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PREFACE 
 
 
 
 
The chapters of this book were originally studies given in 
the first course of Monday Night Lectures in Chatswood, 
N.S.W., in 1985. They were given as lectures because of the 
nature of the occasion, but in reality, they were intended to 
convey to a group of people the riches of the grace which I 
had personally come to know. Nor was that which I had 
come to know gained in some rarefied academic atmosphere. 
Certainly I had researched the subject, but that was simply 
so that the subject could be explained as clearly as possible. 
But the learning was also through the daily experiences as a 
pastor of local churches and as one who knows Christ 
personally. I became deeply conscious that to have the form 
of grace without the content would be a terrible travesty of 
the truth. One cannot preach grace unless one lives grace! 
 So these studies were the expression of an increasing 
awareness of the action of grace in life. And the greater the 
awareness becomes, the greater the sense of urgency that 
the People of God should also consciously move out into the 
Riches of His Grace. 
 
The two main sections are related by their subject matter, 
but are also different. Part Two, The Action of Grace, 
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is principally intended to show the way Christ was in action 
in and through his people after his resurrection and 
ascension, in particular in the first twelve chapters of the 
Book of the Acts of the Apostles. No attempt has been made 
to deal with all the issues in Acts 1–12. At times questions 
of exegesis have arisen with which others may disagree, but 
I do not think that any of the conclusions which have been 
reached would be substantially affected by a different 
approach to these small details. The point is that Christ is 
in action now and will be in action until the day of his 
appearing. These studies are intended to stir us up to long 
for and live for that Day. 
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PART ONE 

 

The Riches of His  

Grace 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
The study of God’s grace is not one which men and women 
find naturally attractive. Indeed we might even say that 
men and women find grace itself quite repulsive and its 
study equally unpleasant. This may seem like a drastic 
overstatement, but it will readily be seen that it is not, 
when we see that it is not really possible to examine grace 
in a purely academic way. This is because grace confronts 
men and women at the point of their greatest vulnerability, 
their claim to independence, and so grace provokes them to 
deeper and deeper rebellion. In later chapters we will have 
to examine this more closely; for the present we simply 
observe that this is in fact the case. 
 Over against what is, admittedly, a rather negative 
beginning to our subject, even a brief examination of 
passages such as Ephesians 1:3–8 reveals that the study of 
God’s grace can never be an academic exercise, and that to 
begin to tap into the ‘riches of grace’ is an experience quite 
beyond description. Paul says that the riches of grace have 
been ‘lavished upon us’. His language in this passage and 
elsewhere leaves us in no doubt that, in spite of any natural 
antipathy men and women may have, to know God’s grace 
and to live under and by that grace is the most amazing 
thing that any human being can do. In this light, to talk 
about grace as if it were simply some  
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other subject to be discussed, would be to fail to appreciate 
the whole of grace itself. 
 In Galatians 1:15 Paul says that God ‘who had set me 
apart before I was born . . . called me through his grace’. He 
is, of course, at that point engaging in a passionate defence 
of his apostolic ministry in the light of his previous violent 
attempts to destroy the faith. Grace made a quite dramatic 
change in his life. In I Timothy 1:14 he says that ‘the grace 
of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that 
are in Christ Jesus’. Grace, he says, has actually introduced 
him to the whole realm of Christian experience. Indeed, we 
could perhaps go so far as to say that there is no doctrine of 
grace as such in the New Testament; there is the experience 
of grace which we may describe doctrinally. This may be an 
over-simplification, but at least it sets the issues clearly. 
 Furthermore, to talk of the grace of God is not to choose 
one element of God’s character among many and consider 
that. Grace is the whole action of God towards man which 
has resulted (or can result) in our knowing the total 
transformation of our beings as a persons. The German 
theologian Karl Barth has said that grace is not some ‘thing’ 
which can be placed between God and man; it is God giving 
himself. We may say, with Barth, that  
 

Grace is the voluntary action of God in seeking men and women in 
order that they may have fellowship with him. This action is 
completely unconditioned by any merit or claim in the objects of his 
love nor is it hindered in any way by their unworthiness or indeed by 
their opposition.1  

                                            
1 Cf. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1957, vol. II, pt 1, 
p. 353. 
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Grace is, to use the word of the reformers, ‘irresistible’. In 
the scriptures, the response in those who receive this giving 
is one of overwhelming praise (Eph. 1:6). 
 This same understanding is the basis of the repeated 
statements of greeting at the beginning and close of the 
letters in the New Testament: ‘Grace to you and peace from 
God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ’. Although the 
wording is often, and with Paul almost invariably, identical, 
these greetings are no mere literary or liturgical formulae 
but are the expression of those who know the rich grace of 
God and who are determined that others should likewise 
know it.  
 Grace is liberating. In II Corinthians 12:9f. Paul de-
scribes how it was not freedom from his ‘thorn in the flesh’ 
which was required, however intensely it may have been 
desired, but grace. Only when faith received all that grace 
was supplying could Paul know contentment (12:10). And 
this contentment was not to be mistaken for passive 
resignation either, for it was accompanied by an active and 
joyful boasting of his total helplessness (12:9b). Likewise, 
the catalogue of experiences which Paul offers in II 
Corinthians 6:3–13 follows the exhortation to the 
Corinthians that they should not ‘accept the grace of God in 
vain’ (6:1–2). 
 A true knowledge of grace, then, is essentially 
experiential. That there is a significant intellectual element 
to it is not disputed and we will be engaging ourselves with 
it later. But for the intellect alone to know grace would be to 
render grace arid and, indeed, cause us to despair and not 
rejoice. A knowledge of grace on a purely notional level 
would result, as it clearly often does, in the language of 
grace standing over against our personal experience. This 
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 would possibly lead to the extremes of a sad mouthing of 
meaningless Christian jargon, with its consequent 
uncertainties on the one hand, or to hopeless despair 
leading to a cynical rejection of the faith on the other. 
However, where there is an experiential knowledge of grace, 
the intellectual content is enriching and stimulating, and so 
it is, of course, with all theology. 

THE LANGUAGE OF GRACE 7

THE 
LANGUAGE 

OF 
GRACE 

 
 
 
The New Testament word for grace is charis, which comes 
from the verb chairo, ‘I rejoice’, ‘I am merry’, and 
consequently, charis originally meant ‘that which delights’. 
As the language developed, charis became, among other 
things, a fixed term for demonstrations of a ruler’s favour. It 
could also carry the meaning of the ‘power’ which the ruler 
had as a result of his capacity to bestow favour. This is not 
the meaning in the New Testament, but it was from this 
range of meanings and usage that the biblical writers drew 
their vocabulary. 
 A word related to charis is charisma (plural charismata) 
meaning a ‘gracious gift, a donation’ (from the gods to men). 

THE OLD TESTAMENT 

The Old Testament was written in Hebrew and only later 
(2nd century B.C.) translated into Greek, the translation  
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being known as the Septuagint or LXX. Where the 
translators used charis to translate a specific Hebrew term, 
it was usually to translate the Hebrew word chen. This word  
 

clarifies the meaning of ‘grace’ in history and actions. It denotes the 
stronger coming to the help of the weaker who stands in need of help 
by reason of his circumstances or natural weakness. He acts by a 
voluntary decision, though he is moved by the dependence or the 
request of the weaker party.2 

 
This can be seen in Genesis 32:5, where Jacob wants to ‘find 
favour’ with Esau, and Genesis 6:8 where it is God who is 
the source, Noah finding ‘favour in the eyes of the LORD’, 
though the word is mostly used with reference to man 
finding favour with man, as with Jacob and Esau. 
 The noun chen also carries the meaning of ‘beauty’ or 
‘attractiveness’ as in, for example, Exodus 3:21, where God 
says that he will give Israel ‘favour in the sight of the 
Egyptians’, in the sense that the Egyptians will willingly 
give precious jewelry to the departing women. 
 Simply pointing to the precise meaning of the words used 
by the translators or the original authors will, how-ever, fail 
to see that grace is often described without the major terms 
being used. A clear example of this is the way the scriptures 
refer to God’s ‘covenant faithfulness’ (Heb. chesed, also 
translated as ‘steadfast love’ [RSV], ‘loving kindness’ [AV, 
RV], ‘merciful love’, ‘mercy’ [AV] etc.). 

                                            
2 H.-H. Esser, ‘Grace’, in Colin Brown (ed.), The New International Dictionary of 
New Testament Theology, The Paternoster Press, Exeter, Devon, 1976, vol. 2, p. 
116. 
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In the great majority of cases the noun denotes in a general way that 
inner aspect of character which prompts God or man, quite apart 
from any constraint of law, to show kindness, friendship, and 
magnanimity to another, whether or not such consideration is 
expected or deserved . . . it denotes that deep commitment of God to 
his people that reaches far out beyond the mere demands of 
reciprocal obligation [and which is] in such striking contrast to the 
infidelity of his people.3* 

 
 Again, this loving–kindness of God is something which 
must be known through experience: ‘The steadfast love of 
the LORD never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; 
they are new every morning; great is thy faithfulness’ (Lam. 
3:22–23). 

THE NEW TESTAMENT 

It is in the New Testament that the meaning of grace 
becomes clear. This is not to say that we can now give a 
good dictionary definition of the word; rather it means that 
in the New Testament we see grace clearly because we can 
see with absolute clarity what grace is doing in and for men 
and women. In particular, grace is in the person of Jesus 
Christ. John says that  
 

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and 
truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the 
Father . . . And from his fullness have we all received, grace upon 
grace. For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came 
through Jesus Christ. 
  (John 1:14, 16–17) 

                                            
3 J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah (The New International Commentary on 
the Old Testament), Wm. B. Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1980, p. 319; cf. Ps. 36:5, 7; 
89:2; Lam. 3:22. 
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To know Jesus Christ is to know the grace of God, and that 
knowledge is totally transforming. Indeed, Jesus said that 
to know him was to know the Father and that such 
knowledge was nothing less than eternal life breaking in 
upon human experience (John 17:3). Such is the power of 
grace. 
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GRACE 
AND 

REVELATION 
 
 
 
 
 
Psalm 19:1 tells us that ‘the heavens declare the glory of 
God and the firmament shows his handiwork’. Psalm 97:6 
adds that ‘the heavens proclaim his righteousness; and all 
the peoples behold his glory’. These statements, among 
others, establish the clear principle that God is not a God 
who may not be known. Quite the contrary, God is 
continually revealing himself. The heavens are simply one 
among many media which God uses. Psalm 78:5–8 tell us 
that ‘He established a testimony in Jacob, and appointed a 
law in Israel . . .’. Israel and all that happened to her, in 
particular the giving of the law, were a testimony to the 
being of God ‘so that they should set their hope in 
God . . . but keep his commandments’ (v. 7).  
 Jeremiah 29:23, in describing the immorality of the ‘false 
prophets’ in Babylon, concludes with, ‘I am the one who 
knows, and I am witness, says the LORD’. This does not 
mean simply that God is the one who observes the ungodly, 
though that is of course true. But as ‘witness’, God is the 
one who declares the truth of what is. 
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The ungodliness of the false prophets is exposed and judged 
on this basis. God will not allow the truth of his own being 
to remain hidden. It must and will be revealed and he will 
do it! Consequently, the apostle Paul can say, in Romans 
1:19–20, 
 

For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has 
shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his invisible 
nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived 
in the things that have been made.  

 
This does not mean just that there is a God and he must be 
powerful. The heavens are declaring the glory of God (cf. 
Exod. 33:18–19; 34:5–7) and in Psalm 19:7ff. the psalmist is 
extolling the law of God. The declaration of the glory of God 
relates to his moral being, which has been codified in the 
law which God gave to Moses. So then, Psalm 97:6 says that 
the heavens proclaim God’s righteousness. The whole of 
God’s being is proclaimed, not merely some rather abstract 
aspect of it. 
 How is the being of God revealed? Romans 2:15 says that 
‘what the law requires is written on their [i.e. the Gentiles’] 
hearts’. The law, the expression of the character of God, 
which encapsulates the proclamation of the heavens, is 
written on the heart of man. It is there creationally, because 
man is in the image of God. So the invisible nature of God is 
seen primarily in the image of God. Man the creature 
carries about within himself the truth of the being of God. 
Therefore, Romans 1:20b. says, ‘So they are without excuse’; 
the revelation is all there. 
 
Jeremiah 17:9 asserts that ‘The heart is deceitful above 
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all things, and desperately corrupt; who can understand it?’. 
Jeremiah is saying that the corruption of the human heart 
is such that man can never know himself or understand his 
own heart. And in Job 11:7–8 Zophar asks,  
 

‘Can you find out the deep things of God?  
 Can you find out the limit of the Almighty?  
It is higher than heaven—what can you do?  
 Deeper than Sheol—what can you know?’  

 
The scope of the issue is broadened so that it is not only his 
own heart which man cannot know; in and of himself man 
can know nothing of God. Of course the two are related. If a 
man can know nothing of God, he will not be able to know 
himself in any true way.  
 And the scriptures go further; the reason man can know 
nothing is that man will know nothing. Romans 1:28 says, 
‘since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave 
them up to a base mind and to improper conduct’. Man is 
ignorant of God, and culpably so. Referring to Ephesians 
4:18, where Paul says that the Gentiles are ‘darkened in 
their understanding, alienated from the life of God because 
of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of 
heart . . .’, G. C. Berkouwer says ‘Their ignorance is not an 
accident in their lives; it is constitutional’.4 And by 
ignorance is not only meant a lack of intellectual awareness; 
rather it means a refusal to know relationally, i.e. totally, 
with every part of one’s being. 
 I Corinthians 1:19ff. makes it clear that the wisdom of  

                                            
4 G. C. Berkouwer, General Revelation , Wm. B. Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1955, 
p. 139. 
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the world is in total opposition to the plan and purpose of 
God, and consequently God is in opposition to it.  

 ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise,  
and the cleverness of the clever I will thwart.’ 
. . . in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through 
wisdom . . . 

 
That is, God would not permit man, in and of himself, to 
know God. God can be known, because he is constantly 
revealing himself, but man will not, and cannot, know that 
revelation. 
 Even within the community of Israel which, as we have 
seen, God established as a witness to himself, Hosea says 
(4:1),  
 

Hear the word of the LORD, O people of Israel;  
 for the LORD has a controversy with the inhabitants of 

the land.  
There is no faithfulness or kindness,  
 and no knowledge of God in the land.  

And this in spite of God’s declaration through Amos (3:2), 
‘You only have I known of all the families of the earth’. And 
as Israel was intended to be a witness to the being of God, 
we see that, as a consequence of Israel’s refusal to know, the 
Gentiles are ignorant also, though that does not therefore 
render them innocent (cf. I Thess. 4:5; II Thess. 1:8; Jer. 
10:25). 
 
While all this is true, the image of God, in which man was 
created, remains. It does so because nothing that the 
creature does can undo the work of the Creator. So men and 
women still love and have a sense of justice within  
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society, and indeed have society itself, because these are 
elements of the totality of God’s character. But the image, 
while remaining, is distorted. Men and women will not 
function within the truth of the image of God, i.e. the 
implications are rejected while the form remains. But since 
the image remains, ‘heathens’ are not totally devoid of the 
witness to God which God himself bears. So, in Paul’s 
discussion with the leaders of Athens in Acts 17:22–28, he is 
quite happy to quote the poet Epimenides with approval, as 
one who has written the truth at that point. Berkouwer 
says, 
 

Heathendom is not an autogenerated creation of religious people, 
poets, or philosophers. Heathendom is dependent on the revelation of 
God even in its distortion of the creaturely reality which reveals his 
power. This is how it is that pagan poets find words and thoughts 
which are parallel to the words and thoughts of divine revelation.5  

 
 Romans 1:20 says that because of God’s revelation, men 
know the truth of God. But in Romans 1:18 Paul says that 
the truth is suppressed, which means that men must un-
know what they know. This is done by actively engaging in 
the opposite of the truth of God; ‘by their wickedness [they] 
suppress the truth’. But more than that. Man must un-know 
God himself. Jeremiah 2:27 records the people of Israel, 
great and small, as saying ‘to a tree, “You are my father,” 
and to a stone, “You gave me birth.” ’ The truth of the being 
of God is suppressed in idolatry. An idol is anything which 
man substitutes for God; Geoffrey Bingham has said that  

                                            
5 Berkouwer, op. cit., p. 144. 
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Idolatry is endemic in the human scene. Rarely is it exposed as 
idolatry. We use terms like ‘materialism,’ ‘consumer economy’ and 
the like, but we shy away from the word idolatry.6 

 
Man simply will not know God. His attempts to void, or 
avoid, that knowledge may be pathetic and ineffective (for 
example Isa. 41:7, etc.), but finally they are the expression 
of deep rebellion and hostility to God. Isaiah, in 28:15, 
speaks to Israel, as a people who have said,  
 

‘We have made a covenant with death,  
 and with Sheol we have an agreement;  
when the overwhelming scourge passes through  
 it will not come to us;  
for we have made lies our refuge,  
 and in falsehood we have taken shelter’  

(cf. Heb. 2:14–15). 
 The continuing rejection and the continuing revelation 
are demonstrated in the sending of the prophets. The 
prophets were those men and women who brought the mind 
of God to bear on specific situations in Israel’s life. Through 
them God was speaking (Jer. 1:9; Heb. 1:1). In Acts 7:51f. 
Stephen said,  

 ‘You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always 
resist the Holy Spirit. As your fathers did, so do you. Which of the 
prophets did not your fathers persecute?’  

 
The final and definitive rejection of the revelation of God’s 
being came when the revelation, The Word itself, appeared. 
‘No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who is in the 
bosom of the Father, he has made him known’ (John 1:18). 

                                            
6 Geoffrey Bingham, Dear Darling Idols, New Creation Publications, Blackwood, 
1981, p. ix. 
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 But ‘every one who does evil hates the light, and does not come to the 
light, lest his deeds should be exposed’ (John 3:20). 

 
In the light of what we have said, how is it, for example, 
that the Thessalonians could be said to have ‘turned to God 
from idols to serve a living and true God’ (I Thess. 1:9)? We 
take statements like that as if they were axiomatic. But 
seen against the above, it is inconceivable that anyone could 
come to a knowledge of God. Paul has said, 
‘Formerly . . . you did not know God . . . but now . . . you 
have come to know God, or rather to be known by God’ (Gal. 
4:8–9). He means that the knowledge which the Galatians 
now have of God is the result of his choosing to know them. 
And as we have said, this knowledge is more than 
intellectual, it is relational. Consequently, when God knows, 
he brings men and women into a relationship with himself. 
Hence Paul said, in Galatians 1:15–16, ‘But . . . he who had 
set me apart before I was born, and had called me through 
his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me’. The only 
reason why Paul could know God at all was that grace had 
taken hold of him.  
 Keeping in mind the deep hostility and corruption of the 
human heart, to talk of grace in this way is quite 
astounding. God’s action is ‘unconditioned by any merit or 
claim in the objects of his love nor is it hindered in any way 
by their unworthiness or indeed their opposition’ (see p. 4). 
Furthermore, the RSV translation ‘was pleased to reveal his 
son to me’ is better translated as ‘in me’. God has not only 
revealed his Son to us in some purely 
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declarative, external sense, but has actually made that 
revelation effective in us7, so that John can write  
 

I am writing to you, fathers, because you know him who is from the 
beginning. I am writing to you, young men, because you have overcome 
the evil one. I write to you, children, because you know the 
Father . . . But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all 
know.  (I John 2:13, 20) 

 

                                            
7 With reference to the work of the atonement and revelation, see Noel Due, The 
Holiness of God in P. T. Forsyth’s Theology of Atonement, New Creation 
Publications, Blackwood, 1986, p. 46. 
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GRACE 
AND 

CREATION 
 
 
 
 
 
In I Peter 5:10, Peter calls God ‘the God of all grace’. It 
means that all grace is of God, irrespective of how it appears 
in life. Earlier on, Peter had referred to ‘the manifold grace 
of God’ (I Pet. 4:10). At that point the subject was the 
various ministries which the members of the church were to 
exercise, but these ministries were to be seen as simply 
facets of the ‘varied’ or ‘multifaceted’ grace of God. In 
different language, James says that ‘every good giving, and 
every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the 
Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow 
due to change’ (James 1:17). 
 If there is any grace, that grace derives from God. This is 
not simply because he somehow controls the supply, but 
because God is himself the fountain of grace and his throne 
is ‘the throne of grace’ (Heb. 4:16). We must go further and 
say that God has always been the God of all grace. Grace 
was not a new attribute, developed to meet man’s need.  
 Each person of the Godhead is equally the source of 
grace. We saw earlier that in the various greetings in 
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the New Testament letters, grace flows from ‘God our 
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ’. Grace derives from the 
Father, also from the Son. In addition to the greetings, we 
have such statements as ‘the grace of the Lord Jesus 
Christ’, which is linked with ‘the love of God and the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit’ (II Cor. 13:14; cf. I Cor. 16:23; 
John 1:14, 16–17; II Cor. 8:9). ‘The eternal Spirit’ (Heb. 
9:14) is, at the same time, ‘the Spirit of grace’ (Heb. 10:29). 
He is also ‘the Spirit of your Father’ (Matt. 10:20) and ‘the 
Spirit of his Son’ (Gal. 4:6). We thus conclude that God, in 
the triune richness of his being, is eternally the God of 
grace. There never was a time when God was not the God of 
grace, nor will there ever be such a time.  
 If God was eternally the God of all grace, how then was 
that grace expressed in eternity? If, as we saw, grace is God 
giving himself, then in what way did this take place? In 
Ephesians 3:11, Paul says that God has an ‘eternal purpose 
which he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (RSV). 
Literally, this is ‘according to the purpose of the ages which 
he made in Christ Jesus our Lord’. The purpose of God was 
not only realized in Christ, it was actually made in Christ; 
and it was the eternal purpose of God, which means that in 
eternity the Father and the Son (and the Spirit) were in 
action together for men and women. Consequently, Paul 
could say (in Eph. 1:3ff.) that ‘the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ . . .has blessed us in Christ with every 
spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose 
us in him before the foundation of the world’.  
 The ‘spiritual’ blessings were not ethereal blessings; since 
they were ‘in Christ’ they were spiritual, i.e. the  
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blessings of the Spirit, and as such very ‘real’. But more 
than that, these blessings were purposed, and so assured, 
‘before the foundation of the world’. And further still, ‘He 
destined us in love to be his sons through Jesus Christ, 
according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his 
glorious grace which he freely bestowed on us in the 
Beloved’. A passage such as this is quite over-whelming. 
The picture we receive is one of the Father, the Son and the 
Spirit jointly purposing man as son, not just as Christ is 
Son, but in Christ as Son. ‘To the praise of his glorious 
grace’ does not mean that God has structured things so that 
his own ego can be fed. On the contrary, in his grace he has 
so given himself that men and women can become 
‘partakers of the divine nature’ (II Pet. 1:4), and the praise 
of his grace is in the receiving of God’s giving and the 
outworking of its purpose. 
 Should we ask when God freely bestowed his grace upon 
us, we must answer that he did so before the foundation of 
the world. That grace was experienced at a later point is a 
different matter. Nor was that later point the point of 
redemption, for though Paul says that ‘in him [i.e. ‘in the 
Beloved’] we have redemption through his 
blood . . . according to the riches of his grace which he 
lavished upon us’ (Eph. 1:7–8), it was already firmly 
established that ‘thou, O LORD, art our Father, our 
Redeemer from of old’ (Isa. 63:16b); ‘the Lamb [was] slain 
from the foundation of the world’ (Rev. 13:8). 
 
 
It has been rightly said that if everything is grace, then 
nothing is grace. In attempting to laud grace it is possible  
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to rob it of its unique distinctives. If we are to avoid this 
pitfall, then grace must be seen against the background of 
creation.  
 The great events of creation were none other than the 
free actions of God. God was under no constraint to create. 
He just did it. As Creator–Father, it was his intention to 
have his sons and daughters with him in rich relationship. 
Psalm 8 is a psalm of rich worship which is evoked by the 
wonder of creation. The supreme wonder is man. Far from 
being a minuscule fragment of the vast universe, man is 
quite the reverse.  
 

Yet thou hast made him little less than God,  
 and dost crown him with glory and honour.  
Thou hast given him dominion over the works of thy hands;  
 thou hast put all things under his feet  (Ps. 8:5–6) 

 
To see created man is to see the image of God as clearly as 
possible without actually seeing God himself. Man was not 
and is not and never will be God, but, as created, man 
reflected all that is true of God.  
 On the sixth day of creation ‘God saw everything that he 
had made, and behold, it was very good’ (Gen. 1:31). In the 
light of what we have said of created man, such a comment 
is hardly surprising. The creation was complete and richly 
functional. Isaiah (45:18) says,  

For thus says the LORD,  
who created the heavens  
 (he is God!),  
who formed the earth and made it  
 (he established it;  
he did not create it a chaos,  
 he formed it to be inhabited!) 
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and, in 51:16, when God stretched out the heavens and laid 
the foundations of the earth, he said to Zion, ‘You are my 
people’. As one commentator has said, ‘[God] planned no 
meaningless and empty universe, but a home for His 
family’.8* To be a man, then, was to be the apex of creation, 
a fully functional son of the Creator–Father. It did not mean 
man being God or even a god, but man being a creature who 
derived his being from God and who, therefore, must be 
seen as indescribably glorious as he lived in the glory of God 
with which he had been crowned. 
 
 Man was created to live simply in dependence upon God 
for his whole being. Nor was this in any way de-meaning. It 
was rather the essence of his being to do so, and as such 
would mean that the riches of creation were to be known 
and experienced. Thus, if God is Father, Creator, King, etc., 
then Adam, in dependence, was to know the wonder of being 
in the image of God and so to be a son, a creature and a 
servant, knowing true holiness, righteousness, love, peace, 
etc. In simple submission he was to know and exercise the 
(derived) authority of God over all things. Living in 
dependence was, therefore, no small thing. It meant 
fulfilment in his being. Adam was created to enjoy fullness 
of being in these things because they were, in fact, God’s 
gift. These things were the being of God, in the image of 
God. Furthermore, the amazing nature of this is reinforced 
when we remember that even man’s enjoyment was itself 
part of the richness of creation. 

                                            
8 Derek Kidner, Psalms 1–72 (The Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries), Inter-
Varsity Press, Leicester, 1973, p. 67. 
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 Over against this, we can also see the horrible distortion 
of man’s being when he opted out of creaturely dependence. 
Not that he could ever exist apart from dependence, but he 
could and did (and does) refuse to live in dependence upon 
God. Man was created to find his identity in God’s free 
giving, so in refusing it his whole being was dislocated. The 
innate capacities which man had as a creature remained, 
i.e. the constituent elements of the image of God were still 
present, but they could no longer function in their true 
context. They often malfunction and even, on occasions, 
break down completely. Thus, for example, if man is created 
to know peace and serenity in submission and to live under 
the direction of the goal of God, but refuses to function 
within the purposes of God, he must substitute alternative 
goals if he is to know any measure of peace. However, the 
substitute goals can never finally give fulfilment, by the 
very nature of the case; so in consequence, instead of true 
peace and serenity, man knows only a superficial peace but 
a deep anger (however subtly it may be ex-pressed).9 The 
blocking of his goals results in frustration, another name for 
anger, often with its physical and mental consequences. It is 
even possible that the point may be reached where it may be 
said, with Jonah, ‘I do well to be angry, angry enough to die’ 
(Jonah 4:9). Well did Isaiah say (57:19–21), 
 

‘Peace, peace, to the far and to the near, says the LORD;  
 and I will heal him.  

                                            
9 For a full discussion of the subject of human anger, see Geoffrey Bingham, Angry 
Heart or Tranquil Mind?, New Creation Publications, Blackwood, 1984. 
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But the wicked are like the tossing sea;  
 for it cannot rest,  
 and its waters toss up mire and dirt.  
There is no peace, says my God, for the wicked.’ 

 
If we recall that Isaiah calls God, ‘our Father, our re-deemer 
from of old’ (Isa. 63:16), then we see that the God who 
created was at the same time and in his own essential being 
also the Father–Redeemer. That is, the beautiful and 
functional creation was at the same time the beginning of 
another quite stunning process. Grace became operative in 
history at the point of man’s degradation, to restore him to 
his created glory. We see then the promise of Genesis 3:15, 
‘I will put enmity between you [the serpent] and the woman, 
and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise your 
head, and you shall bruise his heel’. Grace is essentially 
restorative. Had there been no fall, then grace would not 
have been needed. Barth’s definition, seen earlier, that 
‘Grace is the voluntary action of God in seeking men and women in 
order that they may have fellowship with him’, is only 
understandable in the light of the tragic fall from man’s 
exalted position as a creature and as a son. Indeed Paul’s 
statement that ‘He destined us in love to be his sons 
through Jesus Christ . . . to the praise of his glorious grace’ 
(Eph. 1:5–6) has just this viewpoint. God destined us to be 
sons in Christ because in his grace he chose to restore man 
to glory. Just as ‘all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God’, so now ‘we rejoice in our hope of sharing the glory of 
God’ (Rom. 3:23; 5:2). 
 
 We may say, then, that although God is never the author 
of sin, in any form, the rebellion of men and  
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women was not a surprise which overtook the very good 
creation. As we saw, the Lamb was slain before the 
foundation of the world and we were chosen in him 
(i.e. in Christ, the Lamb) also before the foundation of the 
world. The prophets speak of God planning ‘new heavens 
and a new earth [in which] the former things shall not be 
remembered or come into mind’ (Isa. 65:17). With this goal 
in view, and probably Isaiah’s words also, Paul says that ‘if 
any one is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old things 
have passed away, behold they have become new’ (II Cor. 
5:17). In other words, the grace which brought redemption 
and regeneration also relates us directly to the purpose of 
God to restore creation to its created functionality and glory. 
Romans 8:18–25 depicts creation longing to be set free from 
its bondage to decay and waiting for the revealing of the 
sons of God (vv. 21, 19). Hence Hebrews says that we ‘have 
tasted . . . the powers of the age to come’ (6:5). And John, in 
Revelation 21:1ff., sees the bride of Christ in all her spotless 
purity, in the context of a new heaven and a new earth. 
Because we have this goal, because we are now new 
creations, albeit by faith and not by sight, Peter says that 
‘according to his promise we wait for new heavens and a 
new earth in which righteousness dwells’ (II Pet. 3:13). 
Until that point, Peter concludes, ‘grow in grace, and in the 
knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. To him be 
the glory both now and to the day of eternity. Amen’ (II Pet. 
3:18). 
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In II Timothy 1:9, Paul speaks of God, ‘who saved us and 
called us with a holy calling, not in virtue of our works but 
in virtue of his own purpose and the grace which he gave us 
in Christ Jesus ages ago’. The phrase ‘ages ago’ is literally, 
‘before times eternal’ as in the RV, (cf. NASB ‘from all 
eternity’). Such a sentence cannot be quickly glossed over. 
Not only were we chosen ‘in him before the foundation of the 
world’, but grace was actually given to us, in Christ, in 
eternity.  
 We have already seen the framework of this. We saw, for 
example, that creation was not a necessary event. It did not 
take place for any reason other than the good pleasure of 
the Creator. Creation was the free action of God, and as 
such found its rationale purely in the goal of God. Creation 
was with a view to his established plan, which Paul calls the 
eternal purpose of God (Eph. 3:11). 



THE RICHES OF HIS GRACE 28

 Furthermore, we saw that ‘the fall’ did not, in any way, 
frustrate the purpose of God. Grace was to be expressed in 
redemption, for the being of God includes not only his being 
as Creator and King, but also as Father and Redeemer. 
However much, then, we may bemoan the fall and its 
consequences, it remains part of the eternal purpose of God, 
even though it stands over against the holiness of God. 
 Theologians often use the term ‘Salvation History’ when 
discussing the events recorded in the Old Testament. 
Geoffrey Bingham describes the non-technical use of this 
term in the following way:  
 

‘History from beginning to end. Events chronicled as they happened, 
all being understood, in the ultimate, to refer to God’s purpose of 
salvation for man and His universe.’ In other words, anyone reading 
the Scriptures from beginning to end—especially if he were to read 
them many times, and with increasing knowledge—would 
understand that history, as the Bible tells it, is simply the acts of 
God, and these are all with a view to fulfilling God’s purposes of 
salvation.10  

 
In the light of all that we have been saying about the 
purposes of God, our next task is to examine the Old 
Testament as ‘Salvation History’. We must do this because 
so often the great acts of God in history have been treated in 
practice as of no importance, as if we could somehow start 
with the sin of man and then move directly to the events of 
the Cross; almost as if the events of the Old Testament were 
irrelevant.  

                                            
10 Geoffrey Bingham, Salvation History, New Creation Publications, Blackwood, 
n.d., p. 1. 
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GRACE AND PREHISTORY 

This term refers to the time and the events prior to the call 
of Abraham. It is called prehistory, not because the events 
described did not take place, but because the events 
themselves cannot be dated, whereas we can quite easily 
date the later events from Abraham onwards. But also, by 
prehistory, we mean that in the stories of Genesis 1–11 the 
stage is being set theologically. By Genesis 11, when 
Abraham appears, the world is finally in the form in which 
we know it. But in prehistory, as we would expect, grace 
was powerfully in evidence.  
 Some of the issues of grace in this period we can now see: 
 
 (a) The giving of the promise. In Genesis 2:15–17, we read 
that ‘the LORD God took the man and put him in the 
garden of Eden to till it and keep it. And the LORD God 
commanded the man, saying, “You may freely eat of every 
tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it 
you shall surely die.” ’ This well known prohibition is not 
normally regarded as at all generous. Yet we can see that it 
is very generous when we see that it relates to man enjoying 
the fullness of created position. To obey is to live; to disobey 
is to die. Obedience for the man and the woman in life is, 
then, a delight. By it the freedom of the man and the woman 
was to be maintained, as, for example, in Genesis 2:25, 
where ‘the man and his wife were both naked, and were not 
ashamed’. This is in dramatic contrast to Genesis 3:7, 10 
where deep shame and fear has come into human  
experience.  
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 Then, at the point of man’s sin and his rejection of 
dependent living, God interposed with the promise that all 
that had happened as a result of sin would be reversed! 
(Gen. 3:15). Grace will restore man to his created glory. 
Furthermore, the promise was certain, for the promises of 
God are more than a declaration of intent but they contain 
within themselves the actional commitment of God to their 
fulfilment. 
 
 (b) Exclusion from the garden. However hard to imagine 
as such, the exclusion of man from the garden must be seen 
as an action of grace. Genesis 3:22f. says that ‘the LORD 
God said, “Behold, the man has become like one of us, 
knowing good and evil; and now, lest he put forth his hand 
and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live forever”—
therefore the LORD God sent him forth from the garden of 
Eden . . .’. Whilst the language used by God may be a little 
tongue in cheek, insofar as Adam and Eve could never 
‘become like one of us’, their exclusion was a very real 
necessity. Had they not been excluded they would have had 
the access to the tree of life, which we are to believe was 
always there, plus their guilt. The mix of eternal life and 
guilt would have been unbearable. It would have destroyed 
them. 
 
 (c) Man was not totally given over to the consequences of 
his sin. In Genesis 4:13–15, Cain complained, ‘My 
punishment is greater than I can bear’. In reply God put a 
mark on Cain, so that when he was seen and recognized as 
the murderer of his brother he would not be killed. Whereas 
the full consequences of this first murder would conceivably 
be more murder, 
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albeit in the name of justice, God has placed clear limits on 
how far the sin of man may express itself. It is of God’s pure 
grace and mercy that man is not as evil in practice as his 
sinfulness would lead us to expect (Jer. 17:9; cf. II Thess. 
2:7). 
 
 (d) The birth of Seth. John tells us that there were two 
races of people in Cain and Abel, the children of the devil 
and the children of God (I John 3:10 ff.). With the death of 
Abel, however, the godly line was not finished. When Seth 
was born, Eve said ‘God has appointed for me another child 
instead of Abel . . .’ (Gen. 4:25). 
 The two races continued. They were initially distinct, but 
in Genesis 6:1ff. the two groups began to lose their 
distinctiveness, as a result of the failure of the godly line to 
live in its exalted position. The resultant corruption was so 
horrific that ‘the LORD was sorry that he had made man on 
the earth’ (Gen. 6:5–6). The powerful action of grace was 
next seen, then, in 
 
 (e) The choice of Noah. ‘Noah found favour [Heb. chen, 
grace] in the eyes of the LORD’ (Gen. 6:8). It was of grace 
that Noah was not destroyed along with the rest of 
mankind. Following the flood, God graciously restated to 
Noah and his sons the creational principle (Gen. 9:1, 7; cf. 
1:28). Creation’s purpose will not be lost. 
 
 (f) The tower of Babel. Without doubt, the building of the 
tower of Babel (Gen. 11:1–9) was an expression of sin. But 
the scattering of the peoples was God’s action to ensure that 
the creational principle was to some degree being fulfilled. 
The building of the tower was, of course, a rejection of the 
creational principle of 
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filling the earth: ‘Let us build ourselves a city, and a 
tower . . . lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the 
whole earth’.  

GRACE AND HISTORY 

With the stage now set, God then called Abraham from 
among the descendants of Noah. The point is not just that 
here was another member of the godly line, but that with 
this man God made a covenant, and one which had as its 
focus ‘all the families of the earth’ (Gen. 12:3). As we have 
seen, the fact that there are families of the earth is due to 
the sovereign action of God (cf. Acts 17:26–27). But more 
than that, Hebrews 13:20 refers to God’s ‘eternal covenant’. 
By this it must be seen that the covenant which God now 
made with Abraham, as indeed with Noah (Gen. 9:9) and 
later with Israel, was all in the flow of the covenant 
(commitment) established in eternity.  
 
 In fulfilment of his promise to Abraham, God granted 
that Sarah, in spite of her great age, should bear a son. The 
birth of Isaac was against nature but not against grace. 
Likewise was the choice of Jacob instead of the older Esau. 
In that case, both nature (i.e. Jacob’s deceit) and culture 
(the choice of the younger) were against the purpose of God, 
but nonetheless the choice was in order that God’s purpose 
of election might stand (Rom. 9:11). Again, in the children of 
Jacob, gross sin is exhibited. Only the restraining counsel of 
one son stops a repetition of the crime of Cain. However, it 
was more than that, for, after all that happened to Joseph 
and his brothers in 
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Egypt, Joseph could say, ‘As for you, you meant evil against 
me; but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many 
people should be kept alive, as they are today’ (Gen. 50:20). 
 The great salvation of the exodus was, again, not because 
Israel deserved it. In Exodus 2:24 ‘God heard their 
groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, 
with Isaac, and with Jacob’. The rescue of Israel was on the 
basis of God’s own eternal being as Father (cf. Exod. 4:22–
23) and Redeemer. This is especially seen in Deuteronomy 
7:6–8:  
 

For you are a people holy to the LORD your God; the LORD your God 
has chosen you to be a people for his own possession, out of all the 
peoples that are on the face of the earth. It was not because you were 
more in number than any other people that the LORD set his love 
upon you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples; but it is 
because the LORD loves you, and is keeping the oath which he swore 
to your fathers, that the LORD has brought you out with a mighty 
hand, and redeemed you from the house of bondage, from the hand of 
Pharaoh king of Egypt. 

THE GRACE OF LAW 

The climax of the exodus was the gathering of Israel at 
Sinai. There God made a covenant with the people, which, 
as we have seen, was an expression of the eternal covenant. 
Although this Sinai covenant is usually regarded as a 
covenant of law, this was not the case. The laws which were 
given were clearly placed in the context of the gracious 
action of God (cf. Exod. 20:1–3 and Deut. 7:6ff.). 
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 Law is not some extra added for the regulation of 
otherwise free lives. Law is, as we saw above, the essential 
nature of things. Thus, in Psalm 19:1, the heavens declare 
the glory of God, and in 19:7 the psalmist continues to extol 
the law of the Lord, which is an essential feature of the 
glory. When seen this way, the law is a source of rich 
delight, as, for example, in Psalm 1 and Psalm 119 (and 
Rom. 7:22). As we saw above, to live in obedience to law as 
glory is to live, for it is to be in conformity with the essential 
nature of creation. Consequently, we may say that the law 
as given at Sinai was the essential nature of things 
expressed in covenant form. By establishing the covenant, 
God had set the pattern for the people of God. They could 
not and would not have done so themselves, as was quite 
evident by the activities taking place at the foot of the 
mountain while Moses was receiving the law. And the later 
history of Israel has shown, too, that without the direction 
of the law, the religious tendency, as well as the personal 
tendency, was always away from purity.  
 
 The giving of the law was an action of God’s grace. By the 
law’s insistent demands for holiness and for purity in all its 
forms God was establishing his own character among his 
own people (cf. Lev. 11:44). To obey was not a harsh 
obligation; it was life itself (Deut. 30:15–16, 19–20). 
 
 In the covenant, not only were the people bound to be the 
people of God, but as expressing the eternal covenant, this 
covenant also clearly bound God to be the God of Israel, ‘my 
people’. A repeated refrain throughout the scriptures is the 
formula, ‘I will be your God and you will be my people’. Along with this 
refrain is another 
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which shows how rich was the covenant relationship which 
God had established. The Hebrew word chesed reminded the 
people that God’s covenant faithfulness would never end. 
Though Israel may fail, and fail repeatedly and deliberately, 
God would always remain faithful. (See Deut. 7:9; Isa. 54:8, 
10; Jer. 31:1–3; Lam. 3:22–23.) And the refrain was ‘For his 
steadfast love [chesed] endures for ever’ (cf. Ps. 136).  

THE GRACE OF JUDGEMENT 

Fundamental to the grace of covenant and the faithfulness 
of God to the covenant and to his eternal goal is the issue of 
punishment. This is seen, for example, in Deuteronomy 
30:17–19, where obedience refused is life refused. Israel’s 
history is, then, full of the consequences of her refusal to 
live in the purposes of grace. Large periods of Israel’s life 
were given over to judgement. The period of the Judges is a 
chronicle of Israel’s disobedience, God’s judgement upon 
her, her deliverance and return to disobedience. The two 
kingdoms of Israel and Judah both suffered judgement of 
monumental proportions, one at the hands of the Assyrians 
and the other at the hands of the Babylonians, but both 
because of their refusal to live as the covenant people of 
God.  
 
 Such judgement must be seen as the action of grace and 
not as some mechanical response to disobedience or a 
spiteful reaction by a rejected God. Deuteronomy 8:5 says 
that ‘as a man disciplines his son, the LORD your God 
disciplines you’, which was directed to the whole people. 
Judgement was always to be seen in the light of the 
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purposes of God for his people, and as such was cleansing 
and finally restorative. Not that all will therefore be saved, 
but that, through judgement, a purified remnant will 
return. The purpose of God for all the families of the earth 
will be achieved.  
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THE GRACE OF PROPHECY 

We must, for a moment, recall some of what was said in the 
chapter ‘Grace and Revelation’. There we saw that God is 
not some unknown and unknowable being; he is, on the 
contrary, one who has revealed himself in all ‘his eternal 
power and deity’ (Rom. 1:20), whose glory and righteousness 
are proclaimed in the heavens (Ps. 19:1; 97:6). To a man or 
woman of faith, then, God will ever be known in all his 
fullness: ‘With the loyal thou dost show thyself loyal; with 
the blameless man thou dost show thyself blameless; with 
the pure thou dost show thyself pure’ (Ps. 18:25–26). What 
we mean is that God is persistently witnessing to the truth 
and so to his own being (Jer. 29:23). 
 It is a fact of human rebellion, however, that such 
revelation is seen as a threat to the supposed autonomy of 
the human spirit. Men did not see fit ‘to retain God in their 
knowledge’ (Rom. 1:28 AV). In consequence,  
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‘God gave them up to a base mind’ (Rom. 1:28), so that they 
could not see what they would not see. ‘With the crooked 
thou dost show thyself perverse’ (Ps. 18:26) to the corrupt 
and unbelieving nothing is pure; their very minds and 
consciences are corrupted’ (Titus 1:15). Humanity is locked 
into the blindness of its rebellion.  
 It is significant, though, that human rebellion does not 
inhibit the revelation of God. Indeed, ‘where sin increased, 
grace abounded all the more’ (Rom. 5:20). The more man 
suppressed the truth, the more the truth was declared. In 
this light, it is interesting that, to the Jews, what we regard 
as the history books of the Old Testament, were known as 
‘The Former Prophets’.11 This meant more than just that 
the writers were themselves prophets; rather it meant that 
the actual history of Israel was prophetic. And such was the 
case. Psalm 78:5–8 says,  
 

He established a testimony in Jacob,  
 and appointed a law in Israel,  
which he commanded our fathers  
 to teach their children;  
that the next generation might know them,  
 the children yet unborn,  
and arise and tell them to their children,  
 so that they should set their hope in God,  
and not forget the works of God,  
 but keep his commandments;  
and that they should not be like their fathers,  
 a stubborn and rebellious generation,  
a generation whose heart was not steadfast,  
 whose spirit was not faithful to God.  

                                            
11 Zechariah uses the phrase ‘the former prophets’ in 1:4; 7:7, 12, but in the sense 
of ‘the earlier prophets’, who were actually designated as prophets. 
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In Acts 2:17f., Peter, quoting the words of Joel, says,  
 

‘And in the last days it shall be, God declares,  
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,  
and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,  
and your young men shall see visions,  
and your old men shall dream dreams;  
yea, and on my menservants and my maidservants in those days  
I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy.’  

 
This passage, while immediately referring to the events of 
Pentecost, carries with it an immense amount of 
information concerning the plan and priorities of God. Seen, 
for example, against the words of Genesis 6:3, the promise 
of the outpouring of the Spirit is a promise of the undoing of 
the effects of sin, a returning to true righteousness. 
Whereas the Spirit would ‘not abide in man for ever, for he 
is flesh’, Pentecost has reversed the curse. Now, ‘you are not 
in the flesh, you are in the Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God 
dwells in you’ (Rom. 8:9). Those in Christ are ‘a new 
creation’ (II Cor. 5:17). But what Peter is making clear is 
that with the renewal it is all flesh who receive the Spirit, 
and so all shall prophesy. That is, now all the people of God, 
without exception, share in the prophetic role; they all 
speak out of a direct and unmediated knowledge of God (so 
Jer. 31:34, ‘They shall all know me . . .’). This is the import 
of the visions and dreams mentioned by Joel, for they were 
part of the way the prophets of  
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old received the word from God. We may conclude, 
therefore, that before the Fall, Adam and Eve were 
‘prophetic’ in the sense that they stood in the counsel of God 
and received his word and no doubt expressed the truth of 
that word.  
 
 Following the introduction of guilt into human 
experience, the coming of the word of God was in a different 
context. Men and women now feared the word (Gen. 3:10) 
and so rejected it. But that did not mean that the prophetic 
voice was silenced. God was ever revealing himself, and 
therefore there was always a prophetic voice. Jesus said, in 
Luke 11:51, that Abel was the first prophet. The writer of 
the letter to the Hebrews says that Abel was a man of faith 
(11:4) and so a man who could hear the word spoken. His 
murder by his brother was not only an act of jealousy, it was 
an act of attempted suppression of the prophetic word. But, 
of course the prophetic voice could not be silenced, for God 
could not be silenced. So there has never been a time in 
history when prophetic revelation was not made known to 
men. Jeremiah 25:4f. says,  
 

You have neither listened nor inclined your ears to hear, although the 
LORD persistently sent to you all his servants the prophets, saying, 
‘Turn now, every one of you, from his evil way and wrong doings, and 
dwell upon the land which the LORD has given to you and your fathers 
from of old and for ever . . .’. 

 
The true prophets spoke what they heard from God and so 
what they said was always consistent with the eternal 
purpose of God (see Jer. 23:18–22). And as we also see in 
Jeremiah, the prophets’ warnings were not with a view to 
condemnation but with a view to repentance and life. 
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From this perspective, prophecy is clearly the action of 
grace!  
 
 This can be seen from another angle. Paul said that ‘all 
who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God’ (Rom. 
8:14). This principle holds good for all who are the sons of 
God. In Exodus 4:22, God says through Moses, ‘Israel is my 
first-born son . . . Let my son go that he may serve me’, and 
in Hosea 11:1, ‘When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out 
of Egypt I called my son’. If this is so then we should expect 
to see, and indeed we do see, that God leads his people as 
sons (see Deut. 14:1) by his Spirit. This leading was not only 
in what we should call the ‘sacred’ areas of life, for such a 
distinction was foreign to Israel. There was no notion of a 
‘sacred– secular’ dichotomy. All was of a one, for God is the 
creator of all. So in Exodus 31:1–11, the craftsmanship by 
which the Tabernacle was constructed was the gift of the 
Spirit. In Numbers 11:13–17 we see that leadership in the 
day to day activities was also a gift of the Spirit. But we also 
see, in the same context, that the gift of the Spirit was 
related to prophecy (Num. 11:24–30) and that Moses saw 
that when the Spirit is given there will always be prophecy, 
‘Would that all the LORD’s people were prophets, that the 
LORD would put his Spirit upon them!’ So when, later, the 
Spirit was given to Saul for his kingship, his initial response 
was to prophesy (I Sam. 10:10). In Micah 3:5–8, the prophet 
is speaking against the false prophets who only speak as 
prophets for the financial reward it brings but who have ‘no 
answer from God’. In contrast to them, he says,  
 

But as for me, I am filled with power,  
 with the Spirit of the LORD,  
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 and with justice and might,  
to declare to Jacob his transgression  
 and to Israel his sin.  

 
In Acts 7:51–52, at the conclusion of Stephen’s address 
immediately prior to his murder, he said,  
 

‘You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears [cf. Jer. 6:10], 
you always resist the Holy Spirit. As your fathers did, so do you. Which 
of the prophets did not your fathers persecute?’ 

 
The prophetic word was always, then, the ministry of the 
Spirit to Israel, for Israel’s good, quite irrespective of 
whether that purpose was recognized and appreciated or not 
(cf. Jer. 26:4–5; 35:15; 44:4–5). It was never God’s desire 
‘that any should perish, but that all should reach 
repentance’ (II Pet. 3:9; cf. I Tim. 2:4). 

THE PROPHECY OF GRACE 

In I Peter 1:10–12 we read that ‘the prophets . . . prophesied 
of the grace that was to be yours’. Those same prophets who 
were themselves the expression of the grace of God, and who 
pointed out that the desire of God was for Israel’s salvation 
(and through Israel, the salvation of all the families of the 
earth), also declared that the desire of God related to the 
fixed purpose of God. They prophesied that grace would 
come, and as they spoke, so it would be. In Jeremiah 1:9–10 
the principle is enunciated, in Jeremiah’s call, that when 
the prophet speaks, God speaks, and when the prophet acts, 
God acts. This is not because the prophet in some way 
controls or manipulates God. Rather it is that the prophet 
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is the mouthpiece of God, and that he speaks because God is 
in action. 
 

Surely the Lord GOD does nothing,  
 without revealing his secret  
 to his servants the prophets.  
The lion has roared;  
 who will not fear?  
The Lord GOD has spoken;  
 who can but prophesy?  
(Amos 3:7–8) 

 
 The prophets, then, are part of the outworking of the plan 
of God for his people. They prophesy of the coming grace, 
giving Israel a dynamic hope, and as such are a rich 
stimulus to faith and so to godly living. Nor is it only the 
formally recognized prophets who had this function. Jacob, 
the patriarch, in his closing prophecy to his sons, spoke of a 
time far beyond their immediate context when he said,  
 

The scepter shall not depart from Judah,  
 nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,  
until he comes to whom it belongs;  
 and to him shall be the obedience of the peoples.  
(Gen. 49:10) 

 
 In Revelation 19:10, the apostle John is informed that 
‘the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy’. This may 
mean either that the testimony is by Jesus, or that it 
concerns Jesus; besides, ‘spirit’ may also be ‘Spirit’, so that 
the combinations are many. However, if we recall the thrust 
of prophecy which we have already seen, then we will 
recognize that the ‘spirit’ of prophecy (i.e. the essence of 
prophecy) is finally dependent upon the Spirit of God. 
Again, testimony concerning Jesus is, in the 
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ultimate, by Jesus, since God is the one who bears wit-ness 
to himself. But having said that, we can go on and see that 
the Spirit who energized the prophets was essentially 
concerned with Jesus, who he is and what he is about. So it 
is that what the prophets of the Old Testament have to say 
is really concerned with Jesus and the grace to be revealed 
in him. Hence Paul says, in II Corinthians 1:20, that ‘all the 
promises of God find their Yes in him’.  
 The final chapter of the Gospel of Luke highlights this 
most clearly. On the road to Emmaus, Jesus met with two 
disciples who were in deep grief over his death. His reply, in 
vv. 25–27, to their lament was to say,  
 

‘O foolish men, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have 
spoken! Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things 
and enter into his glory?’ And beginning with Moses and all the 
prophets, he interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things 
concerning himself.  

 
Later in the chapter, in vv. 44–47, he said, 
 

‘These are my words which I spoke to you, while I was still with you, 
that everything written about me in the law of Moses and the prophets 
and the psalms must be fulfilled’. Then he opened their minds to 
understand the scriptures, and said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that 
the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and 
that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be preached in his name 
to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.’ 

 
To examine the various Old Testament scriptures which 
teach these things is beyond our present scope. Sufficient 
for the moment to observe that these three items—Jesus’ 
death and resurrection as well as the testimony to be borne 
to him—are all contained within the prophetic scriptures. 
Although the prophets themselves were not 
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fully aware of the implications of their prophecies (I Pet. 
1:10–11), certainly the first preachers of the gospel were 
aware, as Paul says in I Corinthians 15:3–4,  
 

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that 
Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, that he was 
buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the 
scriptures . . .  

 
 Such grace was prophesied beforehand and so was 
assured. But the very presence of the prophets in Israel was 
pure grace itself, as God worked his purposes out in history, 
quite unhindered either by the unworthiness or even the 
opposition of the objects of his grace. Although there were 
always counterfeit prophets alongside the true prophets of 
Israel, still there was grace in life for the men and women of 
faith who, in the prophetic voice, heard the voice of God. 
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GRACE 
IN 

LIFE 
(3) 

 
 
 
 
We have seen that God is the God of all grace; that there 
never was a time when he was not acting in grace, either in 
the planning or in the execution (which are ultimately the 
same thing) of his purposes for men and women. The action 
of grace has been seen in prehistory, so that even the world 
as we know it, with all its sin and vice, as well as its 
divisions, has always been under the sovereign control of 
that grace. Likewise, the life of Israel was not worked out 
under the direction of the blindly irrational forces of history, 
but was at all times the expression of the eternal purpose of 
God for (i) his people, (ii) all the families of the earth, and 
(iii) in the ultimate, the whole of creation. We specifically 
saw this in the giving of the covenant and the law, the 
action of judgement and the dynamic of prophecy. 

GRACE BECAME FLESH 

In Titus 2:11, Paul says that ‘the grace of God  
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has  appeared for the salvation of all men’. By this is meant 
that, at a decisive point in history, grace was expressed in 
the actual action of salvation (cf. Luke 2:30). The prophets 
had ‘prophesied of the grace that was to be yours’ (I Pet. 
1:10); now it had come in all its fullness. And more than 
that, it came at the precise moment when God had 
determined that it should. Thus, in Galatians 4:4f., Paul 
said that  
 

when the time had fully come [lit. in the fullness, or the fulfilment, of 
time], God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to 
redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive 
adoption as sons. 

 
To ‘receive adoption as sons’ relates to the being of God as 
Father. His purpose from before the foundation of the world 
was the purpose of his Fatherhood, viz. that men and 
women might relate to him as Father (cf. John 4:23). 
Consequently Paul continues, ‘and because you are sons, 
God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 
“Abba! Father!” ’ The most men and women can do in all 
this is to receive the gift. It is all the action of grace. ‘For by 
grace you have been saved through faith’ (Eph. 2:8). We 
have been saved and grace did it all. Romans 3:22ff. says,  
 

For there is no distinction; since all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God, they are justified by his grace as a gift, through the 
redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a 
propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith.  

 
 From this we can see that there are a number of facets to 
the appearing of the grace of God. There is ‘salvation’, 
‘redemption’, ‘justification’, ‘propitiation’ and the gift of the 
Spirit. But these do not appear as mere words in the 
Christian vocabulary. They are intimately related to the 



THE RICHES OF HIS GRACE 48

sending by God the Father of his own Son into human 
history. Indeed, it is impossible to know these facets of 
grace, in any way, apart from the person and work of the 
Son. It is this which the ‘prologue’ of the Gospel of John 
makes so clear (John 1:1–18). ‘In the beginning was the 
Word’. This ‘Word’ is the expression of the being of God. It is 
by means of his Word that God communicates himself. As 
we have seen, the whole creation declares the glory, the 
character, of God. So it is hardly surprising that ‘all things 
were made through him, and without him was not anything 
made that was made’ (cf. Heb. 1:2–3).  
 
 We have also seen that God has continued to reveal 
himself to men and women throughout history. We saw that 
there never was a time when the prophetic voice was not 
heard in some way. John puts it that ‘the light shines [goes 
on shining] in the darkness, and the darkness has not 
overcome it’. The creation which declares the glory of God 
now is suffering the distortions of sin, so that John says, in I 
John 5:19, that ‘the whole world is in the power of the evil 
one’. The language of ‘darkness’ is the language of the moral 
and spiritual darkness of sin, which is actively hostile to the 
light (cf. John 3:19–20; Rom. 1:18; see also Col. 1:13 where 
darkness has a ‘dominion’, lit. an ‘authority’, over men and 
women, and over the whole of creation, per Col. 1:20).  
 
 The testimony of God to the light took a specific human 
form in John the Baptist. The prophets had told of his 
ministry (Isa. 40:3; Mal. 3:1; 4:5–6; cf. Luke 1:68–79) and so 
he came as ‘the prophet of the Most High’. Then, at the 
decisive moment, ‘the true light that enlightens every man 
was coming into the world’ (John 1:9). Those who ought to 
have recognized him 

GRACE IN LIFE (3)   49

and received him because their own prophets had foretold 
his coming, i.e. the Jews, did not do so. But the immensity of 
the grace of God was such that ‘to all who received him, who 
believed in his name, he gave power [lit. authority] to 
become children of God’ (John 1:12). The point was that ‘the 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and 
truth’ (John 1:14). That truth was the truth of the being of 
God; God as he really is. In spite of the rejection and the 
attempted suppression of the truth, the truth remained 
clearly declared. And when the Word was ‘full of grace’ it 
meant not that he was of a gracious disposition, but that in 
him all the grace of God was present and in action. And 
even more than that; ‘from his fullness have we all received, 
grace upon grace’ (John 1:16). His presence was not with a 
view to the condemnation of the world but its salvation (cf. 
John 3:17). So his presence in the world was in order that 
the waves of grace should overwhelm men and women and 
that the purposes of grace should be established in them.  
 
 Historically, the life of Israel was with this point in mind. 
The call of Abraham, the covenants and the giving of the 
law were all preparatory and were intended to find their 
fulfilment here. So John says, ‘the law was given through 
Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ’ (John 
1:17; cf. Gal. 3:24). How did this grace and truth come? The 
answer from John is that although ‘no one has ever seen 
God’ because of the wilful blind-ness of the human heart (so 
that men and women neither can nor will see, nor will God 
allow himself to be seen), ‘the only Son, who is in the bosom 
of the Father, he has made him known’ (John 1:18). It is 
significant that the one who has revealed the truth of God 
as he really is 
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the Son. God is revealed as the Father. But who can ever 
know him as Father apart from the sons? That is why John 
said in 1:12, that ‘to all who received him . . . he gave power 
to become children of God’. Later in this gospel, Jesus said 
that ‘no one can come to me unless the Father who sent me 
draws him’ (6:44). It then becomes clear that God bestows 
the riches of his grace upon those to whom he has given 
grace to receive grace! That is, grace can only be received in 
Christ, but one can only receive Christ when God acts in 
grace to draw a person to Christ.  
 If grace is regarded as just another doctrine, then what 
we have said will, sooner or later, cause offence. Paul 
writes, in Romans 9:14ff., of those who demand that God act 
in ways that satisfy human expectations. His reply to those 
who find fault with God is to remind the readers of the 
Eden-like sin of standing in judgement over God: ‘Who are 
you, a man, to answer back to God? Will what is moulded 
say to its moulder, “Why have you made me thus?” ’ (Rom. 
9:20). In contrast to this is the reaction of those who see 
what they have been saved from by such grace:  
 

O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are his judgements and how inscrutable his 
ways! . . . For from him and through him and to him are all things. To 
him be glory for ever. Amen.  (Rom. 11:33, 36) 

 
When we say that the Word became flesh, we are saying 
that the eternal God12 became a man. The four gospels all 

                                            
12 See the alternate reading for John 1:18; for example, RSV footnote b 
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tell the story of Jesus, the man. But Jesus the man was 
‘Emmanuel, which means God with us’ (Matt. 1:23). In 
Jesus, God was in action. Repeatedly, the gospels tell us 
that certain things happened to fulfil the scriptures. The 
fulfilling of the scriptures is another way of saying that 
what Jesus did and said was the fulfilling of the declared 
purposes of God. An illustration of this is Luke 4:16–22.  
 

And [Jesus] came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up; and he 
went to the synagogue, as his custom was, on the sabbath day. And he 
stood up to read; and there was given to him the book of the prophet 
Isaiah. He opened the book and found the place where it was written,  

‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,  
because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives  
and recovering of sight to the blind,  
to set at liberty those who are oppressed,  
to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.’  

And he closed the book, and gave it back to the attendant, and sat 
down; and the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. And he 
began to say to them, ‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 
hearing.’ And all spoke well of him, and wondered at the gracious 
words which proceeded out of his mouth. 

 
A literal translation of this last sentence is ‘they wondered 
at the words of grace which proceeded out of his mouth’. The 
quotation from Isaiah concerns the Messiah proclaiming 
release etc. He does not come to talk about release, but to 
effect release by his words. As he speaks, so it is. And he 
proclaims ‘release to the captives and the recovering of sight 
to the blind’. In other words, by the word he speaks men and 
women are set free, the blind have their sight restored. It 
happens. This is further illustrated in 
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Luke 4:31–37, where he heals the man in the synagogue at 
Capernaum. Those who see the man set free from the 
demons say, in verse 36, ‘What is this word? For with 
authority and power he commands the unclean spirits, and 
they come out’. The word of authority and power is the word 
of grace. According to Matthew 12:28, it is also the word of 
the kingdom, i.e. the reign and rule of God establishing 
itself in the lives of men and women. 
 
 
There was more to the action of grace in the lives of men 
and women than the healing of broken bodies or even 
release from demonic powers. There was an underlying 
reason why men and women were in bondage to these 
things, and grace, if it was truly grace, must deal with that 
cause. Matthew 1:21 contains, then, the declaration of that 
purpose, ‘You shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his 
people from their sins’. The people of God are in bondage to 
sin and consequently to many other tyrants (cf. Isa. 26:13). 
Their bondage to demonic powers and to the devil (John 
8:44) is the result of their guilt. So it is guilt which must 
finally be the focus of the action of grace.  
 On a number of occasions, then, Jesus announces that he 
has come to die. In Mark 8:31, 9:31, 10:33f., 45 the issue is 
clearly stated. Jesus must die and his death will be 
redemptive. He will give his life as a ransom for many. And 
he will give his life:  
 

No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have 
power to lay it down, and I have power to take it again; this charge I 
have received from my Father.  (John 10:18) 
 

The action of redemption is the supreme action of grace. 
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It is not called forth by anything other than the eternal 
purpose of God (cf. Acts 2:23).  
 Luke 24:46f. says,  
 

‘Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day 
rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should 
be preached in his name to all nations . . .’. 

 
Repentance and forgiveness of sins is not just to be 
preached about. It is to be preached! The word for for-
giveness used here is the same word used in the quotation 
from Isaiah in Luke 4:18 for the release for the captives. 
Likewise the same word is used for the preaching and the 
proclaiming. The result of the death of Jesus is that the 
same grace which he preached (effectively) is to be preached 
(effectively) by the disciples. When they preach, people will 
come to repentance and forgiveness! The grace is active in 
the proclamation. So Paul, in I Corinthians 1:18, 21, says  
 

the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who 
are being saved it is the power of God . . . it pleased God through the 
folly of what we preach [lit. the foolishness of the proclamation] to save 
those who believe.  

 
The grace which has appeared for the salvation of all men is 
not thwarted. It is moving in and through the lives of men 
and women, accomplishing all the purposes of God. ‘In him 
we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of 
our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, which he 
lavished upon us’ (Eph. 1:7–8). 
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Our previous chapter dealt with the great action of grace in 
the appearing of the Word as flesh. Paul described it as ‘the 
grace of God [appearing] for the salvation of all men’. It 
cannot be stressed too much just how dynamic that 
appearing was. A cold objectivity in examining the 
scriptures will fail to see the wonder of the action of God 
and so will not know the powerful drive for proclamation 
which that action contains. We are not implying any denial 
of our intellect in this subject. What we are saying is that 
only in the warmth of faith can these things ever be truly 
known. But to know that grace is to be gripped and 
transformed by it. Paul said to Timothy (II Tim. 1:9–12) 
that  
 

[God] saved us . . . in virtue of his own purpose and the grace which he 
gave us in Christ Jesus ages ago, and now has manifested through the 
appearing of our Saviour Christ Jesus, who abolished death and 
brought life and immortality to light through the gospel. For this 
gospel I was appointed a preacher and apostle and teacher, and 
therefore I suffer as I do. But I am 
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not ashamed, for I know whom I have believed, and I am sure that he is 
able to guard until that Day what has been entrusted to me. 

 
This accords with John’s statement that ‘we know and 
believe the love God has for us’ (I John 4:16). Small wonder 
that Paul said to the Corinthians, ‘we too believe, and so we 
speak’ (II Cor. 4:13). 

GRACE AND FAITH 

We must turn once more to Paul’s words in Titus 2:11: ‘The 
grace of God has appeared for the salvation of all men’. Two 
questions must occupy our attention here. The first is that 
concerning the phrase ‘all men’.  
 
 While not wishing to enter into a debate concerning the 
doctrine of limited atonement, we must nonetheless observe 
that there are in scripture a large number of statements 
which point to the cosmic scope of the atonement. There are, 
first, such statements as Mark 10:45, ‘the Son of Man also 
came . . . to give his life as a ransom for many’, and 
Matthew 26:28, ‘this is my blood of the covenant, which is 
poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins’. Next there 
are such expansions as I John 2:2, ‘he is the propitiation for 
our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the 
whole world’, and I John 4:14 ‘And we have seen and testify 
that the Father has sent his Son as the Saviour of the 
world’. Seen numerically, the redeemed constitute ‘a great 
multitude which no man could number’ (Rev. 7:9). Over 
against this are the reminders that there will be those who 
do not experience salvation, as in Matthew 7:13, ‘Enter by 
the 
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narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is easy, that 
leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many’ (cf. 
Matt. 7:23; 25:11–12; Rev. 20:15; etc.). 
 
 Another aspect ought to be raised, viz. that the word for 
the ‘world’ which figures in so many statements about 
salvation, is the Greek word kosmos, which means more 
than just the world of men (oikoumene), but the whole of 
creation, the universe. In II Corinthians 5:19 we read that 
‘in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself’, which is 
expanded in Colossians 1:19–20, ‘For in him [i.e. Christ] all 
the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to 
reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in 
heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross’. Clearly, 
while we ought not take all men to mean that every single 
person in the world will be saved, we must see that when 
the grace of God appeared it was no trifling thing. God was 
in action in history to draw out his elect and to form them 
into a vast and mighty army of the redeemed against which 
not even the gates of hell can prevail.  
 
 The second question is this. If ‘the grace of God has 
appeared for the salvation of all men’, how did that 
salvation come to men and women? How are we saved? 
Ephesians 2:8–9 says, in reply, ‘by grace you have been 
saved through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the 
gift of God—not because of works, lest any man should 
boast’. Certainly salvation is by grace, but grace is operative 
through faith. That is to say, faith actionally receives that 
grace gift, as distinct from that view of faith which regards 
it as a purely notional thing. When the scriptures speak of 
‘the faith’ (e.g. I Tim. 1:2; 4:1; 3:9; etc.), it is not a reference 
to some credal 
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statement, but to the totality of the dimension in and 
through which grace is operating.13 It is as if we now 
breathe the air of faith. The just shall live by faith (Hab. 
2:4). But for grace to operate through faith means that there 
must be a radical change in the lives of those who receive 
salvation, for ‘The heart is deceitful above all things, and 
desperately corrupt’ (Jer. 17:9) and ‘None is righteous, no, 
not one . . . no one seeks for God. All have turned aside, 
together they have gone wrong; no one does good, not even 
one’ (Rom. 3:10–12). In other words, by (fallen) nature men 
and women are totally and implacably opposed to true 
righteousness. So here it must be that, for grace to be 
received, grace must be in action beforehand to transform 
people of hostility to God into a people of faith. One hymn 
writer has said, ‘He maketh the rebel a priest and a king’. 
But he must do it. Unless faith is a gift, all is lost. To one 
who knows the plague of his own heart this, then, is more 
than a theological statement; it is a rich and calming 
delight, for he knows that unless faith is the gift of God then 
he could never, indeed would never, on his own account 
know the riches of grace.  
 
 Although the issues of grace and faith come clearly into 
focus in the New Testament, there is nothing new about the 
principle. Indeed, wherever there are the true 

                                            
13 This is not the position taken by a large number of commentators, who regard 
the phrase, ‘the faith’, as indicating a development from the initial use of ‘faith’ to 
indicate the personal response to and relationship with God. The Pastoral Epistles, 
they allege, represent a later period in church life when ‘the faith’ is a test of 
orthodoxy, ‘the totality of truths to be believed’. See Donald Guthrie, The Pastoral 
Epistles (The Tyndale New Testament Commentaries), Inter-Varsity Press, 
Leicester, 1957, p. 42. 
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people of God faith has been the element which set them 
apart from others. However much godly living may be an 
obligation upon the people of God, and the prophets of the 
Old Testament are thunderously loud on the point, mere 
morality is nothing unless those with a concern for 
obedience have it from a recognition of God’s prior grace. 
This is the point of the great law–grace debates in the New 
Testament. The Pharisaic demand for obedience to the law 
was rejected not because obedience in itself was wrong, but 
because law was never intended to be the way in which men 
and women earn righteousness and acceptance with God. 
The debate was, then, never with the law per se (cf. Matt. 
5:17–18). Even when the Decalogue was first given, 
obedience was called forth on the basis of what God had 
already done (Exod. 20:1ff.), i.e. faith was the prerequisite 
for true obedience. And so it is that ‘by it [faith] the men of 
old received divine approval’ (Heb. 11:2). Those in the great 
catalogue of saints in Hebrews chapter 11 are all men and 
women renown because of their faith. The list starts with 
Abel and continues right through Israel’s history. The 
father of Israel, Abraham, was accepted by God because of 
his faith (Gen. 15:6; cf. Rom. 4:1–25). We have seen that 
Israel’s history is the history of the action of grace; it is, 
therefore, also the history of the gift of faith.  
 
 Until faith is given, men and women remain totally 
unable to respond positively to the action of God. They will 
always find cause to suppress the truth. But when there is 
faith, men and women can and do see the truth, not as a set 
of ‘facts’ but as the being and action of God for them rather 
than against them. That is why Isaiah says,  
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For thus says the high and lofty One  
 who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy:  
‘I dwell in the high and holy place,  
 and also with him who is of a contrite and humble spirit,  
to revive the spirit of the humble,  
 and to revive the heart of the contrite.’ 
(Isa. 57:15) 

 
The man or woman whose spirit is humble and heart 
contrite is a man or woman of faith, for faith is the given 
capacity to see the truth of one’s own heart and to fly to God 
for mercy and life, knowing that he accepts us on the basis 
of his own action for us and not for any supposed merit of 
ours. So it is simply not possible to be a man or woman of 
faith and to be proud, for the two are totally opposed to each 
other. The proud person assumes some merit within 
himself. Consequently, both Peter and James declare that 
‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble’ 
(James 4:6; I Pet. 5:5). Jesus said, in Matthew 5:5, ‘Blessed 
are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth’. 
 
 The person of faith now sees clearly, because God has 
made him see. Consequently, ‘with the loyal thou dost show 
thyself loyal; with the blameless man thou dost show thyself 
blameless; with the pure thou dost show thyself pure’ (Ps. 
18:25f.) and ‘to the pure all things are pure’ (Titus 1:15). We 
are, then, not really surprised to read that when Barnabas 
came (to Antioch) he ‘saw the grace of God’ and was glad 
(Acts 11:23). 
 
 Galatians 3:1–5 completes the picture. Faith is not some 
initial response to be succeeded by the accruing of merit by 
our own efforts. Paul is insistent that having 
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begun by faith, the process of going on to maturity (‘ending’ 
in v. 3 is a translation of the Greek word epiteleisthe, 
moving to the goal) must also be by faith. At no point can we 
opt out of total dependence upon grace. Paul had heard 
God’s words to him, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my 
power is made perfect in weakness’ (II Cor. 12:9). This does 
not mean that on the occasions when Paul is weak, he may 
go to God for grace; rather it means that he is always weak 
and that he is to recognize that and so stay always within 
the sphere of grace. There is never a moment when the 
people of God can assume independence from grace. If, 
therefore, justification is received by faith alone, so also is 
sanctification. At all times, and in every situation, there 
must be the recognition that apart from grace we are 
nothing and that we can do nothing apart from the ongoing 
supply of grace. God goes on supplying the Spirit by the 
hearing with faith (Gal. 3:5). 
 

GRACE AND RIGHTEOUSNESS 

We must now examine the significant passage, Romans 
3:19–25, because it spells out what it is that grace actually 
brings into life, and so what it is that faith receives. The 
letter to the Romans is concerned with the whole subject of 
salvation and what it is that God has done. There are many 
ways of analysing the structure of the letter; some approach 
it from the standpoint of personal religion, while others 
prefer to see it as initially a statement of the nature of a 
Jewish salvation and how it is that Gentiles come to share 
in it, and then only secondarily a statement 
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of the nature of personal religion. But whatever analytical 
approach is followed, the same conclusion will be reached, 
that salvation is, and indeed must be, all of grace. The early 
chapters expound the nature of the depravity of the human 
heart, in particular the relationship to the law of God, either 
written on tables of stone or on the heart. At this point 
Romans 3:19ff. takes up,  
 

Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are 
under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole 
world may be held accountable to God. For no human being will be 
justified in his sight by works of the law, since through the law comes 
knowledge of sin.  
 But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from 
law . . . 

 
 We must define ‘the righteousness of God’. Righteous-
ness is generally seen, correctly, as consistency with the 
law. But we need a definition which can apply equally to 
God and to man, since Paul says, in II Corinthians 5:21, 
‘that in him we might become the righteousness of God’. We 
would, therefore, say that the righteousness of God is his 
total consistency with his own character, which he both 
expresses and expects and which he works for us in Christ. 
He must, as we have seen, work that righteous-ness for us 
because the corruption of the human heart has made man 
both unwilling and unable to do so himself. And he must do 
so apart from law, since law only condemns men and women 
because of that corruption. The means by which God 
manifested his righteousness may not have been in terms of 
law, but certainly the law and the prophets bear witness to 
it (note the double use of ‘law’), i.e. the scriptures 
themselves do not support a ‘law righteousness’, they point 
the believer towards 
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‘the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ [i.e. 
Messiah] for all who believe’. And the point is that it is for 
all who believe. ‘For there is no distinction; since all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are justified 
by his grace as a gift’. To be justified by grace is to be 
declared righteous. The Greek word for word ‘justify’ is the 
verb form of the noun translated as ‘righteousness’. 
Consequently, Paul is saying that all who believe have the 
full demands of the law met in them, but it is not on their 
own account. ‘They are justified by his grace as a gift . . . to 
be received by faith.’  
 
 But how did God justify them? The answer is that 
there is ‘redemption . . . in Christ Jesus, whom God put 
forward as a propitiation by his blood’. ‘Redemption’ means 
that release has been effected by the payment of a ransom 
and ‘propitiation’ refers to the removal of wrath by the 
offering of a gift. The picture Paul has presented of men and 
women up to this point in the letter has been one of people 
in bondage to the wrath of God because of their sin (Rom. 
1:18ff.). So putting these two together, we can see that we 
have been ‘ransomed . . . with the precious blood of Christ’ (I 
Pet. 1:18–19), who in his death took the fierce wrath of God 
which was justly directed to us and bore it all himself. But 
he could only bear the wrath of God if he also bore the sins 
which called forth that wrath. So, ‘For our sake he [God] 
made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God’ (II Cor. 5:21). Grace 
did it all. God put him forward as a propitiation by his blood 
(Rom. 3:25); God made him to be sin who knew no sin (II 
Cor. 5:21); ‘It was the will of the LORD to bruise him’ (Isa. 
53:10); 
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‘God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners 
Christ died for us’ (Rom. 5:8); ‘This is love, not that we loved 
God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the 
propitiation for our sins’ (I John 4:10). 
 The result is that he has saved his people from their sins. 
Their guilt is gone and the wrath of God no longer stands 
over them. They are ‘free indeed’ (John 8:36), free to live ‘by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved [them] and gave himself 
for [them]’ (Gal. 2:20). O the riches of his grace which he 
lavished upon us! 
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PENTECOST AND THE NEW COMMUNITY 

The book of the Acts of the Apostles presents us with some 
particularly dramatic events. In chapter 2 the great 
outpouring of the Spirit, the gift of ‘tongues’ and the 
conversion of three thousand people were by no means 
normal events in the life of either the disciples of Jesus or 
the people of Israel. God had said by Isaiah (43:19) that he 
was ‘doing a new thing’, and clearly, when it happened, it 
was more than just unusual or even unique; it was the total 
transformation of men and women in ways which 
transcended all of the accepted human categories. It was 
new in so far as it went beyond traditional, limited 
expectations and introduced men and women to the whole 
dynamic of the truth.  
 Pontius Pilate, in John 18:38, had asked Jesus scorn-
fully, ‘What is truth?’ His question, while prompted by 
Jesus’ statement in the previous verse that he ‘[came] into  
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the world, to bear witness to the truth’, still had that 
element of puzzlement in it which men and women out-side 
of grace must always have when confronted with the being 
and action of God. The things of the Spirit are totally 
beyond the ken of man, as we see also in the case of 
Nicodemus, in John 3:1–21 (cf. I Cor. 2:14). To see the 
Kingdom requires the action of the Spirit in rebirth (John 
3:3). Prior to the events in Acts 2, Jesus had said, ‘you will 
know the truth, and the truth will make you free’ (John 
8:32). Following them, the Apostle John said to his readers, 
‘But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all 
know. I write to you, not because you do not know the truth, 
but because you know it . . .’ (I John 2:20f.). 
 
 Well what is truth?14 The answer is that truth is more 
than observable facts. The truth is the whole of the being of 
God, in his character, purpose and action. Apart from this 
truth, there can be no true understanding of the facts and so 
no true knowledge. So then, when the Spirit was poured out 
at Pentecost, there was a totally new experience and 
consequent understanding. Once they were blind, now they 
see.  
 If truth is the whole of the being of God, in his character, 
purpose and action, then what is the truth of Pentecost? 
What is the truth which the disciples now see and in which 
they function? What lies behind the fresh bonds of love 
which are now found among them? To answer this we must 
recall that God has revealed himself as Father. Not only 
that he stands as Father to his people, 

                                            
14 See Geoffrey Bingham, Truth—the Golden Girdle, New Creation Publications, 
Blackwood, 1983, for a discussion of the nature and action of the truth. 
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but that he is essentially Father (cf. Eph. 3:14–15). 
Therefore, every action of God, whether in what we call 
eternity or in what we call history, is the action of 
fatherhood:  
 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 
blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 
places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, 
that we should be holy and blameless before him. He destined us in 
love to be his sons . . . (Eph. 1:3–5)  

 
Election is no cold, dispassionate ‘decree’; it is the warm 
action of the Father purposing to have his sons and 
daughters with him in glory. The action of election itself 
reinforces this, for the Father chose us in Christ, that is, in 
his Son. The elect person does not trace his election to God 
deciding to have men and women as sons and daughters, 
but to his choice to have men and women ‘become partakers 
of the divine nature’ (II Pet. 1:4) by entering into the 
Sonship of Christ. The fatherhood of God is in no way 
dependent upon the response of men and women. He is and 
remains the ‘Everlasting Father’ (Isa. 9:6). 
 
 Creation was the action of the Father. Luke says that 
‘Adam was the son of God’ (Luke 3:38). Previously, we have 
referred to the statement of one commentator to the effect 
that when God created the world, he planned no empty and 
meaningless universe but a home for his family. We have 
seen that the election of Israel and the way in which the 
people were formed into a nation through the great events 
of the confrontation between Moses and Pharaoh, the 
exodus, Sinai and the wanderings through the wilderness 
are all to be understood in terms 
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of the Father and his sons. Thus, Moses is to say to 
Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the LORD, Israel is my first-born son, 
and I say to you, “Let my son go that he may serve me” ’ 
(Exod. 4:22f.). The prophet Hosea reminds Israel that ‘out of 
Egypt I called my son’ (Hosea 11:1), and Moses informed 
Israel that her election and redemption from Egypt were to 
be understood in terms of sonship: ‘You are the sons of the 
LORD your God . . . For you are a people holy to the LORD 
your God, and the LORD has chosen you to be a people for 
his own possession, out of all the peoples that are on the 
face of the earth’ (Deut. 14:1–2). Even the judgements which 
came upon Israel were to be seen in this way: ‘Know then in 
your heart that, as a man disciplines his son, the LORD 
your God disciplines you’ (Deut. 8:5). This is why the writer 
of the Proverbs writes as he does, ‘My son, do not despise 
the LORD’s discipline or be weary of his reproof, for the 
LORD reproves him whom he loves, as a father the son in 
whom he delights’ (Prov. 3:11–12). 
 
 The principle is clearly stated that ‘all who are led by the 
Spirit of God are sons of God’ (Rom. 8:14). The experience of 
sonship is totally dependent upon the action of the Spirit of 
God. Well, if this is so, then we would expect the scriptures 
to point to the action of the Spirit in Israel. With hindsight 
it is not surprising, in this context, to see that it was the 
Spirit of God who was the agent of God in creation (Gen. 
1:2). In Israel’s life, also, the Spirit is active. Bezalel the son 
of Uri was a man who was ‘filled . . . with the Spirit of God’ 
for the construction of the Tabernacle in the wilderness 
(Exod. 31:1–3). Not only Moses but also those who were to 
assist him in the administration of Israel were men of the 
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Spirit (Num. 11:16–17). Over and over again in Israel’s life 
we see the action of the Spirit of God, as with the judges 
(Judg. 6:34; etc.), Saul (I Sam. 10:6) and David (I Sam. 
16:13). We must conclude, then, that for Israel to know her 
true identity as sons of God, the Spirit of God must be active 
in forming, directing and guiding, which is, of course, what 
we do see. 
 
 Over against this, we also see the constant and persistent 
refusal of Israel to live in its true identity. Having God as 
Father, they now reject all that is associated with that in 
life and ‘say to a tree, “You are my father,” and to a stone, 
“You gave me birth.” ’ (Jer. 2:27). Yet such rebellion, which 
was often expressed in extremely hostile terms, did not 
mark the end of the purpose of God. Still he will have his 
family, and they will be holy. Two aspects of this are clearly 
seen. The first is that God sends the prophets to Israel to 
warn them of the danger of their rebellion and to urge them 
to repent. Again in this we observe that the prophetic 
ministry is dependent upon the energizing of the prophets 
by the Spirit. ‘Many years thou didst bear with them, and 
didst warn them by thy Spirit through thy prophets; yet 
they would not give ear’ (Neh. 9:30). ‘. . . no prophecy ever 
came by the impulse of man, but men moved by the Holy 
Spirit spoke from God’ (II Pet. 1:21). In spite of their 
rebellion, God’s purpose for his people remained, and the 
Spirit was still active in the execution of that purpose. 
 The second aspect of the purpose of God also relates to 
the ministry of the prophets. Time and again they indicate 
that God will do a new thing. Judgement will, indeed must, 
come upon rebellious Israel, but through judgement God 
will bring a purified remnant (as in Isa. 7:3, where 
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‘Shear-jashub’ means ‘a remnant shall return’). But this 
remnant will be more than a dispirited scrap. It will be a 
people who have come through a new exodus and who are, 
in consequence, living in the fullness of their inheritance.  
 

Remember not the former things,  
 nor consider the things of old.  
Behold I am doing a new thing;  
 now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?  
I will make a way in the wilderness  
 and rivers in the desert.  
The wild beasts will honour me,  
 the jackals and the ostriches;  
for I give water in the wilderness,  
 rivers in the desert,  
to give drink to my chosen people,  
 the people whom I formed for myself  
that they might declare my praise.  
  (Isa. 43:18–21)  

 
The picture is based on the details of life under Moses, 
dynamic as that may have been, but it is far more. The 
rivers which will flow in the desert will result in a dramatic 
transformation of all creation (see Isa. 35!). The reason is 
simply that God is about to restore creation to its former 
function as a home for his family, and the rivers which will 
flow will be the rivers of the Spirit.  
 

For the palace will be forsaken,  
 the populous city deserted;  
the hill and the watchtower  
 will become dens for ever,  
a joy of wild asses,  
 a pasture of flocks;  
until the Spirit is poured upon us from on high,  
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 and the wilderness becomes a fruitful field,  
 and the fruitful field is deemed a forest.  
  (Isa. 32:14–15) 

 
 The promises of God for the restoration of his people, and 
through them for the restoration of creation, are all related 
to the gift of the Spirit. It is not that the Spirit was not 
active in Israel before. But this outpouring of the Spirit will 
deal with all the corruption of the human heart;  
 

Then justice will dwell in the wilderness,  
 and righteousness abide in the fruitful field.  
And the effect of righteousness will be peace,  
 and the result of righteousness, quietness and trust for ever.  (Isa. 
32:16–17) 

 
 Ezekiel is equally emphatic that the restored people will 
be people of the Spirit. In chapter 36, he says that the 
people who once profaned the holy name of God will become 
a people of holiness themselves, through the gift of the Holy 
Spirit (36:22–27). In chapter 37 there is the dramatic vision 
of the valley of dry bones, which are the whole house of 
Israel (37:11). In the vision they come to life through the 
prophetic declaration of Ezekiel, but until the Spirit moves 
as the wind and gives them breath they remain only 
animated corpses (37:1–10). The whole vision is to point out 
God’s intention to put his Spirit within his people (37:14). 
Following the prophecies concerning ‘Gog’ in chapters 38 
and 39, the promise is repeated that ‘I will not hide my face 
any more from them, when I pour out my Spirit upon the 
house of Israel, says the Lord’ (39:29).  
 Perhaps the best known of the prophecies concerning the 
new giving of the spirit is that of Joel 2:28–29, quoted by 
Peter in Acts 2. Joel’s stress is upon the scope of the 
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giving; it will be for all flesh. Not one member of the 
renewed people of God will not participate in the Spirit. 
Since those who receive the Spirit will prophesy, it follows 
that they will also stand ‘in the council of the LORD to 
perceive and to hear his word’ (Jer. 23:18; etc.). To hear in 
this intimate way means that guilt will no longer be a 
barrier between the people and God (Isa. 59:2). Instead, God 
says, ‘I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their 
sins no more’ (Jer. 31:34). The promised restoration will, 
then, be one of unimagined proportions. Added to this 
ministry of the promised Messiah, the giving of the Spirit 
will mark a most amazing change in human life and will 
anticipate the transformation of all creation (Isa. 65:17ff.; 
66:22).  
 We must recall, from our discussion on ‘The Prophecy of 
Grace’15 that when the prophet speaks, God speaks and 
when the prophet acts, God acts. This, we said, was not 
because the prophet in some way can manipulate God but, 
rather, that the prophet is the mouthpiece of God and that 
he speaks because God is in action, and is announcing his 
action beforehand. 
 
 We cannot here go into all the details, but it is clear that 
the gospel accounts of Jesus are not intended to be under-
stood apart from the whole flow of prophetic history and, 
therefore, apart from the action of God. For example, it was 
told to Joseph, in Matthew 1:21, that ‘you shall call his 
name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins’. The 
various promises of Jesus concerning the promise of the 
Father are also to be seen against this background. The 
appearing of Jesus was, as we have 

                                            
15 p. 42f 
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seen, the appearing of the grace of God. Likewise, the 
prophets who prophesied these things ‘prophesied of the 
grace that was to be yours’ (I Pet. 1:10). 
 Pentecost is to be understood as the fulfilment of all that 
God as Father had purposed for his people. Those who 
received the Spirit were now members of the new People of 
God! They were now living in the new age of the Spirit, the 
Spirit of Sonship, by whom they cry ‘Abba! Father!’ (Rom. 
8:15). The warm relationships which are now seen among 
the new community, are the relationships created and 
energized by ‘the love of the Spirit’ (Rom. 15:30). The drive 
for proclamation is a powerful expression of lives which, 
being now purified by grace, must sanctify rather than 
profane the holiness of God’s great name. Peter’s words 
indicate the great dynamic of the new community,  
 

You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own 
people, that you may declare the wonderful deeds of him who called 
you out of darkness into his marvellous light. Once you were no people 
but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy but now 
you have received mercy. (I Pet. 2:9–10; cf. Isa. 43:16–21) 
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The church in the New Testament was more than just a new 
organization designed to replace one which had outlived its 
usefulness. Of course it was that. Instead of being a centre 
of true hearing of the voice of God, the synagogue now 
represented all that was resistant to the purpose and action 
of God. It was, therefore, quite understandable that another 
group should form to take over the function it had 
abdicated. But seen on this level, the church is simply 
another institution, which no doubt could itself be dispensed 
with when the time came. The scriptures, however, see 
things from a far different perspective. The church is the 
Body of Christ. It may be imperfect, as indeed it is, but its 
imperfection is not in any way a barrier to its life, for its ‘life 
is hid with Christ in God’ (Col. 3:3). The church is now ‘a 
holy temple in the Lord . . . a dwelling place of God in the 
Spirit’ (Eph. 2:21–22).  
 
 The presence of the Spirit marks the church out clearly  
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as more than a human institution. It is ‘the people whom 
[God] formed for [himself] that they might declare [his] 
praise’ (Isa. 43:21). And in order that it may not fail, as 
Israel had, the Spirit was the one who caused the praise to 
well up within and to overflow from the church, as we see, 
for example, in Ephesians 5:18ff.: ‘Be filled with the Spirit, 
addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs’—i.e. not just ‘religious’ songs, but songs of the 
spirit/Spirit—‘singing and making melody to the Lord with 
all your heart, always and for everything giving thanks . . .’. 
 The background of this creation of a new people of God 
lies not only in the failure of Israel, but in the call of 
Abraham, the father of Israel. In him ‘all the families of the 
earth shall be blessed’ (Gen. 12:3). This promise was in no 
way conditional upon the success of Abraham’s descendants. 
The fulfilment was dependent upon the promises of God. 
Paul describes the members of the church as, ‘like 
Isaac . . . children of promise’ (Gal. 4:28). They owe their 
life, not to any human planning or activity, not even to their 
own faith (so Eph. 2:8–9) but totally to grace. Thus, when 
Barnabas came to Antioch, in Acts 11:19–23, he saw the 
church, which now comprised both Jews and Greeks (i.e. 
Gentiles), and in doing so he ‘saw the grace of God’! 
 

JEWS AND GENTILES  IN THE KINGDOM 

A superficial reading of the New Testament may well skim 
over what was, to the people of the day, a most  
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significant change. Now Jew and Gentile were together in 
the Kingdom! Keeping in mind the deep division which 
existed in the Jewish mind between the Jews as the chosen 
people of God and the Gentiles, this change signalled 
something entirely revolutionary for Israel. At one time, 
Israel and the Gentiles were hostile towards each other, 
certainly in the area of relationships to God. Ephesians 
chapter 2, in particular, develops this theme. The first ten 
verses stress that the church has come into being out of the 
dead. It is no human choice which caused this but the 
overflowing grace of God. As we have seen, even the faith of 
the people was necessarily a gift of God.  
 
 The remainder of the chapter deals with the fact that 
Gentiles, who were once not only ‘separated from Christ’ but 
also were ‘alienated from the commonwealth of Israel, and 
strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and 
without God in the world’ (2:12), are now not only reconciled 
to God but ‘fellow citizens with the saints and members of 
the household of God’ (2:19). In this context, possibly ‘saints’ 
is to be understood as a reference to the first Jewish 
believers (cf. Eph. 1:12). The point which Paul makes here is 
that Jew and Gentile must each see themselves now as one, 
in Christ. ‘But now in Christ Jesus you who were once far 
off have been brought near in the blood of Christ’ (2:13). It is 
fundamental that it is Christ who has done it all (2:14–18). 
At best, the believers must be ‘eager to maintain the unity 
of the Spirit’ (Eph. 4:3). There is unity, but it is the Spirit of 
Christ who has created it. 
 
 Having said all this, it is still true that some of the 
deepest tensions in the early church were around this very 
point, viz. the relationship of Gentiles to the Kingdom. 
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The gathering of the church in Acts 15 was to deal with this 
very subject. Far from being an academic question, this 
issue seemed to threaten the very status of the gospel itself. 
The tension was not new to the church; it was one which 
was fundamental to Judaism. Consider, for example, the 
reaction to Jesus’ declaration concerning the blessing of the 
Gentile widow of Zarephath and the healing of Naaman the 
Syrian in Luke 4:24–29. ‘All in the synagogue were filled 
with wrath’ and attempted to kill Jesus. Recall, also, the 
violence which erupted when it was later thought that Paul 
had actually ‘brought Greeks into the temple and [had] 
defiled this holy place’ (Acts 21:28). As the chosen people of 
God, the Jews ought to have seen themselves as chosen with 
a view to the Gentiles being blessed. As it was, however, 
they saw themselves as the favourite people and therefore 
they saw their existence as an end in itself. 
 
 Jesus himself had said that ‘salvation is from the Jews’ 
(John 4:22). He meant that the Samaritans were, in fact, 
quite wrong in their understanding. The action of the 
Kingdom of God in history was all through the Jews. The 
gospel was Jewish (see Rom. 1:3). But that did not mean 
that in order to be saved one must become a Jew, for in the 
same context Jesus said, 
 

the hour is coming when neither on this mountain [Gerizim, the holy 
mountain of the Samaritans] nor in Jerusalem will you worship the 
Father . . . the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshippers 
will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for such the Father seeks 
to worship him. (John 4:21, 23) 
 

In other words, the Father was, in the ultimate, not 
concerned with the distinctions of race or background. His  
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purpose was worship of a completely new sort. To the 
Philippians, Paul put it that ‘we are the true circumcision, 
who worship God in spirit’ (or another possible translation 
is, ‘who worship by the Spirit of God’, Phil. 3:3). 
 By and large the Jews rejected the salvation which was 
first and foremost Jewish. Simeon had said,  
 

Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace,  
according to thy word;  
for mine eyes have seen thy salvation  
which thou hast prepared in the presence of all peoples,  
a light for revelation to the Gentiles,  
and for glory to thy people Israel.  (Luke 2:29–32)  

 
On just about every occasion, the gospel was still preached 
‘to the Jew first’ (Rom. 1:16). It was only after the Jews had 
rejected the gospel that the Gentiles were specifically 
addressed. This was not just good missionary strategy; it 
was necessary,  
 

It was necessary that the word of God should be spoken first to you 
[Jews]. Since you thrust it from you, and judge yourselves unworthy of 
eternal life, behold, we turn to the Gentiles. (Acts 13:46) 

 
The order is a ‘necessary’ one. The gospel is ‘to the Jew first 
and also to the Greek’ (Rom. 1:16). Hence Paul’s practice, as 
seen throughout the book of Acts, of going first to the 
synagogue wherever possible.  
 
In his letter to the Romans, Paul has expounded the great 
action of salvation. But to the puzzlement (and sometimes 
the theological embarrassment) of many, he inserted into 
the argument what we know as chapters 9–11. And 
certainly, it is possible, from one angle, to read from  
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Romans 8:39 to Romans 12:1 without any appreciable loss. 
But to do so is to ignore that which Paul regarded as 
important, viz. the relationship between Jew and Gentile in 
the Kingdom. How, then, are we to understand Romans 9–
11 in their present context? 
 
 Many have puzzled over the letter to the Romans with 
reference to its ‘purpose’. That it expounds salvation is 
obvious, but was that the immediate reason for its being 
written? Quite possibly there was more than one reason. A 
glance at the commentaries will show the range of the 
suggested reasons. Among them is the subject we are 
discussing. We have already seen that the doctrinal section 
of the letter commences with the statement concerning the 
priority of the Jews in the order of preaching the gospel 
(1:16b). Paul has mentioned, in the introductory remarks, 
that he was eager to preach the gospel, indeed he was under 
obligation to do so. His eagerness flows from the fact that he 
is ‘not ashamed of the gospel: [for] it is the power of 
God . . . to everyone who has faith’ (1:16a). In the discussion 
of the depravity of the human heart, Paul is still always 
conscious of the Jewishness or otherwise of the readers, e.g. 
2:17, ‘If you call yourself a Jew . . .’; 2:25, ‘Circumcision 
indeed is of value if you obey the law . . .’; and 3:1–2, ‘Then 
what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of 
circumcision? Much in every way. To begin with, the Jews 
are entrusted with the oracles of God’. It is not just that 
Paul as a Jew writes in language which betrays his 
background. It is rather that the letter assumes that the 
readers share his Jewish priorities, as in 4:1, ‘What then 
shall we say about Abraham, our forefather according to the 
flesh?’ The audience comprises a (large?) number of Jews. 
This 
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would certainly help in understanding why Paul writes in 
such detail about Abraham and his faith righteousness in 
chapter 4. Possibly, we may suggest that Romans chapters 
1–8, in describing salvation, is describing a salvation which 
is essentially Jewish.  
 
 Chapters 9–11, I suggest, deal with the question, ‘How is 
it that Jews, with all their privileges, by and large do not 
share in the blessings of that essentially Jewish salvation, 
while Gentiles do?’ This is no light thing for Paul, for he 
feels Israel’s plight very deeply (see 9:1–5; 10:1). His 
confidence through it all is, though, that Israel’s rejection of 
her Messiah (Christ) ‘is not as though the word of God had 
failed’ (9:6). To say that would be to fail to see the 
distinction mentioned above about Isaac being a child of 
promise. Just being physically Jewish does not mean that 
one is automatically part of the people of God whom he is to 
form for himself. Abraham’s descendants, for example, 
include Esau, of whom it was said, ‘Jacob I loved, but Esau I 
hated’ (9:13). The point is that membership of the people of 
God, while enjoyed by faith, depends on nothing other than 
the electing purposes of God. This does not mean that God is 
unjust in choosing some and leaving others (9:14). The 
principle is the same as that enunciated to Moses by God, ‘I 
will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have 
compassion on whom I have compassion’ (9:15). As we have 
seen earlier, election is no cold dispassionate decree. It is 
the action of the Father drawing his children to himself. 
Here it is mercy, which is to be understood in the context of 
judgement deserved, and compassion, the tenderness of 
God, which is being demonstrated over against the 
corruption described in chapters 1–3. But the  
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whole action of either showing mercy or hardening is the 
decision of God alone. And it is his right as Creator to do so 
(9:19–24). That anyone, Jew or Gentile is saved is pure 
grace.  
 
 So then, the action of this grace is seen in the fact ‘that 
Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness have attained it, 
that is righteousness through faith’, as did Abraham, ‘but 
that Israel who pursued the righteousness which is based 
on law did not succeed in fulfilling that law They have 
stumbled over the stumbling stone’ of simple faith in the 
Messiah of Israel. ‘He who believes in him will not be put to 
shame’ (9:30–33). 
 In chapter 10, Paul establishes the fact again that faith is 
the way that men and women are to be saved. Faith in the 
resurrection of Jesus accompanied by an outward 
identification with their Messiah would bring Israel into the 
sphere of the action of salvation (10:8–9). Could it be that 
Israel has not heard? Is that the reason why they are not 
saved? The answer is a resounding No! Israel has heard, ‘for 
“Their voice has gone out to all the earth, and their words to 
the ends of the world.” ’ (10:18). Israel’s problem is not lack 
of understanding. On the contrary they are deliberately 
moving against the ‘word of faith’ (10: 8) which is so near to 
them. It is not that the word of God has failed, but the 
Israel is ‘a disobedient and contrary people’ (10:21). 
 Far from being totally disheartened, Paul again returns 
to a very positive note in chapter 11, where he says that the 
rejection of Christ by the Jews is not total. There are Jews 
who are Christians and he is one of them. But those who are 
Christians are ‘a remnant, chosen by grace. But if it is by 
grace, it is no longer on the basis of works; 
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otherwise grace would no longer be grace’ (11:5–6). Again 
the stress is on grace. If anyone belongs to the people of God 
it is by grace alone.  
 But there is more still. Israel’s rejection of Christ meant 
that Gentiles have entered the inheritance of Israel. But 
there is a purpose beyond that. It is this: if Israel rejects 
Christ and as a result Gentiles are brought in, as we saw in 
Acts 13:46, then by this Paul hopes that Israel will become 
jealous and thus return to its rightful inheritance. For if 
there is repentance, then those who were part of the original 
stock of Israel and so heirs of the promise will be grafted 
back into the people of God. Indeed, the plan of grace is so 
rich, that this regrafting is the purpose of God. As ‘the full 
number of the Gentiles come in . . . so all Israel will be 
saved’, i.e. the whole of the remnant chosen by grace (11:25–
26).  

Just as you [Gentiles] were once disobedient to God but now have 
received mercy because of their [i.e. Israel’s] disobedience, so they have 
now been disobedient in order that by the mercy shown to you they 
also may receive mercy. For God has consigned all men to 
disobedience, that he may have mercy upon all [i.e. Jew and Gentile].
 (11:30–32) 

Such a purpose calls for songs of loudest praise!  

O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are his judgements and how inscrutable his 
ways! . . . For from him and through him and to him are all things. To 
him be glory for ever. Amen.  (11:33, 36) 

 On this basis Paul can, in 12:1, appeal ‘by the mercies of 
God’. Since salvation is by such rich grace, what can we do 
but live under it. True sacrifices are no longer animals on a 
Jewish altar; they are the presentation of our bodies as 
living sacrifices, holy and acceptable to God. 
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The discussion which follows deals, then, with the life of the 
new body of Christ (12:4–5), both internally (ch. 12) and 
externally (ch. 13). Chapter 14 takes up again the 
relationship of Jewish and Gentile Christians, each with 
their different attitudes towards the demands of the Jewish 
law. Here again, in the final analysis, it is not what you do 
with the niceties of the law which effects your relationship 
with God. It is faith: ‘whatever does not proceed from faith 
is sin’ (14:23). So Paul quotes the Law (Deut. 32:43) ‘Rejoice, 
O Gentiles, with his people’ (15:10).  
 The people of God are no longer Jew or Greek, for the old 
distinctions have passed away; behold the old has become 
new. ‘If any one is in Christ, he is a new creation’ (II Cor. 
5:17). Now ‘neither circumcision counts for anything, nor 
uncircumcision, but a new creation’ (Gal. 6:15). Grace has 
powerfully transformed all, for it has brought the purposes 
of creation into the present experience of believers. So it is 
no wonder that Paul said that he was not ashamed of the 
gospel. 
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THE 
PEOPLE  

OF  
GRACE  

(2) 
 
 
 

GRACE AND THE NEW CREATION 

In Ephesians 2, when discussing the new relationship 
between Jew and Gentile, Paul said that  
 

he [i.e. Christ] is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken 
down the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law of 
commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one 
new man in place of the two, so making peace, and might reconcile us 
both to God in one body through the cross . . .   (2:14–16) 

 
This closely parallels Galatians 6:14ff.,  
 

But far be it from me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. 
For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a 
new creation. Peace and mercy be upon all who walk by this rule . . .  
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The new community which came into being at Pentecost 
was not just an amalgam of Jew and Gentile in some sort of 
happy, though fragile, coalition. While a Jew might praise 
God for his heritage, that heritage was no longer 
particularly significant, any more than was the heritage of 
the Gentile. Instead, the people of God were a new creation, 
one new man, in place of the two.  
 Another example of this language is in II Corinthians 
5:14–17, where Paul said,  
 

. . . we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have died. 
And he died for all, that those who live might live no longer for 
themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised.  
 From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of 
view [lit. ‘according to the flesh’]; even though we once regarded Christ 
from a human point of view, we regard him thus no longer. Therefore, 
if any one is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has passed away, 
behold, the new has come [or, ‘the old things . . . have become new’].  

 
To Paul, the church is not only a body of believers who have 
been formed by the Spirit; it is the beginning of all that God 
had promised with regards to the complete restoration of 
creation! Isaiah had prophesied that there would be ‘new 
heavens and a new earth; and the former things shall not be 
remembered or come into mind’ (Isa. 65:17). Now there was 
a body of men and women in whom that prophecy was being 
fulfilled. The former things shall not be remembered, simply 
because they are gone. They have been taken up into the 
cross, ‘by which the world was crucified to me, and I to the 
world’. Far from being threatening or divisive, the old 
things have become new.  
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 There is the freshness of the new creation about all that 
the believers have and are. Where the freshness is missing, 
it is because men and women have forgotten who and what 
they are. For example, in II Corinthians 5:16, Paul speaks of 
knowing people ‘according to the flesh’. This is in contrast to 
seeing people as they are, ‘in Christ’. To continue to see 
people according to the flesh, is to fail to see the them in the 
light of the work of the cross. For Paul, in the context of II 
Corinthians, that means more than even a new dynamic for 
relationships within the church; it applies to his whole 
attitude to ‘the ministry of reconciliation’ (5:18). But when 
faith sees the action of grace, then everything else is seen 
with freshness and clarity. Further on in II Corinthians, 
Paul records the response of other Christians to the 
Corinthians: ‘they long for you and pray for you, because of 
the surpassing grace of God in you . . . his inexpressible gift’ 
(9:14–15). 
 
 Another way of looking at this, which leads to the same 
conclusion, is in Romans 5:12–21. There, Paul contrasts 
those in Adam with those in Christ. In the first creation, all 
men and women derive from Adam. But far from delighting 
in God and revelling in his Kingdom, they came under the 
judgement of death because of their participation in Adam’s 
sin (5:12; cf. I Cor. 15:22a). Over against Adam is Christ, 
‘the last Adam . . . the second man’ (I Cor. 15:45, 47). He 
stands as the beginning of an entirely new race of people. 
The believers are not just a fresh sub-group within, yet 
distinct from, the old Adamic humanity. They are a new 
race. In them creation has been recommenced. Yet it has 
been recommenced in them only as they no longer 
participate in  
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Adam’s sin but instead participate in Christ’s obedience, his 
‘act of righteousness’ (5:18). They do not share in the new 
creation in their own right. They do so purely on the merits 
of another. That is why Paul says that the believers have 
received ‘the grace of God and the free gift in the grace of 
that one man Jesus Christ’ and that they have received ‘the 
abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness’ (5:15, 
17). The new creation is the pure action of grace. That is 
why, in Romans, the argument continues to stress that the 
action of salvation is expressed in those who are in Christ, 
e.g. 5:1–2; 6:1–11; 8:1. There is freedom from the old Adamic 
curse, because in Christ ‘you are not under law but under 
grace’ (6:14). 
 

GRACE AND HOPE 

When, in Romans 5:2, Paul writes that ‘Through him [i.e. 
our Lord Jesus Christ] we have obtained access to this grace 
in which we stand’, he then adds ‘and we rejoice in our hope 
of sharing the glory of God’ (or lit. ‘our hope of the glory of 
God’). The action of grace is the source of a rich hope for the 
believer. It is our hope of the glory of God. This apparently 
strange phrase is easily understood when it is noted, in 
Romans 3:23, that ‘all have sinned and fall short of the glory 
of God’. The glory, given at creation and lost at the fall, 
which was of course the glory of God imprinted on creation, 
will one day be restored in all its fullness. Hence our hope is 
not of some personal glory, but of God’s own glory again 
seen in its undiminished beauty in the sons and daughters 
of God. In Romans 8:18, Paul says, ‘I consider that the  
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sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with 
the glory that is to be revealed to us’, and in II Corinthians 
4:17, ‘For this slight momentary affliction is preparing for 
us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison’. 
 
 The hope of the believer is more than just his desires 
projected into the future, i.e. his wishes. It is the 
anticipation of the fulfilment of the promises of God. Our 
hope is our fixed goal. Man was created to have a hope. He 
was not intended to float without direction, even in 
innocence. Hence he was given a commission in the garden 
of Eden. Israel was intended to live in the knowledge of 
God’s purposes for her and so to be constrained by them. In 
particular, God himself was to be their hope (see Jer. 14:8; 
Ps. 71:5; etc.). Jeremiah 17:13 says,  
 

O LORD, the hope of Israel,  
 all who forsake thee shall be put to shame;  
those who turn away from thee shall be written in the earth,  
 for they have forsaken the LORD, the fountain of living water.  

 
Man cannot live with any sense of fulfilment unless he has a 
goal towards which he is moving. But because he has 
rejected God as his goal, his hope, he is therefore bound to 
create for himself alternate goals. Jeremiah is adamant that 
all who forsake the hope of Israel shall be put to shame. He 
said, in 2:13, that having forsaken the fountain of living 
waters, they have ‘hewed out cisterns for themselves, 
broken cisterns, that can hold no water’. Proverbs 11:7 puts 
it that ‘When the wicked dies, his hope perishes, and the 
expectation of the godless comes 
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to naught’. The picture of man in guilt is one of 
disorientation, constantly trying to set goals which do not 
fail or frustrate, or at the mercy (actually the lack of mercy) 
of those goals which he had set up but which now 
mercilessly dominate and control him.  
 
 Such was, of course, never the purpose of God. He sent 
the prophets to Israel in order that Israel might be restored 
to its legitimate hope; ‘I know the plans I have for you, says 
the LORD, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a 
future and a hope’ (Jer. 29:11). But there is also the reality 
that man of himself cannot change, any more than the 
leopard can change his spots. Lamentations 5:21 puts it, 
‘Restore us to thyself, O LORD, that we may be restored! 
Renew our days as of old!’. The Authorized Version has it, 
‘Turn thou us unto thee, O LORD, and we shall be turned’. 
In other words, there is the recognition that unless the Lord 
effects the turning there can be no restoration. If there is to 
be any good work done in the lives of men and women, it 
must be done in them and for them. It must be a work of 
grace. Hence, the church observed, in Acts 11:18, ‘then to 
the Gentiles also God has granted repentance unto life’ (cf. 
Acts 5:31–32). 
 
 However, since we know only too well the corruption of 
our own hearts, we must ask how we can have any certainty 
that, having begun, we can end the race that is set before 
us. There are, for example, such statements as II 
Corinthians 6:1, ‘we entreat you not to accept the grace of 
God in vain’, that is to say in an empty, profitless manner, 
or Hebrews 12:15, ‘See to it that no one fail to obtain the 
grace of God’. Others have clearly ‘made shipwreck of their 
faith’ (I Tim. 1:19). How then, can we have any assurance?  
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 First, we must recognize that while grace is 
unconditional, we are nonetheless responsible to receive 
that which God gives. That does not make us elect, but it 
does bring to experience an assurance that we are elect. So 
Peter said,  
 

Therefore, brethren, be the more zealous to confirm your call and 
election, for if you do this you will never fall; so there will be richly 
provided for you an entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and 
Saviour Jesus Christ. 
  (II Pet. 1:10–11) 

 
This action of confirming the call of God is none other than 
the action of faith which believes the promises of God and 
engages in the obedience of the sons of God. Obedience does 
not make us sons, but sonship does make us obedient. Peter 
had added that where growth was neglected it was because 
the dynamic of grace had also been neglected: ‘whoever 
lacks these things is blind and shortsighted and has 
forgotten that he was cleansed from his old sins’ (II Pet. 
1:9). Likewise, Paul reminded Timothy in the passage 
already quoted that it was through the neglect of conscience 
that some have made shipwreck of their faith. That is, they 
had neglected to maintain their conscience in the purity 
given them through the cross (I Tim. 1:19; cf. Heb. 9:14). 
Paul’s horror at the suggestion that we ‘continue in sin that 
grace may abound’ (Rom. 6:1) is obvious. 
 
 So then, ‘while the promise of entering his rest re-mains, 
let us fear lest any of you be judged to have failed to reach 
it’ (Heb. 4:1). This warning must be taken with the utmost 
seriousness. However, the warnings of scripture are always 
tempered with the gracious encouragement of God. 
Perseverance in grace is our responsibility, 
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but it is not dependent, in the long run, upon us. In the final 
analysis, we will see that it is ‘he who began a good work in 
you that will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus 
Christ’ (Phil. 1:6). Peter reminded his readers that, by God’s 
great mercy, they had  
 

been born anew to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ from the dead, and to an inheritance which is imperishable, 
undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who by God’s power 
are guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the 
last time.  (I Pet. 1:3–5) 

 
The hope of the Christian is far beyond the attacks of rust 
or moth or thief. It will not have worn out or been 
superseded before we attain it. Neither will God allow the 
objects of his grace to invalidate his call and election. They, 
too, are being kept for that salvation. In the words of John 
Newton, ‘’tis grace has brought me safe thus far, and grace 
will lead me home’.  

FAITH AND SIGHT 

One closing word must be said about our hope. It is that we 
do not yet see it in all its fullness or clarity. Faith must, for 
the time being, accept what God has promised as certain 
and live that way, without seeing it (see Rom. 8:24–25). 
That is why the assurance of salvation which we have is 
constantly being challenged and called into question from so 
many angles. But that does not mean that we have no 
experience of the reality to which we move. As we believe 
the promises of God, so we know the truth of those promises 
breaking in to our experience. ‘Faith is the substance of 
things hoped for, [and provides]  
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the evidence of things not [yet] seen’ (Heb. 11:1, AV). Faith 
appropriates the reality to which God has called us. The 
fulfilment may lie ahead, but, for men and women of faith, 
the taste of ‘the goodness of the word of God and the powers 
of the age to come’ (Heb. 6:5) is ours now. Our joy, says 
Peter, in I Peter 1:8, is a joy which is already partaking of 
the coming glory. Paul said that we ‘are being changed into 
his likeness from one degree of glory to another; for this 
comes from the Lord who is the Spirit’ (II Cor. 3:18).  
 It is this present experience which is so powerfully 
sustaining.  
 

We rejoice in our hope of sharing the glory of God. More than that, we 
rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, 
and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and 
hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into 
our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us. 
 (Rom. 5:2–5) 

 
Naturally, this love is the dynamic of the cross (Rom. 5:6–8). 
In other words the power of hope is both stimulated by and 
sustained by grace. It is the work of the cross which has 
given us a hope, it is the continual knowledge of that work, 
both through the witness of the Spirit and the action of 
obedience, which draws us on to ‘the goal for the prize of the 
upward call of God in Christ Jesus’ (Phil. 3:14). 
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THE 
PEOPLE 

OF 
GRACE 

(3) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Our examination of the evidence of the scriptures has 
shown that, when seen from the perspective of the plan and 
purpose of God, the church is a quite amazing entity. At 
Pentecost, the initial outpouring of the Holy Spirit on all 
flesh, God formed for himself a people who now knew the 
truth of God and so also the truth of life, and who could not 
contain their praise. They were also a people who discovered 
that, in Christ, the factors which hitherto had fragmented 
humanity had all been made irrelevant.  
 
 This in no way implied that they were now perfect in 
their relationships, but it did mean that now they were 
powerfully motivated to deal with their inconsistencies. 
Hence the apostles and others were urgent in their 
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exhortations that the unity which the Spirit had brought 
into being should be maintained. Of course, the recognition 
that unity between ‘brothers’ is good was present even in 
Israel of old, e.g. in Psalm 133:1, ‘Behold, how good and 
pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity!’. But that was 
said against the background of the deep and constant 
divisions within just one national group, the Jews. Now the 
unity of the Spirit embraced both Jews and Gentiles, which 
means ‘the nations’. However much people may talk about, 
and even yearn for, a realization of the brotherhood of man, 
such relationships are impossible apart from the deep 
transforming work of the Spirit. It is fundamental that sin 
divides, as is made clear in Genesis 3 and 4. Adam and Eve 
were divided in guilt as were Cain and Abel, and so the 
process went on apace and still goes on. 
 
 The reason why there is unity within the people of the 
Spirit is simply seen. It is that in Christ God has removed 
the source of the division and has thus effectively brought 
men and women back to creation. Now they are a new 
creation, a new race, one new man. Again it is agreed that 
there is inconsistency shown among the people of the Spirit, 
and that often of a grievous sort. But that by no means 
invalidates the truth of what God has done. For the truth is 
that the people of the Spirit have been saved ‘in hope’ (Rom. 
8:24); they live by faith in the promises of God and await 
‘the redemption of our bodies’ (Rom. 8:23). On that day 
Christ ‘will change our lowly body to be like his glorious 
body, by the power which enables him even to subject all 
things to himself’ (Phil. 3:21). 
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THE COMMUNITY OF SONS16  

There is a further point to be made concerning this, and it is 
that in Romans 8:23, Paul describes the waiting as being for 
‘the redemption of our bodies’ which is at the same time 
‘adoption as sons’. We have already raised the subject of 
sonship17, but now we must recognize that mere use of the 
language of sonship is quite foreign to the great dynamic of 
sonship in the New Testament. While it is not the only 
motivation, it is the present experience of sonship which 
causes the people of God to cry out in anticipation, ‘Amen. 
Come Lord Jesus!’ (Rev. 22:20). Not surprisingly, in 
response to this cry, John closes the Revelation with the 
words, ‘The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all the saints’ 
(Rev. 22:21). 
 How may we comprehend this great cry of the sons and 
daughters for the return of Christ? This is no small question 
when we admit that, more often than we may care to 
acknowledge, we ourselves seem almost completely 
disinterested in his return. Even more, it would seem that, 
to a large extent, the church seems almost unaware of its 
sonship. (This does not, of course, mean that is it unaware 
of the language of sonship.)  
 
 We ought to remind ourselves of the declaration of Isaiah, 
in 9:6, that when Messiah comes the truth of the being of 
God will be declared in a most dramatic way; his name will 
be called ‘Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting 
Father, Prince of Peace’. The truth is that 

                                            
16 A full discussion of the Fatherhood of God will be found in Geoffrey Bingham, 
Oh, Father! Our Father!, New Creation Publications, Blackwood, 1983. 
17 See pp. 66f. 
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God is Father, and has always been Father. His father-hood 
was not dependent upon creation but was his nature simply 
within the Godhead. Although we must admit that these are 
areas where we can only stand and gaze, yet we can sense 
the wonder of that eternal Fatherhood in the prayer of the 
Son, in John 17:5, ‘and now, Father, glorify thou me in thy 
own presence with the glory which I had with thee before 
the world was made’. On another occasion, Jesus had said, ‘I 
am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the 
Father, but by me. If you had known me, you would have 
known my Father also . . . He who has seen me has seen the 
Father’ (John 14:6f., 9).  
 
 Paul said, in I Corinthians 8:6, ‘for us there is one God, 
the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we 
exist’. This means that not only is creation the action of the 
Father, but that creation is meaningless and purposeless if 
it does not exist in sonship. All things exist for the Father. 
Adam’s identity lay in his sonship. Apart from that identity, 
which he rejected, there was for him only fearful 
disorientation within creation, which now appeared as 
hostile and threatening instead of the ‘very good’ provision 
of God (see Gen. 3:17–19). The writer of Ecclesiastes has 
described the lack of purpose in life for those who try to 
establish their identity outside of the purpose of God. For 
them there is only ‘Vanity of vanities’ or, the emptiness of 
emptiness, the supreme futility. Furthermore creation no 
longer ministers to their identity. Instead of sustaining 
their sonship, creation also is thrown out of kilter by the sin 
of man. Its true function will only be restored when man is 
restored to his full sonship (cf. Rom. 8:19–21). 
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 We have already described how God chose us, in Christ, 
before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:4). We have seen 
that, while God is not the author of sin, sin did not take God 
by surprise. Jesus was ‘the Lamb slain from the foundation 
of the world’ (Rev. 13:8, AV). But what we must also see is 
that the God who chose us before the foundation of the 
world was none other than ‘the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ’ (Eph. 1:3). Further-more, in choosing us, ‘he 
destined us in love to be his sons through Jesus Christ’ 
(Eph. 1:5). The purpose of the Father is that he should have 
his sons and daughters before him. Specifically, their 
sonship is in Christ, that is, they are elect and able to relate 
to God as Father solely because they are in Christ. ‘He also 
predestined [them] to be conformed to the image of his Son, 
in order that he might be the first-born among many 
brethren’ (Rom. 8:29). So the sonship of the people of God is 
to be seen in the light of Christ. They are ‘complete in him’, 
or ‘have come to fullness of life [Gr. pepleromenoi] in him’ 
(Col. 2:10). They have their identity restored, in him! But 
that does not in any way diminish the glory of their sonship. 
Indeed, it makes it totally secure and indescribably rich. 
 
 How then does this experience of sonship come about? 
Paul says that ‘because you are sons, God has sent the 
Spirit of his Son into your hearts crying, “Abba! Father!” ’ 
(Gal. 4:6). The Spirit is crying ‘Abba! Father!’. That is, as 
the Spirit of truth, he cannot but declare the truth of God to 
those to whom he has been sent. And the truth is that God 
is Father. The anointing which we receive from the Holy 
One means that we all know the truth. And that truth is 
rich and liberating. Jesus said,  
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When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for 
he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will 
speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will 
glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All that 
the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine 
and declare it to you.  (John 16:13–15) 

 
All the truth of the Father is revealed to us by the Spirit! 
And not only so, but the Spirit, as the Spirit of sonship, 
causes us to respond to that revelation by ourselves crying, 
‘Abba! Father!’ (Rom. 8:15–16). When that takes place, it is 
the Spirit, who cries ‘Abba! Father!’, bearing witness with 
our spirits, which cry ‘Abba! Father!’, that we are children of 
God. John says,  
 

See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called 
children of God; and so we are . . . And the Spirit is the witness, 
because the Spirit is the truth.  (I John 3:1; 5:7) 

 
 When Paul said that the Spirit bears witness with our 
spirits that we are children of God, he then adds that ‘if [we 
are] children, then [we are] heirs, heirs of God and fellow 
heirs with Christ’ (Rom. 8:17). Sonship is with a view to a 
living hope. So when we asked earlier how we could 
comprehend the eagerness of the sons and daughters of God 
for the return of Christ, we can see that it was their very 
experience of sonship which caused them to desire nothing 
less than the full realization of that sonship, which will be 
seen when he appears. ‘When Christ who is our life appears, 
then you also will appear with him in glory’ (Col. 3:4). We 
should note also I John 3:2, where John says that ‘when he 
appears we shall be like him’. There the antecedent of ‘he’ is 
actually 
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‘the Father’! To see the Father, in the Son, is to be like the 
Father, i.e. in unfettered sonship. When this inheritance is 
seen against the pollution of the human heart, it is small 
wonder that Paul should cry out, ‘Wretched man that I am! 
Who will deliver me from this body of death?’ (Rom. 7:24). 
 At the conclusion of his beautiful vision of the exalted 
Christ, John saw the fruits of Christ’s work, and it was 
breathtaking. He said,  
 

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the 
first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the 
holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband; and I heard a loud voice 
from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling of God is with men. He 
will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself 
will be with them; he will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and 
death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor 
pain any more, for the former things have passed away . . . He who 
conquers shall have this heritage, and I will be his God and he shall be 
my son.  (Rev. 21:1–4, 7) 

GRACE AND HOLINESS 

When, in Ephesians 1:3ff., Paul discusses election and 
sonship and that with a view to the praise of God’s glorious 
grace, he makes one quite startling comment. He says,  
 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 
blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as 
he chose us in him before the foundation of the world that we should be 
holy and blameless before him.  
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It is not possible to discuss sonship, or election, or grace, 
without coming face to face with the demand for holiness.  
 The word holiness means separation. Something becomes 
holy when it is separated from one use and set apart for 
another, and in particular, within the scriptures, when 
something is set apart for God (as, for example, in the 
temple and its utensils). A more particular meaning 
concerns the moral separation from the impurity of the 
world. It is this that the scriptures speak of when, in the 
Old Testament, Israel was told, ‘you shall therefore be holy, 
for I am holy’ (Lev. 11:45). The reason why Israel was to be 
holy lay simply in the character of God. Isaiah had said that 
God was ‘the high and lofty One who inhabits eternity, 
whose name is Holy’ (57:15).  
 
 It is not our purpose here to engage in a full discussion of 
the subject of holiness.18 But what we must observe is that 
Israel’s identity as the son of God (Exod. 4:22 etc.) was 
closely related to her own holiness, that is to say, to the way 
Israel reflected the holiness of God. It was never implied 
that Israel had any innate holiness of her own. Always the 
holiness of the people was the holiness given to them and, 
therefore, expected of them by God. 
 
 It was this point which Ezekiel was stressing, in 36:16ff., 
where he says that Israel defiled their own land by their 
ways and their doings. It was because of this defilement 
that God scattered them among the nations by an act of 
judgement. However, so deep was Israel’s rebellion that, 
even in judgement, she profaned God’s holy name. If, then, 
the holiness of God’s great name  

                                            
18 See, Geoffrey Bingham, The Splendour of Holiness, New Creation Publications, 
Blackwood, 1985, for a full treatment of the subject. 
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was to be vindicated, it must be through an action which 
transforms Israel. In other words, true holiness cannot issue 
from the polluted streams of the human heart. There must 
be, then, an action of grace which will transform the human 
heart. That action, says God, is related to the giving of the 
Holy Spirit. ‘I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you 
shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all 
your idols I will cleanse you’ (v. 25). The action of sprinkling 
may relate to the practice of sprinkling defiled persons (and 
things) which had come into contact with a dead body, in 
order that they may rejoin the community of Israel (Num. 
19:14–20). This sprinkling, however, will be done by God 
himself, and the result will be far more thrilling than that 
sprinkling done by the people themselves, for in the context 
of this cleansing God said,  
 

A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and 
I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a heart of 
flesh. And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my 
statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances. (vv. 26–27) 

 
So dramatic was the giving of the Spirit to be, that Israel 
would now be holy by nature! Forgiveness and the gift of the 
Holy Spirit would result in the complete transformation of 
the people of God. They would be holy and blameless before 
him!  
 There were individuals within Israel who had recognized 
and known that dynamic. Consider the psalmist who said, 
 

Thy testimonies are wonderful;  
 therefore my soul keeps them.  
The unfolding of thy words gives light;  
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 it imparts understanding to the simple.  
With open mouth I pant,  
 because I long for thy commandments. 
  (Ps. 119:129–131) 

 
But it was not until Pentecost that the transformation came 
upon all flesh. Now the whole community is structured for 
holiness. So the apostle Paul said, ‘I of myself serve the law 
of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of 
sin’ (Rom. 7:25). In other words, although he sees that there 
is still sin in his body, and he longs to be rid of it, as we 
have seen, that longing for holiness is due to the fact that 
there has been a total change in disposition. Now, quite 
irrespective of the sin he sees within, he serves the law of 
God with his mind. He is now structured for holiness. The 
people of God are now essentially holy. 
 
 The implications for the people of God are very simple. If 
you are now holy through the work of the Cross and the gift 
of the Spirit, be what you are! Peter put it this way:  
 

As obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your 
former ignorance, but as he who called you is holy, be holy yourselves 
in all your conduct; since it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy’. 
And if you invoke as Father him who judges each one impartially 
according to his deeds, con-duct yourselves with fear throughout the 
time of your exile. You know that you were ransomed from the futile 
ways inherited from your fathers, not with perishable things such as 
silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb 
without blemish or spot.  (I Pet. 1:14–19) 

 
You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation . . .(I Pet. 2:9)
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THE GIFTS AND GIVING OF GRACE 

The people of God stand in grace. It is grace which has 
redeemed them. It is grace which sustains them. They 
discover their true identity only in grace, as well as 
experiencing the dynamic of their identity through grace. 
More than that, as the recipients of grace, they can now see 
that grace was not only directed towards them but is the 
basis upon which all men and women, indeed all creation, 
now continue to exist.  
 There has been a distinction drawn by some between 
common grace and special grace. The former is said to be 
grace as it is experienced by the totality of creation and the 
latter the precise application of grace in the salvation of the 
elect. Some have even gone so far as to divide common grace 
into three areas:  
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(1) Universal Common Grace, a grace that extends to all 
creatures; (2) General Common Grace, that is a grace which 
applies to mankind in general and to every member of the human 
race; and (3) Covenant Common Grace, a grace that is common to 
all those who live in the sphere of the covenant, whether they belong 
to the elect or not.19  

 
While these distinctions may be not entirely without merit, 
they do have one significant weakness. They fail to see that, 
as far as the scriptures are concerned, grace is not a ‘thing’; 
it is ‘the voluntary action of God in seeking men and women 
in order that they may have fellowship with him’. Grace is 
simply God in action. And when we see that God’s purpose 
for his elect involves the whole of creation, we ought not to 
be surprised if all creation is touched by grace. It is not that 
God interposes his grace at some point in history, but that 
his grace is God ensuring that the whole world is kept with 
a view to his eternal purpose.  
 
 Certainly, the elect experience grace in a special way. 
That which Christ did for them he is now working out in 
them. If they sense any incompleteness in this, it is only 
because the final goal of history has not yet been reached. 
On that day, all that God has planned and purposed will be 
fulfilled and those who are in Christ will know that, and 
they will know it without any hindrance. As we have seen, it 
is that hope of the final consummation, which is such a 
powerful constraint in the lives of the believers. 
 
The question to which we must turn now is this: in what 

                                            
19 H. Kuiper, in L. Berkhof,  Systematic Theology, The Banner of Truth Trust, 
Edinburgh, 1958, p. 434f. 
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way do believers experience grace now? Paul says that 
through Christ ‘we have obtained access to this grace in 
which we stand’ (Rom. 5:2). In practice, what does it mean 
to stand in grace? 
 In I Peter 1:5, Peter says that we are those ‘who by God’s 
power are guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be 
revealed at the last time’. The final consummation is 
certain, but how certain may we be that we will attain it? To 
that the reply is that we may have absolute certainty 
because the final outcome does not depend upon us. The 
outcome is not in doubt because God has ensured that not 
even the waywardness of his children can effect the 
outcome. They are being guarded! One hymn writer said, 
 

O to grace how great a debtor 
Daily I’m constrained to be! 
Let that grace Lord, like a fetter, 
Bind my wand’ring heart to Thee. 
 
Prone to wander, Lord I feel it 
Prone to leave the one I love; 
Take my heart, O take and seal it,  
Seal it from Thy courts above. 
(Robert Robinson, 1735–1790) 

 
 This language is the language of the experience of the 
action of grace. It is the recognition that the vastness of 
regeneration cannot be undone by the sin which dwells in 
the mortal body. Naturally, recognizing grace as having this 
quality, does not provide an opportunity to ‘continue in sin 
that grace may abound’. Such an attitude is absurd, since 
the purpose of grace is the removal of sin, both in its penalty 
and power and ultimately in its presence, from the man or 
woman in Christ. Such an attitude is quite  
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unthinkable, for grace has actually changed the disposition 
of the believers. Their desire now is for holiness in every 
part of their being (cf. Jer. 31:31–34; Ezek. 36:27; Rom. 
7:25). This desire has not been worked up by the believers 
either. Paul said to Titus that  
 

the grace of God has appeared for the salvation of all men, training us 
to renounce irreligion and worldly passions, and to live sober, upright, 
and godly lives in this world.  (2:11f.) 

 
Grace is more than a preservative in the life of the 
believers. While the people of God are kept by grace they 
are also equipped by grace. As we saw, a related word to the 
word for grace (Gr. charis) is the word for gift (Gr. charisma, 
pl. charismata). The people of God are con-stantly sustained 
and equipped by the action of grace. They are a gifted 
community. This is what is meant when Paul says to the 
Ephesians: 
 

But grace was given to each of us according to the measure of Christ’s 
gift. Therefore it is said,  
‘When he ascended on high he led a host of captives,  
and he gave gifts to men.’  (Eph. 4:7–8) 

 
As a victorious general returning to those on whose be-half 
he fought and who will distribute the spoils of the victory 
among them, Christ gave gifts to men, i.e. to the church. 
The gifts which the church has, however, are the expression 
of the giving of grace. ‘Grace was given he gave gifts’. 
Furthermore the gifts which he gave were not directed 
towards individuals, however much it may be individuals 
who must receive and exercise them. They were gifts for the 
church as the Body of Christ and  
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it is the whole church which must receive them. That is why 
the language of Ephesians 4:11f. is so precise.  
 

And his gifts were that some should be apostles, some prophets, some 
evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work 
of ministry, for building up the body of Christ.  

 
The gifts were not simply apostle-ship etc. but the apostles 
themselves! the evangelists themselves! He has placed 
particular people within the Body in order that the whole 
Body may grow to maturity and be fully functional (cf. I Cor. 
12:14–26). Since this is so, it follows that the gifts of the 
Spirit may never be accurately understood or appreciated 
while they are seen in isolation. The gifts always relate to 
particular men and women and the contribution which each 
one makes to the well being and growth of the Body of 
Christ. 
 
 While this may not be new to us, since we have been 
taught these things many times over, it remains that we 
must come to see that the people of God are actually 
standing in the flow of grace now. Their life and direction 
has not been surrendered to them, but is still the action of 
the Spirit of grace. Could it be that our varied attitudes 
towards the gifts and offices within the church stem, at 
least in part, from the desire for us to have some control 
over the affairs of the church? But control may not be in the 
hands of the people of God. ‘The Lord is the Spirit, and 
[only] where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom’ (II 
Cor. 3:17). It is the Spirit of grace who is the Lord of the 
church and who is the administrator of the gifts to the 
church. This does not mean that there will be wild 
disorganization in the name of the Spirit, as if using his 
name justifies each person doing what is right in  
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his own eyes. It does not mean that, for ‘God is not a God of 
confusion but of peace’, therefore ‘all things should be done 
decently and in order’ (I Cor. 14:33, 40). 
 
 The subject of the gifts of the Spirit, and especially as 
they are described in I Corinthians 12–14, has been for 
some time a source of controversy within the church. We 
have already suggested one possible explanation for this. 
Another is the suggestion that the gifts of the Spirit as 
described in I Corinthians 12:8–10 actually ceased at the 
end of the apostolic age. Certainly, the experience of many 
would seem to agree with this. But at the same time there 
has been a certain amount of selectivity in deciding which 
gifts were the ones which ceased, as well as an amount of 
question begging, for it has been assumed that the end of 
the apostolic age (i.e. at the death of the last of the twelve 
apostles, whenever that may have been) was significant, 
when the scriptures say nothing about it. Indeed the 
emphasis of the New Testament is that what we may call 
the apostolic age is at the most the early stages of the age of 
the Spirit, the last days. The function of the apostles was 
not to conclude anything but to open up the kingdom, i.e. 
through their proclamation to intro-duce men and women to 
the dynamic of Christ and his Spirit. It would be quite 
wrong to work backward from the present conscious 
experience of the church at large to the scriptures. Indeed, it 
may well be that what is required is a radical re-appraisal 
of the church of today. That would not mean that a 
committee ought to be established with a view to bringing a 
report to some larger body. It would mean that the church 
ought to be seen through the eyes of faith. The church is 
what God has declared it to be and not what we see it to be. 
Faith must rise to the 
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action of God and not reduce the action of God to the level 
only of those things which are seen. 
 
 What, then, of the gifts of the Spirit as listed in I 
Corinthians 12:8–10. Obviously, we cannot now go through 
the list in great detail, but are we to assume that the gifts 
listed are less important today than they were when the 
Spirit first distributed them? For that is surely the point at 
which to begin. These are not activities which come under 
the supervision of the members of the church. Rather, in the 
use of these gifts, it is the members of the church who come 
under the supervision of the Spirit, who is the Lord! 
Actually, Paul says, in I Corinthians 12:7, that the gifts are 
‘the manifestation of the Spirit’. The gifts are the evidence 
of the Spirit’s presence and power within the church. They 
are the way the Spirit ministers to the church. This is in 
stark contrast to the way so much attention is paid to the 
ministry of people in much contemporary discussion. Of 
course people have ministries; that is not in question. But to 
what extent are these ministries discussed almost to the 
exclusion of the sovereign activity of the Spirit? Yet surely 
this is the emphasis of Paul:  
 

All these are inspired by one and the same Spirit, who apportions to 
each one individually as he wills . . . For by one Spirit we were all 
baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were 
made to drink of one Spirit.  (I Cor. 12:11, 13) 

 
 What then of the gifts?  
 

To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to 
another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, to 
another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one 
Spirit, to another the working of 
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miracles, to another prophecy, to another the ability to distinguish 
between spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, to another the 
interpretation of tongues. All these are inspired by one and the same 
Spirit . . .  ( ICor. 12:8–1) 

 
If the scriptures give any indication that a change will take 
place in the role of the Spirit’s gifts, actually we could say in 
the manner of the Spirit’s giving, it is that when history is 
consummated, the gifts of prophecy, tongues and knowledge 
will all pass away (I Cor. 13:8). They will pass away because 
the Spirit will not longer be mediating Christ to us: ‘Now we 
see as in a mirror dimly, but then face to face’ (I Cor. 13:12). 
Until that point the Spirit will continue to sustain and 
equip the people of Christ for their life and ministry.  

THE FLOW OF GRACE 

But if the church stands in grace—the constant supply of 
the Spirit in and to the sons and daughters of the Father— 
are we to assume that that is the finish of the Father’s plan 
until the consummation? Or is there yet more? That the 
people of God are recipients of grace is one thing, that they 
are to be channels of grace is quite another. Paul said to the 
Ephesians (4:29), ‘Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, 
but only such as is good for edifying, as fits the occasion, 
that it may impart grace to those who hear’. The reception 
of grace is with a view to the flow of grace through us. This 
is not something restricted to the more prominent in the 
church, though they are by no means excluded either. Peter 
said, in I Peter 4:11, ‘whoever speaks, as one who utters 
oracles of God’. 
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In other words, the speaking of the people of God is to be 
prophetic, the way by which the truth of the being and 
nature of God is communicated in all its transforming 
power. Paul said to the Thessalonians,  

our gospel came to you not only in word [i.e. it did come in word], but 
also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction . . . when 
you received the word of God which you heard from us, you accepted it 
not as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God.  (I 
Thess. 1:5; 2:13) 

Grace flowed through the ministry which the apostles had, a 
ministry which we have seen was the manifestation of the 
Spirit. 
 This was exactly what Jesus had said would take place. 
To the woman at the well, he said,  

‘. . . whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst; 
the water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water 
welling up to eternal life.’  (John 4:14) 

and to those gathered in the temple he said later,  

‘If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink. He who believes in me, 
as the scripture has said, “Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living 
water.” ’ [To which John added,] Now this he said about the Spirit, 
which those who believed in him were to receive.  (John 7:37–39) 

This latter statement is no doubt based on the vision of 
Ezekiel, in chapter 47, where he saw the river flowing out 
from the temple and becoming a mighty torrent of blessing, 
so vast that none could encompass it, and giving life to the 
dead and indeed refreshing and renewing all creation. So 
when men and women in Christ, the people of God 
corporately and individually, live in the action of his grace, 
then that grace will flow through them to a lost and needy 
world. And it will not be mere positive influence 
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but the powerful action of God in the fulfilling of his eternal 
plan and purpose, which was conceived in grace and 
executed in grace. 

O, the riches of his grace! 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
The Acts of the Apostles commences with a statement 
linking the present work with what has gone before, viz. the 
Gospel according to Luke. To many, therefore, Acts is a 
work of history, showing the development of the early 
church from its pre-Pentecost beginnings to the arrival of 
the Apostle Paul in Rome. And of course it is that. It is also 
regarded, again rightly, as an exposition of the practical 
outworking of the theology of the apostles which they had 
received from Jesus. But two things appear which make us 
ask whether or not Acts has a simpler and yet overriding 
theme, against which the other approaches may be seen. 
 The first factor which appears is not within the book at 
all. It is the whole panorama of the plan and action of God 
which has been set out in scripture beforehand. What is 
revealed in the Old Testament is not just the theology and 
history of a pre-Christian group, but the dynamic movement 
of God through history as he is out-working his purposes, 
not just for men and women but for the whole of creation. 
For example, just as Genesis commences with the first 
creation, so the prophets declare that God will not rest until 
there is ‘a new heaven and a new earth’ (Isa. 65:17–25). And 
as the first earth was created with a view to its being 
inhabited by the people of  



THE RICHES OF HIS GRACE 116

God (Isa. 45:18; cf. 51:16), so there must and will be a people 
of God who are totally pure (for example, Ezek. 36:25ff.; Jer. 
31:31–34; Zech. 13:1; etc.), who are filled with the Spirit of 
God (Joel 2:26f.) and who live in the fullness of the Kingdom 
of God as their own inheritance (Dan. 7:13–14, 21–22, 27). 
All these things must take place and, indeed, are being 
worked out, because God is King and Father and was so 
when he created the world. The prophets are declaring no 
more than that God will be ‘all in all’ (I Cor. 15:28, AV).  
 Consequently, when Jesus appears, he does so as ‘the Son 
of the Most High’ (Luke 1:32–35; Matt. 3:17; etc.), declaring 
that ‘the kingdom of God is at hand’ (Mark 1:15) with a view 
to saving ‘his people from their sins’ (Matt. 1:21). What the 
prophets anticipate as a many stranded salvation all comes 
together in Christ and is decisively accomplished at the 
Cross. At that point all of God’s Fatherhood is richly 
declared in the obedience of the Son as all impediments to 
our sonship are removed totally, the Kingdom is 
triumphantly established and the people of God made 
righteous and holy. 
 The second factor is the opening sentence of Acts itself:  
 

In the first book, O Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began 
to do and to teach, until the day when he was taken up, after he had 
given commandment through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he 
had chosen.  (1:1–2) 

 
It is instructive because of Luke’s use of the word ‘began’. 
While not all commentators agree that it is the case, the 
majority see this as more than just pointing to the 
commencement of Jesus’ earthly ministry. It is actually 
establishing the fact that what takes place after the  
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ascension of Jesus is as much the work of Jesus as anything 
before it. This is borne out in Acts 2:33, where we see that 
the great event of the outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost 
is the action of the ascended Christ.  
 Once this principle is seen, the book of Acts takes on a 
very rich hue, for in it we see the actions of God in 
fulfilment of his eternal purposes which were declared in 
the ancient scriptures and secured in the earthly life and 
ministry of his Son. It is true that the people of God as 
described in Acts are not yet glorified; they retain many 
weaknesses and faults and are subject to grievous trials, yet 
in all these things they can see the grace of God (11:23) and 
are urged to do no other than to continue in the grace of God 
(13:43). 
 It would doubtless be simplistic to limit any examination 
of Acts to these ‘thrilling’ aspects alone. Quite clearly, Luke 
was a man of great skill and wisdom and his writing 
displays that. However, our goal in these studies is not to 
ignore the other aspects but to attempt to see them in the 
light of the plan and action of God. 
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 

ONE 
 
 
 
It is significant that Jesus took time to teach the apostles 
whom he had chosen about the Kingdom of God. As we have 
seen, the subject was not just one of many which he could 
have chosen; it was, rather, the essential nature of things. It 
was what John the Baptist had declared and what Jesus 
himself had preached. The whole of Jesus’ ministry 
concerned the Kingdom; see, for example, the Sermon on the 
Mount, in which the subject, far from being ethics, is that of 
living in the Kingdom of the Father20, and also the 
statement in Matthew 12:28 that the actions of Jesus were 
the establishing of the Kingdom.  
 What is also significant is that Jesus gave commandment 
concerning the Kingdom through the Holy Spirit. This, as 
we have just seen, was the way he himself brought the 
Kingdom to bear in life (Matt. 12:28). Indeed, very little 
examination is required to show that Jesus did nothing 
apart from the Holy Spirit. If such  

                                            
20 See Ian Pennicook, Living in the Kingdom, New Creation Publications, 
Blackwood, 1985. 
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is the case, then it is not difficult to see why, in response to 
the apostles’ question about the time the Kingdom would be 
restored to Israel (1:6), that his reply was ‘you shall receive 
power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you’. It is surely 
not improbable that we are intended to see in this a parallel 
to the ministry of Jesus. The Kingdom will be restored to 
Israel when the Spirit is poured out upon them. Hence Paul 
says that ‘the kingdom of God is not food and drink but 
righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit’ (Rom. 
14:17; cf. I Cor. 4:20). It is for this reason, then, that Jesus 
told the disciples not to leave Jerusalem, but to ‘wait for the 
promise of the Father, which, he said, “you heard from me, 
for John baptized with water, but before many days you 
shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit.”(1:4–5). 
 
 Jesus’ ascension is described briefly. ‘He was lifted up, 
and a cloud took him out of their sight’ (1:9). Possibly 
because our minds tend to function spatially, this 
description has usually been taken to mean that Jesus rose 
(vertically?) and finally disappeared from their sight when 
clouds covered the sky, obscuring their sight. Surely a more 
consistent way of understanding this is to see that ‘lifted up’ 
refers to his exaltation beyond the dimension of human 
sight. The clouds which obscured their sight were not 
cumulus but clouds of glory (cf. Mark 13:26; Dan. 7:13–14). 
The issues involved in the ascension of Jesus were already 
raised by Jesus in John 16:7. The ascension was a necessity, 
for the Spirit would not be given until Jesus was glorified 
(see John 7:39).  
 Associated with the actual ascension was the appearance 
of the ‘two men . . . in white robes’ (1:10). These men 
announced that the time to come was in fact an 
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interim period. Jesus would come again, in the clouds of 
glory. What was necessary was that the apostles should not 
remain gazing after the physical presence of Jesus but 
should return to Jerusalem and continue (or at least 
commence) to function in the light of his promised return. 
We ought to keep in mind the full scope of the plan of God 
mentioned earlier and which would have been well known 
to them. The hope of Christ’s return would, therefore, have 
contained all that the scriptures had foretold and thus have 
been a hope which was highly stimulating and motivating. 
No doubt this is at least part of the reason why, when the 
apostles returned to Jerusalem and returned to the upper 
room where once they had hidden in fear of the Jews (John 
20:19), they now ‘with one accord devoted themselves to 
prayer, together with the women and Mary the mother of 
Jesus, and with his brothers’ (1:14). 
 
 The concluding section of chapter 1 is the decision of ‘the 
brethren’ (1:15) to replace Judas as one of the twelve. It was 
Peter who took the lead in the plan to make up the number 
of the apostles. His concern, and obviously Luke shared it if 
we take the amount of space he devotes to the subject as 
any indication, was that the number established by Jesus 
ought to be maintained. Certainly there is no sense of 
criticism offered for the action of choosing Matthias to fill 
the gap. Not all think that they were correct, nonetheless. It 
has been suggested that the company rushed ahead in 
choosing their man, albeit with Old Testament precedent for 
the method (Lev. 16:8; Prov. 16:33). It is certainly clear that 
for the gospel to go to the Gentiles God had quite a different 
person in mind, namely Paul. The church father, 
Chrysostom, 
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noted that these events took place before Pentecost, as if to 
say that they would never have acted that way after 
receiving the Spirit. However, we may not do other than 
observe their decision. Where the scriptures are silent, we 
do well to copy them. 
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ACTS CHAPTER TWO 
 
 
 
 
 
The events on the Day of Pentecost are usually well known. 
But while the facts may be common knowledge to some 
degree, it is also quite possible that what was actually 
happening at that point of time could be largely overlooked. 
The spectacular, which was certainly there in good measure, 
may well crowd out the important in our thinking. 
 Pentecost was a highly significant time in Israel’s life. It 
was the festival fifty days after the presentation of the first 
sheaf of the barley harvest, i.e. the fiftieth day from the first 
Sunday after Passover. It was known also as ‘the feast of 
weeks’ and ‘the day of the first-fruits’ because it was the day 
when the first fruits of the wheat harvest were presented to 
God. Pentecost celebrated the beginning of the great period 
of harvest, the full ingathering of the harvest, as Passover 
had celebrated its anticipation and commencement. Why 
should God have chosen this particular day for what was to 
happen? There is a sense in which the question is 
presumptuous, but there is also the  
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observation that what happened fills out the meaning of the 
festival.  
 

Was this feast also . . . like the passover, prophetic? The New 
Testament is scarcely less clear than in the former case. For after 
that Christ, first having been slain as ‘our Passover’, had then risen 
from the dead as the ‘firstfruits’, fulfilling the type of the wave-sheaf 
on the morning of the Sabbath, fifty days passed; ‘and when the day 
of Pentecost was fully come’, came that great outpouring of the Holy 
Ghost . . . and the formation of that Church of the New Testament, 
whose members the Apostle James declares (i. 18) to be a kind of 
firstfruits of God’s creatures.21  

 
 As in 1:13ff. the group of disciples, including the apostles, 
were gathered together in one place, presumably, though 
not necessarily, the upper room. What happened while they 
were there is described briefly and without stressing the 
dramatic. There was a sound like a very strong wind, but it 
came from heaven. Also, there was the appearance of 
‘tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on each one of 
them’. Both wind and fire had been regularly used in the 
symbolism of the Old Testament (see Gen. 1:2; Ezek. 37:9–
14; Exod. 3:2; Matt. 3.11). Whatever these two phenomena 
may have been, they were still only visible accompaniments 
to the great outpouring of the Holy Spirit; ‘they were all 
filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other 
tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance’. There has been 
debate concerning the nature of the gift of ‘tongues’ here. 
Some argue that (i) it was temporary, intended only for the 

                                            
21 S. H. Kellogg, in E. M. Blaiklock, The Acts of the Apostles (The Tyndale New 
Testament Commentaries), Inter-Varsity Press, Leicester, 1959, p. 54. 
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initial proclamation of the gospel; others that (ii) it was 
different from the ‘tongues’ described in I Corinthians. But 
whatever the value of these questions, and no doubt we all 
have answers, the point is that what the disciples did, they 
did as the Spirit gave them utterance. The whole experience 
was the sovereign action of the Spirit. And Acts 2:33 states 
that the action of the Spirit was at the direction of the 
ascended Christ. Christ, through the Spirit, was in action. 
 
 It ought to be observed that all were filled with the Spirit 
at Pentecost. Not one disciple who was present was not a 
recipient. And the effect on all of them was the same. They 
spoke in ‘other tongues’, which simply means other 
languages, and those other languages were recognized by 
the large crowd gathered in the Temple for the festival of 
Pentecost (vv. 6, 8–11a). Evidently, too, they retained their 
distinctive Galilean accents (v. 7). But the final significance 
lay not so much in the speaking but in the content: ‘we hear 
them telling in our own tongues the mighty works of God’ 
(v. 11). The disciples were unable to contain the praise (cf. I 
Pet. 2:9). They were not primarily ‘preaching’. What was it 
that was happening? If Psalm 40:1–3 is any indication, the 
disciples were experiencing the full flow of salvation. And 
that others should ‘see and fear’ comes, then, as no surprise. 
 
 Peter’s Pentecost ‘sermon’ was not a matter of Peter’s 
own choosing. Although it is commonly called a sermon, it 
was in fact an explanation of the experience which he and 
the others had had, an explanation called forth by the 
question of the crowd and their misunderstanding (vv. 12–
13). But in his reply, Peter declares that the salvation which 
has come is a salvation which can only be 
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understood in terms of the great purpose of God for his 
people.  
 
 What was this salvation? In our previous studies we 
have seen that the salvation described by the prophets was 
many stranded, and that these strands all came together in 
Christ. But the essential feature was that when the 
salvation did come to the people of God, it would be a new 
thing. Isaiah 42:8–9 says,  
 

 ‘I am the LORD, that is my name;  
 my glory I give to no other,  
 nor my praise to graven images.  
Behold, the former things have come to pass,  
 and new things I now declare;  
before they spring forth  
 I tell you of them.’ 

Isaiah 43:18–21 adds,  
 ‘Remember not the former things,  
 nor consider the things of old.  
Behold, I am doing a new thing;  
 now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?  
I will make a way in the wilderness  
 and rivers in the desert.  
The wild beasts will honour me,  
 the jackals and the ostriches;  
for I give water in the wilderness,  
 rivers in the desert,  
to give drink to my chosen people,  
 the people whom I formed for myself  
that they might declare my praise.’  

 
No doubt many ‘cross references’ come to mind, and they are 
a study in themselves, but the main element of this ‘new 
thing’ is the formation of a new people of God who will 
overflow with praise for their ‘Redeemer, the 
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Holy One of Israel’ (Isa. 43:14). God’s purpose was a people 
of his own possession (see Jer. 31:33).  
 
 Peter’s choice of Joel 2:28–32 was, of course, conditioned 
by the immediate circumstances, viz. the giving of the 
Spirit, but it was another strand of this same theme. Peter, 
quoting Joel, said, ‘And in the last days it shall be, God 
declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh’. Every 
member of the new people of God would be a recipient of the 
Spirit, which was exactly what had happened. Such had 
never happened before. Previously Israel had been 
designated God’s ‘Son’ and had been led by the Spirit, but 
the individual members of the people were not necessarily 
consistent with that designation. But now God had poured 
out his Spirit on all flesh, and ‘all who are led by the Spirit 
of God are sons of God’ (Rom. 8:14). Furthermore, as a 
result of the giving of the Spirit, the whole people are now 
prophetic, i.e. through them God was now speaking to the 
world, and calling the world, which he had reconciled (II 
Cor. 5:19), to him-self. Hence Joel’s words, ‘And it shall be 
that whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved’. 
 
 Following the quotation from Joel, Peter launched into a 
description of Jesus as the one whom death could not hold. 
He does this by means of references to the words of 
scripture (Ps. 16:8–11) and the obvious implication that 
David could not have been referring to himself when he 
wrote (v. 29). He concluded that ‘God has made him both 
Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified’ (v. 36). 
‘Lord’ is a title of respect, as in John 4:15 ‘Sir’, and implies 
rule and reign, but it is far more than that. The Greek 
version of the Old Testament, the LXX, which most of the 
audience present at the time would have used  
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since they were not Hebrew (Aramaic) speaking by birth, 
used the word ‘Lord’ (Gr. kurios) for the name of God in the 
Hebrew scriptures (Yahweh). Peter was therefore 
proclaiming that the man Jesus, whom they as a race had 
rejected and crucified, was none other than God in the flesh 
(Isa. 7:14; 9:6). He had not taken this designation upon 
himself, but God had made him thus.  
 
 Although the response of the people is one of being ‘cut to 
the heart’ (v. 37), that was not Peter’s purpose in saying 
what he did. His intention was not to make anyone feel 
guilty. If they were guilty, they were guilty, but his 
responsibility was not to raise feelings of guilt (cf. John 
16:8). He had already declared his purpose in the closing 
words of the quotation from Joel; ‘whoever calls on the name 
of the Lord shall be saved’. Hence, God has made Jesus 
Lord. The cry of the people, ‘what shall we do?’ is the call 
which leads to salvation, and so to incorporation into the 
new people of God, for Peter replied, ‘Repent, and be 
baptized in the name of the Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 
of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy 
Spirit’. 
 
 Nor was the offer limited in any way. The promise of God 
is vast in scope; it ‘is to you and to your children and to all 
that are far off, every one whom the Lord our God calls to 
him’ (v. 39). Again it is clear; salvation and the whole action 
we see before us is all of grace. The Lord our God must ‘call’; 
‘No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me 
draws him’ (John 6:44). About three thousand people 
responded that day. Why? Because the Father had called 
them to himself. God would have his people, so ‘as many as 
were ordained to eternal life believed’ (13:48).  
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 The result of Peter’s preaching is not just that three 
thousand people decided to become Christians, which would 
be amazing in itself. But the truth is that God has formed 
for himself a totally new community, of which the crowd at 
Pentecost was the first-fruits. And the totality of the action 
is seen in the effect of grace on the way they now live and 
relate. Those who once ‘were estranged and hostile in mind, 
doing evil deeds’ (Col. 1:21), now have entered into their 
reconciliation, and that is seen in the way ‘they devoted 
themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and the prayers’ (v. 42). 
 
 Furthermore, the new community now lived and 
functioned with love and sensitivity (vv. 44–46). Such was 
not simply the decision to live differently; it was the natural 
consequence of the action of God (cf. I Pet. 1:22f., ‘Having 
purified your souls by your obedience to the truth for [with a 
view to] a sincere love of the brethren, love one another 
earnestly from the heart. You have been born anew . . .’). 
And the initial praise of the disciples (v. 11) was not abated. 
Even though there is no evidence, one way or another, 
concerning the three thousand speaking in tongues, still the 
rich essence of the gift is present; they were ‘praising God 
and having favour with all the people’ (v. 47a; cf. Isa. 43:21). 
 
 Jesus was in action. Pentecost was his gift. The creation 
of the new community was the action of his grace. That is 
why Luke records that ‘the Lord added to their number day 
by day those who were being saved’ (v. 47b). This is the 
action of the Kingdom, it is the work of the King who is 
reigning until he has put all enemies under his feet.
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 

THREE 
 
 
 
 
 
The events on the Day of Pentecost were highly significant, 
not just in the life of the church, but in the context of the 
whole action of God. Peter, in quoting the prophet Joel, had 
said ‘in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will 
pour out my Spirit upon all flesh’ (2:17). Pentecost marked 
more, then, than the commencement of the church; it 
marked the beginning of the last days! We are those, said 
Paul, ‘upon whom the end of the ages has come’ (I Cor. 
10:11). The people of God now, with all their faults and 
weaknesses, nonetheless ‘have tasted the powers of the age 
to come’ (Heb. 6:5). The healing of the man in the Temple 
was nothing, if not a powerful evidence that the Messianic 
age had broken in; the Kingdom of God is among you! (See 
Isa. 35, esp. v. 6, ‘then shall the lame man leap like a hart’, 
and v. 10, where it is clearly a time of redemption and joy.) 
 While the Spirit remains sovereign (John 3:8; II Cor. 
3:17–18), nonetheless those who had received the Spirit now 
were able to function with a power hitherto quite unknown. 
In our examination of Acts chapter 1, we saw  
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that the restoration of the Kingdom to Israel was to be 
understood in terms of the power the believers were to 
receive when the Holy Spirit came upon them. The power 
was to be understood in relation to their witnessing to 
Christ. This they did at Pentecost, when they spoke of the 
mighty works of God and then later when Peter spoke out in 
his ‘sermon’. But testimony to Christ does not only mean 
words. Nor does it mean what so many would prefer when 
they say that it is possible to witness ‘by the way we live’, 
for it is impossible not to suspect that by that is meant that 
speech can be avoided while genuine testimony remains. 
Such is not the case. Testimony to Christ is far more 
dynamic than these categories would seem to imply. It 
meant that those who had received the Spirit would live in 
the Spirit and so all their life, in word and deed, would be 
the expression of his life and purpose. They would be the 
people of the last days, over against those who were still in 
bondage to this ‘present evil age’ (Gal. 1:4).  
 
 It was this, then, that we see displayed in the events in 
the Temple in Acts 3. ‘Peter and John were going up to the 
Temple at the hour of prayer, the ninth hour’ (3:1). This was 
because, as Jews, they did not despise their Jewish 
heritage; rather they found it to have been fulfilled in the 
events of the cross and resurrection. If anything, they were 
now more truly Jewish than those who did not believe in 
Christ (cf. Rom. 9:6–8). This was because they were men of 
the Spirit. 
 
 The details of the healing are well known (Acts 3:1– 10). 
It was the practice of the indigent to ask alms of those 
around them. Occasionally the thought of merit accruing to 
the giver was present. However, on this  
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occasion, neither Peter or John had any money to give. We 
are not told why, but perhaps their situation was the result 
of the mutual giving of 2:44–45.  
 
 No mention is made of the cripple having exercised faith. 
This does not mean that the blessing was received without 
faith. Possibly Peter and John were by this time known as 
leaders of the new Christian community, since the church 
had ‘favour with all the people’ (2:47). This may imply that 
the substance of their preaching was well known; the man 
was, after all, begging in the Temple where much of the 
activity of the young church had taken place. Luke’s 
statement in verse 5, ‘he fixed his attention upon them, 
expecting to receive something from them’, is ambiguous. 
What he expected to receive from them is not stated. There 
is no reason to assume either ignorance or lack of faith. On 
the contrary, some degree of knowledge and faith is 
probably implied, for the healing of the crippled limbs was 
followed by him ‘walking and leaping and praising God’ 
(3:8). His response, then, was identical to that of the 
disciples in 2:47, and by implication, with that of the 
disciples in 2:11. This was more than a work of healing. It 
was the action of the Kingdom, resulting in the 
incorporation of the man into the people of God (cf. Ps. 40:1–
3). 
 
 The response of the crowd, in 3:9–10, was one of 
amazement and wonder. But it was not only caused by the 
man’s healing; it was also stimulated by his praise. As with 
the events on the Day of Pentecost, the praise of the 
transformed man caused a large crowd to gather. Al-though 
we are not told directly, it does seem that, again, Peter’s 
address was initiated by the wonder and amazement of the 
people, that is, the address was a response to 
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the appeal of the crowd for an explanation. Verse 12, 
introducing Peter’s address, bears this out: ‘Men of Israel, 
why do you wonder at this, or why do you stare at us, as 
though by our own power or piety we had made him walk?’  
 
 Peter’s address is more than a repeat of that in chapter 2. 
First, Peter’s concern is to show that Jesus is the one who 
fulfils every expectation of Israel’s faith. This was not a 
theological excursus on Peter’s part; it was the declaration 
by one who was now living in that fulfilment and who knew 
its implications. Verse 13 is significant, not only for the way 
it confronts the people with their guilt, but specifically by 
what it says of Jesus. ‘The God of Abraham and of Isaac and 
of Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified his servant 
Jesus . . .’ The healing was the work of the glorified Jesus. 
Thus, in verse 16, Peter says that it was simply the name of 
Jesus which accomplished the healing. By ‘name’ is not 
meant simply the use of the word, as some would seem to 
imply. Rather, ‘by faith in his name’ meant that they were 
functioning under his lordship. Also, Jesus is called God’s 
‘servant’ (cf. 3:26; 4:27). Although some older translations 
rendered the word as ‘child’, it is the Servant of Isaiah 
52:13ff. who is in mind. Isaiah had said ‘Behold, my servant 
shall prosper, he shall be exalted and lifted up, and shall be 
very high’ and it was this exalted and glorified servant who 
had done the healing.  
 
 Jesus is also called ‘the Holy and Righteous One’ (3:14), 
titles which have strong messianic connotation, as in Isaiah 
53:11. However, the title, ‘The Holy One’ is conspicuous in 
the Old Testament as a title for God (cf. II Kings 19:22; Job 
6:10; Ps. 71:22; Isa. 1:4; Jer. 50:29; 
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Ezek. 39:7; Hosea 11:9; Hab. 1:12, which demonstrate how 
widely the phrase was used). In denying Jesus, they had 
denied God. Indeed, rather than have ‘the Holy and 
Righteous One’, they chose a murderer. Furthermore, they 
killed ‘the Author of life’! This time the contrast is with 
their having killed him ‘whom God raised from the dead’ 
(3:15). When Peter says ‘To this we are wit-nesses’, he is 
saying more than that he and the others had observed the 
rejection of Jesus by the Jews and his resurrection; he is 
saying that in the healing of the man he is bearing 
testimony to the resurrection of Jesus. In other words, all 
that Peter and John and the others are doing is a clear 
declaration of the lordship of Christ. It is simply that the 
disciples believe it, and function within it. 
 
 In verse 17, Peter acknowledges that what the Jews had 
done was done ‘in ignorance’. It was not done in innocence, 
but in ignorance (cf. ‘Father, forgive them; for they know not 
what they do’ [Luke 23:34]). So now he is telling them the 
real issues. The death of the Messiah was foretold by the 
prophets. Now God has done it (cf. 2:23). Since the death of 
the Messiah was God’s purpose, the reason for his death is 
now stated. It was in order ‘that repentance and forgiveness 
of sins should be preached in his name to all nations, 
beginning from Jerusalem’ (Luke 24:47; cf. Acts 2:38). So 
Peter issues the command to repent, promising that when 
such a change takes place all the dynamic of the Kingdom 
would flow through.  
 
 Peter was under no misapprehension as to the magnitude 
of the change involved with repentance. The history of 
Israel was littered with the superficial and ineffective 
responses to the commands of God. Although he does not 
say so immediately, Peter knows only too well that  
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repentance must be the action of God also (see 5:31; 11:18). 
And when God gives repentance then they will know what it 
is to have their sins blotted out (cf. Jer. 31:34; Zech. 13:1; 
etc.). Furthermore, as a purified people, they will know the 
fulfilling of God’s purposes for His people, so ‘that times of 
refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord’. Such 
refreshment involves the enjoyment of all the riches of the 
Kingdom, which had been lost in their rebellion (so 1:6, ‘will 
you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?’). 
 
 Verse 20 is usually taken to be a reference by Peter to the 
hope of Christ’s coming as promised in 1:11. If so, then he 
would be saying that the Jews ought to repent in order that 
God may send Christ back as their Messiah– Saviour rather 
than as their judge. However, I suggest that there may be a 
more immediate implication to this, viz. that repentance 
will bring Christ to them now, in the person of the Spirit 
(2:38). That is, the Messiah, whom you have crucified, will 
not remain distant but will actually come to those who are 
living in repentance and forgiveness. Hence Paul can say to 
the gentile Colossians that it is ‘Christ [i.e. Messiah] in you, 
the hope of glory’. That Jesus cannot now be seen is no 
difficulty; he is now in heaven. This is not a distant place, it 
is the place of glory and power, and as such is beyond 
human sight (cf. 1:9). And he will stay unseen ‘until the 
time for establishing all that God spoke by the mouth of his 
holy prophets from of old’ (3:21). All that God has been 
promising from the very beginning, that which was 
purposed in eternity, will take place. It will be established, 
as for example, in I Corinthians 15:24–28. 
 
 The prophets have always been saying these things.  
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Moses said that ‘God will raise up a prophet for you from 
your brethren as he raised me up’ (3:22). He is saying that 
Israel would never lack the prophetic voice and that, 
whether it is the prophets in general or the prophet who is 
in mind, Israel must hear the prophets. Not to do so is to be 
cut off from the people of God. ‘And all the prophets who 
have spoken, from Samuel and those who came afterwards, 
also proclaimed these days’ (3:24). To be ‘sons of the 
prophets and of the covenant which God gave to your 
fathers’ (3:25) means that God’s purpose was that the Jews 
there were intended to receive the promised blessing, and 
that it should flow through them to the rest of ‘the families 
of the earth’. That is precisely why he sent Jesus, the 
Servant (of Isaiah’s prophecy). God is in action to bless his 
people, and this blessing is no less than the transforming of 
a race of rebels, with weapons in their hands, into the 
community of the redeemed. 
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 

FOUR 
 
 
 
 
The principle established in the first chapter of Acts was 
that the action of the Kingdom related to the testimony of 
those who received the Spirit. This reception of the Spirit 
was not limited to any group within the people of God; 
rather, every member of the people of God received the 
Spirit, and it was from the whole people of God that the 
testimony emanated. The testimony was ‘prophetic’ in as 
much as it was a declaration of the character and purpose of 
God by men and women through the Spirit, and con-fronted 
the minds and consciences of the hearers (cf. 2:18b). 
 
 In chapter 3, the healing of the crippled man was part of 
this dynamic testimony to Christ, by people who were now 
living in ‘the last days’ (Acts 2:17). This meant that they 
were not just living at a particular date in history, but that 
they were living in the new age in a way completely distinct 
from the living of the rest of mankind, who were still bound 
to ‘the present evil age’ (Gal. 1:4). And the healing was not 
merely physical, for the man who was crippled was healed 
into the community of the redeemed. 
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 In his address, Peter said in words what had been 
declared in action, that the Servant of the Lord of Isaiah 
was none other than Jesus, whom the Jewish nation had 
rejected and crucified but whom God has raised from the 
dead, and that the healing was fully the action of the risen 
Jesus. Besides this, all the prophets had been pointing 
towards this, and as the sons of the prophets and of the 
covenant the Jews ought to be receiving the blessings of 
forgiveness and transformation. 
 
 In spite of this, the reaction of the Jewish leaders was 
hostile. Peter and John, and presumably the man who was 
healed (cf. 4:14) were arrested because they were 
‘proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection from the dead’ (4:2). 
The action of the Kingdom (i.e. in their ‘dynamic’ 
proclamation as seen in the healing) always provokes 
opposition (cf. Acts 14:22; II Tim. 3:12; Rev. 20:4). This was 
nowhere more clearly seen than in the ministry of Jesus, 
where his very presence as the Son–King brought the 
opposition, both human and demonic, to light. But, although 
the preachers had been arrested, ‘many of those who heard 
the word believed; and the number of the men came to 
about five thousand’ (4:4). God was in no way limited by the 
opposition and the growth mentioned in 2:47 continued. 
 
 Verse 1 had mentioned ‘the priests and the captain of the 
temple and the Sadducees’ as being the opposition, and 
verses 5 and 6 describe the gathering of ‘their rulers and 
elders and scribes . . . with Annas the high priest and 
Caiaphas and John and Alexander, and all who were of the 
high-priestly family’. The opposition were comprised of 
mainly theologically liberal, pro-Roman aristocrats, who 
had much to lose if the Romans were 
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brought in to quiet any disturbance in the city (cf. John 
11:47–48). They were also the very ones who had 
condemned Jesus (cf. John 18:13). Their question was, ‘By 
what power or by what name did you do this?’ (4:7), i.e. 
‘What is the source of the evident dunamis by which the 
healing took place?’ Peter’s response, to a question which 
was every bit as provocative as the accusation of Mark 3:22 
(‘He is possessed by Beelzebul, and by the prince of demons 
he casts out the demons’), was calmly powerful. It was so 
because Peter was ‘filled with the Holy Spirit’, and therefore 
his response was not of himself, but ‘the Spirit of [his] 
Father speaking through [him]’ (Matt. 10:20). 
 
 Peter began by stating that the healing was ‘a good deed’ 
(4:9). As such it was of the same class as all that Jesus did 
(cf. 10:38). But more than being of the same class, it was of 
the same essence because it was done ‘by the name of 
Jesus’, by those who acted at his direction because they 
were in the flow of his action. This meant that in reality it 
was not done by Peter and John at all, but ‘by him this man 
is standing before you well’ (4:10; cf. 4:30; Heb. 2:4). It was 
the ‘Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom [they] crucified’ who 
had done it, a principle well established in scripture, hence 
the quotation of Psalm 118:22: ‘This is the stone which was 
rejected by you builders, but which has become the head of 
the corner’ (4:11).  
 
 By ‘head of the corner’ was meant the stone which gave 
every other stone direction and meaning. Jesus was, by his 
resurrection, the One who would head up all things and give 
creation its unity (Eph. 1:10). Peter’s conclusion, in 4:12, is, 
then, a calm statement of fact. Given 
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the resurrection as a fact, to which they were all wit-nesses, 
there could be ‘salvation in no one else, for there is no other 
name under heaven given among men by which we must be 
saved’ (4:12). The issue is ‘salvation’, not merely healing. 
Salvation included healing22 but focussed on forgiveness 
and the total transformation of men and women, and all of 
this flowing from the resurrection. 
 
 Peter and John were, to the leaders, a contradiction. They 
were ‘uneducated, common men’, untrained in the minutiae 
of the Law or the techniques of formal debate and 
discussion, and were not of the class which one would expect 
to acquit themselves well in such a con- text. But, at the 
same time, they were bold in their defence, not of 
themselves but of the truth. In them, the leaders recognized 
the effect of Jesus. They spoke as Jesus spoke, which meant 
far more than similar use of language; it meant that their 
speaking was of the same essence as Jesus’ speaking. When 
Jesus spoke, things happened (cf. Mark 1:27), so with his 
disciples. 
 
 The opposition could not answer the issues raised by 
Peter, because of the authority with which Peter and John 
were speaking, and also because ‘the man that had been 
healed [was] standing beside them’. There is no doubt some 
irony in Luke’s choice of words when he says the man was 
‘standing beside them’. But the Jewish leaders would not 
and could not admit the obvious implications of the healing. 
They could hardly deny the resurrection (4:16), but they 
would not accept it. Hence, 

                                            
22 The Greek word sozo can be translated as both save (as here) as well as, less 
frequently, heal or make well (cf. Acts 14:9). 
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the prohibition imposed on the apostles was that they 
should ‘speak no more to any one in this name’ (4:17). They 
were aware of the power of the name of Jesus and therefore 
it was this power which they were attempting to suppress. 
Powerless speaking was evidently quite accept-able! 
 
 The reply of the apostles was predictable. Jesus had said, 
‘ “. . . He who believes in me . . . ‘Out of his heart shall flow 
rivers of living water.’ ” Now this he said about the Spirit, 
which those who believed in him were to receive’ (John 
7:38–39) and the promise of Acts 1:8 had clearly been 
fulfilled. It was obvious that anyone who had received the 
Spirit could not but live in the good of that. ‘We cannot but 
speak of what we have seen and heard’ (4:20; cf. II Cor. 
4:13–15; I John 4:16a). This was not a legal obligation to a 
commission. Certainly the com-mission was there but it was 
quite secondary. The great motivation for witness was the 
transforming presence of the Spirit, the dynamic of the last 
days.  
 For the present the opposition could do nothing; the 
crowds were (superficially) on side with the apostles; and 
besides, the healing had been quite conspicuous (4:21– 22). 
 
Following their release, the apostles (and the man?) 
reported all that had happened to ‘their friends’ (4:23). 
There was no whingeing, however, nor were they critical. 
Their attitude was not one of judgement but of calm 
confidence in the sovereignty of God (4:24ff.). ‘They lifted 
their voices together to God’, some would say ‘in unison’, 
though this is not the only implication  
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of ‘together’; ‘in unity’ may be equally implied. They 
recognized that the sovereign God was the creator of ‘the 
heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them’. 
He was, therefore, able to do all things. This sovereignty 
was stated in Psalm 2, part of which they now quoted (4:25–
26), but more than that: everything that was happening was 
understood in the light of what the Holy Spirit had said in 
that psalm.  
 Five points emerge from the psalm which were apposite 
to their situation: 
 (a)  The opposition was, in fact, not to the apostles or to 

the church. The leaders were acting ‘against the Lord and 
against his Anointed’ (lit. his Christ, his Messiah; cf. 2:36 
where Peter said that God had made Jesus Lord and 
Christ). 

 
 (b)  The opposition was laughable. ‘He who sits in the 

heavens laughs; the Lord has them in derision’ (Ps. 2:4). 
While the opposition was serious, and may even be 
deadly, it was not to be feared, since before God it could 
not succeed. 

 
 (c)  Over against ‘the kings of the earth’ (Acts 4:26) God 

says, ‘I have set my king on Zion, my holy hill’ (Ps. 2:6). It 
is God who has the final say concerning authority. 

 
 (d)  God’s chosen king, his Anointed, is he to whom it 

was said, ‘You are my son, today I have begotten you’ (Ps. 
2:7). These words were, of course, well known to the 
disciples, since they were part of the quotation used at 
Jesus’ baptism (Matt. 3:17) and later at the 
transfiguration (Matt. 17:5) which was  
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very powerfully etched into Peter’s memory (see II Pet. 
1:17–18). 

 
 (e)  The Son–King is he who has ‘the nations [as his] 

heritage, and the ends of the earth [as his] possession’ 
(Ps. 2:8). He will ‘break them with a rod of iron, and dash 
them in pieces like a potter’s vessel’ which is probably 
reflected in Jeremiah 19:1–11. It is almost certainly what 
lies behind the command in Matthew 28:19, ‘Go therefore 
and make disciples of all nations’. It is Jesus who is the 
Son–King, to whom ‘All authority in heaven and on earth 
has been given’ (Matt. 28:18). The confidence of the 
community was, then, based also on the fact that ‘all the 
prophets who have spoken proclaimed these days’ (3:24). 

 
 The thrust of Psalm 2 was expressed in the remainder of 
their prayer. In verse 27 the rulers were ‘gathered together 
against thy holy servant Jesus, whom thou didst anoint’. In 
particular we note the conjunction of Psalm 2 with the 
servant passages of Isaiah, especially Isaiah 42:1ff. which 
describes the Spirit being given to the servant in whom God 
delights (also part of the statement at Jesus’ baptism) with 
a view to his preaching to the nations, and Isaiah 61:1ff., 
where the Spirit is given with a view to the liberation of the 
captives, etc. The church recognized that all that had taken 
place was ‘whatever thy hand and thy plan had predestined 
to take place’ (4:28). They then appealed to God to ‘look 
upon their threats’ (4:29), i.e. the threats are not the 
concern of the church, coming rather under God’s sovereign 
control. Their prayer demonstrates the deep effect of the 
Spirit’s  
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presence upon their true concerns:  
 

And now, Lord . . . grant to thy servants to speak thy word with all 
boldness, while thou stretchest out thy hand to heal, and signs and 
wonders are performed through the name of thy holy servant Jesus. 
 (4:29–30) 

 
Not only was God seen to be sovereign over the opposition, 
but also over the action of both preaching and healing. 
 
 Consequent upon their prayer, the place was shaken and 
the whole group again ‘filled with the Holy Spirit’ (4:31). 
While this was not a repeat of Pentecost which was, as we 
saw, the great inauguration of the messianic age, the last 
days, this filling was, nonetheless, a rich refreshment in the 
dynamic of Pentecost. They had not asked for a filling with 
the Spirit, but they had evidently required it if the action of 
the Kingdom was to continue. In consequence of his own 
eternal purpose, then, God supplied the fresh filling upon 
the whole church (in distinction to v. 8 where the filling was 
for Peter alone at his particular point of need, see also Gal. 
3:5). But since it is the whole community which is (to be) 
prophetic, it is the whole community which must 
continually know the filling of the Spirit. The result was 
that they ‘all . . . spoke the word of God with boldness’, i.e. 
the whole community continued to live in the fullness of 
that which the Spirit had brought.  
 (Acts 4:32–37 will be discussed with chapter 5.) 
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 

FIVE 
 
 
 
 
The great concern of the believers was that they should 
effectively live out the purposes of God in the gift of the 
Spirit, viz. that they should be fully involved in witness to 
Christ in partnership with the Spirit (4:29–30). This 
concern was, of course, generated by the Spirit (Rom. 5:5) so 
that the disciples could not but speak of what they had seen 
and heard (4:20). In order that they may continue in that 
participation in the Spirit (Phil. 2:1), the whole community 
was graciously given an enriching refreshment in the 
dynamic of Pentecost, with the result that ‘they were all 
filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God with 
boldness’ (4:31). 
 
 There then follows a general description of the dynamic 
community in action (4:32–37) and a specific account of the 
action of God to maintain that community in power (5:1–11). 
First, the filling of the community with the Spirit meant 
that they were bound together more closely in deep practical 
affection. Nor could it be other-wise, since the love by which 
they were renewed was  
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deep and practical. Any exhortation to persevere in love 
would always reflect that (see I John 3:18). The statement 
that ‘no one said that any of the things which he possessed 
was his own’ (4:32) clearly indicates that these things were 
now seen as gifts of grace (cf. I Cor. 4:7; Matt. 7:11) and no 
longer as objects for ownership but for stewardship. This 
stewardship has already been described in Acts 2:45. The 
second item in the description was that ‘with great power 
the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the 
Lord Jesus’ (4:33). This power was no less than would be 
expected of anyone who had received the gift of the Spirit 
(see 1:8) but ought not thereby to be minimized in any way. 
The power was great. The dynamic of the Kingdom was 
immense and the effects quite amazing (cf. 5:11–16; etc.). 
The reason why all this was so was that ‘great grace was 
upon them all’ (4:33b). What Paul describes in Romans 5:17 
as ‘the abundance of grace’ was clearly present and in action 
(cf. Eph. 3:20). 
 
 The specific illustration of the mutual care of the 
fellowship is seen in the willingness of ‘as many as were 
possessors of lands or houses’ (4:34) to sell them and give 
the proceeds to the apostles for the relief of the needs of the 
poor. Grace was no mere concept for consideration; rather, 
the natural possessiveness of men and women was overcome 
by it. One who did this was Joseph, the Cypriot, who was 
also a Levite. Whether or not it is an accurate translation is 
irrelevant; he ‘was surnamed [we may suggest nicknamed] 
by the apostles Barnabas (which means, Son of 
encouragement)’ (4:36). The naming no doubt took place 
because of his obvious ministry to the fellowship. Barnabas 
is also introduced 
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here because of the significant role which he was to play 
later (see 13:1ff.). 
 
 The second illustration of the fellowship in action is that 
of Ananias and his wife Sapphira. They, like Barnabas, also 
sold land and decided to donate part of the proceeds to the 
apostles. Their fault lay in the fact that they decided to 
deceive the apostles into thinking that they had actually 
given the whole of the proceeds. The severe consequences of 
the actions are well known (5:5, 10). That the penalty seems 
harsh to us may well reflect on our accommodation to the 
practice of regarding everything that we possess as our own, 
so that our sympathies lie with the two offenders. But the 
apostles were not objecting to the withholding of money. If 
grace was grace, then neither the apostles nor the poor had 
any claim to the money of Ananias and Sapphira. The issue 
was far more serious for it struck at the very heart of the 
community, and was a denial of the essence of the new age. 
‘Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy 
Spirit?’ (5:3). They had lied to the Lord himself (cf. II Cor. 
3:17–18, ‘the Lord is the Spirit’), and were tempting ‘the 
Spirit of the Lord’ (5:9). 
 
 Clearly, the church as the dynamic messianic community 
could not survive if it refused to live under the authority of 
its Lord. The death of Ananias and Sapphira was not just 
punitive but had a strong disciplinary purpose. The two 
offenders were punished, the church was disciplined. Had it 
not been disciplined it could have had no confidence that it 
was the people of God the Father (see Heb. 12:8ff.). The 
same principle was evidenced in the case of Achan (Josh. 7). 
It is possible that we should see the deaths of Ananias and 
Sapphira as well as Achan 
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as initial warnings to the people of God, one as it entered 
the land of Canaan and the other as it entered its true 
inheritance. It is possible, but statements such as that in I 
Corinthians 11:30 ought not to be overlooked. The tragedy 
may well be that we no longer see the discipline of the Lord 
as such and so fail to live in the purposes of God for his 
people. This will not mean, for example, that every illness is 
to be seen as a reason to search out failure in some area, but 
it does mean that when the people of God are living in the 
dynamic of the Kingdom they will be sensitive and 
responsive to the correcting hand of God. 
 
 The effect of the discipline was twofold. First, ‘great fear 
came upon the whole church’ (5:11). It feared lest it simply 
accommodate sin and unbelief. Secondly, all who heard of 
these things were likewise unable to treat the action lightly. 
The judgement upon Ananias and his wife was one of the 
many signs and wonders by which God bore witness to the 
truth of the resurrection. Nor did the testimony cease. The 
Apostles continued to be used in this way (5:12–16). But the 
atmosphere was evidently highly charged. The general 
population was distanced from the believers in spite of the 
high regard in which they were held (5:13). No doubt also 
there was the realization that the church was drawing 
increasing opposition, as soon became evident. 
Nevertheless, ‘more than ever believers were added to the 
Lord, multitudes both of men and women’ (5:14), and the 
signs and wonders continued to be done with great effect 
(5:15–16)! 
 
No doubt, since the apostles had been warned ‘not to speak 
or teach at all in the name of Jesus’ (4:18) their 
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arrest was inevitable, but the immediate reason for the 
arrest was the ‘jealousy’ of the leaders (5:17). Although the 
apostles were ‘in the common prison’, the purpose of God 
was not to be frustrated and they were supernaturally 
released. The word angel means ‘messenger’ and we ought 
not to assume that by ‘angel’ is meant some creature of 
shining appearance with wings, etc. What is meant is that 
God intervened by means of his messenger and that the 
release was quite unintelligible on any other basis (so 5:23). 
There was no human explanation. The reason for the 
release was not simply the comfort of the apostles. The 
messenger’s words are significant: ‘Go and stand in the 
temple and speak to the people all the words of this Life’ 
(5:20). The life of the Spirit is to be communicated, which is 
what they did at the earliest opportunity (5:21). 
 
 Upon discovering the escape of the apostles, the leaders 
proceeded to arrest them again, though this time they were 
obliged to be very careful and to do so without any sign of 
force because of the popularity of the apostles with the 
people, and, we should note, also because of their own un-
popularity with the people. But the interrogation which 
followed made no mention of their escape. It has been said 
that the speech of the high priest assiduously avoids 
reference to their supernatural escape. Instead the high 
priest is concerned with the implications of the preaching, 
viz. ‘you intend to bring this man’s blood upon us’ (5:28), 
which is, of course, no more than the Jewish leaders 
brought upon themselves in Matthew 27:24–25. The judges 
are now on the defence. 
 
 Peter’s reply does not deny the guilt of the leaders, 
although he is not attempting to stand as their judge. He is  
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simply acting as one under authority (5:29): ‘We must obey 
God rather than men’. If his preaching implicates the 
leaders, so be it. But Peter’s focus is not on the guilt of the 
Jews but on the action of God. ‘The God of our fathers raised 
Jesus whom whom you killed by hanging him on a tree’ 
(5:30). The point is not even his death, but that in him God 
was in action to deal with the guilt which caused his death. 
God was not about just imposing guilt, says Peter. Instead, 
‘God exalted him [Jesus] at his right hand as Leader and 
Saviour, to give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins’ 
(5:31). There is no doubt of the leaders’ guilt, but the issue is 
that all Israel stands in need of forgiveness. What is so 
astounding is that it is the one whom the leaders had put to 
death that is to be Israel’s ‘Leader and Saviour’. It is 
through him that God gives both forgiveness of sins and the 
repentance by which one is able to receive forgiveness. All 
Peter and the others are doing is bearing witness to such 
grace. Their testimony is to be seen, then, as coming from 
within the experience of that grace (cf. 4:20). Such 
testimony has a powerful authority. They are not speaking 
about the truth, but are speaking the truth. It is in them 
and they in it (I John 3:19). Nor are they the only witnesses. 
There is, as the law requires, another corroborating 
testimony, viz. that of ‘the Holy Spirit whom God has given 
to those who obey him’ (5:32). 
 
 The reaction of the Sanhedrin is violent (5:33). In the face 
of the evident authority of the apostles, as evidenced by the 
many healings, the leaders are shown as men without any 
moral authority at all and as men devoid of the Holy Spirit! 
They are in need of repentance and forgiveness, and these 
as gifts of grace! These things they 
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will not allow as true, so these things they must attempt to 
suppress.  
 
 One voice was raised in the Sanhedrin in defence of 
moderation. It was that of Gamaliel, a leading Pharisee and, 
incidentally, the teacher of one Saul of Tarsus (Acts 22:3). It 
was said later of Gamaliel that ‘since he died, there has 
been no more authority for the law, and purity and 
abstinence died out at the same time’23 (see v. 34!). We 
ought to remember that the Sadducees rejected any notion 
of the resurrection of the dead whilst the Pharisees accepted 
it (cf. Acts 23:6–10). Gamaliel, after having the apostles 
excluded from the place, reminded the Sanhedrin that they 
ought not to fear these men or their words, for God is 
sovereign. He reminds them of two previous incidents when 
false prophets arose and attempted to lead vast crowds in 
rebellion. The Romans gave them no opportunity to prove 
their claims. (The incidents he mentions are not found in 
the New testament but are found in the writings of the 
Jewish historian Josephus, although there the order is 
reversed. Josephus also mentions others as making similar 
claims.) So then, if they are not what they claim to be, there 
is ample evidence that God will not allow them to survive. 
But if they are what they claim to be, and what they are 
doing is of God, ‘you will not be able to overthrow them. You 
might even be found opposing God!’ (5:39). 
 
 Gamaliel’s advice was taken. It was no doubt politically 
wise as well, for it avoided bringing the Sanhedrin into 
conflict with the general population (see 5:26). The 
Sanhedrin then called the apostles back to them; ‘they beat  

                                            
23 Sot.9.15. 
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them and charged them not to speak in the name of Jesus’ 
(5:40), and let them go. While the beating may have been a 
penalty for the apostles’ previous preaching in defiance of 
the Sanhedrin’s ruling, it was no doubt also a some-what 
pathetic attempt by the Sanhedrin to reassert some sort of 
authority over them. If that was the aim, it failed.  
 

They left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted 
worthy to suffer dishonour for the name. And every day in the temple 
and at home they did not cease teaching and preaching Jesus as the 
Christ.  (5:41–42) 
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 

SIX 
 
 
 
The church was persecuted, but that in no way diminished 
its enthusiasm for the truth. On the contrary, persecution 
caused them to delight ‘that they were counted worthy to 
suffer dishonour for the name’ (5:41). This was not 
masochism or a martyr complex. They recognized that 
theirs was a fellowship in the sufferings of Christ (cf. Acts 
14:22; Phil. 1:29; 3:10; Col. 1:24). No doubt the death of 
Ananias and Sapphira brought the issues of devotion to the 
name of Christ far more sharply into focus. 
 
 In Acts 2:41 we read of ‘about three thousand souls’ being 
joined to Christ. In 4:4 the number has increased to ‘about 
five thousand’ men. If this is taken literally, then we may 
assume that there were upwards of ten thousand people in 
the church. In 5:14 the number is now defined as including 
‘multitudes both of men and women’. Some have, therefore, 
suggested that by the beginning of the events of chapter 6, 
the church may have comprised as many as 20,000 people or 
more. In 6:1 it is simply stated that ‘the disciples were 
increasing in number’. 
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 Within the church, which at this time was still entirely 
Jewish, two main groupings were distinguishable. The first 
was the Hellenists. Total precision is not possible, but it 
seems most probable that this title referred to those Jews 
who had come to settle in Judea from among the Diaspora 
Jews and whose first language was therefore Greek, the 
language of commerce and trade across the whole known 
world. These Jews were strongly devoted to the Temple and 
to Judaism, as we see in Acts 6:9, where it is a synagogue of 
(probably) Diaspora Jews who engage Stephen in dispute. 
The other group was the Hebrews, native born Jews whose 
first language was Hebrew (or more probably Aramaic). 
These Hebrews would have known and used the Greek 
language as well, but not as their first language. It has been 
suggested that among the Hellenists were those widows 
who had come to come to spend their last days in 
Jerusalem. These women would possibly have spent most of 
their savings just to get there and so would have found it 
very difficult to live. They would therefore have depended 
on ‘the daily distribution’. It was a very clear part of the 
concern of the church that the widows should not be 
neglected (cf. I Tim. 5:3–16; James 1:27). However, for 
whatever reason, the Hellenist widows were not being given 
the same generous treatment as the widows from among the 
Hebrews, and this was becoming a source of division within 
the church. 
 
 ‘The twelve’, i.e. the twelve apostles, responded by calling 
together ‘the body of the disciples’. Their concern was that it 
was ‘not right that [they] should give up preaching the word 
of God [lit. give up the word of God] to serve tables’ (6:2). To 
serve tables is important, but not for 
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those whose charge is the word of God. The twelve, 
therefore, suggested that the church should ‘pick out from 
among [themselves] seven men of good repute, full of the 
Spirit and of wisdom’ (6:3) to serve tables. While the choice 
was left to the church, the parameters for the choice are 
highly significant. To be of good repute was to be one in 
whom there were no doubts concerning the genuineness of 
the transformation. It was also vital that those chosen be 
full of the Spirit, since the community which they were to 
serve is the Spirit’s community (cf. esp. Acts 5:3; 20:28). 
There could be no true ministry to the people of God which 
was not done in the fullness of the Spirit. Indeed it seems 
that the touchstone for membership of the people of God 
was the reception of the Holy Spirit (see 2:38; 19:1–2; Rom. 
8:9; I Thess. 1:5; etc.). Those chosen must also be full of 
wisdom, that is, demonstrably suitable for the task which 
was to be theirs. Clearly, the ministry to which these men 
were to be appointed was not one for just anybody. The 
church was expected to be sensitive to the nature of the gifts 
and capacities which the Spirit had given. It has been 
suggested that since those chosen were to be full of the 
Spirit and wisdom, the implication may well be that there 
were those in the church who were not. Possibly the 
problem had arisen simply because there were those in the 
community who were not functioning in the fullness of the 
Spirit’s giving. This is most likely the case, otherwise there 
would be little point in Paul’s injunction, in Ephesians 5:18, 
to ‘be filled with the Spirit’.  
 
 By choosing out the seven, the church was allowing the 
apostles to get on with the task to which they were called, 
namely, ‘to prayer and to the ministry of the word’ (6:4). 
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The seven are usually called ‘deacons’, but this is not a title 
which scripture gives them. The word ‘deacon’ derives from 
the Greek word diakoneo, I serve. Interestingly, it occurs 
twice in this passage, once in verse 2, ‘to serve tables’, and 
once in verse 4, ‘the ministry of the word’. To be a servant of 
and in the church is not a lesser role. Both the apostles in 
their prayer and preaching, and the seven in their 
distribution of food are equally serving, and both are equally 
in need of the ongoing filling with the Holy Spirit for their 
tasks.  
 
 ‘The whole multitude’ was pleased at the apostles’ 
suggestion and, in consequence, chose seven men whose 
names are given. Surprisingly, all those chosen had Greek 
names, probably indicating that the church chose the seven 
men from among the Hellenists! Only Stephen is described 
in detail, doubtless because he is shortly to be the centre of 
attention. He was ‘a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit’ 
(6:5). We could perhaps ask how they knew that to be true. 
The answer is that they knew it by the fruits of the Spirit’s 
presence as described in verses 8 and 10. Stephen and the 
others were already fully engaged in the action of the 
Kingdom. They were not sitting back waiting for the 
appropriate ministry to turn up. Indeed Stephen is 
described as ‘full of grace and power’ (6:8), evidenced in the 
ministry which he had. Stephen was living in the action of 
grace already, and hence was enabled to carry out this new 
task. 
 
 After the apostles had ‘prayed and laid their hands upon 
them’ (6:6), the seven evidently went about their new 
ministry and the problem was solved. What was significant 
was that as the church returned to the priorities of the 
Spirit ‘the word of God increased; and the number 
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of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great 
many of the priests were obedient to the faith’ (6:7). It is 
probably conspicuous that the disciples multiplied greatly in 
Jerusalem. Keeping in mind the statement of Jesus in Acts 
1:8, Matthew 28:18ff., etc., we would expect that this great 
reviving of Israel was only the beginning. Neither 
Samaritans nor the end of the earth had heard yet. But 
among the great multitude who did respond at this time 
were ‘a great many of the priests’. We may assume that they 
may have been from among the lower orders of priests and 
not from the Sadducees, but there is no evidence for this. 
Certainly most of the opposition had so far come from the 
upper classes.  
 
 It is Luke’s phrase ‘were obedient to the faith’ which 
must be examined. The ‘obedience of faith’ is a phrase which 
Paul uses on a number of occasions (e.g. Rom. 1:5; 16:26; cf. 
15:18) and rejection of the gospel is described as refusal to 
‘obey the gospel’ (II Thess. 1:8; etc.) The implication of this 
language is that the gospel is not an invitation but a 
command issuing from the fact of the Kingdom of God (cf. 
Acts 17:30). However, of more significance is the obedience 
of faith itself. That men and women who ‘once were 
estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds’ (Col. 1:21) 
should now be obedient to the faith, is nothing short of 
miraculous. Whence comes this obedience? The answer is 
found in the scriptures, e.g. in Ezekiel 36:27: ‘And I will put 
my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes 
and be careful to observe my ordinances’. The response of 
the priests, indeed of anyone at all, to the gospel, must be 
the action of the Spirit. He alone can bring about the 
response of obedience to the proclamation of the word, just 
as he 
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alone can bring it about that the word is preached!  
 
 Attention now turns to Stephen, not in his capacity as 
one who waited on tables but as one through whom grace 
was active. He was the agent of the Spirit in that he ‘did 
great signs and wonders among the people’ (6:8; cf. 4:30). 
‘Then some of those who belonged to the synagogue of the 
Freedmen (as it was called), and of the Cyrenians, and of 
the Alexandrians, and those from Cilicia and Asia, arose 
and disputed with Stephen’ (6:9). It is not possible to be 
precise concerning this synagogue, whether it was 
comprised of freed slaves as well as people from the 
countries mentioned or even whether there was more than 
one synagogue. It seems probable that those who disputed 
with Stephen were those among whom he had once 
numbered himself. They were, by their origins, Hellenists 
themselves, albeit orthodox Jews living in Jerusalem. The 
mention of Cilicia may tell us that among their number was 
Saul of Tarsus (cf. Acts 22:3). The subject matter of their 
dispute is not given, but we may assume from what follows 
that it concerned Jesus as Messiah as well as the 
implications of that for the Jews. In any event, the Jews 
‘could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with which 
he spoke’ (6:10; see above on Matt. 10:20). 
 
 These Jews, having failed in dispute with Stephen, now 
turn to other methods. They know that they will win 
support from other Jews if there is any threat to the Temple 
and the Law. So they secretly spread the word that Stephen 
has been speaking ‘blasphemous words against Moses and 
God’ (6:11). They produced (false) witnesses who testified 
that this was so, and so were able to bring Stephen to trial 
before the Sanhedrin with the  
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support of a now hostile populace (6:12f.). What be-comes 
prominent here is the division between Christianity and 
Judaism. In the last analysis they are mutually exclusive 
(see the argument of the letter to the Hebrews). Peter had 
already hinted as much in Acts 2:40: ‘Save yourselves from 
this crooked generation’. The division was of the essence of 
both Christianity and Judaism. There was, of course, a 
continuity between the action of God in the old dispensation 
and his action in the new. But Judaism was a deviation 
from the truth of the old dispensation. It had replaced grace 
with law as the means of salvation and so saw neither 
salvation nor the law clearly. Consequently, when her 
Messiah came, he was rejected and killed. Whilst the 
division was inevitable, it did not have to be immediate. In 
2:46 and 3:1 we see that the Christians were quite happy to 
continue within their Jewishness, living as they were in its 
fulfilment.  
 
 The charge brought against Stephen was strongly 
reminiscent of that brought against Jesus in Mark 14:58 
etc., viz. ‘that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place, 
and will change the customs which Moses delivered to us’ 
(6:14). What is interesting is that they seem to allow that 
Jesus will do it. Had there been no resurrection the subject 
would have been so ludicrous that the trial would never 
have occurred. It was the fact of the resurrection in the 
powerful testimony of Stephen which made the issue so 
pressing. As Stephen stood before the council, all who were 
present ‘saw that his face was like the face of an angel’ 
(6:15). One commentator has said that this ‘Shows that 
Stephen was not abashed or afraid but was tasting an 
experience of transcendent glory— as had Moses on the 
Mount. Doubtless the Spirit was  
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equipping him for true apologia’.24 Stephen’s statement in 
chapter 7 is to be seen, then, not just as a sermon for the 
occasion, but as the words of one gripped and em-powered 
by grace and thus the words of the Spirit of the Father. 
 

                                            
24 Geoffrey Bingham, The Acts of the Apostles, New Creation Publications, 
Blackwood, 1982, p. 42. 
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 

SEVEN 
 
 
 
 
The charge against Stephen was one which was cunningly 
devised, since it contained an element of truth. Like the 
charge against Jesus, the fault lay in the emphasis which 
was put upon the words by the hearers. We may assume 
that Stephen had been teaching that the Jewish Temple 
was no longer necessary for true worship. Naturally, he was 
not attacking the Temple as such, but rather declaring that 
now the Messianic age has come the Temple and its 
activities have been fulfilled. In this he was saying nothing 
more than what had already been said by Jesus (e.g. in 
Matt. 5:17–18).  
 
 But also, he was saying no more than the prophets of the 
Old Testament had said, as for example in Micah 6:7–8:  
 

‘Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams,  
 with ten thousands of rivers of oil?  
Shall I give my first-born for my transgression,  
 the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?’  
He has showed you, O man, what is good;  
 and what does the LORD require of you  
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but to do justice, and to love kindness,  
 and to walk humbly with your God? 

 
(Cf. also Isa. 1:12–15; Jer. 7:9–11; etc.) The prophets had 
loudly declared that the Temple activities were totally 
useless without a deep transformation of the heart (cf. Jer. 
4:4). So then, even in Israel itself, which the leaders seemed 
so anxious to preserve, the issues of true fulfilment of the 
law and the place of the Temple in Israel’s life had been 
dealt with. But the position of the Sanhedrin was one of 
wilful blindness to these things. Grace was flowing and it 
threatened their established principles and practices. They 
had, therefore, even brought in false witnesses to prove 
their point, a practice they had used on at least one notable 
occasion previously.  
 The high priest, Caiaphas, the same man who had pre-
sided at the trial of Jesus, again was president of the court, 
the Sanhedrin. He put the question to Stephen, ‘Is this so?’ 
(7:1). The charges had been stated and the evidence heard, 
now it was up to Stephen to speak on his own behalf. This, 
however, he declined to do. The speech which Stephen gave 
was never a defence against the charges laid against him. It 
was instead a prophetic declaration of the truth of Christ 
and the depths of Israel’s rejection of the word of God 
whenever it came. It was also a restatement of the truth 
that the Temple and the land of Palestine were not 
necessary for true worship of God.  
 
 In his address, Stephen gives a brief sketch of Israel’s 
history. But it is more than just a history; three main points 
are made: ‘(a) God blessed their fathers even though those 
men did not live in the land of Palestine; (b) that during 
much of her history Israel did not worship God in the 
Temple; (c) and even possession of  
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the Temple did not save Israel from being rebellious and 
disobedient against God’.25 It ought to be added that there 
is no specific agreement as to the structure of this address. 
Some26 suggest two main points are being made, viz.‘(1) 
Throughout their history God raised up men to act as 
deliverers of his people, but the Jews repeatedly rejected 
them and disobeyed the law given by God . . . (2) The Jews 
had the tabernacle in the wilderness and later the Temple 
built by Solomon, but they fell into idolatry (7:39–43) and 
made the mistake of thinking that God actually dwelt in the 
temple (7:45–50). These two themes are intermingled in the 
speech’.27  Either way, the general thrust is clear.  
 
 Stephen’s opening discussion concerns God’s dealings 
with Abraham (7:2–8). ‘The God of glory appeared to our 
father Abraham, when he was in Mesopotamia, before he 
lived in Haran’ (7:2). Calling God ‘the God of glory’ may be 
more than saying that God is the ‘glorious’ God; it may be 
saying that God is transcendent, ‘the high and lofty One 
who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy’ (Isa. 57:15). 
Abraham was called by the God of glory when he was in 
Mesopotamia, which is literally the land ‘between the 
rivers’, i.e. the Tigris and Euphrates, in modern Iraq, and 
Haran is on the border of Turkey on the upper Euphrates. 
But the point is that God dealt with him far beyond the 
reaches of Palestine, and before the land was even 
designated as his! 

                                            
25 G. E. Ladd, Wycliffe Bible Commentary, London, 1962, p. 1135. 
26 E.g. F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, London, 1954, p. 141ff.; and I. H. Marshall, 
Acts (The Tyndale New Testament Commentaries), Inter-Varsity Press, Leicester, 
1980, p. 131f. 
27 Marshall, loc. cit. 
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 Even having obeyed and moved to this land in which the 
Stephen’s hearers are now living, Abraham still had no part 
in the land (7:4–5). It remained a land of promise. 
Abraham’s blessing, therefore, was not dependent upon 
possession of the land but upon the promise of God. And 
before the descendants of Abraham could ever worship God 
in this place, they must go through four hundred years of 
slavery and ill treatment. But God would rescue the people 
from their captivity. Then to Abraham God gave the 
covenant of circumcision. This was the covenant in which 
God bound himself to bless Abraham and his posterity and 
in which Abraham was required to introduce the practice of 
circumcision as a sign of the acceptance by him and his 
descendants of the obligations of the covenant. 
Circumcision, while an obligation upon the Jew, was a sign 
of his faith in the promise of God. It was this faith in the 
promise by which ‘Abraham became the father of Isaac, and 
circumcised him on the eighth day; and Isaac became the 
father of Jacob, and Jacob of the twelve patriarchs’ (7:8–9; 
cf. Heb. 11:11–12). God gave Abraham the blessing of 
descendants, but this covenant blessing was not dependent 
upon the existence of the Temple, but upon the promises 
and faithfulness of God. 
 
 The faithfulness of God to his promises is in sharp 
contrast to the depravity of the descendants of Abraham. 
‘The patriarchs, jealous of Joseph, sold him into Egypt’ (7:9). 
Yet God remained faithful to his purposes and promise in 
spite of Israel’s unfaithfulness. The survival of Israel in the 
famine was due to the fact that God ‘gave [Joseph] favour 
and wisdom before Pharaoh’ (7:10). 
 The major section of Stephen’s address deals with Moses 
(7:17–43). This is doubtless because Stephen was  
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accused of slandering Moses (6:11), but also because the 
identity of Israel was largely formed under Moses. Under 
Moses Israel received the Law (cf. 6:14), but that did not 
preserve Israel against rebellion and apostasy (7:49–53). 
Indeed, Moses himself, though now venerated by the Jewish 
leaders trying Stephen, was himself rejected by the very 
people he was sent by God to save (7:23–29). But in spite of 
their rejection, God remained faithful to his purpose: ‘This 
Moses whom they refused, saying, “Who made you a ruler 
and a judge?” God sent as both ruler and deliverer by the 
hand of the angel that appeared to him in the bush. He led 
them out . . .’ (7:35f.). 
 
 It was ‘Moses who said to the Israelites, “God will raise 
up for you a prophet from your brethren as he raised me up” 
’ (7:37; cf. 3:22). This promise has two points of fulfilment. 
The second lies in the person of Jesus. The first lies in the 
constant supply of prophets from within Israel. Israel, as 
the people of God will never lack the prophetic voice. It was 
through one of those who stood in the line of that strand of 
the fulfilment that God said:  
 

‘Did you offer me slain beasts and sacrifices,  
forty years in the wilderness, O house of Israel?  
And you took up the tent of Moloch,  
and the star of the god Rephan,  
the figures which you made to worship;  
and I will remove you beyond Babylon.’ 
  (7:42–43, quoting Amos 5:25–27) 

 
Stephen was accused of saying that Jesus would ‘change the 
customs which Moses delivered to us’ (6:14), but it was the 
Jews themselves who had not just changed them but totally 
rejected them and perverted the truth of God into the 
detestable practices of the worship of Moloch, the 
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god who required child sacrifices. ‘The tent of Moloch’ is in 
contrast to ‘the tent of witness’ (7:44) which God instructed 
Moses to make. And it was that tent of witness which was 
taken with the people as they conquered the land under 
Joshua, and it was with them ‘until the days of David’ 
(7:45).  
 God did not want a Temple built. He even denied the 
request of David for permission to build a Temple. 
Certainly, Solomon built the Temple, but the principle 
remains that  
 

the Most High does not dwell in houses made with hands; as the 
prophet says, 
‘Heaven is my throne,  
and earth my footstool.  
What house will you build for me, says the Lord,  
or what is the place of my rest?  
Did not my hand make all these things?’   (7:48–50) 

 
To worship the Temple, as if God was somehow contained 
within its structures, is a tragic failure. Indeed, it is more 
than that. Stephen puts it strongly; it is the action of 
resisting the Holy Spirit (7:51). And the practice of resisting 
the Spirit is one which did not only plague Israel of old, but 
the present audience continues to do so:  
 

As your fathers did, so do you. Which of the prophets did not your 
fathers persecute? And they killed those who announced beforehand 
the coming of the Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and 
murdered, you who received the law as delivered by angels and did not 
keep it.  (7:51–53) 

 
The fathers killed the prophets; the people now standing in 
judgement over Stephen killed the one of whom the  
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prophets spoke. All their boasting in the law is blasphemous 
nonsense. 
 
 No word of self-defence has been presented by Stephen. 
None is required. He was speaking by the Spirit (6:10; cf. 
Matt. 10:20) who would vindicate Stephen in his own way 
and time. The things which he said by the Spirit caused the 
people to become furious with him. He, on the other hand, 
‘gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God [the glory of the 
God of glory (7:2)], and Jesus standing at the right hand of 
God’. He saw the resurrected Jesus in his glory, and so 
received the Spirit’s vindication of his testimony within 
himself. But he could only see this because he was ‘full of 
the Holy Spirit’ (7:55). Both his seeing and his subsequent 
speaking were the result of his being filled with the Holy 
Spirit, as we saw in 6:5, 10. So now his final word was a 
testimony to what he had seen, ‘Behold, I see the heavens 
opened, and the Son of man standing at the right hand of 
God’ (7:56). Stephen saw Jesus, whom he calls ‘the Son of 
man’, Daniel’s title for the one to whom all the dominion 
and glory and kingdom was given, so ‘that all peoples, 
nations, and languages should serve him’ (Dan. 7:14). And 
Stephen does not see the Son of man sitting, as he is often 
portrayed (cf. Ps. 110:1; Heb. 1:13), but standing, as if to 
receive him. Such a vision was no doubt totally 
transforming. There can be no fear of men when Jesus is 
known in this way.  
 
 Stephen’s declaration of the truth only served to enrage 
the people even more. It is not clear whether what 
happened was legally permissible or was a lynching. It is 
unimportant, for the killing of Stephen was an act of savage 
rage, ultimately against God, in the same way as  
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Stephen had described their rebellion previously. Now it 
was focussed upon him. They laid their garments at the feet 
of a young man named Saul. This is obviously not 
mentioned to add colour, but is highly significant if the later 
miracle of Saul’s conversion is to be appreciated as the great 
miracle of grace that it was, for ‘Saul was consenting to his 
death’ (8:1; cf. I Tim. 1:13b–14). Then, freed from their 
restricting outer garments, they stoned Stephen. But so 
great was the action of grace upon him that ‘as they were 
stoning Stephen, he prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 
And he knelt down and cried with a loud voice, “Lord, do not 
hold this sin against them.” ’ (7:59–60). The words on his 
lips were clearly based on the words of Jesus on the Cross 
(Luke 23:34, 46). This was more than a pathetic imitation of 
Christ; it was Stephen entering into the fullness of the 
fellowship of his sufferings, being made like him in his 
death. ‘And when he had said this, he fell asleep’ (7:60). 
Certainly, the stones killed him, designed as they were to 
smash the life from the body of the condemned, but Stephen 
never knew that. He fell asleep; ‘Whoever lives and believes 
in me shall never die’ (John 11:26). 
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 

EIGHT 
 
 
 
Stephen was a man ‘full of grace and power’ (Acts 6:8). 
Whilst those with the gentle naivete of innocence might be 
glad of the presence of such a man, the reaction of those 
perverse through guilt was quite the opposite. They were 
constantly enraged, both by Stephen and the other members 
of the church. It was of little consequence that by the hands 
of the apostles signs and wonders were performed or that 
these had social benefit. To have argued on this level would, 
ultimately, have been a fruitless exercise. In fact to have 
defended oneself at all would have been pointless since it 
was not the disciples of Jesus who were really on trial, but 
Jesus himself. Jesus had warned, 
 

If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. 
If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you 
are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the 
world hates you. Remember the word that I said to you, ‘A servant is 
not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute 
you; if they kept my word, they will keep yours also. But all this they 
will do to you on my account, because they do not know him who sent 
me.  (John 15:18–21) 
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 There was, therefore, no point in Stephen attempting to 
defend himself. Nor did he try. Instead he simply spoke the 
truth, both of Israel’s relationship with God and his 
prophets, which, incidentally, their ancient scriptures 
themselves declared, and the truth of the Son of Man whom 
they had crucified but who was now ‘standing at the right 
hand of God’ (Acts 7:56). Paul, who later wrote that men 
and women under wrath will always attempt to suppress 
the truth (Rom. 1:18), now, as Saul (his Jewish name), 
joined in the attempted suppression as Stephen was stoned. 
 
 
The death of Stephen did not satisfy the rage of the Jewish 
leaders. Rather, it was the spark which set off a ‘great 
persecution . . . against the church in Jerusalem’ (8:1). The 
issues were now quite clear; Stephen’s speech and death 
showed that there could be no compromise between the 
interests of Judaism and the claims of the Messiah. It was 
not only the Sanhedrin but the whole of Israel that was 
shown to be in rebellion. The moderate advice of Gamaliel 
had been rejected and extreme action was now to be taken 
against the church, with the result that ‘they were all 
scattered throughout the region of Judea and Samaria’. The 
persecution was localized within the area of Jerusalem. It is 
helpful to remember that the distance between Jerusalem 
and Sebaste (formerly Samaria, the capital of Samaria) was 
only about sixty kilometres. The distances involved in travel 
were not great. The point was that staying in Jerusalem 
was dangerous. Why then did the Apostles remain (8:1)? 
The answer seems to be that the persecution was directed  
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primarily towards the Hellenists and their leaders, among 
whom were Stephen and Philip, whose activities in Samaria 
are about to be recounted. It may also be that the apostles 
considered it their duty to remain in Jerusalem where they 
were needed (and not to repeat their actions in the garden of 
Gethsemene?). What we can see is that it was the 
persecution which put the disciples in the position where 
the commission to be witnesses to Christ beyond Jerusalem 
could now begin to be fulfilled.  
 
 The Mishnah forbade public lamentation over executed 
persons, but the dictates of Jewish tradition were no longer 
the guiding rule for the believers. Not only was Stephen 
buried but ‘Devout men . . . made great lamentation over 
him’ (8:2). Meanwhile, Saul now took the lead in pursuing 
those who so obviously treated the beloved traditions with 
such contempt. None were safe from him, not even within 
their homes, and many, both men and women, were 
committed to prison. 
 
 The great dynamic of the new age is powerfully 
demonstrated in the action of those who were forced to flee 
their homes because of their testimony to Christ. They 
continued to give that testimony; ‘those who were scattered 
went about preaching the word’ (8:4). One of those who did 
so was Philip. He has already been introduced as one of 
those chosen to minister to the widows, in chapter 6. Like 
Stephen he also was a man ‘full of the Spirit’ (6:3), which is 
seen in his proclamation and the signs which attended it 
(8:7). We may also understand the great motivation of the 
Spirit, in as much as Philip proclaimed the Christ to 
Samaritans. The Samaritans were generally loathed by the 
Jews. Not only were they regarded as a mongrel race, whose 
Jewish 
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ancestry was polluted and whose attitude to ‘pure’ Judaism 
was corrupt, but they also supplied many of the troops used 
by the Romans in Jerusalem and Judea. The number of true 
Romans in Judea was minimal, since Rome was able to rely 
on the services of mercenary troops, many of whom held the 
Jews in supreme contempt (cf. John 4:9). But social 
constraints were irrelevant to the action of the Kingdom, 
and ‘multitudes with one accord gave heed to what was said 
by Philip, when they heard him and saw the signs which he 
did’ (8:6). The signs were, of course, of the same essence as 
those performed by Jesus, whom Philip proclaimed. The 
response of the Samaritans was totally consistent with 
Jesus’ observation, in John 4:35f., that ‘the fields are 
already white for harvest’. The fields, at that point in the 
gospel story, were Samaritan. 
 
 Among those who were impressed with Philip’s ministry 
‘was a man named Simon who had previously practised 
magic in the city and amazed the nation of Samaria, saying 
that he himself was somebody great’ (8:9). Magic was, of 
course, nothing to do with conjuring and illusions. It was, on 
the contrary, the action of the occult and as such had a 
powerful effect on the local people. They ascribed Simon’s 
power to God. But the signs associated with Philip’s 
ministry were not just greater than anything which Simon 
could have performed; they were qualitatively different, and 
therefore Simon was amazed. So much so, he actually joined 
the ranks of the believers. Just how significant this was is 
not clear, for when Peter and John later came down and 
were instrumental, not only in performing miracles but 
actually in bringing men and women into the fullness of the 
age of  
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the Spirit (8:18), Simon responded by attempting to buy the 
power. Peter evidently did not regard Simon as a believer at 
all, saying, 
 

You have neither part nor lot in this matter, for your heart is not right 
before God. Repent therefore of this wickedness of yours, and pray to 
the Lord that, if possible, the intent of your heart may be forgiven you. 
For I see that you are in the gall of bitterness and the bond of iniquity.
  (8:21–23) 

 
What Peter was saying was that Simon was speaking out of 
what was still the deep corruption of his heart. He needed to 
cry out in fear, as he does, ‘Pray for me to the Lord, that 
nothing of what you have said may come upon me’ (8:24). F. 
F. Bruce says that ‘Simon was terror-stricken. That he 
should have incurred the displeasure of men who seemed to 
have such power at their command was an awful thought’28 

The significance of the mention of Simon’s experiences 
ought not to be overlooked. The church must not assume 
that responses to the spectacular are responses to the 
Spirit. To have done so would have been to put the church 
in the same condition as Simon’s own adherents (8:9–10). 
 
 One point must be made concerning the ministry of the 
apostles. Luke has told us that ‘Simon saw that the Spirit 
was given through the laying on of the apostles’ hands’ 
(8:18). There can be no doubt that the gift of the Spirit was 
undeniable. It is this which makes sense of Paul’s question 
in Acts 19:2, ‘Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you 
believed?’. There was evidently a lack of the evidence which 
would be expected. Likewise, Paul said to the 
Thessalonians,  

                                            
28 Bruce, op. cit., p. 184. 
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For we know, brethren beloved by God, that he has chosen you; for our 
gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy 
Spirit and with full conviction. (I Thess. 1:4–5) 

 
We are not told precisely what Simon saw, but it may be 
reasonable to assume that it bore a resemblance to the 
events of Pentecost and to the later events at Caesarea 
(10:44–46). 
 
The visit of Peter and John to Samaria has been the 
occasion of great debate because of the doctrines which are 
supposed to be based on it. The following quotation 
summarizes the issues:  
 

It should be noticed that at Pentecost the act of the descent of the 
Spirit was ‘for all flesh’. Yet Samaria was scarcely envisaged by the 
apostles. It is clear the Spirit has not fallen on the Samaritans (in 
contrast to 10:44, 11:15, cf. 19:6), which, according to v. 17, is 
synonymous with receive. They had not received. It is clear that 
Peter and John came that they might receive the Spirit: that is the 
only stated reason. Why they needed to receive the Spirit, and why 
the apostles should be instruments for reception and not simply 
Philip (cf. 6:5–6), is debated. What ‘right’ had the Samaritans to the 
Spirit, and how could the original (Jerusalem) body of believers be 
linked and receive these new believers? Why indeed had the church 
at Jerusalem sent the apostles down? Answers could be many, e.g. 
‘The Samaritans needed to be welcomed into the church by those 
from Jerusalem.’ ‘The apostles needed to see the gift of the Spirit was 
for the Samaritans also.’ ‘The Samaritans needed to be reassured 
and know that the breach was healed between (Christian) Jew and 
(Christian) Samaritan.’ What is clear is that the Samaritans had a 
virtual ‘Samaritan Pentecost’, and did receive the Spirit through the 
instrumentality of the apostles. 
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Seen in relation to the ‘Gentile Pentecost’ of Acts 10, it is 
understandable.’29 

 
 We are initially at a loss to understand how it is that the 
Samaritans could ‘believe’ and yet still be without the gift of 
the Spirit. Some, as is well known, suggest that this is not 
puzzling if it is recalled that the gift of the Spirit in power is 
a subsequent experience to salvation. But the stress of the 
whole of the Book of Acts, and indeed the rest of the 
scriptures, is that the gift of the Spirit cannot be a 
subsequent experience, since the Spirit’s powerful presence 
in the life of the believer is a prerequisite for the new age. 
To suggest otherwise would be to relegate conversion, and 
so salvation, to this present evil age! Paul’s question to the 
‘disciples’ at Ephesus, mentioned above, ‘Did you receive the 
Holy Spirit when you believed?’ (Acts 19:2, where clearly it 
relates to the belief in the lordship of Christ, see v. 5), ties 
in with the statement of Peter in Acts 11:17, where, 
speaking of the Gentiles receiving the Spirit even before the 
‘sermon’ was complete (11:15), he says, ‘If then God gave the 
same gift to them as he gave to us when we believed in the 
Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could withstand God?’. 
Later Paul said, ‘Any one who does not have the Spirit of 
Christ does not belong to him’ (Rom. 8:9; cf. Gal. 3:1–3; Phil. 
2:1; Heb. 6:4; etc.).  
 
 As we have seen above, the events in Samaria are a 
‘Samaritan Pentecost’. That is, they are not to be seen, 
necessarily, as the usual way these things take place, since 
up to this point in history, these things had never taken 
place among Samaritans! To this point the only  

                                            
29 Bingham, Acts, p. 46f. 
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Christians were Jews. Likewise, the story of Cornelius is 
the story of the entry of Gentiles into the new age of the 
Spirit. The events at Pentecost, Samaria here, and at 
Caesarea are all unique. They each represent the out-
pouring of the Spirit on particular groups, which cover the 
whole of mankind, and so they are the opening up of the 
Kingdom of God to the three racial groups specified by Jesus 
in Acts 1:8.30 
 But that still does not answer the question concerning 
why it was necessary for Peter and John to come down from 
Jerusalem before the Spirit was given to the Samaritans. 
We must say that Peter and John would not have come 
down had it not been necessary, especially when we recall 
the persecution which was rampant. But why was it 
necessary? To this we can only venture a suggestion. In 
Matthew 16:19, Peter is specifically given the ‘the keys of 
the kingdom of heaven, [so that] what-ever you bind on 
earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 
earth shall be loosed in heaven’. The keys of the Kingdom of 
heaven are given to Peter in order that he might let people 
enter. In Matthew 18:18, the same ‘binding and loosing’ 
power is ascribed to the whole church, but the context there 
is that of the attitude of the church to the subject of 
discipline. Whatever we may think of it, Peter has evidently 
been given a singular privilege. Now when we come to the 
Book of Acts, when men and women are seen to be actually 
entering the Kingdom, we can only observe that it is Peter 
who is 

                                            
30 Cf. Geoffrey Bingham, The Day of the Spirit, New Creation Publications, 
Blackwood, 1985, p. 153ff. for a discussion of these events in relation to the 
subject of ‘The Baptism in the Holy Spirit’. 
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the leading instrument at Pentecost, Samaria and 
Caesarea. Whether or not we say that the Samaritans could 
not enter the Kingdom, the age of the Spirit, apart from 
Peter, we can say that they did not.  
 
The closing section of chapter 8 is concerned with the 
conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch. We are not told his 
name, but we do know that he was in the employ of 
Candace, queen of the Ethiopians. He is called a eunuch, 
though that need not indicate, at that point of time, any 
more than an official title. Once his office may have been 
one restricted to the special class of men who were devoted, 
by physical mutilation, to their employer. But gradually it 
seems the physical mutilation ceased while the title 
remained. If this man had been physically a eunuch, then 
he would have been ineligible for full inclusion in the 
worship in Jerusalem. Either way, we may assume that he 
was a proselyte. One writer said, ‘Virtually the gospel had 
been preached to a Gentile’, but this was not the case. As a 
proselyte, he came under the umbrella of the covenant of 
Israel.  
 
 Philip is again seen as a man who is one with the Spirit 
of God and responsive to his leading. Here (8:26) we are told 
that it was an angel who spoke to him (though cf. 8:29, 
where the Spirit speaks to him, and 8:39, where it is ‘the 
Spirit of the Lord’ who took Philip away) telling him to go 
‘south to the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza’, 
the route one would take if returning to Ethiopia. Philip, as 
a man of the Spirit, was obviously the man for the work of 
the Spirit. Philip’s arrival was timed by the Spirit to 
coincide with that of the Ethiopian  
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who was riding home in his chariot (with or without a large 
entourage, cf. 8:38?). The Ethiopian was reading aloud, a 
quite normal practice, from Isaiah 53, where the suffering of 
Jesus was prophesied. The passage needed interpretation, 
since it could only be understood in the light of the coming 
of Christ, so the Holy Spirit had sent the man one who 
would explain it. The result of Philip’s word was that the 
man asked that he might be baptized. (Some ancient 
manuscripts add verse 37, ‘And Philip said, “If you believe 
with all your heart, you may.” And he replied, “I believe that 
Jesus Christ is the Son of, as if to show that his baptism 
was in line with the accepted practice of baptism following 
catechism.) 
 While the story is instructive in itself, it is also 
significant as a further illustration of the fact that it is the 
Spirit (of Jesus) who is controlling the action of 
proclamation. Philip was led by an angel, instructed by the 
Spirit, and finally ‘the Spirit of the Lord caught up Philip; 
and the eunuch saw him no more, and went on his way 
rejoicing’ (8:39). Having been thus moved away by the 
Spirit, however we may understand that, Philip is again 
found preaching ‘the gospel to all the towns till he came to 
Caesarea’ (8:40). 
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 

NINE 
 
 
 
 
 
The death of Stephen was part of a localized persecution of 
the church. Safety for the believers lay in leaving 
Jerusalem. It certainly was not to be found in silence, for to 
have been silent would have been for them to deny their 
very life and to contradict the giving of the Spirit. The 
refusal to cease preaching and teaching was illustrated in 
chapter 8 by the story of Philip and his activities, first in 
Samaria and then later in the south, near Gaza.  
 Chapter 9 returns to the subject of the persecution, in 
particular as led by Saul, who previously was introduced as 
one involved with the murder of Stephen and the 
subsequent roundup of the believers in Jerusalem. It is 
reasonably likely that the trial and execution of Stephen 
was illegal. We may possibly assume, then, that Saul, 
seeing that the Romans had not intervened following the 
event, was encouraged to launch a wider and more vicious 
attack on the church. Now it was not only those who were 
prominent, but the ‘ordinary’ members of the church who 
were the targets of the attack. 
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 But this time, Saul took the attack far beyond the borders 
of Israel. In his rage, he secured ‘letters to the synagogues 
at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, 
men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem’ 
(9:2). Just how this persecution so far from Jerusalem was 
to be carried out is not clear. For example, E. M. 
Blaiklock31* says,  
 

The high priest had no authority over the Damascus syna-gogues, 
but armed with his prestige Paul, or Saul as he should still be called 
in this context, could instigate the local rabbis to exercise a 
discipline, and to hand suspects over to the mercies of the Sanhedrin.  

 
On the other hand, F. F. Bruce32 says,  
 

In pursuance of this policy, he procured from the high priest a 
commission to demand the extradition from Damascus of any 
Christians who had escaped to that ancient city. It is probable that it 
was refugees from Jerusalem and Judea that Saul was principally 
concerned to arrest, rather than native Damascenes who believed in 
Jesus. The high priest, as president of the Sanhedrin, was head of 
the Jewish state so far as its internal affairs were concerned. His 
authority was upheld by the Roman power and a matter like the 
present one would have their decided approval, as it could so easily 
be represented as required by the interest of public order. The high 
priest’s decrees, or the decrees of the Sanhedrin, were binding not 
only in the Jewish communities of Palestine but also to a great 
extent in those outside Palestine.  

                                            
31 Whether by persuasion or law, the hatred of Saul was expressed in action as he 
and his company set out for Damascus. It was on the road to Damascus that Saul 
had Blaiklock, op. cit., p. 86. 
32 Bruce, op. cit.,  p. 193. 
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his dramatic encounter with Christ. The blinding light 
which ‘flashed about him’ (9:3) was undoubtedly the 
brilliance of glory being expressed, as the one whom Saul 
was persecuting spoke to him. We might compare this with 
the glory of the Lord which shone around the shepherds on 
the night of Jesus’ birth (Luke 2:9). Later, as Paul (Gr. 
Paulos, his Greek name which is similar to ‘Saul’ only in our 
English versions), he was to say, ‘Am I not free? Am I not an 
apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?’ (I Cor. 9:1; cf. 
15:8). On the Damascus road, Saul saw Jesus. The light was 
Jesus’ glory, the glory which was his in his exaltation. To 
see the glory was to see him. 
 And it was Jesus who spoke to him. The conversation 
which is recorded is highly significant.  
 

And he fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, 
why do you persecute me?’ And he said, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ And he 
said, ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting; but rise and enter the city 
and you will be told what you are to do.’  (9:4–6) 

 
If we recall that Luke commences this work by saying that 
his gospel described ‘all that Jesus began to do and teach’ 
(1:1), and our observation that Acts concerns, therefore, all 
that Jesus continued to do and to teach, then, whilst not 
losing our sense of wonder, we can see that this encounter is 
part of the ongoing action of the grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. Just as the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost was the 
action of Jesus, so here again it is Jesus who is in action. 
Saul’s rebellion, his ‘kick[ing] against the goads’ (Acts 26:14) 
was actually within the whole plan of grace. Twice over in 
Acts, the story of Saul’s conversion is retold, in 22:1–21 and 
26:9–18. 
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In the account in chapter 26, Paul describes Jesus as saying 
to him,  
 

But rise and stand upon your feet; for I have appeared to you for this 
purpose, to appoint you to serve and bear witness to the things in 
which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you, 
delivering you from the people and from the Gentiles—to whom I send 
you to open their eyes, that they may turn from darkness to light and 
from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of 
sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.(26:16–
18) 

 
The capture of Paul by Jesus on the road was with a view to 
the further working out of the plan of grace. For Saul it was 
not just that Jesus appeared to him, fantastic as that may 
have seemed to one who was persecuting his followers. But 
the Jesus who appeared to him was the one who was in the 
process of outworking all that the prophets had foretold (see 
Luke 24:46–47), and was doing so right then and there. 
 The experience was so powerful that Saul, blinded by the 
light, spent three days in the city, ‘and neither ate nor 
drank’ (9:9). This may mean that he was too shocked to do 
so, but we ought perhaps to say that his experience was 
such that he could not eat or drink because he was, with 
deep intensity, re-evaluating all that he was about and 
must not be distracted. In verse 11, we are told that ‘he is 
praying’. He neither ate nor drank because he was fasting 
as he prayed. Admittedly the account may be in summary 
form, but 9:17–18 gives the strong impression that when 
Ananias spoke to Saul, there was a ready response from one 
who was completely prepared. 
 
 Ananias, ‘a disciple at Damascus’ (9:10), was also directly 
instructed by the Lord, this time in a vision. Being  
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instructed to go to Saul, Ananias was uncertain because 
Saul’s reputation had preceded him. But the reply of the 
Lord was, ‘Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry 
my name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of 
Israel; for I will show him how much he must suffer for the 
sake of my name’ (9:15–16). When Ananias did go, he made 
it clear to Saul that it was ‘the Lord Jesus who appeared to 
you on the road by which you came, [who] has sent me that 
you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit’ 
(9:17). The overwhelming impression from Luke’s 
description is that the action of the Kingdom is indisputably 
the action of the risen Christ. As we saw earlier, even the 
preaching beyond Jerusalem was spurred on by persecution, 
and here Ananias was, initially, not at all willing to speak to 
Saul; it took the strong command of Jesus to get him going. 
So certain is the goal of grace that neither the opposition of 
the world nor the unwillingness of the believers can hinder 
it.  
 
 Luke says that upon hearing Ananias, ‘something like 
scales fell from his eyes and he regained his sight’ (9:18). 
The sight was more than physical, for ‘in the synagogues 
immediately he proclaimed Jesus, saying, “He is the Son of 
God.” ’ (9:20). The totality of the change in Saul amazed 
everyone. They all knew who he was and why he had come. 
But far from the change being a deception, ‘Saul increased 
all the more in strength, and confounded the Jews who lived 
in Damascus by proving that Jesus was the Christ’ (9:22). It 
was not that Saul did a crash course in Christian theology 
before he debated the Jews in Damascus. It was, on the 
contrary, that now he knew the Truth. As a result he could 
now see the facts clearly; the facts that the Jewish 
scriptures had been declaring for 
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centuries. Now he was pure through grace (cf. 22:16) so now 
he could see purely. And having seen, he could not but 
speak.  
 
 Those who had previously supported his anti-Christian 
purge, soon formed an alliance in order to kill Saul. 
However, the plan became known to Saul and, while the 
Jewish plotters were watching the gates, ‘his disciples took 
him by night and let him down over the wall, lowering him 
in a basket’ (9:25). We are almost certain to understand ‘his 
disciples’ to mean that his preaching had had precisely the 
effect that Jesus had told him that it would.  
 
 Saul’s return to Jerusalem was met with apprehension by 
the disciples. They found it hard to believe that Saul, of all 
people, could have come to know Christ. An aware-ness of 
the dynamic of grace does not come naturally. Grace must 
always bear witness to itself. However, Barnabas, who was 
mentioned among those who gave generously in chapter 4, 
lived out his name, ‘Son of encouragement’, by discovering 
the truth of Saul’s experience and then speaking on his 
behalf to those in Jerusalem. The result of Barnabas’ 
intervention was that Saul was welcomed into the 
fellowship and was occupied ‘preaching boldly in the name 
of the Lord’ (9:29). His ministry was directed largely 
towards the Hellenists, of whom he himself was one, but 
their reaction was to seek opportunity to kill him. The 
depravity of the human heart is not always seen as such. 
But when the right conditions prevail, even murder is a 
possibility. The Jews were rigid in their defence of the law, 
but that did not mean that they were obedient to it. Paul’s 
comments in Romans 2:17–24 are quite appropriate. What 
they as Jews said and what 
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they did were vastly different, however much they would 
have denied it. Of course it was not their Jewishness but 
their sinfulness that made it so. To save Paul from his 
former companions, he was himself now sent away from 
Jerusalem, first to Caesarea and then off to Tarsus, 
probably by ship. 
 
 It has often been said that the church grows in times of 
persecution. That may well be so on occasions. But growth 
does not depend on persecution or on any ‘right conditions’. 
‘So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and 
Samaria had peace and was built up; and walking in the 
fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit it was 
multiplied’ (9:31). The growth of the church, like its birth, 
was all of grace! 
 
The chapter closes with some events in the ministry of 
Peter. (Chapter divisions are, of course, quite artificial and 
we might well see 9:32–43 as part of chapter 10.) Perhaps 
surprisingly, the two stories told do not involve Peter’s 
preaching but his role in healing. The first person 
mentioned was a man who lived in Lydda. His name was 
Aeneas, and he ‘had been bedridden for eight years and was 
paralysed’ (9:33). However, the healing brings us back to the 
very point we have been making, for Peter said to him, 
‘Aeneas, Jesus Christ heals you; rise and make your bed’ 
(9:34). Such activity by Jesus resulted in the residents of 
Lydda and Sharon turning to the Lord. Of course, the 
healings were the Lord bearing ‘witness to the word of his 
grace’ (14:3). 
 
 The second incident concerned a woman named Tabitha, 
which in Greek is Dorcas, meaning Gazelle. She 
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was probably a Christian. She was certainly highly 
regarded by the disciples for her ‘good works and acts of 
charity’ (9:36). When she died, Peter was hurriedly 
summoned, since in such climates burial could not long be 
delayed. Peter’s actions in the room where they had laid the 
body bear a striking resemblance to the events in Mark 
5:21–24a, 35–43 where Jesus healed Jairus’ daughter. 
Again the result was that ‘many believed in the Lord’ (9:42).  
 
 The chapter closes with Peter staying in Joppa for many 
days with one Simon, a tanner. It is from there that the 
story in chapter 10 commences. 
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 

TEN 
 
 
 
 
Judaism had three levels of commitment. The first, and 
most obvious, was that of the full Jew. He was born a Jew 
and was joined to Judaism by strong racial and traditional 
ties. The second level was that of the proselyte, the man or 
woman who now functioned as a Jew although he or she had 
been born into the context of another religion. The 
Jewishness of the proselyte was by deliberate choice at some 
point, and was accompanied by submission to the rite of 
circumcision (for males), baptism (probably) and the offering 
of sacrifices. Under the law, proselytes were regarded as 
Jews. The third group were those described as ‘God-fearers’, 
who simply confessed faith in God and observed part of the 
ceremonial laws, without total commitment to Judaism. 
Legally they were still regarded as Gentiles. 
 
 In the New Testament there are examples of these last 
two groups. The Ethiopian Eunuch was a proselyte, as was 
Nicolaus, one of the seven chosen for the task of 
administration in Acts 6:5 (cf. Acts 13:43, where the RSV 
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has ‘convert’). Probably it is God-fearers who appear in John 
12:20, ‘Now among those who went up to worship at the 
feast were some Greeks’, and also it is likely that the 
Centurion in Luke 7:2ff. was similarly a God-fearer. Paul 
recognized the presence of the God-fearers in the Synagogue 
at Antioch, in Acts 13:16b. 
 
 Cornelius, in Acts 10, was a God-fearer. ‘At Caesarea 
there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion of what was 
known as the Italian Cohort, a devout man who feared God 
with all his household [cf. 10:7], gave alms liberally to the 
people, and prayed constantly to God’ (10:1–2). It is most 
probable that Cornelius had been introduced to the subject 
of Christ by Philip, who was described in 8:40 as preaching 
‘the gospel to all the towns till he came to Caesarea’. The 
events of Jesus’ ministry were, of course, quite well known 
in themselves. What effect, if any, Philip’s preaching had on 
Cornelius, how-ever, is not directly stated.  
 
 Caesarea was a new city, built by Herod the Great on the 
shore of the Mediterranean, some thirty seven kilometres 
north of Mt Carmel and one hundred and four kilometres 
north west of Jerusalem. It was named in honour of Caesar 
Augustus, and was both the seat of Roman government in 
Judea as well as the official residences of both the Herodian 
kings and the Roman prefects. The city had a mixed 
population of Jews and Gentiles, and there is evidence of 
frequent and severe clashes between the two groups. 
Cornelius was a centurion (i.e. in charge of one hundred 
men) in the Italian Cohort, an auxiliary cohort of Roman 
citizens. Unlike many other ‘Roman’ troops, Cornelius was a 
native Italian. 
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 Cornelius was spoken to directly by God in a vision, 
which was given to him ‘about the ninth hour’, which was 
one of the Jewish hours of prayer (cf. Acts 3:1). Again it is 
conspicuous that there was the direct intervention of God in 
the affairs of men. More than that, it was God who initiated 
the whole action. In his vision Cornelius ‘saw clearly . . . an 
angel of God coming in and saying to him, “Cornelius” ’ 
(10:3). Like Saul on the road to Damascus, Cornelius 
responded by addressing God as ‘Lord’. ‘He stared at him 
[i.e. the angel] in terror, and said, “What is it, Lord?” ’, to 
which the angel replied, ‘Your prayers and your alms have 
ascended as a memorial before God’ (10:4). We ought not to 
take this comment to mean that Cornelius could be justified 
on the basis of his works. That would quite clearly 
contradict the teaching of the rest of scripture. It does 
mean, though, that his good works were accepted as an 
indication that his disposition was right. To the extent of his 
capacity he was, like Simeon and others, a man of faith. We 
may only speculate as to the content of the prayers which 
were accepted by God, but it is surely not unreasonable to 
imagine that Philip’s ministry may have sparked an intense 
desire to know more.  
 
 Whilst we do not know what Cornelius prayed, we do 
know what was said in reply: ‘And now send men to Joppa, 
and bring one Simon who is called Peter; he is lodging with 
Simon, a tanner, whose house is by the seaside’ (10:5–6). 
The tanner’s house would, undoubtedly, be easy to locate. 
But it must be noted that nothing was left to chance. The 
directions which were given to Cornelius were quite explicit. 
His response to the vision was immediate: ‘When the angel 
who spoke to him 
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had departed, he called two of his servants and a devout 
soldier from among those that waited on him, and having 
related everything to them, he sent them to Joppa’ (10:7– 8). 
This, of course, speaks much of the relationship of Cornelius 
with his household and with at least some of his troops. 
 
 Verses 9–16 describe the vision which Peter had while 
the men from Cornelius were on their way to him. This was 
a highly significant occurrence, not only for Peter’s 
immediate actions, but also for the understanding of the 
whole church of the plan and purpose of God, and for their 
understanding of the dynamic of the cross. So vital was the 
principle to be learned that day that not only did Peter 
recount the details of the events to the church at Jerusalem, 
but Luke also gives his readers the full details twice as well. 
The point must not be missed. 
 
 It is evident that, until the implications of the vision 
became clear to him, Peter did not comprehend the fact that 
Gentiles were included in the great action of redemption, 
and that in spite of the command of Acts 1:8 and the 
commission given earlier, as in Matthew 28:18ff. At the 
same time, Peter had received an anointing with the Holy 
One, and he, therefore, knew ‘all things’ (I John 2:20– 21, 
AV). How is it that he could need the vision, as he obviously 
did? We must say that when Peter, and the other members 
of the church, received the Spirit they were launched into 
the whole dynamic of the truth. What we may say is that 
the reception of the Gentiles into the Kingdom was implicit 
within that knowledge of the truth. But now the time had 
come for the Spirit to make explicit that which Peter 
already knew implicitly. Indeed there would never be time 
when Peter or the others could ever 
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of themselves explicate the truth. On the contrary there 
would always remain the constant dependence upon the 
Spirit of truth for an understanding of the action of the 
truth. The reception of the Spirit when a person believes at 
no time makes them independent of the ongoing supply of 
the Spirit. 
 
 So deeply ingrained were Peter’s Jewish responses that, 
even though he evidently recognized the voice of the speaker 
in the vision (‘No, Lord . . .’, 10:14), he could not bring 
himself to accept the possibility of eating unclean food. The 
very thought repelled him, as no doubt did the fact that, in 
the vision, both clean and unclean animals were together. 
Three times the vision came and we may assume that three 
times Peter refused the command. The voice of the vision 
said to him in response to his refusal, ‘What God has 
cleansed, you must not call common’ (10:15) which may 
actually mean ‘Stop calling common’. Peter did not 
immediately grasp what lay behind the vision. It was 
certainly not just God’s way of rescinding the Jewish food 
laws. Luke says that ‘Peter was inwardly perplexed as to 
what the vision which he had seen might mean’ (10:17). We 
may suspect that Peter did not grasp the full meaning of the 
vision until the following day when he arrived in Caesarea 
(cf. 10:27– 29), though his welcoming the men into his house 
and his subsequent going with them showed that Peter had 
at least understood in part. 
 
 Still the initiative lay with the Spirit. While Peter 
pondered the vision, the men sent by Cornelius arrived. 
That Peter was to go with them was made plain again by 
the direct leading of the Spirit: ‘the Spirit said to him, 
“. . . Rise and go down, and accompany them without  
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hesitation; for I have sent them” (10:19–20). He did so and 
the next day Peter was presented to Cornelius who ‘had 
called together his kinsmen and close friends’ (10:24). The 
deep divisions between Jew and Gentile was evident in 
Peter’s opening words to the gathering; it was abhorrent for 
a Jew to enter the house of a Gentile—it rendered him as 
unclean as his hosts. But now ‘God has shown me that I 
should not call any man common or unclean. So when I was 
sent for, I came without objection’ (10:28–29). It was the 
dawning recognition which had encouraged him to go. In 
11:12 he says, ‘the Spirit told me to go with them, making 
no distinction’. 
 
 After Cornelius had recounted to Peter the details of his 
vision and response, Peter began to speak (‘opened his 
mouth’, 10:34). At this point all that he had been taught 
became clear. ‘Truly I perceive that God shows no partiality, 
but in every nation any one who fears him and does what is 
right is acceptable to him’ (10:34–35). A person’s Jewishness 
or otherwise makes not the slightest difference to God. 
(Such talk was, for a Jew, quite revolutionary, cf. 11:2–3.) 
 
 While God was not concerned about racial distinctions, it 
was nonetheless true that the vehicle of the action of God 
was Israel. ‘You know the word which [God] sent to Israel, 
preaching good news of peace by Jesus Christ (he is Lord of 
all)’ (10:36). The peace is evidently as much between Jew 
and Gentile, as in Ephesians 2:13–17, for ‘he is Lord of all’. 
The good news of peace (lit. gospelling or proclaiming peace) 
‘was proclaimed throughout all Judea, beginning from 
Galilee after the baptism which John preached’ (10:37). The 
action of reconciliation commenced with the ministry of 
Jesus. 
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Peter does not need to go into great detail about Jesus’ life. 
He knows that Cornelius is aware of it (10:36, ‘You 
know . . .’), but the central issues are restated.  
 

You know . . . how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy 
Spirit and with power; how he went about doing good and healing all 
that were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. And we [i.e. 
Peter and the other apostles] are witnesses to all that he did both in 
the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem.  (10:38–39) 

 
Of course, there were many in Israel who could attest to 
much of that (cf. Acts 26:26).  
 There was another aspect to Jesus’ ministry which was, 
however, not open to public scrutiny, as Peter continues to 
describe:  
 

They [the Jews! Peter is addressing a Roman] put him to death by 
hanging him on a tree; but God raised him on the third day and made 
him manifest; not to all the people but to us who were chosen by God 
as witnesses, who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead.
  (10:39–41) 

 
 The resurrection of Jesus and its implications were not 
just ‘common knowledge’. These things can only truly come 
through the testimony of the witnesses. Consequently, 
Jesus ‘commanded us to preach to the people, and to testify 
that he is the one ordained by God to be judge of the living 
and the dead’ (10:42). His death and resurrection are the 
evidence that he is Lord of all, since death and the devil 
have been defeated. Therefore his role of judge, while it will 
include the rejection of the ungodly on the last day, is no 
negative thing. For it follows that if he has defeated death 
he has defeated sin, and that ‘every one who believes in him 
receives forgiveness of sins through his name’ (as ‘all the 
prophets bear witness’, too) (10:43). 
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It is the great dynamic of forgiveness which is to flow from 
his Lordship. Consequently, mere observation can never 
know this. It must come through the proclamation and the 
response of faith. And it did. 
 
 Verse 44 makes the observation that ‘while Peter was 
still saying this, the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the 
word’. There must, then, have been a response of faith as 
Peter spoke, even before his explanation was complete. In 
other words, alongside the explanation was revelation and 
that of great power. Again, it was not the explanation but 
the action of Christ, the Lord, which was dominant. 
 
 Nor was there any doubt that the Spirit had fallen on 
them. There was clear evidence of the Spirit’s presence as 
‘they heard them speaking in tongues [as the disciples did 
at Pentecost] and extolling God’ (10:46; cf. Acts 2:11, 47; 
3:8–9; etc.). The responses were identical to their own. 
Nevertheless, those Jews who had accompanied Peter still 
did not share his understanding; they ‘were amazed, 
because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even 
on the Gentiles’ (10:45). Peter, how-ever, recognized that 
these people ‘. . . have received the Holy Spirit just as we 
have’ (10:47), so there was no way that he could refuse the 
outward expression of that in baptism, which was then done 
‘in the name of Jesus Christ’ (10:48). 
 
 We note that there was no use of the Trinitarian formula 
of Matthew 28:19. This was not because Peter was careless 
of these things but because the instruction by Jesus was not 
with a view to the correct words being used. Instead, there, 
baptism was to be into (Gr. eis) the triune name. Here 
baptism was the mark of the Spirit of the Father and the 
Son in the sons (so Rom. 6:3–4), and  
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so of the sons in the Father and the Son (cf. John 14:20) but 
this must be on the basis of the name of Jesus Christ. 
 Rather than allow him to hurry away, Cornelius asked 
Peter ‘to remain for some days’ (10:48) which he evidently 
did, no doubt to add more explanation to the rich revelation 
which had been given.  
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 
ELEVEN 

 
 
 
To Abraham God had said, ‘in you all the families of the 
earth shall be blessed’ (Gen. 12:3). The significance of 
Abraham’s call did not lie solely in his being the father of 
Israel. The view which God had was far wider. Abraham 
was called in order that all the nations of the earth should 
know the blessing of God. This perspective can be traced 
back to the commission given to Adam to ‘Be fruitful and 
multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it’ (Gen. 1:28). The 
psalmist had said, ‘The heavens are thine, the earth also is 
thine; the world and all that is in it, thou hast founded 
them’ (Ps. 89:11), and Israel’s function within this much 
wider view ought not to have been neglected. Certainly the 
scriptures (the Old Testament) had not neglected it, as, for 
example, in II Samuel 22:50, ‘I will extol thee, O LORD, 
among the nations’; Deuteronomy 32:43, ‘Rejoice, O ye 
nations, with his people’ (AV, cf. Rom. 15:10); also see Psalm 
117:1; Isaiah 11:10; etc. 
 
 The failure of Israel to live within this perspective was to 
its own loss, but it in no way hindered the purpose of God or 
its fulfilment. In Isaiah 41:8, Israel is called  
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‘my servant, Jacob, whom I have chosen, the offspring of 
Abraham, my friend’. However, in Isaiah 42:1, ‘my servant, 
whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights’ 
appears in a way that looks beyond Israel’s weakness and 
rebellion and failure to Israel being the source of blessing to 
the nations. For from this servant blessing will again flow to 
the whole earth.  
 

He will not fail or be discouraged  
 till he has established justice in the earth . . . 
‘I have given [him] as a covenant to the people,  
 a light to the nations,  
 to open the eyes that are blind,  
to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon,  
 from the prison those who sit in darkness.’ 
  (Isa. 42:4, 6–7) 

 
The immediate response to such a prophecy would surely be 
to say that Israel, either corporately or in its representative 
(or both), will once again fulfil its commission. The nations 
will be blessed. The creational purpose of God will be 
fulfilled.  
 

And he made from one every nation of men to live on all the face of the 
earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their 
habitation, that they should seek God, in the hope that they might feel 
after him and find him. 
  (Acts 17:26–27) 

 It is against this background that what is known as the 
Great Commission should be seen. ‘Go [lit. ‘going’] therefore 
and make disciples of all nations’ (Matt. 28:19). In 
particular, we should see that the giving of the Holy Spirit 
on the day of Pentecost was with this purpose in view: ‘you 
shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon 
you; and you shall be my witnesses in  
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Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of 
the earth’ (Acts 1:8). Note how this broadens the way we see 
the picture of the community of believers which we have 
been examining in the book of Acts. Not only does the Spirit 
form a new community of faith, and not only does it include 
both Jew and Gentile, but in doing so it actually fulfils the 
creational mandate, which was itself the expression of the 
character of God. Thus, John in his vision saw ‘a great 
multitude which no man could number, from every nation, 
from all tribes and peoples and tongues’ (Rev. 7:9).  
 Only when this principle has been recognized can the 
events of Pentecost, Samaria and Caesarea be under-stood. 
As we have seen, the truth was implicit in the gift of the 
Spirit at Pentecost, but it did need to be made explicit 
through the direct revelation given to Peter in his vision at 
Joppa. It was not immediately obvious to the Jews who 
accompanied him to Cornelius’ house either. They could not 
understand how God could apparently act out of character. 
They ‘were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit had 
been poured out even on the Gentiles’ (Acts 10:45). 
 
 After such an amazing event as Gentiles actually 
receiving the Holy Spirit, and doing so in such an obvious 
and spectacular way, it was small wonder that the news 
spread quickly among the rest of ‘the apostles and the 
brethren who were in Judea’. Luke, however, simply states 
‘that the Gentiles also had received the word of God’ (Acts 
11:1). That plainly meant that when Peter spoke, God was 
speaking through him. The word of God ought not to be 
regarded as a static piece of writing. It has, of course, been 
written, but it ‘is living and active, 
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sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division 
of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning the 
thoughts and intentions of the heart’ (Heb. 4:12). It is God 
speaking and as such is a powerful communication of the 
truth (cf. I Thess. 1:5; 2:13). 
 The folk at Jerusalem were critical of Peter’s indiscretion 
in going to the home of a Gentile to eat with him. Luke 
specifically says that the critics were ‘the circumcision 
party’ (Acts 11:2). This group was evidently only a part of 
the whole church in Jerusalem, though nonetheless very 
vocal and influential (cf. Acts 15; Gal. 2:12). We may assume 
that from very early in the life of the church there were 
those who saw their Jewish heritage as more than a 
blessing; it was to them, and by implication to everyone, an 
indispensable part of the faith. Fear of persecution may 
have played a strong part in their thinking (cf. Gal. 5:11; 
6:12). Later their demands for conformity to the Jewish 
ceremonial laws would cause great strain within the church 
(cf. the Letter to the Galatians, where Paul is forced to say 
that they are preaching ‘a different gospel’ [1:6]).  
 
 In reply to their criticism, Peter recounted the events at 
Caesarea. As we have said, Luke has included them be-
cause the principle must not be missed. Nor was it. Peter 
described the vision and the fact that it was ‘the Spirit 
[who] told me to go’ (11:12). For the first time we are told 
that there were ‘six brethren [who] also accompanied me’ 
(11:12) and we may assume that the events in Jerusalem 
took place only a short time after those in Caesarea since 
the six are still with Peter. The key point for Peter was that 
‘As I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell on them just as on 
us at the beginning’ (11:15).  
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What had happened to the Gentiles was identical to what 
had happened to Jews. ‘Truly . . . God shows no partiality’ 
(10:34). For Peter the implication was obvious.  
 

And I remembered the word of the Lord, how he said, ‘John baptized 
with water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’ If then God 
gave the same gift to them as he gave to us when we believed in the 
Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could withstand God?  (11:16–
17) 

 
 While not a major theme at this point, Peter nonetheless 
makes it clear that the Holy Spirit was given in all his 
fullness when one believes. The giving at Pentecost was 
associated with the disciples coming to faith in Christ as 
was the outpouring upon Cornelius and his family. To 
receive the word of God is to believe in the Lord Jesus 
Christ is to receive the Holy Spirit. Peter’s major point was 
that, in the giving of the Holy Spirit, God was in action! To 
have refused to baptize the Gentiles would have meant 
denying what God was so obviously doing; ‘who was I that I 
could withstand God?’ (11:17). 
 The response of the church in Jerusalem was one of 
silence. The arguments over the niceties of Jewish law were 
gone, for the time being at least. Now ‘they glorified God, 
saying, “Then to the Gentiles also God has granted 
repentance unto life” ’ (11:18). They saw that the gift of the 
Spirit was the gift of ‘repentance unto life’. One could not 
believe and live unless it was through the gift of repentance 
and the gift of the Holy Spirit (cf. 5:31–32). Clearly, then, it 
was no cliché to say that the action of God was the action of 
grace. 
 
 
Luke now turns his attention to the effect of this inclusion  



THE RICHES OF HIS GRACE 200

of Gentiles in the people of God. Up to this point, ‘those who 
were scattered because of the persecution that arose over 
Stephen travelled as far as Phoenicia and Cyprus and 
Antioch, speaking the word to none except Jews’ (11:19; cf. 
8:4). Now, however, the word was spoken to Greeks; not 
Hellenist Jews but pagan Greeks. Their subject was ‘the 
Lord Jesus’. This, of course, could never be a mere title. 
They were ‘preaching the Lord Jesus’ (11:20), which meant 
that they too were giving a powerful testimony to the 
resurrection of Jesus, and so to his Lordship (cf. 4:33). They 
did not simply preach about his Lord-ship, for in preaching 
the Lord Jesus, ‘the hand of the Lord was with them, and a 
great number that believed turned to the Lord’ (11:21). 
There is now a Gentile mission. 
 
 The church at Jerusalem, hearing of the response of the 
Gentiles, and now doubtless sympathetic, sent Barnabas to 
Antioch. ‘When he came and saw the grace of God, he was 
glad’ (11:23). Barnabas, as a man ‘full of the Holy Spirit and 
of faith’ (11:24) was able to discern the truth of the situation 
which he found. To say that he was glad no doubt meant 
that he was glad that it was genuinely grace that was in 
action and not some counterfeit. He recognized that those 
who had spoken the word to Greeks had done so under the 
direction of the Spirit. He therefore ‘exhorted them all to 
remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose’ (11:23). 
Luke adds that Barnabas’ exhortation was as much 
evidence of his own character as anything else; ‘he was a 
good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith’ (11:24). The 
result in Antioch was that ‘a large company was added to 
the Lord’ (11:24). 
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 Barnabas realized that such a crowd of believers could 
not be left on their own, so he went quickly north ‘to Tarsus 
to look for Saul; and when he had found him, he brought 
him to Antioch’ (11:25–26). Barnabas recognized that Saul 
had those gifts which the church at Antioch needed, and so, 
‘For a whole year they met with the church, and taught a 
large company of people’ (11:26). What they taught was 
clearly seen in the response of the people in Antioch who 
nicknamed them Christians, that is, people who were 
committed to ho Christos, the Messiah. We may assume 
that the giving of this name to the believers, which was not 
necessarily a disparaging term, indicated that a powerful 
work was being done in and through them. 
 
 The time of teaching at Antioch was brought to a close, or 
at least interrupted, by the visit of prophets who came down 
from Jerusalem. There was evidently a continuing 
fellowship between the church at Jerusalem and what was, 
by this time, a major sister congregation at Antioch. That 
prophets should have been present was no matter for debate 
in the church. It was expected that God would speak to the 
church for its exhortation and encouragement (cf. I Cor. 
14:1ff.). One of the prophets, ‘Agabus stood up and foretold 
by the Spirit that there would be a great famine over all the 
world’ (11:28). This particular word of prophecy, a word 
from the Spirit, was a specific forecast concerning a famine 
that was soon to come. It ‘took place in the days of Claudius’ 
(11:28), the Roman emperor who ruled from A.D. 41–54. 
Sources beyond the New Testament record that the reign of 
Claudius was marked by a succession of bad harvests and 
serious famines in various parts of the empire. A famine in 
Judea 
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 would result in severe hardship, and so the believers in 
Antioch ‘determined, every one according to his ability, to 
send relief to the brethren who lived in Judea’ (11:29). 
Clearly the church at Antioch took the prophet’s word as a 
word from God and acted accordingly.  
 What is conspicuous is that it was the Spirit who spoke 
the word to the church through Agabus, so that the 
brethren in Judea might be helped! This, incidentally, was 
not a matter of church finance; it was for them a question of 
survival (cf. Matt. 25:35–40). This need in the church at 
Jerusalem and roundabout was one which was to occupy the 
church at large for some time to come (cf. Acts 24:17; Rom. 
15:25–27; I Cor. 16:1–4; II Cor. 8:1— 9:15). The money 
collected was sent ‘to the elders’, the first reference to such a 
body, ‘by the hand of Barnabas and Saul’ (11:30). 
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ACTS 
CHAPTER 
TWELVE 

 
 
 
 
We have been examining the Acts of the Apostles with one 
special purpose in mind, viz. to see to what extent the 
history described there is the action of grace. Although we 
started with the assumption that it would be so, the 
assumption was quickly confirmed as we saw that Luke 
describes the events in the book as being all that Jesus 
continued to do and to teach.  
 
 Over and over, the things which took place in and 
through the apostles and the church at large were seen to be 
the working of the Holy Spirit, whom Luke later calls ‘the 
Spirit of Jesus’ (Acts 16:7). This working of the Spirit even 
extended so far as to ensure that the commission given to 
the apostles and others was in fact carried out. In spite of 
their having been baptized with the Holy Spirit on the day 
of Pentecost, it still required the direct intervention of the 
Spirit to make secure that the commission, which was 
attendant upon the giving of the Spirit, that is, the 
commission to bear witness to Jesus among Samaritans and 
Gentiles, was indeed fulfilled. 
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It was not the spontaneous, self-motivated going of the 
believers, but the persecution under Saul and others which 
finally brought the gospel to the Samaritans and it was the 
intervention of God by means of visions which secured the 
preaching of Christ to the Gentiles. Further, the conversion 
of Saul was also the result of the direct and dramatic 
confrontation of Saul by the risen Christ himself. These 
were the major events, but there were numerous less 
prominent occasions which were explicitly or implicitly 
stated to be the action of grace.  
 
 Seen as history, the growth of the church is a strange 
phenomenon. Seen as the action of grace, the growth of the 
church, while certainly astounding, was nonetheless a quite 
logical (or should we say theological) consequence of the 
character of God as Father–Creator and Father– Redeemer.  
 But while we may regard the church at every point in its 
existence as the result of divine activity, that in no way 
meant that the church was somehow insulated from the 
affairs of the world. It was no longer in bondage to this 
‘present evil age’ (Gal. 1:4) or to the evil one (Heb. 2:14) etc., 
but that did not mean that these powers would not try to 
reassert their former dominion. More than that, the church 
was and is the focus of the resistance of all the hosts of evil 
to the victory of the Cross. So it was hardly surprising that 
the members of the church, who had been in ‘favour with all 
the people’ (Acts 2:47), should soon experience the organized 
hostility of the authorities. This we saw first as early as 
Acts 4:1, and then in the persecution which followed the 
martyrdom of Stephen in 8:1ff. Nor must we forget that the 
opposition was far from gentle. Those who had tasted the 
satisfaction of  
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killing the Son of God himself would hardly be expected to 
be sympathetic towards those whose teaching and preaching 
of the Kingdom of God only exposed their guilt still further. 
If the believers lived in and spoke of the Kingdom, it meant 
that not only had the Son of God been murdered but that as 
an attempt to silence the claims of the Kingdom it had 
failed, for now the disciples were declaring that Jesus is 
Lord through the resurrection. While the opposition may 
not have been rational, and sin never is, it was nonetheless 
not at all unexpected. Indeed, Jesus himself had warned 
them that they could expect no less (John 15:18–25). 
 
 Acts chapter 12 focuses on one man and his opposition, 
superficially to the church, but in reality to the sovereignty 
of God. That man was Herod Agrippa I. The family tree of 
the Herods is quite complex. The Herod at the time of the 
birth of Jesus was Herod the Great, who died in 4 B.C. The 
Herod at the time of Jesus’ death was Herod Antipas, a son 
of Herod the Great. Antipas was not king of the Jews as his 
father had been, but was only the Tetrarch of Galilee. As a 
result of various intrigues, he was finally deposed from this 
and other positions which he held and together with with 
his wife, Herodias, went into exile in Spain. Herodias, it 
may be remembered, had been married previously to a half-
brother of Antipas named Philip (Mark 6:17) and thus 
incurred the censure of John the Baptist.  
 
 The Herod of whom Acts chapter 12 is concerned was 
another member of this large, though divided, family. He 
was a grandson of Herod the Great and the brother of 
Herodias. For most of the early part of his life he lived in 
Rome. He was named Agrippa after a famous Roman  
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of that name. It was his scheming which played a major 
part in the deposing of Herod Antipas, and he subsequently 
received Antipas’ territory as his own. He was a good friend 
of the emperor Gaius (usually remembered as ‘Caligula’, 
which was only his nickname), and upon the assassination 
of Gaius, who had become intolerably insane, was a 
favourite of his successor and uncle, Claudius, who ruled 
Rome from A.D. 41–54. When Claudius became emperor, 
instead of appointing a new procurator, he made Agrippa, 
his friend, king of the Jews. Agrippa’s kingdom was almost 
the same size at that of his grandfather. History records 
Agrippa as being very energetic in courting the favour of his 
new Jewish subjects. He even began to restore the walls of 
Jerusalem until orders from Rome forced him to desist. 
 
 It was this man, who had far wider powers than many 
Jews could remember as belonging to one of their race, and 
who was intent on making himself as popular as possible 
with his subjects, who now ‘laid violent hands upon some 
who belonged to the church. He killed James the brother of 
John with the sword; and when he saw that it pleased the 
Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also’ (Acts 12:1–3). It 
ought to be kept in mind that the church had now been a 
functioning community for some eight years or so and its 
leadership was well known. The death of James is recorded 
by Luke, although it receives no prominence, probably 
because Luke’s main object is to continue his description of 
the activities of Peter. James’ death did, however, accord 
with Jesus declaration in Mark 10:39 that he would drink 
the same cup as Jesus, the cup of death. 
 
 Herod had Peter put into prison. Peter was arrested  
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during the days of unleavened bread, the period immedi-
ately preceding Passover, and Herod had intended ‘after the 
Passover to bring him out to the people’ (12:4). Why he 
intended to bring him out is not stated. Perhaps it was his 
aim to remove the leading apostle of Jesus from circulation 
while Jerusalem was crowded for the Passover. That Peter 
did not immediately suffer the same fate as James may 
indicate his significant position, although it is learned from 
Acts chapter 15 that it was not Peter but James the brother 
of Jesus who was the president of the Jerusalem church. 
More likely, it was the fact of the crowds at the Passover 
which caused Herod to postpone Peter’s execution. 
 
 The story which attends the arrest of Peter is not with-
out some humour. While Peter was in prison, ‘earnest 
prayer for him was made to God by the church’ (12:5). What 
seemed to them surprising, possibly in the light of the 
special precautions taken and the previous death of James, 
was that Peter should actually be released as a result of 
their praying. During the night preceding Peter’s expected 
execution, in a manner not at all dissimilar to the events 
described in Acts 5:18–19, Peter was released from the 
prison. The angel, or messenger, of the Lord appeared in the 
cell where Peter was sleeping, chained between two guards. 
The description of the prison indicates that, humanly, every 
possible measure had been taken to prevent a repeat of the 
earlier escape. But the release was not to be by human 
means. It was an angel, or messenger, of the Lord. Not only 
was the church unable to do anything to secure Peter’s 
release, it actually doubted that even God would do it. But 
still Christ was in action on behalf of his people. 
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 Evidently Peter was sleeping calmly, for the angel had to 
strike him on the side to rouse him. That would hardly have 
been necessary if Peter had been fearing the events of the 
following day. At the angel’s presence, Peter’s chains fell off, 
and after the angel had instructed Peter to gather his cloak 
around him, Peter was led out. So incredible were the 
events, that not even Peter was sure that they were real. He 
‘thought he was seeing a vision’ (12:9). It was only after they 
had passed through the inner parts of the prison, and seen 
the iron gate which opened into the street swing back of its 
own accord, and they were finally standing in the street 
that ‘Peter came to himself, and said, “Now I am sure that 
the Lord has sent his angel and rescued me from the hand 
of Herod and from all that the Jewish people were 
expecting” ’ (12:11). Geoffrey Bingham has commented that 
‘The story is only for the credulous who believe God 
intervenes miraculously, and to such the supernatural 
events such as the gate opening of itself is no difficulty’.33 
 
 Following his release Peter ‘went to the house of Mary, 
the mother of John whose other name was Mark, where 
many were gathered together and were praying’ (12:12). 
Some have suggested that this may have been the location 
of the upper room; it was certainly the place where Peter 
would have expected to find the gathering of his fellow 
believers. The sad humour is that at that point they had 
great difficulty believing. What they meant by It is his 
angel!’ (12:15) is not known. When Peter was finally 
admitted to the room, he explained to them the events of his 
release. The leadership of James was  

                                            
33 Bingham, Acts, p. 59f. 
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already established in the church, for Peter said, ‘Tell this 
to James and to the brethren’ (12:17). He then ‘departed and 
went to another place’ (12:17), evidently where Herod could 
not find him. Herod’s fury at discovering Peter’s escape no 
doubt justified Peter’s caution, for after examining the 
sentries, he had them executed in Peter’s place. 
 
 The chapter closes with the events of Herod’s death in 
Caesarea. The Jewish historian, Josephus, in his account of 
the death of Herod34 has also described the events at 
Caesarea. Herod had instituted a festival in honour of the 
emperor and had invited the leading officials and princes of 
Israel. The occasion was for Herod one of self-
aggrandizement, for Josephus says that on the second day 
of the festival, Herod appeared ‘in a garment woven 
completely of silver, so that its texture was indeed 
wondrous’. Herod even contrived to enter the gathering at 
daybreak, no doubt to appear as radiant as the rising sun. It 
was during this festival that, Luke adds, the people of Tyre 
and Sidon ‘came to him in a body . . . they asked for peace, 
because their country depended on the king’s country for 
food’ (12:20). Evidently, in some fit of pique, Herod had 
actually either reduced or cut off entirely the food needed by 
these two cities.  
 
 Both Josephus and Luke record that, during the festival, 
Herod’s flatterers, seeing him in his royal robes, began to 
address him as a god: ‘The voice of a god, and not of man!’ 
(12:22). Josephus describes how Herod, while enjoying the 
adulation, was gripped by severe stomach cramps and how, 
after five days of intense  

                                            
34 Josephus, Antiquitates Judaicae xix, 346–350. 
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agony, he died at the age of fifty-four. Some have suggested 
that he was poisoned; others that he died of peritonitis 
following the rupture of his appendix, and that his death 
was hastened and made even more painful by the presence 
of roundworms in his system which became more active in 
the diseased parts of his body. It is Luke, however, seeing 
things with the eyes of faith, who observed that, 
‘Immediately an angel of the Lord smote him, because he 
did not give God the glory; and he was eaten by worms and 
died’ (12:23). This was in A.D. 44. There is, of course no 
contradiction between the two accounts. But it is 
conspicuous that Luke could see that even at this point, it 
was the Lord, Jesus, who was in action! And because it was 
the Lord who was in action, Luke records that ‘the word of 
God grew and multiplied’ (12:24). The purpose of grace was 
never hindered. 
 
The closing verse of chapter 12 records the return of 
Barnabas and Saul, and John Mark, to Antioch. From this 
point on, the emphasis in Acts is focussed on the life and 
ministry of Paul. Thus the opening events in the life of the 
church were concluded. But the action of grace has not! 
 

O, THE RICHES OF HIS GRACE 
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ABOUT THIS BOOK 
 ‘True knowledge of grace is essentially experiential . . . 
Where there is an experiential knowledge of grace, the 
intellectual content is enriching and stimulating, and so it is 
with all theology.’ So writes Ian Pennicook in this book 
which introduces us to the great joy and freedom of living 
under God’s grace. 
 Always intensely practical, this book opens up for us the 
great theme of The Riches of His Grace. Although there is 
much to stimulate the intellect here, the overriding aim is to 
draw the reader to see that grace can never be a mere 
theological concept. Since grace is God giving himself to 
restore men and women to their created glory, coming to a 
true knowledge of grace can never be less than a 
transforming experience.  
 In Part Two of this book, we are confronted with the 
great Action of Grace, in particular in the first twelve 
chapters of the Acts of the Apostles. Here, too, grace is not 
simply a dominating principle for theology; grace is the 
action of God in the lives of men and women. Again we are 
brought to see that in the face of such grace we can do 
nothing but fall down in adoring worship. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Rev. Ian Pennicook, an Anglican minister, is the N.S.W. 
Director of New Creation Teaching Ministry, working from 
his home in Bowral in the Southern Highlands. He is 
married to Zara and has four children. His experiences of 
life, both in thirteen years of day to day parish ministry as 
well as in his personal and family life, have fitted him well 
to write this book. 
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