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1 

STUDY ONE 

Crisis in the World and 
the Church 

Ian Pennicook 

I must begin this study and this Ministry School by admitting that I have a sense of 
uneasiness. I know enough to recognise that we can have some sort of self-righteous 
indignation about things, or perhaps we can even manufacture one in order to appear 
qualified to pass judgment on certain situations. But, even given the presence of 
mixed motives, for which I am continually ashamed, I still have a gnawing sense that 
there is a deep problem in the Christian church which is hindering us from 
participating fully and freely in the purposes of God.  
 I am not angry; that would imply that there is some sort of offence done to me and 
that is not the case. Indeed, I see myself as one of the offenders in so many ways. 
Rather I sense that so much of what God has determined for us, not only as the church 
but also as the whole creation, is being either actively rejected or passively ignored—
and this by the church itself. 
 Perhaps I may illustrate this by telling a story. In 1994 I was sent to Toronto in 
Canada to have a look at the new phenomenon called ‘The Toronto Blessing’. 
Without wanting to engage in any discussion of that movement here, I can say that the 
experience was certainly powerful. Two factors are significant here. The first 
concerns one evening meeting in Toronto when a group of Australian pastors and 
church leaders were singled out for special ‘ministry’. Apart from my own natural 
reticence to be involved in such things, I believe that God spoke to me personally 
before the ‘ministry’ time and said: ‘Ian, do not go out with them, it will ruin your 
ministry’. I can clearly recall the precise words. 
 The second took place some weeks later. I dreamed a dream, and in it I was in a 
huge cavern filled with folk singing very beautiful songs, evidently in worship. As 
this singing continued I was aware of the overwhelming beauty of the singing. By that 
I mean that people, myself included, were being carried by the singing itself. Yet 
while this was taking place, I was also made aware that there was one voice, a 
woman’s voice as it happened, which was actually controlling all that was happening. 
We might call it the voice of a siren. At that point the beautiful singing, while not 
changing, became fearsome, with her voice dominating all the others, and my next 
recollection is of me throwing myself on what was a great stone altar in the cavern 
and crying repeatedly, ‘It’s all in the Word! It’s all in the Word!’ 
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 Please forgive me if this sounds like I am trying to impose my experiences onto us 
as if they were authoritative; that is not my intention and I would never do that, 
though I certainly do believe that both of these events were God himself speaking to 
me. And that is the point I want to make here and which this school will explore. God 
himself speaks, powerfully, into his creation and into the church. Of course, we are 
continually presented with false words, all claiming our attention and obedience, so I 
am careful to subject my dream to the definitive word found in the Scriptures. So ‘To 
the law and to the testimony: if they speak not according to this word, it is because 
there is no light in them’ (Isa. 8:20, AV). 

THE WORD WAS GOD 

The prologue of John’s Gospel (John 1:1–18) is a statement concerning Jesus. Yet it 
is far more than that. It is a statement concerning the confrontation by the Word of 
God with the world which the Word brought into being. To any reader of the Law and 
the Prophets, the first three verses would make complete sense. God has always been 
speaking and it is impossible to separate the utterance of God from God himself, since 
God and his spoken word are one and the same. At creation God spoke and all things 
came into being. Ever since, all things have been upheld by his powerful word, 
meaning that God himself upholds all things. This is what was already plain in such 
passages as Psalms 33:6–9,1 107:20, 147:18, and 148:8. Furthermore, God continues 
to speak throughout history, not merely to sustain the creation in some sort of static 
position as if it might otherwise collapse (as it would) but to direct all of creation to 
the goal he has set, setting not only the end but the way also (Isa. 24:3; 30:21; 40:8; 
45:23; 55:11; Ezek. 12:28; etc.). 
 The word of God is more than revelation in the sense of information. It is  
the expression of the nature and purpose of God. There may be some revelatory 
elements in what is said but that is not always the aim. The aim is the action of  
God. He speaks because that is the way God does what he does. This is borne out by 
the name by which he makes himself known to Moses in Exodus 3:14, ‘I AM’. 
Although this title has been taken to mean something like ‘the self-existent one’, ‘the 
eternally unchangeable one’ and so on, such a view in fact owes far more to the 
influence of Greek philosophy than to the thinking of the Early Church Fathers. They 
were more familiar with the LXX translation which rendered Exodus 3:14 by  
a nounal form, meaning ‘I am the being one’,2 whereas the Hebrew used a verbal  
form3 which introduced God in terms of his action. God is the one who is actively 
now what he was before and what he will be, ‘the God of Abraham, the God of  
Isaac and the God of Jacob’ (v. 15). God speaks his word because he is actively 
present to the creation and in particular to those whom he has created to respond to 
him.  

                                                 
1  This passage also raises the question of the status of the spirit of God within the Old Testament. Verse 6, ‘By 

the word [Heb. xVrbN dabar] of the LORD the heavens were made, and all their host by the breath [Heb.  xVrbV 
ruach] of his mouth’, while to our minds a Trinitarian statement, is simply saying that God speaks and God 
breathes. See also the parallelism in Ps. 139:7. 

2 \Egw/ e„mi Ð ên  (egō eimi ho ōn) 
3  hyha rWa hyha  (ehyeh asher ehyeh) 
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CREATED FOR THE WORD 

‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness’ (Gen. 1:26) indicates that Man is 
created to be the created, living expression of the whole uncreated being of God. His 
creation follows nine occasions when Genesis 1 says ‘and God said’ and the next two 
occasions are when the same words are addressed to the human couple (1:28, 29). In 
the second chapter, there is again that communication. There was the intention (v. 15) 
and the spoken command (v. 16). While we have no explanation of any personal 
recipients of God’s creative word in the text,4 the point nonetheless is plain: God 
speaks and the creation comes into being and he continues to speak to those he has 
created. 
 Being in the image of God does not mean being a passive reflection of God but an 
active, personal participant with God. Naturally, the man and the woman could only 
be this if they were fully one with the glory of God, the fullness of his being, his 
moral being. The participation means the communication which belongs to com-
munion. Hence Genesis 2:16–17, while specifically a warning against encroaching on 
the domain of God, is also a simple indication that God spoke and that Adam and his 
wife heard and responded (see Gen. 3:2–3).  
 This picture is expanded in Genesis 3:8–10: 
 

They heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze, 
and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of 
the garden. But the LORD God called to the man, and said to him, ‘Where are you?’ He said, ‘I 
heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.’ 

 
The word translated as ‘sound’ in verses 8 and 10 (NIV omits it in v. 10) is the 
Hebrew l/q (q‹l), which in some older versions is translated as ‘voice’. In verse 17, 
where God again addresses Adam, we read: 
 

And to the man he said, ‘Because you have listened to the voice of your wife, and have eaten of 
the tree about which I commanded you, “You shall not eat of it,” cursed is the ground because of 
you; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life.’ 

 
Once again the word is qol, only here it is translated as ‘voice’.5 In the Greek Old 
Testament, the word is fwn» (phōnē) which also means ‘voice’.6 
 The point is simply this. Men and women are created for communion with God and 
that communion surely includes communication as a fundamental element. This is 
seen clearly when God chose Israel as his means to restore the nations to blessing:  
 

Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured pos-
session out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine (Exod. 19:5). 

 

                                                 
4  There have been some suggestions. That this should be a hint of the Trinity is one, while Philo the first 

century AD Jewish philosopher put forward the idea that when God said ‘Let us make man’ he was in fact 
addressing the angels:  

 
When God created the plants and the irrational animals, which are devoid of vice because devoid of mind and reason, he did 
so alone, but when he created man he said ‘Let us make man’, which expression shows an assumption of other beings to 
himself as assistants, in order that God, the governor of all things, might have all the blameless intentions and actions of 
man, when he does right attributed to him; and that his other assistants might bear the imputations of his [i.e. man’s] contrary 
actions (‘On the Creation’ XXIV, 75, in The Works of Philo, C. D. Yonge (trans.), Peabody, Hendrickson, 1993, p. 11). 
 
5  qol is also correctly translated as ‘sound’ in a number of places in the Old Testament. It is the conjunction of 

the man hearing God’s voice with fear and his hearing and obeying the voice of his wife which is perhaps 
significant here. 

6  For a fuller discussion, see O. Betz, fwn» ktl., in TDNT, vol. 9, pp. 278–85. I am assuming a natural 
connection of ‘voice’ and ‘word’.  
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 When they were gathered at Sinai, they heard his voice: 
 

Then the LORD spoke to you out of the fire. You heard the sound [qol] of words but saw no form; 
there was only a voice [qol] (Deut. 4:12). 

 
For ask now about former ages, long before your own, ever since the day that God created human 
beings on the earth; ask from one end of heaven to the other: has anything so great as this ever 
happened or has its like ever been heard of? Has any people ever heard the voice of a god 
speaking out of a fire, as you have heard, and lived? (Deut. 4:32–33). 

 
From heaven he made you hear his voice to discipline you. On earth he showed you his great 
fire, while you heard his words coming out of the fire (Deut. 4:36). 

 
When there is guilt, however, the former sweetness of the communication is lost. 
Adam’s reaction, as we have seen, was to hide himself when the voice of God 
addressed him. Similarly, even with the great events of the exodus from Egypt behind 
them, Israel did not want the immediacy of hearing the voice of God. After reminding 
them of the ten commandments, Moses then told the people of Israel of their 
response: 
 

These words the LORD spoke with a loud voice to your whole assembly at the mountain, out of 
the fire, the cloud, and the thick darkness, and he added no more. He wrote them on two stone 
tablets, and gave them to me. When you heard the voice out of the darkness, while the mountain 
was burning with fire, you approached me, all the heads of your tribes and your elders; and you 
said, ‘Look, the LORD our God has shown us his glory and greatness, and we have heard his 
voice out of the fire. Today we have seen that God may speak to someone and the person may 
still live. So now why should we die? For this great fire will consume us; if we hear the voice of 
the LORD our God any longer, we shall die. For who is there of all flesh that has heard the voice 
of the living God speaking out of fire, as we have, and remained alive? Go near, you yourself, 
and hear all that the LORD our God will say. Then tell us everything that the LORD our God tells 
you, and we will listen and do it’ (Deut. 5:22–27).7 

 
The deep resistance of Israel to the voice of God, to true communion, is summarised 
in Deuteronomy 9:23–24: 
 

And when the LORD sent you from Kadesh-barnea, saying, ‘Go up and occupy the land that I 
have given you,’ you rebelled against the command of the LORD your God, neither trusting him 
nor obeying him [lit. obey his voice]. You have been rebellious against the LORD as long as he 
has known you. 

 
While the phrase ‘to obey the voice’ may mean ‘to obey what is said’, there is, 
nonetheless, the constant principle that God continues to speak to the humanity he has 
made. The words may not always be audible, but they are confronting. The psalmist 
said: ‘The heavens declare the glory of God’ (Ps. 19:1) and that ‘The heavens 
proclaim his righteousness; and all the peoples behold his glory’ (Ps. 97:6). The fact 
that it is his righteousness that is declared makes it easy to understand why guilty 
humanity should persistently ‘by their wickedness suppress the truth’ (Rom. 1:18). 
The voice of God, the word of God, is always the word of righteousness and so 
always a torment to guilty men and women.  

                                                 
7  Meredith G. Kline, ‘Deuteronomy’, in The Wycliffe Bible Commentary, eds Charles F. Pfeiffer and Everett F. 

Harrison (Oliphants, London, 1962), p. 163, wrote: 
 
Such reluctance to experience the presence of God is a far cry from man’s original delight in communion with his Creator in 
the Garden. And therein is exposed the exceeding cursedness of the curse upon sin. There are, of course, ultimate limits to 
man’s qualifications for the vision of God (cf. Ex. 33:20). But even though, within those limits, redemptive grace makes 
possible the enjoyment of a vision of God, fallen man regards the experience as a threat to his life (e.g., Gen. 33:20; Jud. 
6:22, 23). In God’s holy presence at Sinai, the Israelites were so keenly conscious of their defilement that they feared to 
venture further with their unique privilege (Deut. 4:33). 
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THE JUDGMENT ON ISRAEL 

There may well be torment, but refusal to hear the word of God is culpable. It is also a 
contradiction of reality, since ‘one does not live by bread alone, but by every word 
that comes from the mouth of the LORD’ (Deut. 8:3). Where there is rejection of the 
word of God, that is, rejection of God himself, there is the repetition of the essential 
feature of the Fall. Yet Israel was redeemed to be the people of the word, the word of 
the LORD was to go forth from Jerusalem. On one occasion (Ps. 105:15) Israel was 
called God’s anointed prophets. Yet in their deep resistance to the word of God, they 
insisted on hearing only what suited them: 
 

Go now, write it before them on a tablet, and inscribe it in a book, so that it may be for the time 
to come as a witness forever. For they are a rebellious people, faithless children, children who 
will not hear the instruction of the LORD; who say to the seers, ‘Do not see’; and to the prophets, 
‘Do not prophesy to us what is right; speak to us smooth things, prophesy illusions, leave the 
way, turn aside from the path, let us hear no more about the Holy One of Israel’ (Isa. 30:8–11; cf. 
Acts 13:46). 

 
‘Where there is no prophecy, the people cast off restraint’ (Prov. 29:18) means that 
without the word as a constant in life, only life under the wrath of God can result (see 
Rom. 1:24, 26, 28). The AV has it, ‘where there is no vision, the people perish’. 
However, the illusion of genuine hearing remained: 
 

As for you, mortal, your people who talk together about you by the walls, and at the doors of the 
houses, say to one another, each to a neighbor, ‘Come and hear what the word is that comes from 
the LORD.’ They come to you as people come, and they sit before you as my people, and they 
hear your words, but they will not obey them. For flattery is on their lips, but their heart is set on 
their gain. To them you are like a singer of love songs, one who has a beautiful voice and plays 
well on an instrument; they hear what you say, but they will not do it. When this comes —and 
come it will!—then they shall know that a prophet has been among them (Ezek. 33:30–33). 

 
So also did the illusion of venerating the true prophets of God: 
 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you build the tombs of the prophets and 
decorate the graves of the righteous, and you say, ‘If we had lived in the days of our ancestors, 
we would not have taken part with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.’ Thus you testify 
against yourselves that you are descendants of those who murdered the prophets. Fill up, then, 
the measure of your ancestors. You snakes, you brood of vipers! How can you escape being 
sentenced to hell? 
 Therefore I send you prophets, sages, and scribes, some of whom you will kill and crucify, 
and some you will flog in your synagogues and pursue from town to town, so that upon you may 
come all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of 
Zechariah son of Barachiah, whom you murdered between the sanctuary and the altar. Truly I tell 
you, all this will come upon this generation. Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets 
and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a 
hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing! (Matt. 23:29–37). 

 
So if they would not have the word then they would be given over to their choice. 
Thus: 
 

The time is surely coming, says the Lord GOD, when I will send a famine on the land; not a 
famine of bread, or a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the LORD. They shall wander  
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from sea to sea, and from north to east; they shall run to and fro, seeking the word of the LORD, 
but they shall not find it (Amos 8:11–12). 

 
Stupefy yourselves and be in a stupor, blind yourselves and be blind! Be drunk, but not from 
wine; stagger, but not from strong drink! For the LORD has poured out upon you a spirit of deep 
sleep; he has closed your eyes, you prophets, and covered your heads, you seers. The vision of all 
this has become for you like the words of a sealed document. If it is given to those who can read, 
with the command, ‘Read this,’ they say, ‘We cannot, for it is sealed.’ And if it is given to those 
who cannot read, saying, ‘Read this,’ they say, ‘We cannot read.’ The Lord said: Because these 
people draw near with their mouths and honor me with their lips, while their hearts are far from 
me, and their worship of me is a human commandment learned by rote . . . (Isa. 29:9–13). 

 
Of course, as we will see in later sessions, where the genuine word is rejected there 
must be the formation of alternate words, for humanity cannot live without the word. 
It is an ontological necessity. But the picture of Israel, which is both God’s special 
possession out of all the peoples, and everyone writ large, is one of fearful darkness: 
 

Therefore it shall be night to you, without vision, and darkness to you, without revelation. The 
sun shall go down upon the prophets, and the day shall be black over them; the seers shall be 
disgraced, and the diviners put to shame; they shall all cover their lips, for there is no answer 
from God (Micah 3:6–7). 

 
The moral darkness may appear as light to those who are in it (see Matt. 6:22–23), but 
it is such that it is humanity attempting to be in its own strength what it can only be as 
it is fully functioning as the image of God. Without the communion which that 
involves there can be no knowledge of the glory of God. On the other hand, Micah 
could say this because he understood: 
 

But as for me, I am filled with power, with the spirit of the LORD, and with justice and might, to 
declare to Jacob his transgression and to Israel his sin (Micah 3:8; cf. Lam. 2:14). 

 
To understand the terror of this darkness we should, at least, note some of the cries of 
the psalmists and others, as in Psalm 51; 83:1; 88:1–2; 95:7–11; 102:1–2; 109:1ff.; 
120:1–2; 130:1–6; Jeremiah 5:30–31; 6:10–11; 8:18 – 9:3; Habakkuk 3:2. Against 
these we should also note such people as Simeon (Luke 2:25ff.) who continued to 
hear the word and to long for the consolation of Israel. 

THE RESTORATION OF PROPHETIC COMMUNION 

We are living in the restoration of the communion. The promised day of the Spirit has 
come and caught us up into the reality which was lost in Adam’s sin. But the 
following must be noted, with obvious application to our own situations: 
 

The contemporary American church is so largely enculturated to the American ethos of 
consumerism that it has little power to believe or to act. This enculturation is in some way true 
across the spectrum of church life, both liberal and conservative. It may not be a new situation, 
but it is one that seems especially urgent and pressing at the present time. That enculturation is 
true not only of the institution of the church but also of us as persons. Our consciousness has 
been claimed by false fields of perception and idolatrous systems of language and rhetoric. 
 The internal cause of such enculturation is our loss of identity through the abandonment of the 
faith tradition. Our consumer culture is organized against history. There is a depreciation of 
memory and a ridicule of hope, which means everything must be held in the now, either an 
urgent now or an eternal now. Either way, a community rooted in energizing memories and 
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summoned by radical hopes is a curiosity and a threat in such a culture. When we suffer from 
amnesia every form of serious authority for faith is in question, and we live unauthorized lives of 
faith and practice unauthorized ministries. 
 The church will not have power to act or believe until it recovers its tradition of faith and 
permits that tradition to be the primal way out of enculturation. This is not a cry for 
traditionalism but rather a judgment that the church has no business more pressing than the 
reappropriation of its memory in its full power and authenticity. And that is true among liberals 
who are too chic to remember and conservatives who have overlaid the faith memory with all 
kinds of hedges that smack of scientism and Enlightenment.8 

 
Paul wrote that what happened to Israel ‘happened to them to serve as an example, 
and they were written down to instruct us, on whom the ends of the ages have come’ 
(1 Cor. 10:11). He then urged, ‘flee from the worship of idols’ (v. 14; cf. 1 John 5:21). 
But even with these warnings, there are still such statements as these in the New 
Testament: 

 
But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love you had at first. Remember then 
from what you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come to you 
and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent (Rev. 2:4–5). 
 
I know where you are living, where Satan’s throne is. Yet you are holding fast to my name, and 
you did not deny your faith in me even in the days of Antipas my witness, my faithful one, who 
was killed among you, where Satan lives. But I have a few things against you: you have some 
there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the 
people of Israel, so that they would eat food sacrificed to idols and practice fornication. So you 
also have some who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans. Repent then. If not, I will come to 
you soon and make war against them with the sword of my mouth (Rev. 2:13–16). 
 
But I have this against you: you tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophet and is 
teaching and beguiling my servants to practice fornication and to eat food sacrificed to idols. I 
gave her time to repent, but she refuses to repent of her fornication. Beware, I am throwing her 
on a bed, and those who commit adultery with her I am throwing into great distress, unless they 
repent of her doings; and I will strike her children dead. And all the churches will know that I am 
the one who searches minds and hearts, and I will give to each of you as your works deserve 
(Rev. 2:20–23). 
 
I know your works; you are neither cold nor hot. I wish that you were either cold or hot. So, 
because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I am about to spit you out of my mouth. For 
you say, ‘I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing.’ You do not realize that you are 
wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked. Therefore I counsel you to buy from me gold refined 
by fire so that you may be rich; and white robes to clothe you and to keep the shame of your 
nakedness from being seen; and salve to anoint your eyes so that you may see. I reprove and 
discipline those whom I love. Be earnest, therefore, and repent. Listen! I am standing at the door, 
knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and 
you with me (Rev. 3:15–20). 
 

In other words, simply being evangelical, or whatever, proves nothing at all. The 
prophet Joel had promised restoration of the prophetic communion; the Spirit will be 
poured out on all flesh and they shall all prophesy. That is what happened on the day 
of Pentecost, and the rest of the Book of Acts is testimony to the fulfilment of Joel 2 
(see also 1 Pet. 4:11). But, and here I return to where I began, we can hardly doubt 
that the church so easily becomes dry, distracted by fads and fancies, and more 
concerned with programs and activities. In the evangelical wing, it seems too true that  

                                                 
8 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, Fortress, Philadelphia, 1978, pp. 11f. 
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we have become more masters of the written word but less servants of the living 
word.  
 Isaiah warned of a stupor more deadly than that of wine (29:9) and Paul wrote, ‘Do 
not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery; but be filled with the Spirit’ (Eph. 
5:18; cf. Micah 3:8). But even that great filling must be understood in terms of our 
total union with the Spirit who speaks to the churches. Hence Colossians 3:16  
(a parallel to Eph. 5:18ff.), ‘Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly’. 
 God speaks today with the same power as when he brought creation into being. It 
goes without saying that we recognise his voice when we test what we hear against 
the Scriptures, but the command is more than simply to ‘read the Bible’: 
 

Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says,  
‘Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion, as on the day of 
testing in the wilderness, where your ancestors put me to the test, though they had seen my works 
for forty years. Therefore I was angry with that generation, and I said, “They always go astray in 
their hearts, and they have not known my ways.” As in my anger I swore, “They will not enter 
my rest.” ’ 
 Take care, brothers and sisters, that none of you may have an evil, unbelieving heart that turns 
away from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ so 
that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin (Heb. 3:7–13). 

 
It is, as it has ever been, all in the word. 
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STUDY TWO 

Creation and Re-
creation by the Word 

Siew Kiong Tham 

In a previous paper on creatio ex nihilo, I mentioned that the doctrine of creation and 
the notion of creatio ex nihilo are not about protology, but about the ongoing 
relationship between the Creator and His creation. The creation is not to be identified 
with the Being of God and neither can it be understood as having been brought forth 
from existing matter. The former leads to pantheism and the latter would render the 
Creator-God as a mere craftsman. The early church had to deal with both propositions 
and, in rejecting both concepts, it proposed the concept of creatio ex nihilo. So the 
creation is not identified with the Being of the Creator or with existing matter. 
Creation was brought into being by the free will of God and not out of necessity. 
Creation was brought into being by the love of God. 
 The Triune Father, Son and Spirit exist in covenant love. The creation is the work 
of the Triune God. As the One who brought it into being because of His love, the 
Triune God continues to sustain His creation and works to bring it to perfection. That 
is why we talk about the new creation and the continuing creation. As such, the link 
between creation and redemption will need to be discussed. However, that is only part 
of the doctrine of creation. Creation also needs to be understood from its eschatology. 
In other words, creation is directed towards its completion or perfection in the telos. 
 In this study of ‘Creation and Re-creation by the Word’, we need to make a direct 
link of the themes of creation, incarnation and redemption, and its fulfilment in the 
telos. 

THE PRIMAL DARKNESS  
The primal darkness fled the scene 

(250.1.5)1 

‘Creation is a work of love, and love controls it still’.2 These words from the song by 
Grant Thorpe sum up the essence of this paper. When we assert that creation is out of  

                                                 
1  G. C. Bingham, New Creation Hymn Book, Blackwood, 2002, no. 250. 
2  G. Thorpe, NCHB, no. 342. 
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nothing, this must not be conceived in material terms, i.e. the ‘nothing’ is not 
emptiness. It is not creating something out of nothing. ‘Creation out of nothing’ is an 
expression of the absolute dependence of the creation to the Creator. It does not 
express the material but the relational. The ‘formless void’ and primal darkness (Gen. 
1:2) present to us the chaos and disorder until the intervention of God.3 It does not 
connote the idea of causation either. Two passages (Heb. 11:3; and Rom. 4:17) from 
the New Testament refute the assumption of causation. They assert the freedom of 
God in bringing the world into existence and our absolute dependence on Him. 
 The concept of creation out of nothing is to be thought of in relational terms. The 
creation is out of the freedom of the love of God.4 While we naturally think of 
creation in protological terms, the doctrine of creation is not about protology, but is 
directed by its eschatology. What this means, is ‘that eschatology is no longer to be 
understood in the light of creation but rather that creation is to be understood in the 
light of eschatology’.5 This we will reason out as we progress.  

THE CREATIVE WORD—THE TRIUNE CREATOR  
When God gave utt’rance to the Word: 

The Spirit moved across the deep 
And all obeyed the Voice it heard. 

(250.1.6–8) 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth (Gen. 1:1). One Corinthians 
8:6 informs us that creation is from God the Father and through Christ. This is 
reaffirmed in Hebrews 1:2, ‘through whom he also created the worlds’. John 1:1–3 
gives to us the revelation that Christ is the creative Word.  
 However, the Spirit’s role in creation is not referred to in Scripture as clearly as we 
would like, but we can see that alluded to in Genesis 1:2, where it is recorded that, ‘a 
wind from God swept over the face of the waters’. The more specific reference is 
given by the psalmist, ‘When you send forth your spirit, they are created; and you 
renew the face of the ground’ (Ps. 104:30, NRSV). 
 We may also see the reference to the raising of Christ as a specific role of the Spirit 
in creation: 
 

If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the 
dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you (Rom.  
8:11). 

 
 While the roles of each of the Persons of the Triune Godhead may be explored 
more fully, it is sufficient here for our purpose to see that both Christ and the Spirit 
have complementary roles in the whole of creation. We may without elaboration 
assert that Christ is the mediator of creation while the Spirit is the agent who effects 
the creation. 

                                                 
3  G. von Rad, Genesis, SCM, London, 1979, p. 51. 
4  ‘Created in love to live with all, 
 Forever, as now and then’ (G. Bingham, in NCHB, 376.3.7–8. 
5  J. Moltmann, ‘Creation and Redemption’, in Creation, Christ and Culture, ed. R. McKinney (Edinburgh, T 

& T Clark, 1976), p. 120. 
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THE COSMIC CREATION 

The might and holiness of God 
In love and mercy present are 

Where’er the Word is uttered forth 
By sun and moon and furthest star. 

(250.3.5–8) 

There is oneness between humankind and the rest of the creation. When we sing  
‘All creation waits with longing’,6 we are asserting the oneness of both human- 
kind and the inanimate world. In the beginning God created the heavens and the  
earth, and humankind is part of that creation. In the redemption spoken of in Romans, 
Paul referred to the ‘whole creation’ (Rom. 8:22) as ‘the creation waits with  
eager longing for the revealing of the children of God’ (Rom. 8:19). Just as we are 
one with the whole of creation in the beginning, so also we are one with the whole of 
creation in our redemption and subsequent glory in the telos. Hence Christ’s 
incarnation is not only His identification with humankind but also with the whole of 
creation, as we see His Lordship exercised over creation both in a material and a 
spiritual way. 

THE BEGOTTEN WORD—THE WORD BECAME FLESH 
 

The Word made flesh has come to dwell 
And show in human modes our God. 

(250.4.1–2) 

There will be two further papers on the Word becoming flesh in this School, but a few 
comments here are necessary for our discussion. 
 The incarnation is not merely for Jesus to become Man so that He may go to the 
cross to pay the price for our sins. The incarnation is the taking up of our humanity by 
Jesus Christ. It speaks of the oneness of humanity so that He may take us into 
fellowship with His Father. The incarnation presupposes the redemptive work of 
Christ. However, this still does not go far enough because very often the controlling 
assumption behind this is the Fall. We need to take this a step further. The incarnation 
is the breaking into the creation by the God who wills it, to perfect the creation from 
within. 
 The Creator (creative) Word is also, or has become, the begotten Word. His 
humanity, including His death, resurrection and ascension, informs us of God’s 
continuing involvement with His creation. God does not work from outside of His 
creation but works from within His creation, perfecting it through the incarnate 
Christ. The new creation, again, is not an event at a point in time, but expresses the 
continuing work of the Triune God in creating, redeeming and perfecting it towards 
its telos. In fact creation is directed by its telos.  
 The incarnation is a theological necessity because the creation is through Christ 
and for Christ, and in the fullness of time, Christ is ‘to gather up all things [i.e. the 
whole of creation] in him’ (Eph. 1:10). 

                                                 
6  NCHB, no. 256. 
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THE REDEMPTIVE WORD 
 

That Word heals Man and makes him pure 
By power of His flowing blood. 

(250.4.3–4) 

Immense violence has been done to theology when creation has been treated as 
protology and separated from redemption. It is as if creation was at the beginning of 
time and, at a later point in time, there was the incarnation and redemption. In this 
scheme of things, then, the Fall becomes the controlling focus, and redemption is then 
a return to the creation from which it all began. That is why the church has so often 
looked to the past for its inspiration and to recreate the paths that it had trodden. This 
fixation to return to the past leads to the romanticising of the virtues of the early 
church and a longing to return to those days by the church of today. In this pattern, 
creation then becomes a closed system where the future is a return to the past. 
Redemption then is often seen as no more than personal regeneration. The new 
creation is not understood in continuity with creation, but as an aftermath of the Fall. 
 I will try to show that the creation is open to a future that is eschatologically 
oriented. It is not determined by the past but is moving towards the telos, i.e. the 
consummation in Jesus Christ. 
 So Christ, as the begotten Word and as the firstborn over all creation (Col. 1:15), 
presents to the Father in Himself the perfected creation. Creation, incarnation and 
redemption cannot be separated. And so it is through Christ, the begotten Word, that 
the rest of creation is restored. As Gunton commented, ‘the involvement of God with 
the world in the man Jesus is the means by which the created order is reconstituted in 
its relation to God’.7 
 The gospels record for us Jesus’ mastery over the elements of nature. This must not 
be viewed from a naturalistic perspective as a mere display of power and control. The 
miracles of Jesus express His Lordship over creation in both its spiritual and material 
aspects. In this the themes of creation and the reclaiming of creation, i.e. redemption, 
are interlinked. This is the restoration of creation. 
 The Psalmists have also made graphic references to this mastery over creation. 
Israel has a soteriological understanding of creation. It is fair to say that the Psalms  
are often misinterpreted by the modern mind. This is because we have imposed  
onto them the structure of 21st century thought and read them in that way. Our 
thought process moves chronologically from creation to redemption. We need to note 
that redemption precedes creation because ‘He was destined before the foundation of 
the world’ (1 Pet. 1:20) and ‘he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world’ 
(Eph. 1:4). Therefore Exodus precedes Genesis because it is through knowing God as 
redeemer that the Israelites see Him as creator. The covenant precedes creation and it 
is in this context that we can appreciate the Psalms. Psalms 8, 19 and 104 reiterate 
this. 
 The link between creation and redemption is further emphasised by Paul when he 
refers to the summing up of all creation in Christ in Ephesians 1:10. This is the 
eschatological dimension. See also Colossians 1:15–20 and Romans 8:19–23. 
 Geoffrey Bingham wrote: 

 
Before He planned the world He made, 

He planned His family; 

                                                 
7  C. Gunton, Christ and Creation, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1992, p. 33. 
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Planned from His Godhead’s fellowship, 
Planned as the Holy Three.8 

One must maintain here that the relational precedes the material. It becomes a 
problem in our approach to theology when we move chronologically from creation to 
redemption, or from the material to the relational. The covenant needs to precede 
creation and so it is only as we know God as Father that we can know Him as Creator. 
This order was well appreciated by the Church Fathers when they wrote, ‘I believe in 
God the Father, Maker of heaven and earth’. Athanasius made the point thus: 

 
It is more godly and accurate to signify God from the Son and call him Father, than to name him 
from his works and call him unoriginate.9 
 

 When we move from creation to redemption, we are relying on the human faculties 
to recognise the Creator apart from revelation. T. F. Torrance pointed out that: 

 
Only when we keep before us what the Triune God has done for us men in Jesus Christ can we 
realise what is involved in God the Creator and his work . . . But what God does as the Creator 
can in the Christian sense only be seen and understood as a reflection, as a shadowing forth of the 
inner divine relationship between God the Father and the Son. And that is why the work of 
creation is ascribed in the Confession to the Father.10 
 

 We need to appreciate that while God is always Father, God was not always 
Creator.11 

THE CONTINUING CREATION  
To live afresh each time You speak 

Your love to us in all our parts. 
(250.5.3–4) 

Creation does not run on its own steam, so to speak, as was put forward in the so-
called ‘God is dead’ theology a few decades ago. Jesus declares, ‘My Father is still 
working, and I also am working’ (John 5:17). The Father has not stopped working 
with His creation. The Sabbath rest does not imply the cessation of all work. Paul 
further added, ‘I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you 
will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ’ (Phil. 1:6).  
 Christ is continuing to help those who are so tempted today (Heb. 2:28) and He 
continues to intercede for them (Heb. 7:25). We understand the covenant relationship 
with His creation as God initiating and sustaining or maintaining His covenant. The 
creation is the external basis of the covenant. The covenant is the internal basis of the 
creation. God has not left His people. The writer to the Hebrews links creation, 
incarnation, the continuing creation and redemption plainly like this: 

 
. . . but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, 
through whom he also created the worlds. He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact  

                                                 
8  G. Bingham in NCHB, no. 294. 
9  Athanasius, quoted in E. Colyer, How to Read T. F. Torrance (IVP, Illinois, 2001), p. 127. 
10  K. Barth, quoted in Colyer, How to Read T. F. Torrance, p. 156. 
11  Colyer, p. 159. 
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imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word. When he had 
made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high (Heb. 1:2–3). 
 

 There are four expressions here that very powerfully make the link that has been 
presented above. They are: 

 
(1)‘he also created the worlds’, referring to creation; 
 
(2)‘the reflection of God’s glory and exact imprint of God’s very being’. This phrase 

parallels Colossians 1:15, ‘He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of 
all creation’, which is in reference to the incarnate Christ; 

 
(3)‘sustains all things by his powerful word’—a reference to the continuing creation; 
 
(4)‘he had made purification for sins’, provides the last link to redemption. 

 
 When we talk about creation or re-creation, we are making a shorthand statement 
of the whole of the above. We should not think of creation as if God had wound up 
the clock and then let it run. God is intimately involved with His creation. I am aware 
that the term praxis may have a certain connotation that reflects on methodology, yet 
R. Anderson pointed out that the word praxis, as distinct from the word poiesis, 
connotes the engagement of the maker with its product. It (praxis) ‘intends its goal 
within itself’. With this in mind, Anderson explains the technical term, Christopraxis. 
It (Christopraxis) ‘is the act of God in Christ which continues to impinge upon our 
own existence through the revealed Word which is at the same time the reconciling 
Word’.12 

AN ESCHATOLOGICAL ONTOLOGY—THE WORLD IS CREATED  
FROM THE FUTURE13 

 
Down through the ages our God speaks— 

(250.3.1) 

The eschaton is not a return to the pristine purity of the beginning, but rather the 
creation is moving towards the eschaton and directed by it. 
 When we see creation as a wound up clock, then the future is no more than events 
that are predicted from the beginning. The future is then a re-creation of the past. 
Even if we were to project the present to the future, then it would still be a re-creation 
of the past. The future is closed. The present does not drift to the future, but rather the 
present is directed by the future. 
 ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end’ 
(Rev. 22:13). The Alpha is not identical with the Omega. There is a distinction. Yet, 
there is unity in the first and the last. The first and the last coalesce in the person of 
Jesus Christ. Any separation of creation and the telos does irreparable harm to 
theological thought. So creation moves towards the telos and is directed by the telos. 
In this way, the present is not projected onto the future, but rather the future has burst 
onto the present, working within it and fashioning it towards its final form in  

                                                 
12  R. Anderson, ‘Christopraxis: Competence as a Criterion for Theological Education’, TSF Bulletin, (Jan.–

Feb. 1984), p. 11. 
13  C. Gunton, The Triune Creator, p. 217. 
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the telos. In this way, we are open to the workings of the Triune Word who takes us 
into paths that are unmapped. It is in faith and hope that we enter into those pathways 
with apprehension as well as a sense of confidence.  

THE ‘TRIUNE WORD’ IN RE-CREATION EXPRESSED IN WORSHIP  
Ah, Father God—whose Word is power— 

Ah, Spirit–Word that flows so free, 
Ah, Living Word, ah, Son of God, 

We worship—Word-in-Trinity. 
(250.5.5–8) 

The work of the Triune God in our lives must catapult us into worship. In worship we 
are transported into this future where we have not been before. Just as Isaiah was 
given a vision in the temple (Isa. 6), it is in worship that we get a glimpse of what it 
may be: 

 
The future is upon us. It is present now, and always has been, in Christian liturgy, which is a 
celebration of the new creation brought about by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
whose presence is encountered in the proclamation of the word and the celebration of the 
sacraments. There may be new ways in which this reality is expressed and celebrated in the years 
to come, but nothing can be newer than the new creation.14 
 

 We cannot live without His Word, and we cannot live without His Voice. 
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STUDY THREE 

The Word Always 
Spoken—and Opposed 

Deane Meatheringham 

INTRODUCTION 

We may not realise what we are saying when we utter, ‘This is the word of the Lord’. 
Congregations can meet without expectation that God will speak to them in language. 
The preacher may have lost the plot by not conveying the essential ingredient for the 
Divine drama; the apocalyptic word where God interprets himself. The heart of 
Christianity is not the idea that God exists and acts, but that he speaks and that the 
speech is an event. 
 To accommodate Christian worship to modern culture and reduce the word of 
God to the development of human potential is to replace it with visuals and sounds for 
inspiration and spiritual uplifting. By such accommodation we run the risk of 
becoming dominated by the dominant cultural ideology. This has alarming parallels 
with the situation that developed in the German Church crisis in the mid-1930s. As 
Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon comment: 
 

For Barth, and for us, Nazi Germany was the supreme test for modern theology. There we 
experienced the ‘modern world,’ which we so labored to understand and to become credible to, 
as the world, not only of the Copernican world view, computers, and the dynamo, but also of the 
Nazis. Barth was horrified that his church lacked the theological resources to stand against Hitler. 
It was the theological liberals, those who spent their theological careers translating the faith into 
terms that could be understood by modern people, and used in the creation of modern 
civilisation, who were unable to say no. Some, like Emanuel Hirsch, even said yes to Hitler.1 

THE ETERNAL WORD 

Isaiah 40:8 contrasts the transitoriness of humanity with the abiding, enduring, 
imperishable and sure reality of God’s word.  
 One Peter 1:23–25 quotes the passage above, saying in the strongest imaginable 
way that Christians have been born again by the imperishable word of the gospel. The  

                                                 
1  Alister E. McGrath, essay in Reclaiming the Bible for the Church, eds Carl Braaten & Robert Jensen, 

Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1995 (quoted on p. 77 from Stanley Hauerwas & William H. Willimon, Resident Aliens: 
Life in the Christian Colony, Abingdon Pr., Nashville, 1989, pp. 24f.). 
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power of the imperishable word does not alter and is not relative as other words are. 
The word of God is an incorruptible seed. The word of God is not distinct from the 
word of Jesus Christ and as it brings us under the Lordship of Christ, everything that 
holds regarding Christ, holds also regarding the word of God. Preaching the word 
confirms the validity of what is already true: 
 

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 [in] a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he 
also created the worlds [ages]. He is the reflection [or radiance] of God’s glory and the exact 
imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word (Heb. 1:1–3). 

 
The word that the prophets spoke (by the Spirit of Christ, 1 Pet. 1:11; 2 Pet. 1:20f.) 
was sent from God. The Son calls creation into being and his continuing word bears 
the creation to its ultimate goal (Ps. 33:6; John 1:1ff.; Col. 1:15–17; 1 Cor. 8:6). We 
are speaking of the continuous action of the word of God, the abiding word that 
continues to be proclaimed from the mouth of the reigning Jesus Christ (Rev. 3:14; 
19:11–16). 
 All that we have is provided by the word of God (Deut. 8:3). In his temptation of 
Jesus, the devil’s ploy was to suggest that Jesus could utilise the word of God for his 
own purposes and abstract it from God himself, giving it a power of its own. Jesus 
refused the seduction: ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that 
proceeds from the mouth of God’ (Matt. 4:1–11).  
 God’s word is identical with himself. It is as Godself is free and is not 
determined by a higher human condition. Yahweh rattled the cage of complacent 
Israel who thought God’s word was forever present: 
 

The time is surely coming, says the Lord GOD, when I will send a famine on the land; not a 
famine of bread, or a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the LORD. They shall wander 
from sea to sea, and from north to east; they shall run to and fro, seeking the word of the LORD, 
but they shall not find it (Amos 8:11–12).  

 
 To have the word as Israel did in its writings, but have that word cut off, would 
be destitution. Restless, frantic people would wander round the land, looking for a 
word from whomsoever would say it, hoping to hear God’s voice, but it would be in 
vain. There would be no word from God. Where people shift from one religious 
supermarket to another their spirits may stir on arrival until it becomes the same as 
before: more sticky lollies but no word. People listen to talkback radio hoping to hear 
a word that will satisfy; but it does not and they find no rest for their souls. Does this 
mean that the word of God is truly lost? 
 

Then they will cry to the LORD, but he will not answer them; he will hide his face from them at 
that time, because they have acted wickedly . . . Therefore it shall be night to you, without vision, 
and darkness to you, without revelation. The sun shall go down upon the prophets, and the day 
shall be black over them; the seers shall be disgraced, and the diviners put to shame; they shall 
cover their lips, for there is no answer from God (Micah 3:4, 6–7). 

 
 Prior to the call of the prophet Samuel it was said that, ‘The word of the LORD 
was rare [precious] in those days; visions were not widespread’ (1 Sam. 3:1). We 
could say that the famine of the word of God was famine of hearing and a judgment 
upon the hearers refusing to hear. Such a judgment would be a judgment of the word. 
The judgment is that no one can presume upon the word, and comes upon those who 
presume to set up conditions to obligate the Lord to speak. The coming of the word is  
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a special event and is a choice of the electing grace of God that operates upon the 
hearing of the person to whom it is spoken. 
 All of creation coheres by the everlasting word. The word of the prophets and the 
apostles is a deposit and a canon fixed by the church in recognition that all is fulfilled 
in the coming of Christ. In the scriptures we hear the word of God. The word of God 
is God’s revelation in scripture and proclamation. We must regard it as identical with 
God himself and as God’s revelation in his Son Jesus Christ. This word is as faithful 
as God himself. It is incorruptible. There can never be a moment when the word of 
God is not. 

THE WORD OF GOD IS GOD’S PERSONAL, ACTIVE  
REVELATION OF HIMSELF 

The word of God is his language and utterance that brings about a meeting of Godself 
with a human being: 
 

God’s Word means God speaks. That signifies . . . its personal character. God’s Word is not a 
thing to be described, nor is it a concept to be defined. It is neither a content nor an idea. It is not 
‘a truth,’ not even the very highest truth. It is the truth because it is God’s person speaking . . . It 
is not something objective. It is the objective, because it is the subjective, namely, God’s 
subjective. God’s Word means, God speaking. Certainly God’s Word is not the formal possibility 
of divine speech, but its fulfilled reality. It always has a perfectly definite, objective 
content . . . What God utters is never in any way known and true in abstraction from Himself. It 
is known and true for no other reason than that He Himself says it, that He in person is in and 
accompanies what is said by Him.2 

 
 Samuel’s encounter with Yahweh’s word in 1 Samuel 3, directly and simply 
recounts it as an encounter with Yahweh himself. At first Samuel thinks the call he 
hears is that of the priest Eli. The call was in language; it was not a concept, nor an 
idea. Apart from the word of Yahweh, Samuel had no knowledge of Yahweh. ‘Now 
Samuel did not yet know the LORD, and the word of the LORD had not yet been 
revealed to him’ (v. 7). When Samuel told the vision to Eli, Eli responded, ‘It is the 
LORD’. 
 A popular and disturbing view is that the word of God is nothing less than the 
spirit in all the people of the community. By this common spirit the word comes from 
those stimulated to express their emotion. This is more of a psychological success in 
reaching the depths of our own being. If this is the case then our deepened 
understanding of ourselves and of the world may force us to conclude that when it’s 
all said and done this is humankind talking to itself. 
 Symbols, art and images can be effective in stimulating us, causing us to be 
reflective, inspired, or depressed. They can be uplifting and motivational as well as 
seductive and powerful. The popularist call is for churches to have less preaching, 
more action, increased visuals and more different forms of proclamation. But symbols 
are the creation of the processes of history and the spirit of the age. They cannot 
rightly be made equivalent to the special language of God. 
 The special language of God comes from God and not out of the reasoning 
power of man. The word of God is sent, it is put in the mouth of the prophet and the 
prophet’s mouth becomes God’s mouth. The prophet cannot go unless he is sent.  

                                                 
2  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 1, pt 1, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1969, p. 155. 
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Because the preacher is sent then he comes not with his own word but God’s word: 
‘He who receives you receives me’: 
 

Now I and any man who speaketh Christ’s Word may freely boast that his mouth is Christ’s 
mouth. I am certain that my word is not mine but Christ’s Word, therefore my mouth must also 
be His whose Word it speaketh.  
 On the last day God will say to me, hast thou said that? I shall say, Yea exactly. Then God 
will say to thee, hast thou also heard that? And thou shalt answer, Yea. And He saith further, 
Wherefore hast thou not believed? And then thou sayest, Oh, I held it for a word of man, since a 
poor chaplain or village parson uttered it. So shall the same word which sticketh in thine heart 
accuse thee and judge thee at the last day. For it is God’s Word, ’tis God Himself thou hast 
heard, as Christ saith, ‘He that heareth you heareth me’; and I have sufficiently done my office 
for the tribunal and presence of God, in that I have shewn up thy sins and offences and chastised 
thee therefore, and am pure of thy blood. See then to it how thou standest.3 
 

Revelation is a proclamation and an event. Should a person hear God speak and still 
enquire about the corresponding action, would mean that he had not heard God speak. 
God’s word does not have to be supplemented by an act. God’s word saves us into 
knowing him. He calls creation into being (Ps. 33:9). By a word God sets Abraham on 
his way as the father in whom the whole world will be blessed. With a word Christ 
casts out demons, forgives sins, raises the dead and teaches with authority. ‘A 
revelation of redemption is a revelation of something done; and it is only a deed that 
can reveal a deed’.4 

OPPOSITION TO THE WORD 

Satan was opposed to the speaking God who purposed to bring humanity into a 
communion of communication with Godself. In contrast to the Triune community of 
love and truth, Satan acted as an independent monad, where power would be 
concentrated in himself at the top of Babylon’s tower (Isa. 14:12–14; Ezek. 28; Matt. 
4:8f.; Rev. 12:3f.; 13:1–18). 
 Satan comes with the power of an alternate word, promising a share in the same 
power he has gained (Gen. 3:4). It is the word for those who espouse to be divine and 
have the autonomy of their own reason in a world that human knowledge will build 
and control nature and perfect the world. Inquiry became (in the ambiguous but 
ominous terminology of Francis Bacon) ‘inquisition’ and interrogation, torture (cf. 
Tom Torrance). Genesis 3 is the story about producing disconnectedness between 
humanity and God, humanity and the created order, mind and body, knowable and 
what is not, and the wedge between science and religion. 
 The false prophets had dreams and visions and they were dealers in stolen 
property (Jer. 23:23–32). 
 Hardness of heart is the refusal to hear what God says (Ps. 95:6–11; cf. Heb.  
3 – 4). Hardness is a relational matter where we can hold a high view of the Bible yet 
not hear the word of God (John 5:31–47). The trouble with hardness is that once we 
are calloused we do not realise that we are not hearing. 
 A hostile mind hates the word of God (Col. 1:21; Rom. 1:18ff.). The hostile 
mind cannot be reasoned with. A hostile mind comes to the Bible with a rationalism 
or 
                                                 

3  Luther’s exposition of John 3 – 4. 
4  P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993, p. 55. 
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irrationalism that is impenetrable. Ideology comes at the Bible from the outside, 
whether as a modernist or a fundamentalist. 
 In the severance that our break with God brings, we turn to images or idols for 
escape from chaos and the abyss. The image becomes a substitute for the word. 
Jacques Ellul rightly argues that there has been a triumphal progress of the image and 
the regression of the word in our society: 
 

Whenever we remain without images, information seems dubious to us in our day . . . we now 
attribute visual characteristics to all information . . . The spectacle-orientated society makes a 
spectacle of itself, transforming all into spectacle and paralyzing everything by this means 
. . . Sight enables us to gloss over unpleasant reality by divorcing it from the order of truth . . . A 
screen of images is placed between me and my world—a circle of images that become so much 
truer than my own life I cannot rid myself of them. Television is the supremely powerful drug. I 
end up living my existence before the very thing that eliminates me.5 

GOD IS WHOLLY REVEALED IN HIS WORD 

As we saw at the beginning, God’s final speaking to us is in his Son (Heb. 1:1–3). 
God’s revelation is his Son. In John 1 ‘God’s Son’ does not differ from ‘God’s 
Word’. His proper name is ‘Jesus Christ’ (v. 17). 
 The revelation of God in the Son means that God’s being is relationally 
structured. The relations within God’s being are a matter of ‘genetic relations’. The 
oneness of God’s being is shown in the differentiations of persons. The three are a 
communion of communication. God’s being is a communion of love in which each 
person is in the other, knows the mind of the other in a relationship of pure friendship: 
 

The self-relatedness of God’s being makes possible God’s self-interpretation. God reveals 
himself as Father, Son and Spirit because he is God as Father, Son and Spirit. As the mutual self-
giving of the divine modes of being, the self-relatedness of God’s being is the enabling and thus 
the anticipatory form of self-giving of God in which he is ours.6 

 
The event of God’s revelation in his Son may be expressed as God’s ‘taking form’ in 
his own alter ego in his revelation. This is an event that presupposes a self-distinction 
in God. In his very revelation it is proper for God to distinguish himself from himself 
and so be God in himself and in concealment, and yet at the same time be God in the 
revelation of himself in the form of his Son. God’s Son is his Lordship in his 
revelation. The coming into the world of the incarnate Son meant he was shaped in 
form and content by the nature of the world and its creatures. He also takes on the 
language of humankind in which as man as he is, he enters the distant land of human 
power and hardness; the world of corruption, suffering and death. The word of God 
wrestles with the world encased in the sheath of idols and subject to Satan’s empire of 
might and militarism. In his revelation there is an overflowing of God’s inward 
activity and being. 
 Jesus Christ the incarnate word of God encounters the fullness of demonic and 
human opposition. As the abandoned one on a criminal’s cross, Christ totally enters 
the world of those who have falsified the truth. The victory of the word is not found 
by denying lies, hostility, corruption and death, but in bearing them and in grace  

                                                 
5  Jacques Ellul, The Humiliation of the Word, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1985, pp. 114–15, 120. 
6  Eberhard Jüngel, God’s Being Is in Becoming, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 2001, pp. 42f. 
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going beyond them (Rom. 5:20). Grace matches sin and goes beyond it. The word 
acts in judgment against sin. God’s act penetrates the hardness of the hardest heart. 
Love descends to the deepest of deep hells, enduring the divorce of man from God, 
creation, neighbour and himself. 
 The word of the risen Christ is the word of the cross. This is the word of Christ 
himself, the power of the cross itself undoing human hostility and dissolving hostility. 
It shakes up our preconceptions of what is possible and wise and compels our thought 
to change and to follow the One who speaks to us through the mouth of a human 
preacher (1 Cor. 1:18ff.). 
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STUDY FOUR 

The Word Comes 
to Israel 

Andrew Klynsmith 

THE GOD WHO SPEAKS CALLS ISRAEL INTO HEARING EXISTENCE 

When the Lord spoke to Abram (Gen. 12:1ff.), calling him to Himself, to an 
inheritance and to a key participation in the plan of God for the blessing of the whole 
world, it may on the surface seem to have been ‘out of the blue’. In fact, as we have 
seen in previous studies, the Lord has always spoken. Creation came to be through 
His word (Gen. 1), and is sustained by the powerful utterance of the Son (Heb. 1:3). 
The vocation and blessing of the primal couple was given by His speaking (Gen. 
1:28–30; 2:15–17). The curse was given when the Lord called Adam out of his hiding 
to speak with him (Gen. 3:9ff.). Cain faced the same confronting judgment (Gen. 4:6–
7, 9ff.). When we read that at the time of Seth, ‘men began to call on the name of the 
LORD’ (Gen. 4:26), we must assume that in some way they had heard the voice of the 
Lord (Rom. 10:14). Noah was the confidante of God’s purpose of judgment, and 
heard the promise of the covenant. 
 The Lord’s calling of Abram in Genesis 12 came to him when he, with his fathers, 
served other gods beyond the Euphrates (Josh. 24:2). Abram was not calling on the 
name of the Lord, nor listening for His voice. We know of the idols that ‘they have 
ears, but do not hear’, and ‘Those who make them are like them; so are all who trust 
in them’ (Ps. 115, 135). Idolaters are as deaf as their idols. Abram was in this 
deafness until he was arrested by the word of God to him. God’s speaking to him gave 
him ears to hear the word. Until the Lord spoke to Abram, Israel did not and could not 
exist. 
 Whenever God speaks, He does something. His words have certain consequences: 
indeed it is His words, above all, that determine the course of history.1 By speaking to 
Abram, calling him to Himself, freeing him from the snare of idolatry and setting him 
apart for true worship, and in him, creating for Himself a special people formed to be 
the hearers of His word, the Lord tied all His purpose for the new creation to this 
people. He took Abraham and his descendants into His redemptive plan for the whole 
world. That redemptive plan must be that, as in  

                                                 
1  For an excellent treatment of this well-known idea of the speaking and doing of the Lord, see Adrio König, 

Here Am I!: A Christian Reflection on God (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1982), pp. 28–34. 
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Adam’s turning from His living voice all became deaf to Him, so through His 
redemption all will become obedient and glad hearers of His word. 
 In Genesis 18:17–19 the Lord indicates that He will not hide from Abraham what 
He purposes to do: 
 

Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, seeing that Abraham shall become a great and 
mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall bless themselves by him? No, for I have 
chosen him, that he may charge his children and his household after him to keep the way of the 
LORD by doing righteousness and justice; so that the LORD may bring to Abraham what he has 
promised him. 

 

 Psalm 25:14 puts the matter of knowing the purpose of God in this way, ‘The 
friendship of the LORD is for those who fear him, and he makes known to them his 
covenant’. In 2 Chronicles 20:7 and Isaiah 41:8, Abraham is called ‘the friend of 
God’. In similar vein it is said of Moses in Exodus 33:11, ‘Thus the LORD used to 
speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend’. To be the friend of God is 
to be taken into His counsel and to have disclosed to you His purpose. It is also to be 
given revelation of His very character and being. To be the friend of the Lord is thus 
essentially a moral matter, for this revelation of His holy being is that we may walk in 
communion with Him, and the disclosure of His purpose is with a view to 
participation with Him in the outworking of that will. 

THE WORD COMES TO ISRAEL AT SINAI 

Two main Hebrew words are used in the Old Testament to speak of the people of 
Israel—‘edah and qahal. In the Septuagint, ‘edah is usually translated by the Greek 
sunagoge whilst it is qahal that is translated as ekkl¬sia. Coenen says of the semantic 
distinction between these two words: ‘. . . edah is the unambiguous and permanent 
term for the covenant community as a whole [while] qahal is the ceremonial 
expression for the assembly that results from the covenant, for the Sinai community 
and . . . for the community in its present form.’2 Qahal is then a more dynamic term, 
and has its focus on Israel-in-God’s-presence, as they were when gathered around 
Sinai. The word qahal itself is related to the Hebrew word qol, ‘voice’, and what was 
most momentous for Israel at Sinai was that God spoke to His people: 

 

Remember the day you stood before the LORD your God at Horeb, when he said to me, 
‘Assemble the people before me to hear my words so that they may learn to revere me as long as 
they live in the land and may teach them to their children.’ You came near and stood at the foot 
of the mountain while it blazed with fire to the very heavens, with black clouds and deep 
darkness. Then the LORD spoke to you out of the fire. You heard the sound of words but saw no 
form; there was only a voice. He declared to you his covenant, the Ten Commandments, which 
he commanded you to follow and then wrote them on two stone tablets. And the LORD directed 
me at that time to teach you the decrees and laws you are to follow in the land that you are 
crossing the Jordan to possess (Deut. 4:10–14). 

 

For ask now of the days that are past, which were before you, since the day that God created man 
upon the earth, and ask from one end of heaven to the other, whether such a great thing as this 
has ever happened or was ever heard of. Did any people ever hear the voice of a god speaking 
out of the midst of the fire, as you have heard, and still live? Or has any god ever attempted to  

                                                 
2  L. Coenen, ‘Church’ in NIDNTT, vol. 1, p. 295, quoted in Ian Pennicook, The Church of the Living God, 

NCTM, Blackwood, 2001, pp. 6–7. 
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go and take a nation for himself from the midst of another nation, by trials, by signs, by wonders, 
and by war, by a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, and by great terrors, according to all that 
the LORD your God did for you in Egypt before your eyes? To you it was shown, that you might 
know that the LORD is God; there is no other besides him (Deut. 4:32–35). 

 

 Because ‘church’ is ekkl¬sia we may often think that the primary thought is of 
being ‘called out’. Here it is clear that the congregation of Israel was called by the 
Lord not just out of Egypt but to Sinai in order to stand in His presence and to hear 
His word. The presence was revealed in the word. We must not think of the covenant 
as simply commandments (although there were commands), but primarily as God’s 
own self-revelation, and in this a declaration and law to Israel of their living 
consonantly with that revelation. God revealed Himself to Israel in the Ten Words 
(the Hebrew term is debarim). We probably all know well now J. A. Motyer’s fine 
saying, ‘Man is the living, personal image of God; the law is the written, preceptual 
image of God’.3 Israel met the Lord in the giving of the law, and in the law they met 
their own destiny and character, and in the law they encountered what it was to be 
truly human. Zimmerli comments: ‘Yahweh, who comes to His people, wishes to 
have his nature reflected in theirs. This point is made especially clear in the statement 
that introduces the core of the legal material in the Holiness Code: “You shall be holy, 
because I, Yahweh your God, am holy . . .” Here the closeness between Yahweh’s gift 
and his commandment is unmistakable.’4 Motyer comments on the repeated phrase in 
the Holiness Code which is its central truth: ‘I am the Lord’. He says, ‘Lord is the 
divine name, the “I am what I am” (Exod. 3:14), so that the significance of the 
recurring claim is not “You must do what I tell you” (i.e. “lord” as an authority word) 
but “You must do this or that because I am what I am”; every precept of the law is a 
reflection of “what I am” ’.5 
 Sinai was the event that defined Israel as a nation. No other nation had ever heard 
the Lord speak to them out of the fire of His own holy presence and glory. No other 
nation in all history had been summoned to be hearers of the Word of God in such a 
manner that they could live. Adam had walked with God in the garden, and had 
undoubtedly lived every day by the word that proceeded from His mouth. Now Israel 
was being redeemed into something of like nature. Through Israel, of course, God’s 
plan was that all the nations of the earth be blessed—that is, hear His living voice and 
come to know Him; to actually, we may say, come into friendship with the Lord. 
Israel was to have a proclamatory ministry, but this proclamation was not to be the 
mere imparting of information about God, but a testimony flowing out of an 
immediacy with God, the current and dynamic hearing of His voice. 
 At its best, Israel treasured the gift of the law: ‘We find no complaints from Israel 
about God’s law’.6 The law was treasured particularly not just as past revelation, but 
as the ongoing, immediate speaking of the Lord. Psalms 1, 19 and 119 are testimony 
not only to the beauty and truth presented by the law, but also of Israel’s deep 
treasuring of that revelation. That revelation was understood not merely as concepts to 
be applied in the past but as God’s continued speaking. What He had said, He had 
said, and it stood firm, but He continued (and continues) to say what He  

                                                 
3  J. A. Motyer, ‘Law, Biblical Concept of’, in The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (Walter A. Elwell, ed., 

Baker, Grand Rapids, 1984), pp. 623–5. 
4  Walther Zimmerli, Old Testament Theology in Outline, John Knox Pr., Richmond, 1978, p. 142. 
5  J. A. Motyer, op. cit. 
6  Geoffrey Bingham, ‘The Church Living in the World As Community—2’, NCTM Monthly Ministry Study, 

July 2002, p. 6. 
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had said. In Psalm 95:7 the Psalmist exhorts the people, ‘For he is our God, and we 
are the people of his pasture, and the sheep of his hand. O that today you would 
hearken to his voice!’ Likewise in Psalm 81:8ff., the Lord calls upon His people to 
hear Him, and laments their refusal to do so, not just in the past, but in the present. To 
hear the voice of the Lord is to be fed with finest wheat and to be satisfied by Him 
with honey from the rock. At its best the honey from the rock for Israel was the 
sweetness of the law of God given at the Rock, Sinai, by the Rock Himself, the Lord 
who revealed Himself in His law.7 When the Book of the Law (quite probably 
Deuteronomy) was found during the restoration of the Temple undertaken during the 
reign of Josiah (2 Kings 22), it was taken and read in the presence of the king. As he 
heard the words he tore his robes, and immediately had to know what the Lord had to 
say to His people, given their continued and long-standing ignorance and 
disobedience of His word. The prophetic word came concerning Israel but also 
personally to Josiah:  
 

But as to the king of Judah, who sent you to inquire of the LORD, thus shall you say to him, Thus 
says the LORD, the God of Israel: Regarding the words which you have heard, because your heart 
was penitent, and you humbled yourself before the LORD, when you heard how I spoke against 
this place, and against its inhabitants, that they should become a desolation and a curse, and you 
have rent your clothes and wept before me, I also have heard you, says the LORD 
(2 Kings 22:18–19). 

 
Josiah heard the word as God’s living voice, both in the reading of the law and in the 
message from the prophetess Huldah. It was immediate to him. 
 When the Lord spoke to His people at Sinai, the immediacy of His voice was a 
terror to His people. They preferred to stay at a distance. The fear was not just from 
the form of the revelation (smoke, thunder, lightning, trumpet blast), but by the nature 
of its content, i.e. the revelation of the Holy One. They demanded that He no longer 
speak directly to His people but that Moses should be their mediator (Exod. 20:18–
21): ‘Speak to us yourself and we will listen. But do not have God speak to us or we 
will die.’ They stepped back from the immediacy of the word of God, and in this they 
failed to be all that God had called them to Sinai to be. And yet through Israel’s 
history, to men and women of faith, the word of God came as the personal and living 
voice of God Himself. 
 

                                                 
7  In his book The Church of the Living God (NCPI, Blackwood, 2001), pp. 4–7, Ian Pennicook shows that the 

LXX uses the Gk. word petra to speak of Mt Sinai, and never petros. That the Lord is personally called the Rock 
(Deut. 32:4, 15, 18, 30; Ps. 18:31; Isa. 44:8; etc.) indicates that the revelation of Himself in the giving of the law at 
Sinai is the key event that happened there. 
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STUDY FIVE 

Faith and the Word 
Ian Pennicook 

Towards the end of his life, Paul wrote: ‘I have fought the good fight, I have finished 
the race, I have kept the faith’ (2 Tim. 4:7) and in his previous letter he urged 
Timothy to: 
 

. . . pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. Fight the good fight of the 
faith; take hold of the eternal life, to which you were called and for which you made the good 
confession in the presence of many witnesses (1 Tim. 6:11–12). 

 
There is a view that when Paul speaks of ‘the faith’ (with the definite article, the) he 
is referring to a body of information, ‘the totality of truths to be believed’.1 
Unfortunately the discussion of ‘the faith’ is often within the wider discussion of 
whether Paul wrote the ‘Pastorals’ and so is of little value.2 Leon Morris has put it: 
 

So fundamental is faith that the term may be used to categorize the whole Christian way, and the 
expression ‘the faith’ comes into being, not simply as a way of referring to the trust in Christ that 
is so basic, but as a means of drawing attention to the whole body of teaching and practice  that 
characterizes the Christian group. It all springs from faith and is an expression of faith, yet it 
articulates and expresses what Christians believe, their doctrine or ‘deposit’ (a term frequent in 
the Pastorals).3 

 
Whatever, then, is implied by the definite article, the issue is still perfectly plain: faith 
is a battle! Paul could look back on his life and reflect that he had been in the battle 
himself all his Christian life and was still a man of faith, even if he was alone in his 
final days (see 2 Tim. 1:8, 15). His charge to Timothy was urgent. The desire to look 
for comfort and material security sits strangely with the call to be a man of the word  
(1 Tim. 6:6–11).  
 Timothy was called a ‘man of God’ in 1 Timothy 6:11, a title which is used  
only here in the New Testament and which in the Old Testament is used almost 
exclusively for prophets, named and unnamed.4 Timothy was a man set apart by Paul  
 

                                                 
1  B. S. Easton, quoted in Donald Guthrie, The Pastoral Epistles, (TNTC), Tyndale Press, London, 1957, p. 42. 
2  Sadly, too, when we try to work out the issues from Greek grammar, we are quickly overwhelmed in the 

battle of the experts. And it’s a strange battle, because each of the combatants claims to have won. 
3  Leon Morris, ‘Faith’, in G. Hawthorne et al. (eds), Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, InterVarsity Press, 

Downers Grove, 1993, p. 290. 
4  The exceptions are David (2 Chron. 8:14; Neh. 12:24, 36) and Igdaliah (Jer. 35:4).  
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(2 Tim. 1:6) and by the elders (1 Tim. 4:14) and it was in the context of prophecies 
which evidently set the agenda for his ministry that Timothy was to live and work: 

 
I am giving you these instructions, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies made 
earlier about you, so that by following them you may fight the good fight, having faith and a 
good conscience. By rejecting conscience, certain persons have suffered shipwreck in the faith 
(1 Tim. 1:18–19). 
 

Faith and a good conscience are vital for Timothy, as they are to be the goal of his 
instruction of others (1 Tim. 1:5). Timothy is engaged with the word of God, which is 
not bound as Paul was (2 Tim. 2:9); he is to rightly divide the word of truth (2 Tim. 
2:15) and to proclaim the word (2 Tim. 4:2), so he must be a man of faith whose 
conscience is kept totally ‘good’. And that will be a battle. But it is a ‘good fight’, not 
because it is pleasant or easy but because that is what it is to be engaged in the whole 
matter of the word. God has spoken and it is good to be one who hears and speaks that 
word. On the other hand, how fearful to be one who has compromised the truth which 
has come, in favor of comfort or self preservation.  

BY FAITH FROM FIRST TO LAST 

But the aim of [our] instruction is love that comes from a pure heart, a good conscience, and 
sincere faith (1 Tim. 1:5). 
 

The goal (telos) of genuine ministry is love (cf. Rom 13:8; 1 Cor. 13:8, 13; Gal. 5:14; 
Eph. 1:4; 5:2; Col. 3:14; 2 Thess 3:5; James 2:8; 1 John 3:11, 23; 4:7, 18). Given that 
it comes from ‘a pure heart, a good conscience, and sincere faith’, it can only be 
genuine if it is the word of the cross which is proclaimed and received. But this is as 
true for the preacher as for the hearer. Without these three elements the proclamation 
must be deficient (cf. 1 Tim. 4:16).  
 The one who speaks ought to do so as one speaking the very words of God  
(1 Pet. 4:11). Here is the word coming to the preacher and being received in such a 
way that he cannot but speak. But the word is never other than God himself speaking, 
so that one does not have the word, the word always has hold of us. The preacher 
must live with the word continually confronting him and he must continually respond 
in faith. A polluted conscience will of necessity mean a compromised word.  
 Faith has always been the way things are within creation, but as we are aware, 
the meaning of the word is, generally, little understood. In common parlance, ‘faith’ is 
a particularly religious word, conveying some sort of idea either of a set of facts to 
which one has some sort of allegiance or of a general feeling of ‘belief’ especially 
without clear evidence controlling the situation.5 In more specifically religious 
settings, faith is understood as being at or between the extremes of an undoubting 
certainty (intensity) that God will do certain things on the one hand and an intellectual 
acceptance of ‘divine truth’ on the other. This latter has been summed up in the words 
of Thomas Aquinas: ‘Faith is the act of the intellect when it assents to divine truth 
under the influence of the will moved by God through grace’.6 

                                                 
5  See Alister McGrath, Christian Theology, An Introduction (Blackwell, Oxford, 1994, pp. 125f.), where he 

summarises Kant’s argument, saying that ‘faith (Glaube) is basically a belief which is held on grounds that are 
subjectively adequate, but objectively inadequate. Faith is thus seen as a firm commitment to a belief which is not 
adequately justified on the basis of the evidence available.’ 

6  Summa Theologica II.II.q2.a.9, quoted in Joseph P. Healey, ‘Faith’, in D. N. Freedman (ed.), Anchor Bible 
Dictionary, vol. 2, Doubleday, New York, 1992, p. 744. However, Aquinas also described faith as agreeing with 
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 ‘Faith’ is the noun which corresponds to the verb ‘believe’. This actually tells us 
very little, since we then must ask what does it mean to believe. There is the famous 
little section in Bo Giertz’s book, The Hammer of God, in which a young assistant 
Lutheran pastor arrives in his new appointment, only to be confronted by the old 
rector: 
 

Fridfeldt seated himself on the sofa. He felt that he must not put off confessing where he stood. 
This strange old man with his brandy and his soldiers should at least learn what kind of assistant 
he had gotten.  
 ‘I just want you to know from the beginning, sir, that I am a believer,’ he said. His voice was a 
bit harsh.  
 He saw a gleam in the old man’s eyes which he could not quite interpret. Was approval 
indicated, or did he have something up his sleeve?  
 The rector put the lamp back on the table, puffed at his pipe, and looked at the young man a 
moment before he spoke.  
 ‘So you are a believer, I’m glad to hear that. What do you believe in?’  
 Fridfeldt stared dumbfounded at his superior. Was he jesting with him?  
 ‘But, sir, I am simply saying that I am a believer.’  
 ‘Yes, I hear that, my boy. But what is it that you believe in?’  
 Fridfeldt was almost speechless.  
 ‘But don’t you know, sir, what it means to be a believer?’  
 ‘That is a word which can stand for things that differ greatly, my boy. I ask only what it is that 
you believe in.’  
 ‘In Jesus, of course,’ answered Fridfeldt, raising his voice. ‘I mean—I mean that I have given 
Him my heart.’  
 The older man’s face became suddenly as solemn as the grave.  
 ‘Do you consider that something to give Him?’  
 By this time, Fridfeldt was almost in tears.  
 ‘But sir, if you do not give your heart to Jesus, you cannot be saved.’  
 ‘You are right, my boy. And it is just as true that, if you think you are saved because you give 
Jesus your heart, you will not be saved. You see, my boy,’ he continued reassuringly, as he 
continued to look at the young pastor’s face, in which uncertainty and resentment were shown in 
a struggle for the upper hand, ‘it is one thing to choose Jesus as one’s Lord and Savior, to give 
Him one’s heart and commit oneself to Him, and that He now accepts one into His little flock; it 
is a very different thing to believe on Him as a Redeemer of sinners, of whom one is chief. One 
does not choose a Redeemer for oneself, you understand, nor give one’s heart to Him. The heart 
is a rusty old can on a junk heap. A fine birthday gift, indeed! But a wonderful Lord passes by, 
and has mercy on the wretched tin can, sticks His walking cane through it and rescues it from the 
junk pile and takes it home with Him. That is how it is.’7 

 
Giertz focuses on one significant aspect of the biblical presentation; namely, faith as 
an accepting response to all that God has done in Christ. But the words faith and 
believe, as they appear in the Scriptures, convey a far richer picture.  
 Hebrews chapter 11 gives the readers of that letter a definitive statement of what 
has always been true in history. The reason for it is found in Hebrews 10:39: 
 

But we are not among those who shrink back and so are lost, but among those who have faith and 
so are saved.  

                                                                                                                                            
the work of God: ‘Not that righteousness is merited through faith, but rather the very act of believing is itself the 
first act of righteousness that God works in someone. From the fact that he believes in God who makes righteous, 
he submits himself to God’s righteousness and thus receives its effects.’ (Commentary on Romans 4:5, quoted in 
F. Martin, ‘Faith, Gift of’ in Burgess and McGee [eds], Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements, 
Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1988, p. 300.) 

7  Bo Giertz, The Hammer of God, Augsburg Press, Minneapolis, 1960, p. 146f. 
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The issue is not ‘saving’ faith, as such, but the need for the readers to go on in faith, 
in spite of the hardship involved. They have become sluggish in their hearing (a literal 
reading of Heb. 5:11; cf. 6:12) and are losing their facility in the word of right-
eousness. The readers are tempted to shrink back from the risk associated with faith in 
Christ. But they are nonetheless those who are in the community of faith and so are 
shown to stand at the end of the long line which began with Abel: 
 

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Indeed, by faith 
our ancestors received approval. By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the 
word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not visible (Heb. 11:1–3). 

 
 It has been said that ‘Faith is described rather than defined in the Hebrew Bible’8 
and I suggest that the same applies here. This statement is not so much a definition as 
a description of what faith does. Faith makes the things hoped for (that is, the things 
which God has promised) substantial and has clear evidence of things which, by 
nature of the case, are unseen. Faith, as it were, taps into the reality of all that God is 
about. This is what gave the ancestors their place in the great testimony of Scripture. 
And, of course, the testimony of Scripture to creation being by the utterance of God is 
only perceived by faith. There is no other evidence than God’s own speech to us.  
 The list of men and women of faith which follows starts with Abel: ‘By faith 
Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain’s’. The story in Genesis 4 
does not indicate why Abel’s sacrifice was more acceptable, but Jesus’ comments in 
Matthew 23 and Luke 11 may shed some light on the subject. Luke 11:50–51 
indicates that Abel was killed because he was a prophet. This would mean that he was 
a man who, to use Jeremiah’s words, ‘stood in the council of the LORD so as to see 
and to hear his word’ (Jer. 23:18), for the issue for any prophet was whether or not 
what he or she said was truly ‘the word of the LORD’. If, then, Abel was a man of 
faith, we would ask, ‘faith in what?’ or, ‘in whom?’ The answer would be that Abel’s 
faith was his response to what God had said.   
 Hebrews then turns to Enoch, observing that he was a man who did not see death 
and that he had pleased God. Enoch’s ‘pleasing God’ is related to the principle that:  
 

. . . without faith it is impossible to please God, for whoever would approach him must believe 
that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him (Heb. 11:6). 

 
Literally, ‘must believe that he exists’ is ‘must believe that he is’. Everywhere in 
Hebrews, as in the rest of the Scriptures, the existence of God is simply assumed. It is 
unlikely that his existence is part of the issue of faith, not because God can be seen 
but because: 
 

. . . in the early Christian period, atheism, in our sense, was not an option. ‘Atheists’ were either 
Epicureans who denied the gods’ providence, but not their existence, or Jews and Christians who 
worshipped their own God, while denying everybody else’s.9 

 
‘That he is’ implies his active presence, and ‘that he rewards those who seek him’ 
indicates that he is present in moral power. He will do what he has said he will do. 
Enoch stands in contrast to those described in Romans 1:18ff. who, knowing God’s 
eternal power and deity, suppress what they know by wickedness. In other words,  

                                                 
8  Healey, ‘Faith’, p. 745. The description approach is adopted by Paul Ellingworth, Commentary on Hebrews 

(NIGTC), (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1993), pp. 566f. 
9  Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, Penguin, London, 1986, p. 30. The matter of ‘practical atheism’ is 

quite different; when the psalmist says, ‘The fool has said in his heart “there is no God” ’  (Ps. 14:1a), he means 
that he or she does not count God as a factor when deciding on a course of behavior (Ps. 14:1b, 3ff.). 
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they do not only know of God’s existence, but of his moral being and they choose to 
suppress that knowledge. Enoch is representative of those who submit to the 
revelation which God has given. The same is true of Noah, he walked with God (Gen. 
6:9). God warned him what would happen and Noah built the ark. And he was a 
preacher of righteousness (2 Pet. 2:5). 
 Abraham is given extended treatment in Hebrews 11:8–12 (& vv. 17–18): 
 

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an 
inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going. By faith he stayed for a time in the 
land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were 
heirs with him of the same promise. For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, 
whose architect and builder is God. By faith he received power of procreation, even though he 
was too old—and Sarah herself was barren—because he considered him faithful who had 
promised. Therefore from one person, and this one as good as dead, descendants were born, ‘as 
many as the stars of heaven and as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.’ 

 
The faith of Abraham was expressed in his obedience to the call of God. Stephen, in 
Acts 7:2f., told his judges that ‘the God of glory appeared to our ancestor Abraham 
. . . and said to him . . .’ The faith of Abraham was not self-generated; God met him 
and spoke to him and Abraham responded appropriately. But the truth of the matter 
was that Abraham’s faith was humanly illogical. He was old, his wife was old and 
unable to bear children and when he left Ur he ‘set out for a place that he was to 
receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going’. 
Specifically, his faith was in the ‘faithfulness’ of the one who had spoken to him  
(v. 11). Verses 17–18 build on this. God had promised to make a great nation from 
Abraham, through Isaac. Yet God told Abraham to sacrifice his son. The apparent 
illogicality of this command was countered by Abraham’s dependence on the 
faithfulness of God to his promise. This is similar to Paul’s assertion that ‘the one 
who calls you is faithful, and he will do it’ (1 Thess. 5:24). 
 Within the Old Testament, and there are many other examples of faith given in 
Hebrews 11, faith is actually faithfulness to the God who has spoken. For that reason, 
faith and obedience belong together. Plainly there is an intellectual element, but faith 
is bigger than this: knowing what God has said and promised, men and women obey, 
in spite of whatever circumstances may seem to call the logic of that into question. 
 Romans 10:4 is Paul’s recognition that Israel’s law was always with justification 
by faith in mind: ‘Christ is the [telos] of the law unto justification for all who believe’. 
The word which Israel had was always the word of faith (Rom. 10:8), since the 
paradigm was always Abraham’s faith righteousness (see Rom. 4).  

JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH 

The law versus faith discussion was highly significant in the early church. It was more 
than just a matter of how one became a Christian. That much was clear; a person 
becomes a Christian by trusting in the death of Jesus. The problem was what 
followed; namely, what are the implications of that trust, especially if Jesus is the 
Messiah of Israel? Ought that not imply that ‘believers’ take on board the Jewish 
distinctives of circumcision, sabbath observance and the dietary laws? On any number 
of occasions in the Letters and Acts these items are addressed. 
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 The issue as it affects this paper is not the doctrine of justification but the matter 
of what we preach. Paul handed on as of first importance what he in turn had received 
(1 Cor. 15:3). In particular: 
 

I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of 
human origin; for I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I received it 
through a revelation of Jesus Christ (Gal. 1:11–12). 

 
For that reason he was emphatic that there could be no change whatsoever in what 
was said and, furthermore, Paul was willing to confront anyone or everyone if 
necessary when the word he was given to proclaim was modified in any way (Gal. 
1:6–10; 2:11–14). Justification by grace through faith was not a Pauline doctrine: it 
was the very matter given to him by Christ.  
 The word had come to Paul. Paul knew God because he heard the word. In the 
matter of theology, there is a Latin phrase, Fides quaerens intellectum,  meaning 
‘faith seeking understanding’. We do this because we recognise that we have been 
overcome by God himself. He has set us free and faith moves out in that freedom to 
discover all that can be known of God, which means far more than just what can be 
known about God.  
 In the matter of our proclamation, that must mean, then, that living by faith is 
living on the move, simply because God is always in action. God is speaking to us, 
directing us and taking us with him in all that he is doing.  
 But here we face the same problem faced by Abraham and by the readers of the 
Letter to the Hebrews. Faith rests on the promise of God, but that involves us in risk. 
Because we cannot see the goal we can only trust him: 
 

. . . faith is a risk and venture. It is the readiness to enter confidently into the darkness of the 
future (Luther). The risk element in faith is conveyed in this rather free translation of Isaiah 
50:10: ‘He who walks in darkness, to whom no light appears, let him trust in the Name of 
Yahweh, let him rely upon his God.’ There are no rational guarantees in the life of faith. The 
Levitical priests carrying the ark over the Jordan river had to stand in the midst of the Jordan 
before the waters receded (Joshua 4). What Karl Barth says is very apropos concerning the nature 
of true faith: ‘Faith is not, therefore, a standing, but a being suspended and hanging without 
ground under our feet.’ We are not only justified by faith alone, but we must also walk by faith 
alone. The man of faith clings to the promises of Christ in Scripture even though he may not have 
a direct awareness of the divine presence. He ventures forth without any outward security even 
though he may not understand the direction in which God is leading him. He ventures forth 
sometimes against all logic and reason out of fidelity to the inward call that comes to him from 
God. His believing is a joyous daring upon the unknown and untried goodness of God (Luther).10 

 
Living by faith means living as free men and women even when everything we see 
calls that into question. And what we preach, Christ and him crucified, is a mystery. 
All the blessings of God are found in the place of deepest ignominy and shame and 
only faith can see and know those blessings. The temptation to ‘prove’, either to 
ourselves or to those to whom we speak, the reality of what we preach by the 
evidence of the eyes, is to move out of faith. The measurement of results is what 
Luther called a ‘theology of glory’, which stands in contrast to what he called a 
‘theology of the cross’. Geoff Bingham has put it this way: 
 

The reason we look at Luther’s theologia crucis is that it involves what Luther calls ‘the hidden 
God’ and in effect he is speaking about ‘the hidden cross’. If, in history, the Cross had been seen  

                                                 
10  Donald G. Bloesch, Essentials of Evangelical Theology, vol. 1, Harper, San Francisco, p. 226. 
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by all to whom it has been proclaimed, then even the outward state of the world would have been 
vastly changed, beyond what it is now appearing to be. We cannot assess the fruits of the Cross 
by sight: we can only assess them by faith. Luther saw the Cross as the focal point of God’s 
revelation of Himself. ‘In the theology of the cross, the cross becomes a methodological key to 
the whole of theology.’ Those who see the Cross do not see God if ‘they believe not’. Human 
reason at the best would place it as just another event in history, and at the worst would see it as 
trivial, and certainly not ‘as the power of God’ and ‘the wisdom of God’. The reason we note this 
is to show why millions do not enthusiastically acclaim the Cross when it is proclaimed. Many 
theologians debate Luther’s doctrine of ‘the hidden God’, but Paul makes it clear in I Corinthians 
1:17–31 that the religious person (the Jew) and the intellectual (the Greek) do not see the Cross 
as ‘the wisdom of God’ and ‘the power of God’. Certainly those who hold a theology of glory 
(theologia gloriae) do not see it as the revelation of God’s nature and as the basis of all theology. 
To quote Braaten:   
Luther did not teach that there was no knowledge of God to be found in metaphysical, mystical, 
and moral approaches, or in other religions. But that all these he labeled as a theology of glory, 
because they all lead us to a glorious God (Deus gloriosus), a God who would not be caught dead 
on the cross of the man in whom there was ‘no form or comeliness’ (Isa. 53:7).11 

 
The temptation to either intellectualism on the one hand or to search for tangible 
evidence on the other actually leads us away from faith. Not that there is no 
knowledge in faith, only that that knowledge is only genuinely known within the 
intimacy of ‘the event’ of faith. Nor that we may not see great things take place, only 
that those great things will only be seen to be of God by a man or woman who lives in 
the intimacy of ‘the event’ of faith. Others, seeing what we call the gifts of Christ 
through the Spirit, may only say we are mad. To recognise God in these things 
requires that we be met by him (so 1 Cor. 14:23–25).  
 Paul knew that the only weapon used in the battle is the utterance of God (Eph. 
6:17). He also knew that in his speaking he would never ‘have’ the word, that is, as a 
resource in his control. The man or woman of God must always have the word 
‘given’. Hence: 
 

Pray also for me, so that when I speak, a word may be given to me12 to make known with 
boldness the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains (Eph. 6:19–20). 

 
Here is the real area of the battle. All our training, our preparation, while of immense 
value, is of no value unless what is said is heard and spoken in faith. We must stand 
‘in the counsel of the LORD to see and to hear his word’ (Jer. 23:18). We must have 
Christ speaking to us and through us, as Paul recognised in 2 Corinthians 13:3, ‘Christ 
is speaking in me’(cf. 1 Pet. 4:11). The battle will be for the pure heart and good 
conscience which are the context in which faith functions. The battle will also be 
against the pressures to be silent for our own comfort and security. One writer put it: 
‘My son, if you come to serve the Lord, prepare yourself for testing’ (Sirach 2:1). 
Jeremiah had the word of God put into his mouth by God himself (Jer. 1:9) and that 
led him into painful conflict, yet he had to speak! 
 

O LORD, you have enticed me, and I was enticed; you have overpowered me, and you have 
prevailed. I have become a laughingstock all day long; everyone mocks me. For whenever I 
speak, I must cry out, I must shout, ‘Violence and destruction!’ For the word of the LORD has 
become for me a reproach and derision all day long. If I say, ‘I will not mention him, or speak 
any more in his name,’ then within me there is something like a burning fire shut up in my bones; 
I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot (Jer. 20:7–9). 

                                                 
11  NCTM Monday Pastors’ Study Group, 2nd March 1998, pp. 6f. 
12  i{na moi doqh'/ lovgo" ejn ajnoivxei tou' stovmatov" mou. 
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We must ‘fight the good fight of faith’. The word is not information which we will 
transmit by our skill, but the very utterance of God himself, given to us in the 
communion of faith. 
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STUDY SIX 

The Word for 
the Church 

Geoffrey Bingham 

THE CREATION OF THE CHURCH 

Everything is created by the word of God: By faith we understand that the world was 
created by the word of God, so that what is seen was made out of things which do not 
appear’ (Heb. 11:3). Siew Kiong Tham’s paper ‘Creation and Re-creation by the 
Word’ has shown us by that word of creatio ex nihilo that creation is continuous in 
one way or another and always related to the word of God. References such as 
Genesis 1:3; Psalm 33:6, 9; 148:5–6; 104:30; Job 33:4; John 1:1–3; Colossians 1:15–
17; Hebrews 1:1–3; 11:3; and 1 Corinthians 8:6 show us that all things were created 
by God through His word, through the Son and through the Spirit. The work was 
evidently Trinitarian. Romans 4:17 passim shows that God continuously ‘calls into 
existence the things that do not exist’. I propose in this paper to show that the church 
has always operated under this principle, i.e. God has called her into existence  
where she did not previously exist. Samuel John Stone’s hymn indicates something of 
this: 
 

The church’s one foundation 
Is Jesus Christ her Lord: 
She is His new creation 
By water and the word.1 
 

 Before we speak of the church in particular, we should deal with the principle of 
the word of God. When God utters His word it is not merely cognitive, although it is 
certainly that. In Jeremiah 23:29, God asks, ‘Is not my word like fire, says the LORD, 
and like a hammer which breaks the rock in pieces?’ In Isaiah 55:11, He says, ‘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 John 6:63, Jesus said, ‘It is the spirit that gives life, the flesh is of no avail; the 
words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life’. 

                                                 
1  New Creation Hymn Book, no. 193. 
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 In the Old Testament the word of God (dabar) is used about four hundred times. 
John Taylor says: ‘Yahweh’s word is an extension of the divine personality, invested 
with divine authority, and is to be heeded by angels and men’. It is the word by which 
God communicates to Man, and which cannot be divorced from Him any more than 
can His law. Thus, ‘The word of the Lord came’, and ‘thus says the Lord’ are the 
terms used, and they must be heard and obeyed. The power of the word polarizes its 
hearers. They either obey or disobey. In the New Testament the words logos and 
rhema equal the dabar of the Old Testament, and are used synonymously in the LXX. 
Just as Yahweh’s dabar is identified with God and so is dynamic, so too logos and 
rhema are dynamic.  
 Jesus’ statement—i.e. his word—in Matthew 16:18, ‘I will build my church’, 
means he intends to create something new. Here the ‘new’ as in 2 Corinthians 5:17 
may not be neos so much as kainos in the sense that the church (ecclesia) we find  
in the New Testament is the regenerated qahal (congregation) or ecclesia of Israel 
(Acts 7:38) which took place on the Day of Pentecost. In Revelation 21:1–5 the 
heaven and the earth are new in the kainos sense, and not primarily in the neos sense, 
for indeed God makes all things new (kainos). Without pressing the point, since Jesus 
did not use the word ‘new’, we see nevertheless that the church was ‘my church’  
as against another church, perhaps even one which has been built, namely Israel as 
qahal. It could even mean making the old qahal into the new ecclesia, but of this  
we cannot be certain. Matthew 19:28 speaks of ‘in the new world’ (en te¬ 
paliggenesia) which means ‘the regeneration’. Creation is generation and recreation is 
regeneration.  
 When then did the qahal  begin? Without doubt, the community of God existed 
in celestial fashion before the creation of Man as Job 38:1–7 would seem to testify. 
God is Himself community, being love, and is operative in the perichoretic sense.2 He 
is archetypal community, and making Man in His own image has created ectypal 
community on the earth in terms of Psalm 115:16, ‘The heavens are the LORD’s 
heavens, but the earth he has given to the sons of men’. Psalm 8:6 says, ‘Thou hast 
given him dominion over the works of thy hands; thou hast put all things under his 
feet’. God and Man are one community; God being community in Himself, and Man 
being community, in that Eve is the mother of all living and Adam the father of the 
same. Man—the man and the woman—are in the image of the Divine Community. 
The Divine Community—God-in-Trinity—gives of Himself from His inner peri-
choretic flow to activate and substantiate the human community of the man and his 
wife and their offspring 
 Having said that, we have to face the fact that the commission of Genesis 1: 
28–30 was met with human defiance at the time of the Fall because the primal couple 
refused the perichoretic flow of God into them, so that from being the true qahal they 
fell into being a broken qahal, a fact soon registered in their first son being a 
murderer. Notice two elements which make true qahal: (i) believing the Word of 
God; and (ii) being people of love. These ideas are put forward in the New Testament 
where the ecclesia is first called ‘the company of them that believed’ before it was 
called ‘the church’, and which manifested itself congregationally as the people of 
love. The first mention of ecclesia is in Acts 5:11. 

                                                 
2  A Study (no. 3) given in an evening session of the Pastors’ School 2000 entitled ‘Perichoresis and the 

Giving and Receiving of God’ could be helpful here, especially the section on page 25, headed ‘The Historical 
Development of the Idea of Perichoresis’, for perichoresis is the giving of a place (space?) within one’s being to 
the other. See Boff’s comment on this in that Section. 



The Word for the Church 

Ministry School 2002 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

36 

THE BEGINNING OF THE CHURCH 

Whilst creationally Man was community or church, the Fall resulted in an impaired 
community, and the specifically godly community seems to have begun with Abel 
and then appears to be present in the children of Seth—the substitute for Abel—and 
may well have been ‘the sons of God’ as mentioned in Genesis 6:2. From Hebrews 11 
we see that the people of God—as we have here called them—are all believing 
people, and their belief is one with their hope because they are all looking to what is 
to come. We can legitimately call them the faithful people or the qahal of faith. If we 
take the passage of 1 John 3:4–18, then we see there are two defined communities, 
one which is of God and loves—as did Abel—and one of the devil which hates. We 
can say in one sense that ‘community’ is what matters. Satan has his community de 
facto whereas God has His community de jure. God spoke Man into His community 
by His word (cf. Gen. 1:26–27) and the community was commissioned as a workforce 
in Genesis 1:28–30. 
 If we see the people of faith in primal times as being consciously God’s people, 
then we see God’s calling of Abraham, for in this His intention is to bring the nations 
of the earth into essential community. His word to Abraham consists of this 
formulated into and within covenant—the covenant of grace. We have reason to 
believe that the community of Abraham lived by this covenant word, for the covenant 
word and its blessing were passed to Isaac and then to Jacob. Israel became the true 
community of God before Sinai, but it was at Sinai that the covenant was cut—as  
in Exodus 24—where Moses first received the word from God and then told it to  
the people. In the covenant ceremony they said, ‘All the words which the LORD  
has spoken we will do’. In one sense they were not the covenant people until  
they acceded to the word (words) of God. In fact Exodus 20:18 is interesting in that 
the people were afraid of the words of God (cf. 20:1ff.). In this they insisted  
that Moses be mediatorial. To this point Israel had not had priests but at the most, 
elders: 
 

Now when all the people perceived the thunderings and the lightnings and the sound of the 
trumpet and the mountain smoking, the people were afraid and trembled; and they stood afar off, 
and said to Moses, ‘You speak to us, and we will hear; but let not God speak to us, lest we die.’ 
And Moses said to the people, ‘Do not fear; for God has come to prove you, and that the fear of 
him may be before your eyes, that you may not sin’ (Gen. 20:18–20). 

 
In one sense the Book of Deuteronomy is a book about how Israel became God’s 
qahal, and the prescriptions given by God for community living. What is quite clear is 
that the community was born of God’s word to it. The prescriptions were for the life 
of faith and the life of love, one community. 
 Another thing we need to keep in mind is that the congregation of Israel was also 
a kingdom. Originally the whole community of Man was commissioned for the 
benefit and development of the whole earth. In Genesis 1:26–27, Man is set out as 
being the image of God, who is—by creating all things—‘king over all the earth’. 
Man was commissioned to rule the earth. Many kingdoms arose as a result of Man’s 
royal nature but they were not godly. Israel was really a theocracy no matter what 
kings may have been appointed. Israel was to see God as its King. We mention this 
because later we will see that the church is not the Kingdom of God, although it is 
deeply involved in the Kingdom. 
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THE CHURCH IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 

Israel thought of itself as God’s Kingdom, and at the same time it saw itself as God’s 
congregation. It knew that God’s reign was over all the world, and that the gods and 
idols were false, and not true kings and princes of God. Its notion that it was the true 
family of God was present since it thought of God as Father (cf. Luke 3:38; Acts 
17:24–30; Exod. 4:22; Hosea 11:1; Deut. 14:1–2; 32:6–9; Isa. 63:16; 64:8; Mal. 2:10). 
We assume they saw Him as Covenant-Father. The term ‘neighbour’ is used rather 
than ‘brother’. 
 The Gospels open with the declaration of the Kingdom. The question of a church 
as such is not raised. Israel as a kingdom is not coming. The Kingdom is coming to 
Israel. Israel will inherit it. God as King is in some way visiting Israel. At his baptism 
Jesus is proclaiming that King by being the declared Son of the Father, and the four 
Gospels work on that principle. Even so, the qahal of Israel had been trained as 
community and that was linked with Exodus 19:5–6: 
 

Now therefore, if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my own 
possession among all peoples; for all the earth is mine, and you shall be to me a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation. These are the words which you shall speak to the children of Israel. 

 
It is called a people amongst other peoples, yet is also a nation and ‘a kingdom of 
priests’. In 1 Peter 2:9–10 the idea is repeated and applied to the church but it is also 
expanded: 
 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may 
declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light. 
Once you were no people but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy but 
now you have received mercy. 

 
 In the Old Testament prescriptions were given for being the true community. 
They were quite detailed. Jesus proclaimed the Kingdom of God by his acts, his life 
and his teaching, and in the Sermon on the Mount gave much teaching as regards God 
being Father of His family, and yet he did this under the teaching of the Kingdom of 
God, or the Kingdom of heaven. He talked about teaching previously given in the Old 
Testament, but he talked about the Kingdom as being the richer way of full 
community living. As yet no company was drawn out and trained as a congregation or 
church. We see, in fact, that Christ only spoke on two occasions about the church he 
had in mind. To go to the Cross and to die for mankind was the story of him fighting 
the kingdom of darkness, and setting men and women free from its bondage in the 
new community. 

THE CHURCH BORN BY THE WORD OF GOD 

We have to keep in mind our thesis that the church was really created and born in 
Eden when God made Man in His image, thus creating the true earthly community 
from His own Community-Being. If community is a valid term for the people of faith 
as set out in Hebrews 11, and if love is the way of that community as shown in  
1 John 3, then the ancient community which had become Israel as qahal must, with 
Christ’s coming, give way to the new community—his ecclesia. If Israel hears the 
word of its Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary and of God, then Israel will continue as the 
qahal  of God: otherwise not. 
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 First let us recall that Israel became the congregation of God through His covenant 
word at Sinai. It was not only the covenant word, but it was also the word of the 
covenant law. Psalms 2, 19 and 119 describe this law adequately. Israel was not only 
God’s community, but it was also to be the priest-people to the whole world (Exod. 
19:5–6). It could never have formed itself. It derived from God Himself. Indeed, the 
community of God was dependent upon the Covenant word spoken to it, for then it 
was to seek wisdom at the mouth of the priest, and when it needed to hear the voice of 
God on the many things which confronted it, it needed the prophets to speak to it, 
exhorting it. When the whole venture of Israel seemed to founder on the rocks of 
idolatry, then the prophets spoke of the salvation of the community. One was to come 
who would be the ‘Stem of Jesse’, the ‘Son of David’, the ‘Son of God’, the ‘King–
Messiah’, the ‘Righteous Branch’, and he would rule the flock of God, the qahal, and 
would bring it salvation, and a glorious telos—‘the day of the Lord’—the predestined 
climax of all history. 
 Jesus had told them, ‘I will build my church’. If we talk about the church being 
born of the word, then we have to think of the word he taught them when he came. 
Acts 10:34–38 describes this well: 
 

And Peter opened his mouth and said: ‘Truly I perceive that God shows no partiality, but in 
every nation any one who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. You know the 
word which he sent to Israel, preaching good news of peace by Jesus Christ (he is Lord of all), 
the word which was proclaimed throughout all Judea, beginning from Galilee after the baptism 
which John preached: how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power; 
how he went about doing good and healing all that were oppressed by the devil, for God was 
with him.’ 

 
We need to conclude that the word and the deeds of Christ did not directly have 
immediate affect on the disciples and others, as they shared in his ministry and action. 
Even so, it was the word which they would yet come to know fully. Prior to the Cross, 
Resurrection, Ascension and Reigning, the community was not yet fully created, 
formed or born, for it needed those events to make it to be the true community. It 
certainly was a community in the sense that any teacher might gather disciples around 
himself, but then Jesus was not ideological as such teachers might prove to be. He did 
speak to them saying ‘Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to 
give you the kingdom’ (Luke 12:32) and ‘I assign to you as my Father assigned to me, 
a kingdom’ (Luke 22:29), but they would never have dreamed that this ‘little flock’ 
would come to embrace millions. They did not comprehend the parables of the 
Kingdom or the community principles of the Vine and the branches, the Good 
Shepherd and the flock, the Father and the family. For this reason the disciples needed 
Christ to talk to them as he did on the night of his betrayal, i.e. to tell them that 
although they had not yet comprehended all that he had said and done, yet powerful 
understanding would come to them with the descent of the Spirit. In looking at what 
he said, we must remember that the disciples were of the community God had formed 
by the word, taught by the word, and prepared by the word to be the community it 
was shortly to become. 
 That night they confessed they had hitherto understood little of what he had 
taught. They said, ‘Ah, now you are speaking plainly, not in any figure! Now we 
know that you know all things, and need none to question you; by this we believe that 
you came from God’ (John 16:29–30). Notice they are saying they believe, now. 
What was it he had told them, i.e. promised them? In effect it was as follows: (i) Jesus 
had spoken things to them, but when the Spirit of truth would be sent by the Father  
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then he would teach them all things and bring to their remembrance all that he, Jesus, 
had taught them (14:26); (ii) the Spirit whom Jesus would send from the Father would 
bear witness to Christ (15:26); (iii) the Spirit would convict the world of sin, 
righteousness and judgment (16:7–11); (iv) the Spirit would lead them into all the 
truth (16:13); (v) the Spirit would glorify Christ to them (16:14); and (vi) the Spirit 
would tell them things to come (16:13). Let us think, if we will, ‘What more could he 
have promised them? What would be the inevitable outcome of these promises?’ 

THE WORD THAT CAME AT PENTECOST 

What we need to keep in mind is that since creation began, when God uttered the 
creative word, He has been uttering the word to successive generations, and they 
become His people who believe that word and obey it in community. Jesus had told 
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 in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the 
end of the earth’ (Acts 1:7–8). We have seen at the opening of this paper that creation 
came through the Trinitarian work of the Godhead, and that the Holy Spirit was in 
this creative work (cf. Gen. 1:2–3; 2:9; Ps. 33:6, 9; 104:29–30). We saw that it was by 
the Spirit that Jesus came with the word to Israel. Now a new creative work of the 
opening of the Kingdom to Israel (Acts 1 to 7), Samaria (Acts 8), and the Gentiles 
(Caesarea and beyond; Acts 9 to 28) was to happen and with it the new birth of the 
church. The 120 who were gathered, awaiting the advent of the Spirit, were suddenly 
immersed in the Spirit and began telling ‘the wonderful works of God’. What had 
happened was what Christ had said would happen, namely that the Holy Spirit would 
teach them all things, bring powerfully to their mind all that he had  
told them, lead them into all the truth, glorify Christ, tell them of things to come, and 
begin through them the work of convicting the world of sin, righteousness and 
judgment.  
 We can say that in addition all the action of God was in ‘the wonderful works of 
God’, so that the teaching of millenniums was with them as now it all crystallised in 
powerful revelation to proclaimers and listeners alike, and many cried out ‘Men and 
brethren, what shall we do?’ Three thousand were baptised and the new community 
was formed. It had continuity with the ‘old’ community—Israel—for all were Jews 
who believed. It had discontinuity which would become apparent as the days passed 
and as Israel officially rejected the new community of Christ. We saw before that it 
was not immediately called ‘the church’. In Acts the ecclesia was first called ‘All who 
believed’ (2:44), ‘many of those who heard the word believed’ (4:4), ‘the company of 
those who believed’ (4:32), before it was called ‘the church’, and manifested itself 
congregationally as the people of love. The first mention of ecclesia is in Acts 5:11, 
‘And great fear came upon the whole church’. 
 We have to conclude that nowhere in the history of God’s people had such a 
thing taken place. James described the powerful action of being born of the word—
‘Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of truth that we should be a kind of 
first fruits of his creatures’ (James 1:18). Peter said, ‘Blessed be the God and Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy we have been born anew to a living hope 
through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead’ (1 Pet. 1:3). He also said, ‘You 
have been born anew, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through the living 
and abiding word of God’ (1 Pet. 1:23). What applies to personal new birth applies to  
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all the people of God, His ecclesia. What will show that the work of the Spirit in 
persons is what makes them community, i.e. ecclesia and koinonia: 
 

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though 
many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For by one Spirit we were all baptised into one body—
Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit (1 Cor. 12:12–13).  

 
This is Pentecost in action, and the church forever in action by and through the Spirit. 
Ecclesia speaks of the people brought into the congregation, gathering for worship 
and at the same time being koinonia, i.e. the people who are the image of God, and 
who reflect the same community (koinonia) that is the Divine community, the 
Community of God. Being born of the word and the Spirit this community would 
forever be and it would be irreversible. It would be the Kingdom of priests unto its 
God and would reign on the earth, forever. It would, at the same time, be the 
community of Eden and the fulfilment of the creational commission of Genesis 1:28–
30. This is because it has been born ‘not of perishable seed but of imperishable, 
through the living and abiding word of God’.  
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STUDY SEVEN 

Meditating on the Law 
Martin Bleby 

‘MEDITATION’ IN THE SCRIPTURES 

Meditation as such is mentioned a small number of times in the Bible, mostly in the 
Psalms. Two words are used for ‘meditate’ in the Hebrew scriptures: sach or sÒach 
meaning ‘bow down’, ‘muse’ or ‘talk’; and hagah meaning ‘meditate’ or ‘mutter’. 
Meditation in this sense is summarised as follows: 

 
Meditation then in Hebraic thought is a musing in the heart, a contemplation, an internal 
reflection, a whispering in the heart, a muttering, a coming to a conclusion which one may utter.1 

Meditation and Speaking 

 We tend to think of meditation as a silent occupation. Both these Hebrew words 
have a vocal component, giving voice to what is within, whether it be crying aloud in 
the uttering of a complaint in prayer (Ps. 55:2, 17), moaning like a dove (Isa. 38:14), 
the ‘babble’ of a prophet (2 Kings 9:11), or even the growling of a lion over its prey 
(Isa. 31:4). Communing and communicating are both included. This can be two-way. 
It can be an address to that which is being meditated on: 

 
   ask the plants of the earth, [or speak to the earth] and they will teach you . . . 
Who among all these does not know 
   that the hand of the LORD has done this? 
In his hand is the life of every living thing 
   and the breath of every human being (Job 12:8–10). 
 

What is being considered can also communicate in reply: 
 
My child, keep your father’s commandment, 
   and do not forsake your mother’s teaching. 
Bind them upon your heart always; 
   tie them around your neck . . . 
   and when you awake, they [Heb. it] will talk with you (Prov. 6:20–22). 
 

The word for ‘ask’, ‘speak’ and ‘talk’ here are the same word used for ‘meditate’ 
(siach). 
 It is also expected that the meditation will issue in some utterance. For example: 

                                                 
1  Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Christian Meditator, NCPI, Blackwood, 1986, p. 37. 
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On the glorious splendor of your majesty, 
   and on your wondrous works, I will meditate. 
The might of your awesome deeds shall be proclaimed, 
   and I will declare your greatness (Ps. 145:5–6). 
 

Indeed, the word for ‘meditate’ here has also been translated ‘speak’. So ‘the words of 
my mouth’ and ‘the meditation of my heart’, which are to be pleasing and acceptable 
to God (Ps. 19:14), are part and parcel of the same activity. 

Meditation and Action 

 We also tend to think of meditation as a fairly passive occupation, that fits with a 
more sedentary lifestyle. Contrast with this the instructions given to Joshua: 

 
Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to act in accordance with all the law that my 
servant Moses commanded you; do not turn from it to the right hand or to the left, so that you 
may be successful wherever you go. This book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth; you 
shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to act in accordance with all that is 
written in it. For then you shall make your way prosperous, and then you shall be successful. I 
hereby command you: Be strong and courageous; do not be frightened or dismayed, for the LORD 
your God is with you wherever you go (Josh. 1:7–9). 
 

It would be difficult to find a more action-oriented person than Joshua. Yet it is clear 
that all his action is to spring from and be governed by the written law commanded by 
Moses, that Joshua is to keep in his ‘mouth’, presumably in spoken form. (This may 
be partly explained by the fact that, whilst we are accustomed to silent reading, in the 
ancient world reading, even alone, was almost invariably audible.) Note also, for 
further consideration later in this study, that meditating on the law day and night is 
accompanied by ‘the LORD your God’ being with Joshua wherever he goes. 

True and False Meditation 

 The nature and quality of what comes out in speaking and action clearly depends 
on what is being meditated on. Prior to this, however, is the transformation that must 
occur in the person who is a sinner. Sin is first of all an orientation of the human 
heart, which cannot be changed by what goes into a person, however carefully 
monitored this may be (see Mark 7:14–23: ‘there is nothing outside a person that by 
going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile’). Good outcomes 
cannot be expected from an evil heart: 

 
No good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit; for each tree is known by 
its own fruit . . . The good person out of the good treasure of the heart produces good, and the 
evil person out of evil treasure produces evil; for it is out of the abundance of the heart that the 
mouth speaks (Luke 6:43, 45). 
 

Paul the apostle says that when we have refused to know and acknowledge God as He 
is, through the things that He has made, our very hearts and minds are corrupted: 

 
. . . though they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they 
became futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be wise, 
they became fools (Rom. 1:21–22). 
 

Corrupted minds can only give rise to corrupted outcomes, however good the input is: 
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To the pure all things are pure, but to the corrupt and unbelieving nothing is pure. Their very 
minds and consciences are corrupted. They profess to know God, but they deny him by their 
actions. They are detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work (Titus 1:15–16). 
 

For such a person, meditation is unavoidably vain (Ps. 2:1), treacherous (Ps. 38:12), 
and perverse (Isa. 59:3), giving rise to violence and mischief (Prov. 24:1–2; Ps. 36:4), 
as engendered by the incapacity of the idols (Ps. 115:7), and the malice of the powers 
that inhabit them (1 Cor. 10:19–20). 

Jesus saw the necessity for, and the possibility of, a radical transformation of 
the whole person: 

 
Either make the tree good, and its fruit good; or make the tree bad, and its fruit bad; for the tree is 
known by its fruit (Matt. 12:33) 
 

This transformation would have to be of the order of Ezekiel 36:25–27: 
 
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 remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. I 
will put my spirit within you, and make you follow my statutes and be careful to observe my 
ordinances. 
 

It is to the person in which this has happened that Paul enjoins the consideration of 
good things, from which good things can come: 

 
Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, 
whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything 
worthy of praise, think about [Gk take account of] these things. Keep on doing the things that you 
have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you (Phil. 
4:8–9). 
 

This is not simply bidding us to think positive or beautiful thoughts. All the things 
mentioned here would relate concretely to God’s word and His law. Such meditation 
gives rise to the speaking out of God’s righteousness (Ps. 35:28; 71:24; Prov. 15:28), 
wisdom and justice (Ps. 37:30–31), and truth (Prov. 8:7; Job 27:4). 
 It is in the light of these things that we must learn what true meditation is, 
according to the Scriptures, rather than from notions imported from other systems, 
with their accompanying assumptions. 

MEDITATING ON THE LAW OF GOD 

So we return to Joshua and his ilk: 
 

Happy are those 
   who do not follow the advice of the wicked, 
or take the path that sinners tread, 
   or sit in the seat of scoffers; 
but their delight is in the law of the LORD, 
   and on his law they meditate day and night. 
They are like trees 
   planted by streams of water, 
which yield their fruit in its season, 
   and their leaves do not wither. 
In all that they do, they prosper. 



Meditating on the Law 

Ministry School 2002 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

44 

The wicked are not so, 
   but are like chaff that the wind drives away. 
Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, 
   nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous; 
for the LORD watches over the way of the righteous, 
   but the way of the wicked will perish (Ps. 1). 

 
This is the full picture of one who meditates on the law of God, and is a fitting 
introduction to the Book of Psalms, where meditation as such is most readily spoken 
of. Psalm 119 in particular is an extended meditation on the law of God: 

Oh, how I love your law! It is my meditation all day long (v. 97). 

Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path (v. 105) 

There is a reverent longing here to be fixed on the ways of God: 
I will meditate on your precepts, and fix my eyes on your ways (v. 15). 

I revere your commandments, which I love, and I will meditate on your statutes (v. 48).  

This is pursued even in the face of great opposition: 
Even though princes sit plotting against me, your servant will meditate on your statutes (v. 23). 

Let the arrogant be put to shame, because they have subverted me with guile; as for me, I will 
meditate on your precepts (v. 78). 

There is an intentness here to learn directly from God: 
My eyes are awake before each watch of the night, that I may meditate on your promise (v. 148). 

I have more understanding than all my teachers, for your decrees are my meditation (v. 99). 

This meditation is with a view to the law of God coming out in practice in the 
person’s life: 

 
I treasure your word in my heart, so that I may not sin against you (v. 11). 
 

The above is mainly taking only those verses which use the word ‘meditate’. The 
other verses all say much the same things, in similar ways. 

‘OH GOD, YOU ARE MY GOD’ 

Since we live and work very much in a text-based environment, we may be tempted 
to think that to meditate on the word of God is to ponder the text and try to absorb it, 
in the hope that this might have some beneficial effect in our lives. To see whether 
this is so or not, we need to understand the nature of the sacred text. 

The Nature of Christian Revelation 

 Jens Christensen, in his book Mission to Islam and Beyond, contrasts the Muslim 
and Christian understandings of revelation. Both ‘revelation’ and ‘inspiration’ for a 
Muslim amount to much the same thing—the sending down of the Quran from 
heaven: 
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The Quran, Muslims say, is written on preserved tablets in the seventh heaven. At the time of 
Muhammed it was brought down to the lowest heaven, and from there it was sent by Gabriel to 
Muhammed piecemeal, as it was needed. When that process was finished the original was again 
elevated to the highest heaven, where it is eternally. The Quran now on earth is the exact replica 
of that book eternal in the heavens.2 
 

Some Christians may tend to regard the Bible as similarly inspired. But the reality is 
very different. Christians do see their Scriptures as inspired, in that they are a reliable 
record and a truthful interpretation of certain historical events. But that is not the final 
thing: 

 
. . . back of this inspired record and inspired interpretation lies revelation that is the divine act 
itself. The inspired record says, ‘the Word became flesh’ . . . The mystery of Revelation is just: 
That God Reveals Himself through Himself. Or, said in another way, God and His Revelation are 
one. There is no third something between God and Man. There is no book, no person, no law, no 
other agency used by God to reveal Himself. He is His own Revelation.3 
 

The revelation of God is nothing less than the coming of God Himself to us—God 
giving all of Himself to us, in the Son in whom is the fullness of God, holding back 
nothing of Himself. That is very direct, personal and relational. Is not this what it 
means to know that ‘God is love’ (1 John 4:8, 16)? But there is more. Jesus is the full 
revelation of God, come to us personally. But, when he came, who recognised him as 
such? There were those who believed that he was the opposite—from the devil (see 
Mark 3:22; John 8:48). The revelation was not obvious to all—it remained hidden. 
For recognition to occur, it took a further revelatory act of God (as in Matt. 16:15–
17): 

 
From the study of the life of our Lord one fact becomes astonishingly clear: Christ as the 
Revelation of God is not immediately available for mankind. It is only where and when it pleases 
God that He, through the agency of the Holy Spirit, opens the eyes of men so they can see God 
revealed in Christ. In other words, God in His revelation does not pass out of God’s control and 
into man’s. Man cannot with his own power accept or reject God in His revelation. God is God, 
in Himself, in His revelation, and in the comprehension of His revelation. Thus and only thus can 
God be God, and yet be revealed to mankind.4 
 

How else could it be? What love is that! 

Meet God 

In Exodus 19 there is a telling description of the giving of the law at Mount 
Sinai, just prior to the spelling out of the ten commandments in chapter 20: 

 
On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, as well as a thick cloud on the 
mountain, and a blast of a trumpet so loud that all the people who were in the camp trembled. 
Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God (Exod. 19:16–17, emphasis added). 
 

The giving of the law is a meeting with God. The law never comes to us on its own. 
God Himself comes with His law. In the law, God is revealing Himself, as He really 
is, in direct relationship with us whom He has saved. The law is the outshining of 
God’s own nature. To quote J. A. Motyer: 

                                                 
2  Jens Christensen, Mission to Islam and Beyond, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, p. 225. See also p. 234. 
3  op. cit., pp. 235, 237. 
4  op. cit., p. 237. 
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Man is the living, personal image of God: the law is the written, preceptual image of God.5 
 

To meditate truly, then, on the law, or any part of the written word of God that speaks 
of God’s wondrous works, cannot be just the pondering on a text, however 
reverentially this may be done. It is to meet God. 
 We have scarcely been restrained from seeing that this is so, right through this 
study. The proper ‘object’ of meditation is God Himself. That can never be a detached 
exercise; only ever a relational encounter, with unavoidable consequences with regard 
to the victory of God’s saving righteousness: 

 
O God, you are my God, I seek you, 
   my soul thirsts for you; 
my flesh faints for you, 
   as in a dry and weary land where there is no water. 
So I have looked upon you in the sanctuary, 
   beholding your power and glory. 
Because your steadfast love is better than life, 
   my lips will praise you. 
So I will bless you as long as I live; 
   I will lift up my hands and call on your name. 
 
My soul is satisfied as with a rich feast, 
   and my mouth praises you with joyful lips 
when I think of you on my bed, 
   and meditate on you in the watches of the night; 
for you have been my help, 
   and in the shadow of your wings I sing for joy. 
My soul clings to you; 
   your right hand upholds me. 
But those who seek to destroy my life 
   shall go down into the depths of the earth; 
they shall be given over to the power of the sword, 
   they shall be prey for jackals. 
But the king shall rejoice in God; 
   all who swear by him shall exult, 
   for the mouths of liars will be stopped (Ps. 63). 

                                                 
5  Motyer, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, p. 624, quoted in Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Law of Eternal 

Delight, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, p. 68. 



47 

STUDY EIGHT 

My Servants the Prophets: 

The Word of God and the 
Plan of God 

Deane Meatheringham 

INTRODUCTION 

The crisis in modern Christianity can be traced to the sterility of its word of preaching.  
The word of the gospel is meant to be good news of the kingdom. But why is the preaching of the 
church so boring and stale, both to those who hear and to those who preach? It is bound to be 
boring if it does not relate to reality, and it will be stale if it does not bring the newness of the 
future into history. The preaching of the church which does not arise out of the tension between 
the future of God’s kingdom and the present reality of this world is lacking its  
New Testament credentials. Preaching is interesting when the proleptic word of God’s future 
attacks the roots of negativity in the present. This is preaching as law. Its target is sin— 
any power which keeps the reality of the world from catching up with the future of Christ. Christ 
is the world’s forerunner, leading the procession of world history into the open space  
of God’s freedom and fulfilling love. If preaching is understood eschatologically, the word  
will open up the distance and the difference between the present of the world and its future  
in God’s kingdom. This word will be heard as a call for the world to change, and to be  
changed into the new reality of the future. Only in the resurrection of Jesus, so far as we  
know, has the word of God’s eschatological future reached a moment of identity with existing 
reality.1 

 
As servants of God’s word we are included in God’s prophetic ministry. We are 
called to tell God’s plan and cosmic purpose to the world. Should we have an anxious 
desire to be relevant and so reduce the gospel to our hearers’ present experience, we 
may be following Bultmann’s approach to rid the gospel of its ‘mythical’ 
eschatological elements. Bultmann did not wish to eliminate the mythical world-view 
of the Bible, but to reinterpret its eschatological assertions to the sphere of personal 
experience and existential faith.2 It would seem to me that if we have done this, even 
if we wave at the Bible, we emasculate the gospel. We will not be at the cutting edge 
of the world’s programs and may have nothing of ultimate value to say. 

                                                 
1  Carl E. Braaten, The Future of God: The Revolutionary Dynamics of Hope, Harper & Row, New York, 

1969, p. 119. 
2  Rudolf Bultmann, Jesus Christ and Mythology, SCM, London, 1964, ch. 2. 
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THE PROPHETS STAND IN THE COUNCIL OF GOD 

Within the divine council, God’s servants see and hear his word (Jer. 23:18). Both 
Moses and Abraham were called the friends of God, friends to whom Yahweh spoke 
face to face and told them what he was doing (Exod. 33:11a; Deut. 34:10; Isa. 41:8;  
2 Chron. 20:7). In John 15:15 Jesus told his disciples that they were no longer ser-
vants, but friends, and that as the Father told Jesus all that he was doing so Jesus 
would make known to them everything that he had heard from the Father. In Christ 
we are God’s friends who are made privy to God’s acts and plans. For this reason the 
servants of the gospel are able to join Paul in preaching the ‘whole counsel of God’, 
i.e. the purpose of God (Acts 20:27). This is the ministry of the prophet. 
 It is to his servants the prophets that God reveals the mystery of his purpose (Amos 
3:7). From the day Israel came out of Egypt, God had persistently directed them to the 
goal of their calling through the prophets whom he sent (Jer. 7:24f.). It is impossible 
to imagine how God’s people could survive without prophecy or vision (Prov. 29:18). 
 Prophecy is sharply distinguished from the Canaanite superstitious practices of 
divination, spiritualism, sorcery and necromancy (Deut. 18:10–14). Instead of these 
destructive practices, God would raise up another prophet like Moses into whose 
mouth the Lord would put his words (Deut. 18:15–22). The people of Canaan gave 
heed to diviners, Israel was to give heed to the prophet. One people would listen to 
the word of man, the other to the word of God. The promise in Deuteronomy 18 of 
providing God’s people with a prophet is in the singular, one who would have the 
same status as Moses. Yet the promise seems to refer to the establishment of  
the prophetic institution in Israel (Deut. 34:10; Num. 12:1–8). The prophet of 
Deuteronomy 18:15 is best regarded as ‘an ideal person in whom are comprehended 
all true prophets’.3 
 In 1 Samuel 10:9–10, and 19:24, we see Saul prophesying in the midst of a 
prophetic band and realise that sometimes prophesy was associated with abnormal 
behaviour. Nevertheless this seems to be a secondary matter, for the prophet was one 
who spoke the word that Yahweh put in his mouth by the Spirit. He was sometimes 
called a Seer, which depicted the manner of receiving the prophetic message. 
However, the prophet’s calling was to speak in the Lord’s name. The speaker thereby 
makes God his witness and places himself under God’s judgment. What he says is 
never in the form of a general, impersonal truth, but the revelation contained in the 
word is always particular. ‘That which the prophets have to declare is always called 
the word of God. It is never called a word of God. Indeed, this latter expression would 
seem never to have occurred’.4 
 The prophets had a unique status in Israel. They were, first and foremost, 
interpreters of history. In their preaching, God’s people were able to find hope for 
their own existence. 

PROPHETS OF THE COVENANT 

Abraham is called a prophet (Gen 20:7). With Abraham, God entered into a covenant 
(Gen. 15:18). The revelation given to Abraham had to do with his progeny inheriting  

                                                 
3  E. J. Young, My Servants the Prophets, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1977, p. 35. 
4  Ludwig Köhler, Old Testament Theology, Westminster Pr., Philadelphia, 1957, p. 106. 
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the world, and through Abraham all the families of the earth would be blessed (Gen. 
12:1–3; Rom. 4:13). We know that God’s covenant did not originate as such with 
God’s promise to Abraham. The covenant can be traced back to the judgment of the 
flood where God’s vow of faithfulness has to do with the whole creation. We also 
know that the covenant made with Noah was not the cutting or origination of a 
covenant, but rather the reiteration or confirming of a covenant previously made 
(Gen. 6:18; 9:8–17). From this we understand that God created the world out of a 
covenantal purpose and in order to establish his covenant goal. The goal of the 
covenant is what brings creation into being. The end purpose of creation is the cause 
of God’s creation (Isa. 42:5–9; 45:18f.). We cannot think of the cosmos as having 
been created just once and then left to run on its own forever. 
 In Romans 4:13–25 it is said the faith that believes the promise to Abraham to 
inherit the world evokes the same faith that believes God created out of nothing and 
raises the dead, is the faith that justifies and recreates sinners out of nothing. For the 
God whose word is faithful is the creator of all things and the one by whom the dead 
are raised (1 Cor. 15:20–24; 2 Cor. 4:6, 14). 
 Abel is spoken of as being one of the prophets prophesying since the foundation of 
the world (Luke 11:50f.). After the revolt of humanity against the purpose of God for 
the creation, God revealed his covenant purpose to Abel in the midst of the blindness 
and confusion resulting from man’s revolt. This led to right worship by Abel, 
indicating the power of the future to bring Abel into line with what would ultimately 
be. 
 Amos and his prophetic kin proclaimed divine judgment on the nations and upon 
Israel for violating the covenant of God. The judgments are the implementation of the 
covenant curses. But in the pain of devastation and exile, the prophet speaks of the 
temple of the divine presence being raised up, of exiles returning, of cities being 
rebuilt and of the fruitfulness of creation (Amos 9:11–15). 
 The rural picture of paradise, depicting a great garden with plants and animals and 
human harmony in the presence of God, links with the picture of the world river in 
Genesis 2:10–14. This may link up with God’s purpose to extend paradise over the 
entire creation, so that what was created as ‘good’ by God will be yet sanctified by 
God in order that God and his saints will fully participate in the creation as the 
creation participates in them. Such a view would be consistent with the covenant 
promise of God for his creation. 
 A dominant scene depicted by the prophets is that of a renewed heaven and earth 
(Isa. 55:17–25; Rev. 21 – 22). This is not a new creation in the sense of a different 
creation, but a renewal of the present creation to be something that it has not yet 
known. God’s plan in the creation of all things was to give the world a future. 
Creation ex nihilo refers to God’s first gift of futurity. It is of creation becoming 
something it had not been before, by supplying it with the power to change. God 
creates from the future, not the past. It is this power of the future that draws us on. 
 Ted Peters call this ‘a proleptic concept of creation’. He interacts with current 
scientific theories of the big bang cosmology. And, he argues, our life for the present 
and the future should not be thought of as coming from the past: 
 

I nickname this the ‘bowling-ball’ theory of creation. The image here is that of a divine bowler 
providing the power of being by hurling the creation down the alley of time. We assume we 
presently are rolling somewhere down that temporal alley. The hand of the divine bowler is 
behind us. There may be a strike yet ahead of us. Our task, to the extent we can make a 
contribution to our direction, is to keep ourselves in line with God’s original aim so as to avoid a 
gutter ball . . . Although we certainly do experience some current effects due to past causes, we  
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implicitly recognize a certain priority given to those things that have the power of creativity for 
the future. Without a future, things drop into non-existence. Without a future, the present 
moment becomes a death trap. And because we accept as axiomatic that all things are always in 
the process of changing, the future that sustains existence must be thought of as a creative 
future.5 

 
Through the incarnation of the divine Son of God, the future telos has already entered 
our present age. The prophetic promises of God for Israel and the world are joined in 
Jesus of Nazareth. Mark 1:14ff. tells of the kingdom of God, the power of the future 
reign of God, pressing in upon Jesus, and through him upon his hearers. This was the 
time foretold by the prophets, the awaited power of the future. Christ comes ‘from 
ahead’. The kingdom was present in advance as Jesus announced it, and through his 
signs the impact of the future pressed upon them. 
 In Christ’s death we are faced with the future eschatological judgment of the 
world. As Christ bears the world’s sins, so he also bears God’s wrath against sin. 
God’s gracious gift of justification is an eschatological judgment that we have by faith 
and hold in hope now. The resurrection of Christ, in whom we are justified, is, with 
the coming of the Holy Spirit, the fore-glow of the advancing glory of God that will 
shine through all things in the end. 
 This is the power, the hope of the new creation, that draws us to the future (Phil. 
3:7–15): 
 

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by 
becoming like him in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead . . . this 
one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on 
toward the goal for the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus (vv. 10–11, 14). 

HUMAN DESTINY AND COSMIC RENEWAL 

Peter says that through the Spirit of Christ the prophets prophesied of God’s future 
salvation and glory (1 Pet. 1:10ff.). Paul says that the future salvation and glory is all-
encompassing. The plan of God, that was hidden for ages in the God who created all 
things, has now been unveiled and declared in Christ. The plan is the revelation of 
God’s counsel, the making known of God’s management of his creation, his purpose 
and his future. The plan is to unify all things in heaven and earth, to head them up and 
harmonise them in Christ (Eph. 1:9–19; 3:9–11).  
 We cannot separate human destiny from cosmic destiny. Our personal histories are 
included as indispensable parts of the whole plan. Human beings will only find their 
true identity in the future (not only from the past), and this will be in relationship to 
the whole of God’s creative work. Because God’s creative plan has not yet come to 
completion it is not yet whole. 
 Dualism has side-tracked Christian hope into a backwater of escapism. Dualism is 
a burden that defines God’s being as the antithesis of ours. God is all that we are not. 
Eternity is the opposite of time. Transcendence is incompatible with immanence. 
Human flesh is at odds with the spirit. Philosophically, a cosmic gulf was constructed 
between the transcendent and the earthly. Ironically, the chasm was not filled but 
became wider when the Enlightenment set out to throw off the oppressive claims of  

                                                 
5  Ted Peters, GOD—the World’s Future: Systematic Theology for a Postmodern Era, Fortress Pr., 

Minneapolis, 1992, p. 135. 
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past authority. The ‘closed’ God of antiquity has been answered by the closed world 
of much modern thinking. History is now absolutised as a self-contained realm where 
no place for the transcendent is possible or necessary. The incarnation of God the Son 
means that the transcendent Creator of all things who made humankind in his own 
image has become knowable to human thinking. 
 Dualist faith separates the soul from the body and the person from the creation. 
This is an occult division. Occult thinking makes a cleavage between the physical 
body and the supra-physical locus of the selfhood in the astral body, so that when one 
dies that one does not really die. Ted Peters uses the word ‘soulechtomy’ to depict the 
pietistic view that an immaterial soul can be extracted from our material body. He 
also points out that sin eats away the totality of human existence, leaving no organ, 
either spiritual or physical, unaffected.6 If our future is the escape of our soul into a 
spiritual realm where the future of the world is put aside, then what would our future 
be if the whole cosmos is to return to nothingness? 
 The resurrection of Jesus was not the death of his body and the continuity of his 
soul at the point of death. Rather, on the cross Christ faced the totality of evil and 
death. He died and was buried. From the grave the body and flesh of the one who was 
crucified, dead and buried was raised from the dead. He was a fleshy man 
transformed and glorified. Paul says that this is the way it will be with God’s people. 
He affirms the continuity and discontinuity between our present and future realities (1 
Cor. 15:42–44). What was sown was an ensouled body. But this is not what is raised. 
It is not the soul we find in the resurrection, it is the body. 
 The future renewed cosmos is not the end but the beginning. In the renewed world 
we will see God’s face. We, with all the people of God and with all the creatures, will 
be in communion with the Triune Lord. All will worship God, honour him, give 
thanks and fulfil a new service. Christ will be totally present to every person and to 
every thing (Col. 3:11).  
 For the prophets who bring God’s word, they have a message which implants the 
pull from the future. The hope revealed to and promised to Abraham was the blessing 
eagerly sought by his grandson Jacob (Gen. 32:26). In Christ’s resurrection we have 
been born again to a living hope. Living in an age that has a kind of death wish, where 
there is nothing to look forward to, when all is futile and empty, when confusion and 
chaos seem to reign, then faith looks beyond, buoyed by the prophetic word, taking 
evil seriously, but anticipating the power which can more than match it. 

                                                 
6  ibid., p. 311. 
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STUDY NINE 

My Servants the Prophets: 
The Word of Judgment 

Hendrik Schoemaker 

THE PROPHET AND THE WORD OF JUDGMENT 

To be a prophet is sheer joy and delight (Jer. 15:16), to announce the Day of the Lord 
with its immeasurable blessings would be rapture. To be a prophet can also be lonely 
and miserable. It is a high calling but also brings bitterness (Rev. 10:9–10). But to 
announce the Day of the Lord would also bring unspeakable woe (Amos 5:18–20) and 
would be distasteful to him and repulsive to others. The prophets are persecuted and 
suffer insult and are lonely (Jer. 15:15). They alienate the wicked as well as the pious, 
the cynics as well as the believers, the priests and the princes, the judges and the false 
prophets. The prophet’s duty is to speak to the people, ‘whether they hear or refuse to 
hear’ (Ezek. 33:6–7). His main vocation is ‘to declare to Jacob his transgression and 
to Israel his sin’ (Micah 3:8), to let the people know that it is ‘evil and bitter . . . to 
forsake the LORD your God’ (Jer. 2:19), and to call upon them to repent, but they do 
not (Jer. 25:4–7). 
 The word of judgment of God through the mouth of the prophet seems sometimes 
horrendous.  
 Ezekiel speaks for all the prophets when he says: 
 

Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, says the Lord GOD, and not rather that they 
should turn from their ways and live? (Ezek. 18:23). 

 
 Every word of judgment is in itself an exhortation to repentance. Almost every 
prophet brings words of comfort, promise and hope of reconciliation, along with 
words of condemnation. He begins with a message of doom; he concludes with a 
message of hope. His essential task is to declare the word of God to the here and now; 
to disclose the future in order to illuminate what is involved in the present. 
  The prophet must bear testimony that the word of judgment he speaks is a 
divine word. In speaking, the prophet reveals God. This is the marvel of a prophet’s 
work: in his words, the invisible God becomes audible. Divine power bursts in the 
words. The authority of the prophet is in the Presence his words reveal. The prophet is 
a witness, and his words a testimony—to God’s power and judgment, to God’s justice 
and mercy.1  

                                                 
1  Heschel, Abraham J., The Prophets, Harper & Row, New York, 1962, p. 22. 
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God, being King and Ruler of his creation, expresses his justice in his judgements, which are in 
accord with his utter faithfulness. This is the way of truth, the practice of love and the 
demonstration of God’s holiness.2 

 
 There are two staggering facts in the life of the prophets and are his lot in life. On 
the one hand he is chosen by God, on the other hand rejected by his fellow men. The 
word of God so clear to him is unintelligible to them (Isa. 28:9–13). What baffles the 
prophet is the difference between the power and impact of God and the immense 
indifference, unyieldingness, sluggishness and inertia of the human heart. God’s 
thunderous voice is shaking heaven and earth, and man does not hear the faintest 
sound. The Lord roars like a lion (Amos 3:8). His word is like fire, like a hammer 
which breaks a rock in pieces (Jer. 23:29) and the people go about unmoved, 
undisturbed, unaware. The prophet is scorched by the word of God—Jeremiah says, 
‘within me there is something like a burning fire shut up in my bones’ (Jer. 20:9), but 
the hearts of the people are asbestos, fireproof (Jer. 20:7–8; Isa. 30:10–11). How is it 
possible not to see the majesty of the Lord (Isa. 26:10), not to sense that the whole 
earth is full of his glory (Isa. 6:3), not to understand God’s sign in the happenings of 
history? Man’s heart is so hard: 
 

O LORD, your hand is lifted up, 
   but they do not see it (Isa. 26:11). 

 
 God’s cry echoes throughout Israel’s history: ‘Oh, that their hearts would be 
inclined to fear me and keep all my commands always’ (Deut. 5:29). But God’s 
people are called foolish, senseless; they have eyes and do not see, ears but do not 
hear, disobey the instructions of the Lord, are stubborn and silly as a dove.3 They are 
destroyed for lack of knowledge (Hosea 4:6). The Lord set watchmen over the people, 
saying: ‘Give heed to the sound of the trumpet!’ But they said, ‘We will not give 
heed’ (Jer. 6:17). How abysmal stubbornness can be. Man raises up his own 
despots—idols, lies, perversions—he labours to prepare his own judgments leading to 
disaster. Is he insane?4  
 The hallmark of the true prophet was that he had stood before the Lord of Glory in 
the midst of his deliberative council of angels: 
 

For who has stood in the council of the LORD 
   so as to see and to hear his word? 
   Who has given heed to his word so as to proclaim it? (Jer. 23:18). 
 

Such a prophet was Moses. He is the exemplary prophet par excellence who was 
entrusted with all God’s house and God spoke with him face to face—clearly  
(Num. 12:7–8; Deut. 34:10–12). The Spirit of God was upon him (Num. 11:17)  
and he only proclaimed what the Lord had commanded him to say (Deut. 18:18; 1:3; 
5:5; cf. 1 Kings 22:14). The word of God is the vehicle of the presence and rule of 
God. 

                                                 
2  Meatheringham, Deane, The Judgements of God, NCPI, Blackwood, 2000, p. 6. 
3  Deut. 29:4; Jer. 5:21; Ezek. 12:2; Isa. 43:8; 30:9; Hosea 4:16; 7:11. 
4  Heschel, pp. 12, 18, 188–90. 
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A MATTER OF LIFE AND DEATH 

In the Book of Deuteronomy we encounter the command: ‘Hear, O Israel’, followed 
by God’s words of the utmost and vital importance which need an active response. 
They are important trumpet calls: ‘Hear, O Israel’, followed by the Ten Most 
Important Words (Deut. 5:1ff.), the Shema (Deut. 6:4–5), and the affirmation of their 
election as the people of Yahweh (Deut. 27:9). These trumpet calls were no trifling 
matter to Israel then (Deut. 32:47). It was, and still today is, a matter of life and death 
(Deut. 30:15–20). 
 Deuteronomy is ‘the biblical document of the covenant par excellence’,5 virtually 
identical with the Ten Words (Deut. 4:13). When God enters into covenant rela-
tionship with humanity, He sovereignly institutes a life-and-death bond. It is to be 
understood as a relationship of union with God and his people. The covenant binding 
means that God is lovingly and actively present with his people: ‘I will walk among 
you, and will be your God, and you shall be my people’ (Lev. 26:12).6 The whole 
purpose of the covenant is communion, and communion is unthinkable without God’s 
presence. If covenant is not understood as a relationship of union with God and his 
people, then the Ten Words will be seen as a legalistic and abstract moral code, a 
harsh, bare law that only threatens and condemns.7  
 God would give Israel a destiny as his people and there would be abundant 
blessings as long as Israel obeyed God. The covenant demanded grateful and 
complete loyalty to the God of the covenant, to the exclusion of all other gods and 
strict obedience to his words to them.  
 The words Moses speaks to God’s people in his great sermons leave us in no doubt 
about the holiness, lovingkindness and faithfulness of God, and his great love and 
care for his people and promises of blessings for obedience. However, there is another 
prominent word of God of enormous importance—the word of warning of judgment 
for disobedience. 
 This is shown clearly in Deuteronomy 28 where Israel’s obedience will result in 
abundant blessings. But at considerably greater length it sets forth that disobedience 
will bring divine judgments. And when there is no repentance all the curses 
mentioned will come upon them, pursuing and overtaking them, culminating in utter 
disaster for the nation (Deut. 28:45): 
 

And just as the LORD took delight in making you prosperous and numerous, so the LORD will 
take delight in bringing you to ruin and destruction; you shall be plucked off the land that you are 
entering to possess (Deut. 28:63). 
 

They would become such a useless nation that even Egypt would not want to buy 
them as slaves (Deut. 28:68). The choice is clearly theirs. Obedience will bring 
blessings, life and prosperity. Disobedience will result in curses, death and adversity 
(Deut. 11:26; 30:15–20). 
 The source of all blessings and curses is Yahweh (‘the LORD’ is mentioned 34 
times in ch. 28). God is the sovereign Lord: 

                                                 
5  Hillers quoting W. L. Moran. See Hillers, Delbert R., Covenant: The History of a Biblical Idea (The John 

Hopkins University Pr., Baltimore, 1969), p. 151.  
6  God is present with them (Deut. 6:15; 7:21; Num. 14:9), amongst them (Num. 11:20) and in the midst of 

them (Num. 14:14; cf. Deut. 31:17; Exod. 17:7).  
7  Bingham, Geoffrey, ‘The Covenant of God’, in God’s Covenant & Christ’s Church, 1995 Pastors’ School, 

NCPI, Blackwood, study 2. 
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See now that I, even I, am he; there is no god besides me. I kill and I make alive; I wound and I 
heal; and no one can deliver from my hand (Deut. 32:39). 

THE SONG OF MOSES 

God’s direct word of judgment in Deuteronomy 31:16–22 and the Song of Moses in 
chapter 32 are, like the Ten Words, given as a witness against the people and their 
guilt before God when they turn away from the Lord and toward other ‘foreign gods’. 
This Song of Witness anticipates the breach of the covenant that will take place in the 
time of the prophets. The direct words of the Lord to Moses set forth one of the 
primary prophetic images for disobedience and turning away from the Lord—
prostitution. It is the act of abandoning the exclusive marital loyalty to God to go after 
other lovers, the foreign gods of Canaan, which is equivalent to ‘breaking my 
covenant’ (Deut. 31:16, 20).8 Yahweh will not tolerate rival gods and when his 
beloved people abandon him they will be confronted by judgment. This is expressed 
in two of the primary images for judgment in the Old Testament: the anger of God 
(Deut. 31:17) and the hiding away of God’s face (Deut. 31:17–18). The anger of God 
may bring judgments resulting in misery and distress. But there is an agony more 
excruciating, more loathsome: the state of being forsaken by God. The judgment of 
being discarded, abandoned, rejected, is far worse than the punishment of exile. 
 The words of the  Song of Moses in Deuteronomy 32 are the Words of Yahweh to 
his elected and covenant people. It tells of Israel’s history past, present and future. 
The song was not only sung on the plains of Moab but also throughout Israel’s 
existence as a nation, because the song ‘will not be lost from the mouths of their 
descendants’. It is therefore the prophetic song of all ages for Israel and the words in 
it are essentially the prophetic words sung by all Israel’s servants the prophets. 
(Hannah’s song reflects many of its basic themes.) It was to be a word of 
encouragement in good times, but a blunt reminder and warning and confession in 
times of trouble and sorrow. 
 The song proclaims that the God of Israel stands before us as one God; invisible, 
Creator and Redeemer, Provider and Ruler of nature and history. God is the Protector 
of his people and Father–King–Shepherd and Judge (Deut. 32:6, 10–14, 39–41): 
 

The Rock, his work is perfect, 
   and all his ways are just. 
A faithful God, without deceit, 
   just and upright is he (vv. 3–4). 
 

The divine song then turns to accusing God’s people, giving a list of sins all 
anticipated and warned against: forsaking the Lord; provoking the Lord; making the 
Lord jealous; becoming fat and turning to other gods; doing abhorrent, abominable 
practices; forgetting the Lord.9 
 Then, in poetic language, words of judgments are pronounced upon God’s people. 
As they have stirred the Lord to jealousy with no god, the Lord will stir them to 
jealousy with no people. As they have vexed their Rock with their worthless rocks, 
their idols; they will be vexed with a foolish thing, a nation. There is then a vivid  

                                                 
8  This phrase ‘breaking my covenant’ is only found in Deuteronomy 31, a rare statement indeed!  
9  Deuteronomy 28:20; 29:25; 31:16; 9:7, 22; 4:25; 5:9; 6:15; 29:20; 31:20; 7:25, 26; 13:14; 17:1, 4; 8:11, 19. 
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description of the Lord’s judgments in the imagery of an event of war, followed by 
words of hope. 

WORDS OF JUDGMENTS 

God’s judgments are to serve as an example to instruct us and warn us, on whom the 
ends of the ages have come (1 Cor. 10:11). 
 It was at Horeb, where ‘the LORD our God has shown us his glory and greatness, 
and we have heard his voice out of the fire’ (Deut. 5:24). But it was also at Horeb that 
the real, horrible heart of the people was revealed for all time by the making of the 
golden calf. God’s word of judgment came swiftly. God’s anger was so fierce that he 
said, ‘Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may 
consume them; and of you I will make a great nation’. That event would have wiped 
out Israel if it had not been for Moses’ intercession (Exod. 32:11–14; Deut. 9:19, 25–
29). Then Moses took that abominable, sinful thing and hammered it to dust. That, 
however, was not the end of the golden calf, the dust settled and remained in their 
hearts and psyche and they carried it all the way into Canaan, rebuilding the golden 
calf in each generation.  
 Then, only eleven days out from Horeb at Kadesh-barnea, utter disaster befell the 
nation. Israel rebelled against the command of the Lord to enter and occupy the grace-
gift of the Promised Land. They demonstrated openly their mistrust of God. They 
turned away from the living God and blatantly disobeyed him (Heb. 3:7–12). 
Recalling that disastrous incident, Moses said, ‘You have been rebellious against the 
LORD as long as he has known you’ (Deut. 9:24). God responds with an oath: ‘Not 
one of these—not one of this evil generation—shall see the good land that I swore to 
give to your ancestors’ (Deut. 1:35).10 ‘God had prepared the Promised Land for a 
believing community not an evil generation’:11 
 

For forty years I loathed that generation 
   and said, ‘They are a people whose hearts go astray 
   and they do not regard my ways.’ 
   Therefore in my anger I swore, 
‘They shall not enter my rest’ (Ps. 95:10–11). 
 

 Then the new generation of Israelites on the threshold of entering the Promised 
Land acted treacherously against the Lord in yoking themselves to the Baal of Peor. 
That incident provoked God’s anger and Israel was severely judged, and Baal of Peor 
became proverbial for spiritual apostasy and a warning to subsequent generations 
(Num. 25:1–8; 31:16; Deut. 4:3; Ps. 106:28–29). Really nothing had changed.  
 It is therefore no surprise to hear God say: 
 

The LORD said to Moses, ‘Soon you will lie down with your ancestors. Then this people will 
begin to prostitute themselves to the foreign gods in their midst, the gods of the land into which 
they are going; they will forsake me, breaking my covenant that I have made with them’ (Deut. 
31:16). 

                                                 
10  It is the same verb used as that for the covenant promise to the Patriarchs and the Israelites. See Craigie, P. 

C., The Book of Deuteronomy, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament (Eerdmans, Grand 
Rapids, 1976), p. 104. 

11  Brown, Raymond, The Message of Deuteronomy, The Bible Speaks Today (Inter-Varsity Pr., Leicester, 
1993), p. 42. 
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After Moses’ restraining influence is removed (Deut. 31:27), Israel will seize the 
opportunity to fulfil their desire for higher tolerance levels in their religious faith: 
 

It is as if they are itching to try out the new gods in the land to which they are going, for new 
surroundings offer new opportunities. But as they broaden the range of worship acceptable to 
themselves, Yahweh judged them to be harlots, abandoning their rightful husband and violating 
the sacred bond which unites them.12 
 

And as the Book of Judges tells us, they turned quickly—implying a genuine 
affection for the gods of Canaan. Israel did not remain in a listening to God’s word 
frame of mind for long: 
 

The unfolding Old Testament story presents, therefore, not an isolated incident of whoredom 
here and there but a clearly evident pattern in Israel’s behaviour, revealing a persistent 
unfaithfulness within.13  

 
 This reached its climax in the eighth century BC in the Northern Kingdom. Hosea 
began his prophetic activity in the prosperous days of the reign of Jeroboam II and 
lived through the period of anarchy following the king’s death. In that time 
Deuteronomic faith seemed irrelevant, and the God of the Exodus and Sinai, remote. 
Israel had forgotten his Maker (Hosea 8:14) and was so joined to idols that Hosea 
writes, ‘let him alone’ (Hosea 4:17). The prophet Hosea was called to alert the 
Israelites to the true reason for their national decline: the widespread unbelief in 
Yahweh’s all-sufficiency for Israel’s real life needs and the failure to observe the 
exclusive nature of their covenant with Yahweh. This does not mean they were 
irreligious: ‘Though they offer choice sacrifices . . . the LORD does not accept them’. 
The words of the Song of Moses had come true: 
 

Jacob ate his fill; 
   Jeshurun grew fat, and kicked. 
   You grew fat, bloated, and gorged! 
He abandoned God who made him, 
   and scoffed at the Rock of his salvation. 
They made him jealous with strange gods, 
   with abhorrent things they provoked him. 
They sacrificed to demons, not God, 
   to deities they had never known, 
to new ones recently arrived, 
   whom your ancestors had not feared. 
You were unmindful of the Rock that bore you; 
   you forgot the God who gave you birth (Deut. 32:15–18). 
 

 So Hosea charged the nation with flagrant whoredom by forsaking the Lord (Hosea 
1:2). The consequences are clear; those who abandon the Lord shall be abandoned by 
the Lord. The anger of God is righteous; it rises out of the failure of the people to be 
the kind of people purposed by the Lord, a people whose centre is the Lord and whose 
way is the Lord’s way.  
 The justification for God’s righteous anger is spelled out clearly in the Song of 
Moses. The Lord cannot operate with a people who will not give their devotion to  

                                                 
12  Ortlund, Raymond C. Jr., Whoredom: God’s Unfaithful Wife in Biblical Theology, NSBT no. 2, (Apollos, 

Leicester, 1996), pp. 40–41. 
13  Ortlund, p. 42. 
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God. The purpose of the Lord to have Israel as the light to the nations is thwarted 
when the agent of that blessing follows a way other than the one set by God. Hosea 
makes three declarations of judgment in chapter 1. The entire nation as a political 
entity will cease to exist and God will break their army, leaving them helpless before 
the onslaught of their archenemy, the Assyrians (Hosea 1:4–5).14 In the second word 
of judgment, the Northern Kingdom is notified that God has changed his attitude and 
policy toward them and will no longer show mercy. ‘He has closed his heart, He will 
allow himself to feel nothing for them, even to the point of taking them away into 
destruction’.15 At this point of time, the Southern Kingdom still has a place in God’s 
heart. Then the most dreadful judgment of all: God has forsaken his people. The 
covenant of ‘my people: your God’ is cancelled. Israel in Hosea’s time had drifted so 
far from a resemblance to a people authentic to God that they had become in effect a 
pagan nation. They are not his, so he will not be theirs. The divorce is truly in force, 
but only for that generation. God nevertheless has a future for them, ‘How can I give 
you up, Ephraim?’ Divine mercy is not defeated by human sin, because God purposes 
to win a people for himself by sovereign grace. 
 What Hosea had been to the Northern Kingdom, Jeremiah was to Judah a century 
and a half later. The Southern Kingdom was so confident of being God’s chosen 
people that Jeremiah’s preaching of judgment and coming exile would only seem to 
them utter nonsense. It was a conceit that the prophet found impossible to penetrate. 
We have God’s temple (Jer. 7:4) and God’s law (Jer. 8:8): nothing will happen to us. 
Judah watched ‘the northern kingdom as apostasy incarnate’.16 She saw all the 
adulterous provocations which led to exile. The fear of the Lord never entered her 
heart as she witnessed all the events of God’s judgments. Indeed, she repeated the 
prostitution of her sister. ‘Therefore, in God’s calculus Judah is worse than Israel for 
she sinned against greater light’ (Jer. 3:11).17 Here is a people whom God had chosen, 
redeemed from slavery, a people who had been given his Ten Words, a land, 
prosperity and prophets. This people, whose destiny was to be a witness to the living 
God and a light to the nations, betrayed his teachings, turned to idols and abandoned 
the Fountain of living water (Jer. 2:13). God would now abandon her and she, too, 
went into foreign exile.18  

GOD’S JUDGMENTS ARE WITH A VIEW TO PURIFICATION 
AND RESTORATION 

From there you will seek the LORD your God, and you will find him if you search after him with 
all your heart and soul. In your distress, when all these things have happened to you in time to 
come, you will return to the LORD your God and heed him. Because the LORD your God is a 
merciful God, he will neither abandon you nor destroy you; he will not forget the covenant with 
your ancestors that he swore to them (Deut. 4:29–31). 
 

When Israel will be in exile because of its apostasy, and live in utter misery and 
emptiness, and under the tyranny of foreign gods (Deut. 4:25–28; 29:20–29) and in 
the midst of their rebellion, God makes those almost unbelievable declarations: 
                                                 

14  Assyria is called the rod of God’s anger (Isa. 10:5). 
15  Ortlund, p. 53. 
16  Ortlund, p. 94. 
17  Ortlund, p. 96.  
18  ‘King Nebuchadrezzar, of Babylon, my servant [whom] I will bring . . . against this land and its inhabitants’ 

(Jer. 25:9). 
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Yahweh will not only let himself be found. He has foretold that he will let himself be found, and 
these words of prediction are already underway, they are already in search of Israel. It is not 
Israel which will find Yahweh, but Yahweh’s words which will find Israel. Israel must not repent 
in order that Yahweh once again turns towards it; rather, if Yahweh’s words find Israel, then 
Israel will be granted the grace of repentance.19 
 

 God will cause them to hunger for him again. God’s people may forget him, but 
God will not forget his people. God’s people may fail him when they fall into 
idolatry, but God will not fail his people. He has bound himself to his people in 
covenant and he will never ever break that covenant. He loves his people so much that 
he cannot bear them to be away from him. His words will follow them and will not let 
them alone. And when they do return to Yahweh, they will find him to be a merciful 
God: 
 

Moreover, the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, so 
that you will love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, in order that you 
may live (Deut. 30:6). 
 

 The God of the covenant will one day do an extraordinary thing for his people who 
have no knowledge and insight, only a rebellious heart (Deut. 29:4). Here we touch 
base with the revelatory discernment of Jeremiah and Ezekiel—to live as God’s 
people under God’s rule must come as a divine gift; it does not happen simply by 
human will. Jeremiah declares to people under judgment and sent into exile: ‘I will 
give them a heart to know that I am the LORD; and they shall be my people and I will 
be their God, for they shall return to me with their whole heart’.  
 The covenant at Sinai–Moab anticipates the new covenant (Jer. 31:31–34; Ezek. 
36:26–28) that the prophets announce out of the experience of judgment and exile for 
failure to live according to God’s purpose. The old covenant points to a solution 
beyond itself—the creation of a new people with God’s law written on their hearts 
and sprinkled clean.  

                                                 
19  Lohfink quoted by Christensen, Duane L., Deuteronomy 1–11, Word Biblical Commentary (Word Books, 

Dallas, 1991), p. 95. 
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STUDY TEN 

True Word: 
False Word 

Trevor Faggotter 

 
INTRODUCTION 

In 1992 Dean Carter presented a paper—in two parts—at NCTM Pastors’ School, 
entitled ‘Grace in Historical Theology’. In two enormous helpings, we digested a 
comprehensive overview of the battle for truth amidst 2,000 years of church life. 
During question time, Dean was asked: ‘How do you think the future church will 
view this present era, in which we are living?’ Dean stroked his beard, paused, and 
with some solemnity replied: ‘I think this period will be described as the age of 
confusion!’  
 What constitutes the true Word? Are there universal factors which accord with 
the false word? Why does clarity and confusion often co-exist in the mind of 
humanity and church? Put simply: ‘True prophecy effects that which it is about (Deut. 
18:22), and whilst false prophecy does not, it works in the same way upon those who 
wish to know the future. Knowing the future is part of being human, and so is 
dynamic.’1 
 If we consider then—Israel’s false worship of Baal, their political nationalism 
and faithless pragmatism, the Pharisees, Sadducees and Herodians in opposition to 
Jesus, the circumcision party, Gnosticism,2 Arianism, the works-righteousness 
confronted by Martin Luther, current global-strength Islam, the New Age movement, 
atheism and the ordinary non-acceptance of God’s Word of grace within our own 
congregations or denominations—we continually find that falsity feeds on the truth,3 
like a parasite: 
 

It is by the mixture of counterfeit religion with true, not discerned and distinguished, that the 
devil has had his greatest advantage against the cause and kingdom of Christ all along hitherto. It  

                                                 
1  See Geoffrey C. Bingham, True Preaching: The Agony and the Ecstasy, NCPI, Blackwood, pp. 86f. True 

prophecy relates to the truth. God’s truth is the ontological reality. Prophecy—the proclamation of God’s word 
both predictive and hortatory—is authentic because it concerns the ontological. It is ontological. Hence it is 
dynamic. Therefore prophecy is necessarily dynamic, whether it be unontological or anti-ontological. 

2  Paul is astonished that the Galatians are ‘so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of Christ 
and are turning to a different gospel’ (Gal. 1:6). Colossians 2:8–23 warns against incipient NT Gnosis. 

3  Romans 1:25 shows that the universal factor is exchanging the truth of God for a lie (Gen. 3:1–4).  
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is by this means, principally, that he has prevailed against all revivings of religion that ever have 
been since the first founding of the Christian church. By this, he hurt the cause of Christianity in 
and after the apostolic age, much more than by all the persecutions of both Jews and heathens. 
The apostles, in all their epistles, show themselves much more concerned at the former mischief 
than the latter.4 

 
An undemanding mixture of clarity and confusion, and a fermenting blend of contrary 
notions, are heralded as one of the great virtues of post-modern society. However, to 
capitulate to this view of life—as a church—is to stagnate and die. To be unable to 
discern what is essential to gospel and life—and what is peripheral—is to cease to 
mature. Elderly church people saying: ‘Oh, the world today—I just don’t know where 
it’s all heading’, have usually been in congregations long enough to know by now! 
Not knowing, and so being part of the true action, is in itself a judgment.  
 Given that the purpose of the gospel is ‘to bring to the [nations] the news of the 
boundless riches of Christ, and to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery 
hidden for ages in God who created all things’ (Eph. 3:8–9), and given that the 
church is integral to this plan for creation, then maturity and fruitfulness must be 
intertwined with communicating—with clarity—the true word of the gospel to the 
community, in every new era. This will mean being able to tell the difference between 
the true and false word—even in confusing times. It will entail grasping the principle 
by which God deliberately moves his plan forward, day by day (Amos 3:7). It will 
require contingency upon Christ, while delighting in the great privilege of being part 
of this often painful, uncomfortable, difficult, yet joy-filled, goal-focused resolute 
activity. 
 While the true Word is sharper than a two-edged sword—and cuts through all 
falsity in Man—the false word is essentially smooth.5 It cunningly tries to evade the 
sharp knife-edge of the word of the cross. Ultimately, this must be an utter 
impossibility.  

ELIJAH’S TRUE WORD 

The name Elijah means ‘Jah is God’. Jahweh is God was the essence of Elijah’s 
message to Israel. Through a long process, Israel had come to use the term Baal to 
refer to Jahweh. This was more than a matter of semantics. They had in fact replaced 
the true Word and authentic worship with a false word and syncretistic worship: 

The Hebrew word ba‘al means ‘master’, ‘possessor’, or ‘husband’ . . . Yahweh was the ‘master’, 
and ‘husband’, of the Israelites, and therefore they called Him ‘Baal’, in all innocence. But 
naturally this led to confusion of the worship of Yahweh with the Baal rituals.6 

The Canaanites believed that the god Baal controlled the rainfall. Amidst their 
syncretism, so too did Israel. By adopting Baal—and Asherah the fertility goddess—
Israel became enslaved to worshiping a mere idea or concept of the true God. The true 
Word was no longer believed, and some 850 false prophets prospered thereby! 

                                                 
4  Jonathan Edwards, The Religious Affections, Banner of Truth, Edinburgh, 1986 (1746), p. 17. 
5  Psalm 55:21: ‘His speech is smooth as butter, yet war is in his heart; his words are more soothing than oil, 

yet they are drawn swords’.  
Isaiah 30:10: ‘[rebellious children] say to the seers, “Do not see”; and to the prophets, “Do not prophesy to us 

what is right; speak to us smooth things, prophesy illusions” ’. 
Romans 16:18: ‘For such people are not serving our Lord Christ, but their own appetites. By smooth talk and 

flattery they deceive the minds of naive people.’ 
6  D. F. Payne, ‘Baal’ in The New Bible Dictionary, IVP, Leicester, 1962, p. 115. 
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 Elijah is sent to King Ahab with a genuine word to proclaim. Elijah prays to 
Jahweh and the rain stops (1 Kings 17:1–7). The drought continues for 3 years—the 
true Word is self-evident. Instead of believing and repenting, Ahab has Elijah 
denounced as a social outcast—and hunts everywhere for him. Elijah is dubbed akar, 
the troubler. As far as Israel is concerned, he caused the drought—and he is taboo!7 
 In the third year of drought, Jahweh sends Elijah to King Ahab, with the merciful 
promise of rain (1 Kings 18:1). However, the issue of the true Word remains to be 
settled: ‘How long will you go limping with two different opinions?’ (v. 21).8 
 The contest on Mt Carmel is a drama of epic proportions: the mockery, the 
humor, the raving (v. 29), the no-show of Baal, the repaired altar of Jahweh, the 
water, the falling fire, and the bloodshed (v. 40), and the subsequent end to the 
drought (v. 45), were undoubtedly etched into the memory of every survivor in Israel. 
The victory was clear: Jahweh is God! (v. 39). They worship him! Ahab then reported 
the matter to Jezebel—who vowed to destroy Elijah.  

THE SEEMINGLY UNSUCCESSFUL OUTCOME 

This fierce opposition towards the true Word—which Elijah now encountered—
clearly unsettled him (1 Kings 19:3). Jezebel’s death warrant packed real punch, and 
Elijah felt it deeply. Gerhard von Rad describes him as: ‘so enervated and resigned as 
to be at the point of contemplating suicide’.9 Subsequent to his famous triumph on 
Mount Carmel, the extermination of Jahwism was still staring Elijah in the face  
(vv. 13–14), and for all his zeal, the still small voice of Jahweh only exacerbated his 
tension. 
 Elijah—who was a human being like us (James 5:17)—still had to come to grips 
with the fact that his prophetic ministry was nevertheless a work of faith, the work of 
God, and not primarily the outcome of his own fervent prayers and winning zeal: 
 

The fact is that the subject of the Elijah stories is basically not the prophet himself, but Jahweh. 
He it was who brought everything to pass, and he, and he alone, gave the answer to the 
momentous question: who was to be God in Israel?10 

 
 Scripture assures us that the true Word will succeed, ‘for the kingdoms of this 
world have become the kingdoms of our Lord and of His Christ’ (Rev. 11:15), but it is 
not always self-evident. We must learn to live with that fact. The superb Mt Carmel 
victory unmasked the impotence of Baal—as the false prophets raved on  
(1 Kings 18:29). In the victory Elijah seems to be vindicated. But it was Jahweh who 
was vindicated—and his true Word was given through his genuine servant, the 
prophet. The future was his too.  
 Not unlike the Old Testament prophet, ministers of the apostolic word—apostles 
and prophets, evangelists, teachers and pastors—live and work amidst constant 
opposition. Our church culture is deeply affected by the false prophets of Western 
culture, and the idolatrous pursuit of our image-based and performance-based 

                                                 
7  Donald J. Wiseman, 1 and 2 Kings (Tyndale OT Commentaries), IVP, Leicester, 1993, p. 168. 
8  For ‘purity of heart is to will one thing’—Søren Keirkegaard. Israel must do so as a Light to the nations. 
9  Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. 2, SCM, London, 1965, p. 19. 
10  ibid., p. 24. 
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success—but the gospel proclaims that God alone succeeds, justifying and providing 
for his servants.11  
 
 Martin Bleby’s testimony in the booklet, The Vinedresser, often comes to mind:  
 

There had been also a great sociological decline in church-going, which was still continuing. 
Nothing seemed to be quite as successful as it used to be. I needed a theology to cope with that, 
and I had not been given one.  
 I may be deluding myself in attributing all this to sociological factors. The plain truth of the 
matter may well have been that I was a rotten failure as a parish priest. If that were true, then I 
needed a theology to cope with that, too.12 
 

A theology which abides in, and bears witness to the justifying God of grace—and of 
wrath—is an essential component for the speaker of the true Word. It is an important 
moment, when ‘Elijah . . . realises that, for all his zeal, he has failed’.13 Nevertheless, 
Elijah is ‘a part of a mighty event, namely the amazing witness borne by Jahweh to 
himself after a time of syncretism and apostasy’.14 

The Attractive Smooth Word of False Prophets 

 The pseudo-power of false prophets arises within our own fellowships. Our people 
may well prefer particular preachers because they are good speakers! But on 
occasions the good speaker brings an alternative message; a smooth one which 
promises to upbuild, plant and restore the ego—kingdom or nation—apart from the 
plucking up, pulling down, destroying and overthrowing of the false regime. The 
smooth word seeks to avoid the death and co-crucifixion of the ego (Jer. 1:10; Gal. 
2:19; 2 Cor. 1:9). In an attempt to do so, many clever strategies may be devised. Of 
Paul they said: ‘His letters are weighty and strong, but his bodily presence is weak, 
and his speech contemptible’ (2 Cor. 10:10). Paul learned to be content with 
weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, calamities and desertion for the sake of 
Christ (2 Cor. 12:10; 2 Tim. 4:16). 

JEREMIAH’S CONFLICT 

Jeremiah spoke to people who loved the word of false prophets: 
 

. . . the prophets prophesy falsely, and the priests rule as the prophets direct; my people love to 
have it so, but what will you do when the end comes? (Jer. 5:31). 

 
He faced unrelenting, conspiratorial15 opposition. He was beaten, put into the stocks 
(Jer. 20:2), threatened with death (26:8), thrown into a cistern of mud (38:6), taken 
captive in fetters (40:1), and placed under great pressure not to speak. This was only 
overcome by the Spirit’s pressure to keep speaking—as in Jeremiah 20:9: 
                                                 

11  Note: The gospel of God continues to far outshine all of our zeal, or lack of zeal for it. The True Word is 
always God himself, bearing witness to himself as the One who works out his purposes in every situation. 

12  Martin Bleby, The Vinedresser: An Anglican Meets Wrath & Grace, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993, p. 12. 
13  von Rad, vol. 2, p. 24. 
14  ibid., p. 23. 
15  Jeremiah 18:18: ‘Then they said, “Come, let us make plots against Jeremiah—for instruction shall not 

perish from the priest, nor counsel from the wise, nor the word from the prophet. Come, let us bring charges 
against him, and let us not heed any of his words.” ’  
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If I say, ‘I will not mention him, or speak any more in his name,’ then within me there is 
something like a burning fire shut up in my bones; I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot. 
 

Jeremiah thereby contended with the comfortable word, ‘it shall be well with you’ 
and ‘No calamity shall come upon you’ (23:17), and also the false peddling of 
dreams, ‘I have dreamed, I have dreamed’ (v. 25)—and with the deceitful visions, by 
insisting upon the present activity of God’s wrath (v. 19), and the primacy of God’s 
Word  
(v. 28).  
 Through Jeremiah, God told Israel to submit to King Nebuchadnezzar (Jer. 27), 
my servant, and to bear the yoke of his authority over them. But the prophet Hananiah 
prophesied ‘peace’, and a breaking of the yoke of the King of Babylon—within two 
years (Jer. 28:11). Jeremiah would have liked this to occur, but he reminded him that 
his prophecy had better come true. Hananiah looked most impressive as he broke the 
wooden yoke from Jeremiah’s neck—as an illustration of impending freedom.  
 ‘At this, Jeremiah went his way.’ Hananiah soon proved to be a false prophet, 
and Jeremiah foretold him of his impending death for making the people trust in a lie: 
 

In that same year, in the seventh month, the prophet Hananiah died (28:17). 
 

 God is holy. False prophecy is not a neutral matter—it is very dangerous indeed. 
I am reminded of Geoff Bingham’s word that the suffering which comes with the 
obedience of faith is not to be compared with that suffering which accompanies 
disobedience.  

THE NEW TESTAMENT: TRUE WORD AMIDST FALSE 

Jesus forewarned the church of the power of the false word.16 The apostles battled for 
the truth when false apostles appeared (2 Cor. 11:13). False teachers would continue 
to appear.17 Paul warned that such would arise even from within the well-founded, 
well-taught church at Ephesus (Acts 20:30). Every letter in the New Testament18 
provides apostolic wisdom as to how to deal with twisted teaching  
(2 Peter 3:16–18). This daily battle takes place in every century of the church, as 
every crucial doctrine is contested.  
 The Church Fathers contended with this—the Canon of the New Testament,19 
and the Nicene Creed being products of the unrelenting battle for apostolic truth. Both 
are regarded with awe as the Holy Spirit’s work.20 

                                                 
16  Matthew 24:24: ‘For false messiahs and false prophets will appear and produce great signs and omens, to 

lead astray, if possible, even the elect’ (cf. Mark 13:22; Luke 6:26). 
17  2 Peter 2:1: ‘But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you, 

who will secretly bring in destructive opinions. They will even deny the Master who bought them—bringing swift 
destruction on themselves.’ 1 John 4:1: ‘Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they 
are from God; for many false prophets have gone out into the world’. See also Acts 13:6; 2 Cor. 11:26; Gal. 2:4; 
Rev. 2:2, 14, 20; 12:17; 19:10. The false trinity mimics the Trinity (Rev. 13). 

18  Rom. 16:17; 1 Cor. 10:14; Phil. 3:18; 4:4; 1 Thess. 5:12; 2 Tim. 2:15; Titus 2 – 3; Jude 3; Rev. 13:10. 
19  Brevard S. Childs, The New Testament as Canon: An Introduction, SCM, London, 1984, p. 28. 
20  T. F. Torrance, The Trinitarian Faith, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1988, p. 13. 
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 All heresy is ‘about spiritual corruption, not merely muddled thinking’.21 While 
we obviously have to let much go through to the Keeper—at times the non-negotiable 
character of the apostolic word will mean that ‘no amount of conciliatory theology or 
charity’22 will do. 
 The true Word is something one lives and does in Jesus (Eph. 4:21)—it includes 
doctrine or teaching. Only God’s truth—the essential reality, the real deal—carries a 
true head of steam. Since Thy Word is truth—and we are sanctified in the truth—we 
cannot but speak (cf. 2 Cor. 4:11–13), even while being given up to death for Jesus’ 
sake: 
 

‘If truth and error are free to struggle with each other, then truth will triumph’—John Milton. 

                                                 
21  Tom Smail, Andrew Walker and Nigel Wright, The Love of Power or the Power of Love, Bethany House, 

1994, p. 90. 
22  ibid. p. 91. 
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STUDY ELEVEN 

The Word in 
the Church 

Geoffrey Bingham 

In the previous Study in this series of three, we say that the church was born of the 
word of God and the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is he who reveals ‘the deep things of 
God’ (1 Cor. 2:10–14) to us. In our thesis we said that two criteria for being in the 
community of Christ were believing on Christ and living in love. Of course to believe 
on Christ would first be to believe on God as Father and, having repented, to believe 
on the Son and so become a member of his community of love. Tracing community—
ecclesia and koinonia—to God’s intention prior to creation (Eph. 1:3–14) and then to 
His created image—Man—we saw that God is the Divine Community in Himself and 
Man is the reflection of God-in-Community. In that sense the ecclesia is the 
expression of God’s innate Community, and as such a true koinonia—i.e. fellow-
ship—provided we understand fellowship as the perichoresis of love. 
 Because we did not define ecclesia in our previous Study we need to do so here. G. 
W. Bromiley’s description of ecclesia is: 
 

Although Gk. ekklesia became a distinctively Christian word, it has both a Greek and an OT 
history. In the Greek world it was used for a public assembly summoned by a herald(< ek, ‘out,’ 
and kalein, ‘to call’; cf. Acts 19:32, 39f.). In the LXX it was used for the Heb. qahal, which 
denotes the congregation or people of Israel, especially as gathered before the Lord (cf. Acts 
7:38). It is of interest that behind the NT term stand both Greek democracy and Hebrew 
theocracy, the two being brought together in a theocratic democracy or democratic theocracy.1  

 
Probably we should not emphasise the ‘called out/separated’ aspect too much 
although, of course, it is present. Our main emphasis is on the being together as a 
gathered and gathering people, somewhat after the manner of Israel, but in an even 
better way. 

THE WORD FOR THE GATHERED PEOPLE—THE COMMUNITY 

I think we have made it clear in the previous paper that the church was born of the 
word and the Spirit, and that this teaching was brought to the 120 followers of Christ,  

                                                 
1  See the article ‘Church’ in The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, vol. 1: A–D (Eerdmans, Grand 

Rapids, 1979) pp. 693–6. 
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and then to the folk who flocked to hear them at Pentecost and, further, at other times. 
Understanding the truth preached to them, some 3,000 received the teaching, 
repented, believed, and were baptised into the church. The gospel, later called ‘the 
whole counsel of God’, became known to the people who heard it. We will speak of 
this in our next paper titled ‘The Word from the Church’. It would seem reasonable to 
conclude that those who were baptised would be telling the same gospel or good news 
to their friends and others. What, then, would they need so far as further teaching was 
concerned? 
 All converted at Pentecost and later situations in Jerusalem were known as ‘the 
company of those who believed’. They believed that Jesus of Nazareth was God’s 
Messiah for Israel. His Cross, which had been the scandal in Jerusalem on that special 
Friday, was now considered to be ‘according to the definite plan and foreknowledge 
of God’. God had raised up this Jesus, ‘having loosed the pangs of death’. Peter had 
cried out, ‘Let all the house of Israel therefore know assuredly that God has made him 
both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified’. Cut to the heart, thousands 
responded, ‘Brethren, what shall we do?’ Peter’s answer was, ‘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’ (Acts 2:38). He taught them widely 
in covenant language (cf. Acts 2:38–40; 3:12–26), and they were included in Christ’s 
new community. 
 We are told that ‘they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, 
to the breaking of bread and the prayers’ (Acts 2:42). Note the four elements of their 
new life: (i) the apostles’ teaching; (ii) the fellowship; (iii) the breaking of bread; and 
(iv) the prayers. We need to realise that these four elements constituted the way of life 
of the new community. The two criteria of community we have elsewhere nominated, 
i.e. faith and love, are both evident in the church from the beginning, and the element 
of hope is strongly present. It was in these three virtues that the new ecclesia was to 
live, and this threefold life needed to be taught to them. This kind of teaching was 
called didach¬. It sprang from the evangelising gospel, but was especially designed to 
train the church to know how to go about being the community living in the whole 
world so that it could witness to Christ and be linked with the full coming of the 
Kingdom of God. 

DIDACHE—THE BODY OF CHRIST’S TEACHING 

The first element of Acts 2:42 is teaching (didach¬), but we must see clearly that it is 
in the context of the fellowship or koinonia, the breaking of bread, i.e. assembling for 
the commemoration of the Last Supper; and ‘the prayers’, i.e. the three-hourly prayer 
times at the temple. Unless we see these four elements for what they mean and their 
inseparability, we will not really comprehend the nature of the early community. 
 The term, ‘the apostles’ teaching’ meant all that the apostles had learned when 
companying with Christ throughout his time of ministry, death and resurrection to the 
point of his ascension. Keeping in mind that we are seeking to trace the teaching 
(didach¬) received by the church, then ‘the apostles’ teaching’ is, in one sense, the 
whole body of teaching they—the apostles and other disciples—had received in order 
to live as the new community of Christ, and this included Jesus’ own view of Israel 
and its entire history and significance. That whole body of the words and works of 
Jesus as described in Acts 10:34–38 was the basis of the didach¬ (teaching). Words 
and works cannot be separated. From Pentecost onwards, the Holy Spirit was present  
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in the church to do what Jesus promised the Holy Spirit would do when he came, 
namely that the Holy Spirit would teach them all things, bring powerfully to their 
mind all that he had told them, lead them into all the truth, glorify Christ, tell them of 
things to come and begin through them the work of convicting the world of sin, 
righteousness and judgment. When it is said that the new community devoted itself to 
the apostles’ teaching (didach¬), we should see that something had been formed and 
crystallised at Pentecost, namely the apostolic teaching, i.e. the apostolic truth. This 
Paul was later to call ‘the whole counsel [purpose] of God’ (Acts 20:27). 
 Before Christ’s coming there had been the truth, as we would call it, of the Old 
Testament covenant people—Israel—and their salvation history which had been 
intended to develop into universal salvation. Up to Jesus’ coming, all things messianic 
were still in the future. Israel’s problem of being God’s koinonia/people/ecclesia and 
yet still being under judgments which had not yet been worked out, and salvation both 
national and universal not yet being effected, Israel nevertheless saw itself as God’s 
qahal–ecclesia. This is well voiced in Psalm 74. Verse 2 utters the theme of the 
Psalm: ‘Remember thy congregation, which thou hast gotten of old, which thou hast 
redeemed to be the tribe of thy heritage! Remember Mount Zion, where thou hast 
dwelt.’ God’s Messiah was to be the answer to such prayers, and although he had 
come in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, Israel had not recognised him as such. The 
new church had to be taught its identity and mission as the people of God in the final 
era of history. 
 Peter’s sermon of Acts 2:14–36 contains the apostolic pattern for the proclamation 
of the gospel (kerygma). Whilst that gospel did not preach the church as such, yet it 
showed that the congregation—the new community—who preached it was of Christ, 
and was redemptive. We mean that whilst the new congregation was remarkable, yet 
its being was not preached as a dogma, whereas the Kingdom of God was preached 
(Acts 8:12; 20:25; 28:23, 31). In his Pentecostal sermon Peter showed that with the 
coming of the Spirit, God’s people are now in the eschaton for with Pentecost the last 
days have arrived (Acts 2:17ff.), so that among ‘all things’ are the ‘things that are to 
come’ (John 16:13). Teaching on both the eschaton and the telos (goal) needed to be 
given. The whole scope of salvation history was taught in the proclamation 
(kerygma), but teaching had to be given regarding many matters concerning the 
identity of the new fellowship, its purpose in God’s plan, its relationship to the 
Kingdom of God, its position in the world about it, its conflict with the kingdom of 
Satan, its moral–ethical way of life, its eschatological action in history and its ultimate 
teleological being and vocation. Before venturing on these important themes, we need 
to know the way in which didach¬ came to the apostolic community. 

THE ORDER OF TEACHING IN THE NEW TESTAMENT CHURCH 

The context of teaching in the early church was the nature and shape of the 
community itself. Called ‘the Body of Christ’, all were first known as members of 
that Body and then as members one of another (Eph. 4:25; Rom. 12:5), having the 
same care for one another (1 Cor. 12:25). ‘Members one of another’ tells almost 
everything. No member lived to himself or herself. They were mindful of the things 
of others and in humility considered others better than themselves (Phil. 2:1–5). Each 
was ‘other-person centred’, and each ‘with all lowliness and meekness, with patience, 
forbearing one another in love’ (Eph. 4:2–3). All were the saints who were in ‘the  
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work of the ministry’ (Eph. 4:12) and all were in the building up of the Body of Christ 
in love. All contributed to the total action of the community. 
 As to the teaching given to the church, i.e. God’s word to the church, we have first 
Christ as Teacher, the name so often given to him during his years of earthly ministry, 
and the Holy Spirit (d‹rea) who was ever to reveal to the church ‘the deep things of 
God’ and ‘things to come’. Christ from the beginning gave his fullness to the church 
(Eph. 1:22–23; cf. Col. 1:9–10) and this fullness contained: (i) the five gifts of 
ministry (d‹mata: Eph. 4:7–11); and (ii) the spiritual gifts (charismata: 1 Cor. 12:4ff.; 
Rom. 12:3ff.; 1 Pet. 4:7–11).  
 
Note: At this point I suggest readers look up my two articles—‘The Life and Order of 
the New Testament Church’, Parts 1 and 2, which are the September and October 
Monday Pastors’ Studies of the year 2000. They cover the working of all gifts 
mentioned above.  

The Domatic Ministry Involving Teaching 

 What we have to realise is that Christ was ever teaching the church through the 
Holy Spirit, the five ministerial gifts called domata, and through the spiritual gifts 
called charismata. The five ministries known as the domata, were tandem ministries. 
Probably all domata ministries—apart from the pastors who were always in the plural 
in any church—were mobile. All taught, but, as we might say, from varying angles of 
necessary ministry.  
 The apostles were those who first proclaimed the truth (kerygma) to Israel and 
beyond, thus opening the Kingdom of God to Israel, Samaria and the Gentiles 
(ethnoi). They alone set what we call ‘the apostolic truth’. They always taught. It is 
said they undertook the responsibility of the churches which sprang up from their 
ministry. The prophets were closely linked with the apostles (Eph. 2:20; 3:5; 4:11). In 
the Book of Acts we see they taught (Acts 11:27; 13:1; 15:32; 21:10). The Book of 
the Revelation was wholly written as a prophecy. The evangelist, of course, taught the 
gospel to those not yet in the church, but Timothy who was a teacher was also told to 
do the work of an evangelist. Philip is the one evangelist fully nominated in Acts. He 
had four daughters who prophesied and seems to have taught where he lived at 
Caesarea. The pastors who, it could be fairly shown, were called ‘elders’, ‘shepherds’ 
and ‘bishops’, as ‘overseers’ and ‘guardians’ were also teachers. Some exegetes of 
Ephesians 4:11 believe ‘pastors and teachers’ are the one ministry, though this is to be 
doubted. Pastors were told to ‘tend the flock of God’ (1 Pet. 5:2) and ‘feed the church 
of God’ and this certainly involved much teaching, especially if ‘elder’ and ‘pastor’ 
are the one ministry (cf. Acts 20:17, 28–30). Elders, Paul said, were to be ‘apt to 
teach’. The teacher, of course, was a prominent ministry. What we must keep in mind 
is that the five ministries were gifts given by Christ to the church. They were not 
offices to be filled when one or other of these ministers died. Churches were visited 
by them because their ministries were vitally necessary to those communities. 

The Charismatic Ministry of Teaching  

 In 1 Corinthians 12:17–31, Paul links domata and charismata in one list, probably 
to show that all gifts work together, and even though there seems to be some kind of 
an order in them—‘first . . . second . . . etc.’—they all combine to make the  
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word given to be the word received and the word enacted. This is shown in the 
ministry of Christ in Matthew 9:35–36: 
 

And Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and preaching the 
gospel of the kingdom, and healing every disease and every infirmity. When he saw the crowds, 
he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 
shepherd. 

 
The gifts are love speaking into the needs of the human race. The church is the 
community of love for it is the image of God who is love and who speaks continually 
into it. The word of the apostle speaks into the society that is ignorant of Him, and the 
response comes which asks, ‘Men and brethren, what shall we do?’ The prophet 
speaks to the new community of response from the past for the present and the future. 
The evangelist penetrates with the word of grace and the pastoral word is dynamic for 
community living in which the teaching word brings the inexhaustible riches of Christ 
to be used in the life of the church for furthering and fulfilling the plan of God. Each 
ministry of the charismata is love enacted in the deed, on the principle of 1 John 
3:17–18 that if one sees a brother has need, and one has that gift which will fulfil that 
need, then it is that one loves in both word and deed. 
 This, then, is the word of the Father from everlasting, the word of the Son who is 
the Logos from everlasting, and the word of the Eternal Spirit which is spoken 
daily—even momentarily—into the community of God, and by which it is informed 
and enlightened and kept in righteousness and love. 

CONCLUSION TO ‘THE WORD IN THE CHURCH’ 

The three actions of the word as we have stated them—the word for, in and by the 
church—are the one word, and with difficulty therefore do we deal with them as three 
somewhat different ‘words’. In our next Study we will look at the word by the church. 
Then we will make our appropriate conclusions. If we keep the perspective of the 
community of God being planned before time, commencing with creation and so 
continuing in the covenant of God throughout time, then we see the need of the 
redemptive word to bring into the community those who are His elect people. The 
continuity of community is dependent upon the word spoken to the holy koinonia, and 
the consecrated people cannot continue as holy unless they proclaim the redemptive, 
sanctifying, glorifying and perfecting word to the world which God loves. Somewhere 
in all this it has been the prophetic word which has kept alive in the minds and hearts 
of God’s people the reality of the living eschaton and the promised telos. 
 The prophetic witness has been massive and formidable to the powers of darkness 
and richly enlightening to the community of the saints. The first man of community 
was Abel whom Jesus said was a prophet—‘shedding the blood of the 
prophets . . . from the blood of innocent Abel to the blood of Zechariah’. Who knows 
whether or not it was Abel’s being a prophet which infuriated his brother Cain to the 
point of murder? Hebrews chapter 11 shows the orientation of the people of God was 
always to the end, the climax of history, the true city of God, the telos, and always the 
prophet had to give out the living word of God to enfold them in the will of God. 
 It is interesting, then, that Paul places the prophet next to the apostle (1 Cor. 
12:28f.) and couples them both together when speaking of the foundation of the 
church and the revelation of the mystery of Christ and the mystery of the church  
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(Eph. 2:20; 3:1–11). He shows in 1 Corinthians 13 that no gift is properly used which 
is not used in love, for love. Prophetic powers are nothing if not used in love and, 
anyway, the time will come when prophesy will have done its work. Even so, in  
1 Corinthians chapter 14, he bids them wish for the gift of prophecy, saying that ‘he 
who prophesies speaks to men for their upbuilding and encouragement and 
consolation’. The prophet is the one who edifies the whole church and not just himself 
as is the case with the gift of tongues. In the same chapter he says that if all speak in 
tongues then a stranger who might walk in will think the assembly to be mad. If all 
were to prophesy then a stranger entering would find that all would bring him to 
conviction, would call him to account for his sins and would cause the secrets of his 
heart to be disclosed, out of which experience the stranger would fall on his face, 
worshipping God and declaring that God is really present in the assembly. Paul, of 
course, is not saying that all should prophesy together. 
 Our purpose here is not to expound the greatness of prophet and prophecy, but to 
show that the church has ever had the word of God in its midst in a most powerful 
way, for prophecy is for exhortation and the telling ‘of things to come’. Prophetic 
exhortation is paraclesis. Exhortation is for rebuke, conviction, support and 
encouragement, and prediction is related to the activity of the church in the light of 
what is coming. Indeed, prophecy is the assurance that God is always talking to His 
church. This does not mean that all other forms of the word are no less dynamic, but 
that all other words are related to the prophetic.  
 Down through the ages the prophetic word has kept the spirits of men renewed, 
facing, as they do, the glorious climax of history (cf. Rom. 8:18–39). Nothing else can 
explain the vast company of those faithful unto death who will obtain the crown of 
life. Many, many millions have given their lives for the truth and even as we write 
and speak large numbers are going to their death. The twentieth century it is said, has 
seen the largest number of martyrs ever. Some have spoken of nineteen million dying 
for the faith. 
 Such living and dying are impossible without true faith, love and hope. God is ever 
speaking to His people. The saints do not have a stored up manual of doctrine, a set of 
dogmatics, creeds which embrace the truth but are not the living truth. They have the 
Creator–Father–Redeemer whose Son is the Logos of God in the work of creation and 
redemption and with these Two the Holy Spirit, who is also in the work of creation 
and redemption. Because of them the church is never without the word being spoken 
to them. The forward movement of the community is never in silence, never alone, 
never neglected. ‘I am with you always, to the close of the age’, Jesus told us, and the 
word of the Father is, ‘I will never leave you nor forsake you’. ‘The testimony of 
Jesus is the Spirit of prophecy’, John told us in his prophecy’, and that statement, 
rightly understood, is enough for us. 
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STUDY TWELVE 

The Word Become Flesh: 
The Truth of the Father 

Rod James 

THE WORD BECOME FLESH: PHILOSOPHICAL, MORALIST 
AND HUMANIST INTERPRETATIONS 

 There is almost universal agreement that the man Jesus has a word to bring to 
humanity, and that he ‘fleshed out’ that word in the way he lived. However, many 
have sought to take Jesus and his enfleshed word and place him within a 
philosophical or religious context of their own choosing. Here are some examples.  

The Quest for the ‘Historical Jesus’ 

 Over the last couple of centuries, liberal thinkers have sought to get behind the 
Christian church’s proclamation of Christ and expose an historical person upon whom 
a later ecclesiastical interpretation is said to have been imposed. This Jesus would 
have been an ordinary man, minus the supernatural, and his word become flesh would 
have been his moral teaching, spoken and lived out.1 

The Jesus Movement 

 In the 1960s and ’70s many young people came to follow Jesus as the person they 
could believe in and trust. This movement was weak in its Trinitarian theology and 
tended to emphasise Jesus as friend and guide. Of similar thought are the folk who 
interpret being a Christian as ‘living by the Sermon on the Mount and the Golden 
Rule’. 

Reductionist Moralism 

 There have always been those who have sought to draw from Jesus a simple moral 
teaching which could bypass the difficult and divisive questions of doctrine and creed 
and provide people with a simple and unifying way to live. The most recent guru of 
this movement is of course Bishop John Spong. 

                                                 
1  See I. H. Marshall, ‘Historical Jesus, Quest for’ in New Dictionary of Theology (IVP, Leicester, 1988),  

pp. 305f., for a concise account of this movement. 
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Multi-faith Spirituality 

 In the public arenas of Christian ministry, such as chaplaincy and ecumenical 
cooperation, we encounter efforts to develop a synthesis and harmony of religious 
endeavours which can enable us to ‘all work together for the common good’. The 
back flow from this pragmatic objective is the development of a Christian theology 
which has a place for other religions and an understanding of Jesus as the Word 
become flesh which is not offensive to others within the practical and cooperative 
context. 
 
 All of the above interpretations of Jesus focus on his moral teaching and his living 
of that teaching as the essence of the Word become flesh. But is this adequate and is it 
helpful to the human race? P. T. Forsyth’s work The Preaching of Jesus and the 
Gospel of Christ is helpful here: 

[Jesus’] personal influence through His doctrine averted neither His unpopularity, His desertion, 
nor His Cross. It did not prevent the people it was turned on from disowning Him, nor the 
disciples from leaving Him, nor the authorities from killing Him. Indeed it provoked all three. 
How then are we to expect another effect from it, taken alone, upon the world of posterity?2 

Forsyth raises the following questions: 
1.  Is Christ a preacher for us in the same sense as He was for His own generation? 

2.  Insofar as he was a preacher at all, did He preach the gospel?3 

 To put it another way, ‘Is there any difference between the words of Jesus, as in 
Matthew 7:24: 

Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man 
who built his house on the rock, 

and the word of Christ, as in Romans 10:17 and Colossians 3:16?’ 
Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word 
of Christ.  

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all 
wisdom. 

THE WORD BECOME FLESH: 
INCARNATION AND GOD’S REDEMPTIVE INTENTION 

The Intentional Sayings of Jesus 

 Among the words of Jesus there are statements which have the special significance 
of revealing to us God’s intention in the Word becoming flesh. Among these are the ‘I 
have come . . .’ sayings. For example: 

 
For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners (Matt. 9:13). 
 
For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom 
for many (Mark 10:45). 

                                                 
2  P. T. Forsyth, The Preaching of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ, NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, p. 14. 
3  ibid., p. 4. 
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For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost (Luke 19:10). 
 
I did not come to judge the world, but to save it (John 12:47). 
 

 Jesus interrupted his own teaching ministry with the repeated announcement that 
there was another and more important component to his ministry: 
 

Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone 
who believes in him may have eternal life (John 3:14–15). 
 
He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the 
elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise 
again (Mark 8:31). 
 
I have a baptism to be baptized with; and how I am constrained until it is accomplished! (Luke 
12:50, RSV). 
 
For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will 
be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth (Matt. 12:40). 

The Whole Counsel of God 

 Of great significance among the teachings of Jesus are the words he spoke to his 
disciples after his resurrection. Here he explains why the Word became flesh: 

 
And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the 
Scriptures concerning himself (Luke 24:27). 
 
He said to them, ‘This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled 
that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.’ Then he opened their 
minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, ‘This is what is written: The Christ 
will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be 
preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem (Luke 24:44–47). 
 

In his self-interpretation in Luke 24, the risen Lord went through ‘all the Scriptures’ 
and ‘opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures’. ‘Beginning with 
Moses and all the Prophets’, the Word, now in glorified human flesh, revealed the 
gracious purpose and action of God. To consistently believe in the resurrection 
requires that we give these words of the risen and triumphant Lord priority in 
understanding the purpose and content of the incarnation. It is important to note  
that immediately following this post-resurrection explanation, Jesus says to his 
disciples ‘You are witnesses of these things’ (Luke 24:48). When the disciples did 
witness to the Word become flesh it was this understanding of Jesus that they 
conveyed (Acts 5:30–32; 10:39–43; 13:31; 22:14, 15; 26:16–18). St Paul, to whom 
the risen Lord clearly explained himself, calls this word ‘the whole counsel of God’ 
(Acts 20:26, 27), meaning the whole panoramic will, plan or purpose of God (Eph. 
1:3–10). 
 Likewise, the Holy Spirit bears witness to the Word become flesh. Jesus called him 
‘the Spirit of truth’ and said, ‘he will testify about me’ (John 15:26), and he ‘will 
remind you of everything I have said to you’ (John 14:26) and again, ‘He will bring 
glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you’ (John 16:14). 
No wonder that when the disciples ‘were all filled with the Holy Spirit’, they ‘spoke 
the word of God boldly’ (Acts 4:31). 
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THE WORD BECOME FLESH: 
THE TRUTH OF THE FATHER 

We have seen that the false interpretations of the Word become flesh all have one 
thing in common. They all explain that Word without reference to the Father, and 
without reference to the objective, stated by Jesus and his chosen witnesses, that he 
came as the Son of the Father to reconcile the world to God. The Word become flesh 
in all of these false interpretations is an independent moral word that gives human 
beings a way of living without reference to their need of redemption from sin and 
reconciliation to God the Holy Father. By contrast, the apostolic testimony concerning 
the Word become flesh is that ‘in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself’ (2 
Cor. 5:19).  
 The gospel writers could not tell their story without including those occasions 
when the Father bore testimony to His Son, for example, prior to his birth, at his birth, 
at his baptism, on the mount of transfiguration, through the miracles, when Jesus was 
on the Cross, and through the resurrection. Likewise, Jesus bore continual witness to 
the Father. 

Jesus’ Witness to the Father 

 The Gospel writers convey to us that Jesus spoke much about the Father. A look at 
a concordance shows us that in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is recorded as speaking of 
the Father 46 times, in Mark 5 times, in Luke 16 times and in John 107 times. The 
impact of reading these 174 references in one sitting is clear: the testimony of the 
Word become flesh is that he was intent on conveying the truth of the Father.  
 Jesus told us that the Father loved him before the creation of the world and gave 
him glory (John 17:24). From the beginning he had to be about his Father’s business 
(Luke 2:49). He said that it was the Father who sent him (John 6:57), that he had 
come in the Father’s name (John 5:43). The Father glorifies him (John 8:54) and he 
glorifies the Father (John 8:49). The Father loves the Son and has given everything 
into his hands (John 3:35). He loves the Father and does nothing but what the Father 
has commanded him (John 14:31; 8:28) and what he sees the Father doing (John 
5:19). The work the Father has given him to finish testifies that the Father has sent 
him (John 5:36). The words he speaks belong to the Father (John 14:24), and whoever 
has seen him has seen the Father (John 14:9). The Father is always working and he is 
working too (John 5:17).  
 Jesus tells us to be merciful as our Father in heaven is merciful (Luke 6:36), and to 
pray, ‘Our Father in heaven . . .’ (Matt. 6:9). In any circumstance of need we are to 
ask the Father and it will be given to us (Matt. 7:7–11). Indeed it is the Father’s good 
pleasure to give us the kingdom (Luke 12:32). Those who enter the Kingdom of 
heaven will be those who do the will of his Father in heaven (Matt. 7:21). All things 
have been committed to Jesus by his Father, and no one knows the Father except the 
Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him (Matt. 11:27). Only he has seen 
the Father (John 6:46), and it is his Father in heaven who revealed that he is the 
Christ, the Son of the living God (Matt. 16:17).  
 The world has not known the righteous Father (John 17:25) and hates both Jesus 
and the Father (John 15:24). But Jesus is not alone, because the Father is with him 
(John 8:16; 16:32). The Father has so loved the world that he has given his only Son 
(John 3:16) to be the true bread from heaven which gives life to the world (John 
6:32). The Father had given him a cup to drink (John 18:11), and it was the Father’s  
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will that must be done (Matt. 26:39). Facing death he prayed that the Father’s name 
would be glorified (John 12:27, 28). Before his death he told his disciples that he was 
going to the Father (John 14:28; 16:16, 17) just as he had come from the Father (John 
16:27). In his Father’s house there were many rooms, and he was going to prepare a 
place there for us (John 14:2). Upon the Cross, Jesus asked the Father to forgive us 
(Luke 23:34). He then committed his own spirit into the Father’s hands (Luke 23:46). 
It was his Father who commanded him to lay down his life, and the Father who gave 
him authority to take it up again (John 10:17, 18). The Father has set his seal of 
approval on him (John 6:27).  
 When Jesus rose from the dead, he ascended to his Father and to our Father (John 
20:17). The Father would send another Counsellor in Jesus’ name (John 14:26), and 
would give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him (Luke 11:13), according to the 
promise of the Father (Luke 24:49). As the Father had sent him, so now he was 
sending his disciples (John 20:21). No one can come to the Father except by him 
(John 14:6), and no one can come to Jesus unless the Father draws him (John 6:44). 
Whoever acknowledges Jesus before men, Jesus will acknowledge him before the 
Father (Matt. 10:32). Only the Father knows the day and the hour of the 
consummation of all things (Mark 13:32). When Jesus comes again it will be in the 
glory of the Father (Matt 16:27; Luke 9:26). The Son is in the Father and the Father is 
in him (John 14:10). He and the Father are one (John 10:30). 
 John is faithful in his witness to the Word become flesh when he says: 
 

No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has make him 
known (John 1:18, RSV). 

The Holy Father’s Word-event 

 The Hebrew word for ‘word’, dabar, has the sense of a ‘word event’; i.e. a 
speaking which, through its articulation, brings about an action and a consequence.4 
For example, ‘God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light’ (Gen. 1:3). So it is 
that God’s word does not return to Him empty, but accomplishes that for which He 
sent it (Isa. 55:10, 11). Likewise, rather than being simply a good idea or a sound 
teaching, the Word become flesh is the Father’s word-event in and through his 
obedient, co-working Son: 
 

But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to 
redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons (Gal. 4:4–5). 

 
The incarnation was with a view to the Cross, and the Cross with a view to Pentecost. 
But Pentecost was always with the restoration of the whole creation in view. 
Therefore we see that the incarnate Word is the only Son of the Father, and that his 
incarnation makes the Father known because the Son has and does nothing which is 
not from the Father. The coming of the Spirit has the same goal, namely, to take these 
things which the Son has and to make them known. With the gift of the Spirit the 
revelation by the Son becomes intimate in us, and we cry, ‘Abba, Father’ (Gal. 4:6; 
Rom. 8:15), ‘to the praise of his glorious grace’ (Eph. 1:6). With this witness of the 
Spirit the truth of the Father finds its rightful resting-place in the human heart.  
                                                 

4  See J. Y. Campbell in ‘Word’, in A Theological Word Book of the Bible, ed. Alan Richardson (SCM, 
London, 1969), pp. 283–5, and I. Ramseyer, ‘Word’, part 3b in Vocabulary of the Bible, ed. J.–J. von Allmen, 
(Lutterworth, London, 1966), p. 461. 
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 The commandment of the Father rings out down the ages: 
 

This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him! (Mark 9:7). 
 

 In the Word become flesh, God’s ancient declaration finds its rich and true 
fulfilment: 

 
This is the one I esteem:  
   he who is humble and contrite in spirit, 
   and trembles at my word (Isa. 66:2). 
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STUDY THIRTEEN 

The Word Became Flesh: 
Revelation as Personal and 

Propositional Encounter 

Robin Mitchell 

In assigning the topic for this lecture Ian Pennicook wrote: 
 

. . . revelation cannot be simply a revelation to the mind of man. Rom. 1:16–17 is the preface for 
verses 18ff, where the human mind is declared incapable of receiving anything from God besides 
his wrath. The revelation in the gospel is certainly in words which can be understood, but that is 
because it is God himself personally speaking his word and work into us. 

 
Earlier in the week we have had workshops on exegesis and hermeneutics. In these 
we learn to apply philological,1 historical, sociological and other methodologies to the 
text of the sacred Scriptures. The Scriptures, like other literary works, can be 
subjected to the scrutiny and inquisition of the modern mind. Because our Scriptures 
are historical documents, such processes may assist a great deal in our understanding 
and interpretation, yet we must always be mindful that we are dealing with something 
more than a collection of ancient documents. We regard the Bible as the inspired 
‘Word of God’. God has spoken, in this record we hear the voice of God. God speaks 
by, in and through these writings today. 

PROPOSITIONAL AND NOT PERSONAL—THE WORD ON STONE: THE 
WORD IN THE BOOK 

While the Scriptures contain propositional truths (a proposition is a statement that 
affirms or denies something and is either true or false), such biblical statements are 
always more than that, for God is the speaker. We are not confronted with an 
impersonal word—moral, legal, ethical propositions and the like—but by the person 
of God. All too often we handle the Word of God as though it is an entity separate 
from the God who has spoken and is speaking to us.  

                                                 
1  Philology—the humanistic study of language and literature. 
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It is common in academic circles (e.g. language, literature and archaeology classes) to 
consciously separate the Biblical text from any idea of God, it is simply ancient 
literature. Sadly, even as Christians we may unconsciously have a similar attitude and 
regard the Scriptures as merely propositional truth rather than personal revelation:  
i.e. encounter with God.  
 Some signs of this are: 
 
 The book, and the study of the book, may take priority over our personal 

relationship with God. The Scriptures become an idol if our mind is turned from 
the Triune God to the mysteries of the book (The Bishop’s brother-in-law). As 
the story illustrates, an idolatry of Scripture may see us full of technical biblical 
knowledge without ever hearing or really knowing the Living God speaking. If 
this is the case, then we will always lack Godly wisdom that enables us to live 
righteously in our relationships, with God or spouse or family, or with other 
fellow human beings. Our living is a test of what we do with ‘the book’. 

 
 Another indication of our separating the Word from God is that we objectify the 

Word by our analysis and methodologies and in doing so we step apart from the 
Word and its influence and we sit in judgment upon it. At this point we fail to 
respond to God’s speech; we do not come under it, we do not obey it, 
unconsciously we think, ‘it is just a book and we have its measure’. This is not 
only a danger for the scholar or preacher but also for everyone who reads or 
hears the Word. For example, we are prone to do this in our Bible study 
meetings. We concentrate on facts and technicalities while the real questions and 
issues raised by the text are overlooked, the voice of God is not heard, there is no 
encounter with God and, all too often, we go away untouched and still burdened 
because Christ has not been there to set us free. We sometimes preach in the 
same way.  

 
  Every member of the congregation is also prone to pass judgment on the 

preached word. ‘This I agree with and will accept’, ‘this is not relevant for 
me’—(try preaching through a book. Why do lexical readings leave out the 
controversial passages?). It is also interesting to observe that as hearers we 
generally know better than the preacher/teacher. This is not to say that as hearers 
we should not be like those at Thessalonica, who ‘searched the Scriptures daily 
to find out whether these things were so’ (Acts 17:11). Many times we do not 
want to know ‘if these things are so’, we only want to hold on to our own 
preconceived ideas. We use the Scriptures to proof text our own thinking and so 
insulate ourselves from the voice of God that seeks to shatter our misconceptions 
and liberate us by a true hearing of the Word. 

 
 The parrot syndrome, spoken of by Geoffrey Bingham (1983:3ff.) in ‘The Preacher 

and the Parrot’, is another indication of our tendency to separate God and his 
Word. The parrot is well fed by our pragmatism and by the technological age 
that places all of the resources of the world at our fingertips. Plenty of sermons 
on the internet! They may be a useful resource for ideas, just as the 
commentaries and other aids are that fill our bookshelves, but if we simply 
cobble together various resource materials and present them, then we are playing 
the parrot and are not preaching that which has come to us as revelation from an 
encounter with God. We then tend to preach about the Word, or we preach  
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propositions from the Word, but do not preach ‘the Word of God’2 for the voice 
of God is not heard. 

 
 When God and Word are parted, we are left with a magical view of the Bible. ‘If I 

utter this holy text it will, by its own innate power, bring results.’ We thus turn 
biblical propositions into magical formula. Certain phrases such as, ‘in Jesus’ 
name’, ‘by the blood of Jesus’, are sometimes thought to posses incantational 
efficacy. Is it possible to preach the Gospel without quoting a text? Does the 
repetition of the text have more ‘power’ in preaching than conveying an idea in 
everyday language?  

  Such thinking may also lead to a dogmatic and rigid legalism about the book 
itself: this is the inspired version and no other. The ‘magic book’ of propositional 
truth is then used as a stick to beat people around the ears and manipulate them 
by fear or guilt. If we hold a magical view of the text and separate God from the 
Word, we may find that instead of speaking powerfully, ‘the book’ is cold and 
hard and dead. Paper and ink have no power. There is no magic in the book (you 
can burn an old Bible), it has no life in itself apart from the Living God by whose 
breath the words of the Book were spoken.  

THE WORD—PERSONAL AND PROPOSITIONAL: THE WORD MADE 
FLESH, DWELLING AMONG US 

We know that as creatures we can only know the creator because he has chosen to 
reveal himself to us. A quick glance at the Old Testament shows the personal nature 
of God’s revelation: 
 
 ‘And the LORD God commanded the man, “You may freely eat of every tree of the 

garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in 
the day that you eat of it you shall die” ’ (Gen. 2:16). 

 
 ‘God said to Noah . . .’ (Gen. 6:13).  

 
 ‘. . . the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision’ (Gen. 15:1), ‘the Lord 

appeared to Abram and said to him . . .’ (Gen. 17:1). 
 
 ‘God came to Abimelech in a dream by night’ (Gen. 20:3), (note the different 

modes of revelation, but always the presence of God). 
 
 ‘Jacob . . . ladder . . . And behold, the LORD stood above it and said : “I [am] the 

LORD, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac” ’ (Gen. 28:10–13). 
 
 ‘So Jacob called the name of the place Peniel, saying, “For I have seen God face to 

face, and yet my life is preserved” ’ (Gen. 32:30). 
 
 ‘And have them make me a sanctuary, so that I may dwell among them’ (Exod. 

25:8).  
 

 ‘Now Moses used to take the tent and pitch it outside the camp, far off from the 
camp; he called it the tent of meeting. And everyone who sought the LORD  

                                                 
2  See my notes ‘The Spirit of the Cross and Resurrection’, from The Day of the Spirit, NCTM Pastor’s 

School, 1999, pp. 21–26. 



The Word Became Flesh: Revelation as Personal . . . Encounter 
 

Ministry School 2002 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

81 

would go out to the tent of meeting, which was outside the camp. Whenever 
Moses went out to the tent, all the people would rise and stand, each of them, at 
the entrance of their tents and watch Moses until he had gone into the tent. When 
Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend and stand at the 
entrance of the tent, and the LORD would speak with Moses. When all the people 
saw the pillar of cloud standing at the entrance of the tent, all the people would 
rise and bow down, all of them, at the entrance of their tent. Thus the LORD used 
to speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend’ (Exod. 33:7–11). 

 
Such examples are numerous and when we come to the New Testament, we discover 
the same thing: there is personal revelation as God comes to his people. 
 John takes us back to the vivid picture that we have just read about in Exodus. He 
writes of Christ, saying, ‘And the Word became flesh and dwelt [tabernacled] among 
us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of 
grace and truth’ (John 1:14, NKJ). The outward desert scene has changed but the 
vision of the glory of God is now present in the person of the Logos who has become 
flesh or as Matthew puts it, in Immanuel, God with us (Matt. 1:23). In this man Jesus 
we behold the glory of the Father’s son and in this Son we see the revelation of the 
glory of the Father (‘He who has seen Me has seen the Father’, John 14:9). 
 In the Study given by Rod James we have seen that after Pentecost the revelation 
of the Son is no longer external, it is internalised because of the indwelling presence 
of God the Spirit and the consequent immediacy3 of the Godhead.  
 This is seen clearly in the departure speech of Jesus recorded in John 14: 
 
John 14:15 (NRSV) ‘If you love me, you will keep my commandments’.   
Jesus uses word/commandment interchangeably in this speech. It is important to see 
that ‘one who loves Jesus lives by the word of Jesus’ (Beasley-Murray 1987: 259). 
 As we will see, revelation is much more than good exegesis. God reveals himself 
in the context of loving relationships. 
 
16 ‘And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you 
forever. 17 This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it 
neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and 
he will be in you’.  
An advocate, unknown, unseen by the world, now alongside you, will come and 
indwell you (Paul—1 Cor. 3:16, corporate indwelling; 1 Cor. 6:19, personal indwelling).  
 There is never a moment in any day when the Holy Spirit will not be with us and in 
us. 
 
18 ‘I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you’.   
(ojrfanov", an orphan or friendless person). The only other NT example is in James 
1:27 where it means ‘fatherless’. It can be used of a disciple whose master has left. 
 ‘I am coming to you’—after the resurrection—with the coming of the Spirit—at 
the eschaton? Probably post-Easter (Beasley-Murray 1987: 258f.). The point is that 
Jesus will be with his disciples. 
 

                                                 
3  Immediacy—lack of an intervening or mediating agency; immediate intuitive awareness. 
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19 ‘In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I 
live, you also will live’.   
You will see me, you will share in the life that the Father has given me (John 5:26). 
 Note how the promise of the New Covenant is realised in the death of Christ and 
by the coming of the Spirit: 
 

And I will put my Spirit within you, and you shall live (Ezek. 37:14). 
 

Without giving a theology lecture on ‘covenant’, Jesus is saying something quite 
profound: The new day is about to dawn—the new covenant is being inaugurated—
this covenant is a covenant of life, of knowing, and being in and with God.  
 Verse 20 which follows, corresponds with Jeremiah 31:34: 
 

And no longer shall each man teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD’ 
for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD ; for I will 
forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more. 
 

20 ‘On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you’.   
When the Spirit indwells us, he shows us that we are caught up into fellowship with 
the Godhead. We are in Christ, Christ is in the Father, Christ is in us.  
 After Pentecost, John can say, ‘our fellowship [sharing/participation is] with the 
Father and with His Son Jesus Christ’. 
 Peter can write about Christians being participants in the ‘divine nature’ (2 Pet. 
1:4; see 1:2–8).  
 Whatever the origin and complexities of the expression ‘divine nature’, the context 
makes it clear that because of our intimate knowledge of the Father and of Christ we 
have everything necessary for life and godliness (1:3). Our relationship with God is 
dynamic and transforming; by his ‘divine power’ we may live a life different from the 
‘corruption that is in the world’. 
 
21 ‘They who have my commandments and keep them are those who love me; and 
those who love me will be loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal 
myself to them’.  
John has made it clear that our relationship with God is initiated by God, not by our 
obedience (John 15:16; 6:44), yet it is in the context of a loving and obedient 
relationship that Christ reveals himself to us. In John 15 Jesus links obedience, 
friendship and revelation: 
 

You are my friends if you do what I command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the 
servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have 
heard from my Father I have made known to you (John 15:14). 

 
The characteristic of the friend is obedience, and the difference between a servant and 
a friend is revelation. As Moses met with God in a face-to-face relationship, so Christ 
calls us his friends4 and reveals himself to us. In this unveiling of the mind of Christ,  

                                                 
4  Abraham and Moses are called friends of God (2 Chron. 20:7; James 2:23; Exod. 33:11). But neither God 

nor Jesus is ever referred to in the Scriptures as anybody’s friend  (Carson 1991: 522). Mutual, reciprocal 
friendship of the modern kind is not in mind and cannot be without demeaning God. You cannot turn the statement 
around and say ‘Jesus you are my friend if you do what I command you’. Some people want to treat Jesus as their 
friend in this way, ‘Hey, Jesus, you are my friend. Fix me up, you are obligated to me’. ‘Friend’ is to be 
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we hear a different word to that of the world, in this friendship we discover the plans 
and purposes of God. 
 
22 ‘Judas (not Iscariot) said to him, “Lord, how is it that you will reveal yourself to 
us, and not to the world?” 23 Jesus answered him, “Those who love me will keep 
my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our 
home with them.” ’   
At the beginning of the chapter (14:2f.) Jesus speaks of going to prepare a place for 
the disciples and taking them to be with him. We can understand that in terms of the 
eschaton, but this is different. Now, in this age, Father and Son come and make a 
dwelling place with/in the believer. It has been common to understand this indwelling 
of Father and Son as being mediated by the Spirit, but Beasley-Murray (1987: 260) 
argues strongly against this idea. The Church Fathers spoke of the indwelling of the 
Triune God; he quotes Augustine who said: 
 

The Holy Spirit also makes a dwelling with the Father and the Son; he is at home in every way, 
like God in his temple. The God of the Trinity, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, come to 
us when we come to them.  
 

 What all this means is that our primary call as Church leaders is not to exegete and 
expound a book, however necessary that might be. Our Primary call is to fellowship 
and communion with the Living God. It is here that personal revelation takes place. 
We hear God speak, we see God, we know God and we come from that meeting 
changed forever by the presence of God. We then have a story to tell, a word to 
proclaim, for Christ who calls us his friend has shared with us.  
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understood in the context of no longer being enemies, being at peace with God and living righteously within the 
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STUDY FOURTEEN 

The Word of 
the Cross 

Martin Bleby 

THE WORK OF THE CROSS 

The Event of the Crucifixion 

 The crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth was a specific and unique event. We can read 
about it in the bald, straightforward narratives contained in the gospels of the New 
Testament. Here is part of Mark’s presentation: 

 
Pilate spoke to them again, ‘Then what do you wish me to do with the man you call the King of 
the Jews?’ They shouted back, ‘Crucify him!’ Pilate asked them, ‘Why, what evil has he done?’ 
But they shouted all the more, ‘Crucify him!’ 
 So Pilate, wishing to satisfy the crowd, released Barabbas for them; and after flogging Jesus, 
he handed him over to be crucified. Then the soldiers led him into the courtyard of the palace 
(that is, the governor’s headquarters); and they called together the whole cohort. And they 
clothed him in a purple cloak; and after twisting some thorns into a crown, they put it on him. 
And they began saluting him, ‘Hail, King of the Jews!’ They struck his head with a reed, spat 
upon him, and knelt down in homage to him. After mocking him, they stripped him of the purple 
cloak and put his own clothes on him. Then they led him out to crucify him. They compelled a 
passer-by, who was coming in from the country, to carry his cross; it was Simon of Cyrene, the 
father of Alexander and Rufus. 
 Then they brought Jesus to the place called Golgotha (which means the place of a skull). And 
they offered him wine mixed with myrrh; but he did not take it. And they crucified him, and divi-
ded his clothes among them, casting lots to decide what each should take. It was nine o’clock in 
the morning when they crucified him. The inscription of the charge against him read, ‘The King 
of the Jews.’ And with him they crucified two bandits, one on his right and one on his left. And 
the scripture was fulfilled that says, ‘And he was counted among the lawless.’ Those who passed 
by derided him, shaking their heads and saying, ‘Aha! You who would destroy the temple and 
build it in three days, save yourself, and come down from the cross!’ In the same way the chief 
priests, along with the scribes, were also mocking him among themselves and saying, ‘He saved 
others; he cannot save himself. Let the Messiah, the King of Israel, come down from the cross 
now, so that we may see and believe.’ Those who were crucified with him also taunted him. 
 When it was noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. At three 
o’clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, ‘Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?’ which means, ‘My 
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ When some of the bystanders heard it, they said, 
‘Listen, he is calling for Elijah.’ And someone ran, filled a sponge with sour wine, put it on a 
stick, and gave it to him to drink, saying, ‘Wait, let us see whether Elijah will come to take him  
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down.’ Then Jesus gave a loud cry and breathed his last. And the curtain of the temple was torn 
in two, from top to bottom. Now when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that in this way 
he breathed his last, he said, ‘Truly this man was God’s Son!’ (Mark 15:12–39). 

The Meaning and Power of the Event 

The Gospels 
While this event is told in a factual and unsentimental way, the gospel-writers 

do include certain clues as to the meaning and power of the event. Jesus is declared to 
be innocent. The references to the fulfilment of Scripture indicate that something 
more is happening here that is in accordance with the will and purpose of God. There 
is his designation as Messiah or ‘King of the Jews’, yet his refusal to save himself. 
There is the darkness, and the cry of forsakenness. There is the tearing of the curtain 
in the temple, signifying direct access to God. There is the acknowledgment of Jesus 
as ‘God’s Son’. There is (in Luke) the prayer for forgiveness, and the admission of the 
repentant thief into the kingdom. 
 As we look more widely at the gospels as a whole, we see that the whole thrust of 
Jesus’ life was towards the Cross. From the prophecy at his birth that he would be ‘a 
sign that will be opposed’ (Luke 2:34), and the introduction of his ministry as ‘the 
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29), through the mounting 
opposition (from Mark 3:6 onwards), and Jesus’ insistent teaching of his disciples as 
to the necessity of his suffering (Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33), as he ‘set his face to go to 
Jerusalem’ (Luke 9:51), the indispensability of the action of the Cross is set forth. He 
has come ‘to give his life as a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45); to be ‘the stone that 
the builders rejected’ (Mark 12:10–11). His blood ‘of the [new] covenant . . . is 
poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins’, with a view to his drinking the wine 
‘new with you in my Father’s kingdom’ (Matt. 26:28–29). He is the shepherd who 
‘lays down his life for the sheep’, in obedience to the Father’s command, as the sword 
of God strikes its deadly blow (John 10:11, 18; Zech. 13:7; Mark 14:27). He is the 
one who must be ‘lifted up’ like the serpent in the wilderness, where his authority and 
relationship with the Father will be realised, where all people will be drawn to him, 
the world will be judged, and the devil driven out (John 3:14–15; 8:28–29; 12:31–32). 
He is ‘the living bread that came down from heaven’ to give his flesh and blood for 
the life of the world (John 6:51–58). He is the one man who is to ‘die for the people’ 
and ‘to gather into one the dispersed children of God’ (John 11:51–52); the ‘grain of 
wheat’ that ‘if it dies, it bears much fruit’ (John 12:24). He is the vine, upon whom 
the Father’s pruning-knife comes, that those who abide in him may live and be 
cleansed and bear much fruit (John 15:1–17). Through all this, as he loves his own to 
the end, the Father is with him, to glorify the Son and the Father, in the task of 
bringing those who belong into that glory and love (John 13:1, 31–32; 16:32; 17:5, 
24, 26). 
 The risen Jesus made it clear, with heart-warming effect, that these things were in 
fulfilment of ‘all that the prophets had spoken . . . everything written about me in the 
law of Moses, the prophets and the psalms’ (Luke 24:25–27, 32, 44–49). On the day 
of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit brought all of this together for them, including all that 
Jesus had spoken to them, and gave them power to testify to ‘the mighty works of 
God’ (John 14:26; Acts 1:8; 2:4, 11). So was launched the apostolic gospel, by which 
the events of Christ are interpreted in the light of the Old Testament, and the Old 
Testament is interpreted in the light of the events of Christ (e.g. Acts 2:14–26; 13:16–
41). 
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The Letters 

 The apostolic letters further spell out the implications of this work of the Cross for 
believers: ‘they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is 
in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, 
effective through faith’ (Rom. 3:24–25), Jesus our Lord ‘was handed over to death for 
our trespasses and was raised for our justification’ (Rom. 4:25). ‘Christ died for the 
ungodly’, ‘while we were still weak . . . while we were still sinners . . . while we were 
enemies’. So ‘we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son’ and we will 
‘be saved by his life’ (Rom. 5:6–10). The Cross is where we are identified with Christ 
in an intimate union and participation: ‘we have been buried with him by baptism into 
death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we 
too might walk in newness of life . . . We know that our old self was crucified with 
him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to 
sin’ (Rom. 6:4, 6). On the Cross, God ‘condemned sin in the flesh, so that the just 
requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us’. ‘There is therefore now no 
condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus’ (Rom. 8:3–4, 1). Much follows from 
this for us: ‘He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will 
he not with him also give us everything else?’ (Rom. 8:32). Christ is the paschal 
lamb, who has been sacrificed, so that ‘the yeast of malice and evil’ be replaced with 
‘the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth’ (1 Cor. 5:8). The universal reach of the 
Cross has implications for all: ‘we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore 
all have died. And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for 
themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them’ (2 Cor. 5:14–15). 
Unfathomable depths of the action of God in the Cross are opened up in the words: 
‘For our sake he [God] made him [Christ] to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him 
we might become the righteousness of God’ (2 Cor. 5:21). In a deeply personal 
statement, Paul relates Christ’s death and his own participation in it to the death 
sentence passed on him by the law: ‘For through the law I died to the law, so that I 
might live to God. I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but 
it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me’ (Gal. 2:19–20). In the Cross is 
encapsulated both the curse and the blessing of God: ‘Christ redeemed us from the 
curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone 
who hangs on a tree”—in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might 
come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith’ 
(Gal. 3:13–14). Any hold the world might have on us now has been broken: ‘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’ (Gal. 6:14). Jew and Gentile have now 
been reconciled to God ‘in one body through the cross’ (Eph. 2:16). We can now ‘live 
in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice 
to God’ (Eph. 5:2). Christ loved the church as his bride, and ‘gave himself up for her 
. . . so that she may be holy and without blemish’ (Eph. 5:25–27). The mind by which 
Christ Jesus ‘humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death 
on a cross’, is the mind by which we are to relate in love with each other (Phil. 2:1–
11). The Cross is where the evil powers were defeated through the removal of the 
guilt of our sin and the taking away of the judgment of death (see Col. 2:13–15; Heb. 
2:14–15; 9:27, 14). Jesus went into the suffering of death ‘so that by the grace of God 
he might taste death for everyone’ as ‘a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the 
people’ (Heb. 2:9, 17). He ‘has appeared once for all at the end of the age to remove  
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sin by the sacrifice of himself’, to sanctify us, in obedience to the will of God (Heb. 
9:26; 10:10). This places us ‘outside the camp’ and into ‘the city that is to come’ 
(Heb. 13:12–14). In the First Letter of Peter come the summary statements: ‘He 
himself bore our sins in his body on the cross [or, carried up our sins in his body to 
the tree], so that, free from sins, we might live for righteousness’, and ‘Christ also 
suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you 
to God’ (1 Pet. 2:24; 3:18). In the First Letter of John, we read how ‘the blood of 
Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin’; ‘he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and 
not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world’; ‘In this is love, not that we 
loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our 
sins’  
(1 John 1:7; 2:2; 4:10). 
 The previous paragraph picks up most of the specific references to the Cross in the 
apostolic letters. However, none of these texts stand on their own. They were never 
intended to be taken in this way as a string of proof-texts explicating the work of the 
Cross, however useful an exercise this may be. They belong in their contexts as the 
application of the word of the Cross to the issues of human life. As such, they tell us 
much about the ways the word of the Cross was spoken by the apostles, in the cut and 
thrust of daily living. Nor is the word of the Cross confined to these specific 
references—the Cross and its effects suffuse all that is written. 

The Revelation 
 In the Revelation to John, Jesus Christ is the one ‘who loves us and freed us from 
our sins by his blood’ (Rev. 1:5). ‘Those who pierced him’ will wail on his account 
(Rev. 1:7). In heaven he is still ‘the Lamb that was slaughtered’ (Rev. 5:12), who 
alone is worthy to be in control of all history. It is ‘by the blood of the Lamb and by 
the word of their testimony’ that the family members have conquered Satan (Rev. 
12:11). It is this same ‘Lamb’ who is on the throne with God in the final outcome of 
the holy city (Rev. 22:3). 

THE GOSPEL AND THE WORD OF THE CROSS 

It is seen from these references that the word of the Cross is very wide-ranging, 
encompassing even the Old and the New Testaments. Is this ‘word of the Cross’ a 
subset of the gospel, or is it equivalent to it? 
 In 1 Corinthians 1:17, Paul speaks of proclaiming ‘the gospel’. Then in verse 18 he 
immediately goes on to talk about ‘the word of the cross’. A comparison of Romans 
1:16 and 1 Corinthians 1:18 shows that in Paul’s understanding these are co-
extensive, or one and the same: 

I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith 
(Rom. 1:16). 

. . . the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 
saved it is the power of God (1 Cor. 1:18). 

For Paul, both are ‘the power of God’ for saving human beings: 
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  
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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.1 

CHRIST THE POWER OF GOD AND THE WISDOM OF GOD 

What we mean by ‘the work of the Cross’ is all that Christ accomplished in the event 
of the Cross that Friday afternoon. It is unique, complete and unrepeatable. No one 
can know what that work entailed except Christ himself, and the Father who gave him 
to it, and the Spirit who aided him in it. It is not our place to know it in this way. It is 
our place to receive gladly all of its benefits. These come to us by the word of the 
Cross, the speaking of the gospel: 

 
. . . 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.2 
 

This is not simply a telling of what happened on the Cross, or a theological 
explanation of it. What did Paul mean when he said, ‘I decided to know nothing 
among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified’ (1 Cor. 2:2), or ‘It was before your 
eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly exhibited as crucified’ (Gal. 3:1)? ‘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’.3 ‘Without 
the Word of the Cross there can be no communication of the Work of the Cross . . . It 
is through the Word of the Cross that the action of the Work of the Cross comes to 
human beings’.4 
 Paul makes high claims for such communication: 

 
For the message about the cross is foolishness 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 
discernment of the discerning I will thwart.’ Where is the one who is wise? 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, God decided, through the 
foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who believe. For Jews demand signs and Greeks 
desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to 
Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power  

                                                 
1  Geoffrey Bingham, ‘The Word of the Cross’, in The Apostolic Faith in Today’s World, Pastors’ School 

1998, Morning Sessions, NCPI, Blackwood, p. 41. 
2  op. cit., p. 44. 
3  op. cit., p. 39. 
4  op. cit., p. 43. 
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of God and the wisdom of God. For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s 
weakness is stronger than human strength (1 Cor. 1:18–25). 
 

The word of the Cross is that through which, by God’s decision, those who believe 
are saved—‘it is the power of God’—such as to confound all worldly power and 
wisdom. Similarly, in Romans 10, Paul speaks of the power of this word to bring 
saving faith: 

 
‘The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart’ (that is, the word of faith that we 
proclaim); because if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that 
God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For one believes with the heart and so is 
justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved. The scripture says, ‘No one who 
believes in him will be put to shame’ . . . So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard 
comes through the word of Christ (Rom. 10:8–11, 17). 

PEDDLERS OF GOD’S WORD 

As those responsible for speaking God’s word, we long to see such an action and 
response in people’s lives. So there is a temptation for us to be of the mindset of the 
power- and wisdom-seeking Jews and Greeks in 1 Corinthians 1:22. How do we get 
ourselves into a position to be able to speak the word in this way? What exactly is the 
word that we must speak in order for it to have this effect? What skills do we need, 
and how can we utilise them to best advantage? 
 This is still to see the word of the Cross as something other than it is—to reduce it 
to some kind of magic formula. Simon the magician in Acts 8 was accustomed to 
hearing himself described as ‘the power of God that is called Great’ (Acts 8:10). He 
carried this mindset into his life as a baptised believer: 

 
Now when Simon saw that the Spirit was given through the laying on of the apostles’ hands, he 
offered them money, saying, ‘Give me also this power so that anyone on whom I lay my hands 
may receive the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 8:18–19). 
 

He was rightly rebuked by the apostle Peter: 
 
May your silver perish with you, because you thought you could obtain God’s gift with money! 
You have no part or share in this, for your heart is not right before God. Repent therefore of this 
wickedness of yours, and pray to the Lord that, if possible, the intent of your heart may be 
forgiven you. For I see that you are in the gall of bitterness and the chains of wickedness (Acts 
8:20–23). 
 

Simon immediately asked the apostles to pray for him that this not be so. We would 
do well to ask similarly for prayer against such a terrible condition. 
 Equally condemned is Balaam’s officious self-consciousness regarding his 
prophetic ministry, and its thinly-veiled profit-motive, which ran counter to the mind 
of God and led him down destructive paths: 

 
They have eyes full of adultery, insatiable for sin. They entice unsteady souls. They have hearts 
trained in greed. Accursed children! They have left the straight road and have gone astray, 
following the road of Balaam son of Bosor, who loved the wages of doing wrong, but was 
rebuked for his own transgression; a speechless donkey spoke with a human voice and restrained 
the prophet’s madness (2 Pet. 2:14–16; see Num. 22 – 24; 31:8, 16; cf. Jude 1:11; Rev. 2:14). 
 

What does that say about our approaches to professionalism in ministry? 
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CRUCIFIED WITH CHRIST 

The word of the Cross itself does not allow us to speak it in this way. It will itself 
condemn any who try. Those who truly speak the word of the Cross must be those in 
whom that word has already done its work. They will be those for whom the ground 
has been cut from under their feet, who know that they have been left without a leg to 
stand on. They will be those who, with Paul the apostle, know that they have been 
deservedly crucified with Christ, and who now live only by faith in him. Any gain 
they thought they had, they will count as loss for the surpassing worth of knowing 
Christ Jesus as their Lord. They will live no longer for themselves, but only for him 
who for their sakes died and was raised. They will rejoice in the destruction of the 
body of sin in the Cross of Christ. They will cry out ‘Wretched man that I am! Who 
will rescue me from this body of death?’ And they will profoundly respond, ‘Thanks 
be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!’ 

‘THE SWORD OF MY MOUTH’ 

For the word of the Cross is never ours to utilise. It always remains firmly in the 
possession of the One from whom it has come. It is the word of God (1 Thess. 2:13). 
It is the word spoken by Christ (Rom. 10:17). It is brought by the Holy Spirit sent 
from heaven (1 Pet. 1:12). It is the word of the One who will not give His glory to 
another, and will declare His glory to the nations, until His glory covers the earth. 

MINISTERS OF A NEW COVENANT 

It is this God who in His mercy has determined that we should be those who speak 
this word, in all its wisdom and saving power: 

 
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 (2 Cor. 3:4–6). 
 

This means that we come with a certain bearing: 
 
For we are not peddlers of God’s word like so many; but in Christ we speak as persons of 
sincerity, as persons sent from God and standing in his presence (2 Cor. 2:17). 
 

No way will we be relying on any external means or inherent personal capacities to 
give rise to the desired effect: 

 
When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come proclaiming the mystery of God to you 
in lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and 
him crucified. And I came to you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling. My speech and 
my proclamation were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of the 
Spirit and of power, so that your faith might rest not on human wisdom but on the power of God 
(1 Cor. 2:1–5). 
 
Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, we do not lose heart. 
We have renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to practice cunning or to falsify 
God’s word; but by the open statement of the truth we commend ourselves to the conscience of 
everyone in the sight of God (2 Cor. 4:1–2). 
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All of this has been made possible only by the work of the Cross and the coming of 
the word of the Cross in saving power to the one who is now speaking it. 
 Paul speaks of this ministry as ‘always carrying in the body the death [nekr‹sis, 
killing] of Jesus’—as if always running a video replay of the work of the Cross. This 
will attract the same antagonism as was brought to bear against the one on the cross 
himself. Hence: 

 
. . . we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power 
belongs to God and does not come from us. We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; 
perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not 
destroyed; always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be 
made visible in our bodies. For while we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ 
sake, so that the life of Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh (2 Cor. 4:7–11). 
 

There was a time when Paul asked that it might be otherwise, but he was told by God 
that God’s grace would be sufficient for him, and that Christ’s power would be made 
perfect in his weakness (2 Cor. 12:7–10). Our propensity to ask the same may be why 
we cast around for other means we can use to get the job done. Jens Christensen 
similarly denies us this: 

 
. . . you are God’s means of approach. You are the shock trooper, who with the sword of the 
Spirit must throw yourself in. There are no means you can use; because you are God’s means 
. . . you yourself are the point of contact; but God’s point of contact. It is human nature to have a 
tendency to shield one’s self, to avoid taking the brunt of the impact, to find an easier, a more 
sensible way of doing things, than God’s way.5 
 

So God serves us up as preachers—as speakers of the word of the Cross. This is for 
the benefit of others, and to the glory of God: 

 
So death is at work in us, but life in you. But just as we have the same spirit of faith that is in 
accordance with scripture—‘I believed, and so I spoke’—we also believe, and so we speak, 
because we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus, and will 
bring us with you into his presence. Yes, everything is for your sake, so that grace, as it extends 
to more and more people, may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God. So we do not lose 
heart (2 Cor. 4:12–16). 
 

Thus are we engaged in the great issues of life: 
 
But thanks be to God, who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession, and through us 
spreads in every place the fragrance that comes from knowing him. For we are the aroma of 
Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; to the one a 
fragrance from death to death, to the other a fragrance from life to life. Who is sufficient for these 
things? (2 Cor. 2:14–16). 
 

And, if we tried not to be so engaged, where would we be? 
 
If I say, ‘I will not mention him, or speak any more in his name,’ then within me there is 
something like a burning fire shut up in my bones; I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot 
(Jer. 20:9). 
 

As Paul himself said, ‘If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, 
for an obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel!’ (1 Cor. 
9:16). 
                                                 

5  Jens Christensen, Mission to Islam and Beyond, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, pp. 17–18. 



 

92 

STUDY FIFTEEN 

Serving the Word 
Randall Lawton 

P. T. Forsyth’s statement, ‘with its preaching Christianity stands or falls’1 portrays the 
importance of our theme. ‘Bible believing Christians’ usually strongly agree. But 
what did it mean to ‘serve the word’ in the apostolic era? Does the contemporary 
church reflect what was given by the power of the Spirit at Pentecost and by Christ’s 
specific calling to some? We seek to explore the ‘serving of the word’ in the New 
Testament and examine the impact for us today. 

CALLED TO SERVE THE WORD 

The church and the word of God are inseparable. The church is created and sustained 
by the proclamation of the gospel. The calling of some to specific ministries of 
teaching is for the building up of the church, its ongoing worship, life and order. The 
kerugma, didache and paraclesis (proclamation, teaching and exhortation) is always 
in the context of the koinonia (fellowship) and therefore the church is not a static 
communicator of information but a relational body in which all participate in each 
other and the body, in the Father, Son and Spirit. The grace of God is his relational 
love to us in the context of our sin, and sets the tone and thrust for a true ministry of 
the word. 

The Equipping by Grace 

 Paul’s words are worth recalling: 
 

I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me faithful, 
appointing me to his service. Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a 
violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. The grace of our 
Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. 
Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to 
save sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, 
the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those 
who would believe on him and receive eternal life. Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, 
the only God, be honour and glory for ever and ever. Amen (1 Tim. 1:12–17). 

                                                 
1  Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993, p. 1. 
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Paul was akin to what today’s society would call a ‘dictatorial ethnic cleanser’. By 
God’s grace he became a worshipper of God. It is also in this connection that we find 
his substance and energy to be a proclaimer of the gospel. He gives clear 
proclamation as to what empowers his ministry to preach the gospel: 
 

I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his 
power. Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach 
to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make plain to everyone the admin-
istration of this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things. His 
intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to 
the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms (Eph. 3:7–10).2 

 
With his personal conversion came the call to be the apostle to the Gentiles. His 
calling is interwoven with and inseparable from his conversion. The same power 
which caused such exultant praise also caused immense energy to work in the cause 
of the gospel. 
 The importance of what we are saying is that graceless ministry always ‘runs out 
of puff’. To serve the word we must be firstly be served by the word and funda-
mentally empowered by the word of grace. This, like Paul but in our own way, is to 
be interrupted and confronted by Christ himself and continually empowered by him. 
This gospel is a universal song which requires immense effort to sing. The service 
will be marked by wonder, yet requires immense human energy. To preach is to 
understand the wonder and importance of the gift and carries with it the acute need to 
pass it on. 

Humbly and Authoritatively Serving the Word 

 Grace demands that serving the word is foremostly a humble activity. Paul says 
that ‘through God’s mercy we have this ministry . . . we have this treasure in jars of 
clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us’ (2 Cor. 4:1, 
7). This means that he does not ‘lord it over’ others’ faith (2 Cor. 1:24). Grace teaches 
that all is given by God, and that we are essentially recipients and participators, not 
originators. Paul’s words about his preaching ministry are telling: 
 

Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God. I will not venture to speak of anything 
except what Christ has accomplished through me in leading the Gentiles to obey God by what I 
have said and done—by the power of signs and miracles, through the power of the Spirit. So 
from Jerusalem all the way round to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ 
(Rom. 15:17–19). 

 
 God speaks through us and acts according to the freedom of his being. This 
knowledge gives rise to an attitude of humility, leading to a service which is deeply 
self-sacrificial: ‘However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish 
the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to 
the gospel of God’s grace’ (Acts 20:24). Paul actually chastises those who refuse to 
suffer for the gospel: ‘Those who want to make a good impression outwardly are 
trying to compel you to be circumcised. The only reason they do this is to avoid being 
persecuted for the cross of Christ’ (Gal. 6:12). Serving must be such. 

                                                 
2  See also Galatians 1:13–16. 
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 Yet it is clear that teaching requires authority. It is axiomatic that teaching be 
authoritative. There was certainly authoritative teaching in the New Testament church 
which required ‘obedience’, ‘submission’ and ‘silence’ (2 Cor. 7:15; 1 Cor. 16:15–16; 
1 Tim. 2:12). Yet for many, authority has become a vexed issue. Some speak very 
authoritatively about the need to have no authority! Some in the church misguidedly 
seek to displace authority with the idea that ‘servant–leadership’ somehow negates 
any idea of authority!3 Much discussion today seems to lack the deep insight given in 
the mystery of the Trinitarian relations of authority and submission—of ontological 
personhood and functionality—and the glory of these truths. The quest to smooth over 
differentiation of being and function only serves to destroy true giving and receiving 
in love, particularly the joy of receiving from an authority who serves for one’s good, 
and the joy of serving authoritatively to elevate the other in revelation and ministry. 
Teaching in this context is powerful and cutting. 

The Teaching Ministries 

 Whilst the church is the prophetic community (Acts 2:17; Col. 3:16; Heb. 5:12), 
some are set apart and given specific authority to be teachers of God’s word. The 
apostles were set apart to ‘serve the word’ (Acts 6:4). Teaching ministries became 
clearly associated with those in wider leadership and those given to local eldership. 
These ministries were given by Christ to share in his ministry to the world. What 
Jesus ‘began to do’—that he came to proclaim ‘the kingdom of God’—is now by the 
power of his Spirit through his ‘apostles and prophets’. Acts ends with Paul preaching 
‘the kingdom of God’, the continuing work of Christ. 
 It is clear that God’s graciousness to the church was to build it up into a functional 
body. It was to relate in the authority and submission of love before God and within 
itself as the body of Christ. ‘But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ 
apportioned it’ (Eph. 4:7). And so Christ apportioned gifts: ‘It was he who gave some 
to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors 
and teachers’ (Eph. 4:11; cf. 1 Cor. 12:27–28). These five ministries have the 
common thread of teaching. The apostles were the authoritative custodians and 
communicators of Christ. Prophets worked with the apostles, confirming and 
expounding the word to the church, whilst the evangelist (it would seem) pressed the 
frontiers of new ground. Pastors (elders, overseers, and bishops) were in some sense 
discrete and honoured in ministry because of their ability to teach (1 Tim. 3:2; 5:17; 
Titus 3:9). This is what separates them from deacons in the Pastoral Epistles. 
Teachers instructed in the apostolic doctrine for the churches’ edification. 
 So important was the teaching of the word to the church that their teachers were to 
be respected (1 Thess. 5:12–13) and some were given in a full-time manner to it and 
were ‘worthy of double honour’ (1 Tim. 5:17–18), that is, they were remunerated for 
their work as they were unable to work to support themselves. The ministry of the 
word was to be propagated into the lives of others: ‘And the things you have heard  

                                                 
3  Robert Smith says:  

Part of the confusion seems to stem from an equation of ‘servant leadership’ with a form of ‘participatory democracy’. 
This seems to be a naive and unnecessary equation. Biblically speaking, servant leadership has to do with the goal of 
leadership (the salvation of others), the way of leadership (self sacrificial service) and the attitude of the leader (godly 
humility), but has little to do with leadership style—which needs to be flexible and must surely be determined by the 
needs of the situation . . . Christian pastors not only lead by serving, they also serve by leading! (‘A “Second 
Reformation”!?—“Office” and “Charisma” in the New Testament’ in Reformed Theological Review, vol. 58, no. 3, 
December 1999, pp. 155, 161). 
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me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be 
qualified to teach others’ (2 Tim. 2:2). What had been ‘received’ was (and is always) 
to be ‘passed on’. 

CORRECTLY HANDLING THE WORD OF TRUTH 

With the call to teach the word comes responsibility. Paul enjoins Timothy to be a 
servant who ‘correctly handles the word of truth’ (2 Tim. 2:15). This phrase carries 
two nuances. Firstly, ‘right interpretation of the gospel’ and secondly, ‘right 
behaviour in line with the gospel’.4 These two facets require diligence in working in 
the word and in personal obedience. A minister who ‘correctly handles the word of 
truth’ is described in the same verse to be a ‘workman’ (see also 1 Thess. 5:12–13). 
To understand the Scriptures and thus proclaim them ‘demands untiring effort—
effort, moreover, which is not unaccompanied by blood and tears’.5 This involves 
persistent study, teaching and living the truth in its fullness. 

Teaching the Depth and Scope of the Gospel 

 The apostles taught the word of God in its fullness: ‘I have become [the church’s] 
servant . . . to present to you the word of God in its fulness’ (Col. 1:25). This involves 
the depth of ‘the mystery’ or mysteries. Whilst the gospel may be ‘simply’ 
proclaimed, it nevertheless was expounded with extensive and intensive teaching. 
Paul in his farewell to the Ephesian elders speaks of his ministry to them—of 
‘testifying to the gospel . . . preaching the kingdom . . . proclaim[ing] the whole will 
of God’ (Acts 20:24–27). These three elements held together seem to constitute what 
is truly apostolic in the proclamation of the word—the gospel, the kingdom and the 
whole will of God. Coming to know God through the gospel means to know him,6 his 
nature, to enter into his reign and therefore into the complete knowledge of his will. In 
his Letter to the Colossians, Paul writes: ‘For this reason, since the day we heard 
about you, we have not stopped praying for you and asking God to fill you with the 
knowledge of his will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding’ (Col. 1:9;  
cf. Phil. 1:9–10). 
 The church did not simply spring from a simplistic ‘Jesus loves you’ message. It 
came with clear testimony as to the historical reality of the death and resurrection of 
Jesus and, as a result, the expounding of how this event is the essential, creative 
reality of all of existence. Whilst there may be need to condense the gospel in its 
proclamation, it should not be emptied of its substance in the desire to please people. 
 Not only does the word come with depth but also with an eternal scope. Because 
the word of God is the word of God it can never be chained or confined. God’s 
presence and reign are eternal and universal. ‘We can never keep God in custody  

                                                  
4  William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, WBC, vol. 46, Nelson, Nashville, 2000, p. 525. He stresses:  

Perhaps the rarity of ojrqotomei'n [‘straight’, ‘correct’] should serve as a caution against making too precise a distinction 
between the two options, especially in light of the theme in the PE that right belief and right conduct go hand in hand. 
Treating the gospel correctly cannot stop at right belief but must move into right conduct.  

5  Karl Barth, ‘The Place of Theology’ in Theological Foundations for Ministry, ed. Ray S. Anderson,  
T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1979, p. 43. 

6  ‘Unconverted ministers, are the bane of the Christian church’, George Whitefield, quoted by John Gillies, 
Historical Collection of Accounts of Revival (Banner of Truth, London, 1981, first published 1754), p. xiii. 
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because he would then cease to be God and to be our Lord.’7 Likewise his word. If we 
try to merely localise the word or apply it expediently to the local need, then we are in 
effect stepping out of the work of the gospel. ‘All over the world this gospel is bearing 
fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and 
understood God’s grace in all its truth’ (Col. 1:6).8 Indeed ‘this gospel’ is an eternal 
gospel:  
 

This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time, but it has now been 
revealed through the appearing of our Saviour, Christ Jesus, who has destroyed death and has 
brought life and immortality to light through the gospel. And of this gospel I was appointed a 
herald and an apostle and a teacher (2 Tim. 1:9–11).  

 
Therefore, the nations need to be in sight, nothing less (Matt. 28:18–20). Accordingly, 
our goal should be, in the Lordship of Christ, the complete overhaul of national 
culture. Tom Torrance says: 
 

Perhaps the worst thing Churchmen could do would be to lose their nerve at the wide gap 
opening up between historic Christianity and modern patterns of human behaviour, and allow 
themselves to be panicked by the avant-gardes into translating the Christian message into current 
social manifestations which are themselves part of the sickness of humanity. That is alas the line 
so often pursued by reactionary liberals in the name of ‘involvement’, as though the church were 
a sort of religious discotheque, whereas I want to challenge them to follow the example of the 
Greek Fathers in undertaking the courageous, revolutionary task of a Christian reconstruction of 
the foundations of culture: nothing less is worthy of the Christian Gospel.9 

 
 Paul’s statement, ‘I have become all things to all men . . . for the sake of the 
gospel, that I might share in its blessings’ (1 Cor. 9:22–23) reveals that in proclaiming 
the gospel the apostles had immense freedom to work inside and with the culture; not 
lording it over the culture but proclaiming the Lord in it. 
 The universal nature of gospel is reflected in the fact that four of the five teaching 
ministries—apostle, prophet, evangelist and teacher—were mobile ministries serving 
across local churches, nations and cultural boundaries. 

Teaching in Season and out of Season 

 Because God’s word is not bound by the vagaries and rebellion of the age, its 
proclamation is not to be limited. The phrase ‘preaching the word’ is often 
contemporary evangelical speak, yet the ease at which it is said often reflects 
comfortable cultural mores rather than the work of the kingdom of God. To teach the 
word is to engage in a fierce spiritual battle against ‘the world, the flesh and the 
devil’. The action of God’s reign through the word—his sword—is a mystery, is often 
unseen and intangible. So either in sweet fellowship, revival, the storm, the lull or 
dull, Paul exhorts Timothy to ‘preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of 
season’ (2 Tim. 4:2), for whether it seems to be appropriate or not, the word must be 
preached. In Acts, preaching the gospel caused either a revival or a riot and 
sometimes both.  
                                                 

7  Ernst Käsemann, Essays on New Testament Themes, SCM, London, 1964, p. 105. 
8  In Acts, the apostles were given to ‘serve the word’ (6:4); ‘so the word of God spread’ (6:7); ‘the word of 

God continued to increase and spread’ (12:24); ‘the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power’ (19:20); 
‘Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus’ (28:31). 

9  Tom Torrance, ‘The Church in the New Era of Change’, in Theological Foundations for Ministry,  
op. cit., p. 756. 
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Whatever the case, things did not remain neutral! To serve the word then is to be 
faithful in discharging the call and leaving all outcomes in God’s hands. Paul’s letters 
from prison are testimony that God’s gospel is not chained by anyone or anything. 
God rules and speaks to his world, creating history, recreating the elect and judging 
all evil. Servants of the word share in this. 

Godly Character 

 Just as God and his word are one, so should be all teachers of the word. The word 
must be the life of the teacher (Deut. 32:47). Paul’s instructions to Timothy are clear: 
 

If you point these things out to the brothers, you will be a good minister of Christ Jesus, brought 
up in the truths of the faith and of the good teaching that you have followed. Have nothing to do 
with godless myths and old wives’ tales; rather, train yourself to be godly. For physical training 
is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life 
and the life to come. This is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance (and for this we 
labour and strive), that we have put our hope in the living God, who is the Saviour of all men, 
and especially of those who believe. Command and teach these things. Don’t let anyone look 
down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in 
love, in faith and in purity. Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to 
preaching and to teaching. Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a prophetic 
message when the body of elders laid their hands on you. Be diligent in these matters; give 
yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress. Watch your life and doctrine 
closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers (1 
Tim. 4:6–16). 

 
Paul insists that right belief and right conduct go hand in hand. Jesus taught that what 
is done is what is in the heart (Mark 7:1–23; Matt. 7:15–23; cf. Titus 1:16). 
Furthermore, he denounced hypocrisy—putting on another face. Timothy is to know 
the word and live it: this empowers him to preach it authentically and authoritatively. 
So a teacher of the word is not to be merely an academic but a person whose life is a 
living witness to the truth. Paul warns of opponents of the gospel, pointing out their 
false teaching and godless behaviour (see 1 Tim. 1:1–11; 2 Tim. 2:14–18). Unhealthy 
asceticism was merely a cover-up for the demonic and was to be rejected (1 Tim 4:1–
5). Underpinning this is the truth that the word is event, they are one (dabar). Since 
God is to be known in his word as holy, his teachers must be holy (2 Tim. 2:20–21). 
This is not to reject the grace of God (1 Tim. 1:12–16) or to insist on some noxious 
perfectionism (Phil. 3:12), but it is to say that the grace of God in the life of his 
servants is not without effect.  

SERVING THE WORD IN THE INNATE FREEDOM OF THE WORD 

The gospel has a dual impact on the hearer: it at once frees and enslaves. It releases 
from the past and bonds that person into the inner relations of the Trinity. The word 
therefore confines and frees. The apostles are confined to the message of the historical 
reality of the life, teaching, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus. Yet in this 
stricture there is immense eternal freedom of being and doing, discovered and 
proclaimed. The apostles in the freedom of the Spirit did not proclaim Jesus’ ministry 
verbatim. They proclaimed the truth with new depth and style, according to the 
context. 
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The Ministry of the Spirit, Not the Letter 

 Truth creates freedom that empowers the teacher to freely teach. It may even 
inspire what we might call ‘free thinking’ within God’s wisdom for the day. It is 
possible to gut the Scriptures of life by Spiritless exposition and exegesis. Whilst 
these pursuits are necessary, the gospel is the heart of God burning into the heart of 
humanity, cleansing, inspiring, and uplifting to new heights. We meet God in the 
gospel. He speaks, we tremble. He loves, we are melted. He forgives, we are released 
from the gutter grip of sin and guilt into the beauty and joy of his holy presence. 
Furthermore, by the gospel we reign with Christ in the heavenlies, even now whilst 
we wait for the consummation of the age. This is the fire and fervour of our message 
to others. 
 As servants of the word we serve God, his Son and the Spirit. We minister in and 
from their deep, eternal relations. Having received ‘the faith’, ‘the gospel’ and ‘the 
precious promises’, we are secured in our humanity into a life of fullness, the fullness 
of God. Teaching the word must be this or otherwise we slip into mere doctrinal 
orthodoxy which only serves to crush our listeners with cognitive overload. Preaching 
the word is God himself filling and expanding the human heart. Preaching is event: 
we serve God by being an event. This was the preaching and teaching of the apostles, 
prophets, evangelists, elders and teachers in the apostolic era. Teaching is being 
caught by Christ, compressed in his love, en-fired by the Spirit and is to flow in the 
wind that blows across the nations. The threefold work required is to know the 
Scriptures, know the Spirit’s power, know the essential freedom to speak and act for 
the church and world today. God has given such an incredible ministry—the ministry 
to preach and teach. So important is this, that we say with Paul, ‘our lives are worth 
nothing to us’. Bringing this gospel to the church and world in patient, suffering love, 
will ensure others will see his love in us and be broken down to love him in response. 
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STUDY SIXTEEN 

The Word from 
the Church 

Geoffrey Bingham 

THE WORD AND WORSHIP 

The Samaritan woman at the well near Sychar was impressed by Jesus and talked 
with him on a matter which evidently exercised her. She said, ‘Sir, I perceive that you 
are a prophet. Our fathers worshiped on this mountain; and you say that in Jerusalem 
is the place where men ought to worship’ (John 4:19–20). Jesus’ answer was: 
 

Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you 
worship the Father. You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for 
salvation is from the Jews. But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will 
worship the Father in spirit and truth, for such the Father seeks to worship him. God is spirit, and 
those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth (John 4:21–24). 

 
 It is interesting that Jesus linked worship and salvation. The Jews worshipped God 
in purity and so they had salvation. However, that Jewish worship situation was in the 
position of changing. A new worship situation was arising. As the woman later told 
the men of her village, Jesus was to be recognised as the Saviour of the world! Only 
where there is true worship is there salvation; only where there is salvation is there 
true worship. In Exodus 19:5–6 the thrust is that Israel was to witness to the world as 
the priest-nation and so to bring it to true worship and, thus, salvation.  
One Peter 2:4–10 speaks of this new worship situation and should be closely studied. 
Verses 9–10 set the matter forth clearly: 
 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may 
declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light.  
Once you were no people but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy but 
now you have received mercy. 

 
 It is evident that in the church of God a new community has taken place which is 
all that Israel was, but it is now proclaiming the word plainly which is the salvific 
word of God. It is the community which worships God ‘in spirit [Spirit] and in truth’. 
In Philippians 3:3, Paul says, ‘For we are the true circumcision, who worship God in 
spirit [Spirit], and glory in Christ Jesus, and put no confidence in the flesh’. 



The Word from the Church 

Ministry School 2002 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

100 

The church is in fact the new temple, a spiritual priesthood, offering up spiritual 
sacrifices in Christ Jesus (1 Pet. 2:4–8; Heb. 13:15; cf. Rom. 12:1–2; 1 Cor. 14:23–
25). 
 At first thought the link between worship and salvation might not be easily 
recognised, but Romans 1:18–32 leads us to see that when men rejected the Creator-
God, they rejected worship of Him and resorted to idol worship. Only in the true God 
is salvation, and why should men need salvation if not to: (i) free them from the wrath 
of God (by forgiveness and justification in Christ); (ii) restore them to God (by the 
reconciling death of God’s Son); and (iii) bring them anew to worship God in spirit 
and in truth (through God’s mercies; Rom. 12:1), and a purified conscience (Heb. 
9:10)? The people of faith have always witnessed to the true God by their worship and 
in and by them the word of God has been spoken. Even so, ‘in these last days he has 
spoken to us by a Son’ (Heb. 1:2). True worship is restored in the Son for it is 
worship of his Father, and he brings us to worship the Father in spirit and in truth. 
This is complete salvation. So then it can be said, ‘Salvation is of the church. The goal 
and outcome of salvation is true worship’ (Rom. 12:1; Heb. 9:14). 

‘THOSE WHO BELIEVE IN ME THROUGH THEIR WORD’ 

In John 17, Jesus prays for those whom the Father has given him. For them he is 
about to die and rise again. They are not of the world in the same way that he is not of 
the world, but he is sending them into the world. He asks for the Father to sanctify 
them in His truth for the word is the truth. He then prays for those who will believe in 
him—the Son—through the word that the apostles will bring to them. This means that 
those whom the Father sanctifies in Jesus’ name will have come into salvation. We 
see, then, that whereas Jesus always spoke the word of the Father, so they will speak 
the saving word of truth. Jesus had stated the principle by which he always spoke the 
word: 
 

And Jesus cried out and said, ‘He who believes in me, believes not in me but in him who sent 
me. And he who sees me sees him who sent me. I have come as light into the world, that 
whoever believes in me may not remain in darkness. If any one hears my sayings and does not 
keep them, I do not judge him; for I did not come to judge the world but to save the world. He 
who rejects me and does not receive my sayings has a judge; the word that I have spoken will be 
his judge on the last day. For I have not spoken on my own authority; the Father who sent me has 
himself given me commandment what to say and what to speak. And I know that his 
commandment is eternal life. What I say, therefore, I say as the Father has bidden me’ (John 
12:44–49). 

 
 It was mainly after his resurrection that Jesus spoke the words which we now call 
‘the Commission’. This was to be expected because the gospel—so to speak—was not 
completed until his death and resurrection had happened and his ascension was 
imminent. These three events were part of the gospel, and his reigning at the Father’s 
right hand was also part of the good news. In all of this we see that it was the church 
who brought the gospel to the world and for this it had to be empowered. How could 
anyone preach the word of God unless he were God Himself or of God in some way 
or another? Jesus was of God, we know, and he showed by John 12:49 and similar 
sayings that this was the case. Indeed in John 1:1–4 we see he was the Word of God, 
and that this Word became human, i.e. became flesh. He, above all others, was  
qualified to speak the word. But God had spoken by the prophets in times former to  
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his incarnation. That we call ‘the prophetic word’, but it was still seen as God’s word 
and not as originating in the prophet. For this see 1 Peter 1:10–12, Revelation 19:10, 
and 2 Peter 1:20–21. Since prophecy was first given by God in Genesis 3:15, and then 
through Abel the prophet (Luke 11:49–51) who ‘through his faith . . . is still speaking’ 
(Heb. 11:4) and down through the ages, it is seen that God’s word can come through 
various media and remain as the word of God.  
 The line of the prophets continues to the time of the early church and then through 
it to the end, even though the latter prophets will not be looked upon as canonical. 
Pentecost was the day the church was declared to be the prophetic community (Acts 
2:15–21), i.e. that all members of the church are in the prophetic ministry and we 
have no reason to think it will cease being this before the End or telos, but it will end 
then (1 Cor 13:2, 8). Even so, as we saw in our last Study, the voices of those 
speaking the word of God range right across the range of the church membership. The 
prophets and prophecies are but one part of the utterance of the word of God. 

THE CHURCH COMMISSIONED AND EMPOWERED 
TO PREACH THE WORD 

Acts 1:1–11 gives us the picture of both the commission and the power to fulfil it. 
Amidst a strong discussion on the Kingdom of God, Jesus told the apostles, ‘But you 
shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth’. He 
had told them they would shortly be baptised in the Holy Spirit, and this happened at 
Pentecost with the result that all assembled and filled with Spirit began telling out ‘the 
wonderful works of God’. All spoke the word of God. In John 20, when the Lord 
appeared in the upper room on the night of his resurrection, he breathed the Holy 
Spirit upon them saying they would proclaim the forgiveness of sins where their word 
was believed, and the retention of sins where it was not received. This may have been 
a sort of pre-run of Pentecost and the baptism with power of the Holy Spirit. We 
should also see that whenever there was a special infilling of the Spirit there was also 
an endowment for proclamation (Acts 2:8; 4:29–31; 7:55–56; 9:17; etc.).  
 What we need to see, at this point, is that the commissioning by Christ to proclaim 
God’s salvific word was what gave the church the authority to proclaim the gospel. 
See the following statements: 
 

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, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am 
with you always, to the close of the age’ (Matt. 28:18–20). 

 
Afterward he appeared to the eleven themselves as they sat at table; and he upbraided them  
for their unbelief and hardness of heart, because they had not believed those who saw him  
after he had risen. And he said to them, ‘Go into all the world and preach the gospel to the whole 
creation. He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be 
condemned. And these signs will accompany those who believe: in my name they will  
cast out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up serpents, and if they drink any 
deadly thing, it will not hurt them; they will lay their hands on the sick, and they will recover.’ 
So then the Lord Jesus, after he had spoken to them, was taken up into heaven, and sat down at 
the right hand of God. And they went forth and preached everywhere, while the Lord worked 
with them and confirmed the message by the signs that attended it. Amen (Mark 16:14–20). 
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Then he said to them, ‘These are my words which I spoke to you, while I was still with you, that 
everything written about me in the law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be 
fulfilled.’ Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and said to them, ‘Thus it is 
written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance 
and forgiveness of sins should be preached in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 
You are witnesses of these things. And behold, I send the promise of my Father upon you; but 
stay in the city, until you are clothed with power from on high’ (Luke 24:44–49). 
 

On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being shut where the disciples 
were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to them, ‘Peace be with 
you.’ When he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples were glad 
when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, 
even so I send you.’ And 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; if you retain the sins of any, they 
are retained’ (John 20:19–23).  
 

But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth (Acts 1:8). 
 

You know the word which he sent to Israel, preaching good news of peace by Jesus Christ (he is 
Lord of all), the word which was proclaimed throughout all Judea, beginning from Galilee after 
the baptism which John preached: how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and 
with power; how he went about doing good and healing all that were oppressed by the devil, for 
God was with him. And we are witnesses to all that he did both in the country of the Jews and in 
Jerusalem. They put him to death by hanging him on a tree; but God raised him on the third day 
and made him manifest; not to all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses, 
who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. And he commanded us to preach to the 
people, and to testify that he is the one ordained by God to be judge of the living and the dead. 
To him all the prophets bear witness that every one who believes in him receives forgiveness of 
sins through his name (Acts 10:36–43).  
 

But how are men to call upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe 
in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher? And how 
can men preach unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who 
preach good news!’ (Rom. 10:14–15). 
 

But when he who had set me apart before I was born, and had called me through his grace, was 
pleased to reveal his Son to me, in order that I might preach him among the Gentiles (Gal. 1:15–
16).  
 

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 (Eph. 3:7–10). 
 

These Scriptures show us: (i) that Christ was given authority over all things and on 
that basis he commissioned his servants to preach the gospel to all nations. They 
therefore were, and are, authorised to preach; (ii) they received their power to preach 
from the Holy Spirit who was given to them. He alone could communicate the 
mystery of Christ, the mystery of God, since such mysteries cannot be argued from 
human reasoning. They are revelations; (iii) the gospel is a command in itself as it is 
given by God’s command. To this we could add; (iv) that as the word was preached it 
was often attended and confirmed by signs and wonders (e.g. Acts 14:3; 19:11ff.). 
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 We may conclude then that the word of God was powerful when those 
commissioned preached that word in the power of the Holy Spirit. The following 
passages in Acts show the power and actions of that word:1 
 
 2:14 ‘Men of Judea and all who dwell in Jerusalem . . . give ear to my words [ta 

rhemata].’ Peter speaks of the fulfilment of the prophecy of Joel 2:28. 
 
 2:22 ‘Men of Israel hear these words [logous].’ Peter speaks of the events of 

Christ, so that when they heard this word (2:37) they asked how they could 
escape judgment. Peter added other words (2:40). The word was effective for 
salvation. 

 
 4:4 ‘many of those who heard the word believed.’ The word was effective. 
 
 4:29 ‘grant to thy servants to speak thy word with all boldness.’ This prayer of the 

church was answered: ‘they spoke the word of God with all boldness’.  
 
 6:2 ‘It is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve 

tables . . . we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry [diakonia] of 
the word.’ The result of this was: 

 
 6:7 ‘And the word of God increased; and the number of the disciples multiplied 

greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests were obedient to the 
faith.’ Note the phrase ‘the word of God increased’ (cf. 12:24; 19:20;  
cf. 13:49), i.e. it is a living thing growing—reaching into the hearts of 
many—or the seed bringing forth a harvest. 

 
 8:4 ‘Now those who were scattered abroad went about preaching the word’ (cf. 

11:19) ‘those who were scattered . . . speaking [telling] the word’. The effects 
of the word are seen: (i) in the Samaritans coming to Christ (cf. 8:14, Samaria 
had received the word); and (ii) in the new church formed at Antioch in Syria. 

 
 8:25 ‘Now when they had testified and spoken the word of the Lord they returned 

to Jerusalem, preaching the gospel to many villages of the Samaritans.’ Here 
is the effective preaching of the word of God. 

 
10:36 ‘You know the word which he sent. The word which was proclaimed.’  
 
10:44 ‘The Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the word.’ The word was what Peter 

had preached, including the promise of forgiveness of sins. This was 
acceptance of the Gentiles by God (cf. Acts 15:8–9), ‘the Gentiles had 
received the word of God’ (11:1). 

 
12:24 ‘But the word of God grew and multiplied’, i.e. in spite of Herod’s 

persecution and because of his death. The dynamic of the word knew no 
restriction by anything else. 

 
 13:5 ‘At Salamis they proclaimed the word of God in the synagogue of the Jews.’ 
 
 13:7 ‘Sergius Paulus sought to hear the word of God.’ Elymas the sorcerer was 

withstanding the word of God—unsuccessfully. 
 
13:15 ‘if you have any word of exhortation for the people, say it.’ This exhortation 

was requested in the synagogue at Antioch in Pisidia. The exhortation  
                                                 

1  All quotations listed are to be found in my For Pastors and the People (NCPI, Blackwood, 1989),  
pp. 56–9. 
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becomes Paul’s long sermon. So much so that ‘the next sabbath almost all the 
city gathered to hear the word of God’ (13:44), but some jealous Jews 
opposed it so that Paul said, ‘ “It was necessary that the word of God should 
be spoken first to you” . . . The Gentiles heard that the Gospel was for them 
also and they were glad and glorified the word of God . . . and believed’ 
(13:46, 48). To glorify the word of God is simply to recognize and confess its 
innate glory: it is God’s word—to be identified with Him. 

 
 14:3 ‘the Lord . . . bore witness to the word of his grace, granting signs and 

wonders to be done by their hands’, i.e. signs and wonders were not the word 
but attested the word, and God desired to do this. It is here called ‘the word of 
his grace’ (cf. 13:43, ‘the grace of God’; 20:24, ‘the gospel of the grace of 
God’; 20:32, ‘the word of his grace’). 

 
14:25 ‘when they had spoken the word in Perga’, i.e. preached the Gospel. 
 
 15:7 ‘by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe.’ 

Self-explanatory. 
 
15:35 ‘Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, teaching and preaching the word 

of the Lord, with many others also.’ The word was not confined to initial 
proclamation but was also to the congregation. 

 
 16:6 ‘forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia.’ The word must only 

be spoken by God’s guidance in the place God has for it at any point in time. 
 
16:32 ‘And they spoke the word of God to him [the gaoler] and all that were in his 

house.’ The situation had been prepared by God. The word was the Gospel. 
 
 17:2 ‘he argued with them from the scriptures.’ The word is not mentioned as such, 

but it was the word he expounded, i.e. the Scriptures (cf. 18:4, 5). 
 
17:11 ‘they received the word with all eagerness, examining the scriptures daily.’ 

The same word Paul had preached at Thessalonica—the Gospel—so 17:13, 
‘learned that the word of God was proclaimed by Paul’. 

 
18:11 ‘And he stayed a year and six months, teaching the word of God among 

them’, i.e. using the apostolic Gospel in conjunction with the Scriptures.  
 
19:10 ‘all the residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord’, i.e. heard the Gospel. 
 
19:20 ‘so the word of the Lord grew and prevailed mightily’, i.e. was growing more 

and more and prevailing more and more, for it was capturing hearts, and 
defeating evil, especially the powers of the occult (see 6:7; 12:24; 13:49). 

 
20:32 ‘I commend you to God and the word of his grace’ (cf. 4:33; 20:24; 13:43; 

14:26), i.e. the Gospel of the grace of God. 

THE WORD OF GOD FROM THE CHURCH: THE RESPONSIBILITY OF 
SPEAKING THE WORD TO THE WORLD   

Paul is an example of a man who in being redeemed was for ever after unable to do 
other than seek to bring others to redemption. Far from being an ideologist he was an 
evangelist who knew the world would not respond with a whole heart to God and His  
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gospel. He knew the battle with Satan and his aeon would be right up to the end. At 
the same time he never ceased to proclaim the man of Nazareth as Saviour and Lord 
of the entire creation. He saw the whole plan of God and taught it in all its various 
parts and proclaimed it as a whole. He knew the pernicious evil of idolatry and how 
the gospel alone could deliver human beings from it and draw them into true worship. 
He knew what false worship is and its dread end, as he knew what true worship is and 
what is its wonderful climax. He knew the truth of the church, the Body, Bride and 
Flock, and he taught this mystery of Christ, and the mystery of the church and its 
glorious outcome as it will share in the Divine nature, i.e. participate in God in the 
new age, the new heaven and earth, when it shall reign with Him forever as a 
Kingdom of priests unto God, in the new worship when it shall be one with God and 
the Lamb as the New Temple. 
 None of this would be known without the word of God, but as He wills we come to 
know it all, indeed we have been knowing it all. We have not been gripped less than 
Paul. We too know the magnificence of mercy, the immensity and power of love. We 
live in grace from moment to moment, and we are the people of joy and peace. We 
know truth in its vast dimensions. We are persons and a people of the word. Our 
richest pleasure and our sweetest times are in the uttering of that word. I mean when 
we know God is speaking through us. We are the church which tells out the 
wonderful works of God, the people who declare the wonderful deeds of Him who 
called us out of darkness into His marvellous light. Once we were no people but now 
are His people, once we had not received mercy but now have received mercy. 
 We do not require to be harassed into proclaiming the gospel, goaded into telling 
the good news, or pressed to tell men and women the truth. It is our deepest joy to do 
so, for He has revealed His Son in us that we may preach him among the nations. 
Empty and pointless is a life which does not proclaim the gospel and so bring men 
and women and children into salvation, into the church and into the true worship of 
the Father through the Son and the Holy Spirit. ‘Woe to me if I preach not the 
gospel!’ Joy is to me if I do preach that good news! We are those who heed Paul’s 
words: 
 

But how are men to call upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe 
in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher? And how 
can men preach unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who 
preach good news!’ But they have not all obeyed the gospel; for Isaiah says, ‘Lord, who has 
believed what he has heard from us?’ So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard 
comes by the preaching of Christ (Rom. 10:14–17). 
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STUDY SEVENTEEN 

The Authority of the 
Scriptures 

Ian Pennicook 

Most, if not all, of the Christian groups we represent will claim that the Scriptures are 
their authority: 
 

In the sacred books the Father who is in heaven meets his children with great love and speaks 
with them; and the force in the word of God is so great that it remains the support and energy of 
the church, the strength of faith for her children, the food of the soul, the pure and perennial 
source of spiritual life (Dei Verbum—Constitution on Divine Revelation—Vatican II, #21).1 

 
The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, and obeyed, dependeth not 
upon the testimony of any man, or Church, but wholly upon God (who is truth itself) the author 
thereof: and therefore is to be received because it is the Word of God (Westminster Confession of 
Faith: Chapter I, IV).2 

 
Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation: so that whatsoever is not read therein, 
nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man, that it should be believed as an 
article of the Faith, or be thought requisite or necessary to salvation. In the name of Holy 
Scripture we do understand those Canonical Books of the Old and New Testament, of whose 
authority was never any doubt in the Church. [Then follows a list of the books of the Old 
Testament.] 
 And the other Books (as Hierome3 saith) the Church doth read for example of life and 
instruction of manners; but yet doth it not apply them to establish any doctrine. [Then follows a 
list of the books of the Apocrypha.]4 

                                                 
1  Quoted in Raymond E. Brown, et al. (eds), The Jerome Biblical Commentary (Geoffrey Chapman, London, 

1989, p. v). The Roman Catholic position is carefully worded, so that the unity of ‘Sacred Tradition, Sacred 
Scripture and the teaching authority of the Church’ is maintained. I realise that for many Protestants the word 
‘Tradition’ is anathema in this regard, but I would urge that the document from Vatican II, ‘Constitution on Divine 
Revelation’, be read, as it presents a very reasoned statement which, even if the reader does not finally agree with 
some or even all of it, at least gives little excuse for the many caricatures levelled against the Roman Catholic 
position.  

2  It is interesting to note the validation from Scripture which is appended to this article: 2 Pet. 1:19, 21; 2 Tim. 
3:16; 1 John 5:9; and 1 Thess. 2:13 are quoted, though I would be less than satisfied with using some of the texts 
in the same way that the Confession uses them.  

3  Jerome. 
4  The Roman Catholic Church included the Apocrypha (Deuterocanonical Books) in its definition of 

Canonical Scriptures at the Council of Trent in 1545–63. To a large extent, the inclusion seems to have been 
because the Apocrypha was included in the Latin Vulgate and also the Protestant preference for the Jewish canon 
was being strongly rejected. Interestingly, Jerome, the translator of the Vulgate, was ‘very clear in his preference 
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 All the Books of the New Testament, as they are commonly received,5 we do receive, and 
account them Canonical (Article VI, Articles of Religion, Church of England). 

 
Closer to home is the following statement: 
 

The ‘Objects’ outlined in the Inaugural Meeting Minutes and the Constitution make it clear that 
NCPI–NCTM believe in the authority of Scripture for faith and practice. They therefore hold to 
the historic Creeds of the Church known as Apostles’, Nicene and Athanasian. Their doctrine is 
biblical and Reformed, without prejudice to the movements of God’s Spirit which come at times 
of revival and renewal of the Church.6 

 
All this seems reasonably simple, though on closer examination it is plain that there 
are many questions that remain unanswered.  

WHAT IS ‘THE SCRIPTURES’?  

I ask ‘what is . . .’ rather than ‘what are . . .’ because for most Christians the Bible is 
simply one book with many parts. (The word ‘Bible’ is a transliteration of the Greek 
ta biblia, the books.) Of course, that is correct in practice. But when speaking of the 
authority of the Bible we are faced with some matters which need to be considered. 
 The first, and for those who argue that there is no word from God outside the Bible 
a most important point, is that for the first two hundred plus years of the Christian 
church there was no Bible as we know it. The use of 2 Timothy 3:16 by the 
Westminster divines to validate their statement is not appropriate as a reference to the 
Bible; it was Paul reminding Timothy of the value of what we call the Old Testament. 
Simply there was no New Testament. There were Letters and Gospels and they were 
in the process of being gathered together and evaluated, but without any unanimity as 
to what was or was not authoritative for Christians. Indeed, the first list which we 
possess of the books of the New Testament as we now know it did not appear until the 
Paschal Letter of Athanasius in 367 AD. But even then, there were many books being 
used in the various churches which were regarded as highly significant for their 
readers, such as the Shepherd of Hermas, the Epistle of Barnabas and the Gospel of 
the Hebrews.7 So when people ‘went to church’ in the first few centuries, they may 
have found books being used of which they knew nothing, or, on the other hand, they 
may have discovered that books they held to be scripture were rejected. Interestingly, 
the Letter to the Hebrews and the Book of the Revelation were in this latter category. 
 On the other end of the scale, it was only after ‘the Edinburgh Committee of the 
British and Foreign Bible Society protested, in 1825, that the apocryphal writings 

                                                                                                                                            
for the same short canon that Trent rejected in the name of the [Vulgate]’ (Raymond Brown, ‘Canonicity’ in The 
Jerome Biblical Commentary, p. 1042). 

5  Curiously, ‘the Books of the New Testament’ are not specified, possibly because, even then, there were 
areas of uncertainty. 

6  ‘The Matter of Theological Priorities’, in Geoffrey Bingham and Ian Pennicook, Principles of New Creation 
Teaching Ministry, NCPI, Blackwood, 1998, p. 16. It is worth noting that the three creeds referred to are part of 
‘Sacred Tradition’, especially, for instance, as that tradition has formulated the doctrine of the Trinity, as distinct 
from the many statements in the Scriptures which lead us to such a doctrine. 

7  The first two are available in the Ante-Nicene Fathers, vols 1 and 2. The Gospel of the Hebrews exists only 
in fragments; see Wilhelm Schneelmelcher (ed.) New Testament Apocrypha, vol. 1, ‘Gospels and Related 
Writings’, James Clarke, Cambridge, 1991, pp. 172ff. 
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should not be translated and sent to the heathen’, with the concurrence of the whole 
society in 1827, that English Bibles ceased being published with the Apocrypha.8 

WHAT ARE THE SCRIPTURES? 

Supposing a genuine letter written by Peter were to be discovered today. Would you 
adjust the New Testament to include it? After all, Philemon is in, even though it has 
very little contribution to make to our understanding of the gospel. Whatever we 
decide, for or against inclusion, we are forced to ask what are the issues which 
determine what is or is not ‘Scripture’. My reason for choosing Peter is simple: there 
was a period in his life as a Christian when Paul said of him that ‘he stood self-
condemned’ (Gal. 2:11). What is more, even Barnabas and others ‘joined him in this 
hypocrisy’ (v. 13).  
 Peter’s apostolic status of itself did not ensure that what he said was true or of 
value. Yet, apostolic status was important. Paul often ‘pulled rank’, as in  
1 Corinthians 9:1; 14:37–38; 2 Corinthians 2:17; 11:12–14; 12:11–12; Galatians 1:1, 
11–12; etc. We take it without question that Paul was an apostle and that he stood 
alongside the twelve in that. In matters of the New Testament, however, the opposite 
is true. The early church recognised that there were two categories of books which 
were primary: those which spoke of Jesus and what he did and said, ‘Gospel’; and the 
writings of Paul, ‘Apostle’. One Peter and 1 John were soon accepted because they 
were understood to be by the apostle whose names they bore. The documents, 
Hebrews, James, 2 Peter, 2 & 3 John, Jude and Revelation took far longer to be 
generally accepted.9 
 The Old Testament was a far simpler matter to decide. The 39 books were already 
‘canonical’ so the Christians took over the Jewish canon. After all, Paul himself told 
them that those Scriptures were the outbreathing of God (2 Tim. 3:16). Jesus criticised 
the Sadducees for not knowing the Scriptures (Matt. 22:29) and ‘the Jews’ for 
searching them but not believing them (John 5:39–47). His ‘Bible’, ‘all the scriptures’ 
(Luke 24:27), was described as being ‘Moses, the prophets, and the psalms’ (Luke 
24:44), the three divisions of the Hebrew Bible.  
 For Christians, there was a criterion to be applied to the various books that were 
vying for attention. Basically it was this: are the documents apostolic? This was the 
case, even with the four Gospels; Luke was Paul’s associate and Mark was Peter’s. 
Hebrews was uncertain because its authorship was unknown, and James and Jude 
were not apostles.  
 But back to the question of Peter and his newly discovered letter. Plainly, if the 
letter was written by Peter in the same spirit as that which he evidenced in the matter 
of Jewish dietary laws, then it could hardly stand alongside the other New Testament 
documents. I should add that this has always been a problem with James. Christians 
spend a vast amount of time trying to demonstrate that James actually agrees with 
Paul precisely because it does not appear to agree with him at all, particularly in 
regards to James 2:24, ‘You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith 
alone’.  

                                                 
8  Brown, ‘Canonicity’, p. 1043. In recent years, especially as research into the Judaism of the Inter-

testamental New Testament periods has increased, the availability of the Apocrypha has been restored. 
9  For a detailed discussion of the canon, see D. W. B. Robinson, Faith’s Framework (NCPI, Blackwood, 

1996) chs 1 & 2. 
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 Having apostolic authorship is one thing, having apostolic doctrine is quite 
another. This was Paul’s fiery emphasis in Galatians 1:6–9: 
 

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of Christ 
and are turning to a different gospel—not that there is another gospel, but there are some who are 
confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven 
should proclaim to you a gospel contrary to what we proclaimed to you, let that one be accursed! 
As we have said before, so now I repeat, if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what 
you received, let that one be accursed!  

 
There was something more than personal status involved. The issue was the content 
of the message being brought. Donald Robinson refers to Martin Luther in this regard: 
 

The Letter of James was admired by Luther, though he noted that it was rejected by the ancients. 
He still held it as good, since it ‘lays down no teaching of man and presses home the law of God’. 
But the Letter of James was not the writing of an apostle, nor would Luther give it the epithet of 
apostolic. It contradicted Paul and all other scriptures by giving righteousness to works and did 
not preach Christ. It is in his preface to James’ epistle that Luther’s famous test of what is 
apostolic scripture is explained:  
 
Therein all true holy books agree, that they preach and urge Christ. That too is the right touchstone whereby 
to criticize all books, whether they urge Christ or not, for all scripture testifies of Christ . . . That which does 
not teach Christ is still not apostolic, even if it were the teaching of St Peter or St Paul. Again that which 
preaches Christ, that were apostolic, even if Judas, Annas, Pilate and Herod preached it. 
 
Clearly the Letter of James fails by this test.10 

THE INSPIRATION AND INERRANCY OF THE SCRIPTURES 

There are two words which occur in modern discussions concerning the authority of 
the Scriptures. The first is ‘inerrancy’ and the second ‘inspiration’. I am not 
convinced that either is really an issue, but they do require some mention. Inerrancy 
has been an important concept from earliest times. For instance, Donald Bloesch says: 
 

Augustine is frequently cited in defense of the doctrine of biblical inerrancy. He could declare: 
‘All of us who read strive to trace out and understand what he whom we read actually meant, and 
since we believe him to speak the truth, we dare not assert that he spoke anything we know or 
think to be false.’ At the same time he felt free to interpret parts of Scripture figuratively, such as 
the creation of the world in six days (Genesis 1). Though he affirmed that Scripture is free from 
real error, he admitted that there are ‘oversights and confusion of one name for another by the 
sacred writers. Discourses are recorded faithfully as far as the matter and thought are concerned, 
but great differences of order and expression can be found among the evangelists.’ 
 Calvin occasionally referred to Scripture as an ‘unerring rule’ and ‘unerring light,’ but the 
contexts indicate clearly that he was thinking of the teaching or doctrine of Scripture, not 
phenomenological descriptions of the world. Calvin acknowledged the reality of cultural 
limitations in the Bible but explained these limitations by his doctrine of the accommodation of 
the Holy Spirit to a finite and sinful humanity.11 

 
Basically, this meant that the Scriptures did not err concerning what they said about 
God and the salvation he brought in Christ. It does not mean, however, that a literal 
                                                 

10  Faith’s Framework, pp. 22f. 
11  Donald Bloesch, Holy Scripture: Revelation, Inspiration and Interpretation, InterVarsity Press, Downers 

Grove, 1994, pp. 106f. 
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interpretation of the Bible is required in all places. Plainly the Scriptures were not 
written by 21st century scientific minds. 
 The major reason inerrancy is raised is different. Today there is a view that the 
Scriptures are and must be shown to be factually accurate at every point. One 
definition is as follows: 
 

Inerrancy is the view that when all the facts become known, they will demonstrate that the Bible 
in its original autographs and correctly interpreted is entirely true and never false in all it affirms, 
whether that relates to doctrine or ethics or to the social, physical, or life sciences.12 

 
My sense is that this became a modern issue when the challenge of liberal (modernist) 
teaching was joined to the pressure from secular evolutionists in the 1920s or 
thereabouts, so that a literal reading of the creation stories in Genesis 1 – 2 etc. 
became a touchstone for ‘evangelical’ (really ‘fundamentalist’) orthodoxy.13  
 Inspiration, on the other hand, refers to the nature of the Scriptures as the 
‘outbreathing’14 of God. What is not made plain is what this meant in terms of the 
process God used. Bloesch’s definition of inspiration is this: 
 

. . . inspiration is the divine election and superintendence of particular writers and writings in 
order to ensure a trustworthy and potent witness to the truth.15 

  
Such statements as ‘Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says’, referring to Psalm 95 (Heb. 
3:7), and many others, point us to the conclusion that what is in the Scriptures is what 
God himself intended. However, I must make one observation at this point, and it is 
that although the phrase ‘the word of God’ occurs some 89 times in my English 
translation, on none of those occasions is it a reference to the Bible or to written 
documents as such. The same applies to the 253 uses of the phrase ‘The word of the 
Lord/LORD’. That does not mean that these phrases are inappropriate, only that they 
are not the way the Bible itself uses them. The term the Bible uses is ‘the Scriptures’ 
which simply means written documents.  

THE AUTHORITY OF THE SCRIPTURES IS THE AUTHORITY 
OF THE WORD 

Why should the church, indeed the whole world, submit to and be led by the 
Scriptures?16 I suggest that the reason is not because we have a book which is better 
than the books of other religions, but because we are required as humans, created and 
redeemed, to submit to the authority of the God who speaks.17 It is God himself with 
whom we have to deal.  
 

                                                 
12  P. D. Feinberg, ‘Bible, Inerrancy and Infallibility of’, in Walter A. Elwell (ed.), Evangelical Dictionary of 

Theology, Baker, Grand Rapids, 1984, p. 142. 
13  Try explaining to some people that you are with New Creation Teaching Ministry! 
14  In 2 Tim. 3:16 Paul wrote that ‘all scripture is inspired by God’, and he used the word qeovpneusto" 

(theopneustos), meaning ‘God breathed’.  
15  Holy Scripture, p. 119. 
16  We need to stress that submission to the Scriptures does NOT mean the imposition of Christian Sharia law. 

In our submission, knowledge of salvation history will lead us to see that while all Scripture is inspired, not all 
Scripture has the same revelatory value for us today. 

17  What follows has been adapted from my Story of the Acts of God (NCPI, Blackwood, 1994), pp. 169ff. 
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God has always spoken and he has done so specifically through prophets: 
 

In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the prophets; but in these last days 
he has spoken to us by a Son (Heb. 1:1–2). 

 
The prophets have always been God’s mouthpiece (see Num. 12:6; Amos 3:7–8). 
Some, but by no means all, of the many prophets committed their prophetic word to 
writing. Although the prophetic writings are only one section of the Old Testament, 
the authority of Moses, that is, the Pentateuch, lay in exactly the same area; Moses 
was a prophet (Deut. 18:17–18; Exod. 3:11a). Likewise, David (i.e. the Psalms) was a 
prophet (Acts 2:30). So the Old Testament Scriptures, while a complex of documents, 
have authority simply because in them God is revealing himself through his prophets 
and also speaking to his people. Thus: 
 

First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is a matter of one’s own 
interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by the impulse of man, but men moved by the 
Holy Spirit spoke from God (2 Pet. 1:20–21). 
 
He said to them, ‘How is it then that David, inspired by the Spirit, calls him Lord, saying, “The 
Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, till I put thy enemies under thy feet”?’ (Matt. 22:43–
44). 

 
However, while they were inspired by God, these Scriptures were not the definitive 
revelation; ‘but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son’ (Heb. 1:2a). Christ, 
the Son, is the expression of the being and nature of God (see Heb. 1:3a, ‘He reflects 
the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his nature’) and has always been so. The 
creation which declares the glory and righteousness of God is the work of the Son, the 
Word of God (John 1:1–2). The creation can only have this role because the Son, by 
whom all things were made, has his role. 
 We see the amazing event of the Word becoming flesh! The temptation to treat 
truth as mere ‘concepts’ to be considered was countered by the fact of the Word 
personally confronting men and women. Now it is impossible to treat God’s 
revelation as conceptual only: it must be seen as primarily personal and relational. 
Either we accept it or we reject it. It is now not a matter for the intellect but for the 
will (see John 7:16–17). 
 When Jesus speaks, therefore, he does not contradict the Law but he opens it up 
(Matt. 5:21–22). The Law is an expression of the glory of God (Ps. 19:7; etc.), but 
fallen man had suppressed the glory and turned the Law into a debased system of self-
justification. Then Jesus came and shattered the illusion. When he spoke, he spoke not 
as the scribes and Pharisees, but with authority (Matt. 7:28–29). This did not merely 
mean ‘with confidence’, although that was doubtless there, but rather that when he 
spoke the authority of God’s definitive revelation was borne in on the hearers. Jesus’ 
final words to the disciples related to this issue of authority. Now that the Cross was 
finished and he had risen from the dead, he said: 
 

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the 
age (Matt. 28:18–20). 

 
He was saying, in effect, ‘I have authority. You go and, in going, bring the nations to 
the place of submission to my authority. In fact, in your going, I am with you to 
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exercise that authority.’ In Acts 1:8, following a discussion concerning the Kingdom 
of God, and so of authority (Acts 1:7), he said that the hearers would receive power 
and that when they had done so they would witness to him. They would be a 
testimony to the truth of Christ. 
 It is significant that these ‘commissions’ were not given to the whole church, at 
least not in the form in which we have them in the Scriptures. They were explicitly 
given to the apostles (Acts 1:2), and it must be kept clearly in mind that ‘apostle’ is 
not merely an ecclesiastical title. It is a word which conveys the notion of authority. 
These apostles are men sent with his authority. They are his authorised witnesses as a 
result of the gift of the Spirit to them. It is this which explains the strong stress by 
Paul on his apostolic authority which we have seen. The world will know nothing of 
Christ other than what the apostles declare. 
 We must refer to that other authorised witness to Christ, namely the Old Testament 
Scriptures. We have already noted their authority as the written word of God, but 
specifically the Old Testament was a testimony to Christ. Second Timothy 3:14–17 
says: 
 

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing from 
whom you learned it and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings 
which are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired 
by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 
that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work. 

  
However, as a witness, it could still only anticipate him (cf. 1 Pet. 1:10). The apostles, 
on the other hand, could now declare the full revelation which had come in him. In 
Luke 24:44–48 we read again of the commission which Jesus gave to these apostles: 
 

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

 
 Quite specifically, their commission was to preach Christ in the same terms as did 
the inspired Scriptures.18 They were to witness to the truth and fulfilment of what the 
inspired Scriptures had anticipated (Luke 24:48). It is this which we then see in Paul’s 
gospel in 1 Corinthians 15:3–4; his proclamation is ‘in accordance with the 
scriptures’. 
 The apostles’ message was to be heard and obeyed because they were apostles. 
But, as we have seen, it was not that they had personal authority. It was because they 
were men under authority. Their message was authoritative, because all authority 
belongs to Christ. The authority of the apostles is a derived authority, and it is clear 
from Galatians 2:11ff. that they may not assume some independent authority. There is 
a clear limit to their mandate (see Gal. 1:8–9). But within those limits, Paul can boldly 
claim that his gospel is not ‘the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God, 
which is at work in [the] believers’ (1 Thess. 2:13). Naturally it is at work in the 
believers, for Jesus had said that he would remain active in the apostles’  

                                                 
18  And incidentally in the same terms as did Jesus; cf. Luke 24:47 with Luke 4:18, where the same words are 

used for ‘preach forgiveness’ as for ‘proclaim release’. 
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testimony, exercising his authority. That is why the proclamation of the Cross is the 
power of God. It is not that it has some psychological power to transform the hearer, 
but that in it Christ bears witness to himself. ‘The testimony of Jesus [that is, ‘by’ as 
well as ‘concerning’ Jesus] is the spirit of prophecy’ (Rev. 19:10; cf. Rom. 10:14, 17). 
Furthermore, there was no need at all for any physical presence of Jesus in the church 
(cf. John 20:29). He was present and active in and through the authorised witnesses. 
 What, then, is the authority in the church? Some would say that the authority is the 
church, and justify it by saying that the church, or at least some parts of it, can trace a 
direct line from its present bishops back to the apostles themselves. So if the apostles 
had authority, the church has authority. Hence there is the authority, for some, of the 
ex cathedra statements and the magisterium. 
 But this is not the case. The authority is where it always was. The apostles had 
their authority in their testimony to Christ. It was their message which carried the 
authority. So we must conclude that the authority in the church is always and only the 
apostolic message. The fact that the apostles themselves are now dead is beside the 
point. The presence and authority of Christ is in the authorised and authoritative 
apostolic message. Hence Peter could say, ‘whoever speaks, as one who utters oracles 
of God’ (1 Pet. 4:11). What we observe now is that the apostolic message has been 
committed to writing by the apostles, in what we know as the New Testament.19 Hence 
the need to identify the documents as apostolic. The question is, is this the apostolic 
testimony or not? 
 The Scriptures are the authority, for no other reason than they are the definitive 
testimony to Christ. That would not imply that there is no further communication 
from God to us, simply that in what is written we have the certain word. All else is to 
be tested against that (1 Thess. 5:20–22; 1 John 4:1). So, ‘nothing beyond what is 
written’ (1 Cor. 4:6); ‘To the law and to the testimony: if they speak not according to 
this word, it is because there is no light in them’ (Isa. 8:20, AV). 

 

                                                 
19  This does not mean that the New Testament is in any way ‘systematic’ in its presentation of the apostolic 

message. Most of the material was ad hoc, but each document came out of the apostolic testimony and together 
with all the rest contributes to the full message of God in Christ. 
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STUDY EIGHTEEN 

A Passion to Proclaim 
Grant Thorpe 

THE FACT OF A PASSION TO PROCLAIM 

The gospel has come to us because God has given others a passion to proclaim the 
word of God. From the time of the apostles, men and women have loved, prayed, 
suffered and persevered because they had been encountered by God and his Christ 
and could not rest until others had heard the good news. 
 It remains true now. Paul spoke about his longing for Jews to know Christ. He 
spoke about his commission to take the gospel to the Gentiles. He spoke of his 
sufferings and hard labour. He spoke of his anxiety until he was sure people were 
established in Christ: ‘we proclaim Him, admonishing every man and teaching every 
man with all wisdom, so that we may present every man complete in Christ. And for 
this purpose also I labor, striving according to His power, which mightily works 
within me’ (Col. 1:28–29). 
 Surprisingly, Paul says little about others having a passion to proclaim. He tells 
us about his own passion and then tells us why he is so moved. Clearly, he believed 
that what stirred him was what others needed to hear. He did ask others to imitate his 
life and, so, to share his eagerness for the gospel’s progress, but this is more assumed 
than emphasised. Perhaps the need to ‘stir up the troops’ tells us that people have not 
yet been moved by the gospel itself. Where this is the case, clearly, those people need 
to hear the gospel rather than exhortations to promote it.1 

THE DIFFICULTY IN TALKING ABOUT PASSION 

We do well to be wary when we approach the matter of a passion to proclaim. There 
are problems from the point of view of ourselves, and then there are problems from 
the point of view of our hearers. 
 Passion is often thought of as part of human spirituality, and then, perhaps, as a 
duty. If this were all that a passion to proclaim the gospel was, the world would be the 
victim of its religious enthusiasts. Much damage has been caused by attempts to whip 
believers into action as though passion had a life of its own apart from the gospel. 

                                                 
1  See P. T. O’Brien, Consumed by Passion: Paul and the Dynamic of the Gospel, Lancer, Homebush West, 

1993, chs 4 – 5. 
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 By nature of the case, a passion to proclaim is something that God gives. We are 
not proselytisers of a human enthusiasm or heresy. Moreover, if a passion to proclaim 
were not given by God, it may well be snuffed out or ‘co-opted’ when it encountered 
the world’s hostility against the message of God. Even more significantly, the world 
needs to know that the passion they encounter in us is not from below but from above. 
 We will need to be clear about what God has done to ignite that passion. We will 
need to beware of petty sentiment which thinks our human loves are sufficient passion 
to persuade an angry world that God is love. Only what God has done and does will 
be potent in announcing the word of this world’s Father and Judge. 

PASSION, A WORK OF GOD 

Of ourselves, we did not seek God and certainly were not ready to speak for him 
against a hostile world. In fact, from the beginning, it has been God who visited, 
confronted or addressed men and women. He stood them in his presence and all their 
assumed confidence and favorite remedies melted. Their pride left them ashamed. 
Their idols looked appalling. Jonah even sought an escape route, but he could not 
avoid the ‘God of heaven who made the sea and the dry land’ (Jonah. 1:9). Nor could 
he avoid the holy love of God, as he discovered. 
 We need to see that those to whom God came were not destroyed by their 
encounter, even if they felt that may happen or ought to happen. They cried out to 
God. He revealed his mercy to them and their lives were changed. It is this experience 
of God’s holiness and mercy that is critical to the matter of a passion to proclaim. 
Such a person is bound to God and his purpose. They know God as holy love. They 
are set alight, constrained and given the gifts to enable this news to be broadcast far 
and near. 

THE FATHERS AND THE PROPHETS 

The God of glory appeared to Abraham. By this, his idolatry would have been shown 
up to be the tawdry thing it was. He was moved to believe that he would have an heir 
and that he and his son should live in the land of promise. He believed the promise of 
God and, so, was justified. That is, he had peace with God, access to grace and 
rejoiced in hope of sharing the glory of the God who had addressed him. He was 
constrained to command his family to keep the way of the Lord so that the Lord 
would fulfill his promise to them. Later, he was constrained to offer up his son in 
sacrifice because he loved God more than the means God would use to fulfill his 
promise. Abraham would not have described himself as a man of deep spirituality. He 
would have spoken of God. 
 God appeared to Moses and he was enabled to confront the powers of this world 
and to teach a nation how to live by every word of God. In the crises they faced, he 
sought further revelation of the glory of God and heard God proclaim his own nature 
as the God of grace. Yet Moses was the meekest of men (Num. 12:3). His power and 
constancy were that he, like all the prophets, was moved by God (2 Pet. 1:21). 
 Isaiah saw the Lord high and lifted up, and felt himself to be ruined. If this was 
where things remained, he would have had no future. But he did not blindly accept his  
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fate and cried out to God, ‘I am undone!’ and acknowledged his sin and the sin of his 
nation. God cleansed him and he was eager to speak for God. So Isaiah brought this 
word from God: ‘Get yourself up on a high mountain, O Zion, bearer of good news, 
Lift up your voice mightily, O Jerusalem, bearer of good news; Lift it up, do not fear. 
Say to the cities of Judah, “Here is your God!” ’(Isa. 40:9). The man who had felt the 
flames of holiness and the cleansing of his lips was ready to bring true comfort to his 
people.  
 The Lord spoke to Jeremiah. He had been known by God before he was 
conceived and would be a prophet to the nations, ‘To pluck up and to break down, To 
destroy and to overthrow, To build and to plant’ (Jer. 1:10). However, he had been 
given nothing to build as yet, and his message could be held up to ridicule. The 
merry-makers were now having their merriment at his expense (Jer. 15:15–21). He 
was cursed for his message, the good for which he had hoped was delayed, he was 
unable to join the revelry of his countrymen because of the indignation he felt over 
what was going to happen and he felt God had deceived him. He had found and  
eaten God’s word and found deep joy (cf. Rev. 11:8–11). He was now called by 
God’s name and would not change that, but why this suffering? God called him to 
turn away from his complaint and to speak what was precious and not worthless. He 
should not defer to his critics but they would turn to him. He would be God’s mouth. 
Again (Jer. 20:–9), when he felt God had deceived him, silence made the word of God 
in him burn in his bones and he could not bear the weariness of holding it in. God had 
overcome him indeed and he could not do other that what was for the glory of the 
Lord. 
 A passion to proclaim does not leave us unscathed. The weaknesses of our 
humanity are exposed. God seeks to conform us to his own patience. We are often 
like children unable to defend ourselves. We cannot explain ourselves to our peers. 
We feel the hostility of those who hate God. And in all of this, we cannot move from 
the hope of the gospel, and sometimes, must just wait and weep. 
 Amos said: ‘If a trumpet is blown in a city will not the people tremble? If a 
calamity occurs in a city has not the LORD done it? Surely the Lord GOD does nothing 
Unless He reveals His secret counsel To His servants the prophets. A lion has roared! 
Who will not fear? The Lord GOD has spoken! Who can but prophesy?’ (Amos 3:6–
8). 
 All of these people stood in the counsel of God, that is, before God, and before 
the God who speaks and who is both Judge and Saviour of his people and all the 
creation, and they had to deliver the word that they heard to those who were largely 
unheeding.  
 Karl Barth comments concerning the prophets: 

 
It is for this reason that they are all such distraught, humanly unsatisfactory figures, uncertain of 
their souls and of their practical success, the direct opposite of heroes, their life stories 
unconcluded, their life work unfinished. So far from founding any institutions, the criteria of the 
historical worth of things, they do not even attempt it! Whether we think of Jacob or David or 
Jeremiah, or of Peter or Paul, there is no form nor comeliness in any aspect of them; there is a 
vital witness not to humanity but to the end of humanity. In the case of more than one of these 
men of God, one has the impression, to speak honestly, that he personally must have been quite 
unendurable.2 

                                                 
2  The Word of God and the Word of Man, Peter Smith Publ. Inc., Gloucester, 1978, p. 78. 
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PASSION, A WORK OF CHRIST 

God himself, by the gospel, creates the passion to proclaim and we must rely on the 
gospel to do this. We must pray that God will send out labourers into the harvest 
(Matt. 9:36–38). The labourers who know the gift of God and who it is that offers it 
can also see the harvest (John 4:10, 35). It is the gift and Giver himself who give 
passion to the labourers, so we need to be clear about the gospel itself. 
 It would be easy to forget the awe which the presence of Jesus created for those 
who encountered him. People had to either receive or reject the fact that, in him, God 
was present among them. At times, this came to the fore and drew forth comments 
like: ‘Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!’ (Luke 5:8); or ‘Truly this man 
was the Son of God!’ (Mark 15:39); or ‘My Lord and my God!’ (John 20:28). 
Through his life and death and resurrection, the holiness and mercy of God were 
intersecting with sinful humanity so that the evil of our hypocritical ways could be 
seen and we could see ourselves through his work rather than see him through our 
work. 
 In the time of Peter’s own tragedy he had discovered the freedom that would 
save the nation and the world. He accused Israel of killing their Messiah. There was 
no good news that did not address the actual situation in hand. Jesus had told his 
comforters not to weep for him but for what would come upon the nation that rejected 
him. But Peter and the nation now had time for repentance. Jesus was the Messiah and 
he had been raised specifically to declare forgiveness to the nation. 
 The apostles said, ‘we cannot stop speaking what we have seen and heard’ (Acts 
4:20). Peter and John were not returned tourists inflicting photos on unwilling friends. 
Nor had they found a curious twist on some Old Testament texts. Their tongues had 
been loosed by the grace of Christ.  

2 CORINTHIANS 5:9–21, AND OTHER TEXTS 

Jesus Christ met Paul who was on his way to Damascus. ‘Lord’ is the way he 
addressed Jesus before he knew who he was. It was not a religious idea that appealed 
to him or an attractive personality and certainly not the confirmation of his traditions 
or instincts. It was the person of Jesus. As he later says, ‘God . . . has shone in our 
hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ’  
(2 Cor. 4:6). Everything else flowed from that, his preaching in particular. 
 This Christ was at the beginning of Paul’s faith and also at its end. He made it 
his aim to please Christ as his Judge (2 Cor. 5:9–11). This pleasing of the Lord was 
not a sentimental (‘out of the goodness of my heart’) pleasing of God but a serious 
necessity: he would have to answer to Christ for his deeds. This secured him when 
persuading other human beings. He appealed to them to believe that, in preaching, he 
was not enlarging his ego, or relieving his own conscience (proselytising?), but 
pleasing the Lord, especially with the presentation of sanctified converts (Rom. 
15:15–21; 1 Cor. 1:27–30). He was participating in a glorious work and utilised every 
part of his humanity to be about what God had done in Christ. Paul hoped this was 
how the Corinthians would also see it, not for his satisfaction but so they would stand 
secure in the gospel as being directly from God to them. 
 Jens Christensen writes: 
 

The Word in itself is God’s Word, and it accomplishes what God wills, when left to itself alone. 
Any effort on our part to make the preached word more effective than it is in itself, vitiates it.  
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When we try to effectuate the Word, proclamation becomes propaganda and conversion 
proselytism. So the Church as a collective group has no other course open to it but proclaiming 
the Word in its non-Christian environment and then leaving it at that, trusting God to effectuate 
His Word when and where it pleases Him.3 

 
 Paul found no virtue in preaching the gospel; it was entirely a matter of 
necessity, even of woe if he did not (1 Cor. 9:15–18). Did he fear what would become 
of him if he did not flow with so great a salvation, not just in receiving it (Heb. 2:1–4; 
12:15), but in proclaiming it? He found himself so completely under the power of his 
task as a steward that the question of his voluntary service did not occur to him. His 
voluntary contribution of not charging for his services, he jealously defended, not so 
he could have the glory of it but so that the overflow of grace he had discovered 
would not be compromised by stories of him enriching himself. 
 Paul says his passion was his being constrained by the love of Christ. The God 
who had appeared to Abraham, Moses and the prophets, as Lord of the earth and 
purifier of his people, had appeared in Christ. Paul stood in his presence, mastered, 
not by slavish fear but God’s holy presence in which he was now enabled to stand. 
 Elsewhere, Paul said he was under obligation to all and, therefore, eager to 
preach the gospel (Rom. 1:14–17). The command of God that had come to him and 
the potency of the message he had to proclaim were the source of his eagerness. 
Shame could not deter his eagerness because the news itself was God’s power to save 
people. 
 The nature of Paul’s constraint, and ours, is clear: 
 
(1)One has died for all, so the entail of death that had fallen on us all from the 

beginning has now been abolished. The spectre of a world ruled by sin and death 
and the powers of darkness need no longer fill any with dread. 

 
(2)Christ has done this so that the race would be constrained by love for himself 

rather than for themselves. Here would be our entry into life; that is, the 
receiving and giving of love. 

 
(3)Nothing needs to be seen from below, that is, where everything depends on what 

human beings can make of themselves—the ultimate sadness. We now see 
humanity, all of it, as dead in Christ, and according to God’s purpose for it, just 
as we now see Christ according to his true purpose of reconciling the world to 
God. Those in Christ are, in fact, a new creation. The power of sin and death is 
daunting to say the least, but neither this nor our own vain attempts to overcome 
it need now constrain us. A greater power and liberty will recreate what is 
otherwise beyond repair. 

 
(4)Everything of this is from God—the ultimate joy. Standing before God is still a 

matter of awe, but not of retreat. Rather, all of life now flows from God. This 
was the joy that Israel knew when they shouted, and Jericho’s walls were razed 
(Josh. 6; cf. Ps. 89:15). To stand in God’s presence and know that this is all of 
God and all of grace is to be constrained by love. 

 
(5)God was reconciling the world to himself through (en) Christ by not reckoning sins 

                                                 
3  Mission to Islam and Beyond, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, p. 157. 
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to the world; rather, he made Christ to be sin in our place. In his name, he calls 
us to be the righteousness of God in him.  

 
(6)We bring this word of reconciliation: ‘Be reconciled to God!’ But the word we 

bring does not cast us back on ourselves as though all that were needed was a 
psychological adjustment in us. We point to the reconciliation that God was 
about in his Son, killing death and creating a new humanity, and a reconciliation 
that God is about now in our proclamation. 

PASSION, A WORK OF THE SPIRIT 

Jesus poured out the Spirit on his church, itself an act of passion, rightly understood. 
His purpose was that we would freely know the things given to us by God (1 Cor. 
2:12). We could now call Christ, Lord, and call God, Father. The love of God was 
poured out into our hearts by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 5:5–8), that is, the very love of 
God which God manifested while we were sinners. The Day of Pentecost saw an 
effusion of love for Christ, eagerness for the holiness of God and for the salvation of 
Israel. A community was born which could only exist by the fervour of people who 
had not only met God but also knew he was reconciled to them as they were 
reconciled to him. 

PARTICIPATION IN THE PASSION OF GOD FOR THE WORLD 

We participate in all of this through faith, hope and love. That is, our eyes must be 
wholly on God, our expectation must be wholly on what God is bringing about and 
our hearts caught up in himself. Nothing more than that is needed to effect the work 
of God and nothing less is required of those who are his servants. 
 A proclaimer is made to be so because he or she has been confronted by the love 
of God in Christ. Therefore, with Paul, let us ask to know the power of Christ’s 
resurrection and the fellowship of his sufferings (Phil. 3:10). In meeting the risen 
Christ, Paul had been encountered by God. All his hubris was gone. He longed to 
know fully what he knew on that day.  
 Then, he longed to know the fellowship of Christ’s sufferings. If, by Christ’s 
resurrection, he was justified, he wanted to share in the love he encountered there and 
to make it known. It could only be made known by sharing in the suffering of Christ. 
The passion of Christ, meaning his sufferings, would be revealed in the passion of 
Paul, again meaning his sufferings. Paul did not avoid the offence of speaking the 
gospel or become offended with the difficulties it brought upon him (cf. Luke 7:23). 
 Therefore, as those called to proclaim, let us avoid everything that makes us lose 
our first love. It may be the fear of our peers. It may be idols, or love of the world, or 
of ease. Note that Paul beat his body to bring it into submission lest he should be 
made redundant. Satan works to bring us down with his accusations. Conscience, 
outside of the gospel, makes cowards of us all. Only someone with affections freed 
through a conscience set at rest can speak to another truly. Therefore, do not avoid 
God’s holy presence. Look to Christ in whom we are justified and sent. Be filled with 
the Spirit. Trust in the gospel to produce all the fruit and power to proclaim his word.  
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STUDY NINETEEN 

The Lion on the Road 
Martin Bleby 

1 KINGS 12:26 – 13:34 

Then Jeroboam said to himself, ‘Now the kingdom may well revert to the house of David. If this 
people continues to go up to offer sacrifices in the house of the LORD at Jerusalem, the heart of 
this people will turn again to their master, King Rehoboam of Judah; they will kill me and return 
to King Rehoboam of Judah.’ So the king took counsel, and made two calves of gold. He said to 
the people, ‘You have gone up to Jerusalem long enough. Here are your gods, O Israel, who 
brought you up out of the land of Egypt.’ He set one in Bethel, and the other he put in Dan. And 
this thing became a sin, for the people went to worship before the one at Bethel and before the 
other as far as Dan. He also made houses on high places, and appointed priests from among all 
the people, who were not Levites. Jeroboam appointed a festival on the fifteenth day of the 
eighth month like the festival that was in Judah, and he offered sacrifices on the altar; so he did 
in Bethel, sacrificing to the calves that he had made. And he placed in Bethel the priests of the 
high places that he had made. He went up to the altar that he had made in Bethel on the fifteenth 
day in the eighth month, in the month that he alone had devised; he appointed a festival for the 
people of Israel, and he went up to the altar to offer incense. 

While Jeroboam was standing by the altar to offer incense, a man of God came out of Judah 
by the word of the LORD to Bethel and proclaimed against the altar by the word of the LORD, and 
said, ‘O altar, altar, thus says the LORD: “A son shall be born to the house of David, Josiah by 
name; and he shall sacrifice on you the priests of the high places who offer incense on you, and 
human bones shall be burned on you.” ’ He gave a sign the same day, saying, ‘This is the sign 
that the LORD has spoken: “The altar shall be torn down, and the ashes that are on it shall be 
poured out.” ’ When the king heard what the man of God cried out against the altar at Bethel, 
Jeroboam stretched out his hand from the altar, saying, ‘Seize him!’ But the hand that he 
stretched out against him withered so that he could not draw it back to himself. The altar also was 
torn down, and the ashes poured out from the altar, according to the sign that the man of God had 
given by the word of the LORD. The king said to the man of God, ‘Entreat now the favour of the 
LORD your God, and pray for me, so that my hand may be restored to me.’ So the man of God 
entreated the LORD; and the king’s hand was restored to him, and became as it was before. Then 
the king said to the man of God, ‘Come home with me and dine, and I will give you a gift.’ But 
the man of God said to the king, ‘If you give me half your kingdom, I will not go in with you; 
nor will I eat food or drink water in this place. For thus I was commanded by the word of the 
LORD: You shall not eat food, or drink water, or return by the way that you came.’ So he went 
another way, and did not return by the way that he had come to Bethel. 

Now there lived an old prophet in Bethel. One of his sons came and told him all that the 
man of God had done that day in Bethel; the words also that he had spoken to the king, they told 
to their father. Their father said to them, ‘Which way did he go?’ And his sons showed him the 
way that the man of God who came from Judah had gone. Then he said to his sons, ‘Saddle a 
donkey for me.’ So they saddled a donkey for him, and he mounted it. He went after the man of 
God, and found him sitting under an oak tree. He said to him, ‘Are you the man of God who 
came from Judah?’  



A Passion to Proclaim 

Ministry School 2002 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

121 

He answered, ‘I am.’ Then he said to him, ‘Come home with me and eat some food.’ But he 
said, ‘I cannot return with you, or go in with you; nor will I eat food or drink water with you in 
this place; for it was said to me by the word of the LORD: You shall not eat food or drink water 
there, or return by the way that you came.’ Then the other said to him, ‘I also am a prophet as 
you are, and an angel spoke to me by the word of the LORD: Bring him back with you into your 
house so that he may eat food and drink water.’ But he was deceiving him. Then the man of God 
went back with him, and ate food and drank water in his house. 

As they were sitting at the table, the word of the LORD came to the prophet who had 
brought him back; and he proclaimed to the man of God who came from Judah, ‘Thus says the 
LORD: Because you have disobeyed the word of the LORD, and have not kept the commandment 
that the LORD your God commanded you, but have come back and have eaten food and drunk 
water in the place of which he said to you, “Eat no food, and drink no water,” your body shall not 
come to your ancestral tomb.’ After the man of God had eaten food and had drunk, they saddled 
for him a donkey belonging to the prophet who had brought him back. Then as he went away, a 
lion met him on the road and killed him. His body was thrown in the road, and the donkey stood 
beside it; the lion also stood beside the body. People passed by and saw the body thrown in the 
road, with the lion standing by the body. And they came and told it in the town where the old 
prophet lived. 

When the prophet who had brought him back from the way heard of it, he said, ‘It is the 
man of God who disobeyed the word of the LORD; therefore the LORD has given him to the lion, 
which has torn him and killed him according to the word that the LORD spoke to him.’ Then he 
said to his sons, ‘Saddle a donkey for me.’ So they saddled one, and he went and found the body 
thrown in the road, with the donkey and the lion standing beside the body. The lion had not eaten 
the body or attacked the donkey. The prophet took up the body of the man of God, laid it on the 
donkey, and brought it back to the city, to mourn and to bury him. He laid the body in his own 
grave; and they mourned over him, saying, ‘Alas, my brother!’ After he had buried him, he said 
to his sons, ‘When I die, bury me in the grave in which the man of God is buried; lay my bones 
beside his bones. For the saying that he proclaimed by the word of the LORD against the altar in 
Bethel, and against all the houses of the high places that are in the cities of Samaria, shall surely 
come to pass.’ 

Even after this event Jeroboam did not turn from his evil way, but made priests for the high 
places again from among all the people; any who wanted to be priests he consecrated for the high 
places. This matter became sin to the house of Jeroboam, so as to cut it off and to destroy it from 
the face of the earth. 

Questions 

A cursory reading of this passage on our part may raise a number of questions for us: 
• What was so important about the prophet from Judah not eating or drinking on this 

mission? 

• Why did the old prophet of Bethel lie to the prophet from Judah, to get him to 
disobey the LORD and come home and eat and drink with him? Was he envious of 
him? Did he want to share in something of that prophet’s glory? Did he intend 
harm to come to him? 

• How did the prophet of Bethel then come to prophesy concerning the death and 
burial of the prophet from Judah? How did this prophet receive it? 

• Why did the lion kill the prophet from Judah? 

• Why did the prophet of Bethel mourn the prophet from Judah, and bury him in his 
own grave? Was he remorseful, or was he seeking truly to honour him, or what? 

• Why did he want to be buried with him? 

• What was so terrible about making and worshipping the golden calves? 
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Some of these questions may be legitimate. Some of them may not be, arising from 
our own foibles and shallowness. Some of them we may not be able to answer. It 
could be that there are many elements at play in this series of incidents, and the Bible 
narrative does not set out to try and help us unravel them. The story is certainly a 
confronting one, especially for any charged with the responsibility of speaking the 
word of the Lord. 

Setting and Background 

 The immediate background is the seceding of the northern ten tribes of Israel under 
Jeroboam from the harsh rule of Rehoboam, son of Solomon, of Judah, in 930 BC. 
This was in consequence of Solomon following other gods (1 Kings 11:1–13), and 
had been prophesied by Ahijah (1 Kings 11:26–40). Thus, when it happened, God 
was able to say through Shemaiah, ‘this thing is from me’ (1 Kings 12:24). Jeroboam 
shrewdly considered that to wean the loyalty of his subjects away from Jerusalem and 
the one temple there, he would be well advised to provide alternative foci of 
worship—hence the golden calves in Bethel and Dan. In the wider setting, this was a 
reversion to the debased faithlessness of the people of Israel at Sinai (see Exod. 32), 
and had been warned against by Moses (Deut. 32:15–18) and Joshua (Josh. 24:19–
23). The prophet from Judah is sent to declaim against this innovation, which was to 
become the prevailing sin of Israel, causing its ultimate doom. 
 The northern kingdom was destroyed in 721 BC. The fulfilment of the word of the 
prophet from Judah came in 622 BC in the reign of Josiah: 

 
Moreover, the altar at Bethel, the high place erected by Jeroboam son of Nebat, who caused 
Israel to sin—he pulled down that altar along with the high place. He burned the high place, 
crushing it to dust; he also burned the sacred pole. As Josiah turned, he saw the tombs there on 
the mount; and he sent and took the bones out of the tombs, and burned them on the altar, and 
defiled it, according to the word of the LORD that the man of God proclaimed, when Jeroboam 
stood by the altar at the festival; he turned and looked up at the tomb of the man of God who had 
predicted these things. Then he said, ‘What is that monument that I see?’ The people of the city 
told him, ‘It is the tomb of the man of God who came from Judah and predicted these things that 
you have done against the altar at Bethel.’ He said, ‘Let him rest; let no one move his bones.’ So 
they let his bones alone, with the bones of the prophet who came out of Samaria (2 Kings 23:15–
18). 
 

We see, then, that this episode was set within the rise and fall of nations over at least a 
three-hundred-year period. This indicates something of the scale and significance of 
God’s working, and the prophetic testimony to it. 

A PROPHETIC HAPPENING 

Geoffrey Bingham wrote a short story entitled ‘The Lion on the Road’, which was 
published in a collection of short stories in 1994.1 It penetrates to the profundities of 
the Biblical revelation of God at a depth that eludes those of us who give such 
passages only a cursory reading, and interpret them according to our own foibles and 
shallowness. We come to see that this is the story of a prophet who spoke the word of 
God, and disobeyed the word of God, and by his death established that the word of 
God was true. It is conveyed with a sense of holy fear, of that which is deeper than  
                                                 

1  Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Lion on the Road, Troubadour Pr., Blackwood, 1994, pp. 152–166. 
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we can comprehend. The word of God comes. Its coming is the most exciting 
happening in a prophet’s life. When it comes, it is to be spoken. It is not to be 
confused with one’s own objections, ideas or opinions. Prophets must get their 
directions from God, and stick to them. If these seem to change, they must make sure 
they are not being deceived. 
 In this treatment of the story, the prophet of Bethel is concerned with the 
authentication of the word of God. ‘He had a plan in his mind which must be one of 
the most preposterous of all that prophets have known’:2 

He had not been wholly convinced that the prophet from Judah was necessarily authentic . . . 
Every age has its mavericks, and tricks can be concocted as though they are supernatural . . . his 
own future ministry lay in knowing whether the same God of both prophets was concerned for 
the future judgement of the kingdom of the two golden calves. Since the prophet had said that 
God had forbidden him to eat and drink on the way under pain of death, then he would truly 
prove to be the prophet of the Most High if his God killed him. His death would authenticate the 
message. Once it was authenticated then the prophet of Bethel would know the mind of his God. 
He would know how to relate to the king, and when it was due time to prophesy, he could rightly 
pronounce the powerful word of the Lord . . . The silence of the man of Judah had not been that 
of despair. He, too, knew the strange ways of his God, the ways of assuring the people of the 
north that in spite of the partition of the land, He was their God and would abide no apostasy 
from them . . . the prophecy would never be reversed. It was surely coming.3 

The lion on the road is seen as ‘God’s miracle . . . the lion of Judah!’ 
 
The lion had not destroyed the seer but had fitted him to be buried honourably in a prophet’s 
tomb. The man of Bethel almost sobbed with the glory of it all. He saw with new eyes a dead 
prophet on the road, and an ass and a lion standing motionless as though on guard, as though 
witnessing to the world the truth of the prophet and the culpability of being deceived, of 
weighing a man’s word against the word of his God. That lion may have been a holy angel or 
even the glorious angel of the Lord who appears at times of great human crisis . . . The prophet 
knew this revelation had come to him from his God who could never be typified by idols—so 
transcendent was He . . . He knew of no other god who was, or could be, attendant upon the 
affairs of humanity.4 
 

There is a lesson in the story also for those to whom the word of God comes: ‘There 
is always a lion on the road when a man or woman of God does not obey wholly the 
word which comes to him’.5 But what a Lion! One we may be content to have ‘kill’ 
us, for the sake of the true and liberating word of God. 

THE LION ON THE ROAD IS LOVE 

Inspired by Geoffrey’s story, Martin Bleby wrote the following song: 
 
Always there is the Lion on the road 
So beware—the Lion on the road! 
Always there is the Lion on the road 
So beware—the Lion on the road! 
 
1. For the Lion on the road is there, 
 And we think He doesn’t really care, 

                                                 
2  op. cit., p. 161. 
3  op. cit., pp. 164–5. 
4  op. cit., pp. 165–6. 
5 op. cit., p. 166. 
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 And we think that we can boldly dare 
 The Lion on the road. 

2. For we keep the selfish ways we’ve found, 
 And we think that we can hold our ground, 
 And we think that we can get around 
  Lion on the road. 

3. And we set our idols in the land, 
 And we reach out with our withered hand, 
 And the Word of God takes up His stand— 
 The Lion on the road! 

4. And the altars all come crashing low, 
 And we know that what God says is so 
 As the Lion strikes His deadly blow— 
 The Lion on the road. 

5. For the Lion is the Lamb who died, 
 And in Him we have been crucified, 
 And He lives that we may live beside 
 The Lion on the road. 

6. And you’ll never give this Lion the shove 
 For the Lion on the road is Love, 
 And He’ll take us to His home above— 
 The Lion on the road.6 

If the Lion’s deadly blow is that by which we are crucified in Christ, then so be it: we 
are in good paws, whatever happens. 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

• How have we understood, or not understood, this episode up to now? What 
questions have bothered us about it? How do we see it now? 

• ‘He knew of no other god who was, or could be, attendant upon the affairs of 
humanity.’ What strikes us about the God who reveals Himself in this episode? 

• Where do we see ourselves standing with regard to this God and His word? 

• ‘. . . witnessing to the world the truth of the prophet and the culpability of being 
deceived, of weighing a man’s word against the word of his God’. Where do we 
see these things happening today, and how are we called upon to witness to the 
truth? 

• ‘There is always a lion on the road when a man or woman of God does not obey 
wholly the word which comes to him.’ The story goes on to say: ‘There may be 
many kinds of lions which meet many kinds of persons on many roads, and we will 
not always recognise our executioner at first. Later we will know, and then that 
“later” will be too late. Even so, the execution will be, in the ultimate, a great 
mercy.’7 What experiences have we had of being pulled up by a ‘lion on the road’, 
or of such a merciful ‘execution’? 

• How does that free us for the true and liberating word of God? 

                                                 
6  New Creation Hymn Book, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, no. 293. © 1994 Martin Bleby. Used by permission. 
7  Bingham, op. cit., p. 166. 
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STUDY TWENTY 

Skilled in the Word of 
Righteousness 

Geoffrey Bingham 

Throughout our Studies we have been considering the phrase in Hebrews 4:12, ‘For 
the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to 
the division of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning the thoughts and 
intentions of the heart’. We have seen much of the meaning of this verse in this 
Epistle, for each of its uses is most informative. In 4:12 the word is living and active 
in itself, which it must be since it is God Himself in action. This verse also tells us 
that the word moves within us, effecting what God wills it to do. Likewise, when we 
come to Hebrews 4:12–14, we see that inner working of the word in order to bring 
those who hear it to spiritual maturity.1  
 Whilst our passage is only of three verses, it is, nevertheless, intelligible only in 
the light of 5:7 – 6:10. Here we show why. The writer of Hebrews is writing to Jewish 
Christian readers who seem somewhat sluggish (n‹throi: 5:11; 6:12) and there are 
reasons for this sluggishness, for they had not always been in this present state of 
being hard of hearing. There are statements made about them which indicate they 
were once quite vital in spiritual living (e.g. 6:9–10; 23–25). Something had dulled 
them down. Not listening had been a major cause, but the writer is not analysing it. 
He knows that only what he is about to tell them must be heard so that it will destroy 
their sluggishness. What, then, must they now hear? The answer is, ‘The special 
priesthood of Melchizedek, king of Salem’. We might be astonished by this answer, 
but it is true. The writer of Hebrews is a man skilful ‘in the word of righteousness’ 
which must here be related to the matter of Melchizedek, and for them to be equally 
so, they must hear what he was about to say to them when he came up against their 
spiritual sluggishness. 
 We might be surprised by the claim that to be skilful in the word of righteous-
ness should depend upon one’s understanding of Melchizedek since no other writer in 
the New Testament refers to him. I suggest a few points that might inform our minds 
helpfully: (i) the word Melchizedek means ‘King of righteousness’, so that the matter 
of righteousness is connected with him; (ii) the writer sees the priestly order of  

                                                 
1  ‘Maturity’ is a word often translated as ‘perfection’ in the New Testament. Mature people (teleioi: ‘adults’) 

are not perfect in acts, but each has advanced from being a baby (nepios) and as mature can discern and 
discriminate what is good and what is evil. 
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Melchizedek as superior to that of Aaron’s order, and because Aaron’s order was only 
‘a shadow of things to come’ and that which was to come was the Melchizedekian 
order, then salvation would come through the High Priest of this order and transcend 
the Levitical order; (iii) this, in turn, would give skilfulness in discerning spiritual 
good and evil. I put a fourth point forward for consideration although I am not sure it 
was in the mind of the writer of Hebrews, namely that;  
(iv) Melchizedek was king of Salem, i.e. the city which was later to be called  
Jerusalem and as such he was ‘king of peace’, i.e. of shalom. His background of 
Jerusalem speaks volumes for his significance in the spiritual realm, so that when 
Jesus is set forth as after the order of Melchizedek then we have much on which to 
ponder. 
 We do well to ask the question, ‘Was the dullness—sluggishness—of the readers 
due to not having heard the matter of the old and the now new Melchizedek?’ This 
cannot be the full case, for the same demand for spiritual maturity is made elsewhere 
in NT writing, one example being 1 Corinthians 3:1–23, and the solution is not linked 
with the teaching regarding Melchizedek. It is clear from previous passages in 
Hebrews that the writer is using exhortation in regard to obedience to God’s word in 
chapters 3 and 4, and obedience is linked with faith. It seems to me that various 
elements may have worked to bring the Hebrew readers to dullness. Now the writer is 
so gripped by what he is about to tell that he believes the very telling will bring a 
radical change in his readers. 
 We might, then, ask another question, ‘Does becoming skilful in righteousness 
depend on the revelation of the nature of God and His salvation in Christ, so that 
whether it is Paul talking about justification by grace, John talking about God’s love 
in the propitiation for our sins, or Peter talking about the precious blood of Christ by 
which Man is redeemed, it is the understanding of God’s love and grace which keeps 
believers fresh, vibrant with the truth and moving on to maturity, not dulling down to 
poor hearing and lack of doing the word of God?’ Two Peter 1:9–10 seems to support 
this idea: ‘For whoever lacks these things is blind and shortsighted and has forgotten 
that he was cleansed from his old sins. Therefore, brethren, be the more zealous to 
confirm your call and election, for if you do this you will never fall.’ I believe we can 
conclude that when the gospel is received a dynamic change takes place and the 
believer naturally moves to maturity. In the situation in the Hebrews Letter, I believe 
the writer is coming with a new way of telling the gospel, but it is so astounding—so 
stunning we might say—that his readers will be galvanised and the old understanding 
will be radically renewed.  
 When, then, in 6:1–11 the author exhorts his readers to go on to perfection, he 
appears to believe they will. They had turned back from a maturity which was 
naturally coming. They had, in fact, been virtually mature for their time of spiritual 
growth, and then something had stopped that growth and they had taken on the 
mindset of babies. In discussing what they once had learned, the writer is impatient. 
He does not want to go over it all, bit by bit, because the knowledge of the details is 
with them, but the thrill of it all has somehow disappeared. He does not want them to 
live it all again, stage by stage, but to listen to the teaching on Melchizedek—i.e. the 
new and unique High Priest after the order of Melchizedek. If they will listen with 
open ears, i.e. with the desire to do God’s will, then they will become skilful in the 
word of righteousness. What, in this case, is ‘the word of righteousness’? If it is the 
truth contained and active in the fact, person and ministry of the new Melchizedek, 
then spiritual discernment will come in the midst of understanding this new High-
Priestly work of Christ, and will be present in the lives, action and thinking of those  
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who thus have achieved this new maturity by the act of faith which casts off their 
infantile sluggishness. 
 One of the beauties of what we are saying is that we too, who find ourselves 
dulling down and becoming sluggish in spirit, can follow the author of the Hebrews in 
his thrilling story of Christ the Melchizedekian High Priest, and be revived and 
become skilled as the author was in the word of righteousness.  

WHAT IS THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF GOD AND MAN? 

We have said that ‘the word of righteousness’ in Hebrews 5:13 pertains to the 
teaching of the new Melchizedek and, of course, it does, and in a very broad way it 
may cover what we call ‘the righteousness of God and Man’. Even so, we need to 
understand the word ‘righteousness’ as it was used in the Old and New Testament 
Scriptures. This paper is too brief to cover the subject in depth and I suggest readers 
work it through in Bible and Theological Dictionaries and Encyclopedia. We will 
have to keep in mind that the simple act of understanding the biblical meaning of the 
righteousness of God and Man will not necessarily dispense with the sluggishness 
which comes to infantile reversion of faith. 
 In the Old Testament the Hebrew tsedeq which is translated in the LXX as 
dikaiosyne and used in the New Testament are the nouns for ‘righteousness’. The verb 
tsadaq is used with cognates in the OT as the noun dike and cognates are used in the 
NT. The simplest explanation of righteousness is ‘doing right acts’. This goes for both 
God and Man. One who does righteousness is righteous: it is as simple as that. One 
who does wrong acts or goes against the law of his/her culture is counted unrighteous. 
Linked with doing right acts in Israel are the ideas of ‘justice’, ‘justify’ and 
‘justification’, but these ideas in both Hebrew and Greek cultures have the one source 
and the one word, whereas in English they require two different words, i.e. 
‘righteousness’ and ‘justice’. 
 In Israel the law by which righteousness was recognised was the covenant law of 
God—the moral law set out in hard copy at Sinai but which is always the transcription 
of God’s very nature. J. A. Motyer explains that in regard to law God does not say, 
‘ “You must do what I tell you” . . . but “You must do this or that because [of] what I 
am” ’. He says ‘Every precept of the law is a reflection of [what God is]’, e.g. ‘Be you 
holy for I am holy’. Motyer goes on to say, ‘Man is the living, personal image of God; 
the law is the written, preceptual image of God’.2 By nature of the case covenantal 
law could be no other. God is righteous and His acts right, not because He is obeying 
His law, but because the law is the way of His being and doing. Hence its rightness 
for covenantal Man. By creation, all the human race is included in God’s covenant, 
but not all the human race lives within this covenant of God (Rom. 1:18–32), hence 
the various gods, lords, idols and their laws and covenants with devious Man. At the 
same time all humanity is responsible for breaking the law if it does not act in 
covenantal obedience. 
 God sees as unrighteous all those deeds which do not conform to the covenant-
obligation relationship. Fallen Man has natural law which he adapts to his idol-cultus 
and people-culture. For His part God does not forsake the covenant, no matter what 

                                                 
2  See the article ‘Law, Biblical Concept of’ by J. A. Motyer, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, Walter 

Elwell, ed. (Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1984), p. 624. 
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human beings may do. God is Judge where the law is disobeyed. Where it is kept, His 
judgments are not needed. Every breakage of the law is sin directly against God 
which He must judge and thus this judging is His righteousness (Neh. 9:33; Ps. 7:9–
17; Lam. 1:18; Dan. 9:14). He judges the wicked by vindicating the oppressed poor 
and restoring to them their rights (1 Sam. 12:6–11; Ps. 9:7–9; 51:14; Isa. 46:11–13). 
Because Israel is God’s covenantal people, and other nations have forsaken Him and 
oppose Him (Ps. 2:1ff.), then Israel is the special object of God’s care and love. God’s 
righteousness is shown in that He delivers His people from their own sin and failure, 
for He enacts forgiveness where there is repentance. His righteousness is never 
against His covenantal redemption so we have situations where God vindicates His 
covenant people through the judgments He brings upon them, but then delivers them 
from that judgment because of the changed attitude (repentance) of their hearts. Thus 
sometimes His righteousness is connected with judgment and sometimes with His 
mercy and His love, especially chesed—long-suffering love. 
 All of this opens up righteousness as justifying righteousness. Israel had its ritual 
actions whereby a person’s righteousness could be maintained before God by 
sacrifices. God’s justifying righteousness is such as in Genesis 15:6 where Abraham, 
‘believed the LORD; and he reckoned it to him as righteousness’. It was not just that 
Abraham believed God existed, but that He believed God would act towards Abraham 
and the nations as He had promised. Many times in the Old Testament the verb ‘to 
justify’ is used for the act of vindicating a person or a people. In the New Testament 
Paul especially used it to speak of God justifying the sinner or the ungodly and the 
wicked (Rom. 3:23–26; 4:5; 5:6–11). 
 At this point it would be good for us to see in the Old Testament that God’s 
righteousness, besides being His own actions of righteousness and His action of 
judgments, is a saving or justifying righteousness. The following Old Testament 
references show us that the righteousness of God is often coupled with the idea of 
salvation: 
 

Oh, sing to the LORD a new song! For He has done marvelous things; His right hand and His holy 
arm have gained Him the victory. The LORD has made known His salvation; His righteousness 
He has revealed in the sight of the nations (Ps. 98:1–2, NKJV). 
 
I bring My righteousness near, it shall not be far off; My salvation shall not linger. And I will 
place salvation in Zion, For Israel My glory (Isa. 46:13, NKJV). 
 
My righteousness is near, My salvation has gone forth, And My arms will judge the peoples; The 
coastlands will wait upon Me, And on My arm they will trust. Lift up your eyes to the heavens, 
And look on the earth beneath. For the heavens will vanish away like smoke, The earth will grow 
old like a garment, And those who dwell in it will die in like manner; But My salvation will be 
forever, And My righteousness will not be abolished. ‘Listen to Me, you who know 
righteousness, You people in whose heart is My law: Do not fear the reproach of men, Nor be 
afraid of their insults. For the moth will eat them up like a garment, And the worm will eat them 
like wool; But My righteousness will be forever, And My salvation from generation to 
generation’ (Isa. 51:5–8, NKJV). 
 
For Zion’s sake I will not hold My peace, And for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest, Until her 
righteousness goes forth as brightness, And her salvation as a lamp that burns. The Gentiles shall 
see your righteousness, And all kings your glory. You shall be called by a new name, Which the 
mouth of the LORD will name (Isa. 62:1–2, NKJV). 

 
It is clear from these passages that God’s righteousness is a righteousness which 
brings salvation. This, of course, is what Paul says in Romans 1:16–17 and 3:19–26. 
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There is certainly a sense in which God’s righteousness justifies unrighteous and 
ungodly persons, provided we keep in mind the phrase ‘who believe’, i.e. who believe 
that God justifies them. The fact is that from Romans 1:16 to 3:26, Paul tells us what 
is the gospel. We shall now seek to see how the three principles of God’s righteous-
ness have their place in God’s gospel. 
 Paul points out that it is through the Cross that Christ has done that work which 
justifies sinners who believe in him and the work he has done on the Cross in 
propitiating their sins before God. Paul’s argument holds together well. In fact we 
need to read carefully chapters 1 to 8 to see the whole argument, but once seen it 
should, in a manner similar to the writer of Hebrews’ dissertation on the new 
Melchizedek, bring us to understand the righteousness of God and Man, and so 
become skilful ‘in the word of righteousness’. 
 Summing up this section of the righteousness of God and Man, we see that Man 
by creation and covenant is intended to live righteously by God’s law and so be like 
God. God gives the gift of His own law to Man so that Man may live by it. Man’s fall 
means he will seek to achieve righteousness by his own actions, but this kind of 
decision puts him in the way of evil. God’s love, grace and mercy are such that the 
Father sends His Son to save Man from his unrighteousness by the work of the Cross 
and Resurrection (Rom. 4:25) and declare him as righteous. When understood by the 
revelation of God through His Spirit, then one becomes skilled in the word of 
righteousness. However, in our discussion to date we have not spoken of the gift of 
righteousness which God has given to sinful, but redeemed, Man.  

THE PERSONAL, PRACTICAL RIGHTEOUSNESS OF MAN 
WITHIN THE COVENANT OF GOD 

The question now under discussion is ‘How can Man who is a sinner, and for that 
matter a redeemed sinner, proceed to live in righteousness?’ A certain theology has 
always maintained that Man was righteous as created and his acts were acts of 
righteousness prior to the Fall. Whilst justified by the death of Christ, Man never-
theless sins, though there is in him a drive to be holy and righteous as is God. The 
question is asked, ‘How can a person having been justified be said to be righteous in 
his practice of living?’ This question rightly demands an answer.  
 The first part of the answer must be that a believing person is justified by grace 
(Rom. 1:16–17; 3:23 – 4:25; 5:1, 17; 1 Cor. 6:11; Gal. 2:15–21; Phil. 3:9). Seeing the 
grace of God in the Cross of Christ, he/she believes and is justified. Man, then, lives 
before the law as one who has been justified from sin, for Romans 6:7 puts it, ‘he who 
has died is freed [justified] from sin’, i.e. this man is no longer guilty before God. 
Though he sin again, he still remains justified because God has made Christ forever to 
be sin for him (2 Cor. 5:20–21). This justified state does not alter, even if a person 
sins again. 
 Then there is the matter of 1 Corinthians 1:30–31 which states, ‘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” ’. Here it is quite clear that a person’s justification lies in Christ and 
not in himself. He is not merely given a category of justification, but a life in Christ. 
God has made Christ to be wisdom to us in righteousness (justification), sanctification 
and redemption (1 Cor. 1:30), and Christ achieved these three elements—justification, 
sanctification and redemption—in the work of the Cross.  
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Two Corinthians 5:20–21 spells this out, especially in regard to justification: ‘So we 
are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We beseech you on 
behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew 
no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.’ 
 Again, in Romans 5:15–21 we see the matter fully expounded; the matter of Man 
being justified by faith in the light of condemnation coming through Adam but 
justification coming through Christ’s obedience. This passage is intelligible if we 
understand ‘righteousness’ and ‘the free gift of righteousness’ to mean ‘justification’ 
and ‘the free gift of justification’. Thus ‘grace also might reign through justification to 
eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord’ (v. 21). 

Does God Impart a Righteousness to Man As Well As Impute 
Forensic Righteousness? 

 In asserting in Romans 5:17 that ‘the free gift of righteousness’ means ‘the free 
gift of justification’, are we perhaps denying that God has also imparted the gift of 
righteousness? In giving the answer we have to realise that our whole Study has been 
on being skilful in the word of righteousness. We have not spoken about ‘the word of 
holiness’, ‘the word of goodness’, ‘the word of love’, and ‘the word of truth’ which 
are the properties or attributes of God’s nature as righteousness. In creation Man was 
so made as to reflect these qualities of God, but he was not these qualities. Christ, as a 
man, did not have these qualities as part of his humanhood. He was dependent upon 
God for them. In salvation God restores us to true human life (Col. 3:9–10; cf. Eph. 
4:24) and by grace we reflect these moral elements—righteousness, holiness, 
goodness, truth and love. In that sense we can say we are righteous, holy, good, true 
and loving, but we have all these elements only in Christ Jesus (1 Cor. 1:30). He, if 
you like, is our imparted righteousness. 
 Again, in Romans chapter 6, Paul is working out the truth of living out a life of 
holiness and this includes living as a righteous person. The principle is that when 
baptised we were baptised into Christ’s death, his burial and his resurrection. Because 
we are not longer guilty—since Christ has borne that guilt—we are not under the 
power of sin. We are under grace and not under law but this does not mean we may 
reject law. The truth is—in practice—that a person is what he is in his surrender to 
what he wills; i.e. if he yields to sin then he is a slave to sin, but if he yields his 
members to God, then he is a slave of righteousness and that is the whole of his life. 
Paul concludes: 
 

But thanks be to God, that you who were once slaves of sin have become obedient from the heart 
to the standard of teaching to which you were committed, and, having been set free from sin, 
have become slaves of righteousness. I am speaking in human terms, because of your natural 
limitations. For just as you once yielded your members to impurity and to greater and greater 
iniquity, so now yield your members to righteousness for sanctification. When you were slaves 
of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness. But then what return did you get from the things 
of which you are now ashamed? The end of those things is death. But now that you have been set 
free from sin and have become slaves of God, the return you get is sanctification and its end, 
eternal life (Rom. 6:17–22). 
 

What Paul is saying is that on the basis of the human will won to God by His love in 
Christ, a human being will be committed to a life of righteousness and holiness. This 
does not mean he is capable—of himself/herself—of total righteousness and holiness 
but in Christ, with Christ’s power and the power of the Holy Spirit, he will live a life 
of righteousness and holiness. 



A Passion to Proclaim 

Ministry School 2002 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

131 

 We have, I believe, fairly covered the matter of ‘the word of righteousness’. The 
writer of Hebrews probably may not have intended his phrase to cover all we have 
covered in our Study, but in principle I am sure he did intend that. To go back to the 
context from which he spoke, he may just have meant by ‘the word of righteousness’, 
‘the word which is righteous’, and demanded that his readers achieve skill in that 
word. Whatever he intended, he himself was skilful in the word of righteousness, and 
especially so in giving us the wonderful story and picture of our Melchizedek—Christ 
himself, King of Righteousness, King of Peace, and the High Priest of the human 
race—as its links are with the Jerusalem below and the Jerusalem above. Although I 
have traced only the Hebrews’ parallel in Paul’s writing, and ought to have traced the 
same enlivening parallels in John and Peter, it is surely enough to stir spiritual 
laggards and spiritual dullards back into the recognition of God’s love and grace as 
once they had known it. I believe I can do nothing better than quote words in the last 
chapter of the Book of Daniel: 
 

At that time shall arise Michael, the great prince who has charge of your people. And there shall 
be a time of trouble, such as never has been since there was a nation till that time; but at that time 
your people shall be delivered, every one whose name shall be found written in the book. And 
many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some 
to shame and everlasting contempt. And those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the 
firmament; and those who turn many to righteousness, like the stars for ever and ever (Dan. 
12:1–3). 
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God never does anything apart from his word. That is, he speaks and it is (and not 
merely was) so. He has no need of anything other than that. Creation was by his word, 
he directed Israel by his word and, climactically, that word became flesh-God spoke 
by his Son. Now all things are accomplished by the Word become flesh, even to the 
subduing of the nations.  
 
Our task is to be men and women of the word. While that does and must mean that we 
will be men and women of the Scriptures, it means more than that. It means that we 
must live in continuous hearing and in wondrous, trembling submission to him who 
speaks. It is too easy for us to become masters of the written word while failing to be 
servants of the living Word.  
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