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Preface 

 

Many factors influence one’s theology, and it would be 
impossible to document all of the influences in my own theologi-
cal development over the past forty years. The thoughts of others 
have been folded into my own thoughts time and again. In writ-
ing this volume I briefly considered trying to trace the develop-
ment of my theological notes so that proper credit could be given 
to whom it is due. However, the impracticality of that is readily 
apparent.  

This is not a new academic work; if it were, it would be 
thoroughly documented and footnoted, with a great deal more 
development than the reader will find here. This is simply a 
compilation of my basic teaching notes on Bible doctrine that have 
developed by accretion over the past forty years. However, 
I would like to acknowledge some works that have proven to be 
useful to me, and important in my own theological development. 
As the one who takes the time to check will find, many of the 
ideas expressed in this volume have been adapted from these 
sources, and those authors are due all the credit for their ideas. 
The only credit that I will take for myself in this volume is for 
making this material more freely available for people, who like 
myself, long to understand the message of the Bible. The follow-
ing works (listed alphabetically) have been depended upon heav-
ily in the development of this material: A Systematic Theology of the 
Christian Religion by J. Oliver Buswell, Basic Theology by Charles 
Ryrie, Christian Theology by Millard Erickson, Dogmatic Theology by 
William G.T. Shedd, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology edited by 
Walter A. Elwell, Evidence that Demands a Verdict and More 
Evidence that Demands a Verdict by Josh McDowell, Lectures in 
Systematic Theology by Henry C. Thiessen, Major Bible Themes by 
Lewis S. Chafer and John F. Walvoord, Practical Theology by Floyd 



 

H. Barackman, Systematic Theology by Lewis S. Chafer, Systematic 
Theology by Louis Berkhof, and Things to Come by J. Dwight 
Pentecost. In addition to these works, I would also like to 
acknowledge the contributions of my professors of Bible and 
theology in college and seminary, especially Dr. Raymond 
Gingrich and Dr. Kenneth McKinley at LeTourneau College, and 
Dr. John F. Walvoord and Dr. Robert Lightener at Dallas Theo-
logical Seminary. 

Some aspects of a truth only become apparent when seen 
within the broader context. Regrettably, there seems to be a di-
minished emphasis today on the systematic study of Bible doc-
trine. As a result, many Christians embrace a collection of 
doctrines that they “feel good” about, but which are fundamen-
tally incompatible.  

There are probably no two theologians that agree on 
everything, but even in disagreement we can find the views of 
others to be food for thought in the pursuit of truth. Knowing why 
we disagree can be immensely helpful in giving definition to our 
own beliefs. In fact, in the history of theology many of the great 
truths only came into focus through sharp disagreements. With 
that in mind the reader is encouraged not only to look for what he 
or she agrees with in this volume, but for what they disagree with, 
since that will prove to be the most challenging. In the end, we 
may still disagree, but for the one who takes this challenge seri-
ously, at least they will know why.  This work is not intended to 
be a complete theology; it is, as the name indicates, a presentation 
of major Bible doctrines. The reader will need to consult the stan-
dard theologies for more detailed information on some subjects.  

Finally, I would like to say that this volume would have 
never been written were it not for the insistence of my wife, Gail. 
She has for many years urged me to write a work of this sort, and 
I have resisted on the grounds that many fine surveys of Bible 
doctrine already exist, and there is little use in plowing the same 
ground again. Nevertheless, her persistence has prevailed. Gail 
also volunteered to spend many hours editing the manuscript and 



 

 

making helpful suggestions. This book is offered in the hope that 
it will serve as a foundation for those just getting started, as well 
as those taking a new look at systematic Bible doctrine. 

 
Sam A. Smith 
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The Nature and Possibility 
of Theology 

The possibility of knowing 

Is it really possible to know anything about God, what he 
is doing, and what he wants? According to the Bible, the answer is 
“Yes.” In fact, the message of the Bible presupposes that man can 
obtain and comprehend at least some knowledge of God and his 
acts, purposes, and plans. While it is more detailed than our 
present study will allow us to develop, the possibility of knowing 
anything about God is built upon three foundational truths.  

1. Theism —that God exists 
2. Revelation —that God has spoken 
3. Epistemology —that it is possible for man to know some 

things, and thus to discern truth 

It is interesting that Satan has always attacked on these 
three fronts in his warfare against man. He seeks to deny that God 
is, that God has spoken, or that man can be certain of what God 
has said. It was in each of these three areas that Satan aimed his 
attack upon Eve in the Garden. He attacked first in the area of 
epistemology; he worked to create doubt in Eve’s mind as to 
whether she actually understood what God had said about eating 
from the tree (Genesis 3:1). Failing in that attack, he turned to two 
other tactics: outright contradiction of what God had revealed 
(3:4), and disparagement of God’s motives (3:5) by implying that 
God selfishly did not want Eve to know that she could become 
like him. These are still the principal means Satan uses today to 
foster rebellion against God.  
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It is important to know what you believe 

There are many reasons for developing a systematic un-
derstanding of biblical truth. Here are just a few of those reasons. 

1. We can deal with organized information far more effi-
ciently than with disorganized information. 

2. Organization in itself has informational content, in that it 
shows relationships, and thus imparts new capacities to 
bare facts. When it comes to knowledge, the whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts. 

3. Certain truths are difficult to understand in isolation. For 
example, election only makes sense in light of total de-
pravity; impeccability is incomprehensible apart from the 
hypostatic union of Christ’s divine and human natures in 
one person; inerrancy is dependent upon inspiration, the 
doctrine of the rapture of the Church presumes premillen-
nialism and an understanding of the uniqueness of the 
Church. 

4. Organization (systemization) contributes to more effective 
memory, communication, application, and defense of bib-
lical truth.  

As we embark on our study of major Bible doctrines there 
are a few important things to keep in mind. 

1. The revelation of truth from God to man was progressive. 
Understandably, God began with simple concepts and 
moved to the more complex truths as man was ready to 
receive them. Because of the progressive nature of the 
revelation of truth, it is often necessary to follow the 
development of a truth through the Bible in order to 
understand how all the pieces fit together.  One of the 
biggest pitfalls in the study of biblical truth is trying to 
understand the more highly developed truths without first 
understanding the more basic concepts. Since the basic 
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concepts are usually taught first, it is important to under-
stand Old Testament truths before tackling New Testa-
ment truths. The biggest reason so many people are 
confused about the meaning of the New Testament is 
because they have little understanding of the Old Testa-
ment. To illustrate: “The gospel” is “the good news” (that’s 
literally what the word means), but it’s hard to fully 
appreciate the good news if one hasn’t first understood the 
bad news! 

2. Our knowledge of truth is incomplete. While God has re-
vealed many things to us, he hasn’t revealed everything. In 
fact, not only has he not revealed everything about every-
thing, he hasn’t even revealed everything about anything! 
We could get very frustrated over the fragmentary nature 
of our knowledge, but doing so wouldn’t help much. We 
have to be content with what is obvious (i.e., self-evident), 
and what God has revealed, and what we can properly in-
fer (logically figure out, or deduce) from what we already 
know. Our knowledge may not be complete, but even in-
complete knowledge can be immensely helpful. We don’t 
need to know everything about something in order to 
know something. For example, I’m not an engineer, and 
I don’t know how a microprocessor works at the physical 
level, but I was able to use a computer to produce this text, 
and that was very useful! The fact is, not only do we not 
have complete knowledge of any theological truths, we 
don’t have complete knowledge of anything at all. Never-
theless, everything we learn helps us to some degree or 
another, at some time or another, and God has given us all 
that we need to know for now—we just have to learn it! 

3. Biblical theology makes use of both induction and deduc-
tion. Induction is information that is either self-evident or 
given (categorical statements of truth in the Bible are ex-
amples of truth that can be known by induction; for exam-
ple: Christ is coming back some day). Deduction is new 
information that can be properly inferred from what is 
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self-evident or what is given; for example: Since Christ is 
coming back (a fact given in the Bible), we need to be 
ready (a reasonable inference from the information given). 
In theology, induction is what the Bible plainly says, and 
deduction is what that information reasonably (logically) 
implies. Both induction and deduction are equally valid 
forms of knowledge as long as the induction is factually 
true and the deduction is proper (logical). 

To illustrate the use of induction and deduction let’s look 
at a classic example. The doctrine of the Trinity (that God 
is one divine being comprised of three distinct persons) is 
a truth derived from a combination of induction and de-
duction. As you may already know, there is no single 
statement in the Bible that says God is a trinity (the word 
“trinity” doesn’t even appear in the Bible), or that he is 
“three-in-one,” or any such equivalent phrase. So, how do 
we know that God is a trinity?  We know this truth from a 
combination of induction and deduction. Here’s how it 
works: We know (because we are told in the Bible) that 
there are three distinct persons who are God (the Father, 
2 Cor. 1:2; the Son, Jn. 1:1-2; and the Holy Spirit, Acts 
5:2-3). We are also told that there is one God (Deut. 6:4; Isa. 
43:10; 44:6,8). These two pieces of information are known 
inductively from the Bible (i.e., they are given). From these 
two sets of facts we can then logically infer that the God of 
the Bible must be one God existing as three persons. While 
this leaves us with many unanswered questions, we know 
that the doctrine of the Trinity must be correct since the 
underlying facts (the two inductions) are beyond dispute, 
and the inference (the deduction) is logically sound. Does 
that mean we know everything about the Trinity? Abso-
lutely not! But we do know something about God, and 
something is better than nothing! 

While it may seem cumbersome to go through these steps 
to derive a truth, a doctrine like the Trinity can only be 
known by this process. There are many other doctrines 
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that are derived in the same way. Without the use of de-
duction in theology our understanding of God and his 
works would be far more limited. Nevertheless, the proc-
ess is not without pitfalls. It is possible for two people us-
ing this process to arrive at incongruent conclusions. In 
such cases it is possible that one is right and the other 
wrong, or that both are wrong, or that both are partially 
right and partially wrong. (Obviously, both cannot be 
completely right if their conclusions disagree.) It is there-
fore necessary to carefully check to make sure our conclu-
sions are valid; this means making sure that the facts we 
used are really facts, and the logic we used is really logical. 

There are several questions we can ask ourselves to help us 
stay on track with the truth. 

a. Do I have the correct interpretation of all the pas-
sages that the conclusion is based on? 

b. Have I missed some significant and related informa-
tion located somewhere else in the Bible? 

c. Is all of the logic that was used really logical? 

d. Are there other legitimate conclusions that could be 
drawn from the same information? 

4. It is important to recognize that biblical theology is more 
than simply truth, it is connected truth. Think of it this 
way: Would you rather have all the parts to your dream 
car in a box (or boxes), or would you rather have it sitting 
in your driveway, engine purring and ready to go? Con-
nected, related truth is always more useful than bits and 
pieces of disconnected truth. In doctrine, as in other en-
deavors, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. 



28   Major Bible Doctrines 

Review Questions 

 
1. The possibility of knowing anything about God and his plans and 

purposes is based on what three propositions?  
 
2. Briefly state three reasons for developing a systematic understand-

ing of biblical truth. 
 
3. What is meant by “progressive revelation”? 
 
4. Explain why even incomplete knowledge can be useful.  
 
5. Explain the difference between “induction” and “deduction” as it 

relates to biblical truth.  
 
6. Give an example of the use of induction and deduction in the devel-

opment of a doctrine.  
 
7. What four questions should we ask ourselves in order to make sure 

we don’t stray from the truth? 
 
8. Why is connected truth more useful than isolated truth? 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

God: His Existence  
and Nature 
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The Existence of God 

 

Unless God exists there’s not much point in talking about 
Bible doctrine. So, how do we know that God exists?  

Reasons people give for believing in God 

Here are a few often heard reasons for belief in God. 
Reason #1: “My grandmother told me there is a God.” Granted, 
grandmothers are an unusually good source of information; but 
really, how does she know for sure? Reason #2: “I can feel his 
presence.” Okay, that’s not entirely bad, but have your feelings 
always been one hundred percent accurate? Can you really trust 
your feelings with something this important? Reason #3: “The 
Bible says God exists.” That’s right, but if there is no God, then the 
Bible isn’t true. Reason #4: “I’ve seen prayers answered.” But, 
you’ve probably seen some requests go unfulfilled too. I once saw 
a TV clip where people claimed that touching a fertility statue 
enabled them to conceive—honest, I’m not making this up! Some 
couples that had been trying to have children for years claimed 
that shortly after they touched one of these figurines, they were 
able to conceive. One scientist, when asked how this could be 
simply said, “You only hear about the ones who conceived shortly 
afterward, but there may have been hundreds or thousands who 
touched the statues and didn’t conceive; you don’t hear about 
those.” Offering answered prayer as evidence of God’s existence is 
subject to the same criticism. That’s not to say that answered 
prayer isn’t important or significant, just that it’s not a convincing 
proof of God’s existence. 

Arguments offered by atheists 

When looking for evidence that God exists, the best place 
to start is to look at the arguments atheists use in their attempt to 
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prove that God doesn’t exist. Although these arguments are stated 
in many different ways, there are essentially five arguments that 
are commonly used. We will start with the strongest arguments 
and work toward the weakest. 

The problem of evil 

Statement of the argument: The existence of evil seems incompatible 
with the existence of an all-good, all-powerful God. 

Explanation:  If God were all good, he would want to do something 
about evil and the suffering associated with it. If he were all 
powerful, he would be able to do whatever he wanted to do. So, 
according to this argument, the fact that there is evil in the world 
demonstrates that the concept of an all-good, all-powerful God is 
illogical.  

Problems with this argument: 

1. It’s illogical. If there is no God, there is no standard for de-
termining what is good or evil; there is only “what is.” 
Actually one cannot talk about evil unless there is good, 
and if there is no God, there is no good, just better or 
worse depending upon one’s perspective. Interestingly, 
this argument actually presumes God’s existence! (The 
connection between God and good has long been recog-
nized; in English the word “God” is actually a contraction 
of “good.”) 

2. How does one know that God isn’t doing something about 
evil? Is the world as bad as it possibly could be? The Bible 
says that God has done something about evil, that he is 
now doing something about evil, and will do more about 
evil in the future. How can the atheist be certain that what 
the Bible says God has done, is doing, and will do, isn’t 
true? 

3. This argument is built on the false assumption that an all-
good, all-powerful God would deal with evil immediately. 
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However, the atheist gives no rationale for that assump-
tion. In fact, if God dealt with evil immediately when it 
happened, he would have had to destroy mankind rather 
than redeem it. Redemption requires time, so when God 
chose to redeem his creation he necessarily chose to toler-
ate the existence of evil for a time. The argument from the 
existence of evil assumes that it would be more in the 
character of divine goodness for God to have destroyed his 
creation rather than to redeem it, but this is clearly an il-
logical assumption. 

There is a natural explanation for every phenomenon 

Statement of the argument: Man developed the idea of God to ex-
plain things he did not understand; someday science will be able 
to explain everything in purely natural (i.e., non-supernatural) 
terms, so there is no longer a need for God. 

Problems with this argument: 

1. First, this argument assumes a naturalistic origin of relig-
ion; thus the entire argument is merely built on a natural-
istic (atheistic) assumption. In order for the assumption to 
be true (that all religion has a purely natural origin), the 
conclusion must be true (that there is no God). Thus, this 
argument is merely circular reasoning (i.e., God does not 
exist because he does not exist). 

2. The premise that science will one day be able to explain 
everything in purely natural terms is highly doubtful, at 
best. Science can’t even answer the most basic question of 
all: Why is there a universe, and how did it come into be-
ing? The “big bang” theory doesn’t help the atheist either, 
since there is no way to know what came before the bang.  

3. How could an atheist know that science will someday dis-
cover a natural cause for every phenomenon unless he or 
she has already excluded all possibilities other than the 
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natural? When the atheist puts forth this argument, they 
unwittingly make naturalism unfalsifiable, and therefore 
unscientific. 

“God” is a meaningless word  

Statement of the argument: The word “God” cannot be defined, and 
undefined terms are meaningless, so we can’t talk intelligently 
about God.  

The problem with this argument:  

While we may not be able to define God completely, that 
does not mean that we cannot talk about him at all. We don’t have 
to know everything about something to know something about 
something, and that’s fortunate because if we had to know every-
thing about something in order to know anything about it, we 
would never know anything at all, since we don’t know every-
thing about anything.  

The failure of positive arguments for the existence of God 

Statement of the argument: It is impossible to prove the existence of 
God. 

The problem with this argument:  

Even if it were true that the existence of God cannot be 
proven, that would not prove that God does not exist. God could 
still exist even if every argument for his existence were proven to 
be false. At best, this argument leads only to agnosticism, which 
doesn’t help the atheist much.  

The failure of religion  

Statement of the argument: Religious people, including Christians, 
are often immoral, dishonest, and cruel; therefore, the actions of 
religious people argue against the existence of God, especially an 
all-good God as Christianity claims exists. 
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Problems with this argument: 

1. It isn’t fair, nor is it reasonable to judge Christianity by re-
ligion in general. Even Christians believe that most relig-
ion is corrupt, including Christianity when it deviates from 
biblical principles. 

2. To the extent that those who claim to be Christians do not 
live holy lives, they are living inconsistent with the princi-
ples of the Bible; thus, their behavior is an indictment of 
themselves and their claim to be a Christian, not of biblical 
religion. In all fairness, if atheists are going to point to the 
sinful lives of those who profess to be Christians as evi-
dence against the existence of God, they ought to recognize 
the testimonies of the many people who have lived lives of 
great personal sacrifice in the service of God as evidence 
for his existence. We could point out that there have also 
been some pretty notorious atheists (Joseph Stalin for ex-
ample). Christianity does not claim that men will be per-
fected in this life, but that they can be forgiven and live 
less sinful lives by the power of God’s presence within, 
and there is ample historical evidence to support that this 
has been the case in the lives of those who are sincerely 
devoted to Christ. No religion in the history of the world 
has done more to foster the principles of truth, justice, the 
protection of the weak and helpless, and the status of 
women, children, and minorities, than biblical religion. For 
a moment, forget about the actions of individuals of all re-
ligions, then ask the question, “What set of religious prin-
ciples is responsible for more good than any other?” and 
the answer, if one is historically literate, will be “biblical 
religion.” Compare the freedoms and institutions of those 
nations founded (imperfectly, of course) upon the princi-
ples of the Bible with those founded upon the principles of 
any other religion (including atheism) and the Bible wins 
hands down. Compare the status of women in the Chris-
tian world with the status of women in countries founded 
upon other religions, and biblical religion wins hands 
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down. Make a historical comparison of the voluntary indi-
vidual charitable giving of those holding to biblical relig-
ion as compared to any other religion, and biblical religion 
wins hands down. Compare the number of hospitals, or-
phanages, educational institutions, and other works of 
kindness and charity founded by those holding to biblical 
religion over the past two thousand years, and biblical re-
ligion wins hands down.  Atheists are fond of pointing to 
the cruelty of some of the crusades, and slavery as exam-
ples of the product of belief in the Bible (and hence, God). 
But such examples are not products of belief, but of unbe-
lief, by the fact that they are fundamentally at odds with 
the basic principles of biblical religion. Incidentally, it was 
not atheism, but the revival of Christianity in England and 
America that led to the eventual eradication of slavery 
both in Europe and America, and it is those nations least 
impacted by biblical religion that have longest tolerated 
slavery and class abuses. 

The problem of the universal negative 

Now you know the basic arguments atheists use in at-
tempting to prove that God does not exist, and you know the 
flaws of those arguments There’s one more huge problem that 
atheists face in seeking to disprove God’s existence. It’s called, the 
problem of the universal negative. Simply stated, the problem of 
the universal negative says this: It is impossible to prove a univer-
sal negative (i.e., that something isn’t) unless you know every-
thing, or unless a logical contradiction is involved (like “square 
circles”). When atheists claim that there is no God, they are pre-
suming to be omniscient (all knowing), because only someone 
who knows everything could know that there is no God! (Inter-
estingly, the atheist that says there is no God is implying that he 
or she is God!) Because of the problem of proving a universal 
negative, many atheists simply claim to be agnostics or deists.  
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Can the existence of God be proven? 

When it comes to proving the existence of God, there are 
two schools of thought among Christians. Some believe that the 
existence of God cannot be proven scientifically, that the knowl-
edge of God is intuitive; this is called “fideism,” signifying that 
belief in God is essentially a matter of faith. Others believe it is 
possible to empirically (scientifically) demonstrate the existence of 
God using observation and logic; this is called theological 
“empiricism.” Which of these two views is correct? Both have an 
element of truth. It is certainly not unreasonable that man could 
know of God intuitively and without empirical proofs. On the 
other hand, there do seem to be some pretty good reasons to 
believe that God exists. Practically speaking, at best logical argu-
ments seem to merely point to the probability, rather than 
certainty, that God exists. This is because all scientific proofs are 
expressed as probabilities. Having said that, a 1 in 1050 chance that 
life arose purely by random processes could be construed as 
reason to presume the existence of a Creator by most reasonable 
people. So, while it might be impossible to absolutely prove the 
existence of God, it may be possible to demonstrate that belief in 
the existence of God is far more reasonable than the alternative. 

Whether we can prove the existence of God or not, there 
are two things we do know with a high degree of certainty. 

1. There are no pure atheists. A pure atheist would be a per-
son who genuinely has no reason to even suspect that God 
exists. According to Romans 1:16-18, all men know that 
God exists. Therefore, we conclude that those who claim to 
be atheists, inwardly know, or at least suspect, that God 
exists, but suppress that knowledge. They are “practical 
atheists,” because they find atheism convenient or practi-
cal in view of prior choices they have made. 

2. While it is probably true that logical arguments cannot ab-
solutely prove the existence of God, they can and do dem-
onstrate that belief in the existence of God is reasonable; in 
fact, far more reasonable than the alternative. 
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Understanding this gives us an advantage in the spiritual 
and intellectual warfare that surrounds us. Atheists already know 
there is a God, but have built barricades to suppress that knowl-
edge from themselves and others. We don’t have to prove God’s 
existence; we merely have to confront people with what they al-
ready know intuitively.  

Arguments theists have used in attempting  
to prove God’s existence 

Before we begin, let’s step through a small mental exercise 
designed to give us some idea of the difficulty one faces in at-
tempting to prove the existence of God. Imagine for a moment 
someone who lives inside a metal can.  He or she cannot see out, 
and has no reason to believe that the physical laws inside the can 
apply outside. How could such a person prove that anything ex-
isted outside the can? Obviously the arguments are going to have 
to be philosophical in nature, since they can’t take their science 
outside the can. The following are classical arguments that have 
been offered by theological empiricists for the proof of God’s ex-
istence. While they may not prove the existence of God absolutely, 
they do demonstrate that belief in the existence of God is reason-
able. 

The cosmological argument  

Statement of the argument: If something exists, unless something 
comes from nothing, something must be eternal.  

God isn’t mentioned directly in the argument. The argu-
ment simply seeks to demonstrate that something eternal must 
exist. The argument merely posits two alternatives: either some-
thing is eternal, or something must have come from nothing. 
“Nothing” as used here doesn’t mean just empty space; it means 
absolutely nothing—no time, matter, energy, space, or physical 
law. Unless something could come from absolutely nothing 
(which is self-contradicting), we are left with three possibilities. 

1. The first possibility:  The natural world is eternal. 
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It is generally acknowledged by physical scientists that the 
second law of thermodynamics precludes this possibility. 
Given enough time all of the potential energy in the uni-
verse would be used up. Of course if the universe is eter-
nal, then there has already been a sufficient amount of 
time for that to happen. Owing to the second law of ther-
modynamics, there can be no doubt that the universe (as 
described by the laws of physics) has not always existed. 
The real question is, “Where did it come from?” Physicist 
Stephen Hawking suggested that there is an eternal 
“imaginary time” that is responsible for the physical uni-
verse as we know it. However, if such a principle were to 
exist, which could not be proven by the laws of physics, it 
would certainly be more akin to the idea of God than to 
anything in the natural realm. In fact, it would thoroughly 
redefine nature in the direction of pantheism. (Ultimately, 
either God is God, or nature is God.) So, if necessity is the 
cause of the universe, how do we explain the existence of 
the necessity? To claim that the universe emerges out of 
some sort of necessity and not explain the source and na-
ture of such a necessity is no explanation at all. Isn’t the 
idea of a Creator just as reasonable? 

2.  The second alternative: Impersonal unconscious intelli-
gence produced the universe. This view has some affinity 
with pantheism, but isn’t quite the same, since in panthe-
ism there is divine consciousness. We ought to pay careful 
attention to this, since it is becoming a backstop position 
for many natural philosophers and cosmologists who have 
to acknowledge the complexity and design of the universe 
and biological systems, but who do not want to acknowl-
edge a personal Creator. The following are problems with 
this alternative: 

a. “Unconscious intelligence” seems to be a contradic-
tion in terms. 
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b. If some sort of intelligence were the cause, then it 
would seem that a personal intelligence (God) 
would be a more reasonable alternative. It would at 
least account for where the personal and self-
conscious came from. One of the problems with 
viewing unconscious intelligence as the source of 
complex biological systems is that it doesn’t pro-
vide a pattern for the creation of personal beings, 
nor is there any explanation for where the uncon-
scious intelligence came from. One might ask if the 
same isn’t also true of Christian theism. The answer 
is “No”—because in Christian theism God is sepa-
rate from creation (time, matter, energy, space, and 
physical laws); in the unconscious intelligence the-
ory the unconscious intelligence is itself part of the 
natural order, and this offers no explanation of the 
ultimate origin of the universe. This is really an 
onion theory in disguise. (An “onion theory” 
doesn’t answer the question of ultimate origin; it 
just pushes the question out to another layer and 
leaves us with another unanswered question.) 

3. The third possibility:  A personal eternal being (God) created 
the universe. 

While the cosmological argument certainly doesn’t prove 
God’s existence, it does prove that belief in the existence of 
God is at least as reasonable as any of the other alterna-
tives. 

The teleological argument  

The teleological argument is by far the best logical argu-
ment that has been put forward for God’s existence. While the 
cosmological argument proves that something has to be eternal, it 
doesn’t prove that the something had to be intelligent, personal, 
or transcendent. It is important to understand the teleological ar-
gument, since it is currently framing the debate between theism 



 

The Existence of God   41 

and naturalistic (atheistic) cosmology and evolutionary science. 
Up to this point in time naturalism has depended upon the Dar-
winian evolutionary model as an alternative to intelligent design; 
however, the inadequacy of the Darwinian model to account for 
biological complexity is becoming more apparent as we learn 
more about the complexity of life. In time, as Darwinism wanes, 
some atheists will simply look to another layer of nature for the 
answer to the complexity of the universe and of life (natural ne-
cessity, or unconscious intelligence, or what some natural phi-
losophers call, “the anthropic principle”), but perhaps some will 
be open enough to consider the possibility that someone outside 
of creation designed both the universe and life. 

Statement of the argument:  The teleological argument is sometimes 
referred to as the design argument. Design implies intelligence 
and purpose in the originating cause. The universe evidences a 
high degree of design, and that design implies an intelligent origi-
nating cause.  

The following are generally considered to be weaker ar-
guments; however, they may still be helpful.  

The anthropological argument 

Statement of the argument:  This is actually a variation of the teleo-
logical argument. It says: It doesn’t seem possible that a chemical 
system could arrange itself to be self-directing and self-conscious, 
much less moral and religious. 

The moral argument 

Statement of the argument:  People seem to recognize the existence 
of a supreme moral law (i.e., a sense of right) to which all men are 
obligated, and to which all men appeal in matters of dispute. For 
example, men innately believe in justice, whether or not they 
practice or promote it, or agree upon its particulars. Such a law 
implies a lawgiver. 
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The ontological argument 

This is essentially the argument of Leibnitz, and Decarte 
(though they proposed different forms); it is not considered to be 
logically valid and is given here only for historical interest.  

Statement of the argument:  We have the idea of an absolutely per-
fect being, but existence would have to be a quality of perfection, 
so an absolutely perfect being must exist.  

Of course, if there is an absolutely perfect being, he must exist; 
however, merely conceiving of such a thing does not necessitate it 
any more than conceiving of the perfect spouse (or church) means 
that one must exists. 

Summary of theism and atheism 

Perhaps you’ve noticed from your reading that the Bible 
nowhere attempts to prove God’s existence through rational ar-
guments. There is probably a reason for that; deep down inside, 
everyone believes that God exists (cf. Rom. 1:18-20). That being 
the case, the person who claims there is no God isn’t struggling 
with an intellectual problem, they’re struggling with a rejection 
problem. They have a reason to exclude God from their knowl-
edge. Perhaps for some, such a belief allows them to think that 
they are free to live according to their own rules (see again, 
Romans 1:18-32). By the way, that raises an interesting question. If 
everyone really knows that God exists, how do they know it, par-
ticularly in light of the inadequacy of logical arguments to abso-
lutely prove God’s existence? The answer is that the knowledge of 
God is intuitive, that is, everything points to God’s existence. The 
denial of God’s existence is just that: a denial of what man intui-
tively knows to be true. 
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Review Questions 

 
1. What are the five key arguments used by atheists in their attempt to 

prove that God does not exist?  
 
2. Explain how the existence of evil is used as an argument against the 

existence of an infinitely good and powerful God. How could you 
counter this argument?  

 
3. Evaluate the statement: Science will some day be able to give a 

natural explanation for everything.  
 
4. In light of the difficulty of defining the word “God,” how is it possi-

ble to talk about God in a meaningful way? 
 
5. Atheists claim they have valid objections to every argument for the 

existence of God. For the sake of argument, if we assume that to be 
correct, why would it not prove atheism?  

 
6. How would you respond to the argument that it is better not to 

believe in God, since belief in God often results in evil (religious 
wars, the Spanish Inquisition, etc.). 

 
7. Give four arguments for the existence of God. 
 
8. State why you believe in God. 
 
9. Explain the cosmological argument for the existence of God. 
 
10. Explain the teleological argument for the existence of God. 
 
11. Explain the anthropological argument for the existence of God.  
 
12. Explain the moral argument for the existence of God.  
 
13. What do you think would be a good plan for presenting the gospel 

to an atheist? 



 

 

 



 

Conceptions of God   45 

 

Conceptions of God 

 

A few years ago in America, you could assume that your 
neighbors had basically the same idea of God as did you. At that 
time the religious diversity of most neighborhoods consisted of 
Baptists, Presbyterians, Lutherans, Catholics and other Christian 
denominations. That is no longer true. The chances are good that 
in your neighborhood there are people from a variety of cultures 
and religious backgrounds. Since we can no longer assume the 
people we come into contact with share the same basic conception 
of God as we have, it is important to understand how other peo-
ple conceive of God. 

Judaic and Christian theism 

The Judaic and Christian conception of God (the view of 
God portrayed in the Bible) is that God is an eternal, transcendent 
spirit, infinite in all of his perfections, (moral, intellectual, etc.) and 
thus immutable, since he can neither be more nor less than what 
he is. The Christian theology differs from Judaic theology in that 
God is viewed as a tri-unity (trinity), consisting of three distinct 
and co-equal persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) sharing a sin-
gular essence. In both the Judaic and Christian theologies God, 
though transcendent (separate from his creation), is nonetheless 
involved with his creation (immanent), exerting continual provi-
dential care and control over creation, working all things accord-
ing to his purpose.   

Non-Christian conceptions of God 

Deism 

Deists view God as eternal and transcendent, but they are 
not agreed as to his specific attributes. They believe that God cre-
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ated the world, but left it to operate according to the laws he cre-
ated. Generally, deists do not believe that God intervenes in the 
natural order he created; thus, they do not believe in miracles, 
which is why they are unclear as to God’s qualities (some of 
which could only be known through divine revelation).  

Two obvious problems with deism are:  

1. While rejecting the miracles of the Bible, deism accepts the 
biggest miracle of all—creation. 

2. Deism’s rejection of miracles is purely arbitrary. Why 
should one assume that miracles don’t exist? Miracles are 
not abrogations of physical laws, but irregularities in 
God’s regulation of nature. Thus the ordinary regulation of 
nature (expressed as physical law) and the extraordinary 
regulation of nature (expressed as miracles), proceed from 
the same source. Miracles can be viewed as simply devia-
tions from the usual work of God as observed in nature. 

Pantheism 

Pantheism views the universe as God, and matter as an il-
lusion. Reincarnation is viewed as bondage for misdeeds or for 
lack of understanding reality. Some of the problems with panthe-
ism are as follows. 

1. Pantheists believe that there is one unchanging reality: 
God. They also believe that we can come to understand 
that we are God (or, at least a part of God). But, if God 
comes to understand that he is God, he (it) isn’t an un-
changing reality, is he? 

2. If matter is only an illusion, why do pantheists eat, sleep, 
bathe, brush their teeth, and perform other bodily func-
tions? The fact is that pantheism fails the test of reality. 
One simply cannot live consistent with pantheistic beliefs. 
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3. Pantheism is characterized by a lack of compassion toward 
those who are suffering. According to pantheism, people 
suffer to work off bad karma (negativity from past mis-
deeds or failings), so in helping a suffering person one is 
actually preventing them from working through their 
karma, which they eventually must do to escape the cycle 
of re-incarnation. 

Finite godism 

Finite godism is the belief that god (or the gods) is part of 
the creation, and thus finite. There are several obvious problems 
with finite godism. 

1. A finite god would require a cause since he or she could 
not be eternal; therefore, no finite god could be responsible 
for the ultimate origin of the universe. We would have to 
ask: Who made the finite god? 

2. “Finite” and “god” are incongruent terms. How would 
such a god differ from any other created thing, except in 
the magnitude of his or her attributes? 

3. In most finite god religions the god (as conceived by his 
worshipers) is beset with all of the weaknesses as mortals, 
and differs from them merely in the extent of his or her 
powers. Such a god-concept is inferior logically and mor-
ally to the transcendent God of the Bible. 

Polytheism 

Polytheism is similar to finite godism, but admits to many 
gods rather than just one. Usually these gods have dominion over 
only specific domains, such as the sea, or the mountains, etc., or 
over particular functions, such as fertility or war. Baal and 
Astarte, mentioned in the Old Testament, were heathen fertility 
gods, and their worship involved debased sexual practices. Most 
ancient religions were polytheistic. Because polytheism was 
prevalent in ancient times, the Bible has much to say about it (see: 
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Isa. 43:10-11; 44:6,8; 45:5-6,18-25; 46:9-10; Jer. 10:1-16; 1 Cor. 8:4; 
Rev. 9:20). 

Open theism 

Open theism is a post-evangelical theology (dating from 
the 1980s) arguing that God is not immutable. Open theists also 
have a fundamentally different concept of God’s eternality than 
traditional Christian theists. Proponents conceive of God as 
growing; in other words, in some respects God is more today than 
he was yesterday and will be more tomorrow than he is today, es-
pecially in terms of his knowledge. Open theists see a logical con-
tradiction between the idea of an omniscient God and free will. 
They argue that if God knew everything, then everything would 
be determined (since nothing could change), thus there could be 
no free will.  The basic error in open theism is in the process by 
which its conclusions are derived; it is essentially a philosophical 
rather than biblical theology. In philosophical theology human 
reason takes precedence over divine revelation. Man is aware of 
four dimensions (three of space, and one of time), but most phi-
losophical argumentation is one-dimensional since causality, not 
extension, is the basis of most philosophical arguments. How is it 
that a being like man whose causal thinking is limited to one di-
mension (what we might call, “flat thinking”) presumes to know 
how God knows what he knows and what the implications of that 
knowledge might be? Natural philosophy is simply not in a 
position to do what the open theist presumes to do—to rationalize 
the nature of God from a unidimensional frame of reference. Only 
God can understand God. In trying to understand the nature of 
both reality and God we are completely dependent upon biblical 
revelation; and biblical revelation is clear that God is omniscient 
and immutable and that his creatures do make free choices 
(though we are not here arguing that fallen men have a 
completely free will). Open theism is an example of how theology 
goes wrong when philosophical rationalization is allowed to 
trump biblical revelation. We should ever keep Paul’s warning in 
mind when we are tempted to philosophize what is contrary to 
revealed truth (Col. 2:8).  
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 Review Questions 

 
1. Describe the Christian conception of God. 
 
2. What is pantheism? 
 
3. What do you think might be a good plan for witnessing to a panthe-

ist?  
 
4. What is deism? 
 
5. What do you think might be a good plan for witnessing to a deist? 
 
6. Describe finite godism and polytheism. How are these views simi-

lar, and how do they differ? 
 
7. What are the problems with finite godism and polytheism? 
 
8. What do open theists believe? 
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The Attributes of God 

 

Having discussed the existence of God, now we turn our 
attention to God’s nature. In discussing the attributes of God, it is 
important to acknowledge that we don’t fully understand any of 
them, and God undoubtedly has qualities of which we are com-
pletely unaware. (Heaven will be full of learning!) Of course, God 
would need to be finite in order for us to fully comprehend him.  
The attributes of God can be grouped according to various 
categorical schemes; one scheme is to arrange the attributes as 
moral or non-moral. 

Non-moral attributes 

God exists  

God isn’t just a concept, or an idea. It is common for 
theologians to say that God “self-exists”; however that implies the 
need for God to have a cause, even if that cause is within himself. 
It would be better to simply recognize that God needs no cause at 
all. God is, in fact, uncaused, owing to the fact that he is an eternal 
being. 

God is holy (metaphysically) 

The Bible describes two kinds of holiness: moral holiness, 
or God’s separateness from evil, and metaphysical holiness, or 
God’s separateness from creation. Most people are familiar with 
the concept of moral holiness, but few are familiar with the con-
cept of metaphysical holiness. Metaphysical holiness means that 
God is not part of creation. The Bible declares that God made the 
creation out of nothing (Heb. 11:3). If you want an analogy (there 
really isn’t a good one), think of it this way: All of creation can be 
likened to a bubble in nothing (not space, that would be some-
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thing, but real nothing—no space, no time, no quantum mechan-
ics, just nothing). Creation (matter, energy, time, space, physical 
law) exists only in that bubble, but God exists independent of the 
bubble. He made the bubble so that his creatures could exist.  

The concept of metaphysical holiness is usually referred to 
as “transcendence.” A complementary truth is that God is also 
“immanent.” Immanence refers to the fact that God is not aloof, 
but engaged with his creation. The Old Testament saints seemed 
to have had a better grasp of metaphysical holiness than do we, 
perhaps that’s because we don’t spend a lot of time reading what 
they wrote! They understood that God is, well—GOD. Today, 
many people, including many Christians, fail to understand this. 
We’ve trivialized God into little more than a cosmic buddy, psy-
chotherapist, or worse, a cosmic Santa Claus.  

God is spirit  (Jn. 4:24; Heb. 12:9) 

God’s essence isn’t material, it’s spirit. We don’t really 
know what spirit is. Angels are also spirits, and the question 
comes up as to whether their spirit is like God’s spirit. It seems 
safe to say that since God’s spirit is eternal, and thus uncreated, it 
is fundamentally different from a created spirit, whether angelic 
or human.  

God is eternal [timeless] (Ex. 3:14-15; Deut. 33:27; Isa. 40:28; 57:15; 
Mic. 5:2; Rev. 4:11) 

Many people, when they think about eternity, think of 
God as very, very old. Actually, that’s about as far from what 
eternal means as one can get. Eternal means timeless. In other 
words, God is completely unaffected by time. He can see his crea-
tion moving through the stream of time, and he can interact with 
it, but his essence is not affected in any way by time. Now, are you 
ready for a really interesting idea? If God’s essence is unaffected 
by time, he could never have aged, not even a second! So that idea 
we get of a very old God sitting on a throne with a long white 
beard is way off. We also need to keep in mind that only God is 
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eternal, and that will never change. God’s creation will always 
exist in time. Even those to whom God imparts eternal time will 
still be bound to the linear existence of time forever (actually, the 
term most commonly translated “eternal” in the New Testament 
means, “unto the ages”). There are four key ideas associated with 
God’s eternality. 

1. Since God is eternal, his attributes must be immutable. 

2. Since God is eternal, he must be infinite, because only an 
infinite being could be eternal.  

3. Since God is eternal, he must be uncaused. 

4. Since God is eternal, he must be omniscient, because he 
can never learn anything he didn’t already know. Remem-
ber, he sees the end from the beginning. 

God is immutable (Ex. 3:14; Mal. 3:6; Jam. 1:17; Psa. 102:24-27; 
Heb. 1:10-12) 

If God is eternal (timeless), his eternal attributes cannot 
change. Time is a measure of change; no time, no change. Do you 
see how eternality and immutability are linked together? The fact 
that God is immutable doesn’t mean that he cannot respond to 
things that do change; it simply means that his attributes never 
change. The Bible occasionally refers to God changing his mind 
(Gen. 6:6; Ex. 32:14); such references are figures that refer not to a 
change in any of God’s attributes, but a response to changes in his 
creatures.  

God is infinite in knowledge and wisdom  (Psa. 147:4-5; Prov. 
15:3-11; Jer. 23:23-24; Heb. 4:13) 

Whereas knowledge is an awareness of facts, wisdom is 
insight and ability to use that knowledge rightly. God possesses 
all knowledge and wisdom; in other words, there is nothing that 
God does not know. He has all insight, and there is no knowledge 
that God does not know how to use wisely. God’s knowledge of 
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the future does not preclude free choices on the part of his 
creatures as some (the open theists) have suggested. God is 
capable of foreknowing the free choices of men and how he will 
respond to those choices in the exercise of his power. Thus there is 
no conflict between God’s omniscience and omnipotence, and the 
free will of his creatures. Those who see a conflict do so because 
they have a defective view of God’s eternality. 

What does God know? 

1. God knows all things that are (in actuality): 

a. In all places (Job 26:6; Ps. 33:13; 139:1-16; 1 Sam. 16:7; 
1 Kings 8:39). 

b. In all times (past, present, and future) (Isa. 42:9; 44:6-8; 
46:10; Acts 2:22-23; Heb. 4:13). 

2. God knows all things that could be (potentially). This is re-
ferred to as “contingent knowledge” (1 Sam. 23:10-12; Mt. 
11:21). 

That God knows all things is usually referred to as “om-
niscience.”  God’s omniscience is a great source of comfort to be-
lievers, but it should be a great cause of concern for his enemies. 

God is infinite in his power   (Psa. 135:6; 148:1-5; Jer. 10:1-16; 
32:17,27; Rom. 1:20; Heb. 1:3; Rev. 19:6) 

How much power is infinite power? It’s so much that even 
when some is used, there’s just as much as there was before. The 
following are a few observations concerning God’s omnipotence. 

1. Omnipotence doesn’t mean that God can do anything. It 
means that he has unlimited power to do whatever power 
can accomplish, and which is consistent with his own na-
ture (Heb. 6:18; 2 Tim. 2:13). Even unlimited power cannot 
make square circles, because square circles by definition 
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can’t exist. (The same is also true of “rocks so big that God 
cannot lift them” and other nonsense.) 

2. God’s power is inherent in his being. That is to say that he 
does not draw upon or leverage power outside of himself. 
In fact, all power is ultimately derived from him, even the 
power to do evil. 

3. God’s power is never diminished by its exercise. 

God is personal 

Some religions conceive of God as an unconscious force or 
merely the intelligence behind the universe; this is particularly 
true in pantheistic religions. However, the Bible presents a very 
different picture of God. Some of God’s known personal qualities 
are:  

1. He is living (Jer. 10:10 cf. vv 3-5). 

2. He is intelligent (Prov. 3:19). 

a. He possesses knowledge (perception of facts/truth). 
b. He possesses understanding (insight into facts). 
c. He possesses wisdom (the ability to use knowledge to 

the best and highest purpose). 

3. He has emotions (Jn. 3:16). 

4. He has purpose  (Eph. 3:8-11). 

5. He is active (Dan. 6:25-27). 

6. He is free (sovereign) (Dan. 4:34-35 {per Nebuchadnezzar}, 
Eph. 1:11 {per Paul}). 

7. He is self-conscious (1 Cor. 2:10-11). 
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If God is personal, and he made us personal, doesn’t it 
seem reasonable that he desires a personal relationship with us? If 
we look, we can find illustrations of this truth all the way through 
the Bible. Think of the Bible characters that had a personal rela-
tionship with God. Their relationship is a model for our relation-
ship with him.  

Personal beings communicate, and God wants his personal 
creatures to communicate with him. Communication is a two-way 
street. In this dispensation God usually speaks to us through his 
word, the Bible; we speak to him through prayer. Regrettably, 
prayer for many people is little more than presenting God with a 
petty, often selfish wish list, as if he were a cosmic Santa Claus. 
The person who wants his or her prayer life to be effective needs 
to discover what God wants, and then pray to that end. God loves 
to answer prayer that is offered in accordance with his will. Below 
are some biblical principles, which if applied can help us to pray 
more effectively. They come primarily from Matthew 6:8-13. 

1. We should focus on God, not ourselves (Mt. 6:9). 

2. We should pray for God’s will to be accomplished (Mt. 
6:10). Of course, we can be more effective at this if we read 
and study the Bible to discover God’s will. But even if 
we’re uncertain about God’s will in a particular situation, 
we should still pray that his will be done.  

3. We should focus on what we need, rather than frivolous 
desires (Mt. 6: 11, cf., Jam. 4:3). 

4. We should confess our sin (Mt. 8:12). It’s difficult to pray 
a sincere prayer when we’re harboring sin. 

5. We should pray for our life to reflect God’s character (Mt. 
6:12).  

6. We should pray with an awareness of the spiritual warfare 
around us (Mt. 6:13).  
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7. We should examine our own motives. Remember, if we are 
praying in Christ’s name (Jn. 14:13-14), we should ask for 
what Christ would ask. 

8. We must be willing to accept God’s answer, otherwise we 
aren’t praying, we’re demanding! 

God is purposive 

God has a purpose and plan for his creation. Do you think 
it might be important for us to know what that purpose is? Of 
course! How do we discover God’s purpose (or “will”)? The fact 
is, God has revealed his will to us in the Bible. That will is that 
everything should be made subject to Christ (1 Cor. 15:24-28). 

God is a trinity 

The Trinity refers to the fact that God is three distinct per-
sons sharing one divine essence. Apart from understanding the 
triune nature of God it is impossible to fully appreciate either the 
ministry and sacrifice of Christ, or the present work of the Holy 
Spirit in our lives. The doctrine of the Trinity is central to Christi-
anity, and that is evidenced by the fact that every so-called 
“Christian” cult denies this truth. The doctrine of the Trinity is not 
difficult to prove, even if it is difficult to understand. It is a de-
ductive truth.  

How the Trinity is deduced: 

Induction (observations from the Bible) 

1. The Bible says there are three distinct persons who are 
God:  

a. The Father is God (2 Cor. 1:2). 
b. The Son is God (Jn. 1:1-2). 
c. The Holy Spirit is God (Acts 5:2-4). 
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2. The Bible states in many places that there is only one God 
(Isa. 43:10; 44:6,8). This is referred to as the “unity” of God 
(see Deut. 6:4; Jn. 5:44). 

Deduction (logical inference) 

Since three distinct persons are said to be God, and there is 
only one God, God must exist as three persons sharing the 
same divine essence. 

Additional support for the doctrine of the Trinity: 

1. The three members are seen working co-extensively 
(meaning at the same level, e.g., creating, etc.). See, Jn. 14:16 
and 23; also see Isa. 43:10-11 cp. Jn. 4:42; and 1 Jn. 3:22-24. 

2. The three members are referred to in ways only appropri-
ate for equals (e.g., Mt. 28:18-20 in the threefold baptism 
formula). 

3. Various grammatical structures are used in the New Testa-
ment to affirm the connection between members of the 
Trinity. Note the following: 

a. Titus 2:13 
Here “God” and “Savior” both refer to Jesus Christ. 
These two words (connected by the copulative “and” 
—Gr. kai) share the same definite article. In Greek 
grammar that is only permissible when both words 
refer to the same thing. The one definite article indi-
cates that there is only one object (i.e., Christ is both 
God and Savior). 

b. John 1:1-2 
This passage emphatically asserts the absolute deity 
of Christ: “…the Word was God.” This is the most 
definite statement on the deity of Christ to be found 
in the Bible. Why so? Writers of Greek didn’t under-
line or italicize words to emphasize a point, instead 
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they moved the emphasized word closer to the be-
ginning of the sentence. (That would wreck havoc in 
English, but they had a way of keeping things 
straight.) Here’s the way the Greek reads (word for 
word). 

“…and God [nominative case] was the Word [nomi-
native case]” 

To a Greek reader, it would be obvious that this sen-
tence has been constructed to emphasize the deity of 
“the Word.” Why? —Because “God” is clearly the 
predicate nominative of this clause, not the subject, 
indicating that it has been moved forward for sake of 
emphasis. We know this because the article (“the”) is 
absent from the word “God,” and you can’t have a 
definite subject (“the Word) without a definite predi-
cate nominative. So why did John drop the definite 
article from “God?” Simply to indicate that “God” 
was the predicate nominative, not the subject. A 
predicate nominative before a verb is both definite 
and emphatic. [Note that John wasn’t saying that the 
Word was “a god” {as mistranslated in the Jehovah’s 
Witness New World Translation}; he was saying the 
Word was GOD! {definite and emphatic}.]  

4. The connection between various members of the Trinity is 
often stated. 

John 10:30-33 
In this passage Jesus asserts that he and the Father are 
“one.” A common approach in denying Jesus’ claim to de-
ity in this passage is to say that he was merely claiming to 
be in harmony with God. However, the context is clear 
that this was intended as a claim of equality with the 
Father; notice how the Jews responded to this statement, 
they wanted to stone him for making himself out to be 
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God, cf. v.33. What Jesus was claiming was that he and the 
Father are “one and the same” essence. 

5. Context often reveals a connection between various mem-
bers of the Trinity. 

Hebrews 1:10 
This passage is quoted from Psalm 102:25 and applied to 
Christ. It says, “Thou, LORD, in the beginning didst lay 
the foundations of the earth….” Here the Father refers to 
the Son as the Creator of the world; the Son (the Creator) is 
also identified as Jehovah. (Hebrews 1:10 is a condensed 
quotation; the name “Jehovah” [Heb. YHWH] appears in 
Psalm 102:22.)  

(Details on the deity of Christ and the Holy Spirit will be 
presented under those topics.) 

Incorrect views of the Trinity 

It is important to understand some of the incorrect views 
on the Trinity so that we don’t repeat the same mistakes that oth-
ers have made. Many heresies from the past are being recycled 
because people don’t know that some theology has already been 
found to be unbiblical. In fact, all of the cults are simply recycled 
heresies (mostly gnostic heresies). Recognizing false teaching can 
help one not to become a victim. 

1. Modalism 
Modalism says that the persons of the Godhead are simply 
three modes of God’s existence. According to this view, the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are simply three manifesta-
tions of the one being of God, not three distinct persons. In 
other words, modalism claims that God sometimes ap-
pears as the Father, and at other times as the Son or the 
Holy Spirit. However, the Bible indicates that the three 
members of the Godhead are distinct persons. For exam-
ple, at Jesus’ baptism we see all three members distinctly 
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(the Son coming for baptism, the Father speaking from 
heaven, and the Spirit descending upon Christ, cf. Mt. 
3:1-17, esp. vv. 13-17). Also Jesus prayed to the Father, and 
said that when he returned to Heaven he would send the 
Holy Spirit. 

2. Arianism  
Arianism claims that the Father is the only eternal God, 
and that he created the world and the Son, and the Son 
created the Holy Spirit. According to Arianism neither the 
Son is God, nor the Holy Spirit; therefore, Arianism denies 
the doctrine of the Trinity. A related view called “Patripas-
sianism” claims that the Father became flesh and died on 
the cross. (There are many variations of each of these 
views.) Arianism was a heresy that developed out of 
Christian gnosticism and was condemned by the early 
Church. Today, Jehovah’s Witness is the largest Arian 
group in existence still claiming a connection to Christian-
ity. 

3. Adoptionism 
This view claims that Jesus was born a mere man and at 
some point, possibly at his baptism, he was adopted as 
God’s Son. Naturally, adoptionism denies the eternality of 
the Son. (This view also has ties to early Christian 
gnosticism.) 

Moral attributes 

God is morally holy  (Lev. 19:2; Deut. 32:4; Psa. 145:17; Ezek. 39:7; 
Jam. 1:13) 

A number of qualities are associated with holiness, such as 
goodness, righteousness, truth, and justice. Each of these qualities 
expresses God’s holiness in a particular way. It is important to 
realize that God doesn’t just choose to do good—he is good. He 
doesn’t just choose to act righteously—he is righteous. He doesn’t 
just choose to be holy (separate from evil)—he is holy. God acts 
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the way he does because he is what he is; that is to say, God’s 
moral qualities are intrinsic, they are a function of who and what 
he is. Let’s look at each of these expressions of God’s holiness, 
beginning with some basic observations. 

God’s moral holiness refers to his complete separation 
from evil. Note the following. 

1. God cannot be the source of evil, though he can be the 
source of the free will that allows one to choose evil. 

2. God in no way necessitates (requires) evil in his creation. 
Sin is always a voluntary act (Jam. 1:13-18; 1 Cor. 10:13). 

3. God’s holiness is manifested in his original creation, his 
perfect moral laws, his pure teachings, his just judgment, 
and his ultimate restoration of both the sinner and the 
creation to perfection (Rom. 8:18-25). 

4. The moral failure of one of God’s creatures in no way 
blemishes God’s holiness as long as God fully judges each 
sin. Although God created man with the capacity to choose 
good or evil, he did not create man sinful, nor was there 
any necessity for man to sin. Man freely chose to sin. [Al-
though we will deal with the issue of free will later, we 
will just mention here that God originally created man 
with a free will; however, in falling into sin, man’s will be-
came enslaved to sin and is no longer capable of right-
eousness apart from special divine enablement (Rom. 8:5-
13). Therefore, while man appears to make free choices in 
his fallen state, apart from divine enabling those choices 
are limited to the range of choices that a fallen creature is 
capable of, which is far less than what he was created for. 
Therefore, while man’s will appears, from the human per-
spective, to be free, it is only free to choose those things 
that are consistent with a fallen nature. This can be seen 
from the fact that man, unaided by the Holy Spirit, cannot 
choose to live righteously; even with the aid of the Holy 
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Spirit believers cannot choose righteousness consistently, 
i.e., they cannot in this life reach a state of sinless perfec-
tion, cf. Rom. 7:13-25.] 

Goodness  (Lk. 18:18-19; Rom. 2:4) 

Not only is God separate from evil, he is positively good. 
Goodness is difficult to define, but the idea is that good is whole-
some and constructive, what we might call “for the best.”  God’s 
goodness speaks of his fostering whatever is consistent with his 
perfect will, which is man’s highest and best end. Think about this 
for a moment: If God is good, as the Bible says, then whatever 
God desires is best for us, since he never desires what is not good. 
That means that we can never do better than to do God’s will, 
even though it may not be what we want at the time (Rom.12:1-2). 

If God is good, why would anyone not want to respond to 
him in faith, obeying his will? The answer is simple: Every time 
we refuse to respond to God in faith, we are, perhaps without 
thinking about it, denying his goodness, because we have allowed 
ourselves to believe that what he wants is less than the best for us. 
Paul touches on this in Romans 12:1-2 when he challenges believ-
ers to be transformed through the renewing of our minds that 
they might discover, in their own personal experience, that God’s 
will is good, and perfect.  

Righteousness  (Psa. 89:14; 97:2; Jn. 17:25; 2 Tim. 4:8; Rev. 16:5) 

Righteousness refers to obedience to a revealed standard 
(the Law for instance). Of course God is the epitome of every pre-
cept of moral law that he has ever given. Think of it this way: God 
doesn’t conform to moral law; rather, moral laws are expressions 
of God’s own character. When God says, “Don’t lie,” it reflects the 
fact that he would never lie. When God says, “Don’t commit 
adultery,” it is because he would never be unfaithful. Moral law 
wasn’t intended to be an onerous burden that God put on man; it 
was intended to teach us about God’s nature. 
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As far as God’s moral standards are concerned, all men 
and women fall short (Rom. 3:23) and are deserving of death 
(Rom. 6:23). How does God solve this problem? Amazingly, when 
he washes away the sin of a person believing in Christ, he also 
conveys to them Christ’s own righteousness (Rom. 3:21-24). That’s 
right…in God’s eyes a redeemed individual is as righteous as 
Christ, not by works, but by faith.  

Truth 

The most basic definition of truth is that truth conforms to 
reality. Anything that distorts the truth is an offense to God. Why 
is this so important? —Because the distortion of truth (reality) is to 
sin what fertilizer is to plants. Think about it, was Satan thinking 
in accordance with reality when he thought he could be like God? 
Was Eve thinking in accordance with reality when she thought 
she could be like God? Was Judas thinking in accordance with 
reality when he betrayed Jesus? Is anyone who rejects God to his 
own destruction thinking in accordance with reality? Twisted 
thinking is at the root of all sin, and the denial of truth is always 
the first step in committing any sin. 

So when God says that he is the God of truth, what does 
that mean? It means we can depend on the fact that God will 
never misrepresent anything, and he will never lead us wrong in 
anything; it means we can trust him better than we can trust our-
selves. Because God is true, he cannot lie (Heb. 6:18), he cannot be 
deceptive (i.e., having some evil motive), and he cannot fail to 
keep his promises (1 Thess. 5:24; 2 Tim. 2:11-13; 1 Cor. 10:13; 1 Jn. 
1:9). 

Justice  (Psa. 11:4-7; 19:9; Rom. 2:1-16) 

God’s justice refers to the expression of his holiness in 
dealing with the sins of his creatures. Sin is an assault against 
God’s holiness, and condemnation of the sinner is essential in or-
der for God to remain holy. It is impossible that God could allow 
any sin not to be judged. When God condemns a sinner he is do-
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ing what his holiness requires. There are many expressions of 
God’s temporal (earthly) justice in the Bible; however, the final 
and eternal expression of God’s justice will be in condemning sin-
ners to Hell (the Lake of Fire) forever (Rev. 20:11-15), that is, those 
sinners who refuse to accept Christ’s sacrifice in their place, by re-
ceiving him as Lord and Savior. God has only two options in 
dealing with man’s sin. 

1. Sin can be graciously forgiven in Christ, based on Christ’s 
substitutionary sacrifice, accessed by faith (in which case 
God’s holiness is satisfied by the infinite value of Christ’s 
death for our sin). 

2. Or, the penalty for sin must be paid in full by the sinner 
through eternal damnation. A question that sometimes 
comes up is this: “If man’s sin is so brief, why must his 
punishment be forever?” The answer, as difficult as it may 
be to comprehend, would seem to be that any sin against 
an infinitely holy God, no matter how insignificant it may 
seem to us, is infinitely evil. None of us really understands 
the enormity of this problem, and that leads some people 
to accept theological errors like annihilationism, the denial 
of eternal punishment. 

The will of God 

In considering the will of God there are a number of 
questions to which we would like to have answers, such as: 
1) What is “the will of God”? 2) If God is sovereign, and evil ex-
ists, must we conclude that evil is within God’s will? If so, is God 
responsible for evil? 3) Are there aspects of God’s will that are 
going to happen no matter what we do? 4) Does God have a “per-
fect will” and a “not-so-perfect will”?  

So as not to become confused, it is important to under-
stand that the will of God is comprised of three distinct aspects. 

1. The decreed (or “determinant”) will of God 
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The decreed aspect of God’s will is that which must come 
to pass. It has been predetermined and God will infallibly 
bring it to pass (Deut. 29:29; Acts 2:22-23 cf. Lk. 22:22; Eph. 
1:11). That Christ should come into the world to die for our 
sins was decreed by God; thus it could not fail to happen. 

2. The expressed (or “revealed”) will of God 

The expressed aspect of God’s will is what God wants but 
does not necessitate (Mt. 6:10; Rom. 12:2; Eph. 5:17). In 
other words, we have the capacity to disobey God’s ex-
pressed will, but when we do so, we incur serious conse-
quences as a result of our sin. An example of God’s 
revealed will is that he doesn’t want us to steal from others 
(Ex. 20:15; Rom. 13:9); he will allow us the freedom to steal, 
if we choose to, but we will incur the consequences of our 
action, both temporal and eternal.  

3. The sovereign will of God 

The sovereign aspect of God’s will encompasses every-
thing—past, present, and future—and includes what God 
decrees, desires, and what he neither decrees nor desires, 
but what he allows (Eph. 1:11). Of course God does not 
cause, nor does he desire evil, but he is sovereign over it, 
just as he is sovereign over everything else, and he does 
use the evil caused by his creatures to bring about his eter-
nal purpose. For instance, God may use the terrible cir-
cumstances of war, ultimately created by the sinful actions 
of men, to cause people to turn to him. 

The following are some basic principles for discovering 
God’s will. 

1. The expressed will of God as revealed in the Bible should 
be the foundation for all decision making for a Christian.  

a. We do not need to ask God for guidance regarding 
matters already addressed in the Bible. Asking when 
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we already have the answer is usually nothing more 
than a pretext for rejecting God’s revealed will. 

b. God will never lead us in a path that is clearly inconsis-
tent with his revealed will.  

c. God wants his children to grow to spiritual maturity 
(Eph. 4:11-16). Mature people make better choices than 
immature people, so if we want to be a better decision 
maker, we need to concentrate on growing up spiritu-
ally. There are no shortcuts, so forget about finding 
some experience that’s going to instantly transform 
you into a really spiritual person. Spiritual maturity is 
a challenging, lifelong process of opportunity, trials, 
learning, trusting, and growth (along with occasional 
failure); the sooner we get started, the better! 

2. If God needs to position us into some place, situation, min-
istry, or whatever, that cannot be determined from fol-
lowing the general guidance of scripture, he has other 
means at his disposal. God can, and sometimes does inter-
vene supernaturally on our behalf; such intervention often 
takes the following forms: 

a. God can arrange events so as to engineer a particular 
outcome. This is a non-predisclosing form of guidance 
in that we don’t find out what God is doing until after 
it happens; he simply works out the details without 
telling us what to do in advance. 

b. God can convict, convince, and comfort us; he can also 
illuminate our understanding through his indwelling 
presence. 

c. God can use any means necessary and consistent with 
his purpose, will, and nature, meaning that he could 
lead us through virtually any means or modality he 
chooses. God is not limited in how he can reveal him-
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self and his will to us. Of course, some means are more 
normative than others. 

Christians often worry needlessly about finding God’s 
will, but if we are obeying his word, and seeking his will, we will 
find that it is impossible to miss! 
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Review Questions 

 
1. List the non-moral attributes of God. 
 
2. List the moral attributes of God. 
 
3. What is the difference between moral holiness and metaphysical 

holiness?   
 
4. What is another term for metaphysical holiness?  
 
5. How old is God?  
 
6. What does “eternal” mean? 
 
7. What does “immutable” mean in relation to God?  
 
8. Describe the proof for the doctrine of the Trinity.  
 
9. What are three incorrect views of the Trinity?   
 
10. Give four important observations based upon the fact that God is 

morally holy.  
 
11. Define “goodness” as it relates to the character of God. 
 
12. Define “righteousness” as it relates to the character of God. 
 
13. What is meant when we say that God is true (or truth)? Why is truth 

important? 
 
14. Define “justice” as it relates to the character of God. 
 
15. What does “omniscience” mean? What kinds of knowledge does 

God possesses? 
 
16. Does omnipotence mean that God can do anything? Explain.  
 
17. What is meant when it is said that God is personal? 
 
18. Define each of the three aspects of God’s will.   
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19. Is everything that happens, including evil, part of God’s will? Ex-

plain. 
 
20. How should your answer to question 19 above affect your view of 

life? 
 
21. What is a non-predisclosing form of guidance? Give an example. 
 
22. Where is the correct place for any Christian to start in seeking to 

determine God’s will? 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Bible 
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The Bible Among Books 

The Bible is a unique book 

The Bible is a totally unique book, even though it’s not un-
common to find religious writers, even theologians, who mini-
mize the uniqueness of the Bible, placing it on a par with the 
literature of other religions. So, is the Bible just another “holy 
book”? 

Other than the Bible, there are five major groups of reli-
gious writings in use today: the Veda of Brahmanism, the Tripi-
taka of Buddhism, the Zend-Avesta of Zoroastrianism, the 
writings of Confucianism (actually a philosophy), and the Koran 
of Islam. While there are other ancient religious writings that date 
from before the writing of the Bible, the Bible claims to contain a 
comprehensive record of God’s dealings with man from the crea-
tion, a record assumed to be passed down from one generation to 
the next in oral tradition, perhaps along with some written mate-
rial long lost in antiquity. If the message of the Bible is taken at 
face value, though it may not be the oldest religious writing, its 
truth antedates all other religions, since its story begins with the 
creation of the world. 

The question, “Is the Bible true?” is certainly the most im-
portant question anyone could ask. If the Bible is true, we are in 
the midst of a gigantic cosmic struggle between light and dark-
ness, good and evil, and the outcome, both cosmic and personal, 
defines our eternal destiny. Could anything be more important 
than that? Many people dismiss the Bible as just another collection 
of religious myths, stories, quasi-history, and religious doctrine, 
most of which was written by well-meaning, but basically naive 
and ignorant people who didn’t have the capacity, or means to see 
that their beliefs were merely superstition dressed up as truth. 
After all, we have so many contradictory religious writings that 
most of them can’t be true.  
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What makes the Bible different? To answer that question 
we have to look at the Bible from several angles. For instance, it is 
important to know whether or not the Bible is historically accu-
rate. If the Bible isn’t correct in basic historical facts and geogra-
phy, there’s not much reason to believe it’s correct on religious 
truth. Second, we need to know if the Bible’s message makes good 
common sense. Anything that violates common sense isn’t likely 
to be taken seriously. Mythology violates basic common sense, 
and that’s why thinking people don’t take the truth claims of 
mythology seriously. Third, we need to know whether the super-
natural element in the Bible is really believable, and whether it, or 
its effects, can be verified. Fourth, we need some means of deter-
mining whether or not the religious truths taught in the Bible are 
actually true. Of course, this is a tall order for one very simple 
reason: There is no way to verify the supernatural from within the 
natural realm, but God anticipated this problem. Although it is 
not possible to scientifically test the supernatural from within the 
natural realm, it is possible for the supernatural to manifest itself 
within the natural realm. As we begin, let’s take a look at the 
uniqueness of the Bible. 

1. The Bible is the only book that presents a comprehensive 
and connected history of man’s spiritual condition and 
needs from the time of his creation all the way to the eter-
nal future. 

2. The Bible is the only book to present a comprehensive pic-
ture of the nature and purpose of God, and his plan for 
mankind and the physical universe. 

3. The Bible is the only book that provides clear and consis-
tent evidence of its supernatural origin through the record 
of accurately fulfilled, detailed prophecies. For example: 
Isaiah 53, written over seven hundred years before the 
birth of Christ, gives over thirty highly specific details of 
the life of Christ; and Daniel 9:24-27, written over five 
hundred years before the birth of Christ, prophesied that 
the Messiah was to die sometime after March 29 [Nisan 9], 
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A.D. 33; Jesus was crucified April 3 [Nisan 14], A.D. 33, 
just five days later. (For detailed information on this 
prophecy, see: “Daniel 9:24-27—The Prophecy of Daniel’s 
70 Weeks,” by the author, Biblical Reader Communica-
tions, 2009.) The modern media is busy trying to obscure 
the existence of fulfilled biblical prophecy by questioning 
whether the prophecies are legitimate and by pointing to 
non-biblical examples of prophecy, like Nostradamus and 
others. However, the Bible’s prophecies aren’t vague rid-
dles into which almost anything can be read, rather they 
are clear and precise statements dealing with particular 
people, places, events, and times, and have been shown to 
be 100 percent accurate. (For a catalog of biblical prophecy 
and its fulfillment see: The Prophecy Knowledge Handbook by 
John F. Walvoord, Victor Books, 1990.) 

4. The Bible is the only ancient book that consistently proves 
to be the product of a superior (supernormal) intelligence 
based on its statements about the physical universe. For 
example: The Bible states that the earth is round and sus-
pended in space (Job 26:7; Isa. 40:22), a fact not confirmed 
by science until the late fifteenth century; the Bible says 
that the universe had a beginning and that it was created 
out of nothing (Gen 1:1-2, cf. Heb 11:3; Jn. 1:1-3), a fact not 
confirmed by science until the mid-twentieth century. The 
Bible also declares that the stars and the earth are in space 
(Gen. 1:1-31) [On his point see the NASB, which correctly 
translates the Hebrew term rakia as “expanse,” not a solid 
as indicated by the KJV “firmament” (from the Septua-
gint). Also, contrary to the beliefs of the church of the 
middle ages, the Bible nowhere says or even implies that 
the earth is the center of the universe.]  

5. The Bible, though written over fifteen centuries by more 
than forty different authors, exhibits a singularity of pur-
pose, morality, message, and theology. Features like 
“types” (a sort of prophetic analogy) demonstrate the in-
terconnectedness of the Bible’s message across many cen-



76   Major Bible Doctrines 

turies. (“Types” are Old Testament people, events, or ob-
jects that were clearly intended to prefigure some New 
Testament person, event, or truth; for example: The Old 
Testament sacrifices and the Passover are typical prefig-
urements of Christ’s work on the cross.)  

The Bible’s message is unique 

Not only is the Bible unique, but its message is unique too. 
The following are some of the themes that permeate throughout 
the Bible. 

1. There is one true God, though existing as three persons. 

2. The universe is not eternal, God created it out of nothing. 
[It is interesting that modern science has just, within the 
last fifty years, discovered that the universe had a begin-
ning. Up until the mid-1960s, most scientists assumed the 
universe was eternal (the “steady state” theory). We now 
know the universe is expanding at an incredible pace. If 
we could simply play this history in reverse, we would see 
the universe shrink into an infinitesimal point and then 
vanish, which confirms the Bible’s statement that the uni-
verse indeed had a beginning.]  

3. God is transcendent; he exists apart from creation (this is 
in sharp contrast to both pantheism and polytheism, which 
view God, or the gods, as being part of the creation). It is 
interesting that many present-day theoretical (scientific) 
cosmologists are forced to admit that only something (or 
someone) completely outside of the universe could be the 
ultimate cause of the creation. Most religions in history 
have overlooked the simple necessity of transcendent cau-
sality and thus proven themselves to be logically and fac-
tually deficient. No religion that is wrong about the 
universe’s ultimate origin can be right about man’s present 
spiritual need. While modern science has only recently 
admitted this transcendent causal necessity, it was the very 
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first fact recorded in the Bible (Genesis 1:1), and reaffirmed 
in the New Testament as the very cornerstone of belief 
concerning Christ’s qualifications as Savior (Jn. 1:1-3). If 
man needs saving, only a transcendent Creator could save 
him (John 1:1-5; Colossian 1:16-17). While the Koran ac-
cepts the concept of a transcendent God, that idea was re-
corded in the Old Testament over two thousand years 
before the Koran was written.  

4. God is perfect in every respect, and his creation was origi-
nally made perfect. 

5. Man was originally given a free will to choose good or evil. 

6. Man did evil by disobeying his Creator, and became sinful 
in both his nature and choices. In this state, man is “lost,” 
separated from God and unable to remedy his fallen situa-
tion by his own power. In man’s spiritually dead state, his 
will is in bondage to sin, and he cannot please God. [From 
the human perspective, man’s will appears to be free, but 
it can only choose from a limited range of choices—those 
choices native to a fallen nature.]  

7. Man’s sin is passed down from one generation to the next, 
so that all who are born through natural generation are 
born in a ruined, fallen state. 

8. God, from eternity, knowing of man’s choice, set in motion 
a plan to redeem his creation. 

9. For thousands of years God prepared man so his plan 
could be brought about. Through prophecies, types (pro-
phetic analogies), and pronouncements, God prepared 
man for his saving work on the cross. During that time he 
revealed himself and his plan to man in many ways. 

10. When the time was right, God sent his only, divine Son 
into the world to offer him as a sacrifice so that sinful men 
could be brought back to God. In fact, God’s plan calls for 
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more than just reconciliation; it calls for adoption, by 
which the reconciled actually become members of God’s 
family.  

11. God will someday send his Son, Jesus Christ, to bring to a 
close the present era and reconcile all things to himself 
through the completion of redemption (for the saved), and 
judgment (for the rest).  

How do we know the Bible’s claims are true? 

If the Bible isn’t true it doesn’t matter where it came from 
or what translation one uses or how much one gets from reading 
it. That means the question of truthfulness is fundamentally im-
portant. When we ask someone who believes the Bible to be true, 
how they know it’s true, we get a variety of answers. For example, 
it’s not uncommon to hear some of the following reasons. 

“My Sunday school teacher (or pastor) told me the Bible is true.”  

Good for your Sunday school teacher or pastor, but did 
they tell you how they know the Bible is true, or did you simply 
accept their opinion? 

“The Bible says its true.”  

Okay, but unless you already knew it was true, you 
couldn’t trust what it says about itself—right? So, how did you 
know it was true, so you knew you could trust it when it said it 
was true? Unfortunately, if we say the Bible is true simply because 
it says so, that’s circular reasoning. Nevertheless, while the Bible’s 
claim to be true isn’t proof, it is important, in that it invites the 
reader to consider the possibility, something people would not be 
obliged to do were the claim not made. 

“The Bible can be proven to be true historically.”  

It is true that archaeological and historical research con-
firms the accuracy of the Bible, but can we conclude that the Bible 
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is accurate in spiritual matters because it is historically accurate? 
Don’t you suppose that there are some secular books that are his-
torically accurate, but which might not be reliable in spiritual 
matters? 

“The Bible has been shown to be scientifically accurate.”  

This is true, and probably much more significant than 
historical accuracy, though both are important. The reason scien-
tific accuracy is so significant is that it reveals a state of knowledge 
that could not have been obtained through any ordinary means of 
discovery available at the time the Bible was written. In other 
words, if the Bible was written with scientific accuracy thousands 
of years ago, that would imply that knowledge was communi-
cated to the biblical writers by someone who knew the truth about 
the way the universe operates. So, couldn’t that someone be God? 
“Yes,” it could. But, a critic could claim that such knowledge 
could have come from advanced intelligent beings (extraterrestri-
als, for example), or they could claim that the information was 
gathered through time travel. While those are admittedly far-
fetched objections, there are people who would make such objec-
tions, and it illustrates the problem of using scientific accuracy as 
a logical proof that the Bible is true. 

“The Bible accurately predicts the future. Since only God knows the fu-
ture, this attests to his authorship of the Bible.”  

If one is looking for proof, this is about as good as it gets. 
We can definitely prove that details about future events were 
revealed in scripture with remarkable (100 percent) accuracy. In 
order for this to have happened, the biblical writers had to obtain 
this information from somewhere. A common tactic of those who 
seek to discredit the Bible is to postdate as many biblical prophe-
cies as possible. [Postdating of prophecy means to assign a date 
for a prophecy that is later than the date of the supposed event 
prophesied. For example, scholars that do not believe in predictive 
prophecy generally postdate the book of Daniel, claiming that the 
book was written after the prophesied events happened, but in 
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such a way as to make it appear that the prophecies were written  
before the events happened. The problem is that many prophecies 
are impossible to postdate, because there is strong historical evi-
dence that the books in which they are contained were written 
well before the prophesied events occurred. The Isaiah 53 predic-
tions of the death of the Messiah are a good example. While skep-
tics have attempted to cast doubt on the validity of some prophe-
cies, they have been unsuccessful in explaining away the bulk of 
biblical prophecy. Fulfilled prophecy remains the best proof we 
have that God has spoken through the Bible. Nevertheless, God 
provides an even better way for us to know with absolute cer-
tainty that the Bible is his message to us.  

The Bible is a self-authenticating message 

What does “self-authenticating” mean? It means that when 
God speaks, those to whom he is speaking innately recognize his 
voice. Think of it this way, Jesus said in John 10:27, “My sheep 
hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me.” In the 
Bible, whenever God spoke to people they seemed to recognize 
who was speaking. Since God’s communication to man is self-
authenticating, it doesn’t require logical proofs. Those to whom 
God speaks, whether directly in Bible times, or indirectly through 
the reading of the Bible, will always know that God is speaking. 
However, evidences such as historical and scientific accuracy, and 
fulfilled prophecy can be useful in combating false allegations 
about the Bible, i.e., that the Bible cannot be true because it isn’t 
accurate. Because God authenticates his word to man directly, 
through the ministry of the convicting power of the Holy Spirit, 
we can spend less time defending the Bible and more time using 
it.  Hebrews 4:12 says, “For the word of God is living and active 
and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the 
division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to 
judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (NASB). While it 
may be necessary at times for us to challenge the critic who 
charges that the Bible isn’t accurate, or that it doesn’t evidence 
supernatural character, our focus should be on using the Bible 
rather than defending it; God will do the rest.  
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Review Questions 

 
1. Explain why the Bible is unique. 
 
2. Why is the scientific accuracy of the Bible of even greater signifi-

cance than historical accuracy?  
 
3. Why are the Bible’s accurate predictions of the future the best evi-

dence of its supernatural origin?  
 
4. How can we know that the Bible is true? 
 
5. What does “self-authenticating” mean in reference to the Bible? 
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How We Got Our Bible 

 

The question, “How can we know the Bible is true,” is a 
theological question. “Where did the Bible come from?” is a his-
torical question. Basically there are six steps in the delivery of 
God’s communication to us. They are: 

 1) Revelation  (God speaking) 
 2) Inspiration  (Man recording) 
 3) Canonicity  (The Church recognizing) 
 4) Transmission  (Men copying) 
 5) Translation  (Men translating)  
 6) Illumination  (The Holy Spirit giving understanding) 

Let’s take a look at each of these six steps. 

Revelation 

There are two types of revelation referred to in theology: 
natural revelation and special revelation. Natural revelation is 
what is revealed about God and his work through nature, that is, 
through non-supernatural means. Special revelation refers to the 
direct supernatural disclosure of things that man could not know 
by natural means (for example: God’s plans for man’s future). 
Both kinds of revelation have limitations. Natural revelation is 
limited to what can be seen and inferred from the physical crea-
tion, but there is only so much that can be learned about God and 
his plans through nature. Natural revelation is also limited by the 
fact that creation has been marred by sin. Nevertheless, there are 
some important truths that can be learned about God from nature, 
such as, his existence and power (cf. Rom. 1:20). On the other 
hand, special revelation is limited by man’s ability to comprehend 
the message. Special revelation also requires that man have access 
to the message. Some examples in the communication of special 



84   Major Bible Doctrines 

revelation occur in Genesis 20:1ff; Exodus 19:1ff; 1 Samuel 3:1-14; 
Daniel 7:1ff; Revelation 1:1ff. 

An often-asked question is whether or not God continues 
to give special revelation today as he did in Bible times. Histori-
cally, conservative Christianity has taken the position that the 
scriptures are now complete, and therefore, there is no need for 
additional special revelation to the Church. However, such a po-
sition should be regarded only as a general observation of the 
normal work of God. God can speak anytime he pleases. Perhaps 
a more relevant question would be: “Are the revelatory gifts that 
existed in the first century church (tongues, prophecy, and word 
of knowledge) part of the normal experience of the church to-
day?” To this question we can give a definitive answer: “No, they 
are not.” However, this does not mean that God could not, or does 
not give special revelation to individuals today. It simply means 
that such does not appear to be the normative experience of the 
present-day church, in spite of what some claim. (This topic will 
be discussed further under the ministry of the Holy Spirit and 
spiritual gifts.) 

Here are some of the ways God has revealed himself to man: 

1. In the material creation, Ps. 19:1-4 

2. In man’s own nature, Acts 17:28-29 

3. In providence, Deut. 4:33-35 

4. In the experiences of God’s people, 1 Pt. 2:9; Philp. 3:10 

5. Through direct (special) revelation (as in a voice, vision, 
dream, etc.), Gen. 6:13 

6. In and through Jesus Christ, Jn. 1:18; 14:8-9; Col. 2:9 

Special revelation differs from natural revelation in that it 
comes directly from God or his agent. How does God communi-
cate to man by special revelation? Revelation was given through 
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the spoken word (Ex. 19:9; 1 Sam. 3:1-14; 2 Sam. 23:1-2), through 
dreams (Gen. 20:6; 37:5-9; Dan. 2:1-45; Joel 2:28-29), through vi-
sions (Gen. 15:1; 46:2; Isa. 1:1; 6:1; Ezek. 1:3), through God’s Son, 
Jesus Christ (Mt. 12:30-32), mainly through the ministry of the 
Holy Spirit (Jn. 14:26; cf. Jn. 16:13-14). When we read the Bible, we 
get the impression that special revelation was fairly common in 
Bible times; however, that is not the case. Special revelation was 
quite rare even in Bible times. As far as the biblical record is con-
cerned, revelations from God occurred over only a relatively short 
period of several hundred years out of about six thousand years of 
history covered by the Bible. These revelations almost always oc-
curred at a time when there was a major transition in God’s pro-
gram for his people, usually at a dispensational transition; for 
instance, at the call of Abraham, at Mt. Sinai, and during the min-
istry of Christ. God’s people sometimes went many hundreds of 
years with little or no new revelation. 

Inspiration 

Inspiration involves God guiding the human authors of 
scripture, so that using their own unique qualities, background, 
style, and vocabulary, they composed and recorded God’s mes-
sage without error. The content of the message they recorded may 
have been derived from special revelation, natural revelation, 
history, personal experience, or the experiences of others; but no 
matter how the informational content was derived, only what God 
wanted to be said was recorded, such that the original manuscript 
(the autograph) of each inspired document is God’s word without 
error or omission. This view of inspiration is usually referred to as 
“verbal-plenary inspiration.” The terms “verbal” and  “plenary” 
are useful because they specify that the very words of the Bible, 
from Genesis to Revelation, are inspired. The word “inspiration” 
is translated from the Greek world theopneustos, which is found in 
2 Timothy 3:16 (cf. 2 Pet. 1:20-21). Theopneustos literally means, 
“God (theos) breathed (pneustos).” The idea is not that God 
breathed on the scriptures, but that he breathed them out; thus 
each book of the Bible is “God breathed.”  Of course, if the Bible is 



86   Major Bible Doctrines 

inspired, it is also inerrant (without errors) in the original manu-
scripts, and authoritative (binding upon man). 

Logical support for verbal-plenary inspiration 

Assuming that God has communicated to man, verbal-
plenary inspiration is the only reasonable method. Why? Because 
an intelligent God would certainly know that unless the commu-
nication was one hundred percent inerrant (i.e., truth without er-
ror) there would be no way for man to ever sort out the truth from 
the non-truth. Therefore, it would have been completely illogical 
for God to allow his truth to be mixed with error in such a manner 
that the two could not be distinguished. If God has spoken, it is 
apparent that his communication must have been inerrant; verbal-
plenary inspiration and the dictation theory are the only two 
views consistent with inerrancy, and the dictation theory cannot 
be correct (see below). One might ask why all the fuss about iner-
rant originals since all we have are imperfect copies. The answer is 
that we know to within about one part per thousand the original 
wording of the New Testament, and it is certainly better to have 
99.9 percent of something that is 100 percent true, than to have 100 
percent of something that is 50 percent true (with no means of 
sorting out the error). Verbal-plenary inspiration is the only 
reasonable means by which God could have spoken to man. 

Biblical support for the verbal inspiration of the Old Testament 

1. The Old Testament writers claimed to be speaking God’s 
Word (Ex. 21:1; 32:16; Isa. 1:1-2; Jer. 1:1-2; Ezek. 1:3). 

2. Jesus believed in the verbal-plenary inspiration of the Old 
Testament. 

a. He recognized the entire Old Testament (Jn. 5:39; Lk. 
24:44-46), as well as all three of the major divisions of 
the Old Testament (Mk. 7:8-13; Mt. 13:13-14; Jn. 10:34-
35) as the authoritative word of God. 
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b. He quoted authoritatively from many Old Testament 
books (Genesis cf. Mk. 10:6-8; Exodus cf. Lk. 18:20; 
Numbers cf. Jn. 3:14; Deuteronomy and Leviticus cf. 
Lk. 10:26-28; Samuel cf. Mk. 2:25; Kings cf. Mt. 12:42; 
Psalms cf. Mk. 12:10; Isaiah cf. Lk. 4:17-21; Daniel cf. 
Mt. 24:15; Malachi cf. Mt. 11:10). 

c. He clearly believed the Old Testament to be historically 
reliable. For examples, note his treatment of the fol-
lowing Old Testament persons: Adam and Eve (Mt. 
19:4-7), Abel (Lk. 11:51), Noah (Mt. 24:37-39), Moses 
(Jn. 3:14), David (Lk. 20:41), Jonah (Mt. 12:38-41), 
Daniel (Mt. 24:15). 

d. He submitted himself to the authority of the Old Testa-
ment (Mt. 5:17-18; Lk. 18:31 [implied]). 

e. He attributed Old Testament material directly to the 
Holy Spirit (Mt. 22:41-46).  

f. He used the Old Testament in such a way as to indicate 
his complete confidence in what it said (Mt. 22:23-33 cf. 
Ex. 3:6). 

3. The New Testament writers believed in the verbal-plenary 
inspiration of the Old Testament. 

a. They quoted from, or alluded to most of the Old Testa-
ment books. According to The Dictionary of Biblical Lit-
eracy (compiled by Cecil B. Murphy, Oliver-Nelson 
Books, 1989), the book of Isaiah is referenced a total of 
419 times in 23 different NT books, the Psalms are 
referenced 414 times in 23 NT books, Genesis is refer-
enced 260 times in 21 NT books, Exodus is referenced 
250 times in 19 NT books, Deuteronomy is referenced 
208 times in 21 NT books, Ezekiel is referenced 141 
times in 15 NT books; Daniel is referenced 133 times in 
17 NT books, Jeremiah is referenced 125 times in 17 NT 
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books, Leviticus is referenced 107 times in 15 NT 
books, and Numbers is referenced 73 times in 4 NT 
books, and this is only a partial listing. The book of 
Revelation draws information from 32 OT books, the 
book of Luke draws information from 31 OT books, the 
Gospel of John draws information from 26 OT books, 
Acts draws information from 25 OT books, the Gospel 
of Mark draws information from 24 OT books, Romans 
draws information from 23 OT books, Hebrews draws 
information from 21 OT books, 1 Corinthians draws in-
formation from 18 OT books, the Epistle of James 
draws information from 17 OT books, and the Epistle 
of 1 Peter draws information from 15 OT books, and 
again, this is only a partial listing. 

b. Both Jesus and the New Testament writers referred to 
many Old Testament characters as historical (cf. Mt. 
12:38-41; 19:4-7; 24:37-39; Lk. 11:51). 

c. The New Testament writers referred to the Old Testa-
ment as “scripture,” by which they indicated their be-
lief that the Old Testament was divinely authoritative 
(Acts 17:11; Rom. 1:1-2; 2 Tim. 3:16). 

d. They attributed the Old Testament to the Holy Spirit. 
Note the following instances: 

Psalm 110 cf. Mark 12:36 
Psalm 41:9 cf. Acts 1:16 
Psalm 2 cf. Acts 4:24-26 
Isaiah 6:9-10 cf. Acts 28:25-27 

Support for the verbal inspiration of the New Testament 

1. Jesus pre-authenticated the New Testament. Since the New 
Testament was not written until after Jesus ascended to 
Heaven, it was necessary for him to pre-authenticate it be-
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fore it was written. Note that he validated all three of the 
major sections of the New Testament. 

History (Matthew-Acts): pre-authenticated in John. 14:26 

 Doctrinal/didactic (Romans-Jude): pre-authenticated in 
John. 16:13-15 

 Apocalyptic [the future] (Revelation): pre-authenticated in 
John 16:13 

2. The New Testament writers believed the New Testament 
to be inspired. 

a. John (Rev. 1:1-2; 22:6) 
b. Paul (1 Cor. 2:13; 14:37; 1 Thess 2:13) 
c. Peter—in reference to Paul’s letters (2 Pet. 3:15-16) 
d. Jude (Jude 17,18) 

Incorrect views of inspiration 

We should not be surprised that a number of incorrect 
views of inspiration have arisen in the history of the church. Note 
the following.   

1. Natural inspiration: Men of great creative genius wrote 
the Bible, but it is still just a human work, and no more 
likely to be true than any other human work.  

2. Mystical inspiration: The biblical authors were inspired 
in the sense that people today are inspired to do great 
things like painting or poetry, but such inspiration 
does not guarantee that the Bible is God’s word.  

3. Conceptual inspiration: God gave the biblical authors the 
ideas and they developed those ideas, but they were 
not protected from introducing errors into their works.  
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4. Partial inspiration: Some parts of the Bible are more in-
spired than other parts, and some parts are not 
inspired at all. This view allows for some portions of 
the Bible to be inspired and infallible, and for other 
portions to be uninspired, but it doesn’t give any way 
to determine which is which. If this view were true, it 
would cast doubt on the validity of the entire Bible. 
Such a view appeals to those who want to develop 
their own brand of religion by selectively eliminating 
anything they don’t like.  

5. Dictation inspiration: God dictated every word and the 
human writers were merely transcriptionists. While 
this view sounds good on the surface, since it doesn’t 
allow for errors in the original autographs, it is an 
overly simplistic view because it is evident that each 
human author used his own vocabulary and life ex-
periences in the writing of the scripture, and that 
would not be what we would expect to see if the mate-
rial were dictated.  

Are copies of the original manuscripts inspired? 

This is a particularly important question in light of the fact 
that we don’t have any of the originals. Strictly speaking, inspira-
tion refers to the original composition and recording of the text 
(i.e., the actual autographs). A copy reproduces the inspired word 
of God to the extent that it accurately reproduces the original 
autograph. We will talk more about textual criticism later, how-
ever, textual criticism is the attempt to recover the precise word-
ing of the autographs from the copies we have. 

Canonicity 

Canonicity deals with how the early church knew which 
books should be accepted as scripture (like Genesis, Isaiah, Ro-
mans, etc.) and which ones should be excluded (like Tobit, Judith, 
Baruch, and the Gospel of Thomas). The word “canon” means, 
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“standard,” or “measure.”  Canonical books are those that meas-
ure up to the standard of inspired literature. 

There is a body of non-canonical literature that comes from 
the intertestamental period (between the writing of the Old and 
New Testaments), which is referred to as “apocryphal” (i.e., “other 
writings”). Though this literature was not viewed by the Jews as 
scripture, some of it was included in Jerome’s Latin translation of 
the Bible and adopted into the Roman Catholic Bible in the six-
teenth century.  

The real problem for the early church came from literature 
produced in the post-apostolic era. Since even false teaching has 
to appeal to some basis of authority, many books first saw the 
light of day in the second and third centuries of the church to 
support various heretical beliefs (usually concerning the nature of 
God, Christ, the Holy Spirit, sin, the material creation, the nature 
of evil, the fall of man, or redemption). This body of literature is 
often referred to as the New Testament apocrypha; however, most 
of these books are pseudepigraphal (forgeries) produced by 
gnostics. Because of the profusion of these spurious documents, it 
became necessary for the early church to make sure that such 
books were not included in the canon, or given weight in theo-
logical disputes [The early Church in the second and third centu-
ries was, quite literally, in danger of being overrun by gnostic 
heresies. In the mid-second century, Valentinus, one of the leading 
gnostics of his day, was almost elected to be the Bishop of Rome.] 

Many people mistakenly think that some group of church 
leaders sat down and voted on which books they thought should 
be in the canon, and that’s how we got our Bible. But that isn’t the 
way it happened. The target group to which each portion of 
scripture was addressed immediately recognized what they re-
ceived as authoritative scripture. (This is true of both the Old and 
New Testaments.) The real issue facing the early church was 
keeping out spurious material that appeared in the post-apostolic 
era that was being used to support doctrines not found in the es-
tablished teachings of Christ and the apostles. While this sounds 
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complicated, it was not as difficult a task as one might imagine, 
and while these dubious documents created a lot of doctrinal dis-
putation, the task of distinguishing them from the authoritative 
writings of the New Testament was fairly straightforward, and 
occurred with very little fanfare; so little, in fact, that we have had 
some difficulty in reconstructing the process.  

We should not confuse a list of canonical books with the 
canon itself. Some people mistakenly think the church didn’t have 
a canon until it had such a list; nothing could be further from the 
truth. The list was merely a tool for excluding spurious works that 
appeared late from being used as scripture. But list or no list, the 
early church knew what was authoritative, which is why many of 
the forgeries drew upon biblical imagery and often quoted or al-
luded to biblical source material to make them seem more “bibli-
cal.” Note the following examples of how scripture was 
immediately recognized as the word of God. 

1. Moses’ writings were placed beside the ark of the covenant 
(Deut. 31:24-29), the most holy place on earth. 

2. Daniel, a contemporary of the prophet Jeremiah, regarded 
Jeremiah’s prophecies as authoritative scripture (Dan. 9:1-
2, cf. Jer. 25:11). 

3. Peter, a contemporary of Paul, regarded Paul’s writings as 
scripture on a par with the Old Testament (2 Pet. 3:14-16). 

In order to understand how we came to have the specific 
sixty-six books that are in our Bible, we need to look at the forma-
tion of the Old and New Testament canons individually. 

The Old Testament canon 

The question of which books should be included in the Old 
Testament was fairly simple and was settled before Christ was 
born. Note the following. 
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1. Except for the Sadducees, who accepted only the books of 
Moses (Genesis-Deuteronomy), the Jewish people re-
garded as scripture the same thirty-nine books as the prot-
estant church today, though they arranged them in a 
different order. Also, some books have been split in the 
English Bible (e.g., 1 & 2 Samuel, etc,). 

2. The scriptures that Jesus read and used are the same as our 
present-day Old Testament (in Hebrew, of course). 

3. The Old Testament apocryphal books officially accepted 
by the Roman Catholic Church were never regarded as 
scripture by Jesus or the Jewish people. They came into the 
Roman Catholic Church via the Jerome (Latin) translation. 
However, Jerome’s own testimony was that those books 
were not considered by the Jews to be scripture and that he 
was reluctant to include them in the same volume as the 
canonical books. 

4. Early quotations of the apocryphal books by some early 
church leaders (Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of Alexan-
dria and Cyprian), none of whom were Old Testament or 
Hebrew scholars, occurred at a time when the extent of the 
Old Testament canon was not well understood, especially 
by non-Jewish religious leaders, and some may have mis-
takenly thought that these books had been an accepted 
part of the Hebrew canon, when in fact that was never the 
case. 

The New Testament canon 

Since the letters that were written to the early churches 
were scattered over the Roman Empire, it took some time for the 
churches to assess what they had. There was very little reason to 
draw up a list of canonical books until suspicious documents be-
gan to show up in doctrinal disputations; then it became necessary 
to establish an agreed upon list of books that were considered 
authoritative. This does not mean that the church had no canon 



94   Major Bible Doctrines 

until such a list was agreed upon. They had the canon; they sim-
ply needed to make certain that uninspired documents were not 
accorded canonical status. 

It is extremely important to understand that the early 
church did not determine which books would become scripture; 
they merely endeavored to recognize which books were already 
received by the Church (at large) as scripture. They did this by 
developing tests that could be applied to a disputed book. The 
thirty-nine books of our Old Testament and the twenty-seven 
books in our New Testament were not seriously in dispute (of 
course those who had defected to amillennialism would like to 
have excluded the book of Revelation for obvious reasons). While 
it was not necessary for a book to meet all of the criteria, they 
were expected to meet most of it. The criteria were derived from 
what the church already knew about the character of scripture 
from the books of undisputed authenticity. (You can think of the 
criteria for canonicity as a kind of weed killer. Weed killer doesn’t 
produce grass; it just gets rid of weeds.)  

The tests the early church applied to determine whether a 
book met the standard of canonicity were: the test of inspiration 
(Does the book claim to be inspired?), authorship (Is the book the 
work of an accredited representative of God?), genuineness (Does 
the book appear to be what it purports to be?), truth (Do the facts 
appear to be correct?), authenticity (Is there credible historical 
evidence that the book has been regarded as authoritative?), au-
thority (Does the book claim to be authoritative?), agreement 
(Does the book agree with received books doctrinally?), univer-
sality (Is the message of the book universally applicable?), spiri-
tual and moral character (Is the message consistent with the 
character of God?). 

Transmission 

Given that God has communicated to man (revelation) and that 
man under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit has been able to accu-
rately and faithfully record that message without error (including 
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no additions or deletions), how do we know that the Bible we 
have today is anything close to the original that was written? 
Couldn’t people have changed it over the years? Of course, the 
answer is “Yes.” In fact, of the thousands of early manuscripts of 
the Bible (both Old Testament and New Testament) no two are 
identical. Providentially, however, in most cases the differences 
are minor and it is possible to determine the correct reading. We 
are aided by the fact that we have so many manuscripts to com-
pare. There are about five thousand early Greek manuscripts, or 
portions of manuscripts of the New Testament alone. That’s a lot 
of material with which to work. Besides, many of the differences 
are simply alternate spellings or accidents like skipping a word or 
line of text. 

Textual criticism 

How do Bible scholars determine which are the best 
manuscripts, and how do they resolve conflicts between manu-
scripts? These questions take us into the area of biblical studies 
known as “textual criticism.” Textual criticism is the branch of 
biblical studies that deals with determining the most accurate 
reading of the biblical text. Scholars who engage in textual criti-
cism usually specialize in the study of either the Old Testament or 
the New Testament. Textual criticism is necessary since we don’t 
have any of the original documents. 

Some of the basic principles used in textual criticism 

1. Because manuscripts, when copied, tend to get longer with 
each copy, the shorter reading is more likely to be closest 
to the original. However, there may be good reasons for 
accepting the longer version. How do manuscripts get 
longer when they are copied? Sometimes explanatory 
notes in the margins of the manuscripts were copied into 
the text by later copyists thinking these were corrections or 
omissions. 
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2. Since copyists tend to smooth out difficult readings, the 
awkward wording may be closer to the original. Obviously 
this has to be taken with a dose of common sense. It 
doesn’t mean that if a manuscript really butchers the text, 
it’s the best version. It simply means that one should be 
aware of the signs of later editing. 

3. The variation in reading that most naturally accounts for 
how another variation in reading occurred is probably the 
best. This means that if reading “B” could have come from 
making a simple mistake in copying “A,” then “A” is 
probably closer to the original.  

4. The variation that best exemplifies the style and vocabu-
lary of the author and best fits with the context is probably 
the best. 

Any of these principles taken to an extreme could result in 
an absurd conclusion. Obviously, they are only guidelines and 
must be applied with a large dose of common sense and sensitiv-
ity to both the content and context of the text.  

The reliability of the present-day Hebrew and Greek texts  

Since our translations are made from the Hebrew and 
Greek texts, those translations cannot be any more accurate than 
the texts from which they are translated. Therefore, the question 
of the reliability of our Hebrew and Greek texts is enormously 
important. 

Observations on the present-day Hebrew text (Old Testament) 

The present-day Hebrew text is based on the Masoretic 
Texts dating to about A.D. 900. Until fairly recent times we didn’t 
have any way to check the accuracy of the Masoretic Texts, since 
they were the oldest manuscripts we had. However, the discovery 
of the Dead Sea Scrolls in the 1940’s changed that. [The Dead Sea 
Scrolls are a collection of ancient manuscripts dating from about 
150 B.C. to about A.D. 70. They were hidden in caves southeast of 
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Jerusalem near the Dead Sea, where they remained until their re-
cent discovery.] Contained within the Dead Sea Scrolls collection 
are a number of ancient Hebrew manuscripts of the Old Testa-
ment; these manuscripts are about a thousand years older than the 
Masoretic Texts. The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls gave schol-
ars the opportunity to check the accuracy of the Masoretic Texts to 
see if they had changed over the thousand-year period of hand 
copying from 150 B.C. to A.D. 900. What was discovered was that 
over that period the copying of the Old Testament resulted in very 
insignificant changes to the text. This was good news. If the 
Hebrew manuscripts could be copied from 150 B.C. to A.D. 900 
with only minor variation, it isn’t unreasonable to assume that 
they were copied from the time of their original composition with 
similarly great accuracy (after all, the original compositions were 
only written 250 to 1250 years prior to the date of some of the old-
est Dead Sea Scrolls). 

[Regarding the comparison of the DSS (Dead Sea Scrolls) 
texts to the Masoretic, of the 166 Hebrew words in Isaiah 53, only 
17 letters (not words) were different. Ten of these deviations were 
the result of variations in spelling and four more were minor sty-
listic variations having no real effect on the reliability of the text. 
The remaining three letters comprise the word “light,” which 
somehow became appended to verse eleven.] The reading of the 
Old Testament text is probably as settled as it’s going to be, unless 
more old manuscripts are discovered. 

Observations on the present-day Greek text (New Testament) 

The reading of the Greek New Testament is well attested. 
Today we have over 24,000 early Greek manuscripts and transla-
tions of the New Testament. Although much of this material is 
fragmentary (not a complete manuscript), it is nonetheless an as-
tounding quantity of material from which to determine the origi-
nal reading of the text. Of these 24,000+ documents (or fragments), 
approximately 5,300 are Greek manuscripts; 10,000 are early Latin 
translations of the New Testament, and about 9,300 are other early 
translations (including Syriac {Aramaic}).  
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No other ancient manuscript is as well attested as the New 
Testament.  New Testament scholars who study the transmission 
of the New Testament text believe that 99.9% of the text of the 
original is now well established. This means that only about one 
word in a thousand is in serious question (and none of those in 
question has any significant doctrinal impact). Also, no other an-
cient document has so many manuscripts so close to the time of 
actual composition (some within twenty-five to forty years). The 
abundance of early manuscript evidence means that we can be 
confident we know the original wording of the New Testament (at 
least within 99.9%). 

There is a controversy within some circles over whether 
we should be using the “received” Greek text (The Textus Recep-
tus, RT), or the more recent “eclectic” texts (produced by compari-
son of a larger body of manuscript evidence). Below is a quick 
rundown of the history of the Greek New Testament.  

The earliest copies of the Greek text were probably made 
for personal use by non-professional copyists. Naturally, since 
these manuscripts were made by hand, over the years variations 
arose between manuscripts. Geographic isolation resulted in the 
development of manuscript families. Manuscripts reflecting cer-
tain family characteristics were copied time and again. With the 
advent of the printing press identical copies could be mass-
produced; of course, everyone who could read wanted a Bible. 
The first Bible printed was the Latin Vulgate edition published in 
1456. 

Work on the Complutensian Polyglot, a multi-language 
parallel edition, was begun in 1502, but the book was not pub-
lished until 1522. Meanwhile, Dutch humanist and Catholic theo-
logian, Disiderius Erasmus, wishing to be the first to publish a 
Greek New Testament hurriedly put together a text for publica-
tion. Because this project was done in a great rush, Erasmus was 
limited to very few manuscripts, none of which contained the 
complete text of the New Testament. In fact, his only manuscript 
of Revelation lacked the last six verses, so Erasmus translated 



 

How We Got Our Bible   99 

those verses from Latin back into Greek. The entire project took 
from July 1515 to March 1516, only eight months, including the 
hand typesetting and printing, and included Erasmus’ own Latin 
translation of the text! It was truly a whirlwind production com-
pared to the twenty years in preparing the Complutensian Poly-
glot. Erasmus’ work was published by Johann Froben. The short 
of things is that Erasmus’ Greek text became the first to be pub-
lished. Martin Luther based the New Testament portion of his 
German translation of the Bible on the second edition (1519) of 
Erasmus’ Greek New Testament, and William Tyndale may have 
used the third edition (1522) in his English translation. Four edi-
tions of the Greek text based on Erasmus’ work were published by 
Robert Estienne between 1546 and 1551. His third edition was the 
first to contain a list of textual variations. Theodore Beza pub-
lished nine editions of the Greek text, again based on Erasmus’ 
edition and subsequent editions that were printed by Robert 
Estienne between 1565 and 1604. The Elzevir brothers published 
seven editions of the Greek text between 1624 and 1678. The in-
troduction to the second edition contained the following state-
ment: “You have therefore the text now received by all, in which 
we give nothing altered or corrupt.” Although this notice was 
merely a statement affixed by the printer, the words “received 
text” stuck, and hence this text and subsequent editions became 
known as the “Textus Receptus.” 

Although the Textus Receptus came to be held by most as 
the text of the Greek New Testament, work on the text of the New 
Testament didn’t stop. Scholars continued to believe it was possi-
ble to derive an even more accurate text by comparing more 
manuscripts and by applying a little logic. In 1707 John Mill pub-
lished a Greek text based on more than a hundred manuscripts. 
However, by this time any challenge to the Received Text was 
viewed as almost heretical. Johann Albrecht Bengel published a 
Greek text in 1734. Bengel made a few changes to the Received 
Text (most of which had already been suggested in the footnotes 
of prior editions of the RT). Bengel also included a critical appa-
ratus in his edition that compared and classified variant readings 
and rated those readings as superior or inferior. Bengel seems to 
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have been the first to state that the more difficult readings are 
likely to be closer to the original. As such, Bengel is viewed by 
some as being the father of modern textual criticism. 

Johann Jakob Wetstien published a Greek text in 1752 us-
ing the Textus Receptus, but offering variant readings. In 1831 
Karl Lachmann completed the first edition of the Greek text that 
completely departed from the Textus Receptus, being based on a 
comparison of older sources. It was not well received. (Matter isn’t 
the only thing in the universe subject to the law of inertia!) By this 
time the Textus Receptus had become firmly established. Other 
such texts were published by Samuel Prideaux Tregelles (1879) 
and Constantine Tischendorf (1841-1872). In 1882 two Cambridge 
scholars, Brooke Foss Westcott and Fenton John Anthony Hort 
published an edition, and along with it, a volume on the princi-
ples of textual criticism used in their work. There was a reaction to 
Westcott and Hort’s text by those who were suspicious of their 
underlying principles. This was exacerbated by the fact that nei-
ther Westcott nor Hort were biblical conservatives (neither of the 
two believed in verbal inspiration). Since that time, numerous 
critical texts have been published, and they all share a basic con-
viction that comparison of the manuscripts using a set of reason-
able principles will lead closer to the original reading of the text. 

Basically, the present-day controversy continues to revolve 
around which Greek text ought to be used for translation and 
study. One school of thought is that the Textus Receptus should 
be used because it was translated from superior manuscripts (i.e., 
manuscripts in the “western family” of texts; the western text was 
the dominant manuscript family in the western church, i.e., the 
Roman Catholic Church, through the middle ages). By far the 
majority of present-day Bible scholars reject the notion that the 
western manuscripts are superior, and therefore conclude that we 
can, and ought to attempt to refine our understanding of the an-
cient Greek text of the New Testament by comparing the readings 
to older manuscripts and applying the principles of textual criti-
cism.  
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Translation 

The last step in making scripture available in other lan-
guages is translation. In many ways translation is the most chal-
lenging step in the process. The autographs were, of course, free 
of errors. As the manuscripts were copied over the centuries, vari-
ous errors crept in. As we have seen, most of these errors can be 
identified and corrected through the use of textual criticism. 
However, the very nature of translation makes this step particu-
larly vulnerable to the introduction of errors. The reason is that 
translators face a difficult task, and they must use a fair amount of 
discretion in the way they translate. One might ask why they can’t 
just give a word-for-word rendering from the Hebrew and Greek, 
and let the reader decide the meaning. (Interlinear translations do 
this.) But that is not as good a solution as it might appear. Both 
Hebrew and Greek employ entirely different grammars than Eng-
lish. Simply rendering each successive word into English would 
result in tremendous confusion, because it would strip away the 
grammar, which is the key to understanding how the words are 
used. It would be like receiving a coded message without know-
ing the code. 

The big problem in translation—finding balance 

Translators generally try to produce a translation that 
strikes a balance between two objectives: accuracy and readability. 
Unfortunately these two objectives sometimes exist on opposite 
ends of the translation spectrum. Here’s the way it sometimes 
works in translating either Hebrew or Greek into another lan-
guage: The more accurate the translation, the harder it is to read, 
especially if the translation is English. The reason is that this type 
of translation tends to render the text as close as possible to the 
original language structure, and that structure is often unfamiliar 
to the English reader. On the other hand, translations that are 
highly readable tend to track poorly with the original language 
structure. Do you see the problem? Sometimes, the more precise 
the translation, the more difficult it is to read, and the more read-
able it is, the less precise it is likely to be. This fact, and commer-
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cialism (there’s money in selling a new translation), has led to a 
profusion of English translations. 

Illumination 

The Bible is a book about spiritual things, and to under-
stand those things we need the help of the Holy Spirit. Paul taught 
this principle in 1 Corinthians 2:9-16. Needless to say, anything 
that interferes with the work of the Holy Spirit has the potential to 
keep us from understanding and appreciating the message of the 
Bible. The presence of unconfessed sin and the lack of prayer are 
two of the greatest barriers to the Spirit’s work of illumination. 
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Review Questions 

 
1. What are the six steps in the word of God being communicated to 

man?  
 
2. What is the difference between “natural revelation” and “special 

revelation”? 
 
3. What are some of the ways God has revealed himself to man?   
 
4. How common was special revelation in Bible times? 
 
5. Define verbal-plenary inspiration.  
 
6. Briefly summarize both the logical and the biblical support for 

verbal-plenary inspiration.  
 
7. How does inspiration relate to copies of the biblical text? 
 
8. Briefly summarize the formation of both the Old and New Testa-

ment canons (i.e., how they came to be received as the word of 
God). 

 
9. How do we explain the fact that some of the early church leaders 

(e.g., Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, etc.) quoted from 
the Old Testament apocrypha as if it were a part of the Old Testa-
ment?  

 
10. What branch of biblical studies seeks to recover the original word-

ing of the biblical texts?  
 
11. Briefly address the reliability of the present-day Hebrew text of the 

Old Testament.  
 
12. Briefly address the reliability of the present-day Greek text of the 

New Testament.  
 
13. Briefly describe the problem of translating the Hebrew and Greek 

texts into English.  



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Person and Work 
of Christ 
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The Person and Work of Christ 

 

Christ is the focal point of the Bible. From its opening 
pages to its closing verses, the person and the work of God’s 
anointed Messiah (“Christ”) is the central theme. What is antici-
pated in the Old Testament is realized in the New. If all references 
to the work of Messiah, both direct and indirect, were removed 
from the Bible, there would be little left except some moral princi-
ples to which man could never attain, along with some interest-
ing, but pointless ancient history. 

When we ask about the “person” of Christ, we are asking, 
“Who is he?” This is the natural beginning point; for until we 
know who Christ is, it is impossible to understand or appreciate 
his past, present, or future work. 

The pre-existence of Christ 

The Bible tells us that Christ existed as a person prior to his 
birth in Bethlehem. This can be seen from the following four lines 
of evidence. 

1. The testimony of the Old Testament 

a. He is an eternal being (Mic. 5:2) 

b. He appears in the Old Testament as, “the Angel of the 
LORD” 

2. The testimony of John the Baptizer  (Jn. 1:15 cf. Lk. 1:26) 

3. The testimony of Christ himself (Jn. 8:58; 6:61-62; 17:5,24) 

4. The testimony of the Apostles (Jn. 1:1-2; 1 Cor. 10:4; Phil. 
2:5-7; Col. 1:17) 
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The deity of Christ  

The deity of Christ refers to the fact that Christ is God, co-
equal with the Father and the Holy Spirit. Before launching into 
an examination of Christ’s deity, it is important to define two 
terms. The first is “deity” itself. As used here “deity” means ab-
solute deity—not that Christ is “a god,” but that he is “the eternal 
God”—Jehovah. Second, from time to time I will refer to a view 
the early church condemned; that view is called “Arianism.” 
While we will discuss Arianism later, it is essentially a view that 
recognizes only the Father as God. According to Arianism, while 
Christ might be viewed as a lesser deity, on a par with angels, he 
is not viewed as absolute (eternal) deity. The early church rejected 
Arianism, and orthodox Christianity has always viewed Arianism 
as the most egregious heresy, since it denies the core tenant upon 
which the Christian faith is built. Arianism is forever cropping up 
in heretical groups like Jehovah’s Witness. It certainly seems to be 
true that old heresies never die; they just get recycled. Why is 
that? Perhaps it is because so few people who profess to be Chris-
tians really understand the basis of the Christian faith. The deity 
of Christ is the one doctrine that every Christian must understand 
and believe, and it is the one doctrine that every Christian ought 
to be prepared to defend. 

Christ’s deity is taught in numerous ways. The following 
are some of the key observations from scripture. 

1. The Bible explicitly says that Jesus Christ is God. 

Isaiah 9:6 
Jesus is identified as the “Messiah” (“Christ” is the Greek 
translation of the Hebrew word for “Messiah”). Isaiah said 
that the Messiah is “the Mighty God,” “the Eternal 
Father,” “the Prince of Peace.”  

Isaiah 40:3,9 cf. Matthew 3:1-14, John 1:6-18 
According to Matthew 3:1-14 and John 1:6-18, John the 
Baptizer fulfilled the prophetic ministry described in Isaiah 
40:3-11 of the one who would proclaim the coming of the 
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Messiah. For whom was John sent to prepare the way? It 
was the LORD God, i.e., Jehovah (Isa. 40:3,9). Since John’s 
prophetic ministry was based on Isaiah 40:3-9, and since 
John would have known that the one for whom he pre-
pared the way was Jehovah, John’s testimony concerning 
Jesus is nothing less than a prophetic proclamation that 
Jesus is Jehovah. John’s prophetic proclamation is the 
fountainhead of the doctrine of the deity of Christ. 

Isaiah 44:6 cf. Rev. 22:13-16 and Rev. 1:8 
In this passage Jehovah said, “I am the first and I am the 
last, and there is no God besides Me.” In Revelation 
22:13-16, Jesus said, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the 
first and the last, the beginning and the end.” Conse-
quently, Revelation 22:13-16 is a patent claim that Jesus is 
Jehovah (a claim already made by John). Interestingly, 
Revelation 1:8 begins by identifying the one who is “the 
Alpha and the Omega”; he is “the Lord God, who is and 
who was and who is to come, the Almighty”; thus, Jesus is 
identified in Revelation as the eternal God. 

Psalm 45:6 cf. Heb. 1:8 
In Hebrews 1:8, a quotation from Psalm 45:6, the Son 
(Christ) is expressly called “God” (“the God”), and thus 
identified as the God of the Old Testament.  

John 1:1-3 
This is a clear and emphatic statement of the absolute deity 
of Christ. It is little wonder that modern-day Arians, such 
as Jehovah’s Witness, have sought to obscure these verses, 
since they reject the absolute deity of Christ. Actually, this 
passage provides three independent witnesses to the deity 
of Christ: In verse 1, Christ is expressly called “God.” In 
verse 2, he is said to have been in the beginning with God 
(the Father), which could only be true if he were eternal, 
existing prior to the creation. In verse 3 we are told that he 
created all things (everything, without exception), which 
could only be true if he is eternal, since he could not have 
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created himself. We will discuss verses 2 and 3 below; for 
now, we will focus on verse 1. Interestingly, every major 
English translation spells “God” with a capital “G,” in rec-
ognition that it refers to absolute deity (i.e., the God of the 
Bible). The Jehovah’s Witness’ New World Translation 
(NWT) reads, “a god.” It is the position of Jehovah’s Wit-
ness that Jesus is not absolute deity, but a lesser god, a cre-
ated being on the same level as the angels. Such a view is 
untenable on at least two grounds. 1) Although Satan is 
referred to as, “the god of this world” (i.e., a false god), to 
suggest that the New Testament presents Christ as such is 
to display deplorable ignorance of the scriptures. The Bible 
is clear that there is only one true God (Isaiah 44:6,8; 
45:5,6,14,18,21,22; 46:9). Unless Christ is a false god, like 
Satan, then he must be the true God. 2) This entire discus-
sion is built on a misrepresentation of the Greek text of this 
passage by Jehovah’s Witness. In Greek, when a substan-
tive isn’t definite, an indefinite article (“a” or “an”) can 
sometimes be inserted (but not if the word is otherwise in-
dicated to be definite, which is often the case). Because 
“God” in verse 1 does not have a definite article (“the”), 
the translators of the NWT inserted an indefinite article 
and made the last part of the verse read: “and the Word 
was a god.” However, this is completely erroneous since 
“God” is definite in the original. Although “God” (the 
predicate nominative) has no article, it is definite because 
the subject has an article, and it is impossible to have an 
indefinite predicate nominative with a definite subject. The 
reason the article is absent from the predicate nominative 
(God) is that John here uses an emphatic form to empha-
size the deity of “the Word” (Christ); he switched the po-
sitions of the subject and the predicate nominative in the 
sentence, making the predicate nominative come before 
the verb. In such cases the article must be dropped from 
the predicate nominative so as not to confuse it with the 
subject. This grammatical feature is appropriately called, 
“the rule of the definite predicate”; it is a common and 
well-understood feature of Greek grammar with which 



 

The Person and Work of Christ   111 

any competent translator should be familiar. If the verse is 
translated giving the emphatic structure its full force, it 
says: “GOD, that’s what the Word was.”  

John 1:18 
The apostle John wrote that, “No one has seen God at any 
time; the only begotten God, who is in the bosom of the 
Father, He has explained Him.” Did you notice what 
Christ is called by John—“the only begotten God.” Re-
member, according to Isaiah 44:6,8; 45:5,6,14,18,21,22; 46:9, 
there is no God but Jehovah. Thus, John’s proclamation is a 
claim that Christ is the eternal God referred to in Isaiah—
the LORD God, Jehovah. 

John 5:17-18 
In this passage Jesus referred to the heavenly Father not as 
“our Father,” but as “my Father” (i.e., “my own father”), a 
transparent claim to be of the same substance as the 
Father. The Jews, understanding this claim, sought to kill 
him because he not only was breaking the Sabbath, but 
also was “calling God His own Father, making Himself 
equal with God” (v. 18). It might be charged that the Jews 
simply misunderstood what Jesus said; even in that 
unlikely case, it would have been incumbent upon John, 
the author of this Gospel, to point that out. Far from cor-
recting any misimpression, John continued to reinforce the 
claim of Christ’s deity throughout this gospel. If Jesus did 
not claim to be God, then John is to be greatly faulted for 
failing to present an accurate picture of what actually hap-
pened. There are really just two choices: 1) Jesus claimed to 
be God, or 2) John’s gospel account is not inspired. 

John 8:24, 56-58 
Jesus said to his audience, “…unless you believe that I am, 
you shall die in your sins.” Some versions read, “…unless 
you believe that I am he…”; however, there is no pronoun 
in the original. In the Old Testament, God called himself 
“I am” (Ex. 3:14) in view of his eternality.  Here, Jesus was 



 

112   Major Bible Doctrines 

saying that unless men believe that he is the eternal God, 
they will perish in their sins. That this is the correct under-
standing of this verse is confirmed in verses 56-58, where 
Jesus again claimed to be “I am.” Note that he didn’t say, 
“…before Abraham was, I was,” which would be correct if 
he were claiming merely to have pre-existed Abraham; he 
said, “…before Abraham came into being [Gr. genesthai, 
aorist infinitive], I am” [Gr. egō eimi, present tense]. In 
other words, Jesus was saying:  I am the eternal God, the 
God who appeared to Moses by the name, “I am” (Ex. 
3:14). While this might not be as clear to the modern 
reader, we can be certain that the Jews to whom Jesus was 
speaking understood exactly what he meant.  

John 10:30-33 
Here Jesus claimed to be one with the Father. Those who 
deny the absolute deity of Christ argue that this was a be-
nign claim to be “in harmony” with the Father, not a claim 
of deity. However, the reaction of the Jews present at the 
time evidences that this was not simply a benign affirma-
tion of unity with God, for they took up stones to stone 
him, giving the reason: “You, being a man, make yourself 
out to be God” (v. 33).  

John 12:45 
In this verse Jesus said the one seeing him is seeing the 
One who sent him (i.e., the Father, cf. vv. 49-50). Of course 
one might argue that he was simply affirming that he 
(a man) was made in the image of God. However, if that is 
all he meant, why is it stated here in reference to believing 
in him, and why is it that no other God-fearing individual 
in biblical history made such a claim? Clearly Jesus was 
claiming to be God. 

John 14:7-9 
Here, as in John 12:45, Jesus claimed that to see him is to 
see the Father (v. 7). Philip, not comprehending what Jesus 
was saying, asked that Jesus would show them the Father. 
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To this Jesus replied, “Have I been so long with you, and 
yet you have not come to know Me, Philip? He who has 
seen Me has seen the Father; how do you say, ‘Show us the 
Father?’” This statement could not be more clear; Jesus 
was claiming that he and the Father were of the same di-
vine essence (v. 10), to see one is to see the other, a claim 
that this Jewish audience clearly understood to be a claim 
to be God (cf. 10:33).  

John 20:28 
Thomas had not been present on the previous occasion 
when the risen Jesus had appeared to the disciples (20:19-
25), and he had said that unless he saw Jesus and put his 
finger into the place of the nails and his hand in his side, 
he would not believe. Thomas was not a man to be tricked; 
he demanded hard evidence, and we can appreciate that 
about him. Thomas got that evidence eight days later 
when Jesus reappeared to the disciples while Thomas was 
present. Thomas’ response was to say to Christ: “My Lord 
and my God.” Arians, such as Jehovah’s Witness, typically 
respond that Thomas, in his excitement, was simply glori-
fying God instead of referring to Jesus as Lord and God. 
However, the text is clear that Thomas was referring to 
Jesus as Lord and God. (The words “Lord” and “God” are 
not in the vocative case, as this explanation would re-
quire.) Also, the text is clear that Thomas was speaking 
directly to Jesus when he said to him, “My Lord and my 
God.” Thus it is clear that this could only be an appellative 
statement. It should be understood as: “[You are] my Lord 
and my God!”  The omission of the verb with subject (“you 
are”) was actually a rather common form of emphasis. 

Acts 20:28 
Here Paul instructed the church to be on guard for the 
flock over which the Holy Spirit had made them overseers, 
“to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with 
his own blood.” The blood can only be the blood of Christ.  
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[Romans 9:5] 
Did Paul say, “Christ…who is over all, God, blessed for-
ever”? Or, did he say, Christ…who is over all. God [be] 
blessed forever”? The question of whether Paul here refers 
to Christ as God, or merely offers a doxology, boils down 
to a question of punctuation. And since the punctuation of 
the Greek New Testament is not inspired (it was added 
later), it is difficult to use this passage as a proof-text for 
the deity of Christ. [There is an excellent summary of the 
interpretive options for this passage given in, A Textual 
Commentary on the Greek New Testament by Bruce M. 
Metzger, which is the companion volume to the UBS Greek 
New Testament (3rd edition). However, we must take issue 
with the statement that Paul never referred to Christ as 
God in his “genuine” writings. First, Titus 2:13 is a very 
clear statement of Christ’s deity, which forces Metzger (the 
textual committee) to reject Titus 2:13 as genuine (an a 
priori argument). Second, Paul clearly referred to Christ as 
God in his instructions given to the elders at Ephesus (Acts 
20:28), an important fact not taken into account by Metzger 
and the textual committee. (Also see Paul’s discussion in 
Philippians 2:6, that Christ existed “in the form of God.”) 
However, due to the uncertainty of the punctuation, this 
passage probably should not be used as a proof-text.] 

Philippians 2:6 
Paul said that Christ, prior to his incarnation, “existed in 
the form of God.” This is equivalent to saying that Christ is 
God; for who but God could exist “in the form of God”? 
The reason that Paul addressed the issue of “form” is that 
he was contrasting the visible appearance of Christ before 
and after the incarnation, for the purpose of illustrating 
humility. The thought of the passage is this: If Christ, 
being manifest as God, could humble himself, becoming 
manifest as a man, we who believe in him should also be 
humble. Incidentally, this passage illustrates a very 
important point regarding Paul’s understanding and use 
of the doctrine of the deity of Christ. Many have ques-
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tioned why Paul, if he believed Christ to be God, did not 
devote more attention to this doctrine. This has led some 
to conclude that the doctrine of the deity of Christ is of 
post-Pauline origin. However, quite the opposite is true. 
As we have already seen, Christ claimed to be God. From 
the very beginning the deity of Christ was the cornerstone 
of the gospel. The fact that Paul alludes to the deity of 
Christ as a primary truth from which other, secondary 
teachings could be derived, indicates that in Pauline theol-
ogy the deity of Christ was already considered to be estab-
lished beyond dispute. To Paul, Christians were people 
who believe in Christ, in his deity, in his substitutionary 
death, and his burial, resurrection, and ascension. In his 
letters to the churches, Paul assumed the deity of Christ to 
be common doctrinal ground, since it was part of the gos-
pel the churches had been founded upon, and one does not 
need to state the obvious. 

Titus 2:13 
This passage so clearly teaches the deity of Christ that 
those who believe the doctrine to be of post-Pauline origin 
are forced to deny that Paul wrote this portion of Titus, 
even though there isn’t a shred of textual or historical evi-
dence for rejecting Pauline authorship of this verse. Paul 
emphatically declared Christ to be both God (“the” God) 
and Savior. Note that Paul here employs a single article 
(“the”) for both “God” and “Savior” (tou megalou theou kai 
sōtēros hēmōn, Christou Iēsou), indicating that both titles, 
“God” and “Savior,” apply to the same person—Jesus 
Christ. [It isn’t uncommon for Arians to place a comma 
after “God” in order to separate Christ, as Savior, from 
“God.” However, that isn’t translation, it’s alteration of the 
text, for the verse absolutely cannot be translated that way. 
Why? First, there is no indication from any ancient sources 
that the text was ever punctuated that way. Secondly, and 
more importantly, the rule of the “copulative kai” requires 
that two substantives modified by a single article and 
joined by kai (the conjunction, “and”) must refer to the 
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same object. This passage is without any doubt the prime 
example of Pauline theology regarding the deity of Christ. 
It is clear and unassailable historically, textually, and 
grammatically.] 

Hebrews 1:6-12 
This is indeed an interesting passage, in that it expresses 
the deity of Christ in numerous ways, both direct and indi-
rect. We will note here only the direct expressions of deity 
and comment on the indirect expressions below. In three 
verses (vv. 8,9, and 10) the author explicitly refers to the 
Son as God. In verses 8 and 9 he is expressly called “God” 
(“the” God), and in verse 10 he is called “LORD” (Jeho-
vah). [The Hebrew word “Jehovah” (or “Yahweh”), the 
personal name of God given in the Old Testament, is not 
written in the Greek New Testament; however, verse 10, 
which is explicitly applied to Christ, is a condensed quota-
tion taken from Psalm 102:22-25, where the word “LORD” 
(v. 22) is “Jehovah.”] Thus, the writer of Hebrews explicitly 
identifies Christ as “Jehovah.” Jehovah’s Witness respond 
that two of these statements should be translated differ-
ently. They translate verse 8: “God is your throne forever;” 
and verse 9 as: “God, your God, anointed you.” (Thus at-
tempting to remove the direct attribution of deity to 
Christ.)  Apparently they did not notice that in verse 10 the 
term “LORD,” which is clearly applied to Christ, is a refer-
ence to Jehovah God in the Old Testament, and they let the 
common translation stand. Of course, if even one of these 
three statements stands, Christ is God; and even in their 
own distorted translation, the Jehovah’s Witness acknowl-
edge that Christ is Jehovah (in verse 10). However, let us 
go back and ask whether the translation they offer in 
verses 8 is legitimate. From a purely grammatical stand-
point one could translate verses 8 and 9 as they appear in 
the NWT; however, grammar isn’t the whole story in 
translation. In translation, when confronted with multiple 
possibilities of meaning, one must ask if the context or 
common sense provides some clue as to which translation 
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is preferable. In this case there is strong contextual evi-
dence that Christ is here referred to as Jehovah God (v. 10). 
Also, there seems to be a hierarchical problem with the 
NWT. If God doesn’t refer to Christ (because he isn’t God), 
then Jehovah God would be inferior to Christ, who is not 
God, since Christ would be seated upon God, which makes 
no sense at all. To say that God secures one’s throne is one 
thing, but to say that God is the throne upon which one 
sits is quite another thing. How could God be the eternal 
throne of an inferior being? Below we will look at the nu-
merous ways in which this passage also implies the deity 
of Christ. 

Revelation 1:8 (cf. Isaiah 41:4) 
(See Isaiah 44:6, above.) Here “the Alpha and the Omega” 
is identified as “the Lord God, who is and who was and 
who is to come, the Almighty.” In the same book (Rev. 
22:13) John records Christ as saying, “I am the Alpha and 
the Omega.” Thus, if the Lord God, the Almighty, is the 
Alpha and the Omega, and Christ is the Alpha and the 
Omega, Christ must be the Lord God, the Almighty. 
Revelation 1:8 is condensed from Zechariah 12:6-10, and 
there, the one who is LORD is Jehovah (cf. v. 7). 

2. Biblical statements that imply Christ is God 

The following passages record statements made by, or 
about Christ that only make sense if he is God.  

Matthew 7:21 cf. 13:41  
Christ taught that he is the Lord of the kingdom of 
Heaven, and he referred to that kingdom as his kingdom. 

Matthew 11:27-30 
While all of the prophets called men unto God, Jesus called 
men unto himself. 
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Matthew 12:1-8 
Christ said that he is greater than God’s Temple and Lord 
of the Sabbath, a patent claim to be Jehovah. 

Matthew 13:41 
He claimed to be in command of God’s angels. 

Matthew 22:41-46 cf. Mark 12:35-37 
At one point late in Jesus’ ministry, each of the three lead-
ing parties of the Jews, the Herodians, the Sadducees, and 
the Pharisees, attempted to discredit him by asking disin-
genuous questions by which they intended to entrap him 
in a theological argument. Jesus outwitted them on each 
occasion. In this pivotal encounter, Jesus turned the tables. 
It was a strategic move, a move that permanently ended 
the intellectual dueling; for Jesus here displayed himself to 
be a vastly superior intellect than his opponents. Let’s lis-
ten in as Jesus deals this final, crushing defeat to the theo-
logians of his day. In contrast to the previous three en-
gagements, Jesus initiated this encounter with a strategic 
question: “What do you think about the Christ, whose son 
is He?” This sounds like an innocuous question, at least 
the Pharisees thought so, and so they answered, “The Son 
of David.” That answer landed them right into Jesus’ trap, 
for it is precisely the answer he knew they would give. The 
Pharisaic conception of Messiah was of a great leader, yet 
still only a man. Their charge against Christ was not that 
he claimed to be the Messiah (though they did not accept 
him as such); their charge was that he claimed to be God, 
and to them that was blasphemy of the worst sort—that a 
man should presume to be God. Jesus then closed the trap. 
He asked this simple question: “Then how does David in 
[by] the Spirit call him ‘Lord.’ Here he quotes Psalm 110:1; 
saying: “The LORD said to my Lord, ‘sit at my right hand, 
until I put thine enemies beneath thy feet.’” We can imag-
ine that the Pharisees started to sweat, for they knew that 
Jesus had slammed the trap shut. They had said it them-
selves: The Messiah is David’s Son, yet Jesus had quoted a 
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Davidic psalm in which David, speaking by the Spirit of 
God stated that Messiah is, in fact, his Lord, proving that 
the Messiah is greater than David, his ancestor. Jesus 
closed the dialogue with a simple, “How is that?” and was 
greeted with stunned silence, not a word. In fact, we are 
told that from that day forward these shell-shocked ex-
perts of the Hebrew scriptures never dared to ask Jesus 
another question. 

Matthew 25:31-46 
Jesus said that he will determine who will enter the king-
dom of God, and who will go into everlasting punishment. 
In other words, he is the Judge before whom all men will 
one day stand. 

Matthew 28:18 
Jesus claimed to possess all authority in Heaven and on 
earth. He didn’t simply claim to have some authority; he 
claimed to have all authority, not only on earth, but in 
Heaven as well. What a stupendous claim! Who but God 
could properly exercise such authority? Could the Father 
wisely commit such absolute authority into the hands of a 
mere creature?  

Mark 2:3-12 
Christ forgave sins committed against God. While one 
might forgive sins committed against one’s self, it would 
hardly be appropriate for one to forgive sins committed 
against another. How much more inappropriate would it 
be for Christ, if he were not God, to forgive sins against 
God? This must be seen as an implicit claim to deity, and 
was clearly recognized as such by those present, since they 
regarded this act as blasphemous (vv. 6-7).  

Luke 24:25-27 
Jesus claimed that he is the focus of all the scriptures. 
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John 1:3,10; Colossian 1:15-17 (cf. Gen. 1:1-2) 
He is referred to as the Creator of the world. 

John 1:12  
He has authority to make men God’s children. 

John 4:42 cf. Isaiah 43:10-11 
He is referred to as the “Savior” of the world, even though 
the Old Testament stated that Jehovah is the only Savior! 

John 3:15-16, 36; 6:47-51; 10:27-28; 11:21-27 
Jesus said that he is able to impart eternal life, which 
would hardly be possible were he not eternal. 

John 6:40,44  
Jesus said that he would resurrect believers in the last day. 

John 5:23  
He taught that all men should honor him in the same way 
that they honor the Father. Even on the lips of an archan-
gel, such words would be blasphemous. There are only 
two options: Either Christ is God Almighty (Jehovah), or 
he is a blasphemer. 

John 9:35-38 
Jesus claimed to be the Son of God and he accepted the 
worship of men. Yet he taught that men should worship 
God alone (Lk. 4:8). Even angels sent directly from God re-
fuse to be worshiped (Rev. 22:8-9); thus, when Christ per-
mitted others to worship him it was an implicit claim of 
deity. 

John 10:27-33 cf. 5:17-18  
He claimed to be of the same essence as the Father. 
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John 10:24-38  
His Jewish audience clearly understood that in referring to 
himself as “the Son of God,” he was claiming to be God. 

John 11:38-44 
Jesus raised the dead. Elijah and Paul also raised the dead, 
but they did not claim to be God while doing so. Remem-
ber, the purpose of miracles is to validate the message of 
the one who works the miracle. If Jesus claimed to be God 
and raised the dead to validate his claim, his claim is true. 

 John 19:7  
The charge against Jesus at his trial was that he claimed to 
be the Son of God, a charge he did not dispute. 

John 14:23  
Jesus said that his work was co-extensive (on an equal 
level) with the Father’s work.  

John 16:14 
He taught that the Holy Spirit (himself God, cf. Acts 5:3-4) 
would not speak of himself, but would glorify him. 

John 17:5  
Jesus claimed to have shared the Father’s own glory before 
the world was created. 

John 17:22  
He claimed to share the very essence of the Father. 

Acts 1:3 cf. Romans 1:4  
Jesus arose from the dead, which was the validation of all 
of his claims. 

Colossians 1:15; Hebrews 1:3 
Christ is referred to as the very “image of God.” “Being the 
image” and “being made in the image” are not the same. 
Christ is the image. 
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Hebrews 1:6 cf. Matthew 4:10  
The Father commanded the angels to worship the Son. Yet 
only God is worthy of worship, and angels refuse to accept 
worship (Rev. 22:8-9). 

3. Christ possesses the attributes of God. Some of those 
attributes are: 

Eternality (Mic. 5:2; Rev. 1:11-18; Jn. 1:1-3; 17:5; Col. 
1:16-17) 
Omnipotence (Mt. 28:18; Philp. 3:20-21; Heb. 1:3; 2 Pt. 1:3) 
Omniscience (Lk. 7:36-50; Jn. 1:43-51; Mt. 9:4; Jn. 21:17) 
Omnipresence (Mt. 18:20; Eph. 1:22-23) 
Immutability (Heb. 1:11-12; 13:8) 
Sovereignty (Isa. 6:1-5 cf. Jn. 12:41; Col. 1:16-17) 

The impeccability of Christ  

Impeccability refers to the inability to sin. On the surface, 
the question of whether Christ was peccable (able to sin) or im-
peccable (unable to sin) seems irrelevant, since he did not sin. 
However, the position one takes on this issue has serious ramifi-
cations for other important doctrines. The issue of whether Christ 
could have sinned usually surfaces in regard to his temptation. 
Some take the position that Christ must have been able to sin, oth-
erwise he could not have been tempted, and scripture is clear that 
he was tempted (Heb. 4:15). Generally, proponents of peccability 
maintain that while Christ’s divine nature could not sin, the hu-
man nature could have sinned. This is the “weakest link in the 
chain” argument. However, this would call into question the hy-
postatic union of the divine and human natures of Christ (i.e., that 
they formed a singular person). If one nature could have acted in 
disregard of the moral imperatives of the other, does that not ar-
gue that the two natures did not form one personal being? And if 
so, does that not call into question Christ’s qualification as the 
God-man to be our Savior?  
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Fortunately, we do not have to maintain that Christ was 
able to sin in order to understand how he could be tempted. Since 
God cannot be tempted to sin (Jam. 1:13), it follows that God can-
not sin. If Jesus was God, it must be the case that he could not sin. 
To suggest that he could sin is to suggest that he was not God.  
How do we deal with the remaining problem that Christ was 
genuinely tempted to sin? The answer is to be found in the fact 
that while he was, and is, the impeccable God, he was also a pec-
cable man. Christ’s humanity, had it been able to act independent 
of his deity, would have been fully capable of sin. So, if he had a 
peccable human nature, could he have sinned? The answer is 
“No.” Why? —Because as a divine/human being whose natures 
exist in a personal (hypostatic) union, any personal act is an act of 
both natures (that’s the nature of the personal union); thus, in or-
der for Christ to sin, both natures would have to consent. To say 
that Christ could have sinned had he chosen to do so assumes that 
his human nature could have acted independently; but if that 
were the case, it would cast doubt on the reality of the hypostatic 
union, and hence on his qualification to die as the God-man for 
man’s sin. Thus while Christ’s humanity could be tempted to sin, 
the person, Jesus Christ, could not sin. This is the deep mystery of 
the virgin conception. This doctrine provides an opportunity to 
see how the answer to a seemly irrelevant question in one area of 
doctrine can have huge consequences elsewhere.    

Historical views on the person of Christ  

In the early history of the Church, there were numerous 
ideas as to whether Christ had both human and divine natures, 
and how those natures relate. The following is a survey of the 
major views. 

1. The orthodox view (the majority view of the church) 

Statement: Christ is both God and man joined hypostatically 
such that he is one person. In Christ the divine person of the 
Son of God was joined with a complete human nature (body, 
soul, and spirit) to form a divine-human person  (composed of 
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divine spirit and a human body, soul, and spirit). According to 
the orthodox view, attributes of each nature pertain only to 
that nature. [The Lutheran view of the “ubiquity” (omnipres-
ence) of Christ’s body is slightly different in that it conceives 
of the divine attribute of omnipresence being transferred to 
Christ’s humanity, such that his human body became omni-
present. In this regard Lutheran Christology deviates from the 
historic Christian position.] 

2. Ebionism  

Statement: Jesus was the natural offspring of Joseph and Mary 
(he was not God). He so pleased God that he was chosen to be 
the Messiah. Jesus became conscious of this fact at his baptism. 
Actually, this view is similar to the Pharisaic view of the Mes-
siah that Jesus refuted in Matthew 22:41-46. 

3. Gnosticism 

Statement: The gnostics were dualists, believing that the 
physical is inferior to the spiritual. Most viewed the physical 
as not only inferior, but evil in some sense. Since the physical 
is inferior (evil), God could not become flesh; hence there 
could be no real incarnation. The two basic forms of 
gnosticism were: 1) that the divine Christ came upon the man 
Jesus at his baptism, and departed prior to his crucifixion  
(Cerinthian gnosticism); or, 2) that Jesus’ body was not real, 
but a materialization from the spirit realm (Docetic 
gnosticism). Both of these views deny atonement on the cross. 

4. Arianism 

Statement: Although called a god, Christ is not the eternal God 
(Jehovah), but a created being, “the firstborn of all creation.” 
Through him God created the world. At the incarnation the 
Son of God entered a human body, taking the place of the hu-
man spirit; thus Christ was neither fully God, nor fully human 
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since he had no human spirit. (Jehovah’s Witness is a modern 
example of modern-day Arianism.) 

5. Apollinarianism 

Statement: Jesus had a human body and soul, but not a human 
spirit. The divine Son of God took the place of the human 
spirit, thus Jesus was not fully human. This is similar to Ari-
anism in its view of the humanity of Christ, but it differs in its 
view of the deity of Christ. The Apollinarians accepted the 
deity of Christ, Arians did not. As such, the Apollinarian view 
is closer to the orthodox view. 

6. Nestorianism  

Statement: The divine Son of God indwelt the man Jesus. This 
view denies the hypostatic (personal) union of the divine and 
human natures. [Regrettably, this view is prevalent among 
Christians today. One indication of this is the widespread be-
lief that Christ was peccable. See “impeccability” previously 
discussed in this chapter.] 

7. Eutychianism 

Statement: The divine and human natures mixed such that 
each took on the attributes of the other. In this process both the 
human and divine natures were altered. Such a view conflicts 
with the doctrine of God’s immutability, and also has serious 
implications for Christ’s humanity and his qualification to be 
man’s sacrificial substitute. 

The work of Christ in the Old Testament 

We encounter the Son of God in the Old Testament in 
various ways. We see him first as the Creator of the world. Sec-
ondly, we see him as the Angel of the LORD, a visible manifesta-
tion of Jehovah. Thirdly, we encounter him prophetically as the 
prophesied Messiah/Redeemer to come. 
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As the Creator 

While all three members of the Trinity were involved in 
creation, the New Testament emphasizes the Son’s involvement. 
The Apostle John writes that “the Word” (the Son) was already in 
the beginning before the creation of anything took place (Jn. 1:1-2). 
The verb “was” is imperfect, meaning that when the beginning 
took place, the Word had (already) been. Thus, the Word was not 
created. Furthermore, John tells us that the Word created every-
thing that was created (Jn. 1:3). As we have remarked in our dis-
cussion of the deity of Christ, in order for Christ to be the Creator 
of everything created, he had to be eternal (uncreated), and thus 
God, which is the very truth explicitly stated by John in John 1:1-2. 
In 1 Corinthians 8:6 Paul said that all things owe their existence to 
the Son. In Colossians 1:15-17 Paul gave his most definitive state-
ment on this subject; he said that Christ is the “firstborn of all 
creation” (i.e., not the first to be created, but the Preeminent One). 
He is the Preeminent One because everything that was created 
was created by and for him (v. 16). In verse 17 Paul extended this 
thought by saying that Christ sustains all things (that he created). 
Modern-day Arians have made much over the fact that Christ is 
referred to as “the firstborn of all creation.” However, in so doing 
they fail to recognize how the expression is used. Clearly Paul was 
not saying that the Son was the first being created, for he goes to 
great lengths to establish that the Son created everything, not eve-
rything except himself, but absolutely everything that was cre-
ated, both in the heavens and on earth. Actually, Paul defines his 
use of “firstborn” in verse 17 when he says that he (the Son) is 
“before all things.” That is to say that the Son is “preeminent.” In 
ancient cultures, next to the father, the firstborn had greater status 
than anyone in the family. In view of what Paul said, as well as 
other biblical statements, it would be completely erroneous to 
conclude that “firstborn” as used here, means the first to be cre-
ated. 

As “the Angel of the LORD [Jehovah]” 

In the Old Testament the Son of God is sometimes mani-
fested as “the Angel of the LORD.” A study of the Angel of the 
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LORD reveals that this is Jehovah. All theophanies (visible 
appearances of God) are “christophanies” (appearances of the 
preincarnate Christ). The Son is the only member of the Trinity 
that has ever appeared to man (Jn. 1:18). Some instances of the 
appearance of the Angel of the LORD are described in the fol-
lowing passages; note that for each, the context reveals that the 
one appearing is Jehovah: Genesis 16:7-13 (cf. Jn. 1:18); Genesis 
22:11-18; Genesis 31:11-13; Exodus 3:1ff; Exodus 13:21-22; 14:19 (cf. 
I Cor. 10:1-3); Judges 6:11-23, 13:9-20. 

As the coming Savior 

The Son is revealed in the Old Testament as the Savior and 
Redeemer, 1) prophetically (Gen 3:15; Isa 52:13-53:12); 2) in types, 
i.e., prefigurements: Adam (Rom. 5:14), Isaac (Gen. 22), Melchize-
dek (Gen. 14 cf. Heb. 5-7), the sacrifices, the priesthood, and the 
feasts of Israel. 

The incarnation of Christ 

The incarnation refers to the operation through which the 
Son of God was joined to the human family through the virgin 
conception. While it is common to link the incarnation with the 
virgin birth, the miraculous element was the conception, not the 
birth, though he was virgin-born as scripture plainly states (Mt. 
1:18-25, esp. v.25). The Roman Catholic doctrine of “the immacu-
late conception” should not be confused with the virgin concep-
tion of Christ. The doctrine of the immaculate conception refers to 
the Roman Catholic belief that Mary, the mother of Jesus, was 
virgin born, and thus sinless also. The Bible does not teach, nor 
does it imply such a view of Mary.  

The method of the incarnation 

The method of the incarnation was the virgin conception. 
The biblical support for this truth is as follows. 

1. According to Matthew 1:18, Mary conceived Jesus before 
she had sexual relations. Also, we are told in Matthew 1:25 
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that Joseph had no relations with Mary until after the birth 
of Jesus. 

2. According to Matthew 1:20, Jesus’ conception was through 
supernatural means (cf. Lk. 1:35). 

3. The Bible repeatedly states Mary’s virginity (Lk. 1:27, 34; 
cf. Mt. 1:18). 

4. The genealogy of Jesus at Matthew 1:16 strongly implies 
the virgin conception. After giving Joseph’s genealogy, it 
states that Jesus was the descendant of Mary, not Joseph! 
[The pronoun “whom” is feminine, and refers to Mary, not 
Joseph. Such a statement would have been a great insult 
had Jesus not been virgin conceived.] See also Jeremiah 
22:24-30 for why Jesus could not be the physical descen-
dant of Joseph. 

5. Isaiah 7:14, as quoted in Matthew 1:23, prophesied the vir-
gin birth. [Note: Matthew 1:23 translates the Hebrew 
’almah, meaning “maiden” using the Greek word parthenos, 
meaning “virgin.” To the Hebrew mind, “maiden” and 
“virgin” were without distinction.] 

The significance of the virgin conception and birth of Christ 

The virgin birth was first and foremost a sign (Isa. 7:14). It 
may also have been the means through which Jesus was born 
sinless, though the Bible nowhere makes such a connection. The 
virgin conception also preserved Jesus from the curse placed on 
the kingly line of David during the time of King Jeconiah (Jer. 
22:28-30), while at the same time allowing him to inherit the right 
to the throne as the legal heir of Joseph, who was of the kingly line 
(Mt. 1:1-17). 

Objections to the virgin conception and birth 

Numerous objections have been made against the virgin 
conception of Jesus. Among them are the following. 
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Objection: It would take a miracle. 

Answer: Quite right! 

Objection: Joseph is called Jesus’ father (Mt. 13:55; Jn. 6:42; Lk. 
2:33,48). 

Answer: Joseph was Jesus’ legal father (Greek has no specific term 
for an adoptive father); therefore Joseph is appropriately designed 
simply as Jesus’ “father.” 

Objection: The virgin birth reflects the influence of pagan mythol-
ogy. 

Answer: In mythology there are examples of procreation between 
the gods and women; however, those examples involve the deity 
appearing in human form and having sexual relations. The 
biblical account of the virgin conception is of a totally different na-
ture. The conception of Jesus did not involve sexual relations as is 
evidenced by the claim that Mary was a virgin after Jesus’ con-
ception, cf. Mt. 1:25. Rather, Jesus was conceived miraculously 
without the need for sexual relations. The virgin conception is 
unique to the Bible, and is found nowhere in mythology predating 
the New Testament; thus, the virgin conception of Jesus could not 
reflect the influence of mythology. 

Objection: If the incarnation is true, then God is not immutable. 

Answer: God is immutable, so the Son of God, who is God, is im-
mutable with respect to his deity. However, this did not prevent 
him from taking on additional attributes (i.e., the attributes of hu-
manity) as long as the attributes of deity were not altered in the 
process. Remember, immutability only applies to deity. 

The purpose of the incarnation 

Why did the Son of God condescend to take upon himself 
the nature of man? Note the following four reasons.  
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1. So that the Son could die for sinners (Heb. 10:1-25, esp. 
v.5). God cannot die. 

2. So that the Son might reveal to us the character of God (Jn. 
1:18; Jn. 14:8). 

3. So that he might become our high priest (Heb. 7). 

4. So that he might fulfill the promises and prophecies of the 
Old Testament (Isa. 52:13-53:12; Mt. 1:22-23; 2:15; 4:14-16; 
21:4-5; 26:56).  

Christ’s death 

Before discussing the death and resurrection of Christ it 
would be helpful to have some basic terminology in mind. Note 
the following key terms. 

1. Atonement: Atonement is the re-establishment of divine fa-
vor. It involves the transfer of guilt and penalty for sin to a 
suitable substitute. 

2. Expiation: (see atonement) 

3. Forgiveness: Forgiveness is the removal (remission) of di-
vine judgment for sin. Forgiveness is made possible only 
because a suitable substitute bears the judgment on behalf 
of the sinner.  

4. Guilt: Guilt refers to culpability (accountability) for sin. 

5. Justification: Justification refers to the judicial act of God in 
which the believing sinner is declared to be free from sin 
and righteous before God. (Justification does not remove 
sin; it removes the guilt that a person incurs for sin.) 

6. Cleansing: Cleansing is the actual removal of sin and its 
effects upon the sinner. Cleansing does not remove the sin 
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nature. The sin nature can only be removed as a result of 
final (ultimate) sanctification. 

7. Penalty: Retribution, or just compensation for sin. 

8. Propitiation: Propitiation refers to the satisfaction of God’s 
justice. For those who place their faith in Christ, God’s 
righteous demands for judgment are propitiated (satisfied) 
by Christ’s sacrifice. When God is propitiated, he ceases to 
view the object of propitiation as deserving wrath; thus for 
the believer, Christ is said to be the propitiation for our sin 
(Rom. 3:25; 1 Jn. 2:2; 4:10). 

9. Reconciliation: Reconciliation refers to man being brought 
back to God from whom he was alienated. 

10. Redemption: Redemption refers to the payment that must 
be made to secure a sinner’s release from divine judgment. 

11. Remission: (see forgiveness)  

12. Righteousness: Righteousness involves not only the absence 
of sin, but positive obedience. It is important to recognize 
that the mere absence of sin is not righteousness. Adam, 
prior to his fall was sinless, but he was not righteous. 

13. Satisfaction: (see propitiation) 

14. Substitution: Substitution refers to another bearing one’s 
penalty for sin. 

Theories of the atonement 

Numerous theories have been proposed to explain the 
meaning and significance of Christ’s death; they generally fall into 
one of the categories below.  
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1. Substitutionary atonement (the orthodox view) 

 Christ died in the place of the sinner, bearing the penalty 
of sin and completely satisfying the justice of God. Scrip-
tural support for this view is found in: Isa. 53:5ff.; Rom. 
5:8; 1 Cor. 15:3; 2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Pet. 2:24; 1 Pet. 3:18; Mk. 
10:45; Jn. 10:11; 1 Cor. 5:7; Heb. 10:1-14. 

2. The accident theory 

Jesus’ death had no ultimate purpose; he was killed by 
people who either did not understand, or did not appreci-
ate his message. 

3. Payment to Satan theory 

Satan has a claim on sinners and Christ died to satisfy that 
claim and purchase sinners back to God. (C.S. Lewis pre-
sents this view by way of analogy in The Lion, the Witch and 
the Wardrobe.) 

4. Moral influence theory 

The purpose of the death of Christ was not to atone for sin, 
but rather an expression of divine love intended to moti-
vate sinners to repentance and faith.  

5. The martyr theory 

Christ’s death as a martyr is an example of faith and 
should teach us to live true to what we believe, even unto 
death. 

6. The governmental theory 

In order to maintain respect for his laws, God made an ex-
ample of Christ to show man how much sin offends him 
and how much he will judge sin if man does not repent. 
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However, according to this theory Christ was not a substi-
tute for the sinner. 

The extent of Christ’s atonement  

The Bible is clear that Christ died for the sins of the whole 
world. This does not mean that Christ’s death is applied to the 
sins of every person, but rather that it is available and sufficient 
for all who will call upon him in faith. This concept is often ex-
pressed in this way: Christ’s sacrifice is sufficient for all sin, but 
efficient (i.e., effective) only for those who place their faith in him. 
This view is in sharp contrast to the view of classic Calvinism, 
which holds that Christ not only did not die for the non-elect, but 
that God actually decreed their damnation, a view sometimes 
referred to as  “double predestination” (see, Institutes of the Chris-
tian Religion by John Calvin, Book III, chap. 24). Note the following 
passages bearing on this subject: Jn. 1:29; 1 Tim. 2:6; Heb. 2:9; 
2 Pet. 3:9; 1 Jn. 2:2. (The extent of the atonement will be discussed 
more thoroughly under the topic of “salvation.”) 

Christ’s resurrection 

The nature of the resurrection 

There are two facts concerning the resurrection that are 
fundamental to understanding the nature of the event. First, it was 
a real historical event that occurred in time and space, not simply 
a spiritual truth. Second, it was a bodily resurrection; note the 
following evidences. 

1. Jesus displayed himself as having flesh and bones (Lk. 
24:39). 

2. The tomb in which he was sealed was found to be empty 
(Mk. 16:6), and no dead body was ever found. 

3. He ate food after his resurrection (Lk. 24:41-43). 
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4. After the resurrection, Jesus had the imprint of the nails in 
his hands and feet and the wound in his side (Lk. 24:34-
39). 

5. Angels declared that Jesus was not in the tomb, but had 
risen (Lk. 24:6-8). 

The credibility of the resurrection account 

The resurrection was a miraculous event, and as is the case 
with all miracles, they are neither subject to scientific analysis, nor 
are they repeatable. However, a number of factors indicate that 
the biblical accounts are accurate and credible. 

1. There were competent firsthand witnesses to the events 
surrounding the resurrection, including at least one skeptic 
(Thomas), who demanded firsthand physical proof (Jn. 
20:19-31). 

2. There were numerous witnesses to the events. While it 
might be possible for a few people to be mistaken about 
what they saw, the large number of witnesses lends a high 
degree of credibility to the biblical account. 

3. The witnesses to the events were people of good reputa-
tion and moral character who would not have been likely 
to lie about what they saw. 

4. The recorded demeanor of the disciples fits what we 
would expect if the resurrection were true. (The disciples 
were unprepared, shocked, and in disbelief at first, but 
boldly proclaimed the resurrection once they were con-
vinced.)  

Also, numerous factors in the early history of the church would be 
unexplainable apart from the truth of the resurrection. Consider 
the following: 

1. The account of the empty tomb. 
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2. The origin of worship on the first day of the week in-
stead of the Sabbath. 

3. The very existence of the Church was built on the proc-
lamation of the resurrection. 

4. The message of the New Testament. (If the resurrection 
did not happen, how do we explain that a group of 
morally upright people who taught against dishonesty 
of any kind claimed, even in the face of persecution 
and death, and for no personal benefit, to be eyewit-
nesses to the resurrection of Christ?) 

The significance of the resurrection of Christ 

The resurrection is one of the most significant events in 
history. Consider the following.  

1. It provides additional verification as to Christ’s identity—
i.e., that he is the Son of God (cf. Rom. 1:4). 

2. It is assurance that Christ’s sacrifice was acceptable to God 
(Rom. 4:25). 

3. It serves as the prototype for the future of those who be-
lieve (1 Cor.15:20-23). 

Christ’s present and future work 

At present Christ is the believer’s high priest. As such, he 
represents believers before the throne of God (Heb. 7:1-28). He 
also continually intercedes for believers before the Father (Heb. 
7:25). Christ’s future work is summarized below. 

1. He will rapture his Church into Heaven (Mt. 24:36-42; 
1 Thess. 4:13-18; 1 Cor. 15:51-53). 
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2. He will pour out judgment upon the earth in the final days 
of this present dispensation, beginning sometime during 
the tribulation period (Rev. 6-19). 

3. He will return to the earth to end the tribulation and to es-
tablish his kingdom (Rev. 19:11-20:4). 

4. He will remove Satan and the demons from the earth, and 
rule in righteousness during the millennial phase of the 
kingdom (Rev. 20:1-3). 

5. After the millennium is complete, he will dissolve the pre-
sent heavens and earth (Rev. 20:9). 

6. He will judge unsaved men and unholy angels, condemn-
ing them to the Lake of Fire for eternity (Rev. 20:10-15). 

7. He will create new heavens and a new earth, over which 
he will rule in righteousness forever (Rev. 21-22). 
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Review Questions 

 
1. How do we know that the Son of God existed before the birth of 

Jesus at Bethlehem?   
 
2. What is the evidence for the absolute deity of Christ? 
 
3. Of the passages that explicitly state that Christ is God, choose the 

two that you think are the best and summarize them. 
 
4. Of the passages that imply that Jesus is God, choose the two that 

you think are the best and summarize them. 
 
5. What attributes of God are ascribed to Christ in the Bible?  
 
6. Is Christ the Father? Is Christ the Holy Spirit? Explain. 
 
7. In regard to Christ, what is meant by the term “impeccability.” Why 

is this truth important? 
 
8. How might Nestorianism be related to the question of Christ’s 

impeccability? 
 
9. What are the two natures of Christ, and what is their relationship?  
 
10. Which incorrect views state that Christ is not fully human? 
 
11. Which incorrect views state that Christ is not absolute deity? 
 
12. Summarize the work of Christ in the Old Testament. 
 
13. In what ways is Christ presented as the coming Savior in the Old 

Testament?  
 
14. What was the method of the incarnation? Explain how we know 

this method is true? 
 
15. Why is the virgin conception important? 
 
16. Does the account of the virgin conception and birth of Christ reflect 

the influence of pagan mythology? Explain. 
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17. Briefly discuss the purposes of the incarnation. 
 
18. Briefly define each of the following: atonement, justification, clean-

sing, penalty, propitiation, reconciliation, redemption, remission, 
and substitutionary atonement.  

 
19. Which view of the atonement is correct? Explain? 
 
20. Discuss the extent of Christ’s atonement. Include biblical support.  
 
21. What important facts should be pointed out in regard to the nature 

of Christ’s resurrection?  
 
22. How do we know that Christ’s resurrection was a bodily (physical) 

resurrection?  
 
23. Why should we believe that the resurrection account in the Bible is 

reliable?  
 
24. What is the significance of Christ’s resurrection?  
 
25. What two ministries is Christ currently engaged in? Describe each.  
 
26. Briefly discuss the future work of Christ.  
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Holy Spirit 
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The Person and Work 
of the Holy Spirit 

 

The Holy Spirit isn’t simply a power, or a force; he is a 
person, and he indwells redeemed people. Having power within 
is one thing; having a person within is something else. Since many 
deny the personhood and (or) the deity of the Holy Spirit, it is 
important that these truths be firmly established.  

The Holy Spirit is a person 

Note the following characteristics of the Holy Spirit that 
demonstrate he is a person. 

1. The Holy Spirit has intellect (1 Cor. 2:11). 

2. He has a will (1 Cor. 12:11, 18). 

3. He exhibits emotions (Rom. 8:26 —the word “groan” is 
stenazo; on the use of this word see 2 Corinthians 5:2,4 and 
Hebrews 13:17). 

4. He is capable of interpersonal relationships (Mt. 12:30-32; 
Acts 5:3; Eph. 4:30; Heb. 10:29). 

5. He engages in personal acts (John 14:26; Acts 13:2; Rom. 
8:26f). (If the Holy Spirit is not distinct from the Father, to 
whom does he pray?) 

The Holy Spirit is God 

The following observations demonstrate that the Holy 
Spirit is God, equal with the Father and the Son. 
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1. The Holy Spirit is called “God” (Acts 5:1-5). He is called 
“the Lord” in both the Old and New Testaments (Isa. 6:8-9; 
Acts 28:25-26; 2 Cor. 3:17-18). In Jeremiah 31:31-34, he is re-
ferred to five times as “LORD” (Heb. yhwh, the Hebrew 
name of God sometimes translated, “Jehovah”), and once 
as “God” (Heb. elohim). [We must read Jeremiah 31:31-34 
in the light of Hebrews 10:15-17, which identifies the 
speaker in Jeremiah 31:31-34 as “the Spirit,” in order to see 
that the Holy Spirit is there referred to as “Jehovah.”] 

2. The Spirit possesses the attributes of God (Omnipresence: 
Psa. 139:7-10; Omniscience: 1 Cor. 2:10-11; his habitation is 
a temple: 1 Cor. 6:19). 

3. He does the works of God (Creation: Gen. 1:1-2; Regenera-
tion: Tit. 3:4-6; he raised Christ from the dead: Rom. 8:11; 
he inspired scripture: 1 Cor. 2:1-16; 2 Pet. 1:21; he sover-
eignly distributes spiritual gifts according to his own will: 
1 Cor. 12:4-11; 2 Pet. 1:21). 

4. The nature of the Spirit’s association with other members 
of the Godhead demonstrates his deity (Mt. 3:13-17; Mt. 
28:18-20; 2 Cor. 13:14). 

According to scripture, the Holy Spirit is God, co-equal 
with the Father and the Son; however, he is not the Father or the 
Son. The three members of the Trinity are distinct persons sharing 
a singular divine essence. 

The works of the Holy Spirit 

General overview 

The works of the Holy Spirit in regard to salvation are: 

1. Convicting:  Jn. 16:8 

2. Calling:  Rom. 8:30; 1 Thess. 2:12; 2 Thess. 2:7-14 

3. Regenerating:  Tit. 3:5 
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4. Baptizing into the Body of Christ (the Church): 1 Cor. 12:13 

5. Sealing:  Eph. 1:13; 4:30 

6. Indwelling:  1 Cor. 6:19; Rom. 8:9 

Other works of the Spirit are: 

1. He was involved in creation (Gen. 1:1-2; Psa. 33:6). 

2. He is the author of scripture (2 Pt. 1:21; 1 Cor. 2:13; 2 Tim. 
3:16). 

3. He gives illumination into the meaning of scripture (1 Cor. 
2:11-14). 

4. He was the agent of Christ’s miraculous conception (Lk 
1:34-35). 

5. He was the source of Christ’s power (Mt. 12:28; Acts 10:38). 

6. He raised Christ from the dead (Rom. 8:11). 

7. He convicts the world of sin, righteousness, and judgment 
(Jn. 16:8-11). 

8. He grants gifts to the Church according to his will (1 Cor. 
12:1-11). 

9. He fills (controls) yielded believers (Eph. 5:18). 

10. He empowers believers (Acts 4:23-31). 

Key works of the Holy Spirit in regard to salvation 

Regeneration and indwelling 

We can group regeneration and indwelling together since 
they refer to different aspects of the same operation. Indwelling is 
simply the continuedness of the relationship that is established at 
regeneration. Regeneration is the work of the Holy Spirit in which 
a sinner, who is spiritually dead, is made alive. This operation 
happens when the sinner’s spirit is cleansed of sin and brought 
into union with the Holy Spirit. Indwelling is simply the con-
tinuation of that union. 
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Baptism 

Spirit baptism (not to be confused with water baptism) is 
the operation of the Holy Spirit by which one believing in Christ is 
placed into Christ’s body, the Church. There are three sources of 
confusion regarding Spirit baptism. 

1. The significance of Spirit baptism can only be understood 
in light of what it accomplishes—making one a member of 
the Body of Christ, the Church (1 Cor. 12:13). Apart from 
an understanding of the unique nature of the Church, the 
significance of Spirit baptism cannot be fully appreciated. 

2. Sometimes Spirit baptism is obscured by an emphasis on 
water baptism. (That is not to suggest that water baptism 
is unimportant, only that it should be carefully distin-
guished from Spirit baptism.) 

3. Spirit baptism is often incorrectly associated with the re-
ceiving of certain phenomenal gifts, like tongues, proph-
ecy, healing, or other miraculous gifts. While Spirit bap-
tism and the giving of these gifts did sometimes coincide 
in the very early days of the Church, not all believers who 
were baptized by the Spirit received such gifts (1 Cor. 
12:13 cf. vv. 29-30). 

Observations on Spirit baptism 

1. Spirit baptism is unique to the Church age. According to 
Colossians 1:24, the Church is the Body of Christ. Paul said 
in 1 Corinthians 12:13 that Spirit baptism places one into 
the Body of Christ; thus, Spirit baptism places one into the 
Church (we are referring not to the visible local church, 
but the invisible, universal Church). There was no Spirit 
baptism in the Old Testament, and thus no Body of Christ 
(Church). Note that Acts 1:5 views Spirit baptism as a fu-
ture work. The Spirit began the ministry of baptism on the 
day of Pentecost, A.D. 33, just a few weeks after the resur-
rection of Christ. (Christ was crucified on April 3, A.D. 33, 
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not A.D. 32 as is often incorrectly stated.) Peter recognized 
that Pentecost was the beginning of the Church (Acts 
11:15-17). Understanding that Pentecost, A.D. 33, is the be-
ginning of the Church, and that the Church is distinct from 
Israel is essential for the proper interpretation of biblical 
future prophecy. 

2. All Church-age believers partake of Spirit baptism. 

a. This truth is explicitly stated in 1 Corinthians 12:12-13. 

b. Ephesians 4:5 implies this truth in that “one baptism” 
applies to the group that has “one faith” and “one 
Lord.” 

c. This truth is implied from the fact that believers are no-
where urged to seek Spirit baptism.  

3. Spirit baptism only occurs once in the life of a believer. It 
should not be confused with “filling” (controlling and 
enabling), which is repetitive. 

4. The results of Spirit baptism: 

a. The believer becomes a member of the Body of Christ 
(1 Cor. 12:12-13; Eph. 4:4-5; Gal. 3:26-29). 

b. The believer is united with Christ in his death and vic-
tory over sin, and sin’s power (Col. 2:8-12; Rom. 6:1-
10). 

c. It is important to note that empowerment does not re-
sult from baptism, but from being filled by the Holy 
Spirit. 

Sealing 

Sealing is the operation of the Holy Spirit in which he seals 
the believer into Christ, thus ensuring the believer’s salvation 
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until the completion of redemption (Eph. 1:13; Eph. 4:30; 2 Cor. 
1:21-22). (This truth will be discussed further under “salvation.”) 

Filling 

Filling by the Spirit refers to being under the Holy Spirit’s 
influence, control, and enablement (Eph 5:18). Instances of filling 
can be found in Acts 2:1-4; 4:8-13; and 4:23-31. 

Gifts of the Holy Spirit 

A spiritual gift is a God-given endowment of ability in-
tended for the edification (building up) of the Body of Christ. In 
the very early days of the Church, Spirit baptism and the impar-
tation of gifts on a very few occasions occurred subsequent to the 
exercise of faith; however, it quickly became normative for these 
works to occur at the moment faith was exercised.  It is also im-
portant to recognize that spiritual gifts, once imparted to an indi-
vidual, are never withdrawn. Hence in the early churches, some 
gifts (e.g., the evidential and revelatory gifts) passed off the scene 
only as the believers possessing those gifts died. 

Observations concerning spiritual gifts 

1. Spiritual gifts are just that—gifts! Charisma (akin to charis = 
“grace”) indicates that these gifts are not distributed on the 
basis of merit. A gift is by nature, unearned. It seems nor-
mative both in scripture and in Christian experience that 
an individual receives their spiritual gift(s) at the moment 
they receive the Holy Spirit, which is the moment they ex-
ercise saving faith. [Acts does record an exception, the 
Samaritans, who received the Spirit subsequent to salva-
tion (Acts 8:4-17). However, that appears to have been a 
unique case during the transitional period of very early 
church history.] 

2. Spiritual gifts are God-given abilities (i.e., special super-
natural endowments cf. 1 Cor. 12:6, 8-9, 11), not highly 
developed natural talents. The distribution of gifts is made 
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according to the sovereign will of God (the recipient has 
no control over the type of gift he or she receives, cf. 1 Cor. 
12:11 and 18). [1 Corinthians 12:31 does not teach that be-
lievers can choose their spiritual gift(s). The verb “desire” 
used there (Gr. zeloute) is plural, referring to believers cor-
porately (i.e., the church), not individually. Paul was say-
ing that the church (in this case, the local church) should 
desire that the greater gifts be manifested in their midst, 
not that individual believers should desire the impartation 
of gifts other than what they were sovereignly given by 
God. (See also 1 Cor. 12:27-30; 14:1 and 14:39, and notice 
the plurals—i.e., “you” {plural} as a corporate body de-
sire….) One possible exception to this may have been the 
gift of interpretation of tongues (for which the one who 
had the gift of tongues could pray); see 1 Cor. 14:13.] 

3. Spiritual gifts are an endowment of special abilities. They 
should be distinguished from “offices” or “place of minis-
try.” For example, one may have the gift of pastor and 
hold the office of pastor, or one may not have the gift of 
pastor, but hold the office. The same is true with some 
other gifts, such as evangelism and teaching. This raises an 
interesting point: Just because we do not possess a par-
ticular spiritual gift does not mean we have no responsi-
bility for that area of ministry. For example, we might not 
have the gift of evangelism, but we are still to evangelize. 
We might not have the gift of giving, but we are still to 
give. Having a gift simply means that one has a special di-
vine enabling in a particular area; it does not mean that we 
can focus on one area to the exclusion of all other areas of 
service. There may be times when it is needful to perform 
some function for which we are not specifically gifted. We 
must be careful not to let the lack of a specific gift become 
an excuse for avoiding responsibilities we don’t like. 

4. Spiritual gifts are given for the edification of the Body of 
Christ; they are not intended as private gifts for the per-
sonal benefit of the one possessing the gift. (That is not to 
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say that the gifted person could not benefit from the exer-
cise of his or her gift, only that the purpose of the gift was 
for the edification of the Church.) Misunderstanding this 
can lead to abuse of spiritual gifts. (See, 1 Cor. 12:4-7; 14:1-
12 and Eph. 4:11-16.) 

Descriptions of various gifts 

Duplicate gifts in the following lists have been eliminated, and the 
precise nature of some of these gifts is not known. 

1 Corinthians 12:4-11 

1. Word of wisdom: Possibly the ability to express the correct 
application of truth to particular situations. 

2. Word of knowledge: The ability to know things that could 
only be known by supernatural means (cf. Acts 5:1-11). 

3. Faith: The ability to trust and obey God to an unusual de-
gree. 

4. Healings: The ability to restore health almost instantly. 

5. Miracles: The effecting of some work by direct supernatu-
ral means. 

6. Prophecy: Speaking forth a divine revelation. Prophecy 
usually involved the giving of new revelation, but not al-
ways. 

7. Distinguishing of spirits: The ability to distinguish be-
tween the sources of true and false revelations.  

8. Tongues: The ability to speak the truth in an unlearned hu-
man language. This gift could substitute for prophecy in 
the church if accompanied by interpretation, though it was 
not specifically intended for such use.  
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9. Interpretation of tongues: The ability to interpret unknown 
tongues. 

1 Corinthians. 12:28 

10. Apostles: Individuals directly commissioned by the Lord 
and given authority over the churches (Eph. 2:19-20). 

11. Teachers: Individuals given the ability to effectively com-
municate previously revealed truth. 

12. Helps: The ability to aid those in need. 

13. Administrations: The ability to manage the affairs of the 
local church. 

Ephesians 4:11 

14. Evangelists: The ability to effectively proclaim the gospel. 

15. Pastor-teacher: A multifaceted gift that involved the ability 
to teach, guide, protect, and disciple the local body of be-
lievers. It appears that not all who are given the gift of 
teacher are given the gift of pastor (cf. 1 Cor. 12:28), but it 
appears that all who are given the gift of pastor are given 
the gift of teacher, and thus these gifts are linked in 
Ephesians 4:11. 

Romans 12:6-8 

16. Service: The ability to serve the local body. This probably 
differed from helps in that helps seems to have been fo-
cused on assisting individuals, whereas service appears to 
have been focused on assisting the body of believers cor-
porately. 

17. Exhortation: The ability to challenge believers to make 
application of truth and motivate people to action. 
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18. Giving: The ability to share one’s resources to an unusual 
degree. 

19. Mercy: The ability to show an unusual degree of compas-
sion to those in some needy circumstance. 

How does one identify their spiritual gift(s)? 

You may have seen tests designed to help identify one’s 
spiritual gifts. In most cases such tests only measure one’s interest 
in certain areas, rather than the presence of a God-given gift. The 
best way to identify a spiritual gift is to be active in a local church 
where those gifts can become obvious. 

Comments on the gift of tongues 

Recently a great deal of controversy has surrounded the 
gift of tongues. For that reason we will explore this gift in greater 
detail.  

The nature of the gift of tongues in the New Testament 

The gift of tongues was the ability to speak a message di-
rectly from God in an unlearned foreign language; thus, this gift 
was both revelatory, in that the message came directly from God, 
and evidential, in that the method of delivery was clearly a mi-
raculous sign. It is claimed by some that tongues, or a particular 
type of tongues, was a heavenly language intended for use in 
prayer and worship. However, there is no biblical support for that 
claim. Every instance of the gift of tongues in the New Testament 
was an unlearned, human language. The New Testament is clear 
that this gift was intended primarily for the purpose of evangel-
ism (1 Cor. 14:22), in contrast to other revelatory gifts intended for 
use within the local church (1 Cor. 14:19). The speaker most likely 
had no idea of the specific content of the message he or she was 
delivering unless they also possessed the gift of interpretation. In 
addition, the validity of the message was always subject to vali-
dation by one who had the gift of “discerning spirits.” Note the 
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following observations regarding the nature of tongues in the 
New Testament. 

1. There are three terms used to modify “tongues” as a spiri-
tual gift. All of these terms indicate that tongues involved 
human foreign languages. For example: 

a. Genos (1 Cor. 12:10) –a general term meaning “kinds.” 

b. Heteros (Acts 2:4) –meaning “different” or “foreign.” 

c. Dialektos (Acts 2:6,8) –indicating the language of a par-
ticular region. We get our word “dialect” from this 
word. 

There is nothing in these modifiers indicating that the gift 
of tongues involved heavenly or angelic languages. 

2. A historical analysis of this gift establishes that tongues 
were contemporary foreign languages. 

a. Acts 2:1-13 

This is the first instance of the exercise of the gift of 
tongues in the New Testament. It is especially impor-
tant because the first instance of something new often 
gives insight into its nature. Here at the birth of the 
Church on the day of Pentecost we see that the believ-
ers were both filled with the Holy Spirit (2:4a) and be-
gan to speak in other tongues (2:4b). Because Pentecost, 
which followed on the heels of the Passover, was a 
major feast of the Jews, many Jews from other nations 
and languages were present in Jerusalem. When the 
believers began to speak in tongues, those from foreign 
lands heard them in the native tongue of their land. 
Some have suggested that maybe the way tongues 
worked was that when a person spoke in tongues, the 
listeners would hear the message in their own lan-
guage, and if there were people of many languages 
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present, each would hear the same speaker in their 
own language. However, such a view is problematic 
since it requires that the gift to be operative within the 
ungifted listener rather than the speaker. The reason 
that many people of different languages heard the 
message in their own native language on the day of 
Pentecost was that on that day a large number of disci-
ples (about a hundred and twenty, cf. Acts 1:15), all in 
the same location in Jerusalem, received the gift of the 
Spirit at the same time and flooded into the street 
speaking in tongues. (Clearly this was a unique cir-
cumstance.) Since there were many tongues speakers 
present, the Jews visiting Jerusalem would have had 
little difficulty finding someone who was speaking in 
their language. In fact, we are specifically told some of 
the languages that were being spoken by the disciples 
(vv. 7-11), and they were foreign (earthly) languages; 
thus, there is no support in this passage for the notion 
that tongues was anything other than the ability to 
speak in an unlearned foreign language. 

b. Acts 8:4-17 

This is the second mention of receiving the Spirit in the 
New Testament. It does not specifically mention 
tongues, however, it is likely that tongues were mani-
fested as individuals received the Holy Spirit. This is 
the first instance of receiving the Spirit through the 
laying on of hands (v. 17). The Samaritans had a sys-
tem of worship that paralleled the worship of God in 
Jerusalem. They had their own imitation temple, their 
own imitation priesthood, and their own imitation sac-
rifices; and lest they develop their own imitation form 
of Christianity, God made sure that they understood 
that they were under the authority of Christ’s apostles. 
He made this obvious by delaying the giving of the 
Spirit until Peter and John arrived from Jerusalem and 
prayed, laying their hands on the Samaritan believers. 
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Such a delay, however, was atypical, though we do see 
such a delay one more time in Acts 19:1-7, again for a 
special reason. 

c. Acts 10:44-47 cf. 11:15-18 

This is the third mention of tongues in the New Testa-
ment, and we see no change in the gift from Acts 2:1-
13. Peter had been directed in a vision to go and preach 
the gospel to a group of Gentiles. This is, in fact, the 
first occasion on which the gospel was specifically di-
rected to Gentiles. Prior to this, the Jewish believers as-
sumed that a Gentile must first become a Jewish 
proselyte and then believe in Christ in order to be 
saved. However, quite to the surprise of the Jewish 
Christians, God planned to extend salvation directly to 
the Gentiles. In this passage, as Peter explained the 
gospel to these Gentiles and they believed, they began 
to speak in tongues evidencing the same gift of the 
Spirit as the Jews had received at Pentecost. Notice that 
here there is no laying on of hands in order to receive 
the gift. When Peter was called to account for preach-
ing to the Gentiles (Acts 11:1-18), he recounted the vi-
sion he had received, and how he had been directed to 
the Gentiles (9:32-10:22). When he explained that the 
Gentiles had received the same Spirit, as evidenced by 
the manifestation of the gift of tongues, the Jewish be-
lievers accepted the fact that God had opened the way 
of salvation to the Gentiles (11:18). Thus, in this in-
stance the gift of tongues served as divine confirmation 
to the Jews that God had granted salvation directly to 
the Gentiles. It is important to note that the gift of 
tongues that God gave to the Gentiles was the same 
gift he had given to the believing Jews (11:15). Again, 
there was no change in the nature of the gift. 
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d. Acts 19:1-7 

This is the fourth mention of tongues in the New Tes-
tament (if we count Acts 8:4-17), and again there is no 
change in the gift from Acts 2:1-13. This passage and 
Acts 8:4-17 are sometimes mistakenly used to teach 
that the gift of the Spirit is “a second blessing” that a 
person receives after they believe, since in both of these 
instances the believers received the gift sometime after 
they believed. [The disciples mentioned in Acts 19:1-7 
were actually disciples of John the Baptist who had yet 
to hear the gospel. When they heard it they believed 
and were baptized, and received the gifts of tongues 
and prophecy.] Why the men in Acts 19:1-7 did not 
immediately receive the Spirit as did the Gentiles in 
Acts 10:44-47 we are not told. Perhaps the conferral of 
the gifts by the laying on of Paul’s hands was intended 
to help these men understand his apostolic authority. 
In any case, there is no more mention of the receiving 
of spiritual gifts through the laying on of hands in the 
remainder of the New Testament, nor is the Church 
anywhere instructed to lay hands on new believers for 
the conferral of the Spirit or spiritual gifts. The two in-
stances we have where gifts were conferred through 
the laying on of hands were apostolic in nature, and 
seem to have served a specific purpose unique to the 
early development of the Church. That these two in-
stances of the laying on of hands do not form a pattern 
can be seen from the fact that the instance in Acts 
10:44-47, which occurs between these two instances, 
did not involve the laying on of hands.  Again, there is 
no indication from the text that the gift changed from 
what it was in Acts 2:1-13.  

e. 1 Corinthians 12:1-14:40 (esp. 14:2-4)  

Why was it that only God understood what was said 
by the tongues speaker? It was not because the gift of 
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tongues involved a heavenly language, but because 
believers were using tongues inappropriately (i.e., un-
interpreted) in the church, rather than for evangelism, 
and there was no one present who understood the lan-
guage. 

3. An examination of passages frequently appealed to in sup-
port of tongues as a heavenly language. 

a. 1 Corinthians 14:2 

In this passage Paul addressed the problem of the use 
of tongues in the local church (14:19). The gift of 
tongues was given as an evidential (miraculous) evan-
gelistic gift, which means that it was designed for use 
with unbelievers, not with believers (14:22). However, 
in some churches, such as Corinth, it became common-
place for tongues to be used in the church. Since most 
of the people in a local church spoke the native lan-
guage, in most cases the language of the tongues 
speaker would have been unintelligible to them, and 
therefore there was little or no benefit to the church. In 
fact, the use of tongues within the church undoubtedly 
took valuable time away from the exercise of gifts that 
would have been more helpful, like prophecy or 
teaching, from which the entire church could have 
benefited. Of course, there was nothing wrong with the 
gift of tongues, or with the use of tongues in the 
church; it was simply a matter of priorities and bal-
ance; when the church is assembled, why take time 
away from the gifts that can benefit the entire church in 
order to exercise gifts that benefit only a few, or no one 
(14:14-25)? Paul’s statement in verse 2 that only God 
understands the tongue does not mean that tongues 
was a heavenly language; he was simply comparing 
tongues to prophecy. Only God would know what the 
tongues speaker was saying (not very profitable to the 
church), whereas everyone in the church could under-
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stand what the prophet said. In fact, the first twenty-
five verses of this chapter are about the superiority of 
prophecy to tongues in the local church. Tongues was 
an important gift in the spread of the gospel in the 
early days of the Church, but each gift has its proper 
use, and as Paul emphasized in this chapter, tongues, 
while well suited for evangelistic work in the world, 
was not suited to use in the church. Using the gift of 
tongues in the local church was like using a wrench to 
drive a nail—it can be done, but if one has a hammer, 
why not use it instead? 

b. 1 Corinthians 13:1 

Note the use of ean (“if,” third class conditional, sub-
junctive) indicating a hypothetical case. This is actually 
a hyperbolic expression that depends for its force on 
the impossibility of speaking in an angelic language. 
For instance: Suppose I said that if you have enough 
strength to lift a piece of paper, but don’t have love, it 
profits nothing spiritually. Now suppose I said, “If you 
have enough strength to lift a battleship, but don’t 
have love, it profits nothing spiritually.” Which state-
ment has the greater impact? Obviously the hyperbolic 
statement is more forceful. In fact, we could hardly 
imagine anyone making the first statement, since it 
sounds a little ridiculous. In this passage, Paul com-
pared the gift of tongues (being able to speak in 
unlearned human languages) to a hypothetical exam-
ple (i.e., being able to speak in angelic language); even 
if one could do that, but didn’t exercise such ability in 
love, it would amount to nothing spiritually. 

c. Romans 8:26 

In this passage Paul refers to the “groanings” of the 
Spirit that are “too deep for words.” However, this is 
not a reference to the gift of tongues. Tongues are not 
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mentioned anywhere in the book of Romans. Paul was 
simply saying that the Holy Spirit prays for us with 
groanings too deep for words. In fact, if one thinks 
about it, this could not be a reference to tongues, since 
the level of the Spirit’s communication is specifically 
said to be beyond words (language). 

The extent of tongues  

In the New Testament only a portion of believers spoke in 
tongues (1 Cor. 12:30). This observation, coupled with the truth 
that the Holy Spirit sovereignly distributes gifts according to his 
will (1 Cor. 12:11), tells us that God never intended for every 
Christian to have this gift any more than he intended for every 
Christian to be an apostle or prophet. Note the following obser-
vations concerning the extent of tongues. 

1. In 1 Corinthians 12:27-31 (esp. v. 30, cf. 12:13) we see that 
all believers are baptized into Christ’s body (the Church) 
by the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13). There is no such thing as being 
baptized “in” (or “into”) the Spirit. This is a mistranslation 
of the Greek word “en,” which can be translated “by” (in-
strumental), or “in” (locative). The correct understanding 
is that we are baptized by the Spirit into Christ’s body (the 
Church). 1 Corinthians 12:13 makes this very clear.  

2. Spiritual gifts are distributed in accordance with God’s 
sovereign will (1 Cor. 12:11,18) on the basis of grace. There-
fore, we must conclude that it was never God’s will for all 
believers to possess this gift, nor does there seem to be any 
other gift that is universally given. 

The desirability of tongues in the church 

The gift of tongues was a good gift; like all gifts, it came 
from God (1 Cor. 14:5a, 18). However, for use in the local church 
tongues was much less desirable than some of the other gifts. That 
only makes sense, since tongues was primarily an evangelistic 
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gift.  Paul said he wished that all of the Corinthian believers had 
the gift of tongues; however, in the same sentence he said it would 
be even better if they had the gift of prophecy (1 Cor. 14:5) so they 
could speak the truth plainly for people to understand. In fact, he 
said that in the church, he would rather speak five words plainly 
than speak ten thousand words in a tongue (1 Cor. 14:19)!  

The purpose of the gift of tongues 

The purpose of tongues was evidential; it was a supernatural 
sign that the message was from God. God’s primary intention in 
the giving of this gift was evangelistic (1 Cor. 14:21-22), though we 
do find it used on one occasion as a sign to Jewish believers as 
confirmation that God was calling Gentiles into his kingdom (Acts 
10:44-47 cf. 11:15-18). Note the following observations regarding 
tongues. Mark 16:17: Jesus referred to tongues as one of the signs 
that would accompany true believers after his ascension. 
1 Corinthians 14:21-22: Paul states that the gift of tongues was 
intended as a sign to unbelievers. Hebrews 2:3-4: Although this 
passage doesn’t mention tongues individually, it does refer to the 
“signs and wonders” and various miracles and gifts of the Spirit 
that were given to the early church (and which they recorded for 
us) in confirmation of the gospel. Acts 2:22: Peter’s statement here 
was in regard to the miracles performed by Christ himself, nev-
ertheless, he states that the purpose of those miracles (and we may 
surmise of miracles in general, including tongues) was attestation 
of the truth of God’s message.  

The use of tongues in the church  (1 Corinthians 14:26-40) 

Primarily because of the inappropriate use of tongues in 
the Corinthian church, Paul laid out a number of regulations for 
the use of the gift in the local church. The following is a summary 
of those regulations. 

1. Any use of spiritual gifts that does not lead to edification is 
improper (v. 26). 
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2. Use of the gift of tongues should not dominate the service. 
Only two, or three at most, should exercise the gift in any 
service; and then, only one at a time (v. 27). 

3. Uninterrupted tongues were strictly forbidden in public 
worship (v. 28). 

4. Women were not to speak, either in tongues or propheti-
cally, in the general assembly of the church when men are 
present (v. 34). This is often viewed today as a first century 
cultural phenomenon that does not apply to the modern-
day church. However, in 1 Timothy 2:9-15 Paul includes 
teaching in this list and gives the reason as the order of 
creation, clearly not a culturally based reason. In other 
words, Paul said that it is inappropriate for women to give 
instruction to, or exercise authority over men in the local 
church due to the dignity of the man as evidenced in the 
order of creation. (Of course it would be acceptable for 
women to teach other women, and they are encouraged to 
do so, cf. Titus 2:1-5.) While such a concept might not 
resonate well with the modern feminist theology, it is a 
universal principle taught in the New Testament that au-
thority in the church is properly exercised through men. 

Misconceptions about the gift of tongues 

There are some widespread misconceptions regarding the 
gift of tongues. One is that God wants every Christian to have this 
gift; another is that Christians who do not possess the gift are to 
seek it. And finally, it is sometimes implied that speaking in 
tongues is a sign that a person has passed to a higher level of 
spiritually. Note the following points concerning these miscon-
ceptions. 

1. Although the gift of tongues was important to the early 
church for the rapid spread of the gospel, tongues was 
never a necessary work of the Holy Spirit in the life of an 
individual believer (i.e., something that every believer 
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must have). We know this because: 1) the Holy Spirit sov-
ereignly gave each believer the gift, or gifts that he desired 
(1 Cor. 12:4-11); and, 2) the Spirit did not give everyone the 
gift of tongues (1 Cor. 12:28-31). Therefore, it should be 
clear that God never intended for every believer to have 
the gift of tongues. In fact, there doesn’t seem to be any 
particular gift that was universally given. While Paul 
stated that he desired that all of the Corinthian believers 
have the gift of tongues (1 Cor. 14:5), he recognized that it 
simply doesn’t work that way. Gifts are given according to 
the sovereign will of God. 

2. The gift of tongues was not one of the more desirable gifts 
for the church. In 1 Corinthians 12:28 Paul lists the gifts of 
the Spirit in order of their priority. In scripture, enumer-
ated lists are either chronological or prioritizations. Since 
all of the gifts of the Spirit were given at the same time (on 
the day of Pentecost, A.D. 33), the list given in 1 Corinth-
ians 12:28 cannot be chronological so it must be a prioriti-
zation; in fact, we can easily see that from the structure of 
the list itself. In order of priority Paul lists: apostles first, 
prophets second, teachers third, then he lists miracles, and 
then he lists healings, helps, administrations, and finally, 
tongues. It is sometimes asserted that in 1 Corinthians 
12:31 Paul instructed believers to desire to possess the 
greater gifts. However there are two problems with that 
interpretation: 1) The statement in 1 Corinthians 12:31 was 
addressed to the church as a whole (i.e., you {plural} as a 
church are to desire to have the greater gifts in your 
midst). Paul was not suggesting that individuals should 
seek to possess greater gifts; he had already explained that 
gifts are distributed by the sovereign will of God. 2) Even 
if one were to seek to possess a particular spiritual gift, 
tongues would have been the least desirable gift. If some 
gifts are “greater,” that implies that some are lesser. Paul 
clearly classifies tongues as the least of the lesser gifts in 
1 Corinthians 12:27-31. 
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3. The exercise of the gift of tongues was not a sign of spiri-
tual attainment or spiritual maturity. Spiritual gifts are 
simply that—“gifts.” Even though there was an over 
abundance of tongues speaking in the Corinthian Church, 
which in part occasioned Paul’s corrective letter, the be-
lievers at Corinth were characterized by gross spiritual 
immaturity (1 Cor. 3:1-3). 

The cessation of tongues 

All evidential ministries have a limited lifespan. They are 
always associated closely in time with the newly revealed truth to 
which they attest. The New Testament writers prepared the 
Church for the cessation of the revelatory gifts (prophecy, 
tongues, and word of knowledge). The question is: Have these 
gifts ceased, and if they have ceased, when did they cease? 

In 1 Corinthians 13 Paul discusses the use of the revelatory 
gifts (prophecy, tongues, and knowledge, or “word of knowl-
edge”). In the first eight verses he deals with the superiority of 
love to spiritual gifts (implying that any gift not exercised in love 
amounts to very little). Even tongues exercised without love is just 
noise (v. 1). In verse 8 he reveals that the gifts of prophecy, 
tongues, and hidden knowledge (such as Peter exhibited in Acts 
5:1-11) will cease at some point in the future (from Paul’s histori-
cal perspective). The remaining five verses in this chapter tell us 
when that will happen, and it is one of the most misinterpreted 
passages in the New Testament. Often these verses are interpreted 
to mean that when “the perfect one” (Christ) comes, there will be 
no more need for partial revelatory gifts. However, that is not 
what this passage says. “The perfect” is not Christ since the word 
is in the neuter gender; it is a reference to a perfect (or complete) 
thing. That “thing” is knowledge. Just as there is partial knowl-
edge (revealed through prophecy, tongues, and word of knowl-
edge), so there is complete knowledge (as revealed in the 
complete Word of God). The word “perfect” (Gr. toteleion) means 
“complete”; this is the word from which we get our word “total,” 
meaning, “the whole thing.” What Paul was saying was that as he 
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wrote (“now,” in A.D. 56), before the completion of the New Tes-
tament, knowledge of the truth was partial (piecemeal), revealed 
through prophecy, tongues, and word of knowledge; but there 
would come a time when that knowledge will no longer be par-
tial, but complete (insofar as what God intended to reveal in this 
dispensation). At that time the revelatory gifts will no longer be 
needed and they will cease. It is a historical fact that at the com-
pletion of the New Testament, near the end of the first century, 
these gifts passed quietly off the scene. By the second century, the 
only groups that even claimed to manifest these gifts were those 
with serious doctrine problems. Thus in this case, history confirms 
this interpretation to be correct. When the last book of the New 
Testament was finally written, that was all God had to say to the 
Church; the New Testament finally constituted a completed reve-
lation in toto and the stop-gap gifts of partial revelation were no 
longer needed. In light of this, the meaning of Paul’s closing 
comment is quite plain. Just as there comes a time when a man 
grows up and puts away childish things, so (from Paul’s historical 
perspective) there would come a time when the revelatory gifts 
given to the infant Church would no longer be needed. Misunder-
standing the phrase “face to face” (v. 12) has caused considerable 
confusion. There was no word in the Greek of that time for 
“clearly”; they simply used an idiom (it does not denote that the 
thing seen was a person, only that something could be seen as 
clearly as if it were right in one’s face). To those who would insist 
that the revelatory gifts are still active, perhaps we should ask: 
What is it that you claim is being revealed (that the Church really 
needs to know) that is not already revealed in the Word of God? 
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Review Questions 

 
1. Why is it important to understand that the Holy Spirit is a person, 

not simply a force?   
 
2. How do we know that the Holy Spirit is a person? 
 
3. How do we know that the Holy Spirit is God?  
 
4. What are the works of the Holy Spirit in regard to salvation? What 

are some of the other important works of the Holy Spirit? 
 
5. Compare and contrast “regeneration” and ”indwelling.”  
 
6. Define “Spirit baptism.” 
 
7. Define “sealing” by the Holy Spirit. 
 
8. What is the result of being sealed by the Holy Spirit? 
 
9. What group of believers participates in Spirit baptism?  
 
10. What is the result of Spirit baptism?  
 
11. Define “filling” by the Spirit. 
 
12. What do you think? Does a person have more of the Spirit when 

they are “filled” by the Spirit? Explain. 
 
13. Why are spiritual gifts called “gifts”? 
 
14. Explain how spiritual gifts differ from natural talents. 
 
15. Can believers choose the gift they want? Explain. 
 
16. Is it all right to engage in an area of ministry you know is not your 

spiritual gift? Explain. 
 
17. What is the purpose of spiritual gifts? 
 
18. What spiritual gift(s) do you think might be most important?  



 

164   Major Bible Doctrines 

 
19. Have you thought about what your spiritual gifts might be? If so, 

what do you think they are? How did you come to that conclusion?   
 
20. How is the best way to identify your spiritual gift(s)?   
 
21. Describe the gift of tongues. What was the primary purpose for this 

gift?   
 
22. How do we know that the gift of tongues was human languages?  
 
23. Was everyone in the early church given the gift of tongues? Support 

your answer from the Bible. 
 
24. Who decides which gift an individual receives when they are 

saved? 
 
25. Was tongues one of the greater gifts to be desired in the church, or 

was it a good, but lesser gift? Explain. 
 
26. What would be wrong with a group of ten men and women all 

speaking in tongues at the same time in a church? Support your an-
swer from scripture. 

 
27. What are some of the misconceptions regarding the gift of tongues? 
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Man 

 

Man’s origin: The natural theory of evolution 

Man exists, and his existence is either attributable to 
purely natural processes or it is not. Whether or not man’s ex-
istence, indeed the existence of the universe can be explained in 
purely naturalistic terms has extreme implications. If a compelling 
natural theory could be proposed, it would seriously erode the 
purely rational case of theism. However, Christians do not need to 
be concerned. Natural philosophers have virtually exhausted the 
realm of possibilities, and are no closer to providing a compelling 
naturalistic theory of the origin of the universe, or man, than 
when they began. If anything, their inability to propose a worka-
ble theory has strengthened the case made by the classic cosmo-
logical and teleological arguments. Theism is as alive as ever, and 
thriving. Regrettably however, what natural philosophy has been 
unable to accomplish at the philosophical and scientific levels, it 
has sought to achieve at the popular level, through the co-opting 
of science (especially science education) and the media, in the 
service of cosmic and biological evolutionism. In a fallen world, 
the secular viewpoint can never be allowed to confirm or support 
a transcendent view of reality that acquiesces to the existence of a 
supernatural realm; to do so would be the death of secularism. 
The premise of naturalism is that everything has a purely natural 
explanation; there can be no exceptions. At the level of cosmology 
Stephen Hawking’s book The Universe in a Nutshell (Bantum 
Books, 2001) amply illustrates the dilemma of modern naturalism. 
Hawking’s quest is not to explain the origin of the universe; it is to 
offer a theory of how the universe could have a purely natural 
origin, for according to modern physics it did have an origin, and 
in this respect modern physics and the Bible are in agreement. 
Hawking’s book summarizes the very interesting history of 
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modern theoretical cosmology, giving the reader the impression 
that Hawking’s conclusions are derived from science; however, 
Hawking’s starting point is nothing more than a restatement of 
the presupposition of natural philosophy—that everything must 
have a natural explanation. Hawking’s thesis, though very 
cleverly disguised, is that the universe emerged out of a more 
fundamental natural reality that included, at the very least, 
“imaginary time.” Why does Hawking begin with imaginary 
time—because it is indicated by scientific observations? No, he 
begins with imaginary time because it is required by natural phi-
losophy. Since quantum events require time, if the universe had 
its origin in a quantum event, which at present is the scientific 
presumption, then there must have been some other kind of time 
with no beginning before real time (the time of our universe). Of 
course the existence of imaginary time can never be confirmed, 
and so we see that naturalistic philosophy rests its case on faith in 
naturalism, just as theism rests its case on faith in supernatural-
ism. The difference between the two is that the case for theism is 
much more practical than that of naturalism, for theism has a 
ready explanation for all of the extreme improbabilities of a life 
sustaining universe and for the apparent design of life itself, all of 
which are left to unguided, impersonal physical processes in natu-
ralism; indeed, naturalism has no explanation even for the physi-
cal processes. Natural philosophers have been so vexed by this 
problem that some have resorted to philosophical principles like 
the weak anthropic principle to explain these improbabilities. [The 
weak anthropic principle says that the natural processes of the 
universe tend toward the development of complex life; yet there is 
no explanation given as to why such a principle should exist in 
nature, or how such a tendency came about. Indeed the very 
suggestion of such a principle is an indication of the inherent 
weakness of natural philosophy to explain the existence of life in 
the face of staggering odds against life arising from unguided 
processes.] Thus, at the philosophical level, the case for super-
naturalism is far superior to naturalism in terms of explanatory 
value, which of course is the principal criteria by which any 
theory should be judged. Since we will examine cosmology as a 
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separate subject, our discussion here will be limited to brief 
remarks regarding biological evolution.  

Historically, biological evolution is of fairly recent origin. 
Charles Darwin published his book, On the Origin of Species in 
1859. However, it wasn’t until the 1930’s that Darwin’s theory of 
natural selection (survival of the fittest) emerged as the default 
position of modern scientism. It is of supreme importance to real-
ize that the question of human origin is the “acid test” of the va-
lidity of the Bible. The entire message of the Bible is predicated 
upon the creation story. To put it bluntly: If the Bible is wrong 
about the creation of man, it is wrong about everything of any 
consequence. The Christian who does not realize this, and who 
has not undertaken to understand the challenge of naturalism, is 
either blissfully ignorant, or incredibly naïve. There are, of course, 
some well educated but theologically naïve people who believe 
that the Bible and macroevolution can be seen as compatible. Such 
individuals almost invariably come from segments of Christianity 
that have a history of engaging in the allegorical interpretation of 
scripture, and they fail to look far enough down the road to see 
that non-literal interpretation of scripture leads invariably to 
theological apostasy. Biological evolution, by which I mean trans-
mutation from one species to another, is completely incompatible 
with belief in a normal/objective understanding of the Bible. 

The following are classic arguments one often sees in sup-
port of the evolutionary hypothesis. While some of these argu-
ments are fading in popularity, most can still be found in any 
modern biology text. Since I will only mention these in passing, 
I have included only a brief counter-statement for each argument. 

1. The argument from comparative anatomy: Similarities be-
tween the anatomy and physiology of animals suggest an 
evolutionary connection from a common source (i.e., con-
vergence). 

Counter argument: Anatomical and physiological similari-
ties suggest a common design and a common Creator. 
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2. The argument from vestigial organs: Some organs seem to be 
left over from earlier evolutionary development.  

 Counter argument: There are no vestigial organs, only or-
gans for which the function has yet to be discovered. Sci-
ence is now beginning to discover that organs once 
thought to be vestigial have useful functions that were 
previously unapparent.  

3. Argument from embryology: The human embryo develops 
through stages that parallel human evolution. (Although 
this argument is no longer considered to be valid, it was 
included in biology textbooks as late as the early nineteen-
seventies.) 

 Counter argument: This argument is generally recognized as 
having been wishful thinking on the part of evolutionists. 

4. Argument from biochemistry and physiology: Animals are 
similar in their chemical and physiological makeup, which 
argues for an evolutionary connection. 

Counter argument: Similarities argue for a common design 
and Creator. Also, many biochemical systems are irreduci-
bly complex, and cannot be accounted for by gradual 
evolutionary processes. 

5. Argument from paleontology: The sequence found in the fos-
sil record argues for an evolutionary development from 
simple to complex. 

Counter arguments: 1) The sequence referred to is not a 
naturally occurring phenomenon. There is no single loca-
tion where the evolutionary sequence can be seen intact. 
The sequence to which evolutionists refer is an elaborate 
extrapolation of sampling data from many locations, based 
on evolutionary and geologic assumptions. 2) There are no 
intermediate species, either in the fossil record, or living. 
Although some evolutionists point to a small number of 
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intermediates even evolutionists cannot agree on their in-
termediate status. There should be countless intermediates 
between each stage of macroevolutionary development for 
each individual species, which would mean that for each 
species there would be almost an innumerable number of 
intermediates. It cannot be argued that the intermediates 
are not in the fossil record because they were unsuccessful, 
since they would need to have been the successful precur-
sors of the organisms that survived. The most telling fact is 
the complete absence of living intermediates in nature. 
While some have argued that evolution proceeds so slow 
that it cannot be observed in nature, it is not true that the 
accumulated effects of evolution could not be observed. 
Indeed, the complete absence of living intermediates is 
proof-positive that macroevolution is not now occurring 
nor has it occurred in the recent past; and the absence of 
intermediates in the fossil record is proof that evolution 
has not occurred in the more distant past. For the sake of 
argument, even if we were to allow that a thousand undis-
puted intermediates had been identified in the fossil re-
cord (even though evolutionists claim only a handful of 
cases), that fact alone could not account for the existence of 
the diversity of life we see in nature. The fact is that the 
hard evidence (nature and the fossil record) do not suggest 
that macroevolution has occurred in the past, or that it is 
occurring at the present, and nothing short of a few billion 
fossils, and/or an abundance of living intermediates will 
suffice for evidence. We must, however, give credit where 
credit is due. Evolutionary biologists have succeeded 
where every other scientific discipline has failed. They 
have managed to retain a theory that is completely contra-
dicted by all of the available hard evidence of both nature 
and the fossil record. That rivals even the missionary zeal 
of the Christian Church! 

6. Argument from genetics: DNA provides a means of 
evolutionary development and suggests that given enough 
time evolution could occur.  
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 Counter arguments: 1) Natural selection explains only why 
certain organisms do not survive; it does not explain how 
or why other organisms would become more complex. 
Interestingly, there are no current, viable theories as to 
how organisms might have become more usefully complex 
other than a combination of pure chance and natural 
selection (and natural selection does not produce, it simply 
selects). If random variations gave rise to useful complex-
ity, evolution should make sense statistically, but it 
doesn’t. To date, evolutionists have failed to produce a 
single mathematical model that suggests that evolution is 
anything more than the most remote possibility conceiv-
able. In fact, some evolutionists seem obsessed with refut-
ing mathematical models that show the extreme 
improbability of evolution. Of course, it is easy to attack 
statistics, especially an evolution statistic, since they neces-
sarily involve many assumptions and limitations. Some, in 
refuting such statistics have resorted to extreme assump-
tions, such as postulating that alternate forms of life could 
have arisen based on nucleotides and amino acids not 
actually found in nature. One tactic used to refute anti-
evolution statistics regarding protein synthesis is to sug-
gest that the statistics are flawed because alternative forms 
of life could have arisen (e.g., with a six base set of nucleic 
acids); thus many forms of life were possible, and we sim-
ply happen to be the one that occurred. However, such 
arguments are flawed because they fail to demonstrate that 
such life forms could actually have arisen and persisted in 
nature; if a life form did not arise, how can we know that it 
could have arisen, and that it could have persisted? When 
we confine ourselves to the real world, that is, nature, as it 
actually exists, the odds of life evolving by natural proc-
esses, no matter who does the calculations and no matter 
what the assumptions, is not promising for evolution. 
While no statistic about the origin of life is apt to be what 
one might call accurate, they do give a strong sense of di-
rection; and what they tell us is that the arrival of life by 
purely natural processes is just about the most unlikely 
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thing imaginable. To the evolutionist who remains uncon-
vinced, I would ask: If a stock had the same odds of suc-
cess that are conservatively calculated for evolution (let’s 
pick a number much smaller than the smallest number 
anyone has calculated for the random evolution of even 
the simplest form of life, say 1 in 1020), would you invest 
your own money in that company? If the answer is “No,” 
I submit to the evolutionist that his or her financial judg-
ment is far better than their scientific judgment. Of course 
it might be argued that in finance one has something to 
lose; but we must not forget that if one is wrong about 
creation, they have far more to lose than money. 2) As 
already mentioned, mutation and natural selection cannot 
account for how irreducibly complex systems could have 
arisen. This is highly problematic. If critical complex sys-
tems are unlikely to have arisen from simpler precursors, 
then evolution is equally unlikely to be the answer to the 
origin of life. Of course, some scientists talk about “evolu-
tionary necessity” or an innate tendency toward life in 
nature (the weak anthropic principle, which says that 
evolution happens as it does because it must), but here 
they cross over from science to naturalistic philosophy and 
religion (which is okay, as long as it isn’t purveyed as sci-
ence).  

One of the major challenges to a literal understanding of 
the biblical account of creation is the dates given by science for the 
age of life, dates that far exceed the time frame allowable for bibli-
cal history. Although we will mention scientific dating further in 
our discussion of cosmology, it is important to note that as of this 
writing, no modern method of scientific dating beyond a few 
thousand years, including radiometric dating, has been verified 
through any type of independent double-blind testing—a rather 
strange circumstance. Apologists for scientific dating methods 
claim that the dates derived by one method are generally 
confirmed by dates derived from other methods; however, such 
comparisons address only consistency among dating methods 
with evolutionary assumptions, not accuracy. If, as natural scien-
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tists claim, modern dating methods are accurate, why not settle 
the issue by verified, independent double-blind testing? If such 
testing is ever undertaken, and if it reveals that the dates derived 
by modern dating techniques are indeed outside of the range of 
biblical history, then there would be positive evidence to falsify 
the literal/objective interpretation of the early chapters of Genesis. 
This would have far reaching consequences both for religion and 
for science. However, the scientific community’s unwillingness to 
undertake such testing is sufficient reason to be highly suspicious 
of the validity of these dates. Unfortunately, the scientific com-
munity has little motivation to undertake such a validation study, 
since it has nothing to gain and everything to lose. Why would 
scientism subject the process to validation, if through shear force 
of declaration, it can sustain the case for these dates in the same 
way that it has sustained the case for evolution amidst the com-
plete contradiction of all of the hard evidence from nature and the 
fossil record? While many in the scientific community undoubt-
edly look at biblical literalists as out of touch with reality, perhaps 
they should consider that they have often been the ones to be 
proven to be out of touch with reality. For example, in the late 
1960s a widely reported survey revealed that two-thirds of physi-
cists still held to some form of the steady-state or oscillation theo-
ries, even though it was well known by that time that these 
theories contradicted fundamental physical law (the second law of 
thermodynamics), and that much scientific theory and observa-
tion confirmed an inflationary beginning of the universe. In fact, 
many physicists did not abandon these theories until the weight 
of evidence was so great that even non-scientists could see the 
handwriting on the wall. How does something like that happen in 
the modern world? Perhaps the reason is that many of those sci-
entists were committed to a purely naturalistic explanation of the 
universe, one that best fits with an eternal universe with no 
beginning, and thus no need of creation; and even in the face of a 
great weight of contradictory evidence, they did not want to move 
to an explanation that might be seen as more compatible with the 
Bible. (A universe with a beginning tends to confirm the Bible, 
and it poses a great obstacle for atheism, as is pointed out in the 
cosmological argument.) In this case, the dominant scientific 
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opinion simply collided with reality, and reality won as it always 
does. We should not be surprised when the same thing happens 
with scientific dating; except that in the case of scientific dating, 
the collision can be forestalled by refusal on the part of science. In 
the meantime, Christians must decide whether they are going to 
believe the Bible or scientism. Many Christians have decided to 
make a compromise by accepting scientific dating and adjusting 
biblical interpretation accordingly (via, the use of non-literal, alle-
gorical interpretation). However, this solution abdicates the core 
principle upon which biblical Christianity is based, that the Bible 
communicates important objective truths upon which man must 
act. If the objective truth of the Bible is redefined (or jettisoned) 
whenever it contradicts modern man’s current theories, then one 
can never be certain that anything taught in the Bible is objectively 
true. In such an environment, faith becomes merely subjective 
experience. Note Paul’s assessment of the value of faith in the ab-
sence of objective truth (I Cor. 15:1-19). According to Paul, faith 
that is not rooted in objective reality is “worthless.” 

Man’s origin and original nature 

Special creation  

The Bible describes the origin of man as a direct creation of 
God, that is to say that man was not created through an interme-
diate process such as evolution. This does not mean that micro-
evolutionary changes do not occur in nature; the capacity for 
variation and adaptation was built into living things by God. 
However, according to the Bible, evolutionary change did not give 
rise to the origin of species. Although many have attempted to 
square the biblical account of creation with evolutionism, when 
the Bible is understood in a normal/objective manner the details 
simply do not agree with evolutionism. 
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Man’s nature 

Man was created in the image of God 

Students of the Bible have debated the meaning of Genesis 
1:26-27. What does the scripture mean when it says that man is 
made in the image of God? The obvious place to look for an 
answer is to ask the question, “In what ways does man’s nature 
reflect God’s nature?” First of all, man is intelligent and self-
aware. Of course animals exhibit a level of intelligence too, but 
they don’t build spaceships or nuclear reactors, and they don’t 
write encyclopedias or novels; and so far as we know, they don’t 
contemplate the nature of their own existence, or God’s existence. 
Incidentally, no animals (if man is excluded) are known to be 
atheists!  Man is also emotive (capable of experiencing emotions). 
Some have suggested that the ascribing of emotions to God in the 
Bible are simply examples of “anthropopathisms” (a figure of 
speech in which a human emotion is ascribed to something inca-
pable of emotion), but there is no biblical basis for such a position. 
Why would we think that God has no capacity for emotion? If 
God has no capacity for emotion, then how do we explain that he 
created man with such a capacity? Psychologists tell us that peo-
ple with little or no emotional capacity are seriously handicapped, 
unable to develop healthy relationships, and far more likely to 
engage in sociopathic behavior. Emotions are an important part of 
our created nature. Of course, like everything else, man’s emo-
tions have been impacted by the fall, and further impacted by per-
sonal experiences, which are often negative. Man is also volitional, 
having the capacity to make choices including the capacity to do 
good or evil. Adam and Eve originally had the capacity to origi-
nate righteousness by choosing to love God more than self. While 
the fall has rendered man in his present state unable to exercise 
that capacity, it was part of the original constitution of man. In his 
present state between regeneration and the complete redemption 
of his nature, even the believer can only perform truly righteous 
acts by the enabling work of the Holy Spirit, and then only incon-
sistently. While it may appear to fallen men that they possess a 
free will, their choices are limited to the range of choices consis-
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tent with a fallen nature. Thus, while fallen men do exercise 
choice, they cannot choose to be righteous.  (This will be discussed 
further under “salvation.”) 

Man’s complex constitution 

There has been disagreement over the nature of man’s 
constitution. The debate has centered on how many components 
there are to man’s constitution, and to a lesser degree on the func-
tion of those components. Some think that man is dichotomous, 
having two basic elements (soul or spirit, and body), others that 
man is trichotomous, having three basic elements (spirit, soul, and 
body). The difference centers on whether man’s immaterial nature 
can be subdivided. The arguments used in support of dichotomy 
are as follows. 

1) God breathed into man a living soul (Gen. 2:7), which 
seems to imply a simple (unitary) immaterial nature.  

2) In some passages “soul” or “spirit” seems to be used to re-
fer to the immaterial nature generally (Gen. 41:8 cf. Ps. 
42:6; Mt. 10:28 cf. 27:50); thus these appear to be two names 
for the same thing. 

3) Body and soul are spoken of as constituting the entire man 
(Mt. 10:28; 1 Cor. 5:1-5, esp. v. 5).  

4) Some say that man is conscious of only two parts of his na-
ture, the immaterial and the material. (Personally, I find 
this to be untrue, as I am frequently in conflict with myself, 
cf. Rom. 7:15-25.) 

The following are arguments used in support of trichotomy.  

1) Some biblical statements make a clear distinction between 
spirit and soul (cf. 1 Thess. 5:23; Heb. 4:12). 

2) The arguments used in favor of dichotomy can be ex-
plained as figures of speech in which either soul or spirit is 
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used figuratively to represent the entire immaterial nature, 
which is actually composed of two elements.  

Interestingly, dichotomy and trichotomy can be two ways 
of looking at the same information. Since soul and spirit together 
comprise man’s immaterial nature, the question of whether man is 
tripartite or bipartite is a matter of how specific one wants to be. 
Some passages distinguish between soul and spirit, others do not. 
This is not a contradiction; it’s simply a matter of specificity. Some 
passages require a higher degree of specificity in order to relate a 
particular truth. Seen in this light, the answer to the question, “Is 
man tripartite or bipartite?” is “Yes.” 

Man’s original moral state 

According to the biblical account man was made sinless. 
That does not mean that he was righteous. Righteousness is a 
positive quality obtained by obedience to the will of God. Had 
Adam and Eve passed the moral test presented to them in the 
Garden, they would have become righteous, but that did not hap-
pen. Nevertheless, they were sinless. A sinless creature can go in 
either direction; he or she can choose to yield in obedience to 
God’s will and become righteous, in which case they become in-
clined toward righteousness (i.e., righteousness becomes their 
nature), or they can choose to sin, in which case their nature be-
comes inclined toward sin.  

The proof of man’s original sinlessness can be seen from 
the following: 1) Man, being a direct creation of God, could not 
have been sinful originally unless God made him that way. For 
God to make man sinful would be inconsistent with his holy na-
ture. 2) The biblical record of creation indicates that everything 
God made, including man, was “very good” (Gen. 1:31). 3) It is 
apparent from the account of man’s fall in Genesis 3:1-24 that 
man’s sin originated in his moral choice made in the Garden. It is 
important to recognize that the fall of the human race into sin was 
the result of Adam’s sin, not Eve’s (Rom. 5:12-21). 



 

Man   179 

The fall of man 

The necessity of a literal view of the Genesis account 

An understanding of the fall of man and it consequences is 
essential in understanding many other important truths. We can-
not understand or accept the concept of original sin (referring to 
the sin of Adam) apart from a literal understanding of the Genesis 
account of man’s direct creation by God. Those who hold to an 
evolutionary view of man’s origin almost invariably deny the fall. 
Apart from an understanding and acceptance of original sin, it is 
impossible to understand both man’s historic and current di-
lemma (spiritual, intellectual, and physical). Also, apart from an 
understanding and acceptance of the fall we have no basis for un-
derstanding and appreciating the work of Christ on the cross (cf. 
Rom. 5:12-21). Our entire concept of the message of the Bible, and 
hence, Christianity, stands or falls on our view of the fall of man, 
and that view rests on the validity of the account of man’s crea-
tion. 

The particulars of the fall 

Although Satan tempted Eve, his real target was Adam 
and Adam’s race. Satan struck at Eve because he knew he could 
leverage Adam’s relationship with Eve against his relationship 
with God. Satan deceived Eve by casting doubt upon God’s good-
ness, suggesting that God was withholding something desirable 
from her (Gen. 3:4-5). Satan’s deception also involved a direct 
contradiction of God’s word to Adam and Eve (v. 4). Satan 
attributed evil motives to God, suggesting that God told Adam 
and Eve to leave the tree alone because he did not want them to 
discover they could be like him (v. 5). He made deceptive 
promises to Eve, telling her that if she ate of the fruit she would be 
like God (V. 5). Satan’s tactic as seen in this temptation has been 
repeated countless times down through history. He attacks where 
we are weakest. His method is simple but effective: He pits one af-
fection against another, entices us to disbelieve God’s goodness, 
incites us to actions that contradict God’s clear commands, and 
holds out deceptive promises about the outcome of our actions.  
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The consequences of the fall 

In surveying the consequences of the fall, we need to dis-
tinguish between the kinds of consequences. There are various 
types of consequences: Immediate consequences happen almost 
instantly, remote consequences happen in time. Some conse-
quences are natural (cause and effect), others are the result of 
divine judgment. Adam and Eve’s sin involved all of these.  

Immediate consequences of the fall 

Adam and Eve immediately sensed that something had 
changed. Whereas previously they had no self-consciousness, they 
now felt vulnerable, exposed, naked, corrupt, and ashamed (Gen. 
3:7). Of course there was nothing wrong with their nakedness; 
they were naked before. The problem now was that in their fallen 
state they experienced alienation, both from God and from one 
another (vv. 8-10). For the first time they experienced a fear and 
dread of God and repulsion to his holiness. They didn’t want to be 
in his presence. This was evidence of their spiritual death, for at 
the very moment of their sin, the indwelling presence of God was 
withdrawn. Their fellowship (the life giving union that existed) 
was instantly terminated. There arose within Adam and Eve a 
self-serving and self-preserving instinct. They began to pass blame 
for their actions (vv. 12-13). Before their sin Adam and Eve had 
experienced a deep unity at every level (spirit, soul, body), now 
they were left with only a psychophysical unity. The flame of their 
relationship withered to merely a smoldering ember of what it 
had been. The relationship between the man and woman would 
now be strained and burdensome as a result of the fall (v.16). Any 
worldview that minimizes the distinct and complementary nature 
of men and women denies the truths taught in the account of 
man’s creation and fall. (Note the connection between modern 
feminism and homosexuality: If woman is not a distinct, uniquely 
designed complementary mate to man, then male/male, or 
female/female relationships differ little from male/female rela-
tionships.) In addition, the environment was cursed and became 
hostile to man’s survival; the serpent was cursed, perhaps as a 



 

Man   181 

symbolic remembrance of the fall; and finally, Adam and Eve 
were expelled from the Garden forever (vv. 23-24). 

In regard to man’s spiritual condition, the fall rendered 
Adam and Eve completely unable to redeem themselves, or even 
to assist God in their redemption; this condition is called “total 
depravity.” Total depravity does not mean that a fallen man is as 
bad as he or she could possibly be, it simply means that sin has 
affected every part of his being (spirit, soul, and body). 
A depraved person will naturally recoil from God just as Adam 
and Eve did after their sin. Therefore fallen men in their natural 
state do not seek God; God must seek them (Rom. 3:9-18). 

Remote consequences of the fall 

Adam and Eve began the long process of physical degen-
eration and death. While it took many centuries for Adam to die, 
we may assume that the effects of physical degeneration were 
soon noticeable. There were additional physical complications for 
Eve and women after her; reproduction would be burdensome 
(v. 16). Since in Adam the entire human race fell, every descen-
dant by natural conception would be born in sin, already spiritu-
ally separated from God (i.e., spiritually dead). This is usually 
referred to as the problem of “original sin.” While the fall of the 
human race was immediate, its full effect would only be seen in 
the course of time. 

Questions concerning the fall of man 

The fall of man raises several important questions that 
need to be addressed. 

Question: How could the impulse to sin arise within a sinless 
being? 

Answer: In the post-fall world, we sin because we have a sin 
nature that is inclined toward sin. To put it another way, we 
have a tendency, or propensity to sin, just like a ball under the 
influence of gravity has a tendency to roll downhill. Of course 
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Adam had no sin nature, and thus no propensity to sin; so, 
how can we explain his action. If he had no inclination to sin, 
what moved him in that direction? The answer is in the nature 
of choice, or what we call “free will.” All sin is first committed 
in the heart before it is acted out. Since Adam was created 
with a free will (the ability to freely make moral choices), he 
had within him the God-given ability to move in either moral 
direction. Today, man no longer exercises a completely free 
will. He has a will, and he does exercise a degree of free 
choice, but because of his fallen nature his choices have 
become limited to those choices that are consistent with his sin 
nature. For example, prior to the fall Adam could have chosen 
to do a truly righteous act, but the natural (unregenerated) 
person is incapable of producing righteousness (Rom. 8:5-8). A 
righteous deed is motivated from a heart that sincerely desires 
to please God above all else. Even redeemed people can per-
form righteous deeds only with the enabling of the indwelling 
Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:9-10). [Some Arminians differ on this 
point. They believe that not only can man exercise free will, 
but that believers can reach a state of sinless perfection 
wherein they are no longer tempted to sin. Such a view is 
completely without biblical support, cf. Rom. 7:24-25.] 

Question: How could a good God permit man to be tempted? 

Answer: It is because God is good that he designed man with 
the ability to choose, and allowed him to experience a real-life 
choice. Remember, God did not tempt Adam and Eve to sin 
(Jam. 1:13); he created them with the ability to make moral 
choices. So why did God deliberately place a tree in the 
Garden and command them not to eat from it? Wasn’t God 
placing a stumbling block in their path? The answer is that in 
order for Adam and Eve to be truly free to choose to obey God 
and become righteous, they had to be free to reject him and 
become sinful. If God had created Adam and Eve with the 
ability to choose, but had provided no practical way for them 
to express their choice, they still would not have been able to 
choose. In that case their actions would have been determined 
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by the lack of an alternative. God provided a choice for Adam 
and Eve, and warned them of the consequences of disobedi-
ence. God knew before he created Adam and Eve that they 
would fall, but their choice was nonetheless free, since fore-
knowledge of an event is not determinative. [If foreknowledge 
were determinative, then all things would be predetermined, 
since God knows all things. In that case God could not justly 
punish sinners, since he would have predetermined their ac-
tions.] 

Question: How could so great a penalty be attached to so small 
a sin? 

Answer: The problem here is in the assumption made in the 
question, that is, that sin is finite. If we consider that every sin 
is committed against an infinitely holy God, then every sin is 
an infinite offense and merits eternal damnation. In under-
standing the nature of sin, we must always seek to understand 
it against the backdrop of God’s holiness. We cannot minimize 
sin without also minimizing God’s holiness. 

The human condition after the fall 

How did Adam’s sin affect the human family? Historically, 
three key positions have been advanced to answer this question; 
they are: total depravity, Pelagianism, and semi-Pelagianism. The 
view one takes with regard to how Adam’s sin affects his poster-
ity has radical consequences with respect to the doctrines of sal-
vation. This is really where the dividing line is drawn between 
liberal and conservative theology; and with respect to conserva-
tive theology, it is the dividing line between Calvinism (in its 
varying forms) and Arminianism. 

Total depravity (Rom. 5:12-21; 8:5-8; Col. 1:21) 

Adam’s sin resulted in the fall of his entire person (body, 
soul, and spirit). When Adam sinned, his nature became such that 
he no longer possessed the capacity for righteousness, and thus he 
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lost the capacity to exercise faith unto salvation. This posed quite 
a dilemma; for if faith is required for salvation, and if man has lost 
his capacity to exercise such faith, how is he to be saved? The an-
swer is that God imparts faith as a gift (Eph. 2:8-9). 

Total depravity does not mean that unregenerated people 
are as bad as they could possibly be, and it does not mean that 
unregenerated men cannot do good works; it simply means that 
the natural man is incapable of saving faith and righteousness. An 
unsaved soldier might sacrifice his life for the cause, or for a 
friend. Nevertheless, such deeds while noble from the human 
point of view, are not righteous because righteousness is moti-
vated by intentional obedience to the will of God. As Paul said, 
the natural man is in a state of hostility against God and cannot 
yield himself to God (Rom 8:7; Col. 1:21). Actually, total depravity 
explains a great deal of human history. Man may become more 
prosperous and more educated, but the basic propensity toward 
sin is unchanged. Even regenerated men and women find that 
holiness involves a constant struggle against the propensity of that 
part of our nature that is not yet sanctified (i.e., the mind and 
body). As we will see further along, the doctrine of the total de-
pravity of fallen man is pivotal in understanding how men and 
women come to be saved.  

Two other views on the effect of Adam’s sin on the human 
race need to be considered.  

Pelagianism (5th Century A.D.) 

Pelagianism is the belief that man is not fallen, and that 
Adam’s sin merely set a bad example for his descendants whereas 
Jesus’ life set a good example. Modern liberal Christianity is 
largely based on this view. Pelagianists deny the fall of the race 
and the transmission of sin and a sin nature from Adam to his 
descendants; and as such, stands in clear contradiction of the 
teaching of the Bible (cf. Rom. 5:10-21, esp. vv. 18-19). 
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According to Pelagianism all men have a free will and are 
free to choose righteousness or sin. However, Christians are as-
sisted in performing righteousness by divine grace. A man’s free 
choices thus determine his standing before God. Pelagianists see 
no need for sacrifice, and they reject substitutionary atonement. In 
practice, Pelagianism is often expressed as a system of works in 
which good works should outweigh sin. Salvation, if it can be 
called such, comes by works of righteousness. Early forms of 
Pelagianism tended to be strictly moralistic (legalistic) and often 
ascetic. Modern forms of Pelagianism tend to dismiss most sins as 
dysfunction rather than moral acts incurring divine judgment. 
Pelagianism was condemned by the early church at the Councils 
of Carthage (A.D. 412, 416, and 418), and that condemnation was 
ratified at the Council of Ephesus (A.D. 431). 

As a theology, Pelagianism has serious defects; it denies 
total depravity (Rom. 5:10-21; 8:5-8 cf. Psa. 51:5; Eph. 1-3), as well 
as the Old and New Testament doctrine of atonement. Also, it 
does not explain the universal propensity toward evil among 
members of the human family. Pelagianism is an example of an 
early deviation in which human reason was substituted for divine 
revelation in the development of theology. Throughout church 
history this basic procedural defect has resulted in a great deal of 
theological error. 

Semi-Pelagianism (5th century A.D.)   

Semi-Pelagianists believed that Adam’s descendants were 
affected by the fall, but through a special endowment of the Holy 
Spirit given to all men (called “common grace”) it is possible for 
men to exercise free will and thus saving faith. Just as semi-
Pelagianism was a fifth century reaction to Augustinianism, 
“Arminianism,” a revival of semi-Pelagianism in the early post-
reformation period, was a reaction to sixteenth century Calvinism. 
Semi-Pelagianists believe that saving faith originates within man’s 
free will. The difficulty with semi-Pelagianism is the same as with 
Pelagianism—it is inconsistent with the biblical teaching of total 
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depravity, and it does not explain man’s universal propensity to 
sin. 

Both Pelagianism and semi-Pelagianism hold that all men 
can exercise free will; whereas total depravity holds that when 
Adam sinned he fell into bondage to sin and lost the capacity to 
freely choose to love and obey God, hence to exercise saving faith. 
Since these positions contradict one another, they cannot all be 
correct. For those who accept the full verbal inspiration of scrip-
ture, it is a fairly straightforward process to eliminate Pelagianism 
as inconsistent with the general teaching of the Bible (Rom. 5:20-
21, esp. vv. 18-19). Also, semi-Pelagianism lacks biblical support, 
and is contradicted by the New Testament teaching concerning 
total depravity and election. While some people are clearly Cal-
vinistic (believing in total depravity) and others are clearly 
Arminian (believing that through common grace men can exercise 
faith unto salvation), much of contemporary Christianity is eclec-
tic, or a fusion of these doctrines. Often this is seen in the accep-
tance of eternal security (which is consistent only with total 
depravity and sovereign grace) along with a conditional view of 
election (which is completely inconsistent with total depravity and 
sovereign grace, being based on free will).  Regrettably, it appears 
that many Christians are unaware that eternal security and free 
will are mutually exclusive. While Calvinism and Arminianism 
are each coherent systems, the combination of these is not coher-
ent; thus in this case it appears that a great many people hold to a 
hybrid system of belief that is theologically conflicted.   

The transmission of sin 

In our discussion above we examined the three major 
views of how Adam’s sin has affected the human family. We now 
need to address a related question: How can Adam’s descendants 
be held liable for Adam’s sin as total depravity insists? Before we 
deal with the various views as to how Adam’s sin is transmitted 
to his descendants, we must first discuss a related topic: the origin 
of the soul. There are two major views on how man obtains his 
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soul. One view is called “creationism” (unrelated to cosmological 
creationism), and the other is called “traducianism.” 

The origin of the soul 

Soul creationists believe that for each newly conceived 
child God creates a sinless soul that will eventually be joined to 
the physical nature propagated by the parents. Proponents of this 
view are not agreed as to when the soul is joined to the physical 
nature. Some believe the union of soul and body occurs at con-
ception and others that it occurs later, as late as birth. There are a 
number of problems associated with this view. First, it requires 
that the sin nature be transmitted through the physical nature, 
since that is all that man passes down. Such a view seems contrary 
to the New Testament, which teaches that the source of man’s sin 
resides in his inner (immaterial) nature (cf. Mark 7:21-23). As early 
as the late first century Christianity began a shift toward an anti-
cosmic worldview. This was due to the influence of Platonism, 
which was prevalent in the Roman world. Platonism exerted a 
profound influence on the development of Christian theology 
from the early second century forward, with the material world 
being viewed as inferior at best, and evil at worst. This anticosmic 
influence on Christian theology was expressed in such doctrines 
as amillennialism (the belief that the kingdom of God is a present 
spiritual reality rather than a physical reality to come) and the 
doctrine of soul creation. An additional problem with creationism 
is that it seems contrary to God’s moral nature to create a sinless, 
eternal soul and then condemn it to inevitable corruption by join-
ing it to a sinful material nature. This would seem to be the moral 
equivalent of chaining an innocent victim to a sinking ship. 

Traducianism (the word “traduce” means “to carry over”) 
is the position that the human soul is passed from parent to child, 
though the means for accomplishing this is unknown. Tradu-
cianism is a helpful theory for several reasons: 1) It avoids the 
problems inherent in soul creationism. 2) It helps us to understand 
how the entire human race fell when Adam sinned. If the soul is 
passed from parent to child, then working backwards we can see 



 

188   Major Bible Doctrines 

that at one time all the soul of the human family was in Adam (in 
unindividuated form). Consequently, in Adam the entire human 
family fell. While this line of reasoning might seem strange from a 
modern perspective, we have to remember that it must be viewed 
from the biblical perspective. According to traducianism we have 
in us a portion of the same soul that was in Adam. As such, we 
have inherited a fallen soul with a sin nature. So, we are what 
Adam became: sinful. While this may be difficult to accept, there 
is a strong biblical basis for this view. In Hebrews 7:4-10 the writer 
makes the point that when Abraham paid tithes to Melchizedek, 
Levi, who would not be born for several generations, was still 
within Abraham; thus, when Abraham paid a tithe to Melchize-
dek, Levi paid a tithe to Melchizedek. This is a highly significant 
case because the writer of Hebrews argues that this action on the 
part of an ancestor was really, substantively attributable to one yet 
to be born. Again, the challenge is to be open to see things from 
God’s perspective. 

Traducianism explains not only how we can be responsible 
for Adam’s sin, but also why we sin—because we have a fallen, 
sinful soul from the very beginning of our individual existence (cf. 
Ps. 51:5). The traducian view also may help to explain the reason 
for the virgin conception of Christ. If the sin nature is passed 
through the male, the avoidance of natural conception could have 
been the means through which God supernaturally brought his 
Son into the world without sin. While it is generally believed that 
there is a connection between the virgin conception and Christ’s 
sinlessness, we should note that no such connection is explicitly 
stated in the Bible. 

Theories on the imputation of sin 

This is a complex area of theology; one of the reasons is 
confusion over whether the imputation of sin to the race occurred 
immediately when Adam sinned, or mediately as the race was 
propagated, or through some combination of these. If one takes 
the view that sin was imputed to the entire race immediately, then 
they would hold to either the federal view, in which Adam by 
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divine covenant represented the entire race in his choice, or that 
Adam was the natural head of the race and thus all of humanity 
(being substantively in Adam when he sinned) actually partici-
pated in his sin. Alternatively, some have taken the position that 
sin is passed down generationally (mediately) from parent to 
child. The following table illustrates the relationships that exist 
between the views on the origin of the soul and whether the im-
putation of Adam’s sin was immediate or mediate.  

 

 

 

In the headship view, Adam is seen as making a repre-
sentative choice on behalf of the entire human race. This could be 
due to either natural headship (as the father of the race), or to his 
appointment by God (federal headship). The federal view pre-
sumes the existence of a covenant between God and man estab-
lishing Adam’s federal (representative) headship; and since no 
such covenant is found in scripture, this view requires such a 
covenant to be inferred. (This is the position of covenant theol-
ogy.) The other alternative is based on some type of substantive or 
seminal connection. The substantive view is that all humanity was 
within Adam when he sinned and therefore the entire race par-
ticipated in Adam’s sin and fell immediately. An alternate view 
(the seminal view) is that sin is passed down as the race is propa-
gated generationally. The headship view can be compatible with 
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either creationism or traducianism. However, if one is a soul crea-
tionist he must hold to some form of headship, since the non-
headship views are only compatible with traducianism. Note how 
Paul expresses the imputation of sin in Romans 5:12-21.  

12Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the 
world, and death through sin, and so death spread to all 
men, because all sinned—13for until the Law sin was in the 
world, but sin is not imputed when there is no law. 
14Nevertheless death reigned from Adam until Moses, 
even over those who had not sinned in the likeness of the 
offense of Adam, who is a type of Him who was to come. 
15But the free gift is not like the transgression. For if by the 
transgression of the one the many died, much more did the 
grace of God and the gift by the grace of the one Man, 
Jesus Christ, abound to the many. 16The gift is not like that 
which came through the one who sinned; for on the one 
hand the judgment arose from one transgression resulting 
in condemnation, but on the other hand the free gift arose 
from many transgressions resulting in justification. 17For if 
by the transgression of the one, death reigned through the 
one, much more those who receive the abundance of grace 
and of the gift of righteousness will reign in life through 
the One, Jesus Christ. 18So then as through one transgres-
sion there resulted condemnation to all men, even so 
through one act of righteousness there resulted justifica-
tion of life to all men. 19For as through the one man's dis-
obedience the many were made sinners, even so through 
the obedience of the One the many will be made righteous. 
20The Law came in so that the transgression would in-
crease; but where sin increased, grace abounded all the 
more, 21so that, as sin reigned in death, even so grace 
would reign through righteousness to eternal life through 
Jesus Christ our Lord. (NASB) 

Paul said that through one man sin entered the world, and death 
entered through that sin (v. 12, tēs hamartias, “the sin”).  Eve’s sin 
resulted in her own death, but Adam’s sin resulted both in his 
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death and in the death of his descendants—including even those 
who lived prior to the giving of the Law, who in the absence of 
law could not have committed any personal sin (vv. 13-14). In fact, 
Paul declared that the spreading of death to all men derived from 
the fact that in Adam’s act all men sinned (v. 12). [If we were to 
suppose that Paul meant that all men die (eventually) because all 
men sin (eventually), then we would be left with no explanation 
as to why those who lived prior to the Law died; for Paul states 
that they did not sin after the likeness of Adam (v. 13-14), who 
committed a personal transgression by disobeying a divine com-
mand. Thus it seems that Paul’s teaching requires us to under-
stand that Adam’s sin and condemnation was attributed to the 
entire race.] Actually we can find elements of all of these views in 
Paul’s statement in Romans 5:12-21. The doctrine of original sin 
raises a serious christological question: If Adam’s sin was imputed 
to the entire race, how is it that Christ could be sinless? A possible 
answer could be the fact that because Christ is “the second Adam” 
and thus the head of a new race, he was not reckoned a sinner 
along with Adam’s race. A better possibility is that the virgin 
conception, or some other miracle, prevented sin from being 
passed to him. Of course, no explanation is going to be entirely 
satisfactory since we don’t have all of the pieces to this puzzle.  In 
summary, the following points should be considered. 

1. When Adam sinned, the entire human race became sinful 
and died. Christ is the only exception, though we do not 
know precisely how that was accomplished. Romans 5:12-
21 is clear that Adam’s sin is reckoned to be the sin of 
every one of his natural descendants.  

2. Every one of Adam’s natural descendants begins life with 
a fallen nature, which has been passed down from one 
generation to the next (cf. Gen. 6:5; 8:21; Psa. 51:5; Eccl. 9:3; 
Jer. 17:9; Mk. 7:21-23; Jn. 3:19; Rom. 3:9-12, 23; 8:7,8; 1 Cor. 
2:14; Eph. 4:17-19; 5:8; Tit. 1:15).  

3. As a result, all of Adam’s natural descendants are born un-
der condemnation. Man enters the world lost (Jn. 3:16), 
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condemned (Jn. 3:19; Rom. 6:16ff.; 8:1), spiritually dead 
(Eph. 2:1), and hostile to God (Rom. 5:10, 8:7; Col. 1:21). 

4. There seem to be both immediate and mediate aspects to 
the imputation of sin. When Adam sinned the act was at-
tributable to the entire race; however, the corrupt nature is 
passed from one generation to the next. 
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Review Questions 

 
1. Briefly state the arguments commonly used in support of biological 

evolution. 
 
2. How could you respond to each of the arguments used in support 

of biological evolution? 
 
3. What are some of the problems with trying to fit  evolutionism into 

the Bible? Explain. 
 
4. In what ways does man reflect God? Can you think of some ways in 

which man does not reflect God? 
 
5. Define “dichotomy” and “trichotomy,” and explain how the two 

views can fit together. 
 
6. How do we know that man was created sinless? 
 
7. What is the difference between “sinless” and “righteous”? 
 
8. Discuss the key elements in Satan’s temptation of Eve. What specific 

strategies did he use?  
 
9. Discuss the immediate consequences of man’s fall. 
 
10. Discuss the mediate (remote) consequences of Adam’s fall. 
 
11. Respond to the question: “How could the impulse to sin arise 

within a sinless being?”  
 
12. Respond to the question: “How could a good God permit man to be 

tempted?” 
 
13. Respond to the question: “How could so great a penalty be attached 

to so small a sin as Adam and Eve’s sin?”  
 
14. Explain total depravity. Discuss both what it means and what it 

does not mean. 
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15. Define “Pelagianism” and discuss any problems with this view. 
 
16. Define “semi-Pelagianism” and discuss any problems with this 

view. 
 
17. Define “creationism” as used in relation to the origin of man’s soul. 
 
18. Define “traducianism.” 
 
19. What advantages does traducianism have over creationism? 
 
20. Which view (creationism or traducianism) do you think makes the 

most sense? Explain. 
 
21. Describe the representative views of imputation (natural headship 

and federalism). 
 
22. Describe the realistic views of imputation (the substantive and 

seminal views). 
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Salvation 

 

The area of doctrine concerned with salvation is called 
“soteriology.” In our study of Christ and the Holy Spirit, we have 
already been introduced to some of the concepts that will be de-
veloped here in greater detail. 

The necessity of Christ’s death for man’s sin 

According to some theories of the atonement (the accident 
theory, the moral influence theory, and the martyr theory) the 
death of Christ was not necessary for man’s redemption; however, 
the Bible is clear that Christ’s death was necessary in order for 
man to be redeemed. Scripture states that Christ died in our place; 
this view is called substitutionary atonement (Heb. 9:28; 1 Pet. 
2:24; 2 Cor. 5:21). The Greek word most commonly denoting sub-
stitution is huper, meaning, “on behalf of” (Gal. 3:13; Eph. 5:2; Heb. 
2:9, 14-17; Rom. 3:21-26; Heb. 10:1-14). These passages tell us that 
Christ’s death satisfied God’s righteous demands for judgment 
upon sin, both Adam’s original sin and our personal sin. We are 
told that Christ quite literally traded places with us, taking our sin 
and imparting to us his righteousness (2 Cor. 5:21). This is an 
amazing truth. However, it is important to remember that this 
transaction is not automatic (as held by universalists); it is applied 
only to those who receive (i.e., yield themselves to) Christ for what 
he claims to be, which is nothing less than God, Savior, and Lord. 
Those who refuse Christ remain liable for their own penalty, 
which is eternal damnation (Rev. 20:11-15).  

The extent of Christ’s atonement  

While Christ died for all men, his sacrifice secures forgive-
ness and reconciliation only for those who respond in faith to his 
offer of salvation. Another way of stating this is that Christ’s death 
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is sufficient for all, but efficient only for those who respond in 
faith. There is a popular misconception that Christ’s death satis-
fied the penalty for all sin regardless of whether a person believes 
in Christ or not, and therefore the only sin for which any unbe-
liever will be held liable is the sin of unbelief. However, this view 
is seriously flawed. First, if Christ paid for all sin, how is it that 
unbelievers could be held liable for the sin of unbelief? Obviously, 
the penalty of some sin (unbelief) was not satisfied. (Actually, all 
sin can be traced to unbelief.) Second, this view contradicts scrip-
tural statements. Revelation 20:12 says that the final judgment will 
be based on two considerations. First, the Book of Life will be con-
sulted to determine that the one being judged is not redeemed, 
and thus responsible for his or her sins. Second, another book 
containing a record of each person’s deeds will be consulted, and 
each one will be judged according to their deeds written in the 
book. This indicates that Christ’s sacrifice is not applied in the 
case of those who do not accept him. 

Key scriptural support that Christ’s sacrifice is sufficient 
for all sin (the position referred to as “unlimited atonement,” or 
“general redemptionism”) is found in 1 Timothy 2:6, and 4:10; 
John 1:29; Hebrews 2:9; 2 Peter 2:1, and 3:9; 1 John 2:2.  

The application of Christ’s atonement 

In order for Christ’s atonement to become effective for an 
individual, a number of things must occur. In some cases a se-
quence for these events can be determined; in other cases several 
events happen instantaneously (and thus simultaneously). The 
individual elements leading to salvation are as follows. 

Election  

The word “elect” means, “to choose” (Heb. bahir, and Gr. 
eklektos ). Israel is referred to as an elect nation (Isa. 45:4), meaning 
that God chose them from among all the nations to be the recipi-
ents of special promises. Election is also used to denote the fact 
that God chooses men and women unto personal salvation (Eph. 
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1:1-12); this is sometimes referred to as personal, or individual 
election. Historically, two views of personal election have been 
offered; one is called “conditional election,” the other is called 
“unconditional election.” Both views place election prior to the 
creation of the world. Some of the major passages on election are: 
Romans 9:1-29, esp. vv. 6-24; Ephesians 1:3-10, also John 6:37 cf. 
vv. 44, 65. (In John. 6:37-65, note that the single greatest defection 
Jesus experienced in his followers was on the occasion that he 
spoke concerning personal election, cf. v. 66.) Regrettably, election 
has proved to be a stumbling block for many. The question is not: 
Does the Bible teach election? There can be no doubt that the Bible 
teaches some view of election; the question is: What view does it 
teach? This issue is largely settled by one’s prior conclusions re-
garding man’s fallen nature. If one accepts total depravity as true, 
then only the unconditional view could be correct, for a totally 
depraved person would never freely choose to yield himself or 
herself to God. 

Conditional election 

Conditional election is the view that God chose people to 
salvation based on his foreknowledge that they would exercise 
faith in Christ. According to this view election is conditioned 
upon foreseen faith, making faith the cause and election the effect. 
Conditional election is strictly a semi-Pelagian view in that it 
bases faith in man’s free will. Most of the passages used in sup-
port of conditional election deal not with election, but with the 
general call to salvation (i.e., invitations to “whosoever”), which 
proponents view as incompatible with unconditional election. 
However, as will be seen, the general call of God to all men and 
Christ’s death for all men is not incompatible with unconditional 
election. The two principal arguments used in support of condi-
tional election are as follows. 

1. The argument from fairness: Of the two views, the condi-
tional view seems on the surface to be more fair than the 
unconditional view, since God simply validates the indi-
vidual’s free choice. 



 

200   Major Bible Doctrines 

2. The argument from foreknowledge: There are two principal 
passages that appear to link election to divine foreknowl-
edge: Romans 8:29-30 and 1 Peter 1:1-2. It is argued on the 
basis of these passages that God based election on the 
choice he foresaw that men would make. (Foreknowledge 
is sometimes referred to as “prescience.”) 

However, there are serious problems with the conditional view. 
Note the following. 

1. There is a lack of biblical support for conditional election. 
Neither Romans 8:29-30 nor 1 Peter 1:1-2 states that God 
based election on foreseen faith; they only say that God 
foreknew the individuals elected, which would be a pre-
requisite for either view, since God could not elect anyone, 
conditionally or unconditionally, that he did not foreknow.  

2. Conditional election is completely incompatible with to-
tally depravity, since a totally depraved person would 
never freely choose to yield himself or herself to God. 

3. The greater fairness of the conditional view is merely an 
illusion, because it assumes that God could have deter-
mined to elect conditionally or unconditionally. However, 
if total depravity is true, then conditional election is 
impossible, and it cannot be argued that an impossible 
position would have been more fair. (That would be like 
saying that imaginary candy is better because it’s sweeter 
than real candy.) 

4. The conditional view reverses the cause and effect relation-
ship indicated by 1 Peter 1:1-2, where election (being “cho-
sen”) is indicated to be the cause of faith (referred to there 
as, “obedience to the truth”). 

5 The description given of election in some passages seems 
compatible only with the unconditional view (Rom. 9:6-24; 
Eph. 1:13-14, esp. vv.5, 11); on the other hand there seem to 
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be no passages in which the description is compatible only 
with the conditional view. 

Unconditional election 

Unconditional election is the view that God chose individuals 
to salvation according to his own will for reasons unknown to 
man. The view does not attempt to answer the question of why 
God chose some and not others. According to this view faith is 
given to elect individuals on the basis of grace (i.e., it does not 
originate in man’s free will). Consider the following arguments. 

1. The argument from cause and effect supports uncondi-
tional election (1 Peter 1:1-2). 

2. Total depravity is consistent only with unconditional elec-
tion. Men, being totally depraved, are not spiritually neu-
tral; they live in a state of hostility toward God, and are 
unable to voluntarily submit themselves to God (Rom. 
8:5-8, esp. v. 8). 

3. Unconditional election is the view that is described in the 
New Testament (Eph. 1:1-12, esp. vv. 5 and 12; Rom. 
9:6-24). Romans 9:6-24 is an especially important passage. 
One of the key reasons for believing Paul was teaching the 
unconditional view is that he anticipated that his readers 
would protest with the objection: “That’s not fair!” (vv. 14 
and 19)—an objection that would never have been made 
against the conditional view. After all, don’t most people 
who hold to the conditional view do so because they think 
it to be fair? Thus the fact that Paul anticipated a strong 
objection of unfairness clearly indicates which view he 
taught. 

On the surface, unconditional election seems unfair when 
compared to conditional election. However we must consider sev-
eral factors. First, given the fact of man’s total depravity, the con-
ditional view is not a viable option. Perhaps God has elected the 
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greatest number of people possible that can be elected; maybe the 
redemption of the total human family was never a possibility. 
Second, perhaps the choice of who was elected, and who was not, 
was pragmatic rather than preferential. In other words, maybe 
God elected whom he did, not because he preferred some to oth-
ers, but because by electing whom he did, he could extend re-
demption to the greatest extent of the human family possible. If 
this were true, then we could see how God could sovereignly elect 
some and not others, and still be impartial. Jesus himself seems to 
imply that this might be the case in the parable of the wheat and 
the tares (Mt. 13:24-32 and vv. 36-43). In this parable a man sowed 
seed in his field and both wheat and tares came up. Since he had 
sown only good seed, he knew that an enemy had sown tares to 
ruin his crop. When asked by his servants whether they should 
pull up the tares, the planter said, “No, lest while you are gather-
ing up the tares, you may uproot the wheat with them” (NASB).  
In this parable, Jesus clearly implied that the presence of the non-
elect (the tares) is a necessary evil that must be endured until the 
elect (the wheat) are brought safely into the kingdom. This is a 
difficult truth, but clearly some choices on God’s part limit future 
options even for him. We can illustrate this by asking a simple 
question: Could God redeem a person who persists in rejecting 
Jesus Christ as Savior? Obviously the answer is “No.” Why?  
Because the way God established things precludes such a possi-
bility, and even the scripture asserts this to be true (Acts 4:12). It is 
possible that once Adam fell, the redemption of the complete 
human family was never a possibility. To further illustrate this 
point, let us recall that many people would never have been born 
except for the presence of evil in the world (war, famine, broken 
families and marriages, slavery, rape, incest, etc.). Also, many 
people have been brought to the point of surrender and faith in 
Christ only in times of great national, family, or personal tragedy. 
It has taken a foxhole with bullets flying overhead to motivate 
some people to do serious business with God, even though they 
were elect. Let us remember that election doesn’t save anyone; 
men and women are saved by grace through faith at the moment 
that faith is exercised. Election is simply the choice on God’s part 
to do whatever it takes, even if it means tolerating evil dictators 
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and wars, to bring a particular individual to faith in Christ. To 
those who may be disturbed by this, consider the following: God 
obviously knew prior to creation that if he created, billions of 
souls would spend eternity in Hell, yet he did it anyway. That 
incontrovertible fact tells us that God is willing to sacrifice many 
in order to save a comparatively small number. In light of that 
fact, where does that leave the fairness argument?  

One issue that is raised against unconditional election is 
that it diminishes man’s responsibility to exercise faith. However, 
men still must exercise faith to be saved. Even the elect cannot be 
saved apart from faith. Unconditional election simply recognizes 
that the ability to exercise faith is a gift from God (Eph. 2:8-9), not 
an act of free will. It is also alleged that unconditional election 
diminishes our motivation to evangelize since the elect will be 
saved anyway. That is not true. The proclamation of the gospel is 
essential in order for anyone to come to faith (Rom. 10:14-17). 
Note what this objection implies: that men will only be faithful to 
evangelize if the salvation of others hangs in the balance; yet how 
fair would it be for God to make the salvation of one person con-
tingent upon the actions of another person? 

Some believe that unconditional election implies double 
predestination (the election of some to life and others to damna-
tion). Such is, in fact, the historic position of Calvinism. Never-
theless, there seems to be no general scriptural support for double 
predestination. Some point to Romans 9:17 and verses 22-23; how-
ever, this harkens back to the issue that was addressed previously, 
that God tolerates, even uses the non-elect in order to bring about 
the salvation of his elect. However, such does not require or even 
imply double predestination. God does not need to secure the 
perdition of the non-elect; they are already condemned. On this 
point it is important that we distinguish between God not 
electing, and in actively decreeing perdition. If God is the active 
cause of the perdition of those finally lost, by what criteria will he 
judge them? In such a case the lost could simply argue that they 
pursued the only course open to them, and thus cannot be justly 
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faulted for doing so. Thus, double predestination is both biblically 
and theologically problematic. 

Calling 

Calling is a special ministry of the Holy Spirit; it is related 
to conviction (cf. Jn. 16:7-11). There are two kinds of calls referred 
to in scripture. One is a general call, in which God issues a genu-
ine invitation to all men to come to him (Jn. 3:16); the other is an 
effectual call in which God brings men unto himself (Rom. 8:28-
30). The effectual calling is sometimes referred to as “irresistible 
grace.” 

The general calling of God 

The general call is the invitation that God extends to all 
men everywhere to come to Christ and be saved (Mt. 11:28; 28:19; 
Jn. 3:16; 4:14; 11:26; Rev. 22:17). The general call is a genuine offer 
of salvation to all men and is based upon the death of Christ for 
all. 

The effectual calling of God 

The effectual call is the invitation and impetus that God 
grants to the elect that cannot fail to result in the exercise of saving 
faith (Rom. 8:28-30; 1 Cor. 1:26-31; 2 Tim. 1:9). 

Questions about calling 

Question:  If unconditional election is true, is the general call of 
God to the non-elect sincere? In other words, why would God 
issue a call to one that he has not elected? 

Answer:  Yes, the general call of God is sincere, because God 
has provided for the salvation of all men and women in Christ, 
and he genuinely desires their salvation (Jn. 3:16), even though 
man’s condition, as a result of the fall, renders the redemption 
of the entire human family unattainable. 
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Question:  Why would God issue a call to people he knows 
have been rendered unable to respond by virtue of total de-
pravity? 

Answer:  We don’t know, but we do know that man’s inability 
to respond in faith stems from his fallen nature, for which each 
man is responsible, which is why he is in need of salvation in 
the first place. Thus, a man’s self-imposed inability to respond 
does not absolve him of responsibility for making a choice; it 
simply makes the outcome a function of a prior choice—the 
choice to sin at the fall, for which all men are responsible. [This 
is analogous to the case of a drunk driver who causes the 
death of another motorist. The drunk cannot plead that he is 
not responsible since he was drunk when the accident oc-
curred, because he is responsible for his drunken state. Simi-
larly, while a sinner’s nature renders him unable to come to 
God, he is nonetheless responsible for his sinful state via his 
participation in humanity’s original sin.] One thing we know 
is that God loves every person, and desires the salvation of 
every person, and as evidence of his love he has provided a 
sufficient sacrifice for all men and calls all to himself. 

Question:  If the effectual call is irresistible, does this violate 
man’s choice; in other words, is salvation forced upon the 
elect? 

Answer:  No, because God is capable of making an irresistible 
offer. An irresistible offer employs rather than preempts man’s 
will. (We do this all the time with children, offering them 
something we know will induce them to a particular choice.) 

Repentance and faith 

Repentance and faith are two sides of the same coin. It is impossi-
ble to consider one without the other. 
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Repentance 

Repentance is rejection of sin previously embraced; it is a 
sincere reversal of thinking about sin. Note the following obser-
vations regarding repentance. 

1. God’s grace is the source of repentance (Acts 5:31; 11:18). 

2. Godly sorrow is the motivation of repentance (2 Cor. 
7:8-10). 

3. Repentance makes faith possible (Acts 20:21). 

4. Repentance and confession are the same concept expressed 
in different terminology (1 Jn. 1:9). 

Faith 

Saving faith is obedience (voluntary submission) to the 
gospel truth. There are three essential ingredients necessary for 
faith. 

1. Truth 

Saving faith is based on truth; without truth, one cannot 
exercise such faith (Rom. 10:17). Paul said that faith that is 
not based on truth is worthless (2 Thess 2:13; 1 Cor. 15:12-
17). However, knowledge of the truth doesn’t always lead 
to faith; sometimes people know and reject the truth. The 
minimum truth required for salvation is the knowledge of 
who Christ is and what he accomplished for our salvation 
(i.e., the gospel). 

2. Voluntary obedience 

Note the connection between faith and works in James 
2:14-26. What James said is that a person can distinguish 
true faith from non-saving faith because the nature of true 
faith is that it yields to truth, and therefore will naturally 
be manifested in the way one lives his or her life. James 
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made a very interesting observation: He said that the de-
mons believe too. In other words, demons know and be-
lieve the truth, but their belief is not saving faith, because 
while knowing the truth (i.e., the facts), they choose to re-
bel against that truth. One can know what the Bible says 
and believe every word, and still be lost if they do not 
yield to that truth. Mere acceptance of truth as fact is not 
faith; faith is a response to truth, a submission of the will to 
the truth that God has revealed (1 Pet. 1:22; 2:8; 3:1; 4:17; 
Rom. 2:8). 

3. Opportunity to choose 

The reason that opportunity is essential for faith is that one 
cannot yield to truth unless there are choices to be made. 
For example, suppose God had placed Adam and Eve in 
the Garden but had not given them an opportunity to 
make a morally significant choice, how would they have 
been able to yield to God in faith? God allows us to experi-
ence trials in order to give us the opportunity to yield to 
him and to grow in faith. Trials are actually opportunities 
in disguise (Jam. 1:2-4, 1 Pet. 1:3-7). 

Forgiveness 

In regard to salvation, forgiveness means that God does 
not exact from the sinner the penalty due for his or her sins, since 
that penalty has been paid by Christ (Rom. 4:7; Eph. 1:7 cf. Col. 
1:14). Forgiveness of the penalty for sin, which is accomplished 
once when a person exercises faith in Christ (Col. 2:1314; Heb. 
10:11-14) and forgiveness of the discipline for sin, which occurs as 
often as a believer confesses sin (1 Jn. 1:9), should not be confused. 
When a person is redeemed, the penalty for all sins is forgiven. 
This operation will never need to be repeated. However, when a 
redeemed person sins, though the penalty is forgiven, God may 
find it needful to discipline his child in order to get him or her 
back on the right path. Keep in mind that the ultimate goal of re-
demption is holiness. We must be careful not to confuse punish-
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ment and discipline. Punishment is what the unredeemed will 
suffer in Hell, discipline is God’s corrective training of his child, 
and though unpleasant at the time, it is actually a means of grace. 
If a saved person commits sin and is unrepentant, God uses disci-
pline to bring about correction in his or her life. Through sincere 
repentance of one’s sin, the believer may avoid discipline, though 
they still might suffer the natural consequences of sin. We should 
not think of confession as simply giving God a list of our sins; he 
already knows what we have done. The word “confess” in 1 John 
1:9 (Gr. homologia) means to have the same attitude or judgment 
upon one’s sin as does God. In other words, God wants his chil-
dren to come to see their sins the way he sees them, insofar as that 
is possible. When the child of God does that, discipline serves no 
further purpose.  

Justification 

Justification is a judicial act of God in which a believing 
sinner is declared righteous and completely acceptable to God 
(Rom. 3:21-28; 4:1-25; 5:1, 15-21; 8:30; Gal. 2:16). Justification does 
not change the person; it changes their standing before God. Note 
the following observations in regard to justification. 

1. Justification involves the transfer of penalty from the sin-
ner to Christ (Rom. 5:12-21). 

2. Justification involves the transfer of Christ’s righteousness 
to the believing sinner (2 Cor. 5:21). 

3. Justification involves a restoration to God’s favor. Whereas 
previously sinners were under condemnation and enemies 
of God, having been justified they are restored to favor 
and blessing. 

Regeneration and indwelling 

Regeneration is the act of God in which the spiritually 
dead sinner is made alive. Regeneration and indwelling are two 
aspects of the same operation. Indwelling is the continuation of 
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what begins with regeneration (Titus 3:5).  [The Greek term pal-
ingenesia, translated “regeneration,” means to be “born” (genesia) 
“again” (palin). A similar expression (Gr. anagennao, {ana = “again” 
+ gennao = “to bring forth”}) is used in 1 Peter 1:23 and is 
translated “born again.”] 

Before man’s fall, he lived in continual communion, or 
fellowship with God. Man’s spirit and God’s Spirit were in vital 
(life-giving) union, such that man was spiritually alive. When 
Adam sinned, God, because he is holy, withdrew from that rela-
tionship, leaving Adam spiritually dead. That condition Adam 
passed on to all of his naturally conceived descendants. The only 
remedy for spiritual death is regeneration, which is the re-
establishment of vital union between God and a man or woman. 
This can only happen if a person’s spirit is first cleansed of sin. By 
dying in our place, Christ made it possible for us to be forgiven 
when we accept him as our Savior/God. Once a person is 
cleansed of sin, God, through the Holy Spirit, instantly establishes 
a vital union with that person’s spirit, infusing spiritual life. The 
continuedness of this relationship is referred to as “indwelling.”  

Union with Christ  

Union with Christ refers to the union in which the believer 
experiences a dynamic and life-giving relationship with Christ. 
This work is virtually indistinguishable from indwelling, except 
that the focus is on the connection to Christ rather than the Holy 
Spirit. There are a number of New Testament analogies to illus-
trate this truth. For example: 1) a foundation and a building 
(1 Cor. 3:10-15); 2) a husband and a wife (Eph. 5:22-30; Rev. 
19:6-9); 3) a vine and its branches (Jn. 15:1-6); 4) a head and a body 
(Eph. 4:15-16); 5) Adam and Adam’s descendants (Rom. 5:12-21). 
There are several other biblical expressions that indicate the union 
between Christ and the believer: 1) being “in Christ” (Jn. 14:20); 
2) Christ being “in us” (Jn. 14:20; Col. 1:27); 3) “partaking” or 
“sharing” in Christ (Heb. 3:14; 2 Pet. 1:4). The believer’s union 
with Christ should not be misunderstood as a combining of 
essence, rather the two are brought into a special spiritual life-
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giving relationship. This idea can be extended to the entire Body 
of Christ. If Christ is in union with every believer, then every be-
liever is joined, through Christ, to every other believer (cf. 1 Cor. 
12:12-27; Eph. 4:7-16). It is important to realize that this is a real 
and spiritually substantive relationship, not merely a figurative 
truth. (There is a difference between a figure being used to illus-
trate a truth, and a truth being figurative.) 

Sealing 

Sealing is the work of God by which the believer’s 
standing before God is made secure (Eph. 1:13; 4:30). The Holy 
Spirit’s work of sealing the believer into Christ is directly related 
to perseverance, which is often referred to as “eternal security.” 
The believer is sealed into Christ by the Holy Spirit to be safely 
delivered to God at the day of his or her final redemption, when 
they will be glorified eternally. In order for a redeemed person to 
lose their salvation, either Christ or the Holy Spirit would have to 
fail, which of course makes the loss of salvation impossible. 

Adoption 

Adoption is the work of God by which he makes the be-
liever in Christ a member of his family with all of the privileges 
and blessings of family membership. The figure of adoption is 
used only by Paul (Rom. 8:15, 23; Gal. 4:5; Eph. 1:5). 

Spirit baptism 

Spirit baptism is the work of the Holy Spirit in which the 
believer is made part of the Body of Christ, the true (universal) 
Church (1 Cor. 12:13ff is the definitive passage). Note the follow-
ing observations concerning Spirit baptism. 

1. Spirit baptism is unique to the Church age (from Pentecost 
A.D. 33 to the conclusion of the Church age at the rapture). 
The rationale for this statement is as follows: 

a. The Church is the Body of Christ (Col. 1:24). 
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b. Spirit baptism places one into the Body of Christ 
(1 Cor. 12:13). 

c. In Acts 1:5 Christ referred to the baptizing work of the 
Holy Spirit as future. In other words, prior to Pentecost 
(A.D. 33) there was no Spirit baptism, and thus, no 
Church. 

d. In Acts 11:15-17, Peter identified Pentecost as the 
beginning of the Church and the beginning of the bap-
tizing work of the Holy Spirit. 

2. All Church-age believers partake of Spirit baptism. Note 
the following evidence:  

a. This truth is expressly stated in 1 Corinthians 12:12-13. 

b. Ephesians 4:5 implies that all who are part of the Body 
of Christ have been baptized into Christ. 

c. Believers are nowhere exhorted to seek Spirit baptism; 
thus it is reasonable to presume that it is automatic. 

3. Spirit baptism occurs only once in the life of a believer. 

4. The results of Spirit baptism are: 

a. The believer is made part of the Body of Christ (with 
all of the benefits and privileges (1 Cor. 12:12-13; Eph. 
4:4-5; Gal. 3:26-29). 

b. Believers are united with Christ (Col. 2:8-12, esp. v.12; 
Rom. 6:1-10), and with one another (1 Cor. 12:1-31). 

 A proper understanding of Spirit baptism is essential to 
many other doctrines, especially to the doctrine of the Church and 
to eschatology (the doctrine of the future). Certain prophetic 
promises were made to the Church; unless we understand that the 
Church is distinct from Israel, to whom other prophetic promises 
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were made, we will have a tendency to confuse these prophetic 
programs. Confusion on this point leads to significant theological 
differences. 

Sanctification 

Sanctification refers to how a redeemed person is made 
holy; it is a necessary part of the salvation process since God’s 
holiness limits the relationship he can have with sinful men. While 
some see sanctification as an operation distinct from salvation, it is 
actually an integral part of the salvation process, along with for-
giveness, justification, regeneration, union with Christ, sealing, 
adoption, Spirit baptism, and ultimate glorification.  

Theologians have attempted to explain sanctification from 
various perspectives. One common approach is to view the be-
liever’s ongoing struggle with sin as owing to the fact that he has 
two natures: a holy (sinless) nature, and a sin nature. According to 
the two-nature view, the nature that the believer chooses to nur-
ture manifests itself to the greatest extent. While this model does 
illustrate the conflict between righteous and sinful impulses that 
occur within the believer as described by Paul in Romans 7:13-25, 
it fails to address the key issue in sanctification: how transforma-
tion of the believer’s human nature (the totality of his being) takes 
place. The two-nature view simply lacks enough explanatory 
value to be of much use. Additionally, there is considerable ambi-
guity over what is meant by the term “nature.” If the new (holy) 
nature is one of the two natures and the sin nature is the other, 
then which nature is being transformed? The new nature is al-
ready holy and the sin principle cannot be made holy (Rom. 7:13-
25). On the other hand, if the unsanctified part of the believer’s 
human nature is simply under the domination of a sin principle 
operative within, then while the sin principle itself cannot be 
made holy, the human nature can, but this leads us back to a sin-
gle nature. The ambiguity of the two-nature model and the precise 
identification of the two natures and their relationship lead to 
some rather fruitless theological discussion.  
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Looking at other perspectives, one common approach is to 
focus on the positional aspect of sanctification, emphasizing that 
the work of sanctification is essentially a divine work, already 
accomplished both declaratively (judicially) and according to the 
reckoning of God who sees the end from the beginning, and can 
view the process as complete though it is not actually complete 
(with respect to the present). Support for this view is drawn from 
1 Corinthian 1:2; 6:11, and Hebrews 10:8-18. In 1 Corinthians 1:2, 
Paul addresses his letter to “the church of God which is at Cor-
inth, to those who have been sanctified [Gr. hēgiasmenois, perfect 
participle—denoting a present condition resulting from past ac-
tion] in Christ Jesus, saints by calling….” In 1 Corinthians 6:11 he 
says, “…but you were washed, but you were sanctified [Gr. hēgias-
thēte, aorist passive—denoting completed action], but you were 
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus, and in the Spirit of our 
God.” The grammar in these passages seems to imply that wash-
ing (associated with regeneration, cf. Tit. 3:5), sanctification, and 
justification (all aorist verbs) occur simultaneously. In Hebrews 
10:10 the writer says, “By this will we have been sanctified [Gr. 
hēgiasmenoi, perfect participle] through the offering of the body of 
Jesus Christ once for all.” This is theologically identical to Paul’s 
teaching in 1 Corinthians 1 and 6. Also, in Hebrews 10:14 the 
writer says, “For by one offering He has perfected [Gr. teteleiōken, 
perfect tense] for all time those who are sanctified [Gr. haia-
zomenous, present passive participle, i.e., “those who are being 
sanctified”]. We see here clearly the two ideas of the “already” 
and the “not yet.” The idea that God has perfected what is being 
sanctified seems to have a declarative element (with respect to the 
judgment of God), as well as a temporal element that is reflected 
in the believer’s progressive experience. 

Another view is what might be regarded as a temporal 
view, and it is organized around the timing of the various opera-
tions leading to total sanctification. According to this view the 
redeemed person is made holy in some limited sense at the mo-
ment of redemption, then continues to be sanctified in their pre-
sent walk, and will be fully and finally sanctified at the appearing 
of Christ in the future. This too seems to be a valid model, but it 
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leaves some questions unanswered. For instance, the temporal 
perspective neither specifies what part of man is sanctified when, 
nor does it give us a clue as to the specifics of the sanctification 
process. Nevertheless, understanding that sanctification occurs 
within a temporal frame of reference involving past, present, and 
future, is important.  

A somewhat existential view emphasizes that when a per-
son is regenerated, they are separated from the penalty of sin; 
then as they grow in their walk with the Lord they are progres-
sively separated from the power of sin; and finally when they are 
with Christ they will be separated from the presence of sin. This is 
very similar to the temporal view, only the emphasis is placed on 
how the believer’s state of being is impacted with respect to sin as 
the overall process is brought toward completion. While this view 
does not specify what part of the believer (spirit, soul, body) is af-
fected at each stage, it does deal with the state in which the be-
liever exists as the process unfolds. 

Finally, a view that might be regarded as an objective view 
explains that the believer’s spirit is made holy at the moment of 
salvation, while the soul (including the mind and emotions) are 
progressively sanctified, though not completely, throughout the 
Christian life; and last, the body will experience its sanctification 
at the appearing of Christ to transform the believer’s body. This 
perspective is similar to the last two (the temporal and the exis-
tential views) in that it incorporates a temporal element, but in 
this case the focus is on the believer’s own objective nature (spirit, 
soul, body). 

All of these views in varying ways attempt to deal with the 
relationship between “what is” and “what is to come,” and they 
all have some explanatory and illustrative value, though none is 
complete by itself. Since it is difficult to build a comprehensive 
view around abstractions like “time,” “justice,” and “divine reck-
oning,” it is helpful if we use man’s objective nature (spirit, soul, 
and body) as the basis of a more integrated view. If nothing else, 
this might make it easier to conceptualize how some of the ele-
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ments of the various views fit together. In the following discus-
sion we will explore how the objective view, which focuses on the 
sanctification of the human nature, is developed biblically, and 
then how the elements from the other views can be correlated to 
this view. Obviously, this is only one way of organizing and cor-
relating this information. 

The Bible describes sanctification as occurring in three 
stages: sanctification of spirit, soul (inclusive of heart and mind), 
and body; they are the objects upon which the work of sanctifica-
tion is performed, and together they comprise the sum total of the 
believer’s human nature. 

Immediate sanctification of the believer’s spirit 

Immediate sanctification is the sanctification of one’s spirit 
the moment he or she is regenerated. In order for the Holy Spirit 
to be united with the person who exercises faith in Christ, the be-
liever’s sinful spirit must be made holy. Sin was the cause of 
man’s spiritual death in the first place, and in order for union with 
God to be re-established there must be, minimally, a reversal of 
what caused man’s spiritual death (though certainly more than 
the minimum is accomplished in redemption). Because God is 
holy, union with God is predicated upon holiness. When a person 
is regenerated he or she must also be cleansed, not only judicially, 
but actually. Paul alluded to this aspect of sanctification when he 
said: “If Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, 
yet the spirit is alive because of righteousness” (Rom. 8:10). In 
Romans 7:14-25 Paul described the conflict between the already 
sanctified inner man (7:22) and the unsanctified part of his nature, 
which he termed “the flesh” (vv.14,18,25) or “the bodily mem-
bers” (vv. 23,24), but which we should understand to include the 
soul (the heart and mind) since the body does not have an inde-
pendent capacity to make moral choices apart from the heart and 
mind. Paul said, 

14For we know that the Law is spiritual, but I am of flesh, 
sold into bondage to sin. 15For what I am doing, I do not 
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understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to 
do, but I am doing the very thing I hate. 16But if I do the 
very thing I do not want to do, I agree with the Law, con-
fessing that the Law is good. 17So now, no longer am I the 
one doing it, but sin which dwells in me. 18For I know that 
nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh; for the 
willing is present in me, but the doing of the good is not. 
19For the good that I want, I do not do, but I practice the 
very evil that I do not want. 20But if I am doing the very 
thing I do not want, I am no longer the one doing it, but 
sin which dwells in me. 21I find then the principle that evil 
is present in me, the one who wants to do good. 22For 
I joyfully concur with the law of God in the inner man, 
23but I see a different law in the members of my body, 
waging war against the law of my mind and making me a 
prisoner of the law of sin which is in my members. 
24Wretched man that I am! Who will set me free from the 
body of this death? 25Thanks be to God through Jesus 
Christ our Lord! So then, on the one hand I myself with my 
mind am serving the law of God, but on the other, with my 
flesh the law of sin. (NASB) 

When a person is regenerated, their spirit is immediately 
sanctified (Rom. 8:10). This is a final (completed) operation. Thus, 
for the regenerated person, their spirit is as holy as it will ever be. 
Man can contribute no more to the sanctification of his spirit than 
he can contribute to his own redemption, which is absolutely 
nothing; it is entirely of God. Because this occurs instantly at the 
moment of regeneration, it can be referred to as, “immediate 
sanctification.” 

Progressive sanctification 

Progressive sanctification refers to the sanctification of the 
soul (the heart and mind). This aspect of sanctification is not in-
stant as is the case with immediate sanctification, rather it begins 
at the moment of regeneration and progresses over the remainder 
of the believer’s earthly life. No one reaches a state of perfection in 
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this life. Nevertheless, it is God’s will that his children be pro-
gressing in the direction of holiness. Perhaps the level to which 
one attains is less significant than the fact that there is continued 
progress toward the goal, which will be fully formed in us only 
when we are finally changed by Christ at his appearing. How 
does God sanctify the soul of man? He does it through the process 
of transformation. The sin principle itself (i.e., evil, cf. Rom. 7:21, 
23,25) cannot be transformed, but its power over the believer can 
be ameliorated as the human nature is transformed into the image 
of Christ (2 Cor. 3:18). Paul said in Romans 12:1-2, “I urge you 
therefore brethren [note the responsibility of the believer], by the 
mercies of God [i.e., “on account of,” or “in view of God’s mercy 
shown to you”], to present [parastēsai, aorist infinitive, denoting 
decisive action] your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable 
to God, which is your spiritual service of worship [tēn logikēn 
latreian humōn, “which is your reasonable service” to God in view 
of what he has done for you]. And do not be [“be being,” present 
tense] conformed to [suschēmatizesthe, “molded into the shape of”] 
this world, but be transformed [metamorphousthe, i.e., reflecting in 
one’s life a profound transformation originating from within] by 
the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of 
God is—[that] which is good and acceptable and perfect.” Paul 
said that as we assimilate the word of God by faith, we are trans-
formed such that our outer life reflects the renewal within. In pro-
gressive sanctification our progress will depend, to a large degree, 
on our own choices, though we must not forget that God can, and 
often does bring about circumstances to move us in the right 
direction. Given these facts, we should not be surprised to find 
that not all believers progress at the same rate or to the same 
degree. If we choose to live carnally, according to the sinful 
impulses of our fallen nature, our progress will be negatively im-
pacted. That was happening to some of the believers at Corinth in 
Paul’s day (1 Cor. 3:1-9), and it happens to the rest of us to one 
degree or another, at one time or another. That being the case, it is 
important to yield ourselves to the control of the Holy Spirit, what 
the Bible calls “walking in (“by,” or “according to”) the 
Spirit/spirit,” cf. Gal 5:16, and being “filled (controlled) by the 
Spirit” (Eph 5:18). On this aspect of sanctification see: Romans 
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12:1-2; 1 Peter 1:13-16; 1 Corinthians 2:6-16; and Ephesians 4:11-16, 
17-23. 

Progressive sanctification differs from immediate sanctifi-
cation in that it is a process rather than an instantaneous opera-
tion, and it depends upon the believer’s active participation. We 
can only assume that whatever is lacking in the sanctification of 
the soul, which in all cases will be considerable, will be completed 
by God upon the believer’s death or rapture, as the case may be.  

Final (ultimate) sanctification 

Final, or ultimate sanctification refers to the last stage in the 
overall sanctification process, the sanctification (glorification) of 
the believer’s body. This will occur when Christ comes and either 
resurrects or changes believers, giving them a glorified, eternal 
body. Since the final sanctification of the redeemed person is an 
immediate (direct and instantaneous) operation, the believer can-
not contribute anything to his or her final sanctification. Paul 
alluded to the final sanctification of the believer in Romans 8:18-25 
when he said:  

18For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are 
not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be re-
vealed to us. 19For the anxious longing of the creation waits 
eagerly for the revealing of the sons of God. 20For the crea-
tion was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of 
Him who subjected it, in hope 21that the creation itself also 
will be set free from its slavery to corruption into the free-
dom of the glory of the children of God. 22For we know 
that the whole creation groans and suffers the pains of 
childbirth together until now. 23And not only this, but also 
we ourselves, having the first fruits of the Spirit, even we 
ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting eagerly for our 
adoption as sons, the redemption of our body. 24For in 
hope we have been saved, but hope that is seen is not 
hope; for who hopes for what he already sees? 25But if we 



 

Salvation   219 

hope for what we do not see, with perseverance we wait 
eagerly for it. (NASB) 

He goes on to describe the actual event that will result in the 
transformation of the bodies of believers in 1 Corinthians 15:51-58 
and 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; and John says, “…We know that, 
when He appears, we shall be like Him, because we shall see Him 
just as He is” (1 John 3:2b). 

The body is the last part of man’s nature to be sanctified. 
Once this operation occurs the process is complete. However, 
since no one but Christ has received a glorified body, no one has 
yet been completely sanctified. The final sanctification of Church-
age saints will occur at the rapture of the Church. 

Correlating information from other perspectives on sanctification 

When a person is regenerated their spirit is immediately 
sanctified. For the one having placed his or her faith in Christ this 
is a past action, and it was at that time that they were released 
from all penalty for sin, past and future. In the believer’s present 
experience, to the extent that he or she is being sanctified, they are 
being delivered from the power that sin has over them. At some 
point in the future every believer will be delivered from the pres-
ence of sin, at least the presence of sin within, when their nature is 
fully transformed. Of course God can see the end from the begin-
ning, and in some respect chooses to regard his redeemed as 
though this process were already accomplished, which in fact it is 
from a declarative (judicial) standpoint. The status the believer 
enjoys before God is referred to as his “position” and his present 
state as his “experience.” 

The permanence of salvation 

When a person exercises faith in Christ the process of sal-
vation that is begun is irreversible. In other words, it is impossible 
for a person, once redeemed and regenerated, to ever be lost 
again. The two views on this subject, the view of divine sover-
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eignty, represented imperfectly in classic Calvinism, and the free 
will view (represented in Arminianism), see the process of salva-
tion in fundamentally different ways, and as one might expect, 
they hold divergent views regarding the permanence of salvation. 
The view of divine sovereignty is that God initiates faith and se-
cures man’s salvation. Arminianism holds that man initiates faith 
by an act of free will enabled by common grace, and thus, man 
procures his own salvation, but that salvation is only secure as 
long the person, through his or her own free will, continues to 
exercise faith. Hence, Arminians hold to a doctrine called, “the 
security of the believer,” by which they mean that a person is se-
cure as long as they remain a believer. Obviously such a teaching 
should not be confused with the doctrine of eternal security. The 
biblical teaching is that God is absolutely sovereign in both the 
initiation and continuance of salvation. Such a view is the only 
view compatible with total depravity and unconditional election. 

There are a number of reasons why a saved person can 
never become lost. These reasons relate both to the nature of sav-
ing faith and to the preserving work of each of the members of the 
Trinity. It is important to understand that this truth is not in-
tended to suggest that believers are free to live unrighteous lives. 
Rather, an appreciation of this truth causes us to acknowledge a 
great debt of grace as we realize that we have not saved ourselves, 
nor can we by our own efforts add anything to the grace freely 
given to us. We are saved, now and always, for one reason: 
because of what God has willed and worked (Rom. 9:16). This 
should be is a very humbling truth. 

A conclusive argument for eternal security 

One of the simplest lines of evidence for eternal security is the 
following argument. In order for a saved person to become lost 
again one of two things would need to happen: 1) he would either 
have to be separated from God by something other than himself; 
or, 2) he would have to separate himself from God. According to 
Romans 8:31-39 the first option is impossible. Paul clearly includes 
everything in his list of things that can never separate a believer 



 

Salvation   221 

from Christ. He even says that nothing in the present or future can 
separate us from Christ, and he includes physical things, circum-
stances, and supernatural powers, even life itself. The second op-
tion is also impossible because the believer would have to be 
included in the list of things that cannot separate him or her from 
Christ. In other words, when Paul said “nothing,” it is clear that 
he was excluding everything (meaning, “absolutely nothing”), 
and that would include the believer also. The Apostle John ad-
dressed this point in 1 John 2:18-19, when he said that those who 
profess Christ, only to renounce their profession later, were never 
saved. Had they been saved, they could not have returned to a 
state of unbelief. The logical implication is clear: The nature of 
true faith is that it perseveres to completion. 

Why is it that a saved person cannot lose his or her salva-
tion? The answer is that it is God’s work to bring the believer’s 
salvation to completion. Note how each member of the Trinity is 
involved in preserving the child of God. 

The preserving work of the Father 

1. It is God’s responsibility to bring salvation to the point of 
completion (Philp. 1:6). 

2. God will not allow a saved person to reach the point of 
perdition (lostness), cf. 1 Cor. 11:28-33, also 5:5. 

The preserving work of the Son 

1. Christ’s sacrifice is sufficient for all sin for all time (Heb. 
10:14). 

2. Christ’s high priestly ministry ensures forever the salva-
tion of those who come to him (Heb. 7:25). 

The preserving work of the Holy Spirit 

The Holy Spirit places the believer into Christ and seals 
him or her unto the day of redemption (Eph. 1:13-14; 4:30). The 
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purpose of sealing is to preserve something unspoiled. Each be-
liever is in Christ, and Christ is in the Father (Jn. 10:28-30); the 
Holy Spirit has sealed them there and all three members of the 
Trinity are intent on preserving the believer until their redemption 
is finally completed. We can think of it this way: If a sheep gets 
lost whose fault is it, the sheep, or the shepherd? It’s the shep-
herd’s fault, right?   

Passages frequently misunderstood 

There are some New Testament passages that when taken 
out of their proper biblical context, or when simply misunder-
stood, seem to suggest that a saved person could become lost 
again. While we cannot discuss all of the passages here, we will 
mention some representative problems.  

Passages describing personal apostasy are often misunderstood as ap-
plying to believers 

Most of the difficulty involves a misunderstanding of per-
sonal apostasy. (This subject is discussed in more detail further in 
this chapter.) Virtually every New Testament book mentions per-
sonal apostasy. The early church, like the present-day church, at-
tracted many people who had not genuinely yielded their lives to 
Christ. These people became part of the local church, and some 
even became leaders. In the course of time, some of these re-
formed but untransformed individuals turned back from their 
profession of faith, going back to their old religion or on to the 
next. They knew the truth, but they had never trusted the Savior. 
They had come to the full knowledge of who Christ is, even ex-
periencing a measure of sanctification through exposure to biblical 
truth and observing the power of the Holy Spirit working in the 
midst of the church, but they had never taken the plunge of per-
sonal faith. Because this was a widespread problem, those in the 
local churches who professed faith were exhorted to make sure 
their faith was genuine (2 Cor. 13:5). The descriptions of apostasy 
and exhortations to self-examination are easily misunderstood. 
The most common mistake is to misunderstand the spiritual 



 

Salvation   223 

status of an apostate. An apostate is a person who ultimately re-
jects their profession of faith in Christ because they never pos-
sessed saving faith. They may have been reformed but they were 
never transformed; they professed faith, but never possessed faith. 
When they turn away from their profession of faith, these indi-
viduals are doing what is in keeping with their true nature of un-
belief. A doctrinal problem emerges when one reading these New 
Testament warnings mistakenly assumes that these individuals 
were saved. Some of the primary passages describing personal 
apostasy are: 1 Timothy 4:1-3; 2 Peter 2:1-22; Hebrews 3:1-14; 6:4-
12; 10:26-31; 12:14-29; John 15:1-6, cf. Mt. 13:1-43—the parables of 
the kingdom of Heaven. (For discussion of these passages see the 
section on personal apostasy further in this chapter.)  

Grammatical difficulties 

Some passages are misinterpreted to imply loss of salva-
tion because of confusion over, or inattention to grammatical de-
tails. For example, see Colossians 1:21-23. The key to the interpre-
tation of this passage is the conditional particle (Gr. ei =  “if”), 
which is a first class conditional (indicative, not subjunctive) and 
should be translated, “since.” When the meaning of this word is 
clear, it is apparent that Paul was not suggesting that some of the 
Colossians might run the risk of losing their salvation; rather, he 
was confident they did have genuine faith leading to salvation. 

Corporate salvation 

If by corporate salvation one means eternal salvation (i.e., 
redemption from the penalty of sin) based upon some group 
membership, no such thing is taught in the Bible. In the Bible sal-
vation is always individual, based on personal faith (Jn. 1:12; Rom. 
4:1-25). While God did bless national Israel corporately under the 
Mosaic covenant, such blessing did not constitute eternal salva-
tion. The Bible does refer to the salvation of Israel in the future 
(Isa. 44:1-5, 21-23; Jer. 3:15; 23:14-18; 31:1, 27-34; Ezek. 11:19-20; 
20:1-44; 36:25-32; 37:11-14, 21-28; 43:6-9; Hos. 6:1-3; 14:4-8; Joel 
2:12-17, 28-32; Mic. 7:18-20; Zech. 13:7-9; Rom. 11:25-27); however, 
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that is not corporate salvation, since each individual Jew must 
place their faith in Christ to be part of that group. In fact, those 
who do not believe will be purged from Israel during the tribula-
tion period (Zech. 13:8-9; Ezek. 20:33-38). (See the discussion of 
law and grace below.) 

The function of law and the superiority of grace 

Salvation is wholly by grace; the reason is simple: God’s 
standard is perfection, and no human being, other than Christ, can 
reach that standard by his or her own effort. Every man, other 
than Christ, and every woman who has ever lived is a sinner 
(Rom 3:23), and in their natural, unredeemed condition they stand 
condemned before a holy God (Rom. 6:23). The question is, “What 
part, if any, does the Law play in salvation, and subsequently in 
the Christian life?” 

God gave the Law at Mt. Sinai. He never intended for it to 
be a means of salvation, but rather that it should show man his 
sinfulness and his need for repentance and faith in the promised 
Savior. Religion, as it is commonly practiced, turns the purpose of 
the Law upside down. Men took what God intended as a means of 
driving them to seek his mercy and grace, and repackaged it as a 
goal to be obtained by works. Of course, in order to sustain such a 
notion that man can keep the Law it is necessary to either elevate 
man’s capacities, or to diminish the absolute holiness represented 
in the Law; in essence, either raising man to God’s level, or low-
ering God to man’s level. If one buys into such a view of the Law, 
the result is legalism, the belief that man can produce righteous-
ness of his own that is acceptable to God. Legalism is an extremely 
dangerous belief. In its most radical form it can keep one from 
exercising faith in Christ, which is essential for salvation, and in 
the case of Christians who fall into this error, it is only one step 
removed from the notion that our salvation depends not so much 
on God as on ourselves, and is thus subject to loss. 

In Jeremiah 31:31-33, God declared that the covenant made 
at Sinai (the Law) would be replaced by a better covenant; in so 
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saying, he acknowledged that the covenant of the Law was both 
inadequate and temporary. The writer of Hebrews developed this 
theme in Hebrews 8:13 by pointing out, “When He said, ‘A new 
covenant,’ He has made the first obsolete. But whatever is be-
coming obsolete and growing old is ready to disappear.” The 
covenant of promise that God made with Abraham is the founda-
tion of all the kingdom promises of the Bible; it is the covenant of 
promise made with Abraham that the New Testament writers 
refer to as the basis for understanding the work of God in history 
(both past and future); its promises relate both to personal re-
demption (Gal. 3:6-9) and to the visible kingdom of God to come 
in the future (Rom. 4:13; 11:25-32). The covenant of promise is the 
central covenant of the Bible; everything else in the Bible must be 
seen in light of this covenant in order to be fully appreciated. The 
Law, which came 430 years later, did not, indeed could not, su-
percede the promises made to Abraham (Rom. 4:1-25; Gal. 3:15-
19), nor was the Mosaic covenant given as a means of fulfilling the 
promises made to Abraham. The Law, as a covenant, was tempo-
rary. It was a stop-gap measure until the new covenant, which 
implements and enables the promises made under the Abrahamic 
covenant, could be brought into force by Christ’s atoning work on 
the cross. The Law was, in essence, a spiritual band-aid, not a 
cure. It was like a crutch to a cripple; Christ, on the other hand, is 
the cure. Once the cure has been applied the crutch is no longer 
needed, indeed it becomes an impediment. Some argue the point 
that since the Law embodies the moral precepts of God and since 
morality does not change, the Law must be eternal. Such thinking 
is flawed. The Law is not holiness. (Wasn’t God holy before the 
giving of the Law?) The Law simply conveyed the standard of ho-
liness to man, along with specific civil penalties and the certainty 
that the transgression of any of these expectations not sufficiently 
atoned for (ultimately in God’s perfect sacrifice) would bring con-
demnation. When Christ died, he completely satisfied the de-
mands of the Law (i.e., the penalty for the abrogation of the 
requirement of perfect moral holiness), such that those who be-
lieve in him now fully meet God’s demand for perfect holiness 
and are no longer even capable of breaking the Law, since Christ 
is the end of the Law for righteousness for everyone who has faith 
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in him (Rom 10:4). The true believer in Christ is incapable of 
breaking the Law because the Law no longer has jurisdiction over 
him (Rom. 7:1-25; 8:1-11). To use an illustration, I live in the state 
of North Carolina (USA). If, while in North Carolina, I do some-
thing that is illegal in Turkey, I cannot be charged with breaking 
Turkish law, because I’m not under the jurisdiction of Turkish 
law. In the same way, if I break one of the moral precepts of the 
Law, I cannot be condemned because I’m not under the Law, but 
in Christ (wherein all of the Law has been fulfilled by Christ on 
my behalf). Does this excuse my sin of doing what is contrary to 
God’s holy nature? Of course not, my sin is still sin; it can ruin my 
testimony and incur many other unpleasant consequences. So it’s 
foolish and wrong to do those things, most especially because 
they displease God and may incur his discipline if not properly 
dealt with (1 Jn. 1:9); but the one thing my sin cannot do is result 
in my condemnation, because I am no longer under the Law’s 
jurisdiction. 

So the Law, as law, has no applicability to the believer in 
Christ. The question remains,  “Do the moral precepts contained 
within the Law have applicability to the Christian life?” The 
answer is “Yes,” but only as moral precepts, not as law having the 
power to condemn. Most of the moral components of the Mosaic 
Law are repeated in the New Testament. This is often taken as 
evidence that the Law is still applicable to the believer. However, 
it must be understood that the Mosaic Law is never repeated in 
the New Testament as law. The moral precepts are repeated as 
moral precepts so that believers can live free from the natural con-
sequences of evil that can still ruin our lives and rob us of our 
time, talent, testimony and effectiveness for Christ, but there is no 
divinely imposed penalty for their violation, only natural conse-
quences—which can be considerable. 

The Law is neither the means, nor the measure of holiness. 
The Law is powerless to produce even a single drop of righteous-
ness. Not only that, the Law isn’t even a good indicator of per-
sonal sanctification; if it were, we would have to conclude that 
most of the Pharisees who rejected Christ were sanctified, for ex-
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ternally (and that’s all the Law deals with) their lives conformed 
to the Law. Conversely, we might conclude that a person exhibit-
ing outward conformity to the Law to be progressing in sanctifi-
cation, but if that person harbored sin inwardly we would be 
wrong. It is amazing to see how selective people can be in deter-
mining which laws they will use in evaluating their spirituality. 
Most of us can do a pretty good job, at least outwardly, of keeping 
commandments like “Don’t steal,” “Don’t make idols,” “Don’t 
commit murder,” but there are few legalists claiming to keep the 
two most important commands (which both Jesus and Paul state 
are the keys to all the rest), that is, to love the Lord with all one’s 
heart, soul, and mind, and to love one’s neighbor as one’s self (Mt. 
22:37-38 cf., Deut. 6:5). In light of so high a standard, who among 
us is showing much progress as compared to the Law? Paul cer-
tainly didn’t feel happy with how he stacked up against the Law 
(Rom. 7:1-25).  Herein is the problem with externalism: Instead of 
promoting the work of the Holy Spirit within, it focuses one’s at-
tention on external behavior, which is a very poor indicator of 
spiritual development.  In so doing it either depresses us if we are 
honest, or we develop a distorted, unrealistic, and self-righteous 
view of ourselves, thinking that we are succeeding when we are 
actually failing.  

Let’s take a look at some of the New Testament teaching 
regarding the superiority of faith to the Law. We will focus on 
Hebrews 7-9, Galatians 2:11-5:26, and Romans 3:21-10:15. 

The superiority of grace to law argued from Hebrews 7-9 

Hebrews chapters 7-9 were written to address the obsoles-
cence of the Law and its replacement by the new covenant. Let’s 
simply step through these three chapters and see what they have 
to say about the present applicability of the Law. 

Hebrews 7:1-10 

Melchizedek was a priest-king in the pre-Israelite city of 
Salem (later called Jerusalem). All that is known of him from the 



 

228   Major Bible Doctrines 

Old Testament is recorded in Genesis 14:17-20 and Psa. 110:4. Ac-
cording to Hebrews 7:1-10 he seems to have been a prefigurement 
of Christ. That is not to say that he was somehow an appearance 
of the pre-incarnate Christ; he was not (since a thing cannot illus-
trate itself), but that in some ways he illustrated what Christ 
would be like when he came. The writer of Hebrews goes to great 
length to demonstrate that the priesthood of Melchizedek was 
superior to the Levitical priesthood under the Law. His argument 
is simply that Abraham, and thus by extension Levi (who was as 
yet unborn within Abraham) paid tithes to Melchizedek; and since 
the lesser pays tithes to the greater (v. 7), Melchizedek must have 
been the greater, and thus his priesthood greater. As we are about 
to see, the superiority of the Melchizedekian priesthood is a pre-
cursory argument leading to the conclusion that the new covenant 
is superior to and replaces the Law. 

Hebrews 7:11-17 

In verses 11 and 12 the writer makes the point that the 
priesthood and the covenant (i.e., the Law) cannot be separated; a 
change in one requires a change in the other. Verses 13 through 15 
demonstrate that a change of priesthood has already taken place: 
Christ is a priest after the order of Melchizedek—a superior 
priesthood. The stage is now set for the argument that since the 
priesthood has changed, the covenant (the Law) has been set 
aside. Some argue that this is antinomian, and they have sought to 
castigate others as lawless on that basis. Such an argument is 
baseless. The Law did not create righteousness; righteousness has 
its roots in God’s eternal character, and the passing of the Law 
does not leave us without righteousness. The Law was a mere 
candle in a dark, sinful world to allow fallen men to walk without 
stumbling, until God sent a greater light. Christ on the other hand, 
is like the noonday sun!  He not only illuminates the way, but also 
infuses life and transforms our lives.  
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Hebrews 7:18-28 

If there has been a change of priesthood, it is indicative 
that there has been a change of covenant (law, covenant, and 
commandment are used somewhat interchangeably in this epis-
tle). Why was the former covenant set aside? —Because it was 
weak and useless; it had no power to perfect, or transform. Note 
that this is God’s assessment of the Law. Did God do a poor job in 
giving the Law? No, it was only a temporary light, a candle, and 
when seen for what it was, the Law was good and served its pur-
pose. Jesus said in Matthew 5:17-18, “Do not think that I came to 
abolish the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish, but to 
fulfill. (18) For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass 
away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass away from the 
Law, until all is accomplished” (NASB). It is sometimes claimed 
that this statement supports the eternality of the Law, but those 
who make that claim fail to hear what Jesus was saying. It is not 
uncommon to see the last few words of this passage (“…until all is 
accomplished”) omitted when the passage is quoted, and no 
wonder, those words tell us that the Law is not eternal. Both the 
Law and the prophets will be fulfilled; the Law was fulfilled in 
Christ’s righteousness and atoning death (Rom. 8:1-4; 10:4; Heb. 
10:1-18), and the messages of the prophets will be fulfilled just as 
they were spoken, even to the smallest letter. (The term “law” as 
used in verse 18 encompasses the entire Old Testament, which is 
variously referred to as “the law,” “the prophets,” “the writings,” 
or some combination of these terms.) Christ’s priesthood is 
evidence of a better covenant (vv. 20-22), and his priesthood 
abides forever (vv. 23-25); thus, “He is able to save forever those 
who draw near to God through Him….” 

Hebrews 8:1-13 

Hebrews chapter 8 serves to summarize and reinforce the 
concepts communicated in chapter 7. The amount of space 
devoted to this subject underscores its importance. Notice how 
this section begins with a summary statement: “Now the main 
point…is this.” And what is the main point? We have such a high 
priest as has been described in the previous section; it is an ac-
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complished fact. He is now seated at the right hand of the Father, 
demonstrating the completeness of his work. He ministered the 
true sacrifice in the true sanctuary, of which the earthly was only a 
copy, and therefore inferior.  He is the mediator of a better cove-
nant (v. 6) enacted upon better promises (i.e., the unconditional 
promises made to Abraham, cf. Gal. 3:15-18). Again, he states the 
temporary nature of the Law in verse 7 and backs up the state-
ment by quoting the prophecy of the new covenant from Jeremiah 
31:31-34. In verse 13 he restates the main point that the Law is 
now “obsolete” and ready to disappear. (At the time this letter 
was written, the ceremonial system of worship was still in place 
and Jewish Christians still participated as they had been taught 
for generations, but this would soon change with the destruction 
of Jerusalem and the temple in A.D. 70.) The writer next begins a 
supplemental line of argumentation based on the nature of wor-
ship in the temple. 

Hebrews 9:1-10 

The writer goes on to describe the earthly tabernacle (or 
temple) in which the sacrificial provisions of the Law were carried 
out. He describes the outer area (the holy place) wherein were 
kept the lampstand, the table, and the holy bread. Behind the holy 
place separated by a veil was the holy of holies, containing the ark 
of the covenant. Having given the physical description, he goes on 
to describe the system of worship that took place in the temple. 
While the priests regularly entered the outer room (the holy 
place), only the high priest entered the holy of holies, and only 
once a year, having offered the appropriate sacrifices for himself 
and for the people. The point is this: As long as the outer taberna-
cle stood, it signified that the way into God’s presence was not 
open, man could only approach God through the sacrificial sys-
tem given under the Law. (Men were, of course, still saved by 
faith alone.) No doubt the hearers would have been familiar with 
the fact that upon Christ’s death the veil of the temple (a covering 
several inches thick) was ripped from the top to the bottom (Mt. 
27:51). While the rending of the veil was an immediate sign of the 
obsolescence of the Law, it would be the final destruction of the 
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temple in A.D. 70 that would bring and end to the practice of 
temple worship. What is the implication of this line of argumen-
tation? Simply that the old covenant is passé. In the light of what 
Christ accomplished on the cross, the former covenant is no longer 
needed, and it is precisely the implication of that point that many 
miss; if the Law were still needed, that would imply some insuffi-
ciency in the atoning work of Christ.  

Hebrew 9:11-17 

Since Christ has entered the greater and more perfect tab-
ernacle, what need is there for the copy? He entered not through 
the blood of sacrificial animals, but by his own blood. He entered 
once and for all—the Just for the unjust—and obtained our eternal 
redemption. We see here the great difference between the shadow 
and reality. The sacrifices made under the Law could only sanctify 
the flesh, merely covering sin from sight (10:4), but Christ’s sacri-
fice cleanses the conscience (the inner man) from dead works to 
serve the living God. It is not the Law working externally that 
empowers one for divine service, but the transformation from 
within, made possible only by faith in the atoning work of Christ. 
There is no greater source of power and motivation for holy living 
than that of inner transformation, something the Law is powerless 
to accomplish. So, which covenant is superior, the Law, or the 
new covenant in Christ’s blood? To which will we resort? If we re-
establish the Law that God has removed out of the way, we sim-
ply make ourselves prisoners to the powerlessness of dead works; 
we return voluntarily to the same prison cell from which Christ 
has freed us. 

Hebrews 9:18-28 

Christ is the mediator of a new covenant (v. 15). That 
covenant was sealed with his blood and is the only basis of sancti-
fication from sin. Even sins committed by God-fearing worshipers 
in the Old Testament could only be remitted, ultimately, as a re-
sult of what Christ did on the cross. Under the Law the sprinkling 
of the blood of animals sanctified the earthly tabernacle and its 
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implements, but the blood of Christ sprinkled the heavenly taber-
nacle. The earthly tabernacle was only a shadow of the heavenly. 
Why return to the shadow when one has the reality? To illustrate 
the folly of this, we may well imagine a young woman who has 
fallen in love with the picture of a man, who when he appears in 
the flesh finds that she does not love him so much as his picture. 
In the same way, some are unwilling to give up the shadow for 
the reality; they are so stuck in externalistic thinking that they are 
blinded to the true nature of the redemptive work of Christ, a re-
demption of the world not through Law, but through the power of 
a resurrected Savior, who as scripture says, will come again in 
power to claim what he has purchased, and personally rule in 
righteousness forever. 

As a binding covenant the Law is obsolete, because it was 
satisfied at the cross. Paul said in Colossians 2:13-15: “When you 
were dead in your transgressions and the uncircumcision of your 
flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us 
all our transgressions, (14) having canceled out the certificate of 
debt consisting of decrees against us, which was hostile to us; and 
He has taken it out of the way, having nailed it to the cross. 
(15) When He had disarmed the rulers and authorities, He made a 
public display of them, having triumphed over them through 
Him” (NASB). For the one who places his or her faith in Christ, 
the Law is completely fulfilled at the cross, much as a note of debt 
is marked “paid” when the debt is satisfied. One might well ask 
what purpose the Law still serves (i.e., if it still has a use beyond 
historical and informational purposes). This is the principal ques-
tion addressed in Paul’s letter to the Galatians. 

The superiority of grace to law argued from Galatians 2:11-5:26 

In this letter Paul addressed what he termed a “desertion” 
(NASB) from God to a different gospel (1:6). This was a serious 
theological matter and quickly brought with it a forceful response 
from the Apostle (1:8). Those who introduced their heretical 
teaching of Christian bondage to the Law had done so amid sharp 
personal attacks upon Paul, his character (1:10-14), and his apos-
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tleship (1:18-2:10). Paul begins his retort to this vexing problem 
brought on by the Judaizers with a historical discussion of the 
issue as it relates to the Church in general (2:11-21). 

Galatians 2:11-21 

Paul recalled how Peter, a Jew, while visiting in Syrian 
Antioch had dispensed with certain elements of the Law in his 
personal life, but upon the arrival of other more strict observers of 
the Law, Peter hypocritically separated himself from the Gentiles. 
Paul recalled how he rebuked Peter, asking if he, being a Jew, 
lived like a Gentile, how could he justify compelling the Gentiles 
to live like Jews? After all, the Law never justified anyone (2:16).  

Paul went on to address the question of whether justifica-
tion by faith and the believer’s release from the curse of the Law 
makes Christ the cause of sin. The answer is a resounding “No!” 
Such thinking, as Paul now refutes, is characteristic of legalism. It 
goes like this: “The teaching of grace and release from the Law 
produces lawlessness.” But such legalistic thinking results not in 
righteousness, but a rebuilding of what was once destroyed (the 
curse of the Law) and a re-imprisonment of the soul as a trans-
gressor in bondage to the penalty of the Law. Legalism never pro-
duces true righteousness; it only makes its adherents slaves and 
prisoners. Paul said in verse 19, “For through the Law I died to the 
Law, that I might live to God.” What does that mean? How does 
“dying to the Law” result in the ability to live to God? He explains 
in verse 20 the truth to which legalists are blind, that those who 
are in Christ have already died with Christ and that all of the 
requirements of the Law have been fully satisfied. This is not a 
setting aside of the Law, but rather the fulfillment of the require-
ments of the Law in Christ. As such, grace becomes not an excuse 
to sin, but the power to continue serving God in spite of the fact 
that we frequently fail, for we are yet imperfect in soul and body. 
The Apostle John said those who taut grace as license to sin do not 
know Christ, or the power of the Spirit of God (cf., 1 Jn. 1:1-6; 3:9-
10). Are we so foolish as to think that the Law could accomplish 
more than the living and indwelling Christ and his Holy Spirit? 
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The idea that righteousness comes through external regulation is 
the philosophy of legalism, but as Paul concludes in verse 21, if 
the Law was a means of righteousness, then Christ died in vain. 
For Christians to rebuild the Law as a means of obtaining 
righteousness is to nullify the grace of God. Paul next turned his 
attention to the question of what, if any, use the Law has for the 
Christian. 

Galatians 3:1-9 

Paul began with a severe reprimand: “You foolish Gala-
tians, who has bewitched you.” The implication is clear: The 
church had fallen, as it were, under the influence of a spell. These 
are tough words both for the Galatians and for those who had 
misled them. Paul’s first argumentative question is simply this: 
“Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the Law, or by hearing 
with faith?” He has a purpose in asking such a question. The Ga-
latians had received the Spirit of God at the time they placed their 
faith in Christ; this had undoubtedly resulted in the manifestation 
of the Spirit through the exercise of spiritual gifts within the 
church. Paul knew this. He wants them now to consider the ab-
surdity of their shift from grace to law. If the Holy Spirit, whose 
presence is the evidence of salvation in progress, could not be at-
tained on the basis of law, but by faith alone, how could they now 
think that the process of salvation could be completed by obser-
vance of the Law? It’s easy to see why Paul uses the analogy of 
witchcraft, for to Paul it seemed that only one under an evil spell 
could be so thoroughly deceived. Will a man enter salvation by 
faith and then seek to complete that salvation by the deeds of the 
Law? That would be like accelerating a five-hundred horsepower 
speedboat up to top speed, and then switching off the engines and 
trying to maintain the momentum with a broken paddle! If the 
Law had sanctifying power, Christ would not have had to die in 
the first place (cf., 2:21)! 

In 3:6-9 Paul makes the case that faith, as the means of ob-
taining righteousness before God, was established long before the 
Law was given, since Abraham “believed God and it was reck-
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oned to him as righteousness.” Thus the principle was established 
in the Old Testament that justification is by faith, and the Law, 
which came later, could not change that; it could only lead men to 
the conclusion that they need God’s forgiveness and righteous-
ness, supplied by his perfect Son, of which the Old Testament sac-
rifices were merely a prefigurement. 

Galatians 3:10-18 

Paul now begins to deal with the true effect of the Law 
(3:10-18) and how this relates to God’s intended purpose for the 
Law (3:19-4:7). We may well skip to Paul’s question in 4:21, “Tell 
me, you who want to be under law, do you not listen to the law?” 
What does the Law accomplish? Paul says it places one under a 
curse (3:10), that it has no power to justify (v. 11), and that the 
Law is not of faith (v. 12). This ought to be obvious, but Paul was 
pointing out that faith and Law are two completely incompatible 
principles. What is the implication of this statement? Simply put, 
one who walks by the Law is not walking by faith. Could it be that 
legalists do not realize that in looking to the Law they are rejecting 
the principle of faith? The incompatibility of the two is certainly 
evident in this passage. One might ask how faith and Law could 
be incompatible if they both have their origin in God, but in so 
saying they miss the point of the Law entirely; the Law was not 
intended to be a means of obtaining righteousness, but as a light 
to show man his sinfulness. When I go into a lavatory, I turn on 
the light so I can see that my face or hands are dirty. I don’t wash 
with the light; I wash with soap, for soap has the power to cleanse, 
whereas light has only the power to reveal. In the same way, the 
Law has only the ability to reveal our sins; it has no power to 
cleanse. Law and grace both come from God, and when used 
properly they are compatible; they only become incompatible 
when one attempts to use the Law to do what only grace can ac-
complish. 

Legalists object that the Law is not too difficult to keep 
(often citing Deuteronomy 30:11-14). However, when God com-
manded the children of Israel to keep the Law (Deut. 29:9) and 
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told them that it would not be too difficult for them (Deut. 30:11-
14), he was referring not to the moral code alone, but to the Law 
comprehensively, which through the sacrificial system made pro-
vision (at least typically and symbolically) for failure to perfectly 
keep the moral code. In other words, the provision of sacrifice un-
der the Law anticipated failure on the part of the worshipers to 
keep the moral code (even outwardly, to say nothing of keeping it 
inwardly), yet when the provisions of the sacrificial system were 
applied, the Law (when viewed comprehensively) was considered 
to have been kept. In other words, the system contained a remedy 
of sorts, albeit only symbolic, of God’s ultimate sacrifice of his 
Son. The point is that while the Law, as a system, could be kept (if 
one includes the remedy of sacrifice), the moral component of the 
Law by itself could not be kept by men in their fallen state.  When 
legalists imply that the Law can be kept, they mean that the moral 
code can be kept. This is a thoroughly unbiblical idea even from a 
strictly Old Testament perspective, and not only is it an unbiblical 
idea, it is contrary to the principle of faith. Faith does not say, 
“What can I do to establish my own righteousness,” but rather, 
“I believe that God has done for me what I could not do for my-
self.” These two principles are mutually exclusive; to live by one is 
to deny the other. Paul is clear on this point and he quotes Leviti-
cus 18:5 as support. It was Christ who redeemed us from the curse 
of the Law (v. 13) in order that we might receive the blessing of 
the promise (Jer. 31:31-33) on the basis of faith alone. Faith is the 
divinely appointed means of obtaining righteousness, and the 
Law that came over four hundred years later did not, indeed 
could not, change that (vv. 16-18); for the eternal covenant of 
promise had already been ratified (v. 15). 

Galatians 3:19-4:7 

Here Paul addressed the purpose of the Law. He began 
with the question: “Why the Law then?” In other words, given 
what has already been said—that the promise (of salvation) was 
by faith, and the Law is not of faith—he now addresses what must 
certainly be the question remaining in the minds of his hearers: If 
the promise was to be received by faith, why did God subse-
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quently give the Law 430 years later? His answer is straightfor-
ward: The Law was added because of transgressions until Christ, 
the promised seed, should come. In other words, Paul said that 
the Law was a stopgap measure, never intended to be permanent. 
It was, as it were, a bandage until the wound could be cured. He 
quickly addressed an additional question sure to arise in the 
minds of his readers: If faith and law are incompatible principles, 
is the Law somehow contrary to the promises of God? Paul’s an-
swer is “No,” the Law does not contradict the promise by faith 
simply because the Law was never an alternative to faith. That is 
to say, the Law was never intended as a means of obtaining right-
eousness; its only purpose was to shed enough light in the dark-
ness of sin to point the way to the only true solution to the 
problem. That solution is Christ (vv. 23-24). The Law pointed the 
way to Christ through the power of condemnation (foreclosing all 
options save one—faith in Christ alone). Some insist that those 
who teach grace through faith alone as the means of obtaining the 
promise of salvation are opposed to the Law, but that is untrue. 
The Law, when properly understood, was never an alternative to 
faith; it is rather an inducement to faith. But once faith appears, 
the Law serves no further purpose; indeed its continued applica-
tion would be injurious to faith.  Those who teach grace through 
faith alone as the means of obtaining the promises simply under-
stand the proper relationship between the Law and faith. One 
could make the case that the real antinomians are those who dis-
tort the purpose of the Law by attempting to make it into some-
thing that it is not, thus perverting the true intent of the Law. 

Galatians 4:8-20 

Paul reminded the Galatians that before they came to 
know God, or rather came to be known by him, indicating God’s 
sovereignty in their salvation, they were slaves of a religion con-
sisting of rules and regulations. These things, Paul said, are 
“weak” and “worthless,” mere “elemental” (elementary) things. 
Paul expressed his concern that perhaps his ministry had been in 
vain, for (by implication) Paul’s ministry, and by extension all of 
his apostolic letters were tuned to a completely different fre-
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quency, indeed a different form of religion. This is serious talk, 
and it underscores Paul’s firm belief that faith and Law are com-
pletely incompatible when the Law is viewed as a means of ob-
taining righteousness.  

Galatians 4:21-31 

Paul now draws upon familiar source material from the 
Old Testament. He is not interpreting that material, merely using 
it as an analogy to illustrate his point. Legalists among the Gala-
tians advocated a blending of faith and law, but Paul warns that 
faith cannot co-exist with law. The very presence of law is injuri-
ous to faith, for it tells us to draw close to God through self-
regulation, and to measure our progress by the same. Paul’s point 
is that just as Isaac and Ishmael could not co-exist together, with-
out Ishmael’s presence being detrimental to Isaac, neither can faith 
and law co-exist. Any attempt to combine the two will ultimately 
end in the destruction of faith, for faith is by definition trusting 
someone else to do what one acknowledges he cannot do for him-
self. Just as God commanded that the bondwoman and her son 
were to be cast out, so now Paul applies the same to the Law; 
there is simply no place for legalism in the life of faith because 
legalism is destructive to faith.  

Galatians 5:1-12 

The Law represents slavery, and Paul urged the Galatian 
believers, having been freed from that yoke, not to return to it. His 
warning in verses 2-4 is poignant. He tells them that if they return 
to the Law, Christ will be of no benefit to them. He says in verse 4, 
“You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be 
justified by law; you have fallen from grace” (in terms of their 
doctrine). These were people who having made a profession of 
faith in Christ were seeking to be perfected in the flesh (according 
to the Law, cf. 3:3), and in so doing were manifesting the shallow-
ness of their faith. Paul had in mind that if those in the Galatian 
churches who were involved did not heed his warning, they 
might ultimately prove not to be true believers. This is consistent 
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with other New Testament teaching regarding personal apostasy 
(1 Tim. 4:1-3; 2 Pt 2:1-21; 1 Jn. 2:19; Heb. 3:1-14; 6:4-12; 10:26-31; 
12:14-29). 

It is faith, not the Law, and certainly not faith plus Law 
that leads to righteousness (v. 5). The Law (symbolized by circum-
cision) means nothing to those who are in Christ (v. 6). Before the 
legalists entered the picture the Galatians were running well, but 
the legalists proved to be a stumbling block to their faith (v. 7). 
Paul asserts that this legalism did not come from God (v. 8), and 
he was concerned that the entire church could become corrupted 
by this false teaching (v. 9). Nevertheless, he expressed his confi-
dence in the Galatians, that they would adopt the correct under-
standing of this issue, that salvation (all of it from start to finish) is 
of faith (vv. 10-12). That isn’t to say that faith doesn’t result in 
works; true faith always results in works, but not works of the 
Law under threat of penalty, but rather obedience from a trans-
formed and grateful heart flooded with joy at pleasing God. 

Galatians 5:13-26 

Does freedom from the Law mean freedom to sin? Cer-
tainly not! It means freedom to live apart from condemnation. It 
means freedom to please God out of a heart of love, joy, and 
gratitude. The Law is completely fulfilled by love, and that is 
Christ’s command to his Church (Jn. 13:34)—what more do we 
need? We are saved by grace through faith, and commanded and 
empowered by the Holy Spirit to love one another. What advan-
tage does the Law offer?  

Given what Paul has said, the question that naturally 
arises is this: Does the Law have relevance in the present era (the 
age of grace)? The Law is of two parts; there is in the Law that 
part wherein the perfection and holiness of God is seen (the moral 
code) and which the Law merely illuminates, though dimly in 
comparison to Christ; and there is that part which prescribed the 
obligations of the Jewish nation with respect to the covenant made 
with them. The knowledge of God and the holiness he requires 
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will always result in condemnation to those who fall short of 
God’s perfect standard of holiness. However, the covenantal as-
pect of the Law, that is, its operative principle of external working 
through regulations, penalties, ceremonies, etc., has been replaced 
by the inner working of the Holy Spirit in accordance with the 
new covenant. Sin is still sin. But the operative principle has 
changed; “the law” (the moral compass) is now written within, 
and transgressions are not the domain of civil or ceremo-
nial/sacrificial law; they are matters of relationship, matters of the 
heart (Jer. 31:31-33). What the Law could not do working from 
without, the implanted law, the Law of the Spirit, accomplishes 
from within; thus is the demise of the principle of legalism, and 
there can be no return to it; it was replaced because it was useless 
for anything but light, and a greater light has arrived. What this 
means is that the proper pursuit of righteousness is forevermore 
removed from the realm of laws, and centered in the only place 
from which personal righteousness can originate—from within 
the redeemed and sanctified heart wherein the Spirit of God 
dwells and performs his work. Those who wish to return to the 
Law in order to bring about righteousness fail to understand the 
true nature of the task before us; it is not the mere regulation of 
behavior, it is the transformation of soul and spirit by the power 
of the gospel, a task that can only be accomplished through faith.  

The superiority of grace to law argued from Romans 3:21-10:15 

Paul fought a running battle with legalistic thinking within 
the early church; they too had those within their number who 
thought that righteousness could be produced through the keep-
ing of the Law, and this conflict shows through clearly in his epis-
tle to the Romans. Because of his teaching regarding law and 
grace Paul was, in so many words, accused of being an anti-
nomian (cf. 3:8). Let’s see how Paul deals with this subject in this 
letter to the Roman Christians.  

He begins his letter by arguing that all men in their natural 
(unsaved) state stand condemned before God. In Romans 1:16-2:16 
he argues that those who are without the Law are condemned 
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because they have not yielded themselves to the knowledge of 
God in creation (1:18-19). Beginning in 2:17-29 he argues that those 
who do have the Law, referring to the Jews, are also condemned 
because they have not kept it. In 3:1-20 he addresses the question 
sure to arise in the minds of his listeners: If the Jews stand con-
demned too, what is the advantage in being a Jew? His answer is 
simple: The Jews were entrusted with the promises of God; prom-
ises which God fully intends to keep, even though the Jews, as a 
people, have thus far failed to respond in faith (2:2-4). The great 
advantage of being a Jew is not as some might suppose, that they 
are the inheritors of the Law, but rather that they are the inheritors 
of the promises of God (3:3-4). It is important to recognize that 
Paul’s teaching on this subject comes some twenty-five years after 
the Jewish nation rejected Jesus as their Messiah, signifying that 
their rejection had not nullified the unconditional promises of 
God. (Paul will return to this topic in chapter 11.) The advantage 
of being a Jew is that God has made special promises uniquely to 
them, promises he fully intends to keep in spite of the unbelief of 
some Jews (3:3-4). So, of what advantage is the Law? Actually 
none, insofar as producing true righteousness. Its only real benefit 
is that through men’s failure to keep it, the righteousness of God is 
demonstrated; that is to say, it shows man how unholy he really 
is. The one who does not have the Law is condemned apart from 
the Law (by his conscience), and the one who has the Law is con-
demned by the Law, but in both cases the end result is the same 
(3:9-20). How so? —Because the Law is powerless to transform 
sinners into saints, and we are all sinners (3:23). So, what is the 
solution to this problem? That’s the question Paul hopes all who 
read this letter will ask, and his answer is given in 3:21-8:30.  

Romans 3:21-31 

Paul began by pointing out that there is a kind of right-
eousness available to man that cannot be obtained by means of the 
Law. It is the righteousness of God granted to man upon the exer-
cise of genuine faith (v. 21). Paul wants his readers to be assured 
that this is not some novel idea; it was a truth clearly set forth in 
the Old Testament (i.e., “being witnessed by the Law and the 
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Prophets”), and in the next chapter he will develop the Old Tes-
tament roots of this truth further, but first he wants to fully de-
velop his explanation of the kind of faith that leads to righteous-
ness (3:21-31). The faith that results in divine righteousness is faith 
in Christ, regardless of one’s status as a Jew or non-Jew (v. 22). All 
men are sinners (v. 23), and any who are to be saved must be justi-
fied as a free gift from God. This righteousness cannot be pur-
chased or earned; it can only be received as a gift, by faith (v. 24), 
possible only because of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross (v. 25). 
Christ’s sacrifice demonstrates God’s righteousness, because God 
“passed over” the sins of believers in the Old Testament era (i.e., 
in view of what Christ would do on the cross; God did not carry 
out the judgment for their sins, but instead passed over those sins, 
suspending judgment until the time that Christ dealt with those 
sins on the cross, cf. vv. 25-26). 

 Given the fact that all men, regardless of when or where 
they live, or their genealogical heritage, must be reconciled to God 
by faith apart from the works of the Law, all boasting is excluded 
(vv. 27-28). No one will ever contribute any righteousness, not 
even a speck, to that needed for his or her salvation. Does this 
concept in any way disparage the Law? Certainly not, because the 
Law was never intended for any purpose other than leading men 
and women to acknowledge this very fact, and to repent of their 
sins and turn to God for mercy and grace.  Paul now returns to an 
earlier thread in the discussion and seeks to establish the fact that 
grace through faith is a concept that preceded the giving of the 
Law, and therefore the application of law is subordinate to justifi-
cation by faith. 

Romans 4:1-25 

Paul began by asking, what was Abraham’s experience re-
garding justification? His answer is that Abraham has nothing 
about which to boast, because he too received righteousness by 
faith (vv. 1-3). Paul anticipated that some of his readers might 
confuse the relationship of this righteousness to the right of cir-
cumcision (and thus to works), so he made the observation that 
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Abraham was declared righteous before his circumcision (vv. 
9-12). In fact, circumcision had nothing to do with the obtaining of 
righteousness as far as Abraham was concerned. Paul contends 
that the promise made to Abraham and to his descendants was 
not to be realized through the Law, but through faith. If fulfill-
ment were to come through the Law, then the promise would be 
nullified (v. 14-15). When we understand the nature of the Law, as 
condemnatory, then we can see why the promise (both the king-
dom, and the righteousness to enter it) must be based on faith, for 
the Law has no power to produce righteousness, only the power 
to condemn (vv. 16-17).  

Paul continues in chapter 5 to discuss the nature of grace 
through faith and its superiority to the Law. It ought to be obvi-
ous, but perhaps we should reiterate the observation that Paul’s 
entire treatise in this section, as in others, is occasioned by a flood 
of externalism into the church. Given the amount of space devoted 
to the correction of this error, it is apparent that legalism was a 
nearly universal problem that had to be dealt with in almost every 
church. 

Romans 5:1-11 

Paul says we are justified by faith; the result is peace with 
God. Whereas the natural man in his unsaved state is at war with 
God (8:7-8), the justified man is at peace with God, and anticipates 
sharing in God’s glory to be manifested when his promises are 
fulfilled (v. 2). Though we enter into that hope through various 
difficulties, the result will be perseverance (v. 3), proven character 
(v. 4), and a hope that does not disappoint (v. 4), because it is in a 
God who does not break his promises. Christ died for us even 
while we were yet sinners. He didn’t wait for the Jews (or Gentiles 
for that matter) to become suitable objects for salvation, or to 
commend themselves to him through works of righteousness, for 
they (and we) were incapable of producing such works (v. 8). It is 
a hard truth to accept, but the fact is that God simply does not 
need our help to save us, nor do we have any help to offer, though 
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we can gratefully receive his love and forgiveness, and respond 
with a thankful heart filled with praise.  

Romans 5:12-21 

When Adam fell, the entire human race fell. How this can 
be is difficult to understand; yet it is true. When Adam sinned, the 
entire human race died spiritually and the natural world was 
deeply impacted in ways we are still struggling to comprehend. 
Even before the giving of the Law, all men eventually died, evi-
dencing the universality of the effects of sin throughout the hu-
man race. Adam’s sin was different from any other sin prior to the 
giving of the Law, for Adam broke a commandment given by 
God, and until the giving of the Law there were no other com-
mandments to be broken. Prior to the Law all men and women 
died because they were sinners, having inherited both their guilt 
and their nature from Adam. After the Law there was a set of 
commandments that could be broken; now man could be “doubly 
dead,” dead because of his connection to Adam, and dead because 
of his own personal disobedience.  The Law was like a blanket 
smothering man in condemnation; for no sinner could keep it, not 
even the smallest part of it, at least inwardly. Man is sinful 
through to the core, and every level of his being, body, soul, and 
spirit, is under the influence of evil, selfish motives. Why did God 
give the Law? It was a light intended not to correct man’s prob-
lem, but to expose it so the solution could be applied. That 
solution is grace, the grace of God manifested in Christ and his 
sacrifice on the cross; for just as through Adam’s sin death spread 
to all men, so in Christ’s one act of obedience on the cross there 
resulted justification of life to all who would accept it by faith 
(vv. 15-21, cf. 3:21-22). The question sure to arise is this: If the Law 
was useful in the past to show men their sinfulness, and thus their 
need of grace, could it not be useful for that purpose today? 
Certainly, the Law has been exposing sin all down through 
history, even though its covenant force ceased at the cross. This is 
one of the great benefits of the reading and preaching of the Old 
Testament, but we don’t have to return to slavery to learn that we 
don’t want to be slaves. We have the record of life under the Law 
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in holy writ so we can learn from the experiences of others. The 
fact is, if men refuse to learn these lessons from scripture under 
the convicting power of the Holy Spirit, they wouldn’t learn them 
under the Law either. We don’t need to return to the Law, what 
we need is the powerful proclamation of the whole truth of 
scripture.  

Paul now turns his attention to the more practical matter 
of life under grace, and he answers questions sure to arise in the 
minds of his readers. 

Romans 6:1-14 

Undoubtedly Paul was aware of the accusations that had 
been made against him concerning his teaching of grace. And he 
now proceeds to answer the questions of those who might inno-
cently misunderstand, or others who might intentionally distort 
his position. The first question Paul addressed was this: Does the 
teaching of grace imply that believers should not be concerned 
about sin (v. 1)?  The logic Paul is addressing runs like this: The 
more one sins, the more grace God bestows; therefore, sin is good 
because it promotes grace.  Paul’s answer is firm: “Absolutely 
not!” Such thinking is a complete misunderstanding of grace 
(v. 2). Grace is not freedom to sin, it is freedom from sin (vv. 5-7) 
and its terrible effects. That release is first from sin’s power 
(death), then from sin’s perversion of the human nature (at the 
completion of our redemption, the redemption of the body), and 
finally from sin’s presence (in God’s eternal kingdom). What 
possible motivation could a regenerated person have for returning 
to that which killed him? Paul puts it this way: “You have died 
with Christ and have been raised up with Him for this purpose—
that you might walk in newness of life”(vv. 3-5). The one who has 
faith in Christ has, in God’s manner of reckoning, been crucified 
with Christ in order that they should no longer be slaves to sin. 
How does this work? Before faith a man or woman is a slave to 
sin; every part of their nature is under sin (body, soul, and spirit), 
but when faith comes (as a gift of God, cf. Eph. 2:8-9) Christ’s 
death, with all of its sufficiency and efficacy, becomes theirs. The 
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application of the atonement accomplished by Christ’s sacrifice is 
wrought in stages.  First, the spirit is immediately cleansed of sin 
(Rom. 8:10), and the Spirit of God takes up residence within the 
believer infusing him with spiritual life (regeneration); then the 
Spirit of God works progressively to sanctify the soul (the seat of 
the heart and mind); finally, God will redeem the bodies of his 
saints when Christ comes to resurrect them. Notice the character 
of this work: It is a work of redemption from the power, 
perversion, and presence of sin (i.e., separating the believer from 
sin). In light of this, who would suggest that further entanglement 
with sin could be good? There is nothing in the redemptive work 
of Christ that leads one toward sin. Of course, there will always be 
those who use grace as an excuse to sin, just as there were those in 
Jesus’ day who distorted the intent of the Law to justify their sin. 
Such people are always with us, but their distortion of the truth is 
not an argument against the truth; it is only an indication of their 
own foolishness and self-deception. Believers under grace are 
going to sin because they are not yet perfect (experientially); but 
grace, properly understood, promotes holiness and imparts the 
power through the regenerating and indwelling Holy Spirit to 
produce works consistent with righteousness (Rom. 8:3-17), 
something the Law could never do. How is the power of sin 
broken? It is broken not by the Law, but by grace (vv. 12-14). Paul 
was so burdened to emphasize this truth that he repeated 
essentially the same arguments again in verses 15-23. 

Romans 7:1-6 

Paul continues his argument by drawing upon a concept 
with which his readers were already familiar—that the law of 
marriage is binding until death (vv. 1-3). He then takes them to 
the next level of the argument by explaining that their participa-
tion by faith in Christ’s death had caused them to die to the Law 
that they might be married to another, to Christ (v. 4). This trans-
fer from bondage to Law, to being joined to Christ, is the only way 
believers can bear spiritual fruit. In fact, Paul points out that the 
Law actually arouses sinful passions (v. 5). How so? It is a simple 
truth that when a sinner is told not to do something, he or she 
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wants to do it all the more! (Parents of small children will relate to 
this, but the principle holds true of adults as well.) True right-
eousness cannot be produced by the prescription of external 
regulations; righteousness is the product of a transformed life 
(v. 6); Paul called it “newness of spirit” (not “Spirit” as the NASB 
has it, but “spirit,” i.e., the renewed, regenerated spirit within the 
believer). It has been said previously, but is worth repeating, that 
the Law cannot produce righteousness; even acts of outward obe-
dience to the Law must be distinguished from righteousness. 
Righteousness is more than outward obedience; it is obedience 
from the heart, an obedience that exalts God and responds to his 
sovereignty over one’s life. Thus true righteousness is obedience 
that is borne out of the love of God, just as sin is borne out of the 
love of self. Such acts of righteousness only come forth from one 
who is being led and empowered (filled) by the Holy Spirit.  

Romans 7:7-12 

If the Law arouses sinful passions (v. 5), is it then sinful in 
some way? Paul’s answer is an absolute “No!” It is not the fault of 
the Law that we are sinners incited by the words, “Thou shalt 
not!” On the contrary, apart from the Law we would not know 
what sin is (v. 7). Unfortunately, the more a sinner discovers about 
sin, the more he is drawn to it (v. 8); this is not the fault of the 
Law, but the perverseness of our fallen nature. The principle we 
have to take away from this discussion is that by the Law is the 
knowledge of sin; that knowledge revealed to a sinner does not 
produce righteousness, but a downward spiral of condemnation 
and more sin. The Law can be useful in the hands of the Holy 
Spirit to draw God’s elect unto himself, but it can never produce 
righteousness, nor can it bring about God’s kingdom. Neverthe-
less, the Law does still serve an instructive purpose: to show man 
his sin. Paul next focuses on the heart of the problem. There is 
nothing wrong with the Law; it is just that our problem can’t be 
solved from the outside; it can only be solved through a process of 
sanctification that begins within man’s innermost being. 
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Romans 7:13-25 

Paul describes the perplexing situation in which he found 
himself, and which is true of everyone who has begun the process 
of sanctification; he found that he was not doing the good he de-
sired in the inner man, but the very thing he did not desire—sin 
(v. 15). In so saying, he was not disparaging the Law; rather he 
was acknowledging his sin, as evidenced by the fact that he 
agreed with the Law, that his sin was, in fact, sin (v. 16). Contrary 
to this, antinomianism denies either the reality of, or responsibility 
for sin; thus Paul’s statement can never properly be labeled as 
antinomian. By acknowledging his sin for what it was, Paul con-
fessed agreement with the Law, not that he was under the Law, 
but that sin is always sin, even for a person under grace. Being 
under grace doesn’t change the nature of sin, but it does change 
how that sin is dealt with. Under the Law there were legal pre-
scriptions for dealing with sin (albeit symbolic rather than effi-
cacious). Under the Law, Paul would have observed these out-
ward legal prescriptions (which would have had no efficacy, but 
would have reminded him of the redemption to come in the work 
of Messiah); however, under grace Paul experienced conviction 
wrought by the indwelling Spirit of God and the recognition that 
his only acceptability before God was based upon God’s gift of 
righteousness through faith in Christ. Would Paul have been bet-
ter off under the Law? Would he have been less likely to sin? Of 
course not, sin is a universal problem whether under Law or 
grace. For anyone who is tempted to think that the application of 
Old Testament Law would make an individual, or a society more 
righteous (I speak here to the theonomists), they should carefully 
study the history of ancient Israel; that history is filled with idola-
try, social injustice, and personal and national sin of every sort 
(Acts 7:1-53).  

Paul made a very interesting statement in verse 17. He 
said, in essence, “I’m not the one doing these things, but the sin 
dwelling in me is doing them.” Was Paul attempting to sidestep 
responsibility for his sins? Absolutely not, he had already ac-
knowledged responsibility (v. 15), but he was revealing a pro-



 

Salvation   249 

found insight into the nature of salvation, of which one of the 
components is sanctification (separation from sin). He revealed 
here that sanctification is a progressive work. When he came to 
faith in Christ, something happened within him, he became a new 
creature (2 Cor. 5:17), his inner man (i.e., his spirit, 7:22 cf. 8:10) 
was sanctified. Now that inner man, living in continual union 
(fellowship) with the Holy Spirit desires only to please God. So 
why did Paul as a believer continue to struggle with sin? Because 
only part of his nature, his spirit, was sanctified; his flesh 
(a euphemism for the body and mind) was still unsanctified, and 
will not experience complete sanctification until he is transformed 
in Christ’s presence (1 Thess. 5:23). Until that time, Paul and all 
believers struggle with sin (vv. 21-25). Why did Paul share his 
deeply personal struggle? —Because he knew it to be a universal 
struggle, one every believer has to own up to. 

Having addressed the universality of the struggle with sin, 
Paul is now ready to deal with the question of how the believer is 
to live in light of this struggle, not through the application of legal 
prescriptions, but through inner transformation by the Spirit of 
God. 

Romans 8:1-11 

For the sinner, and we are all sinners, there is no greater 
truth than that expressed in Romans 8:1. We may be sinners, yet 
for those in Christ there is no condemnation. Paul tells us why in 
the next three verses: because Christ has fulfilled the Law for us 
(v. 4), that is, for those who are not seeking to be justified by the 
deeds of the flesh (i.e., by works). The Christian life is a Spirit-led 
life. We are saved by faith, and we are transformed into Christ’s 
image by faith, as we walk by the Spirit. God knows that changing 
a man’s outer behavior only produces a legalist who begins to 
compare himself to everyone else, but changing a man or a 
woman from within produces the kind of true humility and bro-
kenness over sin that we see evidenced in Paul’s own experience, 
a brokenness that exalts only God and refuses to gauge itself by 
what others do, or don’t do. Do you see why the principle of law 
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doesn’t mix with grace? We cannot operate by both principles. If 
we choose to be governed by law we will either experience con-
demnation and shame, or we will convince ourselves that we can 
meet the requirements, in which case we become a self-deluded 
legalist. On the other hand, if we choose to be governed by grace, 
we acknowledge that we are needy sinners able to please God 
only through the power of the indwelling Holy Spirit, and though 
we might fail a thousand, or a million times, God still loves us and 
is there to move us forward no matter what circumstance we may 
have created for ourselves. Those who claim that teaching grace is 
to give license to sin evidence in their thinking that they have 
already become legalists, for they have bought into the belief that 
external regulations can produce righteousness, but they are 
wrong. It is the uniform testimony of scripture that only the work 
of the Spirit within the heart of man can produce true works of 
righteousness.  

Romans 8:12-17 

Does grace mean that the believer simply gives up on liv-
ing righteously? Certainly not! We are under obligation, but it is 
not an obligation to the flesh, nor is it an obligation to the Law, 
but to the one who has loved us. In fact, Paul goes so far as to say 
that it is those who are being led by the Spirit who are the sons of 
God (v. 14). Does this sound like an abandonment to sin? Those 
who know Christ as Savior do not serve him out of the fear of ret-
ribution (the principle of law), but because they have been 
adopted into a new family, and God has become their Father 
(v. 15), and the Holy Spirit has taken up residence within (vv. 
14,16).  

Romans 8:18-30 

God cursed the world when man fell; he did that in order 
to make redemption possible (vv. 19-22); in the meantime life is 
difficult, but God is at work doing what man cannot do for him-
self. God gives those who place their faith in Christ his Spirit, that 
is to say, he implants the Holy Spirit within them, both as a guar-
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antee of the completed redemption to come (Eph. 1:13-14) and as a 
help at the present time (Rom. 8:26). Ultimately, it is God who sees 
the believer through this process (vv. 28-30). It isn’t up to the be-
liever to save himself, or to sanctify himself, or to glorify himself; 
all of this is God’s work.  

Paul isn’t quite finished with the conflict between law and 
grace. He points out the reason for Israel’s failure (9:30-10:21), and 
their ultimate conversion through the triumph of faith (11:1-32).  

Romans 9:30-10:15 

Paul begins with this enigma: How is it that the Gentiles 
who were not pursuing righteousness attained righteousness, 
while the Jews, who were pursuing righteousness, failed to obtain 
it? The answer, Paul says, is because the Jews were pursuing 
righteousness through works of the Law rather than by faith; and 
since the Law is powerless to produce righteousness, the Jews 
failed (though a few, like Paul, did obtain righteousness by faith). 
While the Jews were seeking their own righteousness, in accor-
dance with the Law, they failed to subject themselves to the right-
eousness of God that is by faith (10:1-3). Why? —Because faith and 
Law are mutually exclusive.  The Law does not lead one to Christ 
until he or she gives up and confesses that they are unable to keep 
the Law. As long as one thinks he can keep it, he is under the de-
lusion of self-righteousness. This is why in verse 4 Paul says, “For 
Christ is the end of the Law to everyone who believes.” How 
many times must he repeat this? Faith can only begin when a per-
son realizes they cannot keep the Law, and that is just as true of a 
saved sinner as it is of an unsaved sinner!  

Attempting to keep the law is the ultimate self-deception. 
In order to think we can, we have to be under the assumption that 
we can do what only God can do, that is, to ascend into Heaven 
(v. 6), or descend into Hell and rise again (v. 7). In essence, when 
we seek to obtain our perfection by the Law, we make ourselves 
out to be God! Paul seems to be implying that legalism is actually 
a form of idolatry. The key to righteousness is not the Law, but 
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faith in Christ (vv. 9-12). Can the Law transform a believer into a 
more spiritual person? According to Paul the answer is “No.” As 
we have seen, the Apostle repeatedly refutes the notion that the 
Law plays any part in our perfection. The Law is powerless to 
bring about anything but condemnation and death, and it is 
incompatible with the concept of inner transformation by the 
power of the Spirit on the basis of grace through faith. Do we need 
to know about the Law and man’s failure under law historically? 
Of course we do. The Holy Spirit can use that as he can all other 
scripture to our benefit, but that is not the same as being subject to 
the Law.  

Conclusions on grace vs. law 

From the passages we have surveyed one thing is clear: 
The New Testament provides no support for legalism. The New 
Testament is emphatic in stating that the promises made to 
Abraham, which include both eternal salvation and the kingdom, 
can be obtained only through faith, and they are equally emphatic 
that faith and Law cannot co-exist. This does not deny the good-
ness of the Law (when properly understood for what it was in-
tended), nor does it result in antinomianism, as is sometimes 
charged; rather, it leads to the recognition of a higher law, the law 
of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus, a different kind of law with 
transforming power. 

There is a reason the word “gospel” was chosen to de-
scribe the message of Christ’s atoning work. The word “gospel” 
means “good news.” Before the cross, the message received from 
the Law was bad news, news of death and condemnation (Rom. 
7:9-10). The gospel of Christ is the good news of freedom, life, and 
righteousness provided on the basis of grace through faith in 
Christ plus nothing. The voice of legalism is not the voice of the 
New Testament gospel (Gal. 1:6-8); it is the voice of slavery, death, 
and despair. It is, as Paul pronounced, a tainted and “accursed 
gospel,” which proceeds from the rationalizing mind that has yet 
to comprehend the transforming power of the true gospel of grace 
through faith alone.  
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Personal apostasy 

Personal apostasy refers to an individual falling away 
from their profession of faith. The key question concerning these 
individuals is whether they were genuinely saved. Since many 
passages tell us that apostasy inevitably results in eternal 
damnation, this question is of considerable importance with 
respect to the permanence of salvation. The doctrine of personal 
apostasy is a prominent teaching in the New Testament, discussed 
or alluded to in almost every book. In fact, an understanding of 
this doctrine is essential to the interpretation of many New 
Testament passages, as well as to an understanding of the New 
Testament’s general teaching regarding salvation.  

Apostasy defined 

The word “apostasy” is derived indirectly from a Greek 
word that appears in 1 Timothy 4:1. The word aphistemi (trans-
lated “fall away” in the NASB) is the verb form of “apostasia” from 
which we transliterate the English term “apostasy.” The idea is to 
make a break or departure from something. The significance of a 
departure is, of course, determined by the context—i.e., what one 
is departing from. In 2 Timothy 2:19 Paul uses this word to en-
courage Christians to depart from evil (the NASB says, “abstain”), 
whereas in Hebrews 3:12 the author uses it to warn people not to 
fall away from the living God. Obviously, departing from sin and 
departing from God are actions that would result in different con-
sequences. It is important to recognize that the occurrence of the 
word apostasia (or other related terms) doesn’t necessarily indicate 
that a passage is referring to personal apostasy; likewise apostasy 
is very frequently described in passages where this term is not 
used. Some of the key passages in the New Testament dealing 
with personal apostasy are: 1 Timothy 4:1-3, Hebrews 3:1-19; 6:4-8, 
10:26-31, 12:14-29, 2 Peter 2, 1 John 1-3, and Jude 5-16. 

Description of personal apostasy 

The description of an apostate given in the New Testament 
is of an individual who, while fully understanding the truth of the 
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gospel and having professed faith in Christ, ultimately falls away 
(or “departs”) from their profession of faith. This happens because 
they were never genuinely saved. We have to be careful not to 
confuse “the faith” (the gospel) with personal faith (a choice to 
yield to the demands of the gospel). Apostates defect from “the 
faith,” because they have no personal faith. 

The Greek and Roman world was not a friendly place 
prior to the influence of Christianity. The heathen world could be 
very cruel, and the social effects were everywhere to be seen, from 
the exposure of unwanted infants and the elderly, to rampant 
moral degradation even under the guise of religious worship. 
Where Christianity penetrated this darkness there were people 
who were attracted to the life of local churches and the care that 
Christians showed to one another; there were also those who saw 
the church as an institution to be exploited. Whatever the case, 
many people came into the orbit of Christianity who had not 
genuinely yielded themselves to Christ resulting in regeneration 
and true conversion. (Christ foretold this gradual infiltration by 
unbelievers in his parables recorded in Matthew 13.) Some of 
these eventually returned to their former religion, or went on to 
the next religion. This phenomenon was both perplexing and 
distressing to the churches. As a result, there are numerous 
references and explanations, as well as warnings about apostasy 
throughout the New Testament. Unfortunately, the modern 
church has largely lost sight of this teaching, and the result has 
been confusion and incorrect interpretation of many New 
Testament passages, principally the passages discussed below. 
Lack of clarity about the nature of personal apostasy is also at the 
heart of much of the argumentation between Arminians and 
Calvinists, though there are other important differences.  Let us 
look at each of the major New Testament passages describing, or 
serving as warnings against personal apostasy. 

1 Timothy 4:1-3 

In this passage Paul describes an apostate as one who de-
parts from “the faith” (v. 1). Some have mistakenly taken Paul’s 
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statement to mean that these individuals were previously saved. 
However, this is a reference to a departure from the gospel itself, 
not from personal saving faith. We must not confuse “the faith” 
with personal faith in Christ (cf. Jude 3); “the faith” refers to the 
body of truth (inclusive of the gospel) that defines Christianity; 
personal faith (i.e., “saving faith”) is submission to the gospel (cf. 
1 Pt. 1:22; 2:8; 3:1; 4:17). Of course, in order for someone to depart 
from the faith, they must at one time have professed to believe the 
faith. In other words, an apostate is one who professes to believe 
the truth for a while, but later turns from that profession. There is 
simply no way to tell from a profession if the faith professed is 
genuine. True faith can only be seen through a transformed life 
consistent with belief in the truth, over a period of time. The fact 
that Paul indicates it was from “the faith” that these departed, 
rather than from “faith” (i.e., personal faith) lends no support to 
the contention that these individuals were previously saved.  

2 Peter 2:1-22 

Peter describes the same type of person that Paul de-
scribed in 1 Timothy 4:1-3. Notice the linkage: 1) In verse 15, he 
“forsakes” (relinquishes) the right way. 2) In verse 20, after es-
caping the defilements of the world by the knowledge (epignosis) 
of the Lord and Savior, he reverts back to those defilements. The 
question we have to answer is this: Is there any indication from 
this passage that the apostates described here were saved? The 
answer is “No,” and that answer is supported from three lines of 
evidence. 

The first line of evidence is found in 2 Peter 2:20. Peter 
says, “…the last state has become worse for them than the first.” 
Verse 21 defines the two states to which verse 20 refers; the first 
state is: “…not to have known the way of righteousness.” The sec-
ond state is: “…having known it, to turn away.” If we took this 
statement to refer to saved people, that would put Peter in the 
position of saying that these people were better off before they 
were saved—an absurdity, which makes it obvious that this pas-
sage cannot be referring to saved people. No matter what kind of 
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Christian one might be, it could never be properly said that they 
were better off before they were saved. The Arminian view of this 
passage is that the people described were saved and then lost their 
salvation, in which case they certainly would be worse off, but not 
worse off than they were before they knew the gospel as this pas-
sage says, only worse off than they were before they lost their sal-
vation. But that’s not what the passage actually says; the passage 
says that they are worse off than before they knew the gospel. The 
idea is that these individuals were better off before they turned 
away from the truth, because up to that point they could have 
yielded themselves in faith and been saved, but now they have 
determined to reject the truth, and in so doing they have rendered 
themselves with no further recourse since there is no other means 
of salvation than faith in Christ. If a person rejects the truth with 
full knowledge (i.e., the epignosis) of what he is doing, what hope 
is there? Such a person has understood the truth of the gospel and 
with sufficient knowledge and due consideration  rejected it. 

The second line of evidence is found in verse 22. What 
does the proverb of the dog returning to its vomit mean? A dog 
returns to its vomit because that’s a dog’s nature. Why does a pig 
wallow in the mud? —Because that’s a pig’s nature. Giving a pig a 
bath doesn’t change its nature. This proverb simply illustrates the 
difference between reformation and transformation. Even having 
experienced a measure of personal reformation, an apostate turns 
away from the faith because he or she was never transformed 
through personal faith in the truth. Personal reformation may in-
volve both attitudes and actions (soul and body) but does not 
originate from a renewed spirit, as does transformation. When 
such a one departs from the faith and denies the Savior, they are 
simply doing what is in accordance with their untransformed na-
ture; they may have appeared to be a saved person from what 
could be seen externally, but their nature was never changed, and 
eventually some of them overtly return to their old ways (cf. Luke 
11:24-28), while others covertly remain as “hidden reefs” within 
the local church (Jude 12). (While apostasy may be perplexing and 
disheartening, it is the “hidden reefs” who never overtly aposta-
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tize that are the greater danger to the local church, especially if 
they serve in positions of leadership.) 

The third line of evidence indicating that the individuals 
described in 2 Peter 2:1-22 were never saved is that, as we have 
seen, a saved person cannot lose their salvation, and these indi-
viduals are certainly unsaved. Verse 1 says that apostates will be 
“destroyed” (Gr. apollumi, which means, “to destroy utterly,” a 
total and final destruction). This is the same term that is translated 
“perish” in John 3:16; there the ones perishing are set in bold con-
trast to the saved. (In Matthew 15:24 apollumi is translated “lost”; 
the idea is that to be lost indicates a future of eternal destruction in 
Hell.) In 2 Peter 2:9, Peter indicates that these individuals will be 
kept under punishment “for the day of judgment.” In 2:17 he says, 
“the black darkness has been reserved” for them. This phrase, 
composed of six Greek words, is repeated in only one other place 
in the New Testament—Jude 13. A comparison of Jude 5-13 
clearly establishes that Jude was speaking in reference to the same 
people Peter had in mind (apostates). Note that Jude adds the 
word “forever” in the phrase; doubtless, this is eternal judgment. 
Consequently, we see that apostates are lost and there is no indi-
cation they were ever saved.  

Hebrews 3:1-14 

There are three major views on the meaning of this and the 
other related passages in Hebrews (6:4-14; 10:26-31; 12:14-29). The 
first view is that these passages are warnings to Christians not to 
live carnally. According to this view the “rest” referred to in 
Hebrews 3:18-4:13 does not illustrate salvation, but rather the rest 
a believer enters into when they learn to trust and obey God; thus 
it denotes a level of spiritual attainment. Proponents of this view 
argue that if the rest mentioned here, which Israel failed to enter, 
represents salvation, then that would imply that even Moses was 
not saved, since he did not enter the promised land. This objection 
fails to take into account the fact that Israel in the wilderness is 
used here analogically (as an illustration), thus Israel’s failure is 
not an example of personal apostasy, but an analogy. There is a 
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difference in saying that something is analogous to a particular 
thing, and in saying that it is an example (i.e., the very thing itself). 
The second view is an Arminian view that says that these pas-
sages are warnings to Christians not to apostatize and thus forfeit 
their salvation.  The case will be made here that the correct view is 
that these passages are warnings to people in the church about the 
danger of failing to take possession of salvation (i.e., the failure to 
exercise saving faith), thus falling beyond hope into apostasy. 
When we come to Hebrews 6:4-8, we will note an additional view, 
the hypothetical view, with respect to that passage. 

The major problem we must deal with in Hebrews 3:1-14 is 
determining who is addressed. In verse 1 the address is clearly to 
“holy brethren, partakers of a heavenly calling” and in verse 6 to 
the house of God (in so many words). Again, in verse 12 they are 
referred to as “brethren.” There can be no doubt that these are all 
references to a group of saved people. However, each time the 
readers are addressed as “brethren,” or some other term indica-
tive of genuine faith (cf. vv. 1-6a, 12), the address is qualified. The 
identification as saved people established in verses 1-6a is quali-
fied in verse 6b (where “if” is the third class conditional—“ean” 
{the subjunctive mood—implying that the conditional state is un-
certain}; in other words, they may or may not actually be of God’s 
house). What the writer is saying is this: You are what I have 
called you (in verses 1-6a), assuming you hold fast (v. 6b). What is 
the opposite of holding fast? Verse 12 defines it as “falling away” 
(apostasia). Again, the identification as saved people established in 
verse 12 is qualified in verse 14 (once again “if” is the third class 
conditional, subjunctive mood). In other words, the author cour-
teously addresses his audience according to their profession since 
he does not know their hearts, but he does so with clear qualifica-
tion. His form of address contains the cordial assumption that 
they are what they claim to be, though he clearly has concerns that 
some may eventually prove to be apostates, as have others that 
have already departed. There is a parallel to this form of address 
in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians. Three times in 2 Corinthians 
Paul refers to his readers as “brethren,” twice as “beloved” and in 
the first verse he addresses the letter to “saints”; but in 13:5 he 
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warns that some might not be saved. Clearly his appellations were 
conditioned upon true faith in Christ. Even though Paul 
addressed the readers as “saints” and “brethren,” he knew the 
likelihood that in any church there are some who, though they 
fully understand the gospel, have yet to act on it. The writer of the 
letter to the Hebrews does the same thing; he writes to a local con-
gregation warning them about the possibility of apostasy even 
though he is convinced that most of them are truly saved (cf. 6:9). 
After all, how else could such a letter have been addressed? We 
could hardly expect him to have said: “To the saints and potential 
apostates,” such would have been offensive, not fitting the desired 
tone of the letter. While the passage is addressed to those pro-
fessing faith in Christ, it is a warning of the danger of failing to 
take possession of salvation through faith in Christ. 

The presence of these conditions is clear evidence that the 
author was concerned about the salvation of some in the local 
church. His assertion is that those who are truly saved are those 
who “hold fast the beginning…firm until the end,” (i.e., they are 
not of those who “fall away”). One ought not to construe this to 
imply works salvation. The idea is not that one is saved because 
he or she holds fast, but rather that holding fast is an invariable 
characteristic of true faith. So much so that falling away indicates 
that there was never saving faith. One is not saved because they 
hold fast, they hold fast because they are saved. Failure to make 
this distinction is the basis of much confusion. This agrees with 
the message of 1 John 2:18-19. Therefore, we should understand 
the “rest” referred to in 3:15-4:13 as illustrating salvation through 
means of faith. Those who have placed their faith in Christ have 
entered that rest; all who have not entered are strongly exhorted 
to do so before it is too late. Again, there is no indication from this 
passage that a saved person can be lost. The message is this: It is 
those who hold fast to the end that are truly saved. It is simply the 
nature of saving faith to be persistent to the end.  
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Hebrews 6:4-12 

The three basic interpretations of the Hebrews apostasy 
passages were given above; however, we need to mention one 
additional interpretation given to 6:4-12, which we will refer to as 
“the hypothetical interpretation.” It asserts that this passage de-
scribes what would happen if a saved person could apostatize 
(which proponents view to be impossible); thus, according to this 
view we have a hypothetical postulated to make a point. Al-
though this interpretation is certainly incorrect, it is appealing in 
that it holds that saved people cannot apostatize since that would 
(hypothetically) lead to the loss of their salvation. Thus, this inter-
pretation argues against a saved person being able to apostatize, 
but fails to recognize that apostasy, as described in the New Tes-
tament, is an actual condition for some.  

The fact that this passage is addressed to a believing audi-
ence has been a stumbling block to some who fail to see that the 
key is being able to distinguish between who is being addressed 
(a mixed group that is presumptively Christian) and who is being 
referred to. Whoever they are, they are described by five state-
ments: 1) they have been enlightened; 2) they have tasted of the 
heavenly gift; 3) they have been made partakers of the Holy Spirit; 
4) they have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the 
age to come; and, 5) they have fallen away. How do we know that 
apostasy (as defined) is in view in this passage? First, because of 
the description; the individual described is one who has “fallen 
away.” The word parapipto is a strong term; it means, “to defect.” 
[Although parapipto is used only here in the New Testament, we 
can get some feel for the term by observing the usage of pipto in 
Romans 11:11 where it is translated “fall” and refers to a complete 
and irrecoverable fall. Parapipto (pipto with a prepositional prefix) 
is an intensified form of pipto.] The nature and the magnitude of 
this defection can be seen in the last half of verse 6, “…since they 
are re-crucifying the Son of God for themselves and putting him 
to public ridicule” [author’s translation]. Note the following: We 
are told that they “re-crucify” the Son of God (i.e., they display in 
their own hearts and minds the same hostility and rejection 
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toward Christ as did those who crucified him. This rejection is 
both personal and public; they re-crucify him “to,” or “for” them-
selves (middle voice) and put him to “open shame” (ridicule). 
This is clearly the same description given of apostasy elsewhere 
(cf. 1 Tim. 4:1; 2 Pt. 2:1; 1 Jn. 2:18-19.). While some imply that car-
nality in the life of a believer is figuratively a re-crucifixion of 
Christ, such a thought is completely foreign to the book of 
Hebrews (cf. Heb. 10:10-14). Re-crucifixion of Christ in the heart 
and mind of an individual can only be taken as rejection of his 
messiahship; it is a “falling away” which, as we have seen from 
Hebrews chapter 3 disqualifies one from the title of “brethren,” 
and being “partakers of a heavenly calling.” The second reason we 
know this passage is describing apostasy is because of the nature 
of the examples given. In verses 7 and 8 the two types of ground 
represent two types of people. There are those that respond with 
fruit and those that respond with thorns and thistles (cf. Jesus’ 
parable of the sower in Matthew 13:1-23). The ground described in 
verse 8 is clearly representative of the person described in verse 6 
who “falls away.” Notice the description of this ground: ”... it is 
rejected and a curse is at hand (impending), of which the end is 
unto burning” [author’s translation]. The word “curse” is katara, 
which refers to condemnation. Of course, it would be impossible 
for a saved person to suffer the condemnation of God. Otherwise, 
what is he or she saved from, if not condemnation? Some find 
what they suppose to be a loophole in the word “nigh” (AV) or 
“close” (NASB). The argument given is that this can describe 
saved people because it does not say that they are cursed, only 
that they are “close” to being cursed. But, if as has been estab-
lished, a saved person cannot be lost, how close can one get to 
something that is absolutely impossible? It is as ridiculous to think 
that a saved person could be close to condemnation as it is to 
think that such a one could be condemned. The word translated 
“close” is eggus. Its usage here has the sense of that which is im-
pending (cf. 2 Pt. 2:3b). The idea is that the judgment of the apos-
tate has not been carried out, but that it will be carried out when 
he faces the Lord whom he has persistently denied with full 
knowledge. The third reason for believing that the person de-
scribed in Hebrews 6:4-12 is an apostate (as defined) is that apos-
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tasy is indicated by way of contrast with true faith. Verse 9 says, 
“But, beloved, we are convinced of better things concerning you, 
and things that accompany salvation, though we are speaking in 
this way” (NASB). The word translated “accompany” is echomena, 
which in the middle voice, as here, means, “to seize” or “to pos-
sess for one’s self.” Notice that the writer distinguishes his readers 
in general from those people he has just described in particular: 
They (the believers) had taken possession of salvation, clearly 
implying that those described earlier (vv. 4-8) had not. There are 
two responses to the gospel: one is to take possession of salvation; 
the other is to turn from it, or passively ignore it. The people de-
scribed in verses 4-8 are those who having received the gospel 
message and perhaps at some superficial level having embraced 
it, have ultimately turned away. Is there any indication that those 
who apostatized were ever true believers? The answer, as before, 
is “No.” However, the descriptive clauses in this passage present 
us with more problems than the previous passages because they 
contain some descriptions that are easily mistaken for genuine 
faith. 

The first clause occurs in verse 4, and describes the subjects 
as “…those who were once enlightened.” The word “enlightened” 
is photizo, and its use here is figurative. The idea is of a person 
coming to understand truth. The question is: “Does enlightenment 
come before or after saving faith?” The answer is, “Both.” One cer-
tainly comes to understand some things only after coming to faith 
in Christ, but they must understand the gospel before they can 
make the decision to come. So, enlightenment both precedes and 
follows saving faith. The point with respect to the passage at hand 
is whether this reference to the subjects having been previously 
enlightened indicates faith on their part. Since one can be 
enlightened without responding in faith, we must conclude that 
there is nothing in this description that indicates these individuals 
possessed saving faith. We should also note from John 1:6-13 that 
although every man is enlightened at some time, not all are saved.  

The second clause (also in verse 4) describes the subjects as 
ones who “…have tasted of the heavenly gift.” While there is 



 

Salvation   263 

some uncertainty as to what the heavenly gift refers, the key to 
unraveling this statement lies in the word “tasted.” Obviously this 
is a metaphorical use of the word, since the heavenly gift is not 
something that could be literally (physically) tasted. The word 
geuomai, when used metaphorically means, “to perceive,” as in, “a 
taste of reality.” It is not necessary for a person to be saved to per-
ceive the gift of God. The reason is simple: Perceiving salvation 
through the illuminating and convicting work of the Holy Spirit is 
an integral part of the epignosis (sure knowledge) of the truth that 
one must possess before they can accept Christ. When a person 
comes to the sure knowledge of the truth (the truth being the gos-
pel), they have perceived (i.e., metaphorically “tasted”) the gift of 
salvation, even if they eventually reject it. [Partaking of the Holy 
Spirit should not be confused with partaking of Christ {3:14}. In 
order to partake of the Holy Spirit, one merely needs to be con-
fronted with the reality of the gospel through the illuminating and 
convicting work of the Holy Spirit. However, to be a partaker of 
Christ, one must receive the witness of the Spirit. So, while “par-
taker” in one context implies salvation, in the other it does not. 
Here, as elsewhere, context is critical.] 

The third clause also occurs in verse 4, and describes the 
subjects as having been made “partakers of the Holy Spirit.” There 
is general agreement that no one could be saved unless they first 
become a recipient of the work of the Holy Spirit. That work 
includes illumination, conviction, and calling. Actually, apart 
from the work of the Holy Spirit there would be no call to refuse. 
Because we normally regard “partaking” as active (i.e., the result 
of active volitional choice on the part of the subject), it is easy to 
misunderstand what is being said in this clause. No such choice is 
indicated here since “partake” is in the passive voice. In other 
words, these are not individuals who chose to partake (by an act 
of faith), but people who were only passive recipients of the 
illumination, conviction, and general calling of the Spirit. To put it 
another way, we could say that they were made partakers of the 
Spirit in the same way that a person is made a partaker of the 
judicial system when he or she receives a speeding ticket. 
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The fourth descriptive clause is in verse 5 and pictures the 
subjects as those who “have tasted the good word of God and the 
powers of the age to come.” Again we have the word “tasted” 
(geuomai), and as before it is here used metaphorically (since one 
cannot literally taste the scripture or future realities). These indi-
viduals are said to have perceived the good word of God and the 
powers of the age to come (possibly a reference to the ministry of 
the Spirit in signs and wonders as manifested in the early 
churches). But this could be said of anyone within the church, 
whether saved or lost, so again, there is no implication that these 
individuals were saved. 

The fifth descriptive clause occurs in verse 6 and pictures 
the subjects as having received all of the aforementioned benefits 
“and then have fallen away.” The question is: “What did they fall 
away from?” The answer is that they fell away from what they 
had—the opportunity (by virtue of knowledge and conviction) to 
respond to the gospel. Here we encounter a hard concept, hard in 
the sense that it is not pleasant to consider, but there comes a time 
in the life of every person who persists in refusing the gospel 
when their refusal becomes permanent by their own choice. There 
is a time in the life of every person when they are at the closest 
point they will ever be to coming to Christ—maximum light, con-
viction, persuasion, etc. If they refuse at that point they will never 
come. Since no unsaved person knows when he or she is at their 
closest point, refusing to place one’s faith in Christ could, poten-
tially, render them beyond hope. The writer of Hebrews is deliv-
ering a poignant warning to those within the church who had 
come out of the world and into the church, but who had failed, as 
of yet, to enter into salvation, hence the strong parallel to Israel’s 
wandering in the wilderness described in Hebrews 3:7-4:11. There 
is nothing in this last clause that indicates that these individuals 
were true believers.  

Hebrews 10:26-31 

We need to preface our examination of this text with a 
brief orientation. Verse 26 begins with the word “for.” When we 
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examine verses 26-31, which describe the path to apostasy, what 
we find is that this section stands in contrast to verses 19-25, 
which describes true belief. Note also the parallel between 10:19-
25 and 3:1-6, and between 10:19-25 and 3:12-14. What we have is a 
recurring warning against apostasy. 

Here we see six reasons why the people described in 
verses 26-31 are apostates (as defined). The first reason is given in 
verse 26 where the text says, “For if we go on sinning willfully af-
ter receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a 
sacrifice for sins.” We know from our previous remarks on 
2 Peter 2 that “the knowledge of the truth” refers to an under-
standing of the gospel (this identification is consistent throughout 
Peter’s writings, see 1 Peter 1:22). So, we recognize here that we 
have a person who “sins willfully” (i.e., makes a conscious choice 
of sin over Christ) after receiving the sure knowledge of the gos-
pel (the epignosis). What we must understand is the nature of this 
state (the word “sinning” in the original is a present participle and 
indicates a continuing condition, or state). The word “willful” is 
ekousios, which means “voluntary.” In other words, the descrip-
tion is of a person who has abandoned himself or herself to a state 
of sin. In light of 1 John 3:6-10 this cannot describe a Christian 
who is merely struggling with sin. This is the description of a per-
son who has voluntarily abandoned himself to sin and does not 
know Christ, regardless of what he or she might claim. (Virtually 
the whole Book of 1 John is devoted to this theme.) The second 
reason why this passage must be describing apostasy (as defined) 
is found in verse 26b, which reads, “…there no longer remains a 
sacrifice for sins.” The word apoleipetai, translated “remains,” 
means “to be left.” We could say, “…there is left no sacrifice for 
sins.” The reason why there is no sacrifice for sin is because the 
person described in this passage has, with full knowledge, re-
jected the only sufficient sacrifice for sin, which is Christ. The 
third reason this passage is describing apostasy (as defined) is 
found in verse 26. Here we are told what this person does not 
have—a sacrifice for sins. In verse 27 we are told what he does 
have: the prospect of a terrifying future. Note this very important 
fact given in verse 27: These people are classed as “adversaries” of 
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God. They are adversaries whom God is going to judge with a 
consuming fire. The NIV reads: “…but only a fearful expectation 
of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of 
God.” The fourth reason why this passage must be describing 
apostasy (as defined) is found in verse 29. Here we encounter 
three parallel statements; they all indicate a rejection of the gospel, 
but they express it in different words. The first statement says that 
they have “trampled under foot the Son of God.” Katapateo, which 
is translated “trample” means “to spurn” (when used figuratively, 
as here). The idea is an outright rejection of Christ. In other words, 
the person in view considers the Son of God as “worthless,” like 
dirt beneath his feet. The second statement says that he “regarded 
as unclean the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified.” 
“Unclean” (koinos) means “common.” The idea is that this person 
has no appreciation for the sanctity of Christ’s death, it evokes no 
positive response from within. The third statement says they have 
“insulted the Spirit of grace” (the Holy Spirit). Our English word 
“insult” doesn’t carry the depth of force that enubrizo indicates. 
The idea is an arrogant, insolent, scornful, even blasphemous 
disregard of the Spirit’s work in calling men to salvation. In these 
three statements, we have three pictures of the rejection of the 
gospel. The fifth reason why this passage describes apostasy (as 
defined) is seen in verses 30-31. Ekdikesis, translated “vengeance,” 
refers to retributive justice; the idea is punishment in the strictest 
sense of the word. The sixth reason why this passage describes 
apostasy (as defined) is in verse 39, where the author reflects back 
on what he has said in verses 19-38. Two words in the first part of 
this verse are key to understanding who and what is being 
described here. “Shrink back” (hupostoles) means, “to turn back”; 
the idea is equivalent to apostasia (“to fall away”), “destruction” 
(apoleia) means “perdition.” Perdition is lostness. Also, note the 
contrast presented in verse 39b. There can be no doubt that 
verse 39 identifies the people described in verses 26-31 as 
apostates. 

Is there anything in this description that would lead us to 
believe these individuals were saved? Arminians point out that 
there are a few reasons for thinking that this is the case. First, since 
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the writer includes himself in the group he refers to by the pro-
noun “we” (v. 26), some assume that he must be referring to saved 
people. However, the verse itself defines who is included within 
the scope of this pronoun; it is everyone who has “received the 
knowledge of the truth,” which encompasses both those who have 
responded positively (unto salvation) and those who have 
responded negatively (remaining unsaved). There is no gram-
matical or contextual reason for restricting this pronoun to refer 
only to saved people. [The scope of a pronoun must be deter-
mined by the context. For instance, the pronoun “we” in verse 39 
is clearly restricted to saved people because the context limits the 
reference to saved people. In verse 26 the reference clearly 
includes unsaved people.] The second reason offered is that in 
verse 26 the subjects are said to have “received the knowledge of 
the truth.” As we have noted above, one must receive the knowl-
edge of the truth in order to make a decision to come to Christ; 
thus such knowledge precedes salvation and in no way indicates 
that these individuals were saved. In 2 Peter 2:20 Peter describes 
people who receive the knowledge of the Lord and Savior, but 
remain unsaved. We should not confuse “receiving the knowledge 
of the Lord” with “receiving the Lord.” These are entirely distinct. 
Receiving the knowledge of the Lord does not imply any decision 
on the part of the recipient. All that is indicated is that these indi-
viduals came to understand the truth of the gospel; it indicates 
nothing in the way of a positive response. The third reason offered 
is based on verse 29: The people in question are said to have been 
“sanctified” by the blood of the covenant (i.e., by Christ’s blood), 
which some take as an indication that the writer is referring to 
believers. The answer to this objection is somewhat more involved 
than the others for this reason: When we hear the word “sanctify” 
(hagiazo) we tend to associate it with sanctification in regard to 
salvation. However, hagiazo is capable of a much broader use; in 
1 Corinthians 7:14 it is specifically applied to the unsaved spouses 
of believers. Hagiazo carries the idea of placing something into a 
privileged position. It might be a position of grace, or of right-
eousness, or of consecration, or of opportunity. So, in what sense 
is it appropriate to refer to a lost person as sanctified by the blood 
of Christ? The answer is that the death of Christ sanctifies every 
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man and woman in that it puts them into a position of opportu-
nity to be saved (i.e., it makes them “savable”). This clause has 
probably been the greatest sticking point for many, but it is im-
portant to recognize that this is due to reading a very narrow con-
cept of sanctification into the passage rather than recognizing the 
broader biblical usage of the terminology. Just as there is a special 
sense in which only true believers are sanctified, so there is an-
other sense in which all men, especially those that are exposed to 
the gospel, are sanctified. 

As we have seen, there is nothing in this passage that indi-
cates these individuals were once saved; they are simply people 
who having come to understand the gospel said “No” (or 
“Maybe”—which is the same thing), instead of “Yes.” The under-
lying message of the passage is this: Today is the day of salvation; 
don’t put it off. Whatever a person may think, they are without 
excuse and without remedy if they fail to respond to the gospel 
(cf. Heb. 3:7-19).  

Hebrews 12:14-29 

In these sixteen verses there are five statements that indi-
cate this passage is a warning against personal apostasy (as de-
fined). The first is in verse 14b. What the writer is saying is simply 
this: Pursue salvation; don’t stop short only to be lost. There are 
two contrasting responses to the gospel. One response is to take 
possession of salvation (cf. Heb. 6:9, the NASB rendering, “ac-
company” is echomena—middle voice, which means, “to possess 
for one’s self”). The other response is to turn away from salvation. 
Here the writer is clearly concerned that some may not press for-
ward and obtain (by faith) that sanctification (salvation) without 
which they are lost. The second statement is in verse 15a. This 
statement might be somewhat difficult to interpret, if not for the 
context of verses 14-16; however, given the context, it is apparent 
that coming “short of the grace of God” means failure to enter into 
salvation. The third statement is in verse 16. Here “godless” (bebe-
los) means “irreligious.” The writer is clearly describing apostasy. 
Even the illustration of Esau is of one who had something within 
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reach, but turned from it. (This should not be construed to imply 
that Esau was not saved; the reference to Esau is purely analogi-
cal.) The fourth statement occurs in verse 25a, and is an admoni-
tion about refusing him who warns from Heaven. Paraitesesthe  
(translated, “refuse”) indicates a decisive rejection of God’s 
warning of judgment. The fifth statement, which is found in verse 
25b, describes those who “turn away from” God. Unlike some of 
the other apostasy passages in Hebrews, this one contains no 
statements that might easily be misconstrued to refer to true be-
lievers. It is simply a sobering message: Don’t be like Esau and 
trade your opportunity for a bowl of soup; if you do, you’ll be 
sorry!  

1 John 1:1-3:12 

Virtually the entire book of 1 John comprises an extended 
contrast of vain profession versus true faith, and demonstrates 
that disingenuous faith sometimes manifests its true nature in 
open defection. For the sake of brevity we will focus primarily on 
the first three chapters of the book. In these chapters John dis-
cussed the problem of those within the local church who claimed 
to know God, but their lives evidenced a different reality. The 
opening verses seem to indicate that this church had become in-
fected with an incipient form of gnosticism. We know that re-
gardless of whether these individuals were connected with 
gnostic belief or not, they are clearly identified as those who deny 
that God came in the flesh (cf. 4:2); they professed to be in right 
relation to God but were characterized by corrupt living (1:5; 3:4-
10), denial of sin (1:8-10), disobedience to the commands of God 
(2:3-4), hatred (or at least a lack of love) toward the brethren (2:9-
11; 3:11-18; 4:20), love of the world (2:15-17), in some cases open 
defection (2:18-19), denial that Jesus was the Messiah (2:22-23; 
3:14-15), and denial of the hypostatic (personal) union of the 
divine and human natures of Christ (4:1-6). John makes the point 
early on that such individuals are excluded from the fellowship of 
God. He does this by way of contrast, stating that it is those who 
“walk in the light,” not those who merely profess, who have fel-
lowship with God.  
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It is a tragedy that the concept of fellowship has been so 
misconstrued. Perhaps the most prevalent view of fellowship is 
that Christians who obey God and “walk in the light” are in fel-
lowship with God, and those Christians who sin and do not con-
fess their sins are “out of fellowship”; hence, the misconception 
that confession restores broken fellowship. Such a view is com-
pletely at odds with the message of 1 John. John clearly contrasts 
two kinds of people: the children of God (true believers, whose 
life is characterized by walking in light), and children of the Devil 
(whose lives are characterized by walking in darkness and deny-
ing the faith), cf. 3:10. True believers have fellowship with God; 
everyone else is in darkness. This does not mean that believers do 
not sin, they do. But when they sin, truly saved people confess 
their sin and move forward. In fact, verse 7 clearly demonstrates 
than sin does not interrupt a believer’s fellowship with God. John 
says “…but if we walk in the light (peripatomen—present continual 
action) as He Himself is in the light, we have fellowship (koino-
nian—present continual action) with one another, and the blood of 
Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin (kathapizei—present contin-
ual action).” [NASB] Notice that these three actions occur 
simultaneously: walking in the light, having fellowship, and being 
cleansed from all sin. John doesn’t say that if one walks in the 
light but falls into sin and loses his or her fellowship, that when 
they confess their sin fellowship is restored; he says this: If one is 
walking in the light, they are (at the very same time) experiencing 
fellowship with God and being cleansed from all sin. It should be 
apparent that John was not teaching that sin breaks fellowship, or 
that confession restores it. (This is not intended to minimize the 
importance of confession, which is a necessary component in 
experiential sanctification.) The fact is that Christians can no more 
lose their fellowship with God than they can lose their salvation. 
While this discussion may seem to be unrelated to the topic at 
hand, it is important to understand the subject with which John is 
dealing. According to John, there are two basic categories of peo-
ple associated with the church: those who claim to be in right 
relation to God, and are; and those who claim to be in right 
relation to God, and aren’t. Those who claim to be in right relation 
to God, but who do not know him, are the same people described 
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in the previous passages who ultimately (if they persist in their 
unbelief) fall beyond hope (cf. 2:18-19). For the remainder of this 
survey we will proceed in the same manner as with the other pas-
sages—to demonstrate that the individuals described are set in 
contrast to those who are saved.  

In 1:5-2:2 John’s argument proceeds from the nature of 
God. God is light without the slightest hint of darkness (v. 5), so 
God’s children, who are in him, are children of light and walk in 
the light (vv. 6-7).  This does not mean that they are completely 
without sin, for as verse 7 clearly says, their lives are characterized 
by three activities all occurring continuously: they walk in the 
light, they have fellowship with God and with their brethren, and 
as they walk in the light they are being continually cleansed of sin. 
Of course, this is a very verbose statement, but John wanted to be 
certain his readers understood what he meant. Stated succinctly, 
what John said is this: If a person knows God, his life may not be 
perfect but one thing is certain, his life will reflect that he is a child 
of light rather than darkness. In essence, John said that it is possi-
ble to see the evidence of true faith from the outside. This is an 
important truth that has been largely obscured in modern Christi-
anity as we have lost our grip on the doctrine of conversion. Why 
did John make such a statement? —Because the church was 
experiencing the destructive effects of those within that claimed to 
be right with God (i.e., in the light) who were not what they pro-
fessed to be. The only practical means of identifying true faith in 
another is conversion—the outward change that manifests inner 
transformation, a change that can only be observed over time (cf. 
Mt. 13:19-23, esp. vv.20-21). [We must be careful in view of 
Christ’s teaching in Matthew 13 that some seeds sprout quickly, 
but die. In this parable only those plants yielding fruit (evidencing 
the works of the Holy Spirit) represent saved people. We must not 
be fooled by those who readily respond to the gospel and seem to 
grow for a while. They may yet prove to be unfruitful; only time 
will tell. We are not thus judging the new believer, but suspend-
ing judgment until the evidence is in.] 
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Apparently the particular form of unbelief that John was 
confronting had the characteristic of denying personal responsi-
bility for sin. This makes a strong case that it might have been an 
early form of gnosticism, since that was a feature that is known to 
have been associated with gnostic beliefs.  John’s retort is clear 
and direct: If anyone says he has no sin, he is deceiving himself 
(v. 8), and calling God a liar, since God has declared all men to be 
sinners (Ps. 53:1-3). Confession of sin, that is, coming to grips with 
what we are, is one of the core characteristics of true faith, it is 
called “repentance,” and it is one of the reasons many people 
refuse to come, because they cannot bring themselves to admit 
what they are. Repentance isn’t just something one does in order 
to obtain salvation, it is an integral part of faith, the turning from 
sin in order to turn to God for help, and it doesn’t cease after a 
person is initially saved, it continues to be a part of faith as one 
progresses through the Christian life. The person who doesn’t 
manifest repentance, or as John says, “confession,” only evidences 
that true faith is not present.  

In 1 John 2:3-11 John emphasizes that the reality of true 
conversion (knowing God) will manifest itself not only in the in-
ner life of the believer, but in the outer life as well. James also 
deals with this subject (Jam. 2:14-26), but John takes it a step fur-
ther; he not only asserts that the true knowledge of God is evi-
denced by obedience (vv. 3,5,6) and love of the brethren (vv. 7-11), 
but he states categorically that where there is a lack of these (as a 
general characterization) the claim to know God is invalidated; 
such people live in the darkness, not in the light, and thus do not 
know God. This is tough language that the church today needs to 
hear. 

In 2:12-18 notice how John continues his contrast of true 
faith and false profession. In verses 12-14 he reasserts the position 
of the truly converted: Their sins are forgiven (v. 12), they know 
God (vv. 13-14), they have overcome the Evil One (“overcome” is 
nenikekate—perfect active, i.e., they now stand as victors based on 
the triumph of their exercise of faith in Christ when they first be-
lieved in him) cf. vv. 13-14, they are strong spiritually (v. 14), and 
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the word of God abides (continually) in them (v. 14). The love of 
the world is inconsistent with Christian faith. (John is not referring 
to the people of the world, but to worldliness, i.e., the espousal of 
the world’s values.) Anyone who loves the world does not love 
the Father (v. 15), because the character of the world (that is, 
fleshly lust, material lust, and pride—or what today might be 
called “me-ism”) do not come from the Father; they are the 
product of the darkness that is in the world. The world is destined 
to perish, but not so the one who does the will of the Father (i.e., 
the one who truly knows God).  

In 2:19-27, having laid the foundational truth that there are 
two kinds of people within the visible church (those who truly 
know God, and those who merely profess to know him), John 
now embarks upon his explanation of the apostasy of individuals 
within the local congregation. He reminds the believers that they 
are living in the last hour (i.e., “the last time”—the eschaton, which 
from the Old Testament perspective began with the advent of the 
Messiah). They had been taught that in the eschaton false Christs 
(antichrists) would come. [Jesus is the source of this information. 
It originates from his Olivet Discourse, cf. Mt. 24:24. Whether 
these believers had access to Matthew’s gospel is unknown, but 
they certainly had access to apostolic teaching, which would have 
included this important information.] In verse 19, which is 
undoubtedly one of the most important explanatory passages in 
the New Testament, John makes the profound assertion that those 
who have departed (implying a complete departure from the 
faith) have done so because they were never “of us” (i.e., of the 
children who dwell in light, that is, those who know God). In light 
of the reiteration in the second half of the verse, it is quite 
impossible to misunderstand his meaning. He says that we know 
they were not of us because (ei gar, “for if,” giving the reason) “if” 
they had been of us they would have remained with us (i.e., they 
would not have apostatized). John states that the departure of 
these apostates happened for a purpose (all’ hina—“hina” being a 
purposive particle), “in order that it might be shown that they all 
are not of us”; the sense is that not everyone who professes to be 
right with God is truly saved. This verse establishes two critical 
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points with respect to the theme of the book and New Testament 
soteriology: 1) the theme of this book is the contrast of true belief 
with mere profession; and, 2) it establishes the doctrine of the 
permanence of salvation, since is clearly states that anyone who 
departs from the faith they once professed was never genuinely 
saved. (See the previous discussion on the permanence of 
salvation.)  

John did not want his letter to sound as if the believers 
could not have figured this out for themselves (vv. 20-21). After 
all, they did have the Holy Spirit (v. 20). We may assume that John 
was prompted by the Spirit to write these things as a matter of 
record for the church at large. In verse 22 John returns to his dis-
course reiterating that the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ 
(the Messiah, God’s Son in the flesh) speaks in the spirit of anti-
christ, which denies both Father and Son (v. 22). The denial of 
Christ is also a denial of the Father (v. 23), which answers the 
question some have posed, “Is it possible that some Jews who 
rejected Christ as Messiah were sincere worshipers of God?” Ob-
viously, in light of John’s statement there can be no doubt that 
those who rejected Jesus, as the Christ, could not have been sin-
cere worshipers of the Father. (This has implications for the dual 
covenant theory.) 

In 2:28-3:12 John continues his contrast with the admoni-
tion to abide in Christ, but adds an additional motivation:  that we 
might have confidence and not shrink away from him (as will 
those who dwell in darkness) at his coming (v. 28). Again, he rein-
forces his previous statements to the effect that it is those who 
practice righteousness that are born of God (“practice” = poion, 
present active participle, signifying to practice as an ongoing 
manner of living). The one who practices sin (again, poion as be-
fore) also practices lawlessness, because sin is lawlessness. The 
ones who walk in darkness not only sin, they blatantly disobey 
God’s explicit commands (v. 4).  Christ did not come to save men 
so that they would be free to sin, but so they could be free from 
sin (v. 5). He repeats what he has said before: “No one who abides 
in Him sins,” not a reference to individual sins, everyone sins, but 
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to the giving of one’s self to live under the dominion of sin. He 
admonishes the brethren not to be deceived; true belief manifests 
itself in righteousness (v. 7). Where righteousness is absent, it is to 
be assumed that saving faith is also absent, and the subject is a 
child of the Devil (v. 8). John says that the Devil has sinned from 
the beginning and Christ came to destroy the works of the Devil 
(v. 8); so by implication, the one who sins (continually, as a life-
style) is not in Christ. Notice the strong dichotomy. John leaves no 
room for misunderstanding. He is not merely contrasting spiritual 
believers with carnal believers as some suppose; he is contrasting 
the saved with the lost. Not only does the one who is born of God 
not practice sin, he cannot, because God’s seed (the indwelling 
Holy Spirit) abides in him. As if he had not stated this truth 
robustly enough already, John now connects all the dots so that no 
one has any reason to misunderstand what he is saying. He vigor-
ously maintains that it is possible to tell who are children of God 
and who are children of the Devil by their lifestyles (v. 10). In an 
age of private religion and tolerance, this is not a popular text; and 
if strictly applied, which it should be, we would have to confess 
that there are probably far fewer saved people than the number 
professing faith would suggest.  

There are other passages in 1 John where we see the same 
contrast between the truly saved and the professing but unsaved 
(3:14-15; 4:1-6, 7-10, 11-21; 5:1-12); nevertheless, the point is suffi-
ciently made that there are two kinds of people within the pro-
fessing church: those that know God, and those who say they 
know God, but don’t.  

The path to apostasy 

In understanding the path to apostasy it would be helpful 
if we could get a clear picture of what is involved in a person 
coming to faith in Christ. Probably the best and most succinct 
statement is that faith is simply the exercising of positive volition 
(choice) with respect to the gospel (the truth about who Christ is 
and what he accomplished on the cross, and of course, his resur-
rection, cf. 1 Cor. 15:1-8). Thus faith is obedience to the truth of the 
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gospel. The absence of either core ingredient (truth in the form of 
the gospel, or yieldedness of the will, i.e., yielding to that truth 
with all of its implications) would preclude true faith. Conse-
quently, from the human perspective, there are basically two areas 
in which a failure can occur such that a person does not come to 
have saving faith: failure to understand the truth of the gospel, 
and failure to act on that truth.  

We know from several passages discussed already that an 
apostate has at one time known and professed belief in the truth 
(cf. 2 Pt. 2:20; Heb. 10:26, both employ the term epignosis referring 
to sure or certain knowledge). Once a person comes to have the 
epignosis there are two things that can occur to lead him or her to 
apostasy. The most obvious fault is an immediate and final refusal 
to yield one’s self to the truth of the gospel. The other, and per-
haps not so obvious failure, is that in the absence of a positive 
choice to accept Christ, the person may simply drift away from 
the truth with which they have been confronted. In either case the 
result is the same: a failure to exercise faith. 

Paul says in 1 Timothy 4:1-3 that one avenue of apostasy is 
that people are led astray into demonic doctrine. It is instructive to 
note that these doctrines are most often communicated through 
the vehicle of religion. If that is surprising, we should note what 
Christ said about the religious system of his day (Mt. 23:1-36, cf. 
7:21-23). Undoubtedly many fall into apostasy after coming to un-
derstand the gospel because they simply delay in responding and 
are diverted by false religion under the guise of truth. 

In Hebrews 3:13 the writer says, “lest any one of you be 
hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.” What is meant by “the de-
ceitfulness of sin”? Simply that sin promises fulfillment, but it 
delivers death. Sin is a lie (Heb. 10:26-27). Once a person has come 
to the sure knowledge of the truth, the choice to remain in a state 
of sin is inherently a rejection of Christ (cf. v. 29), which in some 
cases results in a final decision from which a person will never 
turn. Whether the failure is an immediate rejection, or simply a 
delay in acting on the gospel, the one common thread is that the 
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decision to yield one’s self to the demands of the gospel is not 
made promptly upon coming to the knowledge of the truth. The 
most dangerous position that any person could be in is having 
come to a knowledge of the truth, to delay in responding, for each 
moment that “Yes” is withheld is another “No!” One can quickly 
find himself or herself on an exponentially downward curve away 
from God and the opportunity of salvation. 

The characteristics of an apostate 

The purpose in exploring the characteristics of apostasy is 
not judgmental, but preventative; if we do not know what apos-
tasy is and what it looks like, we will be ill prepared to warn the 
church of what could happen. Just as some physical agents can be 
silent killers if we ignore proper warnings, so apostasy is a silent 
killer within every local church, and every congregation should be 
warned, lest anyone fall victim. What does apostasy look like? An 
apostate no longer holds to the truth of the gospel. (1 Timothy 4:1 
and Hebrews 6:6—they fall away from the faith; Hebrews 3:6,14—
they do not hold fast; Hebrews 10:39—they shrink back to 
destruction; Hebrews 12:14—they do not pursue sanctification 
(the sanctification acquired by faith that is required for acceptance 
before God); Hebrews 12:25—they turn away from God (by turn-
ing away from the truth); 2 Peter 2:15—they forsake (relinquish) 
the right way. Apostates are often individuals who have permit-
ted themselves to be deceived by false religion (2 Tim. 4:1-3). The 
heart of the apostate is an evil, unbelieving heart (Heb. 3:12). 
When an apostate chooses to remain in the church, they do so out 
of improper motivation. They do not remain in the church to wor-
ship and serve God. A person cannot reject Christ and love God 
(Jn. 5:23, cf. vv. 37-38). Their motivation is clearly indicated in 
2 Peter 2:3 and Jude 12. Apostates are people who have been 
hardened by the deceitfulness of sin (Heb. 3:13; 10:26; 2 Pt. 2:9-15). 
An apostate’s attitude toward Christ is one of absolute rejection 
(Heb. 6:6; 10:29; 12:25; 1 Pt. 2:1 “deny” = arneomai, meaning, “to 
renounce,” or “disclaim”). Apostates by their own choice are 
hopelessly lost individuals (Heb. 6:6). Their hopeless condition is 
not due to the fact that God has cut them off, but because they 
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have cut themselves off from God. If a person rejects Christ as 
Savior at the highest level of revelation, conviction, and calling 
after coming to the full knowledge of the truth, they will never 
receive him. It is not for us to classify individuals; God knows the 
heart and future of each man and woman. However, it is impor-
tant for us to know that apostasy is possible so that men and 
women might be warned of the potential risk of failing to act 
promptly on the gospel, and thus ultimately falling beyond hope. 
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Review Questions 

 
1. Describe substitutionary atonement. 
 
2. Explain what is meant by the statement, “Christ’s death is sufficient 

for all, but efficient only for those who respond in faith.”  
 
3. How does Christ’s death impact a person who does not accept him?  
 
4. Explain the biblical support for the sufficiency of Christ’s death for 

the sin of all men (unlimited atonement).  
 
5. Are all sins (of all men) actually forgiven in the death of Christ? 

Explain your answer.  
 
6. Describe conditional election.  
 
7. Describe unconditional election. 
 
8. How does the doctrine of total depravity relate to one’s view of 

election? 
 
9. Distinguish between the general calling of God and the effectual 

calling of God.  
 
10. Define “repentance” and “faith,” and discuss the relationship be-

tween them. 
 
11. Is it possible to have true faith without repentance? Explain. 
 
12. Discuss the ingredients of faith.  
 
13. Discuss the relationship of trials to faith.  
 
14. Define “forgiveness,” and describe the two kinds of forgiveness.  
 
15. Explain what is involved in justification, using scripture to support 

your answer. 
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16. What is regeneration, and what is the relationship between 
regeneration and indwelling?  

 
17. What does it mean to be sealed by the Holy Spirit? What benefit 

does sealing convey? 
 
18. What is adoption as used by Paul in the New Testament? 
 
19. Explain “Spirit baptism” and what it accomplishes. 
 
20. Explain why only Church-age believers experience Spirit baptism. 
 
21. Explain the meaning of sanctification and discuss the three aspects 

of sanctification. 
 
22. What is “glorification”?  
 
23. Give an argument for the perseverance (eternal security) of those 

genuinely saved. 
 
24. How does God ensure that the saved will not be lost?  
 
25. What is an apostate?  
 
26. Why is the biblical discussion of apostasy sometimes a problem for 

interpreters?  
 
27. What are two problems that can lead to misinterpreting a passage to 

mean that believers can lose their salvation? 
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Creation 

A brief history of biblical cosmology 

In the past, creation was not a “hot topic,” but in modern 
history several things have happened to bring this issue to the 
forefront. Years ago, prior to the emergence of biological evolution 
and modern atheism, most people in western culture believed in 
God. Naturally, they assumed that God made the world. The bib-
lical account was simply taken at face value and little attention 
was devoted to the analysis of the Bible’s account of creation. (It is 
unfortunate that in the absence of controversy some biblical truths 
are neglected.) The pre-scientific Christian conception of the ori-
gin of the universe was very simplistic: Most people just believed 
that God had created the universe a few thousand years before 
their time. Bishop James Ussher calculated the date of creation at 
4004 B.C. (that date appeared in many Bibles until the mid-twenti-
eth century). The emergence of the theory of biological evolution 
challenged the assumption that the world was recently created. 
After all, if evolution were true it would have taken long ages for 
life to evolve from simpler organisms, and longer for the first life 
forms to have emerged in the first place. With the growing popu-
larity of evolution people began to look for evidence of the antiq-
uity of the earth. In this regard, geology and biology developed 
together. The ages of various rock formations were dated based on 
the assumed amount of time that would be necessary for their 
evolution (or the evolution of the creatures embedded within 
them). Evolutionary biologists then used the “findings” of geol-
ogy to support biological evolution. 

Though conservatives (those who tend to understand the 
Bible literally) rejected evolution as incompatible with the Bible, 
most eventually accepted the proposition that the earth might not 
be as young as Christians had previously assumed. In an effort to 
square this emerging realization with the Bible various theories 
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were put forth. One was “the gap theory.” The gap theory pro-
posed that God created the earth (Gen. 1:1), and at Satan’s fall God 
judged the earth and that it lay in ruins for a very long time (Gen. 
1:2) until God renovated it. According to the gap theory the six-
day account in Genesis 1:3-31 is the account of the earth’s 
renovation (Gen 1:3-2:3) along with the creation of plants, animals, 
and man. According to this theory the earth could be any age, 
since no one knows how long the gap between Genesis 1:1 and 1:2 
might have been. This seemed to square the Bible with modern 
thinking about the age of the earth, while at the same time clearly 
rejecting biological evolution. This view came to be one of the 
dominant views among biblical conservatives and remained so 
until fairly recently, about the 1960s. Many of the leading Bible 
expositors of the early twentieth century held to one form or an-
other of this theory. 

Other ideas designed to reconcile the Bible and scientific 
observations about the age of the earth were also suggested. One 
theory proposed that God created the materials of the universe 
and then waited, possibility a very long time, before forming them 
into their present arrangement. Theistic evolution was also pro-
posed by those who took a less-than-literal view of Genesis. This 
theory not only attempted to square the Bible with the presumed 
antiquity of the earth, but went a step further and attempted to 
reconcile the Bible with biological evolution. Theistic evolutionists 
proposed that God used evolution as the means of creation, at 
least partially. Another view called “progressive creationism” 
suggested that the days of Genesis chapter 1 were actually long 
geologic ages in which God performed his work of creation in 
bursts. This view was essentially non-evolutionary in that it did 
not account for the rise of the various species through evolution; it 
simply sought to square the Bible with current thinking about 
geology and paleontology. 

More recently, since the mid-1960s the trend among some 
biblical conservatives has been back to the original conception of a 
young universe and earth (in the range of eight to ten thousand 
years old). Recent creationism began to gain ground in the 1970s. 
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There were several reasons for this. The gap theory was in serious 
trouble with proponents beginning to notice flaws in the the-
ory. Biblical conservatives found their backs to the wall with the 
explosion of evolution in schools, colleges, and universities, and 
they desperately needed to mount a serious challenge. Finding 
support for a recent creation would be the surest antidote for 
evolution. Time is to evolution what fuel is to a fire, take away the 
fuel and the fire dies; take away time and evolution dies. Other 
theories seemed to have fallen by the wayside, or clearly had 
problems. Perhaps because of its adversarial relation to evolution, 
recent creationism quickly coalesced into a highly focused and 
organized movement. Organizations like the Institute for Creation 
Research have been prolific producers of educational materials, 
most of which have been distributed in churches, Christian col-
leges, and seminaries, where they have had a significant impact. 
Part of the appeal of recent creationism is that it seems to bring 
together a literal and non-evolutionary interpretation of the Gene-
sis account, and to harmonize the Bible with the complexities of 
modern science. According to recent creationism God created the 
universe in a mature state perhaps eight to ten thousand years 
ago; the universe appears old not because it is old, but because it 
was created mature, imparting to it the appearance of great age. 

Of course recent creationism has serious flaws of its own. 
Although the early geological evidence offered for the age of the 
earth was largely suspect due to its evolutionary bias, in recent 
years (since the mid-1900s) a growing body of evidence suggests 
that the universe is much older than the eight to ten thousand 
years allowed by recent creationism. Also, recent creationism 
hinges on the ability of a mature creation to fully account for the 
universe’s appearance of age, but this explanation is seriously 
flawed, as will be explained further along. Before proceeding, we 
need to understand three key terms that will be used throughout 
this discussion; they are: “creation ex nihilo,” “immediate crea-
tion,” and “mediate creation.”  

Creation ex nihilo: The terms “ex” and “nihilo” when put to-
gether mean, “out of nothing.” Creation ex nihilo refers to the 
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original creation of time, matter, energy, space, etc. It does not 
refer to the subsequent forming or shaping of matter after its 
original creation. 

Immediate creation: Immediate creation is simply another 
term for creation ex nihilo, and the two terms are completely 
interchangeable. Immediate creation signifies that God 
brought something into existence directly, as opposed to 
forming something that already existed. 

Mediate creation: Mediate creation refers to forming (or fash-
ioning) something out of existing materials. The creation of 
Adam and Eve are examples of mediate creation, since God 
did not produce man out of nothing, but out of the dust of the 
earth (which he had previously created), and woman out of 
man. 

The early Christian view of creation 

The pre-scientific view of creation held prior to the mod-
ern scientific period is that the world was created out of nothing 
approximately six thousand years ago. The nice thing about this 
view was that it did not require any elaborate explanations to ac-
count for why the universe and the earth appear to be old. To the 
pre-scientific mind the universe looked to be about six thousand 
years old, and as they say, “that was that,” neat and simple. 

Factors giving rise to the pre-scientific view 

The pre-scientific view was based on a simplistic reading 
of the Old Testament that gave no consideration to the problem of 
the apparent age of the universe. By adding up the genealogies 
and reigns of the Old Testament kings and any other available 
chronological data, some biblical scholars thought they could ar-
rive at a fairly accurate date for creation. Using this method, 
Bishop James Ussher (1581-1656) dated creation at 4004 B.C. (or 
more precisely, the evening prior to October 23, 4004 B.C.). Bishop 
Ussher’s chronology was so widely accepted that his dates ap-
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peared in the margins of many Bibles until very recently. While 
this chronology is no longer considered to be valid, primarily be-
cause of problems with the pre-flood portion of the chronology, it 
was still an amazing piece of work for its time. 

Problems with the pre-scientific view 

Of course, there were problems with the pre-scientific 
view. First, it didn’t entirely fit with the biblical text. The creation 
account in Genesis does not make the claim that everything re-
corded from Genesis 1:1 to 1:31 occurred in a six-day period (lit-
eral, or otherwise). As we will see when we look at what Genesis 
actually says, it is virtually certain that the ex nihilo creation (i.e., 
the original creation out of nothing) occurred sometime before the 
first of the six formative days of Genesis 1. Second, the pre-scien-
tific view does not account for the apparent age of the universe. 
The universe clearly appears to be older, much older than six 
thousand years. (We will discuss the apparent age of the universe 
further along.) 

Reconciliation theories 

Only in the modern period have we become aware of the 
fact that the universe appears to be much older than a few thou-
sand years. In fact, current estimates of the age of the universe 
now extend from about thirteen to fifteen billion years. Prior to 
the modern period there was no need to reconcile the Genesis 
account with scientific observations. However, with new evidence 
of the age of the universe, it became necessary to speculate as to 
how the truth of Genesis and science might be squared. This need 
gave rise to numerous reconciliation theories. A reconciliation 
theory is a speculative understanding of the Genesis account and 
how it might fit with modern science. While many Christians are 
convinced that there is adequate scientific evidence that the uni-
verse is old, most conservative Christians reject biological evolu-
tion as both incompatible with the Bible and unsupported by the 
scientific evidence. Nevertheless, there have been those within 
Christendom who have embraced biological evolution, and that is 
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reflected in at least one of the theories we will examine. Naturally, 
the degree to which each theory reconciles Genesis and modern 
science varies. Some of these theories provide for reconciliation 
between Genesis and science both in regard to the age of the uni-
verse (cosmology) and biological evolution. Other theories reject 
biological evolution (at least at the macroevolutionary level) and 
simply attempt to reconcile Genesis with the apparent antiquity of 
the universe. It is important for the student of the Bible to under-
stand that all of these theories are, to varying degrees, speculative. 
It is essential to make a distinction between what the Bible actu-
ally says and reasonably implies, and a theory that attempts to 
show how that information relates to modern science. A particular 
reconciliation theory may prove to be untrue, but just because a 
particular theory proves untrue does not mean that the Bible is 
wrong. Reconciliation theories are simply speculations about how 
Genesis might fit with modern science. It is also worth pointing 
out that these theories come and go in popularity. From the early 
nineteen hundreds to the nineteen-sixties, the chaos (preforma-
tive) theory and the gap theory were predominate among biblical 
conservatives, whereas since the nineteen-sixties recent creation-
ism has become very popular. Just as there was a paradigm shift 
among biblical conservatives in the nineteen-sixties and seventies, 
we are now on the verge of another shift as flaws inherent in re-
cent creationism are becoming apparent. For those who might 
have been taught a reconciliation theory as if it were biblical fact, 
such a paradigm shift can be disconcerting. It is important to keep 
in mind that Christian teaching on the subject of creation contains 
two distinct streams of information. One stream is what the Bible 
actually says (primarily the Genesis text); the other stream is what 
we think that biblical information means in light of our present 
understanding of the universe. Often both streams are combined 
and presented as an interpretation of Genesis; that’s unfortunate 
because such a procedure does not distinguish the biblical facts 
from the theoretical component. Most of the theories we will look 
at have significant problems, yet it is not difficult to find individu-
als who subscribe to each of these theories. In fact, there are, no 
doubt, some whose view of Genesis has not progressed beyond 
the pre-scientific view. While such laxity is not fatal to our faith, it 
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may be fatal to our witness. If we refuse to acknowledge what 
others see clearly, we can hardly expect our message to be taken 
seriously. 

Day-age theories 

Day-age theories state that the days of Genesis 1 were not 
literal twenty-four hour days, but long geologic ages—millions, or 
billions of years in length. There are two forms of the day-age the-
ory: theistic evolution and progressive creation. These differ in 
that while theistic evolution accepts macroevolution, progressive 
creation attributes the origin of species to creative bursts spaced 
out over long geologic ages. Interestingly, much of the current 
paleontological evidence and much of the modern radiometric 
dating is consistent with progressive creationism, except for dates 
for humans extending beyond the range of biblical history. 

Theistic evolution 

Theistic evolutionists speculate that God created the mate-
rials of the universe and the physical laws, and then used evolu-
tion (chance interaction, mutation, and natural selection) to 
complete the process. They offer basically the same evidence for 
theistic evolution that is offered by atheistic evolutionists. There 
are varieties of theistic evolution. Some proponents suggest that 
God created the first life and allowed evolution to run its course; 
others hold that life arose as a result of natural processes from the 
materials that God created. 

Problems with theistic evolution 

From the biblical point of view there are two major prob-
lems with theistic evolution. First, it isn’t compatible with a nor-
mal/objective understanding of the account of creation given in 
Genesis 1-2. Genesis states that man is a direct creation of God. 
Genesis also states that God created all of the animals “after their 
kind” (Gen. 1:24,25). This statement precludes the idea that all life 
has arisen from simpler forms. Secondly, the account of man’s fall 
into sin and the plan of redemption, of which the rest of the Bible 
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is largely occupied, are based upon a normal/objective under-
standing of the first few chapters of Genesis. If the creation ac-
count were to be regarded as mythical, or even allegorical, then 
the entire message of the Bible would be questionable. Third, 
there are fundamental scientific problems with the theory of evo-
lution itself (as examples: abiogenesis {life from non-life}, the 
problem of irreducibly complex systems, the apparent design of 
organisms, the problem of how non-intelligence produced the in-
formation necessary for the pattern of living things, and the lack 
of evidence from the fossil record and nature for the existence of 
species intermediates). 

Progressive creationism 

Progressive creationism says that God’s creative activity 
extended over long ages. This non-evolutionary view regards each 
of the days of the Genesis account as representing an era of inde-
terminate (and possibly, variable) length, during which God 
progressively created living things in bursts. According to this 
theory the species arose in the time frame that modern science 
claims is indicated in the fossil record, but not as a result of evo-
lution. Consequently, the days of Genesis are understood as a lit-
erary structure representing the creative epochs. In the past, some 
proponents of day-age theories used 2 Peter 3:8 as support. (In 
2 Peter 3:8, Peter indicated that with the Lord a thousand years is 
“as one day.”) However, as we will see, 2 Peter 3:8 does not sup-
port this use. 

Problems with progressive creationism 

There are several difficulties associated with progressive 
creationism. First, it isn’t compatible with a normal understanding 
of Genesis. However, the theory cannot be ruled out on that basis, 
because it is possible that the days of Genesis 1 were intended 
simply to represent indefinite time periods, not 24-hour days. 
There are numerous instances in the Bible where the term “day” 
represents a time period other than a 24-hour day; for example, 
the frequently used expression, “the day of the LORD.” In this case, 
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the reference to “evening” and “morning” would simply form a 
kind of literary inclusio for each metaphorical day. Second, as to 
the use of 2 Peter 3:8 where Peter said, “…one day is with the 
Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day,” this 
statement does not mean that when scripture indicates a day we 
are at liberty to interpret that to mean an indefinite amount of 
time. Peter was simply saying that God is unaffected by time. He 
was not saying that when scripture indicates a time relationship 
we are at liberty to take that figuratively. It is odd that 2 Peter 3:8 
would be chosen to support the idea that time references in the 
Bible are somewhat elastic. Actually, this passage indicates quite 
the opposite. If a day in this passage were not literally a day, and a 
thousand years were not literally a thousand years, this passage 
would make no sense, since the meaning only comes into sharp 
focus when we understand that Peter is saying that a literal 
twenty-four hour day and a literal thousand years are all the same 
to a timeless God. However, having said that, the fact that 2 Peter 
3:8 does not support the day-age concept is not a negative for this 
view; it is more the lack of positive biblical evidence. Third, pro-
gressive creationism would need to be able to explain how the 
creation of plants (Gen. 1:11-13) preceded the formation of the sun 
(Gen. 1:14-19). Fourth, it is sometimes suggested that Exodus 20:11 
seems to preclude this view by stating that everything was created 
in six days. Of course, if Exodus 20:11 simply reflects the Genesis 
account, then whatever “day” means in Genesis is also meant in 
Exodus 20:11. Progressive creationism still does not solve all the 
scientific problems, since there are incompatibilities between the 
record of biblical history and modern science in the area of scien-
tific dating, especially the dates of human existence. Unfortu-
nately, the scientific dating process is itself theory-bound (for 
example, uniformitarian assumptions and the use of “calibration 
curves” based on evolutionary assumptions in radiometric dat-
ing). Also, as of the present time, no radiometric method has yet 
to be validated by credible double-blind testing. While some 
radiometric methods correlate with other radiometric methods, 
such correlations address only consistency, not accuracy. Until far 
more information is available on the validity of the proposed sci-
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entific dates, it would be ill advised to try to construct a biblical 
view based on such dates. 

Several interesting books have been written in the last few 
years promoting one version or another of the day-age theory; see: 
The Finger Print of God (Promise Publishing Co.) and The Creator 
and the Cosmos (NavPress) both by Hugh Ross, and A New Look at 
an Old Earth (Schroeder Publishing) by Don Stoner, and The 
Science of God (Broadway Books) by Gerald L. Schroeder. Un-
fortunately, while these books correctly point out some of the 
flaws in recent creationism’s young earth view, they incorrectly 
assume that the only alternative is some form of day-age view. 

Literary theories 

Various literary theories claim that the days in Genesis 
chapter 1 are only some sort of literary structure in which the 
creation story is either told or set. According to one of these views 
the six days of Genesis were not six days in which creation took 
place, but six movements in the creation story. A variation on the 
literary framework theory is that God revealed the account of 
creation in six days, and that Genesis contains a synopsis of what 
was revealed each day. In either case, the six days are not viewed 
as a time frame for the work of creation, but simply a literary 
structure for telling the story of creation. These theories do not 
speak directly to the issues of the age of the universe or evolution. 
The literary framework theory can stand alone as an extremely 
vague general theory, or as a complement to another more 
detailed theory, such as progressive creationism or theistic evolu-
tion. 

The gap theory 

Once very popular among biblical conservatives, this the-
ory proposed that God created the world, which was subse-
quently judged with devastating effect when Lucifer fell. This 
theory proposes that the six-day account in Genesis 1 is the 
account of the earth’s reconstruction after its judgment. According 
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to this theory the original creation is mentioned only in Genesis 
1:1. Genesis 1:2 describes the condition of the earth after its judg-
ment, and Genesis 1:3-31 describes the earth’s subsequent re-crea-
tion. 

Several arguments have been offered in support of the gap 
theory. First, it is assumed that it would have been out of charac-
ter for God to create the earth “formless” and “void” (Gen. 1:2); 
therefore, something must have happened to cause the earth to 
become formless and void. Second, the terms “tohu” (“formless”) 
and “bohu” (“void,” or “empty”) are used together in only one 
other instance in the Bible, where they clearly indicate judgment 
(Jer. 4:23). Third, the idea that the original creation was judged by 
God could fit with the biblical description of the fall of Lucifer, 
presumably recorded in Ezekiel 28:11-19 and Isaiah 14:12-21. (Al-
though the name “Lucifer” is used of Satan in this volume, it is 
not likely a personal name as the AV indicates in Isaiah 14:12, but 
should be translated “morning star,” or “bright one.”)  Fourth, the 
gap theory appears to reconcile the Genesis account with the 
apparent age of the universe. (A variation that subscribes to a pre-
Genesis 1:3 plant and animal kingdom also attempts to square 
Genesis with modern fossil dating.)  

There are three principal problems with the gap theory. 
First, the grammar of Genesis 1:1-2 does not allow for a gap be-
tween verses 1 and 2. Quite interestingly, this fact was first 
brought to light in the 1950’s by one of the foremost gap theorists 
of the time, Dr. Merrill F. Unger, in an article that appeared in the 
theological journal Bibliotheca Sacra, in January 1958, titled: “Re-
thinking the Genesis Account of Creation.” The reason, as Dr. 
Unger pointed out, is that “In the original language [Hebrew] 
Genesis 1:2 consists of three circumstantial clauses, all describing 
conditions or circumstances existing at the time of the principal 
action indicated in verse 1, or giving a reason for that action.” To 
put it simply, what Dr. Unger pointed out was that the timing of 
the main verb of the sentence (v. 1, “created”) controls all the cir-
cumstantial clauses describing the conditions in verse 2.  (Verses 1 
and 2 are one sentence in the Hebrew.) This means that at the time 
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God created the heavens and the earth, <clause #1:> “the earth 
was [at the time of its creation] without form, and void;” <clause 
#2:> “and [at the time of creation] darkness was upon the face of 
the deep;” <clause #3:> “and [at the time of creation] the Spirit of 
God moved upon (or better, “was moving upon” {participle}) the 
face of the waters.” When read this way, as indicated by the 
grammar, there is simply no way that verse 2 can be a description 
of the earth having been judged subsequent to its creation in verse 
1, because verse 2 describes the conditions of the earth at the time 
of its original creation in verse 1. This interpretation completely 
rules out any notion of a gap between verses 1 and 2. Interest-
ingly, Dr. Unger remained committed to the gap theory, albeit a 
modified version. His solution to the problem was to assert that 
the creation referenced in verse one was not, after all, the original 
creation, but the re-creation of the earth after its original creation 
and judgment (which must have occurred prior to Genesis 1:1), 
thus placing the original creation, the earth’s judgment, and the 
gap prior to Genesis 1:1. While this was a highly creative solution, 
it had the unfortunate effect of making the gap theory an extra-
biblical theory, since it pushed the gap right out of the Bible! It 
took about twenty years for Dr. Unger’s observations to take hold, 
but the shot had been fired, and ultimately the gap theory died, a 
victim of friendly fire. The second problem is that the gap theory 
was never well supported biblically. The creation passage (Gene-
sis 1:1-31) says nothing about the fall of Lucifer, or the earth being 
judged. All of that material has to be transplanted into the story. 
The third problem is that a great deal of weight is placed on iden-
tifying the terms tohu (formless) and bohu (empty) with judgment. 
While it is true that the only other place these terms are used 
together in scripture is a picture of divine judgment (Jer. 4:23), it is 
also true that one example does not establish a pattern. There 
simply isn’t enough biblical evidence to conclude that these terms 
must refer to judgment when used together. 

Recent creationism 

Recent creationism claims that the universe was created 
within the last eight to ten thousand years. There are two forms of 
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recent creationism: classic recent creationism, which makes use of 
the mature creation argument to account for the apparent age of 
the universe; and relativistic recent creationism, which depends 
upon relativity to account for the apparent age of the universe. In 
some respects recent creationism is similar to the original pre-
scientific view, in that it subscribes to a young creation, with the 
ex nihilo (original) creation occurring on the first of the six days of 
Genesis chapter 1. In other ways it is very different from the pre-
scientific view. It recognizes the discrepancy between the 
apparent age of the universe and the age limit allowed by the 
recent creation theory, and it seeks to reconcile the difference. 
Recent creationists make extensive use (and misuse) of scientific 
information in seeking to establish that the universe is young. 

Classic recent creationism 

According to classic recent creationism, God made the 
world in a mature (fully developed) form approximately eight to 
ten thousand years ago. According to this view, since the world 
was created in a mature state, it appears older than it’s actual age. 
Recent creationists claim that either Genesis 1:1-2 is included as 
part of the first day of creation, or that these verses are either a 
title or summary introduction to the creation account. In other 
words, they dismiss the idea that Genesis 1:1-2 could be referring 
to an original ex nihilo creation that occurred prior to the first day. 
They also see support for recent creation in Exodus 20:11, which 
seems to suggest that nothing was created prior to the first day of 
Genesis. Exodus 20:11 says, “For in six days the LORD made the 
heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them….” Ac-
cordingly, since the first day of Genesis would have been fairly 
recent (eight to ten thousand years ago, based on Old Testament 
chronology), neither the universe nor anything in the universe 
could be older than eight to ten thousand years. 

While recent creationism claims to be a biblical view, its 
support is almost entirely from “creation science” observations. 
The following are some examples of the kind of scientific infor-
mation used to support this view. 1) Decay of the earth’s magnetic 
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field indicates it is less than ten thousand years old. 2) The amount 
of helium in the atmosphere (given that it is generated at a con-
stant rate) indicates that the earth could not be more than about 
ten thousand years old. 3) The presence of oil under pressure cre-
ating oil gushers indicates a recent creation, since otherwise the 
pressure would have been relaxed over long ages through dissi-
pation of pressure in permeable rock. 4) The amount of dust 
found on the moon suggests that the moon is seven to eight thou-
sand years old (based on assumed levels of annual deposit). Also, 
the amount of cosmic dust deposited on the earth indicates an age 
less than ten thousand years. 5) The earth’s rotational velocity 
indicates that the earth could not be old. Given a constant rate of 
decline in velocity, if the earth were billions of years old, the 
original high rotational velocity would have produced a very dif-
ferent looking planet (land masses would have formed primarily 
around the equator). 6) The existence of comets indicates a young 
universe. Since comets give off particles as they travel through 
space, if the universe were billions of years old, the comets would 
already be completely spent.  

The difficulty with using the above, and similar observa-
tions as evidence of recent creation is this: Even if we were to as-
sume that the above observations are valid, they still would not 
prove a recent ex nihilo creation. All of these factors can be fully 
accounted for by a recent mediate creation (a rearrangement of 
existing materials), as suggested by the preformative view. In 
other words, all of the scientific factors that recent creationists 
point to can be accounted for even if the universe were old, as 
long as the six formative days of Genesis were fairly recent. Thus, 
the same observations can be used to support an alternate theory 
that recent creationists have not ruled out, and which fits with the 
text of Genesis 1 better than the recent creation theory. This illus-
trates a key methodological flaw in recent creationism. Since re-
cent creationists assume that all creation, including the creation 
ex nihilo, occurred within the six days of Genesis, they therefore 
conclude that any evidence of recent creative activity, whether 
ex nihilo or formative, is evidence of a young universe. However, 
this reasoning is unsound because the Genesis account clearly 
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places the ex nihilo creation prior to the first day of Genesis, 
meaning that the ex nihilo and mediate aspects of creation may 
have been widely separated in time. Also, recent creationism fails 
to consider the possibility that a remote ex nihilo creation in the 
distant past combined with a recent mediate (formative) creation 
eight to ten thousand years ago could fit the same data, as well as 
biblical history. 

Problems with classic recent creationism 

There are three fundamental problems with classic recent 
creationism: an observational problem, a logical problem, and an 
ethical problem. (Relativistic recent creationism is discussed sepa-
rately.) 

Albert Einstein demonstrated the mathematical relation-
ships between energy, matter, and the velocity of light. The 
unique qualities of light are very helpful in understanding the size 
and age of the universe. The current scientific estimate of the size 
of the known universe puts it at a radius of about thirteen to fif-
teen billion light-years. If, as astronomers estimate, we are seeing 
light from galaxies approximately fifteen billion light-years dis-
tant, this would lead us to the conclusion that the universe must 
have been in existence for at least fifteen billion years, because 
that’s the minimum amount of time it would take for the light 
from those distant galaxies to reach earth. This leads to an esti-
mate of about fifteen billion years for the age of the universe. We 
have to be very cautious with these numbers; nevertheless, even 
most knowledgeable recent creationists generally accept the cur-
rent estimate of the size of the universe, and even if these figures 
were off by 99% (which no cosmologist, Christian or non-
Christian believes), the indicated age of the universe would still be 
far older than the eight to ten thousand years estimated by recent 
creationists. Some have suggested that perhaps the solution to this 
problem is that the speed of light was faster in the past than it is 
now. However, given relativity this is probably not a practical 
solution; besides, any theory that requires a large-scale change in 
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one of the fundamental constants of the universe should be 
viewed with caution.  

Another problem is that recent creationism depends upon 
creation with maturity to account for the apparent age of the uni-
verse; this relationship can be expressed as: appearance of age  = 
maturity. When recent creationists look at the universe and see 
features that appear to be millions or billions of years old, they 
account for the apparent age by virtue of the universe’s maturity 
at creation. So recent creationists, in effect, take the position that 
one cannot distinguish between an object appearing to have age 
and a newly created, mature object. The problem is that this line of 
reasoning is easily demonstrated to be false. Let’s imagine an ex-
periment that demonstrates that mature creation and appearance 
of age are not the same. If maturity fully accounts for the appear-
ance of age, it should be impossible to distinguish between an 
object created mature and an object reaching a mature state 
through time. However, objects that reach maturity through time 
not only appear mature, they also exhibit the accumulated effects 
of events having taken place in time. For example, suppose we 
had the newly created Adam stand beside a man that had reached 
the same level of maturity through the passage of time. Would we 
be able to tell them apart? Certainly an examination of growth 
plates, scars, worn teeth, broken bones having healed, stretch 
marks, skin damage due to sun exposure, etc., would make such 
an identification easy. Why? —Because maturity and the appear-
ance of age are not equivalent. The same is true in regard to the 
universe. The universe exhibits not only maturity, but also the 
scars of great age. When we look at the universe, we see that it is 
covered in scars, scars demonstrating great age: galaxies having 
collided and merged, stars having spent their fuel and having 
exploded across thousands of light-years of space, gravitational 
interference between galaxies, light streams in space containing 
billions of years of history in light images streaming back to their 
sources. So, if what we see when we look at the universe cannot 
be fully explained by a mature creation, and it cannot, the recent 
creationist is left without any explanation of why the universe 
appears old, and thus, the theory breaks down.  
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Finally, there is the ethical problem. This problem is more 
difficult to explain. Let’s begin with a question: Would it ever be 
okay for God, who is holy and true, to lie? Obviously the answer 
is “No”; yet recent creationism implies that God has lied about the 
fundamental nature of creation. How so? Astronomers estimate 
that we are seeing light from distant galaxies billions of light-years 
away. If that is true, the natural assumption should be that the 
universe could not be any younger than the amount of time it 
would have taken that light to traverse the distance from its origin 
to earth. Of course this implies a not-so-recently-created universe. 
At this point recent creationists suggest a possible solution; they 
say: “Since God created the universe mature, he simply created 
the light stream in place, i.e., in situ. (This is sometimes referred to 
as the “creation in transit theory.”) If this were true, then any 
image we see through a telescope of an object greater than eight to 
ten thousand light-years distance never originated at the source it 
appears to have come from. (The epistemological implications of 
this would be staggering.) Such an explanation plants doubt as to 
the true nature of the universe and what can be known by 
observation; that’s highly problematic since God clearly intended 
that our observation of both nature and the universe should lead 
us to him (Psa. 8:3; 50:6; 97:6). However, we have not yet come to 
the ethical problem posed by this theory. If the foregoing 
explanation were true, then for a galaxy five billion light-years 
distant from earth, the light stream at the moment of creation 
would have been 5 billion light-years (assuming it reached all the 
way to the earth.) So, what’s in a light stream five billion light-
years long? The answer is: five billion years of history recorded in 
images. Yet that’s five billion years more history than is possible. 
Taking this one step further, this would imply one of two things: 
Either the universe is discontinuous (i.e., more like a stage prop, in 
which case observations mean nothing), or God has recorded a 
history in starlight of events that never happened. Either of these 
explanations would be disturbing because they imply that God 
has intentionally misled man about the nature of the universe and 
its creation. 
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If that were not enough of a problem, it gets worse. We 
have images of large nebulas, galaxies in collision (some even 
completely assimilated), and large intergalactic gravitational ef-
fects for which only an old universe (i.e., older than ten thousand 
years) can account. Take the merger of two galaxies as an exam-
ple: two galaxies, each with a breadth of about a hundred thou-
sand light-years could hardly merge in the space of ten thousand 
years. Even if God created them such that their outer edges were 
already in contact (odd), and even if they were moving toward 
one another at the speed of light (not really feasible), the mini-
mum time required for a complete merger would be fifty thou-
sand years (one moves fifty thousand light-years to the left while 
the other simultaneously moves fifty thousand light-years to the 
right). Add to that the amount of time required for the images to 
arrive on earth, and you can see that ten thousand years doesn’t 
begin to be enough time, even in this greatly oversimplified ex-
ample. Thus, recent creationists are forced to suggest that the uni-
verse was created with all of these scars—scars depicting a history 
that never was. And to make it all look very realistic, those events 
that never happened appear to have obeyed the general laws of 
motion and gravitation. Astronomers have observed that when 
two galaxies have merged, or are in the process, their angular 
momentums and gravity merge according to the general laws of 
motion and gravity, causing the new galaxy to form a shape pre-
dictable by the classical laws of physics. In some cases nearby 
galaxies have simply brushed, scattering stars in their spirals 
across tens of thousands of light-years of space. In the case of the 
Cartwheel Galaxy one galaxy has passed completely through 
another, blowing out a huge ring of gas over a hundred thousand 
light-years from its center that is now condensing into new stars. 
It is impossible that such structures could have been formed in the 
time allowed under recent creationism. If God put his omniscience 
to work to devise a plan to thoroughly deceive man about the 
origin of the universe, he couldn’t have devised a better plan than 
what the recent creationist proposes.  
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Relativistic recent creationism  

In view of the problems associated with classic recent 
creationism, Dr. Donald Humphreys proposed a relativistic solu-
tion in which the universe could have aged billions of years while 
only six days passed on earth (Donald Humphreys, Starlight and 
Time: Solving the Puzzle of Distant Starlight in a Young Universe, 
Master Books, 1998). The theory is complex and based on the fact 
that gravity distorts time. Dr. Humphreys’ theory, which could be 
termed “white hole cosmology,” postulates that the universe 
expanded out of a white hole (a hole with a gravitational event 
horizon, but from which matter and light can escape, but not re-
enter—essentially a black hole in reverse). According to this 
theory the earth is at the center of the universe, and since an event 
horizon affects time (making it run incredibly fast), as the universe 
expanded and the event horizon shrank, the entire universe (with 
the exception of the earth) eventually passed through the event 
horizon. Since the event horizon would weaken as it shrank, the 
greatest aging effects would be seen in the galaxies furthest from 
earth (since they passed through the event horizon first, while it 
was still strong). On the surface, white hole cosmology seems to 
provide an explanation of the age differential between the earth 
and more distant parts of the universe; however, the specifics, as 
proposed by Humphreys, face enormous problems both with the 
text of Genesis 1:1-31 and science, especially since the existence of 
white holes is purely speculative. (Unlike black holes, no evidence 
of the existence of white holes has ever been found.) In proposing 
such a cosmology, it is possible that Dr. Humpreys has uninten-
tionally sown the seeds for the destruction of recent creationism. 
According to this theory, 99% of the universe is much older (point 
of presence) than even the maximum figure generally allowed by 
recent creationism (ten thousand years). In other words, this view 
acknowledges that the bulk of the universe was not created re-
cently. And if it is acknowledged that the universe does, in fact, 
appear to be old, not just mature, why postulate such an unlikely 
theory just so one can contend that the earth is young—a claim the 
Bible never makes. 
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The preformative theory  

This view is generally called the “chaos view” in the the-
ologies; however, the term “preformative” is preferable because it 
more accurately describes the view. This view proposes that God 
created the universe ex nihilo sometime prior to the first formative 
day of Genesis. The six days of Genesis describe God’s subsequent 
activity in preparing the earth as a home for man. According to 
this view, all of the work done by God during the six days of 
Genesis was formative (mediate) creation, not ex nihilo creation. 

The preformative theory is based upon a literal under-
standing of the Genesis account, and it does not impose any age 
assumptions on creation (whether young or old), nor does it re-
quire any corollary theories, as is the case with recent creationism. 
It simply claims that God created the materials ex nihilo in verses 
1-2, and then, subsequently formed those materials. This should 
not be confused with the gap theory, which proposes a gap be-
tween Genesis 1:1 and 1:2 (where no gap is allowed by the gram-
mar). The preformative theory allows for an unspecified time 
between Genesis 1:2 and 1:3 where the grammar presents no 
problem, but unlike the gap theory the preformative view does 
not suggest any particular events relating to that time period. The 
preformative theory can be held in combination with other com-
patible theories. 

Historically, the main objection to this view has been to 
pose the question: “Why would God create the universe and then 
allow a period of time to pass before filling it with living things?” 
The answer to the question is: “We don’t know.” “Why” questions 
involving God are very difficult to answer unless the answer is 
revealed in scripture. However, it is possible to venture a re-
sponse: Maybe the “cake” wasn’t ready to be iced immediately. At 
this point someone might say, “But why would God need to wait 
for the completion of physical processes before forming and filling 
his creation?” Couldn’t God simply command everything to be in-
stantly ready? The answer is “Yes, he could,” but that does not 
mean that he did, and there is no reason why he should have done 
so. God is the one who ordained the physical processes at the ex 
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nihilo creation, and God, being timeless, would not be the least 
inconvenienced by the passage of any length of time in creation. It 
has also been suggested that Isaiah 45:18 implies that the six-day 
forming and filling activity of God had to be closely associated in 
time with the ex nihilo creation. However, there is nothing in 
Isaiah 45:18 that implies the forming and filling of the six days of 
Genesis had to occur immediately after the ex nihilo creation, only 
that the forming and filling had to occur at some point, because 
that was God’s ultimate purpose in creation. 

Occasionally one sees this objection: If this view were cor-
rect, it would mean that God, contrary to his nature, created the 
world in a chaotic (disordered) state. The flaw in this objection is 
fairly obvious. Even though the original creation was as yet un-
formed, or we might say that it was in a preformed state, it was 
far from chaotic, for all of the ingredients of creation (time, matter, 
energy, space, and the physical laws governing them) were pre-
sent. It certainly may be characterized as incomplete, but not cha-
otic. Suppose I went into your kitchen while you were making a 
cake and saw only a bowl full of gooey batter and said to you, 
“You can’t make a cake that way, why that’s beneath your dignity; 
don’t you know that cakes have layers with icing?” You would 
probably suggest that if I would leave you alone for a while you 
would produce just such a cake. The same is true in regard to 
creation. The fact that all of the creative work was not done in-
stantly does not imply that the job was inferior, chaotic, or in any 
way beneath the majesty of God. 

The biblical account of creation 

The real test of any view is how well it reflects what the 
Bible actually says. The Genesis record (1:1-2:3) gives the most 
extensive account of creation contained within the pages of scrip-
ture. It tells of the creation of the raw materials of which every-
thing is made, and how those materials were fashioned to make 
heavenly bodies, plants, animals, and finally man. Since we are 
approaching this topic from a Christian perspective, we must 
acknowledge that the Genesis account is factually true in every 
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respect when understood as it was intended. The most prominent 
feature of the account is the arrangement of creation according to 
six formative days. (I say “formative” because there does not seem 
to be any indication of ex nihilo creation within the six-day period.) 

Another feature that should be apparent even to the casual 
reader is that the first two verses of the passage are not part of the 
first day. This is clear from the fact that each formative day begins 
with the phrase, “And God said. . .” and ends with, “And there 

was evening, and there was morning—the {nth} day.” This familiar 
structure is an inclusio marking where a segment of the account 
begins and ends. When repeated, as they are here, these inclusios 
form a symmetry that makes the story easy to remember. These 
highly visible structures can also help us to see the natural breaks 
in the passage, and what they indicate is that the account of the 
first day does not begin until verse three; this means that the first 
two verses should not be grouped with the first formative day. 
This leads to an important question: Since verses 1-2 (which com-
prise one sentence) are not part of the first day, in what way do 
they relate to the six days that follow? There are essentially two 
possibilities. Either these verses describe events that precede the 
first day or they do not, in which case they would likely be a title 
or summary introduction to the section that follows (1:3-2:3).  

There is general agreement among interpreters that Gene-
sis 1:1 refers to the original creation ex nihilo. If these two verses 
refer to activity prior to the first day, then the original ex nihilo 
creation (which is not referred to in the remainder of the story) 
must have occurred prior to the first formative day. The implica-
tions of this are of enormous importance, because this would 
mean that the original creation of the universe could have pre-
dated the six days of Genesis 1 by a very long period of time. 
Some recent creationists group Genesis 1:1-2 with the first day and 
others view these verses as a descriptive title to the creation story. 
However, neither of these views is correct. As we have already 
observed, the literary structure clearly indicates that Genesis 1:1-2 
is not part of the first day. That leaves two options: Either these 
two verses are simply a descriptive title to the creation account, or 
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they describe events prior to the first formative day.  Can we de-
termine with any degree of confidence which of these two alter-
natives is correct? The answer is a definite “Yes.” If these verses 
are a summary title to the six days, they ought to summarize the 
activities recorded for those days. On the other hand, if they refer 
to events that took place prior to the first day, it should be possi-
ble to detect a sequence or progression from the description in 
verses 1-2 to what follows. Genesis 1:1-2 says, ”In the beginning 
God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was form-
less and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the 
Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.” In order to deter-
mine if this is a summary title we need to ask: Does “formless,” 
“empty,” and “dark” summarize the activity of the six days (vv. 3-
31)? The answer is obviously “No.” In fact, it describes the oppo-
site. Can we see a sequential or progressive relationship between 
these first two verses and the rest of the creation story? “Yes”—
what is “dark” in verse 2 is illuminated in verse 3; what is “form-
less” in verse 2 is formed and fashioned in verses 3-31; what is 
“empty” in verse 2 is filled with living things in verses 11-31. This 
progression plainly indicates that Genesis 1:1-2 describes activity 
(v. 1) and a state (v. 2) prior to the first formative day. Thus, we 
can say with confidence that the original creation ex nihilo 
(recorded in verse 1) took place before the first of the six formative 
days began. This is confirmed by the fact that there is no indica-
tion of ex nihilo creation during the six-day period. Light was the 
first thing produced during the six days, but we know that the 
existence of light presumes the existence of space, time, energy 
and matter (E=mc2). Likewise the separating of the terrestrial and 
atmospheric waters, and the gathering of the terrestrial waters 
into oceans was a rearrangement of existing matter and space. The 
stars were “made” (Heb. ‛asah, “formed,” this term is never used 
for creation ex nihilo), and the living plants and animals were 
made from the pre-existing materials of the earth. 

A common objection to the position just given is that ac-
cording to Exodus 20:11, all of God’s creative activity, including 
the creation ex nihilo, was performed within the six-day period. 
Exodus 20:11 says, “For in six days the LORD made the heavens 
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and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them….” However, when 
we examine Exodus 20:11 we find that the word “made” is the 
Hebrew term ‛asah, meaning, “to form,” a term used only for me-
diate creation (i.e., formation of existing material). Hence, the cor-
rect understanding of this passage is that the formative activity 
was six days in duration; however, it says nothing about the 
original ex nihilo creation being part of the six days; in fact, Exodus 
20:11 says nothing about the ex nihilo creation at all. 

The words translated “made” and “created” were carefully chosen 
when this account was recorded. Bara’ is usually translated 
“create” and has a broad range of meaning. Just like the English 
“create,” bara’ can be used of ex nihilo creation, or the forming of 
existing material into a new arrangement. In the Genesis account 
of creation bara’ occurs in 1:1,21,27 (twice) and in 2:3 (to summa-
rize the entire process). ‛Asah is usually translated to “make,” or 
“create,” but has a much more narrow meaning than bara’; it is 
only used of forming existing materials. In the Genesis account of 
creation ‛asah occurs in 1:7,16,25,26, and 31. The usage and rela-
tionship of these two words is similar to the relationship between 
the English words “create” and “make.” The thing to remember is 
that whereas bara’ can be used to substitute for ‛asah (since bara’ is 
a more comprehensive term), ‛asah can only be used where ex 
nihilo creation is not in view. Therefore, there is a very limited 
interchangeability between these words. This explains why sev-
eral occurrences of bara’ (vv. 21 and 27 [2 times]) and every occur-
rence of ‛asah in this passage refers to mediate creation, even 
though bara’ in 1:1 clearly refers to the ex nihilo creation. Needless 
to say, an unclear understanding of this relationship can result in 
a great deal of confusion over what the first chapter of Genesis 
actually says.  

In summarizing the account of creation from Genesis 1:1-
31, we should note the following: 1) The original creation of the 
heavens and earth (ex nihilo) is stated to have occurred prior to the 
beginning of the first formative day. We have absolutely no way 
of knowing, from the Bible, how much time might have lapsed 
between the original creation (1:1-2) and the beginning of the first 
day (1:3). Hence, we cannot know, from the Bible, the age or even 
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the approximate age of creation. 2) The activity recorded during 
the six days of Genesis was formative in nature rather than crea-
tion ex nihilo. 3) Even though the original creation of the universe 
might have occurred long before the six days of Genesis, forma-
tive activity would have occurred within eight to ten thousand 
years ago in order to mesh with biblical history. 4) Scientific esti-
mates of the age of the universe in billions of years are not averse 
to a literal understanding of the Bible. However, estimates that 
place life prior to the limits of biblical history are not consistent 
with a normal understanding of the Bible. Obviously a great deal 
hinges on how much weight one is willing to place on modern 
scientific dating, which is mostly radiometric or other methods 
correlated to evolutionary assumptions. 

The history of modern scientific cosmology 

While the discussion has been principally concerned with 
what the Bible says about the origin of the universe, it is important 
to know how this information fits with modern theoretical (scien-
tific) cosmology, since any biblical theory that is seriously at odds 
with sound scientific observation would likely be problematic.  

From the time of Aristotle (c. 300 B.C.) to the early 19th 
century the secular view of the universe was that it is infinite and 
eternal. This was very convenient, since an eternal universe 
requires no explanation of its origin. However, this theory posed 
problems. If the universe were infinite in all directions there 
should be stars visible at every point in the sky (at some distance), 
and if it were eternal, there would have been time for the light 
from all those stars to reach the earth. Therefore, if the universe 
were infinite and eternal, the night sky should be bright. Since the 
night sky is not bright, it is apparent that the universe could not 
be infinite and eternal. This realization in the early 1900s led to 
another view called “the steady state theory.” The steady state 
theory said that the universe is eternal but stars are being born 
and dying in a perpetual cycle. This theory accounted for why the 
night sky is not bright, since stars eventually die out, and it 
required no Creator and thus fit with purely naturalistic assump-
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tions. The problem with this theory turned out to be the second 
law of thermodynamics, which implies that over time in any 
physical system there is an increase of entropy (spent, or dissi-
pated energy, which has no potential to do useful work). If the 
universe were eternal, then it would have had eternity for the use-
ful energy level to reach zero; thus, the universe would be cold 
and completely dark, which is not the case. In spite of this diffi-
culty, most physicists subscribed to some form of the steady state 
theory well into the 1950s and ‘60s, because this best fit with natu-
ralistic (monistic, or antisupernatural) assumptions shared by 
most physicists at the time. In the early 1900s a growing body of 
evidence had begun to point to an expanding universe, but this 
evidence was largely ignored by science. In 1914 Vesto Slipher 
presented evidence that several nebulae were receding from the 
earth. In 1915 Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity predicted an 
expanding universe. However, Einstein simply zeroed out this 
expansion with a purely arbitrary “cosmological constant.” In 
1922 Alexander Friedman, a Russian mathematician, predicted the 
expansion of the universe, and in 1929 Edwin Hubble proposed 
the law of red shifts, based on the observation that the light spec-
trum of a galaxy is more shifted toward the red (long wavelength) 
end of the spectrum the further that it is from the earth. The 
problem with an expanding universe is that it implied a definite 
age limit, since it could not have been expanding forever. (To see 
the problem, simply imagine a film of the universe’s history run 
backwards; it could only shrink until its volume reached zero, 
which would be the point of its beginning.) Of course if the uni-
verse is not eternal, then it must have had a beginning. This is 
precisely what was penned in the opening verses of the book of 
Genesis.  Scientists and natural philosophers recognized that a 
universe with a beginning was problematic for naturalism, scien-
tism, and atheism. Obviously, if the universe had a beginning, it 
could not have created itself. So, the implication is clearly that 
something (or someone) outside of the universe, something eter-
nal, must be responsible for the existence of the universe. Of 
course, the implications of an absolute beginning to the natural 
realm would be a stunning defeat for naturalism, a defeat that the 
naturalistic scientific community absolutely could not allow to 
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happen. In fact, one of the classic arguments for the existence of 
God, the cosmological argument, said just that, that the existence 
of the universe implies the existence of something (or someone) 
eternal, since something cannot come from nothing. As best they 
could, scientists tried to avoid the inflationary big bang view. 
However, in 1965 two Bell scientists measured a 3 degree Kelvin 
excess antenna temperature in all directions in which they pointed 
their microwave antenna. This figure coincided very closely with 
the predicted residual temperature that would have been left over 
from a cosmic big bang origin. Later evidence provided by the 
Cosmic Background Explorer (COBE) satellite in 1990-92, and the 
Wilkinson Microwave Anistrophy Probe (WMAP) have confirmed 
even more closely the theoretical predictions of a hot big bang 
origin of the universe. Since the mid-1960s naturalistic scientists 
have found themselves in a dilemma. They cannot, under any 
circumstance, acknowledge an absolute beginning of the universe, 
yet all the available evidence points to the fact that the universe 
had a beginning. They have been left with only one alternative: to 
continue to argue that some natural process is eternal, and there-
fore no supernatural cause is required. Of course the perceptive 
reader will recognize that this discussion crossed over from sci-
ence to philosophy long ago. The fact that scientific cosmology has 
landed precisely in the same spot as the Bible has indeed been 
disturbing to naturalistic scientists and philosophers, most of 
whom are atheists and have an obvious interest in the issue far 
beyond the bounds of science. Since an absolute origin is highly 
problematic for purely naturalistic thinkers, a number of theories 
have been put forth to try to get around the implications of a be-
ginning of the universe. One theory has been the oscillation the-
ory. This theory suggests that the universe has gone through an 
infinite number of expansions and contractions (crunches), and is, 
after all, eternal, needing no explanation for its origin. Not sur-
prisingly, the problem with the oscillation theory is the same as 
with the steady state theory. The second law of thermodynamics 
implies that no physical process can go on forever; it will eventu-
ally “wind down.” Two other problems with this theory are that 
the universe doesn’t seem to have enough mass to contract, and if 
it did, it is believed that its low mechanical efficiency would not 
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likely result in a subsequent re-expansion. More recently the 
Hartle-Hawking model suggests that some eternal phenomenon 
was in place prior to the emergence of the present physical laws, 
and this phenomenon accounts for the origin of the universe. 
Stephen Hawking calls this phenomenon “imaginary time”; and 
as we will see, it is quite appropriately named. Given imaginary 
time, Hawking hypothesizes that the universe could have 
emerged out of nothing, all by itself, with no need for a Creator. In 
his book, The Universe in a Nutshell (Bantum Books, 2001), 
Hawking assures his readers that imaginary time does exist (see 
chapter four). This assertion has confused many people, including 
some scientists who simply assume that Hawking would not 
make such a statement if it were not provable, yet that is exactly 
what he has done. One of the fundamental concepts of big bang 
physics is that no scientific statements can be made about any-
thing prior to time zero. Why? —Because one cannot make any 
scientific statements about anything prior to the existence of the 
present physical laws. So, how does Hawking know that imagi-
nary time exists? In the first three chapters of The Universe in a 
Nutshell he delicately weaves an assumption into his discussion; 
that assumption is that science demands a natural (i.e., non-
supernatural) explanation for everything. (This is, of course, the 
bedrock of all natural philosophy.) Given the compelling evidence 
for an inflationary big bang origin of the universe, any natural 
explanation would require a quantum event, since the universe 
would have been very small when it emerged from nothing, and 
since quantum events require time, Hawking hypothesizes that 
some kind of time must have existed (i.e., imaginary time) before 
the emergence of real time (which began at creation). With this, 
Hawking proceeds to explain how the universe might have 
emerged out of nothing (that is, nothing other than imaginary 
time and quantum mechanics). The problem with this explanation 
is that this isn’t science at all; it’s just naturalistic philosophy in the 
guise of science. Hawking has done nothing more than a clever 
job of concealing his naturalistic assumptions and hoping the 
readers would get lost in so many details of post time-zero 
physics that they wouldn’t notice it was all based upon a mere 
unproven, indeed unprovable assumption.  
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The present state of scientific cosmology is this: The uni-
verse, as we know it, as described by the laws of physics, had a 
beginning. That beginning encompasses everything we know, 
including: time, matter, energy, space, and the properties we call 
physical laws (which includes quantum mechanics and relativity, 
and any as yet undiscovered unification principles). Science can 
make no authoritative statements about what might have pre-
ceded the universe’s creation, since such statements would have 
no basis in physical law. As far as theoretical cosmology is con-
cerned, we have finally reached the end of the road. While scien-
tists will undoubtedly continue to suggest what might have 
happened “if such and such were true,” they cannot go back 
further than the moment of creation, actually a few moments after 
the creation when the properties we call physical laws originated. 
Therefore, science will never know any more about conditions 
prior to creation than it knows right now—which is absolutely 
nothing. This is a permanent limitation. Needless to say, some will 
undoubtedly claim to find a way to ascertain the unknowable 
starting conditions of the big bang, but such attempts must always 
be based upon assumptions, no matter how cleverly hidden. 
Science is simply at the end of the road, it can do no more than 
theorize, and confirm or deny, what might have happened after 
the moment of creation; any claim beyond that can only be an 
intellectual hoax in scientific garb. Having already seen that many 
in the scientific community have shown themselves willing to 
disregard fundamental physical laws in order to maintain their 
naturalistic assumptions, as is the case with both the steady state 
theory and later the oscillation theory, we shouldn’t be surprised 
to hear assurances that they now know the initial starting condi-
tions of the big bang—and that those initial conditions do not 
require anything supernatural (i.e., God).  
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Review Questions 

 
1. Define the following terms: creation ex nihilo, immediate creation, 

mediate creation. 
 
2. Describe the pre-scientific view of creation. 
 
3. What is a “reconciliation theory”?   
 
4. Describe theistic evolution and discuss any biblical or theological 

problems. 
 
5. What are the two forms of the day-age theory?  
 
6. Describe progressive creationism and discuss any problems with 

that view. 
 
7. Describe the literary view(s) of the creation story. 
 
8. Describe the gap theory. 
 
9. Discuss any problems with the gap theory.  
 
10. Describe the recent creation theory and discuss the evidence used to 

support the view. 
 
11. Describe the three basic problems with recent creationism. 
 
12 Describe the preformative view of creation and discuss any prob-

lems associated with the view. 
 
13. Explain the usage and relationship between the Hebrew words bara’ 

and ‛asah 

 
14. What do we learn about ultimate origins (ex nihilo creation) from an 

examination of the creation account in the first chapter of Genesis? 
 
15. Has modern science been able to explain creation without the need 

for a Creator? Explain. 
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Angels 

 

The word “angel” appears over two hundred and eighty 
times in the English Bible (AV). The principal words from which it 
is translated are: malak (Hebrew), and angelos (Greek)—both 
meaning, “messenger.” While it can refer to any messenger, it is 
most frequently used of spirit beings of various classes who are 
intelligent and powerful non-human creatures (Heb. 1:13-14), 
some of which inhabit Heaven, the place of God’s throne, and oth-
ers of which inhabit the physical universe (Rev. 12:12). They are 
referred to as: “sons of God” (Job 1:6 cf. 38:7), “watchers” (Dan. 
4:13,17,23), “holy ones” (Ps. 89:7), “sons of the mighty” (Ps. 89:6), 
God’s “host” (Gen. 32:1-2), “ministering spirits” (Heb. 1:14), 
“princes” (Dan. 10:13), “principalities and powers” (Eph. 6:12), 
and by individual names (Dan. 9:21; 10:21; 12:1).  

The nature and appearance of angels 

Angels are created beings (Ps. 148:1-5) that were present 
before the earth was formed (Job 38:1-7); however, they do not 
predate the original creation ex nihilo, since they are not eternal. 
Like us, they are personal beings. They are intelligent, they engage 
in worship, and they rejoice and praise God. They are wholly dis-
tinct from men (Heb. 2:6-7; 12:22-23). Angels are not born, and do 
not marry or procreate (Mt. 22:30), neither are they subject to 
death (Lk. 20:35-36). When appearing to men, they usually appear 
in human form (Gen. 18:2; Rev. 21:17 cf. Deut. 2:11). However, in 
Heaven they may appear differently (Rev. 4:6-9). In the Bible 
angels always appear in masculine form, and sometimes (if not 
always) are youthful in appearance (Rev. 16:5). On occasion they 
appear in such a way as to indicate their supernatural status (Mt. 
28:3-4; Acts 6:12). Angels are highly intelligent (2 Sam. 14:17,20) 
and possess supernatural power, though both their power and 
intelligence is finite (Mt. 24:36; 2 Pt. 2:11). They are able to trans-
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port themselves quickly (Dan. 9:21), though they can be hindered 
(Dan. 10:1-21, esp. v.13), and they have the ability to appear 
suddenly (Lk. 2:13-14; Acts 1:10). 

The moral character of angels 

The Bible refers to both elect (holy) angels (Mk. 8:38; 1 Tim. 
5:21), and to fallen angels, or “angels that sinned” (2 Pt. 2:4). It is 
often stated that the angels were created holy, and that some 
sinned. However, that view is problematic, since holiness is a 
positive quality rather than the mere absence of sin. Adam was 
not created holy, but he was created without sin. Had he obeyed 
God, he would have become holy, but instead he disobeyed and 
became sinful. Given that angels as well as men are free moral 
agents responsible for their choices, it is apparent that angels, like 
Adam, were created sinless and became either holy or unholy by 
virtue of their choice of obedience or disobedience to God (2 Pt. 
2:4). Angels, having been individually created, do not comprise a 
race; therefore there is no transmission of sin from one angel to 
another. The only way that one angel’s sin could affect another is 
through influence. 

The classes, number, and organization of angels 

The Bible refers to only two classes of angels: seraphim 
(Isa. 6:2, mentioned only in this passage) and cherubim (Gen. 3:24; 
Ezek. 10:1-22; 28:14). However, we are unable to determine from 
scripture what this distinction means, and there is no particular 
reason why there could not be any number of classes of angels, all 
or some with distinct attributes and functions. The angels are vir-
tually innumerable (Rev. 5:11), and both the holy and the unholy 
angels are organized into hierarchies (Rev. 9:11; 12:7; Eph. 6:11-
12). The Bible refers to “archangels” (i.e., chief angels, cf. 1 Thess. 
4:16; Jude 9) and to “chief princes” (Dan. 10:13), and indicates that 
some are closer to the throne of God (Lk. 1:19); there are also dif-
ferences of rank among fallen angels (Jude 8-9). 
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The function of holy angels 

Angels are engaged in various ministries both to God and 
man. They praise God (Ps. 148:1-2; Rev. 5:11-14) and serve him 
(Ps. 103:20), and at least some appear before him at certain times 
(Job 1:6; 2:1). The angels observe earthly affairs (Dan. 4:13; 1 Cor. 
4:9) and serve as ministering spirits to the elect (Heb. 1:13-14). On 
occasion they bring answers to prayer (Dan. 9:21-23; Acts 12:5-7), 
aid believers in their ministries (Acts 8:26), offer encouragement in 
times of danger (Acts 27:22-24), protect and preserve the saints 
(Acts 5:19; 12:7-10), transport believers after death (Lk. 16:22), and 
they will gather the saints at the second coming (Mt. 24:31), and 
presumably they will be involved in gathering the saints at the 
rapture of the Church (1 Thess. 4:13-18, note v.16). With respect to 
the unrighteous, angels inflict judgment (Acts 12:23; Rev. 16:1-22), 
they will gather the unrighteous for punishment at the second 
coming of Christ (Mt. 13:39-40), and they will bind Satan and 
confine him in the Abyss at the close of the present age (Rev. 
20:1-2). 

The function of unholy angels 

Unholy angels oppose the work of God, God’s holy angels 
(Dan. 10:13), and his people (Eph. 6:12), and they support the 
work of Satan (Rev. 12:7). Demons appear to be a subgroup of 
fallen angels that at times possess (take control) of men and ani-
mals. 

Satan 

The existence of Satan, God’s chief opponent, is taught in 
the Old Testament (Genesis, 1 Chronicles, Job, Psalms, Isaiah, 
Ezekiel, and Zechariah), and by every New Testament writer. 
Jesus referred to Satan on numerous occasions. He is called by 
various names, including: “Satan,” meaning “adversary” (52 
times), “the Devil,” meaning “slanderer” (35 times), “the Evil 
One” (Eph. 6:12), “the Serpent” (Rev. 12:9), “the Dragon” (Rev. 
12:9,12), “the Tempter” (Mt. 4:3), “Beelzebub,” and “the Prince of 
Demons” (Mt. 12:24 cf. v.26). The name “Lucifer” found in the AV 
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at Isaiah 14:12 is unlikely to be a personal name and should be 
translated “morning star,” or “bright one.” Nonetheless, students 
of the Bible find it convenient to refer to Satan by this name, espe-
cially when making reference to him prior to his fall.  

If Ezekiel 28:14 refers to Satan, as seems to be the case, he 
is there classified as “the anointed cherub that covers,” and 
possibly of greater rank than any of the other angels. He fell 
through pride (Isa. 14:12-14; 1 Tim. 3:6), and thus sin entered into 
the creation. As a result, he became the enemy of God and the 
adversary of God’s people (Mt. 13:24-43; 1 Pt. 5:8). Jesus charac-
terized Satan as “a murderer” and “a liar” (Jn. 8:44), and the 
Apostle John referred to him as a confirmed sinner (1 Jn. 3:8, cf. Jn. 
8:44). Satan’s life can be divided into six periods: on the “holy 
mountain” in the angelic governance of the creation (Ezek. 28:14); 
in the heavenlies, i.e., in the physical universe (from his fall to his 
imprisonment at Christ’s return, Eph. 6:11-12); confinement to the 
earth (during the second half of the tribulation period, cf. Rev. 
12:9); confinement in the Abyss (during most of the millennial 
portion of the kingdom of Christ on earth, cf. Rev. 20:1-3); a brief 
period on earth near the close of the millennium (Rev. 20:1-3); and 
finally, eternity in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:10). As a creature Satan 
is a finite being. Though he is powerful, his power is limited by 
the cooperation given to him (Jam. 4:7), and by God (Job 1:12; 
2 Cor. 12:7; 2 Tim. 2:26). Thus, as seen in the case of Job, there are 
some things that Satan can only do by divine permission. 

Demons and demon possession 

In the “enlightened” modern age in which we live, de-
monism is often dismissed as primitive religious belief, and thus 
there are three theories in addition to the biblical view that need to 
be considered. 

The mythical theory 

The mythical theory claims that accounts of demon posses-
sion in the Bible are symbolic (not literally true), and that they 
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depict in symbolic terms our Lord’s triumph over evil. Obviously 
such an explanation is not consistent with the verbal inspiration of 
scripture, or its normal/objective interpretation. 

The accommodation theory 

The accommodation theory suggests that when Christ and 
the disciples referred to demons it was not because they believed 
that such things really existed, but because their contemporaries 
believed in demons, and thus they accommodated their language 
to those beliefs. (The swine in the story of Matthew 8:28-34 must 
have been very accommodating too!) 

The psychological theory 

According to the psychological theory, emotionally unsta-
ble people who believed in demons fancied that they were demon 
possessed and acted accordingly. Then, believing that Jesus had 
power over demons, they believed that they were delivered at his 
command.  (Need we mention the swine again?) 

The biblical view 

Obviously all three of the views above are inconsistent 
with the verbal inspiration of scripture. The biblical view is that 
demons are real, personal, malevolent spirit beings. Though it 
does not seem to be their chief work, demons do have the power 
to control people, either partially or completely eclipsing the hu-
man will under certain circumstances. The reason for the onset of 
demon possession is not stated in scripture, but it is at least possi-
ble that some individuals have opened the door to demon posses-
sion by their personal choices, or interest in the occult or false 
religion (which the Bible views as demonic, cf. 1 Cor. 10:20-21; 
1 Tim. 4:1; Rev. 9:20). While it is difficult to know how much of 
this description might be characteristic of demon possession in 
general, the demon possessed man of Gadara (Mt. 8:28-34, cf. Mk. 
5:1-20 and Lk 8:26-40) displayed these qualities: 1) wildness, vio-
lence, and persistent antisocial behavior (Mt. 8:28; Mk. 5:4); 
2) a preference for nudity (Lk. 8:27); 3) avoidance of community 
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(Lk. 8:27, 29); 4) possibly a preoccupation with death (Lk. 8:27); 
and, 5) self-mutilation (Mk. 5:5).  

It is important to recognize that Jesus did not “exorcise” 
demons; he simply commanded them to come out. Exorcism 
makes use of conjurations, incantations, or religious or magical 
ceremonies in an effort to expel demons (Merrill Unger, Biblical 
Demonology, Scripture Press, 1963, p.101). In other words, in 
exorcism the power is assumed to reside in the right formula or 
ceremony. However, in Jesus’ case, and in the case of the apostles, 
the power was divine authority (Mt. 10:1—note that the word 
“power” (AV) is the Greek word exousia, which should be 
translated “authority”). There is no evidence that believers today 
are given the authority to expel demons, though we can, and 
should pray for people we believe may be under demonic 
influence or control. 
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Review Questions 

 
1. Describe the nature of angels.  
 
2. With respect to moral character, what are the two types of angels?  
 
3. What are the two classes of angels mentioned in scripture?  
 
4. Describe the functions of holy angels. 
 
5. What are some of the names applied to Satan? What do those names 

tell us about Satan? 
 
6. What are the six periods of Satan’s existence? 
 
7. Describe three incorrect theories of demon possession. 
 
8. Discuss the biblical view of demon possession. 
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The Church 

 

The word “church” is translated from the Greek word 
ekklēsia, which means “congregation.” In the New Testament, this 
becomes a designation for the invisible, universal “Body of 
Christ,” of which all believers in this age are a part. The term is 
also used to designate a local congregation. In this volume 
“Church” (uppercase) refers to the Body of Christ, whereas 
“church” refers to the visible church. 

The universal (invisible) Church 

The universal Church is composed of all redeemed people 
living between Pentecost (A.D. 33) and the removal of the Church 
from the earth at the rapture (1 Thess. 4:13-17). (Reformed theolo-
gians differ on the definition of the Church; they view the Church 
as all redeemed people.) The Church is simply another name for 
“the Body of Christ” (Col. 1:18,24), and Spirit baptism is the op-
eration that places a believer into that body (1 Cor. 12:13). Since 
Spirit baptism did not begin until Pentecost, A.D. 33, the Church 
could not have existed prior to that time. There are numerous 
reasons for believing that Pentecost A.D. 33 marks the beginning 
of the Church.  

1) The disciples recognized that Pentecost marked the begin-
ning of the Church (Acts 11:15-16).  

2) Jesus indicated that the Church was a future reality from 
the standpoint of his earthly ministry (Mt. 16:18, note the 
future tense, “I will build my Church”). 

3)  The Church age is parenthetical to God’s program for 
Israel. This can be seen from the complete absence of any 
mention of the Church, or the Church age in the Old Tes-
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tament. Looking from the Old Testament perspective, one 
would never know that the Church (or the Church age) 
would exist. The Old Testament discusses in great detail 
the coming of Messiah, the day of the LORD, and the es-
tablishment of the kingdom of God, without so much as a 
hint of the future existence of the Church age (Eph. 3:1-10). 
For example, consider Isaiah 61:1-3, where Isaiah prophe-
sied elements of the first advent of Christ (vv. 1-2a) and of 
the second advent (vv. 2b-3) in the same sentence, without 
so much as a hint of the intervening Church age. Consider 
also Daniel 9:24-27, in which the angel Gabriel revealed to 
Daniel the outline of God’s prophetic program for Israel 
from the decree to restore Jerusalem in 444 B.C. to the end 
of the tribulation period, with no hint of the Church or the 
Church age. Israel and the Church are distinct entities, and 
this is seen nowhere more clearly than in Paul’s discussion 
of this subject in Romans 11:11-32. Sadly, Paul’s warning to 
the church at Rome not to become haughty in thinking that 
the Church has replaced Israel in the divine program has 
gone unheeded, and this is precisely what has happened. 
In the second century the church had become predomi-
nately Gentile, Jerusalem had been destroyed in A.D. 70 
and the Jewish people scattered. To many Christians it no 
longer seemed feasible that God would fulfill his promises 
to Israel since Israel had ceased to exist as a nation; there-
fore, ignoring the clear revelation of God in scripture, they 
reasoned that it must be God’s intention to fulfill those 
promises to the Church. Of course, many of the promises 
God made to Israel are ethnic and geopolitical in nature, 
and could not be fulfilled to the Church in a literal fashion; 
thus, interpreters began to spiritualize (allegorize) those 
promises; that is to say, they began interpreting the prom-
ises non-literally, applying them to the Church. This re-
sulted in a great distortion of scripture and a redefining of 
the Church as a continuation of the one people of God, 
rather than as a parenthetic entity, as indicated by Paul  
(Rom. 11:11-32). This shift in the defining of the Church as 
a continuation of Israel in spiritual form has resulted in 
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great theological error. For example, viewing the Church 
as a continuation of, or replacement for Israel is the basis 
for replacement theology, realized eschatology, covenant 
theology, infant baptism, and many other errors. 

It is of paramount importance for the student of the Bible 
to know that Israel and the Church are distinct entities, and that 
the Church does not predate Pentecost, A.D. 33. Just as member-
ship in the Church had a beginning at Pentecost, that membership 
will be closed at the rapture when Christ comes to claim his bride, 
the Church (Mt. 24:36-25:30; I Cor. 15:51-53; 1 Thess. 4:13-17). 
Thus, the extent of the Church age is from Pentecost A.D. 33 to the 
rapture. (See the next chapter for a discussion of the rapture of the 
Church.) 

The local (visible) church 

Local churches are visible manifestations of the one uni-
versal Church. Of course, it is always the case that unsaved people 
will attach themselves to the local church, and it is also true that 
local churches have a tendency to apostatize over time (usually 
within a few generations); thus we can expect in any local church 
to have a mixture of saved and lost people. In cases where the 
local church apostasy is fairly complete, there may be few, if any, 
saved people. 

The mission of the local church 

The mission of the local church is the same as that of the 
universal Church: the twofold purpose of evangelism and disci-
pleship (edification) of believers. That purpose was clearly stated 
by Christ in the great commission he gave prior to his departure 
(Mt. 28:19-20). 

The resources of the local church 

God has given the local church resources by which to ac-
complish its mission. Those resources include: the scriptures, 
leadership, spiritual gifts, and discipline. 
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Local church leadership 

Biblically, local church leadership is to be exercised 
through three primary avenues: elders, deacons, and the congre-
gational body. An imbalance or failure in any one of these areas 
results in dysfunction within the local church. In the discussion 
that follows we are not defining the roles in accordance with the 
practices of any particular denomination, but as defined in scrip-
ture. 

a. Elders (the presbytery) 

With respect to the local church, the highest spiritual au-
thority outside of Christ and his apostles resides in the elders of 
the local congregations. In the beginning, an apostle or the repre-
sentative of an apostle often appointed elders. However, apostolic 
appointment was a practical consideration, not a requirement. 
There were occasions where churches sprang up apart from ap-
ostolic ministry and appointed their own leadership, and there is 
no indication from the New Testament that the apostles chal-
lenged the validity of such churches or their leadership. Thus, we 
do not find the Bible teaching either apostolic succession or any 
form of succession of spiritual authority, though under ordinary 
circumstances it is obvious why that would be the best method. 
We must bear in mind that Paul’s direction to Timothy that he 
appoint elders in the churches under his charge should not be 
taken as normative, for these were newly planted churches which 
in their infancy lacked the ability to select qualified leaders. Much 
has been made over ordination in the past nineteen hundred 
years, both Roman Catholic and Protestant, and while the com-
missioning of leaders is vitally important, from a biblical perspec-
tive ordination conveys no powers or prerogatives not vested 
within the local body. Additionally, in the early churches the 
eldership in each congregation was to be constituted by multiple 
elders of equal authority, though perhaps not of equal giftedness 
or influence. 

Paul laid out the qualifications for elders to Timothy 
(1 Tim. 3:1-7) and to Titus (Tit. 1:5-9). We must be careful not to 
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confuse elders with deacons, as these are distinct offices, each 
with its own qualifications. Elders occupy the highest office in the 
local church, and deacons serve as ministry extenders under the 
general oversight of the elders. 

Qualifications of elders 

Paul gives the following qualifications for elders (also 
called “bishops,” or “overseers “). 

1. It should be observed that the New Testament makes no 
provision for the appointment of female elders. This is not 
simply a first century cultural phenomenon as is some-
times suggested. Paul stated in 1 Timothy 2:9-15 that the 
woman is not to exercise authority over the man because 
of the dignity imparted to the man by virtue of the order of 
creation (i.e., that man as the head of the race was created 
first, and hence that the woman was created to serve in a 
support capacity, rather than a leadership capacity over 
the man). The fact that Paul points to the order of the crea-
tion of the first man and woman makes it clear that his rea-
son is universal and transcultural, and thus binding in 
every culture and time. (Note also that having just made 
that point, Paul, in giving the qualifications of elders, uses 
only the masculine pronouns, cf. 1 Tim. 3:1-7.) 

2. They are to be monogamous (1 Tim. 3:2). 

3. They are to be temperate (not given to drunkenness), pru-
dent, respectable, and hospitable (1 Tim. 3:2). 

4. They must hold fast to the word in their own personal 
lives, and be able to teach and exhort in sound doctrine, 
and to refute error (1 Tim. 3:2; Tit. 1:9). 

5. They should not have an addiction to alcohol (1 Tim. 3:3). 
(We may assume this would apply to other addictions as 
well.) 
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6. They are not to be quarrelsome, and self-willed, but gentle 
and uncontentious (1 Tim. 3:3; Tit. 1:7). 

7. They are not to be materialistic (1Tim 3:3). 

8. They must be good managers of their own households, 
with believing children. (1 Tim. 3:4; Titus 1:6). 

9. They should not be new to the faith (1 Tim. 3:6). 

10. They must have a good reputation outside the church 
(1 Tim. 3:7). 

b.  Deacons (and deaconesses) 

The word “deacon” comes from the Greek diakonos, 
meaning, “servant.” This office was introduced into the early 
church in order to free the elders from more mundane tasks that 
did not require a high level of spiritual knowledge and insight or 
teaching ability. That is not to say that individual deacons did not 
possess those abilities, only that such was not a requirement for 
this office. Many vocations benefit from partnerships between 
those who are highly qualified and helpers with lesser qualifica-
tions so that services can be extended to a larger group of people. 
The deacons were, in a sense, “leadership extenders,” in that their 
service to the local church allowed the limited number of elders to 
serve a larger congregation than would otherwise be possible. 
This was a very broad category of service, and how, and at what 
level an individual deacon might be used would vary according to 
the needs of the church, the nature of the ministry, and the dea-
con’s individual capability. Stephen is an example of a high-
functioning deacon in the Jerusalem Church (Acts. 6:1-15, esp. 
vv.5, 8-15). 

Qualifications of deacons 

1. 1 Timothy 3:11 seems to allow for women to serve in this 
role, though in view of Paul’s prior teaching regarding 
women not exercising authority over men in the church 
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(1 Tim. 2:9-15), it seems likely the role of deaconess would 
be focused on either service in general to the local body, or 
ministry to and discipleship of other women. 

2. They must be dignified and forthright, not “double 
tongued” (1 Tim. 3:8). 

3. They must not be addicted to wine, or materialistic (1 Tim. 
3:8). 

4. They must hold fast to the faith, not only outwardly, but 
also inwardly, i.e., “with a clear conscience” (1 Tim. 3:9). 

5. They should be proven first, by serving on a trial basis 
(1 Tim. 3:10). 

6. They should be above reproach, i.e., of good reputation 
(1 Tim. 3:10). 

7. Women who serve should be dignified, not gossips, 
temperate, and faithful in all things (1 Tim. 3:11). 

8. Men should be monogamous, and good managers of their 
households and children (1 Tim. 3:12). 

In comparing the qualifications of elders and deacons, it is 
apparent that both offices have the same personal and moral 
qualifications. The difference is that an elder must be able to teach, 
exhort, and to refute error; and that is no small distinction, since it 
presumes considerable spiritual development, knowledge of the 
truth, and wisdom on the part of the candidate for elder, which 
can only be acquired over time. Thus, it is evident why an elder 
should not be a new Christian. 

Spiritual gifts 

Spiritual gifts were discussed under the work of the Holy 
Spirit. However, it should be noted that the gifts given by the 
Holy Spirit in this age (beginning at Pentecost), although exer-
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cised by individuals, are actually gifts to the Church as a whole 
(1 Cor. 12:1-31, esp. v. 28); they are given for the Church’s edifica-
tion (1 Cor. 12:4-27). Although similar abilities were occasionally 
given in the Old Testament, such manifestations of the Spirit of 
God there were highly selective, not universal as in the Church 
where every believer possesses some gift; and unlike gifts in the 
present age, special supernatural endowments of ability in the Old 
Testament were not permanent.  

Ordinances 

Ordinances refer to commands that the Church is to carry 
out. In the broader sense we could view evangelism, edification, 
and protection of the Body of Christ (including discipline) and 
symbolic observances (water baptism and the Lord’s supper) as 
ordinances. The two symbolic observances that Christ com-
manded the Church to keep are: the Lord’s supper (Mt. 26:17-30; 
Mk. 14:22-25; Lk. 22:14-22 cf. 1 Cor. 11:17-34), and water baptism 
(Mt. 28:19-20). In these observances Christ’s sacrifice is remem-
bered (the Lord’s supper); and identification with him in his 
death, burial, and resurrection are acknowledged publicly (water 
baptism). It is important to understand that these observances are 
purely symbolic; they neither convey grace, nor do they change 
the participant in any way other than to provide an opportunity 
for obedience. Water baptism, though an important act of obedi-
ence (both on the part of the church and the new believer) is not a 
requirement for salvation. [1 Peter 3:21 refers not to the efficacy of 
water baptism but the work of Christ, of which baptism is sym-
bolic. Acts 2:38 does not imply that baptism results in the forgive-
ness of sins, but rather in this case repentance and baptism are 
euphemistic for “faith.” Note that the repentant thief on the cross 
was assured of his salvation even though he had no opportunity 
to be baptized (Lk. 23:39-43).] 

Discipline 

The local church in the New Testament was a body under 
discipline. Being under discipline is the essence of discipleship. In 
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associating with a local church, an individual placed himself or 
herself under the authority of that local body, to be guided and 
discipled. Obviously such power can, and undoubtedly was 
abused. Nevertheless, without discipline the local church could 
not carry out the great commission of making disciples (Mt. 28:19-
20); and as an institution, it could not have survived. The New 
Testament churches exercised discipline at several levels. The pri-
mary level of discipline was instruction (1 Tim. 4:1-16; 6:2; 2 Tim. 
4:2). At this level the local church was responsible for imparting 
the fundamental truths of the faith, and exhorting its members to 
adhere to truth, both in principle and in practice. When instruc-
tion with exhortation failed, the next level of discipline was re-
buke. Rebuke involved a verbal warning to a member, or group, 
that they were not adhering to the faith. Although there is little 
information on how this was actually practiced, it seems safe to 
assume that there were also levels of rebuke befitting the circum-
stances. Paul directed Timothy to use rebuke judiciously in accor-
dance with the circumstances (1 Tim. 5:1-2,20; 2 Tim. 4:2). The 
highest level of discipline in the local church was excommunica-
tion (Mt. 18:15-17). This level of discipline was reserved only for 
serious offenses where lesser forms of discipline had failed. Of 
course excommunication has no bearing on a person’s salvation, 
only on their participation in the fellowship and function of the 
local church (2 Thess. 3:6-7,14). Those excluded were not only cut 
off from the fellowship of the local congregation and regarded as 
unbelievers (for so they acted), they were also severed from the 
close personal fellowship of individual believers. It is important to 
understand that this most extreme level of church discipline was 
not intended as punishment, for punishment is not a legitimate 
function of the local church; rather, it was intended to prompt 
repentance and restoration of the offender to the fellowship of the 
local church (1 Cor. 5:1-13 cf. 2 Cor. 2:1-11). 

The Church in prophecy 

The Church, which began at Pentecost, is composed of 
both Jews and Gentiles, but it should not be confused with Israel, 
nor should the promises God made to the Church be confused 
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with the promises previously made to Israel. The promises God 
made to the Jewish nation included a land and nation forever, 
with Messiah, David’s Son, ruling on the throne, i.e., a theocratic 
kingdom on earth (Ps. 89:19-37, esp. vv. 34-37; Isa. 9:6-7). God also 
promised Israel spiritual redemption and regeneration, both indi-
vidually and nationally. The fountainhead of those promises is the 
Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 12:1-3,6-7; 13:14-17; 15:1-21; 17:1-14; 
22:15-18); and those promises were further expanded in the Pales-
tinian covenant (Deut. 29:1-30:20), the Davidic covenant (2 Sam. 
7:12-17), and the New covenant (Jer. 31:31-34), as well as numer-
ous other prophetic passages in the Old Testament (Ps. 98:1-9; Isa. 
11:1-12:6; 25:1-12; 32:1-8; 35:1-10; 40:3-11; 66:1-24; Jer. 33:10-26). 
Paul stated quite emphatically in Romans 11:11-32 that God still 
intends to fulfill those promises, for as Paul said concerning those 
promises, “…the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable” 
(v.29, NASB). Thus, it should be apparent that Israel and the 
Church are distinct entities. The Church’s expectation concerning 
the future is that the redeemed of the Church age will be raptured 
(caught away) from the earth prior to the day of God’s wrath (the 
day of the LORD) which is to come upon the earth prior to 
Christ’s second coming (1 Thess. 4:13-17; 1 Cor. 15:51-53); and the 
Church-age saints will be taken to Heaven (Jn.14:1-3) to stand be-
fore the judgment seat of Christ (1 Cor. 3:10-15) from which they 
will return with Christ (at the conclusion of the tribulation period) 
as his bride, to enter the millennial kingdom on earth in which 
God will begin to fulfill all of the promises made to a purified and 
redeemed nation of Israel (Rev. 20:4-6). At the conclusion of the 
millennium, the present heavens and earth will be destroyed and 
the lost of all the ages will receive their final judgment (Rev. 20:10-
15). After that judgment the new heavens and earth will appear, 
and the New Jerusalem, the heavenly city, will descend to the 
earth (Rev. 21:1-22:5); this marks the beginning of the eternal 
phase of the kingdom. In God’s eternal kingdom, all of the prom-
ises he made to both Israel and the Church will be fulfilled. 
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Review Questions 

 
1. What is another name for the universal Church? 
 
2. When did the Church begin?  
 
3. At what point will the Church age come to a conclusion? 
 
4. What is the mission of the local church? 
 
5. What are resources of the local church?  
 
6. Describe the New Testament pattern of local church leadership. 
 
7. Discuss the differences in the functions of elders and deacons. 
 
8. Briefly discuss discipline in the local church. 
 
9. Briefly discuss the distinction between the Church and Israel, and 

why this distinction is important. 
 
10. What events await the Church in the future? 
 
11. In what role(s) could you see yourself functioning in a local church? 

For example: as a pastor, youth leader, group teacher, specialized 
ministry, support role, administration, etc. 
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The Future 

General introduction 

From what we know of the apostles’ teaching from the 
New Testament, they accepted at face value the Old Testament 
promises of a coming theocratic kingdom on earth, ruled by 
Messiah. It will be through the Messiah and his kingdom that God 
will fulfill the promises he made to Abraham and to Abraham’s 
descendants. In the gospels Jesus taught that the kingdom was “at 
hand” and “in your midst” (Mt. 4:17; 10:7; Lk. 17:20-21); when 
debating with the Pharisees, he told them that the kingdom of 
God had overtaken them (Mt. 12:28). Although such statements 
indicated only the nearness (imminence) of the kingdom, not its 
actual inauguration (with the King seated upon the throne), some 
misinterpret them to mean that the theocratic kingdom promised 
in the Old Testament is not to be a physical kingdom, but a spiri-
tual (immaterial) kingdom. However, this view would place the 
New Testament into the position of contradicting the clear teach-
ing of a large part of the Old Testament, and as a result it does 
great damage to both the Old and New Testaments. Those who 
hold to such a view are then forced, for consistency’s sake, to re-
vise the teaching of the Old Testament (via allegorization) in order 
to reconcile it with what they misunderstand Jesus’ statements in 
the New Testament to mean. But, Jesus never said that the king-
dom would not be a literal, physical kingdom; he simply said that 
the work of spiritual renewal (a prerequisite necessary for the 
manifestation of the visible kingdom) had already begun with his 
own ministry; hence, the only thing that hindered the kingdom 
program was the response of those who heard the message of the 
gospel. That being the case, the kingdom was, quite literally, “at 
hand,” or “upon them.” Obviously unregenerated people could 
not inherit the kingdom of God, so it was necessary for a pre-
paratory work of reconciliation to precede its inauguration. This 
initial preparatory work was predicted in the Old Testament (Isa. 
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44:1-5, 21-23; Jer. 3:15; 23:14-18; 31:1, 27-34; Ezek. 11:19-20; 20:1-44; 
36:25-32; 37:11-14, 21-28; Hos. 6:1-3; 14:4-8; Joel 2:12-17, 28-32; Mic. 
7:18-20; Zech. 13:7-9); thus, there is no inconsistency between what 
the Old and New Testaments actually (literally) say about the na-
ture of the kingdom. Misunderstanding what Jesus meant in say-
ing that the kingdom is “at hand” has resulted in a great deal of 
confusion about the nature of the kingdom. The mistake made by 
some seems to be in confusing “the part” (the initial preparatory 
spiritual basis—which is what Christ’s ministry accomplished), 
with “the whole” (the full expression of the kingdom in its out-
ward visible and material form when Christ returns). While some 
might reason that a spiritual kingdom would be superior, that is 
simply not true. First, such a view is clearly anti-cosmic (viewing 
the material creation as inferior to the spiritual) and this doesn’t fit 
with the biblical view of the material world. Second, since the 
visible manifestation of the kingdom is linked to the progress of 
redemption, the final physical expression of the kingdom repre-
sents nothing less than the zenith of God’s work of redemption 
and renewal (both of mankind and of creation). Christian theology 
has long suffered under the false notion that the material creation 
is inferior to the spiritual realm. This concept, which was derived 
from Greek philosophy (primarily Platonism), has hampered bib-
lical interpretation for almost nineteen hundred years, and 
although it has been massaged into the theology of virtually every 
commentary ever written, it is long past time to recognize this for 
what it is: pagan thought in Christian garb. While the Bible recog-
nizes that the world has been under the curse of sin since the time 
of the fall, the world as it came from the hands of the Creator was 
pronounced by him to be “very good” (Gen. 1:31); and it will be so 
again once the work of redemption is completed (Rom. 8:18-25). 
We must not forget that sin and evil have affected the spiritual 
realm as well as the material realm (Satan and the fallen angels are 
evil, spirit beings; and fallen men have as part of their nature a 
fallen immaterial nature). Since it is only in the material realm that 
we can see the effects of evil, there is a tendency to assume that 
the material realm is morally inferior to the spiritual; but the Bible 
does not support an anticosmic worldview. The failure of many of 
the church’s leading thinkers down through history in assuming 
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the moral inferiority of the material creation is the single greatest 
source of confusion over the meaning of future prophecy. An anti-
cosmic presupposition leads invariably to the denial of the Bible’s 
clear teaching of a future, visible kingdom of God on earth, and in 
turn has resulted in the allegorization of major portions of the 
Bible, obscuring biblical truth in other areas as well. 

Jesus did say that the kingdom was “at hand,” but he also 
confirmed the Old Testament understanding that the full expres-
sion of the kingdom is to be a literal kingdom as prophesied in the 
Old Testament (Mt. 25:31-46). Consequently, since Jesus did not 
begin his reign during the time of his first advent, the apostles and 
the early church expected him to return and inaugurate his king-
dom rule at some time in the future. Even the prayer Jesus taught 
his disciples to pray viewed the kingdom not as present, but as a 
future reality (Mt. 6:10). The book of Revelation, the final word of 
the New Testament, confirms that the concept of the kingdom 
presented in the New Testament is the same as that prophesied in 
the Old Testament. Thus, while the details concerning the king-
dom were progressively revealed as scripture was recorded, the 
basic concept of a literal, visible kingdom is uniformly taught 
from Genesis to Revelation.  This view, that Christ will return to 
establish a visible, physical kingdom, is called “premillennialism.”  

The rise of allegorical eschatology 

By the early second century A.D. it became popular to 
deny the normal/objective meaning of the Old and New Testa-
ment promises of a visible kingdom. There were several reasons 
for this. First, by the early second century the church and its lead-
ership had come to be overwhelmingly Gentile. The late first 
century transition from a Jewish church to an overwhelmingly 
Gentile church had a profound impact on how Christians viewed 
their place in God’s revealed plan, and indeed how they viewed 
the plan itself. The Old Testament writers, Christ, and the apos-
tles, all taught that the coming kingdom was to center on a re-
deemed nation of Jews (Israel), with the Gentiles being blessed 
too, but as secondary rather than primary beneficiaries of the 
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promises of God to Abraham (Rom. 11:11-32). However, as the 
Church became almost entirely Gentile, it became unpopular for 
Gentile Christians to think of the Jews as the primary beneficiaries 
of the promises of God. After all, hadn’t the Jews rejected their 
Messiah? And didn’t God allow the Jewish nation to be destroyed 
by the Romans in A.D. 70? And weren’t the Jews, for the most 
part, hostile to the gospel? Surely, they reasoned, God did not still 
intend to fulfill his promises to the Jews. This rationalization re-
sulted in an error that has dogged the church even to the present 
day. It is the error of “replacement theology.” Replacement theol-
ogy views the Church as having replaced Israel in the kingdom 
program. Of course the Bible nowhere teaches that the Church 
replaces Israel. Quite the contrary, the Church is viewed as a dis-
tinct instrument that God will use to provoke Israel to faith in 
their Messiah and bring about Israel’s conversion so that the 
promises to them can be fulfilled (Rom. 11:1-31). Nevertheless, we 
have been saddled with this erroneous teaching for almost nine-
teen hundred years. Replacement theology has been the view of 
the Greek Orthodox Church since the second century, and the 
view of the Roman Catholic Church since the fifth century, and 
from them it was passed to the reformation churches and into the 
mainstream of protestant Christianity where it remains to this 
day. Replacement theology sees no place for national Israel (in the 
form of a messianic Jewish kingdom) in the plan of God. Those 
who accept replacement theology generally interpret the Old 
Testament prophecies of future blessings to Israel as applying to 
the Church (spiritually). Thus, Catholic and Reformed Christian-
ity routinely engages in the practice of allegorical interpretation 
(actually, interpolation) in which the promises made to Israel are 
interpreted to represent spiritual blessings to the Church. 

Second, also coinciding with the rise of replacement theol-
ogy in the early second century was a widespread heresy called 
“gnosticism.” The gnostics believed that Jehovah (“Yahweh”) is 
not the true, eternal God, but a created being who because of his 
ignorance of the true God, thinks himself to be God. The gnostics 
viewed the Old Testament as the record of a false religion (since it 
came from a false “God”); they also viewed the material world as 
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an inferior realm to be escaped from, rather than the object of 
redemption as taught by Paul in Romans 8:18-21. (Some gnostics 
viewed the physical not only as inferior, but as intrinsically evil.) 
With such a view of the material world and of the Old Testament 
promises to Abraham and Israel, they naturally rejected the 
Bible’s teaching of a future earthly kingdom of God. It appears 
that the gnostics were among the first (possibly the very first) 
within Christendom to hold to an entirely spiritual view of the 
kingdom of God. This view has come to be called “realized 
eschatology” (today it is generally referred to as “amillennialism,” 
since it denies that there is to be a literal millennial kingdom). 
While the early church rejected most of the beliefs of the gnostics 
as heresy, the idea of a spiritualized kingdom gained considerable 
following in the early church. It was first adopted in the second 
century in the eastern (Greek Orthodox) churches where 
gnosticism was strongest. For a short time this resulted in the 
removal of the book of Revelation from the New Testament canon, 
since Revelation clearly presents the picture of an earthly, 
physical, premillennial kingdom. The Roman Catholic Church 
continued to be premillennial through the fourth century (albeit 
mostly a replacement form of premillennialism in which the king-
dom promises are fulfilled to the Church). Replacement premil-
lennialism can be seen as early as the writings of Justin Martyr, 
c. A.D. 140. It was Augustine (354-430 A.D.) who influenced the 
Roman Catholic Church to abandon premillennialism for an en-
tirely spiritual view of the kingdom. Of course the Bible does not 
teach the amillennial view of the kingdom; so it became necessary 
for Augustine to revise the Bible’s message in order to conform it 
to a spiritualized view of the kingdom, a task that he accom-
plished through the allegorical interpretation of future prophecy. 
The big problem for Augustine, and for all non-premillennialists, 
was (and still is) the book of Revelation. Both Revelation’s mes-
sage, and its place as the final word of the New Testament make it 
problematic for any non-premillennial view. Revelation was the 
last message of the New Testament to be written (c. A.D. 87-93), 
and when taken at face value it unequivocally communicates the 
same premillennial view of the kingdom as the Old Testament. It 
became obvious that in order to sustain amillennialism Revela-
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tion’s premillennialism would have to be muted. After all, if the 
literal kingdom promised in the Old Testament somehow mutated 
into a spiritual kingdom in the gospels (as amillennialists sup-
pose), one would have a difficult time explaining why Revelation, 
written long after Jesus’ death (and by one of the gospel writers) 
unquestionably presents a premillennial view of the kingdom. To 
deal with this problem Augustine adopted an entirely allegorical 
view of Revelation. Largely as a result of Augustine’s influence 
amillennialism took root in the Roman Catholic Church, and con-
tinues to be the predominate view of the modern-day church, both 
Catholic and Reformed. More recently, since the sixteenth century, 
an entire hermeneutical and theological system called “covenant 
theology” has evolved in order to bolster support for the allegori-
cal view of future prophecy.  

Dispensationalism stands in stark contrast to covenant 
theology in that it represents a return to a pre-replacement world-
view and hermeneutic, and therefore accepts the biblical teaching 
of a literal, visible kingdom built upon a redeemed Israel in the 
future. The importance of understanding the differences between 
these views cannot be overstated; these views lead to entirely dif-
ferent understandings of the Church, the meaning of scripture, 
and the overall plan of God for the future.  

Dispensationalists believe that the biblical writers unques-
tionably present a premillennial picture of the future. Not only 
does the Bible describe a coming visible kingdom of God on earth, 
it also describes a number of events that will take place in connec-
tion with the unfolding of that kingdom. Some of these events will 
occur before the rule of Christ is inaugurated, and some will hap-
pen afterward. (For a more complete presentation of premillenni-
alism the reader may wish to consult What the Bible Says About the 
Future, by the author, or Things to Come, by J. Dwight Pentecost.) 
Some of the major events we will survey are (in the order they will 
occur): the regathering of the Jewish people to the land of Israel, 
the re-emergence of a post-Roman confederation of nations, the 
rapture of the Church into Heaven, the seven years of tribulation 
that will precede the inauguration of the kingdom rule of Christ 
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on earth, the second coming of Christ to the earth, the resurrection 
of the righteous dead, the first phase of the kingdom (the 
millennium), the dissolution of the present heavens and earth, the 
resurrection of the unrighteous dead, the judgment of the unholy 
angels and unredeemed men, the renewal of the physical creation, 
and the second phase of the kingdom (eternity).  

The regathering of Israel 

The first major prophetic period of the future is the seven-
year tribulation period. The tribulation will prepare the way for 
the return of Christ and the establishment of the kingdom of God 
on earth. Since the tribulation will begin with the making of a 
treaty between national Israel and a coalition of nations having a 
historic connection to Rome (Dan 9:24-27), it could not begin until 
Israel was re-established as a nation (which after almost nineteen 
hundred years, occurred in May of 1948). Naturally this involves 
at least a partial regathering of the Jewish people to their ancient 
homeland before the tribulation period begins. Even before the 
modern Zionist movement began, dispensational premillennialists 
were looking for the rebirth of Israel in fulfillment of biblical 
prophecy. Prior to the rebirth of the modern state of Israel, 
replacement theologians, both amillennial and postmillennial, 
rejected the idea that Israel would be reborn as literally predicted 
(cf. Isa. 11:11-16; Hos. 3:4-5; Jer. 31:30-31; Ezek. 37:l-29; Amos 9:8-
15; Mic. 4:6-8). However, in 1948 Israel was reborn; this is the only 
occurrence in history in which a nation dispersed for almost two 
thousand years has returned to its native land to resume its an-
cient language and national identity. Amillennialists have claimed 
that these and other passages predicting a return were fulfilled 
long ago when the Jews returned from Babylonian captivity (in 
the sixth century B.C.); however, since many of these passages 
link the rebirth of Israel with an enduring (eternal) spiritual re-
birth and the inauguration of the visible kingdom and personal 
rule of Messiah, it is apparent that the return from Babylonian 
captivity could not be the fulfillment of these prophecies. One of 
the most interesting prophecies of the regathering of Israel is 
found in Ezekiel 37:1-29. In the first part of this passage Ezekiel 
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prophesied the rebirth of the Jewish nation after a long period of 
exile. He said that when Israel is regathered, it will no longer be a 
divided kingdom, as was the case with Israel and Judah; rather, it 
will be a kingdom united both politically and spiritually, with 
Jehovah dwelling in the midst of Israel, and his servant David 
(referring to the Davidic Messiah, i.e., Christ) ruling as King.  

The rapture of the Church 

Scripture tells us that sometime during the seven years of 
tribulation preceding the inauguration of the kingdom, God will 
pour out wrath upon the world for its unbelief and rejection of the 
truth, and its persecution of the saints. This period of wrath is 
referred to in both the Old and New Testaments as “the day of the 
LORD.” Since the Church is promised that it will not suffer the 
wrath of God (1 Thess 5:9), it is apparent that the Church must be 
removed from the earth prior to the beginning of the day of the 
LORD (1 Thess. 4:13-18; 1 Cor. 15:35-58). One problem we face in 
understanding the timing of the rapture is that we do not know at 
what point during the tribulation the day of the LORD begins. 
Some view all of the tribulation as the day of the LORD; conse-
quently, they place the rapture of the Church prior to the begin-
ning of the tribulation. This very popular view is called 
“pretribulationism.” Other premillennialists view the day of the 
LORD as starting sometime during the tribulation period, either at 
the midpoint or sometime in the second half of the period. Our 
lack of ability to pinpoint the precise beginning of the day of the 
LORD has led to several views on the relative timing of the rap-
ture; however, all dispensational (i.e., non-replacement) premil-
lennialists view the rapture as occurring prior to the time of God’s 
wrath. Because of the lack of definitive evidence as to when the 
day of the LORD begins, we can only say with certainty that 
whenever the wrath begins, the Church will already be gone. 
Although it is natural to want to suggest ideas as to when the 
rapture might occur, we must be careful not to go beyond what 
the Bible clearly teaches. While the Bible does reveal some facts 
concerning the nature, and even the timing of the rapture, all 
views that attempt to place the rapture at a particular point in 
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relation to the tribulation are speculative. Even though we do not 
know exactly when the rapture will occur, we do know that 
Christ’s coming for the Church is imminent (Mt. 24:36-42); that is 
to say, it could happen at any time. This leaves a window in which 
the rapture could occur—anytime from the present, to the time 
that the day of the LORD begins. Scripture indicates the rapture 
will happen almost instantly (1 Thess. 4:13-17). It will involve the 
bodily resurrection of those who have died in Christ and the 
transformation of living believers. The Old Testament saints and 
those saved after the Church is removed will be resurrected at the 
beginning of the millennium (Rev. 20:4). The raptured saints in 
their glorified, eternal bodies will be taken to Heaven to appear 
before the judgment seat of Christ.  Paul gives a sobering account 
of this judgment (sometimes referred to as, “the bema seat”) in 
1 Corinthians 3:10-17. It is not the purpose of this judgment to 
determine one’s eternal destiny; everyone appearing at this judg-
ment is redeemed, since only redeemed people will be raptured. 
The subject of this judgment is faithfulness, in order than each one 
might give an account of their stewardship of the grace of God 
since the time they believed in Christ. Each individual will be 
rewarded, or not, based upon what is revealed at this judgment. 
As Paul indicated (1 Cor. 3:10-17), there will be some who merit 
no reward, though they will be saved. It appears that the marriage 
of Christ to the Church will take place after this judgment is com-
plete (cf. Rev. 19:7-9).  

The tribulation 

The tribulation will be a seven-year period of great distress 
that will precede the inauguration of the kingdom rule of Christ. 
The tribulation will involve natural disasters, wars, persecutions, 
and divine judgments. As a result of the distress of this period the 
Bible indicates that most of earth’s population will perish before 
its conclusion at the second coming. The question arises as to why 
God would allow such horrible things to happen. The answer is 
that the tribulation represents the climax of man’s rebellion 
against God, and the things that will happen are the result of that 
rebellion. During the tribulation God will purge the earth of re-
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bellious men, and purify a people, both Jews and Gentiles, to enter 
the kingdom when Christ returns (Zech. 13:7-9).    

The tribulation will begin with the making of a seven-year 
treaty between Israel and a European (west Eurasian) confedera-
tion of nations having some historic connection to Rome (Daniel 2 
and 7; cf. 9:24-27). A leader will emerge from this confederation 
who in the book of Daniel is referred to as, “the Prince to come” 
(Dan. 9:26, AV), and in the writings of the Apostle John as, “the 
Antichrist” (1 Jn. 2:18,22) and “the Beast” (Rev. 13:1-10). This 
satanically enabled person will use the first three and a half years 
of the tribulation to come to power over a global empire. The first 
half of the tribulation will consist of wars, famines, physical dis-
turbances and great loss of life; one quarter of the world’s popu-
lation will perish (Rev. 6:8), yet it will be far less intense than the 
second half of the period. Since numerous passages indicate that 
the Jewish temple (the third temple in Israel’s history) will be in 
operation by the midpoint of the tribulation (Dan. 9:27; Mt. 24:15; 
Rev. 11:1-2; 2 Thess. 2:3-4), the reconstruction of this temple will 
likely begin early in the first half of the period, though it is cer-
tainly possible that construction could begin prior to the period.  

Several important events occur at, or near the midpoint of 
the tribulation period. As a result of angelic conflict in the heav-
ens, Satan and his host of fallen angels will be confined to the 
earth (Rev. 12:7-17), and God will send two prophets who will 
prophesy throughout the remainder of the period until they are 
killed, probably just prior to the second coming (Rev. 11:3-13). At 
the midpoint of the period, the Antichrist will enter the Jewish 
temple, proclaiming that he is God, and demanding that all peo-
ple worship him (Dan. 9:27; Mt. 24:15; 2 Thess. 2:3-4). Satan will 
raise up a false prophet who will perform great signs so as to de-
ceive the unredeemed into worshiping the Antichrist (Rev. 13:11-
18); this will be followed by a great persecution of believers, the 
most severe persecution of Christians in history (Mt. 24:15; 
Rev.12:13-14). As the second half of the period progresses spiritual 
deception will increase (Mt. 24:11; Rev. 13:11-18, cf. 17:1-18; 
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2 Thess. 2:8-12) and the moral condition of the world will greatly 
degenerate (Mt. 24:12).  

The most severe of the tribulation events will occur in the 
last half of the period. All of the distress of the first half of the 
tribulation is described under the first four seals of Revelation 
6:1-8. The seals in the book of Revelation are not judgments, 
though a seal may contain judgments. Rather, the seals represent 
the major movements of the period. The fifth seal, which allows 
the Antichrist to persecute and kill a great multitude of Christians, 
will occur shortly after the midpoint of the period (Rev. 6:9-11 cf. 
Mt. 24:9,15-22). Well into the second half of the tribulation, the 
sixth seal, an object from space hitting the earth (Rev. 6:12-17), 
likely serves as a warning of what is about to take place with the 
opening of the seventh seal (Rev. 8:1). 

We cannot be certain when the day of the LORD begins; 
however, there is no doubt that the events of the seventh seal are 
divine wrath (Rev. 6:16-17; 15:1-16:21). During the time of the sev-
enth seal (Rev. 8:1-6) a manifold judgment composed of seven 
trumpets is unleashed. Under the divine judgment of this period 
most of the world’s remaining population will perish (Rev. 8:7-
13). Following the judgments of the first four trumpets, which are 
cosmic in nature, there will be demonic affliction, war, and an-
other set of judgments referred to as the bowls of God’s wrath (the 
seventh trumpet is comprised of the seven bowls). The first five 
judgments in the bowl sequence are plagues poured out upon the 
earth (Rev. 16:1-11). The sixth and seventh bowls involve war, 
widespread destruction, and preparation for Armageddon, which 
is the final conflict of the period (Rev. 16:12-21). At the close of the 
period, the Antichrist will be involved in a conflict to maintain his 
global dominance (Dan. 11:36-45). The destruction from this war-
fare will be of a magnitude never before seen in human history. It 
is only the personal return of Christ in the midst of this conflict 
that ensures the survival of God’s elect (Rev. 16:12-19:21). At his 
second coming Christ will descend to the Mount of Olives and go 
forth to defeat the armies of the Antichrist (Zech. 14:1-4). The An-
tichrist and his false prophet will be thrown into the Lake of Fire 
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(Hell) and their armies will be destroyed by Christ (Rev. 19:19-21; 
Zech 14:1-15, esp. v. 12).  

The interlude between the tribulation 
and the millennium 

There will be a brief seventy-five day interlude between 
the conclusion of the tribulation and the beginning of the millen-
nium. Two events take place during this time. The first is the con-
finement of Satan and his host of angels to the Abyss (Rev. 20:1-3). 
Little is known of the Abyss; it is distinct from Hades (the interim 
abode of the dead), and the Lake of Fire (Hell); it appears to be a 
place of temporary confinement for evil spirits (fallen angels) until 
they are finally judged and sent into the Lake of Fire (Lk. 8:31; 
Rev. 9:1-12). The second event that will take place during this 
interval is the judgment described in Matthew 25:31-46. This 
judgment is necessary in order to determine who will enter the 
millennium. Since the redeemed and the unredeemed will be 
separated into groups by angels at Christ’s second coming, it is 
likely that this judgment will be a summary (group) judgment. 

The millennium 

The millennial phase of the kingdom is the beginning of 
the fulfillment of the promises God made to Abraham and to his 
descendants (Israel). The millennium is the first of two phases in 
which the visible kingdom of God will unfold. As the name sug-
gests, the millennial phase of the kingdom will last for approxi-
mately a thousand years. After the millennium is concluded and 
all sin is judged, the eternal phase of the kingdom will begin (Rev. 
21:1-5). The major difference between these two phases is that the 
millennium will take place on the present (unrenewed, unpuri-
fied) earth, whereas the eternal phase will begin only after the 
heavens and earth are renewed and purified from the presence 
and all effects of sin. Although there will be sin and death in the 
millennium (owing to the presence of unredeemed descendants 
born to those who entered the kingdom from the tribulation in 
their natural bodies), there will be no sin or death in the eternal 
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phase. In the eternal phase, Heaven, the New Jerusalem, will de-
scend to rest upon the earth, and the new earth will become the 
eternal abode of God and his saints. Although the Old Testament 
does not distinguish between these two phases, they are clearly 
distinguished in the book of Revelation (Rev. 20:4-22:5, cf. Mic. 
4:1-5). 

While we know a great deal about the character of the 
millennium, only a few of the actual events are revealed. One of 
the first events of the millennium will be the resurrection of the 
righteous dead (Rev. 20:4-6). Since the Church-age saints will be 
raised at the rapture, it remains for the Old Testament saints and 
anyone saved after the rapture who subsequently dies, to be 
raised. There are four distinct groups that will enter the millen-
nium: 1) the glorified Church saints having been raptured earlier, 
who will return with Christ at his second coming; 2) those saved 
after the rapture that survive physically until the second coming; 
3) the Old Testament saints, who will be resurrected at the begin-
ning of the millennium; and, 4) those saved after the rapture who 
do not survive to the second coming (who will be resurrected with 
the Old Testament saints at the beginning of the millennium). 
[Some have held that the Old Testament saints will be resurrected 
at the rapture; however, that seems unlikely since the rapture 
pertains to “the dead in Christ” {2 Thess. 4:16, cf. v. 14 “in Jesus”}, 
possibly a technical reference to Church saints. However, we 
should not be dogmatic on this point.] Of these, only the second 
group will enter the millennium in natural (untransformed) 
bodies. Saints of the other three groups will enter the kingdom in 
glorified (resurrected, or transformed) eternal bodies. 

Life in the millennium will be different from previous 
ages. Christ will be personally present to rule over the earth. 
There will continue to be governments, but these will be account-
able to Christ (Mic. 4:1-8; Zech. 14:17). The curse placed upon the 
earth at the fall of man will be lifted, at least partly (Isa. 65:17-25). 
This change in the natural order will affect both animal and plant 
life, and the earth will become highly productive (Amos 9:13). 
Nevertheless, the millennium will not be a perfect age. Although 
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only the redeemed enter the millennium, those in their natural 
bodies will soon propagate children (Isa. 65:19-23), introducing 
unredeemed sons and daughters. As the period progresses, the 
population of both saved and lost will soar. As mentioned earlier, 
because of the presence and effects of sin and death, the millen-
nium will not be a perfect age; rather, it will serve as a transition 
from the present (imperfect) state to the eternal (perfect) kingdom. 

The millennium derives its name from the fact that its du-
ration is approximately one thousand years (Rev. 20:2,7-10). Satan 
and his host of fallen angels will be confined to the Abyss at 
Christ’s second coming. After he has been in confinement for a 
thousand years he will be released. At the close of the millennium, 
God will allow Satan to organize the final rebellion of human 
history, in order that all who do not love God and his Christ 
might be manifested and judged (Rev. 20:7-10). This rebellion will 
have the effect of polarizing humanity into two camps: one be-
longing to God, and the other to the Devil. Christ’s enemies will 
perish by fire from heaven, and Satan along with the other fallen 
angels will be cast into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:7-10). The final 
event of the millennium will be the dissolution of the present 
heavens and earth to prepare the way for the final judgment of the 
lost and the creation of a new heavens and earth in which will 
dwell only God, his holy angels, and those made perfect by the 
blood of Christ. 

The interlude between the millennium  
and the new creation 

At the conclusion of the millennium the present heavens 
and earth will be dissolved by fire (2 Pt. 3:10-11; Rev. 20:11), and 
all the unrighteous dead will be resurrected to face judgment. The 
book of Revelation refers to this as the second resurrection (Rev. 
20:11-15). At this judgment (often referred to as “the great white 
throne judgment”) it will be demonstrated to each and every un-
redeemed person that they are guilty before God and that their 
name has not been recorded in the Book of Life of the redeemed, 
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and they will be cast into the Lake of Fire, which is the second 
death (Rev. 20:14).  

Eternity 

Having finally dealt with evil forever, God will create new 
heavens and a new earth (Rev. 21:1-5). In this eternal phase of the 
kingdom, the New Jerusalem, the heavenly city, will descend to 
rest upon the earth where it will remain forever (Rev. 21:9-22:5). 
This will be the eternal home of the saints. There will be no one 
who is unrighteous in this phase of the kingdom. Sin, suffering, 
sorrow, and death will be no more, and God will dwell forever in 
the midst of his people. While eternity will certainly be full of new 
opportunities for the redeemed, the story of biblical prophecy 
ends here. 

Heaven and Hell 

The Old Testament conception of eternity is sketchy. While 
the Old Testament saints did know of the resurrection (cf. Job 
19:23-25 and Dan. 12:2), they seem to have had no concept of ei-
ther Heaven as the eternal abode of the saints, or Hell as a place of 
torment. Six Hebrew words are translated “heaven” or “heavens” 
in the AV—galgal (1 time), arabah (1 time), aripim (1 time), shahaq 
(2 times), shamayim (419 times), and shemayin (32 times); with the 
exceptions of arabah and aripim, which should be translated 
“deserts” and “clouds” respectively, all the others seem to be 
references to the physical heavens of the universe, either the sky 
or the heavens beyond. Likewise, there is one Hebrew word that 
is translated “Hell” in the AV—Sheol (31 times). [Prior to the cross, 
Sheol was the interim abode of both the righteous and the un-
righteous dead. It is important to note that Sheol and Hell (the 
Lake of Fire) are not the same. When Christ ascended into Heaven 
he transferred the righteous dead from Sheol to Heaven (Eph. 4:8), 
leaving only the unrighteous in Sheol. Since the cross, Sheol con-
tains only the unrighteous dead, who along with the unholy 
angels, will be cast into Hell at their final judgment.] There is a 
reference to the new heavens and earth in Isaiah 65:17, though it is 
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not there differentiated from the millennium. It was not until the 
teaching of Christ that the concepts of Heaven and Hell came into 
sharp focus (on Heaven cf. Mt. 5:16,20,34; 6:9,20; 7:21; 8:11; 10:32-
33; 19:21; 22:30; 23:9; Jn. 3:13,31; 6:33,38,41,42,50,58; 14:1-3; on Hell 
cf. Mt. 5:22,29-30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15,33; Lk. 16:23). Not only was 
Christ the first person in the New Testament to expound the doc-
trine of Heaven, he is the source of virtually everything revealed 
about Hell. Hell (Gr., gehenna) is equated with the Lake of Fire and 
should be distinguished from Hades (the Greek equivalent of the 
Hebrew, Sheol), which is the interim abode of the dead, though 
since the cross only the unrighteous dead are in Hades (cf. Rev. 
20:13). [The Old Testament believers’ sins were not removed until 
Christ’s sacrifice was completed on the cross (Heb. 9:15-17); prior 
to that time their sins were merely covered (Heb., kaphar). Jesus’ 
teaching in Luke 19:19-31 and his conversation with the repentant 
thief while on the cross (Lk. 23:43) both indicate that the Old 
Testament saints, as of the time he spoke, had not yet been 
received into Heaven, but were in a place he termed “Paradise,” 
or “Abraham’s bosom.” That Paul refers to Heaven as Paradise in 
2 Corinthians 12:4 is not an argument that the two are the same, 
since there is no reason why there could not have been two 
locations for Paradise, one prior to the cross (Sheol) and another 
afterward (Heaven). Apparently Jesus, at his death, descended 
into Hades (a part of which contained the souls of all the saints 
who had died prior to the cross) and afterward, when he ascended 
to the Father, he emptied Sheol of the souls of the saints, 
transferring them to Heaven (Eph. 4:8). This view of Paradise was 
once commonly taught, but has been largely abandoned due to 
the influence of covenant theology; nevertheless, it still seems to 
be the best interpretation of the biblical data.]  

The New Testament letters add little new insight concern-
ing either Heaven or Hell, even though Heaven is frequently men-
tioned. It is not until we come to the book of Revelation that we 
find additional significant information concerning Heaven and 
Hell. Throughout the book of Revelation, John describes various 
scenes in Heaven (4:1-6:17; 7:9-8:6; 10:1-11; 15:1-8; 19:1-10). He also 
gives a rather detailed description of the holy city, the New Jeru-
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salem, which will descend to the new earth after the millennium 
(Rev. 21:1-22:5). While the New Jerusalem is not called Heaven, 
the description given leaves little doubt as to its identification. 
John also revealed that Hades, the interim abode of the 
unrighteous dead, will be replaced by “the Lake of Fire” (Rev. 
20:14-15), which will be the eternal abode of the unrighteous. 

Eternal rewards 
There are several misconceptions concerning the nature of 

eternal rewards. 1) Rewards in the kingdom are commonly 
thought of only as tokens (e.g., crowns, etc.). However, Jesus in 
Matthew 19:27-29, 25:14-30, and 24:35-47 indicates that the actual 
reward (of which the token is symbolic) is more substantive and 
practical. One reward Jesus mentioned is responsibility and 
authority in the kingdom (Mt. 25:14-23 cf. Lk. 19:11-27). 2) It is 
commonly thought that rewards in Heaven have only temporary 
significance because the redeemed will return their rewards to 
God. This is based on a misinterpretation of Revelation 4:1-11. The 
picture in Revelation 4:1-11 is of worship in Heaven. The four 
living creatures repeatedly give glory to God, and as often as they 
do that the twenty-four elders fall down and worship, placing 
their crowns before the throne. This pattern is repeated again and 
again. The idea that these elders represent the Church in Heaven 
is possible, though uncertain; even if so, it does not say that they 
give up their crowns. How would the pattern be repeated if that 
were the case? 3) Another misconception is that all believers will 
have equal status in Christ’s kingdom. Jesus taught that some 
would be honored over others in his kingdom, and that privilege, 
authority, and honor in the kingdom will be given to those who 
serve him faithfully in this life. In Matthew 20:17-23 we read that 
James, John, and their mother came and requested that in the 
kingdom one son would sit on Jesus’ right and one on his left. The 
gist of this request was that these two be given positions of honor 
and authority in the kingdom. Jesus did not deny that such 
positions exist; in fact, he affirmed it to be true when he said that 
such positions are “for those for whom it has been prepared by 
my Father” (NASB). 



 

356   Major Bible Doctrines 

Review Questions 

 
1. What is the first major prophetic time period of the future? 
 
2. Describe the rapture of the Church. 
 
3. Why must the rapture of the Church occur before the day of the 

LORD begins? 
 
4. Describe the tribulation period. 
 
5. What event begins the tribulation? 
 
6. What events occur at, or near the middle of the tribulation? 
 
7. What happens during the interlude between the tribulation and the 

millennium? 
 
8. Describe the millennium. 
 
9. What events happen near the beginning of the millennium? What 

events happen at the end? 
 
10. What events fall into the interlude between the millennium and the 

new creation? 
 
11. Describe eternity. (Take all the time you like!) 
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