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1 

STUDY 1 

THE WORD WHICH MUST BE 

PROCLAIMED 

Ian Pennicook 

THE COMPULSION TO PROCLAIM 

Within the church today, the extremes of triumphalism or defeatism surround us and 
both must be faced, for both contain elements of truth as well as elements of error. 
Often the church is described as a people of power, especially as the gift1 of the Holy 
Spirit is understood and, better yet, consciously received. What is more, there is often 
evidence of that power being experienced as men and women do come to Christ and 
are evidently transformed by him. Whether or not we agree with their theological 
explanations of what has taken place in their lives, audiences which have had some 
sort of exposure to the working of the Holy Spirit are usually far more eager to hear 
the preached word and to share their experiences with others.  
 The sad cases of churches which have fallen to the other extreme are also well 
known. These are situations where a deep lethargy has come upon men and women 
and where testimony to Christ is virtually extinct and, what is more, where people 
sometimes seem angrily insistent that they be not awakened.  
 There is a middle ground, of course, one perhaps where the enthusiastic are 
categorised in some way and where those who are uninterested become mere 
statistics, but where many show signs of life yet require constant stirring up to action. 
These are those who know Christ but who seem to have little spontaneous desire to 
speak of Christ or, at least, if the desire is there, little sense of their own capacities to 
actually do it. 
 As with any ‘-isms’, those in the two extremes are often locked into their particular 
positions. But, turning to the remainder, some of the questions often posed are: How 
can we motivate these people? What techniques can we apply to stir them to action? 
What incentives can be offered or what threats imposed to accomplish what seem to 
be such laudable goals? There is nothing new in this. In 1792 William Carey wrote 
his ‘Enquiry’ in order to address the lack of concern by his own contemporaries for 

                                                
1  This is not to identify or criticise any person or group. My own eagerness to preach was not occasioned by 

what some would call ‘charismatic’ experiences but by the preaching of the cross of Christ, though I am sure that 
receiving Christ must involve receiving his gift, whether that is recognised or not. And if Christ himself is received 
then even bad theology does not exclude a person from salvation.  
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the taking of the gospel to the world. Others had done so before him, especially when 
they were faced with theological rationalisations for inaction.  
 Today we are still encountering methodologies which aim to move the church to 
action. It may be easy to be critical of them, as their theologies or their accom-
modation to modern marketing methods—or whatever—may well be suspect. But it is 
sometimes hard to argue against people who are doing what so many others are not. 
And unless there is a clear deviation from the truth of the gospel we ought not argue 
against them either.2 Instead, perhaps we might ask why it is that these people, with 
even suspect theology, should be so passionate about proclaiming Christ. That is not 
to justify inadequate theology or the use of worldly methods, but neither is it an 
attempt to disenfranchise people who are eager to preach Christ—and they are! See 
Philippians 1:18. 
 What surely strikes us is the amazing transformation of the apostles, and others, in 
the early church. Following the gift of the Holy Spirit, the principle was set: ‘We 
cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard’ (Acts 4:20). 
Similarly, ‘those who were scattered [as a result of persecution] went from place to 
place, proclaiming the word’ (Acts 8:4). Paul wrote: ‘woe to me if I do not proclaim 
the gospel’ (1 Cor. 9:16) and his passion was repeated in those who responded to his 
proclamation of ‘God’s word’ (1 Thess. 2:13):  
 

And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for in spite of persecution you received the word 
with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit, 7so that you became an example to all the believers in 
Macedonia and in Achaia. 8For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you not only in 
Macedonia and Achaia, but in every place your faith in God has become known, so that we have no 
need to speak about it (1 Thess. 1:6–8).  

Also surprising is that, in Acts and the letters of the New Testament, there is almost 
no encouragement directed towards proclaiming the gospel.3 Perhaps an exception is 
Paul’s exhortation to Timothy: 
 

I am reminded of your sincere faith, a faith that lived first in your grandmother Lois and your 
mother Eunice and now, I am sure, lives in you. 6For this reason I remind you to rekindle the gift of 
God that is within you through the laying on of my hands; 7for God did not give us a spirit of 
cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline (2 Tim. 1:5–7).  

                                                
2  Some people have criticised New Creation Teaching Ministry as being ‘cultish’. If that impression has been 

given then we are deeply saddened. In January 1998 I wrote the following, in the little booklet Principles of New 
Creation Teaching Ministry:  

In order to ensure that what is proclaimed is indeed the word of God, NCTM is always willing to have its preaching and 
teaching subjected to the scrutiny of the written word. From that position, NCTM does not stand critically over against 
any person or group but rejoices when the truth as revealed in Scripture is proclaimed.  
 Furthermore, NCTM would never seek to disenfranchise any person or group simply on the basis of differing 
doctrinal emphases. Plainly where there has been a departure from the truth of Scripture we are distressed but, at the 
same time, we do not attempt to be the conscience of the world, believing instead that our commission is to proclaim the 
truth as it is in Christ and to trust God to vindicate himself as and when he chooses.  

3  Given the common appeal to ‘the great commission’, I would suggest that there is another way of looking at 
that command, given to the eleven disciples, as apostles, which does not make it a direct command to the church 
so much as establish the means by which the church throughout history is equipped and motivated to proclaim. 
Compare the study in the 1998 Pastors’ School, ‘The Way in Which Apostolic Truth Was Taught’ (NCTM, 1998), 
pp. 1ff. 
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 Even this is not an exhortation to do what is unnatural. Quite the reverse! It is 
because of what has already taken place in all4 believers that Timothy is to ‘rekindle 
the gift’.  
 The repeated categorisation of Acts 1:8 as a commission is strange. Neither 
grammatically nor in its literary context is it a command; it is simply a statement of 
fact—‘You will receive power . . . you will be my witnesses’. The gift of the Spirit, 
transforming the human spirit,5 means that there is a great power at work within the 
believer (cf. Acts 11:17). It also means that that power is known to faith. As Jesus 
said, ‘He that believeth on me, as the scripture hath said, from within him shall flow 
rivers of living water’ (John 7:38, ASV). This, too, is what Paul told Timothy, as he 
reminded him of his ‘sincere faith’, because ‘faith’, pivsti~ (pistis), here means ‘belief, 
trust’ in the active sense. That is, it is what you actually do. And when you believe, 
you know the reality of the gift. 
 So we can say that the early church was alive in faith and so alive in the power of 
the Spirit and so passionate to proclaim. That meant, of course, that they were alive to 
the apostolic gospel through which their faith was given to them.  

THE DYNAMIC REVELATION 

The word of God which was at work in the believers, and the gift of the Spirit of God, 
while distinct entities, both relate to the same action in believers. Letting the word of 
Christ dwell richly and being filled with the Spirit must not simply be equated (Col. 
3:16 and Eph. 5:18f.), even though the effect in us is the same. But the reality is that 
the Word reveals the Father (John 1:14, 18) and God, through the Spirit, makes 
known all that God has prepared for those who love him (1 Cor. 2:9–10). The 
mystery, decreed before the ages for our glory, is the heart of the proclamation (1 Cor. 
2:7).6 That mystery is the cross, but the effectiveness of the cross lies in it having 
been decreed before the ages. That is, the cross was no afterthought, as Peter declared 
in Acts 2:23: Jesus was ‘handed over . . . according to the definite plan and fore-
knowledge of God’.  
 Almost the initial words of the initial proclamation, then, relate to a revelation 
which has come and which makes sense of all that was previously obscure and 
confusing. Luke has anticipated this in 24:13–35, where the two who met the risen 
Jesus, having previously been distressed by his death, were those whose hearts burned 
within them when Jesus opened the scriptures to them, and when ‘their eyes were 
opened and they recognised him’ were impelled to declare all that had happened to 
them.  

                                                
4  ‘for God did not give us . . .’ surely referring to more than just Paul and Timothy. 
5  The choice of ‘spirit’ in 2 Tim. 1:7 in most translations seems due to the negative aspect associated with it, 

‘cowardice’, though the positive aspects, ‘power’, ‘love’ and ‘self-discipline’ are obviously the fruit of the Holy 
Spirit; see George W. Knight III, The Pastoral Epistles, NIGTC, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1992,  
p. 371. 

6  Paul’s language of 1 Cor. 2:7 is obscured by some modern translations: ajlla; lalou'men qeou' sofivan ejn 
musthrivw/, th;n ajpokekrummevnhn, h}n prowvrisen oJ qeo;" pro; tw'n aijwvnwn eij" dovxan hJmw'n: literally reads, ‘But we 
speak a wisdom of God in a mystery, the hidden [wisdom] which God prepared before the ages for our glory’. 
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 If the Word reveals the Father and the Holy Spirit searches the deeps of God and 
makes them known then we must say that that revelation is far richer than the mere 
provision of information. To quote Stanley Grenz:7 
 

The primary postulate discovered by modern theology is the realization that in the knowing process 
God is subject, not object. Bound up with this assertion are several important corollaries. 
(1) ‘God is subject, not object’ means that God cannot be made the object of human scrutiny. We 
do not approach God like we engage in the study of objects around us, namely, in an objective, 
scientific manner or at the whim of our own human will. Rather, we come to know God as God 
gives himself to be known. In the knowing process, therefore, the initiative comes from the divine 
side. 
   Jesus reflected the importance of the divine initiative, when he declared, ‘All things have been 
committed to me by my Father. No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the 
Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him’ (Matt. 11:27; see also  
1 Cor. 2:9–16). 
(2) ‘God is subject, not object’ also means that there is a great difference between knowing God and 
possessing propositional knowledge about God. When we know God, we have more than merely a 
body of truths about God. More importantly, we know the living and personal God. The task of 
knowing God, then, does not focus on the possession of a list of statements about God, but on the 
enjoyment of fellowship with God. 
   That this is the case is readily evident. A body of propositions emerges from strenuous human 
effort, namely, the exercise of human reflection. True knowledge of God, in contrast, can arise only 
from an encounter with God. In this encounter God, and not the human person, is the active agent. 

 
While this may seem so obvious to us, it is also confronting a view that reduces 
revelation to only propositions.8 Of course God’s word is written in words which we 
must understand and believe, hence the written scriptures, but given that guilty, fallen 
men and women are utterly incapable of understanding and thoroughly unwilling to 
believe, revelation must be far greater than just explanation.9 And it is. Revelation is 
propositional because it is first personal. In other words, we understand the words of 
God because God himself has spoken to us in the same dimension as he first spoke 
the creation into being (2 Cor. 4:6) and when God spoke it brought a revelation of all 
that God is and is doing. Thus John wrote: ‘But you have been anointed by the Holy 
One, and all of you have knowledge’10 (1 John 2:20). Other MSS have ‘you know all 
things’, but whichever is correct, the amazing nature of the statement must not be 
missed. Quite obviously, there are those who do not (yet?) realise the scope of what 
they know, and equally obviously knowing all things does not refer to propositional 
material, or the gift of teacher would be unnecessary. It means that a powerful 
revelation of and by God himself has come to people. As a result, they now call Jesus 
Lord (1 Cor. 12:3) and consequently repudiate their previous idolatry (1 Thess. 1:9). 
 The question to be asked now is, what is the apostolic explanation of this 
revelation? 

                                                
7  Theology for the Community of God, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1994, p. 49. 
8  Compare D. Broughton Knox, ‘Propositional Revelation, the Only Revelation’ in Reformed Theological 

Review, vol. xix, 1, February 1960. While that article was addressing liberal attempts to reject the Bible’s 
authority, it also establishes a base for the current attitude among many evangelicals that the only way revelation 
takes place is via the ‘explanation’ of the Bible.  

9  See Ian Pennicook, Rivers of Living Water 6, Monthly Studies 2005.  
10  The NIV, ‘all of you know the truth’, anticipates v. 21. 
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THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

We put the question in the form of ‘apostolic explanation’ because that is the way the 
Book of Acts presents it. Acts 1:2 tells us that Jesus gave ‘instructions through the 
Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen’, while immediately after the 
astounding response to Peter’s address we are told that ‘three thousand persons . . . 
devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching’ (Acts 2:41–42). The instruction by 
Jesus concerned ‘the kingdom of God’ (Acts 1:3) and that was certainly what was 
proclaimed by the apostles and others: 

 
But when they believed Philip, who was proclaiming the good news about the kingdom of God and 
the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women (Acts 8:12). 
 
There they strengthened the souls of the disciples and encouraged them to continue in the faith, 
saying, ‘It is through many persecutions that we must enter the kingdom of God’ (Acts 14:22). 
 
He entered the synagogue and for three months spoke out boldly, and argued persuasively about the 
kingdom of God (Acts 19:8). 
 
And now I know that none of you, among whom I have gone about proclaiming the kingdom, will 
ever see my face again (Acts 20:25). 
 
After they had set a day to meet with him, they came to him at his lodgings in great numbers. From 
morning until evening he explained the matter to them, testifying to the kingdom of God and trying 
to convince them about Jesus both from the law of Moses and from the prophets (Acts 28:23). 
 
. . . proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and 
without hindrance (Acts 28:31). 
 

It is plain from Acts 8:12 that this proclamation of the kingdom was not limited to the 
apostles. But what is of more significance is the whole matter of what ‘proclaiming 
the kingdom’ means. There is a certain theological appreciation of this in the sermons 
of Acts 7 and 13 where Israel’s history leading up to the coming of Christ is 
recounted. But the heart of the sermons was the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. 
There are twenty-five references in Acts to the resurrection of the dead.11 The first, 
Acts 1:22, established the need for an apostle to be one who had seen Jesus raised 
from the dead since that was to be the substance of the apostolic testimony (cf. 2:32). 
The remainder address the fact that God raised Jesus from the dead.12  
 The reaction that this announcement evoked should remind us that the resurrection 
of Jesus was unprecedented! Of course, anyone having read the Old Testament would 
know that people who had died had been given life again. But those incidents were 

                                                
11  1:22; 2:24, (v. 30 in some MSS), 31, 32; 3:15, 26; 4:2, 10, 33; 5:30; 10:40; 13:30, 33, 34, 37; 17:18, 31, 32; 

23:6, 8; 24:15, 21; 26:8, 23. Some of these occur in the same contexts. Three different words are used, the noun 
ajnavstasi~ (11 times), and its related verb ajnivsthmi (7 times), and ejgeivrw (7 times). The two verbs are 
synonymous.  

12  See Ian Pennicook, ‘Jesus and the Resurrection and the Gospel’, Study 4 in 1998 NCTM Pastors’ School 
(pp. 20–7) and the related postscript which came out a couple of months later for a further discussion of the place 
of the Resurrection in the gospel. 
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quite different to what had taken place in Christ. Unlike all before him, including 
Lazarus (John 11): 
 

We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has 
dominion over him (Rom. 6:9).  

What is more, those who were resuscitated after Jesus’ resurrection died again. But at 
the point of the first preaching, those things had not arisen, and all the Old Testament 
examples of resuscitation were never used as evidence for what was being said. Their 
preaching was quite simple. ‘Jesus, who was crucified, dead and buried, is now alive 
—and we have seen him!’ That was Paul’s appeal in 1 Corinthians 15. Over 500 
others saw him too; most of them are still alive so go and ask them.  
 Now, if Jesus has been raised from the dead, then he is Lord, and if he is Lord it is 
because in him the kingdom of God has actually come. This is where we must ask the 
apostles to provide the explanation for us.  
 Take Matthew’s account, for example. It commences with the reminder that God 
had declared his intention to restore the blessing to all the families of the earth. He 
would do it through Abraham and his descendents (1:2) and Jesus is the anointed 
King of Israel through whom that promise would be kept (1:1, 18). So when the wise 
men came they wanted to know where the newborn ‘king of the Jews’ was to be 
found (2:2).  
 When John the Baptist appeared, his topic was ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 
is at hand’. And if that is so then Israel ought to repent of its ungodliness and prepare 
for the restoration of the Spirit (3:11), for that will be accompanied by the judgment 
of all that is unclean.  
 Then Jesus came to John and, as the one who would accomplish all these things, he 
was baptised in submission to the law of God and was anointed with the Holy Spirit. 
Immediately the clash of the kingdoms was made obvious as Satan tempted Jesus  
to receive ‘the kingdoms of the world’ by worshipping him and not God (4:8–9). 
Following his clear choice to serve God only, Jesus set out to proclaim the gospel13 of 
the kingdom (4:23), both by word (e.g. 13:18–53) and deed (12:28). 
 The preliminary to the crucifixion was an occasion when Jesus was mocked by 
‘Hail, King of the Jews!’ (27:29) and over his head stood the charge, ‘This is Jesus, 
the King of the Jews’ (27:37). Both these were intended as highly ironic; that ‘the 
King’ should be despised and rejected in that way was a vicious joke. But Matthew 
concludes his Gospel with the deceptively simple statement by Jesus, ‘All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me’ (28:18). His resurrection was hardly an 
afterthought. It was the validation, by God, of all that Jesus had said and done and it 
qualified the man Jesus to receive the nations as his inheritance (28:19; Ps. 2:8–9).  
 Jesus’ resurrection was regarded by Paul as the undoing of Adam (1 Cor. 15) and 
by John as the assurance that all history was in Jesus’ hands: 
 

                                                
13  The translation, ‘good news’ is not adequate. The substance of Jesus’ proclamation included effecting the 

defeat of Satan and his powers, demanding repentance as well as specifying the coming judgment of both 
individuals and nations. Of course, the Old English word ‘gospel’ itself means ‘good news’ but the Greek 
eujaggevlion has a far greater range of meaning.  
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When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. But he placed his right hand on me, saying, ‘Do 
not be afraid; I am the first and the last, 18and the living one. I was dead, and see, I am alive forever 
and ever; and I have the keys of Death and of Hades’ (Rev. 1:17–18). 

THE KINGDOM HAS COME 

It is a somewhat standard approach to say that the New Testament is an eyewitness 
account of the great salvific event of Jesus’ death, resurrection, ascension and 
Pentecost, and of course it is and it generally claims to be so. Even Paul claimed to 
have ‘seen Jesus our Lord’ (1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8), thus being qualified to be called an 
apostle (1 Cor. 15:9; cf. Acts 1:22). However, even having such a multi-faceted 
eyewitness account does not immediately result in men and women being compulsive 
witnesses to Christ. Witness is the fruit of receiving the Holy Spirit because the 
reigning Lord has poured out that Spirit on all who believe:  
 

As the scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.’ 39Now 
[Jesus] said this about the Spirit, which believers in him were to receive (John 7:38–39).  

The eyewitnesses provide the authoritative explanation but the passion to proclaim is 
the action of the kingdom upon men and women. A revelation of the kingdom comes 
and, having seen the King in all his beauty, the people are transformed. When the 
Lord gave the word, great was the company of the preachers.14 The ‘word’ (Heb. 
rm,ao ‹mer) is not a command to proclaim so much as the command by which the 
enemies of God are destroyed, his word as a weapon.15 A similar use is in Hosea 6:5: 
 

Therefore I have hewn them by the prophets, I have killed them by the words of my mouth, and my 
judgment goes forth as the light. 

 
That word of judgment, in that case against Israel’s weak love (Hosea 6:4), was in 
order to restore steadfast love and the knowledge of God (Hosea 6:6). Psalm 68, 
however, is recounting the great victory of God over Sisera (Judg. 4 – 5) and the 
result: 
 

. . . the voice of the singers at the watering places. They recite the righteous acts of the LORD, the 
righteous acts of his warriors in Israel (Judg. 5:11, NIV). 
 

The NRSV and RSV, for ‘righteous acts’, have ‘triumphs’, and that would be correct, 
but at the same time perhaps missing the nature of the triumphs. It was not brute force 
but God’s righteous acts through and in his people which effected the victory. If God 
was vindicated (shown as righteous) then his people were shown to be vindicated 
(justified) also, so there was great joy over the mighty works of God (Acts 2:11). 
 In the midst of great suffering, this same joy is evident among the New Testament 
believers: 
 

Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you 
believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy (1 Pet. 1:8). 

 

                                                
14  Ps. 68:11 in the version by Charles Jennens, in Handel’s Messiah.  
15  Compare Brown, Driver and Briggs, p. 56. The LXX has rJh§ma. 
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And from that position, Peter continued: 
 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you 
may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Once 
you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now 
you have received mercy (1 Pet. 2:9–10). 

  
It is not law but mercy which compels proclamation (cf. 1 Tim. 1:12–17). And mercy 
is known as the great saving righteous action of God is revealed: 
 

I waited patiently for the LORD; he inclined to me and heard my cry. 2He drew me up from the 
desolate pit, out of the miry bog, and set my feet upon a rock, making my steps secure. 3He put a 
new song in my mouth, a song of praise to our God. Many will see and fear, and put their trust in 
the LORD (Ps. 40:1–3). 
 
Then one of the elders said to me, ‘Do not weep. See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of 
David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals.’ 6Then I saw between the 
throne and the four living creatures and among the elders a Lamb standing as if it had been 
slaughtered, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all 
the earth. 7He went and took the scroll from the right hand of the one who was seated on the throne. 
8When he had taken the scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell before the 
Lamb, each holding a harp and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints. 
9They sing a new song: ‘You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were 
slaughtered and by your blood you ransomed for God saints from every tribe and language and 
people and nation; 10you have made them to be a kingdom and priests serving our God, and they 
will reign on earth.’ 11Then I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels surrounding the throne 
and the living creatures and the elders; they numbered myriads of myriads and thousands of 
thousands, 12singing with full voice, ‘Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered to receive power and 
wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!’ 13Then I heard every creature in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, and all that is in them, singing, ‘To the one 
seated on the throne and to the Lamb be blessing and honor and glory and might forever and ever!’ 
14And the four living creatures said, ‘Amen!’ And the elders fell down and worshiped (Rev. 5:5–
14). 
 
And I saw what appeared to be a sea of glass mixed with fire, and those who had conquered the 
beast and its image and the number of its name, standing beside the sea of glass with harps of God 
in their hands. 3And they sing the song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb: 
‘Great and amazing are your deeds, Lord God the Almighty! Just and true are your ways, King of 
the nations! 4Lord, who will not fear and glorify your name? For you alone are holy. All nations 
will come and worship before you, for your judgments have been revealed’ (Rev 15:2–4). 
 

 
 It is mercy and not methodology which awakens the church to its true being, as the 
goodly fellowship of the prophets who have the word on their lips because they are 
constrained by love to proclaim it. Thank God for those who have been compelled to 
use means for the proclamation of the gospel in their own days. The question is, are 
we so living in faith in the Son of God who loved us and gave himself for us, in our 
own day, that we too will declare, ‘We cannot but speak of what we have seen and 
heard’? 
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STUDY 2 

THE DAYS OF THE PROPHET 

Martin Bleby 

‘THESE DAYS’ 

After the healing of a lame man at the Beautiful Gate of the temple one afternoon, 
Peter told the people there that God had glorified Jesus, whom they had killed, and 
had raised him from the dead, and that it was through faith in this Jesus that the lame 
man had been healed (Acts 3:1–16). Peter then went on: 

 
And now, friends, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did also your rulers. In this way God ful-
filled what he had foretold through all the prophets, that his Messiah would suffer. Repent there-
fore, and turn to God so that your sins may be wiped out, so that times of refreshing may come 
from the presence of the Lord, and that he may send the Messiah appointed for you, that is, Jesus, 
who must remain in heaven until the time of universal restoration that God announced long ago 
through his holy prophets. Moses said, ‘The Lord your God will raise up for you from your own 
people a prophet like me. You must listen to whatever he tells you. And it will be that everyone 
who does not listen to that prophet will be utterly rooted out of the people.’ And all the prophets, as 
many as have spoken, from Samuel and those after him, also predicted these days. You are the 
descendants of the prophets and of the covenant that God gave to your ancestors, saying to 
Abraham, ‘And in your descendants all the families of the earth shall be blessed.’ When God raised 
up his servant, he sent him first to you, to bless you by turning each of you from your wicked ways 
(Acts 3:17–26). 

 
 References to ‘the time of universal restoration that God announced long ago 
through his holy prophets’, when ‘all the families of the earth shall be blessed’, tell us 
that Peter is talking about something that is of vital importance for the whole human 
race. Peter is also impressing upon his hearers that ‘these days’ in which they are now 
living are the culmination of all that has happened and been spoken of with regard to 
these things up to this point. ‘These days’ have been signalled by God’s raising of 
Jesus from the dead as Messiah, and are indicated in the healing, through faith in 
Jesus, of a man lame from birth. These are days in which ‘sins may be wiped out’ and 
‘times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord’, as this raised-up ser-
vant of the Lord blesses them by turning each of them from their wicked ways, with a 
view to the coming of the Messiah from heaven, at the time when all things shall be 
restored. 
 As Peter spoke, these realities were brought to bear in the lives of those who heard. 
This bold announcement immediately involved the apostles Peter and John in 
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suffering—as they were arrested, put in custody, and were severely rebuked and 
threatened—(see Acts 4:1–22), and: 

 
. . . many of those who heard the word believed; and they numbered about five thousand (Acts 4:4). 
 

 We are living now  in ‘these days’! 

THE PROPHET HAS COME 

Peter’s quotation in Acts 3:22 is from Deuteronomy 18, where the coming of the true 
prophet is set over against the ‘abhorrent practices’ of false occult ‘prophecy’ which 
people turn to rather than God for direction in life (Deut. 18:9–14): 

 
The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet [or prophets1] like me from among your own 
people; you shall heed such a prophet [or such prophets]. This is what you requested of the LORD 
your God at Horeb on the day of the assembly when you said: ‘If I hear the voice of the LORD my 
God any more, or ever again see this great fire, I will die.’ Then the LORD replied to me: ‘They are 
right in what they have said. I will raise up for them a prophet [or prophets] like you from among 
their own people; I will put my words in the mouth of the prophet [or mouths of the prophets], who 
shall speak to them everything that I command. Anyone who does not heed the words that the 
prophet shall speak in my name, I myself will hold accountable. But any prophet who speaks in the 
name of other gods, or who presumes to speak in my name a word that I have not commanded the 
prophet to speak—that prophet shall die.’ You may say to yourself, ‘How can we recognize a word 
that the LORD has not spoken?’ If a prophet speaks in the name of the LORD but the thing does not 
take place or prove true, it is a word that the LORD has not spoken. The prophet has spoken it 
presumptuously; do not be frightened by it (Deut. 18:15–22). 

Why Should We Die? 

 The need for this prophet is related to ‘what you requested of the LORD your God 
at Horeb’, at the time of the giving of the ten commandments (Heb. ‘the ten words’; 
see Deut. 4:13). This is recounted in Deuteronomy 5:22–33 (expanded from Exod. 
20:18–21). God (in Exod. 19) had set up the necessary precautions, on pain of death, 
to enable a sinful and rebellious people to meet with the holy God and hear Him 
speak to them, such that they do not perish in the encounter. Even so, the people were 
vitally aware that their lives were at stake in this meeting with God: 

 
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. 
5:23–27). 

                                                
1  Note the textual possibility of a plural as well as the singular—a point to which we will return. 
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 We, from our Christian perspective, may read this as the Israelites wanting to hold 
God at arm’s length, in an attempt to maintain their separate existence over against 
God. If so, we must think again, for God on this occasion commends their response as 
a true fear of the Lord: 

 
The LORD heard your words when you spoke to me, and the LORD said to me: ‘I have heard the 
words of this people, which they have spoken to you; they are right in all that they have spoken. If 
only they had such a mind as this, to fear me and to keep all my commandments always, so that it 
might go well with them and with their children forever!’ (Deut. 5:28–29; compare Exod. 20:20). 

 
This need for people to come out of sinful rebelliousness and into a true and obedient 
fear of the Lord is what will be addressed by this prophet to come. 
 The role of Moses as prophet in this situation is to have intimate and direct 
knowledge from God of the whole of His law, and to convey this to the people: 

 
But you, stand here by me, and I will tell you all the commandments, the statutes and the ordi-
nances, that you shall teach them, so that they may do them in the land that I am giving them to 
possess (Deut. 5:31). 

A Prophet Like Moses 

 God’s promise in Deuteronomy 18 is that the prophet to come would be like 
Moses: 

 
I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their own people; I will put my words in the 
mouth of the prophet, who shall speak to them everything that I command (Deut. 18:18). 

 
While we may be inclined, in an Old Testament context, to apply the principles of 
Deuteronomy 18:15–22 to Old Testament prophecy in general, it is important that we 
recognise the distinctiveness of this promise. The Old Testament’s own assessment of 
Moses sets him apart from all other Old Testament prophets: 

 
Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like Moses, whom the LORD knew face to face. He 
was unequalled for all the signs and wonders that the LORD sent him to perform in the land of 
Egypt, against Pharaoh and all his servants and his entire land, and for all the mighty deeds and all 
the terrifying displays of power that Moses performed in the sight of all Israel (Deut. 34:10–12). 

 
 In particular, it is the intimacy and directness of the relationship between God and 
Moses that makes Moses distinctive amongst all other Old Testament prophets: 

 
. . . the LORD used to speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend (Exod. 33:11). 

 
As God said in rebuke to Miriam and Aaron, in their ambitious prophetic envy of 
their brother Moses: 

 
When there are prophets among you,  
   I the LORD make myself known to them in visions; 
   I speak to them in dreams.  
Not so with my servant Moses;  
   he is entrusted with all my house.  
With him I speak face to face—clearly, not in riddles; 
   and he beholds the form of the LORD.  

Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses? (Num. 12:6–8). 
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In the setting of this incident we are also told that ‘the man Moses was very humble 
[or devout; RSV, meek], more so than anyone else on the face of the earth’ (Num. 
12:3. How Moses in this case came to be that way, after eighty or more years of life, 
probably had more to do with the force of God-directed circumstances in his life than 
with any cultivated virtue on his part!). 
 The promised prophet in Deuteronomy 18 would be, at least, of this distinctive 
order. Accordingly, people will be accountable directly to God for their response to 
what this prophet says: 

 
Anyone who does not heed the words that the prophet shall speak in my name, I myself will hold 
accountable (Deut. 18:19). 

 
Or, as rephrased by Peter (using words reminiscent of Lev. 23:29, with reference to 
the day of atonement): 

 
You must listen to whatever he tells you. And it will be that everyone who does not listen to that 
prophet will be utterly rooted out of the people (Acts 3:22–23). 

The Prophet Jesus 

 At the time of Jesus, there was clearly an expectation that this prophet was still to 
come. John the baptiser was asked, ‘Are you the prophet?’ (This was after he was 
asked whether he was the Messiah, or Elijah). He answered ‘No’ (John 1:19–28). 
 When Jesus began his ministry, it became evident that ‘No-one ever spoke the way 
this man does’ (John 7:46, NIV): 

 
What is this? A new teaching—with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they 
obey him (Mark 1:27). 
 
. . . he taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes (Matt. 7:29). 

 
On account of this, many came to regard him as the promised prophet: 

 
The crowds were saying, ‘This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee’ (Matt. 21:11). 
 
When the people saw the sign that he had done, they began to say, ‘This is indeed the prophet who 
is to come into the world’ (John 6:14). 

 
When they heard these words, some in the crowd said, ‘This is really the prophet’ (John 7:40). 

 
 Jesus’ own account of what he said and how he said it was in terms of his direct 
and intimate relationship with the Father: 

 
Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? The words that I say to you I do 
not speak on my own; but the Father who dwells in me does his works (John 14:10). 

 
This would become most evident at the time of his death on the cross: 

 
When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will realize that I am he [Gk: I am], and that I do 
nothing on my own, but I speak these things as the Father instructed me (John 8:28). 
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Here we see a relationship of an order that exceeds even that between God and 
Moses. 
 We also note the role of the Spirit in this distinctive prophetic ministry (another 
matter to which we shall return): 

 
He whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for he gives the Spirit without measure (John 
3:34). 

 
Certainly the import of Jesus’ words were to be as ascribed by God to the words of 
the prophet to come—and even more so: 

 
Those who are ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them the 
Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels 
(Mark 8:38). 

 
This would indeed be a matter of life and death—eternally: 

 
The one who rejects me and does not receive my word has a judge; on the last day the word that I 
have spoken will serve as judge, for I have not spoken on my own, but the Father who sent me has 
himself given me a commandment about what to say and what to speak. And I know that his 
commandment is eternal life (John 12:48–50). 
 
Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever disobeys the Son will not see life, but must 
endure God’s wrath (John 3:36). 

 
 No doubt it was with these things in view that Peter in Acts 3:22 (compare Stephen 
in Acts 7:37) identified Jesus as the prophet promised in Deuteronomy 18. 

GREATER THAN MOSES 

It would be a mistake, however, to see Jesus circumscribed wholly in terms of the 
predicted prophet—as, indeed, it would be to see him that way with regard to any 
particular Old Testament prophecy. Notwithstanding what they were given to say, and 
the Spirit who brought it to them, it was not open to the Old Testament prophets—nor 
even to the angels!—to know fully who Jesus would be, and what he would say and 
do (see 1 Pet. 1:10–12). Jesus himself needed to come, and be who he is, and say and 
do what he did. Then the Spirit and the apostles, in these new days, would bear due 
witness, with the backing2 of the entire Old Testament that prepared for him to come. 
 Thus ‘The law indeed was given through Moses’; and the ‘grace and truth’ of the 
law came in person, and was effected in person, ‘through Jesus Christ’ (John 1:17), 
who is himself the fulfilment of the law and the prophets (see Matt. 5:17–20), and of 
all the sovereign saving righteousness of God to which they bear witness (see Matt. 
3:15; Rom. 3:21–26). 
 The writer to the Hebrews put it this way: 

 

                                                
2  Just as a ‘backing tape’ cannot tell you what a song is going to be until the vocals are added, in person! 
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Therefore, brothers and sisters, holy partners in a heavenly calling, consider that Jesus, the 
apostle and high priest of our confession, was faithful to the one who appointed him, just as 
Moses also ‘was faithful in all God’s house.’ Yet Jesus is worthy of more glory than Moses, just 
as the builder of a house has more honour than the house itself. (For every house is built by 
someone, but the builder of all things is God.) Now Moses was faithful in all God’s house as a 
servant, to testify to the things that would be spoken later. Christ, however, was faithful over 
God’s house as a son, and we are his house if we hold firm the confidence and the pride that 
belong to hope (Heb. 3:1–6). 

THE PROPHET AND THE PROPHETS 

We noted that the text of Deuteronomy 18:15–22, while referring to the prophet in a 
singular and distinctive way, was also open to a plural meaning. It includes as well 
principles by which true prophecy is to be discerned: the prophet is to speak in the 
name of the LORD only what the LORD has commanded, and that word proves true. It 
could be taken, then, that this text goes beyond the prophet to the prophets who par-
ticipate in his distinctive ministry.3 
 Moses himself looked forward to this day: 

 
Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets, and that the LORD would put his spirit on them! 
(Num. 11:29). 

 
This was anticipated in detail by the prophet Joel: 

 
Then afterward  
   I will pour out my spirit on all flesh;  
your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,  
   your old men shall dream dreams,  
   and your young men shall see visions (Joel 2:28). 

 
As we know, Peter applied this to what happened on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:16–
17). This was when the prophet was joined by the prophets—the entire prophetic 
community, who actively participate in the fullness of his distinctive prophetic 
ministry: the announcement of the now-completed gospel to all the nations! 
 With this in view, Jesus was able to say: 

 
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 (Matt. 23:34–36). 

 
Again is conveyed a sense of culmination in these days of all that has gone before. 
 
 

                                                
3  Just as, in Daniel 7, the individual ‘Son of Man’ is identified with ‘the saints of the Most High’, who 

participate no less in his glory and dominion. 
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THE SPIRIT OF PROPHECY 

We have noted that the Spirit of God is instrumental in the ministry of both the 
prophet and the prophets (see later study on ‘The Prophet and the Spirit of God’). We 
pay particular attention here to Revelation 19:10. 
 John the seer has been shown what is the goal of all prophecy—the final victory 
over evil and the marriage of the Bride and the Lamb—and has been told, ‘these are 
the true words of God’. He is reminded that he is among the company of angels and 
humans who ‘hold the testimony of Jesus’, and he is told to worship God (see Rev. 
19:1–10). Then come the words:  

 
For the testimony of Jesus [or to Jesus] is the spirit of prophecy (Rev. 19:10). 

 
 We see here that ‘the testimony of Jesus’ could be the witness that Jesus himself 
gives, and it could be the witness that others bear to Jesus. It could be both—and 
more. In the opening words of the Revelation, it is God’s own revelation of Jesus as 
Messiah (the Father bearing witness to His Son, as in Matt. 3:17; 16:16–17; John 
5:37; 6:45, 65!), which God has given to Jesus, which Jesus made known through an 
angel to John, who bore witness to all he was given to see: 
 

The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take 
place; he made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, who testified to the word of God 
and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw (Rev. 1:1–2). 

 
This would make ‘the testimony of Jesus’ equivalent to ‘the gospel of God . . . con-
cerning his Son’ (Rom. 1:1–3). 
 This ‘testimony of Jesus’ is, in Revelation 19:10, radically equated with ‘the spirit 
[Spirit?] of prophecy’—the one through whom, in the Old Testament scriptures, the 
prophets ‘spoke from God’ (2 Pet. 1:20–21), and the one by whom Jesus himself 
‘speaks the words of God’ (John 3:34). 
 However we may understand this (if we can!), the point is that in ‘these days’ of 
the prophet, when we participate with him in his distinctive ministry, we are not 
alone! The word we have to give is the word that Christ himself speaks (as in Rom. 
10:17) and, at the same time, ‘it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father 
speaking through you’ (Matt. 10:20). 
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STUDY 3 

WHAT IS MAN? 

Siew Kiong Tham 

INTRODUCTION 

The title of this session is taken from the well known verse in Psalm 8—‘what is 
man?’ It is a rhetorical question. Psalm 8 is a psalm of praise or in more technical 
terms a psalm of descriptive praise or a hymn. It looks at the nature of the human 
person relationally before God. 
 We will not discuss Psalm 8 at this stage, but will look at it briefly at the end of the 
paper. For now, we need to look at ways of answering the question before us. We can 
look at the human person biologically, i.e. anatomically and functionally (physiologi-
cally). There is justification for doing that as Paul took the precedent in doing that 
analogically.1 However, that is not our task here. 
 One can also look at humanity sociologically. Using this mode of analysis, one 
must be aware that we are here dealing with fallen humanity. Later this morning we 
will point out the loss of communion with the Creator. Sociological anthropology 
does not acknowledge this loss of communion. It assumes that there is an intrinsic 
goodness in all humanity. The record of the evil that humanity has done to its fellows 
does not lend support to this intrinsic goodness. The norm of sociological 
anthropology cannot be taken as what is true of humanity. Furthermore, the results of 
those sociological studies are very variable as they reflect the variations of fallen 
cultures. The same argument goes for secular humanism as it is shaped largely by its 
sociology despite the fact that it has its basis in a framework of ethical philosophy. 
That is so because though secular humanity has its roots in Christianity, it has 
subsequently excluded God from its deliberations and therefore its philosophy is 
shaped by its sociology. 
 Whichever way we want to approach the question, the lament of Job is undeniable: 
 

1 Man that is born of a woman is of few days, and full of trouble.  
2 He comes forth like a flower, and withers; 
 he flees like a shadow, and continues not.  
3 And dost thou open thy eyes upon such a one 
 and bring him into judgment with thee?  
4 Who can bring a clean thing out of an unclean? 
 There is not one.  

                                                
1  Rom. 12; 1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4:16. 
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5 Since his days are determined, 
 and the number of his months is with thee, 
 and thou hast appointed his bounds that he cannot pass,  
6 look away from him, and desist, 
 that he may enjoy, like a hireling, his day (Job 14:1–6, RSV). 

 
While all that Job lamented on is undeniable except that some may want to argue 
about what is said in the fourth verse—‘Who can bring a clean thing out of an 
unclean? There is not one.’ Humanists, who assume the intrinsic goodness of 
humanity, may claim that through education and training, one may be able to do just 
that. That has not been so over the years that this has been propounded and the claim 
of scripture is contrary to that (Matt. 15:19).2 
 While we may know the way of humanity in its disposition, yet there is more to the 
expression and aspiration of the individual and the community within which the 
individual relates. We still need to deal with the question theologically as only theo-
logical anthropology can define the true humanity, which is reflected in Jesus Christ. 
Barth once remarked that ‘theology has become anthropology since God became 
man’.3 And theological anthropology must start with the biblical account. 

THE CREATIVE WORD 

The Genesis account gives to us the way creation came into being. In brief, this is by 
the word of God. Tonight we will be speaking on the community that is created by the 
word. The word of God is not just text or sound. Some have thought of it as an 
impersonal force as the Greeks did.4 The word of God is the creative word of God. It 
is also the breath of God. It gives life and sustains lives: 
 

6 By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, 
 and all their host by the breath of his mouth (Ps. 33:6, RSV). 

 
The word of God is God Himself expressed in a personal way as John the Apostle so 
skillfully expounded in the prologue5 of his gospel. His claim that the incarnation of 
Jesus Christ is ‘the Word became flesh’6 changed forever the old and impersonal way 
of thinking about God and humanity. There is now a material expression of that union 
between God and humanity in the person of Jesus Christ. He holds the key to 
humanity, as the creation was brought into existence through Him and for Him (Col. 
1:16). Humanity was brought into existence by the word of God. This word of God 
calls into existence that which has no existence: 
 

17. . . as it is written, ‘I have made you the father of many nations’—in the presence of the God in 
whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist 
(Rom. 4:17, RSV). 

                                                
2  ‘For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander’ (Matt. 

15:19, RSV). 
3  Quoted in R. Anderson, On Being Human (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1982, p. viii). 
4  The Greeks thought of the logos as an impersonal force giving reason for our existence. 
5  John 1:1–18. 
6  John 1:14. 
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The word of God brought into existence the created realm which God chose as the 
arena of His activity. Into this arena, God calls humanity into being. Humanity is not 
merely given existence, but an existence in the image of God. This special standing 
was not conferred on the rest of creation. Our answer to the question, ‘What is Man?’ 
must revolve around this special standing of humanity as being created in the image 
of God and the uniqueness of the person of Jesus Christ as ‘the Word became flesh’. 
 Much has been written and spoken about the image of God here at the New Cre-
ation Teaching Ministry and in literature elsewhere.7  

THE HEARING AND THE COMMUNICATING (RESPONSE) 

But before we move on to consider what is meant by the image of God, we need to 
say more about humanity as constituted by the word of God. The word of God calls 
humanity into existence. There was no response from humanity at this initial stage of 
creation. The word of God brought forth the response. Humanity was created or given 
existence. There was no ‘co-operation’ from humanity in the creation. Now that 
humanity has been given existence in God’s creation, then as the creative word 
speaks, humanity hears because this is the created response. This is the expression of 
the creational order. The offering is not of lesser importance but is consequential to 
the hearing. That is why the Psalmist says: 
 

6 Sacrifice and offering thou dost not desire; 
 but thou hast given me an open ear.8 
Burnt offering and sin offering 
 thou hast not required. 
7 Then I said, ‘Lo, I come; 
 in the roll of the book it is written of me; 
8 I delight to do thy will, O my God; 
 thy law is within my heart’ (Ps. 40:6–8, RSV). 

 
The creational order does not demand action as the primary response from humanity 
though we are used to thinking in that way. The creative word has given to humanity 
‘an open ear’ to hear. The problem of humanity is in the ‘not hearing’ rather than in 
the ‘not doing’. When the ‘doing’ precedes the ‘hearing’, then humanity is trying to 
move ahead of the Creator. What is required of humanity is not the independent initia-
tion to action, but the response to the word of God. This is what the psalmist is 
implying in those words as seen in the parallelism here: 
 

Psalm 40:6–8 
6 Sacrifice and offering thou dost not         
desire . . . 

6 but thou hast given me an open ear. 
 

6 Burnt offering and sin offering 
thou hast not required. 

7 Then I said, ‘Lo, I come; 
in the roll of the book it is written of me; 
8 I delight to do thy will, O my God; 
thy law is within my heart.’ 

                                                
7  A good start in looking this up will be in the NCTM website. See also footnotes 8 and 9. 
8  ‘You have dug two ears for me!’ in P. Craigie, Psalms 1–50, Word Biblical Commentary (Word Books, 

Waco, 1983, p. 312). 
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The hearing is God-given. It is to hear what is ‘in the roll of the book . . . written of 
me’. This God-given hearing is for the only appropriate response to the Creator, and 
that is, to do the will of the Creator, because that response is imprinted ‘within [our] 
hearts’. 
 When we come to see what was said to humanity or commanded of humanity in 
the Garden of Eden, it expresses the boundary set for the proper response from 
humanity. It sets out the only appropriate response from the creature to the Creator: 
 

16 And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, ‘You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; 
17 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. 2:16–17, RSV). 

 
This is the command or communication from God to man. The ability to respond to 
the word heard lies in the creative word of God. In other words the creative word of 
God gives the ability to respond. This ability to respond first comes through the 
hearing, and in the refusal to hear there is then the loss of the ability to respond. So it 
is a response that derives from the communion (communication) and not without. 
Thus, the psalmist expressed the loss of hearing in this way: 
 

1 The heavens are telling the glory of God; 
 and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.  
2 Day to day pours forth speech, 
 and night to night declares knowledge.  
3 There is no speech, nor are there words; 
 their voice is not heard; 
4 yet their voice goes out through all the earth, 
 and their words to the end of the world . . . (Ps. 19:1–4, RSV). 

 
The word of God ‘goes out through all the earth’, but is not heard because of the 
refusal to hear.  

UNWILLINGNESS TO HEAR 

While Isaiah was willing to be sent to speak the word, yet his commissioning was 
accompanied with the revelation that he would be sent to a hardened people who did 
not want to hear the word: 
 

8 And I heard the voice of the LORD saying, ‘Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?’ Then I 
said, ‘Here am I! Send me.’ 9 And he said, ‘Go, and say to this people: “Hear and hear, but do not 
understand; see and see, but do not perceive.” 10 Make the heart of this people fat, and their ears 
heavy, and shut their eyes; lest they see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand 
with their hearts, and turn and be healed’ (Isa. 6:8–10, RSV). 

 
We find this difficult to understand, but if we see that the Fall was the result of the 
distortion of the word, then this will indeed be the way humanity responds to the word 
of God. We need only to make these few comments for we will be dealing with the 
topic, ‘The Days of the Anti-Word’ tomorrow. 



WHAT IS MAN? 

 

Ministry School 2005 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

20 

 

CREATED IN THE IMAGE OF GOD 

We will now come to say something briefly of what it means for humanity to be cre-
ated in the image of God.9 But just before that, a brief sketch of the way in which the 
image of God has been understood in the past is perhaps helpful at this juncture.10 It 
forms the backdrop to our present day understanding of what it means. The expres-
sion has been taken from this verse, ‘Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, 
after our likeness . . .” ’ (Gen. 1:26, RSV). 
 I think we can safely set aside any notion to anthropomorphism in this verse as I 
am sure none of us here would entertain that. 
 Irenaeus made a distinction between the image and the likeness. He understood the 
image to be the natural form of humanity, while the likeness was taken to mean the 
right relationship with the Creator. 
 This distinction between the image and the likeness was maintained by Augustine 
but he overcame the dualism of Irenaeus by claiming, on the basis of the Trinity, that 
human persons could be restored by the Spirit moulding them to conform to the image 
of God.  
 Much has been made of the distinction between the terms ‘image’ and ‘likeness’. It 
is unnecessary and it is best to consider that the use of the terms image and likeness is 
interchangeable.11 
 Thomas Aquinas thought that the image of God is expressed in the human ability 
of speech and rational thinking as these attributes set humanity apart from the rest of 
creation. Yet we can see rational behaviour in the animal world though this is not as 
well developed as in humans.  
 The term has also been interpreted as our dominion over the rest of creation, claim-
ing this to be a mandate of creation (Gen. 1:28). Our ability in making moral 
decisions, and self and social awareness are also interpretations of the image.  
 Our understanding of the term has been influenced by the culture in which we live. 
From the interpretations given above, we see the rise of the supremacy of reason, the 
exploitation of our natural environment and the ethical framework in which our soci-
ety has been structured. 
 It has been attributed to Barth that the expression ‘image of God’ is interpreted in 
term of relationships.12 His main argument is that in Genesis 1:27 ‘male and female 
created he them’ is not an odd and detached bit of information, but stands in strict 
relation to ‘in the image of God created he him’.13 It is not to be implied that there is a 
sexual distinction in the Godhead. Rather it implies that there is a unity of relationship 

                                                
9  There are three valuable studies given on this topic by Rev. Dr Ian Pennicook in his monthly studies of 

March, April and May 1995. These are available from the New Creation website. 
10  A comprehensive summary of the way the ‘image of God’ has been understood in historical thought is 

given in R. Anderson, On Being Human, pp. 215–26, and C. Sherlock, The Doctrine of Humanity (IVP, Leicester, 
1996, pp. 73–92). 

11  It is in Gen. 1:26 that the terms ‘image’ and ‘likeness’ are used together. In Gen. 1:27 and 9:6, the term 
‘image’ is used alone, while the term ‘likeness’ is used alone in Gen. 5:1. The use in Gen. 1:26 is best considered 
as ‘synonymous parallelism’ (G. W. Bromiley, ‘Image of God’, The International Standard Bible Encyclopaedia, 
vol. 2, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1982, p.  803). 

12  ibid, p. 804. 
13  ibid, p. 804. 
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in diversity. We cannot think of the image of God in terms of an individual person. So 
when ‘. . . God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness”; and . . . cre-
ated man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he 
created them’ (Gen. 1:26–7, RSV), it implies that the image of God is a relational 
entity. The account of the creation of Eve in Genesis 2:18–25 highlights the essential 
unity of humanity in the differentiation into male and female. We need to think of 
humanity in terms of co-humanity in the male and female differentiation. 
 To be created in the image of God is to be created in this relationship which is a 
reflection of the relationship within the Triune Godhead—a point which Geoffrey 
Bingham highlighted: 
 

When then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image’, it must mean He allotted a likeness to Him-
self that involved the reflection of His own Being. 14 

THE FALLEN AND TRUE IMAGE 

The true image must then be the reflection of the Being of God. In all these we have 
not yet touched on the way the Fall has affected the image. Much has been made of 
the distinction between the image and the likeness in many explanations, with the 
obliteration of one and the marring of the other. However, as we do not think that 
there is any distinction between the two terms, we may simply summarise the effect 
of the Fall in this way: 
 

Without doubt, he abdicated or forfeited his sonship in the Fall, but the ontological lines or elements 
of sonship must have remained.15 

 
J. I. Packer explains it this way: 
 

So a distinction has to be drawn. We still bear the image of God formally—that is, we still have in 
us the abilities that, if rightly harnessed, would achieve a fully righteous, Godlike life—and so the 
unique dignity of each human being must still be recognized and respected (Gen. 9:6; James 3:9), as 
a gesture of honor to our maker. But we have lost the image substantially, and it takes God’s grace-
gift of union with Christ to restore it fully. Through this gift we share his resurrection life in regen-
eration, sanctification, and glorification.16 

 
 Humanity, though created in the image of God, has marred this image as a result of 
the disregard for the word of God. Man is in need of restoration. Christ came as the 
perfect image of the invisible God (Col. 1:15–20). He is the word become flesh (John 
1:14). He is the second or last Adam, fulfilling what the first Adam failed to accom-
plish (1 Cor. 15:45–49).  
 We seem to have scaled down the glory of humanity because of the Fall. Yet 
humanity was created with ‘glory and honour’ (Ps. 8:5), and given ‘dominion over the 

                                                
14  G. Bingham, Denying the Truth (NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, p. 7). 
15  ibid, p. 7.  
16  J. I. Packer, ‘Good Question: Reflected Glory. What Does Genesis Mean by Man Being Made in the Image 

of God?’ (Christianity Today, December 2003, vol. 47, no. 12, p. 56). 
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works of thy hands’ (Ps. 8:6). This is true of the second man, Jesus Christ. The writer 
to the Hebrews quoted from Psalm 40:6–8, a passage that we have considered earlier, 
taking the words of the psalmist to refer to Christ. He fulfilled the law (and I am here 
mixing it up with Paul’s language), doing what the first Adam was not able to: 
 

5 Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, 
‘Sacrifices and offerings thou hast not desired, 
but a body hast thou prepared for me;  
6 in burnt offerings and sin offerings thou hast taken no pleasure. 
7 Then I said, ‘Lo, I have come to do thy will, O God,’ 
as it is written of me in the roll of the book.’ 

8 When he said above, ‘Thou hast neither desired nor taken pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and 
burnt offerings and sin offerings’ (these are offered according to the law), 9 then he added, ‘Lo, I 
have come to do thy will.’ He abolishes the first in order to establish the second. 10 And by that will 
we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all (Heb. 10:5–10, 
RSV). 

 
What the writer to the Hebrews is saying here is that all that was written of humanity 
by the psalmist has been achieved by Jesus Christ and therefore, ‘we have been sanc-
tified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all’. So what has been 
written by the psalmist is now true of us as well, but only through Jesus Christ. In 
fact, is this not the will of the Father when we were created, that we will find our ful-
fillment in His Son as Paul alluded to in Romans 8:29? 
 

29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in 
order that he might be the first-born among many brethren (Rom. 8:29, RSV). 

 
Paul further made a direct link between ‘the image of the man of dust’, and the ‘image 
of the man of heaven’ in 1 Corinthians 15:49: 
 

49 Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of 
heaven (1 Cor. 15:49, RSV). 

 
This change from ‘the image of the man of dust’ to ‘the image of the man of heaven’ 
is through the Son who bore the perfect image of the invisible God. In the creational 
order, the destiny of humanity is tied to the Son of God. This removes any thought of 
humanity ‘making it’ or ‘not making it’ by initiatives from within humanity.  
 Much more can be said and probably needs to be said about this topic. This sum-
mary from the Tyndale Bulletin will perhaps make up for what has been missed in 
this paper: 

 
Humankind is created not in God’s image, since God has no image of his own, but as God’s image, 
or rather to be God’s image, that is to deputize in the created world for the transcendent God who 
remains outside the world order. That humanity is God’s image means that it is the visible corporeal 
representative of the invisible, bodiless God; humanity is representative rather than representation, 
since the idea of portrayal is secondary in the significance of the image. However, the term ‘like-
ness’ is an assurance that humanity is an adequate and faithful representative of God on earth. The 
whole person is the image of God, without distinction of spirit and body. All humankind, with- 
out distinction, are the image of God. The image is to be understood not so much ontologically as 
existentially: it comes to expression not in the nature of humanity so much as in its activity and 
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function. This function is to represent God’s lordship to the lower orders of creation. The dominion 
of humanity over creation can hardly be excluded from the content of the image itself. Humankind, 
which means both the human race and individual persons, does not cease to be the image of God so 
long as it remains human; to be human and to be the image of God are not separable.17 

A BRIEF COMMENT ON PSALM 8 

We need to finish with a brief comment on Psalm 8 to counteract the popular opinion 
that ‘what is man?’ can be understood from the observation of the natural. This is not 
the point of this psalm. It is a psalm of praise and not a psalm of natural theology. It is 
a psalm that celebrates ‘the glory and grace of God, rehearsing who He is and what 
He has done, and relating us and our world to Him’:18  
 

3 When I look at thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, 
 the moon and the stars which thou hast established; 
4 what is man that thou art mindful of him, 
 and the son of man that thou dost care for him? (Ps. 8:3–4, RSV). 

 
We are not to read the psalm assuming that verse 3 leads to 4. In other words, we are 
not to think that by observing creation we are able to see the plight of humankind. 
That is a false premise. The reverse is true. It is through the revelation of the relation-
ship of humanity to the covenant God that we are able to see Him as Creator. The 
third verse is the result of the realisation of the fourth verse and not the reverse. It is 
through knowing God as Redeemer that we see Him as Creator. A further comment 
by Craigie makes this clear: 

 
The psalmist is not concerned here with presenting nature as a vehicle of revelation; nature rather 
evokes the necessary sense of nothingness which must precede a specific kind of revelation, namely 
the revelation of the name of God to mankind and within that, God’s revelation of mankind’s role 
within the created world.19 

 
The key to the interpretation of this psalm is not in verse 3, but verse 4.20 The praise 
that is evoked from the psalmist comes from the realisation of the glory and honour 
that God has bestowed on humankind. So it is praise that is drawn from the depth of 
human experience by the covenant God. It is the right and proper response of human-
ity to grace. 
 The answer to the question, ‘What is Man?’ does not come from observation, and 
certainly not from the introspection of humanity, but from the acknowledgment of the 
creative word who brought humanity into being and then restored humanity in Christ. 
And it is in this way that we come to see what is true of humanity. Therefore, 
anthropology must be grounded on Christology. The question cannot be answered in 
isolation without reference to the Creator and Redeemer of humanity. This point is of 
vital importance as S. Grenz sums it up in his article on the ‘Imago Dei’: 

                                                
17 D. A. J. Clines, ‘The Image of God in Man’, Tyndale Bulletin 19 (1968, p. 101). 
18  D. Kidner, Psalms 1–72 (Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, IVP, Lleicester, 1977, pp. 65–6). 
19  Craigie, p. 109. 
20  ibid, p. 109. 
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When the nature of the human person is assumed to emerge solely from creation—i.e. apart from 
Christ—and when Christ is cast as, above all, the divine antidote to human sin, not only is anthro-
pology cut loose from any Christological grounding, but Christology is also made dependent on 
anthropology.21 

 

                                                
21  S. J Grenz, ‘Jesus as the Imago Dei: Image-of-God Christology and the Non-Linear Linearity of Theology’, 

in Journal of Evangelical Theological Society, vol. 4, iss. 47, Dec. 2004, Lynchburg, p. 626. 
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STUDY 4 

THE PROPHET AND THE  
SPIRIT OF GOD 

Deane Meatheringham 

INTRODUCTION 

My responsibility is to show the connection of the work of the Holy Spirit and 
prophecy. The prophet, through the immediate mediation of the Spirit of God, is a 
servant of God’s Word which is simultaneously God’s revelation of himself and his 
action of judgment and redemption.  
 What is indispensable for the Church is prophetic preaching. Governed by the 
canon of Holy Scripture the preacher is faced with the content of the Bible on the one 
hand and the life situations and contradictions of the congregation, or community, on 
the other. The preacher is responsible to understand the passage before him or her. 
Exegesis assists to understand the meaning of the text, but when the preacher speaks 
commentary on the biblical text it is not enough even if the presentation is confected 
to ‘make it very interesting’. 
 Although our hearers only rarely verbalise it they really want to know if what we 
are saying is true. When we preach we begin to add to what is written in the Bible and 
even though our ideas may remain Biblical we are still required to say something of 
our own experience and thoughts. For this we will need the Holy Spirit so that our 
hearers will hear a Word from God that meets their contradictions and life situations. 
The Word will have to be a saving revelation that God is present and working his 
grace in their lives. This is prophecy.  

BY THE SPIRIT ALL PROPHESY 

This was the case with the seventy tribal elders who accompanied Moses into the tent 
of meeting with the Lord in Numbers 11:25: 

 
Then the LORD came down in the cloud and spoke [to Moses], and he took of the Spirit that was on 
him and put the Spirit on the seventy elders. When the Spirit rested on them, they prophesied, but 
they did not do so again (NIV). 
 

 Moses was close to breaking down. He had come to breaking point as the leader of 
Israel. The Lord had marvellously rescued Israel from the might of the Egyptians and 
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their gods. As they travelled through the wilderness of few means, God continued to 
protect and provide for them in ways beyond human potential. But now wave upon 
wave of discontent and whingeing came from the people against Moses. Moses put it 
to God that what was expected from him was more than humanly possible. How could 
Moses possibly cope with the demands of ministry required from 600,000 people? 
Fear of the humiliation of failure brought Moses to the edge of breakdown.  
 While the Lord was speaking to Moses he endowed the seventy elders with the 
same Spirit that made Moses a prophet. The result was that the seventy prophesied. 
What was in Moses was in the seventy. Out of this they spoke. They had a revelation, 
at least in part, of what only the Holy Spirit can innately communicate of God and his 
will. The heart of God was speaking to them. For a wider effective leadership of 
God’s people the thing needed was elders who knew the Word of God. 
 For some reason two of the elders had not been present in the tent of meeting. They 
too prophesied where they were. Joshua got upset about this, thinking that these two 
guys were detracting from Moses’ authority. He wanted Moses to stop them. But 
Moses rejoiced in the wider ministration of the Holy Spirit saying: 

 
Would that all the LORD’s people were prophets, and that the LORD would put his Spirit on them 
(Num. 11:29). 
 

The Spirit is described as the power through which human beings are pre-eminently 
equipped and supplied for ministry. Moses and the seventy prophesied by the Spirit. 
In the OT the receivers and bearers of the Holy Spirit rise above the common level of 
God’s people. Where there is an operation of prophecy there is an operation of the 
Spirit. The Lord puts his words in the mouths of his prophets by the Spirit. Moses 
looked for the time when all God’s people would be endowed with prophetic minis-
try. We too should earnestly seek to prophesy. 

MOSES WAS THE FOUNTAINHEAD OF PROPHECY 

To further understand the connection of the Spirit with prophecy, it is said of Moses 
that he was unique amongst the prophets and that God spoke to him as a man does to 
his friend, face to face (Exod. 33:11a; Deut. 34:10). What this means may be further 
expanded by E. J. Young’s literal translation of Numbers 12:6–8: 

 
If there shall be your prophet Jehovah;  
in a vision unto him I will make myself known,  
in a dream I will speak with him.  
 
Not so My servant Moses, in all My house He is faithful.  
 
Mouth to mouth I will speak with him, and plainly, 
and not in enigmatic sayings, and the form of Jehovah 
he will see . . .1 
 

                                                
1  Edward J. Young, My Servants the Prophets, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1977, p. 47. 
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 God will speak to the prophets in dreams and visions but at one stroke Moses is 
separated from the prophets in that God will speak to him mouth to mouth in a direct 
relationship with himself. 
 Deuteronomy 18:15, 18 develops this further when Moses says: 

 
The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own people; you 
shall heed such a prophet . . . I will put my words in the mouth of the prophet, who shall speak to 
them everything that I command. 
 

 Visions and dreams may characterise the medium for God’s speaking to the 
prophets but this is ‘not so’, for God will speak to Moses mouth to mouth. However, 
whether it is Moses, or the seventy, or future prophets that follow Moses, they speak 
by the Spirit of God: 

 
First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is a matter of one’s own inter-
pretation, because no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy 
Spirit spoke from God (2 Pet. 1:20–21). 
 

The word nabhi stresses the action of God’s spokesperson speaking forth the message 
given by God and the word ro’eh stresses that the prophet was made to ‘see’ the 
message that was to be given. 
 The Word of God is always a revelation that freely comes out of the grace of God 
without it being wangled or coming as a consequence of human pressure. What this 
emphasises is the sovereignty of the work of the Holy Spirit in prophecy. God always 
and directly speaks his own Word through his Spirit. That is, the Word of God only 
comes when and where God pleases. That Word is always God’s own direct act and 
speech.  
 The words of the prophets are not the power of man, or the church, or history over 
the Word of God. It is not our power to find and claim the truth of God in our own 
consciousness or in our history. 
 Over against the superstitions of Canaan, God said he would raise up a prophet 
(Deut. 18:15). Israel was not to practice februation, i.e. the rite of passing one’s son 
through the fire, either to obtain an oracle, or to avoid calamity. Those who practiced 
divination were those who discovered an oracle by drawing lots. The soothsayer was 
an observer of omens, while one who consulted ghosts was the person who was pos-
sessed by an ob (ghost) and was evidently a ventriloquist. Like the witch of Endor the 
spirit was at the beck and call of the so-called gifted person. Seeking oracles from the 
dead was spiritualism. All these are abominations to the Lord for they are humanistic 
and satanic means of obtaining answers to life situations. They do so by closing God 
out of the equation and forming a prophecy to be an echo of the culture. 
 In contrast the Lord raises prophets who find their supreme prototype in the great 
prophet Moses, who stands in a peculiar relationship with the Lord himself. God will 
command his servants to speak all the words that he gives them to speak. Shining in 
the darkness of our own times, it is the grace of God that makes the Christian to be 
Christian and this grace always remains free. Where this truth is understood we have a 
key because the Christian man or woman has heard God and can hear him again. This 
Word comes by the Spirit of grace. The connection of the free grace of God is one 
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with the freedom of the Holy Spirit and the freedom of God to give us his Word as he 
chooses. 

IS THE MEDIUM THE MESSAGE? 

What Marshal McLuhan meant was that the message must be actually born out of the 
truth it is meant to convey. It could refer to any one of us being convinced in our own 
spirit or by the spirit of the age so as to be under the influence of that spirit. This is 
dangerous and is affiliated with false prophecy. Yet with the coming of the Holy 
Spirit into a man or woman there is an essential participation between God and a 
human being. The Holy Spirit internalises the truth of God to his servant so that he or 
she is transformed by the message, to be enlightened by it. This causes the servant to 
see what God is about and thus to speak from what he or she knows. ‘Out of the 
abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.’ 
 Music students learn to play musical notes given on a script. They also learn the 
technique required to give a clear sound. But once the music is absorbed by the player 
and comes from the inside of the musician then the instrument is played in an entirely 
different manner. The medium becomes the message. 
 According to 2 Peter 1:21 the prophet is an oracle (cf. 1 Pet. 4:11), or a medium of 
the Spirit and a Word that has gripped him profoundly and in such a way that the 
prophet declares the Word of God. This peculiar endowment sets those who have 
received it in motion, not essentially by the gift of eloquence or precision, but by the 
power of God: 

 
But as for me, I am filled with power, with the spirit of the Lord . . . to declare to Jacob his 
transgression and to Israel his sin (Micah 3:8). 
 
You gave your good spirit to instruct them . . . Many years you were patient with them and warned 
them by your spirit through your prophets; yet they would not listen (Neh. 9:20, 30). 
 

 The Holy Spirit is the power through which human beings are pre-eminently 
equipped and supplied for prophetic ministry. In the OT, to be a bearer of the Spirit a 
man must not only be a member of the people of Israel, but also be called Moses 
(Num. 11:17, 25, 29), or Joshua (Num. 27:18; Deut. 34:9), or Othniel, Gideon, 
Jephthah, Samson, or Saul (1 Sam. 10:6), or David (2 Sam. 23:2), or Elijah (2 Kings 
2:9, 15). What is disturbing is that in some of these cases the authorisation and power 
was also withdrawn. This happened in the cases of Samson and Saul. The dialogue 
between false and true prophets alludes to this (1 Kings 22:24). In the case of Samson 
the one who is deprived can be restored. God bestows freely and can withdraw and 
give again. God can also give an evil spirit to a man, as with Saul (1 Sam. 16:14ff.). 
But in this case the free encounter of the Spirit with that prophet is engaged in the 
prophet’s judgment. The episode of the lion on the road is another example of this  
(1 Kings 13). 
 Presumption is a terrible state for a prophet to come to. In the present time it often 
seems to come from a drive for success which is linked with the adrenalin pleasure 
that is gained from meeting the challenge. When pastors go bad, they seem to go 
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really bad. We are responsible to give attention to the signs of our sickness early, and 
not after the white ants have eaten away the whole house. 

THE SPIRIT RESTS UPON THE MESSIAH 

Deuteronomy 18:15 is the Lord’s promise to raise a prophet like Moses. As Moses 
was unique another like him would come in whose mouth the Lord would put his 
words. The NT says that Jesus is the prophet foretold by Moses (Acts 3:22; 7:37). 
Prophecy had receded more and more until the coming of John the Baptist. He was 
asked if he was the prophet and he denied it, yet Jesus called John the greatest of the 
prophets. Repeatedly in the Gospels Jesus was spoken of by those who observed the 
power of his ministry as a prophet. But we cannot put Jesus in the category of a 
professional prophet, or even as a prophet, but as the prophet, the final prophet who 
would fulfil all that the prophets had said. 
 Isaiah anticipated a root stemming from the stump of Jesse who would be anointed 
by the Spirit so that from his words would come the counsel of the Lord. His words 
would be an effective judgment in establishing God’s righteousness (Isa. 11:1–9).  
 The fellowship of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 13:14), in which believers become ‘indi-
vidually members one of another’ (Rom. 12:5), is established as the Holy Spirit unites 
them with Christ by faith. Through their definitive union with Christ, as mediated by 
the Spirit, believers are given an indirect share in the communion that obtains 
between the Father and the Son in eternity. This same Spirit plays a role in originating 
and maintaining the incarnation, or the communion between Christ’s deity and his 
humanity as well as a role in sustaining through time the eternal communion between 
the incarnate Son and his heavenly Father. The incarnation of the eternal Word of 
God does not come about apart from the mediation of the Holy Spirit. 
 At his baptism Jesus was anointed with the Spirit as the elect of God (Luke 3:21f.). 
By the power of the Spirit, Jesus proclaims good news to the poor with the effect of 
the true prophet (Luke 4:14–30). Jesus is the Second Adam, the man from heaven (2 
Cor. 15:45–48). He does not come into the world apart from the Word and the Spirit. 
As man, Jesus is in full communion with the Father through the Spirit and does 
nothing other than what the Father shows him. When we look back to the first Adam 
we see him in the presence of the ruach in the garden where he was placed to hear the 
voice or sound of God (Gen. 2:7; 3:8; 6:3). We may take this to mean that humankind 
was created to be one with the Word of God, and in union with the will of God so that 
his life and words would be born out of the truth he knew. 
 Everything written in the law of Moses, the prophets and the psalms has been ful-
filled in Jesus Christ (Luke 24:44–49). It was by the Spirit of Christ that the prophets 
of old spoke of the coming gracious salvation (1 Peter 1:10–11). Christ was the bur-
den and subject of prophecy (Rev. 19:10). Therefore true prophecy today will not be 
at odds with the final revelation and Word given in history in Jesus Christ. Neither 
will we receive prophecies given in the name of the Spirit that are at odds with the 
testimony given to Jesus in Holy Scripture. Nor will we be swayed by prophecy that 
arrogates itself to speak in the name of the Spirit of Christ for our age, but is separated 
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from the Jesus Christ who lived, died and was raised in historical space and time. 
True prophecy does not originate from the spirit of a phantom Christ. 
 As the man from heaven, as the true man, the final man and as the second or last 
Adam, Jesus Christ is the man of the Spirit (1 Cor. 15:45–49). Through Jesus Christ 
the Spirit is mediated to us from the triune Godhead and also through Jesus Christ the 
Spirit is mediated from humankind to the triune Godhead. All this was made possible 
through the saving action of our only mediator Jesus Christ in his death on the cross. 
Christ has received the Holy Spirit from the Father for the purpose of pouring him out 
on all flesh (Acts 1:1–8; 2:4, 16–21, 32–33). 

THE NECESSITY OF THE SPIRIT 

The Holy Spirit is a mediation of communion of love in knowledge and of knowledge 
in love. God is Spirit as he is God the Father and God the Son. The Spirit poured out 
at Pentecost is the Lord, God himself, just as the Father and Jesus Christ is the Lord, 
God himself. The Spirit vindicates Jesus’ Lordship. Through the entrance of the Spirit 
into a man or woman he is not the man and she is not woman they once were. Sancti-
fied and justified by the Spirit they are carried by Jesus into the heavenly presence of 
the triune community. From this the human mouth is opened by God to speak his 
Word. 
 By the Spirit’s operation we will be taken ‘into the strange new world of the 
Bible’. As we read we will hear. As we speak, the connection will be made from the 
Book to the present life situations and contradictions of our hearers. The message that 
we bring in all of our limitations promises to be the very Word of Christ breaking the 
resistant heart, breaking down rationalisations, destroying the grip of humanistic rea-
son and working the judgment of God’s salvation in people’s lives. 
 Prophecy necessitates the coming of the Holy Spirit in power. Preachers know this 
but can be more under the influence of other spirits than filled with the Spirit. We 
might need to relinquish the self protection of measuring everything by the intellect 
and recklessly choose to have no other God than the Spirit of Jesus. It means asking, 
knocking and seeking the Spirit’s fullness from the Father who loves to give. 
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STUDY 5 

THE LOSS OF COMMUNION 

Grant Thorpe 

THE WORLD AND THE WORD THEY MUST HEAR 

God’s people live by his presence among them. This was true of Israel (Gen. 28:15; 
Exod. 33:12–17; Isa. 63:9) and is true of the Church as the people of Christ (Matt. 
28:20; John 14:18; 1 Cor. 14:25). It is this alone that distinguishes us from all other 
peoples.1 All creation is made to live in and by God’s presence and has this as its goal 
(Rev. 21:1–4). 
 Apart from the gospel of Christ, men and women live defiantly outside of the arena 
of communion with God and are given over to the folly and futility of idolatry (Rom. 
1:18–32). When communion with God is denied, the basis of all true sociality is lost 
and other people become the objects of our own desires rather than sharers in the 
riches of God’s giving. This makes for discontented and even desperate people and 
the loss of true community. Without the reconciling word of God, people are excluded 
from the covenants of God with Israel and have no God or hope in this world (Eph. 
2:12). 
 Refusing God’s presence in this world compels humanity toward idols of its own 
making, and so, into the hands of God’s enemy and to ‘fellowship’ with demons  
(1 Cor. 10:20). God is not disinherited by this, as though he could be excluded from 
his own creation. We still ‘live and move and have our being’ in God. However, 
God’s presence is no comfort to those who do not want him. There is no communion 
in his presence to them.2 
 On the other hand, the word we have arises from the fellowship into which we 
have come, and brings others into it (1 John 1:3). All true sociality arises from the 
God who created us. We are witnesses to a hostile world that it may only live by com-
munion and is dead while it lives without it. The word we have is the word of the 

                                                
1  Communion is expressed in being together in God’s presence as the recipients of his grace and sharers in his 

kingdom. For Israel, it was eating together before the Lord in the place he makes his name to dwell (Deut. 12). For 
the Church, it is sharing freely, eating together with gladness of heart, praying together and hearing God’s word 
(Acts 2:44–47; cf. 1 John 1:3).  
 2  Geoffrey Bingham suggests ‘The “absence of the Presence” is really the “presence of the Absence”. It 
means God is absent from man as regards man’s desire not to know Him and to live apart from Him, but is present 
in that He will not let man go, and such Presence is painful and confronting, and something about man must be 
active’ (The Everlasting Presence, NCPI, Blackwood, 1989, p. 9). 
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cross, where Christ suffered loss of communion on our behalf. It is this word we need 
because it is the word which destroys our hostility and brings us to communion.  
 It is worth noting at the outset that living in and by God’s presence, or in com-
munion with God, is always a remarkable work of grace. Israel did not come to it 
readily. They preferred that God would speak to Moses and that they hear his word 
indirectly (Exod. 20:18–21). It is by the ministry of the Mediator of the covenant, 
Jesus Christ, that we are enabled to stand in God’s presence (Heb. 12:18–24). Then 
again, and because of our frailty, the assurance of this communion is accompanied 
with warnings that we do not fail to obtain the grace of the new covenant (v. 15) and 
that we offer acceptable worship (v. 28).  

GOD’S PEOPLE AND THE LOSS OF COMMUNION 

More attention is given in Scripture to God’s people experiencing loss of communion 
with him than the lostness of the unbeliever, so this will be our focus. 
 Is it possible that those who live by God’s presence can truly speak of losing 
communion with God? In the Old Testament, they certainly do and it will be good to 
see what they mean by this. Psalmists and prophets frequently speak of being aban-
doned (Isa. 2:6; Jer. 12:7), rejected (Ps. 43:2;  44:9; a fate usually reserved for 
enemies as in Ps. 53:5), or of God’s face being turned from them or him casting Israel 
out of his sight. The situation in the New Testament may be different, as we shall see, 
but the warnings given here are relevant for us. 
 Our experience of the loss of communion may be the more severe because we have 
already known communion with God and because God is jealous for the people on 
whom he has set his love.3 It is this which David feared so acutely (Ps. 51:11), and 
made Isaiah cry out to God (Isa. 64:3, 7). 
 The tabernacle, and then the temple, were the place of God’s presence among his 
people; the place where prayer could be made in times of distress, or repentance. It 
was to be this for all nations, showing that Israel’s presence in the world and 
Yahweh’s presence among them were for the world. Israel was told through Solomon 
that they would be forsaken if they forsook the Lord for idols (2 Chron. 7:11–22). He 
set out a program of restoration for any who sinned in all manner of circumstances. 
 However, God abandoned his place among Israel at Shiloh because of her idolatry 
(Ps. 78:60–61; with 1 Sam. 4:11, 21–22).  For many years, God endured the idolatry 
of the northern tribes of Israel and did not abandon them (2 Kings 13:23), but their 
situation finally led to just this (17:20; 24:20). Judah did not learn from the experience 
of her northern brothers and, regardless of the reforms instituted by Josiah, was also 
cast from God’s presence (23:25–27).  
 The temple had been a place of communion with God for Israel. However, they 
falsely trusted this edifice (Jer. 7:1–15) and demonstrated their refusal of God’s 

                                                
3  Given that we are one humanity, and given our service to the whole of creation,  our experience of the loss 

of communion has some resonance with the loss of communion in the world. We sin as they sin, and suffer loss of 
communion as they suffer loss of communion (Ps. 88:4–7; Isa. 59:2). But, our experience is light years away from 
the blindness and insensitivity of the world because of the covenant in which we live. 
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presence among them by their abuse of one another (vv. 6, 9, 11). They would 
become just like Shiloh (v. 12) and be abandoned (Jer. 23:39; 52:3). 
 Even in abandonment, Israel remained God’s prophetic people. Through them, and 
through his restoration of them, he would manifest his holiness (Ezek. 20:41). God 
would not allow his name to be defamed.  
 
There is another circumstance in the Old Testament in which people suffered the loss 
of God’s presence. Many of the expressions of dismay, particularly in the psalms, 
about God hiding his face, have to do, not with God’s judgment of their sin but with 
the malice of their enemies, and a variety of other experiences that seem to indicate 
his absence. ‘For his sake we are killed all day long’ (Ps. 22; also 27; 43:2; 44:24; 60; 
71; 74; 77; 88:4–7; 89:38; 108:11). Those who bear witness to God’s presence may be 
so set upon that they speak of being abandoned by God. 
 Whether the reason for God’s covenant people being abandoned by God is pun-
ishment for their sin or the malice of their enemies, it is spoken of as a loss of com-
munion imposed by God, not chosen by man. 
 So we come to Lamentations.4 This series of laments may well have been written 
by Jeremiah, after he had witnessed the fall of Jerusalem and before he was taken to 
Egypt. He had decried Judah’s unfaithfulness and hypocrisy but shared the loss of 
communion experienced by all. In fact, he must have experienced the loss of com-
munion more severely than any of his fellow citizens. His prophetic witness included 
his suffering their fate and mourning their loss. 
 It is difficult to compute, at our distance, the experience of Israel at this time. God 
had assured them of his presence in his gifts of land, temple and king. Now, all these 
outward signs of his covenant with Abraham, Moses and David were gone.  

                                                
 4  Kiel and Delitzsch write: 

 
‘In these Lamentations [Jeremiah] seeks not merely to give expression to the sorrow of the people that he may weep with 
them, but by his outpour of complaint to rouse his fellow-countrymen to an acknowledgment of God’s justice in this visi-
tation, to keep them from despair under the burden of unutterable woe, and by teaching them how to give due submission to 
the judgment that has befallen them, to lead once more to God those who would not let themselves be brought to Him 
through his previous testimony regarding that judgment while it was yet impending’ (C. F. Kiel in Jeremiah, Lamentations, 
Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 8, by C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1977, pp. 351f.). 

 
He also quotes Allioli concerning the Church’s use of Lamentations: 
 

In the fall of Jerusalem, she seeks to deplore the evil that has come on herself from external and internal foes, the perse-
cution of brother by brother, the havoc made by false teachers, the looseness of opinions, the sad advances made by 
indifference in matters of faith and by the corruption of morals. In the devastation and the penalties inflicted on Jerusalem, 
she wishes to present for consideration the destruction which comes on every soul that dies the death in sins. In the 
condition of the ruined city and the homeless nation, she seeks to make men bewail the homeless condition of the whole 
race, who have fallen into decay and disorder through Adam’s sins. And lastly, in the nation visited with punishment, she 
seeks to set forth Jesus Christ Himself, in so far as He has become the substitute of all men, and suffered for their sins 
(Kiel, pp. 352f.). 

 
The first lament is over the actual deportation, the contempt, plundering, starvation, oppression involved, and the 
helplessness and misery to which this gave rise. The second lament shows that this is a punishment for Israel’s sins 
and they are exhorted to seek God’s help. In this third lament, Jeremiah expresses his own lonely sorrow as a 
member of this community, but he also directs attention to the mercy of God and the justice that God will show to 
them and to their enemies. The remaining laments speak again of Israel’s sufferings arising from the sins of its 
various people, and address an appeal to God to remove their disgrace. 
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Lamentations  3 

Verses 1–18:  This is a personal lament because God’s wrath on his people is felt per-
sonally.5 There is no ‘them and us’ here. The poem later speaks of ‘us’, ‘we’, and 
‘our’ (vv. 40–47), but abandonment is, by nature of the case, felt personally. It is the 
true lostness in which our being among a thousand others is no communion at all. 
 His pain is cosmic (darkness), palpable (broken bones), spiritual (prayers denied) 
and vocational (crooked paths). God has become his enemy, vicious and deadly. His 
drink is bitter and his food is gravel. He has no memory of happiness, or any hope of 
it, and no endurance to remain as he is. 
 
Verses 19–25:  What can such a person do? Still speaking personally, the affliction 
and bitterness (vv. 1, 5, 15) are brought to God (vv. 19–20) and placed in the light 
shed by God’s promise to his people. Jeremiah recalls God’s steadfast love, his mer-
cies and faithfulness (as in Exod. 34:5–7) and declares that they are new every morn-
ing.  
 As God revealed his goodness to Israel in the context of their earlier idolatry 
(Exod. 33:19), so now, the Lord is good to those who wait for him. The ‘no pity’ of 
2:17, 21 is seen in the light of covenant mercy (racham). All would have the Lord as 
their inheritance, just as promised to the priesthood (Num. 18:20) and to the devout 
(Ps. 119:57). 
 
Verses 26–39:  Jeremiah claims it will be good for youth to bear the yoke of captivity. 
One wonders if Daniel read this prophecy and profited from it. He certainly lived in 
hope, through his suffering and was used by God to have powerful proclamation in 
Babylon. In a like manner, believers in Christ cannot be separated from God’s love; 
they share in Christ’s suffering, but are more than conquerors through Christ. 
 
Verses 40–45:  Justice will yet come for God’s people. 
 
Verses 46–54:  Justice will come for God’s enemies. 
 
Verses 55–66:  So, the prophet has confidence that his prayer has been heard by God, 
that God has come near, that his cause has been taken up by God and that his life has 
been redeemed. Any one who now opposes him is no friend of God and will be repaid 
in full for their insolence. 
 When Israel abandoned the God whose presence was their life, God abandoned 
them. Then, the falsity of their idols was apparent, and Israel was thrust back on the 
word of promise given to them. However, to say all this is not to be able to manage 
the happening of it. Explanations could not speak to Job’s anguish. Nor could they be 
given to the Son of God when he suffered. 

                                                
5  Jeremiah had already wept for Israel’s pride (Jer. 13:17) and the fall that would come (Jer. 9:1, 9–11). Now 

God had cast Israel from his presence (Jer. 7:15; 15:1; 23:39; 52:3) and he grieves for the loss of the city and for 
the razing of its temple (Lam. 1:14; 2:7). 
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THE PRESENCE OF GOD IN CHRIST, AND THE ABSENCE  
OF PRESENCE HE ENDURED 

In Jesus Christ, the Word of God was ‘tabernacled’ among us (John 1:14). His flesh 
on earth was the new temple (John 2:21). As ever, the world, and his own people, 
despised and rejected this communion of God with man (John 1:11).  
 When he bore our sins in his body, and felt the sting of death, he expressed himself 
in the first verse of Psalm 22, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ (Mark 
15:34). All that had gone before was preparation for this moment. Loss of communion 
was visited on sin, as it was borne by the one who had no sin of his own. 
 Our witness is that the temple of Christ’s body has been defiled, that he suffered 
our abandonment vicariously. However, having a rationale for the cross and for aban-
donment—that is, because of sin—does not make the abandonment intelligible, not to 
Christ, nor to us.  
 We are now one with Christ who endured loss of communion on the cross. 
Through him we have confidence to come to God. In the words of Lamentations 3, 
God has heard our cry. He has come near to us and said ‘Do not fear’. In fact, he has 
taken up our cause, the cause of we who were his enemies, and he has become our 
Redeemer. So, all who oppose us and tell us that God is not near will be brought to 
nothing. 

 ‘LOSS OF COMMUNION’ UNDER THE NEW COVENANT? 

Can we then speak of loss of communion under the New Covenant? The language of 
abandonment from Psalm 44 is used in Romans 8:36. The psalmist complained, ‘Why 
do you hide your face?’ (v. 24) and ‘for your sake we are killed all the day long’  
(v. 22). The abandonment here was not because of unfaithfulness to the covenant but 
because of faithfulness to it (vv. 17, 20). The psalmist, and its ultimate Sufferer, are 
subjected to the hatred of God’s enemies. 
 However, this psalm and experience are placed in the light of God’s love revealed 
in Christ. Nothing shall separate us from this love. Through faith in God’s mercy we 
are more than conquerors in all these times and situations. The only ‘loss of 
communion’ we have is mediated to us through Christ so that we are more than 
conquerors through him who loved us. 
 On another level, however, the experience of Israel is vital for us. The story of God 
with his people is for our reproof and correction and training in righteousness (2 Tim. 
3:16). Like them, we should beware lest we fall into idolatry (1 Cor. 10:1–14). We 
trust in the same God as Israel. We are the servants of his presence to the world and 
God will not permit his people to live with idols, then, or now.   
 How ironic and tragic that the people of God who are created  to stand in his coun-
sel and speak for him may be threatened with loss of communion—Christ was about 
to spit the Laodicean Church out of his mouth (Rev. 3:14–22)! Christ must knock on 
the door of his own people. As always, the warmest terms are spoken to the most 
unlikely of people so as to draw them into communion and to powerful testimony. 
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 When Jesus came to his own people, he knocked on their door with the Sermon on 
the Mount. He said, ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted’. The 
world does not know the reason for its own malady and refuses to grieve. Israel was 
called to mourning, and we are called to repent, so as to be comforted and in order to 
be restored as God’s prophetic community. Then again, well may we grieve for the 
world that will not grieve for itself. 

CONCLUSION 

The passion of Christ, his dereliction, has opened up eternal communion for us which 
nothing can take away. The joy of this enables us to recognise and to sympathise with 
those who are away from the presence of the Lord. It also empowers us to endure the 
privations of this world that spits out its scorn, ‘Where is your God?’ This is the 
confidence we must have to be proclaimers of the gospel.  
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STUDY 6 

THE COMMUNITY CREATED 
BY THE WORD 

Martin Bleby 

WHAT WE HAVE SEEN AND HEARD 

There is a further sequel to the healing of the man lame from birth (see Study 2). Peter 
and John were brought before the rulers, elders and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, 
together with the high-priestly family, and Peter testified again to them that ‘this man 
is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom 
you crucified, whom God raised from the dead’ (Acts 4:10). Of this Jesus, Peter 
avers: ‘There is salvation in no one else’ (Acts 4:12). 
 This verse we use as a backup for our insistence on believing in Christ alone for 
salvation, and we do so on the basis that this is now authoritative Scripture. When 
Peter spoke those words, however, he did not have that backup. Before he said them, 
these words had not yet been spoken, let alone written down, or authorised as sacred 
Scripture! Peter had a reason for saying them that was more than just toeing the line 
or thumping the drum. Through Jesus something must have come to Peter, and to the 
whole community of believers for which he spoke, that he knew could not have come 
in any other way, for him to make a statement like that. We need to know that ‘some-
thing’ ourselves, if we are to say those words with the same conviction. 
 The assembly was in a quandary: 

 
Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John and realized that they were uneducated and 
ordinary men, they were amazed and recognized them as companions of Jesus.1 When they saw the 
man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition. So they 
ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another. They said, 
‘What will we do with them? For it is obvious to all who live in Jerusalem that a notable sign has 
been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading further among the peo-
ple, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.’ So they called them and ordered 
them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus (Acts 4:13–18). 

 
This has been a classic response of people with power whenever the gospel has come 
too close for comfort. Here it poses as political concern for good order among the 
                                                

1  Note that it does not say, ‘former companions of Jesus’. The unwilling conclusion they were being drawn to 
may well have been that these men were present companions of (the risen!) Jesus. This could have something to do 
with why ‘they were amazed’. 
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people. In chapter 5, under the influence of Gamaliel, it masquerades even as a pious 
restraint to avoid possibly going against God. But in chapter 7 it comes out in its true 
colours as enraged and murderous hostility bred of persistent sin and incurable idola-
try, which must literally stop its ears to what is being said: 

 
You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you are forever opposing the Holy Spirit, 
just as your ancestors used to do (Acts 7:51; see also v. 57). 

 
 It was in the face of such hostility that, as we find throughout the Acts of the 
Apostles, ‘the word of God continued to advance and gain adherents’ (Acts 12:24). 
When we are faced with the same hostility today, even if just below the surface, we 
need to know: what kind of word was able to make this headway against such opposi-
tion? 
 Peter and John’s response to the assembly’s prohibition is instructive: 

 
Peter and John answered them, ‘Whether it is right in God’s sight to listen to you rather than to 
God, you must judge; for we cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard’ (Acts 
4:19–20). 

 
What have they seen and heard? They have seen and heard God in saving action. 
They now know God! ‘They have had communion with God restored and now speak 
of what they have seen and heard’.2 They boldly claim to have heard God, and to be 
listening to Him. The implication is that their persecutors can do the same. Such is 
their confidence in the truth of what they know and speak, that they are willing to 
abrogate any right to political action or resistance on their part: they are content to 
submit to the judgment, right or wrong, that the assembly must make before God. 
 What kind of word and action has brought them into this way of seeing and hearing 
and knowing? Especially given that they themselves had previously participated in the 
hostile refusal and inability to see and hear no less than their persecutors (see e.g. 
Luke 18:34). What rescues us from that? 

BLIND AND DEAF 

In Isaiah 42 is introduced the servant of the Lord, the one who is to be ‘a light to the 
nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth’ (Isa. 49:6). To him God 
says: 

 
I have given you as a covenant to the people,  
 a light to the nations,  
 to open the eyes that are blind,  
to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon,  
 from the prison those who 
sit in darkness (Isa. 42:6–7). 

 

                                                
2  Ian Pennicook, Speakers’ Notes for this session. Compare Jer. 23:18: ‘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?’ 
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God then addresses the nations that are blinded by their devotion to their idols (see 
vv. 16–17): 

 
Listen, you that are deaf;  
 and you that are blind, look up and see! (Isa. 42:18). 

 
There is one nation among all the nations that God has chosen to be His servant for 
the sake of the other nations (see Isa. 41:8–9), ‘to magnify his teaching and make it 
glorious’ (Isa. 42:21; compare Deut. 4:5–8). But this nation, Israel, has become an 
even harder case than the rest of the nations: 

 
Who is blind but my servant,  
 or deaf like my messenger whom I send?  
Who is blind like my dedicated one,  
 or blind like the servant of the LORD?  
He sees many things, but does not observe them 
[Heb: You see many things but do not observe them];  
 his ears are open, but he does not hear (Isa. 42:19–20). 

 
Israel as a consequence is given up to ‘the spoiler’ and ‘the robbers’ (Isa. 42:24)—the 
destruction of Jerusalem and the exile into Babylon happens. Even so, Israel will not 
acknowledge that this has happened at the hand of ‘the LORD, against whom we have 
sinned, in whose ways they would not walk, and whose law they would not obey’ 
(Isa. 42:24): 

 
So he poured upon him the heat of his anger  
   and the fury of war;  
it set him on fire all around, but he did not understand;  
   it burned him, but he did not take it to heart (Isa. 42:25). 

 
(It is a theme of Isaiah in 6:9–13, taken up by Jesus in Mark 4:11–12, John in John 
12:37–41, and Paul in Acts 28:24–28, that this inability to see and hear is itself an 
action of God in judgment—but that is another story: see Study 12 on ‘The Famine of 
Hearing the Word’.) However just and timely and appropriate the judgments were, it 
seems that another different and deeper work of God was required to effect the neces-
sary change of heart. 
 In this setting, the entire calling of Israel with regard to God’s purpose among the 
nations devolves upon the individual servant of the Lord (see Isa. 49:1–13). Of this 
one it is said: 

 
Who among you fears the LORD  
   and obeys the voice of his servant,  
who walks in darkness  
   and has no light,  
yet trusts in the name of the LORD  
   and relies upon his God? (Isa. 50:10). 

 
It is given to this one to enter into the blindness and darkness of Israel and the nations, 
yet with a faithfulness that has never been theirs, as indeed he bears their iniquities, as 
the Lord lays them across his back (see Isa. 53:4–6, 11). 
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THOSE WITH EYES AND EARS 

With this in view, there comes an occasion when God calls the nations into the court-
room to settle His case. He calls as His witnesses the very ones of his chosen nation 
who had become incapable of seeing and hearing, but now have their eyes and ears 
wide open: 

 
Bring forth the people who are blind, yet have eyes, 
   who are deaf, yet have ears!  
Let all the nations gather together,  
   and let the peoples assemble.  
Who among them declared this,  
   and foretold to us the former things?  
Let them bring their witnesses to justify them,  
   and let them hear and say, ‘It is true.’  
You are my witnesses, says the LORD,  
   and my servant whom I have chosen,3  
so that you may know and believe me  
   and understand that I am he.  
Before me no god was formed,  
   nor shall there be any after me.  
I, I am the LORD,  
   and besides me there is no saviour.  
I declared and saved and proclaimed,  
   when there was no strange god among you;  
   and you are my witnesses, says the LORD.  
I am God, and also henceforth I am He;  
   there is no one who can deliver from my hand;  
   I work and who can hinder it? (Isa. 43:8–13). 

 
At this point it is not shown how this has come about. Israel is simply told: ‘I have 
redeemed you’ (Isa. 43:1), and there is a great bringing together of: 

 
. . . my sons from far away  
   and my daughters from the end of the earth— 
everyone who is called by my name,  
   whom I created for my glory,  
whom I formed and made (Isa. 43:6–7). 

YOU ARE MY WITNESSES 

This word of salvation is the word that calls into being the redeemed community —
from Israel and all the nations—and is the word by which it lives and acts and speaks. 
It is the word that has impacted us: 

 
In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so that we would become a 
kind of first fruits of his creatures (James 1:18). 

                                                
3  Note how these witnesses, formerly blind and deaf but now able to see and hear, stand with the servant, who 

made this all possible, to give their witness. 
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You have been born anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed, through the living and endur-
ing word of God. For  

 ‘All flesh is like grass  
   and all its glory like the flower of grass.  
The grass withers, and the flower falls,  
   but the word of the Lord endures forever.’  
That word is the good news that was announced to you (1 Pet. 1:23–25). 

 
 Before he died, Jesus had said to his disciples: 

 
When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who comes 
from the Father, he will testify on my behalf. You also are to testify because you have been with me 
from the beginning (John 15:26–27). 

 
 After his resurrection, he told them this was shortly to happen: 

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

 
This did happen on the day of Pentecost, when ‘All of them were filled with the Holy 
Spirit’ (Acts 2:4). It was as God had said through Joel: ‘your sons and your daughters 
shall prophesy’ (Acts 2:17); that is: ‘we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of 
power’ (Acts 2:11). The rest of the Acts of the apostles is some of the outworking of 
that. It goes on today. 
 Peter and John said, ‘we cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard’ (Acts 
4:20, RSV). It is for witnesses simply to say what they have seen and heard—nothing 
more, and nothing less. To be accepted as a true witness, it must be first-hand—not 
from someone else, nor just from the pages of a book. Hearsay evidence is inadmissi-
ble in court. Paul said: 

 
. . . 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). 

 
This is not something just reserved for apostolic calling. Each of us should be able to 
say nothing less. 

THEY SHALL PROPHESY 

The clear implication of Joel’s prophecy, in keeping with Moses’ prayer (in Num. 
11:29: ‘Would that all the LORD’s people were prophets’), is that the whole commu-
nity upon which the Spirit is poured out—men, women, young, old, slave and free—
will speak the words of God.4 While there are specific ministries of the word distinct 
from other ministries (as in 1 Cor. 12:8–11, 28–30; Eph. 4:11; 1 Pet. 4:11; see further 
Study 11, ‘The Community Alive to the Word’), there is nothing in the New 
Testament that contains speaking and bearing witness to a restricted group of people. 

                                                
4  As with Jer. 1:9: ‘I have put my words in your mouth’. 
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There is always a spill-over. The apostles in Acts 6:4 (NIV), undertook to devote 
themselves ‘to prayer and the ministry of the word’ (to ensure that the word of the 
saving and reconciling gospel remained at the heart of the community’s life?), while 
others were appointed to ‘wait on tables’ (v. 2); nevertheless, when persecution 
began, it was ‘all except the apostles’ who were ‘scattered throughout the country-
side’ who ‘went from place to place, proclaiming the word’ (8:1), including Philip, 
one of those who had been appointed ‘to wait on tables’. 
 As another apostle remarked (while himself suffering the restrictions of imprison-
ment): ‘the word of God is not fettered’ (2 Tim. 2:9, RSV; compare Phil. 1:12)! 
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STUDY 7 

GRACE AND THE RESTORATION OF 

COMMUNION 

Rod James 

God is revealed in the Scriptures as the living God—he hears, speaks, sees and knows 
(Ps. 94:8–11). He has created with wisdom (Prov. 8:22; Ps. 104:24) and purpose (Isa. 
46:8–10), and watches over his word to fulfil it (Isa. 55:10–11; Jer. 1:11–12). As the 
personal, living God he communes, within the triune Godhead, but also with his crea-
tures. In the garden of Eden we see the intention and reality of communion, and we 
also see the terrible severance of that communion. Writing on faith earlier this year 
Geoffrey Bingham said: 

 
To put it plainly there cannot be faith in Man until God reveals Himself to Man and this He has 
ever been doing by talking to Man, at creation, at the Fall and immediately following, to humanity 
through various media such as theophanies, through special angels, through His acts, through His 
law, through prophecy, through His Son, through the Holy Spirit, and through His people of faith in 
all ages, He speaks into Man’s conscience where Man is sensitive to Him, that is, where he has a 
good conscience and not an evil one, not a seared one. What then God reveals to Man, Man is to 
hear, understand and believe.1 

GOD’S RESTORATIVE PURPOSES 

While announcing his woes on the religious leaders in Israel Jesus revealed something 
important about the action of God down through human history: 

 
Therefore also the Wisdom of God said, ‘I will send them prophets and apostles, some of whom 
they will kill and persecute,’ so that the blood of all the prophets, shed from the foundation of the 
world, may be charged against this generation, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, 
who perished between the altar and the sanctuary. Yes, I tell you, it will be required of this genera-
tion (Luke 11:49–51).  
 

 Jesus shows us that, from Abel on, God was sending ‘prophets and apostles’ to 
continue his redemptive and restorative purpose. Through the line of Seth God spoke 
to men and so, ‘At that time people began to call upon the name of the LORD’: 
                                                

1  Geoffrey Bingham, NCTM Monthly Ministry Study, May 2005, ‘The Matter of Power in the Church—4’,  
p. 2.  
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And Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and called his name Seth, for she said, ‘God has 
appointed for me another offspring instead of Abel, for Cain killed him.’ To Seth also a son was 
born, and he called his name Enosh. At that time people began to call upon the name of the LORD 
(Gen. 4:25–26).  
 

It would be easy to pass quickly over this brief statement, or to focus upon the ques-
tion of how it came about that at this time people called upon the name of ‘Yahweh’. 
Pertinent to our present study, however, is the realisation that throughout human his-
tory there were those to whom God spoke and those who responded with obedience 
and faith. Furthermore, we see that in Seth’s line there were those God appointed and 
recognised as his prophets. Concerning Abraham, God said to Abimelech: 

 
Now then, return the man’s wife, for he is a prophet, so that he will pray for you, and you shall live. 
But if you do not return her, know that you shall surely die, you, and all who are yours (Gen. 20:7).  
 

Abraham was a prophet, not because of some personal aptitude or inclination, but 
because of the call of God that Abraham and his descendants would be a peculiar 
people for God’s own possession (Deut. 7:6). This people would be constituted and 
characterised by the continuous speaking of the living God to them, as Geoffrey 
Bingham said, ‘through various media such as theophanies, through special angels, 
through His acts, through His law, through prophecy, through His Son, through the 
Holy Spirit, and through His people of faith in all ages’.  

THE IMMENSE WONDER OF THE WORK OF GRACE IN ISRAEL 

Any account of the history of Israel will demonstrate two outstanding truths. On the 
one hand the unrelenting steadfastness of God’s grace but, on the other hand, the con-
tinuing faithlessness and apostasy of Israel. Psalm 78 is a comprehensive account of 
this recurring theme of grace, apostasy and grace. 

 
He drove out nations before them; 
 he apportioned them for a possession 
 and settled the tribes of Israel in their tents.  
Yet they tested and rebelled against the Most High God 
 and did not keep his testimonies,  
but turned away and acted treacherously like their fathers; 
 they twisted like a deceitful bow (Ps. 78:55–57).  

 
 We cannot understand God’s continual constituting and reconstituting of his peo-
ple by his spoken word without linking the ideas of the word of God and the covenant 
of God. God does not just speak, as it were, from time to time to give some con-
temporary revelation of himself. Rather in every occasion he speaks as the covenant 
God who has, by his own speaking, covenanted himself to the creation, to humanity, 
to Israel, and to the church in Christ. His words of call, deliverance, promise and 
command are spoken in the defining context of prior relationship. Therefore the word 
of God cannot be known from a philosophical point of view. 
 Undergirding the entire life of God’s covenant people is ‘the word of his grace’ 
(Acts 20:32), which was brought to them by the prophets and apostles. The following 
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sample, taken from a much longer list of references, show the persistence, faithfulness 
and mercy of God in continuously restoring and reconstituting his people through his 
prophets with law, guidance, warnings, rebukes, encouragement, and gracious 
promises: 

 
Yet the LORD warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer, saying, ‘Turn from your 
evil ways and keep my commandments and my statutes, in accordance with all the Law that I com-
manded your fathers, and that I sent to you by my servants the prophets’ (2 Kings 17:13).  
 
From the day that your fathers came out of the land of Egypt to this day, I have persistently sent all 
my servants the prophets to them, day after day (Jer. 7:25).  
 
I spoke to the prophets; it was I who multiplied visions, and through the prophets gave parables 
(Hosea 12:10).  
 
For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John, and if you are willing to accept it, he is 
Elijah who is to come (Matt. 11:13–14).  
 
And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the 
things concerning himself (Luke 24:27).  
 
But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them hear them’ (Luke 16:29).  
 
It is written in the Prophets, ‘And they will all be taught by God’ (John 6:45).  
 
So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and 
members of the household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus 
himself being the cornerstone . . . (Eph. 2:19–20).  
 
Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these 
last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things (Heb. 1:1–2).  
 
See also 2 Kings 17:23; 21:10; 24:2; 1 Chronicles 16:22; 2 Chronicles 24:19; 36:16; Nehemiah 
9:26, 30, 32; Jeremiah 25:4; 26:5; 29:19; 35:15; 44:4; Daniel 9:6, 10; Hosea 6:5; Amos 3:7; Luke 
11:49–50; 18:31; 24:25, 44; John 1:45; Acts 3:18, 21; 10:43; Romans 1:2; 3:2; Revelation 10:7.  
 

So much was this a people constituted by the voice of God that it was not only a case 
of them being sent prophets, but of being ‘prophets’ and ‘sons of the prophets’ as a 
community: 

 
. . . he allowed no one to oppress them; he rebuked kings on their account, saying, ‘Touch not my 
anointed ones, do my prophets no harm!’ (Ps. 105:14–15; also 1 Chron. 16:19–22). 
 
But Moses said to him, ‘Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the LORD’s people were 
prophets, that the LORD would put his Spirit on them!’ (Num. 11:29). 
 
And all the prophets who have spoken, from Samuel and those who came after him, also pro-
claimed these days. You are the sons of the prophets and of the covenant that God made with your 
fathers, saying to Abraham, ‘And in your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed’ 
(Acts 3:24–25). 
 

Sadly, as has been said, God’s faithfulness in speaking was not matched by Israel’s 
willingness in hearing: 
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I have sent to you all my servants the prophets, sending them persistently, saying, ‘Turn now every 
one of you from his evil way, and amend your deeds, and do not go after other gods to serve them, 
and then you shall dwell in the land that I gave to you and your fathers.’ But you did not incline 
your ear or listen to me (Jer. 35:15).  
 
Therefore I send you prophets and wise men and scribes, some of whom you will kill and crucify, 
and some you will flog in your synagogues and persecute from town to town . . . (Matt. 23:34).  
 

So steadfast is God’s covenant faithfulness in speaking to his people that they incur 
great judgment in refusing to listen to their God: 

 
Therefore, thus says the LORD, the God of hosts, the God of Israel: Behold, I am bringing upon 
Judah and all the inhabitants of Jerusalem all the disaster that I have pronounced against them, 
because I have spoken to them and they have not listened, I have called to them and they have not 
answered (Jer. 35:17).  
 

God’s judgments, spoken through these words of Jeremiah, have an important link 
with and similarity to Jesus’ words in Luke 11:49–51 quoted earlier in this study. In 
each case a judgment comes which is commensurate with the sum of the accumulated 
witness which God has made to himself through the prophets. 

THE MAINTENANCE OF COMMUNION THROUGH THE GIVING OF 
THE LAW AND THE SACRIFICIAL SYSTEM 

Israel, then, was a people who heard the voice of God, albeit through a mediator 
(Moses) because they chose not to hear directly: 

 
These words the LORD spoke to all your assembly at the mountain out of the midst of the fire, the 
cloud, and the thick darkness, with a loud voice; and he added no more. And he wrote them on two 
tablets of stone and gave them to me. And as soon as you heard the voice out of the midst of the 
darkness, while the mountain was burning with fire, you came near to me, all the heads of your 
tribes, and your elders. And you said, ‘Behold, the LORD our God has shown us his glory and 
greatness, and we have heard his voice out of the midst of the fire. This day we have seen God 
speak with man and man still live. Now therefore why should we die? For this great fire will con-
sume us. If we hear the voice of the LORD our God any more, we shall die. For who is there of all 
flesh, that has heard the voice of the living God speaking out of the midst of fire as we have, and 
has still lived? Go near and hear all that the LORD our God will say and speak to us all that the 
LORD our God will speak to you, and we will hear and do it’ (Deut. 5:22–27).  
 

 Thereafter Moses spoke with God ‘face to face as a man speaks with a friend’ 
(Exod. 33:11). The words ‘the LORD said to Moses’ or ‘the LORD spoke to Moses’ 
appear, in total, 140 times in the books of Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers. Clearly 
God had much to convey to this people that would make them ‘a peculiar people’ and 
a people for his own possession: 

 
For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has chosen you to be a 
people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth (Deut. 
7:6; also Exod. 19:5; Isa. 43:21; Mal. 3:17; 1 Pet. 2:9, 10). 
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 Central to ‘the word of his grace’ to Israel was the giving of the law and the pre-
scribed worship of the tabernacle. As a younger Christian I could not comprehend the 
necessity for all that God said to Moses on the mountain concerning the prescribed 
tabernacle worship (see Exod. 25 – 30). It seemed very complex and detailed. More 
recent insight has revealed to me the need for ‘the word of his grace’ to be expressed 
in a cultus and liturgy which would demonstrate and express: 

1. the holiness of God and his law,  

2. the nature of atonement as by propitiation, and 

3. the prophetic expectation of that Great High Priest who would enter the most 
holy place as ‘the Lamb of God, who bears away the sins of the world’ (John 
1:29).  

 
 Through the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper the Christian commu-
nity hears their Lord speak to them the holy word of his covenant grace. Likewise 
Israel heard the word of the Lord through the tabernacle and temple worship. This 
word was the word of grace by which they were reconciled to the holy God by the 
sacrifice of atonement: 

 
For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it for you on the altar to make atonement 
for your souls, for it is the blood that makes atonement by the life (Lev. 17:11).  
 
‘And the priest who is anointed and consecrated as priest in his father’s place shall make atone-
ment, wearing the holy linen garments. He shall make atonement for the holy sanctuary, and he 
shall make atonement for the tent of meeting and for the altar, and he shall make atonement for the 
priests and for all the people of the assembly. And this shall be a statute forever for you, that 
atonement may be made for the people of Israel once in the year because of all their sins.’ And 
Moses did as the LORD commanded him (Lev. 16:32–34). 
 
. . . and the priest shall make atonement for them, and they shall be forgiven (Lev. 4:20; also 4:26, 
31, 35; 5:6, 10, 13, 16, 18; 6:7; 19:22). 
 

 In his very helpful essay on ‘Atonement in the Old Testament’, David Peterson 
summaries the way in which the holy God’s word of grace constituted and continually 
reclaimed Israel as his covenant people: 

 
The theological importance of atonement within the framework of Israel’s covenant relationship 
with God is highlighted in the Pentateuch by the Passover narrative in Exodus, the focus in 
Leviticus on the Day of Atonement provisions, and the general prominence given to atonement in 
the sacrificial system . . . This portion of Scripture teaches that sinful men and women can only 
draw near to the Holy One and continue in his presence by the means which he himself provides. 
 The psalmists and prophets point to the maintenance of a right relationship with God as the 
Lord’s ultimate purpose in establishing the sacrificial system. At the same time, they identify God 
as the true and only source of atonement and redemption, especially in the context of the 
Babylonian exile, where a definitive restoration of Israel’s relationship with God is seen to be 
necessary. Within the framework of Biblical Theology, this prepares for the extraordinary message 
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of Isaiah 53, where the perfect obedience of the Servant in his suffering and death is presented as 
the Lord’s provision for Israel and ultimately the nations.2 

 
 Thus we see the maintenance of communion through the sacrificial system and the 
great joy in the Lord that it engendered. When the tabernacle was completed in the 
wilderness, and the worship commenced in the manner which God had prescribed, 
Aaron blessed the people and the glory of the Lord appeared to all the people: 

 
Then Aaron lifted up his hands toward the people and blessed them, and he came down from offer-
ing the sin offering and the burnt offering and the peace offerings. And Moses and Aaron went into 
the tent of meeting, and when they came out they blessed the people, and the glory of the LORD 
appeared to all the people. And fire came out from before the LORD and consumed the burnt offer-
ing and the pieces of fat on the altar, and when all the people saw it, they shouted and fell on their 
faces (Lev. 9:22–24).  
 

 Likewise when the temple was built and its worship inaugurated there was great 
joy and gladness because of God’s goodness to Israel: 

 
So Solomon held the feast at that time, and all Israel with him, a great assembly, from Lebo-hamath 
to the Brook of Egypt, before the LORD our God, seven days. On the eighth day he sent the people 
away, and they blessed the king and went to their homes joyful and glad of heart for all the 
goodness that the Lord had shown to David his servant and to Israel his people (1 Kings 8:65–66).  
 

It would be a lack of insight to assume that ‘all the goodness that the LORD had 
shown to David his servant and to Israel his people’ which made them ‘joyful and 
glad of heart’ was simply the goodness of national security and prosperity. The 
context of temple worship brings home to us that such material goodness was just the 
outworking of a reconciled relationship, which God had established with Israel 
through his covenant word and which he was maintaining and nourishing through the 
prescribed worship. 

A PEOPLE WHO HEAR THE VOICE OF GOD 

In the covenant between God and Israel, then, we see the richness of this speaking and 
hearing relationship. It was hardly just a formal or doctrinal hearing. Rather it was 
immediate, living, and unmediated, at least initially, before they asked Moses to inter-
vene on their behalf: 

 
For ask now of the days that are past, which were before you, since the day that God created man 
on 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 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 deeds of terror, all of which 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. Out of heaven he let you hear his voice, that he might 

                                                
2  Where Wrath and Mercy Meet: Proclaiming the Atonement Today, David Peterson (ed.), Paternoster Press, 

Carlisle, 2001, pp. 23–4. 
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discipline you. And on earth he let you see his great fire, and you heard his words out of the midst 
of the fire. And because he loved your fathers and chose their offspring after them and brought you 
out of Egypt with his own presence, by his great power, driving out before you nations greater and 
mightier than yourselves, to bring you in, to give you their land for an inheritance, as it is this day, 
know therefore today, and lay it to your heart, that the Lord is God in heaven above and on the earth 
beneath; there is no other. Therefore you shall keep his statutes and his commandments, which I 
command you today, that it may go well with you and with your children after you, and that you 
may prolong your days in the land that the LORD your God is giving you for all time (Deut. 4:32–
40).  

 
 God speaks continually to his people, and so follows the unending battle between 
the faith of those who have ears to hear and the rebellion of those who refuse to hear, 
and who hear a false word through the false prophets. For those who are hearers and 
doers of the authentic word of God there is, consequently, opposition and persecution. 
Wonderfully the salvation history recorded in the Scriptures is an account of the word 
of God prevailing over every false word, and the hearers and doers of God’s word 
being vindicated by him. The goal of this work of grace in Israel is the formation of a 
whole people who are kept in communion with God with a view to the whole world 
being restored to that communion (Isa. 49:6). 
 When Genesis 4:26 says that ‘people began to call upon the name of the LORD’, 
we can see an extraordinary work of grace with the result that there is a community 
who lived in communion with God. This communion is powerful because human 
beings are back to hearing from and responding personally and corporately to God, 
and that would equally be why they were persecuted and even killed (Luke 11:49–
51). In talking, then, of God’s restorative purposes we see that they do actually come 
to pass in humanity, and that in every era of human history there has been and will be 
a people who hear his word of grace and, in hearing, are restored to communion and 
vocation as the people of the living God: 

 
I give you thanks, O LORD, with my whole heart; 
 Before the gods I sing your praise; 
I bow down toward your holy temple and give thanks to your name  
   for your steadfast love and your faithfulness, 
 for you have exalted above all things your name and your word (Ps. 138:2). 
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STUDY 8 

THE DAYS OF THE ANTI-WORD 

Siew Kiong Tham 

INTRODUCTION 

Yesterday, while talking about the unwillingness to hear the word, I brought up the 
incident of Isaiah’s calling. Isaiah was willing to be sent to speak the word, yet his 
commissioning was accompanied with the revelation that he would be sent to a 
hardened people who did not want to hear the word: 

 
And I heard the voice of the LORD saying, ‘Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?’ Then I 
said, ‘Here am I! Send me.’ 9And he said, ‘Go, and say to this people: “Hear and hear, but do not 
understand; see and see, but do not perceive.” 10Make the heart of this people fat, and their ears 
heavy, and shut their eyes; lest they see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand 
with their hearts, and turn and be healed’ (Isa. 6:8–10, RSV). 
 

We find this difficult to understand, but if we see that the fall was the result of the 
distortion of the word, then this will be the way humanity responds to the word of 
God.  

OPPOSITION TO THE WORD FROM THE BEGINNING 

It was the word of God that brought humanity into being and as a result humanity is to 
respond to the creative word. It is this creative word that was opposed right at the 
beginning: 

 
Now the serpent was more subtle than any other wild creature that the LORD God had made. He 
said to the woman, ‘Did God say, “You shall not eat of any tree of the garden”?’ (Gen. 3:1, RSV). 
 

The seed of rebellion was planted with the words, ‘Did God say . . . ?’ and followed 
by the command that was given. This formula cast doubt on the Creator and shifted 
the fulcrum onto the self and the individual assessment of what God really intended. 
In so doing, humanity wants to reverse the creational order of humanity’s dependence 
on the Creator to that of independence from, and assessment of, the Creator. In so 
doing, humanity wants to turn from being a responder to the creative word to an 
initiator. Humanity seeks to call into existence that which has no existence. It cannot 
be done. This incident in the creation account makes the point: 
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Then the LORD God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit 
for him.’ 19So out of the ground the LORD God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the 
air, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called 
every living creature, that was its name. 20The man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds of the 
air, and to every beast of the field; but for the man there was not found a helper fit for him. 21So the 
LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and 
closed up its place with flesh; 22and the rib which the LORD God had taken from the man he made 
into a woman and brought her to the man. 23Then the man said, 

‘This at last is bone of my bones 
 and flesh of my flesh; 
she shall be called Woman, 
 because she was taken out of Man’ (Gen. 2:18–23, RSV). 

 
 While Adam called out the names of the created order, ‘there was not found a 
helper fit for him’ (Gen. 2:20). The words of Adam cannot effect what was necessary 
for his completeness. Only the creative word of God can provide that. And so God 
acted and Adam was delighted.  
 While the attack of the serpent was on the word of God, in the words of the hymn 
by Martin Luther, ‘One little word shall fell him’.1 

A SHORT HISTORY OF OPPOSITION 

This passage from Luke’s gospel summarises the plight of the prophets since God 
raised them to speak forth His word: 

 
Woe to you! for you build the tombs of the prophets whom your fathers killed. 48So you are wit-
nesses and consent to the deeds of your fathers; for they killed them, and you build their tombs. 
49Therefore also the Wisdom of God said, ‘I will send them prophets and apostles, some of whom 
they will kill and persecute,’ 50that the blood of all the prophets, shed from the foundation of the 
world, may be required of this generation, 51from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who 
perished between the altar and the sanctuary. Yes, I tell you, it shall be required of this generation 
(Luke 11:47–51, RSV). 
 

‘. . . from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah’—that is the awful history of 
the fallenness of Israel. While this is said of Israel, yet it is also the sad commentary 
on humanity. The opposition to the prophetic word is part of the fallenness of human-
ity. 

THE PROPHETIC WORD AND REPENTANCE 

The prophetic word calls for a turning to the Lord as their destiny is hid in Him. 
Zephaniah spoke of the judgment to the people during the time of King Josiah and in 
that judgment is the promise of restoration: 
 
 

                                                
1  New Creation Hymn Book, no. 1, v. 3. 
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Seek the LORD, all you humble of the land, 
   who do his commands; 
seek righteousness, seek humility; 
   perhaps you may be hidden 
   on the day of the wrath of the LORD (Zeph. 2:3, RSV). 

 
 And so we read of the response of King Josiah when he heard the words of the 
book of the law: 
 

And when the king heard the words of the book of the law, he rent his clothes 18‘. . . 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, 19because 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. 20Therefore, behold, I 
will gather you to your fathers, and you shall be gathered to your grave in peace, and your eyes 
shall not see all the evil which I will bring upon this place.” ’ And they brought back word to the 
king (2 Kings 22:11, 18–20, RSV). 

 
The prophetic word brought about repentance and with it the promise of restoration. 

FALSE PRIESTS AND PROPHETS 

As the prophetic word of God is rejected by the people, the natural consequence is the 
acceptance of the false word. Scripture warns of the false word to which people will 
flock. This false word appeals to the self assertion of the individual as it allows them 
to be in control rather than to live in faith and in dependence on the Creator. We see 
that there were false priests and prophets in Israel and in New Testament times. Micah 
gives this warning: 

 
Its heads give judgment for a bribe, 
 its priests teach for hire, 
its prophets divine for money; 
yet they lean upon the LORD and say, 
 ‘Is not the LORD in the midst of us? 
 No evil shall come upon us’ (Micah 3:11, RSV). 

 
 The false word is to say what the people want to hear and in the process they get 
paid for it. The formula that the false prophets use is to assure the people that all is 
well with them because God is in their midst. Or is it? It is the affirmation that what is 
culturally accepted is alright. It is a false assurance. It is a kind of bunker mentality. 
The true prophet will be opposed because he speaks the words of judgment from God 
and forces the transformation of the cultural norm. This was the case with Moses and 
interestingly the incident was reported in the New Testament: 

 
As Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses, so these men also oppose the truth, men of corrupt mind 
and counterfeit faith; 9but they will not get very far, for their folly will be plain to all, as was that of 
those two men (2 Tim. 3:8–9, RSV). 
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The names of Jannes and Jambres (2 Tim. 3:8) were not mentioned in the Old Testa-
ment. We presume that Paul must have access to some oral tradition that linked them 
as the magicians in Pharaoh’s court who imitated the miracles that Moses performed 
(Exod. 7:8–13): 

 
And the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 9‘When Pharaoh says to you, “Prove yourselves by work-
ing a miracle,” then you shall say to Aaron, “Take your rod and cast it down before Pharaoh, that it 
may become a serpent.” ’ 10So Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and did as the LORD 
commanded; Aaron cast down his rod before Pharaoh and his servants, and it became a serpent. 
11Then Pharaoh summoned the wise men and the sorcerers; and they also, the magicians of Egypt, 
did the same by their secret arts. 12For every man cast down his rod, and they became serpents. But 
Aaron’s rod swallowed up their rods. 13Still Pharaoh’s heart was hardened, and he would not listen 
to them; as the LORD had said (Exod. 7:8–13, RSV). 
 

The false prophets will mimic the style and the work of the true prophet and, in so 
doing, offer assurance to those involved. In so doing they are entrenched in their 
opposition to the word as was the case with the Pharaoh. False prophets continued in 
the days of the Old Testament and into the New. 
 Christ warned of false prophets in the days ahead for His disciples: 

 
Then if any one says to you, ‘Lo, here is the Christ!’ or ‘There he is!’ do not believe it. 24For false 
Christs and false prophets will arise and show great signs and wonders, so as to lead astray, if pos-
sible, even the elect. 25Lo, I have told you beforehand. 26So, if they say to you, ‘Lo, he is in the 
wilderness,’ do not go out; if they say, ‘Lo, he is in the inner rooms,’ do not believe it (Matt. 24:23–
26, RSV). 
 

 Paul continued to warn us of deceit and false prophets in his day: 
 
And what I do I will continue to do, in order to undermine the claim of those who would like to 
claim that in their boasted mission they work on the same terms as we do. 13For such men are false 
apostles, deceitful workmen, disguising themselves as apostles of Christ. 14And no wonder, for even 
Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. 15So it is not strange if his servants also disguise 
themselves as servants of righteousness. Their end will correspond to their deeds (2 Cor. 11:12–15, 
RSV). 
 

The angel of light is perhaps the most difficult to discern despite our analytical skills. 
Equally dangerous are the ‘fair and flattering words [as] they deceive the hearts of the 
simple-minded’.2 Again, Martin Luther alerted us of our inadequacy in dealing with 
this deception when he wrote in his hymn: 

 
His [Satan’s] craft and power are great, 
And, armed with cruel hate, 
On earth is not his equal.3 

 
 We can only dissect out the externals of what we can see and measure. We need 
the discernment of the Spirit of God to see through the disguises before our eyes. The 
Book of Revelation continues with the warning of falsehood in the church: 

 

                                                
2  Rom. 16:18, RSV. 
3  New Creation Hymn Book, no. 1, v. 1. 
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But I have a few things against you: you have some there who hold the teaching of Balaam, who 
taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, that they might eat food sacrificed 
to idols and practice immorality. 15So you also have some who hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans. 
16Repent then. If not, I will come to you soon and war against them with the sword of my 
mouth . . . 20But I have this against you, that you tolerate the woman Jezebel, who calls herself a 
prophetess and is teaching and beguiling my servants to practice immorality and to eat food sacri-
ficed to idols (Rev. 2:14–16, 20, RSV). 

THE ANTICHRIST 

In the closing years of his life, John the Apostle warned of the anti-Christ and how 
destructive this is going to be for the believers. It cuts right into the very centre of the 
purpose of God: 

 
Children, it is the last hour; and as you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many anti-
christs have come; therefore we know that it is the last hour. 19They went out from us, but they were 
not of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued with us; but they went out, that it 
might be plain that they all are not of us. 20But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you 
all know. 21I write to you, not because you do not know the truth, but because you know it, and 
know that no lie is of the truth. 22Who is the liar but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is 
the antichrist, he who denies the Father and the Son. 23No one who denies the Son has the Father. 
He who confesses the Son has the Father also. 24Let what you heard from the beginning abide in 
you. If what you heard from the beginning abides in you, then you will abide in the Son and in the 
Father. 25And this is what he has promised us, eternal life (1 John 2:18–25, RSV). 
 

John says very emphatically that the liar denies that Jesus is the Christ. What does this 
mean? This is the denial of His divinity and Messiahship as the chosen one of God to 
mediate in the reconciliation of the creation. ‘For Jesus to be Messiah is a claim that 
discloses the eternal love of God, and the complete salvation, not only of believing 
persons, but the whole elect people of God, of whom I have also spoken in this 
letter.’4 
 This being so, then the denial of Christ is the denial of this whole process of the 
restoration of humanity through the incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. The denial of Christ puts to nought the only hope of humanity to be free from 
its guilt and also puts humanity back in the enslavement of sin and despair.  
 This denial of Christ also denies the Father and the Son. This is more than just the 
denial of the logic of the Triune Godhead. This work of reconciliation through the 
Son is also the work of the Triune God; Father, Son and Spirit. And the work of 
restoration through Jesus Christ is not merely the restoration of an individual to 
wholeness as a stand-alone entity. It is the restoration of the whole of humanity, 
incorporating us into the body of Christ. In this way the Son takes us back to the 
communion He has with the Father. This restored communion is the result of the 
reconciliation and we participate in the communion that the Son has with the Father 
who is the fountain of life. This is the anointing of the Spirit and, as John points out, 
this allows us to abide in the Son and in the Father. 

                                                
4  Geoffrey Bingham, Denying the Truth, NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, pp. 4–5. 
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THE CHURCH EXISTS IN THIS OPPOSITION 

In one of his moving farewell speeches, Paul spoke from Miletus to the elders of the 
church at Ephesus and he said: 

 
Take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to 
care for the church of God which he obtained with the blood of his own Son. 29I know that after my 
departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; 30and from among your own 
selves will arise men speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after them (Acts 20:28–
30, RSV). 
 

And again to Timothy: 
 
Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith by giving heed to 
deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons, 2through the pretensions of liars whose consciences are 
seared (1 Tim. 4:1–2, RSV). 
 

 The church of God exists in the midst of this deception and this is the reality that 
confronts our ministry.  

THE DAYS OF THE ANTI-WORD 

While we like to live in a loving and hassle-free environment, this is not to be the case 
as we have seen from the warnings of Paul above. We have seen the rebellion in the 
garden and the subversion that followed in the history of Israel. We have also seen the 
warnings by Christ, Paul and John regarding the deception that the people of God will 
face.  
 Right throughout the history of the church this has been so. We can go through the 
heresies of the early church and see the responses mounted by the church fathers to 
turn the people of God back to what is true. The Council of Nicea was a momentous 
event. Yet the aftermath of Nicea was plagued by intrigue and political see-sawing of 
the parties involved. The whole debate was subverted by the prevailing philosophy of 
the day at the expense of the word of God.  
 Yet in all these upheavals the church was forced to define her position with regards 
to the teaching of Scripture. While these statements may in some cases overstep the 
boundaries permitted by Scripture, many of them have helped to clarify the truth of 
the word. Many of these have come to us as the heritage of the church. 
 We may mention the Reformation and the Great Awakenings as epochs of revival 
within the church when she was being led astray by the prevailing philosophy and 
culture.  
 While we may pride ourselves today as people who have accepted and conform to 
the prophetic word, yet we need to examine ourselves whether there are elements of 
the anti-word within us. This anti-word subordinates the word of God to a centre 
within us so that we have the final control over things. This is exemplified by a couple 
of letters written to the National Catholic Reporter recently regarding the role of the 
newly installed Pope: 
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. . . want their gurus to make God come alive with down-to-earth religious practice . . . They yearn 
for spirituality, not theology, for true liberation, not pious platitudes. 
 
To make a real impact . . . the pope will have to inspire a church of deeds, not words.5 
 

 The prophetic word of God has been denigrated. The work of human hands now 
counts above all. On the other hand, we may see that whatever we do does not matter, 
as the prophetic word will finally achieve its goal. The latter part of the statement is 
true but the achievement of the word of God is the incorporation of humanity into its 
communion as ‘the God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet’6 in the march 
towards the final goal.  
 So long as we take an either/or stand, we have not acknowledged the prophetic 
word in the way we should. The word is not a tool in our hand, as ‘the word became 
flesh and [tabernacled] among us’.7 The false word will be in our midst and our task 
is the faithful proclamation of the prophetic word. And that proclamation will impact 
upon human lives in ways that we may not even be aware of. Isaiah says, ‘Behold, I 
am doing a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way 
in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.’8 So long as we hold some form of human 
possibility as our desired goal in sight and work towards that, we are in fact axing the 
prophetic word. The perceived word in us has become the anti-word. The prophetic 
word creates within humanity new possibilities9 not envisioned by the natural human 
mind unless put there by the Spirit of God. So the writer of Proverbs affirms: 

 
No wisdom, no understanding, no counsel, 
   can avail against the LORD.  
31The horse is made ready for the day of battle, 
   but the victory belongs to the LORD 
(Prov. 21:30–31, RSV). 

 

                                                
5  Open letters written to Benedict XVI in National Catholic Reporter, June 3, 2005, p. 16. 
6  Rom. 16:20, RSV. 
7  John 1:14. 
8  Isa. 43:19, RSV. 
9  W. Brueggemann, ‘The Prophetic Word of God and History’, Interpretation, Richmond, July 1994, vol. 
48:3, p. 239. 
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STUDY 9 

ISRAEL—THE COMPANY 
OF THE PROPHETS 

Ian Pennicook 

Christians are used to speaking of Israel. Sometimes that is in reference to the Old 
Testament, while for many the primary reference is to the modern nation and its sig-
nificance. Occasionally, there is little distinction made between the two. Modern 
Israel, although insignificant numerically,1 is highly significant in its political influ-
ence, but the same could not be said for Israel of old, except during the period of the 
reigns of David and Solomon. At the time of Jesus, Judea was a small troublesome 
area, which did not even rate the appointment of a Governor of senatorial rank.2 Even 
the size of the population ascribed to Israel throughout its history is open to critical dis-
cussion by historians, including Jewish historians.3 But whatever the numbers involved, 
Moses himself declared that Israel was ‘the fewest of all peoples’ (Deut. 7:7). 
 Yet Israel was significant. But against what standard do we measure that? While 
we may find Israel’s history fascinating, the Roman Tacitus passed over years of 
trouble and insurrection with the comment, ‘Under Tiberius all was quiet’.4 When 
Paul was viewing the Jews in terms of the universal guilt of humanity, he asked: 

 
Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? 2Much, in every way. For 
in the first place the Jews were entrusted with the oracles of God (Rom. 3:1–2). 
 

 The oracles of God were not merely the written documents of the Old Testament. 
Had Paul been referring to those he would have used the word he normally used, 
‘scripture’, grafhv (graph¬).5 An oracle, lovgion (logion), is a ‘ “Saying,” “pronounce-
ment,” esp. “[a] saying which may be traced back to the deity.” ’6 Besides this use in 
                                                

1  It is estimated that at July 2005 there are a little under 6.5 billion people in the world. Over against that 
number, there are 14.5 million Jews (of whom only a bit over 6 million live in the land of Israel) making the 
number of Jews 0.23% of the world’s population (source: CIA Fact Book). 

2  Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1993, p. 42. 
3  The evangelical scholar R. K. Harrison wrote: ‘By any standards the majesty and the miracle of the 

deliverance of Israel at the Yam Suph could only be expressed numerically in terms of enormous quantities, which 
taken on a purely literal basis are far in excess of what actually obtained at the time’ (Introduction to the Old 
Testament, Tyndale Press, London, 1970, p. 633). 

4  The Histories, 5.9. 
5  grafhv is used on seven occasions in Romans alone, whereas Paul uses ‘oracles’ only once, here, in all his 

letters.  
6  G. Kittel, levgw ktl, in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 4, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1967, 

p. 137. 
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Romans, the word is used on only three other occasions in the New Testament. It is 
first used in Acts 7:38: 

 
[Moses] is the one who was in the congregation in the wilderness with the angel who spoke to him 
at Mount Sinai, and with our ancestors; and he received living oracles to give to us (Acts 7:38). 
 

In Hebrews 5:12, the writer criticises the readers for being dull in hearing, and says 
that they need to be taught ‘again the basic elements of the oracles of God’, where the 
reference is to the word of God spoken in the Son (1:1–2). A similar use is in 1 Peter 
4:11, where the reference is to the one who speaks in the church. That person must do 
so as one who utters ‘the oracles of God’ (RSV, AV) or ‘the very words of God’ 
(NRSV, NIV).  
 The sense, especially in Romans 3:2 and Acts 7:38 as speaking of Israel, is that 
here was a people to whom God had personally spoken. In Moses’ words, Israel 
‘heard the voice of . . . [G]od speaking out of a fire’. No other people, he said, had 
done that and lived (Deut. 4:33). When Moses received ‘living oracles’ it was in order 
that he might pass them on to all Israel, the situation which prevailed when Israel had 
chosen not to hear the voice of God again directly (Deut. 5:24–27).  
 Viewed as part of Salvation History, Israel’s role can be ‘slotted in’ to what we 
understand as the process of God accomplishing his eternal purposes. While that 
approach is certainly correct, it can, at times, tend to reduce the subject to almost 
formulaic details. Yet viewed from within the recorded life of Israel, there was a con-
stant reminder of the extraordinary privilege accorded to this ‘fewest of all peoples’. 
Israel needed constant reminders of its great dignity as the people of God: 

 
It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that the LORD set his heart on 
you and chose you—for you were the fewest of all peoples. 8It was because the LORD loved you 
and kept the oath that he swore to your ancestors, that the LORD has brought you out with a mighty 
hand, and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt. 9Know 
therefore that the LORD your God is God, the faithful God who maintains covenant loyalty with 
those who love him and keep his commandments, to a thousand generations, 10and who repays in 
their own person those who reject him. He does not delay but repays in their own person those who 
reject him. 11Therefore, observe diligently the commandment—the statutes, and the ordinances—
that I am commanding you today (Deut. 7:7–11). 
 
You are children of the LORD your God. You must not lacerate yourselves or shave your forelocks 
for the dead. 2For you are a people holy to the LORD your God; it is you the LORD has chosen out 
of all the peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession (Deut. 14:1–2). 
 

Sin in Israel was not merely the breaking of rules: it was the flagrant denial of all that 
God had given them. It was a loss of the dignity which comes from God himself. For 
instance, violation of the Sabbath, seemingly trivial in our eyes, denies the truth of 
God (Gen. 2:2–3) and so the truth of the created image of God (Exod. 20:8–11). But 
for this people the Sabbath was part of their dignity as the redeemed community 
(Deut. 5:12–15).7  

                                                
7  This will be developed below, but it must be stressed that the need for obedience in Israel simply anticipates 

the obligation of love which is ours in Christ. To that extent the ‘application’ is obvious. 
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MY PROPHETS 

Psalms 104 – 106, which bring the fourth book of Psalms to a close, set out the situa-
tion in which Israel found itself. Psalm 104 deals with creation and the constant provi-
sion God makes for all he has made. Psalm 105 recounts the particular provision, 
through God’s faithfulness to the ‘everlasting covenant’ (Ps. 105:10), for redeemed 
Israel, while Psalm 106 recounts the same history, but from the angle of Israel’s per-
sistent rebellion.  
 It is Psalm 105 which indicates the high dignity of Israel. In verses 1–4, there is the 
exhortation to call on God, to sing to and of him, making his deeds known among the 
peoples (Ps. 105:1–2) because Israel is the ‘offspring of . . . Abraham, [the] children 
of Jacob, his chosen ones’8 (Ps. 105:6). The psalm moves from Abraham and Jacob to 
the matter of the covenant and God’s intention to have those descendants of Abraham 
and Jacob as a people established in Canaan, their particular inheritance within the 
whole world (Ps. 105:11).  
 Why should God want to give these people this inheritance?9 In reply the psalmist 
tells us: 

 
When they were few in number,  
 of little account, and strangers in it,  
13wandering from nation to nation,  
 from one kingdom to another people,  
14he allowed no one to oppress them;  
 he rebuked kings on their account,  
15saying, ‘Do not touch my anointed ones;  
 do my prophets no harm’ (Ps. 105:12–15). 

 
Again there is the recognition that Israel was numerically small, but there is the 
awareness that this people was the body of his ‘anointed ones’, and his prophets. It 
may appear strange to our ears, but all Israel were his ‘messiahs’.10 Likewise they 
were the LORD’s ‘prophets’.11 These designations are highlighted by the great 
redemption that was worked for them, from the sending of Joseph to Egypt and the 
summoning of the famine which led to Israel going to Egypt, through to the supply of 
food and water in the wilderness. The psalm concludes with the great burst of joy: 
 

So he brought his people out with joy,  
 his chosen ones with singing.  
44He gave them the lands of the nations,  
 and they took possession of the wealth of the peoples,  

                                                
8  ‘Gal. 3:6ff. and 4:28 show that every Christian belongs to this family, whose history and calling we now 

inherit. Here are the early chapters of our own story; we can sing of its miraculous beginnings with more than a 
spectator’s interest . . .’ (Derek Kidner, Psalms 73–150, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, Inter-Varsity 
Press, London, 1975, p. 374). It is, however, impossible to be certain whether verse 6 refers to all Israel or only to 
Abraham and Jacob. 

9  It may be helpful to note the reminder that ‘[t]raditional approaches to the Psalms have been too theological 
and conceptual. Theology will come to us indirectly and implicitly; we expect the psalms to reflect theology, but 
hardly as liturgy to initiate it’ (William J. Dumbrell, The Faith of Israel: A Theological Survey of the Old 
Testament, 2nd edn, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, 2003, p. 252).  

10  yj…yvim]bi (bimeshichae). 
11  ya'ybin “liw “ (welinebimai) from aybin: (nabi) see below. 
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45that they might keep his statutes and observe his laws.  
Praise the LORD! (Ps. 105:43–45). 

 
Here, perhaps, is the nature of the prophetic role for which Israel was anointed. 
Keeping his statutes and obeying his laws was to have more than just an internal sig-
nificance. It was the way by which the LORD’s deeds were to be made known among 
the peoples. The failure of Israel to live in this high dignity is demonstrated in Ezekiel 
36:16–20: 
 

The word of the LORD came to me: 17Mortal, when the house of Israel lived on their own soil, they 
defiled it with their ways and their deeds; their conduct in my sight was like the uncleanness of a 
woman in her menstrual period. 18So I poured out my wrath upon them for the blood that they had 
shed upon the land, and for the idols with which they had defiled it. 19I scattered them among the 
nations, and they were dispersed through the countries; in accordance with their conduct and their 
deeds I judged them. 20But when they came to the nations, wherever they came, they profaned my 
holy name, in that it was said of them, ‘These are the people of the LORD, and yet they had to go 
out of his land.’ 

 
Israel’s failure to keep the laws and the statutes resulted in their prophetic role being 
denied. 

PROPHETS WITHIN ISRAEL 

Throughout Israel’s existence, God sent prophets to them, although there were 
prophets prior to the establishment of the nation. The first designated prophet in the 
Old Testament was Abraham (Gen. 20:7), though Jesus mentioned Abel as the first of 
the prophets to be killed for his testimony (Luke 11:49–51). 
 The prophets in Israel were known as seers, servants of God, prophets and even 
messengers. The title most commonly used is aybin: (nabi). The word means ‘spokes-
man, speaker, prophet’,12 with the word ‘prophet’ meaning one ‘who speaks forth a 
message . . . which has been received from a superior’.13 ‘Seer’, ha,ro (ro’eh), was the 
old name for a prophet (1 Sam. 9:9) and described the means by which God’s revela-
tion came to that person. A synonym for ha,ro is hz<jo (chozeh), as seen in Isaiah 
30:9–10: 
 

For they are a rebellious people, faithless children, children who will not hear the instruction of the 
LORD; 10who 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’. 

 
Here the word ‘prophet’ is hz<jo and means  a person who sees.14 E. J. Young 
translates this as:  
 

Who say to the Seers (ha,ro), ‘Ye shall not see,’ 
And to the Beholders (hz<jo), ‘Ye shall not observe for us right things’.15 

                                                
12  Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, & Charles A. Briggs, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament, 

Clarendon Press, Oxford, n.d., p. 611. 
13  E. J. Young, My Servants the Prophets, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1952, p. 58. With this sense, Aaron was 

called Moses’ prophet (Exod. 7:1). 
14  From the root hz:j;, ‘see, perceive with the eyes’, Brown, Driver and Briggs, p. 302. 
15  My Servants the Prophets, p. 64. 
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Again, the point is only the way the message to be delivered is received. The final 
issue, however, was not the method of reception, but that the utterance of God had to 
be declared and for that reason the seer was one ‘who speaks forth a message . . . 
which has been received from a superior’, from God himself, he was a aybin:.  
 An even more significant aspect of this, and one which explains the often violent 
rejection of the prophets, is described by Christoph Barth: 

 
When a prophet emerges, a tremendous event has just taken place. God himself, the Lord, has 
revealed himself to a human creature. This divine manifestation is both the beginning and the basis 
of a prophetic life. ‘God has revealed himself to me’ is a prophet’s answer if his authority is ques-
tioned. Without the initial experience no one would dare act and speak as a prophet.16 
 

To be a prophet, then, was no light matter. When his message was opposed, Amos 
denied any personal history as a prophet, but told Amaziah:  

 
I was neither a prophet nor a prophet’s son, but I was a shepherd, and I also took care of sycamore-
fig trees. 15But the LORD took me from tending the flock and said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my 
people Israel’ (Amos 7:14–15, NIV).17 
 

The prophet has been met by God and has the word of God on his lips (Jer. 1:9), and 
he trembles at the mighty responsibility that is given (Isa. 66:5). What is more, even if 
for the moment his message is rejected, the time will come, and come it will, when 
the people will acknowledge that a prophet has been among them (Ezek. 33:33). In 
other words, it is both foolish and dangerous to refuse to hear the prophet, since that 
means rejecting God himself who has spoken through the prophet. 
 The question remains, why should God speak through these prophets? First, in 
Amos’ words: 

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

 
In Barth’s summary: 

 
God reveals himself and speaks his Word in order to initiate an action that he is about to undertake, 
especially when evil and suffering go behind the limits that he has set. Critical situations that he 
finds intolerable and incompatible with the sanctity of his name repeatedly move him to take action 
and to send prophets as the first witnesses to his word and deed. 
   Why did God send Amos from Tekoa to prophesy against Israel? ‘The Lord roars from Zion,’ he 
can no longer stand to see the spread of evil throughout Israel and the surrounding countries (Amos 
1). Isaiah, too, was called in the year of Uzziah’s death when wickedness had reached a peak in 
Jerusalem and its leaders neither trusted God nor respected civil rights. Jeremiah was called a cen-
tury later to announce God’s judgment on Judah and Jerusalem because of the people’s infidelity. 
   In earlier times Moses had been called when Israel was oppressed in Egypt, Samuel when the 
leadership of Eli’s sons was corrupt, Elijah when Ahab and Jezebel were promoting idolatry, and 
Elisha when Israel was endangered by Aram and Moab. 

                                                
16  God with Us: A Theological Introduction to the Old Testament, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1991,  

p. 310.  
17  NRSV and RSV have ‘I am no prophet’. 
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   The prophets were sent as occasion demanded. They did not have an institutional function. For 
long periods God might be mute (1 Sam. 3:1). The coming of a prophet was always an unusual and 
astonishing event. In times of crisis it showed that God still cared even for an unfaithful people by 
intervening for it and by announcing his intervention through a weak servant of his own choosing.18 

PROPHECY AND THE COVENANT19 

But why should God still care? The answer is that he is the God of the covenant. 
When he revealed himself to Moses, it was because he ‘remembered his covenant 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob’ (Exod. 2:24; cf. 6:4–5). That meant that God had 
bound Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to himself and he had bound himself to them, so that 
he would always be working to fulfil the promises he made to them. Israel’s troubles 
in Egypt evoked the response of the one who was bound by his own nature to keep the 
covenant he had made (thus Exod. 34:6–7, where these statements are to be under-
stood in covenant terms). 
 As we saw above, Israel, as beneficiary of this covenant faithfulness (ds,j, chesed), 
was highly privileged and, as those bound to God, his holy people, they were people 
given great dignity. But, as such, they also had obligations under the covenant. That 
does not mean that they were somehow in a situation where they had to do more than 
was required of others. Israel’s obligations under the covenant were no more than 
would be expected from any other human community. The contrast was not between 
the demand for obedience and some supposed independence but between authentic 
human living as opposed to the denial of what is truly human. The choice of Israel 
was a far greater matter than the formation of a group with a distinctive religion; it 
was the choice of a people who would demonstrate what it means to be the people of 
the Most High who created and rules all the nations. Israel’s redemption was more 
than just a freedom from human bondage, as significant as that was. Rather, by that 
redemption from Egypt, Israel was saved to be what God intended through Adam.20  
 N. T. Wright has this to say: 
 

In this section, then, I shall suggest that Adam-theology, where it occurs in the Old Testament and 
intertestamental writings, fulfills a specific purpose. It either advances, or develops, a claim about 
the place of Israel in the purposes of God. It is another way of saying that the world was made for 
the sake of Israel, or that Israel is, or is to become, God’s intended true humanity. 
   This view goes back at least as far as the final redaction of Genesis. In its present form, the book 
clearly highlights ch. 12 as its turning-point; after the curse of the fall, the flood and Babel (chs. 3, 7 
and 11), God promises to bless Abram and his family. As later tradition put it, Abraham will be 
God’s means of undoing the sin of Adam [referring to Genesis Rabbah 14:6]. This broad theme is 
given significant detail by a set of recurring motifs in which the commands given to Adam in 
Genesis 1.28 reappear in new guise: 

                                                
18  God with Us, pp. 312f. 
19  Geoff Bingham’s books, Comprehending the Covenant (NCPI, Blackwood, 1999), and Love’s Most 

Glorious Covenant (Redeemer Press, Castle Hill, 1997), need to be recommended as accessible and very useful.  
20  See N. T. Wright, ‘Adam, Israel and the Messiah’, in The Climax of the Covenant (Fortress Press, 

Minneapolis, 1991), pp. 18–40; also N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (SPCK, London, 
1992), pp. 259–68. 
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1.28: And God blessed them, and God said to them ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth 
and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over 
every living thing that moves upon the earth. 
 
12.2 f.: I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that 
you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you . . . 
 
17.2, 6, 8: I will make my covenant between me and you, and will multiply you exceedingly . . . I 
will make you exceedingly fruitful . . . and I will give you, and to your seed after you, all the land 
of Canaan . . . 
 
22.16 ff.: Because you have done this . . . I will indeed bless you, and I will multiply your 
descendants as the stars of heaven and as the sand which is on the seashore . . . and by you shall 
all the nations of the earth bless themselves, because you have obeyed my voice. 
 
26.3 f.: (The Lord said to Isaac) I will be with you, and will bless you; for to you and to your 
seed I will give all these lands, and I will fulfill the oath which I swore to Abraham your father. I 
will multiply your seed as the stars of heaven, and will give to your seed all these lands: and by 
your seed all the nations of the earth shall bless themselves . . . 
 
26.24: Fear not, for I am with you and will bless you and multiply your descendants for my 
servant Abraham’s sake. 
 
28.3: (Isaac blessed Jacob and said) God Almighty bless you and make you fruitful and multiply 
you, that you may become a company of peoples. May he give you the blessing of Abraham, to 
you and to your seed with you, that you may take possession of the land of your sojournings 
which God gave to Abraham. 
 
35.11 f.: And God said to (Jacob) ‘I am God Almighty: be fruitful and multiply; a nation and 
company of nations shall come from you . . . the land which I gave to Abraham and Isaac I will 
give to you, and I will give the land to your descendants after you. 
 
47.27: Thus Israel dwelt in the land of Egypt . . . and they gained possessions in it, and were 
fruitful and multiplied exceedingly. 
 
48.3 f.: Jacob said to Joseph, ‘God Almighty appeared to me . . . and said to me “Behold, I will 
make you fruitful, and multiply you . . . and I will give you this land, to your seed after you . . . 
 

Thus at key moments—Abraham’s call, his circumcision, the offering of Isaac, the transitions from 
Abraham to Isaac and from Isaac to Jacob, and in the sojourn in Egypt—the narrative quietly makes 
the point that Abraham and his family inherit, in a measure, the role of Adam and Eve. The 
differences are not, however, insignificant. Except for 35.11 f., echoed in 48.3 f., [he adds: Which 
would seem to put Jacob on a level with Adam (1:26 ff.) and Noah (9:1–7).] the command (‘be 
fruitful . . .’) has turned into a promise (‘I will make you fruitful . . .’). The word ‘exceedingly’ is 
added in ch. 17. And, most importantly, possession of the land of Canaan, and supremacy over 
enemies, has taken the place of the dominion over nature given in 1.28. We could sum up this 
aspect of Genesis by saying: Abraham’s children are God’s true humanity, and their homeland is 
the new Eden.21  

The covenant with Israel, then, has cosmic significance and so obedience to the 
obligations of the covenant is no light matter. We might note, too, that some of the 
commandments given to Israel are uniquely theirs, as for instance Sabbath observance 
(Exod. 31:15–17) and the various food laws, all of which are rendered inapplicable (to 
non-Jews in particular) in the work of Christ (as in Rom. 14:1–6; Acts 10:11–15; 
Mark 2:23–28; 7:19). When we are reminded that Israel is to be the source of blessing 

                                                
21  Wright, The Climax of the Covenant, pp. 21f. 
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for all the nations, then it is not surprising that Exodus 19:5–6 is expressed in condi-
tional terms: 

 
Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession 
out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, 6but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom 
and a holy nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the Israelites. 

 
The goal is expressed in Isaiah 2:2–4 (= Micah 4:1–3): 

 
In days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established as the highest of the moun-
tains, and shall be raised above the hills; all the nations shall stream to it. 3Many peoples shall come 
and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob; that he 
may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.’ For out of Zion shall go forth 
instruction, and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 4He shall judge between the nations, and 
shall arbitrate for many peoples; they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into 
pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more 
(Isa. 2:2–4). 

 
Israel is the point where the nations return to hear ‘the word of the LORD’. For that 
reason Israel must be the prophetic community, and where either nation or individuals 
within it violate the covenant there is: (i) the provision of the sacrificial system; and 
(ii) the voice of the individual prophets calling them back to the covenant. Further:  
(iii) where there is refusal to repent and return to the Lord, ‘for he will abundantly 
pardon’ (Isa. 55:7), there is the judgment of the nation.  
 What sometimes seem to stand out in the writings of the prophets in the Old Tes-
tament are the oracles to the nations. These are not incidental, though our focus on 
Israel may make them appear so. In dealing with Israel, God’s attitude to the nations 
and his condemnation of their evil remains. Basically, though, the individual prophets 
in Israel are the voice of God to that nation so that that nation might be the voice of 
God to the whole world. And the same principle of covenant obligation which we see 
in Israel was present in Adam. The command not to eat the fruit of the tree was not a 
limitation but a delineation of the nature of humanity under God. The command was 
with a view to the maintaining of the communion into which Adam was formed. As 
Geoffrey Bingham puts it: 
 

It is better to say that the Trinity was One in being, and as One planned Man’s salvation before 
time. When Man was created, he was one in communion with God, and this is the relationship we 
call covenant. It was with all humanity, in Adam. When Adam broke relationship with God, he 
broke the covenant; but God, for his part, did not break the covenant. He had determined to redeem 
Man through His Son, and that act was what we call the New Covenant.22 
 

The goal was always the nations, and I would suggest that from Pentecost onwards, 
the unique function of Israel ceased. Israel from then on stood (and stands) as one of 
the nations redeemed by Israel’s Messiah (cf. Isa. 19:24–25). But whether we agree 
with that conclusion or not, we must see that, within the action of redemptive history 
prior to Christ, Israel stood as the great prophetic community, albeit in a way that is 
different from the way the word is proclaimed after the Spirit is poured out at Pente-
cost.  

                                                
22  Comprehending the Covenant, p. 9. 
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STUDY 10 

WORSHIP AND THE  
PROPHETIC WORD 

Noel Due 

PROPHETS MUST HEAR BEFORE THEY CAN SPEAK 

It is clear that the ministry of the prophets was inseparable from their hearing of the 
word of the Lord. This is made plain, for example, in the message of Jeremiah:  

 
Thus says the LORD of hosts: ‘Do not listen to the words of the prophets who prophesy to you, 
filling you with vain hopes. They speak visions of their own minds, not from the mouth of the 
LORD. They say continually to those who despise the word of the LORD, “It shall be well with 
you”; and to everyone who stubbornly follows his own heart, they say, “No disaster shall come 
upon you.” ’ For who among them has stood in the council of the LORD to see and to hear his word, 
or who has paid attention to his word and listened? Behold, the storm of the LORD! Wrath has gone 
forth, a whirling tempest; it will burst upon the head of the wicked. The anger of the LORD will not 
turn back until he has executed and accomplished the intents of his heart. In the latter days you will 
understand it clearly. ‘I did not send the prophets, yet they ran; I did not speak to them, yet they 
prophesied. But if they had stood in my council, then they would have proclaimed my words to my 
people, and they would have turned them from their evil way, and from the evil of their deeds’ (Jer. 
23:16–22, ESV).  

 
 The Lord’s word through Jeremiah was that the voices of the false prophets were 
not to be heeded. Why? Their visions did not come ‘from the mouth of the Lord’  
(v. 16); they despised those who spoke the word of the Lord truly (v. 17); they had not 
stood in the Lord’s council ‘to see and to hear his word’ or to ‘pay attention’ to it (v. 
18); and the Lord says that he had neither sent nor spoken to them (v. 21). Indeed, if 
they had stood in his council, the prophets ‘would have proclaimed my words to my 
people’ (v. 22). As it is, they spoke (and speak still, if we allow a continuation of the 
principle) an evil word of their own imaging and their utterances come from the 
deceit of their own hearts (Jer. 23:26). They did not hear God, so they could not speak 
for him. 
 The connection between speaking the prophetic word and hearing the Lord’s voice 
is emphasised in other places and in other ways. Of Moses we are told (in the context 
of Miriam and Aaron’s grumbling against him): 
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And the LORD came down in a pillar of cloud and stood at the entrance of the tent and called Aaron 
and Miriam, and they both came forward. And he said, ‘Hear my words: If there is a prophet among 
you, I the LORD make myself known to him in a vision; I speak with him in a dream. Not so with 
my servant Moses. He is faithful in all my house. With him I speak mouth to mouth, clearly, and 
not in riddles, and he beholds the form of the LORD. Why then were you not afraid to speak against 
my servant Moses?’ (Num. 12:5–8).  
 

 Moses himself prophesies of the Prophet to come after him. The Lord says through 
him: 

 
I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers. And I will put my words in 
his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him. And whoever will not listen to my 
words that he shall speak in my name, I myself will require it of him. But the prophet who pres-
umes to speak a word in my name that I have not commanded him to speak, or who speaks in the 
name of other gods, that same prophet shall die (Deut. 18:18–20).  
 

 Elsewhere, not only does the Lord tell of the general principle of prophecy  
(i.e. that ‘the Lord GOD does nothing without revealing his secret to his servants the 
prophets’, Amos 3:7), but also we see that the Lord sends his prophets (e.g. Jer. 23:21, 
32; cf. 14:14; 27:15; 28:15; 29:9, 31; Isa. 6:8 etc.). No sending, no true prophetic 
word. It is no surprise, then, to see Ezekiel concurring with Jeremiah, ‘her prophets 
have smeared whitewash for them, seeing false visions and divining lies for them, 
saying, “Thus says the Lord GOD,” when the LORD has not spoken’ (Ezek. 22:28; cf. 
13:3, 6). Prophets must be sent, and in being sent they are, ipso facto, hearers of the 
word of God who sends them. If they are not hearers of his word, they are not sent. 
No sending, no divine prophetic commission. 

JESUS IN HIS OFFICE AS PROPHET 

Jesus Speaks as He Hears 

 The above material leads us to some clear and immediate links with the New Tes-
tament’s picture of Jesus in his office as God’s Prophet. Jesus repeatedly says that he 
has been sent from the Father (e.g. Matt. 10:40; cf. John 4:34; 6:38–39; 7:28–29; 9:4 
etc.) and that he speaks that which he has seen and heard from the Father. In fact, he 
does nothing other than that (e.g. John 8:38; cf. 5:19, 30; 14:10, 24). His Sonship is 
lived out in humble submission to the Father at every point, never taking his own ini-
tiative, and never departing from his Father’s will. He adds nothing to that which he 
has seen and heard from God but, then again, he does not leave anything out! He 
speaks the full counsel of God. He speaks from the very heart of his council, having 
come from (and abiding in) the bosom of the Father.  
 Thus, Jesus is able to say, ‘I have not spoken on my own authority, but the Father 
who sent me has himself given me a 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 told me’ (John 12:49–50). Jesus, as the great Prophet (and no less, as 
Priest, King, Apostle and Sage), stands under the word of God. In so doing, his minis-
try is effective in the power of the Spirit. His teaching is given ‘from above’ and he 
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thus embodies the wisdom of God, but also suffers the consequences for so speaking 
(e.g. Luke 13:33). In his death and resurrection the real nature of the wisdom ‘from 
above’ is seen, even though it is neither received nor understood by the rulers of this 
age.  

Jesus Commissions His Disciples to Speak His Word 

 Not only is Jesus’ ministry one of hearing (and thus speaking) as the Great 
Prophet, but his ministry is also a ‘commissioning’ ministry. This is an important (and 
neglected?) aspect of the revelation of the divinity of the Son, since in the Old 
Testament the LORD is the only one who could commission directly in such a way 
(e.g. Isa. 6, especially when compared with John 12:36b–43). Jesus, however, had no 
doubt that he had been sent from the Father to commission his disciples for the pro-
clamation of the word. He speaks to his disciples in terms that make it clear that their 
sending is commensurate with his: ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, I 
am sending you’ (John 20:21; cf. 17:18–19; Matt. 28:18–20; Luke 24:46–49). Just as 
the prophets were ‘sent’ by the Lord, and Jesus had been ‘sent’ from the Father, so the 
Son ‘sends’ his newly commissioned prophetic community into the world, in 
dependence on the Father for all things.1 
 As with the prophets of old, and in the case of Jesus himself, this sending is made 
effective through the abiding and enabling power of the Holy Spirit (so Luke 24:49;  
cf. John. 16:7–16; Acts 1:4, 8; 2:1–21). However, we should not lose sight of the fact 
that the Spirit brings to mind the words of Jesus, and things he has taught. Just as in 
the Old Testament prophets, the foundation of the prophetic community still lies with 
the hearing of the word of God, now spoken fully and completely in his Son. The 
prophetic community speaks that which has been seen and heard. Where, on occasion, 
it ceased to do so, rebuke and warning were necessary (e.g. Col. 2:18–19; and, from 
another angle, Gal. 1:8–9, 11–12). Even this action, however, indicates that the 
Church was forged as the community of the word of God, so that where the message 
of God as revealed in the gospel was compromised, God himself sent apostles and 
prophets to bring the community back to its proper focus and calling. 

THE COMMISSIONED, PROPHETIC COMMUNITY IS  
A WORSHIPPING COMMUNITY 

The worship of the New Testament communities was built around the hearing of the 
word of God. This is evident from the accounts of the congregation that arose after 
Peter’s preaching on the day of Pentecost (e.g. Acts 2:41–42) and elsewhere in the 

                                                
1  The comment by Don Carson is helpful. After surveying some problematic interpretations of the text of John 

20:21, he says, ‘In so far as Jesus was entirely obedient to and dependent upon his Father, who sealed and 
sanctified him and poured out the Spirit upon him without limit (1:32; 3:34; 4:34; 5:19; 6:27; 10:36; 17:4), so far 
does he constitute the definitive model for his disciples: they have become children of God (1:12–13; 3:3, 5; 
20:17), the Spirit has been promised to them (chs. 14–16) and will soon be imparted to them . . . they have been 
sanctified by Christ and will be sanctified by God’s word (17:17) as they grow in unqualified obedience to and 
dependence upon their Lord.’ The Gospel According to John (IVP, Leicester, 1991, pp. 648f.). 
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New Testament (see, for example, the verbs in Acts 20:17–35, and compare the 
themes of this passage with those of the Pastoral Epistles). Certainly, the community 
of God only remained filled with the Spirit where they remained devoted to the hear-
ing of the gospel. Paul’s letter to the Galatians is, in some ways, an ‘object lesson’ of 
the consequences of abandoning the gospel and the appropriate level of pastoral 
response needed to address such a turning away.  

Worship in the ‘Broad’ and ‘Narrow’ Senses 

 An analysis of the biblical concept of worship reveals that we should think of wor-
ship more widely than we often do. In many ways and for many reasons, we limit our 
understanding of worship to those actions which take place at the appointed public 
gatherings for what we have come to call church ‘services’ or ‘acts of worship’ or 
similar terms. Even more restrictively we limit worship to ‘praise’, as in ‘The worship 
was good today. Pity about the sermon!’ However, it is not too difficult to discern 
that, biblically speaking, worship is a ‘whole of life’ issue. ‘Broad’ and ‘narrow’ 
concepts of worship are not unrelated, of course. Worship in the narrow sense is both 
necessary and commanded for the people of God. We do need to gather together the 
assembled hearing of his word and participation in the Lord’s Supper and baptism; for 
corporate prayers of confession and intercession; and for the mutual encouragement 
as we speak to one another in ‘psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs’ and so on. But all 
this should not be disassociated in our thinking (and acting) from worship in the broad 
sense, where we serve God in the actions of love one to another. Thus it is particularly 
notable that many New Testament passages use modified cultic language, where New 
Testament writers apply terms once associated with Old Testament temple and its 
cultus to the relationships, attitudes and actions of believers (e.g. Phil. 2:17; 4:18; 
Rom. 15:15f.). 

Worship and Word Are Inseparable 

 It seems self-evident that the health of the people of God in the New Testament 
was dependent upon the preaching and hearing of the kerygma. Where this declined 
or was exchanged for some other so-called gospel (as in the case of the Galatians, for 
example) the effects were devastating. Koin‹nia was effectively abandoned; the flesh 
was given a powerful entrée into the life of the holy community; the congregations 
were riven with strife and division; and the fullness of the Spirit was replaced with 
actions of human pride. It is a New Testament imperative that the kerygma must be 
preached in the power of the Spirit in order to continually refresh and renew the peo-
ple of God. As God’s people, then, go on in the fullness of the Spirit (which hinges on 
the preaching—at least in some senses—according to Gal. 3:1ff.), so the gospel is 
carried to the nations.  
 The history of the worship (in the narrow sense) of the Church is significant at this 
point. The various liturgies of the reformed churches have always been liturgies of the 
word. During the Reformation the whole ecclesiastical structure of the Roman church 
(which had become based on a sacramentalist approach) was revised. The Reformers 
reduced the number of the sacraments from seven to two (baptism and the Lord’s 
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Supper), and though they might disagree between themselves as to the nature of the 
event (e.g. debates about the ‘real presence’ between Luther and Zwingli), they were 
clearly distinct from Rome. This distinction was not just in number, or form, but in 
the definitive link with the word.  
 In Calvin, for example, the sacraments are another aid to our faith and they are 
related to the preaching of the gospel.2 The sacrament is not needed to confirm the 
word, but is given to establish our faith in the word. The word, therefore, enables us 
to understand the sign, and the sign should follow on the preaching of the word. In all 
of this, Calvin emphasised the role of the Spirit, who, as the inward teacher, comes to 
the believer to teach him or her the meaning of the word in the sacrament.  
 Calvin, in common with all the Reformers, was keen to emphasise the fact that the 
sacraments were not ‘magical’. The sacraments do not bring righteousness apart from 
faith, neither do they confer grace. Rather, as with the preaching of the word, they set 
forth Christ who is to be received by faith. He is the substance of the sacraments, he is 
objectively set forth in them and his Spirit is the one who teaches the believer the 
significance of them, but they do not work ‘magically’ to confer grace, faith or justifi-
cation.  
 Thus the Westminster Confession (ch. 27, pt 1) says: 

 
Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant of grace, immediately instituted by God, to 
represent Christ and His benefits; and to confirm our interest in Him; as also to put a visible differ-
ence between those that belong unto the Church and the rest of the world; and solemnly to engage 
them to the service of God in Christ, according to His Word.3 

  
Where the centrality of the preaching of the word is lost, the exaltation of the word is 
likewise lost, and the gospel is eroded away. With the loss of the kerygma comes the 
loss of the true prophetic community, that community which stands in God’s council, 
which hears his voice and which lives in the truth thus given to it.  

The End of the Matter 

 If what we said in the first section is true, then it becomes plain why we must insist 
on maintaining the preaching of the word at the centre of our public worship. The 
apostles’ doctrine still must form the basis of all our life as Christ’s flock. The Spirit 
still speaks to us in and through the word (the Scriptures) so that we might adore the 
Word incarnate in our worship. The prophetic life of the people of God thus still 
hinges on the hearing of the word of God, standing in his council, and being obedient 
to his commandments. In so doing, the prophetic community bears his words to the 
nations. Through their testimony the nations are brought to rejoice in the voice of 
God.  

                                                
2  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, L.C.C., vol. 21, ed. J. T. McNeill, Westminster Press, 

Philadelphia, 1977, bk 4, pp. 1276–1303. 
3  Westminster Confession of Faith, Free Presbyterian Publications, Glasgow, 1994, p. 111. 
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STUDY 11 

THE COMMUNITY ALIVE 
TO THE WORD 

Deane Meatheringham 

I wish to develop what I presented in my previous study. There the emphasis was 
strong that there can be no Word of God apart from the Spirit: ‘men and women 
moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God’ (2 Pet. 1:21). This is no less true when we 
see that the Christian community alive to the Word is the community indwelt and 
empowered by the Holy Spirit. By the Spirit the Church is a prophetic community 
(Acts 1:8; 2:18). The community alive to the Word consists of members who have 
been originated by the Word of the gospel and the Holy Spirit. They now find their 
life of worship in the same source. 
 I wish to stress at the outset that no Christian believer hearing this witness of mine 
should consider themselves as outside the prophetic ministry given to the people of 
God. None should imagine that he or she is on the boundary looking on. No believer 
in Jesus Christ should any more entertain the thought that they are in a second-class 
religious category that excludes them from the variety of gifts given by Christ. Paul 
considered prophecy as the most important gift in a congregation (1 Cor. 14:1). 
 Martin Bleby’s excellent notes (WA Ministry School) with the same title as mine 
should be read alongside what I am now to give you. 

THE COMMUNITY FOUNDED ON THE WORD AND SPIRIT 

Christian believers speak of what they have heard from God, the Father, the Son and 
the Holy Spirit. What does God tell us? God tells us that he has freely received us and 
justified us in his grace. This equals the Word of God. And where do we hear this 
Word of God? We can only point to God himself who meets us in the crucified and 
risen Jesus Christ. The Word of God is proclaimed, but without the Holy Spirit to 
open blind eyes no truth can be revealed. By the outpouring of the Holy Spirit the 
objective reality of revelation becomes a subjective reality. Then out of the heart the 
mouth utters real testimony that has its source in the entry of God into the heart.  
 In answer to Jesus’ question to his disciples, ‘Who do you say I am?’ Peter replied: 
 

. . . ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God’. And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, 
Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. And 
I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not 
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prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on 
earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven’ (Matt. 
16:16–19). 
 

Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Messiah comes from the Word he has heard and 
seen in Jesus, but only understood by the revelation of the Spirit. Upon Peter’s 
confession the church will be built and it will be a declaration that either binds or 
frees people from their sins. On the day of Pentecost Peter, assured and empowered 
by the Spirit, bears witness to Jesus. Those who receive his message also receive the 
forgiveness of sins and through baptism enter the Messiah’s community (Acts 2:22–
42). 
 Paul reiterated to the church at Thessalonica the means of their being saved from 
false gods into the salvation of being true worshippers: 
 

. . . our message of the gospel came to you not in word only, but also in power and in the Holy 
Spirit and with full conviction (1 Thess. 1:5, 7–10). 

 
 The Word of God in Jesus Christ is the event of personal communion between God 
as God and human beings as human beings. In this act of God speaking to us he 
enables us to hear. Through the Holy Spirit God creates communion between himself 
and us and ourselves and him. The coming of this Word means a judgment is taking 
place, telling us that it is God speaking to us and that it is sinners who are spoken to. 
Only as freely pardoned criminals can we be built into the community of God. 
 The richness of the church continues to consist in its being a bereft people who 
constantly hear the Word of the eternally rich God. The church does not control the 
Word as it controls its liturgies, intellectual formulations, or rules for piety. The glory 
of the new community cannot shine except where the glory of the begraced sinner 
shines. The place where glory shines on earth is at the cross of Christ where we were 
crucified and made weak.  
 The Spirit speaks to our spirit in the Word. Here the community is assured of its 
sonship and is given direction for worship and mission. As a divine person, the Spirit 
causes the community to live. The community stands in the truth only with the 
continuous renewal and preservation of its foundation. This foundation is the Word of 
the apostles and prophets. By the Holy Spirit the community hears the scriptures as 
the Word of God. 
 The Word expressed in Scripture is the foundation and final aim of the church. The 
Word reveals that the church is the greatest attempt at humanising the divine and 
dissolving the gospel. But this is the same gospel that dissolves and vivifies such a 
church. 
 Luther warned us against the fiction of thinking we should see ourselves as the 
ones who manufacture principles for church growth, or weapons for protecting 
ourselves. It is also a warning against trying to do this by turning the community into 
a temple of subjective experiences: 
 

We are not able to uphold the church, neither could our ancestors do so, nor will our descendants. 
Rather it is, and it was and will be he who said ‘I will be with you unto the end of the world’. As it 
stands written in Hebrews 13 ‘Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and for ever’. And in 
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the Apocalypse 1, ‘He who was and who is and who is to come’. Yes he is the one and no other is 
nor can be.1 

APOSTLES AND PROPHETS 

What we are about to see is that the community that is alive to the Word is in fact the 
house, or dwelling, of God. Its foundation is the apostles and prophets, held together 
by Christ as the keystone. Before I deal with the specific gifts or persons who have 
speaking ministries within the community, I wish to give attention to the fact that 
none of these gifts operate outside of the living temple, or dwelling, of God. It would 
seem to me that if we do not get this right then when it comes to realising our 
ministries we may see it as having to get a particular gift from God. Having 
commenced like this the gift then becomes ours. We will have to stimulate ourselves 
to use it or at best get God to help us use what now belongs to us.  
 A friend of mine told me what he was expecting to do on a public holiday. He 
would be working a steam locomotive. My friend regarded this demand as a gift to be 
enjoyed. He would be on the footplate in the cabin, with the heat of the firebox, the 
steam, smoke, noise and movement of the train. All the time he would be responsible 
for shovelling coal and controlling the engine. This is a long way off from where I 
look and see steam engines. Maybe I can get close enough to look inside, feel the 
warmth from a distance and maybe take a photograph. The best I can do is to 
stimulate my imagination and fantasise about what driving a locomotive would be 
like. 
 It can be like this when a group of people read a paper that explains the details and 
use of speaking gifts given to the church. But the best we can do is talk, 
intellectualise, categorise, or even get in small groups and attempt to discover our 
particular gift and use self-stimulation to make it happen. But if we have been brought 
into the very dwelling of God through the revelation of God’s Word and the Holy 
Spirit, we find ourselves in the creative, giving, fire and music of the Triune 
community. Here we do not have to stimulate ourselves or even drive the engine but 
we are worked upon and empowered by the constraint of the community of grace: 
 

. . . through him [Christ] both of us [Jews and the nations] have access in one Spirit to the Father. 
So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with all the saints and also 
members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with 
Christ Jesus himself being the keystone. In him the whole structure is joined together and grows 
into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built together in the Spirit into a dwelling 
place for God (Eph. 2:18–22 and margin). 

 
In the past God chose to dwell in a house that was complete with only the people of 
Israel. But now God’s house is open wide to the peoples of the world. We do not enter 
the holy presence of God in our own right, to stand before God as equals with Jesus. 
We have one mediator, our great high priest, Jesus the Son of God. He has assimilated 
us into his humanity, washed and sanctified us through his blood and carried us into 

                                                
1  This quote was given to me by someone who ascribed its source as ‘Martin Luther, W. A. 54, 470’. 
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God’s presence where he is at the right hand of the Father. All the persons in the 
dwelling of God are priests together, living stones, inhabited by God as God inhabits 
them (Heb. 3:1; 10:19–25; 1 Pet. 2:5, 9). The point is that it’s in this community that 
the action of the gifts occurs, in the whole community. 
 The foundation consists of specific persons, it is not a building made with hands, 
ideas or ideals. The foundation is distinguished from the keystone and the community 
can’t grow without either. 
 Apostles and prophets occur often in the NT. Scholars define and debate what they 
are. In some ways they are unsure. It seems that we can view them from a narrow or a 
wide perspective.2 

Apostles  

 In the narrow sense these would be restricted to the twelve plus Paul who were 
elected and authorised for a unique ministry of preaching the Word of truth (Acts 
2:42). They had to be well attested (1 Cor. 15:5; Rev. 21:14). A strong case can be 
made for the narrow understanding of ‘apostles’, but consistent with this view would 
be the conclusion that this is one gift that passed away after the apostles’ demise.  
 In the wider sense an apostle could be distinct from Peter and the twelve (1 Cor. 
15:5, 7). We could then add Barnabas with Paul in Acts 14:4, 14. James the Lord’s 
brother is listed as an apostle in Galatians 1:19, and so on.  
 In an even broader sense an apostle can sometimes be a designated agent or 
messenger of the gospel (recognising that apostle is sometimes translated 
‘messenger’) (Phil. 2:25; 2 Cor. 8:22f.). Second Corinthians chapter 11 (v. 13) speaks 
of false apostles which implies that this title could not have been used unless there 
was an indefinite number of apostles. 

Prophets 

 Ephesians 3:5 says the apostles and prophets were recipients of the revelation of 
the mystery of Christ that had not been given before Christ’s coming. In 1 Corinthians 
12:28–29 apostles and prophets are mentioned in one breath as having primary 
significance in the life of the church.  
 Then we have the broader ministry of prophets in 1 Corinthians 12:10, 28–29, 
chapter 14 etc. What we could conclude is that in Ephesians 2:20 apostles proclaim 
the kerugma in a canonical way and the ministry of a prophet is to bring the 
immediate Word of God to the congregation. Or, like Agabus, the prophet gives 
direction to the community. Above all, the prophets apply the apostolic gospel in 
specific situations (Acts 11:28). 
 In my view it would seem that the prophets continue to speak the Word of God in 
the contemporary life of the community, a Word that continues in the tradition of the 
apostles and yet is a new Word from God. Prophecy is a definite and important form 

                                                
2  See D. A. Carson, Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 Corinthians 12–14, Lancer, Homebush 

West, 1988, pp. 88ff.; Markus Barth, Ephesians 1–3, Anchor Bible, Doubleday, New York, 1981, pp. 267–74, 
314–22; and J. Armitage Robinson, Commentary on Ephesians, Kregel, Grand Rapids, 1979,  
pp. 66–73. 
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of Christian speech that brings a demonstration of the divine revelation in the here 
and now. When the congregation prophesies then all will fall down and confess that 
God is certainly present, for the thoughts of people’s hearts will be exposed (1 Cor. 
14:24f.).  

SHEPHERDING  

Where prophecy is lifted to a supreme position because it has been linked with 
ecstasy and the disengagement of the mind, it may be felt to be more significant than 
the pastor shepherding the flock by feeding it with the good Word of law and grace. 
But pastoral ministry of the Word is the gift of Christ for his people: 
 

The gifts [that Christ gave] were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, 
some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of 
Christ (Eph. 4:11–12). 

 
All four of these ministries are of the Word of God. The ministry of those who speak 
is placed before the other ministries (1 Cor. 12:28–30). This should not be taken to 
minimise the other gifts, because Paul says that even the most unnoticed gift is 
indispensable for the whole community (1 Cor. 12:14–26). The community, in the 
service and operations of love, will enhance the whole and may even draw out the 
Word from those who teach. Ephesians 4:11f. says that the teaching pastor has his 
ministry as a gift of grace (Eph. 4:7). This gift, with the other three, comes from the 
exulted Christ who has been given power over the nations and hostile powers. The 
enthroned Lord pours out his blessings. The grace given is Christ himself, who has 
authority from the Father to give the Holy Spirit. The gifts that Christ gives really 
amount to Christ himself as head of his body. To feed the flock with the Word is to 
first hear and obey the apostolic and prophetic Word so that in the power of the Spirit 
the pastor also will prophesy. This will be the action of Christ (1 Pet. 4:10–11). 
 Here is a call to those who teach. Teaching the Word is not the Bible treated as 
history, because it will yield no knowledge of God. The Word of God is not 
identifying the mind of the church with the mind of Christ. The taught Word is not a 
series of reasoned doctrinal studies. Rather the Word always remains subject. 
Teaching is the gift of grace. In the church there is no mastery over God’s grace or his 
Word. But, in the church, the communion of saints, the house of God, there is faith. 
The reality of the Word becomes real in human life and God’s Holy Spirit speaks. 
Our task is not to give birth to God but to bear witness to him. The pastor does not 
fancy that his task is to assist his congregation to escape from judgment and through it 
escape from grace: 
 

What then is religion, if it not be the loftiest summit in the land of sin, if it be not identical with sin? 
The law is quite obviously the point at which sin becomes an observable fact of experience 
. . . Transforming time into eternity, and therefore eternity into time, they stretch themselves 
beyond the boundary of death, rob the Unknown God of what is His, push themselves into His 
domain, and depress Him to their own level. Forgetting the awful gulf by which they are separated 
from Him, they enter upon a relation with Him which would be possible only if He were not 
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God . . . But, if this last achievement of men be the action of a criminal, what are we to say of all 
their other minor achievements?3 

 
 Ministers of the Word face a crisis as the church faces a crisis. Will we submit to 
the judgment of grace heard in the Word of God and submit to the realm of God and 
his action whereby he finishes all religious enterprises in his justification of sinners? 
Hearing this apostolic Word and opening our hearts wide to the Holy Spirit we may 
yet prophesy. 

THE COMMUNITY ALIVE TO THE WORD 

We have come into the heavenly Jerusalem to the dwelling of God and worship with 
the saints and angels in the household where Jesus is the Lamb in the midst of the 
throne. Here we will be moved to worship and sing as the Word of God is received 
and given. This Word will be taught, but not from a solitary figure. Teaching will be 
received but confirmed by the company of prophets who sing and speak in the Spirit 
(Heb. 12:22–24; Rev. 5:6–14). Prophecy is called revelation because God speaks 
through someone, giving a word needed at that moment (1 Cor. 14:30). Prophetic 
words are inspired words designed to upbuild, encourage and console (1 Cor. 14:3). 
The picture is of the community waiting on God and listening to the Spirit (Acts 
13:1–3). 
 A person may pray in a language that needs interpretation for the edification of the 
whole. There may be immediate messages of wisdom and knowledge to assist in the 
practical responsibilities of the community. All these services will come from the 
operation and inspiration of the Spirit. Prophecy seems to be available for all. At least 
all should seek this gift for the edification of the whole community (1 Cor. 14:1, 26–
32; 1 Thess. 5:19–22; Rom. 12:6). The community alive to the Word: 
 

. . . consisted of spontaneous, Spirit-inspired, intelligible messages, orally delivered in the gathered 
assembly, intended for the edification or encouragement of the people. And those who prophesied 
were clearly understood to be ‘in control’ (see 14:29–33). Although some people are called 
‘prophets,’ probably because they were frequent speakers of ‘prophecies,’ the implication of chap. 
14 is that it is a gift available—at least potentially—to all’.4 

 
 A friend of mine said he always felt sorry for bonsai trees because they have to 
grow in cramped and unnatural conditions which severely cut and impair their 
growth. He was given a shrunken tree and took it home to his garden where he 
planted it in good soil with plenty of space and watered it. The tree needed sun for 
photosynthesis even though it had soil and water. Unrestricted, the former bonsai tree 
is now growing up to 5 metres tall. The community of God can have good doctrine, 
ordered and predicable worship. But it needs the light and truth that comes from the 
Word of God and the Spirit for it to be free. Some structures keep the congregation 
restricted and bonsai-like. The more intensive the work of the Holy Spirit, the richer 

                                                
3  Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, trs E. C. Hoskyns, Oxford Uni. Pr., London, 1968, pp. 242–4. 
4  Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICONT, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1987, pp. 595f. 
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and more powerful are Christ’s gifts. There is a danger of forgetting the reality of love 
and the endowment of extraordinary capacities: 
 

Where these are lacking, there is reason to ask whether in pride or sloth the community as such has 
perhaps evaded this endowment, thus falsifying its relationship to its Lord, making it a dead 
because a nominal and not a real relationship.5 

 
 That God continues speaking to his people should cause us to seek him in order to 
hear him. We can be alive to his Word by hearing it with a view to doing it. A new 
beginning would be to obey the promise that God speaks and continue asking, seeking 
and knocking for the fresh filling of the Holy Spirit. 

                                                
5  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 4, pt 2, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1958, p. 828. 
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STUDY 12 

THE FAMINE OF HEARING  
THE WORD 

Randall Lawton 

God has always spoken to his people. Whilst God interacts with us through all of our 
senses, ultimately it is the word being heard that communicates him who is unseen. 
The things seen only have their true meaning or significance by what is heard. Events, 
for example, such as the nativity, Jesus’ baptism and transfiguration, Paul’s vision, 
and the visions of the Apocalypse all have within them a message or voice that needs 
to be heard (see Mark 9:7; 2 Cor. 12:3; Acts 18:9). We may see what God is doing but 
miss the point! So not to hear is to be out of sync with God’s truth, no matter how it is 
perceived to the senses. One could say that even periods of silence are powerful 
statements of God (Rev. 8:1; cf. Ps. 46:10; Zech. 2:13; Hab. 2:20). 
 Not to hear, therefore, is a serious matter, for it cuts to the heart of life with God as 
we know it. Fundamental questions of ‘faith-in-knowing’ rather than ‘faith-by-
perception’ or ‘faith-by-association’ need to be addressed and are of utmost import-
ance. There are recorded in the Scriptures, both for Israel and the church, times when 
God’s people do not listen. Accordingly, God acts, but he does so in a way which 
affirms his glory in relation to, and through, the human heart. 

THE AUDIBLE AND SUBSTANTIAL WORD OF GOD 

Before we move on to the issue of people not hearing God, we need to understand the 
following points: 
 
(a)  God consistently speaks: 
  God has always given revelation through various media, but he always speaks to 

his people in a very specific way. God has always made himself and his will 
known to his prophets and they have spoken to the people. Amos says: 

 
Surely the Sovereign LORD does nothing 
   without revealing his plan  
   to his servants the prophets.  
The Lion has roared— 
   who will not fear?  
The Sovereign LORD has spoken— 

   who can but prophesy? (Amos 3:7–8). 
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God sent his prophets one after another. The constancy of God’s speaking is seen 
in Isaiah 65:1–2: 

 
I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me; 
   I was found by those who did not seek me. 
To a nation that did not call on my name, 
   I said, ‘Here am I, here am I.’ 
All day long I have held out my hands 
   to an obstinate people, 
who walk in ways not good, 
   pursuing their own imaginations. 

 
So the word was given by continual new utterances. Once pronounced they 
remain living and eternal, rolling on powerfully through history, indeed creating 
it.1 
 

(b) God’s word is loud and audible and so is knowable: 
 

Wisdom calls aloud in the street,  
   she raises her voice in the public squares;  
at the head of the noisy streets she cries out,  
   in the gateways of the city she makes her speech (Prov. 1:20–21). 

 
Not that God speaks with greater volume, competing with the surrounding din, 
but that his word is distinguishable because it is light in the darkness, it is gentle 
in the context of violence, it is holy in the context of sin, and so on (Isa. 42:1–4). 

 
(c)  God’s word is actional and so is substantial: 
  It is clearly expressed and known by his acts. His word is not just phonics in the 

air but the work of his hand. Not only does he communicate through the 
intelligible voice of prophecy (Amos 5:1–27) but also through circumstances: 

 
‘I gave you empty stomachs in every city . . .  
I also withheld rain from you . . .  
I sent rain on one town  
   but withheld it from another . . .  
Many times I struck your gardens and vineyards,  
   I struck them with blight and mildew.  
Locusts devoured your fig and olive trees,  
   yet you have not returned to me’,  
                                          declares the Lord. 
‘I sent plagues . . .  
I killed your young men with the sword . . .  
I filled your nostrils with the stench of your camps . . .  
I overthrew some of you . . .’ (Amos 4:6–11). 
 

                                                
1  As Adrio König (The Eclipse of Christ in Eschatology, NCPI, Blackwood, 2002, p. 184), points out, for example: 
 

Amos’s prophecy concerning the day of the Lord (5:18–20) finds repeated fulfillment: in the fall of Jerusalem (586 
B.C.; Ezek. 13:5; Lam. 1:12; 2:1, 22), in the ministry of John the Baptist (Mark 1:2, cf. Mal. 3:1–2), in Jesus’ earthly 
ministry (Luke 4:16–21; cf. Isa. 61:1–2), in the outpouring of the Spirit (Acts 2:16–21; cf. Joel 2:28–32), and in Jesus’ 
second advent (2 Pet. 3:12; Rev. 16:14). And all this is quite apart from the first day of the week, the day of the Lord, 
fulfilling this prophecy week by week (Rev. 1:10). 
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So when we come to the problem of a spiritually deaf people, God does not neglect 
his covenant, but he responds to a rebellious covenant partner. The covenant is 
continually maintained by his presence and word (Deut. 4:1–8) and, as we shall see, it 
is not at all that God stops speaking, but that he continues to speak in ways that are 
clearer and closer even if wrathful. 

THE EDENIC HEARING AND ENDEMIC DEAFNESS 

Paul emphasises that Man ‘suppresses truth’ (Rom. 1:18). ‘Suppressing’ is not a 
passive activity. Furthermore, he ‘exchanges the truth for a lie’. Pushing down the 
truth is to grasp the lie (Rom. 1:25). In the Garden of Eden, Adam was created to hear 
God speak. Satan then gave another word, a choice of words. Either God or Satan is 
listened to. Deafness to God means open ears to others: 
 

You have abandoned your people,  
   the house of Jacob.  
They are full of superstitions from the East;  
   they practise divination like the Philistines  
   and clasp hands with pagans . . .  
Their land is full of idols;  
   they bow down to the work of their hands  
   to what their fingers have made (Isa. 2:6, 8). 

 
When Man turns away from God’s face he coils into himself, constructs his own gods 
in his image and courts other godless voices. The crafting of dumb glossy idols 
stimulates the visual: ‘idols of silver and idols of gold . . . idols overlaid with silver 
and your images covered with gold’ (Isa. 2:20; 30:22). They reflect his own fallen 
imagination. The hearing of the word is replaced by visual stimulation. Glossy idols 
rather than the glorious Creator.  
 At the same time these idols are demonic, opening up the worshippers to other 
voices (Deut. 32:16–17). When there is a famine of hearing the word, the demonic 
cults fill the void (Amos 8:11; cf. v. 14).2 Man must seek counsel from somewhere: if 
God’s is jettisoned, then his own imaginations, the voice of demons, the ungodly are 
sought. The world is filled with sickening white noise. The streets are always ‘noisy’ 
and the choices are multitudinal. 
 Often the benefits of the covenant are seriously pursued without the God of the 
covenant. There are various techniques employed. The word of God itself can be 
added to or subtracted from (Mark 7:7). God’s word may be mixed with other 
philosophies (Col. 2:8), but integration means inundation. An old but modern trend, 
for example, is to mix Gnosticism with Scriptual revelation, hindering true gospel 
hearing and living: 

 

                                                
2  J. A. Motyer makes the point on Amos 8:11–14, that whenever there is a famine of hearing the word it 

leaves a void into which move the cults of the day. He says on v. 14 that what replaces the word is ‘importation’, 
‘corruption’, and ‘superstition’ (The Message of Amos, IVP, Leicester, 1974, pp. 185–91). 
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Gnosticism is the ancient but persistently contemporary perversion of the gospel that is 
contemptuous of place and matter. It holds forth that salvation consists in having the right ideas, 
and the fancier the better. It is impatient with restrictions of place and time and embarrassed by the 
garbage and disorder of everyday living. It constructs a gospel that majors in fine feelings 
embellished by the sayings of Jesus. Gnosticism is also impatient with slow-witted people and 
plodding companions and so always ends up being highly selective, appealing to an elite group of 
people who are ‘spiritually deep,’ attuned to each other, and quoting a cabal of experts.3 
 

The warning is that it is possible to be running a Christian program with a godless 
core! 
 There are other approaches to suppressing truth. Trivialise the word and its mes-
sengers: Israel wanted Ezekiel to sing to them ‘love songs’: 

 
As for you, son of man, your countrymen are talking together about you by the walls and at the 
doors of the houses, saying to each other, ‘Come and hear the message that has come from the 
LORD.’ My people come to you, as they usually do, and sit before you to listen to your words, but 
they do not put them into practice. With their mouths they express devotion, but their hearts are 
greedy for unjust gain. Indeed, to them you are nothing more than one who sings love songs with a 
beautiful voice and plays an instrument well, for they hear your words but do not put them into 
practice (Ezek. 33:30–32; cf. Isa. 30:10; 2 Tim. 4:3). 
 

Or decisively remove God’s voice by killing the prophets (Matt. 23:29–36; Luke 
11:45–52) culminating in the execution of the Prophet. 
 What gives rise to the rejection of truth and importation of other words is the lack 
of true faith. The writer to the Hebrews teaches that there is no true hearing if there is 
no faith: 

 
But the message they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not combine it 
with faith (Heb. 4:2). 
 

So the word of God may be initially heard, but unless it is received in faith there is no 
true hearing. The wellspring of hearing is faith. Faith is expressed in trust and 
obedience,4 trust in God’s covenantal promises and obedience to covenantal 
commands, without reversing the order or reducing either. So it is of serious concern 
when God’s people, ‘the faithful’, exhibit patterns of living which reveal the opposite 
to faith. God’s concern with his people is often with what they are doing, for what 
they do reflects their faith, which reveals whether they have really heard the word and 
what system of teaching is actually adhered to.  
 God is not unjust, for the believer is included into circulatory relation with the 
word. Faith comes by hearing the word (Rom. 10:17), so that faith is established in 
the heart of the recipient by the creative work of God. Therefore, the word must 
remain primary. What we are saying is that hearing (obedience) is indigenous to those 
who are truly of faith. But God’s people often do not listen to God! The reason is that 
‘not all who are descended from Israel are Israel’, the empirical people of God are not 
always the spiritual people of God. We must keep in mind that God throughout 

                                                
3  Eugene H. Peterson, Under the Unpredictable Plant: An Exploration in Vocational Holiness, Eerdmans, 

Grand Rapids, 1992, p. 130. 
4  ‘I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds’ (Acts 26:20). 
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history is creating a hearing people even if to sight and experience it may seem to be 
to the contrary. 
 It is this point that the Gospel of Mark touches on. Jesus insists that what is done is 
a revelation of the heart as to where a person is in his faith. He chides the Pharisees 
and teachers of the law, because their actions reveal that their hearts are far from God 
(Mark 7:1–23). In the next section, a Syrophoenician woman is found in faith (Mark 
7:24–30). This is followed by the healing of a deaf and mute man (Mark 7:31–37). 
This construction tells us that a person comes to hearing through Jesus’ healing 
power, not the traditions of men, even if they have a veneer of orthodoxy. The Gentile 
woman was a person of faith by Jesus’ healing power, whereas the Pharisees and 
teachers of the law were not in the grace of God, so they could not hear! 
 God personalises us in grace to be relationally responsive. Christoph Schwöbel 
says: 

 
The life of faith that is passively constituted through God’s justifying grace is not vita passiva, but 
vita activa insofar it is determined by the active response of faith to God’s judgement and grace.5 
 

To be established in grace is not inactive. Active response is covenantal. We have 
been created as a hearing people by the active word of God, so that we are by nature 
active listeners. 
 This does not make our response to the word the controlling factor. What needs to 
be understood is that whilst God’s word is audible and knowable, it is not exploitable. 
God is king of the covenant. He does not incessantly babble, filling the spiritual 
airwaves so that we can tune in when we like. It is the word of him, the word that is 
spoken in divine authority and wisdom: it is pronounced in the time, mode and 
manner of his choice.6 Faith, therefore, must be in ‘the fear of the Lord’: humility is 
the way of hearing. Knowledge of salvation is given when due weight and value, and 
therefore serious attention is given to God and his revealed truth. 
 We read in Proverbs that ‘Wisdom calls aloud in . . . the noisy streets’ (1:20–21) 
and it requires a choice to humbly hear it amongst the din (2:1–4). We are to ‘turn our 
ear’ to wisdom, that is, away from the competing voices. We are to ‘call out’ and ‘cry 
aloud’ for it. We are to ‘look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden 
treasure’. If there is refusal to actively—energetically, sacrificially—listen, there is a 
giving over to a dulled heart and mind. Jesus says after his parable of the sower and 
soils: 

 
‘If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear. Consider carefully what you hear,’ he continued. ‘With the 
measure you use, it will be measured to you—and even more. Whoever has will be given more; 
whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him’ (Mark 4:23–25). 
 

 The judgment for not hearing is that you can’t. The blessing for hearing is 
compounding revelation. Listening whilst maintaining a proud stance plunges a 
                                                

5  Christoph Schwöbel, in ‘Human Being as Relational Being’, Christoph Schwöbel and Colin Gunton eds, 
Persons, Divine and Human: King’s College Essays in Theological Anthropology, T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1991, 
p. 162. 

6  David had good faith: he said, ‘I waited patiently for the LORD; he turned to me and heard my cry . . . my 
ears you have opened’ (Ps. 40:1, 6). God had established him as a hearing child, so he trusted God for his word in 
God’s time. 
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person to the point that even the possibility to begin to hear is taken away. There is a 
giving over to death in relation to God, for the truth will be truthful about being in the 
lie. God’s word becomes inaccessible, even though it is present. 

THE WORD WHICH HINDERS HEARING 

So what does it mean when God’s people refuse God’s word? Has his word failed? 
(Rom. 9:6). Not at all, for God’s word is doing its work of judgment and grace for his 
eternal plan and purpose. In the meantime God responds to the obstinate ‘granitising’ 
of ears: 

 
‘The days are coming,’ declares the Sovereign LORD, 
   ‘when I will send a famine through the land— 
not a famine of food or thirst for water,  
   but a famine of hearing the words of the LORD.  
Men will stagger from sea to sea  
   and wander from north to east,  
searching for the word of the LORD,  
   but they will not find it’ (Amos 8:11–12). 

 
 The word of God does not cease, but the ability to even detect it goes. We see this 
principle in Isaiah. The book commences with God speaking to the heavens and the 
earth who hear him, but his own children do not (Isa. 1:2–4). Isaiah is commissioned 
through a vision of God’s greatness, holiness and mercy (Isa. 6:1–8). The outcome is 
a hearing prophet who willing obeys God’s call to be his mouthpiece. He is to speak 
God’s word but his listeners will not hear (Isa. 6:9–10). An odd calling for a prophet 
indeed! The word will confirm their hardness of heart and their faithlessness. 
 If he is prophesying to them, in what way will they not hear? The answer lies in that 
Isaiah speaks God’s word so clearly that he is accused of speaking to the people like 
toddlers (Isa. 28:9–10). The problem is that they do hear, they do understand! God has 
graciously spoken to them. Yet they hear and in hearing choose again not to hear, not 
to obey. Through Isaiah the word comes now with such clarity that it only further 
confronts the people and serves to expose and, by God’s decree, further hardens their 
hearts to the point where the possibility of hearing has passed. Isaiah 6:9–10 is the 
most quoted text of the most quoted OT book in the New Testament: 

 
[God] said, ‘Go and tell this people: 
“Be ever hearing, but never understanding; 
   be ever seeing, but never perceiving.”  
Make the heart of this people calloused;  
   make their ears dull7  
   and close their eyes.  
Otherwise they might see with their eyes,  
   hear with their ears,  
   understand with their hearts,  
and turn and be healed.’ 

                                                
7  Heb: hiphil causative, ‘to make dull’. 
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It is used in the gospels (Matt. 13:14–15; Mark 4:12; Luke 8:10; John 12:39ff.) for not 
hearing the words of Christ and by Paul for not hearing the gospel of the kingdom 
(Acts 28:26–27). The word then reveals the heart but God is not usurped by the 
rebellion of people, for the word makes their ears dull and ‘closes’ their eyes. God 
rules, not sin. The goal is for a new ‘holy seed’, a new hearing people of all nations 
(Isa. 6:13; 2:3). The word reveals the broader plan of God. His wrath is always for 
salvific purposes. 
 God’s word never ceases nor is it difficult to hear, even if we find it so. The 
abundant graciousness of God is seen in that he sent the Son to become a man. The 
word is now in our flesh. God’s light shines brighter than it did before he came (John 
1:1–14). The Spirit has been poured out on all flesh, imputing the teaching of the Son, 
making it known, sounding the depths of God and Man, giving deep communion and 
revelation (John 14:26; 1 Cor. 2). It is now, in the New Covenant, a very very serious 
matter not to hear, not to seek with all of one’s might as the church—those who view 
themselves as being in the church (Heb. 4:1–13; 6:4–7). We see the ascended Lord 
and the Spirit in the Book of Revelation, speaking to his church, calling them to hear 
again. Some had turned to other teachings (Rev. 2:14, 20); some needed to remember 
what they had already ‘received and heard’ (Rev. 3:3); some had shut Christ out so 
that we see him calling from the outside, through a door, as it were (Rev. 3:20). If the 
church hears, they are to ‘repent’. 
 The refusal to listen today means that the church comes under ‘the wrath of the 
Lamb’, where his voice is heard in judgment. God’s word is sharp: it ‘penetrates even 
to dividing soul and spirit . . . Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes 
of him to whom we must give account’ (Heb. 4:12f.). All those who refuse the word, 
who live in the lie, those who are deceitful, will not enter God’s new heavenly city 
(Rev. 21:27). When a ‘church’ loses its candlestick, it becomes a numbed 
organization or a babbling noisy mess if it can somehow remain grouped together. 
Cutting oneself off from the Source of life and order, and being cut off, is to go 
through a process of spiritual malnutrition, becoming vulnerable to cerebral vultures 
that eat out the heart and mind. Along the way, however, Christ’s sheep listen to his 
voice, he knows them, and they follow him (John 10:27). 
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STUDY 13 

FILLED WITH THE WRATH  
OF THE LORD 

Robin Mitchell 

It is the year 627 BC and Judah is ripe for the judgment of God. Jeremiah, the son of a 
priest, was only a lad when the word of Yahweh first came to him in the days of 
Josiah king of Judah (Jer. 1:1ff.).1 It is only a short time later when we hear Jeremiah, 
filled with anguish crying out, ‘I am full of the wrath of the LORD; I am weary of 
holding it in’ (6:11).  
 The wrath of the Lord is different to the wrath of man. The wrath of God is not so 
much an emotion as a settled frame of mind in which the holy God is opposed to ‘evil 
in all its forms and His unswerving intention [is] to destroy it’.2 
 Jeremiah the prophet is a man and not God, yet generally his anguish and wrath 
amount to more than the unjust wrath of a man. Jeremiah is not his own person; he 
has been seized upon by God; called and commissioned to be God’s mouthpiece: 
 

‘Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 
and before you were born I consecrated you;  
I appointed you a prophet to the nations.’  

Then I said, ‘Ah, Lord GOD! Behold, I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth.’ But the 
LORD said to me,  

‘Do not say, “I am only a youth”;  
for to all to whom I send you, you shall go,  
and whatever I command you, you shall speak’ (Jer. 1:5–7, ESV). 

 
In spite of his protests Yahweh filled his mouth with a word that he could not but 
speak. It was a word that burned within him like fire (Jer. 20:9–10). God had set this 
boy ‘over nations and over kingdoms’ (1:10). His is the task of speaking judgment but 
also hope. By the word of the Lord he is to ‘pluck up and to break down, to destroy 
and to overthrow, to build and to plant’ (v. 10). True, God will make him a ‘fortified 
city’, but he will be hated by ‘the kings of Judah, its princes, its priests, and the people 
of the land’ (1:18, NASB; cf. 15:20), for he will be the face of God to the nation, his 
voice the voice of Yahweh speaking judgment, destruction and exile. It is Jeremiah 
who must walk the streets of Jerusalem, confront the kings, rebuke the rulers, 
                                                

1  Biblical quotations are from the NRSV, except as indicated. 
2  Geoffrey Bingham, The Wrath of His Love: Studies in the Wrath of God and of Man, NCPI, Blackwood, 

2003, p. 7. 
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denounce the false prophets and bear the unjust wrath of an idolatrous and sinful 
people.  
 Yet Jeremiah’s suffering was much more than this. As prophet of Yahweh he knew 
the mind of God, and hence the pathos of God for he, unlike the false prophets in 
Judah at that time, has stood in the council of God and heard the word of God (Jer. 
23:18): 

 
The prophet was in some sense admitted into the history of God. The prophet becomes a party to 
the divine story; the heart and mind of God pass over into that of the prophet to such an extent that 
the prophet becomes a veritable embodiment of God.3 . . . The prophet, in effect, is called to 
function as an ongoing theophany.4 . . . Even more, not only are the words and symbolic acts of the 
prophet efficacious but also the person of the prophet in his totality becomes an event of God.5 
 

This is evident as Yahweh tells Jeremiah: 
 
Take from my hand this cup of the wine of wrath, and make all the nations to whom I send you 
drink it. They shall drink and stagger and go out of their minds because of the sword that I am 
sending among them. So I took the cup from the LORD’s hand, and made all the nations to whom 
the LORD sent me drink it: Jerusalem and the towns of Judah, its kings and officials, to make them 
a desolation and a waste, an object of hissing and of cursing, as they are today (Jer. 25:15–18). 
 

Fretheim comments: 
 
The prophet had a relationship with God that no other individual in Israel enjoyed; it was of such a 
character that the prophet’s life was increasingly reflective of the divine life. This relationship 
means that no separation can be made between the suffering of the prophet and the suffering of 
God . . . the prophet’s suffering mirrors the suffering of God before the people. God is present not 
only in the word which the prophet speaks, but also in the word as embodied in the prophet’s life.6 
 

 In representing God to Judah, Jeremiah is himself caught up by the word that he 
has ingested, into the anguish and suffering of God. From his mouth will flow the 
deep hurt and pain of Yahweh who has been abandoned and rejected by his bride 
Israel. We have only to stop and listen and we will hear: 

 
The word of the LORD came to me, saying, ‘Go and proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem, Thus 
says the LORD,  

I remember the devotion of your youth,  
 your love as a bride,  
how you followed me in the wilderness,  
 in a land not sown.  
Israel was holy to the LORD,  
 the first fruits of his harvest.  
All who ate of it became guilty;  
 evil came upon them,  
  says the LORD.’  

                                                
3  Terence E. Fretheim, The Suffering of God: An Old Testament Perspective, Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 

1984, p. 150. 
4  Fretheim, The Suffering of God, p. 151. 
5  Fretheim, The Suffering of God, pp. 153f. 
6  Fretheim, The Suffering of God, p. 109. 
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Hear the word of the LORD, O house of Jacob, and all the families of the house of Israel. Thus says 
the LORD:  

What wrong did your fathers find in me  
 that they went far from me,  
and went after worthlessness, and became worthless?  
They did not say, ‘Where is the LORD 
 who brought us up from the land of Egypt,  
who led us in the wilderness,  
 in a land of deserts and pits,  
 in a land of drought and deep darkness . . .’ (Jer. 2:1–6, RSV).  

 
For cross to the coasts of Cyprus and see,  
 or send to Kedar and examine with care;  
 see if there has been such a thing.  
Has a nation changed its gods,  
 even though they are no gods?  
But my people have changed their glory  
 for that which does not profit.  
Be appalled, O heavens, at this,  
 be shocked, be utterly desolate,  
                         says the LORD,  
for my people have committed two evils:  
 they have forsaken me,  
the fountain of living waters,  
 and hewed out cisterns for themselves,  
broken cisterns,  
 that can hold no water (Jer. 2:10–13, RSV). 

 
Can a maiden forget her ornaments  
 or a bride her attire?  
Yet my people have forgotten me  
 days without number (Jer. 2:32, RSV).  
 

‘I thought  
 how I would set you among my children,  
and give you a pleasant land,  
 the most beautiful heritage of all the nations.  
And I thought you would call me, My Father,  
 and would not turn from following me.  
Instead, as a faithless wife leaves her husband,  
 so you have been faithless to me, O house of Israel,  
                                                   says the LORD.’ 
 
A voice on the bare heights is heard,  
 the plaintive weeping of Israel’s children,  
because they have perverted their way,  
 they have forgotten the LORD their God:  
Return, O faithless children,  
 I will heal your faithlessness . . . (Jer. 3:19–22). 
 

I have forsaken my house,  
 I have abandoned my heritage;  
I have given the beloved of my heart  
 into the hands of her enemies (Jer. 12:7). 
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You shall say to them this word:  
Let my eyes run down with tears night and day,  
 and let them not cease,  
for the virgin daughter—my people—is struck down with a crushing blow,  
 with a very grievous wound (Jer. 14:17). 
 

 In his dealing with Israel we find that God is not impassible as the Greek philoso-
phers taught. Yahweh is the God who suffers. His suffering is what Moltmann calls 
‘active suffering—the voluntary laying oneself open to another and allowing oneself  
to be intimately affected by him; that is to say the suffering of passionate love’.7 

Yahweh is a vulnerable God, affected by the unfaithfulness of those whom he loves. 
God is not apathetic to human sin. Yahweh is love and in making covenants he has 
entered into a love relationship with his covenant partners. Unfaithfulness causes 
Yahweh to grieve, and ‘the grief of God is as current as people’s sin’.8 In grief and 
holy love God seeks to bring his people to repentance; judgment is one means by 
which he does this (see Ps. 78). Fretheim tells us that the judgment of God: 

 
Is not like flicking a switch or sending an impersonal command through a subordinate. God is 
caught up in the matter, and in some respects, God will never be the same again. And so the judg-
ment is a very personal decision, with all the mixed sorrow and anger that go into the making of 
decisions that affect the people whom one loves. Grief is always what the Godward side of judg-
ment looks like.9 
 

The divine word had become a reproach to Judah and ‘the whole being of Jeremiah 
was as though united with the being of Yahweh so that he sensed the wrath of 
Yahweh and could no longer restrain his anger’.10 He was filled with the wrath of the 
Lord (Jer. 6:11). Jeremiah’s empathy with Yahweh and his consequent pathos stands 
in contrast to the apathy of the false prophets of whom God says, ‘they have healed 
the wound of my people lightly, saying, “Peace, peace,” when there is no peace’ 
(6:14).11 Such prophets desire office and glory but no pain. As one with Yahweh, 
Jeremiah speaks the judgment of God upon children in the streets, young men, hus-
bands and wives and even the very old (6:11) but he does so with great pain. 
 Jeremiah, filled with the wrath of the Lord, was at the same time filled with love 
for his nation. ‘But his own heart was rich in tenderness and sensitivity to other 
people’s suffering. He terrified in order to save. The disaster he threatened would be a 
disaster to him, sorrow and excruciating anguish’:12 

 
Hear and give ear; do not be haughty,  
 for the LORD has spoken.  
Give glory to the LORD your God  
 before he brings darkness,  
and before your feet stumble  
 on the mountains at twilight;  

                                                
7  Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom, Fortress Press, Minneapolis, 1993 [1981], p. 23. 
8  Fretheim, p. 111. 
9  Fretheim, p. 112. 
10  J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1980, p. 257. 
11  Robert P. Carrol, The Book of Jeremiah: A Commentary, SCM Press, London, 1986, pp. 196f. 
12  Abraham J. Heschel, The Prophets, Harper Perennial, New York, 2001 [1962], p. 153. 
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while you look for light,  
 he turns it into gloom  
 and makes it deep darkness.  
But if you will not listen,  
 my soul will weep in secret for your pride;  
my eyes will weep bitterly and run down with tears,  
 because the LORD’s flock has been taken captive (Jer. 13:15–17). 

 
In passages such as Jeremiah 4:19–20, 8:18–19, and 10:19 there are deep cries of 
anguish such as: 
 

My anguish, my anguish! I writhe in pain!  
 Oh, the walls of my heart!  
My heart is beating wildly;  
 I cannot keep silent;  
for I hear the sound of the trumpet,  
 the alarm of war.  
Disaster overtakes disaster,  
 the whole land is laid waste (Jer. 4:19–20). 

 
It is not possible in these passages to discern who the speaker is and commentators 
differ in their opinions, but to know the mind of Yahweh means that the prophet will 
be sympathetic (a fellow sufferer) with God in his grief for his adulterous bride. 
 Jeremiah longed for the nation to escape from the judgments of God that would 
flow from his own mouth. He tried, without success, to hold back the prophetic word: 
 

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). 

 
The ‘prophetic passion’ was stronger than his will and the fire in his belly gave birth 
to calls of repentance but also words of judgment that brought destruction, death and 
exile. Judah’s world would be undone; king captured, temple destroyed, and a new 
world of exile created for the people of God in the distant land of Babylon.13 
 Brueggemann comments: 
 

Language about the wrath of God is difficult for us to hear. We are wont to think that the love of 
God overrides such anger, but that surely is not the case in this portrayal of God . . . The wrath of 
God in Jeremiah is not that of an indifferent sovereign who crassly retaliates, but it is that of one 
who is intimate in covenantal relation and therefore is wounded by infidelity and rejection. This 
poet does not flinch from the emergence of this enraged love, which will not be softened or com-
promised. The poet is willing to let God respond fully in God’s hurt. 
   While such an outburst may not be congenial to popular theology, it is indeed congruent with the 
metaphor of hurt turned to vigorous rejection. The God whose outstretched arm saved now out-
stretches the same arm to terminate.14 
 

                                                
13  Walter Brueggemann, A Commentary on Jeremiah: Exile and Homecoming, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 

1998, pp. 22f. 
14  Brueggemann, A Commentary on Jeremiah, p. 72. 
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We must know that the prophet is always man and not God. Jeremiah’s pathos and 
human sympathy sometimes degenerated into self pity. Weary, angry and despondent 
with the prophetic burden, asserting his own righteousness, he charged Yahweh with 
improper conduct and demanded action that he thought would vindicate his own min-
istry. His vindictive cry was: 

 
You will be in the right, O LORD,  
 when I lay charges against you;  
 but let me put my case to you.  
Why does the way of the guilty prosper?  
 Why do all who are treacherous thrive?  
You plant them, and they take root;  
 they grow and bring forth fruit;  
you are near in their mouths  
 yet far from their hearts.  
But you, O LORD, know me;  
 you see me and test me—my heart is with you.  
Pull them out like sheep for the slaughter,  
 and set them apart for the day of slaughter.  
How long will the land mourn,  
 and the grass of every field wither?  
For the wickedness of those who live in it (Jer. 12:1–4).  

 
We would never feel that way! 
 Not being satisfied with God’s reply, Jeremiah complained again: 

 
Woe is me, my mother, that you ever bore me, a man of strife and contention to the whole land! I 
have not lent, nor have I borrowed, yet all of them curse me . . . 

O LORD, you know;  
 remember me and visit me,  
 and bring down retribution for me on my persecutors.  
In your forbearance do not take me away;  
 know that on your account I suffer insult.  
Your words were found, and I ate them,  
 and your words became to me a joy  
 and the delight of my heart;  
for I am called by your name,  
 O LORD, God of hosts.  
I did not sit in the company of merrymakers,  
 nor did I rejoice;  
under the weight of your hand I sat alone,  
 for you had filled me with indignation.  
Why is my pain unceasing,  
 my wound incurable,  
 refusing to be healed?  
Truly, you are to me like a deceitful brook,  
 like waters that fail (Jer. 15:10, 15–18). 

 
Upon reaching this point, many become so hard and cynical that they abandon their 
call and even their faith. Beware. 
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 God’s reply to Jeremiah is more than clear: 
 

Therefore thus says the LORD:  
If you turn back, I will take you back,  
 and you shall stand before me.  
If you utter what is precious, and not what is worthless, 
 you shall serve as my mouth (Jer. 15:19). 

 
‘The words he dared to speak before the Lord were worthless, the state of mind he 
had exhibited was gently and implicitly condemned as apostasy.’15 Having accused 
others, it was now time for Jeremiah to repent.  
 The words of any prophet become worthless when the prophet loses sight of his or 
her call or loses sight of the passion and justice of God toward those whom he loves.  
 The prophetic call is always a call to ‘pluck up and to break down, to destroy and 
to overthrow, to build and to plant’ (Jer. 1:10, ESV). Pain and anguish will never be 
far away: 

 
The message is so hard the messenger is at risk. When the message is so formidable, it is easier to 
focus on the messenger. Such risk is definitional for any who carry the word against established 
reality.16 
 
The call is precisely against the royal ideology of the day. Yahweh and Yahweh’s prophet stands 
profoundly against the deceptively constructed world of king and temple . . . He [Jeremiah] under-
stood that conflict, based on call, was a decisive characteristic of his life. ‘The called life’ is a life in 
process, under way and at risk. We like Jeremiah, have a yearning for a season of equilibrium, but it 
is in fact not given. His conflicted life is rooted in his call. So it is for anyone who is summoned by 
God to this same obedience.17 
 

In the pain that judgment must bring in the process of making all things new, the 
prophet is to live in hope, for the call is also ‘to build and to plant’ (1:10). In the 
darkest hour there is always hope, for the wrath of God is the action of his holy love 
working to renew and set his people free from the bondage and hell of their infidelity. 
Often the lion must come to destroy before the planting and building can begin: 

 
Raise a standard toward Zion,  
 flee for safety, do not delay,  
for I am bringing evil from the north,  
 and a great destruction.  
A lion has gone up from its thicket,  
 a destroyer of nations has set out;  
 he has gone out from his place  
to make your land a waste;  
 your cities will be ruins  
 without inhabitant . . .  
O Jerusalem, wash your heart clean of wickedness 
 so that you may be saved (Jer. 4:6–7, 14a). 

                                                
15  Heschel, p. 161. 
16  Brueggemann, A Commentary on Jeremiah, p. 144. 
17  Walter Brueggemann, Hopeful Imagination: Prophetic Voices in Exile, Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1986, 

pp. 13, 20. 
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I looked, and lo, there was no one at all,  
   and all the birds of the air had fled.  
I looked, and lo, the fruitful land was a desert, 
   and all its cities were laid in ruins 
   before the LORD, before his fierce anger.  

For thus says the LORD: The whole land shall be a desolation; yet I will not make a full end (Jer. 
4:25–27). 
 
For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the LORD, plans for your welfare and not for harm, 
to give you a future with hope (Jer. 29:11). 
 

 The call of God is the foundation on which every prophet stands. The loving judg-
ments and cleansing wrath of God bring hope of a new day and so they are declared in 
anguish, yet with the promise of joy. The vision of the passion of God reveals the 
heart of God and these things together sustain the prophetic fire in the belly. 
 The prophet has come; this one stands in the council of God and knows the mind 
of God. He cries out, ‘Whoever has seen me has seen the Father’ (John 14:9). 
 We have seen him, there at the cross; bearing our sin, filled with the wrath of the 
Lord, destroying in his person the sin of the world, defeating the powers of darkness 
and vanquishing death and ushering in the new day.  
 At this cross we see the suffering God—Father, Son and Spirit—and in the vision 
Yahweh heals our faithlessness (Jer. 3:22) and we love as a young passionate bride 
because he first loved us (1 John 4:19). 
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STUDY 14 

ELIJAH: COMING AND COME! 

John Dunkley 

Surely the Sovereign Lord does nothing  
 without revealing his plan  
 to his servants the prophets.  
The lion has roared— 
 who will not fear?  
The Sovereign Lord has spoken— 
 who can but prophecy? (Amos 3:7–8). 

 
Two great prophets who heard the lion roar and could not but prophecy were Elijah 
and John the Baptist. The latter was one who was a prophet and yet more than a 
prophet because he saw the fulfilment of not only the words of all the prophets but 
also of his own prophetic ministry. John came in the power and spirit of Elijah, not 
merely because he dressed like Elijah of old and appeared out of the desert but more 
importantly because, like Elijah, he fearlessly declared that Israel had rejected God’s 
covenant and abandoned the law of Moses (1 Kings 18:18; 19:10). Like Elijah he 
came to turn the hearts of the people back to God—to true covenant obedience (1 
Kings 18:37; Mal. 4:5–6). Both prophets confronted an Israel that was largely self-
deceived by its duplicity of worship (1 Kings 18:21; Luke 16:13). 
 There are other similarities which speak to the prophetic ministry that we are all 
called to share in. Both were preparing the way for one who would accomplish what 
they could never achieve and both suffered from severe doubts about whether they 
had wasted their time and got it wrong. Both needed to keep on listening to the still 
small voice in the midst of the silence—one on a lonely mountain and the other in the 
depths of a prison dungeon—if they were to go on understanding the revelation of the 
plan and purpose of God and not fall away from their true calling.  
 Certainly John had more light than Elijah in this regard, seeing with his own eyes 
the dynamic word of the prophets fulfilled in the coming of the Lamb of God (1 Pet. 
1:10–12). And yet both struggled to understand what the ‘still small voice’ of the 
Spirit of Christ within them was revealing concerning the way God would accomplish 
the true liberation (the exodus) of God’s people from false worship to true worship 
and obedience. They both battled to grasp the shape of a glory and victory that would 
only come through suffering and what appeared to be the inaction and silence of God. 
What Elijah could not ‘get’ on Mount Sinai he ‘got’ on another mountain along with 
Moses (Luke 9:30–31). They could not see clearly what we see—and yet they 
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declared what they heard as Christ spoke through them. How much more should we 
be God’s prophetic community declaring fully by the same Holy Spirit sent from 
heaven the dynamic word of this grace? 

ELIJAH THE TISHBITE—‘TROUBLER OF ISRAEL’ 

King Ahab reigned in Samaria over Israel for twenty-two years. He took Israel to new 
depths of idolatry—building a temple for Baal in Samaria and marrying a Canaanite, 
the wicked Jezebel, daughter of the king of Sidon (1 Kings 16:31). Looking to secure 
his reign through political alliances rather than trusting in Yahweh, Ahab soon joined 
his new wife in her idolatrous worship of Baal. Into this time of blatant apostasy 
involving widespread syncretism and an utterly compromised and idolatrous worship, 
God raised up Elijah, a fiery and fearless prophet.  
 Elijah appeared suddenly out of the Transjordan region, dressed simply in a gar-
ment of hair with a belt around his waist.1 This was as unimpressive as his bold 
announcement to Ahab that over the next few years Elijah would take on the role of 
announcing future weather reports. This was particularly upsetting for the prophets of 
Baal who considered their god was in charge of local weather trends: 

 
Now Elijah the Tishbite, from Tishbe in Gilead, said to Ahab, ‘As the LORD, the God of Israel, 
lives, whom I serve, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next few years except at my word’  
(1 Kings 17:1). 
 

Later Ahab would blame Elijah for all Israel’s problems—‘you troubler of Israel’—
but it was not the prophet who was the source of the problem but Ahab and his family 
who had led Israel into idolatry and therefore into trouble.2 

Dancing between Two Opinions 

 At the end of three and half years the elusive and disliked Elijah presented himself 
to Ahab. Ahab reluctantly cooperated with this ‘troubler of Israel’ by gathering all 
Israel together with the prophets of Baal for a ‘showdown’ between Yahweh and Baal 
before an assembled Israel on Mount Carmel: 

 
Elijah went before the people and said, ‘How long will you waver between two opinions? If the 
LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him’ (1 Kings 18:21).  
 

The Hebrew word for ‘waver’ is the same as that used for ‘danced’ in verse 26. Wild 
religious dance was a part of the pagan worship.3 Elijah used sarcasm in confronting 
Israel’s ambivalence by describing their religious syncretism as a futile and wild 

                                                
1  His rough and simple apparel started a new tradition among the prophets (cf. Zech.13:4). 
2  The ensuing drought (judgment) was ‘. . . above all an undeniable proof of Jehovah’s power and Baal’s 

impotence precisely in that realm which was considered Baal’s speciality’ (H. L. Ellison, The Prophets of Israel: 
From Ahijah to Hosea, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1974, p. 30).  

3  See NIV Study Bible footnote on 1 Kings 18:26. 
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dancing between two opinions.4 Elijah’s call was basically a call back to the Sinai 
covenant relationship.5 Elijah then set out the rules for the competition that would 
validate the authority of his own prophetic ministry and show up the false prophets of 
Baal, that in turn would reveal whose god is God. Two bulls were set upon altars and 
the prophets of Baal were to call on the name of their god and Elijah would call on the 
name of the Lord: ‘The god who answers by fire—he is God’ (1 Kings 18:24). Mount 
Carmel was considered especially sacred to Baal and so on Baal’s own territory he 
was challenged to send fire down from the sky and burn up the sacrifice.6 Having 
thrown the gauntlet down, Elijah proceeded to humiliate the prophets of Baal by their 
complete inability to rouse their god into action in spite of considerable frantic shout-
ing and bloodletting. Elijah then called on God after thoroughly drenching his 
sacrifice and wood three times to make it all the more difficult to light a fire other 
than by divine means: 

 
‘Answer me, O LORD, answer me, so these people will know that you, O LORD, are God, and that 
you are turning their hearts back again.’ Then the fire of the LORD fell and burned up the sacrifice, 
the wood, the stones and the soil, and also licked up the water in the trench (1 Kings 18:37–38). 
 

Just as God showed his sovereign power on Sinai (Exod. 19:18) so the fire of the Lord 
fell down and burned up the sacrifice. Elijah was initially buoyed by the response of 
the people as they prostrated themselves before God and cried, ‘The LORD—He is 
God! The LORD—He is God!’ Just as Moses had those who were apostate killed after 
the worship of the golden calf so Elijah commanded the slaughter of the prophets of 
Baal. To top off this great victory over Baal worship, Elijah announced the breaking 
of the drought and Ahab retreated home to tell Jezebel. Elijah provided an escort, run-
ning in front under the power of the Lord and followed by a heavy rainstorm. 
 With this great victory how then do we explain Elijah’s desire to die (1 Kings 
19:3–5)? Elijah had had enough. Was it just tiredness and emotional exhaustion that 
had brought on this deep depression? Was he suffering Monday’s ‘preacher blues’ 
after a particularly fruitful Sunday’s preaching followed by an attack from the enemy? 
 In this case the attack came in the form of a threat on his life but, behind the threat, 
Jezebel was making it clear to Elijah that she was not intimidated at all. It is not 
improbable to suggest that the victory that seemed so real at the time had later, in the 
full light of day, looked hollow and flimsy. With Elijah on the run the people would 
soon turn back to what they were used to and all the difficulties and dangers suffered 
by Elijah during the years of the famine would have been to no purpose. It would 
seem that he was afraid for his life but the deepest pain was that his life had been 
wasted on an unredeemable people. Stanley Frost rightly discerns the real cause of 
Elijah’s death wish: 

 
Then came Jezebel’s message, and all Elijah’s elation oozed away through the gaping hole she had 
made in his self-esteem. How right she was! How easily she could turn the mob against him!7  

                                                
4  Dumbrell suggests that the call to choose which God they will follow ‘may well have puzzled the average 

Israelite, who seemed to have identified Yahweh with Baal’. William Dumbrell, The Faith of Israel:  
A Theological Survey of the Old Testament (Baker Adademic, Grand Rapids, 2003), p. 97. 

5  Dumbrell, p. 97. 
6  Ellison, p. 31. 
7  Quoted in Ellison, p. 32.  
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‘The Voice of Drawn-out Silence’ 

 Elijah partially recovered from his depressed mood after receiving some much 
needed sustenance from an angelic visitor. He travelled forty days and forty nights to 
Sinai, the place where God’s original covenant was made with Israel.8 Upon arrival he 
found a cave to sleep in, reminiscent of the cave in which Moses hid as the glory of 
the Lord passed by (1 Kings 19:9; Exod. 33:22).  

1 Kings 19:9b–14 

 God now reproved his prophet. Burnout may simply be the result of trying to play 
God and taking ourselves a bit too seriously. Elijah needed to learn that his mission 
was not over. He had ‘spat the dummy’ but God hadn’t. Elijah’s explanation of why 
he had come way out into the wilderness to the mountain of God was a thinly veiled 
complaint against Israel and against God. Elijah had been jealous for God’s name but 
God had not been jealous for his own name! 
 Elijah assumed that if God knew all the facts he too would reject these people just 
as Elijah had.9 The covenant with Israel, in Elijah’s thinking, had failed and was now 
a waste of time. He had lost his confidence in God’s ability to turn the hearts of his 
people back again and felt there was no point in continuing with the prophetic minis-
try that God had given him. By inference he also felt that God should open his own 
eyes to see the pointlessness of continuing with Israel! 
 Elijah believed that the original covenant established with Israel centuries before 
on Sinai had amounted to nothing. He was now the only one left and clearly felt that 
not only had the people let him down but also God had let him down. His charge 
against Israel was a call for God to bring judgment against his disobedient people. 
Elijah had identified the purpose and action of God so completely with himself and 
his own ministry that without his ongoing involvement he assumed everything was 
lost.  
 Whilst Elijah interceded against Israel, claiming they were ‘all out to kill him’, 
God revealed himself as the God of all grace who would persevere with his people, 
notwithstanding the judgments that were soon to overtake the people and Ahab’s 
household. God would carry out his judgments in his good time.10 
 The fact that God was not in the wind, the earthquake or the fire suggests that it 
was not God’s intention to bring the wholesale judgment that Elijah possibly was 
hoping for. In the gentle whisper11 in which he spoke to Elijah, God was showing him 
something deeper concerning his character and purposes. God was not in the wind, 
the earthquake and the fire and therefore did not endorse or reflect the rage that 
burned in the prophet’s heart. What lay behind the repeated question, ‘What are you 
doing here, Elijah?’ Behind this question lay God’s deep probing of Elijah’s heart. 
Behind the complaint lay a totally deficient view of God. The fact that Elijah 

                                                
8 Horeb appears to be an alternate name for Sinai (1 Kings 19:8; Exod. 3:1; 19:1–3). 
9  Paul in Romans 11:1–5 makes it clear that God, unlike Elijah, does not reject his people, but graciously 

preserves a remnant through which eventually he will accomplishes his purposes. 
10  God has already appointed Hazael, Jehu and Elisha as his instruments of divine judgment (1 Kings 19:15–

17). 
11  Another translation suggested is ‘the voice of drawn-out silence’ (Dumbrell, p. 98). 
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answered in exactly the same way suggests that he had not understood the 
significance of the still, small voice. 
 So what lay behind Elijah’s complaint? He felt he had had enough trouble for  
one ministry and he couldn’t work out why God hadn’t noticed—why God didn’t 
care. But there are deeper issues. ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ What is your 
understanding of my character and my purposes that has led you to retreat to this 
mountain? Why do you think I am only with you when I send fire down from heaven 
or only dealing with Israel when they tremble at my lightning and thunder on the 
mountain with the fire and the earthquake? (Exod. 19:16–19; Heb. 12:18–21). 
 We could sympathise with Elijah’s complaint. God had allowed his people to for-
sake the covenant and had done nothing to protect the Lord’s prophets from death. 
Now it seemed there was only one prophet left and he had to run for his life. Where 
was the living God who burns up all his enemies? God’s method—the drought; the 
‘showdown’ between Elijah and the prophets of Baal; the fire from heaven and the 
wonderful turn around by the people; ‘The LORD, He is God!’, followed by the thun-
dering rain—seemed wonderful at the time. But somehow Elijah knew that, once 
Jezebel had killed him, Israel had no one else to keep their worship on track and they 
would simply return to their idolatry. It would seem the famine had not been long 
enough to change the heart of God’s people. God’s method looked fine at the time but 
it had failed and, unless he could come up with a more dramatic assertion of his 
divine power, there was no point continuing.12  
 God had demonstrated his ability to assert his power in the rock-shattering wind, 
and then in an earthquake and finally in a firestorm, but God was not speaking in any 
of these manifestations of his power. It was the gentle whisper that followed that drew 
Elijah out of the cave. Freshly humbled before the awesome power of God, covering 
his face with his cloak before the presence of the Holy One, he replied to God’s 
probing with the same answer as before, but I suspect with a little less self-assurance 
and self-assertion in his tone. Had he learnt anything from this dramatic lesson in the 
ways of God and in the revelation of God’s character? Sometimes it takes a while 
before truth brings us to a deeper repentance and overcomes our strong passions and 
self will. Elijah, it would seem, assumed that God was only in action when there were 
fireworks. He had not yet understood that to live by faith and not by sight is to believe 
that God is always powerfully at work, fulfilling his purposes even at those times 
when the Kingdom of God seems to be experiencing setbacks and reversals. 
 Centuries later we have a strange meeting of Moses, Elijah and Jesus, like a ‘get 
together’ of old friends, on the mountain on which Jesus was transfigured. Unlike 
Peter, they did not look at making mileage out of the special ‘light show’. It would 
seem that Elijah and Moses now realised that it wouldn’t be signs and wonders that 
would permanently transform the hearts of the people. Their discussion revolved 
around what Jesus would do to accomplish the ‘exodus’ that both Moses and Elijah 
had failed to accomplish! Neither could liberate the people from the sin that enslaved 
them. 
 But such revelation was yet to come and the lesson that God was seeking to edu-
cate his impetuous, fiery prophet on Sinai needed a greater unfolding of God’s divine 

                                                
12  W. Milligan, Elijah: His Life and Times, James Nisbet, London, n.d., pp. 91–2.  
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drama of redemption. Nevertheless Elijah was assured that he was not the only one 
left who had remained faithful. There were seven thousand in Israel who had not 
bowed down to Baal and whose mouths had not kissed him (1 Kings 19:18). Elijah, in 
spite of his temporary retreat from the prophetic ministry and from the sanity of 
God’s still small voice, was not put out to pasture. In fact he was strengthened in the 
last years of his ministry by the appointment of a successor, Elisha, who became his 
apprentice for some years before Elijah was taken up to heaven in a whirlwind—a fit-
ting departure for a great prophet who struggled like us to understand the patient, 
longsuffering ways of God.  

THE BAPTIST—A VOICE IN THE DESERT 

John who was known as the ‘Baptist’ came preaching in the desert of Judea, ‘Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven is near’. This is the climax of prophetic utterance. After 
400 years without a prophet, suddenly John appears as a preacher in the desert, 
announcing the arrival of the Kingdom. ‘A voice of one calling in the desert, “Prepare 
the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him” ’ (Matt. 3:3). John himself is the 
fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy originally spoken to the Babylonian exiles, 
announcing their imminent return to their own land (Isa. 48:20). Isaiah spoke of the 
need to prepare a highway for our God: ‘Every valley shall be raised up, every 
mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a 
plain. And the glory of the LORD will be revealed, and all mankind will see it. For the 
mouth of the LORD has spoken’ (Isa. 40:4–5). 
 Certainly the return of the exiles from Babylon back to Jerusalem along what was 
known as the King’s highway was an initial fulfilment of Isaiah’s good news. Isaiah 
40:9–11 describes the arrival of God—the powerful Shepherd–King returning his 
flock to their true pastures (Isa. 52:7). Isaiah pictures a great highway being built for 
the Lord’s arrival at Jerusalem, just as a processional highway must be prepared for a 
visiting monarch. But Isaiah is seeing something larger than a return from exile. He is 
describing the great manifestation of the reign of God and its arrival in the coming of 
the Messiah. A great highway must be prepared in the hearts of his people and so the 
Baptist is the voice calling Israel to true repentance in the spirit and power of Elijah of 
old. Like Elijah he wore a rough but simple garment of camel’s hair with a belt tied 
around his waist (2 Kings 1:8). Like Elijah he too called Israel to decisive repentance 
(1 Kings 18:21) so that they might be ready to receive the coming Kingdom of God. 
John’s baptism signified that Israel had placed themselves outside the covenants of 
promise and were in danger from the coming wrath.  
 It is the angel in Luke 1:14–17 who first identifies John as coming in the spirit and 
power of Elijah. ‘And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, 
to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of 
the righteous—to make ready a people for the Lord’ (Luke 1:17).  

John is the Elijah Who Was to Come 

Matthew 11:1–19  
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 John, like Elijah, was not impervious to discouragement, doubt and disap-
pointment. When John heard in prison what Christ was doing—‘teaching and 
preaching in the towns of Jerusalem’—John had serious doubts about whether in fact 
Jesus was the one who was to come. It would seem he expected a bit more fire and 
wrath than Jesus was producing (cf. Matt. 3:7–12). Like Elijah, the Baptist was 
tempted to fall away when his hopes and expectations were not fulfilled. He began to 
question whether in fact he had been wrong in assuming that Jesus was the promised 
Messiah who would baptise with the Spirit and with fire and scatter the proud in the 
imagination of their hearts. Jesus sought to encourage him by showing that his 
ministry was in fact a genuine fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecies in Isaiah 35:4–6 and 
61:1. 

Matthew 11:4–6 

 Jesus was not at this stage wielding the axe of God’s wrath but he was manifesting 
the power of God’s reign in the face of human suffering and disease and thus 
revealing the gracious nature of God that would eventually issue in the great action of 
God’s holy love in the cross.  
 Whilst John had doubts about Jesus, Jesus had no doubts about John.  

Matthew 11:7–10 

 A prophet, yes, and more than a prophet! Unlike all the other prophets of Israel he 
actually saw the Messiah and had the privilege of ushering in the Messianic age. Jesus 
understood that John was in fact the messenger spoken of in Malachi 3:1 who was 
heralding the Lord coming to the temple. He was the ‘Elijah’ of Malachi 4:5–6. 

Matthew 11:11–15 

 John would still die before he could witness the victory of Christ and therefore to 
that extent he was not able to either bear witness to or enter into the full reality of the 
Kingdom—a privilege that belonged to the least of those who have been enabled to 
enter in. ‘Blessed are the eyes that see what you see. For I tell you that many prophets 
and kings wanted to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but 
did not hear it’ (Luke 10:23–24). 
 He is the Elijah who was to come. What about John’s denial of such a claim in 
John 1:21? When he was asked whether he was Elijah, John denied such a suggestion. 
Many believed that because Elijah had not died that he would return personally to 
announce the end time.13 John denied that he was Elijah’s second appearance. In that 
sense he was not Elijah but in the sense that he had come in the ‘spirit and power of 
Elijah’ he was the fulfilment of the promise of Malachi: ‘See, I will send my mes-
senger, who will prepare the way before me’ (Mal. 3:1). ‘He will turn the hearts . . . or 
else I will come and strike the land with a curse’ (Mal. 4:6). If Israel does not repent 
there will be total destruction as occurred in 70 AD. Jesus clearly understood that 
John the Baptist was the promised Messenger of Malachi 3 and therefore ‘the Elijah 
who was to come’. Therefore Israel was in serious danger if it did not repent and pro-
                                                

13  See further Matthew 16:14 where some think that Jesus is Elijah. Also Matthew 26:46–49, where Jesus’ cry 
‘Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?’ made some think that he was crying out for Elijah to come and rescue him. 
Expectations concerning the re-appearance of this great OT prophet were certainly ripe during Jesus’ ministry. 
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duce the fruits of that repentance in obedience to God’s commands. Those who have 
looked for his coming deliverance should not presume upon God’s goodness. God’s 
grace is always with a view to fulfilling the righteous requirements of the law in us 
and is not to be a way of avoiding the true righteousness of God’s law. Christ came to 
fulfil the law not to abolish it! Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness! Seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness! The gospel 
answers the great cry of the human heart and conscience for righteousness and 
therefore restores us to our true identity as those made in God’s image. Neither Elijah 
nor John were wrong in calling Israel back to the commandments of God. Their 
failure was in understanding the way in which God would burn his law into us—not 
on stone but on our hearts —with the revelation in the gospel of that holy fire that 
Christ endured for us in his cross. Unless we have been ‘fired’ in the kiln of that fiery 
furnace we will not have the staying power of God’s true prophetic community nor 
delight in his commands. 

Elijah Comes and Has Already Come 

 After Jesus was transfigured on the mountain the disciples could not understand 
how Jesus could be the Messiah (what they had just witnessed seemed to suggest that) 
and at the same time the traditional expectations—that before the Messiah’s coming 
Elijah would return to restore all things—had not been fulfilled. 

Matthew 17:9–13 

 ‘To be sure, Elijah comes and restores all things.’ This restoration of all things 
should not be taken in any absolute sense but in the sense of Malachi 4:6—turning the 
hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers.14 

A MAN JUST LIKE US 

What was the spirit and power of Elijah? He was a man just like us. When the heat 
was turned up he ran for his life. When God didn’t arrive in the way he wanted he was 
ready to give up. 
 The spirit and power of Elijah to speak God’s word to Israel and to perform signs 
and wonders was simply the Spirit of Christ. He had no other power by which he 
could speak.15 
 Elijah, like us, was happy when there were more tangible actions of God. But like 
us he then could not cope with the silences or the reversals or the attempts of evil to 
silence our word. He was happiest when he could live by sight but struggled to live by 
faith. 

                                                
14  Jesus is quoting the Septuagint using the ‘prophetic present’. R. V. G. Tasker says, ‘The interpretation 

given by the scribes to Malachi’s prophecy is here quoted by Jesus from the viewpoint of the prophet himself’ 
(The Gospel According to St. Matthew; An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale NT Commentaries, IVP, 
Leicester, 1983, p. 168). 

15 See Rev. 11:5–6 and Zech. 4. Those who will prophecy in the spirit and power of Elijah have the same 
endless supply that was available to the two mysterious prophets in Rev. 11.  



ELIJAH: COMING AND COME! 

 

Ministry School 2005 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

100 

 

 That’s what threw Elijah. Firstly he was becoming proud—thinking he was the 
only one left. Secondly he was beginning to be deceived that he was the source of his 
own action. Thirdly he assumed that if there were no dramatic, more effective actions 
of God then God had left the party and gone home. 
 He wasn’t ready to endure the silence of God and rest in his word. God was 
speaking in the silence but he needed to exercise real faith to hear the voice of God. 
Whilst he was seeking more dramatic signs and wonders, particularly in the form of 
judgments upon his enemies, he was being unfaithful to his calling.  
 Both Moses and Elijah had to learn that God’s victory would be through the 
silence and suffering of the cross. Moses was provoked at the people’s hard, unbeliev-
ing hearts. Elijah just became depressed and ran. Both had to face the truth that of 
themselves they could not renew the hearts of the people. Neither could they set 
God’s people free from their idols. Both assumed that if God took a harder line he 
might sort his people out.  
 Their appearance on the mountain with Jesus is significant in that finally they 
could see that God’s purpose had always been to accomplish the ultimate exodus by 
way of the cross. Only the great work of Christ in that cross could bring to fulfilment 
the work of both Moses and Elijah. 
 Can we bear the silence and weakness of the word of the cross in the face of suf-
fering and evil attack? Can we trust that God is speaking and can go on speaking 
through us even when he does not accomplish his purposes in the way and at the time 
that we think he should? Do we realise the power of this word we speak that brings 
both salvation and judgment? Do we realise the supply of the Spirit to enable us to 
speak it?  
 All the prophets had to speak in the face of the rebellion and resistance of the 
human heart. That’s why God raised them up—because Israel had closed its heart to 
the word of God. At times there will be judgments that will confirm the truth of what 
we are proclaiming but we must watch our own hearts and know that mercy triumphs 
over judgment16—the mercy of one who resolutely set out for that cross as the way of 
liberating us from the wrath to come.  
 Do we want something more tangible and relevant to speak in order to get us going 
and keep us going? More tangible than the word of the cross—the power and the wis-
dom of God? Elijah and John would be jealous of our prophetic ministry. They would 
have longed to have understood and proclaimed such a word in the ‘spirit and power 
of [Christ]’. 
 

                                                
 16  cf. 2 Kings 1:10; Luke 9:51–56.  
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STUDY 15 

JESUS THE PROPHET—JESUS  
THE WORD 

Grant Thorpe 

We are speaking about our being ‘Christ’s prophetic community’. This derives from 
Jesus who is, himself, the Prophet. We have in mind, not just his teaching but all that 
he achieved during his earthly ministry and, so, the ministry he now has as Prophet, 
through his prophetic community. We will look at some references in Luke, Acts and 
John which especially draw attention to Jesus as the Prophet. 
 Our title links this with Jesus being the creating, revealing and saving Word, who 
lives ‘at the very heart of the Father’ (The Message)1 and, so, makes him known. The 
Gospel of John shows what this means. We will also see that the word on the lips of 
the church is nothing other than the word of Jesus himself. Only the Word who is God 
can reveal God and bring us to himself. 
 Thirdly, Christ as Prophet and Word are linked with Christ as Witness to his 
Father, and the apostles as witnesses to Christ. This opens up for us what it means that 
the prophetic word of Christ is always witness, not drawing attention to itself but to 
what the witness has seen or heard. 

 ‘A PROPHET LIKE ME’—MOSES 

Peter called Jesus ‘Lord and Christ’ (Acts 2:36), God’s ‘servant Jesus’, ‘the Holy and 
Righteous One’ and ‘Author of life’ (3:13–15). He also identified him as the Prophet 
like Moses: 

 
. . . God will raise up for you a prophet like me from your brothers. You shall listen to him in 
whatever he tells you. And it shall be that every soul who does not listen to that prophet shall be 
destroyed from the people (Acts 3:22–23; from Deut. 18:15–19 and Lev. 23:29). 
 

The point of the reference is that Moses and all the prophets who followed him 
pointed to and required obedience to the one now identified as Jesus, he whom Israel 
had largely rejected. His prophetic ministry was being exercised from heaven. The 
reference also suggests the manner in which we should see Jesus as a prophet.  

                                                
1  All biblical quotes are taken from the ESV unless otherwise indicated. 
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 Jesus had aroused speculation and hostility over his prophetic role by quoting a 
proverb about a prophet not being accepted in his home town (Luke 4:23–24, 27), and 
when he raised a widow’s son from death (Luke 7:16); also by saying that a prophet 
could not perish outside Jerusalem (Luke 13:32f.). His followers knew him as ‘a 
prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people’ (Luke 24:19).  
 Jews were expecting ‘the Prophet’ (John 1:21, 25; 7:40), and linked this with the 
ability of Jesus to feed 5,000 miraculously (John 6:14; with Exod. 17:6; Num. 20:8). 
Clearly, they expected a prophet to be powerful in action and to do things for them as 
Moses had done things for Israel. The man healed of blindness concluded that Jesus 
must be a prophet (John 9:17). 
 Acknowledging Jesus as Prophet points to the fact that he spoke with authority, 
that he announced the presence of the kingdom, called people to repentance, revealed 
the truth and warned of judgment. But there was more to it than this. Jesus was a sec-
ond Moses. In fact, Moses and Elijah had spoken with him about the ‘exodus’ he 
would accomplish at Jerusalem (Luke 9:31).  
 Jesus may have gained the ears of many through his teaching and impressed many 
with his signs, but did not expect to draw the many to himself until he was ‘lifted up’ 
(John 12:32). P. T. Forsyth suggests the same point when he writes: 

 
. . . it was His failure as prophet that extorted His resources as Redeemer. The Kingdom, His great 
theme, could only be established in His Cross. It was His desertion as preacher that cast Him on His 
greatest work of becoming the preacher’s Gospel. It was His ill-success with Israel that turned Him 
to a world commensurate with the super-national greatness of His soul.2 
 

By his death and resurrection, Christ had led his Father’s people to freedom and to 
true worship. The prophet Jesus had created his own gospel and now, as Prophet, 
called on Israel to repent. 
 Returning to Acts, Stephen reminded Israel of Moses whom God gave to them as 
‘ruler and redeemer’ and who led Israel from Egypt ‘performing wonders and signs’. 
He added that Moses announced the coming of a prophet like himself. Stephen con-
tinues by telling us that Moses received ‘living oracles to give to us’ (Acts 7:35–38). 
Clearly, his point is that God had now sent a prophet like Moses who was all that 
Moses was and more.  
 Moses had heard God’s voice, known God’s will, reproved Israel for their wicked-
ness, understood God’s grace, prayed for mercy for Israel and had been vindicated by 
mighty signs to show that he spoke for God. We may add that he had, in fact, led the 
people into the freedom of the God for whom he spoke. His prophetic ministry did not 
stop at speaking.  
 Now, God had sent Jesus who, in the manner of Moses (and far more), had come to 
Israel to bless them by turning them from their wickedness (Acts 3:26). In the 
preaching of Peter, Jesus himself was doing just that. The apostles, people noticed, 
were uneducated and untrained, but had been with Jesus (Acts 4:13). The truth was 
that Jesus was present in the apostles in prophetic power, speaking, and leading his 
people to their inheritance, and to the Father. 

                                                
2  P. T. Forsyth, The Preaching of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ, NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, pp. 5–6. 
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THE ETERNAL WORD, MADE FLESH 

It is this relation of Christ’s proclamation to the Father that is proclaimed clearly in 
John’s Gospel, and particularly by reference to the eternal Word (1:1–18).  
 God, by his word, had made the world, formed Israel and led them to their inheri-
tance in the land. He had made promises and changed the course of lives and of 
nations. Judgments had been executed and salvation effected, all by the word of the 
Lord. Israel, and all who would come to their light, knew God through his word. 
 However, ‘Word’ must now be spelt with a capital because the Word has become 
flesh. Using the plainest word possible, John tells us that the Word became identifi-
ably human (cf. Luke 24:39), a personal presence actually encamped in the midst of 
Israel and displaying the glory of God. 
 In a series of assertions, John tells us what had become plain to them through the 
teaching of Jesus, interpreted now through his victory over death and the coming of 
the Spirit. 

The Communion Word 

 John must go back to ‘the beginning’, that is, to the same beginning mentioned in 
Genesis. This Word was always face to face with God, and is himself God. So God 
has his being as communion and, from this communion, he speaks so as to effect all 
that is in his plan to do.3 We cannot hear the Word without encountering the com-
munion and being drawn into the communion from which he speaks. 
 Going to the end of the prologue (vv. 14, 18, NASB), we are told that the Word of 
God is ‘the only begotten from the Father’ and ‘the only begotten God who is in the 
bosom of the Father’. Then he adds that no one has seen God but the Word has made 
him known. The Son has revealed God as his Father, and himself as the Word we 
have heard and by which we have come to life. 
 What we hear is, as it were, the overspill of the relationship of the Father and Son, 
arising from this and leading to it. So when this writer, or the ‘Elder John’, begins his 
Letter, he says, ‘that which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that 
you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father 
and with his Son Jesus Christ’ (1 John 1:3). 
 In the rest of John’s Gospel, Jesus often speaks of his relationship with the Father. 
His words were not his own but the Father’s (14:10, 24). In seeing him, they had seen 
the Father (14:9). In obeying him, the Father and Son would come to live in them 
(14:15–24). Through the work of Christ to sanctify his people, Jesus desired and 
prayed that his disciples would be one as he and the Father were one and that the 
world would know that his disciples were loved as the Son was loved by the Father 
(17:20–23, 26). 
 

                                                
 3  Old Testament writers had spoken of the word of God ‘coming’ to a prophet or being ‘sent’ on a mission. 
One said that wisdom was beside the Lord, ‘like a master workman, and I was daily his delight, rejoicing before 
him always’ (Prov. 8:22, 30–31), but the references are a personalising of wisdom or the word rather than clear 
reference to a person.  
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 Something of the dynamic quality of knowing the Father and the Word by which 
we have life is conveyed to us by a reference to the early Church by Eusebius. He 
writes (c. 311 AD) concerning successors to the Apostles: 

 
And they, as being distinguished disciples of such great men, went on, in every place of the 
churches, building the foundation which had been laid by the Apostles, further extending the 
preaching, and sowing the saving seed of the kingdom of heaven widely throughout the whole 
world. For indeed most of those who were then disciples, soul-struck with a love, more violent than 
desire for wisdom, towards the divine Word, had fulfilled the former exhortation concerning 
salvation, dividing their goods among the needy. And then setting out on journeys abroad, they 
were fulfilling the work of evangelists, making it their aim to preach Christ to those who had not 
yet heard the word of the Faith and to pass on the scripture of the divine Gospels.4 

The Universal Word 

 Returning to verses 3–5 of John 1, all creation came to be by the Word, and he is 
our life and our light. He is not saying that the Word is potentially light available to 
mankind but is, in fact, the light, whether persons receive it or not. It shines in the 
darkness and the darkness cannot overcome (or understand) it. We are not told how it 
is that this is so. That is a matter for the Word himself. What the apostles knew as 
they proclaimed the word of the Gospel was that the Jesus they proclaimed was the 
life and light of everyone and always had been. Through the word they spoke, the 
Word was making himself known.  
 Then, in verse 9, the light, now coming into the world, enlightens everyone. His 
meaning is most likely that the light ‘shines on every man, and divides the race . . . In 
John’s Gospel it is repeatedly the case that the light shines on all, and forces a distinc-
tion . . .’5 

The Word of Grace 

 Moving forward to verses 16–17, the way of the light shining has been opened up 
by the coming of the Word in flesh: ‘from his fullness we have all received’. 
Formerly, the law was given to Israel, and this included grace and truth (see Exod. 
34:6) but now grace and truth have come. We have received, from the fullness of the 
Word, grace instead of (anti) grace.6 
 The Word is the appearing of God’s glory. Yahweh’s presence and glory had been 
revealed in Israel’s tabernacle, but now God’s glory was revealed in the enfleshed 
Word, the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth in a way not possible 
under law. Jesus, the Son, is the fullness of God’s revelation, encompassing all that 
had gone before but bringing it to fullness. 
 Some do not receive the Word, and others do believe in his name and are born of 
God, and have authority to become children of God (vv. 11–13). So, the Word who is 

                                                
4  John Foster, After the Apostles: Missionary Teaching of the First Three Centuries, Anzea, Sydney, 1972, pp. 

26f. 
5  D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1991, p. 124. 
6  ‘On the face of it, then, it appears that the grace and truth that came through Jesus Christ is what replaces the 

law; the law itself is understood to be an earlier display of grace’ (Carson, p. 132).  
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face to face with the Father and in the bosom of the Father has, through his name, 
provided authority for others to be called children of God. 

The Word of Christ 

 Paul said, ‘faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ’ 
(Rom. 10:17). This answers the question of verse 14 (alternative reading), ‘how are 
they to believe in him whom they have never heard?’ The only way to believe in 
Christ is to hear him speak. Again, Paul says that Christ ‘came and preached peace to 
you who were far off and peace to those who were near’ (Eph. 2:17), and, ‘you did 
not learn Christ in this way, if indeed you have heard Him and have been taught in 
Him, just as truth is in Jesus’ (Eph. 4:20–21, NASB). 
 Herman Hoeksema writes: 

 
There is no instruction, there is no preaching of the Word, there is no exhortation or consolation 
except of Him, our only and chief Prophet. And even unto all ages of ages, it will be of Him and 
through Him as our Prophet that we shall receive and rejoice in the perfect knowledge of the God 
our salvation.7 
 

 The churches (Rev. 2 – 3) and the nations (Rev. 19:15) are subject to the prophetic 
word of Christ. This word may come through the words of his servants, but it is his 
word, none the less. Who but God could reveal God, or set his people free? 

THE TESTIMONY OF JESUS 

The truth and power of Christ the Prophet and Christ the Word so came to the apos-
tles that they could not but speak of what they had seen and heard.8 
 In Revelation, an angel tells John, ‘ “I am a fellow servant with you and your 
brothers who hold to the testimony of Jesus.9 Worship God.” For the testimony of 
Jesus is the spirit of prophecy’ (19:10).  
 Now John was in exile on the island of Patmos because of the word of God and the 
testimony of Jesus (1:2, 9). Clearly, he had given testimony to Jesus, and would do so 
again in the receiving of this prophecy, but he refers to the testimony of Jesus, that is, 
the action of Jesus in the word he spoke.  

                                                
7  Herman Hoeksema, Reformed Dogmatics, Reformed Free Press, Grand Rapids, 1976, p. 373. 
8  In the New Testament, believers in general are not often referred to as witnesses or urged to give testimony. 

Rather, Christ is the faithful witness and the apostles were chosen to be witnesses of his resurrection. We should 
be careful not to make much of the fact that it is we ourselves who are giving this witness. The whole idea of 
witness is that it has been given to certain persons to see what God has done. He can then ask us ‘Have you not 
seen . . .?’ Because of God’s testimony to his Son, believers have the witness in themselves (1 John 5:10). 
Testimony or witness must come to others so they also may believe, but the emphasis is that God has given us 
something so undeniable that we cannot but give witness to what he has said and done.  

Eller paraphrases Revelation 19:10 as ‘I, the angel, like you, John the prophet, have significance only in the 
testimony I bear to Jesus; so let’s keep our attention on that martyria Jesu rather than upon the bearers of it’ (in 
The Most Revealing Book of the Bible, quoted in G. Bingham, The Revelation of St John the Divine, NCPI, 
Blackwood, 1993, p. 227). 

9  Several times, John makes reference to ‘the testimony of Jesus’, mostly associated with the word or 
commandments of God (Rev. 1:2, 9; 12:17; 19:10; 20:4). Jesus had borne a faithful witness (1:5; 3:14). 



JESUS THE PROPHET—JESUS THE WORD 

 

Ministry School 2005 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

106 

 

 Jesus was alive and well on Patmos, and is alive and well in his creation to this 
day. His testimony remains. It inspired all Old Testament prophecy and he was its 
focus. He has borne witness to the Father and established the truth of his Father’s 
name in the world. He, in the word of his servants, still bears witness and this is the 
spirit (or Spirit) of prophecy. 
 His people overcome the enemy of God ‘by the blood of the Lamb and by the word 
of their testimony’ (Rev. 12:11) which is the testimony of Jesus. 
 Calvin says that Christ ‘received anointing, not only for himself that he might carry 
out the office of teaching, but for his whole body that the power of the Spirit might be 
present in the continuing preaching of the gospel’.10 
 To have the witness of Jesus, his revelation of God and of his kingdom of grace, is 
to be a witness and, so, to speak his word and to share in the prophetic ministry of 
Jesus. 
  

                                                
10  Institutes of the Christian Religion, quoted by G. Bingham in his paper ‘The Several Gifts of 

Israel—VIII, The Christ’, NCPI Monthly Ministry Study, May 1997, p. 8. 
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STUDY 16  

THE COMMUNITY CLEANSED AND 

KEPT CLEAN BY THE WORD 

Noel Due 

THE IDENTITY OF THE PEOPLE OF GOD IS GIVEN BY GOD 

At first glance this statement seems too obvious to bother stating. However, the 
workings of our own flesh (e.g. in self-justification) and the deceitfulness of the world 
and the wiles of the devil himself constantly seek to draw the hearts and minds of the 
people of God away from him, and on to themselves and their achievements, their 
performance or other human efforts. As Luther once said, ‘here a work, there a work’, 
and the gospel is eroded by works of the law until it is almost unrecognisable.1 
 Our identity is properly only known in seeing who we are, as God speaks of us. 
Due to the noetic effects of sin and the inherent deceitfulness of the human heart, we 
cannot have a fair or right estimate of ourselves. Certainly the accuser of the brethren 
will not tell us the truth, as he has been a liar ‘and a murderer from the beginning’, 
and he comes only to ‘steal and kill and destroy’. The sociopolitical systems of the 
current age will not tell us who we are, as they do not understand the wisdom that 
comes down from above, and they do not submit to it. We must hear who we are from 
the one who has created us and who has redeemed us by his grace. 
 It goes without saying that the knowledge we have of who we are as God speaks of 
us is knowledge that is held by faith, not sight. It is revealed by the Spirit through the 
word and the natural mind knows nothing of its truth (see 1 Cor. 2:14–16; Rom. 8:5–
8). To those who have the Spirit, however, the gospel is both light and life. Indeed, 
‘we cannot live without his word’, not simply in the ontological sense of our 
dependence on it (as in Heb. 1:3; Col. 1:17), but in the spiritual sense of coming to 
life in and through the word of the gospel (e.g. Rom. 1:16–17; 10:17). The arm of the 
Lord is revealed to all who believe the truth (cf. Isa. 53:1), and through the 
proclamation of the cross we come by grace to see that Christ (and him crucified) is 
both the power and the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:18–24).  
 

                                                
1  This is not a direct quote, but the thought comes from Luther’s sermon ‘The Sum of the Christian Life’, 

preached in Dessau, before the court of the princes of the Anhalt in November 1532 (Luther’s Works, vol. 51, 
‘Sermons—1’, Fortress Pr., Philadelphia, 1989, pp. 257–87). 
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THE TWO STREAMS OF HUMANITY 

There is no doubt that the Bible teaches us of two different streams of humanity. 
Since the fall, there have always been people of faith (like Abel, the first prophet) and 
people of unbelief (like Cain, his brother). The line of the people of faith has, for the 
most part, been a small minority according to the nations of this earth, but God’s 
purposes are worked out in the people of his choosing. The covenant with Abraham 
indicates that the nations will be blessed, but they are to be blessed through the 
chosen seed of the chosen covenant partner. Whether we look in the Old Testament or 
the New, the implicit (and often explicit) demarcation between these streams of 
humanity is clear. 
 Without specifying chapter and verse for each (New Testament) instance, some of 
the contrasts are expressed as those who are: 
 

• In the Spirit; as against those who in the Flesh  
• The people of faith as differentiated from those who do not believe (or obey) 

the gospel  
• People of the light as contrasted with those who still walk in darkness  
• The children of God compared with the children of the devil  
• ‘In Christ’ instead of in Adam  
• Being saved contrasted with those who are perishing  
• Justified compared to those under condemnation  
• People of faith who belong to a heavenly city, rather than those who belong 

merely to this earth and its inheritance. 
 
 The list is not exhaustive, but representative of a universal biblical pattern that 
differentiates men and women from one another on the basis of God’s statements 
about them. As Psalm 100:3 says, ‘Know that the LORD, he is God! It is he who made 
us, and we are his; we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture’ (cf. Ps. 95:6; 
149:2). Paul states the principle simply: ‘we are not our own. We have been bought 
with a price’ and therefore owe allegiance to our new master (1 Cor. 6:19–20; cf. 
Rom. 8:12ff.). This means that we are called to glorify God in our body, which is now 
to be offered as a living sacrifice in a reconstituted life of worship (Rom. 12:1ff.). In 
particular we are now those who live in Father, Son and Spirit in true love for both 
God and neighbour (so Rom. 13:8ff.).  

THE CHURCH IS THE BRIDE OF CHRIST 

One of the most astounding pictures given to us of the Church is that of the Bride. 
The picture emerges in a number of places, since Jesus himself speaks of himself as 
the Bridegroom (e.g. Matt. 9:15; 25:1ff.; John 3:29; cf. Isa. 62:5) and the end of 
history is described as the wedding feast of the Bride and the Lamb (as in Rev. 19:7–
9; 21:1–4). These descriptions have a fulsome Old Testament background that is 
beyond our scope to discuss at this time. However, if we allow our attention to focus 
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on one of the main New Testament passages concerning the Church/Bride, we pick up 
a number of significant statements for our study.  
 In Ephesians 5:22–32, Paul states that the Church: 
 

• Has Christ as her head (5:23)  
• Has Christ as her Saviour (5:23)  
• Is subject to Christ (5:24)  
• Is loved by Christ (5:25): 

o Who gave himself up for her (5:25) 
o So that the Church would be sanctified (v. 26) 
o Which is made possible because he has cleansed her (v. 26) 
o Such cleansing comes through washing in the water of baptism (v. 26) 
o As men and women hear the word (v. 26)  

• Has a glorious goal in that Christ has determined to present to himself a 
glorious Bride (v. 27): 

o Who is spotless, perfect, holy and blameless (v. 27)  
• Is nourished and cherished by Christ (v. 29): 

o since it is his own body (the implication of v. 28) 
 

Moreover we are told that: 
 

• Christ has left his Father’s home to cleave to her (v. 31) 
• All of which is a great mystery (v. 32): 

o But in which light we must read the accounts of creation. 
 

 How can we read or hear these things and not be affected? The statements that are 
made about us as the people of God are truly amazing. They bring to us things beyond 
any human reasoning or ability, and assure us that we are indeed God’s chosen people 
and precious possession. God himself has said these things about us as his people. We 
should no longer, then, think in terms of our own human reasoning  
(cf. 2 Cor. 5:16 in its context). Indeed, our own self-evaluation means nothing (see, 
for example, 1 Cor. 4:1–5), nor do the opinions of the enemies of our soul (as in Rom. 
8:31–34). We must cling to the word of God pronounced to us in the gospel, in what 
Geoffrey Bingham has termed, ‘the audacity of faith’.   

THE EFFECTIVE PROCLAMATION OF THE WORD OF THE CROSS 

The community that is the Bride does not create itself. ‘We are’, says Paul, ‘his 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God has prepared 
beforehand, so that we should walk in them’ (Eph. 2:10). Indeed, this is the New 
Testament equivalent of Psalm 100:3, ‘It is he who made us, and not we ourselves’. It 
is by the will of God the Father that we find ourselves to be spiritually united to his 
most beloved Son, so that none may boast before God (1 Cor. 1:30–31).  
 The effective means by which this community is created is the proclamation of the 
word of Christ and him crucified. From one point of view, Christ created the Church 
in and through his cross. He took her there with him, under the wrath of God, so that 
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when he died, we died (see Col. 3:1–4; cf. 2:20; Rom. 6:2–3, 7; Gal. 2:19–20; etc.), so 
that when he was raised we were raised with him. However, in terms of time and the 
opening up of the plan of salvation history to us as particular persons, God has 
appointed the preaching of the word of the gospel as the means by which his people 
would be gathered in, and by which the nations would be subdued. There are many 
passages that attest to the importance of the preaching of the gospel in this way (e.g. 
Matt. 28:19–20; Luke 24:46–49; cf. Rom. 1:16–17; 10:14–17; 1 Cor. 1:17 – 2:5 etc.). 
 The church does not simply come into existence by the gospel (as it is preached, 
evangelistically), but is sustained by that same gospel for its life and fullness. The  
so-called Pauline method, in which the indicatives (stating what God has done and 
who we are by his grace) precede the imperatives (stating what now, as redeemed 
men and women, are our New Covenant obligations), bears testimony to this point. 
The pattern is clear, not simply across the structure of epistles, but within passages. 
See, for example, the pattern set in Colossians 3, or Romans 6. Unless the Church is 
told who and what she is from God, she will always move in the direction of defining 
herself and her task according to her own assessments. That way, tragedy lies! 
 Thus, it is true gospel preaching and teaching that both forms and sustains the 
Bride. Luther, commenting on Galatians 3:2 (‘did you receive the Spirit by works of 
the law or by hearing with faith?’), puts it wonderfully well: 
 

It seems to be exceedingly inadequate to say that the Holy Spirit is granted solely through hearing 
with faith and that nothing at all is demanded of us but that we refrain from all our works and just 
listen to the Gospel. The human heart neither understands nor believes that such a great prize as the 
Holy Spirit can be granted solely through hearing with faith; but it thinks this way: ‘The 
forgiveness of sins, deliverance from sin and death, the granting of the Holy Spirit, of 
righteousness, and of eternal life—this is all something important. Therefore you must do 
something great to obtain these inestimable gifts.’ The devil approves of this opinion and magnifies 
it in the heart. Therefore when reason hears ‘You cannot do anything to obtain the forgiveness of 
sins except only to listen to the Word of God’ it immediately exclaims: ‘Oh no! You are making the 
forgiveness of sins too meager and contemptible!’ Thus the greatness of the gift is responsible for 
our not accepting it. Because such a treasure is being offered freely, it is despised. 
  But we must learn by all means that forgiveness of sins, Christ, and the Holy Spirit are granted 
—and granted freely—only when we hear with faith. Even our huge sins and demerits do not stand 
in the way. We must not consider how great the thing is that is being given and how unworthy we 
are; otherwise the greatness both of the thing and of our unworthiness will frighten us away.2 
 

 It is through that proclamation of the word of the gospel that we are empowered by 
the Spirit to live as the community of the gospel (as in Eph. 4:32 – 5:2). Where the 
continual effective proclamation of the gospel is lost, the people of God lose the true 
knowledge of their identity, and become prey to the world, instead of prophets for it.  
 
  

                                                
2   Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, vol. 2, ‘Lectures on Galatians 1535, Chapters 1–4’, Concordia,  

St Louis, n.d., pp. 213–14. 
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STUDY 17 

THE GIFT OF HEARING THE 

MYSTERIES 

Trevor Faggotter 

‘LISTEN, I WILL TELL YOU A MYSTERY!’1 

It is a momentous occasion to stand as a servant of Christ at the graveside of a much 
loved person who has died and to declare these words of the Apostle Paul—Listen, I 
will tell you a mystery!—to those who are pondering ‘what’s next?’ for that person in 
the coffin. The very utterance of the mystery2—a word picture—which follows, can 
open a person’s ear to hear God, and their heart to respond to the Risen Jesus— 
bringing all the love, comfort and assurance of our Father, and the gift of eternal life. 
But not all will hear. 
 One person hears the word and understands it, embraces the truth of it, and bears 
fruit in their life (Matt. 13:23) while another hears the words that are uttered, but at 
best makes a superficial response, and at worst hears nothing but religious god-speak. 
This further hardens them to words of eternal life. Markedly different responses to the 
Word—apathy, hostility, or joy and gladness—can baffle and perplex3 the speaker. 
After telling the parable of the sower to the whole crowd, Jesus later told his disciples: 

 
To you it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not 
been given (Matt. 13:11). 
 

The powerful interaction between God’s spoken word, and receptivity—or not— 
within the human heart is inscrutable (Rom. 11:33). We do know that it has to do 
with the will, and the degree of readiness to know the will of God, and to do it.4 
                                                

1  1 Cor. 15:51. Also 1 Cor. 4:1, ‘Think of us in this way, as . . . stewards of God’s mysteries’.  
 2  ‘A mystery is a reality disclosed, a reality which could not be otherwise known.’ See Geoffrey C. Bingham, 
The Glory of the Mystery and the Mystery of the Glory (NCPI, Blackwood, 1998), p. 17. 

3  ‘. . . mysteries are not puzzles to be solved, but realities in which to live’, Bingham, p. 5. 
4  Lesslie Newbigin, in Proper Confidence: Faith, Doubt & Certainty in Christian Discipleship (Eerdmans, 

Grand Rapids, 1995), pp. 38–9 says:  
 
Because the ultimate reality in the Bible is personal, we are brought into conformity with this reality not by the two-step 
process of theory and practice, vision and action, but by a single action comprised of hearing, believing, and obeying. 
The operative contrast is not between theory and practice; it is between believing and obeying on the one hand and the 
refusal of belief and obedience on the other. Believing and obeying are not two separate moves. When Jesus says to 
Simon, ‘Follow me,’ the response is a single act of faith and obedience; there is no gap between a mental action of 
believing and a bodily action of following. The human person is not a mind attached to a body but a single 
psychosomatic being.  
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 On one occasion Jesus marvelled at the unbelief that he encountered (Mark 6:6), 
while on another he rejoiced in the Holy Spirit, and gave thanks to the Father for the 
twin action of revelation and concealment:  

 
At that same hour Jesus rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, ‘I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven 
and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed 
them to infants; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. All things have been handed over to 
me by my Father; and no one knows who the Son is except the Father, or who the Father is except 
the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him’ (Luke 10:21–22).  
 

Apart from the gift of new birth—from above5—Nicodemus could not even see the 
kingdom of God let alone enter it. And if he had not begun to comprehend the earthly 
things such as the wind-blowing attribute of new birth, then he could never grasp the 
heavenly things: such as the incarnation (John 3:13), the atonement (v. 14), God’s 
love (v. 16), cosmic salvation (v. 17), condemnation (v. 18), and judgment (v. 19). 
The gift from above is a must. 

IT HAS TO BE GIVEN TO YOU 

Matthew 13:1–9 is the familiar parable of the sower (Mark 4:1–9; Luke 8:4–8). We 
note:  
 

1. The Sower is Jesus 6 (Matt. 13:3, 37, the one who sows . . . is the Son of Man).   
2. The seed—the word of the kingdom—falls upon four different soil types, but 

only the seed which falls on good soil bears fruit. This is genuine hearing.   
3. Jesus appeals for willingness to hear: Luke 8:8 says that Jesus cried out (Gk: 

phoneo, echo) to the crowd: ‘Let anyone with ears to hear listen!’  
4. Within human history, the disciples (in Matthew) are given a unique part to 

play. Those who were around him along with the twelve (in Mark) are informed 
alone (in Mark) of their highly significant role within the vast plan for human 
history. They are being given something that other godly people had longed for:   

a. ‘To you it has been given to know the secrets [mysteries] of the kingdom of heaven, 
but to them it has not been given’ (Matt. 13:11b).   

b. ‘But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. Truly I tell you, 
many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see, but did not see it, and to 
hear what you hear, but did not hear it’ (Matt. 13:16–17).  

5. Isaiah 6:9–10 is quoted to show ‘the inevitable outcome’ of Jesus’ simple 
message will be hardened hearts and judgment.7 The disciples learn that this is 
the way a parable functions. It sifts the hearers: Fruit as faith is present, 
otherwise judgment.  

                                                
5  Nicodemus was quite possibly born from above, but we don’t quite know (John 7:50; 19:39). 
6  Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, IVP, Leicester, 1992, p. 335.  
7  Alec Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah, IVP, Leicester, 1993, p. 79. 
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6. The setting of Matthew 13 seems to highlight a vital connection between doing 
the will of my Father in heaven (Matt. 12:50) and the deed of hearing Jesus. 
Compare Matthew 13:38, where the refusal to hear Jesus results in unbelief in 
Nazareth. 

‘More Will be Given’ 

 Jesus urges the disciples to keep listening, hearing and learning, promising them 
that more will be given: For to those who have, more will be given, and they will 
have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be 
taken away (Matt. 13:12). 
 All of Jesus’ teaching would be integral to the future role of the disciples. Further 
mysteries—he told them many things in parables (Matt. 13:3)—were revealed some-
what progressively concerning the kingdom of God. More would be given to the men 
who were to be the apostles—the preachers of the word of the cross—between this 
point of Jesus’ ministry, and the full revelation of the mystery of the gospel. They 
would be given rich insights—revelation—into the mysteries of the kingdom of 
heaven, and the mystery of the gospel: you are the Messiah, the Son of the living God 
(Matt. 16:16). And even this revelation came ‘out of the blue’—from the Father, and 
would be further transformed in the light of the Cross. All inadequate concepts of 
both ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son’ would be replaced in future days. 
 Their ongoing glorious glimpses of Jesus’ identity (Matt. 17:1–8; 2 Pet. 1:18), their 
subsequent failures when they would all desert Jesus and flee (Matt. 26:56), and then 
their being present as Jesus suffered and died, their reception of forgiveness and peace 
as they witnessed and heard the resurrected living Jesus, his post-resurrection 
teaching concerning the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3), his astonishing ascension into 
heaven, his community-shaking outpouring of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:33) and the 
further understanding that came at that point (John 16:13) would all constitute a 
unique ‘living in the mysteries’, and would equip them for their crucial work as 
apostles and heralds of the gospel. Such insight has been called ‘The Messianic 
Secret’.8 

The Apostolic Gospel and the Content of the Epistles Is Given 

 The Epistles within the New Testament serve a crucial, unique function in the 
preaching of the gospel. Although the disciples did not fully understand much of what 
Jesus taught them at the time—what they did grasp was a deposit, which later came 
into its own. Jesus’ parables functioned in a cryptic (Gk: kruptos) manner: 
 

No one after lighting a lamp hides it under a jar, or puts it under a bed, but puts it on a lampstand, 
so that those who enter may see the light. For nothing is hidden [Gk: kruptov: concealed] that will 
not be disclosed, nor is anything secret [Gk: apokrufovv: kept secret] that will not become known and 
come to light. Then pay attention to how you listen; for to those who have, more will be given; and 
from those who do not have, even what they seem to have will be taken away (Luke 8:16–18). 

                                                
 8  William Wrede, The Messianic Secret, Mowbrays, Cambridge, 1971. See also J. D. G. Dunn, The Messianic 
Secret in Mark (TSF Bulletin 69, 1974), pp. 7–14. 
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 Like a cryptic crossword, essential clues were yet to be revealed. The early conver-
sations that the disciples had with Jesus alone—in the dark—could never have broken 
open to them fully until the light of the cross and resurrection and the day of Pen-
tecost had come (John 16:13). Then, that which had been but whispered was pro-
claimed from the housetops (cf. Matt. 10:26–27). 
 P. T. Forsyth writes:  

 
The apostolic interpretation is an integral part of the revelationary fact, process, and purpose, a real 
though posthumous part of Christ’s own continued teaching. In the Apostles took place a revelation 
of revelation—and a revelation of it once for all.9  

 
And Forsyth again:  
 

The Gospels float in the Apostolic Gospel. Not only is Luke Pauline but even Mark.10 

Every Message Is a Gift 

 The Apostle Paul asks for prayer, from the church, to enable his daily proclama-
tion: 

 
Pray also for me, so that when I speak, a message may be given to me to make known with bold-
ness the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I may declare it 
boldly, as I must speak (Eph. 6:19–20). 
 

God had set Paul apart before he was born, called him through his grace, and was 
pleased to reveal his Son ‘in’ him. On the Damascus road, Paul had undergone a 
‘Christological explosion’ as the Risen Jesus—a mystery—confronted him. He heard 
a voice (Acts 9:4), that he might proclaim Christ among the Gentiles (Gal. 1:15–16). 
Yet even Paul was always contingent upon the Lord’s giving him a message for each 
occasion. 

MYSTERY AND MYSTERIES 

The New Testament refers to numerous mysteries, as well as one mystery. In the 
parable of the sower, the singular and plural are used of the same incident.11 Geoff 
Bingham’s comment is a clear summary of this matter: 
 

We can safely say that ‘the mystery’ is the overall reality of God, and His plan for the history of 
creation. We can also safely say that ‘the mysteries’12, though each [is] one in itself, yet all are 
parts of the one great mystery.13 

                                                
9  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority, NCPI, Blackwood, 2004, p. 133. 
10  Forsyth, p. 140. 

 11  Matthew 13:11 and Luke 8:10 refer to ‘the mysteries’ (ta mysteria—plural) of the kingdom of God, while 
in Mark 4:11 the word used is ‘mystery’ (ton mysterion—singular). When Jesus likened the Kingdom of heaven to 
various examples: a mustard seed; yeast that a woman mixed; treasure hidden; a merchant searching for pearls; a 
net thrown out for fish; and so on; each parable is really a mystery within the primary mystery. Likewise, Paul 
writes in 1 Corinthians 4:1 of being stewards of ‘the mysteries’ (plural), while in Ephesians 3:9 the reference is to 
‘the mystery’ (singular). 
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The Mystery of Lawlessness—Or Iniquity 

For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work, but only until the one who now restrains it is 
removed (2 Thess. 2:7). 
 

 Paul wrote this to alert his readers, that ‘an immense blasphemy will take place, the 
like of which they would never imagine. Evil being and evil action do constitute a 
mystery, but for the believer a revealed mystery, warning him of what lies ahead.’14  
 Insight into the dynamics of the clash of the kingdom of God and the kingdom of 
Satan is not something that can be grasped by mere explanation. Revelation is needed. 
To perceive dark, sinister elements at work in the world can be—to say the least—
perplexing and disturbing. Rod James depicts Satan as ‘the cosmic terrorist’.15 The 
working of Satan’s woe is a mystery. Also, the deceptive, addictive and seductive 
powers of sin are yet at work in we who believe. I know that sin and guilt combine to 
reign o’er every thought of mine, and turn from good to ill.16 We often feel deeply the 
hidden evil of our own hearts, and we are shocked to the core at the depths of our cor-
ruption as we discover, by revelation, something of what it means that the thoughts 
and intentions of the human heart are only evil continually (Gen. 6:5). Evil lies close 
at hand, and sin clings so closely (Heb. 12:1) even as we delight in the law of God in 
our inmost being (Rom. 7:22). The mystery of iniquity or lawlessness may never be 
fully understood but we are alerted to it, for wise living.  

                                                                                                                                      
 12  A comprehensive list of the NT mysteries would include the following references:  

1. The Mystery of the Kingdom (Matt. 13:11; Mark 4:11; Luke 8:10) 
2. The Mystery of the Hardening of Israel (Rom. 11:25) 
3. The Revelation of the Mystery (Rom. 11:25–26) 
4. The Mystery of God (1 Cor. 2:1) 
5. The Mystery of Glorification (1 Cor. 2:7) 
6. The Mysteries of God (1 Cor. 4:1)—Stewards 
7. All Mysteries (1 Cor. 13:2) 
8. A Mystery (1 Cor. 15:51f.) 
9. Mysteries Uttered in the Spirit (1 Cor. 14:2) 
10. The Mystery of His will (Eph. 1:9) 
11. The Mystery of Christ (Eph. 3:3) 
12. The Mystery of the Integration of the Gentiles (Eph. 3:6, 9) 
13. Marriage: the Profound Mystery (Eph. 5:32) 
14. The Mystery of the Gospel (Eph. 6:19) 
15. The Mystery Hidden Throughout the Ages (Col. 1:25–27) 
16. God’s Mystery, That Is, Christ Himself (Col. 2:2; 4:3) 
17. The Mystery of Iniquity—Or Lawlessness (2 Thess. 2:7) 
18. The Mystery of Our Faith (1 Tim. 3:9) 
19. The Mystery of Our Religion (1 Tim. 3:16) 
20. The Mystery of the Seven Stars (Rev. 1:20) 
21. The Mystery of God (Rev. 10:7) 
22. The Mystery of the Woman—Babylon (Rev. 17:5–7)  

 Many mysteries are not directly named as mysteries, but can be classified as such: For example:  
(1) Sanctification: See Walter Marshall, The Gospel Mystery of Sanctification (Oliphants Ltd, London, 1956). 
(2) The revelation of God, as love, and the central matter of the propitiation and God’s wrath, in order to deal with sin 

and establish peace is a mystery unveiled in the text of 1 John 4:7–10.   
13  Bingham, p. 73, gives further insight into the meaning of the passage. 
14  Bingham, p. 67. 
15  Rod James, ‘Unity “Fails” in All the Earth’, in The Ministry and Message of Reconciliation, NCTM 

Ministry School, 2003, p. 141. 
16  Frank B. St. John, c. 1879, in New Creation Hymn Book, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, no. 218. 
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Mystery a Positive Concept in the NT 

A mystery . . . in the New Testament, is a truth which is revealed to the initiated—the person who is 
born anew of the Spirit—but which remains closed off from the uninitiated, that is, those unable to 
receive the truth.17 
 

 It is crucial to distinguish between hearing the mysteries, and all forms of religious 
mysticism, including so-called Christian mysticism.18 A finger placed to the lips is a 
gesture well known to Buddhist piety. Such a gesture is made as an affirmation that 
mystery is ‘that about which one must remain silent and really only can remain 
silent’.19 It is not uncommon for theologians, philosophers and religious leaders to 
employ the word ‘mystery’ to denote ideas such as ineffability, darkness and impene-
trability. In order to avoid wrong ideas conveyed by the English word ‘mystery’, and 
to emphasise the revelation that has come in human history, fully disclosed in Jesus, 
Markus Barth prefers to translate the Greek mysterion as ‘secret’. God’s secret has 
been make known. He claims: 

 
. . . it is impossible to demonstrate that at any place in the New Testament it signifies an insoluble 
puzzle or incomprehensible—and yet believed—mystery, though the English translation ‘mystery’ 
may suggest this meaning.20  
 

 In Christian history, a negative spin has often been given to the term ‘mystery’:21 
 
One of the dark puzzles of the history of theology is the way in which this positive New Testament 
understanding of mystery has constantly been suppressed hermeneutically in theology. Talk about 
God is often understood in the tradition as mysterious talk. But it was thought to be mysterious 
because its object, God, cannot actually be known by our thinking. Talk about God is accordingly 
regarded as inauthentic talk. This hermeneutical scepticism with regard to the speakability of God 
can be so intensified that the demand is made not to speak of God at all because our thought cannot 
genuinely know him. It is virtually a kind of theological self-commendation to introduce ‘God’ as 
an unspeakable term. As doubly enlightened theologians, we have been taught that what cannot be 
known is something we cannot talk about. And ‘whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be 
silent’.22 
 

 John 1:18a says: No one has ever seen God. But what follows is at the heart of the 
New Testament: It is God the only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, who has 
made him known (John 1:18b, RSV). The Word has become flesh. God himself is now 
accessible:  

 
. . . one can discover what distinguishes the Christian mystery from all others. In the Hellenistic 
mysteries revelation took place through special rites and ecstasies. In the apocalyptic literature the 

                                                
17  Bingham, p. 27. 
18  ‘Are you listening to God?’ can be an ambiguous question, without Apostolic substance to the teaching. 

 19  Eberhard Jüngel, God As the Mystery of the World, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1983, p. 251. 
20  Markus Barth, Ephesians: Introduction, Translation and Commentary on Chapters 1–3, The Anchor Bible, 

vol. 34, Doubleday, New York, 1974, p. 124. 
 21  This has a long history dating back to around 482 AD and the work of a theologian known as Dionysius the 
Pseudo-Areopagite (not to be confused with the person of Acts 17:34). His teaching has had an enormously 
detrimental influence on thinking concerning God. He says: ‘We approach Deity in its concealment only after we 
have set aside all thinking’. See E. Jüngel, p. 8. 

22  Jüngel, p. 251. 
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mysteries of God are revealed by visions or angelic beings. But in the NT the disciples meet the 
revelation or mystery of God in a historical event, in Jesus who is the Christ.23 

TAKE HEED HOW YOU HEAR  

Take heed then how you hear; for to him who has will more be given, and from him who has not, 
even what he thinks that he has will be taken away (Luke 8:18, RSV). 
 

 Jesus was and is genuinely concerned that people should hear him. P. T. Forsyth 
wrote:  

 
The more we fix our attention on the object of our certitude, the more we humbly realise that it is a 
something given. Its source is not in us. It is of grace. The men of discovery, of inspiration, tell the 
same tale. Truth finds them, not they it. All that is in us is a welcome, a response, a correspondence 
to it—not indeed a passivity but a receptivity.24 
 

Hebrews 3:12–19 and 4:2 warn and exhort believers to exhort one another every day 
to keep hearing. Sin is deceitful. Any of us can become hardened! Our ministries can 
become crusty. Our participation in the mysteries is dependent upon continually 
hearing God’s voice with faith. This always necessitates a personal encounter with the 
Giver—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—and a subsequent worshipful action in life. 
Struggle and genuine disturbance are likely at this point. Open our ears Lord! And 
help us to listen.  
 These mysteries are so wonderful: marriage—the profound mystery—and the mys-
tery of glorification, to name but two, and all that they mean for the future of creation. 
How could we grow dull about such things? It was said that deficient ecclesiology 
kills soteriology. Perhaps it often has. How could we as Christians ever sing of the 
mysteries as a Sunday morning dirge? How could we really grow tired of the 
mystery? It happens.  
 Substitutes are devised daily, in our ‘idol factory’ (Calvin), as replacements for the 
authentic mystery. Of ourselves, we can never reason our way to know God, as he is 
in Christ, although we may fathom out some conclusion that there is a God: theism 
(Antony Flew).25 But this is neither hearing God, nor a saving faith. We can easily 
look on at unbelievers dabbling in religious endeavour, in the occult, in atheistic phi-
losophy, and new-age forms of age-old Gnosticism, in secret societies, and the like. 
All are a rejection of God’s word to us in history, and are the judgment of a crass  
refusal to hear the mysteries of God. However, as believers, we too can devise our 
substitutes for living in the mysteries.  
 When this occurs, faith must come once again by hearing. Hearing must be given 
by the preaching of Christ—the Living Jesus preaching to us. We hear him (Rom. 
10:17). He deals with our guilt, he obliterates our dullness, he imparts his love (a 

                                                
23  G. W. Barker, ‘Mystery’ in The International Standard Bible Encyclopaedia, vol. 3, K–P, Eerdmans, 

Grand Rapids, 1986, p. 453. 
 24  Forsyth, p. 82. 
 25  See ‘Thinking Straighter: Why the World’s Most Famous Atheist Now Believes in God’ by James  
A. Beverley in Christianity Today, April 2005, vol. 49, no. 4, p. 80, available via the internet at:  
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2005/004/29.80.html 



THE GIFT OF HEARING THE MYSTERIES 

 

Ministry School 2005 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

118 

 

joyous mystery). We hear him gladly and he gives to us the knowledge of, and a share 
in the whole dynamic plan of God’s history, from the beginning of creation through to 
the new creation, and all that this entails—the whole counsel of God. The key to our 
stewardship is to be a person who is ‘always living in the mystery’.26 We must be 
persistently acting upon what we hear, and not giving way to cowardice, laziness or 
apathy.  
 I will tell you a mystery: in Christ, that person in the coffin has a great future!  
 

                                                
26  Bingham, p. 30. 
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STUDY 18 

THE WORD FROM THE PROPHETIC 

COMMUNITY 

Rod James 

We have seen that the people of God are the people of the word of God. They hear 
God speak, and they speak what they hear. They are a people shaped by a line of 
prophets extending from Abel to Zechariah (Luke 11:51) and beyond, and the axis of 
this people is the hearing or not hearing of God’s prophets. In the New Testament era 
the prophetic vocation of the people of God is heightened by ‘the testimony of Jesus’ 
(Rev. 19:10) and by Jesus’ appointment of his own witnesses. 

THE WITNESSES 

Concerning faith and obedience towards God, recalcitrant human beings have always 
wished to maintain that there is a legitimate place for agnosticism on the basis of 
insufficient evidence. However, God had said to Israel ‘You are my witnesses’ (Isa. 
43:9, 10, 12; 44:8) and the same principle of God’s chosen witnesses flows through 
into the New Testament where we find the words ‘witness’, ‘truth’ and ‘testimony’ 
labouring away together and placing the message of God upon a reliable basis of 
credible, collaborated evidence.1 Far more than our post-modern world would realise, 
the witnesses to God’s work of salvation are well positioned to generate confidence 
amongst those who are willing to believe their testimony concerning the actual, 
historical reality of God’s self-revelation in Christ. The New Testament schema, then, 
has a strong and vital place for God’s witnesses. All the prophets bear witness to 
Christ (Luke 24:25, 27, 44; Acts 3:18, 24; 10:43; Rom. 1:2; 3:21 etc), and John the 
Baptist bore witness that Jesus of Nazareth was the Christ (John 1:7–8, 15, 32, 34; 
3:26, 28, 32; 5:31–33). Jesus pointed out that the Father, the Scriptures and the works 
that he did all bore witness concerning him: 

 
But the testimony that I have is greater than that of John. For the works that the Father has given  
me to accomplish, the very works that I am doing, bear witness about me that the Father has sent 
me. And the Father who sent me has himself borne witness about me . . . You search the

                                                
1  For a fuller discussion of witness, truth and testimony, see Geoffrey Bingham’s Is Prophecy for Today? 

(NCPI, Blackwood, 1993), pp. 8–13. 
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 Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness 
about me (John 5:36–37, 39). 
 

 ‘A faithful witness does not lie, but a false witness breathes out lies’ (Prov. 14:5). 
‘Jesus Christ [is] the faithful witness’ (Rev. 1:5), and although false witnesses were 
brought against him (Matt. 26:60; Mark 14:56–57), Jesus bore witness about himself 
(John 8:13–14), and bore witness to the truth (John 18:37). Jesus knew that when the 
Spirit of truth came he would bear witness about him (John 15:26). The Law of God 
required that ‘You shall not bear false witness’ (Matt. 19:18), and that ‘at the mouth 
of two witnesses, or at the mouth of three witnesses, shall the matter be established’ 
(Deut. 19:15, AV; also John 8:17; 2 Cor. 13:1, 1 Tim. 5:19; Heb. 10:28). Jesus, 
however, chose not two or three witnesses, as required by the Law, but twelve. The 
requirement for being one of his twelve authorised witnesses was to be a believer who 
had also been a personal eyewitness of the resurrection, and this was the criteria used 
to replace Judas: 
 

So one of the men who have accompanied us during all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out 
among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he was taken up from us—one of 
these men must become with us a witness to his resurrection (Acts 1:21–22). 

 
The four Gospels and the Book of Acts all give an account of Jesus’ commissioning 
of the twelve (whom he had formerly called ‘apostles’, Luke 6:13) to be his 
authorised witnesses (Matt. 28:16–20; Mark 16:14–18; Luke 24:44–49; John 20:21–
22; Acts 1:8). To fulfil this role, however, they would need to be clothed with power 
from on high (Luke 24:49), and to understand from the Scriptures ‘that the Christ 
should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and 
forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from 
Jerusalem’ (Luke 24:46–48). They were to be eyewitnesses to what they had seen and 
to make personal confession of their faith in Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 4:13, 14). With this 
framework of divine intention in mind, the testimony of the twelve is seen in its full 
relief: 
 

He who saw it has borne witness—his testimony is true, and he knows that he is telling the truth—
that you also may believe (John 19:35). 
 
This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses (Acts 2:32). 
 
. . . you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To this we are witnesses (Acts 
3:15; so also Acts 5:32; 10:39–41; 13:31). 
 
That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, 
which we looked upon and have touched with our hands, concerning the word of life—the life was 
made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was 
with the Father and was made manifest to us—that which we have seen and heard we proclaim also 
to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father 
and with his Son Jesus Christ. And we are writing these things so that our joy may be complete  
(1 John 1:1–4). 
 

Furthermore, as the apostles gave their testimony to Jew and Gentile alike, God ‘bore 
witness to the word of his grace, granting signs and wonders to be done by their 
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hands’ (Acts 14:3 also Heb. 2:4). Although the twelve were the authorised witnesses, 
the community which was born through the apostolic testimony was so gripped by the 
word of the apostles (1 Thess. 2:13) that it sounded forth from them (1 Thess. 1:8), 
even in persecution (Acts 8:4). 

THE WORKING WORD 

The testimony concerning Christ is referred to in the Book of Acts simply as ‘the 
word’ or ‘the word of God’. Luke expresses many times that it is this word which, in 
itself, is the dynamic power in the apostolic mission: 
 

But many of those who had heard the word believed, and the number of the men came to about five 
thousand (4:4).  
. . . and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with 
boldness (4:31).  
It is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables . . . But we will 
devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word (6:2, 4).  
And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in 
Jerusalem (6:7).  
Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word (8:4).  
While Peter was still saying these things, the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the word (10:44).  
But the word of God increased and multiplied (12:24).  
The next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord (13:44).  
And when the Gentiles heard this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord, and as 
many as were appointed to eternal life believed. And the word of the Lord was spreading 
throughout the whole region (13:48–49).  
But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, teaching and preaching the word of the Lord (15:35).  
And they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house (16:32).  
. . . they received the word with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if these things 
were so (17:11).  
Paul was occupied with the word, testifying to the Jews that the Christ was Jesus (18:5).  
And he stayed a year and six months, teaching the word of God among them (18:11).  
This continued for two years, so that all the residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews 
and Greeks (19:10).  
So the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily (19:20).  
(So also 8:14, 25; 10:36; 11:1, 16, 19; 13:5, 7, 46; 14:3, 25; 15:7, 36; 16:6; 17:13.) 

 
The above 33 references in the Book of Acts show how the apostolic community were 
particularly conscious of having a word or message to proclaim and a testimony to 
give. Ministers today tend to prefer seminars or workshops on ministry technique 
rather than schools that look further into the truth and grace of God’s word. But for 
the apostolic community it was not leadership style, mission strategies or effective 
programs which bore a harvest but the working word of God. What, then, was the 
content of their word? 
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THE CONTENT OF THE WORD OF THE PROPHETIC COMMUNITY 

The testimony of the apostolic community was first of all to the events that had 
happened by God’s hand, and which the apostles had witnessed with their own eyes: 

 
As for the word that he sent to Israel, preaching good news of peace through Jesus Christ (he is 
Lord of all), you yourselves know what happened throughout all Judea, beginning from Galilee 
after the baptism that John proclaimed: how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit 
and with power. He went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for 
God was with him. And we are witnesses of 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 to appear, not to all the people but to us who had been 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 appointed by God to be judge of the living and the dead. To him all 
the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through 
his name (Acts 10:36–43). 

 
 Other accounts of the kerygma (proclamation) can be found in Acts 2:14–36; 3:12–
26; 4:8–12; 5:29–32; 10:34–43; 13:16–41; and 17:22–31. Paul succinctly expressed 
the testimony as he had received it: 

 
Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which you received, in which 
you stand, and by which you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to you— 
unless you believed in vain. For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that 
Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on 
the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to . . . (1 Cor. 15:1–4). 

 
But the apostolic testimony also contained the meaning of these events and the 
identity and significance of Jesus of Nazareth as ‘both Lord and Christ’ (Acts 2:36): 
 

All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of 
reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their 
trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. Therefore, we are 
ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We implore 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 (2 Cor. 5:18–21). 
 

 The potency of the proclamation is not in its appeal to human ego, but in Christ 
himself speaking his word of triumph (Rom. 10:17; 2 Cor. 13:3; Eph. 4:21—‘surely 
you heard him’, not ‘heard about him’). Inherent in the strange message of a crucified 
Messiah who has been raised from the dead is ‘the word of the cross [which] is folly 
to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God’  
(1 Cor. 1:18). Phrases such as ‘the power of God’ and ‘in demonstration of the Spirit 
and of power’ (1 Cor. 2:4) point to a power in the moral realm. The word ‘power’ 
tends to send our minds immediately to the realm of the material world—physical 
strength, political clout, financial means. But the power of all powers is God’s moral 
power—‘the righteousness of God [which] is revealed from faith to faith’ (Rom. 1:17, 
AV; 3:21f.). 
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In his book The Principle of Authority, P. T. Forsyth has an excellent chapter ‘The 
Footing of Religion’ (ch. 10). In it he argues that the footing of religion is reality, and 
that reality in turn is moral. However, ‘If the real is the moral, and the moral the holy, 
what footing have sinful men on that sheer and shining face? . . . To be of all men 
most moral is thus to be of all men most miserable. It is an impasse . . . That is the 
dark before God’s own dawn, the chaos before the new creation . . . Our access to 
Him is only in His merciful visitation.’2 He goes on to say: 
  

We are not moral heroes with a noble record, who, with a shining face, go to meet our great reward 
and happy consummation in God. God be merciful to us sinners. Faith is footing in a world-
Redeemer. Such is our world-Reality. God is God because He is holy; and the glory, the test, of the 
holy God is not in calling forth a world but in calling it back, not in its creation in love but in its 
new creation in grace . . . The Cross is our footing, whether in history, or in an eternal and 
immutable morality.3 

 
The apostolic community further understood that the word of the Cross commands the 
ear of every creature and the whole creation (Mark 16:15; Rom. 8:19; 2 Cor. 5:17; 
Col. 1:15, 23). Forsyth continues: 

 
Moreover, the only footing of the moral soul is a world footing. There is no salvation by private 
bargain, behind the world’s back. We find our souls not in their isolated salvation, but in the 
context of a saved world, a kingdom of souls. Here again reality is in the evangelical experience. It 
is the only experience which places us in the whole moral tissue of a universe by replacing us in the 
communion of its holy God. There is nothing absolutely universal but the moral, the holy, 
absoluteness of God.4 

 
 It is ‘the word of Christ’ (Rom. 10:17), ‘the word of the cross’ (1 Cor. 1:18), ‘the 
word of his grace’ (Acts 20:32), which is the compelling and authoritative word to be 
proclaimed to all nations. The prophetic community, therefore, is compelled to preach 
the gospel. Necessity is laid upon them. Woe to them if they do not preach the gospel! 
(1 Cor. 9:16). 
 

The lion has roared;  
   who will not fear? 
The Lord GOD has spoken 
   who can but prophesy? (Amos 3:8). 

PREACHING CHRIST, CRUCIFIED AND RISEN 

The Murder and the Lie 

 To understand what it meant and means to be ministers of this word we must 
remember that the world lives with the guilt of a supreme murder and a supreme lie. 
The supreme murder is the murder of the Son of God—God’s anointed king for 

                                                
2  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority: In Relation to Certainty, Sanctity and Society, NCPI, Blackwood, 

2004, pp. 181f. 
3  Forsyth, p. 185. 
4  Forsyth, pp. 185f.  
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humanity (Ps. 2). Not long before his crucifixion Jesus told a very pointed story about 
a man who owned a vineyard. The tenants would not pay the rent, so: 

 
. . . the owner of the vineyard said, ‘What shall I do? I will send my beloved son; perhaps they will 
respect him.’ But when the tenants saw him, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir. Let us kill 
him, so that the inheritance may be ours.’ And they threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. 
What then will the owner of the vineyard do to them? (Luke 20:13–15). 

 
 The supreme lie, consequently, is the denial that the living God is Lord over his 
creation and that Jesus is the Son of God, the one whom God has anointed as 
Messiah–King for humanity, and apart from whom no one comes to the Father (John 
14:6). Just as Cain murdered his brother and then claimed that he didn’t know 
anything about it (Gen. 4:9), so humanity has murdered and thrown aside the Son of 
God. The world now maintains the lie that it doesn’t know anything about God’s 
Messiah–King or its rejection and murder of him. But the witnesses must ask, ‘Who is 
the liar but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ?’ (1 John 2:22). 
 The name of Jesus is like electricity to the human race. It is like asking Cain where 
his brother is. The prophetic community must boldly assert, ‘God has made him both 
Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified’ (Acts 2:36). Jesus called Satan a liar 
and a murderer (John 8:44), and the prince of this world discourages, indeed forbids, 
the mention of the name of Jesus, except as a blasphemy. But the prophetic 
community is called to boldly proclaim the name, the lordship and the gospel of 
Jesus. Jesus said that whoever receives them receives him (Matt. 10:40–41), and that 
as much as people do it to one of the least of them they do it to him (Matt. 25:31–46). 
The prophetic community are commissioned by God to call people back to something 
they are trying to avoid—their relationship to the holy God—and back to the question 
of what they have done, personally and corporately, with Jesus his Son. It is their task 
to name the unmentionable one, and to speak about that which it is forbidden to speak 
of. 

‘Great Grace’ Gospel or ‘How to’ Homily 

 Geoffrey Bingham laments, ‘We cannot escape the fact that the church today is 
often (and even largely) not prophetic’.5 Recently I wrote a leaflet which was pressed 
into service out of the observation (and frustration) that many ‘evangelical’ churches 
had lost sight of their prophetic deposit: 
 

Cucumber sandwiches are a vivid metaphor in my mind. They represent the sandwich you have 
when you are not having a sandwich. Cucumber sandwiches promise fulfillment but they lack 
content. It has been my sadness of late to hear a number of sermons from evangelical preachers (so 
called) that have, as preaching, been cucumber sandwiches. Don’t get me wrong, the preaching was 
biblical in the sense that what was said reflected biblical content. But the proclamations tended to 
be ‘how to’ sermons based on biblical material. The starting point of such preaching is the 
perceived needs of people today—How to know the will of God, How to have a happy marriage, 
How to raise children for God, How to pray, How to deal with relationship problems, and so on. 
The preacher can draw on a storehouse of biblical material related to the question in hand, arrange it 
under some catchy headings, illustrate the point with a moving story and there you have it—‘three 

                                                
5  Geoffrey Bingham, p. 16. 
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points and a poem’. I call this homily preaching—a helpful little life-talk that is ‘user-friendly’, and 
to which folk can respond ‘Thank you Pastor, I really enjoyed that’. But as preaching goes such 
homilies are cucumber sandwiches to meat-hungry souls.6 

 
 ‘The word of the Cross’, by contrast, is confronting to the child of Adam— 
offending his pride, crucifying his ego, justifying his conscience, converting his heart, 
covenanting his person, and giving life to his soul. By this word ‘God comes, touches, 
seizes, and changes us’ (Forsyth). It is the most radical communication that can come 
to a human being because it is a moral communication and is, in fact, the final moral 
communication. It is capable, therefore, of invoking either saving faith, new birth and 
perfect love, or angry offence and hardness of heart. Small wonder, then, that the 
apostolic community and its preachers are in constant danger of shrinking back (Heb. 
10:38, 39) from proclaiming the ‘great grace’ of this word, and substituting a ‘how to’ 
message that meets people where they are, makes a positive appeal to their ego, and 
gives them a little boost along life’s way: 
 

‘How to’ sermons that lack the meat of the gospel do not change people, they only make them 
smarter, and smart preachers can preach them. But we preach Christ crucified . . . the power of God 
and the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:21–24). Such preaching is impossible for smart preachers to 
preach. It can only be preached by those who, themselves, have been forever humbled and made 
new by the heart of preaching.7 

Apostolic Confidence Today 

 Succeeding generations in the prophetic community have been given a confidence 
in and conviction concerning the testimony borne by those whom Jesus called and 
appointed as his witnesses. Contributing to this confidence is the realisation that all of 
the twelve spent the rest of their days bearing witness to what they had seen and heard 
concerning the actual, historical incarnation of the very Son of the living God. None 
of them recanted concerning their testimony, and eleven of the twelve were martyred 
because of their witness. Even more fundamental to our confidence and conviction, 
however, is the witness of the Holy Spirit that ‘The saying is trustworthy and 
deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners’ (1 
Tim. 1:15). Such conviction comes not only from confidence in the reliability of the 
witnesses, but also from the Holy Spirit’s convicting work ‘concerning sin and 
righteousness and judgment’ (John 16:8). Deeper and more fundamental than the 
historical evidence of the Incarnation is the revelation from the Father (Matt. 16:17) 
that ‘God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself’ (2 Cor. 5:19). The prophetic 
community are not ashamed of Christ (Mark 8:38) or his gospel (2 Tim. 1:8), which is 
the ‘righteousness of God . . . revealed’, and ‘the power of God for salvation’: 
 

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 
believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from 
faith for faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by faith’ (Rom. 1:16–17).  

 
                                                

6  Rod James, The Heart of Preaching, p. 1.  
7  Rod James, p. 4. 
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The Word of God Is Not Bound 

 Because of his proclamation of the gospel, Paul was ‘suffering, bound with chains 
as a criminal’, but he knew that ‘the word of God is not bound’ (2 Tim. 2:8–9). As 
servants of the word we may feel that we are bound, by being in one congregation or 
parish and not free to roam around, by the church culture in which we serve, by being 
seen as a ‘clergyman’ or someone who is ‘religious’, or by our denomination’s 
particular problems. The evil one seeks to bind us by having us believe that the 
present circumstances make it both impossible and indeed inappropriate to proclaim 
the word of God. But in all of this our knowledge of the apostolic word assures us that 
it can never be bound. Paul says, ‘But the word of God is not bound! Therefore I 
endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they also may obtain the salvation that 
is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory’ (2 Tim. 2:9–10). 

Just Sow! 

 Just as seed has its own amazing germinating and harvest-bearing capacity, even 
more so does the word of God. Jesus’ parable of the sower (Mark 4:1–20) suggests 
that the seed of the gospel should be spread generously upon the ground of humanity 
without second-guessing the suitability of the soil. Despite much wastage, if we just 
sow there will be an abundant harvest. Likewise Paul, the experienced minister of the 
word, exhorts the younger Timothy, ‘I charge you in the presence of God and of 
Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his 
kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and 
exhort with complete patience and teaching’ (2 Tim. 4:1–2). This we do, assured of 
God’s own promise concerning his Word: 
 

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven 
   and do not return there but water the earth, 
making it bring forth and sprout, 
   giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,  
so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; 
   it shall not return to me empty, 
but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, 
   and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it (Isa. 55:10–11). 
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STUDY 19 

PUT ON THE WHOLE ARMOUR OF 

GOD 

Martin Bleby 

A PASTOR IN PRIVATE 

Suppose there is a pastor who, with all the demands and hardships, has had a good 
and fruitful ministry. He believes and knows the Scriptures, and faithfully preaches 
and teaches from them. He has a heart to care for those for whom he is responsible, 
and he has given his life unstintingly to this task. A time comes when, while still 
going through the motions of ministry—which are still seemingly effective—within 
himself he senses a fearful emptiness. There have been the usual occasional 
preoccupations and wonderings about worldly wealth and status and where his life 
might be going, but he has sought to shake them off. This sits deeper than that. Even 
as he prepares and preaches, competent as he may be at that, there is a nagging 
thought that what he is saying has little meaning for him now, whatever it may mean 
for others. As he comes to pray, as he still does each day, there is a question hanging 
there as to whether he really believes in this God to whom he purports to pray. 
Thoughts lodge in him that he knows are unworthy. Old sins rear their ugly heads in 
reminder, and new sins appear which are no better, and may be even worse.1 
 Suppose a few of the people in his church come to know of this. He may even have 
been bold or foolhardy enough to let them in on it. Some of them will feel shocked, 
disappointed, and let down. They had depended on him never being like that. They 
knew that they did not always ‘make it’ themselves, but at least in him they thought 
they had someone who, in some sense, could ‘make it’ for them. Now he was knocked 
off that pedestal, and where did that leave them? For others, it may come as a relief, 

                                                
1  I hesitate to speak in this way, lest it be taken that such a state should be considered normal or in any way 

commendable. Such states doubtless arise out of the morass of human wilfulness and sin, under pressure from evil 
powers opposed to God. Nevertheless, since they happen, it is not without authorisation by the Creator and Lord of 
all, to serve His ultimate purpose. So they may be instructive, and useful to share advisedly. 

Should it be asked whether a person in such a state should not, in all integrity, move out of ministry, at least 
for a time, this may not necessarily be the case. Insistence on ‘integrity’ in a situation that arises from a measure of 
disintegration, may be a stubborn and farcical stance. Sometimes it is good humbly to admit that we do not know 
everything. 
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and as a sobering warning. None of us are exempt. They may even be humbly grateful 
that he has been taken through the very things that they also endure. They are not 
alone. They can face them together. 
 These things, as they occur, are real and inescapable, and there are no sure-fire 
techniques by which they can be easily shuffled off. Nor should we seek hastily to 
deny, evade, or parachute out of them. There is a strength that comes with the frank 
admission and with the endurance—perhaps it is an acknowledgement that, whatever 
may be happening to us, there is an undergirding that comes from somewhere else. 
 As we stand back from these things, we may know there is an evil one who has a 
vested interest in things being this way. These things do not just happen. There is a 
battle going on. People come under attack, and the attacks are real. We also know that 
there can be casualties. One thing, however, that this proud one does not and cannot 
reckon on is the undergirding. We need, more than anything, to know the under-
girding.2 

FALSE CURES 

One way of addressing this situation, short of despair, may be to say, ‘I am not doing 
as well as I used to. I am slipping. I must strive more. I must try harder.’ This is the 
way of self-help. It is like trying to hold the ends of your tightrope yourself while still 
attempting to walk along it. It has no reckoning on the undergirding that must come 
from elsewhere. 
 Another way can be to regard the situation as having some semblance of stoic 
normality. ‘Get used to it. What more can you expect in this vale of tears? We are 
only human.’ This can be dressed up in the language of eschatological hope: ‘We are 
not in glory yet. Nobody’s perfect, though we hope to be one day. Meanwhile, we all 
fail from time to time. Just keep trying, and do the best you can for the time being.’ 
This may ease some of the tension for us, but it ignores or makes a mockery of the 
exhortations to holiness in the present that we find constantly in the Scriptures. 
 The biblical answer is grounded in the already accomplished salvation of God, and 
the gifting that flows from His victory. From our point of view, it is a return to what 
we are before God, and a taking up of what we have been given by God. 

WHAT WE ARE BEFORE GOD 

Geoffrey Bingham, in addressing these very issues in the Monthly Ministry Study of 
May 2005, sets out ‘a number of things which have come to you because by faith you 
believed God for His salvation’, that should be presented to us: 

 

                                                
2  The biblical language for this is in Deut. 33:27: ‘The eternal God is your dwelling place, and underneath are 

the everlasting arms’ (RSV). This has been a comfort to many. In this context of the spiritual battle, however, the 
NRSV has an interestingly dynamic variant translation: ‘He subdues the ancient gods, shatters the forces of old; he 
drove out the enemy before you, and said, “Destroy!” ’ It is, in fact, a poetic picture of the conquest of Canaan. 
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(i) by grace you have been saved through faith, and this not your own doing; it is the gift of God 
(Eph. 2:8f.); (ii) you have been forgiven all sins (Eph. 1:7–8; Rom. 4:25); (iii) you have been 
justified by grace when you believed (Rom. 3:24–26; cf. 4:5, 25; Phil. 3:9); (iv) you have been 
washed, sanctified and justified (1 Cor. 6:11); (v) you have been freed from the power of sin (Rom. 
6:1–14); (vi) you have been cleansed from the pollution of sin (Heb. 1:3; 9:14; 10:22; 1 Cor. 6:11); 
(vii) you have been born again (1 Peter 1:3, 22–23; cf. 1 John 2:29; 3:9); (viii) you are a new 
creation (2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 5:16); (ix) you have been sanctified (2 Thess. 2:13; 1 Cor. 6:11; Acts 
20:32; 26:18); (x) you have been made a child and a son of God (John 1:12–13; Gal. 4:4–7); (xi) 
you are being conformed to the image of God’s Son (Rom. 8:21, 29–30; 1 John 3:1–3; cf. 2 Cor. 
3:18); and (xii) you have been given the gift of eternal life (John 3:16; 5:24; 1 Tim. 1:16). 
 

This is pastorally most helpful—for ourselves no less than others. Each of us would 
do well to look up all of these texts, and take them to heart. It is not, however, a 
matter of drumming them into ourselves to convince us that this is so, by some 
‘power of positive thinking’. The truth and reality of what they say is given to us—
from God—by faith. Geoffrey goes on to say: 

 
This is what you are before God, and you must keep this in mind—‘before God’. All of this is 
believed so that by faith all we have said above—and more—is what and how you are. All the time 
we walk by faith and not by sight. You must always see—by faith, and never by human sight. Your 
faith can never make anything to be. The whole range of the things in the above paragraph are so by 
God’s work. You have faith that all we have said is so—before God.3 
 

Just as it tells us in Ephesians 4:3 to ‘maintain the unity of the Spirit’ that has already 
been effected (rather than somehow to ‘make’ it), so the practical injunctions of the 
New Testament are concerned with the maintaining of the intimacy with God which 
has been given to us. 

WHAT WE HAVE BEEN GIVEN BY GOD 

Speaking of intimacy, are we aware of what ‘the armour of God’ referred to in 
Ephesians 6:11 actually is? In Isaiah 59:16–17 it is not the armour that God supplies, 
but the armour that God Himself wears in His lone battle and redeeming victory over 
evil and injustice: 

 
He saw that there was no one,  
   and was appalled that there was no one to intervene; 
so his own arm brought him victory,  
   and his righteousness upheld him.  
He put on righteousness like a breastplate,  
   and a helmet of salvation on his head;  
he put on garments of vengeance for clothing,  
   and wrapped himself in fury as in a mantle.  
According to their deeds, so will he repay;  
   wrath to his adversaries, requital to his enemies;  
   to the coastlands he will render requital . . .  
And he will come to Zion as Redeemer,  
   to those in Jacob who turn from transgression, says the LORD (Isa. 59:16–18, 20). 

                                                
3  G. Bingham. ‘The Matter of Power in the Church—4’, NCTM Monthly Ministry Studies 2005, May 2nd & 

7th, ‘Practical, Shared Ministry Studies, 2005’, pp. 5–6. 
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When then Paul says, ‘Put on the whole armour of God, so that you may be able to 
stand against the wiles of the devil’ (Eph. 6:11), he is not talking about taking up 
something that God supplies, or joining in the struggle alongside God, so much as 
standing and living in God Himself, in the saving victory that He alone has already 
accomplished. Each of the elements of the armour relate to this: the truth of God and 
His gospel, God’s own righteousness in justifying the ungodly, readiness to proclaim 
the gospel of peace,4 faith in God and in His Christ (see John 14:1), God’s salvation, 
and the word of God. 
 In particular, in the context of this theme, taking ‘the sword of the Spirit, which is 
the word of God’ (Eph. 6:17) lies at the heart of our being the prophetic community of 
God. This is what follows particularly from the Isaiah 59 passage: 

 
And as for me, this is my covenant with them, says the LORD: my spirit that is upon you, and my 
words that I have put in your mouth, shall not depart out of your mouth, or out of the mouths of 
your children, or out of the mouths of your children’s children, says the LORD, from now on and 
forever (Isa. 59:21). 

 
 Being in the community that speaks this word is what deals effectively with the 
personal malaise with which this study opened. The way this operates is detailed well 
in 1 Corinthians 14: 

 
. . . those who prophesy speak to other people for their upbuilding and encouragement and 
consolation . . . you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be encouraged  
(1 Cor. 14:3, 31). 

 
This is not just for believers, but also for those who are still to come to faith: 

 
. . . if all prophesy, an unbeliever or outsider who enters is reproved by all and called to account by 
all. After the secrets of the unbeliever’s heart are disclosed, that person will bow down before God 
and worship him, declaring, ‘God is really among you’ (1 Cor. 14:24–25). 

 
 We need to be mindful, however, that God’s main business is not concerned just 
with rescuing us from our personal malaises. God’s purpose is to gather the nations 
into his kingdom (as in e.g. Rev. 7:9; 11:15; 15:4; 21:26). No less is Satan, in 
counterpart imitation, determined that the nations should be his—his picking off of 
individuals is only ever with this in view. With great presumption he claimed that all 
the glory and authority of the kingdoms of the world belonged to him, and was in his 
gift (Luke 4:6). We know that nothing he says can be trusted (see John 8:44), but 
Jesus himself called Satan ‘the ruler of this world’ (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11), and the 
apostle John said that ‘the whole world lies under the power of the evil one’ (1 John 
5:19; compare Eph. 2:1–3). The ‘world’ referred to here is not the totality of God’s 
creation, but is equivalent to ‘the present evil age’, from which we are delivered by 
the one who ‘gave himself for our sins’ (Gal. 1:4). Seeing that the battle is of these 

                                                
4 The very word euaggelion arises from a context of the announcement of a situation that now pertains 

following a victory in battle: see Gerhard Friedrich in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 2, p. 722, 
quoted in Donald Robinson, Faith’s Framework: The Structure of New Testament Theology (NCPI, Blackwood, 
1996), p. 51. 
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dimensions and along these lines can make our precious personal malaises look like 
puerile little exercises in self-indulgence. 

YOU REALLY ARE UNLEAVENED 

Note from the Isaiah 59 passage that God’s victory is to those ‘who turn from trans-
gression’ (Isa. 59:20). We should not gloss over this lightly. Not that this is a 
condition of redemption—how could it be when no one but God Himself was in a 
position to bring it about? Nor should we say too readily that it is an outcome of 
redemption—this can lay a heavy reversion to do-it-yourself living that the flesh is 
only too ready to take up, under the guise of piety. It is best to say that the turning 
from transgression is indispensably part of the redemptive package. 
 This is the basis of the exhortations to this effect in the New Testament: 

 
Your boasting is not a good thing. Do you not know that a little yeast leavens the whole batch of 
dough? Clean out the old yeast so that you may be a new batch, as you really are unleavened. For 
our paschal lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed. Therefore, let us celebrate the festival, not with the 
old yeast, the yeast of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth (1 Cor. 
5:6–8). 

 
We are to ‘cleanse ourselves’ on the basis that God Himself, in all His holiness and 
righteousness, has already moved in on us: 

 
Do not be mismatched with unbelievers. For what partnership is there between righteousness and 
lawlessness? Or what fellowship is there between light and darkness? What agreement does Christ 
have with Beliar? Or what does a believer share with an unbeliever? What agreement has the 
temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God; as God said,  

‘I will live in them and walk among them, 
   and I will be their God,  
   and they shall be my people.  
Therefore come out from them,  
   and be separate from them, says the Lord, 
and touch nothing unclean;  
   then I will welcome you,  
and I will be your father,  
   and you shall be my sons and daughters, 
says the Lord Almighty.’5  

Since we have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and 
of spirit, making holiness perfect in the fear of God (2 Cor. 6:14 – 7:1). 

 
Notice that this apparently separatist passage is surrounded on each side by verses that 
speak of having hearts open to one another (2 Cor. 6:11–13; 7:2–4).6 We may take it 
that this is all of a piece if we see that the fellowship we have with one another is 
grounded in the presence among us of the holy God, of which it is said in the end: 
‘nothing unclean will enter it, nor anyone who practices abomination or falsehood, 
                                                

5  This is a rich compilation of Old Testament texts, drawn from Exod. 25:8; 29:45; Lev. 26:12; Ezek. 37:27; 
Jer. 31:1; Isa. 52:11; Hosea 1:10; Isa. 43:6. 

6  So much so that it has been taken as an ill-fitting intrusion, even from another letter, by some commentators 
(e.g. R. H. Strachan, The Second Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1935, p. 124). 
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but only those who are written in the Lamb’s book of life’ (Rev. 21:27). This is not a 
call to be separate from the world—not even from the ‘world’ that is under the power 
of the evil one. This is the world that God loved and sent His Son into to save (see 
John 3:16–17). We are to be in the world but not of it (see John 17:14–19). We are 
not to participate in any way in the ungodly ways of the world, nor give them any 
encouragement in our midst. To do so would be to blunt or distort the prophetic word 
by which alone the world can be saved. This is Paul’s point; as he goes on to say in  
1 Corinthians 5, after speaking of being unleavened: 

 
I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral persons—not at all meaning the 
immoral of this world, or the greedy and robbers, or idolaters, since you would then need to go out 
of the world. But now I am writing [But rather I wrote, RSV] to you not to associate with anyone 
who bears the name of brother or sister who is sexually immoral or greedy, or is an idolater, reviler, 
drunkard, or robber. Do not even eat with such a one. For what have I to do with judging those 
outside? Is it not those who are inside that you are to judge? God will judge those outside. ‘Drive 
out the wicked person from among you’ (1 Cor. 5:9–13). 

 
So the prophetic word goes out, and does its saving work: 

 
But you, beloved, must remember the predictions of the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ; for they 
said to you, ‘In the last time there will be scoffers, indulging their own ungodly lusts.’ It is these 
worldly people, devoid of the Spirit, who are causing divisions. But you, beloved, build yourselves 
up on your most holy faith; pray in the Holy Spirit; keep yourselves in the love of God; look 
forward to the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ that leads to eternal life. And have mercy on some 
who are wavering; save others by snatching them out of the fire; and have mercy on still others with 
fear, hating even the tunic defiled by their bodies (Jude 17–23). 

 
This requires great wisdom in the Spirit, which is not native to us. For this reason we 
are urged, in the face of all discouragement, ‘to rekindle the gift of God that is within 
you through the laying on of my hands; for God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, 
but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline [or a sound mind; 
s‹phronismou: ‘calm vigour of mind’ (Analytical Greek Lexicon)]’ (2 Tim. 1:6–7). 
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STUDY 20 

THE END OF PROPHECY 

Ian Pennicook 

Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will cease; as 
for knowledge, it will come to an end. 9For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; 
10but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end. 11When I was a child, I spoke like a 
child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish 
ways. 12For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in 
part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. 13And now faith, hope, and love 
abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love (1 Cor. 13:8–13). 

 
If we view the church as an organisation, which on the human level it is, then there 
will be the tendency to view the various ‘gifts’ (carivsmata, charismata) and 
‘ministries’ (dovmata, domata) within the church as components within the structure. 
Depending on our expectations, some will, then, have a minimalist approach, asking 
what is the minimum number of gifts and ministries which are needed for the 
organisation to survive, or prosper, or whatever. This sort of approach is becoming 
more obvious (it is by no means a new phenomenon) in our own day, with churches 
hiring pastors more for their management skills and their capacities to provide 
‘visionary’ leadership. And the pastors, for whatever motives, are often seeing 
themselves as CEO’s with ‘Ministry Staff’ and there is a significant amount of control 
being exercised within the churches as a result.1 
 That approach is not absent from the New Testament, even if it is rejected by it. It 
is endemic in humanity to receive the gifts of God without gratitude and use them for 
our own ends, and that is what was happening in the Corinthian church. This was a 
community which was in every way enriched in Christ, with every word and all 
knowledge, so that they did not lack any of the carivsmata as they awaited the 
revelation of the Lord Jesus. This was because the testimony, witness, or evidence,2 of 
Christ had been confirmed among them (1 Cor. 1:5–7). Whether that evidence of 
Christ meant concerning Christ (NIV, RSV) or meant the testimony which Christ 

                                                
 1  We might consider the growing awareness of ‘abuse’ taking place in churches. Of course, the problem is not 
universal and we should not be pushed into a critical stance against others simply on the basis of the errors of some 
or on the basis of language that is used.  
 2  The Greek martuvrion marturion, is properly the (documentary) evidence as distinct from the action of 
witness, marturiva marturia (as in Rev. 19:10); see L. Coenen, ‘Witness’ in Colin Brown (ed.), Dictionary of 
New Testament Theology, vol. 3, Pri–Z, Paternoster, Exeter, 1978, p. 1039. 
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himself gave is not explained.3 Either way, Paul saw, with thanks, that the Corinthian 
church with all its gifts was an expression of the grace of God in Christ (1 Cor. 1:4). 

THE BODY OF CHRIST 

When the matter of the spiritual [gifts?]4 comes up for treatment in 1 Corinthians 12, 
the point is similar: the various gifts are the manifestation of the Spirit. Once again 
(and we could well agree with the comment of 2 Pet. 3:16b), there is the question of 
whether it is the Spirit who does the manifesting, the making plain, or if it is the 
Spirit’s presence and activity which is seen, or both.5 Even with these uncertainties, 
the result is still that the church with its gifts and ministries is understood, by Paul, as 
being a dynamic entity, created in Christ Jesus to be ‘the body of Christ’ (1 Cor. 
12:12–13, 27; Eph. 1:22–23; 4:12–16, 25).  
 This immediately forces us to re-evaluate any organisational thinking we may have 
concerning the church. While most of us cannot avoid the organisational aspects, still, 
instead of an organisation, we should first see that the church is organically one with 
Christ and so one within its human members. It cannot be otherwise. The command to 
love one another, therefore, is not an extra imposed on a group of people but of the 
essence of that group. Likewise with the functioning of the body. However we may 
want to define the dovmata, we have to see that those are constitutive functions of the 
church as the body and not elements distinct from it.6  
 ‘Body’ implies dynamic functioning, with love as the great care, honour, serving, 
giving and receiving which each member has for the others. Within that entity, the 
concern is not for the ‘gift’ but for the whole life and goal of the body. Geoff 
Bingham has written: 
 

What is so delightful is that each person-gift to the Church can exercise that gift to its fullness 
without impinging on other gifts. Each person can only do this where all gifts are operating. So too, 
in I Corinthians 12:12–31, all gifts operate in fullness because of their inter-dependency and inter-
operation. 
   Where there is fear today among ‘clergy’ that there will be a takeover by the ‘laity’, this fear 
should be dispelled. The term ‘laity’ actually refers to all members together. There is no such thing 
as control in the Body of Christ. Reluctance to recognise the true functioning of members may lead 
to the so-called ‘laity’ highjacking the power of the so-called ‘clergy’. But this would be sad in the 
light of the true nature of the Body of Christ.7 

  

                                                
 3  1 Corinthians 2:1 has ‘I did not come proclaiming the testimony of God to you’, and if that is the correct 
reading then the sense that martuvrion in 1:6 refers to Paul’s proclamation concerning Christ would possibly be 
affirmed. Of course, the two are different: 1:6 is the testimony of Christ and 2:1 is clearly Paul’s proclamation. 
Also, the uncertain reading of 2:1 must be considered. 
 4  Paul only wrote tw§n pneumatikw§n t‹n pnematikon which could be either masculine (spiritual people) or 
neuter (spiritual things, thus gifts). The rest of the letter uses this adjective both ways; as referring to people in 
2:15, 3:1 and 14:37, while in 14:1 the reference is plainly to ‘gifts’. 
 5  James Dunn (Jesus and the Spirit, SCM, London, 1973, p. 212) suggests that ‘It is quite likely that Paul was 
being deliberately ambiguous, his thought being that the Spirit reveals himself in the charismata’ (emphasis his).  
 6  There is little point ‘tilting at windmills’, but we should at least be conscious of the misunderstanding that is 
perpetuated by such terms as ‘clergy and laity’, or, to the ‘ministry staff’ mentioned above and suchlike.  
 7  Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Beautiful City of God, Redeemer Baptist Press, Castle Hill, 2001, p. 103. 
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 It is plain the New Testament does not find it necessary to define what is mean by 
the word ‘body’ as applied to the church, though Paul comes close to it in  
1 Corinthians 12:14–27, where the discussion is of the true way to see the places 
occupied by the many members in the one body. As far as Paul seems concerned, 
‘body’ means ‘body’. He does not appear to be thinking of another reality, the church, 
which is served by metaphorical language. If anything, the reverse could be true. Take 
the language used about the creation of male and female in Genesis 2. Paul sees 
Genesis 2:24 as being a ‘profound mystery’, with him saying it refers to Christ and 
the church8 which in the context means to Christ and his bride. Not only is Paul 
saying, as does Genesis, that the union of a man and a woman is far greater than mere 
cohabitation or even than whatever high and godly level of pure giving in love it may 
involve; he also is saying that it is the anticipation, some say ‘prophecy’, of the 
ultimate reality, indeed of the reality which prefigured the creation of humanity. 
Given, too, the details of Ephesians 5:22–33, I would suggest that the use of the title 
‘body’ for the church may have its significance, to some extent, in the parallel 
understanding of the church as the ‘bride’ of Christ (so vv. 29–30).9 Both the NRSV 
and NIV obscure this by mistranslating verse 29. Both these translations have ‘body’ 
when Paul used savrx (sarx, flesh), thus missing the parallel with ‘body’ (sw§ma, soma) 
in verse 28.10 
 Jesus also said that ‘in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in 
marriage’ (Matt. 22:30). We might conclude that in the minds of Jesus and the 
apostles all history is teleological, moving towards the goal when the reality, planned 
before the foundation of the world and prefigured in the creation of human marriage, 
is reached. 

PROPHECY AND THE BODY OF CHRIST 

What both ‘body’ and ‘bride’ also have in common, is the description of them as 
moving on towards the goal. The body must grow to maturity (Eph. 4:13) and the 
bride looks forward to the fullness of what she now has in the pledge of the Spirit 
(Eph. 1:13–14). In the meantime, the body of Christ is fully equipped for its role here 
and now. Although the ‘mystical body of Christ’—meaning that to see the church as 
one with Christ—requires a revelation (as in Eph. 3:311), the church is nonetheless 

                                                
 8  to; musthvrion tou'to mevga ejstivn: ejgw; de; levgw eij" Cristo;n kai; eij" th;n ejkklhsivan. See the discussion of 
this verse in Markus Barth, Ephesians: Translation and Commentary on Chapters 4–6 (Doubleday, Garden City, 
1974), pp. 641–7; also Geoffrey Bingham, The Profound Mystery (NCPI, Blackwood, 1995), pp. 99f. 

9  On this, see F. F. Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians (Eerdmans, 
Grand Rapids, 1984), pp. 393ff., especially, ‘In the light of his saving work, the hidden meaning of Gen. 2:24 now 
begins to appear: his people constitute his bride, united to him in “one body” ’ (pp. 394f.).  
 10  Is 1 Cor. 6:16 using the words as synonyms, or is Paul there making a contrast? See also John  
A. T. Robinson, The Body: A Study in Pauline Theology (SBT 5, SCM, London, 1952), p. 31. I should add that 
these observations are not just academic pedantry; while we may well need to ‘tell the story simply as to a little 
child’, I believe that as leaders we need also to be as fully aware as we can what that story really is. 
 11  Commentators tend to focus on the content of the mystery in 3:3 and contrast it with that of 5:32, but, I 
think, miss the heart of ‘mystery’ itself. 
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organically joined to Christ, her head.12 All the life of Christ is expressed in the 
church, and thus he supplies his body with gifts by which he will bring it to maturity.  
 Thus he, Christ, has given ‘prophets’ to the church (Eph. 4:11) and the gift of 
‘prophecy’ (1 Cor. 12:10; Rom. 12:6). Along with the other dovmata and carivsmata, 
these are with a view to the church being the prophetic community in the world, the 
means by which the truth of all that God is accomplishing is declared. What is more, 
the gifting of the church in this way is for more than witness to people: ‘through the 
church the wisdom of God in its rich variety [should] now be made known to the 
rulers and authorities in the heavenly places’ (Eph. 3:10). For this to be so, the church 
cannot live without the word! James Dunn wrote of prophecy: 
 

This charisma is the guarantor of spiritual health and growth. Without it the community cannot 
exist as the body of Christ; it has been abandoned by God.13 

 
The distinction between prophecy and teaching was evidently not a problem for the 
New Testament churches, though we have to work at the matter. Again, Dunn says: 
 

Teaching (didachv—I Cor. 14.6, 26). In Paul’s view the activity of teaching (didavskwn) is also a 
charismatic act (Rom. 12.7). Paul certainly uses the noun in a non-charismatic sense for a body of 
teaching, something his readers already accept and can therefore use as a check on beliefs and life 
(Rom. 6.17, 16.17). But in I Cor. 14.6, 26 he obviously has in mind particular teachings. That a 
charismatic insight is in view is strongly suggested by the companion contributions to the 
assembly’s worship listed in vv. 6 and 26; v. 6—revelation, knowledge, prophecy; in v. 26 both 
‘hymn’ and ‘teaching’ are probably thought of as spontaneous utterances, as ‘revelation’ and 
certainly ‘tongue’ and ‘interpretation’ are. Note also Col. 3.16—‘teaching . . . one another with 
psalms, hymns and spiritual songs . . .’ [T]he particular insights of teaching are probably to be 
distinguished from the particular utterances of prophecy in that prophecy would express a new 
word from God as such, whereas teaching would tend to denote more a new insight into an old 
word from God, into the traditions already accepted by the community as authoritative in some 
degree—viz., OT writings, tradition of Jesus’ sayings, the gospel which they initially received (cf. I 
Cor. 11.2, 23; 15.3; II Thess. 2.15, 3.6). Thus in Col. 3.16 the ‘teaching’ arises out of ‘the word 
(lovgo~) of Christ dwelling in you . . .’14 

 
If this is the case, then the ‘new word’ of prophecy is not an addition to the apostolic 
testimony, the authoritative word of the risen Christ; it is the living word of the risen 
and ascended Christ to his body. Thus the church is set up to be continually in inti-
mate communication with its head—and he with his body, which I presume is the 
essence of the context in 1 Corinthians 11:4–5 if not the particular issue being 
addressed. The church cannot live without the prophetic word, not in any structural 
sense of the church but in the sense that the prophetic word is the living 
communication of the head with the body. The word—the testimony of Jesus—has 
brought into being a community restored to communion with the triune God. That 
communion is never to be seen as a formal relationship; it must be continually 
‘refreshed’ by prayer and prophecy, the action of communion. 

                                                
 12  On Paul’s use of ‘mystery’ in Eph. 5:32, see Barth, Ephesians 4–6, pp. 643f.  
 13  Jesus and the Spirit, SCM, London, 1975, p. 233. 
 14  Jesus and the Spirit, pp. 236f. 
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 The problems associated with the refusal to have Christ’s continuous 
communication heard and obeyed in faith are many. One, at least, is that the living 
body, which must have a living word, now prefers to locate that word, not in the 
giving ( a continuous matter) but in a more fixed ‘office’: 
 

Of course, it may be that more than one gift—even a domatic gift—may be given to one person. 
These domatic and charismatic gifts are manifestations of the Spirit and may be exercised from 
time to time by anyone whom the Spirit may choose to equip and move. That is why, even though 
we have used the term, the thought of ‘offices’ is not acceptable.15 

 
That need not imply that Christ has stopped speaking to the church or, indeed, that the 
church has ceased hearing, but it does suggest that the full awareness of who and what 
the church is often does not condition the way the church functions. Thus, for many, 
there seems little awareness that Christ himself is present and powerfully active in the 
church as the living head, and little anticipation that he will lead the church as and 
when he wills. 

UNTO FULL STATURE 

And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love (1 Cor. 13:13). 
 
These three items—faith, hope and love—point us to the present16 nature of the 
church. These three items, often referred to as ‘virtues’,17 are a regularly occurring 
triad in the New Testament.18 Like the gifts, they are never self-generated aspects of 
life in Christ, but always coming to the church, as essential elements of all that we 
are. They ‘abide’ because they are never extra features which the church should 
desire; rather they are of the essence of what the church is. In other words, while there 
may be those who do not live in faith, hope and love, those three elements are still 
fundamental because that is the way the bride, the body Christ has been structured. 
They are simply the ‘way’ things are, and certainly a better way than that expressed 
by those who deny them (so 1 Cor. 12:31b). 
 In 2 Corinthians 5:7, Paul wrote: ‘We walk by faith, not by sight’, and in  
1 Corinthians 13:12 he characterised the present experience as that of seeing in a 
mirror dimly, while anticipating a direct, face to face, encounter. While faith ‘knows’, 
and that carries wondrous dimensions (so 1 John 2:20; cf. 1 Peter 1:8), it is still a 
limited knowledge. ‘I know only in part’ is explained as being a relational knowledge, 
since ‘I will know fully, even as I have been fully known’ (1 Cor. 13:12). So faith and 

                                                
 15  Geoffrey C Bingham, The Beautiful City of God, Redeemer Baptist Press, Castle Hill, 2001, p. 103, 
n. 7. 
 16  Some argue that ‘abide’ means ‘abide forever’, and a case can be made for that, with ‘faith’ as trust and 
‘hope’ as implying that life in the new earth will not be static, and ‘love’ as the heart of creation because it is the 
truth of God, being three ‘eternals’, or ‘imperishables’. However, I do not think that those aspects are to the fore 
here. 
 17  Perhaps not a helpful title since it implies something to be attained. 
 18  See 1 Thess. 1:3; 5:8; Gal. 5:5–6; Rom. 5:1–5; Col. 1:4–5; Eph. 4:2–5 (Titus 2:2); Heb. 6:10–12; 10:22–24; 
1 Peter 1:3–8. They also occur, for example, in the Epistle of Barnabas (1:4; 11:8) and the Letter of Polycarp to the 
Philippians (3:2–3). 
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hope are inextricably linked, as in Romans 5:1–2, being ‘justified by faith . . . we 
rejoice in our hope’, and 1 Peter 1:3–8, being ‘born anew to a living hope . . . we 
believe in [Christ] and rejoice’.  
 Such a hope determines not only the future but also the present. Every gift is 
evidence of the presence of Christ in his body, but particularly with a view to the goal 
being achieved. Hence the gifts are to be seen as provisional. They are never our own 
possession but always coming as gifts, even if some people might regularly, either as 
persons (Eph. 4:11) or as practitioners (1 Cor. 12; Rom. 12), exercise certain func-
tions. But also, even as gifts to be received and used, they are never an end in 
themselves. In the present life and action of the church, the whole body, therefore, is 
not to be gift driven but love driven. What is more, love is not an ideal for which we 
should strive but the simple truth of the church. So Ephesians 4:15–16: 
 

But doing the truth19 in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 
16from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, 
as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.  

 
So John wrote that we should continue20 loving one another (1 John 4:7) and if that is 
the way we live, then God abides in us and his love is brought to its goal in us (1 John 
4:12). And in love the gifts are used because the church is living in the teleological 
action of God’s love.  
 For that reason, among others, we say that prophecy is dynamic. The prophetic 
community is the body from which the word of God issues, and is therefore the focal 
point in the world of God’s purpose for history. There can be little doubt, therefore, 
why it is that the world and the evil powers are set to destroy the church. Christ will 
fill all in all (Eph. 1:23) and that, of course, threatens the very existence of Satan and 
the present world-system. It seems plain that the New Testament has a far higher 
estimation of the church than have many today. 
 To say that Christ will fill all in all and that the church is his fullness raises many 
questions, but I suspect there is a simple answer to them.21 The passage in Ephesians 
1 contains strong allusions to Psalms 8 and 110. In Ephesians 1:20 Paul identified the 
power toward us as the power which raised Christ from the dead and seated him at the 
right hand of God, while in verse 22 he said that God has placed all things under his 
feet. The allusion to Psalm 8 makes it plain that, as elsewhere, Paul regards Jesus the 
Messiah as the ‘Man’ (the Adam) who is all that Adam (the first Man) was created to 
be. And as Adam was commanded to fill the earth and have dominion over it, so now 
we see that Jesus, the crucified, risen, ascended Man of glory, is he who fulfils the 
creational command by means of his body, and that one day that body will be fully 
revealed as the glorious bride of Christ. In the end, there will only be Christ and his 
bride upon, and filling, the new earth. In the meantime, the church lacks nothing of 
his supply. The gifts of the ascended Christ are in order that he might fill all things.  
 Prophecy within the church is the continual empowerment of the believing church, 
as the church has nothing apart from the word of Christ, its head. Exhortations, 

                                                
 19  The verb is ajlhqeuvw (al¡theu‹), used only here and at Gal. 4:16 in the N T. 
 20  The present tense probably implying continuity rather than commencement. 
 21  See Ian Pennicook, The Head Is Full in His Body (Study for October 2003), available on the New Creation 
web site. 
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encouragements, directions and corrections are all with a view to the church in faith 
moving powerfully to the goal, looking to the one who will consummate22 our faith 
(Heb. 12:2).  
  Yet, for now, we prophesy ‘in part’ (1 Cor. 13:9). It is ‘in part’ because God has 
chosen not to tell all—now. Referring to Isaiah 48:3–8, Geoff Bingham says: 
 

In effect God is saying, (i) ‘I have prophesied predictively of what I will do and then have 
done it, lest you should say your idols and gods did and commanded these things,’ and (ii) 
‘There are some things I will not tell you prophetically lest you claim you have thought of 
them yourself. I therefore hide them from you, and suddenly make them to happen.’23 

 
While there are some who assume that the prophet can effect history (thus Balak with 
Balaam and the assumption behind Isaiah 30:10), the reverse is true. It is God who 
moves history through the word given, and so the prophet never possesses the word of 
God—the word of God always possesses the prophet. For that reason the prophet 
must tremble at the word since he is the servant of the word. He speaks only what is 
given; thus Ephesians 6:19, ‘that a word may be given24 to me’. In spite of the 
revelation given, ‘what we will be has not yet been revealed’ (1 John 3:2)25. Perhaps 
better would be, ‘has not yet appeared’,26 meaning not that we do not have a 
revelation from God but that we cannot see the fullness of what lies ahead. To that 
extent, always the word is a promise and even the angels are not privy to the 
dimensions of what lies ahead (see 1 Pet. 1:10–12; cf. Rev. 22:9). 
 On that day, prophecy will end. The word of God will not end but the word will no 
longer be coming to us as promise. In its place will be the word in all its fullness and 
we will know as we are now known. This is the language of pure marriage; the 
anticipation has been pure and wonderful, but also appropriately restrained. Prophecy 
is for the time of anticipation, and thus it is for ‘the last days’ (Acts 2:17), for what 
lies ahead is the unutterable beauty of total communion.  
 The question, then, which must be asked of those given leadership in the body of 
Christ concerns the way we presently communicate these matters with the other 
members of the body. If we ourselves are uncertain of our own position and are 
seeking to establish ourselves in greater security, then we may be misrepresenting the 
fact that all the members have an anointing from the Holy One and that, as a 
consequence, all have knowledge now. Are we, therefore, unnecessarily establishing 
ourselves as priestly mediators? (This is by no means an accusation in any form; the 
question is simply one which must be asked.) Or are we, with all the body, 
continually craving the living utterance and in love communicating that which now  
comes to us, so that the whole body, the bride, will cry out with increasing pure 
desire, ‘Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!’? 

                                                
 22  teleiwthv~ (telei‹t¡s). 
 23  Geoffrey C Bingham, Is Prophecy for Today?, NCPI, Blackwood, 1982, p. 2. 
 24  i}na moi doqh/§ lovgo~ (hina moi doth¡ logos). 
 25  NRSV; cf. NIV, ‘has not yet been made known’. 
 26   ejfanerwvqh (ephaner‹th¡). 
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STUDY 4 (WA) 

THE PROPHET AND THE SPIRIT  
OF GOD 

Ian Pennicook 

When we speak of ‘the Spirit of God’, we are generally very much influenced by our 
Christian vocabulary, so that when the word ‘spirit’ is used in the Old Testament we 
tend simply to read back our Christian understanding into the text. While that is a 
valid procedure, up to a point, it may also mean that we miss out on some of the very 
rich connotations which the Old Testament word conveys.  
 It might also be true that we have less idea of what the word ‘spirit’ means in the 
New Testament than we may have assumed.1 Even our use of a distinct capital ‘S’ for 
the Holy Spirit is foreign to the original documents of the New Testament. Therefore, 
when we want to speak of ‘The Prophet and the Spirit of God’, a matter of great 
importance, we ought to begin by reviewing what we mean by the word ‘spirit’. 

THE RUACH OF GOD 

The Hebrew word for spirit is jæWr (ruach), which has a range of meanings, basically 
having the idea of empty ‘air’, something fleeting and ephemeral, then the idea of 
blowing, as the wind or breath. As a consequence of this latter area, the notion comes 
of breathing as sign of life and so ‘spirit’ and ‘life’.2 The task is not to choose a trans-
lation which may appeal to us but to see why this word should be appropriate for the 
biblical authors.  
 The first use of jæWr is in Genesis 1:2, which says: 

 
. . . the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God 
swept over the face of the waters (NRSV). 

 

                                                
1  As an example, the Concise Oxford Dictionary (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 5th edn) lists 13 aspects to 

the word ‘spirit’, some of them being of course related. But if we add to that the related word ‘spirituality’ which 
has become so commonly used nowadays, we see the wide range of meanings which now attach themselves to the 
English word. 
 2  S. Tengström, ‘jæWr ruach’, in G. Johannes Botterweck et al (eds), Theological Dictionary of the Old 
Testament, vol. 13, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 2004, p. 368. In Ezek. 42:16ff. ruach is translated as ‘side’ (south 
side etc. of the temple). 



THE PROPHET AND THE SPIRIT OF GOD 

 

Ministry School 2005 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

144 

While other translations use ‘Spirit’ instead of ‘wind’, the basic meaning is not that of 
the personal Holy Spirit coming from God, an idea which would have been anathema 
to the strictly monotheistic Hebrew writer and readers,3 but that of the breathing of 
God, possibly expressing itself in words, as in verse 3: ‘Then God said . . .’ This is the 
picture of the dynamic, personal presence of God bringing his creation into its 
intended form. Geoff. Bingham has suggested that: 

 
It could even be said that there was a hurricane. Certainly, the movement, whether slow or fast, is 
dynamic. Some do not even see a reference to the [personal Holy] Spirit in this word [jæWr], but in 
the Old Testament . . . the Spirit is often described as a wind at hurricane force.4 
 

The conjunction of wind or breath and word is also seen in Psalm 33:6, 9: 
 

By the word of the LORD the heavens were made,  
 and all their host by the breath of his mouth . . .  
9For he spoke, and it came to be;  
 he commanded, and it stood firm.  

 
H. Wheeler Robinson commented: 

 
Where the Spirit of God is, there is God, and where God is present, God is active . . . The primitive 
and fundamental idea of ‘spirit’ (ruach) in the Old Testament is that of active power or 
energy . . . power superhuman, mysterious, elusive, of which the ruach or wind of the desert was 
not so much the symbol as the most familiar example.5 
 

While the ‘wind from God swept over the face of the waters’ (Gen. 1:2), there is no 
indication that that wind subsequently ceased its great movement. Indeed, the next use 
of the word jæWr, in Genesis 3:8, literally ‘the jæWr of the day’, shows that the 
dynamic presence of God was as much there after the sin of the first couple as it was 
before. The heavens and the earth are still God’s heavens and earth and he remains as 
the one who sustains the creation in the same way that he brought it into being (cf. Ps. 
104:29–30; Heb. 1:3). 

MANKIND AND THE RUACH OF GOD 

The significance of all this is seen in the creation of human life. It is impossible to 
conceive of created humanity apart from the action of the word and breath, the per-
sonal action of God. When God formed the man from the dust of the ground he did 
not form him to exist apart from the presence of God but only within it. Indeed, the 
man is a living being because God breathed into him the breath of life. This is not the 
jæWr but the hm;v;n“ (neshamah; LXX. pnohv, pno¬), the breath of God,6 though this 

                                                
3  The understanding of God as ‘Trinity’ requires the incarnation of the Word; before that no-one would have 

ever considered qualifying the declaration that ‘The Lord is one’ (Deut. 6:4). See also Tengström, ‘jæWr ruach’, 
p. 384. It has also been noted that the word jæWr is only ever used once in a personal way in the OT, viz. 1 Kings 
22:21f. (H. Wheeler Robinson, The Christian Experience of the Holy Spirit, Nisbet, London, 1928, p. 9).  

4  Geoffrey Bingham, The Day of the Spirit, NCPI, Blackwood, 1985, p. 15. 
5  The Christian Experience of the Holy Spirit, p. 8. 
6  F. Brown, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, Hendrickson, Peabody, 1906, p. 675. 
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word and jæWr are used synonymously in some contexts (e.g. Isa. 57:16). Still it is 
the life of God himself which gives life to the man; the jæWr of God is the hm;v;n“ 
which is in man’s nostrils. 
 Corresponding to this is the presence of the word which comes to the man in 
Genesis 3:8ff.: 

 
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. 9But the LORD God called to the man, and said to him, ‘Where are you?’ 10He said, ‘I heard 
the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.’  
 

Although the NRSV, RSV and NIV have ‘sound’, and the word lwOq (qol) can have 
that meaning, the older translations used ‘voice’ (AV, ASV). The more precise 
translation ‘voice’ is used in 3:17 (‘because you have listened to the voice of your 
wife’) and I can see no particular reason why it should not be ‘voice’ in 3:8, 10. God 
comes to the man and the woman in the jæWr of the day and they hear his voice. But 
either way, Wenham suggests: ‘Maybe a daily chat between the Almighty and his 
creatures was customary’.7  
 I think that ‘maybe’ has nothing to do with it. I would suggest that the picture is of 
God creating Man in his own image in order than there might be total communion 
between Man and God. The jæWr of God is in his nostrils and word of God in his ears 
and that is the sweetness of the Sabbath rest which God established. Of course this 
would be established by seeing, as we will, the way the purpose of God is unfolded at 
Pentecost. 
 Jesus Christ was later identified as having three ‘offices’: ‘prophet, king and 
priest’,8 and if that is correct then the background for it is that Adam, the created man, 
was also prophet, priest and king. Indeed, in the sense of one who hears the word of 
God and speaks it to others, that is the way we are to see Adam, the man. He heard 
the word of God concerning the eating of the fruit and passed that on to the woman. 
According to the account in Genesis 2, she was not yet formed when the prohibition 
was given, though she was certainly aware of it when asked by the serpent. The sin of 
Adam was immense, and perhaps that is partly shown in the way it is described in 
Genesis 3:1ff. The man was to speak the word from God to the woman and, in turn, 
they were to exercise the dominion over the creation. However, by their yielding to 
the temptation, the whole creational order was disrupted. The creation (the serpent,  
v. 1) spoke to the woman and she in turn gave the fruit to her husband who, we may 
understand, was present for the whole drama. In other words it was Adam’s prophetic 
role (as also his priestly and kingly roles) which was abdicated when he sinned and 
that certainly is seen in the way he now attempts to avoid the voice of God (Gen. 
3:8ff). 
 

                                                
7  Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1–15, Word Bible Commentary, vol. 1, Word, Milton Keynes, 1987,  

p. 76. 
8  See Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 1, Library of Christian Classics, vol. 20, ed.  

J. T. McNeill, book 2, ch. 15, pt 1, p. 494.  
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THE RESTORATION OF THE PROPHETIC 

Although in the Old Testament the first person identified as a prophet is Abraham 
(Gen. 20:7), Jesus specified Abel as the first of the prophets to suffer because of his 
role (Luke 11:50–51; cf. Matt. 23:35). Hebrews 11:4 has Abel as the first man of faith 
in its list. Certainly, we should see Abel as a person of great significance, since it is 
said that ‘the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering’ (Gen. 4:4), and John wrote 
that his deeds were righteous (1 John 3:12). Given the previous horror of the sin of 
Adam and Eve and the consequences of that, Abel stands as an amazing contrast.9  
 What can be observed is that from Abel onwards, through Seth, there was not 
merely a corrupt humanity but a righteous humanity which now called upon the name 
of the LORD (Gen. 4:26). Whatever may have happened to that righteous line is not 
clear from the introduction to the story of Noah (Gen. 6:1–2), but nonetheless: 

 
. . . the LORD said, ‘My spirit shall not abide [or strive/contend]10 in mortals forever, for they are 
flesh; their days shall be one hundred twenty years’ (Gen. 6:3). 
  

Admittedly this statement has a number of difficulties, but they do not warrant us 
ignoring the statement. If nothing else, it states that the judgment of God will be that 
God will not grant men and women the life-giving activity of his jæWr; they cannot 
have life forever. Possibly the implication is that, at best, mankind may live for 120 
years (again, that possibility is very difficult to understand), but at least it can be seen 
that ‘forever’, when compared to the use in Genesis 3:22, points to the fact that, as 
created, mankind was intended to live forever and that the jæWr of God was to be the 
very air which humanity breathed. In John 1:33–34, the contrast is seen as the Spirit 
descended and remained11 on Jesus, indicating that he, as the Son of God, would be 
the one who would ‘baptise with the Holy Spirit’. 
 However, the activity of the jæWr of God is seen powerfully in the lives of 
succeeding prophets in Israel. Moses, the definitive prophet (Deut. 18:18), was a man 
of the jæWr, as is seen in Numbers 11:17, where God said: 

 
I will come down and talk with you there; and I will take some of the spirit [jæWr] that is on you 
and put it on them; and they shall bear the burden of the people along with you so that you will not 
bear it all by yourself.  
  

When that happens, the result is that the 72 elders all ‘prophesied’ (Num. 11:25–27) 
and it was Moses’ prayer that the jæWr of God would be on all the LORD’s people 
and that they, too, would prophesy (Num. 11:29). This was no quiet phenomenon; the 
wind of God filled these people and it was obvious, at least to Joshua and another 
young man.  
 Although Revelation 2:14 describes him almost as an archetypal false prophet for 
his later actions to lead Israel astray, at about the same time, Balaam was able to utter 

                                                
9  Hebrews 12:24 even uses Abel as some sort of ‘type’ of Jesus. 
10  NIV ‘contend’, NRSV ‘abide’ are attempts to translate a Hebrew word which occurs only here in the 

scriptures. See Wenham, Genesis 1–15, p. 142. The LXX uses katameivnh (katamein¬) which means ‘remain’ (cf. 
Acts 1:13; 1 Cor. 16:6). 

11  mevnw. 
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his oracle because ‘the spirit of God came upon him’ (Num. 24:2). He claimed to 
have heard the words of God, to have had a clear vision of the Almighty (Num. 24:4) 
and because of that to have blessed Israel.  
 It has been said that ‘the truly prophetic series’ begins with Samuel (Acts 3:24; 
13:20),12 although nothing is directly said about Samuel as a prophet with the jæWr of 
God. But the activity of the jæWr is certainly described in association with his 
ministry. First there is the ‘strange’ behaviour of Saul after he was told: 

 
. . . the spirit of the LORD will possess you, and you will be in a prophetic frenzy along with them 
and be turned into a different person (1 Sam. 10:6; cf. 10:10). 
 

This even initiated a proverb in Israel, ‘Is Saul also among the prophets?’ (1 Sam. 
10:12). Here was an instance of the jæWr of the Lord coming as a mighty rushing 
wind upon a person. Also, Saul is later described as having the jæWr of the LORD 
removed from him (1 Sam. 16:14), meaning that the personal presence and approval 
of God was withdrawn. Saul could no longer function as king under the blessing of 
God and empowerment of God, even though there was one later occasion when he 
was again caught up by the jæWr of God (1 Sam. 19:23–2413). The jæWr was now to 
Saul ‘an evil spirit from the LORD’ (1 Sam. 16:14 etc.). God would give Saul no rest. 
 The jæWr as the personal presence and action of God in creation is now seen in 
David, whom the New Testament calls a prophet (Acts 2:30). One Samuel 16:13 
informs us that, when Samuel anointed David, ‘the spirit of the LORD came mightily 
upon David from that day forward’. It is from David that we begin to understand 
more of what the jæWr of God meant in Israel. In Psalms 51:11 and 139:7, David uses 
the parallelism so common in Hebrew poetry: 
 

Where can I go from your jæWr? 
   Or where can I flee from your presence? (Ps. 139:7). 

 
The last words of David are an ‘oracle’, which he ascribes to the fact that: 
 

The jæWr of the LORD speaks through me,  
   his word is upon my tongue (2 Sam. 23:2). 

 
Where the jæWr of the Lord is, there God is speaking. So, while those we call ‘the 
writing prophets’ do not much refer to the jæWr as motivating them, nonetheless 
prophecy is the action of the mighty presence of God upon the speakers. This is what 
we read of Elijah (1 Kings 18:12); Zechariah, son of Jehoiada (2 Chron. 24:20; cf. 
Luke 11:51); and ‘the servant’ of Isaiah 42:1 etc.  
 Micah was explicit:  

 
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). 
 

                                                
12  Bingham, The Day of the Spirit, p. 36. 
13  This passage is also complicated by the apparent contradiction of 1 Sam. 15:35. 
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But it was Ezekiel who above all, described himself as under the power of the jæWr 
of God (Ezek. 2:2; 3:12, 14, 24; 8:3; 11:1, 5, 24; 37:1; 43:5), while Zechariah 7:12 
recognises that all the former prophets, referring to those who preceded him, had 
spoken ‘the words that the LORD of hosts had sent by his jæWr’ (so Heb. 1:1). It was 
thus in the wilderness, when the jæWr had instructed Israel (Neh. 9:20).  
 Still the desire of Moses, stimulated by the prophesying of the seventy-two elders, 
remained unfulfilled, though Joel expressed it again:  

 
Then afterward I will pour out my jæWr on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions. 29Even on the male and 
female slaves, in those days, I will pour out my spirit (Joel 2:28–29). 
  

These prophets in the Old Testament were not the goal, merely the way by which God 
announced and so effected his purpose. The goal was still the full restoration of the 
prophetic intimacy by means of the presence of the jæWr being upon all flesh. This is 
nothing less than the transformation of all humanity.14 

THE PROPHETS AND THE SPIRIT 

To this point I have used the Hebrew jæWr rather than translate by means of a single 
English word. It may have seemed difficult but my purpose was to highlight the 
thought of the Old Testament writers and then the immense change which came about 
through the incarnation of the word in Jesus. Prior to that, there would have been nei-
ther expectation nor evidence that the one LORD of Deuteronomy 6:4 could have been 
three persons in one substance. Now the Hebrew jæWr can be understood as ‘the 
Spirit of Christ’ (1 Peter 1:11), the same person of the godhead moving the Old 
Testament prophets to speak from God (2 Pet. 1:21).15  
 The force of the Hebrew thought has not diminished, however. The Greek word 
pneu§ma (pneuma) also means wind, breath and life, though in ancient Greek thought 
it also carried other developed connotations, much as it does today.16 What is so 
different, from Greek thought and to a lesser extent from Hebrew, is the 
understanding, based on personal experience,17 that the Spirit and the Word are 
personal entities.18  
 Still the Spirit remains the presence and active power of God. For that reason, 
Mary became pregnant with the child Jesus! Equally dramatic was the anointing of 
Jesus with the Holy Spirit. The heavens were ‘torn apart and the Spirit descend[ed] 

                                                
14  This may also account for the cosmic disruption of Joel 2:30–32.  
15  Admittedly the NT is not explicit about this analysis. It remained (remains?) for the Spirit guided church to 

give a definitive statement of the doctrine of the Trinity. 
16  See H. Kleinknecht et al, pneu§ma ktl. in Gerhard Friedrich (ed.), Theological Dictionary of the New 

Testament, vol. 6 (Geoffrey Bromiley trans. and ed.), Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1968, pp. 332–455. 
17  ‘Long before the Spirit was a theme of doctrine, He was a fact in the experience of the community. This is 

the basis of the marked variety and unity of the NT statements’ (Kleinknecht et. al, pneu§ma, p. 396). 
18  It is also true that the New Testament, unlike the Old Testament, regards evil spirits and the devil, Satan, as 

‘personal’ and independent beings. For instance, ‘Satan’ in the Old Testament is a title which is used of the 
adversary in Job 1 – 2, of David (1 Sam. 29:4), Hadad (1 Kings 11:14), Rezon (1 Kings 11:23, 25) and even the 
angel of the LORD (Num. 22:22). 
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like a dove on him’ (Mark. 1:10). Then ‘the Spirit immediately drove19 him out into 
the wilderness’ ( Mark 1:12). If there were people in the past who had known the 
overwhelming power of the Spirit, now Jesus stands as the Man of the Spirit. What is 
more, as we have seen, the Spirit descended and remained on him (John 1:33). While 
King Saul may have found the experience caused him to lose control, Jesus stood as a 
man in full control, not even hunger or the opportunity to receive glory were able to 
deter him (Luke 4:1–13).  
 Luke 4 records that after his baptism and testing, Jesus ‘in the power of the Spirit, 
returned to Galilee’ (4:14).20 Then when he went to the synagogue in Nazareth, he 
readily applied the words of Isaiah 61:1–2 and 58:6 to himself: 

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

The point we have already seen is again made. When the Spirit is present so is the 
word of God. Jesus, in the power of the Spirit, must proclaim the word of God. That is 
where the dominion of humanity lies. So when he cast out demons, he did so with a 
word (Matt. 8:16), and by the Spirit of God (Matt. 12:28). 
 It is not without significance that Jesus is the Word become flesh, and as the one 
filled with the Spirit, he (or John) said: 

 
He whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for he gives the Spirit without measure (John 
3:34). 
 

At this point we must note two ways in which Jesus is presented in the New Testa-
ment. First he is ‘The Son of Man’, a title which he himself preferred. In the Old Tes-
tament that title mostly means ‘a human being’. The way the phrase is used is quite 
strange, in some ways. It is used in Numbers 23:19; Job 16:21; 26:5; Psalms 8:4; 
80:17; 144:3; Isaiah 51:12; 56:2; Jeremiah 49:18, 33; 50:40; 51:43, always in poetic 
parallelism with ‘man’.21 A variation is in Psalm 146:3, where the parallelism is with 
‘princes’. However, when Ezekiel is examined we see it used 93 times as God’s 
means of addressing the prophet. The same applies in Daniel 8:17. In both Ezekiel 
and Daniel, the term is especially used by God of ‘prophets’ (Daniel has been given a 
vision, which he was told to ‘seal up’, i.e. preserve).  
 However, there is one usage which is outstanding, Daniel 7:13–14: 

  
As I watched in the night visions, I saw one like a human being [lit. ‘a son of man’] coming with 
the clouds of heaven. And he came to the Ancient One and was presented before him. 14To him was 
given dominion and glory and kingship, that all peoples, nations and languages should serve him. 
His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not pass away, and his kingship is one that shall 
never be destroyed. 

                                                
19  Mark uses the verb ejkbavllw ekball‹, to drive, cast or send out, to expel etc. 
20  NRSV has ‘filled with the power . . .’ which, I think, tends to imply that Jesus now had an extra element in 

him, whereas the simple, and literal, translation demonstrates that he was a man functioning in the power of the 
Spirit.  

21  Various Hebrew words are used for ‘man’ though the phrase ‘Son of man’ is always md;a;A˜b, (ben 
™d™m). Likewise the LXX uses either a[nqrwpo~ (anthr‹pos) or ajnhvr (an¬r) in the first half and always uiJo;~ 
ajnqrwvpou (huios anthr‹pou) in the second. 
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The context is the people of God, the saints/holy ones of the Most High suffering the 
terrible attacks of the little horn and being defeated by it. In his vision, Daniel then 
saw that there was one ‘like a son of man’ who is given, by God himself, all the 
dominion, glory and kingship and he shall reign for ever and ever. Then, when Daniel 
enquires about the meaning of the vision, he is told: 

 
But the holy ones of the Most High shall receive the kingdom and possess the kingdom forever—
forever and ever . . . 22until the Ancient One came; then judgment was given for the holy ones of the 
Most High, and the time arrived when the holy ones gained possession of the kingdom (Dan. 7:18, 
22). 
 

The reign of the one like a ‘son of man’ will involve the restoration of the dominion 
of the saints of the Most High. With the defeat of the enemies: 

 
The kingship and dominion and the greatness of the kingdoms under the whole heaven shall be 
given to the people of the holy ones of the Most High; their kingdom shall be an everlasting king-
dom, and all dominions shall serve and obey them (Dan. 7:27, NRSV). 
 

Other translations have ‘his kingdom . . . obey him’, referring to the Most High, but 
the implications remain. This is a prophecy of the restoration of humanity, so that 
God will be all in all. But ‘restoration of humanity’ to what? The answer would be to 
all that was lost in Adam (cf. his dominion in Gen. 1:26–28). Indeed, the Old Tes-
tament obviously regards Israel (the offspring of Abraham) as the ones through whom 
the curse of the fall will be removed. 
  So then, the Adam/Christ contrast in the New Testament (stated and implied) takes 
up this theme of restoration. Romans 5:12–21 and 1 Corinthians 15:20–49 make this 
contrast clear. Jesus, the Son of Man, will restore to all humanity the Holy Spirit, and 
we can also see that is the way the Gospel of John sets it out.  
 Jesus is introduced by John the Baptist as the one who will take away the sins of 
the world, in order that22 he many baptise with the Holy Spirit (John 1:29, 33). 
Through his death the necessary birth from above, by the Spirit, will take place for 
those who believe (John 3:1–16), though even that response will be the action of God 
alone (John 1:12–13). In those who ask Jesus, there will be springs of water gushing 
up to eternal life (John 4:14) and that will not be long in happening, for: 

 
But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit 
and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him (John 4:23). 
 

It is ‘now here’ because in Jesus it is actually happening and it will soon take place in 
those whom the Father draws to him (John 6:44). Then there is the great cry of John 
7:37–39 which is dramatic and startling: 

 
On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he cried out, ‘Let 
anyone who is thirsty come to me, 38and let the one who believes in me drink. As the scripture has 
said, “Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.” ’ 39Now he said this about the 
Spirit, which believers in him were to receive; for as yet there was no Spirit, because Jesus was not 
yet glorified.  

                                                
22  This is not explicitly stated, but it is my inference. 



THE PROPHET AND THE SPIRIT OF GOD 

 

Ministry School 2005 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

151 

The Spirit was not yet (given), but it will not be long, and then the rivers of living 
water will flow in abundance.23 The teaching in the upper room on the night before 
Jesus was arrested fills this out.24 He will go away but they need not fear, for he will 
come to them again and take them to himself so that where he is they may also be 
(John 14:3). It is not ‘where I will be’, but ‘where I am’: ‘I am in the Father and the 
Father is in me’ (John 14:11). He will send the Spirit, another Advocate (meaning of 
the same sort as he, not merely a replacement) who will be in them (John 14:16–17). 
 So John 20 describes what took place in the upper room when Jesus is raised from 
the dead. ‘He breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit” ’ (John 
20:22). The description strongly alludes to Genesis 2:7 where God breathed into man 
the breath of life. ‘The last Adam became a life-giving spirit’ (1 Cor. 15:45). The first 
Adam was a living being, but only passing death on to his progeny. Christ, on the 
other hand, now has a redeemed people on whom he pours out the Spirit (Acts 2:33). 
 So Acts 2 describes (in a different way from John’s account25) the restoration of 
the Spirit upon all flesh. Just as the pnohv, the powerful breath of life was blown into 
Adam, so now it is heard again. The jæWr of God is now at work, not only in Jesus, 
but in all who believed (so Gal. 3:2). And the result is that there is now a prophetic 
community (Acts 2:17–18), energised by the Spirit so that they can do nothing but 
speak of what they have seen and heard (Acts 4:8, 20).  
 Now the Spirit and the word are the dominating factors in the church. That many, 
ourselves included, have often, tragically, domesticated the wind of God and 
smoothed the word only stands in judgment over the church. True revival does not 
mean that God must do something extra to the church in order that the church can live 
and function as once it did. True revival is the church being in faith what it essentially 
is, the prophetic community constantly driven and energised by the humanly 
uncontrollable wind of God.26 
  

                                                
23  See Geoffrey Bingham, The River of God, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001.  
24  Many treat John 14 – 16 as dealing with two subjects, the second coming of Christ at the end of history and 

the gift of the Spirit. I cannot see that as so, and I would argue that suggesting that the chapters were not concerned 
with the final return of Christ does not call that doctrine or expectation into question; it merely says that it was not 
John’s concern at that point. 

25  There is no agreement among exegetes as the relationship between John 20 and Acts 2. Ideas of a twofold 
giving of the Spirit seem to me to be alien to the whole thrust of John’s Gospel and the climactic nature of chapter 
20.  

26  Recommended is Geoffrey Bingham, Dry Bones Dancing! NCPI, Blackwood, 1983. 
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STUDY 5 (WA) 

THE LOSS OF COMMUNION 

Brian Arthur 

INTRODUCTION 

When we read Paul’s prayer for the Ephesians that they be ‘filled up to all the full-
ness of God’ (Eph. 3:14–19), several issues emerge: (i) Humanity needs to be 
filled; (ii) Humanity may actually be filled beyond all possible measures 
imaginable to minds and hearts shrunk and corrupted by evil (the grand obsession 
to be as God apart from God did not lead to the expansion of man’s heart and mind 
but a terrible wasting away and sclerosis); (iii) Man’s need of filling reveals a 
tragic emptiness which Paul previously described as ‘being dead in your trespasses 
and sins’ (2:1), ‘walking according to the course of this world, according to the 
prince of the power of the air’ (v. 2), being ‘sons of disobedience’, ‘walking in the 
lusts of the flesh and of the mind’, being ‘by nature children of wrath’ (vv. 2, 3). 
So fullness for Paul was not just the coming of age of all man’s potential, the 
topping up of creation as it were. He understood that there had been an emptying 
of cataclysmic proportions, that although the image of God had not been eradicated 
from the race, every aspect of the image had been reversed into gross evil;1 and 
(iv) Whatever ‘all the fullness of God’ involves it can only be found and 
experienced in communion with Jesus Christ (‘the power that works within us’, 
3:20). 
 
This study is the exploration of man’s incredible corrupted emptiness when 
alienated from communion with the Triune God. Paul’s prayer looks by 
faith to the culmination of hope in the grace of God who pressed through 
the firewall of this corrupted emptiness and brought us, in communion 
with His Son, to be full again. Filled with a fullness ‘limited’ only by the 
resources of God.2 
 

 However, we may also be startled by what seems to be a similarity between Paul’s 
hope for the Ephesians and the giddy ‘promise’ of Satan the Deceiver in the primeval 
                                                

1  See discussion later in study. For a full treatment of the emptying of man see G. C. Bingham’s NTCM 
Monthly Ministry Studies in 2004. 

2  H. C. G. Moule says, ‘The idea is of a vessel connected with an abundant source external to itself, and which 
will be filled, up to its capacity, if the connexion is complete’ Kregel Commentaries, Studies in Ephesians, Kregel 
Publications, Grand Rapids, 1977, p. 100. 
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garden, ‘You will not surely die. For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes 
will be opened, and you will be [as] God, knowing good and evil’ (Gen. 3:4–5). Satan 
deceptively portrayed to the first couple that they could indeed become ‘as God’. Was 
Paul simply continuing the same deception by holding out the hope of being filled up 
to all the fullness of God? Was he offering humanity the same giddy promise, flawed 
with the same illusion of man’s capabilities and proceeding to the same idolatrous 
corruption? The answer is clearly ‘No’, for Paul sees the filling of humanity 
happening in communion with Jesus Christ, not—as Satan offered man—as an inde-
pendent unit. 
 What was Paul claiming then? Was he simply saying that, in communion with 
Jesus Christ, humanity is not simply to be filled up out of the fullness of God but, as 
Stott claims, the more staggering thought is probable, that man is to be filled up with 
the fullness that fills God Himself.3 It is not the purpose of this paper to explore this 
filling. However, we see from what goes before Paul’s prayer that the need for filling 
is urgent and universal. Such is the corruption of man, his ‘fullness with evil’, that it 
takes all the fullness of God to fill him again.  

THE NON-COMMUNION ‘MAN’ 

When the first couple rejected their filial relationship with the One who was ravishing 
them with the love and delight of His presence, everything changed. God had been 
clear in His love for them. They had been created under the banner of His delight and 
blessing: ‘God saw . . . that . . . it was very good’ (Gen. 1:31), ‘God blessed them; and 
God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it; and rule 
over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky, and over every living thing that 
moves on the earth” ’ (Gen. 1:28). Being blessed so as to correspond to Him and thus 
commune with Him, being brought into the Garden of His delights, their purpose was 
clear; in relationship with God they were to enjoy the covenant blessings of marriage, 
lordship, rest and vocation. This was their only hope of fullness and indeed life.  
 Apart from delighting in Him and thus celebrating their communion with Him in 
marriage, their own marriage became turned in on itself, spawning the shocking battle 
between man and woman exposed after the fall (Gen. 3:16). Instead of rest, their 
guilty hatred of God and His creation set them on a treadmill of disquiet. In the place 
of their calling to fill the earth and subdue it as lords under God, they attempted the 
arrogant unthinkable, to bring the creation through to suit their utopian dreams; life 
apart from God.  
 The unwanted presence of God revealed the stark loneliness of non-communing 
man. But there was more than loneliness and emptiness ravaging the human heart. 
There was hostility and anger towards God. Something foreign to the created couple 
began to dominate every thought and action. As Paul said: ‘They were filled with all 
manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, 
strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, 
haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, 
                                                

3  John R. W. Stott, God’s New Society: The Message of Ephesians, BST Series, IVP, Leicester, 1979,  
p. 138. 
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heartless, ruthless. Though they know God’s decree that those who practice such 
things deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to those who practice 
them’ (Rom. 1:29–32).  
 Non-communal man cannot but try to be communal. But now his community is set 
against the true community and all his powers must be given over to validate this new 
way of death.  
 The prohibition God placed upon them, ‘The tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil you shall not eat’ (Gen. 2:17), was not a prohibition of deprivation. No prohibi-
tion of God can ever be correctly interpreted as being against us or against the fullness 
He has provided for us. All His ‘No’s’ to us are given to retain true community with 
Him and each other and therefore to promote life. His strong words of threat should 
have been treasured in that light, ‘In the day you eat of it you shall surely die’ (Gen. 
2:17). The death God had spoken of was far more pervasive than merely physical or 
spiritual death. Many it seems are left confused and agreeing with the Deceiver who 
said ‘You will not surely die’ (Gen. 3:4). Adam and Eve did not drop down and 
expire, so their death is spiritualised and its ramifications weakened. 
 The tragedy we are trying to distil in this paper must be beyond the scope of any 
true description except by God Himself. This would be so because of the deception 
involved in attempting to exist apart from God. Even the language adopted by God’s 
people can reflect this deception. Man’s emptiness in wilful isolation from the life of 
God is spoken of not as tragedy and catastrophe, but as merely a state of deficiency, 
an unfortunate mistake; something that does not alter the inner qualities and abilities 
of man. However, God did not find us simply in the spiritual dog-house but the 
morgue. We must declare the gospel as good news for those who cannot and will not 
even begin to restore themselves and fill their emptiness.  
 Everything that man now did after the fall was a dealing in dead things and 
dead works (Heb. 6:1; 9:14). Nothing he did related to the telos, the goal of God 
for the creation, therefore everything was vain and futile. 
 Nothing about created man sustained by the continual giving of God remained as it 
had been. In man’s mind everything now served his glory. He now delighted in 
himself as the beginning and end of all things. This altered reality in the mind of man 
cut him off from the truth and thus he began living a lie. Things as they truly are 
(ontological) cannot be changed. However, man had attempted to rewrite what was 
true. This demanded extreme brilliance and guile, ‘lavishly’ supplied by his new 
‘father’ the Deceiver himself.  
 So when God defines man’s catastrophe He does not attempt to define sin in theo-
retical or philosophical terms but reveals it as the experience of emptiness, alienation, 
corruption, perversion, bondage, servitude (John 8:34; Rom. 6:6, 16; Eph. 4:18). The 
outworking of this non-communion emptiness was primarily against God. That is, 
against the Community of Love. The blood of Abel cried out to God. Cain’s sin was 
not just that he ‘lost it’ in a family squabble. He had lashed out at God. Here was first 
generation man not just opposing the way of family, the functionality of communion 
with a brother. Here was a man not just opposing the way of God, but revealing the 
deadly agenda of sin in seeking to destroy God from the face of the earth. Whenever 
man tears apart from true community with God through all manner of broken relation-
ships with his brethren he ‘rises up to heaven to bring God down’, to excommunicate 
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Him, to eradicate His meddling with our grand obsession. So every sin is an attack on 
God, ‘Against you, you only, have I sinned’ was David’s cry (Ps. 51:4). Every sin is 
an attack on true communion. Man’s lonely heart is indeed evil. 

THE EMPTINESS OF NON-COMMUNION 

Again we need to state that to speak of man’s emptiness is to speak of something 
unspeakably reprehensible and terrible. It is not simply a state that needs minor cor-
rection. Man cannot remain empty as such. His drive for fullness now takes a reversed 
and perverse direction. Pride, sloth and falsehood4 replace humble, delighted depend-
ence, the energetic activity flowing only from true rest and the purity of communion. 
The mad pursuit of a Godless kingdom has humanity looking full of energy and pur-
pose. However, the pursuit of his dreams is marked by sloth. Cain is shown to have no 
other excuse before God than wilful carelessness.  
 King David, at home and at ease while his soldiers waged war, proceeds rapidly 
down a path of lust, adultery, political intrigue and murder. Man’s new emptiness is 
not because he goes after pleasure and joy too strongly, but not strongly enough. 
Losing passion for holy communion he loses focus on where his true joy is to be 
found. He attempts to justify a wilful carelessness towards God. All that Cain could 
have pursued for fullness of joy and thus adoring worship was present to him. 
According to God, he (Cain) could have chosen to do well (Gen. 4:7) but he chose to 
go after lesser glories so passionately that he murdered his brother.  
 Man in sin and under wrath, apart from the constraint of loving communion, finds 
his heart enervated, not enlarged or energised. Sure, his energies against God and for 
himself may appear vital and brilliant, but in the end what they produce falls like a 
house of cards (Rev. 18:16, 17). Having lusted for far more than God had provided, 
lost man ends up with immeasurably less.  
 Man’s state of emptiness becomes most clearly etched in the light of the Incarnate 
Son, Jesus of Nazareth. The blackness of man’s non-communion life of death is most 
starkly seen in his response to Christ. Here was man for the first time since the fall 
pressing with delight into true sonship. Here was a man accepting the creational man-
date to rule. Here was a man serving in humble dependence, looking by faith to the 
true telos. Here was a man subjecting all things and filling all things (Heb. 2:8f.). 
Here was a man truly alive. Yet Christ was so alien to the rest of humanity that no 
resonance sounded in their depths when confronted by Him. Rightly speaking, the 
whole world should have fallen before Him and cried, ‘Where are we Lord?’ 
Emptiness and perversion was so deep, and the alternate man-centred idolatry so 
pervasive, that even ‘his own people did not receive him’ (John 1:11). 
 In the face of Jesus the whole futility of non-communion man’s thinking became 
clear. God has never ceased to reveal Himself to creation. Empty man now casts a 
negative reflection on every revelation of God. That is, he works furiously to call 
darkness light and light darkness. God’s covenant love must be seen as controlling, 
binding, limiting, legal and conditional. God’s law must be denounced, seen to be 

                                                
4  G. C. Berkouwer (quoting Barth), Sin, Studies in Dogmatics, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1977, p. 277. 
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against the best interests of man; a limitation; a privation and thus ‘reasonably’ 
neglected. The Messiah, the Spirit and the Gospel must also be seen in negative 
terms: 

 
For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became 
futile [vain] in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they 
became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and 
birds and animals and reptiles (Rom. 1:21–23). 
 

Heart knowledge, the knowledge that only comes in communion with the Living God, 
is replaced by vain understanding which in turn shows itself in the foolishness of 
idolatry.  
 In the OT the false prophets who spoke without coming from the council of God 
and thus not bearing the counsel, the word of God, spoke vain words. Their words had 
a form that seemed wise but delivered no revelation of God or the purposes of God: 

 
Thus says the LORD of hosts, ‘Do not listen to the words of the prophets who prophesy to you, 
filling you with vain hopes (Jer. 23:16).  
 

For the household gods utter nonsense,  
 and the diviners tell lies;  
they tell false dreams  
 and give empty consolation.  
Therefore the people wander like sheep;  
 they are afflicted for lack of a shepherd (Zech. 10:2). 
 

Your prophets have seen for you  
 false and deceptive visions;  
they have not exposed your iniquity  
 to restore your fortunes,  
but have seen for you oracles  
 that are false and misleading (Lam. 2:14). 

 
Man’s vanity comes from the lie that he believes he can be full and complete in him-
self. Thus the one who believes this must develop brilliant strategies to continue in the 
lie, little knowing that the deceit of such strategies comes directly from the devil. 
‘Men imagine that they are complete in themselves but only because they swell with 
waste matter or wind’ (Calvin).  
 God told his people they had committed two evils; having forsaken Him as the 
fountain of life they immediately scurried to make another water supply. Their vain 
thinking and futile actions were clear to God. In carving out a puddle in a rock their 
water supply would soon be used or become stagnant. Their very action of carving the 
rock cracked the rock. Believing the lie that he was now his own fountain, man 
believed he needed no other fountain, just a hole in a rock to reservoir his own supply 
(Jer. 2:13). So man apart from communion with the Fountain becomes a ridiculous 
spectacle: not just pathetic, but driven by evil. 
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THE POLLUTION OF ILLICIT COMMUNION 

‘The root of idolatry is to try and find ultimacy within the world of our own control 
and production.’5 So the darkened heart, ‘the greatest idol factory’ (Calvin), operating 
in the chosen vortex of emptiness6 turns quickly to illicit loves. The only end of vain 
thinking, thinking in which faithful reason7 has been turned aside for faithless and 
thus futile reasoning, can be the added darkness of corrupt conduct. This corruption is 
in itself another direct attack on God. It involves a brutalising exchange. Delight in 
the incorruptible glory of God is exchanged for delight in the corruptible glory of 
earthy things. The glory of God is not some static trophy of His past action, it is the 
constant revelation of Himself by Himself. The idols we invent and coddle always 
make the glory of God look remote, boring and inactive. They are also reductionist of 
God’s glory, being incapable of revealing anything like what He is. In this way man 
attempts to insulate himself against the immediacy of God’s action: to shrink from 
His ‘Garden of delights’. 
 Idolatrous man must rise up and attempt a constant brutalising of God’s glory. 
Against the ever-present, glorious loving of a faithful Creator, man’s darkened mind 
projects a greater glory onto himself, an image, a tree or crawling creature. After all, 
as lord of his new kingdom he must commit his life and hope, not to the God he 
despises, but to something he has generated and thinks he can control. ‘The tempta-
tion is to vest ones life’s hopes in the things we generate, instead of receiving life as a 
gift from the One who stands beyond us and for us’.8 Demanding that his idols serve 
him, little does he realise that they control him, and that harshly. Promising the flush 
of fullness they bring him into shame: 

 
As the thief is shamed when he is discovered,  
So the house of Israel is shamed;  
They, their kings, their princes  
And their priests and their prophets,  
Who say to a tree, ‘You are my father,’  
And to a stone, ‘You gave me birth.’  
For they have turned their back to Me, 
And not their face’ (Jer. 2:26–27). 

                                                
5  Walter Brueggemann, A Commentary on Jeremiah: Exile and Homecoming, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1998, 

p. 105. 
6  G. C. Bingham, ‘The Emptiness of Fallen Man—1’, NTCM Monthly Ministry Study, April 2004,  

pp. 9–10: 
 

The man who is . . . emptied of God, is, as we have said, in a chaos. His life is disrupted. He is created so as to be 
dependent upon God so that in his rejection of his Creator he must quickly have a god, an idol, and must be as totally 
committed to his idol as he was to God. When he rejects God he comes under the judgment of God. His conscience is 
now active—‘quivering’ we might say. Guilt brings existential pain and the climate for more sin and more guilt is 
established, and so hardening of the heart; searing of the conscience; consciousness, more and more, of sin and evil 
without being able to restrain that consciousness. Forcing conscience down more deeply within him only enlarges the 
danger of conscience–crises. Rationalisations of evil as not being bad, of rebellion against God, and law as being 
unwarranted increase the futility of the mind and of life. This is what we call ‘emptiness’. It is that enlarging void that can 
never be filled.   

7  ‘Whatever is not of faith is sin’ (Rom. 14:23). Faithless reason is reason conducted with no delighted, sonly 
submission to Holy Father. When man believed the lie that the Father was against them faith as trust was aborted. 
Romans 1:21 shows that the giving of thanks, the delighted appreciation of man for God is the well-spring of his 
trustful worship. Until the lie is reversed the degeneracy of man is inevitable. 

8  Brueggemann, Commentary on Jeremiah, p. 102. 
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Shame causes shrinkage from the One we should love. Shame corrodes any pure and 
simple giving of ourselves to God or each other, ‘little children, abide in Him, so that 
when He appears, we may have confidence and not shrink away from Him in shame 
at His coming’ (1 John 2:28). Where there is shame relational things get hidden. The 
transparency of true community is jettisoned and man becomes a politician, seeking to 
control by concealment: ‘Sin discloses its true essence by hiding its deepest intent’. 9 
 Shame is produced by all elements of idolatry. The two elements in which man’s 
shame is most highlighted in the scriptures are idolatry as harlotry—adultery towards 
God—and idolatry as communion with Satan.  

Structured by Love and for Love 

 When humanity refuses to love God with all its heart, soul and might it turns that 
same level of passion towards its idols. Jeremiah likened Israel’s passion for her idols 
to a wild she-donkey sniffing the wind in her passion, intoxicated with the scent of the 
male. She will find the male, he need not move or wear himself out by coming to her 
(Jer. 2:24). Jeremiah pleaded with Israel, ‘Keep your feet from being unshod, And 
your throat from thirst’ (v. 25). In other words, don’t waste your boot leather running 
after idols. Don’t run after them until you die of thirst. But the people’s reply is one of 
a tragic addict, ‘It is hopeless! No! For I have loved strangers, And after them I will 
walk’ (v. 25). Paul spoke of the Corinthians who were drawn after their idols in the 
same irresistible way, ‘You know that when you were pagans, you were led astray 
[swept off] to the dumb idols, however you were led’ (1 Cor. 12:2).  
 Man seeking the false communion with his idols is likened to one married to them 
‘He is joined [wedded] to idols’ (Hosea 4:17). Instead of Israel being filled with the 
knowledge of the Lord, Isaiah said it was ‘filled with idols’ (Isa. 2:8). A land doesn’t 
get filled with idols without there being a passion for those idols.  
 So when man refuses communion with God and seeks to fornicate with the idols he 
does shameful things to himself. What greater shame could man incur than to demon-
strate his hatred for God by his lust for anything that is not God. As we see in Romans 
1, the degeneracy that flows from such liaisons includes all manner of sexual, fleshly 
and polluting things. 

The Second Element of Idolatry’s Shame Is That It Opens Man  
to the World of Satan (1 Cor. 10:20) 

 Partnership with demons is the inevitable fruit of idolatry. Satan desires the adula-
tion of God’s creatures. He demands equal if not more delight in his system than what 
rightly belongs to God: 

 
When John says, ‘The whole world lies in the Evil one’ (I John 5:19), he means what Paul means in 
Ephesians 2:1–3 that all mankind was deceived in the Fall into the power of Satan. That is, man is 
under the control of the prince of the power of the air. This means he cannot have his idols to 
himself. He can neither subjectify or objectify his rejection of God without being incorporated into 
the whole system of evil. His idols then are infested with demonic powers and evil spirits. He now 

                                                
9  Berkouwer, p. 238. 
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has to contend with fallen celestial creatures, and other supra-mundane elements. He cannot have 
his idolatry in mild forms.10 
 

 Man’s bondage to idolatry reaches far beyond a personal slavery. Israel’s idols as 
with the church’s today are linked to the customs of the people and thus to the way of 
the nations, ‘Thus says the LORD, “Do not learn the way of the nations, And do not be 
terrified by the signs in the heavens Although the nations are terrified by them; For 
the customs of the peoples are delusion” ’ (Jer. 10:2, 3).  
 John’s injunction to ‘keep yourselves from idols’ (1 John 5:21) is clear warning 
that the personal, cultural and national expressions of idolatry are still as seductive as 
ever. Wherever the true knowledge and communion of God becomes static then 
God’s people will be susceptible to idolatrous forms. In Solomon’s time, 
Brueggemann argues, religion in Israel had become static, ‘God is now “on call” ’.11 
Likewise today, when the church becomes the means of God being on call for people, 
all manner of idolatrous images of leadership and ministry emerge. 
 In our day we are besotted by images, particularly self image. Can we see that 
wherever this search for the holy grail of a good self image is divorced from hearing 
the word of God in the council of God then our derived image will be idolatrous. This 
would obtain for all the images of God we have accumulated from our parents and our 
culture. Any deficient image of God becomes a terribly difficult thing to exorcise.12 
Nothing about Christ can be revealed through images corrupted by the lusts of deceit 
associated with our old man (Eph. 4:20–22). 
 So the human heart shows itself to be polluted by its idols. Man apart from the 
purity of God sees all things as impure through an impure mind and an impure con-
science: ‘To the pure, all things are pure; but to those who are defiled and 
unbelieving, nothing is pure, but both their mind and their conscience are defiled’ 
(Titus 1:15). 

THE PROPAGATION OF THE LIE 

The lie, that present fullness and future hope exist apart from God, has captured the 
heart and mind of man completely. He must then raise up a structure to teach and 
communicate the lie (Rom. 1:32). This is the role of the false prophets. God, in both 
Testaments, spoke His most damning words to the false prophets. With so much at 
stake we can understand why this is so. In Jeremiah 23 the false prophets are revealed 
as the scatterers and destroyers (v. 1). Their message was popularist and to the ear of 
sinful man appeared the best way to create a peaceful and loving community (v. 17). 
These prophets had not been called nor had they stood in the council of the Lord  
(v. 18) therefore all they could share were false images, images that encouraged the 
impurity of non-faith. Driven by their father the Devil, there was no attention to love 
and care (v. 2). In God’s Kingdom all have received the testimony of Jesus and  

                                                
10  Geoffrey Bingham, Dear Darling Idols: Lords & Gods Piffling and Appalling, NCPI, Blackwood, 1981, p. 

20 (emphasis mine). 
11  Walter Breuggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 2nd edn, Fortress Press, Minneapolis, 2001, p. 29. 
12  George MacDonald, Creation in Christ, Harold Shaw Publishers, Wheaton, 1976, p. 93. 
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have become prophets because ‘the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy’ (Rev. 
19:10). Satan too, as we have seen, has captured the affections of all humanity and 
therefore he has given them a universal lie as their testimony. 
 Thus man apart from God is in a parlous state: dead and deadening, they proceed 
to hate God and ‘set an ambush for their own lives’ (Prov. 1:18). All is chaos and 
terror. 
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STUDY 7 (WA) 

THE COMMUNITY ALIVE TO THE 

WORD 

Martin Bleby 

KERUGMA, KOINONIA, DIDACHE, PARAKLESIS 

It is important to get clear, first of all, the setting in which the prophetic community is 
alive to the word, and the forms in which that word comes. These four New 
Testament Greek words have been nominated as ‘four elements which brought 
churches into being, substantiated them, and which developed the shape of churches 
in the apostolic era’.1 Their meaning is as follows: 
 

k¬rugma proclamation, announcement of the gospel  
koin‹nia participation, sharing, fellowship  
didach¬ teaching, instruction  
parakl¬sis exhortation, encouragement. 

 
Each of these belongs with and is dependent upon the others, as the source and 
expression of the church’s life. Three of them particularly are forms of the spoken 
word: k¬rugma, didach¬, and parakl¬sis. We will examine each in turn. 

                                                
1  Geoffrey Bingham, Pastoral Dynamics for Pastors & the People: Book One, NCPI, Blackwood, 1999,  

p. 17. This significant chapter (pp. 16–33) gives a helpful comparison of these elements in the apostolic churches 
and today. See also two-page sheet ‘Pastoral Dynamics: Addenda’ and Paper from Pastors’ School 2000 by 
Geoffrey Bingham, The Matter of Pastoral Dynamics, Workshop/Seminar, Thursday 27th July 2000. ‘Book Two’ 
(11 pages) was published in note form for a day on ‘Pastoral Dynamics for Pastors and the People’ on 18th March, 
2000. Geoffrey expanded on this material in An Introduction to Pastoral  
Dynamics I and II, Pastors’ Studies for February and March 2000, and further developed it in the ‘Pastoral 
Dynamics Series’ of Pastors’ Studies in April, August–December 2000, and February, April–July, September–
December, 2001. Some of this he further incorporated and developed in the books, The Beautiful City of God 
(2001), and The Beloved Community of God: Yesterday, Today and Forever (2002), published by Redeemer 
Baptist Press, Castle Hill, NSW. It is important that this significant material be not overlooked—I think we have 
some considerable catching-up to do. 
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K¬rugma (Proclamation) 

 There are a number of places in the Acts of the Apostles where we hear the good 
news of the gospel announced to numbers of people; most fully by Peter on the day of 
Pentecost (Acts 2:14–40) and Paul at Antioch in Pisidia (Acts 13:16–41). Other 
shorter and varied presentations are given, for example, by Peter in the house of 
Cornelius (Acts 10:34–48) and Paul in Athens (Acts 17:22–31). The background of 
the whole life and experience of Israel with God is constantly alluded to. Jesus is 
shown to be the fulfilment of God’s sovereign purposes and promises for the whole 
world. His life, death, resurrection and ascension are proclaimed, and his authority as 
Lord and Judge of all. With this comes the urgent command to repent towards God 
and believe in Jesus and be baptised, for salvation, for the forgiveness of sins, and the 
gift of the Holy Spirit, and deliverance from this present evil age, with a view to the 
coming judgment. Paul calls it variously ‘the message . . . of repentance to God and of 
faith in our Lord Jesus Christ’, ‘the gospel of the grace of God’, ‘proclaiming the 
kingdom’, and ‘declaring to you the whole purpose of God’ (Acts 20:20–21, 24, 25, 
27). Geoffrey Bingham writes: 

 
If we compare this kerugma with what is often today called ‘the gospel’ we may detect vast 
differences. Rarely now is reference made to the Story of God from creation to Christ’s incarnation. 
Audiences are not treated to even a brief history of the people of God in the Old Testament, let 
alone the prophecies concerning the coming Messiah. Again, less still of its eschatological nature 
and importance is emphasised, and so the object of hope is hidden. Much gospel preaching is not 
proclamation so much as a form or forms of persuasion to believe on Christ, and showing this as 
beneficial for the fulfilment of one’s needs. By ‘needs’ evangelists often mean emotional and social 
needs and not the primary need for salvation. The question is whether this kind of preaching really 
effects the transformation of the hearer and brings him/her to understanding Christ and his Church. 
There can be no true founding of a church without the pure kerugma. The strength and life of the 
churches which come into being—or in these days are ‘re-formed’ or ‘re-constituted’—must come 
from the initial proclamation and the continuing proclamation.  
   The point we want to make here regarding Pastoral Dynamics is that true kerugma is essential to 
the birth of a true church. If we form a fellowship or community on any other grounds then it will 
be deficient as a church—whatever else it may purport to be. Whether the church is badly formed or 
well-formed—even originally by the kerugma—it will need constantly to have the kerugma 
proclaimed. Each generation, indeed each decade, will need to have the gospel proclaimed in the 
power of the Word and of the Spirit. Certainly we may form a group of people which we may call 
‘the church’, but the group will not really be a church. 
   Further, since the kind of resultant koinonia, didache and paraclesis depended wholly on the 
kerugma, it can be observed that the nature of present pastoral dynamics will depend wholly on the 
kind of kerugma we preach initially and then continuously.2 
 

I have quoted this at length because of this central significance of the k¬rugma in the 
life of the church. A church alive to the word will be first of all alive to the full and 
deep proclamation of the gospel. Geoffrey has recently emphasised this again: 

 
We have emphasised before the four key words to the early church, that is, kerugma (proclamation), 
didache (teaching), koinonia (the life of ecclesial fellowship), and paraclesis (exhortation). These 
four are in juxtaposition one to another. We need now to note that the four words are interdependent 

                                                
2  G. C. Bingham, ‘An Introduction to Pastoral Dynamics—I’, NCTM Monday Pastors’ Study Group, 7th 

February, 2000, p. 8. 
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when in operation. It is certain that if there is a weak kerugma then there will be an inadequate 
didache, and koinonia will be lacking in dynamic, so that paraclesis will be more moralistic than 
helpful exhortation. That is my practical observation.3 
 

He is equally keen to point out that we do not get this right by trying to reproduce the 
form and content of what we find in the apostolic k¬rugma. It is the word of God—
God Himself speaking and doing—Father, Son and Holy Spirit.4 It must come from 
those in whom the saving gospel, and the God of the saving gospel, has been and is 
already at work, and it must be under the Holy Spirit’s impetus and direction. It is not 
ours to construct or control. It is ours to be in the obedience of faith. 
 
What examples can we think of, where a weak or inadequate proclamation of the 
gospel can give rise to deficient fellowship, teaching and exhortation? 
 
What have we seen of a full and deep gospel proclamation that has issued in strong, 
rich and helpful fellowship, teaching and exhortation? 

Koin‹nia (Participation) 

 We sense what koin‹nia is when we look at what happened after Peter proclaimed 
the gospel on the day of Pentecost, and in the course of the events that followed: 

 
So those who welcomed his message were baptised, and that day about three thousand persons were 
added. They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread 
and the prayers.  
    Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. All 
who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and 
goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by day, as they spent much time 
together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, 
praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their 
number those who were being saved (Acts 2:41–47). 
 
Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no one claimed private 
ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held in common. With great power 
the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon 
them all. There was not a needy person among them, for as many as owned lands or houses sold 
them and brought the proceeds of what was sold. They laid it at the apostles’ feet, and it was 
distributed to each as any had need (Acts 4:32–35). 

 
This is an unprecedented outpouring of love in community, with rich participation 
together in teaching, in shared time and meals and generous hospitality, in communal 
prayer and worship, and in a willing sharing of possessions according to need. Yet it 
is in fulfilment of the expectations of the Old Testament law as spelled out, for 
example, in Leviticus 19. Clearly such fellowship, arising from the full and deep 

                                                
3  G. Bingham, ‘The Matter of Power in the Church—4’, NCTM Monthly Ministry Study, May 2nd & 7th, 

Practical, Shared Ministry Studies, 2005, p. 4. 
4  It is called variously ‘the gospel of God’ (Rom. 1:1), ‘the word of Christ’ (Rom. 10:17; that is, spoken by 

Christ), and ‘words . . . taught by the Spirit’ (1 Cor. 2:13, compare John 16:7–11). Compare Rev. 1:1–2, 10. See 
also Gal. 1:11–12. 
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proclamation of the gospel, has a dynamic from which the gospel–word goes out for 
the salvation of many more. 
 This is more than ‘learned socialisation’.5 It is a quality of life that issues directly 
from the message of the grace of God and the forgiveness of sins and of being now in 
the family of God that God has purposed for the end-times. It is instructive that, when 
something arose to threaten this communal fellowship, the apostles not only sought to 
address it through those who were ‘full of the Spirit and wisdom’, but also conducted 
themselves in a way that ensured that the gospel word remained even more firmly at 
the centre of the community’s life, with further saving effects more widely: 

 
Now during those days, when the disciples were increasing in number, the Hellenists 
complained against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily 
distribution of food. And the twelve called together the whole community of the disciples and 
said, ‘It is not right that we should neglect the word of God in order to wait on tables. Therefore, 
friends, select from among yourselves seven men of good standing, full of the Spirit and of 
wisdom, whom we may appoint to this task, while we, for our part, will devote ourselves to 
prayer and to serving the word.’ What they said pleased the whole community, and they chose 
Stephen, a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit, together with Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, 
Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. They had these men stand before the 
apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.  
    The word of God continued to spread; the number of the disciples increased greatly in 
Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith (Acts 6:1–7). 

Didach¬ (Teaching) 

 While this is called ‘the apostles’ teaching’ (Acts 2:42), Jesus himself, along with 
the Father and the Spirit, is the teacher (see Matt. 23:8–10; Acts 1:1; John 14:26). It is 
not easy to distinguish between the gospel k¬rugma and this teaching (especially 
when Paul calls the gospel ‘the whole purpose of God’; see above, Acts 20:276), 
except that the gospel is announced to all, while the teaching would appear to be the 
exposition and application of the gospel reality within the community of believers. 
Paul speaks of ‘how the mystery was made known to me by revelation . . . my 
understanding of the mystery of Christ . . . revealed to his holy apostles and prophets 
by the Spirit’ (Eph. 3:3–5), and this includes how the Gentiles, along with Israel, are 
‘fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus 
through the gospel’ (Eph. 3:6). He sees his commission as: 

 
. . . to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all 
things; so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety might now be made 
known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. This was in accordance with the 
eternal purpose that he has carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have access to God 
in boldness and confidence through faith in him (Eph. 3:9–12). 
 

While this obviously is integral to the gospel, it would appear that something of this 
order, reaching from God’s purpose in creation to His ultimate victory over all evil 
                                                

5  G. C. Bingham, ‘An Introduction to Pastoral Dynamics—I’, NCTM Monday Pastors’ Study Group, 7th 
February, 2000, p. 9. 

6  Paul did say this of what he ‘argued daily’ for several hours a day over a period of two years or more; see 
Acts 19:8–10. 
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and the gathering from all the nations of His people the church, was the didach¬ that 
was imparted. 
 Some scholars have applied this term also particularly to spelling out how 
Christian believers are to live, but it is not clear that this distinction can be upheld 
either. But that does bring us to the fourth element of God’s word in the church. 

Paracl¬sis (Exhortation, Encouragement) 

 In 1 Corinthians 14, Paul encourages the people to ‘prophesy’. He has in mind 
something very practical and helpful: 

 
. . . those who prophesy speak to other people for their upbuilding and encouragement [paracl¬sis] 
and consolation. 

 
. . . those who prophesy build up the church. 

 
. . . I would like all of you . . . to prophesy. 

 
. . . how will I benefit you unless I speak to you in some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or 
teaching? 

 
. . . since you are eager for spiritual gifts, strive to excel in them for building up the church. 

 
. . . if all prophesy, an unbeliever or outsider who enters is reproved by all and called to account by 
all. 

 
. . . you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be encouraged. 

 
. . . be eager to prophesy (1 Cor. 14:3, 4, 5, 6, 12, 24, 31, 39).7 

 
Just this selection shows how impossible it is to make any of these ‘elements’ or 
forms of the word into watertight compartments (esp. v. 6). The main thrust of this 
kind of speaking is for mutually beneficial upbuilding. Paul makes the same point in 
Ephesians 4:29: 

 
Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, as there is need, 
so that your words may give grace to those who hear. 

 
 This does not make it any less a gift of the Spirit. Indeed, the very ministry of the 
Spirit as ‘Paraclete’ is of this order. To this form of the word, then, as to every other, 
Peter’s dictum applies: 

 
Whoever speaks must do so as one speaking the very words of God (1 Pet. 4:11). 

 
 This form of exhortation and encouragement makes up much of the New 
Testament letters—mixed in with gospel proclamation and teaching. To give one 
example: 

 
For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are sanctified. And the Holy Spirit 
also testifies to us, for after saying,  

‘This is the covenant that I will make with them 

                                                
7  In this chapter, prophesying is spoken of alongside speaking with tongues which, with interpretation, would 

appear to have a similarly useful function. 
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    after those days, says the Lord:  
I will put my laws in their hearts,  
    and I will write them on their minds,’ 

he also adds,  
‘I will remember their sins and their lawless deeds no more.’ 

Where there is forgiveness of these, there is no longer any offering for sin. 
   Therefore, my friends, since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, 
by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain (that is, through his flesh), 
and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us approach with a true heart in full 
assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies 
washed with pure water. Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering, for he 
who has promised is faithful. And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good 
deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and 
all the more as you see the Day approaching (Heb. 10:14–25). 
 

This last sentence includes an exhortation to encourage one another—a paracl¬sis to 
keep on ‘paracleting’! 

YOU CAN ALL PROPHESY . . . DECENTLY AND IN ORDER 

It is clear from 1 Corinthians 14 that prophesying or ‘speaking the very words of God’ 
is open to and expected of all within the prophetic community. This applies not only 
to paracl¬sis, but also to k¬rugma and didach¬—if these can ever be dissociated—
as we have seen.8 Within the body of believers, there are those who have particular 
responsibility for bringing the word through to the whole community. There are 
ministries gifted to the church by the risen Christ ‘that some would be apostles, some 
prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers’. Their task is ‘to equip [all] 
the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ’ (Eph. 4:11–12). 
These have a certain priority in God’s appointment: ‘God has appointed in the church 
first apostles, second prophets, third teachers’ (1 Cor. 12:28). There are those elders 
‘who labour in preaching and teaching’ (1 Tim. 5:17), who are to be appropriately 
supported and remunerated. Some of these may be equivalent to one called an 
‘overseer’, who among other things is to be ‘an apt teacher’ with ‘a firm grasp of the 
word’ (see 1 Tim. 3:1–7; Titus 1:5–9). Timothy had a particular responsibility in this 
ministry of the word, as a kind of regional ‘apostolic delegate’ of Paul in Ephesus (1 
Tim. 1:3–5, 10b–11; 4:6, 11–16; 2 Tim. 1:13; 2:1–2, 15; 4:2, 5), as was Titus in Crete 
(Titus 2:1, 15; 3:8–11). There were older women who were to teach younger women 
(Titus 2:3–5), and those who prophesied in the gathering, under right authority (1 Cor. 
11:5; compare Acts 21:9). 
 The ministry of the word within the prophetic community, while widespread, is not 
democratic or indiscriminate. There are times when false teaching and prophecy come 
into the church (as in Matt. 5:15–20; Acts 20:29–31; 1 Tim. 1:6–7; 4:1–3; 6:3–5, 20–
21; 2 Tim. 3:1–9; Titus 2:9; 1 John 4:1; Jude 4). At these times the authoritative word 
of the Lord Jesus and the original apostolic leaders is shown to be  
 
                                                

8  SA Ministry School Study 6 above, ‘The Community Created by the Word’: ‘there is nothing in the New 
Testament that contains speaking and bearing witness to a restricted group of people. There is always a spill-over.’ 
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determinative, and can be recognised as such (1 Cor. 14:37–38; 1 Tim. 6:3–5; 1 John 
4:69). Their written records remain so for us today. The responsibility to ‘test the 
spirits’, however, according to ‘what you heard from the beginning’, belongs to all, 
who ‘have been anointed by the Holy One’ (see John 4:1; 2:24). Gifts of ‘the 
discernment of spirits’ are distributed among the members of the body of Christ  
(1 Cor. 12:10), and ‘the spirits of prophets are subject to the prophets’—‘let the others 
weigh what is said’ (1 Cor. 14:32, 29). These gifts have not been withdrawn. ‘Anyone 
who has an ear’ is to ‘hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches’ from the mouth 
of the risen Christ (see Rev. 2, 3). 

LET THE WORD OF CHRIST DWELL IN YOU RICHLY 

The upshot of all of this is not that the church is a place where ‘good teaching’ or 
‘powerful preaching’ is to be heard (though we hope that might be so), nor that it is 
noted for its convincing orthodoxy. It is the word spoken by God into people’s lives: 

 
. . . when you received the word of God that you heard from us, you accepted it not as a human 
word but as what it really is, God’s word, which is also at work in you believers (1 Thess. 2:13). 
 

People actually hear God speaking to them: 
 
. . . if all prophesy, an unbeliever or outsider who enters is reproved by all and called to account 
by all. After the secrets of the unbeliever’s heart are disclosed, that person will bow down 
before God and worship him, declaring, ‘God is really among you.’ (1 Cor. 14:24–25). 
 

Such is the reality and power of this word that we seek out all kinds of ruses to blunt 
its impact. We seek to encapsulate it in what we call ‘services’, after which we revert 
to talking about the weather. We restrict its exercise to a professionally trained elite. 
We formulate it into limited liturgies, and hold it at arm’s length with honorific 
ceremonies. We wrap it around with concert-like music (of the classical or modern 
variety). We fix it into culturally determined forms, and hold it there. We work on 
making it available in user-friendly packages. In all this we fool ourselves into 
thinking that we have some determining control over the imparting of the word. 
 But, as we have said before, ‘the word of God is not fettered’ (2 Tim. 2:9). God 
Himself, in the speaking of His word, is not subject to our monitoring or control. He 
will break out, despite our puny restrictions! People who have been ‘sitting under the 
word’ for years will suddenly be hit by its overwhelming reality, and will no longer 
be able to hold it in—in home, workplace and community situations. It has a life of its 
own, apart from us: ‘the word of the Lord grew mightily and prevailed’ (Acts 19:20). 
‘Their voice has gone out to all the earth, and their words to the ends of the world’ 
(Rom. 10:18, quoting Ps. 19:4): 

                                                
9  John Stott argues convincingly that ‘us’ in this verse refers to the apostles rather than all the faithful. 
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Just as it is bearing fruit and growing in the whole world, so it has been bearing fruit among 
yourselves from the day you heard it and truly comprehended the grace of God (Col. 1:6). 
 

It does not have to be held under wraps—indeed, it cannot and will not be. ‘Let the 
word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; 
and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God’ 
(Col. 3:16). 
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STUDY 10 (WA) 

WORSHIP AND THE PROPHETIC 

WORD 

Siew Kiong Tham 

INTRODUCTION 

When we think about the relationship between worship and the prophetic word, we 
immediately reflect on the model of our worship services where we offer our prayers 
and praises, and then receive the word preached to us. We then go home hoping that 
there would be enough ‘oomph!’ in the worship service to sustain us for another 
week. Such is the popular concept of worship and the word. We yearn for such uplift 
each Sunday. Often we are surrounded by falsehood which is an imitation of the real 
thing. Sadly, as Jeremiah lamented of the events in his days, the people loved such 
falsehood. He wrote: 
 

30 An appalling and horrible thing 
    has happened in the land:  
31 the prophets prophesy falsely, 
    and the priests rule at their direction; 
my people love to have it so, 
    but what will you do when the end comes? 
                                  (Jer. 5:30–31, RSV). 

 
The answer to the question ‘what will you do?’ comes in the chapter that follows: 
 

1 Flee for safety, O people of Benjamin, 
    from the midst of Jerusalem! 
Blow the trumpet in Tekoa, 
    and raise a signal on Beth-haccherem; 
for evil looms out of the north, 
    and great destruction (Jer. 6:1). 

 
And further in the same chapter comes something of a positive note: 
 

16 Thus says the Lord: 
‘Stand by the roads, and look, 
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    and ask for the ancient paths, 
where the good way is; and walk in it, 
    and find rest for your souls. 
But they said, “We will not walk in it.” 
17 I set watchmen over you, saying, 
“Give heed to the sound of the trumpet!” 
But they said, “We will not give heed” ’ (Jer. 6:16–17). 

 
God has made provision for His people, but they did not want to heed it. We need to 
heed the prophetic word. The prophetic word will confront us in our sins and restore 
to us ‘the joy of our salvation’ (Ps. 51:12). It will cascade us into worship. The false 
word can only entrench us in our guilt and misery though it may make us feel good 
for a while. Giving the word that the people want to hear rather than giving them the 
word of God will not lead them into the presence of God as true worship is. 

THE PROPHETIC WORD INSTITUTING WORSHIP 

We will explore the relationship between worship and the prophetic word from the 
Psalms and the prophetic books. In worship the psalmist asks to hear the word from 
God. This indeed is the first order of true worship: 
 

7 Show us thy steadfast love, O LORD, 
    and grant us thy salvation. 
8 Let me hear what God the LORD will speak, 
    for he will speak peace to his people, 
    to his saints, to those who turn to him in their hearts 
                                                          (Ps. 85:7–8). 

 
 The Book of the prophet Habakkuk provides a valuable insight into the relation-
ship between the prophetic word and worship. Habakkuk lived during the time of the 
Babylonian invasion of Judah. He saw in Judah the devastation done by the 
Babylonians and wondered why God would use a wicked nation to chastise His 
chosen people. The Book of the prophet Habakkuk is an account of the transformation 
from skepticism to worship by way of the prophetic word of God.1 
 The events of his day were something that Habakkuk was not able to comprehend. 
It did not fit anything in his mindset. But God was doing a work that was not com-
prehensible. In response to the bewilderment of Habakkuk, the word of God came to 
him in this way: 
 

5 Look among the nations, and see; 
    wonder and be astounded. 
For I am doing a work in your days 
    that you would not believe if told (Hab. 1:5). 

 
 
 
                                                

1  This theme is well illustrated in John Eaton, Vision in Worship (SPCK, London, 1981). 
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This bewilderment is a good start as it throws us into a state of dependency on God 
who reveals and this is the way humanity is created to be. So Habakkuk made the 
only appropriate response and took his stand on the tower to wait patiently for the 
word to come to him from the Lord: 
 

1 I will take my stand to watch, 
    and station myself on the tower, 
and look forth to see what he will say to me, 
    and what I will answer concerning my complaint.   
2 And the LORD answered me: 
‘Write the vision; 
    make it plain upon tablets, 
    so he may run who reads it.  
3 For still the vision awaits its time; 
    it hastens to the end—it will not lie. 
If it seem slow, wait for it; 
   it will surely come, it will not delay’ (Hab. 2:1–3). 

 
 His patience and silence before the Lord was rewarded. He heard the word of the 
Lord and, on receiving it, pleaded for mercy for his people: 
 

1 A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet, according to Shigionoth. 
2 O LORD, I have heard the report of thee, 
    and thy work, O LORD, do I fear. 
In the midst of the years renew it; 
    in the midst of the years make it known; 
    in wrath remember mercy (Hab. 3:1–2). 

 
In his watch, Habakkuk was shown the faithfulness of God to His people. He saw also 
the greatness and sovereignty of God. And finally came the appropriate response from 
hearing the word of God. It thrust him into worship and adoration as it must. We 
know the well-known psalm of Habakkuk: 
 

16 I hear, and my body trembles, 
    my lips quiver at the sound; 
rottenness enters into my bones, 
    my steps totter beneath me. 
I will quietly wait for the day of trouble 
    to come upon people who invade us.   
17 Though the fig tree do not blossom, 
    nor fruit be on the vines, 
the produce of the olive fail 
    and the fields yield no food, 
the flock be cut off from the fold 
    and there be no herd in the stalls,  
18 yet I will rejoice in the LORD, 
    I will joy in the God of my salvation. 
19 GOD, the Lord, is my strength; 
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    he makes my feet like hinds’ feet, 
    he makes me tread upon my high places 
                                     (Hab. 3:16–19). 

 
And so the proclamation of the tidings of God came as a result of the word coming 
from God and not before: 
 

11 The Lord gives the command; 
    great is the host of those who bore the tidings (Ps. 68:11).2 

 
 We will take another example from Psalm 96. This is the prophetic word in 
worship: 
 

1 O sing to the LORD a new song; 
 sing to the LORD, all the earth!  
2 Sing to the LORD, bless his name; 
 tell of his salvation from day to day.  
3 Declare his glory among the nations, 
 his marvelous works among all the peoples! . . .  
10 Say among the nations, ‘The LORD reigns!’ (vv. 1–3, 10). 

 
 Worship is inspired by the experience of the Lord when we hear His word or see 
His works. This is clear from the experience of Balaam: 
 

2 . . . And the Spirit of God came upon him, 3 and he took up his discourse, and said, 
 ‘The oracle of Balaam the son of Beor, 
the oracle of the man whose eye is opened, 
4 the oracle of him who hears the words of God, 
 who sees the vision of the Almighty (Num. 24:2–4). 

 
This has been so in the Old Testament as the people of God responded in praise and 
worship when the word of God came to them and they saw deliverance from the Lord. 
We will simply list some of them here:3 
 

The Song of the Sea (Exod. 15:1–18)  
The Song of the Ark (Num. 10:35–36)  
The Oracles of Balaam (Num. 23–24)  
The Song of Moses (Deut. 32)  
The Blessing of Moses (Deut. 33)  
The Song of Deborah (Judg. 5)  
The Song of Hannah (1 Sam. 2:1–10) 

THE PROPHETIC WORD REFORMING WORSHIP 

                                                
2  Or in the King James Version, ‘The LORD gave the word: great was the company of those that published it’. 
3  P. Craigie, Psalms 1–50, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 5, (Word, Waco, 1983), p. 25. 
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Though the prophets were not part of the temple establishment, they were intimately 
involved in calling the people back to true worship. Repeatedly in the Old Testament, 
the prophets denounced the ritual sacrifices which were devoid of any heart-felt 
response to God.4 We will take one such passage from Psalm 50: 

 
7 Hear, O my people, and I will speak, 
    O Israel, I will testify against you. 
    I am God, your God. 
8 I do not reprove you for your sacrifices; 
    your burnt offerings are continually before me. 
9 I will accept no bull from your house, 
    nor he-goat from your folds. 
10 For every beast of the forest is mine, 
    the cattle on a thousand hills. 
11 I know all the birds of the air, 
    and all that moves in the field is mine. 
12 If I were hungry, I would not tell you; 
    for the world and all that is in it is mine. 
13 Do I eat the flesh of bulls, 
    or drink the blood of goats? 
14 Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving, 
    and pay your vows to the Most High; 
15 and call upon me in the day of trouble; 
    I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me’ 
 (Ps. 50:7–15). 

 
 However, it must not be taken that the sacrifices were unnecessary. The sacrificial 
system was ordained by God as a prescribed response from Israel, but that must result 
from the heart being acted upon by the word of God, as Malachi affirmed: 
 

1 Behold, I send my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will 
suddenly come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, behold, he is 
coming, says the LORD of hosts. 2 But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand 
when he appears?  
    For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; 3 he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, 
and he will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, till they present right 
offerings to the LORD. 4 Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the LORD as 
in the days of old and as in former years (Mal. 3:1–4) 

 
 Another well-known incident of the confrontation by the prophet is the encounter 
of Nathan with David. We need not repeat the incident here, but it suffices to see that 
the prophetic words of Nathan, ‘You are the man’5 were enough to convict David of 
his sin and lead to the repentance recorded in Psalm 51: 
 

                                                
4  The relevant passages from the Old Testament are 1 Sam. 15:22; Ps. 50:7–15; 51:15–17; Hosea 6:6; 9:4; 

Amos 5:21–24; Isa. 1:11–17; Micah 6:6–8; Jer. 7:21–23. See also Ps. 24; 68:5. 
5  2 Sam. 12:7. 
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1 Have mercy on me, O God, according to thy steadfast love; 
    according to thy abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. 
2 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 
    and cleanse me from my sin! 
3 For I know my transgressions, 
    and my sin is ever before me. 
4 Against thee, thee only, have I sinned, 
    and done that which is evil in thy sight, 
so that thou art justified in thy sentence 
    and blameless in thy judgment (vv. 1–4). 
 
9 Hide thy face from my sins, 
    and blot out all my iniquities. 
10 Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
    and put a new and right spirit within me. 
11 Cast me not away from thy presence, 
    and take not thy holy Spirit from me. 
12 Restore to me the joy of thy salvation, 
    and uphold me with a willing spirit. 
13 Then I will teach transgressors thy ways, 
    and sinners will return to thee (vv. 9–13). 

 
To the one who is in the Lord, the word of God leads to worship. To one who is 
estranged from the Lord, the word of God leads firstly to repentance and then what 
follows is worship—the acknowledgment of God.  

THE PSALMS AS PROPHETIC UTTERANCES 

We have seen how the prophetic word influenced worship. We also need to see that 
there are prophetic utterances in the Psalms. We have mentioned the passage from 
Psalm 40 (study 3 in a previous paper) on ‘What is Man?’ This is a prophetic text 
taken up by the writer to the Hebrews: 
 

Psalm 40:6–8 Hebrews 10:8–10 
6 Sacrifice and offering thou dost not desire; 
but thou hast given me an open ear. 
Burnt offering and sin offering 
thou hast not required. 
7 Then I said, ‘Lo, I come; 
in the roll of the book it is written of me; 
8 I delight to do thy will, O my God; 
thy law is within my heart.’ 

8 When he said above, ‘Thou hast neither desired nor 
taken pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and burnt 
offerings and sin offerings’ (these are offered according 
to the law), 9 then he added, ‘Lo, I have come to do thy 
will.’ 
   He abolishes the first in order to establish the second. 
10 And by that will we have been sanctified through the 
offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.  

 
The psalmist was given the word from God as to the nature and the relationship of 
humanity to the creator, and has set that in a hymn for worship in the temple. The 
writer to the Hebrews had grasped the gist of that and saw the fulfilment of the 
prophetic word in Christ.  
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 Psalms 2 and 110 are two other well-known Psalms that incorporate the prophetic 
word in the worship. I simply make mention of this as the two Psalms hold much 
more than a part of a study would do justice. This incorporation of the prophetic word 
in worship should present no surprise to us at all, as worship must result from the 
word coming to us.  
 So we see that the prophetic word is indeed the impetus to worship. ‘And we have 
the prophetic word made more sure. You will do well to pay attention to this as to a 
lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your 
hearts’ (2 Peter 1:19). 
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STUDY 11 (WA) 

THE COMMUNITY CLEANSED AND 

KEPT CLEAN BY THE WORD 

Ian Pennicook 

We are no doubt aware of the dramatic events in the upper room, the night of Jesus’ 
arrest. In part of Luke’s account, the disciples have been disputing as to which of 
them was to be regarded as greatest. But the kingdom which Jesus confers on them is 
not one which involves greatness (Luke 22:24–30). Luke has already identified Satan 
as the major antagonist in the events about to be played out (Luke 22:3) and Satan is 
now, seemingly, attacking the unity of the disciples: 
 

Simon, Simon, listen! Satan has demanded to sift all of you like wheat, 32but I have prayed for you 
that your own faith may not fail; and you, when once you have turned back, strengthen your 
brothers (Luke 22:31–32). 

 
Peter’s ‘turning back’ is somewhat explained in the announcement that within a few 
hours Peter will have denied Jesus  three times (Luke 22:34). Bill Dumbrell has said: 
 

The use of the Greek verb ‘turn’ in v. 32 is one which is used in Acts to mean religious conversion 
after repentance, a note that underscores the major character of Peter’s failure. His protestations at 
this juncture only make his subsequent fall more abject.1 

 
Later Peter himself wrote: 
 

Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you in due time. 
7Cast all your anxiety on him, because he cares for you. 8Discipline yourselves, keep alert. Like a 
roaring lion your adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour. 9Resist him, 
steadfast in your faith . . . (1 Peter 5:6–9). 

 
As a result of Jesus’ intercession on his behalf, Peter now had an awareness of the 
deepest nature, of the attacks being made upon the Christian community. 
 Paul likewise warned the Ephesians that, as God had determined a pure unified 
bride for his Son, so they must ‘make every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in 
the bond of peace’ (Eph. 4:3) and they must put on the armour of God because of the 
nature of the battle:  
                                                

1  William J. Dumbrell, The New Covenant: The Synoptics in Context: Matthew, Mark and Luke, The Bible 
Society of Singapore, Singapore, 1999, p. 205. 
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For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the 
authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in 
the heavenly places (Eph. 6:12). 

 
And Paul issued a similar warning in 2 Corinthians 2:11, where he recognised that 
having a lack of forgiveness in the community of believers is to play into Satan’s 
hands. 
 Although he expressed it more dramatically, John also recognised the same serious 
issues, as he described in Revelation 12 the dragon who, almost from the very 
beginning, was out to destroy the work of God. The dragon wanted be in the place of 
God (Rev. 13:32), even emulating the judgments of God (cf. Rev. 12:4 with 8:7, 9, 
10–11, 12; 9:15, 18). But to be in the place of God he must destroy the works of God 
and thus attempted to devour the child of ‘the woman’ (Rev. 12:4; cf. Gen. 3:15). 
Unable to accomplish that, the dragon now found himself at war with Michael and his 
angels, a war which was not initiated by the dragon. The dragon and his angels fought 
back, but the purpose of the war was accomplished. The dragon and his angels were 
exposed in their weakness3 and any place in heaven, that is, before God (cf. Job 1 – 
2), was not found for them. The dragon, identified at last as ‘that ancient serpent, who 
is called the devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world’ (Rev. 12:9), was 
thrown down to the earth, his proper place as a creature (Gen. 3:1), though not his 
final abode (Rev. 20:10; Matt. 25:41). 
 The nature of his attempt to defeat God is then shown in Revelation 12:10–11: 
 

Then I heard a loud voice in heaven, proclaiming, 
‘Now have come the salvation and the power 
    and the kingdom of our God 
    and the authority of his Messiah, 
for the accuser of our [brothers4] has been thrown down, 
    who accuses them day and night before our God.  
11But they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb 
    and by the word of their testimony, 
for they did not cling to life even in the face of death.’ 

 
The effort is focussed on accusation. There may be a similarity to Job’s situation, 
though the real allusion would seem to be to Zechariah 3:1–5.  
 

Then he showed me the high priest Joshua standing before the angel of the LORD, and Satan 
standing at his right hand to accuse him. 2And the LORD said to Satan, ‘The LORD rebuke 
you, O Satan! The LORD who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you! Is not this man a brand 
plucked from the fire?’ 3Now Joshua was dressed with filthy clothes as he stood before the 
angel. 4The angel said to those who were standing before him, ‘Take off his filthy clothes.’ 
And to him he said, ‘See, I have taken your guilt5 away from you, and I will clothe you with 
festal apparel.’ 5And I said, ‘Let them put a clean turban on his head.’ So they put a clean 

                                                
2  Paul called him ‘the god of this world’ (2 Cor. 4:4). 
3  John’s words were oujk i[scusen (ouk ischusen), he was not strong or powerful, he did not prevail. 
4  The NRSV has ‘comrades’, which sounds to me like an Australian Labor Party rally in the 1970’s. 
5   ˜/[} ™w‹n, iniquity, ‘guilt, punishment of iniquity’ etc. (F. Brown, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and 

English Lexicon, Hendrickson, Peabody, 1906, p. 730).  
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turban on his head and clothed him with the apparel; and the angel of the LORD was standing 
by. 

 
The issue which the accuser has as his weapon is guilt. Adolf Köbele has said: 
 

It is a fundamental law of life that where guilt is there is also bondage. When sin accuses, Satan has 
his hold and his rights. But when there has been a judgment of grace and the indictment has been 
destroyed, there is deliverance and freedom from the power of the accuser.6 

 
 Passing reference has already been made to the way Satan is described in the Old 
Testament as against the clarity of the presentation in the New Testament.7 When the 
incarnate Word appears, the nature of evil is starkly delineated and the personal 
elements of the opposition become clear.8 Now we see that there is a personal enemy 
who is determined to destroy the community of Christ and that his chief weapon is his 
presumed power to accuse the brothers day and night before their God. It is only 
presumed, since he has been cast down, and the community is triumphant by means of 
the blood of the Lamb and their testimony to his death.  
 So the question which arises is simply one of how the prophetic community 
survives such vicious onslaughts, for John went on to say that: 
 

. . . the dragon was angry with the woman, and went off to make war on the rest of her children, 
those who keep the commandments of God and hold the testimony of Jesus (Rev. 12:17). 

 
This last phrase, ‘the testimony of Jesus’, is important, occurring four times in 
Revelation, in 1:2, 9; 12:17 and 19:10. On each occasion the word is marturiva 
(marturia)9 indicating that what makes this community distinct is that it holds the 
testimony which Jesus himself gives. As with the word which brings us to faith (Rom. 
10:17), it is always the continuing utterances of Jesus which concern the prophetic 
community. So in the communications from Jesus in Revelation 2 – 3, it is always: 
‘Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying10 to the churches’. It is 
the testimony of Jesus that is the threat to Satan. 

ABIDING IN CHRIST 

I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower. 2He removes every branch in me that bears no 
fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make it bear more fruit. 3You have already been 
cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you. 4Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch 
cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. 5I am 
the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart 
from me you can do nothing. 6Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and 

                                                
6  Adolph Köberle, The Quest for Holiness (John C. Mattes, trans.), Augsburg Publishing House, Minneapolis, 

1964, pp. 82f. 
7  See my paper in this volume, ‘The Prophet and the Spirit of God’ (study 4 WA, p. 148, n. 18). 
8  For the development of the presentation of Satan as a distinct personal being, see D. P. Fuller, ‘Satan’ in 

Geoffrey Bromiley (ed.), The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, vol. 4, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1988, 
pp. 340–4. 

9  See my paper, ‘The End of Prophecy’, in this volume (study 20, pp. 133f.). 
10  The NRSV has accurately captured the continuous force of the present tense, levgei legei. 
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withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned. 7If you abide in me, and my 
words abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. 8My Father is glorified 
by this, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples. 9As the Father has loved me, so I have 
loved you; abide in my love. 10If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I 
have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love (John 15:1–10). 

 
This passage appears to answer the question concerning how we are to survive the 
fierce attacks of the evil one. However, it should be noted that there are a couple of 
questions which need to be addressed before we make any direct application of it to 
ourselves.11 
 The first question concerns the security of believers. What does ‘He removes every 
branch in me’ mean (v. 2)? By this point most commentators seem to have moved 
from the pre-crucifixion context in which the discourse takes place to that of the post-
Pentecost church. For instance, C. K. Barrett, after canvassing a possible background 
to John’s thought, says ‘his primary thought was of apostate Christians’.12 George 
Beasley-Murray gets around the issue by assuming that John chapters 15 – 16 ‘were 
composed from material left by the Evangelist [after he composed chapters 13 – 14] 
and form an amplification of the original discourse’.13 Carson says: ‘The transparent 
purpose of the verse is to insist that there are no true Christians without some measure 
of fruit . . .’14 
  But how can we apply the discourse, especially as parts, at least, look to the 
future, to Christians? That is, how can verse 3, for example, look back to the Cross, 
the only place where cleansing is to be found, while other parts, such as the promise 
of the Spirit, look forward? Brown notes: ‘Some of the Latin witnesses read these 
verbs in the future to conform the parable to the futuristic outlook appropriate in the 
Last Discourse’.15 He also argues that 15:1–6 originally belonged to another context, 
being put here perhaps through the process of preaching.16 But Brown is clear: ‘John 
is speaking of Christians who have already been converted and are in Jesus but are 
now dead’.17 
 Surely the first task is to analyse the text as we have it (and that means, too, not 
just cutting it up in to manageable chunks for a commentary). So is there a way of 
understanding this passage within the whole context of John’s Gospel, indeed within 
the context of the whole of Scripture?  
 
 

                                                
11  There is also the presence of a play on words in verses 2–3, which cannot be easily reproduced in English: 

He removes (ai[rei airei) every branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes 
(kaqaivrei kathairei) to make it bear more fruit. 3You have already been cleansed (kaqaroiv katheroi) by the 
word’. The three words are not the same but ai[rei relates to kaqaivrei which relates to kaqaroiv. 

12  C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St John: An Introduction with Commentary and Notes on the Greek 
Text, SPCK, London, 1967, p. 395. 

13  George R. Beasley-Murray, John, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 36, Word, Waco, 1987, p. 269  
(cf. pp. 223–4). There is no textual evidence to support this, unlike the question of John 7:53 – 8:11. 

14  D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John, Inter-Varsity Press, Leicester, 1991, p. 515. 
15  Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, vol. 2, XIII–XXI, Anchor Bible, Geoffrey Chapman, 

London, 1966, p. 660. 
16  Brown, John, pp. 666f. 
17  Brown, John, p. 675. 
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 Psalm 80:7–8, 14–17 has: 
 

Restore us, O God of hosts; 
   let your face shine, that we may be saved. 
8You brought a vine out of Egypt; 
    you drove out the nations and planted it . . .  
14Turn again, O God of hosts; 
    look down from heaven, and see; 
have regard for this vine, 
    15the stock that your right hand planted. 
16They have burned it with fire, 
    they have cut it down; may they perish at the rebuke of your countenance. 
17But let your hand be upon the one at your right hand, 
    the one whom you made strong for yourself.  

 
Here the vine is Israel. But against that, Jesus said, ‘I am the true vine’.18 Shortly John 
will recount Jesus’ warning to the disciples concerning their coming rejection by 
Israel,19 just as Jesus had been rejected, so the question could be, ‘what is the 
relationship of these disciples to Israel?’ The answer is, Jesus is the genuine Israel! If 
that is the case, then the disciples need to stay in him. The others, the ‘his own 
people’ of John 1:11, by rejecting him, and by being fruitless in their role as the 
prophetic community charged with being the fountain from which the word of the 
LORD, would flow to the nations (Isa. 2:3), have been cut off. In the plan of God, they 
had been in him, but were rejecting their own identity.  
 The disciples, on the other hand, were in him and had already been made clean by 
the word20 which Jesus had spoken (John 15:3). By this means, the life of the vine can 
adequately flow through them. As those in him, the disciples are the genuine 
prophetic community. In Carson’s words: 
 

The cleansing power of the word Jesus has spoken to his disciples, then, is equivalent to the life of 
the vine pulsating through the branches.21  

 
The result, as Bill Dumbrell notes, is that: 
 

In v. 3 the disciples whose life is to grow out from Jesus, are able to bear fruit as clean, but not as 
sinless.22 

  
 Whether or not, though, we want to go so far as to identify the whole multi-ethnic 
church with (the new) Israel, the general point remains that only by the disciples 
remaining in Christ can true fruitfulness result. Fruitfulness, however, is not to be 

                                                
18  Perhaps this is another example of the ejgwv (ego) of ejgwv eijmi (ego eimi) indicating special emphasis and 

not merely or only repeating the divine name of Exod. 3:14. 
19  John 15:18 says the ‘world’ will hate them, though verse 22 amplifies this by adding ‘If I had not come and 

spoken to them’, a clear reference to Israel. Other than to the Samaritan woman, he has not spoken to non-Jews. 
20  Verse 3 uses lovgo~ (logos) which refers to Jesus’ whole teaching, though in v. 7 Jesus used rJhvmata 

(r¬mata) utterances. Brown says: ‘It is dubious that the plural “words” (r¬mata) is to be distinguished from the 
singular “word” (logos) of 3’ (John, p. 662). 

21  John, p. 515. 
22  William J. Dumbrell, Reworking of John’s Gospel, unpublished, 2005 (electronic version). 
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taken merely as good works and a virtuous way of life, so much as the whole life of 
Christ issuing through in love and action, which are both of a one. The promised 
rivers of living water will flow. The word flowing through the apostles will effect the 
forgiveness of sins (John 20:23; cf. Luke 24:46–47), as it will bring about judgment 
on those who do not accept it. Such is the prophetic gospel. 

YOU ARE CLEAN 

Dumbrell’s phrase ‘as clean, but not as sinless’ is worth pondering. It does remind us 
that the effectiveness of the Cross is the removal of the guilt of sin, and thus of the 
power of the evil one. The prayer of Jesus for Peter is not abstracted from all Jesus is 
about to do (Luke 22:32), namely be crucified, bearing Peter’s sin in his own body on 
the tree (1 Pet. 2:24). So when Peter and the other apostles speak, they do so as men 
washed clean from their guilt, but still as sinners (cf. 1 Tim. 1:15). 
 It is the fact of being clean from all guilt which is to be stressed, since the presence 
of sin is such a burden. Indeed, it is the presence of sin which provides the 
opportunity for the accuser to assault the conscience with allegations of guilt.  
 It is not that the sin we see in ourselves is of no consequence. Quite the contrary is 
true. Sin is of such enormous consequence that it has necessitated the overwhelming 
judgment of the Cross of Christ. Such statements as ‘Jesus took the punishment we 
deserve’, while true, seem to me to be totally inadequate, since no person, of 
themselves, could ever begin to recognise the magnitude of evil and its offence 
against the holiness of God. The trivialisation of sin results in a trivialisation of 
forgiveness. From that comes a minimising of the importance of living by faith and of 
being engaged in the battle against the accuser.  
 Galatians 2:19–20 puts it this way: 
 

For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have been crucified with Christ; 
20and 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.  

 
It is the revelation which comes through the prophetic gospel which informs us that 
the death of Christ was our death. And it also reveals that all we can do is to trust the 
Son of God, not only for the initial cleansing but henceforth until the goal is reached. 
Measured against our performance in obedience, either before or after our coming to 
Christ, we will always appear as utterly corrupt. And if that is the way we see our-
selves, as guilty still because of indwelling sin, then our gospel will appear, even to 
us, as lacking in real potency, both for our proclamation and for our life as believers. 
But when we see ourselves as joined to Christ and ourselves as having been judged in 
him then we will see the almost ‘incredible’ transformation that has happened in the 
community of the body of Christ. For example, Romans 6:1–11 is a powerful 
declaration of how we now stand: 
 

What then are we to say? Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound? 2By no means! 
How can we who died to sin go on living in it? 3Do you not know that all of us who have been 
baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 4Therefore we have been buried with him 
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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.  
    5For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a 
resurrection like his. 6We 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. 7For whoever has died is freed from 
sin. 8But if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. 9We know that 
Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him. 
10The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. 11So you also 
must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.  

 
Plainly, Paul was no mere memorialist. For him baptism was a dynamic joining of 
human beings to Christ, so that: (i) we might actually ‘walk in newness of life’ (v. 4); 
and (ii) we might see that all that is true of Christ is true of us (v. 11). Walking in 
newness of life means walking in the light of what has happened, not, like donkeys, 
straining to reach the carrot of the ideal of holy living. There is remaining sin, but  
it has been rendered ineffective, defused. ‘Destroyed’ in verse 6 hardly means 
‘removed’, as both present experience and Romans 7 makes plain. But it means that 
the body of sin (in Romans 7:24 it is the ‘body of death’) cannot condemn nor 
legitimately be used for that purpose. Indeed, Romans 8:1–4 makes this plain: 
 

There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 2For the law of the 
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death. 3For God has done 
what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful 
flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, 4so that the just requirement of the law 
might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. 

 
Verse 4 also indicates the result of the judgment of the Cross. It was in order that the 
just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us who [now] walk . . . according to 
the Spirit. ‘Might be fulfilled’ is an Aorist tense. It implies a single, completed action, 
which is certainly true, but there is also the implication that it was a single action 
which was ‘a point of entrance’ into ‘newness of life’.23 For that reason, after telling 
the Romans that they ‘also must consider [them]selves dead to sin and alive to God in 
Christ Jesus’, Paul simply continued by saying, ‘therefore, do not let sin exercise 
dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions’ (Rom. 6:12; the 
same is said in Colossians 2:20 – 3:4, which is followed by verse 5, ‘Put to death, 
therefore, whatever in you is earthly . . .’). The following quote from William 
Romaine puts it wonderfully: 
 

True spiritual mortification, which does not consist in sin not being in thee, nor in its being put 
upon the cross daily, nor yet in its being kept upon it. There must be something more to establish 
perfect peace in thy conscience, and that is the testimony of God concerning the body of sin. He has 
provided for thy perfect deliverance from it in Christ; everything needful for this purpose was 
finished by Him upon the cross. He was thy Surety; He suffered for thee. Thy sins were crucified 
with Him, and nailed to His cross. They were put to death when He died, for He was thy covenant-
head, and thou as a member of his body, wast legally represented by Him, and art indeed dead to 
sin by His dying to sin once. The law has now no more right to condemn thee, a believer, than it has 
to condemn Him. Justice is bound to deal with thee, as it has with thy risen and ascended Saviour. 

                                                
23  This use is called an Inceptive Aorist, or an Ingressive Aorist. See C. F. D. Moule, An Idiom Book of New 

Testament Greek, Cambridge University Press, London, 1959, p. 10. 
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If thou dost not thus see thy complete mortification in Him, sin will reign in thee. No sin can be 
crucified either in heart or life, unless it be first pardoned in conscience; because there will be want 
of faith to receive the strength of Jesus, by whom alone it can be crucified. If it be not mortified in 
its guilt, it cannot be subdued in its power. If the believer does not see his perfect deadness to sin in 
Jesus, he will open a wide door to unbelief, and if he be not persuaded of his completeness in 
Christ, he gives room for the attacks of self-righteous and legal tempers. If Christ be not all in all, 
self must still be looked upon as something great, and there will be food left for the pride of self-
importance and self-sufficiency. So that he cannot grow into the death of Christ in sensible 
experience, farther than he believes himself to be dead to sin in Christ. The more clearly and 
stedfastly he believes this, as the Apostle did—‘I am crucified with Christ,’ in proportion will he 
cleave to Christ, and receive from Him greater power to crucify sin. This believing view of his 
absolute mortification in Christ is the true Gospel method of mortifying sin in our own 
persons . . . Read the sixth of the Romans, and pray for the Spirit of revelation to open it to thee. 
There thou wilt discover the true way to mortify sin. It is by believing that thou art planted together 
with Christ in His death; from thence only thy pardon flows, from thence thy daily victory is 
received, and from thence thy eternal victory will be perfected.24 

 
This is no slick approach to salvation, but calls us to total moral seriousness. We are 
clean, but not sinless, but that does not give us cause to treat our remaining sin lightly. 
Rather, it means that while we hate the sin we see, and long to be released from ‘the 
body of death’ (so see Rom. 8:23; Phil. 3:21 etc.), we are not to be in morbid fear of 
sin, as if the accusation of guilt were valid.  
 To paraphrase slightly the words of 1 John 1:6–7, we may say that, if we claim to 
have fellowship with the Father, Son and Spirit but all the while are not morally 
serious about sin and about the battle we are in, then we are living as spiritual fakes. 
But if, on the other hand, we are fully engaged in the truth of God’s holiness, as God 
certainly is, then the blood of Christ goes on keeping us clean from all sin. This last 
clause represents the Greek present tense, kaqarivzei (katharizei), which has a 
continuous sense. Cleansing from all sin was once for all at the Cross. But that work 
is the present dynamic for newness of life, the life of the new creation. The 
effectiveness of the Cross does not lie only in our change of status; it lies in the reality 
of Christ continually bringing his work into us, even though we seem too often intent 
on contradicting what he has said and done.  
 The questions in Romans 8:33–34 are very real questions: 
 

Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. 34Who is to condemn? It is 
Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes 
for us.  

 
There are those, ourselves and Satan, who bring charges against God’s elect. We 
accuse ourselves by our failure to remember that we have been cleansed from our old 
sins, while Satan will never allow that as a reality. But it is God who justifies. So who 
can condemn those who have been released from condemnation? And what if they sin 
after having come to Christ? Well here lies our security: Christ Jesus, who died, is at 
the right hand of God interceding for us. He stands between us and the accuser(s)—
certainly not between us and the Father! Our sin cannot appear in the heavenly places 

                                                
24  William Romaine, On the Walk of Faith [1771], in The Life, Walk, and Triumph of Faith, James Clarke & 

Co., Cambridge, 1970, pp. 280f. 
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as guilt, since the blood of Jesus Christ is continuously effective in us. The 
effectiveness of the work of the Cross does not depend on our faith, our abiding, or 
our obedience, though the work of justification implies and accomplishes that. 
 The prophetic community is dumb if it does not see and participate in its total 
cleansing. ‘But when there has been a judgment of grace and the indictment has been 
destroyed, there is deliverance and freedom from the power of the accuser’ and power 
in the proclamation of the word which God has given us, both for the church and the 
world. So: 
 

What though th’accuser roar 
Of ills that I have done; 
I know them well, and thousands more: 
Jehovah findeth none! 
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