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1

STUDY 1

The way in which

Apostolic Truth

was taught

(by Ian Pennicook)

‘I sprang to the stirrup, and Joris, and he;
I galloped, Dirck galloped, we galloped all three.’1

It is a matter of fact that the ‘Good News’ has been brought to almost every part of the
world. Jesus’ instruction to the eleven disciples, ‘Going into all the world preach the
gospel’, can be seen to have been obeyed. Even in spite of our Australian cultural blinkers,
the picture of the church throughout the world is thrilling. That would not imply that the
church is yet perfect or has obtained its hope, but it does mean that the ‘great commission’
could hardly be deemed a failure. 

This picture of the triumph of apostolic truth has not always been accepted, as the
following indicates:

In the last decade of the 18th century William Carey launched his powerful plea for missionary
witness in the non-Christian world. This plea marked the beginning of the great century and a half of
missionary proclamation at the tapering end of which we now find ourselves. If we were to select a
single effort by Carey which would be considered pre-eminently influential in sending the modern
missionary movement on its way it would doubtless be the publication in 1792 of his booklet, An
Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to use Means for the Conversion of the Heathen.  The first
section of his book, which also constitutes its theological argument, is entitled, ‘An Enquiry whether
the Commission given by our Lord to His Disciples be not still Binding on Us’. Lamenting the want,
in his own time, of the zeal and perseverance that characterized the early Christian obedience to
Christ’s command, Carey takes direct issue with ‘an opinion existing in the minds of some, that
because the apostles were extraordinary officers and have no proper successors, and because many
things which were right for them to do would be unwarranted for us, therefore it may not be
immediately binding on us to execute the commission, though it was so upon them’. Christ’s
command, said Carey, is binding on men today as it was binding on the apostles. If this be not true, he
argued, then the command to baptize should also be restricted to the apostles, then all such ordinary
ministers who have endeavored to carry the 

                                                
1  Robert Browning, ‘How They Brought the Good News from Ghent to Aix’, The Complete Poetical Works of

Browning (Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston, 1895), p. 164.
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gospel to the heathen have acted without warrant, and whoever goes now to preach the gospel to them
goes without authority if he have not a special commission from heaven. Then also the promise, ‘Lo, I
am with you always, to the end of the world’ must be limited to the apostles. The command has not
been repealed, there continue to be subjects to obey it, there has been no counter revelation to nullify
it, and nothing stands in the way of obeying it. Therefore, Carey concludes, Christ’s mandate remains
in effect and requires the obedience of Christian men and women.2

While totally supporting Carey’s concern that men and women should be won to Christ,
there may be reason to reassess his arguments which have been so uncritically accepted
for the last two hundred years of church history. For instance, should we agree that
because ‘the apostles were extraordinary officers and have no proper successors’, the
gospel ought not be preached by us? Or does the New Testament provide us with a wider
framework by which to examine the topic?3

What of ‘the great commission’? In the 1997 Pastors’ School much attention was
paid to the apostolic nature of the church, and I want to suggest that the focus of Matthew
28:16–20 (and Mark 16:14–20 and/or the shorter ending) ought to be found here. The
reason why the church may have needed a Careyite shove to renewed vigor is perhaps
found in an area other than mere disobedience to the commission. I suggest that it is the
drift from the apostolic truth which has been the root of the disorder:

Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. When
they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All authority
in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey
everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age’
(Matt. 28:16–20). 

The first thing to observe is that this command is given to the eleven disciples. That is
quite explicit.4 Secondly, the paragraph stands as the closing statement to the whole
Gospel of Matthew, so we may expect that it also stands as a climax to all that has gone on
before. Certainly it does not stand as an isolated command to be taken out of that context
and applied to the following centuries’ believers without careful work. The closing
promise, ‘remember [lit. see], I am with you always, to the end of the age’, is far more
than a promise of Jesus’ assistance in the future work of the disciples; it is a clear and
emphatic repetition and explanation of the statement in Matthew 1:23,
‘Emmanuel . . . God with us’.

So what is the substance of Matthew’s presentation which leads to this point?5

Possibly the Gospel of Matthew is structured around five major sections of discourse and
narrative,6 3:1 to 7:29; 8:1 to 11:1; 11:2 to 13:52; 13:53 to 18:35; and 19:1 to 25:46; with
chapters 1 – 2 as a prologue and chapters 26 – 28 as the climax. This arrangement seems
to highlight the teaching of Jesus which, later, the eleven are 

                                                
2  Harry Boer, Pentecost and Missions, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1961, pp. 16f.
3  I expect we will see that Pentecost, in bringing the fullness of the work of the Cross to men and women, actually

thrust them out into powerful proclamation without the need of commission in any form. See Boer, Pentecost and
Missions, as this is his thesis.

4  Although the function of the eleven at that point is open to discussion; are they ‘apostles’ or are they ‘the church’?
5  At this point we may well be tempted to throw up our hands in horror. An appeal to the ‘scholars’ inevitably

leaves us at the mercy of the latest ‘expert’, whose influence is likely to be limited by those who follow.
6  See, for example, John P. Meier, ‘Matthew, Gospel of’ in D. N. Freedman (ed.), The Anchor Bible Dictionary,

vol. 4 (Doubleday, New York, 1992), pp. 627–629. Other introductions cover the same material.



the way in which apostolic truth was taught

3

commanded to teach to the nations. The narratives present the same content by
demonstrating the teaching in practice.

The Gospel commences with ‘the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David,
the son of Abraham’.7 The Messiah is a figure of Israel’s expectation, as seen in the
question apparently posed to John the Baptist in John 1:19–20, and definitely posed to
Jesus in Mark 14:61.8 In Matthew, the question only takes the form of ‘Are you the one
who is to come?’ (Matt. 11:3), asked by John the Baptist of Jesus. ‘The son of David’ is
mentioned first and in this Gospel occurs ten times, nine of which are a reference to Jesus9

and one, in 1:20, to Joseph. Used in later Jewish literature to refer to the coming king of
Israel (see Pss. Sol. 17:2110), the title derives from II Samuel 7:13–16, where the promise
of the future kingdom of Israel relates to David’s son. The title ‘son of Abraham’ is, of
course, from passages such as Genesis 12:7, 15:4, and 22:17–18, where Abraham’s
‘offspring’ will be the one by whom the curse upon the whole world will be removed.11

Perhaps this is also what is implied in the use of the word genesis, translated as
‘genealogy’ above. Could Matthew be saying that this book is the account of the new
genesis being brought about by Jesus the Messiah?12

So Matthew 1:1 conspicuously sets the agenda for all that follows. As becomes clear
in the Gospel, Jesus is the one by whom Israel is fulfilled and so becomes the source of
the blessing always intended for the whole world. This is filled out by the account of
Jesus’ birth, where the focus is on Joseph being informed that the pregnancy is the result
of the action of the Holy Spirit, in order that Israel, ‘his people’, should be saved from
their sins. This must relate to the fundamental reason why up till this point the promised
blessing has not been given. The problem of sin in all creation cannot be dealt with until
there is a pure Israel. This is the significance of the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14; Israel is only
triumphant as God is with her (Matt. 1:23). 

The outworking of this principle is seen in chapter 2, where the blessing for the
nations is anticipated by the coming of ‘wise men from the East’ to visit and worship ‘the
king of the Jews’ (2:1–2). In spite of the attempt by Herod to kill the baby Jesus, he was
saved by being taken to Egypt (cf. the rescue of Jacob and his family from the ravages of
famine in Gen. 41 – 50, esp. 50:20). His return from Egypt was the fulfilment of the
statement in Hosea 11:1, ‘Out of Egypt I have called my son’ (Matt. 2:15). Far from being
a statement describing Jesus’ similarity to Israel of old, Matthew’s comment indicates that
Jesus is Israel. All that Israel was but refused to be, 

                                                
7  In my third study I want to deal with the matter of Jesus the Messiah in more detail, especially as that is reflected

in the post-Pentecost situation.
8  However, Jewish scholars tend to deny that there was an expectation in exactly the terms used by Christians

(including the New Testament); see M. de Jonge, ‘Messiah’ in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 4, pp. 777–787. The
evidence may, therefore, point to the Christians understanding something which the Jews themselves did not perceive,
namely that all their various hopes found their focus in one person.

9  Though in Matthew 22:42 the reference is slightly oblique. 
10   ‘See, Lord, and raise up for them their king,

the son of David, to rule over your servant Israel
in the time known to you, O God’

(in James H. Charlesworth [ed.], The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, vol. 2, Doubleday, New York 1985,
p. 667).

11  cf. Galatians 3:16, where Paul argues that the word in the Hebrew, zareka is technically singular and refers to
Jesus. 

12  See Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1992), pp. 18f. The word is used
of the ‘birth’ of Jesus in Matthew 1:18.
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Jesus is.13 This is similar to the point being made when Luke quotes Jesus’ application of
Isaiah 61:1ff. to himself in Luke 4:16–21 (see below).

The activity of John the Baptist is surprising; nothing like it has taken place prior to
this. He appears, dressed as Elijah and claiming to be the fulfilment of Isaiah 40:3. He
demands repentance from Israel, ‘for the kingdom of heaven has come near’ (Matt. 3:1–
3). The account is dramatic. The kingdom is close enough to touch and yet Israel is not
living as the people of the kingdom. It is as if Israel was no different to the other Gentile
nations round about. So, in view of the imminent arrival of the kingdom, they must come
and submit again to the law of Moses (cf. Mal. 4:4) and, for them, that demands radical
repentance. The reason is that there is no baptism in the Holy Spirit without fire (Matt.
3:11–12). The promise that the one coming after him will baptise in the Holy Spirit lies in
the Old Testament identification of the promise of the restoration of the Spirit to all flesh
with the fulfilment of God’s purposes for creation.14 As with the earlier comment about
‘God with us’, should we see this as commencing to be fulfilled in the command to
baptise all nations into the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit in Matthew 28:19?

Again, Jesus is the one who will fulfil all that God purposed for Israel. He is baptised
by John, not because he has any sin to confess, but because he is the one who is truly
submissive to the law of Moses (cf. Gal. 4:4, ‘born under the law’). By Jesus setting out
on his public ministry, all righteousness will be fulfilled (Matt. 3:15). Furthermore, when
he was baptised, Jesus was declared to be ‘my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well
pleased’ (Matt. 3:17). Since this declaration involves quotes from Psalm 2 and Isaiah 42,
reference to those two passages shows that the intention of both is the conquering of
rebellious nations and their being brought to the light. Psalm 2 uses the word Messiah,
anointed, of the one who is the Son/King who will rule the nations and who will have the
ends of the earth as his possession. Isaiah speaks of the servant of Yahweh, who is none
other than ‘Israel . . . Jacob . . . the offspring of Abraham, my friend’ (Isa. 41:8). The point
being made is surely that Jesus is the one by whom Israel will come to her fulfilment, he is
the king who comes to put down the rebellion of the nations and who will thus bring the
promised blessing of Abraham to the world. This, then, is what is implied when, following
his resurrection, Jesus claimed that all authority in heaven and earth had been given to
him, and that the disciples should now go and make the nations his disciples, that is, that
the nations should be brought to the point of submission, not to the law of Israel but to
Jesus himself. When he said that he would be with the disciples, that was not that he
would assist them, but that they would be participants with him in his action as king! 

If Matthew 28 is the climax of the Gospel, it is surely because it is the climax of all
that God had purposed for Israel. When the nations are made Jesus’ disciples that is the
fulfilment of the kingdom. All of history is determined by that goal, namely of the
proclamation of the royal pronouncement of the kingdom (Matt. 24:14). It is not a
proclamation that the kingdom will come, but that it has come. It came when Jesus, being
raised from the dead, declared that now all authority is his. If that is so, then perhaps the
words of the Lord’s prayer, ‘your kingdom come’, should be seen as having a more
immediate fulfilment. This would be borne out by Jesus’ statement in 

                                                
13  Morris quotes Carson as saying, ‘Jesus himself is the locus of true Israel’ (Matthew, p. 43).
14  See my study for the 1996 Pastors’ School, ‘The Fullness of the Blessing of the Spirit’. On the subject of John’s

baptism, see my booklet, The Baptism of John: Its Significance for the Understanding of Christian Baptism (NCPI,
Blackwood, 1987).
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Matthew 16:28 that there were some standing there who would ‘not taste death before
they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom’. Since this is followed by the account of
the Transfiguration, no doubt the warning of Jesus to Peter, James and John is significant:
‘Tell no one about the vision until after the Son of Man has been raised from the dead’
(Matt. 17:9).

Even the title ‘Son of Man’ relates to this. Used thirty-one times in Matthew, the title
derives from Daniel 7, where ‘one like a son of man’ receives the everlasting kingdom
from the ancient of days (Dan. 7:13–14). However, when he receives the kingdom, it is
being received by the people of the saints of the Most High (Dan. 7:22 and 2715). The Son
of Man is the one in whom (not merely by whom) the people of God find their true
position, their dominion, restored. If the true dominion is restored, then it would be
realistic to see that the grammatical construction of Matthew 28:19 may also reflect the
restoration of creation. The words, ‘Go therefore and make disciples . . .’ may well be,
‘Having gone . . .’ The Greek uses an aorist participle and not a simple imperative, that is,
‘Go!’16 In spite of the problems, this concluding picture of the Gospel is of the disciples
being thrust out to the nations, where once they had been strictly commanded not to go to
the Gentiles or the Samaritans, but to go only ‘to the lost sheep of the house of Israel’
(Matt. 10:5–6). Israel had been as ‘sheep without a shepherd’ (Matt. 9:36), now they have
a shepherd who has all authority, who is moving out himself to fulfil the creational
mandate. 

How does Jesus go? The answer would be that the eleven go as apostles, teaching the
nations. He is in their proclamation. They could not, obviously, fulfil their own mandate
personally. Indeed, according to Acts 8:1, they did not go, even when the church was
scattered by the persecution. And yet I suggest that they did go, in the ‘apostolic’
testimony. This leads us to Luke’s presentation.

Luke’s Gospel and Acts provide a framework from which to see the Apostolic truth
as far more than information. It commences with the insistence that it is an eyewitness
account (Luke 1:2; cf. Acts 1:21–22) and that those eyewitnesses have a role that is one
with that of Jesus. When Jesus was in the synagogue in Nazareth, he read from Isaiah
61:1–2:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has
sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go
free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor (Luke 4:18–19).

The point of this lies in the context in Isaiah. In Isaiah 58, Israel cries out that God does
not hear their cries, even though they fast and humble themselves (v. 3). The reason lies in
the fact that true fasting is found not in abstinence, but in loosing the 
                                                

15  Note the variation in the translations of Daniel 7:27.
16  This topic is complicated by the fact that no translation known to me supports this alternative and most

commentators make no mention of the grammatical structure. Only two of my commentaries make any reference to it. R.
C. H. Lenskie (The Interpretation of St. Matthews Gospel, Augsburg, Minneapolis, 1943, p. 1172) says, ‘Poreuq�ntj"
is something new . . . Jesus does not command, “Go!” the participle is merely auxiliary to the main verb, “Having gone,
disciple!” ’

Morris (p. 746, n. 30) responds:

‘Go’ translates the participle poreuq�ntj". From this fact some have drawn the conclusion that Jesus did not command his
disciples to go; all that they were to do was make disciples of such people as they happened to encounter. But where a participle
is linked in this way with an imperative, it shares in the imperatival force . . .

Morris’s comment does not take into account the possibility that the disciples would actually be going as a result of
the breaking in of the new creation. On the function of participles see C. F. D. Moule, An Idiom Book of New Testament
Greek (C.U.P., London, 1959), pp. 99–105; Robert W. Funk, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature (University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1961), pp. 174f., etc. 
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bonds of injustice and undoing the thongs of the yoke and letting the oppressed go free (v.
6). However, Isaiah promises that Israel will be restored and as a result the nations will be
blessed:

Arise, shine; for your light has come,
and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you.

For darkness shall cover the earth,
and thick darkness the peoples;

but the LORD will arise upon you,
and his glory will appear over you.

Nations shall come to your light,
and kings to the brightness of your dawn

(Isa. 60:1–3).

The emphasis on the nations has already been presented when Luke recounts the words of
Simeon, ‘a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel’ (Luke
2:32). So when Jesus quoted Isaiah 61:1–2 he announced that all that God had promised
for Israel was true in himself. He is the man of the Spirit (see Luke 1:35; 3:22; 4:1, 14).
He is all that Israel was but refused to be. The Spirit of the Lord is upon him and he will
proclaim aphesis (release) to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind, and he will send
those oppressed in aphesis (freedom). When Israel, in the synagogue, refuses him as the
man of the Spirit (‘Is not this Joseph’s son?’), he reminds them that the blessing is for the
nations (Luke 4:22–28). 

The Gospel closes with Jesus speaking to ‘the eleven and their companions’ (Luke
24:33):

Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and that
repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from
Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. And see, I am sending upon you what my Father
promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high (Luke 24:46–
49).

The only command here is, in fact, that the disciples should not go—yet. The implication
seems to be that when they receive the promise of the Father they will go. It will be in
their new nature to go as witnesses, which means that recovery of sight has come to them.
What is more, it is simply a fact that it is written that repentance and aphesis of sins is to
be proclaimed in his name. So they must wait until they are clothed with power from on
high, in other words, just as he was. Then they will speak in his name. 

This is the way Luke describes the procedure in Acts. During a period of forty days
the risen Jesus spent time with ‘the apostles whom he had chosen’ (Acts 1:2). This is
significant; the promise given to the eleven is given to them as apostles, those whom he
had chosen.17 The apostles are the twelve (eleven). ‘Apostle’ was not a title so much as a
function. Apostles are ‘sent ones’ and, as such, function as representatives of the one who
sent them. They speak in his name. As such, they are responsible to ensure that they say
nothing but what has been given to them. The importance of this is reinforced in Galatians
1:1, 6–9. Paul spoke and wrote as an apostle, and the message he brought was and remains
sacrosanct. We could also compare the occasions when Paul ‘pulled rank’ as an apostle.

                                                
17  See Luke 6:13; 9:10; 11:49; 17:5; 22:14 and 24:10.
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Jesus told the apostles that they would receive power, the Holy Spirit coming upon
them, and that they would be his ‘witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to
the ends of the earth’ (Acts 1:8). Others were with them when the Spirit was poured out at
Pentecost, but the response of the crowd who believed was to devote ‘themselves to the
apostles’ teaching . . .’ (Acts 2:42). The theme of Acts is (presumably) what Jesus
continued to do and to teach (cf. 1:1), but the point is that neither we nor the first believers
could understand that, or what had gone before, apart from the apostolic truth. We know
nothing of Jesus apart from what the apostles tell us.18 

Someone has said somewhere that the apostles interpret Christ in the light of the Old
Testament and the Old Testament in the light of Christ. Most attention has been paid to
Matthew’s Gospel and the way he (to my mind) presents Jesus as the climax of all of
Israel’s life and hope. Indeed, I would suggest that the Synoptic Gospels see themselves,
in differing ways, as the closing documents of the Old Testament. Not that there is no
more to be said, only that now that Jesus has come all that went before is brought to its
close. This is what Hebrews observes:

Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days
he has spoken to us by a Son . . . how can we escape if we neglect so great a salvation? It was declared
at first through the Lord, and it was attested to us by those who heard him . . . (Heb. 1:1–2; 2:3).

The Lord has spoken the salvation and those who heard him are the ones to explicate him
and what he said. 

Even calling him Lord is significant. There was the enigmatic statement in Psalm
110:1, ‘The LORD said to my lord . . .’, but more than that, the picture of Jesus goes far
beyond seeing him as David’s lord. Take for example, Luke’s description of Jesus’ birth:

In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Then
an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were
terrified. But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great
joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the
Lord (Luke 2:8–11).

The angel of the Lord in the Old Testament is the angel of Yahweh. The glory of the Lord
is Yahweh’s glory, which he will give to no other (Isa. 42:8), for he alone is the saviour of
Israel (Isa. 43:11). Yet the one in the manger is a ‘Saviour, Christ the Lord’. 

Then there is the ‘sermon’ of Peter in Acts 2. In explanation of the experience of the
disciples, Peter quoted Joel 2:28–30, concluding that ‘everyone who calls on the name of
the Lord will be saved’. In the Hebrew of Joel, ‘Lord’ is Yahweh (LORD), but moments
later Peter told the crowd that ‘God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom
you crucified’. The apostles now knew that, by raising Jesus from the 

                                                
18  The choice of Matthias to replace Judas is described in Acts 1:15–26, but as early as Chrystostom it was

suggested that the use of lots to assist the decision-making process was only used before the Holy Spirit was given by
Jesus. Whether Paul was the real twelfth apostle or not, Jesus says to Ananias that Paul was ‘an instrument whom I have
chosen to bring my name before Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel’ (Acts 9:15). And it is true that of all
the apostles, Paul is the one whose written testimony to Christ is foundational to the church. He claimed as much in
Ephesians 2:19–20, ‘the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets’. (I suggest that the
prophets mentioned are New Testament prophets, those who in the church bring the living word of Christ and whose
testimony is consistent with the apostolic truth.)
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dead, God had established that Jesus was both Yahweh and Israel’s Messiah. Small
wonder that the audience cried out as they did.

Of course, this is the way the Gospel of John presents Jesus. For John, the apostolic
truth is that Jesus is ‘the word become flesh’. All that God had spoken by the prophets he
had spoken by his Son, who now stood before them in the flesh. His glory was that of the
only Son of the Father, full of grace and truth (John 1:14). It is this Son who, from the
place of deepest intimacy, exegetes the Father (John 1:18). Again, as with Matthew and
Luke, John shows how this apostolic truth comes. 

The testimony of John the Baptist is definitive:

I myself did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom
you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself
have seen and have testified that this is the Son of God (John 1:33–34).

This sets the agenda for all that follows. Jesus calls his disciples and is recognised as
Messiah (John 1:41; cf 4:25–26), as he is the one ‘about whom Moses in the law and also
the prophets wrote’ (John 1:45). But Jesus told Nathaniel that he would recognise far
more; he would see ‘heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon
the Son of Man’ (John 1:51). All of history will be seen to be worked through him, a point
made by Paul in Colossians 1:17 and I Corinthians 8:6.

Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29). John
presents this taking place by setting out the issues of the restoration of Israel. The miracle
at the wedding in Cana is no mere domestic blessing; it is an enacted parable of the
transformation of Israel, with its water of purification being changed into the new wine of
the messianic banquet (2:1–11). The old order is passing away. This picture is repeated in
the next episode, when Jesus cleanses the temple (John 2:13–22), an incident which
anticipates his death (vv. 19, 21). 

The story of Nicodemus adds to this. Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews and a
representative figure, cannot understand Jesus. The reason is simple. He requires the new
birth of the Spirit, promised in the prophets (for example, in Ezek. 36:25ff.). But, for that
to take place, the Son of Man must be lifted up as was the serpent in the wilderness. 

It was the Samaritan woman who saw Jesus as first prophet and then Messiah. To her
he promised that he would give ‘living water’ (John 4:10) and that:

those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will
become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life (John 4:14).

This was virtually repeated in John 7:37–39, with the addition that the living water would
be no less than the Holy Spirit, which those who believe in him would receive. Of course,
the Spirit was not yet (given) because Jesus was not yet glorified. 

The time spent in the upper room the night before Jesus’ crucifixion focussed on the
topic of the coming gift of the Spirit. The Holy Spirit would not replace Jesus, for to
receive the Spirit would mean that one had received the Father and the Son (John 14:23).
Jesus was unable to tell the disciples everything, because they could not yet bear the full
weight of the truth. But when the Spirit of truth came he would guide them into all the
truth, for he would take the things of Jesus, which were things of the Father, and make all
thing clear to them (John 16:12–15). 

The climax of the Gospel of John is in chapter 20, when Jesus appeared to the
disciples. Whether or not we understand this as John’s version of Pentecost, it is 
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certainly the goal to which the Gospel has been moving since John the Baptist’s promise
that Jesus would baptise with the Spirit:

Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ When he had
said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of
any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained’ (John 20:21–23).

As in Acts 2:33, Jesus is the one who pours out the Spirit. In terms strongly reminiscent of
Genesis 2:7, Jesus breathes on them the Spirit.19 Just as he had received the Spirit and
been sent by the Father, so now he sends them.20 They are now men of the Spirit.
According to chapters 14 – 16 they are now caught up into the Triune life.21 Since that is
so, and since he is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, now they are the
ones who forgive or retain sins!

The apostolic truth is powerful. It is far more than information about Christ; it is a
potent communication of Christ himself. 

                                                
19  See, again, my study for the 1996 Pastors’ School, ‘The Fullness of the Blessing of the Spirit’.
20  The verbs are different. Jesus is sent (¢p�stalken) by the Father, whereas he sends (p�mpw) the disciples. The

word to which ‘apostle’ is related is the verb used of Jesus, but the two verbs are synonymous, and saying the same thing
two different ways is a stylistic feature of John, as in 21:15–17.

21  Even, if as some argue, they are only so proleptically at this point.
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STUDY 2

APOSTOLIC TRUTH & TOTAL

AUTHORITY

(by Deane Meatheringham)
INTRODUCTION

Apostolic witness can only be the truth, and thus authoritative, by reason of its union with
Christ and in its unique testimony to him. If it were not for the witness of the apostles we
would not know that we are freely justified and sanctified by God’s grace in Jesus Christ.
Neither the secular world, nor the sacred Church, would ever invent a message of God’s
free grace. No one would dare claim that revelation of this grace has come in the crucified,
incarnate Son of God. The truth has to be more than the traditions and writings of the
Christian Church; it has to be found in the one to whom these writings bear witness, in the
substance of their message, in Jesus Christ himself.

JESUS THE TRUE APOSTLE

Hebrews 3:1 exhorts us to consider Jesus, the faithful apostle and high priest of our
confession. In the formal structure, the meaning of an apostle is derived from the Jewish
legal system, where one person could be given the legal power to represent another
person. So unique was the relationship of the apostle to the one he represented that the
apostle was regarded as that person himself. Therefore, to receive the apostle was to
receive the person who sent him. Jesus is the apostle sent by God to be the speaker of
God’s Word (Heb. 1:2). In the fullness of time God sent forth his Son (Gal. 4:4). The
writer of Hebrews makes a great emphasis on Jesus being a Son, not an angelic emissary,
or one of the sent prophets of the Old Testament, but one who is the exact representation
of God’s glorious nature (Heb. 1:1–3).

There is an unbroken relationship between God’s Word and the humanity of Jesus.
The eternal Son who has always been in communion with the Father and the Holy Spirit,
has taken our human nature upon himself (John 1:1–18). Jesus is Emmanuel, God himself
made like us in every way. There is no division between the flesh and blood of Jesus and
the Divine Son, or between the Jesus who lived in human history and the Spirit of Jesus
the Messiah, who reveals the Father in our time. Jesus the apostle of God is not a phantom
Christ. There is no ambiguity or uncertainty about 
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the fact that God has bound himself to our humanity and speaks the Word of God to us in
human language. When we hear Jesus speaking to us in the Gospels we hear the Word of
God, who is of the same substance as God himself. This is what it means for Jesus to be
the faithful apostle and high priest of our confession.

THE APOSTLES MUST NOT BE SEPARATED FROM THE HUMANITY OF
CHRIST

Christ called the Twelve to be with him and to send them out to preach (Mark 3:14). Jesus
did not wish to be alone, but he wishes to have men who would be ‘his own’ (John 13:1).
Where he is he wants the apostles to be also. Jesus makes known to the apostles what he
has received from the Father, so that he reveals the mystery of God to them in his
humanity (I Tim. 3:13). The apostles are the elect of God who hear and see Jesus’
teaching and signs. 

In I John 1:1–3, we have two relative clauses which are the objects of the apostles’
witness: (i) that which was from the beginning, and (ii) that which they had seen and
handled (cf. Phil. 2:6ff.).

The Twelve were to be the New Israel, the embodiment of the covenant of God, the
new community which participates in the salvation of God’s elect Son. The apostles were
blessed in that their eyes saw and their ears heard what many prophets and people longed
to see and hear (Matt. 13:16f.). They were witnesses of the risen Christ whom they saw,
and received the mandate to witness to his resurrection, and in the light of that
resurrection, to the totality of his person and work (Luke 24:48; John 20:21; I Cor. 9:1;
15:7; Matt. 28:18ff.).

The apostles who had encountered the crucified and risen Jesus entered the depths of
reality. Ultimate reality was revealed before their eyes, and they began to overthrow the
cherished myths of their age. A reversal of the common opinion about truth and reality
occurred. Ultimate reality was disclosed to them in the person of the dying and rising
Messiah, Jesus, who summed up in himself all truth—the truth of God, the truth of human
nature, the truth of salvation, and the truth of the future of the world. From now on only
this would be real, this would be the substance of their preaching and would the
foundation of the New Israel of the Spirit, the Church of God.

The chosen apostles of Christ were to go as those who represented Christ, so that,
empowered by the Spirit of Christ, to receive an apostle was to receive Christ himself
(Matt. 10:40; cf. John 13:20; 20:21). 

Paul, although not one of the original Twelve, saw the risen Jesus as Lord. He was
elected by Christ to be an apostle to the nations. In coming to the peoples in the fullness of
the blessing of Christ, Paul came as an ambassador of Christ, preaching on behalf of
Christ, and with God making his appeal of reconciliation through Paul (II Cor. 5:20).

When we go to the apostles to find the truth, we need to go knowing that Jesus is not
found among the company of the dead (Luke 24:5). For a brief space, Jesus was one of the
great host of those who once lived but have now perished and live no longer. But Jesus
was awakened, or raised, or brought up from the dead. Jesus has been called and taken
from this great host of the dead. Jesus is the effective appearance of God, which is not
only unforgettable, but also makes itself felt time and again. The apostolic day is the day
of the apostles’ Lord, his ‘now’, his ‘today’. The 



apostolic truth & total authority

12

events of yesterday are, remarkably, the vitality of today, the new thing whose
understanding and propagation is the purpose of the present time. Thus, while there is the
recollection of the apostles’ tradition and witness, it comes to us from the standpoint that
Christ himself is acting and lifting the barrier of yesterday, and moves into today, and
makes himself present as Lord.

In the humanity of Jesus we hear the Divine Word. The human word of the apostles
and the divine Word are united only through the apostles’ participation in Christ. Thus
when we hear the Gospel of the apostles, God speaks to us directly and personally. As we
have the apostolic message of Christ in the New Testament, it is here that we hear the
Word of God (Rom. 10:17; I Cor. 1:18; 2:1–5; I Pet. 1:23–25; Rev. 19:11–16).

Strictly speaking, then, for Christians, the real text with which we have to do in the New Testament
Scriptures is the humanity of Jesus Christ, for it is in the humanity of the Word of God incarnate in
him, that we meet and are addressed by the Word of the living God.1

THE UNIQUE AUTHORITY OF THE APOSTLES

The apostles’ role in the history of redemption was unique and unrepeatable. Because they
not only received the reality that Jesus Christ, the man, is identical with the Word of God,
the Son of God, they were also bearers of this revelation, and their task was to function as
the foundation of the Church (Eph. 2:19–22; cf. Matt. 16:18f.). The apostles were sent by
Christ with the whole council of God. Peter says that from out of an entire nation God
chose certain people to be witnesses of Jesus’ resurrection, and so making the apostolate
part of God’s redemptive activity for the fullness of time (Acts 10:39–43). The apostles
were authorised to vouch for the truth of Christ’s redemptive acts.

The apostolic witness is the only fixed witness which we have to the acts of God.
This gives the Bible its unique authority. In their writings we hear men speak of God as
those who knew him and spoke from him. These witnesses make us dependant upon them
for all that we know of God’s saving acts. There is no way to Christ except by the witness
of the apostles. It is Christ himself who is heard in their testimony. The apostles’ authority
is Christ (Rev. 19:10; II Pet. 1:21; I Thess. 1:5–6; 2:4f., 13).

The validity of the scripture principle is based on its connection with the apostolic word and
witness . . . The apostolic witness guarantees the identity of the church through the discontinuity of the
times. Apostolicity is grounded in a succession of sendings: the Son by the Father, the Spirit by the
Son, and the apostolic community by the triune God, all of which is documented in the New
Testament canon and in the whole of the apostolic tradition. Therefore, the church must conform to the
scriptures, because they are the record of the prophetic and apostolic proclamation which the Spirit
brought into conformity with the mind of Jesus Christ.2

We do not posses the prophetic and apostolic Word of God other than in its humanness.
When we hear this Word of God we hear it with all the ambiguities, limitations, poverty
and riches known in human expression. But, by the grace of God, it points beyond itself to
the incarnate Word who is the Word of God.

                                                
1   Tom F. Torrance, Divine Meaning: Studies in Patristic Hermeneutics, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1995, p. 7.
2   Carl E. Braaten, The Apostolic Imperative: Nature and Aim of the Church’s Mission and Ministry, Augsburg,

Minneapolis, 1985, p. 169.
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APOSTOLIC PREACHING

By apostolic preaching I mean proclaiming the apostolic faith in today’s world. Is Christ
actively proclaiming himself through our preaching to the world we live in today? Do we
have a crisis of faith in this essential matter? 

The Church can only be renewed by the saving events which created her life. For
people of our time to know the truth and reality of Christ as the apostles knew it, would be
for them to live in the same reviving life as the apostles did. What created the Church was
the apostolic witness to the Cross and Resurrection of the incarnate Son of God.

The Bible has no authority apart from Christ (John 5:30–47). The Bible has no
hypostasis of its own. It is not a text from which we can discover the gospel by reducing it
to a formula upon which we dress it up in the clothes of today’s ideology. As Christ is the
Lord of Holy Scripture, then he is the authority through whom we interpret the Bible. 

We must repudiate the false teaching that we can turn over the message of the
apostles to the dominant political convictions of the present time. We cannot bring an
external, foreign and alien philosophy upon the Bible to extrapolate its message. Christ is
the substance of the scriptures, he is the canon of the Bible, he is the one to whom the
apostles bear witness. 

As the apostolic witness guarantees the identity of the Church through the
discontinuity of the times, then the pastor will be steeped in the Holy Scriptures, knowing
that the Church cannot be holy, adhere to the Gospel, and be subject to the Lordship of
Christ, if it lives in contradiction to the witness of the Scriptures. Christ is not locked up in
a biblical coffin of a bygone era, and the Bible does not give us some kind of visible proof
as a false security in changing times. If we want more security than the promise of God,
we will have to exchange it for an idol that promises instant salvation.

‘Primary in the concept of the canon is the positive thing, the imperative, the
inescapable impression that in these writings we have to do with the command to speak
about God.’3 We preach as those who have heard the Word of God given in the apostolic
witness. This Word has brought us into reality with such conviction that we will begin to
shed the myths of the age. We are men and women who are in Christ. The Holy Spirit
shows us that Christ dwells in us and we in him, as he empowers us for witness. We
witness to the living Christ who is, and in our human faultiness we preach the Word of
God. This is the power of God to salvation. We are stewards of the mystery of God. God
will be speaking by our human voice, and our corrective will be the apostolate. This Word
of God should remain the sole rule and norm of all doctrine and preaching. God’s Word is
a summons which addresses human beings in their present situation, and unveils the Christ
who shows us the Father, the Father who forgives all sin and brings all the prodigals into
his eternal home. ‘The true task of preaching is to become the rendezvous where Christ
and sinners meet.’4

                                                
3   K. Barth, The Gottingen Dogmatics, vol. 1, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1991, p. 54.
4   Braaten, The  Apostolic Imperative, p. 174.
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STUDY 3

TThhee  GGrreeaatt,,  AAppoossttoolliicc  GGrraaccee

(by Geoffrey Bingham)

 INTRODUCTION: ‘GREAT GRACE’ AT THE BEGINNING ERA
OF THE CHURCH

On the day of Pentecost, as we have seen, the effects of the revelatory ministry of the Holy
Spirit were such as to astonish the gathered multitude, drawn by the remarkable event. The
outcome—3,000 Jews repenting and being baptised—was such that a new community was
born that day. Their loving concern for the needy in that new company caused them to sell
goods and lands and to form a daily distribution to the indigent. Later, in Acts 4, when the
Apostles returned from being interrogated by the Sanhedrin, being forbidden to preach in
Christ’s name, the new community prayed to God for continuing boldness by the Apostles
in preaching the word. They also asked that signs and wonders be done by ‘thy holy
servant Jesus’. The outcome was an expansion of what had happened at Pentecost so that
more goods and land were sold, the poor were helped, love abounded, and ‘with great
power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus’. Luke adds,
‘and great grace was upon them all’.

‘Great grace was upon them all.’ We are left to surmise what this statement means. It
is clear that without grace the friends constituting the community (4:23) would not have
prayed such a prayer, that the Holy Spirit would not have filled the community, lands and
goods would not have been sold for love’s sake, and the Apostles would not have been
enabled to preach the Resurrection with great power. We conclude, then, that all of what
happened, and the continuing state of the early community, showed the great grace of
God. Supportive of this interpretation is the event in Acts 11 of the formation of a Jewish–
Greek church community in Antioch in Syria. Because it had not been initiated by the
Apostles, and in one sense was a new phenomena because of its origins, the church at
Jerusalem determined to send Barnabas to investigate the new company. Acts 11:23–24
reports, ‘When he came and saw the grace of God, he was glad; and he exhorted them all
to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose . . . And a large company was added
to the Lord’. Note also that this church soon sent material support to the church at
Jerusalem. This example of further grace tells us that the early churches lived under ‘great
grace’: it was their normal ethos.



The Great, Apostolic Grace

15

It is interesting, then, to trace the other references to grace in the Acts. We would
have to say that the two evidences of grace just given followed the infilling of the
community with the Holy Spirit. That would then take us to parallels when the Apostles
went to Samaria, Caesarea and, later, to Ephesus where such infillings happened. It would
seem that infillings by the Spirit always wrought grace in the community, even though the
word ‘grace’ was not used to describe those events.

Further uses of the word ‘grace’ are also interesting. The church at Antioch
commissioned Barnabas and Paul to go on their first missionary journey (13:1–4). Later,
in 14:26, we are told that the church had ‘commended [them] to the grace of God’ for the
work. They knew no true work could be done apart from grace. The next mention of the
word ‘grace’ is in chapter 13, at the point where Paul had preached the gospel to a great
crowd in Antioch in Pisidia. As a result, ‘many Jews and devout converts to Judaism
followed Paul and Barnabas, who spoke to them and urged them to continue in the grace
of God’. ‘To continue’ infers that their being in the grace of God had already commenced.
At Iconium (14:3), Barnabas and Paul preached the gospel, ‘So they remained for a long
time, speaking boldly for the Lord, who bore witness to the word of his grace, granting
signs and wonders to be done by their hands’. Later (20:24), Paul, in speaking to the
elders of the Ephesian church said, ‘But I do not account my life of any value nor as
precious to myself, if only I may accomplish my course and the ministry which I received
from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God’. For Paul the gospel was
grace, and it was not just a form of words or ideas. At the end of this very message Paul
said, ‘And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build
you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified’ (v. 23).

In 15:7–11, this saving power of grace is seen. Peter really shows the difference
between law-burden and grace liberation:

And after there had been much debate, Peter rose and said to them, ‘Brethren, you know
that in the early days God made choice among you, that by my mouth the Gentiles should
hear the word of the gospel and believe. And God who knows the heart bore witness to
them, giving them the Holy Spirit just as he did to us; and he made no distinction between
us [Jews] and them [Gentiles], but cleansed their hearts by faith. Now therefore why do
you make trial of God by putting a yoke upon the neck of the disciples which neither our
fathers nor we have been able to bear? But we believe that we shall be saved through the
grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.’

We see, then, that ‘grace’, ‘great grace’ and ‘the word of his grace’ are terms in
common usage. The early Church knew it depended upon grace and had no thought
otherwise. A good question to ask is, ‘Do we, today, think about grace, about it being on
the Church and do we commend folk to it and to “the word of His grace” as though it is
able to build us up, or have we virtually abandoned the whole idea of grace?’

WHAT DO WE UNDERSTAND BY ‘GRACE’?

This is not the place to do a word study. By now we should all have come to understand
what is grace.1 We know the Old Testament words for grace were chesed (loving
kindness) and chen (favour). The New Testament word is charis, connoting

                                                
1  See my Great and Glorious Grace (NCPI, 1988) and its bibliography, though now 10 years old.
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 with ‘gift’, though ‘gift’ is not wholly synonymous with grace. We could say that Old
Testament chesed and chen just about add up to New Testament grace. We have the
formal description of grace as ‘God’s unmerited favour’, which does not quite fit, for what
would be ‘merited favour’? A few descriptions can be useful. Millard Erickson has
‘. . . part of the manifold of God’s love . . . God deals with his people not on the basis
merit or worthiness, what they deserve, but simply according to their need’.2
R. Kearsley describes it as ‘an objective relation of undeserved favour by a superior to an
inferior, which in the case of divine grace towards mankind, accompanies the idea of
covenant and election’.3 Philip E. Hughes has, ‘that of undeserved blessing freely
bestowed upon man by God’.4 Most commentators speak of ‘common grace’ and ‘special
grace’, the first pertaining to God’s kindly providence towards all creation, including
restraining the dynamic enormity of sin, and the latter having special reference to Man’s
free salvation. Grace is not a thing, an influence or a power as such, but is God in His
action of love towards humanity, always going towards him to do him good. It is true that
he is undeserving, yet grace does not come with patronage like a welfare hand-out. It
comes in and with God’s great love. Grace, then, is primarily seen in the incarnate life,
atoning death and purposeful reigning of God’s Son, Jesus Christ. Grace is a concept
impossible to grasp apart from the Holy Spirit’s revelation, and the revelation needs to be
continuous since fallen Man seeks autonomy, is ego-centred and insists, as such, in
working at his own salvation and even at doing God good! As against this, grace is the
indispensable, redemptive activity of divine love.

GOD’S GRACE COMES TO MAN

Without treating common grace, or taking up the themes of covenant and predestination in
Israel and the Old Testament, we simply quote I Peter 1:10–12 regarding the mind of the
prophets predicting the coming grace in Christ: 

The prophets who prophesied of the grace that was to be yours searched and inquired
about this salvation; they inquired what person or time was indicated by the Spirit of
Christ within them when predicting the sufferings of Christ and the subsequent glory. It
was revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you, in the things which
have now been announced to you by those who preached the good news to you through
the Holy Spirit sent from heaven, things into which angels long to look.

For the coming of grace in the person of Jesus Christ we start at John’s Gospel, 1:14,
16:

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his 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.

Some commentators see verse 14 as a parallel with the glory of God as announced in
Exodus 34:6–7. Paul, in Titus 2:11–14, has grace appearing in Christ and accomplishing
God’s purpose:

                                                
2  Millard J. Erickson, ‘What God is Like’ in Christian Theology, Baker, Grand Rapids, 1983, p. 294.
3  R. Kearsley, ‘Grace’ in New Dictionary of Theology, S. B Ferguson, ed., IVP, Leicester, 1988, p. 280.
4  P. E. Hughes, ‘Grace’ in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, W. A. Elwell, ed., Baker, Grand Rapids, 1984, p.

479.
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For 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, awaiting our blessed hope,
the appearing of the glory of our great God and Saviour Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to
redeem us from all iniquity and to purify for himself a people of his own who are zealous for good
deeds.

It is really parallel with 3:4–7:

but when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Saviour appeared, he saved us, not because of
deeds done by us in righteousness, but in virtue of his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and
renewal in the Holy Spirit, which he poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Saviour, so
that we might be justified by his grace and become heirs in hope of eternal life.

Grace, then, comes to this world in the incarnation and work of Jesus Christ, God’s
Son. We find intimations of this in the prophetic words of Zechariah’s ‘Benedictus’ in
Luke 1:68–79; the angel’s naming of Jesus in Matthew 1:21; Mary’s ‘Magnificat’; John
the Baptist’s affirmation of Jesus as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the
world; Simeon’s speaking of him as ‘a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to
thy people, Israel’ (Luke 2:32). Grace is present in the Song of the angelic host above the
shepherds, ‘Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he
favours’ (Luke 2:14, NRSV). Those intimations of God’s active grace in Christ are
marvellously fulfilled, but they have to be understood. That is why we say, ‘No one can
understand the grace of God who does not have the person and work of Christ revealed to
him—and so received by him—with total clarity by the Holy Spirit’.

‘THE GRACE OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST’

Paul is the Apostle of grace, par excellence. It is impossible in this brief paper to do full
justice to his teaching of grace. Paul spoke of God as the One ‘who had set me apart
before I was born and had called me through his grace’, for that grace revealed His Son in
him, Paul. This revelation was his driving force for all time. Paul was powerfully occupied
with grace, the grace which washed away his sins, filled him with the Holy Spirit and
maintained him in continual proclamation of ‘the gospel of grace’. We know that Letters
such as Romans and Galatians set forth this grace in a way which has transformed
innumerable readers. We need to keep in mind that the grace that came to Paul was the
same grace that came to the Apostolic band at Pentecost, to their followers, to the
Samaritans in Acts 8, the Gentiles in Acts 10, the Greeks and Jews at Antioch in Acts 11,
and audiences in Asia Minor and Europe who heard Paul and other Apostolic preachers. It
is the same grace which is coming to us today.

The Action of God’s Grace in Christ

Many of the Studies in this School take up various aspects of grace. What we propose
to do in concentrated form is to spell out God’s action of grace in Christ. It is this: Man,
born of Adam, is a sinner through Adam and his own rebellion against God and his
consequent sins. He hates God. Romans 5:6–11 designates Man as
(i) ‘weak’, (ii) ‘ungodly’, (iii) ‘a sinner’, (iv) ‘under wrath’, and (v) ‘an enemy of God’.
Romans 1:18 – 3:20 shows all—Jew and Gentile alike—have sinned. They who 
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have sinned are under the power of sin (John 8:34)—its penalty, pollution and power.
Hence they are under the judgment of the law. Romans 1:18–32 expounds the nature of
the wrath under which the sinner lives continually, as God, giving Man over to his guilt,
compounds his suffering, causing him to sin more. Romans 4:15, 5:20, and Galatians 3:19,
show the law as lethal towards the sinner, and Romans 7:5, 7ff. show that sin uses the law
to bring Man into bondage and death. Galatians 3:10 shows that being under the law
means Man is under the curse. Galatians 2:11–21 show Man cannot keep the law and do
its works perfectly and is thus to be slain by the law. Nothing he does will ever justify
him. The passage of Romans 3:19–26 is one which shows Man’s inescapable guilt and
God’s justifying grace in Christ:

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, although the law and the prophets bear witness to it, the righteousness of God
through faith in Jesus Christ 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, through
the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an expiation by his
blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his
divine forbearance he had passed over former sins; it was to prove at the present time that
he himself is righteous and that he justifies him who has faith in Jesus.

Man cannot escape the law, wrath on sin, and the death of the law, but sinners ‘are
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom
God put forward as an expiation [propitiation] by his blood, to be received by faith’.
God’s righteousness is primarily His covenant faithfulness and to be justified is to be
‘right-wised’ with God through the propitiatory death of Christ. Grace precedes faith and
faith follows, being evoked by revelation. The gift of faith is justification. With
justification is washing and sanctification (I Cor. 1:30; 6:11).

Grace at the same time liberates from sin’s consequence, death; from Satan who has
the power (kratos) of death; and from the world powers Christ defeated (Col. 2:14–15):
hence the power of the flesh is broken (Rom. 8:11; Gal. 5:24) and the Satanic world-
system is defeated (Gal. 1:4; 6:14). The believing person is ‘transferred from the powers
of darkness into the kingdom of the Son of His love’ (Col. 1:13), through the forgiveness
of sins. Man is now ‘right-wised’, is in the Covenant and the Kingdom, is sanctified—
consecrated to God’s service and worship within the body of the Church—and has a thrust
to holy living. All of this was accomplished by the grace of God in Christ: none of this
could a sinner do. Now ‘great grace’ is upon the justified person and the community of
faith. The believer, by the Spirit and Word of God, lives in God. ‘The Word of the Cross’,
though monumental in its grandeur, is simple to the person of faith. God’s grace is the
enormous power for all true, human living. It is God in Christ by the Spirit, working His
love to unworthy sinners. As we have shown, God utterly frees Man from the bondage of
sin, death, wrath, conscience, law, Satan, the world-powers, the world-system, the flesh
and idols, and gives him the freedom to become a participator in the Divine nature. Paul’s
words of II Corinthians 8:9 are apt, ‘For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that
though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that by his poverty you might
become rich’. The enormous cost of pain, degradation, suffering and horror for Christ to
bring us into grace, cannot be described. Grace is never cheap. 
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CONCLUSION: SOME OBSERVATIONS ON THE GRACE OF GOD

 (a) Romans 5:1–2 tell us that this state of justification by grace and faith is permanent,
that we now have reconciliation with God—we who were enemies—and that we have
access into this grace in which we stand. We are forever in grace. This is where we stand
forever. Where we stand ‘we rejoice in our hope of sharing the glory of God’, we who
before had fallen short of that glory. 

(b) Grace is not weak, but strong. It is as strong as Christ’s Lordship. He has won the
battle over all evil. He rules all creation and that is the grace in which we stand. It is the
power of Christ’s new age (cf. Eph. 1:21). In Romans 6:12–14 we see sin has no power
over us. We are not its slaves. We are not under the reign of the law as we were—
frightening domination—but we are under the reign of grace. Romans 5:21 tells us that ‘as
sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness [God’s ‘right-wising’
us] to eternal life, through Jesus Christ our Lord’.

(c) Grace is not to be taken thoughtlessly, emptily. In II Corinthians 6:1–2 Paul exhorts
us:

Working together with him, then, we entreat you not to accept the grace of God
in vain. For he says, ‘At the acceptable time I have listened to you, and helped
you on the day of salvation.’ Behold, now is the acceptable time; behold, now is
the day of salvation.

Do not ‘accept the grace of God in vain’. Some, those of Pelagian minds, despise
grace, or think it weak. These are those who ‘have fallen away from grace’ by reverting to
self-help righteousness (Gal. 5:4). This is the most dangerous thing in all the world, in all
life and all death. It is akin to ‘profaning the blood of the covenant by which we were
sanctified, and outraging the Spirit of grace’.

(d) The gospel of the grace of God is to be proclaimed endlessly (cf. Acts 20:18–32).
We announce God’s grace in Christ, for how can recipients of grace withhold
proclamation of the glory of the grace of God and its mighty saving power?

(e) Grace is eschatological, the hope of glory. Peter said, ‘Therefore gird up your
minds, be sober, set your hope fully upon the grace that is coming to you at the revelation
of Jesus Christ’. For those of us who are grateful recipients of grace, there is another
chapter ahead, one which is unspeakably beautiful. It is the total revelation of Jesus Christ
our Lord and fully sharing the glory of God, the Divine nature itself.
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STUDY 4

jesus & the resurrection

(by Ian Pennicook)
In I Corinthians, Paul, when dealing with the issue of factionalism in the Corinthian
church, very carefully replies to the problem in terms of his own preaching of the gospel.
Factionalism, he says, is totally out of place because Paul’s commission was not to preach
himself or to focus on himself by having people baptised in his name. His preaching,
rather, concerned ‘Christ, and him crucified’ (2:2). This was not a matter of his own
preference, either; it derived from the fact that ‘the word of the cross’, while it may be
foolish to the perishing, is nothing less than the power of God.

In I Corinthians 15, Paul deals with the question of the resurrection of believers,
beginning by insisting that the resurrection of Jesus was a fundamental part of the gospel
which he preached:

For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins
in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in
accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared
to more than five hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some
have died. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he
appeared also to me (I Cor. 15:3–8).

In this passage, we have the first explicit reference in this letter to the reason for the Cross,
namely, ‘that Christ died for our sins’.1 Even when he describes the institution of the
Lord’s Supper, there is no reference to the reason for it, at least not in so many words. His
reminder of the words of Jesus, ‘this cup is the new covenant in my blood’, certainly
carries the thrust of all that is meant by the new covenant, but for the moment that is not
his point. 

Later on in chapter 15, Paul specifies why it is that the Resurrection must be part of
his preaching:

Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say there is no resurrection
of the dead? If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised; and if Christ has
not been raised, then our proclamation has been in vain and your faith has been in vain. We are even
found to be misrepresenting God, because we testified of God that he raised Christ—whom he did not
raise if it is true that the dead are not raised. For if the dead are not 

                                                
1  Though cf. 5:7; 6:9–11. 
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raised, then Christ has not been raised. If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are
still in your sins (I Cor. 15:12–17).

Here he links the Resurrection with the removal of sin. If Christ has not been raised, then
his death for sin is completely ineffectual. It seems possible to conclude that the power of
the word of the Cross must be intimately associated with the Resurrection. 

In I Corinthians 6, when discussing the need for moral purity, Paul wrote:

‘Food is meant for the stomach and the stomach for food,’ and God will destroy both one and the
other. The body is meant not for fornication but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body. And God
raised the Lord and will also raise us by his power. `Do you not know that your bodies are members of
Christ? Should I therefore take the members of Christ and make them members of a prostitute? Never!
(I Cor. 6:13–15).

Although not developed here, the present unity of the believer with the resurrected Christ,
with its associated hope of our resurrection, is stated as the reason why fornication is
inconceivable for the believer. Although we are not yet raised, nonetheless we are
members of Christ who is raised. 

Were we to possess only I Corinthians, we may conclude that Paul’s gospel, ‘the
word of the cross’, contained the resurrection of Jesus as an essential feature. Christ died
for our sins, but had he not been raised, we would remain hope-less. The word of the
Cross is, therefore, far more than the teaching about the Cross. 

Paul identifies the fact that the Resurrection in his gospel is ‘in accordance with the
scriptures’. What does that phrase mean? G. E. Ladd has outlined what he regards as the
nature of the understanding of resurrection in the Old Testament.2 He lists a number of
Old Testament passages which seem to have some reference to ‘a hope of a blessed
existence after death’,3 and then notes some passages where, ‘In the prophets, we find
several clear intimations of the hope of resurrection’.4 Among these he mentions Hosea
6:1–2 and Ezekiel 37; on the first passage he admits that ‘the passage more likely refers to
the restoration of the nation’, and on the latter passage he comments:

This clearly refers to the resurrection of the nation . . . not to individual resurrections. However, the
very fact that the vision sees the restoration of dead bones to life suggests that the idea of bodily
resurrection was familiar. [Then, quoting R. Martin-Achard, he adds] There is no doubt that the
symbolism that [Ezekiel] employs raised among the Jews the question of renewal of life for the
departed.5

Such reasoning is highly questionable. Surely Ezekiel’s description of the re-vival of
Israel stands out as a quite exceptional occurrence. In other words, there is nothing
familiar with his vision at all. His supporting quote does not specify when the symbolism
raised the question of resurrection for the Jews, but it was certainly not in Ezekiel’s time,
unless the Book of Daniel is roughly contemporary with Ezekiel, and there are sufficient
critical questions to make us hesitant of dogmatism at that point. We will refer to the Book
of Daniel in a moment, but first we must note the reference in Isaiah 26:19:

                                                
2  G. E. Ladd, I Believe in the Resurrection of Jesus, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1975, pp. 44–50. 
3  ibid., p. 47.
4  ibid., p. 47.
5 ibid., p. 48.
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Your dead shall live, their corpses5 shall rise. 
O dwellers in the dust, awake and sing for joy!

For your dew is a radiant dew,
and the earth will give birth to those long dead.

While this certainly does mention the rising of bodies from the grave, the context does not
imply anything like resurrection which is found in the New Testament. See, for example,
verse 18, where the figurative language of being pregnant but giving birth only to wind is
used. E. J. Young’s assertion that, ‘The language is not to be taken figuratively’ seems
strangely inconsistent.6 

The only clear statement in the Old Testament affirming the Resurrection is in Daniel
12:2:

Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to
shame and everlasting contempt.

The similarity to John 5:28–29 is striking. However, there is a difference; Jesus said that
‘all who are in the graves’ will come out, while Daniel merely refers to ‘many’. Whatever
the implications of this statement, we could hardly take it as a prophecy of the resurrection
of Jesus. Indeed, it seems impossible to identify any single passage in the canonical Old
Testament which would fit Paul’s description of the resurrection of Jesus as ‘according to
the scriptures’. If the phrase ‘according to the scriptures’ is applied strictly to ‘on the third
day’ and not to the matter of Jesus’ resurrection in general, then perhaps the account of
Jonah, referred to in Matthew 12:40, may be in mind. 

While the doctrine of resurrection is found in the inter-testamental writings,
especially in II Maccabees, and later in the Apocalypse of Baruch and II Esdras, none of
these would have been included under the heading of ‘scriptures’.

In spite of the development of the doctrine of the Resurrection in Judaism between
the Testaments, when Paul was arraigned before Herod Agrippa II he asked ‘Why is it
thought incredible by any of you that God raises the dead?’ (Acts 26:8). With particular
cunning, Paul had previously caused havoc in the Sanhedrin by referring to ‘the
resurrection of the dead’ (that is, Christ; Acts 23:6–10). At the time, the Pharisees were
still only a vocal minority in Judaism, so that any reference to the Resurrection could not
be made on the basis of some generally accepted position. 

How, then, could Paul say that Christ was raised on the third day ‘according to the
scriptures’? Rather than look for particular ‘proof-texts’, a procedure which is fruitless in
this area, we may be better served by following another method. 

In his study, Resurrection and Redemption: A Study in Paul’s Soteriology,7 Richard
Gaffin Jr summarises the approach of Geerhardus Vos and Herman Ridderbos in this way:

                                                
5  NIV etc. ‘bodies’. The difficulties associated with this verse are discussed critically in Otto Kaiser, Isaiah 13–39

(SCM, London, 1980), pp. 215–220. See also, C. Brown, ‘Resurrection’, The New International Dictionary of New
Testament Theology, vol. 3 (Paternoster, Exeter, 1978), p. 268. Even translation is difficult, as evidenced by the AV:
‘Thy dead men shall live, together with my dead body shall they arise. Awake and sing, ye that dwell in dust: for thy
dew is as the dew of herbs, and the earth shall cast out the dead’.

6  E. J. Young, The Book of Isaiah, vol. 2, chs 19–39 (NICOT, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1969), p. 226; cf.
p. 225 on verse 18, ‘As a figure of nothingness “wind” is most fitting’. Young’s work has not been without its critics,
even among evangelicals.

7  Presbyterian & Reformed, Phillipsburg, 1987, p. 13 (formerly titled, The Centrality of the Resurrection, Baker
Book House, 1978).
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The center of Paul’s teaching is not found in the doctrine of justification by faith or any other aspect of
the ordo salutis. Rather, his primary interest is seen to be in the historia salutis as that history has
reached its eschatological realization in the death and especially the resurrection of Christ.

From this approach, the Resurrection is not merely an item preached because prophesied,
but the next great event in the unfolding plan of redemption. The Resurrection is
‘according to the scriptures’ because all that God had revealed in ‘the scriptures’ had led
inescapably to this point as much as to the Cross. 

The resurrection of Christ takes on an eschatological significance in its own right.
Whereas it has been treated as a confirmation of the value of the work of the Cross or as
an anticipation of our future resurrection, both of which positions are undoubtedly true,
the resurrection of Christ stands as a climax in the progress of salvation history. The
resurrection of Christ is, then, quite a startling event. It could never have been merely
anticipated by a reading of the Old Testament, even though it can only be understood in
the light of the Old Testament. 

Before we ask what the Resurrection means within the Pauline proclamation, we
should note two points. The first is that the gospel which Paul preached could not have
been fully delivered in a brief address to a synagogue or other gathering. On a number of
occasions Acts records that after Paul and his associates had spoken to a group, he was
requested to continue his proclamation at a later time. For example:

As Paul and Barnabas were going out, the people urged them to speak about these things again the
next sabbath. When the meeting of the synagogue broke up, many Jews and devout converts to
Judaism followed Paul and Barnabas, who spoke to them and urged them to continue in the grace of
God (Acts 13:42–43).

In this context, ‘to continue in the grace of God’ should not be seen in the limited sense of
the present grace of redemption, but rather in the grace of God as revealed in the progress
of redemptive history which Paul had been detailing in his address in the synagogue (vv.
15–41). The context, while allowing that some Jews became believers at that point,
certainly does not say so. Instead, Acts indicates that it was Gentiles who became
believers (v. 48) and that the Jews, stirred up by that response, fulfilled the prophesy
repeated in verse 41 (cf. Hab. 1:5) by persecuting Paul and Barnabas (v. 50). 

Likewise, in Acts 20:27, Paul told the Ephesian elders that he ‘did not shrink from
declaring to you the whole purpose of God’. This ‘whole purpose of God’, as stretching
from before the foundation of the world to the final consummation, is surely the
background behind Paul’s exposition in the Letter to the Ephesians.8 His proclamation, his
gospel, was far more than a recital of the basic facts with the fuller detail only given to
those who responded. Given the time and the opportunity, the whole proclamation was
given to all who would listen. The Cross ‘according to the scriptures’ and the Resurrection
‘according to the scriptures’, were both seen as essential elements in the whole gospel.

The second point is that in the Book of Acts the message of the Resurrection is as
prominent as, or perhaps more prominent than, the Cross. The following list is somewhat
selective:

                                                
8  Whether or not the letter was written to that particular church or was in fact a cyclical letter written to a number of

congregations. See especially chapters 1 – 3.
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• After his suffering he presented himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, appearing to
them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God (1:3).

• beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he was taken up from us—one of these must
become a witness with us to his resurrection (1:22).

• But God raised him up, having freed him from death, because it was impossible for him to be held
in its power (2:24).

• Foreseeing this, David spoke of the resurrection of the Messiah, saying, ‘He was not abandoned to
Hades, nor did his flesh experience corruption’ (2:31).

• This Jesus God raised up, and of that all of us are witnesses (2:32).
• and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To this we are witnesses (3:15).
• much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming that in Jesus there is the

resurrection of the dead (4:2).
• let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in

good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from
the dead (4:10).

• With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great
grace was upon them all (4:33).

• The God of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree (5:30).
• but God raised him on the third day and allowed him to appear (10:40).
• But God raised him from the dead (13:30).
• he has fulfilled for us, their children, by raising Jesus; as also it is written in the second psalm, ‘You

are my Son; today I have begotten you’ (13:33).
• As to his raising him from the dead, no more to return to corruption, he has spoken in this way, ‘I

will give you the holy promises made to David’ (13:34).
• but he whom God raised up experienced no corruption (13:37).
• Also some Epicurean and Stoic philosophers debated with him. Some said, ‘What does this babbler

want to say?’ Others said, ‘He seems to be a proclaimer of foreign divinities.’ (This was because
he was telling the good news about Jesus and the resurrection) (17:18).

• because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in righteousness by a man
whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead
(17:31).

• When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed; but others said, ‘We will hear you
again about this’ (17:32).

• When Paul noticed that some were Sadducees and others were Pharisees, he called out in the
council, ‘Brothers, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees. I am on trial concerning the hope of the
resurrection of the dead’ (23:6).

• I have a hope in God—a hope that they themselves also accept—that there will be a resurrection of
both the righteous and the unrighteous (24:15).

• unless it was this one sentence that I called out while standing before them, ‘It is about the
resurrection of the dead that I am on trial before you today’ (24:21).

Although this list takes no account of context, so that a number of the references may
relate to the same occasion, it is still instructive to see how prominent the language of the
Resurrection is. 

Familiarity with the doctrine of the Resurrection should not dull us to the amazing
fact of the Resurrection. While there were occasions in Israel’s history when 
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people were raised from death, and the same occurred in the ministry of Jesus himself,
none of these ‘miracles’ was in any way like the resurrection of Jesus. When Jesus walked
out of the grave, there was no prior paradigm by which to understand it. It was a
completely new event! Unlike all the previous resuscitations, ‘We know that Christ, being
raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him’ (Rom.
6:9). The responses to seeing the risen Jesus were strikingly different to the responses on
the prior occasions. Thus:

Suddenly Jesus met them and said, ‘Greetings!’ And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and
worshiped him (Matt. 28:9).

When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted (Matt. 28:17).

Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him; and he vanished from their sight. They said to
each other, ‘Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he
was opening the scriptures to us?’ That same hour they got up and returned to Jerusalem; and they
found the eleven and their companions gathered together. They were saying, ‘The Lord has risen
indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!’ Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he
had been made known to them in the breaking of the bread.

While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, ‘Peace be
with you.’ They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost. He said to them,
‘Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in your hearts? Look at my hands and my feet; see
that it is I myself. Touch me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.’
And when he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet. While in their joy they were
disbelieving and still wondering, he said to them, ‘Have you anything here to eat?’ They gave him a
piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate in their presence (Luke 24:31–43).

Thomas answered him, ‘My Lord and my God!’ (John 20:28).

What, then, was it about the resurrected Jesus which evoked these responses? (We may
compare them with the way the crowd came to ‘gawk’ at Lazarus in John 12:9.) Without
our having the same physical vision of Jesus, we can only guess at the effect seeing had on
them. But we can understand how Paul, who had seen the risen Jesus
(I Cor. 9:1), described the resurrection body:

So it is with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. It
is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a
physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a spiritual body.
Thus it is written, ‘The first man, Adam, became a living being’; the last Adam became a life-giving
spirit. But it is not the spiritual that is first, but the physical, and then the spiritual. The first man was
from the earth, a man of dust; the second man is from heaven. As was the man of dust, so are those
who are of the dust; and as is the man of heaven, so are those who are of heaven. Just as we have
borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of the man of heaven (I Cor. 15:42–
49).

In Romans 1:4, Paul put it that Jesus ‘was declared to be Son of God with power
according to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead’. Gaffin’s conclusions are
worth observing:

(1) At his resurrection the personal mode of Jesus’ existence as the last Adam was so decisively
transformed by the Holy Spirit that Paul says he has become life-giving Spirit. The Spirit, who raised
him up as the firstfruits, indwells him so completely and in such a fashion that in their functioning he
is the Spirit who will be instrumental in the resurrection of the full harvest. Further, (a) the life-giving
activity predicated of the resurrected Christ, is not predicated directly; the Spirit is an absolutely
indispensable factor. Only by virtue of the functional identity 
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of the Spirit and Christ, effected redemptive-historically in his resurrection, is Christ the
communicator of life. No principle in Paul’s soteriology is more fundamental. (b) The change in
Christ’s person at his resurrection is as real as and commensurate with the transformation to be
experienced by the rest of the harvest.

(2) The resurrection of Jesus has more than personal significance. [I Cor. 15:45] in its immediate
context brings into view not only an organic connection with the resurrection of believers but also
considerations cosmic in scope. Resurrection is here nothing less than the counter-part of creation. The
resurrection of Christ is the beginning of the new and final world-order, an order described as spiritual
and heavenly. It is the dawn of the new creation, the start of the eschatological age. In terms of the
conceptual framework with which Paul views the whole of history, it is the commencement of the
‘age-to-come’.9

Paul’s gospel, then, spoke of the Cross as being Christ’s death for Man’s sin and Christ’s
resurrection—real and physical, though beyond observable paradigms—as the breaking in
of the fulfilment of God’s purposes for creation. 

In Romans, Paul had told his readers that justifying faith was ‘in him who raised
Jesus our Lord from the dead, who was handed over to death for our trespasses and was
raised for our justification’ (4:24–25). Justification, or righteousness, is the characteristic
of the kingdom of God, both present (Rom. 14:17) and to come (II Pet. 3:13). So the
resurrection of Jesus is the way by which believers are brought into that righteousness.
They stand with him as their righteousness (I Cor. 1:30). Righteousness is far more than
legal status; it is the present reality of the believer. The gospel has brought a revelation of
the righteousness of God (Rom. 1:17), so that in Christ believers really are righteous.
They are thus seated with Christ in the heavenly places (Eph. 2:6), and their lives are hid
with Christ in God (Col. 3:3). The truth of their identity is only hidden from sight, though
not from faith. So when the risen Christ (Col. 3:4) is revealed, they, too, will be revealed
with him in glory. 

___________________

. . . in the Resurrection of Jesus Christ there is the revelation of the still hidden fruit of Christ’s death.
It is this very turning-point which is still hidden in the death of Christ, hidden under the aspect in
which man there appears consumed by the wrath of God. And now the New Testament bears us
witness, that this aspect of man is not the meaning of the event upon Golgotha, but that behind this
aspect the real meaning of this event is the one which is revealed on the third day. On this third day
there begins a new story of man, so that we may even divide the life of Jesus into two great periods,
the thirty-three years to His death, and the quite short and decisive period of the forty days between
His death and the Ascension. The third day a new life of Jesus begins; but at the same time on the third
day there begins a new Aeon, a new shape of the world, after the old world has been completely done
away and settled in the death of Jesus Christ. Easter is the breaking in of a new time and world in the
existence of the man Jesus, who now begins a new life as the conqueror, as the victorious bearer, as
the destroyer of the burden of man’s sin, which had been laid upon Him. In this altered existence of
His the first community saw not only a supernatural continuation of His previous life, but an entirely
new life, that of the exalted Jesus Christ, and simultaneously the beginning of a new world. (The
efforts to relate Easter to certain renewals, such as occur in creaturely life, say in spring or even in
man’s awakening in the morning, and so on, are without any strength. Upon spring there inexorably
follows a winter and upon the awakening a falling asleep. We have here to do with a cyclic movement
of becoming new and old. But the becoming new at Easter is a becoming new once for all.) In the
resurrection of Jesus Christ the claim is made, according to the New Testament, that God’s victory in
man’s favour in the person of His Son has already been won. Easter is indeed the great pledge of our
hope, but simultaneously this future is already present in the Easter message. It is the 

                                                
9  R. B. Gaffin Jr, Resurrection and Redemption, pp. 89f.
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proclamation of a victory already won. The war is at an end—even though here and there troops are
still shooting, because they have not heard anything yet about the capitulation. The game is won, even
though the player can still play a few further moves. Actually he is already [check]mated. The clock
has run down, even though the pendulum still swings a few times this way and that. It is in this interim
space that we are living: the old is past, behold it has all become new. The Easter message tells us that
our enemies, sin, the curse and death, are beaten. Ultimately they can no longer start mischief. They
still behave as though the game were not decided, the battle not fought; we must still reckon with
them, but fundamentally we must cease to fear them any more. If you have heard the Easter message,
you can no longer run around with a tragic face and lead the humourless existence of a man who has
no hope. One thing still holds, and only this one thing is really serious, that Jesus is the Victor. A seri-
ousness that would look back past this, like Lot’s wife, is not Christian seriousness. It may be burning
behind—and truly it is burning—but we have to look, not at it, but at the other fact, that we are invited
and summoned to take seriously the victory of God’s glory in this man Jesus and to be joyful in Him.
Then we may live in thankfulness and not in fear. 

The Resurrection of Jesus Christ reveals, it completes this proclamation of victory. We must not
transmute the Resurrection into a spiritual event. We must listen to it and let it tell us the story how
there was an empty grave, that new life beyond death did become visible. ‘This [man snatched from
death] is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.’ What was announced at the Baptism in Jordan
now becomes an event and manifest. To those who know this, the break between the old world and the
new is proclaimed. They still have a tiny stretch to run, till it becomes visible that God in Jesus Christ
has accomplished all for them.10

                                                
10  Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline, SCM, London, 1966, pp. 122–123. 
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STUDY 5

THE LORDSHIP OF CHRIST: THE

CENTRAL MESSAGE OF THE

GOSPEL

(by Deane Meatheringham)

INTRODUCTION

Kyrios Jesus Christos reaches back to the most original and most simple vocabulary of
the apostolic confession. Hearing this commanding and authoritative proclamation in a
multi-deity culture, where rulers were often venerated as gods, must have been
simultaneously frightening and weird. Frightening, because the cry ‘Jesus is Lord’ meant a
man was being acclaimed as victor over all other lords and that all power in heaven and
earth was given to Jesus. Weird, because the Lord who was being preached had been
crucified in utter defeat and ignominy. The Christian message was that Jesus had
overcome the tyrants of humanity, had propitiated human sin, and had overcome the
deadliness of death once and for all in his dying. The resurrection of Jesus was the pivotal
point by which God defined himself retroactively in the life of Jesus. In the Resurrection,
God declared Himself for Jesus as he broke through the age-old barrier of death and
ushered in the new reality of God’s rule.

On the day of Pentecost, Peter’s witness to Christ was in part an explanation of the
phenomena associated with the coming of the Holy Spirit. Referring to the prophet Joel,
Peter says that this was the day promised for the future world and he concludes his quote
from Joel with the words: ‘Then everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord shall be
saved’ (Acts 2:21). Peter then expounds Jesus’ ministry as a sign of God’s presence,
presses the point of Jesus’ death at human hands being according to the plan of God, and
then bears witness to the resurrection of Jesus. The message climaxes with the gospel
announcement that the Jesus who was crucified and raised from the dead has been made
both Lord and Messiah (Acts 2:36). The Messiah is Lord of all. Those who call upon the
name of this Lord will be saved as they confess him with their lips and believe in their
heart that God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9).
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THE OLD TESTAMENT CONNECTION

The Jews in the first century had replaced the Hebrew name of God, JHVH, for the
Aramaic, Adonai. Scholars are not certain when this changeover took place. Cullmann
says:

that if the Jews chose it [i.e. Adonai] for the highest possible function of replacing the unspeakable
name JHVH in the ceremonial reading of the Word of God in the service of worship, they must have
considered Adonai the unsurpassable majestic name.1 

In the Greek-speaking world of the Jewish Diaspora, the LXX uses Kyrios not only in
a secular sense, but also as the translation for both Adonai and JHVH. By the time of the
Advent of Christ this use had become established. The application of Kyrios to God made
it a sacred word. Every Jew must have known that the Hebrew God, JHVH is called
Adonai, ‘the Lord’, Kyrios. 

Minus the article, kyrios was often an ordinary form of polite respect and address,
something like, ‘Mister’, or ‘Sir’ (Matt. 21:30; John 12:21). It could be used by students
addressing their teacher, like the Hebrew equivalent, ‘Rabbi’. With the article it could
denote a man in an important position, like the master of slaves (Luke 12:45ff.), or even
the Roman Emperor (Acts 25:26). Peter begins addressing Jesus in this way as a term of
respect, only to have a revelation of Jesus as the exalted Messianic Lord (Luke 5:1–11).

The connection of the Old Testament Kyrios with Jesus the Messiah is best seen in
Mark 12:35–37 and parallels. ‘My Lord’ is the Son of David, the Messiah, but Jesus
extends it. If David did not write the Psalm, then ‘My Lord’ would not be ‘greater than
David’, necessarily. However, Jesus says David calls him ‘my Lord’. The quotation is
from Psalm 110 and it comes to mean the Kyrios in the nominative remains God, but the
Kyrios in the dative can no longer be the king, since he himself is speaking. The words
‘my Lord’ have come to mean the Messiah; the Messiah is Lord.

The Aramaic equivalent for Adonai is Mar. As Aramaic was the language spoken by
Jesus as well as his disciples, the New Testament has preserved the Aramaic prayers of the
early church: words like Abba; Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani; and Maranatha. The latter is
an imperative prayer recorded in I Corinthians 16:22, ‘Our Lord, come’. (It could also be
an indicative confession, ‘Our Lord comes’.) Mari could at times mean a respectful form
of address like Kyrios (e.g. Mari, Mari in Matt. 7:21). But the Aramaic prayer,
Maranatha, forms a factual and philological link between Mari and Kyrios, and after the
salvation events of the Cross and Resurrection comes to mean the same as Kyrios Jesus
Christos. The early church would find it impossible to say, ‘Teacher, come’, but ‘Our
Lord, come’ is a designation which would readily be applied to the exulted Lord Jesus
who has overcome the enemies of God and Man, and as the glorified Man reigns at the
right hand of the Father. The people of God pray: ‘Come, Lord’ (Rev. 22:20).

JESUS IS LORD BY HIS DEED

I am saying that it is the man Jesus who is Lord of all. We will only know Jesus is Lord
when we know he is our complete medicine and sure salvation, which is quite 

                                                
1  Oscar Cullman, The Christology of the New Testament, SCM, London, 1959, p. 200.
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different from speculative knowledge about the nature of Christ. In what some may think
is a lopsided way of speaking, Luther says: 

Christ is not called Christ because he has two natures; what is that to me? But he bears this glorious
and comforting name from the office and work which he took upon himself. That he is by nature both
God and man belongs to himself, but my comfort and benefit is that he uses his office on my behalf,
and poured out his love and became my Savior and Redeemer.2

We know Jesus is Lord by his saving acts for us and in those acts we are saved into
knowing him.

Paul says that the One who has been given the name above every other name is the
One who came in human likeness, and poured out himself to death, in obedience to the
Father. Every knee in the whole invisible and visible creation will ultimately confess ‘that
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father’ (Phil. 2:11). Thomas’ cry, ‘My Lord
and my God’, comes as he is drawn to see Christ’s victory over death, and in this
confession Jesus’ true identity as the incarnate Son of God is revealed. The very Lordship
of Christ has been set up and consists in the power of the Godhead. How could it be
otherwise?

ONE LORD

In I Corinthians 8:4–6, Paul tells us that many lords and many gods exist. He does not say
they are simply nothing and that therefore they could have nothing to do with us. But he
says that in the face of the one Creator-God, these beings are nothing divine. But in
forgetting our own nothingness before God, we think we exist through ourselves and that
we are lords in our own right. It is precisely this sin which delivers us to death and
nothingness. This flight always sends us to find our life in the creation instead of in the
Creator. And all the lords and gods that are nothing thereby acquire power over us, a
power spawned and sustained by the devil. Because we are all our lives seeking to justify
our existence, we clothe these powers with the splendour of divinity, and pay them
worship. 

The one Lord, Jesus Christ, frees the captives from many lords and many gods, not
by a blind act of power akin to the devil’s. The One who is sent by the Father bears our
name and comes in our place to live not for himself, but for us all. In his obedience Jesus
bears our sin, our wickedness and folly, and the misery and death of it all. Everything
decided about us is decided in Jesus Christ. In his weakness, Jesus demonstrates the power
of God; in his death and resurrection showing that all power in heaven and earth is given
to Jesus the one Lord (Luke 1:71, 74; Isa. 26:12–14). Jesus is Lord of all (Acts 10:36).

THE SAVING LORD IS THE COMMANDING LORD

It was by his authoritative command that Jesus exercised his rule in saving us. The
Lordship of Christ is the very commanding, authoritative nature and action of Christ,
together with what he accomplishes. Christ has acquired us for himself. Having delivered
us from the power of Satan, we are Christ’s possession. Christ is our Lord in that he is our
Saviour.

                                                
2  M. Luther, in G. W. Berkouwer, The Person of Christ, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1954, p. 103.
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Christ is our Lord. It’s important that we understand the stress of our Lord. We may
think that we have understood about Jesus Christ’s Lordship, and go back home to start a
general renewal of our lives and our churches, thinking that this may gain us the
admiration of the world. We may think that it’s now our responsibility to make Jesus Lord
of increasing areas of our lives. But Jesus would not be our Lord, instead we would be the
lords of Jesus Christ. This last spiritual peril is to be happy in grasping, in grasping him
instead of letting him grasp us, instead of surrendering to him. We change the Lord into a
human entity of a superior order; ‘but this still always means the Rev. Mr. X and his
Christianity. And at bottom, that is why we are so unhappy’.3 We make ourselves Christ’s
advocates instead of his being our Advocate. We set about doing the Lord’s work, but we
are thrown back upon ourselves. A very dangerous reversal has taken place in which we
delude ourselves with our new lease of life. An important reversal must take place where
we learn to say Jesus Christ is Lord; not I, but he, is the Lord. We must learn to live by
faith in the Lordship of him who loves us and commands us.

And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body. And
be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom;
and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to the Lord. And whatever
you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father
through him (Col. 3:15–17).

CONFESSING CHRIST’S LORDSHIP

To believe in one’s heart that God raised Jesus from the dead (Rom. 10:9) is to have heard
the word of faith. It is the preached Word of the reigning, saving Christ. This Word is as
near as our elbow, and is heard through the eyes of our ears. Above all, we are to listen
and not give greater weight to what we see or feel. We are to listen to the Word of Christ
himself, the Word of the Lord of glory. The knowledge of Christ’s resurrection comes
from the presence of the Lord himself, causing us to confess with our lips that Jesus is
Lord (I Cor. 12:3). This confession is calling upon the name of the Lord in worship (Rom.
10:9–13; I Cor. 1:2; II Tim. 2:22; Acts 9:14, 21).

To confess Christ as Lord before God in worship is to bear witness to the world of
the reality of things. For the confessor this is breathtaking. For the preacher it means not
talking about ourselves but proclaiming Jesus Christ as Lord (II Cor. 4:5). The preacher
confesses the truth with confidence and trembling, in the same spirit as he who said, ‘I
believed, and so I spoke’. 

Calvin says somewhere ‘that the whole of our salvation, and all the branches of it, are
comprehended in Christ’, and since ‘blessings of every kind are deposited in him, let us
draw from his treasury, and from no other source, till our desires are satisfied’.

                                                
3  K. Barth, The Faith of the Church, Fontana, Glasgow, 1960, p. 65.
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STUDY 6

The work of the cross

(by Robin Mitchell)
In what some refer to as mainstream theology there is a strange absence of such themes as
sin, guilt, judgment and the wrath of God. Consequently, atonement and justification take
a low profile and the Cross is little more than a tragic event (or story, for who can find the
historical Jesus?), which somehow demonstrates the self-giving nature of God that we
need to emulate.1 The incarnation is then substituted for the atonement,2 God is with us,
God loves us, Christ is now incarnated in us and so we forgive and love each other. Who
needs the Cross? 

The New Testament presents us with a different story. 

The Cross is the focal point of Salvation History and the key to the new creation
which is effected by God’s action of the Cross. Apart from the Cross there is no Gospel,
no good news, just more good works, self-justification and despair as we continue to fall
short of the glory of God. Peter writes:

You know that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your ancestors, not with
perishable things like silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without
defect or blemish. He was destined before the foundation of the world, but was revealed at the end of
the ages for your sake (I Pet. 1:18–20, NRSV).

We note that the Cross is no accident: it is part of God’s plan from the beginning of
creation and, as such, it is indispensable. God’s plan for history cannot be accomplished
apart from it. Understanding this Paul can say:

May I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been
crucified to me, and I to the world. For neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is anything; but a new
creation is everything! (Gal. 6:14, 15, NRSV).

The Cross, then, must be the focus of our proclamation for it is the only act by which God
brings reconciliation and restores fallen humanity into the joy and peace of life 

                                                
1  James Denney, The Death of Christ (Tyndale, London, 1951), p. 176. This is nothing new. Both Forsyth and

Denney address the issue. Many have followed Harnack who declared that in the Gospel which Jesus preached there was
no place for the Son but only for the Father. 

2  ibid., pp. 179f.
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lived in covenant relationship. To preach anything else only heaps more guilt upon those
already screaming out for mercy. That does not mean that we only have one sermon, but
that the death of Christ is the foundation for all of our proclamation.3

As we briefly review the work of the Cross we will do so from a pastoral perspective.

PROPITIATION

 Having fallen short of the glory of God, we have breached God’s covenant of love. We
have turned our backs on our Creator and Father. We have been unfaithful to God who has
loved us. We have rejected our sonship, lost our righteousness, our right standing with
God. We have chosen to be enemies, we are under God’s wrath and deserve to die. We
find ourselves trapped in a hellish abyss from which we cannot escape.4 While sin is not a
popular subject it is the cause of our existential anguish and we will never be free and
functional until we face, and own, our sin.

 At the Cross, ‘Christ confronts us as the reconciler’,5 but in order to bring about
reconciliation, the judgment of God must be executed upon the sinner. Christ, then, must
first make propitiation for man’s sin, both satisfying and affirming the justice of God. It is
important to understand the nature of God’s judgment. Forsyth says:

 
Do not think of God’s judgment as an arbitrary infliction, but as the necessary reaction to sin in a holy
God. There alone do you have the divine necessity of the cross in a sinful world.6

 
 Christ did not merely take the penalty of our sin but bore our sin in his body

(I Pet. 2:24), he became sin (II Cor. 5:21). The judgment of God then fell on him:7 his
abandonment by God is God’s true judgment on sin, and this abandonment is the essence
of God’s wrath (Rom. 1:18ff.).8 The term propitiation carries within it the idea of
appeasing anger, of turning away the wrath of God. God’s wrath is satisfied with nothing
less than that which his justice demands: that is, death for sin. Christ’s death, then, is more
than just an act in which the wrath of the Holy God is poured out, it is also an act of
atonement: without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sin (Heb. 9:22). It is
an act demanded by the very law of God.

 In that action of God at the Cross, the judgment of God fell upon us, as we are in
Christ. Paul’s talk of being in Christ means that what has happened to him has happened
to us. To be baptised into Christ is to be baptised into his death (Rom. 6:3). Gunton is
right in saying:

 
To be baptised is to undergo judgement by accepting the work of Christ in our stead . . . to undergo
baptism is to accept a sentence of death, metaphorical but real. 9

                                                
3  ibid., p. 163. Speaking of Jesus, Denney says, ‘As for outsiders He seems not to have spoken to them of the

subject at all. Yet it would be a mistake . . .  to suppose that the death of Jesus was not in His mind and in His life even
where nothing was said of it.’

4  Geoffrey Bingham, Christ’s Cross Over Man’s Abyss (New Creation Publications, 1987, 2nd edn.), pp. 235f.
5  Denney, p. 175.
6  P. T. Forsyth, The Cruciality of the Cross (New Creation Publications, 1984 reprint of 1910 edn.), pp. 52f.
7  Bingham, ibid., pp. 30f.  See the section, What, Then, Happened Up There In Regard To Sin?
8  ibid., pp. 67f., under the heading, ‘Word Four: My God! My God! Why hast thou forsaken me?’ (Matt. 27:46).
9  Colin Gunton, The Actuality of Atonement: A Study of Metaphor, Rationality and the Christian Tradition

(Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1989), pp. 184f.
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 He also quotes Karl Barth who said:
 
That Jesus Christ died for us does not mean, therefore, that we do not have to die, but that we have
died in and with Him, that as the people we were we have been done away with and destroyed.10

 
 Gunton continues:

 
The end of baptism is, therefore, the actuality, not simply the possibility, of a new form of existence.
There is ‘a new act of creation’ (II Cor. 5.17). 11

 
 The work of the Cross is the working out of the judgment of God upon humanity. In

speaking of his impending death Jesus said, ‘Now is the judgement of this world’ (John
12:31): it is the judgment of man in Christ, the complete judgment of God upon all the sin
of all humanity in all of time, for Christ is the propitiation, not just for our sins, but for the
sins of the whole world (I John 2:1–2).

 In our fallenness, the terror of judgment and fear of death hang over us (Heb. 2:15; I
John 4:18). Confronted by our guilt, our consciences demand that our sins be atoned for. 

 What a relief to know that God himself has offered an atoning sacrifice. He has given
his Son, the Lamb of God, to take away the sin of the world. 

 What a relief to know that we have been judged in Christ, our judgment has passed,
there is no longer any condemnation, we will never again face judgment or die again
because of our sin. This gospel liberates.

JUSTIFICATION & RECONCILIATION 

 This work of the Cross reveals the judgment of God, but at the same time it is the
revelation of the grace of God.12 At the same time as we are judged and destroyed in
Christ, our justification and reconciliation are effected. We appropriate these in our
baptism and are raised with Christ from death to life: we are born again; recreated for
covenant living. 

 To reconcile means to bring together those who are have been hostile.13 We must
understand first of all that reconciliation is an act of God:

 
All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, that is, in Christ God was
reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them (II Cor. 5:18–19, NRSV).
 
 God has acted to bring about our reconciliation. He has restored us to favour by the

great exchange, the process of transference or imputation in which he takes our sin, we
take his righteousness:14

 
For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God (II Cor. 5:21, NRSV).

                                                
10  ibid., pp. 111f.
11  ibid., p. 185.
12  Denney, p. 175.
13  Geoffrey Bingham, Creation and Reconciliation (New Creation Publications, 1987), pp.  36ff.
14  Ralph Martin, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 40, 2 Corinthians (Word Books, Waco, 1986), pp. 143ff.
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 In verse 20 where Paul says:
 

‘Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God were entreating through us; we beg you on
behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God’,

 
 we are to understand that our appeal in proclamation is to appropriate the reconciliation
that has already been effected in the Cross. Our faith in Christ, our confession of sin, our
repentance, does not reconcile us per se, but it does indicate our acceptance of Christ’s
work on our behalf. This means that:
 

It is not the main part of his [the preacher’s] vocation to tell men to make their peace with God, but to
tell them that God has made peace with the world. At bottom, the Gospel is not good advice, but good
news. All the good advice it gives is summed up in this—Receive the good news. But if the good news
is taken away; if we cannot say, God has made peace, God had dealt seriously with His condemnation
of sin, so that it no longer stands in the way of your return to Him; if we cannot say, Here is the
reconciliation, receive it,—then for man’s actual state we have no Gospel at all. When Christ’s work
was done, the reconciliation of the world was accomplished. When men were called to receive it, they
were called to a relation to God, not in which they would no more be against Him—though that is
included—but in which they would no more have Him against them. There would be no condemnation
thenceforth to those who were in Christ Jesus.15

 
 Because God in Christ has decided not to count our trespasses against us (II Cor.

5:19), our reconciliation is no less than being justified and given the status of righteous
persons (Rom. 3:21–28). We are not to understand this just in legal terms, but in the light
of God’s covenant relationship. We now have peace with God through Christ, that is,
God’s desire is to bless us. In Christ we are restored to full fellowship with God. The
consequences of Eden have been reversed. Ralph Martin says that when Paul speaks of us
being a new creation in Christ he is not describing the new birth:
 

. . . rather he is announcing as a kerygmatic statement the advent of the new creation ‘in Christ,’ the
dramatic recovery of the world, formerly alienated and dislocated, by God who has acted
eschatologically in Christ, i.e., the world is placed now under his rule.16

 
 This is but the beginning of the reconciliation of all things that will yet unfold as a
consequence of the Cross (Eph. 1:9–10).17

 On our part, the call to be reconciled to God is a call to the obedience of faith, which
is no self-justifying act but simply the proper response of a righteous person living in
covenant relationship (Rom. 1:5; 16:26).

FORGIVENESS 

 Having seen something of God’s work at the Cross, we understand how forgiveness is
made possible. Forsyth says:
 

Christian faith is our life-experience of complete forgiveness and final redemption in Christ. It does
not include forgiveness; it is forgiveness . . . Only the redeemed Church, the Church that knows
forgiveness, has the key to the Saviour. 18

                                                
15  ibid., p. 155, quoting J. Denney.
16  ibid., p. 146.
17  Geoffrey Bingham, Creation and Reconciliation, pp.  49ff.
18   Forsyth, pp. 25f.
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 The other thing that needs to be said here is that forgiveness does not come in
instalments. Forgiveness is full and complete. When preaching forgiveness, do not preach
it as a work. Many do so using the Johannine text:

 
If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all
unrighteousness (I John 1:9, NASB).19

 
 Forgiveness is not earned by confession. It is a grace gift of God to us in Christ. With
regard to our preaching we should again take note of Forsyth:
 

The feeble gospel preaches, ‘God is ready to forgive’; the mighty gospel preaches, ‘God has
redeemed’.20

 
 If we fail to understand this as preachers then we struggle to be perfect, we will not own
our sin and failure, we seek our own justification by our good works. We preach law and
often do so in the name of grace and then we lay more guilt on those who need to hear that
Christ has taken all of their sins into himself and that they are forgiven. 

 Let me again quote Denney:
 
There is no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus. Their relation to God is not determined now
in the very least by sin or law; it is determined by Christ the propitiation and by faith. The position of
the believer is not that of one trembling at the judgment seat, or of one for whom everything remains
somehow in a condition of suspense. It is that of one who has the assurance of a divine love which has
gone deeper than all his sins.21 

 
 Such forgiveness enables us to live with consciences that are at peace. We can leave the
past behind and live with joy in fellowship with God (Heb. 9:14; 10:22).

PURIFICATION AND SANCTIFICATION

In dealing with our sins at the Cross, Christ fulfils the eternal plan of God that we should
be holy and blameless before him in love (Eph. 1:4). Listing qualities that we need to add
to faith, Peter says:

For he who lacks these [qualities] is blind [or] short-sighted, having forgotten [his] purification from
his former sins (II Pet. 1:9).

This purification has been accomplished by Christ (Heb. 1:3), and not only have we been
purified and made clean, we have also been sanctified and made holy. We are told that:

. . . you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification,
and redemption (I Cor. 1:30).

                                                
19  Geoffrey Bingham, If We Say We Have No Sin . . . (New Creation Publications, 1987), pp. 10ff. This text gives a

full treatment of the I John 1:9 passage.
20   Forsyth, p. 52.
21  Denney, p. 159.



The work of the cross

37

Understand that sanctification also is a gift not a work.22 Part of the grace of sanctification
is God’s enabling to live holy lives. We are sanctified ‘so that by faith we may even now
participate in the divine life of the Holy Trinity’.23 Glory to God (Rom. 16:25–27).

                                                
22  Geoffrey Bingham, Great and Glorious Grace  (New Creation Publications, 1988) pp. 57ff., 66ff.
23 John Kleinig, Sharing in God’s Holiness, (Lutheran Laymen’s League, Nth Adelaide, 1984), p. 13. See this

booklet for the various categories of clean/holy.
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STUDY 7

The Word of the Cross

(by Geoffrey Bingham)

INTRODUCTION: PAUL’S WORD ON THE WORD OF THE CROSS

For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, lest the
cross of Christ be emptied of its power. 

For 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. For it is written, ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the cleverness of the clever
I will thwart.’ Where is the wise man? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not
God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know
God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe.
For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to
Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God
and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is
stronger than men (I Cor. 1:17–25).

If we take verses 17 and 18 together then we see the following: (i) what is primary to
Paul’s life as an apostle is preaching the gospel, not matters such a baptising converts; (ii)
Paul must not use brilliant reasoning and wisdom which will appeal to listeners: he must
preach the gospel in its simple and pure form; and (iii) the Word of the Cross is itself
powerful to those who are being saved. To others it will come as foolishness because they
are perishing. They will perish because they see it as foolishness. Something in the
attitude ensures they will not truly hear, truly see and properly respond. At this point, we
will say God is grappling with them, and they are refusing His insistent love and power. 

In verses 19 to 25 we have the following points: (i) the wisdom which is an anti-
Cross (anti-God) wisdom will be destroyed by God;1 for (ii) God has made foolish the
wisdom of this world; (iii) He did this by bringing into human affairs His wisdom—a
different kind of wisdom—which was the wisdom of the Cross. Only it can save perishing
Man; (iv) Jews will not hear this wisdom because they are looking for authenticating
signs, and desire power, whilst the Greek—the intellectual—looks on the whole matter of
the Cross as foolishness. He demands the kind of wisdom for which Greeks have always
been famous, the reasoning of human minds; and (v) the fact is that Christ crucified is
both the power of God and the wisdom of God, and this 

                                                
1  The exegesis of Isaiah 29:14 in its historical context is not easy to understand in relation to Paul’s argument, but it

can be shown to apply to his thought, as many commentaries well show.
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being so, what human beings see as weakness in God is, in fact, far stronger than the
strongest that Man puts forward. The conclusion is shown in verses 30–31, ‘He [God] is
the source of your life in Christ Jesus, whom God made our wisdom, our righteousness
and sanctification and redemption; therefore, as it is written, “Let him who boasts, boast
of the Lord” ’. Thus Christ is all that is required of us and for us, namely God’s wisdom in
righteousness, sanctification and redemption. We have no grounds for boasting in
anything—signs and wonders, or man’s wisdom—but we have all grounds for boasting in
the Lord.

All we have said here, plus the first five verses of chapter 2, constitute what we will
consider below, the Word of the Cross. Those five verses are:

When I came to you, brethren, I did not come proclaiming to you the testimony [mystery] of God in
lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him
crucified. And I was with you in weakness and in much fear and trembling; and my speech and my
message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that
your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God.

The substance of these words is that Paul knew he had to do one thing, namely, preach the
gospel simply, without adornment, without words of persuasive human reasoning, and
believe that the gospel—the word of the Cross—would do its own work. In himself he
was ‘in weakness and in much fear and trembling’—powerless —but in fact he preached
‘in demonstration of the Spirit and of power’. When he delivered his word with all
plainness, it was the word of the Cross which was presented to the hearer, and the hearer
was not caught in human persuasion. Paul had no guilt about manipulating his audience.

THE WORD OF THE CROSS

We have had one Study titled ‘The Work of the Cross’,2 and the title of this one is ‘The
Word of the Cross’. What is the difference between the two subjects, or are they, in
reality, one? No, they are two, though each is as the obverse side of the same coin, making
the one completed act. The Work of the Cross is the Work God has done in Christ; it is the
Work of Christ which pertains to the Cross and we have seen what that was and is. It is a
work done by Christ, the Work which he came to do, and whatever his relationship with
the Father and the Holy Spirit regarding this event, or in this event, it was Christ’s work. It
stands in history as his. It is Christ’s Work of the Cross. The Word of the Cross—as we
shall see—is something which, to all appearances, has been given over to Christ’s
followers to proclaim. We shall also see they were designated to do this work. The Word
of the Cross, then, is the preaching of the Work of the Cross, without it being simply a
narrative of what happened at the Cross, or a theology of what happened. If we compare
verse 17 with verse 18 of I Corinthians 1, then the Word of the Cross is simply the
gospel.3 Yet the manner of proclaiming the gospel—the Word of the Cross—is unique. To
proclaim is to present the Cross in such a way that its Work is communicated, and the
event is presently before the eyes and ears—and so, the thinking—of the hearers. It is
what Paul calls 

                                                
2   We capitalise the word ‘Work’ and also we capitalise the word ‘Word’, to show their distinctive natures.
3  ‘The message whose central theme is the cross of Christ’ (F. F. Bruce, I & II Corinthians, Oliphants, London,

1971, p. 34). ‘The preaching which deals with the cross of Christ’ (F. W. Grosheide, Commentary on the First Epistle to
the Corinthians, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1976, p. 44).
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‘the placarding of the Cross’ or ‘public portraying of Christ as crucified’ (Gal. 3:1, Iesous
Christos proegraphe estauromenos), the setting forth of it to human ears and minds,4 yet
not as theory, but for the dynamic saving and sanctifying action that it was and is. 

In I Corinthians 1:23 Paul says, ‘We proclaim Christ crucified’—Christon
estaouromenon—indicating that ‘crucified’ is a perfect passive participle, which means
that although he was crucified in the past, the action of Christ being made crucified
continues in its effects for all time following the event. Without straining the meaning of
the perfect tense, we can say that his becoming Christ crucified from Christ not crucified
has its present effects, and in giving this participle we are proclaiming that its effects are
working now, that a listener may come in on those. It is interesting to note in Galatians
2:20 that ‘I have been crucified with Christ’ is also a perfect tense, so that the effects of
co-crucifixion with Christ are active in the present. If Paul was proclaiming Christ
crucified as an aorist participle, then that would have been powerful enough, for ‘the
happened event’ is part of the truth which sets forth Christ’s completed crucifixion, but
the perfect tells us even more, in that the past is made to be present in the ‘now moment’.

THE WORD OF THE CROSS DEPENDENT ON THE WORK
OF THE CROSS

We will have seen in ‘The Work of the Cross’ that there was a time when the Work of the
Cross had not happened. It will be helpful to reiterate a little concerning the event of the
Work of the Cross, for, it was the Work towards which all Christ’s works tended, were
shaped and in which they would find their completion, since it was what was intended by
the Father, the Son and the Spirit. The works of the Father were those done by the Son.
The Son did nothing from himself or of himself. The works which the Father had given he
did. One might find it difficult to believe the Son directly, but at least one could believe
him for the very works’ sake (John 14:10–11; cf. 5:36; 8:28; 17:1). The Son was given
these works by the Father to do, and at the time of the Cross could say, ‘I glorified thee on
earth, having accomplished the work which thou gavest me to do’ (17:4), and he had said
this would be the case, ‘When you have lifted up the Son of man, then you will know that
I am he, and that I do nothing on my own authority but speak as the Father taught me’
(8:28). In the beginning, at the Baptism, the Father had said, ‘This is my beloved Son in
whom I am well pleased’ (Matt. 3:17), and at his Transfiguration, ‘This is my beloved
Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him’ (Matt. 17:5), ‘This is my beloved Son;
listen to him’ (Mark 9:7), and, ‘This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him’ (Luke 9:35). In
our Study ‘The Apostolic Witness for All Time’, we saw that the Son came to bear
witness to the truth, the truth of the Father. His whole life was the witness, and the Cross
was the most significant act in revealing the nature of the Father.

We do not here go into the Work of the Cross except to say that Christ’s cry, ‘It is
finished!’ refers directly to ‘the work which [the Father] gavest me to do’. Whilst in one
sense the Son’s works—and the Father’s for that matter—are not finished until 

                                                
4  In a somewhat different way and yet approaching the use of ‘setting forth’ of Galatians 3:1 (proegraphe), is I

Corinthians 11:26, ‘you proclaim’, or ‘set forth’ (kataggellete) the death of Christ, because it is done in the actions of the
Lord’s Supper which are rehearsed from, and of, the original occasion. The difference in verbs simply fits the different
occasions and modes of proclamation.
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the climax (telos) of history, yet at the Cross the Work of the Cross was finished. Had it
not been finished, then the Word of the Cross could not be proclaimed. We need for a
moment to dwell on this fact. The Work of the Cross began in intention before Creation (I
Pet. 1:20; cf. Rev. 13:8), began with the Incarnation, was worked towards in the ministry
of Jesus, and was completed upon the Cross itself. The Resurrection, looked at from one
point of view, was assured by the killing of death in the Death of Christ. From another
point of view, it was an attestation of the validity of the death and the assurance of its
complete work as in Romans 4:25. 

What we now see is that Christ never really preached the gospel in his lifetime. It
could not be preached as the Word of the Cross until the work had been completed. What
we will see, I trust, will be that only with the proclamation of the gospel is the Work of the
Cross effective down through the ages from the Day of the Crucifixion. 

THE POWER OF THE WORD OF THE CROSS

One thing we need to get clear from the beginning is that when we speak of the Word of
the Cross as being ‘the gospel’ then we must also speak of it as being ‘the Word of God’
and ‘the whole counsel of God’. There is no gospel which is not the Word of the Cross,
but then the Word of the Cross is not segregated from the whole gospel as a matter of its
own, and on its own. The gospel really includes the whole of what God has done from the
first moment of creation up to what he will complete as the climax (telos) of history. For
example, the Resurrection, Ascension and the Reigning at God’s right hand are all part of
the gospel. A deep study of the Work of the Cross will show that the Cross not only is
soteriological, but it is Christological in the deepest meaning of that word. Jesus Christ
becomes Lord of the universe in his work of the Cross. The Cross meets not only the
demands of the Holy Creator, but it also expresses the saving of Man from damnation and
it sanctifies him to the worship and service of God. In fact, what we called the future of
the world’s history from the point in time of the Cross is dependent upon the Work of the
Cross. If, then, we see that the Law and the Prophets—the entire Old Testament—and all
that we call ‘the New Testament’ is the gospel, then we see that the Word of the Cross
constitutes the entirety of God’s work in that the Work of the Cross constitutes the
completion of the Work which ensures the fulfilment of the entire plan of God, the plan of
the mystery, the whole wisdom and counsel of God.

Of course, the Word of the Cross will primarily centre on the Work of the Cross, and
the wider dimensions of the plan of God will ultimately be seen to be linked with this
Work, to be ensured by it, to flow to completion from it. One example of what we mean is
seen in the fifth chapter of The Revelation. The Lamb-as-it-had-been-slain is the one who
has the seven-sealed book in his hand. He alone is worthy (competent) to open it. Opening
it means he sets the measure and action of all history. He is at once the Lion of Judah
(Lord-Messiah) and the mild and gentle One—winning by grace and love. Had there not
been the Work of the Cross this movement could not be in history. His Lordship means
the sealing up of all history and the completion of the Father’s plan.

The facts are that in the New Testament it is shown that the salvation of Man and the
sanctification, glorification and perfection of the creation were purposed from the
Beginning and are brought to fulfilment in the End. The two Testaments are the one
Scripture.
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The Usages of the Word of God

We are using this title ‘Word of God’ not to distinguish it from ‘the Word of the
Cross’, but to make it one with it. We are saying the Word of God is not confined to the
Word of the Cross, but that it is not other than the Word of the Cross, rightly understood.
Just as Christ preached the gospel of the Kingdom without the triumph of the Kingdom
having happened, so that gospel was proleptically fulfilled without the Cross, but never
fulfilled until the Cross, and its ultimate fulfilment for ever depends upon what happened
at the Cross. Christ was not in a position to preach the gospel which the Apostles
preached, for not until his Ascension and the pouring out of the Spirit at Pentecost was the
gospel ‘formed’ and ready to be preached as the good news of the Cross; the proclamation
of the Word of the Cross which was the effective communication of the Work of the Cross,
the acting upon the hearers of that Cross, or—better still—Christ crucified. The gospel of
forgiveness, of love, of reconciliation, of justification and sanctification, plus the good
news of Christ’s Lordship—all of these could not be preached in actuality until the
outpouring of the Spirit, and the triggering off of the Apostolic band to proclaim what we
call euangellion and kerugma. 

If we look at the Book of the Acts we are struck with the terms there linked with the
idea of the Word of God. One thing is clear, namely that ‘the gospel’ and ‘the word of
God’ are the one, and called ‘the word’, ‘the word of God’, ‘the word of the Lord’, ‘the
word of his grace’, ‘my words’ (ta rhemata), ‘the word of the gospel’, ‘these words’
(logous), ‘the word which he sent’, and ‘the word which was proclaimed’. It was said that
the word was spoken with all boldness, that it increased, that it grew and multiplied, that it
grew and prevailed mightily. All of these references show us the dynamics of the word
which was the Word of God, the Word of the Cross.

In the Epistles the Word is likewise spoken of as the word (rhema)5 which brings
faith to birth, the Word of the Cross, the Word of God, the word of truth, the word as the
gospel, the word which is powerful and alive, sharper than any two-edged sword, the
living oracles, the prophetic word, the word by which we are born again; it is the
imperishable seed, and the word of life. Again we see its dynamic nature. In The
Revelation, Christ is ‘the Word of God’ and the word of God is a sharp two-edged sword
going out of his mouth, and with it he will smite the nations.

THE POWER OF THE WORD OF GOD

We now come to a vital point in our Study, and ask the question, ‘If the Work of the Cross
is the powerful action of God in Christ to redeem the world, to bring forgiveness,
purification, justification and sanctification, if its work destroys the power of such
elements as sin, death, Satan, the world and its evil powers, and if the conscience is
purified by it to serve the living God, and if the flesh by it loses its power over Man, then
why is it that the Word of the Cross is necessary? Surely it is the Word of the Cross which
is dynamic, of itself? What great necessity is there for preaching the Word of the Cross?’

                                                
5  Whereas rhema seems to be used for a word which is an utterance, and logos for a word which is reasoned,

spoken and taught, it would appear that both terms can be used, where necessary, as synonyms.
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The first part of the answer must come to us even while we are asking the questions.
Without the Work of the Cross there can be no Word of the Cross. Without the Word of
the Cross there can be no communication of the Work of the Cross. Our answer is, ‘It is
through the Word of the Cross that the action of the Work of the Cross comes to human
beings’. We have seen in the Acts, the Epistles, and The Revelation that the Word of God
made great impact. Normally the Word of God comes from God Himself. He is the power
of the Word. In fact He speaks directly through His word, be it spoken by men, prophets
or angels. We know that in the Old Testament the Word of God was said to have formed
the whole creation, to have brought light out of darkness, form out of chaos, to be the
word of truth, and to sustain creation. It effected what God commanded. It spoke the
words of commandments, of covenant, of love and of judgment. The creative word was
said to go out into all the earth. ‘Thus saith the Lord’ was a statement to make Israel sit up
and take notice, and it was often addressed to other nations. The prophets of the Old
Testament were dynamic, communicated God and His mind to the people, and often
invited their own death by reason of their powerful impact, especially upon those who
were lawless, hypocritical and haters of God. Jesus praised them most highly, saying they
ranged from Abel to Zechariah and that Israel built their tombs after having killed them.
The lack of the word of the prophets in the Intertestamental period was itself a strange and
frightening matter for a nation for whom the word of the Lord was sign of His presence
and the demand of His covenantal grace. The coming of John was the coming of the
resumption of the prophetic word, and folk flocked to hear him.

 The Old Testament understanding of the power of the word is seen in such passages
as Jeremiah 23:29, ‘Is not my word like fire, says the Lord, and like a hammer which
breaks the rock in pieces?’ To Jeremiah the word was like a fire in his bones, and when he
would forebear to proclaim it, he could not sustain the agony of it but had to proclaim it.
Isaiah 55:8–11 have become classical in describing the power and effectivity of the word
of God:

For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
neither are your ways my ways, says the LORD. 

For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 
so are my ways higher than your ways 
and my thoughts than your thoughts. 

‘For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven,
and return not thither but water the earth, 

making it bring forth and sprout, 
giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, 

so shall my word be that goes forth from my mouth; 
it shall not return to me empty, 

but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, 
and prosper in the thing for which I sent it.

In the Gospels we find the word of Christ effective, not only in commanding the elements,
exorcising demons, healing people and bringing forgiveness to the guilty, but it is the
word which sears the consciences of the religious leaders, as it is also the word which
builds up the true people of God. Of course, it consummates in the Word of the Cross.
History testifies to the word and words of Christ having their impact down through 2,000
years, as many testify to their power and usefulness. Of course it is the Word of the Cross
which encapsulates all his pre-Cross words, and brings them into right relationship within
the Word of the Cross.
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The Work and the Word of the Cross

The question some might wish to ask is the one asked above, ‘Why the necessity of
the Word of the Cross if the Work of the Cross has great power and has accomplished
God’s victory in Christ?’ We have suggested that the seeming weakness in this question is
that the Work of the Cross cannot operate of itself, but its operation is made to depend
upon the communication of that Work—the application of it, we might say—to the one
who listens. ‘How shall they hear without a preacher?’ Paul asks and he is right, as also
when he adds, ‘And how shall they preach except they be sent?’ Paul stated that ‘the Word
of the Cross is the power of God to those who are being saved’. That is, the Word of the
Cross is the dynamic communication of the Work of the Cross to the listener. Just as
God’s word was His word being proclaimed through the prophets and others, so the Word
of the Cross is His Word being proclaimed through human instrumentalities.

It is clear that the person who proclaims the Word has come under the power of God,
and has been transformed by the Word of the Cross, and so in that sense is a witness not to
the Word, but to the Work of the Cross. God has often been pleased to witness to the
speakers of the Word of the Cross, as in Acts 14:3 where it is ‘the word of his grace’, but
at root, God is the true Speaker, for it is His grace, His personal working. Man, even
redeemed Man and Spirit-filled Man, does not know the truth in all its meaning. God is
pleased, by the Holy Spirit, to bring His servants to the full truth, and He sustains them by
that Spirit so that what they utter is the truth. The proclaimer is the means by which God
Himself, Christ himself proclaims the gospel. As we have said, ‘God only knows God.
God only can tell God’. No human being could know what happened in the Work of the
Cross, no matter how he has read the scriptures, pondered and researched them. It is the
Victim and Lord of that Cross who knows the truth of the Cross. 

Preaching, then, is the key to all communication of the Work of the Cross and what is
preached we call ‘the Word of the Cross’. Some of the following quotes may help to
understand that true preaching it not mere recounting, narrative, and the issuing of
theology. It is not the presentation of doctrine of such, doctrine which comes in
dogmatics, systems and propositions. It is the living tissue of the Being of God and the
Son of the Cross, the Spirit of the Father and the Son.

Divine revelation is more than the disclosure of supernatural knowledge concerning the nature and
purposes of God.6

On the Greek view, man unveils God; on the biblical, God reveals Himself to man.7

. . . revelation is the self-bestowal of the living God . . . God in the act of imparting Himself.8 

. . . we are now more aware that it is God Himself who speaks in the proclamation. Preaching is not
talking about God. It is allowing God to talk. 9

                                                
6  R. H. Mounce, The Essential Nature of New Testament Preaching, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1960, p. 151.
7  Albrecht Oepke, ‘ajpokaluvpiw’, in Gerhard Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 3,

Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1965, p. 574.
8  P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, New Creation Publications, reprint, 1993 (1907), p. 10.
9  Bo Reicke, Das Kerygma des Neuen Testaments, in Mounce, The Essential Nature of New Testament Preaching,

p. 154.
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The words of the preacher are simply the medium through which the Divine Word comes. It is God
who speaks.

As the preacher proclaims the divine act of redemption, the barriers of time are somehow
transcended and that supreme event of the past is once again taking place. God’s historic Self-
disclosure has become a present actuality.10

Preaching is ‘the immediate, powerful, personal self-communication of the eternal Word to men’ .11 

Preaching has a single purpose, that Christ might come to those who have assembled to listen.12

Preaching does more than recount and explain the ancient event. The Spirit makes the ancient event in
a very real sense an event now transpiring, and the preaching is a medium of the Spirit’s action in
doing so. In the preaching, when it is truly itself, the event is continuing or is recurring. God’s
revealing action in Christ is, still or again, actually taking place. 

Only authentically biblical preaching can be really relevant: only vitally relevant preaching can be
really biblical.13 

The gift of God’s grace was, and is, His work of Gospel. And it is this act that is prolonged in the
word of the preacher, and not merely proclaimed. The great, the fundamental, sacrament is the
Sacrament of the Word.14

CONCLUSION: THE WORD OF THE CROSS IS GOD SPEAKING
THE WORK OF THE CROSS, THE GOSPEL

We see, then, that God and His word are one. The preaching of the gospel is never per se
the work of men. Paul in I Thessalonians 2:13 says, ‘you accepted it not as the word of
men but as what it really is, the word [logos] of God, which is at work in you believers’.
We are not, of ourselves, permitted to take hold of God and communicate Him, but we are
permitted—nay, commanded—to preach His Word, in which He is and by which He
communicates Himself. We are permitted—commanded—to preach ‘Christ crucified’
with all that is contained in the passive participle of the perfect tense, but it will be Christ
himself who will communicate his being—his Work—as ‘Christ crucified’ through this
preached Word of the Cross. That is, it will be Christ himself, present in the preacher,
presenting himself where that Word is preached ‘through the Holy Spirit sent from
heaven’ (I Pet. 1:12). That preaching of the Word of the Cross, then, is the confrontation
of men and women by Christ himself, who, in history, has been first incarnated and then
offered up by the Father. In all the preaching it is the Triune God confronting Man for
salvation or for judgment. The Word demands a decision and an answer, and it—He—will
have it!

If the burden of communication and the responsibility for bringing the hearer to a
point of decision lay with the proclaimer, then the prophetic element would be absent—
the speaker speaking from God—and the responsibility would be crushing. 

                                                
10  Mounce, The Essential Nature of New Testament Preaching, pp. 154, 153.
11  C. K. Barrett, Biblical Preaching and Biblical Scholarship, p. 4, in Mounce, The Essential Nature of New

Testament Preaching, p. 154.
12  Gustaf Wingren, Predikan; en principiell studie, p. 296, in Mounce, The Essential Nature of New Testament

Preaching, p. 154.
13  John Knox, The Integrity of Preaching, pp. 92, 27, in Mounce, The Essential Nature of New Testament

Preaching, p. 153, 156.
14  Forsyth, Positive Preaching, p. 3.
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In II Corinthians 3:4–6 Paul shows that God, Himself, has made the proclaimers
‘competent to be ministers of a new covenant’:

Such is the confidence that we have through Christ toward God. Not that we are competent of
ourselves to claim anything as coming from us; our competence is from God, who has made us
competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not in a written code but in the Spirit; for the written
code kills, but the Spirit gives life.

The outcome of the proclamation is wholly of God, but He has entrusted us with the
ministry of reconciliation, having first reconciled us to Himself, for only the reconciled
can reconcile, so that ‘we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us’.
Yet we are not agents, God standing off from us, expecting what we impart to be, itself,
effective. II Corinthians 6:1 has, ‘Working together with him, then, we entreat you not to
accept the grace of God in vain [in an empty way]’. In the proclamation of the Word it is
God, the Subject, personally grappling with human subjects to the point where ‘faith
comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes from the preaching of Christ
[rhematos Christou—the Word of the Cross]’ (Rom. 10:17). ‘He who has an ear to hear’
hears, for he is responsive to God’s grappling with him. This person’s will ‘is to do his
will’, for the fire of the Word now burns in the heart, the heart has been like a stone
broken, and the fruitage is fructified (cf. Jer. 23:23; Isa. 55:10–13). We mean that God has
not only been working in His Word, by His Spirit and through His Son, but that in the
intimacy and power of His love He has triumphed over Adamic rebellion and human
sinfulness, and seated home His truth in the inner man of the person. The transformation is
irreversible and eternal. In this the Word, through the human proclaimer, is such that no
angelic utterer can effect. Hence, ‘Woe is me if I preach not the gospel!’ 

As for the preacher, he finds himself caught in both the agony and ecstasy of this
Word of confrontation. He will be tempted to forbear, but he will be unable where he is
not a Balaam but a true servant. Like Jeremiah he will say, ‘there is in my heart as it were
a burning fire shut up in my bones, and I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot’ (Jer.
20:9). It is as though he were trying to forbear the very Burning Fire which is God
Himself. 
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STUDY 8

Christ�s Ascension & Session

(by Martin Bleby)

IN SAYING ‘HE ASCENDED’, WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

A kindergarten child may gain a certain amount of kudos from being able to say, ‘My
daddy’s a policeman!’ Is that how Christ’s ascension functions in our minds, or in the
minds of our people? Is it seen as a kind of triumphalist flag-waving exercise? Or as a
possible escape-route from reality? Or as an indication that Christianity has little
connection with the real world? Or doesn’t it figure at all? How does it relate to what is
happening now, and to where we are going?

‘YOU HAVE GIVEN HIM DOMINION’

The exaltation of Christ cannot be seen in isolation from God’s purpose and intentions for
the human race. The original mandate given in creation was:

Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea
and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth (Gen. 1:28).

This is celebrated in Psalm 8:

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,
the moon and the stars which you have established;

what is man that you are mindful of him,
and the son of man that you care for him?

Yet you have made him little less than God,
and crown him with glory and honour.

You have given him dominion over the works of your hands;
you have put all things under his feet,

all sheep and oxen,
and also the beasts of the field,

the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea,
whatever passes along the paths of the sea.

O LORD, our Lord,
how majestic is your name in all the earth! (Ps. 8:3–9).
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Here there is no contrast between the glory of God and the glory of humankind. When
man and woman occupy and operate effectively in the position where God has placed
them—a ‘little less than God’—the majesty of God’s name is seen in all the earth.

It is when we have, ‘without a cause’ and in the spirit of ‘Lucifer’, sought to set
ourselves in a false position, that it is actually impossible for us, that we have plummeted
to the depths:

You said in your heart,
‘I will ascend to heaven;

above the stars of God
I will set my throne on high;

I will sit on the mount of assembly
in the far north;

I will ascend above the heights of the clouds,
I will make myself like the Most High.’

But you are brought down to Sheol,
to the depths of the Pit (Isa. 14:13–15).

This is the context of God’s injunctions in Psalm 2:

Why do the nations conspire,
and the peoples plot in vain?

The kings of the earth set themselves,
and the rulers take counsel together,
against the LORD and his anointed, saying,

‘Let us burst their bonds asunder,
and cast their cords from us’ (Ps. 2:1–3).

God’s response to this is to set His own true king in his rightful place:

He who sits in the heavens laughs;
the LORD has them in derision.

Then he will speak to them in his wrath,
and terrify them in his fury, saying,

‘I have set my king
on Zion, my holy hill’ (vv. 4–6).

This is the one who relates with God as son, to whom is given not only universal authority
in the creation, as was intended for the whole of humanity in the beginning, but also the
undoing of the misplaced rebellion:

I will tell of the decree of the LORD:
He said to me, ‘You are my son,

today I have begotten you.
Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage,

and the ends of the earth your possession.
You shall break them with a rod of iron,

and dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel’ (vv. 7–9).

This one is the true man, the real Adam, the proper humanity. The writer to the Hebrews,
by linking Jesus with Psalm 8, sees him not just as the Davidic Messiah, but as the one
who properly occupies and operates in the position treacherously abandoned by
humankind, that he might restore us to it (see also Paul in I Cor. 15:27):
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It has been testified somewhere,
‘What is man that you are mindful of him,
or the son of man, that you care for him?

You made him for a little while lower than the angels,
you have crowned him with glory and honour,
putting everything in subjection under his feet.’

Now in putting everything in subjection to him, he left nothing outside his control. As it is, we do not
yet see everything in subjection to him. But we see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than
the angels, crowned with glory and honour because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of
God he might taste death for every one. For it was fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things
exist, in bringing many sons to glory, should make the pioneer of their salvation perfect through
suffering (Heb. 2:6–10).

We see, then, that when God made His covenant with David (II Sam. 7; I Chron. 17; Ps.
89), He was concerned with more than just restoring the kingdom to Israel. He was
concerned with restoring the human race to its properly intended kingship in Christ. Jesus
himself brought this out when he asked his pointed question about David and Psalm 110:

And as Jesus taught in the temple, he said, ‘How can the scribes say that the Christ is the son of
David? David himself, inspired by the Holy Spirit, declared, 

‘The Lord said to my Lord, 
Sit at my right hand, 
till I put your enemies under your feet.’

David himself calls him Lord; so how is he his son?’ And the great throng heard him gladly (Mark
12:35–37).

This is also acknowledged when Jesus is called not only the offspring but also the root of
David (Rev. 22:16; cf. Isa. 11:1).

‘HE ALSO DESCENDED’

Psalm 89:1–37 celebrates this great promise to David (and to all humanity). But we need
to see the context in which this affirmation is set:

But now you have spurned and rejected him;
you are full of wrath against your anointed.

You have renounced the covenant with your servant;
you have defiled his crown in the dust.

You have broken through all his walls;
you have laid his strongholds in ruins.

All who pass by plunder him;
he has become the scorn of his neighbours.

You have exalted the right hand of his foes;
you have made all his enemies rejoice.

Moreover, you have turned back the edge of his sword,
and you have not supported him in battle.

You have removed the sceptre from his hand,
and hurled his throne to the ground.

You have cut short the days of his youth;
you have covered him with shame (Ps. 89:38–45).

This is followed by a series of unanswered questions, based on God’s promise to David:
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How long, O LORD? Will you hide yourself forever?
How long will your wrath burn like fire?

Remember how short my time is—
for what vanity you have created all mortals!

Who can live and never see death?
Who can escape the power of Sheol?

Lord, where is your steadfast love of old,
which by your faithfulness you swore to David?

Remember, O Lord, how your servant is taunted;
how I bear in my bosom the insults of the peoples,

with which your enemies taunt, O LORD,
with which they taunted the footsteps of your anointed (vv. 46–51).

Here the suffering of the Davidic king and his people, under the broken covenant, mirrors
the suffering under wrath of sinful humankind. It is only the coincidence (?) that Psalm 89
ends Book III of the Psalms, that it closes with the words:

Blessed be the LORD forever. Amen and Amen (v. 52).

This is important to acknowledge, for it is in regard to this that Paul is at pains to point out
for us the significance of Christ’s ascension:

When it says, ‘He ascended,’ what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts of
the earth? He who descended is the same one who ascended far above all the heavens, so that he might
fill all things (Eph. 4:9–10).

Messiah has entered fully into the sufferings of the covenant-breakers, the children of
wrath, and won a victory there by virtue of which his rule over all is secured for all time.
The ‘all things’ that he now fills includes ‘the lower parts of the earth’, ‘the depths of the
pit’, to which we have sunk in our demeaning arrogance and misguided rebellion.

THE ANOINTED CONQUEROR

The vast sweep of the prophecy of Isaiah is deeply instructive and powerfully heartening
for us in this situation. The consistent basis of Isaiah’s prophecy is this promise of God to
the house of David, and to the inhabitants of Jerusalem. Personal and national faith in God
and His covenant promises are the heart of his message. Yet Isaiah was called upon to
give this message at a time of personal and national apostasy and rejection of God and His
promises in favour of alliances with other nations and gods. Firstly in the reign of Ahaz,
whose refusal of faith brought Israel into bondage to other nations, from which they have
never since recovered. Then in the reign of Hezekiah, whose reversion to faith saw a
marvellous deliverance in keeping with God’s promises, but whose careless and prideful
dalliance with Babylon set the course for the ultimate destruction of Jerusalem and the
removal of the house of David from the royal throne. Faced with the apparent failure of
his message in the impending doom of God’s people, Isaiah was shown for the nation
what he had already discovered personally, that God Himself effects atonement even for
those who have sinfully broken covenant and denied faith. So ‘nothing shall be left’ of
Isaiah 36:7 is followed by ‘comfort my people’ in 40:1, and the promised return and
restoration, effected through the work of the suffering Servant.
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This brings us roughly to the position we are in at present. We have been redeemed
and atoned for through the sufferings and victory and exaltation of the Christ. We still
wait for God to bring in full and final salvation and righteousness for the whole creation.
Isaiah, in chapters 56 – 57, is keenly aware that the redeemed in this state remain still
morally and spiritually powerless and vulnerable, and acutely exposed to fierce opposition
and persecution (see, e.g. 56:1; 57:1; 59:1–2; cf. Rom. 7:14–25). They are no less
dependent on faith and the action of God, in keeping with His wonderful promises, to
bring them through. In this context Isaiah speaks of an Anointed Conqueror/Bridegroom
who battles for his people:

Justice is turned back,
and righteousness stands at a distance;
for truth stumbles in the public square,
and uprightness cannot enter.
Truth is lacking,
and whoever turns from evil is despoiled.
The LORD saw it, and it displeased him
that there was no justice.
He saw that there was no one,
and was appalled that there was no one to intervene;
so his own arm brought him victory,
and his righteousness upheld him.
He put on righteousness like a breastplate,
and a helmet of salvation on his head;
he put on garments of vengeance for clothing,
and wrapped himself in fury as in a mantle.
According to their deeds, so will he repay;
wrath to his adversaries, requital to his enemies;
to the coastlands he will render requital.
So those in the west shall fear the name of the LORD,
and those in the east, his glory;
for he will come like a pent-up stream
that the wind of the LORD drives on.
And he will come to Zion as Redeemer,
to those in Jacob who turn from transgression, says the LORD

(Isa. 59:14–20).

The victories this Anointed Conqueror wins are real and bloodied ones:

I have trodden the wine press alone,
and from the peoples no one was with me;

I trod them in my anger
and trampled them in my wrath;

their lifeblood is sprinkled upon my garments,
and I have stained all my raiment.

For the day of vengeance was in my heart,
and my year of redemption has come.

I looked, but there was no one to help;
I was appalled, but there was no one to uphold;

so my own arm brought me victory,
and my wrath upheld me.

I trod down the peoples in my anger,
I made them drunk in my wrath,
and I poured out their lifeblood on the earth (Isa. 63:3–6).

But it is all by virtue of an identificatory suffering in love:
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In all their affliction he was afflicted (v. 9).

This has obvious parallels in the Book of Revelation with ‘one like a son of man’ (chs 1 –
3), ‘a lamb standing, as though it had been slain’ (4 – 19), and the Warrior/Bridegroom
(19 – 20). The picture is not one of clinical and sanitised detachment, as in:

Lord, though parted from our sight
Far above the starry height, 1

but of one whose sleeves are rolled up and who is still getting his hands dirty in the cut
and thrust of events, on behalf of his embattled people, as history continues to be
unfolded.

Is not this what Paul is referring to as he summarises the happenings of our age, again
referring back to Psalm 8:

Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed every
ruler and every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet.
The last enemy to be destroyed is death. For ‘God has put all things in subjection under his feet.’ But
when it says, ‘All things are put in subjection,’ it is plain that this does not include the one who put all
things in subjection under him. When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be
subjected to the one who put all things in subjection under him, so that God may be all in all (I Cor.
15:24–28).

‘WHO ARE YOU, LORD?’

When we pray to Jesus in the course of our ministry day by day, we may well wonder who
we are speaking to. Is it the Jesus of history, or the Christ of faith? Is it the Matthean,
Markan, Lucan, Johannine or Pauline ‘Jesus’? Is it some culturally determined projection
of our own? Is it the cosmic Christ, who is virtually identified with all that is? The New
Testament has a strong sense that Jesus, who was crucified, is risen, and is alive now, not
so much as an absent Lord, but as a Commander-in-Chief, active on the field, personally
directing and involved in day-to-day operations, with purposeful intervention (the
meaning of the word ‘interceding’) in the struggles of his people, to bring humanity and
creation to its intended goal:

If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, will
he not also give us all things with him? Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who
justifies; who is to condemn? Is it Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised from the dead, who is at
the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us? Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?
Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is
written, ‘For thy sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.’
No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am sure that
neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor
powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the
love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rom. 8:31–39).

This is pastorally very reassuring.

                                                
1  C. Wesley and T. Cotterill, Hymns Ancient and Modern, W. Clowes & Sons Ltd, London, 1924, hymn 147.
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‘WHERE CHRIST IS, SEATED AT THE RIGHT HAND OF GOD’

My first Ascension Day sermon, in 1971, assured me of the reality of a ‘spiritual’
dimension, in the face of the prevalent secular world view. It was the dimension that
Christ had now entered, in his humanity, to bring us into it. I think I still conceived it then
in some kind of Platonic way, which still amounts to a form of escapism. In Paul it has
strong moral and relational overtones:

If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the
right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. For you
have died, and your life is hid with Christ in God. When Christ who is our life appears, then you also
will appear with him in glory.

Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and
covetousness, which is idolatry. On account of these the wrath of God is coming. In these you once
walked, when you lived in them. But now put them all away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and foul
talk from your mouth. Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old nature with its
practices and have put on the new nature, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its
creator. Here there cannot be Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian,
slave, free man, but Christ is all, and in all. 

Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness,
and patience, forbearing one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other;
as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. And above all these put on love, which binds
everything together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which
indeed you were called in the one body. And be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly,
teach and admonish one another in all wisdom, and sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs with
thankfulness in your hearts to God. And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name
of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him (Col. 3:1–17; cf. Phil. 4:8).

No way could this be called other-worldly. This also is the arena in which the ascended
Christ is actively engaged, and is very practical.

All of this is with a view to our participation in the very life of God, for which we
have been made, according to God’s purpose and promise. This is a present reality, and
looks towards its fulfilment in us ‘in the coming ages’:

But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead
through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised
us up with him, and made us sit with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, that in the coming
ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus (Eph.
2:4–7).

Thus, according to God’s purpose and working, humanity redeemed in Christ will
effectively occupy and operate in that exalted position with God for which He has created
us:

It is very meet, right, and our bounden duty, that we should at all times, and in all places, give thanks
unto thee, O Lord, Holy Father, Almighty, Everlasting God . . . through thy most dearly beloved Son
Jesus Christ our Lord; who after his most glorious Resurrection manifestly appeared to all his
Apostles, and in their sight ascended up into heaven to prepare a place for us; that where he is, thither
we might also ascend, and reign with him in glory.2 

                                                
2  ‘The Order of Administration of the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion’, in The Book of Common Prayer of the

Church of England.
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STUDY 9

The Giving of the Spirit

(by Martin Bleby)

THE KEY ELEMENT

What was it that suddenly awoke the timid Christian community, fifty days after the Passover at which
time Jesus had been crucified? What was it that set them alight as a humble, yet powerful community?
Why were they so gripped by life together, the love for one another and the care that was practical, yet
ever proclaiming the astonishment of their newly revealed Messiah? It was because the Cross and
passion of their Lord became real to them, and universally significant. It was because the Resurrection
was an outstanding fact for all mankind, all history. It was Christ’s Ascension and Reigning at the
right hand of God that amazed them. Yet none of this could be real without the coming of the Holy
Spirit at Pentecost. It was he who led into all truth, clarified the doctrines and dynamics of the Christ
event. Why should we not, by the power of the Holy Spirit, recover the same apostolic joy and love
and power. This is what our Pastors’ School is all about [italics added].1

So here we come to the key element in our Pastors’ School, without which we will get
nowhere, with which we will have everything.

‘THIS IS WHAT WAS SPOKEN BY THE PROPHET’

Another way of asking the question is, ‘What excited the apostles about the coming of the
Spirit?’ Let’s hear how Peter expressed it on the day of Pentecost:

But Peter, standing with the eleven, lifted up his voice and addressed them, ‘Men of Judea and all who
dwell in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and give ear to my words. For these men are not drunk,
as you suppose, since it is only the third hour of the day; but this is what was spoken by the prophet
Joel: “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. And I will show wonders in the heaven above and signs on the
earth beneath, blood, and fire, and vapour of smoke; the sun shall be turned into darkness and the
moon into blood, before the day of the Lord comes, the great and manifest day. And it shall be that
whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved”’ (Acts 2:14–21).

                                                
1  Pastors’ School 1998 leaflet.
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I have wondered why Peter did not stop his quotation of Joel at the end of verse 18.
Clearly verses 17 and 18 are what the event of Pentecost was all about. Why then go on
with the alarming passage about the ‘day of the Lord’? What has this got to do with the
gift of the Spirit?

For Joel and the other prophets, these things were all of a piece. The gift of the Spirit,
accompanied by the peace and prosperity and joy that go with that—the days of promised
restoration and blessing—are preceded by ‘the great and terrible day of the LORD’, which
sees the judging of Israel and the defeat of Israel’s enemies. In Isaiah the judgments upon
God’s people are followed by their release from captivity and the outpouring of the Spirit,
giving rise to true belonging to God:

Your first father sinned, and your mediators transgressed against me. Therefore I profaned the princes
of the sanctuary, I delivered Jacob to utter destruction and LORD who made you, who formed you from
the womb and will help you: Fear not, O Jacob my servant, Jeshurun whom I have chosen. For I will
pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour my Spirit upon your
descendants, and my blessing on your offspring. They shall spring up like grass amid waters, like
willows by flowing streams. This one will say, ‘I am the LORD’s,’ another will call himself by the
name of Jacob, and another will write on his hand, ‘The LORD’s,’ and surname himself by the name of
Israel (Isa. 43:27 – 44:5).

This is shown to follow God’s victory over their enemies:

Thus says the LORD, your Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel: ‘For your sake I will send to Babylon
and break down all the bars, and the shouting of the Chaldeans will be turned to lamentations. I am the
LORD, your Holy One, the Creator of Israel, your King.’ Thus says the LORD, who makes a way in the
sea, a path in the mighty waters, who brings forth chariot and horse, army and warrior; they lie down,
they cannot rise, they are extinguished, quenched like a wick: ‘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. 43:14–
21).

Ezekiel makes a similar connection:

So I poured out my wrath upon them for the blood which they had shed in the land, for the idols with
which they had defiled it. I scattered them among the nations, and they were dispersed through the
countries; in accordance with their conduct and their deeds I judged them . . . ‘Therefore say to the
house of Israel, Thus says the Lord GOD: It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am about to
act, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations to which you
came . . . For I will take you from the nations, and gather you from all the countries, and bring you
into your own land. 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. 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. You shall dwell in the land which I gave to your fathers; and you shall be my people, and I
will be your God. And I will deliver you from all your uncleannesses; and I will summon the grain and
make it abundant and lay no famine upon you. I will make the fruit of the tree and the increase of the
field abundant, that you may never again suffer the disgrace of famine among the nations (Ezek.
36:18, 19, 22, 24–30).

The thing to realise is this: we look to these passages to tell us how we may be
renewed in the Holy Spirit, personally or as churches, but we may miss the larger thing
that God is doing in the history of the whole earth. Thus, seeing these things out 
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of their true context, we may understand them wrongly. This larger view could help
to correct the daft notion that we can ever ‘use’ the Spirit for purposes of renewal. (See
appendix on Holy Spirit renewal over the last twenty-five years—a personal view.)

Given this background, what would have been the effect of this preaching of John the
Baptist?

In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness of Judea, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven is at hand.’ For this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said, ‘The voice of
one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight’ . . .  Even now the
axe is laid to the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and
thrown into the fire. ‘I baptise you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is
mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry; he will baptise you with the Holy Spirit and
with fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat
into the granary, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire’ (Matt. 3:1–3, 10–12).

Here the gift of the Spirit is set very firmly in the context of the day of the Lord.
So it is hardly surprising that Peter spoke excitedly of the coming of the Spirit in this

way. The day of the Lord had come, ushering in the era of the Spirit! Now was the time
for final judgment and decision for belonging to God in the final age:

And Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and be baptised every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the
forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is to you and
to your children and to all that are far off, every one whom the Lord our God calls to him’ (Acts 2:38–
39).

(Again, we are so used to associating these words, out of context, with something like an
evangelistic crusade, that we can miss the staggering claims and tremendous excitement of
what is being said here.)

MESSIAH, THE KINGDOM, AND THE SPIRIT

John the Baptiser said that the Spirit would be given through this mighty one who was
coming with the kingdom. The association of the Spirit with the coming Messiah is found
in Isaiah:

There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots. And
the Spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of
counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD. And his delight shall be in the
fear of the LORD . . . and he shall smite the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his
lips he shall slay the wicked . . . The wolf shall dwell with the lamb . . . for the earth shall be full of the
knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea (Isa. 11:1–3a, 4b, 6a, 9b).

The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anointed me to bring good tidings to the
afflicted; he has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the
opening of the prison to those who are bound; to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favour, and the day
of vengeance of our God (Isa. 61:1–2a).

Once again we are told of the time of decisive judgment, and the ushering in of the new
age.

In Luke 11, Jesus teaches the ‘Lord’s Prayer’, including the petition ‘Your kingdom
come’. In expounding this further, Jesus concludes:
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. . . how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him! (Luke
11:13b).

Once again, the Spirit and the coming kingdom are clearly related. In Matthew 12, with
regard to his victory over the evil powers, Jesus speaks of both in the same breath:

But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you
(Matt. 12:28).

Jesus himself lived and moved in the ambit of the kingdom, and so it is hardly surprising
that his whole life and action is suffused by the Holy Spirit. For the Spirit is mentioned in
connection with Christ’s conception, baptism, temptation, whole ministry, works of
power, prayer with the Father in times of adversity and rejoicing, his suffering, death,
resurrection and ascension (see Matt. 1:20; Luke 3:21–22; Mark 1:12; Acts 10:38; Luke
4:14; 16–21; Matt. 12:28; Luke 10:13–22; Heb. 9:14; I Peter 3:18–19; Rom. 1:4; 8:11; I
Tim. 3:16; Eph. 1:19–23).

Shortly before his ascension, Jesus reinforced the Baptiser’s teaching:

‘John baptised with water, but before many days you shall be baptised with the Holy Spirit.’ So when
they had come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?’ He
said to them, ‘It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has fixed by his own
authority. But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my
witnesses . . .’ (Acts 1:5–8).

Note how his reference to the Spirit was taken by the apostles to be talking about the
restoration of the kingdom, that is, the new age. While Jesus’ answer with regard to the
timing of the kingdom is not specific (see further below), they are assured of the reality of
the Spirit’s coming to empower them in bearing witness to the Messiah.

Is this not the equivalent of his promise to the disciples in John 16?

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).

‘He will take what is mine and declare it to you.’ The Holy Spirit, who has been
intimately involved in effecting the whole ‘career’ of the Messiah, will now bring all these
things of Christ to our own knowledge and experience, from the inside. Christ embodies in
his own person all the things of the kingdom of God in the age to come: the resurrection,
the forgiveness of sins, the sonship, the glory, the belonging to God. All of this is brought
home to the believers on the day of Pentecost. So no wonder they declare themselves to be
those ‘upon whom the end of the ages has come’ (I Cor. 10:11), and those who, as
‘partakers of the Holy Spirit . . . have tasted . . . the powers of the age to come’ (Heb. 6:4–
5)!

Ian Pennicook’s emphasis in Maranatha! (NCPI, 1998) is helpful here:

in Jesus the last days have actually begun . . . the period from Pentecost to the return of Christ is ‘the
last days’ . . . the apostles did not make nearly the same distinctions which we make between the first
advent and the return of Jesus. He was the end, the eschatos (pp. 101, 106).
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All the kingdom is present in Christ, and the Holy Spirit has brought us into all this
reality.

THE WHOLE COUNSEL OF GOD

Jesus did not just say that the Spirit ‘will take what is mine and declare it to you’. He went
on to say what this ‘mine’ is. And what he says is quite staggering:

All that the Father has is mine (John 16:15; cf. 3:35; 13:3).

This is what the Holy Spirit takes, and declares to us. Not just the things of the person of
Jesus Christ in his incarnation and victory, but all the things of God in all ages, and from
eternity! As John wrote in his first letter:

you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all know [everything] . . . the anointing which you
received from him abides in you, and you have no need that any one should teach you; as his anointing
teaches you about everything, and is true, and is no lie, just as it has taught you, abide in him (I John
2:20, 27).

As Paul exclaimed to those who were loath to realise it, ‘all things are yours’
(I Cor. 3:21)! The ‘all things’ here include not only their great teachers, Paul, Apollos and
Cephas, and all that they brought, but also the world, life, death, the present, and the
future. All this was encompassed in ‘the mighty works of God’ that the newly Spirit-filled
believers told out on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:11). All this Paul would have imparted
when he taught for five hours a day over two years in the hall of Tyrannus at Ephesus, ‘so
that all the residents of [the Roman province of] Asia heard the word’, what Paul later
called variously ‘the gospel of the grace of God’, ‘the kingdom’, and ‘the whole counsel
of God’ (Acts 19:9–10; 20:24, 25, 27).

Revelation 19:10 says:

the testimony of Jesus is the Spirit of prophecy.

This may be taken to mean that everything that God has ever spoken by all the prophets
through the Spirit, concerning everything from creation to the new heavens and the new
earth, relates in some way to God’s mighty work in Jesus Christ. Thus by the Spirit the
apostles are able to say that the whole of God’s plan and purpose in creation has to do
with what has happened in Jesus:

When you read this you can perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made
known to the sons of men in other generations as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and
prophets by the Spirit; that is, how the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and
partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. Of this gospel I was made a minister
according to the gift of God’s grace which was given me by the working of his power. To me, though
I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable
riches of Christ, and to make all men see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who
created all things; that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to
the principalities and powers in the heavenly places. This was according to the eternal purpose which
he has realised in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have boldness and confidence of access through
our faith in him (Eph. 3:4–12).
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Note how Paul’s ‘gospel’ (v. 7) has to do not just with faith in Christ (v. 12), but with all
the nations being brought, in the church, the new humanity that is in Christ, into all the
blessings of the Father (vv. 6, 12; cf. 2:15–18). How small are our ‘gospels’ by
comparison!

Thus the apostles, by the Spirit of God, are able to say that before the foundation of
the world Christ was destined as ‘a lamb without blemish or spot’ (I Pet. 1:10–12, 18–21),
and that we were destined to be God’s children in him (Rev. 13:8; Eph. 1:4–5), that Christ
was ‘before all things’, and that ‘all things were created through him and for him’ (Col.
1:17, 16; cf. John 1:1–3; I John 1:1–3; Heb. 1:1–2). This is where some say that the New
Testament is coming under the influence of Greek philosophy, and we may be tempted to
treat these passages accordingly. But Peter, Paul, John, and the writer to the Hebrews, all
make plain that these things have come to them through the Spirit from God. (Mere
Greek, or any other philosophy, could not come up with anything as marvellous as this!) It
is through the Spirit that the apostles are also able to say that ‘in him the whole fullness of
deity dwells bodily’ (Col. 2:9), and that in him all things are to be united and reconciled to
God (Eph. 1:10; Col. 1:20). The Spirit is competent to convey all this, for he is the one
who ‘searches everything, even the depths of God’ (I Cor. 2:10)—from the time when, in
the beginning, ‘the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters’ (Gen. 1:2), right
through to when ‘The Spirit and the Bride say “Come”’ (Rev. 22:17).

‘All that the Father has’! And we think that God is somehow selling us short, and that
we have to do something to try to make up the deficiency!

ALL IN THE CROSS

So what the Spirit brings to us is all the action of the love of God in Christ Jesus:

God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us (Rom.
5:5).

If we are not careful, on hearing this we may imagine some divine and heavenly fluid
being transferred into our beings. But the specific content, mode and manner of this love
is spelled out in the following verses:

While we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly . . . God shows his love for us
in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us (Rom. 5:6, 8).

The Spirit never takes us ‘beyond the Cross’, for in Christ crucified are hidden ‘all
the treasures of wisdom and knowledge’ (Col. 2:3; cf. I Cor. 1:22–24, 30). This past
action, with all that has led up to it (implied in ‘at the right time’, that is, all that has gone
before this in the prophetic plan and purpose of God), has a future reference:

Since therefore we are now justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the
wrath of God. For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much
more, now we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life (Rom. 5:9–10).

It also has powerful ramifications in the present:

Not only so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now
received our reconciliation (Rom. 5:11).
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In this is a whole world of life and relationship in and with the Father and the Son, which
ranges from before the creation of the world to beyond the final goal. It is the Spirit alone
who enables us in reality to know and to say ‘Jesus is Lord’ (I Cor. 12:3), and ‘Abba,
Father’ (Rom. 8:15–16; Gal. 4:6). The Spirit who ‘searches everything, even the depths of
God’, brings all of the heart of God to us, and brings us into all of the heart of God (I Cor.
2:9–13) in a profoundly relational way. This relationship is nothing less than all that is
promised in the final age, now made present to us in Christ through the Holy Spirit:

In him you also, who have heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and have believed in
him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, which is the guarantee of our inheritance until we
acquire possession of it, to the praise of his glory (Eph. 1:13–14).

ACCOMMODATING TO THE SPIRIT OF THE AGE

As Ian Pennicook and others have pointed out, we are used to thinking of a gap that
separates Christ’s ‘first’ coming from his ‘second’ coming: this ‘gap’, that we now
inhabit, in which things are not at such a ‘high’ level as they were when Christ and his
apostles were on earth, or as they may be when he comes again, and in which ‘all things
have continued as they were from the beginning of creation’ (as the ungodly scoffers say
in II Peter 3:4), and are likely to remain so. This is thought to be the realistic way of
looking at things—of living in the ‘real world’. Paul has something interesting to say
about that:

we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our
glorification. None of the rulers of this age understood this; for if they had, they would not have
crucified the Lord of glory. But, as it is written, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of
man conceived, what God has prepared for those who love him,’ God has revealed to us through the
Spirit . . . Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which is from God, that we
might understand the gifts bestowed on us by God. And we impart this in words not taught by human
wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those who possess the Spirit (I Cor.
2:7–10, 12–13).

Is not this very notion of a ‘gap’, in which flatness rules, an instance of our sinful
accommodation to the spirit of our age, when the fullness of the Spirit is staring us in the
face? The antidote to this is not hyped-up enthusiasm, but depthful repentance and faith,
and the receiving of the gift of the Spirit. Even so, we can then fool ourselves that we and
others may be saved by our theology. Anything, it would seem, other than the full reality
of God Himself!

We are not asking ourselves whether we have a full-bodied theology as we find it in the Scriptures.
We may well have that. We may compass everything of which we spoke in our last Study, namely
covenant and grace and love, and yet it is possible that the Holy Spirit has not yet revealed to us as
clearly and distinctly as he did to the apostolic band, the whole of truth, the ‘all things’ and ‘all the
truth’. Here there is no room for accusation, for self-defence, for acts of judgment and recrimination,
but only for humility. Each of us is faced with the fact that the Scriptures tell us nothing is known of
God apart from the Holy Spirit, and all we need to know—and must know—is by the Holy Spirit. We
dare not say, ‘Oh, everything was to be revealed at Pentecost, and was, and now we search through all
the apostolic writings to discover what that was’. No one can object to such research, but the truth is
that in order to understand what the apostles taught and lived, we need the personal, intimate and total
ministry of the Holy Spirit. 
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We need to be dependent upon the Holy Spirit all the time for the continuing opening of the whole
mystery of God. All things will be dull to us but for this present, personal and persistent revealing of
the Spirit of all ‘the wonderful works of God’. Pentecost is ours through the apostolic happening of
that day, through the fruits of that apostolicity of proclamation and teaching, and through the intimate
presence and teaching of the Spirit, both then and now, to comprehend and live by the mystery—and
mysteries—of the Cross, the Resurrection, the Ascension, the present Reigning of the Lord of Glory,
and the Summation to which he is bringing all things. We must be constantly filled with the Spirit,
aglow with the Spirit, led by the Spirit, walking in the Spirit and hearing what the Spirit is saying to
the Church, the churches and each one of us, personally.2

APPENDIX

Holy Spirit Renewal over the Last Twenty-five Years—a Personal View

We are aware in our day that the ‘Holy Spirit’ has been hijacked into things which,
however they may masquerade, are not necessarily those things that the apostles were on
about. In the 1960s and 70s there was a lovely outpouring of the Holy Spirit among the
mainline churches in the ‘Charismatic Renewal’. After the inroads of ‘secular city’
flattening, ‘honest to God’ questioning, and ‘God is dead’ theologising, which began to
eat away at faith, the Spirit came to reassure us that God was well and truly alive and real
and active, and that He alone was where our true strength lay for the difficult days ahead.
He showed us the sovereignty of God, even over the smallest things; he demonstrated the
‘supernatural’ power of God; he schooled us in the gifts that are given for worship, prayer
and ministry; he alerted us to the reality of the spiritual powers of evil and Christ’s victory
over them; he gave us a blessed taste of the unity of all God’s people; he restored our love
for the Scriptures and our eagerness to search them diligently; he brought us together in
small and large gatherings where the love and power of God were clearly manifest.

New Creation Teaching Ministry, while not dependent on it, rode in on that wave,
and brought to many of us a depthing, stability and purposefulness that the movement
needed, that enabled us to avoid the pitfalls of the renewal that several later fell into.
Books like Geoffrey Bingham’s Spirit Baptism: Spirit Living, and the magisterial The Day
of the Spirit, with their irenic and thoroughgoing treatments of the work of the blessed
Spirit of God, still deserve and repay careful study. The centrality of the Cross in all the
Spirit’s work was their profound and essential contribution: ‘Pentecost was with a view to
Calvary; not the other way round’.

This was indeed the message the Spirit was bringing to the churches. When
Episcopalian clergyman Dennis Bennett was ‘baptised in the Holy Spirit’ in the back
room of a friend’s house, through prayer and the laying-on of hands, what he saw was a
vision of the Crucifixion (see his popular book, Nine O’clock in the Morning3). But, in a
way typical of the world, the flesh and the devil, attention quickly diverted itself in many,
from this faith to a focus on the outward experiential elements of the work of the Spirit,
and attempts to reproduce these in guaranteed form.

So from that lovely touch of God we have seen many ministries and movements
emerge which, while often used of God in His loving mercy and forbearance, still 

                                                
2  G. C. Bingham, ‘Pentecost and the Revelation of All Truth’, NCTM Monday Pastors’ Study Group, 4th May,

1998, p. 10.
3  Coverdale Pub. House, London, 1974.
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may have had more to do with the flesh of Man than with the Spirit of God. We can
be easily misled, if we will have it so. One such ministry Vivien and I were involved in for
a number of years entailed praying with people through their deep ‘problems’, according
to certain set procedures, to bring release and freedom (Vivien had a certain uneasiness
about it, but we persisted nevertheless!). In this we saw people helped, and we were
helped ourselves—wherever two or three are gathered together to be faithful in prayer, the
Lord is there to honour that. But there were elements there that were unhelpful and which,
on reflection, militated against the full gospel of the grace of God. In a conversation early
in my friendship with Geoffrey Bingham, I mentioned something that the Spirit had done
in revelation and deliverance in one such session. All he said was, ‘Ah yes, but was that
the Spirit of God?’ It is a question that needs to be asked constantly. It was not long before
I was out of that ministry (Vivien had already left it behind!). It no longer held any
attraction for me, for I could see that the gospel of God was something much more, and
even other, than that.

I share this personal view of the last twenty-five years to set a context for what we
have to say, in the hope that it may be helpful to some, and alert us to some of the dangers
and needs of our present time, and to help me and others to see where our true ministries
lie. In all this, New Creation Teaching Ministry has borne consistent witness to the gospel
of the grace of God through the central and all-sufficient work of the Cross, and has not
always been thanked for it, as people have come and gone and followed other leads.
Books by Geoffrey Bingham particularly relevant to this are God and Man in Signs and
Wonders and Beyond the Cross. This is not to blow the New Creation trumpet, even
though I am now a full-time part of this work, but to give a personal perspective from
which we can see that the battle of grace continues, and ever shall to the last day.

The point, which should be obvious, is this: any notion that we can somehow hijack
or commandeer the Holy Spirit to our human purposes is patently ludicrous, given the
sovereign Godhead of the holy, blessed and glorious ‘Lord who is the Spirit’ (II Cor.
3:17–18).
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STUDY 10

Jesus the Messiah:

Messianic Truth

(by Ian Pennicook)

And Paul went in, as was his custom, and on three sabbath days argued with them from the scriptures,
explaining and proving that it was necessary for the Messiah to suffer and to rise from the dead, and
saying, ‘This is the Messiah, Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you’ (Acts 17:2–3).

To the Jews in the synagogues Paul announced that the Messiah was Jesus, the one whom
he was proclaiming. To the Samaritans Philip proclaimed the Messiah (Acts 8:5), and
then, to the Gentile Corinthians, Paul wrote that the victory is theirs ‘through Jesus
Messiah our Lord’ (I Cor. 15:57). When in Philippi, Paul even cast out a demon in the
name of Jesus the Messiah (Acts 16:18). 

It is evident that the word ‘Messiah’ was used of Jesus irrespective of who the
audience was. It is also evident that most translations do not give this impression,
preferring to use the word ‘Christ’. That is, to a certain extent, unavoidable. The word
‘Christ’ is so firmly embedded into our Christian vocabulary that it can hardly be avoided.
But it does represent a problem. Is ‘Christ’ a name or is it a function, that is, a description
of what Jesus is about, the role he is fulfilling? Or could it be either, depending on the
circumstances? This is the approach taken by the NRSV, uniquely among the popular
translations. But, perhaps surprisingly, the NRSV is also the only translation that has
actually attempted to provide a translation and not a transliteration. After all, the word
‘Christ’ is a transliteration of the Greek CristÒj (Christos). A translation would have
‘anointed (one)’.1 ‘Messiah’ is a transliteration of the Hebrew HyWm (mashiach); which
also should be, and in the English Old Testament is, translated as ‘anointed (one)’.2 

THE EXPECTATION OF MESSIAH

Cliches abound in the discussions about Jewish expectations of Messiah, however the
following may be helpful:

                                                
1  CristÒj is technically an adjective.
2  Older Bible Dictionaries may point out that the word ‘Messiah’ is found in only two places in the Old Testament.

That is true only in the AV of Daniel 9:25 and 26, otherwise the word is always translated as ‘anointed’.
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Because a central tenet of Christianity has always been the conviction that Jesus was the Christ (the
Messiah expected by Israel), much attention has been paid to the study of Jewish expectations of the
Messiah. The Christian focus upon the person of Jesus has led to an undue concentration on the person
of the Messiah in Jewish thought, even in works of recent scholars. One should realize that in the OT
the term ‘anointed’ is never used of a future savior/redeemer, and that in later Jewish writings of the
period between 200 B.C. and A.D. 100 the term is used only infrequently in connection with agents of
divine deliverance expected in the future.

The use of the term ‘Messiah’ to denote any figure expected to introduce an era of eternal bliss,
regardless of the terminology used in the source, leads to confusion. The words ‘messianic’ and
‘messianism’ have a still wider range of meanings; they are also used in connection with expectations
of a definitive change in history which is not brought about by a particular future deliverer.3

In other words, because Christians call Jesus ‘the Christ’, and because that word is used so
widely in our Bibles, there has been the assumption that Israel shared that interest. This
was not, in fact, the case in the Old Testament. Israel of old used the word ‘messiah’,
‘anointed’, in a number of ways, and the hope expressed in the Old Testament involved a
number of factors and led to something far more than the coming of a particular deliverer.
The word ‘anointed’ was understood literally. Oil was poured, rubbed or smeared on a
person to indicate a special status.

Priests and prophets are described as ‘anointed’ in Israel. The anointing of priests
was especially seen in Aaron and his sons (Exod. 29:7; Lev. 6:20; 8:12) and later Zadok (I
Chron. 29:22). The anointing of prophets is seen in Elijah being told to anoint Elisha as
his successor in I Kings 19:16. Underlying these practices was the recognition that the
anointing was the outward and visible sign of the reality that it was the Lord who had
anointed them, as in Leviticus 7:36 and, possibly, Isaiah 61:1. The patriarchs also were
described as God’s ‘anointed ones’, his ‘prophets’ in Psalm 105:15.

Mostly, kings were anointed in Israel. The earliest reference to this is in Judges 9:7–
15, ‘The trees once went out to anoint a king over themselves’ (v. 8; cf. v. 15). Saul was
described as ‘the LORD’s anointed’ (I Sam. 24:6, 10); Solomon was anointed (I Chron.
29:22), and even Absolom was anointed (II Sam. 19:10). Cyrus the Persian king is called
the Lord’s ‘shepherd’ (Isa. 44:28), a title used of kings in the ancient world, both in Israel
and beyond, while in the next sentence (Isa. 45:1) he is called the Lord’s anointed, for he
will accomplish the purposes of God for Israel (v. 4). It matters nothing that Cyrus does
not know God (vv. 4–5).

The most significant of Israel’s kings to be ‘the anointed’ was, of course, David. In I
Samuel 16:3, Samuel was instructed to anoint the one whom God indicated as his choice.
In all the process, Samuel was wanting to know which one was ‘the LORD’s anointed’ (v.
6). When Samuel anointed David the major issue was that the anointing with oil was the
occasion by which ‘the spirit of the LORD came mightily upon David from that day’ (v.
13).

The meaning of David’s ‘messiahship’ is then seen in the story of the conflict with
Goliath. As the Lord’s anointed, David stands as one unique within Israel. His victory
over Goliath is not illustrative but vicarious; that is, when David is victorious all Israel has
triumphed. 

A similar situation is seen much later, in Daniel 7, when ‘one like a son of man’
appears (v. 13). He comes in the context of Israel being oppressed by the various beasts
and he receives from ‘the Ancient of Days’:

                                                
3  M. de Jonge, ‘Messiah’ in D. N. Freedman (ed.), The Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 4 (Doubleday, New York,

1992), pp. 777ff. 
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dominion and glory and kingship, 
that all peoples and nations and languages

should serve him.
His dominion is an everlasting dominion

that shall not pass away
and his kingship is one

that shall never be destroyed (v. 14).

This one like a son of man is a royal figure, receiving the kingdom, but within the context
he is understood as a corporate person:

As for me, Daniel, my spirit was troubled within me, and the visions of my head terrified me. I
approached one of the attendants to ask him the truth concerning all this. So he said that he would
disclose to me the interpretation of the matter: ‘As for these four great beasts, four kings shall arise out
of the earth. But the holy ones of the Most High shall receive the kingdom and possess the kingdom
forever—forever and ever’ (Dan. 7:15–18).4

When he receives the kingdom, the saints of the Most High receive the kingdom.
Psalm 2 reflects this. David writes that the nations are apparently united in their

refusal to submit to the Lord’s ‘anointed’ (v. 2) but, against their arrogance, the Lord
announces that he has set his king on Zion, his holy hill (v. 6). He then calls this king ‘my
son’ (v. 7), and merely states that the nations are his gift to his son, to be received upon
request (see also Ps. 18:43–45). It was David’s son, also the Lord’s son (II Sam. 7:14)
who represents the fulfilment of Psalm 2, as the nations, especially in the person of the
Queen of Sheba, brought their tribute to Israel (I Kings 10:10–12; also 14–25).

Lying behind this great blessing was the understanding that Israel was God’s son
(Exod. 4:22–23) and that Israel would rule the nations (Deut. 5:6), that the land of the
nations would be her inheritance (Deut. 31:3). Later expressions of Israel’s hope see the
nations coming to Israel for blessing (Isa. 2:2–4; cf. Gen. 12:1–3). Israel is the servant of
the Lord (Isa. 41:8f.) and as such would be a light to the nations (42:6), who in turn are
startled by the disfigured servant and contemplate things that they have neither seen nor
heard before (52:15). Because the Lord has made with Israel ‘an everlasting covenant,
[his] steadfast, sure love for David’ (55:3):

See, you shall call nations that you do not know, and nations that do not know you shall run to you,
because of the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel, for he has glorified you (Isa 55:5).

David is more than an individual. As the anointed he is the representative of all Israel. 
Israel’s hope is a national hope:

. . . the national hope is primary. Messianic expectations, where they occur, are best understood as a
function of the fervent expectations of the covenant people. Thus a Messiah, if one is envisaged, draws
on to himself the hope and destiny of the people itself.5

This national hope carries the expectation, for example, of the restoration of the Spirit.
Just as the Spirit was denied to sinful humanity (Gen. 6:3), so in renewed Israel the Spirit
would again be poured out from on high (Isa. 32:15; Ezek. 37:1–14). But the 

                                                
4  Verses 22 and 27 make the same point, although verse 27 is variously translated as applying either to the saints or

to the Most High.
5  N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant, Fortress, Minneapolis, 1993, p. 25.
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restoration of the Spirit of God means far more than blessing for Israel. It means blessing
for the nations, as we have seen, but even more, it means the renewal of creation, the
removal of the curse. In Isaiah 10 – 11, the Lord will come in judgment, but when he does
a ‘shoot will come out from the stump of Jesse’ and ‘the spirit of the LORD shall rest on
him’ (11:1–2). However, his kingdom will involve a radical transformation of the created
order, the wolf lying down with the lamb:

They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of
the LORD as the waters cover the sea (Isa. 11:9).

The promise fulfilled at Pentecost, Joel 2:28–32, contains the same cosmic dimensions.
The pouring out of the Spirit involves the shaking of the created order, with the sun turned
to darkness and the moon to blood. This is the goal for Israel. David is her king, so she
reigns, but the reign is within the renewed creation:

For as the new heavens and the new earth, which I will make, shall remain before me, says the LORD;
so shall your descendants and your name remain. From new moon to new moon, and from sabbath to
sabbath, all flesh shall come to worship before me, says the LORD (Isa. 66:22–23).

MESSIAH AND THE GOSPELS

The world of first century A.D. Judaism was diverse. It is almost a mistake to speak of
Judaism; Judaisms would be preferable. It is also a mistake to read the hopes of Old
Testament Israel directly into the culture of Jesus’ day.6 There was significant
development, especially in the years during and after the oppression of Jews by Antiochus
IV:

In postexilic OT texts one finds the hope for a renewed (Davidic) monarchy, often pictured with
grandiose dimensions and qualities (e.g., Hag 2:20–23; Zech 9:9–10; 12:7—13:1). Out of this hope,
but probably not until sometime in the Hellenistic period (after 331 B.C.), Jews came to use masiah
(and the Greek equivalen, christos) as a designation for a future agent (‘messiah’) to be sent by God,
usually to restore Israel’s independence and righteousness. Recent research suggests, however, that
ancient Jewish eschatological expectations of deliverance and sanctification of the elect did not always
include the explicit or prominent anticipation of a ‘messiah,’ and there seems to have been some
variation in the ways ‘messiah’ figures were pictured.7

The documents of the pre-Christian period (especially The Psalms of Solomon,
I Enoch and II Esdras, etc.8), certainly point to the growth of an expectation of a particular
person who would lead Israel to its deliverance and so to its ‘God-given’ destiny. These
documents indicate that there were some who used such passages as
II Samuel 7:12, Isaiah 11:1–2 and Ezekiel 34:23–24, as bases for their hope. The Psalms
of Solomon and one of the Dead Sea Scrolls are notable for this. ‘The Community Rule’
of the Qumran community expects a number of coming persons:

                                                
6  The subject has been extensively examined. See N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (SPCK, London,

1996), pp. 477–539; and The New Testament and the People of God (SPCK, London, 1992),
pp. 307–320.

7  L. W. Hurtado, ‘Christ’, in J. B. Green et al. (eds), Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels (IVP, Downers Grove,
1992), p. 107.

8  M. de Jonge, ibid., pp. 781–7.
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They shall depart from none of the counsels of the Law to walk in the stubbornness of their hearts, but
shall be ruled by the primitive precepts in which the men of the Community were first instructed until
there shall come the Prophet and the Messiahs of Aaron and Israel [emphasis mine].9

Just how much the Dead Sea Scrolls represent ordinary contemporary Jewish thinking is
hard to say, but they are documents written only a relatively short time before the events
of Jesus’ life and ministry. 

Furthermore, Josephus (and Luke in Acts 5:36–37 and 21:38), tells of a number of
men who claimed to be deliverers of Israel and who led thousands of Jews to their deaths
in their attempts to prove it. These claimants were prominent during the period from the
death of Herod the Great (4 B.C.) to shortly after the destruction of Jerusalem (A.D. 70).10

When the presence of Roman government is added to a popular hope,
it seems easy to understand why John the Baptist was asked whether he was the Messiah
(Luke 3:15; John 1:19–20). But when Jesus aroused the enthusiasm that he did, it is small
wonder that crowds began to see him as a possible political, and therefore national and
religious, deliverer. In any event, when Jesus fed the 5000 men in the wilderness (Mark
6:4411) the reaction was, according to John 6:14–15, quite dramatic:

When the people saw the sign that he had done, they began to say, ‘This is indeed the prophet who is
to come into the world’ . . . Jesus realized that they were about to come and take him by force to make
him king . . .

They had seen Jesus do a work the equal of the Mosaic feeding with manna and so they
evidently saw in Jesus one who had validated his messianic status.12 The same issue is
raised in John 2:13–22, when Jesus cleansed the temple. This, too, was an act calculated to
both antagonise and raise expectations. Malachi had promised that:

. . . the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in
whom you delight—indeed, he is coming, says the LORD of hosts. But who can endure the day of his
coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; he
will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them
like gold and silver, until they present offerings to the LORD in righteousness. Then the offering of
Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the LORD as in the days of old and as in former years (Mal.
3:1–4).

The response of the Jews was to demand from Jesus a sign to validate what they saw as a
messianic claim. 

The Synoptics all tell the story of Jesus and the disciples at Caesarea Philippi.13 In
the face of the popular speculations, Peter confesses that Jesus is ‘the Messiah, the son of 

                                                
9  ‘The Community Rule’ (1QS) 9.11, in Geza Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls in English (Pelican, London, 1987), p.

74.
10  See Josephus, The Jewish War (Penguin, London, 1981); David M. Rhoads, Israel in Revolution: 6-74 C.E.: A

Political History Based on the Writings of Josephus (Fortress, Philadelphia, 1976).
11  Matthew 14:21 and Mark 6:44 are explicit that there were 5000 men, Matthew adding ‘besides women and

children’. H. Montefiore (‘Revolt in the Desert’, N.T.S, vol. 8, pp. 135–141) discusses the political background of the
miracle of the feeding of the 5000 and suggests that the crowd of men were in the wilderness because they were
revolutionaries in search of a leader.

12  ‘. . . any event which recalled the manna miracle in the wilderness, or the prophetic hope of a fruitful desert in
the age to come, or of a shepherd king providing for his flock (Ezek. 34:23; Pss. Sol. 17:45) was likely to arouse such
messianic hopes’ (James D. G. Dunn, The Parting of the Ways, SCM, London, 1991, p. 166.)

13  Luke does not identify the location (see Luke 9:18–20).
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the living God’ (Matt. 16:16; cf. Mark 8:29; Luke 9:20). Jesus responded by recognising
that Peter’s confession was no less than a revelation from the Father, and that that was the
way by which Jesus would build his church. However, he ‘sternly ordered the disciples
not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah’ (Matt. 16:17–20).

The reason for this prohibition is immediately given:

From that time on, Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great
suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be
raised (Matt. 16:21).

Jesus’ messiahship was of a different order to that of popular expectation. He was
Messiah; that had been made plain at his baptism. Matthew 3:16–17 recounts the words of
the Father to him, but they are the words of Psalm 2:7 (and Isa. 42:1), in which the
Son/king is also designated the Lord’s anointed. Peter confirmed this, in Acts 10:38, when
he told Cornelius that ‘God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with
power’. But Jesus was the one who, in himself, gathered together all the strands of Israel’s
hope. He was king, son and servant. And as servant he had to deliver his people from their
sin (Isa. 53). This is the way Matthew’s Gospel first presents Jesus (1:21). But the notion
of a crucified Messiah was a scandal to Peter and he attempted to prevent Jesus from even
suggesting such a course. In this he was more in accord with the approach of Satan in the
temptations of Jesus in the wilderness after his baptism. 

Popular expectation is, at least, reflected if not adopted in the trial of Jesus when the
high priest demanded an answer to his question: ‘Are you the Messiah, the son of the
Blessed One?’ (Mark 14:61). Then, when Jesus was charged before Pilate, and when he
was crucified, it was as ‘King of the Jews’. The ‘king’ was the ‘anointed one’, the
Messiah, and Jesus was set up before Pilate as a messianic pretender and so a threat to
Rome (cf. John 18:33–38; 19:12). 

John’s Gospel presents us with an account of Jesus the Messiah, validated as such by
the signs which he did, but climactically by his resurrection. After denying that he was the
Messiah, John the Baptist pointed to Jesus as ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of
the world’ (John 1:19–20, 25, 29). As the one who will deal not only with Israel’s sin, but
also (and therefore) with the sin of the whole world, Jesus is the one who will restore the
Holy Spirit (1:33). This one is ‘the Son of God’ (1:34). John’s use of this title has special
significance within this Gospel, focussing as it does on the revelation of God as Trinity,
but the language of ‘Son’ does not lose the force it had in Psalm 2. As Son, Jesus is the
Messiah and this is, of course, the point John’s Gospel is making:

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.
But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and
that through believing you may have life in his name (John 20:30–31).

As Messiah, Jesus is the one who both purifies Israel and then deals with the sins of
the whole world. This is the schema of Israel’s history. It is through Abraham’s offspring
that the nations of the world, presently cursed, will have that curse removed and the
blessing restored. Israel, the servant, now finds itself in the person of her Messiah, so that
as the Father sent him, he now restores the Spirit and sends the apostles with the
proclamation of forgiveness (John 20:21–23).



Jesus the messiah: messianic truth

69

LORD AND MESSIAH

The first preaching in the Book of Acts concludes with the proclamation that ‘God has
made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified’ (Acts 2:36). I want to
suggest that this transliteration may be something of a hindrance, at least superficially.
What Peter announced was that the Jesus who had been crucified had been, by being
raised from the dead, definitively declared by God to be both Lord and Messiah. ‘Lord’
implies both Jesus’ victory over all his enemies and so his present reign, and that Jesus is,
in fact, the Yahweh of Joel 2:32 (Acts 2:20). In calling Jesus Messiah, Peter is saying that
far from his death being an emphatic denial of his messianic status, as it was and would be
for so many others, his resurrection from the dead established Jesus as the anointed one by
whom the purposes of God for Israel and so for the world would be effected. All of
Israel’s hopes and identity are to be found in him.

There is more than the hopes of Israel to be found in Jesus the Messiah. The hopes of
all the world are fulfilled in him also. My choice to use the word ‘Messiah’ of Jesus,
where the word ‘Christ’ is found in the New Testament, rests on this observation. The
word ‘Christ’ is really meaningless apart from its Jewish background. Furthermore, it
seems likely that, if that is so, the writers of the New Testament documents are going to
use the title ‘Messiah’ always with that in mind. The use of the word ‘Christ’ as simply a
name would need to be proved and not assumed.14 It is as Jewish Messiah that Paul and
the others know and preach Jesus; salvation is always ‘from the Jews’. This historical
process ought to be understood as lying behind the statements of the New Testament
letters, even if it is not always specifically part of the argument.

The word ‘Christ’ occurs some 530 times in the New Testament. In the Book of the
Revelation, which abounds in Old Testament allusions, it appears eight times. In four of
the uses: 1:5; 11:15, 12:10, and 20:4, the issue is that of the reign or authority of the
Messiah, which may refer back to the everlasting kingdom given to the Son of man, and
so to the Saints of the Most High, in Daniel 7. 

With about 70% of all the New Testament uses of ‘Christ’, it is in Paul’s letters that
the theological issues are most prominent.15 Some examples only must suffice. First is
Romans 1:1–6:

Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God, which he
promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy scriptures, the gospel concerning his Son, 

                                                
14  Here I want to go further than the NRSV. This is not to deny that it may function as a name, only that if it does, it

would still retain its messianic background.
15  There is no significance to the word Cristoj being with or without the definite article, i.e. the Messiah. The

Gospels usually use the article and the letters usually omit it; see Robert Funk, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament
and other Early Christian Literature (University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1961), §260. Compare with de Jonge,
‘Christ’ p. 915: ‘Paul uses christos alone, with or without the article, but nowhere with a clear difference in meaning’. de
Jonge adds that there is no apparent difference in meaning between ‘Christ Jesus’ and ‘Jesus Christ’, the former being
used for grammatical reasons. On this point, Douglas Moo (The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT, Eerdmans, Grand
Rapids, 1996, p. 41, n. 9) says:

The order of the titles may be significant. Unlike the rest of the NT authors, who prefer  'Ihson~ Criston~ to Criston~  'Ihson~

(47 times to 7), Paul prefers the order Criston~  'Ihson~ (80 times to 25). This significant difference in word order suggests
that—contrary to the opinion of some—Paul uses CristÒj flas a title with important theological meaning: “the Messiah, Jesus.”
But there may be further significance to the order. Paul tends to use “Christ Jesus”—rather than “Jesus Christ”—in two contexts: in
descriptions of his apostolic services (as here) and after the prepositions �ij (“into”) or �n (“in”), to denote his characteristic motif
of incorporation into Christ. See esp. Wright, “Messiah and People of God,” pp. 19-31 . . . W. Kramer (Christ, Lord, Son of God
[SBT 50; London: SCM, 1966], pp. 203-6) suggests that Paul may have put CristÒj first to indicate the grammatical case of the
phrase, but more is needed to explain the variety of Paul’s order.M. Hengel, on the other hand, doubts whether the order of the titles
has any significance.
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who was descended from David according to the flesh and was declared to be Son of God with power
according to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, through whom
we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles
for the sake of his name, including yourselves who are called to belong to Jesus Christ.

Paul, who elsewhere has placed great stock in his Jewish heritage (see Phil. 3:2–6),
announces himself as a servant (slave) of Messiah Jesus. He is an apostle with a set brief,
namely, the gospel of God, which comes from the matrix of God’s older revelation of
himself in the Jewish scriptures and which has as its main concern God’s son, descended
from David according to the flesh, but definitively and powerfully declared to be ‘the Son
of God’ (as in Ps. 2:7) by being raised from the dead. This son is Jesus, the Messiah, the
one who now reigns. What is more, the Gentiles among whom Paul labours are those
called to belong to the Jewish Messiah, Jesus (lit. ‘called of Jesus Christ’).

This is essentially what was outlined above. God’s plan for the whole world is the
removal of the curse brought about by Adam’s sin (see Rom. 5:12–21) and, in the
scriptures, this is to take place through the new Adam and those in him, namely Abraham
and his offspring (Gen. 17:7; 12:1–3). In Galatians 3:16, Paul insists that this refers to the
Messiah:

Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring; it does not say, ‘And to offsprings,’ as
of many; but it says, ‘And to your offspring,’ that is, to one person, who is Christ.

Now the method by which this restoration of blessing is to come is as Israel becomes the
focal point for the nations to be restored to true worship (see Isa. 2:2–4; etc.). But
particularly, and especially in the light of the general failure of the nation Israel, this focal
point is one person, whom we call the Messiah. As I said above, Messiah is not a figure
over against the rest of Israel; he is Israel. Messiah’s function is not substitutionary in that
sense, but vicarious. All that God intended for the nations he intended and accomplished
through Israel as found in the Messiah of Israel. 

However—and here we must add another feature, hinted at above—Abraham was
understood as a new Adam, so that whatever Israel’s Messiah does, he does as the new
Adam.16 He does not merely function as one who must make up for Israel’s failure, as the
one who bears Israel’s sin (as did the High Priest of Israel in Exod. 28:36–38; cf. I Pet.
2:24), but as the one who, in bearing Israel’s sin, bears the sin of the whole world (I John
2:1–2). Therefore the Gentiles, the nations, who derive from the first Adam (Acts 17:26),
now find themselves restored in the last Adam. Thus if anyone is in the Messiah, he is a
new creation (II Cor. 5:17), Israel included. 

The phrase ‘in Christ’, or ‘in the Messiah’, should be seen as having the corporate
sense that we noted when David’s victory over Goliath was discussed. All that Messiah is
and does is true of those who are ‘in Messiah Jesus’. Ephesians 1:3–14 and 2:11–21 are
also significant in this regard:

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, just as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world
to be holy and blameless before him in love. He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus
Christ, according to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely
bestowed on us in the Beloved. In him we have 

                                                
16  See N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant, pp. 18–40. 
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redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace
that he lavished on us. With all wisdom and insight he has made known to us the mystery of his will,
according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up
all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance,
having been destined according to the purpose of him who accomplishes all things according to his
counsel and will, so that we, who were the first to set our hope on Christ, might live for the praise of
his glory. In him you also, when you had heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and had
believed in him, were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit; this is the pledge of our
inheritance toward redemption as God’s own people, to the praise of his glory (Eph. 1:3–14).

Ephesians is a letter which deals with the unity of the church, especially the unity between
Jew and Gentile. It focuses on the church as ‘the mystery of the Messiah’. Only by a
revelation can the fact that Gentiles are ‘fellow-citizens’ with the saints be understood.
From this position, I want to suggest that the ‘we–you’ language of this passage may be in
fact, ‘we Jews who are in the Messiah’ and ‘you Gentiles who believe in him’. That would
not imply, then, that the rich blessings described in 1:3–12 are not to be enjoyed by
Gentiles, but that Paul is setting out here the historical development by which all, both
Jews and Gentiles, come to the blessing of the new humanity which not only transcends
the former divisions but actually destroys them.

In this section (1:3–14), the blessings are all found in the Messiah (v. 3), ‘in him’ (v.
4). In particular they are spiritual blessings in the heavenly places and therefore most
certainly not blessings found (any longer) within the bounds of physical Israel. The
similarity to Hebrews 12:18–24 in this regard is striking. Adoption (v. 5), a significant
detail of both Israel and of David’s son in the Old Testament, is said here to be through
Jesus the Messiah. Redemption is through the blood of the Messiah, because by this
means Israel’s sins are forgiven (v. 7f.). The great restoration of creation, promised in the
Old Testament scriptures, is actually the good pleasure of God set forth in the Messiah to
gather all things together in him (vv. 9–10). Israel now has its inheritance in the Messiah
(v. 11), so that those in Israel who set their hope on the Messiah (to the Jew first) might
live to the praise of his glory (v. 12). 

Verses 13 and 14 indicate that, in the Messiah, Gentiles who heard the word of truth
and believed were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit. In other words, the promise of the
restoration of creation has been guaranteed to the Gentiles. This coming of the Gentiles to
the new creation is the pledge that Israel herself will know redemption as God’s own
people, to the praise of his glory (compare the argument of Rom. 11:11–32):

So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, called ‘the uncircumcision’ by those who
are called ‘the circumcision’—a physical circumcision made in the flesh by human hands—remember
that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers
to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus
you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace; in his
flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility
between us. He has abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, that he might create in
himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, and might reconcile both groups to
God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it. So he came and
proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near; for through him both of
us have access in one Spirit to the Father. So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are
citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the
apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. In him the whole structure is
joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord (Eph. 2:11–21).
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Gentiles, who were dead in trespasses and sins (2:1), were no different from the Jews, for
all once lived in the passions of the flesh and were children of wrath (2:3). There is no
distinction—all have sinned and fall short of the created glory. Now if God has brought
Jews to life together with the Messiah, Gentiles need to remember the vast dimensions of
the miracle that has come to them. The deep divisions between them, ‘the
uncircumcision’, and the Jews, ‘the circumcision’, were very real. Gentiles were without
‘the Messiah’, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel (v. 12). This was not just that it
would have been better had they been Jews, but that the covenants of promise (note it was
covenants plural and promise singular) which had the whole world in view had not
gripped them. Therefore they had no hope and were outside the sphere of God’s
redemptive activity (although never outside of God, cf. Acts 17:28).

But now they have been ‘brought near’, the phrase reflecting Isaiah 57:19 which Paul
refers to in Ephesians 2:17. Once these Gentiles were far off, but now they are ‘in Messiah
Jesus’; Messiah’s blood has been the means by which they have been reconciled. The
dividing wall between Jews and Gentiles, the hostility between them, has been obliterated.
The Messiah of Israel has ‘abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances’.
Plainly this does not mean he has abolished the law of God, of which the Torah of Israel
was a particular and significant expression. While we may be able to say that the Torah
expression of the law of God has been brought to a fulfilment (see Matt. 5:17), that which
it represented is eternal. But those commandments and ordinances which, instead of being
used to keep Israel in rich covenant union with God and so drawing Gentiles to him, had
been used to ensure that Gentiles were always excluded, were destroyed. Israel’s former
distinctiveness was finished, as indeed it was always intended to be. The Messiah of Israel
effectively brought Israel to an end because it was always the purpose of God to have a
new humanity in the new Adam. So on the cross, when the Messiah vicariously took
Israel’s curse, he also took the curse of the covenant of creation so that ‘in Messiah Jesus
the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles’ (Gal. 3:13–14).

Both Jews and Gentiles are reconciled to each other through the Messiah because
both have access in one Spirit to the Father (2:17). Once they were strangers and aliens,
now these Gentiles are fellow citizens with the saints (meaning believing Jews, the holy
ones of the Most High of Daniel 7:22). Once the household of God meant Israel, now it is
seen to include all flesh, as the new Jerusalem, which comprises people from every nation,
from all tribes and peoples and languages (Rev. 7:9), is the holy temple in the Lord, no
longer having one special place within it set apart for that purpose (see Rev. 21:22).

All of this is the fruit of the Messiah’s cross. That is why Paul preached Jesus the
Messiah and him crucified, even though that was a scandal to the Jews and foolishness to
the Greeks (I Cor. 2:2; 1:23). The cross of the Messiah is full (cf. I Cor. 1:17).17 In it the
whole purpose of God from before the foundation of the world is effected and the new
humanity is formed and secured.

PREACHING THE MESSIAH

Although:
Paul went in, as was his custom, and on three sabbath days argued with them from the scriptures,
explaining and proving that it was necessary for the Messiah to suffer and to rise 

                                                
17  Translations usually have ‘lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power’, but the words ‘of its power’ are not

in the Greek text.
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from the dead, and saying, ‘This is the Messiah, Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you’ (Acts 17:2–3),

it can hardly be imagined that he could simply convince his audience by force of logic. It
is simply not true to say that all that is required is that a new explanation of the scriptures
be given which adds the previously missing coherence. So often it seems as if theologians
have discovered that, if only the Jews knew it, they were really Christians after all. As if,
after all, it is all there in their scriptures. But it is not all there. Paul did not preach that
Jesus was the Messiah because he had discovered a text to that effect, but because he had
met the Messiah. Then he understood the scriptures.

The experience of Paul on the road to Damascus was transforming because the
Messiah of Israel had transformed him. He had been confronted by Jesus (Acts 9:5) and
within days was proclaiming in the synagogues that Jesus ‘is the Son of God’ (Acts 9:20),
the Messiah (Acts 9:22). Paul had seen ‘Jesus our Lord’ (I Cor. 9:1), had been ‘filled with
the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 9:17), and now spoke with an assurance which came out of that
experience. Indeed, he ‘became increasingly more powerful’, so that shortly ‘his disciples’
were the ones who assisted his escape from Damascus (Acts 9:25). In Acts 26:22–23, Paul
later explained his subsequent ministry:

To this day I have had help from God, and so I stand here, testifying to both small and great, saying
nothing but what the prophets and Moses said would take place: that the Messiah must suffer, and that,
by being the first to rise from the dead, he would proclaim light both to our people and to the Gentiles.

This was what had happened on the day of Pentecost. The disciples had received the
gift of the Holy Spirit and proclaimed that God had made this Jesus whom the Jews had
crucified both Lord and Messiah. And they had received the Spirit because Jesus, the
Messiah, had poured out the Spirit (Acts 2:31–33). 

The recognition of the Messiahship of Jesus and its implications for all of creation is
not humanly discerned (I Cor. 2:7–16); it is the action of the Messiah himself. By rising
‘from the dead he would proclaim light both to our people and to the Gentiles’. Paul and
Peter and the others did not only preach about Jesus the Messiah; Jesus the Messiah
preached through them. He proclaims and effects the fruit of his Messianic role. So faith,
for both Jew and Gentile, is only secondarily a human activity; first it is evoked by the
Messiah in his proclamation of his own victory:

So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the word of the Messiah (Rom.
10:17).
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STUDY 11

BEING APOSTOLICAL IN THE WAY OF

PROCLAMATION:

MODERN MARKETING &

THE UNCHANGING MESSAGE

(by Noel Cannon)

On Tuesday morning Ian Pennicook spoke of ‘The Way in Which Apostolic Truth Was
Taught’. I have been asked to take a similar topic: ‘Being Apostolical in the Way of
Proclamation’. Without reiterating what has been covered by Ian, I have been asked to
compare apostolical proclamation with various current approaches to presenting the
gospel. Geoffrey, in his preliminary notes sent out to us earlier this year, noted that I was
alive to present trends in proclamation—such as the modern marketing of Christianity—
and that I am in a fellowship which seeks to remain faithful to an apostolical
proclamation. What does it mean to be apostolic in the manner of proclamation?
What is the doctrine that can be labelled apostolic? Is there more to apostolical
proclamation than just getting the doctrine right?

There is a difficult frontier emerging that is created by the resistance of society to
the gospel and the problems of evangelism which face us when we are so conditioned by
our culture that we mistake customs and conventions of modern thought for eternal truths.
Geoff often says, ‘every church has its culture’. There is what we might call a cultural
captivity of the church which causes us to ask the same burning question asked of Jesus,
‘By what authority do you operate?’

Much of our evangelism, which is often equated with proclamation, is simply our
attempt to muster recruits for the institution or club which ‘we’ call the church. As an
institution, we might think that the Church is tottering in the face of the pressures of
modern, western, scientific, secular society. Impelled by this urgency we could try to
‘guiltify’ sufficient members of our congregations to join us in a desperate pursuit: the
recruiting of enough new faces to keep the institution alive. Lesslie Newbigin has called
this feverish activity Pelagian anxiety.1 God has handed 

                                                
1  To put the term in its context, Newbigin states: ‘Evangelism must be rescued from a Pelagian anxiety, as though

we were responsible for converting the world. God reigns and his reign is revealed and effective in the incarnation,
ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus’.
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over the controls to us, so we’d better get it right or else this ideology to which we
are committed will fall over as surely as Russian Marxist communism!

The Industrial Age saw mass-produced items requiring salesmen to convince the
public of their need of a product. Moody, the shoe-salesman—a product of his age in his
salesman evangelism—underwent a change that would release him from his own methods
of evangelism to a dependence on the work of the Holy Spirit.2

In the Post-Industrial Age, rather than mass-production, you seek from your
clientele what they want to buy then commit this to production. This includes variations to
cater for individual tastes. Try buying a car without reference to a Fitted Accessories List
which makes the final product distinctly yours—at a price! ‘The car with everything also
comes with the option of even more’, says the Holden Vectra blurb. The individual is
sovereign.

And in an age where that individual demands some token of choice, churches play
the game too.3 Evaluation sheets empower the pews to shape future direction. Singles’
groups, married groups, single parent groups, cricket players, businessmen, mothers’
clubs, Recreation Centres ad nauseam. A group to help everyone fit in, to feel like they
belong, something to encourage them to come back again next time—a user-friendly
church. Or an activity focus of the church to encourage the attendance of the ‘Yuppies’, or
whatever name is given to the most recent set of energetic young trendsetters. Try a
combination such as a Church/Community Sports Centre. Put church on at different times
in the week to accommodate different employment patterns. Find that particular
something that you can do as a church, that thing which will both attract recruits (who can
be enlisted in the new activity) and give people maximum choice of commitment.
Pelagian anxiety can be turned into consumer satisfaction and security of tenure with
an increased salary for the ‘providers’, sometimes called ministry. There is also that warm
feeling that comes from knowing (sic!) that you, and to a lesser extent your congregation,
have really advanced the cause of God’s kingdom. Remember, the customer is always
right! Don’t confront. Don’t be blunt like the prophets and apostles in their calls to repent.
Just present a new range of options. And make sure that the music is sufficiently
contemporary (loud, with a beat, and led by a star, even with a tainted curriculum vitae),
or sufficiently traditional (slow, with sliding imprecision), to meet the desires and
expectations of your target group.

A couple of months ago I had reason to be in an interstate capital over two weekends.
With some sense of duty, I attended the commodious senior church of a denomination to
which I had formerly belonged. All of our family had been married there. 

                                                
2  A number of excerpts from Moody’s own words describe this change:

There were two godly women, Mrs Crooke and her friend Mrs Hawkhurst, who used to come to my meetings in Farwell Hall in
Chicago. At the close of the evening services, they would say to me, ‘We have been praying for you.’ I would say, ‘Why don’t
you pray for the people?’ They answered, ‘You need the power!’ I said to myself, Why, I thought I had the power. Didn’t I have
a large Sunday school and the largest congregation in Chicago? Their earnest talk about ‘the anointing for special service’ set
me thinking. I finally asked them to come and talk with me, and we got down on our knees. A great hunger came into my soul. I
did not know what it was. I began to cry as never before. I really felt I did not want to live any longer if I could not have this
power for service. I kept crying all the time for God to fill me with His Spirit. What a day! I was walking along Wall Street. I
can only say that God revealed Himself to me, and I had such an experience of His love that I had to ask Him to stay His hand. I
went to preaching again. My sermons were not different. I did not present any new truth, and yet hundreds were converted.

3  Neil Postman writes in Amusing Ourselves to Death:
The Executive Director of the National Religious Broadcasters Association sums up what he calls the unwritten law of all
television preachers: ‘You can get your share of the audience only by offering people something they want’. I believe I am not
mistaken in saying that Christianity is a demanding and serious religion. When it is delivered as easy and amusing, it is another
kind of religion altogether.
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After some forty-five years I expected that there could be some there who would
remember us. I found a ‘sanctuary’ where in its former glory many hundreds would have
‘trammed’ in to worship, but which when I visited was reduced to a semi-circular band of
a few people around the edges of the auditorium in order to be comforted by the cooling
fans: few young people and fewer young married families. At the end of a service in
which all fulfilled the requirements of their stereotyped roles, I met some old friends
replete with their physical frailties and ailments. In passing I mentioned that my last visit
had coincided with Gordon Moyes delivering the 110th anniversary address. He had
projected a new role for this church. They could be sufficiently dynamic to pull down the
old building, redevelop a high-rise on the site, and only occupy those floors needed for
ministry a la Wesley Centre, Sydney. There was a shocked silence from my old friends. It
was broken by one of them suggesting that all their memories would disappear if such a
catastrophe was ever permitted.

The next Sunday I was out walking early when I passed a billboard which indicated
the Evangelical Denominational Church would meet later that morning in the auditorium
of the building. Not wishing a repeat of the previous week’s ministry, I attended, lulled by
the emotive word ‘evangelical’. We read three Psalms which we then sang—
unaccompanied. The word was on that occasion also a Psalm and the doctrine was
extracted from that word. A very dry, rigidly accurate, Calvinistic doctrine. If I were a
Calvin Miller, I would have made the material into a howling success of lampooned
‘Christianity’.4 I suspect that even Calvin would have agreed with his namesake. I did not
feel that way. I pondered the genuine but misguided earnestness of these people, yet the
occasion was devoid of any dynamic.

Entrepreneurial marketeering or stodgy traditionalism. Where is the apostolic
proclamation in all of this?

Today, then, I look at this matter of apostolic proclamation, how the Church talks
and what she talks about. Tomorrow I look at the apostolic Church community, who
she is and what she does. There is a sense in which these topics should not be separated.
The Lord taught us this as a Body more than twenty-five years ago. We called it living
Christ twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and not just talking religiously for a
couple of hours on Sunday and the Wednesday night prayer meeting. Newbigin has a
good sentence to describe what we discovered: the only hermeneutic of the gospel is a
congregation of men and women who believe in it and live by it. The Church’s actions
by themselves are not self-explanatory. The Church’s words by themselves lack the
cogency of demonstration. So please, see the two talks as one.

In the Book of Acts the apostles, in varying ways, often began their encounters—
their sermons, reasoned discussions, impassioned personal pleas, their teaching that was
occasioned by crowds in awe after some great miracle—by exposing the perversity of a
stance outside of or opposed to Jesus Christ. They began by telling it like it is. The Jews
were told about how they had incited Pilate to kill their own long-awaited Messiah. Paul
told the learned gathering on the Areopagus that God had ‘overlooked their ignorance’.
These revelatory sermon openings were not designed to bring applause or laughter, but
they certainly caught people’s attention. The phrase ‘cut to the heart’ is repeated three
times as a description of how the people responded to the apostolic message (2:37; 5:33;
7:54). The first of these 

                                                
4  See in particular Calvin Miller’s The Philippian Fragment in which, with a great deal of humour, he

‘demonstrates conclusively that in church life the more things change, the more they remain the same’.
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occurrences ended in repentance and a phenomenal growth of the Church; the other two
expressed the defiant anger of men who would not be told that they were in the wrong.
The apostles, it seems, were not trying to make people feel comfortable about themselves
in order to seduce them into the Kingdom.

The boldness that marked apostolic proclamation began with the first words of their
encounters. They were not aiming to shock as a methodology. Indeed, ‘telling it like it is’
was not always ‘shocking’ (e.g. Peter with Cornelius and his household; Philip with the
Ethiopian eunuch). But, equally, they were not afraid to tell people the truth about their
own lives—to prepare, in John the Baptist fashion, the way— however shocking that
exposure may be, and all this prior to announcing the Good News of Jesus’ life, death,
resurrection and promised return. There is no nice parson image here!

How do we address the idolatrous West? Do we overlook the hard truth of depravity
in order to foster the bonhomie of brotherly kindness—a distortion of man’s nobility?

The Jews were reminded by the apostles that they had just murdered their Messiah,
for that is what they had done. The Gentiles were told how silly was their worship of
idols—made as they were out of the elements of creation. The apostles’ introduction
was specific to their context. So the question really is: what is our context, Australia in
1998, the modern metropolis or rural setting in which ‘we’ conduct ‘our’ mission? We
could turn to writers who see the emergence of the ultimate fragmentation of life as
modern man loses any belief in an infinite-personal God. Or we could turn to the past
poets whose expression of radical man-centredness has caught the dominant characteristic
of the age.5 The Enlightenment taught modern men to believe that we could rely on our
own reason to discover anything that we needed to know about this life.6 And then, during
the past forty years, we are increasingly hearing about the ‘post’ phenomenon—
postcritical, postmodern, postindustrial, postconfessional—all indicating that we have
entered an epoch which is fundamentally at variance with anything that we have ever
experienced before.

But—as important as the study of these current trends in society may be for a general
understanding of our context—apostolic proclamation, like its Old Testament
predecessor the prophets, must be solely dependent on the Holy Spirit for inspiration.
Certainly not the banal opening joke of the professional preacher which is somehow
meant to ease people into a holy encounter, as though this was possible. It is the Spirit
who provides the opening. We need to be engaging with what is really there, people
whose actions are indicating that they have no relationship with the God who is awesome
love.7

                                                
5  Alexander Pope wrote this critique of the Enlightenment thought of his day. He catches its dominant

characteristic—radical anthropocentrism:
Let others creep by timid steps, and slow,
On plain experience lay foundations low,
By common sense to common knowledge bred,
And last, to Nature’s cause thro’ nature led,

All-seeing in thy mists, we want no guide,
Mother of arrogance, and source of pride!
We nobly take the high priori road,
And reason downward, till we doubt of God.

6  The missiologist, Bosch, delineated seven contours of this still very influential Enlightenment world view: the
undisputed primacy of reason; the separation between subject and object; the substitution of the cause–effect scheme for
belief in purpose; the infatuation with progress; the unsolved tension between fact and value; the confidence that every
problem and puzzle could be solved; the idea of the emancipated, autonomous individual.

7  This year the topic of our school camp was ‘Face to Face. This study of various theophanies was prefaced with
these remarks from our senior master, who really sought the Lord concerning where our students were at:

We are addicted to virtual experiences today and we don’t know it. We are obsessed with successive flashes of light on screens,
but the seeming reality of the resulting images is an illusion, and that illusion is destroying us . . . [but God] delights in meeting us
face to face and shattering our virtual world with His real, inescapable presence.
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Yet in order to expose we must first be willing to have our own lives exposed. There
is the burning coal of Isaiah the prophet, who ‘dwelt among a people of unclean lips’.
There is Peter’s recognition, in the bottom of that fishing boat, that he is a sinful man in
the presence of a Holy God. There is Paul’s awareness that he is the chief of sinners. So
we don’t stand up with some kind of judgmental assertiveness. Our announcement
concerning the nature of sin and its consequences, the ultimate danger of missing the
gospel, is bold because this is as things really are. We are humble in our bold strength
because this message is not ours. We are impelled to speak by the love of Christ, whose
blood really does have better things to say than the blood of Abel. We are not there to
denounce by suggesting there’s a whole lot terribly wrong. That’s Abel’s blood.
Vindication. Heavy judgment. Ours is an urgency of love.

Following their dynamic introduction, the apostles retold with artless regularity the
story of Jesus. It was always the same. Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come
again. Jesus is both Lord—the covenant God of Israel—and Christ—the promised
deliverer of Israel. ‘There is no other name under heaven given among men by which we
must be saved’ (Acts 4:12). So inter-religious dialogue is out of the question! The
apostles, all the Church, kept on sharing this story wherever they were. This story of Jesus
was their story. It is the human story, The Story which is relevant to every man’s story.8
This is the unchanging message.

Exposing the context of a person in his culture is not the gospel. Ronald Conway,
John Carroll, Hugh Mackay and other sociologists seek to rationally expose the cause of
the context of our culture—how it has arrived at where it is at. Yet, like Shakespeare in his
insightful exposé of the human condition, the best that can be hoped for from insightful
social analysis is a catharsis which we mistake so readily for salvation. We sing the
hymn—‘We’ve a story to tell to the nations . . . we’ve a song to be sung . . . we’ve a
message to give . . . we’ve a Saviour to show to the nations’—celebrating the great
commission, and the apostolical proclaimer goes out every day knowing that this
unchanging good news which is the gospel of Christ, is the power of God to salvation for
everyone who believes.

We are only too aware of those crass, diabolical attempts to suggest that Jesus is only
one of many pathways to the divine (e.g. W.C.C., Archbishop Runcie, etc.). In an age of
multi-culturalism, we cannot be confused about the exclusive nature of the relationship
that Jesus wants with His bride, the Church. Dallying with other suitors is both foolish and
dangerous. In our multi-cultural situation, with the ugliness of identifying with the
political right wing and the pressure to conform to society’s view on tolerance, we are
called to identify and hold firm to the exclusive claims of the gospel.9

                                                
8  Newbigin puts it well:

To be human is to be part of a story, and to be fully human as God intends is to be part of the true story and to understand its
beginning and its ending. The true story is one of which the central clues are given in the Bible, and the hinge of the story on
which all its meaning turns is the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. That is the message we are entrusted with,
and we owe it to all people to share it.

9  I note that in the recent CRUX magazine (the Regent College journal), J. I. Packer offers an extensive critique of
his bishop’s new book Mansions of the Spirit. The bishop writes, ‘What I am arguing for is a commitment among
Christians to a gospel that compels us beyond fundamentalism to see in other religions the God we know in Jesus
Christ’. Packer’s response is an entertaining eleven pages, of which I only quote a brief excerpt relevant to our topic.

The bottom line of the apostolic proclamation of the universal dominion of Jesus the Christ was Jesus’ claim on the allegiance of
the entire human race. Accordingly, in a world of religious pluralism at least as complex as ours, converts ‘turned to God from
idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us
from the coming wrath’ (I Thess. 1:9–10).
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More than once in the history of the Church when men forgot the simple, essential things
that are found in men to whom Christ alone is all and all in all, Christianity has had to pay
the penalty. We can talk of the apparent failure of apostolic proclamation—which never
achieved any political or social clout—when compared with the program in the authorised
Church which survived the Roman Empire. Such a church program was an assemblage of
new ideas and of ancient customs that have proved their suitability to human nature by
living in many religions and surviving many changes of culture and belief. Though such
inclusions of familiar religious practices were thought to have helped to preserve the
Christian religion, yet there was an expense. The religion was saved by being assimilated
to the world in which it had come to live, but this assimilation has caused centuries of
impotence and bitter controversy and struggles, more or less fruitless, to escape from the
toils in which it has been caught. This is too heavy a price for a religion to pay, to be
saved by being lost, which in a sense is so wholly different from Jesus’ word.

That is the obvious trap, the obvious way of trying to avoid the unchanging message
of the good news of the Kingdom. More subtle is the temptation to offer a tame gospel,
domesticated within our culture so that it no longer threatens. We are born into a culture
which has an accepted way of doing and thinking about things. The ‘experts’ call this a
‘plausibility structure’. We have language and thought patterns which are, by an unwritten
agreement, the assumptions that govern the rest of our actions and investigations. Peter,
raised in the Talmud culture of first-century Judaism, could not withstand the pressure of
James’ men, and stopped eating with the Gentiles. Paul had to oppose Peter ‘to his face’
because in this separation Peter was not being ‘straightforward about the truth of the
gospel’ (Gal. 2:14). The Corinthians, in their lascivious culture, were ‘puffed up’ about
being liberated enough to include the man in their congregation who was living with his
father’s wife. Paul’s rebuke to the Corinthian church over this situation is one of the
sternest chapters in Paul’s epistles (I Cor. 5).

And we, raised on the basic dogma of liberal society, believe that we each possess
sufficient human reason and conscience to have the freedom and the capacity—indeed, the
right—to search out and know for ourselves what is true and what is permissible. But then
we are left with a dilemma: what is truth? How do men in our culture try to discover truth
whilst avoiding revelation. Left to ourselves, we can only be certain about facts, those
statements that can be made about the way things work, statements that can’t tell us
anything about purpose or meaning. Facts are what we can prove scientifically (that is
how we know in the liberal West). Fundamentalists try to prove that the Bible is a
collection of true facts, and in this way show that they are merely cultural beings. But, for
most, religion is relegated to the sphere of values. This is where the individual chooses
what is true for himself, what gives him meaning, what is helpful personally. ‘My
Christianity has meant a lot to me.’ But the gospel that the apostles proclaimed invites us
to be reconciled to a God who is the Creator of the world and everything in it. He is much
bigger than we are. He really is Lord of the universe. All of our attempts at truth and self-
awareness are dwarfed in the reconciling of the Cross, in His flow of love and forgiveness.

The gospel is domesticated by the culture when it is made to fit into that culture.
For instance, the gospel is domesticated when we try to prove—as a scientist does—
various elements of the gospel story. This approach is accepting Enlightenment definitions
of truth. Jesus said, ‘I am the way, I am the truth and I am life’. 
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The gospel is domesticated when it is used to fight the ‘social injustices’ of the world.
This approach is accepting the Marxist agenda that there is no future life, that we are
dependent on ourselves to create an ideal world. Paul says:

For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain . . . For our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also
wait for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body that it may be
conformed to his glorious body, according to the working by which He is able even to subdue all
things to Himself (Phil. 1:21; 3:20–21).

The gospel is domesticated when we nervously try to make God’s own story
acceptable and relevant to the zeitgeist, to the spirit of the age in which we are located—
when we try to make the gospel relevant to our clientele. But the apostolic gospel
proclaims that Jesus is Lord to the glory of God the Father. We are persuaded by the
prince of this age to believe that our culture is inescapable. This is not so. ‘Do not be
conformed to this world’, Paul told the Romans, ‘but be transformed by the renewing of
your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God’
(Rom. 12:2).

The gospel which the apostles repeated with regularity is the gospel that we are to
proclaim—as did the Apostle Paul— ‘not with persuasive words of human wisdom’, not
so that our message is acceptable in our culture, ‘but in demonstration of the Spirit and of
power’ (I Cor. 2:4). Let the gospel loose by the power of the Holy Spirit in all His
transforming power! This is dangerous business. The outcomes are not at all predictable!

By the middle of the nineteenth century it appeared that the effect of the
Enlightenment would be the death of religion. Nietzsche said that God is dead. Freud said
that God is a projection. Hegel separated the task of ethics from the authority of
revelation. Marx opined that religion is the opiate of the people. The combined effect of
these and others pushed us toward the belief that we really could live without God. We
could do what we liked on Sundays. We could disregard God’s order for relationships. We
could criticise God’s word. Life had its clear demarcations between religious times and
activities on the one hand, and the rest of life on the other. 

In many ways, this was us. This was the life of our people in a traditional suburban
church setting. Our own experience is that of a church that was called out of its culture,
a culture that I am sure you will all understand. We were busy in church activities in
church times, but then there was this other sphere that we called our private lives—our
home life, our jobs, our children’s education, our social activities. We could live as busy
Christians and practical, suburban, private atheists. God was out of the equation for the
majority of life. Then God caught our attention.10 We began to live in the story of
Pentecost and the apostolic Church. We were excited by the experienced awareness of
God’s presence. And God sent people that we didn’t know how to minister to—bikies,
drug addicts, schizophrenics, and some distorted by sexual perversions. We needed—and
still need—the resources of the gifts of the Spirit. We needed—and still need—to
communicate a living faith in a powerful and loving Saviour. We see that the day that we
think that we can handle these demands 

                                                
10  Bosch’s analysis of the effect of the charismatic movement on a church that was playing with its culture’s

pronouncements on the death of God fits our observations and experience:
Then a strange thing happened. The charismatic movement burst on the scene not among sectarian groups or among the
unsophisticated, but in dignified mainline churches like the Roman Catholic and the Anglican, and often among intellectuals, the
very products of Enlightenment scientism. There is, apparently, more to God than we think.
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ourselves without the Holy Spirit is the day that we will cease to minister apostolically,
the day that we will cease to share the hope of the gospel.

At Bethany, when the apostles witnessed Jesus’ ascension, they already had the
content of the story that they were to proclaim. But they were instructed to wait until they
had received the Promise of the Father. And after they had been filled with the Holy Spirit
the characteristic manner of their proclamation of the story of God’s wonderful works was
boldness. The threats of their own Jewish culture could not stop them. The punishment of
an isolated work camp in old age could not stop the apostle John. The perils of the sea,
robbers, the city, the wilderness and the perils of false brethren—Paul says—could not
stop him. The blood of the martyrs, Tertullian tells us, was the seed of the Church. But the
necessary precursor to this holy boldness was the filling of the Holy Spirit. The
apostolical manner of proclamation is with boldness; but we cannot be bold in the
apostolical manner without the continual filling of the Holy Spirit.11

A man cannot break from the pressure of his culture to conform without the
transforming presence of the Comforter. As has been stated already this week, the
Proclaimer is really Christ by the Spirit through His servants. The proclamation is His.
The work of converting is His. We spread the gospel apostolically when we defer to His
sovereign action in and through us. An unchanging story borne by an individual who has
no living connection to the main characters of The Story must, in the end, be a frightful
bore both to the teller and his audience. Let us pray that we be filled continuously with the
Holy Spirit, that we may be emboldened to proclaim the apostolic message apostolically;
that we might be free of the Pelagian anxiety that scrambles for schemes to prop up a
message that we fear may become irrelevant; that we may trust the living God to keep us
faithful to do and say those deeds and words that make it possible for others to believe.

So! As we said at the outset, tomorrow we look at the Church community; who she is
and what she does. Our understanding is that the gospel is communicated to our pluralist
society by the Church community that takes the Bible seriously as the fundamental
framework of its thinking, as the way it understands the world and the human story.
Where the Church is faithfully living the true story, the evangelistic dialogue will be
initiated not by the Church, but by the one who senses the Presence of a new reality and
wants to enquire about its secret. How may that Presence become known? Firstly, there is
a certain kind of shared life, a community of people that—in the midst of all the pain and
sorrow and wickedness of the world—is continually praising God. Secondly, His Presence
becomes known by actions of healing and deliverance, by the expression of sheer
compassion with no conditions attached—the Love of God in action. And, thirdly, by
words that interpret those actions—the preaching of the Church validated, however
imperfectly, by the life of the community. This is the Church come alive by the Spirit,
infection with the life of God working its 

                                                
11  Schaeffer’s impassioned sermon on this topic is strong on the need for many ‘fillings’:
Though we today are immediately indwelt by the Holy Spirit when we accept Christ as Saviour, being indwelt is not the same as
having the fullness of the power of the Holy Spirit. The disciples had to wait to receive the Spirit at Pentecost. Christians today
are to follow the same order: to be indwelt by the Holy Spirit at salvation and to know something of the reality of the power of
Christ through the agency of the Holy Spirit—and then to work and witness. The order cannot be reversed. There are to be many
‘fillings’. Doing the Lord’s work in the Lord’s way is not a matter of being saved and then simply working hard. The central
problem of our age is not liberalism or modernism, nor the old Roman Catholicism or the new Roman Catholicism, nor the threat
of communism, nor even the threat of rationalism and the monolithic consensus which surrounds us. All these are dangerous but
not the primary threat. The real problem is this: the church of the Lord Jesus Christ, individually or corporately, tending to do the
Lord’s work in the power of the flesh rather than the Spirit. The central problem is always in the midst of the people of God, not
in the circumstances surrounding them.
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way out in every pore. Not merely a bunch of people saved to get into heaven, but a
people bearing His likeness now. Not just one to one relationship with God but, like the
Philippian church, a ‘citizenship of heaven’—allowing people to see what God is already
doing in creating a colony of His people here, in the same manner as Paul encouraged in
Philippi. But that is for tomorrow.
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STUDY 13

BEING APOSTOLICAL IN THE CHURCH:

THE APOSTOLIC COMMUNITY;

COMMUNITY

OF LOVE

(by Noel Cannon)

Sometimes I just sit down and ask the question how did we as a fellowship get to where
we are today? And I have to say I don’t know except it was by the grace of God. You can
ponder it in terms of your own life and recognise the role of your own contribution, but
that is only a fraction of the story. In our early days as a Fellowship, we started Men’s
Teas and on each occasion, one of us would give a testimony as to the work of God that
brought each of us into faith. When you put these altogether, you shake your head and
realise it would have to be a work of God that could bring us together.

I had lived in boarding school residency since the forties and in the early sixties I had
‘escaped’ to Castle Hill, where we dwell today, as a step into the privacy of leafy
suburban living. My direction was clear—selfish, orthodox, rural/suburban lifestyle with
the family. A health setback had led to the severance of responsibilities— Diaconate,
Crusaders, TCF, Research Scientists’ Christian Fellowship. Life was tailor-made. But in
the early 1970s a number of us had attended a Baptist Assembly as local church delegates
and wandered into the Baptist Bookroom next to Central Baptist Church, Sydney, and in
browsing found a book called A New Face for the Church by Lawrence Richards, who is
still a prolific academic author. It opened up a seminal awareness that there were other
ways of ‘doing Church’.

A couple of years later Sydney Diocese published a three-year committee finding, in
a document entitled ‘Looking into the Church’, which led us into thinking about its central
thesis, namely that the Church has been so busy evangelising an unsaved world that it has
never thought of building up the saints. Maturing them was how they put it. Being an
‘ecclesia’.

In rapid succession we were opened up to a whole new genre in Ronald Sider’s Rich
Christians in an Age of Hunger, Donald Bloesch’s Wellsprings of Renewal, Michael
Harper’s A New Way of Living, Dave and Neta Jackson’s Living Together in a World
Falling Apart, Ray Stedman’s Body Life, Robert Girard’s Brethren Hang Loose 
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or What’s Happening to My Church?. And a number of us were now reading these and
there was a certain corporate enthusiasm developing as we addressed the real chinks being
shown up in the armour of the genre we call ‘the local church’ as an expression of God’s
people. 

Then came charismatic renewal in the early seventies, the ‘bikies and druggies’, as
we called them, who settled each Sunday evening within the physical boundary of our
Church property and who were a crying mass of urgent needs. And, of course,
‘Charismatic Conferences’ with renewal being portrayed in established communities
whose representatives were Conference speakers—the large Catholic community in the
USA, Word of God, Ann Arbor; People of Praise, Minneapolis; Hallelujah Community
and The Koinonia Community, Georgia; then there were the Bruderhofs in Rifton and
Pleasant View in New York State; and various Hutterian colonies across America and
Canada; the Episcopal Church of the Redeemer, Houston, Texas; Jim Wallis’ Sojourners
in Washington, DC; Berkeley Campus Jesus’ People; John Hirt’s House of the New
World, Sydney; and Athol Gill’s House of the Gentle Bunyip in Melbourne.

And then, just as it was all getting up on to its feet, the Lord said, ‘With all of those
skills of leadership among you, you can really make this thing get up and go, but you
know that those other communities have “succeeded” often by so small a sacrifice of
principles, not the least being the genuine work of the Holy Spirit replaced by
entrepreneurship’. It was then that we discovered Geoff Bingham and he ‘unwittingly’
began dealing with the dinosaur.

I look back now and know that he was as true to one of his central tenets as he is
today. He never attacked our culture which, whether we liked it or not, existed among us.
We were, to use his recent words, ‘biblically illiterate’. He kept on bringing us the Word
of God. We were also, by virtue of the charismatic movement, a mix of orthodox
evangelical backgrounds and some with a degree of Pentecostalism. The latter always
considered we were not the ‘full two bob’ because we did not hold to the Pentecostal view
of the necessity of tongues, though we embraced tongues as a gift to the Body of Christ
for today.

But the most important truth that bore in upon us was that pragmatism as a
motivation was no substitute for the anointing of the Holy Spirit. The sheer weight of our
intellectual perspectives, which were rooted in a wide reading and the assimilation of
structural models, paradigms and motifs, were never to fashion the building blocks of the
growth and development of a local church.

N. T. Wright, speaking of the development of Christianity, puts a pin into the balloon
of what he calls ‘the big bang’ theory of Church origins, to reveal a Christian fiction.
Namely, that there was a ‘pure’ period when everyone believed exactly the same thing,
lived in a community without problems or quarrels, and hammered out ‘True Doctrine’ for
the coming ‘Great Church’. The author of Acts, he suggests, would be glad to say, ‘I told
you so. That’s all fiction.’ It must be judged singularly unsuccessful as an explanation of
the beginnings of the Church. There’s the sin of Ananias and Sapphira, the dispute
between the Hebrews and Hellenists, the vacillating of Peter, the major division over
circumcision, the fierce quarrel between Paul and Barnabas, the clay feet of the Church
heroes. So such an explanation or description of an idealised early Church is facile. The
Church lived under pressure from the very first. Sociologists would say that this perhaps
as much as anything else, kept it united when so many other pressures might have driven
it towards division.
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The motivating force behind the early Christian mission, as written into first century
Christianity, is the central belief and hope of Judaism interpreted in the light of Jesus
Christ. For here was the long-awaited fulfilment. I want to say a little more about
‘continuity’ and ‘discontinuity’ in a moment. The impetus of early Christianity towards
risky and costly mission was the recognition that Israel had now been redeemed and the
time for the Gentiles had come. Paul’s introduction to the faith embodied two facets,
‘theology’ and ‘experience’. The legitimisation of the Gentile mission, in the case of Paul,
was focussed on the Cross of Jesus Christ and Paul’s personal encounter with the risen
Lord. Not that these two aspects explained the whole thing. After all, many of the
experiences in the developing corpus of Christianity could be counterfeited in other
esoteric expressions of religion—tongues, exorcism, healing, a sense of union within a
‘divine being’. 

What, then, is the larger whole beyond simply ‘theology’ and ‘experience’? The
first obvious consideration is the early community itself within which theology and
experience took their places. Even here there were plenty of expressions of community
outside of the Christian community—Jewish sects, among others. But there was nothing
quite like the Christians who regarded themselves as a new family, directly descended
from the family of Israel, but now transformed. Baptism and communion showed up the
most striking feature of the emerging life of the community in its worship of Jesus Christ
as a central act of its life.

But the most important expression of the emerging common life, with its symbolic
practice and its focus on Jesus, was in terms of it being an alternative family. The
impetus to pool resources, to care for the needy, the care especially of widows, orphans
and aliens—all these spoke of a life far larger than our contemporary expression of the
Church as a part-time voluntary organisation of the like-minded. The latter, we know,
leaves normal social and familial attachments unaffected. Indeed, one of the features of
our shared life that has caused us most headaches and heartaches is the reticence of
siblings and parents of those committed to such a life, to release family members to this
other family. One writer has said that ‘if one belonged to the Church, one did not belong
any more, certainly not in the same way, to one’s previous unit, whether familial or racial.
This did not preclude contact with one’s original family, race or culture, but there was a
dramatic change in the way it was addressed.’ From baptism onwards, one’s basic
family consisted of one’s fellow Christians. Not only is there another family, but there’s
another King requiring allegiance and worship that subverts all other allegiances
without being politically revolutionary. So the early Church was marked out from the first
as a familial community, loyalty to which overrode all other considerations. 

So what emerged was a ‘third race’, neither Jew nor Gentile, but ‘in Christ’. And the
very existence is of such a threat to a pagan society—the quasi-familial, quasi- ethnic life
of the community of God’s people. It threatened the foundational assumptions of a pagan
society. As one commentator said apropos Matthew’s story that Pilate’s wife had troubled
dreams on the night of Jesus’ trial: 

It was a most propitious time for the Roman Empire to start having nightmares!

What has been said thus far could lead us to believe that the emerging New Testament
Church had effected a distinctive break from its Jewish incubation—a discontinuity. It
needs emphasising that this was, and is, not so.
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There is an interesting little phrase in Philippians 2:15 that talks about holding forth the
word of truth. ‘Those that do this’, Paul said, ‘shall shine as the stars in the universe’. It’s
a very deliberate echo of Daniel 12:3. ‘Those that turn many to righteousness shall shine
as the stars’. If we have never studied Daniel, we hear Paul’s words as a quaint metaphor
but fail to see its rootage in the Old Testament. Yet for those who knew the Old Testament
like the people of the early Church, they heard it as the echo of Daniel. Scripture was an
oral phenomenon for them. They heard it read. They heard it all the time. And it was
always a part of their learning process. So the early Church lived in an understanding of
being in continuity with what had gone before.

Read the final two chapters of The Revelation, where John is deliberately telling the
consummation of The Story. John is telling The Story by picking up almost every possible
image in Genesis 1, 2 and 3, especially Genesis 1 and 2, and simply now retelling this.
You’ve got the river running through, the trees that bring life. There’s no night, there’s
only day. You have the pure river of the water of life sparking like crystal, every kind of
image that comes right out of Genesis 1 and 2, now seen in its ultimate fulfilment. There’s
no temple because God Himself is present. He’s the Presence, hence there’s no need for
the temple. Just the Presence. The restoration of the Presence found in Genesis. It’s a story
about His creative and redemptive activity, that both reveals His character and explains
our participation in The Story.

So it’s one story. We, the Church, get in on God’s story. And for Paul that single
story is always presupposed. He doesn’t think of his Gentile converts as a new thing. He
always thinks of them as in continuity with The Story (I Cor. 10:1–13). Here is a
thoroughly Gentile congregation: ‘Now remember, all of our fathers were baptised into
Moses . . .’ (v. 1). All of our fathers. We belong to this story. Now, one people, a people
for God’s name. One story line, but constituted twice. Once on Mt Sinai and once on Mt
Calvary. That’s the ‘whole counsel of God’. The law and the prophets fulfilled by Christ
who is their goal, their telos. Paul always understands the Church as being in the
succession of the people of God in the Old Testament, but in the true succession of the
people of God—and that’s all nations. But the early Church is a people so newly
constituted under the New Covenant that it marks a radical, new shift in focus and
understanding. So we ask what constitutes them as the people of God and, therefore, who
are the members as the people of God?

This, I say, is the radically altered eschatological perspective that the New
Testament Christians lived in. Everything that has been going on for centuries in Israel
has had a future dimension, has had a very clear hope for the future, looking to the future
as a basic orientation. The Old Testament language for this orientation is ‘the latter day’.
When the New Testament writers pick up that term ‘the latter day’, they turn it into ‘the
last day’. This is the radically altered eschatological perspective, a radically altered
understanding of their existence. And if we’re going to be truly an effective people of
God in our world and in our day, somehow we have to recapture this sort of essential,
eschatological existence that they had. We have to capture this sort of essential,
eschatological community that marked everything they did and thought, everything they
were. And the Holy Spirit plays the absolutely key role in this radically new self-
understanding. 

God’s future reign cannot be construed in terms of a blissful union of the elect with
God, that removes them from the world of humanity. The vision of the Scriptures is clear:
the final goal of the work of the triune God in salvation history is the establishment of the
eschatological community—a redeemed people dwelling in a 
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renewed earth, enjoying reconciliation with their God, fellowship with each other and
harmony with all creation. Consequently, the goal of community lies at the heart of God’s
actions in history.

Meanwhile the ‘Last Days’ refers to an age of injustice, unrighteousness; an age in
which Satan rules because of sin and sickness and demon possession; an age in which they
believe that the Spirit has been quenched, there is no prophetic voice in the land, the Spirit
is not active. In the New Testament, we come across ‘This Age’ and ‘The Age to Come’.
That language comes right out of the intertestamental period where they’re looking for
God to restore the fortunes of David. The majority of them think in terms of the Messiah
who’s going to come. They’re looking for an eschatological conclusion to the present. The
primary dimension of this is going to be the age of the Spirit. The Joel prophecy now gets
into the thing, so that no longer do you just have a prophet here and there, but all of God’s
people become prophets. ‘I will pour out my Spirit upon all people’, the old men and the
servant girls. All shall prophesy. This is something big. God is going to do it. He’s going
to put the thing right side up. It’s wrong side up now. This is why when John the Baptist
comes on the scene, this wild man with a wild dress and wild diet turns out in the desert
and says, ‘We’re on the brink’, they are using this language for this news—‘The
Kingdom of God’—‘God’s rule’—the time when God steps on the scene and He rules.
The time is fulfilled. The Kingdom of God is at hand! 

Crucial to the expectations of the end are two primary realities. The first of these
primary realities of expectation is that when the end comes, it’s going to be recognised
because of the resurrection of the dead. That’s the event that marks the end and starts
the new. The resurrection of the dead had already taken place in Jesus.  The resurrection
of Jesus was God’s defeat of death. Because His resurrection sets our resurrection in
motion. His resurrection guarantees ours. His resurrection stamps us with eternity. We
bear the stamp of His glorious eternity, His resurrection. We have been marked by the
Cross, stamped by the resurrection. And we belong to the coming age. Now! And the early
Christians came to see that that had already begun.  Somehow the future had already
happened. 

The other thing, of course, that was going to mark the future was the gift of the
Spirit.  What had happened that had newly constituted the people of God was so radically
new that it literally changed their outlook and perspective on everything in existence. The
future had already begun, because of these two essential moments of the future, namely
the resurrection and the gift of the Spirit, both of which had already happened.
Jeremiah had said it and Ezekiel had said it. They still live in the present, but they live in
the present as people of the future. They have already stepped into the life of the
future, living the life of the future in this present existence. We are between who we
‘already are’ and who we are ‘not yet’. And when the ‘not yet’ happens, all that is ‘what is
already’, is coming to its consummation. The end is understood by the early Church to be
over a period of time that had its beginning point in the Cross, in the resurrection and in
the gift of the Holy Spirit. The Cross was the event that spelled the beginning of the end.

So that this age is on its way out. This is Paul’s language. Paul says, ‘The present age
that is passing away’. The essential events that bring this age to its conclusion have
already happened in the death and resurrection of Jesus and the gift of the Spirit. This is
their talk, the talk of the early Church. They speak like this. We are so used to
individualising our salvation and talking about my one-on-one relationship with God, we
have a hard time putting ourselves into The Story, the way 
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the early Church thought of themselves in The Story. So this age which has already
begun is this present age that is already passing away. And at its consummation, it is the
fulfilling of what is already begun with the coming of Christ, the resurrection and the gift
of the eschatological Spirit. It is the Spirit that belongs to the time of the end Who is
already present, bringing the life of the end times into the present.

For what has come into the view of Christ’s followers is the Apostolic truth—the
whole counsel of God—His will, His purpose revealed in His life, His ministry and death,
His resurrection. And in the coming of the Spirit, that’s what was triggered off at
Pentecost, the Apostolic proclamation of Apostolic truth, a clear, crystal clear
awareness of the rich meaning and significance of the work of Christ on the Cross, of His
resurrection, of His ascension and in His reigning as ruler. Apostolic truth proclaimed
with Apostolic power. A renewed, empowered Peter could proclaim it at Pentecost.

Ah, the aliveness of all of this. Alive with Christ’s presence, alive to the battle with
Satan and his powers. Alive within the believer possessing faith and hope and love. Alive
with a compelling desire to share the good news of liberty and forgiveness granted to us
by a God who keeps His promise. Don’t ever get the idea that by seeking to reconstruct
the Church in the forms and institution of the early Church, you automatically qualify for
its empowerment. Don’t ever think that by a careful collation of all the details of the
modern idiom of the cultural awareness of a pluralist post-everything society, that you can
come up with a program to trouble-shoot the problems. Don’t think that message
modification to a user-friendly level can bridge the gap. There has never been a generation
or a society that doesn’t have its own philosophy or culture. And yes, we do speak into our
particular version of all of that. And as I said in the first address, we don’t have to be
stereotypes, copy-cats, of any particular age of the Church including the age of the
primitive church. For we must remember clearly that the Message is unchanging, yet it is
dynamic. Nothing in the message has changed.

In our Lectionary we have just come through the Book of Acts for our daily reading
and I was struck with Paul’s call to the Ephesian elders to join him at Miletus. There is an
urgency and a finality, a human yearning for Paul not to put his head in the noose and go
to Jerusalem. It is filled with the intensity of deep and appropriate emotion. Paul would
not shrink from the proclamation of the whole counsel of God, admonishing with tears:

From the day I set foot in the province of Asia . . . I served the Lord in all humility amidst sorrows and
trials that came upon me through the machinations of the Jews. 

I kept back nothing. I delivered the message. I taught you—in public and in your homes—with Jew
and Gentile. I insisted on repentance before God and trust in our Lord Jesus. I have kept nothing. I
have declared to you the whole purpose of God (NEB).

For I have not shunned to declare to you the whole counsel of God (NKJV).
(Acts 20:18–27, abridged).

The whole purpose of God. The whole counsel of God. That’s Apostolic Proclamation.
That’s the whole story in which we are participants and it’s a call for us to give this full
counsel and will of God to the world. Not just a story to the Church, but a proclamation to
all.
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I wrote recently to Geoff, reminding him of the words that Malcolm Muggeridge
wrote in his closing work Conversion. It came from a chapter entitled ‘The Soldier’,
where he awakens in the grey morning light of an army hut and looks over the men in
varying stages of awakening and sleeping, and finding a swelling up within him a sort of
tenderness as though they were veritably dear to him, and not for any satisfaction or
wrong reason, but just that they belonged to God’s family of mankind, all born into the
world in the same way, all living—in the words of Falstaff—‘Mortal men’. And lying
there in his bunk, Muggeridge said he pondered upon the barrack hut companionship, a
lovingness not related to any egotistical carnal purpose, but an awareness of having, with
the others, a known purpose, a known destiny; of seeing fallen human beings, whoever
and whatever they may be, as belonging to a family to which we all belong. Love binding
them together, beside being bound to God our Creator. A love that was not only the
condition for a perfect relationship between God and man, but a love that would unfold
the essential nature of God Himself and become manifest to us in our mortal existence, yet
transcending our mortality. 

And I wrote of how Geoff had given to me the freedom to proclaim the love of God
to a wider world in the ordinary affairs of each day, without compromise but with love.
No longer the confusion of D. L. Moody’s early ministry when he thought God hated sin
and sinners.

I wrote of Geoff’s teaching on nobility and depravity which changed every aspect of
relating to the world. I wrote of a year, this year, which had caused me to traverse past
territories of my life, sharing with small knots of people meeting earnestly in what they
felt to be God’s order, but bound within straightjackets that stripped all the vitality and
dynamic out of it. Believe me, I did not see it through the grid of any personal
triumphalism or superiority, but an aching heart that kept asking, how can the true Church
of the living God break through these pale attempts to worship Him? And I know that the
dynamic of living in resurrection life, empowered by the Holy Spirit, is the eschatological
community of God’s people, proclaiming the whole counsel of God. I wrote of wanting to
depart from every one of our paltry attempts of organised alternatives which can be seen
for the shoddy efforts they are.

We thank God for being able to draw on the inspiration of all the teaching flowing
from New Creation this year. It has placed us in the position of possessing an expectation
of what the Lord can do if we are prepared to wait on God for the word which the Spirit
can bring through us.

I have never felt so keenly, so clearly, the utter futility of relying on ‘a gospel’ that is
explained. In Geoff’s Review and Foreview we received recently, he said we can only
witness to what has been revealed by the Spirit to us. Otherwise we witness to the
witnesses. Our Enlightenment falls back onto rational proof, and understanding leads us
mistakenly to believe in explanation. But explanation is not revelation. John says, ‘We are
of God. He who knows God hears us. He who is not of God does not hear us. By this we
know the Spirit of truth and the spirit of error’ (I John 4:6).

The spirit of error. Man without the revelation. A gospel veiled to those who are
perishing. Minds blinded by the god of this age so that they cannot behold the light of the
gospel of the glory of Christ (II Cor. 4:4). ‘He who is not of God does not hear us’. But he
who knows Him is granted the light which shines out of darkness to shine in our hearts
and give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ (II Cor.
4:6). That’s not the light of propositional truth. That is the light of the true knowing of
God. Knowing Him in His glory revealed in His death on the Cross and knowing that we
can come into manifestations of that glory now. I cannot 
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say that I fully grasp with my mind the full import of Geoff’s teaching in Sydney two
weeks ago. But I do in my spirit. I do know that I have been profoundly shaken to realise
how much of what we do can be a gospel of glory of the wrong kind. I have caught what it
is to live in the true glory now as a foretaste of what it shall be.

I think of one of our fellowship who came to me on the closing night of Geoff’s
ministry last week and said, ‘To think that I believed that glory was on the other side of
death’. It is that Apostolic proclamation that allows us to be led to the truth of Paul as one
who imparts a secret and hidden wisdom of God decreed before the ages for our
glorification. That breathes hope, the hope of an anticipated future lived eschatologically
now.

‘Already we are the children of God.’ ‘But it does not yet appear what we shall be.’
Something other than the children of God? No. Simply . . . no, not simply! . . . Gloriously,
the final consummation of what we already are. And that’s worth proclaiming.
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STUDY 14

THE GOSPEL IN A

PLURALIST SOCIETY
(A review of the writings of Bishop Lesslie Newbigin)

(by Siew Kiong Tham)

ALL CULTURES BEFORE GOD

It is important to have an anchor point before getting into the subject, because where one
finishes depends on where one begins. The starting point of our thinking is the triunity of
God and the Incarnation, and we will expand on this later in the paper. So, in
acknowledging the humanity of Christ, one of the consequences, Barth said, is a definite
distinction of Man whom God exalts as His covenant partner.1

This distinction extends also to Man’s culture. We cannot stand outside our culture.
We have no choice but to participate in it. The difficulties in our cultures testify to the fact
that humankind is fallen.

THE GOSPEL AS PUBLIC TRUTH

We will go straight to see, firstly, Newbigin’s assertion of the gospel as public truth. This
assertion is made necessary because most Christians have regarded their religious
convictions as private matters. This is brought about by the deep-rooted Cartesian dualism
that runs right through our society.2 It created in our thought a material and a spiritual
world. Its ‘gospel’ of a reductionist scepticism sets as reality the material, atomistic world,
and from this we move to consider the possibility of the existence of God. This new
Cartesian starting point ‘was a small scale repetition of the Fall’.3 It is evident in
apologetics when we try to prove God from some starting point other than God Himself.
‘The tragic legacy of Descartes’s proposal has been that the other half of our culture, the
half into which theology usually falls, has lapsed into subjectivism.’4

                                                
1  K. Barth, The Humanity of God, Collins, London, 1961, p. 52.
2  L. Newbigin, Truth to Tell: The Gospel as Public Truth, SPCK, London, 1991, p. 26.
3  ibid., p. 27.
4  ibid.,  p. 35. Newbigin deals with this in relation to modernity in another book titled, Truth and Authority in

Modernity (Trinity Pr., Valley Forge, 1996).
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The Trinity is the starting point of our thinking. It is not the result of theological
speculation. It is a new fact which resulted from what God has done. This is the content of
the gospel and the starting point of our thinking.

Modern missiologists have tried to make sense of the gospel message by putting it
into the context of the receiving culture. Newbigin discusses the topic of contextualisation
and puts the discussion on an axis between the starting point (that is, the Trinity) and the
faithful living out of the gospel.

He did not disdain the achievement of the technological age, but noted that the
technology of our western culture is not the pathway to wisdom, but the pathway to
power. Our scientific culture is geared to the search for power—military, industrial, and
commercial.5

Newbigin recognised that without the new starting point in the gospel, these gains in
our technological world would undergo disintegration. He made a daring comparison of
our present world with the world when the Roman Empire was disintegrating. Classical
thinking would not have been preserved had it not been for the Catholic Church, the new
society which had developed new patterns of thought. This new society ‘could hold in
trust the real treasures of classical culture even while it denied the foundation on which
that culture had been built’.6 The new starting point in our thinking, rather than
threatening the achievement of the Enlightenment, is ‘the only basis on which the true
fruits of the last 300 years can be saved from the new barbarians’.7

CHRIST AND THE CULTURES

The gospel was given in a cultural milieu, that is, Jesus came and expressed Himself
within the Jewish culture. So is the message of the gospel in the western world. Newbigin
realised that he is ‘also the product of a culture which has its own models and myths’.8
Now in order to communicate the gospel to another culture, be it foreign or local, one has
to do so in the language of the people so that they can hear it in their own language. So
how does one engage the world with the message of the gospel?

The local culture, the invading culture and the Bible set up myriads of interactions.
Newbigin describes several scenarios when the local community responds to the gospel:

(a) The first response is usually a strong reaction against the traditional culture.
(b) At a later stage the young church will be compelled to answer the question, ‘Who is
Jesus Christ?’ The old thought forms will be used to shape the answer to the question.
(c) After a passage of years, usually by the second or third generation, a desacralisation
of the old culture occurs; that is, its music, art, dance, and social customs are no longer
feared because of their pagan association.
(d) The church leaders, trained in the thought processes of the West, then try to express a
theology developed by the use of the indigenous models. This is the process of double-
translation or double re-conceptualisation.9

                                                
5  L. Newbigin, Truth and Authority in Modernity, pp. 8–9.
6  L. Newbigin, Truth to Tell, p. 38.
7  ibid., p. 39.
8  L. Newbigin, ‘Christ and the Cultures’, article in Scottish Journal of Theology, vol. 31, no. 1 (1978).
9  ibid., pp. 6–9.
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The early church met and practised as a predominantly Jewish community, using Jewish
models and thought forms. As the church moved out of Judea and into Asia Minor,
changes were made to their understanding and practice, as set out in Acts 15. Today, 2000
years later, the church of the West has dominated much of Christian thinking in terms of
the models and thought forms from the period of the Enlightenment. As the gospel moves
out to the Asian, African and South American countries, it needs to be embraced by these
communities and expressed in their models and thought forms. The believers in these
cultures cannot do otherwise. The western world has much to learn from these
communities as they reflect theologically on the ancient apostolic truth.

CRITIQUE OF WESTERN CULTURE

This is dealt with mainly in Newbigin’s book, Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and
Western Culture (Eerdmans, 1986). He discusses the way in which our society views the
Bible and the gospel message it contains.10 The following approaches are discussed:

 (a) an anthropology, a creation of the human mind;

(b) subordinated to the scientific world view;

(c) draw from the text illumination for one’s own faith;

(d) distil from it principles for modern living;

(e) a salvation history, as distinct from secular history. This leads to the privatisation of
an inner faith. This has been referred to above in the discussion of the gospel as public
truth;

(f) existentialist approach.

He made reference to the hermeneutical circle. However, he did not feel that the
hermeneutical circle is adequate to explain the relationship between the gospel and
culture.11 It is not simply that one informs the other. The Enlightenment has resulted in
modern historical and critical studies that have informed us about the biblical texts in
ways that earlier traditions had not appreciated. These technical studies are likened to the
fingering of the pianist. Yet music is produced not by the concentration on the fingering,
but when the ‘mind and soul [are] wrapped up in the glory of the music, completely
forgetting the finger work’.12 It is in this context that he sees the relationship between
culture and gospel. He quotes from Stuhlmacher, ‘the biblical texts can be fully interpreted
only from a dialogical situation defined by the venture of Christian existence as it is lived
in the church’.13 It is only in the faith and obedience in active discipleship which embraces
the whole of life, both private and public, that faith is nourished.14

                                                
10  L. Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture, SPCK, London, 1986,

pp. 42–51.
11  ibid., p. 53.
12  ibid., p. 57.
13  P. Stuhlmacher, Historical Criticism and Theological Interpretation of Scripture, p. 89. Quoted in

L. Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks, p. 57.
14  L. Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks, p. 58.
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He argues that this dichotomizing is untenable because ‘Jesus is the faith with which we
seek to understand the whole of history’.15 There is a deep dualism in the way we view
revelation and reconciliation. We see this as two separate entities. Newbigin says, ‘God’s
self-revelation can be only an act of redemption and forgiveness’.16 His unitary approach
removes the dualism between revelation and reconciliation. Seen in this light, he then
came to the favour of Barth as against Brunner, in asserting that ‘faith itself, the capacity
to recognise and receive God’s revelation, is God’s gift and not a human achievement’.

Reference has already been made above to the dualism and reductionism in our
thinking. Newbigin draws heavily on Polanyi in discussing the framework of our
knowledge. He refers to what Polanyi termed the ‘tacit dimension of knowledge’.17 Much
of what we consider as knowledge is the accumulation of facts—a reductionist
approach—and then to use these data for the control of our environment and all around us.
In this there lacks a sense of purpose. Analysis of the material world does not provide this
sense of purpose beyond our own. It is here that the reductionist approach to knowledge
fails us when this analytical approach is applied to other human beings.18 This is the point
where physics, chemistry, mechanics and biology are replaced with the relational, where
there is reciprocity. ‘The Christian testimony is that it is a reality within the being of the
Triune God . . . The twin dogmas of Incarnation and Trinity thus form the starting point
for a way of understanding reality as a whole . . .’19

THE GOSPEL AND POLITICS

Should the church be involved in politics? If the gospel is to be public truth, then ‘there is
no separation of the inward and spiritual from the outward, visible, and social’.20

Newbigin illustrated this from the Jewish community in the Old Testament, where their
lives were lived in covenant relationship and governed by the Torah.

Turning to the early church, Newbigin discussed why it did not seek the protection of
the Roman Empire as a private faith and therefore risked persecution. It could not remain
a cultus privatus because it knew that its faith was being fulfilled by people from all
nations. Yet it did not set out to create a new political order. It was prepared to
acknowledge limited authority to Caesar, but lived in the kingship of Christ the Lord. ‘The
church, in the power of the crucified and risen Jesus, bears witness to the truth and pays
the price with its blood’.21 However, the church fell for the Constantinian trap when it
embraced worldly power instead of the Cross. It was from this launching pad that gave
rise to the ‘corpus Christianum, a single society in which the whole of public and private
life was to be controlled by the Christian revelation’.22

                                                
15  ibid, p. 61.
16  L. Newbigin, Truth and Authority in Modernity, p. 16.
17  M. Polanyi, Personal Knowledge. This is a knowledge that is implicit and not based on a system of rules. It is a

knowledge that is difficult to formalise and comes from the tradition and shared experience. It is the simultaneous
engagement of the mind and body as illustrated in the example of the musician’s fingering. Newbigin illustrates this by
the way in which a person recognises his wife in a crowd of a thousand faces (Foolishness to the Greeks, p. 80). It is the
recognition of a pattern.

18  L. Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks, p. 84.
19  ibid., pp. 89–90.
20  ibid., p. 96.
21  ibid., p. 100.
22  ibid., p. 101.
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It was while the classical world was disintegrating that Augustine wrote his thesis, The
City of God. In it, Augustine ‘insists that love is the basis of society’.23

Yet this system was challenged by various ideologies, and this ‘continues through the
intellectual crisis of the Enlightenment and reappears in the heavenly city of the
eighteenth-century philosophers . . . In the course of the nineteenth century that view
developed into the twin visions that have dominated the twentieth century: the liberal
capitalist dream . . . and the Marxist dream . . .’24 The capitalist dream was assisted
somewhat in its development by the dogma of Calvinism, and the new philosophy and
science of Descartes and Newton.25

Though these visions are somewhat faded, yet these are the dominant political
systems of our day, and we cannot return to the corpus christianum or to the pre-
Constantinian innocence. 26 And like the early church we cannot embrace either of these
systems without compromising the public truth of the gospel. Our economic systems have
become autonomous and its principles have become devoid of moral guidance. Quoting
Novak, Newbigin added, ‘In the world of economic values “the central shrine is
empty”’.27

The rival ideologies of freedom and equality dominate the two economic systems.
While capitalism heralds the freedom of choice and the unlimited amassing of wealth, its
development in society is likened to a cancer, that is, autonomous growth.28 Its proponents
of freedom of choice and individualism only lead towards the disintegration of marriage
and family life, where ‘one is not free to choose his company and where one is not free to
pursue self-interest to the limit’.29 This disintegration of the family is characteristic of
capitalist societies. Socialism sacrifices freedom for equality, promising a community of
equals, but at its roots is the interest of an autonomous individual. So ‘Both derive from
the Enlightenment vision of human beings as autonomous individuals with innate and
equal rights to pursue self-chosen ends to the limit of their powers’.30

What is also of concern today is the sacralising of politics. The rise of the new
‘Religious Right’ in America sees its policy as absolute, and equates it with the truth of
the gospel.31 The scene is set once again for the total identification of church and political
power.

As the church today cannot be identified with the political power and it should not be
separated from it either, the answer the gospel puts to the dilemma of today’s rival
economic systems is the relatedness of humanity. ‘The breakdown of relationship will
destroy freedom and will destroy equality, but neither of these will be achieved by being
sought for itself’.32 Because of our common humanity, society needs to be governed by a
mutual relatedness where there is respect and honour given to the other.

                                                
23  ibid.,  p. 103.
24  ibid.,  p. 106.
25  ibid.,  pp. 107–108.
26  ibid.,  pp. 101–102.
27  ibid., p. 111, quoting M. Novak, The Spirit of Democratic Captitalism, pp. 53–54.
28  ibid., p. 114.
29  ibid., p. 113.
30  ibid., p. 118.
31  ibid., p. 116.
32  ibid., p. 119.
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RECTIFICATIONS REQUIRED IN THE CHURCH33

Newbigin proposes the following to rectify some of the ills in the church in relation to the
world today:
(a) The recovery and firm grasp of a true doctrine of the last things, of eschatology,
because the gospel is the good news of the kingdom and the kingdom is an eschatological
concept.

(b) A Christian doctrine of freedom. This freedom relates to the understanding of truth
and includes the following:

(i) The Father provides a space and time wherein men and women can give their
allegiance to the kingdom.
(ii) We must not confuse the truth with our grasp of the truth.
(iii) The Spirit will lead us into all the truth.34

(c) A ‘declericalised’ theology.

(d) A radical theological critique of the theory and practice of denominationalism.

(e) We need to see our own culture through Christian minds shaped by other cultures.

(f) The courage to hold and to proclaim a belief that cannot be proved to be true in terms
of the axioms of our society.

(g) This boldness is the spontaneous overflow of a community of praise, the radiance of
a supernatural reality, that is, the reality of God.

THE TWIN DOGMA OF TRINITY AND INCARNATION

Newbigin does not propose an alternative political or economic system to our dilemma. If
he did, he would have fallen for the Constantinian trap. He has based his approach
centered on the trinity and incarnation. In commenting on the trinitarian understanding of
missions, Newbigin commented that the thrust has been Christocentric and not enough
emphasis has been put on the reality and power of the Holy Spirit.

This is because the mission is not ours, but God’s. ‘We are invited to become,
through the presence of the Holy Spirit, participants in the Son’s loving obedience to the
Father.’35

To reinforce this perspective, I wish to conclude from a recent address by Carl E.
Braaten on The Cultural Captivity of Theology. He said:

. . . we have been given a perennially valid paradigm for theology in our Christ-centered trinitarian

                                                
33  L. Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks, p. 133–150.
34  Refer to NCTM Monday Pastors’ Study Notes, May, 1998.
35  L. Newbigin, The Relevance of Trinitarian Doctrine for Today’s Mission, World Council of Churches,

Commission on World Mission and Evangelism, Edinburgh House Pr., London, 1963, p. 78.
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confession of faith, expressed in the classic ecumenical creeds of Nicaea, Constantinople, Ephesus and
Chalcedon. When things seem to be falling apart in theology and church practice, then I would
propose that we reclaim once again the strong name of the Trinity, because there we find a continuing
framework of Christian identity, transcending the discontinuities and oscillations of history and
culture.36

                                                
36 Carl E. Braaten, The Inaugural Margaret McKinnon Memorial Lecture on Christianity and Culture, The Cultural

Captivity of Theology: An Evangelical Catholic Perspective, the Nepean Presbytery of the Uniting Church in Australia,
Melbourne, 1997, p. 20.
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STUDY 15

Being Apostolical in the Battle: the

Unending Spiritual Conflict

 (by Rod James)

THE BATTLE

Humanity’s fight with the evil one was foretold in the garden at the time of the Fall (Gen.
3:15). This battle is one in which Satan is mankind’s accuser who accuses them before our
God day and night. Indeed the word Satan means ‘accuser’. Satan works incessantly to
bring humanity down, through accusation, temptation, deception, lying and masquerading
as an angel of light. We see from the drama depicted in Revelation 12 that, even from his
birth, Jesus was subject to this battle with the destroyer. Likewise those who are in Christ
by faith share in the sufferings of Christ in this battle. Indeed, they receive particular
attention from the one who comes to steal, to kill and to destroy. The apostle Paul vividly
exemplifies this battle in his description of his apostolic experiences (II Cor. 11:23–29).
Looking back on his life and ministry he is moved to say, ‘I have fought the good fight, I
have finished the race, I have kept the faith’ (II Tim. 4:7). Peter instructs his fellow
believers:

Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for
someone to devour. Resist him, standing firm in the faith (I Pet. 5:8, 9).

What faith is it that can enable fallen mortals, frail of flesh and sick of soul, to resist such
an attack, an unending conflict and prevail?

CHRIST THE CONQUERING KING

The cosmic battle against evil in which humanity finds itself historically engaged would
be unthinkable apart from the fact that Christ the Son of God has championed this battle as
a man, and on behalf of mankind has won it:

There can be no doubt but that Christ walked into the heart of the battle for humanity and creation. As
Messiah, Lord, Son of God, Son of Man, he took up the cudgels for fighting and 
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defeating Satan . . . God as Christ—Immanuel—comes into history to liberate Man, and both in his
ministry and in the actions of his Cross, Resurrection, Ascension and Reigning, has accomplished the
victory which is being yet worked out in time.1

Christ has defeated the accuser of fallen humanity, and is currently reigning to put all
his enemies under his feet (I Cor. 15:25). The Scriptures encourage the saints with the
dynamic imagery of Christ, the conquering King:

And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over
them by the cross (Col. 2:15).

In Revelation 19:11–21, the rider on the white horse leads the armies of heaven
against the powers of evil. When this revelation of Christ is understood as a description of
what is taking place in our day, it becomes the substance of great faith.

BEING APOSTOLICAL IN THE BATTLE

The apostle Paul appealed to the believers in Galatia, ‘Let no-one cause me trouble, for I
bear on my body the marks of Jesus’ (Gal. 6:17).

Paul was using a word ‘marks’ which referred to the brand of ownership on the body
of a slave. Perhaps he was referring to the actual scars of suffering on his body (II Cor.
11:23–29), or perhaps he meant the marks of Christ which characterised his life generally
as he was engaged in the apostolic battle.

The Marks of Jesus in His Apostolic Community

Here are five marks or characteristics of Christ’s community as it shares in the
apostolic battle:

Apostolic Prayer
The prayer life of the apostolic community goes beyond their own personal needs to

a constant intercession for the work of God. The earnest and persistent prayers of believers
have been decreed by God as part of His economy for overcoming evil and spreading of
the Gospel in our day ‘This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith’ (I
John 5:4).

The believers pray to overcome personal temptation, distraction and unbelief: ‘Watch
and pray so that you will not fall into temptation’ (Mark 14:38); ‘Devote yourselves to
prayer, being watchful and thankful’ (Col. 4:2).

In their prayers the goals of personal prosperity and advancement in the heart of the
believer give way to the goal of the Gospel: ‘And pray for us, too, that God may open a
door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ, for which I am in
chains. Pray that I may proclaim it clearly, as I should’ (Col. 4:3–4).

They also must pray for boldness and God’s confirming power in the face of
opposition to their proclamation of the Lordship of Christ:

Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness.
Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and wonders through the name of your
holy servant Jesus (Acts 4:29, 30).

                                                
1  G. Bingham, notes to Pastors’ School Study Leaders, 2/4/98.
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Apostolic Proclamation
Immediately the apostolic proclamation began at Pentecost the command was

emphatically given not to preach in this name:

Then they called them in again and commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.
But Peter and John replied, ‘Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather
than God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard’ (Acts 4:18–20).

What an awesome command! Yet, despite strong opposition, the apostolic community did
not shrink back (Heb. 10:38, 39) from proclaiming the Lordship of Christ and the Gospel
of God’s grace to all people.

Likewise today we are strongly commanded not to preach in the name of Jesus:

‘We don’t want any of that Jesus business in our schools, hospitals or workplaces’;
‘Everyone knows that religion and politics don’t mix’;
‘We must maintain the separation of Church and State’;
‘After all, religion is a private matter and everyone is entitled to their own beliefs’.

The world mocks Christian proclamation as ‘bible-bashing’, ‘money-grabbing’ and
‘crowd-manipulation’, and we must admit that all too often this criticism is not
unfounded.

But the apostolic community must not be ‘shamed’ out of its calling (Mark 8:38). At
the very moment when our integrity is attacked we must boldly ‘contend for the faith’
(Jude 3), insist on the authenticity of the message of Christ, and present ourselves as
instruments of God’s grace for the nations:

Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have this ministry, we do not lose heart. Rather, we have
renounced secret and shameful ways; we do not use deception, nor do we distort the word of God. On
the contrary, by setting forth the truth plainly we commend ourselves to every man’s conscience in the
sight of God. And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. The god of this
age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of
Christ, who is the image of God. For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and
ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’, made
his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of
Christ (II Cor. 4:1–6).

Apostolic Persecution
Shepherds of the flock need to help God’s people understand that hardship and

suffering are an integral part of apostolic living. Those who are not reconciled to God
always vent their enmity on God’s servants:

For I endure scorn for your sake,
and shame covers my face. 

I am a stranger to my brothers,
an alien to my own mother’s sons;

for zeal for your house consumes me,
and the insults of those who insult you fall on me

(Ps. 69:7–9).
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It is helpful to remember that times of persecution are the best opportunities to proclaim
Christ in word and deed. For example, Stephen’s dying witness to Saul of Tarsus (Acts
7:54 – 8:1). From his observation of Stephen’s death, and other personal experiences, Paul
is able to encourage the apostolic community to embrace the Cross. Not only are they to
endure persecution but also to see it as an integral part of the apostolic process:

We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed
in our body. For we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life
may be revealed in our mortal body. So then, death is at work in us, but life is at work in you (II Cor.
4:10–12).

Apostolic Pastoring
The term ‘apostolic pastoring’ brings together two important biblical images— the

shepherd and the apostle (i.e. one who is sent). The good shepherd leaves the ninety-nine
in a safe place and goes looking for the one that is lost (Luke 15:4). The old hymn ‘There
Were Ninety and Nine’ captures the battle of apostolic pastoring:

But none of the ransomed ever knew 
How deep were the waters crossed, 

Nor how dark the night that the Lord passed through,
Ere He found His sheep that was lost. 

Out in the desert He heard its cry, 
Sick and helpless and ready to die.

The good shepherd does not abandon the sheep when the wolf attacks the flock (John
10:12). Rather the good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep (John 10:10):

Lord, whence are those blood-drops all the way
That mark out the mountain track ? 

They were shed for the one who had gone astray,
Ere the Shepherd could bring him back. 

Lord, whence are Thy hands so rent and torn, 
They are pierced to-night by many a thorn.2

This is not ‘care-bear’, ‘nose-wiping’, pastoral care, the objective of which is to keep
everyone happy. Rather it is the strong and at times sacrificial shepherding of people in
‘the cure of soul’. It is ‘speaking the truth in love’. St Paul models it for us when he says
to the Galatians:

My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, how I
wish I could be with you now and change my tone, because I am perplexed about you (Gal. 4:19–20).

In this age of congregational decline and church closure it must be said that those
shepherds who are willing to be apostolic in the battle of pastoring will prevail over the
thief who comes to ‘steal and kill and destroy’, and over the wolf who comes to attack the
flock and scatter it (John 10:10, 12). If Christ has disarmed the powers of darkness in the
Cross and is putting his enemies under his feet in our day, then whenever there is
congregational decline and church closure the question must be asked 

                                                
2  E. C. Clephane, Methodist Hymn Book, hymn 334.
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‘Are the shepherds apostolic in their pastoring?’ The answer to this question cannot be
assumed; but it must be asked.

Apostolic Perseverance
While many started well in sharing the apostolic work, Paul was often disappointed

that so few persevered. Many were distracted:

Do your best to come to me quickly, for Demas, because he loved this world, has deserted me and has
gone to Thessalonica (II Tim. 4:9–10).

Christians, even those in strong evangelical congregations, tend to have ‘other fish to
fry’, and so find it hard to keep their eye on the main game. Ordained ministers who have
ceased to be apostolical in the battle long for the day of their retirement so they can be free
of that battle. But those who have persevered in apostolic ministry see retirement as a
chance to minister in a freer way and without the need of complete financial support. The
apostolic Spirit within them perseveres to the end. ‘Woe to me if I do not preach the
gospel!’ (I Cor. 9:16).

APOSTOLIC AND NON-APOSTOLIC CHRISTIANITY

When writing to the church at Corinth, Paul takes issue with those believers whose lives
do not have these apostolic characteristics:

Already you have all you want! Already you have become rich! You have become kings—and that
without us! How I wish that you really had become kings so that we might be kings with you! For it
seems to me that God has put us apostles on display at the end of the procession, like men condemned
to die in the arena. We have been made a spectacle to the whole universe, to angels as well as to men.
We are fools for Christ, but you are so wise in Christ! We are weak, but you are strong! You are
honoured, we are dishonoured! To this very hour we go hungry and thirsty, we are in rags, we are
brutally treated, we are homeless. We work hard with our own hands. When we are cursed, we bless;
when we are persecuted, we endure it; when we are slandered, we answer kindly. Up to this moment
we have become the scum of the earth, the refuse of the world’ (I Cor. 4:8–13).

Paul encourages all the congregations to imitate his apostolic life:

Therefore I urge you to imitate me. For this reason I am sending to you Timothy, my son whom I love,
who is faithful in the Lord. He will remind you of my way of life in Christ Jesus, which agrees with
what I teach everywhere in every church (I Cor. 4:16, 17).

It is clear from Paul’s comparison of lifestyles that the Christian life gains its
meaning, its momentum, its vigour, its joy and its satisfaction from its apostolic character.
When it loses the above characteristics it becomes inward, stale, self-indulgent and self-
protecting. It is by being apostolical in the battle that Christ’s victory is worked out in us,
and the testimony of that victory made plain to others:

But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and through us spreads
everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him. For we are to God the aroma of Christ among
those who are being saved and those who are perishing. To the one we are the smell of death; to the
other, the fragrance of life. And who is equal to such a task? (II Cor. 2:14–16).
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Who, indeed, is equal to such a task. But great grace is upon the apostolic community
(Acts 4:33), and they have the promise of God’s sufficient grace coming to its full strength
in their daily weaknesses (II Cor. 12:9). Their apostolic vigour cannot be silenced. ‘I tell
you, now is the time of God’s favour, now is the day of salvation’ (II Cor. 6:2).

A Picture of an Apostle in the Battle

Then Agrippa said to Paul, ‘Do you think that in such a short time you can
persuade me to be a Christian?’ Paul replied, ‘Short time or long—I pray God that
not only you but all who are listening to me today may become what I am, except for
these chains’ (Acts 26:28, 29).
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STUDY 16

The Climax of the Apostolic Faith

(by Geoffrey Bingham)

INTRODUCTION: WHAT WE MEAN BY ‘THE CLIMAX’

We mean by ‘the climax of the Apostolic faith’, the climax which we call the end and
consummation of all history. Paul points to it as ‘the mystery of his will, according to his
purpose which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time to unite all things in
him [Christ], things in heaven and things on earth’ (Eph. 1:9–10). It is the same as ‘the
reconciliation of all things’—‘to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in
heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross’ (Col. 1:19), so that ‘the harmonising of
all things’ (Col. 3:14) will be accomplished. Properly considered it is the same as ‘filling
all things’ (Eph. 4:10), which is very much a parallel with the liberating of all things from
the futility in which they are at present in bondage, as Paul sets that matter out in Romans
8:18–25. Here the heart of the fulfilment of hope is called ‘the liberty of the glory of the
children of God’.1

There are many other terms and ideas contained in the idea of the climax which can
also be called ‘the things of the eschaton’—meaning the last days or the last era—and ‘the
things of the telos’, telos meaning ‘goal’. All of these things are the things for which we
hope. They inspire hope, promising the very best outcome. Without the things of hope
there is nothing left for humanity but the obvious fact of one moment succeeding another
until all our moments are ended without glory, and so, too, are we! In this case we are
driven to manufacture hopes of one kind and another, and there is no guarantee that what
we hope for will ever eventuate.

The Threefold Power for True Living

The pastoral power of true hope—that which God has promised—is evident. A
congregation which does not live in the hope which God inspires by His promises has no
reality by which to live. In fact the apostolic church lived in a threefold power, that of
faith, hope and love. These three are often mentioned together, and none has any 

                                                
1  We will pursue the thought that God and His promises are the one, and are the basis and object or goal of all hope.

We will examine the many elements which evoke hope.
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power of action apart from the others. They are not abstractions. Hope is caused by the
promise of what lies in the future; faith is trust in the faithful covenant God, and love is
the nature of God Himself—we love because He first loved us. If we fail to bring the
Object and objects of hope before our people, the church will be bereft of its true dynamic.
Faith and love will likewise lack substance. It is imperative, then, that we get it right about
hope—God’s covenant and its ultimate telos or fulfilment.   

THE BEGINNING OF THE END AND THE END OF THE BEGINNING

What we need to do is to see how everything began for the human race and what was
portended for it. In Genesis chapters 1 and 2, we see God created Man in His own image,
that is, Man as male and female together. He gave the human race its basic vocation which
was to ‘be fruitful and multiply and to fill up the earth, and subdue it and have dominion
over it’ (1:28f.). Psalm 8:4–8 says that God made Man little lower than the angels (or,
little less than God), crowning him with glory and honour, giving him dominion over all
things, so that nothing was left outside his authority and responsibility. In both references
nothing is said explicitly about a climax. There may, of course, be a hint of such. Even so,
it was the beginning, and as the story of the Bible proceeds we recognise there is that
which is called ‘the day of the Lord’, and this is looked to as the climax God has ordained
for history. Is it, then, the end of the beginning? Was the beginning with a view to that
end? It would seem so. Is ‘the end of the beginning’, then, the end of ‘all things’? It would
seem not. It would appear that what is the climax of that purposive beginning is, in a
sense, the beginning of a new era or system, since it is called ‘the age to come’, and that
would make all actions that lead to it the era (or eras) before the age to come. 

There are two ways we can look at the beginning. The first view is that what was at
the beginning was perfect and complete, but Man rebelled. From this first point of view
we could say that what is needed is a total renewal of that which was perfect and
complete, which means bringing it back to its former self, the repristinating of that state.
In this case what we have said above would mean that everything which has ‘come apart’
will be united in Christ, everything will be reconciled in him; all that is empty will be
filled up by him—since it was ‘emptied out’. All that was ‘subjected in hope to futility’
will be liberated by him, since what was there at the beginning will be wholly renewed.

The second point of view is that what was created in the beginning was always, and
only, ‘with a view to . . .’ It was with a view to going on beyond the beginning to its
maturity, its completion. It was not only repristinating, but more than that. We mean that
God had planned more than the restoration and rehabilitation of creation: He had planned
something far beyond whatever had been in the beginning. The invasion of sin—the
Fall—did not and does not, in the ultimate, affect or ultimately hinder the intended
outcome God always had for His creation. It would seem that the second view is the
biblical one. The total rehabilitation of Man to what he once was is not excluded: it is just
that God had more for Man than Man was in the beginning. What will be, will be beyond
what was in the beginning. We avoid saying that Man’s fall and sin are essential to this
‘end of the beginning’, since that gives rebellion and personal evil some point, some
commendation for their (supposed) part in the telos. Paul makes it clear in I Corinthians
2:7–10, that there was ‘a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the
ages for our glorification’. The most 
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we can say about the invasion of rebellion and evil is that ‘In him [Christ] the tribes of
Adam boast, more blessings than their father lost’ (Isaac Watts). Of course, ‘their
father’—Adam—lost all: he lost the eschaton which would have been his. The purpose of
God was always for the showing forth of His own glory, and the glorification of Man and
the creation is the goal of the end, ‘the end of the beginning’. Sin and Satan can claim no
part in this.

INTIMATIONS OF THE TELOS IN THE APOSTOLIC TEACHING

In gathering up the actual eschatological intimations in apostolic teaching, we need to look
at what the Apostles taught and wrote. This means garnering a vast number of statements
in the New Testament, but in doing so we should keep in mind (i) all elements relate to
Christ, and (ii) all references to the end (telos) are not references to a ‘dead-end’, that is, a
sudden stoppage of all action as though meeting a terminus. We mean that we must not
only think of a certain point in time at which matters such as judgment, death,
resurrection, the fulfilment of the Kingdom, heaven and hell are counted as ‘the end
things’. Such ‘things’ have been going on all the time, but come into full view at what we
call ‘the end’. The term ‘end’, a meaning of telos, is really the situation of fulfilment, yet
beyond which there is not cessation of action. Whilst telos can mean ‘finish’, yet it is best
thought of as ‘completion’ and even ‘maturation’. God finishes all evil, and completes His
plan for ‘all things’. Telos, then, marks the beginning of fullness of eternity.

THE ESCHATON AND THE MATTER OF GLORY

It is quite a remarkable thing that all the eschatological ‘things’ are, in some way or
another, matters of glory and glorification. We will see this in regard to such matters as
the resurrection, eternal life, sonship (adoption), inheritance, the Church as the Bride, the
Holy City—and so on. But before we see the apostolic emphasis on these matters we need
to realise that from the beginning the thrust of history has always been eschatological, that
is, it is always ‘with a view to’, the ‘now and not yet’, ‘the present prolepsis of the future’.
What we emphasise from this point onwards is that all things eschatological are caught
into, and covered by, the term ‘glory’.  

The Matter of Glory Both Protological and Eschatological

I Corinthians 2:7–10 speaks of God’s decree of glorification for Man, and this means
Man will be glorified in the telos. When we look at the matter of glory, we cannot
understand the eschatological without understanding the protological. In the beginning
Man’s glory was linked with his creation. In I Corinthians 11:7, Paul says ‘man’ (aner:
male) is the image and glory of God. In Genesis 1:26, Man (man and woman together;
anthropos), is the image of God. In Psalm 8:5 we have, ‘Yet thou [God] hast made him
little less than God, and dost crown him with glory and honour’. His glory and honour are
in having dominion over creation, as also mentioned in Genesis 1:28. Man in the image of
God has dominion over the earth, and this is reflecting the nature of God as King.
Ultimately, Man—in and as the last Adam—will have dominion over things celestial as
well as things terrestrial. God’s glory is not 
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only dominical, but it is moral. The best description given of that glory as moral was given
by the Lord Himself in Exodus 34:6–7:

The LORD passed before him, and proclaimed, ‘The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious,
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands,
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the
iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the children’s children, to the third and the fourth
generation.’

In this case God was glorious in Israel, His glory being moral and covering such
attributes as holiness, righteousness, goodness, truth, and love. At the same time He was a
firm Ruler over Israel and the world, as well as being the One Who acted according to His
own law. 

Given this protological action of glory, and the course-of-history experience of God’s
glory, much in the Old Testament must be seen to be cast in eschatological mode. This
should not seem altogether strange since the Old Testament speaks so much and so often
of the glory of the Lord. It has its eschatological references to glory, namely in Numbers
14:23, ‘but truly, as I live, and as all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the LORD’;
‘For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters
cover the sea’ (Hab. 2:14; cf. Ps. 22:27–28); ‘the earth shall be full of the knowledge of
the LORD as the waters cover the sea’ (Isa. 11:9), and this along with the prayer of Psalm
72:19 which is, ‘Blessed be his glorious name for ever; may his glory fill the whole earth!’
In Zechariah 2:5 God says regarding Jerusalem, ‘I will be to her a wall of fire round about,
says the LORD, and I will be the glory within her’. Ezekiel 39:21 says, ‘And I will set my
glory among the nations; and all the nations shall see my judgment which I have executed,
and my hand which I have laid on them’. As Paul tells us in Romans 9:4, one of the great
gifts to Israel was ‘the glory’. The Book of Ezekiel appears as the paramount prophecy of
the glory of God in Israel and in the temple. The glory is in the temple for Israel’s sake in
covenant, only to be withdrawn, and then to return to that covenantal– eschatological
sanctuary in 43:1–6, where ‘the glory of the LORD filled the temple’. In Revelation 21:22
the temple of the telos is ‘the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb’. 

The prophetic thrust in history was always towards the acknowledging of God’s
glory, and this was to be especially so in doxological worship. The anticipation of the
worship passages in the Book of the Revelation is seen in such a passage as already
quoted—Nehemiah 9:5—‘Stand up and bless the LORD your God from everlasting to
everlasting. Blessed be thy glorious name which is exalted above all blessing and praise’!
It is also strong in the Psalms, especially in such as 29:1f.:

Ascribe to the LORD, O heavenly beings, 
ascribe to the LORD glory and strength. 

Ascribe to the LORD the glory of his name; 
worship the LORD in holy array.

Here the terrestrial Psalmist calls in the celestial creatures with all their skill of worship
and adoration.

When it comes to the New Testament, the matter of God’s glory floods over from the
Old Testament. The angels burst out with the glory of the Lord at the birth of Jesus, the
Word becomes flesh and in the covenant-glory of God dwelling among us, the disciples
behold his glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of truth and grace. 
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The glory of Immanuel is seen in what he does and says in his earthly ministry, though its
glory is for the most part a veiled one. It is seen in special, unveiled form at the
Transfiguration (cf. II Pet. 1:16–18). Here the Father has glorified him, but it is
particularly as the Son that he desires the Father to glorify him—especially so at the
Cross—in order that he might glorify the Father. The Father glorified him in all his
incarnation, his transfiguration, at his death on the cross (John 17:1–5; Heb. 2:9–10), and
then at the Resurrection (Rom. 6:4), for there ‘he was raised from death by the glory of the
Father’. He had prophesied his coming ‘in the glory of the Father’ at his second advent. At
his ascension he was ‘taken up into glory’. Stephen saw the glory of the glorified Son of
God at the Father’s right hand (Acts 7:38). For such glorification the Son had prayed in
his prayer of John 17. 

Paul saw this glory of the risen Christ. In Acts 22:11 he said, ‘I saw not for the light
of that glory’. Stephen at his death, as we have said, saw ‘the glory of God and Jesus
standing at the right hand of God’ (Acts 7:55), and we assume Jesus also was shining with
glory. Certainly in Revelation 1:12–16, John the Seer saw him in his full glory—‘His face
was like the sun shining in full strength’. We have a right to assume that although this was
a vision, yet it properly portrayed the heavenly glory of Christ, where, according to
Philippians 3:20–2, his heavenly body is a ‘body of glory’. Of course ‘glory’ here is that
of the second and last Adam—Christ—whose body is a spiritual body (I Cor. 15:45). This
glory is accorded to the Slain Lamb in Revelation 5:12 and 13, and in Revelation 15:3–4
in ‘the Song of Moses, the servant of God and the Song of the Lamb’. This glory is also
accorded to the Father in 4:11, and 5:13 (cf. 7:12). The glory in these contexts of both the
Father and the Lamb consists of dominion and authority over all creation, as well as the
moral and redeeming power spoken of in Exodus 34:6–7 and Revelation 7:10–12. The
glory of the Father and the Son was understood by the apostolic community. They saw it
to do with their own, ultimate glorification.

The apostolic community knew that it had been resurrected from Man’s loss of glory
through the Adamic fall, for ‘those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he
justified he also glorified’ (Rom. 8:30). This is proleptic glorification—the glory which is
yet to be fulfilled at the telos, so that the statement is eschatological. Yet, in the present
time, redeemed Man is being ‘changed from one degree of glory to another’, for this
present ‘slight momentary affliction is preparing for [him] an eternal weight of glory’
beyond all comparison (II Cor. 3:18; 4:16–18).

Having traced this action of glory from the giving of it to Adam, the loss of it by
Adam, the Glory (God) working in history in Israel and through to the Ascension and
Reigning of Jesus Christ as the Second and Last Adam over all the creation—‘thou art the
King of glory, Oh Christ!’—we are now free to see the working of the glory in the
eschaton, as the Apostles proclaimed that working. What we wrote above is so; that all
eschatological elements are, in one way or another, linked with God’s action of glorifying
Man and Creation.

THE ‘END THINGS’ THAT ARE OF THE HOPE THAT IS WITHIN US

Before we discuss those things which we have said are related to the ultimate glory, we
need to see that they are things of hope. Hope is based on the promises of God, that is, of
the God who is faithful to His promises. In Hebrews 6:13–20, these hopes are based on
God’s covenant promise with Abraham. Of course God’s covenant is eternal, 
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based on the nature of the Trinity, for God is first covenantal within Himself, and then to
the creation which has been brought into being for His purposes. The telos is really that of
the covenant, yet, through the Davidic covenant it is also linked with the Kingdom of God.
Those eschatological things which we discuss below are all of hope. As Paul says in
Romans 8:23, we were saved in the hope of ‘adoption as sons, the redemption of our
bodies’. As yet we do not see this, but then ‘hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes
for what he sees’. Hope, then, is in the promises made by God (Acts 26:6), the gospel
which was ‘the hope of Israel’ (Acts 28:20), and of course all is eschatological for it is
‘the hope laid up for you in heaven’ (Col. 1:5). Hope that is true hope ‘hopes all things’ (I
Cor. 13:7). It is linked with faith, because ‘faith is he assurance of things hoped for, the
conviction of things not seen’ (Heb. 11:1). Hope is not afraid or ashamed to hope, because
‘the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who has been given to
us’.  That is why ‘faith, hope and love abide’ (I Cor. 13:13). They never end, and since
love supports hope (Rom. 5:5), and faith works through love (Gal. 5:6), then the greatest
of these virtues is love, for God Himself is love (I John 4:8, 16).

The following elements, then, compose our hope—‘the hope of glory’; ‘the hope [of]
the resurrection’; ‘our hope of sharing the glory of God’; ‘the hope of righteousness
[justification]’; ‘the hope of salvation’; ‘Christ Jesus our hope’; ‘our blessed hope, the
appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ’; ‘the hope of his calling’;
along with ‘his glorious inheritance in the saints’; ‘the hope of the gospel’; and ‘the hope
of eternal life’. It is because God is ‘the God of hope’ and our hope is ‘laid up in heaven’
that hope ‘hopes all things’, and even ‘in hope [believes] against hope’. As Paul says, ‘If
for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all men most to be pitied’. It is hope
that is for here and eternity—how could it be otherwise and be hope. For Christ himself is
our hope, and within us (among us) he is ‘the hope of glory’. That is why we are enjoined
to ‘seize the hope that is before us’ and to ‘hold fast the confession of our hope’.2

We have every proof we need, then, in seeing that the apostolic truth was
eschatological in its thrust, that as the early community lived in the love of God, in His
faithfulness and ‘the faith of Jesus Christ’, so they lived in great hope. That is why Peter
could urge them, ‘Therefore gird up your minds, be sober, set your hope fully upon the
grace that is coming to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ’, for things we will now
discuss widen our view of the eschatological basis of hope and its marvellous contents. An
example of how hope is the dynamic for Christian living can be found in I John 3:1–3:

See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are. The
reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know him. Beloved, we are God’s children
now; it does not yet appear what we shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him,
for we shall see him as he is.  And every one who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure.

The great principle is this, ‘Whatever a man hopes for will affect him now, so that he will
live as far as possible in conformity with what he is assured he will be’. Let none 

                                                
2   Because we wished this particular paragraph not to be interrupted by references so that straight reading of it

might prove more effective, we have stated the references in this footnote. They can be checked against the text. They
are Colossians 1:27; Acts 23:6; 24:15; cf. 28:20; Romans 5:2; Galatians 5:5; I Thessalonians 5:8; Titus 1:2; 3:7; I
Timothy 1:1; Titus 2:13; Romans 8:30, Ephesians 1:18; 4:4; I Thessalonians 2:12; II Peter 1:3–5; Colossians 1:23; Titus
1:2; 3:7; cf. I Peter 5:10; Romans 15:13; Colossians 1:5; I Corinthians 13:7; Romans 4:18;
I Corinthians 15:9; 10:23; Colossians 1:27; Hebrews 6:18; 10:23.
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say hope is mere wishful thinking, a dreaming about what is to come. ‘What is to come’
bears powerfully upon him in the present. We mean that if he sees he will be pure, he
seeks to be that now. If he sees he will be loving, he sets about being loving now—and so
on.

THE ‘END THINGS’ WHICH ARE THE CLIMAX
OF THE APOSTOLIC TRUTH

 ‘The Hope of Glory’—The Glorification of Man and Creation

We saw in I Corinthians 2:7–10, that the apostolic teaching was ‘a secret
and hidden wisdom of God’, and that it was ‘decreed before the ages for our glorification’.
As we shall see in Romans 8:18–25, this includes the creation. In
I Thessalonians 2:12, Paul speaks of ‘God, who calls you into his own kingdom and
glory’. Peter tells us that ‘he called us to his own glory and excellence’ (II Pet. 1:3–4),
which would mean the redeemed would ‘become partakers of the divine nature’. Paul
speaks of calling and glorification in the one breath, ‘those whom he called he also
justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified’ (Rom. 8:30). Paul also makes it
clear that the glorification of the saints means they will have a glorified body ‘like his
glorious body, by the power which enables him even to subject all things to himself’
(Phil. 3:21). In I Corinthians 15:44, this is a spiritual body. This present body of flesh is
‘sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory’. To be raised is ‘to put on immortality’, and that,
if anything, must mean it is glorified. This is seen especially in the light of I Timothy
6:15–16, where immortality belongs only to God. Immortality is gifted to us at
glorification. This must be the ‘eternal life’ of which Jesus spoke so often in John’s
Gospel.

 ‘The Hope of Glory’—Glorification and Sonship

All the time we are thinking of God as Father—‘the Father of glory’ (Eph. 1:17),
who ‘is bringing many sons to glory’ (Heb. 2:10; cf. Rom. 8:29–30)—and of His eternal
covenant, His plan for His sons to do His will of the creational covenant, given in Eden
(Gen. 1:28), so that they subdue the earth and have dominion over it. This is their glory. It
is also the meaning of Revelation 21:7, ‘He who conquers shall have this heritage, and I
will be his God and he shall be my son’. In one sense Christ was only, ever, this true Son,
yet all God’s sons are in him and as such are ‘more than conquerors’, true subduers of the
earth.

In Isaiah 43:1–7, the Lord addresses Jacob, and speaks of how He has cared for the
people. He closes with these words:

Fear not, for I am with you; 
I will bring your offspring from the east,
and from the west I will gather you; 

I will say to the north, Give up, 
and to the south, Do not withhold; 

bring my sons from afar 
and my daughters from the end of the earth,

every one who is called by my name, 
whom I created for my glory, 
whom I formed and made.
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God’s covenant children are to be to the praise of His glory (Eph. 1:12). This thought is
repeated often in the Old Testament and in the New. It is taken up in Ephesians chapter
one, where God in love predestines His elect to be His people, firstly ‘to the praise of his
glorious grace’ (v. 6), and then to ‘to live to the praise of his glory’
(v. 12). To bring them to this point, He brings them to be His children by ‘the riches of his
grace’ (v. 7).

His aim is to bring them to their glorification, that which Paul in Romans 8 calls ‘the
liberty of the glory of the children of God’. This is a wonderful description of what His
sons will be. It means that the whole, groaning creation will be freed from the futility to
which it has been subjected—though, mercifully, ‘in hope’—so that it comes to share in
the sons’ ‘liberty of the glory’, which is liberation from the bondage to corruption,
‘corruption’ being the opposite of ‘incorruption’, or ‘immortality’. This God will achieve
by conforming each person ‘to the image of his Son, so that [his Son] might be the first-
born among many brethren’. If we ponder this statement we see that just as Christ is the
Son glorified, so the sons—his ‘many brethren’—will likewise be creatures of glory. This
will be ‘the liberty of the glory of the children of God’—a heady concept! When the elect
cry, ‘Abba! Father!’, then that is glorious liberty under ‘the Father of glory’. So John’s
comment, ‘it does not yet appear what we shall be but we know that when he appears, we
shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is’, tells us the glory which the sons shall be
given. Was this what Jesus was praying about in John 17:22–26? Only when they saw his
glory could they be glorified by it. 

‘The Hope of Glory’—Glorification, Sonship and Inheritance 

 Peter is excited about ‘an inheritance which is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept
in heaven for you’ (I Pet. 1:4). He talks, in this context, about ‘a living hope’ that is based
on Christ’s resurrection. Sonship always implies ‘the inheritance’. It was ‘the God of
glory’ who appeared to Abraham (Acts 7:2), so that Abraham was to be the father of the
whole world (Rom. 4:16). Romans 8:14–15 talks about sonship and the next few verses
say, ‘and if children then heirs, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we
suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him’. The glorified sons are
heirs. Likewise Galatians 4:4–7 connects sonship with the inheritance, that sonship being
in the Son, a sharing in the Son’s inheritance on the principle of Revelation 21:7. The
inheritance has always meant a lot to those in Israel. The son, of Revelation 21:7, ‘shall
have this heritage’, that is, he will inherit all things, those things which are ‘the new
heaven and the new earth’! Two thoughts need to be kept in mind; (i) that all the promises
of inheritance are covenantal, and come to us clearly from God’s covenant with Abraham.
They concern not only Israel, not only David and his covenant, but all within the New
covenant, and (ii) that we can take it that they were there before time as part of the nature
of God, for just as the book of life and the intention of the Cross were present, so the fruits
of the Cross included all the covenantal promises of God that His people would inherit
eternity; yes, and would inherit God (Rom. 5:2; 8:17), which is the same as saying we
would inherit God Himself, the glory of God—with all its meaning of dominion and moral
reality—and so inherit the very Kingdom of God, a statement found often in the New
Testament. It may be that Romans 8:21, ‘the glory of the liberty of the children of God’,
and Ephesians 1:18, ‘the riches of his glorious inheritance [inheritance of glory] in the
saints’, are synonymous in meaning. The first of these is God’s gift to 
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His people and the second can mean His people are God’s inheritance—a term often used
for Israel being His inheritance. Both are connected with glory. 

The Resurrection and Glory

All of these ‘telos things’ overlap, so we will, perforce, keep repeating ourselves.
Paul calls the resurrection ‘the adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies’. We noted
that Paul referred to the resurrection as Israel’s hope, ‘with respect to the hope and the
resurrection of the dead’, ‘having a hope in God . . . that there will be a resurrection both
of the just and the unjust’ (Acts 23:6; 24:15). In Acts 2:25–28 (cf. 13:35, passim), Peter
quoted Psalm 16 of Christ and his hope of the resurrection. It
is Paul who speaks at length of the manner and mode of the resurrection in
I Corinthians 15:42–56. He speaks of the body—‘It is sown in dishonour, it is raised in
glory’. He points out that the body to be is a spiritual one, not meaning it is composed of
invisible spirit, but that it is a body befitting its eternal, heavenly nature, the immortality
that it has put on. So in Philippians 3:20–21, he says, ‘But our commonwealth is in
heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will change our lowly
body to be like his glorious body, by the power which enables him even to subject all
things to himself’. So, then, the telos of the body will be all-glorious.

The Glorious Hope of Eternal Life

All that we have said immediately above bears out the fact that eternal life is
glorious. The term ‘eternal life’ is used over thirty times in the New Testament.  Paul
speaks of ‘the hope of eternal life’ in Titus 1:2 and 3:7. In Romans 2:7, he speaks of ‘those
who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give
eternal life’. We could deduce logically from this saying that ‘glory and honor and
immortality’ equal ‘eternal life’.  It could also be equalled with ‘his eternal glory’ of I
Peter 5:10. From other points of view we can conclude that those who have eternal life
have come into possession of an immortal body, have an eternal weight of glory, an
eternal inheritance, and have a building—a house that is not as a perishing tent (body) is
here, but is ‘eternal in the heavens’. So eternal life is the gift of things eternal and all these
things are those of glory. 

The Marriage of the Bride and the Lamb

The marriage of the Bride and the Lamb is the culminating event of all history. Given
protologically in Genesis 2:24 as ‘the profound mystery’, which Paul takes up in
Ephesians 5:32 (passim), and John the Seer sees in vision in Revelation 19:6–10 and
21:9–21. From these passages we see the beauty of the Bride. We see that she possesses
all ‘the glory of God’ (21:11), is clothed in glorious garments (19:8, ‘“it was granted her
to be clothed with fine linen, bright and pure”—for the fine linen
is the righteous deeds of the saints.’). The Bridegroom brings out the truth of
I Corinthians 11:7, where the man (aner) is ‘the image and glory of God’ and his wife is
‘the glory of the man’. Her glory reflects that of the Bridegroom. Together—as in Genesis
1:26—they constitute the image and likeness of God, the Father. The Bridegroom has
already been described in Revelation 1:12–20. He is the one whose glory overcomes the
devised but false glory of the evil powers and destroys them. No 
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wonder they are blessed who are invited to this great denouement of history. As the
description of the Bride in Revelation 21 continues we see that the Bride is really the Holy
City, ‘comely as Jerusalem, terrible as an army with banners’ (Song of Sol. 6:4). The
Unholy City, Babylon, is the consort of the Beast and, like the Beast, goes to an unholy
and inglorious end, whereas the Holy City is a thing of beauty, of unspeakable glory, and
is eternal. 

The Holy City, the New Jerusalem, the True Paradise

We have covered much of this subject in the paragraph immediately above. It is the
City which is the Church, and into her are brought ‘the glory of the kings of the earth’ and
‘the glory and honour of the nations’. The City has no need of a temple for the Temple are
God and the Lamb. It has no need of a light for ‘the glory of God is its light, and its lamp
is the Lamb’. Paul’s words come to mind here, ‘glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to
all generations’ (Eph. 3:21). Obviously the City is also the place of Paradise, since the
beautiful sparkling water of life flows as a river from the throne of God. In this Paradise,
of which Eden was the prototype, live the glorified people of God. The wonders of this
glorious Paradise are the glory of God, of the Lamb, of the Bride, of the kings of the
nations and the nations, the river ‘bright as crystal’, the marvellous beauty of the Holy
City itself. The outcome for the resurrected, glorified saints and all the shining, celestial
creatures, angels and archangels in their myriads is the wonderful worship and praise of
glorious creatures and glorified humanity ascending to the throne of God and the Lamb;
the Sevenfold-Spirit—the Spirit of worship—being in the midst—all of this is the Eternal
Glory and the eternal worship, the covenant of God come to its telos.

CONCLUSION: THE CLIMAX OF THE APOSTOLIC TRUTH AND FAITH 

It is no wonder that Paul said, speaking of the decree for our glorification, that
indescribable glory, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived,
what God has prepared for those who love Him’. He said this decree was a mystery, and
all God’s mysteries are unfolded to the elect, but kept from those who do not have an ear
to hear. The terms ‘indescribable’ and ‘unspeakable’ are apt. The Holy Spirit must unfold
them. Somewhere, in our hearts, the Spirit has imprinted knowledge of what is to come,
and so by this he has created hope which he constantly replenishes. 

We can rightfully come to the conclusion that in the New Testament, which is the
apostolic truth, all the elements of hope were—are—strongly taught. Without them the
teaching would have been flaccid and weak. It was certainly not this, but full of power. To
know that the extent of glory is not exhausted in this life, but has its major part in ‘the age
to come’, is what lifts our sights from merely thinking of our mortality to seeing the glory
that is yet to be, our glorious mortality. No wonder Peter wrote, ‘Therefore gird up your
minds, be sober, set your hope fully upon the grace that is coming to you at the revelation
of Jesus Christ’. ‘The grace that is coming’ is, in one sense, even greater than the grace
which He has so generously lavished upon us in this life. It is the grace of glory, the grace
which ordains that we shall be ‘partakers of the divine nature’. It means we shall live at
the very heart of glory, at the 
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heart of the Triune God, for by being the Bride of Christ we shall be inducted into the
mystery and the life of ‘the divine nature’, the Triune Godhead. All of this means that,
whereas the first Eden under the first Adam did not even begin to Edenise the whole of
this world, yet the true, last and second Adam did so. Through his incarnation, death,
resurrection, ascension and reigning at the Father’s right hand, he has set the future age
and brought Paradise into being, and sealed it for all his creatures, those both celestial and
terrestrial.  

No wonder the apostles and all the others of the early church were so occupied in
living hope as to proclaim the glorious news of the love and grace of God. They lived
proleptically in the ‘end of the beginning’ as they lived actually in ‘this present evil age
[aeon]’. They lived daily in the cognisance of the good news, the kerugma, the everlasting
gospel. In truth they lived in covenantal relationship with the God of the covenant, the
God who grants the eternal inheritance, ‘the God of all hope’, ‘the God of all grace’, the
God of the everlasting covenant of peace.
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