Word is thus free from all error arising either from conscious deceit or unconscious 

ignorance. Such is the unanimous confession of the Psalmist, the prophets, the Lord Jesus 

and the apostles. Second, the Bible presents itself as the Word of God written. Thus, in 

addition to its humanity (which is never denied), the Bible also enjoys the privileges and 

prerogatives of its status as God's Word. God's Word is thus wholly reliable, a 

trustworthy guide to reality, a light unto our path. 

If the biblical and theological basis of the doctrine is so obvious, however, why have 

some in our day suggested that the inerrancy of the Bible is a relatively recent concept? It 

is true, as some have suggested that the inerrancy of the Bible is a relatively recent 

concept? Is it true, as some have argued, that the doctrine of inerrancy was 'invented' in 

the nineteenth century at Princeton by B B Warfield and Charles Hodge and is therefore a 

novelty in the history of theology? In answer to this question, it is important to remember 

that doctrines arise only when there is a need for them. Doctrine develops when 

something implicit in the faith is denied; false teaching provokes an explicit rebuttal. This 

is as true of inerrancy as it is of the doctrines of the Trinity, or of justification by faith. 

The notion of the Bible's truthfulness was implicitly assumed throughout the history of 

the church. Theologians were only reflecting the view of the biblical authors themselves. 

Jesus himself quotes Scripture and implies that its words are true and trustworthy—

wholly reliable. The New Testament authors share and reflect this 'high estimate' of 

Scripture pertained to its reliability in matters of faith and salvation only or whether it 

involved a trust in all matters on which the Bible speaks, including science and history. 

One difficulty with this question is that it is anachronistic: it reflects the concerns of our 

times (including the dubious dichotomy between fact and value) rather than that of the 

Fathers and Reformers. With regard to the Fathers, we know that they held to the divine 



authorship is Scripture. Behind the many voices of the human authors is the voice of the 

Holy Spirit, the ultimate author of Scripture. While some used this as an excuse to search 

for hidden truths through allegorical interpretation, if any think the tendency was to 

ascribe too much truth to Scripture rather than too little. For the Fathers, to suggest that 

there were errors in the Bible would have been unthinkable. Augustine, for instance, 

wrote that biblical authority would be overthrown if the authors had stated things that 

were not true. Though Augustine warned Christians not to hide their ignorance of 

scientific fact by easy appeals to Scripture, he also believed that the biblical writers did 

not make any scientific errors. True scientific discoveries will always be capable of being 

reconciled with the Scriptures. Augustine is at pains to show that there are no 

contradictions, either between one part of the Bible and another, or between the Bible and 

truth gleaned from elsewhere. Whatever we think of such attempts, they are at least 

compelling evidence of the widespread Patristic presupposition of the Bible's 

truthfulness. 

The Reformers similarly affirmed the truthfulness of the Bible. There is some debate 

among scholars whether Luther and Calvin limited Scripture's truthfulness to matters of 

salvation, conveniently overlooking errors about lesser matters. It is true that Luther and 

Calvin are aware of apparent discrepancies in Scripture and that they often speak of 

'errors'. However, a closer analysis seems to indicate that the discrepancies and errors are 

consistently attributed to copyists and translators, not to the human authors of Scripture, 

much less to the Holy Spirit, its divine author. Calvin was a ware that Paul's quotations of 

the Old Testament (e.g. Romans 10:6 and Dt 30:12) were not always exact, nor always 

exegetically sound, but he did not infer that Paul had thereby made an error. On the 

contrary, Calvin notes that Paul is not giving the words of Moses different sense so much 

as applying them to his treatment of he subject at hand. Indeed, Calvin explicitly denies 

the suggestion that Paul distorts Moses' words. 

Doctrines are formulated in order to refute error and to preserve revealed truth. Just as 

biblical authority only became part of Protestant confessions in the sixteenth century to 

counter the idea that tradition is the supreme authority of he church, so the doctrine of 

biblical inerrancy was only explicitly formulated to counter explicit denials of the Bible's 

truthfulness. These denials arose about the same time as did modernity and the 

distinctively modern way of interpreting the Bible: biblical criticism. Many so-called 

'enlightened' thinkers of the eighteenth century accepted the Deists' belief that the source 

of truth was reason rather than revelation. Increasingly, the Bible came to be studied like 

any other book, on naturalistic assumptions that ruled out the possibility of divine action 

in history. Accordingly, biblical critics grew skeptical of Scripture's own account of its 

supernatural origin and sought to reconstruct the historical reality. Advances in 

knowledge and a changed view of the world were thought to necessitate a rethinking of 

biblical authority. Historical-critics argued that the authors of the Bible were children of 

their age, limited by the worldviews that prevailed when they wrote. It was against this 

backdrop of widespread suspicion of the supernaturalist appearance of Scripture, and the 

virtually taken-for-granted denial of divine authorship, that the doctrine of biblical 

inerrancy, implicit from the first, was explicitly formulated (e.g. by Warfield and Hodge). 

What is explicitly expressed in the doctrine of biblical inerrancy, however, is not a 



theological novelty so much as an articulation of what was implicitly, and virtually 

always, presupposed through most of church history. 

What then does the doctrine of biblical inerrancy explicitly articulate? We can refine our 

provisional definition of inerrancy in terms of truthfulness as follows: The inerrancy of 

Scripture means that Scripture, in the original manuscripts and when interpreted 

according to the intended sense, speaks truly in all that it affirms. These specifications, 

by identifying the conditions under which Scripture speaks truly, do not hasten the death 

of inerrancy by qualification; they rather acknowledge two crucial limitations that enable 

believers to keep the doctrine in its proper perspective. Let us examine these two 

qualifications in more detail. 

First: the Bible speaks truly ‘in the original manuscripts’. We have already seen that the 

Reformers were able to affirm the truthfulness of the Bible and to acknowledge errors 

due to faulty translation or transmission. To the objection that we do not now possess the 

original manuscripts, it must be pointed out that textual critical studies have brought us 

extremely close to the original text. The relatively small number of textual variations do 

not for the most part affect our ability to recognize the original text. At the same time, it 

is important not to ascribe inerrancy to the copies of the originals, since these are the 

products of an all-too human process of transmission. 

The second qualification is just as important: ‘when interpreted according to the intended 

sense’. It is often tempting to claim the same authority for one’s interpretations as for the 

biblical text itself. The thrust of the doctrine of inerrancy, however, like that of sola 

scriptura, is to stress the distinction between the Word of God and the words of men. 

Interpretations of the Bible fall under the category ‘words of men’. It is thus important 

not to ascribe inerrancy to our interpretations. To the objection that we do not possess the 

correct interpretation, we must appeal not to inerrancy but to the perspicuity of Scripture. 

What conflicts there are about biblical interpretation ultimately must be ascribed to the 

fallible interpreter, not to the infallible text. 

Does inerrancy do justice to the humanity of the Scriptures? Some critics of inerrancy 

have suggested that God had to ‘accomodate’ his message to the language and thought-

forms of the day in order effectively to communicate. In taking on forms of human 

language and thought, does God’s communication simultaneously take on outmoded 

views of the world or of human nature? For example, could God speak truthfully of he 

sun ‘rising’ when he knows full well that the sun does not move? In speaking of the sun 

rising, does not the Bible make a scientific mistake? To this objection it may be replied 

that using the common language of the day is not he same as committing oneself to its 

literal truth. One must not confuse a social convention with a scientific affirmation. To 

say that the sun rises is to employ a metaphor - one, moreover, that is true to human 

experience. The objection proves too much: if the inspired authors have used ancient 

thought forms that led to scientific errors, would not these same thought forms have led 

to errors in matters of faith and practice too? After all, "to err is human’ -- or is it? 

Though proverbial wisdom equates humanity with fallibility, the paradigm of Christ’s 

sinless life shows that the one concept need not follow from the other. God’s Word, we 



may conclude, can take on human form -- incarnate, inscripturate-without surrendering 

its claim to sinlessness and truth. 

Does inerrancy therefore mean that every word in Scripture is literally true? There has 

been a great deal of confusion on this point, both in the media and in academia. It should 

first be noted that mere woods are neither true nor false; truth is a property of statements. 

Second, those who oppose biblical ignorance have all too often contributed to the 

confusion by caricaturing the notion of literal truth. Critics of inerrancy typically speak of 

‘literal truth’ when what they really mean is ‘literalistic truth’. Defenders of inerrancy 

must take great care to distinguish the notion of literal truth from the kind of literalistic 

interpretation that runs roughshod over the intent of the author and the literary form of 

the text. 

Perhaps the best way to resolve this confusion is to begin at the other end. What counts as 

an error? if I say that my lecture lasts an hour, when in fact it lasts only fifty-nine 

minutes, have I made an error? That depends on your expectation and on the context of 

my remark. In everyday conversation round figures are perfectly acceptable; no one 

would accuse me of getting my figures wrong. In other contexts, however, a different 

level of precision is required. A BBC television producer, for instance, would need to 

know the exact number of minutes. The point is that what counts as an error depends 

upon the kind of precision of exactness that the reader has a right to expect. "Error’ is 

thus a context- dependent notion. If I do not claim scientific exactitude or technical 

precision, it would be unjust to accuse me of having erred. Indeed, too much precision 

(‘my lecture is fifty-nine minutes and eight seconds long’) can be distracting and actually 

hinder clear communication. 

Let us define error, then, as a failure to make good on or to redeem one’s claims. The 

Bible speaks truly because it makes good its claims. It thus follows that we should first 

determine just what kind of claims are being made before too quickly ruling ‘true’ or 

‘false’. If error is indeed a context-dependent notion, those who see errors in Scripture 

would do well first to establish the context of Scripture’s claims. To interpret the Bible 

according to a wooden literalism fails precisely to attend to the kinds of claims Scripture 

makes. To read every sentence of the Bible as if it were referring to something in he 

world, or to a timeless truth, may be to misread much of Scripture. Just as readers need to 

be sensitive to metaphor (few would react to Jesus’ claim in John 10:9 ‘I am the door’ by 

searching for a handle) so readers must be sensitive to literary genre (e.g. to the literary 

context of biblical statements). 

Is every word in Scripture literally true? The problem with this question is its incorrect 

(and typically unstated) assumption that ‘literal truth’ is always literalistic -- a matter of 

referring to history or to the ‘facts’ of nature. It is just such a faulty assumption -- that the 

Bible always states facts -- that leads certain well-meaning defenders of inerrancy 

desperately to harmonize what appear to be factual or chronological discrepancies in the 

Gospels. In the final analysis what was new about the Princetonians’ view of Scripture 

was not their understanding of the Bible’s truthfulness but rather their particular view of 

language and interpretation, in which the meaning of the biblical text was the fact--



historical or doctrinal--to which it referred. Their proof-texting was more a product of 

their view of language and interpretation than of their doctrine of Scripture. 

What if the intent of the evangelists was not to narrate history with chronological 

precision? What if the evangelists sometimes intended to communicate only the content 

of Jesus’ teaching rather than his very words? Before extending the Bible’s truth to 

include history or astronomy, or restricting to matters of salvation for that matter, we 

must first ask, ‘What kind of literature is this?’ The question of meaning should precede 

the question of truth. We must first determine what kind of claim is being made before 

we can rule on its truthfulness. The point of biblical apocalyptic is quite distinct from the 

point of Jesus’ parables, from that of the Gospels themselves, or of the Old Testament 

wisdom. We must therefore, say that the literal sense of Scripture is its literary sense: the 

sense the author contended to convey, in and through a particular literary form. Inerrancy 

means that every sentence, when interpreted correctly (i.e. in accordance with its literary 

genre and its literary sense), is wholly reliable. 

The older term to express biblical authority--infallibility--remains useful. Infallibility 

means that Scripture never fails in its purpose. The Bile makes good on all its claims, 

including its truth claims. God’s Word never leads astray. It is important to recall that 

language may be used for many different purposes, and not to state facts only. Inerrancy, 

then, is a subset of infallibilty: when the Bible’s purpose is to make true statements, it 

does this too without fail. Yet the Bible’s other speech acts--warnings, promises, 

questions--are infallible too. 

The Bible’s own understanding of truth stresses reliability. God’s Word is true because it 

can be relied upon --relied upon to make good its claim and to accomplish its purpose. 

We may therefore speak of the Bible’s promises, commands, warnings, etc. as being 

‘true,’ inasmuch as they too can be relied upon. Together, the terms inerrancy and 

infallibility remind us that the Word of God is wholly reliable not only when it speaks, 

but also when it does the truth. 

 



THE GNOSTICS AND JESUS 
BY TIM KELLER, Redeemer Report, March 2004 

 

Gospel of Thomas sounds far more misogynist than anything found in the 
Bible. 
 
For some months I have been getting questions about the "Gnostic gospels" and The Da 
Vinci Code, so it seems right to give readers of this newsletter a bit of guidance. This is by 
no means a definitive response or analysis—it is more like pastoral counsel— but I hope it 
will clear up a few things. 
 
 The Gnostics’ Jesus 
 
In 1945 a red earthenware jar was found buried near Nag Hammadi, a town in upper Egypt. 
Within thirteen papyrus books dating from A.D.350 were discovered. The writings were 
those of believers in the philosophy/religion of gnosticism. Gnosticism is heavily influenced 
by the Hellenistic understanding that the material world is evil and the spirit is good. 
Gnostics believed that the ultimate supreme God did not create the world, but rather a 
lesser god, a ‘demiurge,’ created the world poorly and imperfectly. The result was a material 
world filled with decay, weakness, and death. But Gnostics believed that human beings, 
though locked in this material body, have a spark of the higher spiritual reality within. This 
spark, if fanned into a flame, can liberate us and help us evolve back into spiritual 
perfection. This happens through a process of self-discovery, in which you discover your 
divine identity, you separate from the world by ‘stripping off ’ the consciousness of the 
physical body, and you finally experience the kingdom of light, peace, and life. 
 
 The writings of Gnosticism were much wider than the Nag Hammadi texts, but what makes 
the NH texts different is that, as Craig Blomberg writes, they use the purported 
conversations of Jesus with his disciples as "little more than an artificial framework for 
imparting Gnostic doctrine." (The Historical Reliability of the Gospels, p.208) The most 
well known of these Gnostic-Jesus texts include "The Gospel of Thomas," the "Apocryphon 
of James," The Gospel of Phillip" and "The Gospel of Truth." 
 
 The teachings of the gnostics’ Jesus flatly contradicts the Jesus of the Bible. The Gnostic-
Jesus says, "When you come to know yourselves... you will realize that it is you who are 
the sons of the living father. But if you will not know yourselves, you dwell in poverty." 
(Thomas-3) This reflects the Gnostic concept that self-consciousness of one’s own divinity 
(rather than a new awareness of sinfulness and need) is the first step to salvation. The 
Gnostic- Jesus also says, "When you disrobe yourselves and are not ashamed, and take 
your garments and lay them beneath your feet like little children, and tread upon them, 
then [shall ye see] the Son of the living One, and ye shall not fear." (Thomas-37) This and 
the other ‘undressing’ saying (Thomas-21) urges us to ‘disrobe,’ to trample underfoot and 
despise the physical nature. 
 
 
 The most interesting statement of all is Thomas-71 where the Gnostic-Jesus says: "I will 
destroy this house and no one will be able to rebuild it." This is a clear contradiction of 
Jesus’ saying in John 2 that though others would destroy his body, he would be resurrected. 



This reflects the gnostic disdain for the very idea of the resurrection. Since, in their view, 
the material world is an evil thing we must be freed from, the bodily resurrection is 
completely rejected. According to the gnostics, Jesus was not raised bodily, and neither will 
we be. 
 
Lost Gospels? 
 
Helmut Koester of Harvard has argued that the Nag Hammadi Gnostic-Jesus texts were 
written very early, almost as early as the Biblical gospels themselves. And Elaine Pagels, 
who did a doctorate under Koester at Harvard, has popularized this view in The Gnostic 
Gospels and the more recent Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas. 
 
 But this is very much a minority view across the field of scholarship. N.T.Wright says, "It 
has long been the received wisdom among students of early Christianity that the Gospel of 
Thomas...found at Nag Hammadi...is a comparatively late stage in the development of 
Christianity." (New Testament and the People of God, p.436) The great majority of scholars 
believe the Gnostic-Jesus texts to have been written 100-200 years after the Biblical 
gospels, which all were written within the first 30-60 years after Jesus’ death. Why this 
consensus? 
 
 As N.T. Wright points out in The Resurrection of the Son of God, the early Christians were 
all Jews. Jews had a thoroughly different world-view than that of the Greeks or the 
gnostics. They believed firmly that this material world was made good (see Genesis1) and 
that despite sin God was going to renew it and resurrect our bodies (Daniel 12:1-2.) Jews 
had no hope (or concept) of disembodied souls living apart from the body. What does this 
mean? We know from the Pauline letters, some written only 13 years after Jesus’ death, that 
all the early Christians claimed to have met Jesus and that he was still alive. But it would 
have been impossible for Jewish believers to claim "Jesus is alive" without also believing he 
was raised physically from the dead. 
 
 
 Helmut Koester and others posit that the first Christians believed, as the gnostics, that 
Jesus was only ‘spiritually risen’ and decades later the idea of a bodily resurrection 
developed. But N.T. Wright shows that Christianity could never have arisen as a movement 
among Jews unless the original believers knew Jesus had been raised bodily from the dead. 
This means in turn that the attempt to create a Gnostic-Jesus must have been much later. 
The writings could not have represented an early but repressed true version of Jesus-faith. 
Wright asks: "Which Roman emperor would persecute anyone for reading the Gospel of 
Thomas [since it so closely reflected Greek thinking]?....It should be clear that the talk 
about a spiritual ‘resurrection’ in the sense used by [the gnostic writings] could not be 
anything other than a late, drastic modification of Christian language." (Resurrection, 
p.550.) There is far, far more that could be said in criticism of the thesis that the Gnostic-
Jesus is older than the Biblical Jesus. But I’ll stop here. 
 
 The Da Vinci Code and Misogyny 
 
The Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown has become a best seller and, though it purports to be 



nothing but fiction, it takes up the basic ideas of The Gnostic gospels makes them the 
premise of the story. The story assumes that Jesus was not resurrected and did not claim to 
be God, but rather married Mary Magdalene. His true, original teachings are found in the 
gnostic writings. The Biblical gospels were written later and the original truth of Jesus’ life 
and teaching was repressed by the church. 
 
 What can I say? It’s only a novel —so how can you criticize it? It tries to make the case that 
the Gnostic-Jesus was the one who lived, not the real Jesus. But as we showed, the 
scholarly world sees very little evidence that this is the case. There are plenty of other 
incongruities and oddities about The Da Vinci Code, but I’ll just mention one. The story lifts 
up the Gnostic gospels as the "truth" and depicts the church as a repressive regime that 
wants to hide the importance of Mary Magdalene as one of the early disciples. This gives 
the impression that the gnostic gospels are more pro-women than the Bible or traditional 
theology. 
 
 But the last saying in the Gospel of Thomas is far more misogynist than anything found in 
the Bible. Simon Peter said to them: Let Mary go forth from among us, for women are not 
worthy of the life. Jesus said: Behold, I shall lead her, that I may make her male, in order 
that she also may become a living spirit like you males. For every woman who makes 
herself male shall enter into the kingdom of heaven. (Thomas-114) This saying reflects the 
low view of women in the Gnostic philosophy. It is ironic that the author of the Da Vinci 
Code thinks the Gnostic- Jesus was friendlier to women. 
 
No changed lives 
 
Thirty years ago when we were in seminary my wife and I (like all graduate students of 
Bible and theology) studied the Gnostic writings. A simple reading of the texts shows they 
reflect a vastly different world-view than that of the Bible. Even young seminary students 
could see it was an effort of a different religion to co-opt Jesus—and the effort failed 
miserably. That is a historical fact. Few took the Gnostic-Jesus seriously. There was no 
explosive movement of changed lives that resulted from these writings as like that with 
resulted from the proclamation of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. And there won’t be any 
explosion of changed lives today. 
 
 In the end, the proof of the pudding is in the eating, as the old proverb says. The Gnostic-
Gospels fail in their fundamental definition —they are not gospels, good news. Instead of 
being the declaration of what God has done to accomplish salvation FOR us, they are just 
the same old same old—a rehash of self improvement techniques and (sometimes) good 
advice about ethical living. This is NOT the good news that transforms lives. It is merely, 
like all other religions besides the true Gospel, a do-it-yourself- salvation based on 
teachings which must be obeyed in order to reach enlightenment. Nothing could be farther 
from the true Gospel, the news that Jesus, by his life and death, has actually SAVED us and 
given us new life, free for the taking. 
 



HOW CAN I KNOW GOD? 
June, 1991 

TIM KELLER 

 

What is Christianity?  Some say it is a philosophy, others say it is an ethical stance, while 
still others claim it is actually an experience. None of these things really gets to the heart 
of the matter, however.  Each is something a Christian has, but not one of them serves as 

a definition of what a Christian is.  Christianity has at its core a transaction between a 
person and God.  A person who becomes a Christian moves from knowing about God 

distantly to knowing about him directly and intimately.  Christianity is knowing God. 
 
 “Now this is eternal life; that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus 

Christ, whom you have sent.”           --John 17:3 

 

Why do I need to know God? 

Our desire for personal knowledge of God is strong, but we usually fail to recognize that 
desire for what it is.  When we first fall in love, when we first marry, when we finally 

break into our chosen field, when we at last get that weekend house—these 
breakthroughs arouse in us antic ipation of something which, as it turns out, never occurs.  

We eventually discover that our desire for that precious something is a longing no lover 
or career or achievement, even the best possible ones, can ever satisfy.  The satisfaction 
fades even as we close our fingers around our goal.  Nothing delivers the joy it seemed to 

promise.  Many of us avoid the yawning emptiness through busyness or denial, but at 
best there is just a postponement.  “Nothing tastes,” said Marie Antoinette. 

 

There are several ways to respond to this: 
 

By blaming the things themselves – by finding fault in everyone and everything around 
you.  You believe that a better spouse, a better career, a better boss or salary would 

finally yield the elusive joy.  Many of the most successful people of the world are like 
this – bored, discontented, running from new thing to new thing, often changing 
counselors, mates, partners, or settings. 

 
By blaming yourself – by trying harder to live up to standards.  Many people believe 

they have made poor choices or have failed to measure up to challenges and to achieve 
the things that would give them joy and satisfaction.  Such people are wracked with self-
doubts and tend to burn themselves out.  They think, “If only I could reach my goals, then 

this emptiness would be gone.”  But it is not so. 
 

By blaming the universe itself – by giving up seeking fulfillment at all.  This is the 
person who says, “Yes, when I was young I was idealistic, but at my age I have stopped 
howling after the moon.”  This makes you become cynical, you decide to repress that part 

of yourself that once wanted fulfillment and joy.  But you become hard, and you can feel 
yourself losing your humanity, compassion, and joy. 

 
By blaming and recognizing your separation from God – by seeing that the emptiness 
comes from your separation from God, and by establishing a personal relationship with 

him. 
 



In order to form a personal relationship with God, you must know 
three things: 
 

1) Who we are: 
God’s creation.   God created us and built us for a relationship with him.  We belong to 
him, and we owe him gratitude for every breath, every moment, everything.  Because 

humans were built to live for him (to worship), we will always try to worship something 
– if not God, we will choose some other object of ultimate devotion to give our lives 
meaning. 

 
Sinners.  We have all chosen (and re-affirm daily) to reject God and to make our own joy 

and happiness our highest priority.  We do not want to worship God and surrender ourself 
as master, yet we are built to worship, so we cling to idols, centering our lives on things 
that promise to give us meaning:  success, relationships, influence, love, comfort, and so 

on. 
 

In spiritual bondage.  To live for anything else but God leads to breakdown and decay.  
When a fish leaves the water, which he was built for, he is not free, but dead.  
Worshiping other things besides God leads to a loss of meaning.  If we achieve these 

things, they cannot deliver satisfaction, because they were never meant to be “gods.”  
They were never meant to replace God.  Worshiping other things besides God also leads 

to self- image problems.  We end up defining ourselves in terms of our achievement in 
these things.  We must have them or all is lost; so they drive us to work too hard, or they 
fill us with terror if they are jeopardized. 

 

2) Who God is: 
Love and justice.  His active concern is for our joy and well-being.  Most people love 
those who love them, yet God loves and seeks the good even of people who are his 
enemies.  But because God is good and loving, he cannot tolerate evil.  The opposite of 

love is not anger, but indifference. “The more you love your son, the more you hate in 
him the liar, the drunkard, the traitor,” (E. Gifford).  To imagine God’s situation, imagine 

a judge who also is a father, who sits at the trial of his guilty son.  A judge knows he 
cannot let his son go, for without justice no society can survive.  How much less can a 
loving God merely 

ignore or suspend justice for us—who are loved, yet guilty of rebellion against his loving 
authority? 

 
Jesus Christ.  Jesus is God himself come to Earth.  He first lived a perfect life, loving 
God with all his heart, soul, and mind, fulfilling all human obligation to God.  He lived 

the life you owed—a perfect record.  Then, instead of receiving his deserved reward 
(eternal life), Jesus gave his life as a sacrifice for our sins, taking the punishment and 

death each of us owed.  When we believe in him: 1) our sins are paid for by his death, 
and 2) his perfect life record is transferred to our account.  So God accepts and regards us 
as if we have done all Christ has done. 

 

3) What you must do: 
Repent.  There first must be an admission that you have been living as your own master, 
worshipping the wrong things, violating God’s loving laws. “Repentance” means you ask 
forgiveness and turn from that stance with a willingness to live for and center on him. 

 



Believe.  Faith is transferring your trust from your own efforts to the efforts of Christ.  
You were relying on other things to make you acceptable, but now you consciously begin 

relying on what Jesus did for your acceptance with God.  All you need is nothing.  If you 
think, “God owes me something for all my efforts,” you are still on the outside. 

 
Pray after this fashion: “I see I am more flawed and sinful than I ever dared believe, but 
that I am even more loved and accepted than I ever dared hope.  I turn from my old life of 

living for myself.  I have nothing in my record to merit your approval, but I now rest in 
what Jesus did and ask to be accepted into God’s family for his sake.” 

 
When you make this transaction, two things happen at once: 1) your accounts are cleared, 
your sins are wiped out permanently, you are adopted legally into God’s family and 2) 

the Holy Spirit enters your heart and begins to change you into the character of Jesus. 
 

Follow through.  Tell a Christian friend about your commitment.  Get yourself training 
in the basic Christian disciplines of prayer, worship, Bible study, and fellowship with 
other Christians. 

 

Why should I seek God? 
On one hand, you may feel that you “need” him.  Even though you may recognize that 
you have needs only God can meet, you must not try to use him to achieve your own 

ends.  It is not possible to bargain with God. (I’ll do this if you will do that.”)  That is not 
Christianity at all, but a form of magic or paganism in which you “appease” the cranky 
deity in exchange for a favor.  Are you getting into Christianity to serve God, or to get 

God to serve you?  Those are two opposite motives and they result in two different 
religions. You must come to God because 1) you owe it to him to give him your life 
(because he is your creator) and 2) you are deeply grateful to him for sacrificing his son 

(because he is your redeemer.) 
 

On the other hand, you may feel no need or interest to know God at all.  This does not 
mean you should stay uncommitted.  If you were created by God, then you owe him your 
life, whether you feel like it or not.  You are obligated to seek him and ask him to soften 

your heart, open your eyes, and enlighten you.  If you say, “I have no faith,” that is no 
excuse either.  You need only doubt your doubts.  No one can doubt everything at once—

you must believe in something to doubt something else.  For example, do you believe you 
are competent to run your own life?  Where is the evidence of that?  Why doubt 
everything but your doubts about God and your faith in yourself?  Is that fair?  You owe 

it to God to seek him.  Do so. 
 

What if I’m not ready to proceed? 
Make a list of the issues that you perceive to be barriers to your crossing the line into 

faith.  Here is a possible set of headings: 
 
Content issues.  Do you understand the basics of the Christian message—sin, Jesus as 

God, sacrifice, faith? 
  

Coherence issues.  Are there intellectual problems you have with Christianity?  Are there 
objections to the Christian faith that you cannot resolve in your own mind? 
 



Cost issues.  Do you perceive that a move into full Christian faith will cost you dearly?  
What fears do you have about commitment? 

 
Now talk to a Christian friend until these issues are resolved. Consider reading: Mere 

Christianity, by C.S. Lewis (MacMillan) and Basic Christianity, by John Stott (IVP) 
 
© 1991, Timothy Keller   

 
  

   



 

 

THE CENTRALITY OF THE GOSPEL 
Tim Keller 

 
PRINCIPLE  
In Galatians 2:14, Paul lays down a powerful principle. He deals with Peter’s racial 
pride and cowardice by declaring that he was not living “in line with the truth of the 
gospel”. From this we see that the Christian life is a process of renewing every 
dimension of our life-- spiritual, psychological, corporate, social--by thinking, hoping, 
and living out the “lines” or ramifications of the gospel. The gospel is to be applied to 
every area of thinking, feeling, relating, working, and behaving. The implications and 
applications of Galatians 2:14 are vast. 
 

Part I - IMPLICATIONS AND APPLICATIONS 
 

IMPLICATIONS 
 

Implication #1 - The power of the gospel. 
First, Paul is showing us that that bringing the gospel truth to bear on every area of 
life is the way to be changed by the power of God. The gospel is described in the Bible 
in the most astounding terms. Angels long to look into it all the time. (I Peter 1:12). It 
does not simply bring us power, but it is the power of God itself, for Paul says "I am 
not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation" (Rom.1:16). It is also 
the blessing of God with benefits, which accrue to anyone who comes near (I 
Cor.9:23). It is even called the very light of the glory of God itself--"they cannot see the 
light of the gospel of the glory of Christ...for God...has made his light shine into our 
hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus 
Christ." (II Cor.4:4,6)  
 
It has the life of God. Paul said to the Corinthians, "I gave you birth through the 
gospel"! And then, after it has regenerated us, it is the instrument of all continual 
growth and spiritual progress after we are converted. "All over the world this gospel is 
bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard 
it and understood God's grace in all its truth." (Col. 1:6). Here we learn: 1) That the 
gospel is a living thing (cf. Romans 1:16) which is like a seed or a tree that brings more 
and more new life--bearing fruit and growing. 2) That the gospel is only "planted" in us 
so as to bear fruit as we understand its greatness and implications deeply--understood 
God's grace in all its truth.  3) That the gospel continues to grow in us and renew us 
throughout our lives--as it has been doing since the day you heard it. This text helps 
us avoid either an exclusively rationalistic or mystical approach to renewal. On the 
one hand, the gospel has a content--it is profound doctrine. It is truth, and specifically, 
it is the truth about God's grace. But on the other hand, this truth is a living power 
that continually expands its influence in our lives, just as a crop or a tree would grow 
and spread and dominate more and more of an area with roots and fruit. 
 

Implication #2- The sufficiency of the gospel. 
Second, Paul is showing that we never “get beyond the gospel” in our Christian life to 
something more “advanced”. The gospel is not the first “step” in a “stairway” of truths, 
rather, it is more like the “hub” in a “wheel” of truth. The gospel is not just the A-B-C’s 



 

 

but the A to Z of Christianity. The gospel is not just the minimum required doctrine 
necessary to enter the kingdom, but the way we make all progress in the kingdom.   
 
We are not justified by the gospel and then sanctified by obedience, but the gospel is 
the way we grow (Gal.3:1-3) and are renewed (Col.1:6). It is the solution to each 
problem, the key to each closed door, the power through every barrier (Rom.1:16-17). 
It is very common in the church to think as follows. "The gospel is for non-Christians. 
One needs it to be saved. But once saved, you grow through hard work and 
obedience." But Col.1:6 shows that this is a mistake. Both confession and "hard work" 
that is not arising from and "in line" with the gospel will not sanctify you--it will 
strangle you. All our problems come from a failure to apply the gospel. Thus when 
Paul left the Ephesians he committed them "to the word of his grace, which can build 
you up" (Acts 20:32)  
 
The main problem, then, in the Christian life is that we have not thought out the deep 
implications of the gospel, we have not “used” the gospel in and on all parts of our life. 
Richard Lovelace says that most people’s problems are just a failure to be oriented to 
the gospel--a failure to grasp and believe it through and through. Luther says, "The 
truth of the Gospel is the principle article of all Christian doctrine....Most necessary is it 
that we know this article well, teach it to others, and beat it into their heads 
continually."  (on Gal.2:14f) The gospel is not easily comprehended. Paul says that the 
gospel only does its renewing work in us as we understand it in all its truth. All of us, 
to some degree live around the truth of the gospel but do not "get" it. So the key to 
continual and deeper spiritual renewal and revival is the continual re-discovery of 
the gospel. A stage of renewal is always the discovery of a new implication or 
application of the gospel--seeing more of its truth. This is true for either an individual 
or a church. 
 

APPLICATIONS 

 

The two “thieves” of the gospel. 
Since Paul uses a metaphor for being “in line” with the gospel, we can consider that 
gospel renewal occurs when we keep from walking “off-line” either to the right or to the 
left. The key for thinking out the implications of the gospel is to consider the gospel a 
“third” way between two mistaken opposites. However, before we start we must realize 
that the gospel is not a half-way compromise between the two poles--it does not 
produce “something in the middle”, but something different from both. The gospel 
critiques both religion and irreligion (Matt.21:31; 22:10). 
 
Tertullian said, "Just as Christ was crucified between two thieves, so this doctrine of 
justification is ever crucified between two opposite errors." Tertullian meant that there 
were two basic false ways of thinking, each of which "steals" the power and the 
distinctiveness of the gospel from us by pulling us “off the gospel line” to one side or 
the other. These two errors are very powerful, because they represent the natural 
tendency of the human heart and mind. (The gospel is “revealed” by God (Rom.1:17)--
the unaided human mind cannot conceive it.) These “thieves” can be called moralism 
or legalism on the one hand, and hedonism or relativism on the other hand.  Another 
way to put it is: the gospel opposes both religion and irreligion. On the one hand, 
"moralism/religion" stresses truth without grace, for it says that we must obey the 
truth in order to be saved. On the other hand, "relativists/irreligion" stresses grace 



 

 

without truth, for they say that we are all accepted by God (if there is a God) and we 
have to decide what is true for us. But "truth" without grace is not really truth, and 
"grace" without truth is not really grace. Jesus was "full of grace and truth". Any 
religion or philosophy of life that de-emphasizes or lose one or the other of these 
truths, falls into legalism or into license and either way, the joy and power and 
"release" of the gospel is stolen by one thief or the other. 
 
"I am more sinful and flawed than I ever dared believe" (vs. antinomianism) 
"I am more accepted and loved than I ever dared hope" (vs. legalism) 
 
The moralism-religion thief. How does moralism/religion steal joy and power?  
 
Moralism is the view that you are acceptable (to God, the world, others, yourself) 
through your attainments. (Moralists do not have to be religious, but often are.) When 
they are, their religion if pretty conservative and filled with rules. Sometimes moralists 
have views of God as very holy and just. This view will lead either to a) self-hatred 
(because you can't live up to the standards), or b) self-inflation (because you think you 
have lived up to the standards). It is ironic to realize that inferiority and superiority 
complexes have the very same root. Whether the moralist ends up smug and superior 
or crushed and guilty just depends on how high the standards are and on a person's 
natural advantages (such as family, intelligence, looks, willpower). Moralistic people 
can be deeply religious--but there is no transforming joy or power. 
 
The relativism-irreligion thief. How does relativism steal joy and power?  
 
Relativists are usually irreligious, or else prefer what is called "liberal" religion. On the 
surface, they are more happy and tolerant than moralist/religious people. Though 
they may be highly idealistic in some areas (such as politics), they believe that 
everyone needs to determine what is right and wrong for them. They are not convinced 
that God is just and must punish sinners. Their beliefs in God will tend to see Him as 
loving or as an impersonal force. They may talk a great deal about God's love, but 
since they do not think of themselves as sinners, God's love for us costs him nothing. 
If God accepts us, it is because he is so welcoming, or because we are not so bad. The 
concept of God's love in the gospel is far more rich and deep and electrifying. 
 
What do both religious and irreligious people have in common? They seem so 
different, but from the viewpoint of the gospel, they are really the same. 
 
They are both ways to avoid Jesus as Savior and keep control of their lives. Irreligious 
people seek to be their own saviors and lords through irreligion, "worldly" pride. ("No 
one tells me how to live or what to do, so I determine what is right and wrong for me!") 
But moral and religious people seek to be their own saviors and lords through religion, 
"religious" pride. ("I am more moral and spiritual than other people, so God owes me to 
listen to my prayers and take me to heaven. God cannot let just anything happen to 
me--he owes me a happy life. I’ve earned it!") The irreligious person rejects Jesus 
entirely, but the religious person only uses Jesus as an example and helper and 
teacher--but not as a Savior. (Flannery O'Connor wrote that religious people think 
"that the way to avoid Jesus was to avoid sin...")  These are two different ways to do 
the same thing--control our own lives. (Note: Ironically, Moralists, despite all the 
emphasis on traditional standards, are in the end self-centered and individualistic, 



 

 

because they have set themselves up as their own Saviour. Relativists, despite all their 
emphasis on freedom and acceptance, are in the end moralistic because they still have 
to attain and live up to (their own) standards or become desperate. And often, they 
take great pride in their own open-mindedness and judge others who are not.) 
 
They are both based on distorted views of the real God.  
The irreligious person loses sight of the law and holiness of God and the religious 
person loses sight of the love and grace of God, in the end they both lose the gospel 
entirely. For the gospel is that on the cross Jesus fulfilled the law of God out of love for 
us. Without a full understanding of the work of Christ, the reality of God’s holiness 
will make his grace unreal, or the reality of his love will make his holiness unreal. 
Only the gospel--that we are so sinful that we need to be saved utterly by grace--allows 
a person to see God as he really is. The gospel shows us a God far more holy than the 
legalist can bear (he had to die because we could not satisfy his holy demands) and yet 
far more merciful than a humanist can conceive (he had to die because he loved us). 
 
They both deny our sin--so lose the joy and power of grace. 
It is obvious that relativistic, irreligious people deny the depth of sin, and therefore the 
message “God loves you” has no power for them. But though religious persons may be 
extremely penitent and sorry for their sins, they see sins as simply the failure to live 
up to standards by which they are saving themselves. They do not see sin as the 
deeper self-righteousness and self-centeredness through which they are trying to live 
lives independent of God. So when they go to Jesus for forgiveness, they only as a way 
to "cover over the gaps" in their project of self-salvation. And when people say, "I know 
God is forgiving, but I cannot forgive myself", they mean that they reject God's grace 
and insist that they be worthy of his favor. So even religious people with “low self-
esteem” are really in their funk because they will not see the depth of sin. They see it 
only as rules breaking, not as rebellion and self-salvation. 
 
A whole new way of seeing God. 
But Christians are those who have adopted a whole new system of approach to God. 
They may have had both religious phases and irreligious phases in their lives. But 
they have come to see that their entire reason for both their irreligion and their 
religion was essentially the same and essentially wrong! Christians come to see that 
both their sins and their best deeds have all really been ways of avoiding Jesus as 
savior. They come to see that Christianity is not fundamentally an invitation to get 
more religious.  A Christian comes to say: "though I have often failed to obey the moral 
law, the deeper problem was why I was trying to obey it! Even my efforts to obey it has 
been just a way of seeking to be my own savior. In that mindset, even if I obey or ask 
for forgiveness, I am really resisting the gospel and setting myself up as Savior." To 
"get the gospel" is turn from self-justification and rely on Jesus' record for a 
relationship with God. The irreligious don't repent at all, and the religious only repent 
of sins. But Christians also repent of their righteousness. That is the distinction 
between the three groups--Christian, moralists (religious), and pragmatists 
(irreligious). 
 
Summary. Without a knowledge of our extreme sin, the payment of the cross seems 
trivial and does not electrify or transform. But without a knowledge of Christ's 
completely satisfying life and death, the knowledge of sin would crush us or move us 
to deny and repress it. Take away either the knowledge of sin or the knowledge of 



 

 

grace and people's lives not changed. They will be crushed by the moral law or run 
from it angrily.  So the gospel is not that we go from being irreligious to being 
religious, but that we realize that our reasons for both our religiosity and our 
irreligiosity were essentially the same and essentially wrong. We were seeking to be 
our own Saviors and thereby keep control of our own life. When we trust in Christ as 
our Redeemer, we turn from trusting either self-determination or self-denial for our 
salvation--from either moralism or hedonism. 
 

A whole new way of seeing life 

Paul shows us, then, that we must not just simply ask in every area of life: “what is 
the moral way to act?” but “what is the way that is in-line with the gospel?” The gospel 
must be continually “thought out” to keep us from moving into our habitual moralistic 
or individualistic directions. We must bring everything into line with the gospel. 
 
The example of racism.  
Since Paul used the gospel on racism, let’s use it as an example: 
 
The moralistic approach to race. Moralists/legalists would tend to be very proud of 
their culture. They would fall into cultural imperialism.They would try to attach 
spiritual significance to their cultural styles, to make themselves feel morally superior 
to other peoples. This happens because moralistic people are very insecure, since they 
look a lot at the eternal law, and they know deep down that they cannot keep it. So 
they use cultural differences to buttress their sense of righteousness. 
The relativistic/hedonist approach to race. But the opposite error from cultural 
imperialism would be cultural relativism. This approach would say, “yes, traditional 
people were racists because they believed in absolute truth. But truth is relative. 
Every culture is beautiful in itself. Every culture must be accepted on its own terms.”  
The gospel approach to race. Christians know that racism does not stem so much 
from a belief in truth, but from a lack of belief in grace. The gospel leads us to be: a) 
on the one hand, somewhat critical of all cultures, including our own (since there is 
truth), but b) on the other hand, we can feel morally superior to no one. After all, we 
are saved by grace alone, and therefore a non-Christian neighbor may be more moral 
and wise than you. This gives the Christian a radically different posture than either 
moralists or relativists.  

 
Note: Relativists (as we said above) are ultimately moralistic. And therefore they can be 
respectful only of other people who believe everything is relative! But Christians 
cannot feel morally superior to relativists. 

 
The example of a physical handicap. 
Let’s come down from something sociological (racism) to something psychological. 
Imagine that through disease or an accident, you lost your eyesight--you became 
blind. How would you bring the gospel to bear on this pain and grief? 
The moralistic person will either a) despair, because the handicap takes away 
something which was his/her “righteousness” or b) deny, refusing to admit the new 
permanent limitation. The hedonistic person will also either a) despair, because 
the handicap takes away their ability to live a pleasure-oriented life, or b) deny, 
because his/her philosophy cannot bear it. But the gospel will lead to a) resist the 
handicap, yet b) accept it too. Too much resistance is denial and too much acceptance 



 

 

is despair. The gospel is real about both sin and grace, and thus can give the 
handicapped person the same balance.) 
 

GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
1. Share a) what helped you most, and b) what puzzled you. 
 
 
2. Now try to think through the following three subjects to come to a gospel-based 
position. In each case, distinguish  the moralist view, the hedonist/relativist view, and 
a gospel view: 
 

How/whether to evangelize non-Christians.  
 

 
How to relate (as adults) to difficult parents. 
 
 
How to regard the poor. 
 
 
(After you are done, check the appendix. See A.6, A.9, B.3)  
 
 

3. If there is time, choose other issues or subjects that the group wants to work 
on, using the same schema for thinking the through. 
 
 
 
4. Before concluding, select one personal problem or issue in your life. During 
the next week, pray and reflect and fill out the following form: 
 

a. The moralistic way to handle this: 
 
 
 
b. The hedonistic way to handle this: 
 
 
 
c. The gospel way to handle this: 
 



 

 

 
Part II. - THE KEY TO EVERYTHING 
 
We have seen that the gospel is the way that anything is renewed and transformed by 
Christ--whether a heart, a relationship, a church, or a community. It is the key to all 
doctrine and our view of our lives in this world. Therefore, all our problems come from 
a lack of orientation to the gospel. Put positively, the gospel transforms our hearts and 
thinking and approaches to absolutely everything. 
 
A. The Gospel and the individual. 
 
1. Approach to discouragement. When a person is depressed, the moralist says, "you 
are breaking the rules--repent." On the other hand, the relativist says, "you just need 
to love and accept yourself". But (assuming there is no physiological base of the 
depression!) the gospel leads us to examine ourselves and say: "something in my life 
has become more important than God, a pseudo-savior, a form of works-
righteousness". The gospel leads us to repentance, but not to merely setting our will 
against superficialities. It is without the gospel that superficialities will be addressed 
instead of the heart. The moralist will work on behavior and the relativist will work on 
the emotions themselves.  
 
2. Approach to the physical world. Some moralists are indifferent to the physical 
world--they see it as "unimportant", while many others are downright afraid of 
physical pleasure. Since they are seeking to earn their salvation, they prefer to focus 
on sins of the physical like sex and the other appetites. These are easier to avoid than 
sins of the spirit like pride. Therefore, they prefer to see sins of the body as worse than 
other kinds. As a result, legalism usually leads to a distaste of pleasure. On the other 
hand, the relativist is often a hedonist, someone who is controlled by pleasure, and 
who makes it an idol. The gospel leads us to see that God has invented both body and 
soul and so will redeem both body and soul, though under sin both body and soul are 
broken. Thus the gospel leads us to enjoy the physical (and to fight against physical 
brokenness, such as sickness and poverty), yet to be moderate in our use of material 
things.  
 
3. Approach to love and relationships. Moralism often makes relationships into a 
"blame-game". This is because a moralist is traumatized by criticism that is too severe, 
and maintains a self-image as a good person by blaming others. On the other hand, 
moralism can use the procuring of love as the way to "earn our salvation" and 
convince ourselves we are worthy persons.  That often creates what is called "co-
dependency"--a form of self-salvation through needing people or needing people to 
need you (i.e. saving yourself by saving others). On the other hand, much 
relativism/liberalism reduces love to a negotiated partnership for mutual benefit. You 
only relate as long as it is not costing you anything. So the choice (without the gospel) 
is to selfishly use others or to selfishly let yourself be used by others. But the gospel 
leads us to do neither. We do sacrifice and commit, but not out of a need to convince 
ourselves or others we are acceptable. So we can love the person enough to confront, 
yet stay with the person when it does not benefit us. 
  



 

 

4. Approach to suffering. Moralism takes the "Job's friends" approach, laying guilt on 
yourself. You simply assume: "I must be bad to be suffering". Under the guilt, though, 
there is always anger toward God. Why? Because moralists believe that God owes 
them. The whole point of moralism is to put God in one's debt. Because you have been 
so moral, you feel you don't really deserve suffering. So moralism tears you up, for at 
one level you think, "what did I do to deserve this?" but on another level you think, "I 
probably did everything to deserve this!"  So, if the moralist suffers, he or she must 
either feel mad at God (because I have been performing well) or mad at self (because I 
have not been performing well) or both. On the other hand, relativism/pragmatism 
feels justified in avoiding suffering at all costs--lying, cheating, and broken promises 
are OK. But when suffering does come, the pragmatist also lays the fault at God's 
doorstep, claiming that he must be either unjust or impotent. But the cross shows us 
that God redeemed us through suffering. That he suffered not that we might not 
suffer, but that in our suffering we could become like him. Since both the moralist and 
the pragmatist ignore the cross in different ways, they will both be confused and 
devastated by suffering. 
  
5. Approach to sexuality. The secularist/pragmatist sees sex as merely biological and 
physical appetite. The moralist tends to see sex as dirty or at least a dangerous 
impulse that leads constantly to sin. But the gospel shows us that sexuality is to 
reflect the self-giving of Christ. He gave himself completely without conditions. So we 
are not to seek intimacy but hold back control of our lives. If we give ourselves 
sexually we are to give ourselves legally, socially, personally--utterly. Sex only is to 
happened in a totally committed, permanent relationship of marriage. 
 
6. Approach to one's family. Moralism can make you a slave to parental expectations, 
while pragmatism sees no need for family loyalty or the keeping of promises and 
covenants if they do not "meet my needs". The gospel frees you from making parental 
approval an absolute or psychological salvation, pointing how God becomes the 
ultimate father. Then you will neither be too dependent or too hostile to your parents. 
 
7. Approach to self-control. Moralists tell us to control our passions out of fear of 
punishment. This is a volition-based approach. Liberalism tells us to express 
ourselves and find out what is right for us. This is an emotion-based approach. The 
gospel tells us that the free, unloseable grace of God "teaches" us to "say no" to our 
passions (Titus 2:13) if we listen to it. This is a whole-person based approach, starting 
with the truth descending into the heart. 
 
8. Approach to other races and cultures. The liberal approach is to relativize all 
cultures. ("We can all get along because there is no truth".) The conservatives believe 
there is truth for evaluation of cultures, and so they choose some culture as superior 
and then they idolize it, feeling superior to others in the impulse of self-justifying 
pride. The gospel leads us to be: a) on the one hand, somewhat critical of all cultures, 
including our own (since there is truth), but b) on the other hand, we are morally 
superior to no one. After all, we are saved by grace alone. Christians will exhibit both 
moral conviction yet compassion and flexibility. For example, gays are used to being 
"bashed" and hated or completely accepted. They never see anything else. 
 



 

 

9. Approach to witness to non-Christians. The liberal/pragmatist approach is to deny 
the legitimacy of evangelism altogether. The conservative/moralist person does believe 
in proselytizing, because "we are right and they are wrong". Such proselyzing is almost 
always offensive. But the gospel produces a constellation of traits in us. a) First, we 
are compelled to share the gospel out of generosity and love, not guilt. b) Second, we 
are freed from fear of being ridiculed or hurt by others, since we already have the favor 
of God by grace. c) Third, there is a humility in our dealings with others, because we 
know we are saved only by grace alone, not because of our superior insight or 
character. d) Fourth, we are hopeful about anyone, even the "hard cases", because we 
were saved only because of grace, not because we were likely people to be Christians. 
d) Fifth, we are courteous and careful with people. We don't have to push or coerce 
them, for it is only God's grace that opens hearts, not our eloquence or persistence or 
even their openness. All these traits not only create a winsome evangelist but an 
excellent neighbor in a multi-cultural society. 
 
10. Approach to human authority. Moralists will tend to obey human authorities 
(family, tribe, government, cultural customs) too much, since they rely so heavily on 
their self-image of being moral and decent. Pragmatists will either obey human 
authority too much (since they have no higher authority by which they can judge their 
culture) or else too little (since they may only obey when they know they won't get 
caught). That mean either authoritarianism or anarchy. But the gospel gives you both 
a standard by which to oppose human authority (if it contradicts the gospel), but on 
the other hand, gives you incentive to obey the civil authorities from the heart, even 
when you could get away with disobedience.  
 
11. Approach to human dignity. Moralists often have a pretty low view of human 
nature--they mainly see human sin and depravity. Pragmatists, on the other hand, 
have no good basis for treating people with dignity. Usually they have no religious 
beliefs about what human beings are. (If they are just chance products of evolution, 
how do we know they are more valuable than a rock?) But the gospel shows us that 
every human being is infinitely fallen (lost in sin) and infinitely exalted (in the image of 
God). So we treat every human being as precious, yet dangerous! 
 
12. Approach to guilt. When someone says, "I can't forgive myself", it means there is 
some standard or condition or person that is more central to your identity than the 
grace of God. God is the only God who forgives--no other "god" will. If you cannot 
forgive yourself, it is because you have failed your real God, your real righteousness, 
and it is holding you captive. The moralist's false god is usually a God of their 
imagination which is holy and demanding but not gracious. The pragmatist's false god 
is usually some achievement or relationship. 
 
13. Approach to self-image. Without the gospel, your self-image is based upon living 
up to some standards--whether yours or someone's imposed upon you. If you live up 
to those standards, you will be confident but not humble. If you don't live up to them, 
you will be humble but not confident. Only in the gospel can you be both enormously 
bold and utterly sensitive and humble. For you are both perfect and a sinner! 
 
14. Approach to joy and humor. Moralism has to eat away at real joy and humor--
because the system of legalism forces you to take yourself (your image, your 



 

 

appearance, your reputation) very seriously. Pragmatism on the other hand will tend 
toward cynicism as life goes on because of the inevitable cynicism that grows. This 
cynicism grows from a lack of hope for the world. In the end, evil will triumph--there is 
no judgment or divine justice. But is we are saved by grace alone, then the very fact of 
our being Christians is a constant source of amazed delight. There is nothing matter-
of-fact about our lives, no "of course" to our lives. It is a miracle we are Christians, and 
we have hope. So the gospel which creates bold humility should give us a far deeper 
sense of humor. We don't have to take ourselves seriously, and we are full of hope for 
the world. 
 
15. Approach to "right living". Jonathan Edwards points out that "true virtue" is only 
possible for those who have experienced the grace of the gospel. Any person who is 
trying to earn their salvation does "the right thing" in order to get into heaven, or in 
order to better their self-esteeem (etc.). In other words, the ultimate motive is self-
interest. But persons who know they are totally accepted already do "the right thing" 
out of sheer delight in righteousness for its own sake. Only in the gospel do you obey 
God for God's sake, and not for what God will give you. Only in the gospel do you love 
people for their sake (not yours), do good for its own sake (not yours), and obey God 
for his sake (not yours). Only the gospel makes "doing the right thing" a joy and 
delight, not a burden or a means to an end.   
 
B. The Gospel and the church. 
 
1. Approach to ministry in the world. Legalism tends to place all the emphasis on the 
individual human soul. Legalistic religion will insist on converting others to their faith 
and church, but will ignore social needs of the broader community. On the other 
hand, "liberalism" will tend to emphasize only amelioration of social conditions and 
minimize the need for repentance and conversion. The gospel leads to love which in 
turn moves us to give our neighbor whatever is needed--conversion or a cup of cold 
water, evangelism and social concern. 
 
2. Approach to worship. Moralism leads to a dour and somber worship which may be 
long on dignity but short on joy. A shallow understanding of "acceptance" without a 
sense of God's holiness can lead to frothy or casual worship. (A sense of neither God's 
love nor his holiness leads to a worship service that feels like a committee meeting.) 
But the gospel leads us to see that God is both transcendent yet immanent. His 
immanence makes his transcendence comforting, while his transcendence makes his 
immanence amazing. The gospel leads to both awe and intimacy in worship, for the 
Holy One is now our Father. 
 
3. Approach to the poor. The liberal/pragmatist tend to scorn the religion of the poor 
and see them as helpless victims needing expertise. This is born out of a disbelief in 
God's common grace or special grace to all. Ironically, the secular mindset also 
disbelieves in sin, and thus anyone who is poor must be oppressed, a helpless victim.  
The conservative/moralists on the other hand tend to scorn the poor as failures and 
weaklings. They see them as somehow to blame for their situation. But the gospel 
leads us to be: a) humble, without moral superiority knowing you were "spiritually 
bankrupt" but saved by Christ's free generosity, and b) gracious, not worried too much 
about "deservingness", since you didn't deserve Christ's grace, c) respectful of believing 



 

 

poor Christians as brothers and sisters from whom to learn. The gospel alone can 
bring "knowledge workers" into a sense of humble respect for and solidarity with the 
poor. 
 
4. Approach to doctrinal distinctives. The "already" of the New Testament means more 
boldness in proclamation. We can most definitely be sure of the central doctrines that 
support the gospel. But, the "not yet" means charity and humility in non-essentials 
beliefs. In other words, we must be moderate about what we teach except when it 
comes to the cross, grace and sin.  In our views, especially those that Christians 
cannot agree on, we must be less unbending and triumphalistic ("believing we have 
arrived intellectually"). It also means that our discernment of God's call and his "will" 
for us and other must not be propagated with overweening assurance that your 
insight cannot be wrong. Vs. pragmatism, we must be willing to die for our belief in 
the gospel; vs. moralism, we must not fight to the death over every one of our beliefs.  

 
5. Approach to holiness. The "already" means we should not tolerate sin. The presence 
of the kingdom includes that we are made "partakers of the divine nature" (II Pet. 1:3). 
The gospel brings us the confidence that anyone can be changed, that any enslaving 
habit can be overcome. But the "not yet" our sin which remains in us and will never be 
eliminated until the fullness of the kingdom comes in. So we must avoid pat answers, 
and we must not expect "quick fixes". Unlike the moralists, we must be patient with 
slow growth or lapses and realize the complexity of change and growth in grace. Unlike 
the pragmatists and cynics, we must insist that miraculous change is possible. 
 
6. Approach to miracles. The "already" of the kingdom means power for miracles and 
healing is available. Jesus showed the kingdom by healing the sick and raising the 
dead. But the "not yet" means nature (including us) is still subject to decay (Rom.8:22-
23) and thus sickness and death is still inevitable until the final consummation. We 
cannot expect miracles and the elimination of suffering to be such a normal part of the 
Christian life that pain and suffering will be eliminated from the lives of faithful 
people. Vs. moralists, we know that God can heal and do miracles. Vs. pragmatists, we 
do not aim to press God into eliminating suffering. 

 
7. Approach to church health. The "already" of the kingdom means that the church is 
the community now of kingdom power. It therefore is capable of mightily transforming 
its community. Evangelism that adds "daily to the number of those being saved" (Acts 
2:47) is possible! Loving fellowship which "destroyed...the dividing wall of hostility" 
between different races and classes is possible! But the "not yet" of sin means Jesus 
has not yet presented his bride, the church "as a radiant church, without stain or 
wrinkle or any other blemish" (Eph.5:27). We must not then be harshly critical of 
imperfect congregations, nor jump impatiently from church to church over perceived 
blemishes. Error will never be completely eradicated from the church. The "not yet" 
means to avoid the overly severe use of church discipline and other means to seek to 
bring about a perfect church today.  
 
8. Approach to social change. We must not forget that Christ is even now ruling in a 
sense over history (Eph.1:22ff). The "already" of grace means that Christians can 
expect to use God's power to change social conditions and communities. But the "not 
yet" of sin means there will be "wars and rumors of wars". Selfishness, cruelty, 



 

 

terrorism, oppression will continue. Christians harbor no illusions about politics nor 
expect utopian conditions. The "not yet" means that Christians will not trust any 
political or social agenda to bring about righteousness here on earth. So the gospel 
keeps us from the over-pessimism of fundamentalism (moralism) about social change, 
and also from the over-optimism of liberalism (pragmatism).  
 
Sum: All problems, personal or social come from a failure to use the gospel in a 
radical way, to get "in line with the truth of the gospel" (Gal.2:14). All pathologies in the 
church and all its ineffectiveness comes from a failure to use the gospel in a radical 
way. We believe that if the gospel is expounded and applied in its fullness in any 
church, that church will look very unique. People will find both moral conviction yet 
compassion and flexibility. For example, gays are used to being "bashed" and hated or 
completely accepted. They never see anything else. The cultural elites of either liberal 
or conservative sides are alike in their unwillingness to befriend or live with or respect 
or worship with the poor. They are alike in separating themselves increasingly from 
the rest of society. 



In the Word: On the Receiving End 

What Jesus really meant about becoming like little children. 

By Cornelius Plantinga Jr.|Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as 

a little child will never enter it. Luke 18:17 (NRSV) 

It's not only more blessed to give than to receive," says Frederick Buechner, "it's also a 

whole lot easier." 

It's easier to give, because we then work from our strength. We work from the human 

resource center that God has opened in each of us. We offer somebody a willing hand or an 

encouraging word, and we know we've been on holy ground. We've gone into union with 

God. Even our tears can bless a suffering person with the knowledge—the irreplaceable 

knowledge—that he matters to us, that his suffering makes us suffer. Because of the 

bounteous way we've been created, we have value to confer on others, and we've got 

freedom to decide how much value to confer, and when to do it, and to whom. 

Of course we make bad decisions all the time. We give full attention to people who don't 

need it and we ignore people who do. We give a lot to people who are already full, and we 

scrimp with people who hunger—maybe people who hunger for no more than a word of 

praise. We try to give something to someone, but we go about it in a patronizing way that 

makes the recipient wish we hadn't bothered. We mess up our giving all the time. Still, to 

have something to give is to be like God. 

So what if you didn't have anything to give? What if you had to be on the receiving end all 

the time? You'd feel passive. You'd feel dependent. You'd feel as if your balance of trade 

was way out of whack. Many people worry about this. They think, What if I get so sick that 

strangers have to give me a bath? What if I get paralyzed? What if I get caught in some 

disastrous sin and need help just to get out of bed and face the wreckage? 

One of the terrible realities we saw in the news last year was the way Kosovar children 

inevitably saw their parents. The parents were forced out of their family house before the 

eyes of their children. The children would see a paramilitary goon roust their mother, plant 

his foot in her back, and shove. It's terrible to see one's parents humiliated by threats and 

blows and curses. And then the long, weary march to refugee camps. Kosovars often 

arrived at refugee camps that were already jammed. In these camps everybody is thirsty 

and bone-tired, and everybody stinks. Part of the degradation is that under these conditions 

parents had nothing left to give—not even to their own sons and daughters. Children who 

were accustomed to seeing their parents as providers had to watch their parents get in line 

and wait for help just like their children. 

Dependency can feel like a sorrowful thing. We don't like to be dependent. In one of his 

books Scott Hoezee points out that all the forms of dependency we hear about have a 

stigma attached. Who wants to be welfare dependent or codependent? How many Christians 

relish a chance to depend on help from deacons, to need aid from their congregation's 

Agape Fund? What nation would issue a Declaration of Dependence and hope it would stir 

the blood of patriots? I think we understand very well that it's more blessed to give than to 

receive. We understand that it's easier too. A giver has power. A giver has options. A giver 

may choose to dispense grace or withhold it, almost like God. 



And so we find ourselves surprised that Jesus is so impressed by children. In Luke 18 Jesus 

blesses some babies, and then he says to his disciples, Look here. You ought to be like this. 

The kingdom of God belongs to people like this. And you're never going to "get it" unless 

you learn to receive the kingdom as these children do. 

Like a child. Here, of course, is where centuries of preachers have gotten sentimental. Here 

is where we hear all of the virtues of children, including imaginary ones. But Jesus wasn't 

sentimental about children. As James Breech writes, Jesus knew they could be perverse, 

and he says so when he describes children who get themselves in a snit. Their playmates 

complain about them: 

We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; 

We wailed, and you did not weep. (Luke 7:32) 

So in Luke 18 Jesus doesn't say how sweet children are. He doesn't tell us they're special. 

Not a word about the trusting look in a child's eye. When Jesus Christ blesses an infant—

and Luke does use the word for infant here—what he sees is a bundle of need. Infants are 

needy people. Likewise, in first-century Palestine they are lowly people. They don't count for 

anything. 

Children are like the tax collector in the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector, which 

comes just before this text in chapter 18. Jesus tells the parable of the lofty Pharisee who 

got humbled and the lowly tax collector who got exalted by God. 

Then he says, Look. While we're in the lowliness department, look at these babies. 

Jesus was talking to first-century people. Nobody had designer children in those days. 

Nobody wanted a child-centered family. A child was another mouth to feed, after all, and 

you had to feed a child for years before the child was old enough to milk a goat or prune a 

vine. 

Jesus looks at an infant and he sees a person on the bottom rung of society. As Joel B. 

Green writes, first-century children were lowly because they had nothing to give. They 

didn't produce anything. They didn't contribute anything to village life. Infants can't build a 

barn or dig a well. They just lie around all day. All they produce is an occasional pants-full, 

and the village can't do much with that. 

There's just one thing infants are really good at, one thing they can do better than all the 

rest of us, one lesson they can teach us all. Jesus Christ points to infants because they are 

perfectly wonderful receivers. They don't produce very much, but are they ever great at 

receiving! Nudge an infant with a nipple or a fingertip or almost anything else, and her 

mouth opens. A healthy infant knows how to take nourishment from food, and she knows 

how to take nourishment from love. And it's a good thing, because without them she will die. 

I'm telling you the truth, says Jesus. You have to receive the kingdom of God like an infant, 

like a child. Jesus says this to disciples, including all of us, who have a large problem in this 

area. We're not good at receiving. We don't like to be dependent. We don't like to be 

obliged. 

We also get cynical over the years, forgetting how to receive a gift with simple enthusiasm. 

The theologian Hans Urs vonBalthasar once wrote about this. Somebody gives us a gift and 



we rebuke them. "Oh, you shouldn't have," we say. Somebody praises us for the way we 

played the piano—or whatever it is that we play—and we run ourselves down. "Oh," we say, 

"I played ugly today." We don't receive the gift of praise. We block the gift, and then we 

make the giver look ignorant. In effect, we say to her, "When you praised the way I played, 

you didn't know what you were talking about." 

ONCE UPON A TIME 

WE KNEW HOW TO 

RECEIVE SOMETHING 

UNCRITICALLY 

AND THEN 

LIVE OFF IT. 

We're not so good at receiving. We get a new building in town or on campus and the first 

thing some folks do is to criticize the donor. How strange. I think we've lost what we had 

when we were babies. Once upon a time we knew how to receive something uncritically and 

then live off it. 

Infants are like wide receivers in football. When a strong-armed quarterback rifles a pass 

out to one of his wide receivers, you never see one of them stop and say, "Hold on! What's 

this all about? What's his real reason for throwing to me? I haven't had a ball all quarter. 

Why am I getting one now?" 

It never happens, because a good wide receiver lives off those passes. He'll take all he can 

get. 

So maybe Jesus' message can be "contextualized" in a way that doesn't end up reinforcing 

our suspicion that dependency is ignoble. Maybe Jesus is saying that we ought to accept the 

kingdom of God like a good wide receiver. In all its peace and justice the kingdom of God is 

in the world and it's also up ahead of the world. Either way, it's coming at us. Jesus has 

brought it near. One day he will bring it home. 

Meanwhile, our job is to receive it like an infant and then give ourselves to it like an adult. 

Our job is to open ourselves in real absorbency to what God wants to give us—hands open, 

mouths open, hearts and spirits wide open—and then spend the kingdom's treasures in 

helping other human beings and all creation to flourish. 

People were bringing even infants to Jesus that he might touch them; and when the 

disciples saw it, they sternly ordered them not to do it. But Jesus said, "Let the little 

children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of 

God belongs. Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child 

will never enter it." 

Cornelius Plantinga Jr. is dean of the chapel at Calvin College, Grand Rapids, Michigan. 
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Gospel-Driven Sanctification 

By Jerry Bridges 

Early in my Christian life I heard someone say, "The Bible was not given to increase 

your knowledge but to guide your conduct." Later I came to realize that this 

statement was simplistic at best and erroneous at worst. The Bible is far more than a 

rulebook to follow. It is primarily the message of God's saving grace through Jesus 

Christ, with everything in Scripture before the cross pointing to God's redemptive 

work and everything after the cross--including our sanctification--flowing from that 

work. 

There is an element of truth in this statement, however, and the Holy Spirit used it 

to help me to see that the Bible is not to be read just to gain knowledge. It is, 

indeed, to be obeyed and practically applied in our daily lives. As James says, "But 

be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves" (James 1:22). 

With my new insight, I prayed that God would use the Bible to guide my conduct. 

Then I began diligently to seek to obey it. I had never heard the phrase "the pursuit 

of holiness," but that became my primary goal in life. Unfortunately, I made two 

mistakes. First, I assumed the Bible was something of a rulebook and that all I 

needed to do was to learn what it says and go do it. I knew nothing of the necessity 

of depending on the Holy Spirit for his guidance and enablement. 

Still worse, I assumed that God's acceptance of me and his blessing in my life 

depended on how well I did. I knew I was saved by grace through faith in Christ 

apart from any works. I had assurance of my salvation and expected to go to heaven 

when I died. But in my daily life, I thought God's blessing depended on the practice 

of certain spiritual disciplines, such as having a daily quiet time and not knowingly 

committing any sin. I did not think this out but just unconsciously assumed it, given 

the Christian culture in which I lived. Yet it determined my attitude toward the 

Christian life. 

Performance-Based Discipleship  

My story is not unusual. Evangelicals commonly think today that the gospel is only 

for unbelievers. Once we're inside the kingdom's door, we need the gospel only in 

order to share it with those who are still outside. Now, as believers, we need to hear 

the message of discipleship. We need to learn how to live the Christian life and be 

challenged to go do it. That's what I believed and practiced in my life and ministry 

for some time. It is what most Christians seem to believe. 

As I see it, the Christian community is largely a performance-based culture today. 

And the more deeply committed we are to following Jesus, the more deeply ingrained 

the performance mindset is. We think we earn God's blessing or forfeit it by how well 

we live the Christian life. 

Most Christians have a baseline of acceptable performance by which they gauge their 

acceptance by God. For many, this baseline is no more than regular church 

attendance and the avoidance of major sins. Such Christians are often characterized 

by some degree of self-righteousness. After all, they don't indulge in the major sins 



we see happening around us. Such Christians would not think they need the gospel 

anymore. They would say the gospel is only for sinners. 

For committed Christians, the baseline is much higher. It includes regular practice of 

spiritual disciplines, obedience to God's Word, and involvement in some form of 

ministry. Here again, if we focus on outward behavior, many score fairly well. But 

these Christians are even more vulnerable to self-righteousness, for they can look 

down their spiritual noses not only at the sinful society around them but even at 

other believers who are not as committed as they are. These Christians don't need 

the gospel either. For them, Christian growth means more discipline and more 

commitment. 

Then there is a third group. The baseline of this group includes more than the 

outward performance of disciplines, obedience, and ministry. These Christians also 

recognize the need to deal with sins of the heart like a critical spirit, pride, 

selfishness, envy, resentment, and anxiety. They see their inconsistency in having 

their quiet times, their failure to witness at every opportunity, and their frequent 

failures in dealing with sins of the heart. This group of Christians is far more likely to 

be plagued by a sense of guilt because group members have not met their own 

expectations. And because they think God's acceptance of them is based on their 

performance, they have little joy in their Christian lives. For them, life is like a 

treadmill on which they keep slipping farther and farther behind. This group needs 

the gospel, but they don't realize it is for them. I know, because I was in this group. 

The Gospel Is for Believers 

Gradually over time, and from a deep sense of need, I came to realize that the 

gospel is for believers, too. When I finally realized this, every morning I would pray 

over a Scripture such as Isaiah 53:6," All we like sheep have gone astray; we have 

turned every one to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all," 

and then say, "Lord, I have gone astray. I have turned to my own way, but you have 

laid all my sin on Christ and because of that I approach you and feel accepted by 

you." 

I came to see that Paul's statement in Galatians 2:20, "The life I now live in the flesh 

I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me," was made 

in the context of justification (see vv. 15-21). Yet Paul was speaking in the present 

tense: "The life I now live ...." Because of the context, I realized Paul was not 

speaking about his sanctification but about his justification. For Paul, then, 

justification (being declared righteous by God on the basis of the righteousness of 

Christ) was not only a past-tense experience but also a present-day reality. 

Paul lived every day by faith in the shed blood and righteousness of Christ. Every 

day he looked to Christ alone for his acceptance with the Father. He believed, like 

Peter (see 1 Pet. 2:4-5), that even our best deeds -- our spiritual sacrifices -- are 

acceptable to God only through Jesus Christ. Perhaps no one apart from Jesus 

himself has ever been as committed a disciple both in life and ministry as the Apostle 

Paul. Yet he did not look to his own performance but to Christ's "performance" as the 

sole basis of his acceptance with God. 

So I learned that Christians need to hear the gospel all of their lives because it is the 



gospel that continues to remind us that our day-to-day acceptance with the Father is 

not based on what we do for God but upon what Christ did for us in his sinless life 

and sin-bearing death. I began to see that we stand before God today as righteous 

as we ever will be, even in heaven, because he has clothed us with the righteousness 

of his Son. Therefore, I don't have to perform to be accepted by God. Now I am free 

to obey him and serve him because I am already accepted in Christ (see Rom. 8:1). 

My driving motivation now is not guilt but gratitude. 

Yet even when we understand that our acceptance with God is based on Christ's 

work, we still naturally tend to drift back into a performance mindset. Consequently, 

we must continually return to the gospel. To use an expression of the late Jack 

Miller, we must "preach the gospel to ourselves every day." For me that means I 

keep going back to Scriptures such as Isaiah 53:6, Galatians 2:20, and Romans 8:1. 

It means I frequently repeat the words from an old hymn, "My hope is built on 

nothing less than Jesus' blood and righteousness." 

No "Easy Believism" 

But doesn't this idea that our acceptance with God is based solely on Christ's work 

apart from our performance lead to a type of "easy believism"? In its most basic 

form, this is the notion that "Since I asked Christ to be my Savior, I am on my way 

to heaven regardless of how I live. It doesn't matter if I continue in my sinful 

lifestyle. God loves and will accept me anyway."  

By a similar way of thinking, the claim that God's acceptance and blessing are based 

solely on Christ's work could be taken to mean that it really doesn't matter how I live 

right now. If Jesus has already "performed" in my place, then why go through all the 

effort and pain of dealing with sin in my life? Why bother with the spiritual disciplines 

and why expend any physical and emotional energy to serve God during this earthly 

life if everything depends on Christ? 

The Apostle Paul anticipated such "easy believism" in Romans 6:1 when he wrote, 

"What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound?" His 

response in Romans 6:2, "By no means! How can we who died to sin still live in it?" 

answers the question, "Why bother?" Paul was not responding with "How could you 

be so ungrateful as to think such a thing?" No, instead he is saying, in effect, "You 

don't understand the gospel. Don't you realize that you died to sin and if you died to 

sin, it's impossible for you to continue to live in it" (see Rom. 6:3-14). 

We Died to Sin 

Now, however, we come to a big question. What does Paul mean when he says we 

died to sin? It's fairly obvious he doesn't mean we died to the daily committal of sin. 

If that were true, no honest person could claim to be justified because we all sin 

daily. None of us truly loves God with our whole being and none of us actually loves 

our neighbor as ourselves (see Matt. 22:35-40). Nor does it mean we have died in 

the sense of being no longer responsive to sin's temptations, as some have taught. If 

that were true, Peter's admonition to abstain from the passions of the flesh would be 

pointless (see 1 Pet. 2:11). So what does Paul mean? 

Some Bible commentators believe that Paul means only that we have died to the 



penalty of sin. That is, because of our union with Christ, when Christ died to sin's 

penalty we also died to sin's penalty. Well, it certainly means that, but it also means 

much more. It also means we died to sin's dominion. 

What is the dominion of sin? In Romans 5:21, Paul speaks of sin's reign. And in 

Colossians 1:13, he speaks of the domain of darkness. When Adam sinned in the 

Garden, we all sinned through our legal union with him (see Rom. 5:12-21). That is, 

because of our identity with Adam we all suffered the consequence of his sin. And a 

part of that consequence is to be born into this world under the reign or dominion of 

sin. Paul describes what it means to be under this dominion in Ephesians 2:1-3. He 

says we were spiritually dead; we followed the ways of the world and the devil; we 

lived in the passions of our sinful natures and were, by nature, objects of God's 

wrath. 

This slavery to the dominion of sin then is part of the penalty due to our guilt of sin. 

Through our union with Christ in his death, however, our guilt both from Adam's and 

from our own personal sins was forever dealt with. Having died with Christ to the 

guilt of sin, we also as a consequence died to the dominion of sin. We cannot 

continue in sin as a dominant way of life because the reign of sin over us has forever 

been broken. 

This death to the dominion of sin over us is known theologically as definitive 

sanctification. It refers to the decisive break with, or separation from, sin as a ruling 

power in a believer's life. It is a point-in-time event, occurring simultaneously with 

justification. It is the fundamental change wrought in us by the monergistic action of 

the Holy Spirit (that is, by the Spirit acting alone without human permission or 

assistance) when he delivers us from the kingdom of darkness and transfers us into 

the kingdom of Christ. This definitive break with the dominion of sin occurs in the life 

of everyone who trusts in Christ as Savior. There is no such thing as justification 

without definitive sanctification. They both come to us as a result of Christ's work for 

us. 

Consider Yourselves Dead to Sin 

So we are free from both the guilt and the dominion of sin. But what use is this 

information to us? How can it help us live out a gospel-based pursuit of 

sanctification? Here Paul's instructions in Romans 6:11 are helpful: "So you also 

must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus." 

It is important we understand what Paul is saying here because he is not telling us to 

do something but to believe something. We are to believe that we are dead through 

Christ to both sin's penalty and its dominion. But this is not something we make 

come true by believing it. We simply are dead to sin, whether we believe it or not. 

But the practical effects of our death to sin can be realized only as we believe it to be 

true. 

The fact is that we are guilty in ourselves, but God no longer charges that guilt 

against us because it has already been borne by Christ as our substitute. The 

sentence has been served. The penalty has been paid. We have died to sin, both to 

its guilt and to its dominion. That is why Paul can write, "Blessed is the man against 



whom the Lord will not count his sin" (Rom. 4:8).  

But the question arises, "If I've died to sin's dominion, why do I still struggle with sin 

patterns in my life?" The answer to that question lies in the word struggle. 

Unbelievers do not struggle with sin. They may seek to overcome some bad habit, 

but they do not see that habit as sin. They do not have a sense of sin against a holy 

God. Believers, on the other hand, struggle with sin as sin. We see our sinful words, 

thoughts, and deeds as sin against God; and we feel guilty because of it. This is 

where we must continue to go back to the gospel. To consider ourselves dead to sin 

is to believe the gospel. 

This doesn't mean that we just believe the gospel and live complacently in our sin. 

Absolutely not! Go back again to Paul's words in Romans 6:1-2. We died both to sin's 

guilt and its dominion. Though sin can wage war against us (hence our struggle), it 

cannot reign over us. That is also part of the gospel. But the success of our struggle 

with sin begins with our believing deep down in our hearts that regardless of our 

failures and our struggle, we have died to sin's guilt. We must believe that however 

often we fail, there is no condemnation for us (Rom. 8:1). 

William Romaine, who was one of the leaders of the eighteenth-century revival in 

England, wrote, "No sin can be crucified either in heart or life unless it first be 

pardoned in conscience.... If it be not mortified in its guilt, it cannot be subdued in 

its power." What Romaine was saying is that if you do not believe you have died to 

sin's guilt, you cannot trust Christ for the strength to subdue its power in your life. 

So the place to begin in dealing with sin is to believe the gospel when it says you 

have died to sin's guilt. 

Progressive Sanctification 

Warring against our sinful habits and seeking to put on Christlike character is usually 

called sanctification. But because the term definitive sanctification is used to describe 

the point-in-time deliverance from the dominion of sin, it is helpful to speak of 

Christian growth in holiness as progressive sanctification. Additionally, the word 

progressive indicates continual growth in holiness over time. The New Testament 

writers both assume growth (see 1 Cor. 6:9-11; Eph. 2:19-21; Col. 2:19; 2 Thess. 

1:3); and continually urge us to pursue it (see 2 Cor. 7:1; Heb. 12:14; 2 Pet. 3:18). 

There is no place in authentic Christianity for stagnant, self-satisfied, and self-

righteous Christians. Rather we should be seeking to grow in Christlikeness until we 

die. 

This progressive sanctification always involves our practice of spiritual disciplines, 

such as reading Scripture, praying, and regularly fellowshipping with other believers. 

It also involves putting to death the sinful deeds of the body (see Rom. 8:13) and 

putting on Christlike character (see Col. 3:12-14). And very importantly it involves a 

desperate dependence on Christ for the power to do these things, for we cannot 

grow by our own strength. 

So sanctification involves hard work and dependence on Christ; what I call 

dependent effort. And it will always mean we are dissatisfied with our performance. 

For a growing Christian, desire will always outstrip performance or, at least, 

perceived performance. What is it then that will keep us going in the face of this 



tension between desire and performance? The answer is the gospel. It is the 

assurance in the gospel that we have indeed died to the guilt of sin and that there is 

no condemnation for us in Christ Jesus that will motivate us and keep us going even 

in the face of this tension. 

We must always keep focused on the gospel because it is in the nature of 

sanctification that as we grow, we see more and more of our sinfulness. Instead of 

driving us to discouragement, though, this should drive us to the gospel. It is the 

gospel believed every day that is the only enduring motivation to pursue progressive 

sanctification even in those times when we don't seem to see progress. That is why I 

use the expression "gospel-driven sanctification" and that is why we need to "preach 

the gospel to ourselves every day."  

 

Jerry Bridges is a staff member with the Navigator collegiate ministry group. A 

prolific and best-selling author, his most recent book is The Gospel for Real Life 

(Navpress, 2002).  

The quotation from William Romaine comes from his The Life, Walk and Triumph of 

Faith (Cambridge, England: James Clarke and Co. Ltd., 1793), p. 280.   

 

 



Learning to Hate 
 
Imagine for a moment that you were made for something. Made to live a life whole and 
beautiful, young and free. You were, you know.  
 
The Scriptures give us a vision of human life draped with beauty. It shows a creation in 
which men and women lived at rest with God, with others, with themselves, and with 
the natural world—cosmic shalom. This is what you were made for and at every moment 
your desires testify that this is so.  
 
While this vision is our desire it is not, as you know, our experience. Because of sin the 
vision has been corrupted and the beauty stolen away. Sin has taken the true, the good, 
and the beautiful and worn it thin with corruption. The life for which we were made has 
been taken from us and sin has done it. 
 
Sin, then, is to be hated.  
 
Hated because it is a false way of being human; a false way of living with God, other 
people, and with the world. It is an undoing of the goodness of creation. In this sense, 
sin is the ultimate virtual reality, an endlessly perverse parody of all that is lovely. 
 
But we usually don’t hate it. We often fear its shame. And we sometimes loathe its 
power. But we don’t often hate its corruption. At least not enough. On the contrary, the 
deep impulse of the fallen heart is to embrace the parody, to set up camp there. 
 
We embrace lies—reams of them—about our bodies, our money, our sexuality, our food, 
our vocations, and our relationships. The temptation to construe reality along the 
contours of our lies—to literally build a false creation—is everywhere, and never more so 
than now. In fact, one could argue that the chief destructive force of contemporary 
Western culture is the unparalleled power and fertility of its lies. We are locked away in 
a hall of mirrors. 
 
Redemption, however, is about learning to hate the lies, about learning to see again. And 
part of the calling of God’s people is to name the parody as it presents itself to us and 
make war upon it. We look for the particular lies that lead us (and our communities) 
into the poison fog of non-reality and then go after them (in word and deed) with a 
battle axe. We find the anti-Eden and burn it down. Hating is part of our task in the 
world.  
 
But it is a hate born of love. We hate the false, the destructive, and the perverse in 
whatever form it might take. And we do so because we love the true, the good, and the 
beautiful. Which is to say Jesus and all that He is doing.  
 
© 2005, Greg Thompson. 



Greg Thompson on Gluttony 
 
“I saw him open his mouth wide—it gave him a weirdly voracious aspect as though he had 
wanted to swallow all the air, all the earth, all the men before him.”  Heart of Darkness 
 
Were you to jot down a short list of the behaviors that would preclude one from inheriting the 
Kingdom of Heaven the phrase “eating too many corn-dogs” would not, unless you are most 
unusual, be likely to make a showing. 
 
Yet when we read the New Testament we find this phrase—or something very much like it—in the 
words of Paul: “Do you not know that the greedy will not inherit the Kingdom of God (1 
Corinthians 6:10).” Greed is, of course, a broad umbrella spilling out in a number of directions.  
But one of those directions, as Paul shows elsewhere (Titus 1:12ff) is the sin of gluttony.  And Paul 
is not alone.  The warning against eating too many corn-dogs (or too many anythings)—the 
warning against gluttony—is a shockingly regular one in the words of both the Old and New 
Testaments.  And so Paul is simply, as he always does, recounting these old warnings and applying 
them anew to the life of the church. 
 
Now if you are a polite person (which I’m sure you are) you will know that talking to someone 
about their overeating is a most unmannerly thing to do.  It will, unless you know them very well 
(and sometimes even then), make them feel awkward and foolish.  And so while we may smuggle 
the topic in under the rubric of “talking about weight” or “concerns about health” we are, as a 
general rule, politely disinclined to raise the issue of greed head on.  The King of heaven and earth, 
however, is not so restrained.  On the contrary, as we read the Scriptures, we find, to our 
embarrassment, that He is willing to speak to His people about this with invasive and unblushing 
regularity.  
 
Why is this?  Why is the presence of this sin in the church such a constant source of concern to her 
leaders and to her King?  Very directly put, the answer, I think is this: gluttony among Christians is 
an act of vandalism against the Christian message of redemption.  And when we inhabit this sin, we 
lie about the scope, norms, and trajectory of the redemptive work of Jesus. 
 

Gluttony and the Scope of Redemption 
(Or, against the gnostics) 

 
The Christian conception of redemption is not and never has been particularly oriented toward 
(and certainly not limited to) the salvation of the individual soul with the hope of a future ride on 
the heaven bus.  It is, wonderfully, much more expansive than this—promising nothing less than 
the renewal of creation itself.  The redemptive work of Jesus enters into a fallen creation and flows, 
in the words of the hymnist, “far as the curse is found.”  This view of the cosmic scope of 
redemption is central to the life of the church as we both celebrate the reality of the resurrection of 
Christ and yearn (with all creation) for our own.  The Christian story, then, is a story that always 
has, as Thoreau says, “earth clinging to its roots” and the renewal of that earth (including the 
renewal of our bodies) is central to that story.  It is a story beautifully drenched in hope. 
 
Gluttony tells lies about the creational scope of redemption. When Christians sing and pray and yet 
indwell the sin of gluttony, we proclaim the popular and overly spiritual notion that redemption, 
being about the human soul, has nothing to do with our bodies.  In this sense, gluttony is 
gnosticism.  It is an anti-creational spiritualization of redemption.  And this means that gluttony is, 
fundamentally, a rejection of the Incarnation.  
 



But there is more.  Gluttony lies about the creational scope of redemption because it is, by nature, 
an abuse of our bodies.  Far from being a proper embrace of creation it is a parody of that embrace.  
It is a groping and ultimately erosive denial of our bodies.  Bodies which (you will remember) God 
not only created in wonder but also promised to reconstitute in incorruptibility.  In this sense then, 
the sin of gluttony is a practical rejection of the resurrection—and therefore a denial of our deepest 
hope. 
 
Gluttony, in its anti-creational rejection of both incarnation and resurrection, is a heretical denial 
of the cosmic scope of redemption. 
 

Gluttony and the Norms of Redemption 
 
No matter what your thoughts may be on the viability of monarchy as a political model, one thing is 
clear: Christians are, always and forever, people of a King.  You will remember that we were made 
to be ruled by God, and to live under His dominion in the garden.  Yet we, as you know, rejected 
that rule (interestingly, by eating something forbidden us) and plunged ourselves (and the world 
with us) into a state of anarchy.  But part of our proclamation as Christians is that, through 
redemption, we may once again be restored to life under His normative rule, and more fully inhabit 
the kingdom of God for which we were made.  And so, from first to last, a central part of our 
confession as Christians is that our lives are normed (in every detail) by the deeply humanizing 
word of our King. 
 
The sin of gluttony is an act of political rebellion.  It is an act that, in its unique combination of 
mind, body, desire, and behavior (a combination not found in, say, envy), rejects the norms given 
us by our rightful King and replaces those norms with the self-set and profoundly oppressive ethic 
of autonomy.  Instead of delighting in “eating and drinking as unto the Lord” we file our utensils 
into weapons of anarchy and self-rule.  Admittedly, waging war on the King of Heaven and Earth 
with a spoon full of mashed potatoes sounds a bit comic.  But make no mistake; to take food to our 
lips and eat in way that has been forbidden us is treason of the most ancient order.    
 
To eat what we want when we want is to return to the sin of the garden, taking the path not of the 
second Adam, but of the first. It is to stare the deeply human question “who will govern me?” in the 
face and to answer, “I alone.”  It is to reject the authoritative Kingship of God and say, “not thy will, 
but mine be done.”   This is why gluttony places us outside of the kingdom of God—because it is 
fundamentally an allegiance to another king. 
 

Gluttony and the Trajectory of Redemption 
 
A group of wise men once wrote “the chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.”  
These words are astonishing in their subversion of the cultural story of what it means to be human.  
But to Christians these words are normal—simply a summary of the Christian view of the rich 
purpose of humanity.  We were meant to be with God.  Our lives were created for a garden in which 
God and His people dwelled together in fullness and mutual delight.  Yet, to our shame, we chose a 
lesser fullness and were banished from the life for which we were made.  We have been clutching 
and restless ever since.  As Augustine said, “O Lord, you have made us for yourself and our hearts 
are restless until they find their rest in you.”  The beauty of our redemptive hope, however, is that 
this contented rest in God can be had again.  Christians have it now, in a preliminary way, by the 
Spirit, through the church, in word, prayer, and sacrament.  And one day, we are promised that we 
will have this rest in full.  As Jesus Himself says, “Now the dwelling of God is with men and He will 
live with them. They will be His people and God Himself will be with them and be their God 
(Revelation 21:5).”  The trajectory of redemption then, is a stabling of our restless desire in the 
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R.C. Sproul

We must not tell chiefly of people, of their faith as an attracting example and

of their sins as a repelling example, but we must tell of the revelation of the

grace of God in Christ."1 Author of the remarkably useful four-volume set,

Promise and Deliverance (Paidea Press), S. G. De Graaf in the above quote

sounds a note that seems to have all but vanished even in much of Reformed

preaching and Bible-instruction these days. It is part of a method of biblical

interpretation that has been a hallmark of Reformed hermeneutics

(interpretation), in opposition to rationalistic, pietistic, subjective, moralistic and

mystical tendencies. In this brief space, I want to appeal to my own Reformed

colleagues to give greater attention to this so-called "redemptive-historical"

method. In that spirit, I have chosen more of an "open letter" format over a

more in-depth survey of perspectives. For the latter, a number of works could be

recommended.2

Are We Missing the Point When We Study the Bible?

Calvin Theological Seminary professor Sidney Greidanus has provided a masterful

overview of the Dutch debates of the 1930's and while the historical details may

not be relevant for most readers, the issues raised cannot be dismissed in our

own situation.3

While the liberal Protestants on the Continent were already busily engaged in

downplaying the historical dimension of revelation, emphasizing the ethical,

psychological and spiritual applications provided by the various biblical writers, a

number of prominent Reformed theologians saw similar, if less overt, problems

within conservative congregations. According to Greidanus, biblical interpretation

during the early part of the century was often marked by the following three

tendencies:

1. The Illustrative Interpretation

In this approach, David and Jonathan teach us about friendship; Hannah's prayer

for a child teaches us about persistent prayer; Jacob's struggle with God at

Peniel illustrates our spiritual struggle; David's defeat of Goliath teaches us

about conquering the "Goliaths" of our life; Joshua teaches us how to be leaders,

and so on. Similarly, then, the New Testament figures--including Jesus--are

there chiefly to illustrate "life lessons." D. Van Dijk, one of the defenders of the

redemptive-historical view, warned that the illustrative approach reduces the

sacred events of redemptive history to little more than a lesson we could have
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learned as well from any other non-biblical figure: "Appealing to the normative

pronouncements of Scripture, I could as well preach on the death of Prince

William I in this exemplary manner as I could on, e.g., the death of Jacob; I

could as well hold up Napoleon as a deterrent example as, e.g., Nebuchadnezzar

because in both cases the normativity must be carried in from elsewhere."4 In

other words, such interpretations assume there is a "truth" lying somewhere

beyond Scripture (or at least beyond this particular text) that is illustrated by

this biblical passage or figure. But that is to deny sola Scriptura in practice,

importing non-biblical "truths" to the text under consideration. Can we not find

better examples than David in non-biblical history?

2. The Fragmentary Interpretation

Here, the unity of revelation in one historical progression of God's plan in Christ

is broken up by a number of "histories." "They dissolve Holy Scripture into a

series of spiritual, edifying fragments," said Klass Schilder. "The one Word of

God is shattered into many words about God, and the one work of God

[redemption] is dissected into many separate works which are related somehow

to God and religion."5

3. The Atomistic Interpretation

Closely related to the fragmentary approach, this method isolates a text or the

person or event from the whole fabric of redemptive history. Instead of asking,

"Where does Aaron or Peter fit into the broad sweep of God's fulfillment of his

covenant promise in Christ?", one asks, "What does this one verse mean?"

Verse-by-verse approaches as well as inductive Bible study methods fall into this

category and while the preacher may feel some sense of accomplishment in

having dissected the sentence, it is hardly the Bread of Life, as one of the critics

warns: "Either all kinds of practical remarks are tacked onto the several parts of

the text with the result that the sermon, because the main theme was not

caught, does not exhibit any unity and the hearers complain that it sticks

together like sand--either that, or the sermon centers around one particular

'atom' which has been abstracted from the totality of the text."6

Six Reasons Why We Fail To Hear Christ In Preaching

Even more menacing are the preaching approaches that arise out of these

interpretive methods. Here Greidanus offers examples of the sort of preaching

that results:

1. Biographical Preaching

In the illustrative approach, we end up preaching Abraham, Moses, David, Peter,

Paul and Mary, but not Christ! Or if we do "preach Christ," he is simply one

more of these biblical examples to lead us on our way. It is deeply human-

centered rather than God-centered and, therefore, Christ-centered. Again this

begs the question: Why can we not use the Qur'an for such biographical

preaching? After all, many of the same moral "truths" are there as well.

2. Psychologizing

It is likely that many readers heard sermons during Passion Week that guided

hearers to reflect on Mary's grief, Peter's inner turmoil, Judas' emotional state,

and the states of our Lord's soul. But can one really say that these appear in the

text as clearly or at least as centrally as the sermon seems to have indicated?

Do we think that the culmination of the sacrificial system of the Lamb of God is

less interesting and relevant than, say, a presumed similarity between Paul's

Damascus Road conversion and our own? Often in this approach, hearers are

directed to the inner life of biblical characters in order to discover their own

inner life: "Do I have this kind of faith? Am I willing to do what so-and-so did?"

Thus, it will inevitably lead not to a self-examination that leads us to despair of

ourselves and seek Christ alone outside of us, but to a labyrinth of self-

absorption. This method, says Holwerda, buries "the real content of the text

under an avalanche of edifying remarks."7
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3. Spiritualizing

In this approach too, history is pushed aside in an attempt to "get beneath" the

actual story of God's speaking and acting. The woman reaching out to touch

Jesus' garment simply becomes an allegory for our receiving Christ and the

wedding feast at Cana becomes an invitation to Jesus today. The critics of this

approach rightly concluded that this is to return to the allegorizing method of

Alexandria that had enjoyed so much success in medieval preaching and was

overthrown by the Reformation.

4. Moralizing

Of all the epithets attached to the all-too-popular style of preaching in the

modern era, the charge of moralism is the most frequent and not without

reason. Every other tendency we have described is a handmaiden to this chief

abuse of Scripture within conservative Protestant circles. As Greidanus describes

moralism, it is "the (semi) Pelagian tendency which denies sola gratia...Moralistic

preaching is legalistic; it issues imperatives without the divine indicative; it

makes of the gospel a moral law."8 None of the critics complained that there

was any overt rejection of Reformed theology in favor of Arminian or Roman

Catholic dogma, but that in an effort to be relevant and practical, the text was

forced to say something other than what it really said. Surely God could have

picked better moral examples than Abraham and Sarah or the crafty Jacob or

David the adulterer and murderer. Van Dijk wrote, "At best one may say that a

few good, scriptural remarks were occasioned by the text, but that is, strictly

speaking, no longer Ministry of the Word...For then the content of the sermon is

determined not by the text itself but by the preacher's ingenuity."9

5. Typologizing

"A few examples of typologizing in sermons of the thirties are: Joseph's

obedience in looking for his brothers is a prophetic type of Christ's obedience; his

sale to the Ishmaelites prefigures Christ's being sold by Judas...."10 At least the

motive here is to preach Christ and to preach him as the promised Messiah, but

it fails to allow the text to speak for itself, to point to Christ in its own way.

Christ is already present there in the text, whether Old or New Testament, and

we do not have to tack him on somehow to the story.

6. Doctrinal Preaching

We love doctrine as Reformation people, and doctrine prepares us as nothing

else for our task as preachers. Thus, the Bible must be studied carefully in order

to discern what its unified teaching is concerning the major doctrines it reveals.

However, the redemptive-historical model follows the Reformers in insisting that

the preached Word is not merely a word about God or Christ, but is itself the

Word of God! Therefore, the goal is not merely to explain doctrines and lecture

about these important truths, but to actually bring Christ to the people through

the proclamation. The point is not to educate or to instruct (this is hopefully

done thoroughly in other contexts), but to break open the Rock in the

wilderness, to allow the water to flow to the thirsty. This does not mean that we

avoid doctrine in our sermons, but that we see our mission in preaching as

sacramental (i.e., God giving his grace) rather than merely educational. In the

words of the Second Helvetic Confession, "The preached Word is, in a special

sense, the Word of God."

How A Preacher Can Be Reformed Without His Parishioners Knowing It?

These critics of the various types of preaching we have described, Greidanus

included, have been concerned that the pietistic, mystical and subjective streak

in Protestantism--tendencies that were dominant in the preaching before the

Reformation--had become routine even in circles in which orthodox theology was

insisted upon officially. It is not a question of heresy, but of biblical

interpretation. Similarly, one often hears the same sermons in churches deeply
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and honestly committed to Reformation confessions that one might have heard

growing up in Roman Catholicism, liberal Protestantism, or Arminian

fundamentalism and evangelicalism. This happens for various reasons.

First, many pastors are concerned that their churches are full of the

unconverted, and with good reason. To be sure, there are many hypocrites in

our churches who do not have the fruit of righteousness because there is no

root. But this has always been true, as Calvin, echoing Augustine and Paul,

recognized: "There are many wolves within and sheep without." But our Dutch

defenders of the redemptive-historical method warn us of taking God's work into

our own hands here. Exemplary preaching (i.e., preaching Bible examples)

makes sense if one's greatest interest is in separating the sheep from the goats

by taking inventory: "One Sunday Abraham would be held up as the hero of

faith, followed by the application: Do you have that faith also?...The next

Sunday we would be told that as Jacob we must know our 'Jabbok' or at least

our 'Peniel'...Then again it was the soul of Peter, of Judas, of Pilate, etc."11 "Did

Christ arise in your heart?", say these critics, becomes a way of separating the

wheat from the chaff, but it is "the curse of mysticism that festers in our circles.

It imposes an entirely different problem on us than does the Gospel. The Gospel

says: Easter is really a fact! Do you believe that? But mysticism says: That Jesus

arose in Joseph's garden we believe all right, but the really important question

is: Did he arise in your soul?...Decisive is the repetition of Easter in everyone

personally."12

How often do believers lose the joy of their salvation as a result of exhortation-

centered preaching that drives them to take inventory of their fruit-bearing?

Some consider such an emphasis key to vital spirituality, but how can one know

if he or she has really experienced "Easter" sufficiently or possesses the faith

illustrated in the lives of Bible "heroes"? We ought to heed the counsel of the

defenders of the redemptive-historical approach in their advice to preach the

gospel to everyone and not to attempt to sift through God's harvest. We must

trust the Word, both Law and Gospel, to do its work in God's sovereign hands.

Constant inwardness and self-examination with the purpose of discerning

sufficient faith or grace in one's heart or its fruit in one's life will only lead to

either self-righteousness or despair: "How in the world," Van Dijk asks, "could

one ever expect to come to certitude in this way?"13 How indeed. As Calvin

insisted, our mission as pastors is to preach faith, not doubt; to lead them to

Christ's sufficiency, not to their own.

Second, many pastors are more worried about the moral condition of the nation

and of their own congregation than any other matter. One can view, for

instance, a prominent conservative Presbyterian minister on television on any

given Lord's Day and be likely to hear a sermon that leads off with one or two

lines from the Bible (never to reappear) before launching into the real message:

America's moral decline, the dangers of Clinton, and the importance of family

values. Most of these sermons could be preached by a Mormon if Christ were not

tacked on at the end in an invitation to receive Christ. (Perhaps these days even

that would not distinguish the two religions.) Often, more time is given to the

exegesis of the Constitution and the letters of the founding fathers than to the

Gospel and the letters of the apostles.

I realize that this is an extreme example, but it has been repeated in varying

degrees across the landscape as I have encountered it. It is the experience of a

growing chorus of frustrated parishioners who are tired of receiving stones for

bread. If it isn't American values, it is self-esteem, career guidance, tips for life

of some sort: "How To Get Up When Life's Got You Down," or some such drivel.

I recently preached in a large conservative evangelical church in which the title

"sermon" in the bulletin was replaced with "Life Perspectives." Had people come

expecting a Word of salvation from God or a "life perspective" from Horton?
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Does it matter? If it doesn't matter, we are no better than the liberal churchmen

whose sentimental, moralistic, political, psychological, mystical and subjective

orations we have criticized for so long. But enough of the bad news.

Allow me to finish my jeremiad by outlining the basic features of the

redemptive-historical approach, and again I will summarize the points made so

well by Greidanus:

1. Redemptive History is History

The triumph of Barth in many Reformed circles not only led to a collapse of the

Law into the Gospel, but created a Kierkegaardian "paradoxical" dualism between

history and supra-history. Still saddled with this liberal dualism between faith

and history, neo-orthodoxy and pietism often tend to downplay the fact that, as

Paul told Festus, these events did not take place in a corner. They were public

and historical, not simply individual and subjective. This is Luther's point when

he stresses "Christ extra nos," Christ outside of us, in opposition to mysticism.

Redemptive-historical preaching and Bible reading, therefore, will focus on every

text as a part of one seamless fabric of promise and fulfillment. The whole Bible

is concerned with history--not with history in general, but with the unfolding of

God's redemptive plan in Christ from Genesis to Revelation. The Bible is not

about me or the problems of my generation, but about specific saving events in

the past, present and future that incorporate me into a community, a "cloud of

witnesses."

2. Redemptive History is a Unity

This is why a lot of redemptive-historical preaching is done from the Old

Testament as well as the New. The Law and the Gospel run from the beginning

to the end of the Bible and the revelation of Christ is like a light that grows

brighter as the story progresses. Instead of breaking this story up into

dispensations or atomistic verses, we should see the Bible as talking about the

same thing from beginning to end: Christ, and the covenant of grace through

which the believer is united to and participates in his life.

3. Redemptive History Means Progression

Some, in reaction against dispensationalism, make so much of the unity of

revelation that they neglect the differences between the Old and New Covenants

and fail to distinguish the national promises made to Israel from the saving

promises made to the New Israel. We must always be ready to announce the

new stages of revelation and redemption as they are brought into view by the

text.

Conclusion

But is all of this biblical? In other words, are we imposing an approach on the

text that is not there--precisely what we are accusing others of doing?

Audaciously, Jesus accused the biblical scholars of his day of not knowing the

Scriptures (Mt 29:29; Lk 24:45) and declared, "You diligently study the

Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are

the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life"

(Jn 5:39). After his Resurrection, our Lord explained the Scriptures on the

Emmaeus road. But first, he sharply rebuked the two disciples for failing to read

the Old Testament with himself at the center: "'How foolish you are, and how

slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken!'...And beginning with

Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the

Scriptures concerning himself" (Lk 24:27). Imagine the power of that sermon!

No wonder their hearts burned within them. Jesus here teaches us how we are

to read and preach the Bible. It is not chiefly about Bible heroes or lessons in

life, but the revelation of Christ. Similarly, Peter reminds us that the chief

message of the entire Old Testament is "the sufferings of Christ and the glories

that would follow" (1 Pt 1:10-11).
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To preach the Bible as "the handbook for life," or as the answer to every

question, rather than as the revelation of Christ, is to turn the Bible into an

entirely different book. This is how the Pharisees approached Scripture, however,

as we can see clearly from the questions they asked Jesus, all of them

amounting to something akin to Trivial Pursuits: "What happens if a person

divorces and remarries?" "Why do your disciples pick grain on the Sabbath?"

"Who sinned--this man or his parents--that he was born blind?" For the

Pharisees, the Scriptures were a source of trivia for life's dilemmas. To be sure,

Scripture provides God-centered and divinely-revealed wisdom for life, but if this

were its primary objective, Christianity would be a religion of self-improvement

by following examples and exhortations, not a religion of the Cross. This is Paul's

point with the Corinthians, whose obsession with wisdom and miracles had

obscured the true wisdom and the greatest miracle of all. And what is that? Paul

replies, "He has been made for us our righteousness, holiness and redemption"

(1 Cor 1:28-31).
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Hermeneutics and Christ  

Graeme Goldsworthy, member of the Advisory Board of 

BeginningWithMoses.org and was a lecturer at Moore 

College 

HERMENEUTICS has been one of the big topics of the last 25 years. A seemingly endless series 

of books has been produced and academic papers written.  

However, 'hermeneutics' is not only the preserve of academia. The Christian who says "I'm just a 

simple Bible-believer" can be just as adept at imposing an interpretation on the text as the most 

sophisticated theologian. Nor is 'hermeneutics' an entirely modern question. Christians have 

always struggled with how to read and apply the Bible, and have adopted various ways of doing 

so.  

In fact, the history of how Christians have read and applied the Bible is most instructive, 

especially if we take note of what was really happening in the various historical developments. 

What we find repeatedly is that when people were asking 'What do we think about the 

Scriptures?' they were really asking 'What do we think about Christ?'. This is because what we 

think about the incarnate Word of God, Jesus Christ, will run parallel with what we think about 

the inscripturated Word of God, the Bible.  

1. Apostolic hermeneutics 

The apostolic answer to the hermeneutical question is the correct one: Jesus Christ is the God-

man, saviour and Lord, to whom the apostles and all the Scriptures testify. This means that the 

objective historical Jesus is in fact the content of the gospel message and the gospel is the power 

of God for salvation (Rom 1:16). The apostle's answer comes from taking seriously the fact that 

Jesus claims to be the truth. There is a sense in which the apostles understood the Old Testament 

as providing the substructure of the gospel - and so the Old Testament helps us understand the 

New Testament. But the main thrust of the New Testament is on the person of Jesus as the one 

who makes clear what the Old Testament is all about. So the apostle's hermeneutical position is 

that the gospel is the power of God for interpreting the Bible.  

2. Early Christian hermeneutics 

The early church was characterised by two streams, one from Alexandria and one from Antioch.  

Christians at Alexandria followed Hellenistic Jews in adopting Greek ideas. Gnostic influences, 

which discounted the material world as inherently evil, led to a spirituality which moved God 

away from his historical acts. The historical events were seen as just allegorical stories and that 

inevitably led to the gospel being eclipsed as an historical event.  



Antioch, on the other hand, emphasised the historical meaning of the Bible and so preserved the 

gospel as an historical event in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. Out of this grew the historical 

method of typology which saw the Old Testament events as foreshadowing the gospel without 

dissolving the Old Testament's natural, historical meaning. The Antioch strand's weakness was 

its tendency towards the subtle heresy of Nestorius, which split Jesus' divine nature from his 

human nature and declared him to be not only of two natures, but also to be two persons.  

A third development in the early church was interpreting the Bible in the light of ecclesiastical 

authority and dogma. This is a subtle problem because we all do it and, to some degree it's right 

that we do. We all interpret the Bible from inside our own adopted tradition and climb on the 

shoulders of the believers who have gone before us. The problem is when an ecclesiastical creed 

or confession of faith becomes the external authority by which Scripture is tested and understood. 

This became a bigger problem in medieval hermeneutics.  

3. The struggle for an orthodox hermeneutic 

The two big theological questions over which Christians struggled in the first four centuries were 

about the nature of God and about the person of Christ. How could God become man? And how 

could a man be both God and man?  

By moving away from the apostolic hermeneutic of an historical Jesus, the biblical perspective 

on the relationship between the divine and the human, and between the eternal and the historical, 

was lost - both in relation to the Bible and Jesus. Without this perspective, people came up with 

all sorts of heresies about the nature of God and Christ, fusing or separating Jesus' divine and 

human natures. Ebionism (Jesus is only human), Docetism (Jesus is only divine), 

Apollinarianism (Jesus is divine but not fully human), and Nestorianism (Jesus is two persons, 

two natures), were all trying to solve the mystery by dissolving one reality to make room for 

another. The same happened in heresies about God. The unity of God was preserved by reducing 

the Son and the Spirit to beings who were less than fully God.  

Eventually, in 451 AD, the Council of Chalcedon set things straight by formulating a way of 

speaking about Christ which didn't try to solve the mystery of how God could become man, but 

instead preserved it by setting the bounds of true statements. The Council decided that to keep an 

orthodox view you should believe that: a. Jesus is true God; b. Jesus is true man; c. the two 

natures are united in one person, but not fused; d. the two natures remain distinct, but are not 

separated. This structure of unity and distinction characterised the relationships in the Trinity. It 

also kept the true relationship between the divine and the human, and between the eternal and the 

historical, both in relation to the Bible (the hermeneutical question) and Jesus (the Christological 

question).  

4. Medieval hermeneutics  

Hermeneutics was very complex in the medieval period (500 AD-1500 AD). The influences of 

Antioch and Alexandria were both struggling for ascendancy and, although the search for the 



natural and historical significance of the Bible was never abandoned, Alexandria won over 

Antioch.  

This lead to a complex method of interpretation being developed which didn't ignore the natural 

meaning, but said that the text could be read in a four-fold way - the literal sense, the moral sense, 

the allegorical sense and the anagogical sense (which derived heavenly meanings from the 

earthly text). Allegorical meaning was at the heart of this approach. Allegory comes out of fusing 

the historical and the eternal, and the divine and the human. They are not kept distinct, and so the 

basic historical meaning of the text is lost.  

Related to this was the idea of the rule of faith - the accumulation of biblical doctrine - which 

developed into the idea that only the clergy could interpret the Bible correctly. This was really 

fusing the Christ of history with the body of Christ, the church, so that there was no distinction 

between Jesus' authority and the on-going authority of the church through its clergy. It eventually 

led to the doctrine of papal infallibility.  

The other great hermeneutical problem is best seen in the work of Thomas Aquinas. A 

theological trend that had begun in the second century with Irenaeus, led to the separation of the 

natural and supernatural on the one hand and the fusion of the historical and the divine on the 

other. Catholicism, as it developed from this through to the late medieval period, came to fuse 

the 'Christ who is without' (the Jesus of history) with the 'Christ who is within' (that is, by the 

presence of his Spirit). The gospel event was redefined more and more in terms of what God 

does in us rather than as what God has done for us in the historic Jesus. Justification and 

sanctification were reversed so that a changed life became the basis of acceptance with God. 

Grace was redefined. It ceased to be God's attitude which makes for the justification of the 

ungodly, and became the spiritual influence which flows (mainly through sacraments) into the 

soul making it good and, eventually, acceptable to God.  

5. The hermeneutics of the Reformation 

Luther, and then Calvin along with the other Reformers, abandoned allegorical interpretation and 

went back to looking for the natural historical meaning of the Old Testament. As they did so they 

also recovered the historical gospel, restored justification as the basis of sanctification, and 

moved grace from the heart of the believer back into the heart of God.  

The Reformation's hermeneutical principles came out of what the Bible said, and so the gospel 

returned to being the key to proper interpretation. The unity and distinction of the Old and New 

Testaments were clearly recognised. Exegesis became a matter of understanding the divine word 

as it comes to us in human dress. The Christological question "What do you think of Christ?" 

once more dominated in the interpretation of the Bible. If Jesus was the divine-human word 

incarnate, the Bible was seen as the divine-human word inscripturate. So, once again, there is 

unity and distinction. Even though the Bible and Jesus are distinct, they are also the same - 

they're both manifestations of the one Word of God.  

6. Enlightenment hermeneutics 



The Enlightenment of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries began more as a tendency to 

the Ebionite heresy in down-playing God's influence on humanity. Eventually it rejected God 

altogether. Instead of the divine and human being both united and distinct in both writing the 

Bible and reading the text, they were separated. So, even if the Holy Spirit existed, he had no 

part in writing the texts and the inspiration of Scripture became a meaningless concept. Nor 

could the Bible-reading believer count on the Spirit to help them understand what they were 

reading.  

The Enlightenment led to various developments in the business of interpreting the Bible. Once 

the theory of interpretation was divorced from divine revelation in the Bible, working out what 

the Bible said came to be thought of as a matter of human scientific advances. Different 

philosophical perspectives, which had always dogged the question of hermeneutics, took over 

from biblical views of reality and knowledge (metaphysics and epistemology). Theological 

hermeneutics gave way to philosophical hermeneutics. Revelation by God was replaced by nat-

ural processes and independent human thought declared God to be irrelevant.  

Even though the structure of unity and distinction was held in theory, in practice it was 

constantly attacked by a tendency to turn distinction into separation. In biblical criticism, the 

Enlightenment led firstly to a concentration on the history of religious thought and the history of 

the biblical texts. These are both legitimate dimensions of the Bible to study, but concentrating 

on them separated them from the Bible's theological and literary dimensions. When the new 

hermeneutic turned to consider the nature of the Bible texts, their theology was down-played and 

the author's intention ignored.  

7. An evangelical approach 

As evangelicals we believe in the Bible as God's word to us, but what does this mean?  

a. Unlike the Alexandrian strand, we recognise the Bible as both divine and human. The great 

diversity of texts in the Bible find unity in their common role of testifying to Christ. We reject all 

tendencies to a docetic or Gnostic Bible which ignores the human context of the divine word.  

b.Like the apostles, we recognise that the Old Testament finds its fullest significance in the 

person and work of Jesus of Nazareth. The relationship of the two Testaments is unity and 

distinction.  

c. Unlike the medievalists, we avoid fusing the historic Christ with the Church as the body of 

Christ. So we recognise that the Church, far from being the Lord of Scripture, is created by the 

word and must submit to its authority.  

d. While welcoming many of the insights of the Enlightenment, we reject its separation of the 

divine and human. We see Jesus' incarnation to be the theological reason for all proper critical 

study of the text and its background. Much modern literary and historical criticism assumes God 

has nothing to do with the text, but evangelicals refuse to separate the historical and literary 

dimensions of the Bible from its theological dimension. All critical procedures must be tested by 

the authority of Christ in his gospel.  

This is only the beginning of the story, but at least we can recognize that we can't think about 

hermeneutics without thinking about Christ.  
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Marks of a Church

1. True Biblical Preaching

The church is first distinguished by the true preaching of the Word of God.  Few places in Holy Scripture more 
clearly set forth the absolute necessity of the proclamation of the Word than Luke 16:19-31, the parable of the 
Rich Man and Lazarus.  The story is familiar.  The Rich Man, because he looks down on the poor and refuses to 
meet the needs of Lazarus who sits at his very gates, lands himself in the torments of hell.

Most commentators center their exposition of this is passage on our Lord’s description of perdition and 
judgment; however, the conclusion of the story packs the real punch.  After a brief discussion with  Father 
Abraham concerning the inescapability of his situation, the Rich Man appears to grow a heart, albeit too late.  “I 
beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father’s house, for I have five brothers.  Let him warn them, so that they will 
not also come to this place of torment.”  Father Abraham’s response appears abrupt, “They have Moses and 
the Prophets; let them listen to them.”

The phrase “Moses and the Prophets,” of course, refers to the Hebrew Old Testament, the “Scriptures” to the 
day and age.  The Rich Man then decides to correct father Abraham’s misunderstanding, “No father Abraham, 
but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.”  

The Rich Man’s logic seems compelling.  Imagine attending an open-casket funeral where halfway through the 
service the cadaver sits up and starts to speak.  At the least, the dead man speaking would command an 
attentive audience.  But Father Abraham is insistent: “If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will 
not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”

There are enormous implications emerging from what Jesus says here.

First, Jesus is asserting that mankind’s condition in sin is so severe that even his mind cannot be trusted.  Direct 
exposure to the truth is no guarantee that man will do the right thing with that truth.  The catchall solution, it 
seems, to every societal ill in our day is the ambiguous “education.”  If young people know the risks involved in 
premarital sex, then they will be less likely to engage in it, we are told.  If children are made aware of the 
dangers of recreational drug use, then they are quipped to “just say no” when appropriate.

Second, however, Jesus seems to be saying that the facts do not always speak for themselves.  It is not enough 
to draw men into righteous living by cleverly devised ministry plans and church-growth strategies, much less 
into the Kingdom of God.  Only the Word of God possesses the power to do this.  Paul speaks of the gospel in 
Romans 1:16 and says, “It is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”  Notice, Paul does 
not say that the gospel talks about power, or shows the way to get power, but it is itself the power.  The power 
is in the proclamation of the message.

God’s powerful Word represents the vital aspects of the Church’s existence.  The Word of God is not only her 
charter; it is her life (cf. Deut. 32:47).  John Armstrong, editor of the Coming Evangelical Crisis, says this about 
the Church’s present attitude toward the Word of God:

“The written Scriptures are to be our guide for message and method.  We go to the Scriptures to 
understand the gospel, but we also go to the Scriptures to understand how we evangelize, how 
we preach, how we help the souls of distressed people, and how we worship the living and true 
God acceptably.  Today we go to many sources to address these and related issues....

Today’s evangelicalism treats experience as final authority.  Have you been born again?  Have you 
been led by God?  Has God spoken to your heart?  Did you feel good about the worship (praise, 
celebration, or seeker) service?  Does the music move you personally?  Are your kids excited 
about the programs?  Rarely do we examine matters of religious faith and practice by Scripture-
alone principle.”

A local church without this utter dependence upon and submission to God’s Word is no church at all.  In times 
past, battles fought over the Bible centered on its reliability and inerrancy.  But the challenge facing this 
generation of the Church-at-large must certainly involve the relevancy and sufficiency of the Scriptures.



Current theological “hot topics” such as the role of the Holy Spirit in worship and supernatural gifts, the 
“literalness” of prophetic pronouncements, and the date and circumstances surrounding the return of the Lord 
Jesus are all woefully premature.  Until the Church at the dawn of the 21st century has settled itself on this 
issue - the sufficiency of Scripture - and, correspondingly, the absolute necessity of biblical preaching, there is 
little hope that any theological consensus will result from the myriad of denominations active today.

2. The Sacraments

The second mark of the Church is a right administration of the sacraments.  Regardless of where a believer 
falls in his convictions concerning the Lord’s Supper and Christian baptism, there can be little doubt that our 
spiritual forebears placed a far higher importance upon these means of grace than the present generation.  

Ronald Wallace, in his work Calvin’s Doctrine of the Word and Sacrament, quotes Calvin as saying that there is 
“nothing more useful” in the Church than the Lord’s Supper:

“Indeed, Calvin is willing to transfer to the sacrament Paul’s title for the Gospel, and to call them 
the power of God unto salvation to everyone that believeth.  He refers particularly to three 
aspects of their usefulness.  Firstly, they assist spiritual growth by uniting us more fully  to Christ 
the more they are used by faith...Secondly, they confirm and increase the faith of believers, which, 
once engendered, is so continually beset by temptation to doubt and by manifold difficulties that 
it requires to be continually supported and continually purged from unbelief....  Thirdly, the 
sacraments are a spur to practical Christian living.”

However, it would be wrong to suppose that a believer’s responsibility toward the sacraments is purely 
pragmatic or to make a person happier and healthier.  The Lord’s Supper and Baptism exist as essential 
elements in the life of the Church because Christ Himself has instituted that it should be so.

First Corinthians 11:23 contains Paul’s justification for the admonition to keep the Lord’s Supper, “For I 
received from the Lord what I also passed on to you...”  The sacraments are not an ordinance of man, but an 
ordinance of Jesus himself.  To neglect them involved the guilt of rebellion, for Jesus commanded, “Do this in 
remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19b).  Peter’s command to the first believers at Pentecost was unequivocal: 
“Repent and be baptized, every one of you (Acts 2:38).

Right Administration of Baptism
The grace of baptism has been woefully neglected in the Church today.  Baptism, according to the Westminster 
Shorter Catechism, “doth signify and seal our ingrafting into Christ, and partaking of the benefits of the 
covenant of grace, and our engagement to be the Lord’s.”  As a sign, baptism points to something vital in the 
believer’s life.  As a seal, it makes official in the eyes of God and the Church that what is being done is truly a 
means of grace.  The Catechism mentions three benefits that are signed and sealed in our baptism.

First, baptism signs and seals our “ingrafting into Christ.”  There are few notions in the thinking of the apostle 
Paul that get more “press” than the idea of union with Christ.  When the Holy Spirit regenerates a believer, he 
is brought “into the Beloved” or “in Christ” (cf. Eph. 1:3 ff).  We are joined to Him like stones in a building 
(Eph. 2:19 - 22).  We are like members of a body connected to our Head, Jesus Christ (Eph. 4:15 - 16).  Our 
union with Christ resembles the union between a man and a woman in marriage (Eph. 5:22 - 23).  John Murray, 
in his book Redemption: Accomplished and Applied, says, “There is no communion among men that is comparable 
to fellowship with Christ - he communes with his people in conscious reciprocal love.”  Our baptism signifies 
and seals this vital union.

Second, baptism marks a soul as a member of the covenant of grace.  In luke 15, the father begs the elder 
brother to make us of all that has been provided for him.  “‘My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, 
and everything I have is yours’” (v.31).  The father here pleads with his oldest to make use of what has been 
provided for him in the community of the covenant of grace.  Access to the Word of God, the instruction of 
godly parents, and involvement with the body of Christ - all are gifts at the disposal of those who are brought 
into the covenant by baptism.  This, by the way, is why the Westminster Confession of Faith speaks so strongly 
about the necessity of “fulfilling one’s baptism.”  To whom much is given, much is required.  To have access to 
the abundant means of grace in the covenant community and not make use of them is to invite a more severe 
judgment.



Third, baptism signs and signifies our “engagement to be the Lord’s.”  The Catechism’s language turns deeply 
affectionate here.  To submit oneself to water baptism is to anticipate a wedding.  Every baptism signifies the 
great Marriage Supper of the Lamb that will take place at the consummation of all things.  In Revelation 19:9, 
the angel tells John to write, “Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!”  
Witnessing a Christian baptism reminds the covenant community that at the end of our days a party of cosmic 
proportions will take place as Jesus takes His bride to be His forever.

Right Administration of the Lord’s Supper
The catechism also contains instruction concerning the meaning of the Lord’s Supper as well:

“The Lord’s supper is a sacrament, wherein, by giving and receiving bread and wine, according to 
Christ’s appointment, his death is showed forth; and the worthy receivers are, not after a 
corporal and carnal manner, but by faith, made partakers of his body and blood, with all his 
benefits, to their spiritual nourishment, and growth in grace.”

There is far too much careful theology in this definition to examine, but notice that the sacrament is a meal.  
The Lord Jesus has appointed us to eat in order to our “partaking of his body and blood.”  Believers who do so 
receive enormous benefits and “spiritual nourishment.”

While I was an unmarried seminary student, my roommates and I would practice our best “pitiful, hungry 
seminary student look” on the way to Sunday worship.  Because if Providence smiled upon us that morning, 
some kind, elderly lady would ask us to her home for “Sunday supper.”  My fondest memories from seminary 
are of those wonderful afternoons.  I had no more in common with those sitting around the gracious table 
than the fact that we attended the same church.  We would eat until we were stuffed.  But, inevitably, on the 
way back to our apartments, my friends and I would spend the entire time in unabashed praise of the sweet 
elderly lady who had just fed us.

The spirit of the Lord’s Supper is much the same.  How often does the Church take pause to remember that, 
in the Supper, she dines with her Lord?  To eat a meal at someone else’s home is a true act of intimacy.  You eat 
what they have provided.  You enjoy their topics of conversation.  You observe their mealtime traditions.  It is 
to become a member of the family.  The Lord’s Supper consists in the Lord’s people gathered together to 
delight in the “richest of fare,” namely the grace of Jesus in the shedding of His blood.

A Church without the sacraments is not only woefully impoverished, but it also fails to achieve the status of 
“Church” at all.

3. Church Discipline

Finally, the third mark of the Church is church discipline.  Few words have gained such disfavor in the Church in 
recent days as the word “discipline.”  The word seems to conjure up images of monasteries and cat o’ nine tails 
for most Christians.  It is true: discipline may be - and, at times, has been - used as an excuse for authoritarian 
rule and loveless tyranny.  However, in the New Testament, church discipline is a far richer concept.

The word “discipline” might be substituted with the word “oversight.”  Church discipline is simply the 
responsibility that leadership has to oversee the spiritual health and well being of those in their pastoral care.  
Formally speaking, Paul directs Titus to “appoint elders in every town” (1:5b).  Therefore, the direct, 
institutional oversight of the Church rests in the hands of those to whom God has especially gifted and 
appointed to do so, namely, to elders....  

Yet there is another sense in which church discipline ought to be present in our churches.  In Galatians 6:1 Paul 
directs, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.  But watch 
yourself, or you also may be tempted.  Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of 
Christ.”  In other words, church discipline is not merely a formal exercise of bringing someone before a body 
of elders, but it is also a responsibility of all believers to be about the business of mutual spiritual welfare.

Eugene Peterson, in his book Working the Angles, describes what he calls “spiritual direction”:



Spiritual direction takes place when two people agree to give their full attention to what God is 
doing in one (or both) of their lives and seek to respond in faith.... Whether planned or 
unplanned, three convictions underpin these meetings: 1) God is always doing something: an 
active grace is shaping this life into a mature salvation; 2) responding to God is not sheer 
guesswork: the Christian community has acquired wisdom through the centuries that provides 
guidance; 3) each soul is unique: no wisdom can simply be applied without discerning the 
particulars of this life, this situation.

“God is at work,” Peterson says.  We can assume that at all times.  Believers are either moving towards or 
moving away from God’s purposes in their lives.

“No believer is alone,” Peterson says.  Our fierce individualism has not muted the fact that we live with a “great 
cloud of witnesses” to whom has been given great wisdom about so many of life’s issues.

“Focus on the individual,” Peterson stresses.  Avoid stereotyping people by assuming that your ministry-model 
“works every time.”  People are infinitely complex and the Kingdom of God will never thrive under a method-
driven ministry.  We must be able to respond to all of life’s vicissitudes with eternal verities emerging from the 
Scriptures and the wisdom of the ages that lives in subjection to them.

But for our purposes, we must grasp the spirit of church discipline if we are ever to identify it in our churches.  
Jesus describes the formal use of church discipline in Matthew 18:15ff.  “If your brother sins against you, go and 
show him his fault, just between the two of you.  If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.”

Notice that the goal of oversight is to “win over your brother.”  Jesus’ language places a watchdog over our 
motives as we take it upon ourselves to approach our brother to “show him his fault.”  Church discipline is not 
an excuse to air grievances, but a grace that God gives to bring about unity in the body.  The questions we 
must ask are: “Do I long to be in right fellowship with this believer?  How glad will I be if they do indeed 
repent?  Am I punishing this person?  Am I exacting revenge?”  Therefore, the spirit of church discipline has 
restoration as its goal and longs for the connectedness that comes from perpetually repentant people.

Consequently, and second, church discipline exists with an accompanying (and healthy) mistrust of self.  It is our 
condition in sin that has created our need for oversight.  Sins’ greatest mischief in the life of a believer is to 
mask its own existence, to make us think that it is not there.  The soul that has been most hardened by sin is 
the soul that thinks i tis immune or untouched by its pollution.  Therefore, the Gospel teaches us not to give 
ourselves the benefit of the doubt.  We cannot be trusted on our own.  If left to our own devices, our 
destruction would be certain.

Therefore, the inertia in the Church will always tend toward disintegration.  The mark of the Church of 
discipline is therefore not only a theological necessity but a practical necessity as well.  We need the Church, 
yes; but we need the Church together, involved in each other’s lives, engaging in each other’s business.  Only 
this humility of community can set in motion the perpetual equipping of the saints and conversion of the lost 
for which the church exists.  Without church discipline, there is no Church.

The church will find itself mired in confusion about what is and is not appropriate church activity.  The leaders 
of churches are constantly faced with a thousand voices, all clamoring for a slice of the church’s time or 
finances.  But without a clear understanding of the specific spheres of the church’s responsibility, their decisions 
regarding giving will always be based upon whim rather than wisdom.

Some churches suffer from a truncated ministry where a pastor’s “pet passions” set their agenda.  The pastor 
might very well be a visionary who “has a heart” for this or that area of God’s Kingdom.  However, the 
Christian sphere of activity is always going to be larger than one man’s present passion.  The church may be 
doing on thing well, but what have they neglected in the process? 

Finally, and still worse, how many churches suffer from a “top heavy” organizational flow chart that dies the 
death of hopeless stagnation in endless committee structures?  Who would dare to suggest that the American 



Church needs more bureaucracy than it it presently has?  In our day the Kingdoms of this world remain sadly 
un-assailed by the people of God.  The reason: they are too busy.

The distinction between the Church and Kingdom and the accompanying focus on the marks of the Church 
are the main tools in the pastor’s toolbox.  They provide a desperately needed compass for the Church’s vision 
and mission.

Taken from Chapter 4 of The Enduring Community: Embracing the Priority of the Church.  By Brian Habig and Les 
Newsom.
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The greatest issue facing the church of the twentieth century concern’s the church’s definition of its 

own nature and mission.  While the church through the ages has defined repeatedly the triune nature of God, 

the full authority of Scripture, the person and work of Christ, it has not vet reached an adequate resolution of 

the problems involved in its own self-definition. 

One of the obvious results of this failure at self-definition is the widespread disharmony felt in virtually 

every sector of the body of Christ.  Since the church does not know itself, it does not know how to recognize 

itself.  Since the church does not understand its own task, it cannot unify about a single task.  The present 

study does not presume to offer a final solution to the complicated problems involved in the church’s 

definition of its own nature and mission.  It intends only to offer some observations which hopefully may 

lead to a solution to this particular problem. 

Essential to the church’s understanding of itself is an understanding of its relation to the broader scope 

of God’s work in the world.  One of the most tragic errors of the modern church involves the church’s 

assumption that all which God does in the present world must he funneled through the assembled body of 

believers.  An effort must he made to make some careful definitions, distinguishing the church from other 

equally valid workings of God in the world today.  The following definitions, although admittedly tentative, 

may offer some relief to these points of tension. 

I. DEFINITIONS 

At the outset, it may he helpful to attempt to distinguish between the church and the kingdom of God. 

A. The church 

While various efforts have been made to define the church, a simple and safe method may be to define 

the church in terms of its relationship to the Trinitarian God.  The church is: the elect of the Father; the 

redeemed of the Son and the renewed of the Holy Spirit.  Immediately it should become obvious that to 

speak of the church is to speak of a people.  Identification of the church with a building may be proper in 

colloquial language, but it never will find substantiation in the theological framework of the New Testament. 

The church consists of those who have been elected of God before the foundation of the world, those 

for whom Christ died, those renewed by the inner working of the Holy Spirit of God.  They are new 

creatures in Christ, breathing of a vital life which comes from immediate relationship with God Himself.  

They exist in a fashion incomprehensible to those who are not the church.  More particularly, they exist as a 

united body.  They gather together to offer their worship to God.  They build up one another in the faith.  

They offer testimony to the truth of God among themselves and to the world. Their specific domain of 

responsibility is that of the revelation of God embodied in the person of Jesus Christ and interpretation in 

Holy Scripture.  Theirs is a particular task which no other organization in this world may perform.  To them 

is given the treasure of the Gospel, and the task of spreading that treasure to the world. The church finds its 

concrete expression in congregations, sessions, presbyteries, and assemblies. 
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B. The Kingdom of God 

At this point it would be helpful to define a little more carefully the terms “church” and “kingdom”.  

The ekklesia speaks of the “called out ones”, or more specifically the “ones called together.”  The people of 

God are called out to be together as the people of God. 

The basilea refers to a realm broader than simply a people.  It refers to a rule or a reign, to a kingship 

or a domain.  As in the case of the church, a triune definition of the kingdom may be of help. 

God the Father sits enthroned over his eternal kingdom.  From beginning to end He has reigned 

supremely and unchallenged.  No force operating in this world ever has been free of the domain of God the 

Father.  The kingdom of the Son may be called the Messianic kingdom.  This kingdom refers more 

specifically to the rule which Christ himself was established since his coming to earth.  This kingdom 

continues to grow in the midst of a wicked and perverse generation. 

At the heart and core of the eternal rule of God and the Messianic kingdom of Christ is the inward rule 

of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of men.  Notice the words of Christ in Matthew 12:28: “If I by the Spirit of 

God cast out demons, then the kingdom of God is come.”  The demon-possessed soul finds deliverance 

through the rule of the Spirit of God initiated in the inner heart.  The Holy Spirit begins the rule of God in its 

seed-form through the act of regeneration.  According to the teaching of Jesus himself in John chapter 3, no 

man can “enter” or “see” the kingdom apart from rebirth (John 3:3, 5).  The emphasis of these verses rests 

on the initial contact of a man with the kingdom of God.  Prior to the point of renewal by the Holy Spirit, a 

man exists within the domain of Satan, under the authority granted the wicked one by God. 

This rule of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of men provides the open door into the broader realm of the 

kingdom of Christ.  This Messianic kingdom may be defined as that area in which God’s actual rule over evil 

comes to concrete expression in time and history.  It may be distinguished from that eternal kingdom of God 

which always and at all times operates over God’s enemies. 

With these definitions in mind it may be possible to move further and ask the question, what is the 

precise relationship among these various manifestations of “kingdom” and “church”? 

II. RELATIONSHIPS 

1. The church has as its peculiar responsibility the expounding of the revelation of God to the people 

of God.  Its task is to gather in and to build up the saints of God.  Contrary to much modem theory, 

situations are not the only things which change attitudes.  Pure environmentalism cannot answer the 

complicated question of human motivation.  In fact, the change of heart is the most essential way to change 

the attitude.  According to Scripture, God has ordained the foolish-ness of preaching as the means of 

changing men.  C.H. Dodd’s study of the apostolic preaching recorded in the book of Acts has much to say 

at this point.  Those elements characteristic of first century proclamation must dictate to the modem church 

the content of its proclamation.  Sadly today, the modem church assumes that the world knows the truths of 

the Christian gospel and so therefore does not bother to proclaim the fulfillment of the Old Testament 

promises, the super-natural intervention of God in human history by the birth of Jesus Christ, the historical 

death and resurrection of the savior for the sins of his people. Sadly, the call to significant repentance and 

faith is not being issued by the church. 

Often, in this connection, the question is raised, what is evangelism?  Generally the implication is left 

that evangelism by word is not adequate, and that evangelism by deed may prove to be more effective in the 
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modem world.  It is, as a matter of fact, quite interesting that those who are most concerned to see the 

church involved in the realm of social questions are those most interested in doing away with the officer of 

the diaconate that office designed specifically for a ministry of mercy. 

Yes, the proclamation of the gospel by the church must be a proclamation by deed as well as by word.  

It should be noted, however, that this deed-proclamation as well as the word-proclamation must be carried 

forward in well-defined limits by the church.  When the responsibilities of the members of the kingdom of 

God are considered, a much broader responsibility will be noted.  But at this point it is of great value to 

become aware of the fact that the church must exercise self-inflicted limitations.  In studying the office of 

deacon as presented in the New Testament, never does the diaconate appear as a social club aimed at 

rectifying the social ills of the world.  Instead, its ministry is limited.  Primarily, it functions to relieve the 

saints of God.  When and if the diaconate ministers to the world-at-large, its ministry must be related directly 

to the proclamation of the gospel.  But so far as the New Testament church is concerned, the diaconate 

confines its exercises to Christian brethren. 

2. The relationship of the church to the kingdom of God is a basically simple one. The church provides 

the impetus to the kingdom. The church supplies the guidelines for the permeation of the total structures of 

society by the members of Christ’s kingdom.  Kingdom-members then mobilize in their efforts to overcome 

every area of human life for Christ’s sake.  Individually and in organizations, members of Christ’s kingdom 

develop theoretical foundations for action, and practical ways of implementing that action.  The implications 

of the gospel for the totality of human life must be faced courageously and lived out sacrificially. 

This distinction between the church and the kingdom clearly must be distinguished from that crippling 

individualism which has marked American Christianity.  The day of nomadic individualism has passed from 

the scene of history.  Massive urbanized humanity may be confronted only by Christian coalitions.  Therefore 

let those Christians involved in the political life of the nation come together to determine the implications of 

the Christian gospel for world-wide Communism, for Israeli-Arab border disputes, for selective service and 

right-to-work laws.  Let these Christians speak to the world, not as though the world were Christian but as 

though the world were men in God’s image now shattered, but nonetheless living under the great epoch of 

Gods grace toward an entire universe.  Let Christians, living in a society with many social and economic 

injustices, organize to alleviate the plight of suffering man.  Let Christians having responsibility for 

educational institutions unite to develop a thoroughly Christian education. 

While the church exercises restraint in its ministry of word and deed, limiting itself more specifically to 

that special revelation of God found in the Scriptures, no limit should be placed on the proclamation by word 

and deed of the members of Christ’s kingdom.  The subject matter of their concern is the entirety of God’s 

creation.  Their deeds extend to the totality of human life and existence.  Not one inch of this entire world 

may remain unchallenged by the lordship of Jesus Christ. 

3. It is quite obvious that the Messianic kingdom of Christ includes both his church and the work of 

his kingdom members.  Christ’s kingdom begins by being planted within the hearts of men as a result of the 

proclamation of the gospel as the church assembles for worship, edification and witness.  The rule of Christ 

over man manifests itself through the working of the Holy Spirit in renewing and sanctifying the hearts of 

men.  At the same time, the church does not exhaust the kingdom of Christ.  Sadly the church today has 

assumed that all the labors of the Messianic kingdom must be funneled through its assemblies.  Sadly the 

church has taken upon itself a role too great for its resources.  Sadly the assembled form of Christ’s people 

has lost faith in the working of Christ outside its own assembly halls.  The result of this tragic assumption by 

the church of all that which rightly belongs to the Messianic kingdom is two-fold: first, the most essential task 
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of the church, which is to concern itself with that particular revelation embodied in Christ and incorporated 

in Scripture has been neglected; and, secondly, by wrestling from the kingdom members their initiative in 

every realm of human existence, the church has robbed kingdom members of their proper and effective role 

among the world today. 

When the church develops a willingness to function within the limitations of God’s purpose for its 

existence it will be able to develop proper concentration on its unique mission.  Then it also will be able to 

provide impetus for members of Christ’s kingdom in their massive efforts to claim the world for Christ. 

The kingdom of Christ therefore embodies more than the church.  The kingdom of Christ may be 

defined as that realm in time and history in which the sovereignty of God actively operates to overthrow evil. 

Scripture speaks plainly of a kingdom of evil, a kingdom of Satan, a kingdom of the rulers of the darkness of 

this world.  Satan’s kingdom is a powerful one.  Its power finds representation not merely in overt acts of 

violence.  It permeates even the social, economic, political, and educational structures of the world today. The 

entire “course of this world” derives its impetus from Satan himself. 

Against this kingdom of Satan the Messianic kingdom of Christ struggles.  Receiving its impetus and 

direction from the church, working individually and in groups as servants of the Lord Christ, the kingdom of 

Christ assaults every structure and seeks to bring every thought of man into sub-mission to Christ.  Christian 

political organizations direct their efforts toward bringing the secular state into conformity with God’s 

intention for the state.  Christian social group strain their efforts to seek social justice among men.  Christian 

educational organizations demand that every philosophy be brought into submission to the lordship of 

Christ. 

4. Although Satan does maintain a kingdom, and although men do not yet see all things subjected to 

Christ, yet the ultimate sovereignty of God at all times over all that transpires in his creation must be 

recognized.  Satan operates only within well-defined limits.  God’s rule always is a present realty.  The eternal 

kingdom of God subsumes every activity of men and nations under its domain at all times, from the 

beginning of history until its end. 

At the same time, the eternal kingdom of God has definite future dimensions.  1 Corinthians 15 

describes the future expectation which may be held concerning the eternal kingdom of God: 

Then cometh the end when He shall have delivered up the kingdom to 

God, even the Father; when He shall have put down all rule and all 

authority and power.  For He must reign, until he hath put all enemies 

under His feet. (1 Corinthians 15:24, 25) 

At the end of time the kingdom of Satan shall be squeezed out fully.  The kingdom of Christ shall 

dispel the last remnant of darkness, and the Messianic kingdom shall become equated with the kingdom of 

God.  God then shall be all in all, and the kingdoms of this world shall become the kingdoms of our Lord 

and of His Christ, and He shall reign forever and ever. 

Thus we may see something of the interrelationship of the kingdom and the church.  Nothing is more 

essential for the church today than a recognition of these various ways of God’s working in the world.  The 

church must see that its assembly does not exhaust God’s intended way of working in the world.  The church 

must rediscover its unique role in relation to the Messianic kingdom and the eternal kingdom of God.  So 

long as the church assumes to itself all the prerogatives which belong to these various ways of God’s working 

in the world, its central task and calling, its unique mission to the world shall be dissipated. 
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III. INTERPRETATIONS 

After having offered some definitions with regard to the kingdom and the church, and after having 

dealt summarily with the various relationships between kingdom and church, we note briefly in conclusion 

various interpretations of the role of kingdom and church as manifested in Christendom today. 

A. The Conservative Interpretation 

Represented in diagram form, the conservative interpretation would relate church and kingdom in the 

following manner: 

 

Several points may be noted regarding the conservative interpretation: 

(1) This position shrinks the kingdom into the domain of the church.  Only that which happens “at 

church” partakes of religious significance.  The eleven o’clock worship service becomes the true test of one’s 

Christianity.  If a person attends church regularly he is rightly involved in a work of God’s kingdom. 

(2) This particular approach creates a great vacuum in God’s working in the world. This position 

represents a prone-ness to leave religion on the church doorstep.  Sunday worship may be compared to a 

“heavenly dust” which rinses out of the hair all too easily on Monday morning.  Many of this persuasion will 

carry the moral implications of their Christianity into their work-a-day world on an individualistic basis, but 

never do they attempt to organize as Christians in the world dealing significantly with the problems of the 

world.  Seldom is an effort made to determine the total implications of Christianity for their particular 

profession. 

(3) This viewpoint generally accepts without question the secular patterns of society.  As a result, this 

view never becomes critically aware of the non-Christian characteristics of the structures of society 

themselves.  In other words, public education and popular political party-structures prove to be quite 

adequate vehicles for the Christian’s life in the world, according to this perspective.  
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(4) This position places the work of the kingdom on a much lower level than the work of the church. 

Often church-vocation is regarded as the only type of “full-time Christian work” available. 

(5) This viewpoint replaces the deficiency of critical analysis of current world practices with a strongly 

eschatological outlook.  Since little effort is made to extend the rule of Christ beyond the domain of the 

assembled church; this viewpoint looks for the righting of all wrongs at the return of Christ and thus basically 

is content to live with the status quo. 

B. The Liberal Interpretation (See diagram following.) 

 

 

 

With the provided diagram in hand, notice the following points about the “liberal” approach: 

(1) In contrast to the conservative, the liberal expands the church so that it engulfs the kingdom.  As a 

result, the church is forced into involvements too deep for its competence.  The church usurps those areas of 

concern which belong rightly to Christians in their vocations, and at the same time neglects its distinctive 

responsibility of expounding Scriptural truth to its people.  The result is that kingdom members lack the 

theological depth necessary for accurate and significant action, while the church issues ineffective decrees on 

subjects beyond its competence. 

(2) In the liberal approach, God is seen to be at work in the structures of the world in a redemptive 

sense just as genuinely as He is redemptively at work among the people of God.  At the same time, the 

church loses its distinctive identity because it cannot differentiate God’s work in its own midst from God’s 

work of providence amidst the world. 

(3) The liberal is only selective in his criticism of the current world order (note interspaced jagged line 

on diagram).  He may criticize racial discrimination, but at the same time he actively promotes secularized 

Godless education.  He may criticize selected political viewpoints, while whole-heartedly endorsing a 

secularized political party. 
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(4) The liberal is non-eschatological.  He has little interest in the future life, and intends to realize all 

Gods kingdom in the present world. 

C. The Reformational Interpretation. (See diagram below) 

 

 

 

This position is fully represented in the diagram supplied.  While admittedly attempting to limit the 

various manifestations of kingdom and church to their respective spheres, the Reformational viewpoint 

acknowledges the unity of the whole.  The church concerns itself primarily with the revelation of God 

contained in Scripture, though not shirking from laying down any principles or specific outworkings of those 

principles which are obviously and certainly in accord with Scripture.  Yet the church draws back to allow 

proper room for the functioning of the members of Christ’s kingdom.  Proper recognition is given to the fact 

that subjects of Christ’s kingdom work individually and in groups to promote the cause of Christ in every 

sphere of life, pushing back the kingdom of darkness.  Overarching the total programs of church and 

Messianic kingdom is the eternal kingdom of God, which ultimately shall absorb the totality of God’s work in 

the world in its various forms.  The Reformational position commends itself with tremendous practical 

advantages: 

(1) The church will devote its proper amount of time and energy to the unique calling which no other 

institution in the world is capable of fulfilling.  The gospel will be proclaimed among the church and to the 

world.  The whole counsel of God contained in Scripture, providing all principles necessary for faith in life, 

will find full explication. 

(2) Members of Christ’s kingdom thrive under the challenge of carrying to full consequences the 

principles of life derived from its assembly.  Kingdom members function as salt and light, permeating the 

totality of the created universe. 

(3) The kingdom of Satan is assaulted both by the church and by the kingdom of Christ at every point, 

so that God is not left without a witness in any corner of the universe. 
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(4) A workable solution to the difficult problem of the relation of church and state is realized.  

Whenever the church presumes to address itself to the state, it must forever run the risk of preaching a gospel 

of works righteousness.  The unconverted state naturally assumes that the church speaks as God, and that if it 

is to find favor with God, it must do as the church decrees.  In effect, the church says to the bewildered state: 

“If you enact this particular legislation, you will be a good boy and God will like you.  However, if you do not 

enact this legislation, you will be a bad boy and God will not like you.”  As a result, the law of God is not 

used properly by the church as a means to bring men to the knowledge of sin, and to lead to repentance and 

faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.  Instead, the church speaks a broad-sided moralism to a world accustomed to 

living according to an externalized morality. 

However, when the members of Christ’s kingdom speak to the state, they do not presume to speak as 

the inspired voice of God.  Instead, members of this kingdom speak as men to men, attempting to testify to 

the truth imbedded in God’s creation order.  Kingdom members call the state to its proper function under 

God without at the same time implying that God’s ultimate favor will be granted on the basis of performance. 

The suggestions involved in the Reformational approach should not be regarded as something new.  

Dr. Abraham Kuyper, Prime Minister of The Netherlands, worked vigorously in the church for the peace, 

purity and unity of the church.  At the same time, he worked tirelessly in the world as a social, political, 

economic and educational reformer.  His work stands as a great monument to what may be done by 

Christians who will attempt great things for God. 

These same principles, though spelled out in a more limited fashion as they apply to the church, may be 

found in classic form in the Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter 33, Of Synods and Councils, 

paragraph 4: 

Synods and councils are to handle and conclude nothing but that which is 

ecclesiastical: and are not to intermeddle with civil affairs which concern the 

commonwealth unless by way of humble petition in cases extraordinary; or 

by way of advice for satisfaction of conscience, if they be thereunto 

required by the civil magistrate. 

Professor William Henry Green, in his A Harmony of the Westminster Presbyterian Standards, page 

225, comments as follows: 

The last section of this chapter delimits the jurisdiction of synods and 

councils. The line between the state and the church is distinctly drawn.  

They exist alongside each other and are in contact at many points; yet there 

is no collision or conflict so long as each keeps to its side of the dividing 

line.  While each of two institutions is distinct in nature, they are not 

contradictory, but complimentary.  These two powers, both ordained of 

God, are not intended to destroy, but mutually to uphold and preserve one 

another… let each keep; within its own proper sphere.  Here is the church 

and here is the state on the left, in the same locality.  Over the door of each 

is a word to the other: Keep out!  The intruder or intermeddler is a 

troublemaker.  There is a law against him. 
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Quite obviously, the final authority for such a distinction between the role of kingdom and church in 

the world must be found in Scripture itself.  Such a basis may be noted by observing the proceedings of the 

first great church council as recorded in Acts 15.  What was the issue of debate before the church?  Was it the 

cruelty, the inhumanity involved in the new Roman weapons of war?  Was it an assault against the state for 

developing chariots with spiked wheels?  Or was this assembled body of believers concerned more 

particularly with the problem of Palestinian famine?  Did they debate the need of relief to the totality of 

Palestinian populace?  Much to the contrary, the issue of debate at the first great assembly of the Christian 

church was the question of circumcision.  Furthermore, the question of circumcision was not debated on the 

basis of its merits or demerits as a health factor.  Circumcision was debated by the assembled people of God 

only as it related to a man’s justification before God.  Indeed, the question of circumcision had widespread 

racial implications.  However, it should be noted just at this point that the church did not decree that 

Samaritans should receive Jews or that Israelites should receive Gentiles.  Much more specifically, the church 

decreed that Christianized Jews must receive Christianized Gentiles, and that Christianized Samaritans must 

receive Christianized Israelites.  Thus the leaven of a faith which would proclaim its Gospel universally to all 

men had its root in the principles of a man’s relationship and justification before God in Jesus Christ. 

Let the church today exercise self-restraint and manifest humility.  Let the assembled people of God 

today choose willingly to limit itself to this God-given task, recognizing the momentousness of its 

commission.  At the same time, let Christians march out from their assemblies individually and in groups to 

affirm the Lordship of Jesus Christ over the totality of his creation.  Though the number of such Christians 

always may be small, the promise of God is that their ultimate victory is certain.  



What’s In A Song? 
Tuning Our Hearts 

By Kevin Twit 

“Don’t become so well adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without thinking.” Romans 12:2 
paraphrased in The Message. 1 

Recently public television aired a documentary entitled, “The Merchants of Cool.” The program 
revealed how the various media conglomerates shape our understanding of what “cool” is, and then 
steer the buying taste of our youth in this regard. Working with college students, I found this very 
relevant and so I invited some students over to watch the program. The show featured people like 
MTV’s vice president of brand strategy who described how they go about identifying what “cool” is, 
and then how they sell that message to our youth. After watching the program, one student said 
something I found quite perceptive. We were talking about how we as Christians can be set free from 
slavery to the culture’s idea of what it means to be cool. This student raised his hand and asked, “How 
can we can be set free from trying to be cool when churches seek to hire ‘cool’ youth directors? All I 
could say was, “That’s a good question.” It is an excellent question!  

The culture does squeeze us, even in the Church. When we come together in worship it is to have our 
sanity restored. It is about the restoring of what God says is true about life, rather than being squeezed 
by the message our culture preaches. Worship is about restoring our sanity because we so often live in 
a sort of insanity! When we believe that we earn God’s favor by what we do, when we believe we can 
manipulate God to do whatever we want, we are not living in line with reality. That is living in a 
fantasy world. The world we actually live in is the world in which God loves us because of His great 
mercy in Christ. Yet we rarely live like that.  

Worship is about opening our eyes to see Jesus for who he is, as beautiful and believable. This is what 
changes us! Worship is formative. It molds us and shapes us as the people of God. In Romans 12, Paul 
urges us to no longer be conformed to, or squeezed into the mold of, the world in which we live. The 
basis he gives for this is the mercy of God. As the mercy of God in the person of Jesus Christ sinks into 
our hearts, we are changed.  

Thomas Chalmers was a great pastor, seminary professor, and leader in the Free Church of Scotland in 
the 19th century. He mentored men like Robert Murray McCheyne and Horatius Bonar (the 
hymnwriter), and he preached a landmark sermon entitled, “The Expulsive Power of a New Affection.” 
It is a wonderful sermon in which he points out how we never lose our hold on one love until a new 
love comes along. 2 He says that the only way to dispossess the heart of an old affection is by the 
expulsive power of a new one. I often talk about this with my college students. A person never really 
gets over a crush until a new love comes along. Our hearts can be drawn from one affection to another, 
but they will never lose their longing to cling to something.  

This is why John Calvin said that our hearts are like idol factories. We will worship something. We will 
love something and until a new more beautiful, more believable, love comes along, we will inevitably 
cling to idols! But the Gospel comes to us and it brings an expulsive power—the expulsive power of a 
new affection. A new affection comes in, as we see Jesus as more beautiful and believable and it drives 
out these other affections! It is in worship, through the preaching, the singing, and the sacraments, 
that our hearts are drawn from other “beauties” as our eyes are opened to see Jesus for who He really 
is. 

During my time in the ministry, I have come to appreciate the power of hymns to help us meditate 
upon the reality of God’s grace in worship and mold us as the people of God. When my students 
actually begin to read the words, they can’t believe that they used to regard hymns as lifeless and dull. 
As one student put it, “These songs convey emotion. Sorrow, loneliness, surprise, overwhelming joy! 



They are all here, and my generation doesn't associate any of those qualities with hymns.” 
Unfortunately, sometimes this rich theological poetry is connected to tunes that fail to express the 
emotion of the lyric to my students. The words are so rich that we have begun to write new tunes for 
some of them. And I take whatever opportunity I can to urge gifted composers to search out powerful 
hymns that have tragically dropped out of use, or even to write new hymns. 

Hymns take a truth from Scripture and let us sit in it for a while. They engage intellect, imagination, 
and emotion. The hymns are mini-meditations upon the mysteries of the Gospel that drive us to 
worship. They offer a story, something very attractive to postmodern people, and invite us to come in 
and see if it might be our story, too. For instance, I love to introduce students to the hymns of Anne 
Steele. She was an 18th century English Baptist hymn-writer who spent 50 years as an invalid. I 
believe she wrote some of the most remarkable hymns about the power of the Gospel in the midst of 
grief and pain that you will ever find. Yet her hymns unfortunately have vanished from almost every 
modern hymnal. When people sing her words they find themselves in her story. They find they can 
fellowship with a woman who lived 300 years. Suddenly the Kingdom of God becomes huge to them! 

Hymns are theology on fire. They are theology expressed in beautiful, poetic language that gets at the 
heart, and engages the imagination. They help us to sit for three or four minutes in the mysteries of 
the Gospel that fill us with wonder. The hymn-writers really glory in these paradoxical statements. 
One of my favorite examples is in a hymn by Augustus Toplady (the author of “Rock of Ages”). He 
writes, “O love incomprehensible, that made Thee bleed for me. The Judge of all hath suffered death, 
to set His prisoner free.”3 To sit in that thought, even for a little while, changes you! And the more you 
meditate upon it, the more it overwhelms your heart. 

C.H. Spurgeon once said “When I cannot understand anything in the Bible, it seems as though God 
had set a chair there for me, at which to kneel and worship; and that the mysteries are intended to 
be an altar of devotion.” 4 These mysteries are what the hymns love to dwell upon. Hymns are mini-
meditations on the ironies of the Gospel that drive us to worship. They are an opportunity to meditate 
upon a mystery like “And can it be, that Thou my God should die for me?” 5 until it begins to really 
sink into our heart. 

If we ever lose our sense of wonder, we will be conformed to the culture. If we ever lose our sense of 
the beauty and the amazement, we will be conformed to the culture, we will be conformed to the flesh. 
Hymns, you see, are not only opportunities for our meditation, they were often the result of 
meditation. It used to be that it was the pastors who would write the hymns. Often they would write a 
hymn at the end of a week of meditating upon their sermon.  

For instance, John Newton’s hymn Amazing Grace is actually a result of his meditating all week upon 
1 Chronicles 17, God’s covenant with David. We even have the notes from Newton’s sermon the day 
that he first taught his people that hymn! 6 You might remember how David wants to build a house for 
God, but God tells him, “You aren’t going to build me a house – I’m going to build your house! I have 
been traveling in a tent with my people and until they are settled, I won’t be settled! David, I’m 
putting my house on hold because I am putting you first!” 7 Isn’t that the heart of the Gospel – that 
God puts us first? As David sits in that, he is blown away, and as Newton sits in that, he too canot help 
but cry “Amazing grace!” 

Hymns are powerful. They sneak into our soul. As William Cowper sings, “Sometimes a light surprises 
the Christian while he sings; it is the Lord who rises with healing in His wings.” William Cowper was 
well aware of the power of hymns as he writes in a letter to a friend, “It is a noble thing to be a poet. It 
makes all the world so lively. I might have preached more sermons than even Tillotson did and 
better, and the world would have been still fast asleep. But a volume of verse is a fiddle that puts the 
universe in motion.” 8 Hymns have this ability to sneak in undetected and surprise us! And we 
desperately need the truth of the mercy of God to break through, to reform us, to restore our sanity, to 



open our eyes to help us see Jesus as beautiful and believable — in short, to shape us as a people of 
God. The hymns have power to do just that. 

In her book, A Royal Waste of Time, Marva Dawn tells of Vaclav Havel, a playwright who is also the 
president of the Czech Republic. He was asked, how the revolution to overthrow communism in the 
Czech Republic was bloodless and yet had experienced real staying power. He simply replied, “We had 
our parallel society. And in that parallel society, we wrote our plays and sang our songs and read 
our poems, until we knew the truth so well that we could go out into the streets of Prague and say, 
'We don’t believe your lies anymore!' And communism had to fall.” 9 

Isn’t that a beautiful picture of what worship should be about? We gather to sing our songs so we will 
know the truth so well that we can go out into the world and we say, “We don’t believe your lies 
anymore! We won’t be squeezed into your mold!” And so we can speak to our fearful heart and say, 
“Heart, I don’t believe your lies anymore!” (or as Charles Wesley put it, “Arise my soul arise! Shake 
off your guilty fear!”) because Jesus can trump even what my heart says! And Jesus does trump our 
hearts as He becomes beautiful and believable to you. That is why we gather in worship. That is why I 
urge you, use the hymns of the church! God is using them to mold us to the truth, restore our sanity, 
and open our eyes to see Jesus as beautiful and believable. 

---------------------------------------------- 
1 Eugene H. Peterson, The Message (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 1993), 328. back  
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Why We Still Need Hymns  In A Postmodern World:   

The Formative Power Of Worship  

Rev. Kevin Twit (July 2003) 

Int roduction: Is There Real l y A New “Move men t” Going On? 

Lori’s testimony “Coming from a typical praise chorus-reliant high school youth group I sort of 
turned my nose up as I was handed a notebook of hymn s at my first visit to RUF. I didn’t 
understand a lot of the poetic and imagery-driven lyrics and the word hymn automatically meant 
boring music. But as the week s passed, I found myself falling in love with the old hymns and the 
idea of putting ne w (and very beautiful) music to them . The words are so profound and full of 
truth one can’t help but be broken. Singing hymn s has seriously changed my life and freed me 
from feeling frustrated by surface lyrics that focus on ho w I feel about God, which is alw ays 
changing. Hymn s have allo wed me to center my worship on the Gospel, which in turn compels 
m e to love the God I am prone to hate and w ander from .” 

What’s going on? See “The Younger Evangelicals” by Robert Webber, “Bobos in Paradise” by David Brooks, and 
“The New Faithful” by Colleen Carroll. Webber writes, “I find three trends in the worship of the younger 
evangelical. They are (1) a reaction to entertainment worship, (2) a longing for an experience of 
God’s presence, and (3) a restoration of liturgical elements of worship.” 

“My grandm other saved it, my m other threw it a way, and no w I’m buying it back” 

Roots and wings! “The challenge is to provide roots and wings – to bring young people into a sen se 
of connectedness with the past that doesn’t rob them of their vision of the future.” Gerard Kelly 
“Retro-future” 

I. Worship Is Form a t i ve – Lex Ora ndi Lex Credendi (The law of pra yer is t he law of 
belief.) 

“And we, who with unveiled faces all gaze upon the Lord's glory, are being transformed into his 
likeness with ever-increasing glory, which com es from the Lord, who is the Spirit” 2Corinthians 
3:18 

The expulsive power of a new affection! Worship shapes and molds us! Our hearts are drawn from other 
“treasures” as our eyes are opened to see Jesus for who He really is. Thomas Chalmers (19th century Scottish 
Presbyterian) called this the “expulsive power of a new affection.” By that phrase he means that you never 
really get over one love until a new one comes along. In worship we seek to have Jesus become more beautiful 
and believable to us. (Bill Lane’s wonderful phrase!) See “Thou Lovely Source Of True Delight” by Anne Steele 
(18th century), “Thou lovely Source of true delight, Whom I unseen adore. Unveil Thy beauties to 
m y heart, That I might love Thee m ore!” 

Worship restores our sanity! We seek to have God restore our sanity so that we can live in line with the truth of 
the gospel rather than in accordance with the fantasy world in which we must earn God’s favor and manipulate 
Him to do whatever we want. Our basic problem as believers is that of idolatry, we too often worship a “god” 
who is so much less than the God of the Bible. But the gospel heals us of our idolatry by showing us that we 
already have what we are trying to get from our idols. Whether it be power or security or meaning, we already 
have it in Jesus. When we see this, and the truth of it connects to our hearts, we are transformed! 

The longing for experiencing God. Postmoderns long for experience with God and the hymns are some of the 
richest expression of Christian experience we have – they are a real doorway into sensing the truth on our 
hearts rather than just “knowing” it in our heads! See Wesley’s “Arise My Soul Arise” for a great example of 
crying out to God to sense what we confess. “Arise my soul arise, Shake off thy guilty fears, The 
bleeding sacrifice, On my behalf appears.” This communion hymn is a pleading with the soul to feel what 
we see displayed in the sacraments! 



  

II. Hym ns Help Us Grow Up! 

Hymns teach us the rich theology we really need! If we have a limited view of who God is and what the gospel 
is, our experience of it will be limited as well. Why does Paul write the longest explanation of the gospel to 
people who are (literally) world-famous for their faith? (Romans 1:8) Because as Luther said, we leak the 
gospel and it needs to be beat into our heads over and over again! 

Hymns stretch us! Post moderns despise a wa tered-down, conte n t-less gospel! “People think 
if we make it easy on young adults, we’ll dra w them in, [but reality] is the very opposite. Youth 
are looking for a casue, a reason to live. They need som ething to give their lives to. A Christianity 
that says, “Go to church on Sunday and be a good person” – that’s no cause! Christianity doesn’t 
say go to church on Sunday, Jesus said, “He who loses his life will find it.” In other words, “If you 
don’t love me above all things, you’re not w orthy of me.” But fe w people are given that m es sage.” 
Rosalind Moss (quoted in “The New Faithful” by Carroll) Don’t be afraid of content in our worship services! 
Sometimes we might even have to ask someone what a line means. But who says that everything we sing must 
be instantly accessible? Is there no value to learning songs that take some work? Why is “Henry Lyte’s “Jesus I 
My Cross have Taken” one of my students favorite hymns? I think it is because it offers us orientation to what 
the Christian life really is all about and doesn’t sugar-coat things at all! 

“Jesus I my cross have taken, all to leave and follo w Thee.  Destitute, despised, forsaken, Thou 
from hence my all shall be  Perish every fond ambition, All I’ve sought or hoped or known . Yet 
ho w rich is my condition! God and heaven are still my o wn. 

“Let the world despise and leave me, They have left my Savior, too. Human hearts and looks 
deceive me; Thou art not, like them , untrue. O while Thou dost smile upon me, God of wisdom , 

love, and might, Foes may hate and friends diso wn me, Sho w Thy face and all is bright.” 

III. Hym ns Focus Us Where T he Focus Needs To Be! 

Hymns are mini-meditations on the “paradoxes” of the gospel that drive us to worship. C.H. Spurgeon once 
said “When I cannot understand anything in the Bible, it seem s as though God had set a chair there 
for me, at which to kneel and worship; and that the mysteries are intended to be an altar of 
devotion.” I think that is good advice. Hymns are an opportunity to sit in a mystery like “And can it be that 
Thou my God shouldst die for me?!” until it begins to enter into our heart! Another great example is 
Augustus Toplady’s “O Love incomprehensible, that made Thee bleed for me. The Judge of all hath 
suffered death, to set His prisoner free!” The greatest mystery is not why is there evil, but why God would 
suffer for His enemies?! If we ever lose our amazement at that, then we are in deep weeds! 

Many hymns actually are born out of mediation upon scripture – an art we desperately need to relearn! Tim 
Keller (pastor at Redeemer Church in NYC) says meditation is thinking a truth in [into your heart] and then 
thinking it out [thinking out the implications of this truth for your life etc.] That is what the hymns help us do 
as they take their theme and turn it over and let us gaze upon it form all different angles. And they often will 
suggest (though by no means do they ever exhaust) ways in which this truth should change our lives. In this 
way they model how to meditate upon scripture and the truths of the gospel. This is not just a happy 
coincidence, it is born out of the fact that hymns are usually the result of mediation in the first place! A great 
example of this is “How Sweet The Name Of Jesus Sounds” by John Newton (18th century.) We have the notes 
from Newton’s sermon the day he introduced this hymn to his congregation and it reveals that his text was 
“Thy Name is as ointment poured forth” (Song of Solomon 1:3). As he reflected upon that text all week he 
saw it’s fulfillment in Jesus and the implication for the trials and tribulations of the Christian’s life. When was 
the last time you got that much out of meditating on Song of Solomon 1:3? 

Hymns remind us that we can only approach God through the shed blood of Jesus (1Pet 2:5) It is amazing how 
little the gospel is celebrated in some modern choruses. The idea that we only approach God as Christians 
through the blood of Christ is (I hope) assumed but it is too rarely mentioned! And when the cross is 
mentioned, it is only mentioned, it is never explained or unpacked or gazed upon. The major theme is wanting 
to see God’s face and His glory, but the cross is the way we see God’s face and it is the fullest expression of His 



glory! (Luther called this the “theology of the cross” and we need to relearn this theology – especially in Middle 
Class America!) We need deeper and richer, and longer, looks at the cross and all that it means! As Luther 
advised, “For every one look you take of your sin, take 10 looks at the cross!” But we rarely look at our 
sin, perhaps because we don’t look at the cross enough! Because if you really look at your sin without seeing the 
cross as huge – it will devastate you! 

Hymns focus us on God’s promises more than upon ours! We grow b y feeding on God’s character 
re vea led a nd b y feasti ng on His prom ises. Many modern choruses, with their almost constant 
emphasis on what we want to do, (“Lord I just want to …”) fail to teach us to rely on God’s love for us as 1John 
4:16 says (“We know and rely on God’s love for us”). We need to recall Augustus Toplady’s hymn “Rock of 
Ages” (originally titled “A living and dying prayer for the holiest believer on earth”): “Could my zeal no 
respite kno w , could my tears forever flo w, all for sin could not atone, thou must save and thou 
alone!” 



 

 

EVANGELISTIC WORSHIP 
June, 2001 

TIM KELLER 

THE WORSHIP WARS 
One of the basic features of church life in the U.S. today is the proliferation of worship and music forms. 

This in turn has caused many severe conflicts both within individual congregations and whole 

denominations.  Most books and articles about recent worship trends tend to fall into one of two broad 

categories.
1
  "Contemporary Worship" (hereafter CW) advocates often make rather sweeping statements, 

such as "pipe organs and choirs will never reach people today." "Historic Worship" (hereafter HW) 

advocates often speak similarly about how incorrigibly corrupt popular music and culture is, and how 

they make contemporary worship completely unacceptable.
2
 

 

Contemporary Worship: Plugging In? 
One CW advocate writes vividly that we must ‘plug in’ our worship in to three power sources: "the sound 

system, the Holy Spirit, and contemporary culture."
3
  But several problems attend the promotion of 

strictly contemporary worship.  

 

First, some popular music does have severe limitations for worship. Critics of popular culture argue that 

much of it is the product of mass-produced commercial interests. As such, it is often marked by 

sentimentality, a lack of artistry, sameness, and individualism in a way that traditional folk art was not.  

Second, when we ignore historic tradition we break our solidarity with Christians of the past. Part of the 

richness of our identity as Christians is that we are saved into a historic people. An unwillingness to 

consult tradition is not in keeping with either Christian humility or Christian community. Nor is it a 

thoughtful response to the post-modern rootlessness which now leads so many to seek connection to 

ancient ways and peoples. 

 

Finally, any worship that is strictly contemporary will become 'dated' very, very quickly.  Also, it will 

necessarily be gauged to a very narrow 'market niche.' When Peter Wagner says we should 'plug in' to 

contemporary culture, which contemporary culture does he mean?  White, black, Latin, urban, suburban, 

‘Boomer,' or ‘GenX’ contemporary culture? Just ten years ago, Willow Creek's contemporary services 

were considered to be 'cutting edge.' Today, most younger adults find them dated and 'hokey.'
4
 

 

Hidden (but not well!) in the arguments of contemporary worship enthusiasts is the assumption that 

culture is basically neutral. Thus there is no reason why we cannot wholly adapt our worship to any 

particular cultural form. But worship that is not rooted in any particular historic tradition will often lack 

                                                           
1 As one of many examples, see Michael S. Hamilton, "The Triumph of the Praise Songs," Christianity Today (July 12, 1999) 
vol.43, no.8, p.28. He speaks of 'Reformers' who value tradition and look for greater unity among churches through common 
liturgical forms and of 'Revolutionaries' who promote contemporary music and who encourage broad diversity in worship style.  
2 Representative figures who emphasize historic continuity, tradition, high culture, and theological exposition in worship are 
Marva Dawn, Reaching Out without Dumbing Down (Eerdmans, 1995) and David Wells, “A Tale of Two Spiritualities” in 
Losing Our Virtue (Eerdmans, 1998.) (See also the web page for "Church Music at a Crossroads": http://www.xlgroup.net/cmac.) 
Examples of those urging a move to contemporary worship with emphasis “visual communication, music, sensations, and 
feelings” are Lyle Schaller “Worshipping with New Generations” in 21 Bridges to the 21st Century (Abingdon, 1994) and 
C.Peter Wagner, The New Apostolic Churches (Regal, 1998.) 
3 See C.Peter Wagner, who says that contemporary worship: “is ‘plugged in’ to three important power sources: the sound system, 
the Holy Spirit, and contemporary culture” p.3 of “Another New Wineskin--the New Apostolic Reformation” in Next 
(Leadership Network: Jan-Mar, 1999.) That is a good description of tradition-eschewing contemporary worship. 
4 The critique of Willow Creek as a 'dated' and 'Boomer' model can be found in Sally Morganthaler, "Out of the Box: Authentic 
Worship in a Postmodern Culture," Worship Leader, May-June, 1998, p.24ff. This and an interview with musician Fernando 
Ortega in Prism Nov/Dec 1997 are indications of some major cracks in the foundation of evangelical assumptions about what 
kind of services will reach young secular people. However, if a church abandons 'Boomer' contemporary music for more 
alternative rock, won't it be in the same position in another 10-15 years that Willow Creek is in now? More historic worship 
forms have a better claim to durability. 



 

 

the critical distance to critique and avoid the excesses and distorted sinful elements of the particular 

surrounding, present culture. For example, how can we harness contemporary Western culture's 

accessibility and frankness, but not its individualism and psychologizing of moral problems?   

 

Historic Worship--Pulling Out?  

HW advocates, on the other hand, are strictly 'high culture' promoters, who defend themselves from 

charges of elitism by arguing that modern pop music is inferior to traditional folk art.
5
 But problems also 

attend the promotion of strictly traditional, historic worship. 

 

First, HW advocates cannot really dodge the charge of cultural elitism. A realistic look at the Christian 

music arising from the grassroots folk cultures of Latin America, Africa, and Asia (not commercially 

produced pop music centers) reveals many of the characteristics of contemporary praise and worship 

music--simple and accessible tunes, driving beat, repetitive words, and emphasis on experience.
6
 In the 

U.S., an emphasis on strictly high culture music and art will probably only appeal to college educated 

elites.  Second, any proponent of 'historic' worship will have to answer the question--'whose' history? 

Much of what is called 'traditional' worship is rooted in northern European culture. While strict CW 

advocates bind worship too heavily to one present culture, strict HW advocates bind it too heavily to a 

past culture. Do we really believe that the 16th century Northern European approach to emotional 

expression and music (incarnate in the Reformation tradition) was completely Biblically informed and 

must be preserved? 

 

Hidden (but not well!) in the arguments of traditional worship advocates is the assumption that certain 

historic forms are more pure, Biblical, and untainted by human cultural accretions. Those who argue 

against cultural relativism must also remember the essential relativity of all traditions. Just as it is a lack 

of humility to disdain tradition, it is also a lack of humility (and a blindness to the 'noetic' effects of sin) to 

elevate any particular tradition or culture's way of doing worship. A refusal to adapt a tradition to new 

realities may come under Jesus’ condemnation of making our favorite human culture into an idol, equal to 

the Scripture in normativity (Mark 7:8-9)
7
  While CW advocates do not seem to recognize the sin in all 

cultures, the HW advocates do not seem to recognize the amount of (common) grace in all cultures.  

 

Bible, Tradition, and Culture 

At this point, the reader will anticipate that I am about to unveil some grand 'Third Way' between two 

extremes. Indeed, many posit a third approach called "Blended" worship.
8
  But it is not so simple as that. 

My major complaint is that both sides are equally simplistic in the process by which they shape their 

worship.  

 

                                                           
5 Marva Dawn does an excellent job of distilling Ken Myer’s concerns about pop music in her chapter “Throwing the Baby Out 
with the Bath Water” in Reaching Out, p.183ff. 
6 See "The Triumph of the Praise Songs," Ibid. 
7 Too often, advocates for 'high culture' or 'pop culture' worship music try to make their advocacy a matter of theological 
principle, when their conviction is really more a matter of their own tastes and cultural preferences. For example, when pressed, 
HW advocates admit that jazz is not really a product of commercial pop culture, but qualifies as a high culture medium which 
grew out of genuine folk roots and requires great skill and craft and can express a fuller range of human experience than rock and 
pop music.(See Calvin M.Johansson, Music and Ministry: A Biblical Counterpoint (Hendrickson, 1984) pp.59-62 on “Folk Music 
and Jazz.") On their own principles, then, there is no reason for traditionalists not to allow jazz music in worship, yet I see no 
Tradition-worship proponents encouraging jazz liturgies! Why not? I think that they are going on their own aesthetic preferences. 
8 Unfortunately, for many people 'blended' worship consists of a simple, wooden 50-50 division between contemporary songs and 
traditional hymns. This is often quite jarring and unhelpful. It is more of a political compromise than the result of reflection about 
your community's culture and your church's tradition. A far better example of a 'Third Way' is Robert E. Webber, Blended 

Worship: Achieving Substance and Relevance in Worship (Hendrickson, 1996.) Webber is talking of a more organic blend of 
liturgical elements, content-ful preaching, and a variety of music forms. In many ways my essay agrees with Webber's basic 
thrust. We would not use the term 'blended worship,' however, because it usually connotes the political compromise mentioned 
above. On the problems of 50-50 music division, see comments at end of the paper, under "Selecting Worship Music". 



 

 

CW advocates consult a) the Bible and b) contemporary culture, while HW advocates consult a) the Bible 

and b) historic tradition. But we forge worship best when we consult a) the Bible, b) the cultural context 

of our community,
9
 and c) the historic tradition of our church.

10
 The result of this more complex process 

will not be simply a single, third "middle way." There are at least nine worship traditions in Protestantism 

alone.
11

 That is why the book you are reading provides examples of culturally relevant worship that 

nonetheless deeply appreciates and reflects its historic tradition.  

 

This more complex approach is extremely important to follow. The Bible simply does not give us enough 

details to shape an entire worship service. When the Bible calls us to sing God's praises, we are not given 

the tunes nor the rhythm. We are not told how repetitive the lyrics are to be or not to be, nor how 

emotionally intense the singing should be. When we are commanded to do corporate prayer, we are not 

told whether those prayers should be written, unison prayers or extemporary prayers.
12

 So to give any 

concrete form to our worship, we must “fill in the blanks” that the Bible leaves open. When we do so, we 

will have to draw on a) tradition, b) the needs, capacities and cultural sensibilities of our people, and c) 

our own personal preferences.  Though we cannot avoid drawing on our own preferences, this should 

never be the driving force (cf.Romans 15:1-3.) Thus, if we fail to do the hard work of consulting both 

tradition and culture, we will--wittingly or unwittingly--just tailor music to please ourselves.  

 

THE SEEKER-SENSITIVE WORSHIP MOVEMENT 
Sally Morgenthaler’s interview with young pastors (Chris Seay, Mark Driscoll, Ron Johnson, Doug 

Pagitt, Clark Crebar) in Worship Leader (May/June 1998) “Authentic Worship in a Postmodern Culture” 

and Fernando Ortega’s interview in Prism in Nov/Dec 1997 are indications of some major cracks in the 

foundation of evangelical assumptions about what kind of services will reach ‘secular’ people.  

 

                                                           
9 A good case for a balanced view of consulting culture within an evangelical view of the authority of Scripture is made by 
Andrew F. Walls in "The Gospel as Prisoner and Liberator of Culture" and "The Translation Principle in Christian History" in his 
The Missionary Movement in Christian History: Studies in the Transmission of the Faith (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996.) 
10 A good case for a balanced view of consulting tradition within an evangelical view of the authority of Scripture is made by 
Richard Lints, The Fabric of Theology: A Prolegomenon for Evangelical Theology (Eerdmans, 1993), pp.83-101. He writes that 
Christian humility makes us recognize the reality of our biases and prejudices when coming to Scripture. This means it is 
unbiblical (in our doctrine of sin) to think we can find the Biblical “way” without consulting our own tradition and other tradition 
to check our own Scriptural findings. See also John Leith, Introduction to the Reformed Tradition, (John Knox, 1981) Chapter I - 
“Traditioning the Faith." 
11 James F.White, A Brief History of Christian Worship (Abingdon, 1993) p.107, identifies the Protestant worship traditions as 
follows: 
16th cent:  Anabaptist,  (Continental) Reformed, Anglican, Lutheran 
17th cent: Quaker, Puritan/Reformed 
18th cent: Methodist 
19th cent: Frontier 
20th cent: Pentecostal 
12 John M. Frame (Worship in Spirit and Truth, Presbyterian and Reformed, 1996) does a good job of showing how great a 
variety of forms the basic Biblical elements can take. Some have argued against the use of choirs and solos on the basis of the 
'Regulative Principle', namely, that they are not prescribed by Scripture. But Frame asks, if some are allowed to pray aloud, while 
the rest of the congregation meditates, why can’t some be allowed to sing or play aloud, while the rest of the congregation 
meditates? (p.129) Why would song be regulated in a different way than prayer and preaching? Some have argued against using 
hymns and non-Scriptural songs on the basis of the Regulative Principle. But Frame asks, if we are allowed to pray or to preach 
using our own words (based on Scripture), why can we not sing using our own words (based on Scripture)? (p.127) Why would 
song be regulated in a different way than prayer and preaching? Some have argued against the use of dance in worship, but aside 
from many apparent references to dance in worship in the Psalter, Frame asks, if we are exhorted to raise hands (Neh.2:8; 
Ps.28:2; 1 Tim.2:8), clap hands (Ps.47:1), and fall down (1 Cor.14:25) is it not expected and natural that we accompany words 
with actions? (p.131) We can’t preach, surely, without using our bodies to express our thoughts and words, so how can we 
arbitrarily ‘draw the line’ to exclude dance? Frame points out that the real way to make decisions about these issues (such as 
dance) is wisdom and love--namely, what will edify? In other words, if you think that dancers in leotards will be too distracting 
and sexually provocative for your congregation, just say so--don’t try to prove that the Bible forbids it. It is a bad habit of mind to 
seek to label “forbidden” what is really just unwise. 



 

 

The crisis (that is here? coming?) in the church growth movement due to the fact that the attack on 

seeker-sensitive worship is coming from inside, that is, from the pastors of fast growing ‘mega-churches’ 

(though the name and category is eschewed) filled with under-30’s.  These pastors claim that the Willow 

Creek inspired services supposedly adapted for the unchurched were calibrated for a very narrow and 

transitory kind of unchurched person: namely, college educated, white, Baby Boomers, suburbanites.  The 

increasingly multi-ethnic, less rational/word-oriented, urban oriented and more secular generations under 

the age of 35 are not the same kind of ‘unchurched’ people. The critique is that Willow Creek ‘over-

adapted’ to the rational, a-historical ‘high modern’ world-view.  

 

The younger pastors say that Willow Creek services do several things that alienate the seekers of their 

generations.  

 

a) It removed transcendence from its services by utilizing light, happy music and tone, complete 

accessibility of voice, using dramatic sketches that create a nightclub or TV-show atmosphere.  But their 

generations hunger for awe. 

 

b) It ditched connection to history and tradition and went completely contemporary in all cultural 

references, from sermon illustrations to decoration to antiseptic ‘suburban mall/office building’ setting.  

But their generations hunger for rootedness, and love a pastiche of ancient and modern. 

 

c) It emphasized polish and technical excellence and slick professionalism and management technique, 

while their generations hunger for authenticity and community rather than programs. 

 

d) It emphasizes rationality and practical ‘how-to’ maps, while their generations hunger for narrative and 

the personal.  

 

A SOLUTION: EVANGELISTIC WORSHIP 
Two models, with problems 

The most thoughtful members of the Seeker Friendly Service movement agree that the straight "seeker 

service" is not really worship, and therefore new believers are brought out of the seeker service into a 

weekly worship service for believers. The critics, on the other hand, generally see the worship service as 

the place for renewing and edifying believers who then go out into the world to do evangelism. The two 

models then, seem to be: 

 

Seeker service (evangelism)--> Worship service (edification) 

Worship service (edification)--> World (evangelism) 

 

There are pragmatic problems with both models. The SFC model is financially very expensive, it is hard 

to assimilate new Christians out of seeker services into real worship services. And if the main worship 

service is very oriented toward seekers, the Christians often feel under-fed.
13

 On the other hand the critics 

                                                           
13 Some disadvantages of the SFC approach: 
 1) Expense issue. It is extremely expensive and difficult to do seeker services well. Essentially, they don't "work" 
unless the unchurched person feels the art is as good as what they could pay to see in a theater. Many SFC attempts are mediocre, 
and unless you hit a "home rum" every time, the effect is quite discouraging.  
 2) Sunday issue. Also, when Sunday is the day for seeker-focused services, it gives the world the impression that this is 
the people of God in worship, that "this is all there is." And it isn't good for Christians to have to squeeze their weekly worship 
into a weeknight evening, between two busy days of labor. It robs Christians of a whole day for worship and renewal (I Cor 
16:1.)  
 3) Assimilation issue. Regular weekly seeker-focused services can also create a large assimilation problem. If a person 
comes to Christianity through a seeker service, he or she may settle into that environment for weekly worship. Supposedly, the 
new Christian is to be invited out of the "seeker" service into worship, but the jump is not easy to accomplish. In one church, new 
believers through the seeker service could not be assimilated into the regular worship, because the "believers worship" was so 



 

 

cannot avoid the charge that they are not proposing any alternative to the current evangelistically 

ineffective church. One critic is very typical when he writes: ""While we [the seeker-friendly church] try 

to entice the world to come to church to hear the Gospel, the New Testament proclaims a powerful church 

worshipping God going out into the world in order to reach the lost (cf. The book of Acts.) True revivals 

have historically proved...that a revived and healthy church reaches a dying and lost world through its 

own awakened people."
14

 This view says, "evangelism will take care of itself as long as we have great 

worship". But the history of revivals also shows us innovations in outreach. 

 

The Great Awakening was marked by two men who were remarkable innovators--George Whitefield in 

evangelism and John Wesley in organization. Many criticize seeker services because they are "not 

worship" and contain many elements of "entertainment". Often they call us to look, instead at the revivals 

of the past. But they do not criticize George Whitefield for attracting huge crowds to his own "seeker 

programs". He drew people into open air meetings with a kind of preaching that was unparalleled at the 

time in its popular appeal--his humor, his stories, his dramatically acted-out illustrations, and his 

astounding oratorical gifts drew tens of thousands.
15

 At the time he was labeled an "entertainer". His 

meetings were not worship nor did they replace worship, but they were certainly critical to the revival. 

They provided Christians with a remarkable place to do friendship evangelism. His meetings were all 

over the city on virtually everyday of the week. Whitefield's evangelism was enormously aggressive and 

passionate. His preaching was racy and popular yet pointed toward the transcendent and holy God. Yet 

his public meetings shared many of the characteristics (and criticisms) of seeker services today.  

 

Whitefield and Wesley did not become instruments of revival by simply being great expository preachers 

and renewing historic worship. 

 

My main problem with the two models, however, is theological. They both assume that worship cannot 

be highly evangelistic. I want to show that this is a false premise. Churches would do best to make their 

"main course" an evangelistic worship service, supplemented by both a) numerous, variegated, creative, 

even daily (but not weekly) seeker-focused events, and b) intense meetings for Bible study and corporate 

prayer for revival and renewal.  

 

Theological basis  

God commanded Israel to invite the nations to join in declaring his glory. Zion is to be the center of 

world-winning worship (Isaiah 2:2-4; 56:6-8.) "Let this be written for a future generation, that a people 

not yet created may praise the Lord...so the name of the Lord will be declared in Zion, and his praise in 

Jerusalem when the peoples and the kingdoms assemble to worship the Lord" (Psalm 102:18.) Psalm 105 

is a direct command to believers engage in evangelistic worship. The Psalmist challenges them to "make 

known among the nations what he has done" (v.1.) How? "Sing to him, sing praise to him; tell of his 

wonderful acts" (v.2) Thus believers are continually told to sing and praise God before the unbelieving 

nations. (See also Psalm 47:1; 100:1-5.) God is to be praised before all the nations, and as he is praised 

by his people, the nations are summoned and called to join in song. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
totally oriented toward long-time Christians who are immersed in the evangelical sub-culture and inhabit a very different world 
than the new Christian. (See Ed Dobson, Starting a Seeker Sensitive Service (Zondervan, 1993), p.83) And if the seeker service 
becomes the worship service of the new believers, either those new Christians will not be fed properly, or the service will inch 
over into becoming more of a contemporary worship service, and will lose its effectiveness in outreach.  
 4) Friendship evangelism issue. The most effective way to reach a non-believer is for a Christian to share the gospel 
with him or her in the context of a friendship. But if a Christian wants to bring a non-Christian friend to a seeker-focused weekly 
service, he or she will have to come out twice a week, once to take the friend to church, and once to get his or her own nurture. 
 5) Nurture issue. We said a church may have one seeker-sensitive service that is heavily focused on the unchurched, 
but which serves as the weekly worship for believers. As time goes on, however, the Christians often hunger for something 
"deeper". In response to complaints, the pastor often "gets more meaty" and begins to lose the non-Christians. 
14 John H. Armstrong, "The Mad Rush to Seeker Sensitive Worship", Modern Reformation, Jan/Feb 1995, p.25. 
15 Harry S. Stout, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise of Modern Evangelicalism. (Eerdmans, 1991.) 



 

 

 

Peter tells a Gentile church, "But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 

belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his 

marvelous light." (I Peter 2:9.) This shows us that the church is challenged to the same witness that Israel 

was called to--evangelistic worship. A key difference: in the Old Testament, the center of world-winning 

worship was Mt. Zion, but now, wherever we worship Jesus in spirit and in truth (John 4:21-26) we have 

come to the heavenly Zion (Heb.12:18-24.) In other words, the risen Lord now sends his people out 

singing his praises in mission, calling the nations to join both saints and angels in heavenly doxology. 

Jesus himself stands in the midst of the redeemed and leads us in the singing of God's praises (Hebrews 

2:12), even as God stands over his redeemed and sings over us in joy (Zeph. 2:17.) 

 

Biblical cases 

I Corinthians 14:24-25. 

Paul is addressing the misuse of the gift of tongues. He complains that tongues speaking will cause 

unbelievers to say they are out of their minds (v.23.) He insists that the worship service must be 

comprehensible to them. He says that if an unbeliever "or unlearned one" (an uninitiated inquirer) comes 

in, and worship is being done "unto edification", "he will be convinced by all that he is a sinner and will 

be judged by all" (v.24.) Of what does this conviction consist? "The secrets of his heart will be laid bare" 

(v.25.) It may mean he realizes that the worshippers around him are finding in God what his heart had 

been secretly searching for, but in the wrong ways. It may mean the worship shows him how his heart 

works. The result: "so falling on his face, he will worship God, exclaiming, 'God is really among you'" 

(v.25.) 

Acts 2 

When the Spirit falls on those in the upper room, a crowd gathers (v.5) because a) they are hearing the 

disciples praising God ("we hear them declaring the wonders of God" v.11), and b) and also because this 

worship is "in our own tongues" (v.11.) As a result, they are first made very interested ("amazed and 

perplexed they asked one another, 'what does this mean'" v.11), and later they are convicted deeply ("they 

were cut to the heart and said...'Brethren, what shall we do?'" v.37.) 

Comparison 

There are obvious differences between the two situations. I Cor 14 pictures conversion happening on the 

spot (which is certainly possible.) In Acts 2 the non-believers are shaken out of their indifference (v.12), 

but the actual conversions (v.37-41) occurred at the end of an "after meeting" in which Peter explained 

the gospel (v.14-36) and showed them how to individually receive Christ (v.38-39.) It is often pointed out 

that the tongues in the two situations are different. But students usually are looking so carefully at what 

the two passages teach about tongues and prophecy that they fail to note what they teach about worship 

and evangelism. We can learn this: 

 

1. Non-believers are expected to be present in Christian worship. In Acts 2 it happens by word-of-mouth 

excitement. In I Cor 14 it is probably the result of personal invitation by Christian friends. But Paul in 

14:23 expects both "unbelievers" and "the unlearned" (literally "a seeker"-- "one who does not 

understand") to be present in worship.  

 

2. Non-believers must find the praise of Christians to be comprehensible. In Acts 2 it happens by 

miraculous divine intervention. In I Cor 14 it happens by human design and effort. But it cannot be 

missed that Paul directly tells a local congregation to adapt its worship because of the presence of 

unbelievers. It is a false dichotomy to insist that if we are seeking to please God we must not ask what the 

unchurched feel or think about our worship. 

 

3. Non-believers can fall under conviction and be converted through comprehensible worship. In I Cor 14 

it happens during the service, but in Acts 2 it is supplemented by "after meetings" and follow-up 

evangelism. God wants the world to overhear us worshipping him. God directs his people not to simply 



 

 

worship, but to sing his praises "before the nations." We are not to simply communicate the gospel to 

them, but celebrate the gospel before them. 

 

Three practical tasks 
 

2. Getting unbelievers into worship.  
The numbering is not a mistake. This task is actually comes second, but nearly everyone thinks it come 

first! It is natural to believe that they must get non-Christians into worship before they can begin 

"doxological evangelism". But the reverse is the case. Non-Christians do not get invited into worship 

unless the worship is already evangelistic. The only way they will have non-Christians in attendance is 

through personal invitation by Christians. Just as in the Psalms, the "nations" must be directly asked to 

come. But the main stimulus to building bridges and invitation is the comprehensibility and quality of the 

worship experience.   

 

Christians will instantly sense if a worship experience will be attractive to their non-Christian friends. 

They may find a particular service wonderfully edifying for them, and yet know that their non-believing 

neighbors would react negatively. Therefore, a vicious cycle persists. Pastors see only Christians present, 

so they lack incentive to make their worship comprehensible to outsiders. But since they fail to make the 

adaptations, Christians who are there (though perhaps edified themselves) do not think to bring their 

skeptical and non-Christian friends to church. They do not think they will be impressed. So no outsiders 

come. And so the pastors respond only to the Christian audience. And so on and on. Therefore, the best 

way to get Christians to bring non-Christians is to worship as if there are dozens and hundreds of 

skeptical onlookers. And if you worship as if, eventually they will be there in reality. 

 

1. Making worship comprehensible to unbelievers.  
Our purpose is not to make the unbeliever "comfortable". (In I Cor. 14:24-25 or Acts 2:12 and 37--they 

are cut to the heart!) We aim to be intelligible to them. We must address their "heart secrets" (I Cor 

14:25.) That means we must remember what it is like to not believe; we must remember what an 

unbelieving heart is like. How do we do that? 

 

a) Worship and preaching in the "vernacular". It is hard to overstate how ghetto-ized our preaching is. It 

is normal to make all kinds of statements that appear persuasive to us but are based upon all sorts of 

premises that the secular person does not hold. It is normal to make all sorts of references using terms and 

phrases that mean nothing outside or our Christian sub-group. So avoid unnecessary theological or 

evangelical sub-culture "jargon", and explain carefully the basic theological concepts, such as confession 

of sin, praise, thanksgiving, and so on. In the preaching, showing continual willingness to address the 

questions that the unbelieving heart will ask. Speak respectfully and sympathetically to people who have 

difficulty with Christianity. As you write the sermon, imagine an particular skeptical non-Christian in the 

chair listening to you. Add the asides, the qualifiers, the extra explanations necessary. Listen to 

everything said in the worship service with the ears of someone who has doubts or troubles with belief. 

 

b) Explain the service as you go along. Though there is danger of pastoral verbosity, learn to give 1 or 2 

sentence, non-jargony explanations of each new part of the service. "When we confess our sins, we are 

not groveling in guilt, but dealing with our guilt. If you deny your sins you will never get free from them." 

It is good to begin worship services as the Black church often does, with a "devotional"--a brief talk that 

explains the meaning of worship. This way you continually instruct newcomers in worship. 

 

c) Directly address and welcome them. Talk regularly to "those of you who aren't sure you believe this, or 

who aren't sure just what you believe." Give them many asides, even expressing the language of their 

hearts. Articulate their objections to Christian living and belief better than they can do it themselves. 

Express sincere sympathy for their difficulties, even when challenging them severely for their selfishness 



 

 

and unbelief. Admonish with tears (literally or figuratively.) Always grant whatever degree of merit their 

objections have. It is extremely important that the unbeliever feel you understand them. "I've tried it 

before and it did not work." "I don't see how my life could be the result of the plan of a loving God." 

"Christianity is a straightjacket." "It can't be wrong if it feels so right." "I could never keep it up." "I don't 

feel worthy; I am too bad." "I just can't believe." 

 

d) Quality aesthetics. The power of art draws people to behold it. Good art and its message enters the soul 

through the imagination and begins to appeal to the reason, for art makes ideas plausible. The quality of 

music and speech in worship will have a major impact on its evangelistic power. In many churches, the 

quality of the music is mediocre or poor, but it does not disturb the faithful. Why? Their faith makes the 

words of the hymn or the song meaningful despite its artistically poor expression, and further, they 

usually have a personal relationship with the music-presenter. But any outsider who comes in, who is not 

convinced of the truth and who does not have any relationship to the presenter, will be bored or irritated 

by the poor offering. In other words, excellent aesthetics includes outsiders, while mediocre or poor 

aesthetics exclude. The low level of artistic quality in many churches guarantees that only insiders will 

continue to come. For the non-Christian, the attraction of good art will have a major part in drawing them 

in. 

 

e) Celebrate deeds of mercy and justice. We live in a time when public esteem of the church is 

plummeting. For many outsiders or inquirers, the deeds of the church will be far more important than 

words in gaining plausibility. The leaders of most towns see "word-only" churches as costs to their 

community, not a value. Effective churches will be so involved in deeds of mercy and justice that 

outsiders will say, "we cannot do without churches like this. This church is channeling so much value into 

our community through its services to people that if it went out of business, we'd have to raise 

everybody's taxes." Mercy deeds give the gospel words plausibility (Acts 4:32 followed by v.33.) 

Therefore, evangelistic worship services should highlight offerings for deed ministry and should celebrate 

through reports and testimonies and prayer what is being done. It is best that offerings for mercy ministry 

be separate, attached (as traditional) to the Lord's Supper. This brings before the non-Christian the impact 

of the gospel on people's hearts (it makes us generous) and the impact of lives poured out for the world. 

 

f) Present the sacraments so as to make the gospel clear. Baptism, and especially adult baptism, should 

be made a much more significant event if worship is to be evangelistic. There may need to be opportunity 

for the baptized to offer personal testimony as well as assent to questions. The meaning of baptism should 

be made clear. A moving, joyous, personal charge to the baptized (and to all baptized Christians present) 

should be made. In addition, the Lord's Supper can become a converting ordinance. If it is explained 

properly, the unbeliever will have a very specific and visible way to see the difference between walking 

with Christ and living for oneself. The Lord's Supper will confront every individual with the question: 

"are you right with God today? now?" There is no more effective way to help a person to do a spiritual 

inventory. Many seekers in U.S. churches will only realize they are not Christians during the fencing of 

the table after an effective sermon on the meaning of the gospel. (See below for more on addressing 

unbelievers during communion.) 

 

g) Preach grace. The one message that both believers and unbelievers need to hear is that salvation and 

adoption are by grace alone. A worship service that focuses too much and too often on educating 

Christians in the details of theology will simply bore or confuse the unbelievers present. For example, a 

sermon on abortion will generally assume the listener believes in the authority of the word and the 

authority of Jesus, and does not believe in individual moral autonomy. In other words, abortion is 

"doctrine D", and it is based on "doctrines A, B, and C." Therefore, people who don't believe or 

understand doctrines ABC will find such a sermon un-convicting and even alienating. This does not mean 

we should not preach the whole counsel of God, but we must major on the "ABC's" of the Christian faith. 

 



 

 

If the response to this is "then Christians will be bored", it shows an misunderstanding of the gospel. The 

gospel of free, gracious justification and adoption is not just the way we enter the kingdom, but also the 

way we grow into the likeness of Christ. Titus 2:11-13 tells us how it is the original, saving message of 

"grace alone" that consequently leads us to sanctified living: "For the grace of God that brings salvation 

has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say "no" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-

controlled, upright and godly lives in the present age, while we wait for the blessed hope--the appearing 

of our great God and savior Jesus Christ." Many Christians are "defeated" and stagnant in their growth 

because they try to be holy for wrong motives. They say "no" to temptation by telling themselves "God 

will get me" or "people will find out" or "I'll hate myself in the morning" or "it will hurt my self-esteem" 

or "it will hurt other people" or "it's against the law--I'll be caught" or "it's against my principles" or "I 

will look bad". Some or all of these may be true, but Titus tells us they are inadequate. Only the grace of 

God, the logic of the gospel will work. Titus says it "teaches" us, it argues with us. 

 

Therefore, the one basic message that both Christians and unbelievers need to hear is the gospel of grace. 

It can then be applied to both groups, right on the spot and directly. Sermons which are basically 

moralistic will only be applicable to either Christians OR non-Christians. But Christo-centric preaching, 

preaching the gospel both grows believers and challenges non-believers. If the Sunday service and 

sermon aim primarily at evangelism, it will bore the saints. If they aim primarily at education, they’ll bore 

and confuse unbelievers. If they aim at praising the God who saves by grace they’ll both instruct insiders 

and challenge outsiders. 

 

3. Leading to commitment. 
We have seen that unbelievers in worship actually "close with Christ" in two basic ways. Some may come 

to Christ during the service itself (I Cor. 14:24-25.) Others must be "followed up" very specifically.  

 

a) During the service. One major way to invite people to receive Christ during the service is as the Lord's 

Supper is distributed. We say: "if you are not in a saving relationship with God through Christ today, do 

not take the bread and the cup, but, as they come around, take Christ. Receive him in your heart as those 

around you receive the food. Then immediately afterwards, come up here and tell an officer or a pastor 

about what you've done, so we can get you ready to receive the Supper the next time as a child of God." 

Another way to invite commitment during the service is to give people a time of silence after the sermon. 

A "prayer of belief" could be prayed by the pastor (or printed in the bulletin at that juncture in the order of 

worship) to help people reach out to Christ.
16

 Sometimes it may be good to put a musical interlude or an 

offering after the sermon but before the final hymn. This affords people time to think and process what 

they have heard and offer themselves to God in prayer. If, however, the preacher ends his sermon, prays 

very briefly, and moves immediately into the final hymn, no time is given to people who are under 

conviction for offering up their hearts. 

 

b) After meetings. Acts 2 seems to show us an "after meeting." In v.12 and 13 we are told that some folks 

mocked upon hearing the apostles praise and preach, but others were disturbed and asked "what does this 

mean?" Then Peter very specifically explained the gospel, and, in response to a second question "what 

shall we do?" (v.37), explained very specifically how to become Christians. Historically, it has been 

found very effective to offer such meetings to unbelievers and seekers immediately after evangelistic 

worship. Convicted seekers have just come from being in the presence of God, and they are often most 

teachable and open. To seek to "get them into a small group" or even to merely return next Sunday is 

asking a lot of them. They may be also "amazed and perplexed" (Acts 2:12), and it is best to "strike while 

the iron is hot". This is not to doubt that God is infallibly drawing his elect! That knowledge helps us to 

                                                           
16 An example: "Heavenly Father, I admit that I am weaker and more sinful than I ever before believed, but, through your Son 
Jesus, I can be more loved and accepted than I ever dared hope. I thank you that he lived the life I should have lived, and paid the 
debt and punishment I owed. Receive me now for his sake. I turn from my sins and receive him as Savior. Amen."  



 

 

relax as we do evangelism, knowing that conversions are not dependent on our eloquence. But the 

Westminster Confession tells us that God ordinarily works through secondary causes, normal social and 

psychological processes. Therefore, to invite people into a follow-up meeting immediately is usually 

more conducive to "conserving the fruit of the Word." 

 

After meetings may consist first of one or more persons who wait at the front of the auditorium to pray 

with and talk with any seekers who come forward to make inquiries right on the spot. A second after 

meeting can consist of a simple question-and-answer session with the preacher in some room near the 

main auditorium or even in the auditorium (after the postlude.) Third, after meetings should also consist 

of one or two classes or small group experiences targeted to specific questions non-Christians ask about 

the content, relevance, and credibility of the Christian faith. After meetings should be attended by skilled 

lay evangelists who can come alongside of newcomers and answer spiritual questions and provide 

guidance as to their next steps. 
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THE GUIDANCE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT
The guidance of the Holy Spirit is a controversial topic on which believers hold a wide variety of opinions.
It is common to hear Christians defend their decisions by saying “the Lord directed me.” Sometimes we say
explicitly that the Lord told us to do something, while at other times we speak of the Lord “opening doors”
or “laying a thought or a matter on our heart.” 

We are so used to hearing these words that we do not often stop to consider what is being claimed. Ministers
often tell us that the Lord “laid” a particular text upon their hearts and that is why they are preaching it that
morning, at church meetings we hear men speak of the Lord calling them into the ministry, and at prayer
meetings the leader may exhort those present to pray “as the Lord leads you.”

We are perhaps ready to admit that there may be problems here. After all, most of us have encountered peo-
ple who claim to have been led by the Lord into some business venture that seems highly risky, even unethi-
cal; or to undertake some ministry for which the person appears highly unsuited. I have a minister friend
who referred to the married woman with whom he had an affair, as “God’s gift to him.” He was claiming by
this statement that God had led him into that relationship which betrayed both his wife and his ministry. It
is clear that minister was wrong. But, then, how do we know that some other minister got his text directly
from God for that Sunday morning, or that the Lord really did tell another young man to become a minister?

Now I absolutely believe that God is at work in people’s lives, and that the Holy Spirit dwells in all believ-
ers. However, I also believe that direct, mystical guidance is not promised us in Holy Scripture—indeed, we
are told to find guidance for living in very different ways than to expect it to be given us directly by the
Holy Spirit’s speaking. Further, we are never told in Holy Scripture how to know whether God is speaking to
us, or whether it is the Devil (who, after all, is accustomed to disguising himself as an angel of light) or our
own inner voice and desires.

Let us begin to address this issue by looking at what Scripture has to say about the will of God. The Bible
uses the word “will” and the idea of the “will of God” in two different ways. 

God’s Plan
Sometimes God’s “will” means God’s counsel—His sovereign plan according to which all things unfold in
the world. This may mean from the divine point of view such as in Ephesians 1:11, “...according to the plan
of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his own will,” or from the point of view
of mankind such as in 1 Peter 4:19 “...those who suffer according to God’s will.”

C O V E N A N T  T H E O L O G I C A L  S E M I N A R Y O N L I N E  R E S O U R C E S
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God’s Commands
At other times the Bible uses that word and idea to refer to the revealed will of God or His commands such
as in 1 Thessalonians 4:3 “...it is God’s will that you should be holy.” While the Bible uses the term “will”
and the idea of the will of God in these two ways, evangelical Christians use the idea in three ways. The
problem is that the third way—that of “finding God’s will” by mystically discovering what God wants us to
do—does not appear in Holy Scripture. 

What people often mean when they speak of “finding God’s will” is that there is a plan that God has for our
lives which we will live if only, at every fork in the road, we make the right choice. When we make the
wrong choice and are “out of God’s will” (meaning not that we have broken some commandment but that
we have made a choice God didn’t intend for us to make) then we think we are off the path God planned. It
thus becomes very important to learn what choices God wants us to make: where to go to college, whom to
marry, what job to take, where to live, what house to buy, etc. 

But, how are we to know the right choice? The Bible does not reveal which job offer to take or what man or
woman to marry.  It is at this point that this expectation of immediate guidance, given directly to the soul by
the Lord, comes into play. And it is for this reason that people believe in such guidance so strongly. If we
have to know what choices to make, then we think somehow God must tell us.

This is exactly the view of divine guidance widely held in the Ancient Near East during the time of the Old
Testament writings. The ancient world was thoroughly absorbed in the pursuit of knowing the will of the
gods so that man might choose wisely. In early pagan religions, divination (the science of discovering the
intentions of the gods ahead of time) was a highly developed science whose practitioners were some of the
most important members of any court. 

However, the Bible forbids divination. Deut. 18:10: “Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son
or daughter in the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens...etc.” The Bible does not teach
that our lives depend for their good and blessing on inside information obtained in this way. Its view of guid-
ance is completely different than that of the pagan religions. 

It is certainly true that God has communicated directly to men by means of visions, dreams, voices from
heaven, and other means. But to whom were such revelations given? Not to ordinary believers but to
prophets, apostles, and the like.

Gideon is one example of an Old Testament saint who sought special guidance from the Lord by placing a
fleece on the ground for two consecutive nights. One night he asked the Lord to keep the fleece dry and the
ground wet, the next night he asked for the opposite. He did this to assure himself of the rightness of what
he was about to do, and his prayers were answered. But in recording this, the Bible is far from saying that we
will be given the same guidance. Gideon was about to kill large numbers of human beings in the prosecution
of a holy war. It was a different situation from that which most Christians face in their lives, and he had a
very different office than anyone in the modern church.

I grew up hearing a great deal about such “fleeces.” When people needed to know what God wanted them to
do, they would say they were “laying out a fleece.” But, of course, they did no such thing. They would tell
the Lord that whoever called them next was the one they should marry, or if the coin turned up heads they
should go to college. However, these are eventualities that would ordinarily occur. 
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It was the casting of a lot that convinced the 18th-century preacher John Wesley that he should print his
sermon against the American evangelist George Whitefield and the doctrine of sovereign grace. This sermon
did significant harm to the unity of the Great Awakening, but Wesley felt that the lot was proof that his
views were true and Whitefield’s were false. If you want to lay out a fleece, do what Gideon did! And you
will find the dew on both the fleece and the ground for two nights running. 

Christian ethics, the living of a holy life, the doing of the right thing never in Scripture requires us to know
information that God has about the future. Rather the Bible has a very different doctrine of guidance and of
decision-making. The basic ingredients of the Bible’s doctrine of guidance are these:

THE SUFFICIENCY OF SCRIPTURE
In 2 Tim. 3:16-17 Paul says that the Scriptures “thoroughly furnish the man of God for every good work.”
When the Bible is properly understood, a Christian man or woman has all the principles of conduct for him
or her to make a wise and godly decision. The Bible is sufficient and therefore rules over whatever impres-
sions we may otherwise gather from our circumstances. David, for example, chose to keep God’s law in not
killing Saul even when he might have concluded from the circumstances—Saul being placed at David’s
mercy on two separate occasions—that the Lord had given Saul into his hand (1 Sam. 24; 26).

There is a comprehensive ethic taught in the Scriptures. It covers behavior, motives, attitudes, customs,
habits, and every other aspect of human activity. Every decision we ever make is addressed in a variety of
ways in the Scripture. With what choice may I best love the Lord with all my heart or my neighbor as
myself? With what choice do I best hunger and thirst for righteousness? With what choice do I best place the
interests of others above my own?

Much of what passes for guidance in the evangelical church today is actually very dismissive of Scripture. A
husband and wife make the choice for the schooling of their child by waiting for the leading of the Lord as if
God has not spoken in such clear ways in His Word as to give parents all the information they need to
honor Him. A young man or woman chooses a partner for marriage because of feelings they are sure come
from the Lord, when the decision must be made in defiance of various teachings of the Bible, the will of par-
ents, or the counsel of the elders. 

The first place to seek God’s will is in Scripture, but it is true that we must consider how to apply these
Scriptural truths. That requires… 

EXERCISING PRUDENCE AND SOUND JUDGMENT 
We may define sound judgment as a biblical mind evaluating circumstances. You see this practiced often in
the Bible.

Paul decided to remain in Corinth because the Lord spoke to him in a vision telling him that He had many
people in that city to be called to faith in Christ, but that is the exception, not the rule. In most cases Paul
seemed to make his decisions based on judgment of the circumstances. He remained in Ephesus because he
says, “a great door for effective work has opened to me. . .”(1 Cor. 16:9). In other cases he moved on because
there was no such door for effective work. There is no hint in these cases that he received a vision. Indeed,
it seems visions and special revelations were given to him when God intended him to do what sound judg-
ment would not have led him to do.
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SEEKING GODLY COUNSEL
In Proverbs we read of another ingredient in a biblical doctrine of guidance—the need for godly counselors.
Proverbs 15:22 tells us, “Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they succeed.” We see so nar-
rowly and are greatly affected by our own biases and prejudices. But consulting a circle of wise men and
women will give us much more insight than we could ever gain on our own. In 1 Kings 12, King Rehoboam
failed because he followed only the counsel that agreed with his own tendencies, or, in other words, he did
not really seek counsel at all. 

Even the apostles practiced this rule. The Jerusalem council involved the collective decision of many minds
thinking together, arguing back and forth and coming at last to a considered judgment (Acts 15).

PRAYING
As with everything else in the Christian life, we are to depend for right choices and decisions upon the help
of the Lord. Psalm 25:5 says, “Show me your ways, 

O Lord, teach me your paths; guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my Savior and my hope
is in you all day long.” If you read this entire Psalm, it is very clear that the Psalmist is not simply interested
in discrete bits of information needed for the making of decisions, but rather that the Lord would write His
Word upon his heart, purify his heart, and grant him a sense of constant dependence upon the Lord. Right
thinking, wise choosing, and godly living are the very blessings prayer is appointed to convey. Then there is
also a great deal of practical direction to be found through prayer. If a course of action is agreeable to God’s
Word, has the support of godly counsel, and seems in all respects prudent, but is not possible for want of
resources or opportunity, we must pray. If God gives us what we need, surely we can say that we are encour-
aged to proceed. If, on the other hand, a godly course of action is planned but in answer to our prayers, that
course of action is denied us in some way, are we not dealing with the Lord in that as well?

What is more, the life of prayer keeps us in a godly mind, a mind that blends with outward life while keep-
ing at the Lord’s side, the very kind of mind that is best suited to a consecrated life.

RESPONSIBLY EXERCISING THE LIBERTY GOD HAS GIVEN
Taking the Bible as a whole, it is clear that God has left to us a vast liberty of choices and decisions. He does
not tell us how to earn a living, how much education to obtain, whom to marry, where to live, or what
church to attend. His Word directs us to a point in regard to all of these choices, but only to a point.

Now, it is true that once we confess God’s absolute sovereignty over every detail of our lives, we immediately
recognize that the Lord does in fact direct our steps in many more ways and more profoundly than we often
realize. Acts 17:26 tells us He has “determined the times set for us and the exact places where we should
live.” 

But this lies beneath and behind our own thinking and choosing. God leaves us free to make those choices,
and He weaves the free exercise of our wills into His eternal plan. Insofar as the choices we make are not
contrary to His Word, we are at liberty to choose many different things according to our likes, preferences,
or pleasures. God has left us free to exercise genuine freedom. He commands only that we choose wisely and
well, according to His Word, though we are reminded that even when we do not, we do not escape the
divine will or frustrate His plan.



TRUSTING IN GOD’S BLESSINGS
When we walk with the Lord, seeking always to do His pleasure, He promises to bless us. That is all we need
to know. The blessing may come in the form of trial or in the form of prosperity. That is God’s business, not
ours.

This is the view of guidance we are given, for example, in Proverbs 3:5-6: “Trust in the Lord with all your
heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your
paths straight.” You see, it doesn’t say, “Find out what the paths are supposed to be and walk in those.” It
says, “Follow the Lord, remain near to Him, trust His Word to guide you aright, and you can count on the
Lord blessing your life no matter what course He may have decided it will take.”

The danger here can be illustrated through the life of an individual I knew who was stricken with a fatal dis-
ease. The person shared with me and others that the Lord had revealed by means of a strong impression that
healing would take place. Even as severe physical deterioration gave us every indication that the doctors’
prognoses were correct, my friend continued to act and speak as though healing would occur.

The death of this individual came about, contrary to what the so-called guidance had indicated. As I look
back on this event, I see how this view of guidance prevented my friend from a significant work in the
Christian life—namely to die well, giving glory to God who gives and takes away, and to leave this world
confessing before all that “the Judge of all the earth does right” and that, in Christ, “to die is gain!”

It is wise to seek the best medical advice and treatment available, to pray earnestly for healing and strength,
and to call upon the elders to pray. But, a time comes when it becomes an act of submission to accept that
God intends for you to die. Prayers should then shift their focus and seek the grace to die well, asking the
Lord to draw near. If the Lord’s love is shed abroad in a Christian’s heart, anything can be faced with grace,
faith, hope, and love.

I do not seek any diminishment whatsoever of the mystical dimension of our faith. The nearness of God is
our good, as the Psalmist puts it. His prayers open opportunities before us in some cases and close them in
others. Each day is a matter of walking with God and dealing with Him in respect to everything in our daily
lives. We ask Him for His provision and change our plans as our prayers are heard or our requests denied.

You see! Indeed this is faith—to live with advance knowledge is not. To trust the Lord to keep His Word to
us—no matter what our circumstances may be—to rest content to live by His Word come wind, come
weather, that is faith! 

This article originally appeared in Covenant magazine, the quarterly magazine of Covenant Theological Seminary. Reprint permission is
available upon request by e-mailing covenant@covenantseminary.edu. Begin a free subscription to Covenant magazine at
www.covenantseminary.edu/contactus/subscription.asp.
© 2003 Covenant Theological Seminary.
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Sermon for Sunday, September 2, 2007 

Dr. Dan Doriani 

 

THE CALL: WORK, PLACE AND IDENTITY 

 
David Wilcox is a singer/song-writer of some note. In an interview, he said that when he picked 

up the guitar, "it took hold of me as if it knew something about me." He held lots of jobs while he was 
learning to play, but his guitar was always with him. One summer he led an Atlantic-to-Pacific bicycle 
trip, pulling the guitar behind him in a tiny trailer. He played on street corners, in restaurants, at small 
clubs, playing for anyone willing to listen to his music. Wilcox is well-known today, but for years his 
gifts and his paying job were separate.  
 

"It took hold of me." Surely we want that for our work. Ideally, we love our work. Musicians love 
to perform, bakers delight to make crusts, engineers yearn to solve problems. But how do we find the job 
we love? Is there a perfect job out there, waiting for us, a job God designed us to do? If so, how can we 
find it?  
 

To answer that, we need a concept of calling. Christians sometimes think our calling is our job - or 
our ideal job. But the Bible speaks of calling in two principal ways. The first is the "general call," one all 
Christians share, the call to Christ. The second is the "particular call." That may be our ideal job. Or it 
may lead to a place of service that God appoints, even if it is not our first choice. We may seek the perfect 
job, but not everyone finds it. And if not, we need to rest in the blessings of our general call and be 
content in the place God grants us.  
 
The first calling: The call to Christ 

 

 In the past, people didn't switch jobs much. Farmers generally remained farmers for life. Naturally 
enough, wise people sought counsel before settling on their life's work. When theologians first spoke of 
"calling" they meant the call to ministry. 
 
 After the Reformation, pastors studied the biblical teaching and found that when the Bible talks 
about calling, it primarily speaks of God calling people to himself. Second, it sometimes describes the call 
to a place or a task. 
 
 In fact, we have three "callings." God calls each of us to places and tasks he gives each person. 
This is our "particular call," the call to our distinctive life work. It actually has two parts: the call to work 
and the call to a place or a set of circumstances. 
 
 But we also hear a "general call." It is the same for everyone. God calls all believers to the same 
faith, obedience, holiness and godliness. Paul especially describes the blessings and duties of the Christian 
life as a call. Listen to the calling all Christians share: 
 
We are "called to belong to Jesus Christ" (Romans 1:6). 
We are "called according to his purpose…to be conformed to the likeness of [God's] Son" (Romans 8:29). 
We are called to "share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ" (2 Thessalonians 2:14). 
We are "called into fellowship with Jesus Christ our Lord" (1 Corinthians 1:9). 
 
 If God called all of us into fellowship with Christ, then all Christians have the same call: to know 
God and to live for him. Whatever the differences between our gifts and experiences, we all have the 
same basic purpose or "call." 
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 Christian, this is who you are. We will talk about work in a moment. Please know that so many 
people find their identity in their work. But it's a dangerous thing. If you find your identity in your work, 
you let an outside thing define you, integrate you, give your life wholeness and meaning. But our work is 
too unstable. When your work is disappointing to you, what then? When a change is forced on you, what 
then? Your identity in Christ is far more solid because it never changes. He loves you as you are, flaws 
and all. He never fails us. 
 
The second calling: The call to work  

 
 God also issues a "particular call" to each person. The Lord distributed gifts and designed a role 
for each of his children. Our particular call is unique to us. For example, Paul says he was "called to be an 
apostle" (Romans 1:1, 1 Corinthians 1:1). He became God's "chosen instrument" to carry his name to the 
Gentiles, to preach on the frontiers, "where Christ was not known" (Acts 9:15, Romans 11:13, 15:20).  
 
 God also called prophets such as Isaiah, Jeremiah and Amos to their positions, sometimes 
dramatically (Isaiah 6:1-11, Jeremiah 1:1-19, Amos 7:12-15). He chose Moses to lead his people out of 
Egypt (Exodus 3-4). He called David (1 Samuel 16) to reign in Israel. 
 
 You may notice that this list runs from spiritual callings (apostle, prophet) to noble ones (king) but 
does not mention farmers, shepherds or merchants. Indeed, the Bible does not mention the calling of 
farmers, but God is not indifferent to them. Rather, Scripture does not list them because the Bible is the 
history of redemption, where prophets and kings loom large. The Lord certainly notices our daily work – 
every word and deed. Sadly, not all Christians see this.  
 
 Christians who manufacture, sell, finance and repair things sometimes wonder if their "secular" 
work matters. A woman working in a hospital nursery knows her work counts, but what if she works in a 
horticultural nursery? Is God pleased with those who nurture shrubs as well as infants? Cashiers or truck 
drivers survey their wages and status and have even more doubts. They wonder if a job with better pay or 
status would remove those doubts.  
 
 But a vague sense of guilt can plague successful professionals, too. They wonder if they serve God 
when they design cars, software, and toasters, when they sell chairs or insurance.  
 
 Some have the idea that business is second class, a notch below "full time Christian service." But 
even "full time ministers" can feel second rate. Pastors can feel inferior to the most spiritual worker - the 
missionary. After all, missionaries leave home to serve. Even missionaries have ranks. Those who serve 
people in Africa outdo missionaries to Western Europe. Pilots and mechanics stand below teachers and 
evangelists. Evangelists in established areas bow before frontier church planters. But no one can equal 
pioneer translators. Noblest of all, standing at the pinnacle, are translators who live in the jungle, without 
electricity, in a snake-infested tree house. 
 
 Viewed this way, our rankings sound silly. But lots of people think some callings are superior to 
others. In the 2000 presidential campaign, a reporter discovered that a certain candidate had donated only 
$600 to charity the previous year, though his income was nearly a million dollars. When questioned about 
this, he replied, "I have given my life to public service."  
 
 Did the politician believe he need not give money to others because he has already given his life? 
We could ask him a question. When he says, "I have given my life to public service" does he mean that 



 3

                                                

bakers, physicians, garbage collectors and secretaries don't serve the public? If all bakers, truckers, 
garbage men, and politicians disappeared on the same day, who would we miss first? 
 
 Maybe that's unfair. We might miss the baker, the trucker or the garbage collector first, but we 
need our political leaders, too. We need the services of every legitimate vocation. Society certainly needs 
politicians with hearts for justice and the public good, but political service isn't uniquely noble. Neither is 
the work of a missionary.  
 
 No honest calling is intrinsically superior to any other. Before God, all true vocations are equal. 
Cashiers and corporate leaders, cabinetmakers and icemakers, are all one before God. He will ask each of 
us the same questions on the last day. 1 
 

Did you honor me by honing the skills I gave you?  
Did you honor the parents, mentors, friends who invested themselves in you? 
Did you use your abilities to provide for your family?  
Did you promote your neighbors' good and bless mankind?  
Were you my agent, through whom my people received answers to their heartfelt prayers?   
 
 This is an especially important question: Does your work answer the legitimate desires and 
prayers of God's people? If the answer is "no" – if nothing you do brings God's blessing to anyone, then 
you need to seek a new job if you can. But let's turn to God's ideal. 
 
 Gospel ministry is a noble calling. I hope our church has the privilege of sending many men and 
women into Christian ministry. There is always a need for talented men to lead the church as preachers 
and pastors. It is a good calling.  
 
 But pastors are no more holy than any believer who serves God day by day, using their gifts to 
meet the legitimate needs of this world's citizens. Factory workers, cashiers, advertisers, mechanics, 
bankers, scientists can all see their work as God's call, as their gift to the world.  
 
The happiest results of a calling – desire, fruit and employment   

 
 Someone once said, "Vocation is where our deepest passion and the world's deepest longing 
meet." We are happy and the world is blessed when we use our deepest gifts. And if we have a rare gift – 
one for which the world longs – what a blessing to use it. 
 
 How then might we find our calling? First, an assumption; God only calls us to legal, legitimate 
activities. No matter how good you are at running drugs or guns, God doesn't call you to that. Some jobs 
are trivial – guessing weights at carnivals. But others cause great harm.  
 
 We must quit evil jobs – jobs that require us to sin. But if our work is more empty than evil, we 
may search for other work, but we aren't obligated to leave it, if that is how we provide for ourselves or 
our family.  
 
 Second, the more experience you have, ordinarily, the better we will know our gifts. Self-
knowledge is vital. I've formulated a small visual to describe the way we find and live out a strong sense 
of call. It's a sturdy triangle. Each element strengthens the others. The elements are desire, fruit, and 
employment. A knowledge of our gifts starts the process. 

 
1 G. Veith, God At Work 



 
  
 
 

 
"Desire" is the thrill an engineer feels as he sees a problem and prepares to solve it. Desire is the professor 
who says, "I teach for free; they pay me to grade papers." Desire declares, "I would do it for free," if 
money were no object. Solomon says, "When God gives any man wealth and possessions, and enables 
him to enjoy them, to accept his lot and be happy in his work - this is a gift of God (Ecclesiastes 5:19). 
 
 "Fruit" means the engineer's solution works, the doctor's patient improves, the entertainer's crowd 
goes home happy and enriched, and the teacher's students learn. When there is fruit, “people workers” 
hear things like, "Thank you! This was just what I needed."  
 
 We should pray for fruit. Moses said, "May the favor of the Lord our God rest upon us; establish 
the work of our hands for us - yes, establish the work of our hands" (Psalm 90:17). The fruitful woman 
"sets about her work vigorously; her arms are strong for her tasks" (Proverbs 31:17). Her trading is 
profitable, her family is well-clothed and honored, and she can assist the poor” (31:18-23).   
 
 "Employment" means that someone asks the worker to return again and again. That may entail a 
regular, paying job. Employment means someone believes you can bear fruit continually and wants to 
secure your services. As Proverbs says, "Do you see a man skilled in his work? He will serve before 
kings; he will not serve before obscure men" (Proverbs. 22:29). 
 
 The three elements fortify each other. Desire for a task improves the quality of our work, making 
it more fruitful. If desire ever flags, it is rekindled when we see the fruit of our labors. Fruit also leads to 
employment. Employers think, "We could use her talents here." Once employed the worker hones her 
craft through practice and the guidance of mentors. That increases desire and fruit yet further, as we see 
gifts confirmed.  
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 Some people – especially in certain times and places - have little hope of upward mobility. 
Sometimes we get stuck. Sometimes we aren't free to pursue the use of our highest gifts. We have to stay 
where we are. We may need to stay so we can care for aging parents or so our children can stay at the 
school that is best for them. Paul speaks to this in 1 Corinthians 7. 
 
 
A third calling: The call to a place - in Corinth 

 
 Some Christians in Corinth were dissatisfied with their place in life. In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul 
answers questions from Christians who were unhappily married to pagans (7:12-16). Others were trapped 
in the worst possible work: they were slaves (7:21-23). Yet Paul said these can be a call, too. He speaks to 
marriage first. 
  
 Christians who married pagans before their conversion wondered if divorce was the best option. 
No, Paul says, marriage is permanent (7:10-11). They should take comfort, for God sets apart the family if 
just one spouse believes (7:14-15).  
 
 He then added something striking: A couple is not bound to remain together at all costs. If the 
unbeliever wants to leave, Paul says, let him go (7:15). He explains "How do you know, wife, whether 
you will save your husband? Or, how do you know, husband, whether you will save your wife" (7:16)?  
 
 It's hard to tell if Paul is optimistic or pessimistic about saving the marriage: Does "How do you 
know?" mean "Your spouse may yet convert"? Or does "How do you know?" mean "Don't cling. Your 
spouse might never convert"? 

 

 We can't tell if a situation is hopeful or hopeless. But as long as we have been called to marriage, 
it doesn't matter so much if we think the marriage is doomed or destined for renewal. No one knows the 
future. We should leave the results to God. We shouldn't seek a divorce just because we're feeling 
pessimistic. And we can't compel an unbelieving spouse to stay – no matter how optimistic we feel - if 
they are determined to leave. We must accept God's call, his life assignments. 
 
Life assignments: marriage, heritage and work 

 

 This principle applies far beyond marriage. Paul says, "Each one should retain the place in life that 
the Lord assigned to him and to which God has called him" (7:17). That is, we have no right to flee a hard 
marriage, if God called us to it, assigned us to it.   
 
 The call to a place is a "life assignment." God posts us to relationships and tasks, beginning with 
the call we had when we came to faith. This is so vital Paul repeats it twice: "Each one should remain in 
the situation which he was in when God called him" (7:20). Again, "So, brethren, in whatever state each 
was called, there let him remain with God" (7:24, Revised Standard Version (RSV).  
 
 Some people want to change circumstances all the time, imagining that will cure their problems. 
There are a few exceptions, but as a general rule we should stay where we are, whether married or single, 
whatever our work or heritage. We should not desert God's assignment. One exception: singles who are 
being called into marriage (7:8-9)  
 
 Our heritage is also a calling. In Paul's day, people asked, "Are you Jew or Gentile?" Today we 
ask, "Who are your parents? Where are they from?" It doesn't matter if your parents were professionals or 
laborers, educated or illiterate. It doesn't matter if they were devoted and virtuous or not. We may need to 
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label or understand the flaws in our past so we can break with them. We should label the strengths too, so 
we imitate them. But what counts is not your past but your obedience today.  
 
 Paul illustrates using the extreme case of slavery. Paul asks, "Were you a slave when you were 
called? Don't let it trouble you – although if you can gain your freedom, do so" (7:21). Given what we 
know about slavery in antiquity, this is astonishing. Paul tells slaves: "Don't let that bother you" 
(Contemporary English Version (CEV), as if slavery were "no problem" (Greek: mhv soi melevtw).  
 
 Paul is not endorsing slavery. He is telling believers how to live where they were, within an 
entrenched institution: 
 First, he says everyone belongs to someone. Believers are "bought at a price." As a result, free-
born men are now "Christ's slaves" (7:22). And slaves who belong to Christ are spiritually free.  
 Second, our spiritual liberation is so radical that, by comparison, even enslavement matters little. 
God may summon us to a new occupation. If not, he gives old occupations new meaning. Slavery is less 
onerous because God oversees it.  
 
 Our restless age needs this. When in distress, we shouldn't think first of a new job, city, or social 
circle. Think first of your call to Christ. If we belong to him, our circumstances fade. If this is true of 
slaves, then it is true of everyone. We can serve God in cramped places. He still rules our masters – 
parents, bosses, and mentors. We can be content wherever we are, without changing marital status (7:1-
14), ethnic status (7:18-19) or economic status (7:21-23). We can remain in our place as we remain with 
God (7:24). 
 
 We are an impatient generation, quick to flee unsought burdens, so we must ponder this. 
Nonetheless, Paul is neither a Stoic, nor a fatalist. But Paul told slaves one more thing, "If you can gain 
your freedom, do so" (7:21b). 
 
Improving our calling  
 
 "If you can gain your freedom, do so" qualifies the command to stay in our place. Paul allows 
flexibility. The unmarried and the widowed may marry if they find celibacy unmanageable (7:8-9, 27-28, 
36-40). The married should not divorce – unless the partner in a mixed marriage insists on leaving (7:10-
16). Slaves should remain in their place – unless they can gain their freedom.  
 
 Sometimes change is good and necessary. There were legal ways to escape slavery: by 
manumission or by purchasing one's freedom. Paul forbids slaves to desert their masters, but if there is a 
legal path to freedom, he says, take it.  
 
 Paul's prison experiences clarify his teaching. He remained in jail if necessary, but he also used his 
Roman citizenship to gain release, if possible (Acts 21:39ff, 22:25-29). He never resorted to bribery, 
(Acts 24:26); that was illegal. But he did leave when officially released (Acts 16:26-39). He knew he 
could serve God in jail; he also knew he could serve better if free, so he sought release. 
 
 So we may not leave a position if leaving violates a law, abandons a duty, or violates a promise. 
Promises are sacred, even if we regret them. We have no right to question bedrock duties to family, friend 
or employer, however painful it may be to fulfill them. But sometimes we can fulfill duties to employers 
in new ways. Perhaps we are ripe for a fresh challenge. We may be able to move within our company, 
which would be good. But it is no sin to change employers, if we do it the right way.  
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My story 

 

 I've taken a new calling several times: After grad school, I pastored a small church in Maryland 
for several years. Then two colleges contacted me; I'd always wanted to be a college professor, so I did 
that for five years. It was a sweet, fruitful time, but I had to teach lots of survey classes. I longed to teach 
more advanced students. Two seminaries approached me. When Covenant Seminary in St. Louis 
described the person they were seeking, I told Debbie, "If they aren't looking for me, they're looking for 
someone a lot like me”. That means gifts, desire and fruit – with hope of more fruit. 
 
 I was happy as a regular professor for four years. Then for four years, I took the calling of vice 
president. They were hard years, professionally. I still taught a full load, so that I essentially had two  
full-time jobs. I spent half my time using my secondary, even tertiary gifts in leadership and 
administration.  
 
 There is a saying "The need is the call." I don't believe it. Indeed, the idea that we should take on 
the next big need we meet is dangerous. Activists try, fail and get discouraged. The job doesn't stay open 
until the right person arrives.  
 
 But I thought this was different. I was called to that place and had some gifts for the work. The 
seminary needed an academic vice-president and I was capable. I agreed to do it for three years; in the 
fourth year we looked for my replacement.  
 
 When the four years were done, I kept the part of the job best suited to me: I taught, wrote, spoke 
at conferences and remained the academic dean. Life was good. Late in 2001, a Christian organization 
pursued me for a position that would probably be considered noble by most people. Debbie and I thought 
and prayed about it for a long time. One night when decision time neared, we went for a walk. After a 
while, we both stopped, looked at each other and both said, "I think we need to stay. I think we're 
supposed to stay in St. Louis." That's place again. 
 
 In 2002, a group from Central asked if I might be interested… probably not. Life was good, 
settled, easy. Why would I want to shake things up? About a month later, I was thinking about it again. It 
was as though the Lord put a question to me: Can you show me where in my word I say "choose the easy 
life?" Besides, Covenant had seven good deans at the time and it seemed just possible that they would be 
OK with six. 
 
 The need spoke – a need that was close enough to my gifts – spoke to me. I hope you let the Lord's 
voice and the needs you see speak to you. Once we're called to Christ, the other two calls stand in creative 
tension. We want to live in the center of our gifts. But the world is messy. Our place may lead us to 
consider needs that match our secondary gifts. May I speak to life at Central? 
 
 We need ushers and greeters. Not glamorous jobs. But if you are friendly and reasonably 
organized, think: you could be the first friendly face a visitor sees. 
 We need children's teachers. "Oh, I'm better with adults" you say. I believe you. But good teacher 
can teach even if a touch outside the target group, yes? 
 There are many other needs. If you believe God called you to this place, then lend a hand.   
 
 Many of you do serve faithfully where you are – even in hard places. The Lord is pleased with our 
faithfulness and our sacrifice. Yet I must even be careful in this commendation: Our service does please 

the Lord, but it doesn't make him love us more. He already loves us perfectly, because whenever we fail, 
he sees the work of Christ. So we return to our first call. 
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 The Lord God is calling you to Christ – believe in him, belong to him. 
 Then serve him where you are – the place to which you are called – as you are – according to the 
gifts and particular calling he has given you. 
 



Knowing God’s Will 
Diagnostic Questions for Career1 

 
• What is the relation of your life to the larger, most ultimate reality of the Kingdom of God? 
 
• How is your present work as a student preparing for you to live out your vocation as a prime citizen 

of the Kingdom of God? 
 
• Where in the kingdom does God want you to work? 
 
• Where are the needs great? Where are the workers few? 
 
• Where are the temptations manageable? 
 
• With whom would you work? 
 
• How honest is the work you’re thinking of doing? 
 
• How necessary and how healthy are the goods and services you would help provide? 
 
• How smoothly could you combine your proposed career with being a spouse, if that’s also your 

calling, or a parent, or a faithful child of aging parents? 
 
• How close would you be to a church in which you could give and take nourishment? 
 
• Is your proposed career inside a system so corrupt that, even with the best intentions, you would end 

up absorbing a lot more evil than you conquer? 
 
• What would your career add to the “least of these”? 
 
• How would your career extend God’s kingdom ever farther into his creation? 
 
• What, when you do it, gives you a sense of God’s pleasure? 
 
• With what sort of things have you enjoyed success with in the past? In the present? 
 
• What sort of tasks have brought for you external confirmation of gifts and skills? 
 
• What do you love?  What do you not love? 
 
• What are you good at?  What are you not good at? 
 
• Who do you want to become? 
 
• Who else has a stake in your career choice?  How does your family factor in? Local church? 
 
• How can you surrender your gifts and skills for the good of the church and the kingdom? 

                                                
1
 These questions are culled from various resources, foremost of which is the final chapter of Engaging God’s World by Cornelius 

Plantinga, entitled “Vocation in the Kingdom of God”. 
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The Uniqueness of Christ in 
an Age of Relativism

By Dick Keyes
Director of L’Abri Fellowship,

Southborough, Mass. 
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Dick Keyes served as the speaker for the Spring 2003 Harrington Counseling Lectures at
Covenant Seminary. He is the author of Beyond Identity, True Heroism, Chameleon
Christianity, and is finishing a book on cynicism. The following article is taken from a talk on
the uniqueness of Christ that he gave during his time at Covenant.

One of the most contentious and difficult issues any Christian has to face today is the question of the
uniqueness of Jesus Christ. This issue is difficult, in part, because our society is religiously pluralistic. 

We live in a society where kind, intelligent, sincere people all around us have very, very different religious
convictions from Christian ones. What would ever lead a person to believe that there is one true God and
only one way to Him in a time of such plurality? Or as it was asked to me once, what is your excuse for
believing such a thing? 

The intellectual and spiritual atmosphere in which we live quickly answers that question by saying that
Christians who do believe in Christ’s uniqueness believe it only because they are arrogant, ignorant, ethno-
centric, and perhaps neurotic. If a Christian tries to convert somebody, then he or she is seen as bigoted,
intolerant, imperialistic, and perhaps psychologically unbalanced.

Christians do not want to be arrogant, ignorant, ethno-centric, or neurotic, nor do we even want to be
thought of in that way by other people. At the same time, the uniqueness of Christ as the Son of God, as
the way, the truth, and the life, the only way to the Father, is not just something Christians can brush off or
leave aside as if it were optional or on the periphery of the faith. 

As we relate to others in the midst of these challenging assumptions we must see the place from which some
of the assumptions stem. The conviction of Christ’s uniqueness did not arise or thrive first in the nineteenth
century colonial era of Western imperialism. In fact, it did not even arise in Europe. The whole Christian
faith is a Middle Eastern religion, not a European religion at all. 

In addition, religious pluralism is nothing new. The start of the Christian faith was in the Roman Empire.
The Roman Empire in the first century was possibly more pluralistic than modern America. It was more rad-
ically diverse in the different religious movements. The Christian faith, with its claims to Christ’s unique-
ness, grew and thrived exactly in that pluralistic setting. Pluralism in the modern world may surprise the
church today, but it offers no new challenge to the Christian faith. 

Ironically, there is a special relevance of the New Testament for us now in dealing with pluralism. Far from
putting us in a new paradigm, pluralism puts us back into the first century, right  into the setting of the book
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of Acts. Pluralism was exactly what the Apostle Paul was facing as soon as he stepped out the front door of a
synagogue onto the main street of any gentile city. 

Pluralism and Relativism
While pluralism is not new, we need to see that our society has developed a way for viewing pluralism that is
widely accepted. That way of viewing is a philosophical system called relativism. Relativism is one possible
paradigm for understanding pluralism. It is a system that denies that anyone can know absolute truth about
God or about ultimate things and asserts that it is naïve for a person to think he or she has knowledge about
such truth. Relativism declares that we are finite; we have no standard or criterion to judge competing truth
claims, no scale with which to measure or examine differing beliefs. 

When considering relativism, I often think of the example of a lifeguard on a beach who has an elevated
chair so he can look down over everybody and see what is going on. He has a perspective that nobody else
on the beach has. Everybody else has his or her feet in the sand, cannot see beyond immediate neighbors.
But the lifeguard has an elevated chair from which to see the whole beach. Relativism tells us that nobody
has that elevated view when it comes to religion. Everybody is at ground level, with only his or her local
perspective.

Relativism claims that we have a lot of people from different perspectives saying what they think ultimate
truth is, but that these people are simply expressing their own beliefs. They are attempting to name what is
not namable. Relativism claims that it does not make sense to talk about some religions being true and other
religions being false; doing so brings the wrong categories to the discussion. To the relativist no religions are
true or false. Certainly none are true in any way that would exclude any others being true. They are all true
in that they do more or less the same job; they express the deepest human longings and are means for
achieving social cohesion; they help hold societies together and give them a sense of unity and common pur-
pose.

Just as you would never say that vanilla ice cream is the only true ice cream and chocolate ice cream is false
ice cream because you prefer vanilla, so also the relativist says you should never speak in such a way about
your religious preferences. The issues of true and false have no place in the discussion.

How does relativism relate to pluralism? Simply put, relativism disrespects pluralism. Relativism seems to
have high moral ground. It seems to celebrate the plurality of religious beliefs and be tolerant, non-judgmen-
tal, generous, and enlightened. It seems to celebrate the diversity of religious perspectives, but in fact the
message of relativism is that it is the one exclusive and correct way to understand the full picture of religious
diversity in the world. In fact, relativism is extremely absolutist! It assumes for itself the very status that it
scorns when anybody else holds it. 

This Way Up The Mountain
The relativist is a closet absolutist. You may have heard the idea that all religions are ways, or paths, up the
same mountain. As these paths travel up the mountain the climber has no clue that there are actually other
roads up the same mountain. When he finally gets to the top of the mountain and sees God, the person real-
izes that he was not on the only road at all but that there are lots of people on their way to God by all sorts
of paths or religions.
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This mountain analogy sounds very humble and makes any people who disagree with it feel ignorant, small-
minded, and arrogant if they think that their road is the only road. But the real question to ask is – where is
the person standing who is describing this mountain? He or she must be in an airplane in order to see the
whole mountain. Why is the relativist the only one who gets to have an airplane when all others sweat and
trudge up their roads in ignorance?

The relativist is not just giving us a lovely picture of openness. The relativist is giving one exclusive model
to understand all the religions of the world. Relativism is an over-religion or a meta-religion that forces all
religions into its mold. It sounds humble and willing to admit the fallibility of human knowing, but it pro-
duces a single vision of ultimate truth that excludes all other contenders. The relativist claims an immacu-
late perception of religious truth, but at the same time denies that anyone can have such a perspective.

Relativism denies pluralism, the idea that there are different options that differ substantially from each other.
Relativism actually destroys pluralism. It homogenizes all differences so they are seen as basically the same.
In the relativist’s own illustration, pluralism is represented by these poor people struggling up the road on the
mountain, all of them in the same ignorance about what they are doing. 

Think of what this means for specific religions. For instance, the Christian faith affirms a belief in a personal
God. Buddhism denies a personal God. Relativism says that these two religions are really the same in their
most basic convictions. This is a homogenizing process that obscures the real differences.

So, for the relativist all views are one view. All religions are paths to salvation. But here we must ask, what
does salvation mean? The different religions have very different views of salvation. Which salvation gets to
be the one that we are talking about? For Buddhism salvation is nirvana. The Buddhist finally leaves behind
all his desires and even his experience of his individuality. Compare this to the Muslim view of salvation. At
least for the hijackers of recent fame, it meant that they would be met by seventy-two dark-eyed virgins who
would be committed to indulging their every desire. 

Whose salvation are we talking about? Whose heaven? If you take the relativist line, you have got to
acknowledge that we really cannot say anything about the nature of salvation because the moment a person
does, that person has excluded somebody else’s view. So the only thing to say is that we know nothing. But
that does not get anyone very far. So salvation generically is defined as “enabling a truly moral life” or “keep-
ing the forces of despair at bay.” The intriguing thing is that those statements do not sound like they are
coming out of any of the world religions but more like modern western liberal humanism forced onto the
plurality of world religions. 

In Defense of Pluralism
Christians need to be the ones defending pluralism against relativism. We need to defend the point that
there is a difference among the religious options, and maintain that these differences are important. 

Why are words like ‘conversion’ or ‘proselytize’ or ‘missionary’ so offensive today? It is not just because the
people involved are belligerent and insensitive, because not all of them are. It is because the idea of conver-
sion or proselytizing is offensive to the doctrines of relativism. If somebody converts, he or she is saying the
options are not all the same – otherwise why would I change? You do not convert unless you believe there
are real differences between the options available. The existence of any convert is testimony to the fact that
those differences matter, and some conversions are enormously costly. 
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Why not change if you no longer believe your earlier convictions to be true? If they are important enough,
why not even persuade somebody else to change, if you care about them? Isn’t this true of every other area of
knowledge? In history, economics, political science, medicine, physics – there are important differences. The
health of those academic disciplines depends on free discussion about the differences in those fields. Because
there is a plurality of views, people change their minds about affirmative action, tax cuts, global warming,
counter-terrorist measures, and origins of the American Revolution. People change their views about all
sorts of things and a good educational environment, and a free society, demands that conversions be possi-
ble.

Why is conversion such a problem only when it comes to religious truth in our society? If there is real plural-
ity, a real difference of religious options, then it is possible to be wrong and to be wrong in a way that mat-
ters a great deal. If there really are differences, it is possible to be so wrong that it can be catastrophic. We
could, for example, be accountable to some far greater Being than ourselves. We could be entirely wrong as
to how to approach that greater Being. We could miss out on whole realms of meaning in our life here on
earth. 

If there are real choices between religious options it raises some very uncomfortable questions. By contrast,
relativism, which does not respect the plurality of religions, is very comforting. It tells us that it is impossible
to be wrong in any way that matters. It is perfectly safe to be entirely wrong about God, or to totally ignore
God and questions of God’s existence and relevance. Different views are differences only in preference –
vanilla, chocolate, coffee, whatever. This way of looking at things encourages people to sleepwalk through
the biggest choices of their lives.

It is relativism that is the opiate of the masses – especially in the modern university setting, where it deadens
and discourages what could be enormously stimulating intellectual and spiritual discussion. Discussions of
serious differences, however, too often are seen as dangerous and liable to offend somebody. Discussion of dif-
ference is put under the carpet as quickly as possible. But if we respect the plurality of religions, we are say-
ing the choice between them is possible and necessary. God? No God? Which god? These are important
questions that everybody ought to grapple with. We need an atmosphere that facilitates asking these ques-
tions and does not bury them in shame and fear of political incorrectness. 

Any person is free to believe something that excludes my beliefs. Relativists do this all of the time. But it is
important that they admit that they are excluding my beliefs. And then we can talk – one absolutist to
another. We can be civil to each other, we can care for each other, we can love each other, we can have
wonderful discussions together. Even if we end agreeing to disagree, I find that we will always learn from
each other.



Welcoming the Open Discussion
If everyone would admit to being an absolutist – and everyone with any conviction about God has to
exclude somebody else’s view of God – there could be much more fruitful discussion. We all hold some
absolutes. Join the club. We are all fundamentalists; it is just a question of what things are fundamental to
us. If we could agree this far, then the discussion about Jesus as the way to God could be a discussion held on
a level playing field. My hope is for an atmosphere in which the reality of pluralism can be put on the table,
in which there can be a civil interaction of different positions and their enormous implications. This calls
for courage to let questions be aired and discussed openly. We must welcome the open discussion.

In that discussion, Christians must be ready to give an answer for their hope with gentleness and respect.
Nothing so quickly discredits the Christian claim than if that claim is made in arrogance, defensiveness or
the desire to just win an argument. May we look to Jesus himself as the one to give us the humility and the
loyalty to truth which we need to represent him to our contemporaries.

This article originally appeared in Covenant magazine, the quarterly magazine of Covenant Theological Seminary.
Reprint permission is available upon request by e-mailing covenant@covenantseminary.edu. Begin a free subscription
to Covenant magazine at www.covenantseminary.edu/contactus/subscription.asp.

© 2003 Covenant Theological Seminary.
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ne of our neighbors uses a pickup occa-
sionally to haul junk to the dump or to
transport furniture when a new tenant

moves into one of his rental units. It’s an old
pickup, showing signs of wear and the rust so
common in this part of the country where
salt is used to battle icy streets in winter. The
truck sports a bumper sticker which caught
my attention one day as he drove down the
alley behind our house. “Save me Jesus”
were in large-enough print to read as he
passed, but I had to walk over to where it
was parked to make out the fine print.
“Save me Jesus...,” it said “...from your fol-
lowers.”

I haven’t had the chance to ask him
about the bumper sticker. It’ll be interesting
to talk about it, though I must say that I
fear hearing some story in which he was
treated poorly by someone claiming to be a
Christian. It’s entirely possible, on the other
hand, that what he’s suffered is an offense
against the cross, and that no believer has
mistreated him. That’s a possibility, but it
troubles me that I doubt it is the case.
Worse, I confess that I would find it almost
refreshing to discover he has heard and con-
sidered the gospel but rejected it because he
finds its claims to be offensive. Refreshing,
that is, not because it wouldn’t be grievous
news—for it is—but refreshing because at
least this is an offense that has some integri-
ty.

Given the present state of affairs, what
with pluralism and the insistence on toler-
ance, we may wonder if it is even possible
for Christians to be winsome before a
watching world. To be attractive, that is,
without compromising righteousness or
hiding the gospel. Is it possible to live out
and speak the truth so that any offense
taken is limited to the offence of the cross?

The answer, I believe, is YES. We will
make mistakes and blunder, of course. We
have clay feet, and the Scrip-tures do not
give us leave to witness to the truth only
after achieving some sort of perfection.
There will be plenty for which we must
seek forgiveness from our unbelieving
friends, but amazingly such authenticity
and humility can be attractive in its own
way. Our foul-ups can even, by God’s grace,
at least occasionally be redeemed instead of
remaining a hindrance in the relationship.

The primary reason, however, for
being confident that it is possible to be
winsome and attractive to sinners is the
example of Jesus. He was without sin and
never compromised the truth, and yet

attracted sinners to himself. He even called
them to repentance—not a particularly
popular message for sinners—and though
not all believed, the record of the Gospels
is that they followed him around in droves.
Our message is the gospel of Christ, and
since he is attractive, shouldn’t our procla-
mation be attractive as well? Since our lives
are to reflect his righteousness, shouldn’t

our lives be as winsome as his was?
What an irony: Christ attracted multi-

tudes wherever he went, while much that
passes for Christian witness today is nei-
ther attractive, creative, nor winsome,
but aggressive, insensitive, and rote.
Imagine what it would be like, a friend

recently said, to sit in the chair of an angry
dentist. Or one who is offended by your
dental habits and decides that you need to
be taught a good lesson in dental hygiene.
Or one who accosts strangers with the sad
state of their mouths, expects them to sub-
mit to treatment on the spot, and when
they refuse issues dire warnings. Or one
who has reduced the rich array of dental
medicine into a single therapy that can be
accomplished in less than five minutes. Or
one that uses the identical technique on
every patient, time after time.

Graceful, salty conversation
“Be wise in the way you act towards out-
siders,” Paul wrote to the believers in
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Jesus was without sin and never
compromised the truth, and yet
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Colosse, “make the most of every opportu-
nity. Let your conversation be always full of
grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may
know how to answer everyone” (4:5-6). The
final Greek phrase translated “everyone,”
actually means “to each one.” Each individ-
ual, in other words, “is to be treated as an
end in himself,” Peter O’Brien notes in his
commentary, “and not subjected to a stock
harangue.” Which is precisely how we want
to be treated, and if we think about it, how
we would expect to treat anyone who bears
the image of God.

Paul’s notion of our conversations with
non-Christians being “seasoned with salt” is
intriguing. Pagans in the first century used
the expression to mean witty; Jewish rabbis
used it to mean wise. Wisdom and wit are
related, and both are characteristic of the
conversations of Jesus recorded for us in the
New Testament. His insight into people
and the world was astounding, and his
enigmatic answers and probing questions
fostered reflection and further questions
instead of terminating the dis-
cussion. He often turned things
on their head in unexpected
ways, and his stories usually con-
tained twists, often amusing
ones. “Those who are the salt of
the earth,” O’Brien says, “might
be expected to have some savor about their
communication.” Salt makes food zesty and
flavorful, and keeps it free of corruption. So
our witness must never be insipid or dull,
never tactless or argumentative. After all,
we are witnessing to the Lord of life and
glory.

“Ah, well,” someone might respond.
“That’s all fine and good for the likes of
Paul and C. S. Lewis and G. K. Chester-
ton, but I’m just an ordinary person. I
barely know how to share my faith and
now I have to be creatively attractive,
too?” A good question. The answer is that
we misunderstand the meaning of cre-
ative. We are made in the Creator’s image,
and therefore creativity is inescapably part
of our very being. We may not have artis-
tic gifts, but that’s not the issue. Creativi-
ty is expressed not just in art, but in hos-
pitality, warmth, and community when
we open our life and heart and home to
another, even at cost. We may not be able
to write good fiction, but we can all host
neighbors for an evening’s reading. We are
attractive and winsome when in Christ’s
name we ask questions and truly listen,
when we share the suffering of another,

and when we risk everything to be
authentic. From this perspective, it is the
ordinary believer who has the best shot at
being winsome in life and conversation. If
Paul or Lewis or Chest-erton were alive
today their fame would likely isolate
them, and raise barriers we don’t have to
worry about.

That may be reassuring—it should be
reassuring—but it still is not an adequate
answer for the question we’ve raised. Just
what does it look like for a Christian—an
ordinary Christian—to be winsome and
attractive in our pluralistic world? How
might our conversations be graceful and
salty as we interact with our non-Christian
neighbors and friends? How can we be, in
other words, more like Jesus?

Beginning in the beginning
If we wish to reflect on this in the light of
Scripture, we will seek an answer in terms
of Creation and Redemption—since it is
the Fall, the other aspect of the Christian

world view which is causing the difficulty.
Since we share a common humanity with
unbelievers because like them we are made
in God’s image, the doctrine of Creation
forms a foundation for Christian witness.
And since Christ is both our final example
and Lord for all of life, his humanity is the
ultimate demonstration of the grace of God
in redemption.

The Francis Schaeffer Institute (Cov-
enant Seminary), under the direction of
Jerram Barrs, has identified eight principles
of communication which are central to the
vision and work of the Institute. The prin-
ciples are their attempt to name vital
aspects of communication for the Christian
in a fallen world. The list can be best
understood as an effort to imagine
Christian witness in light of the doctrine of
Creation as demonstrated by Christ. To ask,
in other words, what our conversations
with non-Christians would look like if we
really believed in our heart of hearts what
the Bible teaches about every person being
created in the image of God and loved by
him even at the high cost of the death of
his beloved Son. The FAS Institute’s list is
as follows:

Respect for those to whom we commu-
nicate.

Building bridges of commonality to the
listener.

Understanding what others believe.
Language comprehensible and familiar to 

the listener.
Reasoned presentation of the message.
Clarity, a careful definition of the 

message.
Challenge to both the mind and the 

heart.
Imagination and creativity in presenting 

the glorious gospel.

A list, it seems to me, worthy of being
meditated over and prayed for daily.

Consider a few of the implications
that follow if I truly believe my neighbors
are created in God’s image. Among other
things, I will not be dismissive of them,
their ideas, their lifestyle, their choices, or
their values. Even if they seem repugnant to
me, or irrational, or inconceivable, or

entirely lacking in common
sense. That might be difficult, of
course, especially if they do not
return the favor, but such is the
cost of following Christ.

This means that I will
work hard to never be guilty of

misrepresenting what they think, or sum-
marizing it unfairly. I will honestly seek to
learn from them, realizing that they live in
God’s world just as I do, and so will have
learned much that I do not yet know. I will
remember how painful it is to face up to
being mistaken, so that my probing of their
beliefs will be clothed in humility. I will
realize that calling them to repentance
requires me to demonstrate repentance,
since like them I am a sinner in need of
grace. Treating those with whom we dis-
agree with the respect worthy of the person
created in God’s image is both disarming
and heartwarming because such love is in
short supply in this broken world. It may
not bring all to Christ, of course, but it will
mean that we are living out what we claim
to believe.

Because I am talking to someone made
in God’s image, I will take the conversation
seriously instead of seeing it merely as a
means to an end. As I ask questions of
them appropriate to the moment, we might
indeed get to the big issues of life. I will not
imagine, however, that only a conversation
on that level is significant, for that too
would treat them with disdain. And just as

Creativity is expressed not just in art, but
in hospitality, warmth, and community
when we open our life and heart and home.
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I resent being invited to “dessert” only to
discover I am at a sales presentation, so I
will never ask people to take a “survey”
which is merely a cleverly written set of
questions designed to manipulate the con-
versation in a certain direction. I will refuse
“bait and switch” tactics, in other words,
because they treat people with contempt.

In short, treating people as if I truly
believe they are created in God’s image
means nothing less than loving them as

Jesus loves them. Which means they should
truly believe that I would be willing to die
for them. !

~Denis Haack
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1. How might it be possible to determine the difference between someone taking offense at the gospel and someone taking offence at

us? What is our responsibility in this?

2. What was your reaction to the questions about the angry dentist? Is this an unfair metaphor? Why or why not?

3. Where do you see creativity in Jesus? How would you characterize his conversations with unbelievers? To what extent would he have
learned this in today’s training in evangelism?

4. Discuss each of the eight principles (from the Francis Schaeffer Institute), unpacking their meaning and implications. Have you
known anyone who exemplifies them?

5. What problems or hesitations do you face in conversations with unbelievers? Would you hesitate to ask a neighbor about the
bumper sticker on his truck? Why or why not? How would you respond if he told of the actions of an offensive Christian?

6. What is the difference between seeking to share the gospel while talking to a friend, and manipulating the conversation?

7. “Treating people as if I truly believe they are created in God’s image means nothing less than loving them as Jesus loves them.
Which means they should truly believe that I would be willing to die for them.” Do you agree? Why or why not? What other impli-
cations can you think of that follow from believing that our neighbors bear God’s image?

8. Covenant before the Lord to begin praying daily for a non-Christian friend, by name, expressing willingness to be used of God to
bring them to Christ. Would they consider you their friend? How can you deepen that friendship?
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f you asked twenty good men to-day 
what they thought the highest of 
the virtues, nineteen of them would 

reply, Unselfishness. But if you asked 
almost any of the great Christians of old he 
would have replied, Love. You see what 
has happened? A negative term has been 
substituted for a positive, and this is of 
more than philological importance. The 
negative ideal of Unselfishness carries with 
it the suggestion not primarily of securing 
good things for others, but of going 
without them ourselves, as if our 
abstinence and not their happiness was the 
important point. I do not think this is the 
Christian virtue of Love. The New 
Testament has lots to say about self-denial, 
but not about self-denial as an end in itself. 
We are told to deny ourselves and to take 
up our crosses in order that we may follow 
Christ; and nearly every description of 
what we shall ultimately find if we do so 
contains an appeal to desire. If there lurks 
in most modern minds the notion that to 
desire our own good and earnestly to hope 
for the enjoyment of it is a bad thing, I 
submit that this notion has crept in from 
Kant and the Stoics and is no part of the 
Christian faith. Indeed, if we consider the 

unblushing promises of reward and the 
staggering nature of the rewards promised 
in the Gospels, it would seem that Our 
Lord finds our desires, not too strong, but 
too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, 
fooling about with drink and sex and 
ambition when infinite joy is offered us, 
like an ignorant child who wants to go on 
making mud pies in a slum because he 
cannot imagine what is meant by the offer 
of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily 
pleased. 
 
We must not be troubled by unbelievers 
when they say that this promise of reward 
makes the Christian life a mercenary affair. 
There are different kinds of reward. There 
is the reward which has no natural 
connexion with the things you do to earn 
it, and is quite foreign to the desires that 
ought to accompany those things. Money 
is not the natural reward of love; that is 
why we call a man mercenary if he marries 
a woman for the sake of her money. But 
marriage is the proper reward for a real 
lover, and he is not mercenary for desiring 
it. A general who fights well in order to get 
a peerage is mercenary; a general who 
fights for victory is not, victory being the 
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proper reward of battle as marriage is the 
proper reward of love. The proper rewards 
are not simply tacked on to the activity for 
which they are given, but are the activity 
itself in consummation. There is also a 
third case, which is more complicated. An 
enjoyment of Greek poetry is certainly a 
proper, and not a mercenary, reward for 
learning Greek; but only those who have 
reached the stage of enjoying Greek poetry 
can tell from their own experience that this 
is so. The schoolboy beginning Greek 
grammar cannot look forward to his adult 
enjoyment of Sophocles as a lover looks 
forward to marriage or a general to victory. 
He has to begin by working for marks, or 
to escape punishment, or to please his 
parents, or, at best, in the hope of a future 
good which he cannot at present imagine 
or desire. His position, therefore, bears a 
certain resemblance to that of the 
mercenary; the reward he is going to get 
will, in actual fact, be a natural or proper 
reward, but he will not know that till he 
has got it. Of course, he gets it gradually; 
enjoyment creeps in upon the mere 
drudgery, and nobody could point to a day 
or an hour when the one ceased and the 
other began. But it is just in so far as he 
approaches the reward that be becomes 
able to desire it for its own sake; indeed, 
the power of so desiring it is itself a 
preliminary reward. 
 
The Christian, in relation to heaven, is in 
much the same position as this schoolboy. 
Those who have attained everlasting life in 
the vision of God doubtless know very well 
that it is no mere bribe, but the very 
consummation of their earthly 
discipleship; but we who have not yet 
attained it cannot know this in the same 

way, and cannot even begin to know it at 
all except by continuing to obey and 
finding the first reward of our obedience in 
our increasing power to desire the ultimate 
reward. Just in proportion as the desire 
grows, our fear lest it should be a 
mercenary desire will die away and finally 
be recognized as an absurdity. But 
probably this will not, for most of us, 
happen in a day; poetry replaces grammar, 
gospel replaces law, longing transforms 
obedience, as gradually as the tide lifts a 
grounded ship. 
 
But there is one other important similarity 
between the schoolboy and ourselves. If he 
is an imaginative boy he will, quite 
probably, be revelling in the English poets 
and romancers suitable to his age some 
time before he begins to suspect that Greek 
grammar is going to lead him to more and 
more enjoyments of this same sort. He 
may even be neglecting his Greek to read 
Shelley and Swinburne in secret. In other 
words, the desire which Greek is really 
going to gratify already exists in him and is 
attached to objects which seem to him 
quite unconnected with Xenophon and the 
verbs in µ!. Now, if we are made for 
heaven, the desire for our proper place will 
be already in us, but not yet attached to 
the true object, and will even appear as the 
rival of that object. And this, I think, is 
just what we find. No doubt there is one 
point in which my analogy of the 
schoolboy breaks down. The English 
poetry which he reads when he ought to be 
doing Greek exercises may be just as good 
as the Greek poetry to which the exercises 
are leading him, so that in fixing on 
Milton instead of journeying on to 
Aeschylus his desire is not embracing a 
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false object. But our case is very different. 
If a transtemporal, transfinite good is our 
real destiny, then any other good on which 
our desire fixes must be in some degree 
fallacious, must bear at best only a 
symbolical relation to what will truly 
satisfy. 
 
In speaking of this desire for our own far-
off country, which we find in ourselves 
even now, I feel a certain shyness. I am 
almost committing an indecency. I am 
trying to rip open the inconsolable secret 
in each one of you—the secret which hurts 
so much that you take your revenge on it 
by calling it names like Nostalgia and 
Romanticism and Adolescence; the secret 
also which pierces with such sweetness that 
when, in very intimate conversation, the 
mention of it becomes imminent, we grow 
awkward and affect to laugh at ourselves; 
the secret we cannot hide and cannot tell, 
though we desire to do both. We cannot 
tell it because it is a desire for something 
that has never actually appeared in our 
experience. We cannot hide it because our 
experience is constantly suggesting it, and 
we betray ourselves like lovers at the 
mention of a name. Our commonest 
expedient is to call it beauty and behave as 
if that had settled the matter. 
Wordsworth’s expedient was to identify it 
with certain moments in his own past. But 
all this is a cheat. If Wordsworth had gone 
back to those moments in the past, he 
would not have found the thing itself, but 
only the reminder of it; what he 
remembered would turn out to be itself a 
remembering. The books or the music in 
which we thought the beauty was located 
will betray us if we trust to them; it was 
not in them, it only came through them, 

and what came through them was longing. 
These things—the beauty, the memory of 
our own past—are good images of what we 
really desire; but if they are mistaken for 
the thing itself they turn into dumb idols, 
breaking the hearts of their worshippers. 
For they are not the thing itself; they are 
only the scent of a flower we have not 
found, the echo of a tune we have not 
heard, news from a country we have never 
yet visited. Do you think I am trying to 
weave a spell? Perhaps I am; but remember 
your fairy tales. Spells are used for breaking 
enchantments as well as for inducing them. 
And you and I have need of the strongest 
spell that can be found to wake us from 
the evil enchantment of worldliness which 
has been laid upon us for nearly a hundred 
years. Almost our whole education has 
been directed to silencing this shy, 
persistent, inner voice; almost all our 
modem philosophies have been devised to 
convince us that the good of man is to be 
found on this earth. And yet it is a 
remarkable thing that such philosophies of 
Progress or Creative Evolution themselves 
bear reluctant witness to the truth that our 
real goal is elsewhere. When they want to 
convince you that earth is your home, 
notice how they set about it. They begin 
by trying to persuade you that earth can be 
made into heaven, thus giving a sop to 
your sense of exile in earth as it is. Next, 
they tell you that this fortunate event is 
still a good way off in the future, thus 
giving a sop to your knowledge that the 
fatherland is not here and now. Finally, 
lest your longing for the transtemporal 
should awake and spoil the whole affair, 
they use any rhetoric that comes to hand 
to keep out of your mind the recollection 
that even if all the happiness they promised 
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could come to man on earth, yet still each 
generation would lose it by death, 
including the last generation of all, and the 
whole story would be nothing, not even a 
story, for ever and ever. Hence all the 
nonsense that Mr. Shaw puts into the final 
speech of Lilith, and Bergson’s remark that 
the élan vital is capable of surmounting all 
obstacles, perhaps even death—as if we 
could believe that any social or biological 
development on this planet will delay the 
senility of the sun or reverse the second law 
of thermodynamics. 
 
Do what they will, then, we remain 
conscious of a desire which no natural 
happiness will satisfy. But is there any 
reason to suppose that reality offers any 
satisfaction to it? “Nor does the being 
hungry prove that we have bread.” But I 
think it may be urged that this misses the 
point. A man’s physical hunger does not 
prove that that man will get any bread; he 
may die of starvation on a raft in the 
Atlantic. But surely a man’s hunger does 
prove that he comes of a race which repairs 
its body by eating and inhabits a world 
where eatable substances exist. In the same 
way, though I do not believe (I wish I did) 
that my desire for Paradise proves that I 
shall enjoy it, I think it a pretty good 
indication that such a thing exists and that 
some men will. A man may love a woman 
and not win her; but it would be very odd 
if the phenomenon called “falling in love” 
occurred in a sexless world. 
 
Here, then, is the desire, still wandering 
and uncertain of its object and still largely 
unable to see that object in the direction 
where it really lies. Our sacred books give 
us some account of the object. It is, of 

course, a symbolical account. Heaven is, by 
definition, outside our experience, but all 
intelligible descriptions must be of things 
within our experience. The scriptural 
picture of heaven is therefore just as 
symbolical as the picture which our desire, 
unaided, invents for itself; heaven is not 
really full of jewelry any more than it is 
really the beauty of Nature, or a fine piece 
of music. The difference is that the 
scriptural imagery has authority. It comes 
to us from writers who were closer to God 
than we, and it has stood the test of 
Christian experience down the centuries. 
The natural appeal of this authoritative 
imagery is to me, at first, very small. At 
first sight it chills, rather than awakes, my 
desire. And that is just what I ought to 
expect. If Christianity could tell me no 
more of the far-off land than my own 
temperament led me to surmise already, 
then Christianity would be no higher than 
myself. If it has more to give me, I must 
expect it to be less immediately attractive 
than “my own stuff.” Sophocles at first 
seems dull and cold to the boy who has 
only reached Shelley. If our religion is 
something objective, then we must never 
avert our eyes from those elements in it 
which seem puzzling or repellent; for it 
will be precisely the puzzling or the 
repellent which conceals what we do not 
yet know and need to know. 
 
The promises of Scripture may very 
roughly be reduced to five heads. It is 
promised, firstly, that we shall be with 
Christ; secondly, that we shall be like Him; 
thirdly, with an enormous wealth of 
imagery, that we shall have “glory”; 
fourthly, that we shall, in some sense, be 
fed or feasted or entertained; and, finally, 
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that we shall have some sort of official 
position in the universe—ruling cities, 
judging angels, being pillars of God’s 
temple. The first question I ask about 
these promises is: “Why any of them 
except the first?” Can anything be added to 
the conception of being with Christ? For it 
must be true, as an old writer says, that he 
who has God and everything else has no 
more than he who has God only. I think 
the answer turns again on the nature of 
symbols. For though it may escape our 
notice at first glance, yet it is true that any 
conception of being with Christ which 
most of us can now form will be not very 
much less symbolical than the other 
promises; for it will smuggle in ideas of 
proximity in space and loving conversation 
as we now understand conversation, and it 
will probably concentrate on the humanity 
of Christ to the exclusion of His deity. 
And, in fact, we find that those Christians 
who attend solely to this first promise 
always do fill it up with very earthly 
imagery indeed—in fact, with hymeneal or 
erotic imagery. I am not for a moment 
condemning such imagery. I heartily wish 
I could enter into it more deeply than I do, 
and pray that I yet shall. But my point is 
that this also is only a symbol, like the 
reality in some respects, but unlike it in 
others, and therefore needs correction from 
the different symbols in the other 
promises. The variation of the promises 
does not mean that anything other than 
God will be our ultimate bliss; but because 
God is more than a Person, and lest we 
should imagine the joy of His presence too 
exclusively in terms of our present poor 
experience of personal love, with all its 
narrowness and strain and monotony, a 

dozen changing images, correcting and 
relieving each other, are supplied. 
 
I turn next to the idea of glory. There is no 
getting away from the fact that this idea is 
very prominent in the New Testament and 
in early Christian writings. Salvation is 
constantly associated with palms, crowns, 
white robes, thrones, and splendour like 
the sun and stars. All this makes no 
immediate appeal to me at all, and in that 
respect I fancy I am a typical modern. 
Glory suggests two ideas to me, of which 
one seems wicked and the other ridiculous. 
Either glory means to me fame, or it means 
luminosity. As for the first, since to be 
famous means to be better known than 
other people, the desire for fame appears to 
me as a competitive passion and therefore 
of hell rather than heaven. As for the 
second, who wishes to become a kind of 
living electric light bulb? 
 
When I began to look into this matter I 
was stocked to find such different 
Christians as Milton, Johnson and 
Thomas Aquinas taking heavenly glory 
quite frankly in the sense of fame or good 
report. But not fame conferred by our 
fellow creatures—fame with God, approval 
or (I might say) “appreciation’ by God. 
And then, when I had thought it over, I 
saw that this view was scriptural; nothing 
can eliminate from the parable the divine 
accolade, “Well done, thou good and 
faithful servant.” With that, a good deal of 
what I had been thinking all my life fell 
down like a house of cards. I suddenly 
remembered that no one can enter heaven 
except as a child; and nothing is so obvious 
in a child—not in a conceited child, but in 
a good child—as its great and undisguised 
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pleasure in being praised. Not only in a 
child, either, but even in a dog or a horse. 
Apparently what I had mistaken for 
humility had, all these years. prevented me 
from understanding what is in fact the 
humblest, the most childlike, the most 
creaturely of pleasures—nay, the specific 
pleasure of the inferior: the pleasure a beast 
before men, a child before its father, a 
pupil before his teacher, a creature before 
its Creator. I am not forgetting how 
horribly this most innocent desire is 
parodied in our human ambitions, or how 
very quickly, in my own experience, the 
lawful pleasure of praise from those whom 
it was my duty to please turns into the 
deadly poison of self-admiration. But I 
thought I could detect a moment—a very, 
very short moment—before this happened, 
during which the satisfaction of having 
pleased those whom I rightly loved and 
rightly feared was pure. And that is enough 
to raise our thoughts to what may happen 
when the redeemed soul, beyond all hope 
and nearly beyond belief, learns at last that 
she has pleased Him whom she was created 
to please. There will be no room for vanity 
then. She will be free from the miserable 
illusion that it is her doing. With no taint 
of what we should now call self-approval 
she will most innocently rejoice in the 
thing that God has made her to be, and 
the moment which heals her old inferiority 
complex for ever will also drown her pride 
deeper than Prospero’s book. Perfect 
humility dispenses with modesty. If God is 
satisfied with the work, the work may be 
satisfied with itself; “it is not for her to 
bandy compliments with her Sovereign.” I 
can imagine someone saying that he 
dislikes my idea of heaven as a place where 
we are patted on the back. But proud 

misunderstanding is behind that dislike. In 
the end that Face which is the delight or 
the terror of the universe must be turned 
upon each of us either with one expression 
or with the other, either conferring glory 
inexpressible or inflicting shame that can 
never be cured or disguised. I read in a 
periodical the other day that the 
fundamental thing is how we think of 
God. By God Himself, it is not! How God 
thinks of us is not only more important, 
but infinitely more important. Indeed, 
how we think of Him is of no importance 
except in so far as it is related to how He 
thinks of us. It is written that we shall 
“stand before” Him, shall appear, shall be 
inspected. The promise of glory is the 
promise, almost incredible and only 
possible by the work of Christ, that some 
of us, that any of us who really chooses, 
shall actually survive that examination, 
shall find approval, shall please God. To 
please God...to be a real ingredient in the 
divine happiness...to be loved by God, not 
merely pitied, but delighted in as an artist 
delights in his work or a father in a son—it 
seems impossible, a weight or burden of 
glory which our thoughts can hardly 
sustain. But so it is. 
 
And now notice what is happening. If I 
had rejected the authoritative and 
scriptural image of glory and stuck 
obstinately to the vague desire which was, 
at the outset, my only pointer to heaven, I 
could have seen no connexion at all 
between that desire and the Christian 
promise. But now, having followed up 
what seemed puzzling and repellent in the 
sacred books, I find, to my great surprise, 
looking back, that the connexion is 
perfectly clear. Glory, as Christianity 
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teaches me to hope for it, turns out to 
satisfy my original desire and indeed to 
reveal an element in that desire which I 
had not noticed. By ceasing for a moment 
to consider my own wants I have begun to 
learn better what I really wanted. When I 
attempted, a few minutes ago, to describe 
our spiritual longings, I was omitting one 
of their most curious characteristics. We 
usually notice it just as the moment of 
vision dies away, as the music ends or as 
the landscape loses the celestial light. What 
we feel then has been well described by 
Keats as “the journey homeward to 
habitual self.” You know what I mean. For 
a few minutes we have had the illusion of 
belonging to that world. Now we wake to 
find that it is no such thing. We have been 
mere spectators. Beauty has smiled, but 
not to welcome us; her face was turned in 
our direction, but not to see us. We have 
not been accepted, welcomed, or taken 
into the dance. We may go when we 
please, we may stay if we can: “Nobody 
marks us.” A scientist may reply that since 
most of the things we call beautiful are 
inanimate, it is not very surprising that 
they take no notice of us. That, of course, 
is true. It is not the physical objects that I 
am speaking of, but that indescribable 
something of which they become for a 
moment the messengers. And part of the 
bitterness which mixes with the sweetness 
of that message is due to the fact that it so 
seldom seems to be a message intended for 
us but rather something we have 
overheard. By bitterness I mean pain, not 
resentment. We should hardly dare to ask 
that any notice be taken of ourselves. But 
we pine. The sense that in this universe we 
are treated as strangers, the longing to be 
acknowledged, to meet with some 

response, to bridge some chasm that yawns 
between us and reality, is part of our 
inconsolable secret. And surely, from this 
point of view, the promise of glory, in the 
sense described, becomes highly relevant to 
our deep desire. For glory meant good 
report with God, acceptance by God, 
response, acknowledgment, and welcome 
into the heart of things. The door on 
which we have been knocking all our lives 
will open at last. 
 
Perhaps it seems rather crude to describe 
glory as the fact of being “noticed” by 
God. But this is almost the language of the 
New Testament. St. Paul promises to those 
who love God not, as we should expect, 
that they will know Him, but that they 
will be known by Him (I Cor. viii. 3). It is 
a strange promise. Does not God know all 
things at all times? But it is dreadfully re-
echoed in another passage of the New 
Testament. There we are warned that it 
may happen to any one of us to appear at 
last before the face of God and hear only 
the appalling words:  “I never knew you. 
Depart from Me.” In some sense, as dark 
to the intellect as it is unendurable to the 
feelings, we can be both banished from the 
presence of Him who is present 
everywhere and erased from the knowledge 
of Him who knows all. We can be left 
utterly and absolutely outside—repelled, 
exiled, estranged, finally and unspeakably 
ignored. On the other hand, we can be 
called in, welcomed, received, 
acknowledged. We walk every day on the 
razor edge between these two incredible 
possibilities. Apparently, then, our lifelong 
nostalgia, our longing to be reunited with 
something in the universe from which we 
now feel cut off, to be on the inside of 
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some door which we have always seen 
from the outside, is no mere neurotic 
fancy, but the truest index of our real 
situation. And to be at last summoned 
inside would be both glory and honour 
beyond all our merits and also the healing 
of that old ache. 
 
And this brings me to the other sense of 
glory—glory as brightness, splendour, 
luminosity. We are to shine as the sun, we 
are to be given the Morning Star. I think I 
begin to see what it means. In one way, of 
course, God has given us the Morning Star 
already: you can go and enjoy the gift on 
many fine mornings if you get up early 
enough. What more, you may ask, do we 
want? Ah, but we want so much more—
something the books on aesthetics take 
little notice of. But the poets and the 
mythologies know all about it. We do not 
want merely to see beauty, though, God 
knows, even that is bounty enough. We 
want something else which can hardly be 
put into words—to be united with the 
beauty we see, to pass into it, to receive it 
into ourselves, to bathe in it, to become 
part of it. That is why we have peopled air 
and earth and water with gods and 
goddesses and nymphs and elves—that, 
though we cannot, yet these projections 
can, enjoy in themselves that beauty grace, 
and power of which Nature is the image. 
That is why the poets tell us such lovely 
falsehoods. They talk as if the west wind 
could really sweep into a human soul; but 
it can’t. They tell us that “beauty born of 
murmuring sound” will pass into a human 
face; but it won’t. Or not yet. For if we 
take the imagery of Scripture seriously, if 
we believe that God will one day give us 
the Morning Star and cause us to put on 

the splendour of the sun, then we may 
surmise that both the ancient myths and 
the modern poetry, so false as history, may 
be very near the truth as prophecy. At 
present we are on the outside of the world, 
the wrong side of the door. We discern the 
freshness and purity of morning, but they 
do not make us fresh and pure. We cannot 
mingle with the splendours we see. But all 
the leaves of the New Testament are 
rustling with the rumour that it will not 
always be so. Some day, God willing, we 
shall get in. When human souls have 
become as perfect in voluntary obedience 
as the inanimate creation is in its lifeless 
obedience, then they will put on its glory, 
or rather that greater glory of which 
Nature is only the first sketch. For you 
must not think that I am putting forward 
any heathen fancy of being absorbed into 
Nature. Nature is mortal; we shall outlive 
her. When all the suns and nebulae have 
passed away, each one of you will still be 
alive. Nature is only the image, the 
symbol; but it is the symbol Scripture 
invites me to use. We are summoned to 
pass in through Nature, beyond her, into 
that splendour which she fitfully reflects. 
 
And in there, in beyond Nature, we shall 
eat of the tree of life. At present, if we are 
reborn in Christ, the spirit in us lives 
directly on God; but the mind, and still 
more the body, receives life from Him at a 
thousand removes—through our ancestors, 
through our food, through the elements. 
The faint, far-off results of those energies 
which God’s creative rapture implanted in 
matter when He made the worlds are what 
we now call physical pleasures; and even 
thus filtered, they are too much for our 
present management. What would it be to 
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taste at the fountain-head that stream of 
which even these lower reaches prove so 
intoxicating? Yet that, I believe, is what lies 
before us. The whole man is to drink joy 
from the fountain of joy. As St. Augustine 
said, the rapture of the saved soul will 
“flow over” into the glorified body. In the 
light of our present specialized and 
depraved appetites we cannot imagine this 
torrens voluptatis, and I warn everyone 
seriously not to try. But it must be 
mentioned, to drive out thoughts even 
more misleading—thoughts that what is 
saved is a mere ghost, or that the risen 
body lives in numb insensibility. The body 
was made for the Lord, and these dismal 
fancies are wide of the mark.  
 
Meanwhile the cross comes before the 
crown and tomorrow is a Monday 
morning. A cleft has opened in the pitiless 
walls of the world, and we are invited to 
follow our great Captain inside. The 
following Him is, of course, the essential 
point. That being so, it may be asked what 
practical use there is in the speculations 
which I have been indulging. I can think 
of at least one such use. It may be possible 
for each to think too much of his own 
potential glory hereafter; it is hardly 
possible for him to think too often or too 
deeply about that of his neighbour. The 
load, or weight, or burden of my 
neighbour’s glory should be laid daily on 
my back, a load so heavy that only 
humility can carry it, and the backs of the 
proud will be broken. It is a serious thing 
to live in a society of possible gods and 
goddesses, to remember that the dullest 
and most uninteresting person you talk to 
may one day be a creature which, if you 
saw it now, you would be strongly tempted 

to worship, or else a horror and a 
corruption such as you now meet, if at all, 
only in a nightmare. All day long we are, 
in some degree, helping each other to one 
or other of these destinations. It is in the 
light of these overwhelming possibilities, it 
is with the awe and the circumspection 
proper to them, that we should conduct all 
our dealings with one another, all 
friendships, all loves, all play, all politics. 
There are no ordinary people. You have 
never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, 
cultures, arts, civilization—these are 
mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of 
a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke 
with, work with, marry, snub, and 
exploit—immortal horrors or everlasting 
splendours. This does not mean that we 
are to be perpetually solemn. We must 
play. But our merriment must be of that 
kind (and it is, in fact, the merriest kind) 
which exists between people who have, 
from the outset, taken each other 
seriously—no flippancy, no superiority, no 
presumption. And our charity must be a 
real and costly love, with deep feeling for 
the sins in spite of which we love the 
sinner—no mere tolerance or indulgence 
which parodies love as flippancy parodies 
merriment. Next to the Blessed Sacrament 
itself, your neighbour is the holiest object 
presented to your senses. If he is your 
Christian neighbour he is holy in almost 
the same way, for in him also Christ vere 
latitat—the glorifier and the glorified, 
Glory Himself, is truly hidden.  
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Introduction 

 

 

The article presently under examination is a transcript of a speech made to the American Humanist 

Association by Richard Dawkins on the occasion of his being named "Humanist of the Year, 1996". Filled 

with his customary rhetorical excess (and also his much-appreciated humor), Dawkins' speech provides a 

good opportunity for Christians to take note of the role of presuppositions in every intellectual endeavor 

and the role of self-deception in unbelief. 

 

 

The Faith of Science 

 

Dawkins begins his speech by comparing the threat of AIDS and "mad-cow" disease to the threat posed by 

faith. He writes that faith is "one of the world's great evils, comparable to the smallpox virus but harder to 

eradicate" (p 26). Dawkins defines faith as "belief that isn't based on evidence" and calls it the "principle 

[sic] vice of any religion" (ibid). Reformed Christians realize that this definition of faith is a caricature. 

Instead of viewing faith as belief that is not based upon evidence, we view faith as that which is a pre-

condition for gaining any other knowledge; faith itself is not irrational or unscientific, but that which must 

be in order to gain other knowledge through science and logic. For instance, confidence in the law of non-

contradiction could be said to be faith. There is no direct way to prove the law of contradiction except that 

it must be presupposed in order to learn anything or differentiate anything from anything else. Likewise, 

the principle of induction, which states that the future will be generally like the past, is what makes possible 

the formulation of scientific laws and theories. We cannot test the truth of this principle scientifically, for 

we would be assuming the truth of induction to try and prove it. We cannot test the truth of the principle 

logically, for logic has as its subject matter static propositions. Thus, induction and the law of 

contradiction, two of the bedrocks upon which all the rest of Richard Dawkins' knowledge is based, are 

both things he must accept on faith. Dawkins does not believe this, however, and directs this entire speech 

at demolishing the notion that science is a religion, or at least a faith-based discipline. 

 

 

Dawkins and the Apostle Thomas 

 

Dawkins writes, "Well, science is not religion and it doesn't just come down to faith. Although it has many 

of religion's virtues, it has none of its vices. Science is based upon verifiable evidences" (27). What we 

have seen above, however, is that science is based upon evidences which are themselves held to be true 

because of principles which are accepted on faith, induction and the laws of logic. No understanding of the 

philosophy of science seems to be evidenced by Dawkins' statements. He, in fact, appears to have the same 

honorific view of science as the technology-stunned hoi polloi. Dawkins compares science, which he sees 

as being based upon "verifiable evidence" with religion which he says shouts "independence from 

evidence" from the rooftops (ibid.). This is why, he says, we Christians criticize Thomas, the disciple who 

doubted Jesus' resurrection. He writes, "The other apostles are held up to us as exemplars of virtue because 

faith was enough for them. Doubting Thomas, on the other hand, required evidence. Perhaps he should be 



the patron saint of scientists" (27). Let us examine the Thomas story, so as not to let any of Dawkins' 

erroneous statements pass by without comment. 

 

First of all, Dawkins says that the disciples only believed based upon faith. This is not at all accurate. In 

John 20:19 and following we find Jesus, after his resurrection, appearing miraculously in a locked room 

among the disciples. He "came and stood among them and said, 'Peace be with you!' After he said this, he 

showed them his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord" (Jn 20:19,20). 

Jesus not only appears to them, but he also shows them his wounded side and wounded hands to prove to 

them that he is the crucified, but ressurected Jesus. Where is the faith here? 

 

Well, Thomas wasn't with the other disciples, so they reported to him what they had seen. Ten of his best 

friends all reported to him the same thing, that Jesus was resurrected. He did not believe them, however. Is 

this because he refused to believe on faith? No. There was the evidence of ten eyewitnesses, and yet he 

refused to believe, even given all the miraculous things he had already witnessed. How many journal 

articles must Dawkins read before he agrees with the findings of the scientific community? Has he seen all 

the calculations which allow us to postulate the existence of sub-atomic particles? Doesn't the testimony of 

witnesses count as evidence for Dawkins? I would imagine so, or else he would be forced to personally 

verify every experiment upon which he bases his current research. 

 

Thomas' answer is more revealing of his attitude than his evidential requirements. He says to his 10 closest 

friends, whose word he doubts, "Unless I see the nail marks in the hands and put my finger where the nails 

were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it" (Jn 20:25). Notice how strident Thomas' 

evidential ultimatum is. One thing that should be clear is that one's expectation for verification must match 

the entity under question. What if I stated, "I will not believe in the existence of Saltine Crackers until I eat 

one and it makes a sweet taste in my mouth"? This would be absurd. I would be requiring verification that 

is not and could not be accessible to me -- verification inappropriate to the entity under question. Suppose 

Jesus had come back with a non-scarred side and non-scarred hands. Suppose he appeared to the ten and 

then decided to re-enter heaven. Thomas' requirement for verification would be unreasonable. As it turns 

out, Thomas may not have even fulfilled his stated evidential standards before he believed. When 

confronted with Jesus personally, Thomas can do nothing but declare "My Lord and my God!" (v 28). 

Jesus' response is perhaps where Dawkins and the rest of the atheistic or so-called "freethought" 

community have received their impetus to use Thomas as the poster-child for Enlightenment rationalism 

and Baconian empiricism. He says to Thomas, "Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are 

those who have not seen and yet have believed" (29). In context, this quote is easily understood to be 

speaking of a different kind of belief required in the post-apostolic era. In the Gospels are recorded many 

miraculous acts of Jesus. Many who witnessed these events with their very eyes did not even believe! Some 

did, however. Now that Jesus is returning to heaven, there will be no chance to believe based upon sight. 

One must believe based upon the testimony of the apostles. Thomas' brand of faith is inappropriate for the 

apostolic era and beyond. Analogously, I must believe in the assasination of Abraham Lincoln based upon 

the testimony of witnesses. I cannot demand to see the event personally in order to believe it. Such a 

requirement is inappropriate for this time in history. Thomas, likewise, is held up to be an example of one 

whose brand of faith was too crude for the coming era. The question is not faith versus evidence, but what 

kind of evidence! If believing the testimony of witnesses is a kind of faith that scientists are not to embrace, 

then why are there scientific journals? (Dawkins here may well respond that scientists often include their 

data in journal articles, and thus their experiments can be checked. But who is to say that the scientists are 

honest in the reporting of their findings?) 

 

 

Dawkins and Morality 

 

On page 27, Dawkins calls faith a "vice". He criticizes scientists who falsify evidence. He calls science 

"one of the most moral, one of the most honest disciplines around - because science would completely 

collapse if it weren't for a scrupulous adherence to honesty in the reporting of evidence". He criticizes the 

law profession for being based upon the falsifying, or at least the twisting, of evidence. On page 28 he calls 

religious instruction "mental child abuse" stating that it is wrong to inculcate children in a particular 

religion. On page 29, Dawkins draws a finer point on the issue of morality writing, "When the religious 



education class turns to ethics, I don't think science actually has a lot to say, and I would replace it with 

rational moral philosophy." Further, "It's a rewarding question, whatever your personal morality, to ask as 

an evolutionist where morals come from; by what route has the human brain gained its tendency to have 

ethics and morals, a feeling of right and wrong?" He hints that a "thinking and feeling chimpanzee" should 

have more rights than "a human fetus with the faculties of a worm". He writes, responding to the charge of 

scientific zealotry, "Sometimes there may be a little bit of justice in this accusation; but as zealous bigots, 

we scientists are mere amateurs at the game. We're content to argue with those who disagree with us. We 

don't kill them". Here, apparently, Dawkins means to say that arguing is morally better than killing. As the 

above testifies, it is truly amazing how much time Dawkins devotes to ethical issues. Let us ask, however, 

what kind of pronouncements Dawkins is able to make about ethical issues given his view of the world. 

 

For Dawkins, human beings are animals that have evolved from lower forms of life and ultimately from 

non-life. They have material brains which have formed alongside material arms, legs, and colons. 

Somehow, a sense of feeling that some things are right and wrong have welled up in the human mind over 

the course of evolution. Ethical feelings are epiphenomena, feelings that have developed out of the 

chemical construction of the brain which itself evolved to possess this capacity. What does this mean? This 

means that ethical norms are like opposable thumbs, an inherited trait that has evolved gradually from non-

life. Ultimately, in Dawkins' particular scientific world-view, there is nothing but matter. Thus, ethical 

obligations are mere feelings like indigestion or fear. How then, does Dawkins make pronouncements 

about how children ought to be taught? How does he know that it is better to let them decide about religion 

for themselves? Suppose someone else felt the epiphenomenon of obligation to teach his children his own 

religion. How does Dawkins propose going about arbitrating between the two feelings, his and the religious 

educator? He offers one alternative - rational moral philosophy, a discipline which has not exactly been 

responsible for very much agreement in the past! How does he decide which is more rational, killing 

someone for fun or killing someone in self-defense? It seems that since the former produces the state of 

mind "fun" and the latter is simply a response to the negative state of mind "fear", the former is a more 

positive, and thus presumably a more rational, thing to seek out. Of course, he is no more able to define 

rationality in terms of his Darwinistic world-view than he is able to define the ethical. For both are mere 

epiphenomena like fear, pain or pre-menstrual syndrome. Dawkins would do well to avoid altogether this 

subject for which his own world-view provides no answers, only a morass. In Dawkins' world-view, people 

are just animals battling it out in history -- it is no more ethical to let our children decide for themselves 

about religious issues than it is to grind them up and use them to fertilize the family garden. 

 

Christianity, however, provides a coherent basis for ethics. There is an absolute person, God, and thus his 

unchanging character, and the ethical aspects of his character, can serve as absolute ethical norms. An 

added element is that with the character of an absolute God as our guide for ethical obligations we are not 

left in the dark because God is a person who can reveal his character to us. Not only are there obligations, 

then, but we can know them. The amazing amount of consolation Dawkins receives from his self-

satisfaction with atheistic ethics is further evidence of his self-deception with regard to the possibility of 

ethics within his world-view. At least Christianity provides the ethical tools needed to critique the behavior 

of its own. Christians can condemn the actions of the Spanish Inquisition. Scientists like Dawkins, 

however, cannot even give a coherent reason for why the biological experiments of the Nazis were 

unethical. 

 

 

Dawkins and Awe 

 

Dawkins writes, 

 

    "All the great religions have a place for awe, for ecstatic transport at the wonder and beauty of creation. 

And it's exactly this feeling of spine-shivering, breath-catching awe - almost worship - this flooding of the 

chest with ecstatic wonder, that modern science can provide ... The merest glance through a microscope at 

the brain of an ant or through a telescope at a long-ago galaxy of a billion worlds is enough to render poky 

and parochial the very psalms of praise" (27). 

 



Later, however, he writes, "we know from the second law of thermodynamics that all complexity, all life, 

all laughter, all sorrow, is hell-bent on leveling itself out into cold nothingness in the end. They - and we - 

can never be more than temporary, local buckings of the great universal slide into the abyss of uniformity" 

(29). So is science a good source of encouragement and awe, or for despair and nihilism? Dawkins' 

universe is one in which humans are animals presently evolving and battling it out until the time when the 

"sun will engulf the earth" (29). I'm not so sure that Dawkins has made his case that science replaces 

religion's sense of wonder and awe. Assume for a moment that an absolute person designed and created the 

ant's brain with all of its minute detail; assume for a moment that a loving God made the crab nebula and 

the planets and stars in all their vast array! Which is more awe-inspiring, the creation or the creator? I'm not 

giving an argument for God's existence, here, only that given his existence as creator, he is more awesome 

than the creation. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

I would do well at this point to break away and leave Dawkins in the morass of his purely contingent 

universe in which not even logic, science, and morality make any sense. For all of his huff and puff against 

faith, Dawkins lives in a drafty house of pure scientism that he has sealed up with faith -- faith in logic, of 

whose foundations he can give no account, faith in induction, upon which he builds science, and faith in the 

evolving human brain and the evolving human society to more often produce Martin Luther Kings than 

John Wayne Gacys. 
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Singled out for Good 
By Paige Benton 

Had I any vague premonition of my present plight when I was six, I would have demanded that Stephen 
Herbison (incontestably the catch of the second grade) put his marriage proposal into writing and have it 
notarized. I do want this piece to be practical, so to all you first-graders: carpe diem. 

Over the past several years I have perfected the artistry of escape regarding any singles functions--
cookouts, conferences, Sunday school classes, and my personal favorite, putt-putt. My avoidance 
mechanism is triggered not so much by a lack of patience with such activities as it is by a lack of stomach 
for the pervasive attitudes. Thoreau insists that most men lead lives of quiet desperation; I insist that 
many singles lead lives of loud aggravation. Being immersed in singles can be like finding yourself in the 
midst of "The Whiners" of 1980s Saturday Night Live--it gives a whole new meaning to "pity party." 

Much has been written in Christian circles about singleness. The objective 
is usually either to chide the married population for their misunderstanding and segregationism or to 
empathize with the unmarried population as they bear the cross of "Plan B" for the Christian life, 
bolstered only by the consolation prizes of innumerable sermons on 1 Corinthians 7 and the fact that you 
can cut your toenails in bed. Yet singles, like all believers, need scriptural critique and instruction 
seasoned by sober grace, not condolences and putt-putt accompanied with pious platitudes. 

John Calvin's secret to sanctification is the interaction of the knowledge of God and knowledge of self. 
Singles, like all other sinners, typically dismiss the first element of the formula, and therein lies the root 
of all identity crises. It is not that hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, but that life has no tragedy like 
our God ignored. Every problem is a theological problem, and the habitual discontent of us singles is no 
exception. 

Can God be any less good to me on the average Tuesday morning than he was on that monumental Friday 
afternoon when he hung on a cross in my place? The answer is a resounding no. God will not be less good 
to me tomorrow either, because God cannot be less good to me. His goodness is not the effect of his 
disposition but the essence of his person--not an attitude but an attribute. 

I long to be married. My younger sister got married two months ago. She now has an adoring husband, a 
beautiful home, a whirlpool bathtub, and all-new Corningware. Is God being any less good to me than he 
is to her? The answer is a resounding no. God will not be less good to me because God cannot be less 
good to me. It is a cosmic impossibility for God to shortchange any of his children. 

God can no more live in me apart from the perfect fullness of his goodness and grace than I can live in 
Nashville and not be white. If he fluctuated one quark in his goodness he would cease to be God. 

Warped theology is at the heart of attempts to "explain" singleness: "As soon as you're satisfied with God 
alone, he'll bring someone special into your life"--as though God's blessings are ever earned by our 
contentment. "You're too picky"--as though God is frustrated by our fickle whims and needs broader 
parameters in which to work. "As a single you can commit yourself wholeheartedly to the Lord's work"--
as though God requires emotional martyrs to do his work, of which marriage must be no part. "Before 
you can marry someone wonderful the Lord has to make you someone wonderful"--as though God grants 
marriage as a second blessing to the satisfactorily sanctified. 

Accepting singleness, whether temporary or permanent, does not hinge on speculation about answers 
God has not given to our list of whys, but rather on celebration of the life he has given. I am not single 
because I am 
too spiritually unstable to possibly deserve a husband, nor because I am too spiritually mature to possibly 
need one. I am single because God is so abundantly good to me, because this is his best for me. It is a 



cosmic impossibility that anything could be better for me right now than being single. The psalmists 
confirm that I should not want, I shall not want, because no good thing will God withhold from me. 

Such knowledge of God must transform subsequent knowledge of self-theological readjustment is always 
the catalyst for renewed self-awareness. This keeps identity right-side-up with nouns and modifiers in 
their correct place. Am I a Christian single or am I a single Christian? The discrepancy in grammatical 
construction may be somewhat subtle, but the difference in mindset is profound. Which word is 
determinative and which is descriptive? 

You see, we singles are chronic amnesiacs--we forget who we are, we forget whose we are. I am a single 
Christian. My identity is not found in my marital status but in my redemptive status. I am one of the 
"haves," not one of the "have-nots." 

Have you ever wondered at what age one is officially single? Perhaps a sliding scale is in order: 38 for a 
Wall Street tycoon; 21 for a Mississippi 
sorority girl; 14 for a Zulu princess; and five years older than I am for me. It is a relevant question 
because at some point we see ourselves as "single," and that point is a place of greater danger than 
despair. Singleness can be a mere euphemism for self-absorption--now is the "you time." No wife to 
support? No husband to pamper? Well, then, by all means join three different golf courses, get a weekly 
pedicure, raise emus, subscribe to People. 

Singleness is never carte blanche for selfishness. A spouse is not a sufficient countermeasure for self. The 
gospel is the only antidote for egocentricity. Christ did not come simply to save us from our sins, he came 
to save us from our selves. And he most often rescues us from us through relationships, all kinds of 
relationships. "Are you seeing anyone special?" a young matron in my home church asked patronizingly. 
"Sure," I smiled. "I see you and you're special." OK, my sentiment was a little less than kind, but the 
message is true. To be single is not to be alone. If someone asks if you are in a relationship right now, 
your immediate response should be that you are in dozens. Our range of relational options are not 
limited to getting married or to living in the sound-proof, isolated booth of Miss America pageants. 
Christian growth mandates relational richness. 

The only time folks talk about human covenants is in premarital counseling. How anemic. If our God is a 
covenantal God then all of our relationships are covenantal. The gospel is not about how much I love God 
(I typically love him very little); it is about how much God loves me. My relationships are not about how 
much friends should love me, they are about how much I get to love them. No single should ever expect 
relational impoverishment by virtue of being single. We should covenant to love people--to initiate, to 
serve, to commit. 

Many of my Vanderbilt girls have been reading Lady in Waiting, a popular book for Christian women 
struggling with singleness. That's all fine and dandy, but what about a subtitle: And Meanwhile, Lady, 
Get Working. It is a cosmic impossibility for God to require less of me in my relationships than he does of 
the mother of four whose office is next door. Obedience knows no ages or stages. 

Let's face it: singleness is not an inherently inferior state of affairs. If it were, heaven would be inferior to 
this world for the majority of Christians (Mom is reconciled to being unmarried in glory as long as she 
can be Daddy's roommate). But I want to be married. I pray to that end day. I may meet someone and 
walk down the aisle in the next couple of years because God is so good to me. I may never have another 
date and die an old maid at 93 because God is so good to me. Not my will but his be done. Until then I am 
claiming as my theme verse, "If any man would come after me, let him . . . " 
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arriage is universal. As Christians,
we know why. Genesis tells us that
God created it at the very beginning

of his creation of humanity. God’s creation
of the first man and woman is inseparable
from his creation of marriage and the first
societal institution—the family. Genesis
tells us that marriage was created because
God thought, “it was not good that the
man should be alone.”1 So God made a
woman, to be a corresponding, suitable
partner for the man. When Adam saw her,
he was delighted, and burst forth with a
spontaneous doxology. “Wow! Bone of my
bones, flesh of my flesh! Finally, here is
someone like me, one of my own kind!”
Proverbs tells us “whoever finds a wife,
finds a good thing.”

Then why is it that everywhere we
look, we see evidence of the misery mar-
riage can produce? Tolstoy described it as
“hell.”2 Even in the Bible there is plenty of
evidence of marital misery, unfaithfulness,
manipulation, deceit, cruelty, abuse and
sorrow. If there ever was a marriage “made
in heaven” or “made by God,” it was the
marriage of Adam and Eve. Yet even before
the birth of their first child (i.e., during the
“honeymoon” period), Adam was blaming
God for giving him this troublesome
woman.

What gives? Marriage is a good gift of
God. And like all of God’s gifts, it can
function as an idol, or God substitute.
Marriage can also function as a means of
serving other idols like the State, or the
reproduction of children, or socio-econom-
ic success, political advancement, romantic

love, sexual fulfillment or individual happi-
ness. When marriage does function as an
idol or as a means of achieving other idola-
trous goals, it can only fail and bring disap-
pointment, even cynicism. As the Psalmist
wrote, “Those who choose another god
multiply their sorrows.”3 But when mar-
riage is allowed to be what God created it
to be, and to serve the purposes God creat-
ed it for, it can be an enormous blessing to
the married couple, their children, to every-

one who interacts with them and to society
as a whole.

This is true, even in a fallen world.
Since every marriage is a union of 2 sinners,
no marriage can be perfect. Denis De
Rougemont asked, “Inasmuch as when
taken one by one, most human beings of
both sexes are either rogues or neurotics,
why should they turn into angels the
moment they are paired?”4 He is right! But
the beauty of marriage as designed by God
is that it was made to cope with rogues and
neurotics living in an unpredictable and
tragically fallen world. It was made to grad-
ually transform and sanctify rogues and
neurotics, but only if and as they make
daily choices to keep their marital promises.

Despite widespread cynicism about
marriage in the United States today; despite
the dramatic rise in divorce, cohabitation

and unwed parenthood, most Americans
rank “a happy and lasting marriage” as
extremely important on their list of life
goals. In their book, The Case for Marriage,
Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher write,
“Americans are still the marrying kind. But
our ideas about what marriage means have
changed in subtle ways that undermine our
ability—as individuals or as a society—to
achieve the goals of wedlock, creating a last-
ing love between a man and a woman, and
a firm bond of mutual support between a
mother and a father. When it comes to
marriage, Americans have both high hopes
and debilitating fears. As two scholars put it
after an exhaustive study of the attitudes of
today’s college students, “They are desper-
ate to have only one marriage, and they
want it to be happy. They don’t know
whether this is possible anymore.”5

There are subtle and not so subtle ways
in which our culture’s ideas about marriage
have changed, and those changes have
undermined the very thing we say we want.  

Historical Highlights of Love and
Marriage in Western Culture

The Ancient Greco-Roman World
The Ancient Greco-Roman World was the
cultural, political and legal background to
the New Testament, and early Christian
understandings of marriage. In that world,
the purpose of marriage was procreation. In
Classical Greece, a father would betroth his
daughter to a bridegroom with the words:
“I pledge (my daughter) for the purpose of
producing legitimate children.”6
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The Orator Apollodorus expressed the
pervasive Greek male ideal: the Athenian
man could have three women: his wife for
producing heirs and watching over his
property, his concubine for daily attention
to his body (meaning sexual relations), and
hetaeras (educated, high class courtesans)
for pleasure (intellectual and sexual).7

Under Roman law, marriage (and pro-
creation) served the State. The Emperor
Augustus became concerned that upper
class Roman citizen families were dying
out. Between 18 B.C. and 9 A.D., he
enacted marriage legislation to
encourage legitimate marriage and
fertility in the upper classes. The
Law penalized celibates and child-
less couples and gave positive incen-
tives for couples to have a mini-
mum of three or four children
(depending on their class). The
Augustan Marriage legislation was
ineffective, as the public reacted strongly
against it and found ways around it. 

Since the official purpose of marriage
was procreation, men were encouraged to
divorce their wives for infertility, so they
could remarry and bear citizen children for
Rome.8

Slaves were not citizens, so their pro-
creation was irrelevant to the state and they
could not be legally married. This had seri-
ous consequences for the Christian Church.
Within the Greco-Roman upper classes, far
more women than men were converted to
Christianity, so the only available Christian
men for them to marry were slaves. Second
and third century pagan attacks on the
Christians refer to the problem of Christian
women being forced to marry pagans or to
cohabit with Christian slaves in a kind of
common-law marriage. Roman civil law
prohibited this, and it was acknowledged by
the Church only by Bishop Callistus, who
had himself been a slave before becoming
bishop of Rome in the early third century.9

It is interesting that Priscilla is an
upper class Roman name, and Acquila is a
common slave name. It is likely that he was
a freedman, and that this New Testament
couple formed an inter-class marriage!

Under Roman Law, during the N.T.
period, the paterfamilias (the oldest male in
a Roman family) had the power to make
and break his children’s marriages. This was
usually done to improve the economic or
political status of the family. Over time,
however, the couple’s consent gained legal
and social weight, and it became more diffi-

cult for a father to force his children to
marry or divorce against their will. While
no one expected them to be “in love” at
marriage, mutual affection was seen as
desirable and it was expected that love
would grow after marriage.

In the Greco-Roman world, it was
believed that the gods and goddesses of
love, like Eros and Aphrodite, would afflict
people with romantic passion, which they
had no control over. For example, in
Euripedes’ play Hippolytus,10 Aphrodite
punished Hippolytus for his sin of chastity

by causing his stepmother to fall in love
with him. Tragedy ensued, including mur-
der and death.

Understanding this Greek view of love
helps explain the common pagan response
to Christian sexual morality. Many Pagans
marveled at the Christian’s sexual free-
dom—freedom from being driven by
uncontrollable romantic and sexual passion
and freedom to be chaste while single and
monogamous when married.

The Middle Ages (1100 to 1500)
During this time period was the birth of
romantic love. The story of Heloise and
Abelard, one scholar writes, “still has the
shock value of a romance-cum-horror
story” but it is true. Denis de Rougemont
describes Abelard and Heloise as “the earli-
est passionate lovers whose story has
reached us” through an abundance of
courtly poems and letters.”11

Abelard met Heloise in 1118, when he
was 37 years old, and a well-known master
of theology. She was 15. They fell in love
and she was willingly seduced. During their
passionate love affair, Heloise became preg-
nant. Her uncle insisted that Abelard marry
her, and he agreed, but wanted the marriage
to be secret, since according to canon law,
he would not be allowed to continue teach-
ing philosophy and theology if it was
known that he was married. But after their
son was born, Heloise objected to marry-
ing, because of the commonly held belief
that family life was incompatible with the
life of a scholar. As Abelard later put it,

“What person, absorbed by religious or
philosophic meditations, could endure the
crying of newborn babies, the songs of their
nurses to quiet them, the noisy crowd of
servants? What disgust in having to bear
the continual filth of little children!”
Heloise preferred to be called Abelard’s
“friend, sister and lover” rather than ruin
his career by becoming his wife.

However, they did marry secretly to
honor her uncle’s wishes, but lived separate-
ly. Soon after, her uncle, Fulbert, began to
beat Heloise, and Abelard abducted her and

placed her in an
abbey for safety.
Fulbert took revenge.
With the help of a
friend, he overpow-
ered Abelard in his
sleep and castrated
him. Abelard believed
this was God’s judg-

ment for his sexual sin, so he withdrew to a
cloister as a celibate cleric and ordered that
Heloise become a nun, permanently. Both
of them donned the habit the same day.
She was 17 and he was 39. They were legal-
ly married, and there were no outside obsta-
cles preventing them from living together as
man and wife. Yet Heloise and Abelard
never saw each other again. Abelard lived
another 24 years as a monk, writer, teacher
and founder of the abbey of Paraclet, in
which, ironically, Heloise would rise to the
rank of abbess. Heloise wrote Abelard two
impassioned, erotic love letters, reproaching
him for abandoning her. Abelard never
replied. He died in 1144, and she died
twenty years later and was buried beside her
husband.12

How can we explain this bizarre story
of tortured love? There’s at least one influ-
ence that sheds some light on this couple’s
story: the role of early medieval
Catholicism and its embracing of Greek
dualism.

During the early middle ages, the
Catholic Church gradually took over the
jurisdiction of marriage. Catholic teaching
carried on the tradition of the most ascetic
of the fourth century Church Fathers, who
had been strongly influenced by Greek
dualism, which denigrated the body in con-
trast to the spirit. They taught that there
was a radical disjunction between “spiritu-
al” vocations, like teaching theology and
“secular” vocations, including marriage and
family life. They also taught that the only
purpose of sexual relations was procreation,

Romantic love (eros) differs dramatically from
Christian love (agape) which is active love of your
neighbor as yourself. Marriages do not survive
without large daily doses of agape love.
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and that enjoyment of sex was sinful. Lives
of the saints, sung or recited, extolled those
who had taken vows of chastity. For exam-
ple, The Life of Saint Alexius (circa 1050)
told the story of a man’s ascension to saint-
hood which began when he abandoned his
wife on their wedding night and fled to live
in poverty.13

Pope Leo IX condemned clerical mar-
riage in 1049. But in the early Middle
Ages, a significant number of priests lived
with concubines, and some were married,
even though marriage disqualified men
from rising in the church hierarchy. 

The Church’s teaching helps explain
why Heloise and Abelard could not recon-
cile the mundaneness of marriage and fami-
ly life with the work of a cleric and scholar.
It also explains Abelard’s self-punishing
masochism in refusing to live with
the wife he loved (not to mention
his cruelty to her). Sexual passion,
even in marriage, was considered
sinful. It is strangely fitting that
Abelard and Heloise’s lives coincid-
ed with what scholars call the birth
of romantic love. Denis de
Rougemont even dates what he
calls “the rebirth of eros” to 1118,
the year Abelard and Heloise met for the
first time, and the century in which love
was first recognized as a passion worth cul-
tivating.

Romantic love and attraction have
existed in all times and places. What else
could the writer of Proverbs be referring to
when he marvels at the “way of a man with
a maid (young woman)?”14 He says it is a
mystery “too wonderful” for him, some-
thing that he “does not understand.”
Romantic love is universal, but cultural
conditioning plays an enormous part in its
meaning and expression. A very particular
form of romantic love began in Europe in
the twelfth century French aristocratic
courts and has profoundly impacted
Western culture ever since. It was named
“courtly love,” and was made fashionable
and spread by the songs and poems of the
troubadours.

From its birth, this kind of romantic
love was emphatically not considered a basis
for marriage. As the twelfth century writer
Andreas Capellanus wrote in The Art of
Courtly Love, “Everybody knows that love
can have no place between husband and
wife.”15

Twelfth century European culture dic-
tated that love could only occur between an

unmarried man and another man’s wife. Its
model was the perfect knight and the inac-
cessible idealized lady, usually the wife of a
king (i.e., Lancelot and Queen Guinevere,
the wife of King Arthur,). It should either
go sexually unconsummated or adulterous. 

Richard De Fournival, physician to the
King of France in the thirteenth century
described love as a “folly of the mind, an
unquenchable fire, a hunger without sur-
feit, an agreeable illness, a sweet delight, a
pleasing madness.”16

In his book Love in the Western World,
Denis de Rougemont writes that love
defined by this tradition “feeds on obsta-
cles, short excitations, and partings.” It is
“unstable” and “though it may overcome
many obstacles, it almost always fails at
one. That is the obstacle constituted by

time.”17 This is why it is incompatible with
marriage, an institution set up to be lasting,
no matter what time brings along, includ-
ing all the regular unromantic chores like
taking out the garbage and changing dia-
pers, or dealing with a failed septic system
that has backed up into your basement (this
has happened to us four times in fifteen
years!), and the challenges of aging, eco-
nomic losses, accidents, serious illnesses and
death.

De Rougemont argues that romantic
love, as defined by this tradition, is also
incompatible with happiness. It is more in
love with love, with passion and with being
in love, than with the beloved.  It is intrin-
sically unfulfillable, because its fire is only
kept burning by obstacles, and it often ends
in death, as in the myth of Tristan and
Iseult, Romeo and Juliet, Anna Karenina,
Madame Bovary, Elvira Madigan, or Dr.
Zhivago.

Romantic love, or eros, so defined, dif-
fers dramatically from Christian love, agape,
which is active love of your neighbor as
yourself. Marriages do not survive without
large daily doses of agape love. If de
Rougemont is correct, the cultivation of
romantic love began in Europe as a reaction
against Christianity, and in particular to its

doctrine of marriage, which had became an
object of contempt. These ideas came from
people, who though nominally Christian,
were still pagan in their spirits.18

The Reformation Period
What was the impact of the Protestant
Reformers on love and marriage? They are
our spiritual forbears, whose allegiance to
Scripture before Church and Tradition
transformed marriage and family life in
ways we now take for granted.

Few people have influenced the institu-
tion of marriage more than Martin Luther.19

In letters and tracts, he directly challenged
the Catholic Church’s insistence on the
celibacy of priests. He rejected the Greek
dualism that idealized virginity. He argued
from Scripture that those not gifted with

chastity should marry. Otherwise,
they would either be tormented
by desire or commit sexual sin;
and marriage was a purer state
than either of those alternatives.
He recommended marriage to
everyone, both priest and layman,
and taught that mutual love
between husband and wife was a
God-given mandate, and couples

should study to be pleasing to each other.
In 1525, at age 42, Luther decided to

practice what he preached, and he married
26-year-old Katherina von Bora, a runaway
nun from the Cistercian convent. Here’s the
story: Convinced by the ideas of the
Reformation, Katherina and eleven sister
nuns decided to renounce their vows.
Luther arranged for them to escape, hidden
in a wagon among herring barrels. After a
dangerous journey, through German coun-
tryside divided by fierce religious factions,
they were delivered to the Augustinian
monastery at Wittenberg, where Luther was
a monk and professor of biblical theology.
A Wittenberg student wrote to a friend, “a
few days ago a wagonload of vestal virgins
came to town, more eager for wedlock than
for life. God grant them husbands before
they fare worse!”20

Luther felt responsible to find hus-
bands or suitable positions for the nuns. In
the end, all were provided for but
Katherina. Because of her poverty, the man
she loved was pressured by his family to
marry someone else, leaving her with a bro-
ken heart. Luther then chose a Dr. Glatz
for Katherina, but she refused to accept
him on any terms. She humbly sent word
to Luther that she would be willing to

Few people have influenced the institution
of marriage more than Martin Luther. He
challenged the Catholic Church’s insistence
on the celibacy of priests and rejected the
Greek dualism that idealized virginity.
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marry his friend Dr. Amsdorf or Luther
himself. Luther had no intention of marry-
ing because he expected at any moment to
be burned at the stake as a heretic. But after
some thought, he decided that marriage
would give a status to Katherina and a testi-
mony to his faith. He summed up his rea-
sons for marrying with three points: “to
please his father (who wanted progeny), to
spite the pope and the Devil, and to seal his
witness before martyrdom.”21

Martin and Katherina’s marriage did
not begin as a “love match” but they came
to love each other deeply. Luther wrote “I
am not infatuated, but I cherish my wife,”
and “I would not exchange Katie for France
or for Venice, because God has given her to
me, and other women have worse faults.”
Luther wrote that a Christian is bound to
love his neighbor as himself. His wife
is his nearest neighbor; therefore she
should be his dearest friend. He
wrote, “The first love is drunken.
When the intoxication wears off, then
comes the real marriage love…Union
of flesh does nothing (by itself ). There
must also be union of manners and
mind. Katie, you have a husband that
loves you.”22

The Luthers had six children (two of
whom died) and they ran a large extended
household including six or seven orphaned
nephews and nieces, the four children of
one of Luther’s widowed friends,
Katherina’s aunt, tutors for the children,
servants, Luther’s student boarders, other
guests and a stream of Protestant refugees. 

Martin and Katherina’s attitude toward
their children and domestic life could not
have differed more from the attitude of
Heloise and Abelard. There was nothing
“unspiritual” about raising children that
made it incompatible with teaching theolo-
gy. Luther believed that due to the exacting
nature of family life, it was a far better
training ground for character (daily
patience, charity, fortitude and humility)
than a monastery ever could be. And he
thoroughly enjoyed his home. He wrote of
his first baby, “Hans is cutting his teeth and
beginning to make a joyous nuisance of
himself. These are the joys of marriage of
which the pope is not worthy.” Martin
hung out diapers, to the neighbors’ amuse-
ment. He replied, “Let them laugh. God
and the angels smile in heaven.” At one
point, Martin cried out to one of his chil-
dren: “Child what have you done that I
should love you so? What with your befoul-

ing the corners and bawling through the
whole house? I would not exchange you for
all the kingdoms of Europe.”23 When their
fourteen-year-old daughter, Magdalena died
in Martin’s arms, he and Katherina were
overcome with grief.

Here’s one other story from the
Reformation period. Widbrandis
Rosenblatt (1504-1564) outlived four hus-
bands (three of them reformers), giving
birth, in total to eleven children and raising
more children from her husbands’ previous
marriages.  

While grieving over the death of her
third husband, who died of the plague,
Widbrandis was summoned to the
deathbed of another reformer’s wife,
Elisabeth Butzer, who was also stricken
with the plague. The dying woman pleaded

with Widbrandis to marry her soon-to-be-
widowed husband. Marilyn Yalom writes,
“This deathbed appeal from one woman to
another says something about the kind of
people they must have been: a wife con-
cerned for the future well-being of her hus-
band, a widow whose reputation for good-
ness and hard work had preceded her.
Widbrandis married Butzer the following
year.”24 Butzer wrote of his appreciation for
his second wife, while still grieving over the
death of Elizabeth.

This story is not unusual.For most of
history, marriage has been a practical neces-
sity. Until industrialization, economic work
has centered in the home and children were
needed to share the work. When a husband
or wife died (which happened frequently),
the living spouse had to find a new spouse
as soon as possible, to share the work and
parenting.

The Sixteenth & Seventeenth Centuries
By the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
thanks to the spread of literacy and the
printing press, and to poets and play-
wrights, especially Shakespeare, romantic
love was a familiar theme in Europe. But
the advice literature, medical treatises and
sermons of the time overwhelmingly reject-

ed both romantic love and lust as appropri-
ate reasons to marry.  

“Falling in love” was considered a
“mild form of insanity, in which judgment
and prudence were thrown to the winds.”25

To protect the young from impulsively
marrying on the basis of love, most
European countries made marriage under
the age of 21 illegal and invalid unless done
with the consent of parents or guardians.
(In England this became law in 1753.)26

The Puritans27 were children of the
Reformation in England and America.
Despite their reputation, they were any-
thing but squeamish about sex.

Samuel Willard, the author of the most
complete textbook of Puritan divinity in
the late seventeenth century, frequently
expressed horror at “the Popish conceit28 of

the Excellency of Virginity.” The
New England clergy, the most
Puritanical of the Puritans,
believed that sexual intercourse
was a human necessity and mar-
riage the only proper context for
it. They taught that sexual love is
good in itself, not only for procre-
ation, and they discouraged absti-
nence. William Whateley’s conduct

book, written in 1623, encouraged “mutual
dalliances29 for pleasure’s sake” in bed, with
wives having the same rights to initiate sex
and experience sexual satisfaction as their
husbands! The poet John Donne (1571-
1631) wrote that lovemaking was about
uninhibited mutual pleasure, a union of
body and soul.

Being totally realistic about the power
of sexual temptation, especially in the
young, the Puritans encouraged early mar-
riage. It was the parents’ duty to find suit-
able husbands and wives for their children.
“Suitability” must include spiritual compat-
ibility, mutual attraction and affection.
William Perkins wisely warned, “He or she
who marries where they affect not, will
affect where they marry not!” In other
words, you’d better marry someone you’re
attracted to, otherwise, you will surely be
attracted to someone you’re not married to.
While economic concerns were normal in
matchmaking, Puritan ministers forbade
parents to arrange marriages purely for eco-
nomic gain or against the will of their chil-
dren.

There was only one limitation the
Puritans placed on marital affection and
sexual relations: they must not interfere
with religion. The chief purpose of humani-

William Whateley encouraged “mutual
dalliances for pleasure’s sake” in bed,
with wives having the same rights to
initiate sex and experience sexual satis-
faction as their husbands.
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ty is to glorify God, and all “earthly
delights” and pleasures must serve that end,
not compete with it. John Cotton wrote,
“Husband and wife must not become so
transported with affection that they look at
no higher end than marriage itself.”30 In
other words, marital love is not to be treat-
ed as an idol.

The Protestant Reformation intro-
duced two important characteristics of mar-
riage that were continued by the Puritans. 

First, the Reformation challenged the
dualism between “sacred and secular” and
“spirit and body” that placed theological
study, the church, monasticism and celibacy
above marriage, family, sexuality and
childbearing. It restored the biblical
vision that all of life is spiritual,
except for sin; and in the process,
dramatically raised the status of mar-
riage and the wife, and helped create
a new model of family relations,
which is still with us. Also, love
(including sexual attraction) now belonged
within marriage, rather than in romanti-
cized adulterous affairs.

Second, the Reformers and Puritans
also shared a vision of marriage which
serves a higher purpose—the glory of God
and his Kingdom. This helps us understand
the “unromantic” deathbed-arranged mar-
riage described earlier. 

These Reformation couples understood
themselves as companions and partners in
nurturing their children’s moral develop-
ment and in creating a Christian communi-
ty. Encouraged to read the Bible in Luther’s
vernacular translation, they began a tradi-
tion of mixed-gender Bible study that is
still with us. The wives shared their hus-
band’s zeal for the Reformation and the
many dangers and hardships that resulted
from the religious strife.31

And their generous practice of
Christian hospitality was formidable, wel-
coming orphans, extended family, traveling
teachers, and religious refugees into their
homes, often for long periods of time.
These families took literally Jesus’ teaching
that as we welcome the needy and the
stranger in his name, we welcome Jesus
Himself.

The Eighteenth and Nineteenth centuries
By the late eighteenth century, it was
almost universally assumed that young peo-
ple would decide for themselves who to
marry, though parental consent was still
important.

Mutual attraction was increasingly val-
ued. During the late eighteenth century in
New England, rural parents often encour-
aged young courting couples to sleep
together, fully clothed, within the safety of
the family home, to test their attraction!
This practice was called “bundling.” and
ministers often preached against it. During
the heyday of “bundling,” (the 1780s),
there was, not surprisingly, a surge in pre-
marital pregnancies in New England.
Nearly 30% of brides were pregnant on
their wedding day.32 In the 1830s, more
than 20% of brides were pregnant.33

Romantic love and the romantic novel

grew together after 1780. Initially novels
were considered harmful, particularly for
women, because they implicitly taught
women to act on their feelings, and encour-
aged an “extravagant and false view of
life.”34 But gradually, romantic love became
a respectable motive for marriage among
the propertied classes. By the 1850s, the
vision of romantic love elaborated in books
and magazines became the only acceptable
basis for marriage, more important than
family connection, financial prospects or
religious affiliation.

Jane Austin wrote her novels in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
All of her heroines insist on marrying for
love and not economic security. They hold
out against formidable family and social
pressures, and—lucky for them—end up
getting love and money!  Austin’s novels
invariably end with a wedding (or two).
The way her characters develop give the
readers confidence that these will be good
marriages, but we are left to imagine how
love sustains the couples in the daily, unro-
mantic challenges of family life. Her stories
encourage a romanticized picture of mar-
riage for her heroines.

While young people enjoyed their
increased freedom to marry for love, this
new ideal brought problems of its own.
Successful courtship now depended on
“falling in love” which could not always be
arranged. A young minister told a friend in
1797, “I now must wait to be impelled by
some (irresistible) impulse.”35 Young people

struggled to recognize what the feeling of
love is so they might not mistake it for
other feelings. Ellen Rothman writes,
“Efforts to measure love involved a series of
negative calculations: it must be “more
compelling than friendship, more lasting
than passion, more serious than romance.”36

The marriage of Queen Victoria and
Prince Albert was a famous love match
which did not start out that way. I highly
recommend a BBC production (on DVD)
of their story. 

Where We Are Today
While some extremist groups attack mar-

riage directly, Linda Waite and Maggie
Gallagher describe the contemporary
war on marriage as not so much a
“frontal assault from outside enemies
but a sideways tug-of-war inside each
of us between competing values:
between rights and needs, between
individualism and community,

between fear and hope, between freedom
and love. On the one hand, we cherish
marriage as the repository of our deepest
hopes and wishes to forge stable families, to
find lasting love. On the other hand, we
fear being ‘tied down’ or ‘trapped’ and jeal-
ously guard our right to redefine ourselves
and our lives, with or without our partners’
consent.”37

Feelings of Cynicism
There is widespread cynicism about mar-
riage as a lifelong commitment. In the
United States today, only 56% of all adults
are married, compared with 75% thirty
years ago. Laura Kipnis, author of Against
Love, A Polemic, writes, “for a significant
percentage of the population, marriage just
doesn’t turn out to be as gratifying as it
promises. In other words, the institution
itself isn’t living up to its vows.”38

For many, Christian marriage is partic-
ularly intolerable and unrealistic because it
restricts sexual intimacy to monogamous,
lifelong, heterosexual marriage. From all
quarters, we pick up the message, directly
and indirectly, that healthy people have
active sex lives (whether they are married or
not).39 The fact that sex is now readily avail-
able without marriage is one significant rea-
son for fewer and later marriages. 

In earlier centuries, it was not uncom-
mon for brides to be pregnant on their
wedding day. But those couples did not
generally have sexual intercourse until they
were engaged. As the twentieth century

The Reformation dramatically raised
the status of marriage and the wife,
and helped create a new model of
family relations which is still with us.
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progressed, it became increasingly common
for couples who were dating or going steady
to be sexually intimate (at some level). 

But on secular college campuses today,
not only is sex disconnected from marriage
(present or future plans), but from dating
and romance. One student writes, “College
is about casual sex, hooking up and one-
night stands, often when drunk.” It’s sex
unburdened with meaning. Not surprising-
ly, STD’s are at epidemic levels on secular
college campuses today.

I wish I could say that attitudes and
behavior are totally different among
Christians. But many professing Christians
seem to experience very little dissonance
between their faith and casual sex. One six-
teen year old told me that she had sex
because it was easier than talking. Some are
sexually promiscuous, while dreaming of a
future Christian marriage to a wonderful
godly spouse. There seems to be no
connection in their minds between
the lives they are living now and the
futures they envision for themselves.
No question about whether the godly
spouse of their dreams would want to
marry someone who is living as they
are now and no questions about the
impact of their present choices on their
future moral character and their ability to
be faithful to a spouse.

Our culture still saturates us with an
updated version of the medieval ideology of
romantic love.  Marriage and family are too
banal for romance. Grand romantic passion
can only happen in adulterous affairs.

For example, in The Bridges of Madison
County, after a three-day affair, Robert, a
divorced National Geographic photogra-
pher, tells Francesca, the wife of an Iowa
farmer, “My whole life has brought me here
to you...Do you think love like this hap-
pens to everyone?  We’re hardly two sepa-
rate people. We’re fused. This kind of cer-
tainty comes but once in a lifetime…Is it
right giving it up? Don’t throw us
away…Come away with me.”

In this genre of romance stories, the
grand passion is fleeting, unfulfillable and
ultimately a fantasy. If Francesca went off
with Robert, what are the chances that he
wouldn’t neglect her like he did his first
wife, through his obsession with photogra-
phy and travel? The everyday routines of
life would inevitably change their relation-
ship, and their romance would be tarnished
with their guilt and the pain inflicted on
Francesca’s husband and children. While

knowing these things in our heads, these
kinds of stories can still breed discontent
with our marriages, and tempt us to throw
away a good but imperfect marriage (there
are no perfect ones!) to chase a fantasy. The
book, The Bridges of Madison County, by
the way, was incredibly popular—a run-
away best seller for many months.

In America today, divorce is so com-
monplace, that it is possible to speak of “A
Divorce Culture” as Barbara Defoe
Whitehead does in her book by that title.
According to one estimate, half of all mar-
riages made in the mid-1970s will end in
divorce. And for marriages made more
recently, some demographers project that as
many as 64 percent will end in divorce.40

Whitehead writes: “With each passing
year, the culture of divorce becomes more
deeply entrenched. American children are
routinely schooled in divorce. Mr. Rogers

(taught) toddlers about divorce. An entire
children’s literature is devoted to divorce.”
While well motivated, these books, movies
and T.V. shows “carry an unmistakable mes-
sage about the impermanence and unrelia-
bility of family bonds. Like romantic love,
the children’s storybooks say, family love
comes and goes. Daddies disappear.
Mommies find new boyfriends. Mommies’
boyfriends leave. Grandparents go away.
Even pets must be left behind.”41 Not sur-
prisingly, many children of divorce are
extremely cynical about marriage as a rela-
tionship of permanent commitment.42

Tragically, divorce is sometimes neces-
sary, and the lesser of evils, but far less fre-
quently than is often assumed. While many
Americans prefer to believe that children
are infinitely resilient and divorce does no
long-term damage to them, all the evidence
points the other way. Longitudinal studies
tracking the impact of divorce on children
over a twenty-five-year period have shown
on-going negative consequences, including
greater difficulty in forming permanent
marital commitments themselves.43 It turns
out that children are not always better off
when the parents are happily divorced
rather than unhappily married.

There are many movies and T.V. shows

that are cynical about the possibility of
healthy male/female relationships or mar-
riage, frequently depicting men and women
as mutual predators. Lee Siegel, writing for
the New Republic44 describes the popular
T.V. series Sex in the City as “an assault on
heterosexual romantic hope.” The four sin-
gle thirty-something women who are look-
ing for love and happiness in the city are
constantly trashed by the creepy men they
have sex with, and the women themselves
alienate the only decent guys in the show
by their own creepy behavior. I recently
learned that (at least in California!) pro-
fessed Christian women have Sex in the City
parties, where they get together to drink
martinis, watch reruns, and air their griev-
ances about men.

Marriage is Still Popular
Despite rampant cynicism, marriage is still

very popular, and for good reason.
Contrary to commonly held anti-
marriage myths, research consistently
shows that married people live
longer, are healthier, wealthier, happi-
er, and have more satisfying sex lives
than single people.45

There is a decline in the propor-
tion of Americans marrying, and especially,
marrying successfully, yet marriage remains
an extremely important goal to most
Americans. Ninety-three percent of
Americans rate “having a happy marriage”
as either one of the most important or very
important objectives.46 Yet, they fear this
may be impossible to achieve.

Several years ago, I audited a class on
Feminist Theory at Clarke University. A
number of women in the class expressed a
longing for a reliable, faithful husband who
would enable them to raise children at
home. But their mothers had stayed home
with children and their dads had walked
out, leaving them poor and with no job
skills. They realized that they had to be
financially independent, whether they mar-
ried or not. Similar fears motivate many
people to begin marriage with pre-nuptial
contracts as insurance, just in case the mar-
riage fails.

Even when the word “marriage” is not
spoken, there is a longing for what marriage
represents—a permanent relationship of
love and commitment. Think of the popu-
larity of romantic comedies (especially
among single women). All romantic come-
dies are about finding Mr. (or Ms.) Right,
or finding your soul mate. The implication

Our culture still saturates us with an
updated version of the medieval ideol-
ogy of romantic love. Marriage and
family are too banal for romance.
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is that this is the person you will spend
your life with.

But intrinsic to these movies, is the
assumption that a certain chemistry—recip-
rocal romantic love—is the ONLY basis for
a lasting relationship. For example, here’s a
letter sent to Dear Abby’s advice column in
1998:

“DEAR ABBY:  I have been engaged
to a wonderful man for more than two
years and cannot seem to set a wedding
date. He loves me and my 9-year-old
daughter. He does all of the laundry, the
dishes and the cleaning, and he accepts my
daughter as his own. He works two jobs so
we don’t go without anything.

“Sounds perfect, right?
“The problem is, I don’t think I love

him. I say that I do, but I don’t feel it. He
is all a woman could ask for in a husband,
but is that enough to replace love? Or have
I read too many romance novels?

“He wants to get married as soon as
possible. I am 29, have never been
married and I feel my daughter
needs a father. I am also afraid I
won’t find a man who will ever love
me as much as he does.

“Can I find a man whom I
love, who accepts my daughter as his
own—or should I marry a man I
don’t love but who would be a wonderful
husband and father?

FOR BETTER OR WORSE

Abby’s response: 
“DEAR FOR BETTER:  If you marry

this man, knowing in your heart that you
do not love him, you will be doing yourself
and him a great disservice. Marriage is sup-
posed to last forever. And forever is a long
time to live with yourself, feeling that you
sold out because you were afraid you
wouldn’t find a man you can love. Let him
go.”47

Think about the assumptions behind
this correspondence. With the exception of
a wedding ceremony, all of the elements
which anthropologists recognize as univer-
sal to marriage and family are already pres-
ent in this relationship:  They are living
together, raising a daughter together, work-
ing together for the family’s well-being, and
(presumably) having a sexual relationship.
On top of that, the man’s feelings and
actions prove that he loves the woman and
her daughter very much. The only thing
missing is a feeling of romantic love on the
part of the woman.  (She wonders herself

whether her doubts comes from too many
romance novels!) Yet to Abby, since the
woman’s romantic feelings do not match
the man’s, all those universal elements of
marriage/family that already exist should be
thrown away.

Though she promised to marry him
over two years ago, this woman has no obli-
gations to the man who has sacrificed so
much for her and her daughter; nor does
she have any duty to her daughter, who has
come to know him “like a father.”

This is the ethic of expressive individu-
alism at work. When your highest obliga-
tion is to yourself, it becomes your moral
obligation to leave a marriage or (or virtual
marriage), when you experience any person-
al dissatisfaction with it. It is your moral
obligation to break promises and solemn
vows.

Finding Your Partner Today
There is widespread anxiety today about

how to find a spouse. Dick and I have
heard the same complaint, over and over
again by single thirty-something friends.
The men say “there are no good women
left” while the women complain “there are
no good men left.”48

Since Americans are marrying later,
they are less likely to meet their spouses in
school or college. The pattern at Christian
colleges is different, and more students are
engaged by graduation. This is not neces-
sarily good; for example, when Christians
interpret romantic/sexual attraction as the
Holy Spirit’s clear guidance. Divorce statis-
tics for Christian college graduates are not
that different from divorce statistics for the
general population.

Single men and women spend most of
their time at work, but fears of sexual
harassment suits have made dating co-
workers risky. Some companies even forbid
it. The bar scene is horribly depressing. If
you do not meet people at church (or
L’Abri) or some kind of voluntary club,
where can you meet potential spouses?

It should not be surprising that match-
making has become a huge on-line busi-
ness, catering to the generation that already

surfs the web for everything else. There are
websites for every group, including busy
professionals, Christians, and those who
want to hook up just for sex.

In the first half of 2003, Americans
spent $214.3 million on personals and dat-
ing sites. Forty million Americans visited at
least one online dating site in the month of
August 2003.49

The web opens up a vast pool of
potential mates, unlimited by contexts of
time, history or space. Clearly there are
negatives to this. There is the shopping
metaphor: with your profile and photo, you
sell yourself—or different versions of your-
self—to different websites.

The absence of any real life context
makes it much easier for people to deceive,
use, cheat on and dump each other and
then disappear into thin air, without a
trace.

There is also the temptation to never
commit to a good relationship, because of

over-choice. If I just put one more
new, improved profile on a few
more websites, and give it another
six months, I may find the perfect
man or woman of my dreams!
You can now check and find out
whether the person you are seri-
ously dating really has removed

his or her profiles from dating sites.
But I don’t think on-line dating is all

negative. I heard an Indian woman on pub-
lic radio who said she wouldn’t mind an
arranged marriage, but the traditional
Hindu marriage broker was too expensive
and knew too few men who fit her and her
parents’ specifications for a husband. She
considered on-line Indian courtship as a
kind of arranged marriage, enabling her to
show her parents a dozen profiles of men
who fit both her and their requirements for
a husband.

The web is the route for those who
want to be pro-active and there are many
happy stories of couples that have found
each other on-line.

Others, however, are resisting what the
N.Y. Times calls the “Dating Industrial
Complex,” the barrage of websites, match-
making services and books.50 The obsessive
search for a partner requires a lot of time
and energy and more are deciding to “let
romance happen by chance not
commerce.”51

Trusting to chance, fate or serendipity
is reinforced by huge numbers of romantic
comedies, which tell stories of a secularized

One Christian seminary professor and
counselor says that romantic comedies
often function for women as pornography
does for men—as addictions to fantasies.
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Providence bringing people together.52

Often their trust in serendipity leads them
to break existing engagements and to other
questionable behavior (as in the John
Cusack movie Serendipity). I spoke with a
woman recently who told me that her sister
(a Christian) breaks up with her boyfriend
every time she watches a romantic comedy.
Now there may be good reasons for her to
break up with him, but that is a very poor
one! One Christian seminary professor and
counselor says that romantic comedies
often function for women as pornography
does for men—as addictions to fantasies.

There is certainly a need for Christians
to come up with healthy alternatives to our
culture’s dating chaos. Some Christian fam-
ilies are adopting one or another so-called
courtship model.53 Historically, arranged
marriages have been successful, and in some
cultures, they still are today. But cultural
context is enormously important,
and where marriages have been
arranged, the practice has been
common and supported by the
entire culture. Also, young people
ordinarily have had veto power
(except among the upper classes
and royalty). It is particularly important in
a culture like ours, which puts such a high
premium on romantic attraction, to
remember the wise admonition of the
Puritan preacher: “Those who marry where
they affect not, will affect where they marry
not.” Mutual attraction should never be the
only consideration, but it is an important
one.

Marriage in the Bible

Beware of Idols
God’s greatest gifts are those things we are
most likely to treat as God substitutes, or
idols. Throughout history, marriage and
family have served as some of the most
powerful idols.

In the parable of the great dinner
(Luke 14:15-24), a dinner guest exclaimed
to Jesus, “Blessed is anyone who will eat
bread in the kingdom of God!” Jesus
responded with a surprising story about the
different excuses people will make to avoid
“eating bread in the kingdom of God.” The
first couldn’t come to the banquet because
he had to inspect his new field; the second
had to try out his new oxen; and the third
just got married. The master was furious
and sent the servant out to bring in the
poor, blind, lame and anyone else who

would come. Jesus ended with the words,
“For I tell you, none of those who were
invited will taste my dinner.” 

Think about this. The invited guests
turned down an invitation to feast with
God the Father and Son at their Kingdom
banquet! They turned down salvation! The
three excuses given represent three universal
idol systems, which in every age have served
as God substitutes. They are property or
wealth, work and marriage/family.

Some of Jesus’ most disturbing state-
ments are direct challenges to the idolatry
of marriage and family.54 For example,
“unless you hate father and mother, wife
and children, brothers and sisters, and even
life itself, you cannot be my disciple” (Luke
14:26-27).

Jesus relativized marriage and blood
family, making them subservient to the
Kingdom of God. To Jesus, the “first fami-

ly” is the family of God’s adopted children,
which we enter by being born again. The
biological family is the “second family.”55

When his family came looking for
him, Jesus asked, “Who are my mother and
my brothers? Whoever does the will of God
is my brother and sister and mother” (Mark
3:31-35, Mt. 12:46-50, Luke 8:19-21).

Paul consistently used family language
to describe the Church. He too saw the
biological family as secondary to the
Church, the “first family.”

For Romans and Jews, marriage and
childbearing were mandatory duties.
Probably the most radical challenge to the
idolatry of marriage was Jesus and Paul’s
teaching that singleness was a high call for
the sake of the Kingdom of God (Mt
19:12). Paul wrote that marriage brings dis-
tress and anxieties, especially at times of cri-
sis. He recommended the single life because
unmarried men and women have a voca-
tional freedom to serve Christ with “unhin-
dered, undivided devotion” that is impossi-
ble for married people (1 Cor 7:28-38).
The immediate context of Paul’s advice was
probably the imminent destruction of
Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 A.D. 

I recently reread the amazing story of
Gladys Aylward, a London parlormaid who
went to China in 1930. Her missionary

work in war-ravaged China made her a leg-
end in her own life-time.56 During her time
in China, Gladys fell in love with a
Nationalist Chinese officer, Colonel
Linnan. “Few love affairs can have flour-
ished in circumstances stranger than that of
Gladys and Linnan. They met at odd
moments in the mountains, in shattered
villages, in bombed towns. They talked at
odd moments between battles and births
and baptisms. They exchanged scraps of
news, had a meal together, talked of the
future they would build in the new China.
His concern, his gentleness, his tenderness
toward her never wavered. They discussed
marriage; he was eager that they should
marry at once, live together as man and
wife as best they could, war or no war. It
was Gladys who said, ‘No.’ The war had to
be won first. Marriage, their personal hap-
piness, must wait.”57

By this time, Gladys was an adop-
tive mother to five Chinese orphans
and several adults and she was spying
on the Japanese invaders. They found
out and put a price on her head. A
fugitive, ill, and without money or
food, she led 100 homeless children in

an epic journey across the wild Chinese
mountains to safety. Soon after, she col-
lapsed in delirium and was not expected to
live. Colonel Linnan found her, as she was
recovering, and implored her to marry him.
But now, “Instead of that inner exultation,
the rounded delight of knowing that she
loved and was loved in return, there was
this nagging anxiety to do the right thing
by her God, her children, and the man she
loved…There was so much work to be
done for the Lord, and she, the small
woman, the small disciple, had her part to
play in that work.”

(Weeping, she) “said good-bye to him
at the station outside Sian, and walked back
through the narrow streets with an over-
whelming ache of loneliness in her heart,
aware that she would never know complete-
ly if she had acted wisely or not—only that
through all her waking days she would
remember Linnan as the one man she had
loved. The war swept him away and she
never saw him again.”58

How do you react to this story? If
Gladys Aylward’s painful decision to refuse
marriage to the man she loved seems totally
unthinkable to you, I would suggest that
marriage may be an idol in your life. Her
situation was an exact illustration of Paul’s
teaching in 1 Cor 7 and of Jesus’ call to

When we treat marriage as an idol, we
put impossible demands on our spouses
to fill the place of God for us.
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take up the cross and follow him. Personal
happiness is not our highest calling. The
Kingdom of God is.

Marriage can be an idol in itself, but it
can also serve other idols, like the State, as
in ancient Rome. It can serve materialistic
idols of upward mobility, the love of
money, the American dream.59 The recent
Cohen brother’s film, Intolerable Cruelty is a
very funny and canny depiction of those
who use marriage and divorce as a means of
getting richer (repeatedly marrying and
divorcing “up”).60

Marriage can also serve the idol of
motherhood and procreation. Jesus chal-
lenged this idol when a woman cried out to
him, “Blessed is the womb that bore you
and the breasts that nursed you!” Without
denigrating motherhood, Jesus expanded
her view of womanhood, saying,
“Blessed rather are those who hear
the word of God and obey it!” The
blessing of discipleship is accessible
to anyone—man or woman, young
or old, married or single, parent or
not. Jesus rejected the common view
that a woman without children was
by definition “barren,” “cursed” and outside
of God’s blessing (Luke 11:27-28).

Marriage can serve the idol of individ-
ual personal happiness, as in the Dear Abby
letter. 

If you have a list of qualifications for
the spouse you want to marry, check that
list carefully for idols. Does your mate have
to be a beauty queen (or king)? I have met
a surprising number of Christians (mostly
men) who have a list of physical qualifica-
tions, like “she must be at least 5’8” tall,
blond, have a good figure,” etc.  Perhaps
Christian women have similar lists, but are
less honest about admitting it, I don’t
know.

Remember the words of Proverbs
31:30: “Charm is deceitful, and beauty is
vain, but a woman (or man) who fears the
Lord is to be praised.” Even the most gor-
geous grow old, wrinkle, change shape, and
are vulnerable to defacing accidents and ill-
nesses. If a particular definition of beauty is
too important to you, you will be attracted
to other people, especially as your spouse
ages. 

It is good to be romantically and sexu-
ally attracted to your spouse. But if a fanta-
sy version of romance and sexual fulfillment
are number one on your list of specifica-
tions, you will start looking outside your
marriage for more exciting romance and

hotter sex. 
All idols kill love and therefore under-

mine or destroy marriage. When we treat
marriage as an idol, we put impossible
demands on our spouses to fill the place of
God for us. When the state, work, money,
power, happiness, children or sex are idols,
anyone who gets in the way of those goals
is crushed.

What is Marriage?
Some Pharisees tried to test Jesus by draw-
ing him into a contemporary Jewish debate
about divorce. The asked him, “Is it lawful
for a man to divorce his wife for any and
every reason?”61

Rather than choosing sides in the
debate, Jesus referred them to the central
issue, the created nature and purpose of

marriage. “Have you not read that the one
who made them at the beginning made
them male and female, and said, ‘For this
reason a man shall leave his father and
mother and be joined to his wife, and the
two shall become one flesh’? So they are no
longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what
God has joined together, let no one sepa-
rate.”  

What do we learn here about the
nature and purpose of marriage? It is a het-
erosexual union between a man and a
woman. It means leaving the parent/child
relationship and establishing a new social
unit. While Scripture commands us to
respect and care for birth family members,
the center of commitment, submission, loy-
alty, and decision-making is now with the
new couple. 

Marriage is “cleaving,” or “adhering to”
your partner, exhibiting the strong commit-
ment to the new relationship. The Hebrew
word means “loyal affection.”

“Becoming one flesh” is the purpose
and goal of the leaving-cleaving complex.
Jesus says they are no longer two, but one,
having been joined together by God.

The sexual union is an expression of
the whole person union of marriage. It
accomplishes many good purposes; for
example, procreation, unity and pleasure.62

And the Bible never ranks these purposes or

justifies marital sex by them. 
Paul commanded married couples not

to deprive each other of their conjugal
rights. He assumed the woman’s sexual
desires and needs as much as the man’s, as
well as their equal rights to initiate sexual
intimacy and experience sexual pleasure (1
Cor 7).

Similarly, the writer of Proverbs
exhorted husbands to “rejoice in the wife of
your youth” for the rest of your lives (i.e., as
she ages!). May her breasts satisfy you at all
times; may you be intoxicated always by her
love” (Prov 5:15-23).

Recently, two large national sex surveys
concluded that married couples experience
the most satisfying sex, physically and emo-
tionally, than any other group. Another
national poll found that married men and

women (many of them
church goers) with “tradition-
al” ideas about the meaning
of sex as a sacred union,
exclusive to marriage, and a
sign and symbol of their con-
jugal commitment, experi-
ence the best sex of all!63

Given our culture’s myths about “hot sex,”
these statistics may seem surprising. But if
we believe God made sex for marriage, we
shouldn’t be surprised.

The problem with non-marital sexual
intercourse is that it performs a life-uniting
act without a life-uniting intent, and there-
by violates its intrinsic meaning. What God
hates about it is not the sex act itself, but
the walking away afterward, the exploita-
tion and abandonment of the person you
have been “one flesh” with. It is also sin
against our own bodies, which are united
with Christ and temples of the Holy Spirit.  

We also learn from Jesus’ teaching that
marriage is a covenant, a solemn oath or
pledge of a man and woman to each other
unreservedly. Marriage was created to be a
life-long union. But because of the broken-
ness of a fallen world, the New Testament
allows divorce in cases of radical covenant
breaking, like adultery or desertion, where
in effect, one partner has already aban-
doned the marriage. But this is a far cry
from divorce for reasons of “incompatibili-
ty” or because one is “no longer in love.”

In Malachi 2:14, the Lord presents
himself as witness against the husband who
breaks faith with his wife, the wife of his
youth, “though she is your partner, the wife
of your marriage covenant.” Malachi calls
divorce for reasons of incompatibility

The problem with non-marital sexual inter-
course is that it performs a life-uniting act
without a life-uniting intent, and thereby
violates its intrinsic meaning. 
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hatred or dislike “violence,” a treacherous
breach of the marriage covenant.64

Weddings and Public Vows
David Blankenhorn writes, “To understand
why the United States has the highest
divorce rate in the world, go to some wed-
dings and listen to what the brides and
grooms say. In particular, listen to the
vows…(because) it is the content and the
integrity of the dedicating promise itself—
what we say and mean when we say ‘I
do’—that shapes the nature and destiny of
the marriage.”65

If a man and woman promise to stay
together “as long as love lasts,” their only
hope is that the feelings of love they have
on their wedding day will endure, and they
will be some of the lucky ones who beat the
divorce statistics.

The power in the traditional Christian
marriage vows is that they force a man and
woman, at the beginning of their marriage,
to anticipate the worst-case scenarios for
their future together. In the presence of
God, family and friends, they vow to each
other: “In the Name of God, I take you to
be my wedded husband/wife, to have and
hold from this day forward, for better for
worse, for richer for poorer; with all my
worldly goods I do thee endow; in sickness
and in health, to love and to cherish, and
forsaking all others, keep myself only to
you, until we are parted by death. This is
my solemn vow.”

With such grim vows, why are wed-
dings usually times of joy and celebration,
dressing up and flowers, feasting, drinking
and dancing? Because a man and a
woman are making such an amazing,
unqualified promise of love and fidelity,
with their eyes open, having faced the
grim possibilities of what may go wrong
in the future. There is no romanticism
here. My husband Dick calls these vows a
“pre-emptive strike against cynicism.”
“Am I really willing to love and support
him/her in chronic disease, accident,
bankruptcy, betrayal, disappointment, suf-
fering and loss, all the while knowing that
we will both change in unpredictable
ways? Am I willing to face my own sin,
vanity, jealousy, selfishness in the confi-
dence of God’s forgiveness, but also in my
own willingness to apologize, forgive and
be forgiven by my spouse? The realism
and humility that makes a relationship to
God possible starts a couple in the direc-
tion of honest love for each other.”66 This

is the only sure way to experience mar-
riage as “good news.”

The traditional marriage vows, made
soberly and in the fear of God, provide a
solid foundation for facing the inevitable
uncertainties of life, with a partner who is
committed to standing with you to the end.
It is fitting to make these vows in a public
ceremony, because marriage is not just a
private decision, but also a public act, with
profound legal and social meaning. This is
something worth celebrating with friends
and family who are committed to support-
ing your marriage into the future.

Is Laura Kipnis right that the institu-
tion of marriage itself “isn’t living up to its
vows?” I don’t think so. We have either

redefined the vows (and marriage) so that
there is very little to live up to, or we have
made solemn marriage vows and broken
them ourselves. 

The Courtship Model
Is there a particular model of “courtship” in
the Bible? No! As in history, there is great
variety of ways biblical couples met and
married, and a similar variety of motives. 

Isaac and Rebekah’s marriage was
arranged by Abraham, who sent his servant
to kin, in order to find a wife for Isaac
among believers. It is a story of God’s prov-
idence and answered prayer which included
the girl’s choice. She willingly agreed to
leave her family and marry a man she had
never laid eyes on. Their meeting is one of
the more romantic stories in the Bible: the
servant told Isaac all that had happened,
“then Isaac brought her into his mother
Sarah’s tent. He took Rebekah, and she
became his wife; and he loved her. So Isaac
was comforted after his mother’s
death”(Gen. 24:66-67).

Moses met his wife Zipporah at a well,
just as Abraham’s servant met Rebekah at a
well. The men met the women at work, not
in some romantic setting. They were in the
midst of their daily chores, drawing water
for the family’s needs. Caleb offered his
daughter as a prize to whatever man defeat-
ed an enemy city.

Joseph was given Pharaoh’s daughter in
marriage. Surely there were political
motives in that match. 

Bloodline and inheritance was very
important in ancient Israel. Levirate mar-
riage was established in the law as a way to
assure the continued name and inheritance
of a husband who died before having a son.
It was the duty of the dead husband’s
brother or next-of-kin to marry the widow.
Their firstborn would carry on the name of
the deceased brother, so that his name
would not be blotted out of Israel.

The book of Ruth tells the story of a
woman in this situation, who, under the
guidance of her mother-in-law, approached
her dead husband’s relative, an older man
named Boaz. She lay down next to him in
the night, and asked him to perform the
duty of the next-of-kin and marry her. He
agreed and praised her for putting family
loyalty before her desire for a younger hus-
band, whether poor (presumably for love)
or rich (presumably for money). Ruth and
Boaz married and had a son named Obed,
who became the father of Jesse, the father

of David, the forefather of Jesus.
In Proverbs 31:1 the King’s mother

gives her son advice about the kind of
woman he should choose to marry. So this
was not to be an arranged match.

The Song of Songs is an extraordinary
love poem, most of it voiced by an anony-
mous black woman. She is in love, and is
assertive and uninhibited about sexual
desire, as is her lover. There is reference to a
wedding, but it is difficult to discern a clear
story line. Bruce Walke believes there is a
love triangle with a King and a shepherd in
love with the same woman, whose heart is
with the shepherd. I don’t know. What is
clear is a lot of erotic language and sexual
initiation on the part of the woman as well
as the man she loves, and there is a wed-
ding, so this is mutual married love.

I Cor. 7 is clear that from God’s point
of view, men and women are equally free to
choose marriage or singleness. (First centu-
ry Roman and Jewish parents would not
have agreed.) Paul says if a widow decides
to remarry, “she is free to marry anyone she
wishes” (and there were many young wid-
ows in the early church). Paul’s only stipu-
lation was that believers marry believers. He
also exhorted the Thessalonians to “learn
how to take a spouse for yourself honorably,
rather than to wrong or exploit a sister or
brother lustfully.”67 Marital choice again
seems to be assumed.

A Different View
The alternative to a cynical rejection of

“The real soul-mate is the one
you are actually married to.”
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marriage on the one hand and an idolatrous
inflation of marriage on the other is not
achieving some golden mean of “medium
sized hope” in the middle. It is building our
marriages on a different foundation alto-
gether—on the biblical worldview, and the
Christian Story.

In our confusing culture, it is a temp-
tation to romanticize the past, and think
that finding a mate used to be easy. I don’t
think it’s ever been easy. I’ve only given a
few highlights, but the history of courtship
reveals different kinds of struggles for men
and for women in every culture and era.
There is no one sanctified model of
courtship, no foolproof paradigm that will
guarantee a successful, happy marriage.
Whether to marry, when to marry, who to
marry, how to find him or her…are all part
of the life of faith, of trusting God to hold
our hands, and walk with us into a future
that we are blind to but He is not. The pri-
orities of the Christian life in general, apply
here. “Seek first His Kingdom and his
righteousness, and all these things will be
given to you as well”(Mt. 6:33).

As J.R.R. Tolkien wisely said, “Nearly
all marriages, even happy ones, are mis-
takes, in the sense that almost certainly (in
a more perfect world, or even with a little
more care in this very imperfect one) both
partners might be found more suitable
mates. But the real soul-mate is the one you
are actually married to.” !

~Mardi Keyes

Mardi Keyes is a worker at the Southborough, MA,

branch of L’Abri Fellowship. This article is adapted from

a lecture given at the Rochester L’Abri conference in

February 2004. Copyright © 2004 by Mardi Keyes. 

Further Reflection
To those who are addicted to romantic
comedies, and are incapable of breaking the
habit cold turkey, start by being selective
about the ones you watch.

My Big Fat Greek Wedding and
Monsoon Wedding are antidotes to the
extreme individualism of most romantic
comedies. They show marriage as embed-
ded in large, extended families, with many
stakeholders.

Monsoon Wedding tells the story of an
arranged Indian marriage. The couple mar-
ries very soon after meeting for the first
time. This movie deals realistically with the
sense of anger and betrayal the fiancé feels
when his soon-to-be-bride tells him, the
day before the wedding, that she has been

having an affair with a married former
boyfriend. But it also shows the power of
grace, as he forgives her, and thanks her for
her honesty They put past sins behind them
and commit themselves to a faithful mar-
riage.

High Fidelity has a lot of bad language
and some sexually explicit scenes, but it is a
very brilliant and funny story of a thirty-
something man whose only accomplish-
ment in life has been to “keep his options
open” because of his terror of commitment.
In the course of the story, he starts to recog-
nize the self-deceptive pattern in all his
romantic crushes and their inability to
deliver happiness. He gradually moves
toward wanting what he calls the “steady
low-watt-glow” of marriage.

Movies that depict real marriages, like
A Beautiful Mind. Read biographies of sin-
gle and married people who have served
God fruitfully, like Shadow Lands. 

And spend time with married couples
and families whom you respect and can
learn from.
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A Man and His Friends 
Ecclesiastes 4: 9-12 and Proverbs 27: 5-6, 17 

 

Evaluate this statement: 
 
“The most important relationships for the traditional person are their family ties, for the modern person it is 
their lovers, and for the postmodern person it is their friends – because their family and lovers have let them 
down” (Dr. Tim Keller). 
 
What is the biggest problem among students at Davidson?  What makes Davidson a hard place for people?  
Are friendships here easy, available, shallow, going places?  With all the talk about community and 
fellowship and connection, why are people falling through the cracks here? 

• Great irony of loneliness here ! absence of folks who listen, care, know, interested genuinely, 
confront, confess, celebrate, common vision. 

• Individualism comes to fruition 
 
What makes for true friendship? 

• Guys hanging out (playing xbox, watching super bowl, survivor) 
• Guys on athletic team 
• Guys praying and studying Bible together 
• Facebook friends and groups 
• What is the difference in these things?  Companions vs. true friends (brothers).   
• Lover vs. Friend: “yet in some ways nothing is less like a friendship than a love-affair.  Lovers are always talking to 

one another about their love, friends hardly ever talk about their friendship.  Lovers are normally face to face, absorbed 
in each other, friends side by side, absorbed in some common interest.  Above all, Eros (while it lasts) is necessarily 
between two only.  But two, far from being the necessary number for friendship, is not even the best.  And the reason for 
this is important: …In each of my friends there is something that only some other friend can fully bring out.  By myself I 
am not large enough to carry the whole man into activity; I want other lights than my own to show all his facets.  Now 
that Charles is dead, I shall never again see Ronald’s reaction to Charles’ joke.  Far from having more of Ronald, having 
him “to myself” now that Charles is dead, I have less of Ronald.  Hence true friendship is the least jealous of loves.  Two 
friends delight to be joined by a third, and three by a fourth, if only the newcomer is qualified to become a real friend.”  

     
The Great Tragedy: Those who simply want friends will never really make any!  Lewis says, “That is why those pathetic people who 
simply “want friends” can never make any.  The very condition of having friends is that we should want something else besides 
friends.  Where the truthful answer to the question “Do you see the same truth?” would be “I see nothing and I don’t care about the 
truth, I only want a friend,” no friendship can arise – though affection of course may.  There would be nothing for the friendship 
to be about, and friendship must be about something, even if it were only enthusiasm for dominoes or white mice.  Those who have 
nothing can share nothing, those who are going nowhere can have no fellow travelers.” 
 
“You will not find the warrior, the poet, the philosopher, or the Christian by staring in his eyes as if he were your mistress; better 
fight beside him, read with him, argue with him, pray with him.” 

 
Read passages Ecclesiastes and Proverbs. 
Friends work well together ! two better than one. (v. 9) 
 
Friends help each other out in times of need ! (v. 10) 
 
Friends offer comfort and understanding ! (v. 11) 
 
Friends cushion life’s blows ! v. 12 
 
Friends galvanize us for crusades that God has called us to  
 
Friends disclose and confront 
 
Friends help to celebrate 
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T
here are few issues that have generated
more political heat and extreme rheto-
ric; more anger and hatred; confusion

and pain, than the issue of homosexuality.
Christianity has come under fire for its tra-
ditional teaching that homosexual behavior
is intrinsically immoral. For those who
believe that a person’s homosexual orienta-
tion is biologically determined, as much as
race and sex are, the traditional Christian
teaching seems cruel and intolerant—akin
to racism or sexism. It appears to many that
the God of the Bible condemns people for
expressing the innate identity He gave
them.

There are many—
Christians and non-
Christians—who feel
alienated from all camps.
They cannot celebrate
their homosexual feel-
ings and wholeheartedly
embrace a homosexual
lifestyle because they are
convinced (for any number of reasons) that
their homoerotic feelings are the result of
something having gone wrong. I have
friends in this situation, and my heart goes
out to them.

Those who identify with the gay rights
movement talk a lot about respecting diversi-
ty, but they do not always respect the diver-
sity among those with homosexual feelings.
They need to allow space for those who
interpret those feelings as the result of
something having gone wrong...including
those who seek help to change.

Richard Hays, a New Testament schol-
ar, wrote about his best friend from college,
who spent a week with his family shortly
before dying of AIDS. Hays writes: “(Gary)
was angry at the self-affirming gay

Christian groups, because he regarded his
own situation as more complex and tragic
than their stance could acknowledge. He
also worried that the gay subculture encour-
aged homosexual believers to ‘draw their
identity from their sexuality’ and thus to
shift the ground of their identity subtly and
idolatrously away from God.

“For more than 20 years, Gary had
grappled with his homosexuality, experienc-
ing it as a compulsion and an affliction.
Now, as he faced death, he wanted to talk it
all through again from the beginning,
because he knew my love for him and trust-

ed me to speak without dissembling...In
particular, Gary wanted to discuss the bibli-
cal passages that deal with homosexual
acts...

“He had read hopefully through the
standard bibliography of the burgeoning
movement advocating the acceptance of
homosexuality in the church...In the end,
he came away disappointed, believing that
these authors, despite their good intentions,
had imposed a wishful interpretation on the
biblical passages... Gary, as a homosexual
Christian, believed that their writings did
justice neither to the biblical texts nor to
the depressing reality of the gay subculture
that he had moved in and out of for 20
years.”1

Hays writes that both he and Gary

were frustrated that “the public discussion
of this matter has been dominated by insis-
tently ideological voices: on one side, gay
rights activists demanding the church’s
unqualified acceptance of homosexuality;
on the other, unqualified homophobic con-
demnation of homosexual Christians.”
Hays wrote this article, after Gary’s death,
in the hope that it would “foster compas-
sionate and carefully reasoned theological
reflection within the community of faith.” I
have quoted Hays because both here and in
his studies on the Bible’s teaching about
homosexuality, he expresses so well the spir-

it with which I have attempt-
ed to reflect on this terribly
sensitive issue.

Let me start by pointing
out that there are enough
differences between male
homosexuals (gay men) and
lesbians that they should not
automatically be lumped
together, even though the

two groups are often political allies. For
example: few men are aware of choosing to
be gay. Many women are not either, but a
significant number of women 
“convert” to lesbianism, sometimes after
years of marriage and raising children. 

For radical feminists, lesbianism can be
a political choice, motivated more by femi-
nist ideology than by an exclusive sexual
attraction to women. For them, lesbianism
is the strongest possible statement of con-
tempt for men (or of their irrelevance). 

While many women become lesbians
after experiencing abuse by men, there are
also compelling ideas that draw feminists 
to embrace lesbianism. Obviously, to com-
municate with these women, we need to
understand their thinking. We must also 
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be prepared to face the uncomfortable fact
that many of them grew up in families and
churches where they experienced
Christianity as bad news for women.

TT
hhee  DDeebbaattee  AAmmoonngg
CChhrriissttiiaannss
A growing number of scholars now

claim that the Bible passages traditionally
used to censure all homosexual behavior
have been misunderstood and cannot legiti-
mately be applied to the contemporary
moral debate about homosexuality. These
revisionist scholars include Catholics and
Protestants, including some from an
Evangelical background, like Letha
Scanzoni and Virginia Mollenkott who
together wrote Is the Homosexual My
Neighbor?

What unites these people is the convic-
tion that Scripture nowhere teaches that
homosexual behavior is intrinsically,
and therefore always, wrong. They
admit that the few biblical texts
referring to homosexual acts all
express disapproval, but it is argued
that in each case there is something
in the context that makes that par-
ticular expression of homosexuality
immoral. For example: attempted
gang rape or inhospitality in Sodom
(Genesis 19), idolatry and ritual defilement
in the Old Testament Holiness Code
(Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13), lustful promis-
cuity in Romans (1:24-27), and pederasty
(the sexual relationship of adult men with
boys) in Corinth (1 Cor 6:9-11) and 
Ephesus (1 Tim. 1:9-10). They argue that
what is censored in the Bible is not homo-
sexuality itself, but only abusive, exploitive,
uncommitted, or in other ways destructive
expressions of it.

The question under debate is: Does the
Bible teach that homosexual behavior is
intrinsically wrong no matter what the con-
text and personal motivation? Or, as with
heterosexuality, does its rightness or wrong-
ness depend on the specific context and
motivation of the people involved? I don’t
have the space to analyze each of the
Biblical references to homosexuality, so I
will focus on Romans 1 because this pas-
sage clearly addresses the intrinsic moral
status of homosexuality. 

Romans 1:24-27: “Therefore, God
gave them over in the sinful desires of their
hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading
of their bodies with one another. They
exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and

worshiped and served created things rather
than the Creator—who is forever praised.
Amen. 

“Because of this, God gave them over
to shameful lusts. Even their women
exchanged natural relations for unnatural
ones. In the same way the men also aban-
doned natural relations with women and
were inflamed with lust for one another.
Men committed indecent acts with other
men, and received in themselves the due
penalty for their perversion.”

Paul’s reference to homosexual behav-
ior in Romans 1 appears in the context of
his sweeping theological analysis of the fall-
en condition of humanity. The widespread 
practice of homosexuality in the pagan
world is cited as evidence that human
beings are in rebellion against the Creator.2
Their exchange of natural sexual relations
for unnatural reflects their exchange of the

true God for idols. Paul is not arguing in a
case-by-case way that every individual
homosexual has consciously and willfully
rejected God, rather he is making a sweep-
ing diagnosis of the fallen human condi-
tion, and some of its tragic consequences.

The most influential revisionist scholar 
is the late Catholic Yale historian, John
Boswell, author of Christianity, Social
Tolerance, and Homosexuality and Same Sex
Unions in Pre-Modern Europe. According to
Boswell, Romans 1 isn’t talking about
homosexuals at all. He writes “there is no
clear condemnation of homosexual acts in
the verses in question.” Instead, Paul is con-
demning individual heterosexuals who go
against (“exchange”) their own “natural” 
heterosexual inclinations to engage in
homoerotic behavior.3 Boswell contends
that to Paul, “nature” did not mean a uni-
versal moral order, but “the personal nature
of the (individual) pagans in question.” 

There are two problems with this view.
First of all, men who commit homosexual
acts because they are “consumed with pas-
sion” or “inflamed with lust” for other men,
are by any normal definition homosexual,
not heterosexual. Paul is condemning
homosexual acts committed by men with

an erotic attraction to other men. He is
describing men who are homosexual—
psychologically and behaviorally.

Secondly, Boswell’s argument depends
on ignoring or rejecting the most likely
meaning of the Greek phrase para physin
(unnatural) in favor of his own idiosyncrat-
ic meaning. Para physin was a common
“stock phrase” or literary convention used
by Graeco-Roman (Stoic) Moralists and
Hellenistic Jews4 and had the accepted 
meaning of against or contrary to nature, 
frequently used to designate homosexual 
acts as immoral, in contrast to heterosexual
acts, which were natural or according to
nature. To Paul and his audience, nature did
refer to a “universal moral order.”
Furthermore, Jewish writers, like Paul’s con-
temporary, Josephus, specifically associated
the natural with God’s Creation and Law.

Robin Scroggs, in The New Testament
and Homosexuality, argues that
Paul’s clear denunciation of homo-
sexual acts in Romans 1 refers only
to pederasty, the predominant
model of homosexuality in Paul’s
culture. Pederasty was an intrinsical-
ly exploitive, temporary, and
unequal relationship between an
adult male and a pre-adolescent boy

(often a slave).5 Scroggs argues that the
contemporary gay Christian model of
mutual, consenting, monogamous adult
homosexual partnerships is so different that
the N.T. teaching simply cannot be applied
to it.

It is probably true that pederasty 
was in the forefront of Paul’s mind, but he
explicitly condemns the homoerotic ele-
ment (male with male) not the pederastic
element (man with boy) of the sexual prac-
tice. And the fact that Paul explicitly
included female same-sex behavior in his
condemnation, indicates that he had more
in mind than pederasty. This is the only
biblical reference to lesbianism, and the
Graeco-Roman texts rarely refer to it. The
fact that Paul departed so dramatically from
the literary conventions by including les-
bianism baffles Scroggs because of his insis-
tence that Paul “could only have had ped-
erasty (an exclusively male phenomenon) in
mind.”6 But if Paul is condemning all
homosexuality as contrary to the universal
created nature of things, then the inclusion
of lesbianism is not at all 
surprising. It is perfectly fitting.

I believe Scroggs, Boswell, and others
miss the obvious in this passage: Paul uses

We must face the uncomfortable fact
that many lesbians grew up in families
and churches where Christianity was
bad news for women.
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homosexuality, in and of itself, as an illus-
tration of the moral confusion and unright-
eousness that comes from refusing to
acknowledge the Creator who, as Jesus said,
“made them male and female at the begin-
ning, and said, ‘For this reason a man
shall...be joined to his wife, and the two
shall become one flesh’”(Mt. 19.4-5).
Marriage between a man and a woman, two
complementary equals, was established at
creation as the only legitimate context for
sexual intimacy.

In Romans I, Paul establishes the
intrinsic immorality of homosexual behav-
ior, irrespective of social context, personal
motivation or anything else. This means
that when Paul condemns pederasty (in 1
Cor 6:9-11) he not only condemns the
exploitation involved in that practice,
(which he surely hated),but also the homo-
eroticism itself. Paul’s teachings must there-
fore be taken seriously by Christians and
applied (with love, care and sensitivity) in
every culture to whatever model of homo-
sexuality emerges.

II
mmpplliiccaattiioonnss  ooff  tthhee  BBiibbllee’’ss
TTeeaacchhiinngg
Homosexual behavior is wrong.  But

it is not the worst sin. It is not even sin-
gled out as the worst sexual sin. And
it does not set people apart as sub-
human or some kind of moral
freaks. In dealing with this issue,
two mandatory Christian attitudes
are essential: humility and love.

First humility. It is scandalous
when heterosexual Christians rant
and rave about homosexual sin as a
detestable abomination to God, while
excusing themselves of other sins the
Bible calls abominations—like lying,
pride, stirring up dissension (or gossip),
dishonest business practices and injustice
in the law courts.7 These things are also
detestable to God. Furthermore, human
nature is such that, given the circum-
stances, any of us could be tempted to
commit sins, sexual or otherwise, that we
now consider ourselves incapable of.

In Romans 1, Paul sets up what
Richard Hays calls a “homiletical sting
operation. The passage builds to a
crescendo of condemnation ‘against those
wicked pagans...’ But then, in Romans
2:1, the sting strikes: ‘Therefore you
have no excuse, whoever you are, when
you judge others; for in passing judg-
ment on another you condemn your-

self....’ All people—Jews and Greeks,
Christians and non-Christians, hetero-
sexuals and homosexuals stand in radical
need of God’s mercy.”8

The second mandatory Christian
attitude is love: Jesus says we must love
our neighbor as ourselves, including our
homosexual neighbor. James wrote that
we cannot praise God and with the same
tongue curse men and women who are
made in God’s likeness. Gay bashing and
jokes are sinful and reveal unreality and
hypocrisy in our praise of God.

We’re commanded to show hospitali-
ty, literally to “love the stranger.” God’s
word does not say: welcome people into
your homes, lives and churches, except of
course homosexuals. Paul even rebuked
the Corinthian Christians for refusing 
to associate with sexually immoral non-
Christians (1 Cor. 5:9). He said we
would have to leave the world to avoid
them, and that is not an option for
Christians! We 
must be salt and light in the world, with
non-Christian friends.

If we try to walk the delicate line of
loving practicing homosexuals without
condoning their sexual practice, we will
be accused of homophobia by those who

demand acceptance and even celebration
of homosexuality. Listen to the words of
Black feminist bell hooks:

“In the past year, I talked with a
black woman Baptist minister, who
though concerned about feminist issues,
expressed 
very negative attitudes about homosexu-
ality, because, she explained, the Bible
teaches that it is wrong. Yet in her daily
life she is tremendously supportive and
caring of gay friends. When I asked her
to explain this contradiction, she argued
that it was not a contradiction, that the
Bible also teaches her to 
identify with those who are exploited or
oppressed.”9

This woman is a good example to
us, yet bell hooks goes on to accuse her
of “homophobic attitudes” that “encour-

age persecution of gay people” in the
black churches.
HHoommoosseexxuuaall  OOrriieennttaattiioonn  iinn  aa  
BBiibblliiccaall  PPeerrssppeeccttiivvee
We must understand homosexuality in light
of the brokenness and abnormality of living
in a fallen world. All of the Bible’s refer-
ences to homosexuality specify homosexual
behavior or acts; there is no Hebrew or
Greek word for a “homosexual person” as
such. 

It cannot be denied that some people
can only remember, as far back as they can
recall, being attracted to the same sex. They
are not aware of ever having had a choice in
the matter. This raises a terribly troubling
question. Isn’t God cruel and unfair to pro-
hibit homosexual behavior for those with a
homosexual orientation they did not
choose?

We must never minimize the suffering
experienced by those with persistent homo-
sexual desires, who struggle to be celibate.
At the same time, ever since the fall, every
one of us has been born with an orienta-
tion, or predisposition, to sin which we
have not consciously or freely chosen. Yet
God holds us morally accountable for our
acts. Paul puts it very strongly. “We are
slaves of sin” (Romans 6:17)—so much so

that we need redemption, a word that
means emancipation from slavery. We
have the “first fruits” of redemption,
but our struggle against sin will not be
over until the final redemption of our
bodies (Romans 8:23). Even if some
people are biologically predisposed to
homosexuality—that is not the same
thing as causation—it does not deter-

mine behavior.
We are, in fact, in deep trouble if we

believe that a biological predisposition for
certain behavior (aggression for example)
frees us from moral responsibility for our
actions. Pre-Menstrual Syndrome affects
some women dramatically. That does not
excuse them morally if they abuse their
children when suffering from PMS.

The fact that the Bible speaks of
homosexual behavior but not homosexual
persons, should encourage us all. God does
not define us by, or stigmatize us for our
particular temptations (sinful dispositions
or orientations), whatever they are! To
define any person by their sexual orienta-
tion is to radically reduce a splendid Image
bearer of God.

Thankfully, God sees everything, and
understands the combination of factors—

Homosexual behavior is wrong.
But it is not the worst sin. And it
does not set people apart as sub-
human or moral freaks.
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biology, environment, and choice—that
influence our behavior. And He offers for-
giveness and help to anyone who genuinely
asks Him. In 1 Corinthians 6:9-11, Paul
says that some of the Christians in Corinth
had been practicing homosexuals, but, by
God’s grace, were no longer. The same is
true for many today. There
are no “quick fixes,” and
Christians must beware of
promising total healing for
any problem in this still
fallen world. Nevertheless,
it is a fact that a great vari-
ety of therapeutic
approaches have helped
many homosexuals change both in orienta-
tion and practice. 

Many find help in one of the ex-gay
ministries, but it is also crucial for Christ-
ians struggling against homosexual tempta-
tion to have the love and support of a local
church or Christian community, and partic-
ularly, close, affectionate, non-erotic friend-
ships with heterosexual people of the same
sex (healthy opposite sex friendships are
also important).

HH
oommoosseexxuuaalliittyy,,  aann  UUrrggeenntt
AAppoollooggeettiiccss  IIssssuuee
My husband and I speak on secular

college campuses quite frequently, and our
three sons have attended secular liberal arts
colleges in New England. There is no ques-
tion that in the non-Christian academic
and media world today, homosexuality is
the single issue that Christians feel most
intimidated by, and are most scorned for.
Where tolerance is believed to be the high-
est virtue, Christians who believe homosex-
ual practice is wrong are perceived to be on
the lowest moral ground.

In terms of public opinion, the higher
the prevalence of homosexuality, the more
it appears to be just one among other sexual
lifestyles—as morally neutral as being left-
handed. The media, which tends to be
strongly committed to “normalizing”
homosexuality, makes the most of this,
which is probably why we still hear the
claim that 1 out of 10 people are homosex-
uals, even though that figure has been com-
pletely discredited. The figures for exclusive
homosexuality are more like 1 to 3% for
white males and half of that for females.
But in fact, the prevalence of homosexuality
has no logical bearing on the question of its
morality. One can never argue from an “is”
to an “ought.” For example, pride, greed

and lust are extremely common in our cul-
ture, but that does not make them morally
neutral or morally right. 

According to Genesis 19:4-5, the 
percentage of homosexual men in Sodom
was far higher than in America today: “all
the men, from every part of the city of

Sodom—both young and old” demanded
to have sex with Lot’s guests. If we allow
the Apostle Paul’s argument in Romans 1 to
interpret the story of Sodom, then a high
incidence of homosexual behavior does the
opposite of normalizing it. It is evidence
that a culture is in a state of significant con-
fusion, distortion, and rebellion against
God’s created order.

The Christian faith is unthinkable
for many people today because of its
teaching that for homosexuals, there is
no morally legitimate way to express
their sexuality, whereas for heterosexuals,
there is at least the possibility of enjoy-
ing sex within marriage. 

This is true, but Francis Schaeffer
wrote in 1968: “If a person who has
homophile tendencies, or even has prac-
ticed homosexuality, is helped in a deep
way, then they may marry. On the other
hand, there are a certain number of cases
who are real homophiles. In this case they
must face the dilemma of a life without sex-
ual fulfillment. We may cry with them con-
cerning this, but we must not let the self-
pity get too deep, because the unmarried
girl who has strong sexual desires, and no
one asks her to marry has the same prob-
lem. In both cases this is surely a part of the
abnormality of the fallen world. And in
both cases what is needed is people’s under-
standing while the church, in compassion
and understanding, helps the individual in
every way possible.”10

The same can be said of single men,
widows and widowers, divorced and those
who are sexually incapable. Teach-ing that
distorts the Bible by making an idol of
marriage (including sexual fulfillment with-
in marriage) is not only false teaching, but
is extremely unhelpful to all single people—
some of whom may never marry.

There is no denying that some

Christians are “homophobic,” in the 
way that term is defined by the gay move-
ment. But the Bible’s prohibition against
homosexual practice is not “homophobic.”
It does not single out homosexual behavior
for censure, nor does it condone hatred
toward any person. In fact, the moral line

the Bible draws is not
between heterosexual
behavior (good) and homo-
sexual behavior (bad). All
sexual activity that is not
consensual, and in the con-
text of heterosexual,
monogamous marriage is
immoral, and falls short of

God’s norms.
This teaching is particularly difficult to

swallow in an individualistic culture like
ours, which has made sexual freedom into
an idol. Our whole culture screams at us
that to be human, to avoid neurosis, etc.,
everybody must be sexually active. Too
many Christians have their own version of
that lie by treating sex within marriage in
an idolatrous way.

At the same time, ironically, we are
increasingly seeing the tragic and destruc-
tive fall-out of the idolatry of sex: a soaring
divorce rate, unwanted pregnancies; abor-
tions; single mothers and fatherless chil-
dren; a whole array of STD’s (at epidemic
levels on many college campuses today),
sexual addictions; and of course, AIDS—
which due to such high levels of promiscu-
ity among gay men, has taken a particular
toll in that population. All this is what
comes from so-called “freedom!” 

Christians need to challenge our 
culture’s idolatry of sexual freedom. In the
first century, when pagans were converted
to Christ, it was in the area of sexual moral-
ity that their lives tended to change most
quickly and dramatically. And the pagans
marveled at the Chris-tians’ sexual freedom,
defined as freedom from being driven by
their passions, heterosexual and homosexu-
al. It was a freedom that empowered them
to live as chaste when single, and monoga-
mously when married. This kind of free-
dom benefits the whole community—men,
women and children—and protects the vul-
nerable, those who are hurt the most by
individual sexual freedom run wild.

CCoommmmeennddiinngg  tthhee  BBiibbllee’’ss  
SSeexx  EEtthhiicc
One of the reasons a strong gay rights
movement has emerged is that over the last

It is scandalous when heterosexual Christians rant
and rave about homosexual sin as a detestable
abomination to God while excusing themselves of
other sins the Bible calls abominations.
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decades, heterosexual marriage has lost its
attractiveness and moral authority—both of
which are needed to make the normativity
of marriage persuasive and plausible. Many
homosexual men and lesbian women quite
reasonably point their fingers at the break-
down and ugliness of so many marriages
today, and the abuse of women and chil-
dren, which many of them have experi-
enced first hand, in the so-called traditional
family. It is not surprising that many are
commending alternative “family forms.”

Bill Bennett has astutely pointed out
that conservatives are in a panic about the
issue of homosexual marriage while virtual-
ly ignoring the issue of divorce, which has
been far more widespread and devastating
to our culture. The breakdown of hetero-
sexual marriage has come in large part from
the idolatry of individual freedom and
unwillingness to live within God’s marriage
norms. Homosexual marriage is just anoth-
er step further down that same road.

This poses a huge challenge to us who
believe that faithful, monogamous, hetero-
sexual marriage is the Creator’s norm, and
is good for us. We, of all people, must be
demonstrating that. This must mean much
more than living with prohibitions. Our
marriages and family lives must positively
demonstrate the goodness of God’s sexual

and family norms; they must be beautiful,
attractive and life-affirming for men,
women and children. They must also be
welcoming to others—including homosexu-
als—and a source of rich blessing in society.
Celibate singleness must also be seen as a
good, positive and productive call, as it was
in the lives of Jesus, Paul, and other disci-
ples, both men and women (Mt 19:12, 1
Cor 7, Mary, Martha and Lazarus, etc.).

If these things are not living realities,
we cannot expect our verbal apologetics for
Biblical faith and sexual morality to be per-
suasive. 

These are sensitive and complicated

issues. Christians need to think them
through in a sane and careful way and pro-
vide an alternative to the polarized rhetoric
from extremists on all sides. This is one of
the most important apologetics issues the
Christian Church is facing today, and it is
not likely to go away soon. 

I have only touched on a few of the
challenges surrounding this terribly difficult
issue. We need God’s grace to walk the
tightrope, following His word with humili-
ty in all that it teaches, loving those who
disagree with us, and reaching out in com-
passion to those men and women who are
suffering the sad and tragic consequences of
living outside the created sexual boundaries
that God gave us for our good. !

~Mardi Keyes

Mardi Keyes co-directs the Southborough, MA, branch of
L’Abri Fellowship with her husband Dick. They are the
parents of three sons aged 29, 28, and 22.
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Resources: 

Homosexuals Anonymous Fellowship Services, Box

7881, Reading, PA 19603. (610-376-1146)

Exodus International, Box 77652, Seattle, WA 98177.

(206-784-7799)
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Conservatives are in a
panic about homosexual
marriage while virtual-
ly ignoring the issue of
divorce, which has been
far more widespread
and devastating to our
culture.
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“THE STRUGGLE WOMEN DON’T TALK ABOUT” 
 

Casey Cockrum 

 
Women are battling masturbation and pornography.  It’s a taboo subject among 

women and is rarely mentioned as a struggle for them.  I have had many conversations 
with young women about the battles they endure with masturbation and pornography.   
Red faces with streaming tears sit before me, and the constant refrain is, “Why do I 
continually chase after masturbation and pornography?  I thought this was a male 
problem!”   What can you say about a topic that is never discussed but is ever present in 
the lives of Christian Women?   Even I still tend to think of it as strictly a male problem 
though, of course, it isn't.   

Several months ago (two weeks before my wedding to my husband) I was 
talking with a pastor friend of mine.  He told me about his camping trip with his 
eleven-year-old son.   They went to the woods to discuss “the birds and the bees, 
masturbation and all that other stuff that comes with being a boy.”  I told my then 
fiancé I was glad he would be the one to have to speak these things to our children one 
day.   But the reality is this is not just a discussion between a daddy and his son, this 
should be a discussion between mom and daughter, best friends in college, a college 
ministry leader and her female students, a youth leader and her female students.      

Last week a friend whose job is to work on computers in a school district told me 
that female teachers conduct the most searches for internet pornography in his district.  
Consequently he gets the most calls from women in the schools to come and remove 
inappropriate material from their computers which have been taken over by 
pornographic images.  I asked him if the women are embarrassed when they have to get 
his assistance.  He replied, “Casey, they used to blush and make up excuses for why 
there was pornography on their computer, but now they just laugh and say thanks.”   

Women think more and more like men with regard to these issues.  I believe this 
is due to the corruption of our own hearts added to the unprecedented prevalence of 
pornography.  When Paul describes the sexual perversion he sees in Rome, the Holy 
Spirit compels him to explain what is happening in Romans 1.  And what he saw there 
directly corresponds to what we see now:  God gives both men and women over to their 
lusts if they insist on indulging in sexual practices contrary to his plan. 

Our shameful lusts are inflamed by the prevalence of pornography in much of 
culture.  Even our shampoo and soft drink ads are driven by sexual innuendo.  One 
effect of this sexualizing of culture is that our young women imbibe and adopt 
destructive views of female sexuality.  A young teen used to get her views of modesty 
and femininity from her mother, but now the ubiquity of pornography wars against 
contemporary notions of Biblical womanhood.    

For example, both soft-core (television, romance novels, and some movies) and 
hard-core (magazines, internet, and movies) pornography are more on the radar screen 
now of women.  What used to be considered soft pornography is actually fairly hard 
core.  I recently watched an episode of “Sex and The City” just to see the attraction.  I 
watched the edited version, which is less explicit than the original HBO version.  The 



show featured masturbation and pornography.  One character was frustrated that her 
vibrator broke, while another character was jealous of her boyfriend’s pornography 
habit.  I was disgusted that television could be so raw and graphic, but I also saw very 
clearly why so many women love this show:  It portrays what many women truly think, 
feel, and battle today.  We need to discuss the longings and battles of women so that 
women do not have to watch a soft porn show to feel “understood”.   

Our dominant cultural media shouldn’t be the only avenues that profess what 
we think, feel, and battle.  Masturbation and pornography are no longer the province of 
men alone and women who have “serious issues”; they are the struggles of some 
women — even godly women – who profess Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior.   Our 
churches through their teaching and fellowship must address these issues of the heart 
with tenderness and clarity. 

If I had the answers to end these struggles, my husband and I would be very rich 
and living on some island with an umbrella drink in one hand and a great book in the 
other.  I can offer hope … hope that women are not alone in their struggles and that the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ can set women free.  Ask your church to discuss these topics with 
women.  I have “shaken many snakes out of bushes, that I could not kill” by teaching 
on women and sexual sin, but, I assure you, the snakes are eating holes in the lives of 
godly women.  Let’s shake the snakes out and see what happens.  Maybe, just maybe, 
they will be killed! 

 
 

Casey Cockrum is the Assistant Director of College & Career Ministry at Independent 
Presbyterian Church, in Memphis. E-mail her at: casey@indepres.org 
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God and Man as Creative Artists 

My desire in this essay is to help us to think 
scripturally about the arts as Christian believers, for 
this is one of those areas where, at this present 
time, there appears to be great confusion in our 
churches. On the one hand, many Christians seem 
to think that we ought only to listen to music, read 
books, or watch films that have been produced by 
fellow believers. On the other hand, almost all 
Christians will read newspapers and books, watch 
television shows and movies, go to plays and 
musicals, listen to music, and buy art cards and 
pictures for our walls simply because we like these 
things—and we will do this without much 
reflection unless we encounter something that is 
obviously blasphemous, gratuitously violent, or 
clearly pornographic. Even those who suggest most 
passionately that Christians should only enjoy art 
by other Christians will take delight in buildings, 
bridges, roads, interior decoration, clothes, or 
beautifully prepared and presented meals, and they 
will take this delight without asking whether the 
architect, builder, designer, or chef is a committed 
believer in the Lord Jesus Christ. So, how are we as 
Christians to think about the arts? To approach 
this subject, we begin with the biblical doctrine of 
creation. 
 

God, the Creator of All Things 
Visible and Invisible 

Every orthodox creed and every believing 
theologian throughout the history of the Church 
has affirmed the Christian’s faith in God, who is 
the Creator of heaven and earth and of all things 

visible and invisible. We all have our favorite 
scriptural passages that affirm this doctrine, that 
express our hope in the Lord who made all things, 
and that communicate this faith and hope with 
words of marvelous beauty—such as Psalm 8:1: “O 
LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all 
the earth”; or Psalm 19:1: “The heavens declare 
the glory of God and the sky above proclaims his 
handiwork.”1 We praise God now for the wonder 
of His creation and we will praise Him for this for 
all eternity: “Worthy are you, our LORD and God, 
to receive glory and honor and power, for you 
created all things, and by your will they existed and 
were created” (Rev. 4:11). Many other Scriptures 
also explore this conviction—sometimes at great 
length as well in glorious poetry; see, for instance, 
Job 38–41, Psalm 148, and Psalm 19 (a psalm that 
C. S. Lewis called one of the greatest lyric poems 
ever written). 

John Calvin, in exquisitely beautiful French 
prose, writes of the wonder of God’s creation in 
words that retain their remarkable power even in 
our English translations and are worth quoting at 
length:  
 

Since the perfection of blessedness consists in 
the knowledge of God, he has been pleased, in 
order that none might be excluded from the 
means of obtaining felicity, not only to deposit 
in our minds that seed of religion of which we 

                                                 
! This article first appeared as chapter 18 in All for Jesus: A 

Celebration of the 50th Anniversary of Covenant Theological 
Seminary, ed. Robert A. Peterson and Sean Michael Lucas 
(Christian Focus Publications, 2006), 287–315. 

1 Unless otherwise indicated, Bible verses quoted in this 
essay are taken from the English Standard Version (ESV). 
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have already spoken, but so to manifest his 
perfections in the whole structure of the 
universe, and daily place himself in our view, 
that we cannot open our eyes without being 
compelled to behold him. His essence, indeed, is 
incomprehensible, utterly transcending all 
human thought; but on each of his works his 
glory is engraven in characters so bright, so 
distinct, and so illustrious, that none, however 
dull and illiterate, can plead ignorance as their 
excuse. . . . And because the glory of his power 
and wisdom is more refulgent in the firmament, 
it is frequently designated as his palace. And, 
first, wherever you turn your eyes, there is no 
portion of the world, however minute, that does 
not exhibit at least some sparks of beauty; while 
it is impossible to contemplate the vast and 
beautiful fabric as it extends around, without 
being overwhelmed by the immense weight of 
glory. Hence, the author of the Epistle to the 
Hebrews elegantly describes the visible worlds as 
images of the invisible (Heb. 11:3), the elegant 
structure of the world serving us as a kind of 
mirror, in which we may behold God, though 
otherwise invisible . . . . 

In attestation of his wondrous wisdom, both 
the heavens and the earth present us with 
innumerable proofs, not only those more 
recondite proofs which astronomy, medicine, 
and all the natural sciences, are designed to 
illustrate, but proofs which force themselves on 
the notice of the most illiterate peasant, who 
cannot open his eyes without beholding them. It 
is true, indeed, that those who are more or less 
intimately acquainted with those liberal studies 
are thereby assisted and enabled to obtain a 
deeper insight into the secret workings of divine 
wisdom. No man, however, though he be 
ignorant of these, is incapacitated for discerning 
such proofs of creative wisdom as may well cause 
him to break forth in admiration of the Creator. 
. . . Still, none who have the use of their eyes 
can be ignorant of the divine skill manifested so 
conspicuously in the endless variety, yet distinct 
and well ordered array, of the heavenly host; 
and, therefore, it is plain that the Lord has 
furnished every man with abundant proofs of his 
wisdom.2  

 

                                                 

                                                

2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 vols., ed. 
John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles (Philadelphia, PA: 
Westminster, 1960), I.v.1–2.  

The English poet Gerard Manley Hopkins 
delights us with his poetic paean of praise in one of 
his best known works, “God’s Grandeur”: 
 

The world is charged with the grandeur  
 of God. 
It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;3  

 
Another of Hopkins’ poems, “Pied Beauty,” I will 
quote in full. Hopkins holds up for our pleasure his 
exploration of the amazing diversity of color, 
texture, taste, and action in creation: 
 

Glory be to God for dappled things– 
For skies of couple-color as a brinded cow; 
For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that 

swim; 
Fresh-firecoal chestnut falls; finches wings; 
Landscape plotted and pieced–fold, fallow and 

plough; 
And all trades, their gear and tackle and trim. 
 
All things counter, original, spare, strange; 
Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?) 
With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim; 
He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change: 
Praise him.4  
 
Daniel Loizeaux considers God’s creativity 

under four headings. He writes: “How God’s 
imagination daily loads us with benefits. 
Contemplate this embarrassment of riches from a 
four-fold aspect: their perfection, diversity, 
profusion, inventiveness.”5 I am indebted to 
Loizeaux’s discussion in my own exploration of 
these four aspects of God’s creative genius. 

 
Perfection 
If we look at anything God has made under a 
microscope to see it in all its detail, we will 

 
3 Gerard Manley Hopkins, “God’s Grandeur,” in The Poems 

of Gerard Manley Hopkins, ed. W. H. Gardner and N. H. 
MacKenzie, 4th ed., rev. and enlarged (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1970), 66.  

4  Hopkins, “Pied Beauty,” in ibid., 69–70. 
5 Daniel Loizeaux, “The Imagination of God,” Genesis: 

Journal of the Society of Christians in the Arts, Inc. 1, no. 2 
(1975): 72. 
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discover that the more we see, the more amazing is 
His creative genius. A closer view enables us to see 
new and unimagined beauties and infinitesimally 
tiny wonders. Look at the structure of a leaf, a 
diamond, a snowflake, or a human cell. If we 
compare any product of human technology to any 
work of God—for example, try looking at an object 
made of polished steel, copper, or bronze—and try 
the same experiment, we very soon will observe the 
difference. It is lovely to our eyes, but if we look at 
our own works under a microscope, we will soon see 
the flaws. 
 
Diversity 
Think of the many different varieties of birds, 
insects, trees, and flowers; or, for an even more 
extraordinary example, the infinite variety of 
snowflakes, sunrises, sunsets, or, more importantly, 
human beings: no two are exactly the same. 
 
Profusion 

God loves abundance: think of the flowers in a 
meadow, or the stars in the night sky—if you can 
get away from bright city lighting to see them, 
such as out in a deep forest, in a desert, or high up 
on a mountain. In such a setting, the sky seems to 
be nothing but stars. Indeed, astronomers tell us 
that there are 60 billion galaxies in the universe. 
 
Inventiveness 
We admire men and women who come up with 
new designs—and rightly so. But just think how 
this activity is only a miniscule copy of the 
inventiveness of the Lord, who delights in making 
all things new—not just at the beginning of the 
creation, but every day. 
 

No Asceticism—Rather, the Glad Receiving  
and Enjoyment of the Gifts of God’s Creativity 

It is evident as we read Genesis 1 that God 
believed that all He had made was good. 
Repeatedly during the account of the creation, this 
refrain occurs: “God saw that it was good” (Gen. 
1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25). At the high point, when 
He has created man, we find this expression of the 

Lord’s delight in His work: “And God saw 
everything that he had made, and behold, it was 
very good” (1:31). Some Christians believe that 
this world and the created order are no longer good 
after the fall and have concluded, therefore, that 
the enjoyment of life and of God’s daily gifts is no 
longer genuinely spiritual; they see this as 
somehow suspect. Calvin responded to this view 
with a resounding affirmation of the beauty of this 
world and the appropriateness of delight: “Should 
the Lord have attracted our eyes to the beauty of 
the flowers, and our sense of smell to pleasant 
odors, and should it then be sin to drink them in? 
Has he not even made the colors so that the one is 
more wonderful than the other?"6  

Scripture itself insists that delight in creation 
and the enjoyment of God’s gifts is not only right 
and good, but that asceticism—the insistence that 
taking pleasure in our creaturely life is somehow 
unspiritual or even sinful—is in fact a heretical 
teaching. See Paul’s passionate words in 1 Timothy 
4:1–5 as an example of this: 
 

Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times 
some will depart from the faith by devoting 
themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of 
demons, through the insincerity of liars whose 
consciences are seared, who forbid marriage and 
require abstinence from foods that God created 
to be received with thanksgiving by those who 
believe and know the truth. For everything 
created by God is good, and nothing is to be 
rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, for it 
is made holy by the word of God and prayer. 

 
In these words, Paul insists that food, sex, 
marriage—indeed all the gifts of creation—are 
good and holy, for God Himself has declared them 
to be so in His Word. Paul demands that we see 
that asceticism, even if it comes under the guise of 
spirituality, is heretical, even demonic. Why does 
he speak with such strong language? The simple 
answer is that the teaching that it is sinful to enjoy 

                                                 
6 John Calvin, On the Life of the Christian Man (Grand 

Rapids, MI.: Baker Book House, 1952), 88. 
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the gifts of creation is blasphemous because it is a 
rejection of God’s own valuation of creation.  

Repeatedly in the history of the Church, 
Christians have been tempted to devalue the 
richness of creation and therefore to devalue also 
the arts, as if it would be somehow more “spiritual” 
to live a life devoid of beauty, of good things, of 
music, of literature, of painting, of color, etc. It is 
as if bare simplicity, barrenness, and even ugliness 
were somehow considered to be more pleasing to 
God. Behind this idea is the conviction that it is 
only what is “spiritual” that matters, and that the 
physical, therefore, is only of secondary value at 
best. In this view, the arts are thought of as an 
optional, rather extravagant, and unnecessary extra 
in life. But this belief is nonsense, and is, according 
to Paul, a heresy of the most serious kind, for in the 
end it is a denial of the goodness of creation. 
George Herbert, in his poem “Teach Me, My God 
and King,” captured this obligation of the 
Christian to value as good all that God has made. 
This poem may be found in many hymnals; I 
include here stanzas one, three, and four: 
 

Teach me, my God and King, 
In all things thee to see, 
And what I do in anything 
To do it as for thee. 
 
All may of thee partake: 
Nothing can be so mean 
Which with this motive, “For thy sake,” 
Will not grow bright and clean. 
 
This is the famous stone 
That turneth all to gold; 
For that which God doth touch and own 
Cannot for less be told. 

 
Reflecting further on this theme, we may point 

to five foundational doctrines that affirm the value 
of the richness of life here in this world: 
 
Creation  

See Genesis 1 with God’s repeated “it is good,” and 
Paul’s words in 1Timothy 4:1–5 (noted above). 

Common Grace—or, God’s Providential Care for 
All Creation 
See Genesis 9:8–17 and the everlasting covenant 
that God makes with all creatures after the flood. 
God cares for all creation, as evidenced in Psalms 
103 and 145, and also by Jesus’ words in Matthew 
6:26–29 and 10:29–31, where He speaks of God 
watching over and providing for the flowers and 
the birds, and, even more, for all people. 
 
The Incarnation  
The eternal Son of God, the second person of the 
Trinity, became flesh; He became a man; He 
became a part of this physical universe—not 
merely for the thirty years of His earthly life, but 
for all eternity to come. 
 
Bodily Resurrection  
See Paul’s joyful words about our physical 
resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15 and 2 Corinthians 
5:1–5. Nothing expresses with greater clarity that 
our physical life in this world is precious than this 
conviction of God’s commitment not “to unclothe 
us, but to further clothe us, so that what is mortal 
may be swallowed up by life.” 
 
The New Creation  
There will be a renewed earth, with the curse 
removed (see Rom. 8:18–25; 2 Peter 3:13; Rev. 
21:1–4). This promise of the glory of the earth to 
come underlines the significance and value of all 
that God has made for our enjoyment here and 
now. Redemption will not be complete until our 
human life is restored to its full delight in the 
wonder of God’s good creation.  
 

Man and Woman, God’s Image Bearers,  
Are Made to Be Sub-Creators Following  

After Their Creator 

The God who made all things made us to exercise 
dominion under Him over this good creation 
(Gen. 1:26–28). In Psalm 8, David declares that it 
is this likeness to God as we rule over this earth 
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and its creatures that constitutes our glory as 
human persons. He asks:  
 

When I look at your heavens, the work of your 
fingers, 

the moon and the stars, which you have set in 
place, 

what is man that you are mindful of him? 
 
He replies to his own question: 
 

You have made him a little lower than the 
heavenly beings and crowned him with 
glory and honor. 

You have given him dominion over the works of 
your hands; you have put all things under 
his feet. 

 
In exercising dominion over God’s good 

creation we are not creators in an absolute sense, 
like God, but, rather, sub-creators at best. We 
never create ex nihilo (out of nothing) like God, for 
we are always working with some aspect of what 
He has already made. We might say that our 
dominion over this earth means that we “till the 
garden” of color, words, form and texture, sound 
and harmony, stone and clay, imagination, God’s 
works in creation, and human works in history and 
in society. Sir Isaac Newton likened our ruling the 
earth with the arts and sciences to the playing of a 
child: 
 

I do not know what I may appear to the world, 
but to myself I seem to have been only like a boy 
playing on the seashore, and diverting myself in 
now and then finding a smoother pebble or a 
prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great 
ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.7  

 
C. S. Lewis recognized that all great artists 

acknowledge that there is something outside 
themselves that is greater than they are, and that is 
greater than the works that they make: “The 
greatest poems (indeed all of the greatest artistic 
works) have been made by men who valued 

                                                 

                                                

7 Quoted in Loizeaux, “The Imagination of God,” 74. 

something else much more than poetry.”8 For the 
Christian, there needs to be the humble bowing 
before God the Creator and the glad acceptance of 
the gift of His created order with which we all do 
our work. 

We exercise dominion now by “making things” 
with our hands, minds, and imaginations. This task 
will be ours forever, for on the renewed earth all 
the creative glory of all the nations will be brought 
into the kingdom of God to honor Christ (Rev. 
21:24–26).  

Sometimes, Christians will insist that the only 
work that is truly worthwhile, pleasing to God, and 
spiritual is the work of serving the proclamation of 
the Gospel across the world. This view suggests 
that if we were all truly earnest Christians, we 
would leave our “secular” jobs, in which we are 
simply making a living and ruling the world, and 
we would all join the “sacred” work of mission. But 
if we stop and think about Jesus’ life, we see that 
He was doing so-called “secular” work as a 
carpenter or a fisherman for many more years than 
He was a preacher and teacher. It is impossible to 
suppose that during these years Jesus was living in a 
manner that was not fully godly and completely 
pleasing to His Father in heaven. 

The import of this reflection on our human 
calling to “till the garden” of this world with body, 
mind, and imagination is that the arts need no 
justification; they are good gifts of God, a basic 
part of the creation order. Our calling is simply to 
be thankful for these gifts of sub-creativity.  

 We may say, however, that there are five 
aspects of our God-given creativity, or, rather, five 
“callings,” as we engage in the work of creating: 

 
" We are to seek to glorify God in all we do. 
 
" We are designed to find fulfillment for 

ourselves in using, developing, and 
expressing the gifts God has richly given us. 

 

 
8 C. S. Lewis, “Christianity and Literature,” Genesis: 

Journal of the Society of Christians in the Arts, Inc. 1, no. 2 
(1975): 22. 
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" We are to seek to be of benefit to others, so 
that they may be able to look at what we 
create and say of it: “It is good.” The 
Christian artist always lives in community 
and is called to serve others in the 
development and expression of the gifts 
God has given to each one for the blessing 
of all. 

 
" In being creative, we fulfill our human 

design by exercising dominion over the 
earth.  

 
" We are called, in all we do, including in our 

creative work, to set back the boundaries of 
the Fall—to restrain the abnormality of our 
present human life in its brokenness and 
sorrow, and of our present world that is 
under the curse and that resists our 
dominion. 

 
The Heart of the Christian’s Approach  

to Creativity Will Be Imitation 

In acknowledging that we live in God’s world and 
that we are His creatures, the Christian ought to 
have a rather more humble approach to the work 
of art than is sometimes found in the reflections of 
those who see themselves at the center of reality. 
Shakespeare had this humility about his work, 
though if we consider both the dramas and the 
poetry that poured out from him, we might justly 
call him a creator. The poet Dryden said of 
Shakespeare: “After God, he has created most.” 
Yet Shakespeare said of himself that he simply held 
“a mirror up to nature.” George Herbert, like 
Shakespeare a Christian, wrote: “True beauty lives 
on high. Ours is but a flame borrowed thence.”  

Lewis comments on this understanding of the 
artist as being an imitator rather than an original 
creator, and in the process he challenges much 
contemporary reflection about the work of the 
artist:  
 

What are the key-words of modern criticism? 
Creative, with its opposite derivative; spontaneity, 
with its opposite convention; freedom, contrasted 

with rules. Great authors are innovators, 
pioneers, explorers; bad authors bunch in 
schools and follow models. Or again, great 
authors are always “breaking fetters” and 
“bursting bonds.” They have personality, they 
“are themselves.” I do not know whether we 
often think out the implication of such language 
into a consistent philosophy; but we certainly 
have a general picture of bad work flowing from 
conformity and discipleship, and of good work 
bursting out from certain centres of explosive 
force—apparently self-originating force—which 
we call men of genius.9

 
Lewis then draws our attention to the way in 
which the New Testament speaks about the 
Christian life in very different terms: 
 

Thus in Gal. iv. 19 Christ is to be “formed” 
inside each believer—the verb here used 
meaning to shape, to figure, or even to draw a 
sketch. In First Thessalonians (i. 6) Christians 
are told to imitate St. Paul and the Lord, and 
elsewhere (1 Cor. x. 33) to imitate St. Paul as he 
in his turn imitates Christ—thus giving us 
another stage of progressive imitation. Changing 
the metaphor we find that believers are to 
acquire the fragrance of Christ, redolere Christum 
(2 Cor. ii. 16); that the glory of God has 
appeared in the face of Christ as, at the creation, 
light appeared in the universe (2 Cor. iv. 6); 
and, finally, if my reading of a much disputed 
passage is correct, that a Christian is to Christ as 
a mirror to an object (2 Cor. iii. 18).10

 
Lewis points out that thinking of oneself as 
“original” and as a “creator” is very close to 
summing up the reality of the fall, where humans 
turned from what is better and greater than 
themselves—God, who is the Originator—to what 
is lesser and derived—themselves. He then applies 
this biblical insight to the work of the writer and 
the artist: 
 

Applying this principle to literature, in its 
greatest generality, we should get as the basis of 
all critical theory the maxim that an author 
should never conceive of himself as bringing 

                                                 

 9 This and the next several quotes are taken from Lewis, 
“Christianity and Literature,” 18–20.  

10 Ibid. 
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into existence beauty or wisdom that did not 
exist before, but simply and solely as trying to 
embody in terms of his own art some reflection 
of eternal Beauty and Wisdom.11

 
He comments on the difference between the 
Christian and the man who sees himself at the 
center of reality: 
 

St. Augustine and Rousseau both write 
Confessions; but to the one his own 
temperament is a kind of absolute (au moins 
je suis autre), to the other it is “a narrow 
house, too narrow for thee to enter—oh 
make it wide. It is in ruins—oh rebuild it.”12

 
Lewis explicitly acknowledges the similarities 

between a Christian and a Platonic view in seeing 
the arts as imitative of something transcendent. 
For the Platonist and Neo-Platonist, this world is a 
copy, a shadow of the divine world above. The arts 
will not be satisfied with exploring what is found 
here—the copies—but will seek to enter into 
heaven itself to imitate the true origin of all that 
we see here on earth. Lewis quotes Plotinus: “The 
arts do not simply imitate what they see but re-
ascend to those principles from which Nature 
herself is derived.”13 Art and Nature thus become 
rival copies of the same supersensual original, and 
there is no reason why Art should not be the better 
of the two.  

Using Sir Philip Sidney as an example, 
Lewis further notes that: 

 
The poet, unlike the historian, is not “captived 
to the trueth of a foolish world,” but can “deliver 
a golden.” Sidney . . . inherited, in a 
Christianized form, the Platonic dualism. Nature 
was not the whole. Above earth was heaven; 
behind the phenomenal, the metaphysical. To 
that higher region the human soul belonged. 
The natural world, as Bacon said, was “in 
proportion inferior to the soul.” The man who... 

                                                 

                                                

11  Ibid. 
12  Ibid. 
13 Plotinus, Ennead, V.viii, 320. Quoted in C. S. Lewis, 

“English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, Excluding 
Drama,” Oxford History of English Literature (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1954), 320. 

improved on Nature, and painted what might be 
or ought to be, did not feel that he was 
retreating from reality into a merely subjective 
refuge; he was reascending from a world which 
he had a right to call “foolish” and asserting his 
divine origin.14

 
We may describe a Christian understanding of 

the arts in the following way: Our work in any field 
of the arts will be imitative. We will be thinking 
God’s thoughts after Him—painting with His 
colors; speaking with His gift of language; 
exploring and expressing His sounds and 
harmonies; working with His creation in all its 
glory, diversity, and in-built inventiveness. In 
addition, we will find ourselves longing to make 
known the beauty of life as it once was in Paradise, 
the tragedy of its present marring, and the hope of 
our final redemption. All great art will contain this 
element of being an echo of Eden: Eden in its 
original glory, Eden that is lost to us, and Eden 
restored. 

I do not mean to suggest that there is no room 
for creativity or originality in a Christian 
understanding of the arts. Lewis thought it 
appropriate to use the term “sub-creation” for his 
friend J. R. R. Tolkien’s work The Lord of the Rings. 
We may use the terms “creative” and “original” as 
long as we understand that we do not mean them 
in an absolute sense, for everything we do we do as 
those who are created and as those who are 
working within the boundaries of this created 
universe.  

In this secondary sense of “sub-creation,” we 
delight in the work of a Christian poet who designs 
new forms (as did John Donne or T. S. Eliot); or 
the compositions of a Christian musician who 
writes music in styles that are original (as did 
Bach); or the canvases of the Christian painter 
who paints in a manner that breaks with tradition 
(as did Rembrandt or Van Gogh). However, a 
Christian will just as gladly use forms already in 
existence if those forms fit the purposes and 
passions of one’s work. 

 
14 Lewis, “English Literature in the Sixteenth Century,” 320–

21.  
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Another way to express this recognition of the 
secondary nature of all our art would be to 
understand that all creative work is a form of praise 
and worship: by creating we declare the glory of 
God, who made us in His likeness. 
 

The Arts Should Not Be Simply 
 an Expression of the Self 

Since the Romantic period, the arts have become 
increasingly a matter of mere self-expression. The 
artist is seen as having a special sensibility that 
gives him a higher understanding of and insight 
into the human condition and which therefore 
elevates him above the average person as one to be 
admired. The Christian who works in the arts will 
not see himself as the great revealer, as another 
god, as the prophet or priest of the age, a special 
mentor breaking new barriers. To do so is to 
become the priest in a smaller and smaller cult. 
The more inward and purely self-expressive art 
becomes, the more inaccessible it is to others. For 
artistic communication to occur, art cannot be 
simply an expression of the self. True art must have 
some contact with life, with reality, with other 
people who exist alongside the artist. Lewis puts it 
this way: “Great writing (and all great art) exists 
because there is a world not created by the 
writer.”15

In contrast to the Romantic view, the artist 
needs to see himself as a creature of God, using 
gifts given by God, to the glory of God, for the 
enrichment of the lives of others. 
 

The Creativity of Others Helps Us  
Enter into God’s Creativity 

We are finite, and that is good, for this is the way 
God made us; yet, God’s world surrounds us with 
all its extraordinary variety, beauty, order, and 
richness. Lewis reflects on how we may experience 
more of the wonder of God’s world as we read and 
so enter into someone else’s perspective on this 
world. This is true of all the arts—each painter, 
sculptor, writer, composer, musician, or designer 

                                                 

                                                

15 Ibid. 

sees something of the world that we do not see, 
and so, as we look or listen or read, we are enriched 
by each artist’s vision. Lewis asks why we enjoy 
reading (and we may apply this to all the arts). He 
answers: 
 

The nearest I have yet got to answer is that we 
seek an enlargement of our being. We want to 
be more than ourselves. Each of us by nature sees 
the whole world from one point of view with a 
perspective and a selectiveness peculiar to 
himself. And even when we build disinterested 
fantasies, they are saturated with, and limited by, 
our own psychology. To acquiesce in this 
particularity on the sensuous level—in other 
words, not to discount perspective—would be 
lunacy. We should then believe that the railway 
line really grew narrower as it receded into the 
distance. But we want to escape the illusions of 
perspective on higher levels too. We want to see 
with other eyes, to imagine with other 
imaginations, to feel with other hearts, as well as 
with our own. We are not content to be 
Leibnitzian monads. We demand windows. 
Literature as Logos is a series of windows, even 
of doors. One of the things we feel after reading 
a great work is “I have got out.” Or from another 
point of view, “I have got in”; pierced the shell 
of some other monad and discovered what it is 
like inside.16

 
Lewis points out how reading (or the enjoyment of 
any artwork) is similar to love, moral activity, and 
the exercise of the mind, for in each of these 
activities we are called out of ourselves into the life 
of another. This would be a joy and an 
enlargement of us even if we were not fallen 
creatures, for even before the fall it was “not good 
for the man to be alone” (Gen. 2:18). We need 
others to complement us in every aspect of our 
lives. 

God has not made us to be isolated individuals 
who find fulfillment simply by ourselves, or even—
and I say this carefully—only in relationship with 
Him. He has made us for others so that, together as 
finite persons, we can reflect the unity and 

 
16 This and the following quotation are excerpts from C. S. 

Lewis, An Experiment in Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1965), 137–141. 
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diversity within the godhead, and so that, together, 
we can take delight in the gifts, wisdom, and 
insight of our fellow men and women.  

When we add to this the fact that we are fallen 
and that the essence of the fall is to worship and 
serve oneself, we begin to see how important are 
the arts, for they give us a wider and fuller view of 
God’s good world. The arts enable us to look 
beyond ourselves and the horizons of our own 
experience. They help us to stop being so self-
centered. Lewis writes: 

 
Good reading, therefore, though it is not 
essentially an affectional or moral or intellectual 
activity, has something in common with all 
three. In love we escape from our self into one 
other. In the moral sphere, every act of justice or 
charity involves putting ourselves in the other 
person’s place and thus transcending our own 
competitive particularity. In coming to 
understand anything we are rejecting the facts as 
they are for us in favour of the facts as they are. 
The primary impulse of each is to maintain and 
aggrandize himself. The secondary impulse is to 
go out of the self, to correct its provincialism 
and heal its loneliness. In love, in virtue, in the 
pursuit of knowledge, and in the reception of the 
arts, we are doing this. Obviously this process 
can be described either as an enlargement or as a 
temporary annihilation of the self. But that is an 
old paradox; “he that loseth his life shall save 
it”. . . .  

This, so far as I can see, is the specific value 
or good of literature considered as Logos; it 
admits us to experiences other than our own. 
They are not, any more than our personal 
experiences, all equally worth having. Some, as 
we say, “interest” us more than others. The 
causes of this interest are naturally extremely 
various and differ from one man to another; it 
may be the typical (and we say “How true!”) or 
the abnormal (and we say “How strange!”); it 
may be the beautiful, the terrible, the awe-
inspiring, the exhilarating, the pathetic, the 
comic, or the merely piquant. Literature gives 
the entrée to them all. . . . 

Literary experience heals the wound, 
without undermining the privilege, of 
individuality. There are mass emotions which 
heal the wound; but they destroy the privilege. 
In them our separate selves are pooled and we 
sink back into sub-individuality. But in reading 

great literature I become a thousand men and 
yet remain myself. Like the night sky in the 
Greek poem, I see with a myriad eyes, but it is 
still I who see. Here, as in worship, in love, in 
moral action, and in knowing, I transcend 
myself; and am never more myself than when I 
do.17  

 
De Quincey expressed this same thought very 

simply. He said that “Literature makes us feel more 
about things, and feel about more things.” Again, 
what is true of literature is true of all the arts. In 
the enjoyment of others’ creativity, I enter into a 
vision and richness beyond my own: “Familiar 
things made new; new things made familiar.” 
Chesterton understood this and sums it up for us: 
“Fiction is common things seen by uncommon 
people.” T. S. Eliot also writes of this as he thinks 
about the nature of poetry. The poet, he suggests, 
leads us into a new level of consciousness, 

 
. . . making people more aware of what they feel 
already, and therefore teaching them something 
about themselves. But he is not merely a more 
conscious individual than the others; he is also 
individually different from other people, and 
from other poets too, and can make his readers 
share consciously in new feelings which they 
had not experienced before.18  

 
In this expansion of the self, the arts are indeed 
like love or moral action. One gives oneself to 
another, yet is never more fully oneself. 
 

Art by Christians and by Non-Christians 

An important question arises here that takes us 
back to an idea brought up at the beginning of this 
essay: Are Christians better artists than non-
Christians? Put this way, the question seems 
absurd! But many believers speak as if it is 
impossible for the Christian to enjoy or to be 
edified by the creative works of unbelievers. As I 

                                                 
17  Ibid.  
18 T.S. Eliot, “On Poetry and Poets,” quoted in Reading 

Literature: Some Christian Approaches, ed. David Baratt and 
Roger Pooley (Leicester, UK: UCCF Literary Studies Group, 
1985), 8.  
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pointed out earlier, the truth is that there is not a 
single Christian in the world who does not daily 
benefit from the creative gifts and hard work of the 
unbelievers around him. Our clothes, our food, our 
homes, our public buildings, our transport, our 
furnishings, our machinery, our technology—the 
greater part of all of this has been designed and 
made by people who are not Christians.  

On even the briefest reflection, it is obvious 
that God has given His creative gifts to believers 
and unbelievers alike. Scripture acknowledges this 
in many ways, and we should need no other 
evidence than the insistence of God’s Word that 
all human persons are made in His image (see Ps. 8 
once more, or James 3:9–10). 

In Acts 14:17, we see Paul talking to the 
idolatrous pagans in the city of Lystra about God’s 
generosity. He says, “God has not left himself 
without a testimony; but has shown kindness by 
giving you gifts from heaven.” Jesus calls us to be 
like our heavenly Father, who gives His good gifts 
to the believer and the unbeliever, the righteous 
and the wicked (Matthew 5:43–48). The writer of 
Proverbs declares that God’s wisdom raises her 
voice not just to the people of Israel but to the 
whole human race so that there can be good laws 
and just rule in every nation (Prov. 8:1–4, 15–16). 
In 1 Kings 5, we read how God is pleased that 
Solomon is hiring the finest craftsmen of the day, 
unbelievers from Hiram, king of Tyre, to build the 
temple and to work on its interior design.  

This is a particularly interesting example, for it 
teaches us that it is perfectly appropriate for us to 
use the gifts of non-Christians to help us build our 
houses of worship or to aid our worship in other 
ways (we will return to this issue later). On this 
subject of what is generally called the “common 
grace” of God, John Calvin writes with great 
passion about the folly and blasphemy of denying 
that God has given his gifts liberally to 
unbelievers: 
 

Therefore, in reading profane authors, the 
admirable light of truth displayed in them 
should remind us, that the human mind, 
however much fallen and perverted from its 
original integrity, is still adorned and invested 

with admirable gifts from its Creator. If we 
reflect that the Spirit of God is the only 
fountain of truth, we will be careful, as we 
would avoid offering insult to him, not to reject 
or condemn truth wherever it appears. In 
despising the gifts, we insult the Giver.19  

 
And again: 
 

The sum of the whole is this: From a general 
survey of the human race, it appears that one of 
the essential properties of our nature is reason, 
which distinguishes us from the lower animals, 
just as these by means of sense are distinguished 
from inanimate objects. For although some 
individuals are born without reason, that defect 
does not impair the general kindness of God [the 
Battles translation here has “general grace”; the 
French is “la grace generale de Dieu”], but rather 
serves to remind us, that whatever we retain 
ought justly to be ascribed to the Divine 
indulgence. Had God not so spared us, our revolt 
would have carried along with it the entire 
destruction of nature. In that some excel in 
acuteness, and some in judgment, while others 
have greater readiness in learning some peculiar 
art, God, by this variety commends his favour 
toward us, lest any one should presume to 
arrogate to himself that which flows from His 
mere liberality. For whence is it that one is more 
excellent than another, but that in a common 
nature the grace of God is specially displayed 
[Battles translates here “Why is one person more 
excellent than another? Is it not to display in 
common nature God’s special grace?” The French is 
“la grace special de Dieu”] in passing by many and 
thus proclaiming that it is under obligation to 
none. We may add, that each individual is 
brought under particular influences according to 
his calling.20  

 
Calvin in this passage speaks of “general grace” 

and also of “special grace” as he reflects on the 
generous giving of gifts by God to the whole 
human race. He is quite happy to acknowledge 
that in many areas of human activity unbelievers 
may be more gifted and have more wisdom than 
believers. If in reading this statement you are 
troubled by it, just think of the planes in which 

                                                 
19 Calvin, Institutes II.ii.15. 
20 Ibid., II.ii.17. 
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you fly, the buildings that you admire, the 
technology or medical care from which you 
benefit—almost certainly the majority of these 
have been designed and made by non-Christians. 
This truth should not trouble us at all, but rather 
cause us to magnify the grace of God, who gives to 
all so generously. The question we need to ask 
about any human artifact is not “Is this made by a 
Christian or a non-Christian?” Rather, we should 
ask the question that Genesis 1 prompts us to ask: 
“Is this good?” 
 

Arts and Crafts 

In this section, we will briefly address the issue of 
the unity between what tend to be called “arts” 
(such as music, literature, painting, etc.) and 
“crafts” (such as the making of household 
furnishings, clothes, buildings, etc.). Hans 
Rookmaaker, who was for many years professor of 
art history at the Free University of Amsterdam, 
and also a director of the L’Abri Fellowship in 
Holland, wrote very helpfully on this subject. 
Rookmaaker points out that at one time—through 
the Middle Ages and on beyond the 
Reformation—what we now refer to as the arts 
were all considered crafts; artists were workmen 
and women like any other laborers. Young people 
were apprenticed in painting or music just as they 
were in furniture making or metalwork or dyeing. 
“Art” was simply the beauty that one expected to 
find in things made by skilled craftsmen and 
artisans. Christians were a part of this cultural way 
of seeing, recognizing their abilities in these areas 
as gifts and callings from God. The result was a 
great wealth of music, literature, painting, 
sculpture, architecture, furniture, and many other 
things which people still flock to see, hear, and 
enjoy. Consider the examples of Bach, Rembrandt, 
and Shakespeare—each of them is an outstanding 
artisan in his particular craft. 

 A change began to take place in this 
perception about the arts during the Romantic 
period. Art came to be seen as ART—, that is, as 
“fine art” or “high culture”; the crafts came to be 
considered inferior. The arts became disconnected 

from life; the artist began to be thought of as a kind 
of noble genius. What were some of the results of 
this shift in thinking about the nature of the arts? 
Here we will summarize some of the points that 
Rookmaaker makes in his writing on this subject 
(see, in particular, his essay Art Needs no 
Justification).21

One result of this shift was that art became 
museum art. Instead of artistically made objects 
that were part of the everyday life of the ordinary 
person, we now go to museums to see the works of 
“great artists”—works which may be beautiful and 
meaningful in many ways, but which have been set 
apart from the “ordinary” by the fact that they are 
ART. Think in comparison of the great outpouring 
of paintings that decorated the churches and 
public buildings in the late medieval period or at 
the time of the Renaissance. These works were part 
of people’s lives; wherever they went in the course 
of a day or a week, they met with artistic works 
created to beautify everyday existence. With the 
rise of ART, this became less and less the case. 

Along with this shift in thinking and the 
divorce of artistic endeavors from the everyday, 
ART also became very expensive. Unlike at the 
time of Michelangelo or Leonardo da Vinci, the 
common man and woman had very little access to 
the works of the great artists until the rise of public 
museums. 

In addition, there developed a separation of 
ART from “commercial art” or “entertainment art,” 
though in every field, a few artists managed to 
bridge the gap: Toulouse-Lautrec, Johann Strauss, 
Duke Ellington. Nowadays we are able to enjoy at 
a popular level some of the works of the great 
artists of a previous time—artists who did not 
think of themselves as working away at some 
“higher calling,” but who saw themselves as serving 
the men and women of their day with the gifts God 
had given them. Think here of some of the 
excellent recent films made of the plays of William 
Shakespeare or of the novels of Jane Austen, 

                                                 
21 Hans Rookmaaker, Art Needs No Justification (Downers 

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1978). 
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which are fine examples of how great ART and 
commercial art can come together. 

Another consequence of this separation of arts 
and crafts is the alienation of most ordinary people 
from the arts (again, consider the contrast with the 
plays of Shakespeare, which, in his day, were 
enjoyed by king and commoner alike). Along with 
this alienation of ordinary people there has arisen 
the development of a special class of “art 
interpreters”—reviewers and critics whose job it is 
to educate the rest of us so that we are able to 
understand the ARTS. Romantic notions of ART 
create practical difficulties for the artist and art 
student who are sensible enough to see the 
problems of this approach. Indeed, we currently see 
a crisis in the arts, a crisis that leads to the 
question: “Why am I working at this?” By the 
Romantic vision of art, the artist is driven inward 
to find his identity in and through his work. But a 
problem arises here: what if one finds only 
emptiness inside? 

The Romantic conception of the artist as a 
tortured genius expressing his inmost being creates 
particular difficulty for Christians, for “the arts are 
the epitome and very clear expression of the non-
Christian Spirit of the age.” This generates a 
reaction among the vast majority of Christians and 
raises two problems that have constantly to be 
faced by the believer who senses that God is 
calling him or her to be an artist: 

First, art is considered by many in our churches to 
be unnecessary and unspiritual, even worldly. 
Therefore, Christians who desire to be artists are 
told, “Leave art to the pagans. Our Christian 
calling is to be spiritual and to bear witness to 
Christ.” But, even if we take this negative attitude 
towards the arts, we still find that art is inescapably 
part of our lives.  

Second, the Christian who perseveres and enters 
the arts has to face all sorts of criticisms: the charge of 
hedonism, of worldliness, of being sinful or carnal. 
Artists are considered by many people to be lazy, 
for art is not “real work.” The artist is in danger 
from the world. If a young believer persists in 
following his calling he is told, “If you have to be 
an artist, then at least use your art for evangelistic 

purposes. This can be your only justification for 
pursuing such a life.” 

How are we as Christians to respond to such 
charges, criticisms, and challenges? We do need to 
make a response for the sake of Christians who 
have been gifted by God and who wish to pursue 
this calling. And our response will have to be: 
 
" Art needs no justification. It is simply a gift 

of God, part of His created reality, to be 
received like any other gift—with gratitude. 

 
" We must not say that “art is for art’s 

sake,” for this is the Romantic heresy. Art 
is to be tied to the reality of God’s creation 
and to our human calling to live as His 
image bearers. 

 
" The Christian artist will regard himself or 

herself as a craftsman. The artist will not 
see himself as a self-serving visionary, but as 
an ordinary human (that is glorious 
enough!) with a particular calling from God 
to serve Him and one’s fellows by working 
with words, music, color, stone, metal, etc. 

 
" Most importantly, the Christian in the 

arts will commit himself or herself to 
humility. The true artist does not say, “I will 
be an ARTIST, an “inspired voice of the 
gods” (this is too religious a claim); or the 
“revealer of truth,” as if I were a prophet or 
a “self-revealing genius” (these suggest that 
only the artist can truly see reality). Rather, 
the true artist sees his or her work within 
the context of and as a sub-set of God’s own 
larger and infinitely more creative work. 
The true artist values something more than 
self. 

 
Building a Christian Understanding  

of the Calling of the Artist  

Now that we have explored various attitudes 
toward the arts and seen how human artistic 
endeavors are actually echoes of the greater 
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creative activity of God, we are prepared to ask 
several questions that will help us develop a truly 
Christian understanding of the calling of the artist. 
 

Are There “Christian Subjects” for Art and 
Is There Any Such Thing as “Christian Art”? 

The expressions “Christian subjects” and 
“Christian art” are often used, and we need to ask 
ourselves, what is intended by such language. Do 
we mean that there are particular subjects, and 
only those subjects, that are appropriate for a 
Christian artist to explore in painting, music, 
writing, or any other area of the arts? Do we 
believe that only some particular kinds of work 
should be called “Christian art”? 

I suppose we might mean by these expressions 
that “Christian art” is art that is designed for use in 
worship or devotion, such as: hymns, sacred music, 
devotional literature, meditations, prayers, 
paintings and banners for churches, stained glass 
windows, and the like. There is, of course, a need 
for such art, but rather than lumping it into a 
separate category called “Christian,” we must learn 
that this kind of art will have to be judged by the 
same criteria as all other art. C. S. Lewis is once 
again a great help to us here: 
 

The rules for writing a good passion play or 
a good devotional lyric are simply the rules 
for writing tragedy or lyric in general: 
success in sacred literature depends on the 
same qualities of structure, suspense, variety, 
diction, and the like which secure success in 
secular literature. And if we enlarge the idea 
of Christian Literature to include not only 
literature on sacred themes but all that is 
written by Christians for Christians to read, 
then, I think, Christian Literature can exist 
only in the same sense in which Christian 
cookery might exist. It would be possible, 
and it might be edifying, to write a 
Christian cookery book. Such a book would 
exclude dishes whose preparation involves 
unnecessary human labour or animal 
suffering, and dishes excessively luxurious. 
That is to say, its choice of dishes would be 
Christian. But there could be nothing 

specifically Christian about the actual 
cooking of the dishes included. Boiling an 
egg is the same process whether you are a 
Christian or a Pagan. In the same way, 
literature written by Christians for 
Christians would have to avoid mendacity, 
cruelty, blasphemy, pornography, and the 
like, and it would aim at edification in so far 
as edification was proper to the kind of work 
in hand. But whatever it chose to do would 
have to be done by the means common to 
all literature; it could succeed or fail only by 
the same excellences and the same faults as 
all literature; and its literary success or 
failure would never be the same thing as its 
obedience or disobedience to Christian 
principles.22  

 
A second possible use of such terms as 

“Christian art” is to describe art with what we 
might call “Christian content.” By this is usually 
meant art containing depictions of biblical scenes, 
or scenes from church history. However, people 
generally have a narrow view of this type of art and 
usually mean “sacred,” “holy,” “edifying,” or even 
“nice” (whatever “nice” means) works of art. Yet, 
consider in contrast to this some of the not-so-
edifying scenes to be found in the Bible. Read the 
rape of Tamar (2 Sam. 13), for instance; or the 
gang rape unto death of the Levite’s concubine, 
whose body is cut up, and the subsequent war 
(Judg. 19); or the Song of Solomon, with its 
explicit sex and graphic nudity; or the book of 
Ecclesiastes, with its pessimistic themes. In other 
words, there are sections of the Bible that would 
seem to fail this test for “Christian Art” or 
“Christian subjects.”  

 A third way to use this language is to refer to 
art that is didactic, teaching us spiritual or 
evangelistic lessons. But, again, many scenes in the 
Bible itself would fail this test (see again the 
passages mentioned above). There are no spiritual 
lessons in the Song of Solomon, though many 
Christians, uncomfortable with the idea that God 
might have included in His infallible Word a book 
                                                 

22 Lewis, “Christianity and Literature,” 14. 
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that appears to be mainly about sex, have tried to 
make the book be about the marriage of the soul to 
Christ or the union of the Church to her Lord. Of 
course, some art will be “spiritual” in this sense, but 
some will not. Art does not need this justification 
for it to be considered good art, or art that a 
Christian can produce or enjoy. 

A fourth manner in which this language is 
used is to refer to art produced by Christians. But 
this is also problematic. Some of the best-loved 
hymn tunes, for example, were borrowed from folk 
melodies rather than being composed specially for 
the purpose of worship; think of the tunes we use 
for “Fairest Lord Jesus,” “Amazing Grace,” “What 
Wondrous Love Is This?” and “I Cannot Tell.” In 
addition, some of the greatest composers of sacred 
music were not believers (Vaughan Williams is an 
example here), and many great hymn tunes were 
taken from the music of composers who were not 
believers, or from contexts that were not 
“Christian” (such as Beethoven’s rousing “Ode to 
Joy” or Sibelius’ beautiful “Finlandia,” both of 
which are used for dearly loved hymns).  

This is also true within the Bible itself. The 
book of Proverbs contains many sayings from 
ancient Egypt. The poetic form of the psalms, and 
many of the metaphors used—even for God— are 
part of the poetic language of the surrounding 
culture and are not unique to the Old Testament. 
We find some of those metaphors used of Baal and 
of other gods, one common one being the 
description of God as the one who rides on the 
clouds and on the wings of the wind. This should 
not bother us any more than it would if we 
discovered that the most beautiful and acoustically 
perfect church building in our city was designed by 
a non-Christian architect. 

At the most basic level, when it comes to the 
arts, we must hold Christians to the same standards 
of judgment as we would any other artist—just as 
we hold Christians in medicine, or teaching, or 
business, or any other calling to an objective set of 
standards. We might do well to speak of Christian 
artists, or of Christians who are called to be artists, 
in the same way that we speak of Christians who 
are doctors, lawyers, teachers, homemakers, or 

cooks, rather than speaking of Christian medicine 
or Christian cooking. Then, once we learn to speak 
this way, our challenge to all believers will be to 
pursue their callings with heart, soul, mind, and 
strength to the glory of God. 
 

What Will This Mean for Topics? 

The above conclusion will also help us as we think 
about appropriate topics for the Christian who is 
an artist. There are no “secular” topics. All 
creation is God’s and therefore is proper material 
for artistic expression. The world and human life in 
all its fallenness and brokenness is appropriate 
subject matter. The hope for redemption from this 
state of brokenness is also appropriate.  

 The themes of all great art—whether 
produced by Christians or non-Christians—are the 
world and human life as they came from the hand 
of God; the world and human life as they now are 
subject to sorrow, sin, and death; and the world 
and human life as they will be when restored. 
Which theme predominates will vary from piece to 
piece in the work of any particular artist, and will 
vary from artist to artist depending on his or her 
belief system and experience of life. It is hard to 
imagine Tamar in her desolation after her rape, for 
instance, writing upbeat songs of joy. Indeed, it 
would be false if she were to write and sing such 
songs. Her life in this world was ruined by the 
wicked act of her half brother. 

This means, too, that there will be no room for 
sentimentality in a Christian approach to the arts. 
Hagiographies, for example, which many Christian 
biographies are, have no place here. The Bible 
itself does not glorify human beings in this way. 
Rather, it speaks with deep and sometimes brutal 
honesty about the failures of the people of God. 
This, of course, is why we find reading the Bible to 
be such a comfort, for God’s Word is about people 
like us, not plaster saints. Related to this issue are 
the many paintings of Christ in which his 
humanity is diminished to make Him appear 
“sweet.” Simple integrity constrains us to 
communicate faithfully and truthfully, not only 
about people in the Bible, but about our current 
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human condition as well. Honest art will delineate 
human shame as well as human glory, not because 
we wish to wallow in that shame, but because it 
represents the truth about who we sometimes are.  

Of course, the Christian artist should also be 
ready at all times to say simply and plainly, “My 
God and King!” We have many glorious examples 
of this in the poetry of George Herbert, John 
Donne, Gerard Manley Hopkins, and T. S. Eliot. 

 
Is Representational Art Forbidden  

by the Second Commandment? 

Is representation forbidden in the visual arts? We 
all are familiar with the commandment that we are 
not to make a graven image, but if we read the 
whole commandment, we see that what is 
forbidden is idolatry, not representation in and of 
itself. This is simple to demonstrate by considering 
some of the examples of artwork that God 
commissioned specifically for His houses of 
worship. There were to be representations of 
cherubim (things in heaven above) in both the 
tabernacle and the temple; representations of 
pomegranates, almond blossoms, bells (things 
created by God and by man on the earth beneath) 
in the tabernacle; and lions, bulls, lilies, gourds, 
palm trees, wreaths, wheels, and other things, in 
the temple. These were designed at God’s 
command, some according to exact instructions 
given by Him, others with considerable artistic 
freedom.  

 Some Christians attempt to resolve this issue 
of representational art by insisting that we no 
longer need such art now; they see it as “carnal,” 
“unspiritual,” or given specifically “for a time of 
spiritual immaturity or infancy.” This view, 
however, is foolish, for the Bible tells us that both 
the tabernacle and the temple were patterned after 
a heavenly design, and the basic requisitioning was 
given by God Himself.  

Nor will it do to declare that we only need the 
spoken and written Word now that Christ is come, 
for when we see Him face to face heaven itself will 
contain the cherubim and all the other realities 
that the tabernacle and temple decorations 

represented. And, most probably, we will find 
other representations in heaven as well, even 
though we will be in the presence of the realities. 
In fact, we might say that all sacraments, 
representations, and symbols we have been given 
will find fulfillment in the kingdom to come; they 
will not disappear, but rather, they will be fully 
present in all their glory. We will partake of the 
marriage supper of the Lamb, and the Lord’s 
Supper will then find its consummation, for Christ 
Himself will serve us at his table. The tree of life 
will also be present for the healing of the nations.  

The key here, of course, is that we ourselves 
will still be physical beings in the new heavens and 
the new earth, rather than being disembodied 
spirits. Therefore, we may conclude that physical 
representations of heavenly and spiritual things are 
always appropriate, for God created us to be 
eternally bodied. 

This leads to a second area of consideration: 
what about representations of the Godhead in the 
visual arts and in literature? Are these necessarily 
blasphemous and idolatrous? What, exactly, is 
forbidden by the second commandment? Consider 
all the paintings people have made of Jesus, all the 
Christmas cards with manger scenes and the infant 
Christ, all the crèches, all the literary presentations 
of Christ (such as Aslan the lion in C. S. Lewis’s 
Narnia stories)—are all of these idolatry? Are all of 
these blasphemous? Again, the answer here is not 
quite as obvious as some suggest. 

Think of the many images and metaphors used 
for God in Scripture. God is a shepherd, He is a 
physician, He is the owner of a vineyard, He is one 
who rides His chariot in the clouds. Christ is vine, 
door, bridegroom, lion, lamb. The Spirit broods 
over the waters in metaphorical language that 
suggests a bird; and the Spirit also appears in the 
form of a dove. When we read such images, is it 
possible for us to read them and reflect on them 
without imagining a form in our minds? I do not 
think so, for feeding the imagination is the very 
purpose and intent of this language.  

Look at Ezekiel 1 or Revelation 1 and ask 
yourself if it is possible to read these chapters 
without imagining pictures in your mind of what 
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Ezekiel and John are describing. In both cases, the 
writers struggle with words to represent to us 
something of what they have seen in their 
prophetic visions. If it were truly illegitimate to 
represent the Lord to us, then these descriptions 
would not be in Scripture. In fact, we may go 
further and suggest that, because these word 
pictures are given to us in Scripture, it is 
appropriate for us to have paintings or sculptures 
that include representations of Jesus, and also to 
have acted representations of Jesus in plays and 
movies.  

Thinking about this issue at an even deeper 
level, we have to acknowledge that the incarnation 
itself does, of course, give the second person of the 
Godhead a particular physical form. The Son of 
God was incarnate in the likeness of man—and 
not a generic man, but rather, an actual individual 
person, a specific man, just like any other man we 
meet every day—apart, of course, from His moral 
perfection and His full conformity to the likeness 
of God.  

Jesus the God-man could be seen, heard, and 
touched. People met Jesus and went away with a 
visual image in their minds and hearts of who He 
was and what He looked like. This was not a 
problem; it is impossible to suppose that His 
mother was disobeying the commandment against 
images when she cradled her infant son in her lap 
and looked at Him with love, or that later she was 
sinning whenever she pictured Jesus in her mind. 
In the same way, who can doubt that the disciples 
and all those whom Jesus healed kept glad 
memories of His face and form in their minds.  

Seeing Jesus, the Son of God, very God of very 
God, and remembering Him cannot have been, 
then, for His contemporaries, a violation of the 
second commandment, nor will it be for us when 
we shall see Him face to face one day. Surely we 
cannot imagine that having seen Him in His glory 
we will ever forget His appearance!  

If Jesus had become incarnate in our own time, 
photographs could have been taken of Him. We 
have to suppose that some of the children He 
played with as a young boy would have had artistic 
gifts and might have made sketches of Him; or that 

later in His life a few of the many thousands who 
heard Him speak might have made pictures of 
scenes of His teaching, just as our children’s story 
Bibles have such pictures. In other words, we are 
saying that it is perfectly acceptable to visualize 
Christ. 

We all have pictures of Jesus in our minds, first 
of all because He was fully human, and second, 
because of the vivid word pictures in Scripture. 
Indeed, I think that much of the time when we 
think about Jesus and events in His life, we picture 
Him, and we do this because it is completely 
natural for us to think this way. This means that all 
that is happening when we see a painting, 
sculpture, or acted portrayal of Jesus is that we get 
to see someone else’s picture of Jesus. As long as it 
is faithful to Scripture, and as long as the intention 
of the artist is not to encourage worship of the 
image, surely this can only enrich our 
understanding of our Lord.  

What about representation in drama? Again, 
this subject cannot be dismissed as lightly as it 
often is. God himself uses dramatic signs to 
communicate to us. Consider the rainbow, or the 
whole sacrificial system, or the Passover. The 
Lord’s Supper and baptism are simple dramas 
displaying for us the nature of our redemption 
through Christ. The Old Testament is full of 
stories that are enactments in history of what God 
Himself has done and will one day do. See the 
story of Abraham sacrificing Isaac; the life of 
David; the life of Joseph—each of these historical 
records pictures dramatically for us what God 
would do one day when Christ would come into 
the world. The incarnation itself is the greatest 
drama ever imagined or told, and whenever a 
preacher speaks about the incarnation, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus, he is rehearsing this drama for 
those who are listening. 

We also have several examples in Scripture of 
the prophets using drama to aid their spoken 
words. See the examples of Isaiah (8:1–4; 20:1–6), 
Jeremiah (13:1–11; 16:1–9; 18:1–11; 19:1–13), and 
Ezekiel (4:1–17; 5:1–4). Given these biblical 
illustrations of God commanding the use of 
dramatic actions and signs to go with the spoken 
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word, how can we possibly argue that the use of 
drama is an unspiritual accompaniment to the 
proclaimed Word? What possible biblical 
justification is there for frowning upon or 
condemning an appropriate use of drama within 
the context of the preaching of God’s Word? 
 

What about Abstract Art? 

How should we think about abstract painting, 
sculpture, tapestry, and other visual forms of 
artistic expression? Some Christians think that all 
abstract art is somehow dishonoring to God and is 
necessarily uncreative. However, just think about 
some of the art in the tabernacle and temple; it is 
not all strictly representational. Consider as 
examples the seven-branched candelabra (almond 
branches and blossoms, but clearly not an exact 
likeness) or the pomegranates in various unrealistic 
colors on the garments of the high priest. Think 
also of every sunrise or sunset you have ever seen—
each one is different and changes every second, 
producing a constantly shifting series of abstract 
designs made by the greatest master of all abstract 
painters! Think of moving sand dunes, or waves on 
the sea, or branches against the sky, or fall colors—
everywhere we look, if we have eyes to see, we can 
begin to understand a little of where the abstract 
artist finds inspiration. 
 

How Do We Judge the Arts? 

We now come to another area about which 
Christians express a variety of passionate views. 
Often in magazine articles and on the radio, we 
can find preachers and commentators condemning 
all sorts of literature, music, and visual art. 
Certainly it is appropriate for us to test everything, 
to hold fast to that which is good, and to abstain 
from every form of evil, for Scripture commands us 
to do this. (In the context in 1 Thessalonians 
5:20–22, these words of Paul are written about the 
discernment of prophecy, but we may quite 
appropriately apply them to the way we think 
about the arts as well).  

There are objective standards by which we can 
judge any work of art, whether in music, literature, 

filmmaking, painting, sculpture, or dance. Our 
knowledge of the existence of such standards is 
partly a matter of giftedness and intuition, but 
perhaps even more a result of training and practice. 
In this the arts are like any other field of human 
endeavor, for the arts are not above judgment, nor 
is the artist. So, how do we judge the arts? 
Following are the beginnings of a list of appropriate 
criteria. 

First, we need to ask whether giftedness from 
God is evident in the work of a particular 
composer or performer of music, poet or novelist, 
painter, sculptor, or film-maker. We should ask this 
question whether the artist is a Christian or not. 
We have already seen Calvin’s thoughts about God 
giving gifts of grace to those who are not 
Christians. Now let us see how Abraham Kuyper 
applied Calvin’s words in his own time:  
 

Calvinism, on the contrary, has taught that 
all liberal arts are gifts which God imparts 
promiscuously to believers and to 
unbelievers. “These radiations of divine 
light,” he wrote, “shone more brilliantly 
among unbelieving people than among 
God’s saints.”. . . The highest art instincts 
are natural gifts, and hence belong to those 
excellent graces which, in spite of sin, by 
virtue of common grace, have continued to 
shine in human nature; it plainly follows 
that art can inspire both believers and 
unbelievers, and that God remains 
sovereign to impart it, in His good pleasure, 
alike to heathen and to Christian. . . . This 
applies not only to art, but to all the natural 
utterances of human life.23  

 
Flannery O’Connor, the great novelist, wrote 

about art as a divine calling, and clearly believed 
that this calling is given by God to both believers 
and unbelievers: 
 

This is first of all a matter of vocation, and a 
vocation is a limiting factor which extends 
even to the kind of material that the writer 

                                                 
23 Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Eerdmans, 1931), 160–1. 
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is able to apprehend imaginatively. The 
writer can choose what he writes about, but 
he cannot choose what he is able to make 
live, and so far as he is concerned, a living 
deformed character is acceptable and a dead 
whole one is not.24

 
We have no space to develop this theme further 
here, but we should be able, I think, to express how 
we determine where we observe this gift for each 
area of the arts and in each particular form within 
that area. 

Second, we should look for the dedicated 
development of the artist’s gift through humble 
learning from others, through practice, and 
through faithful application—in other words, 
through hard work as the artist lives as a good 
steward of the gift God has given.  

Third, we should find a commitment by artists 
to use their gifts for others as well as for their own 
fulfillment. For the Christian who is an artist, the 
most significant other to serve will be the Lord. For 
a Christian working in the arts, just as for a 
Christian working at anything else, there should be 
a commitment first to offer one’s gift for the glory 
and delight of God (think of the movie Chariots of 
Fire, in which the Scottish racer Eric Liddell says, 
“When I run I feel God’s pleasure”). There should 
also be the desire to use one’s gift for the pleasure 
and enrichment of others. If either the creation of 
art or its performance is purely self-centered, even 
a great artist will not reach full potential, for God 
has made us to be other-centered. A Christian will 
also understand that every artist, both believer and 
unbeliever, will be seeking to express dominion 
over creation and to set back the consequences of 
the fall. 

Fourth, there will be humble submission to the 
rules of one’s discipline, respect for its traditions, 
and a readiness to find freedom of expression 
within these forms and within the forms of God’s 
created order. No artist ever starts from an 
absolutely new beginning—except for the Lord 

                                                 
24 Flannery O’Connor, Mystery and Manners: Occasional 

Prose, ed. Sally and Robert Fitzgerald (New York: Farrar, 
Strauss, and Giroux, 1969), 27. 

Himself at the original creation. Any human artist 
is a sub-creator working within these creational 
and historical forms. Once more, remember that I 
am not suggesting that the development of new 
forms to express one’s message and one’s gifts is 
inappropriate, but rather, I am recognizing that all 
artists work within artistic traditions. 

 Fifth, we must ask ourselves: Is this work of art 
true? Is it in accord with reality? People cannot 
create their own universe. Rather, both Christians 
and non-Christians live, reflect, and work within 
the universe that God has made. This is true 
whether they acknowledge and worship him or 
not. The artist is bound by the reality of what God 
has created and cannot inhabit any other universe, 
for there is no other universe. Even when a person 
refuses to bow before the Lord, he or she must live 
in the Lord’s world, and so, that person’s art will 
have to be in touch with reality at some level, no 
matter what he or she may claim to believe. Only 
rarely will we find art that attempts to be 
completely consistent to some system of unbelief; 
but art that becomes pure propaganda for a totally 
false universe of the artist’s making ultimately 
ceases to be art (consider the example of John 
Cage, with his chance music, which is no longer 
music, but merely noise).  

All truly great art will appeal universally 
because of this element of truthfulness to the world 
as God made it and to the world of our human 
existence. Think of the worldwide appreciation of 
Shakespeare’s tragedies Hamlet and Macbeth. 
Consider also Jane Austen’s appeal in a 
postmodern age; she is so evidently dealing with 
human relationships and moral questions that exist 
in all times and all places that, though her deeply 
held Christian convictions are thoroughly out of 
step with the beliefs and practices of our 
postmodern society, her novels have become 
increasingly popular, both in print form, and in the 
many movie versions of them. Austen’s work 
touches deep chords in the human soul because she 
wrote truth. 

Sixth, we need to bring any work of art before 
the bar of moral criteria. We must ask questions 
about the moral intention of the artist. Is the 
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purpose of a work to deprave or corrupt? If a work 
contains immoral behavior or evil, what is the 
context? It should be evident to us that the Bible 
contains many accounts of wicked behavior, 
sometimes very graphically portrayed. Works of art 
must not necessarily be condemned because they 
contain such violence, but context and intention 
have to be considered.  

The same is true with issues of cursing or 
blasphemy. It is not enough for Christians to say, 
“This movie or literature is full of blasphemy, 
therefore it is immoral and we are not to see or 
read such works.” Think about the book of Job. It 
is full of blasphemy, for the trite comments about 
God and the easy answers to the problem of 
suffering that Job’s comforters offer to him are false 
and ultimately dishonoring to God’s name.  

Christians can easily judge foul language and 
obvious blasphemy; I have no wish to defend such 
abuse of language or the dishonoring of God. But 
before we make such judgments about the way 
unbelievers curse and swear, we need to take the 
planks out of our own eyes. Think about the misuse 
of God’s name by Christians—for example, saying, 
“God bless you!” when we do not really mean it; 
or, when we say, “I will pray for you,” with no 
intention of actually doing so; or, when we pretend 
a devotion to the Lord and a deep spirituality that 
is far from genuine. Such misuse of God’s name 
and such hypocrisy are as blasphemous as the open 
cursing in many movies or in some rap music.  

So, we need to ask: What is the moral impact 
of reading or viewing this piece of work? There are, 
of course, “artistic” works that need to be judged 
and found wanting—such as the novels about the 
cannibalistic murderer Hannibal Lecter, where the 
intention clearly seems to be to create interest in 
appalling wickedness for its own sake. 
(Interestingly, the movies made from these novels 
have not been as bad in this regard as the books, 
for the actor who plays Lecter, Anthony Hopkins, 
is quite good and is able to invest the character 
with a humanity that is absent from the novels.) 

Seventh, we must ask questions about 
appropriate continuity between the form and the 
content of a given work of art. Is the form the artist 

has chosen one that works with or against the 
message of the piece the artist is creating? Consider 
Eliot’s fragmented form in The Waste Land, a poem 
of disconnected pieces, disparate images, constant 
variations in poetic form, and a lack of rational or 
linear progression. This structure (or, it might be 
better to say, lack of structure) is completely 
appropriate for Eliot’s prophetic vision of a doomed 
postmodern world. 

Eighth, in art as in any other area of human 
endeavor, we need to look for technical 
excellence. For the Christian especially, good work 
faithfully done is honoring to God. 

Ninth, we should have a concern for how well 
a work of art reflects the integrity of the artist. Is 
the work true to who the artist is? Or is the work 
merely fashionable or commercial, or is it even 
false to the artist’s own convictions and 
understanding? (We are not suggesting here that 
there is a problem with an artist getting 
appropriate pay for hard work; there is nothing 
inherently wrong with writing, making music, or 
painting in order to earn a living.) 

Tenth, we should expect to see integrity in the 
work itself. For example, we all know that there is 
a difference between genuine sentiment and 
sentimentality. Does the artist seek to manipulate 
our emotional response by cheap tricks, or seek to 
generate genuine emotional response by the power 
of the work? Preaching is a helpful example here. 
Any experienced preacher knows how to make 
people cry or laugh, or how to produce many other 
responses through the power of the preached 
words; but, as the apostle Paul tells us in 2 
Corinthians 4:2, God calls us to “renounce such 
disgraceful, underhanded ways and by the open 
statement of the truth commend ourselves to 
everyone’s conscience in the sight of God.” A 
preacher knows when he is manipulating people, 
and he also knows that such manipulation will not 
bring about deep repentance or genuine spiritual 
transformation in people’s lives. What is true of 
the preacher is also true for the composer, hymn 
writer, filmmaker, poet, painter, and every other 
artist. 
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Eleventh, we must be aware that simple 
entertainment is fine in any of the art forms, for 
God created us to enjoy his gifts and one another’s 
gifts. When we watch the sun going down or pick a 
rose for the table, we do not need to look for any 
thing other than the pleasure of the act itself. 
Human art, just like God’s art, does not need to 
have a “higher” purpose. We may watch a movie, 
listen to music, read a book, or hang a painting 
simply because we like to do so. What matters here 
is the purpose or kind of the particular piece of art. 
The question is: Does this piece of art succeed at 
what it sets out to do? 

There are additional factors we should take 
into consideration, as well as thinking about the 
matter of objective aesthetic criteria. Christians—
and all others, for that matter—need to recognize 
that it is not appropriate to be elitist or snobbish 
about other people’s likes and dislikes with regard 
to the arts. Of course, it is fine that we all enjoy 
books, films, and music that are not particularly 
good when judged by objective aesthetic criteria. 
Till the end of his life, C. S. Lewis enjoyed the 
stories of H. Rider Haggard, even though he did 
not regard them as great literature. Everyone has 
different tastes. My wife does not pretend to like 
fantasy literature, so she has never read The Lord of 
the Rings, even though it is a very great piece of 
literature. I do not think less of her because of this, 
though I myself have read the book at least twenty 
times. Another way to express this is to say that we 
must not regard artistic taste or pleasure as a moral 
issue or a matter of spiritual superiority; we should 
simply delight in the diversity of taste. 

This is an important issue. It means that we 
must speak with great care about the pleasures of 
others. We do not want to make people feel 
inferior because they may like a work that is not 
great, or even good, by objective standards of 
quality. But, though we must respect people’s likes 
and tastes, it is also essential to remember and to 
teach that there are objective standards by which 
books, films, or music, or any other art, should be 
judged. We ought to resist the “equalizing heresy” 
(about which Lewis wrote so well) that tells us that 
we must never regard some works as better than 

others, and that any mention of standards is 
necessarily elitist and snobbish.  

It is important to teach that there are 
standards for judging the arts, no matter how 
popular a given work or artist may be, just as it is 
important to teach that we must judge theology, 
no matter how popular a given work may be. In 
some cases theological weaknesses and other 
problems must be pointed out, and appropriate 
questions about the quality of the writing (or 
filmmaking, or whatever) must be raised. No 
matter how carefully we speak, some people will be 
offended and will think we are being judgmental, 
or elitist, or snobbish; but this does not mean that 
we should be silent. 

We also recognize that there is the matter of 
the heart. It may be that Aunt Jane, or Mr. Jones, 
or young Henry loves to play the piano and enjoys 
tapping out the music of hymns and songs of 
worship. Their hearts may be full of praise for the 
Lord as they do this, praise that He delights in, but 
this does not mean that it would be right and good 
to ask these persons to accompany the singing for 
our Sunday worship, if, objectively speaking, they 
are not skilled or trained musicians. King David 
appointed leaders for music and singing who were 
good at their work, and so must we. 

In the same way, many of us love to sing, and 
even though we may be greatly out of tune as we 
do so, our heart devotion is most certainly pleasing 
to the Lord. But, we may be tone deaf, and 
therefore, out of love for our neighbors in worship, 
we need to restrain ourselves from singing loudly 
when we are in church so as not to distress their 
tuneful ears and make it difficult for them to sing 
their praises to the Lord. We must have skilled and 
competent musicians and song-leaders, but we also 
seek to encourage these musicians to serve the 
Lord in their hearts in the same way that Aunt 
Jane, Mr. Jones, or young Henry serve Him with 
love. 

We need also to affirm that a person’s artistic 
giftedness, even when it is great, does not make 
that person a better, greater, more virtuous, or 
more godly human being. Tolkien is a wonderful 
example here. He was, without doubt, the greatest 
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C. S. Lewis had this quality about him as well. 
He was a great scholar, teacher, and writer, yet he 
never became puffed up by the marvelous gifts God 
had given him. Both Lewis and Tolkien 
understood that they were stewards called to use 
their gifts wisely and well. But they also understood 
that it was their desire to please God by living a 
life of justice, mercy, and faithfulness in all they did 
that was important to the Lord. For Christians 
involved in the arts—or in anything else—there 
can be no higher calling than this.  

scholar of the past century in his field. He was also 
a gifted writer of stories and a thoroughly 
competent poet. However, he understood that this 
did not, in and of itself, make him a better person 
or a more important man in the kingdom of God. 
He realized that God had given him these gifts and 
that he was a servant who had an obligation to 
God to use his gifts faithfully. He knew that how 
God chose to use those gifts for the glory of His 
Kingdom was God’s business. He also knew that 
how he loved God (including the way in which he  
used his gifts), how he loved his wife and children, 
and how he behaved to students, neighbors, 
colleagues, and tradesmen were the fundamental 
measures of his growth as a Christian—not the 
greatness of his gifts.  
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