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FOREWORD 
 

I have always been of the opinion that one of the gifts God has given to His people (in all 

eras) is insightful individuals who can guide them into greater understanding of His will and of 

the sacred writings that reveal that divine design for His creation. These individuals themselves, 

I sincerely believe, are specially gifted or equipped by His Spirit for this purpose. This certainly 

does not make these people superior to others (or even smarter), it simply means God has 

specially called them and is using them in a specific area of service within His kingdom: 

providing His people with deeper spiritual insights and motivating them to greater devotion and 

service.  

The eunuch from Ethiopia was far from being intellectually deficient, he was just in need 

of deeper understanding into the text he was reading. He lacked crucial background information 

which would make the text come to life in his heart and mind, thus bearing fruit in his life. 

Philip was sent to this man to provide that information. I doubt that Philip put this on his 

resume, or used it to his own glory; he simply answered the Spirit’s call and exercised his 

spiritual gift to the aid of another and to the glory of God.  

As a people called by God, we need to realize that some men and women are indeed specially 

and spiritually gifted in the art of speaking and teaching publicly, and they can be quite 

effective in touching hearts through this legitimate avenue of teaching. Peter apparently 

addressed some rather sizable groups, taking his stand and raising his voice so as to be heard, 

and large numbers were moved to obey (Acts 2). On other occasions (such as with the eunuch) 

the teaching method was more "one-on-one." There is room for a wide variety of methodologies 

in proclaiming the Good News, with each situation determining which might be the most 

effective approach to employ.  

Not all preaching and teaching is designed to "evangelize the lost." There is also 

significant need for "edifying the saved." Paul referred to these two vital aspects of our mission 

as the ministries of "planting" and "watering."  We often assume that the only purpose of those 

called into ministry is to reach the lost. I contend that there is another vast field “ripe unto 

harvest," and that is the saved. They need to be nourished in the Word, guarded from harm, and 

guided in the Way. There are those who have been gifted by God to provide this leadership and 

insight to His people. Call them what you may, but they are vital to the life of the One Body. 

Pastors, elders, bishops, shepherds and presbyters are certainly important in the fulfillment of 

this work. So also are others gifted in scholarship, research, writing, teaching, public speaking 

and in-depth analysis.  In both cases, preaching and teaching, in whatever forms these ministries 

may take, are in view. 

In Nehemiah 8:4-5 we see Ezra the scribe standing "at a wooden podium which they had 

made for the purpose ... And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was 

standing above all the people." Later, many of the Levites assembled the people and "explained 

the law to the people while the people remained in their place. And they read from the book, 

from the law of God, translating to give the sense so that they understood the reading" (vs. 7-8). 

Ezra himself then spoke to the heads of households, as well as the priests and Levites, "that they 

might gain insight into the words of the law" (vs. 13). This all clearly tells us that there are 
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times when those who are more insightful need to assemble the people of God (sometimes even 

the leaders of the people) and "translate" and "explain" the Word more perfectly to them so that 

they may gain valuable insights. I believe there is just as much need for this today as there was 

during the time of Ezra.  

Dr. Dallas Burdette is a disciple of Christ Jesus who has been gifted by the Spirit with the 

ability to present the will and wisdom of our God in a way that can be easily understood, and 

yet his style and depth are sufficient to challenge even the scholars within the One Body.  This 

is truly a gift, and God is using this man in a powerful way today to reach precious souls with 

His message of grace.  In his series of books on Biblical Preaching and Teaching, Dallas has 

provided many hours of enjoyment as we examine the sacred writings through his eyes.  This 

present volume is no less effective in that respect. 

We are led on a journey of discovery and reflection through the books of Ephesians and 

Philippians, gazing with wonder and appreciation upon such themes as God’s grace and 

election, and His gift of salvation. We are challenged to embrace and exhibit godliness and 

faithfulness and forgiveness, as well as to strive for unity in diversity as an expression of the 

true dimension of love.  Dallas deals with some of the issues facing us in the One Body, such as 

the role of women and styles of worship. His chapters on the purpose of the church and what 

God intended His church to be are powerful and insightful.  For those with an interest in 

science, his chapter on the complexity of the cell as evidence of divine design is marvelous; for 

those who find historical backgrounds of interest, his study of the exodus of the people of God 

from Egypt, and the dating of this event, will give them much to ponder. As one who studied 

psychology for many years during my work on my undergraduate and graduate degrees, I was 

very appreciative of his psychological analysis of the prophet Jonah. In short, there is something 

for everyone in this marvelous new work in his series on biblical preaching and teaching. 

After feasting upon this volume, I urge the reader to inform others about this work. This 

is material that is spiritually valuable and eternally relevant.  It needs to be shared. I have no 

doubt that our God is using His servant Dallas Burdette to bless the lives of those around him, 

and much of that blessing is brought about by the divine principles of His Holy Word that this 

good man has helped us all to perceive just a little more clearly.  May God bless your reading of 

this volume, and may it help you to be a blessing to others. 

 

Al Maxey 

Alamogordo, NM 

August 25, 2010 
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PREFACE 
 

 

 This book is an anthology, or compilation, of sermons and in-depth studies to assist us in 

our grasping something of the richness of God’s grace in the sending of Jesus Christ as 

Atonement for the sins of humanity. Chapters 1-10 explore the mind of God even before He 

spoke this universe into existence. God foreordained that those who are in Christ become a part 

of the predestined or the elect of God. Since God has brought into existence one new humanity, 

the first chapter in this book explores the true dimension of love—unity in diversity. Chapter 2 

examines God’s forgiveness, which forgiveness is full and free. As believers in the finished 

work of Christ upon Calvary, I call attention to the need of constantly reflecting upon God’s 

grace (Chapters 3 and 4). Chapter 5 calls attention to our new relationship with God. Since we 

have entered into a fresh union, we are to exhibit a different lifestyle. 

 Chapters 6 through 8 explain predestination and election as set forth by Paul in Ephesians 

1:3-14. God foreordained that those who put their trust in Jesus become a part of the 

predestined and belong to His elect. If we wish to become a part of the predestined and the 

elect, we must hear the Good News about Christ and believe. Chapter 9 draws attention to two 

different spheres—human and Divine. As Christians, we experience grace and peace in the 

spiritual sphere of the Divine. Chapter 10 focuses on the “mystery” as described by Paul in his 

Ephesian Epistle. This chapter (10) begins with the messianic prophecy in Genesis 3:15 and 

concludes with Isaiah 11:1. This in-depth study examines several messianic prophecies 

concerning the coming of the Messiah. 

 Chapter 11 is part one of two parts dealing with the how and why of salvation. Part one 

calls attention to the role of women within the Christian community. This subdivision zeros in 

on the biblical concept of women being active in the proclamation of God’s Good News as well 

as participating in strengthening and encouraging the saints when they assemble as a corporate 

gathering. This study refutes the traditional stance advanced by many sincere Christians that 

women are to keep silent in the assemblies of God’s people. Part two of this study develops 

another aspect of messianic prophecy—the “Branch.” Chapter 13 examines life before rebirth. 

Chapter 14 investigates Ephesians 5:19, which Scripture is often cited by many well-meaning 

Christians against instrumental music. This research also examines statements from Amos 5:23 

and 6:5 that appear, from surface reading, to prohibit instruments to be used in praise to God. 

 Chapters 15 through 21 examine seven concepts from the Book of Philippians, which 

studies are designed to strengthen us in our daily walk with God. These individualized studies 

seek to capture the secret of happiness. Also, a consciousness of who we are should bring about 

a change in our lifestyles (Chapter 16). Christians often become discouraged in the results of 

their evangelistic endeavors. Yet, Paul calls attention to the fact that God works in us to 

accomplish His goals. A realization that God works in us should create fortitude on our part to 

continue to be firm in our commitment to serve for the advancement of God’s kingdom  

Chapters 18 and 19 focus on God as the initiator of our salvation as well as God’s amazing 

grace being worked out in our deliverance from condemnation. Chapter 20 calls attention to our 
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daily lives—shining like starts in the universe. Finally, Chapter 20 demonstrates how Christians 

can rejoice in spite of troubles in their lives. 

 The next three chapters (22-24) investigate the purpose of the church, the church and 

ministry, and an identification of the church. Hopefully, these three chapters will awaken in us a 

need to become active in God’s scheme of redemption. In other words, these three studies are 

designed to arouse within us conviction that every child of God is a minister, not just the person 

in the pulpit. Chapter 24 seeks to help us to recognize the true nature of the church. The church 

is the family of God, not a denomination. Every believer is a part of God’s new humanity. 

 Chapter 25 explores the date of the Exodus. This in-depth study of the Exodus delves into 

liberal as well as biblical chronology. This investigation sets forth the biblical chronology of 

1446 BC for the date of the Exodus from Egypt. In addition to this exploration of the Exodus’ 

date, we also make inquiries into the chronology of the Patriarchs as well as the chronology of 

the dates that should be assigned to certain books of the Hebrew Scriptures. 

 Chapters 26-29 discuss an introduction to the prophets of God as well as an examination 

of the Book of Jonah and a message about God’s admonition to Joshua as the new leader of the 

nation of Israel. Chapter 26 examines the necessity of studying the prophets, that is to say, the 

goal of the prophets along with their prophetic ministry concerning the coming of the Messiah. 

We also have a section that explains terms that Christians need to be acquainted with in order to 

properly interpret the prophets. Were the prophets pre-exilic, exilic, or post-exilic? This chapter 

also sets forth the approximate dates for the prophetic ministries of the ones God called for 

prophetic ministry. Finally, this study also examines the Hebrew words that are translated into 

English as “seer” and “prophet.” Chapters 27 and 28 focus upon Jonah’s time and 

circumstances as well as Jonah’s psychological setback when God called him to go to a pagan 

nation. Chapter 29 studies God’s admonition to Joshua to be strong and courageous. In this 

examination, we also look at three other worthies—Moses, Elijah, and Noah.  

 Chapters 30-32 are devoted to the historical and cultural background of 1 Timothy 2:11-

15. This citation is frequently cited in order to disenfranchise women from participation in the 

public gatherings of God’s people. These three chapters examine the cultural background of 

Ephesus in order to understand why Paul had to issue an injunction to stop these particular 

women from teaching. These chapters explore the gods and goddesses as well as the practice of 

magic in Asia Minor. 

The next three chapters (33-35) zero in on who Jesus Christ is. Chapter 34 explains the 

“mystery of godliness” in order to combat the false teachings of traveling missionaries and the 

sham knowledge of the women in the congregation at Ephesus. The women he forbade to teach 

did not have a full understanding of the identity of Jesus the Messiah. They were involved in the 

telling of the “old-womanish tales” about their gods and goddesses. These same women also 

practiced their magical arts, which activity is commonly known today as “sorcery.” Chapter 35 

analyzes the “I Am” sayings in the Gospel of John with an emphasis upon the Trinity. 

Chapter 36 examines the “cell” in order to demonstrate beyond the shadow of a doubt 

that God exists. The cell is so complex that it is not possible for it to have developed without a 

designer. Even if the earth were 30 billion years old, scientists state that that number of years is 

not enough time for life to have evolved since there are only 1018 seconds in 30 billion years. 
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This chapter cites from atheists, evolutionists, as well as theists to demonstrate that the fine-

tuning of the universe and the make-up of living creatures could not have happened without an 

Intelligent Designer, namely, God.  

 

 

Dallas Burdette, D.Min. 

Montgomery, AL 
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1 

 

 

The True Dimension of Love: 

 Unity in Diversity 
 

 

 The church of Jesus the Messiah is fractured into many warring parties. It is not 

uncommon today for believers to love their leaders in a partisan sense. As a result of human 

loyalties, this problem of sectarianism grows as we abandon more and more of our love for 

Christ. It is not uncommon for men and women to attach others to themselves through their 

opinions, which opinions then become mandatory. Bitterness flares as the leaders seek to draw 

others to themselves. Just a cursory reflection upon the kingdom of Jesus Christ today, we 

witness internal clashes, fights, uproars, brawls, and dissensions. In spite of so much turmoil 

within the Christian community, should we turn from this sad state of affairs and pine away in 

hopelessness and depression? The answer is NO!  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught: 

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God” (Matthew 5:9). 

 If we wish to capture the unity for which Jesus prayed (John 17), we need to try to gather 

God’s children together under His Cross, not the isolated dogmas of a particular body of 

believers. Jesus is the unifying factor. If we wish to convert those outside of Christ, we need to 

recapture the concept of unity, which coming together is strength. On the other hand, we 

witness weakness in our testimony where division is found. Within the kingdom of God, we 

need to remember that we have infants, children, young men, young women, fathers, and 

mothers. All Christians are at different levels of knowledge. What is the answer to the dilemma 

of divisions within the kingdom of God? Paul sets forth the basis of unity in his Ephesian 

Epistle: 

 
     As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. 2 

Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. 3 Make every effort to 

keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 4 There is one body and one Spirit— just as 

you were called to one hope when you were called— 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 6 one God 

and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. (Ephesians 4:1-6) 

 

 A cursory reading of Paul’s plea for unity reveals that he bases his instructions upon the 

seven ones—one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and one God. It 

is significant that Paul does not say that there is just one opinion. If we wish unity among God’s 

people, we must base our unity upon the Gospel, not the traditions of men and women. I, 
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myself, will acknowledge all who accept the Gospel facts and seek to obey Jesus in his or her 

ethical conduct, which includes loving one another as He has loved us. John, one of the Twelve, 

cites the words of Jesus as He spoke to His disciples: 

 
     A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one 

another. 35 By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another. (John 13:34-

35) 

 

Love for one another is the key answer to so much disunity among God’s people. Jesus speaks 

of this kind of love as a “new command.” By the word command (ἐντολή, entolē), He speaks of 

a new (καινή, kainē) precept, not νέα (nea) as having never existed before. In other words, the 

disciples were to keep loving one another just as Jesus Himself exhibited His love toward them. 

We can hardly reflect upon these words of Jesus without reflection upon Jesus’ words to 

Nicodemus: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life” (3:16).   

In order for God to redeem the world, according to the words of Jesus, the Son of Man 

“must” (δεῖ, dei) be lifted up (3:14). John 3:16 defines the Gospel of God. How could God love 

such sinful human beings? Jesus came not only announcing the Gospel, He Himself is the 

Gospel. We see the full force of this love when we are commanded to love (ἀγαπάω, agapaō) 

even our enemies. In 3:16, Jesus stresses the word love. He places “loved” (ἠγάπησεν, 

ēgapēsen) before the word God for emphasis. The word ἀγάπη (agapē) denotes the highest type 

of love. The disciples were to display this kind of love for one another. This is the same type of 

love that produces unity among God’s people. Paul surely reflected upon this unique love when 

he wrote the Book of Ephesians (AD 60). The word love occurs sixteen times in the Ephesian 

Epistle. 

The Book of Ephesians reveals the fountain of love that flows from one who has been 

redeemed.  Love is the glue that holds God’s people together. A laid-back evaluation of this 

Ephesian Epistle brings to light an emphasis upon love as the adhesive or cement that maintains 

unity in spite of diversity of opinions. For Paul, love is the ingredient that allows individuals to 

bear with one another, especially in the face of differences of judgments. In order to illustrate 

the principles set forth in Ephesians about love, this chapter focuses upon “unity in diversity” as 

the true dimension of love. Unfortunately, love, for many Christians, ceases when 

disagreements over doctrinal matters arrive. Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians sets the tone for 

unity among God’s people. In this Epistle, Paul calls attention to unity as something that 

Christians must strive to maintain. In the face of dissimilarities within the various local 

gatherings of God’s people, love is put forward as the key element that upholds unity, 

notwithstanding the diversity of beliefs within the body of Christ.1  

                                                 
1This diversity is not associated with teachings that undermine the very foundations of Christianity, 

namely, the deity of Jesus and ethical behavior that glorifies God (see 2 John 9; Galatians 5:16-26). Many 

Christians maintain that unity can be maintained only in conformity to their brand of orthodoxy, especially 

associated with rules and regulations surrounding a so-called worship service with five prescribed rituals that 

must be performed in a prescribed manner. For an in-depth study of “unity in diversity,” see Dallas Burdette, 
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The Book of Ephesians is about unity. In the first chapter, Paul sets forth his prayer for 

the Ephesians, which prayer calls attention to love. Listen to Paul as he prays: 

 
     For this reason, ever since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the 

saints, 16I have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers. 17 I keep asking 

that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirita of wisdom and 

revelation, so that you may know him better. 18 I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be 

enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his 

glorious inheritance in the saints, 19 and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power 

is like the working of his mighty strength, 20 which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the 

dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power 

and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to 

come. 22 And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for 

the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way. (Ephesians 

1:15-23) 

 

Paul writes this Epistle to promote unity within the Christian community. In Chapter 2 

(vv.1-10), he speaks of God’s love for lost humanity. It is God’s love that causes Him to make 

us alive “in” and “through” Jesus. Paul expresses himself this way:  

 
     But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even 

when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. 6 And God raised us up 

with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the 

coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in 

Christ Jesus. 8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it 

is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s workmanship, 

created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. (2:4-10) 

 

 In the next pericope (2:11-22), Paul explains that God in His wisdom devised a means of 

reconciling the world (both Jews and Gentiles) unto Himself. Jesus is God’s answer to the sin 

problem (2:14). God sought to create “one new man” with both Jew and Gentile. Since there is 

only “one body” (2:16) and “one Spirit” (2:18), then they should work for unity in spite of their 

differences. Again, Paul breaks out in another prayer as he seeks to remind the Christians at 

Ephesus that they are “one” because of God and Christ, and the Holy Spirit. Pay attention, once 

more, to Paul as he pours out his soul for the “unity of the Spirit”: 

 
     I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your 

inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being 

rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and 

long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that 

you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. 20 Now to him who is able to do 

immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, 21 to 

him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 

(3:16-21) 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

“Introduction,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, 

FL: Xulon Press, 2008), xvii-xxx. 
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“Faith” and “love” floods this short Epistle. In this letter, Paul goes to the very heart of unity 

among both Jews and Gentiles. After he discusses the very core of Christianity in the first part 

of this Epistle (Chapters 1-3), he then pleads for unity based on his previous statements 

concerning faith in Jesus Christ. Beginning with Chapter 4, he issues his call for unity. This 

unity allows for diversity or differences within the Christian community. Listen to Paul as he 

appeals for oneness:  

  
     As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. 2 

Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. 3 Make every effort to 

keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 4 There is one body and one Spirit— just as 

you were called to one hope when you were called— 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 6 one God 

and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. (4:1-6) 

 

 Paul admonishes or urges (παρακαλῶ, parakalō) the believers to keep unity. Because of 

what God has done for them in and through Jesus, he writes: “I therefore” (4:1, KJV) admonish 

you to walk worthy of your calling. Are we living lives worthy of the redemption we have 

received through the finished work of Christ upon Calvary? Are we humble, gentle, and patient 

when other believers do not always understand everything as we do? Do we bear with one 

another with love because of our faith in Jesus as the Savior of the world? Do we work toward 

the unity that the Holy Spirit has created? Is this unity ours or is this unity the unity of the 

Spirit? This unity that we all possess is “the unity of the Spirit.” The Holy Spirit created this 

unity, and it is up to us, as believers, to keep this oneness. We cannot help but recall the seven 

“ones” upon which unity is based. “One faith” is none other than Jesus the Messiah, not the 

dogmas of the various divisions within the Christian community, which dogmas are often 

identified as the “one faith.”2 

Just as the expression “one faith” is often misapplied so also Paul’s statement: “Follow 

my example, as I follow the example of Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1), which citation will be 

analyzed later in this chapter in order to help promote unity among God’s people. This Scripture 

is frequently dislodged from its context in order to give legality to Christians who withdraw 

from other Christians who refuse to accept the interpretations of other believers.3 Paul’s “follow 

my example” focused on the spirit of toleration for diversity within the Christian community. It 

is in this same vein that he draws to a conclusion, in his Roman Epistle, concerning 

discrepancies. Listen to him as he summarizes his mindset about disagreements: 

 
     May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among 

yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, 6 so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God 

and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 7 Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order 

to bring praise to God. (Romans 15:5-7) 

                                                 
2For a detained study of the “one faith,” see Dallas Burdette, “One Faith,” in Dallas Burdette,  Old Texts 

Through New Eyes: Reexamination of Misunderstood Scriptures (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 339-382. 
3For a detailed study of dogmas that some Christians within some segments of the Churches of Christ 

have divided over, see Dallas Burdette, “Oddities in Pattern Theology,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to 

Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008),55-86. 
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How has Jesus accepted us? Has He not accepted us with imperfection in our lives as 

well as imperfection in our knowledge? The early church was divided over various issues. Two 

large letters written by the author of Ephesians also addresses the concept of unity in spite of 

differences within the local body of believers, namely, the Book of First Corinthians (AD 55) 

and the Book of Romans (AD 57). About five years earlier than his Ephesian Epistle, he had to 

address dissimilarity in understanding in the Corinthian church. Approximately, two years after 

the Corinthians Epistle, he had to face variations in understanding in the church at Rome. In 

order to understand Paul’s concern about the Spirit’s unity, we need to examine the context of 

Paul’s plea in 1 Corinthians 11:1. To understand more clearly the importance of toleration 

toward other believers, we will analyze statements by Paul in the Ephesian Epistle as well as his 

first Epistle to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 8:1-11:1). Even though we will not study Romans 

14-15 as another example of toleration, nevertheless, we will briefly incorporate brief 

statements from this book.4 

 

BOOK OF EPHESIANS: 

ARGUMENTS FOR TOLERATION 

 

The major focus of this chapter will center on an examination of love in the Book of 

Ephesians as well as an assessment of love in 1 Corinthians 8:1-11:1 in order to concretize the 

meaning of love. Both books (Ephesians and First Corinthians) enable us to concretize the 

application of love within the church of Jesus Christ. The word love5 in Ephesians plays a major 

role within this short Epistle. This examination is a needed study, especially within the 

Christian church today as it seeks a solution to the numerous divisions that exist within the 

fractured body of Christ.  

In Ephesians 1:15-19, as cited above, Paul breaks forth in rapturous language with 

thanksgiving and prayer for the Ephesians’ faith in the Lord Jesus and for their love toward 

God’s holy people. From the moment that Paul heard about their faith and love, he did not cease 

giving thanks to God in his prayers. In this short Epistle, Paul utters two prayers about their 

spiritual growth in the knowledge of God’s blessings (1:15-19 and 3:14-19). In these two 

prayers, Paul does not request material things; but rather, his emphasis is upon spiritual 

perception of God’s riches made available “in” and “through” Jesus the Messiah. As we read 

and reread this small Epistle, we observe that three words flow throughout this Book: faith,6 

hope,7 and love.8 Two of these words occur in the beginning of this pericope9 (1:15-23) of 

                                                 
4For  a detailed study of Romans 14-15, see Dallas Burdette, “Watch Out for Those Who Cause 

Division” in Dallas Burdette, Old Texts Through New Eyes: Reexamination of Misunderstood Scriptures 

(Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 274-305. 
5The word love occurs 232 times in the New Testament (NIV). 
6The word faith occurs eight times in Ephesians: 1:5; 2:18; 3:12, 17; 4:5, 13; 6:16, 23. 
7The word hope occurs four times in Ephesians: 1:12, 18; 2:12; 4:4. 
8The word love occurs sixteen times in Ephesians: 1:4, 15; 2:4; 3:17, 18, 19; 4:2, 15, 16; 5:2, 25, 28, 33; 

6:23, 24 (2x). 
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prayer, and we also observe additional comments about God’s power of raising Jesus from the 

dead (1:20). All three of these words occur within this first chapter. 

 After learning of their faith and love, Paul writes: “I have not stopped giving thanks for 

you, remembering you in my prayers” (1:16). Their faith and love motivated Paul to pray for 

these believers. How do we rate in our faith toward God and our love for God’s consecrated 

people? Could it be said of our local fellowship of believers that we, as a congregation, are true 

representatives of the unity for which Jesus prayed. Are we known for our faith and love and 

hope? For Paul, both faith and love should characterize every believer. Without loyalty to God 

and without love for His people, we cannot be a true church. It is not uncommon for Christians 

to separate from other Christians with ostracism—Christians who do not bend to the party 

creed.  

It is not uncommon for some Christians to withhold fellowship from other Christians 

when they exercise their critical faculties in trying to arrive at a clearer understanding of God’s 

Word. Many believers do not love other Christians who disagree with their understanding of 

God’s Word.10 For many believers, engagement with other disciples of Jesus hinges upon 

conformity to the status quo of a particular party statement of belief. We should question the 

great confidence of absolutism on the part of the various groups within the various divisions 

within the Christian community. Just a casual reading of the religious journals by many sincere 

Christians reveal the temporary nature of the formulations made by men and women—

formulations conditioned by their social culture as well as their psychological reactions to 

certain dogmas as being beyond dispute. For some, dogmatic certainty on every point of 

doctrine is the only thing that will meet their needs. Many Christians are seeking a finished 

creed—a creed that is as unalterable as the laws of the Medes and Persians.   

I grew up in a segment of the Stone/Campbell Movement in which the church wanted a 

finished, or static, creed.11 What I discovered very early in my struggle for liberation from 

theological dogmatism was ostracism. This particular fellowship made uniformity of doctrine 

the basis of unity and also the basis of a true church. It was not uncommon for our church signs 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
9A pericope is a designated portion or unit of Scripture; it may be long or short. A pericope is a self-

contained literary unit or section. 
10First Corinthians 8 through chapter 14 is a classic example of differences (unity in diversity) covered 

by love. Paul sets forth, in this section, love as the realm of God’s grace. It is love that makes the church into a 

new creation. For Paul, love is the new aeon within which the church sees Christ Himself in the congregation as 

the great exemplar, or pattern, of love. Love is the element that holds Christians together in spite of differences. 

Love is the all-embracing power of God, which love has been put into force in this world through the love of 

God in and through Jesus Christ. From this love of God and of Christ, the church has its life. Thus, the church, 

too, must manifest the love of God toward sinners and toward brothers and sisters in Christ, in spite of diversity 

in understanding. For an in-depth study of 1 Corinthians 8, see Dallas Burdette, “Unity in Diversity,” in Dallas 

Burdette, Old Texts Through New Eyes: Reexamination of Misunderstood Scriptures (Longwood, FL: Xulon 

Press, 2009)120-129. 
11This section is a short autobiographical statement about my own earlier spiritual journey. The actions 

taken against me were taken out of a desire to be true to the “faith” once for all delivered to the saints. There 

was not a discerning intend to violate God’s Word in their reaction to my disagreements with the status quo.  

Every Christian brings a certain amount of baggage with himself or herself as each seeks to understand God’s 

Word.  
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to read: “The True Church Meets Here.” Under no conditions did this unique band of believer’s 

fellowship allow for doctrinal reinterpretation of long-held traditions. I became, at least to this 

group, a religious outlaw, that is to say, the Jesse James of the theological world within this 

movement of God’s family. The bitter intolerance against me was unbelievable. There was an 

explosion of ill will from this very narrow-minded fellowship, which was composed of godly 

men and women.12  

In the field of controversy, we frequently discover that courtesy, kindness, fairness, 

tolerance, and love are conspicuously absent in the face of disagreements, which is totally at 

variance with First Corinthians 13. Letters were written against my supposedly liberal views. 

Fagots (sticks) were gathered, as it were, and thrown on the flame of hate. The hostilities grew 

increasingly vehement. I soon discovered that our doctrines were frozen in terms that 

denied liberty of interpretation. In my now seventy years of ministry, I have learned that 

opinions may be mistaken, but love never is. When we, as Christians, truly love one another, 

there is complete and unreserved commitment to each other. This scenario is not unique among 

my religious heritage, but it is prevalent within other denominations. Justo Gonzalez (b. 1937, 

Cuban-American Methodist historian) and Catherine Gonzalez address the problems that 

Christ’s community of believers face on a daily basis. Both go right to the heart of the problem: 

 
     They were so used to reading the Bible as they had been taught by generations of interpreters that 

any questioning of that interpretation seemed to be a questioning of Scripture itself. Therefore the 

thrust of their argument was not, as has so often been said, that tradition was above Scripture, or that 

it was parallel to it, but rather that the two were so closely entwined that to doubt the traditional 

interpretation was to doubt the authority of both Bible and tradition.13 

 

When Christians do not love those who hold another opinion, this behavior of unbending 

orthodoxy destroys the faith of many. Christians can come nearer winning the lost to Christ if 

they see unity among His followers. It is in this regard that Jesus prays: “That they all may be 

one; as thou, Father, are in me, and I in thee, that they also may be one in us: that the world may 

believe that thou hast sent me” (John 17:21, KJV). I am currently dealing with an individual 

who has rejected Christianity because of what he has seen in the various denominations toward 

those who disagree with the powers-that-be. It is in this same vein that Joseph. Houldsworth. 

Oldham (1874-1969, Scottish missionary and significant figure in Christian ecumenism) wrote 

(1937) the following note expressing the internal turmoil in his own soul to Paul Tillich (1886-

                                                 
12This attitude is not unique among this particular fellowship—a fellowship made up of many good and 

sincere Christians. I suffered abuse from other Churches, which were just as dogmatic and radical as my 

involvement with the fellowship on my mother’s side of the family. Yet, there are many within certain bodies of 

believers who do not adhere to stringent condemnation of other fellowships. We cannot and must not lump 

everyone within this unique fellowship within the same mold. Even those who are extremely radical are 

possibly “unconscious sectarian.” In other words, they are not conscious that they are causing divisions.  This 

chapter is not to condemn those who disagree with me, but rather, to lead them as well as all of God’s children 

to a clearer application of God’s Word in order to bring about unity and love among all God’s people, the unity 

for which our Lord Jesus prayed (John 17). 
13Justo L. Gonzalez and Catherine G. Gonzalez, Liberation Preaching: The Pulpit and the Oppressed, 

William D. Thompson, ed. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980), 30.  
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1965, German-American theologian and Christian existentialist philosopher) about his own 

doubts: 

 
     You know, Tillich, Christianity has no meaning for me whatsoever apart from the Church, but I 

sometimes feel as though the Church as it actually exists is the source of all my doubts and 

difficulties.14 

 

In my own search for understanding, I was confronted with a stiff denominational system 

of ecclesiastical control by powerful preachers. I was excommunicated because the 

congregation that I labored with accepted a Christian (M. S. Whitehead) from a congregation 

that employed individual communion cups in the observance of the Lord’s Supper without 

making a so-called public confession of sin. I was, in effect, a man without a church. I am 

writing this chapter to call attention to the true dimension of love within the Christian 

community, a love that God demands of His people. The body of Christ puts accent on the 

community of love foretold by the prophets. The ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia, congregation. assembly) 

is the association that unites persons with persons. The thrust of the study is to set forth the 

proper measurement of love in spite of differences among God’s “chosen people.” Love is the 

answer to so many problems that plague the Christian community today. The words of the 

Apostle John are to the point: 

 
     Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been 

born of God and knows God. 8 Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. 9 

This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son a into the world that we 

might live through him. 10 This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as 

an atoning sacrifice for b our sins. 11 Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one 

another. 12 No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made 

complete in us. (1 John 4:7-12) 

 

Love is the key to unity among God’s saints. The church that Paul addresses in his 

Ephesian Epistle is the identical church that Jesus addresses in one of His letters to the seven 

churches in Asia Minor. For instance, Jesus, in having John to write to Ephesus, complains 

about their lack of love:  

 
     I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate 

wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them 

false. 3 You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary. 4 

Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love. (Revelation 2:2-4)  

 

What happened to this church? How did they forsake their first love? Did they still have 

zeal for the things of God? This “first love” does not appear to be a lack of zeal—“You have 

persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary” (2:3). It was 

                                                 
14J. H. Oldham, Life Is Commitment (New York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1952), 79. 

a Or his only begotten Son 

  b Or as the one who would turn aside his wrath 
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not a lack of belief in Jesus as the Son of God or loose moral behavior, but something else that 

the Ephesians were missing in their relationship to one another. Apparently, their “first love” is 

associated with their attitude toward those who disagreed. Were they guilty of heresy hunting?  

Has the modern-day church left its first love? We do not have to search very much to encounter 

heresy hunters in the various churches. It is true that we must defend the faith (the Gospel and 

ethical behavior) once for all delivered to the saints (Jude 3), but, at the same time, we can be 

too scrupulous concerning so many details that we forget what Christianity is all about, that is, 

redemption of the lost “in” and “through” Jesus.15 This salvation can only be received through 

faith in Jesus as the Savior of the world (Ephesians 2:8).   

We need to remember that even with differences, we still belong to the one and only 

people of God. It is my prayer that our relationships will express the prayer that Jesus taught 

His disciples to pray—“your kingdom come” (Matthew 6:10). God calls men and women to be 

partners with Him, and He desires their cooperation in maintaining the Spirit’s unity. If we, as 

the people of God, wish to become a living force within society, we must break the molds of 

sectarianism into which we are often confined. 

As a whole, we can say that the points that divide most Christians are not the teachings 

dealing with faith in Jesus as Lord and His demands for ethical behavior. The teachings, as a 

whole, that divide Christians today were wholly unknown in the first century. The subject of 

heresy hunting centers on a so-called worship service with five prescribed rituals, at least this is 

so within many of the twenty-five or more divisions within the fellowship of God’s people that 

I was identified with for about the first seventeen years of my ministry. We were always guilty 

of heresy hunting, even though we were not aware of our mindset. Why is this chapter calling 

attention to this problem that still plagues many of God’s people? The current situation in many 

churches violates the prayer of Jesus for unity among His people. William Barclay (1907-

1978, Professor of Divinity and Biblical Criticism), in his commentary on the Book of 

Revelation, has an excellent analysis of this theory of “first love”: 

 
     Much more likely this means that the first fine rapture of love for the brotherhood is gone. In the 

first days the members of the Church at Ephesus had really loved each other; dissension had never 

reared its head; the heart was ready to kindle and the hand was ready to help. But something had gone 

wrong. It may well be that heresy-hunting had killed love, and orthodoxy had been achieved at the 

price of fellowship. When that happens, orthodoxy has cost too much. All the orthodoxy in the world 

will never take the place of love.16  

 

 In the reading of Revelation 2:4, it is very difficult for us to unpack the biblical witness to 

analyze our own tradition(s). We read and hear the written Revelation of God, but, at the same 

time, we do not hear. Even Jesus, following His positive and negative comments about the 

church in Ephesus, said: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches” 

(2:7). What does it really mean to say that we have left our “first love.” All too frequently, our 

                                                 
15Unfortunately, many Christian fellowships identify their particular brand of orthodoxy as the faith 

once delivered to the saints.  
16William Barclay, The Revelation of John, Volume 1, The Daily study Bible series, Rev. ed. 

(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster, 1976), 64. 
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commitment to the authority of God’s Word is too often our dedication to the authority of 

special interpreters. This idea of orthodoxy about peripheral matters was not uncommon in the 

early church, which is still prevalent today. The spirit of intolerance existed then as well as 

now. Paul, for example, in his Epistles to Corinth and Rome had to deal with toleration for 

dissimilarities within the fellowship of the saints over doctrinal issues.  

Just an informal reading of First Corinthians, Romans, and Ephesians should cause the 

so-called patternist to step back and reexamine their hostile positions toward those who deny 

that God has ordained a specific “pattern” for a so-called “worship service.” If the Christian 

church is to become a living force in society, it must break the molds of tradition to which it has 

become so confined. Unfortunately, our interpretation of Scripture is often the echo of our own 

voice. Many Christians do not see the consequences of their own sectarian actions against other 

Christians. As we face the diversity of opinions within the fellowship of the redeemed, we must 

ever keep in mind the necessity of patience as we tackle conflict among sincere believers. In 

fact, it is in the Ephesian Epistle that Paul embarks upon this problem of diversity and unity 

with bluntness: 

 
     As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. 2 

Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. 3 Make every effort to 

keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 4 There is one body and one Spirit— just as 

you were called to one hope when you were called— 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 6 one God 

and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. (Ephesians 4:1-6) 

 

Between the writing of the Book of Ephesians and the Book of Revelation, we observe a 

departure from the love that Paul expresses in Ephesians. This Ephesian Epistle was written 

from Rome about AD 60, while Paul was in prison. On the other hand, the Book of Revelation 

was written no later than June of AD 68. Within just a short period of time, the church had left 

its first love, which, sadly to say, is also true nowadays with many churches. We, as Christians, 

must learn to tolerate one another in love. God’s people should make every effort to keep the 

unity created by the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 4:3). God is not pleased with believers when they 

fail to remember that they are to receive one another in the same way that the Lord Jesus 

receives His people—warts and all (See Romans 15:7; Colossians 3:12-14). Everyone has 

imperfection in his or her life; everyone has flaws in his or her knowledge. Paul calls attention 

to the seven ones17 in the Book of Ephesians in order to reinforce the motivating factor 

concerning the need to maintain unity by “bearing with one another in love” (Ephesians 4:2). 

Since God is love, we are to emulate God in loving others. Paul begins this great Epistle 

by calling attention to God’s love in reaching out to humanity even before the creation of the 

world (1:4). In this chapter, he also commends the Ephesians for their faith and their love for all 

the saints (1:15). Once again, Paul attributes one’s new life in Christ to God’s great love and 

mercy (2:4). Paul prays that this “administration of God’s grace” will take root and will bring 

about established love (3:17). Then he prays that they will come to understand “how wide 

and long and high and deep is the love of Christ” (3:18). This love of Christ, according to Paul, 

                                                 
17One body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and one God (Ephesians 4:4-6). 
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“surpasses knowledge” (3:19). Paul wants the Ephesians to maintain the unity created by the 

Holy Spirit. How can this unity be maintained? The answer is love.  

Listen to Paul once more as he calls forth love as the glue or cement that can bind 

believers, in spite of diversity: “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one 

another in love” (4:2). We cannot read this Epistle without a consciousness of love flooding this 

letter. Again he writes: “speaking the truth in love” (4:15). Just as the Ephesians shared the truth 

about the coming of the Messiah spoken of by Isaiah, for example, we, too, should do this in 

love, even in the face of opposition (4:15). As we seek to understand more fully the 

“administration of God’s grace,” the fellowship of Christ is to grow and build “itself up in love” 

(4:16). When we love one another as Jesus has loved us, we will witness complete and 

unreserved commitment within the Christian community.  

In his exhortation to live as children of light, he instructs them to “live a life of love, just 

as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (5:2). 

This love is to also be exhibited in the family: “Husbands, love your wives” (5:25). Paul 

develops his arguments about the husband’s love and says again, “In this same way, husbands 

ought to love their wives as their own bodies” (5:28). For the third time in the pericope about 

“Wives and Husbands,” he again tells the husbands to “love his wife” (5:33). And, finally, in 

the conclusion of his letter, he again drives home the point about love: “Peace to the brothers, 

and love with faith from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 24 Grace to all who love our 

Lord Jesus Christ with an undying love” (5:23-24). The fruit of love is found and concretized in 

the following examples from Paul’s letters to Corinth and Rome. In these two Epistles, we see 

the true dimension of love as set forth in Ephesians—a spirit of toleration. 

 

1 CORINTHIANS 11:1:  

AN EXAMPLE OF TOLERATION 

 

For us to properly understand love and unity, we must look at the entire New Testament 

range of evidence. Even though this chapter cannot explore the entire array of evidence about 

love in the New Testament, it does focus on 1 Corinthians 8:1-11:1. In order to develop the 

theme of love and unity with greater clarity, it is helpful to look at the problems that Paul 

encountered in Corinth and Rome. How did Paul handle the problems that were about to cause 

divisions within these two congregations? First, in Paul’s letter to Corinth, he encouraged the 

believers to follow his example of love—a love resulting in toleration: “Follow my example, as 

I follow the example of Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1).  

This verse is frequently employed in such a way that it nullifies the meaning (intent) of 

Paul. As a young preacher, I made use of this Scripture to justify my separation from other 

Christians who did not see eye-to-eye with me on the use of one-cup in the Lord’s Supper, 

Sunday school, instrumental music, and so on. This misuse of 1 Corinthians 11:1 is still alive on 

planet earth. In fact, I just received an email about this verse from a former member of this 

same segment of God’s people. This individual wanted to know if we could substitute the word 

commandments for the word example, which is what many within this movement still do. The 
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word commandments is generally identified with the concept of worship as consisting of five 

rituals performed in a so-called worship service on Sunday mornings. 

At one time, in my early ministry with the one-cup and non-Sunday school movement 

within the Churches of Christ, I interpreted “example” as one-cup and one piece of bread in the 

communion, and so on.  But is this what Paul meant by “Follow my example, as I follow the 

example of Christ”? The answer is, No! Regrettably, some Christians still substitute the word 

commandments for the word example. As stated above, some Christians identify 

“commandments” with the so-called five acts of worship associated with a so-called worship 

service on Sunday morning. Such a deduction inhibits an honest critical testing of context in 

order to try to arrive at a correct interpretation of how Paul utilized the word example. The NIV 

translates the Greek word μιμηταί (mimētai) as “example.” The KJV translates this word as 

“followers.” The word μιμητής (mimētēs) simply means an “imitator.” Paul often deprived 

himself of rights that he could rightfully claim, but, at the same time, he weighted the ultimate 

outcome for the sake of Christ. Paul also had to confront conflict in his Philippian Epistle. Prior 

to his remarks about Euodia and Syntyche to agree with each other (Philippians 4:1-3), he 

reminded the church about Christ’s attitude: 

 
     Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 6Who, being in very nature God, did not 

consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7but made himself nothing, taking the very 

nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 8And being found in appearance as a man, he 

humbled himself and became obedient to death— even death on a cross! (Philippians 2:5-8) 

 

The traditional approach—the word command for example—allows for a methodological 

line of attack that forces tradition into its own little box. On the other hand, an inductive 

approach is more faithful to the text. When we approach the Scriptures deductively, this “allows 

for a tidier package, but only by stuffing all the loose ends into its box.”18 Once more, Robert K. 

Johnson correctly writes: “To begin, a deduction inhibits an honest critical testing of the data. 

Instead of listening openly to the words of Scripture, a norm is set up concerning their meaning, 

and then the evidence is made to conform to it.”19 

                                                 
18Robert K. Johnston, Evangelicals at an Impasse: Biblical Authority in Practice (Atlanta: John Knox, 

1979), 38. For an excellent explanation of the differences between deductive and inductive methodology, see 

also, Richard J. Cherok, Debating for God: Alexander Campbell’s Challenge to Skepticism in Antebellum 

America (Abilene, Texas: Abilene Christian University Press, 2008), 28, where he cites Leroy Garrett: 

 

     “Bacon helped Campbell to develop inductive approach to the Bible,” according to Garrett, “in 

which one draws conclusions only in terms of what is observably evident, rather than the traditional 

deductive approach of having one’s conclusions already in hand and using the Bible to support 

them.” 

 
19 Johnston, Evangelicals At an Impasse, Ibid. 
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The traditional interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11:1 is frequently argued—sincerely—

from within one’s own doctrinal tradition, not context.20 God’s Word must not be approached as 

proofs or arguments in favor of some theological position, such as stated above. We should 

never espouse opinions and statements unrelated to the meaning of the context. This text (11:1) 

is an excellent example of “love” and “faith” as set forth in the Ephesian Epistle, the Book of 

Romans, and the Book of Revelation. As we approach the context of First Corinthians 11:1, we 

quickly discover that this isolated Scripture is simply the climax of Paul’s plea for toleration 

that began in chapter 8. The larger unit consists of 8:1-11:1. In this larger section, we witness 

Paul’s example of apostolic freedom and social responsibility within the Christian community 

(9:1-23) and the examples of Paul and Israel in which he stresses the necessity of self-control 

(9:24-10:13). And, finally, Paul puts the accent on the believer’s freedom and his practice of 

give-and-take (10:14-11:1). 

 

Two Controversial Issues 

 

 In this larger unit (8:1-13 and 10:14-11:1), Paul discusses two issues: (1) the eating of 

meat sacrificed in a pagan temple and sacrificial meat on sale in the market place, and (2) eating 

meat at a table in an idol’s temple. These were questions that Paul dealt with in this larger 

section of Scripture. As one examines 8:1, 4 and 10, we observe that in verses one and four, 

Paul deals with the eating of meats sacrificed to idols, but, on the other hand, verse ten calls 

attention to the eating of meats at the table in the temple. The following chart should assist us in 

grasping these two problems: 

 
1 Corinthians 8:1, 4 1 Corinthians 8: 10 

     Now about food sacrificed 

to idols: We know that we all 

possess knowledge. a 

Knowledge puffs up, but love 

builds up. 

     So then, about eating food 

sacrificed to idols: We know 

that an idol is nothing at all in 

the world and that there is no 

God but one. 

  

 

     For if anyone with a weak 

conscience sees you who have 

this knowledge eating in an 

idol’s temple, won’t he be 

emboldened to eat what has 

been sacrificed to idols? 

 

 In 1 Corinthians 8, we detect the “knowing ones” and the “unknowing ones.” Paul begins 

with a statement about knowledge: “We know that we all possess knowledge” (8:1b), but Paul 

makes another astounding statement: “Knowledge puffs up” (8:1c). It is true that certain 

individuals possessed correct knowledge as to the eating of meats, but, at the same time, some, 

                                                 
20For a detailed study of “context” and the basic principles of how to interpret the Word of God, see 

Dallas Burdette, “Literalism and Isolationism of Scripture,” in Dallas Burdette, Old Texts Through New Eyes: 

Reexamination of Misunderstood Scriptures (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009)251-273. 

  a Or ``We all possess knowledge,” as you say. 
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so it seems, allowed their correct understanding to puff them up and to haul-over-the-coals the 

ignorant Christians in this matter of eating meats sacrificed in the idol’s temple and then sold in 

the market place.  

Even though some were right and some were wrong concerning the eating of meats sold 

in the market place, Paul zeros in on the glue or cement that could bridge the differences in 

order to maintain unity within the body of Christ. One word stands out—the word love. Paul 

expresses the importance of love this way: “love builds up” (8:1d). Paul nips-in-the-bud the 

know-it-all attitude by saying: “The man who thinks he knows something does not yet know as 

he ought to know” (8:2). In other words, every individual is in the same boat; no one has perfect 

knowledge. Truth is absolute, but our knowledge of absolute truth is relative. We need to 

remember that all truth is true, but not all truth is essential to salvation. If it were, no one 

could be saved. On the other hand, all error is error, but not all error will condemn one’s 

soul. If so, no one could be saved. Christians often ask me if I am in fellowship with Christians 

in error. My response is, “what other kind is there.” Alexander Campbell’s (1788-1866, early 

leader in the Second Great Awakening) remarks are to the point concerning opinions: 

 
     So long as unity of opinion was regarded as a proper basis of religious union, so long have 

mankind been distracted by the multiplicity and variety of opinions. To establish what is called a 

system of orthodox opinions as the bond of union, was, in fact, offering a premium for new 

diversities in opinion, and for increasing , ad infinitum, opinions, sects, and divisions.21 

 

 How does God react to those who love Him but do not have perfect knowledge? Paul 

explains by saying: “But the man who loves God is known by God” (8:3). This statement is 

one of the most profound statements in the entire Bible. God looks at the heart. Even though a 

man’s or a woman’s knowledge may be defective in certain areas, God still wants to know 

whether this individual loves Him. If so, Paul says that the “man who loves God is known by 

God.” Christians must exercise caution in their relationships with other believers. In spite of 

imperfection in understanding, we do not want to castigate one whom God loves. After Paul 

develops his own behavior in relationship to others whose knowledge is defective, he writes: 

 
     Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they 

will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9 For we know in part and we prophesy in 

part, 10 but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. 11 When I was a child, I talked like a 

child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind 

me. 12 Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in 

part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 13 And now these three remain: faith, hope 

and love. But the greatest of these is love. (1 Corinthians 13:8-13) 

 

 To return to 1 Corinthians 8, Paul deals with another assertion: “We know that an idol is 

nothing at all in the world and that there is no God but one” (8:4). In other words, one who is a 

monotheist (believer in one God) does not accept the reality of idols. In verses 5-6, Paul gives 

his statement concerning belief in one God: 

                                                 
21Alexander Campbell, Christianity Restored: The Principal Extras of the Millennial Harbinger 

(Rosemead, California: Old Paths Book Club, 1959), 118.  
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     For even if there are so-called gods, whether in heaven or on earth (as indeed there are many 

“gods” and many “lords”), 6 yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came 

and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and 

through whom we live.  

 

 In spite of the belief of some recently converted to Christianity, Christians confess one 

God and one Lord. As stated earlier, some were right and some were wrong. How should 

Christians react toward those whose knowledge is defective? Paul, once more, goes to the very 

heart of unity in diversity: “But not everyone knows this” (8:7). Paul continues by saying: 

 
     Some people are still so accustomed to idols that when they eat such food they think of it as 

having been sacrificed to an idol, and since their conscience is weak, it is defiled. 8 But food does not 

bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do. (8:7-8)  

 

 The eating of food sacrificed to an idol and sold in the market place is not sinful in and of 

itself. Paul could say, “We are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do.” What kind of 

example should the Corinthians exhibit toward those whose knowledge was faulty in this 

regard? Paul sets forth a pattern that every Christian should exemplify in his or her own reaction 

to other believers: “Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not become 

a stumbling block to the weak” (8:9). Paul will develop this characteristic in his own life in 

reference to others. It is this kind of attitude that Paul encourages in 1 Corinthians 11:1: 

“Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” Paul also makes the same argument to 

the Romans when he discusses the effects of one’s behavior toward other Christians: 

 
     Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any 

stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way. 14 As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully 

convinced that no food b is unclean in itself. But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him 

it is unclean 15 If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love. 

Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died. (Romans 14:13-15) 

 

 The attitude expressed in Romans 14:13-15 is a reflection of Paul’s words in 1 Corinthian 

8:1d: “love builds up.” In the first part of 1 Corinthians 8, Paul draws attention to the eating of 

meats sacrificed in the temple and sold in the market place, but, in 8:10, he discusses another 

issue—going to the idol’s temple and eating food at their table. Paul forbids this kind of 

behavior (10:14-23). To participate in their festivities would be tantamount to participation in 

idolatry. In 10:14-11:1, Paul deals with the same two problems in 1 Corinthians 8:1-13. In 

10:14-11:1, Paul focuses on these two topics in chapter eight in reverse order. In 10:14-22, he 

treats the matter of eating at table in the idol’s temple, but in 10:23-11:1, he discusses the eating 

of sacrificial meats sold in the market place. 

 

                                                 

b Or that nothing 
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Paul’s Example:  

Apostolic Freedom and Social Responsibility 

 

 As examined above, Paul uses himself as an example of freedom, but, at the same time, 

his social responsibility to the church is paramount in his actions. In our interpretation of 1 

Corinthians 9:1-23, we must be cognizant that 9:1-23 is within the larger unit of 8:1-11:1. In 

this section (9:1-23), Paul demonstrates his example of foregoing financial support in order that 

he might not hinder the spread of the Gospel. Paul goes right to the kernel of the matter about 

rights when he says: “Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are 

you not the result of my work in the Lord (9:1)?  Paul submits four questions that set the stage 

to encourage the believers to give up what one might have the right to expect or to do in order 

to win others to Christ. Paul sets forth the kind of example that he wanted the saints to adhere 

to. Even though he had the right to financial support, he foregoes it for the sake of the church in 

Corinth. 

 Did Paul have the right to expect monetary support for his evangelistic endeavors? In 9:7-

12, Paul develops his arguments to prove that he had a right to count on compensated 

assistance. In verse seven, Paul gives three analogies—soldier, farmer, and shepherd—to prove 

that one who works in the spiritual kingdom has a right to expect financial support for his or her 

labor. Paul even cites Deuteronomy 25:4. He writes: 

 
     Do I say this merely from a human point of view? Doesn’t the Law say the same thing? 9 For it is 

written in the Law of Moses: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain.”b Is it about 

oxen that God is concerned? 10 Surely he says this for us, doesn’t he? Yes, this was written for us, 

because when the plowman plows and the thresher threshes, they ought to do so in the hope of 

sharing in the harvest. 11 If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a 

material harvest from you? (9:8-11)  

 

 This refusal to accept pecuniary backing is a classic example of 1 Corinthians 11:1. In 

9:12b, Paul writes: “we did not use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything rather 

than hinder the gospel of Christ.” The second unit of chapter 9 is found in verses 13-23. Once 

more, he uses the form of a rhetorical question in order to establish his entitlement to economic 

funds, even though he has not exercised this prerogative. Paul enumerates more evidence to 

give validity to his arguments that one does have the right of support for preaching the Gospel. 

He calls attention to those who work in the Temple and those who minister at the altar (9:13) to 

garner support for his right to monetary compensation. But, he did not stop with the Temple and 

altar; he called forth the words of Jesus: “In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those 

who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel” (9:14). In spite of this 

evidence in favor of economic reward, Paul refused this right (9:12, 15). He gives his reason for 

not accepting money in this particular situation: 

 
      Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as 

possible. 20 To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like 

                                                 

 b Deut. 25:4 
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one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. 21 To 

those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law 

but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. 22 To the weak I became weak, to 

win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. 23 I 

do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings. (9:19-23) 

 

In this subdivision of Scripture, Paul sets forth his apostolic freedom and slavery to those 

he wished to win to Christ.  We, today, as Christians, need to emulate this kind of example in 

our relationship with other believers. This attitude of social responsibility is what Paul refers to 

when he writes: “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ” (11:1). To apply 11:1 

to one cup, non-Sunday school, acappella music, kitchens in church buildings, women cutting 

their hair, women wearing scarves on their head when they pray, and so on, is to totally miss the 

intent of 11:1. 

 

Paul’s Example:  

Necessity of Self-Control 

 

 Paul uses a second illustration for unity—self-control. In this next scenario (9:24-10:13), 

Paul uses the examples of a runner, a boxer, and a wrestler to remind the Corinthians that they 

must not be over confident in their walk with God (9:24-27). Then, in 10:1-13, he uses Israel as 

an example of losing their status before God for their ungodly behavior.  Even though one may 

enter a contest, that does not, in and of itself, guarantee the prize. Paul goes right to the heart of 

the matter of self-control in one’s behavior, when he writes: 

 
     Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air. 27 

No, I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be 

disqualified for the prize. (9:26-27)  

 

 Paul’s pattern of his own personal life of social responsibility toward others is a 

characteristic that Paul wanted all Christians to imitate. Paul utterly refused to use his freedom 

in order to put a stop to someone being destroyed spiritually. It is in this regard that Paul issues 

his warning: 

 
     For if anyone with a weak conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol’s 

temple, won’t he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed to idols? 11 So this weak brother, for 

whom Christ died, is destroyed by your knowledge. 12 When you sin against your brothers in this way 

and wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ. 13 Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother 

to fall into sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause him to fall. (8:10-13)  

 

Yet, there is another aspect to consider concerning this admonition about obtaining the 

prize. To fully grasp this short pericope (9:24-27), we should also focus on 10:1-13. Apparently, 

Paul is warning the Corinthians about going to the idol’s temple and participating in their feast, 

which he addressed earlier in 8:10. Thus, Paul issues a warning about eating at the table in an 

idol’s temple (9:24-10:13). He immediately uses Israel as an example in warning them about 

being overly confident of their standing before God. In the first six verses of chapter ten, Paul 
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calls attention to the spiritual blessings of Israel with a warning. In 10:1-2, Paul enumerates 

these blessings: (1) our forefathers were all under the cloud, (2) all passed through the sea, (3) 

all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea, (4) all ate the same spiritual food, and (5) all 

drank the spiritual drink. This section (9:24-10:6) is a warning to the Corinthians that they were 

not to engage in idolatry by going to the idol’s temple. The Corinthians were to follow Paul’s 

example in not going to the idol’s temple to participate at the altar of demons. 

The second unit (10:7-11) in the larger pericope (9:24-10:13) contains four negatives, 

followed by a warning (10:11). In the first section (10:1-6), as noted above, we observe five 

clauses with a warning, but, in this section, Paul zeros in on four negative statements to 

reinforce his warning about idolatry. He cautions them not to engage in idolatry as some of the 

Israelites did (10:7); he warned them not to indulge in sexual immorality as some did (10:8); he 

counseled them not to test the Lord as many of the Israelites did (10:9), and, finally, he 

forewarned them about grumbling (10:10). 

Paul draws conclusions about the Lord’s Supper and Idol’s Feast. For one to go to the 

idol’s temple was to engage in idolatry (10:14). One cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the 

cup of demons at the same time. When one drinks the cup of the Lord, one participates in the 

blood of Christ. When one eats of the bread, one participates in the body of Christ. On the other 

hand, the sacrifices of those in pagan temples are offered to demons, not to God (10:20). This 

kind of action (going to the idol’s temple) is strictly forbidden. Just for one to participate in the 

Lord’s Supper is not a guarantee of spiritual security; one must forsake idolatry and sexual 

immorality. Israel is a classic example of those who experienced many spiritual blessings but 

were destroyed. A Christian must not give offence to his fellow believer or to God. Every 

Christian must shun the worship of idols (10:14). 

In conclusion to Paul’s arguments, he discusses the believer’s freedom in Christ (10:23-

11:1). Apparently, Paul cites their feelings: “Everything is permissible” (10:23). Yet, Paul 

argues, “Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others” (10:24). As we glance back 

over the larger section (8:1-11:1), we discover that the first issue dealt with eating food 

sacrificed to idols (8:4-7; 10:23-11:1). Some, so it seems, argued that it was all right to eat meat 

sacrificed to idols since idols are not gods. As a result of this mindset, some were saying, 

“Everything is permissible.” We should never exercise our freedom when others are hurt by our 

actions (8:7). Paul reminds the Corinthians that a Christian is always concerned about others 

(10:24, 33). Paul writes:  

 
     So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God. 32 Do not cause 

anyone to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the church of God— 33 even as I try to please everybody 

in every way. For I am not seeking my own good but the good of many, so that they may be saved. 1 

Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ. (10:31-11:1)  

 

For Paul, Christians should never engage in any activity that might endanger their own 

spiritual lives. He hammered home the point that “Christian freedom is freedom for others and 

for Christ.”22 First Corinthians 13 is the climax of what started off in 1 Corinthians 8. If we 

                                                 
22Charles H. Talbert, Reading Corinthians: A Literary and Theological Commentary, revised edition 

(Macon, Georgia: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, 2002), 81. I recommend this book for everyone’s reading.  
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wish to understand “love,” we must read Chapter 13. We can hardly comprehend Chapter 13 

without a consciousness that love breaks out—goes far beyond—the circle of enumerated 

heroic achievements. In the first three verses of this chapter, Paul describes humanity. All of 

these gracious acts are vain if we do not have love. Pay attention to Paul as he leaves all human 

values and ascends to the summit of love: 

 
     If I speak in the tonguesa of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or 

a clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, 

and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 3 If I give all I possess 

to the poor and surrender my body to the flames,b but have not love, I gain nothing. (1 Corinthians 

13:1-3) 

 

 If we possess the gift of prophecy, if we can fathom all mysteries, if we hold all 

knowledge, and if we have a faith that could remove mountains, but do not have love, it is all 

for nothing, according to Paul. In this chapter Paul stresses that there is an end to the gifts of 

grace (vv. 8-11), but all of these graces shatter in the presence of love if they do not become one 

with it, the greatest gift of all is love. It is very difficult for some Christians to pass from then to 

now in their application of Paul’s high point to what he had begun in Chapter 8.  

This inability to pass from the then to now is especially true today in the very stiff 

denominational system of ecclesiastical control exercised by many believers within the various 

warring factions of God’s people, especially the dictatorial interpretation of preachers and 

elders. Within many Christian fellowships, we discover that their doctrine is a doctrine that is 

frozen in time—a doctrine that denies the liberty of interpretation. As a result of this mindset, 

love is often thrown out the window.  

This sectarian spirit can be described as “conscientious factionalism,”23 that is to say, they are 

not conscious of their factionalism. This denominational narrowness throws out love. If one 

does not speak their language and understand their thoughts, one receives the axe. In former 

times, one went to the stake for his or her refusal to accept the traditional interpretation of the 

established church. Many Christians still made uniformity of doctrine the basis of church 

communion and the basis of love. How does Paul speak of love in the face of differences within 

the community of Christ?  In 13:4-7, Paul paints a very vivid picture of love: 

 
      Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 5 It is not rude, it is 

not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 6 Love does not delight in evil 

but rejoices with the truth. 7 It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.  

 

 In these four verses, Paul sets forth the very essence, or real meaning, of love. The style 

and rhythm of these sentences are more than marks of external form or just writing style; he 

joins one sentence to another with emphasis upon love. We quickly discover that love does not 

place itself beyond the tender conscience of the weak. In 8:1-13:13, Paul calls attention to the 

                                                 

 a Or languages 

 b Some early manuscripts body that I may boast 
23A phrase coined by Bob Lewis. 
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behavior of some who sought to elevate their knowledge to the point of destroying the one who 

did not have perfect understanding. This kind of behavior was the very opposite of the teachings 

of Jesus. One should not cut himself or herself off from the weaker brother or sister in Christ on 

the basis of knowledge.  

For Paul, love is “not self-seeking.” Love does not seek its own way and, at the same 

time, bitterness remains far away from love. In verses 8-13, we discover that the permanence of 

love is the miracle that can be measured in the face of the passing of all the other gifts of grace. 

In 1 Corinthians 8:2, Paul shows that love toward God—not knowledge—is the basis of one 

being-known-by-God. In this entire section (8:1-13:13), Paul sought to ward off the enthusiasm 

for redemption based on knowledge rather than the message of the Cross. Is it any wonder that 

Paul begins this Epistle with these words: “For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you 

except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (2:2). In Chapter 13, Paul develops a definition of love 

that is unknown in the ancient world. Günther Bornkamm (1905-1990, German New 

Testament scholar and Professor of New Testament at the University of Heidelberg) points out 

with Justice: 

 
    There is no reason to make this chapter into a great sentimentality, if one takes seriously the 

unflinching antithesis in what it says.... Because it is a reality so living, concrete and variedly 

effective in detail, as it is described in 4—7, and at the same time it is the all-embracing power of 

God, put into force in the midst of this world as the love of God in Jesus Christ: “The love of Christ 

holds us bound,” controls us (II Cor. 5:14).... From this love and in this love the church has its life.24 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 What is the true dimension of love in our relationship with other believers? In love we 

see the permanent presence of salvation as the bond of perfection:  “And over all these virtues 

put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity” (Colossians 3:14), says Paul. Love 

in 1 Corinthians 13 is not the self-perfection of men and women, but rather is the outcome of 

the redemption accomplished in Jesus Christ: “My command is this: Love each other as I have 

loved you” (John 15:12). It is in this same vein that Paul issues his exhortation for unity in spite 

of differences: “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to 

God” (Romans 15:7). Again, Paul writes to the Colossians: 

 
     Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, 

kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 13 Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances 

you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 14 And over all these virtues put 

on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. (Colossians 3:12-14) 

 

 What is the true dimension of love? Is love and unity prerequisite to winning individuals 

to Christ? How can we, as Christians, praise God and win the world? Are we following the 

example of Paul? Do we accept one another just as Christ has accepted us to God? Are we 

conscious that within the kingdom of God that we are all at different levels of knowledge? Are 

                                                 
24Günther Bornkamm, Early Christian Experience (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), 188. 
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we aware that there are infants, young men and women, and fathers and mothers in Christ 

Jesus? It is through love for one another that we maintain the Spirit’s unity. We did not create 

this unity, but the Holy Spirit did. Why have I written so much on the true dimension of love? It 

is simply that I want the world to know and believe that God sent Jesus as the Savior of the 

world. In Jesus’ final hours, He prays to the Father about this unity among His disciples: 

 
     My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their 

message, 21 that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also 

be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 22 I have given them the glory that you 

gave me, that they may be one as we are one: 23 I in them and you in me. May they be brought to 

complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved 

me. (John 17:20-23) 
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2 

 
 

Forgiveness:  

Full and Free 
 

 

 Forgiveness is “in” and “through” Jesus Christ our Savior. I am wondering if you are 

saying to yourself, “Well, I am not so bad.  You know I do a lot of good works.  Surely God 

would not condemn me. I try to treat everybody right.” It is not uncommon for us to reflect 

upon the good works of individuals at death, and then surmise that surely they are in heaven 

because they were just “good people.”  Christ never really enters the picture. Sin never really 

enters the picture. There is no concept of the need of redemption from sin. We do not discount 

good works, but good works alone will not save anyone. Why? Because we have all sinned and 

fallen short of God’s glory. None of us is without sin. Everyone must be washed in the blood of 

the Lamb of God. Without Jesus, we cannot be saved. To set the stage for this message about 

“Forgiveness Full and Free,” it will be helpful to begin with an individual who was devout, one 

who feared God, and one who prayed to God always. This man was a good man, but he did not 

know Christ. But because of his devotion to God, God intervened in his life in order to bring 

him to a saving knowledge of Jesus, the Savior of the world.  God is interested in your salvation 

and mine. 

 

CORNELIUS THE CENTURION 

 

 Luke records how God, through an angel, approached Cornelius and told him to send for 

Peter, one of God’s chosen Apostles, to tell him about Jesus, God’s Anointed One. Luke begins 

this story with these words: 

 
     At Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion in what was known as the Italian 

Regiment. 2 He and all his family were devout and God-fearing; he gave generously to those in need 

and prayed to God regularly. 3 One day at about three in the afternoon he had a vision. He distinctly 

saw an angel of God, who came to him and said, “Cornelius!” 4 Cornelius stared at him in fear. “What 

is it, Lord?” he asked. The angel answered, “Your prayers and gifts to the poor have come up as a 

memorial offering before God. 5 Now send men to Joppa to bring back a man named Simon who is 

called Peter. 6 He is staying with Simon the tanner, whose house is by the sea.” 7 When the angel who 

spoke to him had gone, Cornelius called two of his servants and a devout soldier who was one of his 

attendants. 8 He told them everything that had happened and sent them to Joppa. (Acts 10:1-8) 
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God used Cornelius, a Gentile, to illustrate that His grace is available to all men and 

women, not just Jewish men and women.  But before the men from Cornelius arrived, God 

appeared in a vision to Peter to teach him not to call “anything impure that God has made 

clean” (Acts 10:15).  After Peter reached his destination at Cornelius’s home, Peter went inside 

and found a large gathering. Peter then informed Cornelius that  

 
     You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or visit him. But 

God has shown me that I should not call any man impure or unclean. So when I was sent for, I came 

without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me? (Acts 10:28-29)  

 

Cornelius then told him about the vision he had encountered and proceeded to say,  

 
     So I sent for you immediately, and it was good of you to come. Now we are all here in the 

presence of God to listen to everything the Lord has commanded you to tell us. (Acts 10:33)  

 

PETER’S SERMON 

 

 Peter begins his remarks by calling attention to the message of grace. The focus of Peter’s 

sermon zeroed in on Jesus as the One to whom one must respond to receive forgiveness of sins. 

He lets Cornelius and his household know that Jesus is God’s Good News of redemption and 

reconciliation to Himself. Listen to him as he goes right to the very heart of God’s Gospel: 

 
     I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism 35 but accepts men from every 

nation who fear him and do what is right. 36 You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, 

telling the good news of peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all. (Acts 10:34-36) 

 

This message is as true today as it was almost two thousand years ago.  This is the same 

message that all Christians are to proclaim to the unsaved. The message of “peace through Jesus 

Christ” our Lord is the very heart of God’s Gospel.  In the course of this sermon, Peter says, 

“All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of 

sins through his name” (Acts 10:43). Even with all Cornelius’ good works, still he did not have 

peace with God that involved the calm of sins forgiven. This peace and forgiveness of sins can 

be experienced only “through” our Lord Jesus Christ. It is in this same vein that Paul later 

wrote, after his conversion, concerning the forgiveness of sins: “Therefore, since we have been 

justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Romans 5:1). 

 

The Promise of Forgiveness 

 

 Peter says, “All the prophets testify about him.” He is referring to the Old Testament 

Scriptures, which promises forgiveness through the coming of the Messiah.  These Scriptures 

were divided into three parts: the Law, the Psalms, and the Prophets. Luke also reports the 

farewell words of Jesus to His Apostles as He draws attention to the three divisions in the Old 

Testament: “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that 

is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms” (Luke 24:44). A study of 
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the Old Testament reveals that forgiveness was not an afterthought on the part of God, but 

rather, forgiveness was ever and always the promise of God for men and women even before He 

spoke this universe into existence. Paul testifies to this concept in his Ephesians’ Epistle: “He 

chose us in him before the creation of the world” (Ephesians 1:4)  

 

Forgiveness Was Promised in the Book of the Law 

 

 As we peruse the Old Testament sacrificial system and the Temple complex with its 

furniture, we soon discover that the animal victims and the Temple system were but a 

foreshadowing of the one and only sacrifice that was to be offered in the person of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. The Hebrew writer expresses it this way:  

 
     The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming—not the realities themselves. For 

this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those 

who draw near to worship. 2 If it could, would they not have stopped being offered? For the 

worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no longer have felt guilty for their sins. 
3 But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins, 4 because it is impossible for the blood of bulls 

and goats to take away sins. (Hebrews 10:1-4) 

 

 To briefly illustrate the promise of forgiveness in the book of the Law, I call attention to a 

few passages in the Book of Genesis. Perhaps, one of the most frequently cited Scriptures in 

Genesis is chapter 3, verse 15. This verse records a conversation that God had with Satan:  

 
     And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will 

crush your head, and you will strike his heel. (Genesis 3:15) 

 

In other words, God says that this “enmity” will spread to the serpent’s seed and the 

woman’s seed. God specifically speaks of “one” of Eve’s seed—“He will crush your head.” In 

other words, God announces this One as a male descendant. “He” will someday bruise the head 

of the Serpent (Satan), and Satan will bruise his heel. This took place in the crucifixion of Jesus.  

Ultimately, Satan suffered defeat when God brought in the “new heavens” and the “new earth” 

with the destruction of the Old Covenant world of Judaism. Paul writes: “The God of peace will 

soon crush Satan under your feet” (Romans 16:20).25 

In this ultimate Atonement for sin in Genesis 3:15, God promises a male descendant of 

the woman who will “crush” and defeat Satan and his seed. This is the Gospel message. Jesus 

came to give His life a ransom for many and to destroy the works of Satan. Consider the 

following comments by Jesus: “the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to 

give his life as a ransom for many” (Matthew 10:28). Again, “But I, when I am lifted up from 

the earth, will draw all men to myself” (John 12:31). Listen, once more, to the words of Jesus as 

He addresses the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of His disciples and the condemnation of 

                                                 
25For a detailed study of the “new heavens and new earth,” see Dallas Burdette, “A New Heaven and a 

New Earth,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Series of Specialized Studies from Psalms ● 

Revelation ● Hebrews, Volume 2 (Longwood, Florida: Xulon Press, 2010), 257-302. 
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Satan: “and in regard to judgment, because the prince of this world now stands condemned” 

(John 16:11).   Genesis 3:15 is about forgiveness of sins “in” and “through “Jesus Christ. 

Before leaving the Book of Genesis, it is appropriate and helpful that we call attention to 

God’s conversation with Abraham:  

 
     I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a 

blessing. 3I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth 

will be blessed through you. (Genesis 12:2-3) 

 

God commands Abram to leave his own country and travel to the land that God would 

show him. In Genesis 12:3, God says that He would bless all people through Abraham. Yet 

again, God repeats his blessings to Abraham as recorded in Genesis 17. God, on this occasion, 

informs Abraham that through his seed nations and kings would come forth: 

 
     When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to him and said, “I am God 

Almightya; walk before me and be blameless. 2 I will confirm my covenant between me and you and 

will greatly increase your numbers.” 3 Abram fell facedown, and God said to him, 4 “As for me, this is 

my covenant with you: You will be the father of many nations. 5 No longer will you be called 

Abramb; your name will be Abraham,c for I have made you a father of many nations. 6 I will make 

you very fruitful; I will make nations of you, and kings will come from you.” (Genesis 17:1-6) 

 

In Genesis 22:18, God is even more specific, when He informs Abraham that “through 

your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.”  The KJV 

translates this verse: “In your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you 

have obeyed My voice.” Paul, in writing to the Galatians, understood these passages in Genesis 

as having their fulfillment in Jesus.  He writes: 

 
     Consider Abraham: “He believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”a 7 Understand, 

then, that those who believe are children of Abraham. 8 The Scripture foresaw that God would justify 

the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations will be blessed 

through you.”b (Galatians 3:6-8) 

 

Paul does not stop with this announcement about the proclamation of the Gospel to 

Abraham. He develops this truth further by saying:  

 
     Brothers, let me take an example from everyday life. Just as no one can set aside or add to a 

human covenant that has been duly established, so it is in this case. 16 The promises were spoken to 

Abraham and to his seed. The Scripture does not say “and to seeds,” meaning many people, but “and 

to your seed,”a meaning one person, who is Christ. (Galatians 3:15-16) 

 

Forgiveness Through His Name 

 

Forgiveness was promised in the Law, the Psalms, and the Prophets. This message will 

not examine the Psalms or the prophets concerning the forgiveness of sins.  As we seek to 

comprehend this Gospel announced through the Law, the Psalms, and the Prophets, we need to 
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focus our attention once more to the sermon of Peter in Cornelius’ home.  Peter goes right to the 

very essence of messianic prophecy as well as the how of forgiveness: “All the prophets testify 

about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name” 

(Acts 10:43).    

We must “believe in Him” if we expect the forgiveness of our sins.  “Through His name” 

comprehends the total life and ministry of our Lord Jesus. We cannot help but recall the angel’s 

message as he announces the birth of Jesus: “She will give birth to a son, and you are to give 

him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). Up until 

that time, God’s people depended upon animal sacrifices, which sacrifices foreshadowed the 

ultimate sacrifice, namely, Jesus. The writer of the Book of Hebrews pinpoints the inadequacy 

of animal sacrifices to do away with sins. He writes: “It is impossible for the blood of bulls and 

goats to take away sins” (Hebrews 10:4). The blood of bulls and goats temporarily covered sins 

but could not take them away. Finally, the Messiah appeared to accomplish this deed. John the 

Baptist who came in the spirit and power of Elijah declared, “Look, the Lamb of God, who 

takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). 

 

Forgiveness Through His Blood 

 

The writer of the Book of Hebrews also calls attention to this aspect of forgiveness 

through blood: “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness” (Hebrews 9:22). God 

had to deal with the sins of the human race. God had to present a perfect sacrifice for sin. Since 

God is holy and just, He had to deal with sin in all of its heinousness. It is in this regard that the 

prophet Habakkuk speaks, “Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong” 

(Habakkuk 1:13). Because of God’s nature, He had to deal with sins of the human race. He did 

this fully and finally in the person of His Son.  Jesus died as our substitute. This is why Paul 

writes:  

 
     God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement,a through faith in his blood. He did this to 

demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand 

unpunished— 26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one 

who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. (Romans 3:25-26) 

 

The Resurrection and Forgiveness of Sins 

 

When the Apostles appeared before the Sanhedrin (Acts 5:27), the Apostles, in response 

to questions asked by the ruling body, addressed the benefits of the Resurrection of Jesus in 

these words: “God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince and Savior that he might give 

repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel” (Acts 5:31). For the believer, the Resurrection of 

Jesus is the seal of God’s acceptance of the sacrifice Jesus made for sin.  Forgiveness of sins is 

not difficult to receive; it is simply a matter of faith in Jesus. Peter says, “Everyone who 

believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name” (Acts 10:43). The act of 
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believing involves repentance and baptism on the part of the one who wishes to possess eternal 

life.26 

 On the Day of Pentecost, Peter, in response to the crowds questioning him and the other 

Apostles about what to do to be saved, responded by asserting, “Repent and be baptized, every 

one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive 

the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). If we, too, wish to experience “forgiveness full and 

free,” we must repent of our sins and submit to baptism as commanded by Christ.  Repentance 

is more that just regret over our past actions; repentance involves a total change of heart, mind, 

and will concerning sin.   

Repentance means that we are no longer servants of sin, but rather, we are now servants 

of righteousness. The Scriptures assert, “He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but 

whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy” (Proverbs 28:13). John, one of the 

Twelve, also proclaims the same thing: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will 

forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). Forgiveness is 

available to anyone who believes in Jesus and repents of his or her sins. Once we have repented 

of our sins, then we need to respond to Christian baptism that is in the name of Jesus—“repent 

and be baptized,” announced Peter. 

 

Personal Reliance on Christ for Forgiveness 

 

There is only one Person in the universe who can set us free from sin, and that One is 

none other than Jesus Christ our Lord. “Everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of 

sins” (Acts 10:43), said Peter to Cornelius and his household. Paul expresses it this way: “In 

him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the 

riches of God’s grace” (Ephesians 1:7). Here it is—forgiveness full and free. Do we want 

forgiveness in our lives? We would do well to listen to Peter as he speaks about the forgiveness 

of sins to Cornelius:  

 
     He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one whom God appointed as judge 

of the living and the dead. 43 All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives 

forgiveness of sins through his name. (Acts 10:42-43) 

 

Paul, in Pisidian Antioch, calls attention to the Good News about forgiveness (Acts 

13:32). He, furthermore, calls attention to the Holy Scriptures to give validity to his 

conclusions: “What God promised our fathers he has fulfilled for us, their children, by raising 

up Jesus. As it is written in the second Psalm” (Acts 13:32-33). Again Paul declares,  

 

                                                 
26For a detailed study of baptism, see Dallas Burdette, “Baptism: From Heaven or From Men?,” 

“Baptism: Sharing in the Death, Burial, and Resurrection of Jesus,” and “Baptism: Symbol and Sacrament,” in 

Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Privileges, Volume 1 (Longwood, FL: Xulon 

Press, 2009), 235-271. 
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     Therefore, my brothers, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is 

proclaimed to you. 39 Through him everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not 

be justified from by the law of Moses. (Acts 13:38-39) 

 

  In conclusion, we should remember that if we wish to possess “forgiveness full and free,” 

the condition is: total repentance of sin and total reliance on Christ, which is then followed by 

baptism. In baptism, we confess and acknowledge that God’s Way of salvation is right—

Christ’s Death, Burial, and Resurrection. When we are baptized, the church and the world 

know that we have accepted Jesus’ Atonement as the means of redemption. God, in His 

wisdom, devised a means whereby sinful humanity could share in Christ’s Death, Burial, 

and Resurrection. 
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3 
 

 The Incomprehensible  

Grace of God 
  

 

 When we gather together with the people of God to celebrate the Resurrection of Jesus, 

are we reminded of God’s grace in the giving of His Son to make Atonement for the sins of 

humanity? This wonderful grace of God in giving His Son for our salvation teaches us that we 

should live to His glory and to His honor. The richness of God’s grace should thrill our 

souls.  Without God’s grace none of us could be saved. Have we responded to the marvel of 

God’s grace found in the finished work of Christ upon Calvary?   Have we turned from our sins 

and turned toward God’s grace?   

If we have spurned God’s grace, we should repent and  accept that which God has offered 

to us “in” and  “through” His Son Jesus Christ—eternal life. Do we remember reading the 

conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus in which our Lord Jesus told him about God’s 

love? Listen to Jesus as He unfolds the immensity of God’s love in the giving of His Son: 

 
     For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son,f that whoever believes in him shall 

not perish but have eternal life. 17 for God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, 

but to save the world through him. (John 3:16-17)  

 

 This statement of Jesus should cause each of us to stand in awe at the matchless love of 

God. Jesus came to rescue us from our sins. Do we think that our sins are too vile, too base, 

too wretched, too low, too bad, and too vicious for God to forgive?  There is not one of us 

who truthfully reflects upon these words who can fail to remember the words of Paul in his First 

Epistle to the Christians at Corinth: “By the grace of God I am what I am” (1 Corinthians 

15:10). If we have been saved through the sacrifice of Jesus, we should always remember that 

we are what we are by the grace of God.   

But Paul did not stop with his acknowledgement of his rebirth; he continued his thoughts 

by saying, “His grace to me was not without effect” (1 Corinthians 15:10). We need to ask 

ourselves, is God’s grace without effect in our lives?  Has God’s grace made a difference in 

how we live?  Has God’s grace made a difference in how we treat others?  Has God’s grace 

made a difference in how we treat our wives or husbands?  Has God’s grace made a difference 

                                                 
f Or his only begotten Son 
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in how we treat our children?  Has God’s grace made a difference in how we treat our brothers 

and sisters in Christ? 

 Paul became a committed follower of Christ as a result of God’s grace.  And as a result of 

God’s grace and mercy, this incomprehensible grace saturated Paul’s letters. Has God’s 

marvelous grace changed our lives? Does God’s grace flood our conversations? Let us listen to 

Paul as he shouts out, “justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ 

Jesus” (Romans 3:24). Over again, he exalts the grace of God to demonstrate the greatness of 

God’s grace even in the face of sin: “Where sin increased, grace increased all the more” 

(Romans 5:20).  Yet again, Paul brings us face to face with the Savior, saying, “For you know 

the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, 

so that you through his poverty might become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9).  Once more, he tells us: 

“by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of 

God—not by works, so that no one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9). 

 

GRACE LIBERATES MEN AND WOMEN 

 

 Our Lord Jesus Christ redeems us and acquits us through His marvelous, awe-inspiring, 

and stunning grace.  God’s grace has appeared to all humanity. God extends an invitation. Jesus 

extends an invitation. The Spirit extends an invitation. The ekklesia of God (the Christian 

community) extends an invitation.  John, one of the Twelve Apostles, cries out:  

 
     The Spirit and the bride say, “Come!” And let him who hears say, “Come!” Whoever is thirsty, let 

him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life. (Revelation 22:17)  

 

Have we responded to this invitation? Have we rejected God’s grace by the way we live? 

God’s grace is extended to of us all. God’s grace is a call to holy living? God’s grace is a call to 

commitment. It is in this vein that Paul writes out of the abundance of his heart as he reflects 

upon the grace he received from God upon the Damascus Road: “For the grace of God that 

brings salvation has appeared to all men” (Titus 2:11). Not only did God redeem Paul, He has 

also redeemed us through our Lord Jesus. As a result of this rescue from condemnation, He has 

also ordained that we, His people, should be caught up in good works.  When we do good 

works, this activity of holy living should create a sense of awe in those who have not yet 

responded to God’s grace. Pay attention to Paul as he reminds Titus of the implications of 

God’s grace: 

 
     It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright 

and godly lives in this present age, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of 

our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness 

and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good. (Titus 2:12-14)  

 

This is the same truth that Paul writes to the Christians in Ephesus: “For we are God’s 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us 

to do” (Ephesians 2:10). Are we doing good works? Doing “good works” is a part of our 
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worship, which worship consumes the whole of our lives. It is in this vein that the author of the 

Book of Hebrews writes: 

 
     Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of lips that 

confess his name. 16 And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God is 

pleased. (Hebrews 13:15-16)  

 

God Redeems Us from the Slavery of Sin 

 

 As Christians, we are a new creation in Christ Jesus.  But this rebirth is not our doing, but 

God’s.  Paul says, “We are God’s workmanship.” Since we have experienced the new birth, 

we ought never to forget that we have a new nature. Since this is so, Paul writes with insight as 

he seeks to capture the essence of our new nature: “We should no longer be slaves to sin—

because anyone who has died has been freed from sin” (Romans 6:6-7). Are our lives lived in 

such a way that we actually live for God?  Paul again drives home this point of the new status of 

the believer:  

 
     Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. 9 For we know that since 

Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no longer has mastery over him. 10 The 

death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. 11 In the same way, 

count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. 12 Therefore do not let sin reign in your 

mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. 13 Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as 

instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from 

death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness. 14 For sin shall 

not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace. (Romans 6:8-14)  

 

 Have we died with Christ? Does sin reign in our lives? Have we offered ourselves to 

God? Are we instruments of righteousness? Is sin our master? How do we respond to these 

questions? Are our responses negative or positive? As we reflect upon Paul’s admonition, we 

are also reminded of Peter’s admonition to live our lives for God. Peter’s words should awaken 

each of us from our slumber of inactivity: 

 
     Therefore, prepare your minds for action; be self-controlled; set your hope fully on the grace to be 

given you when Jesus Christ is revealed. 14 As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires 

you had when you lived in ignorance. 15 But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you 

do; 16 for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.”a 17 Since you call on a Father who judges each 

man’s work impartially, live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear. 18 For you know that it was 

not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life 

handed down to you from your forefathers, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without 

blemish or defect. (1 Peter 1:13-19)  

 

Since we have been redeemed through the precious blood of Christ, has this movement of 

God prepared our minds for action to advance the kingdom of God? For this reason, Paul 

continuously reflected upon forgiveness of sins “in” and “through” Christ. He reminded the 

                                                 
a Lev. 11:44, 45; 19:2; 20:7 
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Christians living in Colossae: “in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” 

(Colossians 1:14). John, too, records a scene in heaven in which the twenty-four elders sang a 

new song about the Lamb of God having been slain from the foundation of the world for the 

forgiveness of sins. Again, let us peep, as it were, into the throne room of God and see 

thousands upon thousands praising Jesus for His redemption: 

 
     And they sang a new song: “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you 

were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and 

people and nation. 10 You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they 

will reign on the earth.” 11 Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering 

thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and 

the living creatures and the elders. 12 In a loud voice they sang: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, 

to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!” 13 Then I 

heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, 

singing: “To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, 

for ever and ever!” 14The four living creatures said, “Amen,” and the elders fell down and worshiped. 

(Revelation 5:9-14)  

 

EXAMPLE OF GOD’S REDEMPTION FROM SIN  

 

John Newton 

 

Do we sing about the worthiness of the Lamb of God? Are we conscious that we are a 

kingdom of priests? Are we serving our God? Are we serving the Son? Are we grieving the 

Holy Spirit who indwells us as the people of God? Do we give God the Father honor and 

glory and power for the gift of His Son for our redemption? On March 10, 1748, John Newton 

(1725-1807), while returning to England from Africa during a storm, turned to Thomas a 

Kempis’s book, Imitation of Christ, for consolation and faith. God used the message of this 

book by Kempis (1380-1471) to plant the seed that eventually led to his conversion and 

repudiation of slavery.  At the age of thirty-nine, John Newton was ordained by the Anglican 

Church.  His work for the next fifteen years (1764-1779) was a very successful ministry.  He 

repeatedly told of his early life and conversion. During this time he introduced the singing of 

hymns that expressed the simple, heartfelt faith of his preaching rather than the singing of the 

Psalms.  Until the time of his death at the age of eighty-two, John Newton never ceased to 

marvel at God’s mercy and grace that had so changed his life.27 

One of the most beloved songs—even to this day—is the hymn that he wrote about his 

redemption, “Amazing Grace.”  Listen to the words of Newton as he poured out his heart in 

amazement, admiration, incredulity, and bewilderment for God’s forgiveness for his life of 

rebellion: 

 

           Amazing grace! how sweet the sound, 

 That saved a wretch like me! 

                                                 
27See Kenneth W. Osbeck, 101 Hymn Stories (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1982), 28-31. 
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 I once was lost, but now am found. 

 Was blind but now I see. 

 

 ‘Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,  

 And grace my fears relieved; 

 How precious did that grace appear 

 The hour I first believed! 

 

 The Lord has promised good to me, 

 His word my hope secures; 

 He will my shield and portion be 

 As long as life endures. 

 

 Through many dangers, toils and snares, 

 I have already come; 

 ‘Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far, 

 And grace will lead me home. 

 

 When we’ve been there ten thousand years, 

 Bright shining as the Sun, 

 We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise 

 Than when we’d first begun. 

 

 Are we like John Newton concerning God’s amazing grace? Do we stand in awe and 

admiration of God’s matchless grace? Do we want to be free from the condemnation of sin? Do 

we want to be free from the wrath of God? Do we want eternal life? Then, we should remember 

the words of Jesus to the religious leaders of Israel: “If the Son sets you free, you will be free 

indeed” (John 8:36). Jesus is God’s way of salvation. As we step back into the Book of John, 

John reports that Jesus tells a crowd: “My Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son 

and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:40). 

Jesus paid the price of redemption.  In order for God to demonstrate His justice and, at the same 

time, to justify sinful humanity, He had to give His Son. Paul comes to grips with sin and God’s 

righteousness and paints a picture of our redemption with these words: 

 
     But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and 

the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all 

who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 

justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him 

as a sacrifice of atonement,a through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because 

in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it to demonstrate 

his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 

(Romans 3: 21-26)  

                                                 
a 25Or as the one who would turn aside his wrath, taking away sin 
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 Do we glory in this righteousness “from God”? Do we just glibly or faintly reflect upon 

Jesus as God’s sacrifice of Atonement for the sins of humanity? How do we really and truly feel 

about this salvation? Are we like the heavenly hosts of angels? This salvation is so great that 

even the heavenly host broke out in praise. Prior to Luke’s recording this rapture of praise by 

God’s angels, he recorded the visit of an angel to some shepherds in a field: 

 
     And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 
9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were 

terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that 

will be for all the people. 11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christa 

the Lord. 12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 

(Luke 2:8-12)  

 

Luke then informs Theophilus (Book of Luke written to Theophilus—Luke 1:3): 

 
     Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 
14  “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” 15 When the 

angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem 

and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” (2:13-15)  

 

Prior to the birth of Jesus, Matthew, one of the Twelve, gives his readers additional 

information concerning the birth of the One that the heavenly host praised. He calls attention to 

the prophetic element concerning this unique birth—born of a virgin. He begins by relating 

information to the future husband of Mary. Since Joseph did not know about this miraculous 

involvement of the pregnancy, he sought to divorce her quietly. But following Joseph’s 

contemplation of divorce from Mary, after he was informed that Mary was pregnant, an angel of 

God intervened.  Listen as Matthew reports an angel’s admonition concerning this pregnancy:  

 
     But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, 

“Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in 

her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus,a 

because he will save his people from their sins.” 22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said 

through the prophet: 23 “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will 

call him Immanuel”b—which means, “God with us.” (Matthew 1:20-23)  

 

  John, too, who was one of the Twelve, also reflects upon the marvel of this spectacular 

phenomenon—virgin birth.    

 

                                                 
a Or Messiah. “The Christ” (Greek) and “the Messiah” (Hebrew) both mean “the Anointed One”; also in 

verse 26. 
a Jesus is the Greek form of Joshua, which means the LORD saves. 
b Isaiah 7:14 
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     The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of 

the One and Only,d who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 15 John testifies concerning 

him. He cries out, saying, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me has surpassed me 

because he was before me.’” 16 From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after 

another. 17 For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 18 No 

one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only,e f who is at the Father’s side, has made him 

known. (John 1:14-18)  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 What does God becoming flesh mean to us?  Has God’s grace affected or influenced us in 

our daily walk with Him? Are we zealous to utter praise from our lips—confessing that Jesus is 

Lord (Romans 10:8-10)? Are we enthusiastic and passionate for good works that will cause 

us to experience rapture over the One who redeems?  Are we denying ungodliness and 

worldly lust?  Are we seeking God and His righteousness first and foremost in our lives? Are 

we kind and gentle? Do we love the people of God? Are we working for unity among God’s 

people? Has God’s grace stimulated us to activity in the advancement of His kingdom? What 

does reflection upon the grace of God really mean to us? Has this grace committed us to the 

cause of Christ? Remember, as cited above, toward the end of Paul’s ministry, he writes to 

Titus the following words of admonition—remember God’s grace and its influence:  

 
     For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. 12 It teaches us to say “No” to 

ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present 

age, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus 

Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people 

that are his very own, eager to do what is good. 15 These, then, are the things you should teach. 

Encourage and rebuke with all authority. Do not let anyone despise you. (Titus 2:11-15)  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
d Or the Only Begotten 
e 

Or the Only Begotten 
f Some manuscripts but the only (or only begotten) Son 
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4 
 

A New Year:  

A Time to Remember 

God’s Grace 

 

 

 

 Remembering God’s grace brings about a change in our lives. As we approach this New 

Year, this is a time to reexamine our relationship to God. Paul’s message, as found in 2 

Corinthians 13:5, is designed to invite us to look into our hearts and to search ourselves so that 

they may discover where we stand in our relationship to God, to Christ, and to the Holy Spirit. 

The year 2021 is a time for reflection on God’s calling us away from ourselves and to 

reevaluate our self-preoccupation, that is to say, whether or not our lives are preoccupied with 

self-interest. Hopefully, an examination of this text will encourage us, as Christians, to focus on 

two things: (1) self-examination of our daily walk with God, and (2) reflection upon God’s 

grace “in” and “through” His Son Jesus.   

 Just a casual glance at Paul’s words in this passage penetrates into the very soul of any 

individual who reaches out to God for salvation. Paul goes right to the very center of our own 

ego and says:  

 
     Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realize that 

Christ Jesus is in you—unless, of course, you fail the test? (2 Corinthians 13:5)  

 

This text, at first glance, seems to draw us away from the doctrine of justification by 

faith. But, this self-examination is concerned about glorifying God as a result of His grace 

extended to those who focus their attention upon Christ for deliverance from God’s wrath. 

Apparently, some of the Corinthians had failed to understand the implications of this message 

of God’s Way of salvation by grace “in” and “through” Christ in the finished work of Christ 

upon Calvary. A brief reading of this epistle reveals that some failed to allow a 

fundamental change in their day-to-day behavior, a change that the Gospel demands. 

Earlier, in this same Epistle, Paul calls attention to the proper use of our bodies in God’s 

service.  He writes with urgency as he reflects upon the discord within the Christian 

community:  
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     Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you? 17 If 

anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s temple is sacred, and you are that 

temple. (1 Cor. 3:16-17)   

 

Not only does Paul discuss factions within the Body of Christ (1:10-17), but he also 

addresses sexual immorality as something that must stop. Listen to Paul as he sets forth his 

reasons for external change in one’s behavioral patterns after conversion to Christ: 

 
     Flee from sexual immorality. All other sins a man commits are outside his body, but he who sins 

sexually sins against his own body. 19 Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, 

who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; 20 you were bought at a 

price. Therefore honor God with your body. (6:18-20) 

 

In Paul’s Second Corinthian Correspondence, he again focuses in on self-examination of 

one’s lifestyle. In this brief verse (2 Corinthians 13:5), Paul desires that God’s people should 

apprehend Jesus Christ, but, at the same time, he also wishes that God’s Gospel should take into 

custody everyone’s life to His glory and honor through good works. Emil Brunner (1889-

1966, Swiss Protestant [Reformed] theologian) comments on 2 Corinthians 13:5 this way: 

 
     Christ is indeed the theme of this text too. This self-examination is concerned with faith, of course 

with faith in the grace of God which alone saves us, and its object is to discover whether we have 

truly understood this preaching and made this message the fundamental inspiration of our lives.28 

 

 Do we realize that Christ Jesus is in us? Who is Christ? What is His identity? The Holy 

Spirit wants the disciples of Jesus Christ to testify as to His identity—the Savior of the world. 

Shortly before Christ’s crucifixion, Jesus calls attention to their mission: 

 
     When the Counselor comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes 

out from the Father, he will testify about me. 27 And you also must testify, for you have been with me 

from the beginning. (John 15:26-27)  

 

How does faith come about? Faith in Jesus comes about through the proclamation of the 

Gospel. Even though Christians today were not with Jesus “from the beginning,” nevertheless, 

every believer is to share his or her faith with others. Once more, we should listen to the words 

of Paul as he calls attention to faith in Jesus—a faith that results from hearing the Gospel 

message of salvation by faith in and through Jesus: 

 
     How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the 

one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? 15 

And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those 

who bring good news!”h 16 But not all the Israelites accepted the good news. For Isaiah says, “Lord, 

                                                 
28Emil Brunner, “Self-examination: 2 Corinthians 13:5” in The Great Invitation and Other Sermons 

(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1955), 165-66. I am indebted to Emil Brunner for the genesis of this 

message: A New Year: Remembering God’s Grace.  

 h Isaiah 52:7 
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who has believed our message?”i 17 Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the 

message is heard through the word of Christ.  (Romans 10:14-17) 

 

Jesus Christ longs to dwell in the hearts of His people, not just their minds or memories. 

This truth is self-evident as we listen to the words of Jesus as He addresses the church in 

Laodicea: “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the 

door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me” (Revelation 3:20). An examination of 

our faith should result in amazement and marvel at the richness of God’s love in sending His 

Son to die for sinful humanity. As we reflect upon God’s mercy, are we spellbound in wonder 

and struck with astonishment and driven to bow in worship to His matchless love?  Jesus invites 

us to open our hearts and let Him in. Have we failed to devote our lives to Jesus? Have we 

examined our lives? Have we failed the test? Has God’s grace changed our lives? Paul 

encouraged Titus to call attention to God’s grace in order to bring about change in one’s way of 

life. Pay attention to Paul as he develops his case for transformation of character: 

 
     For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. 12 It teaches us to say “No” to 

ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present 

age, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, 

Jesus Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a 

people that are his very own, eager to do what is good. (Titus 2:11-14) 

 

What is our faith all about? What does our belief amount to? Does our belief in Christ 

make a difference in our lives? Are our lives the same today as they were before we put our 

faith in Him? Can we say that we are different persons as a result of our faith? James, our 

Lord’s brother, drives home the point of action, not just belief, as the measure of one’s true 

faith: 

 
     But someone will say, “You have faith; I have deeds.” Show me your faith without deeds, and I 

will show you my faith by what I do. 19 You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons 

believe that—and shudder. 20 You foolish man, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is 

useless?a  (James 2:18-20)  

 

Prior to this admonition by James, he calls attention to true worship—worship that 

involves looking after orphans and widows in their afflictions and keeping oneself unspotted 

from the world. He writes with sharpness about external behavior and worship: 

 
      Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 23 Anyone who 

listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror 24 and, 

after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. 25 But the man who 

looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he 

has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does. 26 If anyone considers himself religious 

and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless. 27 

                                                 

 i Isaiah 53:1 

 a Some early manuscripts dead 
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Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in 

their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world. (1:22-27) 

 

Do we have a “hearing” or “doing” faith? As we reflect upon God’s richness toward us, 

does our faith issue forth in gratitude for His redemption? Paul constantly drove home this point 

to his converts: 

 
     Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all 

wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. 17 

And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks 

to God the Father through him. (Colossians 3:16-17) 

 

What does it mean to “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly”? What does it mean to 

say, “with gratitude in your hearts to God”? Is your faith very deep? Are we aware that there is 

One above us? Do we allow God’s Word to speak to us today? Do we remember God’s grace 

through Jesus Christ? Paul writes to Timothy to remember Jesus Christ: 

 
     Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, descended from David. This is my gospel, 9 for 

which I am suffering even to the point of being chained like a criminal. But God’s word is not 

chained. 10 Therefore I endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they too may obtain the 

salvation that is in Christ Jesus, with eternal glory. (2 Timothy 2:8-10) 

 

Do we reflect upon the deepest foundations of our faith? Why does God’s love no 

longer radiate from our faces? Why is there so little warmth toward God’s people? Why did 

Paul write as he did to the Corinthians? Are we praying that this verse (2 Corinthians 13:5) will 

sink into our hearts and stand fast? Remember, that Jesus Christ is given to those who believe 

that Jesus is our “righteousness” from God (1 Corinthians 1:30). If we wish to exemplify Christ 

in our daily walk with God, we must wrap ourselves in the grace of God that is made known 

“in” and “through” Jesus Christ. When we allow ourselves to be taken into God’s New 

Covenant, we must remain loyal to it. When we are without Christ, we are in darkness. When 

we are with Christ, we are in light. If awe for God dies, we die. Is our faith very deep? Do we 

feel as Isaiah did in his encounter with God? Isaiah writes his own impression of this encounter: 

 
     In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the 

train of his robe filled the temple. 2 Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings 

they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. 3 And they 

were calling to one another: “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his 

glory.” 4 At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled 

with smoke. 5 “Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a 

people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty.” (Isaiah 6:1-5)  

 

  Is our faith simply lodged in our understanding and not in our hearts? As we approach 

this New Year, is there meaning to our lives? Is there anything worthwhile in our lives? Today, 

the world is full of individuals to whom there is no meaning in life? When we discover that our 

lives are empty, we are conscious that we do not know God. When we do not know God, there 
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is no eternal purpose by which we can shape our lives. We simply drift in the sea of 

nothingness. When our lives are oriented toward the Eternal, when our thoughts are upon the 

kingdom of God, when our lives are committed to Jesus, and when our lives are filled with the 

assurance of salvation, then our faith is able to overcome the philosophy of despair. When our 

lives are filled with God, we do not need to turn to alcohol, we do not need to turn to drugs, and 

we do not need to turn to illicit sex. Yes, when we know God, we know that our journey is not 

void. We know the goal set before us—eternal life “in” and “through” Jesus. Paul, in his Epistle 

to the Colossians, calls attention to the new life in Christ: 

 
     Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is 

seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 3 For you 

died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is youra life, appears, then 

you also will appear with him in glory. 5 Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly 

nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. 6 Because of these, 

the wrath of God is coming.b 7 You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. 8 But now 

you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language 

from your lips. 9 Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices 10 

and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. 

(Colossians 3:1-10) 

 

Even though Colossians 3:1-10 deals with Judaism versus Jesus, nevertheless, a principle 

can be applied concerning how we live our lives. Are we holy in our daily walk with God? 

Unless we set our hearts or minds on “things above,” we will not stand in awe of God. When 

the hope of eternal life fades, our sense of the holy and our sense of awe disappear. Without a 

belief in the words of Jesus to Martha concerning death and life, we sink into despair. Without 

the sense of admiration about God’s grace, then the words of Jesus cease to mold our lives. 

Jesus told Martha: “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even 

though he dies” (John 11:25). When we affirm that we believe in the Resurrection of Christ and 

of life in the world to come, we do not melt away into emptiness. Life has importance and 

substance. When we know Christ and the power of His Resurrection, we never look at the world 

as we did before meeting Christ in our conversion. Listen to Paul as he seeks to capture the true 

meaning of life: 

 
     But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 8 What is more, I 

consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for 

whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in 

him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in 

Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 10 I want to know Christ and the 

power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his 

death, 11 and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. (Philippians 3:7-11) 

 

                                                 

 a Some manuscripts our 

 b Some early manuscripts coming on those who are disobedient 
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 Our belief in the Resurrection of Jesus results in our becoming what Christ is. Is Christ 

formed in us? Paul calls attention to the necessity of allowing Christ to mold our lives:  

 
     My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, 20 how I 

wish I could be with you now and change my tone, because I am perplexed about you! (Galatians 4:19-20)  

 

Are we living in Christ and is Christ living in us? To live in Christ is to live in eternity. God, 

from eternity, predetermined that those who receive the Son of God receive eternal life. In 

Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians, he sets forth in a nutshell the very kernel of salvation promised 

before God spoke this universe into existence. Paul soars, as it were, as he, through the Holy 

Spirit, captures the mystery of God hidden from the foundation of the world: 

 
     Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly 

realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 4 For he chose us in him before the creation of the 

world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love 5 hea predestined us to be adopted as his sons 

through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will— 6 to the praise of his glorious grace, 

which he has freely given us in the One he loves. 7 In him we have redemption through his blood, 

the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace 8 that he lavished on us with all 

wisdom and understanding. 9 And heb made known to us the mystery of his will according to his 

good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, 10 to be put into effect when the times will have reached 

their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. 11 

In him we were also chosen,c having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out 

everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, 12 in order that we, who were the first to hope 

in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. 13 And you also were included in Christ when you 

heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him 

with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the 

redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory. (Ephesians 1:3-14) 

 

 If we wish to receive eternal life, we must know the Son who is from eternity. John the 

Baptist testifies concerning Jesus and eternal life. In this testimony, he says,  

 
     The Father loves the Son and has placed everything in his hands. 36 Whoever believes in the Son 

has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him.d (John 

3:36) 

 

  Do we really know Him? He that rejects the Son will not see life. What does it mean to us 

to say, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection” (Philippians 3:10)? Did Paul 

just want intellectual knowledge about Christ, or did he want an intimate knowledge of Christ? 

Paul did not just want to know about Christ, but rather he wanted to personally know Him? 

What about ourselves? Do we want to know about Him or do we want to know Him? 

                                                 

 a 4,5 Or sight in love. He 

 b 8,9 Or us. With all wisdom and understanding, he 

 c Or were made heirs 

 d Some interpreters end the quotation after verse 30. 
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William Barclay (1907-1978), Professor of Divinity and Biblical Criticism at the University of 

Glasgow, captures the essence of what it really means to know Him: 

 
     To know Christ is not to be skilled in any theoretical or theological knowledge; it is to know him 

with such intimacy that in the end we are as united with him as we are with those whom we love on 

earth and that, as we share their experiences, so we also share his.29  

 

What does God’s grace mean to us? Has God’s grace had an effect upon our lifestyles? 

God’s grace is seen in the Death, Burial, and Resurrection of Jesus. It is through the 

Resurrection of Jesus that we know that we have eternal life and have access to it. We can say 

with confidence that we can have hope of eternal life “in” and “through” Jesus. We must die 

with Christ the Crucified One, and we must be resurrected with Christ the Resurrected One. 

God, in His wisdom, designed the means whereby sinful humanity can participate in the Death, 

Burial, and Resurrection of His Son. Günther Bornkamm (1905-1990, German New 

Testament scholar and Professor of New Testament at the University of Heidelberg) explains 

baptism this way: 

 
     In that Christ takes his own into his death and his life, he thus places them together with him in 

this activity. He separates them from sin and gives to their life out of death a constant direction 

toward God. Already in Rom. 5.1ff. Paul has shown how the believers are now initially activated 

through justification and the pact of peace: the Spirit moves their hearts through the love of God, 

which is poured into our hearts (5:5). And then comes the praise of hope, indeed praise not only in the 

middle of trouble but even because of affliction. This new activity means “endurance”—

“character”—“hope” (Rom 5.4). “I press on to make it my own because Christ Jesus has made me his 

own!” (Phil.3.12). “Dead to sin, alive to God”—that is no attained condition but the release of life, 

and now genuine activity for the first time. Paul makes this clear in Rom.6.15ff. By describing 

liberation from sin not only as separation from its power but immediately as incorporation in a new 

relationship of obedience, as a service in the new being of the Spirit (7.6). The new conduct is thus 

already included with the new being; it is the release of a life open to God, now truly turned toward 

the future for the first time.30  

 

Paul expresses this participation in Romans 6 as he reminds the Romans of their baptism 

(Romans 6:1-14). If we believe in Him, this belief demands repentance, or conversion, from the 

old nature to a new person in Christ. Have we discarded the works of the flesh? In other 

words, have we disrobed ourselves of the willful, self-seeking, prideful, and godless 

behavior of our former way of life? When we repent, the old person must die. Our old wills 

and desires must die. Our pride must be destroyed. In Christian baptism, Jesus takes us who 

believe into His Death and Life. When we are buried with our Lord in baptism, we are dead 

to sin, but alive to God. In baptism, God has opened a new life. As we reflect upon baptism, 

we come away with the idea that baptism represents a turning point between sin and God and 

between the old and the new aeon (age). What does it mean to us to say, “I believe in Jesus 

                                                 
29William Barclay, The Letters to the Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians, The Daily study Bible 

series, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1975), 64-65. 
30Günther Bornkamm, Early Christian Experience (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1969), 80.  
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Christ”? Paul grabs hold of the very essence of our new life in Christ with its implications to the 

Romans: 

 
     What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means! 16 Don’t 

you know that when you offer yourselves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the one 

whom you obey—whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to 

righteousness? 17 But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly 

obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. 18 You have been set free from sin and 

have become slaves to righteousness. (Romans 6:15-18) 

 

When God calls us as partners into His kingdom, He desires our co-operation in the 

whole range of human activity. It is in this vein that Paul calls attention to the life of sacrifice 

from every believer to the Romans. Paul puts pen to paper: “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in 

view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is 

your spirituala act of worship” (Romans 12:1). How do we, as Christians, present our bodies as 

“living scarifies” to God? In this same chapter, Paul sets forth the kind of sacrifices that pleases 

God: 

 
     Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one another in 

brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your 

spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 13 Share 

with God’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. (12:9-13) 

 

The author of the Book of Hebrews puts across the concept of worship this way:  

 
     Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of lips that 

confess his name. 16 And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices 

God is pleased. (Hebrews 13:15-16)  

 

“Spiritual sacrifices” represents our “spiritual act of worship,” not just going through five 

rituals on Sunday morning. Peter captures the essence of Christian worship when he jots down:  

 
     As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him— 
5 you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering 

spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. (1 Peter 2:4-5) 

 

James, the Lord’s brother, carves, with his pen, a pictorial image of true worship: 

“Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and 

widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world” (James 1:27). As 

Christians, we are not made for freedom from God, but for freedom in God. This new allegiance 

renders us trustworthy and responsible and free—free to serve righteousness, not sin. In Christ, 

we are no longer our own master.  Paul drives home this point in the first part of his first letter 

to the Corinthians:  

                                                 

 a Or reasonable 
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     Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have 

received from God? You are not your own; 20 you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with 

your body. (1 Corinthians 6:19-20) 

 

As believers in Christ, we should bow in awe at God’s forgiveness of sins. Even though 

outsiders may not fully understand forgiveness, we thank God, as His children, daily for 

forgiveness. We thank God for His intervention to bring about our salvation “in” and “through” 

His Son. It is in this vein that Paul recounts the very essence of God’s Good News about 

salvation for us—sinful humanity: 

 
     It is because of him [God the Father] that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom 

from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. 31 Therefore, as it is written: “Let 

him who boasts boast in the Lord.”b  (1:30-31) 

 

This challenge of self-examination by Paul in 2 Corinthians 13:5 takes us back to the 

very heart of his message of salvation in and through Christ. The Gospel of Jesus offers hope. 

The Gospel of Christ alone offers hope of eternal life. But it offers eternal life at a price—belief 

in Jesus as Lord. It is self-evident that death is the end of our physical life, but, at the same time, 

we can say that there is hope beyond the grave. In other words, the Gospel of Jesus extends a 

hope greater than anything that this world has to offer. To escape God’s wrath, we must accept 

and confess Jesus as Lord. Listen to Paul, once more, as he goes right to the heart of salvation: 

 
     But what does it say? “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,”e that is, 

the word of faith we are proclaiming: 9 That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and 

believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10 For it is with your heart 

that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. 11 As the 

Scripture says, “Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.”f (Romans 10:8-11)  

 

 Do we want to be one of His disciples? Do we want to renounce our own rights and will? 

If we are willing to do that, we can know for sure that Jesus is our Resurrection and our Life. 

Again, the words of Jesus: “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, 

even though he dies” (John 11:25). We are conscious of this truth. As a result of this 

understanding, we have a purpose by which life can be shaped. Believers know why we are in 

the world, and we also know that we are not journeying into a void of meaninglessness.  

As Christians, we know that we are to love God and our neighbors. This kind of mindset is 

woven into the very texture of our everyday walk with God. When we believe in God, the 

Father of Jesus Christ, we know that our lives are not governed by chance, but by the will of 

God. J. H. Oldham (1874-1969, Scottish missionary in India and a significant figure in 

Christian ecumenism) quotes the following succinct observation about the new life in Christ 

from the Archbishop of York: 

                                                 

 b Jer. 9:24 

 e Deut. 30:14 

  f Isaiah 28:16 
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     In Christ new life broke into the world; He is the beginning and the pledge of its redemption. The 

church, the company of those who believe in Him, is the salt of the earth, a new leaven working in the 

world and history, seeking to permeate these realms and renew them by the power of the new life. 

The Christian dividing line does not run between the sphere of religion and the sphere of the secular. 

In the heart and center of the common life of the world it divides those who live this common life in 

the power of faith, seeking to transform and renew it from the roots up, and those who live and act in 

unbelief, that is in self-centeredness and pride.... The destiny of the Church, the deepest secret of its 

life, is to die continually in the redemptive service of the world and to rise again in a reborn natural 

and historical—that is to say, secular—life.’31 

 

Do we really and truly believe? If so, then we will not drift like lost souls. If we believe, 

our souls are anchored in His love, that is to say, in the One who controls the world. Can we say 

the following words of Paul: “If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. 

So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord” (Romans 14:8)? Do we remember God’s 

grace in our daily lives? How are we saved? Is it by our own works or by God’s rich grace? 

Paul, in his letter to the Ephesians, writes: 

 
     For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift 

of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s workmanship, created in 

Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. (Ephesians 2:8-10)  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 In conclusion, as we sum up this message about remembering God’s grace, we must ask 

ourselves if it is worthwhile to believe? This message about remembering God’s grace has 

labored the point that it is only in faith in Jesus as the Savior of the world that life takes on real 

value and authentic meaning to assist us through the toils of life. Faith in Jesus is the only 

consolation that we find in life as well as in death. Are we in the faith? Have we examined our 

faith? Is it active or is it dead?  Pay attention once more to the words of Paul: 

 
     Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realize that 

Christ Jesus is in you—unless, of course, you fail the test? 6 And I trust that you will discover that we 

have not failed the test. 7 Now we pray to God that you will not do anything wrong. Not that people will see 

that we have stood the test but that you will do what is right even though we may seem to have failed. 8 For 

we cannot do anything against the truth, but only for the truth. 9 We are glad whenever we are weak but you 

are strong; and our prayer is for your perfection. 10 This is why I write these things when I am absent, that 

when I come I may not have to be harsh in my use of authority—the authority the Lord gave me for 

building you up, not for tearing you down. (2 Corinthians 13:5-10) 

 

                                                 
31J. H. Oldham, Life Is Commitment (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1952), 90. 
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5 
 

Saints and Faithful 

In Christ Jesus 

 
 

 Just an informal reading of the first three verses in the first chapter of the Book of 

Ephesians should cause every believer to strive toward faithfulness to God, Christ, and the Holy 

Spirit. Paul addresses this short Epistle to the saints (τοῖς ἁγίοις, tois hagiois). In addition to the 

epithet “saints,” he also refers to them as “faithful (πιστοῖς, pistois) in Christ Jesus” (1:1). What 

does the word faithful mean to us? Hopefully, this word conveys the idea of an exercising faith. 

Are we allowing God to work through us to advance His kingdom? Are we faithful to the cause 

of proclaiming the Good News of God’s way of salvation by faith in the finished work of Christ 

upon Calvary? How often do we share the Resurrection of Jesus to those with whom we come 

in contact? 

Another side of exercising our faith has to do with the way we live. Are we faithful to 

God in the way we conduct our lives each day? Do we see Christ in ourselves? Do others see 

Christ in us? Have we died to ourselves? When we were baptized, we entered a new life where 

the risen Christ is now the center. Yet, we see a further characteristic of exercising faith, which 

aspect of faith focuses upon unity among God’s people. How do we treat members of God’s 

family? As fellow believers, we unite in free association with other believers in order to create 

a local body of believers to preach the Resurrection of our Lord Jesus. As members of Christ’s 

community, we need to remember that unity can only find expression in a common faith, 

namely, Jesus. Jesus is the common denominator for unity. Unity can never be realized only on 

the basis of dogmatic agreement of the church fathers. We must allow the freedom of 

intellectual inquiry into the teachings of Holy Scripture.  

A different feature of exercising faith centers upon our commitment to the Body of 

Christ, namely, the Fellowship of the Resurrected One. Is the church important in our 

commitment to God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit?32 Our loyalty to Christ demands that we work 

for unity among God’s people. Dr. J. H. Oldham (1874-1969, Administrative Director of 

International African Institute) wrote with passion as he sought to call God’s people back to 

biblical fellowship. Let us keep our eyes and ears open to his comments about fellowship: 

 

                                                 
32See Dallas Burdette, “The Church: Agents of God’s Reconciliation,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical 

Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Privileges (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 272-283, for an in-

depth study of the importance of the church in God’s scheme of redemption.  
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     The Church is the realization of true community. Its essential nature is fellowship between 

persons. It can be the manifestation of the true meaning of community because its life is rooted in the 

love of God. It is only the love of God which can deliver us from our self-centered isolation and set 

us free to love our fellow-men. The more we struggle to overcome our egocentricity the more 

egocentric we become. Only a love that comes to us from without and gives our lives a new centre in 

the One who loves us can break the fetters of our self-love. The Church is thus the sphere of free 

relations of mutual love and trust between persons, and is meant to be the witness to the world of true 

relations of men with one another.33 

 

  Are we energetically engaged in missionary activity? Do we share the Good News of 

God with others? Faithfulness in Christ involves belief in Jesus as God’s Son, ethical behavior 

that gives glory to God, promoting unity among God’s family, and missionary activity in 

sharing the Good News about God’s way of salvation “in” and “through” Christ. As believers in 

the Risen Christ, we are impelled to express our love to God through our love to men and 

women. Paul immediately calls alertness to our position (in Christ) and to a description (saints 

and faithful) of God’s children in Ephesus. Once again, the word faithful conveys the sense of 

having faith or exercising faith. This new reality in Christ demands that we express ourselves in 

new forms of behavior. It is in this vein that Peter writes his Second Epistle to those who had 

received a faith as precious as his. Pay attention to him as he exhorts a change in behavior—a 

change from the old to the new: 

 
     His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of 

him who called us by his own glory and goodness. 4 Through these he has given us his very great 

and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and 

escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. 5 For this very reason, make every effort 

to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; 6 and to knowledge, self-control; and to 

self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; 7 and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and 

to brotherly kindness, love. 8 For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will 

keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
9 But if anyone does not have them, he is nearsighted and blind, and has forgotten that he has been 

cleansed from his past sins. 10 Therefore, my brothers, be all the more eager to make your calling and 

election sure. For if you do these things, you will never fall, 11 and you will receive a rich welcome 

into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. (2 Peter 1:3-11) 

 

 Are we ineffective and unproductive in our daily walk with God? Peter exhorts the 

believers to remember who they are. We, too, need to remember that we are partakers of the 

Divine nature. These comments of Peter explain the true meaning of the word saints. Again, the 

Greek word for saints is ἅγιος (hagios), which became a common word or designation for 

Christians. Believers are separated unto God by faith in Jesus. In other words, saints are those 

who are now consecrated ones to the service of God. It is in this sense that Peter writes to the 

saints scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia: 

 

                                                 
33Dr. W. A. Visser’t Hooft and Dr. J. H. Oldham, The Church and Its Function in Society (London: 

George Allen & Unwin LTD, 1937, 1938), 160. 
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     But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that 

you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 10 

Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, 

but now you have received mercy. (1 Peter 2:9-10) 

 

Do we proclaim the praises of Him who called us out of darkness? Once more, what do 

the words saint and faithful mean to us? The words saint (ἅγιος, hagios) and faithful (πιστός, 

pistos) are both joined together with one definite article (τοῖς, tois). If we are saints, then we are 

believers. A saint is one who is dedicated, or out-and-out, for the things of God. Are we 

fulfilling our roles as priests of God? Are we really and truly serving our God? Yet again, John, 

one of the Twelve, records the words of the angelic host as they praise Christ: 

 
     And they sang a new song: “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you 

were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and 

people and nation. 10You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they 

will reign on the earth.” (Revelation 5:9-10) 

 

 God made us priests to serve Him. Are we fulfilling our calling as members of God’s 

kingdom and as priests? Paul34 begins his Epistle to the Ephesians by referring to himself as an 

“apostle of Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 1:1). The word apostle is loaded with meaning that should 

capture our attention. The word apostle (ἀπόστολος, apostolos) is from the Greek word 

ἀποστέλλω (apostellō), which means to send one off on a commission to do something as one’s 

representative. We, today, as the people of God, need to recapture the words of Paul in his 

second correspondence to the saints in Corinth. In this Epistle, we have a clear picture of what 

God desires of each of us. We should give special attention to Paul’s words as he calls attention 

to Christian involvement in evangelistic activities: 

 
     For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all 

died. 15 And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him 

who died for them and was raised again. 16 So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point 

of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. 17 Therefore, if anyone is in 

Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All this is from God, who 

reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was 

reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has 

committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though 

God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 

God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of 

God. 6:1As God’s fellow workers we urge you not to receive God’s grace in vain. (2 Corinthians 

5:14-6:1) 

 

Are we participants in “the ministry of reconciliation”? Are we conscious that God has 

“committed to us the message of reconciliation”? Remember, the word saint refers to one who 

                                                 
34In the ancient world of the Jews, it was not uncommon for children to be given two names—one Latin 

and the other Hebrew. Paulus was Paul’s Latin name, which is rendered in Greek as Παῦλος (Paulos). His 

Hebrew name is translated from the Hebrew as Saul. 
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has been separated to God. Again, we should keep in mind that Paul not only refers to the 

Ephesians as “saints,” but he also calls them “faithful.” We now have a new relationship. This 

relationship is “in Christ Jesus” (ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ, en Christō Iēsou).35  Paul starts this letter 

by calling attention to his personal call to serve God as an act from God’s will. He then 

concludes this verse with “grace and peace” from God.  

Paul is very concise concerning the Ephesians’ state of affairs and their location in God’s 

kingdom: “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, To the saints in Ephesus, the 

faithful in Christ Jesus:  Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ” (Ephesians 1:1). This in-depth study of “faithful, in Christ Jesus” is designed to call 

attention to our lifestyles and to our belief in Jesus as the Son of God. If we have faith in God 

and in Jesus, then our behavior will drastically change. Are our ears opened to Paul’s words as 

he calls notice to God’s desire for holiness in the lives of those “in Christ.” Listen to him once 

more: “For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his 

sight” (Ephesians 1:4). When we entered into this new covenant relationship with God, Christ, 

and the Holy Spirit, this new birth removes us from our old ways and renews us into the 

newness of Christ. As believers, we should react against the invasion of our old way of life into 

our new way of life. 

 

STEADFASTNESS AS OUR WAY OF LIFE: 

EXERCISING FAITH 

 

Over again, we ask, what does the word faithful convey to us? When we reflect upon the 

word faithful, what does this word communicate to us as Christians? Lloyd Jones (1899-1981, 

Welsh Protestant minister) writes that the word faithful is, to some extent, “unfortunate.”36 He 

translated the Greek word for faithful as “exercising faith.” Perhaps the best way to explain 

this word faithful is to say that the word faithful involves active believing. Our English 

word faithful carries the following meanings: true, realistic, authentic, true to life, truthful, 

believable, and so on.  We cannot separate belief from faithfulness. We cannot be faithful in our 

walk with God unless we actively believe that Jesus is the Savior of the world.  

When we believe that Jesus is risen and that He is the Savior of the world, then this belief 

in His Resurrection and our belief that He is the Savior of the world will result in an “exercising 

faith.” As believers in Christ, we must combine the “fruit of the Spirit” with an active faith in 

our Lord Jesus Messiah. Do we have an active faith—a faith that is zealous for the proclamation 

of God’s Good News of salvation by grace through faith in Christ as God’s Anointed One? Has 

                                                 
35“In Christ” occurs fourteen times in this Epistle. “In Him” occurs nine times. “Through Jesus Christ” 

one time. Our relationship to God is “in” and “through” Jesus.  
36D. M. Lloyd-Jones, God’s Ultimate Purpose: An Exposition of Ephesians 1:1 to 23 (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Book House, 1979), 28. I am also indebted to Lloyd-Jones for the genesis of my thoughts for this 

message. See also Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Rich: Ephesians (Illinois: Victor Books, 1976), 10, where he says, 

“The word faithful carries the meaning of ‘believers in Christ Jesus.’” See also R. C. H. Lenski, Commentary 

on the New Testament: The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles to the Galatians, to the Ephesians, and to the 

Philippians, (1937; reprint, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1998), 346 (page reference is to reprint edition), where 

he writes, “When it is used as an adjective it may mean ‘faithful’ or ‘trustworthy.’ Here it means ‘believers.’” 
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belief in Christ influenced the way we live our lives twenty-four hours daily? When we think of 

the “fruit of the Spirit,” what comes to our minds? Paul lays bare the characteristics with which 

we, as Christians, are to clothe ourselves.  He writes with passion, so it seems, to the Christians 

in the province of Galatia concerning the meaning of “faithful.” He concretizes this word with 

the following explanation, which definition is portrayed as “exercising faith”: 

 
But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness 

and self-control. Against such things there is no law. 24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have 

crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. 25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep 

in step with the Spirit. 26 Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other. (Galatians 

5:22-26) 

 

Christianity demands a change in our nature. We are to put to death the things that belong 

to our earthly nature (Colossians 3:1-17). The church is a radically new fellowship—a 

fellowship of saints. Since we are the new people of God, we should never forget that this grace 

of God represented “in” and “through” Jesus brought about the new humanity. Jesus is God’s 

“Grace” and “Peace.” This exhibition of love should remold our lives and our thinking 

concerning our new relationship to God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit. Do we consider ourselves 

“a holy priesthood”? The words of Peter, as cited earlier, speak of the church as a spiritual 

house as well as a holy priesthood. Listen to Peter as he paints a picture of the new humanity in 

Christ: 

 
     You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering 

spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. (1 Peter 2:5) 

 

As Christians, we should react against the invasion of the ways of the world into our 

lives. The new covenant relationship renovates us into the image of God’s dear Son. If we wish 

to win lost sinners to Christ, we need to remember what the church is—the body of Christ. We 

also need to keep in mind that the church is the bearer of the eternal promises of God through 

His prophets. We, as the church of Jesus, should remind ourselves that we are tools in the hands 

of God. Paul writes: “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing 

power is from God and not from us” (2 Corinthians 4:7).  

The message of salvation is in earthen vessels. We need a new understanding of our new 

and unique mission in the world—the proclamation of God’s Good News of salvation by grace 

through faith in the finished work of Christ upon Calvary. Jesus the Messiah is the only hope of 

the world. Jesus is the Light of the world. When we received baptism, we became vehicles of 

the theology of salvation “in” and “through” Jesus. W. A. Visser’t Hooft (1900-1985, one of 

the early leaders of the ecumenical movement) strips away all underbrush as he seeks to capture 

the very core of the church: 
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     The Church is the community which has been gathered and mobilized by the Holy Spirit in order 

to fulfill the part of the plan of God which must be fulfilled in the final period of history. The whole 

Church is, therefore, at all times called to be a witnessing Church.37 

  

In Christ, new life broke out into the pagan world of the Roman Empire. Are we 

examples to the world in our daily lives? Are we exercising our faith in the market place? As 

we reflect upon our influence in the world, we need to keep in mind that our living faith is not 

something that we carry, but rather, it is something that carries us in our day-to-day 

transactions. Paul expresses the reality of the new age to the Christians in Rome: 

 
     Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, 

holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 2 Do not conform any longer to the 

pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test 

and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. (Romans 12:1-2) 

 

When we exhibit true faith in God and in Jesus, this faith demands dedication, which 

loyalty exhibits itself in ethical behavior that glorifies God. Moral behavior follows faith and 

salvation. Salvation begins and ends with faith. How are we put in a right relationship with 

God? Jesus is God’s answer to the sin problem. We cannot approach God or Jesus without faith. 

Paul, in his letter to the Christians at Rome, stresses the nature of salvation: “For in the gospel a 

righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as 

it is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith’” (Romans 1:17)38. Do we believe in Jesus? 

Biblical faith requires allegiance and trust. It is in this vein that Jesus informed the religious 

leaders: “If you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins” 

(John 8:23).   

Do we have biblical faith? It is in this concept of faith that the author of the Book of 

Hebrews pens the following words: “Without faith it is impossible to please God, because 

anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly 

seek him” (Hebrews 11:6). This kind of faith results in good deeds. Thus, Paul could address 

the Christians in Ephesus as: “faithful in Christ Jesus.” Are we faithful in Christ Jesus? Are we, 

too, living lives worthy of our calling (Ephesians 4:1)? Are we converted to Christ? When we 

become disciples of Jesus, this commitment is a sign of our conversion. If we are converted to 

Christ, we see things in a different light. As stated earlier, we have been called by God to be 

faithful priests in our new birth. As believers, we are called to be ministers, or agents, of God’s 

reconciliation changes. To be faithful also means that we have not lost our sense of mission. 

Are we fulfilling our mission to serve God and to serve humanity? 

In our mission to the lost, we need to exhibit behavior that influences others to accept 

Christ. True faith calls for holiness—“without holiness no one will see the Lord” (Hebrews 

12:14). Belief in Jesus demands adherence to an ethical standard that brings honor and glory to 

                                                 
37W. A. Visser ‘t Hooft, The Pressure of Our Common Calling (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & 

Company, Inc., 1959), 36. 
38For a detailed study of Romans 1:16, see Dallas Burdette, “Overview of Romans,” in Dallas Burdette, 

From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 249-281.  
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God. We must also hold to the teaching concerning His preexistence and His being God’s 

Anointed One for the redemption of lost humanity. Jesus told the religious leaders: “If you hold 

to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set 

you free” (John 8:31-32). In 8:36, Jesus clarifies this teaching: “So if the Son sets you free, you 

will be free indeed.” 

 

EXAMPLES OF EXERCISING FAITH 

 

Have we slacked off in our commitment to the cause of Christ? Are we experiencing 

difficulties in our daily walk with God? Have we allowed the death of a loved one to dampen 

our zeal for God? If so, we need to reread the eleventh and twelfth chapters of Hebrews. 

Following the list of worthies in Hebrews 11, the author reminds his readers about this “great 

cloud of witnesses” as examples of belief and obedience (Hebrews 12:1). Because of their faith 

in God, he instructs them to reflect upon the “great cloud of witnesses” as well as to focus their 

attention upon Jesus. In spite of troubles, we, as Christians, are to live out our faith in active 

obedience (faithfulness), that is to say, we should live a life of authenticity that does not turn 

away from Jesus as God’s Atonement for the sins of the world: 

 
     Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off 

everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the 

race marked out for us. 2 Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for 

the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the 

throne of God. 3 Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not 

grow weary and lose heart. (12:1-3) 

 

Have we discarded everything that holds us back in our daily walk with God?  Have we 

laid aside every sin that ensnares us in our Christian march? Have we fixed our eyes upon 

Jesus? Have we turned away from Him? What is our relationship to God, Christ, and the Holy 

Spirit? When we think of sin, what comes to our minds? When we think of “acts of the sinful 

nature,” what do we do in order to eliminate ungodly acts? Is our concept of sin the same as that 

of Paul in his Epistle to the Christians in the province of Galatia? Paul enumerates a list of 

disrespectful acts that could jeopardize our salvation: 

 
     The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; 20 idolatry 

and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21 and 

envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will 

not inherit the kingdom of God. (Galatians 5:19-21) 

 

 As we read Paul’s lists of sins in the Book of Galatians, we normally focus on sexual 

immorality, impurity, jealousy, fits of rage, and selfish ambitions, but we ignore sins like 

hatred, discord envy, and factions. How do we feel about hatred and discord among Christians?  

In the modern church, Christians are fractured into many warring parties. We, to a great extent, 

have lost the concept of maintaining the Spirit’s unity. Paul exhorts the Christians in Ephesus 

to focus their attention on preserving this unity. Pay attention to Paul as he pleads for unity: 
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      As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. 
2 Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. 3 Make every 

effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 4 There is one body and one 

Spirit— just as you were called to one hope when you were called— 5 one Lord, one faith, one 

baptism; 6 one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. (Ephesians 4:1-6) 

 

Do we bear with one another in love? Preserving unity is another aspect of exercising our 

faith. When Paul wrote to the Christians in Philippi, he had to address a problem of disunity 

among two women who were co-laborers in the kingdom. Listen to Paul as he exhorts these two 

soldiers of Christ: 

 
     I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord. 3 Yes, and I 

ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these women who have contended at my side in the cause of the 

gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life. 

(Philippians 4:2-3) 

 

Every aspect of our lives should be exercised in such a way that God is glorified “in” and 

“through” His Son Jesus the Messiah. In crucifying the “acts of the sinful nature,” we need to 

“fix our eyes on Jesus.” The author of the Book of Hebrews encouraged the believers to 

struggle in the direction of closeness in their daily walk with God. Every believer must possess 

an active obedience—faithfulness—in one’s worship of God. We must not abandon God in our 

daily walk.  

It is this concept—belief and obedience—that Paul is writing about to the Ephesians: “To 

the saints in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 1:1). Are we “faithful in Christ 

Jesus”? How do our lives measure up to the teachings of Jesus? How do we view ourselves as 

the church of Jesus? We need to refocus our attention upon the fact that a gathered church is a 

company of definitely committed believers. The church is an inward fellowship of faith and 

love toward God and toward one another. In our faithfulness to God, Christ, and the Holy 

Spirit, we need to remember that the task of the church is to carry forward the work of the 

Redeemer. True faithfulness also demands a change in our lifestyles, which includes our 

relationship with others who belong to the Lord’s Body. 

Faithfulness is one of the means whereby Christians demonstrate that they worship God 

with awe and reverence. True worship is not going through five ritualistic acts—singing, 

praying, preaching, communion, and giving—on Sunday morning, but rather, true worship has 

to do with the way we live.39 Once more, listen to the author of the Book of Hebrews as he 

promotes holiness in the lives of God’s people as genuine worship: “Therefore, since we are 

receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably 

with reverence and awe” (Hebrews 12:28). Immediately, the author enumerates various 

activities of godly behavior and then describes these actions as sacrifices pleasing to God: 

 

                                                 
39For an in-depth study of worship, see Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and 

Our Privileges, Vol., 1 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 359-439.  



 77 

     Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of lips that 

confess his name. 16 And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices 

God is pleased. (Hebrews 13:15-16) 

 

 We should remember that our “spiritual act of worship” is not going through rituals on 

Sunday morning, but rather it is in presenting our bodies “as living sacrifices.”  Paul describes 

this kind of worship in his Epistle to the Christians located in Rome: 

 
     Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, 

holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 2 Do not conform any longer to the 

pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test 

and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. (Romans 12:1-2) 

 

 If we wish to understand how we present our bodies as living sacrifices, we need to 

consult the context of Paul’s statement concerning “your spiritual act of worship.” Just how do 

we present our bodies as living sacrifices? Take note of Paul’s words as he develops his 

thoughts about one’s “spiritual act of worship: 

 
     Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one another in 

brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your 

spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 13 Share 

with God’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and 

do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony 

with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not 

be conceited. 17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of 

everybody. 18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take 

revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will 

repay,” says the Lord. 20 On the contrary: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give 

him something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.”21 Do not be 

overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (12:9-21) 

 

Are we presenting our bodies as “living sacrifices”?  If not, we are failing in Paul’s 

admonition to faithfulness. Are we “faithful in Christ Jesus”? How do we live each day? Are we 

seeking first God’s kingdom or the world? Are we servants of God? Are we conscious that we 

are priests of God? Are we fulfilling our responsibilities as priest of God? Have we turned our 

backs upon the One who has redeemed us? Do we really believe that Jesus is God? If so, 

biblical belief in Jesus as the Son of God results in faithfulness. Over again, what is the exact 

meaning of the word faithful as intended by Paul—perhaps, we can say that both meanings 

(active obedience and belief) are involved. As we reflect upon Paul’s description of “faithful in 

Christ Jesus,” we are conscious that the word faithful includes belief in Christ Jesus as well as 

firmness and loyalty to the teachings of Jesus. Just being a believer in Jesus is not sufficient; we 

must exercises our faith in Him in such a way that our belief results in ethical conduct that 

brings grandeur to God. Is our devotion unlimited and unconditional? Where do we stand? We 

should keep in mind that partial loyalty is not enough. We should reflect upon the words of 

James: 
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     Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 23 Anyone who 

listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror 24 

and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. 25 But the man 

who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting 

what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does. 26 If anyone considers himself 

religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is 

worthless. 27 Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after 

orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world. (James 

1:22-27) 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Scholarship is not agreed upon the exact meaning of the adjective employed by Paul in 

this verse. Some biblical commentators and translators interpret this word faithful as a noun 

rather than as an adjective. For instance, the following translation translates the Greek word as 

‘“believers’ in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 1:1—NCV);40 on the other hand, The Living Bible 

paraphrases this word as “ever loyal to the Lord.”41 Paul appears to employ the word faithful in 

the sense of “exercising faith,” but this definition, as stated above, would not exclude belief.  

The word faithful does carry the idea of believing in Christ Jesus. The picture is that of trust. 

This concept is also set forth in the celebration of the salvation passages in this same chapter 

(Ephesians 1:13-14). Pay attention to Paul as he captures the essence of his earlier word faithful:  

 
     And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your 

salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is a 

deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the 

praise of his glory. (1:13-14) 

 

Again, Paul expresses the blessings that are unlocked to those who believe:  

 
     I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to 

which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, 19 and his incomparably 

great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength, 20 which he 

exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly 

realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not 

only in the present age but also in the one to come. (1:18-21) 

 

If we are “saints in Christ Jesus,” then we are also “believers in Christ Jesus.” If we are 

saints in Christ Jesus, then we are also faithful in the sense of adhering to the teachings of 

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. But what does it really mean to “exercise faith”? Exercising faith 

includes trust in Jesus, even in the absence of seeing Christ in the flesh. We still believe 

that He is alive. An example of this kind of faith is found in the Gospel of John.  John tells us 

                                                 
40The New Century Version, (Dallas, Texas: Word Publishing) 1987, 1988, 1991. 
41The Living Bible, (Wheaton, Ill.: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.) 1997. 
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that following the Resurrection of Jesus that He appeared to ten of His disciples (John 20:19-

23). On this occasion, Thomas was absent. Shortly thereafter, the disciples informed Thomas 

about the appearance of the Lord Jesus, but he refused to believe.  John gives the readers 

Thomas’ reaction to the conversation that took place between himself and the other disciples: 

 
     Now Thomas (called Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus came. 
25 So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!” But he said to them, “Unless I see the 

nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will 

not believe it.” (John 20:24-25) 

 

A week later, Jesus provided an opportunity for Thomas in his conquest of faith.  John 

relates this incident by declaring the following conversation between Jesus and Thomas: 

 
     A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors 

were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” 27 Then he said to 

Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop 

doubting and believe.” 28 Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!” 29 Then Jesus told him, 

“Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet 

have believed.” 20:26-29) 

 

What kind of faith do we exercise toward the Lord Jesus Christ? Have we put our trust in 

Jesus as Savior? Are we bringing our lives into harmony with His teachings? Are we promoting 

unity among the company of the redeemed? Do we look to Jesus for eternal life? If so, then we 

must believe that He is the Son of God, and we must walk in light, not in darkness. Jesus tells 

Nicodemus:  

 
     For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall 

not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, 

but to save the world through him. 18 Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever 

does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s 

one and only Son. 19 This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness 

instead of light because their deeds were evil. 20 Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not 

come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. 21 But whoever lives by the truth comes 

into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God. (3:16-

21) 

 

BELIEF. Faith in the Lord Jesus requires us to believe in Jesus as the One and only 

unique Son of God. When we “exercise faith,” we believe in the Incarnation. When we work 

out our faith in Jesus, we cling to His words. We accept the word of one of the Twelve: “The 

Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the 

One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). When we put 

our faith into action, we affirm the words of John as he opens his Gospel: “In the beginning was 

the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was with God in the 

beginning” (1:1-2). As believers, we accept as true that Christ came into this world to taste 
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death for every man and woman (Hebrews 2:9). If we are saints of God, we believe in the 

efficacy of the blood of Jesus (Ephesians 2:13; Hebrews 9:11-14).  

OBEDIENCE. Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ requires us to crucify the flesh with its 

sinful lust. Paul stresses this point of crucifixion in his letter to the churches in the province of 

Galatia: “Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions 

and desires” (Galatians 5:24). Since we are saints who have been redeemed by the grace of 

God, then this salvation calls for a radical change in our way of Life. Paul reminds Titus of this 

truth: 

 
     For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. 12 It teaches us to say “No” to 

ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present 

age, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus 

Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people 

that are his very own, eager to do what is good. 15 These, then, are the things you should teach. 

Encourage and rebuke with all authority. Do not let anyone despise you. (Titus 2:11-15) 

 

 When we reflect upon the words saints and faithful “in Christ Jesus,” do we recall the 

words of Paul as he brings this short Epistle to a close? For Paul, in order for us to be saints and 

faithful in Jesus, then we must walk in the light as children of light, not as children of darkness. 

Listen, once more, to Paul as he spells out Christian behavior: 

 
      So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the 

futility of their thinking. 18 They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of 

God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. 19 Having lost all 

sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of 

impurity, with a continual lust for more. 20 You, however, did not come to know Christ that 

way. 21 Surely you heard of him and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. 
22 You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being 

corrupted by its deceitful desires; 23 to be made new in the attitude of your minds; 24 and to put on the 

new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. 25 Therefore each of you must put 

off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. 26 “In your 

anger do not sin”: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, 27 and do not give the devil a 

foothold. 28 He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful 

with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need. 29 Do not let any 

unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according 

to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. 30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with 

whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 31 Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling 

and slander, along with every form of malice. 32 Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving 

each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. (Ephesian 4:17-32) 
 

 Are we walking in light or darkness? Are we imitators of God in our behavior? How do 

we imitate God and Christ in our daily walk? Once again, we should think upon the words of 

Paul as he reflects upon good performance that is indicative of every Christian: 

 
     Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children 2 and live a life of love, just as Christ 

loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. 3 But among you there 
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must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these 

are improper for God’s holy people. 4 Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, 

which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving. 5 For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or 

greedy person—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. 
6 Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God’s wrath comes on those 

who are disobedient. 7 Therefore do not be partners with them. 8 For you were once darkness, but now 

you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light 9 (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, 

righteousness and truth) 10 and find out what pleases the Lord. 11 Have nothing to do with the fruitless 

deeds of darkness, but rather expose them. 12 For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient 

do in secret. (5:1-12) 

 

 Again, are we imitators of God? When we come under the New Covenant relationship 

with God through Christ, we become a new creation. We should experience a renovation in the 

way we live as well as a commitment to fulfilling the ministry of reconciliation that God has 

given to us. The Holy Spirit has introduced us into the body of Christ. The Holy Spirit renews 

us from our old ways of rebellion against God into the newness of Christ our Lord. Do we, as 

Christians, represent the new humanity? Are we conscious that the community of Christ is a 

radically new fellowship? Have we accepted the New Covenant in all its fullness, which 

covenant is an act of pure grace from God? We have been set apart by God to serve Him.  

 When we accept the Cross of Jesus and His Resurrection as the center of our lives, 

then we will become active participants in advancing the kingdom of God. The church is 

called to be missionary in spreading the Good News of God’s way of salvation by grace through 

faith in the work of Christ upon Calvary. Have we embraced Jesus as God’s plan of 

salvation? The source and foundation of the Gospel of God is none other than Jesus Christ. It is 

through Him that we now experience a new relationship with God. As we conclude this chapter, 

I pray that God will help us to remember that Jesus is not just a moment in time, but rather, He 

is the center of history. In the Incarnation and the Cross of Jesus and His Resurrection, we 

witness the intersection of time and eternity.  We close this chapter with the words of Jesus to 

Nicodemus: 

 
     For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall 

not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, 

but to save the world through him. 18 Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does 

not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only 

Son. (John 3:16-18) 
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6 

 
 

Predestination:   

In Jesus Christ 
 

 

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms 

with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 4 For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to 

be holy and blameless in his sight. In love 5 he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through 

Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will— 6 to the praise of his glorious grace, which he 

has freely given us in the One he loves. (Ephesians 1:3-6) 

  

The traditional speculation of predestination does not ring true with biblical principles. 

Some Christians believe that God has foreordained that certain individuals are predestined to go 

to heaven or hell whether they believe or not.  Antony Flew (b. 1923), one of the world’s most 

notorious atheists who changed his mind, expressed his approbation against the doctrine of 

predestination. There is nothing wrong with the words predestined or election if understood 

in their biblical framework. Scriptures are frequently cited to give validity to arguments 

to uphold the traditional views.42  

Predestination conjures up disbelief within the world of those who see the injustice of 

such a doctrine. As we seek a biblical understanding of this misunderstood subject, we need to 

keep in mind that the biblical concept of predestination is associated with those “in” Christ 

Jesus. Paul reminds the Ephesians about their election: “For he chose us in him before the 

creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight” (Ephesians 1:4). Paul, in this 

chapter, begins to explain how all the spiritual blessings in Christ become ours. To begin with, 

Paul goes right back into eternity—before the creation of the world—and starts with what God 

accomplished for us “in” and “through” Jesus Christ. This is a staggering thought.  

In this Epistle, Christians are brought face to face with one of the greatest mysteries of all time. 

It is the business of every believer to deal with the subject of predestination and election afresh, 

                                                 
42For example, see W. S. Reid, “Predestination,” in Walter A. Elwell, editor; abridged by Peter Toon, 

The Concise Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1991), 395-396. See also Loraine 

Boettner, “Predestination,” in Everett F. Harrison, Geoffrey W. Bromiley, and Carl F. Henry, editors, Wycliffe: 

Dictionary of Theology (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publisher, Inc., 1960, 1999), 416-417.  These 

two articles should give one a feel for the various views concerning predestination. The objective of this chapter 

is not to analyze the various views of predestination, but rather to analyze Paul’s views as set forth in his 

Ephesian Epistle, especially 1:3-14. 



 83 

not the traditional views espoused by Calvin (1509-1564, French theologian and pastor during 

the Protestant Reformation) as well as many other devout Christians. Justo L. Gonzalez (b. 

1937) and Catherine G. Gonzalez call attention to the need to reevaluate traditional 

interpretations handed down to us by the church fathers. We should listen carefully to their 

advice: 

 
     We are heirs of the “Fathers,” of medieval theologians, of the Reformers, and of the Puritans. To 

deny such inheritance is to deny our faith. But to claim a historic faith also means to claim one that is 

constantly moving toward God’s future, and therefore we must learn to claim our inheritance in such 

a way that it is a help rather than a hindrance in our march toward the future. In other words, we must 

learn to reevaluate and reinterpret what has been handed down to us. To do this in the case of 

Scripture is the primary task of a preacher of liberation.43 

 

 The prevalent view among many Christians concerning predestination is without 

foundation in the Scriptures and goes against common sense. Antony Flew, British 

philosopher and former atheist, expressed in his recent book his doubts, as stated above, 

about the traditional views concerning predestination, which seems to have been one cog 

in the wheel that prevented his acceptance of the God of the universe. Fortunately, William 

Lane Craig (b. 1949, Research Professor of Philosophy at the Talbot School of Theology) 

assisted him in understanding this subject in a biblical sense. Flew pours out his thoughts 

concerning his rejection of the traditional views: 

 
     In this debate, I reiterated my position that an omnipotent God could make human beings in such a 

way that they would freely choose to obey him. This means that the traditional free-will defense 

cannot evade the consequence that God predestines all things, including free choices. I had always 

been repulsed by the doctrine of predestination, which holds that God predestines the 

damnation of most human beings. An important feature of this debate was Craig’s rejection of 

traditional predestinarian ideas and his defense of libertarian free will. Craig held that God acts 

directly on effects and not on the secondary agents, and thus it was impossible for God to create a 

world of genuinely libertarian creatures who always do the right thing. He cited verses from the Bible 

that emphasizes God’s desire that “all persons should be saved” (e.g., 2 Peter 3:9)44 (Emphasis 

mine—bold and underlining) 

 

 One of the advantages that Christians experience in going through a book of the Bible 

verse by verse is a greater understanding of the context. It is this exercise that enables 

individuals to understand more clearly the meaning of a verse from a single statement in 

context. This methodology of biblical studies allows everyone to stand before the text, to look 

at the text, and to allow the text to speak on its own. An analysis of this text (1:3-14) is not to be 

approached in an aggressive spirit (I’m right and you are wrong) or in a splinter group mentality 

(it’s my way or no way). As we approach the text under scrutiny, we need to examine the 

                                                 
43Justo L. Gonzalez and Catherine G. Gonzalez, Liberation Preaching: The Pulpit and the Oppressed, 

William D. Thompson, editor (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980, 1990), 31. 
44Antony Flew, There Is A God: How the World’s Most Notorious Atheist Changed His mind. (New 

York: HarperCollins, 2007), 73. 
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author’s intent, not what we want him to say. Gordon D. Fee’s (b. 1934, New Testament scholar 

and Professor Emeritus at Regent College in Vancouver, Canada) words concerning the 

author’s intent are well worth reading. We should listen carefully to his comments: 

 
     The exegete who is doing his or her work properly is forever asking the question: But what is the point? 

What is the author driving at? That is, one is always raising the question of the author’s intent. At the same 

time, it is to be hoped that one is also asking questions about the content, questions of lexicography, syntax, 

background, and so forth. Further, one is also wary of over-exegeting—for example, finding something that 

would stagger the author were he informed someone had found it in his writing, or building a theology 

upon the use of prepositions, or discovering meaning in what was not said.45 

 

These Scriptures should never be approached with heat, anger, or dogmatism, but rather 

with reverence and awe. Haddon W. Robinson’s comments on the necessity of consulting the 

whole of God’s Word in forming an interpretation of a particular verse is well worth reading: 

“Since the Bible stands entire and complete, no passage should be interpreted or applied in 

isolation from all that God has spoken.”46 The study of predestination and election should be 

examined in the light of the whole of God’s Word. In order to begin this concept, we will 

analyze several Scriptures that initiate the perception of free will. 

 When, for example, some Jews persecuted Jesus for His claims about His relationship to 

the Father, He responded by saying, “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes 

him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death 

to life” (John 5:24). John began his Gospel with Jesus going to the Jews, but, as a whole, they 

refused Him. John reveals this denunciation as well as the reception of some: 

  
     He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize 

him. 11 He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. 12 Yet to all who 

received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—
13children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. 

(1:10-13)  

 

  The Jews had a choice to reject or accept Jesus. God had not foreordained that they could 

not acknowledge Him. In fact, Jesus addressed this problem of dismissal when he said:  

 
     You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These 

are the Scriptures that testify about me, 40 yet you refuse to come to me to have life. (5:39-40) 

 

These particular Jews refused to recognize Him as God’s Anointed One for the 

redemption of the world. Luke, too, gives us some insight about acceptance and rejection. Pay 

attention to Luke as he unfolds the nature of those who received and those who rejected: 

 

                                                 
45Gordon D. Fee, Gospel and Spirit: Issues in New Testament Hermeneutics (Peabody, Massachusetts: 

Hendrickson Publisher, 1991), 17.  
46Haddon W. Robinson, Biblical Preaching: The Development and Delivery of Expository Messages 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1980, 2000), 94.  
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     “I tell you, among those born of women there is no one greater than John; yet the one who is least 

in the kingdom of God is greater than he.” 29 (All the people, even the tax collectors, when they heard 

Jesus’ words, acknowledged that God’s way was right, because they had been baptized by John. 30 

But the Pharisees and experts in the law rejected God’s purpose for themselves, because they 

had not been baptized by John.). [Luke 7:28-30] 

 

 Stephen, the first martyr for his faith in Jesus, rebuked the members of the Jewish 

Supreme Court (the Sanhedrin) for their resisting the Holy Spirit: 

 
     You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You 

always resist the Holy Spirit! 52 Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute? They even 

killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and 

murdered him—53you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have 

not obeyed it. (Acts 7:51-53) 

 

In the last week of Jesus’ earthly ministry, He longed for the salvation of Jerusalem. He 

issued seven woes against the religious leaders for their negative response. Listen to Jesus as he 

pours out His heart of yearning concerning Jerusalem: 

 
     O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have 

longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were 

not willing. 38 Look, your house is left to you desolate. 39 For I tell you, you will not see me again 

until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.’(Matthew 23:37-39) 

 

 John records the invitation of Jesus in the last chapter of the Book of Revelation 

concerning the revelation of God’s summons as revealed by Jesus Christ. This invite is a 

wakeup call to all who are willing to listen: “The Spirit and the bride say, ‘Come!’ And let him 

who hears say, ‘Come!’ Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take 

the free gift of the water of life” (Revelation 22:17). This bidding, or solicitation, coincides with 

Jesus’ words to Nicodemus: 

 
     For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall 

not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, 

but to save the world through him. 18 Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does 

not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only 

Son. 19 This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light 

because their deeds were evil. 20 Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the 

light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. 21 But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, 

so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God. (John 3:16-21) 

 

Words must not be interpreted apart from their context. Unfortunately, many interpreters 

find meanings, not in the text, but within their own preconceived ideas about what they think 

the text should say. The words of Robert H. Stein (senior professor on New Testament 

interpretation at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary at Louisville, Kentucky) 

concerning context are well worth bearing in mind: 
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     The reader in seeking to understand the part (the particular narrative) does so in light of an 

understanding of the whole (the entire book). In turn, this understanding of the part makes clearer the 

understanding of the whole. It is common sense to realize that we must interpret a chapter in a 

book in light of the rest of the book, and of course we interpret the whole book in light of its 

individual chapters. This whole process is both helpful and frustrating. It is frustrating in that it 

ultimately requires that the reader possess an understanding of the entire work to interpret correctly 

the particular narrative he or she is reading. It is helpful, however, because the author provides by his 

entire work a useful context for the reader to interpret each narrative.47 (Emphasis mine—bold) 

 

Predestination and election is a subject that should be approached with admiration and 

with a sense of awe. It would be helpful for every Christian to remember that he or she is on 

holy ground when they draw near the sacred Word. If we, as God’s people, do not move toward 

this subject in the proper spirit, then it is certain that brothers and sisters in Christ will never 

begin to fathom something of the greatness of what God has accomplished for humanity “in” 

and “through” Jesus Christ.48 

 As we approach Ephesians 1:4, we perceive that Paul is making a statement, not an 

argument. He simply sets forth the doctrine of predestination and election as having occurred 

before the creation of the world.  But in the making of these statements, he states emphatically 

that this predestination and election had to do with adoption and holiness. We can refuse to 

become a part of the elect and thus reject holiness as a way of life that God had—before the 

creation of the world—predestined that those who become a part of the elect should choose.  

Paul frequently touches upon this subject in his Epistles. Take, for instance, his Second Epistle 

to the Thessalonians in which he writes: 

 
     But we ought always to thank God for you, brothers loved by the Lord, because from the 

beginning God chose you to be saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through 

belief in the truth. 14He called you to this through our gospel, that you might share in the glory of 

our Lord Jesus Christ. (2 Thessalonians 2:13-14) 

 

 God chose the Thessalonians to be saved through (1) “the sanctifying work of the Spirit,” 

and (2) “belief in the truth.”  God did not choose them separate and apart from these two truths. 

In other words, He did not choose certain individuals to be saved or lost before the creation of 

the world without respect to the “sanctifying work of the Spirit” and “belief of the truth.” This 

is a marvelous truth. He chose us to salvation by means of the sanctifying work of the Spirit and 

our acceptance of the truth, that is to say, our belief in Jesus as God’s way of salvation. How did 

God call them? Paul reveals in his Epistle to the Romans that it is through the Gospel. Paul 

describes this in revealing terms: 

 

                                                 
47Robert H. Stein, A Basic Guide to Interpreting the Bible: Playing by the Rules (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

1994), 158.  
48For an overview of the Book of Ephesians, see Dallas Burdette, “Overview of the Book of Ephesians,” 

in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation  (Longwood, FL: Xulon 

Press, 2008), 282-298. 
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     But what does it say? “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,” that is, the 

word of faith we are proclaiming: 9 That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and 

believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10 For it is with your 

heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. 11 As 

the Scripture says, “Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.” 12 For there is no 

difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on 

him, 13 for, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” 14 How, then, can they 

call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have 

not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? 15And how can they preach 

unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!” 
16But not all the Israelites accepted the good news. For Isaiah says, “Lord, who has believed our 

message?” 17 Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard 

through the word of Christ. (Romans 10:8-17) 

 

Again, we should review the spiritual blessings in Christ (Ephesians 1:3-14). Observe 

once more the words of Paul as he unfolds the mystery of predestination and election: 

 
     In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out 

everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, 12 in order that we, who were the first to hope in 

Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. 13 And you also were included in Christ when you heard 

the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, 

the promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of 

those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory. (1:11-14) 

 

 For Paul, the Ephesian Christians were chosen “in Him.” How were they chosen? Were 

they included “in Him” without regard to their response to the “word of truth,” that is to say, the 

Gospel of God? Or were they included when they heard the “word of truth” and believed? 

Jesus, prior to His ascension, informs His Apostles: “Go into all the world and preach the good 

news to all creation. 16 Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not 

believe will be condemned” (Mark 16:15-16). As we seek to understand the biblical concept of 

predestination and election, repetition is sometimes unavoidable when we have to set aside 

particular entrenched doctrines concerning predestination and election that have persisted for 

centuries.  

To help unravel tradition and remove spectacles from our eyes, a citation from John, one 

of the Twelve, is appropriate to set the tone once more for what it is that can exclude or include 

one in the family of God. This exact citation is Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus about 

salvation and condemnation. We need to listen in on a conversation that Jesus had with 

Nicodemus. In this encounter with one of the members of the Sanhedrin, Jesus relates to 

Nicodemus what will condemn or save: 

 
     For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall 

not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, 

but to save the world through him. 18 Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does 

not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only 

Son. (John 3:16-18) 
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 God sent His Son into the world to save the world. How does God accomplish 

redemption for sinful humanity? Jesus tells Nicodemus it is through belief in Him as the Son of 

God. If one does not believe then one is condemned. God did not predetermine certain 

individuals to eternal life before the creation of the world without belief in His Son. God 

foreordained that those who trust in Jesus will become a part of the predestined and elect.  Peter, 

one of the Twelve, says essentially the same truth in his First Epistle:  

 
     To God’s elect, strangers in the world, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and 

Bithynia, 2 who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the 

sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by his blood. (1 Peter 1:1-

2) 

 

 Who are God’s elect? According to Peter, the elect are those who are set apart for God 

through the work of the Holy Spirit for obedience to Jesus Christ. This is what redemption is all 

about. God knew before the creation of the world how he would redeem men and women “in” 

and “through” His Anointed One, namely, Jesus His Messiah. Thus, salvation is available to 

anyone who believes. Redemption for humanity was not an afterthought on the part of God.  

According to Paul, the elect are those “in Christ.” For Paul, the elect are those predestined 

before the creation of the world to be adopted as sons of God “through” Jesus Christ. We should 

open our ears once more to the context of Paul’s predestination and election. His comments 

help us to focus on the true teaching of predestination and election: 

 
     For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In 

love 5 he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his 

pleasure and will— 6 to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he 

loves. 7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with 

the riches of God’s grace 8 that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding. 9 And he made 

known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, 10 

to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven 

and on earth together under one head, even Christ. 11 In him we were also chosen, having been 

predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the 

purpose of his will, 12 in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of 

his glory. 13 And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel 

of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 
14 who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s 

possession—to the praise of his glory. (Ephesians 1:4-14) 

 

If we wish to become a part of the predestined and elected, we must hear the Gospel and 

believe. It is in this vein that Jesus answered a crowd who wanted to know about works: “What 

must we do to do the works God requires” (John 6:28). In response Jesus said, “The work of 

God is this: to believe in the one he has sent” (6:29). If we refuse to believe that Jesus is the 

Messiah, then we cannot become a part of the Body of Christ. In Ephesians 1:7, Paul stresses 

the place of salvation—“IN HIM” we have redemption. Paul calls attention to the forgiveness of 

sins “in” and “through” Jesus Christ. In 1:4 he calls attention to “in Him” and in 1:5, it is 

“through Jesus Christ.”  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Are we in Christ? If not, then we are not a part of God’s predestined.  If we wish to 

become a part of the predestined, then we must believe “in Him.” Does God choose some to 

eternal damnation or some to eternal life without respect to acceptance or rejection of Jesus as 

the Savior of the world? Perhaps, Peter’s sermon to Cornelius and his household will help to 

clarify these questions about predestination and election. Listen to the words of Peter as he 

speaks to Cornelius and his household about redemption: 

 
     Then Peter began to speak: “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism 35 but 

accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right. 36 You know the message God sent 

to the people of Israel, telling the good news of peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all. 37 You 

know what has happened throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John 

preached— 38 how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how he went 

around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with 

him. 39 “We are witnesses of everything he did in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They 

killed him by hanging him on a tree, 40 but God raised him from the dead on the third day and caused 

him to be seen. 41 He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already 

chosen—by us who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. 42 He commanded us to 

preach to the people and to testify that he is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and 

the dead. 43 All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness 

of sins through his name.” 44 While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit came on all 

who heard the message. 45 The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astonished that 

the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles. 46 For they heard them speaking 

in tongues and praising God. Then Peter said, 47 “Can anyone keep these people from being baptized 

with water? They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have.” 48 So he ordered that they be 

baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked Peter to stay with them for a few days. (Acts 

10:34-48) 

 

 Peter states emphatically: “God does not show favoritism but accepts men from every 

nation who fear him and do what is right” (10:34-35). He also testifies: “everyone who believes 

in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name” (10:43). Peter, being conscious of their 

faith in Jesus, commanded that Cornelius and his household be baptized in the name of Jesus. 

This command concerning baptism is in response to their faith in Jesus. Peter’s words reflect 

Jesus’ last words to His disciples before His ascension into heaven: “Go into all the world and 

preach the good news to all creation. 16 Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but 

whoever does not believe will be condemned” (Mark 16:15-16). 

Predestination and election occur only in Christ. These two blessings are 

Christocentric. There is no reference in the Ephesian Epistle concerning personal election of 

certain individuals, separate and apart from faith in Christ, for the election is corporate, that is to 

say, in the Body of Christ. Do we want to become a part of God’s elect? Do we want 

forgiveness of our sins? Then, we must “fear him and do what is right.” We must believe in 

Him to receive forgiveness of sins and become a part of the elect. God predestined that those 

who accept Christ will become a part of the elect. Do we believe that Jesus is both Lord and 
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Christ? If so, then we must repent of our sins and be baptized in the name of Jesus. On the Day 

of Pentecost, God gave the ones responsible for Christ’s death a chance to repent. Luke gives a 

brief summary of Peter’s remarks about God’s grace: 

 
     “Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both 

Lord and Christ.” 37 When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the 

other apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?” 38 Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of 

you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the 

Holy Spirit. 39 The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the 

Lord our God will call.” 40 With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded with them, “Save 

yourselves from this corrupt generation.” 41Those who accepted his message were baptized, and 

about three thousand were added to their number that day. (Acts 2:36-41) 
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7 

 
 

Election:   

In Jesus Christ 
 

 

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms 

with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 4 For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be 

holy and blameless in his sight. In love 5 he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus 

Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will—6 to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has 

freely given us in the One he loves. (Ephesians 1:3-6) 

 

 Election of men and women takes place “in” and “through” Christ Jesus. As we reflect 

still further upon the subject of election, we observe from Peter that Jesus is the Elect from 

eternity: “As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen (ἐκλεκτὸν, 

eklekton) by God and precious to him” (1 Peter 2:4). Jesus was chosen and precious. When did 

this election of Jesus take place? This election, according to Peter, was before the creation of 

the world. He says, “He was chosen before (προεγνωσμένου, proegnōsmenou, “having been 

foreknown”) the creation of the world (πρὸ καταβολῆς κόσμου, pro katabolēs kosmou, “from 

the foundation of the world”), but was revealed in these last times for your sake” (1 Peter 1:20).  

 Peter confirms what God had previously revealed in the transfiguration of Jesus in the 

presence of Peter, James, and John. Luke tells his readers: “A voice came from the cloud, 

saying, ‘This is my Son, whom I have chosen’ (ἐκλελεγμένος, eklelegmenos, “having been 

chosen”); listen to him” [Luke 9:35].  Again, at the crucifixion, the “people stood watching, and 

the rulers even sneered at him. They said, ‘He saved others; let him save himself if he is the 

Christ (ὁ Χριστὸς, ho Christos, “the Anointed One”) of God, the Chosen One’” (ὁ ἐκλεκτός, 

ho eklektos, “the chosen”) [23:35]. Both texts speak of Jesus as the Elect One. By means of 

Jesus, God bestows all spiritual blessings. In order for one to become a part of God’s elect, one 

must be in Jesus who is the Elect One of God. No one out of Him will be saved. If we wish to 

become a part of God’s elect, then we must be “in Christ.” 

 It was God’s purpose that all who put their trust “in him” should become children of God. 

In other words, no one out of Him was chosen (elected) to eternal life, thus, no one out of Him 

will be saved. This is why Paul could write: “For he chose us in him (ἐν αὐτῷ, en autō) before 
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the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight” (Ephesians 1:4).49 Again, Paul 

writes:  

 
     In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the 

riches of God’s grace 8 that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding. 9 And he made 

known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, 10 to 

be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven 

and on earth together under one head, even Christ. (Ephesians 1:7-10) 

 

 There is a tendency among many Christians to abuse the predestination and election 

passages. The current interpretation among many believers is to say that predestination and 

election are fixed concerning certain individuals, thus there is no need of any effort on the part 

of any individual to respond to the Good News of God. The logical conclusion, according to 

some theologians, is this: if God has an eternal plan of predestination and election, then no 

matter how men and women may live, no matter how heinous their rebellion, no matter how 

much they reject God, they cannot be lost if they were elected to eternal life before the 

foundation of the world. In other words, they will be saved since He has elected them to eternal 

life. This philosophy advances the notion that no one can change that plan of eternal damnation 

or eternal life. Since this condition of eternal life is predestined before the foundation of the 

world, then one might as well enjoy life by indulgence in sin, at least this conclusion is the 

logical consequence of such a notion.  

 A careful reading of the Epistle to the Ephesians reveals that Paul held to no such view of 

the doctrine of predestination or election. Predestination and election are associated with the 

corporate Body of Christ. If we wish to become a part of God’s elect, we have to be “in Christ.” 

For Paul, one’s apprehension of predestination should excite the gratitude of believers and make 

men and women holy and without blame before Him in love (1:4). It is true that God has chosen 

us, but this election is to be found only in Jesus: “He chose us in him before the creation of the 

world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons 

through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will” (1:4-5). Our adoption and 

election can only be in the Elect One. The whole choice and purpose of salvation had reference 

to Him and outside of Him no one is chosen. 

 The election of individuals is Christocentric. In other words, the election of men and 

women is comprehended only “in Christ.” For Paul, when one is outside of Christ, then one is 

not a part of the elect. This election is associated with Christ, not apart from Christ. Listen 

to Paul as he enumerates the various activities associated with Christ: (1) “every spiritual 

blessing in Christ” [Ephesians 1:3], (2) “chose us in him” [1:4], (3) “freely forgiven us in the 

One he loves” [1:6], (4) “in him we have redemption” [1:7], (5) “made known to us the 

mystery . . . which he purposed in Christ” [1:9], (6) “In him we were all chosen” [1:11], (7) 

“you also were included in Christ, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your 

                                                 
49“In Him” occurs nine times in the Book of Ephesians (1:4, 7, 11, 13; 2:21, 22; 3:12 [2x]; 4:21. “In 

Christ” occurs fourteen times (1:1, 3, 9, 12, 13, 20; 2:6, 7, 10, 13; 3:6, 11, 21; 4:32). “Mystery” occurs seven 

times (1:9; 3:3, 4, 6, 9; 5:32; 6:19). “Faith” occurs eight times (1:5; 2:8; 3:12, 17; 4:5, 13; 6:16, 23).  
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salvation” [1:13], and (8) “You were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit” 

[1:13].   

 Christ assumed the Messianic office by the Father’s appointment. Matthew relates an 

incident in the life of Jesus in which he calls attention to Jesus as the chosen (elect) servant of 

God: 

 
     Aware of this, Jesus withdrew from that place. Many followed him, and he healed all their sick, 16 

warning them not to tell who he was. 17 This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet 

Isaiah: 18“Here is my servant whom I have chosen, the one I love, in whom I delight; I will put 

my Spirit on him, and he will proclaim justice to the nations. 19He will not quarrel or cry out; 

no one will hear his voice in the streets. 20A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering 

wick he will not snuff out, till he leads justice to victory. 21In his name the nations will put their 

hope.” (Matthew 12:18-21) 

Matthew cites Isaiah 42:1-4 to highlight Jehovah’s election of the Servant-Messiah. For 

Matthew, Jesus is the Servant–Messiah. He is the “servant whom I have chosen, whom I 

uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight” (Isaiah 40:1). Again, Isaiah says,  

 
     I, the LORD, have called you in righteousness; I will take hold of your hand. I will keep you and 

will make you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles, 7to open eyes that are 

blind, to free captives from prison and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness. (Isaiah 

42:6-7) 

 

 John reports an incidence between the religious leaders and Jesus concerning His having 

come from God:  

 
     Then came the Feast of Dedication at Jerusalem. It was winter, 23 and Jesus was in the temple area 

walking in Solomon’s Colonnade. 24 The Jews gathered around him, saying, “How long will you keep 

us in suspense? If you are the Christ, tell us plainly.” 25 Jesus answered, “I did tell you, but you 

do not believe. The miracles I do in my Father’s name speak for me, 26 but you do not believe 

because you are not my sheep. 27 My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. 28 I 

give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand. 29 My 

Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s 

hand. 30 I and the Father are one.” 31 Again the Jews picked up stones to stone him, 32 but Jesus said to 

them, “I have shown you many great miracles from the Father. For which of these do you stone me?” 
33 “We are not stoning you for any of these,” replied the Jews, “but for blasphemy, because you, 

a mere man, claim to be God.” 34 Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your Law, ‘I have said 

you are gods’? 35 If he called them ‘gods,’ to whom the word of God came—and the Scripture cannot 

be broken— 36 what about the one whom the Father set apart as his very own and sent into the 

world? Why then do you accuse me of blasphemy because I said, ‘I am God’s Son’? 37 Do not 

believe me unless I do what my Father does. 38 But if I do it, even though you do not believe me, 

believe the miracles, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me, and I in the Father.” 
39 Again they tried to seize him, but he escaped their grasp. (John 10:22-39) 

 

 Jesus called attention to the fact that God had set Him apart for the redemption of lost 

humanity. Jesus was aware of His election and mediatorial office as originating in God. His 

redemption mission was the express design and will of His Father. In Jesus, who is the Elect 
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from eternity, is found the compassionate election for men and women to adoption through 

Himself. Election, in eternity past, was predicated on the work of Christ before the foundation 

of the world. Isaiah spoke of the work of God’s chosen One in accomplishing a way of 

salvation for all those who put their trust in Him: 
 

     Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, 

smitten by him, and afflicted. 5But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our 

iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. 
6We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the LORD has laid on 

him the iniquity of us all. (Isaiah 53:4-6) 

 

From just a casual reading of the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah, we can understand Peter’s 

excitement about God’s intervention to redeem lost humanity. When Peter reflects upon God’s 

salvation in Jesus, he breaks out in praise. Listen to him as he explains and praises God for such 

a wonderful redemption: 

 
     Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new 

birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 and into an 

inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, 5 who through faith are 

shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time. 
6 In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds 

of trials. 7 These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even 

though refined by fire—may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus 

Christ is revealed. 8 Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see 

him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, 9 for you are 

receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls. 10 Concerning this salvation, the 

prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the 

greatest care, 11 trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in 

them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow. 
12 It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of the 

things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit 

sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things. (1 Peter 1:3-12) 

 

This living hope is based upon God’s Elect (Jesus) from eternity—before the foundation 

of the world came into existence. Peter unfolds the very heart of salvation that God foretold 

centuries before the great event came to realization. Again, repetition is necessary in order to 

drive home the importance of the Old Testament in our understanding of God’s purpose “in” 

and “through” Jesus. Again, repetition is sometimes unavoidable when it is necessary to 

reinforce a certain teaching or truth. Once more, we need to tune in our ears as Peter draws 

attention to God’s way of redemption: 

 
     Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched 

intently and with the greatest care, 11 trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit 

of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would 

follow. 12 It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of 
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the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy 

Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things. (1 Peter 1:10-12) 

 

 If we wish to become a part of God’s elect, we must respond to this salvation that 

the prophets foretold. If we refuse to confess Jesus as Lord, then we are not a part of the elect 

of God, because we are not in the Elect of God, namely, Jesus. Remember, God predestined that 

those who are in Christ become a part of the elect. It is in this vein that Paul addresses this issue 

of salvation based upon confession of Jesus as Lord in his Epistle to the Christians in Rome: 

 
     Moses describes in this way the righteousness that is by the law: “The man who does these 

things will live by them” [Lev. 18:5]. 6 But the righteousness that is by faith says: “Do not say in 

your heart, ‘Who will ascend into heaven?’” [Deut. 30:12] (that is, to bring Christ down) 7 “or ‘Who 

will descend into the deep?’” [Deut 30:13] (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). 8 But what 

does it say? “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,” [Deut 30:14] that is, 

the word of faith we are proclaiming: 9 That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and 

believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10 For it is with your heart 

that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. 11 As the 

Scripture says, “Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame” [Isaiah 28:16]. 12 For there 

is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who 

call on him, 13 for, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” [Joel 2:32]. 14 

How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of 

whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? 15 And how 

can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who 

bring good news!” [Isaiah 52:7] (Romans 10:5-15) 

 

 According to Paul, “Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame” (10:11).  

Again, “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (10:13). These statements 

by Paul contradict the traditional views of election and predestination advanced by many 

sincere believers.  As stated above, this election of individuals has no separate existence 

independently of the Elect of God, namely, Jesus. The election to salvation is only when one is 

in union with Christ. Paul does advance the thought that individuals were chosen “before the 

creation of the world” (Ephesians 1:4). But, Paul does not stop with that statement alone. 

Rather, he adds a prepositional phrase: “in him.” This “in him” qualifies who the ones are that 

are a part of the elect of God. Christ is the “one mediator between God and men” (1 Timothy 

1:5). He is the Living Covenant of reconciliation and election.  

 Matthew, as stated above, cites Isaiah 42 to call attention to Jesus as the elect Servant of 

Yahweh (Jehovah). Isaiah says, “I will keep you and will make you to be a covenant for the 

people” (42:6). It is “in Him” and Him alone that men and women are elected. In other words, 

those who are not in Christ are not a part of the elect of God. The election to salvation is 

corporate as well as Christocentric. In other words, the election of Christ involves the 

election of the church as the corporate Body of Christ. For this reason, Paul writes: 

 
     And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the 

church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way. (Ephesians 1:22-

23) 
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The New Testament comprehends believers, not in isolation, but as members of the Body of the 

Elect. The election of individual men and women cannot be isolated from the church that is His 

Body. Jesus is the Elect of God. As we peruse the entire Epistle of Paul to the Ephesians, we 

quickly observe that election is corporate, not individualistic; that is to say, it is not separate and 

apart from Christ. For instance, Paul writes: 

 
     Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by 

those who call themselves “the circumcision” (that done in the body by the hands of men)—12 

remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and 

foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. 13 But now in 

Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. 14 For 

he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of 

hostility, 15by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose 

was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, 16 and in this one body to 

reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. 17 He came 

and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. 18 For through him 

we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. (Ephesians 2:11-18) 

 

Jesus is our “peace.” It is in this “one body” that we are reconciled to God, which means 

that we become a part of God’s elect, which He foreordained would take place “in Christ.” 

Again, as Paul concludes his Epistle to the Ephesians, he calls attention to the role of the church 

(Body of Christ) in the scheme of redemption: 

 
     Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the 

head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. 24 Now as the church submits to Christ, so also 

wives should submit to their husbands in everything. 25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the 

church and gave himself up for her 26 to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through 

the word, 27 and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, 

but holy and blameless. 28 In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He 

who loves his wife loves himself. 29 After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, 

just as Christ does the church— 30 for we are members of his body. 31 “For this reason a man will leave his 

father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” 32 This is a profound 

mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church. 33 However, each one of you also must love his 

wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband. (5:22-33) 
 

CONCLUSION 

 

The election of any man or woman is an election within the sphere of the elect 

community of God, namely the Body of Christ. Election is established and marked out in the 

election of Jesus Christ. Jesus the Messiah is the true Elect. The election that Paul addresses in 

his Epistles is not in respect to particular individuals—unconditionally elected—but rather, the 

election is in respect to the Body of Christ—His ekklhsia, that is to say, His redeemed 

community. This union with Christ comes about through faith in Jesus. Paul, in his Second 

Epistle to the Thessalonians, expresses forcefully the method God employs to incorporate one 

into the Elect of God: 
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     But we ought always to thank God for you, brothers loved by the Lord, because from the 

beginning God chose you to be saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through 

belief in the truth. 14 He called you to this through our gospel, that you might share in the glory 

of our Lord Jesus Christ. 15 So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the teachings we passed on to 

you, whether by word of mouth or by letter. 16 May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, 

who loved us and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, 17 encourage your 

hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word. (2 Thessalonians 2:13-17)  

 

 God chose the Thessalonians to be saved through “the sanctifying work of the Spirit 

and through belief in the truth,” God did not select the Thessalonians separate and apart from 

these two truths—the Holy Spirit and belief in the Gospel. Once more, the words of Paul are to 

the point in the first chapter of Ephesians: “You also were included in Christ when you heard 

the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him 

with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit” (Ephesians 1:13). Were they unconditionally elected 

without respect to the Gospel of God? No! Paul emphasizes that they were included when they 

believed, not before. In conclusion, consider the following Scriptures that capture the concept 

that election is only in the body of Christ: 

 
     For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In 

love 5 he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his 

pleasure and will (Ephesians 1:4-5) 

 

     But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in 

his sight, without blemish and free from accusation— 23 if you continue in your faith, established 

and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and 

that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a 

servant. (Colossians 1:22-23) 

 

     Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her 26 to make 

her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, 27 and to present her to himself 

as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. (Ephesians 

5:25-27) 

 

     In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the 

riches of God’s grace 8 that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding. 9 And he made 

known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, 10 to 

be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven 

and on earth together under one head, even Christ. (1:7-10) 

 

From the above Scriptures, we observe that the election is corporate and comprehends 

individuals only in association with the Elect body, that is to say, the Body of Christ. Perhaps, 

one more Scripture is appropriate to summarize this message concerning the election of 

individuals—only in Christ Jesus. Listen to John as he calls attention to life and where it is 

found: 

 
    And this is the testimony: God has given us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. 12 He who has 

the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. (1 John 5:11-12) 



 98 

 

 Moses reveals the coming of the Messiah in Genesis 3:15. A reading of the Old 

Testament reveals that Jesus came from the world outside of humanity. John writes about the 

Christ coming from the transcendental world into the world of men and women. He pens the 

following words of John the Baptist about His preexistence: 

 
     The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of 

the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 15 John testifies concerning him. 

He cries out, saying, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me has surpassed me 

because he was before me.” (John 1:14-15) 

 

 Jesus encountered some Jews who doubted His Divinity as well as His being the Lord’s 

Christ. He addressed belief in Himself as the means of becoming one of His disciples. John, one 

of the Twelve, records this conversation, which ultimately ended in Jesus declaring that He 

Himself can set one free. We should listen carefully to this conversation: 

 
     To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my 

disciples. 32 Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 33 They answered him, 

“We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we 

shall be set free?” 34 Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin. 35 Now a 

slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. 36 So if the Son sets you 

free, you will be free indeed. 37 I know you are Abraham’s descendants. Yet you are ready to kill 

me, because you have no room for my word. 38 I am telling you what I have seen in the Father’s 

presence, and you do what you have heard from your father.” (8:31-38) 

 

 If we wish to become a part of God’s Elect, we can only experience this spiritual blessing 

“in” and “through” the Son who sets us free from condemnation. Predestination and election 

are associated with the Body of Christ. Jesus came not only preaching the Gospel, but He 

Himself is the Gospel. Remember, election of men and women takes place “in” and “through” 

Christ Jesus. 
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8 

 
 

Praise for Salvation 

 Through God’s Election 
 

 

 

 Contemplation of salvation through God’s election elicits praise from the saved. Even 

though this message about spiritual blessings in Christ (Ephesians 1:3-14) is one continuous 

sentence,50 nevertheless, the following comments will be developed by analyzing this unit under 

several headings in order to help us mold our understanding of the greatness of God’s salvation 

made available to us “in” and “through” Jesus Christ. As we seek to unroll the Book of 

Ephesians, we quickly observe that all spiritual blessings have been secured for the children of 

wrath, or sons of disobedience, on the Cross. These spiritual blessings are available only for 

those who respond to “the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation” (1:13). The Book of 

Ephesians unfolds God’s plan of salvation that was hidden from eternity past. In other 

words, even before the creation of the universe, God had already decreed the means of rescue, 

but this “mystery” was not known in its fullness until Christ came, not even the angels 

understood.  (1 Peter 1:10-12).  

 

Mystery of His Will (1:9) 

 

In this section (1:3-14), we read of election, adoption, redemption, forgiveness of sins, 

wisdom, understanding, unity in a broken world, and the sealing of the Holy Spirit. We should 

shout for joy as we reflect upon the blessings that are listed in this short Epistle. The ones listed 

by Paul should encourage us to praise God for such marvelous blessings. Basically, all of these 

ideas come under one umbrella—“mystery of His will.” This pericope (unit) of Scripture 

represents the Gospel of God in a nutshell. In the remainder of this book, Paul seeks to unravel 

in detail what he set forth in an epitomized form in one sentence concerning the essence of the 

Good News of God. Paul expresses himself this way:  

 
     Surely you have heard about the administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, 3 

that is, the mystery (μυστήριον, mystērion, secret) made known to me by revelation, as I have 

already written briefly. (3:2-3)   

 

                                                 
50In the Greek New Testament, these twelve verses constitute a single complex sentence. 
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The following charts illustrate how Paul seeks to unfold the “the mystery of his will” (1:9): 

 
CHART ONE 

 
Ephesians 1:13 

 
Ephesians 1: 18 

     And you also were included 

in Christ when you heard the 

word of truth, the gospel of 

your salvation. Having 

believed, you were marked in 

him with a seal, the promised 

Holy Spirit. 

     I pray also that the eyes of 

your heart may be enlightened 

in order that you may know 

the hope to which he has 

called you, the riches of his 

glorious inheritance in the 

saints. 

 

 
CHART TWO 

 

Ephesians 3:2 

 

Ephesians 3:4 

     Surely you have heard about 

the administration of God's 

grace that was given to me for 

you, 

 

     In reading this, then, you 

will be able to understand my 

insight into the mystery of 

Christ 

 

 

CHART THREE 

 

Ephesians 3:8 

 

Ephesians 3:9 

     Although I am less than the 

least of all God's people, this 

grace was given me: to preach 

to the Gentiles the unsearchable 

riches of Christ. 

 

     And to make plain to 

everyone the administration of 

this mystery, which for ages 

past was kept hidden in God, 

who created all things. 

 

 The “mystery of his will” in 1:9 is equivalent to the “word of truth” in 1:13a. The 

“word of truth” is synonymous with the “gospel of your salvation” in 1:13b. The “gospel of 

your salvation” equals the “riches of his glorious inheritance” in 1:18. The “riches of his 

glorious inheritance” is identical with the “administration of God’s grace” in 3:2. The 

“administration of God’s grace” is indistinguishable from the “mystery of Christ” in 3:4. Again, 

the “mystery of Christ” is the same as the “administration of this mystery” in 3:9. Paul varied 

his expressions concerning this “mystery” in order to assist individuals in grasping this 

“mystery of his will.” Just a casual glance of this paragraph reveals that numerous 

synonyms were employed in order to capture more fully the words of Paul. For example, 

one should observe the numerous synonymous expressions in this short Epistle that adds 

weight, or clarity, to Paul’s employment of the term mystery.   
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Explosion of Worship (1:13-14) 

 

As we read 1:3-14, we observe an outburst of adoration. This whole paragraph is frequently 

referred to as a tribute, or eulogy. In fact, Paul begins this section with the English word 

blessed. This English translation blessed comes from the Greek word εὐλογητός (eulogētos, 

“worthy of praise”) and is only employed of God in the New Testament.51 Paul, as he reflects 

upon God’s spiritual blessings in Christ can only eulogize God for His blessings: “Praise be to 

the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with 

every spiritual blessing in Christ” (Ephesians 1:3).  

 There appears, according to John R. W. Stott (b. 1921), Anglican clergyman, and Charles 

Hodge (1797-1878), principal of Princeton Theological Seminary between 1851 and 1878, to be 

a reference to the Trinity in this verse (1:3). The Greek word Spirit (Holy) is derived from 

the word spiritual. The origin of every spiritual blessing is from God the Father, God the Holy 

Spirit, and God the Son; the sphere of every spiritual blessing is in the Son. The nature or origin 

of every “spiritual blessing” is the Holy Spirit—a phrase that may mean, “the sphere of the 

blessings which are related to the Spirit.”52 Having said this, we cannot be too dogmatic in 

this interpretation that relates the blessings to the Holy Spirit. It may simply mean that the 

blessings are spiritual in nature, not carnal. This interpretation seems to be the natural outcome 

of Paul’s thoughts. Charles Hodge writes in defense of the Holy Spirit interpretation. Hodge, 

American Presbyterian theologian, commented this way concerning the meaning of this phrase 

as having reference to the Holy Spirit:  

 
     These blessings are spiritual not merely because they pertain to the soul, but because the 

blessings are derived from the Holy Spirit, whose presence and influence are the great blessing 

purchased by Christ.53   

 

Spiritual versus Carnal Blessings (1:3) 

 

In spite of Stott’s and Hodge’s scholarship, the context does not seem to uphold this 

Trinitarian interpretation, but the emphasis appears to be on spiritual blessings. In light of the 

context, it does not appear that the adjective “spiritual” (πνευματικός, pneumatikos) refers to 

the Holy Spirit. It seems that Paul is simply saying that these blessings are spiritual in 

nature, not carnal in nature. The context must decide the nature and content of these 

                                                 
51See Mark 14:61; Luke 1:68; Romans 1:25; 9:5; 2 Corinthians 1:3; 11:31; Ephesians 1:3; 1 Peter 1:3. 

This word appears in the Septuagint numerous times, always translating some form of ָבַרְך, bā·rǎḵ. The 

adjective is almost always applied to God. See, for example, Genesis 9:26; 14:20; Exodus 18:10; Ruth 2:20; 

4:14; 2 Samuel 18:28. 
52Cleon L. Rogers Jr. and Cleon L. Rogers III, “Ephesians,” The New Linguistic and Exegetical Key to 

the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 434. See also John W. Stott, The Message of 

Ephesians in The Bible Speaks Today, The New Testament Series (Downer Grove, Illinois: Inter-Varsity Press, 

1979), 32-33. 
53Hodge, Charles, Commentary on Ephesians [CD-ROM] (Bellingham, WA: Logos Research Systems, 

1996). 
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blessings. These blessings are enumerated in Paul’s eulogy (praise) of astonishment—electing, 

redeeming, and sealing. We read of the Father’s electing before the creation of the world (1:4-

6), the Son’s redemption through His blood (1:7-12), and the Holy Spirit’s sealing as a 

guarantee of our inheritance (1:13-14). Even if 1:3 does not refer directly to the Holy Spirit, 

we still find ample evidence concerning the roles of the Father, the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit in the salvation of every individual. For example, Paul writes about the activities of the 

Father and Son and Holy Spirit in redemption. The following charts should also cause praise to 

the love of all: 

 
CHART FOUR 

 

Ephesians 2:18 

 

Ephesians 3:14-17 

   For through him we both 

have access by one Spirit unto 

the Father.  

 

     For this cause I bow my 

knees unto the Father of our 

Lord Jesus Christ,  15 Of 

whom the whole family in 

heaven and earth is named,  16  

That he would grant you, 

according to the riches of his 

glory, to be strengthened with 

might by his Spirit in the inner 

man;  17 That Christ may dwell 

in your hearts by faith; that ye, 

being rooted and grounded in 

love.  

 

CHART FIVE 

 

Ephesians 4:4-6 

 

Ephesians 5:18-20 

     There is one body, and one 

Spirit, even as ye are called in 

one hope of your calling;  5 One 

Lord, one faith, one baptism, 6 

One God and Father of all, 

who is above all, and through 

all, and in you all.  

 

     And be not drunk with 

wine, wherein is excess; but 

be filled with the Spirit; 19 

Speaking to yourselves in 

psalms and hymns and 

spiritual songs, singing and 

making melody in your heart 

to the Lord;  20 Giving thanks 

always for all things unto God 

and the Father in the name of 

our Lord Jesus Christ;   

 

God the Father gives every spiritual blessing “in” and “through” Jesus Christ. God the 

Father lavishes His bounties upon all who put their trust in His Son Jesus. Jesus is the means of 

receiving and enjoying these spiritual blessings. Paul’s explanation of election, redemption, and 

sealing breaks forth in praise (ἔπαινος, epainos) at the end of each section: 
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       To the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves. (1:6)  

 

       In order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. (1:12) 

 

     Who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—

to the praise of his glory. (1:14)  

 

 However we interpret 1:3—with or without a consciousness of the trinity—we are still 

conscious that the Trinity works together in the salvation of the “sons of disobedience” [υἱοῖς 

τῆς ἀπειθείας, huiois tēs apeitheias] (2:2), or the “children of wrath by nature” (τέκνα φύσει 

ὀργῆς, tekna physei orgēs). God’s initiative jumps out as we peruse this one continuous 

sentence in the Greek text (1:3-14). For example, in verse 3, he says, “Who has blessed us.”  

Again, in verse 4, Paul writes, “He chose us in Him.” Once more, in verse 6, he pens, “He has 

freely given us.” Yet again, Paul just cannot stop praising God as the source of salvation: “He 

lavished on us” (verse 8). This word lavished paints a mental picture of God’s richness in 

blessing humanity “in” and “through” His Son Jesus. Another time, he writes, “He made 

known to us the mystery of His will” (verse 9). Paul employs several verbs in this section in 

order to describe God’s activity in salvation. 

 

In Christ (1:3) 

 

Not only do we witness the source of salvation, but also we are immediately conscious of 

the sphere of this salvation—“in Christ.” We cannot read verses 3-14 without a consciousness 

of Christ’s role in our redemption. The blessings from God are bestowed upon us who are “in 

Christ.” The name of Jesus and His title appear frequently in this Greek sentence (1:3-14). The 

phrase “in Christ” (ἐν Χριστῷ, en Christō) occurs four times (1:3, 9, 12, 13). Paul also utilizes 

the phrase “in Him” or “in whom” (ἐν αὐτῷ, en autō or Ἐν ᾧ, En hō) to inform his readers as 

to the place of all spiritual blessings. The NIV translates both Greek phrases as “in Him”) four 

times (1:4, 7, 11, 13). “Through Jesus Christ” (διὰ Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, dia Iēsou Christou) appears 

only once in this sentence. Just a casual reading of this Greek sentence reveals that Jesus is the 

sphere in which salvation occurs.   

 

Election in Christ (1:3) 

 

 In 3:4-14, Paul’s language overflows with spiritual blessings that God has extended to 

everyone who hears the Gospel and believes (1:13). First, Paul writes: “According as he hath 

chosen us (ἐξελέξατο ἡμᾶς, exelexato hēmas) in him before the foundation of the world, that 

we should be holy and without blame before him in love” (1:4). God chose us “in him” before 

the creation of the world. God is the One who determined how He would save us. This 

redeeming work would be accomplished through Christ. This election is from eternity. It is 

God’s unmerited favor. According to Paul, Christ is the eternal foundation of this election—“in 

Christ.” If we wish to become a part of the elect of God, we must exercise our faith in Christ 
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after hearing the Word of truth, that is to say, God’s Way of salvation by grace through faith in 

His Son Jesus Christ (1:13; 2:8). God has made election and adoption possible through belief in 

His Son. Paul expresses election this way: 

 
     And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your 

salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is a 

deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the 

praise of his glory. (Ephesians 1:13-14) 

     

 The election centers on Christ. If we yearn to become a part of the elect of God, we must 

accept Christ. As stated above, it is “in Christ,” that is to say, “in Him” that we become a part of 

God’s elect. God has blessed us in time and has chosen us in eternity past “in Christ.” Over 

again, Paul expresses how the first Jewish converts became a part of God’s elect:  

 
     In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out 

everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, 12 in order that we, who were the first to hope 

in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. (1:11-12)  

   

The Gentiles, too, became a part of God’s elect “after” they believed the Gospel of 

salvation (1:13-14). Election results in holiness (1:4). We must ever be mindful that the 

Christian life is lived in God’s sight, in God’s presence, and is open to His scrutiny. Are we 

concerned for godliness? Are we growing in purity? Listen to the words of Paul once more as 

he explains the implications of God’s election: “For he chose us in him before the creation of 

the world to be holy and blameless in his sight” (1:4). 

 

Adoption in Christ (1:5) 

 

 The second spiritual blessing that Paul praises God for is adoption (1:5). In this verse, he 

also speaks of predestination. Listen to him as he breaks forth in high spirits about adoption: 

 
     In love 5 he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with 

his pleasure and will—6 to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he 

loves. (1:5-6)     

 

The distinguishing blessings of the New Covenant are spiritual, not carnal. In the 

scheme of redemption, God has chosen to accomplish His objectives through a new community 

(2:11-22; see also Matthew 16:18). It is in this new community (body of believers, which is 

now called the church in the twenty-first century) that God brings about His purpose of 

redemption. When we are “in Christ,” we become a part of the New Community with its New 

Covenant. Again, Paul drives home this point in Chapter 3:  

 
     His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made 

known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, 11 according to his eternal purpose which 

he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord. 12 In him and through faith in him we may approach God 

with freedom and confidence. (3:10-12)    
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Whenever we speak of election or adoption, we verbalize God’s grace, God’s love, and 

God’s will whereby He has made us acceptable in Jesus. God’s election and adoption should 

lead to righteous behavior toward God and toward humanity. The purpose of election is for 

adoption into Christ, the family of God. Have we experienced the “spirit of adoption”? Do we 

sense that God is our Father? Do we address God as our Father? Do we pray: “Our Father in 

heaven, hallowed be your name” (Matthew 6:9)?  

God’s predestination, election, and adoption lay the foundation for adoring gratitude for 

all His spiritual blessings made available “in” and “through” Christ. His election and adoption 

and pardon demands ethical behavior on the part of every believer. Holiness is the end for 

which God’s elect are chosen and delivered. God’s choice of a new community is only in 

Christ. A consciousness of God’s election leads us from antinomianism (lawlessness) to 

righteousness. All of us have sinned, but God, in His infinite mercy, devised a way to redeem 

us—faith “in” and “through” Jesus.  

 

Predestination in Christ (1:5) 

 

It is “through” Jesus that God has conferred His mercies upon sinful humanity. No 

one can be chosen to eternal life outside of Jesus. The election and adoption have reference to 

Him. God has predestined His people to maturity, which maturity exhibits itself in behavior that 

honors God. God has not predestined certain people to go to Hell and others to go to Heaven. 

Predestination is reserved, not for the lost, for those who are in God’s family. If we desire to 

become a part of the predestined, we have to become a part of Christ’s Body. As we reflect 

upon adoption, we are confronted with something that staggers the imagination. As 

Christians, we praise God because of His desire to bring us, as individuals, into a relationship 

with Him “through” His Son Jesus by adoption. 

The words adopted as sons are from the Greek word υἱοθεσία, (huiothesia), which term 

was used in the Greco-Roman World to refer to those who were not sons by birth. Paul utilizes 

this word in order to describe the new relationship believers have with God. Paul describes 

God’s choice of election and predestination as the means of bringing individuals into His family 

and creating intimate fellowship with them. Since God adopts those who put their trust in Jesus, 

He makes them children and heirs. Even though this relationship has not yet reached its fullness 

(see Romans 8:23), God has given His Holy Spirit as a guarantee of the future inheritance. 

 
     And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your 

salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is a 

deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the 

praise of his glory. (Ephesians 1:13-14) 

 

 As stated above, the sons of disobedience and children of wrath (2:2-3) are able to know 

God and have a relationship with Him “through” the agency of Jesus Christ (διὰ Ἰησοῦ 

Χριστοῦ, dia Iēsou Christou). Paul states this truth to the churches in the province of Galatia: 
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“You are all sons of God (υἱοὶ Θεοῦ, huioi Theou) through faith in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 

3:26). Once more, in this same Epistle, Paul calls attention to sonship:  

 
     But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, 5to redeem 

those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons. (4:4-5) 

 

As children of God, are we taking advantage of our spiritual blessings in Christ? Have we 

ever stopped to think of what we have in Christ? We can hardly wonder about what we have in 

Christ without reflecting upon the gifts—righteousness, holiness, and redemption—that God 

has extended to us through His Son Jesus. These gifts come to us as a result of God’s wisdom, 

which wisdom centers in Jesus. Paul, in his Epistle to the Corinthians, staggers the imagination 

as he writes about God’s wisdom:  

 
     It is because of him [God] that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from 

God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. (1 Corinthians 1:30)  

 

In other words, Jesus became wisdom to us from God. How? God made Him (Christ) to 

be our righteousness, our sanctification, and our redemption. God’s wisdom devised a means 

whereby He could adopt children of wrath as His children. Do we praise God for making 

Jesus “our righteousness, holiness and redemption”? Has this consciousness of God’s grace 

made a difference in our response to God’s mercy and kindness? Are we willing to take action 

in a positive way to God’s spiritual blessings made available in Christ Jesus? 

I wish to share two narratives to illustrate two responses to an inheritance (financial 

fortunes)—one negative and the other positive. In your reading these stories, I am wondering 

how you will reply to God’s spiritual blessings? In your reading these two moving stories by 

Vernon McGee (1904-1988), I encourage you to apply the positive, not the negative, to your 

spiritual walk with God. McGhee tells two stories that are true in order to illustrate how some 

do not react properly to God’s spiritual blessings in Christ. He writes: 

 
     When I was in Chicago many years ago, I picked up the evening paper during the week and read a 

little article and clipped it out. It was way down at the bottom of the front page and wasn’t apt to be 

noticed. It read “The flophouses and saloons of Chicago’s Skid Row were searched today for one 

Stanley William McKenna Walker, 50, an Oxford graduate and heir to half of an $8,000,000 

English estate. The missing persons detail hoped that somewhere among the down-and-outers who 

line the curbs and sleep off wine binges in the cheap hotels they would find Walker, son of a wealthy 

British shipbuilder.” I thought how tragic it was. Imagine being an heir to half of $8,000,000 and 

being a wino who’s sleeping in two-bit hotels. I felt like sitting down and weeping for that poor 

fellow. Then I began thinking of the children of God today who are living in cheap hotels, living 

off the little “wine” of this world. I don’t mean that literally, but that they engage in cheap 

entertainment down here. They are wealthy beyond the dreams of Croesus54 and are blessed with 

all spiritual blessings, but they live like paupers down here. There are a lot of folk in our churches 

who live like that today, and it’s tragic. I was telling this story when I was a pastor in Los Angeles, 

and a lady who was visiting from Chicago came up afterward and asked, “Dr. McGee, do you know 

                                                 
54Croesus (547-495 BC), King of Lydia and renown for his wealth.  
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the end of that story?” I said, “No, I never heard.” She said, “Well, they found him.” “Oh,” I replied, 

“that was wonderful.” “No,” she said, “they found him dead in a doorway on a cold night later on that 

fall.” How tragic to die like that man died. Many Christians live and die like that, and yet they are 

blessed with all spiritual blessings in the heavenlies in Christ.55  

 

The second narrative by McGhee tells the story of another man who inherited a fortune, 

but his reaction was totally different from the son of a British shipbuilder. He says, 

 
     The second true story happened out West here, years ago. An heir to a British nobleman was 

living in poverty and barely eking out an existence. After the nobleman died, they began to look for 

his heir and when they found him, they told him about his inheritance. A great deal of publicity was 

made of it. Do you know what that fellow did? He immediately went down to the clothing store and 

ordered their best suit and then bought a first class ticket to return to England in style. Do you know 

why? He believed the inheritance was his, and he acted upon it. My friend, you can go either route. 

You can travel your Christian life in first class or in steerage. You can go second, third, or fourth 

class, and there are a lot of Christians doing that today. God wants you to know that you’ve been 

blessed with all spiritual blessings. He hasn’t promised us physical blessings, but He has 

promised spiritual ones, and these are in the heavenlies in Christ. My friend, you’re not going to 

have any spiritual blessing in this life that doesn’t come to you through Jesus Christ. That’s just how 

important He is. He not only has saved us, but He is also the One who blesses us. How we need to lay 

hold of Him today and to start living as a child of God should live!56  Emphasis mine—bold) 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

As stated earlier, there are no spiritual blessings outside of Christ. Are we like the 

first heir or the second heir? In McGhee’s stories, how have we responded to God’s grace? 

Have we reacted in a positive way to the spiritual blessings in the heavenlies in Christ (1:3)? 

Are we aware that He chose us to be holy and blameless in Christ (1:4)? Are we cognizant that 

He predestined all who hear and believe in His Son to sonship (1:5)? Are we conscious that He 

made us acceptable in the One He loved (1:6)? Are we sensitive to the truth that in Christ 

“we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins”? As we contemplate the 

spiritual blessings listed by Paul in 1:3-14, do we cry out: “Praise be to the God and Father of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing 

in Christ” (1:3)? 

 

 

                                                 
55McGee, J. Vernon. I Corinthians—Revelation in Thru the Bible Commentary, Vol. 5 (Nashville: 

Thomas Nelson, 1997, c1981), 212. 
56Ibid.  
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9 

 
 

Two Spheres: 

 Human and Divine 

 

 

 God wants every person to choose the Divine rather than the human. As we read the 

Book of Ephesians, we cannot help but wonder about the reaction of those who received this 

book about the unfolding of God’s plan of salvation for humanity—a salvation planned before 

the beginning of creation (Ephesians 1:4). What does this book mean to us? Does the word saint 

capture our attention? What does the expression “faithful in Christ Jesus” mean to us? Have we 

picked up on the various phrases concerning our relationship to Christ? What does “in Christ,” 

“in Him,” “in Christ Jesus,” and “through Christ Jesus” convey to us? How many times does the 

word faith, or some form of faith, occur in this short Epistle? How many times do the word 

saints occur in this Epistle? What does the “riches of God’s grace” express to us (1:7)?  

If we are to fully grasp the significance of this book, we should reflect upon the above 

questions and seek to examine the significance of the words or phrases that Paul utilizes as he 

seeks to capture the grandeur of God’s grace. We cannot read the Book of Ephesians without a 

consciousness of two spheres—the human and the Divine. In this book, Paul paints a picture of 

both sides of the coin. Every Christian operates within two spheres—the earthly and the 

spiritual, that is to say, the visible and the invisible. An awareness of the spiritual gives power 

to deal with the carnal. An attentiveness to God’s grace promotes good behavior within us who 

have been consecrated to the service of God. Even though we, as believers, live in this world, 

nevertheless, our citizenship is in heaven (Philippians 3:20). 

 

COMMENTARY ON EPHESIANS 1:1-3 

 
     Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, To the saints in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ 

Jesus: 2 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 3 Praise be to the God 

and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual 

blessing in Christ. (Ephesians 1:1-3)  
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Paul: The Author (1:1) 

 

 The author identifies himself as “Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ.” The Greek name of 

Paul is Παῦλος (Paulos, “small or little”), but his Hebrew name is ָׁשאּול (šā·ʾûl), which is 

translated into Greek as Σαῦλος (Saulos) and into English as Saul (Acts 9:1). Since Paul was 

from the tribe of Benjamin (Philippians 3:5), we can assume that he was named after the first 

king of Israel (1 Samuel 9). Also, we need to keep in mind that it was not uncommon for 

individuals, especially Jews, to have a Latin name as well as a Hebrew name. Prior to Paul’s 

call to discipleship, Luke gives information that indicates that Paul (Saul) was a part of an 

antichristian movement in Jerusalem (Acts 9:1-2). After Paul’s conversion experience with 

the Risen Lord, he became an active participant in spreading “the faith” that he once sought to 

destroy. After Paul’s first missionary journey, he wrote to the churches he had established 

in the province of Galatia concerning his fight against Christians (AD 48). In the first 

chapter, he pours out his soul concerning his former hatred for Christians and his zeal for the 

traditions of his fathers: 

 
   For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church 

of God and tried to destroy it. 14 I was advancing in Judaism beyond many Jews of my own age and 

was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers. (Galatians 1:13-14)  

 

 As a devoted rabbi, Paul unleashed his hatred for the people of the Way. Paul’s zeal for 

the traditions of his forefathers was so strong that he went to the high priest to obtain letters to 

the synagogues of Damascus to carry out his covert operation of persecution. (Acts 9:1-2). 

While on his way to wreak havoc among God’s people (saints, ἅγιος, hagios, “set apart ones”), 

the Lord Jesus appeared to him on his way to Damascus to arrest men and women who 

professed faith in Christ (9:3-19).57 As a result of this encounter with the risen Lord, Paul 

became an Apostle to the Gentiles. Luke gives the following account:  

 
     But the Lord said to Ananias, ‘Go! This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before 

the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel. 16 I will show him how much he must 

suffer for my name.’ (9:15-16)   

 

 Later, we find Paul in Antioch ministering for the Lord. Luke gives the following account 

that led to three missionary journeys of Paul: 

 
     In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger [nīʾjêr], 

Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen [mănʾȧ-ĕn] (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul. 2 

While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me 

Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” 3 So after they had fasted and 

prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off. (Acts 13:1-3) 

 

                                                 
57For a detailed account of Paul’s conversion, see Dallas Burdette, “Paul’s Conversion: Apologetic for 

Christianity,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Privileges (Longwood, FL: 

Xulon Press, 2009), 92-120.  
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The words worshiping the Lord is translated from the Greek words Λειτουργούντων τῷ 

κυρίῳ (Leitourgountōn tō kyriō), which is best translated as “ministering to the Lord.” At first 

glance, we might consider the phraseology—“worshiping the Lord”—as depicting a so-called 

worship service as is generally practiced within the Christian community, but this “worshiping 

the Lord” was simply the activities carried out by individuals who were proclaiming the 

Good News of God’s Way of salvation. As far as the record in Luke is concerned, Paul 

conducted three missionary journeys. According to Luke, Paul stayed in Ephesus for at least 

two years (Acts 19:10) and preached Jesus as the Way (19:9).  

Several years later, after his work of two years in Ephesus, Paul wrote to the Christians in 

Ephesus (AD 62) from his prison confinement in Rome. He spoke of this incarceration three 

times in this brief Epistle: 

 
     For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles. (Ephesians 3:1) 

 

     As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. 

(4:1)  

 
     Pray also for me, that whenever I open my mouth, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly 

make known the mystery of the gospel, 20for which I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I may 

declare it fearlessly, as I should. (6:19-20)  

 

Even though Paul faced death, he never forgot his mission—an obligation to preach Jesus 

and to teach them about the messianic prophecies found in the Law of Moses, the Prophets, and 

the Psalms. He sought to build up the Ephesians in the faith through the proclamation of that 

which God has revealed to him as well as to all His Apostles and His Prophets. Paul expresses 

his mission this way: 

 
     It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to 

be pastors and teachers, 12 to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ 

may be built up 13until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and 

become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. 14Then we will no longer be 

infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and 

by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. (4:11-14)  

 

Paul wanted to share with them the great truths that he taught throughout his ministry. In 

closing this Epistle, he writes out of his deep love for their welfare: 

 
     Tychicus [tĭkʾĭ-kŭs], the dear brother and faithful servant in the Lord, will tell you everything, so 

that you also may know how I am and what I am doing. 22 I am sending him to you for this very 

purpose, that you may know how we are, and that he may encourage you. 23 Peace to the brothers, and 

love with faith from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 24 Grace to all who love our Lord Jesus 

Christ with an undying love. (6:21-24) 

 

 As stated above, this Epistle was written from Rome. During this period of incarceration, 

Paul wrote four letters—Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon. In the Ephesian 
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Epistle, Paul sets forth the very essence of God’s Good News by unfolding what had been 

hidden in ages past (3:9). Paul speaks of that which had been kept hidden in the past as the 

“mystery of his will” (1:9). If we wish to understand the “mystery of God” that Paul develops 

in Ephesians, we should approach this book with the intent of understanding God’s plan of 

salvation (Jesus Christ) that God had decreed even before He spoke this universe into existence 

(1:4). Paul employs several synonymous expressions to call attention to the wonder of it all—

“mystery of his will” (1:9), “administration of God’s grace” (3:2), “mystery of Christ” 

(3:4), “administration of this mystery” (3:9). Just a casual reading reveals that Christ is this 

mystery (see also Colossians 1:25-27).  

Unlike the Ephesian Epistle, Paul, in the Epistle to the Colossians, goes right to the heart 

of the mystery of God. He does not seek to unravel this mystery in great detail as he did to the 

Ephesians, but rather, he removes all underbrush and states clearly that the mystery is none 

other than Jesus: 

 
     Now I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard 

to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church. 25 I have become its servant by 

the commission God gave me to present to you the word of God in its fullness—26 the mystery 

that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the saints. 27 To them 

God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is 

Christ in you, the hope of glory. 28 We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all 

wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ. 29 To this end I labor, struggling with all 

his energy, which so powerfully works in me. (Colossians 1:24-29)  

 

The Assembly in Ephesus: Saints (1:1b) 

 

 After Paul’s introduction of himself as an Apostle of Jesus Christ, he addresses the 

believers as “saints.” Today, the use of the word saint carries the idea of perfection—one that is 

far above others in morality, but Paul did not employ the word saint in this sense, even though it 

also represents the moral purity to which a person is called (1:4). In fact, every believer is a 

“saint” in the sense that he or she has been set apart for God. The primary meaning of the word 

saint has reference to dedication of service, that is, a people set apart for the Lord. This 

concept is the very reason that Christians are described as “a dwelling in which God lives by his 

Spirit” (2:21). Again, the word saint is from the Greek word ἅγιος (hagios), which means “set 

apart” by God, that is, “consecrated” for service in His kingdom.   

When we put our trust in Christ, God takes us and transfers us into the Body of Christ 

(Colossians 1:13-14). As a result of this transaction, our bodies become a part of the Temple of 

God. Not only do we, as  Christians, experience this transaction, but we also have the Holy 

Spirit taking up His dwelling in us—each individual person (Ephesians 1:13-14; 1 Corinthians 

6:19-20; 3:16). Since God has set us apart as a result of our trust in Christ, then we ought 

to live a life that portrays a consecrated life to God (Ephesians 4:17—5:20; Colossians 3:1-

4). Listen to Paul as he stresses this point in his letter to Corinth:  
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     Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have 

received from God? You are not your own; 20 you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with 

your body. (1 Corinthians 6:19-20) 

 

In spite of living in a decadent society, such as Ephesus, they were still saints while going 

about their daily activities—sailing, fishing, tent making, selling goods, shop keeping, building, 

raising children, and so on. They were “saints” because they were “in Christ.” Whenever we 

reflect upon this word saint, we can only celebrate the miracle of God’s grace. It is in this 

vein that Paul shouts, as it were, the following words: 

 
     For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift 

of God—9not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s workmanship, created in 

Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. (Ephesians 2:8-10) 

 

The Assembly in Ephesus: Faithful (1:1b) 

 

 In verse 1 of Chapter 1, Paul speaks of “the saints in Ephesus” and “the faithful in Christ 

Jesus.” The word faithful (πιστός, pistos, “faithful or believer”) is not easy to translate.58 Some 

scholars translate this word (faithful) as an adjective and others as a noun. Having said this, it 

appears, at least to me, that the “faithful” are those who have exercised faith in the Gospel 

and have allowed the Gospel to reshape their behavior. Have we allowed the Gospel to 

reshape our behavior? The essence of faith centers on the Lord Jesus Christ. Are we full of 

faith? As Christians, we believe that Jesus is the One He claimed to be—the Son of God. We 

believe that Jesus is the only one who came from the Father and that Jesus is the One who 

became flesh and made His dwelling among us (John 1:14). As disciples of Jesus, we also 

believe that Jesus was born of a virgin (Matthew 1:22-23). In addition, we believe that Jesus 

came into this world in order that “he might taste death for every man” (Hebrews 2:9). As 

children of God, we are always conscious that: “Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous 

for the unrighteous, to bring you to God” (1 Peter 3:18). Lloyd Jones says that the word faithful 

means, “to be full of faith, to exercise faith.”59  

 

Faithful: Ethical Behavior 

 

We, as Christians, are not just individuals who are good morally, but rather, we are those who 

have put their trust in Jesus as the Savior of the World. We cannot separate our Christian faith 

from our Christian life. This famous Epistle contains not only doctrine, but it also contains duty. 

For us to be faithful in the true sense of the term, we must put into practice Paul’s admonition 

toward the latter part of this Epistle (Ephesians 4:17—5:20). We are to live lives worthy of our 

calling (4:1-3). God has created a new humanity. This new humanity consists of those who 

                                                 
58See William Hendriksen, Exposition of Ephesians in New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 1972), 70, footnote 11.  
59Lloyd Jones, God’s Ultimate Purpose: An Exposition of Ephesians 1:1 to 23 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

1979), 29. 
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have responded to God’s grace. This new humanity and this new creation is the work of God 

(2:10).  

Since every child of God is a “saint,” then every Christian must have a new set of 

loyalties and a new set of agendas. God’s “saints” belong to a different kingdom—a spiritual 

kingdom devoted to proclaiming Jesus as God’s Way of reconciling the world unto Himself (2 

Corinthians 5:17-21). We are saved by faith alone, but the faith that saves is not alone. We 

are saved by grace through faith (Ephesians 2:8). Paul develops this grace by unraveling the 

“mystery” (μυστήριον, mystērion, “secret”) of God in 1:3-14. An unfolding of this mystery 

should result in our putting our dependence upon Christ. Whenever we respond to God’s grace, 

we ought to live a life that portrays a consecrated life to God.  

 

Grace and Peace (1:2) 

 

As stated above, God has created a new humanity. This new humanity consists of those 

who have responded to God’s grace. Since every child of God is a “saint,” then we must refocus 

our devotion and develop a new to-do list to bring honor to God. God’s “saints” belong to a 

different kingdom—a spiritual kingdom devoted to proclaiming Jesus as God’s Way of 

reconciling the world unto Himself. As stated above, we are saved by faith alone, but we should 

remember that the faith that saves is not alone. We are saved by grace through faith. Paul 

develops God’s way of salvation by unfolding the mystery of God in 1:3-14. The words grace 

and peace overshadow this short Epistle. Paul begins this Epistle by saying: “Grace (χάρις, 

charis) and peace (εἰρήνη, eirēnē) to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:2).  

 

Grace 

 

Grace represents God’s saving initiative. God took the initiative to reconcile sinful 

humanity unto Himself in His new community. We can witness the awe of Paul as he sought to 

write to the Ephesians about this matchless love of God:  

 
     But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5made us alive with Christ even 

when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. (2:4-5)  

 

Paul could not stop with just this statement; he continues with penetrating words about 

the Gospel of peace:  

 
     And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 
7in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in 

his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. (2:6-7)  

 

Paul expresses his consciousness of God’s rich grace. Again, he writes: “For it is by 

grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—
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9not by works, so that no one can boast” (2:8-9). The word grace appears eleven times in this 

Epistle.60 

 

Peace 

 

 This Gospel of grace is a Gospel of peace. Paul employs the word peace (εἰρήνη, eirēnē) 

eight times in Ephesians.61 He begins with the word peace (1:2) and concludes with the word 

peace (6:24). In Chapter 6, he also refers to the Gospel as the “Gospel of peace” (6:15). Paul, as 

he begins to unravel the “mystery” of God’s will, makes a bold statement about Jesus:  

 
     For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing 

wall of hostility, 15 by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. (2:14-

15a) 

 

But he does not stop with this startling statement, he continues by saying:  

 
     His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, 16 and in this one 

body to reconcile both [Jews and Gentiles] of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death 

their hostility. (2:15b-16)  

 

How did God make peace with sinful humanity? Paul declares that God did this through 

“the cross” of Jesus. The following chart illustrates Paul’s emphasis upon grace and peace as he 

began and ended this epistle: 

 
Ephesians 1:2 

 

Ephesians 6:23-24 

Grace and peace to you from 

God our Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ.  

 

Peace to the brothers, and 

love with faith from God the 

Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ. 24 Grace to all who 

love our Lord Jesus Christ 

with an undying love.  

 

 As we read this Epistle, we quickly observe that Paul does not use these words lightly 

and loosely and thoughtlessly. It is not just a mere formula. These two words (grace and peace) 

convey the endless riches showered upon humanity “in and through Jesus.” This second verse 

in Chapter 1 (see chart above) is an overview of the entire Epistle. In the words of Lloyd Jones 

(1899-1981): “Grace is the beginning of our faith; peace is the end of our faith. Grace is the 

fountain, the spring, the source.”62 As we reflect upon these two words, we can grasp something 

of God’s love as it is played out in the Cross of Jesus. In grace, we witness God’s 

                                                 
60“grace”: 1:2, 6, 7; 2:5, 7, 8; 3:2, 7, 8; 4:7; 6:24. 
61“peace”: 1:2; 2:14, 15, 17 (2 times); 4:3; 6:15; 6:23.  
62Lloyd Jones, God’s Ultimate Purpose: An Exposition of Ephesians 1:1 to 23 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

1979), 36. 
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condescending love. In Grace, we witness God coming down to redeem sinful humanity. 

Yes, it is in grace that we witness God stooping down to reconcile men and women unto 

Himself. 

 Peace is the ultimate goal of the Cross of Jesus. This peace is not the absence of troubles 

in the lives of God’s people (John 15:18-27; Philippians 3:1-7). This peace is a peace that 

brings together two parties that are separated from one another. The Cross of Jesus not only 

brought peace between God and humanity, but it also brought about peace between Jew and 

Gentile: “For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the 

barrier, the dividing wall of hostility” (2:14). When we desire “grace” and “peace” from God, 

we understand that God has disclosed the truth about his creation. In this short Epistle, Paul is 

telling his readers what they need—grace and peace. Without acceptance of God’s grace and 

peace “in” and “through” Jesus, we are separated from God. Let us, once more, keep our ears 

open to Paul as he seeks to capture a life without God “in” and “through” Jesus: 

 
     Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by 

those who call themselves “the circumcision” (that done in the body by the hands of men)—12 

remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and 

foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. 13 But now in 

Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. (2:11-

13) 

 

In Christ Jesus (1:1b) 

 

Are we “in Christ Jesus” or are we outside Christ? According to Holy Scripture, men and 

women find themselves in a miserable state as a result of sin. Were it not for God’s grace, we 

would find ourselves without hope and without God in the world. Throughout Scripture, 

GRACE is the answer to our dilemma. It is only through grace that we can find peace with God. 

Grace from God is unmerited and undeserved; it is a condescending love. In the Book of 

Ephesians, Paul introduces the Gospel of God with grace. Grace introduces the entire Gospel. 

This is what the Gospel is all about. Do we want peace with God? If so, we can only find this 

peace “in” and “through” Jesus. At the Cross of Jesus, grace and peace kissed each other. 
This message of Ephesians began with emphasis upon two spheres—human and Divine. Paul 

writes with glowing words about the Divine: “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms (ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις, en tois epouraniois) 

with every spiritual blessing in Christ” (1:3). God is the source of our spiritual blessings.  

 

In Christ (1:3) 

 

As we peruse the Book of Ephesians, we quickly discover that Christ is the very heart 

and core of this magnificent book. These spiritual blessings are found only “in Christ.”  The 

phrase “in Christ” occurs fourteen times in Ephesians.63 In this Epistle, Paul calls attention to 

the place of spiritual blessings—“in Christ.” To illustrate where salvation occurs, Paul also 

                                                 
63“in Christ”: 1:1, 3, 9, 12, 13, 20; 2:6, 7, 10, 13; 3:6, 11, 21; 4:32. 
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utilizes the phrase “in Christ Jesus” eight times.64 Again, Paul emphasizes the sphere of 

salvation with another phrase, “in Him.” This phrase occurs nine times in eight verses.65 Paul 

uses another phrase to also capture the place of spiritual blessings that are bestowed upon 

individuals—“through Christ Jesus.” This phrase appears only once in this Epistle.66 All of 

these expressions are synonymous terms to describe the spiritual position of every believer. 

Every Christian is identified with Christ. Since every believer is in Christ, he or she is able to 

draw on the wealth of Christ for his or her own daily living.   

 

Christ/Messiah (1:1) 

 

Since Christ is the “mystery” of God in the Book of Ephesians, we discover that the title 

“Christ” floods the magnificent book. The title Christ (Χριστός, Christos, Anointed One = the 

Hebrew word   יח  appears forty-nine times in the Book of Ephesians. This title (mā·šîaḥ) ,ָמש 

occurs twelve times in the first chapter.67 The name Jesus (Ἰησοῦς, Iēsous = the Hebrew word 

yē·šûa ,ֵיׁשּועַ 
, appears twenty times in this book. Just in the first chapter alone, the name Jesus 

appears seven times.68 Christians are “in Christ.” It is “in” and “through” Jesus Christ that the 

new community of God has come into being (2:14-22). The title Christ dominates Paul’s mind 

as he writes this book. It is “in Him” (ἐν αὐτῷ, en autō) and “in whom” (Ἐν ᾧ, En hō) that God 

has chosen us even before He created the world (1:4). It is “in Him” (ἐν αὐτῷ, en autō) that 

God has redeemed us through His blood (1:4). It is “in whom” (Ἐν ᾧ, En hō) that we have 

redemption (1:7). Also, it is “in whom” that every believer is marked with a seal—the promised 

Holy Spirit (1:13). It is “through” (διὰ, dia) Jesus Christ that God adopts children of wrath as 

His sons and daughters (1:5). It is “in whom” (En hō) that God effects predestination and 

election (1:11). It is “in the one he loves” that forgiveness of sins is received (1:6).  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Where is salvation? It is “in Christ. This preposition “in” (ἐν, en) is one of the most 

important words in the New Testament. What does it really mean to be saved? It simply means 

to be “in Christ” (Χριστῷ, en Christō). We can hardly reflect upon the prepositional phrase, “in 

Christ,” without recalling the words of Jesus to His disciples: “Remain in me, and I will 

remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you 

bear fruit unless you remain in me” (John 15:4). Every believer is in Christ and Christ is in 

every believer. Can we explain this? No! In order for us to bear fruit, we must be in Him. The 

“mystery” of God revolves around this great truth—salvation is in Him (ἐν αὐτῷ, en autō).  

                                                 
64“in Christ Jesus”: 1:1; 2:6, 7, 10, 13; 3:6, 11, 21. 
65 “in Him”: 1:4, 7, 11, 13; 2:21, 22; 3:12 (two times); 4:2. 
66“through Christ Jesus”: 1:5. 
67“Christ” 1:1 (2 times), 2, 3 (2 times), 5, 9, 10, 12, 13, 17, 20. 
68“Jesus”: 1:1 (2 times), 2, 3, 5, 15, 17. 
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Do we want to experience God’s grace and peace? If so, we can only take advantage of these 

two blessings “in” and “through” Christ. He is our peace. He is the mystery that Paul develops 

in the Book of Ephesians. Jesus is God’s Way of salvation. It is only “in Him” that we can 

receive the forgiveness of sins. It is only in Him that we can receive adoption into God’s family. 

Which sphere are you in—human or Divine? Are we in Christ or are we out of Christ? Are our 

thoughts focused on the human or on the Divine? Are we laying up treasures on earth or are we 

laying up treasures in heaven (Matthew 6:19-21)? Are we trying to serve God and Satan at the 

same time (6:24)? Where is our delight (Psalm 1:2)? Are our desires in God or worldly things 

(Joshua 24:15)?  Are we concerned about Christ, the hope of glory (Philippians 3:7-11; 

Matthew 6:33; Colossians 3:1-3)? 
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10 

 
 

The Mystery Of  

 His Will 

 

 

 God wants His people to understand the mystery of His will. As we read verse 9 in 

Chapter 1 of Ephesians, we are introduced to new vocabulary—“the mystery of his will.” 

Within this mystery, we discover election, redemption, forgiveness, grace, blood, and wisdom. 

This book gives us an understanding of that which had been hidden from the foundation of the 

world. As we reflect upon all of these spiritual blessings that Paul enumerates, we see that he 

incorporates all of these blessings of grace under the umbrella of the word mystery. He is now 

getting ready to launch off into a detailed explanation of his purpose in writing this short 

Epistle.  

When Paul speaks of mystery (μυστήριον, mystērion), he is using this term in order to 

unravel God’s plan of salvation for humanity to both Jews and Gentiles. This mystery is not 

something mysterious in that it is hard to comprehend, but rather it is the revelation that the 

Gospel of redemption is available to both Jews and Gentiles. On the other hand, we may speak 

of this mystery as none other than Jesus (  ֵיׁשּוע, yē·šûa) Himself. In Paul’s Epistle to the 

Colossians, he does not seek to explore in detail this mystery, but rather, he goes right to the 

heart of this mystery and removes all underbrush: 

 
     My purpose is that they may be encouraged in heart and united in love, so that they may have the 

full riches of complete understanding, in order that they may know the mystery of God, namely, 

Christ, 3 in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. (Colossians 2:2-3)  

 

 However we view the term mystery, it is still bound up with Christ (Χριστός, Christos) 

as translated in the LXX from the Hebrew word יח  Both .(”mā·ši·yǎḥ, “anointed one)  ָמׁש 

Ephesians and Colossians should be read together. Of the one hundred and fifty-five verses in 

Ephesians, we observe approximately seventy-three parallels. Ephesians 1:9 and Colossians 2:2 

are classic examples of parallelism. Colossians 2:2 goes straight to the point, without 

development. On the other hand, in Ephesians, Paul develops in great detail this mystery that 

had been kept hidden from ages past (Ephesians 3:9). As we reflect upon the word mystery, we 

discover that the word mystery may be used of the Gospel, that is to say, “This mystery is that 

through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, 

and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus” (3:6).  
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The term mystery is employed in the sense of the unity between Jews and Gentiles through the 

Death of Christ upon the Tree. In 3:4, Paul calls this harmony between Jews and Gentiles the 

mystery of Christ (ἐν τῷ μυστηρίῳ τοῦ Χριστοῦ, en tō mystēriō tou Christou). Even though 

Paul employs the term mystery with various insights, nevertheless, we are ever conscious of 

God’s eschatological act in Christ—reconciling the world unto Himself in Christ (see also 2 

Corinthians 5:17-21).  Paul, in his First Epistle to Timothy (63/65 AD), writes:  

 
     Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by 

the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was 

taken up in glory. (1 Timothy 3:16) 

 

The “mystery of godliness” is used here, so it seems, for the Gospel, that is to say, God’s 

scheme of salvation. This “mystery of godliness” had been kept hidden from ages past. Paul 

speaks of this same mystery to the Colossians that he did to Timothy. We should keep our ears 

open to the words of Paul as he divulges the very heart of the mystery:  

 
     The mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the saints. 
27 To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, 

which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. (Colossians 1:26-27) 

 

There appears to be interchangeable use of the words gospel (εὐαγγέλιον, euangelion) 

and mystery (μυστήριον, mystērion) in Ephesians and Colossians. In the Book of Ephesians, the 

word gospel appears five times69 and the word mystery appears seven times.70 On the other 

hand, in the Book of Colossians, the word gospel appears four times71 and the word mystery 

appears four times.72 In the Book of Galatians, Paul does not utilize the word mystery, but he 

does use the word gospel twelve times.73 The following chart lists the Scripture citations from 

the Book of Colossians in order for us to quickly grasp Paul’s use of the words gospel and 

mystery: 

 
COLOSSIANS: GOSPEL 

 

1:5 1:6 1:23 

 

     The faith and 

love that spring 

from the hope that 

is stored up for 

you in heaven and 

that you have 

already heard 

about in the word 

     That has come to 

you. All over the 

world this gospel is 

bearing fruit and 

growing, just as it 

has been doing 

among you since the 

day you heard it and 

     If you continue 

in your faith, 

established and 

firm, not moved 

from the hope held 

out in the gospel. 

This is the gospel 

that you heard and 

                                                 
69“Gospel”: Ephesians 1:13; 3:6, 7; 6:15, 19. 
70“Mystery”: Ephesians 1:9; 3:3, 4, 6, 9; 5:32; 6:19. 
71“Gospel”:  Colossians 1:5, 6, 23 (2 times). 
72“Mystery”:  Colossians 1:26, 27; 2:2; 4:3. 
73“Gospel”: Galatians 1:6, 7 (2 times), 8, 9, 11; 2:2, 5, 7, 14; 3:8; 4:13. 
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of truth, the 

gospel  
 

understood God’s 

grace in all its truth.  

 

that has been 

proclaimed to 

every creature 

under heaven, and 

of which I, Paul, 

have become a 

servant.  

 
COLOSSIANS: MYSTERY 

 

1:25- 27 2:2 

 

4:3 

   I have become its 

servant by the 

commission God 

gave me to present 

to you the word of 

God in its 

fullness—26the 

mystery that has 

been kept hidden 

for ages and 

generations, but is 

now disclosed to 

the saints. 27To 

them God has 

chosen to make 

known among the 

Gentiles the 

glorious riches of 

this mystery, which 

is Christ in you, 

the hope of glory.  

 

    My purpose is that 

they may be 

encouraged in heart 

and united in love, 

so that they may 

have the full riches 

of complete 

understanding, in 

order that they may 

know the mystery 

of God, namely, 

Christ. 

 

     And pray for 

us, too, that God 

may open a door 

for our message, 

so that we may 

proclaim the 

mystery of Christ, 

for which I am in 

chains. 

Paul begins the Colossian Epistle with their having already heard about the “word of 

truth, the gospel” (1:5), and he concludes this Epistle with a prayer about God opening a door 

for his message in order that he might “proclaim the mystery of Christ” (4:3), for which he was 

in chains. This Gospel, or Mystery, had been kept hidden for “ages and generations” (1:26). But 

God had chosen to disclose this mystery to His saints. In this disclosure, God chose to make 

known to the Gentiles also this mystery (not just to the Jews), which Paul identifies as Christ—

“this mystery, which is Christ in you the hope of glory” (1:27). Yet again, Paul desired that 

the Colossians would come to understand fully God’s love in making known “the mystery of 

God, namely, Christ” (2:2). 

As we read the Book of Ephesians, we discover that Paul unfolds the implications of this 

Mystery, or Gospel, in order to bring about unity within the community of faith. Christ’s 

purpose was to create within Himself one new man. Thus, Paul could write: “And in this one 

body (ἑνὶ σώματι, heni sōmati) to reconcile both (Jew and Gentile) of them to God through the 
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cross” (Ephesians 2:16).  Following this revelation about God’s mystery in Christ, he asserts 

something of the richness of God’s grace revealed through the unfolding of this mystery. He 

strips away all the trappings by saying: 

 
     Surely you have heard about the administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, 3 that 

is, the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already written briefly. 4 In reading this, 

then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, 5 which was not made 

known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles 

and prophets. 6 This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, 

members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus. 7 I became a 

servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his power. 8 

Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach to the 

Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, 9 and to make plain to everyone the administration of this 

mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things. 10 His intent was that 

now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and 

authorities in the heavenly realms, 11 according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. 12 In him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and 

confidence. (3:2-12) 

 

 In 3:2, he speaks of the mystery that he had written about. Surely this brief explanation of 

God’s mystery is found in 1:3-14. Paul, in just a few words set forth the very heart of the 

mystery of God. The full implications of this mystery were hidden from prophets and angels. 

According to Peter, not even the angels of God understood this mystery, which was eventually 

revealed to God’s new community on earth. Even though the prophets wrote about Christ, they 

still did not understand when the events would transpire. Peter, in his First Epistle, writes: 

 
     Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched 

intently and with the greatest care, 11 trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit 

of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would 

follow. 12 It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of 

the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy 

Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things. (1 Peter 1:10-12)  

 

 The “angels long (ἐπιθυμέω, epithymeō) to look (παρακύπτω, parakyptō) into these 

things,” according to Peter. The word long, or desire, carries within its bosom the idea of 

passionate desire (epithymeō, “desire, long for; lust for, after”). This yearning, on the part of the 

angels, was so great that Peter employed a word that signifies “to bend over, to stoop down, to 

look into” in order to capture the intensity of this longing to understand this grace. The English 

word look is a translation of παρακύπτω, which comes from two Greek words: παρα (para, 

aside) and κύπτω (kyptō, to bend forward). Luke uses this same word (parakyptō) when he 

describes Peter’s reaction to the women’s testimony concerning the Resurrection of Jesus. Luke 

says: 

 
     But they did not believe the women, because their words seemed to them like nonsense. 12 Peter, 

however, got up and ran to the tomb. Bending over (παρακύπτω), he saw the strips of linen lying by 

themselves, and he went away, wondering to himself what had happened. (Luke 24:11-12)  
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    The idea of angels desiring to bend over, or to stoop low, was to understand something of 

the mystery of God unfolded “in” and “through” Jesus (Ἰησοῦς, Iēsous, Hebrew:   ֵיׁשּוע, yē·šûa, 

Joshua, which means “YHWH [ְיהָוה] is salvation”). Once more, the mental image of stooping 

low is graphically portrayed through the use of a human illustration. For instance, one stands on 

the edge of a cliff (for example, Lookout Mountain) and bends over and looks over the edge of 

the cliff in order to see what is going on below. The angels wanted to understand something of 

the mystery that had been kept hidden from ages past. Paul, so it seems, speaks of this very 

same concept when he writes: 

 
     Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach to the 

Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, 9 and to make plain to everyone the administration of this 

mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things. 10 His intent was that 

now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and 

authorities in the heavenly realms, 11 according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. (Ephesians 3:8-11) 

 

 According to Paul, it is through the church (ἐκκλησία, ekklēsia, assembly or 

congregation=followers of Christ) that the “principalities and powers” came to understand 

something of the manifold wisdom of God in working out salvation for sinful humanity. Since 

this mystery was foretold in the Law of Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms, Paul, in his 

missionary journeys, relied upon the Old Testament prophecies to prove that Jesus is the One 

whom the prophets foretold. God’s wisdom is displayed in the Atonement of Christ. How could 

God be just and, at the same time, justify sinners—individuals who transgressed His holy Law? 

Paul addresses this wisdom in his Roman Epistle: 

 
     But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law 

and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all 

who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 

justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him 

as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, 

because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it to 

demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who 

have faith in Jesus. 27 Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On that of 

observing the law? No, but on that of faith. 28 For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart 

from observing the law. 29 Is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles too? Yes, of 

Gentiles too, 30 since there is only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the 

uncircumcised through that same faith. 31 Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, 

we uphold the law. (Romans 3:21-31) 

 

As we peruse the writings of Paul, we quickly become conscious of Paul’s use of the Old 

Testament to give credence to his arguments concerning Jesus as the One that the prophets 

foretold. During Paul’s second missionary journey (AD 49-51), Luke reports the following 

scenario about his reliance upon the Old Testament to prove that Jesus is the Messiah and that 

He had to suffer and die:  
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     When they had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where there 

was a Jewish synagogue. 2 As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath 

days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, 3 explaining and proving that the Christ  had 

to suffer and rise from the dead. “This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Christ.” (Acts 17:1-3)  

 

Following his stay in Thessalonica (128 miles SW of Philippi), Paul went to Berea (41 miles 

SW of Thessalonica). His preaching found great success in this geographical area. He analyzed 

the messianic prophecies in the Old Testament. Luke records his practice of reliance upon the 

Old Testament writings to substantiate his claim concerning Jesus as the Christ: 

 
     As soon as it was night, the brothers sent Paul and Silas away to Berea. On arriving there, they 

went to the Jewish synagogue. 11 Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the 

Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures 

every day to see if what Paul said was true. 12 Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of 

prominent Greek women and many Greek men. (17:10-12) 

 

Not only did Paul and Peter rely upon the Old Testament in their proving that Jesus is the 

Christ, but we also discover that Matthew, one of the original Twelve, began his Gospel with 

references to some of the prophecies found in the writings of the prophets. We wonder if 

Matthew’s references to Jesus as the fulfillment of prophetic utterances were not the result of 

Jesus opening the minds of the Eleven disciples in order that they could understand the 

prophetic nature of the Old Testament. Luke, in his account, gives a glimpse of Jesus’ meeting 

with His Apostles shortly before His ascension: 

 
     While they were still talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, “Peace 

be with you.” 37 They were startled and frightened, thinking they saw a ghost. 38 He said to them, 

“Why are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in your minds? 39 Look at my hands and my feet. It is 

I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have.” 40 When he 

had said this, he showed them his hands and feet. 41 And while they still did not believe it because of 

joy and amazement, he asked them, “Do you have anything here to eat?” 42 They gave him a piece of 

broiled fish, 43 and he took it and ate it in their presence. 44 He said to them, “This is what I told you 

while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of 

Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.” 45 Then he opened their minds so they could understand the 

Scriptures. 46 He told them, “This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on 

the third day, 47 and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, 

beginning at Jerusalem. 48 You are witnesses of these things. 49 I am going to send you what my 

Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.” 

(Luke 24:36-49) 

 

 “Every thing must be fulfilled” that had been written about Him in the Law of Moses, the 

Prophets, and the Psalms (This division, among Jews, is called TaNaKh, which is an acronym 

for Torah, Nevi’im, and Ketuvim.). In His farewell discourse, did Jesus unfold Genesis 3:15 

concerning the “seed” of the woman? Did He discuss Abraham’s “seed” through whom all 

nations of the earth would be blessed? What about Psalms 2 and 22? Did He talk about Isaiah 

2:1-4; 7:14; 9:1-7; 11:1? Did He make conversation about Joel 2? This chapter is not intended 
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as an in-depth study of Old Testament prophecies concerning the “mystery of His will,” but 

only to stimulate the appetite for further study to recognize something of the greatness of God’s 

love for sinful humanity. In order to fuel our comprehension of this Mystery, which is Christ, 

this study begins with Genesis 3:15 and concludes with a brief statement about Isaiah 11:1. 

 

GENESIS 3:15 

  

Seed of the Woman 

 

 Just a casual glance of the Book of Genesis reveals the early rays of messianic glory 

foretold by Moses as he begins telling the story of creation by the omnipotent, omnipresent, 

omniscient, and eternal God. He begins this Book with a glorious statement about creation that 

is sublime and almost beyond human comprehension: “In the beginning God created the 

heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). After Adam’s and Eve’s creation and their being placed in 

the Garden of Eden, Satan (ָשָטן, śā·ṭān, the adversary), the great enemy of God and humanity, 

wrenched from Adam and Eve their great heritage. In spite of the darkness that came over this 

couple, God did not leave them without hope of deliverance from their fallen state (3:15). God 

spoke to the serpent and said: 

 
     Because you have done this, “Cursed are you above all the livestock and all the wild animals! You 

will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life. 15And I will put enmity 

between you and the woman, and between your offspring (seed) and hers; he will crush (strike) your 

head, and you will strike his heel.”  (3:14-15) 

 

 This prophecy, the first in God’s written Revelation, sets before the human race the 

outcome of the conflict between Satan and God—ultimate victory for those who put their trust 

in Christ (“her seed” = the Seed of the woman).  The Seed of the woman will eventually crush 

the serpent’s head, even though the serpent will bruise the heel of the Seed of the woman by 

crucifixion. The unique expression employed by God, “the seed of the woman,” or “her seed” 

never occurs anywhere else in all of Scripture. This expression is very striking. In biblical 

narrative, posterity is always reckoned after the male, never after the female.   

Thus, Genesis 3:15 sets the goal toward which all history is moving—the coming of 

Jesus the Messiah. God announces this great event in a cryptic oracle. In this cosmic battle there 

would be enmity between Satan’s seed (   ,ז ְרָעָּ֑ה) zǎr·ʿǎḵāʹ, “your seed”) and Eve’s seed ,ז ְרֲעָך֖
zǎr·ʿāhʹ, “her seed”). Immediately, after stating the enmity between the two seeds, God says, 

“he” (֚הּוא, hû(ʾ)ʹ) “will crush you (your) head (אׁש ֹֹ֔  rō(ʾ)šʹ),” that is, the Seed of the woman ,ר

would inflict a mortal blow to Satan. Moses does not stop with Genesis 3:15 concerning the 

coming of the Messiah, but he continues to give other prophecies concerning the coming of the 

Messiah to redeem humanity to God the Father as he writes, under the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit, about the promise made to Abraham.  
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GENESIS 22:18 

 

The Seed of Abraham 

 

 Men and women cannot remove the curse placed by God upon sinful humanity; only God 

Himself provides the remedy. God ordained this feat through the One foreordained before the 

earth was created (see Ephesians 1:4). Jesus was appointed to remove this curse of universal 

judgment of condemnation. It is in this same vein that Paul unfolds God’s scheme of 

redemption to the Corinthians: 

 
     Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All 

this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of 

reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins 

against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ’s 

ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: 

Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might 

become the righteousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:17-21) 

 

 The only way God could reconcile us unto Himself would have to be through Christ who 

is God’s power as well as God’s wisdom.  Paul explained this in his First Epistle to the 

Corinthians (AD 65) the power of God (Θεοῦ δύναμιν, Theou dynamin) as well as the wisdom 

of God (Θεοῦ σοφίαν, Theou sophian) [1 Corinthians 1:24]. Pay attention to Paul as he 

explains Christ as the only means of salvation: 

 
     Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God 

made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21 For since in the wisdom of God the world through its 

wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save 

those who believe. 22 Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 23 but we preach 

Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those whom God has 

called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. (1 Corinthians 

1:20-24) 

 

 The foolishness of WHAT was preached was Christ as God’s power and God’s wisdom. 

Paul explains God’s power and God’s wisdom as being His Son, who is Christ. Again, we 

should tune in our ears as Paul’s declares God’s wisdom: 

 
     It is because of him [God] that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from 

God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. 31 Therefore, as it is written: “Let him who 

boasts boast in the Lord.” (1:30-31) 

 

What is God’s wisdom? Paul writes that God’s wisdom had to do with Christ. In other 

words, the only way God could justify sinful humanity was to make Christ our righteousness, 

our holiness, and our redemption. God took the initiative, which wisdom was in effect even 

before He spoke this universe into existence. Once more, Paul unfolds this mystery in his 

Epistle to the Christians in Rome: 
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     But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and 

the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who 

believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 

justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him 

as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because 

in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it to demonstrate 

his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 

(Romans 3:21-26) 

 

Down through the centuries, we witness a thread, as it were, of the coming of the 

Messiah. God preserved a remnant through which the Messiah should come. From Adam to 

Noah, God continued to protect this promise made in the Garden of Eden. From Shem, one of 

the three sons of Noah, God preserved the moral, spiritual, and religious realm.74 Shem was the 

one through whom the “seed of the woman” would be preserved. It was from the Semitic 

branch of the race that Abraham sprang. To him (Abraham—2166-1991 BC), God gave the 

promise that through his seed (ֶזַרע, zě·rǎʿ, “seed, descendant”) all nations of the earth would be 

blessed (Genesis 22:18). This promise was made three times to Abraham (Genesis 12:3; 18:18; 

22:18). Later, God confirmed this promise to Isaac [2066-1886 BC] (26:4) and reaffirmed to 

Jacob [2006-1859 BC] (28:14). The following is a citation from Moses (1526-1406 BC) 

concerning the promise (covenant) that God made with Abraham: 

 
     The LORD had said to Abram, “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and 

go to the land I will show you. 2 I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make 

your name great, and you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses 

you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” (12:1-3) 

 

 The promise is more specific in 22:18. In this passage, God speaks of the “seed” (zě·rǎʿ) 

of Abraham. Moses writes about God’s prophetic utterance to Abraham, which is also 

reminiscent of God’s cryptic oracle to Satan. Listen to the words of God: “In your seed (ְ֔בז ְרֲעָך, 

ḇezǎr·ʿǎḵā, “by your seed”) all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you have 

obeyed My voice” (22:18, NKJV). In other words, God foretold that He would bless all the 

nations of the earth through one of his offspring, namely, Jesus. It is through this particular seed 

(offspring) that salvation, or blessing, would come to all who have faith in this Seed. This 

interpretation also coincides with Paul’s words to the Galatians75 about the announcement of the 

Gospel to Abraham: 

 

                                                 
74Noah’s father was Lamech (lived 777 years); Noah’s grandfather was Methuselah (lived 969 years); 

Noah’s great grandfather was Enoch (365 years old). God took Enoch without his having to taste death—“He 

walked with God; then he was no more, because God took him away” (Genesis 5:24). Noah lived 950 years. He 

was 500 years old when he became the father of Shem, Ham, and Japheth (5:32). 
75For further studies on Galatians, see Dallas Burdette, “Overview of the Book of Galatians,” in Dallas 

Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008), 

299-343.  
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     And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel to 

Abraham beforehand, saying, “In you all the nations shall be blessed.” 9So then those who are of 

faith are blessed with believing Abraham. (Galatians 3:8-9)  

 

This citation from Galatians 3:8-9 is reminiscent of Genesis 15:1-3 and 18:18. The only 

way a nation can bless itself is through the “Seed” of Abraham, which is Christ. Two thousand 

years after this promise was made to Abraham, a Jewish convert (Saul/Paul) wrote to the 

Christians in the province of Galatia the following comments about God’s promise to Abraham 

as recorded in Genesis 22:18: 

 
     Brothers, let me take an example from everyday life. Just as no one can set aside or add to a 

human covenant that has been duly established, so it is in this case. 16 The promises were spoken to 

Abraham and to his seed (σπέρματι, spermati). The Scripture does not say “and to seeds” 

(σπέρμασιν, spermasin) meaning many people, but “and to your seed,” meaning one person, who 

is Christ. 17 What I mean is this: The law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant 

previously established by God and thus do away with the promise. 18 For if the inheritance depends on 

the law, then it no longer depends on a promise; but God in his grace gave it to Abraham through a 

promise. (Galatians 3:15-18) 

 

 Paul, apparently, cites the Septuagint (LXX, “Greek Old Testament”), which reads: ἐν τῷ 

σπέρματί σου (en tō spermati sou, in the seed of you). The LXX is the Greek translation of the 

Hebrew. Like the English word seed, the Hebrew word seed (ֶזַרע, zě·rǎʿ) may be employed as a 

singular noun or be utilized in a collective sense. The context is the deciding factor in 

interpretation. For example, the collective sense appears in the following Scripture citations: (1) 

“And I will make your descendants as the dust of the earth; so that if a man could number the 

dust of the earth, then your descendants  (  zǎr·ʿǎḵā  ,)76  also could be numbered” (Genesis ,ז ְרֲעָך֔

13:16); (2) “Then He said to Abram: ‘Know certainly that your descendants (ז ְרֲעָך, “your seed”) 

will be strangers in a land that is not theirs, and will serve them, and they will afflict them four 

hundred years’ (15:13); and (3) “Blessing I will bless you, and multiplying I will multiply your 

descendants (ז ְרֲעָך, your seed) as the stars of the heaven and as the sand which is on the 

seashore; and your descendants (ז ְרֲעָך, your seed) shall possess the gate of their enemies” 

(22:17). Even though the singular “seed” is used, nevertheless, the collective sense is obvious. 

 On the other hand, there are examples in which the Hebrew word seed is singular in 

meaning. For instance, Moses gives Adam’s statement: “God has granted me another child 

 in place of Abel, since Cain killed him” (4:25). Again, we observe the (zě·rǎʿ, seed ,ֶזַרע)

Hebrew word seed employed in Hannah’s prayer to the Lord for a son: 

 
     And she made a vow, saying, “O LORD Almighty, if you will only look upon your servant’s 

misery and remember me, and not forget your servant but give her a son (ים ָ֑ ע אֲ ָנׁש   ʹzěʹ·rǎʿ ʾǎnā·šîm ,ֶז ֶ֣ר 

, literally, “seed of men”), then I will give him to the LORD for all the days of his life, and no razor 

will ever be used on his head.” (1 Samuel 1:11) 

                                                 
76Noun, masculine singular construct with second person masculine singular—Hebrew ֶזַרע, zě·rǎʿ. 



 128 

 

Once more, we observe that the Hebrew word ֶזַרע (seed) is also translated “son” in 1 

Samuel 1:11. Since the word ֶזַרע has both individual and collective meanings, it is necessary to 

examine each context in order to ascertain its significance in any given case. The use of the 

word ֶזַרע in Genesis 22:18 has its primary meaning in that of an individual of the race who 

would bring universal blessing and relief from the curse of universal condemnation. It appears, 

so it seems, that this promise to Abraham is but an expansion of the cryptic oracle in Genesis 

3:15. The cryptic oracle in Genesis 3:15 and the promise to Abraham in Genesis 22:18 are but 

fragments (progressive revelations) of that “mystery” that Paul wrote about in Ephesians (AD 

60): 

 
     Surely you have heard about the administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, 3 that 

is, the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already written briefly. 4 In reading this, 

then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, 5 which was not made 

known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles 

and prophets. 6 This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, 

members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus. (Ephesians 3:2-6)  

 

GENESIS 49:10  

 

Until Shiloh Comes 

 

 Once more, Moses records another reference to the coming of the Messiah in Genesis 

49:10 by calling attention to Jacob’s prophetic utterance. Upon Jacob’s deathbed, he caught a 

glimpse into the future. He, through the Spirit, gave a general description of the conditions that 

would spring from his twelve sons in the latter days. He says: 

 
      Judah,  your brothers will praise you; your hand will be on the neck of your enemies; your father’s 

sons will bow down to you. 9 You are a lion’s cub, O Judah; you return from the prey, my son. Like a 

lion he crouches and lies down, like a lioness—who dares to rouse him? 10 The scepter will not depart 

from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until he comes to whom it belongs  c and the 

obedience of the nations is his. 11 He will tether his donkey to a vine, his colt to the choicest branch; 

he will wash his garments in wine, his robes in the blood of grapes. 12 His eyes will be darker than 

wine, his teeth whiter than milk (Genesis 49:8-12, NIV).  

 

      Judah, you are he whom your brothers shall praise; Your hand shall be on the neck of your 

enemies; Your father’s children shall bow down before you. 9  Judah is a lion’s whelp; From the prey, 

my son, you have gone up. He bows down, he lies down as a lion; And as a lion, who shall rouse 

him?10  The scepter shall not depart from Judah, Nor a lawgiver from between his feet, Until Shiloh 

comes (יֹלה  šî·lō(h)).; And to Him shall be the obedience of the people. 11 Binding his donkey to ,ׁש 

the vine, And his donkey’s colt to the choice vine, He washed his garments in wine, And his clothes 

                                                 

 b Judah sounds like and may be derived from the Hebrew for praise. 

 c Or until Shiloh comes; or until he comes to whom tribute belongs. 
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in the blood of grapes.12  His eyes are darker than wine, And his teeth whiter than milk. (Genesis 

49:8-12, NKJV) 

 

The NIV reads: “until he comes to whom it belongs,” but the NKJV reads: “Until Shiloh 

comes.” In the reading of this pericope (49:8-12), we detect that Jacob skipped over the three 

older sons (Reuben, Simeon, and Levi) and came to Judah, the fourth, through whom the 

Messiah would come. Some scholars interpret Jacob’s word Shiloh as the name of a town rather 

than the name of the Coming One. This is based, in part on Joshua 18:9 and 1 Samuel 4:12, 

where Shiloh is the name of a town. But there is a difference in the spelling of the place name in 

Joshua (ה ֹלֹֽ ֹלה) ši·lō(h)ʹ) and the place name in Samuel ,ׁש   ši·lō(h)ʹ). On the one hand, this ,ׁש 

name Shiloh is spelled eight times as (לו ֹׁש  , ši·lô) and three times as (יֹלו ֹׁש  , šî·lō·wō), but, on the 

other hand, the spelling of the name Shiloh in Genesis 49:10 is different (יֹלה  šî·lō(h)). As far ,ׁש 

as the record goes, Joshua 18:9 is the first mention of a town by the name Shiloh. There is no 

evidence, as far as I know, of a place in Palestine known as Shiloh prior to the time of Jacob.  

Again, this prophecy (Genesis 49:10) is a continuation of Genesis 3:15 and 22:18. Within this 

prophecy (49:10), we detect that the phrase “until he comes” (א  ֹ י־ָיב ֹֽ ד כ   ʿǎḏʹ kî-·yā·ḇō(ʾ)ʹ) and ,ע ֚

the phrase “to whom it belongs” are also found in Ezekiel 21:25-27: 

 
     And thou, profane wicked prince of Israel, whose day is come, when iniquity shall have an end, 26 

Thus saith the Lord GOD; Remove the diadem, and take off the crown: this shall not be the same: 

exalt him that is low, and abase him that is high. 27I will overturn,  overturn, overturn, it: and it shall 

be no more, until he come whose right it is; and I will give it him.  (KJV) 

 

Ezekiel prophesied about 593 BC, several hundred years after Jacob (2006-1859 BC), 

concerning the prophecy made by Jacob (Genesis 49:10). Just a casual glance at this citation 

(Ezekiel 21:25-27) reveals that Ezekiel, looking into the future, saw the course of Israel’s 

history with the coming of the Messiah—“Until He comes whose right it is.” Yet again, we 

must state that Ezekiel was acquainted with the messianic prophecies (Genesis 3:15; 22:18; 

49:10) since reference to the coming of the Messiah is found in Ezekiel 34:23. Listen to Ezekiel 

as he foretells the coming of the Messiah: 

 
     I will place over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he will tend them; he will tend them 

and be their shepherd. 24 I the LORD will be their God, and my servant David will be prince among 

them. I the LORD have spoken. 25 “I will make a covenant of peace with them and rid the land of 

wild beasts so that they may live in the desert and sleep in the forests in safety.” (Ezekiel 34-23-25) 

 

In this passage, he announces the messianic shepherd that would come to take care of the 

flock.  It is evident from Ezekiel 21:27 that he refers to the Messiah of Israel by the clause 

“whose right it is.” Once more, we are conscious that Ezekiel, too, refers to the “mystery” that 

Paul speaks of in the Ephesian Epistle. One objective of this in-depth study is to briefly notice 

some of the messianic prophecies, which foretold the coming of the Messiah. 
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ISAIAH 2:2; MICAH 4:1; HOSEA 3:5; JOEL 2 

  

The Last Days 

 

 This section of this study will only cover a few of the messianic prophecies from the 

Book of Isaiah (739 BC) in order to set the tone for a messianic reading of Isaiah. Even though 

the prophets did not know when the Messiah would come, nevertheless, they prophesied of the 

events that were first spoken of in Genesis 3:15. Just a perusal of the Book of Isaiah reveals that 

his Book is a book about the coming of the Messiah. In fact, Isaiah begins his Book with a 

reference to the coming of the Messiah: 

 
     The word that Isaiah the son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem. 2  Now it shall come 

to pass in the latter days [old covenant world of Judaism] that the mountain of the LORD ’s house 

Shall be established on the top of the mountains, And shall be exalted above the hills; And all nations 

shall flow to it.3 Many people shall come and say, “Come, and let us go up to the mountain of the 

LORD, To the house of the God of Jacob; He will teach us His ways, And we shall walk in His paths.” 

For out of Zion shall go forth the law, And the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 4 He shall judge 

between the nations, And rebuke many people; They shall beat their swords into plowshares, And 

their spears into pruning hooks; Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, Neither shall they learn 

war anymore. (Isaiah 2:1-4)  

 

The KJV renders this verse:  

 

     And it shall come to pass in the last days, (ים ָימ ִ֗ ית ה  ֲחר    beʾǎ·ḥǎrîṯʹ hǎy·yā·mîmʹ, “after the ,ְבא 

days”) that the mountain of the LORD’S house shall be established a in the top of the mountains, and 

shall be exalted above the hills; and all nations shall flow unto it (2:2).77  

 

The “last days” means the days of the Messiah, which includes the destruction of Israel as 

a political power in AD 70 (Daniel 12:7). The literal translation of the Hebrew is “afterward,” 

which, in this context, is messianic in nature. The Septuagint (LXX) renders the Hebrew word 

as “last days” (ἐν ταῖς ἐσχάταις ἡμέραις, en tais eschatais hēmerais). Whether we use the 

expression “afterward,” or the expression “last days,” we should be conscious that this 

expression in the Hebrew, as well as the Greek, speaks of the last days of Israel, which began 

with the ministry of Jesus and ended in august of AD 70. As we seek understanding of Isaiah 

2:1-4, we recall the words of Jesus, as reported by Luke (Luke 24:45-49) as similar to the 

wording of Isaiah’s prophecy about the coming of God’s kingdom. Luke records the following 

conversation with his gathered disciples: 

 
     Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. 46 He told them, “This is 

what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, 47 and repentance and 

                                                 

a established: or, prepared 
77For an in-depth study of the “last days,” see Dallas Burdette, “Last Days in the Old and New 

Testaments,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Series of Specialized Studies from Psalms, 

Revelation, and Hebrews, Vol., 2 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2010), 303-337.  
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forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. 48 You are 

witnesses of these things. 49 I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city 

until you have been clothed with power from on high.” (Luke 24:45-49) 

 

Joel (835 BC) also prophesied concerning the “last days” in his now famous citation 

concerning the outpouring of the Holy Spirit (Joel 2:28-32). Peter, on the Day of Pentecost 

(over 800 years later) cited this prophecy as messianic (Acts 2:14-21). The events that 

transpired on the Day of Pentecost, according to Peter’s discourse, are the events spoken of by 

Joel over 800 years earlier, which prophecy reached its climate in the destruction of Jerusalem 

in AD 70. 

 

MATTHEW AND ISAIAH 

 

 The Virgin Birth 

 

Not only did Peter rely upon the Old Testament prophecies to prove that Jesus is the One 

whom the prophets wrote about, but Matthew also relied upon the prophetic building blocks in 

the Old Testament to prove that Jesus is the Christ. For example, Matthew, following his 

genealogy of Jesus, calls forth the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14 to give validity to his claims that 

Jesus is the One whom the prophets wrote about: 

 
     This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to 

Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. 19 

Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, 

he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord 

appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as 

your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will give birth to a son, and 

you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 22 All this took 

place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 “The virgin will be with child and will 

give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel”—which means, “God with us.” 24 When 

Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his 

wife. 25 But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus. 

(Matthew 1:18-25)  

 

 If we are to interpret Isaiah 7:14 correctly, we should consider the context of Isaiah 

chapters 7—12, especially 9:1-7 and 11:1. As just cited above, in Matthew 1:22-23, Matthew 

says,  

 
     All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 ‘The virgin (ἡ παρθένος, hē 

parthenos) will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’—which means, 

‘God with us.’  

 

The Greek text says, “Behold the virgin” (ἰδοὺ ἡ παρθένος idou hē parthenos), not “a virgin” 

as rendered in the KJV. The child born in Isaiah 7:14 is the child born and the son given in 
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Isaiah 9:6, and this child born in Isaiah 9:6 is the Branch (ֶצַמח, ṣě·mǎḥ,  rod or shoot, a title for 

Jesus) in Isaiah 11:1 who comes forth from the stem of Jesse. 

 Isaiah 7:1-17 is one of the most hotly debated texts within the religious world. Some 

scholars apply 7:14 to a child of Isaiah, but, on the other hand, there are scholars who apply the 

Son of this verse to the future King of Israel—Jesus the Messiah. I view 7:14 as messianic. As 

stated above, this prophecy must be interpreted in light of chapters 7—12 in order to see the 

implications of this prophecy as messianic in nature. This study of the text calls attention to use 

of the singular pronoun in 7:11 and the plural pronouns in 7:13, 14 as well as the phrase “house 

of David” in 7:13 with the purpose of clarifying more fully the implications of 7:14 as being 

messianic in character.  Isaiah, so it seems, addresses Ahaz (735-716 BC) as well as the house 

of David. In 7:14 the “house of David” is addressed, not Ahaz.  

 

BACKGROUND OF ISAIAH 7:1-10 

 

 Prior to Israel joining forces with Syria (Aram of Damascus), they were bitter enemies. 

But with the threat of Tiglath-Pileser’s III (745-727 BC) Neo-Assyrian Empire, they joined in 

an alliance against the Assyrian Empire. Apparently Israel and Syria sought to get Judah to join 

forces in their fight against the aggression of Assyria, but to no avail. As a result of Judah’s 

refusal, Rezin (king of Aram) and Pekah (king of Israel: 752-732 BC) marched against 

Jerusalem with the intent of forcing Ahaz (King of Judah: 735-716 BC) to join in the coalition.  

The armies of Aram and Israel set up camp near the borders of Judah, about three day’s journey 

to Jerusalem. When Ahaz learned of this, he and his people were panic stricken. Whereupon, 

Yahweh (ְיהָוה, YHWH) spoke to Isaiah and told him to go meet Ahaz, who was looking over 

Jerusalem’s water supply and making his defense against Aram (Syria) and Israel, and to tell 

him not to be afraid. In addition to this message from Yahweh, the LORD told Isaiah to take his 

son Shear-Jashub (shēʾȧr-jȧʾshŭb, “A remnant shall return”) with him to meet Ahaz, which was 

the keynote to Isaiah’s message (7:1-3). 

 Ahaz wanted to enter into an alliance with Assyria to protect himself and Judah from 

Aram (Rezin) and Israel (Pekah), an alliance that God did not approve. Ahaz was told not to be 

afraid, but rather to rely upon God. God did not want Ahaz to take action in forming a coalition 

with Assyria; God Himself would take care of the problem. Assyria’s goal was not Jerusalem, 

but Egypt. Egypt sought to create a buffer zone between itself and Assyria, namely, Aram 

(āʾrăm), Israel, and Judah. In order to calm the fears of Ahaz, God foretold the destruction of 

both Syria and Israel (7:4-9). Within sixty-five years both governments were overthrown. In 

722/721 BC, Assyria took the northern kingdom (ten tribes) captive. Israel ceased to exist as a 

nation. Yahweh called upon Ahaz to put his trust in Him. If he refused, Yahweh informed Ahaz 

that he, too, would suffer the same fate as Aram and Israel.  

 In 7:9, God said: “The head of Ephraim is Samaria, and the head of Samaria is only 

Remaliah’s son. If you do not stand firm (ינּו ֲאמ ֹ֔ א ת   ֹ ם ל  ʾimʹ lō(ʾ)ʹ ṯǎ·ʾǎmîʹ·nû, “if you do not ,א ֚
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believe”)78 in your faith, you will not stand ( נוּ א ֵתָאֵמֹֽ ִֹ֥ י ל ִ֖  kîʹ lō(ʾ)ʹ ṯē·ʾā·mēʹ·nû, “then you will ,כ 

not remain”) at all” (7:9). The pronouns in this verse are plural, not singular. God, no doubt, 

addressed the men with Ahaz. In other words, the phrase, “if you do not stand firm in your 

faith,” was directed toward Ahaz and his court. In English, the pronoun “you” can be singular 

or plural, depending upon the context for meaning. Also, the same form can be either 

masculine or feminine in English, but not so in Hebrew. In Hebrew, there are four different 

forms for the second person pronoun—singular (two) or plural (two)—masculine and feminine. 

In 7:9, we observe that the two pronouns are plural in the Hebrew text, not singular as in 7:11.  

 In 7:10, Isaiah delivered a second message to Ahaz (ז  ā·ḥāzʹ). In this message, God ,ָאָחִ֖

switches from the plural in verse 9 to the singular in verse 11. Pay attention to the words of 

Isaiah: “Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz, 11 ‘Ask (֣ל־ְלָך  šeʾǎl-·leḵā, “ask for yourself”) the ,ְׁשא 

LORD your God for a sign (ֹות  ”’.ʾôṯʹ), whether in the deepest depths or in the highest heights ,אֹ֔

The pronoun ְ֣לָך, leḵāʹ) is a preposition with second person masculine singular suffix. The 

phrase “ask for yourself” can only refer to the king. He refused to ask for a sign: “I will not ask; 

I will not put the LORD to the test” (7:12). This outrageous attitude by the king prompted the 

prophet Isaiah to change his attitude toward the king. As a result of the king’s faithlessness 

toward God, Isaiah stopped speaking, as it were, to the king and turned toward the future and 

spoke to the “house of David” (ד ָ֑ ית ָדו    .(ʹbêṯʹ dā·wiḏ ,ֵב 

 

Ahaz versus House of David 

 

In 7:13-14, Isaiah turns his attention to a future generation as if already present. Isaiah 

said, “Hear now, you house of David! Is it not enough to try the patience of men? Will you try 

the patience of my God also” (7:13)? The verbs “hear” (ְמעּו־ָנִ֖א  šim·ʿû-·nā(ʾ)ʹ, “listen ,ׁש 

please”)79 and “will you try” ( וּ ְלאִ֖  ṯǎl·ʾûʹ, “you make tired”)80 are plural in the Hebrew, and the ת 

words are spoken to  the “house of David” (ד ָ֑ ית ָדו   bêṯʹ dā·wiḏʹ). The “house of David” occurs ,ֵב 

twice in this chapter (7:2, 13). This phrase is significant since it only occurs three other times in 

the Major Prophets (165 chapters). Two of the other three occurrences of this phrase are also 

found in Isaiah (16:5; 22:22) and the third occurrence is found in Jeremiah 21:12. In the Minor 

Prophets, this phrase only occurs in Zechariah (5 times—12:7, 8, 10, 12; 13:1). Ahaz’ reaction 

appears to be a frontal assault on the “house of David”—God’s established the dynasty from 

which the Messiah (יח  .mā·ši·yǎḥ, “anointed one”). would come ,  ָמׁש 

The Lord offered to give Ahaz a sign of supernatural proportions, but Ahaz wanted 

nothing to do with this sign. Ahaz was prepared to deal with a foreign army to assist him in his 

fight against Syria (Aram) and Israel rather than put his trust in God. Again, listen to the words 

of Isaiah:  

 

                                                 
78This identification of this verb with its suffix is: hiphil, imperfect, second person, masculine, plural 

The verb is from ן  ”.which means: “to be reliable, to be faithful, to endure ,(ʾā·mǎn) ָאמ 
79Verb, Qal (simple active), imperative, second person, masculine, plural,  particle 
80Verb, Hiphil (causative active), imperfect, second person, masculine, plural. 
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     Then Isaiah said, “Hear now, you house of David! Is it not enough to try the patience of men? Will you 

try the patience of my God also? 14 Therefore the Lord himself will give you  c a sign: The virgin will be 

with child and will give birth to a son, and  d will call him Immanuel (7:13-14).  

 

The pronoun “you” (ָלֶכִ֖ם, lā·ḵěmʹ)81 in verse 14 is plural. Since the pronoun is plural, we 

understand, at least from the context, that Ahaz was not alone, especially since these remarks 

are addressed to the “house of Israel.” Once more, we should note the change of the pronoun in 

verse 16 back to the singular (ה ָת   ʾǎt·tā(h)ʹ)82: “But before the boy knows enough to reject the ,א 

wrong and choose the right, the land of the two kings you (ה ָת    ”.dread will be laid waste (א 

The supernatural sign was not given to Ahaz, but rather to the dynasty or house of 

David. The sign refers to the supernatural birth of a son: “Therefore the Lord himself will give 

you a sign: The virgin (ה ְלָמִ֗  ,hā·ʿǎl·mā(h)ʹ) will be with child and will give birth to a son ,ָהע 

and will call him Immanuel (ל נּו ֵאֹֽ ָמִ֥  ʿim·māʹ·nû ʾēlʹ).” The woman in 7:14 is called “the ,ע 

virgin,” indicating a specific virgin in God’s scheme of redemption. The Son of this virgin is 

called by one of the most cherished names of God in the Old Testament—ל נּו ֵאֹֽ ָמִ֥  ,ע 

“Immanuel”). I prefer the translation of “Immanuel” as “with us is God.” 

The name “Immanuel” is composed of two words in its three occurrences in Isaiah (7:14; 

8:8, 10). The name is composed of the preposition ם  to which has been affixed (”ʿim, “with) ע 

the first common plural pronominal suffix ּנו  (nw, “us”) and the divine name ֵאל (ʾēl, “God”) at 

the end of the form. Gary D. Pratico writes: “The etymology is easy; the theology of the name is 

profound.”83 Christians cherish this name because it speaks of God’s grace and mercy in that 

God gives Himself to humanity (see Matthew 1:23; John 1:1-14). Yet again, Pratico writes: 

“The name ל נּו ֵאֹֽ ָמִ֥  has come to symbolize and summarize the story of biblical revelation.”84 ע 

Even though Isaiah 7:14 is somewhat veiled before our eyes, nevertheless, enough is said 

in the original context (Chapters 7—12) to state with definiteness that 7:14 refers to the 

Messiah. In Isaiah 7:14, we witness a child about to be born, even though future—the “last 

days.” On the other hand, in Isaiah 9:6, the Child is already born (though future) and 

proclaimed the Divine King; and, in Isaiah 11:1-10, we detect the Messiah ruling (though 

future). The birth of Immanuel is extremely important in Isaiah 7—8 (8:8, 10). Who is 

Immanuel? The text does not specifically name the Son in 7:14, but it would be fair to say that 

the birth of the child relates to the future of the house of David. In 7:14, God specifically says 

He will give a sign (אֹות, ʾôṯ) to the house of David, and that sign has to do with the birth of a 

Child (7:14; 9:6). Reading 7:14 in conjunction with chapters 9—12, we read about some of the 

                                                 

  c The Hebrew is plural. 

 d Masoretic Text; Dead Sea Scrolls and he or and they 
81Preposition with second person masculine plural suffix. 
82Pronoun: second person masculine singular. 
83Gary D. Pratico and Miles V. Van Pelt, Basics of Biblical Hebrew Grammar (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan , 2001), 95, paragraph 9.18. 
84Ibid. 
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most significant messianic prophecies in the Bible that focuses on the birth and the supernatural 

reign of a new Davidic king.85  

As we reflect upon Isaiah 7:14, we are immediately conscious that this text is a part of the 

“mystery of His will” spoken of by Paul in Ephesians. As mentioned previously, Jesus opened 

the understanding of the messianic prophecies to His disciples before His final ascension (Luke 

24:36-39). What happened to this major messianic prophecy over time? Seven hundred years 

after this prophecy, Matthew, following his genealogy of Jesus, calls forth the prophecy of 

Isaiah 7:14 to give weight to the virgin birth of Christ: 

 
     This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to 

Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. 19 

Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, 

he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord 

appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as 

your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will give birth to a son, and 

you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 22 All this took 

place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 “The virgin will be with child and 

will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel”—which means, “God with us.” 24 When 

Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his 

wife. 25 But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus. 

(Matthew 1:18-25)  

 

 Matthew had first-hand knowledge of the messianic prophecies from the Messiah 

Himself. There is no indication of a double fulfillment of Isaiah 7:14. Apparently, this prophecy 

related directly to the coming of the Messiah. Matthew, as well as the angel, understood this 

prophecy in its purest form as predicting the coming Messiah to save the world. In the first two 

chapters of Matthew’s Gospel, He cites from Micah, Hosea, Jeremiah, and Isaiah. The 

following chart should assist us in quickly grasping the messianic prophecies in these four Old 

Testament books, verified by Matthew:  

 
CHART ONE 

 

Micah 5:1-2 Matthew 2:3-6 

 

But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, 

though you are small among 

the clans of Judah, out of you 

will come for me one who will 

be ruler over Israel, whose 

origins are from of old, from 

ancient times.  

 

When King Herod heard this 

he was disturbed, and all 

Jerusalem with him. 4 When 

he had called together all the 

people’s chief priests and 

teachers of the law, he asked 

them where the Christ was to 

be born. 5 “In Bethlehem in 

                                                 
85For an excellent analysis of Isaiah 7:14, see Michael L. Brown, Answering Jewish Objections to Jesus: 

Messianic Prophecy Objections, Vol., 3 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 17-32. I am deeply indebted to Brown’s 

comments on this most controversial text.  
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Judea,” they replied, “for this 

is what the prophet has 

written: 6“‘But you, 

Bethlehem, in the land of 

Judah, are by no means least 

among the rulers of Judah; 

for out of you will come a 

ruler who will be the 

shepherd of my people 

Israel.’    

 

CHART TWO 

 

Hosea 11:1 Matthew 2:14-15 

 

When Israel was a child, I 

loved him, and out of Egypt I 

called my son.  

 

So he got up, took the child 

and his mother during the 

night and left for Egypt, 15 

where he stayed until the death 

of Herod. And so was fulfilled 

what the Lord had said through 

the prophet: “Out of Egypt I 

called my son.”   

 

CHART THREE 

 

Jeremiah 31:15 Matthew 2:17-18 

 

This is what the LORD says: “A 

voice is heard in Ramah, 

mourning and great weeping, 

Rachel weeping for her children 

and refusing to be comforted, 

because her children are no 

more.”  

 

Then what was said through 

the prophet Jeremiah was 

fulfilled: A voice is heard in 

Ramah, weeping and great 

mourning, Rachel weeping 

for her children and 

refusing to be comforted, 

because they are no more.  

 

CHART FOUR 

 

Isaiah 7:13-14 Matthew 1:22-23 

 

Then Isaiah said, “Hear now, 

you house of David! Is it not 

All this took place to fulfill 

what the Lord had said 

                                                 

   c The Hebrew is plural 

 d Masoretic Text; Dead Sea Scrolls and he or and they 

  e Immanuel means God with us. 
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enough to try the patience of 

men? Will you try the patience 

of my God also? 14 Therefore 

the Lord himself will give you  c 

a sign: The virgin will be with 

child and will give birth to a 

son, and  d will call him 

Immanuel.”    

 

through the prophet: 23 “The 

virgin will be with child and 

will give birth to a son, and 

they will call him 

Immanuel” —which means, 

“God with us.”  

 

 Micah (735 BC), contemporary of Isaiah (739 BC), corroborates Isaiah 7:14. In other 

words, Micah 5:2 and Isaiah 7:14 are complementary. Isaiah announces the birth; Micah 

announces the place. The Lord’s angel in Matthew gives the interpretation to be attached to 

Isaiah 7:14. We should never forget that the origin of Isaiah 7:14 is God. Whether or not we 

comprehend the full implications of the messianic prophecies, nevertheless, we can say that as 

the “fullness of time” dawned that the messianic character of the prophecies unfolded with 

clarity concerning Jesus as the fulfillment.  Matthew claimed that Isaiah 7:14 had its fulfillment 

in Jesus’ birth. Even though this chapter cannot focus on all the messianic prophecies, the 

prophecy of Isaiah 53 is an outstanding prophecy concerning the crucifixion of Jesus as the 

Atonement for the sins of humanity. 

Luke, who wrote the Gospel according to Luke and the Book of Acts, reports the 

conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch through the preaching of Philip (Acts 8:26-40). One 

question that puzzled the eunuch was the person to whom the prophet had reference 

(Isaiah 53:7-8). Philip began with the Scripture that the eunuch was reading and preached unto 

him Jesus (Acts 8:34-35). On another occasion, Jesus stood up in a synagogue and read Isaiah 

61:1-2 and stated that this Scripture was “fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:14-22). These two 

events (Acts 8 and Luke 4) are given in order to demonstrate a consciousness of messianic 

prophecies.  

Isaiah 53 foretold the offering that would be made for the nation—700 years before the 

event actually took place. Prior to this prediction, God names the child Immanuel in Isaiah 7:14, 

which name implies God in human form (see also Isaiah 9:6 and 11:1). But we may ask the 

question, why the Incarnation in John 1:1-14 and Matthew 1:18-25?  Even though God is 

omnipotent, nevertheless it still took the Incarnation and the Crucifixion to atone for the sins of 

humanity—a promise made to the serpent in Genesis 3:15. Again, this Incarnation (God 

becoming flesh) is a part of the “administration of God’s grace” (Ephesians 3:2) or the 

“mystery of Christ,” or the “administration of this mystery” (3:9). Paul writes, “In him and 

through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence” (3:12). Seven 

hundred years after Isaiah’s prophecy concerning the One who was “pierced for our 
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transgressions (Isaiah 53:5), Paul explains the why of this most unique prophecy which foretold 

the death of the Messiah: 

 
     But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and 

the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who 

believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 

justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him 

as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, 

because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it 

to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those 

who have faith in Jesus. (Romans 3:21-26) 

 

 According to Isaiah, it was “the LORD’S will to crush him and cause him to suffer and 

though the LORD makes his life a guilt offering he will see his offspring and prolong his days 

and the will of the LORD” (Isaiah 53:10).  Following the confession of Peter in Caesarea 

Philippi, Jesus informs His disciples about His impending Death—a Death that Isaiah foretold 

(Isaiah 53). Matthew records Jesus’ remarks about His impending Death: 

 
     From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer 

many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed 

and on the third day be raised to life. (Matthew 16:21)  

 

Also, after the Transfiguration, Jesus again informs His disciples about His approaching 

Death (17:22-23). Upon His exodus from Galilee, as He traveled toward Judea, He again speaks 

of His forthcoming Death (20:17-19). For a second time, we may ask why the Incarnation?  

God could not have dealt with sin and saved the world without His coming into the world by, or 

through, the virgin birth. According to Paul, God’s holiness is a check on His righteousness. 

The only way God could justify sinful humanity was/is through the Death of Jesus. God had to 

become flesh in order to make the sacrificial offering of His body upon the Tree for lost 

humanity. This is why the angel announced to Mary the actual history foretold by Isaiah seven 

hundred years before the event actually happened—a life before its birth (see Isaiah 46:9-10): 

 
     “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived 

in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus,  a 

because he will save his people from their sins.” 22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said 

through the prophet: 23 “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will 

call him Immanuel”—which means, ‘God with us.’ (Matthew 1:20-23) 

 

ISAIAH 9:6 

 

The words “Joseph son of David” (Matthew 1:20) reminds us that the miracle of the 

virgin birth was the means by which God inserted Jesus into the lineage of David. We can say 

that the ה ְלָמִ֗  virgin) of Isaiah 7:14 is the same one who is spoken of in 9:6 as ,(ʹhā·ʿǎl·mā(h)) ָהע 

                                                 

 a Jesus is the Greek form of Joshua, which means the LORD saves. 
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God?. Even though the Incarnation is extremely important and significant, nevertheless, the 

“Immanuel” is the major focus of the prophecy, so it seems. The text (7:14) takes its full depth 

from the context (Chapters 7—12) within which it is set. Just a casual reading of Isaiah 9:6 

reveals that we are immediately confronted with the “Mighty God” of creation (John 1:1-5), 

which explains how the child born in 7:14 could be born of a virgin. This title (“Mighty God,” 

ֹור בֹ֔ ל ג   .ʾēlʹ gib·bôrʹ) is only applicable to the One born of the virgin, not to just some woman ,ֵא 

The One born of “the virgin” is not just some mere mortal man. This One would be God 

manifested in the flesh. Isaiah’s words unfold the true identity of the One who would be born of 

“the virgin.” He explains: 

 

     For to us a child (ֶי ֶלד, yěʹ·lěḏ) is born [virgin birth], to us a son (ן  bēnʹ) is given (deity], and the ,ֵב֚

government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, b Mighty God, 

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. (Isaiah 9:6)  

 

 Isaiah saw the darkness of the nation, but he also saw the Child that would be born to 

remove the darkness and to enlighten the world (see Isaiah 9:1-2; Matthew 4:14-16). The child 

that is born is the long-expected Messiah. In prophetic vision, the events of the future passed 

before his mind. The Messiah is represented to us as the Son Who is given. Jesus, in His 

conversation with Nicodemus, says: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so 

that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life” (John 3:16). Jesus 

is pre-eminently the gift of God. For Isaiah, the scenes of coming times passed before his eyes. 

In spite of the doom and darkness that the children of Israel experienced over the centuries, 

Isaiah saw the darkness retired in this region—land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali—

through the Prince of Peace. He saw the removal of this darkness through the One described as 

“Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, and Prince of Peace.” 

 

Wonderful Counselor 

 

Isaiah lists four doublets (9:6) that emphasize the Deity of the One spoken of in 7:14. 

Isaiah 9:6 provides the conclusion of what was stated in 7:14. Immanuel’s birth foretells the 

coming of the eternal God to earth (see also John 1:1-14). The One born of “the virgin” is called 

“Wonderful Counselor” (  ֶלא יֹוֵעץ  pě·lě(ʾ)ʹ yô·ʿēṣʹ). The Child born and the Son given received ,ֶפֶּ֠

the title “Wonderful Counselor.” Christians should rejoice at the words of Isaiah: “For unto us a 

child is born, unto us a son is given.” Some scholars separate the noun “Wonderful” (ֶלא   ,ֶפֶּ֠

pě·lě(ʾ)ʹ ) from the word Counselor (יֹוֵעץ, yô·ʿēṣʹ).86 On the other hand, David L. Cooper (1886-

1965, founder and president of The Biblical Research Society) says, “The two words must be 

connected with one another.”87 The word Counselor designates an attribute of the Messiah, and 

the word Wonderful conveys the supernatural degree in which He possesses this characteristic.88 

                                                 
86Stanley M. Horton, “Isaiah) in The Complete Biblical Library, Vol., 12 (Springfield, Missouri: World 

Library Press, 1995), 79. 
87David L. Cooper, Messiah: His Nature and Person (Los Angeles, California: Biblical Research 

Society, 1933), 183. 
88Ibid. 
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Cooper also calls attention to the first word in the first two doublets. He says that the word ֶלא   ,ֶפֶּ֠

(pě·lě(ʾ)ʹ, “Wonderful”) is parallel to the word ֵאל (ēl, God) in the second—“Wonderful 

Counselor” and “God of Might” (Mighty God). Jesus, on one occasion, spoke of Himself as 

“Counselor” when He spoke of the Holy Spirit as “another Counselor.” (John 14:16) 

 

Mighty God 

 

 Not only is this Son “Wonderful Counselor,” but He is also “Mighty God” (ֹור בֹ֔ ל ג   ʹʾēl ,ֵא 

gib·bôrʹ). This One that is called “Mighty God” is also spoken of in Isaiah 11:2. Listen to the 

words of Isaiah as he tells about the One born of “the virgin” in Isaiah 7:14. In Chapter 11, 

Isaiah writes: “The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him—the Spirit of wisdom and of 

understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power (ה  ḡeḇû·rā(h)ʹ, strength or might), the ,ְגבּוָרֹ֔

Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the LORD” (11:2). The expression “Mighty God” can only 

describe God-Hero, that is to say, One who is exalted above all humans and is God. We cannot 

read 11:2 without a consciousness of 10:20-23. We should tune in our ears once more to Isaiah 

as he continues to elaborate on the virgin birth in 7:14: 

 
     In that day the remnant of Israel, the survivors of the house of Jacob, will no longer rely on him 

who struck them down but will truly rely on the LORD , the Holy One of Israel. 21 A remnant will 

return,  a a remnant of Jacob will return to the Mighty God (ה  ʾēlʹ gib·bôrʹ), to God Mighty). 22,ְגבּוָרֹ֔

Though your people, O Israel, be like the sand by the sea, only a remnant will return. Destruction has 

been decreed, overwhelming and righteous. 23 The Lord, the LORD Almighty, will carry out the 

destruction decreed upon the whole land. (10:20-23)  

 

 In this passage (10:20-23), the God of Jacob is called the “Mighty God.” In this text, 

Isaiah uses the same phrase (“Mighty God”) in such a way that it can only refer to God. This 

title is evidently an echo of the title in 9:6. The term ִגבֹור (gib·bôr, “hero”) carries the same 

connotation in Psalm 24:8: “Who is this King of glory? The LORD strong and mighty (gib·bôr), 

the LORD mighty (gib·bôr) in battle.”  The Lord (ְיהָוה, YHWH) is “strong and mighty.” Edward 

E. Hindson writes: “In Isaiah, ֵאל (ʾēlʹ) is always used of God and never refers to a man.”89 The 

translation “Mighty God” appears to be a correct translation of the Hebrew. There is nothing in 

the context of 9:6 to indicate that this title should not be interpreted in its literal sense. 

 

Everlasting Father 

 

 The third title (ד ִ֖ יע   ʾǎḇî·ʿǎḏʹ, “Father of Eternity or Eternal Father”) is further ,ֲאב 

descriptive of the “Mighty God” title. In other words, “Everlasting Father” (NIV) is further 

corroborated by the preceding title, “Mighty God.” The Hebrew word ד  indicates eternal (ʿǎḏ) ע 

existence. This same idea is presented in 57:15: “For this is what the high and lofty One says—

                                                 

 a Hebrew shear-jashub; also in verse 22 
89Edward E. Hindson, Isaiah’s Immanuel (Phillipsburg, New Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed 

Publishing, 1978), 61. 
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he who lives forever ( דַ  ןַע   šō·ḵēnʹ ʿǎḏʹ, “the dweller of everlasting”), whose name is holy: ‘I ,ֹׁשֵכֵ֥

live in a high and holy place.’” This phrase could also be translated as: “inhabits eternity.” The 

KJV translates the Hebrew ד ִ֖ יע   as “everlasting Father.” The New Revised Standard (ʹʾǎḇî·ʿǎḏ) ֲאב 

Version translates these two words as “Everlasting Father.” This Son has an eternal existence. 

John writes: 

 
     In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in 

the beginning with God. 3 All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing 

came into being. What has come into being 4 in him was life, a and the life was the light of all people. 

(John 1:1-4)  

 

 We can say that Jesus is the Father of Eternity or the Father of the Universe. As we 

reflect upon the phrase “Everlasting Father,” we recall the words of Jesus in His priestly prayer 

as He speaks of His eternal existence: 

 
     Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you, 2 since you have 

given him authority over all people, a to give eternal life to all whom you have given him. 3 And this 

is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. 4I 

glorified you on earth by finishing the work that you gave me to do. 5 So now, Father, glorify me in 

your own presence with the glory that I had in your presence before the world existed.  (John 

17:1-5) 

 

Prince of Peace 

 

Jesus Himself applies this attribute of “everlasting” in His conversation with the Jews: 

“Very truly, I tell you, before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:48). Finally, Isaiah calls the Child, 

or Son, the Prince of Peace (ֹום ר־ָׁשלֹֽ —śǎr-·šā·lômʹ). Jesus is the One that brings true peace ,ש 

peace between God and humanity. This peace took effect through the Death of Christ upon the 

Tree (see Isaiah 53). This peace includes salvation. This peace is a part of the “mystery of 

God’s grace” that Paul writes about to the Ephesians: 

 
     So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, b called “the uncircumcision” by those 

who are called “the circumcision”—a physical circumcision made in the flesh by human hands— 12 

remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, 

and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. 13 But now 

in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. 14 For he is 

our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that 

is, the hostility between us. 15 He has abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, that 

he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, 16 and might 

reconcile both groups to God in one body c through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility 

                                                 

 a Or 3 through him. And without him not one thing came into being that has come into being. 4 In him 

was life 

 a Gk flesh 

 b Gk in the flesh 

 c Or reconcile both of us in one body for God 
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through it. d 17 So he came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were 

near; 18 for through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father. 19 So then you are no longer 

strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God, 20 

built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. e 
21 In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; 22 in whom 

you also are built together spiritually f into a dwelling place for God.  (Ephesians 2:11-22)  

  

 Even though Matthew does not quote Isaiah 9:6, he, nevertheless, cites the first two 

verses in Chapter 9 as Messianic in nature. He pinpoints the fulfillment of Isaiah 9:1-2 with 

these words: 

 
     Now when Jesus a heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. 13 He left Nazareth 

and made his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, 14 so that what 

had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: 15 “Land of Zebulun [zĕbʾū-lŭn], land 

of Naphtali [năfʾtȧ-lī], on the road by the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—16 the 

people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and 

shadow of death light has dawned.” (Matthew 4:12-16) 

 

ISAIAH 11:1 

 

 Even though Judah would go into captivity (586 BC), nevertheless, the tree would not die 

completely. Again, Isaiah foresees the coming of the Prince of Peace from the stem of Jesse 

(Isaiah 11:1-10). In 11:1, the prophet declares: “A shoot (ֶטר  ḥōʹ·ṭěr) shall come out from the ,ֹחִ֖

stump of Jesse, and a branch (ֶצַמח, ṣě·mǎḥ) shall grow out of his roots.” The key to 

understanding this prophecy lies in the Chapter 11. The background to 11:1-10 is found in 

Chapter 10. For example, in 10:15, the prophet speaks of a forest to which the Assyrian army is 

compared. This figure of a forest is extended to the nation of Assyria. Almost immediately, 

Isaiah compares the Almighty to a woodman who would cut down this great forest—Assyria 

(10:34). This prediction about Assyria was fulfilled (partial) in the slaughter of 185,000 (37:36). 

 With this figure of a forest in mind, Isaiah speaks of the royal family of Jesse as if it were 

a tree that had been cut down—the stump of which remained in the ground. Unlike the trees of 

the forest cut down, the “shoot” from the stump of Jesse will bear fruit. Isaiah sees the time 

when the dynasty of David will be deposed and cease to function. But, at the same time, there 

will be a “shoot” that will come forth from the stump of Jesse and bear fruit. In other words, the 

day will come when one from the Davidic dynasty shall possess the fullness of the Spirit (ַַרּוח, 

rûaḥ) in the absolute sense in order to execute justice and righteousness. In 11:1, Isaiah 

announces His birth and His origin from the fleshly side. Isaiah captures this Incarnation—

human and Divine—with the following words: “The spirit of the LORD shall rest on him, the 

spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and 
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 a Gk he 
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the fear of the LORD” (11:2). The words of Isaiah are also echoed in John 3:34: “He whom God 

has sent speaks the words of God, for he gives the Spirit without measure.”  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 This study has not even touched the “hem of His Garment” concerning the “mystery of 

His will.” Hopefully this brief analysis of some prophetic utterances in Genesis and Isaiah 

will stimulate the appetite for more in-depth studies in order to appreciate more fully 

what God has accomplished for sinful humanity. Paul epitomizes this mystery of God’s 

grace in Ephesians 1:3-14. After Paul’s introduction to this mystery, he gradually unfolds the 

mystery in all of its beauty. This mystery is what Paul explained in all his missionary tours. 

He preached Christ and Him crucified. An understanding of the “mystery of His will” will 

generate praise through evangelistic efforts to reach out to the lost and encourage the saved.  

Through the study of the prophets, we discover a history before it is actual history; 

in other words, we view life before its birth—prophesy and fulfillment. Without prophecy 

(history composed before it happens) the fulfillment would be without a foundation, and, at the 

same time, unintelligible. In the words of David Baron (1857-1926, Jewish convert and co-

founder of the Hebrew Christian Testimony to Israel) writes: “Christianity had a life before 

its birth.”90 Again, he pens the following words: “The Christ of history is merely the fruit of 

the tree of prophecy.”91 This Christ is the “mystery of His will,” as outlined in the Book of 

Ephesians. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
90David Baron, Rays of Messiah’s Glory: Christ in the Old Testament (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock 

Publishers, 2001, originally published 1886), 13. I am indebted for this insight about history composed in two 

separate volumes in two separate periods. 
91Ibid., 14. 
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11 

 
 

The How and the Why 
of   God’s  Salvation 

 

 

Part 1 of 2 
 

 

 

 Is the proclamation of the how and why of salvation limited only to the male species? Do 

the Scriptures prohibit women from sharing their faith in the Risen Christ? Unfortunately today, 

many Christians advance the notion that women are not allowed to express their faith in Jesus in 

a public way, which includes using the internet or religious journals. It is my conviction that 

both men and women are to give testimony to the “mystery” of God’s administration of grace. 

In Ephesians 1:9-14, Paul sets forth the how and the why of Salvation for God’s people. In other 

words, Paul unfolds the mystery of how individuals become God’s people as well as the why of 

salvation in the lives of God’s children. If we wish to appreciate God’s salvation by grace 

through faith in His Son Jesus, we should answer the following two questions: (1) how did we 

become God’s children? And (2) why did we become God’s children? This study of the how 

and why of salvation seeks to answer these two questions.  

Paul reveals the how of redemption whereby sinful humanity can become a part of His 

new community. The new community is God’s possession, that is to say, His heritage. We must 

not only be concerned with the how of salvation, but we must also be concerned with the why of 

salvation, which how and why will be examined in part two of this study. Part one examines the 

“mystery” of God and the role that women, too, are to share in the proclamation of the Gospel. 

Even though part two explores in more detail the how and why of salvation, nevertheless, we 

should note that part one also investigates the how and where of salvation, namely, “in Christ.” 

 

Mystery of His Will 

 

 Before we embark upon the how and the why of salvation, we should briefly reread 

Ephesians 1:9 concerning the “mystery of His will” in which He will “bring all things in heaven 

and on earth together under one head, even Christ” (1:10). In essence, we can say that the 

“mystery of His will” is that the Gospel (justification through faith in His Son) is available to 
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the Gentiles as well as to the Jews. In Jesus, God revealed that His love, His concern, His grace, 

and His mercy were for all humanity, not just Jews. Prior to the coming of Jesus, humanity 

lived in a divided world. A part of the “mystery of His will” centered on demolishing the wall 

of hostility that separated Jew from Gentile. Jesus came into the world to wipe out division 

between the Jew and the Gentile (2:11-22) through His own body upon the Tree (2:16).  

The prepositional phrase, “in Christ,” captures the very core of unity. “In Christ” occurs 

eighty-six times in the Pauline Epistles. Paul, fourteen times in the Book of Ephesians, uses this 

phrase to capture the foundation of this phenomenon of unity created by God.92 This phrase is a 

dynamic unity of celestial (heavenly) and terrestrial (earthly) dimensions. Paul expresses this 

truth with great clarity: 

 
     And he b made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he 

purposed in Christ, 10 to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to 

bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. (Ephesians 1:9-10) 

 

 If we understand the how and why of salvation, this awareness should assist us in 

seeking to bring about unity within the Christian community, a community that is 

shattered into many sectarian camps. A consciousness of the how of salvation puts everyone 

on equal footing—Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female.  The heart of this unity is that 

there is “one body” (2:16; 3:6; 4:4, 4:25). Since there is only “one body,” we can say that this 

truth (“one body”) is the means whereby Christ brings unity to all the warring factions (various 

divisions) within the Christian community; this “one body” brings unity to all the various races 

(every nation); this “one body” also establishes equality between men and women. Paul grabs 

hold of these various issues as he seeks unity among the hostile forces at work to disrupt the 

plan of God for the salvation of all races. Listen to Paul as he writes to the Galatians: “There is 

neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” 

(Galatians 3:28).  

A proper concept of the phrase “in Christ” should bring about harmony among God’s 

people. Christians are alienated into countless argumentative cliques over dogma. Many 

Christians are not speaking to one another over the race issue—blacks and whites. Christians 

are at odds over the role of women in the Christian community.  Christians are on bad terms 

over the proper procedure concerning the so-called five acts of worship to be performed on 

Sunday morning during a so-called worship service. Since Jews and Gentiles are no longer 

problems for the church, perhaps, a few comments are in order to set the stage for the 

dismantling of another long-held tradition concerning the role of women in ministry and the 

dismantling of other long-held traditions about each distinctive group within the various 

divisions found within many Churches of Christ as embodying the whole truth and nothing but 

the truth. Many Christians still fight like cats-and-dogs over the least infraction of their 

                                                 
92 “in Christ”: Ephesians 1:1, 3, 9, 12, 13, 20; 2:6, 7, 10, 13; 3:6, 11, 21; 4:32 
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cherished beliefs, which destroys the unity of the “one body” for which our Lord prayed (John 

17).93  

As we reflect upon the how of salvation (a salvation provided by God), we are 

immediately confronted with the role that women play within the Christian community created 

by God. Is she or is she not to preach the Gospel? Can she give testimony to the world 

concerning the coming of Jesus into the world as Savior? Can she give her testimony about 

salvation in the assembly? Can she teach in the presence of men? These are questions that this 

study will briefly address. Since this study is about the how and why of salvation, it is 

appropriate to discuss who can proclaim the Gospel, which is the power of God (δύναμις Θεοῦ, 

dynamis Theou) unto (εἰς, eis) salvation (Romans 1:16)—the how of salvation.  

Is the Great Commission limited to the Eleven in Mark, Luke, and John? Or does the 

Great Commission include all the disciples of Jesus—both men and women? Part one of this 

study draws attention to the role of women in the Great Commission as well as the unfortunate 

divisions that separate God’s people from one another. It appears, so it seems, that if God’s 

children understand the greatness and richness of what He has accomplished for humanity “in” 

and “through” Jesus, we would work harder to maintain the unity created by the Holy Spirit. If 

we properly appreciate the how and why of salvation, this perception should assist us in working 

together to bring about harmony among all God’s people. As stated above, the how and why of 

salvation will be analyzed in more detail in part two of this study. 

 

The Role of Women and Church Division 

 

Are women forbidden to share their faith in God’s Messiah in public assemblies as well 

as in private gatherings? One of the most controversial issues within the Christian community is 

the proper role of women within Christian gatherings—to speak or not to speak in the assembly. 

Many Christians still cite 1 Timothy 2:9-15 and 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 without consulting the 

context of these two famous passages.94 The traditional views of these two Scriptures contradict 

other clear passages. Since the Word of God does not contradict itself, then we must seek to 

understand the two controversial texts, as cited above, in light of their context. Whatever these 

passages are teaching, we know that the traditional interpretation is not correct. The Kroegers 

correctly point out: 

 

                                                 
93I mention the Churches of Christ since I spent most of my ministry within this movement. Yet, it is not 

just the Churches of Christ that are divided, but we also discover divisions within every denomination—

sectarianism abounds everywhere.  For an analysis to our problems of sectarianism within God’s new humanity, 

see Dallas Burdette, “Introduction,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of 

Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008), xvii-xxx. 
94For a thorough investigation of 1 Timothy 2:9-15, see Richard Clark Kroeger and Catherine Clark 

Kroeger, I Suffer Not a Woman: Rethinking 1 Timothy 2:11-15 in Light of Ancient Evidence (Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 1992); also see Sharon Hodgin Gritz, Paul, Women Teachers, and the Mother Goddess at Ephesus: A 

Study of 1 Timothy 2:9-15 in Light of The Religious and Cultural Milieu of The First Century (New York: 

University Press of America, 1991). 
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      It is necessary to compare Scripture with Scripture to find the current meaning. We must consider all 

that the Bible has to say about the activities of women committed to God’s will.95  

 

Regrettably, many Christians cite these two pericopes without reference to the 

context. The issue of the role of women in the church has driven a wedge into the Body of 

Christ. Do we, as Christians, have a right to keep alive the denunciation of women in ministry 

in the same way that the church employed the Scriptures to justify slavery in the nineteenth 

century? In earlier times, many sincere and devout religious leaders cited the Scriptures in order 

to justify slavery. Today, numerous religious leaders cite the Scriptures to justify their positions 

concerning the role of women in the church. 

The Christian community is not just divided over the role of women, but God’s church is 

divided over the name of the church. In the first-century church, Christians maintained 

diversified viewpoints (see, 1 Corinthians 8 and Romans 14-15). Yet, their differences were not 

to divide the Body of Christ. Yet, this is not true, as a whole, today. Whether we employ the 

expression churches of Christ (Romans 16:16) as the name of the church or not, the name, in 

and of itself, does not determine its true identity. In this same chapter, Paul uses the expression 

churches of the Gentiles (16:4), yet, we do not identify this term as the name of the church.  

Another example is found in Galatians 1:22: “the churches of Judea.” Is this name of the church 

also? 

The expression churches of Christ simply identify the body of believers as belonging to 

God’s Anointed One, namely, Jesus. Whatever label we meet behind, we need to remember that 

there is still just “one body” (Ephesians 4:4).96 There was not “one body” for the meat eaters 

and “another body” for the non-meat eaters (Romans 14:1-4).97 There was not “one body” for 

the Sabbath keepers and “another body” for the non-Sabbath keepers (14:5-8). There was not 

“one body” for the blacks and “another body” for the whites (Revelation 7:9-10). There was not 

“one body” for the Jews and “another body” for the Gentiles (Ephesians 2:14-18). There was 

not “one body” for the males and “another body” for the females (Galatians 3:26-29). The 

prophet Joel (835 BC) wrote about the Messianic Age in which he stated that God’s Spirit 

would be poured out on “all people,” which includes females as well as males: 

 
     I will pour out my Spirit on all people [Jews and Gentiles]. Your sons and daughters will 

prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions. 29 Even on my servants, 

both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days. (Joel 2:28-29)  

 

 “Both men and women” were active in the ministry of Jesus as well as in the ministry of 

the Apostles. In spite of what Joel wrote, still many churches will not allow women to speak in 

their assemblies or pray in their assemblies or request songs in their assemblies. In fact, some 

Christians will not allow women to give thanks for food in the presence of men, even in the 

                                                 
95Ibid., 13. 
96The expression churches of Christ is no more the name of the church than the expression churches of 

the Gentiles. 
97Even though some of the Christians were right and others were wrong, still this misunderstanding was 

not sufficient to disrupt the unity of the body of Christ. 
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home. Also, some advance the notion that women should not conduct private Bible studies on 

the off chance a man might drop in. For example, two men (Greg Gay and Alan Bonifay98) 

espouse far-reaching views concerning women within God’s new community. I read both 

essays by Gay and Bonifay, and I was astounded at the positions these two believers 

advanced concerning women. Both men took the position that women could not write about 

Christianity and place their essays on the Internet.99 Why? According to these two preachers, if 

the writer is a female, she would violate 1 Corinthians 14:34-35.100 Yet, in Chapter 11 of First 

Corinthians, Paul spoke of women praying and prophesying in the assembly (11:5). Whatever 1 

Corinthians 14:34-35 is saying, it cannot contradict 1 Corinthians 11:5.  

The traditional interpretations of these two Scripture citations contradict clear passages 

that allow women to participate in Christian ministry, even in the assembly. It appears, so it 

seems, that 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 relates to what the Judaizers were saying, not Paul. I 

could not find one statement in the Old Testament where women were told to keep silent or 

could not take a position of leadership. The word law in 14:34 relates to the traditions of the 

Jews, not to the Old Testament Scriptures. Since the word law is employed by Paul in 1 

Corinthians 14:34, many Christians automatically identify this word law (νόμος, nomos) as 

denoting the Law of Moses.  

Another example of the word law in the New Testament is found in Peter’s introductory 

remarks to Cornelius and his household. In Peter’s prefatory comments about his being there 

focuses upon the word law. Listen to Peter as he expresses his concerns over the “oral law” of 

the Pharisees: 

 
     As Peter entered the house, Cornelius met him and fell at his feet in reverence. 26 But Peter made 

him get up. “Stand up,” he said, “I am only a man myself.” 27 Talking with him, Peter went inside and 

found a large gathering of people. 28 He said to them: “You are well aware that it is against our law 

                                                 
98These two men are associated with the one-cup and nonSunday school Church of Christ. For a brief 

history of this movement, see Dallas Burdette, “A Brief History of the One-Cup and nonSunday School 

Movement,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, 

FL: Xulon Press, 2008), 27-54. Both of these men are men who love the Lord and seek to please Him.  
99 Greg Gay, “The Internet – 4,” Old Paths Advocate 74, No. 1 (January 2000): 3-5.  Greg writes: 

 

     Is a woman posting a message on a web page publicly speaking? The posting of messages on a 

site for the purpose of discussing the meaning of scriptures (sic) results in the blurring of men and 

women’s roles in teaching. Each media must be carefully examined so we do not violate Biblical 

principles. A woman posting an opinion about a passage of scripture (sic) on a web site that any and 

all can access appears to be doing public speaking to me” (pp. 4, 5). 

 
100 See also Alan Bonifay, “WWW.Parents/Leaders Beware,” Old Paths Advocate 74, No. 4 (April 

2000): 3-5, where he warns about private Bible studies and women posting essays on the Internet. He writes:  

 

     Just how many people that might entail is open to some discussion but it is certainly less than fifty 

– in fact, it is probably considerably less than twenty. What that means is that when wives and 

daughters contribute comments to a web page forum potentially open to hundreds, if not thousands, 

of contributors from all over the world they are violating 1 Timothy 2:11-12 (p. 4). 

  

http://www.parents/Leaders%20Beware,
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(ὡς ἀθέμιτόν ἐστιν, hōs athemiton estin, “how unlawful it is”) for a Jew to associate with a Gentile 

or visit him. But God has shown me that I should not call any man impure or unclean. 29 So when I 

was sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me?” (Acts 10:25-29) 

 

 The NIV translates the Greek as “against our law.” It was not against God’s Law for Jews 

to eat with Gentiles. Peter speaks of the traditions of the religious leaders in his day. Another 

example is found in John 5:10. The religious leaders confronted the one whom Jesus healed on 

a Sabbath day. Let us listen in on the events as reported by John, one of the Twelve: 

 
     Then Jesus said to him, “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.” 9 At once the man was cured; he 

picked up his mat and walked. The day on which this took place was a Sabbath, 10 and so the Jews 

said to the man who had been healed, “It is the Sabbath; the law forbids you (οὐκ ἒξεστίν σοι, ouk 

exestin soi, “it is not lawful for you”) to carry your mat.” 11 But he replied, “The man who made me 

well said to me, ‘Pick up your mat and walk.’” 12 So they asked him, “Who is this fellow who told 

you to pick it up and walk?” 13 The man who was healed had no idea who it was, for Jesus had 

slipped away into the crowd that was there. (John 5:8-13) 

 

 Jesus had to confront the oral law of the religious leaders. Just a casual reading of 1 

Corinthians 14:34 reveals, from the context, that the “law” is not God’s Law, but rather, the oral 

law of the religious leaders. The traditional interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14:34 contradicts 1 

Corinthians 11:5-6. Let us tune our ears to Paul’s comments in Chapter 14: 

 
     What then shall we say, brothers? When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of 

instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these must be done for the strengthening 

of the church. 27 If anyone speaks (τις λαλεῖ, tis lalei) in a tongue, two—or at the most three—should 

speak, one at a time, and someone must interpret. 28 If there is no interpreter, the speaker should keep 

quiet in the church and speak to himself and God. 29 Two or three prophets should speak, and the 

others should weigh carefully what is said. 30 And if a revelation comes to someone (ἐὰν δὲ ἄλλῳ 

ἀποκαλυφθῇ, ean de allō apokalyphthē) who is sitting down, the first speaker should stop. 31 For you 

can all prophesy (δύνασθε γὰρ καθ̓ ἕνα πάντες προφητεύειν, dynasthe gar kath hena pantes, for 

you can all singly) in turn so that everyone may be instructed and encouraged. 32 The spirits of 

prophets are subject to the control of prophets. 33 For God is not a God of disorder but of peace. As in 

all the congregations of the saints, 34 women should remain silent in the churches [oral law]. They are 

not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says. 35 If they want to inquire about 

something, they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in 

the church. 36 Did the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only people it has reached? 
37 If anybody thinks he is a prophet or spiritually gifted, let him acknowledge that what I am writing 

to you is the Lord’s command. 38 If he ignores this, he himself will be ignored. 39 Therefore, my 

brothers, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues. 40 But everything should be 

done in a fitting and orderly way. (14:26-40) 

 

In my research, I could not find where the Law ever commanded women to be silent in 

the church or assembly. Apparently, these remarks originated from the “oral law” of the 

Pharisees. Immediately, he asked, “Did the word of God originate with you?” What is 

actually found in the Law concerning women? What about Miriam, Huldah, Deborah, 

Isaiah’s wife, and Noadiah? Remember, Miriam was Moses’ sister, who was a prophetess and 

one of the leaders of the nation of Israel. Moses writes: 
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     Then Miriam the prophetess, Aaron’s sister, took a tambourine in her hand, and all the women 

followed her, with tambourines and dancing. 21 Miriam sang to them: “Sing to the LORD, for he is 

highly exalted. The horse and its rider he has hurled into the sea.” (Exodus 15:20-21) 

Micah (735 BC) reports that Miriam (mĭrʾĭ-ăm) was one of the leaders of Israel. He 

writes: “I sent Moses to lead you, and Aaron and Miriam” (Micah 6:4b). During the reign of 

Josiah (641-609 BC), Hilkiah (hĭl-kīʾȧ) the priest went to see Huldah (hŭlʾdȧ) the prophetess:  

 
     Hilkiah the priest, Ahikam, Acbor [ăkʾbôr], Shaphan [shāʾfăn] and Asaiah went to speak to the 

prophetess Huldah, who was the wife of Shallum son of Tikvah [tĭkʾvȧ], the son of Harhas 

[hărʾhăs], keeper of the wardrobe. She lived in Jerusalem, in the Second District. 15 She said to them, 

“This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: Tell the man who sent you to me, 16 ‘This is what the 

LORD says: I am going to bring disaster on this place and its people, according to everything written 

in the book the king of Judah has read. 17 Because they have forsaken me and burned incense to other 

gods and provoked me to anger by all the idols their hands have made, my anger will burn against 

this place and will not be quenched.’ 18 Tell the king of Judah, who sent you to inquire of the LORD, 

‘This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says concerning the words you heard: 19 Because your heart 

was responsive and you humbled yourself before the LORD when you heard what I have spoken 

against this place and its people, that they would become accursed and laid waste, and because you 

tore your robes and wept in my presence, I have heard you, declares the LORD. 20 Therefore I will 

gather you to your fathers, and you will be buried in peace. Your eyes will not see all the disaster I 

am going to bring on this place.’” So they took her answer back to the king. (2 Kings 22:14-20)101 

 

During the time of the judges, the author of the Book of Judges gives the name of another 

woman (Deborah, dĕbʾŏ-rȧ) who acted as a prophetess during troubled times in Israel, which 

took place following the death of Ehud [ēʾhŭd] (Judges 4:1). He pens the following words: 

 
     Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth [lăpʾĭ-dŏth], was leading Israel at that time. 5 She 

held court under the Palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country of Ephraim, and 

the Israelites came to her to have their disputes decided. 6 She sent for Barak [bârʾăk] son of Abinoam 

[a-bĭnʾō-ăm] from Kedesh in Naphtali and said to him, “The LORD, the God of Israel, commands you: 

‘Go, take with you ten thousand men of Naphtali [năfʾtȧ-lī] and Zebulun [zĕbʾū-lŭn] and lead the way 

to Mount Tabor [tāʾbêr]. 7 I will lure Sisera [sĭsʾêr-ȧ,], the commander of Jabin’s [jāʾbĭn] army, with 

his chariots and his troops to the Kishon [kīʾshŏn] River and give him into your hands.’ ” (4:4-7) 

 

The Old Testament writings identify five women as prophetesses (Miriam, Huldah, Deborah, 

Isaiah’s wife, and Noadiah [nōʾȧ-dīʾȧ,]). Isaiah writes about his own wife as a prophetess: 

 
     Then I went to the prophetess, and she conceived and gave birth to a son. And the LORD said to 

me, “Name him Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz [māʾhēr-shālʾāl-hāshʾbăz]. 4 Before the boy knows how to 

say ‘My father’ or ‘My mother,’ the wealth of Damascus and the plunder of Samaria will be carried 

off by the king of Assyria.” (Isaiah 8:3-4) 

 

                                                 
101See also 2 Chronicles 34:22, which records the same events. 
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Nehemiah called upon God to remember the prophetess Noadiah along with other prophets who 

sought to intimidate him over the rebuilding of the wall in Jerusalem (Nehemiah 6:14). We 

should also take notice of Paul’s Epistle to the Romans. In his final words to the Christians in 

Rome, he mentioned twenty-six names, ten of which were women (Romans 16). Luke begins 

his Book of Acts with the Apostles as well as the women praying together, along with the 

brothers of Jesus. Luke writes: 

 
      Then they returned to Jerusalem from the hill called the Mount of Olives, a Sabbath day’s walk  a 

from the city. 13 When they arrived, they went upstairs to the room where they were staying. Those 

present were Peter, John, James and Andrew; Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew; James 

son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James. 14 They all joined together 

constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his 

brothers. (Acts 1:12-14)  

 

 Yes, even in the presence of the Apostles and the brothers of Jesus, we discover that the 

women—even the mother of Jesus—were praying. Also, Luke records that Philip the 

evangelist had four daughters who prophesied (21:9). Again, we need to inquire, where did 

they prophesy? Did they prophecy out in the cornfield to a bunch of corn stalks? Or did they 

prophesy to both men and women in public gatherings as well as private gatherings? Earlier, in 

his history of the Christian movement, Luke mentions the wife (Priscilla) of Aquila [ăkʾwĭ-lȧ] 

who participated in teaching Apollos “the way of God more adequately (28:26).102 Priscilla is 

also listed in the “hall of fame” in Romans 16 (verse 3)—ten, possibly eleven, women are 

named in this chapter. Of the four names associated with the church of Philippi, three were 

women—Euodia [yū-ōʾdĭ-ȧ] and Syntyche [sĭnʾtĭ-chē] (Philippians 4:2-3) and Lydia (Acts 

16:11-15) and one a man (Clement—Philippians 4:3). Euodia and Syntyche contended 

(labored) with Paul at his side “in the Gospel” (4:3).  

Even at Thyatira (one of the seven churches of Asia Minor), the church had a woman 

teaching (Revelation 2:18-29). Listen to what Jesus said about this woman who calls herself a 

prophetess: 

 
     Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a 

prophetess. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food 

sacrificed to idols. 21 I have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling. 22 So 

I will cast her on a bed of suffering, and I will make those who commit adultery with her suffer 

intensely, unless they repent of her ways. 23 I will strike her children dead. Then all the churches will 

know that I am he who searches hearts and minds, and I will repay each of you according to your 

deeds. 24 Now I say to the rest of you in Thyatira, to you who do not hold to her teaching and 

have not learned Satan’s so-called deep secrets (I will not impose any other burden on you). 

(Revelation 2:20-24) 

 

                                                 

a That is, about 3 | 4 mile (about 1,100 meters) 
102Priscilla is mentioned, along with her husband, seven times in the New Testament (Acts 18:2, 18, 19, 

26; Romans 16:3; 1 Corinthians 16:19; and 2 Timothy 4:19). Out of the seven listings, Priscilla’s name occurs 

first in five of the seven listings. 
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 In the early part of my ministry, I cited these verses to condemn women from teaching. 

Today, these verses are still used by godly men to condemn women teachers. For example, 

Ronny F. Wade (1936-2020), assistant publisher of the Old Paths Advocate, commented upon 

this section of Scripture to condemn women teachers. He writes: “The church at Thyatira was 

condemned for allowing Jezebel to teach and seduce people to commit sexual immorality.”103 

Are his comments correct? We must consult the context to see what is actually said. Jesus did 

not condemn her for teaching, but rather He condemned her for “what” she was teaching. The 

Lord Jesus said: “I have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling.” She 

was leading God’s people into sexual immorality as well as eating food sacrificed to idols 

(2:20). 

The symbolic Jezebel was teaching Gnostic philosophy. She had in essence become a 

Gnostic leader. Once more, God gave “her time to repent of her immorality, but she was 

unwilling.” If it had been wrong for her to teach, we wonder why God did not say something 

about that. This testimony is also inferred evidence that women did take a public role in the 

preaching and teaching of God’s Word, otherwise she would not have been accepted as a public 

figure within the Christian community.   

In the bestowal of the Spirit upon the Church, there was no distinction of sex. Acts 2:1-4 

seems to include the women mentioned in Acts 1:12-14. If so, this accounts for Peter’s citation 

of Joel 2 in order to give validity to the unusual circumstances on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 

2:14-21). The women disciples of Jesus had prepared the way for what happened on the Day of 

Pentecost. The right and duty of women to co-operate with men in carrying out the Great 

Commission cannot be questioned. All Christians are ministers of God. All believers, according 

to Paul, are ministers of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:17—6:2).  

If the traditional view, among many Christians, concerning women is correct, we wonder 

why God would disenfranchise approximately three-fourth, or at least one-half, of His disciples 

from proclaiming the Good News about God’s Way of salvation “in” and “through” Jesus. I 

cited two articles from the Old Paths Advocate against women expressing their faith in any 

public way. Recently, another writer (Kelvin Presley, minister and evangelist within the one-

cup and non-Sunday school movement) reaffirmed their stance concerning the role of women 

within God’s new humanity. He entitled his objections under the caption: “Too Much 

Information.” In this article, he objects to women expounding upon spiritual matters in any 

fashion. Under the subtitle “A BACKDOOR FOR UNSCRIPTURAL PRACTICES,” he voices 

his views concerning women and the proclamation of the Word of God: 

 
     Most of us would conscientiously take exception to a woman expounding upon spiritual matters 

via a radio program, television program or a street-corner pulpit. Well, FACEBOOK, forums, blogs 

and other such sites are just as public.104 

 

                                                 
103Ronny F. Wade, “Removing Candlesticks,” in Old Paths Advocate 81,  No. 3 (March 2009): 1  
104Kelvin Presley, “Too Much Information,” in Old Paths Advocate LXXXII, No 3 (March 1010): 7. I 

consider this man a godly and devout believer, but, at the same time, it seems that he is misinformed as to the 

true teaching concerning the role of women within the Christian community.  
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Since all Christians are to rejoice in the how of salvation, it is appropriate to briefly 

discuss those who have been disenfranchised from telling the how of salvation in any public 

manner, especially to men. This brief detour of the how and why of salvation focuses upon an 

examination of Luke 24 to illustrate that the women were told to witnesses concerning the how 

of salvation. 

WOMEN INCLUDED IN THE GREAT COMMISSION  

Luke 24 

 

 Acts 1 and 2 are a continuation of Luke 24. If we wish to understand Chapters 1 and 2 of 

Acts, we need to reread carefully Luke 24. Just a casual reading reveals that the women were 

included in the “you are witnesses of these things” (24:48). On the morning of the Resurrection, 

Luke informs Theophilus (thē-ŏfʾĭ-lŭs, see Acts 1:1) that the “women took the spices they had 

prepared and went to the tomb (Luke 24:1). Upon their arrival, they discovered that the stone 

had been rolled away (24:2). While wondering about this event, Luke says, “In their fright the 

women bowed down with their faces to the ground” (24:5). Two men stood by these women in 

clothing that “gleamed like lightning” (24:4). These two individuals reminded these women that 

Jesus had foretold this event about His Resurrection to them while He was in Galilee (24:6-8).  

Luke gives the names of some of these women, but not all: “It was Mary Magdalene, 

Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the others with them who told this to the Apostles” 

(24:10). After talking with the two men, they returned to the city to tell the “Eleven” and “all 

the others” (24:9) that Jesus was raised. Luke reports to Theophilus that after the women met 

with the Apostles, and the others, that on the same day, two of those present left and headed for 

a “village called Emmaus,” about seven miles from Jerusalem (24:13). Luke informs 

Theophilus that Jesus suddenly appeared to these two men as they were discussing the events 

that had just transpired in Jerusalem about His Crucifixion (24:13-32). During the course of the 

conversation, these two disciples related to the supposed stranger (Jesus) what had been 

reported to them by the women who had gone earlier to the tomb (24:22-24).  

Following this encounter with Jesus, Luke reports: “They got up and returned once more 

to Jerusalem.” For a second time, we observe the gathering of possibly the one hundred and 

twenty mentioned in Acts 1. There they found the Eleven and those with them assembled 

together” (24:33), which included the women. Yet again, Jesus appears in their presence (24:36) 

as he had previously appeared before the women at the tomb and the two men with whom Jesus 

had talked with on the way to Emmaus. Just as Jesus had earlier unfolded the Scriptures to these 

men, Jesus again, unfolds the meaning of the Old Testament Scriptures concerning His 

Sufferings and Death and Resurrection (24:45-47). After this revelation of the Messianic 

prophecies concerning Himself, He says to the Eleven and to the others, “You are witnesses of 

these things. 49 I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until 

you have been clothed with power from on high” (24:48-49).  

This promise—outpouring of the Holy Spirit—is generally limited to the Twelve on the 

Day of Pentecost. But this promise was to be poured out on both men and women, not just the 

Apostles. According to Joel, the promise of the Father was to be poured out on both men and 

women. Luke corroborates the fulfillment of Joel’s messianic prophecy (Acts 2). Individuals 
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who wish to reach certain doctrinal conclusions by assimilating their presuppositions and their 

attitudes toward women sterilize this truth—both men and women were present and were to 

receive the Holy Spirit (Joel 2). Proper biblical hermeneutics demand that every interpreter look 

at the context. Our failure to appreciate the context will lead us to give undue acquiescence to 

an excessively biased point of view. According to the context of Luke 24, the women were also 

present among those in attendance with the Eleven. The context of Luke 24 reveals that the 

women, along with the men, were to be “witnesses of these things” and “clothed with power 

upon high” (24:48-49). The Great Commission was not and is not limited to the male species.  

 

ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY: MEN AND WOMEN 

 

Acts One 

 

We should read the first two chapters of Acts in conjunction with the last chapter of Luke 

in order to follow the continuity of Luke’s comments in Acts 1 and 2. Luke 24 concludes his 

Gospel with two outstanding statements—(1) “witness of these things” and (2) “clothed with 

power upon high.” Just a casual reading of the Gospel accounts reveals a revolutionary doctrine 

of liberation for women—a liberation from degradation and inferiority. As stated above, in Acts 

1, Luke records the presence of the Eleven in an upper room, along with “the women and Mary 

the mother of Jesus,” which also included the brothers of Jesus (1:12-14). This number totaled 

one hundred and twenty (1:15).  

The significant fact is, as stated above, that the women prayed alongside of the Apostles 

and the others: “They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary 

the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers” (1:14). This Scripture runs contrary to the practice 

of many Christians today. Not only did the women pray in this gathering of the one hundred and 

twenty, but they also took part in casting lots in the choosing of Mathias (1:22-26). There is no 

indication, from the context, that this selection process (casting lots) was limited only to the 

men.  

Yet again, some repetition is necessary for us to follow the logical sequence of events in 

order to show conclusively that the women were present in the events that transpired following 

the Resurrection of Jesus (Luke 24:36-49). Hopefully, repetition may be pardoned here, for the 

minds of many Christians are so leavened by the traditions of the church Fathers that vital truths 

are difficult to see. Since truth is so often the projection of the particular views of the powerful, 

it is necessary to go back to the Scriptures and reread with freshness. In other words, the 

traditions of the church make it difficult, if not impossible, to read the Bible afresh.  
Once more, we cannot read this unit of Scripture (Luke 23:47-49) without a 

consciousness of two things: (1) the witnesses included women, and (2) the women who 

followed Jesus from Galilee were witnesses. Pay attention to Luke, as cited above, as he writes: 

“The women who had come with Jesus from Galilee followed Joseph and saw the tomb and 

how his body was laid in it” (23:55). The phrase “from Galilee” flashes like neon lights along 

side the mention of “women.” Why? Were they also to witness concerning Jesus? As Luke 

continues his scenario, he sets forth the prominence of the women’s role following the 
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Resurrection. Remember, following the burial of Jesus, the women took spices to the tomb 

(24:1). They found the stone rolled away and entered the tomb (24:2). Whereupon, they were 

frightened, and Luke says, “the women bowed down” (24:5).105  

The two men questioned them about why they were looking for the living among the 

dead (24:5). Again, we observe the use of the word Galilee in the course of the conversation by 

the two men: “He is not here; he has risen! Remember how he told you, while he was still with 

you in Galilee” (24:6). It was not just the Apostles that Jesus told about His impending death 

while in Galilee—women were included. The expressions from Galilee and in Galilee are 

important in trying to ascertain whether or not women were included in the command to witness 

to others about the how of salvation. 

 Can we in our wildest imaginations edit out the women from “those with them”? The 

women played a major role in this section of Scripture (see also Acts 1:12-15). Jesus appears to 

His disciples. Should we limit the word disciple only to the male species? Surely not! There is 

no evidence to uphold that the word disciple refers only to males. Suddenly Jesus stood among 

them (both men and women). Still there was unbelief on the part of the disciples. He told them 

to look at His hands and His feet in order to prove that He was not a ghost, for a ghost does not 

have flesh and bones (24:37-41).  

After that, He opened their minds so they could understand what the prophets had earlier 

spoken of (24:47). He then informed those present (both men and women) that they were to be 

“witnesses of all these things” (24:48). At that time, Jesus let them know that He would send 

the promise of His Father upon each of them (24:40). But they were instructed to wait in 

Jerusalem until they were clothed with this power from on high (24:49). Did the Eleven and the 

other disciples, which included women, understand that they were all to wait in Jerusalem for 

this outpouring of God’s Spirit upon both men and women? Yes! As stated above, the first 

chapter of Acts reveals that there were one hundred and twenty who were gathered in Jerusalem 

waiting for the events to transpire (Acts 1:15).   

Once more, if the women were not included, we wonder why Peter did not say so. In fact, 

he cited the prophet Joel to show that Joel had previously foretold the phenomenon that they 

were now witnessing: 

 
     Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: “Fellow Jews and 

all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say. 15 These 

men are not drunk, as you suppose. It’s only nine in the morning! 16 No, this is what was spoken by 

the prophet Joel”: 17 ‘In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons 

and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams. 18 

Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they will 

                                                 
105For a detailed analysis of Luke 24, see Dallas Burdette, “The Role of Women in the Great 

Commission,” in Dallas Burdette, Old Texts Through New Eyes: Reexamination of Misunderstood Scriptures 

(Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 234-250. See also Dallas Burdette, “Literalism and Isolationism of 

Scripture,” for examples of how Scriptures are frequently isolated from its context in order to uphold the 

traditions of the church, Ibid., 251-273. This chapter lists several examples of the misuse of Scripture. See also, 

Dallas Burdette, Women’s Role in the Christian Community: Interpreting First Timothy through First-Century 

Eyes (Mainland, FL: Xulon Press, 2017). This book is now made available in a PDF file on archive.org. I 

presently have seven of my twelve books on this site. 
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prophesy. 19 I will show wonders in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, blood and fire and 

billows of smoke. 20 The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of 

the great and glorious day of the Lord. 21 And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be 

saved.’ a ” (Joel 2:14-21) 

  

In Acts 2:1, Luke writes: “When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one 

place.”  On the Day of Pentecost, the outpouring of the Spirit is generally limited to the Twelve 

among many interpreters of the Word, but, according to Peter, the outpouring of the Spirit was 

upon the one hundred and twenty: 

 
     When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. 2 Suddenly a sound like the 

blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. 3 

They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. 4 All of 

them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues a as the Spirit enabled them.  

(Acts 2:1-4) 

 

WOMEN WHO FOLLOWED JESUS FROM GALILEE 

 

Acts 13:31 

 

 With just a casual reading of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, we do not, under normal 

circumstances, catch a glimpse of the importance of this phrase in analyzing the role of women 

in the proclamation of God’s Good News. The phrase “from Galilee” plays a significant role in 

our interpretation of the role of women in Christian ministry. For example, an angel of God uses 

this phrase “in Galilee” in calling attention to their (the women) travels with Jesus (Luke 24:6). 

Another example is found in the Book of Mark. As Jesus hung suspended between heaven and 

earth, Mark gives an insightful note concerning the women who had followed Jesus from 

Galilee. Luke specifically mentions three women at the Crucifixion by name, but he does not 

stop there. He also says that in addition to these three there were “many other women.” What is 

significant about all of this is what Mark says about where these women came from:   

 
     Some women were watching from a distance. Among them were Mary Magdalene, Mary the 

mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome. 41In Galilee these women had followed him 

and cared for his needs. Many other women who had come up with him to Jerusalem were also there. 

(Mark 15:40-41)  

 

Once more, the geographical name “Galilee” plays a major role in understanding the role 

of women in Christian ministry. Matthew, too, gives information about these women who came 

from Galilee: 

 

                                                 

   a Joel 2:28-32 

 a Or languages; also in verse 11 
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     Many women were there, watching from a distance. They had followed Jesus from Galilee to care 

for his needs. 56 Among them were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joses, and the 

mother of Zebedee’s sons. (Matthew 27:55-56)  

 

Again, this information about women following Jesus from Galilee is extremely important. Not 

only did Mark and Matthew call attention to this devotion among the women, but Luke also 

details this same information. Listen to Luke as he writes: “The women who had come with 

Jesus from Galilee followed Joseph and saw the tomb and how his body was laid in it” (Luke 

23:55). In the reading of Mark and Matthew, one name stands out in BOLD—Mary Magdalene. 

Following Luke’s statement about the women from Galilee, he then proceeds to list the names 

of some of these women: 

 
     When they came back from the tomb, they told all these things to the Eleven and to all the others. 
10 It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the others with them who told this 

to the apostles. 11 But they did not believe the women, because their words seemed to them like 

nonsense. (Luke 24:9-11) 

 

 This information from Mark, Matthew, and Luke, along with the full context, leads us to 

realize that the Great Commission was not given only to the Eleven, but to all those present—

both men and women. If we wish to understand the ones to whom this commission was given, 

we must read and reread the entire context for contextual understanding. An appreciation of the 

full text sheds light on the role women were and are to play in the proclamation of God’s Good 

News to a lost and dying world. The women who discovered the empty tomb returned to tell the 

Apostles what had transpired (Luke 24:9). Yet, the Apostles refused to believe, as Luke says, 

“nonsense” (24:11).  

Yet again, reiteration is necessary in order to drive home the point that women did 

share in ministry in the early church and to keep continuity in the analysis of Luke 24 

with reference to the women’s presence with the Apostles and others. On this same day, 

Luke records two of His disciples on the road going to a village called Emmaus, about seven 

miles from Jerusalem (24:13).106 On this road, Jesus suddenly appeared to these two men and 

struck up a conversation. In the course of the exchange, these men related what the women had 

said about the empty tomb and that Jesus was alive (24:22-24). It was then that Jesus rebukes 

them for their lack of faith (24:25). Jesus then explained to them what the Law, the Prophets, 

and the Psalms had said about Him (24:27). 

 After Jesus went to their home and broke bread and gave to them, Luke says that their 

eyes were opened and they recognized Him (24:30-31). As we seek to unravel the part that the 

women played in this aspect of God’s announcement of the Resurrected Christ, we should 

always be conscious that this background is necessary in order to follow the logical sequence of 

what is about to follow. Following this episode with Jesus, Luke writes: “They got up and 

returned at once to Jerusalem. There they found the Eleven and those with them, assembled 

together” (24:33).  They found not only “the Eleven,” but also “those with them.” These two 

                                                 
106Some repetition is necessary in order to keep continuity in the development of the role women played 

in the proclamation of the Good News. 
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men related their stories, and while they were speaking, the Lord Jesus “stood among them” 

(24:36). He showed them His hands and His feet (24:39). A conversation erupted between 

Himself and His disciples; it was at this point that Luke writes: 

 
     Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. 46 He told them, “This is 

what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, 47 and repentance and 

forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. 48 You are 

witnesses of these things. 49 I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city 

until you have been clothed with power from on high.” (24:45-49) 

 

Both men and women were present! Jesus informed His disciples—both men and 

women—that repentance and forgiveness of sins would be preached in His name to all nations. 

Jesus did not limit this commission just to the male species, but rather He issued this statement 

to all the disciples present—“You are witnesses” (24:33). Also, in verse 48, Jesus says, “You 

are witnesses of these things.” All the disciples—both men and women—were to wait in 

Jerusalem until they received the promise from on high. Luke gives the fulfillment of this 

“promise from on high” in Acts 2.  

 While they were assembled, the one hundred and twenty cast lots for the selection of one 

to take the place of Judas (Acts 1:23-26). Luke writes: “Then they cast lots, and the lot fell to 

Matthias; so he was added to the eleven apostles.” The very next verse reads: “When the day of 

Pentecost came, they were all together in one place” (2:1). On this occasion Luke reports: 

 
     Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house 

where they were sitting. 3 They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest 

on each of them. 4 All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues a 

as the Spirit enabled them. (2:2-4) 

 

As stated above, sometimes repetition is necessary in order to uproot long-held traditions. 

There are three laws of learning that everyone should commit to memory: REPETITION, 

REPETITION, and REPETITION. If this event did not occur upon both men and women (one 

hundred and twenty), we still wonder why Peter cited the prophecy of Joel (Joel 2:28-32; Acts 

2:14-21) about “your sons and daughters will prophesy. . . . Even on my servants, both men 

and women” (2:17, 18). If the women were totally silent on the Day of Pentecost, why did 

Peter cite this prophecy about women? “Daughters” and “women” stand out in this prophecy. 

Why did he stress “both men and women”?  Our awareness of this prophecy calls to mind the 

words of Paul as he preached Jesus in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:13-52). What is remarkable 

about this pericope is found in his discourse about the witnesses (13:31). After relating to his 

hearers about Jesus’ Crucifixion and Entombment and Resurrection, Paul says: “And for many 

days he was seen by those who had traveled with him from Galilee to Jerusalem. They are 

now his witnesses to our people” (13:31). 

According to Paul, whoever traveled with Jesus from Galilee are “now” witnesses of 

these events. Did women travel with Jesus “from Galilee”? As noted above, Mark, as he 

                                                 

 a Or languages; also in verse 11 
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concludes his Gospel, calls attention to many women who had traveled with Jesus from Galilee 

to Jerusalem (Mark 15:40-41); Matthew also beckons notice to several women who traveled 

with Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem (Matthew 27-55-56); Luke, too, summons awareness to 

women who had traveled with Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem (Luke 23:55). Earlier, Luke 

records the number of several women by name that traveled with Jesus “from one town and 

village to another” (8:1-3).  

Did Paul exclude the women as witnesses in Acts 13:31? If so, there is nothing in the 

context to indicate that God disenfranchised the women from witnessing concerning the 

Resurrection of Jesus. Were the women witnesses of the Resurrection? Did Jesus refer to 

women as witnesses when His disciples were gathered together after the Resurrection (see Luke 

24)? Did Jesus promise His Spirit upon both men and women in the Great commission (see 

Luke 24)? Again, two things stand out in Acts 13:31—“Those who had traveled with Him from 

Galilee to Jerusalem” and “They are now witnesses to our people.” Earlier, Luke, in the 

conclusion of his Gospel, speaks of the women as witnesses of the Crucifixion and their having 

followed Jesus from Galilee: 

 
     The centurion, seeing what had happened, praised God and said, “Surely this was a righteous 

man.” 48 When all the people who had gathered to witness this sight saw what took place, they beat 

their breasts and went away. 49 But all those who knew him, including the women who had followed 

him from Galilee, stood at a distance, watching these things. (Luke 23:47-49)  

 

CHURCH DIVIDED  

INTO VARIOUS WARRING FACTIONS 

 

 It is not only the role of women in the Christian community that has estranged God’s 

people, but Christians are at odds over a multitude of issues—Church treasury, instrumental 

music, individual communion cups, Sunday school, women cutting their hair, women wearing 

veils, worship service—five prescribed rituals, how to share the bread in the Lord’s Supper—

break or pinch the bread, and on and on it goes. The Baptist fellowship, too, is divided into 

numerous distinctive denominations.107 Division is not just a phenomenon among those 

associated with the Stone/Campbell Movement. Unfortunately, division is the hallmark of 

God’s church today. For example, within the Stone/Campbell Movement, we discover that the 

original movement is divided into numerous factions, each claiming to be the one true church. 

Churches have established barriers to segregate groups and individuals from one another within 

Christ’s church.  

God’s people should seek to reestablish solidarity between the various factions that exist 

among His people, which includes Churches of Christ, Christian Church, Disciples of Christ, 

Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian, and so on. Why? There is only “one body.” God’s people must 

react against the smug, withdrawn, and loveless attitudes manifested by so many who profess 

faith in Christ. There is only one church and that church consists of everyone who puts his or 

her trust in Jesus as the Savior of the world. Just a casual look at the various journals within the 

                                                 
107Frank S. Mead, Revised by Samuel S. Hill, Handbook of Denominations in the United States, Tenth 

Edition (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 49-81. 
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Christian community reveals the sordid mess that many sincere Christians advance, all in the 

name of Jesus. Christians are divided over the so-called issues, not Jesus. Many Christians are 

preaching another Gospel than the Gospel of God—God’s Way of salvation, namely, Jesus. 

Numerous Christians are preaching another “faith” other than Jesus as “the faith” set forth in the 

Book of Ephesians.108 

It is my prayer that God’s people will continue to uphold the belief that the very existence 

and character of Christianity is a society of men and women redeemed by the blood of Jesus. 

The Church is simply a company of believers who endeavor to learn and practice the will 

of God in their lives. If we, as Christians, wish to recapture the unity for which Jesus prayed, 

we must take seriously the idea of the Church as the Body of Christ, not some splinter faction of 

the Body. There should be one essential ministry of believers, that is, the perpetual ministry of 

the Risen Lord.  

Sadly, in some fellowships, the Church is divided over something that God never 

commanded—assemble to perform a worship service with five rituals to be executed in a 

prescribed manner. It is foolish to look for any hard-and-fast system of rituals in the New 

Testament for a so-called worship service. There is an absence of rigid conformity of worship in 

the New Testament writings. It is the responsibility of the whole Body of Christ to engage in the 

proclamation of God’s Good News of salvation by grace through faith in the finished work of 

Christ upon Calvary. The business of ministry is the business of the whole community, not just 

the paid preachers. 

The church is important in the lives of God’s people. We can say, at least to some extent, 

that the life of the Chuch is the continuation of the messianic ministry that the Apostles and 

others were continuously engaged in. The Church of Jesus is the organism that He uses to 

carry out His purposes in the world. All of the early disciples—both men and women—were 

to engage in the proclamation of God’s Way of salvation. All Christians—both men and 

women—engaged in the messianic ministry. Every believer must help the helpless, release the 

captives, and seek to save the lost through telling them about Christ. Today, the Church is the 

New Israel—the people of God’s New Covenant. Many Christians are seeking to revert 

back to a Judaistic type of worship with its ceremonial laws through their concept of 

worship in a geographical location with its five ritualistic acts, which, in some sense, is 

parallel to Judaism.109 Every congregation of Christ has an obligation to care for and, at the 

same time, to desire to be in fellowship with other congregations. For the Christian, there is one 

essential ministry—His. 

Without a proper definition of the Church, it is impossible to define adequately the 

work of ministry. The Church is not the kingdom of God. The Church makes known the 

kingdom of God, that is to say, His rule. The local Body of believers should never be   

isolated from other believers, but rather, the church, as a whole, is one in community. We can 

                                                 
108For an in-depth study of the “one faith” in the Book of Ephesians, see Dallas Burdette, “One Faith,” 

in Dallas Burdette, Old Texts Through New Eyes: Reexamination of Misunderstood Scriptures (Longwood, FL: 

Xulon Press, 2009), 339-382.  
109For an in-depth study of worship, see Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and 

Our Privileges, Vol., 1 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 359-439.  
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define the term Church with a term such as “community.” Whenever we define the Church 

as an organization, then the organization and rites fracture the community into warring factions, 

each claiming to be the true Church. The ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia, congregation or assembly) is not 

an institution. We cannot abstract community from institution, nor can we abstract institution 

from community. There is a distinction between the Church being organized and the Church 

becoming an institution.   

The localized church implies the universal church and the universal church implies the 

local church. Without the church becoming concrete, the church does not exist. There is one 

church, but this one church meets behind various labels that it has inherited from its 

forefathers. Many Christians, unknowingly, have substituted Christianity for theology, that is 

to say, its own brand of orthodoxy. In other words, the church, as a whole, has substituted the 

love of Jesus, the love of God, and life in the community of all God’s children for its own brand 

of orthodoxy. The church must sacrifice life in its own denomination for its life in Jesus.  

Without a clear understanding of the nature of the church, there can never be any 

effective solution to the problems that presently divide Christians. The church, to a large 

extent, has degenerated into building religious cults—cloning. Worship trends in many 

congregations simply become habitual repetition of rites. The church today needs to reevaluate 

its concept of worship. The present concept of worship is divisive. Each congregation seeks to 

indoctrinate its members in the traditions of the forefathers. Many churches have developed and 

maintained a one-sided interest in their denomination.110 The essence of the church is found in 

its oneness of communion with Christ by faith and fellowship with others in love. The church is 

rooted in communion with God through Jesus Christ and communion with others. The whole 

life of every believer is a worship of God. We, as Christians, need to understand that our lives 

are one continuous act of worship—twenty-four hours a day, not just Sunday morning between 

10 a.m. and 11 a.m. 

When we assemble on the Lord’s Day, this common assembly is for the purpose of 

hearing the Word of God, for prayer, for fellowship, and for the purpose of sharing a meal in 

order to reflect upon Christ’s redemption. These are the means whereby the church is ever 

conscious that they represent the ekklēsia. This awareness reinforces the idea that the ekklēsia is 

one with Christ and, at the same time, joined together through Him to others. The early 

assemblies were never considered a worship service, but, in its strictest and literal sense, a place 

for building up one another in the faith. The Lord’s Supper is never spoken of in the New 

Testament as an act of worship, but it is simply the revelation of His righteousness, His love, 

and His justifying grace through the Branch—Jesus the Messiah. 

The Body of Christ that Paul speaks of in the Book of Ephesians is essentially a fellowship of 

persons, not an institution. The Body of Christ cannot be an institution, or denomination, but a 

community of those who live by faith in the Son of God and in love with all of God’s children. 

                                                 
110For an excellent discussion on the church and its ministry, I recommend the following books: T. W. 

Manson, The Church’s Ministry (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1948); and H. Richard Niebuhr, The 

Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1956). 
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Unfortunately, many people today do not see the need of meeting with other Christians.111 Even 

though the call is made to individuals, nevertheless, the followers assume a collective identity 

with the people of God. The church remains God’s instrument upon earth for the proclamation 

of God’s Good News of salvation “in” and “through” Christ.112 Thus, there is “one body,” not 

many bodies. This brings us to the how of salvation. Everyone becomes part of this “one body” 

through faith in Jesus Christ. Part two of this study discusses in detail the how and why of 

salvation. Hopefully, this next section will awaken within us a desire to serve Him with all of 

ours hearts, our souls, and our minds.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
111For an examination of this mindset (church not necessary), see Dallas Burdette, “Christianity Versus 

Isolationism,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Privileges, Vol., 1 

(Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 284-297.   
112See Dallas Burdette, “The Church: Agents of God’s Reconciliation,” Ibid., 272-283, for an in-depth 

study of ministry within the new humanity of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
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12 

 
 

The How and the Why 
of   God’s  Salvation 

 

 

Part 2 of 2 
 

 

Jesus is the how and why of salvation. Since the primary spotlight of this chapter is on 

redemption as found in Ephesians 1:9-14, it is necessary to return to the central focus of this 

study—the how and why of salvation. Whenever we really and truly understand the how and the 

why of salvation, this perception should go a long way in helping to eliminate so much 

dissension and confusion among the disciples of Jesus. As we contemplate upon the “how” of 

salvation, the words of Paul to the Ephesians captures the very center of salvation: “For it is by 

grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—
9 not by works, so that no one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9a). We recognize the Father electing 

(1:4-6), the Son redeeming (1:7-12), and the Holy Spirit sealing (1:13-14). God is the source, or 

originator, of our salvation. Paul, in his Second Corinthian correspondence writes: 

 
     Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All 

this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of 

reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins 

against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. (2 Corinthians 5:17-19)  

 

God, in His infinite love and justice, provided a way of salvation for everyone who 

wishes eternal life. God makes this salvation available through faith in His Son, not through 

works. In the long sentence of Ephesians (1:3-14), Paul spells out God’s part in redemption. In 

verse 3, Paul says that it is God who “has blessed us,” but Paul does not stop with that verb. He 

goes on to say that He “chose us” (1:4). Again, Paul drives home God’s initiative “He 

predestined us” (1:5). Once more, as Paul reflects upon this salvation, he soars, as it were, into 

the heavens as he seeks to grasp the wonder of it all by saying: “to the praise of his glorious 

grace” (1:6), and, then, Paul, so it seems, is on a roll as he calls forth another verb as he 

grapples with the richness of God’s grace. He “lavished on us” His grace (1:8). Yes, God did 

all this “through” Jesus (1:9-11). No wonder Paul says, “It is all from God” (2 Corinthians 

5:18). God provides the how of salvation “in and through Christ.” Paul employs the phrase “in 
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Christ” (ἐν Χριστῷ, en Christō) nine times in this Second Epistle to Corinth.113 “In Christ” 

occurs fourteen times in the Book of Ephesians. 

Paul, too, in his First Epistle to the Corinthians, calls attention to the origin, or source, of our 

salvation, namely, God. He writes with clarity and forcefulness in revealing this starting place: 
 

     It is because of him [God the Father] that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us 

wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. 31 Therefore, as it is written: 

“Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.” (1 Corinthians 1:30-31) 

 

Once more, Paul zeros in on the origin and place of salvation. It is because of God that 

individuals experience salvation. Again, he calls awareness to the place of this salvation—“in 

Christ.” In this First Epistle of Corinthians, he employs the phrase “in Christ,” thirteen times.114 

Since every believer is “in Christ,” then we have every spiritual blessing that we need to inherit 

eternal life.  Paul calls notice to the “wisdom from God” in accomplishing redemption for the 

down-and-out. How did God accomplish such a feat for sinful humanity? How could God be 

just and, at the same time, justify sinners? God’s answer is Jesus. In other words, Paul 

declares that God made Jesus “our righteousness, holiness, and redemption” (1:30). Since Jesus 

is our righteousness, our holiness, and our redemption, then we can stand before a holy God 

because the Law of God is fulfilled in us through Jesus (Romans 8:3-4). 

This righteousness that Paul addresses in 1 Corinthians 1:30 is a righteousness from God, 

not man. This Righteousness is none other than Jesus Christ Himself. God provides this 

righteousness; this righteousness is outside of men and women; this righteousness is more than 

personal holiness or even correct teaching. It is a righteousness that is imputed (λογίζομαι, 

logizomai, “credited”) to humanity through faith in Christ. Paul writes to the Romans: 

 
     I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who 

believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. 17 For in the gospel a righteousness from God is 

revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, a just as it is written: “The righteous will 

live by faith.” (Romans 1:16-17) 

 

This “righteousness from God” stands out like a neon light flashing upon a billboard. 

This unique expression is descriptive; it tells where the righteousness comes from. Faith, in 

essence, is the channel through which God imputes to the believer His righteousness. The only 

way we can receive this righteousness from God is through faith in His Son Jesus. In fact, 

Paul stresses that this righteousness that belongs to Him is imputed to individuals through faith. 

According to Paul, it begins with faith and ends with faith (Romans 1:17). When we put our 

faith in Christ, then Jesus becomes our righteousness, our holiness, and our redemption. The 

righteousness that Paul tells about in 1 Corinthians 1:30 and Romans 1:17 is a 

righteousness done for us, not in us. It is a righteousness that is vicarious (performed or 

suffered by one person as a substitute for another: substitutionary—a vicarious sacrifice). This 

                                                 
113 2 Corinthians 1:20, 21; 2:14, 17; 3:14; 5:17, 19; 12:2, 19. 
114 1 Corinthians 1:2, 4, 30; 3:1; 4:10, 15 (2x), 17; 15:18, 19, 22, 31; 16:24. 

  a Or is from faith to faith 
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righteousness is the doing and dying of Jesus upon the Tree. Again, Paul uses the phrase 

“righteousness from God” two other times in the Book of Romans: 

 
     But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and 

the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who 

believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 

justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. (3:21-24) 

 

Even though this exact expression only crops up three times in the Book of Romans, 

nevertheless, one still finds the same concept presented in similar language. For instance, in 

Romans 10:1-4, Paul writes: 

 
     Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be saved. 2 For I 

can testify about them that they are zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge. 3 Since 

they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they 

did not submit to God’s righteousness. 4 Christ is the end of the law so that there may be 

righteousness for everyone who believes.  

 

This righteousness of God comes through faith, not works. In the fourth chapter of 

Romans, Paul states that God’s righteousness is “imputed” (“credited”) to us through faith. 

Many do not like the word impute, but Paul utilizes this word thirty-four out of the forty-one 

times that it is employed in the New Testament. In Romans 4, Paul utilizes this word 

(λογίζομαι, logizomai) eleven times. If we have a problem with this word impute, we have a 

problem with Paul. He is the one who wrote Romans under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  

 Prior to Romans 4, Paul sets forth the how of salvation. In Romans 3:25-26, Paul 

discloses that God presented Jesus as a sacrifice of atonement for sins committed. The words 

“sacrifice of atonement” are rendered in the KJV as “propitiation.” This “sacrifice of 

atonement” is the “wisdom from God” in 1 Corinthians 1:30. The word propitiation is from the 

Greek word ἱλαστήριον (hilastērion), which also means “mercy seat.” The “mercy seat” refers 

to the place on the Ark of the Covenant where the blood of the sacrifices was sprinkled on the 

Day of Pentecost. The cover on the Ark of the Covenant was called in Hebrew  ֹפ ֶרתכ   

(kǎp·pō·rěṯ), which is also translated in the LXX as ἱλαστήριον (hilastērion). The author of the 

Book of Hebrews, in writing about the Ark of the Covenant, says: “Above the ark were the 

cherubim of the Glory, overshadowing the atonement cover (ἱλαστήριον, hilastērion, “mercy-

seat”). aBut we cannot discuss these things in detail now” (Hebrews 9:5).  

Paul puts in writing, as stated above, that God gave Christ as an “atonement cover,” that 

is to say, the ἱλαστήριον (hilastērion). It is in the same vein that John jots down: “He is the 

atoning sacrifice (ἱλαστήριον, hilastērion, “propitiation”) for our sins, and not only for ours but 

also for b the sins of the whole world” (1 John 2:1). Jesus is the how of salvation for a lost and 

dying world. Christ is the site at which atonement takes place through faith. Unlike the Old 

Testament the “atoning sacrifice” in the Most Holy was looked upon by God only, but in the 

                                                 

 a Traditionally the mercy seat 

 b Or He is the one who turns aside God’s wrath, taking away our sins. 
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New Testament, God declares His “atoning sacrifice” openly for the world to see. We can only 

escape God’s wrath “in” and “through” Jesus (Romans 5); we can only experience freedom 

from the dominion of sin “in” and “through” Jesus (Romans 6); we can only receive deliverance 

from the curse of the Law “in” and “through” Jesus (Romans 7); and, finally, we can only 

receive redemption from condemnation “in” and “through” Jesus (Romans 8). Prior to 

Chapters 5-8, Paul wrote about two ages—the “old age” (1:18-3:20) and the “new age” (3:21-

4:25). In chapters 5-8, he sets forth the power of the destruction of the “old age” (see 5:21—

“through Jesus Christ”; 6.23—“in Christ”; 7:25—“through Jesus Christ”; and 7:39—“in 

Christ”) 

 Salvation can only come about “in and through Christ,” because God made Him 

our righteousness, our holiness, our redemption, and our mercy seat. As we read the Book 

of Romans, we should observe that Paul makes use of the phrase “in Christ” eleven times in 

sixteen chapters.115 Paul, in this same Epistle, also uses the saying “through Christ” once (8:2) 

and the expression “through Jesus Christ” five times.116 This slogan “in Christ” focuses on 

where salvation occurs. In the Book of Ephesians, the motto “in Christ” occurs fourteen 

times.117 As stated earlier, this unique terminology occurs eighty-six times in the Pauline 

Epistles, excluding Hebrews. Again, the how of salvation is Jesus Christ Himself. Even though 

Jesus is the how of salvation, Paul develops the means whereby we accept God’s salvation—

faith in Jesus, the Servant of the Lord. This Servant suffered vicariously for the sins of others.  

Isaiah (739 BC) records numerous “Servant of the Lord” passages in describing the activities of 

the coming Messiah. In one such prophecy, Isaiah cites God’s comments about this Servant of 

the Lord:  

 
     It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those 

of Israel I have kept. I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my 

salvation to the ends of the earth. (Isaiah 49:6) 

 

The NKJV renders the latter part of this verse: “That You should be My salvation to the 

ends of the earth.” Isaiah presents God as sending the Messiah in order to bring about 

redemption for all men and women—both Jews and Gentiles. This truth is set forth in the words 

of John the Baptist: “The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, ‘Behold! The 

Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!’” (John 1:29). We can hardly read Isaiah 

49:6 and John 1:29 without reflection upon the words of Jesus to Thomas: “I am the way, the 

truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6). Jesus tells 

Nicodemus, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not 

see life, for God’s wrath remains on him” (3:36). This righteousness that comes from God 

comes through faith in His Son (Romans 4:13). 

Jesus is the One spoken of as the Seed of the woman (Genesis 3:15), one born of a virgin 

(Isaiah 7:14), the Son given (9:6), and the coming Branch (ֶצַמח, ṣě·mǎḥ) to remove sin (4: 2; 

                                                 
115 Romans 6:11, 23; 8:1, 39; 9:1; 12:5; 15:17; 16:3, 7, 9, 10. 
116 Romans 1:8; 2:16; 5:21; 7:25; 16:27. 
117 Ephesians 1:1, 3, 9, 12, 13, 20; 2:6, 7, 10, 13; 3:6, 11, 21; 4:32. 
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11:1). Jeremiah, too, focuses in on the “righteous Branch,” of which Isaiah spoke. Listen to 

Jeremiah (627 BC) as he calls attention to Jesus as a “righteous Branch” and Jesus as “The Lord 

Our Righteousness”: 

 
      “The days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will raise up to David a a righteous Branch, a 

King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land. 6 In his days Judah will be saved 

and Israel will live in safety. This is the name by which he will be called: The LORD Our 

Righteousness.” (Jeremiah 23:5-6) 

 

As we reflect upon the Messianic prophecies, we quickly recognize that Christianity 

had a life before its birth. In other words, Christianity had a history before its tangible 

history. As we read the New Testament, we immediately recognize that the Christ of history is 

merely the fruit of prophecy—prophecy given to the prophets through the Holy Spirit hundreds 

of years before it came into actuality.  Christianity is totally unique in the world because of its 

reflex history—a history before its actual history. The One that Jeremiah speaks of—The Lord 

Our Righteousness—is the One that Paul writes about in 1 Corinthians 1:30.118 

 

THE BRANCH 

 

The word Branch (ֶצַמח, ṣě·mǎḥ) is a title that applies to the Messiah. Isaiah spoke of the 

Branch as the Messiah. Isaiah writes: “In that day the Branch of the LORD will be beautiful and 

glorious, and the fruit of the land will be the pride and glory of the survivors in Israel” (Isaiah 

4:2). Once more, Isaiah writes:  

 
     A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. 2 The Spirit 

of the LORD will rest on him— the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and 

of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the LORD— 3 and he will delight in the fear of the 

LORD. (11:1-3) 

 

As noted above, Jeremiah refers to Jesus as the Branch of David (Jeremiah 23:5). This 

terminology is also descriptive of Matthew’s genealogy in which he traces the lineage of Jesus 

the Messiah to Abraham: “A record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son of David, the son 

of Abraham” (Matthew 1:1). Zechariah, too, speaks of the Messiah as the Branch: 

 
     Listen, O high priest Joshua and your associates seated before you, who are men symbolic of 

things to come: I am going to bring my servant, the Branch [ֶצַמח, ṣě·mǎḥ]. 9 See, the stone I have 

set in front of Joshua! There are seven eyes c on that one stone, and I will engrave an inscription on 

it,’ says the LORD Almighty, ‘and I will remove the sin of this land in a single day. (Zechariah 3:8-9)  

 

                                                 

 a Or up from David~s line 
118See David Baron, Rays of Messiah’s Glory: Christ in the Old Testament, (Alpha Publications, 1866: 

reprint, Eugene Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2001) for an excellent treatment of the Messianic 

prophecies. I am indebted to him for his treatment of the Christ in the Old Testament. 

c Or facets 
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In the sixth chapter of Zechariah (520 BC), the Holy Spirit reveals more about the 

coming of the Messiah and His name: “Tell him this is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘Here is 

the man whose name is the Branch, and he will branch out from his place and build the temple 

of the LORD’” (6:12). In Zechariah 3, we observe the LORD as Servant, a term that is frequently 

employed by Isaiah as a reference to the Messiah. In this pericope about Joshua (Clean 

Garments for the High Priest—3:1-10), we view Joshua (This Joshua is symbolic.) the high 

priest, who represents Jerusalem (3:2), ministering before the altar in filthy garments, which is 

typical of defilement. Satan is mindful of his sins and issues an accusation against him: 

 
     Then he showed me Joshua a the high priest standing before the angel of the LORD, and Satan b 

standing at his right side to accuse him. 2 The LORD said to Satan, “The LORD rebuke you, Satan! 

The LORD, who has chosen Jerusalem, rebuke you! Is not this man a burning stick snatched from the 

fire?” (3:1-2)  

 

The Scriptures do not reveal what the accusations were, but we can get a clue from verse 

3: “Now Joshua was dressed in filthy clothes as he stood before the angel.” We cannot help 

but reflect upon what Satan must have said in his accusations against Joshua. Did he say as 

Habakkuk (hȧ-băkʾŭk, 609 BC) had said earlier: “Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you 

cannot tolerate wrong” (1:13). How can we approach the Holy God? How can we who are 

defiled draw near to God? As we reflect upon our own lives, everyone is chaff for the flames. 

Can we dare to take it upon ourselves to approach God without a mediator? How did God 

respond to these accusations from Satan about Joshua? Listen to the words of the Holy Spirit: 

“The LORD rebuke you, Satan! The LORD, who has chosen Jerusalem, rebuke you! Is not this 

man a burning stick snatched from the fire?” (3:2).  

The Jehovah-Angel said to those standing by to “Take off his filthy clothes” (3:3). Again, 

the Jehovah-Angel says, “See, I have taken away your sin, and I will put rich garments on you” 

(3:4). When God removes sin, then no one can bring accusation against the one whom God has 

cleansed. It is in this same vein that Paul reflects upon those “Whose transgressions are 

forgiven, whose sins are covered” (Romans 4:7). If God forgives, He will not count one’s sin 

against him or her (4:8). When one is “in Christ” the “Branch,” God has snatched, as it were, a 

burning stick from the fire. This forgiveness “in” and “through” Christ, prompted Paul to 

write: 

 
     And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, a who b have been 

called according to his purpose. 29 For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 

likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30 And those he predestined, 

he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified. 31What, then, 

shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? 32 He who did not spare his 

own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all 

things? 33Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. 

                                                 

a A variant of Jeshua; here and elsewhere in Zechariah 

 b Satan means accuser. 

  a Some manuscripts And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God 

b Or works together with those who love him to bring about what is good. 
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34 Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the 

right hand of God and is also interceding for us. 35Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? 

Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? 36 As it is 

written: “For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” c 37 

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For I am convinced 

that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, d neither the present nor the future, nor any 

powers, 39 neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from 

the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:28-39)  

 

 Satan is silenced on the sole ground of God’s choice—the Branch, which is Jesus. We 

are reminded of the words of Isaiah: “He who vindicates me is near. Who then will bring 

charges against me?” (Isaiah 50:8). The only way God can justify the guilty is through the 

Branch: “I am going to bring my servant, the Branch” (Zechariah 3:8). Paul addresses the 

dilemma of Satan’s accusations against the sinner this way:  

 
     God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, a through faith in his blood. He did this to 

demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand 

unpunished—26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one 

who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.  (Romans 3:25-26)  

 

 His Servant the Branch solves the mystery of how God justifies the ungodly—Jesus as 

the “atonement cover.” God presented Jesus (the Branch) as an atonement cover (mercy seat) 

on Calvary. The description of Calvary is set forth in Isaiah 53, Psalm 22, and Daniel 9:26. God 

poured out His righteous indignation upon His righteous Servant the Branch. Isaiah expresses it 

this way: “But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the 

punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed” (Isaiah 

53:5). Again Isaiah says, “by his knowledge i my righteous servant will justify many, and he 

will bear their iniquities” (53:11b). This redemption is the mystery that Paul unfolds in the 

Book of Ephesians and the Book of Colossians.  

 How can we answer Satan’s accusations? We can cite Scripture as Jesus did to Satan in 

the wilderness: “It is written.” We can say “yes” to our sinfulness, but we can, at the same time, 

cite Paul’s response to the human dilemma: “But God demonstrates his own love for us in 

this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). John, one of the Twelve, 

writes: “This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning 

sacrifice for b our sins” (1 John 4:10). We cannot stand before God in our own righteousness. 

Why? Paul goes right to the heart of the matter when he pens these famous words: “For all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). We must be clothed with the 

righteousness from God, which can be received only through faith in His Son who is the 

                                                 

c Psalm 44:22 

d Or nor heavenly rulers 

a 25Or as the one who would turn aside his wrath, taking away sin 

i Or by knowledge of him 

 b Or as the one who would turn aside his wrath, taking away 
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Servant of Righteousness, also known as the Branch.  This is the very reason that Paul rejects 

human righteousness and desires a righteousness that is from God: 

 
     But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 8What is more, I 

consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for 

whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in 

him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through 

faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 10I want to know Christ 

and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in 

his death, 11 and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.  (Philippians 3:7-11)  

 

 We recall, as discussed earlier, the words of Paul to the Corinthians in which he spoke of 

Jesus as our Righteousness, our Holiness, and our Redemption (1 Corinthians 1:30). Jesus was 

delivered over to death for our sins and raised for our justification (Romans 3:25). Remember, 

this One that is called Jesus is also named “the Branch.” As stated earlier, Zechariah speaks of 

Joshua’s justification through the Branch in 3:1-10, but now, in the sixth chapter, he makes a 

startling statement about the Messiah: 

 
     Tell him this is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘Here is the man whose name is the Branch, and 

he will branch out from his place and build the temple of the LORD. 13 It is he who will build the 

temple of the LORD, and he will be clothed with majesty and will sit and rule on his throne. And he 

will be a priest on his throne. And there will be harmony between the two.’ (Zechariah 6:12-13) 

 

In this text, we can say that the One “whose name is the Branch” is the One that Paul 

wrote about to Timothy: “For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the 

man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony given in its proper 

time” (1 Timothy 2:5-6). We can respond to the accusations of Satan by remembering the words 

of Paul—“But now”—after he painted a rather dismal picture of the plight of humanity without 

the Branch: 

 
     Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every 

mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. 20 Therefore no one will be 

declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of 

sin. But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law 

and the Prophets testify. 22This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all 

who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 

justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him 

as a sacrifice of atonement, a through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because 

in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—26 he did it to demonstrate 

his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 

(Romans 3:19-26) 

 

Not only can we cry, “But now,” but we can say in our own defense that Jesus is our 

Righteousness, our Holiness, and our Redemption. In the words of Jeremiah: “This is the 
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name by which he will be called: The Lord Our Righteousness” (Jeremiah 23:6). As a result 

of God’s grace in making Jesus our Righteousness, we can only stand in awe with jubilant 

praise for the One Who has called us out of darkness into His marvelous light. This 

“righteousness from God” is made available through faith (Romans 1:16-17; 10:1-16). “This 

righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe,” writes Paul 

(3:22). Paul hammers away this truth over and over in the Book of Romans as well as the Book 

of Galatians. What is our defense against Satan’s accusations? It is Jesus—the One who shed 

His blood for our forgiveness. Yes, Jesus is the how of our salvation. Pay attention once more to 

Paul as he sums up what he states in Ephesians 1:19-14 in 2:1-10 as to the how and why of 

salvation: 

 
     As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which you used to live when you 

followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at 

work in those who are disobedient. 3 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the 

cravings of our sinful nature a and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature 

objects of wrath. 4 But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive 

with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. 6 And 

God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order 

that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness 

to us in Christ Jesus. 8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from 

yourselves, it is the gift of God—9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

(2:1-10)  

 

THE “WHY” OF SALVATION 

 

 After developing the “how” of salvation, Paul then stresses the “why” of salvation 

(Ephesians 1:12). In summary Paul writes: “In order that we, who were the first to hope in 

Christ, might be for the praise of his glory” (1:12). Again Paul says, as cited above, that since 

salvation is the “gift of God,” we should never forget that “we are God’s workmanship, created 

in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (2:10). God’s 

people are to be “completely humble and gentle” and “patient, bearing with one another in 

love” and making “every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (4:2-

3). Peter expresses the “why” of salvation this way: 

 
     But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that 

you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 10 

Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, 

but now you have received mercy. (1 Peter 2:9-10)  

 

 Every Christian is a priest of God. Under the Old Covenant, individuals brought 

animals for sacrifices as their offerings (worship) to God, but under the New Covenant, 

Christians make their work an offering to God. In other words, everything the believer does is 

                                                 

a Or our flesh 
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done for God’s glory. Even the most menial, or basic, task is done to glorify God. We, as 

Christians, make our worship an offering to God. We make ourselves an offering to God 

through presenting our own bodies to glorify God. Paul says, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, 

in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—

this is your spiritual a act of worship” (Romans 12:1). What God desires of every follower of 

Christ is a heart of love and a life of service in His kingdom. If we wish to communicate the 

love of God, one of the best ways is through our lives, not just through words. It is in this vein 

that Jesus says: 

 
     You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. 15 Neither do people light a lamp 

and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. 16 

In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your 

Father in heaven. (Matthew 5:14-16) 

 

 Every person is called to be an obedient child of God. One and all are chosen to do what 

God likes, not what he or she likes. Each one is selected for service of consecration to kingdom 

work. Since every Christian is a priest, he or she must present his or her work to God as his or 

her spiritual act of worship. Are we conscious that we are a part of God’s chosen people? Are 

we mindful that we are priests of God? Are we aware that we are to be holy? The Christian 

community, according to the words of Peter, constitutes a “holy people.” What does this mean 

to us? Someone who is holy (ἅγιος, hagios, “sacred”) is separated from sin and consecrated to 

God. One who is holy is different. Are we unlike the world? God has chosen us as His 

people to be distinct in our behavior from the behavior of the world of darkness. God has 

elected us, His children, to be poles apart from other men and women in their daily walk with 

Him. What is the difference? Well, we can say that the difference lies in our outlook on life. For 

us, as believers, our lives are dedicated to God’s will and to God’s service.  

The Gospel of Christ compels everyone who responds to the Good News of salvation by 

grace to be different from other people. No Christian can be just ordinary, for every believer is 

of God. Paul, in dealing with sin among the Corinthians, had to remind the saints that their 

bodies did not belong to themselves, but to God: 

 
     Flee from sexual immorality. All other sins a man commits are outside his body, but he who sins 

sexually sins against his own body. 19 Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy 

Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; 20 you were 

bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body. (1 Corinthians 6:18-20) 

 

 Since we, as Christians, are a part of the living Body of Christ, we are to proclaim God’s 

way of salvation to a lost and dying world. Peter calls attention to the “spiritual house” that 

everyone born of God is a part of. Listen to Peter as he seeks to call attention to the activities of 

God’s chosen people: 

 

                                                 

a Or reasonable 
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     As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him— 
5 you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering 

spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. (1 Peter 2:4-5)  

 

Every Christian is a living stone, that is to say, the church (ἐκκλησία, ekklēsia, 

“community”) is a living edifice into which everyone is built, or added (Acts 2:41). Many 

believers today think that they can live in isolation from other believers, but this is not the 

biblical way. Christianity is community. It is involvement; it is belonging. Every man and 

woman only finds his or her true place in life when they become a part of this living edifice of 

God, which is the Body of Christ. Solitary religion, as advanced by some, is ruled out by God. 

William Barclay (1907-1978), Church of Scotland minister and Professor of Divinity and 

Biblical Criticism at the University of Glasgow, is correct when he writes: “Individualistic 

Christianity is an absurdity; Christianity is community within the fellowship of the Church.”119 

Why did the author of the Book of Hebrews warn believers not to abandon the assembling of 

themselves together if it is not important (Hebrews 10:25).  

Again, the how of salvation is an act of God “in” and “through” Jesus. The why of 

salvation is to glorify God through service within the spiritual house of God. Today, the 

theme of “Onward Christians Soldiers” is alien to the experience of many Christians. In the 

community that Jesus founded, there are to be no mere observers or auditors; but rather, all 

believers are to be involved in ministry. As Christians, we need to see ourselves as a task force 

to win the world to the Messiah. To rephrase the words of Peter, we can say that God has called 

us into His service in order that we might become a fellowship of penetration. The meeting 

place of Christians should be a launching pad where we are propelled, as it were, to go out 

into the world to tell people, not who we are, but rather to whom we belong. Unfortunately 

today, many Christians place their loyalty to Christ upon their own unique, or odd, teaching of 

theology rather than loyalty to fulfillment of the Great Commission. 

Today, the traditional gathering of the saints is a throwback to the Temple. The 

assembly nowadays is overemphasized as a worship service rather than as an assembly to 

push forward the strategy of winning souls to Christ and strengthening the saints. The 

church is the “company of the redeemed.” The early church did not seek God’s will in 

individual isolation. We cannot understand the idea of “company” without the concept of 

involvement. Elton Trueblood (1900-1994, American Quaker author and theologian) drives 

home this point when he writes: “The only purpose of a company is campaign.”120 We need to 

be actively engaged in finding out ways to get fellow believers on the production line of 

working for the kingdom of God. As we work out our salvation with fear and trembling, we 

must never forget that what we are doing day by day is in partnership with God. Sunday school 

teachers who are teaching small children and teenagers should employ this time to instill into 

their hearts a love for God and a desire to witness about Jesus as the Savior of the world.  

                                                 
119William Barclay, The Letters of James and Peter, The Daily Study Bible Series, Revised Edition 

(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1976), 196. 
120Elton Trueblood, The Company of the Committed (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1961), 37. 
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God has called every believer to evangelize. Evangelism is not the profession of the 

so-called clergy, which is a throwback to Catholicism with its selected priests. The 

Christian Church, as a whole, does not use the word priest for its ordained, but the word clergy. 

Jesus told the disciples in Luke 24 to bear testimony to the truth of His Resurrection from the 

dead. Evangelism is simply the method of testimony—testimony about who Jesus is. When we 

are converted to Christ, we are called to be witnesses about Jesus and His redemption made 

available to us through faith. The church is to be a fellowship of witnesses. In other words, the 

church was formed by Christ to accomplish His mission of evangelizing the world. It is in this 

regard that Paul writes: 

 
     Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All 

this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of 

reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins 

against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore 

Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on 

Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sin a for us, so that in 

him we might become the righteousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:17-21)  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In order for us to reach out to people, there is a sense in which every Christian will have 

to travel light.  As Christians, we must be willing to sacrifice a certain amount of our freedom in 

order to witness for Jesus. It is not uncommon for many Christians to take Christianity too 

lightly. Do we see ourselves as a taskforce for the advancement of God’s kingdom? Do we 

think that Christianity is just sitting comfortably in pews and listening to the preacher as well as 

the special singers? Are we soldiers of the Cross? When Paul was incarcerated in Rome, he 

wrote a letter to the Philippians in which he spoke of Epaphroditus (ē-păf-rō-dīʾtŭs) as a fellow 

soldier: “But I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my brother, fellow 

worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom you sent to take care of my 

needs” (Philippians 2:25). In Paul’s last letter that he wrote to Timothy, he encouraged Timothy 

to: “Endure hardship with us like a good soldier of Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 2:3). Once more, 

Paul, in his letter to Philemon [fī-lē-mŏn], writes: “To Philemon our dear friend and fellow 

worker, 2 to Apphia our sister, to Archippus [ȧr-kĭpʾŭs] our fellow soldier and to the church 

that meets in your home” (Philemon 2).  

 Are we soldiers of the Cross of Jesus? Can we sing “Onward Christian Soldiers” with 

meaning? If we, as a fellowship, are not advancing God’s kingdom, we are already retreating in 

our spiritual journey. Are we committed to the cause of Christ? We must bear in mind that 

commitment is never real unless it leads to evangelism; Christianity must move forward. If we 

wish true commitment to Jesus, we must always be conscious that commitment to the cause of 

Christ will never be effective apart from a fellowship of committed Christians.  

Do we believe in Christianity? If so, then we will place ourselves at the disposal of Jesus 

Christ for the work He has called us to do. Mere belief, said James, is never enough (James 

                                                 

a Or be a sin offering 
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2:19). As we reflect upon our conversion, we should pray that God will help us to know that 

conversion is not only an initial act, but that it is also a growing experience. God does not want 

His people to drift into spiritual idleness. He detests lukewarmness in His people (Revelation 

3:14-21). Do we have a spiritual history in our pilgrimage of faith? Or are we where we were 

twenty years ago? Today, many Christians are the same today at the age of seventy as they were 

at the age of twenty. As we reflect upon the how and the why of salvation, we discover that the 

words of Peter reinforce the how and why of salvation: 

 
     But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that 

you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 10 

Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, 

but now you have received mercy. 11 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to 

abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. 12 Live such good lives among the pagans 

that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on 

the day he visits us (1 Peter 2:9-12).  

 

 Do we understand the how of salvation? If so, are we sharing with others the Good News 

of salvation by grace through faith in the finished work of Christ upon Calvary? Have we 

responded to God’s free offer of salvation by faith “in” and “through” Jesus the Christ? If so, 

have we reflected upon the why of salvation? Do we consider ourselves servants of the Most 

High God? Do we view ourselves as priests of God? Are we ministers of God’s reconciliation? 

Are we actively engaged in kingdom work? Are we living our lives in just the human sphere or 

are we living our lives in the Divine sphere? 
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13 

 
 

Life Before Rebirth: 
Ephesians 2:1-3 

 

 

 

Life before rebirth is a life filled with self-centeredness (Ephesians 2:1-3). As we 

approach the second chapter of Ephesians, we are immediately confronted with the dilemma of 

sinful humanity and God’s initiative in rescuing sinful men and women from condemnation. In 

chapter one of Ephesians, Paul unfolds the mystery (μυστήριον, mystērion) of God concerning 

how He would accomplish salvation for lost men and women. For Paul, Jesus is God’s answer 

to the sin problem. Paul employs the prepositional phrase “in Christ” (ἐν Χριστῷ, en Christō) 

six times in the first chapter. This same phrase is utilized fourteen times in this Book. Just a 

perusal of the Book of Ephesians reveals Jesus as God’s Way of salvation. To preach Jesus is to 

proclaim salvation through His name. In the second chapter of Ephesians, we observe that to 

preach Christ is to preach the Cross (2:16). This Book displays the mighty acts of God in 

redemption. This understanding of God’s powerful undertaking of salvation “in Christ” was the 

driving force of the early mission of the Church. This same mindset should also be the 

motivating strength of missions within the Body of Christ today. 

 We cannot help but notice that in preaching Christ that the main objective is to call men 

and women to faith in Him. Paul unfolds the mystery of God by calling attention to the truth 

that salvation is through His Person and work. For preaching to be biblical, it must be Christo-

centric, that is to say, Christ centered. If preaching is not Christ centered, it is not biblical. The 

purpose of the written Word—Book of Ephesians, for example—is to lead individuals to the 

Word made flesh (John 1:1-14). Preaching is essentially the proclamation of the Good News 

about Jesus as God’s Way of salvation through faith in Him. If preaching is to be true 

preaching, we must emphasize the action of the Cross in redemption (Ephesians 2:16). As we 

reflect upon the Cross, we must ask ourselves, am I as apprehended by the Crucified and Risen 

Lord as was Paul? Has this finished work of Christ upon Calvary changed my life (John 

19:30)?  

 

LIFE BEFORE REGENERATION 

 

 In our approach to the second chapter of Ephesians, we are cognizant that the preaching 

of the Gospel is about Good News, not our views about our traditions. It is the proclamation of 
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Good News, not the issues, which divides so many Christians today. In the Gospel, we witness 

the creative work of God in redemption. Paul begins this second chapter with comments about 

the recipients of this Epistle: “As for you (ὑμᾶς, hymas), you were dead in your transgressions 

and sins” (Ephesians 2:1). Paul reveals that the recipients of this Epistle were formerly 

unbelievers and were dead in “transgressions and sins.” But Paul also calls attention to the 

Gospel of God’s grace, the means of their resurrection from the dead (spiritual death, 2:4-10). 

The words “It is by grace you have been saved through faith” should sink deep into our hearts, 

especially as we consider our lives before rebirth. 

 As we seek to unfold the words of Paul in this chapter, we detect that this chapter 

naturally falls into two segments—2:1-10 and 2:11-22. An analysis of these two subdivisions 

reveals that there are close parallelisms within the two units. In both groupings, Paul paints a 

rather dismal picture of humanity before rebirth. In both pieces, he draws a portrait of the 

predicament of individuals without God (2:1-3; 2:11-12). One of the key words that draws 

attention to this partition is the conjunction δὲ (de) found in 2:4 and 2:13. With this conjunction 

“de” in 2:4 and 2:13, Paul does not leave individuals without hope. In 2:1-3, Paul sketches an 

awful depiction of one without God, but he does not leave the scenario without giving the 

brighter side: “But now (nuni de) because of his great love for us, God who is rich in mercy, 

made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you 

have been saved” (2:4-5). 

 In the second component of this chapter (2:11-22), Paul, again, describes hope for those 

who were formerly without God and without Christ. “But now (Νυνὶ δὲ, nuni de) in Christ 

Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ” (2:13). 

Paul actually draws attention to their former status (far away) as well as to their new status 

(near) with the words “But now” (nuni de). “But now” is Paul’s response in the Book of 

Romans after he explains how the Law of God silences every individual (Romans 3:21-24). 

“But now” (Νυνὶ δὲ, nuni de) is the heart of the Gospel of Christ.121  

This “but now” is how faith answers the indictment of the Law, the accusations of the 

conscience, and everything else that would doom and demoralize us. There are no more 

wonderful words in the whole of Scripture than these two words—“but now.”   No man ever 

has provided, or ever will provide, a righteousness that will satisfy God and the demands of his 

holy Law. Well, is there optimism for humankind?  Can nothing be done for humanity? Is 

everyone irretrievably doomed? The Apostle to the Gentiles answers these questions. How? 

                                                 

      
121I am grateful to Dr. Lloyd Jones (1899-1981, Protestant minister) for much of my insight concerning 

justification by faith.  The late Dr. Jones, one of the ablest and most respected Bible expositors of the twentieth 

century, wrote several volumes on Romans.  For an illustration of his ability to express clearly the teachings of 

Romans, see D. M. Lloyd Jones, Romans, An Exposition of Chapters 3:20-4:25, Atonement and Justification  

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1971), 27 where he says:  

 

     ‘But now.’  This is the essence of the Christian position; this is how faith answers the accusations 

of the Law, the accusations of conscience, and everything else that would condemn and depress us.  

These are indeed very wonderful words, and it is most important that we should lay hold of them and 

realize their tremendous importance and their real significance. 
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“But now!” Yes, God’s grace provides the righteousness His law demands. The Gospel is about 

God’s activity of redemption for both men and women in Christ Jesus. “But now” is our 

defense against the curse of God’s Law.  This is the heart of the Gospel. 

The Gospel tells of righteousness from God, that is to say, righteousness provided by 

God, “in” and “through” our Lord Jesus Christ (3:24). Jesus has satisfied the Law of God on our 

behalf. He fulfilled the Law of God perfectly. When Paul speaks of this saving, justifying 

righteousness, he means a righteousness that is external to us, a righteousness that is alien to us, 

a righteousness that is passive to us, a righteousness that is imputed to us.122 This righteousness 

is so infinite, so incomprehensible that it is even beyond the ability of the angels to 

comprehend it.123  But God unfolds it and presents it on display in the Gospel of His Crucified 

Son; Christ’s Crucifixion for guilty sinners is the Gospel. In this act of Crucifixion, God reveals 

His way of redeeming sinners and upholding His holiness. Paul poignantly captures this truth 

when he pens: 

 
     God presented him a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.  He did this to 

demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand 

unpunished—he did it to demonstrate his justice presently, so as to be just and the one who justifies 

those who have faith in Jesus. (Romans 3:25-26) 

 

 In this study, I have sought to lay stress on the conjunction “but” (de) in order to call 

attention to the rhetorical effect of canceling out what precedes it. God steps in to accomplish 

                                                 

      122Christian writer Leon Morris (1914-2006, Australian New Testament scholar) has penned some 

compelling words that need to be heard. See Leon Morris, The Atonement: Its Meaning and Significance 

(Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity, 1983) 187, where he says: 

 

     An important idea in the New Testament is that righteousness may be imputed. There are grounds 

for imputation in an Old Testament passage, that in which we read, ‘Abram believed the LORD, and 

he credited it to him as righteousness’ (Gn.15:6).  This presents a problem to some modern people, 

because we so firmly believe that righteousness is an ethical quality. It is ‘being good.’  In that sense 

it is nonsense to talk about righteousness being imputed.  Everyone who aspires to this kind of 

righteousness must merit it for himself, by right living. It cannot be ‘credited’ or ‘reckoned’ or 

‘imputed’ to him other than in some fictitious and fanciful sense.  But when we see righteousness as 

basically legal, as ‘right-standing’, it is another matter. A standing or status can be conferred. The 

narrative says that God conferred this status on Abraham because of his faith. Paul uses this as his 

classic example of justification by faith.  Abraham received his ‘right-standing’ not on account of any 

meritorious action but simply because he trusted God.  

      123 Peter writes about the angels’ intense desire to know something about this salvation:  

 

     Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, 

searched intently and with the greatest care, trying to find out the time and circumstances to which 

the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories 

that would follow. It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they 

spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the 

Holy Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things. (I Peter 1:10-12) 



 179 

redemption. For Paul, the Gospel of Jesus the Messiah is a movement from God to humanity. 

As we reflect upon the Cross of Christ, we are conscious that this Cross is a manifestation of 

both God’s holiness and God’s love for degenerate men and women. Paul understood that it is 

God who takes the initiative—He Himself comes “in” and “through” His Son. The Cross of 

Jesus means that He really comes to sinful humanity. In the coming of Jesus, we witness the 

barriers destroyed that stood against God’s forgiveness. In this second chapter of Ephesians, 

Paul stresses that salvation is not by works, but rather by faith in Jesus Christ. In Ephesians 2:1-

10, Paul summarizes what it really means to be “in Christ.” 

 

OUR ONLY HOPE OF ESCAPE FROM CONDEMNATION: 

 

JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH  

“IN” AND “THROUGH” JESUS 

 

 As mentioned above, the structure of this pericope (unit) sets forth the “before” (far 

away) and the “after” (near) of salvation. In other words, the “before” is described in verses 1-3 

and the “after” in verses 4-10. Prior to God’s operation, the Gentiles “were dead” in their 

“transgressions and sins” (2:1). Paul also emphasizes this again in 2:5 when he writes that they 

“were dead in transgressions.” This double reference to their “before” condition is a means of 

highlighting the significance of God’s interference. These individuals (Gentiles) have 

experienced the same miracle manifested in the life of Christ—raised from the dead (2:5). Just 

as in the Crucifixion, Jesus was dead and brought back to life, so Paul is saying that they too 

were dead and made alive with Christ (2:5-6). In the life of Christ, we witness God descending 

and running after individuals who were “dead” in transgressions and sins. 

 In this short Epistle, especially in verses 5 and 8 of Chapter 2, Paul, in miniature form, 

sets forth justification by faith. Paul cries out: “It is by grace you have been saved” (2:5). 

Once more, he seeks to drive home the point of justification by faith by repeating what he said 

in verse 5: “For it is by grace you have been saved through faith—and this not from 

yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast” (2:8-9). Unlike 

Galatians and Romans, he does not spell out justification by faith in detail. In this chapter, Paul 

underscores that salvation is not our own doing; it is in the finished work of Christ Himself. 

Forgiveness can only take place through a Divine act—the Cross of Jesus (2:16). It is in 

the Cross that God makes known His holiness and His love at the same time. It is only in the 

Cross that we become conscious of what separates us from God. In this forceful Epistle, Paul 

highlights the Cross as the Divine act of reconciliation. At the Cross, the pride of both men and 

women are broken. Paul is simply saying in verses 5 and 8 of Chapter 2 that salvation is 

something beyond the power of humanity to achieve—“it is by grace.” In the Book of 

Ephesians, as stated earlier, Paul details the characteristics of the life before rebirth. We 

can hardly read Ephesians 4:17—5:20 without a consciousness that salvation can only be by 

grace through faith. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF LIFE  

BEFORE REGENERATION 

 

 It is “in” and “through” Jesus that we, as individuals, participate in the mystery that God 

had kept hidden from the foundation of the world (3:9). The “you” (ὑμᾶς, hymas) in 2:1 refers 

to the recipients in 2:11—Gentiles (ἔθνη, ethnē). Just a laid-back reading of this chapter reveals 

that life without Christ is death. On the other hand, Paul elaborates on redemption as being “in 

Christ.” For Paul, if we belong to Christ, we belong to Him in eternity (1:3-14). When we are in 

Christ, we belong to the Church, which is the community of Christ (1:22-23). This new 

community of the redeemed is destined for eternity; eternal life is promised to those who 

believe (1:13-14). The Church is the community of God founded upon love for those who were 

dead in “transgressions and sins” (2:1). 

 

Transgressions 

 

In 2:1, two words jump out at the reader—transgressions and sins. Is there a distinction 

between the two words? The word transgression is from the Greek word παράπτωμα 

(paraptōma), which seems to convey the idea of one deliberately breaking a known law. In 

other words, the Greek word paraptōma is employed in the sense of intended violation of that 

which is not right. This mindset produces, as a general rule, guilt, and this guilt is associated 

with forgiveness “in” and “through” Jesus (see Matthew 6:14, 15; Ephesians 1:7; Colossians 

2:13). Paul utilizes this word three times in Ephesians (1:7; 2:1, 5). A classic example of this 

type rebellion is found in Romans 1:18-32. Paul says, “For although they knew God, they 

neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their 

foolish hearts were darkened” (1:21). 

 This word transgression literally means to slip or fall. It is used of an individual losing 

one’s way and straying from the right road. It is utilized of a person who fails to grasp and slips 

away from the truth. To trespass is to take the wrong way; it is to miss the truth that one should 

have known. This word transgression slaps everyone in the face. No one has reached the goal 

that he or she knows to be right. How many have reached the intended goal of moral behavior 

that brings honor and glory to God?  When we analyze our external behavior, we can only 

stand in silence and pray, “God be merciful unto me a sinner.” How often have we 

deliberately chosen the wrong road even when we knew the right road, or course of action to 

take? 

 

Sins 

 

 Not only were the Gentiles dead in transgressions (deliberate violation of God’s Law), 

but also they were dead in sin (ἁμαρτία, hamartia). They had missed the mark. Paul paints a 

picture of things done and things left undone, which dilemma is still true. The word sin 

conveys the idea of one shooting an arrow at a target and missing. Sin is the failure of men and 

women to hit the target of life. This is the reason that sin is so universal; we have all failed to hit 
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the target of life. In the words of Paul: “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” 

(Romans 3:23). Sin destroys both men and women. When we do wrong, do our consciences 

bother us? Yes, sin does something to us. William Barclay (1907-1978, Church of Scotland 

minister and Professor of Divinity and Biblical Criticism as the University of Glasgow) 

correctly says that sin kills our will to do what is right: 

 
     Once a thing becomes a habit it is not far from being a necessity. When a man has allowed some 

habit, some indulgence, some forbidden practice to master him, he becomes its slave. As the old 

saying has it, “Sow an act and reap a habit; sow a habit and reap a character; sow a character and reap 

a destiny.”124 

 

Yet, in spite of our transgressions and sins, God, says Paul, gains the victory over sin 

through the Gospel, which is about Jesus rescuing us from our sins (Galatians 1:4). Paul 

informs Timothy about the Gospel of God’s grace in Christ Jesus as the victory over the 

troubles of both men and women: 

 
     So do not be ashamed to testify about our Lord, or ashamed of me his prisoner. But join with me 

in suffering for the gospel, by the power of God, 9 who has saved us and called us to a holy life—not 

because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace. This grace was given 

us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time, 10 but it has now been revealed through the 

appearing of our Savior, Christ Jesus, who has destroyed death and has brought life and immortality 

to light through the gospel. 11 And of this gospel I was appointed a herald and an apostle and a 

teacher. 12 That is why I am suffering as I am. Yet I am not ashamed, because I know whom I have 

believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day. (2 

Timothy 1:8-12)  

  

 Are we still living in “transgressions and sins” as a part of the Body of Christ? What 

kind of life are we living today? Are we still walking in our former way of life? Do we still 

manifest the same ungodly characteristics that dominated our lives before regeneration? Or are 

we walking according to our new life in Christ Jesus? Paul calls awareness to our way of life 

prior to conversion and to our way of life after conversion. Listen to Paul as he paints a graphic 

portrait of life before the new birth: 

 
     Wherein in time past ye walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of 

the power of the air, the spirit that now worketh in the children of disobedience: 3Among whom also 

we all had our conversation in times past in the lusts of our flesh, fulfilling the desiresa of the flesh 

and of the mind; and were by nature the children of wrath, even as others. (Ephesians 2:2-3, KJV)  

 

Behavior before Rebirth: 4:17—5:20 

 

Before our regeneration, we allowed Satan to take over our lives. In other words, life 

before our resurrection with Jesus is a life that has taken sides against God. This life before our 

                                                 
124William Barclay, The Letters to the Galatians and Ephesians, The Daily Study Bible Series, Revised 

Edition (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1976), 98.  

a desires: Gr. wills 
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new start is the life that Paul focuses on in 2:1-3. “You walked” (περιεπατήσατε, 

periepatēsate, “you used to live”) is a Hebraism for one’s lifestyle (conduct). In 2:1-3, Paul 

analyzes life before the new beginning in Jesus Christ; but in 2:4-10, he discusses life after 

renewal. Paul’s description of their former way of life is described as “children of 

disobedience” (KJV).  This expression (υἱοῖς τῆς ἀπειθείας, huiois tēs apeitheias, “sons of 

disobedience”) is a Semitism suggesting unethical and unruly subjects. Paul paints a rather 

gruesome picture of life outside the Body of Christ (4:17—5:20). Instead of the negative 

influences that dominated one’s life before regeneration, Paul, in this same pericope, 

admonishes the Gentiles to live as children of light (ὡς τέκνα φωτὸς, hōs tekna phōtos, 5:8, see 

also 2:10). The performance of Christians must not and cannot be the same as their character 

prior to redemption. He writes a description of their condition without God with penetrating 

words: 

 
     This I say therefore, and testify in the Lord, that ye henceforth walk not as other Gentiles walk, in 

the vanity of their mind, 18Having the understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God 

through the ignorance that is in them, because of the blindnesse of their heart: 19Who being past 

feeling have given themselves over unto lasciviousness, to work all uncleanness with greediness.  

(4:17-19). 

 

 In these verses, Paul describes the mindset of the “sons of disobedience.” In their 

darkened state, Paul explains their decadent behavior: “All of us have also lived among them at 

one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful naturea and following its desires and thoughts” 

(2:3). The KJV renders this verse: “Among whom also we all had our conversation in times past 

in the lusts of our flesh, fulfilling the desiresa of the flesh and of the mind.” The word 

conversation is the Greek word ἀναστρέφω (anastrephō), which means, “to conduct one’s life” 

or “act.” Paul employs it in a figurative sense of the practice of certain things. In other words, at 

one time, they lived lives selfishly like the rest of the world, but now they are to live lives that 

honor God, lives that are appropriate for fellowship with God. Paul uses the pronoun “we” 

(ἡμεῖς, hēmeis) to show that the behavior just described included both Jews and Gentiles.  

 The word “cravings” (NIV) or “lust” (KJV) is from the Greek word ἐπιθυμία 

(epithymia), which, in this verse, speaks of the evil desires and passions of humanity. This 

“lust” is revealed in our sinful nature and expressed in sexual, moral, and ethical rebellion 

against God. In Paul’s writings, this word always carries an uncomplimentary sense. For 

example, Paul employs this word “lust” in Titus 3:3:  

 
     At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions 

(ἐπιθυμίαις, epithymiais) and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one 

another.  

 

                                                 

e blindness: or, hardness 

 a Or our flesh 

a desires: Gr. wills 
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Again, Paul utilizes this word “lust” in Romans 1:24: “Therefore God gave them over in 

the sinful desires (ἐπιθυμίαις, epithymiais) of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading 

of their bodies with one another.”  Pay attention to Paul as he catalogs the sinful desires, or lust 

of the flesh: 

 
     They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the 

Creator—who is forever praised. Amen. 26 Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. 

Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. 27 In the same way the men also 

abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men 

committed indecent acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their 

perversion. 28 Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he 

gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done. 29 They have become filled 

with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, 

deceit and malice. They are gossips, 30 slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; 

they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; 31 they are senseless, faithless, heartless, 

ruthless. 32 Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, 

they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them. (1:25-32) 

 

 This description of the “lust of their own hearts” (KJV) is the conduct that Paul 

enumerates in Ephesians 2:1-3 and 4:17—5:20. In this section of Scripture (Romans 1:25-32), 

Paul describes a life without God as a life characterized by disobedience—a life that leads to 

disaster. Today, there is a great deal of talk about the rightness or wrongness of homosexuality 

and lesbianism. Is it right or is it wrong? Paul goes right to the heart of the matter and condemns 

this kind of sexual behavior. He says, as cited above, that  

 
     Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. 27In the same way the men 

also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men 

committed indecent acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their 

perversion. (1:26-27) 

 

 When we depart from biblical faith, the world presents a dark portrait of sinful 

humanity. We cannot participate in these kinds of immoral acts and expect to go to heaven. 

When we become Christians, we die to sin. If we are guilty, we must repent of such behavior 

and change. We must put off our “grave clothes.” We can confess the Gospel or deny the 

Gospel through our ethical behavior. Paul, in all his Epistles, presses home the necessity of right 

conduct that brings honor to the Gospel. Paul writes rather pointedly to the Corinthians about 

unethical conduct that does not glorify God: 

 
     Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: 

Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual 

offenders 10 nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the 

kingdom of God. (1 Corinthians 6:9-10) 

 

 Who are the wicked? It is not just “male prostitutes or homosexual offenders.” It also 

refers to thieves, greedy individuals, drunkards, slanderers, swindlers, and so on. What about 
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excessive drinking? If one is a drunkard, one must change his or her lifestyle; otherwise, one 

will not inherit the kingdom of God. Can drunkards be saved? Yes! If one is a drug pusher or 

drug addict, one can inherit the kingdom of God through repentance and belief in Jesus as 

God’s Atonement for the sins of humanity. Can individuals with these habits be saved? Yes! 

God demands repentance and fruits that portray repentance. Can slanderers be saved? Of 

course! Can homosexuals be saved? Sure! Can drug addicts be saved? Undisputable! Can drug 

pushers be saved? Guaranteed! Can husbands who mistreat their wives be saved? Absolutely! 

Can wives who mistreat their husbands be saved? Positively! Nevertheless, wicked behavior 

must change.  

We hear the words of Jesus to the man who had been an invalid for thirty-eight years: 

“See, you are well again. Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you” (John 5:14).  

After Paul says that such unholy behavior will bar one from the kingdom of God, he writes: 

“And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God” (1 Corinthians 

6:11). After our rebirth, we, as Christians, are called out of the world only to be sent back 

into the world to bring about transformation in the lives of men and women. We are to be 

loyal to the teachings of Jesus. If we withhold our allegiance, we weaken the community of the 

redeemed. Also, we detract from our influence when we fail to commit our lives to the new 

order—God’s new humanity in Jesus.  

When we are “in Christ,” we should remember that in Jesus the new life broke into the 

world.  If the Church is to become a living force, it must break with the molds of the 

powers of Satan. We, as God’s people, must remember that it is through the Christian 

community that the Church has contact with the world. If we visit nightclubs with drinking 

bouts and lewd songs, how can we expect to reach out to the lost? We betray our influence 

when we allow our salt to lose its savor. How can we witness to the truth that grace and truth 

came by Jesus Christ if we participate in darkness? Do we have a living faith? Partial devotion 

to God is not enough; it must be unlimited and unconditional loyalty. 

What is God’s attitude toward those who approve such ungodly actions, even if we do not 

take part? Again, we should pay attention to the words of the Holy Spirit: “Although they 

know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only 

continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them” (Romans 

1:32). God condemns not only the act, but He also condemns the one who has pleasure in those 

who practice such wickedness. Transgressions and sins are not just sexual sins. When we 

mistreat one another, we sin. This includes ill treatment of one’s wife or husband. When we 

abuse our spouse, we grieve the Holy Spirit. This kind of behavior is unacceptable to God. We 

should keep our minds on Paul as he gives a list of actions that was true of the Gentiles before 

their conversion to Christ—life before rebirth: 

 
     Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building 

others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. 30 And do not grieve the Holy 

Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 31 Get rid of all bitterness, rage 

and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. 32 Be kind and compassionate to 

one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. (Ephesians 4:29-32) 
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 Apparently some had not completely abandoned their former way of life. Thus, Paul 

warns them not to “pain” the Holy Spirit, whereby they were sealed unto the day of redemption 

(4:30). When we allow bitterness, rage, anger, slander, sexual sins, and so on to control 

our lives, we hurt God’s Holy Spirit. Paul had to remind the Ephesians to be kind and 

compassionate toward one another. Husbands and wives need to rethink these works of the 

flesh that sadden the Holy Spirit. What does it mean to be “kind and compassionate to one 

another”? What does it mean to forgive “each other”? Are we guilty of rage and anger and 

brawling and slander in our homes? Are we guilty of hating one another? Are we guilty of this 

kind of behavior outside the home? Do our lives exemplify Christ? What about sexual relations 

between husband and wife in the home? Do we withhold sexual intimacy from our spouse 

without his or her approval? If so, we sin. Paul talks about the way to avoid fornication: 

 
     Now for the matters you wrote about: It is good for a man not to marry.a 2 But since there is so 

much immorality, each man should have his own wife, and each woman her own husband. 3 The 

husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her husband. 4 The 

wife’s body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the same way, the husband’s 

body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife. 5 Do not deprive each other except by 

mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together 

again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. (1 Corinthians 7:1-5)  

 

 The husband should not treat his wife as a sex object. Some husbands are brutal in their 

demands of their wives in the area of sexual union. If there is abstinence, it should be with the 

consent of both. Deprivation of sex can expose one to the temptations of Satan from one’s lack 

of self-control—burning with sexual desires. If the husband wishes respect from his wife, he 

must love her as Christ loves the Church. Paul, in the Ephesian Epistle, calls attention to the 

husband-wife relationship: 

 
     Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife as 

Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. 24 Now as the church submits to 

Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything. 25 Husbands, love your 

wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her 26 to make her holy, cleansinga her 

by the washing with water through the word, 27 and to present her to himself as a radiant church, 

without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. 28 In this same way, husbands 

ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 29 After all, no 

one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church— 30 for we 

are members of his body. 31 “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to 

his wife, and the two will become one flesh.”b 32 This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about 

Christ and the church. 33 However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and 

the wife must respect her husband. (Ephesians 5:22-33) 

 

                                                 

 a Or "It is good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman.” 

 a Or having cleansed 

 b Gen. 2:24 
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 Are these instructions from the Lord a part of our relationship with our spouse? This is 

“after” behavior on the part of every believer. Husbands, do you love your wives? Wives do 

you respect your husbands. As Christians, we should not throw our weight around. We are to 

submit to one another. We should esteem others more important than ourselves: “Be devoted to 

one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves” (Romans 12:10). Paul 

elevated marriage by saying: “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and 

gave himself up for her” (Ephesians 5:25). Prior to life before rebirth, the ill treatment of wives 

was commonplace, but, after rebirth, Christians are to assume a different lifestyle. The fact that 

we, as individuals, have been raised from the dead should motivate all of us to want to walk 

with a clean heart. We are to put off the old man and put on the new man. Paul expresses it this 

way: “You must no longer live as the Gentiles do” (4:17). 

What is it that changed so many in the ancient world from this kind of lifestyle? It was 

the news of Jesus and His Resurrection that won so many in the ancient world to the new life in 

Christ. Paul, in his Epistle to the Christians in Rome, writes about the new life: 

 
     Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer 

yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your 

body to him as instruments of righteousness. 14For sin shall not be your master, because you are not 

under law, but under grace. (Romans 6:13-14) 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Our journey of transgressions and sins leads us to the Cross of Jesus where we find 

forgiveness. This road to the Cross also begins our new life “in Christ” into conformity to 

Christ’s ethical instructions. Our reflection upon the mighty act of God in the Passion and 

Resurrection of Jesus generates new behavior. In Christ, we die to our self-centeredness. We 

enter a new life in which Jesus is the center. Have we died to sin? Are we a light to the world? 

Listen to Paul as he expresses his thoughts about the life after rebirth:  

 
     Do everything without complaining or arguing, 15 so that you may become blameless and pure, 

children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in 

the universe 16 as you hold outa the word of life. (Philippians 2:14-16)  

 

As we think about the Cross of Jesus, we should view the Cross as the place where the 

long road of life before rebirth leads and ends, and, at the same time, where the new road of life 

begins and ends. God expects us to respond to His initiative in redemption. Our life with God 

takes place at the Cross. God vindicated His actions in the Crucifixion of Jesus by raising 

Him from the dead. The Resurrection is proof that all is well. Yes, Calvary had a purpose 

in God’s scheme of redemption. The question that confronts every believer is this: Am I living 

a life that gives credence to my belief in the Resurrection? Has the Resurrection made a change 

in my life? Does Satan dominate my life? If so, we have taken sides against God. If we continue 

to live according to our lives before regeneration, we are living a life that is in rebellion against 

                                                 

 a Or hold on to 
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God. Is God the center of our lives? Or is self the center of our lives? We should focus our 

attention once more on the life before rebirth: 

 
     As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which you used to live when you 

followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at 

work in those who are disobedient. 3 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the 

cravings of our sinful naturea and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature 

objects of wrath. (Ephesians 3:1-3) 

 

 

                                                 

 a Or our flesh 
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14 
 

Singing and Playing:  

 Ephesians  5:19 
 

 

We are heirs of the “Fathers,” of medieval theologians, of the Reformers, and of the Puritans. To 

deny such inheritance is to deny our faith. But to claim a historic faith also means to claim one that is 

constantly moving toward God’s future, and therefore we must learn to claim our inheritance in such 

a way that it is a help rather than a hindrance in our march toward the future. In other words, we must 

learn to reevaluate and reinterpret what has been handed down to us. To do this in the case of 

Scripture is the primary task of a preacher of liberation.125 
 

 Paul exhorts Christians to sing and play to the Lord. Within many Christian fellowships, 

the issue of instrumental music in the so-called worship service is a source of division among 

equally godly men and women—some in favor, others not. This chapter is an analysis of James 

Burton Coffman’s126 essay against instrumental music. He wrote an article entitled “The Sinful 

Use of Instrumental Music.”127 The first part of my response focuses on the principles of 

interpretation, and the last part of this investigation concentrates on the arguments set forth by 

Coffman’s objection to instrumental music. My examination of Coffman’s composition is not to 

question the integrity of this godly man, but rather to scrutinize his points to see if his opinions 

are compelling in his rejection of instrumental music—a position that many Christians uphold. 

This examination will focus primarily upon the arguments presented by Coffman, not 

judgments expressed by others who are also in opposition to instrumental music. 

                                                 
125Justo L. Gonzalez and Catherine G. Gonzalez, Liberation Preaching: The Pulpit and the Oppressed 

(Nashville: Abingdon, 1980), 31. Justo González is a retired United Methodist minister and professor of 

historical theology. He has published more than 100 books, which have been translated into 10 languages, 

including the volume on Luke in the Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible series, Heretics for 

Armchair was a cleric of the Church of England (Anglican), schoolteacher and author. He was a pallbearer at 

the funeral of Charles Darwin in 1882. He was a member of the Cambridge Apostles secret society. 

Theologians, and the Westminster Bible Companion: Revelation.  
126 James Burton Coffman’s (1905-2006) was one of the most influential figures among Churches of 

Christ in the 20th century. 
127James Burton Coffman, “The Sinful Use of Instrumental Music,” Gospel Advocate 137, no. 10 (October 

1995): 20. In spite of the fact that I am dealing with his arguments, this analysis of Coffman’s article is not 

written to impugn his integrity or his sonship to God. Even though we disagree over the instrument, I still 

regard Coffman as a sincere child of God—one that has eternal life in and through Jesus the Messiah and is now  

with the Lord since his departure from his earthly ministry.. 
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Two Scriptures that numerous believers, within certain fellowships, rely upon to uphold their 

views concerning the rejection of instrumental music are Ephesians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16. 

These two Scriptures are cited by many well-meaning Christians to substantiate their beliefs 

that it is sinful for Christians to “sing and play” in the corporate Assembly of God’s people. 

Coffman, for example, denies the implications of the word play, or make music, as set forth in 

Ephesians 5:19. He writes: “It is the commandment of Christ through the sacred writers of the 

New Testament that commands Christians to sing, not to make music.”128   

These two passages are frequently viewed as Scriptures to regulate singing without the 

use of the instrument in a so-called worship service.129 For Christians to praise God with 

instruments during the gathering of the saints on Sunday morning is tantamount to rebellion 

against God. In fact, to sing with the accompaniment of instrumental music is high treason 

against God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit. God will send, according to some believers, 

individuals to an eternal burning hell if they dare to praise Him or Christ with instrumental 

accompaniment. According to Coffman, as well as many other sincere and devoted Christians, 

we cannot sing and play, but only sing (a cappella).130 

 Unfortunately, Ephesians 5:19 is generally interpreted as a “worship service” text.131 In 

other words, According to some believers, Paul wrote this text in order to regulate the kind of 

singing within the assembly, not outside the church. We may praise God with instruments, 

providing we are not worshipping God during a church service. When the church assembles 

between the hours of 10am and 11am for Sunday morning worship, the congregations must sing 

without the accompaniment of instruments, which constitutes one of the five-acts of worship.132 

                                                 
128James Burton Coffman, “The Sinful Use of Instrumental Music,” 29. 
129Ibid. 
130Ibid 
131To illustrate this mindset, the late E. H. Miller (1909-1989, my uncle) wrote an essay, in 1945, entitled, 

“The Establishment of the Church,” in which he enumerated the so-called five-acts of worship as the identifying 

marks of a true church. See “The Establishment of the Church,” in  Old Paths Advocate,  Homer L. King, ed. 

(Lebanon, Missouri: Old Paths Advocate, 1945), 70, where Miller expresses the traditional concept of 

worship centering around  five prescribed rituals: 

 

     We cannot escape seeing that in the above five items of worship, simplicity is an outstanding 

characteristic of the church established by our Lord, just as he has shown in all his teaching and 

examples in his own life and work.  (Emphasis mine—underlining and bold) 

 
132The above citation from the late E. H. Miller is also advanced among other Church of Christ folk other 

than just among the one-cup and non-Sunday school movement. It is advanced by many sincere Christians 

upon the presupposition that God ordained a worship service with five prescribed rituals, one of which is 

to sing without the accompaniment of an instrument. It is in this vein that Curtis Cates (1941-2013), 

formally Director of the Memphis School of Preaching, writes about the five-acts of worship. See Curtis Cates,  

Worship: Heaven’s Imperative, Or Man’s Innovations (Memphis, Tennessee: Cates Publications, 1993), 21, 

where he writes:  “Please be assured, dear reader, that there are five items of worship set forth clearly in the 

New Testament; there is a Divine pattern for worship. The early church engaged in those acts (Acts 2:42).” 

(Emphasis mine—underlining and bold) 

Then on pages 42-46, he discusses the mechanical instrumental music as a violation of one of the so-

called five-acts of worship. This view of worship is still very entrenched into the thinking of many of God’s 
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Why? Some Christians assert that God forbids His people to praise Him with the instrument 

when they assemble as a corporate body for corporate worship.   

This philosophy is still alive and well on planet earth. Sixty-five years after my uncle (E. 

H. Miller) wrote against instrumental music in the Old Paths Advocate, Greg Gay, one of the 

members of the editorial staff for the Old Paths Advocate, writes in this same journal his 

approval of refusing fellowship with anyone who holds to the use of the instrument as well as a 

multitude of other things that he objects to with passion. He writes about the stance of two early 

leaders (Homer King [1892-1983] and Homer Gay [1894-1958]) in the one-cup and no Sunday 

school Movement. He expresses his disregard for those who do not agree with his particular 

interpretation of the Scriptures. 
 

     Once these brave brethren made the decision to take a stand of fellowship against those things that 

violate the pattern of the scriptures they also found it necessary to reject those who disagreed with 

them. As a result, within the Restoration Movement they rejected fellowship with the Disciples of 

Christ, the Christian church, and what we today call the digressive Church of Christ. 

     They drew lines of fellowship against innovations like missionary societies, multiple cups, 

multiple loaves, instrumental music in worship, women speakers, and Sunday Schools. That means 

they believed the brethren who practiced or countenanced these things need to be converted because 

they are lost. This is in keeping with the Scripture: “Now I beseech you, brethren, mark them which 

cause divisions and offences contrary to the doctrine which ye have learned; and avoid them. For they 

that are such serve not our Lord Jesus Christ, but their own belly; and by good words and fair 

speeches deceive the hearts of the simple” (Rom 16:17-18).133 
 

Worship:  

One’s Way of Life 
  

The above citation is cited by many Christians within the Churches of Christ to justify 

their separation from believers who “sing” and “play” music in celebration to God for His 

grace. For an examination of how this Scripture is misapplied, see footnote below (# 9). Just a 

perusal of the Book of Ephesians reveals that Ephesians 5:19 deals with our way of life twenty-

four hours a day, not just Sunday morning or evening worship service.  If we are to identify 

with this particular verse (5:19), we must first learn to read the whole book in context before 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

people, even though we never read of five-acts of worship in the New Testament. In fact, the New Testament 

writers never tell Christians to gather for a worship service in order to perform five prescribed rituals, rituals 

that constitute a “Divine pattern for worship.” My comments are not intended to malign the authors cited. For 

example, E. H. Miller was one of the most devoted persons that I have ever known. He was a child of his 

religious heritage and culture. My objective in this analysis is to bring about unity among God’s people. I, too, 

misapplied these Scriptures for the first seventeen years of my ministry, which was under the guidance of my 

uncle. 
133Greg Gay, “Pals, One Hundred Years Ago,” in Old Paths Advocate LXXXII, No. 5 (May 2010): 1. 

Unfortunately, Greg Gay misapplies Romans 16:17-18. I can sympathize with this brother’s misapplication. As 

stated above, I, too, misunderstood this particular text for the first seventeen years of my ministry. For an 

examination of this Scripture in its immediate and remote context, see Dallas Burdette, “Watch Out for Those 

Who Cause Division,” in Dallas Burdette, Old Texts Through New Eyes: Reexamination of Misunderstood 

Scriptures (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 274-305. This examination is in no way to malign Greg Gay 

whom I consider to be a sincere and devout child of God. 
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postulating our interpretation of 5:19. If we fail to read this book as a book, we can draw 

conclusions that are not sound, in spite of our sincerity. An understanding of the whole helps us 

to be aware of the part. The task of every interpreter is to seek to know the one specific 

meaning intended by the author. An author helps his readers to recognize his meaning 

through its context. Francis W. Beare (b. 1902) correctly calls attention to the context in his 

exegesis of this passage: 
 

     19-20. Spiritual fullness comes to expression in joyful fellowship, in song, in perpetual 

thanksgiving. The Christian’s whole life, when it is given its true direction, moves in the atmosphere 

of worship. In the context the words cannot refer to the meetings for public worship alone or 

even primarily, but to everyday social intercourse. The whole expression is modeled on Col. 3:16-

17; but addressing one another suggests the general relationships of life over a broader area than the 

“teaching and admonishing” of the Colossians passage.134 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Also, Theodore O. Wedel, co-author with Beare, draws attention to the error of limiting 

this text to the “architectural” building and “Sunday worship”:  
  

     But here, as so often, we make the mistake of limiting the concept of church and religion to their 

architectural expression in a house of God or to our Sunday worship. Have we not also parish halls 

and cottage parlors and a common life of Christian fellowship on weekdays? Must Christian singing 

and making melody be restricted to our rightly decorous worship hours? And as for giving thanks 

always for all things unto God—this can surely find social expression in games and picnics and 

singing around a campfire.135 

 

Wedel also bemoans the travesty of limiting Ephesians 5:19 to special hours. He seeks to 

call attention to the deception of limiting worship to special hours:  
 

     Is it not a tragic misreading of the Christian faith that all of us are inclined to relegate “religion” to 

special hours or seasons and to appointed pieties? Churchgoing and prayer hours are a necessity for 

the Christian life. Woe unto us if we neglect them. They are the time for listening to the word of God 

which will clarify for us his will. But the doing of his will is both costing and rewarding in the now of 

every day.136  

INTERPRETATION:  

CONCEPTUAL GRIDS 

 

 Before we embark upon an analysis of Coffman’s essay against instrumental music and 

an interpretation of Ephesians 5:19, a word of caution is given in order to help us approach the 

text without colored glasses—consciousness of our traditions as we approach the text. It is not 

uncommon for us to impose our own conceptual grids on a text without due reflection. When 

we approach the Word of God, we should come within reach of every text with a hermeneutics 

                                                 
134Francis W. Beare, The Epistle to the Ephesians: Introduction and Exegesis, The Interpreter’s Bible 

(Nashville: Abingdon, 1953), 10:714. 
135Theodore O. Wedel, The Epistle to the Ephesians: Exposition, The Interpreter’s Bible, (Nashville: 

Abingdon, 1953), 10:715. 
136Ibid., 713, 714. 
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of suspicion. In other words, we should be conscious of our own fallibility in interpreting 

Scriptures. Our interpretation should always remain the object of suspicion and of critical 

evaluation. We must have a self-critical stance toward the tendency to impose our own agenda 

upon the exposition of Scripture. This is especially true in the interpretation of Ephesians 5:19. 

 For many devout and committed believers, this Scripture is a verse that regulates 

corporate singing in an assembly on Sunday morning during a so-called worship service. 

Through a sleight of hand, though not intentionally, this passage is cited in such a way that 

instrumental music is eliminated from the believer’s life of worship or praise, except when it is 

outside the church building. In the nineteenth century, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834) 

originated the idea of the hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic circle philosophy simply 

means: “Each part of a text must be interpreted with reference to the whole; yet the meaning of 

the whole cannot be grasped without considering the parts.”137 

 Interpretation is an attempt to understand the work as a whole by an analysis of its 

elements.138 Hermeneutics139 ordinarily covers the whole field of interpretation, including 

exegesis.140 Nevertheless, hermeneutics is often used in a much narrower sense to grasp the 

relevance of ancient works. In other words, it is concerned about the “here” and “now.”141 John 

H. Hayes and Carl R. Holiday define exegesis as an attempt “to reach an informed 

understanding of the text.”142 This in-depth study of instrumental music is an attempt to 

reach an informed understanding of the text by looking at the whole and then the 

particular.  

The traditional interpretation, among many Christians within the Churches of Christ, as 

well as other fellowships, is so entrenched in the thinking of men and women that many can no 

longer distinguish between their tradition and the Word of God itself. We should weigh 

                                                 
137See Kathleen Morner and Ralph Rausch, “Hermeneutics,” NTC’s Dictionary of Literary Terms 

(Illinois: NTC Publishing Group, 1991), 97.  
138Ibid. 
139See Robert H. Stein, A Basic Guide to Interpreting the Bible: Playing by the Rules (Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 1994), 17, where Stein writes: “The term ‘hermeneutics,’ .... simply describes the practice or discipline 

of interpretation”; see also Thomas H. Olbright, Hearing God’s Voice (Abilene, TX: ACU Press, 1996), 185, 

where he says, “In a large sense, hermeneutics constitutes a theory about how one person explains or 

communicates a text to another.” Robert H. Stein was senior professor of New Testament interpretation at 

Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. He previously taught at Bethel Seminary. A world-renowned scholar of 

the Synoptic Gospels, he is the author of several books, including Jesus the Messiah, Mark in the Baker 

Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament series, and Luke in the New American Commentary series. 
140See Morner and Rausch, “Exegesis,” Ibid., 72, 73, where they say, “Originally, the detailed analysis, 

explanation, and INTERPRETATION of passages in the Bible, or, by extension, of any literary or intellectual 

text. The term carries with it a sense of digging out the meaning of a difficult passage.” 
141See Gordon D. Fee & Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All It’s Worth (Rand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1993), 25. 
142John H. Hayes and Carl R. Holladay, Biblical Exegesis: A Beginner’s Handbook, revised edition 

(Atlanta, Georgia: John Knox Press, 1987), 23. 
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carefully our traditions in the light of God’s Word. Jaroslav Pelikan143 calls attention to the 

necessity of rethinking cherished traditions: 
 

     Like any growth, development may be healthy or it may be malignant; discerning the difference 

between these two kinds of growth requires constant research into the pathology of traditions. But it 

is healthy development that keeps a tradition both out of the cancer ward and out of the fossil 

museum.144 

 

 It is possible for us, as interpreters, to miss the point of the text if we do not consider the 

“linguistic, cultural, and historical background to the inspired writings,” writes Cedric 

Johnson.145 It is also in this same vein that Louis Berkhof146 cautions Christians not to fall into 

the same trap that many fell into during the Reformation. Berkhof again sharpens the focus of 

caution when he writes: 
  

     The militant spirit of the age found expression in hundreds of polemical writings. Each one sought 

to defend his own opinion with an appeal to Scripture. Exegesis became the handmaid of dogmatics, 

and degenerated into a mere search for proof-texts. The Scriptures were studied in order to find there 

the truths that were embodied in the Confessions.147 

 

EXAMINATION OF JAMES BURTON COFFMAN’S ESSAY 
 

As stated above, this examination of Coffman’s article is not to question the sincerity of 

this man of God. The primary purpose is to help individuals who are struggling with this issue, 

to make a more accurate interpretation of Ephesians 5:19 in order to bring about more unity 

among God’s people. To set the tone for a clearer understanding of Ephesian 5:19, I have 

chosen to review Coffman’s article written against the use of the instrument in praise to God.148 

His essay is chosen as an example to illustrate the lengths that individuals will resort to in order 

to uphold one’s own “interpretative community.”   

                                                 
143 Jaroslav Pelikan (1923-2006), a scholar in the history of Christianity—Christian theology and 

Medieval intellectual history. Also, Pelikan was a historian of Christianity, theology, and medieval 

intellectualism. He received his PhD from the University of Chicago. Throughout his life he held numerous 

intellectual leadership positions. He was dean of Yale Graduate School from 1973 to 1978, president of the 

American Academy of Arts and Sciences, editor of the religious section of Encyclopedia Britannica, a member 

of the President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities, and founder of the Council of Scholars at the Library 

of Congress. He was Sterling Professor Emeritus of History at Yale University, where he served on the faculty 

from 1962 to 1996. Pelikan wrote over 30 books, including Mary Through the Centuries, Jesus Through the 

Centuries, Whose Bible Is It?, and The Vindication of Tradition. 
144Jaroslav Pelikan, The Vindication of Tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 60. 
145Cedric B. Johnson, The Psychology of Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), 20. 
146 Louis Berkhof (1873–1957) was a Reformed theologian whose works remain highly influential. He 

taught at Calvin Theological Seminary from 1906 and served as its president from 1931–1944. 
147L. Berkhof, Principles of Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1962), 28-29. 
148See James Burton Coffman, “The Sinful Use of Instrumental Music, Gospel Advocate 137, no. 10 

(October 1995): 20-22. James Burton Coffman (1905-2006): This saintly man was ninety years old at the time 

of this writing. Eleven years later he went to be with the Lord at the age of one-hundred and one. 
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It is obvious that Coffman allowed his traditions to stand in the way of listening anew to 

the biblical texts. Every interpreter must exercise caution that he or she does not prune or crop 

the text to fit one’s theological presuppositions. Every believer must learn to reinterpret and to 

reevaluate the customs handed down through the centuries. It is not uncommon for Christians to 

identify the traditions of their “interpretative community” with the Word of God itself. It is in 

this regard that Cedric Johnson149 expresses the basic problem well in his discussion of 

presuppositions: 
  

     Generations of scholars in the field of hermeneutics have recognized the influence of 

preunderstanding on interpretation. C. S. Lewis [1898-1963] observed “What we learn from 

experience depends on the kind of philosophy we bring to experience.”150 

 

 We, as Christians, often accept what we were taught without question. It is in this sense 

that our interpretation(s) is neither subjective nor objective. In other words, we have never taken 

the time to employ our minds subjectively in analyzing the Scriptures for ourselves, nor have 

we looked at the Scriptures objectively. Our interpretations are “ready-made or prefabricated 

meanings.”151 Our interpretations are hand-me-downs from our own unique interpretative 

community. It is in this same vein that Stanley Fish (b. 1938, American literary theorist and 

legal scholar) rightly says, “In other words, interpretive communities152 are no more stable than 

texts because interpretive strategies are not natural or universal, but learned.”153 In spite of 

Fish’s deconstruction philosophy, nevertheless, he is correct when he writes: 
 

     And, moreover, the way of seeing, whatever it was, would never be individual or idiosyncratic, 

since its source would always be the institutional structure of which the “see-er” was an extending 

agent. This is what Sacks means when he says that a culture fills brains “so that they are alike in fine 

detail”; it fills them so that one’s interpretive acts are exclusively his own but fall to him by virtue of 

his position in some socially organized environment and are therefore always shared and public.154 

                                                 
149 Ceddric B. Johnson, is, at the time of this book, a licensed Clinical Psychologist in private practice. 

He has taught at Western Conservative Seminary in Portland, Oregon, holds degrees from the University of 

South Africa, Fuller Theological Seminary, nd Fuller Graduate School of Psychology. 
150Johnson, The Psychology of Biblical Interpretation, 45. 
151See Stanley Fish, Is There A Text in This Class? (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 

Press, 1980), 172, for an excellent presentation of subjective and objective interpretation. 
152Fish does not use “interpretative community” but “interpretive community.” 
153Ibid. I disagree with Fish’s philosophy of the text being unstable. If I understand Fish correctly, he is 

a deconstructionist in his philosophy. See Morner and Rausch, “Deconstructive Criticism,” NTC’s Dictionary, 

50-51, where they explain “deconstruction”: 

     An approach to LITERARY CRITICISM based on the views and procedures of the French thinker 

Jacques Derrida [1930-2004, French Philosopher]. Deconstructive criticism utilizes reader-centered 

theories of meaning that ignore reference to the author’s intention and deny the possibility of a 

terminate meaning or “correct” interpretation for any text. Deconstructive criticism makes possible 

innumerable contradictory but “undecidable” meanings. First becoming prominent in the 1970s 

deconstructive criticism is central to POST-STRUCTURALISM. 

 
154Fish, Is There A Text, 335. 
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 Leaders, especially ministers, often memorize verses from the Bible by the hundreds. But 

frequently their interpretation is not so much theirs, as it is the interpretation of a social 

structure to which they belong; that is to say, their interpretative community. Traditions still 

stand in the way of listening anew to the biblical text.155 Once more, the Gonzalezs’156 caution: 

“We must learn to reevaluate and reinterpret what has been handed down to us.”157 It is still 

very difficult for individuals to conceive that one might cite Scripture and, at the same time, fail 

to apply the text correctly in light of its historical background. It is also in this vein that O. E. 

Payne writes about the acceptance of arguments against instrumental music without regard to an 

examination of long-held traditions: 

 

     Most men in like positions, instead of dismissing prejudice and divesting themselves of the warp 

and woof of long years of custom and environment, preparatory to open-minded research, have 

passionately rushed to the defense of that to which they have been accustomed, resorting to the 

Scriptures with no loftier purpose than to search for proof or pretext with which to bolster the 

doctrine or practice which is questioned.158 
 

 Some religious writers suppose they have all the answers, especially within their own 

interpretative community of saints. As a result of this kind of intellectualization, the so-called 

intellectually correct party ostracizes those who go against the grain with their particular 

interpretative community. We must be careful that we do not go to the Scriptures to prove what 

we already believe, but rather to see what they say. Many Christians are so accustomed to 

reading the Bible as previously taught by generations of interpreters that they cannot distinguish 

between one’s interpretation and God’s Revelation. In other words, for one to question the 

traditional interpretations is tantamount to questioning the Word of God itself.159  

This failure to discriminate between one’s explanation of God’s written Revelation and 

one’s interpretation is one of the main obstacles that believers encounter in their efforts to 

liberate the Bible from its culture and to maintain unity among God’s people. The heritage of 

explaining is confused with the text itself. The faith of the fathers becomes the watchword for 

orthodoxy; the interpretation of the fathers becomes normative and is passed on as authoritative. 

One of the most difficult obstacles for any Christian is to approach the text without any strong 

                                                 
155See Justo L. Gonzalez and Catherine G. Gonzalez, Liberation Preaching: The Pulpit and the Oppressed 

(Nashville: Abingdon, 1980), 48-68. 
156Catherine G. Gonzalez is Professor of Church History at Columbia Theological Seminary, Decatur, 

Georgia. Justo González is a retired United Methodist minister and professor of historical theology. He has 

published more than 100 books, which have been translated into 10 languages, including the volume on Luke in 

the Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible series, Heretics for Armchair Theologians, and 

the Westminster Bible Companion: Revelation.  
157Ibid., 31. 
158O. E. Payne, Instrumental Music Is Scriptural (Alberta: Canada, 1920), 17. 
159For an insightful article on the differentiation between Revelation and interpretation, see Leroy Garrett 

(1918-2014), “It Means What It Says,” Restoration Review 17, no. 4 (April 1975): 68-71. See also The Works of 

Leroy Garrett (1918-2014) on line, www.leroygarett.org.  

https://www.logos.com/product/31209/belief-a-theological-commentary-on-the-bible#004
https://www.logos.com/product/31209/belief-a-theological-commentary-on-the-bible
https://www.logos.com/product/49800/heretics-for-armchair-theologians
https://www.logos.com/product/50383/westminster-bible-companion-revelation
http://www.leroygarett.org/


 196 

personal biases. Studying the Bible with colored glasses ultimately leads to distortion of the 

text.160 

People often tend to give preconceived beliefs the same authority as they give to the 

Bible. In other words, one’s preconceived political power is equal to that of the Scriptures. 

One’s own personal journey of faith, with the ghosts of the past, makes it very difficult for one 

to view the Scriptures without prejudice. One’s prior understanding and interpretation makes it 

difficult to sift out the truths of God in dealing with the text. The culture of one’s heritage often 

controls the text of the Bible. We should never forget that our own journey occurs within a vast 

architecture of preunderstanding—no thinking takes place in a vacuum. Frederic W. Farrar161 

draws attention to the religious hatred that generates from this know-it-all attitude: 
 

     My opinions are founded on interpretations of Scripture. Scripture is infallible. My views of its 

meaning are infallible too. Your opinions and inferences differ from mine; therefore you must be in 

the wrong. All wrong opinions are capable of so many ramifications that any one who differs from 

me in minor points must be unsound in vital matters also. Therefore all who differ from me and my 

clique are “heretics.” All heresy is wicked; all heretics are necessarily wicked men. It is my religious 

duty to hate, calumniate and abuse you.162 
 

ANALYSIS OF JAMES BURTON COFFMAN’S 

“THE SINFUL USE OF INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC” 

 

Pagan Society:  

First and Fourth Arguments 

 

Coffman’s first and fourth arguments against instrumental music surround paganism. 

Since the pagans used instruments in their gatherings, therefore, God and Christ do not approve 

instruments in either the Old Testament or New Testament, according to Coffman.163 Having set 

forth the basic principles of how to interpret the Word of God, as discussed above, it is now 

appropriate to examine Coffman’s essay to see if he followed the fundamental principles of 

                                                 
160See Johnson, The Psychology of  Biblical Interpretation, 42, where he captures, in concise language, the 

subjective biases of all interpreters: 

     My contention is that conflicting theological positions are in part due to the fact that we all 

approach a text, sacred or secular, with our strong subjective biases. Even though we have a 

commitment to read the Bible on its own terms: and even though we want the Divine and human 

authors to speak for themselves, somehow we still come up with contradictory views on some issues. 

  
161 Frederic W. Farrar (1831-1903), was a cleric of the Church of England (Anglican), schoolteacher 

and author. He was a pallbearer at the funeral of Charles Darwin in 1882. He was a member of the Cambridge 

Apostles secret society. 
162Frederick W. Farrar, “Religious Hatred,” quoted in Carl Ketcherside, Mission Messenger 27, no. 6 

(June 1965): 92. See also the works of Ketcherside online, www.unity-in-diversity.org.  
163James Burton Coffman, “The Sinful Use of Instrumental Music,” Gospel Advocate 137, no. 10 (October 

1995): 20, 21. 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cambridge_Apostles
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cambridge_Apostles
http://www.unity-in-diversity.org/
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interpretation or if he allowed his prejudices to blind his eyes to a careful reading of Ephesians 

5:19.  

Since his arguments are presented in written form in the Gospel Advocate, it is 

appropriate to deal with his views in order to see if his arguments are sound logically and 

biblically. Many Christians do not have the background of knowing how to deal with his 

outlook. Since I, too, taught many of these same views for over seventeen years in the early part 

of my ministry among the one-cup and non-Sunday School movement, I am qualified to 

examine the arguments—positive or negative. On the surface, his points of view may seem 

sound, but, at the same time, a closer examination reveals carelessness on his part in the 

handling of several texts to support his presuppositions.   

As stated above, these analyses of Coffman’s article in no way questions his integrity and 

his sonship to God, but a perusal of his essay does illustrate the scale to which Christians will 

violate the text, even though not intentionally, in order to uphold tradition. His approach against 

instrumental music is extremely weak—even to the point of denying that God commanded 

musical instruments in 2 Chronicles 29:25.164 He begins his tirade against “mechanical musical 

instruments in the worship of God” by calling attention to its use in a pagan society. He states 

rather boldly his opposition: “Is the use of instrumental music in Christian worship sinful? 

Certainly! There is not the slightest doubt of this.”165 How does he conclude that instrumental 

music is sinful? He states categorically his objection with absolute certainty of its sinfulness. 

Listen to him as he prepares his readers for his examination, “Let us examine a few of the basic 

facts that underlie such a certainty.”166  

How does he know for certain that his views are correct? Pay attention to him as he seeks 

to justify his negative reaction to the use of instruments. His first argument almost causes one 

to just stand in shock as he or she inspects his reasoning—pagans used instruments. This 

argument almost shocks the imagination. This argument is one of the weakest arguments 

against instrumental music that has ever come to my attention. In the development of this 

argument, he calls attention to the use of mechanical instruments of music in pagan temples and 

Nebuchdnezzar’s employment of musical instruments (Daniel 3:5). From this he assumes that 

Jesus forbids the “worship of God with mechanical instruments of music.”167  

 

Response to Coffman’s Pagan Society Argument 

 

 Is the use of instruments sinful simply because we find the employment of mechanical 

instruments in a secular society? Coffman advances the notion that since instrumental music is 

utilized in a pagan society, then, based upon this reasoning, God condemns the use of the 

instrument in praise to Him. This kind of thinking is extremely fragile in the light of God’s 

Word. For instance, we cannot help but wonder about David and his instruments of music 

utilized in the Temple to praise God. Toward the end of David’s life, he called in the leaders of 

                                                 
164Ibid., 21 
165Ibid., 20  
166Ibid. 
167Ibid. 
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Israel, the priests, and the Levites—a total of thirty-eight thousand men (1 Chronicles 23:1-2). 

Of this number called in by David, four thousand were chosen to “praise the Lord with the 

musical instruments” that David had “provided for that purpose” (23:5). 

 The Chronicler also reveals that David, together with some of the commanders of the 

army, set apart “some of the sons of Asaph (āʾsăf), Heman (hēʾmăn) and Jeduthun (jĕ-dūʾthŭn) 

for the ministry of prophesying accompanied by harps, lyres and cymbals. Here is the list of the 

men who performed this service” (25:1). The sons of Asaph, the sons of Jeduthun, and the sons 

of Heman were assigned the task of “thanking and praising the Lord” with the “harp” (25:2-4). 

After the enumeration of the sons of Asaph, Jeduthun, and Heman, the Chronicler writes: 
 

     All these men were under the supervision of their fathers for the music of the temple of the LORD, 

with cymbals, lyres and harps, for the ministry at the house of God. Asaph, Jeduthun and Heman 

were under the supervision of the king. Along with their relatives—all of them trained and skilled in 

music for the LORD—they numbered 288. Young and old alike, teacher as well as student, cast lots 

for their duties. (25:6-9) 

 

 If we think, for one moment, that God was not behind this use of musical instruments to 

praise Him, then we only have to read 2 Chronicles 29:25 to quickly see that it was God who 

instructed David, not a fertile imagination of David’s own devising.  This chapter records the 

purification of the Temple by Hezekiah (hĕzʾē-kīʾȧ, 716-687 BC—reign). The Chronicler 

clearly states: “He did what was right in the eyes of the LORD just as his father David had 

done” (29:2). In the recounting of the events that occurred in the purification of the Temple, the 

author of Second Chronicles reveals the use of instruments in praise to God. Listen as he calls 

attention to the ultimate source of the authority for this action of the introduction of musical 

instruments: 
 

     He stationed the Levites in the temple of the LORD with cymbals, harps and lyres in the way 

prescribed by David and Gad the king’s seer and Nathan the prophet; this was commanded by the 

LORD through his prophets.  So the Levites stood ready with David’s instruments, and the priests 

with their trumpets. Hezekiah gave the order to sacrifice the burnt offering on the altar. As the 

offering began, singing to the LORD began also, accompanied by trumpets and the instruments of 

David king of Israel. The whole assembly bowed in worship, while the singers sang and the 

trumpeters played. All this continued until the sacrifice of the burnt offering was completed. (2 

Chronicles 29:25-29) 

 

Contrary to the thinking of Coffman,168 the Chronicler says that the source of authority 

behind the use of the instruments was God Himself: “commanded by the LORD” (29:25). How 

did God command the employment of instruments? Again, the Chronicler says, “through his 

prophets” (29:25). Who were His prophets? The record says that they were David, Gad, and 

Nathan. Does this sound as if instruments were a stench in the nostrils of God because pagans 

also employed instruments in their everyday life?  In Coffman’s efforts to nullify the force of 2 

                                                 
168Ibid., 21, where he says, “In all probability, this verse is a mistranslation because it is not found in the 

Syriac or Arabic versions.” 
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Chronicles 29:25, he develops two arguments under the caption: “Crooked Efforts to Justify 

Their Use.” He writes,  
 

     ‘But they did it in the Old Testament.’ All advocates of the use of such instruments in Christian 

worship invariably quote 2 Chronicles 29:25, which in the common versions does indicate that God 

commanded their use. In all probability, this verse is a mistranslation because it is not found in the 

Syriac or Arabic version. (Emphasis mine) 

 

 He wants to deny this passage since it does not fit his theology. Should we also discount 

where the Chronicler says, “The Levites and priests sang to the Lord every day, accompanied 

by the Lord’s instruments of praise” (2 Chronicles 30:21). The instruments in 29:25 are called 

the “Lord’s instruments” in 30:21. Earlier this same Chronicler wrote: “The priests took their 

positions, as did the Levites with the Lord’s musical instruments, which King David had 

made for praising the Lord and which were used when he gave thanks, saying, ‘His love 

endures forever’” (7:6). Should this verse, too, be eliminated from the Scriptures in order to fit 

one’s objection to instrumental music? 2 Chronicles 7:6 is associated with the dedication of the 

Temple built by Solomon. Should this Scripture, too, be eliminated from the Bible? 

As we examine Coffman’s arguments, we quickly observe that this kind of illogical 

reasoning is the same irrational way of thinking that Jesus experienced with the religious 

leaders in His day over traditions, which ultimately ended in the crucifixion of Jesus. 

Traditions took precedence over what God had said. Today, traditions still takes precedence 

over the Word of God. Coffman cannot distinguish, so it seems, between his customs and the 

Word of God. In fact, he nullifies the Word of God through his inherited traditions from the 

Stone/Campbell Movement. When he writes: “Is the use of instrumental music in Christian 

worship sinful? Certainly! Let us examine a few of the basic facts that underlie such a 

certainty.”169 Once more, how does he prove that instruments of music are sinful?  

His first and fourth arguments are, as stated above, one and the same, focus on the pagan 

use of instruments. He states his opposition in clear terms: “The whole world in Bible times was 

full of mechanical instruments of music, and the pagan temples were loaded with their 

orchestras.”170 He thus reasons that God was not behind the use of instruments. Further 

more, he indicates that God condemned David for the use of instruments—he then based his 

arguments upon a misapplication of Amos 5:23 and 6:5.171 Is David condemned because He 

commanded instruments in the Temple? Is God condemned because He commanded David, 

along with some other prophets, to institute musical instruments in praise to Himself? We 

wonder if God knew that the pagans were using instruments. Well, perhaps God was sleeping 

when all this took place! Perhaps, God had not reasoned this issue out very carefully. 

 

                                                 
169Ibid., 20. 
170Ibid. 
171Ibid., 21. 
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The Pattern Concept for a Worship Service: 

Singing Excludes Instruments 

 

Pattern Theology:  

Second Argument 

 

His second argument hinges on pattern theology.172 In other words, “pattern theology” is 

the belief that God has ordained a worship service with five acts to be performed in a prescribed 

manner in order for worship to be true worship. For Coffman, worship is “prescriptive,” not 

“descriptive.” He views any passage that describes activities in the assembly as prescriptive—

five unalterable rituals. For one to deviate from his supposed rituals (acts or elements), one 

faces the fires of hell (God’s so-called torture chamber).  He labored under the impression that 

objection to the use of instrumental music in the assembly is based on the New Testament, not 

tradition as some say. He then sought to answer the argument that “The banning of mechanical 

instruments is more of a tradition than something based on Scripture.”173 To refute the argument 

that the rejection of instrumental music is based on tradition, not Scripture, Coffman then 

relies upon Hebrews 8:5 to prove that mechanical instruments are not in harmony with the 

divine pattern for a worship service: “It is the New Testament, not tradition, that prescribes a 

pattern for Christian worship (Hebrews 8:5).”174 

 There is not one word in Hebrews 8:5 about five acts of worship for a Christian 

assembly. This deduction is a figment of a very fertile imagination. There is not one Scripture 

found in the New Testament that speaks of “Christian meetings” as a worship service. The 

Christian assemblies appear to be based on the synagogue meetings—meetings in the 

synagogue were not prescriptive, but descriptive. In other words, they were left open as to the 

elements/acts of the gatherings. This was not true of the Temple. This passage in Hebrews 8:5 

had to do with the Tabernacle—later Solomon’s Temple. On Mount Sinai (sīʾnī), God gave 

Moses the instructions to construct the physical sanctuary made by hands—a sanctuary 

representative, or copy, of what was in heaven—prescriptive.  

Coffman assumes that God has prescribed a worship service with five acts to be 

performed in a prescribed manner, but he cites no Scripture in context that supports his 

conclusions. He refers to Hebrews 8:5 out of context in order to prove his presupposition that 

God has ordained a pattern for a worship service in the New Testament.175 After misapplying 

                                                 
172Ibid., 20. See Dallas Burdette, “Oddities in Pattern Theology,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to 

Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008), 55-86, for a detailed study 

of the so-called patterns in the church. The Churches of Christ, as a whole, base their theology on what they call 

“pattern theology.” Yet, there is not one shred of evidence for any such teaching in the New Testament about a 

pattern for a worship service with five acts of worship. 
173Ibid., 86 
174Ibid. See also Dallas Burdette, “Congregational Worship and Division” in Dallas Burdette, From 

Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008), 171-180. Our 

next chapter will be an update of this chapter found in From Legalism to Freedom. 
175See Dallas Burdette, “True Worship” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and 

Our Privileges, Volume 1 [(Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 359-376.  Also, for an excellent analysis of 
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Hebrews 8:5, he then asserts: “Singing is a special kind of music. That special kind of music 

was only prescribed and allowed by the holy Apostles (emphasis mine).”176 He discounts 

Ephesians 5:19 in which Paul explicitly tells the Ephesians to “sing” and “make music,” or 

“play.” He says, “Thus, when the Scriptures say, ‘Sing,’ it was not necessary to add, ‘but don’t 

play musical instruments.’”177 In this second argument against instrumental music, he drops in 

this unbelievable statement that demands a response. We stand stunned as we read his words:  
 

     It is the commandment of Christ through the sacred writers of the New Testament that commands 

Christians to sing, not make music. Only ignorance can confuse these terms. Singing is a special 

kind of music. That special kind of music only was prescribed and allowed by the holy apostles.178 

(Emphasis mine—underlining and bold) 

 

Yes, he is correct in saying that “only ignorance can confuse these terms.” Did Paul 

exclude the instrument in praise to God? Did he say that the Christians in Ephesus were to sing 

and not to play instruments? Perhaps, a study of The Greek word ψαλμός (psalmós) will clarify 

the confusion. The verb ψάλλω (psállō) is employed in the New Testament as expressing 

praise. “The verb psállō, which denotes the act of playing a (normally) stringed instrument,” 

has its primary meaning ‘“to sing’ with at least the possible nuance of ‘to sing’ with 

instrumental accompaniment.179 The New Testament writers employ the word psalmós in two 

senses: (1) the Old Testament psalms, and (2) songs of praise and joy.180  For example, Paul in 

writing to the Romans declares:  
 

     For I tell you that Christ has become a servant of the Jews on behalf of God’s truth, to confirm the 

promises made to the patriarchs so that the Gentiles may glorify God for his mercy, as it is written: 

“Therefore I will praise (ψαλῶ   psalō, I will sing praise181) you among the Gentiles; I will sing 

hymns to your name.” (Romans 15:8-9; Psalm 18:49) 

   

By the use of the word psalmós, Paul is not excluding or rejecting instruments, even 

though the singing may be without musical accompaniment. The citation, in Romans 15:9, is 

from Psalm 18:49, which appears to be a psalm sung with instruments. This statement of Paul is 

about Christ’s ministry to the Jews to confirm God’s mercy to the Gentiles. Just as David 

praised God for his victory over the surrounding nations, so Christ celebrates His victory over 

satanic powers that brings about redemption for the Gentiles. How did Christ view 

instruments of music in praise to God? For us to grasp the significance of instrumental music 

within the Christian community, we turn to the author of the Book of Hebrews with his citation 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

rethinking the worship concept of five acts, see Mike Root, Split Grape Juice: Rethinking the Worship Tradition 

(Joplin, Missouri: College Press, 1992). 
176Coffman, “The Sinful Use of Instrumental Music,” 21. 
177Ibid., 22. 
178Ibid., 20, 21. 

179Ralph W. Harris, Executive Editor, The New Testament Greek-English Dictionary: Sigma—Omega, 

Word Numbers 4375—5457, vol., 16 (Springfield, Missouri: The Complete Biblical Library, 1986), 541. 
180See Ibid., 542. 
181The verb is first person, singular, future, active, indicative and means “to pull, twitch, twang, or play.”  
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from Psalm 45:6-8. The author of Hebrews defends the Deity of Christ with a citation from 

Psalm 45. Listen to him as he cites: 

     But about the Son he says, “Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever, and righteousness will 

be the scepter of your kingdom. 9You have loved righteousness and hated wickedness; therefore God, 

your God, has set you above your companions by anointing you with the oil of joy.” (Hebrews 1:8-9) 

 The writer of Hebrews did not cite the full context since his purpose was to demonstrate 

from Scripture that Jesus is God. Psalm 45:6-8 is a psalm about the Messiah, the Son of God. 

The full context addresses Christ’s view of instrumental music. Pay attention to the psalmist 

as he predicts Christ’s deity: 
 

     Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever; a scepter of justice will be the scepter of your 

kingdom. 7You love righteousness and hate wickedness; therefore God, your God, has set you above 

your companions by anointing you with the oil of joy. 8All your robes are fragrant with myrrh and 

aloes and cassia; from palaces adorned with ivory the music of the strings makes you glad. (Psalm 

45:6-8) 

 

The psalmist says concerning Christ, “The music of the strings make you glad.” 

Because of God’s mercy, Jesus is saying, “I will praise (ψαλῶ psalō) you among the Gentiles,” 

and “I will sing hymns to your name.” This is not related just to the congregational 

gathering of the corporate body of believers, but also to individuals in their everyday walk 

with God. This perception of God’s mercy is one of the reasons that Christians sing psalms and 

hymns and spiritual songs. This outburst of joy, assembled or not assembled, is to praise God 

for His mercy. Paul’s and Silas’ singing in prison is an example of this explosion of joy in song 

to God (Acts 16:25). Prior to Paul calling upon the Ephesians to “sing and make music,” he 

burst forth in rapturous language to capture the hearts of men and women in gratitude. 
 

     Praise (εὐλογητός, eulogētos, “blessed”) be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who 

has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ.  For he chose us in him 

before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love  he predestined us to be 

adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will—to the praise of 

his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves. In him we have redemption 

through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace that he 

lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding.  And he made known to us the mystery of his will 

according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times will 

have reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, 

even Christ.  In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who 

works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first 

to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. And you also were included in Christ when you 

heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with 

a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of 

those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory. (Ephesians 1:3-14) 

 

Ephesians 5:19 is reminiscent of the praise in Ephesians 1:3-14.  Again, we also find the word 

psallw employed by Paul in his First Epistle to the Corinthians:  
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     So what shall I do? I will pray with my spirit, but I also will pray with my mind; I will sing (ψαλῶ 

psalō, I will sing praise) with my spirit, but I will also sing (ψαλῶ,  psalō, I will sing praise) with my 

mind. (1 Corinthians 14:15)  

 

As we reflect upon this verse, we are conscience that the word ψάλλω (psállō, to pluck, 

pull) is employed in the Septuagint (LXX, the Greek translation of the Old Testament—

translated between 285-250 BC) to translate the Hebrew word ֵגן  nǎg·gēn, to play a stringed) נ 

instrument) and ר  182  The usage of psállō in the.(zā·mǎr to make music in praise to God) ָזמ 

Septuagint is used to translate the Hebrew word nǎg·gēn (to play a stringed instrument) twelve 

times. On the other hand, the word psállō in the Septuagint is used to translate the Hebrew word 

ר  forty times.183 (to make music in praise to God) זָמ 

 Did Paul exclude the use of instruments in his use of the word psállō? There is no 

evidence from the context that Paul excluded instrumental accompaniment, but rather the 

reverse is obvious. Every Christian’s life should be one of praise. Every believer’s life should 

be one of praising God in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs for God’s unsearchable love. In 

Paul’s letters to the Christians in Ephesus and Colossae, he compares the behavior of the 

unbeliever with the believer. Toward the close of the Ephesian Epistle, he writes that they were 

to “sing and make music”:  
 

     Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every 

opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s 

will is. Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.  Speak 

to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing (ᾄδοντες, adontes) and make music 

(Ψάλλοντες, psállontes) in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for 

everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. (Ephesians 5:15-21)  

 

 As stated above, many Christians still associate Ephesians 5:19 with public worship, but 

there is nothing, as stated above, in the context to identify this as an act that only takes place on 

Sunday morning between 9am and 10am. While this verse, no doubt, includes activities that 

take place in the corporate assembly, the text does not suggest such a restriction.184 Believers 

are to instruct one another through psalms (ψαλμοῖς, psalmois), hymns (ὕμνοις, humnois) and 

spiritual songs (ᾡδαῖς, ōdais). Paul encouraged them to “sing and make music.”  

 If Ephesians 5:19 is limited to a so-called worship service, we wonder about the previous 

verse in which Paul admonished: “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. 

Instead, be filled with the Spirit.” Is this passage limited to the church gathering or is it 

applicable to one’s way of life twenty-four hours a day? As Christians, we are not to lead a life 

of sin, whether in the assembly or out of the assembly. Once more, the words sing and make 

music are from the Greek words ᾄδοντες καὶ ψάλλοντες (adontes kai psallontes), which is 

                                                 
182Harris, The New Testament Greek-English Dictionary: Sigma—Omega, Word Numbers 4375—5457, 

vol., 16, 541. 
183Ibid. 
184See Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 394. 
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translated by R. C. H. Lenski (1864-1936) as “singing and playing.”185 Lenski further develops 

the implication of singing and playing in Ephesians 5:19:  
 

     Singing is done by the voice; playing by means of an instrument. ψαλῶ (psalō)  means to let a 

string twang and thus to play a lyre or a harp, and then to play any instrument as an accompaniment 

to the voice.186  

 

In other words, the Christians at Ephesus were to “sing and make music.”187 This would 

be applicable not just to formal (corporate) worship, but also on other occasions. Paul’s use of 

the word psalms appears to refer to the Old Testament psalms.188 This analysis of the Greek and 

Hebrew words sets forth the argument that this line of reasoning is the most logical conclusion 

since this book (Psalms), as well as the other thirty-eight books, was looked upon as the Word 

of God (see 2 Timothy 3:14-17).189 The writers of the New Testament cite the Psalms 

frequently. For example, Luke records a conversation between Jesus and the religious leaders in 

which Jesus cited from Psalm 110 (Luke 20:41-44). Also, Jesus, before His ascension, called 

attention to the Psalms in His farewell instructions to the disciples (Luke 24:44). Prior to the 

Day of Pentecost, Peter stood before a group numbering about one hundred and twenty and 

cited from two psalms (Acts 1:20-21):  “For,’ said Peter, ‘it is written in the Book of Psalms, 

‘May his place be deserted; let there be no one to dwell in it,’” [Psalm 69:25] and again he 

pens: ‘May another take his place of leadership’” [Psalm 109:8]  

Yet again, when Paul proclaimed the Good News of salvation by grace through faith in 

the finished work of Christ upon Calvary to those in Pisidian Antioch, he called attention to 

Psalm 2:7: “You are my Son; today I have become your Father” (Acts 13:33). The Book of 

                                                 
185R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles to the Galatians, to the Ephesians, and to 

the Philippians, Commentary on the New Testament (St. Paul Minnesota: Lutheran Book Concern, 1937; 

reprint Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1998), 620 [page references are to reprint edition]. 
186Ibid. 
187See James Moffatt, The New Testament: A New Translation (New York, Harper & Brothers, 1950), 

where he translates Ephesians 5:19-20: 

     Converse with one another in the music of psalms, in hymns, and in songs of the spiritual life, 

praise the Lord heartily with words and music, and render thanks to God the Father in the name of 

our Lord Jesus Christ at all times and for all things. 

 
188 See Murray J. Harris, Colossians & Philemon: Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 169, where he says, 

 

      Ψαλμοῖς (psalmoîs) may refer to OT psalms or songs, (ὕμνοις (húmnois) to NT hymns about 

Christ or Christian canticles, and ᾠδαῖς (ōdaîs) to spontaneous hymnody—songs from Scripture, 

songs about Christ, and songs from the Spirit. Also, since (ψάλλω psállō) originally meant “pluck a 

stringed instrument,” ψαλμός (psalmós) could allude to musical accompaniment (cf. Moffatt, “with 

the music of psalms”; Turner, Words 353). 
 

189For a more detailed study of the relevance of the Law to the believer, see Dallas Burdette,  

“Relevance of the Old Testament,” in Dallas Burdette, Old Texts Through New Eyes: Reexamination of 

Misunderstood Scriptures (Longwood: FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 1-25.   
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Psalms is one of the most frequently quoted books in the New Testament. Paul not only 

instructed the Ephesians to sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, but he added the phrase, 

“sing and make music” (ᾄδοντες καὶ ψάλλοντες (adontes kai psallontes), contrary to 

Coffman’s views.  

To cite James Burton Coffman, once more, “Only ignorance can confuse these terms.”190 

He admits that singing is not the same as to “make music,” which is correct. As noted above, a 

well-known Lutheran scholar and clergyman, Richard Charles Henry Lenski, translates 

psallontes as “playing.” Why did Lenski translate the word psallontes (ψάλλοντες) as 

“playing”? Before responding to this question, perhaps it would be helpful to observe what 

Charles Hodge (1797-1878), principal of Princeton Theological Seminary during the years 

1851-1878, has written: 
 

     ᾄδοντες καὶ ψάλλοντες (adontes kai psallontes), singing and making melody, are two forms of 

expressing the same thing. The latter term is the more comprehensive; as αἲδειν (aidein, “to sing”) is 

to make music with the voice; ψάλλειν [psallein, “to play”], to make music in any way; literally, to 

play on a stringed instrument; then, to sing in concert with such an instrument; then, to sing or chant. 

See 1 Cor. 14, 15; James, 5, 13; Rom. 15, 9.191 

 

Is there any evidence for translating the word psallontes as “playing”? To help solve the 

problem of translation, it would be helpful to examine a passage in First Samuel in which David 

was summoned to comfort Saul: 
 

     Now the Spirit of the LORD had departed from Saul, and an evila spirit from the LORD tormented 

him. 15 Saul’s attendants said to him, “See, an evil spirit from God is tormenting you. 16 Let our lord 

command his servants here to search for someone who can play the harp [ּנֹור כ  ֵגן ב   menǎg·gēn ,ְמנ 

bǎk·kin·nôr, “playing stringed instruments”]. He will play when the evil spirit from God comes upon 

you, and you will feel better.” 17 So Saul said to his attendants, “Find someone who plays well and 

bring him to me.” 18 One of the servants answered, “I have seen a son of Jesse of Bethlehem who 

knows how to play the harp [ֵגן  yō·ḏēaʿ nǎg·gnē, “one who knows how to play a stringed ,ֹיֵדע  נ 

instrument”]. He is a brave man and a warrior. He speaks well and is a fine-looking man. And the 

LORD is with him.” (1 Samuel 16:14-18) 

 

The Hebrew words in First Samuel: “can play the harp” is translated into the Greek text 

as εἰδότα ψάλλεινη ἐν κινύρᾳ192 (eidota psalleinē en kinyra, “to play on the harp”). The Greek 

word ψάλλειν (psallein, “to play”) is equivalent to the Hebrew word ֵגן   .(”menǎg·gēn, “play) ְמנ 

Then the phrase “know how to play” (yō·ḏēaʿ nǎg·gnē) is translated into the Septuagint Greek 

text as εἰδότα ψαλμόν (eidota psalmon, “understands playing on the harp”). Thus, when Paul 

told the Ephesians to engage in adontes (singing) kai psallontes (psalming), he is utilizing a 

word (psallontes) that the Jewish Christians in Ephesus understood.193  The believers at Ephesus 

                                                 
190James Burton Coffman, “The Sinful Use of Instrumental Music,” 20. 
191Charles Hodge, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Ephesians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966), 305. 
192Septuaginta, (Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart) 1979. 
193See Jamieson, Fausset and Brown, Commentary on the Whole Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1970), 1295, where they comment on the word “psalm” and “making melody”: 
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were encouraged to “sing and play,” frequently translated as “make melody.” Since the 

Septuagint (LXX) was the Bible utilized by Jesus and His Apostles, it is logical that they would 

have employed the word psallontes as the Jews currently understood it.  

The translators of the Septuagint utilized the Greek word psalmon (playing on the harp) to 

express the Hebrew word menǎg·gēn, (ְמנ ֵגן, “play”). When Paul says, “sing and make music 

(psallontes),” is he not reflecting upon musical composition associated with the Psalms? It is 

significant, at least to me, that Paul, in the Ephesian epistle, unlike the Colossian epistle, adds 

an additional thought. In the Ephesian letter, he says to “sing and make music,” but in the 

epistle to the Colossians, he only says, “sing.”  Consider the following parallel: 
 

EPHESIANS 5:19-20 COLOSSIANS 3:16-17 

Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and 

spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your 

heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to 

God the Father for everything, in the name of 

our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as 

you teach and admonish one another with all 

wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and 

spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts 

to God. And whatever you do, whether in 

word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord 

Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father 

through him. 

 

 

 Does the phrase “sing psalms” in Colossians convey the same admonition that Paul 

expresses in “sing and make music”? The word “sing,” even today, does not exclude “making 

music” through instruments. It is not uncommon for individuals to invite someone to go and 

hear individuals or quartets sing, but it is generally understood that just the mention of the word 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

     psalms—generally accompanied by an instrument.... Making melody—Greek, “playing and 

singing with an instrument.”  In your heart—not merely with the tongue; but the serious feeling of 

the heart accompanying the singing of the lips (cf. I Cor. 14:15; Ps. 47:7). 

 

See also Harold W. Hoehner, “Ephesians” in John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck, Editors, The Bible 

Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures by Dallas Seminary Faculty (Colorado Springs, 

Colorado: Chariot Victor Publishing, 1983), where he comments on the meaning of the words “making 

melody”: 

     First is communication with one another with psalms (psalmois, OT psalms sung with stringed 

instruments such as harps), hymns (ὕμνοις, hymnois, praises composed by Christians), and spiritual 

songs (a general term). Second is communication with the Lord by singing and making melody 

(ψάλλοντες, psallontes, singing with a stringed instrument) in the heart. 

 See also Alfred Martin, “Ephesians” in Charles F. Pfeiffer and Everett F. Harrison, Editors, The Wycliffe 

Bible Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1969), 1314, where he writes about the Greek participle translated 

as “making melody”:  

     Psalms. This word usually indicates songs set to instrumental accompaniment, as does also the 

participle translated making music (psallontes).  
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“singing” does not exclude mechanical music. “Make music” is a common term among 

musicians to mean to “play” instruments along with their singing. 

Paul says that this “singing and making music” is to be “in your heart to the Lord.” How 

were they to give thanks? Paul says with “singing and playing.” But, Paul added the 

prepositional phrase, “in your heart to the Lord.” In other words, this singing and playing on 

instruments should not be mechanical, that is to say, our singing is not to be unthinking, 

unconscious, or emotionless. It is to be done with our hearts, that is, not merely with our lips 

and with our fingers. One sings and plays with his heart when he excites his mind to an 

understanding of the sentiments presented in the words repeated.  

This expression attached to “singing and playing” is very similar to the words found in 1 

Chronicles 13:8 concerning David and assembled Israel in their rejoicing about the return of the 

Ark of the Covenant: “David and all the Israelites were celebrating with all their might before 

God, with songs and with harps, lyres, tambourines, cymbals and trumpets.” Whether we say, 

“in your heart to the Lord” or “with all their might,” we are saying the same thing. Moses also 

said to the children of Israel concerning their devotion to God and His Law: “And now, O 

Israel, what does the LORD your God ask of you but to fear the LORD your God, to walk in all 

his ways, to love him, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul” 

(Deuteronomy 10:12). When David exhorted his son Solomon about the building of the 

Temple, he said:  
  

     And you, my son Solomon, acknowledge the God of your father, and serve him with 

wholehearted devotion and with a willing mind, for the LORD searches every heart and understands 

every motive behind the thoughts. If you seek him, he will be found by you; but if you forsake him, 

he will reject you forever.  (1 Chronicles 28:9)  

 

Paul, in the Ephesian Epistle, varies this expression in order to drive home the necessity 

of doing one’s “singing and playing” from the soul, not just the mouth. Listen once more to 

Paul as he addresses the servants of earthly masters: “Slaves, obey your earthly masters with 

respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ” (Ephesians 6:5). 

Again, he writes: “Obey them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you, but like 

slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from your heart” [ἐκ ψυχῆς, ek psychēs, from the soul] 

(6:6). The words of Peter also call attention to the inward versus the external: “Love one 

another deeply from the heart” [ἐκ καρδίας, ek kardias] (1 Peter 1:22). 

This thought—“in your heart”—is very similar to the words of Paul, as cited above, to 

the Corinthians: “So what shall I do? I will pray with my spirit, but I will also pray with my 

mind; I will sing with my spirit, but I will also sing with my mind” (1 Corinthians 14:15). 

Paul is saying, in essence, that the whole soul of each individual should be filled with praise. 

The psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs should be sung with a spirit of thankfulness, which 

spirit permeates the believer’s singing and playing—corporately or individually. 
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Amos and Instrumental Music 

 

 Under the caption “Crooked Efforts to Justify Their Use,” Coffman (1905-2006) 

develops three additional arguments to substantiate his belief system about instrumental music. 

His first argument under this caption focuses on Amos 5:23 and 6:5. He cites Amos 5:23 and 

6:5 to justify his position that instrumental music is sinful.  He writes:  
 

     Furthermore, we must point out that Amos condemned the use of instruments in the Old 

Testament: ‘Take thou away from me the noise of thy songs; for I will not hear the melody of thy 

viols’ (5:23; cf. 6:5).194  
 

Goebel Music, too, associated with the Churches of Christ, makes this Scripture an 

argument against the use of Instrumental music.195 As we seek to unravel Coffman’s convoluted 

reasoning, it is necessary to call attention to the proper method of exegesis. The task of any 

interpreter is to discover the intended meaning of the author. The way an author helps his 

readers to interpret his statements is through his context.196 If we isolate a passage from its 

context, we can arrive at a meaning that is totally foreign to the author’s intent. If we wish to 

understand what Amos meant in a particular verse, the reader must examine the way the author 

thinks and writes in the verses preceding and following his statements. Amos 5:23 and 6:5 are 

anchored in history. We cannot separate the historical setting of the author without destroying 

the intended message. Is it possible to understand these two texts? Yes, Amos’ meaning is 

available and can be understood from his book. Interpreters need to learn how to read a book as 

a book.  As we seek to uncover the meaning of any text, we should never read isolated passages 

divorced from its historical background. In the examination of these two texts, this study now 

focuses upon these two verses separately. 

 

 Amos 5:23  

 

 Amos 5:23 is a favorite text among many Christians within the various subdivisions 

within the Christian community. Misapplication, in my judgment, is not deliberate on the part 

of those who cite this verse to give credence to their opposition to instrumental music, but an 

honest mistake of the heart. An important rule of interpretation of any text is to approach the 

text with a sound historical treatment. We have to look at the writers of both the Old and New 

Testaments with a detached eye; that is to say, we must learn to look at the various Scriptures 

from a neutral standpoint and to see the historical background and to hear the historical Word as 

it was uttered to the first audience. Many Christians do violence to the historical context in 

justifying their presuppositions. In the following explanation of this text (5:23) as well as 6:5, 

                                                 
194 Coffman, “The Sinful Use of Instrumental Music,” 21. 
195Goebel Music, “The New Testament Commands Us to Use Old Testament Psalms,” The Spiritual 

Sword 10,  no. 1 (October 1978): 22-27. 
196For a detailed study of context, see Dallas Burdette, “Dallas Burdette’s Pilgrimage of Faith,” in Dallas 

Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008), 

1-26, especially page 6. See also Dallas Burdette, “How to Read the Word of God,” Ibid., 160-170. 
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we must take into consideration the relevance of the historical details leading up to a particular 

statement. 

 There are two different contexts for each of these isolated Scriptures. Amos 5:23 is 

associated with the nation of Israel (Northern Kingdom) and 6:5 is associated with both the 

nation of Judah (Southern Kingdom) and the nation of Israel (Northern Kingdom).  Amos 

writes: “Away with the noise of your songs! I will not listen to the music of your harps” 

(5:23).  

The best choirs may have sung their songs, but to God their music was simply noise. The 

Israelites’ worship had become meaningless and empty. When we approach this text with 

certain presuppositions against instrumental music, this text appears to give validity to one’s 

beliefs.197 The background leading up to this terse, or brief, statement deals with ritual 

punctiliousness, even to the point of excess. Just a casual reading of Chapters 4 and 5 reveals a 

worship that is “soulless worship”—worship that was no longer pleasing to God. God, through 

Amos, states His opposition to that which He had earlier commanded: 
 

     I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies. 22 Even though you bring 

me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them. Though you bring choice fellowship 

offerings,a I will have no regard for them. 23 Away with the noise of your songs! I will not listen to the 

music of your harps. 24 But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream! 

(5:21-24) 

 

 The nation of Israel had turned their hearts from God, and they were using their 

“religious feasts,” their “assemblies,” their “burnt offerings and grain offerings,” their 

“fellowship offerings,” and their “instruments” to praise God in a soulless fashion—only 

mechanical. The Israelites, like so many Christians today, used religion as an emotionless 

means to stay, hopefully, in God’s grace. The Lord is interested in the heart as well as the mind.  

It is in this same vein that Jesus responded to an individual who tested Him about the greatest 

commandment in the Law: 
 

     Jesus replied: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

mind.’a 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your 

neighbor as yourself.’b 40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments. (Matthew 

22:37-40)  

 

The Israelites failed in all three. Fifteen hundred years after Moses penned these words 

(Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18), Paul, too, desired the Ephesians to “sing and make 

                                                 
197This kind of application is what I call presuppositional hermeneutics. In other words, this brand of 

hermeneutics isolates Scriptures from its context and then builds its theology upon the so-called book, chapter, 

and verse citation. This is the same kind of interpretation that Satan exercised in his confrontation with Jesus 

when he cited from Psalm 91:11-12. Satan misapplied the intent of the author, thus Jesus had to correct his 

application with another Scripture (Deuteronomy 6:16). I, too, cited these two Scriptures (Amos 5:23 and 6:5) 

in the early years of my ministry. I, too, was not conscious that I had misapplied these Scriptures. 
a Traditionally peace offerings 
a Deut. 6:5 
b Lev. 19:18 
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music in your heart (τῇ καρδίᾳ, tē kardia, with the heart) to the Lord” (Ephesians 5:19). The 

Revised Standard Version renders this phrase as “with all your heart.” William Barclay198 in his 

The New Testament: A New Translation translates: “with all your heart.” Edgar J. 

Goodspeed199 in his The Bible: An American Translation also translates: “with all your heart.” 

Also, James Moffatt200 in his The New Testament: A New Translation renders this phrase as 

“praise the Lord heartily.”  

The case in Greek can be dative,201 locative,202 or instrumental.203 The sense of this 

phrase in context is “with the heart.”  This sense is also found in a parallel passage in 

Colossians: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another 

with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your 

hearts to God” (Colossians 3:16). Even if one translates tē kardia as locative (“in the heart”), the 

meaning is still “with the heart.” Just a comparison of Colossians 3:16 with Ephesians 5:19 

settles the matter—“with gratitude in your hearts.” 

In the Ephesian Epistle, Paul calls attention to the ethical behavior that a servant should 

exhibit toward his owner or master. He writes: “doing the will of God from your heart” 

(Ephesians 6:6). The phrase “from your heart” is a translation of the Greek, which is literally 

translated “from [the] soul” (ἐκ ψυχῆς, ek psychēs). Psalm 111:1 also captures the expression 

(“with all your heart”): “I will extol the LORD with all my heart.” When the ark of God was 

being moved from Abinadab’s house on a new cart, the Chronicler pens: “David and all the 

Israelites were celebrating with all their might before God, with songs and with harps, lyres, 

tambourines, cymbals and trumpets (1 Chronicles 13:8). Another psalm of David also expresses 

the thought of Paul in Ephesians 5:19. Pay attention to David: “I will praise you, O LORD, with 

all my heart” (Psalm 138:1).  

 The context of Amos 5:23 sets forth God’s attitude about observance of the things 

commanded by Him when one’s lifestyle is totally contrary to love—love for God and love for 

one’s neighbor. Many Israelites labored under the impression that if they attended their “solemn 

                                                 
198 William Barclay (1907–1978) was an author, radio, and television presenter, Church of Scotland 

minister, and professor of divinity and biblical criticism at the University of Glasgow. 
199 Edgar Johnson Goodspeed (1871–1962) was educated at Denison University and the University of 

Chicago. Goodspeed went on to become Professor of Biblical Literature and Patristics at the University of 

Chicago in 1894. Goodspeed's works include The Twelve: The Story of Christ's Apostles, Problems of New Testament 

Translation, and The Apostolic Fathers: An American Translation 
200James Moffatt (1870–1944) was educated at Glasgow University and went on to become a professor 

of Greek and New Testament Exegesis at Oxford in 1911. A short while later, Moffatt accepted the position of 

professor of church history at the United Free Church College. Moffatt’s utmost ambition was to provide an 

easily readable Bible. His contributions included paraphrased translations for coherent understanding. Moffatt is 

the author of International Critical Commentary (ICC) A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to 

the Hebrews. 
201The dative case is the case of reception. (The apostle is speaking to the crowd.)  
202The locative is the case of location or position. (The apostle is in the house).  
203The instrumental also uses the same form as the dative and locative and expresses means or instrument, 

as the name implies. (The apostle teaches with laws). For an excellent explanation of the various cases in Greek, 

see Ray Summers, Essentials of New Testament Greek, revised by Thomas Sawyer (Nashville, Tennessee: 

Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1995), 15-20. 

https://www.logos.com/products/4192/a-critical-and-exegetical-commentary-on-the-epistle-to-the-hebrews
https://www.logos.com/products/4192/a-critical-and-exegetical-commentary-on-the-epistle-to-the-hebrews
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assemblies” with their punctilious observance of the rituals commanded by God, then all things 

would be okay. They failed to understand that what God really desires is the person, not their 

rituals. Even though the offerings were important aspects of their Levitical heritage, 

nevertheless, the Lord rejected his own institutions and his instruments of music because of 

their unethical behavior. These rituals and their musical instruments gave their performers a 

false sense of security. They had rejected the very heart of the Law. In fact, God taunted them, 

as it were, to sin:  
 

      “Go to Bethel and sin; go to Gilgal and sin yet more. Bring your sacrifices every morning, your 

tithes every three years.b 5 Burn leavened bread as a thank offering and brag about your freewill 

offerings— boast about them, you Israelites, for this is what you love to do,” declares the Sovereign 

LORD. (Amos 4:4-5)  
  

 Later, God says, “I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies” 

(5:21). These activities became the focus of God’s hatred because they furthered the false sense 

of security, refuge, or safekeeping. We can hardly reflect upon Amos 5:21 without due 

deliberation upon the words of Isaiah (739 BC), approximately twenty years later, concerning 

the same mindset of God against the southern kingdom of Judah:  
 

     Stop bringing meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to me. New Moons, Sabbaths and 

convocations— I cannot bear your evil assemblies. 14 Your New Moon festivals and your appointed 

feasts my soul hates. They have become a burden to me; I am weary of bearing them. (Isaiah 1:13-14)  

 

As with Amos (760 BC), so, too, Isaiah (739 BC) gives God’s reaction to their rituals, 

rituals of worship not expressive of emotions of the heart. Both Israel and Judah were lulled, or 

pacified, into thinking that their religious rituals were fulfilling their religious duties. As 

observed earlier in this chapter, God commanded instruments of music (2 Chronicles 29:25) to 

be employed in the Temple to honor Him. God is not condemning the use of the instruments 

anymore than He is condemning sacrificial offerings, which He commanded. God’s rejection of 

their rituals focused upon their external behavior—behavior that God deplored.  

One hundred years later than Isaiah, Jeremiah (627 BC) addressed the deplorable 

conditions in the southern kingdom. He calls attention to their ethical behavior as well as their 

punctiliousness to their rituals. Listen to Jeremiah as he paints a graphic picture of the same 

scenario that both Amos and Isaiah addressed: 
 

     This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD: 2 “Stand at the gate of the LORD’s house 

and there proclaim this message: “‘Hear the word of the LORD, all you people of Judah who come 

through these gates to worship the LORD. 3 This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says: 

Reform your ways and your actions, and I will let you live in this place. 4 Do not trust in deceptive 

words and say, “This is the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD!” 5 If 

you really change your ways and your actions and deal with each other justly, 6 if you do not oppress 

the alien, the fatherless or the widow and do not shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not 

follow other gods to your own harm, 7 then I will let you live in this place, in the land I gave your 

forefathers for ever and ever. 8 But look, you are trusting in deceptive words that are worthless. 9 Will 

                                                 
b Or tithes on the third day 
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you steal and murder, commit adultery and perjury, burn incense to Baal and follow other gods you 

have not known, 10 and then come and stand before me in this house, which bears my Name, and say, 

“We are safe”—safe to do all these detestable things? 11 Has this house, which bears my Name, 

become a den of robbers to you? But I have been watching! declares the LORD. 12 Go now to the place 

in Shiloh where I first made a dwelling for my Name, and see what I did to it because of the 

wickedness of my people Israel. (Jeremiah 7:1-12) 

 

We should recall that over one hundred years earlier that Amos called attention to their 

unethical conduct versus their tenacity to the strict observance of their religious rituals. They 

employed their music in a mechanical way as well as their other activities in order to please or 

appease, so they thought, the God of heaven. Their worship was not “from the soul.” Their 

worship was “soulless” worship. The people of Israel practiced ritual over, or above, heart 

obedience. God wants worship from the soul/heart, not mere external ritual. The same is still 

true today. This is why we must sing and make music with all our hearts. What did God want 

from the Northern Kingdom? Listen to Amos, once more, as he reveals the words of God to this 

apostate nation: 
 

     For I know how many are your offenses and how great your sins. You oppress the righteous and 

take bribes and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts. 13 Therefore the prudent man keeps quiet 

in such times, for the times are evil. 14 Seek good, not evil, that you may live. Then the LORD God 

Almighty will be with you, just as you say he is. 15 Hate evil, love good; maintain justice in the 

courts. Perhaps the LORD God Almighty will have mercy on the remnant of Joseph.   (Amos 5:12-15)  

 

Amos 6:5 

 

 Once more, Amos focuses upon the don’t-care attitude (Amos 6:1). In this Scripture, he 

begins with the Southern Kingdom and then, immediately turns his attention to the Northern 

Kingdom and then back to the Southern Kingdom. Once again, Amos leads up to the use of 

instruments in their gatherings—their homes. Amos 5:23 appears to be in a context of Temple 

worship, but Amos 6:5 appears to be in a context of one’s life outside the Temple. He deals 

with their sumptuous lifestyles—lives lived in total disregard for the poor. Listen to Amos as 

the Holy Spirit speaks through him: 
 

      You put off the evil day and bring near a reign of terror. 4 You lie on beds inlaid with ivory and lounge 

on your couches. You dine on choice lambs and fattened calves. 5 You strum away on your harps like 

David and improvise on musical instruments. 6 You drink wine by the bowlful and use the finest lotions, 

but you do not grieve over the ruin of Joseph. (6:3-6)  

 

 Just a casual reading of this text reveals the ghastly consequences of surface religion. In 

5:18, Amos pronounced a “woe” on the Northern Kingdom, now he pronounces a “woe” on the 

Southern Kingdom (6:1). In this pericope (6:1-7), Amos condemns their luxurious lifestyle—a 

lifestyle of self-indulgence and gluttony, which was supported by a reign of terror (6:3). This 

same life of self-indulgence also appeared in the Northern Kingdom. It is in this regard that God 

called attention to their extravagance at the expense of the common people:  
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     I will tear down the winter house along with the summer house; the houses adorned with ivory 

will be destroyed and the mansions will be demolished,’ declares the LORD. (3:15)  

 

How does this lifestyle coincide with the Southern Kingdom? We read of their ivory-

inlaid beds, drinking wine by the bowls, use of the finest lotions, no feelings for the poor, and 

no compassion or understanding of the impending judgment of the Northern Kingdom. It is in 

this context that Amos mentions musical instruments. In 5:23, we discover that God is not 

pleased with their musical instruments since their worship was hypocritical—performed in 

order to impress the people with their acts of piety. Now Amos turns his attention to the 

imitation of musical instruments employed by David, instruments commanded by God. 

What is the difference between David and the Southern Kingdom leaders who also employed 

musical instruments? The answer lies in the attitude. In other words, David employed the 

instruments to God’s glory, but, on the other hand, their instruments were used for frivolous 

songs. Unfortunately, many Christians cite Amos to prove that God had not authorized the use 

of instruments in praise to God. This use of instruments was unauthorized by God. Yet, this 

interpretation violates a clear passage of Scripture that states that God told David to use 

instruments. We should listen to the Holy Spirit as he has the Chronicler to record God’s 

instructions to David: 

 
     He stationed the Levites in the temple of the LORD with cymbals, harps and lyres in the way 

prescribed by David and Gad the king’s seer and Nathan the prophet; this was commanded by the 

LORD through his prophets. 26 So the Levites stood ready with David’s instruments, and the priests 

with their trumpets. (2 Chronicles 29:25-26) 

 

  David made songs for God’s glory, but the Israelites made songs to the glory of their 

feast. These individuals were not serving the Lord but their own appetites. The context of 6:5 is 

that the songs were “frivolous” in nature. They composed songs and played them on harps as 

David did. The one was frolicsome; on the other hand, the other was for God’s glory. They had, 

so to speak, their jazz, their rock and roll, and their hard-rock music. There is a proper and an 

improper use of songs and instruments. Even religious songs must be sung with lives lived to 

glorify God. Their religious songs did not coincide with their lifestyles as the people of God. 

We can hardly read Amos 6:1-5 without due reflection upon Paul’s admonition to the Christians 

in Ephesus. Listen to Paul as he addresses the proper use of songs and instrumental music, not 

drunken songs sung with musical instruments: 
 

     Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. 19 Speak to 

one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, 
20 always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

(Ephesians 5:18-20)  
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Worship:  

Relegated to Mere Spectators 

 

 This is the third argument under Coffman’s new caption (“Crooked Efforts to Justify 

Their Use”). His second contention surrounded 2 Chronicles 29:25, which is cited above. His 

third quarrel with the use of the instrument is as weak as his other opinions developed in his 

short essay. He complains that if we allow individuals to play the instrument, then this moves 

the so-called worship service from the hands of the church into the hands of professionals.204 He 

continues his arguments by writing: “Thus, the congregation’s role as participants in the 

worship is relegated to the status of mere spectators.”205 This argument is extremely off base. If 

we were to apply this kind of rationale, then we would have to stop one person from preaching 

and another individual from leading in prayer, or another person from leading the singing; 

otherwise, according to Coffman, the “worship is relegated to the status of mere spectators.” 

 This whole subject of worship needs a theological overhaul by the Christian community. 

The Christians need to rethink the traditional concept of worship. Believers must reanalyze the 

question: What Is Worship? It is true that in corporate worship, we are to be active, not passive. 

Having said this, we must also realize that participation is not always actually participating by 

outward visible performance. For example, we can attend a Christian assembly and participate 

without actually performing in the activity in a visible way. Is this a contradiction? No! For 

instance, we can participate by paying attention and involving ourselves in the activity, which is 

passive participation.  

The only kind of singing mentioned in the New Testament in an actual assembly is found 

in First Corinthian 14. This singing is solo singing, not congregational singing. Even though 

only one person sings, nevertheless, there is still broad participation by all, even though passive 

in nature. The same is true when one or several play instruments; there is still broad 

participation, even though passive in nature on the part of the congregation as a whole. This 

kind of participation also includes the way we respond to other activities that occur in the 

assembly. Even though a congregation usually has only one person to address the congregation, 

still the congregation involves itself through the way it thinks and receives the message. In our 

hearts, we play a part in all the activities, even though we do not actively engage in the solo 

singing, preaching, prayers, and so on. When God reaches our hearts in sensitivity to the spirit-

filled preaching and prayers, we still join in the actions, even though listening is passive in 

nature. It is not correct to say the congregation has relegated its activities to the “spectator” 

status. 
 

CONCLUSION 

 

All the arguments against instrumental music by Coffman are based upon a so-called 

worship service, which is based on the philosophy of “pattern theology.” If God has not 

ordained a worship service with five prescribed rituals, then his position about the sinfulness of 

                                                 
204 James Burton Coffman, “The Sinful Use of Instrumental Music,” 22. 
205 Ibid. 
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instrumental music is null-and-void. The issues presented by James Burton Coffman206 focuses 

on a so-called worship service on Sunday morning—usually about one hour. The current 

concept of worship is one of the great obstacles to unity among God’s family today. Christians 

are divided over something that the New Testament never addresses.  

The Scriptures never legislate concerning certain rituals to be carried out in a so-called 

worship service—a service with five prescribed rituals that have to be executed in a precise 

manner.207 The New Testament does not use a worship formula for the Christian assembly, or 

meeting. In 1977, Dwaine Dunning questioned the traditional concept of a so-called worship 

service with the traditional five-rituals that have to be performed in a precise matter in order for 

one’s worship to be “true” worship. In 1977, Dwaine Dunning debated Rubel Shelly over the 

use of the instrument in the Christian assembly. In this debate, Dunning successfully argued 

that all Shelly’s arguments were null-and-void since the New Testament never ordained a 

worship service for the Christian community.208 

 

 

 

                                                 
206In concluding my remarks, I again want to stress that I believe that Coffman, during his earthly life, was 

a true believer in Jesus as the Savior of the world. He is God’s child. When he passed from this life, he entered 

the gates of eternity and experienced the resurrection of immortality. Unfortunately, this in-depth study is 

necessary to assist those who read Coffman’s essay to understand more clearly the teaching of the Holy Spirit 

on this subject. His mistake was an honest mistake of the heart, not rebellion against God. We should remember 

that salvation is not contingent upon absolute perfection in knowledge, but rather upon our acceptance of Jesus 

as Lord. All error is error but not all error will condemn our souls; otherwise, no one could be saved. All truth is 

true but not all truth is essential to salvation; otherwise, we could not be saved. Am I in fellowship with 

Christians in error? Yes! What other kind are there? 
207For a detailed study of worship, see Dallas Burdette’s four studies on worship, in Dallas Burdette, 

Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Privileges (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 358-438. 
208Rubel Shelly and Dwaine Dunning, Shelly—Dunning Debate (West Monroe, Louisiana: William C. 

Johnson, Inc., 1977).  
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15 

 
 

The Secret of Happiness: 
Jesus Christ 

 

 

 

 The Book of Philippians unfolds Paul’s secret to happiness, which mystery is none other 

than Jesus Christ. At the time of Paul’s writing this Epistle to the Philippians (AD 62), Paul was 

confined to prison in Rome (Philippians 1:12-14). In spite of incarceration, Paul’s outward 

circumstances could not change his attitude toward Christ and His people. He experienced that 

peace that “transcends all understanding” (4:4-7). He could still say, “I hope in the Lord Jesus” 

(2:19) and “I am confident in the Lord” (2:24). Nothing could take away Paul’s contentment. 

Prior to Paul’s imprisonment in Rome, he wrote to the Christians in Rome (AD 57) about his 

determination to follow Christ in spite of persecution: “Who shall separate us from the love of 

Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword” 

(Romans 8:35)?  

How did Paul respond to his own question? How do we respond to this same question? 

We should listen to Paul as he answers very boldly:  

 
     No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.  38 For I am 

convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, 

nor any powers, 39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate 

us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (8:37-39) 

 

Do we react in the same way that Paul describes concerning his own behavior in his 

Epistle to the Christians in Rome? Do we allow circumstances in life to depress us?  How do we 

react if someone says something against us that we do not like, especially if it is not true? How 

do we conduct ourselves when someone in our family dies? How do we act in response to the 

death of a loved one? Do we give up God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit? Do we give up meeting 

with God’s people? How do we answer if we lose our jobs? Do we allow outward 

circumstances to interfere with our happiness in the Lord? How could Paul endure so much 

suffering, but yet still say, “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” 

(Philippians 4:4)? How long has it been since we reflected upon the trials that Paul endured 

for the cause of Christ? Let us tune in our ears, once more, to Paul as he enumerates some of 

his hardship:  
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     Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they Abraham’s descendants? So 

am I.  23 Are they servants of Christ? (I am out of my mind to talk like this.) I am more. I have worked 

much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death 

again and again.  24 Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.  25 Three times I 

was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in 

the open sea, 26 I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from 

bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger 

in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers.  27 I have labored and toiled and 

have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I 

have been cold and naked.  28 Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all 

the churches.  29 Who is weak, and I do not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly 

burn? (2 Corinthians 11:22-29) 

 

 What was Paul’s secret? How could he rejoice in the face of so many unfortunate 

circumstances in life? The answer rests in one person, namely, Jesus the Messiah of messianic 

prophecy. Yes, Jesus was Paul’s secret to happiness. Paul filled his mind with Christ. In fact, 

Paul, in the first chapter of Philippians, uses the words “Christ Jesus” five times,209 “Jesus 

Christ” three times,210 and the title  “Christ” nine times.211 In other words, Paul utilizes some 

form of the names Jesus (Ἰησοῦς, Iēsous) and Christ (Χριστός, Christos) seventeen times in 

Chapter 1. Even though Paul speaks of joy throughout this Epistle, nevertheless, the name of 

Jesus overshadows even the word joy (χαρά, chara).212 Paul belonged to Jesus, and he wanted 

to know Him. It is in this same vein that Paul writes to the Corinthians: 

 
      When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you 

the testimony about God.2  For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and 

him crucified. (1 Corinthians 2:1-2) 

 

 Jesus was Paul’s every thought. Is Jesus our every thought? Is Jesus first in our lives? Or 

are the things of the world first in our lives? As we ponder these questions within our own 

hearts, are we now thinking of Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the Mount—“But seek first his 

kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 

6:33)? Again, the words of Jesus should ring loud and clear:  

 
     No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted 

to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money. (Matthew 6:24)  

 

Paul addresses his inner feelings to the Philippians as he seeks to convey what really and 

truly makes one happy. We should observe the conciseness with which Paul calls attention to 

his own rejection of his earlier material blessings: 

 

                                                 
209 “Christ Jesus,” five times: 1:1 [2x], 6, 8, 26. 
210 “Jesus Christ,” three times: 1:2, 11, 19. 
211 “Christ,” nine times: 1:10, 13, 17, 18, 20, 21, 27, 29. 
212The word joy appears six times in the Book of Philippians: 1:4, 25, 26; 2:2, 29; 4:1.  



 218 

     But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  8 What is more, I 

consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for 

whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in 

him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through 

faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.  10 I want to know Christ 

and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in 

his death, 11 and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. (Philippians 3:7-11) 

 

 Paul, according to his own list of attainments (2 Corinthians 11:22-23), could have 

catalogued a list of privileges on the credit side of the balance; but when he met Christ, he wrote 

them off as nothing more than bad debts. We should give notice, once more, to Paul as he 

reflects upon his life prior to his conversion as well as his life after his acceptance of Christ: 

 
     I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my 

Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ, 

(Philippians 3:8)  

 

For Paul, all human achievements had to be set-aside in order for him to accept God’s 

grace that is freely given to everyone who believes in Jesus. Again, we should listen in on Paul 

as he leads up to his consciousness of the joy of knowing Jesus: 

 
     If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more:  5 circumcised on 

the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to 

the law, a Pharisee; 6 as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless. (3:4-

6)  

 

This list is impressive, but did it really make an impact on Paul? He says no! Again, pay 

awareness to him as he reveals his innermost thoughts: “What is more, I consider everything a 

loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake 

I have lost all things” (3:8). How do we feel about knowing the surpassing greatness of Jesus 

Christ? Have we learned this lesson yet? Are we participating in complaints against God’s 

children? Are we constantly bickering in Christian gatherings? Are we seeking to drown our 

sorrows in alcohol? Are we trying to fill the void in our lives with drugs? Are we filled with 

unhappiness? If so, what is the answer? The way out of the “valley of the shadow of death” is 

Jesus. Do we remember the words of Jesus as He spoke of Himself versus the burdens of 

individuals? Everyone should take note as to what the Master says,  

 
     Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  29 Take my yoke upon 

you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  30 

For my yoke is easy and my burden is light. (Matthew 11:28-30) 

 

 Once more, what is the secret of happiness? The answer is Jesus! This invitation is open 

to all who are exhausted and burdened down. When we come to Christ by faith, He gives us  

rest. As we reflect upon the words of Jesus, we are immediately confronted with a plea—

“come”—and a pledge—“I will give you rest.” The “rest” that Jesus offers is not based on 
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works or on outward circumstances in life, but rather on faith in Him. The Jewish leaders cast 

heavy burdens upon the people with all their rules and regulations, but Jesus swept all those 

worries away. He, today, still sweeps all heaviness away if we are willing to put our trust in 

Him. This kind of “rest” cannot be bought or earned; it is a gift. Do we want rest from our 

guilt and burden of sin? If so, then we must put our faith in Him and His finished work on 

Calvary. 

 Three words in Matthew 11:28-30, as stated above, stand out in Jesus’ call for a response 

to His yoke. For instance, Jesus calls upon everyone to make a decision—“take.” He also calls 

for the development of one’s life—“learn.” If we will “take” and “learn,” Jesus says that we 

will “find” rest, that is—peace for our souls. Once we have made this commitment, then we 

must walk with Him. By taking His yoke, we can work alongside Him. This is a great privilege.  

Jesus is inviting us to walk side-by-side with Him in the unplowed fields and the unplanted 

fields. He wants us to share in the harvest of winning souls to Him. Jesus wants His people to 

learn to be like Him—“gentle and humble in heart.” He wants us to know about Him and the 

Father and the Holy Spirit. Our knowledge of Jesus should be demonstrated by an ever-

growing grasp of the eternal Son. And, finally, our service in His kingdom results from our 

rest in Him. Knowing Jesus is the secret of happiness. The more we have of the mind of Christ, 

the greater our happiness. 

 

THE MIND OF CHRIST 

 

 As we read the Epistle to the Philippians, we quickly discover an opening into the mind 

of Christ. Paul, unlike the Gospels, reveals, as it were, the intimate mind of Christ concerning 

His coming to earth and why He came. The Gospels tell about His life and ministry; they tell 

about His Death and Resurrection, but they do not tell about the inner workings of the mind of 

Christ as forcefully as the Pauline passage to the Philippians. The Gospels reveal what Jesus 

said and did, but the Philippian Epistle gives a record of Jesus’ own thoughts concerning His 

Atonement. We should take note as Paul soars into the heights of heaven in making known the 

hidden feelings of the Master: 

     Who, being in very nature God,   did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7 

but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 8 And 

being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death 

on a cross! (Philippians 2:6-8) 

 

 We can only stand in awe of the humility and obedience of Jesus. Jesus laid aside the 

glory that belonged to Him in order to redeem sinful humanity. Jesus, in His prayer to the 

Father, speaks of this glory that He had with the Father before the creation of the world. Jesus 

prayed this prayer shortly before His Death on the Cross. Listen to Him as He prays: 

 
     Father, the time has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.  2 For you granted him 

authority over all people that he might give eternal life to all those you have given him.  3 Now this is 

eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.  4 I 
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have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me to do.  5 And now, Father, 

glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the world began. (John 17:1-5)  

 

 Jesus became a man and died for the salvation of all who would put their trust in Him. 

John describes it this way:  

 
     The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of 

the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. (John 1:14) 

 

Once more, Jesus goes right to the heart of salvation in His conversation with Nicodemus:  

 
     For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through 

him.  18 Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands 

condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son. (John 3:17-

18) 

 

Paul expresses the first coming of Christ this way: “But when the time had fully come, 

God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, 5 to redeem those under law, that we might 

receive the full rights of sons” (Galatians 4:4-5). Jesus did not look on His own glory that He 

had with the Father before the world was, but rather He looked upon lost humanity. He not only 

humbled Himself, but He humbled Himself even to His Death upon the Cross. Matthew, too, 

gives just a little more insight into the mind of Christ, which is captured by Paul in Philippians 

2:6-8. For this additional insight by Matthew, we should listen in on the conversation that Jesus 

had with His Apostles and with His Father. In Gethsemane, He says to His disciples: “My soul 

is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here and keep watch with me” (Matthew 

26:38). Then, in His prayer to the Father, He expresses his anxieties in a most telling way: “My 

Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will” 

(26:39).  

 

THE MIND OF EVERY CHRISTIAN 

 

 We should never stop shouting that the secret of our happiness is Jesus. As believers, we 

must strive to have the mind of Jesus. As we reflect upon the mind of Christ, we must consider 

the personality that Jesus exhibited in His life. The great characteristics of the life of Christ 

were humility, obedience, and self-renunciation. Paul uses Christ as an example of how 

Christians should treat one another. Paul writes: “Your attitude should be the same as that of 

Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5). These three characteristics should be the hallmark of every 

believer. God does not want our lives to focus on self-centeredness, self-absorption, and self-

expression. These works of the flesh annihilate our likeness to Jesus and wipes out our 

fellowship with other Christians. Jesus did not look on what rightfully belonged to Him, but 

rather He laid aside His power, His honor, His omniscience, and took the form of a man. It is in 

this vein that the author of the Book of Hebrews writes: 
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     Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he 

might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—15 and free those who all their 

lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.  16 For surely it is not angels he helps, but Abraham’s 

descendants.  17 For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he 

might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement 

for the sins of the people. 18 Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help 

those who are being tempted.  (Hebrews 2:14-18) 

 

 Do we have the mind of Christ? Are we like Christ?  Paul writes to the Ephesians that 

“they should be made new in the attitudes of their minds” (Ephesians 4:23). Having said this, he 

continues to express what every believer should strive toward: “put on the new self, created to 

be like God in true righteousness and holiness” (4:24). The obedience of Christ was not the only 

motivating factor of His going to the Cross, but His love also played a tremendous part. Again, 

Paul writes: “I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” 

(Galatians 2:20). Paul never ceased calling attention to the mind of Christ: “Be imitators of 

God, therefore, as dearly loved children 2 and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave 

himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (Ephesians 5:1-2).  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

How do we feel about each person who meets with us in our local fellowship of God’s 

redeemed? Do we really and truly love one another? Do we only love those who acquiesce to 

our particular dogma or interpretation of the Scriptures? Are we seeking to maintain the 

unity created by the Holy Spirit? What is our message to the church concerning brotherly love? 

Have we read the words of John, one of the Twelve, concerning love for one another? If not, we 

should pay attention to John as he expresses his anxiety for the fulfillment of love within the 

Christian community:  

 
     This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another.  12 Do not be like 

Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because 

his own actions were evil and his brother’s were righteous.  13 Do not be surprised, my brothers, if the 

world hates you.  14 We know that we have passed from death [spiritual death] to life, because we 

love our brothers. Anyone who does not love remains in death.  15 Anyone who hates his brother is a 

murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him. (1 John 3:11-15) 

 

      How do we define love? Once more, we should reflect upon the words of Paul to the 

Philippians as he seeks to capture the proper attitude that Christians should possess toward one 

another: “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5). Do we 

have the attitude of Christ? Hear Paul as he develops a proper concept of what true love is all 

about: 

 
     Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  5 It is not rude, it is 

not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  6 Love does not delight in evil 

but rejoices with the truth. 7It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. (1 

Corinthians 13:4-7)  
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 Do we love this way? Do we love one another deeply? Do we serve others who are also 

in the company of the Resurrected One? Peter goes right to the very core of love and service 

in his Epistle to the Christians scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and 

Bithynia by saying that they were to exhibit love:  

 
     Love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins. 9Offer hospitality to one 

another without grumbling.  10 Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, 

faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms. (1 Peter 4:8-10)  

 

What does it mean to us to say that we should love one another deeply? Yes, the mind of 

the believer and the mind of Christ should be the same. Jesus won the hearts of the people 

through love, not power. He did not win them by blasting them with power, but rather He won 

them through demonstrating a love that they could not resist. How can we continue to resist His 

love? Do we not remember the words of Jesus to His disciples shortly before His Crucifixion? 

Jesus issued His command about loving one another. We should take notice of Jesus’ 

command: 

 
    A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one 

another. 35 By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” (John 

13:34-35) 

 

Are we willing to confess the name of Jesus as Lord? Are we seeking to accept one 

another as Jesus has accepted us to the glory of God?  In conclusion, we should reread the 

words of Paul about the Lordship of Jesus: 

 
     Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, 
10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and 

every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Philippians 2:9-11) 

 

What was Paul’s secret to happiness? We know that his secret was Jesus. Do we have 

Jesus? Do we have the mind of Christ? If we want the peace that transcends all understanding, 

then we must have the Prince of Peace. Have we experienced divorce in our own personal lives? 

If so, Jesus is the answer of how to deal with this tragedy? Have we lost a child, a husband, a 

wife, or a close relative in death? If so, Jesus is the answer to the questions of life and death? In 

spite of all the trials that Paul endured, he found peace and happiness only in the One who died 

for us. Just a perusal of the Book of Philippians should assist us in our endeavor to find 

peace in our lives in spite of troubles. 
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16 

 
 

Saints in Jesus Christ 
 

 

 In Jesus Christ, God makes sinners into saints to serve Him. As we reflect upon this short 

Epistle of Paul to the Philippians, we are immediately conscious of the joy that permeates this 

Epistle. One of its great themes is “joy” in the Lord. In this letter Paul calls attention to the fact 

that Christians are servants (δοῦλος, doulos, slaves) and saints (ἁγίοις, hagiois) of Christ Jesus 

(Philippians 1:1). In spite of trials and tribulations, we, as Christians, are to demonstrate through 

our faith how to triumph and conquer the enemy—Satan. Through our faithfulness to God, we 

are able to attract and persuade other people to accept Christ as the Savior of the world. There is 

a sense in which Paul advances this concept of attraction as he explains how the Gospel of God 

is advanced through his incarceration as well as his chains that bound him like a common 

criminal: 

 
     Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the 

gospel.  13As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that 

I am in chains for Christ. 14 Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been 

encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly. (Philippians 1:12-14) 

 

 Before Paul advances this perception of how God utilizes persecution to advance His 

Gospel, Paul sets forth his thanksgiving and prayer with concise theological statements about 

the very core of his thoughts about Christianity.  He writes passionately to the Philippians: 

 
     I thank my God every time I remember you.  4 In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with 

joy 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, 6 being confident of this, 

that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ 

Jesus. 7 It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I 

am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me.  8 

God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus. 9 And this is my prayer: 

that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 10 so that you may 

be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, 11 filled with 

the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.  (1:3-

11) 

 

 From this pericope—Thanksgiving and Prayer—we sense that Paul is conscious that God 

is at work in his life as well as the lives of His people as a whole (1:6). He also stresses that 

they, too, share in God’s grace (1:7). It is his desire that their love will abound more and more 
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in knowledge and depth of insight into how to be pure and blameless (1:9-11). Finally, he 

wishes that each believer be filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus 

Christ (1:11). Paul could still rejoice in spite of his confinement in prison. How do we react to 

our tribulations in life? Do we view our troubles as a means for us to advance the Good News 

of God’s way of salvation by grace through faith in the finished work of Christ upon Calvary? 

 Could we rejoice in prison because of our faith in Jesus? Can you, as an individual, still 

rejoice about God working in you as you bury your father, your mother, your son, your 

daughter, your brother, or your sister? In spite of our problems in life, how do we feel and 

act toward Christ and His salvation? When a congregation experiences problems within the 

local body of believers as the Philippians experienced, are we still conscious that God is 

working in us? Are we still aware that we share in God’s grace? Is it still our desire to abound 

more and more in knowledge and depth of insight into the love of God, of Christ, and of the 

Holy Spirit? Did the Philippian congregation exists without conflict? Listen to Paul as he pleads 

with two sisters that were at one another’s throats:  

 
     I plead with Euodia [yū-ōʾdĭ ä] and I plead with Syntyche [sĭnʾtĭ-chē] to agree with each other in 

the Lord.  3 Yes, and I ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these women who have contended at my side in 

the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers (συνεργῶν, synergōn), 

whose names are in the book of life. 4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!  5 Let 

your gentleness be evident to all. (4:2-4) 

 

How many of us can say, as Paul says, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain” 

(1:21). This is the same individual who could say: “I have learned to be content whatever the 

circumstances” (4:11). As we approach this short Epistle, we must ask the question: what is a 

Christian? How do we respond to this question? What is a saint? How do we act in response to 

this question? Is our concept of a Christian simply a skeleton or does it have flesh? Since this 

study is about saints in Christ Jesus, then we should seek a biblical answer to the question as to 

what a Christian is. Just a cursory glance at Paul’s introductory statement to the 

Philippians reveals his innermost thoughts about what it means to be a saint in Christ 

Jesus. He writes with excitement as he pours out his soul about his feelings for the Christians in 

Philippi: 

 
     It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am in 

chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me. (1:7) 

 

 Paul never forgot that he was a saint (set apart for service in God’s kingdom) in Christ 

Jesus. He knew that he was set apart to serve God, whether in prison or out of prison. What 

does it mean to us to say that we are saints? To begin with, Paul says, as stated above: “all of 

you share in God’s grace with me.” In other words, a Christian, or saint, is one who is under 

God’s grace and favor. But again the question is: what is grace? Grace by definition is simply 

unmerited or underserved favor (χάρις, charis). To the Christians in Rome, he writes: “But God 

demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” 
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(Romans 5:8). Again, Paul captures the very depth of God’s grace and love in his Epistle to the 

Ephesians: 

 
     For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift 

of God—9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s workmanship, created in 

Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. (Ephesians 2:8-10) 

 

Is not grace the free, spontaneous, and absolute loving kindness of God toward men 

and women? Grace stands in contrast to the ideas of debt, law, or work. Paul expresses this 

forcefully to Titus who was doing missionary work on the island of Crete: 

 
     He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy (ἔλεος, eleos, 

compassion). He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit,  6 whom he 

poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior,  7 so that, having been justified by his 

grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life. 8 This is a trustworthy saying. And I 

want you to stress these things, so that those who have trusted in God may be careful to devote 

themselves to doing what is good. These things are excellent and profitable for everyone. (Titus 3:5-

8) 

 

God has saved every person who has responded to Jesus as Lord. Salvation is only “in 

and through” Jesus (Acts 4:12). If we are in Christ, we are saints. To be a saint means that we 

are “in Christ.” To be “in Christ” means that we have been set apart by God. It means that God 

sees us and is concerned about us in a very special manner. Saints are individuals of whom God 

has taken hold and has set apart for His own function and purpose. Paul says, 

 
     Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much 

more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God 

who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. (Philippians 2:12-13) 

 

  Are we doing God’s work? Are we allowing God to work in us? God’s purpose in saving 

us through his grace is to do good works. Paul expresses it this way: “For we are God’s 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us 

to do” (Ephesians 2:10). We need to understand that God is working in us to accomplish His 

objectives in reaching out to the lost. We are “God’s workmanship.” In the words of Paul, once 

more, he writes: “For it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good 

purpose” (Philippians 2:13). God is saying that every individual is God’s workmanship. 

Not only are Christians His workmanship, but also God is working in every believer. 

Yes, it is true that God is working in all of his saints. Are we really and truly conscious that God 

is working in us? Has this consciousness made a difference in our kingdom work? This 

consciousness influenced the Philippians in their desire to support the work of 

proclamation with their money. Today, has this concept of God working in us made a 

difference in the way we support financially the proclamation of the Good News about God’s 

way of salvation in and through Christ? Are we cognizant that we are saints? Are we aware that 

we are special to God? We are enjoying the favor and grace of God through Jesus Christ.  
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We should never forget the words of the Chronicler: “For the eyes of the LORD range 

throughout the earth to strengthen those whose hearts are fully committed to him” (2 

Chronicles 16:9). Are we fully committed to His work? Who is a Christian? The answer is: a 

Christian is one who is a partaker of God’s grace, and, at the same time, he or she is one in 

whom God works.  Do we want to flake off and go over the hill at the least turmoil in our lives? 

Do we allow troubles to prevent God from working in us? Have we forsaken God because of 

tribulations or problems in our lives? Once more Paul goes right to the heart of it all: 

 
     What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us?  32 He who 

did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, 

graciously give us all things?  33 Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is 

God who justifies.  34Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was 

raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.  35Who shall separate us 

from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger 

or sword? (Romans 8:31-35) 

 

Paul is saying, “I am protected, I am guarded, and I am safe.” Do we feel this way? Do 

we allow hardships to separate us from the love of God? For Paul, he refused to allow anything 

to separate him from God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit.  This chapter began with emphasis upon 

the statement of Paul in Philippians 1:7: “All of you share in God’s grace with me.” But now, 

we should reread Philippians 1:1 with an eye toward the whole of Paul’s statement: “Paul and 

Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, to all the saints (τοῖς ἁγίοις, tois hagiois) in Christ Jesus at 

Philippi, together with the overseers and deacons.” The word saints often cause individuals to 

stumble. This word saint is not reserved just for certain outstanding men and women in life. The 

word saint is applicable to every believer. It is significant that Paul does not begin with the 

“overseers and deacons,” but he begins with “to all the saints in Christ Jesus.” Again, we should 

remember that a saint is not some exceptional Christian. If so, this mindset would exclude all of 

us. 

 Just a perusal of the Book of First Corinthians reveals the carnal nature of the church. A 

casual reading of this book reveals the divisions that existed within the local body of believers. 

Yet, in spite of this inherent weakness, Paul still addresses them as “saints,” or “sanctified” (1 

Corinthians 1:2). Just as God took hold of the Corinthians, so God has taken hold of every man, 

every woman, every boy, and every girl within His new community who has put his or her trust 

in His Christ. Every believer is sanctified in Christ Jesus. Have we been sanctified? If not, then 

we need to put our faith in Jesus.  

 Paul begins this Epistle to the Philippians by reminding them that they are “saints in 

Christ Jesus.” He was not content to just say, “all the saints at Philippi,” but rather “To all the 

saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi.” Are we aware that Paul uses the expression “in Christ” 

forty-eight times in his Epistles? The Greek expression is ἐν Χριστῷ, (en Christō). Paul has no 

Gospel apart from Christ. Christ is in me and I am in Christ. In the Corinthian letter, Paul 

expresses this truth by saying, “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of 

it” (1 Corinthians 12:27). Earlier, in this same Epistle, Paul calls attention to the unique position 

of the Corinthians:  
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     Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have 

received from God? You are not your own; 20 you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with 

your body. (6:19-20) 

 

 The Corinthians, as stated above, were sanctified in Christ (ἡγιασμένοις ἐν Χριστῷ, 

hēgiasmenois en Christō, “to [ones] having been sanctified, to make holy, consecrate, sanctify”) 

[1:2].213 Their sanctification should result in holiness as a way of life: “To the church of God in 

Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be holy [ἁγίοις, hagiois, “saints”], 

together with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ—their Lord 

and ours” (1:2). When one is “sanctified,” one is set apart for God. Do we view ourselves as set 

apart for God? Are we “filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ”? 

Paul tells the Ephesians: “He chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and 

blameless in his sight” (Ephesians 1:4). Are you “holy and blameless in his sight”? 

 Over again, the word saint is from the Greek word (ἅγιος, hagios) and is equivalent to 

the Hebrew word ֹקֶדׁש (qō·ḏěš) which is usually translated holy. The basic idea of this word is 

different from other things. To help one grasp the central idea of the word saint, perhaps some 

references to other Scriptures will set the stage for a more comprehensive view of this word. For 

example, Moses writes about the priests:  

 

     They must be holy (ֹקֶדׁש, qō·ḏěš) to their God and must not profane the name of their God. 

Because they present the offerings made to the LORD by fire, the food of their God, they are to be 

holy (ֹקֶדׁש). (Leviticus 21:6) 

 

In other words, the priests were to be different from other men, for they were set apart by 

God for a special function. Another example is found in Leviticus concerning the tenth: “A tithe 

of everything from the land, whether grain from the soil or fruit from the trees, belongs to the 

LORD; it is holy (qō·ḏěš) to the LORD” (27:30). The Temple was also holy because it was 

different from other places. God instructs Moses about the distinction between the holy place 

and the most holy place:  

 
     Hang the curtain from the clasps and place the ark of the Testimony behind the curtain. The curtain 

will separate the Holy Place (qō·ḏěš) from the Most Holy Place (qō·ḏěš) (Exodus 26:33) 

 

Also, it is significant that the Jews were a holy nation: “You will be for me a kingdom of 

priests and a holy nation. These are the words you are to speak to the Israelites” (19:6). The 

Jews were different from all other nations. God, through Abraham, separated them from the 

other nations. They had a special place in God’s purpose. God, through the prophet Amos (760 

BC), says, “You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth” (Amos 3:2).  

 The kingdoms of Israel and Judah refused to play the part. Even when the Son came into 

the world, John informs his readers: “He came to that which was his own, but his own did not 

receive him” (John 1:11). God created a new Israel—the Christian community—to be the real 

                                                 
213ἡγιασμένοις is from ἁγιάζω (hagiazō, “to make holy, consecrate, sanctify): ἡγιασμένοις is a perfect 

passive, participle, masculine, plural, dative,  
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people of God.214 Just as the Jews were created to be ἁγίοις (hagiois) holy, different, so now 

every Christian must be ἅγιος (hagios) that is to say,   holy ones and different ones. Prior to 

Paul’s conversion, he was busily engaged in persecuting the saints. Luke informs his readers 

that when God told Ananias to go see Paul, he objected: ‘“Lord,’ Ananias answered, ‘I have 

heard many reports about this man and all the harm he has done to your saints in Jerusalem’” 

(Acts 9:13). After his conversion, he sacrificed all to follow Christ. Listen to Paul as he 

expresses his loss of worldly things to follow Jesus: 

 
      But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 8 What is more, I consider 

everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose 

sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, 

not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith 

in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 10 I want to know Christ and 

the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his 

death, 11 and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. (Philippians 3:7-11) 

 

Peter also goes to visit the saints at Lydda: “As Peter traveled about the country, he went 

to visit the saints in Lydda” (Acts 9:32). He, too, was conscious that his life was now one of 

service. He never forgot that he was set apart for God. He worked to strengthen and to 

encourage others who also had been set apart by God. Yes, as Christians, we are different from 

other people. But what is the difference? The clearest way to explain the distinction is to stress 

what we find in the writings of Paul, for example, the phrases “in Christ,” “in Christ Jesus,” 

and “in the Lord,” which phrases occur frequently in the Pauline Epistles. For instance, “In 

Christ Jesus” occurs forty-eight times, “in Christ” occurs thirty-four times, and “in the Lord” 

occurs fifty times. This is the very essence of Christianity. William Barclay (1907-1978, 

Professor of Divinity and Biblical Criticism at the University of Glasgow) captures eloquently 

the force of the “in Christ” phrase, when he writes: “What makes the Christian different is that 

he is always and everywhere conscious of the encircling presence of Jesus Christ.”215  

As stated above, the Israelites were called ἁγίοις (hagiois), which means holy, separated, 

and consecrated. The Christian church has inherited the title and privileges of the Jewish nation. 

Listen to Peter as he speaks of the church as the “holy nation”: 

 
     But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation (ἔθνος ἅγιον, ethnos hagion), a 

people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into 

his wonderful light. 10 Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had 

not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 11 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and 

strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul.  12 Live such good 

lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds 

and glorify God on the day he visits us.  (1 Peter 2:9-12) 

                                                 
214For greater detail concerning the “new Israel,” see Dallas Burdette, “A New Heaven and a New 

Earth,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching:  Series of Specialized Studies from Psalms ● 

Revelation ● Hebrews (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 257-337.  
215William Barclay, The Letters to the Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians, The Daily Study 

Bible Series, Revised Edition (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1975), 11. 
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The term holy nation does not assert actual or personal sanctity. In other words, the 

phrase is a social term, not a personal epithet. The phrase is not applied merely to persons of 

exceptional holiness. But rather, the word saints is applicable to those who believe: 

 
     He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus.  9 They 

will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the 

majesty of his power 10 on the day he comes to be glorified in his holy people (τοῖς ἁγίοις, tois 

hagiois) and to be marveled at among all those who have believed. This includes you, because you 

believed our testimony to you. (2 Thessalonians 1:8-10) 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Are we believers? Do we wish to become a part of God’s holy people? Again, the words 

of Peter are worth citing once more in order to focus on what the word saint demands: “I urge 

you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your 

soul” (1 Peter 2:11). In order for us to be “saints,” we must become a part of Christ’s 

spiritual community. Do we stand out in the world? Do we show others how to triumph in the 

face of turmoil? Do we demonstrate to others how to conquer the things of Satan? Can we say, 

as Paul says, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21)? Do we fully 

trust in Christ for our salvation? Have we abandoned ourselves to the work of Christ? Are we 

seeking His righteousness? The following words of Emil Brunner (1889-1966, a Swiss 

Protestant (Reformed) theologian) are worth citing and should cause us to reflect upon what it 

means to allow Christ to live in us: 

 
     Two things above all hinder our spiritual growth. On the one hand, our fretful concern about the 

state of our soul’s health, and on the other, our self—seeking impulses which in spite of all our prayer 

and meditation on God’s Word, in spite of all our attempts at self-improvement, ever lurk within us, 

driving us to take ourselves more seriously than God, to consider our honor as more important than 

the honor to God, so that our pride refuses to bend beneath the yoke of the humility of Christ. As long 

as we are thus worldly and self-willed, Christ cannot take form and shape within us. There is no room 

for Him. Our souls are blocked by the pressure of the world and of the self. If we do not begin to 

make ourselves of no account, then our Christian life will inevitably be impoverished.216 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
216Emil Brunner, The Great Invitation and Other Sermons, translated by Harold Knight (Philadelphia: 

The Westminster Press, 1955), 148.  
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17 

 
 

God Works in Us 
 

 
I thank my God every time I remember you. 4 In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy 5 

because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, 6 being confident of this, that 

he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus. 

(Philippians 1:3-6) 

 

 

Paul informed the Philippians that God had begun a “good work” in them. God worked in 

them from the beginning in order to bring about His aims, and, today, He is still working 

through us to carry out His mission in reaching out to the world with His message of 

redemption “in” and “through” Christ. God continues to work through us to carry out His 

purposes. A consciousness of God’s work in us will alter our reaction to the Good News of 

salvation made available through Christ. This awareness will not only affect our outlook toward 

evangelism, but it will also shape the way we react toward others. Are we conscious that God 

works through us to achieve His objectives—the salvation of men and women? Are we 

sharing our faith in Christ with others? What do we do to promote unity among God’s people? 

Do we make allowances for other believers? Do we forgive others as we wish God to forgive 

us? Are we professional faultfinders?  

What does it mean to us to be called “servants” of the Lord Jesus? Are we aware of our 

calling into the service of God?  Do we love others as Christ has loved us (John 15:12)? Do we 

live lives worthy of the calling we have received (Ephesians 4:1)? Are we humble, gentle, and 

patient with other believers (4:2)? Do we make allowances for other Christians in love (4:2)? 

Do we do everything in our power to keep the Spirit’s unity (4:3)? How do we respond 

positively to our calling? Our answers to these questions are found in our perception of God 

who actually works through us to accomplish His purpose of emancipation from the kingdom of 

darkness. This realization of God’s activities in us should assist us in our mission of sharing the 

Good News of God’s way of salvation by faith in Jesus as well as our ethical conduct.  

We are servants and saints of God. As “saints” in Christ Jesus, God calls us into His 

service. For Paul, the whole Christian community, not just the Philippians, is called into mission 

outreach and ministry to the world as well as to God’s new community. Perhaps, the key verse 

in the entire Philippian letter is found in verse 6 of the first chapter: “He who began a good 

work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” Paul called notice to 

the individual as an instrument of God’s purpose. We, too, need to be conscious that each 

person is an instrument of God. This consciousness should remold our view of service in God’s 
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kingdom. Apparently, the Philippians were having second thoughts about their place in God’s 

kingdom, especially with the persecutions encountered because of their faith. Thus, Paul seeks 

to nip-in-the-bud any defection of disloyalty or misunderstanding as to the nature of their work:  

 
     Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, whether 

I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in one 

spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel 28without being frightened in any way by 

those who oppose you. (Philippians 1:27-28) 

 

Prior to this statement, as noted above, Paul issues one of the most profound theological 

statements found in this short Epistle: “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to 

completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (1:6). This statement is still true today. God is still 

working in the lives of His saints. God has begun a work with His saints in every local body of 

believers. God works in us individually to accomplish His outreach to a lost and dying world in 

sin as well as to strengthen those already in the faith. Everyone who is a part of God’s 

community of believers must never forget that it is God working in each person in order to 

accomplish His objectives.  

Just as the Philippians, we, too, have doubts, from time to time, about our Christian 

ministry in relationship to others who also belong to the Lord Jesus. In our ministry, we are too 

quick to criticize other believers. Not only do we, as believers, frequently disapprove of other 

believers, but we often cease to work with the local body of believers in which we are 

connected because of our disapproval of someone else. In other words, we, as Christians, often 

flake-off and go over the hill and start another loyal church. Yet, in spite of what others do, we 

must remind ourselves that it is God who has begun a good work in us. We must keep our eyes 

upon Jesus, lest we become weary and discouraged. It is in this same vein that the author of the 

Book of Hebrews writes: 

 
     Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything 

that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out 

for us. 2 Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before 

him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 

Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary 

and lose heart. (Hebrews 12:1-3) 

 

Paul, at the time of the writing of Philippians, was incarcerated in Rome. Yet, in spite of 

this setback, he was mindful that God was still accomplishing His goals through him. Paul 

mentions this concept in the beginning of this short Epistle (1:6) and again in (2:13). He did not 

want the believers to give up, in spite of troubles—persecution, haughtiness, and disunity. In 

fact, he states: “continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling” (2:12). He is 

saying that Christians should “work out” their salvation, not “work for” their salvation.  

A works-type salvation is not taught. Listen to Paul once more as he calls attention to the 

role of God in our salvation: “For it is God who works in you to will and to act according to 

his good purpose” (2:13). It is God working “in you,” not the reverse. God has a special purpose 

for each person to fulfill. God wants every Christian to “work out” his or her salvation; that is to 
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say, one should put into practice the things of God in his or her daily walk. We must never 

forget that the ultimate ground and basis of our salvation is God. 

A realization of God working in us should help us to eliminate disunity and pride among 

God’s people. We witness disharmony and self-importance within the congregation at Philippi 

(2:1-11; 4:2). Even today, we frequently experience discord and conceit within the local 

congregation that we assemble with on a weekly basis. If God is working in each believer, 

and He is, we must eliminate friction and smugness, which will destroy our influence for 

the cause of Christ. What kind of attitude do we have toward God’s people? Do we have 

fellowship with the Spirit? Are we united with Christ? Do we have comfort from the love of 

Christ? Do we consider ourselves better than others? Do we look out for our own interests rr do 

we look out for the interests of others?  

Do we have the mind of Christ in our relationship with other members in our local 

fellowship? Between the two statements of Paul about God working “in you” (1:6; 2:13), he 

sandwiches in his remarks about one’s attitude toward other Christians by calling on the attitude 

of Christ to be emulated among each saint.  If God is working in us, then we should focus on 

our relationships with other believers, which should be high on our agenda. Pay attention to 

Paul as he centers in on the motives behind his admonition about humility and acceptance of 

others: 

 

     If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any 

fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, 2 then make my joy complete by being 

like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. 3 Do nothing out of selfish 

ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 4 Each of you 

should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 5 Your attitude should 

be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with 

God something to be grasped, 7 but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being 

made in human likeness. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became 

obedient to death—even death on a cross! 9 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave 

him the name that is above every name, 10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven 

and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of 

God the Father. (2:1-11) 

  

Even though Paul addresses pride and disunity within this Epistle, it appears that his 

primary purpose is to encourage the Philippians to keep on working to carry out an evangelistic 

ministry of reaching out to the lost, even in the face of persecution. Paul is aware that God is 

going forward through the members of the church in Philippi. When we understand God’s plan 

of salvation, we will be able to maintain courage and confidence—it is God working in us. Why 

do we falter in our ministry? Is it not because of our failure to grasp this central doctrine of 

“God working in you”? Failure to understand this teaching results in discord among God’s 

people. We cannot build up the Body of Christ without recognition of this magnificent 

statement—“God working in you.” In every believer the work of God is being done. How did 

Paul view the work at Philippi? How does God view the work of our local fellowship of the 

Resurrected One?   
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 Paul founded this congregation (Philippi) on his second missionary journey. This 

outreach of Paul and Silas began as they traveled through the province of Galatia in order to 

give assistance to the churches that he and Barnabas had previously established on their first 

missionary expedition. Once again, we witness the work of God in their evangelistic activities. 

Paul and his companions decided to go west to Asia Minor, but the Spirit of God did not allow 

them to go (Acts 16:6). After this rejection by the Holy Spirit, Paul decided to go north, but 

again the Holy Spirit interfered (16:8). Thus, they went west and stopped at Troas (16:8). While 

waiting at Troas, Paul received a vision in which he was told to go to Europe (16:9-10).  

Upon their arrival in Europe, Paul, Silas, and Timothy (16:1-3) visited Philippi (16:12). 

His first convert was a woman named Lydia (16:11-15). His second convert, as far as we know, 

was a girl from whom Paul had cast out a demon (16:16-18). His third convert was a Philippian 

jailor (16:19-34). We cannot read these various accounts of Paul’s ministry without 

recognition that God worked through Paul and his companions to bring about these 

conversions. God worked through Paul, Silas, and Timothy to accomplish His mission. God 

worked through these men to lead women and men to Christ.  

Following Paul’s first missionary journey, Paul was later in Jerusalem for the conference 

concerning circumcision (Acts 15). As he related the missionary actions of himself and 

Barnabas to the assembled body, he attributed all of their activities to God (15:4). For example, 

in relating the story of the work that he and Barnabas had accomplished throughout the 

province of Galatia, he emphasized that in this work of conversions that God had worked 

through them. Listen to Luke as he recounts this work of Paul and Barnabas to the believers in 

Antioch of Syria: “On arriving there, they gathered the church together and reported all that 

God had done through them and how he had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles” 

(14:27). God worked through them and God opened the door of faith.  

They were instruments of God. We, too, are vehicles of God to accomplish His work of 

conversion. Is it any wonder that Paul wrote to the Philippians that God works “in you”? Paul 

did not initiate the work, God did. Paul did not create the vision, God did. Paul did not open 

Lydia’s heart, God did—“the Lord opened her heart” (16:14). Even as we reflect upon the 

conversion of the Philippian jailor, we cannot help but observe that the earthquake that jarred 

opened the doors to the jail was not the work of Paul, but rather it was the work of God (16:25-

29). In another prison Epistle, Paul again stresses the role of God in the salvation of men and 

women: 

 
     For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift 

of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s workmanship, created in 

Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. (Ephesians 2:8-10) 

 

 For Paul, God does not just initiate the work, but rather, God continues to work in the 

lives of men and women for the furtherance of His Gospel. Christianity is the result of God’s 

action and activity. The church is the place where God works in the hearts of men and women. 

The Trinity brings about salvation. God the Father initiates, God the Son performs; and God the 

Holy Spirit applies. It is, no doubt, in this same vein that Jesus speaks of the Trinity in His 

baptism: “Let it be so now; it is proper for us (ἡμῖν, hēmin) to do this to fulfill all 
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righteousness” (Matthew 3:15). The pronoun “us” appears from the context to refer to the 

Trinity, not to Jesus and John the Baptist. John is not included in the “us.”  

The moment Adam and Eve sinned, God took the initiative and promised the Messiah 

who would take away the sin of the world (Genesis 3:15; see also Ephesians 1:3-14).  As we 

read the story of Adam and Eve, we quickly discover that the moment Adam and Eve fell that 

God began the process of salvation—the announcement of one who would restore a spiritual 

relationship between Himself and humanity. God did not stop with His interaction with Adam 

and Eve. Later, He chose one man—Abraham—through whom the Messiah would come and 

redeem humanity. God created a nation out of Abraham—the nation of Israel (Genesis 12:3; 

18:8; 22:18; Galatians 3:6-16). Paul, in writing to the Galatians, expresses it this way: “But 

when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, 5 to 

redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons” (Galatians 4:4-5). 

God’s actions are ever present in the scheme of redemption.  

 Since God works in us, then we should remember that our actions are to be actions that 

bring glory to God.  Paul writes: “Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near” 

(Philippians 4:5). Are we gentle? Are we argumentative? Are we factious? Do we love? Are we 

concerned about the things of God? Paul bemoaned the conditions of some: 

 
     For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of 

the cross of Christ. 19 Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their 

shame. Their mind is on earthly things. (3:18-19) 

 

How do we treat other Christians in our daily walk with God?  Do we mind earthly or 

heavenly things? Do we live as enemies of the Cross of Christ? Are we opponents of the Cross 

of Christ? Are we pressing toward the mark of the prize of the high calling of God in Christ 

Jesus (3:14)? Do we proclaim Christianity, and, at the same time, refuse to submit our lives to 

God? Are we fully committed and totally devoted to God and Christ and the Holy Spirit? Do we 

have an appetite for the things of God? Do we meet with God’s people on Sundays? Do we 

study the Word of God? Do we bring our ethical conduct into harmony with our profession of 

faith? How do we live our lives on a day-to-day basis? How do we measure up to the words of 

Paul in his final admonition to the Philippians? Listen to him as he pleads: 

 
     Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, 

whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about 

such things. 9 Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into 

practice. And the God of peace will be with you. (4:8-9) 

 

 Paul is saying that if we have experienced the new birth, then Christ should be all-

absorbing in our thinking. We are no longer to just live for ourselves. Our talents and our 

possessions belong to God. Our commitment to the Good News of God must be lives of 

dedication and loyalty to the kingdom of God. James, the Lord’s brother, expresses it this way: 
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     In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead. 18 But someone will 

say, “You have faith; I have deeds.” Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith 

by what I do. (James 2:17-18) 

 

If our lives do not issue in good works, we are enemies of “the Cross of Christ.” If our 

lives are not devoted to Christ, we are enemies of “the Cross of Christ.” If we do not love our 

brothers and sisters in Christ, we are enemies of “the Cross of Christ.” The world will judge our 

faith by our works. As Christians, we must remember that “faith” alone saves, but the “faith” 

that saves is not alone. True faith will work itself out so that those around us will be able to tell 

that we are different. When we are saved by grace, we will not just sit around and twiddle our 

thumbs. Biblical faith produces good works (Philippians 4:8-9). What motivates us as 

Christians to devotion to Christ in our everyday lives? It is God’s grace that stimulates us to 

good works. Listen to Paul as he reminds one of his coworkers about grace and ethical 

behavior:  

 
     For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. 12 It teaches us to say “No” to 

ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present 

age, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus 

Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people 

that are his very own, eager to do what is good. 15 These, then, are the things you should teach. 

Encourage and rebuke with all authority. Do not let anyone despise you. (Titus 2:11-15) 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Are we allowing God to work in us? Why are there doubts about our Christian 

ministry? Perhaps, it is a failure to grasp this great theological doctrine of Paul’s Epistle: “That 

he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” 

(Philippians 1:6). How does Paul view his work among the Philippians? It is God working 

through him. How do we look upon our own ministry? How does Paul view the Philippians’ 

work? It is God working “in you.” For Paul, the Philippians did not start the work, God did. 

How should we view our relationship to God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit? Do we visualize our 

lives and ministries as God working in us? Are we conscious that we are God’s theater and 

God’s actors? In the words of Paul to the Ephesians, we are God’s workmanship. Do we really 

and truly believe that God has begun a good work in us?   

Do we want to serve God? Are we willing to defend the Gospel?  If so, then this is a good 

sign that God is working in us. The Philippians desired to meet with God’s people in order to 

discuss the things of God and to evangelize the lost more than anything else in the world. Does 

the Church mean anything to us? Are we aware of the fact that the Church is the community 

of those who have been forgiven of their sins? Are we conscious that the church is simply 

the company of the Resurrected One? Are we mindful of the Scripture in which God exhorts 

His disciples not to abandon, or discard, the assembling of themselves together (Hebrews 

10:25)?  

We need to keep in mind that we were chosen in Christ before the foundation of the 

world to be holy and blameless (Ephesians 1:4). Has God’s grace made a difference in our 
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lives? Are we aware that our citizenship is now in heaven? Are we like Timothy? Pay attention 

to Paul as he expresses his thoughts about this faithful servant of God: 

 
     I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be cheered when I receive 

news about you. 20 I have no one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare. 21 

For everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 22 But you know that 

Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of 

the gospel. 23 I hope, therefore, to send him as soon as I see how things go with me. (Philippians 

2:19-23) 

 

  Are we serving “in the work of the Gospel”? Where is our interest? Are we looking out 

for our own concern or are we more anxious about the kingdom of God? The attitude exhibited 

in Timothy’s life as well as the Philippians can be summed up in the words of Jesus: 

 
     Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 38 This 

is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ 

40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments. (Matthew 22:37-40) 
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18 

 
 

God the Initiator  

Of Salvation 
 

 

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much 

more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God 

who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. (Philippians 2:12-13) 

 

 

 Salvation is God’s creation, not ours. Paul expounds upon God’s initiative in the 

redemption of lost humanity in his Epistle to the Philippians (2:12-13). This passage is a puzzle 

to many Christians. On the one hand, Paul says, “work out your own salvation”; but, on the 

other hand, he says, “it is God who works in you.”  Which is it?  Is it both?  Do we earn our 

salvation? Or is salvation God’s initiative? These are questions that this chapter seeks to 

unravel. Just what is Paul saying to the Philippians?  In the above Scripture reading, Paul brings 

us face to face with the practical questions of the Christian life. In other words, he is saying 

that we should work out our salvation to the finish—do not give up, do not faint, do not 

become discouraged. This passage is not a reference to our attempt to earn our salvation by 

works, but rather a reference to spiritual growth and development. Salvation expresses itself in 

the ongoing process in which we, as believers, are involved. 

 This passage (2:12-13) brings us to the very heart of the most practical questions that 

confront us in our walk with the Lord. Before we embark upon a detailed study of the 

implications of this Scripture, it would be helpful to look at this exhortation as a whole before 

we seek to analyze its component parts. To begin with, our attention should focus upon the 

word “therefore” (ὥστε, hōste) at the beginning of this verse (12). This word compels us to take 

this statement (“work out your own salvation with fear and trembling”) within its context; the 

word “therefore” links this verse with the preceding verses, that is to say, what has gone before. 

 Paul appealed to the Philippians to live a life of holiness, to live a life of love, to live a 

life of forbearance, and to live a life of faithfulness to God—come what may. Paul wanted 

their conduct to be in harmony with the Gospel of Jesus the Messiah:  

 
     Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, 

whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in 

one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel 28 without being frightened in any way by 

those who oppose you. This is a sign to them that they will be destroyed, but that you will be saved—
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and that by God. 29 For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but 

also to suffer for him, 30 since you are going through the same struggle you saw I had, and now hear 

that I still have. (1:27-30) 

 

Not only does the “therefore” take us back to 1:27, but it also takes us to Paul’s statement 

where he exhorts the Philippians to “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in 

humility consider others better than yourselves” (2:3). He relies upon the Incarnation and 

Resurrection of Christ to drive home his point of humility. He forcefully illustrates this: 

 
     Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 6Who, being in very nature God, did not 

consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7but made himself nothing, taking the very 

nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 8And being found in appearance as a man, he 

humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross! (2:5-8) 

 This example of Christ’s meekness furnishes a lesson for Christian unity. This deep love 

is the bond that binds the people of God. It is this model of unselfishness that causes us, as 

God’s children, to labor toward the advancement of the Lord’s kingdom on earth. Keep in mind, 

Jesus expresses this kind of love to His disciples:  

 
    A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 
35 By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another. (John 13:34-35) 

 

It is this self-sacrificing love that induces us to make allowances for other believers. It is 

this extreme love that exhibits patience, toleration, and forgiveness. As the Philippians worked 

out their salvation, it was to be done without discord or pomp. This admonition is as true today 

as it was in Paul’s letter. As we, the company of Redeemed ones, work out our salvation in the 

spirit of awe and reverence, it is my prayer that none of us will battle with one another. Paul is 

encouraging these Christians toward love. He loves them and they love him. It is very possible 

that they were discouraged by the fact that Paul was in jail in Rome. We wonder if the 

Philippians were saying within themselves, “without Paul we cannot live this Christian life.” 

 It appears from the tone of the letter that Paul is saying, “Please don’t imagine that my 

presence or my freedom is essential to your living the Christian life. Through the mercy of God, 

I proclaimed to you the Gospel, and God is still allowing me to proclaim His Word in my 

incarceration. God, in His infinite wisdom, allowed me to set you on your feet and, in a sense, 

establish your goings. You must not feel that everything is going down the tube; you must not 

feel that the work in Philippi is about to end because I am in prison and cannot come and 

proclaim the Gospel to you.”   

When we face adverse circumstances in our local fellowship, how do we view God’s 

work in us? Do we also relate to the inner feelings of the Philippians? Are we ever despondent 

when things do not go right with our local body of believers? Can we identify with the 

Philippians? Are we, too, experiencing doubt and turmoil within our souls? In spite of the 

troubles that we experience within our walk with God, we need to remember that God is still 

working in us to accomplish His objectives. Every believer is a servant and priest of God. We 
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ought not to have cliques within the Body of Christ. It is in this vein that Paul addresses the 

Corinthians:  

 
     What, after all, is Apollos? And what is Paul? Only servants, through whom you came to 

believe—as the Lord has assigned to each his task. 6 I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God 

made it grow. 7 So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes 

things grow. 8 The man who plants and the man who waters have one purpose, and each will be 

rewarded according to his own labor. 9 For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, God’s 

building. 10 By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else 

is building on it. But each one should be careful how he builds. (1 Corinthians 3:5-10) 

 

 We, normally, build upon the foundation of Christ laid by someone else. We, in 

conjunction with others, have one purpose; namely, to build upon the company of God’s saints. 

It is God who gives the increase. Paul forcefully reminds the Philippians that it is not his 

presence that is essential; rather, it is God’s closeness that is indispensable. For Paul, the One 

who is really necessary is God. The One who is important to you is with you.  He wants them to 

understand that it is God who works in them, not Paul. Listen again to the words of Paul, “it is 

God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose” (Philippians 2:13). It is 

not Paul, but God that matters. To the Philippians, he is saying in essence, “you must not feel 

that your labor in the Lord is for nothing.” Today, this admonition is also applicable to all of 

God’s saints. The words of Paul to the Corinthian congregation are worth citing:  

 
     Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to 

the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain. (1 Corinthians 

15:58) 

  

Every believer is a minister of God. We are all servants of God.  Both men and women 

are to be ministers of the proclamation of the Good News of God. We, as committed Christians, 

are to be actively engaged in kingdom work. Paul reminds the Corinthians as to what it is all 

about:  

  
     Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All 

this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us (ἡμῖν, hēmin, “to us”) the 

ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting 

men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us (ἐν ἡμῖν, en hēmin, in us) the message of 

reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal 

through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no 

sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:17-21) 

 

 God has committed to all of us this ministry of reconciliation. In the course of history, 

there have been times when many leaders were killed or destroyed, but since Christianity is 

about the love of God within the soul, it has continued.  Christianity is a personal possession 

of every true believer. My prayer is that we will retain a consciousness that God works in us.  

Do we remember how Paul began his letter to the Philippians?  Take note as we read about his 

thanksgiving and prayer: 
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     I thank my God every time I remember you. 4 In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with 

joy 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, 6 being confident of this, 

that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus. 7 It 

is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am in 

chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me. 8 God can 

testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus. 9 And this is my prayer: that your 

love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 10 so that you may be able to 

discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of 

righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God. (Philippians 1:3-11) 

 

 Salvation is a personal possession. As stated above, in Philippians 2:12-13, Paul was 

not exhorting the Christians in Philippi to produce their own salvation, or to arrive at salvation, 

but rather to work out the salvation that they already possessed through faith in Jesus. The New 

Testament writers never present salvation as something that individuals achieve through their 

own efforts, their own strivings, or their own endeavors.  No! “It is God who works in you to 

will and to act according to his good purpose” (Philippians 2:13). Not only is God the One who 

works in us, He is also the One who justifies and sanctifies. How does God justify His actions 

toward sinful humanity? Paul says that it is through faith in Jesus Christ (Romans 3:21-31). 

Once more, Paul says, “ It is because of him [God] that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become 

for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption” (1 Corinthians 

1:30). 

 What does justification and sanctification mean? First, when we are justified, God 

regards us as guiltless; He forgives us in Christ. We are justified by faith. Justification is God 

clothing us with the righteousness of Jesus our Messiah. Second, sanctification is that 

process which is going on within us; it is that which makes us more like Christ. 

Sanctification is continuous, whereas justification is God’s once and for all act regarding 

us as sinless. Progressive sanctification is Christ being formed within us; in other words, our 

nature is being purged and purified and cleansed and perfected. Sanctification is something in 

which we are active. We are to work out our salvation with fear and trembling (Philippians 

2:12).   

Are we aware that God is working in us?  Thank God for such a doctrine that assures 

us that in spite of all our sins and all of our unworthiness, God is still fashioning our lives. It 

goes almost without saying: we who belong to the kingdom of God are to bring our lives into 

conformity with the ethical demands of the Gospel. The new reality (new creation) in Jesus 

must express itself in new forms of behavior. Paul expresses the new life in Christ this way: 

“You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness” (Romans 6:18). 

Again, Paul emphasizes that we must ever strive to manifest the kind of behavior that belief in 

the Gospel promotes—newness of life. Pay attention, once more, to Paul as he seeks to 

reinforce the proper mindset for every believer: “We were therefore buried with him through 

baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the 

Father, we too may live a new life” (6:4).  

Is Christ manifested in our behavior? Do we treat our wives with respect? Do you treat 

our husbands with respect? Do we treat our children with respect? Do we treat our brothers and 
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sisters in Christ with respect? Has the Gospel made a difference in our relationship with other 

individuals? Is God working in us? Are we merciful? Are we kind? Are we conscious that we 

owe our standing before God through His act of redemption “in” and “through” His Son Jesus? 

Is our faith real? If so, we will see Jesus in our actions. We are called to fulfill God’s will. We 

cannot complete God’s will by behavior that does not glorify God. 

And, finally, glorification is the state beyond this life where we will stand justified in the 

presence of God. Do we fail in sanctification in our daily walk with God? Yes, we all do! But 

the Good News from God is this: God in His wisdom made Jesus our SANCTIFICATION. The 

moment we are justified, we are also sanctified. The moment we are sanctified, we are also 

redeemed.  Have we allowed the miracle of the Cross to change our lives? Are we overwhelmed 

with the redeeming act of God “in” and “through” Jesus? Continuous sanctification in our lives 

result in an elimination of narrow, bigoted, harsh, and unlovely features in our relationship with 

others. When we mistreat our spouse, we mistreat Christ; when we mistreat our brothers or 

sisters in Christ, we mistreat Christ just as the religious leaders did in their rejection of His 

Apostles and His disciples in general (Matthew 25:31-36).  

If we lose sight of the Cross or if we take the Cross out of our focus, we will not 

change our ways of living. In other words, without reformation in our day-to-day walk with 

God, people will not recognize us as believers in Christ. If we keep in mind God’s grace, this 

remembrance will change our external and internal behavior. We must always bear in mind that 

we are channels of God’s grace in the sense that God works in us to announce the Good News 

of His way of salvation in Jesus (2 Corinthians 5:17—6:1). Do our neighbors recognize 

Christ in us? Do our co-workers recognize Christ in us? Do our children recognize Christ 

in us? Do our spouses recognize Christ in us?  

How do we view ourselves in our relationship with God? How do we look at the Church 

in God’s scheme of redemption? Life in Christ becomes real when we face our responsibilities 

in proclaiming God’s grace and, at the same time, putting on behavior that glorifies God. When 

we come to a realization that the Church is a Christian community, that is, a fellowship of 

persons living together, we will see greater harmony within the congregation and superior 

concord within family relationships. If we lose the concept of God working in us, we misplace 

our sense of direction. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Are our lives full of troubles? Do we have difficulties in our marriage? Do we have 

problems in the Church? Are we persecuted for our faith in Christ? If we experience negative 

feedback from other Christians, is this kind of behavior a reason for us to flake off and go over 

the hill in desertion from our walk with God (1 Corinthians 15:58)? How did Paul respond to 

problems in the lives of the Philippians? Paul sought to encourage the Philippians to 

faithfulness in spite of persecutions and divisions. To do this, he reminds them that God is 

working in and through them in spite of their trials and tribulations. Since God worked in them, 

they were to be conscious that their kingdom work should be done with “fear and trembling.”  
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As Christians, we, too, must never give up. God works in all of us in order to accomplish His 

objectives in reaching the lost. The grace that we receive from God must bear fruit to His glory 

and honor. This Epistle is about restoring the lost unity between worship and work and 

relationships. As we reflect upon this short Epistle, we immediately realize that God demands 

the whole of our lives. We cannot compartmentalize our lives into both religious and secular. 

For the believer, all of life is worship. The Christian community is not like human 

organizations; Christianity is a way of life, not only for Sundays, but for weekdays as well. 

 As we reflect upon the Church, we should always keep in mind that the Church 

owes its existence to an act of God. The Church is not simply a human organization, but rather 

it is a community in which Jesus Christ is the living Lord. The Church is the witness and the 

continuing embodiment of the historical fact that God sent His Son so that we might receive 

adoption from God as His sons and daughters. The Church is an inward fellowship of faith 

and love. The Church is the community of those who live by faith in God’s promises. The 

Church of Jesus Christ is built from above, not from below; it has its source in God, not 

humanity. How do we view the Church? How do we view sin? How do we perceive our 

relationship with God? The Church is essentially a fellowship of persons, not an institution, that 

is to say, it is not an ecclesiastical organization. 

Are we rebelling against the teachings of God? We must always be conscious that 

God’s way with us is to lead us to repentance. God desires to deliver us from sin so that we 

may serve Him in newness of life. For us to be Christians, we must undergo a complete 

change in our minds, from the carnal to the spiritual. Belief in Christ, repentance, and baptism 

are the starting points of our Christian lives. Once we are converted to Christ, we should 

remember that the work of evangelism is not something that can be accomplished only by the 

person in the pulpit alone. Every Christian is a minister of God. 

Are we proclaiming the message of God’s redeeming love? The Gospel was 

proclaimed not only in Word, but also in deeds. The whole life of the Christian is worship. The 

early Christians understood their life to be one continuous act of worship. Christians are to go 

forth, not as rulers, but as servants of the Most High God. Are we servants of God? Are we 

allowing God to work in us? Again, the words of Paul to the Philippians should be memorized: 

 
     Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much 

more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God 

who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. (Philippians 2:12-13) 

 

 As the new people of God, we need to keep in mind that we represent the new humanity. 

The church is a radically new fellowship—a body of believers working out God’s salvation 

with “fear and trembling.” As followers of Jesus the Messiah, we must be actively involved in 

proclaiming the eternal promise of God. Have we lost that burning sense of our calling as well 

as our being overpowered with admiration for God’s written Revelation? What does it mean to 

us to work out our salvation with “fear and trembling”? Since our conversion, have we 

experienced a radical change in our lives? As Christians, we are to be the vehicles of ministry 

for God’s kingdom. Have we allowed our lives to come under the sovereignty of God? Are we 

mature in Christ?  
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 In our faith and repentance and baptism, we set upon a new course of action. 

Repentance means that we decided to take a new direction—a direction radically different from 

our former way of life. In baptism, we acknowledge that God’s way of salvation is right—

Christ’s Death, Burial, and Resurrection. Many Christians have been going around for years 

confessing Christ as their Savior without ever having made a commitment to the cause of 

Christ. In our acceptance of Christ, this pledge means that our wills are now captive to God and 

His kingdom. In other words, we are no longer the center of our world.  

For us, as Christians, there is a beginning of our Christian ministry, but there is no 

end of our service. Our receiving Christ makes us see things in a different way. We have been 

called by God to be faithful priests. Yet, today, we witness many Christians as “dry 

bones.” The cares of the world takes precedence over our spiritual concerns. Since God is the 

initiator of our salvation, have we committed our lives to His work of reaching out to the lost? 

Are we unswerving to the work of Christ? Are we like Timothy? Paul, as he writes to the 

Philippians, praises Timothy for his dedication: 

 
     I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be cheered when I receive 

news about you. 20 I have no one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare. 21 For 

everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 22 But you know that Timothy has 

proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. 

(Philippians 2:19-22) 
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19 

 
 

Working out God’s 

Amazing Salvation 
 

 

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much 

more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God 

who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. (Philippians 2:12-13) 

 

 

As believers in Christ, we are to work out this amazing salvation God has given us with 

awe. As we reflect upon God’s salvation by grace through faith in His Son Jesus, do we stand in 

astonishment of the Gospel of Christ? Are we conscious that the Gospel is about God’s love for 

lost humanity? Does God’s love take hold of us in Jesus? Do we rejoice at the radical message 

of free grace “in” and “through” His Son Jesus? Are we mindful that God’s love is greater 

than the sins of humanity? What does salvation mean to us? We cannot read the Word of God 

without a realization of God’s wrath. Is the wrath of God a reality to us? Are we aware of the 

fact that God’s wrath is not God’s essence, but rather His love is His fundamental nature—God 

is love? God Himself has provided the decisive safeguard for the salvation of both men and 

women—the Cross of Jesus is the event. 

John, in his Gospel, discloses that God’s revelation is a coming down to men and women 

in and through His Son Jesus (John 1:1-14). God enters space and time, that is to say, He enters 

the world of sinful history in the Incarnation. It is through Jesus that we receive the Atoning 

forgiveness of sins. God has revealed Himself in Jesus Christ. The revelation of God is seen in 

the Cross. It is on the Cross that Jesus tasted the full sense of remoteness from God—“My God, 

My God why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46). We cannot reconstruct the bridge that 

separates us from God; only God can bring about this reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:17-21). It 

is through the Cross of Jesus that God makes known His holiness and His love simultaneously. 

Do we stand in wonder of the salvation that God has made available through the Cross? Are we 

conscious that God concretizes forgiveness in the Incarnation, which is a historical event? 

Forgiveness is found in an objective Atonement (crucifixion), not subjective Atonement 

(speaking). It is only in Christ that we see the burden of guilt lifted. 

In the subjective versus objective sense of salvation, we discover the cost to God—the 

giving of His “one and only Son” (John 3:16). There is a distinction between Christianity and 

the religions of the world. We can say that speaking alone is not enough for God; otherwise, 
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God’s holiness and justice would be mocked. The cost to God to maintain His holiness and 

redemption for sinful humanity is found in the Cross of Calvary.217 It is only at the Cross that 

men and women see what separates humanity from God. In the Cross, we perceive that the 

limitless mercy of God transcends all human standards (Ephesians 2:4-7). What is the Gospel of 

God about? It is about reconciliation. In Paul’s sermon in Pisidian Antioch, he goes right to the 

heart of reconciliation: 

 
     Therefore, my brothers, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is 

proclaimed to you. 39 Through him everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not 

be justified from by the law of Moses. (Acts 13:38-39) 

 

Since salvation is by grace through faith in His Son Jesus (Acts 10:34-43), is it any 

wonder that Paul wanted the Philippians to work out their salvation with “fear and trembling”? 

When we understand what it cost God to bring about redemption, we must stand in admiration 

of God’s love. As Christians, we are now a part of the new heavens and the new earth 

(Revelation 21:1-2).218 What does this position in Christ mean to us? What does it really mean 

to work out our salvation with fear and trembling? Is Paul teaching that we earn our salvation 

through works? How do we view salvation? Is salvation by works or is salvation by grace? 

What is Paul exhorting the Philippians to do?  Does “continue to work out your salvation with 

fear and trembling” (Philippians 2:12) contradict what Paul says to Titus? 

 
     But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, 5 he saved us, not because of 

righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of 

rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, 6 whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ 

our Savior, 7 so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of 

eternal life. (Titus 3:4-7) 

 

Paul speaks of working out our salvation in Philippians 2:12, but in Titus 3, he speaks not 

of working out our salvation, but rather of God’s initiative in our salvation. Paul is writing to 

individuals in Philippi who were already Christians. In other words, salvation is something they 

already possessed through God’s mercy. Is there a case for our own exertion in good works? 

Grace does not make us frivolous and idle. Christ has been given in order that a 

transformation may come about in our lives. This new life in Jesus is not intended to be merely 

inward, but rather the new life in Christ is to manifest itself outwardly in good works and 

faithfulness to the Gospel of God.  

Even though we are saved by grace through faith, nevertheless, Paul does not discount 

“good works” as necessary for the believer?  No!  Good works are things God ordained before 

the foundation of the world to be performed by His elect “in Christ.” Paul goes right to the heart 

                                                 
217For further studies on the Cross, see Dallas Burdette, “The Folly and Scandal of the Cross,” in Dallas 

Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Privileges, Volume 1 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 

2009), 27-43.  
218For an in-depth study of the new heaven and the new earth, see Dallas Burdette, “A New Heaven and 

A New Earth,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Series of Specialized Studies from Psalms 

▪ Revelation ▪ Hebrews, Volume 2 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2010), 257-302. 
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of the matter when he writes: “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do 

good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:10). Prior to this call to 

the Ephesians for “good works,” Paul clearly advances salvation by God’s grace.  Again, he 

goes right to the root of redemption: 

 
     But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even 

when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. 6 And God raised us up 

with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the 

coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in 

Christ Jesus. 8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, 

it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s workmanship, 

created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

(Ephesians 2:4-10) 

 

 Paul desires that in the inner life of every believer that the Lord comes to birth through 

good works that honor Him. In other words, he wishes that Christ be formed in them. 

Throughout his Epistles, Paul includes exhortations for domestic life. We cannot read the 

Epistles or the Gospels without a consciousness that the radical claims of God are as valid today 

as they were then. As we reflect upon Paul’s letter to Titus, we see how Paul forcefully draws 

attention to good works in the scheme of redemption following one’s salvation by God’s grace: 

 
     This is a trustworthy saying. And I want you to stress these things, so that those who have trusted 

in God may be careful to devote themselves to doing what is good. These things are excellent and 

profitable for everyone. (Titus 3:8)  

 

Paul, in writing to the Philippians, makes a practical appeal to good works based on the 

Gospel of God’s grace (Philippians 1:3-9). In other words, he sets forth the scheme of 

redemption and then calls for conduct that will glorify God. He wants the Philippians to 

“continue to work out your [their] salvation with fear and trembling” (Philippians 2:12). Earlier 

in this Epistle, Paul discusses partnership with God in the Gospel and God working in them: 

 
     I thank my God every time I remember you. 4 In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with 

joy 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, 6 being confident of 

this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus. 

(1:3-6) 

 

   Are we sharing our financial resources to promote the Gospel? Even though they were in 

partnership with Paul in the Gospel, this activity did not lessen their concern for their 

behavior—their behavior mattered to God: “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner 

worthy of the gospel of Christ” (Philippians 1:27).  Throughout the Epistles of Paul, he lays 

down the principles of Christian living. God has put the feet of the converted in a new direction. 

We, as Christians, are no longer to live for ourselves, but rather, our feet are to travel in 

righteousness for God. How can we live a life of defiance of God’s grace? The Sermon on the 

Mount (Matthew 5—7) demands that we submit ourselves to the unconditional will of God. As 

saints “in Christ,” we are to bear witness to the kingdom of God in our daily walk with Him as 
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well as our testimony about God’s Way of salvation “in” and “through” Christ. When we accept 

Christ as Lord in our lives, this acceptance of a new life in Christ means a redemptive life 

which leavens the framework of the society within which we live. 

 

NEW LIFE IN CHRIST 

 

Two Masters 

 

 How can we appropriate the gift of redemption, and, at the same time, live a life that is 

totally opposed to the teachings of Jesus? We cannot serve two masters (God and money) at the 

same time (Matthew 6:24). We must begin to see our lives as lives that work for the kingdom of 

God. When we really understand the cost of redemption, we will become missionaries to 

everyone we meet. When we, in reality, appreciate redemption, our priorities will never be the 

same. When we grasp the Cross of Jesus, we will seek first God’s kingdom and His 

righteousness (6:33). What is first in our lives? Is it pleasure? Is it money? Is it our family? Is it 

God? Is God last in our priorities? God reaches out to fallen humanity in and through the Cross 

of Jesus. Humanity is fast stuck in the mire of hopelessness, but God comes to us in the 

Incarnation and through the Cross. This reflection upon God’s activity in our salvation is Paul’s 

characteristic way of making an appeal for ethical behavior that glorifies God.   

 
     For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. 12 It teaches us to say “No” to 

ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present 

age, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus 

Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people 

that are his very own, eager to do what is good. 15 These, then, are the things you should teach. 

Encourage and rebuke with all authority. Do not let anyone despise you. (Titus 2:11-15) 

 

When we are in Christ, the motives of greed, aims of self-seeking, evils of malice, 

obstacles of resentment, problems with drugs, evils of alcohol, difficulties with adultery and 

fornication, dilemmas with relationships (in the family as well as outside the family), and 

attitudes of rudeness are put aside. Paul sets forth the works of the flesh that we should cast off: 

 
     Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is 

seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 3 For you 

died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is youra life, appears, then 

you also will appear with him in glory. 5 Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly 

nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. 6 Because of 

these, the wrath of God is coming.b 7 You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. 8 But 

now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy 

language from your lips. 9 Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its 

practices 10 and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its 

Creator. (Colossians 3:1-10) 

                                                 

 a Some manuscripts our 

 b Some early manuscripts coming on those who are disobedient 
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In our new relationship, these things of our “earthly nature” cease to exist as a part of our 

walk with Christ. We are to exemplify Christ in our everyday behavior. We are to carry out the 

Master’s work of reconciling both men and women unto God through Jesus. A consciousness of 

the Cross of Jesus as a Divine act of reconciliation should awaken in us a sense of awe, or 

adoration. As stated above, Jesus, in His death upon the Cross, tasted the full sense of 

remoteness from God (Matthew 27:46). It is not uncommon for Paul to lay down “grace” first, 

and then say, as it were, “If you believe this, then, cannot you see that this redemption 

inevitably necessitates a change in one’s life style.” In the Book of Romans, Paul calls attention 

to this new behavior that we, as believers in Christ, are to manifest in our daily walk with God: 

 
     What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? 2 By no means! We 

died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? 3 Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized 

into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 4 We were therefore buried with him through baptism 

into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too 

may live a new life. 5 If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be 

united with him in his resurrection. 6 For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the 

body of sin might be done away with,a that we should no longer be slaves to sin— 7 because anyone 

who has died has been freed from sin. 8 Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live 

with him. 9 For we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no 

longer has mastery over him. 10 The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life he lives, he 

lives to God. 11 In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. 12 

Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. 13 Do not offer the 

parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those 

who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of 

righteousness. 14 For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace. 

(Romans 6:1-14)  

  

  He does not confront individuals with a way of life, and then say, “Go and live it.”  But 

rather, Paul tells them about the things that have been done for them, and then says, “Now 

then—go and live it.” God Himself has done what is necessary for our salvation. Christianity is 

not so much a belief in an idea as it is a belief in an act—the Death of Christ upon the Cross.  It 

is the act of God in redemption that has changed the whole relationship between humanity and 

God. God came to men and women in love and suffered so that both men and women could be 

united with each other and with Him. As we make this transition from doctrine, that is to say, 

the Good News about salvation in Jesus, there is always a “therefore” (Philippians 2:12). There 

is a logical sequence from doctrine to behavior. We must take up His Cross and follow Jesus 

daily (Matthew 16:24). 

 What does it mean to “work out your salvation” (Philippians 2:12)?  Are we working out 

our salvation? Have we examined our own lives (2 Corinthians 13:5)? There comes a time 

when we may need a second conversion, that is to say, a renewal of our commitment to the 

kingdom of God. Our Lord Jesus addressed one of the seven churches of Asia for its lack of 

                                                 

 a Or be rendered powerless 
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enthusiasm for the kingdom of God. We should pay attention to this letter to Laodicea for their 

absence of gusto and passion for the kingdom of God: 

 
     To the angel of the church in Laodicea write: These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and 

true witness, the ruler of God’s creation. 15 I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I 

wish you were either one or the other! 16 So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am 

about to spit you out of my mouth. 17 You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a 

thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. 18 I counsel you to 

buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can 

cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. 19 Those whom I love I 

rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. 20 Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If 

anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me. 21 To 

him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat 

down with my Father on his throne. 22 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the 

churches. (Revelation 3: 14-22) 

Where do we stand in our relationship with God? Have we lost our heightened sense of 

emotional response to God? Are we stronger today than we were six months ago? At the 

moment, many of us do not have a spiritual history, that is to say, we at age forty or fifty or 

sixty or seventy are where we were at age twenty-five. Is there a great deal of arrested 

development in our spiritual lives? Do we desire the things of God more than we crave the 

things of the world? It is in this vein that John, one of the Twelve, writes: 

 
     Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is 

not in him. 16 For everything in the world—the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the 

boasting of what he has and does—comes not from the Father but from the world. 17 The world and 

its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever. (1 John 2:15-17) 

 

How do we view sin? How do we perceive the pleasures of the world? If we knew that 

Jesus was coming next week, would there be a change in our devotion to spiritual things? If our 

doctor were to tell us that we only have one year to live, what changes would we make in our 

spiritual lives? Would we still use Sunday as a day to hunt? Would we still use Sunday as a day 

to visit relatives? Would we still use Sunday as a day to go to the lake? Would we still use 

Sunday as a day to make more money? In other words, would we simply continue to use 

Sundays as a day of recreation?  

Before we can work out our own salvation, we must see our sinfulness, our need of 

allegiance to God, and our need of Divine help. The Philippians, too, realized that they were 

sinners saved by grace.  They also were conscious that at one time they were under the wrath of 

God. They were also aware that at one time they were under the dominion of sin. They, too, 

were mindful that at one time they were under the curse of the Law. And, finally, they were 

cognizant that at one time they were under condemnation. The Christians at Philippi knew that 

at one time they were guilty in the sight of God. They had heard and believed the Good News 

of the Gospel, that is to say, God sent His only begotten Son to die in order to make 

Atonement for them. Are we conscious of what God has done for us? If so, it is time for us to 
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produce fruit worthy of our repentance. It is in this vein that John the Baptist addressed the 

religious leaders about their ethical conduct: 

 
     But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said 

to them: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 Produce fruit in 

keeping with repentance. 9 And do not think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 

father.’ I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. 10 The ax is already 

at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown 

into the fire.” (Matthew 3:7-10) 

 

Work Out Your Salvation 

 

 What kind of fruit are we producing in our lives to demonstrate that we now belong to the 

Lord of glory? “Working out your salvation” simply means that we are to achieve, to bring to 

pass, and to lead a life that results in “good works”—works that give pleasure and honor to 

God. We must now work on the salvation given to us through faith in Jesus. Just as John the 

Baptizer exhorted the religious leaders to “produce fruit in keeping with repentance” (Matthew 

3:8), so, too, we must work out our salvation with awe and reverence. We must submit 

ourselves entirely to God. What kind of fruit is involved in the works that Paul speaks of in the 

Philippian letter? Are we working for the advancement of God’s kingdom? What kind of fruits 

are we producing in our walk with God? Is Christianity our daily affair with God? As we mull 

over our calling from God, we need to reflect upon the words of Jesus in the healing of a man 

born blind: 

 
     As he went along, he saw a man blind from birth. 2 His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, 

this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 3 “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said 

Jesus, “but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life. 4 As long as it is day, 

we must do the work of him who sent me. Night is coming, when no one can work. 5 While I am in 

the world, I am the light of the world.” (John 9:1-5) 

 

Partial or Unlimited Devotion 

 

As disciples of Christ, we proclaim the work that Jesus came to accomplish—redemption. 

Our devotion should be unswerving in our desire to let our light shine in order to bring glory to 

God. Remember, Jesus is “the light of the world.” Yet, this is also to be true of us as His 

followers. In Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, He called attention to the place of His disciples in 

society. Listen to Jesus as He speaks: 

 
      You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. 15 Neither do people light a 

lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the 

house. 16 In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and 

praise your Father in heaven. (Matthew 5:14-16)  

 

As we reflect upon the work of God in our lives, we must be mindful that in Christ there 

is no such thing as partial devotion. Just fondness for Christ is not enough. In other words, our 
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affections must be unlimited and unconditional. When we love Jesus, there is complete and 

unreserved commitment to the ways of God. Jesus, in response to a question about the greatest 

commandment in the Law, summarized His answer: 

 
     ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 38This 

is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ 
40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments. (22:37-40) 

 

  When we make a pledge to Christ, we cannot remain what we were before conversion. 

We must go forward or perish. When God calls us to be His partners, He desires our teamwork 

in the whole range of our activities. We, as saints of God, are called out of the world only to 

be sent back into the world to bring about the transfiguration of the world to God’s glory. 
When we withhold our allegiance to God, we weaken our influence for the community of the 

redeemed. When the world sees us, does the world see Christ in us and witness our pledge to 

the society that He founded? Where are our priorities? Has the new life of God broken into our 

lives? Again, Jesus speaks of working for the food that endures for eternal life: 

 
     “Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man 

will give you. On him God the Father has placed his seal of approval.” 28 Then they asked him, “What 

must we do to do the works God requires?” 29 Jesus answered, “The work of God is this: to believe in 

the one he has sent.” (John 6:27-29) 

 

To believe on the One whom God sent is to work out our salvation with “fear and 

trembling.” The new reality in Christ must express itself in new forms of behavior that will 

glorify God. To be a Christian is to undergo a complete change of mind, from the carnal to the 

spiritual. What does our new life in Christ mean to us? Do we really and truly believe in the 

One whom God sent? Have our minds and hearts been opened to the message of God’s grace 

that comes through Jesus Christ. Are we aware that we are the channels of God’s grace to the 

world? Remember, God has placed His message in us as earthen vessels to proclaim the Good 

News of salvation to a lost and dying world (2 Corinthians 4:7). Has God’s grace made a 

difference in our ethical behavior and our willingness to preach the Gospel? Have we presented 

our bodies as living sacrifices to God? What Paul told the Philippians to do concerning 

kingdom behavior is also set forth in his letter to the Christians in Rome: 

 
     Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, 

holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 2 Do not conform any longer to the 

pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test 

and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. (Romans 12:1-2) 

 

How do we present our bodies as living sacrifices? It is not through the performance of 

five-ritualistic acts performed on Sunday mornings during a so-called worship service. It is 

through producing good fruit in our lives that we offer our bodies as living sacrifices. 

Immediately upon calling upon the Roman Christians to put forward their bodies as living 
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sacrifices, Paul catalogues a number of characteristics that exemplifies Christ in their lives, 

which ethical behavior describes true worship for the believer: 

 
     Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one another in 

brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your 

spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 13 Share 

with God’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and 

do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony 

with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be 

conceited. 17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of 

everybody. 18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take 

revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will 

repay,” says the Lord. 20 On the contrary: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give 

him something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21 Do not be 

overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (12:9-21) 

 

These instructions of Paul to the Romans are what it means to work out our salvation 

with “fear and trembling.” We have been given a new start. We have been given a new 

nature. Salvation is set before us. We need to read the Word of God. We need to pray. We 

need to share salvation. We need to proclaim redemption.  Is Christ real in our lives? Do we feel 

any need to share our faith with others? We should reflect upon David’s life as he sought to 

share his belief in God. We should listen to David, the psalmist, as he expresses his gratitude for 

God’s kindness. Do we express our gratefulness for our salvation to God? David exclaims: 

 
     I desire to do your will, O my God; your law is within my heart. 9I proclaim righteousness in the 

great assembly; I do not seal my lips, as you know, O LORD. 10I do not hide your righteousness in my 

heart; I speak of your faithfulness and salvation. I do not conceal your love and your truth from the 

great assembly. (Psalm 40:8-10) 

 

 The biblical believer loves the Word, lives the Word, and preaches the Word.  Do we 

desire to do the will of God? Do we proclaim God’s righteousness? Do we hide His 

righteousness in our hearts? Do we conceal God’s love and truth? Are we silent Christians? Are 

we rejoicing in God’s Law within our inner beings? We, as Christians, should make known the 

wonders of God’s love through His Son Jesus. It is in this same vein of David’s delight with the 

law that Paul, too, cries out: “in my inner being I delight in God’s law” (Romans 7:22).  

Where is our enjoyment? Where is our cheerfulness? Where are our desires? Is it in 

Christian ministry?  Is it in the reading and studying the Word of God?  Are our lives in 

harmony with the Laws of God?  Or are our lives out of harmony with the Law of God? Where 

are we? How do we stand? How do we measure up to God’s standard? The first chapter in the 

Book of Psalms sets forth the distinction between the godly and the ungodly. Which section of 

this Psalm do we fall into—godly or ungodly? This psalm is one that we should memorize.  

Listen to the Holy Spirit: 

 
     Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners 

or sit in the seat of mockers. 2 But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates 
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day and night. 3 He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and 

whose leaf does not wither. Whatever he does prospers.  4 Not so the wicked! They are like chaff that 

the wind blows away. 5 Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the 

assembly of the righteous.  6 For the LORD watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the 

wicked will perish. (Psalms 1:1-6)219 

 

 Since God clothed us with His righteousness are we devoting ourselves to God? Are we 

consecrating ourselves to prayer? Are we dedicating ourselves to God’s ministry? Paul 

concludes his letter to the Colossians with these words:  

 
     Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful. 3 And pray for us, too, that God may 

open a door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ, for which I am in 

chains. 4 Pray that I may proclaim it clearly, as I should. 5 Be wise in the way you act toward 

outsiders; make the most of every opportunity. 6 Let your conversation be always full of grace, 

seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone. (Colossians 4:2-6)  

 

Are we praying for the advancement of God’s kingdom? Are we proclaiming the message 

of redemption? Are we working and praying for unity among God’s people? Do we have 

concern for those who live outside our familiar orthodox boundaries?  

CONCLUSION 

 

 In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught His disciples to pray: “Our Father in heaven, 

hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” 

(Matthew 6:9-10). Are we working and praying for God’s will to “be done on earth as it is in 

heaven”? Has the sense of God disappeared from our lives? Are we guilty of not working out 

this amazing salvation with “fear and trembling” that God has so richly given to us? What does 

“fear and trembling” mean to us? Negatively, it does not mean that we work out our 

salvation in the sense of earning our salvation, but rather, this working is in the spirit of 

admiration for God’s grace. In other words, we, as believers, exhibit humility and reverence 

as we work out our salvation in the spirit of wonder and amazement at such love. This work is a 

holy vigilance and circumspection and alertness at the wonder of it all. We constantly offer up a 

sacrifice of praise.  Remember the words of the Hebrew writer as he encourages sacrifice of 

praise for redemption: 

 
     Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of lips 

that confess his name. 16 And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such 

sacrifices God is pleased. (Hebrews 13:15-16) 

 

With every believer, it is, “I desire to do your will, O my God; your law is within my 

heart” (Psalms 40:8). Just as David could not seal his lips (Psalms 40:10) about God’s 

                                                 
219For an in-depth study of Psalm 1, see Dallas Burdette, “Delight in the Law of the Lord (Psalm 1)” in 

Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Series of Specialized Studies from Psalms ▪ Revelation ▪ 

Hebrews, Volume 2 (Longwood FL: Xulon Press, 2010), 1-18.  
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righteousness, God’s faithfulness, God’s salvation, or God’s love, so, we too, are to share the 

Good News of God’s righteousness made available through faith in His Son Jesus. Jesus is 

God’s righteousness for everyone who believes (Jeremiah 23:5-6; 1 Corinthians 1:30). We 

cannot seal our lips about God’s righteousness made available through faith in Jesus. Paul sets 

forth this righteousness from God in rapturous language to the Romans:  

 
     This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is 

no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his 

grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him as a sacrifice of 

atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his 

forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—26he did it to demonstrate his 

justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 

(Romans 3:22-26) 

 

 Jesus is God’s faithfulness. It is in Jesus that we find hope.  It is in Jesus that we discover 

security. We cannot seal our lips about God’s faithfulness and, at the same time, display awe 

and wonder at such a matchless love. Do we allow the trials of life to separate us from richness 

of God’s grace? Paul, in all of his struggles, expressed his views about his own life to the 

Christians in Rome:  
 

      No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38For I am 

convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, 

nor any powers, 39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate 

us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (8:37-39) 

 

 In Romans, Chapter 5, Paul speaks of freedom from the “wrath” of God through Jesus 

our Lord. He goes right to the heart of salvation. It is not in us, but it is in Jesus. Again, we 

cannot and must not seal our lips about freedom from God’s wrath in Jesus. We should never 

shut our lips about God’s reconciliation in Jesus. Jesus is God’s salvation for lost humanity: 

 
     Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s 

wrath through him! 10 For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the 

death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life! 11 Not 

only is this so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now 

received reconciliation. (5:9-11) 

 

 Thus, like David, when we think of Him, we do not fasten our lips shut nor do we cease 

to do His will. In concluding this chapter, we ought to reflect upon the words of the author of 

the Book of Hebrews:  

 
     May the God of peace, who through the blood of the eternal covenant brought back from the dead 

our Lord Jesus, that great Shepherd of the sheep, 21 equip you with everything good for doing his will, 

and may he work in us what is pleasing to him, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory for ever 

and ever. Amen. (Hebrews 13:20-21) 
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20 

 
 

Shining Like Stars 

In the Universe 
 

 

 Do everything without complaining or arguing, 15 so that you may become blameless and pure, 

children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in 

the universe 16 as you hold out the word of life—in order that I may boast on the day of Christ that I 

did not run or labor for nothing. (Philippians 2:14-16) 

 

 

 God wants us to shine like stars in the universe. In spite of the fact that we live in a 

crooked and depraved generation, God wants us to hold out the Word of life in such a way that 

we shine like stars. Paul is continuing the development of his thoughts from verses 12 and 13. 

He wants the Philippians to work out their salvation with fear and trembling (verse 12). It is 

God who initiated this whole movement of salvation so that the Philippians could be forgiven. It 

is God who inaugurated this salvation so that we might be saved and be redeemed and be made 

holy. God is concerned about every individual.  

God desires every one of us to shine like stars in the universe. God wants us, His 

people, to conduct ourselves in a manner that is worthy of the Gospel. He demands that our 

performance shine forth as lights in a wicked world. Are we shining? What about our everyday 

walk with God? Can we say, “I live my life in such a way that I uphold the Gospel of Christ”? 

The Gospel of Christ has ethical implications. The Gospel is Good News about God’s way of 

salvation, but, at the same time, the Gospel brings about a new kind of performance. Paul 

addressed the kind of actions that the Thessalonians, too, should exercise because of who they 

were. We should listen attentively to his arguments as well as put into practice his exhortation 

to shine as children of God. 

 
     Now, brothers, about times and dates we do not need to write to you, 2 for you know very well that 

the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. 3 While people are saying, “Peace and safety,” 

destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not 

escape. 4 But you, brothers, are not in darkness so that this day should surprise you like a thief. 5 You 

are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness. 6 

So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled. 7 For those 

who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk, get drunk at night. 8 But since we belong to the 

day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of 

salvation as a helmet. 9 For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through 
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our Lord Jesus Christ. 10 He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together 

with him. 11 Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing. (1 

Thessalonians 5:1-11) 

 

We should never forget that it is God working in us “to will and to act according to his 

good purpose” (Philippians 2:14). He is concerned about our souls and our minds and our 

external activities. In our rebirth, God is holding on to each of us, and He will go on working in 

each of us until we have arrived at that state for which He destined us. We have “tasted the 

heavenly gift” (Hebrews 6:4). We have “shared in the Holy Spirit (6:4). We have “tasted the 

goodness of the word of God” (6:5). Even though the positives of our spiritual blessings are 

almost beyond our grasp, yet, we must still examine and question the negative aspects of our 

fleshly nature. Have we turned away from God? Have we turned away from all this goodness of 

God? If so, our prayers should be that we will confess our sins and repent.  Remember the 

words of John: 

 
     My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one 

who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. 2 He is the atoning 

sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world. (1 John 2:1-2) 

 

      Our negligence of spiritual things did not come overnight. Generally, our digressions take 

us back into a life of rebellion, which conduct gradually results from our lack of enthusiasm for 

God. Perhaps our downward spiral began when we began missing our daily devotionals or our 

quiet time with God. It may have begun when we ceased to meet with the people of God for 

Bible studies. Did our gusto for sacred possessions cease when we slowly but surely stopped 

setting aside time for in-depth Bible studies, or, did our zeal get smaller when we began to take 

Sunday morning gatherings with a grain of salt? Where do we stand in our relationship to God, 

Christ, and the Holy Spirit? Are we cold or hot for the Lord? Have we allowed our devotion to 

God to become chilly? Are we lukewarm or halfhearted in our dedication to the Lord? Do we 

flirt around with sin? How long has it been since we reflected upon the words of Paul to the 

Galatians? Listen to Paul as he encourages the believers to walk in the Spirit and not in the lust 

of the flesh: 

 
     So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.  17 For the 

sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. 

They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want.  18 But if you are led by the 

Spirit, you are not under law. 19 The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, 

impurity and debauchery; 20 idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish 

ambition, dissensions, factions 21 and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did 

before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. 22 But the fruit of the Spirit is 

love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. Against 

such things there is no law.  24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature 

with its passions and desires.  25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 

(Galatians 5:16-25) 
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Have we examined the “acts of the sinful nature” in order to eliminate the works of the 

flesh from our own lives? Have we crucified our “sinful nature with its passions and desires”? 

Perhaps our downfall started when we closed down our habit of reading the Word of God day 

and night. Do we say, “I don’t have time to read the Bible”? Do we have time to watch 

television? Do we have time to read the newspaper? Do we have time for whatever else we 

want to do?  Do we meditate, or turn over in our minds, on a daily basis the words of the 

Psalmist as he pours out his heart about the characteristics of God’s child?  

 
     Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners 

or sit in the seat of mockers. 2 But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he 

meditates day and night. (Psalm 1:1-2) 

 

It is in this same vein that the Apostle Peter also encourages Christians to do away with 

the various sins in their lives since they themselves had received salvation. Listen to Peter as he 

pleads with God’s people: 

 
     Rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind.  2 Like 

newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, 3 now 

that you have tasted that the Lord is good. (1 Peter 2:1-3)  

 

If we are Christians, then we “have tasted that the Lord is good.” If we are believers in 

Christ as God’s Anointed One for the salvation of lost humanity, then we must be conscious 

that God has chosen us to live holy lives. God expects obedience to His Word. Take note, once 

more, to the words of Peter as he draws the mind to the sanctifying work of the Holy Sprit and 

its implications in our lives:  

 
     Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To God’s elect, strangers in the world, scattered throughout 

Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia, 2 who have been chosen according to the 

foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to 

Jesus Christ and sprinkling by his blood: Grace and peace be yours in abundance. (1 Peter 1:1-2) 

  If we are not right with God, my prayer is that we will remember the words of the Holy 

Spirit: “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts” (Hebrews 3:7). God’s 

invitation is extended to everyone. We should give concentration to the words of Jesus as He 

speaks to John: 

 
     The Spirit and the bride say, “Come!” And let him who hears say, “Come!” Whoever is thirsty, let 

him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life. (Revelation 22:17) 

 

 How do we view our walk with God? How do others see us in our day-to-day deeds? 

Have we forgotten the words of Jesus in His Sermon on the Mount? The following words 

should ring loud and clear as we examine our rebirth: “You are the salt of the earth” (Matthew 

5:13)?  Have we forgotten that we are “the light of the world” (5:14)? Through the Apostle 

Paul, the Holy Spirit reminded the Philippians that they were to “shine like stars in the 

universe” (Philippians 2:15). How does this shining occur? Listen again as the Holy Spirit 
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speaks about the believers’ activity in His service, which activity is one of the means whereby 

we “shine like stars in the universe as you [we] hold out the word of life” (2:16). Are we 

holding out the Word of life, that is to say, the Gospel of God’s grace “in” and “through” Jesus?   

 

WORK OUT OUR SALVATION 

 

 Is our “light” hidden? Or is our glow displayed so that it may give brightness to 

everyone in the house (Matthew 5:15). As God’s people, we are to let our light penetrate the 

world so that people “may see your [our] good deeds and praise your Father in heaven” (5:16). 

Not only does Paul tell the Philippians what to do, but he also tells them what to avoid. He 

appeals for Christian conduct.  Paul’s immediate purpose here is to encourage them to work out 

their salvation with fear and trembling. Many saints can work out their salvation with awe and 

wonder as long as things are going well, but what happens to this fear and trembling if 

unpleasant things happen to us?  

How do we react toward God’s grace? Have we lost a loved one? Have we lost a job? 

Have we lost a husband or a wife through divorce? Have we lost a husband, a wife, or a child 

through death? Have we lost our material blessings? Have we lost our health? If so, how do we 

act in response to the One who sent His Son to die for us? Do we respond positively or 

negatively? As we contemplate our answers to the above questions, we should read a section of 

Paul’s Second Epistle to Corinth. In this letter he gives a short biography of his own spiritual 

journey and his reaction to trials. 

 
     Are they servants of Christ? (I am out of my mind to talk like this.) I am more. I have worked much 

harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and 

again. 24 Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. 25 Three times I was beaten with 

rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, 26 I have 

been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my 

own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; 

and in danger from false brothers. 27 I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have 

known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. 28 Besides 

everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches. 29 Who is weak, and I do not 

feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn? 30 If I must boast, I will boast of the things that 

show my weakness. 31 The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, who is to be praised forever, knows that I am 

not lying. 32 In Damascus the governor under King Aretas had the city of the Damascenes guarded in order 

to arrest me. 33 But I was lowered in a basket from a window in the wall and slipped through his hands. (2 

Corinthians 11:23-32) 

 

 Paul penned these words about AD 55 from Macedonia on his third missionary journey. 

In spite of all his troubles, he never wavered in his faith and faithfulness. Later, during the close 

of his third missionary journey, he wrote, probably from Corinth, his Epistle to the Christians in 

Rome (AD 57). Once more, we should open our ears and our eyes as he writes to these 

believers about his own outlook concerning obstacles he encountered in his spiritual journey. 

Paul pours out his heart as he reflects upon his Lord: 
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     And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been 

called according to his purpose. 29 For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 

likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30And those he predestined, 

he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified. 31 What, then, 

shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? 32 He who did not spare his 

own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all 

things? 33Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who 

justifies. 34 Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to 

life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. 35 Who shall separate us from the 

love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? 
36 As it is written: “For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be 

slaughtered.” 37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38For 

I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the 

future, nor any powers, 39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 

separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:28-39) 

 

 Are we “more than conquerors” through Jesus? We see the progression of Paul’s 

thoughts to Corinth (AD 55), to Rome (AD 57), and now to the Philippians (AD 61). As we 

peruse Paul’s correspondence to Philippi, we see that his immediate purpose was to urge the 

Philippians to work out their salvation without “complaining or arguing” (2:14). Even though 

they were undergoing many conflicts, nevertheless, he says,  

 
     Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, 

whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in 

one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel 28 without being frightened in any way 

by those who oppose you. This is a sign to them that they will be destroyed, but that you will be 

saved—and that by God. 29 For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on 

him, but also to suffer for him, 30 since you are going through the same struggle you saw I had, and 

now hear that I still have. (Philippians 1:27-30) 

      

     Paul calls notice to their troubles in terms of their status before God. Since they are 

“children of God,” he lets them know that this is the central thing in his exhortation to them. He 

goes right to the heart of their problems and encourages manners that will allow them to shine 

like stars in the universe:  

 
     Do everything without complaining or arguing, 15 so that you may become blameless and pure, 

children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in 

the universe 16 as you hold out the word of life—in order that I may boast on the day of Christ that I 

did not run or labor for nothing. 17 But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the 

sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. 18 So you too 

should be glad and rejoice with me. (2:14-18) 

 

     What is Paul saying? He is calling awareness to their status, namely, children of God. 

Since this is so, then they must remember to put into practice their mission, which vocation 

demands proclamation of the Gospel as well as ethical conduct that draws people to God. As 

children of God, we must not complain as a result of adverse circumstances in life. Not only are 

we, as God’s children, not to grumble or quarrel but we are also to maintain purity in our lives. 
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We need to remember that we cannot divorce Christian ethics and morality from the only 

basis from which ethics and morality derive. We cannot separate God and ethics. One of the 

reasons that Paul assigns for not complaining and arguing is that we, as God’s people, “may 

become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved 

generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe” (2:15-16). 

As believers in Christ, we are to be different! Are we unlike the world?  We are to be 

poles apart from the world because we are children of God. We read about one being born of 

the Spirit, one receiving the Spirit, one being regenerated, one being born again, or one being 

created anew. Yes, we, who are in Christ, receive these blessings because of His mercy. What 

does redemption really and truly mean to us? Are we conscious that we have been redeemed 

from an “empty way of life”? Peter focuses in on redemption through the “blood of Christ”: 

 
     For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed 

from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, 19 but with the precious blood 

of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. (1 Peter 1:18-19) 

 

Since we are redeemed, Peter, as stated earlier, exhorts a change in our life style: 

 
     Therefore, rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind. 
2 Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, 3 

now that you have tasted that the Lord is good. (2:1-3) 

 

We are to do what God asks us to do. It is in view of this rebirth that Paul encourages all 

believers to “Do everything without complaining or arguing” (Philippians 2:14). This 

exhortation takes us back to verses 12-13. Every believer should commit to memory the words 

of Paul in verse 13: “for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good 

purpose.” “Without complaining” is a striking statement. We cannot help but reflect upon the 

history of Israel, especially their deliverance from Egyptian bondage. Paul did not cite Psalms 

106, which is a history of Israel, but this verse (14) is reminiscent of this history by the 

Psalmist.  Paul is saying, in effect, that the Christian life, too, is a pilgrimage. Again, Paul 

explains that we, too, will discover just as the children of Israel did that God sometimes puts 

His people in places that they do not like. In other words, there may be days in which we do not 

have water to quench our thirst; there may be days in which our food will not be very pleasing; 

there may be days in which our enemies confront us. How are we to react to such 

circumstances? The Scripture says, “without complaining.” 

In our walk with God, we should remind ourselves daily that God is working in each of us 

“to will and to act according to His good purpose.” He is leading us and perfecting us in the 

process. There may be times in which we will say, “Why me, Lord?” When we complain we 

doubt. Complaining is indicative of a lack of faith. It leads to poor testimony; it brings disgrace 

upon the Christian name.  To sum up this study of Philippians 2:14-16, I remind those reading 

this examination of “Shining Like Stars in the Universe” to reflect upon the trials that Jesus 

endured without protest: 
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     Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything 

that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out 

for us. 2 Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before 

him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 

Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary 

and lose heart. (Hebrews 12:1-3) 

 

Jesus was led into the wilderness to be tempted (Matthew 4:1-11), but He did not 

grumble or complain. He responded to the various temptations by citing Scripture. Do we 

remember the account of Matthew that records the Gethsemane episode?  Even though God led 

Him to Gethsemane, He never criticized the Father (Matthew 26:36-56). No wonder Paul 

reminded the Philippians: “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus” 

(Philippians 2:5). 

It is God who initiated this whole movement of salvation so that we may be forgiven, 

saved, and redeemed. God wants sanctification for us.  First of all, He sent Jesus in order that 

there may be a people sanctified. Listen to Paul as he reflects and writes about God’s act in 

Christ: “It is because of him [God] that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom 

from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption” (1 Corinthians 1:30). The King 

James Version employs the word “sanctification” rather than the word “holiness.” In Jesus one 

is holy because Jesus is holy. Jesus is our “righteousness, holiness and redemption.” Even 

though we are holy in Jesus, there is still what may be called progressive sanctification. In other 

words, we, as believers, are continuously doing what Paul expresses to the Philippians:  

 
     Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take 

hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 13 Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to 

have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is 

ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in 

Christ Jesus. 15 All of us who are mature should take such a view of things. And if on some point you 

think differently, that too God will make clear to you. 16 Only let us live up to what we have already 

attained. 17 Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live 

according to the pattern we gave you. 18 For, as I have often told you before and now say again 

even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. 19 Their destiny is destruction, their 

god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things. 20 But our 

citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21 who, by 

the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so 

that they will be like his glorious body. (Philippians 3:12-21) 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

How do we measure up to the above appeal? Do our performances indicate that we are 

living as enemies of the Cross of Christ? Are our minds “on earthly things”? Or are we shining 

like stars in the universe? Do we conduct our lives in such a way that we glorify God? Do we 

allow God to work in and through us? Do we take Christianity seriously? Do we take Sunday 

morning gatherings with apathy or zeal? Is the Sunday morning gathering important to us? Do 

we share our financial resources to support the work of Christ? Do we exercise a lack of 
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concern toward Christianity? Do we exhibit eagerness in the direction of the things of God? 

Do we read the Bible and religious literature? Are we the salt of the earth? Are we the light of 

the world? Do we hold out the Word of Life? Do we allow the slightest negative experience in 

life to keep us from whole-hearted service to God? Are we on fire for the Lord? Are we cold or 

hot for the things of God’s kingdom? Are we fully committed to kingdom work? Listen to Paul 

as he writes his First Epistle to the Corinthians from Ephesus: 

 
     Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to 

the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain. (1 Corinthians 

15:58) 

 

What does Philippians 2:14-16 mean to us? Are we allowing God to take hold of us? Are 

we conscious that God is holding on to us? We should constantly remind ourselves that we are 

to “stand firm in the Lord” (4:1). As we reflect upon this message of “Shining Like Stars in the 

Universe,” hopefully, we will direct our thoughts upon the final words of Paul to the 

Philippians:  

 
     Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever 

is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. 

(4:8) 

  

 How do we measure up to this admonition? What distinguishes us from the world itself? 

Is it only our church going on Sunday morning? Does our church going produce positive results 

in our day-to-day walk? If we wish to manufacture helpful outcome in our lives, then we need 

to heed the words of Paul to the Christians in Colosse:  

 
     Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all 

wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. 

(Colossians 3:16) 

 

 We must constantly re-establish our love for the never-ending fountain of Divine love. 

We must plow the field of our conversion in order to make it fruitful. Does the “word of Christ 

dwell in us richly”? One of the greatest means of receiving spiritual encouragement is the local 

fellowship of God’s people. As Christians, we are not to live our lives in isolation from other 

believers. Without the social element involved with God’s people, we will soon die of spiritual 

malnutrition. Since our lives do not belong to us, we need to commit ourselves to Him so that 

we might let our light shine as the stars in the universe. Just a casual reading of Philippians 

2:14-16 reminds us of Daniel’s statement: 

 
     Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame 

and everlasting contempt. 3 Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the heavens, and 

those who lead many to righteousness, like the stars for ever and ever. (Daniel 12:2-3) 

If we live in the spirit of thankfulness for redemption, we will honor God by the way we 

live on a daily basis. The mystery of God’s salvation is that He comes to us “in” and 
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“through” His Son Jesus. If we are to remain the “light of the world,” we ought to remember 

that there is to be unity between our Sunday gatherings and our weekday practice. How do we 

become radioactive for God? It is by hearing and reading the Word of God on a regular basis. 

We need to allow ourselves to be changed from our self-seeking way of life to a life that is God-

seeking.  

Every day should be as sacred as our gatherings on Sundays. God consciousness should cause 

our lives to become a true service to God—a life in which God works through us. Have we, 

since our acceptance of Christ, refashioned our hearts toward spiritual things so that we no 

longer point ourselves toward the ways of the world but to God? Since God has set us in a new 

direction, we need to strive to advance our new way of life. We should open our ears and our 

eyes to Paul’s admonition to the Christians in Rome: 

 
     What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? 2 By no means! We 

died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? 3 Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized 

into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 4 We were therefore buried with him through baptism 

into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too 

may live a new life. 5 If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be 

united with him in his resurrection. 6 For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that 

the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin— 7 because 

anyone who has died has been freed from sin. 8 Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will 

also live with him. 9 For we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; 

death no longer has mastery over him. 10 The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life he 

lives, he lives to God. 11 In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ 

Jesus. 12 Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. 13 Do not 

offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to 

God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as 

instruments of righteousness. 14 For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but 

under grace. (Romans 6:1-14) 

 

 Have we died with Christ? Have we crucified the body of sin in order to serve Him? Are 

we presenting our bodies as living sacrifices? How do we feel about the church that Jesus 

purchased with His blood? I pray that God will help us to understand that loyalty to Christ 

implies membership in the new society that He founded. If we withhold our allegiance from the 

Christian community, we, in effect, weaken the influence of the community of the Resurrected 

One. Joachim Jeremias (1900-1979, German Lutheran theologian and university professor of 

New Testament studies) is correct when he writes: “God’s justification of the sinner is no dead 

possession, rather it imposes an obligation. God’s gift can be lost. The justified still stands in 

the fear of God.”220  

 God demands a change in our inward and external behavior as members of His family. 

We need to keep in mind that the church for which Jesus died is not an institution; it is the 

fellowship of individuals who have been rescued from God’s wrath and nothing else. The 

fellowship of Jesus is an association of redeemed ones. In other words, the Body of Christ 

                                                 
220Joachim Jeremias, The Central Message of the New Testament (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 

1965), 65.  
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unites individuals with individuals. Hopefully, our lives will become an expression of Jesus’ 

prayer: “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is done in heaven” (Matthew 

6:10). Are we shinning as stars in the Universe? Since this kingdom reached its 

consummation in AD 70, are we seeking to advance His kingdom through the 

proclamation of God’s Gospel? 
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21 

 
 

How Can Christians  

Rejoice In Times of Troubles? 
 

  

 As Christians, we rejoice because of our position in Christ Jesus. Christians are not 

exempt from tribulations, or evils, in their daily walk with God. When we mull over the 

tragedies that frequently occur in our lives, we can understand that sadness often devastates our 

ability to rejoice. Sickness frequently ravages our outlook concerning our spiritual well being. 

A catastrophic illness can plunge us into a state of depression that is difficult to overcome. The 

death of a loved one often sends us over the edge—even to the point of excessive drinking or 

suicide. When Christians experience marital problems, it is not uncommon for them to take 

their own lives. Financial ruin often leads to a life without God. How can we, as believers in 

Christ, rejoice in the face of such seemingly insurmountable heartbreaks in life?  

 Difficulties are a part of life. No one is exempt. Jesus, in His conversation with Mary 

over the death of her brother, Lazarus, was moved with compassion as he witnessed the 

weeping of Mary and the Jews. John, in his Gospel, expresses the emotional trauma that Jesus 

experienced as He saw the sadness in Mary and those who surrounded her. To express this grief 

on the part of Jesus, John simply says, “Jesus wept” (John 11:35). Even though Martha, Mary, 

and Lazarus were close personal friends of Jesus, this fact, in and of itself, did not spare them 

from the normal experiences of day-to-day life. It is in this same vein that we read about the 

tension in Job’s life (about 2000 BC) when he lost all—children, livestock, and health. With 

just a casual reading of his plight, or troubles, we are impressed with his firmness of 

faithfulness toward God. 

 Just how are we to react in the face of disturbances in our own daily routine? For an 

answer to this question, we turn to Paul’s Philippian Epistle (AD 62) in order to comprehend his 

biblical response. This Epistle is called forth to illustrate in a very concrete way how we, too, 

should view difficulties in our personal lives. Paul called upon the Philippians to rejoice: 

“Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord! It is no trouble for me to write the same things to you 

again, and it is a safeguard for you” (Philippians 3:1). Does this sound strange to our ears? If 

one is confined to prison, as Paul was at the time of his writing this Epistle, we stand in awe as 

Paul tells the Philippians to “rejoice in the Lord.”  It is worthy of notice that this confinement 

was not the same as his last confinement (Mamertine dungeon) while waiting for his execution 

in Rome (2 Timothy). This time, while in Rome, Paul was allowed his own house in Rome 

(Acts 28:14-31). 



 266 

 Again, in the fourth chapter of Philippians, Paul calls upon the saints to rejoice: “Rejoice 

in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” (4:4). Paul wrote this letter to teach the 

Philippians how to “rejoice in the Lord,” but even before Paul issues these imperatives, he 

relates his own predicament as events in which God is still glorified. Just how did Paul envision 

his own incarceration? Well, listen to Paul as he sets the stage for his imperatives—“rejoice” 

(χαίρετε, chairete, rejoice, be glad):  

 
     Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the 

gospel. 13 As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that 

I am in chains for Christ. 14 Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been 

encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly. (Philippians 1:12-14) 

 

For Paul, he revealed that his incarceration served to advance the Gospel of Christ, but, in 

addition, there was another side benefit—Christians were encouraged to speak God’s Word 

“more courageously and fearlessly.” Paul did not allow misfortune to deter him in his objective 

of proclaiming the Good News of God. He did not say, “This is terrible,” but rather, he states 

emphatically his outlook on life, in spite of persecution:  “For to me, to live is Christ and to die 

is gain” (1:21). Not only did Paul suffer from those outside the Body of Christ, but he also 

endured verbal abuse from others who preached Christ. Yet, regardless of the allegations made 

against him, he could still rejoice in the preaching of Jesus—even if from bad motives on the 

part of others. Paul explains two different mindsets about the preaching of Jesus: 

 
     It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill.  16 The latter 

do so in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. 17The former preach Christ 

out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in 

chains.  18 But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from false 

motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice. (1:15-18) 

 

 There is a tendency, often times among believers, of jealousy and envy within the 

Christian community. We must constantly be on guard against the works of the flesh. Also, it is 

not uncommon for us to favor one brother or sister in Christ to the exclusion of another. One of 

the most frequent complaints that individuals make is in regard to splinter groups within the 

Body of Christ. This is not something new. This same mindset existed within the first-century 

church. For example, Paul deals with this mentality in the Corinthian church: 

 
     I appeal to you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with one 

another so that there may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly united in mind 

and thought.  11 My brothers, some from Chloe’s household have informed me that there are quarrels 

among you. 12 What I mean is this: One of you says, “I follow Paul”; another, “I follow Apollos”; 

another, “I follow Cephas”; still another, “I follow Christ.” 13 Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified 

for you? Were you baptized into the name of Paul? (1 Corinthians 1:10-13) 

 

Today, we still witness similar concerns within the Body of Christ. Do we have to agree 

with one another on every doctrinal point in order for us to be “united in mind and 
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thought” concerning the company of the Resurrected One? The answer is no!221 Do we 

quarrel with one another? Do we despise one another? Do we love one another as Christ loves 

us? The Christians in Corinth were not the only ones that suffered from the works of the flesh. 

For example, in the Philippian letter, Paul calls attention to two sisters who were at one 

another’s throats. He wrote with passion as he sought to nip-in-the-bud turmoil, or chaos, 

between two women ministers of God. Both of these women were fellow workers of Paul. He 

issues his appeal for unity:  

 
     I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord. 3 Yes, and I 

ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these women who have contended at my side in the cause of the 

gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers (συνεργῶν μου, synergōn mou), whose 

names are in the book of life. (Philippians 4:2-3)  

 

 What is the antidote for such conflict-ridden conduct? For Paul, it is the Incarnation—

God becoming flesh. Disunity threatened the Christians at Philippi. This malady, or problem, is 

still true today in every local fellowship of believers. It is not uncommon for us, as Christians, 

to war with one another. This war of words may be over personalities or over doctrinal issues, 

which often amounts to no more than inherited traditions. Whenever believers are in earnest 

about their beliefs, those viewpoints become the criteria by which faithfulness to God is judged. 

The greater their obsession for exacting interpretation of doctrinal issues, the greater danger 

there is for conflict. This demanding, or rigorous, philosophy of unity in conformity is insisted 

upon in order to safeguard the true fellowship of God.222   

If we wish to maintain the unity for which Jesus prayed (John 17), we need to practice 

concession, patience, toleration, and self-denial. There must exist within every person a sense of 

unworthiness. As followers of “the Way,” we should strive toward unity within the Body of 

Christ. We should work toward unity in diversity. Within the new humanity, we ought to work 

toward self-obliteration. Our goal should result in good deeds that may glorify our Lord and 

Savior Jesus. Are we light for God or are we darkness for Satan? Jesus, in the Sermon on the 

Mount, expresses it this way: 

 
     You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden.  15 Neither do people light a lamp 

and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house.  16 

In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your 

Father in heaven. (Matthew 5:14-16) 

 

Again, what is Paul’s remedy to division? We should tune in our ears as he reflects upon 

the Incarnation as the moving force for acceptance of other believers: 

 
     If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any 

fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, 2 then make my joy complete by being 

                                                 
221For an examination of “unity in conformity,” see Dallas Burdette, “Introduction,” in Dallas Burdette, 

From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008), xvii-xxx.  
222For an examination of the so-called perfect knowledge, see Dallas Burdette, “Knowledge Puffs Up,” 

in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom. 153-159.  
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like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.  3 Do nothing out of selfish 

ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 4Each of you should 

look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 5 Your attitude should be the 

same as that of Christ Jesus: 6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God 

something to be grasped, 7 but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant,   being made 

in human likeness. 8And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became 

obedient to death—even death on a cross! 9Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave 

him the name that is above every name, 10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven 

and on earth and under the earth, 11and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of 

God the Father.  (Philippians 2:1-11) 

 

 God’s remedy for unhappiness is Jesus. In spite of turmoil within the Christian 

community, we still rejoice in God’s rich grace. We do not flake off and go over the hill in 

rebellion or discouragement. God’s therapy for discord is Jesus. God’s solution for inward 

peace—peace that passes all understanding—is Jesus. Before we can experience this joy that 

Paul speaks of, we must come to a consciousness that we stand in need of a righteousness 

that is outside of our own actions. This righteousness that God provides is an alien 

righteousness. In other words, it is outside of us. We must come to the Cross to receive the 

righteousness that belongs to God.223 The ecstasy that Paul speaks of in the Philippian letter is a 

happiness that is beyond circumstances in life. Joy is an inner quality of life that delights in the 

Law of God. This joy is inward in the Holy Spirit. This joy springs up within us in a way that is 

totally unrelated to harsh conditions or states of affairs in everyday life. What is the kingdom of 

God about? We need to tune in to Paul as he goes to the heart of happiness:  

 
     For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy 

in the Holy Spirit, 18 because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved 

by men. (Romans 14:17-18) 

 

 What does the kingdom of God mean to us? Today, it looks as if the perception of God’s 

kingdom consists in the scrupulous observance of certain rituals for a so-called worship service, 

but for Paul, the kingdom of God is “righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” Do we 

want to experience this “joy in the Holy Spirit”? If we have tasted that the Lord is gracious, 

then we must live holy lives. Living in sin keeps us from the source of joy, which is God. In 

order for us to experience true joy, we, as believers, must present our lives to Him. How do we 

come into contact with peace in the Holy Spirit? Again, Paul gives the medication: 

 
     Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!  5 Let your gentleness be evident to all. The 

Lord is near.  6 Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with 

thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  7And the peace of God, which transcends all 

understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. (Philippians 4:4-6) 

 

                                                 
223For an investigation of imputed righteousness, see Dallas Burdette, “Overview of Romans,” From 

Legalism to Freedom, 249-281.  
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Where is peace and joy? It is in Christ Jesus. It is not in one’s wealth or fame. It is not in one’s 

birth? Do we want that peace that transcends all understanding? If so, then we must turn to 

Jesus. In the third chapter of Philippians, immediately following his call for joy, Paul reflects 

upon doctrine—the doctrine of justification by faith. It is this truth that produces joy—the 

righteousness of God comes through faith in Jesus. As we reflect upon God becoming flesh, we 

quickly discover that the Good News of God makes it all worthwhile, whatever our 

circumstances in life. Paul briefly gives an impressive family background of his own life before 

denouncing all as futile in comparison to knowing the Christ of glory: 

 
     Watch out for those dogs, those men who do evil, those mutilators of the flesh.  3 For it is we who 

are the circumcision, we who worship by the Spirit of God, who glory in Christ Jesus, and who 

put no confidence in the flesh— 4though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If anyone else 

thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more:  5 circumcised on the eighth day, of 

the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; 6 

as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless. (Philippians 3:2-6)  

 

This listing of accomplishments is an imposing catalog of his personal history; yet, for 

Paul, he willingly renounced it all for the privilege of “knowing Christ.” We should listen to 

Paul as he seeks to capture his most inward feelings about his gratitude for God’s salvation: 

 
     But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  8 What is more, I 

consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my 

Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9 and 

be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is 

through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.  10 I want to know 

Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like 

him in his death, 11 and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. (3:7-11) 

 

Is it any wonder that Paul echoes the resounding “rejoice in the Lord”? True rejoicing is a 

safeguard for our sanity. We, too, as Christians, face the trials and tribulations of everyday life. 

Jesus warns His disciples about impending stumbling blocks. Yet, in spite of troubles, Jesus 

says, 

 
     But a time is coming, and has come, when you will be scattered, each to his own home. You will 

leave me all alone. Yet I am not alone, for my Father is with me. 33 I have told you these things, so 

that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome 

the world. (John 16:32-33) 

 

 Paul knew that in Jesus he had peace in spite of outward circumstances in life. By AD 55, 

Paul had experienced hardships and physical abuse that would have caused many to throw up 

their hands in disgust, but not so with Paul. Just a few years earlier than his Philippian letter, 

written about AD 61, Paul briefly gave a portrait of his birth and religious heritage followed by 

a description of suffering almost beyond description: 
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     I repeat: Let no one take me for a fool. But if you do, then receive me just as you would a fool, so 

that I may do a little boasting.  17 In this self-confident boasting I am not talking as the Lord would, 

but as a fool.  18 Since many are boasting in the way the world does, I too will boast.  19 You gladly put 

up with fools since you are so wise!  20 In fact, you even put up with anyone who enslaves you or 

exploits you or takes advantage of you or pushes himself forward or slaps you in the face.  21 To my 

shame I admit that we were too weak for that! What anyone else dares to boast about—I am speaking 

as a fool—I also dare to boast about.  22 Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are 

they Abraham’s descendants? So am I.  23 Are they servants of Christ? (I am out of my mind to talk 

like this.) I am more. I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more 

severely, and been exposed to death again and again.  24 Five times I received from the Jews the forty 

lashes minus one.  25 Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was 

shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, 26 I have been constantly on the move. I have 

been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger 

from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from 

false brothers.  27 I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger 

and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked.  28 Besides everything else, I 

face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches.  29 Who is weak, and I do not feel weak? 

Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn? 30 If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show 

my weakness.  31 The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, who is to be praised forever, knows that I am 

not lying.  32 In Damascus the governor under King Aretas had the city of the Damascenes guarded in 

order to arrest me.  33 But I was lowered in a basket from a window in the wall and slipped through his 

hands. (2 Corinthians 11:16-33) 

  

Rejoicing in the Lord is one of the greatest safeguards against dangers that confront 

all Christians—even within our own local fellowship of believers. Sometimes we can be 

cruel and extremely hurtful—thinking that we are the only ones who are true to the faith, but in 

reality, we are just upholding long standing traditions of orthodoxy even though we labor under 

the impression that our beliefs are biblical. In conclusion, may God help us to remember the 

words of the author of the Book of Hebrews: 

 
     Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has 

said, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” 6 So we say with confidence, “The Lord is 

my helper; I will not be afraid. What can man do to me?” (Hebrews 13:5-6) 

 

Where is true rejoicing? It is in Jesus, regardless of circumstances in life. We should 

always be conscious that there is not always a correlation between righteousness and material 

blessings. We only need to reflect upon righteous Job (about 2000 BC) and the calamities that 

befell him to realize that righteous acts and material blessings do not always go hand-in-hand. 

But, the one thing that is obvious in Job’s life is this: Faith always presses on beyond the 

material rewards. It is also in this regard that Habakkuk (609 BC) can sing his magnificent 

song of faith: 

 
     Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails 

and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, 18 yet I 

will rejoice in the LORD, I will be joyful in God my Savior. (Habakkuk 3:17-18) 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 How are we to react in the face of disaster? What do we do in the face of the tragedy of 

the death of a child? Do we just close our eyes? No! We, as Christians, meet the tragedies of life 

with our eyes toward the Cross of Christ. To help us deal with heartbreak, we need to look back 

to the first-century church with their trials and their reactions to the sheer misfortune of 

hounding and harassment by the religious leaders. With the conversion of three thousand on the 

Day of Pentecost, these men and women were now living in a new world of renown hope—

redemption from the kingdom of darkness. Many assumed that these men and women were full 

of new wine. Yet, these individuals were suddenly transformed into a spiritual fighting force for 

the proclamation of God’s Way of redemption. 

 What Paul later wrote to the Christians in Colosse and Ephesus were the beliefs that 

revolutionized God’s new humanity in spite of the negative reactions of the religious leaders in 

Judaism as well as the teachers of mythology. Jesus brought forgiveness of sins by blotting out 

the IOUs against us (Colossians 2:14). They were told that the Christ suffered for their 

transgressions, and, thereby, they were pardoned (Isaiah 53). Jesus triumph over spiritual death 

and brought life and immortality to light. The early Christian Jews were not worshipping a dead 

Jew, but they were worshipping the Resurrected Lord.   

The Resurrection of Jesus turned men and women into an army of soldiers to 

proclaim the Good News of God’s way of salvation. In spite of the fact that they suffered and 

were subject to death, nevertheless, they were sharers in Christ’s victory over the grave. They 

believed in the Cross and empty tomb of Christ, which was the decisive act of God for lost 

humanity. Within the church, we hear the eternal counsels of God explained, which truths give 

us hope. Even though the church is made up of ordinary people, yet, it is the church that God 

founded in order to keep His people from despair. 
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22 

 
 

The Purpose of the Church  
 

 

 The church is God’s appointed seat of His presence with men and women. We are 

the temple of God. Many individuals who profess faith in God and Christ see no relevance for 

the Church for which Jesus died. As a result of this mindset, numerous Christians often live 

their lives in isolation from the Church that God ordained for the spread of His message of 

salvation by grace through faith in the Atonement of Christ. It is not uncommon for 

individuals to identify the Church as an ecclesiastical organization rather than the 

fellowship of Jesus Christ or the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. For this reason, many modern 

men and women have outgrown their need for the Church of Jesus the Messiah.   

As we seek to understand the place of the Church in the lives of God’s people, we 

are confronted with many questions. For instance, why did God bring into being the Church? 

Again, what is the purpose of God’s new community of believers? What is the Church? Is the 

Church visible or invisible? What constitutes the Church? Is the word church employed in the 

New Testament in the same way that many Christians today utilize the term? Is the Church 

simply an ecclesiastical institution? Or is the Church in the New Testament writings the 

fellowship of Christian believers?  

These are questions that we ought to approach in seeking to understand what the Church 

is. Positively, we can declare that the Church is the fellowship of Jesus Christ? We can also 

state that the Church is the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. Where the Holy Spirit is, we can say, 

“There is the Christian communion.” Within the Body of Christ, we, as the faithful, are bound 

to each other through our common sharing in Christ and the Holy Spirit. In other words, the 

Church is simply composed of those who have a relationship with God through Christ. Within 

the Body of Christ, we have one thing in common, namely, God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit. 

The Church of the New Testament is simply the society of Christian believers who have been 

purchased by the blood of Christ.  

The Church of Jesus is not an “it,” it is not “a thing,” nor is it an “institution.” But 

rather, it is a unity of persons. The Church is people, that is to say, it is a close association 

of individuals who have responded to Jesus as Lord in their lives. Many expressions are 

utilized to put across the very heart of the word church—the Israel of God, the seed of 

Abraham, the elect of God, the kingdom of God, the assembly, and so on.  

Unfortunately, many Christians read into “church of the living God” (ἐκκλησία θεοῦ 

ζῶντος, ekklēsia theou zōntos) [1 Timothy 3:15] the image of the institutional church as it has 

developed within their own world of traditions handed down from their forefathers. Emil 

Brunner (1889-1966, Swiss Protestant [Reformed] theologian) is forthright in his description 
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of the church of Jesus: “The ekklēsia of Jesus Christ is God’s people, the elect people—that was 

also the rightful description of Israel.”224 The Church is fundamentally a fellowship of 

persons and not an institution, that is, an ecclesiastical organization. 

This study focuses upon the positive (biblical) understanding of the meaning of the English 

word church. The optimistic emphasis should enhance our appreciation for the wonder and 

beauty of what God brought into being through the Death of Jesus upon the Cross. What is the 

reason for the Church in God’s scheme of redemption? Paul expresses to Timothy the true 

nature of the Church and its mission. Listen to Paul as he sets forth God’s objective for His new 

group of people: 

 
     Although I hope to come to you soon, I am writing you these instructions so that, 15 if I am 

delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household (οἴκῷ θεοῦ, 

oikō theou), which is the church of the living God (ἐκκλησία θεοῦ ζῶντος, ekklēsia theou zōntos), 

the pillar and foundation (ἑδραίωμα, hedraiōma, “bulwark”) of the truth. 16 Beyond all question, 

the mystery of godliness is great: Hec appeared in a body,d was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen 

by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory. (1 

Timothy 3:14-16)  

 

 When we enter into covenant with God, we enter into the New Covenant who is Jesus 

(Isaiah 49:8). This new relationship should renovate us in our day-to-day walk with God. We 

can also say that the Holy Spirit renews men and women from their old ways into the newness 

of Christ. Our priorities are different. What mental picture do we have concerning the church? 

How did Paul view the Church? He spoke of the church as “God’s household” [οἴκῳ θεοῦ, oikō 

theou ] (3:15), which is the same as saying that the Church is God’s family. What is the purpose 

of the family or church? An answer to this question should increase our gratitude of God’s 

wisdom in creating a body of believers to continue the preaching of God’s way of salvation “in” 

and “through” Jesus Christ. Paul also addresses the intent, or aim, of the Church by calling 

attention to God’s family unit as the “pillar and foundation of the truth” (στῦλος καὶ ἑδραίωμα 

τῆς ἀληθείας, stylos kai hedraiōma tēs alētheias), which truth is none other than the Gospel. E. 

F. Scott is on target when he writes: 

 
     He has ordained the Church as the pillar and bulwark of the Truth, i. e. of the gospel, in which 

He has revealed Himself. The word translated bulwark means literally ‘something to rest on,’ and is 

commonly used for a basis or foundation. 225 

 

 Paul defines this “pillar and bulwark of the truth” by calling awareness to ῀the mystery of 

godliness.” (τῆς εὐσεβείας μυστήριον, tēs eusebeias mystērion). What is this “mystery of 

godliness” that the church, as declared by Paul, is spoken of as the “pillar and the foundation of 

truth” (NIV)? This mystery is distinct from the mystery religions of paganism. The biblical 

                                                 
224Emil Brunner, The Misunderstanding of the Church (London: Lutterworth Press, 1952), 19. 
c Some manuscripts God 
d Or in the flesh 
225E. F. Scott, The Pastoral Epistles, in James Moffatt, ed., The Moffatt New Testament Commentary 

(New York and London: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1936), 39. 
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mystery is none other than Jesus Himself. Pay attention to Paul as he explains this mystery: “He 

appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among 

the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory” (3:16). For Paul, the Church 

builds its faith upon the Lordship of Christ, which he sets forth in this magnificent and 

breathtaking hymn. In this hymn, Paul speaks of the virgin birth of Christ, the resurrection of 

Jesus, angels ministering unto Him, proclamation of Jesus as the Savior of the world, many 

believing on Him, and His ascension. The Gospel is about Jesus. The Church exists to make 

known this truth. Paul writes to the Galatians about the departure of some from this reality of 

God’s redemption—justification by faith in the finished work of Christ upon Calvary: 

 
     I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ 

and are turning to a different gospel— 7 which is really no gospel at all. Evidently some people are 

throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ. 8 But even if we or an 

angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally 

condemned! 9 As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel 

other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned! (Galatians 1:6-9) 

 

 The word gospel, like the word church, often receives a definition that is based upon our 

own distinctive fellowship, not according to the Scriptures. Prior to Paul’s denunciation of those 

who perverted the Gospel of Christ (εὐαγγέλιον τοῦ Χριστοῦ, εὐαγγέλιον τοῦ Χριστοῦ), he 

defined the Gospel in 1:4: “Who gave himself for our sins.” It is this truth that the Church is to 

maintain. Paul defended this Gospel by saying: “But when God, who set me apart from birth 

and called me by his grace was pleased to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him 

(εὐαγγελίζωμαι αὐτὸν, euangelizōmai auton) among the Gentiles” (1:16). After his 

conversion, Paul reveals a visit to Jerusalem in which he says that he “set before them the 

gospel that I preach among the Gentiles” (2:2). The Gospel focused upon how one is put in a 

right relationship with God. Again, Paul jots down:  

 
     We who are Jews by birth and not ‘Gentile sinners’ 16 know that a man is not justified by observing 

the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be 

justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be 

justified. (2:15-16)  

 

The Book of Galatians is a book about how we are justified before God. In defense of 

justification by faith, Paul calls forth Abraham (2166-1991 BC) to explain the Gospel in its 

fullness:  

 
     The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in 

advance [προευηγγελίσατο τῷ Ἀβραάμ, proeuēngelisato tō Abraam, preached before good tidings 

to Abraham] to Abraham: ‘All nations will be blessed through you.’b 9 So those who have faith are 

blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. (3:8-9) 

  

                                                 
b Gen. 12:3; 18:18; 22:18 
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Again, he puts pen to paper: “The promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. The 

Scripture does not say ‘and to seeds,’ meaning many people, but ‘and to your seed,’a meaning 

one person, who is Christ” (3:16).226 This “mystery of godliness” is unfolded in great detail in 

the Book of Ephesians. Paul employs the word mystery (μυστήριον, musthrion) seven times in 

this short Epistle.227 This mystery is none other than Christ Himself. In fact, Paul, in the Book 

of Colossians, states emphatically that this “mystery” is Christ: 

 
     Now I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard 

to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church. 25 I have become its servant by 

the commission God gave me to present to you the word of God in its fullness— 26 the mystery that 

has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the saints. 27 To them God has 

chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, (μυστηρίου τούτου, 

mystēriou toutou, “this mystery”) which is Christ (ὃς ἐστιν Χριστός, hos estin Christos, “who is 

Christ”) in you, the hope of glory. 28 We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all 

wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ. 29 To this end I labor, struggling with all 

his energy, which so powerfully works in me. I want you to know how much I am struggling for you 

and for those at Laodicea, and for all who have not met me personally. 2 My purpose is that they may 

be encouraged in heart and united in love, so that they may have the full riches of complete 

understanding, in order that they may know the mystery of God, namely, Christ. (Colossians 1:24—

2:3)  

 

 In Ephesians 1:3-14, Paul briefly unfolds the “mystery of godliness.” He begins his 

comments with this startling statement: “He chose us in him (ἐν αὐτῷ, en autō) before the 

creation of the world” (1:4). This “mystery” is completely unique in the annals of history. 

Christianity is absolutely exclusive among the religions of the world. It has a history before its 

actual history commenced—a life before its birth. Paul calls this “mystery” the “mystery of his 

will” in 1:9. In Chapter 3, he also writes of this mystery as “the mystery,” which mystery he 

identifies as “the administration of God’s grace” (3:3), “the mystery of Christ” (3:4), “this 

mystery” is identified as the Gospel (3:6), and finally, “the administration of this mystery” 

(3:9).  

As stated above, in the Colossian Epistle, Paul says plainly, “This mystery, which is 

Christ in you” (Colossians 1:27). In Ephesian 6:19, Paul requests prayers for strength to 

fearlessly proclaim Jesus as God’s way of salvation: “Pray also for me, that whenever I open 

my mouth, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly make known the mystery of the 

gospel.” In Chapter 3 of Ephesians, Paul discloses the purpose of the Church in God’s scheme 

of redemption: 

 
     I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his 

power. 8 Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach to 

the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, 9 and to make plain to everyone the administration of 

                                                 
a Gen. 12:7; 13:15; 24:7 
226For an overview of the Book of Galatians, see Dallas Burdette, “Overview of the Book of Galatians,” 

in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon 

Press, 2008), 299-343.  
227 1:9; 3:3, 4, 6, 9; 5:32; 619. 
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this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things. 10 His intent was 

that now, through the church (διὰ τῆς ἐκκλησίας, dia tēs ekklēsias), the manifold wisdom of God 

(σοφία τοῦ θεοῦ, sophia tou theou) should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the 

heavenly realms, 11 according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
12 In him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence. 13 I ask you, 

therefore, not to be discouraged because of my sufferings for you, which are your glory. (3:7-13)  

 

 What is this “manifold wisdom of God” about? Paul discloses this “wisdom” in his first 

Corinthian correspondence. How could God be just and, at the same time, justify sinful 

humanity. Paul discloses how God was able to accomplish this act and remain just. Listen to 

Paul as he speaks of God’s wisdom, which wisdom had been kept hidden from the foundation 

of the world:  

 
     It is because of him [Him] that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—

that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. 31 Therefore, as it is written: “Let him who boasts boast 

in the Lord.”b (1 Corinthians 1:30-31) 

 

God in His wisdom made Jesus “our righteousness, holiness and redemption.” It is 

through the family of God that this information is communicated to a lost and dying world. 

Even the angels did not understand how God would redeem sinful humanity. Peter addresses 

this subject of the angels and their desire to know how God would justify sinful humanity in his 

First Epistle to God’s elect by writing: “Even angels long to look into these things” (1 Peter 

1:12). 

How can we, in good conscience, disassociate ourselves from God’s family, which 

family is commanded to spread the Good News of salvation by grace “in” and “through” Jesus? 

We do not read in the New Testament of the concept of “apartness” from God’s family. We, as 

believers in Jesus the Messiah, are not to live our lives in isolation from His kingdom. The 

Church, as a whole, is to tell the story of redemption initiated by God and accomplished 

by Christ with the sealing by the Holy Spirit on those who believe (Ephesians 1:13).  

The Good News is that God loves the human race in spite of what they are. Emil Brunner 

writes: “The cross of Christ is the point where God’s love meets sinful man, if the sinful man, 

also, stands there, that is by faith.”228 The Good News is that God’s act in Christ gives men and 

women a new standing. It goes without saying that as individuals we cannot forgive ourselves; 

forgiveness is His prerogative alone. God forgives! At the same time, though He does it in such 

a way that it becomes clear to the one forgiven as to how seriously God takes guilt into 

consideration. God takes away guiltiness through the Cross. Paul explains this paradox of 

justice and forgiveness this way: 

 
     But now (Νυνὶ δέ, Nuni de) a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to 

which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus 

Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God 

                                                 
b Jer. 9:24 
228 Emil Brunner, Faith, Hope, and Love (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1956), 20. 
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presented him as a sacrifice of atonement,a through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his 

justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did 

it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who 

have faith in Jesus.  (Romans 3:21-26)229  

 

The Church is to continue to tell the story of how “God presented him [Jesus] as a 

sacrifice of Atonement.” Is God’s Church important in our daily walk with Him? In Paul’s final 

farewell to the leaders (elders) from Ephesus, he speaks of the Church as significant:  

 
     Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be 

shepherds of the church of God (ἐκκλησίαν τοῦ θεοῦ, ekklēsian tou theou), which he bought with his 

own blood. (Acts 20:28) 

 

Since the Church is purchased with the “blood” of God, can we, in all good conscience, 

treat the Church with contempt, dislike, or disrespect? Again, the author of the Book of 

Hebrews speaks of the Church of Jesus in glowing terms: 

 
     But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You 

have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, 23 to the church of the firstborn 

(ἐκκλησίᾳ πρωτοτόκων, ekklēsia prōtotokōn, “church of firstborn ones”), whose names are written 

in heaven. You have come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect, 
24 to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than 

the blood of Abel. (Hebrews 12:22-24)  

 

Just a cursory glance of Holy Scripture reveals the importance of the Church in the lives 

of God’s people. Prior to the author’s reference to the “church of the firstborn,” or “church of 

the firstborn ones,” he admonished Christians not to abandon the assembly:  

 
     And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 25 Let us not 

give up meeting together (ἐπισυναγωγὴν ἑαυτῶν, episynagōgēn heautōn, “coming together of 

ourselves”), as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as 

you see the Day approaching. (10:24-25) 

 

Even in the face of daily danger, they were told not to give up (ἐγκαταλείτω, enkataleitō, 

“abandon, leave behind”) the habit of meeting together. Immediately, upon the heels of what he 

had just written, he cautions these Christians to consider carefully their standing before God:  

 
     How much more severely do you think a man deserves to be punished who has trampled the Son 

of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified 

him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? (10:29)  

 

                                                 
a 25Or as the one who would turn aside his wrath, taking away sin 
229For an in-depth study of this section of Scripture, see Dallas Burdette, “Overview of Romans,” in 

Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 

2008), 249-281.  
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Are we trampling “under foot” the Son of God? Do we treat the covenant blood as an 

unholy thing? Are we insulting the “Spirit of grace”? Not only are we exhorted not to “throw 

out” the habit of meeting together, but we are also taught to be holy:  

 
     Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the 

Lord. See to it that no one misses the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble 

and defile many. (12:14-15)  

 

The family of God should be living in such a way that the love of God is reflected in the 

daily activities of His saints. Peter, too, deals with the relevance of the Church in his First 

Epistle. He calls attention to “who” we are and to “what” we are to do as servants of the Most 

High God:  

 
     As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him— 
5 you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering 

spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. (1 Peter 2:4-6) 

 

We are “living stones” within the family of God. We are also, in the words of Peter, 

“being built into a spiritual house.” As God’s elect, we constitute a “holy priesthood.” As 

priests of God, we are to offer up “spiritual sacrifices.” Again, Peter writes down the very 

purpose of those who belong to God’s people: 

 
     But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that 

you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 10 Once 

you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now 

you have received mercy. (2:8-10)  

 

Peter says essentially the same thing that Paul expresses in his Epistle to the Ephesians. 

By our declaring the praises of God for redemption, we are fulfilling the intent of God for His 

people as a part of His household. God’s objective was and is that His manifold wisdom should 

be made known to the world through His Church, or community of believers. Unfortunately 

today, the common foundation for many churches is not Jesus, but rather their own brand of 

orthodoxy, which prevailing attitudes are identified as the “true church.” The groundwork for 

God’s new group of people has been laid, and the starting point is Jesus.  

We, as members of the company of redeemed ones, need to recapture the essence of 

God’s Church, which consists of people, not an ecclesiastical organization. If the Church is to 

capture the world for Christ, there must be a reflection upon our common relationship to one 

another. We are in partnership with each other. We need to cross over our denominational 

barriers and our long-held traditions and return to the New Testament concept of solidarity, 

which is expressed by Paul in his Second Epistle to Corinth. He writes: “Besides everything 

else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches” (1 Corinthians 11:28). 

The collective body of God’s people is called the Church, or ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia, 

assembly” or “congregation). In Romans 16:1, Paul speaks of the church in Cenchrea, which 

is a collective body of God’s people. Then he speaks of “all the churches of the Gentiles” 
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[ἐκκλησίαι τῶν ἐθνῶν, ekklēsiai tōn ethnōn] (16:4). He also speaks of “the church” in the 

home of Priscilla and Aquila (16:5). In 16:16, he speaks of the “churches of Christ” (ἐκκλησίαι 

τοῦ Χριστοῦ, ekklēsiai tou Christou). The expression “churches of Christ” is no more the name 

of the church than the expression, “churches of the Gentiles.” The name “Christ” (Χριστός, 

Cristos) is the title of our Lord, not His name. His name is Jesus (Ἰησοῦς, Iēsous). Paul begins 

his first Corinthian correspondence with:  

 
     Unto the church of God (τῇ ἐκκλησία τοῦ θεοῦ, tē ekklēsia tou theou) which is at Corinth, to 

them that are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints, with all that in every place call upon the 

name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both their’s and our’s.(1 Corinthians 1:2, KJV).  

 

The Book of Galatians begins with the phrase: “To the churches in Galatia” (Galatians 

1:2). Also, in this same chapter, Paul refers to “the churches of Judea that are in Christ” (1:22). 

In the Ephesian Epistle, he begins with: “To the saints in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus” 

(Ephesians 1:1). As Paul closes his Epistle to the Philippians, he writes: “After this letter has 

been read to you, see that it is also read in the church of the Laodiceans and that you in turn 

read the letter from Laodicea” (Colossians 4:16). To the Thessalonians: “To the church of the 

Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (1Thessalonians 1:1). 

The English word church is more accurately translated as “assembly.” Peter calls the 

assemblies of Christ “God’s elect” (1 Peter 1:1). The Book of Revelation also addresses 

“seven churches in the Province of Asia” (Revelation 1:4). The elect of God exist in various 

local assemblies. We, today, to some extent, are stuck with the English word church. 

Regrettably, the Reformers were baptized Catholics, and, as a result of their inherited traditions 

from the Catholic Church, there was not a total new beginning, but a slight cleansing of some 

issues that were devastatingly wrong. Sorry to say, the Protestant Movement failed in its true 

identification of the “church” as an organism rather than as an institution. This breakdown in 

classification resulted in divisions within the Body of Christ. As a result of the organizational 

structure of the church, numerous Christians have isolated themselves from other believers. 

Each secluded body of saints identified itself as the “true church.” Emil Brunner goes right to 

the heart of this misconception:  

 
     The isolationist tendency hostile to co-operation, arises precisely from the false opinion that a 

particular church is the true Ecclesia, the legitimate heir of the Christian fellowship of the New 

Testament.230 

 

We need to recapture the spirit of koinōnia (fellowship, or communion) of His Body. 

Koinwnia should lead us to a common proclamation of the Gospel of Christ and to a common 

action in the Church. As God’s people, we need to maintain the Spirit’s unity [ἑνότητα τοῦ 

πνεύματος, henotēta tou pneumatos, “unity of the Spirit”] (Ephesians 4:3). This unity of 

                                                 
230Emil Brunner, The Misunderstanding of the Church (London: Lutterworth Press, 1952), 113. 
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purpose is set forth in the Lord’s Supper.231 This harmony is the concord for which Jesus prayed 

(John 17). This unison is a world-embracing agreement of oneness—to all who believe in His 

name. Everyone who is called of God is a part of this “fellowship of the Spirit.” Paul writes to 

the Philippians about this koinōnia: 

 
     If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any 

fellowship with the Spirit (κοινωνία πνεύματος, koinōnia pneumatos), if any tenderness and 

compassion, 2 then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in 

spirit and purpose. 3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider 

others better than yourselves. 4 Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the 

interests of others. (Philippians 2:1-4)  

 

 We play a part in a particular history—the act of salvation, that is to say, the life-giving 

activity of the Holy Spirit. When we reject God’s new community, we throw out the life-giving 

movement of the Holy Spirit. Life for the believer is a constant sharing with each other. God 

calls us into the fellowship of Jesus Christ. Paul expresses it this way: “God, who has called you 

into fellowship with his Son (κοινωνίαν τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ, koinōnian tou huiou autou) Jesus 

Christ our Lord, is faithful” (1 Corinthians 1:9). To those who responded to Jesus in repentance 

and baptism, God added to His new humanity, which new household came into existence 

through the power of God. On the Day of Pentecost, Luke reports the reaction of the crowd to 

Peter’s sermon, which account states that about 3000 repented of their sins and were baptized in 

the name of Jesus.  Luke concludes his remarks by saying that the people were “Praising God 

and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who 

were being saved” (Acts 2:47).  

The saved met on a daily basis in the Temple courts (2:46).  In this same context, Luke 

records: “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the 

breaking of bread and to prayer” (2:42). The KJV translates Acts 2:47: “Praising God, and 

having favour with all the people. And the Lord added to the church daily such as should be 

saved.” The NIV translates this passage: “Praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. 

And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” The English word 

church is not in the Greek text. The Greek text simply reads: “And the Lord added the ones 

being saved (τοὺς σῳζομὲνους, tous sōzomenous, “the ones being saved”) from day to day 

together (ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτό, epi to auto, together).” Those who responded to the Good News of God 

were added to the elect of God, not to a particular denomination. 

 When we speak of the Church today, we should be conscious that God’s family continues 

to repeat the early testimony of the Body of Christ—Christ was Crucified and Resurrected and 

is Head of His family. The early Church did not venerate the body of a dead person, but they 

did worship the risen Lord. The Church wants to know Christ and the power of His 

Resurrection. The Church has always been made up of fallible and ordinary people—people 

saved by grace. For us, as believers, the Church is still the most important single phenomenon 

                                                 
231For an in-depth study of the significance of the Lord’s Supper within the Christian community, see, 

Dallas Burdette, “The Significance of the Last Supper,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom, 440-

448.  
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that human history has to show. The existing Body of Christ testifies to the authenticity of 

Christianity. When we repudiate, or renounce, the Church, we ignore the fact that we, too, 

are a part of God’s new temple.  It is in Christ that we escape the jungle of individualism.  

The community of Christ is God’s gift to humanity. The Church of Jesus is a radically 

new fellowship. The new people of God represent the new humanity—a people separated for 

God’s service. It is in and through the Church that we are reminded that we are not our own. 

Within the Body of Christ, we are consciously aware of the reality of God’s redemption through 

the observance of the Lord’s Supper and the practice of Baptism. When we, as saints of God, 

gather to hear the Word of God preached, this hearing of the word helps us to renew our lives. 

Why do we assemble with other believers? We gather together in response to God’s act of 

redemption in the gift of His Son.  

When we congregate to express our worship in a corporate setting, we draw 

spiritual strength and encouragement from this gathering of God’s people. Every meeting 

should be to encourage one another in the faith and to give honor and glory to the One who sent 

His Son to redeem us. Our collective gatherings as God’s people should be a time for us in 

which the barricades of race, nationality, class, sex, and education are demolished, or bulldozed, 

into oblivion. This get-together should be a place where the needy, the browbeaten, the outcast, 

and the unloved find a welcome and feel themselves at home. This reunion should be a place 

where we find support and back-up. 

With the coming of Jesus, we witness the breaking in of a new age in which Jesus creates 

a new ekklēsia. The Church is the New Jerusalem, the New Heaven and Earth,232 and the 

Elect of God. When God adds to His Body of believers, the faithful share in a new life. It is 

not within the Gospel of God for us to go on living in the old way when we have come face-to-

face with the Kingdom of God. As we reflect upon the New Israel of God, we are mindful of the 

pure grace of God. The Church consists of those who have been set apart to be holy and to serve 

God. The Church does not allow for individualism, but fellowship in God’s new association of 

redeemed ones.  

This specialized study about the purpose of the church is written to help us to rediscover 

the Church as the New People of God. As the community of God, we are to seek unity among 

His sons and daughters as an answer to the prayer of Jesus (John 17). It is in this vein that W. 

A. Vissr’t Hooft (1900-1985, secretary for the World Council of Churches) and J. H. Oldham 

(1889-1966, Scottish missionary in India) addressed the problem of division within the Body of 

Christ with all of its various denominations. They capture the very heart of the matter: “All 

agree that there is essentially only one Church, since there is only one Lord. As a reality of 

faith, the word Church has no plural.”233 This concept of oneness is very difficult for many 

Christians, especially since many believers identify their particular church as THE CHURCH, 

                                                 
232For a detailed study of the new heaven and earth, see Dallas Burdette, “A New Heaven and a New 

Earth,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Series of Specialized Studies from Psalms 

●Revelation ● Hebrews (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2010), 257-302.  
233Dr. W. A. Visser’t Hooft and Dr. J. H. Oldham, The Church and Its function in Society (London: 

George Allen & Unwin LTD, 1937, 1938), 89. 
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which philosophy excludes all other denominations as belonging to Christ. Once more, Hooft 

and Oldham focus on the heart of the issue when they write: 

 
     If it is said that there is only one Church, this implies for some Churches that only one visible 

Church is the true Church, but for others that no visible Church can claim to be the Church of Christ, 

since all Christian Churches together represent that reality. These examples might be multiplied ad 

infinitum; but the point is clear, namely, that our belief in the Church is both the basis which enables 

us to meet together, and at the same time the barrier which makes us unable to speak with a united 

voice.234 

 

 Sorry to say, for countless sincere Christians, the Church often conveys the belief 

that in order for one to be a Christian, he or she must hold to the doctrinal formulation of 

their distinctive fellowship. What makes us one is not our adherence to certain doctrinal 

issues, but rather that we have been reconciled to God through Christ our Lord. The Church is a 

Christian group of people, that is to say, a fellowship of persons living together who have been 

redeemed through the blood of Christ. Yet again, Hooft captures the very essence of what the 

Church is and its mission: “The Church is the community which has been gathered and 

mobilized by the Holy Spirit in order to fulfill that part of the plan of God which must be 

fulfilled in the final period of History.”235 Christians are called into koinwnia (fellowship), 

which koinwnia is in Christ. Every local Assembly of God’s citizens should have one primary 

goal—the proclamation of the Jesus as God’s Way of salvation for lost humanity.  

As stated earlier, when we assemble to partake of the Lord’s Supper, this meal should be 

a constant reminder of unity among God’s people. Unity is found in none other than Jesus of 

Nazareth. In spite of the divisions existing among Christians, God does not recognize the 

existence of parties or separated churches. Even with differences within the various 

communities of God’s people, Christians still belong to the one and only people of God. When 

churches are characterized by self-centered denominationalism and institutionalism, God is not 

pleased. What is the calling of the Church? It is to fulfill the mission of spreading the Gospel of 

God, which Gospel has been entrusted to the Church.  

We are united because we all share in one common calling. Unity in the early Church 

included all who called upon the name of Christ. Does the Good News of God’s Way of 

salvation still radiate from our countenance? Is there little warmth in our hearts for God’s 

“community of Resurrection”? As believers in the finished work of Christ upon Calvary, we 

should wrap ourselves up in the grace of God “in” and “through” Jesus. What does the Church 

mean to us? We should never forget that from the very beginning of the Day of Pentecost, the 

Christian society was a missionary society. 

If we wish to become more and more like God, we must allow the community of the 

Resurrected One to become a part of our lives. In God’s blueprint for His children, we realize 

that Jesus Christ and His kingdom are God’s blueprint for His offspring. The Church calls 

attention to the fact that Jesus cried from the Cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 

                                                 
234 Ibid., 90. 
235 W. A. Visser’t Hooft, The Pressure of Our Common Calling (Garden City, New York, Doubleday & 

Company, 1959), 36. 
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me?” (ἠλὶ ἠλὶ λεμὰ σαβαχθάνι, ēli ēli lema sabachthani) in order to keep us from crying, “My 

God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:45).236 Should we dispense with the 

Church? No! The Church exists for the sake of the world. Every local congregation is intended 

to be missionary in purpose and missionary in design. Every Church should adopt a “GO” 

theology, not a “COME” theology. The negative “wait” and “let come” is the very opposite of 

what Jesus taught His followers. We, as disciples of Jesus, come together in order that we might 

“GO.” 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

As we reflect upon the Church in our lives, we must ask ourselves, what does living 

under the Cross of Christ mean to us? We can say that our lives under the Gospel are the 

opening of our hearts to Christ Jesus. Is Christ first in our outlook? This opening of our days to 

Christ enables us to bring forth fruits that result in God’s glory. When we allow God, Christ, 

and the Holy Spirit the right-of-way in our daily walk with Him, then we maintain a 

consciousness of God’s Good News, and, at the same time, we make ourselves available to Him 

in order to be a channel that portrays His kingdom with a view of welcoming the fullness of 

God’s glory.  

Again, what does the Church mean to us? What does it mean to us to assemble with the 

saints during the week? Regrettably, many Christians abandon the assembling of 

themselves with other believers. Yet, a life under the Gospel is a life that is active in the 

Church. Life in the Christian community is not only something between Christ and the 

individual, but it is also life in the Body of Christ. In other words, if we acknowledge Jesus 

Christ as Lord in our existence, this acknowledgement involves our sharing our faith with 

others. To be a Christian means to be incorporated into the Body of Christ. The Church is the 

fellowship whereby the Gospel of God continues to be proclaimed throughout the world. 

We, as individuals, are nourished through the Church. As we witness Christian baptism237 and 

the Lord’s Supper, we are constantly reminded of our lives under the Gospel.  

We should keep in mind that life in the Church is not a life of isolationism. We 

should identify ourselves with other believers. Have we discarded the need for the Church in 

our way of life? We should never forget that the function of the internal life of the Church is to 

enable us to grow together in the Body of Christ. Jesus purchased the Church with His blood. 

The ultimate authority for the Church is found in the power of God. Also, it is through the 

proclamation of the Good News of God that we discover the function of the Church in society. 

Out of the Good News of God, we discover the kingdom foretold by the prophets (See Daniel 2, 

Isaiah 2, and Joel 2).  

                                                 
236I am indebted to Emil Brunner, I believe in the Living God, (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 

1961), 82-83, for this insight.  
237For an analysis of Christian baptism, see Dallas Burdette’s three chapters on baptism, in Dallas 

Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Responsibilities, Vol., 1 (Longwood, FL: Xulon 

Press, 209), 235-271.  
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We can say that the Gospel brought the Church into being and still keeps the Church in 

obedience to God. If the Church wishes to be a witness to the world, it must again and again 

search the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments for those Scriptures that testify about 

Jesus Christ as the promised Messiah. If the Church is unimportant, we wonder why the Holy 

Spirit wrote: “And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved” (Acts 

2:47). As we think about the significance of the Church in God’s scheme of redemption, we 

need to be conscious that the essence of God’s new humanity is the oneness of communion with 

Him “in” and “through” faith in Christ.  

The Church is a spiritual organism; it is not an ecclesiastical organization. It is 

people. It is the elect of God. It is the community of God. It is the New Israel of God. Christ 

created a spiritual communion of persons redeemed by His blood, not a religious or clerical 

corporation. What is the purpose of the church? The body of Christ is responsible for 

proclaiming Jesus as the Mediator between God and humanity. Every believer is to be a 

minister of God’s reconciliation. Do we seek to live our lives separate and apart from God’s 

kingdom as foretold by the prophets and announced by Christ? Are we Christ’s ambassadors for 

the advancement of His kingdom? Have we received God’s grace in vain?  It is in this vein that 

Paul writes: 

 
     Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All 

this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of 

reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins 

against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore 

Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on 

Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sina for us, so that in 

him we might become the righteousness of God. As God’s fellow workers we urge you not to 

receive God’s grace in vain. (2 Corinthians 5:17—6:1)  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
a Or be a sin offering 
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23 

 
 

Church and Ministry 
 

Now the church is the embodiment of the Remnant ideal. It is a society within a society. But it is not 

an isolationist group, carefully fostering a private life of its own secluded from the contaminations of 

the world.  It has to discharge a task in the world as well as to maintain its own inner life. It has to 

present the Gospel to those outside; and it can only do that effectively as its members live according 

to Christ in their relations to one another. In other words the Church has a dual role—apostolic in 

relation to those outside and pastoral in relation to those within.238 

 

 Do we take the church of Jesus with a grain of salt? Is the church irrelevant in the lives of 

God’s people? Are Christ’s church and His ministry a significant part of our walk with God? 

What is the purpose of the church? What is the church? We can say that the Christian ἐκκλησία 

(ekklēsia, “church, fellowship of believers”) is a society within a society. The Body of Christ is 

composed of priests, both men and women, who serve the living God through Christ and the 

indwelling of the Holy Spirit. The purpose of the church is to engage in the proclamation of the 

Gospel as well as to minister to each other within the congregation of God’s saints. Not only is 

the community of Christ to be involved in the proclamation of God’s way of salvation to the 

world, but it is also to be concerned about other activities outside the church, that is to say, 

social justice.239  

The church is to be the light of the world. In our fulfillment of ministry, there is a sense 

in which we act as instruments of God to accomplish His desired goals in this life. In other 

words, God uses each of us as instruments of His to proclaim the Good News of redemption 

“in” and “through” Jesus. We need to view two current concepts of ministries within the Body 

                                                 
238T. W. Manson, The Church’s Ministry (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1947), 35. T.W. Manson (1893–

1958) was a New Testament scholar and minister in the Presbyterian Church of England. He was Yates 

Professor of New Testament Greek and Exegesis at Mansfield College in Oxford and Rylands Professor of 

Biblical Criticism and Exegesis at the University of Manchester. He is the author of The Sayings of 

Jesus and The Teaching of Jesus. 
239The heart of this study zeros in on the thoughts of Jurgen Moltmann in his book, The Church in the 

Power of the Spirit, which book examines in great detail the church and ministry.  I read this book three times 

in preparation for the writing of this chapter. See Jurgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit 

(SanFrancisco: Harper, 1991). I have cited many authors to help insure impartiality and objectivity in this 

important subject about church and ministry. Jürgen Moltmann is a German Reformed theologian. He is 

professor emeritus of systematic theology at the University of Tübingen and the 2000 recipient of the Louisville 

Grawemeyer Award in Religion. He studied Christian theology in England and in Göttingen, and served as a 

pastor from 1952 to 1958 in Bremen. Among his many influential and award-winning books are The Theology 

of Hope, The Crucified God, The Trinity and the Kingdom, The Spirit of Life, and The Coming of God. 
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of Christ—instrumental240 and participatory. These two concepts of ministry are poles apart. 

Instrumental ministry is limited to a select few, but, on the other hand, participatory ministry 

involves the whole of God’s people. It is not uncommon for believers to fail to view ministry in 

God’s kingdom as participatory. What do we mean by participatory? We simply mean that we, 

as His children, are to be actively engaged in kingdom work.  

How do we view our ministry? Do we view ourselves as ministers and priests of God? 

Are we actively engaged in an outreach ministry or do we just sit in the pews? Do we talk to 

individuals about Jesus and His offer of redemption by grace through faith in His finished work 

upon Calvary? What is our concept of ministry? Is our concept of ministry just for the one in 

the pulpit on Sunday mornings, which is to say, ministry is limited to a select few? This view of 

ministry is the instrumentalist’s philosophy. 

 As we contemplate the biblical point of view of ministry, ministry is not to be limited 

to just a particular group of saints, which we often call “clergy.” Ministry is a function of 

every individual Christian; ministry is the Body of Christ at work. If we have a proper 

point of view of participation and a correct perception of the nature of the church, our theology 

of the church should assist us in our taking part. Also, if we understand the various types of 

models of input, our membership in God’s community should be more effective toward the 

advancement of His kingdom on earth. When we speak of different kinds of contributions 

within the Body of Christ, we might ask the question: What are the various styles of outreach 

that we uphold?  

When we reflect upon the numerous assortments of models of involvement within the 

local fellowship, we encounter many models, which patterns of formation unfolds our 

perception of the church. For instance, how do we view the church in our theology? Do we 

view the church as an ecclesiastical organization, a community of believers, or simply as an 

organizational structure with a hierarchy of selected individuals who rule the church with an 

iron fist? In other words, what is our working theology of the church? Another aspect of our 

ministry concerns our relationship to the social issues of the human race. In our Christian 

outreach, we need to become acquainted with the realities of the world? This chapter seeks to 

analyze the various models of ministry involvement. 

 

WORKING THEOLOGY OF THE CHURCH 

 

Models for Ministry 

 

 Before we can develop adequate models for ministry,241 we must have a sound working 

theology of the church.242 Our paradigm,243 or pattern, of the church will shape our models of 

                                                 
240“Instrumental ministry” is not the same as one being an instrument of God to carry out His goals of 

reaching out to the lost and extending words of encouragement to the saints. 
241See Howard A. Snyder, Models of the Kingdom (Nashville: Abingdon, 1991), 11, 19, for an 

insightful, fully assessed definition of “model.” He writes: 

 

     Models are not just opinions or theories; they are often the lenses through which we view reality. 

Models of the kingdom of God can have earth-shaking results.... What people believe about the 
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ministry. Our perception of the church determines our attitude toward our view of ministry as 

participatory or instrumentalist. In order for us to develop a working theology of the church, we 

must first determine what the word church means. What is the church? Is it a denomination? 

Is it an institution? Is it simply a religious social institution? Is it an organism? Is it the 

company of the redeemed? Is it the Body of Christ? Is it the community of God on earth? 

Just how do we define or translate the word church? How is the true church identified? Did 

Christ establish an organization? Or did Christ bring a body of believers into existence? Just 

how should we characterize the church? One model of ministry is our view of the church. 

 Answers to the above questions determine, to a great extent, our working theology of the 

church. For instance, some Christians are conditioned to identify the church as a type of a 

corporate organized religious body, of which they are a part, as the true church of Jesus Christ, 

thereby excluding all others from belonging to the kingdom of God. In other words, any person 

who is not identified with his or her particular group, or denomination, is not a member of 

Christ’s church. That which God intended as a rallying point for the lover of God and His truth 

has become a battle ground on which ecclesiastical wars are fought.  

Again, the questions are: What is our model of the church? Is it an ecclesiastical 

organization? Or is it a community of believers? Anders Nygren (1890-1978, Lutheran 

theologian and professor of systematic theology at Lund University) objects, and rightly so, to 

the current model of the church as an organizational structure. He uses the following pregnant 

words against accepting the organizational structure of the church as a part of our theology of 

the church: 

 
     Did Christ establish the church, or not? That question has generally been answered about as 

follows. During his lifetime Jesus gathered a group of disciples around himself, but there was as yet 

no kind of organization. Then if one moves on a bit into history one meets an organization which 

girdles the globe. It bears the name of Christ and announces itself as his church. Within that 

organization one finds a rich diversity of offices, as well as sacraments, a Christian cultus, and so on. 

The question presents itself, did Jesus actually found that organization? Did he actually envision 

anything of the kind? Is it not rather the product of a development whose result was not at all what 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

kingdom often shapes what they do....  A further word should be added concerning the use of models 

in theology and specifically in discussing the kingdom of God. A considerable literature on using 

models in theology has developed over the past three decades, and models are increasingly employed 

today as a method of theological exploration.... ‘A model is, in essence, a sustained and systematic 

metaphor.’... By constructing and exploring models one finds hints of what may be true about the 

hidden reality the models represent. 
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Jesus would have approved? Is it not, in any case, an anachronism to speak of the church as instituted 

by Christ?244 

 

 Over a period of time, the concept of the church changed from a community of believers 

to an organizational structure with its hierarchy (instrumentalist). It is in this same vein 

that Emil Brunner’s (1889-1966, an eminent and highly influential Swiss theologian) 

assessment of the contemporary situation is also full of insight as he expresses the predicament 

of the modern church: “The church of Christ ruled by Christ is no longer Christianity, but the 

Church only as a corporate institution.245 Jurgen Moltmann (b. 1926, German Protestant 

theologian) is also helpful in this area when he writes: 

 
     If the church does not see itself as ‘the church of society’, or as the ‘German’, or ‘white’, or 

‘male’, church (even though it can often enough really be described as these things in terms of its 

actual situation), but calls itself instead ‘the church of Christ’, then it will also have to make Christ its 

starting point in its own understanding.246 

 

The Dimensions of a Doctrine of the Church Today 

 

 An adequate formation of ministry demands a sufficient and adequate overview of the 

true nature of the church. Since the church is God’s community, it will reflect upon its life in 

Christ. The church worships the One who calls it into being, the One who liberates it, and the 

One who gathers it to Himself. The church presents itself before men and women and before 

God. Moltmann is correct when he writes: “For it stands for God to the world, and it stands for 

the world before God.”247 It is this perspective of relationship to the world before God that Paul 

speaks of his debt to humanity in his letter to the Christians in Rome (Romans 1:14). Not only 

do we, as Christians, participate in the Great Commission, but we also involve ourselves in 

teaching His followers to adhere to His teachings (Matthew 28:18-20). Again, Moltmann 

appropriately states, “the church of Christ is an ‘open’ church. It is open for God, open for men 

and open for the future of both God and men.”248 The church of Christ concerns itself with 

“messianic liberation and eschatological renewal of the world.”249 This concept of liberation is 

the ministry of every believer, not just clergy, that is to say, a select few with certain academic 

credentials. 

 

                                                 
244Anders Nygren, “Corpus Christi,” in This Is the Church, ed. Anders Nygren, Gustaf Aulen, Ragnar 

Bring, Anton Fridrichsen, and Rasmussen (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1952), 4. 
245Emil Brunner, The Misunderstanding of the Church (London: Lutterworth Press, 1942), 42. 
246Jurgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit (SanFrancisco: Harper SanFrancisco, 1991), 

68. 
247Ibid., 1. 
248Ibid., 2. 
249Ibid., 3. 



 289 

The Trinitarian History of God 

 

 An understanding of the Trinitarian history of God can assist us in our participation in the 

ministry of God. According to the Great Commission, the Christian community does everything 

in the name of the triune God. The church sees itself in the Trinitarian history of God’s dealings 

with the world. When we talk about the Trinitarian history of God, we are conscious of the 

“livingness of God which has moved out of itself ... which can only be understood through 

participating and engaged knowledge,” writes Moltmann.250 To state more clearly, the 

Trinitarian history of God includes knowledge of God’s dealings with humanity. The church 

can understand much more clearly its own position or part in the movement of God’s ministry 

with the world if it attempts to understand the Trinitarian history of God. 

 Our perception of the Trinity’s role in our redemption will heighten our conscious 

participation in God’s movement to reach the lost. It is this fuller understanding of the 

Trinity that entices us into an active involvement in ministry. When we appreciate the 

history of Christ and the role of the Holy Spirit in the light of Christ’s coming into the world 

through His Incarnation, we will become more attuned to our roles as ministers of 

reconciliation. God sends both Christ and the Holy Spirit. The history of Christ is seen in the 

light of His origin. (John 1:1-15). The Gospels record the history of Jesus as the history of the 

Messiah. Jesus is introduced by the synoptic Gospels in the light of His sending and His 

mission by God the Father and the workings of the Holy Spirit. John says, “For God so loved 

the world that he gave his one and only Son” (John 3:16).  

 For Mark, the ministry of Jesus begins when the Holy Spirit is conferred on Him in 

baptism (Mark 1:9-12). Even though Matthew mentions the coming of the Holy Spirit upon 

Jesus at His baptism, nevertheless, he begins his history of Christ with the conception by the 

Holy Spirit (Matthew 1:18-23). Luke also begins the ministry of Jesus with the conception by 

the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:26-35). Again, Moltmann points out the role of the Spirit in the history 

of Christ: “The experience of the Spirit is to be found in the experiences of the history of Christ 

which men have in their own history.”251 Luke also records the promise of the Holy Spirit as a 

gift following baptism (Acts 2:38). 

 Paul also speaks of God sending forth His Son and His Holy Spirit in his letter to the 

Galatians (Galatians 4:4-6). Thus, as we reflect upon the origin of Jesus and the Holy Spirit, we 

are immediately thrown back into eternity. Moltmann points out, with justice: “The Trinity in 

the origin is the foundation of the Trinity in the sending, and hence the Trinity in the sending 

reveals the Trinity in the origin as being from eternity an open trinity.”252 In other words, 

Moltmann is saying that we cannot grasp the life of God in a finished circle. For Moltmann, 

our concept of God must include the Trinity. It is in the sending of the Son and the Holy 

Spirit that humankind (humanity) encounters God. 
 The history of the Trinity opens fellowship for the human race through the coming of the 

Son and the coming of the Holy Spirit. The Trinity works together for the salvation of both men 
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and women. We discover in the history of the Trinity that the Son glorifies the Father and the 

Father glorifies the Son and the Holy Spirit glorifies the Father and the Son by freeing 

individuals for fellowship with the Trinity (1 Corinthians 12:13). This comprehension of 

Trinitarian history helps us, as Christians, to fathom the ministry of the Trinity, and the 

Trinity’s grace in allowing our participation in His ministry through the church of Jesus Christ. 

 

THE CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST 

 

 The name Jesus (Ἰησοῦς, Iēsous) and His title (Χριστός, Christos, “Anointed”) require 

that we see the church as subject to Christ. Since the church is the church of Jesus, then the 

Christian community must align herself with Him. The Scriptures employ a number of 

christological titles to describe who Jesus is—“Messiah,” Son of Man,” “Lord,” and “Logos.” 

These titles help the church to understand the relationship of Jesus to His people. In the same 

manner, the relationship of the church to Christ is depicted with descriptive terms, such as, “the 

body of Christ,” “the house of God,” “God’s people,” and the “communion of the saints.”  

Since the church is the church of the Anointed One, the church makes Christ the starting point 

in its own self-understanding of its mission to the world and to the Body of Christ itself.253 

When we make the Christ our initial point of meditating upon the church of Jesus, then we must 

also contemplate the presence and activity of Christ in the church to fully appreciate God’s call 

to participate in His ministry. When we are conscious of the residence and movement of Christ 

in His church, then we leap for joy in knowing that God allows us, His people, to experience 

His ministry. Do we thank God for such love? 

 

The Presence and Activity of Christ in the Church 

 

 The existence of the church (ἐκκλησία, ekklēsia, “congregation, assembly, gathering”) is 

described through the activities of Christ. It is Christ who chooses, gathers, protects, and 

upholds His church. The final goal of Christ’s activity is eternal life. Moltmann captures the 

true essence of the church when he writes: 

 
     The activity of God’s Son is universal. It extends in space to ‘the whole human race’ and in time 

to all generations ‘from the beginning of the world to the end.’ He is the Christ of the one God for the 

whole human race. His choosing, gathering and protective activity creates the church, not as an 

institution for salvation or as a cultic group, but as a brotherhood to which the individual can profess 

loyalty as a ‘living member’. Ultimately, the election, gathering and preservation of the church are 

not an end in themselves but serve ‘eternal life’, as the final goal of Christ’s activity, and of the 

church created out of that activity, is called.254 

 

The activity of Christ is centered in the Word. Yet, Jesus is the Word. He is the Word of 

proclamation. John identifies Jesus as the λόγος τῆς ζωῆς [logos tēs zōēs, “Word of life”] (1 

John 1:1). Consider how Rudolph Bultmann (1884-1976, German theologian of Lutheran 
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background and professor of New Testament studies at the University of Marburg) deals with 

the activity of Jesus as the Word. 

 
     All the activity of Jesus is centered in the Word.... That is why John always represents Jesus as 

saying almost nothing except that he is speaking the Word of God. For John, from beginning to end, 

Jesus is not meant to be the ‘historical Jesus’; he is the ‘Word’, the Word of the Christian 

proclamation.255 

 

 We look to Jesus for the origin, the beginning, as well as the establishment of the 

proclamation of Himself as the Word, that is to say, the Gospel. In the pronouncement of the 

Word, there is always the declaration of the Gospel. The Gospel is the dawn of the 

eschatological age foretold by the prophets.256 It is “Good News” to a lost and dying world that 

Christ provides redemption for all those who believe in Him. It is not a statement about some 

remote future, but a statement about liberation. Isaiah speaks of this messianic age in glowing 

terms as he foretells the coming of the Messiah: 

 
     The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the LORD has anointed me to preach good 

news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives 

and release from darkness for the prisoners. (Isaiah 61:1) 

 

 The beginning activity of Christ’s ministry involves three specific aspects: (1) teaching, 

(2) preaching, and (3) healing. Matthew says, “Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their 

synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness 

among the people” (Matthew 4:23). Mark sums up the mission as: ‘“The time has come,’ he 

said. ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!”’ (Mark 1:15). If the 

church is not preaching the Good News, if the church is not fulfilling the Great Commission, 

and if the church is not the people of teaching, of preaching, of healing, and of the beatitudes, 

God’s community loses its fellowship with the messianic mission of Jesus to the world and to 

“the least of these” (See Matthew 5:3-10; 25:31-46). The world and “the least of these” is still 

the concern of the Messiah. 

 Moltmann captures in concise language this new life and hope when he writes: “The 

church is the fellowship of those who owe their new life and hope to the activity of the risen 

Christ.”257 The church receives its liberation from the self-giving of Christ. Thus, the church of 

Christ exists in its fullness if it is obedient to the rule of the Servant of God in its adherence to 

the Great Commission and its participation in the sharing of liberation through Christ as a new 

way of life. We take part in ministry as servants of Jesus Christ. Again, Moltmann seems to be 

right when he pens: 
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     The church is not a ‘holy autocracy’; it is the fellowship of believers who follow the one Lord and have 

been laid hold of by the one Spirit. It is in principle the community of equals, equipped with equal rights 

and equal dignity. All have the gift of the Spirit. If, in thinking of Christ’s self-surrender, we talk about ‘the 

priesthood of all believers’, then in thinking of Christ’s lordship we must speak of ‘the sovereignty of all 

believers.’258 

 

 In reflecting upon our sharing in the ministry of Christ, a proper understanding of the 

place of the church in the presence of Christ will enhance our philosophy of ministry. For 

example, “The question what the church is, is not the same as the question where it is,” says 

Moltmann.259 It is not “Where the church is, there is Christ”; rather, “Where Christ is, there is 

the church.” To state more plainly, “Where Christ is, the church had better be.” It is in this vein 

that Jesus says, “Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. 

My Father will honor the one who serves me” (John 14:26).  

Again, Moltmann captures the essence of Jesus’ statement: “If the church is, according to 

its own claim, ‘the church of Jesus Christ’, then it is Christ who leads the church into its truth. 

In this case the true church is to be found where Christ is present.”260 Every believer 

participates in the ministry of Christ through becoming a servant of the Servant, which 

includes women.261 Jesus instructs His disciples about true servanthood: “Just as the Son of 

Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” 

(Matthew 20:28). Where is Christ? Is He not present in “the least of these”? Is He not present in 

His community of believers? There is a sense in which Jesus is present in the proclamation, in 

the Lord’s Supper, in water baptism, and in the fellowship of His believers.  

 

CHRIST’S PRESENCE  

IN THE PROCLAMATION 

 

 Christ is present not only in the “least of the brethren,” but He is also present in the 

proclamation, that is to say, through the written Word, the Lord’s Supper, baptism, and the 

community of the proclaimers in the fellowship of the brethren. The proclamation of Christians 

includes the missionary charge of Jesus to His disciples (Matthew 28:18-20). In this missionary 

instruction, Jesus promises His presence to the church in the proclamation (apostolate): “I am 

with you always, to the very end of the age” (28:20). Today, the church still takes up the 

missionary charge and participates in proclamation of the Gospel as Christ’s representative. 

Jesus’ promise runs thus: “He who listens to you listens to me; he who rejects you rejects me; 

but he who rejects me rejects him who sent me” (Luke 10:16). God has given “us the ministry 
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of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18) and “has committed to us the message of reconciliation” 

(5:19). Once more, Moltmann view is to the point: 

 
     In the movement of the apostolate [the Great Commission given to the Apostles] the person of the 

apostle takes on the form of Christ’s destiny. He does not merely bear Christ on his lips in the word 

of the gospel. He also ‘carries in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be 

manifested in his body’ (2 Cor. 4.10).... The promised presence of Christ is the presence of the one 

who was crucified.262 

 

Christ’s Presence Is in the Lord’s Supper 

 

 In the sacraments (Lord’s Supper and baptism), it is not only beneficial to see the 

presence of Christ, but it is also helpful to understand the purpose of the sacraments in 

relationship to the church. Just as Christ is present in the proclamation of the Word, so also is 

the promise of Christ’s presence found in the Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 11:23-29). It is in 

the Lord’s Supper that we participate in the body and blood of Christ. Jesus describes the bread: 

“This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me” (11:24), and the cup: “This 

is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many” (Mark 14:24). 

 This presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper is a feast of remembrance.263 Moltmann 

says, “It recalls to our memory the history of redemption, which took place on the cross of 

Christ for us.”264 Again, “This remembrance bridges the difference between the history there 

and the events here.”265 Once more, Moltmann reflects upon the presence of God and Christ in 

this feast: “The Lord’s supper can further be understood as the earthly sign of the presence of 

the God who has become man and of the man who has been exalted to God.”266 Moltmann, in 

addition to the presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper, also develops the view that “The Lord’s 

supper is the sacrament of confirmation and the path of grace.”267 Again, he writes: 

 
     Baptism precedes the Lord’s supper. It is the sacrament of initiation and the door of grace. The 

Lord’s supper is the sacrament of confirmation and the path of grace. Through baptism men and 

women are born again to eternal life. Through the Lord’s supper they are sustained in that life. 

Accepted into the covenant of grace through baptism, believers are sustained in it through the Lord’s 

supper.268 

 

 Once more, Moltmann captures the participant’s reflection of the Lord’s Supper when he 

writes: “In the Eucharist the congregation thanks the triune God for all his acts of goodness and 
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sets itself in his Trinitarian history with the world.”269 The significance of the presence of Christ 

in the bread and wine is that this Supper joins the past and the future, but it also represents 

God’s grace of liberation from sin, from wrath, from law, and from condemnation. In God’s 

ministry of liberation, He allows His creatures to participate in this ministry of reconciliation.  

 

Christ’s Presence Is Found in Baptism 

 

 Baptism also contains a corresponding promise of Christ’s presence (Romans 6:3-5).270 

We are baptized into His Death in order that we might also walk in a new life. Paul expresses it 

this way: “We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as 

Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life” 

(6:4). The following extract from Moltmann explains graphically the role of baptism in the life 

of the believer: “Just as the Christian church is called into being through the proclamation of the 

gospel, so through baptism it is called to the freedom of the messianic era.”271 

 Through baptism in Christ’s name, we enter Christ’s fellowship; through baptism in the 

name of the triune God, we are “simultaneously set in the Trinitarian history of God.”272 In 

other words, through baptism we enter into covenant relationship with the Trinity. Baptism is 

the sacrament of initiation and the door of grace. It is in baptism, says Moltmann, that one is 

given the certainty of God’s grace “through the medium of visible signs.”273 In baptism we 

can look back and say, “That is the day that my sins were symbolically washed away.” In other 

words, baptism is a sign or seal of that which has already occurred—justification by faith (see 

Romans 4; Acts 10 and 15). As a result of our new life through faith in Christ and submission to 

baptism, we then participate in the service of Christ for the advancement of God’s kingdom. In 

baptism, the church and the outsiders know that we have accepted Jesus’ death, burial, and 

resurrection for our redemption. 

 

Christ’s Presence Is Found  

in the Fellowship of Believers 

  

 We see the presence and activity of Christ in the body of believers: “For where two or 

three come together in my name, there am I with them” (Matthew 18:20). When we assemble, 

we relate the story of Christ and our own story with His history, because our fellowship and 

activity in God’s kingdom springs from the story of liberation brought about through the 

vicarious sufferings of Christ. Moltmann is perfectly right when he insists that 

 

                                                 
269Ibid., 256. 
270See the following studies by Dallas Burdette, “Baptism from Heaven or from Men?”, “Baptism: 

Sharing in the Death, Burial, and Resurrection of Jesus,” and “Baptism: Symbol and Sacrament,” in Dallas 

Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Privileges (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 

234-243, 244-254, and 255-270.  
271Ibid., 226. 
272Ibid. 
273Ibid., 227. 



 295 

     The messianic community belongs to the Messiah and the messianic word; and this community, 

with the powers that it has, already realizes the possibilities of the messianic era, which brings the 

gospel of the kingdom to the poor, which proclaims the lifting up of the downtrodden to the lowly, 

and begins the glorification of the coming God through actions of hope in the fellowship of the poor, 

the sad and those condemned to silence, so that it may lay hold on all men.... Where the gospel 

corresponds to Christ, and the messianic fellowship of the people corresponds to the gospel the truth 

of the proclamation is recognizable from the freedom it creates. The ‘true world’ is promised in the 

gospel of Christ and is made accessible in the power of the Holy Spirit.274 

 

 The Christian fellowship “must stop being a church of ministers functioning on behalf of 

laymen, and become a charismatic fellowship in which everyone recognizes his ministry and 

lays hold on his charisma.”275 In other words, the fellowship of believers must recapture the 

priesthood of all believers, not a special class of priests. Every Christian is to participate in 

the ministry of Christ. Within the church there are no laymen versus clergy—in God’s 

kingdom all are ministers—both men and women. Ben Campbell Johnson explains the 

concept of a participatory ministry this way: “To be a minister of Jesus Christ means to 

participate in his body, the incarnate presence of God in the world.”276 

 

THE CHURCH IN THE  

PRESENCE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

 

 The church in the presence of the Holy Spirit focuses on the power of the Spirit as the 

Spirit empowers the presence and activity of Jesus Christ in the world and the church. In other 

words, it is the Spirit that manifests Christ and unites us with Him and glorifies Him in men and 

women (1 Corinthians 12:13; Titus 3:5). Moltmann maintains that “It is the doctrine of the Holy 

Spirit in particular that depicts the processes and experiences in which and through which the 

church becomes comprehensible to itself as the messianic fellowship.”277 It is these “processes 

and experiences” that Moltmann defines as the “means of salvation.”278 That is to say, 

“proclamation, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, worship, prayer, acts of blessing, and the way in 

which individual (sic) and fellowship live.”279  

According to Moltmann, “the presence of the kingdom of God and the revelation of the 

divine mystery of the last days are to be found in the eschatological gift of the Holy Spirit.”280 

Peter in his Pentecostal sermon speaks of this eschatological gift of the Spirit to believers (Acts 

2:38). Paul, too, in his Corinthian correspondence, speaks of the activity of the Spirit in the 

church (1 Corinthians 12:1-13). We must not discount the activity of the Holy Spirit in 
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Christian experiences. The Holy Spirit is associated with the new birth. Jesus in His 

conversation with Nicodemus says, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God 

unless he is born of water and the Spirit” (John 3:5). Also, Paul relates the Holy Spirit’s activity 

with regeneration:  

 
     He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us 

through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously 

through Jesus Christ our Savior. (Titus 3:5-6)  

 

Again, Paul informs the Corinthians that no one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the 

Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 12:3). In this same correspondence, Paul recognizes the Holy 

Spirit’s role of induction into the body of Christ (12:13). 

 

THE CHURCH IN THE  

POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

 

 When we celebrate baptism and the Lord’s Supper, “the church sees itself in the presence 

of the Holy Spirit as the messianic people destined for the coming kingdom.”281 That is not to 

say that we see the Spirit in the sacraments, but rather, we see the sacraments in the movement 

and the presence of the Holy Spirit.282 This is also true of the various ministries of the Spirit; the 

ministries are conceived of in the presence of the Holy Spirit. Again, Moltmann aptly remarks: 

“There is no ‘Spirit of the sacraments’ and no ‘Spirit of the Ministry’, there are sacraments and 

ministries of the Spirit.”283 

 For Paul, the church is where the Spirit manifests its power in an abundance of spiritual 

gifts (1 Corinthians 14). According to Joel, the Spirit is the gift promised in the last days (Joel 

2:28-29; see also Acts 2:12-21). Fifty days after the Resurrection of Jesus, the disciples 

witnessed the outpouring of the Spirit (Acts 2). Hans Kung (b. 1928, Swiss Catholic priest, 

controversial theologian, and prolific author) also draws attention to the church as the creation 

of the Spirit.284 The Spirit calls them into being (Titus 3:5), and the Spirit creates unity 

(Ephesians 4:3). Paul writes about the χάρισμα, charisma), which means the energies of new 

life, or the powers of the Holy Spirit. The gifts in the Corinthian church existed as a result of the 

creative grace of God. The various ministries that exist in the church today exist as a result of 

the powers of the Spirit. In the Roman letter, Paul speaks of eternal life as the “gift of God” 

[χάρισμα τοῦ Θεοῦ, charisma tou Theou] (Romans 6:23). 

 In the ministry of the Spirit, Paul does not write about “ecclesiastical orders.” In other 

words, he speaks not of hierarchy, but of service in Christ’s ministry. Every individual is a 

servant in the Spirit’s ministry. This ministry is both instrumentalist and participatory. If we 

have an exaggerated concept of the instrumentalist aspect of ministry (isolated individuals set 
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apart for ministry) instead of the participatory philosophy of the whole body of believers, this 

instrumentalist model may lead to a super ego. It is in this regard that Campbell writes:  

 
     When the ego becomes inflated, it tends to operate disconnected from its data. Recall Salieri’s 

confession: ‘I wanted Fame.... I wanted to blaze like a comet across the firmament of Europe!’ Here 

is an ego gone mad. The desire stems from a hunger for recognition beyond the capacities of the 

person.285  

 

An inflated ego is indicative of the instrumentalist philosophy of ministry that exceeds the 

boundaries for a healthy attitude toward one’s ministry. We must never forget that God in His 

mercy allows us a participatory ministry. Moltmann goes right to the point about participatory 

ministry when he writes: “Through the powers of the Spirit, the one Spirit gives every 

individual his specific share and calling, which is exactly cut out for him, in the process of the 

new creation.”286 The Spirit is the Spirit of power. Paul speaks of the Spirit’s power in the 

Resurrection: “And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who 

raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives 

in you” (Romans 8:11). 

Through the power of the Spirit that we exercise the gift or gifts that the Spirit has given 

to us. Again, Moltmann expresses that even the most menial task is exercising one’s gift: “The 

widow who exercises mercy is acting just as charismatically as a bishop.”287 We must never 

forget that within the Kingdom of Christ there is no essential difference between the so-called 

clergy and an individual member of the church, which is God’s community of redeemed ones. 

In other words, every person exercises his or her own function of ministry in the power of the 

Spirit (1 Corinthians 12). The questions that confront us are: What is ministry? What are 

models, or functions of ministry? Is just one particular group of individuals set apart for 

ministry (the instrumentalist concept of ministry—the clergy system)? Or is everyone 

within the Body of Christ to be a participant in God’s Good News of salvation by grace through 

faith in the finished work of Christ upon Calvary?   

As stated in my first paragraph of this chapter, when we speak of ourselves as 

instruments of God in His ministry, we should always bear in mind that this simply means that 

we are bearers of Christ, not ecclesiastical potentates. We must not look upon our ministry as 

one of more privilege than another believer, but rather, we should see our role in God’s ministry 

as a bearer of Christ, that is to say, our ministry is a symbolic presence of God.”288 How should 

we view the various functions in ministry? Are certain individuals the voice of God in an 

instrumentalist sense, that is to say, big “I” and little “you”? Are specific individuals the hands 

of God? Are only distinct individuals the feet of God? Ministry needs to be returned to the so-

called laity. We are all instruments (agents or ministers) of God, not just a certain class 

(instrumentalists—clergy). Some respond by saying yes to a certain class, which is the 

                                                 
285Campbell, Pastoral Spirituality, 44. 
286Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit, 295. 
287Ibid., 298. 
288See Campbell, Pastoral Spirituality, 77, for an excellent discussion of this concept of ministry. 



 298 

instrumentalist view of a ministry.289 On the other hand, some Christians view themselves as 

participants in God’s ministry, which concept is the biblical view. A healthy view of ministry is 

to view our ministry as consisting of both—instrumentalist (instruments of God, not the 

negative concept of ecclesiastical rulers) and participatory (participates in sharing the Good 

News). 

 

MODEL OR FUNCTIONS OF MINISTRY 

 
In most instances where “minister” or “ministering” is found in English versions, the Greek has some 

form of diakonia (“service” or “ministry”), which occurs thirty-four times. A related noun, diakonos 

(“servant,” “minister,” or “deacon”), occurs thirty times. The verb diakoneo (“to serve” or “to serve 

as a deacon”) is used thirty-seven times.290 

 

 What are models of ministry? What is a model? What is ministry? These are questions 

that we must seek an answer to in order to effectively minister to others as the people of God. 

Once our working theology of the church is developed, then, we are able to set forth a coherent 

paradigm, or pattern, of ministry as it relates to the various functions exercised in the fulfillment 

of our ministry. Under the rubric of models of ministry, our ministry includes the prioritizing of 

the various functions in the order of their relative importance: (a) proclamation of the Gospel, 

(b) teaching, (c) evangelism, (d) pastoral care, and (e) ecumenical and interfaith activities. In 

Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corinthians, we see both aspects of ministry involved—

instrumental and participatory: 

 
     Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All 

this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of 

reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins 

against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore 

Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on 

Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him 

we might become the righteousness of God. 6:1 As God’s fellow workers we urge you not to receive 

God’s grace in vain. (2 Corinthians 5: 17—6:1) 

 

Ministry Defined 

 

 How do we define ministry? Is there a wide sense as well as a narrow sense in which 

ministry is defined? What examples do New Testament writings contain that incarnate 

ministry? Is ministry healing the brokenhearted, preaching the Gospel of the kingdom of God, 

teaching ethical instructions to the saved, seeking justice for the wronged, ministering to “to the 

least of these,” and so on? Is ministry reserved for a special class known as “clergy” (narrow 

sense)? Or, is ministry for every Christian (wider sense)? Just what does it mean to minister?  
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These are questions that we must answer to adequately form a proper conception of our own 

ministry with its various models as it is set forth in the Bible. Moltmann cautions Christians 

about a proper understanding of ministry: “As the messianic congregation the people of God 

cannot recognize the sovereignty of a priestly caste or special ministerial class.”291 No Christian 

should surrender his or her freedom, which Christ has brought about, to a select group of men 

or women to do his or her ministry or thinking. James A. Wharton (1858-1923, Methodist 

minister) has rightly picked up on the meaning of ministry: 

 
     The familiar word “minus” is beneath “minis-try” in whatever sense the term is used. A “lesser” 

person or persons understood to be somehow “greater.” Ministry may describe the service by a 

courtier to a king, a slave to a master, or a wage earner to an employer out of motives as diverse as 

loyalty, duty, compulsion, or personal gain.292 

 

Proclamation of the Gospel 

 

 The word proclamation, in and of itself, does not disclose the object of what is 

proclaimed. We may proclaim the Word of God in its totality, or we may proclaim the Good 

News about Christ as God’s Way of salvation. The church’s proclamation of Jesus as the 

Messiah is in essence the Gospel of the kingdom. Moltmann says, “The messianic church grew 

out of the apostolic proclamation of the gospel and is alive in the act of proclamation.”293 

Moltmann includes the following in the proclamation of the Gospel: “preaching, teaching, 

conversations with groups and individuals, storytelling, comforting, encouraging and liberating, 

through the publicity of the media in the proclamation of the gospel.”294 

 It is through the proclamation (κήρυγμα, kērygma, “message”) of the “Good News” 

(εὐαγγέλιον, euangelion, “gospel”) of God that individuals are made disciples (μαθητεύσατε, 

mathēteusate, “make disciples”). Once an individual is called through the message of 

redemption, then, he or she must be taught to be submissive to the teachings of God (Matthew 

28:18-20). Mark begins the ministry of Jesus by informing his readers that Jesus went about  

 
     Proclaiming (κηρύσσων, kēryssōn) the good news (εὐαγγέλιον, euangelion) of God. ‘The time 

has come,’ he said. ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news (ἐν τῷ 

εὐαγγελίῳ en tō euangeliō, in the gospel)!’ (Mark 1:14-15)  

 

It is in the same vein that Matthew paints a concise picture of Jesus’ ministry as 

“teaching,” “preaching,” and “healing.” Matthew writes:  

 
     Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching (διδάσκων, didaskōn) in their synagogues, preaching 

(κηρύσσων, kēryssōn) the good news of the kingdom, and healing (θεραπεύων, therapeuōn) every 

disease and sickness among the people. (Matthew 4:23) 
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 We, as followers of Jesus, participate in preaching and teaching as a part of our ministry. 

Even though we cannot perform “healing” in the sense that Jesus executed, nevertheless, we can 

assist individuals in their sickness as a part of our διακονία [diakonia, “ministry”] (Luke 10:25-

37; Matthew 25:31-46). As mentioned above, Paul speaks of the “preaching of the gospel” as 

the “ministry of reconciliation” (διακονίαν τῆς καταλλαγῆς, διακονίαν τῆς καταλλαγῆς), that is 

to say, declaring (proclaiming) Jesus as the Word of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18-21). In 

other words, Jesus is God’s way of salvation for a lost and dying world. This “ministry of 

reconciliation” rests upon the shoulders of every believer. 

 Matthew and Mark begin their ministry of Jesus with the proclamation of the Gospel of 

the kingdom. In the conclusion of their Gospels, we observe that both men and women are 

given instructions to continue this ministry of preaching.295 Mark, for example, gives the final 

words of Jesus as:  

 
     Go (πορευθέτες, poreuthetes) into all the world and preach the good news (κηρύξατε τὸ 

εὐαγγέλιον, kēryxate to euangelion) to all creation. Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, 

but whoever does not believe will be condemned. (Mark 16:15-16) 

 

On the other hand, Matthew phrases the Great Commission with these words:  

 
     Therefore go (πορευθέντες, poreuthentes) and make disciples (μαθητεύσατε, mathēteusate) of 

all nations, baptizing (βαπτίζοντες, baptizontes) them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 

the Holy Spirit, and teaching (διδάσκοντες, didaskontes) them to obey everything I have commanded 

you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age. (Matthew 28:19-20) 

 

 Proclamation of the Gospel and proclamation of the teachings of Christ are two distinct 

activities in the Great Commission. This is the reason that preaching is prioritized first and 

teaching second in our ministry. Once we are called through the message of redemption and 

placed in a right relationship with God through faith in Christ Jesus, then we must be taught to 

be submissive to the teachings of God. There is, so it appears, a distinction between preaching 

and teaching. Alan Richardson gives this pertinent comment on preaching:  

 
     In the NT preaching has nothing to do with the delivery of sermons to the converted, which is 

what it usually means today, but always concerns the proclamation of the ‘good tidings of God’ to the 

non-Christian world.296 

 

 It is critical that we understand the distinction between preaching the Gospel and teaching 

the Word in order to restore the biblical ideal of preaching. One has to do with birth, the other 

with spiritual digestion. The Gospel is that which brings us into being while the doctrine is 

that which is essential to our growth and well being. There is as much difference between 
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Gospel and doctrine as there is between the sperm from which life comes and the daily 

bread upon which the child feeds. This understanding is crucial to the fellowship of the saints. 

This lack of distinction is critical in Churches of Christ theology, which distinctive fellowship 

today is divided into about twenty-five warring camps. It is not uncommon for Christians within 

this religious movement to associate the twenty-seven books that comprise the so-called New 

Testament as the Gospel. Thus, Gospel and doctrine are wedded together. As a result of this 

merger, then, for one to disagree with the religious leaders is to preach another gospel. 

 The verb “to preach” frequently has for its object “the gospel.” Charles Harold Dodd 

(1884-1973, New Testament scholar) believes that there is a distinction. It is in this regard that 

he seeks to set forth a correct understanding of what the Gospel is all about. He writes: 

 
     Indeed, the connection of ideas is so close that keryseein by itself can be used as a virtual 

equivalent for evangelizesthai, “to evangelize,” or “to preach the Gospel.” It would not be too much 

to say that wherever “preaching” is spoken of, it always carries with it the implication of “good 

tidings” proclaimed.297 

 

Also, Alexander Campbell (1788-1866, early leader in the Second Great Awakening and 

one of the founders of the American Restoration Movement—Disciples of Christ, Christian 

Churches, and Churches of Christ) differentiated between “preach” and “teach.” For 

instance, Campbell quotes from Dr. George Campbell concerning this difference: 

 
     Dr. Campbell observes—“No moral instructions, or doctrinal explanations, given either by our 

Lord or his Apostles, are ever, either in the Gospels or the Acts, denominated preaching.” Again, he 

says that the Greek word kerrusso, which means to preach, “always implied public notice of some 

event, either accomplished or about to be accomplished, often accompanied by a warning to do, or 

forbear something, but it never denoted either a comment on, or explanation of any subject, or a chain 

of reasoning in proof of a particular sentiment.” Thus we find that the preacher’s mission is altogether 

to the world, and that he takes upon himself another office entirely, when he presumes to teach the 

church.298 

 

 Once more, Alexander Campbell, in an address delivered before the Kentucky 

Convention, held at Harrodsburg, Kentucky, September 28, 1853, pungently states his thoughts: 

 
     Preaching the gospel and teaching the converts, are as distinct and distinguishable employments as 

enlisting an army and training it, or as creating a school and teaching it. Unhappily for the church and 

for the world, this distinction, if at all conceded as legitimate, is obliterated or annulled in almost all 

Protestant Christendom.299 

 

This is no mere speculative distinction. It was appreciated and understood and acted upon 

in the ministry of the Apostles. For example, Luke records the early ministry this way:  
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     They never stopped teaching (διδάσκοντες, didaskontes) and proclaiming (εὐαγγελιζόμενοι, 

euangelizomenoi) the good news that Jesus is the Christ. (Acts 5:42)  

 

When believers confuse “biblical preaching” and “biblical teaching,” division is created 

among Christians rather than unity. With a proper understanding of the two different functions, 

this apprehension will contribute toward a more effective ministry. Victor Furnish, New 

Testament scholar, captures the essence of preaching when he writes: 

 
     Only when we recognize that Paul’s preaching was a ministerium Dei, and not just personal 

religious testimony, are we able to understand how he could rejoice even when Christ was proclaimed 

for the wrong reasons, but those who acted from unworthy motives and out of pretense (Phil.1:15-

18). The word Paul preached was not about what God had done for him; it was a word from God that 

spoke of what God had done in Christ for all those who believe.300 

 

Victor appears to be correct when he says: “In the Pauline understanding of ministry, 

preaching is an occasion, not just an ‘occurrence.’”301 Again, Victor is right when he says: “In 

Rom. 10:5-21, Paul describes the gospel as ‘the word of faith’ which comes ‘near’ in 

preaching.”302 

 

Evangelism 

 

 Christians exist to communicate God’s Word; Christians are ambassadors for Christ. It is 

the mission of believers to evangelize the world. As long as there is one person who does not 

know Christ, the church has a mandate to keep growing. Growth is not optional. It is 

commanded by Jesus in His Great Commission (Matthew 28:20). Paul, too, expresses this same 

truth in the Corinthian correspondence when he says: “God ... gave us the ministry of 

reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18) and “has committed to us the message of reconciliation” 

(5:19) and, again, “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his 

appeal through us” (5:20). Moltmann points out: 

 
     The messianic mission of Jesus is only fulfilled in his death and is put into full force through his 

resurrection.... Through his death and resurrection the church participates in his mission, becoming 

the messianic church of the coming kingdom and man’s liberation.303 

 

 Again, Moltmann is very insightful in his statements concerning the missionary nature of 

the church in his description of the true nature of the church: “The church understands itself as 

‘the church of the world’”304 For instance, according to Moltmann, “It is the vehicle of the 
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gospel of freedom, not a schoolmaster for the nations.”305 In other words, when the church 

proclaims the Gospel of Christ, it is calling men and women to repentance and to a new start 

into freedom. Jesus fulfills His mission through the proclamation of the Good News of 

redemption made available through faith in Jesus. Moltmann demonstrates this most 

impressively with his description of the church: 

 
     It is the community of the liberated, the community of those who are making a new beginning, the 

community of those who hope. Their fellowship serves to spread the call of freedom in the world and, 

as new fellowship, should itself be the social form of hope. Fundamentally, all Christians share in the 

prophetic ministry of Christ and are witnesses of the gospel.306 

 

Teaching 

 

 Moltmann also calls attention to the importance of teaching versus speaking in tongues in 

the assembly when he writes:  

 
     The apostles recognized teaching as one of the gifts of the Spirit (Rom. 12:7; 1 Cor. 12:28-29; cf. 

1 Cor. 2:13), and he clearly valued it above speaking in tongues when it came to public worship (1 

Cor. 14:6).307  

 

Teaching involves a “building up” of the body of Christ (2 Corinthians 10:8). The 

Sermon on the Mount is an excellent example of teaching (Matthew 5—7). Whether we 

participate in the preaching of the Gospel or the teaching of the Word, it is essential that we 

understand ministry in its essential aspect—God’s ministry. In other words, if we perceive 

ministry as the service of God and not so much as the service of the world, or of the church, or 

of individuals, or of society, then we allow God to use us in accomplishing His objectives—the 

salvation of the world. It is ultimately God’s ministry, not simply our ministry. We, as men and 

women, are participants in God’s ministry. 

 

Spiritual Development  

 

 The Christian community is to be involved in the spiritual development of each 

individual. Not only are we instruments of God, but we are also participants in God's ministry. 

We must never forget that God allows us to participate in His ministry. One aspect of teaching 

is to develop the spiritual maturity of individuals to a commitment to Jesus as God’s Son. The 

spiritual development of Christians is a part of the growth process that the New Testament 

writers focus on. One classic example is the judgment scene in Matthew 25 concerning God’s 

judgment upon the nation of Israel for its rejection of Jesus as the Messiah. In this parable 

against the religious leaders, Jesus speaks of the “least of these.” In one’s spiritual development, 

he or she must realize that the “least of these” involves care on the part of all believers. There is 
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some sense in which all Christians are to become involved in pastoral care. James, our Lord’s 

brother, expresses true spirituality this way: 

 
     If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives 

himself and his religion is worthless. 27 Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is 

this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the 

world. (James 1:26-27) 

 

The Hebrews’ writer also captures the concept of the “least of these” in the following 

words:  

 
     Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of lips that 

confess his name. And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God 

is pleased. (Hebrews 13:15-16)   

 

We today need encouragement just as much as they did in the first century. It is in this 

vein that the author of the Book of Hebrews exhorts believers not to fail to assemble:  

 
     And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give 

up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the 

more as you see the Day approaching. (10:24-25)  

 

The “Day approaching” refers to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70 as described by 

Jesus in Matthew 24, Mark 13, and Luke 21. 

 

Ecumenical and Interfaith Activities 

 

 Another activity of ministry, as stated earlier, is the ecumenical aspect of ministry within 

the Body of Christ. For example, Paul in writing to the Ephesians encouraged them to work 

toward “the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3). Also, Paul in the 

beginning of this short Epistle expresses God’s plan for the unity of His people:  

 
     And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he 

purposed in Christ, 10 to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to 

bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. (Ephesians 1:9-10) 

 

God’s people must learn to be peacemakers not piecemakers. It is in this regard that Professor 

Leroy Garrett (1918-2015, a reformer in church unity) says, 

 
     The point of the gospel is that now in Christ Jesus “you who once were far off have been brought near 

in the blood of Christ” (Eph. 2:13). This makes all men in Christ blood brothers, irrespective of what garb 

they wear or what infirmity they bear. It is a blessed reality that Jesus came to make men brothers. This is 
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something far different than merely sharing a space on a church roll. Men become brothers only through an 

inward experience that transcends them both.308 

 

 As a part of our ministry, we should work toward breaking down the barriers that 

separate us from other believers as well as disunity within fleshly relationships within the Body 

of Christ. In this vein, Moltmann states: “The ecumenical movement seeks the visible unity of 

Christ’s church.”309 Again, he rightly insists on looking beyond our own denomination in 

defining the true “Church of Christ”:  

 
     But the question of the ‘true church’ moves into the foreground. Just as we seek for the true 

church in the shape of our own denomination, so we will seek it in the forms of other churches as 

well; for the true church is one and indivisible.310  

 

Again, he says, “In the ecumenical context Christianity loses its provincial character.”311 

Moltmann speaks of the church as one and indivisible. Garrett, too, uses the following pregnant 

words in his “Catholicity of the Church” article: 

 
     And we should use the term catholic much more than we do in our references to the church. Why I 

Belong to the Catholic Church would be a better title for a talk than Why I Belong to the Church of 

Christ, for with that topic one is at once on universal ground, whereas the term “church of Christ,” 

since it has been adopted by several groups as a distinctive name, has one treading the waters of 

sectarianism.312 

 

 Thomas Campbell (1763-1854, American religious leader and father of Alexander 

Campbell, while a Presbyterian) wrote the following words about the universal nature of the 

church:  

 
     That the Church of Christ upon earth is essentially, intentionally, and constitutionally one; 

consisting of all those in every place that profess their faith in Christ and obedience to him in all 

things according to the Scriptures.313  

 

Campbell is conscious of the causes of divisions within the true church of Christ. He 

himself seeks to call attention to the “uncharitable divisions among them.” Again, he writes: 
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     That although the Church of Christ upon earth must necessarily exist in particular and distinct 

societies ... yet there ought to be no schisms, no uncharitable divisions among them. They ought to 

receive each other as Christ Jesus hath also received them, to the glory of God.314 

 

 Richard Niebuhr (1894-1962, former Director for The Study of Theological Education in 

the United States and Canada) is also to the point when he writes:  

 
     The confusion between part and whole is not to be avoided by denying the reality of the parts but 

only by the acceptance of diversity and limitation and the corollary recognition that all the parts are 

equally related in the whole to the ultimate object of the church.315 

 

A part of one’s ministry is to work toward the unity for which Jesus prayed (John 17). 

One’s philosophy of ministry—participatory (all members participate) or instrumentalist (clergy 

system—dictator)—determines one’s attitude of unity. In the participatory philosophy of 

ministry, one participates, but, on the other hand, the extreme instrumentalist philosophy of 

ministry says, “I am the voice of God.”  

 

REALITIES OF THE MODERN WORLD 

 

The Urban Christian 

 

 An excellent modern day example of ministry in the “realities of the modern world” is 

Ray Bakke’s book on The Urban Christian. In his autobiography of ministry, he states that his 

purpose in writing The Urban Christian is “to indicate something of the big corporate picture 

within which your personal ministry is situated.316 In the beginning of his ministry, he 

established a discipleship group, which took a total of five years for the formation of the first 

Christians in Action (CIA).317 This group formed a committee and other neighborhood action 

committees. As a result of this action, at one time over forty gays and lesbians attended support 

groups. Their ministry also included hosting an Alcoholics Anonymous Group.318 

 They, according to Bakke, “wanted to be known as people who cared—for the 

community, for schools, for senior citizens, and so on.319 Bakke’s group adopted training 

programs to strengthen people under stress, to encourage people experiencing divorce, or to 

assist those involved in drugs or alcohol.320 This kind of ministry introduces one into the 

“realities of the real world.” Bakke questioned pastors from all over the world as to the greatest 

ten basic barriers to effective evangelism. This questionnaire revealed that all barriers could be 
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summed up in the statement: “We never did it that way before!—the Seven Last Words of the 

Church.”321 

 He discovered that hindrances to effective evangelism did not exist in the so-called “big 

bad city itself,” but rather in barriers created by “church politics, policies, priorities or 

personalities.”322 In other words, failure to evangelize is not in the cities, but in the failure of an 

individual to interact within his or her own setting. Christian ministry involves participation in 

the “realities of the real world.” One should participate with the congregation of which he or she 

is a member for an effective ministry. Bakke suggest that one begin with the question: “How 

did you come to know Jesus Christ?”323 This question unlocks the pilgrimage of the individual. 

 We should share our personal pilgrimage of faith with others in order to strengthen their 

faith. A second question put forth by Bakke is: “What were the circumstances of your life when 

you became a Christian?”324 This question causes us to reflect upon the faith that has sustained 

us over the years. Then, Bakke asked a third question: “What have you enjoyed in church life 

over the years?”325 As a result of this question, individuals recalled things long forgotten. He 

discovered many prior social activities no longer in practice. Finally, he concluded his interview 

with this question: “If you could wave a wand and bring about a future for this church, what 

would it look like?”326 This final question awoke people to commitment and to future 

possibilities in their ministry. Bakke’s concept of ministry is a functional ministry. 

 Bakke’s ministry included “networking social agencies,”327 such as: (1) police, (2) 

schools, (3) welfare agencies, (4) prisons, (5) courts, (6) hospitals, (7) political groups, and (8) 

offices of city hall.328 This kind of ministry introduces us to the “realities of the real world.” 

Surely he is correct when he writes: “I part company with those who say, ‘Only do a social 

ministry,’ and with those who say, ‘We only announce the good news.’”329 

 Another individual, Lester R. Brown, also calls attention to a “social ministry” in his 

book, Who Will Feed China?330 Even though he did not address this concern with quotations 

from the Bible, nevertheless, food production is one aspect of the Christian community. What 

can Christians do in this area of food shortages? Brown issues a wake-up call to alert people to 

the problems in China that could affect the entire globe.331 As Brown explains, “All the leaders 

of China today are survivors of the massive famine that occurred in 1959—in the aftermath of 

                                                 
321Ibid., 59. 
322Ibid., 60. 
323Ibid., 88. 
324Ibid. 
325Ibid. 
326Ibid., 89. 
327Ibid., 114. 
328Ibid. 
329Ibid., 145. 
330Lester R. Brown, Who Will Feed China? Wake-Up Call for a Small Planet (New York: W. W. Norton 

& Co., 1995). 
331Ibid., 16. 
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the Great Leap Forward—a famine that claimed a staggering 30 million lives.”332 Brown seeks 

to avoid another famine that could affect, not only China, but also the whole world. 

 

Racism in the World 

 

 Our attitude toward the race question can have extreme consequences in the development 

of another’s attitude toward Christianity. How should we respond to racism? Should we become 

involved in seeking answers to the problems of racism? Professor James Hal Cone (b. 1938, 

Professor of Systematic Theology at Union Theological Seminary in the city of New York) 

says,  

 
     Unlike white churches, which separated religion and politics when the racial question was 

involved, black churches have always viewed them as belonging together, especially in regard to 

race.333  

 

Martin Luther King (1929-1968, American clergyman, activist, and prominent leader in the 

African civil rights movement) reminded the clergy: “a minister cannot preach the glories of 

heaven while ignoring social conditions in his own community that cause men an earthly 

hell.”334 Again, Cone remarks:  

 
     There was no way anyone could be the kind of Christian that King’s theology called for without 

being willing to suffer on behalf of the “least of these,” a biblical reference he often used to describe 

the poor.335 

 

 King correctly understood that God is concerned about every area of our lives, not 

just the so-called spiritual aspects confined within the church building, which is usually 

one, or, at the most, three hours weekly. This ministry of God involves not just proclamation 

of the Gospel, but also requires involvement in social actions. When we sit on the sideline and 

hope that things will get better, God is not pleased with this insensitivity. Jesus confronts this 

issue head-on in his “least of these” in Matthew 25. God, through Isaiah, complains: “No one 

calls for justice” (Isaiah 59:4).   

The religious leaders of Israel did not speak out against injustice. The people as a whole 

did not speak out against unfairness. The Lord looked and was displeased that no one called for 

justice. Again, Isaiah says, “The LORD looked and was displeased that there was no justice. He 

saw that there was no one, he was appalled that there was no one to intervene” (59:15, 16). God 

questioned Israel by saying that the kind of “fasting” that He is concerned with is: (1) “to loose 

the chains of injustice,” (2) “to set the oppressed free,” (3) “to share your food with the 

hungry,” (4) “to provide the poor wanderer with shelter,” and (5) “when you see the naked, to 

clothe him” (58:6-7). 

                                                 
332Ibid., 17. 
333James H. Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America (New York: Orbis, 1995), 143. 
334Cited in Ibid., 147. 
335Ibid., 149. 
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As mentioned above, when our ministry does not consider the “least of these,” then, our 

testimony about our faith in Jesus is weakened. Malcolm X (1925-1965—born Malcolm Little 

and assassinated in 1965) is a classic example of a weakened ministry among many Christians. 

Malcolm X, as he was called, rejected Christianity because he did not see Christ in believers in 

the real world, as Cone makes clear. Cone writes:  

 
     Malcolm’s opposition to Christianity was not based upon his examination of its creeds and 

doctrines or the scholarly writings of its theologians. Rather, it was defined by the practices of people 

who called themselves Christians.336  

 

What did Jesus say about love? Jesus reminds every believer: “A new command I give 

you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will 

know that you are my disciples, if you love one another” (John 13:34-35). 

 

Transcendence and Immanence of God 

 

 Our consciousness of God’s transcendence (above and independent of the material 

universe) and immanence will control our ministry. David Wells develops the evolutionary 

rearranging of God to nothing in modern society. In other words, according to Wells, God is 

pushed to the periphery and ceases to be relevant in the lives of men and women.337 He also 

calls attention to the “weightlessness of God,” that is to say, God ceases to be relevant to the 

modern context.338 In order for us to be effective in our ministry, we must be conscious of the 

values in a modern society. In other words, we must distinguish between two concepts—

modernization and modernity. What is the difference between these two terms? Wells 

explains the distinction:   

 
     The former is producing changes in the outer fabric of our life; the latter is altering the values 

and meanings that emerge from within the context of the modernized world—values and meanings 

that in the modern context seem altogether normal and natural.339 

 

 He calls Christians back to a realization of the transcendence and immanence of God. In 

other words, believers need to encompass the distant God and the near God. Our attitude 

toward transcendence and immanence affects our view of the world. There are two opposing 

perceptions prevalent in the world. One is natural and the other is supernatural. Without a 

transcendent God, then there can be no objective standard by which we are to determine right 

from wrong.340  

                                                 
336Cone, Martin & Malcolm & America, 167. 
337See David Wells, God in the Wasteland (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 118-185 for a detailed 

explanation of the modern day concept of God. 
338Ibid., 88. 
339Ibid., 7. 
340For an in-depth study concerning right from wrong, see Ravi Zacharias, Can Man Live Without God 

(Dallas: Word Publishing, 1994). I highly recommend this book.  
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We must recapture the focus of “transcendent biblical truth,” writes Wells.341 When we minister 

to the world, there must be recognized an objective standard by which things are to be judged; 

otherwise, there is no hope of ever resolving the question of “right” versus “wrong.” In the 

words of Isaiah, it is: “To the law and to the testimony! If they do not speak according to this 

word, they have no light of dawn” (Isaiah 8:20). Why do people refuse the Word of God? Wells 

states the reason concisely: “Modernity inexorably relocates God to its periphery, rendering 

him first impotent, then irrelevant, and finally invisible.”342 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 This chapter has sought to call attention to two concepts of ministry, namely, 

instrumentalist and participatory. Christians are invited to participate in God’s ministry. This 

ministry involves “the least of these,” as well as the various functions of ministry. Ministry is 

not reserved for a special class, but for every believer. Each person is to perform whatever 

gift(s) the Holy Spirit has given to him or her. Christians are concerned with the 

proclamation of the Gospel as well as with teaching the instructions of God, which 

includes the social issues. God is as concerned with relationships as He is with the assembling 

of His people to strengthen and to encourage one another. If we do not love individuals, then 

how can we love God whom we have not seen? 

 An understanding of the church as the company of the redeemed heightens our 

perception of the privilege of ministry. There is a sense in which the church is Christ 

Incarnate; in other words, it is the Body of Christ. The church is not an ecclesiastical 

structure; rather, it is an organism. It is the company of the liberated. This proclamation of 

liberation is the business of every believer. Once Christ sets a person free, then that individual 

seeks to teach others to be submissive to the whole council of God.  

There is no area of life that is not affected by the Christian’s call to ministry. A 

perusal of the prophets reveals involvement in the affliction of widows and orphans; the 

prophets also addressed the concern of inadequate wages and justice in the courts. Even 

though there is a separation of church and State, there can never be a separation of God and 

State anymore than there can be a separation of God and church. Both of these entities are under 

God’s control. 

 How did we respond to the opening paragraph in this study concerning questions put 

forth for our consideration? In conclusion, it is necessary to ask the following questions again: 

What is our definition of ministry? What is our meaning of church? Are we participants in 

God’s ministry? What is our concept of ministry? Is it participatory or instrumentalist? 

There is a distinction between being an instrument in God’s service and the dictatorial powers 

of the instrumentalists. Are we conscious that we, as instruments of God, are to become 

involved in God’s ministry, which ministry is participatory? Are we concerned about social 

issues as well as the proclamation of the Gospel? Should we, as Christians, be involved in 

politics? Are we ministers of God? Can we say yes to both? 

                                                 
341Ibid., 58. 
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24 
 

What Is the Church?  
 

 

 What is the church? The church is the community of Christ. What is the doctrinal concept 

of the church within our own denomination? Do we identify the church as our own particular 

religious body of believers? Is the church visible or invisible? What constitutes the church? Is 

the English word church employed in the New Testament in the same way that our distinctive 

religious organization utilizes the term? Is the church simply an ecclesiastical institution? Or is 

the church a God-given community? Is the church in the New Testament the fellowship of 

Christian believers? Is the church simply the people of God? Do we categorize the fellowship 

that we are associated with as the one true church? What is the nature of the one true church? 

These are questions that we ought to approach in seeking to comprehend what the church is.343 

Today, our English word church is weighed down and encumbered with presuppositions 

from our own unique culture or heritage that frequently stands in the way of understanding the 

biblical concept of the ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia, “assembly, or congregation”). In the earlier part of 

my Christian life, I was baptized by a Baptist minister (Lee Gallman) and became associated 

with the Second Baptist Church in Montgomery, AL. A few years later, I left this 

denominational movement (body of believers) and became associated with the Stone/Campbell 

Movement, which, too, had turned into a denomination. This change came about through my 

uncle (Elbert Harvey Miller, 1909-1989).344 I was then rebaptized by my uncle.345 He belonged 

                                                 
343At the end of this chapter, we cite the remarks from Alexander Campbell (1788-1866, reformer and 

founder of the Disciples of Christ, Christian Church, and the Church of Christ) about unity. For additional 

thought about the birth of the church, I recommend that you read Dallas Burdette, “Pentecost: The Birth of the 

Church,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Privileges, Vol., 1 (Longwood, 

FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 310-319, which study will help us to focus upon the true nature of the church and its 

mission in life. Even though I employ the English word church in this study, we should substitute in our minds 

the true meaning of the Greek word ekklēsia.  
344My remarks about E. H. Miller’s (1909-1989) concept of the Church do not take away from my 

respect for this great man of God in his earthly life. He acted in good faith as he set forth his views. His 

traditions, nevertheless, blinded him to a more accurate reading of the many Scriptures he cited in order to 

bolster his presuppositions, even though this mindset was involuntary. His views resulted from a lack of 

proper consideration of context. In spite of the fact that he misapplied so many Scriptures, we must say 

that his misunderstanding was not rebellion against God, but rather an honest mistake of the heart. This 

man loved the Lord with all his heart. I have never known a man who was more dedicated to God’s service than 

this man. I, too, can still identify with this saint of God. As I reflect upon our lives, I am reminded of Paul’s 

admonition to the Christians in Corinth. We should pay attention to Paul as he seeks to maintain unity within 

the Christian community. Paul writes: 
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to a very legalistic group of believers known as the one-cup and NonSunday school Church of 

Christ. This fellowship of Christians identified themselves as the “true” or “loyal” Church of 

Christ.346 If individuals failed to subscribe to the interpretation(s) of Scripture as propounded by 

this unique fellowship of God’s people, we automatically decided that that person could not 

possibly be a member of the “true” or “loyal” Church of Christ.347 

Following the days of Alexander Campbell (1788-1866), the Stone/Campbell movement 

was divided into three distinct denominations. One of these movements became known as the 

Churches of Christ. Later, this exclusive denomination divided into numerous warring 

factions—approximately twenty-five idiosyncratic fellowships, each claiming to be the “true” 

church. I began my preaching ministry with the Murphy Avenue Church of Christ in 

LaGrange, GA (January 1951). This group broke away from the Park Avenue Church of 

Christ over the issue of Sunday school, not individual cups. After this division, my uncle (E. H. 

Miller) became acquainted with another division within this once united body of believers.  

This sincere body of saints advocated the use of one-cup (drinking vessel) in the Lord’s 

Supper, which later became a test of fellowship.348 The one-cup fellowship was also divided 

over the war question, divorce (exception versus no-exception), grape juice versus wine in the 

Lord’s Supper, and the breaking of bread versus pinching the bread (bread had to remain one 

whole).  This body of believers taught that all the other Churches of Christ, except themselves, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

     Now concerning food offered to idols: We know that we all possess knowledge. Knowledge puffs 

up, but love builds up.1 2If anyone thinks he knows something, he has not yet learned it as he ought to 

know it.2 3But if anyone loves God, he is known by him. (1 Corinthians 8:1-3) 

 
345I was actually baptized three times. After being in this movement for several years, I was baptized a 

third time while attending a Gospel Meeting in Lowery, AL. So much stress was laid upon baptism “for 

remission of sins” that I could not remember if I had understood this point fully at the time my uncle (E. H. 

Miller) baptized me. Without this comprehension of “for the remission of sins,” then one’s baptism was invalid, 

so we taught. If one wishes to pursue the rebaptism controversy within the Churches of Christ, I recommend 

that you read Dallas Burdette, “Rebaptism in the Stone/Campbell Movement,” in Dallas Burdette, From 

Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008), 196-235. This 

volume is now available in a PDF format on archive.org (type “Dallas Burdette” in the search box. 
346For a Brief History of the One-Cup and NonSunday School Movement, see Dallas Burdette, “A Brief 

History of the One-Cup and NonSunday School Movement,” in From Legalism to Freedom, 27-54. 
347See Homer L. King (1892-1983), Sermons and Writings of Homer L. King (Stockton, California: Old 

Paths Advocate, 1969), 191, for this kind of mindset. He writes with passion and conviction as he seeks to 

uphold his skewed view, at least as I understand him, of the church: 

 

     I see nothing “denominational” in referring to the church as the “true church of Christ”, the 

“faithful church”, not even the “loyal church”, unless you refer to some who are not “true”, not 

“faithful”, or not “loyal”. These adjectives merely point out a certain characteristic, but are no part of 

the name. 

 
348For an examination of the Passover in the time of Christ, see Dallas Burdette, “Passover Traditions in 

the Time of Christ,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom, 181-195.  
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were apostate. I remained with this fellowship of godly men and women for about seventeen 

years before being excommunicated by the so-called “only” faithful believers.349 

Prior to my ministry within the Churches of Christ, I was told that the Baptist Church was 

not the “true” church of the Bible. Sophistry, not deliberate on the part of my teacher, was 

employed to win me over to the thinking of this divisive fellowship. For example, the following 

question was put before me: “Where do you read of a Baptist Church in the Bible?” I was then 

told that we had to go to history, not the Bible, to discover when the Baptist, Methodist, and 

Presbyterian Churches were founded. Can one read about the Churches of Christ in the Bible? 

Yes, I was told. The Scripture cited for proof is found in Romans 16:16: “Greet one another 

with a holy kiss. All the churches of Christ send greetings.” Since the church is the bride of 

Christ, then the church must wear the last name of her husband— Christ.  

On the surface, this sounded reasonable to one who wants to be true to the Word of God. 

I was told that “Christ” was our Lord’s last name, but I discovered later that “Christ” 

was not our Lord’s name; it was His official appellation, or title. Also, the denominational 

Church of Christ did not have its starting point in AD 33 as affirmed by many Christians 

associated with this interest group known as the Churches of Christ. I later recognized that there 

were three distinct religious bodies that developed out of the efforts (1811) of Alexander 

Campbell—Disciples of Christ, Christian Churches, and the Churches of Christ.  

Earlier, members of his movement were known as “Campbellites.” When I began my 

ministry within the Churches of Christ, we were still called “Campbellites” by those outside this 

so-called “Restoration Movement.” The original movement started as a “Reformation 

Movement.” As a Reformation Movement,” it sought to restore “unity” within the various 

denominations. This movement eventually resulted in a “Restoration Movement,” which belief 

system was the very opposite. The following citation from Leroy Garrett addresses the 

Reformation Movement: 

     From the early days of the Movement its leaders were conscious that they were making history. 

Both Barton W. Stone and Alexander Campbell were aware of the importance of preserving data and 

records for the benefit of some future historian. By 1833 the Stone and Campbell forces had united 

and were some 30,000 strong, and the Movement was nearing the end of its first generation, but 

Campbell considered it far too soon even to begin to chronicle the events. 

     “Let us first see a reformation in fact—a reformation in sentiment, in practice—a reformation in 

faith and manners, before we talk of writing a history of it,” he told an inquirer. He revealed that he 

saw his work as only having begun when he went on to say that any history written then would have 

                                                 
349Today, changes are taking place in this movement. In August, 2005, preachers from the one-cup and 

NonSunday school movement flew in from different states to study with me for two full days. Later, another 

group of preachers attended a seminar taught by me in 2006 (April 7 and 8). ) I am able to analyze the one-cup 

movement since I grew up in this society and understand the mindset of this fellowship. Many of my relatives 

are still a part of this pressure group. My objective in doing this analysis of the true meaning of the word 

church is to promote unity among the people of God. Many within the Churches of Christ do not know their 

own historical background. Whether one is a member of the Baptist Church or Church of Christ, we are all a 

part of the ekklēsia of God. Today, in the city of Montgomery, AL, the Churches of Christ are still divided over 

many issues. This chapter is needed to help Christians understand the true nature of the church. 
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to be “the history of a struggle for reformation rather than the history of a reformation.”1 He was too 

busy making history to be writing it!350 

 

The “Reformation Movement” of the Campbells and Stone, the movement eventually 

deteriorated into a “Restoration Movement.” As a result of the mind-set of a “Restoration 

Movement,” the Churches of Christ as a whole have denied that they are a denomination. Yet, it 

is significant that Alexander Campbell, the foremost founder of this movement, understood his 

society as a denomination. Listen to him as he writes to a Baptist minister: 

 
     Whenever the history of this effort at reformation shall have been faithfully written, it will appear, 

we think, bright as the sun, that our career has been marked with a spirit of forbearance, 

moderation, and love of union with an unequivocal desire for preserving the integrity, harmony, and 

co-operation of all who teach one faith, one Lord, and one immersion.  In confirmation of this fact I 

am happy to add that no Baptist of good character for piety and morality, has ever been, because 

of a diverse theory or opinion, excluded from our communion or communities.... We, as a 

denomination, are as desirous as ever to unite and co-operate with all Christians on the broad and 

vital principles of the New and everlasting Covenant (Emphasis mine—Dallas Burdette).351  

 

Thirty-one years after Alexander’s father wrote the Declaration and Address, Alexander 

Campbell wrote this note to John Albert Broaddus (1827-1895, American Baptist scholar, 

teacher, and preacher) concerning the movement that grew out of his efforts to reunite 

Christians in all the sects of Christendom. Alexander understood the true nature of the 

movement that developed out of his father’s (Thomas Campbell, 1763-1854) efforts to unite 

Christians in the various sects in 1809. The Churches of Christ, as we know them today, did not 

exist prior to the nineteenth century. Even though we may find a name, here and there, with the 

title Church of Christ; nevertheless, there was no distinctive group under this title as a 

denominational name. Whether one was Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist, and so on, they all 

referred to themselves as the Church of Christ.  In 1975, Leroy Garrett (1918-2015, author and 

lecturer, and preacher within the Stone/Campbell Movement) wrote an insightful essay on the 

birthday of the Churches of Christ in which he highlights with concrete dates in order to 

establish the beginning of the modern day Churches of Christ. He cuts away all underbrush as 

he focuses on the true dates: 

 
     In common with others of our historians, I would date the beginning of the Stone-Campbell 

Movement as 1801, the year of the Cane Ridge Revival. The writing of the Last Will and Testament 

(1804) and the Declaration and Address (1809) are other dates of importance in identifying our 

Movement’s beginning.352 

                                                 
1 Alexander Campbell, “History of the Reformation,” Millennial Harbinger, 1833, p. 94. 
350 Leroy Garrett, The Stone-Campbell Movement: The Story of the American Restoration Movement 

(College Press Publishing Company, 2002), 2–3. I highly recommend this book for anyone who seeks to 

understand the pioneers behind the Reformation Movement in their day. 
351See Alexander Campbell, “The Editor’s Response to Mr. Broaddus,” Millennial Harbinger, New 

Series, 4, no. 12 (December 1840): 556.  
352Leroy Garrett (1918-2015), “Is August 17, 1889 the Birthday of the Church of Christ?”, Restoration 

Review Vol., 17, no. 1 (January, 1975): 7 

https://ref.ly/logosres/stncmpbllmvmnt?ref=Page.p+2&off=2080&ctx=A+Sense+of+History%0a~From+the+early+days+o
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 These three dates—1801, 1804, and 1809—should shine like neon lights within the hearts of 

those whose roots go back to the initial stages of the American Restoration Movement to unite 

God’s people. This article by Dr. Garrett is one of the most informative and thought-provoking 

pieces that we can read about the actual birthday of the Church of Christ. His questions about 

the existence of the Church of Christ prior to the Stone/Campbell Movement remove any valid 

claim that the Church of Christ existed prior to the Campbells. He writes with forethought as he 

poses the following probing questions—questions that seek to clear the mind of traditions 

inherited from the Church fathers that stand in the way of listening anew to the biblical text: 

 
     Where was the “Church of Christ” when Luther nailed his thesis to the door of that cathedral in 

1517? And where was it when the preaching of Peter the Hermit fired the First Crusade in 1095, or 

when Emperor Marion called 500 bishops to the Council of Chalcedon in 451?353 

 

The truth of the matter is that the Church of Christ—as we know it today—did not exist 

in the fifth, eleventh, and sixteenth centuries. Again, Garrett illustrates the absurdity of laying 

claim to AD 33 as the birthday for the distinctive religious body known today as the Churches 

of Christ. Once more, he asserts with prying sensitivity as he tackles this thorny question among 

many Christians:  

 
     To assert that our birthday is really on Pentecost in 33 A. D. is to beg the question that we are 

indeed the true church and no one else is. That the Body of Christ, the congregation of the New 

Covenant scriptures, began on Pentecost in 30 or 33 A. D. is a generally accepted fact of history. But 

for any one religious society today to claim to be precisely that church is a risky pretension, to say the 

least. If all the other communions, whether Presbyterian, Mormon, or Roman Catholic, began since 

that glorious Pentecost, it is likely that the “Church of Christ”—and the “Church of God”—also 

began sometime since then.354 

 

The father of Alexander Campbell, along with Barton Stone (1772-1844), are credited as 

the originators of the movement that Alexander catapulted into orbit. After Thomas Campbell 

was defrocked by the Presbyterians, he wrote the Declaration and Address to address the 

problem of division within the body of Christ. In this declaration, he submitted thirteen 

propositions to clarify the true nature of the church and fellowship. The first proposition 

deals with the factual character of the church. At the time of writing this document (1809), 

Thomas Campbell still belonged to the Presbyterian Church.  

In his first proposition, he employs the expression “Church of Christ” to set forth the 

correct makeup of Christ’s community on earth. Within this document he employs the term 

“Church of Christ” numerous times in this now famous document. This name “Church of 

Christ” was a common expression among the reformers to identify the One to whom the 

church belongs. Since the denominational church had not yet been born, then he could not 

                                                 
353Ibid., 6.  
354Ibid., 6, 7. See also C. Leonard Allen and Richard T. Hughes, Discovering Our Roots: The Ancestry 

of Churches of Christ (Abilene, Texas: ACU Press, 1988). This book is one of the most informative books that I 

have read dealing with the historical background leading up to the denominational Church of Christ. 
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have had the modern day Church of Christ in mind. In the following citation from his 

Declaration and Address, he includes Presbyterians and other religious bodies as Churches of 

Christ: 

 
     Prop. I. That the Church of Christ upon earth is essentially, intentionally, and constitutionally one; 

consisting of all those in every place that profess their faith in Christ and obedience to him in all 

things according to the Scriptures, and that manifest the same by their tempers and conduct, and of 

none else; as none else can be truly and properly called Christians.355  (Emphasis mine) 

 

It is also significant that Thomas Campbell recognized that the Church of Christ exists in 

various denominational bodies and that each fellowship should work together. Again, our 

attention focuses on the date 1809. Four years earlier, Barton Stone, a Presbyterian, wrote the 

Last Will and Testament (1804). Both men sought to unite Christians in all the various sects. 

Eventually, these two movements merged. This merger today is commonly referred to as the 

Stone/Campbell Movement—a movement that originally sought to unite Christians in the 

various sects.356 Thomas expresses this thought of unity in Proposition Two of his Declaration 

and Address: 

 
     Prop. II That although the Church of Christ upon earth must necessarily exist in particular and 

distinct societies, locally separate one from another, yet there ought to be no schisms, no uncharitable 

divisions among them. They ought to receive each other as Christ Jesus hath also received them, 

to the glory of God. And for this purpose they ought all to walk by the same rule, to mind and speak 

the same thing; and to be perfectly joined together in the same mind, and in the same judgment.357 

 

In the present day, many within the Churches of Christ do not recognize any other 

fellowship of believers as members of the Lord’s church. On the other hand, the one-cup and 

nonSunday school Churches of Christ do not even recognize those within the Churches of 

Christ as Christians who use multiple cups in the distribution of the fruit of the vine and utilize 

Sunday school in their curriculum for teaching both children and adults. Almost without 

exception, the Churches of Christ do not accept Baptists as Christians. Don King, son of the late 

Homer L. King (1892-1983, editor of the Old Paths Advocate) published, a few years ago, 

(February 2006) an essay written in 1969 in the Old Paths Advocate by J. Wayne McKamie 

concerning “The Baptist Church.”358 Many within the one-cup and NonSunday school 

movement do not recognize anyone as Christians that do not subscribe to the narrow views of 

their distinctive fellowship. For example, as a result of this same mindset, King’s son, Don 

King, now editor of the OPA, writes: “Listen, brethren: we believe it is wrong to use more than 

                                                 
355Thomas Campbell, Declaration and Address and Barton W. Stone and Others, Last Will and 

Testament of the Springfield Presbytery, 1809, 1804 (St. Louis, Missouri: Mission Messenger, 1975), 44. 
356For a detailed study of this movement, see Leroy Garrett, The Stone-Campbell Movement: An 

Anecdotal History of Three Churches (Joplin, Missouri: College Press Publishing Company, 1981).  
357Ibid., 44, 45. 
358J. Wayne McKamie, “The Baptist Church,” in Old Paths Advocate, Vol. LXXX, no. 2 (February, 

2006): 8, 9. 
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one cup. We believe people are going to be lost for using more than one cup”359 (Emphasis 

mine). In other words, God has an eternal “torture chamber” in which He is going to burn these 

individuals forever with no cessation from pain.  

This odd movement still maintains that one is going to hell if he or she does not conform 

to their understanding of God’s Word. Unfortunately, this perspective of agreement is not 

limited to the one-cup and NonSunday school movement, but rather, it is widespread within the 

various militaristic splinter groups inside the twenty-five or more divisions within the Churches 

of Christ. Many authors associated with this movement, started by Thomas and Alexander 

Campbell, have written books on what is now known among Churches of Christ as the 

“Restoration Movement.” Regrettably, this movement has identified its expansion as the 

Church of Christ, which philosophy excludes all other believers from belonging to the Body of 

Christ. This shortsighted mentality is what both Campbells fought against, which exclusiveness 

is what precipitated the Campbell’s movement for unity among Christians within all the sects, 

or the various factions within the body of Christ. It is in this vein that Alexander Campbell 

addresses this subject of unity: 

 
     The Apostle says, “There is one body, one spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one immersion, 

one God and Father of all.” But nowhere is it said in the sacred book, There is one opinion. If 

however, unity of opinion were desirable, to attain it, we must give the greatest liberty of opinion; for 

though once theory with us, it is now a matter of experience, that the more stress is laid upon unity of 

opinion the less of it, and the more division; and the less regard paid to it, the less emphasis laid upon 

it, the more we will have of it. This is founded in a law of the human mind, on which it is 

unseasonable and unnecessary to expatiate. 360 

 

 Even today, within many of the Church of Christ colleges and universities, one is not 

allowed to teach if he or she is a member of a particular brand of the Churches of Christ. This 

way of thinking borders on sectarianism that is based on a misapplication of God’s Word. 

Alexander Campbell sought to eradicate factionalism throughout his ministry. He writes with 

insight once more as he grapples with the inner heart of harmony among God’s people: 

 
     I will now show how they cannot make a sect of us. We will acknowledge all as Christians who 

acknowledge the gospel facts, and obey Jesus Christ.... If he will dogmatize and become a factionist, 

we reject him—not because of his opinions, but because of his attempting to make a faction, or to 

lord it over God’s heritage.361 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Sorry to say, this same philosophy of Thomas and Alexander Campbell is not taught 

today by many within this once united body of believers. The one-cup movement—as well as 

                                                 
359Don L. King, “Editorial: Proper Perspective,” Old Paths Advocate, Vol. LXVII, no. 9 (September, 

1995): 2. 
360Alexander Campbell, “To Mr. William Jones, of London, Letter IV,” Millennial Harbinger 6, no. 3 

(March, 1835): 111-112. Note: “expatiate” = develop, expound, or elucidate. 
361Alexander Campbell, Christianity Restored (Rosemead, California: Old Paths Book Club, 1959), 122, 

123. This citation is cited from Alexander Campbell, “Millennium,” Millennial Harbinger 1, No. 4 (April, 

1830): 146. 
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many other Churches of Christ—teaches that their distinctive fellowship constitutes the one 

“true” Church of Christ. To illustrate the current attitude within many Churches of Christ, I call 

attention to a meeting that I attended in LaGrange, Georgia. Wayne McKamie spoke for 

the Murphy Avenue Church of Christ on October 6, 2005. I was informed by Raymond 

Miller (1932-2010) that there was a “Baptist” present. In order to convert this man, McKamie 

spoke on “When and Where the Church Was Established.” His objective was to change this one 

from denominationalism to the “true” church. This fellowship (2021) is still teaching the same 

philosophy that my uncle (1909-1989—E. H. Miller) taught me as a teenager. In February, 

2006, as stated above, the Old Paths Advocate, one of their major papers, published an essay by 

this same author entitled “The Baptist Church” (originally written in 1969), which attests that 

this same attitude toward other Christians still exists.362 

Unhappily, many still identify their brand of orthodoxy as the “loyal” church, the Church 

mentioned in the New Testament. Positively, we can declare that the church is the fellowship 

of Jesus Christ. We can also state that the church is the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. 

Where the Holy Spirit is, we can say, “There is the Christian communion.” Within the body of 

Christ, the faithful are bound to each other through their common sharing in Christ and the Holy 

Spirit. Within the Body of Christ, all Christians have one thing in common, namely, Christ and 

His Holy Spirit. Where the Spirit is, there is the Christian communion. As Christians, we need 

to recapture the concept that the church of the New Testament is simply the fellowship of 

Christian believers purchased by the blood of Christ.  

Bob Ross (author and Baptist minister) captures the dilemma that the “American 

Restoration Movement,” initiated by the Campbells and Barton Stone. He calls attention to the 

factionalism now present in this once united society of believers: 

 
     Despite idealistic mottos and well-worn slogans which embellish the concept of “one church” in 

all aspects of faith and practice, the “pioneer” leaders who laid down the “old paths” and conceived 

the “patterns” in the 1812-1850 era would no doubt be astonished at the lack of cohesion which 

characterizes late 20th century “restorationism.” Men such as father Campbell, Alexander Campbell 

(the son), Walter Scott, Barton Stone, Jacob Creath, John Smith, and the other early proselytes from 

the Presbyterians and Baptists, would perhaps launch a “new and improved” reform-and-unity 

movement were they on the scene today. Perhaps no professing Christian entity, indigenous to 

America, has more “splinters” than the “restorationists.” There are even “splinters” within the 

“splinters.”363 

 

This chapter (24) focuses upon the positive (biblical) as well as the negative 

(sectarian) understanding of the meaning of the English word church. Even though this in-

depth study concentrates, in part, upon the use of the term “church” by the Churches of Christ, 

nevertheless, this examination is not intended to condemn the various factions within this once 

                                                 
362Wayne McKamie, “The Baptist Church,” Old Paths Advocate, Vol. LXXX, no. 2 (February 2006), 

8,9. 
363Bob L. Ross, Cambellites, Cow Bells, Rosary Beads, and Snake Handling: A Refutation of Anti-

Instrumental Music in Worship (Pasadena, Texas: Pilgrim Publications, 1994), preface (no page number). This 

book can be ordered from Baptist Biblical Heritage, PO BOX 66, Pasadena, Texas 77501-0066, telephone (713) 

477-4261. 
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united movement (Churches of Christ), a movement that originally accepted Christians in the 

various denominations. Unfortunately, this movement known as the Stone/Campbell Movement 

ceased to recognize other believers as Christians who did not utilize the name Church of Christ. 

This original association, as declared previously, divided into three major divisions—(1) 

Churches of Christ, (2) Christian Church, and (3) the Disciples of Christ.  

I grew up, as affirmed earlier, in a pressure group known as the one-cup and nonSunday 

school fellowship that did not even acknowledge the Christian Church as a part of the Body of 

Christ—a church that had its origin in the same roots. In fact, this strange grouping of 

Christians would not even accept their baptism. The Churches of Christ later divided and 

divided and divided until there were at least twenty-five or more warring factions—each 

claiming to be the “Lord’s church.”   

I was identified with a very sectarian group that did not admit any other movement within 

the Churches of Christ as Christians except themselves. Those associated with the one-cup 

movement were known as the “loyal” Church of Christ. Any one outside this fellowship was 

not “loyal” to God. This same mindset is also true of the numerous fellowships within the 

Churches of Christ, which fellowships also identify themselves by the expression “the Lord’s 

church.” Generally, when we read or hear this expression, we can almost, without exception, 

know that this person is a member of the denominational Church of Christ.  

The underlying assumption is that other groups do not belong to God. This unique 

expression is so ingrained into the hearts of many men and women connected with the Churches 

of Christ that they no longer accept anyone as Christian except those who belong to their 

particular party of orthodoxy. Happily today, there are many Christians still linked with the 

Stone/Campbell Movement who no longer hold to these narrow views, even though they are 

still associated within this denominational movement. Many of these believers are seeking to 

bring about reform. Before analyzing in greater detail the meaning of the English word church 

versus the Greek word ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia), we need to turn our attention to the title Χριστός 

(Christos, “Christ”) in Romans 16:16 in order to bring out the full meaning of the ekklēsia of 

God in Christ. 

ROMANS 16:16: “CHRIST” 

 

The idea that the Church of Christ is the only true church is based upon a faulty reading 

of Romans 16:16. One of the most devastating methods of interpreting the Bible is the 

isolation of a passage from its context.364 As a result of this kind of careless interpretation by 

many Christians within the Churches of Christ, we discover that the various subdivisions within 

this once united movement have built their various theories within their own distinctive warring 

party upon texts cut off from their contexts. Why do we reach different conclusions when we 

read the same text? Why do we often arrive at opposite conclusion even when exposed to the 

                                                 
364For examples on the abuse of Scripture from one’s failure to read the context, see Dallas Burdette, 

“Literalism and Isolationism of Scripture,” in Dallas Burdette, Old Texts Through New Eyes: Reexamination of 

Misunderstood Scriptures (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 251-273. See also, Dallas Burdette, “How to 

Read the Word of God,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation 

(Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008), 160-170.  
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same identical information? The answer lies in the data that we take to the text. If we approach 

the text through colored glasses, that is, our own set of presuppositions about what we 

think the text is saying, we will come away with our own set of presuppositions, not the 

biblical teaching of the text.   

As we examine the theme of this chapter—What Is the Church—we should overlook the 

repetitions found throughout this in-depth study. Repetitions often help us to better 

understand the text. The three laws of learning are: (1) repetition, (2) repetition, and (3) 

repetition. The focus of this section (Romans 16:16) is on the word Christ in Romans 16:16. 

This Scripture is one of the most abused texts in the arsenal of Holy Scripture citations within 

the Churches of Christ. Since this text mentions the “Churches of the Christ” (αἱ ἐκκλησίαι 

πᾶσαι τοῦ Χριστοῦ, hai ekklēsiai pasai tou Christou, all the churches of the Christ), it is 

necessary to analyze this often-misinterpreted Scripture.  

Yes, the definite article is in the Greek text. Many devout Christians today utilize the 

term Church of Christ as the name of the church—an interpretation based upon a defective 

reading of Romans 16:16. Paul concludes his Epistle to the Romans to encourage all the 

assemblies of Christ to exercise the spirit of toleration for differences within the various 

communities of Christ scattered throughout the Roman Empire365. Listen once more to Paul: 

“Greet one another with a holy kiss. All the churches of Christ (αἱ ἐκκλησίαι τοῦ Χριστοῦ, hai 

ekklēsiai tou Christou, “the assemblies of the Anointed One”) send greetings.”  

The reading is “churches of the Christ,” not Churches of Christ. The distinctive name, 

Church of Christ, did not come into existence as a denominational name until the nineteenth 

century. Since this approximate expression occurs one time in the Bible, many Christians 

assume that this phrase is the name of the church. Some even argue, as stated above, that we can 

read of the Churches of Christ, but nowhere do we read of the Baptist Church, the Methodist 

Church, the Presbyterian Church, and so on. On the surface, this argument may appear to be 

valid, but just a casual reading of Chapter 16 in the Book of Romans reveals another descriptive 

name that is similar to “churches of the Christ.” Listen to Paul as he writes: “Greet Priscillab 

and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus. 4 They risked their lives for me. Not only I but 

all the churches of the Gentiles [αἱ ἐκκλησίαι τῶν ἐθνῶν, hai ekklēsiai tōn ethnōn, the 

assemblies of the Gentiles/nations] are grateful to them” (16:3-4).  

Is this unique expression—“Churches of the Gentiles”—also the name of the church, if 

not why not? Once more, Paul, in writing to the Christians in the province of Galatia, employs 

another turn of phrase concerning the Church that should cause us to stop and reexamine our 

interpretation of Romans 16:16. Listen to Paul’s phraseology as he draws attention to the 

community of Christ of the churches in Judea: “I was personally unknown to the churches of 

                                                 
365For those believers who refuse the traditional interpretation of Romans 16:16, the next verse is often 

cited by the various warring factions to justify their separation from other Christians--believers who refuse to 

accept the particular dogma of other particular fellowships. For an examination of this abused Scripture, see 

Dallas Burdette, “Watch Out for Those Who Cause  Divisions,” in Dallas Burdette, Old Texts Through New 

Eyes: Reexamination of Misunderstood Scriptures (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 274-305. 
b Greek Prisca, a variant of Priscilla 
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Judea [ταῖς ἐκκλησίαις τῆς ᾿Ιουδαίας, tais ekklēsiais tēs ᾿Ioudaias, to the assemblies of Judea] 

that are in Christ” (Galatians 1:22).  

Is this biblical expression—“churches of Judea”—also the name of the Church? What is 

Paul saying in Romans 16:16? He is simply saying that the “assemblies of the Anointed One 

salutes you.” The context does not indicate that he used this phrase as the name of the church 

anymore than he employed similar terminology in reference to the geographical location of 

some churches and a reference to the ethnicity of other churches. The “churches of Judea” and 

the “churches of the Gentiles” did not represent names of the church. As we explore the term 

Christ (Χριστός, Christos), we discover that Christ was not our Lord’s last name, which is a 

part of the confusion among many within the Churches of Christ. Lawrence O. Richards’ (full-

time author and speaker; he has written over 200 books) comments are worth citing concerning 

this misinterpreted title, He writes: “We tend to think of ‘Christ’ as a name, just as ‘Jesus’ is a 

name. In fact ‘Christ’ is not a name, but a title.”366 

Jesus last name is not “Christ” (Χριστός, Christos). The one who taught me concerning 

the name “Christ,” was a sincere and godly man; he simply was misinformed. No, His name is 

not Christ; His name is “Jesus” (᾿Ιησοῦς, ᾿Iēsous). Matthew gives the words of an “angel of 

the Lord” to Joseph concerning the name of this One to be born of the virgin Mary: “She will 

give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus,a because he will save his people 

from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). The Greek word Χριστός (Christos) is linked to the Old 

Testament with the idea of anointing. In other words, Jesus was the Anointed One of God. In 

the time that Jesus lived, we witness, especially in the New Testament writings, the Jewish 

people’s concept of the coming of God’s Anointed One to redeem Israel. John the Apostle 

speaks of Jesus going to the Feast of Tabernacles and His teaching at this feast (John 7:1-52). 

As a result of His teaching, the people began to ask if He was the prophet or the Christ spoken 

of by the prophets of the Old Testament writings. Listen to John as he presents their thoughts: 

 
     On hearing his words, some of the people said, “Surely this man is the Prophet” (ὁ προφήτης, ho 

prophētēs) 41Others said, “He is the Christ” (ὁ χριστός, ho christos). Still others asked, “How can the 

Christ (ὁ χριστός, ho christos) come from Galilee? 42 Does not the Scripture say that the Christ (ὁ 

χριστός, ho christos) will come from David’s familyc and from Bethlehem, the town where David 

lived?” 43 Thus the people were divided because of Jesus. 44 Some wanted to seize him, but no one 

laid a hand on him. (John 7:40-44)  

 

 In Jesus’ day, the Jews as well as the Samaritans knew that “the Christ” would come. 

This belief was deeply imbedded in their thinking. John records an incident that occurred in the 

life of a Samaritan woman concerning her confession about a coming Messiah. John’s remarks 

are quite revealing about her use of the term Messiah. Pay attention to John as he captures this 

intriguing conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman:  

 

                                                 
366Lawrence O. Richards, “Christ,” in Lawrence O. Richards, Expository Dictionary of Bible Words 

(Grand Rapids: Regency, 1985), 162. 

 a Jesus is the Greek form of Joshua, which means the LORD saves. 
c Greek seed 
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     The woman said, ‘I know that Messiah’ [Μεσσίας, Messias] (called Christ) [ἐκεῖνος λεγόμενος 

χριστός, ekeinos legomenos christos, “that one being called Christ”] ‘is coming. When he comes, he 

will explain everything to us.’ 26 Then Jesus declared, ‘I who speak to you am he.’” (4:25-26)  

 

Again, the Greek text reads: οἶδα ὅτι Μεσσίας ἔρχεται ὁ λεγόμενος χριστός (oida hoti 

Messias erchetai ho legomenos christos), which is translated: “I know that Messiah is coming, 

the [one] being called Christ.” After the Resurrection of Jesus, He encountered two of His 

disciples on the road to Emmaus. During this encounter, Jesus listened to their despair 

concerning the one whom they thought was the Christ. They had not been able to reconcile their 

presuppositions about the kind of Messiah they imagined—not a crucified one. These disciples 

had looked upon Jesus as being “the Christ” who would come and redeem Israel, but their 

views were shattered at His crucifixion. Even though the word Christ is not employed in this 

conversation, nevertheless, the discussion centers around their previous hope that Jesus was the 

One to save Israel. John writes:  

 
     But we had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem (αὐτός ἐστιν ὁ μέλλων 

λυτροῦσθαι, autos estin ho mellōn lytrousthai, “he it is [was] being about to redeem”) Israel. And 

what is more, it is the third day since all this took place. (Luke 24:21)  

 

One of the most revealing passages in the New Testament about Jesus as the promised 

coming Messiah is found in the trial of Jesus. When Jesus stood before the Sanhedrin, the high 

priest asked Him: “Are you the Christ [ὁ χριστός, ho christos],a the Son of the Blessed One” 

(Mark 14:61)? Jesus answers by saying, “I am” [ἐγώ εἰμι, egō eimi] (14:62). In Peter’s message 

on the Day of Pentecost, he calls attention to the Resurrection of Jesus. In this sermon, Peter 

speaks of the One raised as “the Christ.” Peter says, “Seeing what was ahead, he spoke of the 

resurrection of the Christ” [τοῦ Χριστοῦ, tou Christou] (Acts 2:31). Later, at the Temple, Peter 

speaks to the onlookers following the healing of a man crippled from birth. In this message, he 

again calls attention to Jesus as the Messiah promised by the prophets: “But this is how God 

fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Christa [τὸν χριστὸν 

αὐτοῦ, ton christon autou] would suffer” (3:18).  

In the New Testament we observe Jesus Christ without the article between “Jesus” and 

“Christ.” Surface reading may lead one to read “Christ” as a proper name, which is done by 

many within the Churches of Christ. The following comments by Grundmann in The 

Theological Dictionary of the New Testament are extremely helpful in understanding the name 

Christ with and without the article: 

 
     b. χριστός occurs in Paul in the abs., sometimes with art. ὁ Χριστός [ho Christos] sometimes 

without art. Χριστός [Christos]. In genitive constructions, which are common with Christ, the article 

of the related term carries with it the article of the genitive: τοῦ Χριστοῦ [tou Cristou], whereas 

absence of the preceding article means absence of the article: Χριστοῦ [Christou],315 e.g., οὐκ οἴδατε 

ὅτι τὰ σώματα ὑμῶν μέλη Χριστοῦ ἐστιν; ἄρας οὖν τὰ μέλη τοῦ Χριστοῦ ποιήσω πόρνης μέλη 

                                                 

 a Or Messiah 
a Or Messiah; also in verse 20 

315 Bl.-Debr. § 259, v. also § 253 f. 
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[ouk oidate hoti ta sōmata hymōn melē Christou estin? aras oun ta melē tou Christou poiēsō pornēs 

melē , “know you not that your bodies are members of Christ? Therefore taking the members of 

Christ shall I make (them) members of a harlot”]; (1 C. 6:15; → IV, 564, 29 ff.).367 One may 

conclude from this that Χριστός [Christos] means the same whether with the article or without it. 

Since proper names are used with the article (e.g., Mk. 15:43–45; Lk. 23:25), Χριστός [Christos] 

with the article can have the same sense as Χριστός [Christos] without it. In the vocabulary of older 

Greek speaking Christianity Χριστός [Christos] is one of those words which can be used both with 

and without the article.316 Use of the article does not help us to decide when Χριστός [Christos] is a 

title and when it is a name. The uniqueness of the One of whom it is used is in any case 

expressed.317Whether Paul says ὁ Χριστός [ho Christos] or Χριστός [Christos] he has this 

uniqueness in view. Whereas his non-Jewish readers would take it as a proper name, Paul himself is 

fully acquainted with the title originally meant by the term.368  

  

Whether we say ὁ Χριστός (ho Christos, “the Christ”) or Χριστός (Christos, “Christ”), 

we are saying the same thing.369  Leon Morris (1914-2006, Australian New Testament scholar), 

too, has correctly observed the biblical use and understanding of the word Christ in the world of 

Judaism. He begins his remarks by calling attention to the prevailing view of the modern 

Church in its use of Christ as a proper noun rather than a title: 

 
     WITH US “CHRIST” HAS BECOME A PROPER NAME. We often refer to our Savior simply 

as “Christ”, and even if we use the fuller name “Jesus Christ” we still employ the term as no more 

than a name and we do not see the meaning as Jesus the Christ”.... We could perhaps put it this way: 

Jesus was called “Christ” because he fulfilled all that the title signifies and in due course his title was 

employed so often that it came to be used as a name with no particular emphasis on its meaning. But 

when John tells us that he wrote “that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ” [Ἰησοῦς ἐστιν ὁ 

Χριστός, Iēsous estin ho Christos] (20:31), he is using the title with all the meaning it can convey. If 

we are to understand what John is saying throughout his Gospel, we must be clear on what “Christ” 

meant to first-century Christians.370 (Emphasis is mine) 

 

                                                 
367The NIV translates this verse: “Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ himself? 

Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite them with a prostitute?” Transliteration of Greek words are 

mine (DB). 

316 Schwyzer, II, 24 f.; Bl.-Debr. § 253 f. 

317A being sui generic [constituting a class alone; unique, peculiar—of its own kind], Bl.-Debr. § 254. 

Such designations without art. [article] are often very close to proper names. Cf. Cerfaux, 294: “Christ is the 

key word in Paul’s epistles. It is repeated more than 400 times, while Jesus occurs only some 200 times. Even if 

Christ were only a proper name, as is often maintained, it would be worth while investigating what aspect of 

Jesus is denoted. But does not the word Christ, originally the term for a class, often remind us of its original 

sense in Paul’s usage? Is not this the reason why it is combined with certain fixed formulae?”, 296: “If Χριστός 

(Christos) were merely a proper name, why does he never say ὁ κύριος Χριστός (ho kyrios Christos ) instead 

of ὁ κύριος Ἰησοῦς? (ho kyrios Iēsous)” The footnote #s 317A and 296 are from the above citation. 
368Grundmann, “Χριστός,” in Gerhard Friedrich and William Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the 

New Testament. Vols. 10 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 9:540.  
369Ibid., 541  
370Leon Morris, Jesus Is the Christ: Studies in the Theology of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 

68. 
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ROMANS 16:16: CHURCH 

 

Since the English word church is employed in the English Bible, it is necessary to 

research this word as to its meaning. Does the New Testament convey the same idea that is 

prevalent among the Christian community today? Our failure to understand the meaning of the 

Greek word actually employed by the Holy Spirit contributes to the divisions that continue to 

plague the body of Christ. What is the church? What is the biblical picture of the church in the 

New Testament? As we seek an answer, we need to remember that the Greek word for “church 

is ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia), which word equals the fellowship of Jesus Christ, a communion of 

individuals.  

The New Testament ekklēsia has nothing to do with the character of an institution or 

denomination. The Body of Christ, or the church, is the fellowship (κοινωνία, koinōnia) of 

Jesus Christ and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. F. J. A. Hort (1828-1892, English New 

Testament scholar), writing in 1897 on The Christian Ecclesia, goes right to the heart of the 

problem today by pointing out our failure to correctly assess the word utilized by Scripture. In 

his book of two hundred and ninety-four pages, he begins his volume by calling attention to the 

problem that Christians face in their encounter to identify the so-called church: 

 
     The subject on which I propose to lecture this term is The Early Conceptions and Early History of 

the Christian Ecclesia. The reason why I have chosen the term Ekklēsia is simply to avoid ambiguity. 

The English term church, now the most familiar representative of ecclesia to most of us, carries 

with it associations derived from the institutions and doctrines of later times, and thus cannot at 

present without a constant mental effort be made to convey the full and exact force which originally 

belonged to ecclesia.371 (Emphasis mine) 

 

The English word church does not convey accurately the Greek word ekklēsia. Scholars, 

down through the centuries, have sought to capture a translation that would adequately convey 

the meaning of the word found in Scripture, but to no avail. Hort, in his massive and 

informative book, seeks such a word. In seeking such a definition, he discovers that it is still 

best to use ekklēsia in order to avoid confusion with the English word church, which use creates 

ambiguity. He, once more, seeks to unravel part of the misunderstanding among Christ’s 

disciples with the following explanation: 

 
     It would of course have been possible to have recourse to a second English rendering 

‘congregation’, which has the advantage of suggesting some of those elements of meaning which are 

least forcibly suggested by the word ‘church’ according to our present use. ‘Congregation’ was the 

only rendering of ἐκκλησία [ekklēsia] in the English New Testament as it stood throughout Henry 

VIII’s reign, the substitution of ‘church’ being due to the Genevan revisers; and it held its ground in 

the Bishops’ Bible in no less primary a passage than Matt. xvi. 18 till the Jacobean revision of 1611, 

which we call the Authorized Version. But ‘congregation’ has disturbing associations of its own 

which render it unsuitable for our special purpose; and moreover its use in what might seem a rivalry 

to so venerable, and rightly venerable, a word as ‘church’ would be only a hindrance in the way of 

                                                 
371F. J. A. Hort, The Christian Ecclesia: A Course of Lectures on the Early History and Early 

Conception of the Ecclesia (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1989), 1. 
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recovering for ‘church’ the full breath of its meaning. “Ecclesia’ is the only perfectly colourless word 

within our reach, carrying us back to the beginnings of Christian history, and enabling us in some 

degree to get behind words and names to the simple facts which they originally denoted.372 

 

 Romans 16:16, when understood in its original context, is not giving the church a 

name, but rather, it is simply saying, “the assemblies of the Anointed One salute you.”  We, 

as Christians, are bound to one another through our common sharing in Christ and the Holy 

Spirit. This fellowship of believers, purchased by Christ on Calvary, does not exist 

independently within its own self, but rather it flows from its communion with Jesus. We must 

not separate the horizontal from the vertical—fellowship with one another and Jesus the Christ. 

Just as the Son has communion with the Father, so individuals within the Body of Christ have 

communion with the Son and with one another—vertical and horizontal fellowship. We do not 

enter into the fellowship by believing in the dogma of a particular fellowship—a society 

isolated around certain doctrinal interpretations,373 but rather through Christ Jesus Himself. In 

Christ, we cease to be isolated individuals—we now belong to the fellowship of God. 

Within Christendom today, many Christians go wrong in that they identify the ekklēsia, 

or church, of the New Testament to be the historical church of their traditions. Christians 

frequently disassociate themselves from communion with other believers over doctrinal 

interpretations of a so-called worship service. We must not read into the New Testament the 

idea that the Church (ekklēsia) is the image of their particular militaristic splinter group as 

historically developed over the years. Many fellowships stand alone—Protestants of all shades 

of various opinions. What divides many Christians is the wrong identification or perception of 

God’s fellowship. It is not uncommon for many believers to break up when they reach different 

conclusions in their study of God’s Word.  

When we associate the church of Jesus of the New Testament as our own particular 

historic church, we greatly err in our understanding of the true nature of God’s ekklēsia. When I 

was connected with the one-cup and nonSunday school Church of Christ, I read into the idea of 

the church of the New Testament my own image of the institutional church as taught to me by 

godly men, most of whom are now with the Lord of glory. For many, within this odd 

fellowship, still assume, or take for granted, that they and they alone are the children of God. In 

other words, no one outside our theological beliefs have a relationship with God. This unique 

movement identified itself as the one “true” church. Today, countless believers within this 

movement are beginning to question this position. 

If we wish change within the various movements within the Churches of Christ, there 

must be a return to the eternal Gospel, which is the Good News of God’s Way of salvation by 

faith “in” and “through” His Son Jesus. The Gospel is often equated with the many 

                                                 
372Ibid., 1-2. 
373 “Doctrinal interpretations” deal with the various interpretations that have crystallized into 

frozen traditions inherited from the forefathers in the American Restoration Movement. With the Campbells, 

they began a Reformation Movement that focused more on the Deity of Christ, the virgin birth, the inspiration 

of Scripture, ethical behavior, and unity among the various denominations. I highly recommend C. Leonard 

Allen and Richard T. Hughes, Discovering Our Roots: The Ancestry of Churches of Christ (Abilene, Texas: 

ACU Press, 1988) for an excellent history behind the ancestry of the Churches of Christ.  
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inferences and deductions set forth by many godly men and women, which inferences and 

deductions are undistinguishable from the Gospel, which is none other than Jesus 

Himself.374 Our fellowship with God is not based upon an analysis of abstract reasoning or 

upon tortuous arguments about orthodoxy. The traditions that many hold to within the various 

factions within the Churches of Christ should be secondary. Yet, man-made traditions have 

become shrines where the Word of God should be. It is the shrine of tradition that is adorned 

rather than the Word of God. It is in this vein that Alexander Campbell drives home the 

irrationality of making fellowship within the Body of Christ depend upon our acumen, or 

sharpness, of intellect: 

 
     Amongst Christians there is now, as there was at the beginning a very great diversity in the 

knowledge of the Christian institution. There are babes, children, young men, and fathers in Christ 

now, as well as in the days of the Apostle John. This, from the natural gifts of God, from the 

diversities of age, education, and circumstances, is unavoidable. And would it not be just as rational 

and as scriptural to excommunicate one another, because our knowledge is less or greater than any 

fixed measure, as for differences of opinion or matters of speculation? 

     Indeed, in most cases where proscription and exclusions now occur in this country, the excluded 

are the most intelligent members of the society; and although no community will accuse a man 

because he knows more of his Bible than his brethren, and on this account exclude him from their 

communion; yet this, it is manifest, rather than heresy, (of which, however, for consistency’s sake, he 

must be accused,) is, in truth, the real cause of separation. 

     If God has bestowed better gifts or better opportunities on one man than another, by which he has 

attained more knowledge, instead of thanking God for his kindness to the community, they beg God 

to take him away; and if he will not be so unkind, they will at length put him from among them under 

the charge of heresy. In most instances the greatest error of which a brother can be guilty, is to study 

his Bible more than his companions—or, at least, to surpass them in his knowledge of the mystery of 

Christ.375  

 

The Christian church should be a home for the souls of men and women, but, today, 

many churches are a wasteland between a world that is dying and a world that is struggling for 

meaning to life. Christianity in today’s world has become for many in this age a stumbling 

block. Christianity frequently is more of an atmosphere of tradition than it is of the Word of 

God. Tradition and infallibility of interpretation concerning the “church” have become 

the official dogma within many fellowships. What is needed today is a reinterpretation of 

long-held traditions. Regrettably, numerous Christians can no longer distinguish between their 

traditions and the Word of God. When we make our tradition(s) on par with the Scriptures, 

we deflect attention from the Word itself.376  

Countless believers are guilty of exchanging the word of their leaders for the Word of 

God. For some, the Gospel can only mean what the creed of their particular brand of orthodoxy 

                                                 
374For an in-depth study of the word Gospel, see Dallas Burdette, “Overview of the Book of Galatians,” 

in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom, 299-343.  
375Alexander Campbell, “To Mr. William Jones, of London, Letter IV,” Millennial Harbinger vol. 6, 

No. 3 (March 1835): 112. 
376For a detailed analysis of unity-in-diversity versus unity-in-conformity, see Dallas Burdette, 

“Introduction,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom, xvii-xxx.  
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proclaims. It is not uncommon for believers to confuse the original Word of God with the 

formulated conclusions of their inherited theology. God’s people need to return to the idea 

that the ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia) is the company of believers. The ekklēsia is portrayed as a body, 

not a particular denomination. Again, we can also say that the ekklēsia is a family. When we 

become a child of God, we are drawn into God’s universal family—a family who experiences 

relationships with other believers. The local ekklēsia of believers come together to function as 

God’s called out community to evangelize the world with His Gospel—Jesus as God’s Way of 

salvation. 

Sorry to say, scores of Christians within the Churches of Christ, as well as other 

denominations, have made the New Testament a new Torah (law). This identification is not just 

true with the one-cup movement, but it is wide spread among the various factions within the 

Church of Christ denomination. Countless Christian movements within the Churches of Christ 

utilize the word church in its classification to identify its own unique movement as “the church” 

for which Christ died, which definition excludes any other movement of believers, that is to say, 

those outside the Church of Christ denomination from belonging to the Body of Christ. 

Numerous believers within the so-called Stone/Campbell Movement identify their particular 

pressure group as the Church of Christ.  

Within this distinctive American Reformation Movement, this once united movement, as 

stated above, is now fragmented into twenty-five are more divisions—many of whom will not 

fellowship other believers meeting behind the same label with their identical characteristic 

identifying mark—Church of Christ. Unless one employs this unique title, numerous Christians 

reject all other Christians as not belonging to Christ. This has led many unsuspecting believers 

to categorize their movement as “the Lord’s church,” thereby excluding all others from 

belonging to the body of Christ. Fortunately, today, a lot of Christians, within this 

Stone/Campbell Movement, are rethinking their traditions and are reaching out to other 

believers in the various denominations—believers who also confess Jesus as Lord.  

As examined above, the word Christ is not Jesus’ name; Christ is a transliteration of the 

Greek Χριστός (Christos), which means “Messiah or Anointed”.377 Also, the English word 

church is not an accurate translation of the Greek word ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia). Regrettably, the 

English word church is the point of confusion and misunderstanding. Those who hold to this 

narrow concept of the Church are sincere Christians in their beliefs, but, at the same time, they 

are still misinformed. It goes almost without saying that the ekklēsia of Christ is not an “it,” it is 

                                                 
377 See Leon Morris, Jesus Is the Christ: Studies in the Theology of John, 68, where he writes: 

 

     The term is, of course, basically a Hebrew term. We start with the Hebrew word mā·šîaḥ [ַַָמִׁשיח],ַ 
the participle of the verb meaning “to anoint”. Thus the word basically means “anointed”. If we 

transliterate this into English we get “Messiah”, and if we translate it into Greek it becomes Christos, 

which we transliterate as “Christ”. Thus we get the equation “Christ” = “Messiah” = “anointed”. The 

basic question accordingly concerns the meaning of anointed. 
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not a “thing,” nor is it an “institution,”378 but rather it is a unity of persons, that is to say, a 

people, or a communion of individuals, who have responded to Jesus as Lord. The word 

ekklēsia means “congregation” or an “assembly,” which represents the “people of God.”  

This communion of persons has been transformed into an ecclesiastical or institutional 

church. The concept of “church” has been irrevocably molded by the reformation of the 1500s. 

The ekklēsia of the first century had no idea of becoming a “church,” that is to say, an 

ecclesiastical organization. The Body of Christ is simply a pure communion of persons 

committed to Jesus as the Savior of the world. It is a mistake to identify any one distinctive 

historically developed church as the true communion of the saints. The ekklēsia of Jesus Christ 

is God’s people or the elect of God. These two expressions are the rightful description of God’s 

chosen people. 

We need to approach the English word church through the lens of Holy Scripture, not 

through a pair of spectacles created by the framework of our traditions. The word church should 

call to mind the whole company of the faithful, not just a single denomination. Matthew records 

the words of Jesus to Peter concerning His new fellowship: “And I tell you that you are Peter,b 

and on this rock I will build my church [οἰκοδομήσω μου τὴν ἐκκλησίαν, oikodomēsō mou tēn 

ekklēsian], and the gates of Hadesc [Judaism] will not overcome it” (Matthew 16:18).  

Jesus did not foretell about an organized structured association such as the 

denominational Church of Christ or any other denomination known today. The church is 

primarily a worldwide community consisting of all those who profess faith in Jesus. The 

church is essentially a fellowship of persons and not an institution. The community of Christ 

cannot be an institution. Those within this Body of believers live their lives in one continuous 

act of worship. The whole life of the believer is a worship of God.379 

There is but one church, or Christian community, which community exists in local 

communities/congregations. These local communities are formed to express their oneness in 

Christ Jesus and, at the same time, to encourage one another in the faith. This concept of the 

church is often difficult for Christian teachers to accept. Christians often read the New 

Testament passages dealing with the Church in light of their own cultural familiarity. In 

other words, they read between the lines the conception of church in light of their own 

historical church, not the biblical model of church.  

There is but one Christian community. Yet this community of believers forms local 

communities to express their oneness in Christ and to seek to encourage one another and to 

promote the Gospel of Peace, namely, Jesus as the Savior of the world. All too often these local 

communities read the Bible in light of their own cultural background and then claim that their 

interpretation is based exclusively on the Bible. How do certain distinctive religious groups 

                                                 
378The word institution is used in this context of an established organization or corporation (as a college 

or university). In other words, the ekklhsia (congregation) is not a political entity with a ruling class (as a 

nation). 
b Peter means rock. 
c Or hell 
379For an in-depth study dealing with the biblical concept of worship, see Dallas Burdette, Biblical 

Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Privileges, Vol., 1 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 359-439.  
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interpret the word church? Unfortunately, prior teaching colors the way individuals 

within a particular fellowship determine the conclusions reached. 

The Bible is replaced by the weird interpretations assumed by many groups to be the 

living Word of God. The institutional church replaces fellowship and love among God’s people 

by adherence to a particular belief system with a prevailing attitude toward dogma of the 

distinctive affiliation. How can Christians return to the biblical concept of the ekklēsia as found 

in the New Testament? The answer is found in Alexander Campbell’s remarks about the end of 

sects in his day, which is as true today as it was then. 

 
     It is cruel to excommunicate a man because of the imbecility [the quality or state of being 

imbecile—foolish or nonsensical] of his intellect. We have been censured long and often for laying 

too much stress upon the assent of the understanding; but those who have most acrimoniously 

censured us, have laid much more stress upon the assent of the mind, that we have ever done. We 

never did, at any time, exclude a man from the kingdom of God for a mere imbecility of intellect; or, 

in other words, because he could not assent to our opinions. All sects are doing, or have done this.... I 

will now show how they cannot make a sect of us, We will acknowledge all as Christians who 

acknowledge the gospel facts, and obey Jesus Christ.380 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Unity among God’s people can never be achieved through conformity to a particular 

branch of God’s people. Our relationship to God is not based upon absolute perfection in 

knowledge, but rather it is based on our acceptance of Jesus as Lord in our lives. As Christians, 

we can no more all think alike on every subject than we can all look alike. The new ekklēsia of 

God stands under the requirement of unity. With the death of Jesus, He established a new 

covenant based upon His work upon Calvary. In this new covenant (Jesus—Isaiah 49:8), God 

created a new people, who are called, in today’s world, the church. Within this new relationship 

with God, we forsake our service to Satan and commit our whole being into the kingdom of 

God.  

As members of the Body of Christ, our task is to walk in a new way of life. We are to live 

our lives in a new context—the body of Christ. The ekklēsia is the handiwork of God through 

Christ, which is the result of the Divine activity of Christ, God, and the Holy Spirit. The 

ekklhsia has its roots in the eternal plan of God. For any one group of believers to identify his or 

her group as “the” kingdom of God is the height of absurdity, which irrationality borders on 

madness. The word church is freighted with a great deal of theological jargon from the 

various warring factions, each claiming its own uniqueness as the kingdom of God, 

thereby excluding all others from belonging to God. Within the fellowship of God’s 

community, each believer has his or her own peculiar responsibility and service to promote 

Jesus as God’s Way of redemption.  

As we seek an answer to the question, “What Is the Church?,” we are faced with the 

reality that the word church has no plural (Ephesians 4:1-6). In other words, there is only “one 

body” (ἓν σῶμα, hen sōma) and that ekklēsia consists of all those who have professed their faith 

in the Lord Jesus and have committed their lives to Him. Among some Christians, when one 

advances the belief that there is only “one” church, this mindset implies that only one “visible” 

                                                 
380Alexander Campbell, “Millennium—No. II,” Millennial Harbinger 1, No. 4 (April, 1830): 145-146. 
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church and that their denomination is that one factual church and that their “visible” church is 

their particular brand of orthodoxy. Within Christendom, especially within the Churches of 

Christ, we observe the difficulty of relationships with other churches.  

Many within this American Restoration Movement of the Stone/Campbell Movement 

now identify their branch of the ekklēsia as the one true church. The truth of the matter is that 

all branches of existing churches are branches of the one authentic church set forth in the 

Scriptures. No one group of people can claim, with validity, to be the one true church and that 

no one else belongs to God. The church of Jesus the Messiah is not an institution, but a new life 

with Christ—a unity of life with all others purchased by the blood of Jesus. Thomas Campbell 

(1763-1854, father of Alexander Campbell) understood that human reasoning cannot and must 

not be the criteria of unity among God’s people. In his Declaration and Address, he tackles this 

thorny problem of unity:  

 
     Prop. VII That although doctrinal exhibitions of the great system of Divine truths, and defensive 

testimonies in opposition to prevailing errors, be highly expedient, and the more full and explicit they 

be for those purposes, the better; yet, as these must be in a great measure the effect of human 

reasoning, and of course must contain many inferential truths, they ought not to be made terms of 

Christian communion; unless we suppose, what is contrary to fact, that none have a right to the 

communion of the church, but such as possess a very clear and decisive judgment, or are come to a 

very high degree of doctrinal information; whereas the Church from the beginning did, and ever will, 

consist of little children and young men, as well as fathers.381 

 

Somewhere along the way, numerous believers within the Churches of Christ lost the 

meaning of the Gospel of Christ with its emphasis on grace and forgiveness. For example, in 

1994, Allen Bailey, one of the participants in a preachers’ study conducted by some of the 

major leaders in the one-cup and nonSunday school movement, makes a startling, but true, 

statement concerning a lack of understanding about “grace” within this movement. His 

admission is quite revealing. He writes: 

 
     Brothers, sisters, and friends, please listen. I do have some concerns and sympathy toward the 

confusion on this problem. By and large we have all been raised with law-law-law and little or no 

grace taught. I was raised in a congregation with three full length gospel meetings every year. I don’t 

remember preachers preaching the subject of grace. I worked closely with several congregations in 

Missouri, and though I attended their meetings for thirteen years, I cannot remember one lesson given 

on grace. I have been preaching for nineteen years and have just recently began to teach on Grace. 

We must remember that to preach grace is to preach Jesus Christ for “grace and truth came by Jesus 

Christ” (John 1:17).382 

 

I, too, can identify with Allen Bailey (my second cousin). It was not until the end of my 

seventeen years of ministry with this fellowship that I began to preach on grace. I also had 

                                                 
381Thomas Campbell, “Declaration and Address,” in C. A. Young, Historical Documents Advocating 

Christian Union (Joplin, Missouri: College Press, 1985), 110-111. 
382 Allen Bailey, “False Teachers” in 1994 Preachers’ Study (Buffalo, Missouri: Christian’s Expositor 

Publications, 1996), 78, 79.  
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never heard a sermon on grace. Within this distinct denomination (Churches of Christ), the 

Gospel is often times replaced by the so-called five acts of worship. Today, there are many 

Churches of Christ that have rejected the traditional concept of worship and are now preaching 

grace. Yet, many Churches of Christ still hold to the traditions of the church Fathers. In other 

words, for one to be a part of the true church of Christ, so it is maintained, one must carry out 

the so-called five ritualistic acts in a prescribed manner.383  

Grace was not a part of the preaching, as a whole, within this movement. This movement 

then as well as today failed to take into account that every local body of believers is the bearer 

of the Gospel of God’s forgiveness and is the home of the new fellowship of love. The ekklēsia 

of the New Testament stressed justification by faith alone as the heart and substance of the 

Christian Gospel.384 The Gospel is not twenty-seven books. The Gospel is not our particular 

interpretation of the so-called five acts of worship. The Gospel is about God’s way of salvation 

by grace through faith in Jesus. It is about His Death, His Burial, and His Resurrection for the 

sins of the world.  Jesus came not only preaching the Gospel—He is the GOSPEL 

People need to be told that salvation is the initiative of the free and sovereign love of 

God. Churches should be preaching that the Incarnation of the Son of God led to the Cross for 

the redemption of the world. Instead of preaching the Cross of Jesus, many Christians become 

bigoted and manifest harsh and unlovely features. If the church of Jesus is to win the world, 

their sectarian attitude must stop—“we and we alone are the channel of God’s grace.”  

Many churches have substituted the Cross for their theology, but the Cross of Christ 

cannot be taken out of Christianity without changing the Gospel beyond recognition. What is 

the church? The church consists of all those who acknowledge faith in Christ as Lord. Every 

local body of believers is to preach Jesus Christ and Him crucified. Unfortunately, many 

Christians transform the Gospel of Jesus into a legal code and substitute their concept of a “new 

law” for the proclamation of redeeming facts. The ekklēsia is the vehicle chosen by God to 

advance His Revelation. Why are so many confused about the meaning of the word Church 

within the Christian community today? Lawrence O. Richards writes: 

 
     Anyone may be excused for being a bit confused about the meaning of the word “church”; we use 

the word in so many ways. It means a particular building (e.g., “the church on fourth street”), a 

denomination or organized faith (e.g., the Reformed Church in America), and even a Sunday meeting 

                                                 
383For an analysis of this philosophy, see Dallas Burdette, “Congregational Worship and Division,” in 

Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom, 171-180.  
384For a detailed study of “justification by faith alone,” see Dallas Burdette, “Overview of Romans,” in 

Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 
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relationship with God. One can state emphatically that no one can be saved by works; but equally one can also 

say that no one can be saved without producing good works in his or her walk with God. Both Paul and James 

are in total agreement. 
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(e.g., “Did you go to church today?”). None of these uses is particularly biblical. The church is a 

basic NT theme, and we need to understand this meaning-filled word in its biblical sense.385 

 

 The English word church is nebulous in its use. The Greek word ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia) is 

richer and more colorful in its description of God’s new community than the word church. K. L. 

Schmidt’s comments on defining the word ekklēsia are well worth citing: 

 
     The distinctions mentioned are mostly those of denomination or school rather than of lexical or 

biblical and theological enquiry. Thus an Anglican may speak of the ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia) as the one 

Church, “the body of Christians.” A Roman Catholic will begin with the universal ecclesia on the 

basis of Mt. 16:18,1 and he will then go on to emphasise the subordination of the individual 

congregation to the bishop. The orthodox Protestant will refer first to the whole community, while the 

liberal Protestant will think of the local congregation, and some confusion may be caused by earlier 

territorial church government (alicubi regionum). The translations and commentaries reflect this. As 

always, Cr.-Kö. is a notable exception. This digs deeper, and from the standpoint of biblical theology 

reaches more valuable lexical conclusions. On the basis of the OT use of ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia) for the 

total community of Israel, it speaks of the “saved community of the NT” which finds expression first 

as the total community and then as the same community in “local circumscription” (a carefully 

selected phrase). Express reference is made to the fact that there is not always a hard and fast 

distinction between the local community and the universal community. 386  

 

 The English word church is a word that has created confusion within the Christian 

ekklēsia or community of God’s people. Cecil K. Thomas wrote his dissertation on Alexander 

Campbell and His New Version in which he calls attention to Campbell and the word church in 

his translation. This dissertation was later printed as a book. Thomas’ comments are extremely 

informative since he cites one of the originators of the Stone/Campbell Movement. Pay 

attention to Him as he writes about Campbell’s translation of the New Testament called The 

Sacred Writings of the Apostles and Evangelists of Jesus Christ, Commonly Styled The New 

Testament (published 1826): 

 
     A translation, which was probably as significant as “immerse” was the substitution of 

“congregation” for “church.” Campbell frequently cited the older English versions for this usage. His 

                                                 
385Lawrence O. Richards, “Church,” Expository Dictionary of Bible Words (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1985), 164. 

1There is a certain exception in L. Kösters’ art. “Kirche,” in the Roman Catholic Lex. ThK.2 V, 968 ff., 

when he writes: “In the NT used at an early date by Hellenists in Jerusalem for the (assembled) local Christian 

congregation, then for the total Christian community.” 

Cr.-Kö. H. Cremer, Biblisch-theologisches Wörterbuch des nt.lichen Griechisch, revised by J. Kögel11, 

1923. 

OT Old Testament. 

NT New Testament. 

386K. L. Schmidt, ἐκκλησίσ, in Gerhard Friedrich and William Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the 

New Testament. Vols. 10 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966), 3: 503.  
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reason for giving the reading was that he felt “church” to be an ecclesiastical word. It had taken on a 

theological connotation which had not attached itself to ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia) in its New Testament 

usage. He felt that the word “congregation” properly represented the Greek word without being 

cumbered with a variety of meanings such as that of church building or ecclesiastical organization. 

Campbell was wrestling with a problem that is current today. Hort, in his book on the church, faced a 

similar problem and decided that there is no true, nontheological equivalent in English. He decided, 

therefore, to transliterate the words as “Ecclesia” to avoid ambiguity. The prevalent use of the latter 

term in theological circles today indicates the continuing problem. It is doubtful, however, that 

Campbell’s translation was an adequate solution. The term “congregation” has become so closely 

identified with the local aspect of the church that it practically excludes its universal features. 
Campbell did not offer an adequate solution to the problem, and such a solution has not yet been 

found.387 (Emphasis mine) 

 

 The controversy over the translation of the Greek word ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia) arose in the 

sixteen century by Sir Thomas More (1478-1535, Lord Chancellor of England, English lawyer, 

social philosopher, author, and statesman; he was an opponent of the Protestant Reformation of 

Martin Luther (1483-1546) and of William Tyndale (1494-1536) in his Dialogue (1529) in 

which he  

 
treated divers matters, as of the veneration and worship of images and relics, praying to saints and 

going on pilgrimages, with many other things touching the pestilent sect of Luther and Tyndale, by 

the tone begun in Saxony, and by the other labored to be brought into England.388  

 

 Further, F. F. Bruce’s (1910-1990, Professor of Biblical Criticism and Exegesis at the 

University of Manchester) remarks about this conflict between Thomas More and William 

Tyndale (1494-1536, 16th century scholar and translator who became a leading figure in the 

Protestant Reformation) are informative as to the controversy between More and Tyndale:  

 
     In the course of this Dialogue, he attacked Tyndale’s New Testament. Tyndale replied in 1531 

with An Answer unto Sir Thomas More’s Dialogue, and this brought forth from More in the following 

year a larger work, entitled The Confutation of Tyndale.389  

 

One such complaint by More centered on the English word church being translated as 

“congregation.” Again, Bruce writes about this complaint: 

 
     When More’s charges are examined, they amount to nothing more than a complaint that Tyndale 

translated certain ecclesiastical terms by English words which lacked ecclesiastical associations. Thus 

he used “congregation” and not “church”, “senior” (in later editions, “elder”) and not “priest” (where 

the Greek had presbyteries), “repentance” and not “penance”, “love” and not “charity”, and so forth. 

But no fault can be found with Tyndale in this regard from the standpoint of pure scholarship; in fact, 

                                                 
387Cecil K. Thomas, Alexander Campbell and His New Version (St. Louis, Missouri: The Bethany Press, 

1958), 186.  Thomas mentions Hort in his citation—F.  J. A. Hort, The Christian Ecclesia: A Course of Lectures 

on the Early History and Early Conception of the Ecclesia (New York: Macmillan company, 1898). 
388Cited by F. F. Bruce, History of the Bible in English (New York: Oxford University Press, 1961, 

1978), 39-40. 
389Ibid., 40. 
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his translations at times are more accurate than those which More preferred. And indeed Tyndale 

could point to Erasmus, More’s great friend, for a precedent. For Erasmus had not only edited the 

New Testament in Greek; he had also translated it afresh into Latin. And in Erasmus’s Latin 

translation the Greek work ἐκκλησία (“church”) appeared at times as congregatio, Greek presbyteros 

as senior or presbyter (and not as sacerdos, which in the Latin bible was traditionally reserved for 

“priest” in the Jewish or pagan sense),  and so forth. Why should such translations be branded as 

heretical in Tyndale’s English version when they were tolerated in Erasmus’s Latin version? Because, 

said More, he found no such “malicious intent” in Erasmus as he found in Tyndale. In short, it was 

not the translation but the translator that More really objected to.390 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

We need to reexamine the biblical meaning of the Greek word ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia) as 

employed by the Holy Spirit. Just a perusal of the passages in the New Testament that employs 

ekklēsia, we soon discover that the ekklēsia is essentially a fellowship of persons and not an 

institution. The community of the Messiah (Christ) cannot be an institution or a church. The 

community of Christ lives by faith and love in the power of God’s Holy Spirit—not by an 

institution or church. In the institutional church, we frequently observe orthodox beliefs 

separating Christians from one another. God’s living Word is replaced by theology and 

dogma. The institution replaces fellowship among God’s people. Love is replaced by our creed. 

We can say that the biblical ekklēsia of Jesus Christ is God’s people, that is to say, the elect of 

God. How do we become a part of God’s elect? Paul answers this question in his Ephesian 

Epistle:  

 
   And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your 

salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit. (Ephesians 

1:13) 

 

We should never read our ideas into the Greek word ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia). Yet, many 

Christians, unconsciously, read the word ekklēsia as it has historically developed over the 

centuries into an image of an institution. Even in Acts 2:47, translators add the word “church” 

into the text. But the Greek word ἐκκλησία is not in the Greek text. The text simply reads: 

“And the Lord added the ones being saved from day to day together (ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτό, epi to 

auto).” Everyone who repents and accepts Jesus as Lord is added to Christ’s community of 

believers—added together. The ekklhsia of God is a Christian community—a fellowship of 

persons living together.  

Far too often, the ekklēsia of God, as a whole, has conveyed to the world, at large, that 

for one to be a Christian, one must subscribe to certain doctrinal beliefs maintained by one of 

the splinter factions of God’s people. The ekklēsia of the Messiah ought to be a place where we 

receive support and encouragement and experience forgiveness “in” and “through” Jesus Christ. 

As members of God’s ekklēsia, we need to return to the essential meaning of the Christian 

Gospel—the Gospel of redemption “in” and “through” the blood Atonement of Jesus upon 

                                                 
390Ibid., 41. 
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Calvary. As believers in the Christ, we assemble in response to God’s initiative for the salvation 

of both men and women, which redemption is a free gift to those who believe that Jesus is the 

Son of God. 

It is in the ekklēsia that one loses self and is reminded that in spite of any achievements, 

one is not his or her own. As believers, we gather as a collective body of priests and, in this 

assembly, the Word of God is proclaimed in order to open the hearts and minds of His 

people to the message of grace that comes through Jesus Christ. Even as the Body of Christ 

participates in the observance of the Lord’s Supper, we, once more, witness to the objectivity 

and reality of God’s redemption “in” and “through” the Messiah.391 The ekklēsia has been 

chosen by God as the vehicle of the proclamation of His Revelation to a lost and dying 

world. Having said this, the community of Christ must not transform the Gospel of God into a 

legal code. The ekklēsia must not substitute rules and regulations for the proclamation of 

redeeming facts—the Death, Burial, and Resurrection of Christ. The Gospel must never be 

turned into a new law.  

This examination of the church is a plea to all of the present day warring factions to 

abandon the belief that they and they alone represent the channel of God’s grace. If we remove 

the Cross of Jesus as the central thrust of the ekklēsia, we change Christianity beyond 

recognition. The people of God must forsake the tendency to become narrow and bigoted and 

stop manifesting harsh and unlovely attitudes toward the weak. The ekklēsia must recapture the 

redeeming act of God through the Atonement of Jesus. Remember, the ekklēsia of God is the 

new radical fellowship of love.  

As we refocus our attention upon the true ekklēsia of the one true God, we must ever be 

conscious that within the Body of Christ there is new life “in” and “through” Christ our 

Redeemer. The ekklēsia of the Messiah is indispensable to the welfare of any society. Every 

ekklēsia of the Most High must work to restore the unity for which Jesus prayed in His priestly 

prayer as recorded by John, one of the Twelve (see John 17). The ekklēsia must seek to restore 

the lost unity among Christians within the various denominations—denominations that confess 

Jesus as Lord.  

The general concept of the ekklēsia to the world is totally unintelligible. The ekklēsia 

needs to recapture that the ekklēsia is the bearer of God’s Divine Revelation and of His 

redemption “in” and “through” His Anointed One. Existing “churches” are branches of the one 

true ekklēsia of God. No one group by itself is the “church” or ekklēsia. Every local ekklēsia 

owes its being to an act of God. For this reason, Christians should bury their divisions. As stated 

earlier, there is only “one” ekklēsia. Yet, this statement implies to some that their particular 

party constitutes the only “true” church or ekklēsia. In conclusion, we must say that the 

ekklēsia of God is not a human organization, but rather it is a community of which Jesus 

Christ is the living Lord. It is an inward fellowship of faith and love.  
The ekklēsia must distinguish between matters of faith and matters of inherited traditions, 

which traditions are frequently equated with the Word of God itself. Unity can never be realized 

on the basis of doctrinal agreement; there must always be the freedom of intellectual inquiry. 

                                                 
391For an examination of the significance of the Lord’s Suppers, see Dallas Burdette, “The Significance 

of the Last Supper,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom, 440-448.  
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We must reject tradition as an organ of Divine Revelation. The true ekklēsia of God is a 

worshipping community with its life in Christ—a life guided by the Holy Spirit. The task of 

every worshipping community is to carry forward the work of the redeemer. Since the ekklēsia 

of God is built from above, it has its source in God. The various local bodies of believers must 

never allow themselves to be brought into bondage to the dictates of some within the Christian 

community. It is appropriate to conclude with the remarks of Alexander Campbell when he 

began the Christian Baptist publication (1823) in order to bring unity to the divided body of 

Christ: 

 
     But the grandeur, sublimity, and beauty of the foundation of hope, and of ecclesiastical or social 

union, established by the author and founder of Christianity, consisted in this, that THE BELIEF OF 

ONE FACT, and that upon the best evidence in the word, is all that is requisite, as far as faith goes to 

salvation. The belief of this ONE FACT, and submission to ONE INSTITUTION expressive of it, is 

all that is required of Heaven to admission into the church. 

     So long as unity of opinion was regarded as a proper basis of religious union, so long have 

mankind been distracted by the multiplicity and variety of opinions. To established what is called a 

system of orthodox opinions as the bond of union was, in fact, offering a premium for new diversities 

in opinion, and for increasing, ad infinitum, opinions, sects, and divisions And what is worse than all, 

it was establishing self-love and pride as religious principles, as fundamental to salvation, for a love 

regulated by similarity of opinion, is only a love to one’s own opinion; and all the zeal exhibited in 

the defense of it, is but the pride of opinion.  

     It is again and again asserted, in the clearest language, by the Lord himself, the Apostles Peter, 

Paul, and John, that he that believes the testimony that Jesus is the Christ, is begotten by God, may 

overcome the world, has eternal life, and is, on the veracity of God, saved from his sins. This should 

settle the first point; for the witnesses agree that whosoever confesses that Jesus is the Christ, and is 

baptized, should be received into the church; and not an instance can be produced of any person being 

asked for any other faith, in order to admission, in the whole New Testament. 

     The New Testament was not designed to occupy the same place in theological seminaries that 

the carcasses of malefactors are condemned to occupy in medical halls—first doomed to the 

gibbet, and then to the dissecting knife of the spiritual anatomist. Christianity consists infinitely 

more in good works than in sound opinions; and while it is a joyful truth that he believes and is 

baptized shall be saved, it is equally true that he that saith, “I know him, and keepeth not his 

commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him.”392 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Comedian Emo Philips tells a story about two men on a bridge, one of which is about to 

commit suicide. He relates this story in order to demonstrate how crazy denominationalism can 

become. I, too, can identify with this mindset since I grew up in a very narrow-minded 

denomination called the Church of Christ. Listen to this story to see if you can recognize 

yourself. To set the stage for this story, we should keep in mind that one was about to jump 

when another person approached this individual to try to talk him out of this frame of mind. 

This story begins when it turns to religion: 

                                                 
392 Alexander Campbell, “The Foundation of Hope and of Christian Union”, Christians Baptist 1, no. 9 

(April 1824):176, 177, 178. Campbell uses the word institution in a different sense than what I (Dallas Burdette) 

affirmed earlier in this essay. The word institution should be interpreted within its own context. Apparently, 

according to the writings of Campbell, he uses the word institution to denote the Christian society of believers, 

not a political or structural organization with a ruling class of officers. 
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I said, “Are you a Christian or Jew or a Hindu or what?” 

He said, “A Christian.” 

I said, “Small world! Me, too. Protestant or Catholic or Greek Orthodox?” 

He said, “Protestant.” 

I said, “Me, too! What franchise?” 

He said, “Baptist.” 

I said, “Me, too! Northern Baptist or southern Baptist?” 

He said, “Northern Baptist.” 

I said, Me, too! Northern Conservative Baptist or Northern Liberal Baptist?” 

He said, “Northern Conservative Baptist.” 

I said, “Me, too! Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist or Northern Conservative Reformed Baptist?” 

He said, “Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist.” 

I said, “Me, too! Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist, Great Lakes region, or Northern Conservative 

Fundamentalist Baptist, Eastern Region?” 

He said, “Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist, Great Lakes Region.” 

I said, “Me, too! Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1879 or 

Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1912?” 

He said, “Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1912.” 

I screamed, ‘DIE HERETIC!” And I pushed him over.393 
 

 

 

 

                                                 
393Cited from Jerry Newcombe, Coming Again (Colorado Springs: Colorado: Chariot Victor Publishing, 

1999), 45. I (Dallas Burdette) highlighted “I said” and “He said” in order to facility ease of reading. This story 

was transcribed from video (routine by comedian Emo Philips), reproduce in Michael J. Hostetler, Illustrating 

the Sermon (Grand Rapids: Ministry Resource Library, Zondervan, 1989), 78-79. I am indebted to Gary R. 

Habermas and Michael R. Licona, The Case for the Resurrection of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 

2004), 43 for citation reference. 
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25 
 

Date of the Exodus  
 

 

 

 The Scriptures date the Exodus as having occurred in 1446 BC and Joshua’s conquest in 

1406 BC. As we approach the date of the Exodus, we quickly discover conflicting opinions 

among scholars.394 Some professors date the Exodus as having occurred in the thirteenth 

century (late date) and others assign a time to the fifteenth-century (early date). The early date, 

by some scholars, is based upon two factors, as they interpret the data—archaeology and the 

Bible. On the other hand, some interpreters assert the late date (13th century BC) as the most 

logical date, based, not upon the Bible’s chronology, but rather upon the interpretation of some 

archaeological findings and the Generally Accepted Dates (GAD) for Egyptian chronology.  

Some scholars, in spite of the so-called archaeological data, and rightly so, still rely upon 

the biblical data in seeking a solution to this most perplexing question as to the time frame of 

the Exodus.395 As we sift through the various scholarly journals and books dealing with the date 

of the Exodus, we detect that there is no consensus as to the interpretation of the data. This 

chapter seeks to examine both the late and early date as proposed by liberal and conservative 

scholars. There is no harmony as to the presuppositions set forth in order to try to arrive at a 

date that harmonizes with so-called archaeological findings, irrespective of the biblical data.   

 The objective of this study is to present the various theories advanced by late date 

(13th century BC) and early date (15th century BC) theologians and archaeologists. Even 

though this chapter addresses the interpretation of the data as presented by the archaeologists in 

establishing the late date (based on the accepted Egyptian chronology), nevertheless, the basic 

presupposition of this chapter is that the Bible is the final source of authority in establishing 

beyond doubt the time frame assigned for the Exodus.  

 

LATE DATE (13TH CENTURY BC) 

 

 The late date is based upon the so-called archaeological finds of numerous 

archaeologists.396 John Davis and John Whitcomb (Theology Professor and Old Testament 

                                                 
394An excellent example of differences among men of equal scholarship is found in Siegfried H. Horn, 

“What We Don’t Know About Moses and the Exodus,” Biblical Archaeology Review 3, no. 2 (June 1977): 22-

31. 
395Archaeological data is very fluid; the data set forth by numerous scholars, often times, depends upon 

the presuppositions of the archaeologist.  
396Siegfried H. Horn, “What We Don’t Know About Moses and the Exodus,” Ibid. 
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scholar)397—both scholars accept the biblical account for the date of the Exodus—explain the 

position of many archaeologists this way: “Many scholars, refusing to accept the historical 

accuracy of the numbers of the Bible, date these events in the thirteenth century BC”398 One 

such example is the distinguished archaeologist, Kathleen Kenyon (1906-1978, leading 

archaeologist of Neolithic culture in the fertile Crescent) who worked for many years in 

Palestinian excavations. She asserted forcefully her understanding of chronology: “Chronology 

in Palestine cannot stand on its own feet until one is dealing with a relatively late epoch.”399 The 

relatively late date (13th century) is based upon the so-called evidence from Egypt—two of the 

cities of Raamses (Tanis and Qantir). Also, the late date is maintained because of the political 

history of the 19th Dynasty.400 This history deals with Ramses II’s Wine-Jar Sealings, 

Transjordan campaign, Hittite Treaty, and the Form of Mosaic Covenant.401 

 On the other hand, the early date is predicated upon [1] biblical evidence: (a) chronology 

of 1 Kings 6:1, and (b) Judges 11:26; and [2] Egyptian chronological evidence402: (a) Thutmose 

I [1504-1492], (b) Hatshepsut [1479-1457], (c) Thutmose III [1479-1425], (d) Amenhotep II 

[1427-1397], (e) Thutmose [1397-1387], Son of Amenhotep [1427-1397], and (f) Apiru.403 

As we reflect upon the confusion, just where do we start in order to establish a correct 

chronology upon which to base our understanding for the date of the Exodus? Another scholar, 

John Bimson, has suggested moving the conquest back 200 years in order to reconcile the 

biblical account with chronology of the various periods.404 Still, another archaeologist, Han 

Goedicke, has also suggested the early date (15th century) for the Exodus based upon a tidal 

wave. He says that a “Tidal-like wave was transmitted by a volcanic eruption in the 

Mediterranean Sea.”405 

                                                 
397John Whitcomb taught at Grace Theological Seminary in Winona Lake, Indiana, from 1951 to 1990, 

and gained much recognition for his work on The Genesis Flood, which he co-authored with Dr. Henry Morris 

in 1961. This book has been credited as one of the major catalysts for the modern creationist movement. 
398John J. Davis and John C. Whitcomb, A History of Israel from Conquest to Exile (Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 1980), 17. 
399Kathleen M. Kenyon (1906-1978), Archaeology in the Holy Land, 5th ed. (New York: W.W. Norton 

and Company, 1979), she was a British archaeologist of Neolithic culture in the Fertile Crescent. She led 

excavations of Tell es-Sultan, the site of ancient Jericho, from 1952 to 1958, and has been called one of the 

most influential archaeologists of the 20th century. She was Principal of St Hugh's College, Oxford from 1962 

to 1973 and studied herself at Somerville College, Oxford. 
400See Alberto Siliotti, Guide to the Valley of the Kings (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1999), 2, for the 

Generally Accepted Dates for the 18th, 19th, and 20th Dynasties. 
401William. H. Shea, “Date of the Exodus,” International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, revised, 4 vols. 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 2: 230. 
402Even though I list the Egyptian chronology based on the Generally Accepted Dates (GAD) for the 

Pharaohs of Egypt, still, I do not accept the GAD for Egyptian chronology. 
403Shea, “Date of the Exodus,” International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 2: 230. 
404John J. Bimson and David Livingston, “Redating the Exodus,” Biblical Archaeology Review 13, no. 5 

(September/October 1987): 40-53, 66-69. 
405Cited in Hershel Shanks, “The Exodus and the Crossing of the Red Sea,” Biblical Archaeology 

Review 7, no. 5 (September/October 1981): 43-50. 
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Statement of Conflicting Views 

 

 Since the late date (13th century) and early date (15th century) are often asserted by both 

theological scholars as well as archaeological scholars, this in-depth study presents both sides 

concerning the pinpointing of the date. This evaluation looks at the evidence presented by both 

sides in order to demonstrate the confusion among scholars in seeking to arrive at a correct 

understanding of the date. In seeking to pigeon-hole data as it is revealed from excavations, 

scholars frequently adhere to the chronology established by Egyptologists.406 Many scholars key 

their dating of the Exodus to the known (exceptionally vague) historical records of Egypt.407 

Nevertheless, in spite of the questionable chronology of Egypt, many theologians frequently 

reject the mid-fifteenth century (1446 BC) dating of the Exodus. Why? Since many of the late 

date scholars reject the early date (1446 BC), many scholars, without question, follow the 

dating scheme as advanced by others for a late date (1250 BC) based on GAD of Egyptian 

chronology. 

 As we read in detail this investigation concerning the dating of the Exodus, we will 

quickly discover that the interpretation of the archaeological evidence408 and the Egyptian 

chronology409 is highly subjective. The late date (13th century BC) is asserted upon the 

interpretation of data as presented by certain archaeologists and Egyptian chronologists. The 

scholars, as a whole, still do not know how to apply the information from the various sources 

without a tremendous amount of narrow-mindedness in their analysis. For instance, Siegfried 

H. Horn (1908-1993, Seventh-day Adventist archaeologist and Bible scholar) calls attention to 

the subjectivity on the part of scholars in their application of the data: 

 
     The fact that after more than two hundred years of critical study, scholarly unanimity in this 

respect has not been approached, let alone achieved, illustrates, in Beegle’s words, ‘how much 

subjectivity is involved in a chain of reasoning which attempts to solve inner details of tradition and 

their development.’410 

                                                 
406See the following books for a refutation of the Generally Accepted Dates for Egyptian Chronology: 

Immanuel Velikovsky, Ages in Chaos: From the Exodus to King Akhnaton, vol., 1 (New York: Doubleday, 

1952); Donovan A. Courville, The Exodus Problem and Its Ramifications, 2 volumes (Loma Linda, California: 

Challenge Books, 1971; and Gary North, Moses & Pharaoh: Dominion Religion Versus Power Religion (Tyler, 

Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1985), 299-325. 
407Doovan A. Courville, “A Biblical Reconstruction of Egypt’s Chronology,” The Journal of Christian 

Reconstruction 2, no. 1 (Summer 1975): 131-159. 
408See Hershel Shanks, “The Exodus and the Crossing of the Red Sea, According to Hans Goedicke,” 

Biblical Archaeology Review 7, no. 5 (September/October 1981): 42-50; Charles Richard Krabmalkov, “A 

Critique of Professor Goedicke’s Exodus Theories,” Biblical Archaeology Review, Ibid., 51-54; Siegfried H. 

Horn, “What We Don’t Know About the Exodus,”  Biblical Archaelogy Review 3, no. 2 (June 1971): 22-31. 
409Courville, “A Biblical Reconstruction of Egypt’s Chronology,” 2:131-159. See also Gary North, 

Moses & Pharaoh (Tyler, Texas: The Institute for Christian Economics, 1985), 299-325. 
410Siegfried H. Horn, “What We Don’t Know About the Exodus,” Biblical Archaeology Review 7, no. 5 

(September/October 1981): 52. Horn retired as Dean of the Theological Seminary of Andrews University, 

Berrien Springs, Michigan. He also served as Director of the Heshbon Archaeological Expedition (1968-1973) 



 341 

THE PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED  

WITH DATING THE EXODUS 

 

 Archaeologists are continuously revising their findings based upon further studies. 

Examples of this subjectivity on the part of scholars are found in the writings, as mentioned 

above, of Siegfried H. Horn. He refers to three scholars of the late date hypothesis—(1) Moshe 

Pearlman,411 (2) David Daiches,412 and (3) Dewey Beegle.413 Horn critiques414 these three Books 

by these distinguished scholars concerning the Exodus from Egypt and concludes by saying that 

one is impressed with how little, not how much one knows about the Exodus.415  

 He calls attention to Pearlman who accepts the 13th century date because “current 

historians and archaeologists” place it in that time frame.416 Horn also asserts that Daiches puts 

the Exodus under Ramses II (1279-1213 BC) “as most scholars think.”417  Beegle, too, presents 

some evidence—chronological and otherwise—which also appeals to a late date (13th century) 

in the 19th Dynasty (1295-1188 BC) in the time of Ramses II.418 We almost stand in awe as we 

look at the material available on this subject. We almost feel that we are entangled in a labyrinth 

as we seek to find our way out of the dilemma. Horn cautions that we should not reject the early 

date (15th century) too readily: 

 
     It is true that much historical and archaeological evidence points to a 13th-century-BC date for the 

Exodus, for which reason the majority of scholars currently accept this date. However, the 15th-

century date should not so cavalierly be dismissed or completely ignored as our authors do, for not all 

the Biblical and extra-Biblical evidence points to the 19th Dynasty as the time when the Exodus took 

place.419 

 

Horn calls notice to the difficulties encountered by scholars as they seek to disentangle 

the confusion that exists within the world of scholarship. He drives home his point by zeroing in 

on the problems of source criticism. He employs Exodus 33:7-11 as an example to demonstrate 

the complexity of the problem in seeking a solution to the date of the Exodus. For instance, he 

writes: 

 
     This passage is attributed to E (the Elohist) by Walter Beyerlin, to J (the Yahwist) by Murray and 

to D (the Deuteronomist) by Martin Noth. The fact that after more than 200 years of critical study, 

scholarly unanimity in this respect has not been approached, let alone achieved, illustrates, in 

Beegle’s words, “how much subjectivity is involved in a chain of reasoning which attempts to solve 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

and was on the staff of the excavations at Shechemn. He is the author of many articles and books, including 

Light from the Dustheap. 
411Moshe Pearlman, In the Footsteps of Moses (Jerusalem: Nateev Publishing, 1973). 
412David Daiches, Moses: The Man and His Vision (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1975). 
413Dewey M. Beegle, Moses: The Servant of Yahweh (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972). 
414See Horn, “What We Don’t Know About the Exodus, 23. 
415Ibid., 22. 
416Ibid.. 23. 
417Ibid. 
418Ibid. 
419Ibid.,  23. 
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inner details of tradition and their development” (p. 249). Although there are of course many passages 

in the Pentateuch as to which there is great agreement, an honest and serious study can only conclude 

that its ancient compiler(s) used various materials and attempted to create a set of five books which 

give a coherent picture of what happened, just as Tatian of the second century of the Christian era and 

many others after him, combined the narrative material of the four Gospels of the New Testament 

into a Gospel Harmony which tried to harmonize the various conflicting strands of traditions about 

the life and work of Jesus.420 

 

 Horn also calls awareness to two chronological statements from Scripture that attest to an 

early date—I Kings 6:1 and Judges 11:26.421 He then cites other evidence that supports an 18th-

dynasty Exodus.422 He argues that the conditions surrounding Moses are more favorable than 

under the 19th-dynasty kings “when there was no dearth of sons.”423 Horn correctly calls 

attention to insurmountable problems by assigning the date of the Exodus to the 19th dynasty.424 

Having correctly argued his case for an early date (15th century BC) for the Exodus, he then 

proceeds to examine the number that migrated out of Egypt under Moses—2,000,000.  

He rejects outright, without any evidence, the numbers in the census in Numbers 

(Chapters 1 and 26). He then cites Exodus 12:37, where it states that the Exodus included 

600,000 armed adult men, not including dependents.425 In order to show the disparity among 

scholars in their denial of the biblical account, he cites Daiches’ numbers involved in the 

Exodus to be ‘“between two and six thousand’ (p. 82).”426 On the other hand, Beegle believes 

‘“a total of about 16,000’ (p. 142)” would be more accurate.427  

 

CONSERVATIVE SCHOLARSHIP 

 

William Shea 

 

Scholarship is not always clear as to which position they promote. The scholars of the 

late date (13th century) have made inroads into the camp of those who hold to the inspiration of 

Scripture. For example, William Shea, a conservative scholar, calls attention to a representative 

summary of the dating problem: 

 
     The date of the Exodus is one of the most debated topics in the OT studies because of the 

ambiguous nature of the evidence. Although the biblical texts seem to require a date in the middle of 

the 15th cent. BC, archaeological evidence seems to point to a date in the 13th cent. BC428 

 

                                                 
420Ibid. 
421Ibid. 
422Ibid. 
423Ibid., 24. 
424Ibid. 
425Ibid. 
426Ibid. 
427Ibid. 
428Shea, “Exodus, Date of the,” International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, revised edition, 2:230. 
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This author (Shea) wants to hold to the 15th century dating (early date), but his 

justification, so it seems, is diminished because of his presuppositions concerning methodology. 

His methodology is established upon comparative chronology and comparative archaeology. 

This supposedly is the neutral scholarship that one needs in order to make rationality of the 

Bible. He postulates that the mid-fifteenth century, according to the biblical text, is the date of 

the Exodus.429 His conservative view of the date of the Exodus is based more upon pragmatism 

rather than the biblical evidence if I understand him correctly. He writes: 

 
     While it is possible that these data could have been corrupted in transmission, the most reasonable 

approach to them is to examine in more detail the historical context in which they date the Exodus. 

The biblical date for the Exodus has a reciprocal relationship with the events described in Exodus as 

related to Egyptian history. A pragmatic approach to this date suggest a period in Egyptian history 

that should be examined for a possible relationship to the biblical Exodus, and considerable 

agreement of the evidence from Egyptian and biblical sources pointing to that period supports the 

accuracy of the chronological data (480) years from which that search started.430 

 

He argues for a 15th century date, but he does not begin with the premise that this must be 

the case, or state of affairs; rather, he appeals to pragmatism as the beginning point of 

establishing the date. 

 

Roland Harrison 

 

Another conservative scholar, Roland Harrison, one of the International Standard Bible 

Encyclopedia’s editors (1982), argues for a 13th century BC dating (late date) for the Exodus. 

His rationale is based upon the assumptions of the late date archaeologists who disagree 

endlessly about the dating of the Bronze Ages (Early, Middle, and Late). He has accepted a 

classification system that is based upon the 19th century evolutionary social theory.431 Harrison 

mentions that early in the twentieth century a significant change of opinions in favor of the 15th 

century date for the Exodus dominated the scene.432 But, at the same time, he is not convinced 

of the early date (15th century); he says, “The question cannot be settled simply by an appeal to 

the Book of Kings in the light of an arbitrary dating for the fall of Jericho.”433 His argument is 

ambiguous; his recommended chronology specifically rejects the testimony of 1 Kings 6:1. 

  

                                                 
429Ibid. 
430Ibid., 237. 
431See Gary North, Moses & Pharaoh, 322-325. 
432Roland K. Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), 175. 
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G. Ogg 

 

The New Bible Dictionary (1987) does not even mention the possibility of a mid-fifteenth 

century date.434 G. Ogg does not comment upon the clear-cut chronological boundaries of 1 

Kings 6:1 in association to the Exodus. He confuses the issue by attempting to bring up the 

problem of overlapping the period of the Dynasties (There is no evidence to indicate an 

overlapping of the judges as there is in Egyptian chronology.). This theory of overlapping 

dynasties, according to many scholars, is the best solution to the Exodus problem. For a case in 

point, Ogg attempts to neutralize the consequence of 1 Kings 6:1 by appealing to “overlapping 

dynasties.” Thus, concludes Ogg: 

 
     In near eastern works involving chronology, it is important to realize that ancient scribes did not 

draw up synchronistic lists as is done today. They simply listed each series of rulers and reigns 

separately, in succession on the papyrus of tablet. Synchronisms were to be derived from special 

historiographical works, not the king-list or narratives serving other purposes. An excellent example 

of this is the Turin Papyrus of Kings from Egypt. It lists at great length all five Dynasties 13 to 17 in 

successive groups, totaling originally over 150 rulers and their reigns accounting for at least 450 

years. However, it is known from other sources that all five Dynasties, the 150-odd rulers and 450-

odd regnal years alike, must all fit inside the 234 years from c. 1786 to c. 1552 BC: rarely less than 

two series, and sometimes three series of rulers are known to have reigned contemporaneously.435 

 

THE EARLY DATE (15th CENTURY) 

 

Biblical Evidence 

 

 The evidence for the early date (15th century) is based upon the comments of the author 

of 1 Kings 6:1. The following citation is the crux of determining the date of the Exodus: 

 
     In the four hundred and eightieth year after the Israelites had come out of Egypt, in the fourth 

year of Solomon’s reign over Israel, in the month of Ziv, the second month, he began to build the 

temple of the LORD (1 Kings 6:1).  

 

I Kings 6:1 states that Solomon began to build the Temple in the fourth year of his reign 

(970 BC)—480 years after the Exodus. The dates for Solomon’s reign are generally assigned to 

970-931 BC.436  Armstrong and Finegan write: 

 
     There is more reason to accept the literal accuracy of the statements concerning the length of their 

reigns. While the forty-year figure again gives every evidence of a scheme, it is likely that it is very 

                                                 
434G. Ogg, “Chronology of the Old Testament,” New Bible Dictionary, 2nd Edition (Wheaton, Illinois: 

Tyndale, 1987), 191-192.  See also Gary North, Moses & Pharaoh, 300-302 for an excellent analysis of Roland 

Harrison and G. Ogg. 
435Ibid., 192. 
436See W. P. Armstrong and J. Finegan, “Chronology of the OT,” International Standard Bible 

Encyclopedia, revised edition, 1982), 1: 681. The dates listed are 971-931 BC. 
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close to the actual figure in each case. On this basis, David’s reign over Judah would have begun ca. 

1010 BC and Solomon over all Israel.437 

 

The other text that is crucial to the early date is Judges 11:26: “For three hundred years 

Israel occupied Heshbon, Aroer, the surrounding settlements and all the towns along the Arnon. 

Why didn’t you retake them during that time?” This Scripture may be correlated with 1 Kings 

6:1. In Judges 11:26, Jephthah (ca. 1100 BC) states that the Israelites had lived in the 

Transjordan for three hundred years. Thus the Conquest would be dated ca. 1400 BC and the 

Exodus ca. 1450 BC.438 The early date is established upon biblical chronology. 

 

Egyptian Evidence 

 

 The Egyptian evidence is founded upon the Generally Accepted Dates (GAD) assigned to 

Egyptian chronology.  Shea, as mentioned above, bases his view of an 18th dynasty Exodus 

upon the so-called historical data, which appears to uphold a 15th century date for the Exodus. 

The Pharaohs of this period must be dated as accurately as possible before an attempt is made to 

associate the biblical events with them. The following chronological time frames are the 

Generally Accepted Dates for the various Dynasties with their kings.439 Even though I consider 

the dates to be incorrect, nevertheless, I employ these dates in the following analysis.440  The 

chronology of the 18th Dynasty (1550-1295 BC; Shea, 1550-1295 BC) has been established by 

using three types of data: (1) Sothic cycle dates, (2) new moon dates, and (3) the highest 

                                                 
437Ibid. 
438See also John Bimson and David Livingston, “Redating the Exodus,” Biblical Archaeology Review 

13, no. 5 (September/October 1987): 42, where they write: 

 

     Another Biblical text—Judges 11:26—indicates that the Israelites had been settled in Transjordan 

for 300 years by the time of Jephthah, one of the Judges. Jephthah, by common agreement, can be 

dated to about 1100 BC This would place Israelite settlement east of the Jordan 300 years earlier—

about 1400 BC, again, almost 200 years before the GAD (Generally Accepted Date—RDB). . . . 

Admittedly, the figure of 480 years used in 1 Kings and the 300 years used in Judges sound like 

approximations, round figures rather than precise calculations. The figure 480 is perhaps especially 

suspect; it is 12 times 40, a frequently used figure in the Bible. Yet, we doubt whether these figures 

should be dismissed as meaningless, as they have been by most critical scholars. As we will show 

below, the reasons why scholars originally preferred the GAD to the Biblical chronology have all 

been undermined in recent years. 

 
439See Alberto Siliotti for dates concerning Egyptian Chronology in Alberto Siliotti, Guide to the Valley of 

the Kings (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1999), 9. Just a perusal of the various scholarly journals and books 

reveal differences in the chronology. I have chosen to utilize the traditional chronology by Siliotti in order to 

keep the paper more uniform as to dates. 
440For the reconstruction of Egyptian chronology by Donovan A. Courville, see his essay, “A Biblical 

Reconstruction of Egypt’s Early Chronology,” in The Journal of Christian Reconstruction 2, no. 1 (Summer 

1975): 131-150. 
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numbered regnal years attested for each of the kings who ruled during this period.441 The 

following analysis is based on Shea’s article—“Date of the Exodus.” 

 

Thutmose I (1504-1492 BC) 

 

 Moses was eighty years old when he went to negotiate with Pharaoh. Adding these years 

to the date of 1450 BC for the Exodus, then the date for the birth of Moses would be 1530 BC. 

According to Shea, the Sothic cycle and the total number of regnal years known for Amenhotep 

I would place his reign from 1553 to 1532 BC.442 Since Aaron was three years older than 

Moses, it seems that the death decree was not in effect during the latter reign of Amenhotep I. 

Thus Thutmose I would be the Pharaoh who proclaimed the death decree. This assessment is 

based on the GAD of Egyptian chronology, not the reconstruction of Egyptian chronology as 

proposed by Velikovsky and Courville. 

 

Hatshepsut (1479-1457 BC) 

 

 It is possible that Hatshepsut was the daughter who rescued Moses (see Exodus 2:1-10). 

If Moses was born c. 1530 BC, then Hatshepsut’s father would have been the one to order the 

death of all male babies. Moses would have grown up during the reigns of Thutmose I and 

Thutmose II (Hatshepsut’s husband).443 Since Moses fled Egypt when he was forty years old 

(Acts 7:23), then it was late in the reign of Hatshepsut (Shea, 1504-1482 BC) and her coregent 

Thutmose III (Shea, 1504-1450 BC) that Moses returned to Egypt.444 

 

Thutmose III (1479-1425 BC) 

 

 The most significant information that has come down is that he died in the Red Sea at the 

time of the Exodus.445 The date of his death is recorded in the biography of Amenemhab, who 

served in the Egyptian navy under several Pharaohs.446 

 

Amenhotep II (1427-1397) 

 

 The coregency of Thutmose II and Amenhotep II should be taken into account. 

Amenhotep II was the son of Thutmose II. Amenemhab, after giving the date of Thutmose II’s 

death, describes the coronation of Amenhotep II with a reference to the beheading of foreign 

chiefs brought back to Egypt as captives.447 If Amenhotep II held the Hebrews responsible for 

the death of his father (He was from Egypt at the time of the Exodus.), this factor would 

                                                 
441Shea, International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, Ibid., 2:233. 
442Ibid. 
443Ibid. 
444Ibid. 
445Ibid., 233-234. 
446Ibid., 234. 
447 Ibid., 235. 



 347 

possibly explain his reference to 3,600 Apiru448 brought back to Egypt from his campaigns in 

Syro-Palestine.449  

 

OTHER VIEWS OF THE EARLY DATE 

 

The New International Version Study Bible 

 

As noted above, Horn sets forth 1 Kings 6:1 and Judges 11:26 to give credence to the late 

date (15th century BC). It is also significant that the NIV Study Bible’s Introduction to Judges 

also relies upon this passage for an early date for the Exodus. The author of this introduction 

writes: 

 
     Fixing precise dates for the judges is difficult and complex. The dating system followed here is 

based primarily on 1 Ki 6:1, which speaks of an interval of 480 years between the exodus and the 

fourth year of Solomon’s reign. This would place the exodus c. 1446 BC and the period of the judges 

between c. 1380 and the rise of Saul, c.1050. Jephthah’s statement that Israel had occupied Heshbon 

for 300 years (11:26) generally agrees with these dates. 

     Some maintain, however, that the number 480 in 1 Ki 6:1 is somewhat artificially arrived at by 

multiplying 12 (perhaps in reference to the 12 Judges) by 40 (a conventional number of years for a 

generation). They point out the frequent use of the round number 10, 20, 40 and 80 in the Book of 

Judges itself. A later date for the exodus would of course require a much shorter period of time for 

the judges (see Introduction to Exodus: Chronology).450 

 

Hans Goedicke 

 

 Hans Goedicke rejects the biblical data in his postulation of the late date. Rather, his 

theory is based upon a volcanic eruption that created a tsunami, which drowned the Egyptians. 

He sets forth his presuppositions in the following words: 

 
     THE CROSSING OF THE RED SEA in which the Egyptians drowned was an actual historical 

event that occurred in 1477 BC. The miraculous episode took place in the coastal plain south of Lake 

Menzaleh, west of what is now the Suez Canal. The drowning of the Egyptians was caused by a giant 

tidal-like wave known as a tsunami which swept across the Nile delta, over Lake Menzaleh, 

inundating the plain south of the lake. The tidal-like wave was transmitted by a volcanic eruption in 

the Mediterranean Sea.451 

 

 This citation is the thrust of Hans Goedicke’s presuppositions concerning the events 

surrounding the drowning of the Egyptians, which is totally at variance with an eyewitness 

                                                 
448See Courville, The Exodus Problems and its Ramifications, 2 vols., 1:27 for a discussion of Apiru 

versus the Hebrews. He maintains, and I think correctly, that the Hebrews were not the same as the Apiru. 
449 Shea, International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 2:236. 
450See “Background, Judges” Kenneth Barker, General Editor, The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1985), 326. 
451See Hershel Shanks, “The Exodus and the Crossing of the Red Sea, According to Hans Goedicke,” 

Biblical Archaeology Review 7, no. 5 (September/October, 1981): 42. 
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account. Hershel Shanks (b. 1930) summarizes the so-called findings of Goedicke, world-

famous Egyptologist, who postulates the early date upon new evidence and new conclusions.452 

His so-called evidence for the early date is not based upon the biblical evidence, but rather upon 

his weird interpretation of a volcanic eruption that created a tidal wave that occurred in the 

Mediterranean Sea. He rejects the 13th century date as not in keeping with other archaeological 

evidence, which does appear as sound reasoning. Goedicke believes that the Exodus occurred in 

1477 BC, but, at the same time, he denies the biblical account of the Exodus. Shank summarizes 

the basic presuppositions of Goedicke in the first paragraph of his review: 

 
     The miraculous episode took place in the coastal plain south of Lake Menzaleh, west of what is 

now the Suez Canal. The drowning of the Egyptians was caused by a giant tidal-like wave known as a 

tsunami which swept across the Nile delta, over Lake Menzaleh, inundating the plain south of the 

lake. The tidal-like wave was transmitted by a volcanic eruption in the Mediterranean Sea.453 

 

Shanks objects to his (Goedicke’s) theories, if I understand him correctly, since his 

conjectures go against the bulk of scholarship that advances a late date (13th century BC). 

Goedicke’s theories are diametrically opposed to a massive body of prevailing scholarly 

thought. Shanks does not cite, as a whole, the work of Goedicke’s essay, but rather, he 

paraphrases the substance of his arguments.454 We cannot argue with every statement of 

Goedicke, because some of his arguments are in harmony with the Genesis and the Exodus 

accounts of the background preceding the Exodus and immediately following. But, on the other 

hand, we cannot agree with his wild conjectures—no evidence—about what really happened. 

He refuses to consider the eyewitness testimony of Moses who records the events surrounding 

the Exodus.  

In the following analysis, Shanks examines the basic concepts postulated by Goedicke as 

follows: (1) The Pharaoh of the Exodus was a woman—Hatshepsut, who ruled Egypt from 

1487 BC to 1468 BC;455 (2) the Israelites were invited to Egypt through the mediation of one of 

the group’s members—Joseph; (3) one of the chancellors of Egypt was none other than Jacob 

who was chancellor to a Semite (Hykos) king named Apophis;456 (4) Pithom cannot be 

identified with Tell Mashkhuta, but Tell el-Rataba, which dates to the Middle Bronze Age II 

(1700—1500 BC);457 (5) the store cities of Ra’amezez is incorrectly equated with Pi-Ramesses, 

the residence of the Ramessides. He affirms that the construction mentioned in the Bible is 

generally associated with the reign of Ramesses II who ruled from 1290 to 1224 BC, which he 

says is incorrectly read from the biblical text. If the Exodus people built Pi-Ramesses, it is 

                                                 
452Ibid., 42-50. 
453Ibid., 42. 
454Ibid. 
455Ibid. See also William Shea, “Date of the Exodus,” in Geoffrey W. Bromiley, general editor, The 

International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, revised edition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 2:230-238, for a 

thorough discussion of Hatshepsut. These dates are the GAD of Egyptian Chronology. 
456Ibid., 42-43. 
457Ibid., 43-44. The dates given in this analysis come from Goedicke, unless stated otherwise. 
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obvious that the Exodus must have occurred in the 13th century BC.458 (6) The store cites of 

Ra’amezez cannot be identified with Pi-Ramesses, the residence of the Ramessides.459  

The identification is impossible phonetically. When the royal residence is always referred 

to, the royal name is always connected with the Egyptian word pr, meaning “house” or 

“residence.” The reference is always in the form per Ramesses;460 another reason why the 

Exodus could not have occurred in the 13th century is that the earliest reference to Israel outside 

the Bible is in the Merneptah stele.461 Merneptah was the successor of Ramesses II. This stele 

records his military achievements to the fifth year of his reign (1219 BC). By that time Israel 

had become a significant people, a 13th century Exodus would not allow enough time for Israel 

to become numerous;462 (8) by looking for the cause of the flash flood, we will find evidence for 

dating the Exodus.463 

 

The Miracle of the Sea 

 

Goedicke, instead of accepting the biblical account, believes that “The miracle of the 

Sea” must be seen as a “real experience and not simply from literary imagination.”464 This 

statement is true. The miracle of the Sea is not a fiction; it actually happened. But, on the other 

hand, he refuses to accept the account of Moses—who was there. Instead he postulates that the 

destruction of the Egyptians came about as a result of a volcano, which erupted about 1475 BC 

on the island of Thera/Santorini, thirty miles north of Crete. This eruption, according to 

Goedicke, triggered a huge tidal-like wave (called a tsunami) that drowned Knossos. Then this 

tsunami reached the Nile Delta and flooded it (621 miles away from the volcano eruption).465 

Following this devastation, the tsunami passed through the shallow Lake Menzaleh and 

drowned the Egyptians waiting to confront the Israelites.466 Shanks concludes his paraphrase of 

Goedicke’s conclusions: 

                                                 
458Ibid. 
459For an excellent analysis of the names, see Bimson and Livingston, “Redating the Exodus,” 42. 
460See Hershel Shanks, “The Exodus and the Crossing of the Red Sea, According to Hans Goedicke,” 

Biblical Archaeology Review 7, no. 5 (September/October, 1981): 43-44. 
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462Shanks, “The Exodus and the Crossing of the Red Sea, According to Hans Goedicke,” 43-44. 
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     The miraculous episode took place in the coastal plain south of Lake Menzaleh, west of what is 
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466Ibid. For us to fully grasp the arguments of Goedicke, we need to read the complete paraphrase as 

presented by Hershel Shanks. See also Hans Georg Wunderlich, The Secret of Crete (New York: Macmillan, 



 350 

 
     At this tense moment, when destruction seemed imminent, a miracle happened. Caused by an 

outbreak of the volcano Thera, a tidal-like wave rolled through the southeastern Mediterranean, 

passing through Lake Menzaleh and filling the plain where the Egyptians were encamped. In the 

early morning hours of a spring day in 1477 BC. Professor Goedicke concludes, the earth did not 

“swallow up the footprints” of those who had opposed Hatshepsut as she claimed, but instead the 

pharaoh’s troops were drowned,      And Israel was born in the ‘miracle of the Sea,’ the theophany of 

its God.467 

 

 When something novel is advanced, it appears that the more outlandish one’s 

presuppositions happen to be, someone will accept the theory as if it were true. One such writer 

and scholar is Ian Wilson (b. 1941). In his commentary on Exodus, he expresses the views of 

Goedicke.468 Wilson gives documented evidence as to the effects that a volcanic eruption 

generates, which appears to give credence to Goedicke, but this proves nothing except the fact 

that a volcano erupted on an Island north of Crete. In conjunction with Goedicke’s hypothesis, 

Wilson draws attention to the volcanic activities of Mount St. Helens,469 yet, his presuppositions 

are not supported by an eyewitness account of what actually happened in 1446 BC. He, like 

Goedicke, does not accept the biblical account. For example, Moses, an eyewitness and a 

participant, writes: 

 
     Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and all that night the LORD drove the sea back 

with a strong east wind and turned it into dry land. The waters were divided,  22 and the Israelites went 

through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of water on their right and on their left. 23 The Egyptians 

pursued them, and all Pharaoh’s horses and chariots and horsemen followed them into the sea.  24 

During the last watch of the night the LORD looked down from the pillar of fire and cloud at the 

Egyptian army and threw it into confusion.  25 He made the wheels of their chariots come off so that 

they had difficulty driving. And the Egyptians said, “Let’s get away from the Israelites! The LORD is 

fighting for them against Egypt.” 26 Then the LORD said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the 

sea so that the waters may flow back over the Egyptians and their chariots and horsemen.”  27 Moses 

stretched out his hand over the sea, and at daybreak the sea went back to its place. The Egyptians 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

1974), 149, comments on the “tsunami” in his exposure of Sir Arthur Evan’s excavations of Crete and Evan’s 

so-called Palace of King Minos at Knossos in Crete: 

     In any case the tsunami could not have been dangerous to the inhabitants of Phaistos, situated at a 

high elevation and on the southern side of the island, away from the Aegean. The same is true for the 

inhabitants of the mountain valleys. Tsunamis have another characteristic that the layman is usually 

unaware of. The Japanese name means “great wave in port.” A seismic wave is not effective in the 

open sea, but only along the coasts. The same is true for regular tides as well, which rise only a few 

feet in Hawaii or the other small islands of the Pacific. It is only where the depth of water lessens 

over a continental shelf that tides and tidal waves can reach imposing heights. Only continental shelf 

coasts and large islands are prone to dangerous tsunamis, which dash up against them to enormous 

heights. Small islands, such as the innumerable rocky islands of the Aegean, for example, are 

relatively safe from seismic waves (underlining is mine—RDB).  

 
467Shanks, “The Exodus and the Crossing of the Red Sea, According to Hans Goedicke,” 50. 
468Ian Wilson, Exodus the True Story (San Francisco, CA: Harper and Row, 1985), 97-127. 
469Ibid., 115-116. 
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were fleeing toward it, and the LORD swept them into the sea.  28 The water flowed back and covered 

the chariots and horsemen—the entire army of Pharaoh that had followed the Israelites into the sea. 

Not one of them survived. 29 But the Israelites went through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of 

water on their right and on their left.  30 That day the LORD saved Israel from the hands of the 

Egyptians, and Israel saw the Egyptians lying dead on the shore.  31 And when the Israelites saw the 

great power the LORD displayed against the Egyptians, the people feared the LORD and put their 

trust in him and in Moses his servant (Exodus 14:21-31).  

 

Pillar of Cloud and Pillar of Fire 

 

 Goedicke, almost nonchalantly, comments on the “pillar of cloud” and the “pillar of fire” 

as associated with a phenomenon to the north of Egypt, not with the supernatural from God. He 

writes: 

 
     In Exodus 13:21-22 and in Exodus 14:19 we learn that a “pillar of cloud” by day and a “pillar of 

fire” by night stood before the departing Israelites. These two signs are of a conspicuously volcanic 

nature. Moreover, these phenomena stood in front of the emigrants moving north. It is thus 

necessary to look for the source of the volcanic phenomena somewhere to the north of Egypt, that is, 

in the Mediterranean Basin.470 

 

He seems not to make a distinction between the two phenomena—“pillar of cloud” and 

the “pillar of fire.” We cannot help but wonder how the “pillar of cloud” (volcanic ash) from the 

volcano—621 miles from Egypt—managed to settle in front of the Israelites and not in front of 

the Egyptians. On the other hand, the primary source—the Book of Exodus—gives another 

account of this event: 

 
     By day the LORD went ahead of them in a pillar of cloud to guide them on their way and by night 

in a pillar of fire to give them light, so that they could travel by day or night.  22 Neither the pillar of 

cloud by day nor the pillar of fire by night left its place in front of the people. (Exodus 13:21-22)  

 

 Both “pillars” were to guide the children of Israel in their journey. One guided them by 

day and the other by night. As we reflect upon Goedicke’s statement about the “pillar of 

Cloud,” we cannot help but wonder how this cloud of ash from the volcano was able to stand in 

front of 2,000,000 Israelites471 and move behind them to protect them from the approaching 

                                                 
470Shanks, “The Exodus and the Crossing of the Red Sea, According to Hans Goedicke,” 48. 
471See T. Eric Peet, Egypt and the Old Testament (Boston: Small, Maynard and Company, 1924),  106, 
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     Thus, for instance, if the exodus consisted or appeared to consist of the departure from Egypt of 
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monuments which have survived in Egypt, would at any rate have left some unmistakable impression 

on Egyptian history. 
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army of Pharaoh.  Moses comments upon this “pillar of cloud” in his Book of Exodus (1406 

BC): 

 
     Then the angel of God, who had been traveling in front of Israel’s army, withdrew and went 

behind them. The pillar of cloud also moved from in front and stood behind them, 20 coming between 

the armies of Egypt and Israel. Throughout the night the cloud brought darkness to the one side and 

light to the other side; so neither went near the other all night long. (14:19-20) 

 

Goedicke wants, so it appears, to hold on to certain things about the Exodus, as recorded 

by Moses in the Book of Exodus, but, on the other hand, we witness his discarding the primary 

source (Book of Exodus) for his own fanciful theory. We immediately recognize a 

hermeneutical inconsistency of the worst kind. Goedicke’s hermeneutics are clearly dictated by 

a theological a priori, that is to say, presumptive—formed or conceived beforehand. 

 

Charles Richard Krahmalkov 

 

 The editors of Biblical Archaeology Review invited Charles Richard Krahmalkov to 

respond to Hans Goedicke’s article.472  Just a brief perusal of Krahmalkov’s essay also reveals 

that both accounts concerning the origin of the Exodus are examples of speculation. Neither 

explanation accepts the biblical description as recorded in the Book of Exodus. Yet, both men 

refer to the story in the Book of Exodus to refute each other’s theories, but then both men 

discard the details as given by Moses. Krahmalkov criticizes Goedicke for relying upon his 

imagination and not upon the biblical text. He correctly criticizes Goedicke’s article for his 

failure to rely upon the data in the Book of Exodus—the original, or primary, source. He writes: 

 
     Let us begin with a fundamental difficulty: In none of the Biblical descriptions of the Exodus is 

there anything remotely suggesting a huge wave. One may of course respond that the Biblical 

accounts were written long after the event and, as a result, misunderstand or misrepresent what 

actually occurred in what was, even then, a remote antiquity. But among the biblical descriptions, at 

least one is a primary source describing the great event.... Professor Goedicke insists that there are 

“no primary sources such as documents, public inscriptions, or representations which can be 

connected with the Exodus account.” He must therefore rely on secondary sources and inferences 

from circumstantial evidence.473 

 

Krahmalkov is correct in calling attention to the biblical descriptions as reported by 

Moses. He then censures Goedicke for relying upon secondary sources from which he draws 

inferences from circumstantial evidence. Then, on the other hand, Krahmalkov incorrectly 

nullifies Exodus 14:15-31 with the poetic song eyewitness account that immediately follows 

(15:1-10). He says, “The ancient eyewitness account (15:1-10) must take priority over later 

Biblical traditions (14:15-31).” He seeks to set aside the narrative account (14:15-31) with the 

poetic account (15:1-10). This explanation is a classic example of liberalism among the 
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scholars.474 Since Moses wrote both accounts, we wonder why Moses would have listed both 

accounts (narrative & poetic sections) if he thought that the song contradicted his narrative 

version of the Exodus.475 

 Krahmalkov argues for a 13th century date rather than a 15th century date (as advocated 

by Goedicke) based on the “poetic song” as reported by Moses, an eyewitness account (15:1-

10). Krahmalkov expresses his disagreement with Goedicke with the following words: 

 
     This poem presents a far different picture of the Exodus from that inferred by Professor Goedicke. 

Exodus 15 speaks not of a huge wave, but a raging storm at sea which claimed the lives of Israel’s 

pursuers. Moreover, it places the event not in the 15th century, but at the end of the 13th century or 

beginning of the 12th century BC476 

 

Just a brief read-through of Krahmalkov’s essay also reveals that he, too, has jumped to a 

number of unjustified conclusions— assumptions not based upon the biblical text, but rather 

upon his own presuppositions. He then proposes—a position as preposterous as the tsunami—to 

offer a solution to the problem of crossing the Red Sea: 

 
     When the Egyptians overtook Israel encamped at the sea (Exodus 14:9), they found that their 

intended victims had already departed by ship. The Egyptians vowed to continue the pursuit by sea. 

But while at sea a sudden storm arose, capsizing the Egyptian pursuit vessels and hurling horse, 

chariot and rider into the deep waters with great loss of life (Exodus 15:1-5).477 

 

 Unlike Goedicke—who postulates a tidal wave theory—Krahmalkov advances the notion 

that they boarded ships to cross the Red Sea. We must stand in amazement as we read the two 

reports, especially Krahmalkov’s criticism of Goedicke for not staying with the biblical 

account. We can hardly keep from laughing at such scholarship. This is somewhat like the “pot” 

calling the “kettle” black. Krahmalkov builds his whole theology of the Exodus upon a 

misreading of the “Song of Moses and Miriam” (15:1-21). Yet, he is honest enough to admit 

that his theory is “pure conjecture,” which we can appreciate. He candidly admits: “Needless to 

say, the reconstruction is pure conjecture. But it is far better grounded in the Biblical text than 

in Professor Goedicke’s version.”478  It is evident that neither author allows the Scriptural 

passages to instruct his polemic.  

Krahmalkov seems to rely upon Frank Moore Cross’ (b. 1921, Professor of Hebrew and 

other oriental languages) essay concerning barges in the stormy sea.479 Krahmalkov builds his 

                                                 
474Liberalism and chronology are discussed more fully under the heading Biblical Chronology Versus 

Liberal Chronology in this chapter. 
475Ibid., 52. See this same page for an analysis of the distinction between the narrative and poetic 

sections. Apparently his prejudice against the narrative section (Exodus 14:15-31) is so deep-seated that a 

verdict is passed before the evidence is even considered. His prejudice negates the possibility of understanding 

the two texts.  
476Ibid. 
477Ibid., 54. 
478Ibid. 
479Ibid., 52. 
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theory upon the poem (Exodus 15:1-21) and, in essence, dismisses the account in Exodus 

14:15-31. Cross, too, dismisses Exodus 14:15-31 as from another time period. He develops his 

arguments for boats from the poem, not the narrative, which he dismisses. He writes: 

 
     The absence of these traditional motifs is surprising and requires explanation. So far as we can tell, 

the Egyptians are thrown from barks or barges into the stormy sea; they sink in the sea like a rock or a 

weight and drown.480 

 

His arguments for a denial of Exodus 14:15-31 are based upon the Graf-Wellhausen 

Documentary Hypothesis.481 We wonder where the ships came from that could transport 

2,000,000 Israelites across the Red Sea, plus Pharaoh’s army and chariots. Once the Israelites 

got across, did they take some of the ships back for the Egyptians to pursue them? This theory, 

too, is just “pure conjecture.” Moses did not mention anything about ships in the narrative, not 

even in the poem. Since Moses was there, perhaps it would be well to read his own account of 

how the Israelites crossed the Red Sea: 

 
     Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and all that night the LORD drove the sea back 

with a strong east wind and turned it into dry land. The waters were divided, 22 and the Israelites went 

through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of water on their right and on their left. 23 The Egyptians 

pursued them, and all Pharaoh’s horses and chariots and horsemen followed them into the sea.  24 

During the last watch of the night the LORD looked down from the pillar of fire and cloud at the 

Egyptian army and threw it into confusion.  25 He made the wheels of their chariots come off so that 

they had difficulty driving. And the Egyptians said, “Let’s get away from the Israelites! The LORD is 

fighting for them against Egypt.” 26 Then the LORD said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the 

sea so that the waters may flow back over the Egyptians and their chariots and horsemen.”  27 Moses 

stretched out his hand over the sea, and at daybreak the sea went back to its place. The Egyptians 

were fleeing toward it, and the LORD swept them into the sea.  28 The water flowed back and covered 

the chariots and horsemen—the entire army of Pharaoh that had followed the Israelites into the sea. 

Not one of them survived. 29 But the Israelites went through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of 

water on their right and on their left.  30 That day the LORD saved Israel from the hands of the 

Egyptians, and Israel saw the Egyptians lying dead on the shore.  31 And when the Israelites saw the 

great power the LORD displayed against the Egyptians, the people feared the LORD and put their 

trust in him and in Moses his servant (14:21-31). 

 

                                                 
480Frank Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1973), 132. 
481Ibid., 112-144. See also my comments below under the caption “Biblical Chronology Versus Liberal 

Chronology” for an analysis of the Graf-Wellhausen Documentary Hypothesis. 
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Eliezer D. Oren 

 

 Another scholar, Eliezer D. Oren, a prominent Israeli Archaeologist, censures Goedicke’s 

theories as existing “only in Dr. Goedicke’s imagination.”482 Yet, all three scholars—Goedicke, 

Krahmalkov, and Oren—engage in subjectivity in their analysis of the Exodus event. For 

example, the editor of the journal (Biblical Archaeology Review) summarizes the basic 

presuppositions of Goedicke, Krahmalkov, and Oren concerning the location of the drowning of 

the Egyptians: 

 
     Professor Goedicke, a distinguished Egyptologist and chairman of the department of Near Eastern 

Studies at Johns Hopkins University, placed the drowning of the Egyptians in the eastern Nile Delta. 

Professor Krahmalkov places it in the large body of water south of the Sinai known as the Red Sea. In 

this issue of BAR, Professor Eliezer D. Oren, a prominent Israeli archaeologist and chairman of the 

Department of Archaeology at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, presents his views. Professor 

Oren places the drowning of the Egyptians in the Lake Bardawil area of the northern Sinai.483 

 

 Oren deals with the utter foolishness of Goedicke’s arguments in a forthright manner. 

One such argument advanced by Goedicke deals with the cloud and fire, as analyzed above, 

which followed the Israelites. Goedicke attributes this phenomenon to the volcano Thera that 

erupted on an island 30 miles north of Crete, which was 621 miles from the eastern Nile 

Delta.484 Oren correctly disapproves of this conjecture: 

 
     Literary descriptions and “poetical reflections” aside, it is most difficult to imagine how fire and 

smoke emanating from an island hundreds of miles away could be observed not only from the eastern 

Nile Delta but also from different localities (at different times) in the Sinai desert. Let it be 

remembered, the Israelites experienced the pillar of fire and smoke as being among them, in their 

very presence (Even the eastern Nile Delta is about 621 miles (1000 km) from Thera.485  

 

 Oren’s arguments against Goedicke’s arguments about the “pillar of cloud” are sound 

reasoning. The biblical account credits this observable fact of the “pillar of cloud” to an act of 

God, not to the volcano Thera. Again, we stand in astonishment at how the smoke from the 

volcano (621 miles away) could move from the front of Israel’s army and move to the back in 

order to separate the Egyptian army from the Israelites. On one side of the “pillar of cloud,” 

there was light, but on the other side, there was darkness. Hopefully, repetition may be 

pardoned here, for the priesthood of liberalism, which prevails in many scholarly journals and 

commentaries by which the truths of God are undermined or openly denied, leavens the minds 

of many. Moses gives the following note concerning this miracle:  

 

                                                 
482Eliezer D. Oren, “How Not to Create a History of the Exodus—A Critique of Professor Goedicke’s 

Theories,” Biblical Archaeology Review 7, no. 6 (November/December 1981): 49. 
483Ibid., 46. These comments by the editor sets the stage for Oren’s essay. 
484Ibid., 52. 
485Ibid. 
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     Then the angel of God, who had been traveling in front of Israel’s army, withdrew and went 

behind them. The pillar of cloud also moved from in front and stood behind them, 20 coming between 

the armies of Egypt and Israel. Throughout the night the cloud brought darkness to the one side and 

light to the other side; so neither went near the other all night long. (Exodus 14:19-20)  

 

Again, Oren attacks Goedicke’s over-all position about the Exodus as “totally confused 

and has very little to do with the biblical record.”486 Once more, he correctly assesses the tenor 

of Goedicke’s essay in his criticism of his position concerning Hebrew builders as “militarily 

experienced mercenaries pursuant to a ‘contractual agreement’ with pharaohs who engaged the 

Hebrews as frontier guards”487: 

 
     Fanciful theories aside, the only source we have for the Hebrew oppression in Egypt is the 

Biblical text. That text, however, is very explicit: the Hebrews were subjected to shameful servitude 

and compulsory labor in connection with public building projects.488  

 

 Oren’s analysis is an excellent refutation of Goedicke’s essay.  After a thorough analysis 

of the arguments presented by Goedicke, Oren concludes with the following succinct 

observation: 

 
     I regret to say that very little of a positive nature can be said about Dr. Goedicke’s hypothesis. It is 

a good illustration of how a theory is conceived and formulated on the basis of an arbitrary and often 

misleading culling of selective support from various sources—from the Bible, from Egyptian records, 

and from archaeological materials. Above all, Dr. Goedicke lacks first-hand control over any of his 

prime source material. Overall, one cannot help but feel that for Dr. Goedicke, Biblical study, as a 

scholarly discipline based on explicit textual, stylistic and linguistic guidelines, is completely 

irrelevant.489 

 

BIBLICAL CHRONOLOGY  

VERSUS  

LIBERAL CHRONOLOGY 

 

Since liberal chronology does not harmonize with biblical chronology, a brief overview 

of biblical chronology should shed more light in dealing with the problems of Egyptian 

chronology. This study sets forth a brief account of biblical chronology in order for us to have 

some standard by which to judge the correctness or incorrectness of dates assigned to the 

biblical date for the Exodus. We cannot study biblical chronology without exposure to scholars 

who deny biblical chronology, as stated above, as well as the genuineness of the Old and New 

Testament Books.490 The study of biblical chronology is essential to the dating of the 

                                                 
486Ibid., 51. 
487Ibid., 49. 
488Ibid., 50. 
489Ibid., 53. 
490See Siegfried H. Horn, “What We Don’t Know About Moses and the Exodus,” Biblical Archaeologist 

Review 3, no. 2 (June 1977), 281, where he says: 
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Exodus from Egypt. In our study of the Older Testamental writings, we must consider the 

puzzling question, what is Liberalism? Those scholars who generally reject biblical chronology 

also reject the basic Christian doctrines of the church as well as the reliability of the biblical 

text. Perhaps, the following paragraph explains what is meant by liberal scholarship:  

 
     Liberal Protestantism is a modern movement that reinterprets the biblical and historic doctrines 

and practices of Christianity. Reluctant to endorse orthodox doctrines such as the virgin birth, the 

bodily resurrection of Jesus, the need for renewal by the Holy Spirit and the infallibility of the Bible, 

liberal Protestants are more interested in adapting religious ideas to modern culture and thought.... 

Following theologians like Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976), liberal Protestants insist that modern men 

and women cannot understand or accept the outdated teachings of Christianity in a world so changed 

by modern science.  This is a thinly disguised naturalism—in Bultmann’s case a strident anti-

supernaturalism—which insists that the Bible must be “demythologized,” freed of symbolic myths 

such as the atonement or miracles and reinterpreted to see what Jesus or the Bible’s writers really 

taught.  Biblical Christianity is precisely the story of a great miracle—the resurrection; this view 

destroys any real possibility of belief in God.491 

 

Based upon the above definition, liberalism is the denial of the virgin birth, the 

bodily Resurrection of Jesus, the infallibility of the Bible, Mosaic authorship of the 

Pentateuch, the miracles of the Bible, the Atonement, and so on. This is liberalism! 

Liberalism is a denial of the inspiration of the Holy Scriptures.  Liberalism denies that “men 

spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21). We, as 

Christians, must be concerned about liberalism. Jesus also confronted liberalism among the 

religious leaders in His day:  

 
     But do not think I will accuse you before the Father. Your accuser is Moses, on whom your hopes 

are set. If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me. But since you do not 

believe what he wrote, how are you going to believe what I say?  (John 5:45-47) 

 

Seventeenth Century Liberalism 

 

 To understand liberalism today, we must go back to the seventeenth century. The 

modern-day liberal biblical theology movement has its origin in the writings of Baruch 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

     He (Dewey Beegle) shows how the different strands of tradition about Moses, the Exodus, and the 

desert wanderings were put together to form a running story by compiler(s) who wanted to create a 

harmonious unit. Yet, Beegle’s work also demonstrates that it is almost impossible to disentangle the 

complex web of sources to arrive at generally acceptable solutions. This fact strongly impresses itself 

on the reader’s mind when he is repeatedly told that one prominent scholar attributes a certain 

passage to one source, another equally eminent scholar attributes the same passage to another source, 

and third scholar to a third source. . . . Exodus 33:7-1. . . . This passage is attributed to E (the Elohist) 

by Walter Beyerlin, to J (the Yahwist) by Murray Newman and to D (the Deuteronomist) by Martin 

Noth.  

 
491Terry L. Miethe, The Compact Dictionary of Doctrinal Words (Minnesota: Bethany House Pub., 

1988), 127. 
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Spinoza (AD 1631-1677) and Richard Simon (AD 1633-1712)—a Catholic priest in France. 

La Payrene, a French Calvinist, who challenged the commitment to biblical infallibility by 

creating hypotheses that contradicted biblical teaching, influenced both of these men.492  During 

the time of Spinoza and Simon, another leader arose, Jean Le Clerc (AD 1657-1736), who also 

questioned the authorship of the Pentateuch.493  Le Clerc’s denial of Mosaic authorship was so 

radical that even Simon was offended by his proposals.  Another liberal, Jean Astruc (AD 

1684-1766) reflected upon the Simon/Le Clerc controversy (AD 1685-1686) as one of the most 

intense confrontations in the history of ideas about the Bible.494 

 

Documentary Hypothesis 

 

 Even though others, from time to time, denied Mosaic authorship, Astruc did not.  

Nevertheless, Jean Astruc paved the way for later criticism of the Pentateuch (Genesis, Exodus, 

Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy). Up until the second half of the eighteenth century, 

Mosaic authorship remained the generally accepted position. Although Astruc, a French 

medical doctor, still held to Mosaic authorship, he laid the groundwork for such men as Graf 

(1815-1869) and Wellhausen (1844-1919) in their Documentary Hypothesis, that is to say, 

the dividing of the Pentateuch into four sources (JEDP), thus denying Mosaic authorship. 

Astruc maintained that there were repetitions and contradictions in the Pentateuch, and, as a 

result, he concluded that Moses used various sources in compiling the Pentateuch. 

 

Four Sources: JEDP 

 

 Originally, the key for sources (JEDP) turned upon the use of the names “Lord” (J 

[Y]ahweh) and “God” (Elohim). 495  To this day the different use of names for God is the chief 

characteristic of source splitting, that is, dividing the Books of Moses into four sources, and 

thereby denying Mosaic authorship. Herbert Livingston calls attention to these various sources 

in the naming of the documents: 

 
     From Astruc on, the criterion of two divine names, Elohim and Jehovah, has been elemental to 

analysis of the Pentateuch and the basis for three of the four documents.  The sources E and P has the 

name Elohim, and J had Jehovah; each of these sources or documents has separate histories.... 

     Julius Wellhausen is the scholar generally credited with resolving the issue of dating sequence.  

Drawing heavily upon the implications of Hegel’s postulates—thesis, antithesis, and synthesis in the 

processes of history—Wellhausen opted for the sequence JEDP.  In his famous Book, Prolegomena 

to the History of Ancient Israel, first published in 1878, Wellhausen argued so persuasively for his 

                                                 
492Richard Elliott Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? (New York: Summit Books, 1987), 20.  
493The word Pentateuch comes from Greek (pentateuchos), which means “five scrolls” or “five 

volumes.”  Also called by the Jews “Torah” or the “the five-fifths of the law.”  The Pentateuch consists of the 

first five Books of the Bible.  The five Books into which the Pentateuch is divided are respectively Genesis, 

Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. 
494See R. K. Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), 3-18. 
495Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible?, 52-53. 
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position that he won the day.  His theory became standard in Old Testament liberal circles for more 

than half a century and still is a powerful voice.496  

 

 The Graf-Wellhausen Documentary Hypothesis497 has had tremendous influence upon 

modern day scholars. One such scholar is Robert B. Laurin, former professor of Old Testament 

at the American Baptist Seminary in Covina, California.  Thus, Laurin explains his concept of 

the Documentary Hypothesis with approval:  

 
     Three famous sources were used in the formation of the bulk of Genesis through Numbers. The 

first is called the “J” source because it tends to use consistently the proper name “Jahweh” (usually 

spelled “Yahweh”) for God; it probably comes from the tenth century BC during the reign of 

Solomon.  The second source is called the “E” source because it uses the name “Elohim” for God, 

and perhaps comes from the Northern Kingdom of Israel about a century later, that is, in the ninth 

century BC shortly after the breakup of Solomon’s kingdom.  The third source is termed the “P” 

source because of its dominant priestly interest in worship and law; it appears to have been gathered 

together during the exile in Babylonia in the sixth century BC ...  The Priestly History comprises 

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers.  Sometime after the destruction of Jerusalem gathered 

together some of the older narrative sources, particularly “J” and “E.” ... The motive for the formation 

of this history was Israel’s own situation.... Second, the recognition of sources shows us that the main 

characters of the Books are the heroes, not the authors, even though a given Book may bear the name 

of Moses or Samuel or Joshua, this does not mean that it is the product of his hand.  The Books are all 

anonymous, the products of centuries of gradual collection.... Thus, scholars have concluded that such 

expression as “the Lord said to Moses”: or “Moses said” are not indications of authorship, but rather 

only general formulas to introduce collections of literature.498 

  

Age of Skepticism 

 

 During this period of skepticism, beginning with Spinoza and Simon, other men of 

prominence also stand out as major players in the development of cynicism regarding the Bible: 

Voltaire (1694-1778), Hume (1711-1776), Rousseau (1712-1778), Diderot (1713-1784), 

Lessing (1729-1781), and Kant 1724-1804).499 Another important name that played a 

significant role in the development of the modern-liberal theology movement was Johann 

Philip Gabler (1753-1826). Gabler was essentially a rationalist, and his approach to biblical 

theology prevailed for approximately fifty years. With this rationalistic technique of Gabler, 

                                                 
496G. Herbert Livingston, The Pentateuch in Its Cultural Environment, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

1987), 226-227.  
497For an excellent analysis of the Graf-Wellhausen Documentary Hypothesis, see Harrison, 

Introduction to the Old Testament, 19-32. 
498Robert B. Laurin, The Layperson’s Introduction to the Old Testament (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 

1991), 2-5. See also Thomas Samuel Kepler, John Knox, Herbert Gordon May, and Samuel Terrien, eds. 

Interpreters Dictionary of the Bible, (Nashville: Abingdon, 1982). S.v. “Biblical Criticism,” by K. Grobel 
499T. C. Smith, Kerygma and Church: Studies in Acts (South Carolina: Smyth & Helwys Publishers, 
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scholars began to view the Bible as any other Book. No longer was the Bible the Word of 

God—it was now just one more Book.500   

 In the meanwhile, Hegel’s (1770-1831) views were put to use in the study of the 

Scriptures. The comments of Livingston may be added for further confirmation of this 

statement: “The views of Comte, father of logical positivism, and Hegel, champion of logical 

progression after the pattern of a thesis-antithesis-synthesis sequence, were particularly 

influential among Old Testament Scholars.”501 Livingston explains how Hegelian philosophy 

was applied to the Pentateuch: 

 
     How then did the Wellhausen theory date the four documents?  Since the D document was 

declared to be written in the seventh century and made public in Josiah’s reform of 621 BC, that 

document became the keystone for the procedure.  It was decided that D knew about the contents of J 

and E, but not of the Contents of P; hence, J and E were written before 621 BC, and P, at a later date. 

     Dialectically, the J document, with its naïve concepts, could be dated before E, and the early 

phases of the divided kingdom seemed to provide a good historical setting.  It could be argued that J 

was the kingdom of Judah’s reaction against the establishment of the kingdom of north Israel.  The 

purpose of J, then, was to provide Judah with a “historical” document that would justify Judah’s and 

Jerusalem’s claim to be the governmental center of all Israel.  Likewise, E would be the antithetical 

production of the Kingdom of north Israel, led by the tribe of Ephraim, to show that there were 

historical antecedents in the Patriarchs and in Joshua for the governmental center to be located in the 

north. 

      The theory continued to conclude that after the destruction of the northern kingdom of Israel, in 

721 B. C., broadminded men during the reign of Manasseh (first half of seventh century BC) felt that 

the E document was too valuable to lose, so they blended it with the J document. This new JE 

document became a new thesis and the D document its antithesis.  The thinking of the D document is 

said to have triumphed, substantially, during the Exile in Babylon and colored the composition of the 

historical Books Joshua through II Kings.  However, the “Holiness Code,” tied with Ezekiel, arose as 

another antithesis to D; and slowly, for perhaps a century, the priests in exile and then in Jerusalem 

put together the P document and made it the framework of a grand synthesis, the Pentateuch.502 

 

 Scholars applied the thinking of Hegel to the study of the Bible.  Before the time of 

Hegel, truth was conceived on the basis of antithesis.503 For example, truth, in the sense of 

antithesis, is related to the idea of cause and effect. In other words, if anything is true, the 

opposite is false. In plain English, absolutes504 imply antithesis. Hegel departed from the 

classical methodology of antithesis.505 No longer did men think of thesis and antithesis; now, 

                                                 
500The rules of interpretation should be applied to the Bible as one would place upon any other book, but 

we should remember that the Bible is not just some fresh book, it is the Word of God. 
501Livingston, The Pentateuch in Its Cultural Environment,, 226, 227. 
502Ibid., 230-231. 
503Francis A. Schaeffer, The God Who Is There (Downers Grove, Illinois: Inter-Varsity Press, 1968), 

177, where he says, “Antithesis: Direct opposition of contrast between two things (As in ‘joy’ which is the 

antithesis of ‘sorrow’).” 
504Ibid., “Absolute: A concept which is not modifiable by factors such as culture, individual psychology 

or circumstances; but which is perfect and unchangeable.  Used as an antithesis of relativism.” 
505See Francis A. Schaeffer, Escape from Reason (Downers Grove, Illinois: Inter-Varsity Press, 1968), 

30-45 for an excellent treatment of Hegel’s philosophy. 
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men thought in terms of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.506  He and his followers shifted the 

concept of truth and modern man was born.507 

 According to liberal scholarship, the words of Scripture are no longer God’s Revelation.  

Thus, there is no absolute standard by which right and wrong are determined. No longer is the 

Word of God viewed as the Word of God, but now the Scriptures are simply looked upon as the 

words of men.  Scholarship, influenced by Hegel, forgot that historic Christianity stands on 

a basis of antithesis. Without antithesis, then Christianity is meaningless. Without 

antithesis there is no way of determining what is right and what is wrong. If there are no 

absolutes, then who is to determine what is right and what is wrong? The Christian view is that 

God and God alone is the answer to what is right and what is wrong.  God alone is authoritative. 

Isaiah (739 BC) calls attention to the fact that it is God’s Word that is the determinant factor as 

to what is right and what is wrong: “To the law and to the testimony! If they do not speak 

according to this word, they have no light of dawn” (Isaiah 8:20). God revealed Himself 

through His Holy Spirit and the Holy Spirit revealed God’s will through His prophets and 

through the Apostles of Christ. 

 

Liberal Chronology 

 

 In order to understand the impact of the Graf-Wellhausen Documentary Hypothesis508 

upon the church today, we must understand something of the time frame within which the 

liberals assign to the Books of Moses. Liberals deny not only Mosaic authorship, but also the 

authenticity of other Books of the Old Testament as well as New Testament Books.  Again, the 

question is: What is the Graf-Wellhausen Hypothesis? The following explanation sets forth in 

a nutshell the basic theory: 

 
     Graf-Wellhausen Hypothesis.  A theory concerning the origins of the Pentateuch which, though 

having numerous antecedents, was most persuasively argued by K. H. Graf (1866) and Julius 

Wellhausen (1876-1884); it added to the existing hypothesis the argument that written documents, 

combined and revised over several centuries from varying historical and theological points of view, 

could be (fairly) precisely dated and placed in an evolutionary sequence.  A J (Yahwist) document 

                                                 
506Schaeffer, God Who Is There, 179, “Synthesis: The combination of the partial truths of a thesis and its 

antithesis into a higher stage of truth, cf. Dialectic.” 
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JEDP.”  See Ibid., 109, where they define JEDP: “JEDP Terminology used in the documentary hypothesis to 

designate the documents identified by this method of analysis: J = Jahwist, dated ca. 950 BC: D = 

Deuteronomist, dated ca. 622 B. C.: P = Priestly, dated ca. 500—450 BC. Proponents of this theory believe that 

J and E were combined ca. 750 BC, to which D was added ca. 620 BC, with P added in the postexilic period, 

giving the Pentateuch its final form as we know it by 400 BC. This hypothesis was given its classical expression 

by Julius Wellhausen in 1878. Source Criticism.” 
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(ca. 850 BC) and an E (Elohist) document (ca. 750 BC) were, according to this hypothesis, combined 

by a redactor (RJE) around 650 BC; the Deuteronomic Code (621 BC, called D) was added by a 

redactor (RD) around 550 BC; the Priestly Code (Ca. 450 BC) constituted the final document added 

by a redactor (RP) around 400 BC509 

 

 From the above citation, we observe that the liberals divide the Books of Moses into four 

documents (JEDP), as stated earlier.  From these four documents, the following chronology is 

assigned:  “J” (J [Y]ahweh) is designated a date around 850 BC; (Elohist) “E,” is allotted a date 

close to 750 BC; then, “J” and “E” were combined by a redactor (editor) in 650 BC; “D” 

(represents Deuteronomy) is consigned a date just about 621 BC during the reign of Josiah; “D” 

was combined with “J” and “E” by a redactor in 550 BC; “P” (represents primarily Leviticus) 

is doled out a date approximately 450 BC; then, finally, “J” and “E” and “D” were brought 

together in 400 BC. This chronology set forth by many scholars is vastly different from that 

assigned by the Holy Spirit.   

 

Biblical Chronology: Exodus and Patriarchs 

 

 In order for us to understand more clearly the work of the “destructive critics” of the 

Bible, it is necessary to perceive a time frame of biblical chronology in order to assess the 

liberals’ assigned chronology to the Pentateuch. Does the Bible give any indication as to the 

dates within which the Old Testament writings can be dated? Perhaps, one of the most 

important verses dealing with biblical chronology is I Kings 6:1.510 This passage sets the 

stage for biblical chronology that allows us to get a handle on some very key persons in the Old 

Testament. The writer in First Kings says:  

 
     In the four hundred and eightieth year after the Israelites had come out of Egypt, in the fourth year 

of Solomon’s reign over Israel, in the month of Ziv, the second month, he began to build the temple 

of the LORD.  (1 Kings 6:1) 

 

The author gives an anchor point for biblical chronology. In fact, several important 

factors are contained in this verse.  For instance, consider the following: (1) It is the fourth year 

of Solomon’s reign; (2) it is the year in which he began to build the temple; and (3) it has been 

480 years since the Exodus. We know from internal and external evidence that this fourth year 

of Solomon’s reign is 966 BC. We also know that Solomon was crowned king in 970 BC. It is 

common knowledge that David reigned for forty years (I Kings 2:10). Since Solomon came to 

the throne in 970 BC, then David was crowned king over Judah in 1010 BC. Saul, David’s 

predecessor, also reigned for forty years (Acts 13:21); therefore, he was crowned king in 1050 

                                                 
509Richard N. Soulen, Handbook of Biblical Criticism, 2d ed. (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1981), 79. 
510See Jack Finegan, Handbook of Biblical Chronology: Principles of Time Reckoning in the Ancient 
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BC.  Thus, we can quickly see that I Kings 6:1 becomes an anchor point for an adequate 

knowledge of biblical chronology.511 

 

Date of the Exodus 

 

 An understanding of I Kings 6:1 helps us to assign a specific time period to the date 

of the Exodus.  Since the author of I Kings tells his readers that “it came to pass in the four 

hundred and eightieth year after the children of Israel had come out of the land of Egypt, in the 

fourth year of Solomon’s reign” (I Kings 6:1), then we can arrive at a date of 966 BC as the 

fourth year of Solomon’s reign in which he began to build the house of the Lord. With this data 

about Solomon’s reign, we can arrive at an exact date for the Exodus. From the date of 

Solomon’s fourth year of his reign (966 BC), we can add 966 to 480 (the number of years 

since the Exodus) to arrive at the number 1446 (the year of the Exodus). This combining of 

these two dates give us the information needed to establish the date of the Exodus as well as the 

dates of the births of some of the patriarchs.   

 

Date Jacob Moved to Egypt 

 

 Since we now know that the date of the Exodus occurred in 1446 BC, we can now 

determine the date that Jacob moved into Egypt. The key to unraveling this information is found 

in Exodus 12:40, where Moses says, “Now the sojourn of the children of Israel who lived in 

Egypt was four hundred and thirty years.” If we add 430 years to the date of the Exodus (1446 

BC), then we discover that the children of Israel began their sojourn in Egypt in 1876 BC. Thus, 

from Exodus 12:40, we discover that Jacob moved to Egypt in 1876 BC. 

 

Date of Jacob’s Birth 

 

 As we continue to move back in time, we discern the date of Jacob’s birth. Again, we are 

indebted to Moses for a statement concerning a conversation that Jacob had with Pharaoh:  

 
     And Jacob said to Pharaoh, “The days of the years of my pilgrimage are one hundred and thirty 

years; few and evil have been the days of the years of my life, and they have not attained to the days 

of the years of the life of my fathers in the days of their pilgrimage.” (Genesis 47:9)   

 

The sojourn of Jacob began in Egypt (1876 BC) when he stood before Pharaoh, thus the 

information from Genesis 47: 9 furnishes us with the additional knowledge to determine the 

date of Jacob’s birth. Since Jacob told Pharaoh that he was 130 years old, then if we add 130 

years to the date that Jacob entered Egypt (1876 BC), we arrive at the date of 2006 BC as the 

date of Jacob’s birth. 

                                                 
511For an excellent treatment of biblical chronology, see Thomas R. Rodgers, The Panorama of the Old 

Testament (Newburgh, Indiana: Impact press, 1988), 9-15.  I am deeply indebted to Rodgers for the following 

analysis of the dates assigned to the patriarchs. 
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Date of Isaac’s Birth 

 

 Armed with the above information about Jacob’s date of birth (2006 BC), Isaac’s son, we 

can now move further back into time to another statement of Moses that is found in Genesis 

25:26 in order to determine the date of Isaac’s birth: “After this, his brother came out, with his 

hand grasping Esau’s heel; so he was named Jacob. Isaac was sixty years old when Rebecca 

gave birth to them.” From this data and the data found in Genesis 47:9 about Jacob’s birth 

occurring in 2006 BC, we are able to add Isaac’s age, at the time of Jacob’s birth and arrive at 

Isaac’s date of birth as having occurred in 2066 BC. 

 

Date of Abraham’s Birth 

 

 Still moving back into time, we also learn from Genesis 21:5 that Abraham, father of 

Isaac and grandfather of Jacob, was born in 2166 BC.512 Moses writes: “Abraham was a 

hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him.” Since Isaac was born in 2066 BC, 

then by adding 100 to Isaac’s birth, then we arrive at a date of 2166 BC for the birth of 

Abraham. Moses not only informs his readers about Abraham’s birth, but he also records the 

departure of Abraham from Haran to Canaan as occurring in the year 2091 BC: “So Abram left, 

as the LORD had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when 

he set out from Haran” (Genesis 12:4).   

If we begin the patriarchal period with Abram (Abraham), then we are considering a time 

span from 2091 BC when he left Haran until the time when the children of Israel entered Egypt 

in 1876 BC. This calculation (2091 minus 1876) is a total of 215 years. Some see the patriarchal 

period as extending from the time Abram left Haran in 2091 BC down to the death of Joseph in 

Genesis 50:26.  Joseph’s death occurred in 1805 BC.  If we accept this latter span, then we 

would have a period of 286 years for the patriarchal period.513 

 

Biblical Chronology: Date of Old Testament Books 

 

Book of Genesis 

 

 Reading from Genesis 1:1 to the final section of Genesis (Chapter 50), we go from 

eternity past (approximately 8000 to 12000 BC) to the death of Joseph, which can be shown by 

tracing the chronologies in Genesis to be, as stated above, 1805 BC.514 

 

                                                 
512See Lawrence O. Richards, Illustrated Bible Handbook (Nashville: Nelson, 1997), 71. 
513See John H. Walton, “Chronology of the Patriarchs,” in Chronological and Background Charts of the 

Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Academie Books, 1978), 40.  See also, Lawrence O. Richards, Illustrated Bible 

Handbook (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1982), 71. 
514See Rodgers, The Panorama of the Old Testament, 21-22. 
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Book of Exodus 

 

 The Book of Exodus begins in 1876 BC in flashback, because Exodus 1:1 refers to the 

names of those who came into Egypt with Jacob.  Chapter 1 of the Book of Exodus covers the 

time period from 1876 BC to the birth of Moses as recorded in Chapter 2.  We read in Acts 7 

that Moses was forty years old when he fled Egypt.  He was eighty years old when he returned 

to lead the children of Israel out of bondage. Since we know that Moses died at the age of 120 

(Deuteronomy 34:7), then by using the previous information about the date of the Exodus, we 

can date the birth of Moses at 1526 BC. Since Moses was eighty years old when he led the 

children of Israel out of Egypt, then we only need to add 80 to 1446 to arrive at Moses’ date of 

birth. Between Exodus 2:1 and Exodus 3:2, we determine that eighty years transpired. Then, 

from the night of the Passover until the Tabernacle was set up at the end of the Book of Exodus, 

we detect a time span of thirteen months. 

 Turning to Exodus 40:17, Moses writes: “So the tabernacle was set up on the first day of 

the first month in the second year.” We perceive that by this time the children of Israel have left 

Egypt and have gone down into Sinai; Moses made his two trips up on Mount Sinai, and the 

tabernacle was constructed. Exodus 40:17 informs the reader that all these events occurred 

within approximately thirteen months. Thus, we can place a date of approximately 1445 BC 

alongside Exodus 40:17.515 

 

Books of Leviticus and Numbers 

 

 Leviticus has no chronology.  But, about a month transpires between the sections in 

Exodus 40:17 and the movement indicated and initiated in the Book of Numbers.  For instance, 

Moses writes: “The LORD spoke to Moses in the Tent of Meeting in the Desert of Sinai on the 

first day of the second month of the second year after the Israelites came out of Egypt” 

(Numbers 1:1). The Book of Numbers begins in the second year after the Exodus and covers a 

period of about thirty-nine years. Since the Book of Exodus ended in 1445 BC, the Book of 

Numbers also begins with that same year.   

 

Book of Deuteronomy 

 

Since Moses died at the age of 120, then the death of Moses occurred in 1406 BC (1446 

minus 40).  With this date (1406 BC) the wanderings were over. From the internal evidence in 

the Book of Deuteronomy, we are able to date this book with accuracy. For example, Moses 

gives us the chronology that is essential to date this book: “In the fortieth year, on the first day 

of the eleventh month, Moses proclaimed to the Israelites all that the LORD had commanded 

him concerning them” (Deuteronomy 1:3). From this data, we can write alongside the Book of 

Deuteronomy, and especially at Deuteronomy 34:7, the date of 1406 BC. 

 

                                                 
515Ibid., 22-23. 
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Book of Joshua 

 

 With the death of Moses in 1406 BC, the responsibility of leadership passed from Moses 

to Joshua. Thus, the Book of Joshua begins with this date. From the internal evidence, it appears 

that the events of the book required about twenty-one years. Therefore, we may date the end of 

Joshua at 1385 BC. 516  

 

Book of Judges 

 

 The Book of Judges began immediately after the death of Joshua. Again from internal 

evidence, the time period lasted approximately 335 years. Those years also include the Book of 

Ruth.  Judges can be dated from approximately 1385 to 1050 BC. 

 

Books of First and Second Samuel 

 

 The Book of First Samuel began in 1100 BC. There is a fifty-year overlap between the 

end of the Book of Judges and the beginning of First Samuel. First Samuel covers a time span 

from the birth of Samuel in 1100 BC to the death of Saul in 1010 BC for a total of ninety years 

of history.  Second Samuel began in 1010 BC and covers almost forty years of history until 

approximately 975 BC. 

 

Books of First and Second Kings 

 

 First Kings began in 970 BC and ends with the death of Ahab in 853 BC. This book 

covers approximately 117 years of history (970 minus 853). Second Kings, using the death of 

Ahab in 853 BC, continues until 586 BC, which is the year of the Babylonian captivity.  Second 

Kings covers roughly 267 years of history (853 minus 586). 

 

Books of First and Second Chronicles 

 

 The two Books of Chronicles begin with a genealogical synopsis from Adam to 539 BC.  

Thus, Second Chronicles includes forty-seven more years of history than is contained in Second 

Kings (586 minus 539). 

 

Book of Ezra 

 

 Following the Babylonian captivity (586 BC), Ezra takes up the history of Judah from 

539 to 457 BC (539 minus 457), which is an additional eighty-two years of the history of Judah.  

There is no book that covers the history of Judah from 457 to 445 BC (12 years), and as a result 

of this lack of history, we encounter twelve years that is unaccounted. 

 

                                                 
516Ibid., 23-24. 
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Book of Nehemiah 

 

 Nehemiah picks up the history in 445/444 BC.  By adding these years, one has 962 total 

years of history.  This number (444), when subtracted from 1406 (the date of the entrance into 

Canaan as recorded by Joshua) provides one with the date 444 BC.  This is the date for 

Nehemiah and the rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem. 

 

Book of Malachi 

 

 Following this event, Malachi records the final episodes of the history of Judah, which 

dates to more or less 400 BC.  So, the writing of the Old Testament took place beginning with 

Moses between 1446 BC and 400 BC, which is a total of 1,046 years.517 

 

EGYPTIAN CHRONOLOGY 

 

 Having established biblical chronology, we need to turn our attention to the place that 

Egyptian chronology plays in the interpretation of biblical data by some scholars. Since 

Egyptian chronology plays a major role among the various interpretations placed upon the date 

of the Exodus, then it is necessary, so it appears to me, that a brief survey of the problems 

associated with Egyptian chronology needs to be discussed. It is the chronology of Egypt that 

has been used to “key” the chronologies of the ancient empires.518 Approximately one hundred 

years ago, George Rawlinson (1812-1902), English scholar and historian, alerted scholars of the 

“hopeless obscurity” of Egyptian chronology. He introduced his chapter on Egyptian 

chronology by calling attention to its irresolvable problems: 

 
     It is a patent fact, and one that is beginning to obtain general recognition, that the chronological 

element in the early Egyptian history is in a state of almost hopeless obscurity.519 

 

 As recently as 1960, R. M. Cook reminded students of Greek pottery of the difficulties 

concerning the establishment of relative and absolute chronologies and their reconciliation.520 

Our knowledge of Egyptian events is sweepingly based upon the disjointed reports of Classical 

authors, damaged and incomplete written records, and chance records of astronomical 

phenomena. Immanuel Velikovsky (1895-1979, Russian-born American independent scholar) 

in seeking to call attention to the problems, cites O. G. S. Crawford (1886-1957), English 

archaeologist: 

 

                                                 
517This chapter is also designed to assist individuals in establishing the basic principles of biblical 

chronology.  For more detailed studies, we should consult articles on chronology in Bible dictionaries. 
518See Alberto Siliotti, Guide to the Valley of the Kings, 9, for the conventional dating system. 
519George Rawlinson, A History of Egypt, 2 volumes (New York: Hurst & Company, 1886), 2:1. Also 

cited in Gary North, Moses & Pharaoh (Tyler, Texas: The Institute for Christian Economics, 1985), 302. 
520See R. M. Cook, Greek Painted Pottery, 2nd ed. (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd: Distributed in the U.S. 

by Harper & Row, 1977), 261-270. 
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     A system of relative chronology can be established by excavation in any country that has been 

long inhabited, but it is left hanging in the air until linked up with Egypt, whether directly or 

indirectly through a third region.521 

 

Many archaeologists and biblical theologians have used a presumably trustworthy 

Egyptian chronology founded upon inconclusive Egyptian sources as a means of criticizing the 

Bible’s account of the Exodus. In Velikovshy’s Ages in Chaos, he stresses the need to 

reconstruct the chronology of Egypt to correlate with biblical chronology, which is limited 

primarily to chronology and to documentary records relating to Egyptian chronology. He has 

emphasized that the documentary records offer no support that the Exodus occurred during the 

Eighteenth Dynasty or Nineteenth Dynasty. According to Velikovsky, the Egyptian records 

present no evidence that any successful rebellion of slaves took place. He cites Sir W. M. 

Flinders Petrie (1853-1942, English Egyptologist) to lend credibility to his findings: “Joshua 

did not find any such Egyptian hold during his conquest.”522 Velikovsky concludes:   

 
     No reference has been found that could be interpreted as even hinting at an exodus during the 

interregnums between the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties, and only the fact that the situation 

was such as to make an exodus possible favors this hypothesis.523 

 

 Velikovsky also cites another theory advanced by Karl Richard Lepsius (1810-1884), 

German archaeologist and linguist: 

 
     The next theory reduces the age of the Exodus further: it has for its cornerstone a stele of 

Merneptah, in which this king of the Nineteenth Dynasty says that Palestine “is a widow” and that 

“the seed of Israel is destroyed.” This is regarded in an Egyptian document. Merneptah did not perish 

in the sea, nor did he suffer a debacle [a violet disruption]; he obviously inflicted a defeat on Israel 

and ravaged with the pronounced tradition of Israel, but since it is the first mention of Israel. 

Merneptah is regarded by many as the Pharaoh of the Exodus (-1200), and Ramses II, his 

predecessor, as the Pharaoh of the Oppression. Other scholars however consider the mention of Israel 

in corroboration, but as a refutation of the theory that Merneptah was the Pharaoh of the Exodus. 

They argue that if he found Israel already in Palestine, he could not have been the Pharaoh of the 

Exodus. 

     A further obstacle to placing the Exodus in the reign of Merneptah has also been emphasized. If he 

really was the Pharaoh of the Exodus, then the Israelites must have entered Palestine at least a 

generation later, about–1190 to –1180; on this theory there remains only a century for the events of 

Judges.524  

 

                                                 
521O. G. S. Crawford, Man and His Past (London: Oxford University Press 1921), 72, quoted in 

Immanuel Velikovsky, Peoples of the Sea: A Reconstruction of Ancient History (Garden City, New York: 

Doubleday & Company, 1977), 205. 
522Sir W. M. Flinders Petrie, Palestine and Israel (London, 1934), 56. Cited in Immanuel Velikovsky, 

Ages in Chaos, vol., 1 (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, 1952), 8. 
523Velikovsky, Ages in Chaos, 8. 
524Ibid., 9. 
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Velikovsky himself did not come up with a final position concerning the date of the Exodus. He 

felt that either the chronology of Egypt was incorrect or that the biblical account was defective. 

He concluded his Book (Ages in Chaos) with the following summary: 

 
     We still do not know which of the two histories, Egyptian or Israelite, must be readjusted. At the 

same time we observed how the histories of other ancient countries and peoples accord with either the 

Israelite or the Egyptian chronology; and how the histories of Cyprus, Mycenae, and Crete, in 

correlating with one side or the other, create confusion in archaeology and chronology.525 

 

Donovan A. Courville 

 

 Donovan A. Courville (1901-1996, professor of biochemistry),526 like Immanuel 

Velikovsky, calls for a reconstruction of Egyptian chronology. Courville published a two-

volume work concerning the date of the Exodus in which he suggested a revision of Egyptian 

chronology.527 The Exodus, he points out, is the first event in Egyptian history for which there 

is a chronologically detailed parallel in Hebrew history.528 Scholars debate over the Pharaoh 

reigning at the time of the Exodus. The two major questions that confront all scholars are: (1) 

was the Exodus during the eighteenth century? Or (2) was the Exodus during the nineteenth 

century? Courville comments: 

 
     Both the 18th and 19th dynasty settings suffer from the discovery of the mummies of the pharaohs 

nominated as the pharaoh of the Exodus. It is thus necessary to either deny the death of the Exodus 

pharaoh in the Red Sea debacle, which view is contradictory to Exodus 15:5. Since the king, above 

all others in the army, would certainly wear armor, he would be among the first to wear fine armor, 

he would be among the first to find his final resting place at the bottom of the sea. 

     Even more traumatic to the 18th dynasty placement of the Exodus is the failure of the Egyptian 

inscriptions even to suggest that there was any significant crisis in Egypt at this time. The power and 

prosperity to which Egypt was elevated in the reign of Thutmose III continued unabated into the reign 

of Amenhotep II. The attempts to defend this placement of the Exodus have overlooked one 

important factor—a factor which, standing alone, is adequate to negate this theory as far as meriting 

serious consideration. This is the well-recognized fact that it would have required far less than the 

situation described in Scripture to have resulted in a rapid and easy rebellion on the part of the 

tribute-paying peoples. There would certainly have resulted a complete loss of any empire that Egypt 

may have controlled at the time. The empire of Thutmose III extended to the widest limits in all of 

Egyptian History. All the evidence points to the total absence of any such crisis at the death of 

Thutmose III.529 

 

                                                 
525Ibid., 338. 
526Donovan A. Courville belonged to the Seventh-day Adventists and maintained and interest in 

archaeology, Egyptology and biblical chronology. His fame resulted from his massive work on The Exodus 

Problem and Its Ramifications, which consisted of 700 pages. 
527Donovan A. Courville, The Exodus Problem and Its Ramifications, 2 vols (Loma Linda, California: 

Challenge Books, 1971). 
528Donovan A. Courville, “Historical Revisionism: A Biblical Reconstruction of Egypt’s Chronology,” 

The Journal of Christian Reconstruction 2, no. 1 (Summer 1975): 131. 
529Ibid., 133-134. 
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 According to Courville, Dynasty XIX was short-lived and was a mere offshoot of 

Dynasty XVIII. Dynasty XIX ended before Dynasty XVIII did.530 He claims that his 

reconstruction provides solutions for over one hundred chronological problems that now annoy 

Old Testament scholars.531 As a result of the reconstruction, the Exodus incident is set at the 

point of the Hyksos invasion of Egypt. This setting explains the enigmatic statement of 

Josephus (AD 37-100), first-century Jewish historian that the Hyksos were able to take over 

Egypt without a battle: 

 
     There was a king of ours, whose name was Timaus.  Under him it came to pass, I know not how, 

that God was averse to us; and there came, after a surprising manner, men of ignoble birth out of the 

eastern parts, and had boldness enough to make an expedition into our country, and with ease 

subdued it by force, yet without our hazarding a battle with them.532 

 

Courville defends his thesis of a revision of Egyptian chronology by asserting that the 

date of the late Early Bronze Age (EBIV 2300-2200) should be placed in the mid-fifteenth 

century.533 Once more, this essay turns again to an observation by Ogg, a contributor to the New 

Bible Dictionary, as to the problem of establishing the accuracy of chronology: 

 
     In Near Eastern works involving chronology, it is important to realize that ancient scribes did not 

draw up synchronistic lists as is done today. They simply listed each series of rulers and reigns 

separately, in succession on the papyrus or tablet. Synchronisms were to be derived from special 

historiographical works, not the king-lists or narratives seeing other purposes. An excellent example 

of this is the Turin Papyrus of Kings from Egypt. It lists at great length all five Dynasties 13 to 17 in 

successive groups, totalling originally over 150 rulers and their reigns accounting for at least 450 

years. However, it is known from other sources that all five Dynasties, the 150-odd rulers and 450-

odd regnal years alike, must all fit inside the 234 years from c. 1786 to c. 1552 BC: rarely less than 

two series, and sometimes three series, of rulers are known to have reigned contemporaneously. The 

lack of cross-references between contemporaries (e.g. among the judges) is paralleled by similar lack 

of such references for most of the period of Egyptian history just cited.534 

 

                                                 
530Ibid., 140-141. 
531Ibid., 143. 
532Flavius Josephus, The Works of Josephus, Book I, Paragraph 14.75, Translated by William Whiston, 

New Updated Edition (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1988), 778. 
533Donovan A. Courville, The Exodus Problems and its Ramifications, 1:77-99. 
534Ogg, “Chronology of the Old Testament,” in The New Bible Dictionary, (Wheaton, Illinois: Tyndale 

House Publishers, 1962), 192.  
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Redating Late Early Bronze I 

and 

Middle Bronze II (2000-1500) 

 

Stan Vaninger 

 

 Stan Vaninger has written a follow-up to Courville’s reconstruction of his chronology.535 

He surveys the evidence concerning Canaanite archaeology, and his research reveals that the 

people who conquered Palestine at the end of the Early Bronze III (2600-2300) were the 

Israelites. Also, he set forth the idea that the Israelites were the individuals who were involved 

in the transition period—EBIV/MBI—that corresponds to the time of the Judges. He concludes 

that the archaeological evidence does not allow for an Israelite conquest of Canaan in the 13 th 

century. The archaeological evidence points to a tremendous disruption in Canaan during the 

EBIV period [2300-2200], which also includes the MBI (2200-2000] period.  

These two time frames represent the transition period of the conquest.536 In city after city, 

he calls attention to the fact that there are signs of burning and destruction, indicating an 

invasion of the region by a militarily powerful army. The conventional dating for this period 

(EBIV/MBI) is 2300/2000 BC; thus, liberal scholars continue to point to this disruption as 

having taken place at least seven centuries before the earliest date possible for the Exodus. 

Furthermore, there is no archaeological evidence, according to liberal scholarship, of any 

disruption in the fifteenth-century through the thirteenth century BC—Late Bronze I and Late 

Bronze II (1500-1200), the conventional date of the Exodus.537  

 In order to demonstrate that Egyptian chronology is not accurate, Vaninger relates how 

that the archaeological evidence in Jericho, Ai, and Gilgal points to the Early Bronze IV (2300-

2200) and Middle Bronze I (2200-2000 BC).538 The problems associated with archaeological 

findings are not related to biblical chronology, but rather to the conventional Egyptian 

chronology. He cites several archaeologists to confirm that there are no signs of a conquest in 

the 13th century chronology of Egypt. To illustrate this point, his arguments from archaeological 

evidence verify his essay that Egyptian chronology is off approximately 700 years: 

 
     The final end of the Early Bronze Age civilization came with catastrophic completeness. The last 

of the Early Bronze Age walls of Jericho was built in a hurry, using old and broken bricks, and was 

probably not completed when it was destroyed by fire ... all the finds show that there was an absolute 

                                                 
535Stan F. Vaninger, “Historical Revisionism: Archaeology and the Conquest of Canaan,” Journal of 

Christian Reconstruction 7, no. 1 (Summer 1980): 110-134. 
536Ibid., 133. 
537See Gary North, Moses & Pharaoh: Dominion Religion Versus Power Religion (Tyler, Texas: The 

Institute for Christian Economics, 1985), 319, for an analysis of Stan F. Vaniger’s essay on “Historical 

Revisionism: Archaeology and the Conquest of Canaan.” 
538Vaninger, “Historical Revisionism: Archaeology and the Conquest of Canaan,” The Journal of 

Christian Reconstruction 7, no. 1 (Summer 1980):123-128. 
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break, and that a new people took the place of the earlier inhabitants. Every town in Palestine that has 

so far been investigated shows this same break.539 

 

In other words, the archaeological findings in the 13th century (Egyptian chronology) do 

not harmonize with biblical chronology of Joshua’s conquest in 1406 BC=EBIV/MBI.  In other 

words, the events set forth in Egyptian chronology are off about 700 years. The destruction that 

occurred in the EBIV/MBI should be moved forward to coincide with the date of the Exodus as 

set forth in I Kings 6:1.540 

 

Rudolph Cohen 

 

 Another scholar, Randolph Cohen, in Biblical Archaeology Review sets forth the same 

findings as advanced by Vaninger as well as many other archaeologists.541 He dates the Early 

Bronze Age as having occurred between 2200 BC to about 2000 BC542 (The traditional date 

assigned for the Middle Bronze Age is 3150-2200 BC). Who were these people of the Early 

Bronze Age? Cohen speculates the following explanation: 

 
     I would suggest that they were a people who migrated slowly, from the south or southwest, into 

the central Negev of Palestine. I would further suggest that the dim, historical memory of their 

journey powerfully influenced the Biblical author who described Israel’s entry into Canaan. In fact, 

these MBI people may be the Israelites whose famous journey from Egypt to Canaan is called the 

Exodus.543 

     It is interesting, however, to note that this migratory drift, as I have reconstructed it, bears a 

striking similarity to that of the Israelites’ flight from Egypt to the Promised Land, as recorded in the 

Book of Exodus.... The establishment of the MBI settlements directly over the ruins of the EBII—

EBIII sites in the Central Negev is consistent with the traditions that the Israelites dwelled in the area 

previously inhabited by their Amalekite foes (Deuteronomy 25:17-19). The northeastward migration 

of the MBI population into Transjordan has parallels in the Biblical recollection that the Israelites 

remained in Moab before crossing the Jordan River and laying siege to Jericho (Deuteronomy 3:29). 

In this connection, it is interesting to note that Early Bronze Age Jericho was destroyed by a violent 

conflagration, and the site was thinly reoccupied by MBI newcomers, who were apparently 

unaccustomed to urban dwellings. 

                                                 
539Kathleen Kenyon, Archaeology in the Holy Land (New York: Praeger, 1960), 134; this quote from 

Kenyon (1906-1978), leading archaeologist of Neolithic culture in the Fertile Crescent, is also cited by 

Vaninger (p. 120), and he too refers to similar statements by G. Ernest Wright (1909-1974), leading Old 

Testament scholar and biblical archeologist and an expert in Ancient Near Eastern archaeology, and William 

Dever (b. 1909), American archaeologist, (see P. 120, note 17). 
540This essay by Vaninger—“Historical Revisionism: Archaeology and the Conquest of Canaan—is a 

well-written document in defense of biblical chronology.  His handling of the archaeological evidence is superb. 

This article is a must reading for a proper foundation of a proper understanding of this subject. This magazine 

can be ordered from http://www.chalcedon.edu/.  
541Rudolph Cohen, “The Mysterious MBI People,” Biblical Archaeology Review 9, no. 4 (July/August 

1983): 18-29. 
542Ibid., 16. 
543 Ibid. 

http://www.chalcedon.edu/


 373 

     In the central and northern parts of Israel, the EBIII urban culture flourished. The MBI invaders in 

the south overwhelmed this urban Canaanite civilization and destroyed their cities but thereafter 

persisted in a semi-nomadic way of life. This bears a striking similarity to the tradition of Joshua’s 

devastating campaign against the Canaanite centers in central Palestine and his ban on rebuilding 

some of them (e.g., Joshua 8:28). Both Jericho and Ai were fortified cities at the end of the Early 

Bronze Age. According to the Biblical account, they were both destroyed by the Israelites; God 

specifically instructed that these cities should not be rebuilt. Interestingly enough, after the EBIII 

destruction of Jericho and Ai, both cities lay in ruins for hundreds of years.544 

 

 The only thing Cohen can do is to appeal to the memory of this Middle Bronze Age I 

(2200-2000 BC) people in the mind of the biblical account. His account corroborates the 

conclusions of many other well-known archaeologists (see Vaninger’s essay). Cohen concludes 

his article with the testimony of two other well-known archaeologists, who also corroborate his 

findings of an EBIV/MBI conquest: 

 
     The migration of the MBI population from the southwest and their conquest of the early Bronze 

civilization evidently made a very deep impression, and the memory of these events was preserved 

from one generation to the next. The late Yohanan Aharoni made a similar suggestion when he noted 

that the biblical tradition concerning the destruction of the two Canaanite cities Arad and Horma 

could not be placed, archaeologically speaking, in the Late Bronze/Early although this is the period to 

which the arrival of the Hebrews is normally ascribed—but had remarkable parallels in MBII, when 

these two strategic outposts in the Beer-Sheva basin guarded the country’s southern approaches. 

(Aharoni identified Biblical Arad with MBII Tel Masos.) He maintained that the recollection of these 

two important sites was perpetuated among the local populace and appeared in the Biblical saga of 

the conquest. 

     The similarity between the course of the MBI migration and the route of the Exodus seems too 

close to be coincidental, and a comparable process may have operated here. The Late Bronze Age 

(1500—1200 BC.)—the period usually associated with the Israelites’ flight from Egypt—is 

archaeologically unattested in the Kadwsh-Barnea area (as elsewhere in the Central Negev, for that 

matter), but MBI remains abound and seem to provide a concrete background for the traditions of 

settlement.545 

 

John Bimson 

 

 John Bimson is cited in order to demonstrate that many scholars are conscious that the 

dating of the Exodus to the 13th century is not factual with archaeological evidence or the Bible. 

In other words, there are enormous problems, according to John J. Bimson and David 

Livingston, with the Generally Accepted Date (GAD) of 1550-1200 BC (Late Bronze Age=LBI 

                                                 
544Ibid., 28. MBII = Middle Bronze Age II (2850—2650 BC) and MBIII = Middle Bronze Age III 

(2650-2350 BC. See Gary North, Moses & Pharaoh: Dominion Religion Versus Power Religion (Tyler, Texas: 

The Institute for Christian Economics, 1985, 316. See Donovan A. Courville, “A Biblical Reconstruction of 

Egypt’s Early Chronology,” The Journal of Reconstruction 2, no. 1 (Summer 1975):140 for a Table on Egyptian 

Chronology (Traditional). His article should be read as a supplement to Stan F. Vaninger’s study in The Journal 

of Christian Reconstruction 7, no. 1 (Summer 1980): 110-134. 
545Ibid., 29. 
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and LBII).546 These men argue against the late date (13th century) assigned to the Exodus upon 

archaeological unearthings. They correctly call attention to the assigned chronologies (GAD) of 

the Early Bronze Age (3150-2200 BC) and Middle Bronze Age I (2200-2000 BC) that do not 

agree with the Bible or archaeological evidence.   

Both Bimson and Livingston discuss the archaeological findings associated with Jericho, 

Ai, Gibeon, Hebron, Hormah/Zephath, Arad, Debir, and Lachish.547 In other words, according 

to Bimson and Livingston, the archaeological evidence does not support an early date (13th 

century) as advanced by many archaeologists, but rather the archaeological findings actually 

support a late date (15th century), which is associated with the EBIV period. Thus Egyptian 

chronology is off about 700 years. In other words, Egyptian chronology should be moved 

forward to 1406 BC in order to coincide with biblical chronology. As a whole the 

archaeological evidence does not support a 13th century BC invasion of the cities. On the other 

hand, there is some support for some of the cities for a 15th century invasion of destruction 

(biblical chronology). These two men call attention to the fact that in 1230-1220 BC that there 

were no cities, as a whole, for the Israelites to destroy.548 Also, this essay advances the 

suggestion that there should be chronological adjustments of the dates to solve the current 

dilemma, they write: 

 
     The first is simple: Move the date of the conquest back about 200 years, to shortly before 1400 B. 

C. Although this conflicts with the GAD for Israel’s emergence in Canaan, it is in fact the date 

implied by the Bible itself.549 

     A lowering of the date for the end of the Middle Bronze Age, from 1550 B. C. to shortly before 

1400 B. C. The result is that two events previously separated by centuries are brought together: the 

fall of Canaan’s MBII cities becomes the archaeological evidence for the conquest. These twin 

proposals create an almost perfect match between the archaeological evidence and the Biblical 

account.550 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Based upon the above arguments for the early date (15th century) and the late date 

(13th century) for the Exodus, I accept the early date. This acceptance of the early date is 

based upon 1 Kings 6:1. There is much to be said for a readjustment of the Generally Accepted 

Date as is presently used for dating purposes. We do find corroboration for an early date based 

upon a parallel between the biblical tradition (1 Kings 6:1) and the archaeological evidence 

when one places the conquest at the end of Middle Bronze Age II (2000-1550 BC), or with the 

new chronology as proposed by Bimson and Livingston—MB II 1550-1420 BC.  

                                                 
546John J. Bimson and David Livingston, “Redating the Exodus,” Biblical Archaeology Review 13, no. 5 

(September/October 1987): 40. 
547Ibid., 40-42. 
548Ibid. 
549Ibid., 42. 
550Ibid., 51. This essay, too, is recommended reading for anyone who wishes to explore the Date of the 

Exodus as set forth in I Kings 6:1. 
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 As we peruse the many books and various articles written by the early and late date 

scholars, we immediately observe the tremendous amount of subjectivity in the gathering of 

data. As we interpret information, we cannot but be influenced with our set of presuppositions 

as we approach the data. Our presuppositions frequently taint the known evidence so that we do 

not read the original evidence correctly. Ron Jenson has graphically expressed the difficulty in 

assessing the details: 

 
     Your world view, of course, is how you view the world. It is the set of presuppositions—that 

which is believed beforehand—which underlies all our decisions and actions. These presuppositions 

(our world view) determine our thinking patterns, which in turn influence our actions.  

     Many factors contribute to our world view including peer pressure, parents, education, mass 

media, the Bible, church and other forces. Our world view may be conscious or unconscious, but it 

determines our destiny and the destiny of the society we live in.551 

 

 It is my opinion that the world at large has been influenced by Darwinian evolution; 

thus, this epistemology—philosophical theory of knowledge—has permeated every field of 

science, which includes archaeology. Darwin’s worldview is antagonistic to the Christian’s 

concept of the world. It is Darwin’s perception that has shaped the thinking of many secular 

scholars as well as many Christian scholars.552 Many individuals have allowed themselves to be 

baptized into the wisdom of the world. There are only two worldviews within which we can 

work from—God’s worldview or man’s worldview.553 Many theologians along with 

numerous archaeologists and Egyptologists disallow the early date (15th century). Their 

presuppositions—beliefs or deductions—prevent them from looking at the Scriptures 

objectively. S. Sandmel admits this subjectivity: 

 
     While the aim of every archaeologist is to make his final report as perfect as possible, mistakes 

are inevitably made, problems are left unsolved, and errors creep into his interpretation of the history, 

chronology, and culture of the site.554 

 

Also, in this same vein, Vern S. Poythress (b. 1946), Calvinist philosopher and theologian and 

New Testament scholar, stresses the impact that Darwinian philosophy has exerted even among 

so-called conservative scholarship: 

 
     Theological liberals, for their part, decided that the Bible was scientifically primitive and needed 

to be updated theologically. Finally, conservative theistic evolutionists thought that they could 

                                                 
551Ron Jenson, Together We Can Deal with Life in the 80’s (San Bernardino, CA: Here’s Life 

Publishers, 1982), 27-28. 
552See Francis S. Collins, The Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief (New York: 

Free Press, 2006) for an example of a Christian scientist who has accepted Darwinian philosophy concerning 

the origin of life.  
553See North, Moses & Pharaoh, 322-325 for an excellent analysis of the influence of Darwin’s 

evolutionary hypothesis upon archaeology. 
554S. Sandmel, “Archaeology,” in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, 4 Volumes (New York: 

Abingdon Press, 1962), 1:200.  
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reexegete crucial biblical passages and show that the Bible did not intend to teach anything in conflict 

with the new theories.555 

 

In conclusion, Gary Kilgore North (b. 1942, an economist and publisher who writes on 

economics, history, and Christian theology) summarizes the Bible and the archaeological 

findings very succinctly: 

 
     The testimony of the Bible is clear: 480 years before Solomon began to construct the temple, 

Moses led the Hebrews out of Egypt. The archaeological evidence points to a late Early Bronze 

Age/Middle Bronze Age conquest of Canaan by a people who invaded from the southwest. The 

problem for conventional archaeologists and historians is that their dating of the Bronze Age places 

the archaeological evidence much earlier than fifteenth-century Egypt and therefore fifteenth-century 

Mediterranean civilization (which is keyed to Egypt. 

     The Bible is correct; the conventional scholars are incorrect. They have used the flawed 

chronological reconstruction of Egypt’s history to govern their dating of the metallic ages. They have 

refused to go to the Bible for their chronological keying device. Instead, they use a mistaken 

chronology keyed to Egypt. It is therefore time for Christian scholars to abandon Egypt at last, and to 

head for the Promised Land, even if they must wander in the academic wilderness for a generation or 

two.556 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
555Vern S. Poythreass, Science and Hermeneutics, Foundation of Contemporary Interpretation Series, 

Vol., 6 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), 23. Vern S. Poythress (MLitt, University of Cambridge; PhD, 

Harvard University; DTh, University of Stellenbosch, South Africa) is professor of New Testament and biblical 

interpretation at Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. He is also the author of Understanding 

Dispensationalists; Science and Hermeneutics; Implications of Scientific Method for Biblical 

Interpretation; Symphonic Theology; The Validity of Multiple Perspectives in Theology; and The Shadow of 

Christ in the Law of Moses. 
556Gary North, Moses & Pharaoh, 324-325. I am indebted to North for his treatment of the date of the 

Exodus. I have relied heavily upon the writings of North, Courville, and Vaninger for their in-depth insights 

into many areas.  
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The Prophets of God: 

Introduction  
  

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know 

those from whom you learned it, 15 and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which 

are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16 All Scripture is God-breathed 

and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the man of 

God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. (2 Timothy 3:14-17) 

 

An in-depth study of the prophets reveals that they were forthtellers as well as foretellers. 

For many Christians, the Old Testament is a book that is obsolete. The prophets are read 

infrequently. In fact, far too many Christians assign the Old Testament prophets to oblivion 

through a misunderstanding of the relevancy of the Old Testament to the life of the believer. On 

the other hand, there are those who constantly read the prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures in 

order to find out what is coming down the drainpipe in the future. It is not uncommon for 

believers to associate the prophets as prognosticators of future events rather than as social 

reformers and preachers of ethics. The prophets were concerned about God’s standard of right 

and wrong as well as the coming of the Messianic age. The prophets had no measure, or 

standard, of righteousness outside of God Himself. Isaiah (739 BC) expressed it this way: “To 

the law and to the testimony! If they do not speak according to this word, they have no light of 

dawn” (Isaiah 8:20).557 

One objective of this introduction to the study of the prophets is to reacquaint God’s 

people with the great truths set forth by the prophets. It is not uncommon for Christians to cite 

two statements from Paul to uphold the erroneous view that God nailed the Old Testament 

(Hebrew Scriptures) to the Cross. Yet, just a cursory glance reveals that it was not the Law that 

was nailed to the Cross, but rather the curse of the Law. In other words, God nailed the IOU to 

the Cross that humanity could not pay. The current belief that the Old Testament is not pertinent 

today is based upon the following two citations from Paul. For example, the following remarks 

are taken from the Epistle to the Ephesians and from the Epistle to the Colossians: 
 

                                                 
557For an in-depth study of the relevance of the Old Testament in the lives of God’s people, see Dallas 

Burdette, “Relevance of the Old Testament,” in Dallas Burdette, Old Texts Through New Eyes: Reexamination 

of Misunderstood Scriptures (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 1-25.  
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     For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing 

wall of hostility, 15 by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His 

purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, 16 and in this one 

body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. 

(Ephesians 2:14-16) 

 

     When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, God made you 

alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, 14 having canceled the written code, with its 

regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the 

cross. 15 And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, 

triumphing over them by the cross. (Colossians 2:13-15)558 

 

One of the cardinal rules of interpretation is that the obscure Scripture should always be 

interpreted in the light of the clear and not the reverse. Whatever the interpretation is for these 

two citations, we cannot utilize these Scripture quotations with other plain statements about the 

validity of the Law in order to contradict other clear teachings. Surface reading of Ephesians 

2:13 tends to uphold the belief that God abolished the Hebrew Scriptures. Also, the reading of 

Colossians 2:12 appears to enforce the concept that God nailed the Old Testament to the Cross, 

but is this really the case? Pay attention to Paul as he explains to the Roman Christians the 

abiding validity of the Hebrew Scriptures: 
 

     Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but 

on that of faith. 28 For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law.  29 Is 

God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles too? Yes, of Gentiles too, 30 since there is 

only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same 

faith.  31 Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law. 

(Romans 3:27-31) 

 

 In the negative statements above concerning the Law (Ephesians 2:15 and Colossians 

2:14), Paul is simply calling attention to the fact that the Law is not the means of justification.  

Even though Law cannot justify us in God’s sight, this, in and of itself, does not do away with 

the Law as the standard by which individuals judge right from wrong. Although we are justified 

by faith, Paul says that this truth does not nullify the Law (Romans 3:31). So, whatever 

interpretation we apply to Ephesians 2:15 and Colossians 2:14, we must not interpret these 

passages in such a way as to make Paul contradict his statement in Romans 3:31 and Jesus’ 

statement in His Sermon on the Mount: 
 

     Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish 

them but to fulfill them.  18 I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest 

letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is 

accomplished.  19 Anyone who breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to 

do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these 

commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.  20 For I tell you that unless your 

                                                 
558See Dallas Burdette, “Colossians 2:14 Does Not Teach tht the Law Was Nailed to the Cross,” which essay is found on 

Posts – Labor Not in Vain. This essay can also be found on Don Preston’s web site. 

https://labornotinvain.com/posts/
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righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter 

the kingdom of heaven. (Matthew 5:17-20) 

 

 Jesus states that he had not come to ‘abolish the Law or the Prophets.” Toward the end of 

Paul’s life, he wrote to Timothy to remind him of the importance of the Old Testament in his 

upbringing and its relevance to living a holy life: 
 

     But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you 

know those from whom you learned it, 15 and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, 

which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.  16 All Scripture is God-

breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that 

the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. (2 Timothy 3:14-17) 

 

For Paul the Old Testament writings are “useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and 

training in righteousness.” Does this statement sound as if the Old Testament is perceived as an 

ancient relic, something to be placed in a museum? No! The Old Testament Scriptures can 

equip us for every good work. Did Paul delight in the Law of God? We should let Paul speak 

for himself: “For in my inner being I delight in God’s law” (Romans 7:22). Even though Paul 

delighted in God’s Law, nevertheless, he made it quite clear that we are not under Law as a 

means of justification: “Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, ‘The 

righteous will live by faith’” (Galatians 3:11).  

The rules and regulations concerning the eating of certain foods and religious festivals 

are no longer binding upon the God’s new community (Colossians 2:13-17; 2 Timothy 4:1-5), 

nevertheless, we are still bound by the ethics of right and wrong set forth in Holy Scripture 

(Romans 3:31). Again, Paul expresses his views toward the Law: “I myself in my mind am a 

slave to God’s law” (Romans 7:25). Before the ascension of Jesus, Luke reports the following 

conversation between Jesus and His disciples: 

 
      He said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled 

that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.” 45 Then he opened their 

minds so they could understand the Scriptures.  46 He told them, “This is what is written: The Christ 

will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, 47 and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be 

preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.  48 You are witnesses of these things.  

49 I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been 

clothed with power from on high.” (Luke 24:44-49) 
 

We cannot read this farewell statement of Jesus without reflecting upon Isaiah’s 

prediction of the Messianic age and the going forth of the Law during the last days of old 

covenant Israel, which people ceased to exist as a political power in AD 70:  

 
     In the last days the mountain of the LORD’s temple will be established as chief among the 

mountains; it will be raised above the hills, and all nations will stream to it. 3 Many peoples will come 

and say, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob. He will 

teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his paths.” The law will go out from Zion, the word of the 

LORD from Jerusalem. (Isaiah 2:2-3) 
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Jeremiah (627 BC), too, forecast the place of the Law in the Messianic age: 

 
     “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time,” declares the LORD. “I 

will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be 

my people. 34 No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the 

LORD,’ because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest,” declares the LORD. 

“For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” (Jeremiah 31:33-34) 
 

 Jesus’ statement about the Law in His Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5—7) reinforces 

the predictions of Isaiah and Jeremiah concerning the validity of the Law. Believers in Jesus 

should read the Law of Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms to strengthen their faith in Jesus as 

God’s Anointed One for the salvation of the world. Paul’s statement to Timothy should cause us 

to reflect upon the relevance of the Old Testament. Thus, this particular study is a study about 

the prophets and their writings. Before launching into the study of the individual prophets, 

perhaps one more citation from Paul is in order: 
 

     Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as 

possible.  20 To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law [ὑπὸ νόμον, 

hypo nomon] I became like one under the law [ὑπὸ νόμον, hypo nomon] (though I myself am not 

under the law) [ὑπὸ νόμον, hypo nomon], so as to win those under the law [ὑπὸ νόμον hypo 

nomon].  21 To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free 

from God’s law but am under Christ’s law [ἔννομος Χριστοῦ, ennomos Christou, “subject to 

law”], so as to win those not having the law. (1 Corinthians 9:19-21) 

 

In verse 20, Paul mentions “under law” four times, but the third time he uses a negative 

before law—“not under law.” He clearly says that he is “not under law,” but in verse 21, the 

translators translated another statement of his as being “under Christ’s law.” Why would he say 

that he was not “under law,” then turn right around and say he was “under Christ’s law”? Is 

there a contradiction in this pericope (A designated portion or unit of Scripture)? No! The 

English translations of this pericope are not extremely clear. Paul did not say in verse 21 that he 

was under Christ’s law. To be under law, any law, brings death. What is the answer to the 

seemingly conflict? First of all, Paul did not use the Greek ὑπὸ νόμον, hypo nomon) in verse 21, 

but rather ἔννομος Χριστοῦ (ennomos Christou), which means “subject to law.” God’s ethical 

standards should still be the norm for God’s people This phrase “subject to law” would coincide 

with his statement: “I am not free from God’s law.” No Christian is under law (hypo nomon), 

but all Christians are still subject (ennomos) to God’s law. 
 

THE NECESSITY OF STUDYING FROM THE PROPHETS 
 

And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention 

to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your 

hearts.  20 Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s 

own interpretation.  21 For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God 

as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. (2 Peter 1:19-21) 
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 The prophets of the Old Testament were men whom God called to speak words revealed 

to them by the Holy Spirit. They not only addressed social issues, but they also foretold the 

coming of the Messiah. They were not just political thinkers and social reformers of their own 

initiative, but they were men called by God to address God’s standard of good.  It was to God’s 

Law and to His Testimony that the prophets relied upon in their call for reform. They focused 

on God’s standard of justice and morality. For example, Isaiah (739 BC) issued a call from God 

to Judah to change her ways: 

 
     When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes from you; even if you offer many 

prayers, I will not listen. Your hands are full of blood; 16 wash and make yourselves clean. Take your 

evil deeds out of my sight! Stop doing wrong, 17 learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the 

oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow. (Isaiah 1:15-17)  

 

God sends Isaiah to plead with His people to turn from their evil ways. Many had no 

concern about the things of the Lord. Are we this way? Are we seeking first the kingdom of 

God and His righteousness? What are our lifestyles? Is our way of living like the ones that 

Isaiah addressed? Listen to Isaiah as he captures the profligate lifestyle of some: 
 

     Woe to those who rise early in the morning to run after their drinks, who stay up late at night   till 

they are inflamed with wine. 12 They have harps and lyres at their banquets, tambourines and flutes 

and wine, but they have no regard for the deeds of the LORD, no respect for the work of his hands. 

(5:11-12) 

 

 The Book of Isaiah is a call to correct one’s behavior. Once more, Isaiah says, 

 
     Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for 

darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter.  21 Woe to those who are wise in their own 

eyes and clever in their own sight.  22 Woe to those who are heroes at drinking wine and champions at 

mixing drinks, 23 who acquit the guilty for a bribe, but deny justice to the innocent. (5:20-23) 
 

Does God offer pardon? Again, listen to God as He pleads through Isaiah: 

 
     “Come now, let us reason together,” says the LORD. “Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall 

be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool. 19 If you are willing and 

obedient, you will eat the best from the land; 20 but if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured by 

the sword. For the mouth of the LORD has spoken.” (1:18-20)  

 

Attention should also be given to Peter, one of the Twelve chosen by Jesus, to proclaim 

the Good News of God’s kingdom as set forth by God’s prophets who dealt with the past, 

present, and future. The prophets were individuals through whom the Holy Spirit spoke. Peter 

focuses in on the One behind the utterances of the prophets: “For prophecy never had its 

origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy 

Spirit.” (2 Peter 1:21). Prior to this statement, Peter set forth in clear terms that messianic 

prophecy did not originate within their own minds, but their prophecies originated in the mind 

of the Holy Spirit. We should give special attention to Peter as he seeks to put forth the origin of 

prophecy: “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the 
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prophet’s own interpretation [ἰδίας ἐπιλύσεως, idias epilyseōs, of its own solution]” (2 Peter 

1:20). Peter is simply saying that the writers of Holy Scripture did not put their own 

construction upon their prophecies. 

 

THE PROPHETS AND THEIR FUNCTIONS 

 

 The prophets revealed the genesis of the catastrophes that befell Israel (722 BC) and 

Judah (586 BC and AD 70 [destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans—AD 70]). The prophets 

reveal how God is at work in the affairs of nations. God frequently brought about natural and 

political events to get the attention of His people. For example, Amos (760 BC), in addressing 

Israel, calls attention to the natural calamities brought upon Israel for her disregard for God’s 

Law. God’s pleas went unnoticed; the people did not change their unethical behavior; men and 

women refused to listen to God’s warning. Amos writes the words of God, which words should 

have brought about repentance: 
 

     “I gave you empty stomachs in every city and lack of bread in every town, yet you have not 

returned to me,” declares the LORD. 7 “I also withheld rain from you when the harvest was still three 

months away. I sent rain on one town, but withheld it from another. One field had rain; another had 

none and dried up. 8People staggered from town to town for water but did not get enough to drink, yet 

you have not returned to me,” declares the LORD. 9“Many times I struck your gardens and vineyards, 

I struck them with blight and mildew. Locusts devoured your fig and olive trees, yet you have not 

returned to me,” declares the LORD. 10 “I sent plagues among you as I did to Egypt. I killed your 

young men with the sword, along with your captured horses. I filled your nostrils with the stench of 

your camps, yet you have not returned to me,”   declares the LORD. 11 “I overthrew some of you and 

Gomorrah. You were like a burning stick snatched from the fire, yet you have not returned to me,” 

declares the LORD. 12 “Therefore this is what I will do to you, Israel, and because I will do this to 

you, prepare to meet your God, O Israel.” (Amos 5:6-12) 
 

We cannot help but wonder if God, today, is not at work in all the storms, earthquakes, 

floods, famines, and so on. We cannot state as a matter of fact that natural disasters are a direct 

result of God punishing an ungodly people today. Yet, the prophets were able to say with 

certainty about God’s activities concerning natural happenings in their day since they spoke as 

the Holy Spirit moved them. Today we can only conjecture as to the causes concerning the so-

called “acts of God,” as it is generally described. God could say to Israel: “I am like a moth to 

Ephraim, like rot to the people of Judah” (Isaiah 5:12). God was actively at work in bringing 

about punishment for the nations of Israel and Judah. 

Not only were the prophets able to predict the utter destruction of the nation of Israel by 

the Assyrians in 721/22 BC, but also they were able to predict the seventy years of captivity of 

Judah by the Babylonians in 586 BC, but, in addition to these prophetic utterances, they were 

able to predict the coming time when God would restore things through Jesus Christ, which is 

described in the Scriptures as the “a new heaven and a new earth.”559 Jeremiah, for instance, 

                                                 
559For a detailed study of the new heaven and a new earth, see Dallas Burdette, “A New Heaven and a 

New Earth,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching:  Series of Specialized Studies from Psalms ● 

Revelation ● Hebrews, Vol., 2 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2010), 257-302. 
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foretold the day in which God would give a new covenant, which covenant is none other than 

“the Christ”: 

 
      

“The time is coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of 

Israel and with the house of Judah. 32 It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers 

when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I 

was a husband to them,” declares the LORD. 33 “This is the covenant I will make with the house of 

Israel after that time,” declares the LORD. “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their 

hearts. I will be their God,   and they will be my people. 34 No longer will a man teach his neighbor, 

or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ because they will all know me, from the least of 

them to the greatest,” declares the LORD. “For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember 

their sins no more.” (Jeremiah 31:31-34) 

 

 Approximately, one hundred years earlier than Jeremiah, God, through Isaiah, spoke of 

Jesus as the “covenant.” Isaiah prophesied concerning the coming servant of the Lord whom 

God would make to be a “covenant” and a “light” for the nations. He discloses God’s words 

for future generations: 

 
     This is what God the LORD says—he who created the heavens and stretched them out, who spread 

out the earth and all that comes out of it, who gives breath to its people, and life to those who walk on 

it: 6“I, the LORD, have called you in righteousness; I will take hold of your hand. I will keep you and 

will make you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles. (Isaiah 42:5-6)  

  

As we reflect upon tragedies today, we, as Christians, cannot speak with finality when 

others ask, “Why does God do this?” Since we cannot function as prophets today, then we can 

only rely upon what God has spoken through Jesus Christ who is the Incarnated Word of God. 

Elizabeth Achtemeier (1926-2002, Adjunct Professor of Bible and Homiletics at Union 

Theological Seminary in Richmond, Virginia) is correct when she writes: “The prophets of the 

Old Testament continually received new words from God, but now there is no new Word 

beyond that spoken in Christ Jesus.”560 In Jesus the kingdom of God broke into time and 

space; thus, eternal life is now a present reality through Jesus Christ. Christians do not 

receive words that are at odds with God’s written Revelation. God has spoken to us “in” and 

“through” His Son (Hebrews 1:1-2). 

 In one sense, we do act as prophets—not in the sense of Old Testament prophets—in that 

we can engage in prophetic function of proclaiming the Word of God to a lost and dying world. 

When we call attention to the Sermon on the Mount, then we are engaging in a prophetic 

function. For example, Paul defines “to prophesy” this way: “But everyone who prophesies (ὁ 

δὲ προφητεύων, ho de prophēteuōn, “but the one prophesying”) speaks to men for their 

strengthening, encouragement and comfort” (1 Corinthians 14:3). In the first-century, both men 

and women participated in prophesying—not just men only. The prophet Joel (835 BC) foretold 

events that would transpire in the “breaking in” of the kingdom of God into space and time, 

                                                 
560Elizabeth Achtemeier, Preaching from the Old Testament (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John 

Knox Press, 1989), 111. Achtemeier’s chapter on “Preaching from the Prophets” is the best overall analysis that 

one could read anywhere; this chapter is full of insight. I am deeply indebted to her for this moving chapter. 
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which events would occur before the final days of kingdom of Judah as a political power in AD 

70: 
 

     I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will 

dream dreams, your young men will see visions. 29 Even on my servants, both men and women, I 

will pour out my Spirit in those days (Joel 2:28-29).  
 

Is prophesying and praying limited only to men?  According to the wording of Luke in 

Acts 1, both men and women prayed in the gathering of approximately one hundred and twenty, 

which included members of the Twelve: 
 

     Those present were Peter, John, James and Andrew; Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and 

Matthew; James son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James. 14 They all joined 

together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his 

brothers. (Acts 1:13-14) 

 

Now, as we return to the prophecy of Joel we discover activities of both men and women. 

It is significant that on the Day of Pentecost, Peter calls attention to the role of men and women 

in the kingdom. Listen to Peter’s speech:  

 
     These men (οὗτοι, Joutoi) are not drunk, as you suppose. It’s only nine in the morning!  16 No, this 

is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: 17In the last days, God says, “I will pour out my Spirit on all 

people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men 

will dream dreams. 18 Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those 

days, and they will prophesy. (Acts 2:15-18) 

 

Peter utters the following comments about their sons and daughters: “your sons and 

daughters will prophesy.” As asked above, what does it mean to prophesy? Listen once more to 

Paul as he defines this word in First Corinthians 14: “But everyone who prophesies speaks to 

men (ἀνθρώποις, anthrōpois, “man, human being, person”) for their strengthening, 

encouragement and comfort” (1 Corinthians 14:3). To prophesy is to strengthen, to encourage 

and to comfort. This gift was given to both men and women. Where were they going to 

prophesy? Were they going to prophesy by themselves? Listen to Paul in First Corinthians 11 as 

he writes about the activities of both men and women in the local gathering of the saints: 
 

     Now I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, 

and the head of Christ is God. 4Every man (ἀνήρ, anēr, man, husband) who prays or prophesies with 

his head covered dishonors his head.  5 And every woman (γυνή, gynē, “woman, wife”) who prays 

or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head—it is just as though her head were 

shaved.  6 If a woman does not cover her head, she should have her hair cut off; and if it is a disgrace 

for a woman to have her hair cut or shaved off, she should cover her head.  7 A man ought not to cover 

his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man.  8 For man did 

not come from woman, but woman from man; 9neither was man created for woman, but woman for 

man.  10 For this reason, and because of the angels, the woman ought to have a sign of authority on her 

head. (1 Corinthians 11:3-10) 
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Where did the men and women strengthen, encourage, and comfort? According to Paul, 

this took place—at least one place—in the assembly. Luke also gives another interesting 

statement about Philip’s daughters: “He had four unmarried daughters who prophesied” (Acts 

21:9). We cannot help but wonder where they prophesied.  Did they have to prophesy out in 

the corn field to a bunch of corn stalks? The prophets as well as the prophetesses taught 

God’s Word in order to help God’s children in their daily walk with Him. For example, Isaiah 

addresses everyday life in his message to a rebellious people—both Israel and Judah. He 

addressed them as “heavens” and “earth” (Isaiah 1:2): 

 
     Hear the word of the LORD, you rulers of Sodom; listen to the law of our God, you people of 

Gomorrah! 11 “The multitude of your sacrifices—what are they to me?” says the LORD. “I have more 

than enough of burnt offerings, of rams and the fat of fattened animals; I have no pleasure in the 

blood of bulls and lambs and goats. 12 When you come to appear before me, who has asked this of 

you, this trampling of my courts? 13 Stop bringing meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable 

to me. New Moons, Sabbaths and convocations—I cannot bear your evil assemblies. 14 Your New 

Moon festivals and your appointed feasts my soul hates. They have become a burden to me; I am 

weary of bearing them. 15 When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes from you; 

even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen. Your hands are full of blood; 16 wash and make 

yourselves clean. Take your evil deeds out of my sight! Stop doing wrong, 17 learn to do right! Seek 

justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow. 

(Isaiah 1:10-17) 

 

THE GOAL OF THE PROPHETS 
 

We must never forget that the chief actor in the prophetic message is God. God is dealing 

with His people through His prophets in order to bring about a change of behavior. The 

prophets frequently recall their history of God’s dealing with them. In doing this, the prophets 

hope to bring about a change in their social and political behavior. God wants His community 

of believers to live as God’s new community, or new humanity, in justice and righteousness. In 

the writings of the prophets, we discover ethical, economic, political, and cultic instructions on 

how God expects His servants to act. The prophets of God focus on the poor, the law courts, 

business dealings, prayer, government, international treaties, family life, divorce, ritual fasting, 

tithing, sacrifices, and so on. God does not leave anything out. He takes up almost every 

conceivable area of life.  

 At the very heart of God’s new agreement with humanity “in” and “through” Jesus the 

Messiah, we discover that the center of it all is devotion of the heart to God. It is in this regard 

that Jeremiah (627 BC) calls upon God’s people to “Circumcise yourselves to the LORD, 

circumcise your hearts, you men of Judah and people of Jerusalem” (Jeremiah 4:4). It is in this 

same concern that Ezekiel (593 BC) also issues the similar pleas to the children of Judah in the 

Babylonian captivity: “Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new 

heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel?” (Ezekiel 18:31). Other prophets 

also echo this same demand. For example, Isaiah goes right to the heart of Israel’s outward 

acknowledgement of God:  
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     These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are 

far from me. Their worship of me is made up only of rules taught by men. 14 Therefore once more I 

will astound these people with wonder upon wonder; the wisdom of the wise will perish, the 

intelligence of the intelligent will vanish. (Isaiah 29:13-14) 

 God wants the Israelites to respond to His mercy with love and obedience. Yet Israel did 

not respond in worship and submission. Micah (735 BC), too, calls attention to what it is that 

God really and truly wants from His people: “He has showed you, O man, what is good. And 

what does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly 

with your God” (Micah 6:8). The Israelites did not “act justly” nor did they “love mercy.” Since 

both Isaiah and Micah were contemporaries, they tackled the same problems of external 

religion—religion performed without a new heart and a new spirit. Both prophets were calling 

God’s people back to righteous ethical behavior that pleased God. The Israelites went through 

their rituals, but they did not care two-cents about other people. It is in this regard that Isaiah 

records the outcry of the Israelites against God for His refusal to bless them: 
 

     ‘Why have we fasted,’ they say, ‘and you have not seen it? Why have we humbled ourselves, and 

you have not noticed?’ “Yet on the day of your fasting, you do as you please and exploit all your 

workers. 4 Your fasting ends in quarreling and strife, and in striking each other with wicked fists. You 

cannot fast as you do today    and expect your voice to be heard on high. 5 Is this the kind of fast I 

have chosen, only a day for a man to humble himself? Is it only for bowing one’s head like a reed 

and for lying on sackcloth and ashes? Is that what you call a fast, a day acceptable to the LORD?”  

(Isaiah 58:3-5) 
 

The Israelites were going through their rituals, but God still was not pleased. The 

Israelites did not manifest any internal renewal of their actions. If our ethical behavior today 

does not coincide with right conduct, our acts of devotion will be null and void. What is God’s 

response to Israel’s bewilderment? Isaiah goes right to the central part of the matter in revealing 

God’s concern and alarm: 

 
     Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords 

of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke? 7 Is it not to share your food with the 

hungry and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—when you see the naked, to clothe him, and 

not to turn away from your own flesh and blood? (58:6-7) 

 

 This kind of appalling and shocking and ghastly behavior, exhibited on the part of the 

Israelites, is unbelievable, especially when we consider what God had done for them. God was 

disgusted that His people had forgotten.  What is the kind of “fasting” that God desires from His 

people? It is not simply going without food or drink for a day. No! Biblical fasting involves us 

sharing our food with the hungry and providing the poor wanderer with shelter. True 

fasting also includes clothing the naked. Do we appreciate God’s love and mercy? Have we 

committed our lives to His Son? Jeremiah reveals God’s astonishment at such lack of 

commitment and appreciation for His love and mercy:  
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     Have I been a desert to Israel or a land of great darkness? Why do my people say, ‘We are free to 

roam; we will come to you no more’? 32 Does a maiden forget her jewelry, a bride her wedding 

ornaments? Yet my people have forgotten me, days without number. (Jeremiah 2:31-32) 

 

 This rejection of God is inexplicable to the prophet Jeremiah. Knowing what God has 

done for her, how could Israel rebel against their Creator? Do we, too, stand in awe at Israel’s 

rejection? Yet, on the other hand, knowing what God has done for us, how can we forget Him? 

When we reflect upon the history of the church, do we not remember Calvary? Do we not keep 

in mind that Jesus died for our sins? Just as the prophets recounted Israel’s past in order to 

reawaken her faith in the Lord, so, we, too, as Christians need to reflect on “the old, old story” 

so that our faith does not diminish. If we want our faith to increase, we need to read the 

Hebrew Scriptures as well as the Greek Scriptures. Remember that belief in Jesus as the 

Messiah comes by hearing the proclamation of the Good News about Jesus as God’s Way of 

salvation by grace through faith in the finished work of Christ upon Calvary (Romans 10:17). 

 Sin darkens the understanding of men and women. Often times, we, as Christians, exhibit 

a spirit of denial concerning the reality and power of sin in our lives. Sin blinds us to 

wrongdoing. Sin prevents us from seeing the evil that we participate in on a daily basis. When 

we do not read our Bibles on a regular basis or do not attend the Sunday gatherings as we 

should. then Our zeal for spirituals things will diminished or declined over the years. We are no 

longer energetic for the kingdom of God. We use Sundays as a day of recreation rather than as a 

day to give honor to God and to encourage His people? We pursue our own pleasures. This was 

one of the complaints that God had with Israel: 
 

     I have listened attentively, but they do not say what is right. No one repents of his wickedness, 

saying, “What have I done?” Each pursues his own course like a horse charging into battle. 7 

Even the stork in the sky knows her appointed seasons, and the dove, the swift and the thrush observe 

the time of their migration. But my people do not know the requirements of the LORD. (Jeremiah 

8:6-7) 
 

The objectives of the prophets were to help Israel to see her sins in order for her to repent 

and turn and walk in the opposite direction—walk toward God. Sin is one slave master that we 

cannot escape within our own terms. Jeremiah describes the power of sin in concrete words: 

“Judah’s sin is engraved with an iron tool, inscribed with a flint point, on the tablets of their 

hearts” (Jeremiah 17:1). Is sin engraved in our daily lives? Have we laid aside the sins that so 

easily entangles us in a life of rebellion? Are we conscious that God hates sin? Do we think that 

God can allow sin to go unpunished? Are we aware that if we are unrepentant and reject Jesus 

offer of salvation by faith in Him, we will perish? Jesus warns individuals to be remorseful: 

 
     Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate 

had mixed with their sacrifices.  2 Jesus answered, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse 

sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way?  3 I tell you, no! But unless you 

repent, you too will all perish.  4 Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on 

them—do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem?  5 I tell you, no! But 

unless you repent, you too will all perish.” (Luke 13:1-5) 
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God will not put up with mutiny, or revolution, against His call for a change in our behavior. 

Have we spurned or snubbed God’s rule in our lives? Have we abandoned the outpouring of His 

love through the sacrifice of His Son? Where do we stand in our relationship to God? God, 

through Jeremiah, confronts Israel with their atrocious behavior and, at the same time, He 

rebukes them for their relying upon the presence of the Temple for their safeguard to live their 

lives as if God does not exists. We should read and reread God’s denunciation of Israel’s 

mindset: 
 

     “So do not pray for this people nor offer any plea or petition for them; do not plead with me, for I 

will not listen to you.  17 Do you not see what they are doing in the towns of Judah and in the streets of 

Jerusalem?  18 The children gather wood, the fathers light the fire, and the women knead the dough 

and make cakes of bread for the Queen of Heaven. They pour out drink offerings to other gods to 

provoke me to anger.  19 But am I the one they are provoking?” declares the LORD. Are they not 

rather harming themselves, to their own shame? 20 Therefore this is what the Sovereign LORD says: 

“My anger and my wrath will be poured out on this place, on man and beast, on the trees of the field 

and on the fruit of the ground, and it will burn and not be quenched.” (Jeremiah 7:16-20) 

 

Is God first in our lives? How do we live on a day-to-day basis? Are we servants of 

sin or are we servants of God? Paul confronted, among the Christians in the province of Galatia, 

the same attitude manifested among the Israelites. Paul sought to head off the same kind of 

actions that rejected God’s love and mercy. Paul writes with intensity as he seeks to curb a 

rebellious mindset:  
 

     Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.  8 The one who sows to 

please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, 

from the Spirit will reap eternal life. (Galatians 6:7-8) 

 

Is their hope for our sinful nature? Yes, Jesus is the answer. Since the Law of God 

condemns, our only hope is Jesus. In Jesus, we are no longer under Law. In Jesus, we are 

clothed with God’s righteousness following our justification. Have we, as Christians, made 

clear the message that God is not mocked and that without repentance and belief in Jesus we 

cannot escape the wrath of God? Only in Jesus can we say that there is no condemnation. Why? 

Where there is no Law, sin is not imputed (see Romans 5:12-13; see also Zechariah 3, Isaiah 

53). The newspapers and the various TV networks constantly display a breakdown of 

communities. We see strife, warfare, hatred, destruction, death, and an absence of God. Is God 

giving up on the sins of humanity and returning the consequences upon society. Is modern 

society reaping what it has sown for several decades? Modern-humanity seek to live their lives 

without God. Many do not believe in God. Many do not think the Lord will do anything about 

one’s unethical behavior. The same mindset existed in Zephaniah’s day (640 BC):  

 
     At that time I will search Jerusalem with lamps and punish those who are complacent, who are like 

wine left on its dregs, who think, ‘The LORD will do nothing, either good or bad. (Zephaniah 

1:12) 
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 Even the Jews were burdened under sin; they were longing for someone who could 

remedy this burden. They were looking for “the prophet” that Moses foretold would come 

(Deuteronomy 18:15). Are we complacent in our attitude toward the advancement of God’s 

kingdom? What does the church mean to us? Are we very much like the people in Jeremiah’s 

day? God confronted His people who were deceived into thinking that their behavior did not 

matter to God as long as they went to church. Some today do not even think that the church is 

any longer relevant in their lives. Again, what does the church mean to us? What is the purpose 

of the church? Once more, we should listen carefully to God as He rebukes: 

 
     But look, you are trusting in deceptive words that are worthless. 9 Will you steal and murder, 

commit adultery and perjury, burn incense to Baal and follow other gods you have not known, 10 and 

then come and stand before me in this house, which bears my Name, and say, “We are safe”—safe to 

do all these detestable things?  11 Has this house, which bears my Name, become a den of robbers to 

you? But I have been watching! declares the LORD. (Jeremiah 7:8-11) 

 

As the Church, we need to alert people to the One who offers eternal life. Justification 

can only occur when the ungodly turn to God in repentance. Once justified, they are placed “in 

Chirst” where sin is not any longer imputed (romans 5:13; 7:8). Under Law, the Jews were 

guilty. It is only in Jesus that one can experience forgiveness (5:1-2 and 8:1). The people of 

Jeremiah’s day thought that they could hide their sins from God. Remember, a part of the work 

of the prophets was to announce God’s judgment. Today, it is also a part of God’s people to 

announce judgment upon those who reject Jesus as God’s Atonement for the sins of humanity. 

God wants people to repent (1:18-32; 3:19-31). Does God have pleasure in the death of the 

wicked? Ezekiel (593 BC) says “no.” Listen to him as he explains God’s attitude toward the 

wicked: ‘“I take no pleasure in the death of anyone,’ declares the Sovereign LORD. ‘Repent 

and live!’” (Ezekiel 18:32).  

 

FORETOLD THE COMING OF THE MESSIAH 

 

The prophets do not stop with judgmental preaching; they also proclaim salvation 

through God’s Anointed One. God is not defeated by our sins. God provides a way of 

redemption out of our dilemma.  In the beginning of Adam’s and Eve’s history, God foretold of 

the coming of the Messiah (Genesis 3:15). Later God called Abraham (2166-1991 BC) out of 

Ur of Chaldea in order to create a nation of priests to reveal Himself in all His holiness. Moses 

(1516-1406 BC) gives an account of this encounter with Abraham: 
 

     The LORD had said to Abram, “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and 

go to the land I will show you. 2 I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make 

your name great, and you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses 

you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” 4 So Abram left, as the LORD 

had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he set out from Haran.  

5 He took his wife Sarai, his nephew Lot, all the possessions they had accumulated and the people 

they had acquired in Haran, and they set out for the land of Canaan, and they arrived there. 6 Abram 

traveled through the land as far as the site of the great tree of Moreh [mōrʾĕ] at Shechem. At that time 
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the Canaanites were in the land.  7 The LORD appeared to Abram and said, “To your offspring I will 

give this land.” So he built an altar there to the LORD, who had appeared to him.” (Genesis 12:1-7) 

 

 Almost two thousand years later, Paul, in writing to the Christians in the province of 

Galatia, addresses this promise that God made to Abraham. In His discussion of Abraham’s 

encounter with God, he writes: 
 

     Brothers, let me take an example from everyday life. Just as no one can set aside or add to a 

human covenant that has been duly established, so it is in this case.  16 The promises were spoken to 

Abraham and to his seed (τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ, tō spermati autou, to the seed of him). The Scripture 

does not say “and to seeds (τοῖς σπέρμασιν, tois spermasin),” meaning many people, but “and to 

your seed (τῷ σπέρματί σου, tō spermati sou),” meaning one person, who is Christ.  17 What I mean 

is this: The law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously 

established by God and thus do away with the promise.  18 For if the inheritance depends on the 

law, then it no longer depends on a promise; but God in his grace gave it to Abraham through a 

promise. (Galatians 3:15-18) 

 

 Even though the prophets wrote about the coming of salvation through the Messiah, 

nevertheless, they did not understand nor know when this would take place. They spoke of this 

grace, but they had no idea as to how God would bless all nations through the seed of Abraham. 

It is in this regard that Peter writes to the Christians “scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, 

Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia” concerning this salvation through faith, not human merit (1 

Peter 1:1). 
 

     Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, 

searched intently and with the greatest care, 11 trying to find out the time and circumstances to which 

the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories 

that would follow. 12 It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when 

they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you 

by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things. (1:10-12)  
 

Not only was this age of grace a mystery to the prophets but also to the angels. The 

angels had no perception of how God could be just and, at the same time, the justifier of sinful 

humanity. As we reflect upon the enigma among both prophets and angels, we, today, 

understand how God accomplished this feat of justification apart from His holy Law. This 

triumph of redemption could only be consummated through His Son. Thus, Paul, in his Roman 

Epistle, spells out God’s wisdom to bring about the supposedly impossible task. Listen to Paul 

as he zeros in on the infinite wisdom of God: 
 

     But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law 

and the Prophets testify.  22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all 

who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 

justified freely (δωρεάν, dōrean, without a cause) by his grace through the redemption that came 

by Christ Jesus.  25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did 

this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand 

unpunished—26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one 

who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. (Romans 3:21-26) 
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God brought about redemption through the Atonement of His Son Jesus. Why did God 

send Jesus to die? Paul says why: “He did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, 

so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus” (3:26).  Paul 

exclaims that both the Law and the prophets gave testimony to this great event. In the Law, as 

mentioned above, God preached the Gospel to Abraham over 2000 years before the event 

actually happened. Several thousand years before the birth of the Messiah, God foretold this 

great outcome to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden: “And I will put enmity between you 

and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will 

strike his heel.” (Genesis 3:15). Also, in the Law, God told Abraham that through his seed all 

nations of the earth would be blessed. Paul declares the means of God’s justification in his 

Galatians’ Epistle: 

 
     Consider Abraham: “He believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” 7 Understand, 

then, that those who believe are children of Abraham.  8 The Scripture foresaw that God would 

justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations will 

be blessed through you.”  9 So those who have faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. 

(Galatians 3:6-9) 

 

As Moses concludes the Book of Genesis, he gives a prophecy concerning the Messiah 

and the demise of the kingdom of Judah: “The scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the 

ruler’s staff from between his feet, until he comes to whom it belongs   and the obedience of the 

nations is his” (Genesis 49:10). Not only did the Law give testimony concerning the coming of 

the Messiah, but, as Paul states, the prophets too foretold the coming of the Messiah and His 

suffering for the sins of the world. The fifty-third chapter of Isaiah is one of the best-known 

messianic prophecies in the Old Testament.  
 

      

     Who has believed our message   and to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed? 2 He grew 

up before him like a tender shoot,   and like a root out of dry ground. He had no beauty or majesty to 

attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him. 3 He was despised and 

rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. Like one from whom men hide 

their faces   he was despised, and we esteemed him not.  4 Surely he took up our infirmities and 

carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. 5 But he 

was pierced for our transgressions,   he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought 

us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. 6 We all, like sheep, have gone astray,   

each of us has turned to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.  7 He 

was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter,   

and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth. 8 By oppression and 

judgment he was taken away. And who can speak of his descendants? For he was cut off from the 

land of the living; for the transgression of my people he was stricken. 9 He was assigned a grave 

with the wicked, and with the rich in his death, though he had done no violence, nor was any deceit in 

his mouth.  10 Yet it was the LORD’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer and though the 

LORD makes his life a guilt offering, he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of 

the LORD will prosper in his hand. 11 After the suffering of his soul,   he will see the light of life and 

be satisfied; by his knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their 

iniquities. 12 Therefore I will give him a portion among the great,   and he will divide the spoils with 
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the strong, because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors. For 

he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors. (Isaiah 53) 

 

Luke, in his early history of God’s ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia, “church, assembly, 

congregation”), reveals how the Spirit told Philip to approach the chariot of an important 

official of Candace, Queen of the Ethiopians, and stay near it (Acts 8: 26-29). As Philip came 

close to the chariot, he heard the Ethiopian eunuch reading Isaiah 53. Philip then probed him as 

to the meaning of the passage he was reading. Whereupon the eunuch questioned Philip as to 

whom the prophet had reference: “The eunuch asked Philip, ‘Tell me, please, who is the 

prophet talking about, himself or someone else?’” (Acts 8:34). How did Philip respond? Luke 

informs his readers: “Philip began with that very passage of Scripture and told him the good 

news about Jesus” (8:35). 

As we reflect upon this prophecy of Isaiah, we cannot help but recall the words of Jesus 

in His Sermon on the Mount: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the 

Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matthew 5:17). Following the 

Resurrection of Jesus, He spoke to His disciples concerning the things written about Him in the 

prophets. Luke writes: “And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to 

them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). Again, Luke 

reveals still further insights concerning Jesus’ unlocking the meaning of the Hebrew Scriptures  

for His followers: “He said to them, ‘This is what I told you while I was still with you: 

Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the 

Psalms’” (24:44). In spite of the Twelve’s intimate fellowship with Jesus, still they did not 

grasp the significance of His ministry as the fulfillment of the prophets. Thus, Luke records the 

personal instructions that the Lord gave before His ascension:  
 

     Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures.  46 He told them, “This is 

what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day,  47 and repentance and 

forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.  48 You are 

witnesses of these things.  49 I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city 

until you have been clothed with power from on high.” (24:45-49) 

 

During the earthly ministry of Jesus, the Jews, on more than one occasion, sought to kill 

Him. But Jesus calls attention to the Scriptures that they revered so highly: “You diligently 

study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the 

Scriptures that testify about me, 40 yet you refuse to come to me to have life” (John 5:39-40). 

Again, Jesus says to these same unbelievers: “If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for 

he wrote about me.  47 But since you do not believe what he wrote, how are you going to 

believe what I say?” (5:46-47). Luke reports that Jesus, on one occasion, stands up in the 

synagogue and reads from the Book of Isaiah. Jesus reads: 
 

     The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He 

has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the 

oppressed, 19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (Luke 4:18-19—cited from Isaiah 61:1-2). 
 

Following this reading by Jesus, Luke informs his readers:  
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     Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in 

the synagogue were fastened on him, 21 and he began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is 

fulfilled in your hearing.” (Luke 4:20-21)  

 

From the Day of Pentecost on, the followers of Jesus continuously called attention to 

Jesus as the fulfillment of prophecy. After Pentecost, Peter, following his healing of a crippled 

beggar, addresses a group of onlookers concerning the One whom they crucified: “But this is 

how God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Christ would 

suffer” (Acts 3:18). Later, Peter delivered a message to Cornelius and his household: “All the 

prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins 

through his name” (10:43). 

Paul, following his conversion, too, speaks to a group of Jews in Pisidian Antioch 

concerning Jesus as the fulfillment of prophecy. In the synagogue at Pisidian Antioch, he 

addresses the prophecy concerning Jesus and His Crucifixion:  “When they had carried out all 

that was written about him, they took him down from the tree and laid him in a tomb” (Acts 

13:29). During Paul’s second missionary journey, he speaks to Jews in a Jewish Synagogue in 

Thessalonica. During his speech, he discusses the role of prophecy in establishing that Jesus is 

the One that the prophets wrote about: 

 
     When they had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where there 

was a Jewish synagogue.  2 As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath 

days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures,  3 explaining and proving that the Christ had to 

suffer and rise from the dead. “This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Christ,” he said.  4 Some of 

the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and 

not a few prominent women. (17:1-4)  

 

When Paul wrote to the Corinthians, he reminded them of the things he delivered to them 

concerning Jesus that He is the fulfillment of prophecy:  
 

     Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on 

which you have taken your stand.  2 By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I 

preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in vain. 3 For what I received I passed on to you as of 

first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 that he was buried, that 

he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures. (1 Corinthians 15:1-4)  
 

Paul never ceases, so it seems, to draw attention to Jesus as the fulfillment of prophecy. In his 

Epistle to the Roman Christians, he penned the following words:  

 
     Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God—2 the 

gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures 3 regarding his Son, 

who as to his human nature was a descendant of David, 4 and who through the Spirit of holiness was 

declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.  5 

Through him and for his name’s sake, we received grace and apostleship to call people from among 

all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith.  6 And you also are among those who are 

called to belong to Jesus Christ. (Romans 1:1-6)   
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Peter, too, calls notice to Jesus as the fulfillment of messianic prophesies:  

 
     As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—5 

you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering 

spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 6For in Scripture it says: “See, I lay a 

stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to 

shame.” (1 Peter 2:4-6—cited from Isaiah 28:16) 

 

Matthew, as well, appeals to prophecy to prove that Jesus is the Christ of God: 

 
     When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them 

where the Christ was to be born. 5 “‘In Bethlehem in Judea,’” they replied, ‘for this is what the 

prophet has written’: 6 ‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the 

rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.’”  

(Matthew 2:4-6—cited from Micah 5:2). 

 

Prophecies Concerning His Birth 

 

 The following prophecies are just a sampling to illustrate the nature of prophecy recorded 

in the Old Testament. The following charts should assist us in grasping prophecy and 

fulfillments. 

 
Born of the Seed of Woman 

 

PROPHECY 

 

FULFILLMENT 

     And I will put enmity 

between you and the woman, 

and between your offspring 

and hers; he will crush your 

head, and you will strike his 

heel. (Genesis 3:15) 

     But when the time had fully 

come, God sent his Son, born of 

a woman, born under law, 5 to 

redeem those under law, that 

we might receive the full rights 

of sons. (Galatians 4:4-5) 

 

Born of a Virgin 

 

PROPHECY 

 

FULFILLMENT 

     Therefore the Lord 

himself will give you a 

sign: The virgin will be 

with child and will give 

birth to a son, and will 

call him Immanuel. 

(Isaiah 7:14) 

     This is how the birth of 

Jesus Christ came about: 

His mother Mary was 

pledged to be married to 

Joseph, but before they 

came together, she was 

found to be with child 

through the Holy Spirit. 

(Matthew 1:18) 
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     But after he had 

considered this, an angel of 

the Lord appeared to him 

in a dream and said, 

“Joseph son of David, do 

not be afraid to take Mary 

home as your wife, because 

what is conceived in her is 

from the Holy Spirit.  21 

She will give birth to a son, 

and you are to give him the 

name Jesus, because he 

will save his people from 

their sins.” 22 All this took 

place to fulfill what the 

Lord had said through the 

prophet:  23 “The virgin will 

be with child and will give 

birth to a son, and they will 

call him Immanuel”—

which means, “God with 

us.” 24 When Joseph woke 

up, he did what  the angel 

of the Lord had 

commanded him and took 

Mary home as his wife.  25 

But he had no union with 

her until she gave birth to a 

son. And he gave him the 

name Jesus. (1:20-25) 

 

Son of God 

 

PROPHECY FULFILLMENT 

 

     I will proclaim the 

decree of the LORD: He 

said to me, “You are my 

Son; today I have 

become your Father. 

(Psalm 2:7) 

     And a voice from 

heaven said, “This is my 

Son, whom I love; with 

him I am well pleased. 

(Matthew 3:17) 

 

Seed of Abraham 

 

PROPHECY FULFILLMENT 

 

     And through your 

offspring all nations on 

earth will be blessed, 

because you have obeyed 

     A record of the 

genealogy of Jesus Christ 

the son of David, the son of 

Abraham. (Matthew 1:1) 
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me. (Genesis 22:18)  

     The promises were 

spoken to Abraham and to 

his seed. The Scripture 

does not say “and to 

seeds,” meaning many 

people, but “and to your 

seed,” meaning one person, 

who is Christ. (Galatians 

3:16) 

 

Son of Isaac 

 

PROPHECY FULFILLMENT 

 

     But God said to him, 

“Do not be so distressed 

about the boy and your 

maidservant. Listen to 

whatever Sarah tells you, 

because it is through Isaac 

that your offspring will be 

reckoned. (Genesis 21:12) 

     Now Jesus himself was 

about thirty years old 

when he began his 

ministry. He was the son, 

so it was thought, of 

Joseph, the son of Heli 

(Luke 3:23).... the son of 

Jacob, the son of Isaac, 

the son of Abraham. 

(3:34) 

 

     A record of the 

genealogy of Jesus Christ 

the son of David, the son 

of Abraham:  2 Abraham 

was the father of Isaac, 

Isaac the father of Jacob, 

Jacob the father of Judah 

and his brothers (Matthew 

1:1-2). 

 

Son of Judah 

 

PROPHECY FULFILLMENT 

 

     The scepter will not 

depart from Judah, nor 

the ruler’s staff from 

between his feet, until he 

comes to whom it 

belongs and the 

obedience of the nations 

is his. (Genesis 49:10) 

     The son of Amminadab, 

the son of Ram, the son of 

Hezron, the son of Perez, 

the son of Judah. (Luke 

3:33) 

 



 397 

Infants Will Be Slaughtered 

 

PROPHECY FULFILLMENT 

 

     This is what the 

LORD says: “A voice is 

heard in Ramah, 

mourning and great 

weeping, Rachel weeping 

for her children and 

refusing to be comforted, 

because her children are 

no more (Jeremiah 

31:15). 

     When Herod realized that he 

had been outwitted by the Magi, 

he was furious, and he gave 

orders to kill all the boys in 

Bethlehem and its vicinity who 

were two years old and under, 

in accordance with the time he 

had learned from the Magi.  17 

Then what was said through the 

prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: 
18 “A voice is heard in Ramah, 

weeping and great mourning, 

Rachel weeping for her children 

and refusing to be comforted, 

because they 

are no more (Matthew 

2:16-18). 

 

Will Escape into Egypt As a Child 

 

PROPHECY FULFILLMENT 

 

     When Israel was a 

child, I loved him, and 

out of Egypt I called my 

son (Hosea 11:1).  

So he got up, took the child 

and his mother during the 

night and left for Egypt, 15 

where he stayed until the 

death of Herod. And so 

was fulfilled what the Lord 

had said through the 

prophet: “Out of Egypt I 

called my son (Matthew 

2:14-15). 

 

He Will Be Crucified with Sinners 

 

PROPHECY FULFILLMENT 

 

     Therefore I will give 

him a portion among the 

great, and he will divide 

the spoils with the strong, 

because he poured out his 

life unto death, and was 

numbered with the 

transgressors. For he bore 

the sin of many, and 

     Two robbers were 

crucified with him, one on 

his right and one on his left 

(Matthew 27:38). 
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made intercession for the 

transgressors (Isaiah 

53:12). 

 

He Will Be Pierced with a Spear 

 

PROPHECY FULFILLMENT 

 

     And I will pour out on 

the house of David and 

the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem a spirit of 

grace and supplication. 

They will look on me, the 

one they have pierced, 

and they will mourn for 

him as one mourns for an 

only child, and grieve 

bitterly for him as one 

grieves for a firstborn son 

(Zechariah 12:10).   

     Instead, one of the 

soldiers pierced Jesus’ side 

with a spear, bringing a 

sudden flow of blood and 

water (John 19:34). 

 

Soldiers Will Cast Lots for His Clothing 

 

PROPHECY FULFILLMENT 

 

     They divide my 

garments among them 

and cast lots for my 

clothing (Psalm 22:18). 

     And they crucified him. 

Dividing up his clothes, 

they cast lots to see what 

each would get (Mark 

15:24). 

 

PRE-EXILIC, EXILIC, AND POST-EXILIC PROPHETS 

 

The above prophecies are listed in order to enable us to see the predictive element in the 

Old Testament concerning the coming of the Messiah. The following chart will set forth the 

dates for the prophets according to their time span. If we understand that certain prophets are 

referred to as pre-exilic (before the Babylonian exile), exilic (during the seventy years of 

Babylonian exile), and post-exilic (after the Babylonian exile) prophets, this knowledge should 

assist us in grasping more clearly the prophetic books. Pre-exilic prophets lived prior to the 

Babylonian captivity (605—536 BC). The exilic prophets are those who lived during the 

Babylonian captivity. The post-exilic prophets are the prophets who lived following the 

Babylonian captivity. The following charts of the prophets and their dates are given to assist 

individuals in seeking to understand the time frames within which the prophets lived: 
 



 399 

PRE-EXILIC PROPHETS ASSYRIAN EMPIRE 

 

Obadiah 845 BC 

Joel 835 BC 

Jonah 782 BC 

Hosea 760 BC 

Amos 760 BC 

Isaiah 739 BC 

Micah 735 BC 

Nahum 650 BC 

 
 

EXILIC PROPHETS 

 

BABYLONIAN EMPIRE 

Zephaniah 640 BC 

Jeremiah 627 BC 

Habakkuk 609 BC 

Daniel 605 BC 

Ezekiel 595 BC 

 

POST-EXILIC PERSIAN EMPIRE 

Haggai 520 BCE 

Zechariah 520 BCE 

Malachi 433 BCE 

 

ANALYSIS OF PROPHETIC TITLES 

 

 The writers of the Old Testament employ four terms to describe those whom God called 

into His ministry. This study begins with an analysis of the Hebrew word prophet ָנִביא, 

nā·ḇî(ʾ)); next, this study includes two additional Hebrew words translated as “seer” (ֹרֶאה), 

rō·ʾě(h) and   ֹחֶזה ֹ,  ḥō·zě(h)); and “man of God” (ים ִ֖ יׁש ָהֱאֹלה  ִ֥  .((ʹʾîšʹ hā·ʾělō·hîm,א 

 

The Principle Word for Prophet:  ָנִביא, nābî 
 

 The principle word for prophet in the Old Testament is ָנִביא, (nābî). This word is used 

over three hundred times, and it is related closely to the verb ָנָבא (nā·ḇā(ʾ)), which is also used 

approximately three hundred times. Many suggestions have been made as to the etymology of 

 which means to “bubble up.”561 Gesenius sees this concept in keeping with ecstatic ,ָנָבא

behavior on the part of the prophets in which their emotional fervor bubbled up within them. 

Professor H. B. Hackett sates the matter well when he writes: 
 

     The verb ַָנָבא (nā·ḇā(ʾ)),  is found only in the niphal and hithpael, a peculiarity which it shares 

with many other words expresses of speech.... Davidson (Intr. Old Test. Ii. 430) suppose nā·ḇā(ʾ) to 

signify the man to whom announcements are made by God, i.e. inspired. But it is more in accordance 

                                                 
561Gesenius, Hebrew-Chaldee Lexicon of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1847, reprint 1986), 

525. 
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with the etymology and usage of the word to regard it as signifying (actively) one who announces or 

pours forth the declarations of God.562 

 

 Other scholars stress the passive voice rather than the active voice in defining the word 

 For example, H. H. Rowley writes: “there are others who associate the Hebrew .(nā·ḇî(ʾ)) ,ָנִביא

word with an Accadian word nabu, which means call, and think it has reference to the call, or 

vocation, of the prophet.563 William F. Albright (1891-1971, American archaeologist, biblical 

scholar, linguist and expert on ceramics) also favors an Akkadian root but says that since nabu 

is commonly used in the passive voice, then this is the same that should be taken for the 

etymology of ָנִביא, (nā·ḇî(ʾ)).564 It is apparent that etymology alone is not conclusive. Milton S. 

Terry’s (1840-1914) point is well taken: 

 

     Gesenius derives the word from the root ָנָבא, equivalent to ע  ,to boil forth; to gush out; to flow ָנב 

as a fountain. Hence the idea of one upon whom the vision—seeing ecstasy falls; or of one who is 

borne along and carried aloft by a supernatural inspiration (ὑπὸ πνεύματος ἁγίου φερόμενοι; 2 Pet. 

1:21).  “Hebrew prophecy, like the Hebrew people, stands without parallel in the history of the world. 

Other nations have had oracles, diviners, augurs, soothsayers, necromancers. The Hebrews alone have 

possessed prophets and a prophetic literature. It is useless, therefore, to go to the manticism of the 

heathen to get light as to the nature of Hebrew prophecy. To follow the rabbis of the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries is just as vain. The only reliable sources of information on the subject are the 

Scriptures of the Old and New Testament.”—M’Call, in Aids to Faith, p. 97. On the distinction 

between the prophet nābî (ָנִביא) and the seer rō·ʾě(h) (ֹרֶאה) and rō·ʾě(h) (ֹחֶזה) see Smith, Prophecy 

a Preparation for Christ (Bampton Lectures), pp. 68-86. Boston, 1870.565 

 

 A prophet is someone who speaks on behalf of someone else. In other words, a prophet is 

usually a spokesman or mouthpiece. Prophesying, according to the Scriptures, is not primarily a 

prediction of future events, though Hebrew prophets foretell future events. Terry further says, 

“The Hebrew word for prophet, ָנִביא, (nābî)) signifies one who speaks under the pressure of a 

divine fervor, and the prophet is especially to be regarded as one who bears a divine message, 

and acts as the spokesman of the Almighty.”566 We are not at a total loss in trying to define this 

word. Fortunately, the Old Testament usage does provide knowledge of the precise meaning of 

                                                 
562H. B. Hackett and Ezra Abbot, eds. Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1870, 

reprint 1971), Vol., 3, s.v.. “Prophets,” by H. B. Hackett, 2590.  In Hebrew, niphal is the simple passive or 

reflexive counterpart of the Qal stem (simple active verb. Used passively, Niphal means the action of the verb is 

received by the subject (he was told, or, it was told). Also, Hithpael is a reflexive action (he realized). However, 

some Hithpael verbs are translated in a simple active sense like the Qal stem (he prayed), since the one 

performing the action is not transferring that action to anyone or anything else. For these definitions, see 

Gregory A. Lint, The Old Testament Study Bible: Psalms, Vol., 11 (Springfield, Missouri: World Library Press, 

1996), 718.  
563H. H. Rowley, Prophecy and Religion in Ancient China and Israel (Althlone Press: London, 1956), 4. 
564See William F. Albright, From the Stone Age to Christianity; cited in Leon J. Wood, The Prophets of 

Israel (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1971, reprint 1986), 231. 
565Milton S. Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics: A Treatise on the Interpretation of the Old and New 

Testament (Grand Rapids: Academie, nd), 406. 
566Ibid., 405-406. 
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the term prophet. For example, God, in the appointment of Aaron to assist Moses, calls him a 

prophet: 

 
     But Moses said, “O Lord, please send someone else to do it.” 14 Then the LORD’s anger burned 

against Moses and he said, “What about your brother, Aaron the Levite? I know he can speak well. 

He is already on his way to meet you, and his heart will be glad when he sees you.  15 You shall speak 

to him and put words in his mouth; I will help both of you speak and will teach you what to do.  16 He 

will speak to the people for you, and it will be as if he were your mouth and as if you were God to 

him.... Then the LORD said to Moses, “See, I have made you like God to Pharaoh, and your brother 

Aaron will be your prophet (ָנִביא). 2 You are to say everything I command you, and your brother 

Aaron is to tell Pharaoh to let the Israelites go out of his country. (Exodus 4:13-16; 7:1-2)  

 

Just a perusal of God’s conversation with Moses reveals that a prophet is a mouthpiece or 

a spokesman for the one he represents. The Septuagint (LXX) understood ָנִביא (nābî) to have 

this meaning since they translated the Hebrew word with the Greek word προφήτης 

(prophētēs). προφήτης is a noun derived from the preposition πρό (pro, for, on behalf of) and 

the verb φημί (phēmi, “to speak”). Thus, προφήτης means to speak for another.567 Several 

other passages in the Old Testament also support this function. For instance, in the call of 

Jeremiah to the prophetic office, God says, “I appointed you as a prophet (ָנִביא) to the 

nations.... You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever I command you” (Jeremiah 

1:5b, 7b).  

Again, God tells Jeremiah that if he will repent of his outburst of anger against Him, then 

“you will be my spokesman” (15:19). The false prophets are described as those that “speak 

visions from their own minds, not from the mouth of the LORD” (Jeremiah 23:16). Amos also 

cries out: “The Sovereign LORD has spoken—who can but prophesy?” (Amos 3:8). Zechariah, 

too, states that all the former prophets568 spoke God’s word to Israel and Judah, but to no avail: 

“They made their hearts as hard as flint and would not listen to the law or to the words that the 

LORD Almighty had sent by his Spirit through the earlier prophets. So the LORD Almighty 

was very angry” (Zechariah 7:12).  

The above citations clearly indicate that the primary function of the prophet was to 

prophesy, that is to say, to speak the message that God had revealed unto him.  Andrew Hill and 

John Walton state: “The prophets are the mouthpiece of God, conveying God’s opinions, 

reactions, intentions, and very words. In short, God’s agenda, or program, is announced through 

the words of the prophets.”569 

 

                                                 
567See Sir Lancelot C. L. Brenton, The Septuagint with Apocrypha: Greek and English (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 1990), 77. 
568Zephaniah (640 BC) was probably familiar with the writings of such prominent eight-century 

prophets as Isaiah (739 BC) and Amos (760 BC), whose utterances he reflects. He may also have been familiar 

with the young Jeremiah (627 BC). 
569Andrew E. Hill and John H. Walton, A Survey of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1991), 309. 
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Other Words That Characterize God’s Prophets: 

 ֹחֶזה and ֹרֶאה 

 

 The Old Testament also employs other words to characterize those called of God. These 

words are ֹרֶאה (rō·ʾě(h)) and  ֹחֶזה (ḥō·zě(h)). These two words are translated as “seer.” It is 

appropriate now to make a comparison between the Hebrew word for prophet (ָנִביא) and the 

Hebrew words for seer (ֹרֶאה) and (ֹחֶזה). Leon Wood is particularly instructive in drawing 

attention to the Hebrew words for seer: 

 

     In terms of basic idea, a distinction does exist. Since both words, ֹרֶאה and ֹחֶזה, mean “to see,” the 

fundamental thought signified by them concerns insight regarding God’s will. In other words, these 

terms refer to the revelational aspect of the prophets’ work, when they heard from God and discerned 

His will. On the other hand, ָנִביא (nābî) as just indicated, refers to the speaking of the prophets, when 

they would give forth the information that God had previously given at the time of revelation. The 

terms ֹרֶאה and ֹחֶזה then, refer to the reception of the message, and the term אָנִבי  to the giving forth of 

the message.570 

 

 These designations simply refer to the same person from two different points of view. In 

other words, the prophet was called a seer, meaning “one who sees in a vision.” The two 

Hebrew words ֹרֶאה (rō·ʾě(h)) and  ֶהֹחז  (ḥō·zě(h)). are completely interchangeable. For example, 

First Samuel indicates that the term seer was earlier and came to be replaced by prophet. The 

author says, “Formerly in Israel, if a man went to inquire of God, he would say, ‘Come, let us 

go to the seer,’ because the prophet of today used to be called a seer” (1 Samuel 9:9). Hobart 

Freeman’s (1920-1984) comments are very helpful: 

 

     The word ָנִביא, prophet, stressed the objective or active work of the messenger of the Lord in 

speaking forth God’s word. The terms ֹרֶאה and ֹחֶזה, translated “seer,” on the other hand emphasized 

the subjective element, namely, the mode of receiving divine revelation, by “seeing.” In Isaiah 30:10 

the rebellious Israelites “say to the seers, See not.” The term “prophet” emphasized the prophet’s 

utterances, ֹרֶאה and ֹחֶזה indicated his method of receiving the divine communication. The terms for 

“seer” speak of the receptive aspect, whereas the term for “prophet” points up the communicative 

function.571 

 

 A word of caution is necessary in respect to this change in terminology. The name ָנִביא 

(nābî) did not begin to be used until Samuel’s day. Samuel himself is called a ָנִביא: “And all 

Israel from Dan to Beersheba recognized that Samuel was attested as a prophet of the LORD” 

(1 Samuel 3:20). This term ָנִביא (nābî) is also employed in speaking of Saul:  

 

                                                 
570Leon J. Woods, The Prophets of Israel (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979, reprint 1986), 63. 
571Hobart E. Freeman, An Introduction to the Old Testament Prophets (Chicago: Moody Press, 2d 

printing, 1969),  
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     After that you will go to Gibeah of God, where there is a Philistine outpost. As you approach the 

town, you will meet a procession of prophets coming down from the high place with lyres, 

tambourines, flutes and harps being played before them, and they will be prophesying.  6 The Spirit of 

the LORD will come upon you in power, and you will prophesy with them; and you will be changed 

into a different person. (10:5-6) 

 

Moses also uses the term in reference to himself: “The LORD your God will raise up for 

you a prophet like me from among your own brothers. You must listen to him” (Deuteronomy 

18:15). The thought of First Samuel is that the terms— ֹרֶאה  and ֹחֶזה—in popular usage changed 

to ָנִביא. Further evidence that no discrimination need be made as to function between the ֹרֶאה 

and ֹחֶזה person and the ָנִביא person as is found in the Book of Isaiah: 

 
     These are rebellious people, deceitful children, children unwilling to listen to the LORD’s 

instruction. 10 They say to the seers, “See no more visions!” and to the prophets, “Give us no more 

visions of what is right! Tell us pleasant things, prophesy illusions. 11 Leave this way, get off this 

path, and stop confronting us with the Holy One of Israel!” (Isaiah 30:9-11) 

 

The NIV translates the Hebrew word ֹחֶזה (ḥō·zěh) as “prophet” and  as (rō·ʾě(h))  ֹרֶאה

“seer.” Thus the translators of the NIV employs the Hebrew words interchangeably as one who 

spoke for God as well as one who received messages from God. In other words the “seer” ֹרֶאה   

and ֹחֶזה could be thought of as doing the same thing as the ָנִביא (nābî). Yet, even though these 

three terms are ascribed to the same individual, there still appears to be a different nuance 

attached to their use. Geerhardus Vos (1862-1949, American Calvinist theologian) calls 

attention to the nuances associated with the “seer” and “prophet”: 

 
     The word ‘seer’ refers to an extraordinary influence brought to bear on the seeing-faculty of the 

prophet, by which he was made to see things, instead of hearing them, with the same result that 

through this seeing a message of divine provenience was introduced into his consciousness. The two 

terms differ from ָנִביא (nābî) in that the latter describes the active function of speaking for 

transmission of the message, whereas ‘seer’ describes the passive experience of being made 

acquainted with the message ocularly. To this, of course, would correspond the hearing which 

receives the speech of God.572 

 

 Hackett shows strikingly the use of the terms  :in the Old Testament ֹחֶזה and   ֹרֶאה

 

     Two other Hebrew words are used to designate a prophet, ֹרֶאה and ֹחֶזה both signifying one who 

sees. They are rendered in the A.V. by “seer”; in the LXX, usually by βλέπων (blepōn, see 1 Samuel 

9:9; I Kings 9:9) or ὁρῶν (horōn), sometimes by προφήτης (prophētēs) [1 Chr. xxvi. 28; 2 Chr. xvi. 

7, 10). The three words seem to be contrasted with each other in 1 Chr xxix. 29. “The Acts of David 

the king, first and last, behold they are written in the book of Samuel the seer (ֹרֶאה), and in the book 

of Nathan the prophet nābî (ָנִביא), and in the book of Gad the seer (ֹחֶזה).” ֹרֶאה is a title almost 

appropriated to Samuel. It is only used ten times, and in seven of these it is applied to Samuel (1 Sam. 

                                                 
572Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948, reprint 

1975), 197. 
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Ix. 9, 11, 18, 19; 1 Chr. Ix. 22; xxvi. 28; xxix. 29). On two other occasions it is applied to Hanani (2 

Chr. xvi. 7, 10). Once it is used by Isaiah (Is. xxx. 10) with no reference to any particular person. It 

was superseded in general use by the word ָנִביא, which Samuel (himself entitled ָנִביא (nābî) as well 

as ֹרֶאה , (rō·ʾě(h)) (1 Sam. iii. 20; 2 Chr. xxxv. 18) appears to have revived after a period of desuetude 

(1 Sam. ix. 9), and to have applied to the prophets organized by him. The verb ָרָאה (rā·ʾā(h)), from 

which it is derived, is the common prose word signifying “to see;” ָחָזה (ḥā·zā(h))—whence the 

substantive ֹחֶזה (ḥō·zěh) is derived—is more poetical. ḥō·zěh is rarely found except in the books of 

Chronicles, but ָחזֹון (ḥā·zôn) is the word constantly used for the prophetical vision.573 

 

Another Word to Characterize God’s Prophets: 

ים ִ֖ יׁש ָהֱאֹלה  ִ֥  (ʹʾîšʹ hā·ʾělō·hîm) א 

 

 “Man of God” (ים ִ֖ יׁש ָהֱאֹלה  ִ֥  was a title of veneration used in reference to only a few (א 

prophets who had an especially close relationship to God and exercised a particularly strong 

prophetic gift. Moses refers to himself as a “man of God” in pronouncing a blessing on Israel 

before his death (Deuteronomy 33:1). The men of Judah referred to Moses as a “man of God” 

(Joshua 14:6). The title is found primarily in First Samuel and Second Kings. The phrase was 

applied to the prophet who announced God’s message of judgment upon Eli and his sons (1 

Samuel 2:27). Samuel was identified as a “seer” (9:11, 18, 19), a “prophet” (9:8-9), and a “man 

of God” (9:6-10) who inquired of God and predicted what would happen. 

The widow whose son was restored to life called Elijah a “man of God”: “I know that 

you are a man of God (ים ִ֖ יׁש ָהֱאֹלה  ִ֥  and that the word of the LORD from your mouth is the (א 

truth” (1 Kings 17:24). Elisha was called a “man of God” about thirty-five times because of his 

miraculous deeds as well as his delivery of God’s message (2 Kings 4:7-27; 5:8-20; 6 :16-25; 

7:17-18; 11; 23:16f). This expression was a common and general term for the prophet of Israel, 

which emphasized his holy calling, moral character, and his divine ministry. Moses, Samuel, 

Elijah, and Elisha were called “man of God.” Leon Woods states the matter well when he 

writes: 

 
     A third designation is simply “man of God” (ʾîšʹ hā·ʾělō·hîmʹ). It is used, for instance, of the man who 

came to denounce the false altar of Bethel, and was later detained by the old prophet of Bethel (I Kings 13). 

Its significance is merely to point the man out as one who knew God and was sent by God on a particular 

mission. The term is also used of prophets who are otherwise well known by name (for instance, Moses, 

Deut. 33:1; Samuel, I Sam. 9:6; Elisha, II Kings 4:9).574 

  

Robert Dick Wilson (1856-1930, American Presbyterian philologist and theologian), in 

describing the title “man of God,” writes: 

 
     The phrase “man of God,” should probably be understood to mean “servant of God,” and there is 

some indication that the designation was an honorific title applied to certain members of prophetic 

groups. However, in the biblical traditions that have been preserved, the man of God is synonymous 

                                                 
573Hackett, Smith Bible’s Dictionary, 2590-91. 
574Woods, The Prophets of Israel, 59. 
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with the prophet (n`b!a), and in fact both titles are sometimes applied to the same individual (1 Sam 

3:20; 9:6, 7, 8).575 (Emphasis mine—bold and underlining) 

 

To this affirmation could be added the words of Rolf Rendtorff (b. 1925, Emeritus 

Professor of Old Testament at the University of Heidelberg): 

 
      IV. Other Terms for the Prophet: 

ים .1 יׁש )ָה(ֱאֹלה  יא This is commonly used in contexts in which it has the same meaning as .א   ָנב 

particularly when an ים יׁש ֱאֹלה   ;comes with a specific word from Yahweh, 1 S. 2:27 ff.; 1 K. 12:22 א 

13:1 ff.; 20:28, cf. → n. 137 (1 K. 20:28 has  ֱיׁש ָהא יםא  ֹלה   for יא  though with obvious ref. to the same ,ָנב 

prophet) In the Elisha stories the terms alternate in the different strata. Here Elisha is often 

differentiated as ים יׁש ֱאֹלה  ים from the circle of the א  יא  ְּנב   K. 4:38 ff., 42 ff.; 6:1 ff. etc. The title 2 ,ְבֵני ה 

thus seems to be regarded as a mark of special honour. Samuel and Elijah are also called this by 

others (1 S. 9:6–10; 1 K. 17:18, 24; 2 K. 1:9–13), but never by the narrator. A title again seems to be 

in view, and this explanation is supported by the use of the term for the (as yet unidentified) ְלָאְך  in מ 

Ju. 13:6, 8 and for Moses in Dt. 33:1; Jos. 14:6; Ps. 90:1. Only in 1 K. 13 (cf. 2 K. 23:16–18) is there 

any discernible distinction between the two terms: the ים יׁש ֱאֹלה   of Judah who utters a threat against א 

the altar at Bethel (vv. 1ff.) is contrasted with the יא יא ָכמֹוָך :of Bethel. The latter says ָנב  י ָנב  ם־ֲאנ   I“ .ג 

am also a prophet as thou art,” and thus equates the terms. One might be inclined to regard ים יׁש ֱאֹלה   א 

as the title in Judah and יא  as that in Northern Israel, but 1 K. 13 and 2 K. 23:16–18 are undoubtedly ָנב 

late and the other instances do not support this distinction. It is not clear who is the ים יׁש ֱאֹלה   whose א 

sons have a special chamber in the temple acc. to Jer. 35:4. The Chronicler not only borrows from 1 

K. 12:22 (2 Ch. 11:2), but also uses the title for Moses (1 Ch. 23:14; Ezr. 3:2) and for David (2 Ch. 

8:14; Neh. 12:24, 36) and introduces an anonymous ים יׁש ֱאֹלה  יא after the manner of a א   ,Ch. 25:7 2) ָנב 

9). 576 

 The above prophetic titles seem to convey different aspects concerning the role of those 

called by God. For example, the ָנִביא (nābî), “prophet” conveys the concept of someone who 

speaks on behalf of someone else. But the terms  seer” carry the“ (ḥō·zěh) ֹחֶזה and (rō·ʾě(h))  ֹרֶאה

idea of one who sees in a vision. Then, ים ִ֖ יׁש ָהֱאֹלה  ִ֥  man of God” denotes one“ ,(ʹʾîšʹ hā·ʾělō·hîm) א 

that is a servant of God. All of these titles are applied to one individual in his relationship to the 

people as one called of God. This chapter has sought to revitalize the importance of the Hebrew 

Scriptures in the lives of God’s people. Jesus and His Apostles cited the Old Testament writings 

frequently in their ministries. 

 

 

                                                 
575Robert D. Wilson, Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1946, reprint 

1984), 140. 
576Rolf Rendtorff, “προφήτης,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, edited by Gerhard 

Friedrich and translated by Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 

1971), 6:809.  
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27 
 

 

Jonah’s  

Time and Circumstances 
 

 

 The history of Jonah’s time and circumstances sets his book in proper focus. Without this 

historical cultural context, we will not fully appreciate Jonah’s refusal to go to Nineveh. Before 

embarking upon an analysis of the text, a few words about scholars are appropriate. The world 

of scholarship is divided over the authenticity of this strange book about a man swallowed by a 

fish. Phyllis Trible (Baldwin Professor of Sacred Literature, Union Theological Seminary in 

Virginia), says:  

 
     Although Jonah is a coherent narrative, heterogeneous elements compose it. The fictitious 

character Jonah most likely derives from a reference in 2 Kgs 14:25 to the historical ‘servant’ of 

Yahweh, ‘Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet who was from Gath-hepher (NRSV) [Emphasis mine—

RDB].577  

 

Without any proof, Trible asserts that Jonah is simply a “fictitious character.” She 

outruns the evidence. Another scholar, Elizabeth Achtemeier (1926-2002, Adjunct Professor of 

Bible and Homiletics, Union Theological Seminary in Virginia) writes:  

 

                                                 
577Phyllis Trible, The Book of Jonah, The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol., 7 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

1996), 463. Phyllis Trible, an internationally known biblical scholar and rhetorical critic, is a professor of 

biblical studies at Wake Forest University School of Divinity. A past president of the Society of Biblical 

Literature, she began her collegiate teaching career at Wake Forest University in 1963. After leaving in 1971, 

she taught at Andover Newton Theological School in Massachusetts until she went to Union Theological 

Seminary in New York in 1979 as a professor of Old Testament. From 1981 until her appointment to the Wake 

Forest School of Divinity 1998, she was the Baldwin Professor of Sacred Literature at Union Theological 

Seminary. Trible has been a visiting professor at several other theological schools, including Vancouver School 

of Theology in British Columbia, Canada, and Iliff School of Theology in Denver, Colorado. Trible, considered 

a leader in the text-based exploration of women and gender in scripture, has lectured extensively, including 

abroad. She is the author of the books God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist 

Readings of Biblical Narrative, and, most recently, Rhetorical Criticism: Context, Method, and the Book of 

Jonah, published in 1994 by Fortress Press. She also has written numerous articles and book reviews for 

magazines and scholarly journals and provided expert commentary for Bill Moyers’ public television series, 

“Genesis: A Living Conversation.”  
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     We cannot help but appreciate its imaginative characters—the good-hearted sailors, the great fish, 

the repentant Ninevite King and even cows, the worm, and the plant [emphasis mine].578  

 

She, too, alleges that the characters are “imaginative.” In reality, her statement is 

imaginative, and she is clearly in the wrong. Again, she states: “Of course we do have to take 

into account the fact that Nineveh repented. It never happened in actual history of course, but 

that’s the way the story goes.”579 We cannot say for sure, but, on the surface, it appears that she 

is so used to reading the Bible as she, no doubt, had been taught in seminary that it is difficult 

for her to read without spectacles—spectacles of liberalism. We need to approach this book as a 

detective; we need to look for evidence to determine if these individuals are correct in their 

assertions. 

 This denial is not just a recent rejection of Jonah. In fact, Clarence Darrow (1857-1938), 

in 1924, spoke despairingly of Jonah and the fish. Clarence Darrow casts criticism upon the 

story of Jonah and the fish during the trial of Illinois v. Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb 

(1924).580 Leopold and Loeb murdered a fourteen-year-old boy named Bobby Franks. Both 

boys were convicted of murder and sentenced to ninety-nine years. Loeb was killed in prison in 

1936. After thirty-four years of confinement, Leopold was paroled (1958) and died in 1971. 

James Montgomery Boice (1938-2000, the late president and cofounder of the Alliance of 

Confession Evangelicals) calls attention to this trial, especially since Darrow made sly remarks 

about Jonah. Listen to Boice as he seeks to capture Darrow’s cunning and crafty remarks:  

 
     There were some people on the jury who believed that the whale had indeed swallowed Jonah. 

Moreover, they believed that Leopold and Loeb were guilty and convicted them. But the statement, 

“A person can as easily believe that as believe that the whale swallowed Jonah.”581 

 

Since Darrow did not accept the story of Jonah, he used this story to drive home his point 

that one could as easily believe the testimony of one of the witnesses against Leopold and Loeb 

as it was to believe a fish swallowed Jonah. Later, Darrow became one of the most famous trial 

lawyers in the last century. He is renowned for his defense of Thomas Scopes (1900-1970) in 

the so-called “monkey trial,” which began on July 10, 1925. William Jennings Bryan (1860-

1925) assisted the prosecuting attorney against Thomas Scopes. Even though Darrow was a 

brilliant attorney, nevertheless, he denied the authenticity of the Book of Jonah.  

We cannot help but wonder if Darrow's father played a role in the development of his 

thinking. Darrow’s father was known as the village atheist. Darrow, so it appears, followed in 

his father’s steps concerning Christianity. We can now understand why he spoke so disdainfully 

                                                 
578Elizabeth Achtemeir, “Tit for Tat?” in Preaching As Theology & Art (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

1984), 25. When she deals with the text itself, she is one of the most perceptive expositors that one can read 

after.  
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she is still an insightful writer when she is unfolding the text, even though she may not believe the text. 
580For an analysis of this story, see Elinor Lander Horwitz, Capital Punishment, U. S. A. (Philadelphia 

and New York: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1973), 91-114. 
581Cited in James Montgomery Boice, “The Prophet Who Ran Away,” in The Minor Prophets: Hosea-

Jonah, An Expositional Commentary, Vol., 1 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1983), 261. 
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about Jonah.  During the defense of Loeb and Leopold, Darrow makes reference to the whale 

swallowing Jonah, yet the text in the Book of Jonah does not mention a whale, even though we 

may not rule out one of the gigantic whales, especially the sperm whale.   

Our study of Jonah's time and circumstances unfolds information that gives credence, 

credibility, authority, weight, and acceptance to the story of Jonah and his mission to Nineveh. 

Jonah (782 BC) lived and prophesied shortly (not more than sixty years) before the fall of the 

ten northern tribes known as the kingdom of Israel. Jonah prophesied during the reign of 

Jeroboam II (793-753 BC). The Book of Jonah does not mention the reigning king of Israel, but 

the author of Second Kings gives this data. The author writes: 

 
     In the fifteenth year of Amaziah son of Joash king of Judah, Jeroboam son of Jehoash king of 

Israel became king in Samaria, and he reigned forty-one years. 24 He did evil in the eyes of the LORD 

and did not turn away from any of the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, which he had caused Israel to 

commit. 25 He was the one who restored the boundaries of Israel from Leboa Hamath [hāʾmăth] to the 

Sea of the Arabah,b in accordance with the word of the LORD, the God of Israel, spoken through his 

servant Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet from Gath Hepher. (2 Kings 14:23-25)  

 

 The “son of Amittai” is the same prophet that is mentioned in the Book of Jonah: “The 

word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai (a-mĭtʾī): 2 “Go to the great city of Nineveh and 

preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me” (Jonah 1:1-2). The Book of 

Jonah is written in the third person. Even though the author does not specifically name himself 

as the author, we assume that this book was written by the one that God addresses in this book. 

There were other prophets who were contemporary with Jonah. Amos (760 BC), too, 

prophesied during the reign of Jeroboam II. Amos begins his book with the following 

introduction:  

 
     The words of Amos, one of the shepherds of Tekoa—what he saw concerning Israel two years 

before the earthquake, when Uzziah was king of Judah and Jeroboam son of Jehoasha was king of 

Israel. (Amos 1:1) 

 

Uzziah (ŭ-zīʾȧ, 792-740 BC), king of Judah (also known as Azariah, ăzʾȧ-rīʾȧ), and 

Jeroboam II (793-753 BC) were in power during the prophetic ministry of Amos. Amos gives a 

graphic description of the conditions of the northern ten tribes. Another prophet, Hosea (760 

BC), also prophesied during the reigns of Uzziah 792-740), Jotham (750-732 BC), Ahaz (735-

716 BC), and Jeroboam II (793-753 BC). Once more, listen to Hosea’s introduction:  

 
     The word of the LORD that came to Hosea son of Beeri during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz 

and Hezekiah (716-687 BC), kings of Judah, and during the reign of Jeroboam son of Jehoasha king 

of Israel. (Hosea 1:1)582  

                                                 
a Or from the entrance to 
b That is, the Dead Sea 
a Hebrew Joash, a variant of Jehoash 
a Hebrew Joash, a variant of Jehoash 
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 Like Elisha, Jonah prophesied in Israel. The Scriptures only mention one prediction of 

Jonah (2 Kings 14:25) outside the Book of Jonah itself. The only other reference to Jonah is 

from Jesus the Messiah (Matthew 12:39-41). The author of Second Kings, as cited above, 

writes: “In the fifteenth year of Amaziah (ăm-ȧ-zīʾȧ) son of Joash (jōʾăsh) king of Judah, 

Jeroboam son of Jehoash king of Israel became king in Samaria, and he reigned forty-one 

years” (2 Kings 14:23). Jeroboam (jĕrʾō-bōʾăm) followed in the footsteps of the first king of 

Israel (Jeroboam I [931-910 BC], the son of Nebat (nēʾbăt) following the division of the united 

kingdom of Israel in 931 BC. The Scripture reads: “He did evil in the eyes of the LORD and did 

not turn away from any of the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, which he had caused Israel to 

commit” (14:24).  In spite of Israel’s wickedness under Jeroboam II, God still extended mercy 

and graciously restored territory that their enemies had deprived them of. The Holy Spirit gives 

God’s reasoning for this blessing: 

 
     The LORD had seen how bitterly everyone in Israel, whether slave or free, was suffering; there was 

no one to help them. 27 And since the LORD had not said he would blot out the name of Israel from 

under heaven, he saved them by the hand of Jeroboam son of Jehoash. (14:26-27)  

 

 We witness an abundance of longsuffering and mercy to a rebellious people. Even though 

Israel was in a very wretched and oppressed condition in its relationship to God, nevertheless, 

God still extended compassion. We cannot help but ponder the mind of Jonah concerning this 

gracious act on the part of God. It was during this same time that God was willing to extend 

mercy to a Gentile nation if repentance was forthcoming. God’s outreach to Israel and Nineveh 

should cause us to pause and reflect upon God’s unfailing love and mercy. After the preaching 

of Jonah to Nineveh and their repentance, Jonah writes this telling picture of God:  

 
     O LORD, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to 

Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in 

love, a God who relents from sending calamity. (Jonah 4:2) 

 

 Jonah knew something of God’s forbearance. It is significant that the author of Kings 

does not give Jonah’s reaction to the wickedness of the ten tribes that revolted under Jeroboam 

I, the son of Nebat, in 931 BC.  Jeroboam II also followed the sins of the first Jeroboam (931-

910 BC). Surely, Jonah, like Amos and Hosea, and Isaiah (739 BC) addressed the sins of the ten 

tribes. We cannot help but wonder if he did not testify against their iniquities and, at the same 

time, speak of God’s patience toward disobedience. More than likely, he hoped to spend the rest 

of his days in his own home land. Since the Holy Spirit did not give the details concerning 

Jonah’s ministry, we can only surmise certain events based upon Jonah’s actions when God 

called him to go to Nineveh, a heathen nation.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
582See E. R. Thiele, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983). 
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Chronological and Background Charts of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 30-31. 
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Jonah, no doubt, as stated above, had planned on spending his days in Israel and had 

implemented his prophetic office only in Israel, not among the heathens. For ages, as far as the 

record goes, God had confined His manifestations of Himself to the children of Jacob (2006-

1859 BC). Yet, Jonah knew of God’s great mercy and, at the same time, he knew of God’s large 

and strong views about sin. Surely, Jonah must have reflected upon the destruction of Sodom 

and Gomorrah, which destruction occurred in 2067 BC when Abraham was ninety-nine years 

old (see Genesis 17—19).  

 As we seek further elucidation on the Book of Jonah, we must look at both Israel and 

Judah in their concern for ceremonial rituals and their overall view of the Gentiles in God’s 

scheme of redemption. In Jonah’s day, the ceremonial rituals prescribed by the Law at Sinai 

still served as a middle wall of partition, which religious ceremonies still separated the Jew and 

Gentile in the first century (Ephesians 2:11-12). The Law of Moses had laid down the rules of 

admission of Gentiles into the commonwealth of Israel. This admission dealt with individuals, 

not nations. Paul describes the Gentiles as given over to spiritual death (see Romans 1:18-2:16). 

Paul also expresses the dividing wall this way to the Ephesians: 

 
     Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by 

those who call themselves “the circumcision” (that done in the body by the hands of men)—12 

remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and 

foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. (Ephesians 

2:11-12)  

 

 Paul reminds the Ephesians to remember their former status, but, at the same time, to 

reflect upon their deliverance through Jesus the Messiah. It was God’s purpose all along to wipe 

out this separation between Jew and Gentile. To begin with, God called Abraham (2166-1991 

BC) and promised him that through his seed the Messiah would come to bless all nations. Out 

of his loins came also the Jewish nation, a nation designed by God to safeguard God’s grace 

until the Gentiles should be brought into Jesus. Apparently, Jonah failed to reflect upon God’s 

promise to Abraham concerning the blessing of all nations, which blessings extended beyond 

the borders of Israel and Judah. In fact, Moses records this conversation of God with Abraham:  

 
     I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and will give them all these 

lands, and through your offspringa all nations on earth will be blessed. (Genesis 26:4) 

 

When God called Abraham to leave Ur of Chaldea, he was seventy-five years old (2191 

BC). Again, Moses records God’s earlier call and the means by which God would bless all 

nations. Listen once more to Moses: 

 
     I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will 

be a blessing. 3I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples 

on earth will be blessed through you. (12:1-3)  

 

                                                 
a Or seed 
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 The Jews forgot, so it seems, that God made a covenant with Abraham to bless all 

nations, which promise pointed toward the Gentiles. Paul, in his Epistle to the Galatians, 

reflects upon these promises:  

 
     The promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. The Scripture does not say “and to seeds,” 

meaning many people, but “and to your seed,” ameaning one person, who is Christ. (Galatians 3:16) 

 

Later, Paul also focuses upon the Older Testamental writings in order to call attention to the fact 

that God had the Gentiles in His mind from the beginning. Pay attention to Paul as he cites 

several passages from the Old Testament in defense of his ministry to the Gentiles: 

 
     Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God. 8 For I tell 

you that Christ has become a servant of the Jewsd on behalf of God’s truth, to confirm the promises 

made to the patriarchs 9 so that the Gentiles may glorify God for his mercy, as it is written: 

“Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles; I will sing hymns to your name.”e10 Again, it 

says, “Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people.”f11 And again, “Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, and 

sing praises to him, all you peoples.”g12 And again, Isaiah says, “The Root of Jesse will spring up, 

one who will arise to rule over the nations; the Gentiles will hope in him.”h (Romans 15:7-12)  

  

 Paul cites from 2 Samuel 22:50, Psalm 18:49, Deuteronomy 32:43, Isaiah 66:10, Psalm 

117:11, and Isaiah 11:10 to confirm the concept that Gentiles were to be received into God’s 

new community. From these Scriptures, we are conscious that in times of true spiritual life, the 

Gentiles were not forgotten. These Scriptures set forth the view that many of God’s people 

maintained world-wide views about God’s grace, which ultimately would be revealed in the 

coming of the Messiah. Psalm 2 is noted for its Messianic character with its emphasis upon 

Gentiles. Listen to the psalmist: “Ask of me, and I will make the nations your inheritance, the 

ends of the earth your possession” (Psalm 2:8). Again, the psalmist writes with intense desire 

concerning salvation among the nations: 

 
     May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face shine upon us,  Selah 2that your ways 

may be known on earth, your salvation among all nations. 3May the peoples praise you, O God; may 

all the peoples praise you. 4May the nations be glad and sing for joy, for you rule the peoples justly 

and guide the nations of the earth. Selah 5   May the peoples praise you, O God; may all the peoples 

praise you. 6Then the land will yield its harvest, and God, our God, will bless us. 7God will bless us, 

and all the ends of the earth will fear him. (Psalm 67:1-7) 

 

 Even though God chose the nation of Israel to safeguard His Law, they failed to see the 

broader picture of God’s outreach to all nations. This attitude never changed among the chosen 

people of God. In fact, seven hundred years after Jonah, in the first century, we witness this 

                                                 
a Gen. 12:7; 13:15; 24:7 
d Greek circumcision 
e 2 Samuel 22:50; Psalm 18:49 
f Deut. 32:43 
g Psalm 117:1 
h Isaiah 11:10 
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same mindset among the religious leaders. When John the Baptist began his ministry, he 

rebuked the leaders with strong words about their reliance upon their fleshly descent from 

Abraham. Listen to John as he seeks to reel in their smug attitude: 

 
     But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said 

to them: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 Produce fruit in 

keeping with repentance. 9 And do not think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 

father.’ I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. 10 The ax is already 

at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown 

into the fire. (Matthew 3:7-10)  

 

 As we seek to understand Jonah’s ministry in Israel, it is necessary for us to read Amos, 

Hosea, and Isaiah as backdrop for a proper understanding of Jonah’s ministry. Just a perusal of 

Jonah’s day, we discover that Israel’s sins were beyond belief. Amos (760 BC) and Hosea (760 

BC) addressed the sins of Israel. Both Judah and Israel had lost sight of God’s sovereign grace 

and its demands. The Gentiles were looked upon as irreconcilable enemies, not people in need 

of God’s grace. Even though the Ninevites were cruel beyond belief, nevertheless, the Israelites 

were not much better. God’s Divine passion was not yet exhausted with Israel or with Nineveh. 

He sent prophets to Israel as well as a prophet to Nineveh.  

With Israel, God made one final and desperate effort toward the recovery from apostasy. 

God blessed Israel in spite of Jeroboam II’s rebellion against His Law. Even with apostate 

Israel, we still observe God’s mercy as he seeks to reel in this rebellious people. God’s 

compassion toward a callous people was not yet exhausted. God allowed, in his mercy, the 

borders of Israel to be enlarged and strengthen. The author of Second Kings relates the 

following story: 

 
     In the fifteenth year of Amaziah son of Joash king of Judah, Jeroboam son of Jehoash king of 

Israel became king in Samaria, and he reigned forty-one years. 24 He did evil in the eyes of the LORD 

and did not turn away from any of the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, which he had caused Israel to 

commit. 25 He was the one who restored the boundaries of Israel from Leboa Hamath to the Sea of the 

Arabah,b in accordance with the word of the LORD, the God of Israel, spoken through his servant 

Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet from Gath Hepher. 26 The LORD had seen how bitterly everyone in 

Israel, whether slave or free, was suffering; there was no one to help them. 27 And since the LORD had 

not said he would blot out the name of Israel from under heaven, he saved them by the hand of 

Jeroboam son of Jehoash. (2 Kings 14:23-27)  

 

 In this story, we see one final and desperate effort put forth by God for their recovery 

through His kindness and mercy. Yet, God’s benevolence did not produce repentance on the 

part of Israel. Instead of attributing their success to God, they attributed prosperity to natural 

causes. Within the midst of this kind of atmosphere, we observe the great work and mission of 

Jonah to a pagan city—the city of Nineveh. Even though Israel is not mentioned in the Book of 

                                                 
a Or from the entrance to 
b That is, the Dead Sea 
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Jonah, we cannot help but wonder if Jonah’s mission to Nineveh was not a witness to Israel 

about sin and forgiveness.  

The question that confronts every reader is: why send such a message to Nineveh by this 

prophet of Israel when there was such a need for his message at home? From the Scriptures, we 

observe that other prophets who were contemporary with Jonah were proclaiming the certain 

approach of judgment against Israel for its mounting iniquities. Jonah’s mission to Nineveh is 

another account of the mind of God respecting sin. Jonah’s mission to the Great City Nineveh 

committed him as God’s ambassador to a people who lay beyond the territory of Israel—a 

people who lay outside of God’s covenant to Israel. 

 We can hardly reflect upon Jonah’s mission to Nineveh without recalling God’s 

announcement to Abraham (2166-1991BC) to bless all nations through his SEED, meaning 

Christ (Genesis 12:2-3; 22:17-18; Galatians 3:15-16). God made this promise to Abraham when 

he was seventy-five years old (2166 minus 75 gives a date of 2091 BC). Approximately thirteen 

hundred years later (2091 minus 782 gives a total of 1,309 years), God sent Jonah (782 BC) to a 

Gentile nation to call them to repentance. This should have been a wake-up call to Israel to also 

repent. Also, this mission of Jonah to Nineveh should have also awakened the nation of Israel to 

God’s promise to Abraham. Paul, an Apostle of Jesus Christ, approximately 843 years after 

Jonah, wrote to the Christian’s at Ephesus concerning this mystery, that is to say, both Jew and 

Gentile are reconciled unto God in one Body, namely, Christ (Ephesians 1:3-14; Colossians 

1:24—2:1-5).  

 We stand in amazement as we seek to understand God’s gift of repentance as a means of 

escape from condemnation. Repentance was not limited to just the Jews, but repentance was 

God’s gift to this Gentile nation. Israel did not take advantage of this gift, but the people of 

Nineveh did. About eight-hundred years after Nineveh’s repentance, God eventually sent Peter 

to Cornelius, a Gentile and a centurion in what was known as the Italian Regiment, to tell them 

about Christ as God’s Way of salvation. After the conversion of Cornelius and his family, Peter 

lets the cat-out-of-the-bag, so to speak, concerning God’s acceptance of the Gentiles. He tells 

Cornelius: “God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life” (Acts 11:18).  

Repentance is God’s gift, not something that we earn. Earlier, Peter speaks to the “high priest 

and all his associates, who were members of the party of the Sadducees” (5:17) about 

repentance and forgiveness of sins. In his remarks he addresses the subject of repentance and 

forgiveness as gifts from God: “God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince and Savior that 

he might give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel” (5:31). From Peter’s statement, 

we are again reminded that both repentance and forgiveness are God’s gifts to those who repent. 

 This gift of repentance is a constant reminder that justification before God is through 

faith alone. David (1010-970 BC, reigned forty years) wrote: “Blessed is he whose 

transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. 2Blessed is the man whose sin the LORD 

does not count against him” (Psalm 32:1-2). Apparently, the nation of Israel, at the time of 

Jonah, did not see that God had also granted the Gentiles the gift of repentance. When God 

called Paul, an Apostle to the Gentiles, he went to the Jews first and then to the Gentiles. The 

Jews, as a whole, were seeking salvation based upon meritorious works. It is in this frame of 

mind that he writes: 
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     Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be saved. 2 For I can 

testify about them that they are zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge. 3 Since they did 

not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit 

to God’s righteousness. (Romans 10:1-4) 

 

 The Jews in Paul’s day were not penetrated with that deep despair of a need of a 

righteousness from God. The same mindset appears prevalent throughout the Kingdom of 

Israel as well as the Kingdom of Judah. Just a casual reading of Hosea (760 BC) and Amos (760 

BC) and Isaiah (739 BC)—contemporary prophets during Jonah’s time—reveals the smug 

attitude of self-righteousness among both kingdoms—Israel and Judah. Hosea and Amos 

rebuked the Kingdom of Israel during the time of Jonah. Approximately one-hundred years 

following these prophets, we still find another prophet, Jeremiah (627 BC), rebuking the 

Kingdom of Judah for their wickedness and failure to repent. Listen to Jeremiah as he seeks to 

get Judah to repent: 

 
     This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD: 2 “Stand at the gate of the LORD’s house 

and there proclaim this message: “‘Hear the word of the LORD, all you people of Judah who come 

through these gates to worship the LORD. 3 This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says: 

Reform your ways and your actions, and I will let you live in this place. 4 Do not trust in deceptive 

words and say, “This is the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD!” 5 If 

you really change your ways and your actions and deal with each other justly, 6 if you do not oppress 

the alien, the fatherless or the widow and do not shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not 

follow other gods to your own harm, 7 then I will let you live in this place, in the land I gave your 

forefathers for ever and ever. 8 But look, you are trusting in deceptive words that are worthless. 9 “ 

‘Will you steal and murder, commit adultery and perjury,a burn incense to Baal and follow other gods 

you have not known, 10 and then come and stand before me in this house, which bears my Name, and 

say, “We are safe”—safe to do all these detestable things? 11 Has this house, which bears my Name, 

become a den of robbers to you? But I have been watching! declares the LORD. 12 “‘Go now to the 

place in Shiloh where I first made a dwelling for my Name, and see what I did to it because of the 

wickedness of my people Israel. 13 While you were doing all these things, declares the LORD, I spoke 

to you again and again, but you did not listen; I called you, but you did not answer. 14 Therefore, what 

I did to Shiloh I will now do to the house that bears my Name, the temple you trust in, the place I 

gave to you and your fathers. 15 I will thrust you from my presence, just as I did all your brothers, the 

people of Ephraim.’ (Jeremiah 7:1-15)  

 

 When John the Baptist appeared on the scene, he addresses this issue of repentance 

during his ministry to the Jews: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near” (Matthew 3:2). 

Immediately following this announcement, John the Baptist speaks to the religious leaders: 

 
     But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said 

to them: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 Produce fruit in 

keeping with repentance. 9 And do not think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 

father.’ I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. 10 The ax is already 

                                                 
a Or and swear by false gods 
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at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown 

into the fire. (3:7-10)  

 

 A consciousness of the events that transpired in the first century should assist us in 

appreciating the Book of Jonah. This unique mission of Jonah is filled with prophetic vision, 

which Jonah may not have understood. Not only was Jonah sent to a heathen city, he was sent 

to the most renowned city of heathendom. We cannot recognize the value of this book in its 

fullness without a reflection on the relationship between the seed of Abraham and the Gentile 

world. From the words of Jesus to the religious leaders, we discover that Jonah, symbolically in 

the fish, represented the Death, Burial, and Resurrection of Christ. Pay attention to Jesus as he 

speaks to some of the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law: 

 
     A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a miraculous sign! But none will be given it except 

the sign of the prophet Jonah. 40 For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge 

fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 41 The men of 

Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at the 

preaching of Jonah, and now onea greater than Jonah is here. (Matthew 12:38-41)  

 

During Jonah’s ministry, God spoke through Isaiah (739 BC) concerning the coming of 

the Messiah and His mission to the Gentiles. Listen to Isaiah as he calls attention to the coming 

of the Messiah:  

 
     It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those 

of Israel I have kept. I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to 

the ends of the earth. (Isaiah 49:6)  

 

This prophecy is a prophecy concerning the coming of Christ in which He would 

reconcile both Jew and Gentile into one body. Once more, Isaiah speaks about the coming of 

the Messiah and His role to the Jews and Gentiles: 

 
     This is what the LORD says: “In the time of my favor I will answer you, and in the day of salvation 

I will help you; I will keep you and will make you to be a covenant for the people, to restore the land 

and to reassign its desolate inheritances, 9to say to the captives, ‘Come out,’ and to those in darkness, 

‘Be free!’ (49:8-9) 

 

 Jesus is both “Light” and “Covenant” to Israel and to Gentiles. It is in this same vein that 

Jeremiah (627 BC) speaks of the coming Messiah: 

 
     “The days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will raise up to Davida a righteous Branch, a 

King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land. 6In his days Judah will be saved 

and Israel will live in safety. This is the name by which he will be called: The LORD Our 

Righteousness. (Jeremiah 23:5)  

 

                                                 
a Or something; also in verse 42 
a Or up from David’s line 
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This “righteous Branch” is none other than Jesus the Messiah. Isaiah, too, writes about 

this “Branch” that he later refers to as “Light,” and “Covenant” (Isaiah 49-8-9): “In that day the 

Branch of the LORD will be beautiful and glorious, and the fruit of the land will be the pride 

and glory of the survivors in Israel” (4:1). These prophets (Hosea, Amos, Isaiah, and Jeremiah) 

provide an indispensable link in the onward movement of that great redemption in which both 

Jew and Gentile will be reconciled unto God in one body. Paul grapples with this thorny and 

controversial issue in his letter to Ephesus. Listen to Paul as he seeks to unravel this mystery 

that had been hidden in eternity: 

 
     Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by 

those who call themselves “the circumcision” (that done in the body by the hands of men)—
12remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and 

foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. 13 But now in 

Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. 14 For 

he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of 

hostility, 15 by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose 

was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, 16 and in this one body to 

reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. 17 He came 

and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. 18 For through him 

we both have access to the Father by one Spirit.  (Ephesians 2:11-18).  

 

God through His prophets reminded His chosen people that the Gentiles should not be 

forgotten. As we read the Book of Jonah, we see, as it were, a burst of light flashing from God’s 

throne to the Gentile world. Even in the midst of Israel’s rejection of God’s will in their lives, 

we witness God visiting the citadel of heathen glory with all its worldly pride and power 

through His prophet Jonah. The Book of Jonah opens with God’s call: “The word of the LORD 

came to Jonah son of Amittai: 2 “Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because 

its wickedness has come up before me” (Jonah 1:1-2).  

This mission to Nineveh was exceptional, isolated, and unmatched in the nation of Israel. 

God did something new in the life of Jonah. God caused the light of prophecy to overflow the 

channels in which the prophets by far and large were confined to Israel and Judah. In this call to 

Jonah, we observe that he violated the norm of prophetic ministry outside the commonwealth of 

Israel and Judah. The story of Nineveh is a lesson to Israel who perverted God’s grace. Israel 

trampled God’s grace and thought they could manipulate His Law for their own pleasure with 

impunity.   

In this story of Jonah, we are catapulted into a consciousness that God is still in control of 

all nations. They are still responsible to Him for their actions of wickedness. The Book of Jonah 

reminds the reader that God still holds nations or individuals accountable for their rebellion 

against His laws. God is the God of all the earth, not just the Jewish nation. The Book of 

Revelation flashes upon the screen the words of God for all nations: 

 
     Great and marvelous are your deeds, Lord God Almighty. Just and true are your ways, King of the 

ages. 4Who will not fear you, O Lord, and bring glory to your name? For you alone are holy. All 

nations will come and worship before you, for your righteous acts have been revealed. (Revelation 

15:3-4) 
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Jonah was a prophet to the nation of Israel. As we wonder about this short narrative of 

Jonah’s mission to Nineveh, we cannot help but think about the object of this mission. Since 

Jonah did not reveal the object of this task, we cannot help but ponder upon the idea that the end 

and object of his charge was a witness to Israel about repentance. Jonah’s preaching reveals 

God’s cry against their heaven-daring iniquities. God was about to execute judgment against 

their wickedness that had come up before Him. Surely, this assignment did not go unnoticed by 

the Kingdom of Israel. When Israel stood in such dire need of reform, why did God send this 

prophet to a heathen city? Jonah’s own people, too, had reached a condition of almost hopeless 

profligacy and corruption. Once more, just a brief reading of Amos, Hosea, and Isaiah reveals a 

people of total anarchy.  

Without doubt, their iniquities must have also gone up to God. We witness God’s 

activities in Israel, Judah, and Nineveh. In addition to Jonah, God sent Hosea and Amos to the 

kingdom of Israel. During this same period of time, God also sent two prophets to the kingdom 

of Judah—Isaiah (739 BC) and Micah (735 BC). Even though Christians do not have a record 

of Jonah’s condemnation of Israel for its wickedness, we can rest assured that he, too, must 

have addressed the same issues as did Amos, Hosea, and Isaiah. Jonah’s special work in 

Nineveh, no doubt, operated as a witness of heaven against Israel for its abounding iniquity.   

This mission to Nineveh set forth to Israel the mind of God against wickedness. We do not 

know why God picked this city, unless this city was noted for its terrible and appalling 

atrocities against God and humanity. This ministry of Jonah to Nineveh should have been a loud 

call to Israel about their behavior. Undoubtedly, Israel did not take this example, or case in 

point, of repentance on the part of Nineveh to heart, which reformation should have triggered a 

reformation in Israel. As a result of their flagrant, brazen, and unashamed attitude toward God, 

the kingdom of Israel ceased to be a nation in 721 BC. 

Just a casual reading of Hosea  (760 BC) and Amos (760 BC) reveal that the kingdom of 

Israel is a land of lust, partying, oppression, greed, corruption, and law-breaking. Amos 

characterizes this utter decadence in Israel with outlandish behavior that shocks anyone with the 

least tinge of right conduct: 

 
     They sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals. 7They trample on the heads 

of the poor as upon the dust of the ground and deny justice to the oppressed. Father and son use the 

same girl and so profane my holy name. 8They lie down beside every altar on garments taken in 

pledge. In the house of their god they drink wine taken as fines. (Amos 2:6-8)  

 

 In spite of this kind of atrocious and appalling and horrible behavior, Amos issues a call 

to repentance, but, unlike Nineveh, we do not see reformation in the land. Amos says, “This is 

what the LORD says to the house of Israel: ‘Seek me and live’” (2:4). Again, Amos pleads with 

Israel: “Hate evil, love good; maintain justice in the courts. Perhaps the LORD God Almighty 

will have mercy on the remnant of Joseph” (5:15). Prior to Amos pleading with Israel to “hate 

evil,” He, once more, calls attention to their behavior with a blistering rebuke and a warning 

from God for their spine-chilling lifestyle:  
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     You who turn justice into bitterness and cast righteousness to the ground 8He who made the 

Pleiades and Orion, who turns blackness into dawn and darkens day into night, who calls for the 

waters of the sea and pours them out over the face of the land—the LORD is his name—9he flashes 

destruction on the stronghold and brings the fortified city to ruin), 1you hate the one who reproves in 

court and despise him who tells the truth. 1You trample on the poor and force him to give you grain. 

Therefore, though you have built stone mansions, you will not live in them; though you have planted 

lush vineyards, you will not drink their wine. 1For I know how many are your offenses and how great 

your sins. You oppress the righteous and take bribes and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts. 
13Therefore the prudent man keeps quiet in such times, for the times are evil. 14 Seek good, not evil, 

that you may live. Then the LORD God Almighty will be with you, just as you say he is.  (Amos 5:7-

14)  

 

 “Seek good, not evil, that you may live” is reminiscent of God’s desire for repentance, or 

reform, on the part of Nineveh. The sins of Israel were so great that God told Jeroboam’s wife 

that their son would die in order to spare him from the evil God intended to bring upon this 

wicked nation. Jeroboam’s son became ill and he requested his wife to go to the prophet Ahijah 

(a-hīʾjȧ) to inquire as to whether their son would live or die. As she approached the home of 

Ahijah, we listen in on the fateful words of Ahijah as he speaks words that penetrated like a bolt 

of lightening as the words fell upon her ears. Pay attention to the author of First Kings as he 

recounts this story of Jeroboam’s sins and the death of his son: 

 
      So when Ahijah heard the sound of her footsteps at the door, he said, “Come in, wife of 

Jeroboam. Why this pretense? I have been sent to you with bad news. 7 Go, tell Jeroboam that this is 

what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: ‘I raised you up from among the people and made you a 

leader over my people Israel. 8 I tore the kingdom away from the house of David and gave it to you, 

but you have not been like my servant David, who kept my commands and followed me with all his 

heart, doing only what was right in my eyes. 9 You have done more evil than all who lived before 

you. You have made for yourself other gods, idols made of metal; you have provoked me to anger 

and thrust me behind your back. 10 “‘Because of this, I am going to bring disaster on the house of 

Jeroboam. I will cut off from Jeroboam every last male in Israel—slave or free. I will burn up the 

house of Jeroboam as one burns dung, until it is all gone. 11 Dogs will eat those belonging to 

Jeroboam who die in the city, and the birds of the air will feed on those who die in the country. The 

LORD has spoken!’ 12 “As for you, go back home. When you set foot in your city, the boy will die. 13 

All Israel will mourn for him and bury him. He is the only one belonging to Jeroboam who will be 

buried, because he is the only one in the house of Jeroboam in whom the LORD, the God of Israel, has 

found anything good. (1 Kings 14:6-13)  

 

 Earlier, God called forth Elijah and Elisha, along with the schools of the prophets, to curb 

the sins of the nation of Israel. These prophets acted as standing witnesses against the existing 

worship in Israel, which worship was unauthorized. The house of Israel stood aloof from God 

and His Law. At the time of Jonah’s appearance on the stage of Israel’s history, God’s Divine 

compassion was not yet exhausted. The Lord remembered His covenant with Israel and sought 

once more to win the people to His love and His service. The author of Second Kings writes: 

 
     In the fifteenth year of Amaziah son of Joash king of Judah, Jeroboam son of Jehoash king of 

Israel became king in Samaria, and he reigned forty-one years. 24 He did evil in the eyes of the LORD 

and did not turn away from any of the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, which he had caused Israel to 
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commit. 25 He was the one who restored the boundaries of Israel from Leboa Hamath to the Sea of the 

Arabah,b in accordance with the word of the LORD, the God of Israel, spoken through his servant 

Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet from Gath Hepher. 26 The LORD had seen how bitterly everyone in 

Israel, whether slave or free, was suffering; there was no one to help them. 27 And since the LORD had 

not said he would blot out the name of Israel from under heaven, he saved them by the hand of 

Jeroboam son of Jehoash. 28 As for the other events of Jeroboam’s reign, all he did, and his military 

achievements, including how he recovered for Israel both Damascus and Hamath, which had 

belonged to Yaudi,c are they not written in the book of the annals of the kings of Israel? 29 Jeroboam 

rested with his fathers, the kings of Israel. And Zechariah his son succeeded him as king. (2 Kings 

14:23-29)  

 

 This new source of prosperity did not bring about repentance, but rather, it only fueled 

corruption. Licentiousness and corruption and lack of compassion appeared on the horizon with 

ever increasing speed. They, apparently, attributed their success to natural causes rather than to 

God’s love. As a result of their refusal to repent or to reform, their lifestyles, God, through 

Amos, issues His judgment against Israel with stirring words that capture the attention of 

everyone with awe and amazement at the callousness of the rulers. Amos writes:  

 
     Woe to you who are complacent in Zion, and to you who feel secure on Mount Samaria, you 

notable men of the foremost nation, to whom the people of Israel come! 2 Go to Calneh and look at it; 

go from there to great Hamath, and then go down to Gath in Philistia. Are they better off than your 

two kingdoms? Is their land larger than yours? 3You put off the evil day and bring near a reign of 

terror. 4You lie on beds inlaid with ivory and lounge on your couches. You dine on choice lambs and 

fattened calves. 5You strum away on your harps like David and improvise on musical instruments. 
6You drink wine by the bowlful and use the finest lotions, but you do not grieve over the ruin of 

Joseph. 7 Therefore you will be among the first to go into exile; your feasting and lounging will end. 

(Amos 6:1-7)  

 

 God’s gift of prosperity should have turned the nation of Israel to repentance, but it did 

not. Yet, God used Jonah and his mission to Nineveh that should have brought Israel to its 

knees in repentance. The story of Jonah’s mission to Nineveh should have spoken loudly to 

Israel, but it did not. Just a brief reflection upon Jonah’s ministry should have called forth the 

concept that this mission was like God’s last arrow of mercy to His covenant people. We see 

one last desperate effort put forth to bring about recovery in Israel. Even though, to some extent, 

it appears that Jonah’s mission to Nineveh was the great end and object of his mission to bring 

about repentance also in the land of Israel. God’s warning to Nineveh should also have sounded 

a death-knell to Israel against its heaven-daring iniquities. This message to Nineveh should have 

also been a loud call for repentance in Jonah’s own home land. 

 We can hardly doubt that this special work of Jonah to Nineveh was a witness of heaven 

against the abounding iniquity of a heathen nation, and, at the same time, a sign to Israel 

concerning God’s mind respecting sin. God could no longer allow the mind-boggling sins of 

Nineveh to go unnoticed. It is also in this same vein that God dealt with Sodom and Gomorrah 

                                                 
a Or from the entrance to 
b That is, the Dead Sea 
c Or Judah 
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during the time of Abraham (2166-1991). God destroyed these two cities in 2067 BC (see 

Genesis 18—19). In Sodom and Gomorrah and Nineveh and Israel, God took notice of flagrant 

immorality and vicious abandonment of His Law of morality.  

The mission of Jonah to Nineveh was of a public character, which no doubt was God’s 

intention. Who could have predicted such a turn-a-round in Nineveh at the preaching of Jonah. 

This reform in Nineveh at the preaching of Jonah should have rung loud and clear concerning 

God’s abhorrence to wrong doing. Their reformation was a loud rebuke and a warning to Israel. 

In contrast to Nineveh, God sent prophet after prophet to cure iniquity in Israel as well as Judah. 

In the first century, Jesus addressed the religious leaders about their obstinacy, or 

pigheadedness, to believe His words. In his remarks, he mentioned Nineveh and Jonah: 

 
     A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a miraculous sign! But none will be given it except 

the sign of the prophet Jonah. 40 For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge 

fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 41 The men of 

Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at the 

preaching of Jonah, and now onea greater than Jonah is here. 42 The Queen of the South will rise at the 

judgment with this generation and condemn it; for she came from the ends of the earth to listen to 

Solomon’s wisdom, and now one greater than Solomon is here. (Matthew 12:38-42)  

 

 For those who lived during the time of Jonah, they could have hardly failed to feel the 

force and lesson of Jonah—provoking God’s people to jealousy by the example of Nineveh’s 

reform at the preaching of Jonah. This principle of jealousy had long been announced by Moses 

to the children of Israel; at least six hundred years earlier, Moses wrote what is now known as 

the Song of Moses, which was written in 1406 BC (Deuteronomy covers the last year of Moses’ 

life in 1406 BC).  

 Earlier, God destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah for flagrant violations of morality and 

vicious abandonment of good. Even though Jonah rejected God’s call, nevertheless, God used 

Jonah’s disobedience as a means of accomplishing His objective—the conversion of the 

Ninevites. This story of Jonah’s adventure against the call of God must have surely reached the 

city of Nineveh before Jonah even arrived. The ultimate end of this story reveals the working of 

God in Jonah and in the lives of this pagan people. Otherwise, how do we account for such 

wholesale repentance from the king down to the citizens?  

This story is reminiscent of the story of Joseph (1915-1805 BC) and his brothers who 

sold him into slavery. Many years later, when they traveled to Egypt (1876 BC) along with their 

father, we observe God’s activities in this land. Ultimately, God, through Moses (1446 BC), 

delivered the children of Israel and developed them into a unified nation—a nation through 

whom the Messiah would appear. Over six hundred years later, God, through Jonah, sent him to 

a Gentile nation in order to reel in their wickedness. When Christ appeared on the scene—seven 

hundred years after Jonah—Jesus said that the people of Nineveh would rise up in the judgment 

to condemn the nation of Israel for their rebellion against Him as the Savior of the world 

(Matthew 12:38-42). 

                                                 
a Or something; also in verse 42 
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 Yet, for the people who lived in Jonah’s time, the lesson of God’s concern against 

wickedness reached its climax. The people in Israel were senseless and brutish in their 

relationship with others, especially the leaders. The Lord, perceiving the hopelessness of any 

direct change, sent, no doubt, Jonah to provoke Israel to jealously by the fruitful example of the 

Ninevites. The Israelites, too, should have taken notice of the imminent danger of God’s 

judgment upon their own nation. God sending one of their own prophets to a Gentile city should 

have awakened them to what Moses had said earlier (1406 BC).  

Listen to Moses as he foresees God reaching out to the Gentiles:  

 
     They made me jealous by what is no god and angered me with their worthless idols. I will make 

them envious by those who are not a people; I will make them angry by a nation that has no 

understanding. (Deuteronomy 32:21)   

 

God, in essence, said to Israel, look at Nineveh. Those “who are not a people” bowed 

their hearts to my call for repentance. They turned at my threatened judgment, but you despised 

my words and hardened your hearts against my prophets. Ultimately, God destroyed the ten 

northern tribes (Israel) in 721 BC by the Assyrians. Later, He sent the southern kingdom into 

exile for seventy years under the Babylonians (the final deportation took place in 586 BC). 

When the Messiah came, Matthew reports the same mindset of the religious leaders in rejecting 

Him as the long-promised Messiah. Again, God decreed that this kingdom would cease to exist 

as a political power in AD 70. 

 Chapter 28 examines Jonah’s psychological setback after his summons to go to a heathen 

nation to tell them to repent. His initial reaction was one of rejection. Why did he refuse to go to 

Nineveh? This chapter seeks to probe the mind of Jonah in order to understand his reluctance to 

fulfill God’s commission to minister to this cruel people. In order to probe his mind, we must 

briefly disclose some of the atrocious acts inflicted upon those who rebelled against their 

tyrannical behavior. Ultimately, we witness God’s mercy versus Jonah’s anger. We marvel at 

the repentance of Nineveh, but we stand in awe as we witness the unrepentant attitude of Israel. 
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28 
 

 

Jonah’s  

Psychological Setback 
 

 

Why did Jonah refuse to go to Nineveh? What psychological problems did Jonah 

experience with his hesitation to go to such a wicked nation? In spite of the evilness of this 

people, God offered forgiveness through repentance. Just a casual reading of the Book of Jonah 

reveals that God’s judgment is not always eye-for-eye. As we approach the Book of Jonah, we 

are confronted with a book that was written over twenty-seven hundred years ago. Our attitude 

toward this book should not only be the “then” but also the “now.” We should search this book 

for relevancy today, not just the historical aspects. This chapter seeks to capture the overall 

nature of the volume with all of its intrigues. Just a casual reading of the Book of Jonah reveals 

Jonah’s anger with an emphasis upon God’s mercy. The Book of Jonah is one of the most 

captivating books in the Old Testament.583  

When we read this fascinating account of God’s interest in the salvation of the Ninevites, 

we cannot help but smile over its enraged prophet brooding under God’s provisional vine (4:6). 

We cannot help but appreciate the characters in this delightful book—the religious sailors (1:11-

16), the “great fish” (1:17), the repentant citizens of Nineveh (3:5-9), the Ninevite king (3:5-9), 

the vine (4:6), the worm (4:7), the children (4:11), and the cattle (4:11).  Jonah is always good 

for a few smiles. We cannot help but value the literary techniques employed by Jonah in the 

telling of his story about his encounter with God and Nineveh. 

  

 GOD CALLED JONAH TO PREACH 

 

During Jonah’s ministry, God called him to preach to the city of Nineveh, the capital of 

the Assyrian Empire—one of the most dreaded of all nations for its inhuman, or cold-blooded, 

practices. The Scriptures record this summons from God to Jonah: “The word of the LORD 

came to Jonah son of Amittai: ‘Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its 

wickedness has come up before me’” (Jonah 1:1-2). This directive, no doubt, came as a total 

shock to him. He did not want this task of preaching to Israel’s enemies. In fact, he rebelled 

                                                 
583I am deeply indebted to Elizabeth Achtemeier, Preaching as Theology and Art (Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 1984), 25-27, for many of the thoughts presented in this chapter.  
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against this command of God. Jonah did not want God to extend mercy to such a merciless 

people. The nation of Nineveh reeked with untold cruelties toward other nations. 

 

Jonah’s Reluctance to Preach 

We cannot help but wonder if Jonah thought God was crazy. We can almost hear him 

say, “Surely, God, you must be joking!” Again, we wonder if he did not say, “No way.” He 

wanted God to zap the Ninevites for their wickedness. Apparently, Jonah wrote in the third 

person. He informs his readers:   

 
     Jonah ran away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, where he found 

a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from 

the LORD. (Jonah 1:3)   

 

Why was he so adamant?  Why did he decline to go? Would we have refused?  Do we hear 

ourselves saying “no”?  Are we arguing that we would not have turned down God’s command? 

Well, before we make up our minds, we should hear the rest of the story. 

 

Jonah’s Cause of Hesitation  

This book is one of the most captivating books in the Old Testament writings. We 

quickly discover a contrast between God’s mercy and Jonah’s anger. We are immediately 

confronted with some psychological problems with his mission to a Gentile nation—Nineveh. 

When we complete the reading of this fascinating story, we are conscious that mercy and 

forgiveness are available to anyone who repents. This inspired narrative gives hope to the most 

hardened sinner. In this short book, Jonah maintains that God can forgive and show mercy to 

anyone who ask for forgiveness.  This granting of pardon and leniency are exemplified in this 

little discourse which contrasts God’s mercy with Jonah’s anger. In this brief exposition, Jonah 

traces his experiences of frustration and annoyance along with a reaffirmation of the lessons he 

already knew about God’s love, that is to say, God’s forgiveness and God’s kindness.   

In order for us to fully interpret Jonah’s resentment at God’s willingness to forgive the 

people of Nineveh, we must sense something of the degenerate and depraved nature of the 

Assyrians. The Assyrians were a cruel and heartless people, who thought nothing of burying 

their enemies alive, skinning them alive, as well as impaling them on sharp poles, which cruelty 

consisted of sharpening a pole and ramming this sharp instrument up through their rectum. 

Assyria was the most greedy and bloodthirsty nation of the ancient world. They would wipe out 

entire villages—killing men, women, and children. These heartless people would decapitate 

their victims and pile their heads at the gate of the city to put fear in all that might think to 

oppose their power. Assyria had plundered and spoiled their enemies and systematically 

deported them to other regions. Eventually, the ten northern tribes of Israel would simply fade 

away into their jaws as a distinctive nation (722 BC). 
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TWENTIETH CENTURY REGIMES 

Hitler and Stalin 

Do we now understand more fully why Jonah did not want to go to Nineveh, even though 

God said go to this heathen people? The inhabitants of Nineveh were some of the cruelest 

people on the face of the earth—hard-hearted, pitiless, insensitive, savage, ruthless, unkind, and 

unfeeling. Do we still say, “If God called me, I would go”? If God were to address us as 

individuals today to go and speak to Osama bin Laden, how many of us would be willing to 

react positively to God’s command? Would we seek to reverse that call of God to preach to a 

modern day phenomenon, at least to some event that has occurred in the lifetime of many of 

God’s people today? To put this in modern terms, it would be like forgiving Adolph Hitler 

(1889-1945).  Since the atrocities of Hitler are so well known, how could God pardon someone 

like that by his simply saying, “I repent”? This man was responsible for over six million 

deaths—men, women, and children.   

How could God let off someone like Joseph Stalin (1879-1953) who was responsible for 

over fifty million deaths?  This is the dilemma that Jonah faced. Now, do we appreciate the 

initial stand as to why he refused?  Did Jonah have a right to be angry with God? Should the 

Ninevites have been destroyed? In our judgment, Yes! What about God’s thoughts about 

clemency? God addressed the subject of forgiveness to Isaiah and to Israel and to Judah. We 

should pay careful attention to God’s view of exoneration versus the normal reaction of men 

and women as He revealed His thoughts about repentance and amnesty: 

 
    Seek the LORD while he may be found; call on him while he is near. 7Let the wicked forsake his 

way and the evil man his thoughts. Let him turn to the LORD, and he will have mercy on him, and to 

our God, for he will freely pardon. 8“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways 

my ways,” declares the LORD. 9“As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than 

your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. (Isaiah 55:6-9) 

 

 Even though Jonah knew this about God, he still wanted those rascals annihilated. Can 

we not identify with Jonah’s anger?  Do we want mercy shown to those who really and truly 

deserve punishment? How do we feel about the Oklahoma bombing?584  One hundred and sixty-

eight people were killed. Do we think for one moment that the individuals who lost a husband, a 

wife, or a child would extend forgiveness to the ones responsible? Do we recall the Watergate 

scandal?585 What do we think about the Watergate criminals? Do we recollect how easily most 

of these men escaped severe punishment for their criminal behavior against the nation?   

                                                 
584This tragic event occurred on April 19, 1995 around 9:03 am. Timothy McVeigh (1968-2001, 

executed on June 11, 2001) and Terry Nichols (b. 1955, life imprisonment without the possibility of parole) 

were responsible for 168 deaths. 
585The Watergate scandal was a 1972 break-in at the Democratic National Committee headquarters at 

the Watergate Hotel in Washington, D.C., the United States by members of President Richard Nixon's 

administration and the resulting cover-up which led to the resignation of the President. A number of the 

perpetrators were from the "plumbers unit", originally set up to "plug leaks," and some were former members of 

the CIA. Though then-President Nixon had endured two years of mounting political embarrassments, the court-

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democratic_National_Committee
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Watergate_complex
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington%2C_D.C.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Nixon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_House_Plumbers
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Central_Intelligence_Agency
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One of these men, Charles Colson (b. 1931, a Christian leader and author of at least 20 

books about Christianity) went to prison in 1974 and served seven months. He repented of his 

sins and accepted Christ as his Savior. Today, he is one of the greatest Christian apologists in 

this century. All of us remember the September 11, 2001 attack on the Twin Towers of the 

World Trade Center by al-Qaeda hijackers led by Osama bin Laden. The loss of life was 

devastating—2,976 victims and 19 hijackers. How would we feel if God told one of us to go tell 

Osama bin Laden to repent and that God would forgive him? This same mindset is what Jonah 

faced with God’s command about repentance and exoneration. 

 To bring this message of forgiveness just a little closer home, how do we deal with 

people who violently go against the grain with us on religious matters? There they are, walking 

around, living in luxury, cheerful, indifferent, apparently quite pleased with their own stone-

blind theological positions, at least to you and me, so it seems. We wonder how God can let 

such persons be so misguided, so self-assured, so joyful, especially when we see how much 

damage they do to Christian unity. How do we feel when someone writes us up in one of their 

party journals or weekly bulletins?  Do we wish they would get what’s coming to them? Is our 

response, “may the day hasten!” We, often times, are very much like Jonah. We want some 

justice now, not later. As believers in Christ, we want some evidence that God endorses our 

opinions. 

SALVATION FOR REPENTANCE 

In spite of Jonah’s wishes, Nineveh repented.  Everyone in the immoral city, from the 

king to the common people, repented.  As a result of this transformation of heart, God did 

not bring immediate disaster upon the city. Should they not have been accountable for their 

sins? They had inflicted horrors on top of horrors upon so many people—sins of an unspeakable 

nature.  But they turned and believed in God and received forgiveness of their sins. Did they 

deserve His forgiveness? How do we feel about Charles Colson’s conversion, one of the 

Watergate men? Did God forgive him? Of course, He did.  Thank God for such mercy and 

compassion. God’s kindness and sympathy is unbelievable!  God forgives when a person asks 

for mercy; it is salvation for turning. This is the same message God gave to Ezekiel (593 BC) 

about backsliding Israel—turn and live: 

 
     Son of man, say to the house of Israel, This is what you are saying: ‘Our offenses and sins weigh 

us down, and we are wasting away because of them. How then can we live?’ Say to them, ‘As surely 

as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that 

they turn from their ways and live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways! Why will you die, O house of 

Israel?’ (Ezekiel 33:10-11) 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

ordered release in August 1974 of a "smoking gun tape" about the burglaries brought with it the prospect of 

certain impeachment for Nixon; he resigned only four days later, on August 9, 1974, making him the only U.S. 

President to have resigned from office [ONLINE]. Available from 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Watergate_scandal (accessed 31 July 2010). 
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 God speaks to me; God speaks to you! The message is, “Turn! Turn form your evil 

ways!”  Maybe, we modern day Jonahs can learn to live with that and gladly accept God’s 

forgiveness of anyone who turns from his or her evil ways. Jonah knew about God’s mercy and 

absolution even before he went to Nineveh. 

 
     But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry.  2 He prayed to the LORD, “O LORD, is this 

not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that 

you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents 

from sending calamity. (Jonah 4:1-2) 

 

The Prophet Jonah Never Repents 

The interesting thing about the Book of Jonah is that the prophet himself never does 

repent of his running away from God. He rejected God’s summons to go, and yet, throughout 

the book, he is the constant recipient of God’s mercy. Given the call, he flees from the presence 

of God—so he thought. You remember the story, don’t you? He refuses to go to Nineveh (500 

miles northeast of his own geographical homeland), and, he chooses to go in an opposite 

direction—Tarshish (also, 2000 miles due west of his residence). Later, after boarding the ship, 

the crew encountered an extremely violent storm.  

As a result of this supernatural disaster, Jonah encouraged the sailors to throw him 

overboard. The sailors threw him into the sea, but God miraculously saves him from drowning 

through the rescue of a huge fish that He had prepared—another supernatural act. We can see 

God dealing with Jonah with patience, never in anger. God deals with the angry prophet with 

calmness. He painstakingly maneuvers Jonah—sending him to Nineveh. God gives him success 

in his mission in spite of his negative and rebellious attitude. God overlooks his sulking and 

shades his head from the blazing sun with another supernatural act—a vine that sprang up 

overnight and died overnight. Still, in spite of Jonah’s anger, God worked through a worm and 

the sun to teach Jonah about the marvels of mercy and His unlimited nature of His love. 

Modern Day Jonahs 

Jonah, as far as the record goes, does not repent, but God did not give up on him. Even 

though modern day Jonahs do not repent, God doesn't give up on them either. Instead, He sent 

his Son to reconcile humanity to Himself through Jesus Christ. His Son went to Jerusalem to die 

a Death for sinful men and women that did not deserve such compassion and mercy. This same 

mercy is still available to anyone who turns to God in repentance. In His leniency, He forgives 

hatred, He forgives pride, He forgives drunkenness, He forgives prostitution, He forgives drug 

addicts, He forgives the unlovable, He forgives the backslider, He forgives lukewarmness, and 

He forgives blind inflexibility. The God who exhibited mercy to the Ninevites extends pity and 

pardon to everyone through Jesus Christ.   
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CONCLUSION 

What does the story of Jonah mean to us? Do we stand in awe of God’s compassion and 

mercy? Does this story of repentance and forgiveness give us hope? Paul addresses this issue of 

amnesty in his Roman Epistle.  He forcefully sets forth this truth of mercy and compassion and 

clemency when he writes: 

 
     But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 9 

Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath 

through him! 10 For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of 

his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life! 11 Not only is 

this so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now 

received reconciliation. (Romans 5:8-11) 

 

 God’s love is not “eye-for-eye”—the justice that every Jonah deserves. No, God does not 

render to us the merits that we actually deserve. In spite of the fact that everyone is a sinner, 

Paul declares that Christ died for every person. And for that reason, and that reason alone, 

everyone who puts his or her trust in Jesus can live. Thank God for His demonstration of love, 

mercy, compassion, and kindness toward us Jonahs. The Book of Jonah is a story about God’s 

love. What does the Book of Jonah convey to us? This book is about God’s mercy versus 

Jonah’s anger. Do we, too, have psychological problems with God’s forgiveness, especially 

atrocious crimes? God addressed His compassion and forgiveness with the children of Israel. 

He compared His mercy with that of humanity. We should pay attention, once more, as God 

speaks of His willingness to extent pardon: 
 

     Seek the LORD while he may be found; call on him while he is near. 7Let the wicked forsake his 

way and the evil man his thoughts. Let him turn to the LORD, and he will have mercy on him, and to 

our God, for he will freely pardon. 8“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways 

my ways,” declares the LORD. 9“As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than 

your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. (Isaiah 55:6-9) 

 

 With God, if we seek the Lord and turn from our evil ways, God forgives. On the other 

hand, we are not so quick to respond to repentance, which gift reflects His love and 

compassion. In spite of sins, God says, “my thoughts are not your thoughts.” Repentance is 

God’s gift to sinful humanity. Repentance is not the means whereby we put God in debt to us. 

Peter addressed the household of Cornelius about this gift of forgiveness. Later, he had to 

defend his actions for preaching the Gospel to Gentiles. After his explanation, Luke records the 

following response from those who had previously objected: “When they heard this, they had 

no further objections and praised God, saying, “So then, God has granted even the Gentiles 

repentance unto life” (Acts 11:18). Repentance is God’s gift to us. Earlier, Peter had to defend 

his belief about Jesus to the “high priest and all his associates” (5:17). In his defense, he 

informed them about God’s forgiveness: “God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince and 

Savior that he might give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel” (5:31). Both 

repentance and forgiveness are God’s gifts. 
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Today, God still offers forgiveness of sins “in” and “through” Jesus Christ (Ephesians 

1:1-14). Forgiveness is extended to those who accept God’s gift of repentance as a means of his 

gift of forgiveness. Almost eight hundred years after Jonah, Jesus explains this kind of 

unmatchable love to Nicodemus (one of the rulers of the Supreme Court in Jerusalem) in 

graphic language that captures the imagination: 

 

     For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son,  that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son 

into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. 18 Whoever 

believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned 

already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son. 19 This is 

the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light 

because their deeds were evil. 20 Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not 

come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. 21 But whoever lives by the 

truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been 

done through God. (John 3:16-21)   

 

 

 



 429 

29 
 

God’s Admonition to Joshua:  

Be Strong and Courageous 
 

 

 God wants His people to be strong and courageous. We can hardly contemplate upon our 

service to God without deliberation upon God’s counsel to Joshua concerning his service. God’s 

word to Joshua is still timely for the Christian community today. We are living in a time when it 

is difficult to be strong and to be courageous and, at the same time, to exhibit enthusiasm. Yet, 

this is the mindset that God desires of His people. Many of us manifest a defeatist attitude in 

our day-to-day walk with God.  

God does not want us to go about with our heads down; He does not want us to be talking 

about darkness all the time; He does not want us to worry. He wants us to be strong and to be 

filled with courage. God wanted Joshua to be stout, robust, and solid in his commitment to the 

ways of God. He also wanted Joshua to be daring, bold, and brave in his compliance to His 

commands. If we accomplish these two goals—“be strong and courageous”—we will need a 

great deal of enthusiasm to carry out kingdom work, especially in times when so many do not 

seem to be on fire for the Lord. 

 

JOSHUA AND HIS LEADERSHIP 

As we think about the life of Joshua, we quickly discover a man in whom there is 

strength and courage and enthusiasm. In his youth, he lived through the bitter realities of 

Egyptian slavery, but, on the other hand, he also witnessed the miracles of the ten plagues, the 

escape from Egypt, and the parting of the Red Sea, which allowed the Israelite’s to escape from 

Pharaoh’s army. Joshua was a man in whom the Spirit of God dwelt (Numbers 27:18). Joshua 

was the one who led the children of Israel in their victory over the Amalekites (ă-mălʾĕk-īts, 

Exodus 17:8-13). Joshua was the man whom Moses took with him up on the mountain of God 

to receive the Ten Commandments (Exodus 24:13). Joshua, the young aide of Moses, was the 

one who also stayed in the Tent of Meeting when Moses returned to the camp of the Israelites 

(33:10-11). 

 Joshua was the one elected to represent his own tribe Ephraim when the twelve spies 

were sent into the land of Canaan.  In spite of the negative reports by ten of the twelve spies, 

Joshua and Caleb were still ready to follow God’s will and take immediate possession of 

the land (Numbers 14:16-24). These two men were the only ones of the twelve who came 

back with a positive report. Joshua was the man who assumed the reins of leadership following 
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the death of Moses. Moses, shortly before his death, records God’s admonition to Joshua: “The 

LORD gave this command to Joshua son of Nun: “Be strong and courageous, for you will bring 

the Israelites into the land I promised them on oath, and I myself will be with you” 

(Deuteronomy 31:23). Joshua’s role in Israel’s conquest is also found in his name change by 

Moses. Earlier in his life, Joshua was called Hoshea (hō-shēʾȧ), meaning “salvation,” but Moses 

changed his name to Joshua, which means “The Lord saves” (Numbers 13:8, 16). This is the 

same name that an angel of God told Joseph to give to Mary’s Son (Matthew 1:20-21). 

 With the death of Moses in 1406 BC, Joshua assumed leadership of the children of 

Israel. Again, we are struck with awe as we listen in on God’s caution to Joshua to “be strong 

and courageous.” Four times in the first chapter, God issues His counsel for Joshua not to get 

disheartened. Listen to the following exhortations from God and the people: 

 
Joshua 1:6 Joshua 1:7 

Be strong and courageous, 

because you will lead these 

people to inherit the land I 

swore to their forefathers to 

give them. 

Be strong and very 

courageous. Be careful to 

obey all the law my servant 

Moses gave you; do not turn 

from it to the right or to the 

left, that you may be 

successful wherever you go. 

Joshua 1:9 Joshua 1:18 

Have I not commanded you? 

Be strong and courageous. Do 

not be terrified; do not be 

discouraged, for the LORD 

your God will be with you 

wherever you go. 

Whoever rebels against your 

word and does not obey your 

words, whatever you may 

command them, will be put to 

death. Only be strong and 

courageous! 

 

 This caveat, or stipulation, is a theme that runs throughout the Old and New Testament 

writings. As Christians, we must not waver in our fight against the forces of evil. We cannot 

read the New Testament writings without a consciousness that the Holy Spirit is still issuing 

this same requirement to those “in Christ Jesus.” If we are going to succeed in our spiritual 

warfare, we, too, must be strong. For example, it is in this vein that Paul urges this vigilance to 

the Ephesians: 

 
     Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power.  11 Put on the full armor of God so that you 

can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.  12 For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but 

against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the 

spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.  13 Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when 

the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to 

stand.  14 Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of 

righteousness in place, 15 and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of 

peace.  16 In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the 

flaming arrows of the evil one.  17 Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is 
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the word of God.  18 And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. 

With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints. 19 Pray also for me, that 

whenever I open my mouth, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly make known the mystery 

of the gospel, 20 for which I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I may declare it fearlessly, as I 

should. (Ephesians 6:10-18)  

 

 What does it mean to us to “be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power”? Are we 

“standing firm”? How do we measure up to this admonition to the Ephesians? Are our eyes on 

Jesus or are our eyes on the world? If we are going to succeed, then every one of us must keep 

our eyes on Jesus. The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews goes right to the heart of the matter 

when he writes: 

 
     Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything 

that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out 

for us.  2 Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before 

him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  3 

Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary 

and lose heart. 4 In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your 

blood. (Hebrews 12:1-4) 

 

The moment we take our eyes off Jesus, we will lose heart and faint. On the other hand, 

the moment we fix our eyes on Jesus, we will have strength, boldness, and zeal. If we keep our 

eyes on Jesus, then we have, as it were, the power of heaven and earth to keep fighting the good 

fight of faith. If we succeed as Christians, we must be strong and very courageous in this 

Christian race. How are we doing in the Christian race? Are we running aimlessly? Paul’s 

words to the Corinthians are to the point concerning perseverance: 

 
     Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way 

as to get the prize.  25 Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get 

a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever.  26 Therefore I do not run 

like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air.  27 No, I beat my body and 

make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize. 

(1 Corinthians 9:24-27) 

 

THREE CLASSIC EXAMPLES OF COURAGE 

 

Moses: The Fearless Leader 

 

 As we reflect upon Old Testament leaders and prophets, we would do well to recall the 

words of Paul to Timothy as he encourages him to continue in the Holy Scriptures taught to him 

just as a child (2 Timothy 3:15). Thus, Paul draws upon the benefits that we can expect to 

receive as we ponder the Old Testament writings: “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful 

for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the man of God may 

be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (3:16-17).  One such example that we can reflect 

upon is the ministry of Moses. The birth of Moses (1526 BC) is recorded in the Book of Exodus 
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(We can place a date of 1445 BC alongside this Book as to its date of composition.). Moses 

spent forty years in Egypt and forty years in the wilderness, which made him eighty years old at 

the time of the Exodus.  

 We cannot read the story of the Exodus and the wilderness wanderings without 

recognition of the guts and boldness of Moses. Even though there was some trepidation on the 

part of Moses to speak to Pharaoh (Exodus 4:1-17), nevertheless, Moses confronted the king of 

Egypt with God’s demand to let His people go (5:1).  Forty years earlier, Moses left Egypt after 

the uncovering of his murder of an Egyptian. Moses himself indicates that he was afraid, but, at 

the same time, he does not designate specifically the one of whom he was afraid (2:14-15). 

Moses was still a strong and courageous man.  

Approximately fifteen hundred years after the Exodus, the author of Hebrews placed 

Moses in his Hall of Fame of many worthies. He writes about Moses’ faith and courage and 

boldness as an example of the kind of faith that all believers should imitate:  

 
     By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be known as the son of Pharaoh’s daughter.  25 

He chose to be mistreated along with the people of God rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a 

short time.  26 He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of 

Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward.  27 By faith he left Egypt, not fearing the king’s 

anger; he persevered because he saw him who is invisible.  28 By faith he kept the Passover and the 

sprinkling of blood, so that the destroyer of the firstborn would not touch the firstborn of Israel. 

(Hebrews 11:24-28) 

 

What was Moses’ secret of boldness and perseverance? He had seen the One who is invisible. 

What is the secret of boldness and perseverance for the believer today? The secret of 

perseverance is keeping one’s eyes on Jesus who is the author and perfecter of one’s faith. 

 

Elijah: The Fearless Defender of Israel’s God 

 

 A second paradigm is the case in point of Elijah in his fight against the forces of evil. As 

we scrutinize the character of Elijah, we are confronted with boldness, and, at the same time, we 

are also confronted with fright. We can hardly mention the name Elijah without reflection upon 

the events that transpired on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18:16-40). This story about Elijah and the 

four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal and the four hundred prophets of Asherah reveals the 

boldness of this fearless man as he confronts the forces of evil (18:19). The author of First 

Kings reports the events leading up to the killing of the prophets of Baal: 

 
     So Obadiah went to meet Ahab and told him, and Ahab went to meet Elijah.  17 When he saw 

Elijah, he said to him, “Is that you, you troubler of Israel?” 18 “I have not made trouble for Israel,” 

Elijah replied. “But you and your father’s family have. You have abandoned the LORD’s 

commands and have followed the Baals.  19 Now summon the people from all over Israel to meet 

me on Mount Carmel. And bring the four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal and the four hundred 

prophets of Asherah, who eat at Jezebel’s table.” (18:16-19)   

 



 433 

 When Elijah met Ahab, king of Israel (868-854 BC), he exhibited courage and boldness 

in his opposition to this wicked king. There was a conspiracy against God’s prophets in Israel. 

In fact, Obadiah, a devout believer in the Lord (18:4), informed Elijah that he had hid one 

hundred of God’s prophets in two caves in order to protect them from Jezebel, wife of Ahab 

(18:13-15). In spite of opposition from Ahab and Jezebel, he still challenged the false prophets 

of the land, and he put them to a test on Mount Carmel. Ultimately, he had the four hundred and 

fifty prophets of Baal slaughtered in the Kishon Valley (18:40). 

 

Elijah: The Deserter 

 We cannot help but wonder if we are dealing with the same man as we read the events 

that transpired after his courageous battle with the false prophets of Israel. It is very difficult to 

understand what came over him in his reaction to Jezebel’s threat on his own life. The author of 

First Kings586 preserves this message from Jezebel: 

 
     Now Ahab told Jezebel everything Elijah had done and how he had killed all the prophets with the 

sword.  2 So Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah to say, “May the gods deal with me, be it ever so 

severely, if by this time tomorrow I do not make your life like that of one of them.” (19:1-2) 

 

How did Elijah react to this jeopardy on his life? This man of boldness, for some reason, 

trembles in fear. The Scripture says, “Elijah was afraid” (19:3). We can be on the mountaintop 

of fearless courage, but, on the other hand, we can also find ourselves down in the valley of 

despair.  How did Elijah react to the threat? Again, the Scripture says that he “ran for his life” 

(19:3). Have we ever felt like running away? Things are going great, but then something 

happens that brings tragedy to the boiling point of our endurance. Well, it seems that something 

like this happened to Elijah. He prays, “I have had enough, Lord” (19:4).  Following his 

outburst of despair in his prayer to the Lord, he experienced two encounters with an angel of the 

Lord (19:5-9). With the second encounter, the angel of the Lord told him to take a journey. He 

then traveled for forty days and forty nights until he reached Horeb, the mountain of God 

(19:9). 

Upon his arrival, he spent a night in a cave (19:9). Then the Lord came and spoke to 

Elijah: “What are you doing here, Elijah?” His response is truly amazing. Listen to him as he 

unburdens his heart: 

 
     I have been very zealous for the LORD God Almighty. The Israelites have rejected your covenant, 

broken down your altars, and put your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one left, and 

now they are trying to kill me too. (19:10) 

 

Can we identify with Elijah? He should have confronted Jezebel with the same fiery spirit 

that he had employed in his challenge to the prophets of Baal and to the prophets of Asherah (ȧ-

shēʾrȧ). Today, we are often afraid to speak our convictions about the things of God. We are 

                                                 
586The Book of First Kings covers 117 years of history. This book begins in 970 BC and ends in 854 BC 

with the death of Ahab—actually a year or two following his death.  
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terrified to speak against the traditions of men that nullify Christ’s prayer for unity. Many 

believers are fearful to examine the traditional concepts associated with worship that currently 

divides the Body of Christ. We are scared to speak to men and to women about their souls. The 

work of Christ, so to speak, begins when we have the courage to speak about God’s Good 

News, that is to say, salvation by faith “in” and “through” Christ Jesus (Romans 5:21; 6:23; 

7:25; 8:39).  

Do we have the boldness that the Apostles exhibited in their proclamation about Jesus of 

Nazareth? When Peter and John spoke about the Messiah, Luke informs his readers that the 

Sanhedrin was amazed at the courage exhibited by these two Apostles (Acts 4:13). Even though 

Peter had earlier failed in his courage, yet, on the Day of Pentecost, we witness a man of 

courage as he addressed the crowd: 

 
     This man was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help 

of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross.  24 But God raised him from the dead, 

freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him. 

(2:23-24) 

 

If we want God to use us, then we must keep our eyes on the Master. If we take our eyes 

off Jesus, then we will become discouraged and disheartened. In such a state of mind, God 

cannot use us effectively to bring about change in the world. God cannot use us to bring about 

change in the church so that the prayer of His Son Jesus can find fulfillment (John 17:21). As 

we reflect upon Elijah, we see a strong and a weak side. This story illustrates the frailty of sinful 

humanity. How do we measure up in our own lives? Are we strong? Or are we afraid? Do we 

remember the words of Elijah when God had to go after him? Listen to Elijah as he responds to 

God’s question as to what he was doing in the cave: “I have been very zealous for the LORD 

God Almighty” (1 Kings 19:10). When his strength and courage failed, we can see his zeal 

flickering in the cave as a shadow flickers on the wall from a fire. Yet, in spite of this weakness, 

God took Elijah to heaven in a whirlwind, without his tasting death (2 Kings 2:11). 

 

Noah: The Preacher of Righteousness 

 

 Today, the world is filled with wickedness as it was in the days of Noah. Everywhere 

Noah looked, he saw self-indulgence and lack of self-control. Sin was open and unashamed; 

violence was the order of the day. Wickedness was paraded and highly praised. Yet, in spite of 

rebellion against God, Noah was a preacher of righteousness (2 Peter 2:5). Noah is a classic 

example of moral fiber and fortitude for the things of God. In fact, he preached for at least one 

hundred years before the flood, but the Scriptures reveal that he did not have one convert 

(Genesis 6:1-22), other than his own family—seven individuals (7:6). The Christian community 

needs this example of Noah’s faithfulness today. If Noah became discouraged, the Holy Spirit 

withheld this information.   

 Do we ever become discouraged when we preach Jesus and godly living without visible 

results? Do we want to throw-in-the-towel?  How do we feel about our ministry? When people 

do not respond, do we want to quit? Just a perusal of the story of Noah will lift the cloud of 
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depression. We wonder how many individuals showed up for a Wednesday night prayer 

meeting in Noah’s home. We cannot find in the sacred pages of God’s Holy Word where one 

individual ever came to Noah and said, “I want to serve God.”  Yes, we should expect good 

results and not get discouraged. As Christians, we must not look on the dark side, but rather we 

should keep on praying for God to intervene. If we are going to be successful, then we must 

take our stand with God and let individuals know that we are taking our stand with God. 

 Do we want our children and our grandchildren to be strong and courageous and 

enthusiastic for the kingdom of heaven? If so then we need to remember the words of Paul to 

Timothy:  

 
     But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you 

know those from whom you learned it, 15 and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, 

which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.  16 All Scripture is God-

breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the 

man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. (2 Timothy 3:14-17)  

 

How do we account for Noah’s faithfulness? Noah, no doubt, received religious 

instructions from his dad and his grandfather. For instance, Noah’s ancestry came through 

Adam’s son Seth. This lineage is the lineage through which the Messiah came. Noah was the 

product of a long-line of godly men. For example, Noah’s grandfather (Methuselah) was the 

oldest man (969 years old) who ever lived (Genesis 5:21-27). Also, Noah’s great grandfather 

(Enoch) did not die; he was taken to heaven without tasting death (5:23). Noah’s father 

(Lamech) lived 777 years. Without doubt, Noah must have sat on the knees of Enoch and 

Methuselah—Lamech’s dad and grandfather—and listened to the stories handed down by word 

of mouth concerning Adam and Cain and Seth and righteousness.  

 Noah should become an example of courage for every believer. He preached for over 

one hundred years about right ethical behavior, but to no avail. The time has come for us to 

take our stand concerning holiness. The moment we boldly acknowledge Christ as Lord and 

Savior, then, hopefully, others will begin to inquire what they too must do to be saved. We must 

become preachers of righteousness. We must become preachers of the Good News concerning 

Jesus’ death for the sins of humanity (see 2 Corinthians 5:17—6:2).  

How is this kind of ethical behavior accomplished? It is through the proclamation of the 

Good News of redemption “in” and “through” the finished work of Christ upon the Cross. As 

Christians, we do not look on the dark side. We keep on praying and working with a great deal 

of enthusiasm—enthusiasm generated by strength and courage. Are we strong and courageous? 

Remember the words of God to Joshua: “Be strong and courageous” (Joshua 1:6). This study 

has reflected upon Moses, Elijah, Noah, and Joshua. As we examine these four leaders, we 

cannot help but wonder what it is about these four men of God that stand out in our own minds. 

In spite of obstacles, we are to be strong and courageous and zealous for the things of the 

kingdom of heaven.   
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ENTHUSIASM:  

THE HALLMARK OF CHRISTIAN GROWTH 

 

 Passion for the things of God should run through our veins for the expansion of God’s 

kingdom on earth. We should rekindle the flame of enthusiasm for the souls of men and 

women. We should imitate the strength, the courage, and the excitement of Moses, Elijah, 

Noah, and Joshua. How do we measure up to the characteristics of these famous leaders? Do we 

need enthusiasm in our walk with God? We need men and women who are strong and 

courageous. Every congregation of people needs men and women who will rejoice with those 

converted from Satan to Jesus. Lukewarmness is not something that God delights in. He wants 

His people to be on fire for the affairs of His kingdom. Jesus addresses one of the seven 

churches of Asia (Laodicea—Revelation 3:14-22) for their lack of zeal. Listen to Him as He 

instructs John to write a stinging rebuke for their lack of passion:  

 
     These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God’s creation.  15 I 

know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other!  16 So, 

because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth. 

(Revelation 3:14-16) 

 

God is saying that we should make our decision to serve Him with enthusiasm. In other 

words, once we have made our choice, we are to devote the rest of our lives to showing our zeal 

for spiritual things. Since beginning my ministry with the people of God, I have observed a 

great deal of “gusto” by many Christians, but, by and by, I have witnessed many Christians 

“fizzling” out. Have we lost our “sizzle” for the Lord, so to speak? Are we sputtering around 

like some automobiles that are in need of a tune-up? Jesus concludes his short letter to Laodicea 

with the following weighty words: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the 

churches” (3:22).  

Are we listening? Perhaps the words of Paul to the Corinthians are to the point also: 

“Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realize that 

Christ Jesus is in you—unless, of course, you fail the test?” (2 Corinthians 13:5). The words of 

God to Joshua587 are as relevant today as they were 3000 years ago: “Be strong and courageous” 

(Joshua 1:6). The words of the Apostle John almost jump off the pages of Holy Scripture as we 

ponder the words strong and courageous: “Who is it that overcomes the world? Only he who 

believes that Jesus is the Son of God” (1 John 5:5). 

 

CONCLUSION 

We cannot be lukewarm. We must be on fire for the cause of Christ. There must be 

enthusiasm to carry on the work. If there is going to be a great revival in this world of sin and 

death, it is not going to be done in our buildings. It must be done one on one; in other words, 

                                                 
587The Book of Joshua covers a period of time from 1406 BC to 1385 BC—a period of twenty-one 

years.  
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God’s work must be carried out by individuals going around and talking with their neighbors, 

their relatives, their friends, their acquaintances, and so on. In order to reclaim skeptics, 

drunkards, prostitutes, lukewarm Christians, we must have a burning desire in our hearts for the 

salvation of lost souls. Christians must never surrender their strength, their courage, or their zeal 

for the things of God.  

If we cannot give a day for the Lord’s work, let us give an hour; if we cannot give an 

hour, let us give a minute. If we cannot go out into our neighborhoods to reach people for Jesus, 

let us pray for those who can. All should work and ask God’s guidance. Are we encouraging 

others in their efforts to teach and preach Jesus? Or are we always finding fault with these saints 

of God? If we cannot go into the harvest field and work, we can cheer those who are working 

for the salvation of men and women. We can pray that God will send forth laborers into His 

vineyard. As believers, we should pray that the Spirit of God would work in a mighty way in 

our lives. Every one of us should pray that the spirit of criticism and faultfinding should be laid 

aside. We should pray for the spirit of oneness that existed on the Day of Pentecost. Our prayer 

should be that God will help us to remember and practice God’s admonition to Joshua: “Be 

strong and courageous” (Joshua 1:6). 
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30 

 
 

I Suffer Not a Woman 

To Teach 
 

Part 1 of 3 
 

Theology is always earthed in a context. Over the centuries, Christian theologians have tried to 

construct theological systems which they have believed to be eternal, but in practice the statement of 

theological truths has to be constantly revised, because human language, human culture, human 

philosophies, etc. are all subject to change, and in the end theology has to be articulated for human 

beings in human concepts.588 

 

 

 The role of women is one of the most controversial issues within the Christian 

community today. One of the biggest obstacles in interpreting the Scriptures correctly is the 

citing of Scriptures in isolation from their context. When individual verses are yanked from 

their historical setting, we witness a breakdown in the author’s intent. Two Scriptures589 that 

have been etched into our thinking have molded the way we view the role of women within the 

Body of Christ. These Scripture citations have been cited so frequently that we have lost sight 

of the original background. If we wish to comprehend the Word of God properly, we must read 

the Scriptures within its own framework. Frances Young is on target when she explains: 

 
     Christian theology therefore has to take seriously the particular historical context of those 

documents which are believed to be God’s Word, and also the particular context in which those 

documents are being interpreted.590 

 

PRINCIPLES OF INTERPRETATION 

 

Many Christians today have been taught piece-meal interpretation. We, as a whole, have 

not been taught to read a book as a book. As a result of this mindset, we have not learned how 

                                                 
588Frances Young, The Theology of the Pastoral Letters, New Testament Theology (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1994), 1.  
5891 Timothy 2:11-15 and 1 Corinthians 14:33-36  
590Young, The Theology of the Pastoral Letters, 1.  
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to interpret the writings of the Old and New Testament books. Before we enter into an 

explanation of the Scriptures relied upon today to stifle the proclamation of the Gospel and 

teaching by women, we need to examine the basic principle of hermeneutics (the science of 

interpretation). In order to come to grips with how to read and interpret the sacred Scriptures, 

we need to study the role that context plays in accurate exegesis.  

For example, in the nineteenth century, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834, German 

theologian and philosopher) originated the idea of the hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic 

circle philosophy simply means: “Each part of a text must be interpreted with reference to the 

whole; yet the meaning of the whole cannot be grasped without considering the parts.”591  

Interpretation is an attempt to understand the work as a whole by an analysis of its elements.592  

Hermeneutics593 ordinarily covers the whole field of interpretation, including exegesis.594 

Nevertheless, hermeneutics is often used in a much narrower sense to grasp the relevance of 

ancient works. In other words, it is concerned about the “here” and “now.”595 Louis Berkhof 

(1873-1957, Christian Reformed theologian) makes the following succinct observation: 

 
The necessity of the study of hermeneutics follows from several considerations: 

 

     (1) Sin darkened the understanding of man, and still exercises a pernicious influence on his 

conscious mental life. Therefore, special efforts must be made to guard against error. 

     (2) Men differ from one another in many ways that naturally cause them to drift apart mentally.  

They differ, for instance, 

 

(a) in intellectual capacity, aesthetic taste, and moral quality resulting in a lack of spiritual 

affinity; 

(b) in intellectual attainment, some being educated, and others uneducated; and  

(c) in nationality, with a corresponding difference in language, forms of thought, customs, 

and morals.596 

 

 Hayes and Holiday define exegesis as an attempt “to reach an informed understanding of 

the text.”597 It is possible for us to miss the point of the text if we do not consider the “linguistic, 

                                                 
591See, Kathleen Morner and Ralph Rausch, “Hermeneutics,” NTC’s Dictionary of Literary Terms 

(Illinois: NTC Publishing Group, 1991), 97, for an examination of Schleiermacher’s philosophy of 

hermeneutics. This in-depth study of Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics applies his hermeneutic circle in order to 

comprehend and apply Paul’s intent in his Epistles to Timothy and to the church in Crete as well as Corinth.   
592Ibid.  
593 See Robert H. Stein, A Basic Guide to Interpreting the Bible: Playing by the Rules (Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 1994), 17, where Stein writes: “The term ‘hermeneutics,’ . . . . simply describes the practice or discipline 

of interpretation; see also Thomas H. Olbright,  Hearing God’s Voice (Abilene, TX:  ACU Press, 1996),  185, 

where he says, “In a large sense, hermeneutics constitutes a theory about how one person explains or 

communicates a text to another.”  
594See Morner and Rausch, “Exegesis,” Ibid., 72,73,   where they say, “Originally, the detailed analysis, 

explanation, and INTERPRETATION of passages in the Bible, or, by extension, of any literary or intellectual 

text.  The term carries with it a sense of digging out the meaning of a difficult passage.” 
595See Gordon D. Fee & Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1993), 25.   
596L. Berkhof, Principles of Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1962), 12. 
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cultural, and historical background to the inspired writings,” writes Cedric Johnson.598 It is also 

in this vein that Berkhof cautions us not to fall into the same trap that many fell into during the 

Reformation.  Berkhof again sharpens the focus of caution: 

 
     The militant spirit of the age found expression in hundreds of polemical writings. Each one sought 

to defend his own opinion with an appeal to Scripture. Exegesis became the handmaid of dogmatics, 

and degenerated into a mere search for proof-texts.  The Scriptures were studied in order to find 

there the truths that were embodied in the Confessions.599 

 

To set the tone for this discussion, perhaps it would be helpful to review the experiences 

of numerous individuals within their own unique fellowship of God’s people. Many believers, 

within their own denomination, encounter long-held traditions in their quest to understand the 

Word of God in its context.600 It is not uncommon for us to identify the traditions of our 

“interpretative community” with the Word itself. Cedric Johnson expresses the basic problem 

well in his discussion of presuppositions:  

 
     Generations of scholars in the field of hermeneutics have recognized the influence of 

preunderstanding on interpretation.  C. S. Lewis [1898-1963] observed that “what we learn from 

experience depends on the kind of philosophy we bring to experience.”601 

 

 Untold numbers with whom I have discussed the science of exposition have shared their 

frustrations and have described their Christian journeys as “Gullible’s Travels.” We often 

accept what we are taught without question. It is in this sense that our interpretation is neither 

subjective nor objective. In other words, we have never taken the time to employ our minds 

subjectively in analyzing the Scripture for ourselves, nor have we looked at the Scriptures 

objectively. Our interpretations are “ready-made or prefabricated meanings.”602 Our 

interpretations are hand-me-downs from our interpretative community. Again, Stanley Fish (b. 

1938, a prominent literary theorist) rightly says, “In other words interpretive603 communities are 

no more stable than texts because interpretive strategies are not natural or universal, but 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
597John H. Hayes and Carl R. Holladay, Biblical Exegesis: A Beginner’s Handbook, Revised Edition 

(Atlanta, Georgia: John Knox Press, 1987), 23. 
598Cedric B. Johnson, The Psychology of Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), 20.  
599Berkhof, Interpretation, 28-29. 
600See Hayes and Holladay, Exegesis, 66, where they write: 

 

     The best guide to the meaning of a word is the context in which it is used. This means, first of all, 

the immediate context of the passage in which it occurs. If a word has several meanings, one should 

explore the range of meanings and see how they fit or do not fit in the context.  A broader context is 

the whole of the document in which the terms appear.  One should explore how a term is used and 

what it denotes elsewhere in the document.  

601Johnson, The Psychology of Biblical Interpretation, 45.  
602Stanley Fish, Is There A Text in This Class? (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 

1980), 172.  
603Fish does not use “interpretative community” but “interpretive community.” 
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learned.”604 In spite of Fish's deconstruction philosophy, nevertheless, he is correct when he 

writes: 

 
     And, moreover, the way of seeing, whatever it was, would never be individual or idiosyncratic, 

since its source would always be the institutional structure of which the “see-er” was an extending 

agent.  This is what Sacks means when he says that a culture fills brains “so that they are alike in fine 

detail”; it fills them so that no one’s interpretive acts are exclusively his own but fall to him by virtue 

of his position in some socially organized environment and are therefore always shared and public.605 

 

 Leaders, especially ministers within the various religious fellowships of God’s people, 

often memorize verses from the Bible by the hundreds. Their interpretation of a mixture of 

biblical texts frequently is not so much theirs, as it is the interpretation of a social structure to 

which they belong; that is to say, their interpretative community. Traditions still stand in the 

way of listening anew to the Biblical text.606 Once more, Justo L. and Catherine G. Gonzalez 

caution: “We must learn to reevaluate and reinterpret what has been handed down to us.”607 It is 

still very difficult for us to conceive that we might cite Scripture and, at the same time, fail to 

apply the text correctly in light of its historical background.  

Some religious writers within certain communities of the saints suppose they have all the 

answers. As a result of this kind of intellectualization, the supposedly intellectually correct 

party ostracizes those who go against the grain with their particular interpretative community. 

In order to justify condemnation over against the so-called nonconformist, Matthew 7:15 is 

frequently cited: “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but 

inwardly they are ferocious wolves.” 

 We must be careful that we do not go to the Scriptures to prove what we already believe, 

but rather to see what they say.  We are so accustomed to reading the Bible as previously taught 

by generations of interpreters that we cannot distinguish between interpretation and Revelation. 

In other words, for one to question the traditional interpretations is tantamount to questioning 

the Word of God itself.608 This failure to discriminate between explanation and Divine 

                                                 
604Ibid.  I disagree with Fish’s philosophy of the text being unstable.  If I understand Fish correctly, he is 

a deconstructionist in his philosophy.  See Morner and Rausch, “Deconstructive Criticism,”  NTC’s Dictionary, 

50-51, where they explain “deconstruction”: 

     An approach to LITERARY CRITICISM based on the views and procedures of the French thinker 

Jacques Derrida [1930-2004, French philosopher]. Deconstructive criticism utilizes reader-centered 

theories of meaning that ignore reference to the author’s intention and deny the possibility of a 

terminate meaning or “correct” interpretation for any text. Deconstructive criticism makes possible 

innumerable contradictory but “undecidable” meanings. First becoming prominent in the 1970s, 

deconstructive criticism is central to POST-STRUCTURALISM. 

605 Ibid., 335. 
606See Justo L. Gonzalez and Catherine G. Gonzalez, Liberation Preaching: The Pulpit and the 

Oppressed (Nashville: Abingdon, 1980), 48-68. 
607 Ibid., 31. 
608For an insightful article on the differentiation between Revelation and interpretation, see Leroy 

Garrett, “It Means What It Says,” Restoration Review 17, no. 4 (April 1975): 68-71. 
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inspiration is one of the main obstacles that we encounter in our efforts to liberate the Bible 

from its culture and to maintain unity among God’s people. The heritage of explaining is 

confused with the text itself. The faith of the fathers becomes the watchword for orthodoxy. The 

interpretation of the fathers becomes normative and is passed on as authoritative. 

 One of the most difficult obstacles for any Christian is to approach the text without any 

strong personal biases.  Studying the Bible with colored glasses ultimately leads to distortion of 

the text.609 People often tend to give preconceived beliefs the same authority as they give to the 

Bible. In other words, our preconceived political religious power is equal to that of the 

Scriptures. Our own personal journey of faith, with the ghosts of the past, makes it very difficult 

for us to view the Scriptures without prejudice. Our prior understanding and interpretation make 

it complicated to sift out the truths of God in dealing with the text.610 The culture of our heritage 

controls the text of the Bible. We should never forget that our own journey occurs within a vast 

architecture of preunderstanding—no thinking takes place in a vacuum. Frederic W. Farrar 

(1831-1903, a theological writer) draws attention to the religious hatred that generates from this 

know-it-all attitude: 

 
     My opinions are founded on interpretations of Scripture.  Scripture is infallible.  My views of its 

meaning are infallible too.  Your opinions and inferences differ from mine; therefore you must be in 

the wrong. All wrong opinions are capable of so many ramifications that any one who differs from 

me in minor points must be unsound in vital matters also. Therefore all who differ from me and my 

clique are “heretics.” All heresy is wicked; all heretics are necessarily wicked men. It is my religious 

duty to hate, calumniate and abuse you.611 

 

Contextual Interpretation 

  

The first step in explaining Scripture is to read the text.  To fathom a passage involves the 

immediate context, the remote context, and the larger context. The immediate context includes 

verses preceding and following the reference that one is studying. On the other hand, the remote 

context may take in the entire book in which the text is found. Also, the larger context may 

embrace the whole of God’s written Revelation. This understanding of contexts helps to 

determine the meaning or meanings that we attach to any distinct phrase. Otherwise, the 

interpreter may impose conjectured convictions on a text without due reflection upon what the 

                                                 
609See Johnson, The Psychology of Biblical Interpretation , 42, where he captures, in concise language, 

the subjective biases of all interpreters: 

 

      Contention is that conflicting theological positions are in part due to the fact that we all approach 

a text, sacred or secular, with our strong subjective biases.  Even though we have a commitment to 

read the Bible on its own terms: and even though we want the Divine and human authors to speak for 

themselves, somehow we still come up with contradictory views on some issues. 

 
610For an excellent presentation of this concept, see Gonzalez and Gonzalez, “Difficulties in Hearing the 

Text,” in Liberation Preaching: The Pulpit and the Oppressed, 29-47. 
611Frederick W. Farrar, “Religious Hatred,” quoted in Carl Ketcherside, Mission Messenger 27, no. 6 

(June 1965): 92. 
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author says. Without a conception of a context, a person’s particular context tends to shape his 

or her understanding and interpretation of the message. Sidney Greidanus (professor of 

preaching and worship at Calvin Theological Seminary) is correct when he says, “An interpreter 

must be careful not to read more into a text than is actually there at that particular stage of 

redemptive history.”612 

 Merely reciting Scriptures that draw attention to certain party dogmas is not sufficient to 

determine the meaning of the text. Remember that the context is the determining factor in trying 

to arrive at a correct insight. We must not employ Holy Scriptures in a way the Holy Spirit did 

not employ. Leroy Garrett (1918-2015, author and lecturer) points out with justification: 

 
     People tire of our equating our understanding of the word of God with the word of God itself. This 

is to say that we must distinguish between revelation and interpretation. Revelation is what God has 

given us in scripture. Interpretation is what we conclude the scriptures to mean.  One is divine, the 

other human.613 

 

WOMEN IN EPHESUS 

 

Spreading Mythological Fables and Practicing Magic  

 

We need to apply the correct principles of interpretation to our understanding of 1 

Timothy 2:11-15 and 1 Corinthians 14:33-36. If we lift these texts out of their historical setting, 

we may cite these two pericopes (units) correctly, but not necessarily speak as the Bible speaks. 

We may speak where the Bible speaks and not speak as the Bible speaks.614 In order to 

understand these Scriptures, it is necessary to study the whole of each book before analyzing 

individual elements. The following citation by Jaroslav Pelikan (1923-2006, a scholar in the 

history of Christianity and medieval intellectual history) is on target as he cautions against the 

“pathology of tradition”: 

 
     Like any growth, development may be healthy or it may be malignant; discerning the difference 

between these two kinds of growth requires constant research into the pathology of traditions.  But it 

is healthy development that keeps a tradition both out of the cancer ward and out of the fossil 

museum.615 

 

 As we begin this in-depth study of 1 Timothy 2:11-15, we need to determine where 

Timothy was when Paul wrote his two Epistles to him as well as his Epistle to Titus. An 

understanding of the geographical location of each recipient will enable us to comprehend his 

nebulous, or enigmatic, statements concerning women. The place of residence will assist us in 

properly interpreting this controversial unit of Scripture. Once we have established his 

                                                 
612Sidney Greidanus, The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 71. 
613 Garrett, “It Means What It Says,” 69. 
614For an in-depth study of this phrase, see Dallas Burdette, “Where the Scriptures Speak,” in Dallas 

Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008), 

87-152.  
615Jaroslav Pelikan, The Vindication of Tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 60.  
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landscape, we will then examine a mixture of different parts of the Pastoral Epistles in order to 

arrive at a more accurate explanation. This information will shed light on why Paul issued his 

injunction against the women in the city of Ephesus, which was Timothy’s physical scene. Paul 

puts pen to paper as he identifies the town as well as some of the problems: 

 
     As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command 

certain men (πισίν, pisin, “certain persons”) not to teach false doctrines any longer 4 nor to devote 

themselves to myths and endless genealogies. These promote controversies rather than God’s 

work—which is by faith. 5 The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a 

good conscience and a sincere faith. 6 Some have wandered away from these and turned to 

meaningless talk. 7 They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are talking 

about or what they so confidently affirm. (1 Timothy 1:3-7) 

 

 Just a casual reading of verses 3-7 reveals several things that we need to reflect upon as 

we begin our journey through the Pastoral Epistles: (1) “certain men,” (2) “stay there in 

Ephesus, (3) “myths,” and (4) “endless genealogies.” The word myth (μῦθος (mythos, “tales, 

fables, or fanciful stories”)616 is critical to a proper understanding of Paul’s Epistles to Timothy. 

“Certain men” is a translation of the Greek indefinite plural pronoun (τινές, tines, “certain 

persons”).617 

In order for us to correctly interpret the Epistles of Paul to Timothy, we must understand 

something of the historical background of Ephesus, especially the Temple of Artemis (Ἄρτεμις, 

Artemis) with its practice of magic (περίεργος, periergos). Johannes Munck’s comments on the 

city of Ephesus are quite revealing with reference to the function that magic played in the lives 

of those in Ephesus. The following extract will assist us in understanding why Paul issued an 

injunction about the women in the Christian community in Ephesus.  

 
     [Chapter 19] 18-20. Ephesus was known as the city of the magicians. Just as it was natural for 

Paul to speak with philosophers in Athens, so it was equally natural for him to meet magicians in 

Ephesus. Nor was it strange that among the newly converted Christians there should be many who as 

pagans used magical arts. Where Christ was, there was no room for magic, and now they not only 

confessed to their sinful use of demonic names and powers, but they burned their magic books in an 

act of faith.618 

 

 Acts 19:8-41 is the background to understanding Paul’s injunction against women 

teaching in his Epistles to Timothy. During Paul’s third missionary journey, he spent three years 

                                                 
616The Greek word μῦθος (mythos) conveys the idea of tale, story, or special reference to unreliability or 

fanciful character. This word is used in the sense of gods and goddesses in Ephesus, which goes back to the 

time of Homer (8th century BC). Paul uses the plural (myths) twice in First Timothy (1:4; 4:7), once in Second 

Timothy (4:4), and once in Titus (1:14). Peter, too, uses the plural (μύθοις, mythois, “tales or fables”) in his 

Second Epistle (1:16). 
617The word τινές (tines) is an indefinite plural pronoun, dative, masculine/feminine. Τις (tis) is an 

indefinite pronoun (for example, “anyone.” In my judgment, the NIV incorrectly translates this “indefinite 

pronoun” as “certain men.” It is more accurate to translate as “certain persons.” 
618Johannes Munck, The Acts of the Apostles, The Anchor Bible, revised by William F. Albright and C. 

S. Mann, Volume 31 (New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1967, 1979), 191.   
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in Ephesus. During this time, Paul rented the “lecture hall of Tyrannus” (19:9), which lasted for 

a period of two years (19:10). Prior to his lectures in the hall of Tyrannus, he spoke boldly in 

the synagogue for three months about the “kingdom of God” (19:8). Yet, these Jews refused to 

accept the teachings of Paul about the kingdom of God, and, at the same time, they “publicly 

maligned the Way [ἡ ὁδός, hē hodos] (19:9). “The way” is a term that stands for Christianity. In 

order for us to grasp the scenario that Luke presents in his history of the Christian movement to 

Theophilus, we need to read his remarks. The following is his account of the city’s reaction 

against “the Way”: 

 

     After all this had happened, Paul decided to go to Jerusalem, passing through Macedonia and 

Achaia. “After I have been there,” he said, “I must visit Rome also.” 22 He sent two of his helpers, 

Timothy and Erastus, to Macedonia, while he stayed in the province of Asia a little longer. 23 About 

that time there arose a great disturbance about the Way. 24 A silversmith named Demetrius, who 

made silver shrines of Artemis, brought in no little business for the craftsmen. 25 He called them 

together, along with the workmen in related trades, and said: “Men, you know we receive a good 

income from this business. 26 And you see and hear how this fellow Paul has convinced and led astray 

large numbers of people here in Ephesus and in practically the whole province of Asia. He says that 

man-made gods are no gods at all. 27 There is danger not only that our trade will lose its good name, 

but also that the temple of the great goddess Artemis will be discredited, and the goddess herself, 

who is worshiped throughout the province of Asia and the world, will be robbed of her divine 

majesty.” 28 When they heard this, they were furious and began shouting: “Great is Artemis of the 

Ephesians!” 29 Soon the whole city was in an uproar. The people seized Gaius and Aristarchus, 

Paul’s traveling companions from Macedonia, and rushed as one man into the theater. 30 Paul wanted 

to appear before the crowd, but the disciples would not let him. 31 Even some of the officials of the 

province, friends of Paul, sent him a message begging him not to venture into the theater. 32 The 

assembly was in confusion: Some were shouting one thing, some another. Most of the people did not 

even know why they were there. 33 The Jews pushed Alexander to the front, and some of the crowd 

shouted instructions to him. He motioned for silence in order to make a defense before the people. 34 

But when they realized he was a Jew, they all shouted in unison for about two hours: “Great is 

Artemis of the Ephesians!” 35 The city clerk quieted the crowd and said: “Men of Ephesus, doesn’t all 

the world know that the city of Ephesus is the guardian of the temple of the great Artemis and of 

her image, which fell from heaven? 36 Therefore, since these facts are undeniable, you ought to be 

quiet and not do anything rash. 37 You have brought these men here, though they have neither robbed 

temples nor blasphemed our goddess. 38 If, then, Demetrius and his fellow craftsmen have a grievance 

against anybody, the courts are open and there are proconsuls. They can press charges. 39 If there is 

anything further you want to bring up, it must be settled in a legal assembly. 40 As it is, we are in 

danger of being charged with rioting because of today’s events. In that case we would not be able to 

account for this commotion, since there is no reason for it.” 41 After he had said this, he dismissed the 

assembly.  (Acts 19:21-41) 

 

 An examination of Acts 19:21-41 reveals the background for a proper interpretation of 

the Pastoral Epistles. Earlier in Chapter 19, Luke gives other comments that help us to 

understand Paul’s negative comments in his two Epistles to Timothy. One word (περίεργος, 

periergos) utilized by Luke will assist us in our interpretation of the Pauline Epistles. Luke 

writes: 
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     Many of those who believed now came and openly confessed their evil deeds. 19 A number who 

had practiced sorcery (περίεργος, periergos, “magic”) brought their scrolls together and burned them 

publicly. When they calculated the value of the scrolls, the total came to fifty thousand drachmas. 20 

In this way the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power. (19:18-20) 

 

 G. K. Barrett makes the following succinct observation concerning the word sorcery: 

“περίεργα [perierga] is a semi-technical term for magical practices.”619 This is the same word 

that Paul employs in his First Epistle to Timothy as he reflects upon the practices of the women 

in the church in Ephesus. Paul unfolds some of the problems associated with the women in 

Ephesus: 

 
     As for younger widows, do not put them on such a list. For when their sensual desires overcome 

their dedication to Christ, they want to marry. 12 Thus they bring judgment on themselves, because 

they have broken their first pledge. 13 Besides, they get into the habit of being idle and going about 

from house to house. And not only do they become idlers, but also gossips (φλύαρος, phlyaros, “silly 

talk, nonsense, tattler, babbler”) and busybodies (περίεργοι, periergoi), saying things they ought not 

to. 14 So I counsel younger widows to marry, to have children, to manage their homes and to give the 

enemy no opportunity for slander. 15 Some have in fact already turned away to follow Satan. (1 

Timothy 5:11-15) 

 

 Unfortunately, some scholars, so it seems, fail to capture the luggage associated with 

περίεργος (periergos) in 1 Timothy 5:13. Even though translations give “busybodies” as the 

translation of the Greek word, we still need to examine this Scripture in light of Acts 19:19. 

This unique term only occurs twice in the New Testament. Generally, this expression is 

associated or translated as “busybodies” or “meddlesome.” In Acts 19:19, the word περίεργα 

(perierga) is translated correctly. This Greek word is a term for black acts of magic. This term 

pointed to the lengthy and various rituals involved in incantation ceremonies. Apparently, the 

women mentioned in 1 Timothy 5:13 were women who were going about from house to house 

meddling in magic, that is to say, they were involved in perverted activities. Cleon L. Rogers Jr. 

and Cleon L. Rogers III make the following comments on Acts 19:19 concerning the Greek 

word περίεργα (perierga): 

 
     19 περίεργος [periergos] (#4319) things belonging to magic. Also a t.t. [technical term] for a 

magical spell (BS, 323; BAGD; DPL, 580-83; BBC; MM; NDIEC, 1:47-49; 6:1099-96; GMP; for the 

well-known “Ephesian Letters” [Ἐφέσια Γράμματα, Ephesia Grammata], which were six magical 

terms thought to be words of powers. Trebilco, “Asia,” BAFCS 2:314; CIE, 95f.620 

 

 Since the word περίεργα (perierga) is employed by Luke in his brief episode that 

occurred while Paul labored in Ephesus for a period of three years (Acts 20:31), we need to 

examine Acts 19 before we embark upon our expedition of the Pastoral Epistles. Acts 19 is the 

                                                 
619C. K. Barrett, Acts, The International  Critical Commentary, Volume II, XV – XXVIII (Edinburgh, 

Scotland: T & T Clark, 1998), 912.  
620Cleon L. Rogers, Jr., and Cleon L. Rogers III, The New Linguistic and Exegetical Key to the Greek 

New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 281.  
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background for a proper understanding of Paul’s remarks concerning women. It is in this 

fashion that Sharon Hodgin Gritz correctly states as she begins her examination of 1 Timothy 

2:9-15: “This study begins with the largest context—the historical setting.”621 Stanley M. 

Horton’s comments on Acts 19:19 are also worth citing in order to set the stage for the 

historical background to the Pastoral Epistles. He cuts away the underbrush as he pens the 

following words: 

 
     Another result was the fact that they now realized the true power over evil was only in Jesus. 

Ephesus was a center for the practice of magical arts, especially the putting of spells on people or 

things. A considerable number of the new believers had practiced magic, including attempts at 

foretelling or influencing the future. Most of them still had the books they used hidden away 

(Archaeologists have discovered books of this kind.) 

     Now the believers saw that these books with their formulas, spells, and astrological forecasts, were 

of no value whatsoever. In fact, they were purely heathen, even demonic, in their origin. So they 

brought together all their books and burned them publicly. Books were very expensive in those days, 

and when they reckoned up the total price of the books it came to 50,000 pieces of silver (no specific 

coin is mentioned, though some believe it was the drachma). This was as much as 200 day laborers or 

soldiers would earn in a year.622 

 

JEWISH: SORCERY/MAGIC  

 

Seven Sons of Sceva—A Chief Priest 

 

 Upon Paul’s arrival in Ephesus, he stumbled upon some individuals who were believers 

in Christ, but had only received the baptism of John (Acts 19:7). After they were baptized “into 

the name of the Lord Jesus,” Paul placed his hands upon them and they received the Holy Spirit 

(19:5). Following this encounter, Paul entered a synagogue and spoke boldly for about three 

months about the kingdom of God (19:5). Even though he had converts from his preaching and 

teaching about Jesus, nevertheless, many Jews refused to align themselves with the “Way” 

(19:9). As a result of their inflexibility to accept Jesus, he withdrew himself from the synagogue 

and rented the lecture hall of Tyrannus for a period of two years (19:9). 

 Prior to Paul’s confrontation with Demetrius, a silversmith who made silver shrines of 

Artemis (19:24), Luke informs us concerning the miracles that God performed through Paul 

(19:11). Just a casual reading of Acts 19 reveals a distinction between the miracles Paul 

performed and the practiced magic by the adherents of the goddess Artemis [Ἄρτεμις, 

Artemis]623 (19:11, 18-20). Luke informs Theophilus about an interesting account of some Jews 

                                                 
621Sharon Hodgin Gritz, Paul, Women Teachers, and the Mother Goddess at Ephesus: A Study of 1 

Timothy 2:9-15 in Light of the Religious and Cultural Milieu of the First Century (New York: University Press 

of America, 1991), 3. 
622Stanley M. Horton, Acts, The New Testament Study Bibles, Thoralf Gilbrant, International Editor 

(Springfield, Missouri: The Complete Biblical Library, 1991), 461. 
623See Pierre Grimal, The Penguin Dictionary of Classical Mythology (New York: Penguin Group, 1951, 

1990), 60-61. He comments on the goddess Artemis with the following explanation: 
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(seven sons of a Jewish chief priest) who were practicing some outward appearance of magic. 

Luke writes: 

 
     God did extraordinary miracles through Paul, 12 so that even handkerchiefs and aprons that had 

touched him were taken to the sick, and their illnesses were cured and the evil spirits left them. 13 

Some Jews who went around driving out evil spirits tried to invoke the name of the Lord Jesus over 

those who were demon-possessed. They would say, “In the name of Jesus, whom Paul preaches, I 

command you to come out.” 14 Seven sons of Sceva, a Jewish chief priest, were doing this. 15 One day 

the evil spirit answered them, “Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?” 16 Then the 

man who had the evil spirit jumped on them and overpowered them all. He gave them such a beating 

that they ran out of the house naked and bleeding. (Acts 19:11-16) 

 

 “Some Jews who went around driving out evil spirits” highlights that Jews were involved 

in magic. C. E. Arnold writes about Jews and magic in his very informative article on “Magic” 

in the Dictionary of Paul and His Letters: 

 
5. Jewish Magic 

     Magic was by no means practiced only by pagans. Jewish magic flourished in antiquity 

(Alexander, 342). There are many testimonies to Jewish involvement in magical practice in the 

apocrypha, pseudepigrapha, Qumran, Josephus, the earliest traditions within the Talmud and the 

midrashim, early Christian writings, pagan authors and even in the NT itself (Acts 19:13-20, “certain 

itinerant Jewish exorcists”). The Greek magical papyri also contain many magical formulas of 

probable Jewish origin.624 

 

Barrett’s comments identify these seven sons as individuals who thought that through 

incantations and formulas that they could drive out evil spirits. His remarks are informative for 

this study: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

     Artemis (Ἄρτεμις)   Identified by the Romans with Diana. She is sometimes said to have been the 

daughter of Demeter [Δημήτηρ, Dēmētēr, “One of the Olympian deities, the Mother Goddess of the 

Earth”.], but is generally regarded as the twin sister of Apollo [Ἀπόλλων, Apollōn, “An Olympian 

god, son of Zeus” [Ζεύς, Zeus, “Generally regarded as the greatest god of the Greek pantheon. He 

was essentially the god of Light, of clear skies as well as of thunder.”] and Leto [Λητώ, Lētō, “The 

mother of Apollos and Artemis by Zeus” and brother of Artemis.], their parents being Zeus and Leto. 

Artemis, the elder twin, was born in Delos and helped her mother to give birth to her brother. Artemis 

was always a virgin and eternally young, an untamed girl with few interest beyond hunting. Like her 

brother, her weapon was the bow, which she used while she was hunting stags as well as mortals, and 

she inflicted pain on women who died in childbirth. She was vindictive and there were many who 

suffered from her anger. One of her actions was to join Apollo in killing the children of NIOBE (2). 

They did this out of love for their mother, who had been insulted by Niobe, and it was in defense of 

Leto again that Artemis and Apollo, though scarcely born, killed the dragon which had come to attack 

them; in the same way they killed Tityus, who was trying to violate Leto. [The definitions of the 

various deities are from Pierre Grimal.] 

 
624C. E. Arnold, “Magic,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, editors: Gerald F. Hawthorne, Ralph P. 

Martin, and Daniel G. Reid (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 581. 
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     For Jewish exorcists see StrB (4.534f.); NS 3.342-79; Hemer (121). Their existence is presupposed 

in Mt. 12.27 = Lk. 11.19. Josephus, Ant. 8:45-49 is good proof of the fact that Solomon’s legendary 

power as an exorcist was believed to have been transmitted, through incantations and formulas, to the 

first-century exorcists.625 

 

 W. H. Willimon also sheds some light on this particular scenario of Paul’s miracles 

versus the magic of the Jews and Greeks. This story sets the tone for individuals to give up their 

goddess Artemis for the Way. 

 
     Lest anyone think that the power bestowed through the gift of the Spirit is mere magic, Luke 

inserts a vignette [sketch] about “extraordinary miracles by the hands of Paul” (19:11–20). Paul is so 

close to this healing power that even bits of clothing which touch his body effect healing. Assuming 

that his power is a sort of magic, some itinerant Jewish exorcists attempt to invoke the name of Jesus 

to heal. “Jesus I know, and Paul I know; but who are you?” asks the evil spirit who then jumps upon 

them and they flee naked away (19:15–17). While Luke considers magic to be a serious issue, he is 

not above treating it in a comical way. The healing power of Paul is no commodity to be seized and 

used (cf. the discussion of magic and Simon Magus in 8:18–23), not some miraculous force to be 

channeled at will. Power is part of a relationship with the Lord who is personally known by the 

believer. Seeing their black arts, astrology, and voodoo thus derided, once superstitious Jews and 

Greeks forsake their foolishness; and again, “the word of the Lord grew and prevailed mightily” 

(19:20), but not without the careful teaching and nurture of leaders like Priscilla, Aquila, and Paul. 

This faith is not simply about conversion nor is it only about wonder-working power; it is conversion 

into and power derived from a relationship with the risen Christ. No muddle-headed enthusiast, 

saying “It doesn’t really matter what you believe as long as you are sincere,” Luke insists upon 

correct belief and careful nurture of new converts.626 (Emphasis mine—bold) 

 

 As a result of seeing their magic put down, or denigrated, this failure on the part of the 

seven sons caused great anxiety among superstitious Jews and Greeks (Acts 19:17), which may 

also account for Paul’s warning against “Jewish myths” in his Epistle to Titus (Titus 1:14).  

Both Jews and Greeks are mentioned in 19:17, which immediately follows on the heel of the 

seven sons of Sceva. Immediately, Luke informs Theophilus that “Many of those who believed 

now came and openly confessed their evil deeds” (19:18). Apparently, many Jews also had 

accepted sorcery/magic. B. M. Newman and E. A. Nida affirm that the Jews were also 

infamous for their magic practices: 

 
     Evidently Paul had used the name of Jesus in performing these miracles of healing and of ridding 

people of evil spirits. Luke now tells of certain Jews who seem to have looked upon the name of 

Jesus as another magic formula by which they could chase out evil spirits for profit (very similar to 

the understanding of Simon in 8:19). In the ancient world the Jews were notorious for their magical 

practices, and a papyrus fragment has been found on which is the statement “I command you in the 

name of Jesus, the God of the Jews.” Since the context makes it clear that the command given by the 

                                                 
625C. K. Barrett, Acts, The New International Critical Commentary, Vol., 2: 908.  
626William H. Willimon, Acts, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Atlanta: 

John Knox Press, 1988), 147-148). 
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Jews is to the evil spirits, the TEV [Today’s English Version = Good News Bible] has added this 

phrase for clarity.627 

 

Elymas: Jewish Sorcerer 

 

The world of Paul was a world filled with sorcery, or magic. When Paul and Silas began 

their first missionary tour, they encountered Elymas the sorcerer (Ἐλύμας ὁ μάγος, Elymas ho 

magos, Elymas the magician) on the island of Cyprus. Elymas was a Jewish sorcerer. Luke 

reports this encounter with Paul’s drastic measures against him: 

 
     The two of them, sent on their way by the Holy Spirit, went down to Seleucia and sailed from 

there to Cyprus. 5 When they arrived at Salamis, they proclaimed the word of God in the Jewish 

synagogues. John was with them as their helper. 6 They traveled through the whole island until they 

came to Paphos. There they met a Jewish sorcerer (μάγον, magon628) and false prophet named Bar-

Jesus, 7 who was an attendant of the proconsul, Sergius Paulus. The proconsul, an intelligent man, 

sent for Barnabas and Saul because he wanted to hear the word of God. 8 But Elymas the sorcerer [ὁ 

μάγος, ho magos] (for that is what his name means) opposed them and tried to turn the proconsul 

from the faith. 9 Then Saul, who was also called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked straight at 

Elymas and said, 10 “You are a child of the devil and an enemy of everything that is right! You are 

full of all kinds of deceit and trickery. Will you never stop perverting the right ways of the Lord? 11 

Now the hand of the Lord is against you. You are going to be blind, and for a time you will be unable 

to see the light of the sun.” Immediately mist and darkness came over him, and he groped about, 

seeking someone to lead him by the hand. 12 When the proconsul saw what had happened, he 

believed, for he was amazed at the teaching about the Lord. (Acts 13:4-12) 

 

 Earlier in the Book of Acts (8:5-24), Luke reports an incidence with one who practiced 

magic, which occurred while Philip evangelized in the city of Samaria. Luke paints a picture of 

the man’s own self-esteem: 

 
     Now for some time a man named Simon had practiced sorcery in the city (ἐν τῇ πόλει μαγεύων, 

en tē polei mageuōn, “in the city using magic arts”) and amazed all the people of Samaria. He 

boasted that he was someone great, 10 and all the people, both high and low, gave him their 

attention and exclaimed, “This man is the divine power known as the Great Power.” 11 They followed 

him because he had amazed them for a long time with his magic (ταῖς μαγείαις, tais mageiais, “by 

the sorceries”). 12 But when they believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God 

and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women. (8:9-12) 

 

                                                 
627B. M. Newman and E. A. Nida, A Handbook on the Acts of the Apostles, UBS Handbook Series, Helps 

for Translators (New York: United Bible Societies, 1993), 367. 
628The word sorcerer is from the Greek word μάγος (magos). This word refers to one trained in astrology 

and dream interpretations. See Barclay M. Newman, Jr., A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New 

Testament, in Kurt Aland, Matthew Black, Carlo M. Martini, Bruce M. Metzger, and Allen Wikgren, The Greek 

New Testament, Fourth Revised Edition, edited by Barbara Aland, Kurt Aland, Johannes Karavidopoulos, Carlo 

M. Martin, and Bruce M. Metzger  (Germany: United Bible Society, 1966, 1993), 110, where he writes: “wise 

man (of one trained in astrology and dream interpretation); magician, sorcerer.” 
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 Simon listened to Philip concerning the kingdom of God and believed. He also submitted 

to baptism. Later the Jerusalem church learned of his acceptance of Christ as well as others. As 

a result of this revelation, the church sent Peter and John. Upon their arrival, these two prayed 

that these new converts might receive the Holy Spirit (8:14-15). In spite of Simon’s conversion, 

he still did not apprehend the full story of the events that transpired concerning the Holy Spirit. 

Even though he earlier boasted about his powers, nevertheless, he did not exercise any 

supernatural power. He depended upon trickery. Yet, he was able to distinguish between the 

genuine and deception. He offered to buy the kind of gift that Peter and John exercised upon the 

believers. Peter then rebuked Simon and told him to pray and to request God’s forgiveness 

(8:18-24). This story, too, illustrates how wide-spread the practice of magic existed in the first 

century. These episodes lead up to a greater understanding of the events transpiring in Ephesus 

with its temple of Artemis. 

 

Testimony of Pliny the Elder 

 

 Pliny the Elder (AD 23-79) wrote on natural history. He mentioned Jannes and Jambres 

(Exodus 7:9-13) who lived during the time of Moses and are still known for their practice of 

magic. In his account he calls attention to magic as also practiced by the Jews in the fifth 

century BC. Magic was taught openly in the society of Democritus (460-370 BC, ancient Greek 

philosopher). Pliny pens the following words about sorcery, which account includes the Jews’ 

involvement: 

 
     That these were accepted [books on magic] by any human beings and transmitted by memory is 

the most extraordinary phenomenon in history; so utterly are they lacking in credibility and decency 

that those who like the other works of Democritus [460-370 BC, Δημόκριτος, Dēmokritos] deny that 

the magical books are his. But it is all to no purpose, for it is certain that Democritus especially 

instilled into men’s minds the sweets of magic. Another extraordinary thing is that both these arts, 

medicine I mean and magic, flourished together, Democritus expounding magic in the same age as 

Hippocrates [460-370 BC, Ἱπποκράτας, Hippokratas] expounded medicine, about the time of the 

Peloponesian War [431-404 BC], which was waged in Greece from the three-hundredth year of our 

city. There is yet another branch of magic, derived from Moses [1526-1406 BC], Jannes, 

Lotapes, and the Jews, but living many thousand years after Zoroaster [570 BC, some dates 

range from the 18th to the 10th century BC]. So much more recent in the branch in Cyprus. In the time 

too of Alexander the Great [356-323 BC, Μέγας Ἀλέξανδρος, Megas Alexandros], no slight addition 

was made to the influence of the profession by a second Osthanes, who, honoured by his attendance 

on Alexander, traveled certainly without the slightest doubt all over the world.629 (Emphasis mine—

bold) 

 

 Paul, who wrote to Titus, about AD 65, on the Island of Crete, warned his fellow worker 

to be aware of certain Jews who were involved in myths. Listen to Paul as he cautions Titus 

against individuals who were ruining whole households with their sorcery: 

 

                                                 
629Pliny, Natural History, Vol., 8.30.3.12, Loeb Classical Library, Vol., 418, Books 28-32, translated by 

W. H. S. Jones (Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 1963, 2006),  285. 
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     For there are many rebellious people, mere talkers and deceivers, especially those of the 

circumcision group. 11 They must be silenced, because they are ruining whole households by 

teaching things they ought not to teach—and that for the sake of dishonest gain. 12 Even one of 

their own prophets has said, “Cretans are always liars, evil brutes, lazy gluttons.” 13 This testimony is 

true. Therefore, rebuke them sharply, so that they will be sound in the faith 14 and will pay no 

attention to Jewish myths or to the commands of those who reject the truth. (Titus 1:10-14) 

 

Once more, Pliny the Elder also gives testimony about magic in his own day, which 

attestation only confirms Paul’s admonition to Titus. In the days of Pliny, magic was still the 

order of the day. Even though many Jews practiced magic in the fifth century BC, we still 

witness, according to Pliny and Paul, magical practices in the first century by Jews. The 

following comments by Pliny bear witness to the wide-spread practice of the detestable 

performances of magic: 

 
     IV. Magic certainly found a home in the two Gallic provinces, and that down to living memory. 

For the principate of Tiberius Caesar [42BC-AD 37, third emperor of Rome from AD 14-37] did 

away with their Druids and this tribe of seers and medicine men. But why should I speak of these 

things when the craft has even crossed the Ocean and reached the empty voids of Nature? Even today      

Britain practices magic in awe, with such grand ritual that it might seem that she gave it to the 

Persians. So universal is the cult of magic throughout the world, although its nations disagree or are 

unknown to each other. It is beyond calculation how great is the debt owed to the Romans, who swept 

away the monstrous rites, in which to kill a man was the highest religious duty and for him to be 

eaten as passport to health.630 

 

Daniel Arichea and Howard Hatton call notice to the word “myths,” which remarks are 

extremely helpful. These myths were stories handed down from generation to generation about 

their gods and goddesses, which myths were still being circulated in the Christian community at 

Ephesus. 

 
     Myths are traditional stories of ancestors and origins; these are present in most cultures, and people 

regard them very highly. Here, however, myths is used in a negative way; it is not simply that the 

myths referred to are made-up tales and legends (TEV), but that these stories have been substituted 

for the true Christian message. It is possible to read the text in such as way as to identify the myths 

with the genealogies, which are in turn described as endless in the sense of “long” (TEV). What these 

genealogies consist of is not at all clear, since the letter itself offers no clues.631 

 

The silly stories about gods and goddesses were kept alive by women who had a 

reputation for preserving nonsensical or dim-witted Godless fiction. Michael Moore calls 

attention to ancient myths that were kept alive in Anatolia by “old women.” He writes: 

 

                                                 
630Ibid., 8.30.4, page 287.  
631Daniel Arichea and Howard Hatton, A Handbook on Paul's Letters to Timothy and to Titus, UBS 

Handbook Series Helps for Translators (New York: United Bible Societies, 1995), 16. 
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     As “exorcist,” the “old woman” was responsible for freeing and purifying clients from the unseen 

forces of the Netherworld, before which they lived in constant fear. This was one of her most 

important roles. In one text a North Syrian “old woman” lists some of these “demons” by name.632 

 

This historical background of magic and the “old woman” plays a significant role in the 

correct interpretation of the Pastoral Epistles. Paul has to combat this mentality that is still 

rampant within the church at Ephesus. Again Moore’s comments help to shed light upon the 

problems Paul confronted in his instructions to Timothy. Once more, Moore seeks to highlight 

the place of magic as well as the place of “old women” in the ancient world: 

 
     It is impossible to separate “magic” from “religion” in Anatolian praxis [habitual or established 

practice: custom], but it is helpful to distinguish, with A. Goetze, between “magic” and the more or 

less official “cult.”…. At times of crisis, however, such as birth, death, plague, war, royal illness, or 

other calamity, Anatolians turned to a number of magico-religious specialists. To avoid calamity 

altogether (and perhaps also the exorcist’s feet!), apotropaic incantations were inscribed on amulets 

[good luck charms], talismans [charms, trinkets], and homeopathic figurines [a system of medical 

treatment] and prominently displayed over entranceways or buried in the foundation of houses in 

order to protect and purify the persons of that house from the threat of portended evil…. The “old 

woman” enacted a wide range of roles and was the most prominent magico-religious specialist in 

Anatolia.633 

 

THE IMPLIED READER 

 

As we seek to interpret the Pastoral Epistles correctly, we need to draw attention to the 

implied reader versus the real reader. There is a fourth context that every interpreter must 

consider as he or she seeks to unravel the written Word of God, namely, the “cultural context.” 

In order for us to understand more accurately the writings of the New Testament, we often have 

to go to outside sources in order to fill in the gaps that are missing in the Scriptures. The 

persons to whom the original writings were addressed understood their culture. We, today, live 

two-thousand years this side of the Apostles and the first-century church. The implied reader 

knew things that are not in the text. For this reason, we need to keep in mind that there is a 

distinction between the implied reader (original reader) and the real reader (us). This 

consciousness will assist us in drawing a more accurate reading and understanding of the 

original documents.  

For example, the real reader frequently consults outside reading in order to understand 

the text more fully.634 Seymour Chatman in drawing attention to the meaning of the implied 

reader puts it this way:  

                                                 
632Michael S. Moore, The Balaam Traditions: Their Character and Development, SBL Dissertation 

Series 113 (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1990), 22.  
633Ibid., 20, 21.  
634For an example of this distinction, see Dallas Burdette, “Passover Traditions in the Time of Christ,” in 

From Legalism to Freedom, 181-195. This study concerning the Passover sets forth an example of the 

distinction between the real reader and the implied reader. The real reader goes to outside sources to discover 
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     The counterpart of the implied author is the implied reader—not the flesh-and-bones you or I 

sitting in our living rooms reading the book, but the audience presupposed by the narrative itself.635  

 

Narrative criticism helps to narrow the gap between the real reader and the implied 

reader.636  This in-depth study of 1 Timothy 2:11-15 is a narrative construction of the Pastoral 

Epistles in order to try to comprehend as clearly as possible the discernment of the implied 

reader (original reader) as to why Paul had to issue an injunction against the women teaching in 

Ephesus to Timothy. This undertaking demands an understanding of gods and goddesses in 

vogue in the first century. Chapter 31 of this study will focus upon one of the Seven Wonders of 

the World in ancient times. To begin with, it is imperative that we examine this phenomenon of 

the pagan gods and goddesses during Paul’s day.  

 Furthermore, an examination of the “old-womanish tales” in 1 Timothy 4:7 is 

indispensable to a proper understanding of the Pastoral Epistles. These mythological stories are 

legend about their gods and goddesses that were handed down from generation to generation 

and were known as “old womanish tales.” The next chapter (31) draws attention to the need of 

interpreting a text or texts in light of the author’s background. In addition to the proper method 

of interpretation, this in-depth study seeks to alert the reader to the English translation of the 

Greek word περίεργος (periergos, “busybody, magic”) [1 Timothy 5:13]. In our next chapter, 

we also call awareness to the Greek word φλύαρος, (phlyaros), which word means gossip, silly 

talk, nonsense, or tattler (5:13). Chapter 31 will also call attention to the prevalence of sorcery 

(magic) among many Jews in Asia Minor. We will also zero in on the very heart of God’s 

Gospel, which is none other than Jesus Himself.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     

what the implied reader already knew about the Passover traditions in the first century through first-hand 

knowledge. See also Powell, What Is Narrative Criticism, 19-21. 
635Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1978), 149-150; Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose 

Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1974); David Robert Bauer, 

“The Structure of Matthew’s Gospel: A Literary-Critical Examination,” (Ph. D. dissertation, Union Theological 

Seminary in Virginia, 1985), 24-26; Dorothy Jean Weaver, “The Missionary Discourse in the Gospel of 

Matthew: A Literary Critical Analysis,” (Ph. D. dissertation, Union Theological Seminary in Virginia, 1987), 

66. 
636See W. K. Wimsatt, The Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry (Kentucky: The University 

Press of Kentucky, 1982), where he counsels Christians not to reject literary criticism. 

     Religious thinkers should be sympathetic to criticism because it is a branch of philosophy; it is an 

effort to get at certain truths about signs, knowledge, and reality. If these remarks seem at all 

platitudinous, let me add that I have taken the trouble to make them because it seems to me possible 

for the thought and scholarship of religious persons (especially in America today) to be too far sold in 

the cultivation of certain merely historical, informational, and neutral techniques. This may have been 

for a time a necessary phase of competition with secular science and secular education. But there is 

no reason why Christians should be the last (or even be slow) to transcend the limitations of such 

knowledge, to outgrow pedantic misconceptions and participate in literary philosophy. 
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31 

 
 

I Suffer Not a Woman 

To Teach 
 

Part 2 of 3 

 
Abuse can be both intentional and unintentional. Much of what I identify throughout this study as the 

abusive reading and application of Scripture is not the result of deliberate, intentional abuse for the 

purpose of manipulation or control. These unintentional abuses are often the result of letting our 

backgrounds, preconceptions, or biases influence and control the way we read and apply Scripture.637 

 

 The world of Paul’s day was filled with hundreds of pagan gods and goddesses. Not only 

did Ephesus house one of the Seven Wonders of the World (The Temple of Artemis), but 

the citizens also worshiped up to fifty gods and goddesses. Clinton E. Arnold’s (professor 

and chairman with the Talbot School of Theology) comments about the spiritual climate of 

Ephesus unfold the mindset of one of the greatest commercial centers in Asia. His words shed 

light on the overall background to the proper interpretation of the Pastoral Epistles. The 

following observation by Arnold opens the door for understanding Paul’s two epistles to 

Timothy. Since Timothy resided in Ephesus at the time of receiving Paul’s Epistles (1 and 2 

Timothy), this insight should assist us in discarding inherited traditions based upon Paul’s 

declarations to Timothy. The following commentary by Arnold sheds further daylight upon our 

comprehension of Paul’s epistles to Timothy and Titus: 

 
     A religiously pluralistic environment.  Although best known as the sacred home to the Artemis 

cult, up to fifty other gods and goddesses were worshiped in Ephesus. Among those worshiped in 

Ephesus were Zeus, Athena, Aphrodite, Asclepius, Apollo, Dionysus, Demeter, Hekate, Tyche, 

Theos Hypsistos, Meter Oreia, and Hephaistos. The two Egyptian deities Isis and Sarapis were also 

popular in the city. There was a spirit of religious tolerance among the people. In fact, people 

typically worshiped more than one deity.638 

 

                                                 
637Manfred T. Brauch, Abusing Scripture: The Consequences of Misreading the Bible (Downers Grove, 

Illinois: IVP Academic, 2009), 16. 
638Clinton E. Arnold, Frank S. Thieman, and S. M. Baugh,  Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 

Philemon, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary, Clinton E. Arnold, general editor (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 5. 
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 Unless we learn more about the world of the New Testament era, we will not be able to 

avoid erroneous interpretations of the various statements of Paul to Timothy. It is not 

uncommon for many Christians to construe the Bible from their own culture and, as a result, 

read the Scriptures in light of their own historical background.  The ancient world was filled 

with local gods and goddesses, magic, and astrology. Without this backdrop knowledge, we will 

not apply the Scriptures correctly as we seek to comprehend the very heart of God’s Gospel to a 

lost and dying world. Sharon Gritz’s remarks about the temple of the goddess Artemis opens up 

tremendous light toward understanding Paul’s announcement about not letting women teach. 

Her remarks are on target: 

 
     The broadest context for the understanding of 1 Tim. 2:9-15 involves the culture of the people to 

whom Paul wrote. He was writing to Christians in Ephesus in the first century A.D. What kind of city 

was Ephesus? What aspects of that city influenced the believing community? Since the passage deals 

with women, one would have to look with interest at the women of Ephesus. From what backgrounds 

did they come? What roles did they perform in society? How did they live? In order to understand 1 

Tim. 2:9-15 the interpreter needs an answer to the questions raised above. This chapter attempts to 

provide insights and understandings into the cultural context of Ephesus and the women who lived 

there.639 

 

ESSENTIALS TO PROPER INTERPRETATION 

OF THE PASTORAL EPISTLES 

 

As we approach an interpretation of the Pastoral Epistles, we must move toward the 

writings of Paul with knowledge of the context in order to clarify the biblical teachings set forth 

by him in his Epistles to Timothy and Titus. Ephesus was the gateway to the province of Asia. 

Ephesus was a city filled with intellectuals—philosophers and rhetoricians. Philostratus (AD 

170-245) writes a biography about a holy man in the first century—Apollonius of Tyana (AD 

40-120), Pythagorean philosopher and teacher.640 In this biography Philostratus comments on 

the greatness of the city of Ephesus, which remarks reveal the intellectual climate of the fourth 

largest city in the Roman Empire. He writes:  

 
     But who will rob Ephesus of its preservation? It is a city founded at the very origin of our race 

from the most sacred land of Attica. It has surpassed all the cities of Ionia and Lydia: it has spread to 

the sea, after outgrowing the land on which it was founded. It is packed with philosophical and 

rhetorical studies, and those make the city strong not in cavalry but in tens of thousands of 

inhabitants, as a place that honors wisdom. What wise man do you think would hesitate to fight on 

behalf of such a city?641 

                                                 
639Sharon Hodgin Gritz, Paul, Women Teachers, and the Mother Goddess at Ephesus: A Study of 1 

Timothy 2:9-15 in Light of the Religious and Cultural Milieu of the First Century (New York: University Press 

of America, 1991), 11. 
640For a brief background of Pythagorean philosopher, see Eduard Lohse, The New Testament 

Environments, translated by John E. Steely (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1971, 1974), 250-251.  
641Philostratus, Apollonius of Tyana, vol., II [Loeb Edition, vol., 17], Books V-VII, 8.25, Loeb Classical 

Library, edited and translated by Christopher P. Jones (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 

1912, 2005), 353. 
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 Not only was Ephesus filled with philosophers, it housed, as cited above, one of the 

Seven Wonders of the World—the Temple of Artemis. Various deities were worshipped 

throughout the province of Asia. The primary deities in Asia Minor were female. The most 

famous of all deities in Ephesus as well as the whole of Asia Minor was the Greek Goddess 

Artemis. Richard Clark Kroeger’s (retired pastor and college professor) and Catherine Clark 

Kroeger’s (adjunct associate professor of classical and ministry studies at Gordon Conwell 

Seminary) explanation about the Great Mother are informative and helpful to the interpreter as 

he or she seeks to unravel the negative interpretation about women in First and Second 

Timothy. The following comments by the Kroegers radiate light upon the historical setting: 

 
     The Great Mother was given many names in different parts of Asia Minor, but she bore the same 

characteristics. Whether Great Mother of the Gods, the Mountain Mother, Ma, Bellona, Cybele 

[Κυβέλη, Kybelē], Demeter [Δημήτηρ, Dēmētēr], or Artemis [Ἄρτεμις, Artemis], she was the 

mother of gods and men, the mistress of wild animals. From her came all life, and the dead were 

gathered again to her womb. She stood guard over the tombs of her devotees.642 

 

Paul’s Missionary Activities in Ephesus 

 

 Acts 19:23-41 sets the tone for an understanding of the Pastoral Epistles. Luke reports the 

riot that occurred in Ephesus over the God that Paul proclaimed versus the goddess Artemis 

(19:23-26). Luke writes about the disturbance over “the Way” that Paul advanced. Luke 

narrates the following scenario in order to set the stage for reformation in the lives of many in 

Ephesus: 

 
     About that time there arose a great disturbance about the Way. 24 A silversmith named Demetrius, 

who made silver shrines of Artemis, brought in no little business for the craftsmen. 25 He called them 

together, along with the workmen in related trades, and said: “Men, you know we receive a good 

income from this business. 26 And you see and hear how this fellow Paul has convinced and led astray 

large numbers of people here in Ephesus and in practically the whole province of Asia. He says that 

man-made gods are no gods at all. (19:23-26) 

 

 When Paul preached and taught, he proclaimed Jesus as God’s Way of salvation for lost 

humanity. In his Epistles to Timothy, he set forth the heart of his Gospel, namely, Jesus. Paul 

dealt with “godless myths and old wives’ tales” that were common in Ephesus (1 Timothy 4:7). 

As a result of Paul’s Gospel, the temple of the goddess Artemis declined in attendance as well 

as experienced deterioration in the sale of the silver shrines of Artemis by Demetrius, a 

silversmith.  As a result of Demetrius’ arguments, the citizens were furious and shouted for two 

hours, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians” (Acts 19:28). Demetrius asserted that the goddess 

herself “is worshipped throughout the province of Asia and the world” (19:27). Pausanias (AD 

120-180, born in Lydia in Asia Minor), reported that all cities worship the Artemis of Ephesus, 

                                                 
642Richard Clark Kroeger and Catherine Clark Kroeger, I Suffer Not a  

Woman: Rethinking 1Timothy 2:11-15 in Light of Ancient Evidence (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1991), 

50-51.  



 458 

which testimony only confirms the tremendous outcry against Paul when the Ephesians thought 

that Paul had blasphemed their Great Mother Goddess, as reported by Luke. Pausanias writes: 

 
     But all cities worship Artemis of Ephesus, and individuals hold her in honour above all the gods. 

The reason, in my view, is the renown of the Amazons [Ἀμαζόνων, Amazonwn], who traditionally 

dedicated the image, also the extreme antiquity of this sanctuary. Three other points as well have 

contributed to her renown, the size of the temple, surpassing all buildings among men, the eminence 

of the city of the Ephesians and the renown of the goddess who dwells there.643 

 

Temple of Artemis 

 
To them she was a powerful and complex goddess whose influence spread far and wide throughout 

the ancient world. She was worshipped and celebrated as a goddess of childbirth, women, song, dance 

and of wild animals. As the daughter of the Titan goddess Leto by the Olympian Father god Zeus, 

Artemis would prove herself from the moment of her own birth, by assisting her mother with the birth 

of her own twin brother, Apollo. Zeus, who fathered children with many other goddesses and mortals, 

had a special affection for Artemis from the start and gave her all the gifts she asked for and more, 

making her one of the most powerful of the Olympian goddesses.644 

 

The size of the temple is one of the contributing factors that identified this temple as one of 

the Seven Wonders of the World.645  This temple was the largest structure in the ancient world. 

John and Elizabeth Romer call attention to the size of the temple: 

 
     This archetypal monument was designed by a Cretan architect and his son who, so the great hall of 

columns leading to the sanctuary would suggest, had visited Egypt and had been impressed by its 

gigantic standing temples with their halls of columns. ‘The overall length of the temple is four 

hundred and twenty-five feet, its width two hundred and twenty-five feet,” writes the Roman 

Pliny.646 

 

The enormity of this building strikes the imagination. The building was about forty-two 

stories long, twenty-two stories wide, and over six stories tall.647 There were one-hundred 

and twenty-seven columns that surrounded this edifice, which columns were over sixty-feet tall 

                                                 
643Pausanias: Description of Greece, vol., II [Loeb edition, vol., 188], Books III-V,4.31.8, Loeb 

Classical Library, edited and translated by W. H. S. Jones and H. A. Ormerod  (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press, 1926, 2000), 345. 
644Cited on the back cover of Sorita D’Este, Artemis: Virgin Goddess of the Sun and Moon (England, 

UK: Avalonia, 2005). This book is highly recommended for those who wish to examine a comprehensive study 

of the Greek goddess with all of its myths and worship. 
645For a detailed account of the Temple of Artemis, see John & Elizabeth Romer, The Seven Wonders of 

the World: A History of the Modern Imagination (London: Seven Dials, Cassell & Co., 1995, 2000), 129-164. 

For another exhaustive study of the Temple of Diana, see Edward Falkener, Ephesus and the Temple of Diana, 

reprinted (London: Day & Son, 1862). I highly recommend Claire O’Neal’s book, Artemis: Profiles in Greek 

and Roman Mythology (Hockessin, Delaware: Mitchell Lane Publisher, 2008) for a brief analysis of mythology.  
646Ibid., 147.  
647Even though stories depict heights (vertical), nevertheless, I am seeking to convey to the reader the 

enormous size of this building.  
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(six stories).648 This temple generated a tremendous source of revenue for the city. Bluma L. 

Trell (1903-1997, professor and expert on Greece) describes this aspect: 

 
     From the earliest times, Artemis attracted pilgrims and tourists, earning the income for her temple 

from them and from the ships that used her sacred port. She shared in the profits made by merchants 

who frequented her open courtyard: artisans who sold miniature silver copies of her cult statue and 

temple, fortune-telling magicians who sold oracles, and priests and priestesses who sold parts of the 

sacrificial meat.649 

 

 This temple also served other purposes—the law of asylum as well as the banking 

institution of its day. In other words, the temple of Artemis served a dual purpose—banking as 

well as a religious institution.650 Trell addresses similarities with the goddess Cybele (Κυβέλη, 

Kybelē): 

 
     Artemis Ephesia had almost the same attributes as the mother-goddess of Phrygia, Kybelē. In fact, 

Artemis was named Kubaba (Cybele) in several Anatolian dialects. The frequent use in the Greek of 

megale-great- [μεγάλη, megalē, “great”], with her name suggests she as magna mater, the great 

mother-goddess, and in this the great goddess of Ephesos differs from the huntress goddess of purely 

Greek mythology. Her origins lie in the east, not in Greece itself.651 

 

 The history of the temple of Artemis is sometimes difficult to grasp as to its age. To help 

put this age in perspective, we call forth the testimony of Aristophanes (446-386 BC, 

Ἀριστοφάνης, Aristophanēs, a prolific and much acclaimed comic playwright of ancient Athens) 

to testify to the Lady of Ephesus in his fifth century BC play called The Clouds: 

 
    Join me as well, Phoebus, Lord of Delos (Δήλιε, Dēlie), who dwell on Cynthus’s sheer escarpment 

of rock; and you, blest Maiden, who dwell at Ephesus in the golden house, where Lydian maidens 

greatly revere you [Artemis]; and our own native goddess, wielder of the aegis [a shield or breastplate 

emblematic of majesty that was associated with gods—like Zeus and Athena ], guardian of the city; 

and he who haunts Parnassus’ rock and glows in the light of pine torches, eminent among Delphic 

bacchants, the reveler Dionysus.652 (Emphasis mine—RDB) 

 

 Artemis was just one of many gods and goddesses in the ancient world. Even at Corinth, 

Paul had to combat the various religious cults. The Kroegers’ state:  

 

                                                 
648Bluma L. Trell, “The Temple of Artemis at Ephesos,” The Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, 

edited by Peter Clayton & Martin Price (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1993), 81.  
649Ibid., 82.  
650Ibid., 83.  
651Ibid., 87.  
652Aristophanes, Clouds ● Wasps ● Peace, vol., II, 596-605, Loeb Classical Library, edited and 

translated by Jeffrey Henderson (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1998, 2005), 89. Plato 

(428-347 BC, Πλάτων, Platōn) singled out Aristophanes’ play The clouds (Νεφέλαι, Nephelai) as contribution 

to the trial and execution of Socrates (469-339 BC)  
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     The Egyptian mediator and savior goddess, Isis [Ἶσις, Isis, an Egyptian goddess and wife of 

Osiris], at times became virtually indistinguishable from Artemis of Ephesus, and was even addressed 

as Artemis-Isis. Both goddesses were lunar deities, well acquainted with magic and expert in delivery 

at childbirth. Indeed, Isis was popular all over the Mediterranean world. At Dicte in Crete she bore 

the name of Artemis and in Asia Minor she was worshiped, like Artemis, at crossroads. She even 

claimed a shrine for herself in the Artemisium at Ephesus.653 (Emphasis mine) 

 

 The geographical location of Crete also catches the eye of the readers. We also recall 

Paul’s Epistle to Titus concerning Jewish fables. Titus was told to combat the mythological 

stories circulating on this island (Titus 1:14). In Corinth, we also confront the goddess Artemis. 

She is revealed, according to Apuleius (AD 125-180),654 as the procreator of all that is in nature: 
 

     O queen of heaven—whether you are bountiful Ceres, the primal mother of crops, who in joy at 

the recovery of your daughter took away from men their primeval animal fodder of acorns and 

showed them gentler nourishment, and now dwell in the land of Eleusis; or heavenly Venus [the 

Phoenician goddess Astarte], who at the first foundation of the universe united the diversity of the 

sexes by creating Love and propagated the human race through ever-recurring progeny, and now are 

worshipped in the island sanctuary of Paphos; or Phoebus’s sister, who brought forth populous 

multitudes by relieving the delivery of offspring with your soothing remedies, and now are venerated 

at the illustrious shrine of Ephesus;655 or dreaded Proserpina of the nocturnal howls, who in triple 

form repress the attacks of ghosts and keep the gates to earth closed fast, roam through widely 

scattered groves and are propitiated by diverse rites.656 

 

Old-Womanish Tales 

 

 The stories of the gods and goddesses were still common in Paul’s day. In fact, he called 

them “old-womanish tales” (1 Timothy 4:7). The “old-womanish fables” were handed down 

from generation to generation about their gods and goddesses. Paul began his first 

correspondence to Timothy concerning these tales. He wrote strong words about certain persons 

(τισὶν, tisin) promoting these invented stories about their gods: 

 
     As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command 

certain men (τισὶν, tisin, “certain persons”) not to teach false doctrines any longer 4nor to devote 

themselves to myths (μύθοις, mythois) and endless genealogies. These promote controversies rather 

than God’s work—which is by faith. (1 Timothy 1:3-4) 

                                                 
653Richard Clark Kroeger and Catherine Clark Kroeger, I Suffer Not a Woman: Rethinking 1 Timothy 

2:11-15 in Light of Ancient Evidence (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1992), 108. 
654Apuleius wrote a novel called Metamorphoses, which is also called The Golden Ass. This story is 

about the adventures of one, Lucius, who experimented with magic and is accidentally turned into an ass. 

Apuleius also experimented in several cults as well as participated in the practice of magic.  
655 Footnote 5. “Diana (and especially her Greek counterpart Artemis) was invoked to help women in 

childbirth under the cult title Lucina. At Ephesus in Asia minor she was worshipped as an Asiatic fertility 

goddess.”  
656Apuleius, Metamorphoses, vol., 2, Books VII-XI, Loeb Classical Library, Vol., 453, edited and 

translated by J. Arthur Hanson (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1989, 1998), 293. 
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 The “myths” were equivalent to the “old wives’ tales” (4:7). Again, Paul focuses in on 

the habits of the women, especially “younger widows” (5:11-13). Paul exhorts Timothy to 

“Have nothing to do with godless (βεβήλους, bebēlous, “vile, godless, irreligious”) myths and 

old wives’ tales (γραώδεις μύθους, graōdeis mythous, “old-womanish tales”); rather, train 

yourself to be godly” (4:7). Apparently, the younger widows were spreading these “old-

womanish tales” and practicing magic from “house to house.” Listen to Paul as he addresses 

this particular issue of rejecting the Gospel for these invented stories: 

 
     As for younger widows, do not put them on such a list. For when their sensual desires overcome 

their dedication to Christ, they want to marry. 12 Thus they bring judgment on themselves, because 

they have broken their first pledge. 13 Besides, they get into the habit of being idle and going about 

from house to house. And not only do they become idlers, but also gossips (φλύαροι, phlyaroi, 

“ridiculous stories”) and busybodies (περίεργοι, periergoi, magic), saying things they ought not to. 

(5:11-13) 

 

Gossips 

 

The word gossips is a critical word toward understanding the emphasis of Paul to 

Timothy concerning the myths and the practice of magic. The following comments by Philip B. 

Payne (specialist in New Testament studies) about the word gossips are exceptionally 

informative in trying to arrive at a more accurate understanding of Paul’s concern about the 

undermining of the Gospel in Ephesus:  

 
     The description of women in 5:13 includes φλύαροι [periergoi], meaning “silly talk, follery, 

nonsense, tattler, babbler.” This word is commonly used to identify teachings or philosophies that are 

opposed to the truth. For example, 4 Macc 5:1—11 uses it to describe “preposterous (φλυάρου, 

[phlyarou]) philosophy. Josephus gives various examples of this: Ag. Ap. 2.22 describes an 

astonishing etymology as “nonsense,” φλυαρίας [phlyarias]; Ag. Ap. 2.116 describes a dubious 

historical narrative as a “ridiculous story,” φλυαρήμασι [phlyarēmasi]; and Life 150 states, “I 

ridiculed the nonsense (φλύαρον [phlyaron]) of any arguments about charms.657 

 

Just a cursory reading of the Pastoral Epistles reveals that Paul combated paganism with 

its mythological gods throughout the Roman Empire. As stated above, Paul, in his First Epistle 

to Timothy, warned him about “old wives’ tales.” Again, we should give notice to Paul as he 

calls attention to the problems existing among the women: “Have nothing to do with godless 

myths and old wives’ tales; rather, train yourself to be godly” (1 Timothy 4:7). The “old wives’ 

tales” is a translation of γραώδεις μύθους (graōdeis mythous, “old-womanish tales”), which 

they were to refuse (παραιτοῦ, paraitou, having nothing to do with). These stories were 

“profane” (βεβήλους, bebēlous). Not only were the fables “profane,” but they were also 

                                                 
657Philip B. Payne, Man and Woman, One in Christ: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Paul’s 

Letters (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 301. I highly recommend this book as one of the most thorough 

studies that I have read dealing with First and Second Timothy and First Corinthians concerning the role of 

women in the church.  
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associated with the rituals of magic. Undoubtedly, the younger widows (5:11) were involved in 

these “old-womanish tales,” which stories involved magic. Paul writes, as stated above, his 

warning against such behavior. 

 
     Besides, they get into the habit of being idle and going about from house to house. And not only 

do they become idlers, but also gossips (φλύαρος, phlyaros, “nonsensical stories told”) and 

busybodies (περίεργοι, periergoi, magic), saying things they ought not to. (5:13) 

 

These stories about their gods and goddesses were over fifteen-hundred years old. They 

had been handed down from generation to generation. In 1976, O. R. Gurney (1911-2001, an 

English Assiriologist and a leading scholar of the Hittites) delivered a series of lectures entitled, 

“The Schweich Lectures of the British Academy,” which studies focused upon the Hittite 

Religion. The Hittites were an ancient Anatolian people (Anatolia: The part of Turkey 

comprising the peninsula of Asia Minor.). These people established a kingdom centered at 

Hattusa in north-central Anatolia in the 18th century. After 1180 BC, the kingdom went into 

decline. What is significant about this study is the information about the old-womanish tales 

associated with their magic. He cites from the Hittites’ own writings in which they made 

mention of the “Old Woman” and magic.   

 

Hittites 

 

Gurney writes about the importation of gods into their culture with their rituals and 

magic: “It is from there that the Hittites imported a great mass of rituals, mainly magical, and 

typically performed by the so-called ‘Old Woman.’”658 One of his chapters (III) also deals with 

“Magical Rituals.” In this study, he calls attention to the use of individuals in the dissemination 

of magic, especially by women who were known as the “Old Woman” as well as the “Wise 

Woman.” He explains:  

 
     The typical exponent of pure ‘sympathetic’ magic is the so-called ‘Old Woman’ or ‘Wise 

Woman.’ Her profession is generally written with the Sumerogram SU.GI ‘old,’ but the Hittite term 

is known to be ḥašwaš, a word which may be connected, or even synonymous, with ḥašnupallaš 

midwife’. Thirteen such women are known by name, but they function as sorceresses in 

countless rituals in which the name of the author is not preserved, and it is a reasonable 

assumption that the women are attested as authors by name only can be counted among their number, 

which is then raised to thirty-two. I know of only seven rituals whose authors are women of other 

professions: 3 ‘midwives’, 1 ‘doctor’, 1 ‘hierodule’, 2 ‘temple singers’.659 (Emphasis mine) 

 

 Again, he continues to develop the culture of the Hittites. He, once more, discloses the 

part that the “Old Woman” played in their culture: 

 

                                                 
658O. R. Gurney, Some Aspects of Hittite Religion, The Schweich Lectures 1976 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1977), 16.  
659Ibid., 44-45.  
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     Divination was a well-developed and much practiced science at Hattusa, and its exponents were 

precisely the same three professions: the ‘diviner’ who was the expert in omens from the liver and 

entrails, the ‘bird-operator’ who interpreted the flight of birds, and the ‘Old Woman’ who 

specialized in a type of oracle called the KIN which is little understood. The records of divination do 

not give the names of either the ‘diviners’ or the ‘old women’. Only the ‘augurs’ are occasionally 

mentioned by name. The ‘diviner’s’ profession was evidently sufficient authority. Yet when the same 

persons practiced magic, the ritual was a personal document and the practitioners were frequently 

foreigners. Does this mean that the priests of the college of divination indulged in magic as a part-

time activity without official sanction? Certainly Hattusili I is on record as expressing strong 

disapproval for the activities of the ‘old women’.660 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Philostratus the Elder 

 

 As late as the third century AD, Philostratus the Elder (a Greek writer who flourished 

during this century) commented on cruelties found in the tales told by women. He expresses his 

comments about the skill women exercised in the telling of their mythological stories: 

 
     That Theseus treated Ariadne unjustly—though some say not with unjust intent, but under the 

compulsion of Dionysus [Διόνυσος, Dionysos]661—when he abandoned her while asleep on the island 

of Dia, you must have heard from your nurse; for those women are skilled in telling such tales and 

they weep over them whenever they will. I do not need to say that it is Theseus you see there on the 

ship and Dionysus yonder on the land, nor will I assume you to be ignorant and call your attention to 

the woman on the rocks, lying there in gentle slumber.662 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Cicero 

 

Cicero (106-43 BC, Roman philosopher) also addressed the subject of “old wives” who 

worked by “lamplight.” In his Nature of the Gods, he reveals something of his own times 

concerning fairy tales being circulated: 

 
     You yourself just now, when reeling off the list of philosophers like the censor calling the roll of 

the Senate, said that all those eminent men were fools, idiots and madmen. But if none of these 

discerned the truth about the divine nature, it is to be feared that the divine nature is entirely non-

existent. 

     For as for your school’s account of the matter, it is the merest fairy-story, hardly worthy of old 

wives at work by lamplight. You don’t perceive what a number of things you are let in for, if we 

consent to admit that men and gods have the same form. You will have to assign to god exactly the 

                                                 
660Ibid., 46.  
661“Διόνυσος, Dionysos, also called Bacchus (Βάκχος, Bakchos) and identified in Rome with the Italic 

god Liber Pater, Dionysus was essentially the god of the vine, of wine and of mystery ecstasy.” Also, “Dionysus 

was an Olympian deity, the son of Zeus and Semele.” See Pierre Grimal, Dictionary of Classical Mythology, 

(London: Penguin Books, 1951, 1990), 128. 
662The Elder Philostratus and the Younger Philostratus, Imagines, 1.15, Loeb Classical Library, Vol., 

256, translated by Arthur Fairbanks (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1931, 2000),  61. 
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same physical exercises and care of the person as are proper to men: he will walk, run, recline, bend, 

sit, hold things in the hand, and lastly even converse and make speeches.663  (Emphasis mine) 

 

 Dennis Ronald MacDonald’s comments about women’s tales are extremely informative, 

and, at the same time, his observations lend a hand toward grasping more accurately the 

problems that Paul had to confront in his Pastoral Epistles. MacDonald also alludes to The 

Golden Ass by Apuleius to illustrate the place of stories in the lives of men and women. He 

pens the following enlightening information: 

 
     In The Golden Ass, by Apuleius (ca.123-180 CE [Common Era]), the character Lucius, who had 

been turned into an ass by misapplying a magical formula he had learned from a witch, travels in 

search of an antidote to return him to his natural state. While traveling, he falls into the clutches of 

bandits who hide him in a cave along with two women, one old and one young. The younger had 

been kidnapped from her wedding, and was terrified by her captivity lest she lose her lover. To 

console her the older woman says: “Now let me tell you some old women’s tales (anilibus fabulis) 

to make you feel a little better.” Then she tells the story of the tribulations Psyche [Ψυχή, Psychē]664 

had to face before she married Cupid. At the end of it Lucius says: “I stood close by the girl prisoner 

listening to this beautiful story, and though It was told by a drunken and half-demented old 

woman, I regretted that I had no means of committing it to writing.” 

 This is but one example from antiquity of the prominence of women in transmitting oral 

narrative—especially myths. As in this passage, most of these references are pejorative [having 

negative connotations]. In Plato’s Republic, for instance, Socrates tells his friend Adeimantus that in 

order to create their utopia they must control the content of the stories women tell their 

children.665 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Lucian of Samosata 

 

Since the Pastoral Epistles are frequently misapplied, not consciously, I feel it is 

necessary to draw information from numerous sources in order to call attention to the problems 

that existed in Ephesus and Crete concerning the tales about their gods and goddesses. Lucian 

of Samosata (Λουκιανός ὁ Σαμοσατεύς, Loukianos ho Samosateus, AD 125-after AD 180, 

Assyrian rhetorician and satirist, who wrote in the Greek language) wrote about the telling of 

“preposterous tales.” He is astounded at the lies that men are so fond of telling: 

 

                                                 
663Cicero, Nature of the Gods: Academics, vol., XIX, 1. 24. 94, Loeb Classical Library, Vol., 268, 

translated by H. Rackham (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1931, 2000), 93. 
664“The heroine of a tale told by Apuleius in his Metamorphoses. Psyche was stunningly beautiful and 

much admired, but whereas her sisters had found husbands, no one wanted to marry her because her beauty was 

so daunting.” See Pierre Grimal, “Psyche,” Dictionary of Classical Mythology (New York: The Penguin Books, 

1951, 1991), 379.  
665Dennis Ronald MacDonald, The Legend and the Apostle: The Battle for Paul in Story and Canon 

(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1983), 13.  
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     Can you tell me, Philocles, what in the world it is that makes many men so fond of lying that they 

delight in telling preposterous tales themselves and listen with especial attention to those who spin 

yarns of that sort?666 (Emphasis mine) 

 

 Lucian continues his concern about the “old wives’ fables” that involve so-called magic 

with its various incantations. In section 9, he discusses the plausibility of some outrageous 

beliefs with his reference to such stories as simply fables: 

 
     If, then, you do not first convince me by logical proof that it takes place in this way naturally, 

because the fever or the inflammation is afraid of a holy name or a foreign phrase and so takes flight 

from the telling, your stories still remain old wives’ fables.667  (Emphasis mine) 

 

 Harmon, translator of Lucian, writes an introduction to The Lover of Lies, or the Doubter, 

that is similar to Paul’s final remarks about these old-womanish tales. The following remarks by 

Harmon and Paul illustrate the desire for the fantastic: 

 
Harmon/Lucian Paul 

 

     Lucian’s auditors, too, were 

credulous, and whether they 

fully believed such tales or not, 

anyhow they were eager to 

listen to them. Lucian for his 

part was uncommonly eager to 

repeat them because he was 

quite aware that he could do it 

very well. Was he to be 

debarred from that privilege 

simply because he did not 

believe in them? Not he! He 

could kill two birds with a 

single lucky stone, for he could 

tell what his audience craved 

to hear, and at the same time 

he and they could laugh at 

those who liked to tell and hear 

such stories.668 (Emphasis 

mine) 

In the presence of God and 

of Christ Jesus, who will judge 

the living and the dead, and in 

view of his appearing and his 

kingdom, I give you this 

charge: 2 Preach the Word; be 

prepared in season and out of 

season; correct, rebuke and 

encourage—with great 

patience and careful 

instruction. 3 For the time will 

come when men will not put 

up with sound doctrine. 

Instead, to suit their own 

desires, they will gather around 

them a great number of 

teachers to say what their 

itching ears want to hear. 4 

They will turn their ears away 

from the truth and turn aside to 

myths. 5 But you, keep your 

head in all situations, endure 

hardship, do the work of an 

evangelist, discharge all the 

duties of your ministry. (2 

                                                 
666Lucian, The Lover of Lies, or the Doubter, 1, Vol., III, Loeb Classical Library, Vol., 130, translated by 

A. M. Harmon (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1947, 2004), 321. 
667Lucian, 9, Ibid., 335.  
668Ibid., 319.  
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Timothy 4:1-5 

 

 Harmon captured the concept that Lucian “could tell what his audience craved to hear,” 

which is exactly what Paul wrote to Timothy: “They will gather around them a great number of 

teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear” (2 Timothy 4:3). Paul seeks to nip-in-the-

bud the concept of many gods and goddesses in his Pastoral Epistles. Just a cursory reading 

about the gods and goddess of the pagans reveals that the priestesses of the pagan deities often 

assumed the role of mediators between the gods and humanity. This philosophy is corrected by 

Paul in his remarks to Timothy: “For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, 

the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony given in its 

proper time” (1 Timothy 2:5). It is in this vein that Sharon Gritz calls attention to the religious 

interest in the gods and goddesses in her most informative book. She pens the following words 

that give clarity to Paul’s words: 

 
     Religious interests permeated Ephesus and its greater metropolitan area.  Indeed, part of the city’s 

reputation derived from the great temple to the goddess Artemis and the cult associated with her. The 

Christian community at Ephesus found themselves in the midst of people whose lives possessed a 

religious orientation. Their primary deity, the Great Mother Goddess, seemed concerned about every 

area of their lives. As one of the mystery religions, her cult attempted to satisfy all of the needs of 

her followers. What was a mystery religion? How did the mystery cult at Ephesus express 

itself?  The church at Ephesus no doubt numbered former Artemis worshippers among its converts. 

Therefore, an understanding of the dynamics of that church requires some knowledge of the previous 

religious views of all its members. This has to include also a study of the Jewish element in Ephesus. 

Since 1 Tim. 2: 9-15 relates specifically to women in the Ephesian church, an examination of the 

religious context needs to focus especially on the roles of women in the mystery religions and in 

Judaism.669  (Emphasis mine) 

 

YOUNGER WIDOWS 

 

Turned Aside to Follow Satan 
 

The culture in which Paul lived believed in many gods and goddesses.  As a result of this 

kind of background, many of the women in Ephesus who had accepted Christianity brought a 

lot of excess baggage with them from their prior religious experiences, especially many of the 

younger widows. Paul writes about why he had to issue an injunction against women teaching 

in the Christian fellowship at Ephesus. We need to pay special attention to his comments: 

 
     As for younger widows, do not put them on such a list. For when their sensual desires overcome 

their dedication to Christ, they want to marry. 12 Thus they bring judgment on themselves, because 

they have broken their first pledge. 13 Besides, they get into the habit of being idle and going about 

from house to house. And not only do they become idlers, but also gossips [φλύαροι, phlyaroi, silly 

talk, foolery, nonsense] and busybodies [περίεργοι, periergoi, “curious things”, that is to say, magic 

                                                 
669Sharon Hodgin Gritz, Paul, Women Teacher, and the Mother Goddess at Ephesus: A Study of 1 

Timothy 2: 9-15 in Light of the Religious and Cultural Milieu of the First Century (Lanham, Maryland: 

University Press of America, Inc., 1991), 31.  
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arts], saying things they ought not to. 14 So I counsel younger widows to marry, to have children, to 

manage their homes and to give the enemy no opportunity for slander. 15 Some have in fact already 

turned away to follow Satan [τινες ἐξετράπησαν ὀπίσω τοῦ σατανᾶ, tines exetrapēsan opisō tou 

satana, “some turned aside behind Satan”]. (1 Timothy 5:11-15) 

 

Paul calls awareness to the various activities noted among the younger widows. In this 

catalogue of vices, there are two words (gossips and busybodies) in which our English 

translations of the Holy Scriptures do not fully capture the full force of the Greek words 

employed by Paul. Once more, an understanding of these two Greek words (φλύαροι, phlyaroi, 

and περίεργοι, periergoi), enables us to understand why Paul issued his injunction against 

women teaching in 1 Timothy 2:11-15. These women were going about “from house to house” 

telling about the various tales, or fables, with reference to the gods and goddesses of their 

heritage. In addition to these cleverly invented stories, they were also engaged in the practice of 

their so-called magic/black arts. These fables were simply silly talk as well as sheer nonsense,670 

and, at the same time, a denial of Jesus’ role in the scheme of God’s redemption. 

 Over again, in Paul’s second letter to Timothy, he explained his reasons for his injunction 

against women teaching in his first letter to Timothy. He gives additional insight into the mental 

capacities of these women who had been influenced by certain teachers who turned them away 

from the Gospel: 

 
     But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. 2 People will be lovers of themselves, 

lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, 3 without 

love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, 4 treacherous, rash, 

conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God— 5 having a form of godliness but denying its 

power. Have nothing to do with them. 6 They are the kind who worm their way into homes and gain 

control over weak-willed women, who are loaded down with sins and are swayed by all kinds of 

evil desires, 7 always learning but never able to acknowledge the truth. 8 Just as Jannes and Jambres 

opposed Moses, so also these men oppose the truth—men of depraved minds, who, as far as the faith 

is concerned, are rejected. 9 But they will not get very far because, as in the case of those men, their 

folly will be clear to everyone. (2 Timothy 3:1-9) 

 

Failed to Grasp the Full Knowledge of the Truth 

 

These women, according to Paul, were “always learning,” but, at the same time, were 

“never able to acknowledge the truth.” The words “never able to acknowledge the truth” are 

from the Greek: μηδέποτε εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν ἀληθείας ἐλθεῖν δυνάμενα (mēdepote eis epignōsin 

alētheias elthein dynamena, never being able to come to a full knowledge of truth). These 

women did not possess an accurate knowledge of God’s Gospel, that is to say, God’s Way of 

salvation by grace through faith in the finished work of Christ upon Calvary.  In Paul’s second 

correspondence to Timothy, he calls attention to his Gospel: 

 

                                                 
670See Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, revised by Sir Henry Stuart Jones, A Greek-English 

Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), 1946, where they write: “φλύαρος [phlyaros]: “silly talk, foolery, 

nonsense….II. tattler, babbler.”   
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     Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, descended from David. This is my gospel, 9 for 

which I am suffering even to the point of being chained like a criminal. But God’s word is not 

chained. 10 Therefore I endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they too may obtain the 

salvation that is in Christ Jesus, with eternal glory. (2 Timothy 2:8-10) 

 

 In Paul’s first correspondence to Timothy, he reminded him of the “foundation of the 

truth,” which truth centered upon Jesus: 

 
     Although I hope to come to you soon, I am writing you these instructions so that, 15 if I am 

delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, which is the 

church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth. 16 Beyond all question, the mystery of 

godliness is great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was 

preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory. (1 Timothy 3:14-

16) 

Another example of Paul’s concern is found in the same Epistle to Timothy, which also 

illustrates his concern over an inaccurate understanding of Jesus: 

 
     I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for 

everyone— 2 for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all 

godliness and holiness. 3 This is good, and pleases God our Savior, 4 who wants all men to be saved 

and to come to a knowledge of the truth [ἐπίγνωσιν ἀληθείας ἐλθεῖν, epignōsin alētheias elthein, “to 

come to a full knowledge of the truth”]. 5 For there is one God and one mediator between God and 

men, the man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony given in its 

proper time. 7 And for this purpose I was appointed a herald and an apostle—I am telling the truth, I 

am not lying—and a teacher of the true faith to the Gentiles. (1 Timothy 2:1-7) 

 

 Just a casual reading of the Pastoral Epistles reveals that many individuals did not have 

correct knowledge about Jesus Christ and His redemption. They failed to recognize that there is 

only “one God and one mediator between God and men.” They did not possess “a full 

knowledge of truth” concerning Jesus as the one and only mediator between God and 

humankind. Paul does not use the word γνῶσις (gnōsis, “knowledge”), but rather, he attaches a 

preposition (ἐπί, epi) to the word gnōsis (ἐπίγνωσις, epignōsis, “full knowledge”) in order to 

intensify his concern. This word is employed in Holy Scripture to convey the idea of 

“knowledge,” “recognition,” or “insight.”  

The Greek word epignōsis is equivalent to the Hebrew word ַדַעת (dǎ·ʿǎṯ ), knowledge, 

insight, discernment, see Proverbs 2:5; Hosea 4:1, 6). Paul uses this word epignōsis four times 

in the Pastoral Epistles (1 Timothy 2:4; 2 Timothy 2:25; 3:7; Titus 1:1). Peter, too, employs this 

word four times in his Second Epistle (2 Peter 1:2, 3, 8; 2:20). It is in this vein that Paul wrote 

his Epistle to the Ephesians about his desire that they come to fully understand Jesus. Listen to 

him as he speaks of his prayer for them: 

 
     For this reason, ever since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the 

saints, 16 I have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers. 17 I keep asking 

that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and 

revelation, so that you may know him better. 18 I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be 
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enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his 

glorious inheritance in the saints, 19 and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power 

is like the working of his mighty strength, 20 which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the 

dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power 

and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to 

come. 22 And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for 

the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way. (Ephesians 

1:15-23) 

 

 In Paul’s farewell to Timothy, he pleaded with him to “Guard the good deposit that was 

entrusted to you—guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives in us” (2 Timothy 1:14). 

Paul rebuked those who adhered to Jewish myths along with their practice of so-called magic. 

Certain individuals sought to undermine the Gospel with their mythological gods and 

goddesses. Unfortunately, some of the women had already turned aside to follow Satan. 

Paul, after his rebuke of some of the younger women (1 Timothy 5:11-15), writes about the 

departure of some of the younger widows: “Some have in fact already turned away to follow 

Satan” [ἐξετράπησαν ὀπίσω τοῦ σατανᾶ, exetrapēsan opisō tou satana, turned aside behind 

Satan] (5:15).  

Apparently, some of these “younger widows” were advancing the gods and goddesses of 

their heritage as well as engaging in sexual immorality (5:11, 13). When their sexual desires 

overcame their dedication to Christ, they came under God’s judgment for their immorality. For 

this reason, Paul counseled the younger widows to marry (5:14), in spite of the prohibition 

imposed upon individuals by some teachers not to marry (4:3). Paul, as cited above, penned in 

his last letter to Timothy that these women were “loaded down with sins and are swayed by all 

kinds of evil desires, 7 always learning but never able to acknowledge the truth” [εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν 

ἀληθείας ἐλθεῖν, eis epignōsin alētheias elthein, “to come to a full knowledge of truth”] (2 

Timothy 3:6-7). 

 

A Synagogue of Satan 

 

 We cannot read Paul’s pointed statement about some women without reflection upon 

some of the statements by Jesus in His letters to the churches in Asia Minor. For example, in 

Christ’s letter to the church at Smyrna, He writes: 

 
     I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say 

they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan [συναγωγὴ τοῦ σατανᾶ, synagōgē tou 

satana]. (Revelation 2:9) 

 

Were the Jews involved in pagan myths, which Paul calls “Jewish myths”? In all probability, 

these Jews opposed Christianity and, at the same time, persecuted believers. Again, we are 

confronted with individuals who call themselves “Jews,” but they are not Jews in the real sense. 

Numerous Jews were involved in sorcery/magic. We, too, are reminded of Paul’s words to Titus 

concerning some Jews and their mythological stories:  
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     For there are many rebellious people, mere talkers and deceivers, especially those of the 

circumcision group. 11 They must be silenced, because they are ruining whole households by teaching 

things they ought not to teach—and that for the sake of dishonest gain. 12 Even one of their own 

prophets has said, “Cretans are always liars, evil brutes, lazy gluttons.” 13 This testimony is true. 

Therefore, rebuke them sharply, so that they will be sound in the faith 14 and will pay no attention to 

Jewish myths or to the commands of those who reject the truth. (Titus 1:1-14) 

 

 Some Jews rejected the Gospel. Paul calls awareness to those of “the circumcision group” 

who were advancing “Jewish myths.” No doubt, this is the same group that Jesus refers to as 

“a synagogue of Satan.” John writes the following words from Jesus: 
 

     I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say 

they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. (Revelation 2:9) 

 

The Jews in Smyrna were carrying on a smear campaign of slander against those who accepted 

Jesus as the Messiah foretold by the Old Testament prophets. The Book of Revelation declares 

that many Jews were involved in a clandestine operation to eliminate Christianity. The church 

was confronted on two fronts—Judaism and paganism.  

Jesus’ addressed His third letter to the church in Pergamum. The citizens of Pergamum 

were followers of Zeus (Ζεύς, Zeus), which god was generally regarded as the greatest god of 

the Greek pantheon. Zeus was also known as the god of Light.671 It is in this vein that Jesus 

announces: 

 
     I know where you live—where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did 

not renounce your faith in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death 

in your city—where Satan lives. (2:13) 

 

Apparently, some of the Jews as well as the Gentiles were involved in fables of the gods 

and goddesses of their culture. Harold R. Willoughby commented on this particular church in 

his book about pagan gods: 

 
     The author of Acts, in a vivid scene, reflected the pride of Ephesus to be the “temple-keeper” for 

Artemis (Acts 19:23 ff.), and the Christian prophet of the Apocalypse, in his bitter words about 

“Satan’s throne,” rebuked the satisfaction that the Pergamenes took in the great altar of Zeus (Rev. 

2:12 ff.). Typically the gods of Greece continued to function as municipal saviors for cities widely 

scattered over the eastern half of the Mediterranean world, older local divinities frequently adopting 

the names and symbols of the Olympians. Altogether a greater vitality must be granted to established 

cults in their communal functioning than is usually allowed.672 

 

                                                 
671For an excellent overview of the gods and goddesses in the world of Paul, see Eduard Lohse, The New 

Testament Environment (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1971, 1974), 222-252. 
672Harold R. Willoughby, Pagan Regeneration: A Study of Mystery Initiations in the Graeco-Roman 

World (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1929, 1960), 14. 
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 Ralph E. Bass Jr. also calls notice to Pergamum being a hot-bed for pagan temples and 

worship of many gods. His comments also shed additional light upon the myths of the Gentiles 

as well as the myths of many Jews. He jots down the following informative comments: 

 
     Pergamum was noted for its many pagan temples. Where most communities had one major 

temple, at Pergamum there were temples to Zeus, Minerva, Apollo [Ἀπόλλων, Apollōn], Venus, 

Bacchus [Βάκχος, Bakchos], and Aesculapius [Ἀσκληπιός, Asklēpios]. The latter was the god of 

healing, and we get the medical emblem of a snake on a pole from this ancient cult. In addition, as 

early as 29 BC there was a temple there to worship the Roman Emperor Augustus. As a result 

emperor worship was particularly prevalent in this community. It is to these many temples that the 

phrase Satan’s throne (Rev. 2:13) has reference.673 

 

 Jesus issues a stinging rebuke to the church in Pergamum. He speaks of Satan’s throne as 

well as their holding to the teachings of Balaam and the teachings of the Nicolaitans. Listen to 

Jesus as He issues His call to repentance: 

 

     I know where you live—where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my 

name. You did not renounce your faith in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful 

witness, who was put to death in your city—where Satan lives. 14 Nevertheless, I have 

a few things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, 

who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and 

by committing sexual immorality. 15 Likewise you also have those who hold to the 

teaching of the Nicolaitans. 16 Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you 

and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth. (Revelation 2:13-16) 

 

The Deep Secrets of Satan 

 

The fourth church (Thyatira) that Jesus addressed also received a rebuke for allowing a 

woman to teach the “so-called deep secrets of Satan” (2:24). What were the “deep secrets of 

Satan”? One can only surmise that the gods and goddesses were a part of the “deep secrets of 

Satan” as well as sexual immorality practiced by some in this congregation. Once more, we 

need to pay attention to the problems that Jesus focused on in His letter to Thyatira: 

 
     Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a 

prophetess. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of 

food sacrificed to idols. 21 I have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling. 
22 So I will cast her on a bed of suffering, and I will make those who commit adultery with her suffer 

intensely, unless they repent of her ways. 23 I will strike her children dead. Then all the churches will 

know that I am he who searches hearts and minds, and I will repay each of you according to your 

deeds. 24 Now I say to the rest of you in Thyatira, to you who do not hold to her teaching and have not 

learned Satan’s so-called deep secrets.  (Revelation 2:20-24)  

 

                                                 
673Ralph E. Bass, Jr., Back to the Future: A Study in the Book of Revelation (Greenville, SC: Living 

Hope Press, 2004), 115.  



 472 

 This particular woman misled God’s people into “sexual immorality and the eating of 

food sacrificed to idols.” Some had refused to become involved in “Satan’s so-called deep 

secrets.” Over again, Jesus speaks of the “synagogue of Satan” in His letter to the church in 

Philadelphia: 

 
     I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. I know that 

you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. 9 I will make those 

who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars—I 

will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you. 10 Since you 

have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to 

come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth. (3:8-10) 

 

 The Book of Revelation is quite revealing concerning the use of sorcery (φάρμακος, 

pharmakos, “one who practices magic or witchcraft”) in Jerusalem as well as in the province of 

Asia Minor. Jesus spoke of the church in Thyatira as holding to teachings that He equated with 

“Satan’s so-called deep secrets” (2:24). To the congregation in Philadelphia, He spoke out 

against those who were of the “synagogue of Satan” (3:9). He then called those who claimed 

that they were Jews, but, in reality, He said that they were not and were liars. Some members of 

the church in Pergamum were holding to the “teaching of Balaam,” which teaching involved 

“eating food sacrificed to idols” and “committing sexual immorality.” Jesus addressed these 

sinful issues to the churches in Asia, but He also addressed the heinous crime of sorcery, or 

magic. The old heaven and earth (Jerusalem/Judaism) passed away in AD 70 for its rejection of 

its Messiah.674  In the closing of this book, Jesus lists sorcery/magic as one of their sins. John 

writes the following words of Jesus: 

 
     But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who 

practice magic arts [φαρμαμοῖς, pharmamois, “sorcerers”], the idolaters and all liars—their place 

will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death.” (Revelation 21:8) 

 

 As Jesus concludes His Apocalyptic disclosure to the Christians living in the last days of 

the kingdom of Judah, he lists practice of magic along with male prostitutes, fornicators, 

murderers, idolaters, and those loving and making lies.675 Again, we listen to Jesus’ castigation 

of certain unethical behavior: 

 
     Outside are the dogs, those who practice magic arts [φαρμακοί, pharmakoi, “sorcerers”], the 

sexually immoral, the murderers, the idolaters and everyone who loves and practices falsehood. 

(22:15) 

 

                                                 
674For a detailed study of the old heaven and the old earth, see Dallas Burdette, “A New Heaven and A 

New Earth,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Series of Specialized Studies from Psalms ● 

Revelation ● Hebrews (Longwood, FL: Xulon, 2010), 257-302. 
675For a detailed study of the last days, see Dallas Burdette, “Last Days in the Old and New Testaments, 

Ibid., 303-337.  
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 A φάρμακος (pharmakos) is one who practices magic or witchcraft. Practicing magic is 

placed on the same level as one who worships demons, one who steals, one who commits 

murder, and one who engages in sexual immorality. Once more, we tune in to the opening of 

the seventh seal, which seal unfolds the final overthrow of apostate Israel with the sounding of 

the seven trumpets (Revelation 8). With the sounding of the sixth trumpet, John paints a rather 

dismal picture of unrepentant souls. He enumerates some of their crimes: 

 
     The rest of mankind that were not killed by these plagues still did not repent of the work of their 

hands; they did not stop worshiping demons, and idols of gold, silver, bronze, stone and wood—idols 

that cannot see or hear or walk. 21 Nor did they repent of their murders, their magic arts [ἐκ τῶν 

φαρμακειῶν, ek tōn pharmakeiōn, “of their sorceries”], their sexual immorality or their thefts. (9:20-

21) 

 

 Chapter 18 of the Book of Revelation reveals the final overthrow of Babylon, which is 

none other than Jerusalem that had become apostate. Instead of reaching out to the Gentiles, she 

had seduced the nations through her ungodly acts, which acts are about to be punished with the 

total overthrow of Jerusalem (AD 70). What is significant is her involvement in the practice of 

magic, which many Jews were guilty of. Listen to the fateful words of the Lord: 

 
     Rejoice over her, O heaven! Rejoice, saints and apostles and prophets! God has judged her for the 

way she treated you.’ ” 21 Then a mighty angel picked up a boulder the size of a large millstone and 

threw it into the sea, and said: “With such violence the great city of Babylon will be thrown down, 

never to be found again. 2The music of harpists and musicians, flute players and trumpeters, will 

never be heard in you again. No workman of any trade will ever be found in you again. The sound of 

a millstone will never be heard in you again. 23The light of a lamp will never shine in you again. The 

voice of bridegroom and bride will never be heard in you again. Your merchants were the world’s 

great men. By your magic spell all the nations were led astray [ὅτι ἐν τῇ φαρμακείᾳ σου 

ἐπλανήθησαν πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, hoti en tē pharmakeia sou eplanēthēsan panta ta ethnē, “because of 

your sorcery all the nations were deceived”]. 24In her was found the blood of prophets and of the 

saints, and of all who have been killed on the earth.” (18:20-24)676 

 

 Apparently, many Jews were involved in magic. We can understand more clearly why 

Paul had to issue an injunction against the women teaching in Ephesus. When Paul wrote to the 

churches in the province of Galatia, he had to deal with magic—a practice that would forfeit 

eternal life. Listen to Paul as he lists certain practices that must go: 

 

     The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and 

debauchery; 20 idolatry and witchcraft [φαρμακεία, pharmakeia, “sorcery/magic”]; 

hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21 and 

envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who 

live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. (Galatians 5:19-21) 

  

                                                 
676See Don K. Preston, Who Is This Babylon? (Ardmore, OK: JaDon Productions, 2006) for an excellent 

overview of the Book of Revelation with evidence to show that the Babylon of Revelation 18 is none other than 

Jerusalem. I highly recommend this book to anyone who wishes to study the Book of Revelation in context. 
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 C. E. Arnold’s comments are extremely helpful in trying to grasp the problems that the 

early church had to combat in the ancient world of paganism. He writes: 

 

1. Nature and Characteristics. 

 
     Magic presupposed the existence of thousands of spirits—good and evil—involved in the affairs 

of day-to-day life. These spirits were thought of as gods and goddesses (e.g., Hermes, angeloi, 

paredroi), spirits of the untimely dead (biaiothanatoi), astral spirits, underworld spirits or various 

kinds of chthonic, or terrestrial spirits (see Religions). The practice of magic also assumed a system 

of inner connections between physical objects in the universe. An action performed on one object 

was thought to have a corresponding impact on another (the principle of sympathy and antipathy).677 

(Emphasis mine) 

 

The tales, or fables, about their gods and goddesses contradicted the Gospel of God. 

Apparently, sexual immorality was widespread as well as the custom of frequenting the various 

temples of the many gods and goddesses in Ephesus. These particular women, like the woman 

teacher in Thyatira, were forbidden to teach because they did not understand that there is only 

one God and one mediator between God and humanity—the man Christ Jesus (1 Timothy 2:5). 

They, like Eve, turned aside to Satan (1 Timothy 5:15). Once more, for emphasis, these women, 

too, in Ephesus, had turned aside to Satan. Many of these women failed to discard their stories 

about their gods and goddesses along with the practice of their magic. Again, Arnold’s 

interpretation is informative and on target in dealing with magic, which beliefs discounted the 

One true God and the One Lord Jesus Christ. He declares: “In the ancient world magic was a 

method of harnessing supernatural power to gain protection from evil spirits or to obtain what 

one desired.”678 

The next chapter (Chapter 32) will develop the prevalence of the gods and goddesses 

throughout the various cities that Paul traveled to in his missionary journeys as well as some of 

the churches addressed in the Book of Revelation. This study will help us to focus upon the 

pagan conditions that existed throughout the Roman Empire, which state of affairs occasioned 

Paul’s negative reactions to the women taking the lead in the city of Ephesus. All of this 

background will prepare one to analyze more accurately 1 Timothy 2:9-15.  

Chapter 32 will also examine the significance of Paul’s introduction of Eve into his 

prohibition of women from teaching. Just a perusal of his comments about Eve’s deception 

should open the door for Paul’s remarks in his two letters to Timothy concerning the deception 

of women in Ephesus. When we study Eve’s deception by Satan, we see the parallel in 

reference to the deception that many of the women in Ephesus were also experiencing (1 

Timothy 2:13-14). God provided a way of redemption for Eve as well as the women in 

Ephesus—the Incarnation promised in Genesis 3:15. Chapter 32 will also seek to unravel the 

                                                 
677C. E. Arnold, “Magic and Astrology,” in Ralph P. Martin & Peter H. Davids, editors,  Dictionary of 

the Later New Testament & Its Developments (Downer Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1997), 701. This 

article is an excellent overview of magic and astrology in the New Testament writings. 
678Ibid.  
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enigmatic saying concerning “the childbirth” with its emphasis upon salvation (1 Timothy 

2:15). 
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32  

 
 

I Suffer Not a Woman 

To Teach 
 

Part 3 of 3 
 

All readers of the Bible have a tendency to view what it says through their own culture and life 

circumstances. This can happen almost subconsciously as we read the pages of the text…. No doubt 

there is a need in the church for learning more about the world of the New Testament to avoid 

erroneous interpretations of the text of Scripture.679 

 

 As we seek to unravel the negative statements about women in Paul’s two letters to 

Timothy, we need to examine the religious climate within the province of Asia Minor, which 

examination should include the letters of Jesus to the seven churches addressed in Asia. The 

historical context of first and second Timothy should help us to understand why Paul issued his 

injunction against women taking an active role in teaching. We have stressed four kinds of 

context that must be consulted in order to try to arrive at the intent of the author. The “larger 

context,” as well as the “cultural context,” is an extremely important context that must be 

consulted for a more accurate reading of the Pastoral Epistles. The “larger context” includes 

books outside of the book under scrutiny for clarity, intelligibility, and transparency. For this 

reason, we need to inspect the various messages of Jesus to the seven churches mentioned in the 

Book of Revelation, which study should cast illumination upon Paul’s letters to Timothy.  

 

EPHESUS 

 

 Prior to Jesus addressing His letters to the Christians in Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, 

Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea, He makes a startling statement that would astonish 

the pagans with their gods and goddesses. Jesus tells John:  

 

                                                 
679Clinton E. Arnold,  general editor, “Introduction,” in Clinton E. Arnold, Frank S. Thielman, and S. M. 

Baugh, general editors, Clinton E. Arnold, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, Zondervan Illustrated 

Bible Backgrounds Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), vi. 
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     Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last (ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ πρῶτος καὶ ὁ ἔσχατος, egō eimi ho 

prōtos kai ho eschatos). I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! 

And I hold the keys of death and Hades. (Revelation 1:17b) 

 

In the prologue to the Book of Revelation, Jesus asserts His eternity and His supremacy over 

the so-called gods. Also, in the epilogue to His “revelation” concerning the final overthrow of 

apostate Israel in the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70, He, once more, stresses His eternity. 

Listen to Jesus as He concludes this prophecy:  

 
     I am the Alpha and the Omega (ὁ ἄλφα καὶ τὸ ὦ, ho alpha kai to ō), the First and the Last, the 

Beginning and the End [ἡ ἀρχὴ καὶ τὸ τέλος, hē archē kai to telos (22:13) 

 

 Jesus takes on the titles that God announced to Isaiah (739 BC) about Himself. Isaiah 

records the words of God: “I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God” 

(Isaiah 44:6). Just a casual reading of this context, we see that God is contrasting Himself with 

idols, which in essence are no gods at all. Surely, Jesus’ statement about Himself sets the stage 

for His letters to the churches of Asia in which He deals with unethical behavior associated with 

their numerous gods and goddesses. The city of Ephesus worshiped up to fifty gods and 

goddesses. Behind the seven letters written to seven churches in Asia Minor, we gather 

tremendous background information for understanding the Pastoral Epistles. Jesus’ statement 

about Himself called into question the reality of their gods and goddesses. Pay attention, once 

more, to God’s remarks, in the Book of Isaiah, concerning Himself as the First and the Last: 

 
     This is what the LORD says—“Israel’s King and Redeemer, the LORD Almighty: I am the first and 

I am the last; apart from me there is no God. 7Who then is like me? Let him proclaim it. Let him 

declare and lay out before me what has happened since I established my ancient people, and what is 

yet to come—yes, let him foretell what will come.” (Isaiah 44:6-7) 

 

 Following God’s announcement about His being the “first” and the “last,” He 

immediately draws a distinction between Himself and the idols of paganism. We cannot read 

Jesus’ statement in Revelation 1:17b and 22:13 without a consciousness that Jesus, too, is 

contrasting Himself with the gods and goddesses of the ancient world. Isaiah continues the 

words of God as He draws a contrast between Himself and the gods of the pagans, which in 

essence are not gods: 

 
     Do not tremble, do not be afraid. Did I not proclaim this and foretell it long ago? You are my 

witnesses. Is there any God besides me? No, there is no other Rock; I know not one.” 9All who make 

idols are nothing, and the things they treasure are worthless. Those who would speak up for them 

are blind; they are ignorant, to their own shame. 10Who shapes a god and casts an idol, which can 

profit him nothing? 11He and his kind will be put to shame; craftsmen are nothing but men. Let them 

all come together and take their stand; they will be brought down to terror and infamy. 12The 

blacksmith takes a tool and works with it in the coals; he shapes an idol with hammers, he forges it 

with the might of his arm. He gets hungry and loses his strength; he drinks no water and grows faint. 
13The carpenter measures with a line and makes an outline with a marker; he roughs it out with 

chisels and marks it with compasses. He shapes it in the form of man, of man in all his glory, that it 
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may dwell in a shrine. 14He cut down cedars, or perhaps took a cypress or oak. He let it grow among 

the trees of the forest, or planted a pine, and the rain made it grow. 15It is man’s fuel for burning; 

some of it he takes and warms himself, he kindles a fire and bakes bread. But he also fashions a god 

and worships it; he makes an idol and bows down to it. 16Half of the wood he burns in the fire; over it 

he prepares his meal, he roasts his meat and eats his fill. He also warms himself and says, “Ah! I am 

warm; I see the fire.” 17From the rest he makes a god, his idol; he bows down to it and worships. He 

prays to it and says, “Save me; you are my god.” 18They know nothing, they understand nothing; their 

eyes are plastered over so they cannot see, and their minds closed so they cannot understand. 19No 

one stops to think, no one has the knowledge or understanding to say, “Half of it I used for fuel; I 

even baked bread over its coals, I roasted meat and I ate. Shall I make a detestable thing from what is 

left? Shall I bow down to a block of wood?” 20He feeds on ashes, a deluded heart misleads him; he 

cannot save himself, or say, “Is not this thing in my right hand a lie?” (Isaiah 44:8-20) 

 

 Jesus statement about Himself repudiates any trust in the pagan gods and goddesses of 

the ancient world. Richard Bauckham’s remarks on this unique title chosen by God the Father 

and God the Son is on target. He writes: 

 
     The designation encapsulates the understanding of the God of Israel as the sole Creator of all 

things and sovereign Lord of history, which Deutero-Isaiah so magnificently expounds and asserts 

polemically against the idols of Babylon. Unlike human-made gods, this God is the utterly 

incomparable One, to whom all nations are subject, whose purpose none can frustrate…. Hence the 

unique importance of the designation: ‘the Alpha and the Omega’. God precedes all things, as their 

Creator, and he will bring all things to eschatological fulfillment.680 

 

  Chapter 1 of the Book of Revelation sets forth the omnipotence and omnipresence of 

Jesus as God. All the churches of Asia were recipients of Christ’s declaration of Himself. We 

cannot help but wonder how the city of Ephesus reacted to this teaching by the church.  The city 

of Ephesus was the fourth largest city in the Roman Empire. The population of the city 

numbered about 250,000 residents. Ephesus was also known as temple keeper of the goddess 

Artemis. Luke writes: 

 
     The city clerk quieted the crowd and said: “Men of Ephesus, doesn’t all the world know that the 

city of Ephesus is the guardian [νεωκόρον, neōkoron, temple keeper or temple warden] of the temple 

of the great Artemis and of her image, which fell from heaven? (Acts 19:35) 

 

 Ephesus regarded herself as the temple keeper of “the great Artemis and of her image.” 

As noted earlier, this temple was the largest religious structure in the ancient world—425’ long 

by 220’ wide feet. Mark W. Wilson’s comments about the worship of Artemis is informative 

and worth citing: 

 
     Although the worship of Artemis is not mentioned specifically in Revelation, it remained an 

opponent of Christianity in the city until the temple’s destruction by the Goths in about A.D. 262. At 

                                                 
680Richard Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation, New Testament Theology (Cambridge, 

New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993, 2009), 27. 
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least fourteen other deities have been identified with temples in first-century Ephesus. The Ephesian 

Christians therefore had an ongoing struggle with the pervasive paganism in their city.681 

 

 After approximately three years’ ministry in Ephesus, Paul made another tour to 

Macedonia as well as to Corinth. Upon his return to Antioch of Syria, he stopped at Miletus (30 

miles due south of Ephesus) and requested the elders of Ephesus to join him. After their arrival, 

he warned them of false teachers who would worm their way into the fellowship. Luke reveals 

the words of Paul to these leaders in his early history of the new community of God. He pens 

the following warning: 

 
     Now I know that none of you among whom I have gone about preaching the kingdom will ever 

see me again. 26 Therefore, I declare to you today that I am innocent of the blood of all men. 27 For I 

have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God. 28 Keep watch over yourselves and all 

the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which 

he bought with his own blood. 29 I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you 

and will not spare the flock. 30 Even from your own number men [ἄνδρες, andres] will arise and 

distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. 31 So be on your guard! Remember that 

for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears. (Act 20:25-31) 

 

 When Paul wrote his Epistle to the Ephesians, he had to deal with the philosophy of the 

“Nicolaitans,” which teaching, apparently, advanced the eating of food sacrificed to idols and 

the practice of sexual immorality. Paul stressed that there is only “one God” and “one Lord,” 

and “one Spirit” (Ephesians 4:3-7). At the time Paul sent his Epistle to the saints in Ephesus, 

many had not yet fully understood the “mystery” of God. Paul writes: 

 
    I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of 

wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better. 18 I pray also that the eyes of your heart 

may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his 

glorious inheritance in the saints, 19 and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power 

is like the working of his mighty strength, 20 which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the 

dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power 

and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to 

come. 22 And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for 

the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way. (1:17-23) 

 

 It appears that many believers did not possess “full knowledge” of Jesus. Paul’s letter to 

Timothy also calls attention to some of the problems in the metropolitan city. Once more, take 

note to Paul as he calls awareness to the prevalence of paganism within the Body of Christ: 

 
     As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command 

certain men not to teach false doctrines any longer 4 nor to devote themselves to myths and endless 

genealogies. These promote controversies rather than God’s work—which is by faith. (1 Timothy 

1:3-4) 
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     The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits 

and things taught by demons. 2 Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose consciences 

have been seared as with a hot iron. 3 They forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from 

certain foods, which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and who 

know the truth. 4 For everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received 

with thanksgiving, 5 because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer. 6 If you point these 

things out to the brothers, you will be a good minister of Christ Jesus, brought up in the truths of the 

faith and of the good teaching that you have followed. 7 Have nothing to do with godless myths and 

old wives’ tales; rather, train yourself to be godly. (4:1-7) 

 

 Paul sought to combat “godless myths” and “old wives’ tales.” In his Ephesian Epistle, he 

also wanted to combat illegal behavior (4:17—5:21). At the time of the writing of the Book of 

Revelation, there were some in the church at Ephesus who opposed the teachings of the 

Nicolaitans (Revelation 2:6). Yet, this practice, or conduct, was not condemned by some of the 

believers in Pergamum (2:15). Jesus’ letter reads: 

 
      “To the angel of the church in Pergamum write: These are the words of him who has the sharp, 

double-edged sword. 13 I know where you live—where Satan has his throne [ὁ θρόνος τοῦ σατανᾶ,   

ho thronos tou satana]. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me, not 

even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city—where Satan 

lives. 14 Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: There are some among you who hold to the 

teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin so that they ate food sacrificed to 

idols and committed sexual immorality. 15 Likewise, you also have those who hold to the teaching of 

the Nicolaitans [τὴν διδαχὴν [τῶν] Νικολαϊτῶν, tēn didachēn [tōn] Nikolaitōn]. 16 Repent therefore! 

Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth. 

(Revelation 2:12-16) 

 

 Pergamum is listed as number three in the list of the seven churches. Pergamum is about 

fifteen miles inland from the Aegean coast and about seventy miles north of Smyrna. The 

population for Pergamum in the first century is estimated to be about 150,000. In the city of 

Pergamum, we see a city that had at least four patron deities. Mark Wilson calls attention to 

these four: 

 
     Its four patron deities were Zeus, Athena, Dionysus, and Asclepius, all of whom appear on the 

city’s coinage. The temple to Athena Nikephoros (“Victory-Bearer”) was the most important in the 

city. These temples were situated on a spectacular acropolis that towered a thousand feet over the 

lower city. Also located on the acropolis was the city’s famous library, which totaled over 200,000 

volumes, the second largest in antiquity after Alexandria.682 

 

Jesus goes right to the heart of their mythological gods and goddesses in their city. In 

fact, He says, “I know where you live—where Satan has his throne” (2:13). Surely, this city 

was a city in which Satan lived (2:13). Their four patron deities were opposed to the Christ 

of biblical prophecy. As cited above, we observed that the church in Pergamum was 

involved in eating food sacrificed to idols as well as practicing  sexual immorality” (2:14). 
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These remarks were prefaced with the following comments: “Nevertheless, I have a few 

things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught 

Balak to entice the Israelites to sin” (2:14). This history is found in the Book of Numbers 

(Chapters 23—25). Moses records God’s judgment upon their actions: 

 
     While Israel was staying in Shittim (shĭtʾĭm), the men began to indulge in sexual immorality with 

Moabite women, 2 who invited them to the sacrifices to their gods. The people ate and bowed down 

before these gods. 3 So Israel joined in worshiping the Baal of Peor. And the LORD’s anger burned 

against them. (Numbers 25:1-3) 

 

 Peter calls attention to the activities of Balaam (bāʾlăm, 2 Peter 2:15). He, too, zeroes in 

on the mythological gods and goddesses by referring to them as “cleverly invented stories” 

(1:16). In addition to his rebuke of the myths, he also addresses immoral behavior, which is 

what Paul dealt with in his two letters to Timothy (1 Timothy 5:11-13; 2 Timothy 3:1-7). Peter 

writes to five different provinces, one of which is Asia. He pens the following words: 

 
     They will be paid back with harm for the harm they have done. Their idea of pleasure is to 

carouse in broad daylight. They are blots and blemishes, reveling in their pleasures while they feast 

with you. 14 With eyes full of adultery, they never stop sinning; they seduce the unstable; they are 

experts in greed—an accursed brood! 15 They have left the straight way and wandered off to follow 

the way of Balaam son of Beor, who loved the wages of wickedness. 16 But he was rebuked for his 

wrongdoing by a donkey—a beast without speech—who spoke with a man’s voice and restrained the 

prophet’s madness. (2 Peter 2:13-16) 

 

Our Lord’s brother, Jude, also focused upon “Balaam’s error,” which also included 

sexual immorality.  

 
Jude 4 Jude 10-11 

 

     For certain men whose 

condemnation was written 

about long ago have secretly 

slipped in among you. They 

are godless men, who change 

the grace of our God into a 

license for immorality and 

deny Jesus Christ our only 

Sovereign and Lord.  

 

 

     Woe to them! They 

have taken the way of 

Cain; they have rushed for 

profit into Balaam’s error; 

they have been destroyed 

in Korah’s rebellion 

The fourth church addressed (Thyatira, thīʾȧ-tīʾrȧ) also had members who still clung to 

their membership in pagan associations. This church is known for its woman teacher whom 

Jesus assigned the notorious name Jezebel (Revelation 2:20). This name recalls Old Testament 

background just as the name Balaam in the Pergamum (pûrʾgȧ-mŭm) church. Jezebel, the queen 

of Israel, was condemned by Elijah for her idolatrous worship of Baal (1 Kings 16:31—21:25). 
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God did not condemn her (Jezebel in Thyatira) for teaching, but He did condemn her for “what” 

she was teaching. Listen to Jesus as He addresses the problem of syncretism: 

 
     Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a 

prophetess. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food 

sacrificed to idols. 21 I have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling. 

(Revelation 2:20-21) 

  

Jesus gave her time to repent of “what” she was teaching. The letters to the seven 

churches in Asia set the background for Paul’s negative statements about the role of leadership 

in the Ephesian congregation. Not only did Jesus rebuke the church in Thyatira, but He also 

castigated the believers who had accepted the Balaam philosophy, His warning also gave notice 

to other churches not to follow this kind of behavior. Again, we need to zero in on the words of 

Christ: 

 
     I will strike her children dead. Then all the churches will know that I am he who searches hearts 

and minds, and I will repay each of you according to your deeds. 24 Now I say to the rest of you in 

Thyatira, to you who do not hold to her teaching and have not learned Satan’s so-called deep secrets 

(I will not impose any other burden on you): 25 Only hold on to what you have until I come. (2:23-25) 

 

 The “so-called deep secrets” of Satan (τὰ βαθέα τοῦ σατανᾶ, ta bathea tou satana, “the 

deep things of Satan”), no doubt, refers to the esoteric teachings that emphasized acquiring 

knowledge of the mystery religions of the ancient world, that is to say, their mythological 

stories, or “old-womanish tales.” It is possible that the “so-called deep secrets” of Satan also 

involved magic. Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians sought to unfold the true “mystery” of God, 

namely, Christ.683 Just a casual reading of the churches in Asia reveals the sordid conditions 

existing within the various congregations. The fifth church (Sardis) had a few people who had 

not soiled her garments with the gods and goddesses of paganism (3:4). Sardis was located 

about thirty-five miles southeast of Thyatira and sixty miles east of Smyrna (smîrʾnȧ). 

According to John Griffiths Pedley, a temple to Artemis was built in Sardis.684  

The seventh church in Asia (Philadelphia) also had “cultic altars for at least ten gods and 

goddesses in the city.”685 The geographical location of Philadelphia is about thirty miles 

southeast of Sardis. Jesus also referred to the “synagogue of Satan” (3:9), which may indicate 

persecution from the Jews, especially when they claim to be Jews, but are not (3:9). We can 

hardly read 3:12 concerning those who overcame persecution without reflection upon the 

temples of the pagan gods and goddesses. In Ephesus, the temple of Artemis appeared on many 

coins showing eight pillars that fronted the temple. Jesus took this imagery and applied this to 

                                                 
683For an in-depth study of the “mystery,” see Dallas Burdette, “Overview of the Book of Ephesians,” in 
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chief, 6 Volumes (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 5:984. 
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those who overcame persecution: “Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my 

God” (3:12).  

The last of the seven churches is none other than Laodicea. This city was situated forty 

miles southeast of Philadelphia. This church was “barren and ineffective.”686 When we read 

about these seven churches in Asia with their temples and sexual immorality, we cannot 

disconnect the letters of Paul to Timothy without serious harm to a proper interpretation of 1 

Timothy 2:11-15. Also, the Book of Ephesians provides background information that will assist 

a proper interpretation of the Pastoral Epistles. Paul had to issue an injunction against these 

women from taking a lead in the teaching of God’s people. In Paul’s last letter to Timothy, he 

asserted that the women lacked a full knowledge of who Jesus Christ is and what He came to 

accomplish for sinful humanity. We should tune our ears to hear what Paul told Timothy: 

 
     But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. 2 People will be lovers of themselves, 

lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, 3 without 

love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, 4 treacherous, rash, 

conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God— 5 having a form of godliness but denying its 

power. Have nothing to do with them. 6 They are the kind who worm their way into homes and gain 

control over weak-willed women, who are loaded down with sins and are swayed by all kinds of 

evil desires, 7 always learning but never able to acknowledge the truth. (2 Timothy 3:1-7) 

 

 These women were “loaded down with sins and were swayed by all kinds of evil 

desires.” Both Peter and Jude, as cited above, called attention to this kind of immoral behavior. 

In addition to sexual immorality, Paul states emphatically that these particular women were 

“never able to acknowledge the truth.” Apparently, they failed to understand that there is only 

“one mediator” between God and humanity. Paul writes about this subject before issuing his 

injunction against these particular women: “For there is one God and one mediator between 

God and men, the man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony 

given in its proper time” (1 Timothy 2:5-6). Again, he focuses in on the One who gave himself 

as a ransom for all men, which response repudiates the “old-womanish tales” circulating 

throughout the province of Asia. Again, we need to tune in to Paul as he seeks to remove the 

rubbish of paganism and go right to the heart of God’s Gospel:  

 
    Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by 

the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was 

taken up in glory. (1 Timothy 3:16) 

Immediately following Paul’s restriction concerning women, he alluded to the virgin birth 

of Jesus: “But women will be saved through childbearing—if they continue in faith, love and 

holiness with propriety” (2:15). The definite article is left out in the NIV translation, which is 

also true with many other translations. This omission, in my judgment, is based on a failure to 

examine the tenor of the two letters sent to Timothy. The Greek text reads “But she will be 

saved through the childbirth” [σωθήσεται δὲ διὰ τῆς τεκνογονίας, sōthēsetai de dia tēs 

teknogonias] (1 Timothy 2:15). “She will be saved” is a future passive third person singular, 
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which is from the Greek word σῴζω (sōzō, “rescue, liberate, keep from harm”). The future 

passive (she shall be saved) is used in reference to Eve. The previous verse reads: “And 

Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner” 

(2:14). Right away, upon the rupture of the Eve’s relationship with God, He, immediately, 

foretold the means of her salvation—the coming Son of God.687  

Just as Eve was deceived by Satan, Paul, too, grapples with the deception of the women in 

Ephesus who had also turned aside to Satan (5:15). Their salvation as well as Eve’s salvation 

depended upon her “offspring” (seed). Prior to Paul’s statement about “the childbirth,” he 

reminded, as cited above, the Ephesians: “For there is one God and one mediator between 

God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (2:5). Shortly after his statement concerning “the 

coming One,” he explained this “mystery.” He writes:  

 
     Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by 

the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was 

taken up in glory. (3:16) 

 

Both letters of Paul to Timothy are dealing with the Gospel. Paul zeros in on the very heart 

of God’s means of justification for all humanity. He tells Timothy: 

 
     So do not be ashamed to testify about our Lord, or ashamed of me his prisoner. But join with me 

in suffering for the gospel, by the power of God, 9 who has saved us and called us to a holy life—not 

because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace. This grace was given us 

in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time, 10 but it has now been revealed through the appearing 

of our Savior, Christ Jesus, who has destroyed death and has brought life and immortality to light 

through the gospel. 11 And of this gospel I was appointed a herald and an apostle and a teacher. (2 

Timothy 1:8-11) 

 

Again, Paul focuses on his Gospel, which Gospel is none other than the promised seed of 

the woman in Genesis 3:15. Paul removes all underbrush and goes right to the heart of the 

matter: 

 
      Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, descended from David. This is my gospel, 9 for 

which I am suffering even to the point of being chained like a criminal. But God’s word is not 

chained. 10 Therefore I endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they too may obtain the 

salvation that is in Christ Jesus, with eternal glory. (2:8-10) 

 

 God announced the birth of “the childbirth” through whom all humanity would be saved. 

We can say that Christianity had a birth before its birth. Paul told the Ephesians that this 

salvation in Christ existed before the creation of the world:  

 

                                                 
687The most exhaustive treatment of 2 Timothy 2:14-15 that I have read is found in Philip B. Payne, Man 

and Woman, One in Christ: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Paul’s Letters (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
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     Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with 

every spiritual blessing in Christ. 4 For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and 

blameless in his sight. In love 5 he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance 

with his pleasure and will— 6 to the praise of his glorious  

 

grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves. 7 In him we have redemption through his 

blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace 8 that he lavished on us 

with all wisdom and understanding. 9 And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to 

his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, 10 to be put into effect when the times will have 

reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even 

Christ. 11 In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who 

works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, 12 in order that we, who were the first 

to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. 13 And you also were included in Christ when 

you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him 

with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the 

redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory. (Ephesians 1:3-14) 

 

 First Timothy 2:14-15 deals with Genesis 3:15. The following comments about the 

woman’s seed explain Eve’s salvation as well as the salvation for the women who were 

deceived in Ephesus. 

 

GENESIS 3:15 

Seed of the Woman 

 

 Just a casual glance of the Book of Genesis reveals the early rays of messianic glory 

foretold by Moses as he begins telling the story of creation by the omnipotent, 

omnipresent, omniscient, and eternal God. He begins this Book with a glorious statement 

about creation that is sublime and almost beyond human comprehension: “In the beginning 

God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). After Adam’s and Eve’s creation and 

their being placed in the Garden of Eden, Satan (ָשָטן, śā·ṭān, the adversary), the great 

enemy of God and humanity, wrenched from Adam and Eve their great heritage. In spite of 

the darkness that came over this couple, God did not leave them without hope of deliverance 

from their fallen state (3:15). God spoke to the serpent and said: 

     Because you have done this, “Cursed are you above all the livestock and all the wild animals! 

You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life. 15And I will put enmity 

between you and the woman, and between your offspring (seed) and hers; he will crush (strike) your 

head, and you will strike his heel.”  (3:14-15) 

 

 This prophecy, the first in God’s written Revelation, sets before the human race the 

outcome of the conflict between Satan and God—ultimate victory for those who put their 

trust in Christ (“her seed” = the Seed of the woman). The Seed of the woman will 

eventually crush the serpent’s head, even though the serpent will bruise the heel of the Seed 

of the woman by crucifixion. The unique expression employed by God, “the seed of the 

woman,” or “her seed” never occurs anywhere else in all of Scripture. This expression is 
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very striking. In biblical narrative, posterity is always reckoned after the male, never after 

the female.   

Thus, Genesis 3:15 sets the goal toward which all history is moving—the coming of 

Jesus the Messiah. God announces this great event in a cryptic oracle. In this cosmic battle there 

would be enmity between Satan’s seed ִ֖ז  ְרֲעָך, zǎr·ʿǎḵā, “your seed”) and Eve’s seed (ז ְרָעָּ֑ה, 
zarʿāh, “her seed”). Immediately, after stating the enmity between the two seeds, God says, 

“he” (֚הּוא, hû(ʾ)ʹ) “will crush you (your) head (אׁש ֹֹ֔  rō(ʾ)šʹ),” that is, the Seed of the woman ,ר

would inflict a mortal blow to Satan. Moses does not stop with Genesis 3:15 concerning the 

coming of the Messiah, but he continues to give other prophecies concerning the coming of the 

Messiah to redeem humanity to God the Father as he writes, under the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit, about the promise made to Abraham.  

 

GENESIS 22:18 

Seed of Abraham 

 

 Men and women cannot remove the curse placed by God upon sinful humanity; only God 

Himself provides the remedy. God ordained this feat through the One foreordained before the 

earth was created (see Ephesians 1:4). Jesus was appointed to remove this curse of universal 

judgment of condemnation. It is in this same vein that Paul unfolds God’s scheme of 

redemption to the Corinthians: 

 
     Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All 

this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of 

reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins 

against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ’s 

ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: 

Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might 

become the righteousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:17-21) 

 

  The only way God could reconcile us unto Himself would have to be through Christ who 

is God’s power as well as God’s wisdom. Paul explained this in his First Epistle to the 

Corinthians (AD 65) the power of God (Θεοῦ δύναμιν, Theou dynamin) as well as the wisdom of 

God (Θεοῦ σοφίαν, Theou sophian) [1 Corinthians 1:24]. Pay attention to Paul as he explains 

Christ as the only means of salvation: 

 
     Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God 

made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21 For since in the wisdom of God the world through its 

wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save 

those who believe. 22 Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 23 but we preach 

Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those whom God has 

called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. (1 Corinthians 

1:20-24) 
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 The foolishness of WHAT was preached was Christ as God’s power and God’s wisdom. 

Paul explains God’s power and God’s wisdom as being His Son, who is Christ. Again, we 

should tune in our ears as Paul declares God’s wisdom: 

 

     It is because of him [God] that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from 

God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. 31 Therefore, as it is written: “Let him who 

boasts boast in the Lord.” (1:30-31) 

 

What is God’s wisdom? Paul writes that God’s wisdom had to do with Christ. In other 

words, the only way God could justify sinful humanity was to make Christ our righteousness, 

our holiness, and our redemption. God took the initiative, which wisdom was in effect even 

before He spoke this universe into existence. Once more, Paul unfolds this mystery in his 

Epistle to the Christians in Rome: 

 
     But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and 

the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who 

believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 

justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him 

as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, 

because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it to 

demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have 

faith in Jesus. (Romans 3:21-26) 

 

Down through the centuries, we witness a thread, as it were, of the coming of the 

Messiah. God preserved a remnant through which the Messiah should come. From Adam to 

Noah, God continued to protect this promise made in the Garden of Eden. From Shem, one of 

the three sons of Noah, God preserved the moral, spiritual, and religious realm.688 Shem was the 

one through whom the “seed of the woman” would be preserved. It was from the Semitic 

branch of the race that Abraham sprang. To him (Abraham—2166-1991 BC), God gave the 

promise that through his seed (ֶזַרע, zě·rǎʿ, “seed, descendant”) all nations of the earth would be 

blessed (Genesis 22:18). This promise was made three times to Abraham (Genesis 12:3; 

18:18; 22:18). Later, God confirmed this promise to Isaac [2066-1886 BC] (26:4) and 

reaffirmed to Jacob [2006-1859 BC] (28:14). The following is a citation from Moses (1526-

1406 BC) concerning the promise (covenant) that God made with Abraham: 

 
     The LORD had said to Abram, “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and 

go to the land I will show you. 2 I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make 

your name great, and you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses 

you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” (12:1-3) 

                                                 
688Noah’s father was Lamech (lived 777 years); Noah’s grandfather was Methuselah (lived 969 years); 

Noah’s great grandfather was Enoch (365 years old). God took Enoch without his having to taste death—“He 

walked with God; then he was no more, because God took him away” (Genesis 5:24). Noah lived 950 years. He 

was 500 years old when he became the father of Shem, Ham, and Japheth (5:32). 
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The promise is more specific in 22:18. In this passage, God speaks of the “seed” [zě·rǎʿ] 

of Abraham. Moses writes about God’s prophetic utterance to Abraham, which is also 

reminiscent of God’s cryptic oracle to Satan. Listen to the words of God: “In your seed [ְֹ֔בז ְרֲעָך, 

ḇezǎr·ʿǎḵā, “by your seed”] all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you have 

obeyed My voice” (22:18, NKJV). In other words, God foretold that He would bless all the 

nations of the earth through one of his offspring. It is through this particular seed (offspring) 

that salvation, or blessing, would come to all who have faith in this Seed. This interpretation 

also coincides with Paul’s words to the Galatians689 about the announcement of the Gospel to 

Abraham: 

 
     And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel 

to Abraham beforehand, saying, “In you all the nations shall be blessed.” 9So then those who are of 

faith are blessed with believing Abraham. (Galatians 3:8-9)  

 

This citation from Galatians 3:8-9 is reminiscent of Genesis 15:1-3 and 18:18. The only 

way a nation can bless itself is through the “Seed” of Abraham, which is Christ. Two thousand 

years after this promise was made to Abraham, a Jewish convert (Saul/Paul) wrote to the 

Christians in the province of Galatia the following comments about God’s promise to Abraham 

as recorded in Genesis 22:18: 

 
     Brothers, let me take an example from everyday life. Just as no one can set aside or add to a 

human covenant that has been duly established, so it is in this case. 16 The promises were spoken to 

Abraham and to his seed [σπέρματι, spermati]. The Scripture does not say “and to seeds” 

[σπέρμασιν, spermasin, the plural for “seeds” in Hebrew is: ים  ,zerā·ʿîm] meaning many people ,ְזָרע 

but “and to your seed,” meaning one person, who is Christ. 17 What I mean is this: The law, 

introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established by God and thus do 

away with the promise. 18 For if the inheritance depends on the law, then it no longer depends on a 

promise; but God in his grace gave it to Abraham through a promise. (Galatians 3:15-18) 

  

Paul, apparently, cites the Septuagint (LXX, “Greek Old Testament”), which reads: ἐν τῷ 

σπέρματι σου (en tō spermati sou, in the seed of you). The LXX is the Greek translation of the 

Hebrew. Like the English word seed, the Hebrew word seed (ֶזַרע, zě·rǎʿ) may be employed as a 

singular noun or be utilized in a collective sense. The context is the deciding factor in 

interpretation. For example, the collective sense appears in the following Scripture citations: (1) 

“And I will make your descendants as the dust of the earth; so that if a man could number the 

dust of the earth, then your descendants ( ִ֖ז ְרֲעָך, zǎr·ʿǎḵāʹ,)690  also could be numbered” (Genesis 

13:16);  (2) “Then He said to Abram: ‘Know certainly that your descendants (zǎr·ʿǎḵāʹ, “your 

                                                 
689For further studies on Galatians, see Dallas Burdette, “Overview of the Book of Galatians,” in Dallas 

Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2008), 

299-343.  

 Codex Cottonianus Geneseos (= I, Holmes). 
690Noun, masculine singular construct with second person masculine singular—Hebrew ֶזַרע, zě·rǎʿ. 
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seed”) will be strangers in a land that is not theirs, and will serve them, and they will afflict 

them four hundred years’ (15:13); and (3) “Blessing I will bless you, and multiplying I will 

multiply your descendants ( ִ֖ז ְרֲעָך, zǎr·ʿǎḵāʹ, “your seed”) as the stars of the heaven and as the 

sand which is on the seashore; and your descendants (zǎr·ʿǎḵāʹ, “your seed”)  shall possess the 

gate of their enemies” (22:17). Even though the singular “seed” is used, nevertheless, the 

collective sense is obvious. 

 On the other hand, there are examples in which the Hebrew word seed is singular in 

meaning. For instance, Moses gives Adam’s statement: “God has granted me another child 

( עֶזַרַ , zě·rǎʿ “seed”) in place of Abel, since Cain killed him” (4:25). Again, we observe the 

Hebrew word seed employed in Hannah’s prayer to the Lord for a son: 

 
     And she made a vow, saying, “O LORD Almighty, if you will only look upon your servant’s 

misery and remember me, and not forget your servant but give her a son (ים ָ֑ ע ֲאָנׁש   ,ʹzěʹ·rǎʿ ʾǎnā·šîm ,ֶז ֶ֣ר 

“literally, seed of men”), then I will give him to the LORD for all the days of his life, and no razor will 

ever be used on his head.” (1 Samuel 1:11) 

 

Once more, we observe that the Hebrew word zěʹ·rǎʿ (seed) is also translated “son” in 1 

Samuel 1:11. Since the word zěʹ·rǎʿ has both individual and collective meanings, it is necessary 

to examine each context in order to ascertain its significance in any given case. The use of the 

word zěʹ·rǎʿ in Genesis 22:18 has its primary meaning in that of an individual of the race who 

would bring universal blessing and relief from the curse of universal condemnation. It appears, 

so it seems, that this promise to Abraham is but an expansion of the cryptic oracle in Genesis 

3:15. The cryptic oracle in Genesis 3:15 and the promise to Abraham in Genesis 22:18 are but 

fragments (progressive revelations) of that “mystery” that Paul wrote about in Ephesians (AD 

60): 

 
     Surely you have heard about the administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, 3 that 

is, the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already written briefly. 4 In reading this, 

then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, 5 which was not made 

known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles 

and prophets. 6 This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, 

members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus. (Ephesians 3:2-6)  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Chapters 30, 31, and 32 have sought to put Paul’s comments about women in context in 

order to help eliminate confusion over the role of women within the Christian community. 

Without examining the various contexts (immediate, remote, larger, and cultural), we will draw 

conclusions that are not accurate. We need to be like detectives in our search for greater 

apprehension of the sacred writers. We need to go wherever the evidence leads—even if the 

evidence goes against sacred traditions from the forefathers. 

 Because of the seriousness of the spiritual climate in Ephesus, numerous women had 

been deceived by certain persons. Apparently, these women were going about from house 
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to house telling their mythological stories about their gods and goddesses as well as 

practicing magic. Sorry to say, many of these women were engaging in sexual immorality and 

participating in festivities in the temples of the gods and goddesses. Paul, in his final farewell to 

Timothy, called attention to the seriousness of the problem with the women: 

 
     But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. 2 People will be lovers of themselves, 

lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, 3 without 

love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, 4 treacherous, rash, 

conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God— 5 having a form of godliness but denying its 

power. Have nothing to do with them. 6 They are the kind who worm their way into homes and 

gain control over weak-willed women, who are loaded down with sins and are swayed by all 

kinds of evil desires, 7 always learning but never able to acknowledge the truth. (2 Timothy 3:1-

7) 

  

 After issuing this caveat, he, once more, drew attention to the mythological stories versus 

the Word itself. Again, he warns: 

 
     In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of 

his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: 2 Preach the Word; be prepared in season and 

out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction. 3 For the 

time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they 

will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. 4 They 

will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. 5 But you, keep your head in all 

situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry. 

(4:1-5)691 

  

 As we conclude this study about mythology that Paul had to combat in Ephesus, we cite 

from Claire O’Neal’s informative book dealing with Artemis and mythology.  

 

Ancient Greek Religion 

 
     The story of the ill-fated Actaeon [AK-tee-on] is a myth—meaning “story,” “word,” or even 

“speech”—told by ancient Greeks to describe the gods and goddesses of their religion. Greek religion 

was based upon many myths that sought to explain the mysteries of nature and life. In myth, gods had 

supernatural powers that caused natural events such as a sunrise or an earthquake. Gods also ruled the 

human body and mind. They were responsible for birth and death and for human emotions, especially 

love. Ancient Greek religion is no longer practiced, but people can study it today because the writings 

of its practitioners survive, and the myths continue to influence Western thought and culture. Myths 

also give us an opportunity to understand the culture and values of ancient Greece. 

     No single book exists that records every Greek myth, because myths were developed piecemeal 

over a long period of time. Before Greek writing evolved in the eight century BCE, myths were 

passed along through storytellers. Starting in the 700s BCE, the Greek poet Homer wrote down some 

of the most influential stories. Others writers followed, each usually telling a myth a little differently. 

                                                 
691See also Dallas Burdette, “The Role of Women in the Great Commission,” in Dallas Burdette, Old 

Texts Through New Eyes: Reexamination of Misunderstood Scriptures (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 

234-250. See also Dallas Burdette, “Literalism and Isolationism of Scripture,” Ibid., 251-273.  
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This variety sometimes complicated the stories, but the plots and major characters stayed mostly the 

same, giving all Greeks a communal knowledge of important myths.  

     There are literally hundreds of characters in Greek mythology, but most myths involve one or 

more of the twelve Olympians. These most powerful gods and goddesses were so called because they 

were thought to live atop Mount Olympus, the highest mountain in Greece. The Actaeon myth tells us 

about the goddess Artemis, a major player in the Greek pantheon.692 

 

 

                                                 
692Claire O’Neal, Artemis: Profiles in Greek and Roman Mythology (Hockessin, Delaware: Mitchell 

Lane Publishers, 2008), 9-10. This book is brief and concise, but it is extremely well-written. 
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33 

 
 

Are You the One 

 Who Was to Come? 
 

 

 

This study is designed to reinforce Paul’s emphasis in his Pastoral Epistles concerning 

the Deity of Christ. Jesus is not one of the mythological deities. He is God! Jesus, indeed, is the 

One who was to come as prophesied by Moses as well as other prophets. Since we have devoted 

three studies to an overview of First and Second Timothy (Chapters 30, 31, and 32), which 

study reflected upon the Deity of Jesus Christ versus the mythological gods and goddesses of 

paganism. The following chapters (33—38) will seek to reinforce what many of the women in 

Ephesus did not understand. Today, we still witness a denial of the Deity of Jesus Christ. 

Thousands reject Jesus as the Son of God and the Savior of humanity.  

There needs to be a spiritual wakeup call to who Jesus Christ really is. As Christians, we 

need to reflect once more upon God’s action for the rescue of lost humanity, which act began 

before He created the world (Ephesians 1:4). For centuries, Christians have met on Sundays as a 

time to re-orient their minds toward that Incarnation Event that brought to a climax the 

promises God made to Abraham when he was seventy-five years old (Genesis 12:4). From the 

time of Abraham (2166—1991 BC) to Christ, we see a span of two thousand years of history. 

With the coming of Christ, we witness the Christ Event (God becoming flesh—John 1:14) as 

changing the world. 

 Even before God revealed Himself in the Christ Event, God did not leave Himself 

without witness of His intent to bring about the salvation of all nations. Just a casual reading of 

the Hebrew Scriptures, beginning with the Book of Genesis, reveals God’s love and purpose to 

redeem all humanity “in” and “through” Jesus Christ (Genesis 3:15).  Even before the birth of 

the Son of God in Bethlehem, God communicated to men and women through history, 

prophecy, and Scripture. In our weekly assemblies, we commemorate the coming of Christ as 

God Incarnate.  

We celebrate the “One who was to come” as foretold by the prophets (see Isaiah 52:13—

53:1-12; Zechariah 3:1-9; Malachi 3:1). John the Baptist’s question to Jesus should ring loud 

and clear in the hearts of men and women. What was the question? Listen to John as he asked: 

“Are you the One who was to come?” This inquiry has infiltrated the hearts of men and women 

down through the ages. Is Jesus the One predicted by the prophets? The writings of the New 

Testament are a response to this probing question of John the Immerser, commonly known as 
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John the Baptist. Following the arrest of John the Baptist, we can feel the despair of John as he 

rethinks his own role as the forerunner of Jesus as foretold by the prophets. If Jesus is the One, 

why am I in jail? 

 Even though John the Baptist had doubts, nevertheless, we are conscious that the Twelve, 

too, did not understand the full import of the events about to transpire as the earthly ministry of 

Jesus came to a close on Calvary—the ultimate climax of the Christ Event. A classic example 

of failure to comprehend the mission of Jesus is Peter’s rejection of Jesus’ words to His 

disciples:  

 
     From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer 

many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed 

and on the third day be raised to life. (Matthew 16:21) 

 

At this saying, Peter took our Lord aside and rebuked Him for His remarks. Matthew 

preserves Peter’s response this way: “Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. ‘Never, 

Lord!’ he said. ‘This shall never happen to you!’” (16:22). Prior to this encounter, Jesus had just 

asked His disciples as to what the people thought of Him. They replied by saying: “Some say 

John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets” (16:14). 

Following their answer about Jesus’ identity, Jesus wanted to know what the Twelve thought 

about His identity. Peter immediately responds by saying: “You are the Christ,a the Son of the 

living God” (16:16). 

 John the Baptist’s question alerts every believer to a consciousness that the Jews 

expected the fulfillment of the Messianic prophecies concerning the coming of the Messiah to 

rescue humanity. The air, so to speak, was full of excitement about the fulfillment of the long-

promised Messiah. Even though this isolated study of John’s question cannot explore all of the 

prophecies concerning the coming of the Messiah, this study will explore the “Branch” passages 

in order to set the tone for John’s inquiry concerning the role of Jesus in the ongoing drama of 

redemption. The third chapter of Zechariah is an excellent place to begin. Zechariah (520 BC) 

spoke of the coming “Branch” as the One who would remove the sin of the land in a single day. 

Listen to him as he writes: 

 
     ‘Listen, O high priest Joshua and your associates seated before you, who are men symbolic of 

things to come: I am going to bring my servant, the Branch. 9 See, the stone I have set in front of 

Joshua! There are seven eyesc on that one stone, and I will engrave an inscription on it,’ says the 

LORD Almighty, ‘and I will remove the sin of this land in a single day.’ (Zechariah 3:8-9) 

 

 This third chapter begins with Joshua the high priest (He was symbolic of things to 

come.) standing before the angel of the Lord with Satan at His right hand to accuse him (3:1). 

This priest was “dressed in filthy clothes as he stood before the angel” (3:3). Even though this 

priest fell short of God’s glory, nevertheless, God snatched this “burning stick from the fire” 

(3:2). The angel then announced that the Lord had taken away his sin and put rich garments on 

                                                 
a Or Messiah; also in verse 20 
c Or facets 
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him (3:4). As stated above (3:8-9), we observe that “the Branch” is none other than the One 

that John inquired about. John wanted to know if Jesus is the One that Zechariah wrote about—

the One who would “remove the sin of this land in a single day” (3:9). 

 No doubt, Zachariah reflected upon the words of Isaiah (739 BC), who two hundred years 

earlier, had also spoken of “the Branch” (Isaiah 4:2). Prior to this statement by Isaiah, he also 

predicted the coming of the Messiah during the last days of the nation of Israel, which nation 

was destroyed in AD 70. In other words the “scepter” (political power) departed Judah in AD 

70, which prophecy Jacob foretold to Judah as recorded in Genesis 49:10. For example, Jacob 

told Judah: “The scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, 

until he comes to whom it belongscand the obedience of the nations is his” (Genesis 49:10). 

“Until he comes to whom it belongs” is none other than the Christ, the promised One.  

The NIV translates “Shiloh” as “until he comes to whom it belongs.” Just a casual 

reading of Chapters 2—3 of Isaiah reveals that God reiterates His promise to Israel as recorded 

by Moses in Deuteronomy 32, which is commonly known as the “The Song of Moses.” This 

chapter describes the events that climaxed the down-fall of Israel in AD 70. It is to this event 

that Isaiah relates to the coming of the “Branch.” Listen to him as he describes the events that 

will occur “in that day” (Isaiah 4:2): 

 
     In that day the Branch of the LORD will be beautiful and glorious, and the fruit of the land will be 

the pride and glory of the survivors in Israel. 3 Those who are left in Zion, who remain in Jerusalem, 

will be called holy, all who are recorded among the living in Jerusalem. 4 The Lord will wash away 

the filth of the women of Zion; he will cleanse the bloodstains from Jerusalem by a spirita of 

judgment and a spiritb of fire. (4:2-4)  

 

 Approximately one hundred years later, Jeremiah (627 BC) also spoke of the “Branch” to 

come. Jeremiah explains:  

 
     “The days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will raise up to Davida a righteous Branch, a 

King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land. 6In his days Judah will be saved 

and Israel will live in safety. This is the name by which he will be called: The LORD Our 

Righteousness.” (Jeremiah 23:5-6)  

 

One thing that stands out in addition to “a righteous Branch” is His name, “The LORD 

Our Righteousness.” Paul, over six hundred years later, speaks of this prophecy as having its 

fulfillment in the Christ Event. Listen to him as he writes about God’s wisdom in this scheme of 

redemption:  

 

                                                 
c Or until Shiloh comes; or until he comes to whom tribute belongs 
a Or the Spirit 
b Or the Spirit 
a Or up from David’s line 
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     It is because of him [God] that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from 

God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. 31 Therefore, as it is written: “Let him who 

boasts boast in the Lord.b (1 Corinthians 1:30-31) 

 

 In other words, God made Jesus our Righteousness, our Holiness, and our Redemption. 

This is the reason that Jeremiah spoke of His name as “The LORD Our Righteousness.” We are 

conscious of the “Branch” as the One who would do away with sin in a single day. Remember 

that Isaiah (739 BC), Jeremiah (627 BC), and Zechariah (520 BC) all prophesied concerning the 

coming One of whom John desired to know if He was the One to come. During the time of 

Zachariah, God raised up another prophet, Haggai (520 BC) who also prophesied of the coming 

Messiah. Pay attention to Him as he writes:  

 
     This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘In a little while I will once more shake the heavens and the 

earth, the sea and the dry land. 7 I will shake all nations, and the desired of all nations will come, 

and I will fill this house with glory,’ says the LORD Almighty. (Haggai 2:6-7)  

 

This shaking of all nations occurred during the final days of Judah. The “desired of all 

nations” came before this final shaking of the “heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land.” 

Daniel (605 BC), too, spoke of the coming of the Anointed One. Daniel writes 

 
     Know and understand this: From the issuing of the decreed to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until 

the Anointed One,e the ruler, comes, there will be seven ‘sevens,’ and sixty-two ‘sevens.’ It will be 

rebuilt with streets and a trench, but in times of trouble. 26 After the sixty-two ‘sevens,’ the Anointed 

One will be cut off and will have nothing.f The people of the ruler who will come will destroy the 

city and the sanctuary. The end will come like a flood: War will continue until the end, and 

desolations have been decreed. 27 He will confirm a covenant with many for one ‘seven.’g In the 

middle of the ‘seven’h he will put an end to sacrifice and offering. And on a wing of the temple he 

will set up an abomination that causes desolation, until the end that is decreed is poured out on him.ij” 

(Daniel 9:25-27) 

 

 Isaiah 53, Psalm 22, and Daniel 9 address the spectacle of Gethsemane and Calvary. 

God’s wrath was poured out in all its fierceness upon His righteous Servant—His Anointed 

One. Isaiah wrote about this Servant:  

 
     Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him 

and he will bring justice to the nations. 2He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets. 

                                                 
b Jer. 9:24 
d Or word 
e Or an anointed one; also in verse 26 
f Or off and will have no one; or off, but not for himself 
g Or ‘week’ 
h Or ‘week’ 
i Or it 
j Or And one who causes desolation will come upon the pinnacle of the abominable temple, until the end 

that is decreed is poured out on the desolated city 
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3A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out. In faithfulness he will 

bring forth justice; 4he will not falter or be discouraged till he establishes justice on earth. In his law 

the islands will put their hope. (Isaiah 42:1-4)  

 

Prior to this prophecy, Isaiah also foretold the coming of John the Baptist. Listen to him as 

he writes about the one who would prepare the way for the coming of God’s Anointed One:  

 
     A voice of one calling: “In the desert prepare the way for the LORD

a; make straight in the 

wilderness a highway for our God.b4Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made 

low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain. 5And the glory of the LORD will 

be revealed, and all mankind together will see it. For the mouth of the LORD has spoken.” (40:3-4)  

 

 Matthew understood this prophecy as Messianic in overtone. He explains the prophecy of 

Isaiah this way:  

 
     In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea 2 and saying, “Repent, for 

the kingdom of heaven is near.” 3 This is he who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: “A voice 

of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.’ ”a (Matthew 

3:1-3)  

 

In the eleventh chapter of the Book of Matthew, he records the now famous question of 

John the Baptist:  

 
     After Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he went on from there to teach and preach 

in the towns of Galilee.a 2 When John heard in prison what Christ was doing, he sent his disciples 3 to 

ask him, “Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?” (11:1-3)  

 

 Once again, we, as Christians, celebrate a fact, not a theory. The Incarnation is not myth. 

Both the Incarnation and the supreme Christ Event upon Calvary are not myths, but rather they 

are historically attested facts. Peter, in his second epistle, wrote to those who had accepted the 

Incarnation and the Crucifixion and the Resurrection:  

 
     We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty.  (2 Peter 1:16) 

 

Surely, Peter must have reflected upon the Mount of Transfiguration experience as still 

vivid in his own life as he recalled seeing Jesus in His glory (Matthew 17:1-8). As we reflect 

back upon God becoming flesh, we cannot help but think about the shepherds who received 

notice of this happening from “an angel of the Lord.” Luke, a co-laborer of Paul, gathered 

                                                 
a Or A voice of one calling in the desert: / “Prepare the way for the LORD 
b Hebrew; Septuagint make straight the paths of our God 
a Isaiah 40:3 
a Greek in their towns 
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information about this birth and recorded this information for Theophilus (Luke 1:1-4). Luke 

writes about the circumstances surrounding this birth of the Son of God: 

 
     And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 
9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were 

terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will 

be for all the people. 11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christa the 

Lord. 12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 13 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 
14  “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” (Luke 2:8-14) 

 

 This “baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger” is none other than “Christ the Lord” 

promised to Adam and Eve, Abraham (Abraham 2166—1991 BC), Isaac (2066—1886 BC), 

Jacob (2006—1859 BC), Moses (1526—1406 BC), David (1010-930 BC, forty-year reign), and 

all the prophets. The foundation of Christianity is Christ. As we recall the events recorded in the 

Old and New Testament writings, we are conscious that Christianity sprang out of history. It is 

not dead history, but it is a living and spiritual history. Christianity must be built upon the 

complete life of Christ, which life includes His Birth (first coming), His Death, His Burial, His 

Resurrection, and His second coming in judgment on the apostate nation of Israel for its 

rejection of Him as the promised Messiah and Savior of the world. 

 We stand in awe and wonder as we contemplate the love of God Who sent His Son into 

the world for the sins of lost humanity (John 3:16-18). The One who controls the heavenly host 

came to earth as a babe. Isaiah, seven hundred years before God became flesh, foretold this 

event of the birth of the Christ. He, through the Holy Spirit, writes:  

 
     Therefore the Lord himself will give youc a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth 

to a son, andd will call him Immanuel.e” (Isaiah 7:14)  

 

Once more, he foresees this coming of the Christ: “For to us a child is born, to us a son is 

given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful 

Counselor,b Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (9:6). We cannot read this 

prediction without a consciousness that “a child is born” and “a son is given.” We celebrate the 

Christ Who came to “save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). Toward the end of Paul’s 

ministry, he wrote to Timothy concerning the birth of the Christ:  

 

                                                 
a Or Messiah. “The Christ” (Greek) and “the Messiah” (Hebrew) both mean “the Anointed One”; also in 

verse 26. 
c The Hebrew is plural. 
d Masoretic Text; Dead Sea Scrolls and he or and they 
e Immanuel means God with us. 
b Or Wonderful, Counselor 
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     Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: Hec appeared in a body,dwas vindicated 

by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, 

was taken up in glory. (1 Timothy 3:16) 

 

 One of Paul’s earliest epistles focuses upon the very core of the Christian Gospel—the 

coming of Jesus in bodily form. He writes to the churches in the province of Galatia the 

following words:  

 
     But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, 5 to 

redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons. (Galatians 4:4-5)  

 

In this same epistle, he defends the Gospel he proclaimed to them on his first missionary 

journey. Listen to him as he reminds them of the Gospel he made known:  

 
     I want you to know, brothers, that the gospel I preached is not something that man made up. 12 I 

did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus 

Christ. (1:11-12)  

 

Paul, unlike the Twelve, had not known the historic Jesus, as far as is known, during 

Jesus’ earthly ministry. He had not listened to the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5—7); he 

had not witnessed the feeding of the five thousand (Mark 6:30-44); He had not communed with 

Jesus in the final Passover meal as the Twelve (Luke 22:13-22); he had not stood sorrowing 

before Calvary’s Cross and later rushed breathless into the empty tomb on Sunday morning 

(Luke 24:1-12). Paul had not experienced the events that the Twelve and many others had 

experienced concerning the Christ. To Paul, these past events did not belong to his personal 

experiences. Nevertheless, Christ became real and present in his life through a direct encounter 

with the risen Christ.693 

 Once Paul came across the living Christ, he made Christianity his own affair. In his 

coming to Christ, he died to himself (2 Corinthians 11:23-29; Philippians 1:21). As we reflect 

upon the Incarnation, this contemplation should call forth a life of worship. In Jesus, we witness 

His human life as an activity of God in time and space; we observe Jesus dealing with the last 

enemy of humanity, namely death. With the coming of Jesus, we observe Jesus bringing in the 

New Age, that is, the life of the eternal world.  Without the Incarnation, there would be no real 

uniqueness in Jesus Christ and no real redemption.  

The question asked by John, “Are you the One who was to come, or should we expect 

someone else?” is still relevant today. The miraculous powers of Jesus should convince anyone 

who truly seeks an answer to this inquiry. Listen to Jesus’ reply:  

 

                                                 
c Some manuscripts God 
d Or in the flesh 
693For an in-depth study about Paul’s encounter with the living Christ, see Dallas Burdette, “Paul’s 

Conversion: Apologetic for Christianity,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our 

Privileges, Vol., 1 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 92-120.  
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     Go back and report to John what you hear and see: 5 The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those 

who have leprosyb are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the 

poor. (Matthew 11:4-5) 

 

Jesus offers redemption. With the coming of Jesus in the flesh, we view a Word-from-

the-beyond for the redemption of men and women, which redemption is mediated through the 

events of history. Christianity is built upon the historical facts surrounding the coming and 

ministry of Jesus. Christianity is not based on our theological or ethical views, but rather it is 

based on the person of Jesus. John, one of the Apostles, writes with conciseness when he pens 

the following words: 

 
     In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He 

was with God in the beginning. 3 Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made 

that has been made. 4 In him was life, and that life was the light of men. 5 The light shines in the 

darkness, but the darkness has not understooda it. 6 There came a man who was sent from God; his 

name was John. 7 He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men 

might believe. 8 He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. 9 The true light 

that gives light to every man was coming into the world.b 10 He was in the world, and though the 

world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. 11 He came to that which was his own, 

but his own did not receive him. 12 Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he 

gave the right to become children of God— 13 children born not of natural descent,c nor of human 

decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. 14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling 

among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only,d who came from the Father, full of 

grace and truth. 15 John testifies concerning him. He cries out, saying, “This was he of whom I said, 

‘He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.’ ” 16 From the fullness of his 

grace we have all received one blessing after another. 17 For the law was given through Moses; grace 

and truth came through Jesus Christ. 18 No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only,e f who 

is at the Father’s side, has made him known. (John 1:1-14)  

 

 God the Father is beyond our ability to see and to know. On the other hand, we can know 

the Father through Jesus who makes Him known. With the coming of Christ, we now have 

history. Remember, Jesus asked His disciples: “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” 

(Matthew 16:13). Jesus is a historical person; He declared Himself to be the One the prophets 

foretold. The critical question still is: Who is Jesus? This question is the critical issue and the 

true starting point in our investigation of Christianity. The Body of Christ needs a wake-up call 

to reevaluate its concept of Christianity. What is Christianity all about? Unfortunately, 

Christendom is full of Christianities, that is to say, the world is full of denominations. To 

the shame of God’s people, far too many believers fail to proclaim Jesus as the center of 

gravity of Christianity.  

                                                 
b The Greek word was used for various diseases affecting the skin—not necessarily leprosy. 
a Or darkness, and the darkness has not overcome 
b Or This was the true light that gives light to every man who comes into the world 
c Greek of bloods 
d Or the Only Begotten 
e Or the Only Begotten 
f Some manuscripts but the only (or only begotten) Son 
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For many saints, Jesus is no longer the glue, so to speak, that binds His people together, 

but rather it is now traditions.  The church has forgotten its purpose—preaching Jesus as God’s 

way of salvation.694 The church today is constantly in danger of being a slave to its historical 

past and, at the same time, cemented to quotations from the church fathers of their heritage, 

which traditions are equated with the Word of God itself. These pronouncements become the 

final word of truth, not Jesus. Christianity today is bound up with various views, especially 

ecclesiastical rites.  

Christians exclude one another from their local fellowships over nonsensical issues. 

He who believes not the traditions will be damned. Love is no longer a factor in fellowship. 

We should never forget that Jesus did not come to establish a system of theology, but rather He 

brought a system of salvation based on faith in His finished work upon the Cross (John 19:30). 

Jesus, as it were, pointed to His own Person. Do we want eternal life? Remember, we know the 

One who is the keeper of the keys of the grave. The Incarnation is a part of the process of the 

Divine life. Many in Ephesus did not fully grasp the uniqueness of Jesus. Unfortunately, 

numerous women in Ephesus had not abandoned their former gods and goddesses as well as the 

practice of magic. 

As we reflect upon the Second coming of Christ in AD 70, we are immediately conscious 

that Israel suffered for her rejection of God’s Son. We, too, fall short in our daily walk with 

God; nevertheless, God has provided the remedy—Jesus became sin for us (2 Corinthians 5:21).  

Since sin cuts us off from the life of God, we must accept Jesus as God’s Atonement for the sins 

of humanity (1 Corinthians 1:30-31). As a result of our acceptance of Jesus, God does not 

“impute” our sins to us (Romans 5:13). The end result, according to Paul, is that there is no 

condemnation to those “in Christ” (8:1). The Incarnation was necessary in order that there 

might be Atonement for sinners (Hebrews 2:14-18). It is in this vein that Paul writes to the 

Christians in Rome: 

 
     God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement,a through faith in his blood. He did this to 

demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand 

unpunished— 26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one 

who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. (Romans 3:25-26)  

 

Have we responded to the call of God? Do we want eternal life? We ought never to forget 

that God removed the barriers holding us back from salvation. With the coming of Christ, God 

removed the barricade holding us from salvation. Jesus is the window through whom we see 

God. Jesus calls attention to this truth as he responds to a question by one of His Apostles. In 

this scenario, John (one of the Twelve) reports Philip’s (also one of the Twelve) question and 

Jesus’ response:  

 

                                                 
694For an analysis of preaching by the early church, see Dallas Burdette, Preaching in the Early Church,” 

in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon 

Press, 2008), 344-382.  
a 25Or as the one who would turn aside his wrath, taking away sin 
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     Philip said, ‘Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us.’ 9 Jesus answered: ‘Don’t 

you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me 

has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’?” (John 14:8-9) 

 

Again, we stand in awe of God’s grace as we contemplate the Incarnation. The 

Incarnation is the Divine and merciful answer to our falling away from God. In Jesus, the world 

of eternity is present in His person. Since the past belongs to each individual, we are no longer a 

blank page. We have a history of sin in our lives. Paul writes with insight as he cites the Old 

Testament writings: 

 
     But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law 

and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all 

who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 

justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. (Romans 3:21-24)  

 

We now have a history—a history of sin and rebellion. The biblical doctrine of the 

Incarnation cannot be understood apart from God’s holiness. In the Incarnation we witness 

Divine wrath as well as Divine righteousness. Without Jesus, every individual is stripped 

absolutely naked in God’s presence. In the Incarnation, God breaks through His wrath against 

sin. In the Incarnation, we see the self-movement of God toward men and women, which 

movement is the theme of God’s written Word.  

In the Incarnate Word, God comes to every individual. The Bible, from beginning to 

end, is the story of God breaking into human life. The coming of God’s kingdom, in and 

through Jesus, challenges our lovelessness and our hardness toward others. How do we answer 

John’s question? It is only in Jesus that Satan is silenced on the ground of God’s choice, 

namely, Jesus. Is it any wonder that Paul, in his Epistle to the Philippians, soars into the heights 

of heaven, as it were, as he seeks to capture the wonder of it all? Listen to him as he expresses 

his joy in knowing Jesus: 

 
     But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 8 What is more, I 

consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my 

Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9 and be 

found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is 

through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 10 I want to know 

Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, 

becoming like him in his death, 11 and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. 

(Philippians 3:7-11)  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 The purpose of this chapter is to help us to put into proper focus the identity of Jesus the 

Messiah. Just a perusal of the Pastoral Epistles reveals that many within Ephesus did not 

understand fully the true nature of Jesus. In other words, they did not possess full knowledge 

of Jesus the Messiah. Do we really and truly want to know Christ? Do we feel the way Paul felt 

about the One whom John the Baptist inquired about? Have we accepted Him as the Savior of 
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the world? Are we in fellowship with Him and with the Father? Who is Jesus? John, one of the 

Twelve, reflects upon this One called the Christ: 

 
     That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, 

which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of 

life. 2 The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, 

which was with the Father and has appeared to us. 3 We proclaim to you what we have seen and 

heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with 

his Son, Jesus Christ. 4 We write this to make oura joy complete. (1 John 1:1-4)  

 

But last of all, we should listen in on the conversation of Jesus with Nicodemus as He 

explains to him about His ministry. 

 
     No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven—the Son of Man.d 14 Just 

as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15 that everyone who 

believes in him may have eternal life.e 16 “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only 

Son,f that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his 

Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. 18 Whoever believes in 

him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not 

believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.g 19 This is the verdict: Light has come into the 

world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. 20 Everyone who does 

evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. 21 But 

whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done 

has been done through God.”h (John 3:13-21)  

 

 The next chapter (Chapter 34) is a continuation of an analysis of who Jesus Christ is. 

Chapter 34 examines 1 Timothy 3:16, which verse calls attention to a fuller knowledge or 

understanding of the identity of Jesus the Christ. This explanation about Jesus refutes the 

mythological stories circulating throughout the church in Ephesus concerning their gods and 

goddesses. Also, this statement by Paul reinforces his earlier remarks about Jesus being the 

“one mediator between God and men” (2:5). E. R. Dodds gives a citation from Plato, which 

comments are directly opposed to the teachings of Paul. Dodds writes: 

 
    ‘Everything that is daemonic,’ says Diotima to Socrates, ‘is intermediate between God and mortal. 

Interpreting and conveying the wishes of men to gods and the will of gods to men, it stands between 

the two and fills the gap…. God has no contact with man; only through the daemonic is there 

intercourse and conversation between men and gods, whether in the waking state or during sleep. And 

                                                 
a Some manuscripts your 
d Some manuscripts Man, who is in heaven 
e Or believes may have eternal life in him 
f Or his only begotten Son 
g Or God’s only begotten Son 
h Some interpreters end the quotation after verse 15. 
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the man who is expert in such intercourse is a daemonic man, compared with whom the experts in 

arts or handicrafts are but journeyman.695 (Emphasis mine) 

 

 

 

                                                 
695E. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety: Some Aspects of Religious Experience from 

Marcus Aurelius to Constantine (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1965, 1991), 37. 
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34 

 
 

The Mystery of Godliness 
 

 

 Paul’s hymn concerning Jesus sets forth the Gospel in its essentials. The word mystery 

occurs seven times in the Book of Ephesians. Even though the word mystery only occurs two 

time in the Pastoral Epistles (1 Timothy 3:9, 16), nevertheless, the Pastoral Epistles make a 

distinction between the mystery of God with the mystery religions of paganism. The Book of 

Ephesians as well as the Books of First and Second Timothy and the Book of Titus seek to 

unfold God’s mystery that had been hidden in God even before He brought the world into 

existence (Ephesians 1:3-14). The prophets foretold the birth of Jesus and searched diligently as 

to when this grace would come from God. They wanted to know the time and circumstances of 

the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow.  

Even the angelic host desired to stoop low and look into things that would transpire with 

the birth of the Messiah. In effect, none understood perfectly the events surrounding “the 

mystery of godliness” (2 Timothy 3:16). Before we embark upon an exposition of 1 Timothy 

3:14-16, perhaps it would be beneficial to reflect upon Matthew’s and Luke’s account of the 

birth of Jesus Christ. The two accounts give insight as to the miraculous nature of the events 

that transpired in the Incarnation of Jesus. Matthew begins his book by calling attention to the 

circumstances surrounding the coming of Jesus: 

 
     This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to 

Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.  19 

Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, 

he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord 

appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as 

your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  21 She will give birth to a son, 

and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 22 All this 

took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet:  23 “The virgin will be with child and 

will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel”—which means, “God with us.” 24 When 

Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his 

wife.  25 But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus. 

(Matthew 1:18-24). 

 

 We cannot read this text without a consciousness that the birth of Christ involved the 

miraculous: “what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (1:20). Not only does Matthew 

call attention to the amazing, but he also calls awareness to the prophetic nature of the birth of 

Christ: “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet” (1:22). 

Approximately 740 years earlier, Isaiah (7:14) had foretold the coming of this One who is also 
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called “Immanuel,” which means, “God with us.” We cannot mull over the words of Paul to 

Timothy (1 Timothy 3:14-16) without contemplation upon both Matthew and Luke in their birth 

accounts of Jesus. Luke’s account of an angel’s visit to some shepherds tending to their flocks 

is also quite illuminating: 

 
     And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.  

9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were 

terrified.  10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will 

be for all the people.  11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the 

Lord.  12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 13 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 14 

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” 15 When the angels 

had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and 

see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” 16 So they hurried off and found 

Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger.  17 When they had seen him, they 

spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18 and all who heard it were 

amazed at what the shepherds said to them.  19 But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered 

them in her heart.  20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had 

heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. (Luke 2:8-20) 

 

 In the reading of these two accounts concerning the birth of Jesus, the prophet Micah 

comes to mind, especially with the words of the shepherds: “Let’s go to Bethlehem.” 

Approximately 735 years earlier, Micah prophesied concerning the birth of Jesus, which birth 

the angels announced as recorded by Matthew and Luke in their Gospels:  

 
     But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will 

come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times. 

(Micah 5:2) 

 

The words “whose origins are from of old, from ancient times” address the origin of the 

One to be born of a virgin (Isaiah 7:14; Matthew 1:21-23). In other words, His origin is much 

earlier than his human birth. Jesus, in one of His encounters with the Jews, informed the Jews: 

“before Abraham was born, I am!” (John 8:58). It is significant that Jesus did not say, “I was,” 

but rather, “I am” (ἐγὼ εἰμί, egō eimi). Thus, Jesus expresses the eternity of His being and of 

His oneness with the Father. In the prophecy by Micah (2:5) concerning the birthplace of Jesus, 

Matthew says regarding the visit of the Magi:  

 
     After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east 

came to Jerusalem 2 and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his 

star in the east and have come to worship him.” (Matthew 2:1-2)  

 

Did the religious leaders understand Micah 2:5 as being Messianic in tone? Yes! Listen 

once more to Matthew as he reports conversations from the religious leaders in their response to 

a question from Herod concerning the whereabouts of His birth:  
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     When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him.  4 When he had called 

together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to 

be born.  5 “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written:” 6‘But you, 

Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will 

come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.’”  (Matthew 2:3-5) 

 

 This One “whose origins are from of old, from ancient times” (Micah 5:2) is the same 

One whom John speaks of in his prologue to his Gospel: 

 
     In the beginning (Ἐν ἀρχῇ, En archē) was the Word, and the Word was with God (πρὸς τὸν θεόν, 

pros ton theon, facing the God), and the Word was God.  2 He was with God in the beginning. 3 

Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.  4 In him was 

life, and that life was the light of men. (John 1:1-4) 

 

John steps back into eternity as he seeks to divulge something of the preexistence of the 

Word. Then he climaxes this prologue with: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling 

among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, 

full of grace and truth” (1:14). Again, we stand in awe as we read a prayer of Jesus to the 

Father: 

 
     Father, the time has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.  2 For you granted him 

authority over all people that he might give eternal life to all those you have given him.  3 Now this is 

eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.  4 I 

have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me to do.  5 And now, Father, 

glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the world began. (17:1-5) 

 

 In the writings of Paul, we observe one who is filled with the wonder of it all. As Paul sat 

in prison in Rome, he writes to the Ephesians (AD 61) the following words as he reflects upon 

“the mystery of his will”: 

 
     Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly 

realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ.  4 For he chose us in him before the creation of the 

world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love 5 he predestined us to be adopted as his sons 

through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will— 6 to the praise of his glorious grace, 

which he has freely given us in the One he loves.  7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the 

forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace 8 that he lavished on us with all 

wisdom and understanding.  9 And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good 

pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, 10 to be put into effect when the times will have reached their 

fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. 11 In him 

we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything 

in conformity with the purpose of his will, 12 in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, 

might be for the praise of his glory.  13 And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word 

of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the 

promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those 

who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory. (Ephesians 1:3-14) 
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 If we wish to understand clearly the “mystery” that Paul develops in the Ephesian Epistle, 

then we need to read the Book of Ephesians as a whole—read the book as a book. Paul wanted 

the Ephesians to comprehend the redemption events that transpired “in Christ Jesus”:  

 
     I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his 

power.  8 Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach to 

the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, 9 and to make plain to everyone the administration of 

this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things.  10 His intent was 

that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and 

authorities in the heavenly realms, 11 according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in 

Christ Jesus our Lord.  12 In him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and 

confidence.  13 I ask you, therefore, not to be discouraged because of my sufferings for you, which are 

your glory. (3:7-13) 

  

 Paul says that God chose to make this mystery—“the manifold wisdom of God”—known 

through the church. Today, the church—God’s family—is the “pillar and ground” of 

proclaiming this Gospel—Jesus as God’s way of salvation. This way of salvation is through 

faith in Jesus as God’s Atonement for the sins of the world. This introduction to “the mystery of 

godliness” brings us to the beginning of this message of Paul to Timothy concerning “the 

mystery of the faith” (1 Timothy 3:9), which he also equates with “The Mystery of Godliness” 

(3:16). Paul expresses this “mystery of godliness” in poetic fashion, which constitutes, perhaps, 

one of the earliest creeds of the church and, no doubt, was one of the earliest songs of the 

church: 

 
     Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by 

the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was 

taken up in glory. (3:16)   

 

 “The mystery of godliness” is that God in the person of Jesus Christ entered this world 

(John 1:1, 14). He paid the penalty for man’s transgression of God’s Law in order to redeem all 

those who put their trust in Him (Romans 3:21-26). This mystery of devotion (εὐσέβεια, 

eusebeia, “to be devout, piety”) refers to Christ, which is evident from the fact of that what 

precedes 1 Timothy 3:16. Paul elaborates on the uniqueness of Christ in his comments   on 

Jesus as the “one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (2:5). Paul expresses 

this “mystery” in clear and concise language in his second letter to the Corinthians: 

 
     Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!  18 All 

this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of 

reconciliation:  19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins 

against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation.  20 We are therefore Christ’s 

ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: 

Be reconciled to God.  21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might 

become the righteousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:17-21) 
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 This “mystery of godliness” (1 Timothy 3:16) = “the word of truth” (Ephesians 1:13) and 

this “word of truth” = “the gospel of your salvation” (1:13) and this “gospel of your salvation” 

= “the mystery of the faith” (1 Timothy 3:9) and “the mystery of the faith” = “Christ, the hope 

of glory” (Colossians 1:25-28).  Paul expresses this same truth in his first letter to Corinth this 

way: “It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from 

God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption” (1 Corinthians 1:30). The two 

expressions employed—“The mystery of the faith” (1 Timothy 3:9) and “the mystery of piety” 

(3:16)—pertain to our faith and to our devotion to glorify Him.696  

 

THE MYSTERY OF GODLINESS EXPLAINED 

 

Appeared in a Body 

 

Paul begins this “mystery of godliness” by calling attention to the Incarnation—“He 

appeared in a body” (3:16a). The virgin birth is not limited to only the Gospels of Matthew and 

Luke. Paul, too, zeros in on the virgin birth in that God prepared a body for Jesus.  Paul, in his 

letter to the Galatians (AD 48/49), addresses this subject: “But when the time had fully come, 

God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, 5 to redeem those under law, that we might 

receive the full rights of sons” (Galatians 4:4). The author of Hebrews presents this same 

concept: 

 
     Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he 

might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil— 15 and free those who all their 

lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.  16 For surely it is not angels he helps, but Abraham’s 

descendants.  17 For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he 

might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement 

for the sins of the people.  18 Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help 

those who are being tempted. (Hebrews 2:14-18) 

 

 The Incarnation of Jesus Christ is found throughout the New Testament writings. For 

example, Paul, in writing to the Philippians, expresses the Incarnation this way: “And being 

found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death 

on a cross!” (Philippians 2:8). As cited above, John, an Apostle of Jesus, begins his Gospel with 

the following words: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14). 

Again, as quoted above, the author of Hebrews writes: “He too shared in their humanity” 

(Hebrews 2:14). We cannot deny that Paul believed in the Incarnation of Jesus. Paul starts his 

Roman Epistle with the following eye-catching words: “Regarding his Son, who as to his 

human nature was a descendant of David” (Romans 1:3). Once more, the author of the Book of 

Hebrews cites Psalm 40-6-8 to demonstrate that God prepared a body for Jesus: “Therefore, 

when Christ came into the world, he said: ‘Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a 

                                                 
696For an excellent discussion of the differentiation between the two phrases, see William Hendriksen, I & 

II Timothy & Titus, New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1957), 137. 
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body you prepared for me; 6 with burnt offerings and sin offerings you were not pleased’” 

(Hebrews 10:5-6). 

 Today there are religious groups who deny the virgin birth, that is to say that God 

“appeared in a body” (“manifested in the flesh,” KJV), and who also deny that Jesus was 

“vindicated by the Spirit” (“justified in the Spirit,” KJV), that is to say, through His 

Resurrection. John, too, combated this form of denial of Jesus’ humanity in the philosophy of 

Gnosticism—a group who denied that Jesus had a flesh and blood body. But this same belief 

was also true among many Jews. As John seeks to combat the denial of Jesus’ humanity, he 

writes: “Many deceivers, who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh, have 

gone out into the world. Any such person is the deceiver and the antichrist” (2 John 7).  

What should the reaction of Christians be against those who deny this basic fundamental 

truth of the Gospel: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14)? 

Listen to John as he explains the critical nature of this belief: “If anyone comes to you and does 

not bring this teaching, do not take him into your house or welcome him.  11 Anyone who 

welcomes him shares in his wicked work” (2 John 10). Earlier John had warned about the 

antichrist: 

 
     Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, 

because many false prophets have gone out into the world.  2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit 

of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3but every 

spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you 

have heard is coming and even now is already in the world. (1 John 4:1-3) 

 

 The church cannot falter in upholding neither the doctrine of the virgin birth nor the 

Resurrection of Jesus Christ. The church is “the pillar and foundation of the truth” (1 Timothy 

3:15). The church must uphold the doctrines set forth in 1 Timothy 3:16. The church holds forth 

the words of life to a lost and dying world. The Gospel of God must be preached. What is the 

Gospel? Listen to Paul as he explains to Timothy: “Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the 

dead, descended from David. This is my gospel” (2 Timothy 2:8). This condensed statement 

concerning the essence of the Gospel by Paul equals the first two points of his creed in 1 

Timothy 3:16: “He appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit.” In 2 Timothy 2:8, the 

phrase “raised from the dead” is equivalent to “vindicated by the Spirit” and “descended from 

David” is equivalent to “he appeared in a body.” These two doctrines are reversed in 2 Timothy 

2:8 from 1 Timothy 3:16.  

 

Vindicated By the Spirit 

 

 As we reflect upon the words “vindicated by the Spirit,” we cannot help but ponder this 

particular phrase. Just what does this saying mean? This expression may be multifaceted in its 

depth. For one thing, we can surely say that Jesus was “vindicated by the Sprit” in his 

Resurrection. Paul addresses this concept in Romans: “Who through the Spirit of holiness was 

declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our 

Lord” (Romans 1:4). The Resurrection of Jesus proves everything.  The KJV’s rendering of 
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“justified in the Spirit” is somewhat confusing. The word justified is not used in the same sense 

that it is used when the word is applied to Christians. With Jesus, the word carries with it the 

idea of vindication, or exoneration. In spite of the fact of His Crucifixion, the Holy Spirit 

vindicated Jesus from all charges through Christ’s Resurrection. The Holy Spirit furnished the 

evidence that He was the Son of God, that is to say, justified His claims. 

 Also, one should not forget the role that the Holy Spirit played in His life. Matthew 

informs his readers that at the conception of Mary that an angel of God told Joseph: “Do not be 

afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy 

Spirit” (Matthew 1:20). Also, at the baptism of Jesus, Matthew again informs his readers about 

how Jesus, following His baptism, “He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and 

lighting on him” (3:16). John, too, records the words of Jesus concerning the role of the Holy 

Spirit in relationship to Himself:  

 
     But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor 

will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.  8 When he comes, he will convict the world 

of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment:  9 in regard to sin, because men do not 

believe in me. (John 16:7-8) 

 

 Jesus, in His conversation with Nicodemus, gives further testimony concerning the Holy 

Spirit and Himself: “For the one whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God gives 

the Spirit without limit” (3:34). Also, on the Day of Pentecost, Peter says,  

 
     God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.  33 Exalted to the right hand of 

God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see 

and hear. (Acts 2:32-33)  

 

On the Day of Pentecost, three thousand responded to the Gospel call and were added to the 

Christian community (2:41, 47). Once more, we witness the vindication of Jesus’ ministry with 

an outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon all those who accepted Jesus as the One whom God made 

both Lord and Christ (2:36). With this outpouring of the Spirit and the conversion of three 

thousand, we are again confronted with proof that the Holy Spirit vindicated the Redeemer—the 

One sent from God for the salvation of humanity. 

 

Seen by Angels 

 

 As we reflect upon this statement by Paul, we cannot help but call to mind the role that 

angels played in the ministry of Jesus. Luke records an encounter that some shepherds 

experienced with an angel of God. We witness an angel announcing the birth of the Messiah: 

 
     And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.  

9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were 

terrified.  10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will 

be for all the people.  11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the 
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Lord.  12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 13 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God. (Luke 2:8-13)  

 

 Not only did an angel appear at the birth of Jesus, but Luke also informs Theophilus (thē-

ŏfʾĭ-lŭs), the one to whom Luke wrote his Gospel, that “a great company of the heavenly host 

appeared.” Again, he writes that Jesus in His final hours, while praying on the Mount of Olives, 

an angel of God appeared to Jesus in order to strengthen Him: 

 
     Jesus went out as usual to the Mount of Olives, and his disciples followed him.  40 On reaching the 

place, he said to them, “Pray that you will not fall into temptation.”  41 He withdrew about a stone’s 

throw beyond them, knelt down and prayed, 42 “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet 

not my will, but yours be done.”  43 An angel from heaven appeared to him and strengthened him.  44 

And being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the 

ground. (22:39-44) 

 

 The author of Hebrews also calls alertness to the angelic host at the birth of Jesus: “And 

again, when God brings his firstborn into the world, he says, ‘Let all God’s angels worship 

him’” (Hebrews 11:6). Furthermore, as cited above, Luke informs Theophilus: “Suddenly a 

great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God” (Luke 2:13). Luke 

opens the birth of Jesus with angels present and closes the life of Jesus with an angel 

strengthening Him (22:43). Following Matthew’s account of the Temptation of Jesus, he, too, 

describes the task that angels played in the ministry of Jesus: “Then the devil left him, and 

angels came and attended him” (Matthew 4:11).  

 The writers of the New Testament zero in on the interest that the angels had in Him and 

His work. They came to Him in His sorrows and in His troubles. Paul, in his poetic section (1 

Timothy 3:16), seeks to give an imposing vision of the splendor and magnificence of the 

heavenly host, which drew them from the skies that they might announce His coming, take care 

of Him in His temptations, behold His Crucifixion, and keep an eye on Him in the tomb. Even 

though the religious leaders despised the work of Christ in His day, the angels of God 

manifested the deepest interest in Him: 

 
     Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched 

intently and with the greatest care, 11 trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit 

of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would 

follow.  12 It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of 

the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy 

Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things. (1 Peter 1:10-12) 

 

Preached Among the Nations 

 

 As we mull over these words of Paul in 1 Timothy 3:16, we can hardly fail to recall the 

words of Jesus to His disciples before His ascension: 

 
     Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  19 

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
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Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And 

surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:18-20) 

 

The disciples were to “go and make disciples of all nations.” How were they to make disciples? 

They made disciples by preaching the Gospel, which is Jesus as God’s way of salvation. Mark 

expresses the same truth as found in Matthew this way:  

 
     He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation.  16 Whoever 

believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned. (Mark 

16:16) 

 

 Just a perusal of the Book of Acts reveals that the Apostles and the disciples of Jesus 

preached Christ wherever they went.697 During the early days of Christianity, a dissension arose 

over the neglect of Grecian widows in the distribution of daily food (Acts 6:1-2). Out of this 

controversy, seven men, who were “full of the Spirit and wisdom,” were chosen to oversee this 

work (6:3). The Apostles declined oversight of this needed work in order to devote themselves 

“to prayer and the ministry of the word” (6:4). As a result of the preaching of Jesus, Luke says, 

“the number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly” (6:7). Following the preaching and 

persecution of Stephen (Chapter 7), one of the seven Deacons (Philip) went to Samaria and 

“proclaimed the Christ there” (8:5). His preaching was so powerful that Luke records the results 

with the following penetrating words: 

 
     But when they believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the name 

of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women.  13 Simon himself believed and was 

baptized. And he followed Philip everywhere, astonished by the great signs and miracles he saw. 

(8:12-13) 

 

 As we seek to understand what they preached, we cannot help but observe the 

terminology employed to describe the Gospel that they preached. This differentiation should 

assist us in our understanding of what we, too, should preach. For example, the following 

description should aid us in comprehending the substance of their preaching and how they 

described it: (1) “preached the word” [8:4], (2) “proclaimed the Christ” [8:5], and (3) “preached 

the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus” [8:12]. With all of these 

explanatory terms, Luke informs Theophilus that the Apostles in Jerusalem had heard that the 

people in Samaria “had accepted the word of God” [8:14]. Surely the Apostles must have 

shared The Great Commission issued by the Resurrected Christ before His ascension. 

 This One who was “despised and rejected by men” (Isaiah 53:3) is now universally 

heralded as the Savior of the world. Peter, in his address before the Sanhedrin, goes right to the 

heart of the Gospel: “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven 

given to men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). This phrase—“preached among the 

                                                 
697For an in-depth study of the substance of the preaching in the early church, see Dallas Burdette, 

“Preaching in the Early Church,” in Dallas Burdette, From Legalism to Freedom: A Spiritual Narrative of 

Liberation (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2010), 344-382.  
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nations”—is a reference to the worldwide mission of the Christian community. The missionary 

journeys of Paul reveal the nature of this evangelistic campaign to proclaim Jesus as the Savior 

of the world. In the proclamation of Christ, Paul sets forth the idea that the Gospel is for all who 

respond to the Good News of God’s kingdom—whether Jews or Gentiles.  

His missionary activities in Ephesus eventually resulted in his writing to the Christians in 

Asia Minor concerning this mystery made known to him by revelation (Ephesians 3:3). 

Immediately, he explains this mystery: “This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are 

heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in 

Christ Jesus” (3:6). Paul continuously develops this mystery in his epistles. For instance, in his 

letter to the Colossians, he speaks of the mystery that had been hidden from ages and from 

generations now made known to his saints (Colossians 1:26). Then in the very next breath, he 

tells what this mystery is:  

 
     To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, 

which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. 28 We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone 

with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.  29 To this end I labor, struggling 

with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me. (1:27-29)  

 

Even in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, he elaborates on the object of preaching by himself 

and others involved in this evangelistic outreach: 

 
     Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God 

made foolish the wisdom of the world?  21 For since in the wisdom of God the world through its 

wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save 

those who believe.  22 Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 23 but we preach 

Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those whom God 

has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  25 For the 

foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s 

strength. (1 Corinthians 1:20-25) 

 

Believed On in the World 

 

 This faith in Jesus was as a result of the pre-ascension mandate to evangelize the world. 

We cannot read the Book of Acts and other books without a consciousness of the impact that 

the Gospel had in the lives of those who heard the Good News of God’s way of salvation by 

faith in His Son. We witness, not only rejection, but we also witness thousands responding to 

the preaching about Jesus. This phrase—“believed on in the world”—is an allusion to the 

success of Jesus being “preached among the nations.” Within fifty days after the Resurrection of 

Jesus, Peter, and the other apostles, preached to thousands on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1-

14). 

 Three thousand on that one day believed the message about Jesus (2:41). Following this 

event, we find Peter and John in trouble with the religious authorities (4:1). Within just a short 

time, the number of disciples grew to about five thousand (4:4). Luke gives the background of 

this scenario and the results of their preaching: 
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     The priests and the captain of the temple guard and the Sadducees came up to Peter and John 

while they were speaking to the people.  2 They were greatly disturbed because the apostles were 

teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the dead.  3 They seized Peter and 

John, and because it was evening, they put them in jail until the next day.  4 But many who heard the 

message believed, and the number of men grew to about five thousand. (4:1-4)  

 

We cannot read the Book of Acts without an awareness of the success that the preaching 

about Jesus accomplished. One more example from the Book of Acts should suffice to confirm 

the statement of Paul to Timothy that Jesus “was believed on in the world.” Luke reports the 

result of Philip’s preaching in Samaria: 

 
     But when they believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the name 

of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women.  13 Simon himself believed and was 

baptized. And he followed Philip everywhere, astonished by the great signs and miracles he saw. 

(8:12)  

 

Taken Up in Glory 

 

 We stand in awe as we contemplate the ascension of Christ. Today, Christ is at the right 

hand of the Father. Jesus is there, but, at the same time, He is here in His people. He is waiting 

for us to approach the throne of grace with boldness. Have we talked with Him today? Have we 

thanked Him for our redemption?  This marvelous hymn about Christ moves from the earthly 

realm to the heavenly realm. As Christians, we still carry the burden of conveying this “mystery 

of godliness” to the world. This event was the crowning grandeur of the work of Christ. Surely 

this occurrence must have thrilled even the angels in heaven itself. John, the Apostle, gives a 

glimpse of the exhilaration and marvel of it all by the four living creatures, the twenty-four 

elders, and the angelic host numbering into thousands upon thousands (Revelation 5:6-14).  

John describes the behavior of the angels this way: 

 
     Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten 

thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders.  12 In a 

loud voice they sang:  “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom 

and strength and honor and glory and praise!” (5:11-12) 

The author of the Book of Hebrews, too, was conscious of the grandeur of His ascension 

and its implications for believers. He seeks to capture the importance of this event within the 

scheme of redemption: 

 
     Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of 

God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess.  15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 

sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we 

are—yet was without sin.  16 Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may 

receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need. (Hebrews 4:14-16) 
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 Is it any wonder that Paul says that Jesus “was taken up in glory”? This is a cardinal 

doctrine of the Christian faith. As believers, we should keep this truth in mind as we go about 

sharing the Good News about Jesus as the only way to God. Yes, Jesus passed through the 

heavens, that is to say, He entered into God’s presence. And, as a result of this ascension, we, 

who put our trust in Jesus, have access to God. In other words, Jesus opened the way for us to 

approach God. He is there at the throne of grace to intercede on behalf of us who come. Again, 

the writer-preacher expresses this same truth this way: “Therefore he is able to save completely 

those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them” (7:25).  

 As we reflect upon “who has gone through the heavens,” we recall the words of the 

author of this book: 

 
     The point of what we are saying is this: We do have such a high priest, who sat down at the right 

hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven, 2 and who serves in the sanctuary, the true tabernacle set 

up by the Lord, not by man.  (8:1-2) 

 

This statement is an affirmation of His ministry and His position as High Priest. We can readily 

see why Paul in his first Epistle to Timothy listed the ascension as of major importance in the 

proclamation of the Gospel. Once more, we should listen to the preacher as he sets forth this 

truth concerning the ascension and humanity’s redemption through the blood of Jesus: 

 
     When Christ came as high priest of the good things that are already here, he went through the 

greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man-made, that is to say, not a part of this creation.  12 

He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once 

for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption. (9:11-12) 

 

 Jesus offered His own life to God in order to make Atonement for sinful humanity, to 

open the way for men and women to approach God fully with confidence, and to create the new 

covenant that Jeremiah (31:33-34) had so clearly promised with great and exceeding precious 

promises. The author of the Book of Hebrews hammers home this point as he elaborates upon 

Jesus’ ministry in the heavens: 

 
      This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time, declares the Lord. I will 

put my laws in their minds and write them on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my 

people. 11 No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ 

because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest. 12 For I will forgive their 

wickedness and will remember their sins no more. (Hebrews 8:10-12) 

  

Perhaps, we can say that Christ’s sacrifice was consummated in heaven. As we think about 

His Death upon the Cross, His ascension, His entrance into the sanctuary of God’s presence, we 

quickly realize that all of these acts constitute one redemptive act. Is it any wonder that Paul 

includes the “ascension” as one of the cardinal doctrines of the “Good News” of God’s way of 

salvation? Again, what does it mean to us to say that He “was taken up in glory”?  Frequently, 

we think too little of this marvelous and glorious event—the Lord’s ascension.  
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As we mull over His Incarnation, we know that that event is wonderful. When we ponder 

His temptation and His victory in the desert, we come away with a feeling of wonderment. We 

can scarcely contemplate His Resurrection from the grave without cognition of such a colossal 

happening. But there is a sense in which His ascension tops all these marvelous events in His 

life. We are catapulted, as it were, into the orbit of glory as we contemplate upon all this 

majesty, this divinity, this power, and this glory as He passes through the heavens. 

 The pulpits of many Christian churches today do not give sufficient attention to this 

majestic topic set forth in Holy Scripture. As we contemplate about the life of Christ, we are 

immediately conscious of Jesus’ rapture into glory as the consummation of all the wonders of 

redemption. When Christ became Incarnate, He brought God down to mankind; but when He 

was “taken up in glory,” He bore men and women up to God.  Men and women can now 

approach the “throne of grace” (Hebrews 4:16). We should never forget that when He ascended 

up on high, He led captivity captive and gave gifts to men. Paul calls this great doctrine of 

redemption to the attention of the Christians in Ephesus: 

 
     But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it.  8 This is why it says: “When 

he ascended on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men.” 9 (What does “he ascended” 

mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions?  10 He who descended is the very 

one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.)  11 It was he who 

gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and 

teachers, 12 to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 13 

until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, 

attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. (Ephesians 4:7-13)  

 

 Every Christian is enriched today because of His ascension triumph. The author of 

Hebrews sheds light on this continuing ministry of Jesus in heaven as the “forerunner.” He 

pens: 

 
     This hope we have as an anchor of the soul, both sure and steadfast, and which enters the 

Presence behind the veil, 20where the forerunner has entered for us, even Jesus, having become High 

Priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek. (Hebrews 6:19-20, NKJV) 

 

This author draws upon the imagery of the tabernacle and the mediating work of the high 

priest in order to paint a graphic picture of the work of Jesus as the High Priest. Just as the high 

priest entered the inner sanctuary behind the curtain, so Jesus has entered the inner sanctuary on 

our behalf, which is heaven itself. In the author-preacher description of Jesus’ continuing 

ministry, he speaks of Jesus as the “forerunner” (πρόδρομος, prodromos).  Fred B. Craddock 

(1928-2015), Bandy Distinguished Professor of Preaching and New Testament, Emeritus, in the 

Candler School of Theology at Emory University) captures, in his excellent commentary on 

Hebrews, the full significance of the Greek word, which is translated “forerunner”: 

 
     The second affirmation in v. 20 about Jesus as high priest is that Jesus entered behind the veil into 

God’s presence as a “forerunner” (πρόδρομος, prodromos). This is the only use of the word in the 

NT, although it occurs in the LXX and in Greek literature in various contexts: the runner out in front 

in an athletic event; a herald announcing the approach of an important person or group; a scout in 
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advance of an army; or even the early fruit that promised the arrival of the harvest. In the culture of 

the tabernacle or Temple, the high priest was not a forerunner. No others, not even priests, followed 

him into the holy of holies; he went alone. By contrast, Christ, even though his salvific work of 

offering himself was peculiar to him alone, was a forerunner; that is, he prepared for others to follow. 

This interprets in part the third affirmation: Christ entered “on our behalf.” Just as his earthly ministry 

of death on the cross was on our behalf, so also is his continuing ministry in God’s presence, not 

solely as intercessor but as the one who makes possible our entry into the heavenly sanctuary.698 

 

Unlike the high priest who ministered in the earthly tabernacle, Jesus, not only entered 

behind the curtain, but as “forerunner,” He paved the way for us to enter behind the curtain—

the Most Holy Place—that is to say, heaven itself. We may now approach the “throne of grace” 

through the High Priest as “forerunner.” The story of Jesus’ ministry begins on earth, but it 

continues in heaven. Paul is saying, essentially the same thing that the author of the Book of 

Hebrews is writing, in Ephesians, as he explains, that Jesus ascended into heaven in victory and 

triumph and gave all kinds of gifts to certain individuals to prepare His community of believers 

for service.   

In His descent, He captured, as it were, captivity itself. Thus, he was able to lead 

“captives in his train” in His ascension. As a result of this ascension, He paved the way for 

humanity to approach the “throne of grace,” that is, to enter behind the curtain that separated the 

Holy from the Most Holy. Jesus is now seated at the right hand of God making intercession for 

each individual who seeks the mercy and grace of God. Under the Mosaic dispensation, the 

priests were not allowed to enter the Most Holy Place, only the high priest. Since the high 

priests in the earthly sanctuary were not “forerunners,” then the priests could not enter the Most 

Holy, but now, all priests (every child of God) can follow Jesus. 

 The “throne of grace” is a beautiful and meaningful expression. This throne is designed 

to dispense mercy and pardon to us who come seeking forgiveness. We may approach this 

“throne of grace” because Jesus went through the heavens and is now seated at the right hand of 

God. The following words of the author of Hebrews should thrill us to our innermost beings: 

 
     Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of 

God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess.  15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 

sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we 

are—yet was without sin.  16 Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may 

receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need. (Hebrews 4:14-16)  

 

This is what we all need—pardon. Even with forgiveness, we need grace to keep us from 

sin, to aid us in our daily walk with God, and to strengthen us when temptations come knocking 

at our doors.  We are invited to freely approach the “throne of grace.” We need this privilege of 

coming before the “throne of grace.” What kind of a world would this be if God only sat upon a 

throne of justice? How dreadful this world would be if God exhibited no mercy. If these two 

things were true—strictly justice and no mercy—then we would be overwhelmed with despair. 

But this is not the case. Jesus is still exercising His ministry as High Priest (4:14-16—as cited 

                                                 
698Fred B. Craddock, The Letter to the Hebrews, in Leander E. Keck, Senior New Testament Editor, The 

New Interpreter’s Bible, XII,  (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998), 82. 
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above). Yes, we are sinful; we need mercy; we are feeble; we need grace to help us in the time 

of need. The words of Jesus, as revealed to John on the island of Patmos, echo the sentiments of 

God’s “throne of grace”:  

 
     The Spirit and the bride say, ‘Come!’ And let him who hears say, ‘Come!’ Whoever is thirsty, let 

him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life. (Revelation 22:17)  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 What does this hymn of praise mean to us? Do we want God to use us to proclaim this 

“mystery of devotion” in order to lead men and women to Him? Are we appreciative of what 

God has accomplished for the redemption of humanity? If not, then we cannot be an effective 

minister in God’s kingdom. For us to be used by the Lord, we must first appreciate the Lord. 

Can we sing the words of David: “He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to our 

God. Many will see and fear and put their trust in the LORD” (Psalm 40:3)?  

As we look back upon the Crucifixion, we hear voices crying out: “Crucify him!” 

(Matthew 27:22, 23). But, on the other hand, we hear the echoes of jubilant singing by angels 

“numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand” (Revelation 5:11). 

Yes, men and women rejected Him, but heaven received Him—“was taken up in glory” (1 

Timothy 3:16).  If we are not pardoned, we alone suffer the blame. There is a “throne of grace.” 

Jesus is always interceding. He is the Great High Priest of all humanity. God accomplished 

redemption through His Son, Jesus. We should pay attention to Paul as he seeks to refute the 

mythological stories of certain persons in Ephesus along with his affirmation of who Jesus 

Christ really is: 

 
     Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by 

the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was 

taken up in glory. (3:16)  
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35 

 
 

The “I Am” Sayings 
 

 

 

 This chapter is written to reinforce Paul’s arguments about Jesus as developed in his two 

Epistles to Timothy.  The “I Am” sayings in the Gospel of John adds credence to his teachings 

concerning Jesus of Nazareth versus the mythological gods and goddesses of ancient Greece 

handed down from the time of Homer (῞Ομηρος, ῾Omēros, ancient Greek poet, 8th century BC). 

The Jesus that Paul proclaims is the One whom Abraham saw two thousand years before God 

became flesh. He is the One about whom Paul cited to Timothy in 1 Timothy 2:5 and 3:16. 

Only in the Gospel of John do we discover the startling “I am” statements. John records seven 

great “I am” [ἐγώ εἰμι, egō eimi] announcements of Jesus (6:35; 9:5; 10:7; 10:11; 11:25; 14:6; 

15:1).  

Each of the “I am” sayings is followed with a predicate—“the light of the world,” and so 

on. These “I am” declarations indicate that we are dealing with someone who is Deity. In 

addition to these seven assertions, we also read of three statements in Chapter 8 of the Gospel of 

John (8:24, 28, 58) that sets forth in clear terms that Jesus is the One that the prophets foretold 

would come into the world to save sinners—“I am He” (The pronoun “He” is added as a 

predicate nominative, even though the I AM sayings in 8:24, 28, and 58 are absolute—no 

predicate.  

These statements by Jesus unfold something of the greatness of this One who is called 

“the Christ” (ὁ χριστός, ho christos). He identifies Himself as the Messiah [Μεσσίας, Messias], 

the Savior of the world (1:29-30). Having said this, Jesus, in this very statement (ἐγώ εἰμι, egō 

eimi), discloses the truth of His Person—Deity. John does not argue the point of Christ’s Deity 

as he begins his Gospel. He simply states that Christ “was with [πρός, pros, literally, “facing”] 

God in the beginning” and that Christ “was God” [θεὸς ἦν ὁ λόγος, theos ēn ho logos] (John 

1:1-2).  

After stressing the Deity of Christ in the Prologue (1:1-18), he gives evidence to 

substantiate his bold assertions about who Christ is as well as a statement about His 

preexistence (1:14-18). John the Baptist said, “He was before [ἔμπροσθεν, emprosthen] me” 

(1:15). John had a beginning in time, but there has never been a time in which the Logos did not 

exists. This Logos (Λόγος, Logos, “Word”) entered time and became flesh through the 

Incarnation. The Logos existed before He became flesh. In fact, He created time. John proves 

Jesus’ Deity by calling attention to the miraculous in His ministry, and, at the same time, John, 

one of the Twelve, gives personal testimony about Him to substantiate His preexistence in order 

to prove that He existed prior to the creation of this universe. 
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 Thus, from this testimony, John declares: “Through him all things were made; without 

him nothing was made that has been made” (1:3). This language of John is similar to the 

language of Paul to the Christians at Colossae. In this short Epistle, Paul, too, speaks of the 

creation as a work of Christ:  

 
     For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether 

thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. 17 He is 

before all things [πρὸ πάντων, pro pantōn], and in him all things hold together. (Colossians 1:16-17)  

 

John also records a prayer of Jesus—a prayer that occurred shortly before His trial—

which is quite revealing, concerning His preexistence. In this prayer, Jesus prays: “Father, 

glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the world began” (John 

17:5). The Gospel of John is loaded with information concerning the preexistence of Jesus. On 

one occasion, Jesus encountered some Jews who were antagonistic toward His remarks about 

God and Himself. In the ensuing conversation, He replied: 

 
     If I glorify myself, my glory means nothing. My Father, whom you claim as your God, is the one 

who glorifies me. 55 Though you do not know him, I know him. If I said I did not, I would be a liar 

like you, but I do know him and keep his word. 56 Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of 

seeing my day; he saw it and was glad. (8:54-56) 

 

This affirmation by Jesus is amazing. Why? Well, He said, “Your father Abraham 

rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.” Abraham was born in 2166 

BC; yet, Jesus speaks of Abraham as having seen His day, and Abraham was glad. How could 

this be? Abraham lived 2000 years before the birth of Jesus. In fact, the Jews questioned Him: 

“You are not yet fifty years old, and you have seen Abraham!” (8:57). Jesus’ answer to their 

statement is quite illuminating concerning His true identity. In His reply to the Jews, He 

testifies that He existed before Abraham (8:58), and that He is the One whom Abraham saw 

(ἐγώ εἰμι, egō eimi, I am). The I AM statement, as observed above, is an expression of Deity. 

The Greek text is: “Before (πρὶν, prin) Abraham became (γενέσθαι, genesthai) I am (ἐγώ εἰμι, 

egō eimi).” The aorist verb (genesthai) marks a historical point in time. On the other hand, Jesus 

uses the present tense to indicate that before Abraham’s existence He Himself existed. 

With this expression (egō eimi), an expression that is applied to God the Father in the Old 

Testament, Jesus is not saying that He is identical with the Father, but rather He is claiming that 

this unique expression may also be used of Him. John, in his explanation concerning Jesus and 

the Father, distinguishes between the two; yet, at the same time, he identifies both as God. He 

speaks of the Deity of Christ: “and the word was God” (1:1c). The order of the Greek text is 

extremely informative. The Greek text reads: καὶ θεὸς ἦν ὁ λόγος (kai theos ēn ho logos).699 

The word God is the predicate nominative, that is to say, it renames the subject. The word God 

is placed first (emphatic position) in order to stress essence or quality. John is saying that what 

                                                 
699The noun with the article is the subject (ὁ λόγος, ho logos) even if it does not come first in the 

sentence.  
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God was, the Word was. The lack of the definite article (ὁ, ho) before God (θεός, theos) keeps 

us from identifying the person of the Word with the person of God the Father. 

In English the predicate nominative700 is distinguished by word order, but this is not the 

case in Greek. In the sentence, “Dallas is a man,” the word man is in the predicate nominative; 

it renames the subject “Dallas.” In the Greek of John 1:1, the predicate nominative “God” is 

placed first for emphasis. If John had written: καὶ ὁ λόγος ἦν ὁ θεός (kai ho logos ēn ho theos), 

he would have identified the Word as God the Father, which is Sabellianism701. On the other 

hand, if he had written: καὶ ὁ λόγος ἦν θεός (kai ho logos ēn theos, “and the Word was a 

God”), he would have identified the Word as “a” God, which is Arianism.702 

Today, many individuals deny the Trinity. In the Great Commission, Jesus tells His 

disciples to baptize “in [into] the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” 

(Matthew 28:19). Also, at the baptism of Jesus, we witness the Son coming up out of the water, 

the Holy Spirit descending like a dove, and the Father’s voice from heaven (3:16). Jesus also 

claimed equality with the Father. John reports Jesus’ encounter with the Jews concerning His 

statement of equality with God:  

 

                                                 
700The predicate nominative: a linking verb (ἦν, ēn) connects the subject (ὁ λόγος, ho logos) to a 

substantive in the predicate (θεός, theos). For a brief overview, see William D. Mounce, Basics of Biblical 

Greek: Grammar, 2nd edition (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993, 2003), 55.  
701Sabellianism (Monarchianism): The Father and the Son the same person. See Terry L. Miethe, The 

Compact Dictionary of Doctrinal Words Minneapolis, Minnesota: Bethany House Publishers, 1988), 139, for a 

concise  commentary on Sabellianism/Monarchianism: 

 

     Monarchianism ● The second and third century view that God is radically one. It took two forms: 

(1) “Dynamic Monarchianism,” the teaching that Jesus was only a man who had been given the Holy 

Spirit. This view was held by Theodotus of Byzantium (about A.D. 190) in Rome. (2) “Modalistic 

Monarchianism,” which saw the Trinity as different and successive revelations of God: the Father 

was the first revelation of God, the Son the second, and the Holy Spirit the third. This view was 

taught by Sabellius in the third century in Rome. See: Modalism. 

 

     Modalism ● A heresy stressing the radical unity of God. Modalism teaches that the three parts of 

the Trinity—Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit—are merely different modes, or manifestations, of God, 

rather than three distinct persons who are at the same time one in substance. 

 
702For an excellent analysis of John 1:1, see William D. Mounce, Basics of Biblical Greek, 27-28. See 

also Terry L. Miethe, The Compact Dictionary of Doctrinal Words, 32, for an excellent explanation of 

Arianism: 

 

     Arianism ● The idea based on the teaching of Arius (c. 250—c. 336) that Christ is the highest of 

the created beings—god, but not God. Arius held that Jesus is not eternal, as is the Father, but that 

Jesus was created (begotten) by God the Father. Jesus is the “Logos,” the Word, who mediates 

between God and humanity, but is not of the same substance as the Father, and therefore not God…. 

     The orthodox view holds that while the Father “begot” Christ, He did not “make” Christ, and that 

like the Father, Christ has existed from eternity and is fully God. The deity of Christ separates Him 

from the ranks of great teachers and makes Him God, deserving of worship. 
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     “I and the Father are one.” 31 Again the Jews picked up stones to stone him, 32 but Jesus said to 

them, “I have shown you many great miracles from the Father. For which of these do you stone me?” 
33 “We are not stoning you for any of these,” replied the Jews, “but for blasphemy, because you, a 

mere man, claim to be God.” (John 10:30-33) 

 

 One statement of Jesus appears to be a puzzle to many believers. He made His shocking 

testimonial to His Twelve disciples—“the Father is greater than I” (14:28). Jesus is simply 

saying that God is greater than Himself in His office, not greater in nature. Jesus had a fleshly 

body and in this body He assumed the role of servant in order to redeem humanity. In His 

human nature, He revealed what the Father revealed to Him. He had to become Incarnate in 

order to become the Savior of humanity. It is this vein that Norman L. Geisler writes about 

“Jesus and the Father as God”: 

 
Jesus Is Equal . . . Jesus Is 

Subordinate . . . 

 

in his divine nature. 

in his divine essence. 

in his divine attributes. 

in his divine character. 

in his human nature. 

in his human function. 

in his human office. 

in his human position703 

 

Jesus also received worship: “Then the man said, ‘Lord, I believe,’ and he worshiped 

him” (9:38). God is three distinct persons in one essence. As Christians, we do not confess a 

god with three different substances; rather, we acknowledge that God is three distinct persons in 

one substance (namely, Deity, see Deuteronomy 6:4; Mark 12:29; 1 Corinthians 8:4-6). There is 

a plurality of persons in this unity of nature. In other words, there are three distinct persons in 

the one substance of Godhead.  By saying that God as one essence and three Persons, it is 

meant that He has one “what” and three whos. In other words, God has one essence 

(substance) and in this one essence there are three persons. God the Father and God the Son 

constitute one “what.”  When we say that God has one essence and three persons, we mean 

that He has one “what” (one essence) and three “whos” (three persons). There are three 

                                                 

 
703Norman L. Geisler (1932-2019), “Christ, Deity of,” in Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics, 

Baker Reference Library (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1999), 131. Norman L. Geisler has taught at university 

and graduate levels for nearly fifty years and has spoken, traveled, or debated in all fifty states and in twenty-six 

countries. He holds a B. A. and M. A. from Wheaton College, a Th. B. from William Tyndale College and a Ph. 

D. in Philosophy from Loyola University. After his studies at Wheaton, he became the graduate assistant in the 

Bible-Philosophy department at the college. He has since taught Bible, Apologetics and Philosophy at Detroit 

Bible College, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, and Dallas Theological Seminary, and was Dean of Liberty 

Center for Research and Scholarship in Lynchburg, VA. In 1992 he co-founded and served as President of 

Southern Evangelical Seminary in Charlotte, North Carolina, until 2006. Currently, he is professor of Theology 

and Apologetics at SES. In addition to the books in this collection, Geisler is also the author of A General 

Introduction to the Bible and I Don't Have Enough Faith to Be an Atheist, as well as the books in The Norman 

L. Geisler Apologetics Library and Norman L. Geisler’s Systematic Theology (4 Vols.). 
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https://www.logos.com/products/3598/systematic-theology
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persons in one nature. It is not 1 + 1 + 1, but it is 1 x 1 x 1. Yet, in the Godhead there are three 

“Whos” and one “What.” His one essence has multiplied centers of influence—1 x 1 x 1. God 

is one in essence, but God is three in personhood.704 

 In Chapter 8 (verses 24, 28) of the Gospel of John, Jesus asserts His Messiahship with 

this same “I AM” expression. Not only did He stress his preexistence, but He also identified 

Himself as the One foretold by the prophets who would take away the sins of the world. Listen, 

once more, to Jesus as he boldly asserts: “before Abraham was born, I am! [ἐγώ εἰμι, egō 

eimi]” (8:58). Abraham’s time was space-time-bound. On the other hand, Jesus’ Deity is not 

space-time-bound. With the “I AM” expression, Jesus points to His existence with God the 

Father beyond the bounds of time.705 George Beasley-Murray706 expresses the significance of 

the egw eimi saying this way: ‘“Before Abraham came into existence I am’ expresses the 

contrast between the existence initiated by birth and an absolute existence.”707  

The three occurrences of the “I AM” sayings in Chapter 8 of John’s Gospel are found in 

the absolute, no predicate attached.708  This confession (8:58) is the third of the “I am” (ἐγώ 

εἰμι) statements in the eighth chapter of John. Did the Jews understand Jesus’ declaration that 

He was the One to come as predicted by the prophets? Did they comprehend this unique 

expression to refer to Deity? Yes, they did! They understood His words, but they did not believe 

His words. John records their swift reaction to these words: “At this, they picked up stones to 

stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds” (8:59).  

Jesus identifies Himself as the One who came forth from the Father. Some rejected this 

truth and therefore condemned themselves (8:42). In contrast, there were some who put their 

faith in Him. Thus, Jesus said to the Jews who believed that He came from the Father and that 

He was the Christ: “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. 32 Then you will 

know the truth, and the truth [Jesus] will set you free” (8:31-32).709 What truth (teaching) 

would they know? The Jews would know that Jesus is the One whom Abraham saw. They 

would know the truth that Jesus is the Son of Man.  

                                                 
704 I am deeply indebted to Norman L. Geisler for my short analysis OF his article on the Trinity. Ibid., 

730-737. I recommend this volume on Christian Apologetics as a must read for those who wish to do in-depth 

studies on how to defend the FAITH. 
705See Gail R. O’Day, The Gospel of John, in Leander E. Keck, ed., The New Interpreter’s Bible 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 646. I am indebted to her insights for her discussion of the predicate added 

by translators to the absolute egw eimi (see page 634). 
706 George Raymond Beasley-Murray (1916-2000) was an evangelical Christian and 

prominent Baptist scholar, Principal of Spurgeon's College, London, and later Professor of New Testament 

Interpretation at Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. He is known particularly for what became the standard 

work on Baptism in the New Testament (1962), and his major study of Jesus and the Kingdom of God (1986). 

He received his D.D. from Jesus College, Cambridge. 
707George R. Beasley-Murray, John, in Word Biblical Commentary, Vol., 36 (Waco: Texas: Nelson, 

1987), 139. 
708In John 8:18, there is an egw eimi statement, but this egw eimi is not absolute; it has a predicate 

attached to it—“who testifies for myself.” 
709For an in-depth study of this Scripture, see Dallas Burdette, “The Truth Will Set You Free,” in Dallas 

Burdette, Old Texts Through New Eyes: Reexamination of Misunderstood Scriptures (Longwood, FL: Xulon 

Press,  2009), 383-405. 
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They would know the truth that He is God. They would know the truth (teaching) that 

Jesus is the One whom God sent into the world. That is to say, they would know that Jesus is 

the One He claimed to be. The word truth in verse 32 is the same as the word Son in verse 36.  

The following chart in parallel columns illustrates graphically this truth: 

 
John 8:31-32 John 8:36-37 

 

To the Jews who had believed 

him, Jesus said, “If you hold to 

my teaching, you are really my 

disciples.32Then you will know 

the truth, and the truth [Jesus] 

will set you free.”  

 

So if the Son sets you free, you 

will be free indeed. 37I know 

you are Abraham’s 

descendants. Yet you are ready 

to kill me, because you have 

no room for my word.  

 

  Gail R. O’Day writes: “The truth is the presence of God in Jesus.”710 Again, she writes:  

 
     It shows a complete misunderstanding of the ἐγώ εἰμι saying. They think Jesus has merely 

omitted the predicate in an identification saying and grasp none of the theological overtones.711  

 

See the following chart for a comparison of the three ἐγώ εἰμι sayings in Chapter 8. We 

observe, in all three verses, that we only find the ἐγώ εἰμι sayings in the absolute, even though 

the NIV adds a predicate—“the one I claim to be” in two of the three citations: 

 
John 8:24 John 8:28 John 8:58 

 

     I told you that 

you would die in 

your sins; if you 

do not believe that 

I am the one I 

claim to be (ἐγώ 

εἰμι), you will 

indeed die in your 

sins.  

 

     When you have 

lifted up the Son of 

Man, then you will 

know that I am the 

one I claim to be 

(ἐγώ εἰμι) and that 

I do nothing on my 

own but speak just 

what the Father has 

taught me.  

 

     I tell you the 

truth,” Jesus 

answered, “before 

Abraham was born, I 

am! (ἐγώ εἰμι) 

 

Again, in Chapter 8, there are four occurrences of the “I AM” (ἐγώ εἰμι, egō eimi) 

sayings; all, but one, are expressed in the absolute, no predicate given. This absolute saying is 

difficult to reproduce in English.712 There are possibly three meanings that we could assign to 

                                                 
710Gail R. O’Day, The Gospel of John, 637. Professor O’Day’s current research focuses on the Gospel 

of John, the relationship between the Old and New Testaments, the Bible and preaching, and the history of 

Biblical interpretation. 
711Ibid., 634. 
712See Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, Revised, in The New International Commentary on 

the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 397. Leon Morris (1914–2006) was a leading 

evangelical New Testament scholar. He received his PhD from the University of Cambridge in England. He was 
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this unique expression: (1) I am what I say I am—the light of the world, (2) I am He—the 

promised Messiah, and (3) I am—absolutely, the divine name. Even though all three ideas are 

present, nevertheless none are actually indicated. To those who refused to acknowledge this 

truth of Jesus’ identity as found in the ἐγώ εἰμι sayings will die in their sins. It is in this regard 

that Jesus issues a stinging rebuke toward those who rejected His Messiahship: 

 
     You are from below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not of this world. 24 I told you 

that you would die in your sins; if you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be (ἐγώ εἰμι, egō 

eimi), you will indeed die in your sins. (8:23-24)  

 

To return again to the “I AM” statement in 8:28, Jesus had just called to their attention a 

point in time in the future when many would acknowledge His claim to be from above and the 

One whom Abraham saw. John records the following words for his readers and for us: 

 
     When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am the one I claim to be (ἐγώ 

εἰμι, egō eimi) and that I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me. 29 The 

one who sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what pleases him. (8:28)  

 

 The occurrence of the “I AM” in 8:28 is, as stated above, absolute, no predicate supplied. 

The NIV does supply a predicate by translating this as: “I am the one I claim to be.” The NRSV 

supplies a pronoun as a predicate nominative (“I am he”). Even though these translations may 

be accurate according to the context, still we must remember that by adding the predicate, we 

alter the absolute ἐγώ εἰμι. Jesus identifies Himself with the Divine name.713 We can hardly 

read this prediction (8:28) of Jesus without reflection upon the Roman Centurion who stood at 

the foot of the Cross. Mark, in his Gospel, gives the following reaction of this centurion: “And 

when the centurion, who stood there in front of Jesus, heard his cry and saw how he died, he 

said, ‘Surely this man was the Son of God!’”  (Mark 15:39).  

Generally, the “I am” (ἐγώ εἰμι, egō eimi) saying in John 8:58 is associated with Exodus 

3:14, and there is validity to this assumption.  God said to Moses: “I AM WHO I AM (ἐγώ εἰμι 

ὁ Ὤν, egō eimi ho Ōn). This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” 

(3:14). The ἐγώ εἰμι (egō eimi) is an Old Testament formula. The phrase is equivalent to “I am 

the Lord.”714 The Ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ ὤν in the Septuagint (LXX) renders the Hebrew ְהֶיָ֑ה ר ֶאֹֽ ְהֶיִ֖ה ֲאֶׁש   715ֶאֹֽ

(ʾě·heyě(h)ʹ ʾǎšěrʹ ʾě·heyě(h)ʹ), which is the way God speaks (see Deuteronomy 32:39; Isaiah 

41:4; 43:10; 46:4) The Hebrew phrase carries a reference to the Divine name  יהוה, yhwh).716 

  This absolute occurs in several passages in the Gospel of John—4:26; 6:20; 8:24, 28, 

58; 13:9; 18:5, 6, 8. Perhaps, there is some justification for adding the predicate since the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

principal of Ridley College in Melbourne, Australia, retiring in 1979. He then served as visiting professor of 

New Testament at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. 
713O’ Day, The Gospel of John, 634. 
714See Beasley-Murray, John, 130. 
715 Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia: With Westminster Hebrew Morphology., electronic ed. (Stuttgart; 

Glenside PA: German Bible Society; Westminster Seminary, 1996), Ex 3:14. 
716See Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, 420. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/bhswts42?ref=BibleBHS.Ex3.14&off=36&ctx=%D7%9C%D6%B9%D7%94%D6%B4%D7%99%D7%9D%D6%99+%D7%90%D6%B6%D7%9C%D6%BE%D7%9E%D6%B9%D7%A9%D7%81%D6%B6%D6%94%D7%94+~%D7%90%D6%B6%D6%BD%D7%94%D6%B0%D7%99%D6%B6%D6%96%D7%94+%D7%90%D6%B2%D7%A9%D7%81%D6%B6%D6%A3%D7%A8+%D7%90%D6%B6
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controversy was over whether or not Jesus is the Christ (7:25-44). But having said this, we must 

never forget that the egō eimi is absolute in the above references, even though sometimes, in 

other citations, we do observe the predicate, for example, John 6:35—“I am the bread of life.” 

This examination does not deal with 8:18, since this expression does not occur in the sections of 

controversy over who Jesus is.  

Earlier, Jesus, in His conversation with the Samaritan woman, used this same phrase—“I 

am he” [ἐγώ εἰμι, egō eimi]. In the course of this encounter, the woman responded to a 

statement of Jesus by saying: “I know that Messiah (called Christ) is coming. When he comes, 

he will explain everything to us” (4:25). In response to this statement about the Messiah, Jesus 

responded by saying: “I who speak to you am he [ἐγώ εἰμι, egō eimi]” (4:26). Jesus states 

emphatically that He is the One that she and others were looking to come. Pay attention to 4:26 

once more: “Jesus says to her: “I am (ἐγώ εἰμι, egō eimi, “I am he”) the one speaking to you” 

[my translation—RDB]. The “I am” statement in John 4:26 is equivalent to the three identical 

phrases found in Chapter 8: 23, 28, 58. 

 In Chapter 7 of John, Jesus emphasizes His origin and His mission. At the Feast of 

Booths (Tabernacles), Jesus began to teach. As a result of His teaching, “The Jews were amazed 

and asked, ‘How did this man get such learning without having studied?’” (7:15). 

Whereupon Jesus responds by saying: “My teaching is not my own. It comes from him who 

sent me” (7:16). Following His discourse, some asked the question concerning His identity. 

John records the following reaction from the people as to whether or not He really is the Christ: 

 
     At that point some of the people of Jerusalem began to ask, “Isn’t this the man they are trying to 

kill? 26 Here he is, speaking publicly, and they are not saying a word to him. Have the authorities 

really concluded that he is the Christ? 27 But we know where this man is from; when the Christ 

comes, no one will know where he is from. (7:25-26) 

  

  On the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles (Booths), Jesus stood and said in a loud voice: 

“If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. 38 Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture 

has said, streams of living water will flow from within him” (7:37-38). Again, almost 

immediately, the people said, ‘“Surely this man is the Prophet’ [ὁ προφήτης, ho prophētēs]. 

Others said, ‘He is the Christ’” [ὁ χριστός, ho christos] (7:40-41). In Chapter 8 of John’s 

Gospel, Jesus gives testimony as to His preexistence and to His being the Christ whom God 

sent. Three times in this chapter, Jesus uses the expression: ἐγώ εἰμι, (egō eimi, 8:24, 28, 58) in 

the absolute. The salvation of the Jews depended upon their acceptance of Jesus as the Christ, 

the Savior of the world. We should take notice to Jesus as He issues His warning against the 

Jews:  

 
     You are from below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not of this world. 24 I told 

you that you would die in your sins; if you do not believe that I am (egō eimi) the one I claim to be, 

you will indeed die in your sins. (8:23-24)  

 

The Jews demanded to know “Who are you?” [σὺ τίς εἶ, sy tis ei] (8:25). Thus, the 

translators provided the predicate for the “I am” in order to complete the sense of Jesus’ 
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response. The NIV added the words, “the one I claim to be.” This translation captures the 

essence of verse 24. Unless they accepted the fact that Jesus is the One He claimed to be, they 

would die in their sins. Repetition is unavoidable in this study. It is necessary to call to mind 

certain Scriptures over and over again in order to draw attention to the significance of John 

8:58. Our salvation hinges upon our acceptance of Jesus as the One the prophets spoke of. Still, 

many Jews did not understand, so Jesus again explains His relationship with the Father: 

 
     When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am (egō eimi) the one I claim 

to be and that I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me. 29 The one who 

sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what pleases him. (8:28)  

 

Once more the NIV translators, in order to make clear the sense of the passage, added the 

words, “the one I claim to be.” As a result of the words of Jesus, John says, “many put their 

faith in him” (8:30). Then to the Jews who believed, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, 

you are really my disciples. 32 Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” 

(8:31-32). What truth would make them free? If they accepted the truth that Jesus had come 

from the Father and that He was the Christ, they would not die in their sins. In other words, if 

they accepted that Jesus as the One He claimed to be, they would have eternal life—acceptance 

of this truth would set them free from condemnation.  

We must acknowledge this teaching if we wish eternal life. Jesus went on to say: “So, if 

the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (8:36). Many of the Jews refused to accept Jesus. 

In fact, some cried out: “Abraham is our father” (8:39). Jesus acts in response to their speech by 

saying:  

 
     If you were Abraham’s children,” said Jesus, “then you would do the things Abraham did. 40 As it 

is, you are determined to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God. Abraham 

did not do such things. 41 You are doing the things your own father does. (8:39-41a)  

 

How did Abraham react to the announcement concerning the coming of the Messiah? He 

rejoiced and was glad. On the other hand, the Jews sought to kill Jesus. Thus, the Jews who 

refused to believe were of their father, the devil. In reaction to their negative feedback to His 

claims, Jesus said to them: 

 
     If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and now am here. I have not 

come on my own; but he sent me. 43 Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to 

hear what I say. 44 You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s 

desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. 

When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies. 45 Yet because I tell 

the truth, you do not believe me! 46 Can any of you prove me guilty of sin? If I am telling the 

truth, why don’t you believe me? 47 He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you 

do not hear is that you do not belong to God. (8:42-47)  

 

 Many did not even know their own Messiah as He stood before them. Certainly, 

Abraham saw the birth of the Messiah. More conversation follows these remarks in 8:42-47. 

Jesus zeros in on Abraham’s faith. He told the Jews: “Your father Abraham rejoiced at the 
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thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad” (8:56). They were dumbfounded by this 

comment. They questioned Him by saying: “You are not yet fifty years old, and you have seen 

Abraham!” (8:57). Jesus then issued a statement that cemented His claim about being the 

Messiah sent forth from God: “I tell you the truth, before Abraham was born, I am [egō eimi] 

(8:58).  Egō eimi = “I exist.” Yes, Jesus identifies Himself as the Messiah by saying: “I am he” 

(egō eimi, 8:24, 28).  Jesus is saying, in effect, that I am the One that “Abraham rejoiced at the 

thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad” (8:56). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 In John 8:24, 28, and 58, Jesus is simply saying, “I am he” (ἐγώ εἰμι, egō eimi). In other 

words, I am the One that Abraham saw. Jesus not only proclaimed His preexistence, but He also 

proclaimed Himself as the One whom Abraham foresaw.  Is it any wonder that Jesus said that if 

you do not believe that “I am he,” you will die in your sins? Have we accepted this One who is 

called God (John 1:1)? Have we received this One who created all things (1:2)? Have we 

welcomed the One who turned water into wine (2:1-11)? Have we chosen the One who walked 

on water (6:16-21)?  

Have we acknowledged the One who raised Lazarus from the dead (11:38-44)? Have we 

recognized the One who cured the eyesight of one born blind (9:1-12)? Have we approved the 

One who fed 5000 with just five small loaves and two fishes (6:1-15)? If not, why not trust Him 

so that we may have eternal life (8:31-32)? Do we believe that before Abraham was born that 

Jesus existed? Do we believe that Jesus is the “I AM” of John 8:58? If so, then we need to 

concede this truth and become a disciple of the Messiah, the savior of the world (3:16-21). His 

miracles prove His assertion— egō eimi.  

Just as in the world of Paul, we, too, are experiencing humanity turning away from 

God.  I have faith in God because of what I know about Him. The universe and life itself 

provides strong evidence of a designing intelligence, namely, God. My book (Biblical 

Preaching and Teaching, Volume 3) contains a great amount of information, and information 

requires intelligence just as a design requires a designer. Even though this book is written with 

the believer in mind, nevertheless, I thought it appropriate to call attention to the evidence that 

is available to prove the existence of God. Just a brief examination of the “cell” within the body 

should provide sufficient confirmation to give credit to the biblical authors cited. The cell with 

its complexity is loaded with information. Where did this information come from? 

The final chapter for this book focuses on Intelligent Design as the answer to the 

intricacies of the universe and the marvels of the cells of the body. If Jesus is not the one He 

claimed to be, the writings of Paul and the teachings of Jesus are worthless. There are two main 

arguments for the existence of God: (1) the fine-tuning of the universe and (2) the biological 

complexity of life. This next chapter is written to give evidence that God is the creator of 

the universe. The final chapter in my new book explores the evidence for the existence of God 

in order to give credibility and weight to the things written in the previous thirty-five chapters.  

Without an Intelligent Designer, we would not have the fine-tuning of the Universe nor 

would we have life. It goes almost with saying that when we see a building, we know that 



 529 

there had to be a builder. When we see a painting, we know that there had to be a painter. 

When we examine the eye, we know that there had to be a designer. When we inspect the 

eye, we are immediately aware of matching parts associated with the eyes—sockets, eyelids, 

eyelashes, tear ducts, muscles to blink, and skin around the eyes. Is there not a designer behind 

the eye?717 We need to examine the evidence for an Intelligent Designer, namely, the God who 

created everything. Have we educated ourselves into imbecility? Ravi Zacharias (1946-2020, 

founder and chairman of the board of Ravi Zacharias International Ministries) addressed this in 

one of his most informative books. He writes: 

 
     This shows the utterly ridiculous limits to which we have been driven, and it still does not answer 

the questions of why we should be moral and who should determine morality. In fact, the extremes to 

which the human mind has gone in the construction or destruction of moral frameworks well justifies 

the castigation by Malcolm Muggeridge [1903-1990, English journalist, author, media personality, 

and satirist], albeit cynical, that we have educated ourselves into imbecility. Our philosophers, 

therefore, however well-intentioned they may have been, have cut the nerve of morality in trying to 

breathe life into it apart from God.718 

 

 

                                                 
717For a defense of Christianity, see Dallas Burdette, “Christianity Versus Skepticism,” in Biblical 

Preaching and Teaching, Vol., 1 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 128-143. See also, Dallas Burdette, “The 

Credibility and Candor of the New Testament Writers,” Ibid., 144-166. See also, Dallas Burdette, “Paul’s 

Conversion: Apologetic for Christianity,” 92-120. See also, Dallas Burdette, Evidence for the Truth of 

Christianity: A Defense of Christianity by Means of Common-sense Arguments (Maitland, FL: Xulon Press, 

2017. 
718Ravi Zacharias, The Real Face of Atheism (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2004), 40.  
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36 
 

The   Cell:   

Evidence of Design 
 

 

The basic postulate of this book [The Evidence of God], its point of departure, is that science can 

establish, by the observed facts of Nature and intellectual argumentation, that a super-human Power 

exists. It cannot identify that Power or describe it, except in very general terms. For identification and 

more detailed description, special revelation (the Bible) is needed. But proceeding from the basic 

postulate I feel our scientists have struck effectively at the heart of atheism.719 

 

THE COMPLEXITY OF THE CELL: 

EVIDENCE FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 

 

The focus of this chapter examines the “cell” as evidence for the existence of God. The 

complexity of the cell is sufficient proof for God. There is design within the cell, which design 

requires a Designer. The question of the existence of God baffles the minds of men and women. 

Where did the world come from? What is the origin of humanity? What is the source of the 

animal kingdom? Why is there something rather than nothing? Is there design in the universe? 

Is there design in humanity? Did the human race evolve over billions of years? Did men and 

women advance from lower forms of life? Did life originate from some kind of pre-biotic soup? 

Is there design found in the human body? Does an analysis of the cell within living things 

demonstrate design? Are there logical answers to these questions? Have we examined the 

evidence available to determine our belief system in the Creator God mentioned in the Book of 

Genesis by Moses? This in-depth study seeks to unfold evidence to substantiate the existence of 

God.  This study relies upon comments by atheist, evolutionists, theistic evolutionists, and 

creationists to set forth a rational belief in the God of the Bible. 

Has God given sufficient evidence to testify to His existence? This question was 

proposed to Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) by a London lady who sat next to him at a party. 

Prior to her question to him, she commented to him that not only was he the most famous 

atheist in the world, but that he was probably the oldest atheist in the world. ‘“What will you 

do, Bertie, if it turns out you were wrong?’ she asked. ‘I mean, what if—uh—when the time 

                                                 
719John Clover Monsma, The Evidence of God in an Expanding Universe: Forty American Scientists 

Declare Their Affirmative Views on Religion (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1958), 12. 
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comes, you should meet Him? What will you say?’720 Russell responded: ‘Why, I should say, 

‘God, you gave us insufficient evidence.’”721 

 Is Russell correct in asserting that God has failed to give sufficient evidence about His 

existence? No! The complexity of the cell within the human body is sufficient evidence to 

warrant belief in an Intelligent Designer. Is the universe here as a result of accident or of 

design? Every individual is confronted with materialism and astronomy in his or her search for 

meaning in this universe. In April 1944, C. S. Lewis (1898-1963) responded to questions 

submitted to him. The sixth question dealt with materialism and astronomy. The question is to 

the point concerning the origin of the universe: 

 
     Materialists and some astronomers suggest that the solar planetary system and life as we know it 

was brought about by an accidental stellar collision. What is the Christian view of this theory?722 

 

Lewis’ comments are logical and forceful, which arguments should silence any honest seeker 

after the truths concerning God and His creation. The following response to the above question 

strips away all extraneous matter and goes right to the heart of reality: 

 
     If the solar system was brought about by an accidental collision, then the appearance of organic life on this 

planet was also an accident, and the whole evolution of Man was an accident too. If so, then all our present 

thoughts are mere accidents—the accidental by-product of the movement of atoms. And this holds for the 

thoughts of the materialists and astronomers as well as for anyone else’s.  But if their thoughts—i.e., of 

Materialism and Astronomy—are merely accidental by-products, why should we believe them to be true? I see 

no reason for believing that one accident should be able to give me a correct account of all the other accidents. 

It’s like expecting that the accidental shape taken by the splash when you upset a milk-jug should give you a 

correct account of how the jug was made and why it was upset.723 (Emphasis mine) 

 

INTELLIGENT DESIGN 

 

The thrust of this chapter focuses upon the cell with its nucleus (DNA) as evidence for an 

Intelligent Designer. Accident or Intelligent Design confronts every individual. I believe in 

Intelligent Design with a capital “I” and a capital “D.” I do not believe in the modern day 

intelligent design movement, that is to say, intelligent design with a lower case “i” and a lower 

case “d.”724 I speak of humanity as a special creation as mentioned in the Book of Genesis, 

                                                 
720Al Seckel, Bertrand Russell on God and Religion (Amherst, New York: Prometheus Books, 1986), 

11.  
721Ibid.  
722C. S. Lewis, God in the Dock: Essays on Theology and Ethics, ed. By Walter Hooper (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1970), 52.  
723Ibid., 52-53.  
724See Owen Gingerich, God’s Universe (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2006), 

65-68. Gingerich is a theistic evolutionist. He denies the young earth and Intelligent Design in the universe. He 

maintains that God brought about men and women through evolution. Yet, we stand in awe as Gingerich reveals 

the complexity of the universe with its complexity of life. He rejected atheism and accepted belief in God 

because of the complexity of life itself. He demonstrates the complexity of the cell and accepts evolution as the 

means whereby God brought life into this world. His book contains excellent information about the marvelous 
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which is the capital “I” and “D” in the words Intelligent Design. The “cell” within the human 

body exhibits evidence for the Creator of the Bible. The complexity of the cell as well as the 

complexity of the universe is sufficient evidence to testify to the truthfulness of the existence of 

God.  

 

David Green and Robert Goldberger 

(Biochemists and Evolutionists) 

 

David Green (1910-1985) and Robert Goldberger, both biochemists and evolutionists, 

assert that there is no scientific evidence for the cell in all of its complexity to have originated 

on Planet Earth without outside sources. They set forth a chart leading from atoms to 

ecosystems. In the third process (Macromolecules) to the fourth process (cell),725 they encounter 

insurmountable problems with the chart as outlined in their most informative book. The 

following citation from their book is quite frank concerning the lack of scientific evidence for 

such a postulate that cells came into existence without outside intelligence: 

 
     In Figure 16.2 an evolutionary scheme is shown. It is a very general scheme, intended to show 

merely the increasing organizational complexity that the evolutionary process produced. Although 

seven steps are shown, leading from atoms to ecosystems, there is one step that far outweighs the 

others in enormity: the step from macromolecules to cells. All the other steps can be accounted for on 

a theoretical grounds—if not correctly, at least elegantly. However, the macromolecule-to-cell 

transition is a jump of fantastic dimensions, which lies beyond the range of testable hypothesis. In 

this area all is conjecture. The available facts do not provide a basis for postulating that cells arose on 

this planet. This is not to say that some paraphysical forces were at work. We simply wish to point 

out the fact that there is no scientific evidence. The physicist has learned to avoid trying to specify 

when time began and when matter was created, except within the framework of frank speculation. 

The origin of the precursor cell appears to fall into the same category of unknowables It is an area 

with fascinating conceptual challenges, but at the present time, and perhaps forever, the facts cannot 

be known.726 (Emphasis mine) 

 

 Has God left Himself without sufficient evidence to establish belief that He is? When 

evolutionists or atheists allow their bias to impact their interpretation of the available data, we 

witness their denial of what is obvious, which they freely admit is beyond their comprehension, 

that is to say, it all just happened by chance. Two thousand years ago, Paul, a convert to 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

construction of the cell. Nevertheless, I reject his hypothesis of evolution and accept the Genesis account of 

creation. I am thankful that he believes in God and Christ. I believe that Gingerich is a Christian, but, at the 

same time, I find it difficult to understand one’s refusal to accept the Genesis account of creation in six literal 

days. 
725See David E. Green and Robert F. Goldberger, Molecular Insights into the Living Process (New 

York: Academic Press, 1967), 406. The Figure 16.2 is a chart that presents an evolutionary scheme, 

emphasizing increasing orders of complexity: (1) Atoms, (2) Simple molecules, (3) Macromolecules, (4) Cells, 

(5) Individuals, (6) Populations, (7) Species, communities, and (8) Ecosystems.  
726Ibid., 406-407.  
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Christianity, testified as to the evidence for belief in God.727 His testimony is found in his 

Epistle to the Christians in Rome: 

 
     The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of 

men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, 19 since what may be known about God is plain to 

them, because God has made it plain to them. 20 For since the creation of the world God’s invisible 

qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what 

has been made, so that men are without excuse. (Romans 1:18-20)728 

 

As we reflect upon the cells within the human body, we are immediately confronted with 

the DNA found within each individual cell. Just a cursory examination of the cell provides 

proof that evolution did not and could not occur. Luther D. Sunderland (1929-1987, aerospace 

engineer) sought to expose the fallacies in Darwin’s postulations concerning evolution. He calls 

attention to the optimism, following Watson’s and Crick’s discovery of the helical [spiral in 

form] structure of the DNA molecule, of setting forth the scientific explanation for the origin of 

life. He explains the buoyancy of anticipation as well as the darkness that ultimately 

overshadowed their initial expectations: 

 
     When Watson and Crick discovered the helical structure of the DNA molecule and the general 

way that it coded the formation and replication of proteins in cells, there were great expectations that 

a plausible scientific explanation for the origin of life was just over the horizon. The laboratory 

synthesis of amino acids from basic chemical further heightened the expectations that man, with all 

his intelligence and resources, could synthesize a living cell. These hopes have also been dashed with 

the failure to generate life in the laboratory, and researchers are stating that new natural laws will 

need to be discovered to explain how the high degree of order and specificity of even a single cell 

could be generated by random, natural processes.729  (Emphasis mine) 

 

Paul Brand (Physician) 

 

The complexity of DNA baffles the imagination. In addition to Sunderland’s 

observations, we are also confronted with the words of Dr. Paul Brand (1914-2003, pioneering 

physician in the field of leprosy) as he, too, reflects upon the enormous amount of information 

contained within each cell. He writes:  

 
     The secret to membership [a hundred trillion cells within the body] lies locked away inside each 

cell nucleus, chemically coiled in a strand of DNA. Once the egg and sperm share their inheritance, 

the DNA chemical ladder splits down the center of every gene such as the teeth of a zipper pull[ed] 

apart. DNA re-forms itself each time the cell divides: 2, 4, 8, 16, 32 cells, each with the identical 

DNA. Along the way cells specialize, but each carries the entire instruction book of one hundred 

                                                 
727See Dallas Burdette, “Paul’s Conversion: Apologetic for Christianity,” in Dallas Burdette, Biblical 

Preaching and Teaching: Jesus and Our Privileges, Vol., 1 (Longwood, FL: Xulon Press, 2009), 92-120.  
728For a defense of the credibility of the New Testament writings, see Dallas Burdette, “The Credibility 

and Candor of the New Testament writers,” Ibid., 144-166.  
729Luther D. Sunderland, Darwin’s Enigma: Fossils and Other Problems, 4th Edition, revised and 

expanded, (Santee, California: Master Book Publishers, 1988), 8. 
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thousand genes. DNA is estimated to contain instructions that, if written out, would fill a thousand 

six-hundred-page book.730 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Once more, we stand in bewilderment as to the amount of information found in each cell. 

Dr. Brand captures the wonder of the cell as he pens the following words: 

 

     The DNA is so narrow and compacted that all the genes in all my body’s cells 

would fit into an ice cube; yet if the DNA were unwound and joined together end to 

end, the strand could stretch from the earth to the sun and back more than four hundred 

times.731 

 

Francis S. Collins (Theistic-Evolutionist) 

 

Francis S. Collins (b. 1950, a theistic-evolutionist and American physician-geneticist) 

explains the wonder and marvel of the DNA, the hereditary code of life, in his The Language of 

God: 

 
     The human genome [the genetic material of an organism] consists of all the DNA of our species, 

the hereditary code of life. This newly revealed text was 3 billion letters long, and written in a strange 

and cryptographic four-letter code. Such is the amazing complexity of the information carried within 

each cell of the human body, that a live reading of that code at a rate of one letter per second would 

take thirty-one years, even if reading continued day and night. Printing these letters out in regular font 

size on normal bond paper and binding them all together would result in a tower the height of the 

Washington Monument.732 

 

Lewis Thomas 

 

Dr. Lewis Thomas (1913-1993, who attended medical school at Harvard and later taught 

at various universities) calls attention to endless wonderment of the cell in reproduction. We 

should pay attention to him as he seeks to unfold the marvel of the cell as it develops into a 

human being. He strips away all extraneous matter as he writes: 

 
     For the real amazement, if you want to be amazed, is the process. You start out as a single cell 

derived from the coupling of a sperm and an egg, this divides into two, then four, then eight, and so 

on, and at a certain stage there emerges a single cell which will have as all its progeny the human 

brain. The mere existence of that cell should be one of the great astonishments of the earth. People 

ought to be walking around all day, all through their waking hours, calling to each other in endless 

                                                 
730Dr. Paul Brand and Philip Yancey, Fearfully and Wonderfully Made, 2nd ed., (Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: Zondervan, 1980.), 45.  
731Ibid., 46.  
732Francis S. Collins, The Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief (New York: Free 

Press, 2006), 1-2. Even though Collins is a believer in God, nevertheless, he downplays Intelligent Design, that 

is, intelligent design with capital “I” and “D,” Ibid., 181-195.  Collins denies that Genesis 1—11 records actual 

history, Ibid., 205-206. I stand in wonder and bewilderment at Collins’ logic in denying Intelligent Design 

concerning the DNA in every cell. 
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wonderment, talking of nothing except that cell. It is an unbelievable thing, and yet there it is, 

popping neatly into its place amid the jumbled cells of every one of the several billion human 

embryos around the planet, just as if it were the easiest thing in the world to do. 

     If you like being surprised, there’s the source. One cell is switched on to become the whole 

trillion-cell, massive apparatus for thinking and imagining and, for that matter, being surprised. All 

the information needed for learning to read and write, playing the piano, arguing before senatorial 

subcommittees, walking across a street through traffic, or the marvelous human act of putting out one 

hand and leaning against a tree, is contained in that first cell. All of grammar, all syntax, all 

arithmetic, all music. 

     It is not known how the switching on occurs. At the very beginning of an embryo, when it is still 

nothing more than a cluster of cells, all of this information and much more is latent inside every cell 

in the cluster. When the stem cell for the brain emerges, it could be that the special quality of 

brainness is simply switched on. But it could as well be that everything else, every other potential 

property, is switched off, so that this most specialized of all cells no longer has its precursors’ option 

of being a thyroid or a liver or whatever, only a brain.733 

 

When we contemplate the number of cells within the human body (100 trillion), we 

appreciate the words of the psalmist:  

 
     For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. 14I praise you 

because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. 15My 

frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was woven together in 

the depths of the earth, 16your eyes saw my unformed body. All the days ordained for me were 

written in your book before one of them came to be. (Psalm 139:13-16) 

 

William S. Beck (Evolutionist) 

 

William S. Beck, an evolutionist, calls attention to the complexity of the human organism 

through the number of cells within the human body. His comments attest, whether consciously 

or unconsciously, to the truth that the body is designed by an Intelligent Designer, namely, God. 

He writes: 

 
     The human body contains about 100 trillion cells. We have spoken of the structural and functional 

attributes shared by all cells and those that permit the grouping of cells into different categories. 

Obviously, the differences among body cells account for the integrated nature of body organization. 

Specialized cells are woven into tissues, tissues into organs, and organs into functioning systems 

whose “purpose” is the preservation of a constant and ideal internal environment.734 

 

As we reflect upon Francis Collins’ comments about the complexity of the cell, we are 

reminded of comments by Ashley Montagu (1905-1999), British-American anthropologist and 

humanist. He writes about how minuscule the sperm cells are in size. His description staggers 

                                                 
733Lewis Thomas, The Medusa and the Snail: More Notes of a Biology Watcher (New York: The Viking 

Press, 1974, 1979), 156-157. 
734William S. Beck, Human Design: Molecular, Cellular, and Systematic Physiology (New York: 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1971), 189.  
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the imagination, and, at the same time, inspires awe and wonder at the marvel of God’s 

creation. Listen to him as he seeks to paint a graphic picture of the wonder and marvel of it all: 

 
     At the present moment [1960] there are about 2,890,000,000 human beings alive on the face of 

this earth. Allowing one sperm and one egg to each of them as being responsible both for their 

existence and their genetic heredity, we have a total of 5,780,000,000 germ cells involved, a number 

which could be contained in about two and a half quart milk bottles. The sperm cells would occupy 

the space of less than an aspirin tablet. In fact, the chromosomes, the actual bearers of the hereditary 

particles, the genes, within the cells of this huge number would occupy the space of less than half an 

aspirin. Reflect upon that! All the hereditary materials, the heredity of the whole human race, of all 

those now living could be contained within the space of half an aspirin.735 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Michael Denton (Evolutionist) 

 

The complexity of the cell rules out the philosophy of evolution. Once again, when we 

examine the possibilities of life originating through evolution, we become more and more 

conscious of the impossibility of life beginning through evolution. Michael Denton (b. 1943, an 

evolutionist) admits the impossibility that the cell originated through evolution. He writes with 

candor as he explains the dilemma: 

 
     The complexity of the simplest known type of cell is so great that it is impossible to accept that 

such an object could have been thrown together suddenly by some kind of freakish, vastly 

improbable, event. Such an occurrence would be indistinguishable from a miracle. An estimate of just 

how improbable it might be is made in Chapter Thirteen [in his book--Evolution].736 

 

Sir Fred Hoyle (English Astronomer)  

And 

Chandra Wickramasinghe (Professor of Applied Mathematics) 

 

Evolution cannot account for the origin of life. If evolution is true, then life had a random 

beginning with no design. This philosophy usually begins with some kind of “prebiotic soup.” It 

is in this vein that Sir Fred Hoyle (1915-2001,737 English astronomer, mathematician, and 

cosmologist) and Chandra Wickramasinghe (b.1939,738 Professors of Applied Mathematics and 

                                                 
735Ashley Montagu, Human Heredity (New York: The New American Library, 1959, 1960), 22.  
736Michael Denton, Evolution: A Theory in Crisis (Bethesda, Maryland: Adler & Adler Publishers, 

1986), 264. In this book, Denton questioned the validity of neo-Darwinism and argued that evidence of divine 

design exists in nature. This book was instrumental in starting the Intelligent Design movement [Intelligent 

Design with a capital I and D =ID]. 
737Even though Hoyle became a staunch critic of the theories of chemical evolution, he, nevertheless, 

held to the theory that life evolved in space. Where did life come from? Both Hoyle and Wickramasinghe 

rejected the proposal that life originated by pure chance in the so-called “primordial soup.” This philosophy was 

simply nonsense. We, as Christians, believe that God created all life, which creation of life is mentioned in 

Genesis 1-11. 
738Strange as it may sound, Wickramasinghe advocated that life did not start with the theory of the 

“primordial soup,” but rather, life on earth originated about 4000 million years ago on comets that traveled 
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Astronomy) denied that life had a random beginning. The back cover to their book (Evolution 

from Space: A Theory of Cosmic Creationism) by Martin Garner is quite revealing: 

 
     Both were former disbelievers in a life creating god, are now persuaded that …a god exists…. 

They believe that the existence of a creator can be established by mathematics, with a probability 

greater than 1040,000 (1 followed by 40,000 zeros) to 1.739 

 

 What does 1040,000 (1 followed by 40,000 zeros740) to 1 mean? To illustrate how large this 

number is, the number of known atoms in the known universe is infinitesimally small by 

comparison (1070).741 His argument is that if the whole universe was one primordial soup, this 

probability of 1040,000 would make the evolutionary theory impossible. In the reading of their 

book, I found several statements that are extremely informative concerning the origin of the 

existence of life. They write:  

 
     From the beginning of this book we have emphasized the enormous information content of even 

the simplest living systems. The information cannot in our view be generated by what are often called 

‘natural’ processes, as for instance through meteorological and chemical processes occurring at the 

surface of a lifeless planet. As well as a suitable physical and chemical environment, a large initial 

store of information was also needed. We have argued that the requisite information came from an 

‘intelligence’, the beckoning spectre.742 (Emphasis mine) 

 

 Toward the end of the book, Hoyle and Wickramasinghe write: “No matter how large the 

environment one considers, life cannot have had a random beginning.”743 They continued to 

develop their ideas about information contained in living cells: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

through space to earth and countless other planets. Yet, even their theory, does not allow life to just appear 

without God. The cell is too complex in order for it to just have happened by chance. Fortunately both men 

understood something about the complexity of the cell and realized that life did not create itself.   
739Sir Fred Hoyle and Chandra Wickramasinghe, Evolution from Space: A Theory of Cosmic 

Creationism (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981), backcover. 
740Sir Fred Hoyle and Chandra Wickramasinghe explain the enormity of zeros in 1040,000  with the 

following comments in their Evolution from Space, xii: 

 

     A number 1040,000 appears frequently in this book. Forty thousand zeros would be needed to write 

this number in full, which at sixty zeros to a line would occupy rather more than sixteen pages of 

zeros. This example makes the advantage of the compact power notation very obvious. 

 
741Some scholars give the number as 1080. See Jonathan Sarfati, Refuting Evolution (Australia: Creation 

Ministries International, 1999, 2008), 33. See also Michael Denton, Evolution, 310, where he writes: “There are 

only 1070 atoms in the entire observable universe.”  Professor John Lennox’s book (God’s Undertaker: Has 

Science Buried God? [Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2007], 132) states that there are “about 280” particles 

in the universe. I discussed this with him on January 14, 2010 at the “Seeking 7” seminar in Birmingham, AL. 

He told me that this should have been 1080 not 280. 
742Ibid., 150.  
743Ibid., 148.  
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     As our ideas developed, a monstrous spectre kept beckoning. Just as the brain of Shakespeare was 

necessary to produce the famous plays, so prior information was necessary to produce a living cell.744 

 

 Earlier, they discussed the so-called “organic soup” in which life came into being. They 

called attention to the utter impossibility of life coming into existence this way. They discuss 

enzymes in its functioning form. The following comment explains the “outrageously small 

probability” of this happening, that is to say, zero chance of getting hold of the necessary set of 

enzymes for even the simplest living cell: 

 
     By itself, this small probability could be faced, because one must contemplate not just a single 

shot at obtaining the enzyme, but a very large number of trials such as are supposed to have occurred 

in an organic soup early in the history of the Earth. The trouble is that there are about two thousand 

enzymes, and the chance of obtaining them all in a random trial is only one part in (1020)2000 = 

1040,000, an outrageously small probability that could not be faced even if the whole universe 

consisted of organic soup.745 

 

 Once more, they explain that necessary instructions are essential for the origin of life:    

 
     For life to have originated on the Earth it would be necessary that quite explicit instructions should 

have been provided for its assembly…. There is no way in which we can expect to avoid the need for 

information, no way in which we can simply get by with a bigger and better organic soup, as we 

ourselves hoped might be possible a year or two ago.746   

 

 The following chart747 is reproduced from Hoyle and Wickramasinghe dealing with 

powers in order to assist one in grasping the use of powers of ten: 

 
CHART: POWERS OF TEN 

 

1010 = 10,000,000,000 

109 =   1,000.000,000 

108 =      100,000,000 

107 =        10,000,000 

106 =          1,000,000 

105 =             100,000 

104 =               10,000  

103 =                 1,000 

102 =                    100 

101 =                      10 

100 =                        1 

10-1 =                        0.1 

10-2 =                        0.01 

10-3 =                        0.001 

                                                 
744Ibid.  
745Ibid., 24.  
746Ibid., 30, 31.  
747Ibid., xi.  
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10-4 =                        0.0001 

10-5 =                        0.00001 

10-6 =                        0.000001  

10-7 =                        0.0000001 

10-8 =                        0.00000001 

10-9 =                        0.000000001  

10-10 =                        0.0000000001 

 

 Again, Hoyle and Wickramasinghe are forthright in their candid confession about the 

probability of life originating from randomness is beyond the likelihood of life originating by 

chance. Listen to them as they express their utter amazement at those who accept the 

randomness philosophy: 

 
     Once we see, however, that the probability of life originating at random is so utterly minuscule as 

to make the random concept absurd, it becomes sensible to think that the favourable properties of 

physics on which life depends are in every respect deliberate…. It is therefore almost inevitable that 

our own measure of intelligence must reflect in a valid way the higher intelligences to our left, even to 

the extreme idealized limit of God…. Any theory with a probability of being correct that is larger than 

one part in 1040,000 must be judged superior to random shuffling. The theory that life was assembled by 

an intelligence has, we believe, a probability vastly higher than one part in 1040,000 of being the correct 

explanation of the any curious facts discussed in preceding chapters. Indeed, such a theory is so 

obvious that one wonders why it is not widely accepted as being self-evident. The reasons are 

psychological rather than scientific.748 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Francis Crick (Molecular Biologist) 
 

Some scientists are bewildered at the structure of the DNA. Yet, many are still writing 

about a “good soup” from which life originated. Many scientists deny Intelligent Design and 

resort to fanciful theories about a mixture of simple organic compounds forming life. It is in this 

vein that Francis Crick (1916-2004, British molecular biologist, physicist, neuroscientist, and 

one of two co-discoverers of the structure of the DNA molecule in 1953) sought an answer to 

the problem of life. He writes about the hugeness of our own galaxy, and, at the same time, 

writes about a “good soup—a mixture of simple organic compounds in water,” and “seeds 

everywhere” from outer space, which came to earth in an “unmanned spaceship sent by a higher 

civilization.”  

We cannot help but wonder why this kind of belief is credible to some (“unmanned 

spaceship sent by a higher civilization”) but, on the other hand, for one to believe Moses when 

he wrote—“In the beginning God created”—is too credulous, or gullible, to accept as historical. 

The Genesis account, according to atheists, evolutionists, and theistic evolutionists, is too far 

out to view with historical accuracy. Did life simply appear without a designer? Crick is 

conscious that the DNA molecule is too complex for it to have originated from inanimate, or 

non-living, objects. When he sticks to facts, his comments are quite revealing concerning the 

immensity of our own galaxy: 

                                                 
748Ibid., 141, 144, 130.   
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     Our own galaxy has perhaps 1011 stars and there are at least 1010 galaxies and probably more. 

Many of these stars are likely to have planets circling around them.749  

 

 In order to explain evolution, he resorts to the idea of panspermia, meaning “seeds 

everywhere,” which seeds came to the earth in an unmanned spaceship and dropped off its 

seeds that eventually became a “good soup” from which life originated on earth. Yet, other 

scientists see the utter nonsense in such wishful and speculative thinking. Charles Thaxton (b. 

1939),750 Walter Bradley,751 and Roger Olsen752 reject the wild imaginations of some scientists 

who advance the notion of a “prebiotic soup” from which life sprang into existence. They write 

with logic and common sense as they expose this kind of mindset: 

 
     Based on the foregoing geochemical assessment, we conclude that both in the atmosphere and in 

the various water basins of the primitive earth, many destructive interactions would have so vastly 

diminished, if not altogether consumed, essential precursor chemicals, that chemical evolution rates 

would have been negligible. The soup would have been too dilute for direct polymerization to occur. 

Even local ponds for concentrating soup ingredients would have met with the same problem. 

     Furthermore, no geological evidence indicates an organic soup, even a small organic pond, ever 

existed on this planet. It is becoming clear that however life began on earth, the usually conceived 

notion that life emerged from an oceanic soup of organic chemicals is a most implausible hypothesis. 

We may therefore with fairness call this scenario “the myth of the prebiotic soup.”753 (Emphasis 

mine) 

 

Paul S. Taylor (Theist) 

 

Even 20 billion years is not sufficient time for evolution to have occurred. Paul S. Taylor 

seeks to illustrate the utter impossibility of life originating within the time frame set by 

evolutionist for life to have come into existence. Many evolutionists estimate the universe to be 

about 20 billion years old.754 Taylor cites from two well-known scientists (Sir Fred Hoyle and 

                                                 
749Francis Crick, Life Itself: Its Origin and Nature (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981), 13-14. He 

explains the powers of ten in a footnote on page 14: 

 

     This notation is so convenient that I shall use it throughout this book without further explanation. 

1011 simply means a number consisting of a one followed by eleven zeros. That is, 100 billion. So a 

thousand is 103, a million 108, a billion (American) is 109, and so on.  

 
750Charles Thaxton, creationist author and fellow of the Discovery Institute’s Center for Science and 

Culture. He has a doctorate in physical chemistry from Iowa State University and has completed post-doctorate 

programs in the history of science at Harvard University and the molecular biology laboratories of Brandeis 

University.  
751Walter L. Bradley receive his Ph.D. in Materials Science from the University of Texas  
752Roger L. Olsen received his Ph.D. in Geochemistry from Colorado School of Mines.  
753Charles B. Thaxton, Walter L. Bradley, and Roger L. Olsen, The Mystery of Life’s Origin: 

Reassessing Current Theories (New York: Philosophical Library, 1984, 1986), 66.  
754Paul S. Taylor, The Illustrated Origins Answer Book 5th ed., (Gilbert, Arizona: Eden 

Communications, 1995), 79.  
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Chandra Wickramasinghe)755 who calculated the odds of life forming by natural processes. 

Taylor summarizes statements from their book: 

 
     They estimated that there is less than 1 chance in 1040,000 that life could have originated by random 

trials. 1040,000 is a 1 with 40,000 zeros after it.756 

 

 After summarizing these two scientists, Taylor writes: 

 
     How can one gain some conception of the size of such a huge number? According to most 

Evolutionists, the universe is less than 30 billion years old—and there are fewer than 1018 seconds in 

30 billion years. So, even if nature could somehow have produced trillions of genetic code 

combinations every second for 30 billion years, the probabilities against producing the simplest one-

celled animal by trial and error would still be inconceivably immense.757 In other words, probabilities 

greatly favor those that believe an intelligent designer was responsible for originating even the 

simplest DNA molecules.758 

 

 When we examine the possibilities of life originating through evolution, we become more 

and more conscious of the impossibility of life beginning through evolution. Michael Denton 

(b. 1943, an evolutionist) admits the impossibility that the cell originated through evolution. He 

writes with candor as he explains the dilemma: 

 
     The complexity of the simplest known type of cell is so great that it is impossible to accept that 

such an object could have been thrown together suddenly by some kind of freakish, vastly 

improbable, event. Such an occurrence would be indistinguishable from a miracle. An estimate of just 

how improbable it might be is made in Chapter Thirteen [of his book].759 

 

 Once more, Taylor asked the question: “Chemical + Energy—Could They Have Given 

Birth to the First Life?”760 His comments concerning an answer to his question are quite 

                                                 
755See Sir Fred Hoyle and Chandra Wickramasinghe, Evolution from Space: A Theory of Cosmic 

Creationism (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1981), 24, 30, 31, 148, 150. 
756Paul S. Taylor, The Illustrated Origins Answer Book, 23.  
757Taylor adds an endnote with the word immense: 

  

     1018 seconds = 31.7 Billion years, assuming 31,536,000 seconds per year. Even if an awesome 

1,000 trillion random combinations could be tried every second each year for 30 billion years (i.e., 

1033 trials), the remaining odds would still be an enormous 1039,967 to 1 against the formation of the 

necessary genes, based on Hoyle’s 1040,000 figure. Ibid., 78. 

 
758Ibid., 23-24.  
759Michael Denton, Evolution: A Theory in Crisis (Bethesda, Maryland: Adler & Adler Publishers, 

1986), 264. In this book, Denton questioned the validity of neo-Darwinism and argued that evidence of divine 

design exists in nature. This book, as pointed out earlier, was instrumental in starting the Intelligent Design 

movement [Intelligent Design with a capital “I” and “D” =ID]. 
760Paul Taylor, Origins Answer Book: Concise, Easy-to-Understand Facts about the Origin of Life, 

Man, and the Cosmos, 22.  
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revealing concerning amino acids combining to form necessary proteins without guidance from 

the outside is not probable. He writes: 

 
     One chemist has calculated the immense odds against amino acids ever combining to form the 

necessary proteins by undirected means. He estimated the probability to be more than 1067 to 1 

against even a small protein forming—by time and chance, in an ideal mixture of chemicals, in an 

ideal atmosphere, and given up to 100 billion years (an age 10 to 20) times greater than the supposed 

age of the Earth).761 

 

I. L. Cohen (Mathematician) 

 

I. L. Cohen’s (a mathematician researcher and author) observations concerning 

probability are quite revealing, especially as we reflect upon 1067. His remarks illustrate the 

impossibility of life originating without directed means: 

 
    Based on the probability factors depicted in Chapter 2 [Darwin Was Wrong] any viable DNA 

strand having over 84 nucleotides cannot be the result of haphazard mutations. At that stage, the 

probabilities are 1 in 4.80 x 1050. Such a number, if written out, would read 

 

480,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 

 

Mathematicians agree that any requisite number beyond 1050 has, statistically, a zero 

probability of occurrence (and even that gives it the benefit of the doubt!) Any species known to us, 

including the smallest single-cell bacteria, have enormously larger numbers of nucleotides than 100 

or 1000. In fact, single cell bacteria display about 3,000,000 nucleotides, aligned in a very specific 

sequence. This means, that there is no mathematical probability whatever for any known species to 

have been the product of a random occurrence—random mutations (to use the evolutionist’s favorite 

expression.)762 [Emphasis mine] 

 

Cohen’s statement above—“Mathematicians agree that any requisite number beyond 1050 

has, statistically, a zero probability of occurrence”—when compared to Hoyle’s statement about 

the chance of life originating by random chance is 1040,000, which number (1040,000) illustrates 

the utter impossibility of such an event occurring. In spite of the evidence for special creation, 

nevertheless, many evolutionists still advance the notion of chemical evolution. Biochemists 

Thaxton, Bradley, and Olsen lay bare the utter futility of seeking to prove evolution. The 

following remarks uncover the bankruptness of evolution: 

 
     A Major conclusion to be drawn from this work is that the undirected flow of energy through a 

primordial atmosphere and ocean is at present a woefully inadequate explanation for the incredible 

complexity associated with even simple living systems, and is probably wrong. 

                                                 
761Ibid. 1067  = 

10,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 
762I. L. Cohen, Darwin Was Wrong: A Study in Probabilities (Greenvale, New York: New Research 

Publications, 1984), 205. 
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     Many will find this critique “interesting” but will not draw the same conclusions we have. Why 

will many predictably persist in their acceptance of some version of chemical evolution? Quite 

simply, because chemical evolution has been falsified. One would be irrational to adhere to a falsified 

hypothesis. We have only presented a case that chemical evolution is highly implausible. By the 

nature of the case that is all one can do. In a strict, technical sense, chemical evolution cannot be 

falsified because it is not falsifiable. Chemical evolution is a speculative reconstruction of a unique 

past event, and cannot therefore be tested against recurring nature.763 

 

 

Michael Denton (Evolutionist) 

 

The existence of an Intelligent Designer is the only alternative to evolution, which 

philosophy fails to provide evidence for its postulation for the age of the earth and the 

beginning of life. Again, we call attention to the true confession of Michael Denton (Ph.D., M. 

D., an evolutionist): 

 
     As on so many occasions, paleontology has again failed to substantiate evolutionary 

presumptions. Considering the way the prebiotic soup is referred to in so many discussions of the 

origin of life as an already established reality, it comes as something of a shock to realize that there is 

absolutely no positive evidence for its existence.764 (Emphasis mine) 

 

These comments by Denton confirm the words of Cohen as cited above. Once more, 

Cohen states that the debate between evolutionists and creationists should have come to a 

“screeching halt” with the discovery of the complexity of the cell. In spite of the data available 

today, we still witness evolution being postulated without any evidence to verify wild 

imaginations, minds that refuse to look at the evidence for the God of creation. Cohen points 

out with justice: 

 
     At that moment, when the DNA/RNA [RNA = ribonucleic acid] system became understood, the 

debate between evolutionists and creationists should have come to a screeching halt…. The 

implications of the DNA/RNA were obvious and clear…. The present book submits the theme and 

argument that evolution could not have taken place along the lines depicted by evolutionists. 

Mathematically speaking, based on probability concepts, there is no possibility that evolution was the 

mechanism that created the approximately 6,000,000 species of plants and animals we recognize 

today.765 (Emphasis mine) 

 

  The arguments for evolution are extremely fragile, but, at the same time, the arguments 

for special creation by someone outside creation are extremely strong, which “someone” is none 

other than God. Denton is correct as he writes about the complexity of the cell: 

 

                                                 
763Charles B. Thaxton, Walter L. Bradley, and roger L. Olsen, The Mystery of Life’s Origin: Reassessing 

Current Theories (New York: Philosophical Library, 1984, 1986), 186. 
764Michael Denton, Evolution:  A Theory in Crisis (Bethesda, Maryland: Adler & Adler Publishers, 

1985, 1986), 186.   
765I. L. Cohen, Darwin was Wrong, 4, 5, 8.  
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     The complexity of the simplest known type of cell is so great that it is impossible to accept that 

such an object could have been thrown together suddenly by some kind of freakish, vastly 

improbable, event. Such an occurrence would be indistinguishable from a miracle.766 (Emphasis 

mine) 

  

The evolutionists provide no concrete evidence for their presuppositions. It is in this vein 

that Sir Fred Hoyle and Chandra Wickramasinghe reject evolution as a viable solution to solve 

the riddle of life. The following extract from their famous book illustrates the utter impossibility 

of life originating without an outside source, that is to say, God: 

 
     Any theory with a probability of being correct that is larger than one part in 1040,000 must be 

judged superior to random shuffling. The theory that life was assembled by an intelligence has, we 

believe, a probability vastly higher than one part in 1040,000 of being the correct explanation of the 

many curious facts discussed in preceding chapters. Indeed, such a theory is so obvious that one 

wonders why it is not widely accepted as being self-evident. The reasons are psychological rather 

than scientific…. Once we see, however, that the probability of life originating at random is so utterly 

minuscule as to make the random concept absurd, it becomes sensible to think that the favourable 

properties of physics on which life depends are in every respect deliberate…. It is therefore almost 

inevitable that our own measure of intelligence must reflect in a valid way the higher intelligences to 

our left, even to the extreme idealized limit of God.767 (Emphasis mine) 

 

David Green and Robert Goldberger (Evolutionists) 

 

David Green (1910-1985) and Robert Goldberger, both biochemists and evolutionists, 

assert that there is no scientific evidence for the cell in all of its complexity to have originated 

on Planet Earth without outside sources. The following citation from their book is quite frank 

concerning the lack of scientific evidence for such a postulate: 

 
     However, the macromolecule-to-cell transition is a jump of fantastic dimensions, which lies 

beyond the range of testable hypothesis. In this area all is conjecture. The available facts do not 

provide a basis for postulating that cells arose on this planet. This is not to say that some paraphysical 

forces were at work. We simply wish to point out the fact that there is no scientific evidence.768 

(Emphasis mine) 

 

Thaxton, Bradley, and Olsen 

 

It is in this same vein of reasoning that Thaxton, Bradley, and Olsen correctly marvel 

about the DNA, with all its complexity, which originated, according to some scientists, 

“without” outside intelligence. They have convincingly pointed out the need for intelligence in 

the design of the cell. 

                                                 
766 Michael Denton, Evolution, 264. 
767Sir Fred Hoyle and Chandra Wickramasinghe, Evolution from Space: A Theory of Cosmic 

Creationism (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981), 130, 141, 144.  
768David E. Green and Robert F. Goldberger, Molecular Insights into the Living Process (New York: 

Academic Press, 1967), 406-407.  
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     We know that in numerous cases certain effects always have intelligent causes, such as 

dictionaries, sculptures, machines and paintings. We reason by analogy that similar effects also have 

intelligent causes. For example, after looking up to see “BUY FORD” spelled out in smoke across the 

sky we infer the presence of a skywriter even if we heard or saw no airplane. We would similarly 

conclude the presence of intelligent activity were we to come upon and elephant-shaped topiary [The 

practice or art of training, cutting, and trimming trees or shrubs into odd or ornamental shapes] in a 

cedar forest. 

     In like manner an intelligible communication via radio signal from some distant galaxy would be 

widely hailed as evidence of an intelligent source. Why then doesn’t the message sequence on the 

DNA molecule also constitute prima facie [at first view: on the first appearance] evidence for an 

intelligent source? After all, DNA information is not just analogous to a message sequence such as 

Morse code, it is such a message sequence. The so-called Shannon information laws apply equally to 

the genetic code and to the Morse code. True, our knowledge of intelligence has been restricted to 

biology-based advanced organisms, but it is currently argued by some that intelligence exists in 

complex non-biological computer circuitry. If our minds are capable of imagining intelligence freed 

from biology in this sense, then why not in the sense of an intelligent being before biological life 

existed? 

     We believe that if this question is considered, it will be seen that most often it is answered in the 

negative simply because it is thought to be inappropriate to bring a Creator into science. 

     The above discussion is not meant as a scientific proof of a Creator, but is merely a line of 

reasoning to show that Special Creation by a Creator beyond the cosmos is a plausible view of Origin 

science.769 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Richard Dawkins (Atheist) 

 

Richard Dawkins (b. 1941, one of the world’s best-known atheists) frankly admits that 

the information in “one cell” is massive. Yet, in spite of his confession, he believes all of this 

information came about through “blind chance.” In the face of his atheism, he has allowed his 

atheistic bias to impact his denial of what he admits staggers the imagination. He observes in 

his own words: 

 
     As I mentioned at the end of Chapter 1 [page 18], there is enough information capacity in a single 

human cell to store the Encyclopaedia Britannica, all 30 volumes of it, three or four times over. I 

don’t know the comparable figure for a willow seed or an ant, but it will be of the same order of 

staggeringness. There is enough storage capacity in the DNA of a single lily seed or a single 

salamander sperm to store the Encyclopaedia Britannica 60 times over. Some species of the unjustly 

called ‘primitive’ amoebas has as much information in their DNA as 1,000 Encyclopaedia 

Britannica.770 

 

 Even though his remarks are astounding as to the complexity of the cell, nevertheless, he 

still underestimates the complexity of the genetic code. Dr. Werner Gitt’s (retired professor and 

                                                 
769Charles B. Thaxton, Walter L. Bradley, and Roger L. Olsen, The Mystery of Life’s Origin: 

Reassessing Current Theories (New York: Philosophical Library, 1984, 1986), 211, 212.  
770Richard Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker: Why the Evidence of Evolution Reveals a Universe Without 

Design (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1986), 115, 116.  
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Head of the Department of Information Technology at the German Federal Institute of Physics 

and Technology) remarks call attention to the amount of information found in one cell: 

 
     Not only is the amount of information in cellular DNA staggering, it’s also incredibly compact. 

We marvel at computer storage disks with ever greater capacity. Yet the quantity of information that 

could be stored in a pinhead’s volume of DNA is equivalent to the content of a pile of paperback 

books spanning the distance from earth to the moon 500 times—each book being unique from the 

others!771 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Bert Thompson (Theist) 

 

Dr. Bert Thompson (Ph.D. degrees in microbiology from Texas A & M University) and 

Wayne Jackson (founder and editor of the Christian Courier and President emeritus of 

Apologetics Press) also call attention to the complexity of the nucleus of the cell, which nucleus 

is the control center of the cell. Their remarks exhibit how infinitesimally small the data are in 

the nucleus of the cell: 

 
     The nucleus is the control center of the cell, and is separated from the cytoplasm by a nuclear 

membrane. Within the nucleus is the genetic machinery of the cell (chromosomes and genes 

containing deoxyribonucleic acid—DNA). The DNA is a super molecule that carries the coded 

information for the replication of the cell. If the DNA from a single human cell were removed from 

the nucleus and unraveled (it is found in the cell in a spiral configuration), it would be approximately 

six feet long, and would contain over a billion biochemical steps. It has been estimated that if all the 

DNA in an adult human were placed end-to-end, it would reach to the Sun and back (186 million 

miles [sic]) 400 times.772 (Emphasis mine) 

  

The cell is a factory working day and night. John Pfeiffer (b. 1915) demonstrates the 

complex chemical aggregates as he explains the intricacy of the cell: 

 
     The “factory district” of every cell also lies in the cytoplasm, in the form of numerous ribosomes, 

spheroids a little less than a millionth of an inch in diameter. Ribosomes are the site of the 

manufacture of the protein compounds which form a major part to every organism. Proteins, various 

combinations of carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, oxygen and usually Sulphur, exist everywhere—in cells 

which make up tissues and organs, in membranes and muscle fibers and skin and bone and cartilage. 

(Among the most important proteins are substances called enzymes, which keep the wheels of life 

spinning by speeding vital biochemical processes.) To manufacture the many forms of protein it 

needs, a cell may utilize thousands of ribosomes, some floating in the cytoplasm and others attached 

to the ER like berries on a vine…. 

     The microscopic blob of jelly called the cell is a remarkable entity. The most remarkable thing 

about it is the very fact that it is alive—not with murky primordial glow, but as fully and vibrantly 

alive as a tiger or an oak tree. In a remarkable miniaturization of life’s functions, the cell moves, 
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grows, reacts, protects itself and even reproduces. To sustain this varied existence, it utilizes a tightly 

organized system of parts that is much like a tiny industrial complex. It has a central control point, 

power plants, internal communications, construction and manufacturing elements.773 (Emphasis 

mine) 

 

Darrel Kautz 

 

Darrel Kautz, too, goes right to the heart of the marvelous machinery of the DNA. He 

demonstrates that there must be an Intelligent Designer, which is God. Even though the 

following quote from his book is lengthy, nevertheless, it unfolds the need to assign God, not 

evolution, as the author of the DNA: 

 
     When a person excludes God—an intelligent Being external to our time/mass/space dimension of 

reality—as the Creator of the genetic code, his only alternative is to believe that code information 

arose within matter spontaneously. However, there is no scientific evidence whatever that matter, in 

and of itself, can generate coded information…. 

     The supposition that coded information arises spontaneously from matter under the influence of 

the laws of nature runs counter to the Second Law of Thermodynamics—the law of energy decay…. 

     It is interesting to note that much of the terminology used in speaking of the functions of DNA 

resembles that associated with language. We speak of the genetic code. DNA is transcribed into 

RNA. RNA is translated into protein. By way of analogy, one can say that the genetic code is 

composed of four letters. (the nucleotides A, T, G, C). These letters are arranged into sixty-four 

words (triplets or codons) of three letters each. They, in turn, are arranged in sequences to produce 

sentences (genes). Several sentences constitute paragraphs (operons). Many paragraphs form 

chapters (chromosomes), and a number of chapters make up a book (an organism). 

     Human beings, over the centuries, have stored information in a variety of ways: on clay tablets, 

stone, papyrus, paper, film, cassettes, microchips, etc. However, human technology has not yet 

advanced to the point of storing information chemically as it is in the DNA molecule. “A chemical 

solution to the problem of information storage has, of course, been solved in living things by 

exploiting the properties of the long chain-like DNA polymers in which cells store their hereditary 

information. It is a superbly economical solution. The capacity of DNA to store information vastly 

exceeds that of any other known system; it is so efficient that all the information needed to specify an 

organism as complex as man weighs less than a few thousand millionths of a gram. The information 

necessary to specify the design of all the species of organisms which have ever existed on the planet, 

a number according to G. G. Simpson [an evolutionist] of approximately one thousand million, could 

be held in a teaspoon and there would still be room left for all the information in every book ever 

written.”774 (Emphasis mine) 

 

Antony Flew (Former Atheist) 

 

It is the complexity of the cell that helped to persuade Antony Flew (1923-2010), one of 

the most notorious atheists in the world, to change from atheism to theism. During a symposium 

at the New York University conducted by Gerald Schroeder and John Haldane, he was asked if 
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recent work on the origin of life pointed to “creative intelligence.” He responded with remarks 

about the DNA. Listen to him as he reveals his own astonishment concerning the complexity of 

the DNA as one of the motives behind his change from atheism to theism: 

 
     Yes, I now think it does … almost entirely because of the DNA investigations. What I think the 

DNA material has done is that it has shown, by the almost unbelievable complexity of the 

arrangements which are needed to produce (life), that intelligence must have been involved in getting 

these extraordinarily diverse elements to work together. It’s the enormous complexity of the number 

of elements and the enormous subtlety of the ways they work together. The meeting of these two 

parts at the right time by chance is simply minute. It is all a matter of the enormous complexity by 

which the results were achieved, which looked to me like the work of intelligence.775 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Remember, the DNA is contained within the nucleus of the cell. The size of body cells 

staggers the imagination as to how small cells are in their dimensions, or measurements. Cells 

come in a variety of sizes and shapes. There is nothing in the universe that men and women 

have developed that can compare or equal to that of the complexity of the living cell. Bert 

Thomson’s and Wayne Jackson’s comments are eye-opening remarks about the complexity of 

the cell: 

 
     These cells come in a variety of sizes and shapes, with different functions and life expectancies. 

For example, some cells (e.g., male spermatozoa) are so small that 20,000 would fit inside a capital 

“O” from a standard typewriter, each being only 0.05 mm long. Some cells, placed end-to-end, would 

make only one inch if 6,000 were assembled together. Yet all the cells of the human body, if set end-

to-end, would encircles the Earth over 200 times. Even the largest cell of the human body, the female 

ovum, is unbelievably small, being only 0.01 of an inch in diameter.776 

 

In order for the cell to survive, it must be able to protect itself. Did evolution design this 

intricacy or did this design come about through Intelligent Design or accident? Ernest Borek’s, 

an evolutionist, comments about the membrane that guards the integrity of the cell is nothing 

short of astounding, which comments demands a Creator, not evolution. Listen to him as he 

explains this marvel of protection:  

 
     All cells, whether of plant, animal, or bacterial origin, are completely enclosed by a membrane 

which guards the physical integrity of the cell, maintaining it as an inviolate, semiautonomous unit. 

Not only does the membrane guard the cell by physical containment, but it also mounts an unceasing 

guard over the ports of entry on the frontiers of the cell. The membrane recognizes with its uncanny 

molecular memory the hundreds of compounds swimming around it and permits or denies passage 

according to the cell’s requirements. Unknown compounds which fail some subtle test for recognition 
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on the molecular ramparts are usually excluded, and the cell is thus guarded against their possibly 

harmful presence.777 

 

This study has focused upon the complexity of the cell, which intricacies demands an 

outside source for its enormous amount of information and arrangement. Just the DNA code 

alone requires an Intelligent Designer outside of space and time. The evidence for God in an 

expanding universe is undeniable to those who are willing to look at the evidence. The fine-

tuning of the universe and the biological complexity of human beings as well as the animal 

kingdom supply sufficient evidence for the soul-searching mind. This study concerning the 

“cell” illustrates that the complexity of the cell could not possibly have happened through 

chance. In order to give credibility to this study, I cited some of the most noted and outstanding 

scientists in this study to illustrate that many former atheists and evolutionists confess that there 

has to be some outside source to account for the DNA in the cell. The cell is evidence of design, 

which design requires an Intelligent Designer. 
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