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execuTive summary

Ligonier Ministries is “committed to faithfully presenting the unvarnished truth 
of Scripture to help people grow in their knowledge of god and His holiness.” 
Anecdotal evidence has shown an increasing lack of theological understanding 
in America, both outside and inside the church. Ligonier Ministries wanted to 
understand with accuracy the extent of the need to improve that understanding. 

Ligonier Ministries commissioned a research study by LifeWay Research to measure 
the theological awareness of adult Americans. Ligonier Ministries identified specific 
doctrines and heresies that they wanted to test. LifeWay Research helped refine 
these questions and to conduct a survey of 3,000 Americans.

Questions focused on seven key doctrinal areas and included a number of specific 
areas where Americans differ from historic and orthodox views.

beliefs abOuT GOd

While the majority of Americans believe god is perfect, the answers reveal that 
Americans want god on their own terms. Some results reflect healthy thinking, but 
many of the results show the lack of orthodox thinking about god. This is especially 
true of questions related to the Trinity. 1-in-5 Americans deny that Jesus is the 
god-man. One third of Americans think the Father is more divine than the Son. The 
member of the Trinity that is the least understood in the United States is the Holy 
Spirit. Nearly two thirds (63%) think the Holy Spirit is a force and not a person. 

•  63% of Americans agree “god is a perfect being and cannot make a mistake.”

•  Two-thirds of Americans (66%) agree “god continues to answer specific 
prayers.”

•  6-in-10 Americans (60%) agree with the doctrine that says “Jesus is fully god 
     and has a divine nature, and fully man and has a human nature.”

•  19% of Americans agree “Jesus is the first creature created by god.”

•  More than two-thirds of adult Americans (68%) agree “Biblical accounts of 
the physical (bodily) resurrection of Jesus are completely accurate. This event 
actually occurred.”

•  69% of Americans agree “The Holy Spirit indwells every true Christian.”

•  More than 6-in-10 Americans deny the doctrine of the personhood of the Holy 
Spirit. 64% agree “The Holy Spirit is a force, not a personal being.”

•  One quarter of adults in the U.S. admit they are not sure about the heresy “The 
Holy Spirit is less divine than god the Father and Jesus”
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beliefs abOuT GOOdness and sin

One of the most troubling findings in the survey is the lack of understanding 
Americans have regarding sin and the total depravity of human beings. Actually, the 
majority of Americans perceive goodness to be a better description of people.

• Only 16% agree with the doctrine that says “People do not have the ability to 
turn to god on their own initiative.”

• Instead of acknowledging depravity, the majority of Americans believe the 
good in people can outweigh the bad: 
 
~   67% agree “everyone sins at least a little, but most people are by nature  
     good.” 
 
~   4-in-10 agree “god loves me because of the good I do or have done.”

beliefs abOuT salvaTiOn and reliGiOus TexTs

Orthodox Christians believe in the exclusivity of belief in Jesus Christ for salvation. 
While the majority of Americans believe that salvation is in “Christ alone,” many 
also nod to other sources of salvation or believe people can contribute to salvation, 
through their own effort. Less than half of Americans agree with orthodox 
doctrines related to the Bible. While more than 4-in-10 agree the Bible is accurate 
and the written word of god, a similar number believe the Bible is not true literally 
and is open to each person’s own interpretation. What the Bible has to say on ethical 
issues is blatantly rejected by 42% of those surveyed. As with the views of god, 
Americans, whether evangelical or not, want salvation and the Bible on their own 
terms.  

These questions also reveal a deeply confused public and church population. The 
survey reveals that 61% affirm that god has authority over creation. That same 
majority, however, thinks they are in control of their own salvation.

• The majority of Americans (53%) agree with the doctrine that “Salvation is 
found through Jesus Christ alone.”

• But 45% agree that “there are many ways to get to heaven” and 3-in-10 agree 
“people will have a second chance to follow god after they die.” 

• Many Americans appear to place confidence in their own efforts for salvation 
rather than god’s grace. This is seen among 71% of Americans who agree 
“an individual must contribute his/her own effort for personal salvation.” 
Similarly, 64% of Americans agree “a person obtains peace with god by first 
taking the initiative to seek god and then god responds with grace.”
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• 48% agree “The Bible alone is the written word of god.” 

• 43% agree “The Bible is 100% accurate in all that it teaches.”

• 41% agree “The Bible, like all sacred writings, contain helpful accounts of 
ancient myths but is not literally true.”

• 45% agree “The Bible was written for each person to interpret as they choose.”

beliefs abOuT Heaven and Hell

Two thirds of Americans believe heaven exists and almost as many agree hell is 
real. But the question remains who will be in hell? The majority of Americans think 
people are by nature good and that god is not that wrathful at all.

• Two thirds of Americans (67%) agree “Heaven is a real place, not just a 
concept.”

• 61% of Americans agree “Hell is a real place, not just a concept.”

• 55% agree “god shows His wrath.”

beliefs abOuT THe cHurcH

Less than half of Americans see the church as a necessity. The majority of adults do 
not see authority in sermons. One of the most overwhelming responses of the entire 
survey was the 68% who disagreed strongly that the local church has authority to 
declare whether they are a Christian or not. Less than one in ten agreed.  

While the survey reveals that 57% of Americans speak of the value of church 
history, the survey reveals that the strong majority, 70%, have no place for church 
history in their personal discipleship.

• 52% of Americans agree “Worshiping alone or with one’s family is a valid 
replacement for regularly attending church.”

• 56% agree “My pastor’s sermons are not authoritative over my life.”

• 57% disagree with the sentiment “There is little value in studying and/or 
reciting creeds and catechisms.” 
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beliefs abOuT auTHOriTy 

ethical issues such as sex outside of marriage being sinful tracks most closely with 
beliefs about the authority of the Bible. In addition, more Americans believe god has 
authority over people. They also see god as attentive. 

• 70% of Americans disagree that “god is unconcerned with my day-to-day 
decisions.”

• 6-in-10 Americans (61%) agree “god has authority over people because He 
created human beings.”

• 49% agree “The Bible has the authority to tell us what we must do.”

• 48% agree “Sex outside of marriage is a sin.”

meTHOdOlOGy

The Theological Awareness Benchmark Study was conducted by LifeWay Research. 
The objective of the study was to quantify among a national sample of Americans 
indicators of theological understanding today. The project was designed with a large 
sample to allow for comparisons between groups within Christian churches and 
those outside the Christian faith.

The project was commissioned by Ligonier Ministries to ascertain the state of 
theological awareness and belief among Americans, including several subsets of 
Americans (particularly evangelicals). 

The quantitative survey of American adults was conducted using a large, national 
online panel. Quotas were in place to ensure the sample was demographically 
balanced on gender, age, ethnicity, education, census region, and religious 
preference. Completion rates among non-Christians were effected by the 
tremendous number of theology questions outside their beliefs. However, slight 
weights were used to balance religion and gender and to remove constant raters. 
3,000 surveys were completed between February 25–March 5, 2014. The sample 
provides 95% confidence that the sampling error does not exceed +1.8%. Margins of 
error are higher in sub-groups.
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Ligonier Ministries identified specific doctrines and, in some cases, beliefs 
historically considered Christian heresies, it wanted to test. LifeWay Research 
helped refine these questions to ensure the following principles were followed 
throughout the questionnaire:

• Multiple questions were asked on each topic,

• each doctrine or heresy was tested by stating it as fact and asking respondents 
to indicate their level of agreement,

• Phrasings that can introduce bias were excluded, 

• Questions in which the desired response is agreement and questions in which 
the desired response is disagreement were mixed throughout the survey, 

• The questions used words that would be understood by the typical American. 
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QuanTiTaTive findinGs

beliefs abOuT GOd

God is a perfect being and cannot make a mistake

 Agree strongly 48%
 Agree somewhat 15%
 Disagree somewhat 13%
 Disagree strongly 10%
 Not sure  14%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (89%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (52%) and Non-Christians 
(23%). Black Protestants (71%) and evangelicals (77%) are more likely to Strongly 
Agree than Catholics (44%) and Mainlines (45%).

God does not determine all that happens, He simply knows it in advance

 Agree strongly 22%
 Agree somewhat 27%
 Disagree somewhat 15%
 Disagree strongly 19%
 Not sure  17%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (31%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (25%) and Non-Christians 
(13%). Black Protestants (30%) and evangelicals (31%) are more likely to Strongly 
Agree than Catholics (21%) and Mainlines (21%).

God continues to answer specific prayers

 Agree strongly 38%
 Agree somewhat 29%
 Disagree somewhat 11%
 Disagree strongly 10%
 Not sure  13%
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Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (78%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (39%) and Non-Christians (18%). 
Black Protestants (51%) and evangelicals (65%) are more likely to Strongly Agree 
than Catholics (32%) and Mainlines (33%).

God is the author of Scripture

 Agree strongly 28%
 Agree somewhat 19%
 Disagree somewhat 17%
 Disagree strongly 20%
 Not sure  16%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (77%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (24%) and Non-Christians 
(13%). evangelicals (59%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Black Protestants 
(37%), Catholics (16%), and Mainlines (20%)

There is one true God in three persons: God the Father, God the Son, and God the 
Holy Spirit

 Agree strongly 50%
 Agree somewhat 21%
 Disagree somewhat   5%
 Disagree strongly   9%
 Not sure  15%

Non-Christians (31%) are more likely to be Not Sure than Self-identified 
evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (1%) and Other Christians 
(10%). Catholics (26%) and Mainlines (27%) are more likely to Somewhat Agree than 
Black Protestants (18%) and evangelicals (14%).

Biblical accounts of the physical (bodily) resurrection of Jesus are completely 
accurate. This event actually occurred

 Agree strongly 45%
 Agree somewhat 23%
 Disagree somewhat   9%
 Disagree strongly   9%
 Not sure  15%
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Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (91%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (48%) and Non-Christians 
(19%). evangelicals (76%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Black Protestants 
(59%), Catholics (42%), and Mainlines (41%).
 

Jesus is the first creature created by God

 Agree strongly   9%
 Agree somewhat 10%
 Disagree somewhat 15%
 Disagree strongly 49%
 Not sure  17%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (66%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (48%) and Non-Christians 
(45%). Black Protestants (17%) and are more likely to Strongly Agree than Catholics 
(9%), evangelicals (11%), and Mainlines (6%).

Jesus is fully God and has a divine nature, and Jesus is fully man and has a 
human nature

 Agree strongly 37%
 Agree somewhat 23%
 Disagree somewhat 10%
 Disagree strongly 12%
 Not sure  18%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (77%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (40%) and Non-Christians 
(15%). Black Protestants (12%) and are more likely to Strongly Disagree than 
Catholics (5%), evangelicals (7%), and Mainlines (5%).
 

God the Father is more divine than Jesus Christ

 Agree strongly 16%
 Agree somewhat 17%
 Disagree somewhat 14%
 Disagree strongly 30%
 Not sure  23%
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Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (60%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (24%) and Non-Christians 
(27%). Black Protestants (25%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Catholics 
(17%), evangelicals (17%), and Mainlines (15%).
 

The Holy Spirit is a force, not a personal being

 Agree strongly 31%
 Agree somewhat 32%
 Disagree somewhat   8%
 Disagree strongly 13%
 Not sure  15%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (35%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (8%) and Non-Christians 
(14%). Black Protestants (46%) and are more likely to Strongly Agree than Catholics 
(37%), evangelicals (35%), and Mainlines (31%).

The Holy Spirit indwells every true Christian

 Agree strongly 38%
 Agree somewhat 30%
 Disagree somewhat   8%
 Disagree strongly   8%
 Not sure  16%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (79%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (41%) and Non-Christians 
(15%). evangelicals (66%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Black Protestants 
(49%), Catholics (38%), and Mainlines (32%).

The Holy Spirit gives a spiritual new birth or new life before a person has faith

 Agree strongly 21%
 Agree somewhat 26%
 Disagree somewhat 15%
 Disagree strongly 15%
 Not sure  24%
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Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (32%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (7%) and Non-Christians 
(23%). evangelicals (22%) are more likely to Strongly Disagree than Black 
Protestants (12%) , Catholics (4%), and Mainlines (7%).
 

The Holy Spirit is less divine than God the Father and Jesus

 Agree strongly   4%
 Agree somewhat 11%
 Disagree somewhat 21%
 Disagree strongly 40%
 Not sure  25%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (72%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (36%) and Non-Christians 
(31%). evangelicals (57%) are more likely to Strongly Disagree than Black 
Protestants (36%), Catholics (36%), and Mainlines (33%)
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beliefs abOuT GOOdness and sin

Everyone sins at least a little, but most people are by nature good

 Agree strongly 21%
 Agree somewhat 46%
 Disagree somewhat 16%
 Disagree strongly 13%
 Not sure    4%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (12%) are less 
likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (22%) and Non-Christians (24%). 
evangelicals (29%) are more likely to Strongly Disagree than Black Protestants 
(15%), Catholics (5%), and Mainlines (7%).

People do not have the ability to turn to God on their own initiative

 Agree strongly   7%
 Agree somewhat   9%
 Disagree somewhat 26%
 Disagree strongly 50%
 Not sure    8%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (21%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (5%) and Non-Christians (5%). 
Black Protestants (63%) are more likely to Strongly Disagree than Catholics (50%), 
evangelicals (47%), and Mainlines (50%).

Even the smallest sin deserves damnation

 Agree strongly 10%
 Agree somewhat   8%
 Disagree somewhat 16%
 Disagree strongly 59%
 Not sure    7%
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Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (40%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (6%) and Non-Christians (4%). 
evangelicals (39%) are less likely to Strongly Disagree than Black Protestants (56%), 
Catholics (70%), and Mainlines (66%).
 

God loves me because of the good I do or have done

 Agree strongly 15%
 Agree somewhat 25%
 Disagree somewhat 17%
 Disagree strongly 34%
 Not sure    9%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (75%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (28%) and Non-Christians 
(28%). Black Protestants (19%) and Catholics (20%) are more likely to Strongly Agree 
than evangelicals (10%) and Mainlines (11%).
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beliefs abOuT salvaTiOn and reliGiOus TexTs

The Bible, like all sacred writings, contains helpful accounts of ancient myths but is 
not literally true

 Agree strongly 17%
 Agree somewhat 24%
 Disagree somewhat 16%
 Disagree strongly 32%
 Not sure  10%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (80%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (30%) and Non-Christians 
(14%). Catholics (17%) and Mainlines (18%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than 
Black Protestants (8%) and evangelicals (5%).

The Bible was written for each person to interpret as they choose

 Agree strongly 14%
 Agree somewhat 31%
 Disagree somewhat 19%
 Disagree strongly 26%
 Not sure  10%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (66%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (22%) and Non-Christians 
(15%). evangelicals (48%) and are more likely to Strongly Disagree than Black 
Protestants (35%), Catholics (18%), and Mainlines (18%).

The Bible alone is the written word of God

 Agree strongly 30%
 Agree somewhat 18%
 Disagree somewhat 19%
 Disagree strongly 21%
 Not sure  12%
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Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (79%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (27%) and Non-Christians 
(11%). evangelicals (62%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Black Protestants 
(46%), Catholics (17%), and Mainlines (22%).

The Bible is 100% accurate in all that it teaches

 Agree strongly 27%
 Agree somewhat 16%
 Disagree somewhat 21%
 Disagree strongly 25%
 Not sure  12%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (78%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (23%) and Non-Christians (9%). 
evangelicals (61%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Black Protestants (43%), 
Catholics (12%), and Mainlines (17%).

The Book of Mormon is a revelation from God

 Agree strongly   3%
 Agree somewhat   7%
 Disagree somewhat 12%
 Disagree strongly 42%
 Not sure  36%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (73%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (34%) and Non-Christians 
(42%). Black Protestants (51%) are more likely to be Not Sure than Catholics (42%), 
evangelicals (26%), and Mainlines (38%).

There will be people in heaven who have never heard of Jesus Christ

 Agree strongly 20%
 Agree somewhat 20%
 Disagree somewhat 11%
 Disagree strongly 30%
 Not sure  19%
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Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (56%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (27%) and Non-Christians 
(24%). Black Protestants (14%) and evangelicals (12%) are less likely to Strongly 
Agree than Catholics (27%) and Mainlines (23%).

A person obtains peace with God by first taking the initiative to seek God and then 
God responds with grace

 Agree strongly 27%
 Agree somewhat 37%
 Disagree somewhat 13%
 Disagree strongly 11%
 Not sure  12%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (38%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (31%) and Non-Christians 
(15%). Black Protestants (45%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than evangelicals 
(36%), Catholics (28%), and Mainlines (26%).

An individual must contribute his/her own effort for personal salvation

 Agree strongly 38%
 Agree somewhat 33%
 Disagree somewhat   9%
 Disagree strongly 13%
 Not sure    7%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church once a month or more (38%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (7%) and Non-Christians 
(12%). Black Protestants (54%) and Catholics (49%) are more likely to Strongly Agree 
than evangelicals (38%) and Mainlines (32%).
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Salvation always begins with God changing a person so that they will turn to Him 
in faith

 Agree strongly 16%
 Agree somewhat 25%
 Disagree somewhat 26%
 Disagree strongly 21%
 Not sure  12%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (32%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (16%) and Non-Christians (8%). 
Black Protestants (28%) and evangelicals (28%) are more likely to Strongly Agree 
than Catholics (11%) and Mainlines (13%).
 

People will have a second chance to follow God after they die

 Agree strongly 11%
 Agree somewhat 19%
 Disagree somewhat 15%
 Disagree strongly 30%
 Not sure   25%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (74%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (23%) and Non-Christians 
(23%). evangelicals (57%) are more likely to Strongly Disagree than Black 
Protestants (33%), Catholics (13%), and Mainlines (20%). 

Salvation is found through Jesus Christ alone

 Agree strongly 35%
 Agree somewhat 18%
 Disagree somewhat 17%
 Disagree strongly 18%
 Not sure  12%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (87%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (33%) and Non-Christians 
(13%). evangelicals (3%) are less likely to Strongly Disagree than Black Protestants 
(8%), Catholics (18%), and Mainlines (14%).
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There are many ways to get to heaven

 Agree strongly 21%
 Agree somewhat 23%
 Disagree somewhat 12%
 Disagree strongly 30%
 Not sure  14%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (80%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (24%) and Non-Christians 
(19%). Catholics (31%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Mainlines (22%), Black 
Protestants (16%), and evangelicals (7%).
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beliefs abOuT Heaven and Hell

Heaven is a real place, not just a concept

 Agree strongly 47%
 Agree somewhat 20%
 Disagree somewhat   8%
 Disagree strongly   8%
 Not sure  17%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (91%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (51%) and Non-Christians 
(19%). evangelicals (79%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Black Protestants 
(71%), Catholics (44%), and Mainlines (40%).

Hell is a real place, not just a concept

 Agree strongly 41%
 Agree somewhat 20%
 Disagree somewhat 10%
 Disagree strongly 12%
 Not sure  18%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (88%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (44%) and Non-Christians 
(14%). Black Protestants (68%) and evangelicals (75%) are more likely to Strongly 
Agree than Catholics (35%) and Mainlines (32%).

God shows His wrath

 Agree strongly 27%
 Agree somewhat 28%
 Disagree somewhat 17%
 Disagree strongly 15%
 Not sure  13%
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Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (64%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (26%) and Non-Christians 
(12%). Black Protestants (53%) and evangelicals (52%) are more likely to Strongly 
Agree than Catholics (17%) and Mainlines (19%).
 

There will be a time when Jesus Christ returns to judge all the people who have lived

 Agree strongly 42%
 Agree somewhat 21%
 Disagree somewhat   9%
 Disagree strongly 12%
 Not sure  16%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (83%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (45%) and Non-Christians 
(17%). Black Protestants (64%) and evangelicals (70%) are more likely to Strongly 
Agree than Catholics (37%) and Mainlines (37%).
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beliefs abOuT THe cHurcH

Worshiping alone or with one’s family is a valid replacement for regularly 
attending church

 Agree strongly 20%
 Agree somewhat 32%
 Disagree somewhat 19%
 Disagree strongly 18%
 Not sure  10%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (47%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (14%) and Non-Christians 
(13%). Mainlines (44%) are more likely to Somewhat Agree than Black Protestants 
(24%), Catholics (36%), and evangelicals (27%).

My pastor’s sermons are not authoritative over my life

 Agree strongly 23%
 Agree somewhat 33%
 Disagree somewhat 20%
 Disagree strongly 12%
 Not sure  13%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (27%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (9%) and Non-Christians 
(9%). Catholics (45%) and Mainlines (46%) are more likely to Somewhat Agree than 
Black Protestants (31%) and evangelicals (28%).

My local church has the authority to declare that I am not a Christian

 Agree strongly   4%
 Agree somewhat    5%
 Disagree somewhat 13%
 Disagree strongly 68%
 Not sure  10%
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Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (76%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (70%) and Non-Christians 
(62%). Americans age 18-34 (61%) are less likely to Strongly Disagree than those age 
35-49 (72%), 50-64 (71%), and 65+ (73%).
 

The church should be silent on issues of politics

 Agree strongly 22%
 Agree somewhat 21%
 Disagree somewhat 24%
 Disagree strongly 23%
 Not sure  11%

Non-Christians (36%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Self-identified 
evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (8%) and Other Christians 
(17%). evangelicals (40%) are more likely to Strongly Disagree than Black 
Protestants (27%), Catholics (19%), and Mainlines (16%).

There is little value in studying and/or reciting creeds and catechisms

 Agree strongly 11%
 Agree somewhat 16%
 Disagree somewhat 34%
 Disagree strongly 24%
 Not sure  16%

Non-Christians (20%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Self-identified 
evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (14%) and Other Christians 
(5%). Black Protestants (35%) and Catholics (32%) are more likely to Strongly 
Disagree than evangelicals (27%) and Mainlines (24%).
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Recite or use historical Christian creeds in personal discipleship

 Yes   30%
 No   70%

Other Christians (40%) are more likely to use creeds than Self-identified 
evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (34%) and Non-Christians 
(11%). Catholics (52%) and Mainlines (48%) are more likely to use creeds than Black 
Protestants (23%) and evangelicals (26%).
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beliefs abOuT auTHOriTy

God is unconcerned with my day-to-day decisions

 Agree strongly   8%
 Agree somewhat 12%
 Disagree somewhat 23%
 Disagree strongly 47%
 Not sure    9%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (84%) are 
more likely to Strongly Disagree than Other Christians (49%) and Non-Christians 
(28%). Black Protestants (69%) and evangelicals (73%) are more likely to Strongly 
Disagree than Catholics (41%) and Mainlines (41%).

God has authority over people because He created human beings

 Agree strongly 36%
 Agree somewhat 25%
 Disagree somewhat 14%
 Disagree strongly 14%
 Not sure  11%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (76%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (37%) and Non-Christians 
(17%). Black Protestants (61%) and evangelicals (63%) are more likely to Strongly 
Agree than Catholics (28%) and Mainlines (30%).

The Bible has the authority to tell us what we must do

 Agree strongly 27%
 Agree somewhat 22%
 Disagree somewhat 20%
 Disagree strongly 21%
 Not sure  10%
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Non-Christians (40%) are more likely to Strongly Disagree than Self-identified 
evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (2%) and Other Christians 
(15%). evangelicals (60%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Black Protestants 
(47%), Catholics (12%), and Mainlines (20%).
 

Humans exist to bring God glory and to enjoy Him

 Agree strongly 34%
 Agree somewhat 25%
 Disagree somewhat 14%
 Disagree strongly 12%
 Not sure  15%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (77%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (34%) and Non-Christians 
(15%). evangelicals (61%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Black Protestants 
(52%), Catholics (27%), and Mainlines (27%).
 

Sex outside of marriage is a sin

 Agree strongly 31%
 Agree somewhat 17%
 Disagree somewhat 17%
 Disagree strongly 26%
 Not sure  10%

Self-identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (77%) are 
more likely to Strongly Agree than Other Christians (29%) and Non-Christians 
(14%). Non-Christians (42%) are more likely to Strongly Disagree than Self-
identified evangelicals who attend church Once a month or more (3%) and Other 
Christians (23%). evangelicals (63%) are more likely to Strongly Agree than Black 
Protestants (50%), Catholics (17%), and Mainlines (21%).
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WHY THEOLOGICAL STUDY IS FOR EVERYONE 

JARED WILSON

Every Christian must be a theologian. In a variety of ways, this is something I tell my church of-
ten. And the looks I get from some surprised souls are the evidence that I have not yet adequately 
communicated that the purposeful theological study of God by lay people is important.

Many times the confused responses come from a misunderstanding of what is meant in this 
context by theology. So I tell my church what I don’t mean. When I say every Christian must be 
a theologian, I don’t mean that every Christian must be an academic or that every Christian must 
be a scholar or that every Christian must work hard at giving the impression of being a know-it-
all. We all basically understand what is meant in the biblical warning that “knowledge puffs up” 
(1 Cor. 8:1). Nobody likes an egghead.

But the answer to formal scholasticism or dry intellectualism is not a neglect of theological 
study. Laypeople have no biblical warrant to leave the duty of doctrine up to pastors and profes-
sors alone. Therefore, I remind my church that theology—coming from the Greek words theos 
(God) and logos(word)—simply means “the knowledge (or study) of God.” If you’re a Christian, 
you must by definition know God. Christians are disciples of Jesus; they are student-followers 
of Jesus. The longer we follow Him, the more we learn about Him and, consequently, the more 
deeply we come to know Him.

There are at least three primary reasons why every Christian ought to be a theologian.

First, theological study of God is commanded. Having a mind lovingly dedicated to God is re-
quired most notably in the great commandment: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Matt. 22:37). Loving God with all of our 
minds certainly means more than theological study, but it certainly does not mean less than that.

Second, the theological study of God is vital to salvation. Now, of course, I do not mean that 
intellectual pursuit merits salvation. We are saved by grace alone through faith alone (Eph. 2:8) 
totally apart from any works of our own (Rom. 3:28), which includes any intellectual exertion. 
But at the same time, the faith by which we are justified, the faith that receives the completeness 
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of Christ’s finished work and thus His perfect righteousness, is a reasonable faith. Faith may not 
be the same as rationality, but this does not mean that faith in God is irrational.

Saving faith is a gift from God (Eph. 2:8; Rom. 12:3), but it is not some amorphous, informa-
tion-free spiritual vacuum. The exercise of faith is predicated on information—initially, the his-
torical announcement of the good news of what Jesus has done—and the strengthening of faith is 
built on information, as well.

Our continued growth in the grace of God, our perseverance as saints, is vitally connected to our 
pursuit of the knowledge of God’s character and God’s works as revealed in God’s Word. Con-
trary to the way some idolaters of doubt would have you believe, the Christian faith is founded 
on facts. Hebrews 11:1 reminds us that for the Christian, faith is not some leap into the dark. 
Instead, it is inextricably connected to assurance and conviction. It stands to reason that the more 
theological facts we feast on in the Word, the more assurance and conviction—and thus the more 
faith—we will cultivate.

Paul tells his young protégé Timothy, “Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. 
Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers” (1 Tim. 4:16). He is 
reminding Timothy that the sanctification resulting in continual discipleship to Christ necessarily 
includes intense study of God’s Word.

Third, the study of God authenticates and fuels worship. True Christians are not those who 
believe in some vague God nor trust in vague spiritual platitudes. True Christians are those who 
believe in the triune God of the holy Scriptures and have placed their trust by the real Spirit in 
the real Savior—Jesus—as proclaimed in the specific words of the historical gospel.

Knowing the right information about God is just one way we authenticate our Christianity. Inten-
tionally or consistently err in the vital facts about God, and you jeopardize the veracity of your 
claim truly to know God. This is why we must pursue theological robustness not just in our pas-
tor’s preaching but in our church’s music and in our church’s prayers, both corporate and private.

But theological study goes deeper than simply authenticating our worship as true and godly—it 
also fuels this worship. We must remember what Jesus explained to the Samaritan woman at the 
well:
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True worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the 
Father is seeking such people to worship him. God is spirit, and 
those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.  
(John 4:23–24)

We are changed deeply in heart and, therefore, our behavior when we seek deeply after the things 
of God with our brains. The Bible says so: “Do not be conformed to this world,” Paul writes. 
“Be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will 
of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom. 12:2). The transformation begins with 
a renewing of our minds. As John Piper has said, “The theological mind exists to throw logs into 
the furnace of our affections for Christ.”

Purposeful theological study of God, as an expression of love for God, cannot help but deepen 
our love for God. The more we read, study, meditate on, and prayerfully apply the word of God, 
the more we will find ourselves in awe of Him. Like a great ship on the horizon, the closer we 
get, the larger He looms.

Jared Wilson, “Why Theological Study Is for Everyone,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 April 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. 
Available from the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/why-theological-study-everyone/
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SCRIPTURE ALONE 

MICHAEL KRUGER

We live in a world filled with competing truth claims. Every day, we are bombarded with dec-
larations that something is true and that something else is false. We are told what to believe and 
what not to believe. We are asked to behave one way but not another way. In her monthly column 
“What I Know for Sure,” Oprah Winfrey tells us how to handle our lives and our relationships. 
The New York Times editorial page regularly tells us what approach we should take to the big 
moral, legal, or public-policy issues of our day. Richard Dawkins, the British atheist and evolu-
tionist, tells us how to think of our historical origins and our place in this universe.

How do we sift through all these claims? How do people know what to think about relationships, 
morality, God, the origins of the universe, and many other important questions? To answer such 
questions, people need some sort of norm, standard, or criteria to which they can appeal. In other 
words, we need an ultimate authority. Of course, everyone has some sort of ultimate norm to 
which they appeal, whether or not they are aware of what their norm happens to be. Some people 
appeal to reason and logic to adjudicate competing truth claims. Others appeal to sense experi-
ence. Still others refer to themselves and their own subjective sense of things. Although there is 
some truth in each of these approaches, Christians have historically rejected all of them as the 
ultimate standard for knowledge. Instead, God’s people have universally affirmed that there is 
only one thing that can legitimately function as the supreme standard: God’s Word. There can be 
no higher authority than God Himself.

Of course, we are not the first generation of people to face the challenge of competing truth 
claims. In fact, Adam and Eve faced such a dilemma at the very beginning. God had clearly said 
to them “You shall surely die” if they were to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
(Gen. 2:17). On the other hand, the Serpent said the opposite to them: “You will not surely die” 
(3:4). How should Adam and Eve have adjudicated these competing claims? By empiricism? 
By rationalism? By what seemed right to them? No, there was only one standard to which they 
should have appealed to make this decision: the word that God had spoken to them. Unfortunate-
ly, this is not what happened. Instead of looking to God’s revelation, Eve decided to investigate 
things further herself: “When the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a 
delight to the eyes … she took of its fruit and ate” (3:6). Make no mistake, the fall was not just 
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a matter of Adam and Eve eating the fruit. At its core, the fall was about God’s people rejecting 
God’s Word as the ultimate standard for all of life.

But if God’s Word is the ultimate standard for all of life, the next question is critical: Where do 
we go to get God’s Word? Where can it be found? This issue, of course, brings us to one of the 
core debates of the Protestant Reformation. While the Roman Catholic Church authorities agreed 
that God’s Word was the ultimate standard for all of life and doctrine, they believed this Word 
could be found in places outside of the Scriptures. Rome claimed a trifold authority structure, 
which included Scripture, tradition, and the Magisterium. The key component in this trifold au-
thority was the Magisterium itself, which is the authoritative teaching office of the Roman Cath-
olic Church, manifested primarily in the pope. Because the pope was considered the successor of 
the Apostle Peter, his official pronouncements (ex cathedra) were regarded as the very words of 
God Himself.

It was at this point that the Reformers stood their ground. While acknowledging that God had 
delivered His Word to His people in a variety of ways before Christ (Heb. 1:1), they argued that 
we should no longer expect ongoing revelation now that God has spoken finally in His Son (v. 2). 
Scripture is clear that the Apostolic office was designed to perform a onetime, redemptive-histor-
ical task: to lay the foundation of the church (Eph. 2:20). The foundation-laying activity of the 
Apostles primarily consisted of giving the church a deposit of authoritative teaching testifying 
to and applying the great redemptive work of Christ. Thus, the New Testament writings, which 
are the permanent embodiment of this Apostolic teaching, should be seen as the final installment 
of God’s revelation to His people. These writings, together with the Old Testament, are the only 
ones that are rightly considered the Word of God.

This conviction of sola Scriptura—the Scriptures alone are the Word of God and, therefore, the 
only infallible rule for life and doctrine—provided the fuel needed to ignite the Reformation. 
Indeed, it was regarded as the “formal cause” of the Reformation (whereas sola fide, or “faith 
alone,” was regarded as the “material cause”). The sentiments of this doctrine are embodied in 
Martin Luther’s famous speech at the Diet of Worms (1521) after he was asked to recant  
his teachings:

Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by 
clear reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in councils 
alone, since it is well known that they have often erred and con-
tradicted themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted 
and my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will 
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not retract anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go against 
conscience…. May God help me. Amen.

For Luther, the Scriptures, and the Scriptures alone, were the final arbiter of what we  
should believe.

Of course, like many core Christian convictions, the doctrine of sola Scriptura has often been 
misunderstood and misapplied. Unfortunately, some have used sola Scriptura as a justification 
for a “me, God, and the Bible” type of individualism, where the church bears no real authority 
and the history of the church is not considered when interpreting and applying Scripture. Thus, 
many churches today are almost ahistorical—cut off entirely from the rich traditions, creeds, 
and confessions of the church. They misunderstand sola Scriptura to mean that the Bible is the 
only authority rather than understanding it to mean that the Bible is the only infallible authority. 
Ironically, such an individualistic approach actually undercuts the very doctrine of sola Scriptura 
it is intended to protect. By emphasizing the autonomy of the individual believer, one is left with 
only private, subjective conclusions about what Scripture means. It is not so much the authority 
of Scripture that is prized as the authority of the individual.

The Reformers would not have recognized such a distortion as their doctrine of sola Scriptura. 
On the contrary, they were quite keen to rely on the church fathers, church councils, and the 
creeds and confessions of the church. Such historical rootedness was viewed not only as a means 
for maintaining orthodoxy but also as a means for maintaining humility. Contrary to popular  
perceptions, the Reformers did not view themselves as coming up with something new. Rather, 
they understood themselves to be recovering something very old—something that the church  
had originally believed but later twisted and distorted. The Reformers were not innovators but 
were excavators.

There are other extremes against which the doctrine of sola Scriptura protects us. While we 
certainly want to avoid the individualistic and ahistorical posture of many churches today, sola 
Scriptura also protects us from overcorrecting and raising creeds and confessions or other human 
documents (or ideas) to the level of Scripture. We must always be on guard against making the 
same mistake as Rome and embracing what we might call “traditionalism,” which attempts to 
bind the consciences of Christians in areas that the Bible does not. In this sense, sola Scriptura is 
a guardian of Christian liberty. But the biggest danger we face when it comes to sola Scriptura is 
not misunderstanding it. The biggest danger is forgetting it. We are prone to think of this doctrine 
purely in terms of sixteenth-century debates—just a vestige of the age-old Catholic-Protestant 
battles and irrelevant for the modern day. But the Protestant church in the modern day needs this 
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doctrine now more than ever. The lessons of the Reformation have been largely forgotten, and 
the church, once again, has begun to rely on ultimate authorities outside of Scripture.

In order to lead the church back to sola Scriptura, we must realize that we cannot do so only by 
teaching about the doctrine itself (although we must do this). Instead, the primary way we lead 
the church back is by actually preaching the Scriptures. Only the Word of God has the power 
to transform and reform our churches. So, we should not only talk about sola Scriptura, but we 
should demonstrate it. And when we do, we must preach all of God’s Word—not picking and 
choosing the parts we prefer or think our congregations want to hear. We must preach only the 
Word (sola Scriptura), and we must preach all the Word (tota Scriptura). The two go hand in 
hand. When they are joined together in the power of the Holy Spirit, we can have hope for a  
new reformation.

Michael Kruger, “Scripture Alone,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 November 2012 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/scripture-alone/
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HOW WE GOT HERE 

STEPHEN NICHOLS

If you read church history, you have seen it all. That’s not entirely hyperbole. Many of the chal-
lenges and questions we face in the church today have been met by past generations of believers. 
Did not a wise man once say, “There is nothing new under the sun”? This holds true regarding 
the doctrine of inerrancy. In 1979, Jack B. Rogers and Donald McKim wrote a book titled The 
Authority and Interpretation of the Bible: …An Historical Approach. The central idea or thesis 
has come to be known as the Rogers/McKim proposal, which is this: The Bible is authoritative 
in matters of faith and conduct, but it is not infallible when it comes to historical or scientific 
details. Further, the doctrine of inerrancy is an innovation of the nineteenth century. Rogers and 
McKim argued that the Princeton theologians of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
most notably B.B. Warfield, created the doctrine of inerrancy, which teaches that the Bible is 
entirely without error in all that it affirms.

The Rogers/McKim proposal was a counterpunch to the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerran-
cy from 1978. That statement was the work of the International Council on Biblical Inerrancy 
(ICBI), led by such figures as R.C. Sproul, Edmund Clowney, J.I. Packer, James Montgomery 
Boice, and others. The council produced a statement of five short paragraphs, a list of nineteen 
articles of affirmation and denial, as well as three pages of further exposition.

The Chicago Statement 
The Chicago Statement was presented over four days in late October 1978 at the Hyatt Regency 
Hotel at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. The leaders of the ICBI signed first, then the others at Chica-
go; 268 signatures in all. In the ensuing weeks and months, hundreds more signatures were added 
from across the nation and around the world by representatives of numerous denominations, min-
istries, colleges, and seminaries. Over the next decade, the ICBI published books and booklets, 
sponsored conferences and meetings, and promoted the doctrine of inerrancy in the church and in 
the academy.

If you were to poll the attendees at the summit on inerrancy in Chicago, you would likely find that 
they had indeed been influenced by B.B. Warfield and the other Princetonians. It was Warfield, after 
all, who helped the church by offering a very straightforward and simplified argument for inerrancy.
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Medieval philosopher William of Ockham is known for his principle of parsimony, or simplicity. 
The argument with the fewest assumptions is the better argument, the principle states. The ar-
gument that does not rely on a complex web of arguments and sub-arguments is the better argu-
ment. Warfield used Ockham’s razor well. The simple, but not simplistic, argument he made was 
this: If God is the author of Scripture, then Scripture is true.

We would use the theological terms of inspiration and inerrancy here. If the Bible is the Word of 
God, if it is the inspired text breathed out by God, then it stands to reason that it is true. If it is 
inspired, it is inerrant. This simple but precise argument is the gift of Warfield to the church.

The Chicago Statement expands on this basic argument and, quite importantly, draws out the 
boundary lines of what inerrancy means and what it doesn’t mean through its nineteen articles  
of affirmation and denial. The Chicago Statement sustained an entire generation in the battle for 
the Bible. It lent stamina to the theological conservatives in the Southern Baptist Convention  
as they entered the arena in their seminaries and denominational agencies and structures, to  
the theological conservatives in Presbyterianism and in other traditions, and to many other  
evangelical leaders.

In our day, we are seeing the old Rogers/McKim proposal again. The charge is being made afresh 
that inerrancy is a rather modern invention and that evangelicals have at their disposal other 
models for understanding the authority of Scripture. Inerrancy is not necessary, we are being 
told. We can think about Scripture in a different way. But are these new challenges so new?

Did Peter Actually Say? 
An intriguing look into the early church’s doctrine of Scripture comes from an exchange between 
Jerome and Augustine. As Jerome was working through his translation of the Bible, he stumbled 
over Galatians 2:11–14 and Paul’s confrontation with Peter at Antioch. In an attempt to salvage 
Peter’s reputation, Jerome concluded that the whole episode was fiction.

Augustine believed that if you admit error in one place, the entire Bible is open to doubt. He 
wrote Jerome a series of letters to this effect. In one letter, Augustine wrote:

Admit even a single well-meant false-hood into such an exalted authority, and there will not be 
left a single section of those books which, if appearing to anyone to present difficulties from the 
point of view of practice or to be hard to believe from the point of view of doctrine, will escape, 
by the same very baneful principle, from being classified as the deliberate act of an author who 
was lying.
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Augustine held to “the authority of unadulterated truth.” He further said:

An effort must be made to bring to a knowledge of the sacred 
Scriptures a man who will have such a reverent and truthful opin-
ion of the holy books that he would refuse to find delight in a well-
meant falsehood anywhere in them, and would rather pass over 
what he does not understand than prefer his own intelligence to 
their truth.

When someone does prefer his own intelligence, Augustine continued, “he demands credence 
for himself and attempts to destroy our confidence in the authority of Holy Scripture.” Will we 
submit ourselves to Scripture, or will we submit Scripture to ourselves?

This exchange between Augustine and Jerome teaches us many things. It teaches us that War-
field did not invent the doctrine of inerrancy. Warfield contributed to the development of our 
understanding of biblical inerrancy by offering a helpful way to state the doctrine. But he did not 
invent it.

This exchange also teaches us that challenges to the “unadulterated authority” and full verac-
ity of Scripture are not new. In fact, these challenges go back much further than the 390s. The 
challenges go all the way back to the garden and all the way back to Genesis 3:1. Moreover, this 
exchange reveals the real issue underlying these challenges to inerrancy. The real issue is failure 
to submit.

Augustine understood that we owe submission to God’s Word because we owe submission to 
God. John Calvin makes this exact point in his commentary on 2 Timothy 3:16. There, he writes, 
“We owe to the Scripture the same reverence which we owe to God, because it has proceeded 
from him alone.” In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin adds, “The full authority 
which [the Scriptures] obtain with the faithful proceeds from no other consideration than that 
they are persuaded that they proceed from heaven, as if God had been heard giving utterance  
to them.”

Martin Luther called the Bible our foundation. He warned, “We must not deviate from the 
words…Else, what would become of the Bible?” Luther once said that when it comes to the Bi-
ble, everything it teaches is believed or nothing it teaches is believed.
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Luther’s statement here bears consideration. What option do we have next to the doctrine of the 
entire inerrancy and utter truthfulness of the Bible? Limited inerrancy? Why not simply call that 
limited errancy? Augustine, Calvin, and Luther, as well as a host of others, all sound the alarm 
regarding the danger of a view of biblical truthfulness that is less than full inerrancy. This has 
been the orthodox Christian position throughout the ages.

An Ancient Book for Today? 
As the church faced the beginning of the twentieth century, modernism was at full throttle. Its 
accomplishments were great, including monumental advances in the sciences and technology. 
These advances all raised a question of singular importance: Is an ancient book still a reliable 
and trustworthy authority for today?

Warfield answered that question with a resounding yes for his generation. As the denominations 
and seminaries one by one engaged in questioning biblical authority in the 1970s, the group of 
churchmen and theologians at Chicago answered with their own resounding yes to the unadulter-
ated authority of Scripture for their generation. Those works of Warfield and of the architects and 
signers of the Chicago Statement sustained a century of churchmen and gospel ministries. Their 
work nourished the church.

Though we live in a new generation, it is sadly plagued by the same old problem of failing to 
submit to God’s Word. More sadly, such failure to submit can also be present in the church. So 
we should read our church history and learn how to respond. As we read the pages of church 
history, we will first see the reverence our predecessors had for the Bible and their view of its 
complete truthfulness and unadulterated authority. We will also be led back to the pages of the 
Bible itself, back to the Word of God, the Word of truth for all ages.

Stephen Nichols, “How We Got Here,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 March 2015 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/how-we-got-here/
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BIBLE BELIEVING. BIBLE OBEYING. 

BURK PARSONS

As a pastor, I spend much of my time out in the community, and I meet new people every week. 
When people inquire what I do for a living, I tell them I am a pastor. At that point I get respons-
es that vary depending on whether the person is a Christian and whether he or she has been to 
church recently. When I tell them I serve as a pastor of a church called Saint Andrew’s Chapel, I 
then have to explain what kind of church we are and what kind of church we’re not. It’s the most 
natural way I have found to be able to explain the gospel to unbelievers in our community on a 
regular basis. Over the years, I have also found that describing our church initially in two simple 
ways is most effective for helping them understand who we are and what we believe. I explain 
that we are a Bible-believing and gospel-preaching church; and, if they haven’t run away yet, I 
then proceed to explain slowly and carefully what it means to believe the Bible—what the gospel 
is, who Jesus is and what He did, how sinners are saved, and why we worship as a community of 
believers. Although most people don’t realize it, I am giving them a basic, five-minute systematic 
theology course based on and flowing from the doctrine of Scripture. The doctrine of Scripture 
informs every other doctrine. It is a most practical doctrine for all of life.

Scripture is the foundation for all we believe and the fountain from which we daily drink. It 
was the heart of the sixteenth-century Reformation, and it holds the message of eternal life for 
ourselves, our children, and our neighbors. It is the sacred Word of God given to us by human 
authors through the superintendence of the Holy Spirit, and it is our only inerrant and infallible 
authority for all of faith and life. Nevertheless, many professing Christians give little attention to 
it. Though they constantly look for a special word from God, there it sits on their shelves, gath-
ering dust. It is ignored by many people who sit in our churches, and it is under attack by many 
outside the church. It has been under attack ever since the fall, when the serpent asked, “Did God 
really say?” (Gen. 3:1).

Fundamentally, the devil questioned the authority of the Word of God, and the devil’s servants 
have been questioning it ever since. Questioning the authority of God’s Word is tantamount to 
questioning God Himself, and questioning whether God’s sacred Word contains errors is in fact 
questioning God’s ability to do all things perfectly. If we question God’s Word, we have set 
ourselves up as a higher tribunal than God and have declared ourselves judges of God and His 
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Word. Nevertheless, as Bible-believing Christians, we must not simply refrain from questioning 
the truth of God’s Word, and we must not merely believe that God’s Word is true, but we must 
actually believe God’s Word and submit to it in all of life as we live coram Deo, before His face.

Burk Parsons, “Bible-Believing, Bible-Obeying,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 March 2015 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available 
from the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/bible-believing-bible-obeying/
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SOLI DEO GLORIA

JOHN PIPER

We use the phrase glory of God so often that it tends to lose its biblical force. But this glory, like 
the sun, is no less blazing— and no less beneficial—because people ignore it. Yet, God hates 
to be ignored. “Mark this, then, you who forget God, lest I tear you apart, and there be none to 
deliver!” (Ps. 50:22). So let’s focus again on the glory of God. What is God’s glory, and how 
important is it?

What Is the Glory of God? 
The glory of God is the holiness of God put on display. That is, it is the infinite worth of God 
made manifest. Notice how Isaiah shifts from “holy” to “glory”: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of 
hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” (Isa. 6:3). When the holiness of God fills the earth for 
people to see, it is called glory.

The basic meaning of holy is “separated from the common.” Thus, the holiness of God is His 
infinite “separation” from all that is common. It is what makes Him the infinite “one of a kind”—
like the rarest and most perfect diamond in the world—only there are no other diamond-gods. 
God’s uniqueness as the only God—His “Godness”— makes Him infinitely valuable, or holy.

In speaking of God’s glory, the Bible assumes that this infinite value has entered creation. It has, 
as it were, shined. God’s glory is the radiance of His holiness, the out-streaming of His infinite 
value. And when it streams out, it is seen as beautiful and great. It has both infinite quality and 
magnitude. So, we may define God’s glory as the beauty and greatness of His manifold perfec-
tions.

I say “manifold perfections” because specific aspects of God’s being are said to have glory. For 
example, we read of “the glory of his grace” (Eph. 1:6) and “the glory of his might” (2 Thess. 
1:9). God Himself is glorious because He is the perfect unity of all His manifold and glorious 
perfections.

But this definition must be qualified. The Bible also speaks of God’s glory before it is revealed in 
creation. For example, Jesus prays, “Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that 
I had with you before the world existed” (John 17:5). So I would suggest a definition something 



Tuesday, OcTOber 28, 2014

The state of Theology

Theological Awareness Benchmark Study

Research Report

in partnership with

The State of American Theology PAGE 42

like this: God’s glory is the outward radiance of the intrinsic beauty and greatness of His  
manifold perfections.

I am aware that words are poor pointers here. I have replaced one inadequate word—glory—with 
two inadequate words—beauty and greatness. But God has revealed Himself to us in words like 
“the glory of God.” Therefore, they are not meaningless.

We must constantly remind ourselves that we are speaking of a glory that is ultimately beyond 
any comparison in creation. “The glory of God” is how we designate the infinite beauty and the 
infinite greatness of the Person who was before anything else. This beauty and greatness ex-
ist without origin, without comparison, without analogy, without being judged by any external 
criterion. God’s glory is the all-defining, absolutely original standard of greatness and beauty. All 
created greatness and beauty comes from it and points to it, but such things do not comprehen-
sively or adequately reproduce it.

“The glory of God” is a way to say that there is an objective, absolute reality to which all human 
wonder, awe, veneration, praise, honor, acclaim, and worship is pointing. We were made to find 
our deepest pleasure in admiring the infinitely admirable—the glory of God. This glory is not the 
psychological projection of unsatisfied human longing onto reality. On the contrary, inconsolable 
human longing is evidence that we were made for God’s glory.

How Central Is the Glory of God? 
The glory of God is the goal of all things (1 Cor. 10:31; Isa. 43:6–7). The great mission of the 
church is to declare God’s glory among the nations. “Declare his glory among the nations, his 
marvelous works among all the peoples!” (Ps. 96:1–3; Ezek. 39:21; Isa. 66:18–19).

What Is Our Hope? 
Our ultimate hope is to see God’s glory. “We rejoice in hope of the glory of God” (Rom. 5:2). 
God will “present you blameless before the presence of his glory with great joy” (Jude 24). He 
will “make known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand 
for glory” (Rom. 9:23). Jesus, in all His person and work, is the incarnation and ultimate revela-
tion of the glory of God (John 17:24; Heb. 1:3).

Moreover, we will not only see God’s glory, but we will also, in some sense, share in His glory. 
“So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, 
as well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed” (1 Peter 5:1). “Those whom he 
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justified he also glorified” (Rom. 8:30). Hope that is really known and treasured has a decisive 
effect on our present values, choices, and actions.

Treasuring the Glory of God 
Get to know the glory of God. Study the glory of God, the glory of Christ. Study your soul. 
Know the glories that you are seduced by and why you treasure glories that are not God’s glory.

Study your own soul to know how to make the glories of the world collapse like Dagon in pitiful 
pieces on the floor of the world’s temples (1 Sam. 5:4). Hunger to see and share in more of the 
glory of Christ, the image of God.

John Piper, “Soli Deo Gloria,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 November 2012 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the Internet: 
http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/soli-deo-gloria/



Tuesday, OcTOber 28, 2014

The state of Theology

Theological Awareness Benchmark Study

Research Report

in partnership with

The State of American Theology PAGE 44

DELIGHTING IN THE TRINITY

MICHAEL REEVES

“It is not to be expected that we should love God supremely if we have not known him to be 
more desirable than all other things.” So wrote the great hymn writer Isaac Watts. And of course, 
he was quite right, for we always love what seems most attractive to us. Whether it be God, mon-
ey, sex, or fame, we live for and love what captures our hearts.

But what kind of God could outstrip the attractions of all other things? Could any unitary, sin-
gle-person god do so? Hardly, or at least not for long. Single-person gods must, by definition, 
have spent eternity in absolute solitude. Before creation, having no other persons with whom 
they could commune, they must have been entirely alone.

Love for others, then, cannot go very deep in them if they can go for eternity without it. And so, 
not being essentially loving, such gods are inevitably less than lovely. They may demand our 
worship, but they cannot win our hearts. They must be served with gritted teeth.

How wonderfully different it is with the triune God. In John 17:24, Jesus speaks of how the 
Father loved Him even before the creation of the world. That is the triune, living God: a Father, 
whose very being has eternally been about loving His Son, pouring out the Spirit of love and life 
on Him. Here is a God who is love, who is so full of life and blessing that for eternity He has 
been overflowing with it. As the Puritan preacher Richard Sibbes put it: “Such a goodness is in 
God as is in a fountain, or in the breast that loves to ease itself of milk.” Here in the triune God, 
in other words, is an infinitely satisfying God, one who is the very fountainhead of all goodness, 
truth, and beauty.

That means that with the triune God there is great good news. For here is no mean and grasp-
ing God, but a Lord of grace and mercy—one, in fact, who offers a salvation sweeter than any 
non-triune God could ever imagine.

Just imagine for a moment a single-person god. Having been alone for eternity, would it want 
fellowship with us? It seems most unlikely. Would it even know what fellowship was? Almost 
certainly not. Such a god might allow us to live under its rule and protection, but little more. 
Think of the uncertain hope of the Muslim or the Jehovah’s Witness: they may finally attain para-
dise, but even there they will have no real fellowship with their god. Their god would not want it.
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But if God is a Father, whose very life has been about loving and delighting in His precious Son, 
then you begin to see a God who would have far more intimate and marvelous aims, aims to 
draw us into His life and joy, to embrace us with the very love He has for His dear Son.

Indeed, this God does not offer some kind of “he loves me, he loves me not” relationship where-
by I have to try to keep myself in His favor by behaving impeccably. No, “to all who did receive 
him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God” (John 1:12)—and 
so with the security to enjoy His love forever.

The eternally beloved Son comes to us to share with us the very love that the Father has always 
lavished on Him. He comes to share with us and bring us into the life that is His, that we might 
be brought before the Most High, not just as forgiven sinners, but as dearly beloved children who 
share by the Spirit the Son’s own “Abba!” cry.

In other words, the God who is infinitely more beautiful than all the gods of human religion of-
fers an infinitely more beautiful salvation. Here is a God who can win back wandering hearts by 
the mere opening of eyes to who He is, who can give the deepest hope and comfort to the stum-
bling saint.

The Trinity, then, is not some awkward add-on to God, the optional extra nobody should want. 
No, God is beautiful, desirable, and life-giving precisely because He is the Father, the Son, and 
the Spirit. Only here can be found the God who is love and who shares with us His very own life 
and joy. Only here can be found the God whom it is eternal life to know.

John Calvin once wrote that if we try to think about God without thinking about the Father, Son, 
and Spirit, then “only the bare and empty name of God flits about in our brains, to the exclusion 
of the true God.” Quite so, and that means that if we content ourselves with speaking of God 
vaguely or abstractly, without the Father, Son, and Spirit, we will never know the life, beauty, 
and comfort of knowing the true God.

Here and here alone is the God for whom our hearts were made, the God who can win our hearts 
away from the desires that enslave us, the God who is endlessly, unsurpassably satisfying.

Michael Reeves, “Delighting in the Trinity,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 February 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from 
the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/delighting-trinity/
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THE HOLY LOVE OF GOD  

R.C. SPROUL

Long ago, Augustine of Hippo pointed out that the desire of every human heart is to experience a 
love that is transcendent. Regrettably for us today, however, I don’t think there’s any word in the 
English language that’s been more stripped of the depth of its meaning than the word love. Due to 
the shallow romanticism of secular culture, we tend to view the love of God in the same way popu-
lar music, art, and literature view love. Yet the Bible says God’s love is far different—and greater.

First John 4:7-11 gives us this classic statement with respect to the love of God:

Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever 
loves has been born of God and knows God. Anyone who does not 
love does not know God, because God is love…. In this is love, not 
that we have loved God, but that he loved us and sent his only Son 
to be the propitiation for our sins. Beloved, if God so loved us, we 
also ought to love one another.

Here the Apostle grounds his admonition for Christians to love one another in the very character 
of God. “Love is from God,” he tells us. What he means is that Christian love comes from God 
Himself. This love is not natural to fallen humanity. It originates in God and is a divine gift to 
His people. When we are transformed by the power of the Holy Spirit, we are given a capacity 
for this supernatural love that has God as its source and foundation. When John says that “who-
ever loves has been born of God and knows God,” he is not teaching that every human being 
who loves another is therefore born of God. The kind of love of which he speaks comes only 
from regeneration. Without the Holy Spirit’s transformation of the human heart, no one has this 
capacity for love. No unregenerate person has this kind of love, and no regenerate person lacks 
such love. Therefore, a person who does not have the ability to love in the way John describes 
has not been born again. “Anyone who does not love [in this manner] does not know God.”



Tuesday, OcTOber 28, 2014

The state of Theology

Theological Awareness Benchmark Study

Research Report

in partnership with

The State of American Theology PAGE 47

John does not stop there. Not only is love from God but God is love. Note that John does not use 
the word is as an equals sign. We cannot reverse the subject and the predicate in God is love and 
say love is God. John is not making a crass identification between love and God so that anyone 
who has a romantic feeling in his heart or any affection for another person has thereby encoun-
tered God. When he says God is love, he’s using a bit of hyperbole. In other words, love is such 
an intimate aspect or attribute of the character of God, that you can, in a manner of speaking, say 
that He is love. Any view of Him that neglects to include within it this profound sense of divine 
love is a distortion of who God is.

Of course, the normal problem we face is not that people ignore God’s love; rather, people 
separate His love from His other attributes. I don’t know how many times I’ve taught on God’s 
sovereignty, holiness, or justice, only to hear the objection, “But my God is love”—as if God’s 
love is incompatible with justice, sovereignty, or holiness.

Our most fundamental inclination as fallen human creatures is to exchange the truth that God re-
veals about Himself for a lie, and to serve and worship the creature rather than the Creator (Rom. 
1:18-32). We commit idolatry every time we substitute a lesser concept for His glory, whether 
that substitution takes the crass form of stone gods or the more sophisticated form of redefining 
God’s character to suit our tastes. A god stripped of justice, of holiness, of sovereignty, and the 
rest is as much an idol as a statue of wood or stone. We must be careful not to substitute for the 
biblical God a god who is exhausted in his character by the one attribute of love, especially as 
popular culture defines it.

As Christians we believe in a God who is simple and not made up of parts. God is not one part 
sovereign, one part just, one part immutable, one part omniscient, one part eternal, and one part 
loving. Rather, He is all of His attributes at all times. To understand any single attribute, we must 
understand it in relation to all His other attributes. The love of God is eternal and sovereign. The 
love of God is immutable and holy. We treat all of His other attributes in the same way. God’s 
justice is loving and eternal. His holiness is loving and omniscient. Our concept of the love of 
God will stay on track only as we understand His love in relationship to His other attributes.

Whatever else God’s love is, it is holy. His love is therefore characterized by the qualities that 
define holiness—transcendence and purity. First, God’s love is transcendent. It is set apart and 
different from everything we experience in creation. Second, God’s love is pure. His love is 
absolutely flawless, having no selfishness, wickedness, or sin mixed in with it. God’s love is 
not ordinary or profane. It is a majestic, sacred love that goes far beyond anything creatures can 
manifest. No shadow of evil covers the brightness of the pure glory of the love of God.
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The love of God is in a class by itself. It transcends our experience. Nevertheless, it is a love that 
He shares in part with us and expects us to manifest to each other. He grants to His people—in-
sofar as is possible given the Creator-creature distinction—His holy love (Rom. 5:5).

R.C. Sproul, “The Holy Love of God,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 July 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/holy-love-god/
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DOES CHRISTOLOGY REALLY MATTER?

SINCLAIR FERGUSON

“We all unanimously teach that our Lord Jesus Christ is to us one and the same Son, the self-
same perfect in Godhead, the self-same perfect in manhood; truly God and truly man … ac-
knowledged in two natures, unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably … the proper-
ties of each nature being preserved.”

So wrote the church fathers in the Definition of Chalcedon in AD 451. But even if they spoke 
“unanimously,” their doctrine of Christ sounds so complex. Does it really matter?

Given the sacrifices they made to describe Christ rightly, one can imagine that if these Christians 
were present at a group Bible study on Philippians 2:5-11, they might well say to us, “From what 
we have heard, it never mattered more.”

Imagine the discussion on “Though he was in the form of God … emptied himself” (Phil. 2:6-
7, RSV). Says one: “It means Jesus became a man for a time and then went back to being God 
afterwards.” “No,” says another, “He only emptied himself of His divine attributes and then He 
took them up again.” “Surely,” says another (not pausing to reflect on the miracles of Moses, 
Elijah, or the Apostles), “He mixed humanity with His deity—isn’t that how He was able to do 
miracles?”

Does it really matter if those views are wrong, indeed heretical, so long as we know that Jesus saves 
and we witness to others about Him? After all, the important thing is that we preach the gospel.

But that is precisely the point—Jesus Christ Himself is the gospel. Like loose threads in a tap-
estry—pull on any of these views, and the entire gospel will unravel. If the Christ we trust and 
preach is not qualified to save us, we have a false Christ.

Reflect for a moment on the descriptions of Christ above. If at any point He ceased to be all that 
He is as God, the cosmos would disintegrate—for He is the One who upholds the universe by 
the word of His power (Heb. 1:3). If He were a mixture of deity and humanity, then He would 
not be truly or fully human, and therefore would no longer be one of us and able to act as our 
representative and substitute. He could neither save sinners nor succor saints. This is why He-
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brews emphasizes that Christ possesses a humanity identical to ours, apart from sin. No mixing 
or confusing here.

Most of us are sticklers for clearly describing anything we love, be it science, computing, sports, 
business, or family life. Should we be indifferent to how we think and speak about our Savior 
and Lord?

This is why the church fathers, and later the Westminster divines, stressed that God’s Son ever 
remained “of one substance, and equal with the Father” and yet, in the incarnation, took “upon 
him man’s nature, with all the essential properties and infirmities thereof, yet without sin… . So 
that two whole, perfect, and distinct natures, the Godhead and the manhood, were inseparably 
joined together in one person, without conversion, composition, or confusion” (WCF 8.2).

What makes this statement so impressive is that it safeguards the mystery of the incarnation 
while carefully describing its reality. The Son’s two natures are not united to each other, but they 
are united in His one person. So in everything He did, He acted appropriately in terms of His 
deity or His humanity, one divine person exercising the powers of each nature in its own proper 
sphere.

This, then, underscores the value of the church’s creeds. They were written by men who had 
thought more deeply and often suffered more grievously than we do. They spoke out of a deep 
love for Christ and His people, concerned for a lost world. Their testimony helps us in three 
ways:

It protects us by setting boundaries for our thinking.

It instructs us by helping us see biblical truth expressed in its briefest form.

It unites us, so that everywhere in the world, Christians can share the same clear confession of 
who Christ is and what He has done.

Does it really matter? In light of the sacrifices our forefathers made in order to articulate the gran-
deur of the person of our Savior and what Christ had to be in order to save us, you bet it matters.

Sinclair Ferguson, “Does Christology Really Matter?” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 December 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. 
Available from the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/does-christology-really-matter/
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THE BREATH OF GOD 

DEREK THOMAS

Creation 
The ancient hymn Veni Creator Spiritus, composed in the eighth century and part of the Roman 
breviary of Vespers, is a hymn extolling the Holy Spirit. John Dryden’s magnificent translation 
renders the opening lines this way: “Creator Spirit, by whose aid the world’s foundations first 
were laid.”

The activity of the Holy Spirit as Creator finds expression in the second verse of the Bible! 
Describing the undeveloped creation as “without form and void” and in “darkness,” the author 
describes the Spirit of God as “hovering over the face of the waters” (Gen. 1:2). Forming a book-
end at the close of this opening chapter of Scripture comes the pronouncement of the creation 
of man: “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness” (Gen. 1:26). The use of the pronoun 
“our” is a reference to the triune Godhead, which includes the Holy Spirit. From the very begin-
ning, the Holy Spirit has been the executive of the creative activity of God. In the creation of the 
world, as well as the creation of man in particular, the Holy Spirit was the divine agent.

Pentecost 
At the dawning of the new covenant era, Pentecost would be demonstrative of a similar work 
of creation, or, better, re-creation. Fallen humanity is to be transformed by the Spirit to a degree 
unknown under the old covenant.

In an action that was meant to be symbolic of Pentecost, Jesus, in an incident that followed His 
resurrection, illustrated Pentecost’s significance by breathing on His disciples and saying, “Re-
ceive the Holy Spirit” (John 20:22). The action is a reminder of the opening sequence of Genesis: 
the Holy Spirit, the “breath of God,” is the agent of the “breath of life” (Gen 2:7; John 20:22). 
As God breathed life into Adam, so Jesus, “the last Adam,” breathes new life into His people. 
Jesus becomes, in Paul’s language, “a life-giving spirit” (1 Cor. 15:45). Pentecost was an epochal 
event, signifying the dawning of a new era.

Midway between creation and re-creation, Pentecost is the point after which it can be said, “the 
end of the ages has dawned” (1 Cor. 10:11). Historically, at nine o’clock in the morning, the 
Spirit gave the disciples a clear understanding of Jesus’ role in redemption and consummation, 
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equipping them with extraordinary boldness in making Jesus known. The gift of tongues that 
accompanied the outpouring of the Spirit enabled folk from different countries to hear the Gospel 
in their own languages. In an instant, the curse of Babel was arrested (Gen. 11:7–9). Spirit em-
powered disciples were thus motivated and enabled to take the message of reconciliation to the 
nations of the world in the certainty that God would accomplish that which He promised (Luke 
24:48; Acts 1:4). What appears to be a blessing for the Gentiles proves to be a judgment upon 
Israel. The very sound of the Gospel in languages other than their own confirmed the covenantal 
threat of God issued in Isaiah: “For by people of strange lips and with a foreign tongue the Lord 
will speak to this people” (Isa. 28:11).

What was to be a blessing for the nations proved to be the very instrument of hardening to Israel, 
until the “fullness” of the Gentiles is brought in (Rom. 11:25).

With this interpretation of Pentecost, repetition cannot be envisioned. Though history records 
many “outpourings” of the Spirit in extraordinary displays of revival, none of these, strictly 
speaking, is a repetition of Pentecost. Pentecost marked the major turning point from old to new 
covenantal administrations. The days of type and shadow were replaced by days of fulfillment 
and reality. It signaled the end of an economy largely (though not exclusively) focused upon eth-
nic Israel, heralding instead the dawn of a universalism strongly hinted at in the Old Testament 
but never realized. Its attendant signs of tongues itself was both a blessing and a curse. The very 
presence of the miraculous that accompanied Pentecost was itself indicative of the uniqueness of 
the moment. It marked the appearance of the apostles—God’s foundational, rather than norma-
tive, church builders (Eph. 2:20).

The Bible 
As pilgrim-saints, regenerated, indwelt, and sanctified by the Holy Spirit, on our way to the 
New Jerusalem, we are still in need of wisdom; this the Spirit provides. It is He who guaranteed 
that a sure guide to heaven be given to the people of God. Speaking of the Old Testament, Peter 
could say that no part of it was the product of man’s devising, “but men spoke from God as they 
were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21). And Paul could echo that “all Scripture is 
breathed out by God” (2 Tim. 3:16). Just how the Spirit accomplished this remains something of 
a mystery. There are the discernible fingerprints of human authors throughout. At the same time, 
every part of it, down to the least stroke of a pen (see Matt. 5:18) is the product of the out-breath-
ing (exhalation) of God. In five processes then—disclosing wisdom and truth to biblical authors, 
exhaling, canonizing, preserving, and translating—the Spirit exercises His Lordship in the for-
mation of the Scriptures.
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The Bible, the Spirit’s rule and guide, is what Christians need in order to ensure holiness and 
final redemption. By the Spirit’s illumination of the written text, God’s will is made clear. As 
Christians, we are currently “waiting for new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness 
dwells” (2 Peter 3:13). In the state of glory, as the Dutch biblical theologian Geerhardus Vos 
points out, the Holy Spirit will be “the permanent substratum of the resurrection-life.” The Spirit, 
who has served the Father and brought glory to the Son, will then be the One who sustains the 
eternal lives of the saints. Until that day, when “God will be all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28), we traverse 
a terrain filled with obstacles and adversities. We face a three-fold enemy: the world, the flesh, 
and the devil. It is the Spirit, the representative agent of Christ in our hearts who ensures that 
victory is certain. It is He who ensures who the bondage and frustration brought into the world as 
a consequence of Adam’s fall is reversed.

New Creation 
At the other end of the Bible, the book of Revelation depicts the “seven spirits” that are “sent 
out into all the earth” (Rev. 5:6; see also 1:4); the spirits are symbolic of the Holy Spirit as the 
immanent executive of the purposes of God. The hovering Spirit who watches over the formless 
creation now broods over the cosmos, seeking to bring about a new creation, thereby ensuring its 
formation according to the perfect plan of God.

As the divine artist, the Holy Spirit ensured the beauty of Eden as much as the rest of creation: “it 
was very good” (Gen. 1:31). It is more than interesting to discover Moses’ observation that in the 
design of the tabernacle (the symbol of God’s presence with His redeemed people) its architects, 
Bezalel and Oholiab, were “filled … with the Spirit of God” (Ex. 31:3). Moses seems to revel in 
their concern for beauty and order. There was an evident aesthetic pleasure to the tabernacle—and 
this was demonstrative of the design of the Holy Spirit (Ex. 35:30–35). Suffice to say that the Holy 
Spirit lies behind every work of artistry. As John Calvin wrote, “the knowledge of all that is most 
excellent in human life is said to be communicated to us through the Spirit of God.”

The end in view for the Spirit is glory—the glory that Adam failed to achieve in the garden. 
When prophets of the Holy Spirit depict the work of the Spirit, they envision this glory restored: 
“… until the Spirit is poured upon us from on high, and the wilderness becomes a fruitful field, 
and the fruitful field is deemed a forest. Then justice will dwell in the wilderness, and righteous-
ness abide in the fruitful field. And the effect of righteousness will be peace, and the result of 
righteousness, quietness and trust forever” (Isa. 32:15–17).

The Holy Spirit of God, who first hovered over the waters of creation, spoke through prophets 
and apostles, and was poured out at Pentecost as a witness to Christ’s promise of another  
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Paraclete (comforter, sustainer, equipper, counselor). Jesus continues His ministry to His disci-
ples by means of the Spirit as His personal, representative agent. The Spirit’s work, at all times, 
is to draw attention to Christ: “He will glorify me,” Jesus said, “for he will take what is mine and 
declare it to you” (John 16:14).

From start to finish, the Spirit’s aim is to bring about the new creation in which the splendor of 
God’s work will be displayed. It is principally of the Holy Spirit’s work that we sing in  
Wesley’s words:

Finish then thy new creation;  
Pure and spotless let us be;  
Let us see thy great salvation  
Perfectly restored in thee:  
Changed from glory into glory, 
Till in heaven we take our place,  
Till we cast our crowns before thee,  
Lost in wonder, love, and praise.

Derek Thomas, “The Breath of God,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 July 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the Internet: 
http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/breath-god/
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BEARERS OF GOD’S IMAGE

TRILLIA NEWBELL

In the beginning, God created all of mankind in His image, male and female alike (Gen. 1:26). 
And we know that before the foundation of the world, God, in His goodness and kindness, had 
His people in mind (Eph. 1:4). It was no surprise to our omniscient Father that Adam and Eve 
fell and sin entered the world. He knew people would not worship and delight in Him. Know-
ing this, He didn’t have to give us aspects of Himself, but He did. God—the holy one, pure and 
awesome—created us to reflect aspects of His beauty and character. We are not worthy of such a 
generous apportionment.

As God’s image-bearers, we are all equal. We are equal in dignity and worth, and we are also 
fallen equally (Rom. 3:23). Genesis 1:26 explains that God created man in His image. Of all the 
creatures in God’s creation, we are the only ones created in His very image, so we have domin-
ion over the rest (1:28). It is a profound mystery (God is spirit, so we do not bear His physical 
image; see John 4:24) and yet a great privilege.

Image-bearing alone should cause our hearts to leap for joy, but, as we know, even as God has 
revealed Himself, many have chosen to suppress the truth that they know about Him (Rom. 1:18-
19). And it is with this knowledge that the Christian delights to share the gospel. As image-bear-
ers, we are all made to glorify and magnify the Lord. And by all, I mean all mankind. The Lord 
did not distinguish between the Christian and non-Christian in creating them in His image.

Understanding our equality as image-bearers changes everything about our human relationships. 
As image-bearers, we should view others as God views us. One way the Lord identifies us—and 
I’d argue this is the most important differentiation—is as either in Christ or not in Christ. C.S. 
Lewis said it best when he wrote in The Weight of Glory:

There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere 
mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations—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 splendors. 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 
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people who have, from the outset, taken each other seriously—no 
flippancy, no superiority,  
no presumption.

There is no one walking the earth who is not in need of the gospel. We are a part of humanity, 
each one of us heading toward either heaven or hell. It takes the power of the gospel to transform 
an image-bearer’s heart of stone and bring it into worship and delight of God. The only way for 
a heart to be aflame for God is through the pursuing, saving grace of God, which takes our hearts 
and transforms them from hearts of stone to hearts of flesh (Ezek. 36:26). The Christian who 
understands his nature before God is eager to share with his fellow man.

My own testimony comes to mind here. God sent a young girl aflame for Jesus and His gospel 
to share the good news with me. I was not running after God—actually, quite the opposite. My 
salvation required His pursuit. I remember this when I read Ephesians 2 and the truth of the 
words seems to jump off the page: I was dead, but God made me alive through Jesus’ death on 
the cross. By a free gift, I was made alive by grace through faith (vv. 1-10). I could never have 
saved myself, and I didn’t think my heart needed transformation, but He knew what I needed, He 
did the work, and He used a sinner saved by that same grace to teach me about Him.

Since that day, my heart and its desires have changed. Even as I wrestle with the sin that so easily 
distracts me, there remains a longing for the Lord.

As image-bearers, when we hear the good news, we are changed from the inside out. This does 
not mean that we are immediately sanctified, nor does it mean that we will not have ebbs and 
flows in our excitement or devotion to and for the Lord. For we know that we are being trans-
formed into the same image from one degree of glory to another (2 Cor. 3:18).

Sanctification is a process. And this, too, is God’s doing. Like Paul, we proclaim, “Not that we 
are sufficient in ourselves to claim anything as coming from us” (2 Cor. 3:5). Fundamentally, the 
work of sanctification in our lives is the Lord’s doing, and we devote ourselves to Him because 
we know we are His—His workmanship, His image-bearers, and His children. We love God be-
cause He first loved us and gave His Son to be a ransom for us (1 John 4:9). As we interact with 
others, our lives proclaim what we know about God in love for them and for God.

Trillia Newbell, “Bearers of God’s Image,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 November 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from 
the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/bearers-gods-image/
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THE BIBLICAL EVIDENCE FOR HELL

CHRISTOPHER MORGAN

Would a loving Jesus really teach about hell? Yes, and so does every New Testament author. 
Let’s consider what they teach.

Hell in Matthew 
In the Sermon on the Mount, often known for its emphasis on love and the kingdom, Jesus teach-
es the reality and nature of hell (5:20–30; 7:13–27). In Matthew 5:20–30, Jesus contrasts hell 
with the kingdom of heaven and warns that hell is a real danger to unrepentant sinners. The fire 
of hell, the justice of hell, and the extreme suffering in hell are particularly stressed. The unre-
pentant are warned to use extreme measures to avoid being cast into it by God.

As Jesus concludes the Sermon on the Mount, He contrasts the kingdom of heaven with the 
horrors of hell (7:13– 27). Jesus cautions that hell is a place of destruction, depicted as the end of 
a broad road. Hell awaits everyone who does not enter the kingdom of heaven— even those who 
profess to know Christ but continue in sin. Jesus is Judge and King who personally excludes the 
wicked from His presence and the kingdom of heaven (“Depart from me,” 7:23). Indeed, those 
who fail to follow Jesus are like a house built on the sand that ultimately comes crashing down.

Matthew also recounts Jesus’ surprising warning that Jews devoid of faith are in danger of hell, 
which is portrayed as outside, darkness, and a place of intense suffering (8:10–12). Jesus ad-
dresses hell when He commissions His disciples not to fear humans but God alone, “who can  
destroy both soul and body in hell” (10:28). In Jesus’ parables of the weeds (13:36–43) and 
the net (vv. 47–50), hell is seen as exclusion/ separation from the kingdom of God, described 
in terms of fire and is a place of suffering. Jesus later describes hell as a place of “eternal fire” 
(18:8) and even warns the scribes and Pharisees of hell, characterizing it as inescapable for the 
unrepentant (23:33).

In the Olivet Discourse, Jesus speaks of future punishment in the parables of the slaves (24:45–
51), bridesmaids (25:1– 13), talents (25:14–30), and the section on the sheep and goats  
(25:31–46). Several truths about hell emerge. Hell is punishment for disobedience to the master. 
Hell is graphically expressed as a location where people are cut into pieces and placed with the 
hypocrites (24:51) and as a place of suffering (24:51; 25:30). Jesus also likens hell to being out-
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side, or a place of exclusion/separation (25:10–12, 30), as the outer darkness (v. 30), as personal 
banishment from His presence and the kingdom (“Depart from me,” v. 41), and as just condem-
nation/punishment (vv. 41, 46). Hell is then described as eternal. It is a place of “eternal fire 
prepared for the devil and his angels” (v. 41) and of “eternal punishment” (v. 46).

Hell in Mark 
Mark 9:42–48 is similar to Matthew 18:6–9 and records Jesus’ teaching that hell is a punishment 
for sin that is worse than death and earthly suffering. Hell is exclusion from the kingdom of God, 
a result of God’s active judgment on sin, and a place of eternal suffering.

Hell in Luke 
In Luke 13:1–5, Jesus speaks of hell as punishment for the unrepentant, and those in hell are 
portrayed as perishing. In Luke 16:19–31, Jesus calls for generosity to the poor by proclaiming 
that justice will prevail through the coming judgment on the wicked oppressors. The punishment 
is marked by suffering, torment, fire, agony, exclusion from heaven, and finality.

Hell in Paul 
It would take too much space to survey all that Paul writes, so we will highlight Romans and 2 
Thessalonians.

In his letter to the Roman church, Paul stresses that Jews and Gentiles alike are under sin, under 
God’s wrath, and under God’s judgment. Only those who have faith in Christ will escape. In this 
context, Paul relates important truths about hell.

First, future punishment is connected to God’s wrath. The wicked are presently under His wrath 
(1:18–32), are objects of wrath (9:22), continually store up wrath for the day of wrath (2:5–8; 
3:5), and can be saved from wrath only by faith in Christ (5:9–21).

Second, future punishment is God’s judgment. The wicked are deservedly condemned under the 
judgment of God, which is impartial, true, righteous, and certain (2:1–12; 3:7–8). This condem-
nation is the result of sin and is just punishment for sin (6:23).

Third, future punishment will consist of trouble and distress. This suffering shows no favoritism 
between Jews and Gentiles (2:8–11).

Fourth, future punishment consists of “death” and “destruction.” Sinners deserve death (1:32), 
the wages of sin is death (6:16–23), as sinners we bear fruit for death (7:5), those who live 
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according to the flesh should expect death (8:13), and sinners are vessels of wrath “prepared for 
destruction” (9:22). Fifth, both sin and future punishment are separation from Christ (“accursed 
and cut off from Christ”; see 9:3).

As he encourages believers suffering persecution in 2 Thessalonians, Paul stresses that God’s 
justice will prevail (1:5–10). In just a few verses, Paul emphasizes several important truths about 
hell: hell is the result of God’s retributive justice on sinners; hell is punishment for those who do 
not know God and do not obey the gospel; hell is eternal destruction; and hell is exclusion from 
Jesus’ presence and majesty.

Hell in Hebrews 
Two passages in Hebrews speak clearly about future judgment. Hebrews 6:1–3 refers to the 
future punishment of the wicked as “eternal judgment” (6:2), which is an “elementary doctrine” 
of the faith. Hebrews 10:27–30 depicts this judgment as fearful and dreadful and as a raging fire 
that will consume the enemies of God. It also teaches that hell comes from God as punishment, 
judgment, and retribution.

Hell in James 
The letter of James depicts future punishment primarily in terms of destruction, death, justice, 
and suffering. In particular, the oppressors wither away and are destroyed (1:11); sin produces 
death as its offspring (1:15; see 5:20); and God is the Lawgiver and Judge, able to save and de-
stroy (4:12). James teaches that oppressors of God’s people deserve to be punished severely. This 
just suffering is certain and severe, graphically portrayed as miseries, flesh being consumed by 
fire, and the day of slaughter.

Hell in Peter and Jude 
Peter’s second letter is filled with references to hell, and Jude closely parallels 2 Peter 2. Peter 
and Jude both depict hell as destruction (2 Peter 2:1, 3, 12; Jude 5, 10, 11), as condemnation 
hanging over the wicked (2 Peter 2:3; Jude 4), and as a gloomy dungeon where rebellious angels 
are held for judgment (2 Peter 2:4; Jude 6 is similar). Peter illustrates future punishment with the 
account of Sodom and Gomorrah burning to ashes (2 Peter 2:6) and warns that God holds the 
unrighteous for the Day of Judgment while continuing their punishment (2:9). Peter also writes 
that hell is a place of retribution (v. 13) and blackest darkness (v. 17; Jude 13). Jude adds that hell 
is a punishment of eternal fire (Jude 7, 15, 23).
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Hell in Revelation

Revelation teaches that hell is a place where God’s fury and wrath are felt at full force (14:10). 
Hell is a place of intense suffering, filled with “fire and sulfur” (14:10; see the lake of fire in 
20:10, 14–15; 21:8), a place where “the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever” 
(14:11). The suffering is continual: “They have no rest, day or night” (14:11), and “they will be 
tormented day and night forever and ever” (20:10).

In Revelation 20:10–15, the Apostle John emphasizes that hell is just punishment for the wick-
ed. God casts the devil, the Beast, and the False Prophet into hell. They do not rule or have any 
power in hell but are “thrown” there (20:10). Hell will also contain everyone whose name is not 
found in the book of life (v. 15). Such will be separated from God in hell (21:6–8) and banished 
from heaven (22:15).

Three Pictures of Hell 
Clearly, the future punishment of the wicked is a significant theme in Scripture. Jesus teaches it, 
and so does every New Testament author. While this brief survey has demonstrated an array of 
truths about hell, three key depictions of hell recur in the New Testament:

1. Punishment. The chief picture of hell is a place of punishment for sin. The punishment is de-
served, consists of suffering, and is eternal.

2. Destruction. This destruction is likened to death, second death, loss, and ruin (see Robert Pe-
terson’s article in this issue of Tabletalk for more on this).

3. Banishment. Whereas punishment stresses the active side of hell, banishment shows the horror 
of hell by highlighting what unbelievers miss—the very reason for their existence, namely, to 
glorify and love God.

Hell—this is what we deserve. This is how sinful we are. This is what Christ endured for our 
sakes. And this should spur us to share the gospel.

Christopher Morgan, “The Biblical Evidence for Hell,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 February 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. 
Available from the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/biblical-evidence-hell/
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THE NEW HEAVENS AND NEW EARTH 

DENNIS JOHNSON

The good news of Christ’s sacrificial death and glorious resurrection has eternal ramifications for 
the destiny of every human being. Your response to that message—whether in humble trust or in 
defiant unbelief—will be your tipping point between boundless bliss beyond your wildest dreams 
and unrelenting torment beyond your worst nightmares.

The living God, sovereign over every atom in His universe and every nanosecond of its history, 
is directing the cosmos toward a consummation that will display the majesty of His wisdom, 
power, justice, and mercy for every creature everywhere to behold. The present heavens and 
earth, stained by human sin and the curse it incurs, will “wear out” and “be changed” (Heb. 1:11-
12), shaken and removed (12:26-27). For the first heaven and earth, no “place” will be found, but 
in their stead a new heaven and a new earth will appear (Rev. 20:11; 21:1).

The promise is as old as Isaiah’s prophecy: “I create new heavens and a new earth, and the 
former things shall not be remembered or come into mind” (Isa. 65:17-18; see 66:22-23). The 
Apostle Peter asserts that righteousness will inhabit the new heavens and new earth for which  
we hope (2 Peter 3:13). Paul adds that all creation, now subjected to futility and decay, joins 
God’s children in longing for liberation from “its bondage to corruption” at our resurrection 
(Rom. 8:19-22).

How to describe the new heavens and new earth? To describe the coming cosmos negatively, 
we can say that miseries that now cause such damage and distress will be gone: no mourning, 
pain, death—no remnant of curse will remain (Rev. 21:4; 22:3). It is more challenging to portray 
positively what a world purged of wickedness and woe will be. Prophets and Apostles strain lan-
guage to its limits to offer glimpses of glorious realities beyond our experience. We can say that 
Jesus’ resurrection is the first-fruits of the consummated new creation, so His glorious risen body 
foreshadows the resurrection awaiting His people (1 Cor. 15:20- 22; Phil. 3:21). After He arose, 
He could eat and be touched (Luke 24:39-43), so the materiality of His body leads us to expect 
that the landscape painted in the book of Revelation—the tree of life’s curative leaves and cease-
less fruitfulness, for instance (Rev. 22:1-5)—is not wholly symbolic. At least we can say that our 
ultimate home is not ethereal and immaterial, but a robust reaffirmation of the Creator’s original 
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design, for He pronounced the first heaven and earth “very good” (Gen. 1:31).

God’s Word reveals enough about the new heavens and earth to impress on us the urgency of 
the question, “How can I access that promised homeland of pure pleasure in God’s presence?” 
This question brings us to the gospel. The new heavens and earth will be populated by God’s 
“servants” (Rev. 22:3-5), who have clung to the Word of God and confessed Jesus (1:2, 9; 20:4). 
They have been redeemed by the blood of the Lamb, and their names are written in His Book of 
Life (12:11; 20:12, 15; 21:27).

Yet Revelation’s visions underscore the crucial importance of the gospel from another—very 
sobering—perspective. Those whose names are not in the Lamb’s book will be judged by their 
own actions throughout life. Without the cover of the Lamb’s atoning blood, they will stand ex-
posed to God’s righteous wrath, condemned, and “thrown into the lake of fire,” the second death 
(20:13-15). Their souls will be reunited with the bodies in which they acted out their rebellion, 
and in that fiery lake they will experience not only ceaseless physical anguish but also utter 
deprivation of mental and spiritual relief. Jesus Himself spoke of this dire, eternal doom  
awaiting rebels, a place “where their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched”  
(Mark 9:43-48; Isa. 66:24).

Does the prospect of unremitting woe—secured by God’s unflinching justice—strike fear to your 
heart? It should. Now is the time to trust in the Lamb and His redeeming blood.

Do the delights to come in the new heavens and new earth whet the longings of your heart? They 
should. Now is the time to trust in the Lamb and His redeeming blood. Right now really does 
count forever.

Dennis Johnson, “The New Heavens and New Earth,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 January 2015 [cited 25 June 2015]. 
Available from the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/new-heavens-and-new-earth/
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WHAT IS THE GOSPEL?

RAY ORTLUND

In one sense, the whole Bible is the gospel. Reading it from Genesis to Revelation, we see the 
vast sweep of God’s wonderful message to mankind.

But many people read the whole Bible, and their understandings of the gospel differ widely, 
remain vague, or are just plain wrong. Some speak of the gospel in terms of God’s favor pouring 
out in financial prosperity. Others describe a political utopia in Christ’s name. Still others empha-
size following Christ, bringing in His kingdom, or pursuing holiness. Some of these themes are 
biblical. But none of them is the gospel.

Fortunately, we can turn to passages that tell us, explicitly and clearly, what the gospel is. For 
example, the Apostle Paul explains what is “of first importance” within the biblical message:

Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which you received, in 
which you stand, and by which you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to 
you—unless you believed in vain. For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also re-
ceived: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he 
was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures. (1 Cor. 15:1-4)

Paul reminds the Corinthian believers of the gospel message and its comprehensive relevance 
to them. They received it, they stand in it, they are being saved by it. These sacred and powerful 
benefits flow into their experience as they hold fast to the gospel word that Paul gave them. The 
Corinthians do not deserve such blessing, but the gospel announces God’s grace in Christ for the 
undeserving. The Corinthians’ only catastrophic failure would be unbelief. With so much to com-
mend about the gospel, no wonder Paul ranks it as “of first importance” in his priorities.

What, then, is the gospel? The gospel is the good news from God, first, that “Christ died for our 
sins.” The Bible says that God created Adam without sin, fit to rule over a good creation (Gen. 
1). Then Adam broke from God and brought our whole race down with him into guilt, misery, 
and eternal ruin (chap. 3). But God, in His great love for us rebels now thoroughly unfit for 
Him, sent a better Adam, who lived the perfect life we’ve never lived and died the guilty death 
we don’t want to die. “Christ died for our sins” in the sense that, on the cross, He atoned for the 
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crimes we have committed against God our King. Jesus, dying as our substitute, absorbed into 
Himself all the wrath of God against the real moral guilt of His people. He left no debt unpaid. 
He Himself said, “It is finished” (John 19:30). And we will forever say, “Worthy is the Lamb 
who was slain!” (Rev. 5:12).

Second, the gospel says, “he was buried,” emphasizing that the sufferings and death of Jesus 
were utterly real, extreme, and final. The Bible says, “So they went and made the tomb secure by 
sealing the stone and setting a guard” (Matt. 27:66). After killing Him, His enemies made sure 
everyone would know Jesus was stone dead. Not only was our Lord’s death as final as death can 
be, it was also humiliating: “And they made his grave with the wicked” (Isa. 53:9). In His aston-
ishing love, Jesus identified with us sinners and sufferers fully, omitting nothing.

Third, the gospel says, “he was raised on the third day.” Years ago, I heard S. Lewis Johnson 
put it this way: the resurrection is God’s “Amen!” to Christ’s “It is finished.” Jesus “was raised 
because of our justification” (Rom. 4:25 NASB). His work on the cross succeeded in atoning for 
our sins, and obviously so. Moreover, by His resurrection, Christ was “declared to be the Son 
of God in power”—that is, our triumphant Messiah who will rule forever (Rom. 1:4). The risen 
Christ alone can and does say to us, “Fear not, for I am the first and the last, and the living one. 
I died, and behold I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades” (Rev. 1:17-
18). The Living One conquered death and is now preparing a place for us—a new heavens and 
new earth, where all of His people will live joyously with Him forever.

This is the gospel of God’s massive grace toward us sinners. Whatever else might be said only 
tells us more of the mighty work of Jesus Christ. Let us hold fast to the Word preached to us. If 
we believe this gospel, we cannot believe in vain.

Ray Ortlund, “What Is the Gospel?” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 January 2015 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/what-the-gospel/
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PREACH THE GOSPEL, AND  
SINCE IT’S NECESSARY, USE WORDS

ED STETZER

There’s a popular saying often repeated by Christians. It has found new life on Facebook and 
Twitter. Maybe you have even uttered these words, commonly attributed to Francis of Assisi: 
“Preach the gospel. Use words if necessary.” I think we can appreciate what many are getting 
at when they say something like this. As Christians, we should live in such a way that our lives 
point to the person and work of Jesus. However, good intentions cannot overcome two basic 
problems with this quote and its supposed origin. One, Francis never said it, and two, the quote is 
not biblical.

Mark Galli has pointed out that there is no record of Francis, a member of a preaching order, 
uttering anything close to this. In fact, everything we know about the man suggests he would not 
have agreed with his supposed quote. He was well known for his preaching and often preached 
up to five times a day.

The idea may not have resonated with Francis, but for many today, wordless ministry is a com-
pelling approach. “Words are cheap,” we like to say, and “Actions speak louder than words.” 
Galli explains that the sentiment complements our culture rather well:

“Preach the gospel; use words if necessary” goes hand in hand 
with a postmodern assumption that words are finally empty of 
meaning. It subtly denigrates the high value that the prophets,  
Jesus, and Paul put on preaching. Of course, we want our actions 
to match our words as much as possible. But the gospel is a mes-
sage, news about an event and a person upon which the history of 
the planet turns.

And this is the real problem—not from whom the quote originally came, but just how it can give 
us an incomplete understanding of the gospel and how God saves sinners. Christians are quick 
to encourage each other to “live out the gospel,” to “be the gospel” to our neighbors, and to even 
“gospel each other.” The missional impulse here is helpful, yet the gospel isn’t anything the 
Christian can live out, practice, or become.
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The Apostle Paul summarized the gospel as the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
through whom sin is atoned for, sinners are reconciled to God, and the hope of the resurrection 
awaits all who believe. The gospel is not habit, but history. The gospel is the declaration of some-
thing that actually happened. And since the gospel is the saving work of Jesus, it isn’t something 
we can do, but it is something we must announce. We do live out its implications, but if we are to 
make the gospel known, we will do so through words.

It appears that the emphasis on proclamation is waning even in many churches that identify 
themselves as evangelical. Yet proclamation is the central task of the church. No, it is not the 
only task God has given us, but it is central. While the process of making disciples involves 
more than verbal communication, and obviously the life of a disciple is proved counterfeit when 
it amounts to words alone, the most critical work God has given the church is to “proclaim the 
excellencies” of our Savior.

A godly life should serve as a witness for the message we proclaim. But without words, what 
can our actions point to but ourselves? A godly life cannot communicate the incarnation, Jesus’ 
substitution for sinners, or the hope of redemption by grace alone through faith alone. We can’t 
be good news, but we can herald it, sing it, speak it, and preach it to all who listen. In fact, verbal 
communication of the gospel is the only means by which people are brought into a right relation-
ship with God. The Apostle Paul made this point to the church in Rome when he said:

For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. But 
how can they call on Him they have not believed in? And how can 
they believe without hearing about Him? And how can they hear 
without a preacher? (Rom. 10:13–14, HCSB)

If we are to make disciples of all nations, we must use words. Preaching necessitates the use of 
language. So, let me encourage us to preach the gospel, and use words, since it’s necessary. But 
let me also say that agreeing to the centrality of proclamation is not enough. We need to move 
from agreement with the idea to effective execution of it. Let me encourage us to be a people 
who not only use gospel words but use them in four ways.

1. Let your gospel words be comprehensible. 
In our bid to be accurate about theological issues, we must also make certain we are compre-
hensible. We want to declare the biblical gospel in a culturally accessible manner. This requires 
us to define theological words as well as embrace the language of the people to whom we speak 
wherever appropriate. I find it ironic that some who love the Puritans sometimes betray the  
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Puritan practice of speaking “plainly.” Gospel words should be offered, as much as possible, in 
the common language of the listeners. How shall they hear if we speak in another language?

2. Let your gospel words be earnest. 
We communicate that the gospel is a serious matter because it is a serious matter. I’m not sug-
gesting that everyone should have the same temperament, but I am saying that life-saving “good 
news” should be offered with sobriety, sincerity, and zeal. No one listens to proclamation about 
serious issues presented in frivolous ways. When preaching Christ, we need clarity and sincerity.

3. Let your gospel words be heard outside the local church. 
Making disciples means giving the gospel to those outside the church. Since we believe that the 
only Godgiven means of transferring people from the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of 
light involves the preaching of the gospel with words, we should be compelled to speak such 
words to any who will listen. As the ones sent by God (that’s us), we should be ready to “tell the 
story” to the unconverted people in our neighborhoods, schools, and workplaces.

4. Let your gospel words be heard inside the local church. 
The gospel should be spoken in the church because even the redeemed can drift back toward the 
opposite temptations of legalism and lawlessness. One of the most important things a Christian 
does is to redirect other Christians back to Jesus though the good news of the gospel. And, we 
need to speak it in the church so that the unbelievers visiting among us can hear how precious 
it remains to our lives, that it is not merely a way station on our spiritual journey. The gospel is 
spoken in the company of faith for both our sanctification and our worship.

The gospel requires, demands even, words. So, let’s preach the gospel, and let’s use words, since 
they’re necessary. May they be clear and bold words that call those inside and outside the church 
to follow Jesus.

Ed Stetzer, “Preach the Gospel, and Since It’s Necessary, Use Words,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 June 2012 [cited 25 June 
2015]. Available from the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/preach-the-gospel-and-since-its-necessary-use-words/
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ONLY ONE WAY

BRUCE WARE

Three positions abound today on the question of whether Christ is the only way to salvation. All 
three can be detected by how each answers these two fundamental questions: First, is Jesus the 
only Savior? More fully: Is the sinless life of Christ and His atoning death and resurrection the 
only means by which the penalty of sin is paid and the power of sin defeated? Second, is faith in 
Christ necessary to be saved? More fully: Is conscious knowledge of Christ’s death and resurrec-
tion for sin and explicit faith in Christ necessary for anyone to become a recipient of the benefits 
of Christ’s atoning work and so be saved?

Pluralism answers both questions “no.” The pluralist, like John Hick, believes that there are many 
paths to God, Jesus being only one of them. Since salvation can come through other religions and 
religious leaders, it surely follows that people do not have to believe in Christ to be saved.

Inclusivism answers the first question “yes” and the second question “no.” To the inclusivist, like 
Clark Pinnock, although Jesus has accomplished the work necessary to bring us back to God, 
nonetheless, people can be saved by responding positively to God’s revelation in creation and 
perhaps in aspects of their own religions. So, even though Christ is the only Savior, people do not 
have to know about or believe in Christ to be saved.

Exclusivism answers both questions “yes.” The exclusivist, such as the late Ronald H. Nash, 
believes that Scripture affirms both truths; first, that Jesus alone has accomplished the atoning 
work necessary to save sinners, and second, that knowledge of and faith in Christ is necessary 
for anyone to be saved. The remainder of this article offers a brief summary of some of the main 
support for these two claims.

Jesus is the only Savior 
Why think that Jesus is the only Savior? Of all the people who have lived and ever will live, Jesus 
alone qualifies, in His person and work, as the only one capable of accomplishing atonement for the 
sin of the world. Consider the following ways in which Jesus alone qualifies as the exclusive Savior:

First, Christ alone was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of a virgin (Isa. 7:14; Matt. 1:18–25; 
Luke 1:26–38); as such, He alone qualifies to be Savior. Why does this matter? Only as the Holy 
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Spirit takes the place of the human father in Jesus’ conception can it be true that the one con-
ceived is both fully God and fully man. Christ must be both God and man to atone for sin (see 
below), but for this to occur, He must be conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of a human vir-
gin. No one else in the history of the world is conceived by the Spirit and born of a virgin moth-
er. Therefore, Jesus alone qualifies to be Savior.

Second, Christ alone is God incarnate (John 1:1–18; Heb. 1:1–3; 2:14–18; Phil. 2:5–11; 1 Tim. 
2:5–6); as such, He alone qualifies to be Savior. As Anselm argued in the eleventh century, our 
Savior must be fully man in order to take the place of men and die in their stead, and He must be 
fully God in order for the value of His sacrificial payment to satisfy the demands of our infinite-
ly holy God. Man He must be, but a mere man simply could not make this infinite payment for 
sin. But no one else in the history of the world is both fully God and fully man. Therefore, Jesus 
alone qualifies to be Savior.

Third, Christ alone lived a sinless life (2 Cor. 5:21; Heb. 4:15; 7:23–28; 9:13–14; 1 Peter 2:21–
24); as such, He alone qualifies to be Savior. As Leviticus makes clear, animals offered as sacri-
fices for sin must be without blemish. This prefigured the sacrifice of Christ who, as sinless, was 
able to die for the sins of others and not for Himself. But no one else in the history of the world 
has lived a totally sinless life. Therefore, Jesus alone qualifies to be Savior.

Fourth, Christ alone died a penal, substitutionary death (Isa. 53:4–6; Rom. 3:21–26; 2 Cor. 
5:21;Gal. 3:10–14); as such, He alone qualifies to be Savior. The wages of sin is death (Rom. 
6:23). And because Christ lived a sinless life, He did not deserve to die. Rather, the cause of His 
death was owing to the fact that the Father imputed to Him our sin. The death that He died was in 
our place. No one else in the history of the world has died because He bore the sin of others and 
not as the judgment for His own sin. Therefore, Jesus alone qualifies to be Savior.

Fifth, Christ alone rose from the dead triumphant over sin (Acts 2:22–24; Rom. 4:25; 1 Cor. 
15:3–8,16–23). As such, He alone qualifies to be Savior. The Bible indicates that a few people, 
other than Christ, have been raised from the dead (1 Kings 17:17–24; John 11:38–44), but only 
Christ has been raised from the dead never to die again, having triumphed over sin. The wages 
of sin is death, and the greatest power of sin is death. So, Christ’s resurrection from the dead 
demonstrates that His atoning death for sin accomplished both the full payment of sin’s penalty 
and full victory over sin’s greatest power. No one else in the history of the world has been raised 
from the dead triumphant over sin. Therefore, Jesus alone qualifies to be Savior.
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The conclusion is unquestionable: Christ alone qualifies as Savior, and Christ alone is Savior.  
Jesus’ own words could not be clearer: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes 
to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). And the apostle Peter confirms: “And there is 
salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which 
we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). These claims are true of no one else in the history of the world. 
Indeed, Jesus alone is Savior.

Faith in Christ is necessary to be saved 
Why think that faith in Christ is necessary to be saved? The teaching of the apostles is clear, that 
the content of the Gospel now (since the coming of Christ) focuses directly upon the atoning 
death and resurrection of Christ and that by faith in Christ one is forgiven of his sin and granted 
eternal life. Consider the following passages that support the conviction that people are saved 
only as they know and trust in Christ as their Savior:

First, Jesus’ own teaching shows that the nations need to hear and repent to be saved (Luke 
24:44–49). Jesus commands that “repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his 
name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem” (Luke 24:47). The people Jesus here describes 
are currently both unrepentant and unforgiven. To be forgiven they must repent. But to repent 
they must hear the proclamation of Christ’s work in His name. And this is true for all the nations, 
including Jews who haven’t trusted Christ. Jesus does not envision the “nations” as already hav-
ing saving revelation available to them. Rather, believers must proclaim the message of Christ to 
all the nations for people in those nations to be saved.

Second, Paul teaches that even pious Jews, and everyone else, must hear and believe in Christ 
to be saved (Rom. 10:1–4, 13–15). His heart’s desire and prayer is for the salvation of his fellow 
Jews. Even though they have a zeal for God, they do not know that God’s righteousness comes 
only through faith in Christ. So these Jews, even though pious, are not saved. Whoever will call 
upon the name of Christ (see Rom. 10:9, 13) will be saved. But this requires that someone tell 
them. And this requires that those are sent. Missions, then, is necessary, since people must hear 
the Gospel of Christ to be saved.

Third, Cornelius’s story demonstrates that even pious Gentiles must hear and believe in Christ 
to be saved (Acts 10:1–2, 38–43; 11:13–18; 15:7–9). Far from being saved before Peter came to 
him, as some think, Cornelius was a pious (10:2) Gentile who needed to hear of Christ and be-
lieve in Christ to be saved. When Peter reports about the conversion of the Gentiles, he declares 
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that only when he preached did Cornelius hear the message he needed to hear in order to “be 
saved” (Acts 11:14; see also 15:8–9). Despite his piety, Cornelius needed to hear the proclama-
tion of the Gospel of Christ to be saved.

Again, the conclusion is clear: Jesus is the only Savior, and people must know and believe in 
Christ to be saved. May we honor Christ and the Gospel, and may we manifest our faithfulness 
to God’s Word by upholding these twin truths and living in a manner that demonstrates our  
commitment to them.

Bruce Ware, “Only One Way,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 June 2008 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the Internet: 
http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/only-one-way/
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NONE RIGHTEOUS 

R.C. SPROUL

The Psalmist asked the question: “If the Lord marks iniquity, who should stand?” This query is 
obviously rhetorical. The only answer, indeed the obvious answer is no one.

The question is stated in a conditional form. It merely considers the dire consequences that fol-
low if the Lord marks iniquity. We breathe a sigh of relief saying, “Thank heavens the Lord does 
not mark iniquity!”

Such is a false hope. We have been led to believe by an endless series of lies that we have noth-
ing to fear from God’s scorecard. We can be confident that if He is capable of judgment at all, 
His judgment will be gentle. If we all fail His test—no fear—He will grade on a curve. After all, 
it is axiomatic that to err is human and to forgive is divine. This axiom is so set in concrete that 
we assume that forgiveness is not merely a divine option, but a veritable prerequisite for divinity 
itself. We think that not only may God be forgiving, but He must be forgiving or He wouldn’t  
be a good God. How quick we are to forget the divine prerogative: “I will have mercy on  
whomever I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whomever I will have compassion.” 
(Rom. 9:15 NKJV)

In our day we have witnessed the eclipse of the Gospel. That dark shadow that obscures the light 
of the Gospel is not limited to Rome or liberal Protestantism; it looms heavily within the Evan-
gelical community. The very phrase “preaching the Gospel” has come to describe every form of 
preaching but the preaching of the Gospel. The “New” Gospel is one that worries not about sin. 
It feels no great need for justification. It readily dismisses the imputation of Christ’s righteous-
ness as an essential need for salvation. We have substituted the “unconditional love” of God for 
the imputation of the righteousness of Christ. If God loves us all unconditionally, who needs the 
righteousness of Christ?

The reality is that God does mark iniquity, and He manifests His wrath against it. Before the 
Apostle Paul unfolds the riches of the Gospel in his epistle to the Romans, he sets the stage for 
the need of that Gospel: “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness 
and unrighteousness of men…” (Rom. 1:18).
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This text affirms a real revelation of real wrath from a real God against real ungodliness and un-
righteousness of real men. No appeal to some invented idea of the unconditional love of God can 
soften these realities.

The human dilemma is this: God is holy, and we are not. God is righteous, and we are not. To 
be sure, it is openly admitted in our culture that “No one is perfect.” Even the most sanguine 
humanist grants that humanity is marred. But, on balance … ah, there’s the rub. Like Muslims 
we assume that God will judge us “on balance.” If our good deeds outweigh our bad deeds, we 
will arrive safely in heaven. But, alas, if our evil deeds outweigh our good ones, we will suffer 
the wrath of God in hell. We may be “marred” by sin but in no wise devastated by it. We still 
have the ability to balance our sins with our own righteousness. This is the most monstrous lie of 
all. We not only claim such righteousness; we rely on such righteousness, which righteousness 
in fact does not exist. Our righteousness is a myth, but by no means a harmless one. Nothing is 
more perilous than for an unrighteous person to rest his future hope in an illusion.

It was against such an illusion that Paul stressed by citing the Psalmist: “For we have previously 
charged both Jews and Greeks that they are all under sin. As it is written: ‘There is none righ-
teous, no, not one; there is none who understands; there is none who seeks after God. They have 
all turned aside; they have together become unprofitable; there is none who does good, no, not 
one.’” (Rom. 3:9–12 NKJV)

What comprises just under four verses of the New Testament is so radical that if the modern 
church would come to believe it, we would experience a revival that would make the Reforma-
tion pale into insignificance. But the church today does not believe the content of these verses: 
There is none righteous—not one.

Who believes that apart from Jesus not a single human being, without exception, is righteous. 
Not a single unregenerate person can be found who understands God.

Seeking God? We have totally revised corporate worship to be sensitive to “seekers.” If worship 
were to be tailored for seekers, it would be directed exclusively to believers, for no one except 
believers ever seeks God.

Every person turns aside from God. All become unprofitable in spiritual matters. At rock bottom 
no one even does good—no, not one.

Good is a relative term. It is defined against some standard. If we establish what that standard 
is, we can congratulate ourselves and take comfort in our attainment of it. But if God establishes 
the standard, and His standard includes outward behavior (that our actions conform perfectly to 
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His law) and internal motivation (that all our acts proceed from a heart that loves Him perfectly), 
then we quickly see that our pretended “goodness” is no goodness at all. We then understand 
what Augustine was getting at when he said that man’s best works are nothing more than “splen-
did vices.”

So what? The equation is simple. If God requires perfect righteousness and perfect holiness to 
survive His perfect judgment, then we are left with a serious problem. Either we rest our hope in 
our own righteousness, which is altogether inadequate, or we flee to another’s righteousness, an 
alien righteousness, a righteousness not our own inherently. The only place such perfect righ-
teousness can be found is in Christ—that is the good news of the Gospel. Subtract this element of 
alien righteousness that God “counts” or “imputes” for us, and we have no biblical Gospel at all. 
Without imputation, the Gospel becomes “another gospel,” and such a “gospel” brings nothing 
but the anathema of God.

With the righteousness of Christ promised to us by faith, we have the hope of our salvation. We 
become numbered among those blessed to whom the Lord does not impute sin (Rom. 4:8).

R.C. Sproul, “None Righteous,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 April 2004 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the Internet: 
http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/none-righteous/
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PREACHING THE WRATH OF GOD

STEVEN LAWSON

The Genevan Reformer John Calvin said, “Preaching is the public exposition of Scripture by the 
man sent from God, in which God Himself is present in judgment and in grace.” Faithful pulpit 
ministry requires the declaration of both judgment and grace. The Word of God is a sharp, two-
edged sword that softens and hardens, comforts and afflicts, saves and damns.

The preaching of divine wrath serves as a black velvet backdrop that causes the diamond of 
God’s mercy to shine brighter than ten thousand suns. It is upon the dark canvas of divine wrath 
that the splendor of His saving grace most fully radiates. Preaching the wrath of God most bril-
liantly showcases His gracious mercy toward sinners.

Like trumpeters on the castle wall warning of coming disaster, preachers must proclaim the full 
counsel of God. Those who stand in pulpits must preach the whole body of truth in the Scrip-
tures, which includes both sovereign wrath and supreme love. They cannot pick and choose what 
they want to preach. Addressing the wrath of God is never optional for a faithful preacher—it is a 
divine mandate.

Tragically, preaching that deals with God’s impending judgment is absent from many contem-
porary pulpits. Preachers have become apologetic regarding the wrath of God, if not altogether 
silent. In order to magnify the love of God, many argue, the preacher must downplay His wrath. 
But to omit God’s wrath is to obscure His amazing love. Strangely enough, it is merciless to 
withhold the declaration of divine vengeance.

Why is preaching divine wrath so necessary? First, the holy character of God demands it. An 
essential part of God’s moral perfection is His hatred of sin. A.W. Pink asserts, “The wrath of 
God is the holiness of God stirred into activity against sin.” God is “a consuming fire” (Heb. 
12:29) who “feels indignation every day” (Ps. 7:11) toward the wicked. God has “hated wicked-
ness” (45:7) and is angered toward all that is contrary to His perfect character. He will, therefore, 
“destroy” (5:6) sinners in the Day of Judgment.
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Every preacher must declare the wrath of God or marginalize His holiness, love, and righteous-
ness. Because God is holy, He is separated from all sin and utterly opposed to every sinner. 
Because God is love, He delights in purity and must, of necessity, hate all that is unholy. Because 
God is righteous, He must punish the sin that violates His holiness.

Second, the ministry of the prophets demands it. The prophets of old frequently proclaimed that 
their hearers, because of their continual wickedness, were storing up for themselves the wrath of 
God (Jer. 4:4). In the Old Testament, more than twenty words are used to describe the wrath of 
God, and these words are used in their various forms a total of 580 times. Time and again, the 
prophets spoke with vivid imagery to describe God’s wrath unleashed upon wickedness. The last 
of the prophets, John the Baptist, spoke of “the wrath to come” (Matt. 3:7). From Moses to the 
forerunner of Christ, there was a continual strain of warning to the impenitent of the divine fury 
that awaits.

Third, the preaching of Christ demands it. Ironically, Jesus had more to say about divine wrath 
than anyone else in the Bible. Our Lord spoke about God’s wrath more than He spoke of God’s 
love. Jesus warned about “fiery hell” (Matt. 5:22) and eternal “destruction” (7:13) where there is 
“weeping and gnashing of teeth” (8:12). Simply put, Jesus was a hellfire and damnation preacher. 
Men in pulpits would do well to follow the example of Christ in their preaching.

Fourth, the glory of the cross demands it. Christ suffered the wrath of God for all who would call 
upon Him. If there is no divine wrath, there is no need for the cross, much less for the salvation 
of lost souls. From what would sinners need to be saved? It is only when we recognize the reality 
of God’s wrath against those deserving of judgment that we find the cross to be such glorious 
news. Too many pulpiteers today boast in having a cross-centered ministry but rarely, if ever, 
preach divine wrath. This is a violation of the cross itself.

Fifth, the teaching of the Apostles demands it. Those directly commissioned by Christ were 
mandated to proclaim all that He commanded (Matt. 28:20). This necessitates proclaiming God’s 
righteous indignation toward sinners. The Apostle Paul warns unbelievers of the “God who 
inflicts wrath” (Rom. 3:5) and declares that only Jesus can “deliver us from the wrath to come” 
(1 Thess. 1:10). Peter writes about “the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly” (2 Pet. 
3:7). Jude addresses the “punishment of eternal fire” (Jude 7). John describes “the wrath of the 
Lamb” (Rev. 6:16). Clearly, the New Testament writers recognized the necessity of preaching 
God’s wrath.
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Preachers must not shrink away from proclaiming the righteous anger of God toward hell-deserv-
ing sinners. God has fixed a day in which He will judge the world in righteousness (Acts 17:31). 
That day is looming on the horizon. Like the prophets and Apostles, and even Christ Himself, we 
too must warn unbelievers of this coming dreadful day and compel them to flee to Christ, who 
alone is mighty to save.

Steven Lawson, “Preaching the Wrath of God,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 February 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available 
from the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/preaching-wrath-god/
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GRACE ALONE

GUY WATERS

“Amazing grace! How sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me!” “Marvelous grace of our 
loving Lord, grace that exceeds our sin and our guilt.” “Wonderful grace of Jesus, greater than all 
my sin; how shall my tongue describe it, where shall its praise begin?”

Christians love to sing of the saving grace of God—and rightly so. John tells us that out of Jesus’ 
“fullness we have all received, grace upon grace” (John 1:16). Many of the New Testament letters be-
gin and end with the writers expressing their desire that the grace of Jesus would be with His people. 
The very last words of the Bible read: “The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all. Amen” (Rev. 22:21).

The Reformers understood the importance of the grace of God to the Bible’s teaching on salva-
tion. In fact, one of the slogans that came to define Reformation teaching was sola gratia, which 
is Latin for “by grace alone.” Christians are saved by the grace of God alone.

Among Protestants, there is a popular misunderstanding and misrepresentation of the Roman 
Catholic Church’s teaching on grace. Sometimes it is said, “Rome teaches that we are saved by 
works, but Protestants teach that we are saved by grace.” This statement, common as it is, is a 
slander against the Roman Catholic Church. Rome does not teach that one is saved by works 
apart from the grace of God. She, in fact, teaches that one is saved by the grace of God.

To what, then, did Rome object in the Reformers’ teaching? Where does the line of difference 
between Rome and the Reformation lie? It lies in a single word—sola (“alone”). The Reformers 
maintained that the sinner is saved by the grace of God, His unmerited favor, alone. This doctrine 
means that nothing the sinner does commends him to the grace of God, and that the sinner does 
not cooperate with God in order to merit his salvation. Salvation, from beginning to end, is the 
sovereign gift of God to the unworthy and undeserving. As Paul wrote to the Corinthian Chris-
tians, who were inclined to boasting: “Who sees anything different in you? What do you have 
that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?” 
(1 Cor. 4:7). No one can ever stand before God and say, “Look at me and at what I have done!” 
God is no one’s debtor, not least in matters of salvation (Rom. 11:35).
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One passage of Scripture in which the doctrine of salvation by grace alone shines brightly is 
Ephesians 2:1–10. Paul wrote to the Ephesians after having ministered among them for some 
three years (Acts 20:31). It is clear from the Acts of the Apostles that Paul had deeply devoted 
himself to preaching and teaching the Word of God to them (19:8–10; 20:20–21).

The letter to the Ephesians gives us a glimpse into the feast of teaching that Paul had set before 
that church. In the first chapter, Paul takes us into the “heavenly places” (1:3). He shows us the 
plan of the Father to save sinners by the work of His Son, a work that is applied and guaranteed 
by the Spirit. This plan is a lavish plan—the Father has “blessed us in Christ with every spiritual 
blessing” (v. 3). Above all, Paul stresses how this plan of redemption redounds to the praise of 
the glorious grace of God (vv. 6, 12, 14).

After pausing to thank God and to intercede for the Ephesians, Paul applies the heavenly realities of 
1:3-14 to our individual Christian lives in 2:1-10. He twice stresses the fact that it is “by grace you 
have been saved” (2:5, 8). How is the grace of God evident in salvation? We see God’s grace on 
display, Paul says, when God makes the dead alive in Christ. To appreciate fully the grace of God, 
let us consider from Ephesians 2:1-10 what it means to be “dead” and what it means to be “alive.”

Who are the “dead”? They include the Ephesians. (“You were dead in … trespasses and sins,” v. 
1.) They include Paul and his fellow Jews. (“We all once lived in the passions of our flesh,” v. 3.) 
In fact, they include every man, woman, and child in Adam. (“[We] were by nature children of 
wrath, like the rest of mankind,” v. 3.) The “dead” include folks like you and I.

What does it mean to be “dead”? Paul points to three things in this passage. First, it means to be 
under condemnation. Before Christ, we were “dead in the trespasses and sins in which [we] once 
walked.” Death, God told Adam in Genesis 2, is the penalty for sin. When we violate the law of 
God, we stand guilty before this holy God, accountable to His justice. Second, to be dead means 
we were under the yoke. We served three masters—the world (“following the course of this 
world,” 2:2), the flesh (“we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires 
of the body and the mind,” 2:3), and the Devil (“following the prince of the power of the air, the 
spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience,” 2:2) . Third, to be dead means we were 
under wrath. We “were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind” (2:3). We were 
justly subject to the holy displeasure of God for our sin. We were this way “by nature”—in other 
words, we were born into this condition.
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Many do not accept this teaching. Outside the church, many assume that people are basically 
good. They tend to believe, at least implicitly, that if we give people the right education, exam-
ples, or laws, then they will follow the right path. Just laws, noble examples, and proper educa-
tion are invaluable, but they are powerless to change a heart committed to its rebellion against 
God. Inside the church, many have said and still say that people are sick, even desperately sick. 
These sick people, however, are still said to have the wherewithal to respond to and cooperate 
with the grace of God. But Paul does not say we are sick. He says that apart from Christ, we are 
dead. Spiritually speaking, we are corpses in the ground without Jesus. We can no more draw 
near to God than a corpse can summon the strength to get out of its grave. That is how bad off we 
are outside of Christ.

Thankfully, Paul does not stop there. Beginning in verse 4, Paul turns from us to God, from the 
evil we have done to the good that God is doing in Christ. He highlights three things about the 
grace of God in the rest of this passage:

First, he points us to God’s work in verses 5–6: “God made us alive together with Christ— by grace 
you have been saved— and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in 
Christ Jesus.” God raised Christ from the dead and seated Him at His right hand (1:18–20), and He 
has done something incredible to us in our union with Christ. God, Paul says, has made the dead 
alive. That is what evokes Paul’s exclamation, “By grace you have been saved” (2:5).

Second, Paul points us to God’s motive. Why did God make the dead alive? It was not because 
of our works, Paul says in verse 9, neither the works that we did before we became Christians 
nor the works we have done after we became Christians. Otherwise, we might have cause to 
“boast” (v. 9). Instead, Paul says, God made us alive because of His “mercy,” His “great love 
with which he loved us” (v. 4). Paul goes out of his way to impress upon us that God’s own love 
and mercy are the font of our salvation.

Third, Paul points us to God’s purpose. For what purpose did God make the dead alive? It was, 
Paul says in verse 7, that we might put on display, both now and in eternity, the “immeasurable 
riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.” How do we do that? We do it by display-
ing in our lives the master workmanship of our Maker and Redeemer—we were “created in Christ 
Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (v. 10).
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We are saved, then, sola gratia—by the grace of God alone. Far from leading us to embrace lives 
of license and moral recklessness, the grace of God in the gospel leads us to pursue lives of con-
secration and holiness. Why is this so? The great hymnwriter Isaac Watts captured Paul’s point 
well when he wrote in his hymn “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross”: “Were the whole realm 
of nature mine, that were a present far too small, love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul, 
my life, my all.” Think about that the next time you sing of the grace of God.

Guy Waters, “Grace Alone,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 November 2012 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the Internet: 
http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/grace-alone/
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THE LOVE OF GOD

D. A. CARSON

The picture the Bible presents of God’s love is one in which His love, even in eternity past, even 
before the creation of anything, is other-oriented. This cannot be said (for instance) of Allah. Yet 
because the God of the Bible is one, this plurality-in-unity does not destroy His entirely appro-
priate self-focus as God. Because He is God, He is therefore rightly jealous. To concede He is 
something other than the center of all, and rightly to be worshiped and adored, would debase His 
very Godhood. He is the God who, entirely rightly, does not give His glory to another (Isa. 42:8).

If this were all the Bible discloses about God, we would read in its pages of a holy God of im-
peccable justice. But what of love? The love of Allah is providential, which is one of the ways 
the Bible speaks of God. But here there is more: in eternity past, the Father loved the Son, and 
the Son loved the Father. There has always been an other orientation to the love of God. All the 
manifestations of the love of God emerge out of this deeper, more fundamental reality: love is 
bound up in the very nature of God. God is love.

We must mark well the distinction between the love of the Father for the Son and the love of the 
Son for the Father. The Father commands, sends, tells, commissions, and demonstrates His love 
for the Son by “showing” Him everything, such that the Son does whatever the Father does. The 
Son obeys, says only what the Father gives Him to say, does only what the Father gives Him to 
do, comes into the world as the Sent One, and demonstrates His love for the Father precisely by 
such obedience. Not once is there any hint that the Son commissions the Father. Not once is there 
a hint that the Father submits to the Son or is dependent on Him for His own words and deeds. 
Historically, Christians avoiding the trap of Arianism have insisted that the Son is equal with the 
Father in substance or essence, but that there is an economic or functional subordination of the 
Son to the Father.

What is of interest to us for our topic is the way the texts distinguish how the love of the Father 
for the Son is manifested, and how the love of the Son for the Father is manifested—and then 
how such love further functions as lines are drawn outward to elements of Christian conduct and 
experience. These function in various ways. There is space to reflect on only one of them.
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In John 15, Jesus tells His disciples, “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you” (15:9). 
Thus, we move from the intra-Trinitarian love of the Father for the Son to the Son’s love of His 
people in redemption. Jesus thus becomes the mediator of His Father’s love. Receiving love, so 
has He loved. Then He adds, “Abide in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will abide 
in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love” (15:9b–10).

Reflect on the parallelism. The perfection of Jesus’ obedience in the Godhead, which we have 
just been told is the mark of the Son’s love for His Father (14:31), is precisely what it means 
for the eternal Son to remain in the love the Father has for Him. This is a relational matter (the 
Father and the Son are related to each other in this way), but it is also a constitutional matter (that 
is the way God Almighty is constituted). This pattern of love, both relational and constitutional, 
in the very being of God becomes, according to Jesus, the model and incentive of our relation to 
Jesus. If we love Him, we will obey Him (14:15); here, if we obey Him, we remain in His love. 
Thereby our relation to Jesus mirrors the relation of Jesus to His heavenly Father — which is, of 
course, a major theme in John 17.

Then the passage explicitly harks back to John 5. Jesus says, “You are my friends if you do what 
I command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what his mas-
ter is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made 
known to you” (15:14–15).

Observe that Jesus makes a distinction between slaves (douloi; not “servants”) and friends. But 
the distinction initially surprises us. We are Jesus’ friends if we do what He commands. This 
sounds rather like a definition of a slave. Certainly such friendship is not reciprocal. I cannot turn 
around to Jesus and thank Him for His friendship and tell Him He is my friend, too, if He does 
everything I command Him. Strange to tell, not once is Jesus or God ever described in the Bible 
as our friend. Abraham is God’s friend; the reverse is never stated.

Of course, in one sense, Jesus is the best friend a poor sinner ever had. Nevertheless, that is not 
the terminology of Scripture, almost as if the Bible is reluctant to descend into the kind of cheap 
intimacy that brings God or Jesus down to our level. In this context, what then is the difference 
that Jesus is drawing between slave and friend? Our culture teaches that the slave obeys, and the 
friend may or may not; clearly, however, that is not the distinction Jesus has in mind.

He says we are His friends because He has made known to us all that He learned from His 
Father. An army colonel tells a GI to fetch the Hummer. If the GI says he will do so only if the 
colonel tells him exactly why and gives him permission to use it as a runabout while the colonel 



Tuesday, OcTOber 28, 2014

The state of Theology

Theological Awareness Benchmark Study

Research Report

in partnership with

The State of American Theology PAGE 85

spends his time at HQ, that GI is asking for about six months of KP duty. But suppose the colo-
nel has been a friend of the GI’s family for years and has watched the young man grow up. He 
may say to the GI: “Jim, fetch the Hummer, please. I need you to drive me to HQ. I’ll be there 
about two hours. You can use the vehicle in that gap, provided you’re back to pick me up at 1600 
hours.” In this case, of course, the GI is required no less to obey the colonel. The difference, the 
difference of friendship, is that full information has been conveyed. It is an informational differ-
ence, a difference of revelation, not a difference of obedience.

God’s people are no longer slaves. At this point in redemptive history, the fullness of God’s reve-
lation has come to us in the Son who was perfectly obedient and thereby perfectly disclosed God. 
We are no longer slaves (a redemptive-historical marker), but friends. And what has brought this 
change about is that in the fullness of time, God sent His Son into the world, and the Son obeyed; 
that the Father, in love for the Son, determined that all should honor the Son even as they honor 
the Father; and that the Father and Son, in perfect harmony of plan and vision, at the time God 
ordained, played out their roles—the Father sending, commissioning, “showing,” and the Son 
coming, revealing, disclosing what had been “shown” Him and in obedience going to the cross. 
And we heirs of the new covenant are unfathomably privileged to be let in on this stupendous 
plan. We are the friends of God.

We are the friends of God by virtue of the intra-Trinitarian love of God that so worked out in the 
fullness of time that the plan of redemption, conceived in the mind of God in eternity past, has 
exploded into our space-time history at exactly the right moment. When the time had fully come, 
as Paul puts it, God sent His Son (Gal. 4:4). And we have been incalculably privileged not only 
to be saved by God’s love, but to be shown it, to be informed about it, to be let in on the mind of 
God. God is love; and we are the friends of God.

D.A. Carson, “The Love of God,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 February 2012 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/the-love-of-god/
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STOP ASKING JESUS INTO YOUR HEART

JD GREEAR 

If there were a world record for the “number of times asking Jesus into your heart,” I’m pretty 
sure I would hold it. I’ve probably “prayed the prayer” more than five thousand times. Every 
time was sincere, but I was never quite sure I had gotten it right. Had I really been sorry enough 
for my sin that time around? Some wept rivers of tears when they got saved, but I hadn’t done 
that. Was I really sorry? Was that prayer a moment of total surrender? Did I really “get” grace?

So I would pray the sinner’s prayer again. And again. And again. And maybe get baptized again. 
Every student camp, every spring revival. Rinse and repeat.

I used to think I was alone in this, that I was just a neurotic oddball. But when I began to talk 
about this, I would have such a slew of people tell me they had the same experience that I con-
cluded the problem was endemic. Countless people in our churches today are genuinely saved, 
but they just can’t seem to gain any assurance about their salvation.

The opposite is the case, too. Because of some childhood prayer, tens of thousands of people are 
absolutely certain of a salvation they do not possess.

Both problems are exacerbated by the clichéd, truncated, and often sloppy ways we present the 
gospel in shorthand. Now, shorthand is fine insofar as everyone knows what the shorthand refers 
to. It is obvious, however, that in the case of “the sinner’s prayer,” most people don’t anymore. 
Surveys show that more than 50 percent of people in the U.S. have prayed a sinner’s prayer and 
think they’re going to heaven because of it even though there is no detectable difference in their 
lifestyles from those outside of the church.

On this issue—the most important issue on earth—we have to be absolutely clear. I believe it is 
time to put the shorthand aside. We need to preach salvation by repentance before God and faith 
in the finished work of Christ.

This does not mean that we stop pressing for a decision when we preach the gospel. The great-
est Reformed evangelists in history—such as George Whitefield, C.H. Spurgeon, and John 
Bunyan—pressed urgently for immediate decisions and even urged hearers to pray a prayer 
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along with them. Each time the gospel is preached, that invitation ought to be extended and a 
decision should be called for (Matt. 11:28; John 1:12; Rev. 22:17). In fact, if we do not urge the 
hearer to respond personally to God’s offer in Christ, we have not fully preached the gospel.

Furthermore, repentance and faith in Christ are in themselves a cry to God for salvation. The 
sinner’s prayer is not wrong in itself—after all, salvation is essentially a cry for mercy to God: 
“God, be merciful to me, a sinner” (Luke 18:13). In Scripture, those who call on God’s name 
will be saved. I’m not even categorically opposed to the language of asking Jesus into your heart, 
because—if understood correctly—it is a biblical concept (Rom. 8:9–11; Gal. 2:20;Eph. 3:17).

For many, however, the sinner’s prayer has become a Protestant ritual they go through without 
considering what the prayer is supposed to embody. God doesn’t give salvation in response to 
mere words; faith is the instrument that lays hold of salvation. You can express faith in a prayer, 
but it is possible to repent and believe without a formal prayer, and it is possible to pray a sin-
ner’s prayer without repenting and believing.

This finally clicked for me when, almost in desperation, I read Martin Luther’s commentary on 
Romans. Luther points out that salvation comes by resting on the facts God revealed about the 
death of Christ. Just as Abraham was counted righteous when he believed that God would keep 
His promise, we are saved by believing that He has done so in Christ.

The gospel is the declaration that Jesus is Lord and has made an end to our sins. We are saved 
by submitting to those two truths. Conversion is a posture we take toward the declarations that 
Scripture makes about Jesus. The point is not how we felt or what we said at the moment of con-
version; the point is the posture we are in now.

Think of conversion like sitting down in a chair. If you are seated right now, there was a time at 
which you transferred the weight of your body from your legs to the chair. You may not remem-
ber making that decision, but the fact you are seated now proves that you did. Your decision 
was necessary, but when trying to discern where your physical trust is— legs or chair—present 
posture is better proof than past memory.

Does this mean that backsliding Christians are not saved? No, believers can still backslide. Tech-
nically, any time you sin you are backsliding. As a believer, you will struggle with indwelling sin 
for the rest of your life. You will fall often, and sometimes you will fall hard.
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But each time you fall, you get up again, looking heavenward. A person in the midst of a back-
slide may be saved, but assurance is only the possession of those in a present posture of  
repentance and faith (Heb. 6:9–10).

Ultimately, the world is divided into two categories: many are “standing” in rebellion against the 
lordship of Jesus, standing in hopes of their own righteousness to merit favor with God; others 
are “seated” in submission, resting on His finished work. So when it comes to assurance, the only 
real question is: Where is the weight of your soul resting? Are you still standing in rebellion, or 
have you sat down in the finished work of Christ?

J.D. Greear, “Stop Asking Jesus into Your Heart,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 21 January 2015 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available 
from the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/blog/stop-asking-jesus-your-heart/
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THE MARKS OF THE CHURCH

MARK DEVER

Is a small group Bible study a church? Is the Roman Catholic Church a church? Many people  
are confused today about what a church is. How do you know if what calls itself a church is 
indeed a church?

Christians in the past thought about this. They developed the idea of “the marks of the church,” that 
is, the characteristics that distinguish truly Christian churches. The Protestant Reformers concluded 
that there are two of these: the right preaching of God’s Word and the right administration of bap-
tism and the Lord’s Supper. Let’s spend just a moment thinking about each one of these.

Christian preaching is declaring and explaining God’s Word. If you’re reading this as a Chris-
tian, it’s because sometime, somewhere, someone brought God’s Word to you. It may have been 
through a book or a conversation, it may have been through a Sunday school lesson. For many of 
us, however, it has been through a sermon (Deut. 33:10). 

God’s Word has always been the way that God has brought life. We read in Romans 10:17 that 
“faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ.” The apostles in the book of 
Acts scattered throughout the known world preaching the Word. And then, when a church was 
established, they made sure that there were ministers there to teach regularly God’s Word to the 
congregation (see Titus 1).

Have you ever noticed how God’s Spirit will instruct or encourage or chastise you through His 
Word preached? Have you ever come into church one Sunday morning not feeling very spiritual, 
perhaps even feeling cold to God as the sermon started? But then, as the preacher read from God’s 
Word and began to explain and unfold it, you became extra-aware. Your spiritual attention was 
caught. As the preacher spoke of God’s character, or of a certain sin, or a certain opportunity for 
service, it was as if God Himself was addressing you. He was! God has ordained that His children 
would be fed by His Word being preached. In fact, this is the most basic function of a local church.
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But preaching isn’t the only work of a Christian church. Jesus Christ clearly commanded His 
followers to act out images, involving symbols of His gracious provision for sinners. There are 
two such commanded actions for the local church: baptism and the Lord’s Supper. The first is the 
initial sign of membership in God’s people; the second is the continuing sign of membership  
in God’s people.

Baptism is the initial sign of belonging to God’s people. One dispute about baptism is well-
known—whether it should be administered to the children of Christians or not. Either way, all 
Bible-believing Protestants would understand that baptism is a sign of God’s gracious activity in 
the baptized individual’s life. And from the command of Jesus to His disciples in Matthew 28 to 
Paul’s assumption in Romans 6:3–4 that all the Christians in that church had been baptized, we 
see that baptism is to be taught and practiced by any truly Christian church.

It is important for us to pause here and note that we are not saying that the physical act of bap-
tism is necessary for regeneration. I was having lunch with a friend today, and at one point I 
asked him how one becomes a Christian. He said that “you have to be baptized.” I had great 
sympathy with his answer, but wanted to make sure he didn’t misunderstand the Gospel. You 
should be baptized, and if you’re taught you should and you refuse, then something is seriously 
wrong. But we are saved by faith alone in Christ alone, not by baptism

The Lord’s Supper is the continuing sign of belonging to God’s people. Questions about how 
it should be received—sitting in the pew, standing or kneeling at the front of the church—are 
not important. Most important is the meaning of the Lord’s Supper—as a remembrance (1 Cor. 
11:24–25) and a proclamation (v. 26), and the Gospel integrity of those who take it. Paul wrote a 
letter of stern correction to the Christians in Corinth because they were allowing those who were 
in unrepentant sin to take the Lord’s Supper. Paul told them that this should not be.

Taking the Lord’s Supper would never save such an unrepentant sinner. It is true that the Lord’s 
Supper is only for sinners. But within that group, it is only for repentant sinners. Like baptism, 
the Lord’s Supper, properly administered, portrays God’s faithfulness to us. But our participation 
in it also speaks publicly of us personally being known to be partakers of God’s grace in Christ.

One important implication of this is that a church is in one sense created by a group of people 
who will take that responsibility to celebrate the Lord’s Supper regularly and rightly. Therefore 
they must decide who may and may not receive the Supper. The list of those regular recipients 
is basically the membership of the church. And the refusal to allow those who do not evidence 
saving faith to participate in the Lord’s Supper is what is called “church discipline.” The church 
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means to do all this in obedience to Christ. And it is marked out as a truly Christian church if 
it rightly preaches God’s Word and rightly administers baptism and the Lord’s Supper. It is the 
church’s responsibility, therefore, to define visually for the world what a Christian is.

Mark Dever, “The Marks of the Church,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 March 2015 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/marks-church/
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ALL NATIONS AND CHURCH PLANTING 

ED STETZER

The Great Commission. Neither the words “great” nor “commission” are in the text, but the 
descriptor fits. This “authoritative order, charge, or direction” is “unusually large, extreme, and 
notable” (borrowing phrases from textbook definitions of both words). But why?

The sheer scope of the assignment is embodied in the two little words: all nations. This phrase is 
translated from the Greek panta ta ethnē. It is often the subject of significant discussion. When 
many people hear ethnē, or “nations,” they think of countries. But when Jesus spoke those words, 
there were no countries as we understand them today. The nation-state is an invention of the 
modern era. In Jesus’ day, there were groups of people, and there were empires. So, Jesus spoke 
of peoples—all peoples.

When Jesus said “to all nations,” He did not mean exactly what missiologists like me want to 
read into the text—as if He was speaking of the eleven thousand ethnolinguistic people groups in 
the world today. However, He meant to identify more than simply the non-Jews or Gentiles. He 
spoke to a Jewish people who knew that God created the nations at Babel (Gen. 11:9), called the 
nations “up to Jerusalem” (Isa. 2), displayed the tongues of the nations at Pentecost (Acts 2), and 
will be worshiped by men and women from every tongue, tribe, and nation forever (Rev. 7).

In other words, when Jesus spoke of going to the nations, the hearers of His day knew the im-
mensity of this remarkable task. The idea of “the nations” was not new to them—though Jesus 
was changing how the people of God engaged them.

In speaking of the nations, Jesus reversed the direction of mission. It was no longer that the  
nations were to go up to Jerusalem (Isa. 2), but that the disciples were now to go out from  
Jerusalem (Acts 1:8).

Upon hearing those words, the disciples took action. What they did reveals what they thought  
Jesus meant when He told them to go to all nations. They went to all nations—and planted 
churches. And so should we.
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The Great Commission without a focus on the nations is missing its biblical context, the  
disciples’ actions, and the place it holds in the mission of God. The Great Commission without a 
planting focus is missing the point of what they did upon hearing the Great Commission.

When Jesus said, “all nations,” He redirected the mission and sent His people to the nations.  
Depending on who counts and how they count, there are more than six thousand unreached 
people groups. Just less than three thousand of those are unengaged, meaning there is little to no 
witness present.

The nations matter in the Great Commission, and God is calling us to plant churches among 
those (and other) nations. They need new church plants.

Your nation, wherever you are reading this, is among the nations. Wherever you are reading this, 
this passage applies. Church planting is to take place in your nation, just as it should in all na-
tions. Sometimes that’s because the nations live in our nation. In the U.S. alone, there are more 
than five hundred unengaged, unreached people groups.

In research released last year by Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, missiologist Todd M. 
Johnson and his team found that nearly twenty percent of non-Christians in North America do 
not personally know a Christian. More than seventy-five percent of the Sikhs, Hindus, and Jains 
living in the U.S. do not know a Christian. The same is true for more than sixty-five percent of 
Buddhists, Shintoists, Taoists, Zoroastrians, and practitioners of Chinese folk religion. Even 
forty-two percent of Muslims acknowledge that they have no close Christian contacts. They need 
new church plants.

But, even people in majority culture need new churches. The church is central to God’s mission 
to proclaim the story of Jesus to every man, woman, and child. As we look to the New Testa-
ment, we see that intentional church planting, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, was a key 
method used by early churches to obey Jesus’ command. That should be true today. And that in-
cludes planting churches in urban centers, growing suburbs, rural communities, and more. They 
need new church plants.

The Great Commission cannot be fulfilled without church planting. Jesus told us to disciple, bap-
tize, and teach. Those three things are done in the context of a local church. If you want to see 
people become disciples, be baptized, and taught the Word of God, be it in a large American city 
or a rural Asian village, church planting must be one of the means.
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Someone planted the church you attend. Someone planted the church from which someone came 
to tell you the gospel. Someone planted the church where you were a new disciple, were  
baptized, and where you were first taught.

Don’t let your church be a cul-de-sac on the Great Commission highway. The nations—and the 
lost in this nation—need more. They need new church plants.

Ed Stetzer, “ ‘All Nations’ and Church Planting,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 April 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from 
the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/all-nations-and-church-planting/
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THE PILLAR OF THE TRUTH

STEVE TIMMIS

At first reading, 1 Timothy 3:15 seems somewhat disconcerting. In it, Paul is explaining to 
Timothy why he is writing to him. It concerns the church: “I hope to come to you soon, but I 
am writing these things to you so that, if I delay, you may know how one ought to behave in the 
household of God, which is the church of the living God, a pillar and buttress of the truth.”

Did you catch what he wrote? “The church … a pillar and buttress of the truth.” As sound evan-
gelicals, we know that Paul has to have that backwards, don’t we? Surely, the gospel is that 
which gives solidity and shape to the church? Isn’t the church built on the gospel and the product 
of the gospel?

Yes, undoubtedly yes. But that’s not the point Paul is making in this context. He wants Timothy 
to get the church in Ephesus back on gospel tracks because she has departed from the gospel. 
The Pastoral Epistles are not simply manuals for church order. They are an urgent call to arms. 
Timothy needs to go to war because the gospel is at stake in this city and region.

But critical to this strategy is the church herself. The church, formed by the gospel, is for the gos-
pel, and by her life and witness, she commends the gospel and is the primary apologetic for the 
gospel before the world. John Stott, in his commentary on 1 Timothy and Titus, put it well when 
he wrote, “The church depends on the truth for its existence; the truth depends on the church for 
its defense and proclamation.”

In essence, Paul’s letter to Timothy shows us just how important the gospel is for the church, but 
equally how important the church is for the gospel. Which, given the comment by Jesus in Matthew 5, 
isn’t at all disconcerting. Just as Israel under the old covenant commended Yahweh to the surrounding 
nations by her covenant life, so the church of the new covenant commends Christ by her covenant life.
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So here are the two takeaways:

Ensure that the Gospel is at the Heart of Your Church  
Nothing else gives shape or stability to the church. Nothing else will sustain or nurture her. Noth-
ing else gives her life or purpose. The church is all about Christ, and she is created by the gospel 
for Christ. Out of a deep love for Him, her ambition and passion will be His honor, reputation, 
and glory. The gospel isn’t merely the way into the church; it is the means by which we remain 
the church and thrive as the church. Without the gospel of Christ, there is no church.

Ensure that the Church is at the Heart of Your Gospel 
Unless we are convinced biblically and theologically about the centrality of the church in God’s pur-
poses, we won’t be committed to living out that identity together for the fame and glory of Jesus. But 
consider how the church puts the gospel on display by means of three cardinal gospel truths:

Justification 
The church is the community of the justified. Unlike those who do not know Christ, we don’t 
need to justify ourselves by our relational performance. We relate to one another as brothers and 
sisters without fear or favor because Christ is our justification. Those relationships display that to 
a watching world.

Forgiveness 
As the forgiven, we become the forgivers. People understand the doctrine more when they see it 
displayed in real time, up close and personal, in messy, disordered lives.

Reconciliation 
It is in being reconciled to the Father, through the Son, by the Spirit that we become a recon-
ciled community. It is precisely because we are no longer strangers to God that we are no longer 
strangers to one another. When people witness our reconciliation, they see a tangible expression 
of what God has done for sinners in Christ.

Showing the Glory of the Gospel 
When the church puts the gospel on display in this way, we draw people’s attention to the gospel. 
Like a diamond lying in the corner of a room, we glimpse it out of the corner of our eye even 
when we’re not looking for it. It catches our attention. So it is with the people of God. As we live 
out our shared life together in the public square and marketplace, at street level, others glimpse 
the glory of God even when they are not looking for it. That glimmer excites inquiry, and they 
begin to look for the reason for our hope.
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In Jesus, truth was embodied. He did not merely speak the truth; He was the truth. He did not 
come to simply tell the world about God; He came as God. So it is with His people. We speak the 
truth of the gospel with our lips. We show the glory of the gospel by the manner in which we live 
life-on-life together on mission as His church.

Steve Timmis, “The Pillar of Truth,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 September 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/pillar-truth/
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NOT SO FAST

TREVIN WAX

Jim and Sandra were longtime members at Christ Church. They gave generously — of their time, 
their talents, and their financial resources. Christ Church was known for being evangelistic and 
putting a priority on God’s Word. And Jim and Sandra were fulfilled and thriving there.

But the day came when the pastor let Jim and Sandra down. A series of bad decisions critically 
wounded their confidence in their leader’s wisdom. They were hurt, confused, and disillusioned. 
They began to toy with the idea of going to one of the other strong churches in town.

When Jim and Sandra (not their real names) asked me about leaving their church, I said, “Not so 
fast.” Since then, I’ve counseled a number of couples and individuals in similar situations. And 
whenever the issue at hand does not concern biblical fidelity or theological compromise, I usual-
ly give the same caution about leaving a church: “Not so fast.”

In a culture of consumerist expectations and values, even people in strong, Word-centered, 
gospel-proclaiming churches can think of church loyalty in terms of payment and receipt. “We 
pay our dues and expect a certain return” is the unspoken mindset. So, when things get difficult, 
reasons to leave begin multiplying: “I’m not being fed here.” “I’m not on the same page with the 
leadership right now.” “I’m not being useful here. Perhaps I could serve better if I were some-
where else.” The list goes on.

It’s true that there are plenty of Christians whose lives don’t resemble Christ’s. There are pastors 
who abuse their authority or lead poorly. There are churches that implement changes quickly, 
without the consent of key leaders, which then breeds disunity and quarrels. Leadership fumbles, 
personality conflicts, relationship breeches—they all exist in the church. That’s why, for many 
churchgoers, the temptation is strong to seek refuge and peace in another church across town.

But what if the choice to leave a difficult church situation will actually short-circuit your forma-
tion as a Christian? What if your desire for a better congregation will stunt your spiritual growth? 
Does God use uncomfortable church situations as part of His process of sanctifying us?
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Whether your church situation is terrific or terrible right now, it’s the gospel that should direct 
and shape your decision to leave or stay in a church. Circumstances aren’t what matter most. 
Covenantal commitment to the body of Christ is what counts. And our commitments must be 
grounded in God’s unflagging commitment to us because of Jesus Christ’s work in our behalf.

“But you don’t understand. The people in my church are really messed up.” True. But so are you. 
So am I. We are all sinners, saved only by the grace of a merciful God. We are all being slowly 
transformed into the image of Christ, and one way that God forms us into the image of His Son is 
to place us in hard situations where “loving one another” seems unnatural and costly.

If Christ remains committed to us, in spite of our continual failings, why should we not remain 
committed to Christ’s bride? In a difficult church situation, what looks more like Jesus: to hop to 
an easier church situation or to stick with a local congregation through the dark days?

Many people think their church’s problems are an obstacle standing in the way of their spiritual 
development. Usually, the opposite is true. It’s their commitment to their church, in spite of its 
problems, that is making them more like Jesus.

“I’m not being fed here.” Perhaps God is challenging you about your tastes and preferences.

“I’m not on the same page with the leadership right now.” Perhaps God is teaching you the virtue 
of willing submission, even when it doesn’t come naturally.

“I’m not being useful here.” Perhaps God is removing certain activities from your life, so that 
your focus turns from what you are doing for God to a greater emphasis on the relationship you 
should be cultivating with God.

The grace of God is transformative. We are predestined to be conformed to the image of God’s 
Son. The heartbeat of every Christian should be to look more like Jesus. Just as the facial expres-
sions and physical characteristics of two spouses begin to reflect one another after many years of 
marriage, we should look more like Jesus every day. But this transformation will not occur unless 
we stay committed to Christ’s people, challenging and encouraging others as they challenge and 
encourage us.
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Discipleship is like a rock in a rock tumbler. The rock is shined the more it bumps up against all 
the other rocks and water. Over time, the process turns a rock into a gem. It’s easy to want out of 
a “rocky” church situation. The process of refinement is never pleasant, after all. But it is in our 
bumping up against the difficult trials in a church body that we are refined into beautiful gems 
that reflect the glory of our King.

Jim and Sandra thought long and hard about switching churches. And they stayed. Five years  
later, they are thankful they did. Their ministries are thriving. The difficulties have passed. And 
in the twinkling of their eyes, I can see flashes of Christlikeness that weren’t there before the 
storm. I’m glad they stayed.

Trevin Wax, “Not So Fast,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 April 2012 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the Internet: http://
www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/not-so-fast/
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YOUR CHURCH AND YOUR LIFE PLANNING

JONATHAN LEEMAN

A friend recently emailed me asking how he should weigh leaving his church to take a job in 
another city. I told him that he was “free in Christ” to stay or go but that I loved his factoring his 
local church into the decision. Well done. Too often, it’s easy to make life’s “big decisions” just 
like a non-Christian would, giving no regard to how it will impact our membership in our local 
churches. We consider a job offer in another city with scant regard for whether that city has a 
healthy church. We consider a possible marriage partner without asking whether the person has a 
track record of loving and serving Christ’s body.

Let me look at the matter another way. We fail, when confronted with such decisions, to seek 
counsel from the brothers and sisters in our congregations who know us well—often because we 
have not sought meaningful relationships in the first place.

We don’t consider the impact our going will have on others—the children we’ve been teaching in 
Sunday school or the fellow people who depend on our weekly encouragement.

We face many difficult decisions about how to raise our children: Am I disciplining too much? 
Not enough? Should we home school? Public school? But we do not avail ourselves of older and 
wiser parents in the congregation.

You get the picture. If you are a Christian, it’s worth asking whether you include your church 
in your life planning. I mean “include the church” in two ways: do you consider it as a factor in 
your thinking, and do you actually involve the people in your decision making?

God has given all of us a wonderful gift in other Christians who have weaknesses and strengths, 
talents and resources, that complement our own. Whatever gift we have, we have it for the common 
good (1 Cor. 12:7; 1 Peter 4:10). We’re to build one another up to maturity (Eph. 4:13; 1 Thess. 
5:11; Jude 20–21). Maturity in Christ is a group project, which is why our discipleship should occur 
primarily in and through the local church. Christian love and obedience put on flesh there.
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For instance, Philippians 2:1–11 says to “consider others better than [ourselves]” and to “look 
to the interests of others.” Then it tells us to have the same attitude as Christ, who became man, 
made Himself a servant, and went to die on the cross. Let me see if I can apply these verses by 
fleshing out one example of a big life decision: which home to buy or apartment to rent.

If you are able, “consider others better than yourselves” and “look to the interests of others” 
by living geographically close to the church. When a person lives within walking distance of a 
church or clumps of members, it is easier to invite people to one’s house for dinner, to watch one 
another’s children while running errands, and to pick up bread or milk at the store for one anoth-
er. In other words, it is just plain easier to integrate daily life when there is relative—even  
walkable—geographic proximity.

When choosing a place to live, Christians do well to ask some of the same questions that 
non-Christians ask: What are the costs? Are there good schools nearby? But a Christian also does 
well to ask additional questions like these: Will the mortgage or rent payment allow for generosity 
to others? Will it give other church members quick access to me for discipleship and hospitality?

During my family’s last move, the question of living near the church came down to a choice 
between two houses, both of which were affordable but very different otherwise. House 1 was 
newer, better designed, more attractive, did not need repairs, and was less expensive. But it was 
a thirty-minute drive from the church building and near no other church members. House 2 was 
older, draftier, in need of several repairs (such as a rotting front porch and an occasionally flood-
ing basement), and it was more expensive. But it was only a fifteen-minute drive from the church 
building and, more important, within walkable proximity of a dozen (now two dozen) church 
families. I sought the counsel of several elders, all of whom advised me to prioritize church rela-
tionships. This actually meant choosing the older, less attractive, more expensive house.

Thankfully, we did, and it has been enriching for our whole family. My wife interacts with the 
other mothers almost daily, and our children with their children. I met with one brother every 
weekday morning to pray and read Scripture for a year and a half. And our church families can 
work together in serving and evangelizing our neighbors.
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Must a Christian move close to other members of his or her church? No, the Bible doesn’t com-
mand this. We’re free in Christ to live wherever we want. But this is one concrete way to love 
your church—to consider others better than yourself and look to their interests.

Did the Son of God submit Himself geographically for the church’s good? He left heaven. Now, 
let’s put on the same attitude our Savior put on for us.

Jonathan Leeman, “Your Church and Your Life Planning,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 March 2012 [cited 25 June 2015]. 
Available from the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/your-church-and-your-life-planning/
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WHAT SHOULD WE SAY?

JONATHAN AKIN

“Brother, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a 
spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted” (Gal. 6:1). Church disci-
pline is both painful and awkward. How should we interact with those under discipline? What 
should we do when we meet such people while shopping for a birthday present, when we sit next 
to them at work, or when we see them getting mail from their mailbox? What should we say?

Biblical Directives 
Fortunately, the Bible gives us clear direction. Jesus exhorts us to “let him be to you as a Gentile 
and a tax collector” (Matt. 18:17). Romans 16:17 says, “avoid them.” Paul orders the church at 
Corinth not to associate or eat with them (1 Cor. 5:9, 11). Paul concludes in 2 Thessalonians: 
“Have nothing to do with him, that he may be ashamed. Do not regard him as an enemy, but 
warn him as a brother” (3:14-15).

Practical Application 
While the Bible’s directives are clear, practical application can be difficult. What exactly does it 
mean “not to associate with” someone under discipline? Here are a few things we try to practice:

Recover biblical community.  
The consumer-driven model adopted by many American churches makes it difficult to carry 
out biblical church discipline. People hop from church to church for superficial reasons such as 
music style and children’s programming. The New Testament model of a congregation that is 
committed to one another and takes care of one another is rare; thus, discipline often does not 
have its intended effect. People who have been confronted for their sin often think, “Fine! I’ll 
just go down the street and join another church,” and may be accepted into membership without 
question. Nothing is really lost in church discipline. In the Old Testament, when someone was 
expelled from the community, he could not simply go down the street to join another people. 
Being separated from God’s people was devastating, and we see the same picture in the New 
Testament. We need to recover biblical community where the church is a family that shares life 
together, where exclusion means something.
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Excommunicate those who refuse to repent.  
Under Christ’s authority, the church should remove the person from membership and treat him 
like a lost person. This tragic action is necessary in order to keep unchecked sin from contam-
inating the entire body and to avoid sullying the name of Christ (1 Cor. 5). But from what else 
should the church remove the person? Should they be removed from corporate worship, small 
groups, or from taking the Lord’s Supper? Certainly, the unrepentant should be barred from the 
Lord’s Table as well as other benefits of church life.

Each church will have to determine the extent of these actions for itself.  
If a church practices the “one another” commands of the New Testament, then the excommuni-
cated could potentially attend corporate worship while still feeling the force of their dismissal 
because they no longer share life with their brothers in the same way (for example, they do not 
break bread together anymore). However, if a church is not practicing biblical community well, 
then I would argue that they must bar the person from corporate worship so that the force of the 
excommunication is felt.

Do not eat with those under discipline.  
Scholars debate Paul’s exhortation not to eat with the excommunicated. Does he mean the Lord’s 
Table only, or does this prohibition extend to any meal with the unrepentant? Table fellowship in 
the New Testament seems to include the Lord’s Table but extend beyond it (Acts 2:46). There-
fore, meals in a home or at a restaurant that were previously enjoyed cannot continue. Also, in 
many churches, the significance of the Lord’s Table needs to be recovered—perhaps by observ-
ing it weekly—so that being barred from participating in it is perceived as a real loss.

Interact with those under discipline only to call them to repentance.  
The purpose of this break in relationship is to wake the unrepentant up to the danger they face. 
But church members should never be rude to this person. They should be friendly, but not close 
friends. One thing that is clear in Paul’s guidelines to the churches is that he does not intend for 
the excommunicated to be completely shunned. Paul exhorts the church at Thessalonica to “have 
nothing to do with him,” and then in the next verse to “warn him as a brother” (2 Thess. 3:14-
15). So, while not completely ignoring him, you also do not act as if nothing has changed. When 
you see him in the store, you should not ignore him. Rather, you treat him as someone in danger 
and in need of an intervention by calling him to repentance.
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Pray and act for eventual repentance and restoration.  
The intended outcome from this painful separation is always repentance and reconciliation. 
Brothers and sisters should continually pray that the action of the church under the authority and 
approval of Christ would bring restoration. What should we say to those who are under disci-
pline? We should lovingly call them to repent, and as we do, they should hear the words as if 
they were coming from Jesus Himself.

Jonathan Akin, “What Should We Say?” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 January 2015 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/what-should-we-say/
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THE ORDINARY CHRISTIAN CHURCH

SEAN LUCAS

Throughout its history, the church has tended to view itself as extraordinary. For example, in the 
medieval period, the church was an extraordinary place apart from the world, the sacred separat-
ed from the profane, the place of salvation, the holder of the mysteries of heaven.

The church contained extraordinary people—monks and nuns, priests and bishops, and above all 
the pope as Christ’s representative on earth. These extraordinary people were the ones who had 
callings to do ministry; everyone else simply did work. Even more, the church had extraordi-
nary means—sacraments that conveyed grace through the working of the rituals themselves. As 
monks and mystics did mighty deeds and fed the laity with heavenly food, some of the extraor-
dinary received sainthood while the ordinary longed for final release from sin and a glimpse of 
God in heaven.

To heighten the extraordinary aspect of the church and its most holy servants, church buildings 
themselves were constructed with the extraordinary altar at the far end of the sanctuary separated 
from the ordinary people by a fence, screen, or rail. The line was drawn again at the Eucharist, 
in which the laity was denied the chance to partake of the wine (as the blood of Christ) for fear 
of what would happen if it was spilled. The Christian church was filled with reminders of the 
extraordinary.

One of the key contributions of the Reformation—and of Protestantism generally—has been its 
emphasis upon the ordinariness of the church. To be sure, John Calvin would approve of Cyprian’s 
observation that the church is our mother and “away from her bosom one cannot hope for any for-
giveness of sins or any salvation,” or as the Westminster Confession of Faith teaches, “The visible 
church … is the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the house and family of God, out of which there 
is no ordinary possibility of salvation” (25.2). The church is God’s normal place of grace. However, 
God’s grace does not come through an extraordinary display; rather, God uses His ordinary church 
to sustain and nourish believers through ordinary ministry, people, and means.

Ordinary Ministry 
In His ordinary church, God works through ordinary ministry. The Reformers made a distinc-
tion between those biblical offices that were extraordinary and meant to last for a time—such 
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as Apostle and prophet—and those biblical offices that were “ordinary and perpetual” in the 
church—elder and deacon (Eph. 4:11-13; 1 Tim. 3:1-13; Titus 1:5-9). The extraordinary ministry 
of Apostles and prophets established the church (Eph. 2:20), their foundational teaching consist-
ing of the canon of Scripture. However, from the close of the canon to the present, God has used 
the ordinary, regular ministry of elders and deacons to build up the church (1 Tim. 3:15).

These elders and deacons are chosen by God’s people in concurrence with Christ’s own deter-
mination to gift His people with officers (Acts 6:1-7, 14:23; Eph 4:7-12). Far from involving a 
supernatural, extraordinary call, the calling to ordinary ministry comes through God’s people 
looking among themselves for men “of good repute, full of the spirit and of wisdom” (Acts 6:3). 
These men are set apart to take what they have received concerning the gospel and to pass it on 
faithfully to others (2 Tim. 2:2). And while some of these men will do this on a full-time basis 
and receive remuneration (1 Cor. 9:8-12; 1 Tim. 5:17), others will continue in their daily work 
as tent-makers, fishermen, teachers, and doctors even as they shepherd the flock of God (Acts 
18:1-4, 24-28; 1 Cor. 9:6-7). Elders devote themselves primarily to prayer and the ministry of the 
Word and deacons to serving the physical needs of the people, but both work for the building up 
of God’s ordinary church (Acts 6:1-7).

This is the normal ministry through which God works—elders and deacons doing ordinary min-
istry in response to God’s call that comes through the regular processes of the church. But the 
church advances its cause not only through an ordinary ministry, but also through ordinary men 
and women living daily life in the world and church.

Ordinary People 
The Reformers insisted that God’s cause in the world advances through ordinary people living 
out their callings in every area of life. As men and women trust in Christ in their daily work, 
they do good works. These works are as good as a pastor when he preaches or as an elder who 
ministers at the bedside of a dying woman. Luther put it this way: “If he finds his heart confident 
that it pleases God, then the work is good, even if it were so small a thing as picking up a straw.” 
Believers’ work is acceptable to God not because it is church-related or world-renowned; it is 
acceptable because it is done in faith, because it pleases God, and because God uses it to prosper 
His world. God uses ordinary people as a kingdom of priests who represent and mediate common 
grace to all creation.

This priesthood of all believers also changes our understanding of ordinary life in the church. 
Since every believer is a priest before God united to the chief priest, Jesus, each believer’s  
worship is significant (1 Peter 2:4-10). The prayers of the woman on Friday are as valued and 
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valuable in God’s sight as the prayers of the minister on Sunday. The Sunday school teaching of 
the accountant is as valued and valuable in God’s sight as the lectures of the seminary profes-
sor. All believers have God’s anointing; all are priests before God; all are significant in building 
God’s kingdom (1 John 2:27).

This is not to say that God has not gifted some more than others; nor is this to say that God has 
not ordained a structure for His church with elders called to shepherd the flock and to be apt to 
teach (1 Peter 5:1-5; Heb. 13:7, 17). However, it is to say that in the ordinary Christian church, 
God uses ordinary men and women as “priests to his God and Father” (Rev. 1:5), whose worship 
is significant and whose work is acceptable in Christ.

Ordinary Means 
As this ordinary church gathers—ordinary men and women served by an ordinary ministry—it 
finds God working through ordinary means. The Westminster Shorter Catechism refers to the 
“ordinary means of grace” as the Word, sacraments, and prayer. Though these ordinary means 
look simple and even foolish to some, God uses them in powerful ways, for He makes them “ef-
fectual to the elect for salvation” (Q&A 88; see 1 Cor. 1:18-31).

In the reading and especially the preaching of the Bible, God works to convict and convert 
sinners and to convict and comfort the saints, that is, all believers. In the sacraments of baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper, God works to confirm His Word and assure our hearts through the work 
of His Spirit and the response of our faith. In our prayers, God works in our hearts and lives as 
we offer up our desires to God. Through His working, God makes these ordinary means effectual 
for our salvation (WSC 89-91). That is, they confirm and sanctify us in Christ as we await our 
glorification.

The ordinary Christian church does not need the latest fads to draw sinners or seekers. Instead, it 
needs these ordinary means along with faith in the God who uses these means. Surely one of the 
great crises in our own day is the crisis of confidence and faith in the ordinary means of grace. 
God is calling us to remember once again that He does not need extraordinary experiences or 
events; rather, He delights to use these ordinary means to do His work in people’s lives.

For when God’s people use the ordinary means, even the most uneducated person can learn the 
great story of salvation, grow in faith and grace, and serve as a priest in God’s house. The West-
minster Confession of Faith admits that not everything in the Bible is plain or clear to every 
Bible reader, “but the unlearned, in a due use of the ordinary means, may attain unto a sufficient 
understanding” of those things necessary for salvation (WCF 1:7). Likewise, one does not need 
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“extraordinary revelation” or a special manifestation of the Spirit to gain assurance; rather, an in-
fallible assurance of salvation is attained “in the right use of ordinary means” (WCF 18:3). Such 
learning and assurance requires God’s people to attend their ordinary Christian church Lord’s 
Day by Lord’s Day in order to use these ordinary means of grace.

And when we commit ourselves to this ordinary Christian church—God does extraordinary 
things. He grants mercy and grace; He enlightens our minds and engages our wills; He effectual-
ly calls and justifies; He sanctifies His adopted children; and He brings them safely home. Thus, 
God does not call us to give first place to the helpful but extraordinary conference, podcast, book, 
or magazine; rather, He calls us to love His beautiful, blood-bought, ordinary Christian church.

Sean Michael Lucas, “The Ordinary Christian Church,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 August 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. 
Available from the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/ordinary-christian-church/
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DEALING WITH DOUBT

RANDY ALCORN

In times of doubt, difficulty, and trials, our fundamental beliefs about God and our faith are 
revealed. So how can Christians find faith in the midst of doubt? How can they trust God’s plan 
when their lives seem out of His control, and prayers seem to go unanswered or, as it sometimes 
feels, even unheard?

If you or someone you love has been there, these questions may be far more personal than theo-
retical. You might ask questions like these: Is God good? Is He sovereign? Does He care?

When we’re assailed by trials, we need perspective for our minds and relief for our hearts. It’s 
essential that we realign our worldview by God’s inspired Word: “All Scripture is breathed out 
by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness” 
(2 Tim. 3:16).

The Foundation of Our Faith 
The sovereignty of God is a solid foundation for our faith. God’s sovereignty is the biblical 
teaching that all things remain under God’s rule and nothing happens without either His direction 
or permission. God works in all things for the good of His children (see Rom. 8:28), including 
evil and suffering. He doesn’t commit moral evil, but He can use any evil for good purposes.

Paul wrote, “In [Christ] we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to 
the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11). “Ev-
erything” is comprehensive—no exceptions. God works even in those things done against His 
moral will, to bring about His purpose and plan. We can follow Scripture’s lead and embrace the 
belief that a sovereign God is accomplishing eternal purposes in the midst of painful and even 
tragic events.

The Testing of Our Faith 
Suffering and life’s difficulties either push us away from God or pull us toward him. Though he 
did not believe in Jesus as the Messiah, Auschwitz survivor Viktor Frankl wrote in The Uncon-
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scious God, “Just as the small fire is extinguished by the storm whereas a large fire is enhanced 
by it, likewise a weak faith is weakened by predicaments and catastrophes whereas a strong faith 
is strengthened by them.”

Only when you jettison ungrounded and untrue faith can you replace it with valid faith in the 
one, true, sovereign God—faith that can pass, and even find strength in, life’s formidable tests.

The devastation of tragedy is certainly real for people whose faith endures suffering. But because 
they do not place their hope for health, abundance, and secure relationships in this life, but in an 
eternal life to come, their hope remains firm regardless of what happens.

Faith means believing that God is good and that even if we can’t see it today, one day we will 
look back and see clearly His sovereignty, goodness, and kindness.

The Nurturing of Our Faith 
In our times of doubt, God promises never to leave us. Paul Tournier said, “Where there is no 
longer any opportunity for doubt, there is no longer any opportunity for faith.”

Trusting God is a matter of faith. “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of 
Christ” (Rom. 10:17). We must immerse ourselves in God’s Word. As a solar panel stores energy 
from sunlight, faith is established only by regular exposure to the truth and application of that 
truth to the events we confront in our lives. This is why it’s essential that we attend a church that 
teaches God’s Word and that we study it daily ourselves. When our beliefs are established on the 
truth, we are more likely to stand during times when doubts assail us.

The Hope of Our Faith 
We should ask God to deliver us from Satan’s attacks of unbelief and discouragement. We should 
learn to resist them in the power of Christ (see James 4:7). Trusting God for the grace to endure 
adversity is as much an act of faith as trusting Him for deliverance from it.

God promises in Hebrews 13:5 (NIV), “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” This 
unusual Greek sentence contains five negatives. Kenneth Wuest translates it: “I will not, I will not 
cease to sustain and uphold you. I will not, I will not, I will not let you down.” When we languish 
in the deepest pit and wonder if God even exists, God reminds us that He remains there with us.

We can trust that God is refining us through our trials—and that one day He will bring us into 
His glorious presence.
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The Lord says to us, “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you…. When you walk 
through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you” (Isa. 43:2).

God’s presence remains with His children whether we recognize it or not. In periods of darkness, 
God calls us to trust Him until the light returns. “But he knows the way that I take; when he has 
tried me, I shall come out as gold” (Job 23:10).

In this world of suffering, I have a profound and abiding hope, and faith for the future. Not because 
I’ve followed a set of religious rules, but because for forty-some years, I’ve known a real person, 
and continue to know Him better. Through inconceivable self-sacrifice, He has touched me deeply, 
given me a new heart, and utterly transformed my life. To Jesus be the glory, now and forever.

Randy Alcorn, “Dealing with Doubt,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 October 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/dealing-doubt/
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LUST AND CHASTITY

THABITI ANYABWILE

We often think that “our day and age” differs significantly from previous eras. We tend to think 
that our day presents more dangerous and stubborn problems, requiring more complex and so-
phisticated solutions, from wiser and nobler people, namely ourselves. Someone has dubbed this 
attitude “chronological snobbery.” 

But one thing puts the lie to this self deception—the continuing existence and destruction of lust.

Earlier Christians wisely included lust among the deadliest sins. For lust is the impregnated par-
ent of all forms of sin. James explained that “each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed 
by his own desire. Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully 
grown brings forth death” (James 1:14–15).

From the first stolen bite of forbidden fruit to the avaricious gaze of mall-bound window shop-
pers, lust has coursed through the hearts of men like the most poisonous venom. 

Lust involves any strong desire, craving, or want that opposes the holy will and command of 
God. Lust perverts, twists, and defiles all that is good and beautiful, and this is particularly true 
with sexual or carnal lust.

For example, some people today tout homosexuality as an “orientation” equal in virtue to het-
erosexuality. They appeal to the “love” shared between two persons of the same gender, and on 
that basis, contend that equality and public acceptance must be guaranteed. To some, these sexual 
passions are so strong as to appear innate. Moreover, we are told that homosexual desires are 
private, harmless to others, and beyond the censure of society.

But if that is true, what are we to think of a passage like Romans 1:26–27? The Bible defines 
homosexual desires as “contrary to nature,” not an equal alternative orientation. Homosexuality 
is a “dishonorable passion” that “consumes” men and women, leading to shameless behavior. 
The strong emotional pull of lust and the affections shared between persons in a homosexual 



Tuesday, OcTOber 28, 2014

The state of Theology

Theological Awareness Benchmark Study

Research Report

in partnership with

The State of American Theology PAGE 117

relationship — whatever those affections may be called — cannot properly be called “love.” 
After all, love “does not rejoice at wrongdoing” (1 Cor. 13:6), and homosexuality is wrongdoing. 
Moreover, the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah over what today would be called “private” 
decisions indicates that lust is a serious social problem.

And herein is the ultimate problem with lust: Those overcome with lust “receive in themselves 
the due penalty for their error” (Rom. 1:27) and will face the Lord as “an avenger in all these 
things” (1 Thess. 4:6). God keeps “the unrighteous under punishment until the day of judgment, 
and especially those who indulge in the lust of defiling passion and despise authority” (2 Peter 
2:9–10). Lust blinds men to the fact that it is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of a holy God.

What is the antidote to this ensnaring, soul-destroying vice? It is the cultivation of chastity. 

Cultivating chastity begins with the knowledge of God and His will. The apostle Paul captures 
this relationship well. “For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from sex-
ual immorality; that each one of you know how to control his own body in holiness and honor, 
not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know God” (1 Thess. 4:3–5). Unbelieving 
Gentiles are given over to lust because they do not know God. But those who do know God and 
His will pursue moral and sexual purity. And how can it be otherwise since God is light and in 
Him there is no darkness at all (1 John 1:5)?

Moreover, this knowledge of God produces weeping over vice. Consider the Bible’s description 
of Lot during the days of Sodom and Gomorrah: “That righteous man lived among them day 
after day…tormenting his righteous soul over their lawless deeds that he saw and heard” (2 Peter 
2:8). Lust grieved Lot. Likewise, the psalmist wept over the broken law of God in his day (Ps. 
119:136). And the true disciples of Christ are the blessed who mourn (Matt. 5:4). They are also 
the pure in heart who will see God (Matt. 5:8). The road to chastity begins with weeping, but it 
ends in the beatific vision of God Himself.

Christ Jesus gave Himself to purchase a lawless people (Titus 2:14), who are then made clean 
in conscience, heart, and soul through faith in Him (Heb. 9:13–14; James 4:8). This is why Paul 
could borrow the image of chastity to describe Christ’s ongoing purification of the Bride (Eph. 
5:27) as well as his own labors on behalf of the Corinthian church: “I betrothed you to one 
husband, to present you as a pure virgin to Christ” (2 Cor. 11:2). When we see Christ we shall be 
like Him—pure (1 John 3:2–3).
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Thus is the superiority of chastity over lust demonstrated. Lust works its way toward death. 
Chastity leads to the glories of heaven with Christ Jesus and the Father. Can there really be any 
doubt as to which path is best? 

Thabiti Anyabwile, “Lust & Chastity,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 May 2008 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/lust-chastity/
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ORDINARY CHRISTIAN WORK

TIM CHALLIES

Of the many legacies of the Protestant Reformation, few have had greater and wider-reaching 
impact than the rediscovery of the biblical understanding of vocation. Before the Reformation, 
the only people with a vocation or calling were those who were engaged in full-time church 
work—monks, nuns, or priests. As Gene Veith writes in God at Work:

The ordinary occupations of life—being a peasant farmer or kitch-
en maid, making tools or clothing, being a soldier or even king—
were acknowledged as necessary but worldly. Such people could be 
saved, but they were mired in the world. To serve God fully, to live 
a life that is truly spiritual, required a full-time commitment.

As the Reformers looked past uninspired traditions in their return to the authority and sufficien-
cy of God’s Word, they found that full-time ministry was a vocation, but it was by no means the 
only vocation. They saw that each of us has a vocation and that each vocation has dignity and 
value in the eyes of the Lord. We can all honor God in the work we do.

Yet that old tradition is never far off, and if we do not constantly return to God’s Word and allow 
it to correct us, we will soon drift back. It is encouraging that today we find many Christian pas-
tors and authors exploring what it means to be ordinary Christians doing ordinary work as part 
of their ordinary lives. It is encouraging to see these leaders affirming the worth of all vocations. 
The questions every Christian faces at one time or another are these: Are Christian plumbers, 
cooks, doctors, and businessmen lesser Christians because they are not in “full-time” ministry? 
And what of Christian mothers and homemakers? Can they honor God even through very ordi-
nary lives? Can we honor God through ordinary lives without tacitly promoting a dangerous kind 
of spiritual complacency? What does it mean to avoid being conformed to this world and to be 
transformed by the renewing of our minds (Rom. 12:2) in this area of vocation?

As we would expect, God’s Word addresses these questions. In 1 Thessalonians, Paul responds 
to questions he had received from the people of the church in Thessalonica. And apparently, one 
of the questions they asked the Apostle was something like this: How can we live lives that are 
pleasing to God (see 4:1-12)? They had been told of God’s creation mandate, that God created 
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us and placed us on this earth so we could exercise dominion over it as His representatives. They 
had been told of Christ’s Great Commission, that His people are to take the gospel to the farthest 
corners of the earth, and as more and more people come out of darkness and into light, to train 
them in the things of the Lord.

This church knew those big-picture commands, but they found themselves looking to Paul for specific 
guidance. What does it look like for ordinary people in ordinary places and ordinary times to live out 
the creation mandate and the Great Commission? Does it require full-time ministry? Does it require 
moving to the far side of the globe? What is the life that is pleasing to God?

Paul’s response is fascinating and perfectly consistent with the doctrine of vocation. His response 
addresses three issues: sexual morality, the local church, and work.

Life Under Control 
The first thing Paul tells this church is that if they want to live lives that are pleasing to God, they 
need to avoid sexual immorality and instead pursue sexual purity: “For this is the will of God, 
your sanctification: that you abstain from sexual immorality; that each one of you know how to 
control his own body in holiness and honor” (1 Thess. 4:3). The Thessalonians needed to reject 
the worldly counterfeits of sex and relationships to instead pursue godliness in those areas.

Life in Community 
The second thing Paul tells this church is that if they are to live lives that are pleasing to God, 
they need to commit to loving the people in their local churches: “You yourselves have been 
taught by God to love one another…. But we urge you, brothers, to do this more and more” (vv. 
9-10). While Christians are to extend love to all men without discrimination, they are to focus 
their love especially on the brothers and sisters in their local church.

Life at Work 
Paul’s third point is especially important to ordinary Christian work. He tells these Christians to 
“aspire to live quietly, and to mind your own affairs, and to work with your hands, as we instruct-
ed you, so that you may walk properly before outsiders and be dependent on no one” (vv. 11-12). 
If the Bible was going to tell believers that full-time ministry was a better or higher calling, if it 
was going to tell us that the best Christians are the ones who sell all they own and move to the 
other side of the planet, this is exactly where we would expect to find it. But we do not. We find 
something altogether different.
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In 1 Thessalonians 4, Paul gives very simple instructions that transcend time, geography, and 
culture. He tells the Thessalonians to live quietly, to mind their own business, and to work with 
their hands. When he tells them to live quietly, he means for them to be content to be unknown 
and unnoticed. There is a paradox here: they are to work hard to be still, or to make it their ambi-
tion to be free from worldly ambition. They are to be content with their lot and to know that this 
contentment is how they can best honor God. When Paul tells them to mind their own business, 
he means for them to focus on their own work and to avoid being busybodies, who are busy with 
everything but what matters most. And when he tells them to work with their own hands, he 
means for them to carry on the work in which they are engaged, even (or especially) if that work 
involves manual labor. He could call them to all of this because their work had intrinsic value 
simply because it was their calling—their God-given vocation.

As far as we know, Paul was not writing to a group of brand-new Christians here. He was not 
giving them the basic instructions that would carry them through their early years, before they 
eventually graduated to better and more difficult things. This church appears to be strong and 
spiritually mature, and still Paul’s word to them is very simple: you bring honor and glory to God 
through your very ordinary lives.

Life on Mission 
In case the instruction was not sufficient, and before he moves on to other matters, Paul explains 
the importance and the effect of doing these very simple things. He wants them to do this “so that 
you may walk properly before outsiders and be dependent on no one” (4:12). Here Paul shows that 
Christians live out God’s desires for them through their ordinary work and their ordinary lives. This 
quiet life, this life of minding one’s own business and working hard, allows them to carry out the 
Great Commission. After all, if they do these things—if they pursue sexual purity, if they love one 
another, and if they work hard—Paul assures them they will be walking properly before outsiders. 
Not only that, but they will be displaying love for their Christian brothers and sisters.

Let’s be clear: this is not a call to complacency or a call to a bare minimum. It is a call to be 
faithful right where we are and to know that God is pleased with His people when they live 
out their ordinary lives. There will be some who are called to full-time church ministry as their 
vocation. There will be some who will put aside manual labor in order to be trained and tasked as 
full-time pastors, dependent on the support of others.
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There will be some who will stop working with their hands to go into the mission field. This is 
good, and it honors God. But it is not a higher call or a better call or a surer path to pleasing God. 
We please God—we thrill God—when we live as ordinary people in ordinary lives who use our 
ordinary circumstances to proclaim and live out an extraordinary gospel.

Tim Challies, “Ordinary Christian Work,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 August 2014 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/ordinary-christian-work/
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CHRISTIAN PARENTING

ELYSE FITZPATRICK

Allie was having a rough night. She had already been disciplined once for slapping one of the 
pastor’s sons across the face, and she had just done it again, this time to his brother. Her mother 
was humiliated and frustrated. Allie was angry, ashamed, and hopeless as she sat in her room 
awaiting the consequences.

When her mom went to speak with her, Allie cried, “I don’t deserve to be out there with my friends.”

How would you have answered her?

Practically every parent on the planet has had a conversation with a child about the impropriety of 
hitting others. The question before Christian parents is not “Should I correct this behavior?” The ques-
tion is “How does the gospel inform the way I correct my children?” Perhaps a more pointed question 
would be “How does my parenting differ from that of my Mormon neighbors down the street?”

In one of only two direct commands about parenting in the New Testament, Paul writes, “Fa-
thers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction 
of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4). Entire books have been written about this verse: how fathers can avoid 
provoking their kids and what discipline and instruction look like. But in all of our parsing of this 
verse, perhaps we’ve overlooked the most important phrase: “of the Lord.” This phrase would 
have shocked Paul’s early readers because Ephesian parents trained their children up in the disci-
pline and instruction of the Greek philosophers. Paul tells Christian parents that we are to bring 
our children up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord. What does that look like?

First of all, parenting that is “of the Lord” is dependent on grace. Because “salvation is of the 
Lord” (Jonah 2:9, NKJV), we know that we are incapable of transforming our children’s hearts 
or making them believe. So, rather than fussing, manipulating, worrying, and demanding, Chris-
tian dads or moms can rest in God’s grace, enjoy their children, and give up trying to do what 
only the Spirit can do.

Christian parenting is also transparent. As Christians, we know we are sinners. When it comes to 
righteousness before God, we are not superior to anyone, not even our children. We should never 
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wonder, “Why would my child do that?” We know the answer: he or she is the child of a sinner. 
The gospel tells us that we are not warring against our children but rather alongside them, fight-
ing sin together. It’s not us versus them but parents and children versus sin and unbelief.

Christian parents know the true function of God’s law in our children’s lives. God’s law makes 
them know their need for Christ, teaches believing children how to respond to the grace they’ve 
received, and makes them truly grateful for Jesus’ perfect keeping of it. But it does not make 
them good. Indeed, it cannot make them good, and we must stop expecting it to do so. Only 
Christ’s righteousness can earn the blessed benediction: “You are good.”

If our parenting is truly Christian, tethered to both the indicatives and imperatives of God’s 
Word, then we’ll need to pray. We’ll need to pray because we need help connecting the gospel to 
their everyday lives. None of us does this well.

Christian parents must flee from moralism and manipulation into the blood and righteousness of 
Jesus alone. We have to give them the gospel, graciously but relentlessly, so that they’ll know 
that there is a God who is as good as He says He is. Love them, discipline them, and tell them 
about Jesus.

Now, back to our opening vignette. Allie had just declared, “I don’t deserve to be with my 
friends.” How would the gospel transform her mom’s response?

Although her mom wasn’t thinking about the gospel and didn’t want to take time away from her 
company to correct her daughter or talk to her about Jesus, the Lord used Allie’s words to melt 
her heart.

“You’re right, Allie. You don’t deserve to be with your friends. But neither do I. I’ve been angry 
and embarrassed. I don’t deserve God’s good gifts either. But God is so kind, He doesn’t give 
us what we deserve. He gives us mercy instead. Do you know what mercy is, little one?” Allie 
shook her head no.

“Mercy is God giving you good when you deserve punishment. And grace is God just piling on 
all the good stuff you could never earn by being good enough. God can give us grace because 
His Son never slapped anyone. He can give us mercy because His Son was slapped in our place. 
Jesus has made a way for you and me to experience God’s mercy instead of His judgment. Isn’t 
He good?”
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“You’re making me cry,” Allie whispered through her tears.

“Yes, God’s mercy is making me cry, too,” her mom replied. “Let’s pray together that the Lord 
helps us both remember His grace tonight.”

After discipline and prayer, Allie hugged her mom and said, “Mommy, now I know that God 
really loves me.”

Christian parenting isn’t a new method. It’s sharing the gospel you already know.

Elyse Fitzpatrick, “Christian Parenting,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 March 2012 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/christian-parenting/
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PAIN: GOD’S MEGAPHONE

ALISTAIR BEGG

For sixty years, successive generations have been helped by what C.S. Lewis wrote on the sub-
ject of pain and suffering. The sustained benefit is due in large measure to the fact that he brought 
to the “problem” a solid dose of Christian realism. This medicine may be more important now 
than ever. It is not uncommon to watch as television preachers inform their audiences that God 
“does not want you to be sick.” It is hard to imagine such an assertion proving to be an encour-
agement to the wheel-chair bound, long-term sufferer of multiple sclerosis. At best, such preach-
ers are confused. The Bible makes a clear distinction between the now of our earthly pilgrimage 
and the then of our heavenly home. A day is coming when there will be no more death or mourn-
ing or crying or pain. But as any honest observer of the human condition will admit, that day has 
not arrived. While most of us are probably not facing “the heartbreaking routine of monotonous 
misery,” as Lewis puts it, few of us are untouched by trials of various kinds.

Although the trial may appear in the disguise of an enemy, in reality it may prove to be a friend. 
The biblical writer James encourages his readers when faced with trials to welcome them as 
friends rather than resenting them as intruders. Instead of running and hiding we are to face them 
in the awareness that they come to prove us and to improve us. Lewis does not argue that suffer-
ing is good in itself. Instead, he points to the redemptive, sanctifying effects of suffering. 

Thirty-two years of pastoral ministry have brought me into direct contact with those whose ex-
periences of pain and suffering have proved to be a severe mercy. I think of a nuclear physicist in 
our church in Scotland who attended out of deference to his wife and three young daughters. He 
listened to the sermons with an air of polite indifference; he accepted a copy of John Stott’s Basic 
Christianity but remained secure in his scientific shell. It was only when his fourth child, a son, 
died at eleven months that the megaphone sounded. Recognizing that his worldview was inad-
equate to deal with tragedy and loss, he found himself reaching beyond his shadow land to find 
himself caught up in the embrace of the God who is there. By this terrible necessity of tribulation 
God conquered his rebel will and brought him to the place of peace.

It is also true that God uses suffering to wean His children away from the plausible sources of 
false happiness. The Christian may grow drowsy in the sun but will not fall asleep in the fire or 
the flood. Each of us must recognize how easy it is to think little of God when all is well on the 



Tuesday, OcTOber 28, 2014

The state of Theology

Theological Awareness Benchmark Study

Research Report

in partnership with

The State of American Theology PAGE 127

outside. But what a change occurs when, for example, the biopsy comes back positive. A sharp 
blast of anxiety comes to shatter any illusions of self-sufficiency. How kind of God to rouse us 
and to bring us to the place of dependence.

Our experience of pain, if sanctified, will create an awareness of the trials that others face and 
a tenderness in our dealings. When our pains and disappointments become the occasion for the 
softening of our hearts, we can anticipate the privilege of bearing with the infirmities of others. 
Jesus, the Chief Shepherd, our great High Priest, is “touched with the feelings of our infirmities,” 
and He has left us an example that we should follow. It ought to concern us greatly when those 
of us who have been called to teach and to lead fail to display gentleness and compassion for the 
faint and the trembling. Although I have only dipped a toe in the sea of suffering, it is immediate-
ly apparent that God uses the lonely hours in the middle of the night to teach us lessons that we 
never learned in our bright and healthy hours. We rise to affirm William Cowper’s observation 
that “behind a frowning providence, God hides a smiling face.”

I only begin to scratch the surface of this topic. I must leave the reader to ponder two things. 
First, consider how suffering and pain often prove to be God’s means of discipline and how in 
this discipline we find an evidence and seal of our adoption (see Heb. 12:5). Secondly, consider 
the corrective element in affliction as referenced by the psalmist (Ps. 119:67, 71). 

Lewis helps us to realize that when the megaphone of pain sounds in our lives and in the lives of 
our unbelieving friends and neighbors we dare not respond with some form of superficial trium-
phalism or descend the abyss of pessimism. If those whose lives are marked by quiet desperation, 
who are painfully aware of their trials and sufferings are going to seek out the Christian for help, 
it will not be because we appear to live lives that are free from trials but because we are honest 
about our own sufferings and difficulties. We will not attempt an answer for every question since 
we know that God has His secrets (Deut. 29:29). We will affirm that even in the mystery of His 
purposes we know the security of His love, and we will seek to introduce others to our God who 
entered into our sorrows and our sufferings. 

Alistair Begg, “Pain: God’s Megaphone,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 January 2008 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the 
Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/pain-gods-megaphone/
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A TEACHABLE SPIRIT

JUSTIN TAYLOR

Only one book is absolutely essential to save us, to equip us to obey God’s will, and to glorify 
Him in whatever we do. Only one book gives us undiluted truth—the whole truth and nothing 
but the truth. Only one book serves as our ultimate and final authority in all that it affirms. That 
book, of course, is the Bible, God’s Holy Word. No wonder John Wesley once exclaimed, “Let 
me be homo unius libri”—a man of one book!

And yet the irony is that if we use only this book, we may in fact be in disobedience to it. We 
should count good teaching about the Bible—whether through commentaries, books, sermons, 
study Bibles, and so on—to be a gift from God for the good of His church (see Eph. 4:11; James 
1:17). So what may look pious on the outside (“Just me and my Bible!”) can actually mask pride 
on the inside.

Acts 8 describes a story that might help us think through this. An Ethiopian eunuch—a God-fear-
ing Gentile who served as treasurer to the Ethiopian queen—had made a five-month journey by 
chariot to Jerusalem in order to worship God. During his return trip he was puzzling out loud 
over the Isaiah scroll that he held in his hands. And the Holy Spirit appointed Philip to help him 
understand the meaning of the Bible.

Philip first asked this man if he understood the passage that he was reading (chap. 53). The 
Ethiopian responded, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” (v. 31). After inviting Philip to 
sit in his chariot, he asked him about whom this passage spoke. “Then Philip opened his mouth, 
and beginning with this Scripture he told him the good news about Jesus” (v. 35). Soon after, the 
eunuch insisted they stop the chariot in order to be baptized by Philip in obedience to his new 
savior and king, Jesus Christ.

To be sure, this is a historical narrative recounting an event. The purpose is not necessarily to 
guide believers today in how to read their Bibles or how to think about the teaching of God’s 
Word. But the elements within it nonetheless correspond to some wise principles we can adopt as 
our own. So let’s work through the passage again, letting the various points serve as triggers for 
our own reflection on understanding the Word of God and those who teach it.
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First, the Ethiopian wrestles with and labors to understand the meaning of God’s Word. He 
doesn’t wait for help; he first tries on his own to figure out what the text is saying. He is not con-
tent merely to skim the Scriptures, putting a check mark next to his reading in the scroll for that 
day. And so it is with us—we must spend time in the Bible, working hard and trusting God for 
insight into its meaning. Paul expressed this as a command followed by a promise: “Think over 
what I say, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything” (2 Tim. 2:7).

Second, the eunuch humbly acknowledges his own insufficiency and lack of understanding. He 
desires to understand what the Word says, he admits that he needs help, and then he asks for it. 
We should approach God first remembering that He wants to be asked and that He promises to 
assist us: “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without 
reproach, and it will be given him” (James 1:5). And what should we pray? Psalms 119 provides 
many examples of how to pray for understanding and application. For example, verses 33–36:

Teach me, O Lord, the way of 
your statutes; and I will keep 
it to the end. 
Give me understanding, that I may 
keep your law and observe it with  
my whole heart.  
Lead me in the path of your commandments,  
for I delight in it. 
Incline my heart to your testimonies,  
and not to selfish gain!

Third, the eunuch asks a good, clear, relevant question based upon his own wrestling with the mean-
ing of the text. Asking good questions is evidence of good thinking. If you don’t ask good questions 
about the text, you won’t engage your mind and you won’t be able to evaluate the answers.

Fourth, he listens carefully to the Christ-centered, gospel-focused teaching before him. Jesus 
warned that we must take care how we listen (Luke 8:18), and the Ethiopian eunuch does just 
that. For many of us, our inclination is to talk first and listen second, but Christ-followers must 
be “quick to hear” and “slow to speak” (James 1:19).
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Finally, he puts into practice what he has just learned from the Word and from his commentator. 
Philip had told him “the good news about Jesus” (Acts 8:35), which probably included the teach-
ing that members of God’s covenant community will publicly identify with Christ in the act of 
baptism. So the Ethiopian official models for us James’ command to “be doers of the word, and 
not hearers only” (James 1:22).

So let us be the sort of people who prayerfully and carefully immerse ourselves day and night in 
God’s Word (Josh. 1:8; Ps. 1:2). Let us also be the sort of Berean-like people who receive good 
teaching about God’s Word “with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if these 
things were so” (Acts 17:11).  

Justin Taylor, “A Teachable Spirit,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 June 2009 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the Internet: 
http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/teachable-spirit/
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THE BLESSINGS OF HUMILITY

JERRY BRIDGES

The two Christian character traits taught most frequently in the New Testament are love and hu-
mility. The classic passage on love is, of course, 1 Corinthians 13. The classic passage on humil-
ity, though it never uses the word, is Matthew 5:2–12, popularly known as the Beatitudes. And 
just as 1 Corinthians describes love, so the Beatitudes describe humility.

Jesus began His teaching with, “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matt. 5:3). The poor in spirit are 
those who have become convinced of their spiritual poverty. They see their continued sinfulness 
even as believers. In contrast to the self-righteous Pharisee who prayed, “God, I thank you that 
I am not like other men,” they identify with the tax collector who cried out, “God, be merciful 
to me, a sinner!” (Luke 18:9–13). This is where humility begins, with a deep sense of our own 
continued sinfulness.

Jesus continued, “Blessed are those who mourn” (Matt. 5:4). This second beatitude follows 
naturally the first. Those who see their continued sinfulness mourn over it. They long to see more 
progress in putting to death the persistent sins in their lives—even those “respectable” sins we so 
often tolerate in ourselves.

The third beatitude, “Blessed are the meek,” (v. 5), arises out of the first two. Meekness is not 
weakness of character but strength of character. It is the attitude of one who, realizing his own 
spiritual poverty, acknowledges he deserves nothing from the hand of God or his fellow crea-
tures. He does not become resentful under adverse providences of God or the mistreatments of 
other people. He believes God will work all things for his good, so he leaves his case with God.

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness” (v. 6). What causes believers to hun-
ger and thirst for righteousness? It is a growing recognition of their own continued sinfulness, 
coupled with the glad realization that their sins are covered by the blood of Christ and that they 
are clothed with His righteousness. They deeply desire to be in their experience what they are in 
their standing before God. They long to be freed more and more from the persistent sin patterns 
in their lives and to see more of those gracious traits that the Bible calls “the fruit of the Spirit.” 
The tension between what they desire to be and what they see themselves still to be produces a 
continual state of humility toward God and other people.
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“Blessed are the merciful” (v. 7). Mercy in its most basic form denotes a sense of pity or compas-
sion for those in some state of misery. But sometimes it stands for forgiveness, as when the tax 
collector prayed, “God, be merciful to me a sinner” (Luke 18:13). This is undoubtedly the sense 
in which Jesus used it here. The best description of this form of mercy is in the parable of the 
unforgiving servant (Matt. 18:23–35). The master had pity on the servant who owed ten thousand 
talents and forgave him that tremendous debt. Shortly thereafter the servant encountered a fellow 
servant who owed him a hundred denarii (a paltry sum relative to that which he had owed) and 
refused to forgive. The master, when he heard about it, said, “You wicked servant! I forgave you 
all that debt because you pleaded with me. And should not you have had mercy on your fellow 
servant, as I had mercy on you?” (vv. 32–33).

The merciful, then, are those who realize how much they have been forgiven, and they readily 
forgive those who sin against them. Mercifulness begins with humility, with a deep sense of 
one’s own spiritual poverty coupled with a growing realization of how much one has been for-
given by God.

“Blessed are the pure in heart” (Matt. 5:8). To be pure in heart is to be free from defilement in the 
very core of our being. It does not mean sinless perfection, but it does mean one’s life is charac-
terized by a sincere desire for and an earnest effort to pursue that holiness without which no one 
will see the Lord (Heb. 12:14).

“Blessed are the peacemakers” (Matt. 5:9). A peacemaker seeks first to be at peace with others. 
As Paul wrote, “If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all” (Rom. 12:18). 
That means we take the initiative toward peace even when we have been wronged. Only when 
we have this attitude toward ourselves can we seek to be a peacemaker among others.

The person who seeks to live out these seven beatitudes will usually stand out in society. One 
would think that people would admire and appreciate those whose lives are characterized by 
these traits. But the opposite is often true. Society does not appreciate humility because it is so 
counter to their values. As a result you may be reviled and even persecuted, but in the end you 
will be blessed because “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (James 4:6).

Jerry Bridges, “The Blessings of Humility,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 February 2008 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from 
the Internet: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/blessings-humility/
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SABBATH REST 

SINCLAIR FERGUSON

The anonymous author of Hebrews found different ways of describing the superiority of the Lord 
Jesus Christ. One of them, which forms the underlying motif of chapters 3 and 4, is that Jesus 
Christ gives the rest that neither Moses nor Joshua could provide. Under Moses, the people of 
God were disobedient and failed to enter into God’s rest (3:18). Psalm 95:11 (quoted in Hebrews 
4:3) implies that Joshua could not have given the people “real rest” since “through David” God 
speaks about the rest he will give on another day (Heb. 4:7). This in turn implies that “There 
remains a sabbath rest for the people of God” (Heb. 4:9).

In speaking of this rest (3:18; 4:1, 3–6, 8) the author consistently used the same word for “rest” 
(katapausis). Suddenly, in speaking about the “rest” that remains for the people of God, he uses 
a different word (sabbatismos, used only here in the NT) meaning specifically a Sabbath rest. 
In the context of his teaching, this refers fundamentally to the “Sabbath rest” which is found in 
Christ (“Come … I will give you rest,” Matt. 11:28–30). Thus we are to “strive to enter that  
rest” (4:11).

Since Augustine, Christians have recognized that the Bible describes human experience in a four-
fold scheme: in(i) creation, (ii) fall, (iii) redemption and (iv) glory. We are familiar with echoes 
of this in the Westminster Confession of Faith (chapter 9) and in Thomas Boston’s great book 
Human Nature in its Fourfold State. It is no surprise then that the Sabbath, which was made for 
man, is experienced by him in four ways.

In creation, man was made as God’s image—intended “naturally” as God’s child to reflect his 
Father. Since his Father worked creatively for six days and rested on the seventh, Adam, like a 
son, was to copy Him. Together, on the seventh day, they were to walk in the garden. That day 
was a time to listen to all the Father had to show and tell about the wonders of His creating work.

Thus the Sabbath Day was meant to be “Father’s Day” every week. It was “made” for Adam. It 
also had a hint of the future in it. The Father had finished His work, but Adam had not.
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But Adam fell. He ruined everything, including the Sabbath. Instead of walking with God, he hid 
from God (Gen. 3:8). It was the Sabbath, Father’s Day, but God had to look for him!

This new context helps us to understand the significance of the fourth commandment. It was 
given to fallen man—that is why it contains a “you shall not.” He was not to work, but to rest. 
Externally, that meant ceasing from his ordinary tasks in order to meet with God. Internally, it 
involved ceasing from all self-sufficiency in order to rest in God’s grace.

Considering this, what difference did the coming of Jesus make to the Sabbath day? In Christ 
crucified and risen, we find eternal rest (Matt. 11:28–30), and we are restored to communion with 
God (Matt. 11:25–30). The lost treasures of the Sabbath are restored. We rest in Christ from our 
labor of self-sufficiency, and we have access to the Father (Eph. 2:18). As we meet with Him, He 
shows us Himself, His ways, His world, His purposes, His glory. And whatever was temporary 
about the Mosaic Sabbath must be left behind as the reality of the intimate communion of the 
Adamic Sabbath is again experienced in our worship of the risen Savior on the first day of the 
week—the Lord’s Day.

But we have not yet reached the goal. We still struggle to rest from our labors; we still must 
“strive to enter that rest” (Heb. 4:11). Consequently the weekly nature of the Sabbath continues 
as a reminder that we are not yet home with the Father. And since this rest is ours only through 
union with Christ in His death and resurrection, our struggles to refuse the old life and enjoy the 
new continue.

But one may ask: “How does this impact my Sundays as a Christian?” This view of the Sabbath 
should help us regulate our weeks. Sunday is “Father’s Day,” and we have an appointment to meet 
Him. The child who asks “How short can the meeting be? ” has a dysfunctional relationship prob-
lem—not an intellectual, theological problem—something is amiss in his fellowship with God.

This view of the Sabbath helps us deal with the question “Is it ok to do … on Sunday?—because 
I don’t have any time to do it in the rest of the week?” If this is our question, the problem is not 
how we use Sunday, it is how we are misusing the rest of the week.

This view of the Lord’s Day helps us see the day as a foretaste of heaven. And it teaches us that 
if the worship, fellowship, ministry, and outreach of our churches do not give expression to that 
then something is seriously amiss.



Tuesday, OcTOber 28, 2014

The state of Theology

Theological Awareness Benchmark Study

Research Report

in partnership with

The State of American Theology PAGE 135

Hebrews teaches us that eternal glory is a Sabbath rest. Every day, all day, will be “Father’s 
Day”! Thus if here and now we learn the pleasures of a God-given weekly rhythm, it will no 
longer seem strange to us that the eternal glory can be described as a prolonged Sabbath!

Sinclair Ferguson, “Sabbath Rest,” Ligonier Ministries [online], 1 March 2004 [cited 25 June 2015]. Available from the Internet: 
http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/sabbath-rest/
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