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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 ]. Dwight
Pentecost. In addition to these works, Iwould 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






Theology






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.

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.

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.

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!

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!

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. Isall of the logic that was used really logical?

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

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.
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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?
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God: His Existence
and Nature






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: “Ican 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 arqument: 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'sillogical. 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 arqument:

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).

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.

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 arqument: 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 arqument: 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 arqument:

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.

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 105 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?

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
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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 arqument: 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 arqument: 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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10.

11.

12.

13.

Review Questions

What are the five key arguments used by atheists in their attempt to
prove that God does not exist?

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?

Evaluate the statement: Science will some day be able to give a
natural explanation for everything.

In light of the difficulty of defining the word “God,” how is it possi-
ble to talk about God in a meaningful way?

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?

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.).

Give four arguments for the existence of God.

State why you believe in God.

Explain the cosmological argument for the existence of God.

Explain the teleological argument for the existence of God.

Explain the anthropological argument for the existence of God.

Explain the moral argument for the existence of God.

What do you think would be a good plan for presenting the gospel
to an atheist?
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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, efc., 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

Describe the Christian conception of God.
What is pantheism?

What do you think might be a good plan for witnessing to a panthe-
ist?

What is deism?
What do you think might be a good plan for witnessing to a deist?

Describe finite godism and polytheism. How are these views simi-
lar, and how do they differ?

What are the problems with finite godism and polytheism?

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-§;
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. Heis living (Jer. 10:10 cf. vv 3-5).
2. Heis intelligent (Prov. 3:19).

a. He possesses knowledge (perception of facts/truth).
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. Heis 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 Sonis 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, efc.). 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.

b.

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).

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.

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.

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.

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

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).

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.

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

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!

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.

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

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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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Review Questions

List the non-moral attributes of God.
List the moral attributes of God.

What is the difference between moral holiness and metaphysical
holiness?

What is another term for metaphysical holiness?
How old is God?

What does “eternal” mean?

What does “immutable” mean in relation to God?
Describe the proof for the doctrine of the Trinity.
What are three incorrect views of the Trinity?

Give four important observations based upon the fact that God is
morally holy.

Define “goodness” as it relates to the character of God.
Define “righteousness” as it relates to the character of God.

What is meant when we say that God is true (or truth)? Why is truth
important?

Define “justice” as it relates to the character of God.

What does “omniscience” mean? What kinds of knowledge does
God possesses?

Does omnipotence mean that God can do anything? Explain.
What is meant when it is said that God is personal?

Define each of the three aspects of God’s will.
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19.

20.

21.

22.

Is everything that happens, including evil, part of God’s will? Ex-
plain.

How should your answer to question 19 above affect your view of
life?

What is a non-predisclosing form of guidance? Give an example.

Where is the correct place for any Christian to start in seeking to
determine God’s will?
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The Bible






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],

74 Major Bible Doctrines



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.)

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.]

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-
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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.

2.

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

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,]

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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10.

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.

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

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

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.]

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.

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

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.

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.

80 Major Bible Doctrines



Review Questions

Explain why the Bible is unique.

Why is the scientific accuracy of the Bible of even greater signifi-
cance than historical accuracy?

Why are the Bible’s accurate predictions of the future the best evi-
dence of its supernatural origin?

How can we know that the Bible is true?

What does “self-authenticating” mean in reference to the Bible?
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How We Got Our Bible

7

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
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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. Inman’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. Inand 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
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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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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).

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).

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

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

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).

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.

John (Rev. 1:1-2; 22:6)

Paul (1 Cor. 2:13; 14:37; 1 Thess 2:13)

Peter —in reference to Paul’s letters (2 Pet. 3:15-16)
Jude (Jude 17,18)

oo o

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, efc.) 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, efc,).

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
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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
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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.

IIlumination

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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10.

11.

12.

13.

Review Questions

What are the six steps in the word of God being communicated to
man?

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

What are some of the ways God has revealed himself to man?
How common was special revelation in Bible times?
Define verbal-plenary inspiration.

Briefly summarize both the logical and the biblical support for
verbal-plenary inspiration.

How does inspiration relate to copies of the biblical text?

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).

How do we explain the fact that some of the early church leaders
(e.g., Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, efc.) quoted from
the Old Testament apocrypha as if it were a part of the Old Testa-
ment?

What branch of biblical studies seeks to recover the original word-
ing of the biblical texts?

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

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

Briefly describe the problem of translating the Hebrew and Greek
texts into English.
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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. Heis 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 (aclaim 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
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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
“Iam” (Ex. 3:14) in view of his eternality. Here, Jesus was
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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], Iam” [Gr. ego eimi, present tense]. In
other words, Jesus was saying: Iam 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-
tying 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
soteros hémon, Christou lesou), 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

The Person and Work of Christ 115



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).

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.

120 Major Bible Doctrines



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.)

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.

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.]

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.

The Person and Work of Christ 125



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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So that the Son could die for sinners (Heb. 10:1-25, esp.
v.5). God cannot die.

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

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

Expiation: (see atonement)

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.

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

Justification: 