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STUDY 1 

Christ Our Prophet,  
Priest and King 1 

Ian Pennicook 

Since the time of the Reformation, it has been commonplace to speak of Christ as 
Prophet, Priest and King. For instance, John Newton’s well known hymn, ‘How sweet 
the name of Jesus sounds’ has this verse: 
 

Jesus, my Shepherd, Husband, Friend, 
My Prophet, Priest, and King; 
My Lord, my Life, my Way, my End, 
Accept the praise I bring. 

 
Admittedly, Newton recognised that there was far more than only those three titles or 
functions, more precisely, ‘offices’ applying to Jesus. Still, Prophet, Priest and King 
remain prominent when the work of Christ is being discussed. These offices appeared 
as early as Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260–339 AD) in his The Church History: 
 

And not only those who were honored with the high priesthood, and who for the sake of the symbol 
were anointed with especially prepared oil, were adorned with the name of Christ among the 
Hebrews, but also the kings whom the prophets anointed under the influence of the divine Spirit, 
and thus constituted, as it were, typical Christs. For they also bore in their own persons types of the 
royal and sovereign power of the true and only Christ, the divine Word who ruleth over all. And we 
have been told also that certain of the prophets themselves became, by the act of anointing, Christs 
in type, so that all these have reference to the true Christ, the divinely inspired and heavenly Word, 
who is the only high priest of all, and the only King of every creature, and the Father’s only 
supreme prophet of prophets. And a proof of this is that no one of those who were of old 
symbolically anointed, whether priests, or kings, or prophets, possessed so great a power of inspired 
virtue as was exhibited by our Saviour and Lord Jesus, the true and only Christ.2 

 
Eusebius was working from the use of the word ‘Christ’ or ‘anointed’ and arguing 
that, since Moses was to do nothing other than represent the pattern he was shown on 
the mountain, his consequent anointing of Aaron as high priest was evidence that 
there was an anointed high priest above all. Further, his commissioning of Joshua 
(Gk. Jesus) as leader carried similar implications, as did the anointing of certain Old 
Testament prophets.  
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  The Church History of Eusebius, book 1, ch. 3 (this translation from ‘The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers—

Second Series’, vol. 1, Hendrickson, Peabody, 1995, p. 86). See W. Pannenberg, Jesus God and Man (SCM, 
London, 1968), p. 213, n. 6 for further examples. 
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 It was not until Andreas Osiander (1498–1552) that this approach appeared again. 
He wrote: 
 

Since Christ thus is called an Anointed One and only the prophets, kings, and high priests were 
anointed, one notes well that all three of these offices rightly belong to him: the prophetic office, 
since he alone is our teacher and master, Matt. 23:8 ff.; the authority of the king, since he reigns 
forever in the house of Jacob, Luke 1:32 ff.; and the priestly office, since he is a priest forever after 
the order of Melchizedek, Ps. 110:4. Thus it is his office that he is our wisdom, righteousness, 
sanctification, and redemption, as Paul testifies in 1 Cor. ch. 1.3 

 
 It was John Calvin (1509–1564) who gave the most definitive exposition of the 
threefold office of Christ in his Institutes of the Christian Religion.4 Calvin’s 
approach begins with the fact that it would be the Messiah who would bring ‘the full 
light of understanding’5 concerning the salvation promised by the Old Testament 
prophets, and that there are three who were anointed with holy oil under the law, 
prophets, priests and kings.6 However, he sees that it is the kingship which is primary 
when seeing Jesus as Messiah.  

JESUS THE MAN 

We stand in a long line of men and women who proclaim Christ, and especially as 
those who acknowledge him as ‘King of kings and Lord of lords’ (Rev. 19:16), so we 
need to ask ourselves what the New Testament means by such titles. What is more, 
we need to know the implications that flow from them. If Jesus is King, what does 
that mean for us as his people, his ‘brothers’ (Heb. 2:11)? 
 If we again examine the early church, we will discover that they had many battles 
concerning how they should understand the person of Jesus Christ. The most 
prominent of the disputes took place in the 300’s and is associated with the names of 
Arius and Athanasius. Basically, the concern of Athanasius was to defend (or, 
initially, to establish, since his great work, The Incarnation of the Word, appeared 
before the conflict with the teaching of Arius7) the deity of Jesus Christ.  
 A written result of the dispute is what is known as the Nicene Creed, a well known 
and used document in many churches even today. The main paragraph of that creed is 
as follows: 
 

And [we believe] in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, Begotten of his Father 
before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, Very God of very God, Begotten, not made, Being of 
one substance with the Father, By whom all things were made: Who for us men, and for our 
salvation came down from heaven, And was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary, And 
was made man, And was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate. He suffered and was buried, 
And the third day he rose again according to the Scriptures, And ascended into heaven, And sitteth 

                                                
3  Quoted in Pannenberg, Jesus God and Man, p. 213. 
4  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, book 2, ch. 15, Library of Christian Classics, ed.  

J. T. McNeil, Westminster Pr., Philadelphia, 1977, pp. 494 ff. 
5  Calvin, Institutes, book 2, ch. 15, pt. 1, p. 495. 
6  Calvin, Institutes, book 2, ch. 15, pt. 2, p. 495. 
7  See Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Historical Theology: An Introduction, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1978, p. 69. A 

modern example of the teachings of Arius is found in the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who assert that Jesus was not God 
in the flesh. For details, see A. A. Hoekema, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Paternoster, Exeter, 1973, pp. 60–7.) 
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on the right hand of the Father. And he shall come again with glory to judge both the quick and 
dead: Whose kingdom shall have no end.  

 
This creed, with this paragraph as its major focus, was intended to define the deity of 
Jesus Christ, especially over against the teachings of Arius. And the issues were not 
unimportant; the concern of Athanasius was to insist that ‘the divine humanity  
of Christ belongs essentially to the gospel of reconciliation’.8 The battle for the full 
deity of Christ has continued throughout the history of the church. In the words of  
G. C. Berkouwer: 
 

It was not only the ancient church which conducted, with deeply religious earnestness, a battle for 
the phrase ‘co-essential with the Father’, but later centuries too saw a resumption of the high-points 
of this conflict, as is clear in the controversy with the Socinians in the sixteenth and in that with 
Modernism in the nineteenth and twentieth century [sic].9 

  
There are generations for whom the deity of Christ has been a touchstone of 
orthodoxy. 
 But the question sometimes submerged under these debates has been, what is the 
priority of the New Testament? The debates grew out of people attempting to work 
out the implications of the preaching of the New Testament, for example, ‘Jesus is 
Lord’, with all that that involves. The title ‘Lord’ for Jesus means far more than ruler, 
especially when we consider the Old Testament background for it. It does mean ruler, 
and also can be understood to mean simply ‘Sir’, as in John 4:15 (‘Sir/Lord, give me 
this water . . .’), but there was also the fact that, for the Jews, Lord (kuvrio~, kurios) 
was used to translate the divine name, nowadays represented in English by YHWH or 
Yahweh. Kurios was also used to translate the Hebrew title adonai, which Jews said 
rather than say Yahweh. To distinguish the two words in the original Hebrew, the 
English Old Testament uses ‘LORD’ for Yahweh and ‘Lord’ for adonai. See Psalm 
110:1 as an example.  
 The New Testament declaration is that ‘Jesus is Lord’ (there being no difference 
since the New Testament was written in Greek, not Hebrew). So a statement such as 
Acts 2:36 needs to be read carefully in its context.  
 

Therefore let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that God has made him both Lord and 
Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.  

 
Peter’s conclusion to his address will lead to the promise in verse 38: 
 

Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that 
your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.’  

 
In other words, ‘If you call on the name of the Lord you will be saved’, the point he 
made when he quoted the prophet Joel, in Acts 2:21, the passage with which he 
commenced the Pentecost address. Reference to Joel 2:32 will show that the ‘LORD’ 

                                                
8  Bromiley, Historical Theology, p. 69. 
9  G. C. Berkouwer, Studies in Dogmatics: The Person of Christ, trans. John Vriend, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 

1954, pp. 155f. It is noteworthy that Berkouwer was writing this at what was generally regarded as a low point in 
Conservative Evangelical scholarship, when ‘Liberalism’—‘Modernism’ is an older description—seemed to hold 
sway. 
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to whom Joel is referring is the Lord, Yahweh, the only God of heaven and earth. The 
implication is strong: Jesus is Yahweh! 
 Strangely, however, The New Testament makes almost no definitive statements 
that Jesus is God. John 1:1, ‘The Word was God’ and Thomas’ exclamation to Jesus 
in John 20:28, ‘My Lord and my God!’ are a fitting inclusio to the whole Gospel of 
John; they are also rare instances of such a declaration. Of course there are other 
statements (John 1:18; Acts 20:28; Rom. 9:5; Titus 2:13; Heb. 1:8–9; 2 Peter 1:1 and 
1 John 5:20), but honesty compels us to recognise that they are not without certain 
difficulties, such as they way they are punctuated, and so forth. Far stronger are the 
passing comments, such as this in Acts 2:36 and elsewhere, where language that is 
used of God in the Old Testament is used of Jesus in the New Testament. Another 
instance of this is in Philippians 2:10–11,  
 

at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11and 
every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  

 
It would seem hard for Paul not to have had in mind Isaiah 45:22–23, 
 

Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth! For I am God, and there is no other. 23By myself 
I have sworn, from my mouth has gone forth in righteousness a word that shall not return: ‘To me 
every knee shall bow, every tongue shall swear.’ 

 
Isaiah wrote that every knee would bow to God, whereas Paul says they will bow to 
Jesus.10 It is obvious why people began to ask how this could be explained simply  
(it probably can’t, although a personal encounter with God doubtless makes the 
questions far less significant) and why the doctrine of the Trinity eventually was 
formulated.  
 If I may summarise the issue somewhat simplistically, the New Testament assumes 
the deity of Jesus, whereas it seems to stress his humanity. While we must search for 
the allusions to deity, over and over again we are faced with strong statements 
concerning the humanity of Jesus. Consider the descriptions of his birth. While the 
means of his conception was unique, his birth was like any normal human birth (Luke 
2:6–7). His childhood is only described briefly, but the account does indicate that, like 
other children, Jesus indeed grew and matured (Luke 2:52). 
 Naturally, that has provoked all sorts of questions, for example concerning Jesus’ 
self-awareness, but the evidence forces us to see that Jesus’ humanity, while real, is 
also unlike our own, to the extent that ours is afflicted with the effects of sin. So while 
we read the story of Jesus as a child in the temple, we need to enquire what hearing 
the scriptures read and seeing the elements of God given atonement enacted would 
mean to a child who was a child of faith. The simplicity of hearing that way, while not 
unknown to us as redeemed men and women, would have been natural and richly 
stimulating. Likewise, encountering the faults of unbelieving Israel, while being 
stirred to righteous anger (Mark 3:5), would have meant that it was ‘zeal for your 
house’ which would consume him (John 2:17) and not the anger of fallen man which 
does not work the righteousness of God (James 1:20). Jesus was described as being 
hungry (Luke 24:41–43), tired and thirsty (John 4:6–7), enjoying social gatherings at 

                                                
10  See Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction (first ed., Blackwell, Oxford, 1994), p. 279. 

A far more comprehensive treatment of the topic is Murray J. Harris, Jesus as God: The New Testament Use of 
Theos in Reference to Jesus (Baker, Grand Rapids, 1992). 
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which there was feasting and drinking (Luke 7:34) and after his resurrection he firmly 
insisted that he was as fully human as he had been prior to his death (Luke 24:38–39). 
 Although praying to Jesus is somewhat common in much of Christian life today, it 
was not so in the New Testament. There, prayer was directed to God the Father, and 
that is how Jesus directed the disciples to pray (Matt. 6:9). What is more, he himself 
prayed to the Father (Matt. 11:25). But had someone actually prayed to ‘Jesus’ in a 
public setting the result might have been humorous, since the name Jesus was so 
common. Many in the audience could have been led to think they were the ones being 
addressed. In fact the index to the works of Josephus lists twenty-one people with the 
name Jesus.11 Within the community of faith, far from the name ‘Jesus’ having a 
religious connotation in its own right, use of the name Jesus would always have 
related to the man who had been with them and whom they had known so intimately. 
Thus John wrote: 
 

We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our 
eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life—2this life 
was revealed, and we have seen it and testify to it, and declare to you the eternal life that was with 
the Father and was revealed to us—3we declare to you what we have seen and heard so that you 
also may have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus 
Christ (1 John 1:1–3). 

 
Also, the title ‘Messiah’ (Christ) was not used to imply a divine being. From the 
anointed high priest (Lev. 4:3) through Saul (1 Sam. 12:3) and David (1 Sam. 16:13; 
Ps. 2:2)  onwards, the title referred to a human being anointed by God for a particular 
task.12 In later, inter-testamental times, the expectation of ‘Messiah’ developed but 
without a change in focus.13 ‘Jesus Christ’ refers to the man Jesus who was the Jewish 
Messiah.  
 This is presented in Acts 2, where Peter argues that Jesus was raised from the dead 
(a particularly human feature?) and that since this was so, ‘God has made him both 
Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified’ (Acts 2:36). The point, among 
others being made, is that a dead man cannot be the Messiah, as countless claimants 
before (and later) demonstrate (see Acts 5:35–39). 

THE SON OF MAN 

When anticipating the appearance of false messiahs and false prophets, Matthew 
records Jesus as saying: 

                                                
11  Josephus, Loeb Classical Library, vol. 10, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1965, pp. 279f. 
12  That even included the Medo-Persian monarch Cyrus who was also called God’s ‘shepherd’ (Isa. 44:28–

45:1). 
13  See Marinus de Jonge, ‘Messiah’ in David Noel Freedman (Ed), The Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 4, 

Doubleday, New York, 1992, p. 777–88. In the light of Christian clichés, the following statement by de Jonge is 
valuable: 

Because a central tenet of Christianity has always been the conviction that Jesus was the Christ (the Messiah expected by 
Israel), much attention has been paid to the study of Jewish expectations of the Messiah. The Christian focus upon the person 
of' Jesus has led to an undue concentration on the person of the Messiah in Jewish thought, even in the works of recent 
scholars. One should realize that in the OT the term ‘anointed’ is never used of a future savior/redeemer, and that in later 
Jewish writings of the period between 200 B.C. and A.D. 100 the term is used only infrequently in connection with agents of 
divine deliverance expected in the future (p. 777). 
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Then if anyone says to you, ‘Look! Here is the Messiah!’ or ‘There he is!’—do not believe it. 24For 
false messiahs and false prophets will appear and produce great signs and omens, to lead astray, if 
possible, even the elect. 25Take note, I have told you beforehand. 26So, if they say to you, ‘Look! He 
is in the wilderness,’ do not go out. If they say, ‘Look! He is in the inner rooms,’ do not believe it. 
27For as the lightning comes from the east and flashes as far as the west, so will be the coming of 
the Son of Man (Matt. 24:23–27). 

 
The issue is ‘the coming of the Son of Man’. But who is this person and what does the 
title mean? I think it can be argued that ‘the coming of the Son of Man’ relates to the 
complete renewal of creation, so the mere presence of a person in the wilderness (the 
place identified in Israel with redemption) or in the inner room14 fails to see how 
extraordinary by contrast will be the coming to which Jesus refers. 
 ‘Son of Man’ translates the Hebrew md:a; ˜b, (ben adam), a phrase which occurs on 
one hundred and seven occasions in the Old Testament.15 Of those, ninety-three are in 
Ezekiel, and two in Daniel, with the remainder always occurring ‘in poetic couplets, 
always in the second line, and almost always parallel to either adam or enosh, both of 
which mean “man” or “human being” ’.16 An example of this is Psalm 8:4: 
 

what is man [enosh] that thou art mindful of him, 
    and the son of man [ben adam] that thou dost care for him? (RSV). 

 
The uses in Ezekiel and in Daniel 8:17 are simply references to the humanity of the 
prophet, no doubt over against the majesty of God. The NRSV of Psalm 8:4 has: 
 

what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them? 
 
while the more recent TNIV reads: 
 

what are mere mortals that you are mindful of them, 
    human beings that you care for them? 

 
Both are accurate as far as the intention of the original is concerned. But while we 
may say that, the determining question is, how did the New Testament authors and 
speakers use the phrase?  
 To begin an answer to that, we should note the use of Psalm 8 within the New 
Testament. The most striking instance is in Hebrews 2:6–9: 
 

But someone has testified somewhere, ‘What [is man] that you are mindful of [him], or the son of 
man, that you care for [him]? 7You have made [him] for a little while lower than the angels; you 
have crowned [him] with glory and honor, 8subjecting all things under [his] feet.’ Now in subject-
ing all things to [him], God left nothing outside [his] control. As it is, we do not yet see everything 
in subjection to [him], 9but we do see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than the angels, 
now crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he 
might taste death for everyone.17 

                                                
14  See Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary—volume 2: The Churchbook, Eerdmans, Grand 

Rapids, 2004, p. 506. 
15  For details, D. E. Aune, ‘Son of Man’ in Geoffrey W. Bromiley (ed.), The International Standard Bible 

Encyclopedia, vol. 4: Q–Z, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1988, pp. 574–81. 
16  Aune, ‘Son of Man’ p. 574. 
17  This is the NRSV modified, demonstrating that the interests of clearly representing the biblical argument 

are sacrificed at times by the concern for gender equality. I have also used a capital M for Man when the sugges-
tion is of the Man as the human individual, Adam or Jesus, representing the whole race. The omission of the capital 
letter would suggest a male person. 
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There Jesus is set as the contrast to fallen, deprived humanity (cf. Heb. 4:15, ‘without 
sin’) and as, for now, the fulfilment of the creation of Man. Jesus is that son of man. 
We should see that his place as the son of man is with a view to the restoration of 
‘many sons to glory’ (Heb. 2:10, AV) and that will necessitate him tasting death for 
everyone (Heb. 2:9). That means that there is a strong eschatological aspect to this.  
 Another use is in 1 Corinthians 15:24–27:  
 

Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed 
every ruler and every authority and power. 25For he must reign until he has put all his enemies 
under his feet. 26The last enemy to be destroyed is death. 27For ‘God has put all things in subjection 
under his feet.’ But when it says, ‘All things are put in subjection,’ it is plain that this does not 
include the one who put all things in subjection under him.  

 
The eschatological element is strong here, too. The resurrection of Jesus is the 
guarantee of the full harvest of resurrection of those in him (1 Cor. 15:20–23). But it 
is the use of Psalm 8:6 (lit.), ‘God has put all things in subjection under his feet’ 
which is significant. The reference is to ‘the son of man’ (Ps. 8:4) and so the reign of 
Christ is the reign of the Man Jesus. It is the Man Jesus who was raised from the dead 
and it is risen humanity which is the guarantee of our resurrection. What is more, the 
triumph is the triumph of the Man Jesus, in fulfilment of the command given to but 
disobeyed by Adam and those in him. That is the reason why Paul continued, in  
1 Corinthians 15:42ff., to look at the resurrection body in terms of ‘the last Adam’, 
‘the second man’ (vv. 45, 47).  
  A similar point is made in Ephesians 1:15–23, where Paul prays that the readers 
will be given to know the full dimensions of their hope (already spoken of in Eph. 
1:9–14): 
 

I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the saints, and for this reason 
16I do not cease to give thanks for you as I remember you in my prayers. 17I pray that the God of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come 
to know him, 18so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to 
which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, 19and 
what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of 
his great power. 20God put this power to work in Christ when he raised him from the dead and 
seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, 21far above all rule and authority and power and 
dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come. 
22And he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, 
23which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.  

 
The power which is at work in us to bring us to the predestined goal (cf. Eph. 1:4–5) 
is the same power by which Christ was raised from the dead and exalted to the right 
hand of God (v. 20). Verse 22 says that God has put all things under Christ’s feet and 
made him head over all things for the church.  Once again, the reference to Psalm 8 
reminds us that the headship of Christ, for the church and not merely of the church, is 
the headship of the Man Jesus. ‘Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies your 
footstool’ (Ps. 110:1), reflected in this passage and in 1 Corinthians 15:25, is a decla-
ration of the exaltation of Man, in the person of Jesus Christ. The day will come, 
when all those in him will ‘exercise dominion in life’ through [that] one man, Jesus 
Christ’ (Rom. 5:17; cf. Rev. 5:10, both future tenses). The Man Jesus has defeated the 
enemy, who is now under his feet, albeit his heel was bruised in the process, but one 
day soon, Satan will be crushed under our feet (Rom. 16:20)! 
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 There is one statement in the Gospels which needs our attention in this matter, 
namely Mark 2:10 (and parallels): ‘But that you may know that the Son of Man has 
authority on earth to forgive sins’.18 Too often, this has been taken to imply that Jesus 
must be God (and of course, that is not being questioned in the overall scheme of 
things) because the scribes present at the healing of the man let down through the roof 
insisted, ‘Who can forgive sins, but God alone?’ (Mark 2:7) and Jesus had declared 
the man forgiven. However, there is a principle within the Gospels that has often been 
observed that, even in face of the Father’s revelation of Jesus as the Messiah (Matt. 
16:16), Jesus’ preferred title was ‘Son of Man’ (see Luke 9:20–22). And so it was 
here: when Jesus responded to the scribes’ criticism he did so by claiming that ‘the 
Son of Man has power on earth to forgive sins’.  
 The background for this is probably Daniel 7:13–14. The context is that of fierce 
attacks by four beasts. One of the beasts looks like a man (v. 4—enosh) and the others 
like a bear and a leopard with the wings of a bird, which have a vicious destructive 
dominion. Then another beast appears, even more terrifying and dreadful than the 
others, and this had horns, of which one horn was especially notable for having eyes 
and a mouth like a human being (v. 8—enosh). The point being made by this vision 
was to highlight the fact that ‘the holy ones of the Most High’ were being savagely 
attacked and defeated, the attackers looking often like human beings but in reality 
being far more than human. 
 While these beasts, and especially the last beast with the horn with eyes and a 
mouth that spoke arrogantly, seemed so powerful and the holy ones seemed so 
helpless, when the Ancient One took his throne all is seen so clearly (vv. 9–12). The 
beasts are rendered utterly powerless by the Ancient One and the last beast put to 
death. Then one ‘like a Son of Man’ (RSV) is seen coming with the clouds of heaven 
(cf. Mark 14:61–62) and to him is ‘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’ (v. 14). The holy ones may be under attack but there is one to whom is 
given all dominion (cf. Matt. 28:18!).  But there is more, for when this Son of Man 
receives the kingdom, then it is also truly restored to the holy ones of the Most High: 
‘Do not be afraid, little flock, for it your Father’s good pleasure to give you the 
kingdom’ (Luke 12:32). Thus verses 18 and 22 of Daniel 7.19 When the Son of Man 
has authority, then so do the holy ones of the Most High. This is the restoration of 
humanity (though the primary reference is to Israel, at that point) through the 
exaltation of the Son of Man. 

KENOSIS 

The word ‘kenosis’ is used to describe the ‘self-emptying’ of Jesus. It comes from the 
verb kenovw (kenoō), to empty, and is based on Philippians 2:7, the only occasion 
when the verb is used of Jesus. We start with such statements as those in John 17:5 
and 17:24: 
                                                

18  See William J. Dumbrell, The New Covenant: The Synoptics in Context: Matthew, Mark and Luke, The 
Bible Society of Singapore, Singapore, 1999, pp. 103–6. 

19  Also Dan. 7:27 probably is directed to the holy ones of the Most High having an everlasting kingdom 
(NRSV), though it is also possible that the reference is to the Most High himself (NIV). 



Christ Our Prophet, Priest and King 

9  

So now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that I had in your presence before 
the world existed . . . 24Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be with me 
where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me because you loved me before the foundation 
of the world.  

 
Both verses demand we admit what is called a ‘pre-existence’ of Jesus Christ.  
P. T. Forsyth says of this: 
 

If there was a personal pre-existence in the case of Christ it does not seem possible to adjust this to 
the historic Jesus without some doctrine of Kenosis. We face in Christ a Godhead self-reduced but 
real, whose infinite power took effect in self-humiliation, whose strength was perfected in 
weakness, who consented to know with an ignorance divinely wise, and who empties himself in 
virtue of his divine fulness.20  

 
Just how that self-emptying by the whole Godhead in the person of the eternal Son 
took place is a mystery. Forsyth concludes: 
 

If we ask how Eternal Godhead could make the actual condition of human nature His own, we must 
answer, as I have already said, that we do not know. We cannot follow the steps of the process, or 
make a psychological sketch. There is something presumptuous in certain kenotic efforts to body 
forth just what the Son must have gone through in such an experience. God has done things for his 
own which it has not entered into the heart of man to conceive. It is the miracle behind all miracle. 
All detailed miracle was but its expression. It is the miracle of grace. And it can be realised (little 
as it can be conceived) only by the faith that grace creates, that answers grace, and works by love. 
Let us not be impatient of the secret. Love would not remain love if it had no impenetrable reserves. 
Love alone has any key to those renunciations which do not mean the suicide but the finding of the 
Soul.21  

 
Likewise, what it meant to Jesus, the man, to be God in the flesh (John 1:14) we also 
do not know. While we may ask questions concerning what Forsyth called the 
‘theological science’ of it all,22 in the long run the only response for faith is that of 
worship. And that is what we see in some of the hymns of the Christian Church. For 
instance, in ‘Hark the herald angels sing’ there is the line, ‘Mild he lays his glory by’, 
and in the hymn ‘And can it be’ there is the declaration that the Saviour ‘emptied 
himself of all but love’. Both these come from Charles Wesley, as does the lesser 
known hymn, ‘Let earth and heaven combine’:  
 

Let earth and heaven combine, 
Angels and men agree, 
To praise in songs Divine 
The incarnate Deity, 
Our God contracted to a span, 
Incomprehensibly made man. 

He laid His glory by, 
He wrapped Him in our clay, 
Unmarked by human eye 
The latent Godhead lay; 
Infant of days He here became, 
And bore the mild Immanuel’s name. 

 

                                                
20  P. T. Forsyth, The Person and Place of Jesus Christ, Independent Press, London, 1909, pp. 293f. 
21  Forsyth, Person and Place, p. 320. 
22  Forsyth, Person and Place, p. 294. 
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Unsearchable the love 
That hath the Saviour brought, 
The grace is far above 
Or man or angel’s thought; 
Suffice for us, that God we know, 
Our God is manifest below.23 

 
Without contesting the poet’s rights, I would, however, question if there is any evi-
dence that Christ did, indeed, lay his glory by, or if he did ‘empty himself of all but 
love’, which Wesley linked with ‘He left his Father’s throne above’.  
 These questions arise because the Scriptures also declare that: 
 

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, 
glory as of the only Son from the Father (John 1:14 RSV), 

 
and: 
 

Jesus did this [the changing of water to wine], the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed 
his glory; and his disciples believed in him (John 2:11). 

 
The glory was not laid aside, even if it was not recognised by unbelieving eyes. 
 We should now examine Philippians 2:6–11. Paul writes of ‘Christ Jesus’, 
 

who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 
exploited, 7but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And 
being found in human form, 8he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even 
death on a cross. 9Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every 
name, 10so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the 
earth, 11and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  

 
The main question to be asked is, to what do verses 6 and 7 refer? Are they statements 
concerning the eternal Son, pre-existent with the Father, who chose not to use his 
equality with God for his own ends, but rather chose to empty himself of his divine 
prerogatives and to take the form of a slave and to be born in the likeness of a man? 
The alternative would be that Paul is contrasting the attitude of Jesus with the self 
seeking attitude of Adam.24 
 The answer to these questions is not simple. The language of verses 6–7 demands 
hard work on our part and any final certainty will probably elude us.25 The alternate 
suggestion, that the whole passage is intended to contrast Christ with Adam, is usually 
examined from within verses 6–11, but I would like to begin with verse 5, ‘Let the 
same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus’.26 My attention is drawn to the use of 
the title ‘Christ Jesus’. If the whole passage is an exhortation to humility, then the 
example of Christ is given as the paradigm. But the title, Christ Jesus, as we have 
seen, carries its primary reference to Jesus the Man. If this is so then that would, to 
my mind, add weight to the second of the alternatives, namely that Paul is contrasting 
Jesus with Adam.  
                                                

23  Hymns of Eternal Truth, Sherbourne Road Church Trust, 1971, No. 60, verses 1–3. 
24  See James D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making: An Enquiry into the Origins of the Doctrine of the 

Incarnation, SCM, London, 1989, pp. 114–21. 
25  I have found Peter T. O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, Eerdmans, 

Grand Rapids, 1991, pp. 203–68 especially helpful, though I lean towards Dunn’s conclusion. 
26  O’Brien, Philippians, pp. 253–62. 
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 Admittedly, the order of the words of verse 7 is puzzling on this interpretation, with 
‘being born in human likeness’ following ‘emptied himself’. But the meaning could 
still be that unlike Adam, who was in the image of God but wanted to exploit that to a 
point far beyond what was legitimate, Jesus accepted his position and willingly and 
freely did what true humanity should do. He made himself nothing and took the form 
of a slave. After all, he was in human likeness and form. The ‘likeness’ here may be 
similar to Romans 8:3, where the same word is used. The ‘man’ in whose likeness he 
appeared in Philippians 2:7 would then be Adam, though his was not truly sinful flesh 
as mentioned in Romans. That could go some way to account for the next phrase in 
Philippians 2:7, ‘and being found in human form’ (the form of a man), which would 
then be a reference to Jesus’ true humanity and his consequent obedience (Phil. 2:8). 
The point of this, then, would be that the self-emptying of Jesus is that of the Man 
Jesus.  
 Among the translations I have examined, the NASB, NRSV and RSV have, in 
Philippians 2:6 inserted the word ‘though’ or ‘although’ before ‘he was in the form of 
God’. In contrast, the NIV has the more literal, ‘Who, being in very nature God, did 
not consider equality with God something to be grasped . . .’. There is no word corres-
ponding with ‘though’ in the Greek and its insertion makes it appear that there is 
some sort of concession involved. A simple reading of the Greek (cf. NIV, AV etc.), 
on the other hand, makes it plain that his obedience and his refusal to count equality 
with God as something to be grasped was of the essence of his being. There was no 
reluctant acceptance of his destiny, rather the self-emptying was the way things really 
are in true humanity. Humanity is created for total submission to God. Obedience, at 
any level, is not a source of merit and disobedience and resistance to the authority of 
God is a complete denial of what it is to be a human being in the image of God. 
Hence Adam’s sin was not taking forbidden fruit per se, but wanting to be ‘as God 
knowing good and evil’. Good and evil are at the heart of the creation; creation is 
morally structured (see Ps.19:1, 7–10; cf. Ps. 97:6). The heavens declare God’s right-
eousness and it is the law of God which is written on the heart of man at creation 
(Rom. 2:15).27  
 In the light of the de-glorifying of man in Adam’s sin (Rom. 3:23), Jesus stands as 
the glorious Man, the last Adam. His self-emptying did not imply that he lost any-
thing. It was that he quite naturally took the place where God is all in all.28 How could 
he, conceivably, do anything else?  
 The problem is that human beings are always on the lookout for merit, even if that 
means finding it in self-denial. This is the thrust of Philippians 2:1–11. Self-interest at 
whatever level is not for the Christian, or indeed, legitimately, for any human being, 
and this is so clearly seen in the truth of humanity in the one mediator between God 
and men, the Man Christ Jesus (1 Tim. 2:5). 

                                                
27  It is this which explains the work of the new covenant, whereby the removal of guilt brings restoration of 

the knowledge of God and the re-writing of the law on the heart (Jer. 31:31–34); cf. Rom. 7:14–8:4 where the 
question is, what has happened to this man that he should now want to obey the law and that he should so grieve 
over his failures? 

28  The other uses of the verb kenovw (kenoō) in the New Testament show that at no point must the ‘emptying’ 
imply that something was lost. See Rom. 4:14; 1 Cor. 1:17 (though the NRSV and RSV have added the words ‘of 
its power’ to the translation); 9:15; 2 Cor. 9:3. Given this consistency, there is no reason why Phil. 2:7 should be 
the exception in Paul’s writings. 
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IN CHRIST 

Paul wrote: ‘as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ’ (1 Cor. 15:22). 
Here are two Men, each the representative head of all those ‘in him’. The Puritan, 
Walter Marshall, summarised the issues this way: 
 

‘For God has made man upright, but they sought out many inventions’ (Eccles. 7:29). Observe well 
the words of this text, and you will find that all they who have sought out many inventions, rather 
than upright walking, are comprehended in man that was at first made upright. And ‘man’ in the 
text signifies all mankind. The first Adam was all mankind, as Jacob and Esau were two nations in 
the womb of Rebecca (Gen. 25:23). God made us all in our first parent, according to His own 
image, able and inclined to do His law and, in that pure nature, our obligation to obedience was first 
laid on us, and the first wilful transgression, by which our first parent bereaved himself of the image 
of God, and brought on himself the sentence of death, was our sin as well as his, for, ‘In one man, 
Adam, all have sinned, and so death is passed on all’ (Rom. 5:12); because all mankind were in 
Adam’s loins, when the first sin was committed, even as Levi may be said to have paid tithes in 
Abraham before he was born because, when his father Abraham paid tithes to Melchizedek, he was 
yet in his loins (Heb. 7:9, 10).29 

 
All that Adam did, he did as representative of humanity. Although some protest at the 
notion of Adam’s guilt being our guilt, it is plain that all humanity reproduces Adam’s 
guilt in deeds of unrighteousness in spite of the protestations. But we must still recall 
that the biblical writers were fully aware of the implications of what they wrote. The 
Hebrew word ‘Adam’, although used of the individual in Genesis 5:1ff., is still 
principally a word with a universal meaning, that is, it refers to all humanity.30  
 When we speak of being ‘in Christ’ then, we are saying that Christ was the 
representative Man of the restored and renewed creation. But we also need to go back 
to the word ‘Christ’. It is not a mere title nor a surname but is descriptive of the 
function of the one described that way.31 While the concept of a Messiah may have 
developed late in Israel’s life, the pattern for that concept was already well 
established, and that was in the person of King David. David’s significance has 
already been noted above. 
 In 1 Samuel 16, David was anointed by Samuel and that meant that he was the one 
anointed by the Lord. 
 

The LORD said [to Samuel], ‘Rise and anoint him; for this is the one.’ 13Then Samuel took the horn 
of oil, and anointed him in the presence of his brothers; and the spirit of the LORD came mightily 
upon David from that day forward (1 Sam. 16:12–13). 

 
David was the man upon whom the spirit32 of God came mightily, for the task of 
kingship. We should, however, note that this description is followed, first, by the 
                                                

29  Walter Marshall, Gospel Mystery of Sanctification, Evangelical Press, Welwyn, (1692) 1981, p. 66, 
emphasis mine. 

30  Fritz Maas, ‘’ādhām’ in G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren (eds), Theological Dictionary of the 
Old Testament, vol. 1, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1974, pp. 79–87.  

31  See footnote 13 above. 
32  I incline to the position that ‘Spirit’ with the capital ‘S’ should be reserved for the New Testament docu-

ments. Until the incarnation of the word and the subsequent outpouring of the Holy Spirit, there was no indication 
that the Holy Spirit was a discrete person. Of course we can say that it was the Holy Spirit who came on David but 
we can only say that with apostolic hindsight. Within the Old Testament it could be said that the ‘wind’ or 
‘breath’, or even the ‘presence’ of God was understood. 
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account of David being the one to soothe Saul’s deep disquiet, and then by the 
account of David’s encounter with Goliath.33 The story in 1 Samuel 17 must be seen 
in this context. 
 The fight with Goliath was not the usual form of battle; it was not the weapons 
used but the fact that the fighting was between ‘champions’ that was conspicuous.34  
The anointing of David was followed by the story of him acting on behalf of all 
Israel. His victory was not merely an illustration of what can be done by faith; it was 
a representative, substitutionary victory. For Israel, the victory was vicarious. When 
David was victorious, all Israel participated in his victory: 
 

Then David ran and stood over the Philistine; he grasped his sword, drew it out of its sheath, and 
killed him; then he cut off his head with it. When the Philistines saw that their champion was dead, 
they fled. 52The troops of Israel and Judah rose up with a shout and pursued the Philistines as far as 
Gath and the gates of Ekron, so that the wounded Philistines fell on the way from Shaaraim as far 
as Gath and Ekron. 53The Israelites came back from chasing the Philistines, and they plundered 
their camp (1 Sam. 17:51–53). 

  
Put another way, all Israel was ‘in David’, in their messiah, in their anointed king. 
This may go towards explaining why the apostle Paul never speaks of us being ‘in 
Jesus’ or ‘in Jesus Christ’. The primary issue is the Messiahship of Jesus and hence 
Paul’s phrase is ‘in Christ’ or ‘in Christ Jesus’. Although there are other possible 
elements to be considered,35 the phrase could, I suggest, have this simple meaning, 
drawn from reference to the role of David. But of course there is the Pauline 
understanding that, if we are indeed ‘in Christ’, and that through the victory he had 
won, then it is because were once ‘in Adam’, and through that Man’s disobedience, 
we were dead.  
 Some passages from Paul are significant here. The first is Ephesians 2:1–10: 
 

You were dead through the trespasses and sins 2in which you once lived, following the course of 
this world, following the ruler of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work among those 
who are disobedient. 3All of us once lived among them in the passions of our flesh, following the 
desires of flesh and senses, and we were by nature children of wrath, like everyone else. 4But God, 
who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us 5even when we were dead 
through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved—6and 
raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, 7so that in the 
ages to come he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ 
Jesus. 8For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift 
of God—9not the result of works, so that no one may boast. 10For we are what he has made us, 
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.  

 
In verses 1 and 5, the word ‘through’ (also in RV and ASV) represents the Greek 
dative case, which is translated as ‘in’ by the NIV, ESV etc. Whether ‘through’ or ‘in’ 
(an ‘instrumental’ or ‘locative’ dative?), and we can see why both are finally true, 
though what was in Paul’s mind when he wrote we cannot say dogmatically, the point 
is that we are no longer dead because we were made alive with Christ. To coin a 
                                                

33  For a slightly different theological evaluation of the encounter, see Edmund P. Clowney, Preaching and 
Biblical Theology, Tyndale Press, London, 1962, pp. 82–4. 

34  A similar battle took place between the champions of David and Ishbaal, described in 2 Samuel 2:12–17, 
though the outcome was less decisive and a full battle evidently resulted. 

35  For a summary, see M. A. Seifrid, ‘In Christ’ in Gerald F. Hawthorne, et al (eds), Dictionary of Paul and 
His Letters, InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, 1993, pp. 433–36. 
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phrase, were ‘co-made-alive’ with Christ, just as Galatians 2:19 says we were ‘co-
crucified with Christ’.36 Verse 6 continues by saying, using the same verbal forms,37 
that we were co-raised and co-seated in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus. Verse 7 says 
that God’s kindness towards us took place in the person and work of the Jewish 
Messiah, Jesus, and in the ages to come this will be shown. The point in all of this is 
that we were created in Christ Jesus for good works and not for those trespasses and 
sins in which we once walked (v. 10).  
 Let me make an observation here: verse 10 does not say ‘re-creation’ or ‘new 
creation’ (cf. 2 Cor. 5:17), although that is the way the verse is usually understood. So 
why ‘created’ here? I would suggest the possibility that Paul has in mind something 
far bigger than just the work of regeneration. It is that the whole of creation was with 
Christ in view. That is, even Adam, the Man in the garden of Eden, was with Christ in 
view. As an example of this, Paul says that the unity of the man and the woman in 
Genesis 2:24 is actually speaking of Christ and the church (Eph. 5:31–32). Likewise, 
he says that we were chosen ‘in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy 
and blameless before him in love’ (Eph. 1:4). This holiness and blamelessness, which 
is in clear contrast to the nature and life of fallen humanity, was the nature of created 
humanity. That is how Adam was created. The good works to which Paul refers are 
those works which are ‘natural’ for all humanity. Any behaviour which is not of that 
essence should be rejected. This was expanded further in Ephesians 4:17–24: 
 

Now this I affirm and insist on in the Lord: you must no longer live as the Gentiles live, in the 
futility of their minds. 18They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God 
because of their ignorance and hardness of heart. 19They have lost all sensitivity and have 
abandoned themselves to licentiousness, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. 20That is not the 
way you learned Christ! 21For surely you have heard about him and were taught in him, as truth is 
in Jesus. 22You were taught to put away your former way of life, your old [man], corrupt and 
deluded by its lusts, 23and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, 24and to clothe yourselves with 
the new [man], created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.  

 
 I have replaced the word ‘self’ (NRSV, NIV), with the word Paul used, ‘man’ 
(a[nqrwpo~, anthrōpos). This makes perfectly good sense when it is realised that the 
‘man’ referred to is either Adam or Jesus. The truth of humanity is in [the Man] Jesus 
(v. 21).  
 Then there is Romans 5:12–21. Here the contrast between Adam and Jesus, the two 
‘Men’, is plain. One ‘Man’ brought death by his act of disobedience, the other ‘Man’ 
brought justification and life. If we ask what his ‘act of righteousness’ which 
accomplished justification and life was, the answer is in the following chapter. 
Romans 6:1–11 shows us how we benefit from this act of righteousness. The act of 
righteousness was the execution of ‘our old Man’ (v. 6). The benefit of that came 
through our being joined to Christ in that action by means of our baptism. I have 
elsewhere argued that the heart of baptism is submission to the one into whose name 
we are baptised.38 That means that baptism is an act of faith. By faith we are 
participants in the death and resurrection of Christ, our representative Man. What is 
true of him is, therefore, true of us (vv. 9–11).  

                                                
36  sunezwopoivhsen tw'/ Cristw' (sunezōpoiēsen tō Christō); Cristw'/ sunestaurwmai (Christō sunestaurōmai). 
37  sunhvgeiren kai; sunekavqisen (sunēgeiren kai sunekathisen). 
38  See Ian D. Pennicook, The Baptism of John and Its Significance for Christian Baptism, NCPI, Blackwood, 

1987. 



Christ Our Prophet, Priest and King 

15  

 What, I think, should be stressed is the use of the word ‘Christ’. It is not a surname, 
it is a function. Our ‘Christ’ is our representative and substitute. To say that we are ‘in 
Christ’ should add to our understanding of such famous expressions as ‘substitution-
ary atonement’ and so on. Of course there are other expressions in the New Testament, 
but this one at least is clear.  

SO WHAT OF ‘THE ASCENSION’? 

The ascension of Jesus is described in Acts 1, but I suspect that a lot of our sense of 
the event could come from artwork and not from the text. What happened in the 
ascension? Was it that Jesus went upwards until a cloud made it no longer possible to 
see the departing figure, or was it that a cloud of the presence of God, a cloud of 
glory, hid Jesus from their sight? Given the promise of Matthew 28:20, I think the 
latter is more likely. Otherwise we may be forced to ask questions about how far 
Jesus went ‘up’, and so on.  
 If the cloud was indeed the cloud of the glory of God, what are the implications? 
The first would be that the ascension refers to exaltation and not elevation, which is 
what Luke continues to say in Acts 2:33 (cf. Heb. 1:3). But it is the exaltation of Jesus 
the Man. We may see Matthew 28:18–20 bearing this out. ‘All authority in heaven 
and on earth’ is ‘given’ to Jesus, just as it had been given to Adam. As the Gospel of 
Matthew commences with the search for ‘the king of the Jews’, it ends with the 
declaration that this Man is king of the whole of creation. That is, too, the point of 
Hebrews 2:5–10.  
 The command to make the nations his disciples is consistent with this. All the 
nations were ‘in Adam’ (Acts 17:26); it was God’s intention that from Adam would 
come a world of nations fulfilled in worship, so that the earth would be filled with the 
knowledge of the glory of God (Hab. 2:14; cf. Num. 14:21; Isa. 11:9).  The promise 
of Psalm 2:8–9, made to the anointed (messiah) son/king, is in the flow of this. 
Matthew 28:18–20 is a declaration of triumph: Adam at last is reigning and fulfilling 
the creational mandate. 
 And Hebrews 2 indicates that his reign over all things, by means of his tasting 
death, is for everyone, in order that he might bring many sons to glory. God has  
made him head over all things for the church (Eph. 1:22). The church is the body by 
which he fills all in all. The church is his bride, the multi-ethnic bride, described in 
Revelation 21. 
 In Christ, the glorified and exalted Man, we are glorified. Not only is he glorified, 
but his glorified humanity is with him seated in the heavenlies (Eph. 2:6). His reign as 
Man is our reign, because we reign in him. Hence Romans 8:28–30: 

 
We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according 
to his purpose. 29For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of 
his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family. 30And those whom he 
predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justified 
he also glorified.  
 

 There is a glory yet to be revealed in and to us, but we have been glorified. Our 
hope is not of what is yet to be accomplished, but of the revelation of what already is. 
Hence we wait, not so much for the return of Christ, as if he were absent (contrast 
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Matt. 28:20), but for his appearing. We wait for the cloud of glory to be opened to our 
sight and for us to ‘be revealed with him in glory’ (Col. 3:4). 
  The ascension of Christ to the throne, where he now reigns, is no minor part of the 
story; it is the declaration that Christ has triumphed, but it is more than that alone. It is 
the declaration, to principalities and powers, that God in his wisdom has effected his 
purpose for the whole creation in Christ our conquering King. 
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STUDY 2 

The Eschatological Kingdom 
(God Is Always on Mission) 

Brian Arthur 

INTRODUCTION 

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, to the saints who are at Ephesus and who are 
faithful in Christ Jesus: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual 
blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the 
world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him. In love He predestined us to adoption as 
sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind intention of His will, to the praise of the 
glory of His grace, which He freely bestowed on us in the Beloved (Eph. 1:1–6).1 

 
For Paul, God’s eternal mission only became clear in the presence and through the 
revelation of Jesus Christ. This was a staggering change of mind for Paul. He was 
convinced that the true mission of God was to destroy the work of Jesus of Nazareth. 
The confronting revelation was that this man Jesus of Nazareth was Lord, God’s Son, 
Messiah and therefore the one who represented the fulfilment of all God had ever 
planned and promised. Seeing the Son, Paul saw the Father and all He purposed under 
His rule. What had been a mystery was clear in Jesus. Not only had God always been 
working, but also the appearing of His Son before him in flesh and blood had been 
planned before the creation. Suddenly Paul’s eschatology was extended to see Jesus 
as the Creator/Liberator/Consummator of all things. No doubt it was this revelation 
that engaged Paul in the deep hope of Gospel grace and marked his teaching about the 
eschatology with the same imprint as our Lord’s. The plan of God for the end was no 
simple carrot dangling ahead of him as an enthusiastic operator. It was the message by 
which everything in the universe from beginning to end made sense. The wisdom of 
the Father’s activity in Christ (things displayed as they truly are) had given Paul the 
insight (understanding leading to true action) to go to the nations: 
 

In all wisdom and insight He made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His kind 
intention which He purposed in Him (Eph. 1:8–9). 

 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New American Standard Bible. 
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STARTING POINTS AND THE VIEW OF GOD’S GOAL 

Where we start in our understanding of God and His mission will determine and 
qualify our finishing point, and therefore colour all that we think and do in the 
present. If the existential issue of our eschatology is entrusting ourselves to the faith-
ful Creator,2 then the practical impact of eschatology, its beginning point and end, is 
really significant in the life of the church.  
 Any true comprehension of where the creation is going and why it is going there 
must commence with the Father who is always on mission. Our eschatology must take 
us to the same goal as the eschatology of Jesus. No doubt, as Adrio König says, our 
‘Eschatology is teleological Christology’.3 However, our Lord’s goal, which was the 
goal of Father and Spirit, was that all things be brought together by Christ so that the 
Father may be ‘all in all’ (1 Cor. 15:28). In Ephesians 1, Paul saw that the wisdom of 
God’s mission all began with the Father, and ends in the praise of His glorious grace 
(1:6). If our comprehension of God’s mission and telos starts at any other point than 
the Father, before the creation of the world, then we may be working to a goal that is 
different to God’s. DeVern F. Fromke made the following points about:  
 

. . . the present spiritual climate which supports a great deal of religious activity but little spiritual 
growth. 
 
. . . because we usually start from the wrong point, we develop a false point of reference . . . 
because we take the part as though it were the whole, we develop a fatal near-sightedness . . . 
because we start wrong, our procedures become wrong, and therefore our progress is off-course. 
We have no proper point of co-ordination.4  

 
 To adapt Fromke’s words, this study is about establishing a true point of reference 
from which we come alive to the Father’s intentions and discover that His continual 
rule, activity and purpose is our true point of coordination and that His goal is directly 
connected to His Fatherhood.5 Where our emphasis remains at the point of being 
recipients of grace rather than participants in God Himself, then our telos will be 
truncated to the present or at best our lifetime. Grace falsely understood can reduce 
eschatology to essentially a marooned concept not rooted in the nature of the Father, 
His creation or His goal. In the face of present evil, this turns hope into a short-term, 
fragile thing as our whole expectation is shrunken into what we can see by sight. Love 
becomes a means to an end, a closed personal circuit with no view to loving the Giver 
or His children, instead of participation with the Father.  
 Paul’s great cry in Ephesians 1 is a great evocative passage of the New Testament, 
a great doxology of grace that echoes right back to pre-time. However, it is grace that 
actually transports us to participation forever, not merely for a more blessed life now. 
Verse 4 is clear. God’s mission has always been to set us before Him, holy and 
blameless in love. This transporting of us to be with Him must be what Paul refers to 
as bringing the praise of the glory of His grace (v. 6). A static grace that simply 
                                                

2  Geoffrey Bingham notes in his book, The Clash of the Kingdoms (NCPI, Blackwood, 1989, p. 88) that the 
action of God in creation and redemption is one action which, ‘. . . dispels the thought which comes to man that 
God may not succeed in His creation, and in this sense not prove “faithful”  (cf. 1 Pet. 4:19)’.  

3  Adrio König, The Eclipse of Christ in Eschatology: Towards a Christ-Centered Approach, NCPI, 
Blackwood, 2003, p. 38. 

4  DeVern F. Fromke, The Ultimate Intention, Sure Foundation, Cloverdale, 1974, pp. 8, 24. 
5  D. F. Fromke, p. 25. 
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puddles around in our present sin, bringing a sense of ease that bears no fruit of 
communion, is not the grace of Christ. However rich the elements are that constitute 
our present salvation they do not encapsulate the whole telos of God: 
 

Wide as these elements cover the matter of salvation—particularly as to the benefits of salvation—
it is necessary that we discover and understand even more than these benefits. We need to see why 
we were created, and what God has in store for us and all His creation. This means that in mission 
God has more for us than even these benefits. Whilst we are recipients of the grace and love of God 
in what is set out above, we need to know more about what it means to be participants in God 
Himself, in God who is love. The nature of love is that recipients of love cannot simply receive and 
take but must necessarily love the One who has loved them and all who are upon the earth. Rightly 
understood, this process of receiving love and loving—along with its other moral concomitants—
can be called theosis or the divinisation of us in the action of God. This means, simply, that we are 
filled unto all the fullness of God in all our parts, personally, and in all our community, corporately. 
It does not mean that Man moves from being human to becoming divine, but that he, being human, 
fills to the full what it is to be the image of God and participates in the action of all that God is 
doing here, in time, and there, in eternity. All of it is really the exposition of God who is love, and 
so of Man who, as the image of God, must needs be a participant in that love so that the ultimate 
community of Man will be seen to be as he lives as the community of love. The Community of 
God—the Trinity—and the community of Man (the ecclesia), can never be apart in eternity. They 
must be one—whatever that may mean in practice. Paul is talking about this eschatologically as 
well as presently in 1 Corinthians 12:31–13:13. Paul is saying that history will be completed by 
love; that love is ‘the highest way of all’. It is the true telos of history.6 

 
 To return to Fromke’s point, if we see God’s main mission beginning at the fall, 
then we will be preoccupied with personal salvation and getting to heaven. It begins 
with the need of man and ends with what we ultimately get. If we see the start at the 
creation of Adam then often we end with a ‘kingdom’ goal in which man sees himself 
as king upon the earth. Others, Fromke says, start with God as Creator, and beginning 
in Genesis attempt to find reason and meaning within the creation. Fromke argues that 
these three starting points are deficient. The true place to start is the Father and His 
paternal heart: 
 

It was not man’s Fall that determined all things; it was not God’s desire for a kingdom, nor even 
His plan for a new creation—but it was God’s paternal being and nature which determined His 
primary desire, His eternal purpose, His supreme dedication and finally the ultimate realization 
which will bring to Him that satisfaction of which His Father-heart is so worthy.7 
 

 So we say that the Father, called the Living God, has always been on mission, to 
rule over all ‘sendings’ (His law, the prophets, Israel, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, the church 
and all His servants in the angelic realm) with a view to His telos. This not only ties 
the end to the beginning but also to every other action in history as well. 

THE BEGINNING OF THE END 

Scripture reveals that God has always worked from a beginning linked to and struc-
tured to reach the end that He intends. Moltman said it this way, ‘. . . the inner ground 

                                                
6  G. C. Bingham, NCTM Monthly Ministry Study, 1st March 2003, ‘God & Church on Mission’, p. 4. 
7  D. F. Fromke, pp. 172–4. 
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of creation is to be found in glory . . .’8 I take it that Moltmann means that ontologi-
cally creation will only be fully seen for what it is in the telos. The new creation will 
be new inasmuch as it will then reflect the full glory of the Father who made it, the 
Son who freed it and the Spirit who opens and applies its glory to the hearts of God’s 
children. In Moltmann’s terms the Father is always on mission: 
 

God keeps the world’s true future open for it through the gift of time, which works against all the 
world’s tendencies to close in on itself, to shut itself off. This must be understood as the divine 
patience. God has patience with his world because he has hope for it.9 

 
So to crimp one’s view of the glory to come is to deflect the glory of God from the 
beginning and the present.  
 If the end of the Father’s mission is organically connected to Him and His plan 
from before the creation of the world then we would expect to see linkages, common 
themes and features appearing at the beginning that come through clearly in the con-
summation. If as we have suggested the Father’s eternal mission is communal, with 
Himself in the Triune Family, then we would expect to see that His actions and inter-
ventions in realising the plan have that emphasis. In other words we would expect to 
find a consistency not only between the beginning and the end but also the in-between 
as well. If this last point is so then the life of every generation of the Father’s family 
would be marked by a powerful eschatology. Equally, we would need to ask if our 
eschatology is that which we find in the heart of the Father, His Christ and His 
Apostles. 
 Geoffrey Bingham, in Love’s Most Glorious Covenant (Redeemer Baptist Press, 
Castle Hill, 1997), shows that the three elements worked out by man in the covenant 
of grace, vocation, Sabbath rest of God and marriage not only were directly related to 
the creation but also everyday freedom and joy of humanity, and indeed are the 
elements that appear as significant in the telos. He has suggested a fourth element 
since that book was published, the rule of man as God’s regent over creation.10 These 
four elements of the covenant are not given to man by God as contractual elements to 
be worked out in order for God to validate His covenant. They are all dynamic gifts of 
God, blessings in which His presence in grace transports the hearts of the recipients 
into communion with Him and promises that, despite the presence of sin and evil, 
what they are tasting will ultimately be their full fare.  

THE END OF THE BEGINNING 

The view backwards from Revelation reveals that there are indeed elements that 
appear in Glory that seem to have been hinted at even within the garden. They show 
us not merely a pattern in the whole cosmos, but the presence of the Creator/Father on 
mission. The Tree of Life reappears again in the promise Jesus gave to the Ephesian 
Church. This Tree John saw in his vision of the city of God had prime place and 
dynamic ministry within that city (Rev. 22:2). The Tree of Life becomes a sign of 
                                                

8  Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom of God, SCM Press Ltd, London, 2005, p. 209. 
9  J. Moltmann, p. 209. 
10  See a helpful summary of this argument in God and Man in the Mission of the Kingdom, Geoffrey 

Bingham, Redeemer Baptist Press, North Parramatta, 2003, pp. 226–7. 
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God’s presence and promise for His covenant children through Israel’s history, as 
Beale suggests.11 As the Tree is seen to heal the nations the Cross comes into view as 
the ultimate expression of the Father’s mission to restore the creation.12 The garden 
motif is clear in the final vision of the city of God with its river of life (Rev. 22:1; cf. 
Gen. 2:10). Many of the garden motifs are also to be seen in Israel’s Temple, indi-
cating that the glory of Eden is to be expressed in the glory of the eventual telos. It 
seems these similarities are more than cultural extensions. They seem to indicate that 
the mission of God to His creation as expressed in the garden fellowship is continued 
in ministry to Israel, and in particular brought to fullness in Christ.  
 However, it is in the coming of Christ that the beginning and the end of God’s 
mission is fully revealed. In Christ, the Father’s continual working towards His goal is 
revealed. He is described as the one who sums up and unites all things in the fullness 
of God’s consummation time: 
 

He made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His kind intention which He purposed 
in Him with a view to an administration suitable to the fullness of the times, that is, the summing up 
of all things in Christ, things in the heavens and things on the earth (Eph. 1:9–10). 
 

 But Christ was also the ‘beginner’ of all things in the creation (John 1:1), and he it 
is who pre-dated all things and who holds all things together (Col. 1:17), and all that 
was created was created for him (Col. 1:16). So the whole of the eschatological rule 
of God finds its beginning and end in Jesus Christ. He is the first and the last (Rev. 
1:17). All these also apply to the Father in other passages. What we have then in Jesus 
is identical and unified with the work of the Father.  

GOD’S ESCHATOLOGICAL MISSION IN JESUS 

When the Son comes preaching the kingdom and the liberation of creation, his chief 
presupposition, according to Ridderbos, is the eschatological nature of the kingdom. 
‘The whole of his kerygma, and the references to it are like a golden thread inter-
woven with the whole texture of the Gospel.’13 Jesus didn’t simply prophesy about an 
eschaton, but everything he did was an expression of the Father’s glorious goal. So 
his ministry was a sign, and a collection of signs, revealing the true nature of life in 
the Father’s kingdom, as planned from the beginning. They became windows through 
which the glory of his Father’s future goal for His people was visible. So at the wed-
ding in Cana, Israel’s spiritual dereliction was contrasted with the abundant provision 
of the Father’s King.  
 So everything Jesus did was eschatological.14 Not just that it pointed to a glorious 
end, but in his presence it had arrived. ‘If Jesus Christ is the last, then the end has 
already been reached in him; the end is even now being reached by him; and the end 
                                                

11  G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical Theology of the Dwelling Place of God, 
InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, 2004, p. 71. 

12  G. C. Bingham, The Revelation of St John the Divine: Commentary and Essays on the Book of the 
Revelation, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993, p. 205. 

13  Herman Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom, The Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 
Philadelphia, 1962, p. 37. 

14  ‘It must be affirmed that because Christ is creation’s goal, creation obviously reaches its goal when he 
comes—every time he comes!’ A. König, p. 42. 
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will yet be reached through him.’15 So our attention in seeing the mission of God must 
always be directed to Jesus, not to the so-called ‘last things’. König identifies three 
‘comings’ of Jesus: Jesus for us, in us and with us.16 The first, his coming for us 
through the incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection, achieved the eschaton (God’s 
purpose), not just the potential for the telos to be reached. The second, Jesus in us, 
applying the objective works of God he achieved for us through the indwelling Spirit. 
Thirdly, Jesus with us consummating the work of God through the ages by taking us 
with him into the new creation. 

UTILITARIANISM OR ESCHATOLOGICAL HOPE 

So with the ends of the ages come upon us we live in a marvellous time of the 
Father’s mission. Two dangers become apparent for those living in this final age. One 
is that we seek to live as if the culmination of all things has already come, leading to 
triumphalism followed often by pride in achievement and then growing disenchant-
ment at the presence of indwelling sin and the obvious presence of evil remaining in 
the world. The second, similar in some ways, is an attempt to establish the kingdom in 
our churches by getting our hands upon the most recent theological methodology 
(human energies and strategies) that promises to deliver the kingdom and all its 
blessings now. The healthy desire for the love of God to be seen may, if the mystery 
of holiness and His righteous judgements is diminished, move into a ‘gospel’, 
‘imposing upon God the necessity for Him to move in love, compassion and pity’.17 
Instead of hoping in the Father who is always working (the mind of Christ in John 
5:17), we look to establish ministries that will with observable signs sweep people 
into the church. Instead of living in the spirit of Romans 7 we demand that if God is to 
be believed He must only deal with us all as in Romans 8. Instead of looking to Jesus 
for immortality secured in his resurrection and delivered in kind when he takes us 
through the grave, we may attempt to secure an enduring name through the way we 
minister the churches, or through the ability to turn ministry into an impressive self-
perpetuating profession.  
 When asked if and when the kingdom would ‘appear’, Jesus’ reply seemed 
designed to put paid to having some kind of observable dominion to which one could 
point and say, ‘This is the kingdom’: 
 

He answered them and said, ‘The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed; nor will 
they say, “Look, here it is!” or, “There it is!” For behold, the kingdom of God is in your midst’ 
(Luke 17:20–21). 
 

The question of the Pharisees implied that whatever Jesus was on about they could 
see nothing of the kingdom about it. Theirs was an eschatology of signs, birthed out 
of a total ignorance of the Father: 
 

And the Father who sent Me, He has borne witness of Me. You have neither heard His voice at any 
time nor seen His form (John 5:37). 

                                                
15  A. König, p. 43. 
16  A. König, pp. 44–6. 
17  G. C. Bingham, The Clash of the Kingdoms, p. 84. 
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 Failure to see things from the Father’s perspective meant that Jesus appeared 
nothing like their image of a king, let alone God’s King. The Lord’s point was that the 
kingdom does not come with spectacle and structural brilliance as the world would 
expect. It was not something about which the world could say, ‘Lo here it is!’ Its 
germination at the hand of the Father’s King was of a different order. It was not a 
religious thing lending itself to bigger and better professional management: 

 
We tell ourselves then that the weapons of our warfare are spiritual, even if they look pathetic in the 
eyes of self-magnifying human beings and fallen angelic powers. Ambition of an egotistical kind 
has dropped away from us in the humility of our loving, reigning Monarch. We do not see the goal 
as ideology, even the highest ideology.18  
 

 The kingdom, with a foretaste of what was to come, was present in the King and 
seen by those to whom the King brought liberty from the enemies such as death, 
Satan, sickness and sin. Jesus did not mean that the kingdom was invisible in this 
present eschaton, but rather that it was not going to fit into their religious images. He 
was persistently doing signs and wonders in their presence, but they were not being 
read. At the Cana wedding, some saw the glory of the King and thus the kingdom 
glory breaking into their now, whilst it appears others did not. All they saw was 
buckets full of wine.  
 The pressure towards utilitarianism in the church is strong and often very subtle. 
Pastors enter the fray with high hopes, for the church and themselves. The deep lust 
for painless fulfilment at the hands of the local church is a serpent ready to strike. The 
church, too, often has its own idol of being swept up in programmes and power that 
makes faith automatic and life in this age simply sweet. Ministry becomes adapted 
towards these goals as does training for ministry. Visible progress of the ‘Lo, here’ 
and ‘Lo, there’ kind is sought and kingdom knowledge and wisdom is reduced to a 
marketable package presented to the church or demanded by the church. So a steady 
progression away from the dynamic word of the kingdom takes place into manageable 
goals, interpersonal competence and the professional ability to manage the 
‘kingdom’.19 All of this has the initial sense of being dynamic and relevant, but in the 
light of the presence of the King and his telos it is static and pitiful.  

CHRISTIAN TALIBANISM AND THE LOSS OF GOD’S GOAL 

With the rise of fundamentalism inside and outside of the church, ministry methods 
have changed. Strict legalistic adherence to the Scriptures, as if by that life can be 
produced, can lead to the kingdom being ethicised and politicised. Formation of 
Christian political parties and lobby groups is seen by some as the way to implement 
Christian standards in the community, securing the kingdom for God. Not so far 
behind this approach there hovers a dissatisfaction with the simple preaching of Christ 
crucified. Are we in danger of exactly the thing for which Jesus rebuked the 
Pharisees? 
                                                

18  G. C. Bingham, God and Man in the Mission of the Kingdom, p. 126. 
19  ‘Office disappears in profession, believing in doing, thought in “personality”. And so, once again the wheel 

has come full circle. The image of the pastor that dominated Protestant Liberalism has returned to dominate 
Protestant evangelicalism.’ David F. Wells, No Place For Truth: Or Whatever Happened to Evangelical Theology, 
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1993, p. 237. 
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You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; it is these that testify 
about Me; and you are unwilling to come to Me so that you may have life (John 5:39–40). 

 
 We are not called to form a Christian state but to direct people to the King. The 
unspectacular notion of love laying down its life becomes an absurdity where political 
options are embraced. New ‘swords’ other than the one from the mouth of Christ are 
sought, used and discarded regularly. Because of his eschatological vision Jesus was 
clear about the place of the sword in his ministry (Matt. 26:52; John 18:36; cf. Rev. 
1:16).  
 When we come to him and receive life what are we doing? We are acknowledging 
that his action in this last age is the ‘end’ of the Father’s great covenant plan that He 
will have a people holy and blameless before Him for His intimate possession and 
their ultimate joy. All that will be to His ultimate glory. Only the Son has delivered us 
to that goal. We may not take our eyes from him, even if it is to the Scriptures, for in 
his own words, ‘ . . . it is these that testify of Me’ (John 5:39). 
 As König reminds us: 
 

If Jesus Christ is the last, then the end has already been reached in him; the end is even now being 
reached by Him; and the end will yet be reached through him.20 

 
 
 

                                                
20  A. König, p. 43. 
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STUDY 3 

They Shall Reign on Earth 

Trevor Faggotter 

. . . and you have made them a kingdom of priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth 
(Rev. 5:10).1 

MAN IS KING 

God created Man, to rule the world as King! The central theme of Jesus’ preaching 
was the Kingdom of God. Scripture and the church through history have rightly 
acclaimed Jesus as: King of kings, and Lord of lords.2 However, something within us 
seems to recoil at the notion of kingship, in relation to ourselves. Egalitarian 
Australian society has a deep aversion to it. Some so-called progressive church 
leaders cringe at the biblical notion of the reign of God (and so substitute realm of 
God).3 The biblical mandate to have dominion over creation has often been branded 
as the culprit for most of our present day environmental ills. Likewise, notions of 
priesthood are held in reserve for religion, and religious types. And yet, according to 
Scripture, genuine, lively humanity consists of Man as King, reigning under God, 
who is the King. 
 A royal priesthood and priestly kingdom, where redeemed human beings exercise 
dominion, is the Father’s intended goal, toward which all creation moves.4 This is our 
mandate: 
 
Genesis 1:26–28 says: 

Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion 
over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the 
earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth’. So God created man in his own image, 
in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. 

 
Psalm 8:3–8 declares: 

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, 
   the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, 
what is man that you are mindful of him, 
   and the son of man that you care for him? 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version or New 

Revised Standard Version. 
2  Mark 1:15; John 18:36; Acts 1:3; 1 Tim. 6:15; Rev. 19:16.  
3  God’s reign or rule is the correct historical meaning of Jesus’ proclamation. The term ‘realm of God’ is an 

unsatisfactory substitute. Compare G. E. Ladd, The Presence of the Future, SPCK, London, 1980, p. 148. 
4  Exod. 19:6a; 1 Peter 2:9. 
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Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings 
   and crowned him with glory and honor. 
You have given him dominion over the works of your hands; 
   you have put all things under his feet, 
all sheep and oxen, 
   and also the beasts of the field, 
the birds of the heavens, and the fish of the sea, 
   whatever passes along the paths of the seas. 

THE PRESENT REIGN IN LIFE 

The present ‘reign in life’ of human beings needs to be understood in the context of 
the creational mandate, the effects of sin, and Christ’s kingly victory of redemption: 
  
• The creational mandate given to Adam was to have dominion over the joyful 

creation (Gen. 1:26–28; Ps. 8:5–8). Man was to expand the borders of Eden, to 
extend to all creation. This has never been revoked.  

• Sin came into the world through Adam, and death through sin, and death spread 
to all because all have sinned (Rom. 5:12). Complexity and confusion concern-
ing reigning in life is experienced daily. The god and ruler of this present world, 
Satan, is out to blind us from seeing true kingship—namely the glory of Christ, 
the true image of God (John 12:31; 2 Cor. 4:4; Gal. 1:4). Our existential anguish 
bears witness to our abdication of kingship. King Saul’s dark spirit, anger, 
disobedience and inferiority illustrate Man’s loss and depravity (1 Sam. 15). Yet 
the creational mandate has in fact been reiterated subsequent to the fall (Gen. 
9:1–2). The command to reign continues. It is prophetically set forth as the plan 
for the fullness of time (Dan. 7:13–18; 2 Sam. 7:13–19). King David’s sins were 
also reprehensible. Yet his throne has nevertheless been established forever. 
Reigning is the goal, faith’s charter for humanity. The infectious outworking of 
sin will, however, take our bodies—every one of us—down into death. 

• The redemptive victory accomplished by Christ, the second and the last Adam, 
has restored and inaugurated the genuine reign of redeemed humanity over the 
present and, later, the regenerated creation.5 Humanity through faith and repent-
ance is called to participate in this reign, together with the King—Jesus Christ. 

FRUSTRATION AND FUTILITY 

The difficulty—or rather sheer impossibility—of fully reigning in life now is some-
thing we experience every day, as those born into Adamic humanity. Sharks still 
devour unsuspecting swimmers. Viruses and violence appear and re-emerge in epi-
demic proportions. Cemeteries remain open for business. Genuine human weakness—
that is, total reliance upon the Father—is very good, and truly desirable (John 5:30). 

                                                
5  Matt. 19:28, ‘And Jesus said to them, “Truly I say to you, that you who have followed Me, in the 

regeneration when the Son of Man will sit on His glorious throne, you also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging 
the twelve tribes of Israel” ’ (NASB). 
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But the possibility of grand dominion has, in Adam, been wholly subverted, smashed 
and infected by the power of sin, death, Satan, and the curse.  
 The early Christians in Corinth had misunderstood the faith-quality of their present 
reign in life, as Kings. They had overestimated their capacity to reign. Paul’s correc-
tive criticism is caustic irony, yet with true hope in view:  
 

Already you have all you want! Already you have become rich! Quite apart from us you have 
become kings! Indeed, I wish that you had become kings, so that we might be kings with you!  
(1 Cor. 4:8). 

 
 By contrast, Paul’s perception of his own and other apostles’ present reign in life 
was more akin to lying wounded and dying on the rubbish tip:  
 

For I think that God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, as though sentenced to death, because 
we have become a spectacle to the world, to angels and to mortals. We are fools for the sake of 
Christ, but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, but you are strong. You are held in honour, but we 
in disrepute. To the present hour we are hungry and thirsty, we are poorly clothed and beaten and 
homeless, and we grow weary from the work of our own hands. When reviled, we bless; when 
persecuted, we endure; when slandered, we speak kindly. We have become like the rubbish of the 
world, the dregs of all things, to this very day (1 Cor. 4:9–11). 

 
 Nevertheless, to Paul this is not labouring in vain, but is rather all part of living in 
the victory, given by God, through our Lord Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 15:57–58).  

THE GIVING OF THE VICTORY  

The New Testament clearly proclaims that the great victory of Jesus Christ over sin 
and death has been won. We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never 
die again; death no longer has dominion over him. Christ has abolished death. The 
benefits of this victory are given to all who are in union with him.6  
 In 1 Corinthians 15:57 the words: gives us the victory—διδόντι hJmi'n to; ni'ko" 
(didonti hēmin to nikos)—are in the present continuous tense, that is, gives, and goes 
on giving. We are baptised into this victory now. However, it is a victory known only 
to the eyes of faith, and as such anticipates the day of fulfillment when faith gives 
way to sight. Then, all failure as sinful kings will cease. Abdication of the throne will 
give way to true reigning: 
 

When this perishable body puts on imperishability, and this mortal body puts on immortality, then 
the saying that is written will be fulfilled: ‘Death has been swallowed up in victory.’ ‘Where, O 
death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?’ The sting of death is sin, and the power of 
sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, always excelling in the work of the Lord, because 
you know that in the Lord your labor is not in vain (1 Cor. 15:54–58). 

 
 Hebrews 2:5–9 indicates that it is in the coming world that we shall see everything 
in subjection to them, that is, human beings: 
 

Now God did not subject the coming world, about which we are speaking, to angels. But someone 
has testified somewhere, ‘What are human beings that you are mindful of them, or mortals, that you 

                                                
6  Rom. 6:9; 2 Tim. 1:10; Rom. 6:5.  
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care for them? You have made them for a little while lower than the angels; you have crowned them 
with glory and honor, subjecting all things under their feet.’ Now in subjecting all things to them, 
God left nothing outside their control. As it is, we do not yet see everything in subjection to them, 
but we do see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than the angels, now crowned with glory 
and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for 
everyone.  

  
 Sight sees death reigning. Faith sees Jesus reigning. And we are in him. In the 
coming world, all things shall be subject to human beings! We occupy such a reality 
in the Risen Christ (Eph. 2:6–7), so that in the ages to come he might show the 
immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. It is now all 
of faith, and all of promise, though fully assured and guaranteed, through the 
fulfilment of Christ’s ministry. It is worthy of note, that the writer of Hebrews has in 
his first chapter selected six Psalms (110; 2; 89; 104; 45; and 102) to exalt the royalty 
of Jesus. Later, his emphasis is upon the significance of priesthood according to the 
order of Melchizedek (Heb. 7:11). Surely, these themes have issued from the Risen 
Jesus opening to the slow of heart a Christological view of himself—in all the 
Scriptures7 (Luke 24:27, 45; also Acts 1:3). 

THEY SHALL REIGN 

Regular preaching of a realised eschatology in the finality of Christ’s cross is at the 
heart of our message.8 Our faith is not that one day we shall see all things put under 
us, but that now we see Jesus. Even so, our many activities—God being our helper—
and our focus on things present may have inadvertently dulled our senses concerning 
the high quality of, and anticipation of, the future reign of Man as King.9  
 Romans 5:17 and Revelation 5:10 both indicate that it is in the future—in the age 
to come—that we shall fully reign on earth, and that we shall express ‘the truly kingly 
life’10 purposed for us by God. Not all translators reach this conclusion. The following 
details seem to confirm the point, however: 

                                                
7  Geoffrey C. Bingham, God and Man in the Mission of the Kingdom, Redeemer Baptist Press, North 

Parramatta, 2003, pp. 89–93. 
8  A realised eschatology is well expressed in the following passage:  

God’s participation in man’s affairs is much more than that of a fellow-sufferer on a divine scale, whose love can 
rise to a painless sympathy with pain. He not only perfectly understands our case and our problem, but He has morally, 
actively, finally solved it. The solution is for ever present with Him. Already He sees, and for ever sees, the travail of 
His soul and is satisfied. All the jars, collisions, contradictions, crises, pities, tragedies and terrors of life are in Him for 
ever adjusted in a peace which is not resigned and quietist, but triumphant and exultant; and nothing can pluck us from 
His hands. All history, through His great act at its moral centre, is, in God, resolved into the harmonies of a foregone 
and final conquest. And our faith is not merely that God is with us, nor that one day He will clear all things up and 
triumph; but that for Him all things are already triumphant, clear, and sure. All things are working together for good, as 
good is in the cross of Christ and its saving effect. Our faith is not that one day we shall solve the riddles of providence, 
and see all things put under us, but that now we see Jesus; and that we commit ourselves to one who has both the 
solution of every tragic thing and the glory of every dark thing clear and sure in a kingdom that cannot be moved, and, 
therefore alone, moves for ever on.  

See P. T. Forsyth in The Cruciality of the Cross, NCPI, Blackwood, (1910) 1984, pp. 61f. 
9  G. R. Beasley-Murray, Jesus and the Future (Macmillan, London, 1953, p. 252) says: ‘It is because the 

church has more or less banished from its belief the near expectation of the End that biblical eschatology has 
become remote and has completely lost ethical power’.  

10  Karl Barth, Christ and Adam, Oliver and Boyd, Edinburgh, 1956, p. 14. 
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Romans 5:17 

The RSV translates Romans 5:17 as: 
 

If, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man, much more will those who 
receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man 
Jesus Christ (RSV). 

 
The NRSV prefers the phrase, ‘exercise dominion’, rather than ‘reign’: 
 

If, because of the one man’s trespass, death exercised dominion through that one, much more surely 
will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness exercise dominion 
in life through the one man, Jesus Christ.11 

 
We are asking of the text: Do we reign in life—now? If so, in what capacity?  
 C. E. B. Cranfield claims that Paul is referring to our future reign: 
 

The tense of basileuvsousin is to be noted: the reference is to the eschatological fulfilment. Not yet 
do the recipients of God’s grace reign: to suppose that they do is the illusion of a false piety (cf  
I Cor 4.8). But to recognize this is not to belittle the splendour and the wonder of what they receive 
even now.12  

 
Having said this, Cranfield turns his attention to the present participle lambavnonte~ 
(lambanontes) which refers to the occasion of our receiving ‘the abundance of grace 
and the free gift of righteousness’ and acknowledges that this, too, could be taken as 
referring to our future reign, but that it is best taken as referring to now. So then 
Cranfield is saying, we have received and are receiving, the abundance of grace and 
the gift of righteousness, now, and we shall reign, through the one man Jesus Christ 
(in the future).  
 This view has some support from John Murray, who says: 
 

It is likely that the reign in life has in its purview the consummated order. But the future tense ‘will 
reign’ need not confine the reign to the future. It can be interpreted as expressing the certainty and 
security of the reign in life rather than its futurity. But the implication of the certainty and security 
is that it will continue for ever and, in accord with the apostle’s teaching, come to its fullest 
realization in the future.13 

 
Karl Barth also highlights the future aspect of this reign: 
 

The fact that those who receive abundance of grace shall reign reminds us, however, that the 
identification of the old with the new man has yet to be fulfilled (ii. 13, iii. 20, v. 20); that we have 
as yet only been declared free; and that our actual redemption cannot be identified with any 
concrete happening in history. Here too, men do not pass beyond the threshold of the Kingdom of 
God, which is the Kingdom of the free and of the freed. Yet they do stand hopefully on the 
threshold; and because they have hope, they do not wholly lack the anticipatorily present reality of 
what is hoped for.14  

                                                
11  Robert Young, Young’s Literal Translation of the Holy Bible (Guardian Pr., Grand Rapids, [1898] 1976,  

p. 109) indicates the tense of the phrase—ejn zwh`/ basileuvsousin (en zōē basileusousin)—in life shall reign: 
. . . for if by the offence of the one the death did reign through the one, much more those, who the abundance of the 
grace and of the free gift of the righteousness are receiving, in life shall reign through the one––Jesus Christ.  

12  C. E. B. Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans, vol. 1, ICC, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1975, p. 288. 
13  John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, TNICNT, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1965, p. 198. 
14  Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, Oxford University Press, London, (1933) 1968, p. 180. 
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Revelation 5:10 

. . . and you have made them a kingdom of priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth 
(Rev. 5:10). 

  
This verse is also speaking of the future destiny15 of God’s priestly kings—the new 
humanity in Christ.16 This, briefly, is the context: John wept much in deep distress, 
when he saw the impossibility of opening up the scroll of the events of history, and 
the inability of any creature to have control over these events. No one had the 
integrity. Perhaps John even doubted Jesus had the capacity to match it with the 
strong powers at work in history.  
 Then he was told to look up and see the Lion. And he saw a Lamb, standing as 
though it had been slain. And he was worthy . . . (In the weakness of the cross, 
victory!) 
 In Revelation 5:9–10 the angelic leaders take up a new song. In the Psalms, a new 
song occurs when there is a new festival, a celebration of God’s mercies, or his 
deliverance from distress. In Isaiah 42:10 it relates to a new and greater deliverance, 
which the Lord is about to make in the earth. The final revelation of Christ in his 
kingdom takes place at his Parousia (Rev. 1:7). The future reign is on the doorstep.  
 The full exercise of our royal priesthood belongs to the time of the final triumph.  
It is not insignificant, surely, that universal praise breaks forth—‘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 . . .” ’ (Rev. 5:13). Every creature! 
(Rom. 8:22; Ps. 8). 

THE FUTURE REIGN 

This new song tells us we shall reign on earth. It is for this purpose that God has been 
working in history to undo the deceits of Satan—so that a man will reign as King.17 
The reign of the first Adam was protological of the future reign of Man, through the 
victory of the last Adam, Christ. Kingship is one element of the imago dei,18 as sons 
in the Son. 
 Jesus Christ is King, and his kingship is human, as also divine. As those who are 
being conformed to Christ’s image, we too shall, and do, participate in this royal 
priesthood.  
 Scripture shows us much: as the last Adam walks and talks, eats and drinks, works 
and sleeps, suffers and dies, and rejoices on his way through Palestine and beyond, he 
gives us a foretaste of what true humanity actually looks like. Though he comes in the 

                                                
15  G. R. Beasley-Murray, Revelation (New Century Bible, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1974, p. 128), notes that 

while some available manuscripts use the present tense (‘they reign . . .’), the future tense is much better attested. 
16  Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Revelation of St. John the Divine, NCPI, p. 63 says: ‘We are apt to think the 

saints will reign only in heaven, and be only in heaven, but here is Divine nationhood operating on earth, even if 
its seat and throne is in heaven’.  

17  Bingham, God and Man in the Mission of the Kingdom, p. 88. 
18  The image of God—a much debated topic—includes elements which are:  

i. Physical—relational, freedom as male-female with mind, body, memory and understanding;  
ii. Moral—(not moralistic), including goodness, love and holiness; and  
iii. Functional—or vocational, that is, reigning, serving, liberating, extending Eden’s borders. 
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likeness of sinful humanity, he comes to serve, and to give his life in love—serving 
both God and Man, and all creation. A royal body of glory is quite something to 
anticipate, as is life fully reigning within the renewed heaven, and renewed earth: 
 

It could be that Jesus’ so-called ‘nature miracles’—his power over wind and waves (Mark 4:35–
41), over the process of water becoming wine (John 2:1–11), and over the harvest of the waters 
(Luke 5:1–11; John 21:4–11) and the multiplication of food (Mark 6:34–44; 8:1–9)—may be seen 
in part as the expression and anticipation of his true human ruling over the created order that was to 
culminate in the new creation.19 

 
Looking to the interests of others, with the same mind as we find in Christ, we 
proclaim God’s message, share in his goal and participate in his mandate, by faith, 
under the King of kings, and Lord of lords.  
 

                                                
19  Martin Bleby, God Speaking, NCPI, Blackwood, 2006, p. 150. 
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STUDY 4 

Fallen Short of the Glory 

Deane Meatheringham 

INTRODUCTION 

We have seen in the preceding studies that Man was created in the image of God to 
reign before God and under his rule. In pursuing this regal endowment, humankind 
would reflect God’s glory. Now we come to face the episode which entails our tragic 
loss of glory. Can we face it? How could we face it and survive?  
 

For there is no distinction, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now 
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus (Rom. 3:22–23).1 

 
This verse is often used by Christians to prove to other people that they are sinners, 
especially in evangelistic endeavours. However, can this succeed as a means to push 
people to salvation in Christ? Do we really know the lethal reality of our state apart 
from our being justified in Christ? 
 We can use a text like this to show people how far they have fallen short of what 
they should be. We can use the law to expose moral deficiency and failure. Indeed, 
one of the services of the law is to reveal sin (Rom. 5:20; 7:7ff.; Gal. 3:19). However, 
who can summon people to consider God’s covenant law in an abstract way, in a way 
Paul warns us not to use it? Is it a good thing to ask Christians first to become 
unconverted Jews and to follow the law in order to push them from that point to what 
could never be a knowledge of their real sin? For sure, we can make people feel guilty 
enough to take measures to propitiate their guilt in remorse or engage therapists to 
assist them repair the damage to their self-understanding.  
 Through this study we will see that from our standing before God, we know the 
glory of being a human being, and that it is only before God we know the loss of this 
glory. Sin can only be known through our relation to the one who has judged and 
vanquished it (Ps. 51:4; John 16:8–11; Acts 2:36–38). Everything is measured by the 
shattering revelation of the invisible Judge in whose hands lies our condemnation and 
justification. (I will come back to the office of the law when it is grasped wrongly and 
used to justify ourselves.) 
 We will deal with the indispensable component of preaching that is to bring the 
knowledge of our lost glory to people in a saving way. ‘We must preach sin from a 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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relation to grace, or else we will stir up great anger and defamation’ (Geoffrey 
Bingham).2 

GOD’S GLORY AND OURS IN ROMANS 3:22–24 

‘Note that here is the very centre and kernel of the Epistle and of all Scripture’ (Luther). 

God’s Righteousness Is the Shape of His Glory 

 In his righteousness, God confronts the world to hold it to account, within the 
horizon of the restoration of the creation to a new Eden. This is the manifestation of 
God’s glory. God’s glory cannot be reduced to abstract analysis or a proposition. It is 
the excellence of his being, revealed in creation, demonstrated in his faithfulness and 
loving kindness, exercised in his judgement of wrongdoing and evil powers, and in 
his free decision to justify sinners (Exod. 33:17–34:9). 

Jesus Christ, the Incarnate Son of God, Is ‘the image of  
the invisible God’ (Col. 1:15), the Exact Representation of  

God’s Nature and Is the Radiance of God’s Glory (Heb. 1:3) 

 The glory of humankind as created is derived from God and reflects his likeness 
without it being an extension of his divinity. We understand this from the creation of 
Man in Genesis 1–3 (cf. Ps. 8). But we can see the glory of Man more clearly in the 
second Adam, the Son of man in Hebrews 2:5–18, which quotes Psalm 8 to support 
Jesus as the man crowned with glory and honour. He is the true man into whose 
likeness believers will ultimately be transformed. God’s glory is displayed in the 
faithful deeds of Jesus Christ. This point is seen in Romans 3:21ff., ‘But now, apart 
from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed . . . the righteousness of God 
through faith in Jesus Christ [or, the faithfulness of Christ]’.  

Sin Is the Opposite of What God Has Done in Jesus Christ 

 In Christ, God poured himself out in loving service to take away our sin and 
sickness. What Adam, as the son of God, did was followed by Israel, the world and 
Christians who forget who they are. He and we act in defiance to the will of God, 
violate his covenant and proudly usurp his reign.  
 Jesus, on the other hand, humbled himself, leaving nothing in reserve in order to 
bring us back from our terminal self-absorption. As our human brother, he actively 
sought to hear the Word of God and seek the Father’s will. He obeyed the command 
of God to fulfill his calling. Our sin is laziness and sloth. We do not actively seek to 
know God’s will. We complain about waiting on God too long and we pursue our 
own plans for self-advancement and prominence.  
 As servant and Lord, Jesus reigned as he lived the truth of God, resisting sin until 
he shed his blood. But, sin is falsehood that shows itself in unbelief. Fundamentally, 
sin undermines what is true. It destabilises the Word of God and makes use of 
deceitful inventions to justify itself. Falsehood produces destruction.  
                                                

2  I have intentionally not given the source of some smaller quotes. 
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Sin Universally Unites All Humanity 

‘There is no distinction, since all have sinned.’ This is the cause and dissolution of 
every human distinction. No group of people can rationalise their situation to consider 
themselves above the masses, no matter if they have had mystical experiences, are 
humanitarian, pious, or Christian.  
 The universality of sin is connected with the universality of God’s judgement and 
the free gift of being declared righteous. God’s righteousness is the truth behind and 
beyond all human righteousness. God declares that his enemies are his beloved 
children. When we are enabled to hear nothing but the Word of the Judge, we know 
that we stand assuredly before God. 

All Fall Short of God’s Glory 

 Some have the idea that to sin is to shoot an arrow at God’s glory but not reach the 
mark. This would define sin as our failure in the approbation of God (cf. John 12:42). 
The Greek word for ‘fallen short’ means to fall behind, to come late, or better in this 
context, it is to lack or to be wanting. We can interpret it to mean that our sin is 
choosing another treasure (cf. Rom. 1:23–25), and that the false gods we choose are 
always the reflection of a false and all too human self-exultation. These gods can 
never be servants. They are not capable of giving themselves up to participate in the 
suffering of human creatures and dying the death that the creatures deserve. Those 
who choose such gods become like them. Their gods have no true glory and their 
devotees suffer the loss of their true human being. Geoffrey Bingham sums it up in 
personal terms: 

 
When I, Man, sought glory for myself in the temptation that took place in Eden, I coveted God’s 
glory for myself. In the most dreadful of all acts, and in the most presumptuous pride, I sought to 
have glory equal with that of God, not merely reflecting His glory but wishing to possess it! That 
was when I became most inglorious. Dread came to me, holiness departed from me. I became a 
craven creature, fearful of God, conscious of my nakedness. Wild panic gripped me, and I tried to 
cover my inglorious state by cosmetic measures.3  

INSTEAD OF REIGNING, WE ARE ABJECT SLAVES 

Those who have robbed God of his glory find that the work entailed in discovering 
their identity, vocation, and security enslaves them (for example, those who engage in 
the exploits of ‘virtual reality’). 
 Genesis 2:25 says of humankind’s original innocence, ‘The man and his wife were 
both naked, and were not ashamed’. Freedom for humankind lies at the basis of the 
nuptial meaning of the body. The human body with its sexual expression presents the 
man and the woman in full freedom from any constraint of their body or sex. Right 
from the beginning, we were a source of fruitfulness and procreation within the 
natural order, having the capacity to express love. (See ‘The Glory of the Body’, John 
Paul II.) 
 Loss of glory is a loss of the human experience of honour. Having cast God out of 
our hearts in order to be gods, the first consequence is the discovery of mutual shame 
                                                

3  Geoffrey Bingham, Man Of Dust! Man of Glory! NCPI, Blackwood, 2006 (1986), p. 131. 
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(Gen. 3:7). Shame reaches the deepest level and shakes the foundations of our exist-
ence. The depth of shame Adam and Eve felt for each other is seen in their hiding 
from God. Having now the knowledge of good and evil, Man tries to cover the real 
origin of fear with the shame of his nakedness. This signifies the collapse of the 
original acceptance of the body as a sign of our personhood in the world. Our somatic 
unity is broken. We face difficulties in identifying with our bodies. We hide from one 
another with our bodies, with what determines our masculinity and femininity. From 
this we understand the power of lust, which has its origins in the depths of the human 
spirit and can be explained as a lack. 
 We now begin to see the meaning of the frightening words of Jesus. ‘Very truly, I 
tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin’ (John 8:34). So great is our loss 
that we have to use all means at our disposal to regain our glory. We compound it by 
using body nakedness perversely to cover our naked spirits. Dominance and power 
are features of our culture in relationships, politics, religion and civil society. Such is 
the power of our lust for emotional satisfaction and control that the more we try, the 
more intense it becomes. 
 Having rebelled against the gracious reign of our true King and faithful Shepherd 
we become scattered, bereft of true succour, with no future and without hope. In order 
to secure ourselves against personal and corporate disorder we tend to seek leaders, or 
shepherds and kings, to give us direction and protection. We are prone to expect 
divinity from them. The shepherds may want to assert themselves and invent ways to 
accrue glory. They do this by feeding on the sheep, promising victory but becoming 
tyrants. The people of God become a prey of those who promise to solve their dilem-
mas. Elected leaders may scatter the sheep, leaving them wounded and not healed 
(Ezek. 34; Matt. 9:36). Jesus said that the devil is not a murderer on the one hand and 
a liar on the other, but he begins his murderous work by lying. Falsehood is always 
self-destructive. False shepherds will always destroy because they manipulate the truth: 
 

Hear the word of the LORD, O people of Israel; for the LORD has an indictment against the 
inhabitants of the land. There is no faithfulness or loyalty, and no knowledge of God in the land. 
Swearing lying, and murder, and stealing and adultery break out; bloodshed follows bloodshed. 
Therefore the land mourns and all who live in it languish; the wild animals and the birds of the air, 
even the fish of the sea are perishing . . . My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge . . . The 
more they increased, the more they sinned against me; they changed their glory into shame (Hosea 
4:1–8). 

 
 Pastors and pastoral workers are shepherds of God’s flock, and their calling is to 
tend the flock and to exercise oversight, not by lording it over those in their charge  
(1 Pet. 5:1ff.). The shepherds will not heal the wound of the people if they treat it as a 
mere scratch or pretend it does not exist. ‘A Pharisee who prays can indeed become a 
missionary, but not a missionary of the Kingdom of God’ (K. Barth). 
 Indeed, we can resort to using God’s law as a means of covering our shame and 
glorifying ourselves. As a modern day Pharisee, we can have the law and draw com-
fort from obeying it. The revelation of God’s justifying sinners through the cross of 
Jesus Christ is what brings the impact of the law to us. In the light of the Gospel, we 
see that the law exposes the exceeding sinfulness of sin in us (Rom. 7:7–12). What is 
shown intensely to us is the incorrigible nature of the deceit which uses God and his 
law to clothe itself with a contraband glory. By grace, we will see that with unbeliev-
able audacity we covered ourselves with our own righteousness, rottenness through 
and through. 
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 Humanity that is fallen short of glory is enslaved to sin from which no human 
devices like positive thinking, spirituality, religious education or humanistic progress-
ive reasoning can free us. We are offensive to the glory of God, bringing upon our-
selves his righteous judgement and wrath (John 3:16ff; Rom. 1:18ff.). 
 Loss of glory implies that sin is a debt run up by us, a moral debt that we cannot 
repay. The forgiveness of our sins by God is his remitting and giving back to us what 
we have owed him. Forgiveness is remission of what has been recorded in writing, 
namely our lives, and a great stroke is drawn through the whole that reads, ‘Paid in 
full’. To do this the God of glory assumes responsibility for our lives, our actions, our 
debt, our death and us. 

REGENERATION 

Restoration of our human glory is bestowed to us out of God’s sheer goodness and 
love. God justifies us by revealing and executing his sentence against us in the death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ (Rom. 3:23–24). 
 God loved with such strength and depth that he provided his unique Son, one 
unlike any other, one who is a constituent part of the divine being. In the giving of his 
only begotten Son, God gives no less than himself (John 3:16; 1:18; 1 John 4:10).  
 As our elder brother, Jesus redeemed us by paying off the debt that had brought  
us into slavery (Rom. 3:24). His humanity is vicarious, as he lives our life, in our 
place, in utter union with us. He does what we have not done, freely doing the will of 
the Father in covenant obedience. One man’s obedience in a fallen world is more  
than equal to all of our disobedience and wickedness. At the age of twelve, ‘Jesus 
increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor’ (Luke 2:52). The 
Greek word for ‘increased’ is a nautical expression meaning to progress, or more 
significantly to beat one’s way forward against all odds. For Jesus this means that he 
cuts his way forward blow by blow. Jesus the Son bent back our twisted humanity as 
he increased in wisdom and stature. This was the glory of his reign, not in heaven but 
on earth. 
 In obedience he assumes responsibility for our lives, our actions, our debt, our 
death and us. He inherits our sin and suffering. He refuses Satanic temptation to 
contradict God. As sin is Man’s denial of himself in the face of the grace of his 
heavenly Father, so obedience is the affirmation of himself as a son in the face of the 
Father in heaven. In total identification with humanity, Jesus puts himself on the same 
level as sinners when he comes forward at the penitents’ baptism offered by John on 
the banks of the Jordan River (Matt. 3:13–17). 
 As the Lamb of God, Jesus bears the actual working sins of the world in his body 
(John 1:29; 1 Pet. 2:24). As our substitute Jesus suffers our shame and disgrace as he 
is nailed to a criminal’s cross, becoming the greatest sinner of all time (Luther). The 
elect and beloved Son of God becomes the rejected one who endures the curse of God 
by being abandoned and descending into hell: 

 
The wrath of God which is the fire of his love has taken him away and all his transgressions and 
errors and follies and faults and crimes against God and his fellow man and himself, just as the 
whole burnt offering is consumed on the altar . . . (K. Barth). 
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 In our fraternity with Christ, we the guilty are put in the right by being condemned 
in him. This is the truth of the matter. We are freed from sin’s condemnation by being 
condemned and our loss is recovered through Jesus’ death and resurrection (Rom. 
3:23ff.; 8:1–4).  
 Furthermore, Christ bestows his true humanity to us and with that his glory, living 
his life vicariously through us, making us new creations in him (1 Cor. 1:30; 2 Cor. 
5:19; 21; Gal. 2:20f.; Phil. 1:21). 
 Therefore those who receive the incredible abundance of grace and the free gift of 
righteousness reign in life now on earth and look forward to the complete glorification 
of their humanity (Rom. 5:17; 8:11; 1 John 3:1–3). 
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STUDY 5 

The Kingdom in Action in History 

Siew Kiong Tham 

INTRODUCTION 

When we sing, ‘Before He planned the world He made, He planned His family’,1 we 
are saying that the family is prior to the created order. The term ‘family’ refers to the 
Triune Godhead—Father, Son and Spirit—and created humanity which is to exist in a 
relationship of love with the Creator. Therefore creation is not to be understood 
merely as material existence but a relational existence.  
 The creative act of God brought the material world into existence and so ‘all the 
earth is mine’ (Exod. 19:5),2 says the Lord. Creation is not the starting point. On the 
one hand, we may extol the created order because of what we can see, while on the 
other, because the created order is subject to decay,3 we may regard the created order 
as of lesser importance. Put in another way, we must not drive a wedge between the 
created order and the relational. Our faith is a historical faith and we cannot ignore 
creation and secular history. God is intimately involved with His creation. As a rebuff 
against the abstract metaphysical god, Wright’s book, God Who Acts,4 provided a 
timely correction 50 years ago. However, with the emphasis on the acts of God and 
God’s intimate involvement with His creation, we need a framework in which we can 
interpret the acts of God. So it is timely to be reminded that ‘Before He planned the 
world He made, He planned His family’. This reminder was put before Israel at Mt 
Sinai: 

 
And Moses went up to God, and the LORD called to him out of the mountain, saying, ‘Thus you 
shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the people of Israel: 4You have seen what I did to the 

                                                
1  Geoffrey Bingham, New Creation Hymn Book (NCPI, Blackwood, 2001), no. 294: 

Before He planned the world He made, 
He planned His Family; 
Planned from His Godhead’s fellowship, 
Planned as the Holy Three. 
Full intimate the race was made 
In warm affinity. 
Man was His son, His image true 
Of Holy Trinity. 

2  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the Revised Standard Version. 
3   Rom. 8:21, ‘because the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious 

liberty of the children of God’. 
4  G. Ernest Wright, God Who Acts, SCM, London, 1952. 
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Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. 5Now therefore, if you 
will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my own possession among all peoples; for 
all the earth is mine, 6and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. These are the 
words which you shall speak to the children of Israel’ (Exod. 19:3–6). 

THE GOD WHO ACTS 

Before we consider the passage above, we need to paint a brief background of the 
struggles against a scholastic approach to the Bible. In the early part of the last 
century, the study of the Bible according to an atomistic, critical method was well 
established. The theological dimension of the Bible just about disappeared and was 
replaced by an evolutionary developmental understanding which assumed that Israel 
borrowed its perspective from the religious environment. This understanding of the 
Bible reduces it to a human book and squashes it into an artificial framework of 
sociological, political and cultural contexts. The God who acts in history could hardly 
be considered in such a milieu.  
 The biblical theology movement developed around the middle of the last century 
and provided a timely correction to the distortion of biblical records. G. E. Wright’s 
book, God Who Acts, argues for the continuity of the Old and New Testaments, as 
they are not to be treated as separate disciplines. Indeed, this paper will show the 
continuity of Israel in the church of the New Testament. However, this movement 
could not go all the way as it remained captive to the thought processes and 
presupposition of a liberal theology. Fretheim’s comments sum it up succinctly: 
 

[The biblical theology movement] provided the basic lyrics and the melody, and the song was taken 
up with gusto by preachers and teachers. Its reverberations deeply affected formulations in every 
theological discipline. The tune proved to be so catchy that the song lingered long after theologians 
began to question its centrality, accuracy, uniqueness, and value. One still hears its echoes, even in 
sophisticated theological formulations. Once a tune gets into your head, it is difficult to shake. Most 
of the notes still do capture the biblical perspective, but we must somehow change the tune.5 

 
His paper also highlights the deficiencies in the movement.6 Be that as it may,  
G. E. Wright provided the corrective and we shall refer to some of his comments in 
this paper. 

THE DIVINE INTENTION 

Before He planned the world He made, He planned His family. 
 
Exodus 19:3–6 is the prelude to the covenant at Sinai. This prelude is highly signifi-
cant as it speaks of what God did and what the Israelites would be: 

                                                
5  Terence E. Fretheim, ‘The God Who Acts: An Old Testament Perspective’, Theology Today, Apr. 1997;  

p. 6. The article also highlights the areas of inadequacy of the approach taken. 
6  T. E. Fretheim, ‘The God Who Acts’, pp. 8–18. 
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What God did 

• ‘You have seen what I did to the Egyptians’ 
• ‘how I bore you on eagles’ wings’  
• ‘and brought you to myself’. 

What the Israelites will be 

• ‘you shall be my own possession among all peoples; for all the earth is mine’ 
• ‘you shall be to me a kingdom of priests’  
• ‘and a holy nation’. 

 What the Israelites would be is the result of what God did to the Egyptians and 
how He bore Israel on eagles’ wings and brought them to Himself. Between what God 
did and what the Israelites would be is what appears to be an injunction: ‘if you will 
obey my voice and keep my covenant’ (Exod. 19:5a). A superficial reading may lead 
us to think that here is the condition for the fulfilment.7 It is not.  
 A closer examination of Exodus 19:4–5 does not allow us to make that interpreta-
tion. Firstly, when God says, ‘You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I 
bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself’, this implies that Israel is 
already the possession of God. So, in the next verse, ‘you shall be my own possession 
among all people’, is simply stating the result of what God had done. The insert, ‘if 
you will obey my voice and keep my covenant’, cannot be taken as the condition for 
Israel to be God’s own possession. 
 Secondly, ‘if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant’ may indeed be a lit-
erary parallel construct.8 So, to keep the covenant is to obey the voice of God and we 
shall see that the context of this is a living relationship rather than in a legal setting.  
 Thirdly, the reference to covenant needs amplification. Is it the Sinai covenant 
which has not yet been given? It is not likely. The preceding verse (Exod. 19:4) states 
an existing relationship with Yahweh and the context of this is relational rather than 
legal. As a relationship with Yahweh already exists then the covenant referred to must 
be the Abrahamic covenant.9 The relationship with Yahweh did not begin with the 
Sinai covenant, but with the call of Abraham. The context points to a prior 
relationship with Yahweh. 
 The use of the preposition ‘if’ has been the subject of much discussion. We have 
argued that the conditional use of the term is rejected. However, to appreciate its use 
relationally, there are several comments of which we need to take note. Motyer says 
that the ‘if’ refers to Israel’s ‘enjoyment’ of what God has done.10 Alan Cole agrees 
with this in his comments on the passage.11 John Durham views this a little 
differently. He says: 
                                                

7  An example of this legalistic interpretation is found in a commentary by W. H. Gispen, tr. Ed van der Maas, 
Exodus, Regency Reference Library (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1982), p. 180. His comments on 19:5–6: ‘The 
Lord now would adopt Israel as His people; the only condition was that Israel had to obey the Lord fully and keep 
His covenant (v. 5a). Then Israel would be the Lord’s treasured possession.’ 

8  W. J. Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, Paternoster Press, Carlisle, 1984, p. 122. 
9  W. J. Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, pp. 122–3. 
10  J. A. Motyer, The Message of Exodus: The Days of our Pilgrimage, Bible Speaks Today Series, IVP, 

Leicester, 2005, p. 200. 
11  Alan Cole, Exodus, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, IVP, Bath, 1973, p. 144. 
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. . . ‘so now, if ’ sets the frame for Yahweh’s expectation of Israel in voluntary response. Yahweh is 
not forcing these people to serve him, as some conquering king might do; that is but one of the 
drawbacks of too close an equation of this and other OT covenant passages with ANE covenant 
formulary, both real and conjectured. This ‘so now, if’ is not even the offer of a ‘choice between 
obedience or disobedience,’ as Muilenburg (VT 9 [1959] 353) has suggested. Yahweh is here 
offering Israel the means of appropriate response to what he has done for them, if they choose to 
make it. The correct comparison is with Joshua 24:15, ‘choose for yourselves this day’ (also 
introduced by µa), rather than with the ‘you shall . . . ’ of those who have made a commitment to 
Yahweh. What Israel is to do if they choose to make a response to what Yahweh has done is to pay 
the most careful attention to his instruction concerning what is expected of them and then to ‘keep,’ 
that is, to abide by, the terms of his covenant.12 

 
 J. B. Torrance made the distinction on the use of the preposition ‘if’ in his lectures. 
He distinguished between the use in a conditional and an obligatory sense. The ‘if’ in 
this context cannot be understood in a conditional sense, in that case Israel’s future as 
God’s own possession would be dependent on keeping the covenant. We know that 
Israel failed in this. ‘To obey the voice of God’ is the obligatory response because of 
what Yahweh has done for the children of Israel. Failing to do that would be unfaith-
fulness on the part of Israel. It was the call to faithfulness that Israel so dismally 
failed. Soon after this, the incident of the golden calf did not annul the covenant. 
Conditionality is firmly discarded. So, far from being a conditional clause, the 
implication of the way of forgiveness within the covenant is embedded in this 
statement.  
 The text is saying that what Israel shall be is dependent on what God did. The 
intimacy in the relationship with God as a result of God’s action demands the 
obligation of obedience on the part of Israel. ‘If you will obey my voice and keep my 
covenant’, is not set as a condition. It is a statement of Israel’s obligation in the light 
of what God has done for her. That is, what we are or what we shall be is because of 
what God has done. That is what Israel is supposed to be as she is called to live within 
the relationship of the covenant of love. 
 G. Bingham calls this the divine intention. He sums it up from creation to the new 
heaven and earth in this short paragraph: 
 

What was—and is—God’s intention for creation, and especially the creation of Man? The first 
intimation is from Genesis 1:26–30, namely that Man, being in the image of God, is to be fruitful 
and multiply, to fill up the earth, to subdue the earth and be ruler over it, thus showing the image 
reflects God’s own Being and what He does. As the Scriptures develop we see that because of sin 
the fulfilment of this commission is hindered and that grace is needed, especially for God’s people 
of faith, for the mandate to be completed. Throughout the Old Testament and the New, God’s 
ultimate purpose becomes revealed. We see that God’s community of faith has eschatological 
connotation which we will later examine, but let us conclude that God will ultimately have His am 
segullah—‘a people for His own possession’ (Exod. 19:5–6; cf. Deut. 7:6–11)—otherwise known 
as His laos periousios, i.e. ‘a people of His own’ (Titus 2:14; cf. Deut. 4:20) who will one day be 
‘partakers of the divine nature’ (2 Pet. 1:3–4). This community will be constituted of members of 
the koinonia (fellowship, community) of God who will be ‘a chosen race, a royal priesthood, God’s 
own people’ (1 Pet. 2:4–10; Exod. 19:5–6) and who will reign on the earth for ever (Rev. 5:10; 1:6; 
21:3) as they inherit the whole of the new heaven and the new earth (Rev. 21:7). To be participators 
in the divine nature is to share with God in His plan for, and work of, eternity.13 

                                                
12  John I. Durham, Exodus, WBC, vol. 3, Word, Waco, 1987, p. 262. 
13  NCTM Monthly Ministry Study, 1st and 6th July, 2002. Series, ‘The Church Living in the World’ by  

G. Bingham, titled ‘The Church Living in the World As Community—2’. 
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THE FRAMEWORK OF HISTORY 

If we are going to see the Kingdom of God in action in history, then we need an 
appropriate framework through which to view it. We cannot simply try to interpret 
history with any framework we like. We would then distort the meaning as another 
framework would lead to a re-interpretation of history. Having argued the meaning of 
Exodus 19:3–6, we now need to see that this text provides the framework through 
which we can understand history. If the intention of God is to be fulfilled in Israel and 
if all that Israel shall be is because of the work of God, then this work of God must be 
the basis on which we understand all history. In fact this text provides the framework 
on which the book of Exodus needs to be interpreted.14 Exodus 19:4 again: 
 

You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to 
myself. 

 
Israel’s years of slavery in Egypt and her final deliverance by the mighty arm of God 
is the basis on which Israel has understood her history; it is the redemptive work of 
God. Returning to G. E. Wright we read: 
 

. . . it seems to me that the point at which we must begin is . . . history as the arena of God’s activity. 
Biblical theology is first and foremost a theology of recital, in which Biblical man confesses his 
faith by reciting the formative events of his history as the redemptive handiwork of God.15 

 
The exodus event has become a creed for the history of Israel and this creed is 
prefaced by the mention of the patriarchs. In the life of Israel, the people were told to 
make this confession when they came to the altar for worship. This creed sums up the 
call to Abraham, the delivery from Egypt and the response from the people: 
 

Then the priest shall take the basket from your hand, and set it down before the altar of the LORD 
your God. 5‘And you shall make response before the LORD your God, “A wandering Aramean was 
my father; and he went down into Egypt and sojourned there, few in number; and there he became a 
nation, great, mighty, and populous. 6And the Egyptians treated us harshly, and afflicted us, and 
laid upon us hard bondage. 7Then we cried to the LORD the God of our fathers, and the LORD heard 
our voice, and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression; 8and the LORD brought us out of 
Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great terror, with signs and wonders; 9and 
he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. 10And 
behold, now I bring the first of the fruit of the ground, which thou, O LORD, hast given me.” And 
you shall set it down before the LORD your God, and worship before the LORD your God’ (Deut. 
26:4–10). 

 
History has to be interpreted. A naturalistic view of history will only focus on human 
effort as the interpretative framework. This being so, history will be re-interpreted in 
subsequent generations according to the changing perception of the self. We have 
seen this in our day. Again G. E. Wright highlighted this: 
 

The focus of Biblical man’s attention, therefore, was not on the cycle of nature, but on what God 
had done, was doing and was yet to do according to his declared intention.16 

                                                
14  T. E. Fretheim, ‘Because the Whole Earth is Mine’, Interpretation, July 1996, p. 231. 
15  G. E. Wright, God Who Acts, p. 38. 
16  G. E. Wright, God Who Acts, p. 25. 
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 We need to start with the divine intention. It follows that on this redemptive frame-
work Israel must declare her election and look back to Abraham. On a time scale it 
may appear that this redemptive framework is post-creation. On the contrary, it is 
before creation, as the created order follows the redemptive love of God. Paul saw 
this and it is no wonder that he could write: 
 

. . . even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and 
blameless before him (Eph. 1:4). 

 
 History, when viewed from this redemptive framework, is revelatory. Through this 
redemptive lens, history is no longer understood from the perception of the self, but 
from the acts of the Creator in His divine intention of calling a people and bringing 
them to certain fulfilment. 

THE CONTINUITY WITH THE CHURCH IN CHRIST 

The purpose that was intended for Israel apparently did not find fulfilment. This 
difficult issue was dealt with by Paul in Romans 9–11. He wrote: 
 

But it is not as though the word of God had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel belong 
to Israel, 7and not all are children of Abraham because they are his descendants; but ‘Through Isaac 
shall your descendants be named’ (Rom. 9:6–7). 

 
The failure of Israel must not be equated with the failure of the word of God. Because 
the ‘if’ of Exodus 19:5 is not conditional, the ultimate keeper of the covenant is God 
Himself. The success of the covenant was not dependent on the faithfulness of Israel 
but on the faithfulness of God. 
 Exodus 19:5 states, ‘Now therefore, if you will obey my voice and keep my 
covenant, you shall be my own possession among all peoples; for all the earth is 
mine’. The covenant referred to here is the Abrahamic covenant. We have not argued 
the point earlier but will do so here. This is God’s call to Abraham: 
 

Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to 
the land that I will show you. 2I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make 
your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3I will bless those who bless you, and the one who 
curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed’ (Gen. 12:1–3, 
NRSV). 

 
 The Abrahamic covenant has the world in view—‘in you all the families of the 
earth shall be blessed’. This is the divine intention and is re-expressed in Exodus 19:5, 
‘for all the earth is mine’. As Israel prepared for nationhood at the foot of Mt Sinai, 
this divine intention with the world in view was spelt out a little more clearly in the 
words, ‘you shall be my own possession among all people . . . you shall be to me a 
kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (Exod. 19:6).  
 It was intended that Israel would be a channel for the blessing of God to flow to the 
whole world. This is through her given role as ‘a kingdom of priests and a holy 
nation’ and this double expression is best understood as a parallelism.17 While the 

                                                
17  W. J. Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, p. 124. 
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description given to them as ‘kingdom and nation’ implies a vocation to the world, 
their role as priest and their status as holy imply a separation to the service of God. 
Yet this role is not defined so much by what they do, but by what they are because of 
the way God has prepared them for it.  
 The description of Israel as ‘a kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ does not apply 
to individuals within the nation but collectively, as a nation, they are to function as 
such. Within Israel there is the Aaronic priesthood, but that is not what is referred to 
here. The Aaronic priesthood functions on behalf of Israel. As the High Priest comes 
before the presence of God, he comes on behalf of Israel. So, as a kingdom of priests, 
the nation of Israel collectively subserves this function before their God on behalf of 
the nations so that ‘all the families of the earth shall be blessed’. This is important to 
note as we see the fulfilment of this in Christ. As priests who live in the presence of 
God daily, their holy lives must be the first prerequisite if they are to fulfil this 
function to the world. That is why the obligation for Israel to obey the voice of God as 
holiness is relational. 
 So Israel was judged according to this framework as they occupied the land prom-
ised to them. The whole history of Israel was assessed according to this injunction 
given to them at the foot of Mt Sinai.  
 Peter took this up in his epistle and applied it to the church. He did not simply state 
it, but as it is in Exodus, he put it in the redemptive context: 
 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may 
declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light.  
10Once you were no 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). 

 
This is a divine bestowal on the church, not because of her achievement, but because 
of the mercy of God. Peter added that the purpose of this divine bestowal was that the 
church ‘may declare the wonderful deeds of him’. This is not a new injunction as the 
declaration is a response to the gracious divine bestowal. The psalmist makes this 
point well: 
 

O sing to the LORD a new song; 
   sing to the LORD, all the earth!  
Sing to the LORD, bless his name; 
   tell of his salvation from day to day.  
Declare his glory among the nations, 
   his marvelous works among all the peoples! 
For great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised; 
   he is to be feared above all gods (Ps. 96:1–4). 

 
The context of this psalm was on the occasion when the ark of the covenant was 
brought into the city of David and in the celebration, David reminded Israel of the 
covenant made with Abraham and consequently ‘an everlasting covenant to Israel’  
(1 Chron. 16:15–17). 
 And did Peter have the world in view when he wrote about this divine bestowal 
and declaration? Yes, he did. He wrote the epistle to the dispersion in Asia Minor and 
he followed this with an exhortation to ‘maintain good conduct among the Gentiles’ 
(1 Peter 2:12). In this statement by Peter, he alerted us to the fact that the injunction at 
the foot of Sinai is now realised in the church of Jesus Christ. G. E. Wright noted this: 
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Judaism and Christianity are two different religions because in the former the Old Testament is 
made relevant, is seen fulfilled in the Talmud, while in the latter it is fulfilled in Christ.18 

 
Peter simply inferred this fulfillment and did not reason out this connection with the 
church. For this we will have to look to the Pauline epistles for the thrust of the 
revelation given to Paul. In both 1 Corinthians 15 and Romans 5, Paul contrasted the 
failure of Adam with the fulfilment in Christ:  
 

But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep.  
21For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. 22For as in 
Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive. 23But each in his own order: Christ the first 
fruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ (1 Cor. 15:20–23). 

 
In his argument, Paul implied the solidarity of humanity so that when Adam failed, 
then all that is Adamic has failed and cannot achieve what God has intended for His 
creation. A restoration has to be made and that is through the death and resurrection 
of the second Adam (Man). It is in this way that what was purposed through Adam—
that is, the reign of the Kingdom of God—is now realised in Christ, ‘for God has put 
all things in subjection under his feet’ (1 Cor. 15:27). So humanity which is in Christ 
can then share in this reign. 
 However, there is a space between the now and the not yet. As Paul said, ‘For he 
must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet’ (1 Cor. 15:25), a quotation 
from Psalm 110:1, ‘The LORD says to my lord: “Sit at my right hand, till I make your 
enemies your footstool” ’. We live in this time interval.19 God reigns but not all things 
are in subjection to Him. There remains a future event, but assuredly it will be so. The 
resurrection of Christ is evidence of this restoration and reign. Paul also pointed to the 
space in time between Christ’s resurrection and ours.  
 This argument of Paul was also taken up in Romans 5:12–21 where he put forward 
the way God dealt with the sin of the first Adam by the obedience of the second 
Adam. Again he argued from the solidarity of humanity with Adam and with Christ. 
The failure of the created order in Adam was not final. A new created order in Christ 
leads the creation to the fulfilment of the divine intention so that ‘where sin increased, 
grace abounded all the more’ (Rom. 5:20).  
 Therefore, history will find its fulfilment in Christ as He is the summation of all 
history (Eph. 1:10). So Paul said, ‘For Christ is the end [telos] of the law, that every 
one who has faith may be justified’ (Rom. 10:4). This is the fulfilment of the divine 
intention. 

CONCLUSION 

This then is the action of the Kingdom in history seen through the redemptive love of 
God for all His creation, firstly through Adam who failed, and subsequently through 
Abraham and Israel, and finally through Christ, the Victor—the climax of all history. 
The appreciation of this action in history is best expressed in the heartfelt praise to the 
Father who brought His family home: 
 
                                                

18  G. E. Wright, God Who Acts, p. 29. 
19  N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant, Fortress Press, Minneapolis, 1993, p. 27. 
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Sons by the Cross and Spirit’s love, 
Hearts cry to Him anew, 
‘Father! Oh Father! Father God! 
We have returned to You.’ 
Down through eternity the cries 
Of men and angels come, 
‘Praise to the Father who has brought 
His holy Family Home!’20 

 

 

                                                
20  G. Bingham, New Creation Hymn Book, No. 294. 
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STUDY 6 

The Agenda for History 

Martin Bleby 

THE CHARTER FOR HUMANITY 

David the king received a revelation from God, which elicited from David a remark-
able response: 
 

Then King David went in and sat before the Lord, and said, ‘Who am I, O Lord GOD, and what is 
my house, that you have brought me thus far? And yet this was a small thing in your eyes, O Lord 
GOD you have spoken also of your servant’s house for a great while to come. May this be 
instruction for the people, O Lord GOD! (2 Sam. 7:18–19).1 

 
This last phrase in verse 19 receives a variety of translations: 
 

NRSV: May this be instruction for the people, O Lord GOD! 
 
RSV: and hast shown me future generations, O Lord GOD! [Heb. This is the law for man] 
 
KJV: And is this the manner of man, O Lord GOD? 
 
NASB: And this is the custom of man, O Lord GOD.  
 
NIV: Is this your usual way of dealing with man, O Sovereign LORD? 
 
NKJV: Is this the manner of man, O Lord GOD? 
 

Why are there so many different translations? It could be that David is saying 
something here that is so vast that scholars either cannot see it, or cannot believe that 
David would be saying it, and so they make the best sense of it they can, within the 
limits of their understanding. 
 Those who are limited by having a political mindset, and interpret everything 
accordingly, see this whole chapter as a piece of Davidic propaganda, necessary to 
establish David’s kingship in the place of Saul’s (see 2 Sam. 7:15). David’s patient 
loyalty to Saul and refusal to make himself king in Saul’s lifetime does not fit with 
this explanation. David was a man after God’s own heart (see 1 Sam. 13:14), and here 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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God is showing David, and David is seeing, a picture much bigger than time-bound 
local politics. 
 What is the literal or actual meaning of this phrase? The words ‘instruction’, 
‘manner’, ‘custom’, ‘usual way of dealing’ all translate the Hebrew word torah, 
meaning ‘law’. The words ‘people’, ‘man’, ‘generations’ are all translations of the 
Hebrew hā’ādām, which means humanity, humankind. So the most literal translation 
is: ‘This is the law for humanity’. Some translate it as a question, others as a state-
ment. Walter Kaiser, after a careful examination,2 comes to the conclusion that it is an 
exclamation—of a staggering truth: 
 

So this is the law [or charter] for humanity, O Lord God! 

GOD’S PROMISE 

What is the ‘this’ that David is so excited about? To see what David is responding to, 
we need to go back to the beginning of the chapter. It begins with David wanting to 
have a dwelling place for God. David realises that he is living in a fine house, but the 
ark of God stays in a tent. David wants to provide a dwelling place fit for God: 
 

Now when the king was settled in his house, and the LORD had given him rest from all his enemies 
around him, the king said to the prophet Nathan, ‘See now, I am living in a house of cedar, but the 
ark of God stays in a tent.’ Nathan said to the king, ‘Go, do all that you have in mind; for the LORD 
is with you’ (2 Sam. 7:1–3). 

 
Psalm 132 sees this as one of David’s prime motivations: 
 

O LORD, remember in David’s favor  
   all the hardships he endured;  
how he swore to the LORD  
   and vowed to the Mighty One of Jacob,  
I will not enter my house  
   or get into my bed;  
I will not give sleep to my eyes  
   or slumber to my eyelids,  
until I find a place for the LORD,  
   a dwelling place for the Mighty One of Jacob (Ps. 132:1–5). 

 
This desire on the part of David is but a reflection of the Lord’s own heart to have a 
dwelling place: 
 

For the LORD has chosen Zion;  
   he has desired it for his habitation:  
‘This is my resting place forever;  
   here I will reside, for I have desired it’ (Ps. 132:13–14). 

 

                                                
2  Walter C. Kaiser, Jr, ‘The Blessing of David: The Charter for Humanity’, in John H. Skilton, ed., The  

Law and the Prophets: Old Testament Studies Prepared in Honor of Oswald Thompson Allis, Presbyterian and 
Reformed Publishing Co., USA, 1974, pp. 298–318. Also in Kaiser, Toward an Old Testament Theology, 
(Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1978), pp. 154f. 
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The Lord’s plan, however, was rather different from what David had in mind. For 
David it meant building a temple; but the Lord was going to set up his dwelling place 
in a way that far surpassed anything that David could imagine or accomplish: 

 
But that same night the word of the LORD came to Nathan: Go and tell my servant David: Thus 
says the LORD: Are you the one to build me a house to live in? (2 Sam. 7:4–5). 
 

The question, literally, is: ‘Will you build Me—a house?’ Put that way, it seems a 
foolish proposition. Solomon was later to admit: ‘But will God indeed dwell on the 
earth? Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain you, much less this house 
that I have built!’ (1 Kings 8:27). 
 So David will not build a house for God. God then says it will be the other way 
round: 

 
Moreover the LORD declares to you that the LORD will make you a house (2 Sam. 7:11). 
 

God will satisfy His desire for a dwelling place amongst His people by raising up the 
‘house’ of David—not in the sense of a literal building but of a family, a line of 
succession: 

 
When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring 
after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a 
house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever (2 Sam. 7:12–13). 
 

 Solomon later claimed that his building of the literal temple in Jerusalem was a 
fulfilment of this promise (see 1 Kings 8:24), and that is partially true. But the 
prophecy is much more far-reaching than that. Solomon went on immediately to 
acknowledge the limitations of what he had done (see 1 Kings 8:27, above), and 
prayed for the ongoing confirmation of the promise to David in his successors (see  
1 Kings 8:25–26). There are aspects of the prophecy that were not fulfilled in 
Solomon’s reign, or in the reign of any of David’s physical descendants. Neither 
Solomon, nor any of his successors, reigned ‘forever’—they all died. And after the 
deposition of Zechariah in 586 BC (see 2 Kings 24:18–25:12; lamented in Ezek. 19), 
it could not be said that David’s kingdom, in the sense of his literal throne in 
Jerusalem, was established ‘forever’. The fulfilment of God’s promise to David would 
need to come in some other much greater way. 

THE SON OF THE FATHER 

‘Offspring’, while it can have a plural sense, is a singular word (see e.g. Gal. 3:16, 
where Abraham’s ‘offspring’ to whom the promises were made are identified as the 
‘one person, who is Christ’). The promise to David speaks of the ‘offspring’ very 
much in terms that apply to a particular person. This person will be in a special 
relationship with God: 

 
I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me (2 Sam. 7:14). 

 
The bearing of punishment for iniquity is spoken of in connection with this person, 
along with the steadfast love of God: 
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When he commits iniquity, I will punish him with a rod such as mortals use, with blows inflicted by 
human beings. But I will not take my steadfast love from him, as I took it from Saul, whom I put 
away from before you (2 Sam. 7:14–15). 

 
The constancy of God’s steadfast love, despite the prevalence of iniquity (which in 
David’s descendants sank even to the fire-pits of human child sacrifice) shows that 
something will be done, despite all these things, to secure that steadfast love for 
David’s offspring, sin and evil not withstanding. That is quite a revelation! It is 
further hinted that this one would overcome even the limitations and judgement of 
death: 
 

Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be 
established forever (2 Sam. 7:16). 

 
 Little wonder, then, that in Jesus’ day there was still an expectation, as yet 
unfulfilled by any of the previous descendants of David, of an anointed Messiah/ 
Christ, who would be ‘Son of David’ and ‘Son of God’ (see Matt. 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 
16:16; 20:30–31; 21:9, 15; 22:42; 26:63; 27:54). On the basis of what Jesus himself 
had indicated by word and deed (see Matt. 16:16–20; 21:1–11; 22:41–46; 28:16–20), 
and the divine testimony to him (Luke 1:31–35; 3:21–22, 38; 9:35), the apostles and 
the gospel-writers claimed that Jesus was this one (Matt. 1:1; Mark 1:1; John 20:31; 
Acts 2:25–36; 9:20–22; 13:22–23). 
 Mindful that this promise to David began with the quest for a dwelling place for 
God, we do well to note what Jesus had to say in this regard. After cleansing the 
temple in Jerusalem, Jesus was asked: 
 

‘What sign can you show us for doing this?’ Jesus answered them, ‘Destroy this temple, and in 
three days I will raise it up.’ The Jews then said, ‘This temple has been under construction for forty-
six years, and will you raise it up in three days?’ But he was speaking of the temple of his body. 
After he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said this; and they believed 
the scripture and the word that Jesus had spoken (John 2:18–22). 

 
Jesus himself, as Messiah, Son of God, in his death and resurrection, is the location 
where the Father dwells and is rightly worshipped: 
 

the Father is in me and I am in the Father (John 10:38; compare 14:10). 
 

When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will realize that I am he, and that I do nothing 
on my own, but I speak these things as the Father instructed me. And the one who sent me is with 
me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what is pleasing to him (John 8:28–30). 

 
In the prophetic promise to David, seen as fulfilled in Jesus, both kingship and 
temple/priesthood coalesce. 

DAVID’S PRAYER 

If this is what came to David in this prophetic revelation from God, we can 
understand why David then burst into the prayer that follows. What God had already 
done with David was amazing enough: 
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I took you from the pasture, from following the sheep to be prince over my people Israel; and I 
have been with you wherever you went, and have cut off all your enemies from before you; and I 
will make for you a great name, like the name of the great ones of the earth (2 Sam. 7:8–9). 

 
What God was going to do in David’s reign would take this even further: 
 

And I will appoint a place for my people Israel and will plant them, so that they may live in their 
own place, and be disturbed no more; and evildoers shall afflict them no more, as formerly, from 
the time that I appointed judges over my people Israel; and I will give you rest from all your 
enemies (2 Sam. 7:10–11). 

 
All of this is small in comparison with what God has now shown David: 
 

Who am I, O Lord GOD, and what is my house, that you have brought me thus far? And yet this 
was a small thing in your eyes, O Lord GOD; you have spoken also of your servant’s house for a 
great while to come (2 Kings 7:18–19). 

 
God making a dwelling place amongst His people, God defeating death, God doing 
something that secures His steadfast love against all that is sinful and evil, God doing 
something to bring about living for ever—this is more than just a special promise to a 
particular dynasty in history—‘This is your charter for the whole of humanity, Lord 
God!’ And God will carry it out through David’s own household and family. No 
wonder David was blown away by it all, almost to the point of speechlessness: 
 

And what more can David say to you? For you know your servant, O Lord GOD! (2 Sam. 7:20). 
 
None of this is of David’s deserving. All of this is the action of God: 
 

Because of your promise, and according to your own heart, you have wrought all this greatness, so 
that your servant may know it (2 Sam. 7:21). 

 
David is wrought upon to extol the uniqueness of God and the wonder of his actions: 
 

Therefore you are great, O LORD God; for there is no one like you, and there is no God besides 
you, according to all that we have heard with our ears (2 Sam. 7:22). 

 
Further, if this is what God is going to do with His people, that must mean also that 
there are no people like God’s people: 
 

Who is like your people, like Israel? Is there another nation on earth whose God went to redeem it 
as a people, and to make a name for himself, doing great and awesome things for them . . . ? 
(2 Sam. 7:23). 

 
At this revelation of God’s kingdom purpose and its manner, David prays, in effect, 
‘Your kingdom come!’: 
 

And now, O LORD God, as for the word that you have spoken concerning your servant and 
concerning his house, confirm it forever; do as you have promised . . . may it please you to bless the 
house of your servant, so that it may continue forever before you; for you, O Lord GOD, have 
spoken, and with your blessing shall the house of your servant be blessed forever (2 Sam. 7:25, 29). 
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BEFORE ABRAHAM WAS 

Six times in this prayer, David uses the address, ‘O Lord GOD’ (Adonai: YAHWEH). 
Nowhere else in Samuel is that address used. Where does it come from? Twice in 
Genesis 15 Abraham, receiving the covenant from God, addresses Him, ‘O Lord God’ 
(Gen. 15:2, 8). There we find God promising to Abraham an offspring, who will 
become a family of nations (See Gen. 15:3–6; 17:16). God’s promise to David has 
echoes of God’s promise to Abraham (see 2 Sam. 7:9: ‘great name’; v. 10: ‘a place 
for my people Israel’; v. 12: ‘your offspring’; v. 29: ‘bless . . . blessing . . . blessed’; 
compare Gen. 12:2–3, 7; 15:18; 17:7). There are echoes also from the later time of 
Moses (see 2 Sam. 7:14: ‘son’; v. 24: ‘your people forever . . . their God’; compare 
Exod. 4:22; 6:7). God’s promise to David encapsulates and extends all of God’s 
promises to Israel, in fulfilment of God’s covenant with Abraham for the blessing of 
all the families of the earth, and David responds accordingly. 
 We know that it goes back further than Abraham. It goes right back to the first man 
and woman made in the image of God, when ‘God blessed them, and God said to 
them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion”’ 
(Gen.1:28). When they refused to do that with God, God said that the offspring of the 
woman would strike the serpent’s head, as the serpent would strike the offspring’s 
heel (see Gen. 3:15). The promise to David concerning this one is indeed the charter 
for the whole of humanity, the linchpin of God’s whole plan. 
 David was to say later: 
 

For he has made with me an everlasting covenant,  
ordered in all things and secure (2 Sam 23:5; compare Gen. 17:7; Ezek. 16:60). 

 
This is later taken up in the person of the servant in Isaiah: 
 

I will make with you an everlasting covenant, 
   my steadfast, sure love for David (Isa. 55:3). 

 
I have given you as a covenant to the people, 
   a light to the nations (Isa. 42:6). 

 
This is the ‘new’ covenant, for the forgiveness of sins, spoken of in Jeremiah 31:31, 
which is shown there (31:35–36) and in Jeremiah 33:17–26 to be rooted in the whole 
fabric of creation—that is, from before the foundation of the world: 
 

If any of you could break my covenant with the day and my covenant with the night, so that day 
and night would not come at their appointed time, only then could my covenant with my servant 
David be broken, so that he would not have a son to reign on his throne . . . Just as the host of 
heaven cannot be numbered and the sands of the sea cannot be measured, so I will increase the 
offspring of my servant David (Jer. 33:20–22). 

DAVID CALLS HIM LORD 

David was shown an eternal King, with an eternal reign, over an eternal people, where 
death will be no more. Indeed he was shown ‘new heavens and a new earth, where 
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righteousness is at home’ (2 Pet. 3:13), which would come into effect at the general 
resurrection: 
 

When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to the one who put 
all things in subjection under him, so that God may be all in all (1 Cor. 15:28). 

 
Mindful of this, David wrote concerning this one: 
 

The LORD says to my lord,  
   ‘Sit at my right hand  
until I make your enemies your footstool’ 
(Ps. 110:1; see further Mark 12:35–37; Rev. 22:16).3 

 
I will tell of the decree of the LORD:  
He said to me, ‘You are my son;  
   today I have begotten you.  
Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage,  
   and the ends of the earth your possession (Ps. 2:7–8). 

 
My faithfulness and steadfast love shall be with him;  
   and in my name his horn shall be exalted . . .  
He shall cry to me, ‘You are my Father,  
   my God, and the Rock of my salvation!’  
I will make him the firstborn,  
   the highest of the kings of the earth.  
Forever I will keep my steadfast love for him,  
   and my covenant with him will stand firm (Ps. 89:24, 26–28). 

 
Doubtless it was this promise that sustained the house of David through such a 
reversal as occurs at the end of Psalm 89: 
 

But now you have spurned and rejected him;  
   you are full of wrath against your anointed.  
You have renounced the covenant with your servant;  
   you have defiled his crown in the dust.  
You have broken through all his walls;  
   you have laid his strongholds in ruins.  
All who pass by plunder him;  
   he has become the scorn of his neighbors.  
You have exalted the right hand of his foes;  
   you have made all his enemies rejoice.  
Moreover, you have turned back the edge of his sword, 
   and you have not supported him in battle.  
You have removed the scepter from his hand,  
   and hurled his throne to the ground.  
You have cut short the days of his youth;  
   you have covered him with shame.  
How long, O LORD? Will you hide yourself forever?  
   How long will your wrath burn like fire?  
Remember how short my time is— 
   for what vanity you have created all mortals!  
Who can live and never see death?  

                                                
3  Ps. 110:4 again conflates kingship with priesthood in this one. 
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   Who can escape the power of Sheol?  
Lord, where is your steadfast love of old,  
which by your faithfulness you swore to David?  
Remember, O Lord, how your servant is taunted;  
   how I bear in my bosom the insults of the peoples,  
with which your enemies taunt, O LORD,  
   with which they taunted the footsteps of your anointed (Ps. 89:38–51). 

 
How would the promise sustain the house of David through such a reversal? Not just 
by holding out the promise of a better time to come, in spite of it all. If, in the 
promised offspring, God’s steadfast love is to be maintained, in the face of human 
iniquity and its just punishment, to establish forever the kingdom of God’s people, 
then this one must somehow undergo and bear in himself just such a reversal, for us 
all. It is this very action that qualifies him to be called ‘Lord’ (see Phil. 2:5–11; 
compare Mark 10:42–45). David’s dying pronouncement, from the very mouth of 
God, concerning true kingship, spoke of it being of this same spirit: exercised not for 
one’s own advantage, but in the service of others—like the sun coming up in the morn-
ing, and like the rain on the grass—for the banishment of evil (see 2 Sam. 23:1–7). 
That was inherent in the revelation that David received from God, and was sufficient 
to sustain him and his household through every reversal. That alone is what will 
sustain us also in holiness and godliness, unto that day. 
 Some say that verse 52 does not properly belong at the end of Psalm 89, but was 
inserted later as a doxology to close off Book III of the Psalms. However that may be, 
those words, taken rightly, are no contradiction, but well and truly belong there: 
 

Blessed be the LORD forever. Amen and Amen (Ps. 89:52). 
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STUDY 7 

Born King of the Jews  

Brian Arthur 

THE KINGDOM IS IN JESUS—CONFLICT AND TRIUMPH 

Introduction 

 Jesus of Nazareth was announced King of the Jews at the time of his birth. Perhaps 
prophetically the announcement was made by Gentiles from the east: 
 

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, magi from the east 
arrived in Jerusalem, saying, ‘Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we saw His 
star in the east and have come to worship Him’ (Matt. 2:1–2).1 

 
There can be no doubt that Herod understood the question of the Magi, ‘Where is He 
who has been born King of the Jews?’ to be, ‘Where is He that is born the Messiah of 
the Jews?’ for he immediately gathered the chief priests and scribes to ask them 
where the Messiah was to be born (v. 4). The leaders directed Herod to a part of what 
the prophet Micah said: 
 

But as for you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, 
Too little to be among the clans of Judah, 
From you One will go forth for Me to be ruler in Israel. 
His goings forth are from long ago, 
From the days of eternity (5:2). 

 
As a Roman-appointed ‘king’, Herod’s concern was to avoid the kind of uprising 
caused by popular messiahs, particularly one from a Davidic line. Nevertheless, his 
irrational rage was swift and focused, becoming an indicator of the fierceness and 
intent of the battle to come. But behind and manipulating Herod’s political fears 
lurked one whose hatred of God’s King was far more than Herod’s. Satan would stop 
at nothing but the total eradication of God’s King; after all, the Kingship of the Father 
had always infuriated him.  
 But the prophet Micah had seen far more in God’s coming King than a man like 
Herod ruling Israel. God’s King would win the nations. It would be against the full 
expression and outworking of the Son’s Kingdom that Satan would act: 
 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New American Standard Bible. 
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‘His goings forth are from long ago, 
From the days of eternity.’ 
Therefore He will give them up until the time 
When she who is in labour has borne a child  
Then the remainder of His brethren 
Will return to the sons of Israel.  
And He will arise and shepherd His flock 
In the strength of the LORD, 
In the majesty of the name of the LORD His God 
And they will remain, 
Because at that time He will be great 
To the ends of the earth.  
This One will be our peace (Micah 5:2b–5). 

The Battle Perimeters 

 To be called ‘King of the Jews’ could mean only one of two things. Either Jesus 
was the next Herod, to rule the Jews in a political/social sense, or he was the anointed 
One, the Messiah, successor and fulfilment of the Davidic line. Matthew was portray-
ing Jesus of Nazareth in the latter way; as God’s King of Psalm 2. So his birth would 
be the catalyst for the kind of opposition spoken of in that Psalm: 
 

Why are the nations in an uproar 
And the peoples devising a vain thing?  
The kings of the earth take their stand 
And the rulers take counsel together 
Against the LORD and against His Anointed, saying, 
‘Let us tear their fetters apart 
And cast away their cords from us!’ (Ps. 2:1–4). 

 
 David asked the unanswerable question concerning the reaction of evil to God. 
Why, in the light of the unconcealed glory of the Father and His plan for the nations, 
would humanity hate Him so violently that they would seek to destroy Him? This 
horrible sight of sin’s intent must have always been deeply confronting to Christ. It 
must have been a primary means for Satan to accuse the Father to Jesus. The univer-
sal presence of sin’s pollution of the human conscience was a huge offence and a 
seemingly irreversible problem. Never deceived by sin, he saw and felt its sting in 
others more deeply than any other human. This would culminate in the horror of 
feeling that sin totally on the cross. As it pressed in against him in his meeting with 
every human being who crossed his path, it would have been a continual reminder 
that his triumph over sin would be costly indeed.  
 Psalm 2 identifies several elements of the battle against the Lord. It is an inter-
national rebellion of insane rage. See Acts 4:25–27 where Calvary is portrayed as a 
Roman, Gentile and Jewish attempt to, ‘tear the fetters’ of God apart. This rage and 
false wisdom is a calculated and concerted opposition by the nations and stirred by 
their rulers. The leaders rule in a conspiracy against God rather than a unity with His 
Son whose inheritance it is to rule them while they rule. The starting point is the 
imagination of ‘a vain thing’, their believing a lie about the nature and action of God. 
This vain imagining seeks to establish a new wisdom. This wisdom is not from above 
and so cannot comprehend a King on a cross, thus spawning a multitude of world 
views all orchestrated by Satan. The rulers, then, falling for the lust of Satan, seeing 
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an opportunity for personal power and aggrandisement, foment the rage of the people 
by careful orchestration.  
 But none of this opposition to the King has ever been arbitrary. It had always been 
against God’s Lordship expressed in making a worshipping people for His own 
possession and glory. When the Man Christ Jesus appeared as the true Temple to 
establish the Temple universally, then it was inevitable that the opposition would 
concentrate inexorably in and upon him. Yet Psalm 2 prophesied that it would be the 
Son who, established as King in Zion, would inherit the nations: 
 

But as for Me, I have installed My King 
Upon Zion, My holy mountain. 
I will surely tell of the decree of the LORD: 
He said to Me, ‘You are My Son, 
Today I have begotten You. 
Ask of Me, and I will surely give the nations as Your inheritance, 
And the very ends of the earth as Your possession’ (vv. 6–8). 

 
The immensity and greatness of his Kingdom will consist of entering the land of vain 
imaginings, raging princedoms all bent upon His destruction, and not only bring the 
vanity to an end but also reverse the intent of the nations from hatred to love, from 
rejection of him to refuge in him (v. 12). Psalm 2 then catches up in concentrated 
form the conflict and the triumph of Father’s King. 

Satan Stirred to Violence against the King 

 It is true that the battle between God and the powers of darkness has never not 
been engaged, and that at cosmic, international as well as social levels: 
 

And I will put enmity 
Between you and the woman, 
And between your seed and her seed; 
He shall bruise you on the head, 
And you shall bruise him on the heel (Gen. 3:15). 

 
See too Isaiah 14:12–15: 
 

How you have fallen from heaven, 
O star of the morning, son of the dawn! 
You have been cut down to the earth, 
You who have weakened the nations! 
But you said in your heart, 
‘I will ascend to heaven; 
I will raise my throne above the stars of God, 
And I will sit on the mount of assembly 
In the recesses of the north. 
I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; 
I will make myself like the Most High.’ 

 
 With the coming of God’s Son/King, Satan’s rage comes to its full pitch. This rage 
takes many forms, from full frontal attack to subtle persistent opposition, even from 
within the Lord’s own followers. 
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 Revelation 12 begins the second major section of the book in which the intent of 
Satan (the dragon) and his helpers (the beast from the sea, the beast from the earth, 
Babylon and those who bear the mark of the beast) to destroy the King and his tri-
umph is revealed. The cold calculating conspiracy of the leaders in Psalm 2 is seen to 
be a pale reflection of Satan’s scheming. Two moments when it must have appeared 
to Satan that the King was ‘in his hands’ and doomed would have been at his incarna-
tion as a small defenceless babe, and then again at his ‘weak’ hour of the cross: 
 

A great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and 
on her head a crown of twelve stars; and she was with child; and she cried out, being in labor and in 
pain to give birth. Then another sign appeared in heaven: and behold, a great red dragon having 
seven heads and ten horns, and on his heads were seven diadems. And his tail swept away a third of 
the stars of heaven and threw them to the earth. And the dragon stood before the woman who was 
about to give birth, so that when she gave birth he might devour her child (vv. 1–4). 

 
The scene seems hopelessly one-sided. Satan stands before the woman in some sort of 
‘holy array’. This was no ordinary ‘dragon’, but one mighty enough to sweep a third 
of the stars of heaven away from their ontology. Red, he was, imposing with murder-
ous intent. His crowned heads proudly claimed royalty. ‘These were not wreaths of 
victory but merely crowns of arrogated authority.’2 The dragon appears to come from 
heaven as he first appears to the woman in the sky (better rendering than ‘heaven’ in 
vv. 1, 3).3 So with a ferocious display the dragon menaced the woman. The woman is 
herself glorious but the spirit of the vision seems to indicate a huge power mismatch. 
Energised with hatred for the redeeming purpose of God in the incarnate Son, the 
dragon stood ready to attack him at birth.4 However, in definitive triumph, the boy 
was snatched away from the dragon to God and to the throne (referring to the 
resurrection and ascension—see Phil. 2:9; Rev. 5:7). Enthroned through Calvary, 
resurrection and ascension, Christ triumphs through the final age. 

The King Engages in the Battle 

 It was at his baptism that Christ was crowned by his Father–King. The pronounce-
ment from his Father as he came up out of the water was a reference to Psalm 2:7 and 
Isaiah 42:1: 
 

After being baptized, Jesus came up immediately from the water; and behold, the heavens were 
opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending as a dove and lighting on Him, and behold, a 
voice out of the heavens said, ‘This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased’ (Matt. 3:16–17). 

 
Here is the One who will work out the suffering and triumph of the Suffering Servant 
of Isaiah and the Messianic King of Psalm 2. Immediately following the affirmation 
of his Father at the baptism, Satan attacked. Whereas the failed attack at his birth had 
                                                

2  W. Hendriksen, More than Conquerors: An Interpretation of the Book of Revelation, IVP, London, 1973,  
p. 136. 

3  See L. Morris, The Book of Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary (rev. edn), TNTC, IVP, Leicester, 
1987, p. 153. 

4  T. F Torrance, The Apocalypse Today, James Clarke & Co. Ltd, London, 1960, p. 93: 
. . . the birth of Jesus was the signal for the powers of evil to launch their desperate attack upon the redeeming purpose of 
God. Just as at the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, as the Gospels tell us, Herod sent his men to slay the little Child, so now 
we see in that historical incident a picture of the reaction of evil in the whole of life and history. 
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been what we could call a full-frontal attack, Satan’s attack in the Temptation was to 
deflect the Lord from his commissioned ministry or, perhaps more to the point, his 
communion with the Father through the Spirit which flooded him in his baptism.5 If 
the true last Adam could be deflected from worshipful communion with the Father, 
dependence on the Father and trust in the Father’s way, then nothing that he did from 
that point would have effected anything. It was from within this communion and trust 
that he went willingly to Calvary. It was the triumphing in this communion as a man 
that held out hope for the multitudes of his ‘brethren’ who would follow him there. 
The battle and the triumph of Christ in the Temptation was fully significant for us as 
well as the glory of the Father because the Lord battled and triumphed in our 
humanity. In other words Satan’s attack was an attempt, as it had been in Eden, to kill 
and destroy by bringing corruption into the human heart. To do this in the One fully 
living in the image of God would be to strike at the heart of God. The battlelines had 
been drawn back in Eden. With the coming of the King these literally became lines in 
the sand of Palestine for Jesus. It might have appeared from the Temptation that Satan 
was the one making the rules of engagement. However, it was Christ who came with 
the specific task of destroying the works of the evil one (1 John 3:8). What that meant 
for Jesus became clear when he spoke in the synagogue in Nazareth after his 
Temptation: 
 

And the book of the prophet Isaiah was handed to Him. And He opened the book and found the 
place where it was written, 

‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
Because He anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives, 
And recovery of sight to the blind, 
To set free those who are oppressed, 
To proclaim the favourable year of the Lord’ (Luke 4:17–19). 

 
The stunning revelation which followed a few seconds later was the Lord’s great 
battle cry: 
 

And He began to say to them, ‘Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing’ (Luke 4:21). 
 
This was no mere challenge to Satan. It was the clear revelation that in the presence of 
God’s King nothing which had previously seemed inviolable—the sin, corruption, 
sickness, demonism, death and the fear of death which Satan wielded—could stand. 
Nothing like the ensuing ministry of Jesus had ever come to Israel before. By 
revealing the clear direct words and works of the Father, Jesus was directly exorcising 
the power and control of the evil one in the lives of the people. Through his work, the 
eschatological powers which mark the final manifestation of the Kingdom broke into 
the everyday lives of the people. In this sense, whenever Jesus ‘released the captives’, 
brought sight to the blind and exorcised the demonic powers, then the Father’s 
Kingdom had come upon them: 
 

But if I cast out demons by the finger of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you (Luke 
11:20).  

 
                                                

5  See this argument put forward by Marshall in his commentary on the Gospel of Luke as indicated by Noel 
Due, The Gospel According to Luke, NCPI, Blackwood, 1992, p. 30. 
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The direct engagement of Christ with Satan is clearly seen in the teaching on the 
strong man which follows this verse: 
 

When a strong man, fully armed, guards his own house, his possessions are undisturbed. But when 
someone stronger than he attacks him and overpowers him, he takes away from him all his armour 
on which he had relied and distributes his plunder (Luke 11:21–22). 

 
The Father’s King is stronger than the strong man (Satan). Satan’s ‘house’ seemed 
secure and well guarded. However, when the authority of God, present in Jesus, attacks 
the house, Satan’s weaponry and his spoils are taken away. It is little wonder then that 
Satan is flushed out into violent attack by the presence of Jesus. 
 The signs (miracles and wonders) recorded by John show us Messiah attacking not 
only the old wine skins of Israel, but also the strong man’s house. Israel’s plight was 
not simply a slippage of faith, but that slippage had been used by Satan to bring Israel 
under a whole new ‘fatherhood’: 
 

You are of your father the devil, and you want to do the desires of your father. He was a murderer 
from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in him. Whenever he 
speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies (John 8:44).  

 
The signs of Jesus portray the power and presence of God the Father for His people. 
Peter made this clear at Pentecost: 
 

Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you by God with mira-
cles and wonders and signs which God performed through Him in your midst, just as you your-
selves know (Acts 2:22). 

 
They showed that Jesus was from God and not self-appointed, and they gave a taste of 
what was to come in the outworking of God’s Kingdom.  
 John has the ministry of Jesus beginning with the sign at the Cana wedding. The 
wonder of the wine from water and in such abundance, demonstrated the end of the old 
and the breaking into the world of something extraordinarily new, strong and effusive. 
Israel and in turn all humanity lay in a helpless ‘old’ condition that only the Father’s 
Messiah could turn around. Here was the Father directly declaring Satan’s house to be 
bankrupt. As with all the signs, there was a strong element of judgement upon the old 
worn-out and perverted systems of man’s religion as directed by Satan. Israel could 
not simply be revived; it must be resurrected from the death in which it was held.  
 Later Jesus would heal a Gentile nobleman’s son (John 4:46–54), restore a man 
crippled for thirty-eight years (5:1–18), feed a huge crowd (6:1–14), walk on the sea 
(6:16–21), restore sight to a blind man (9:1–12), raise Lazarus from death (11:1–44) 
and superintend a miraculous catch of fish (21:5–11). All of the signs needed to be 
read. That is, they must be received as revelations of the Father’s glory. In the 
Father’s home there is no blindness, deafness, sickness, suffering or death. Where the 
King did the works of his Father, then all that was corrupted gave way to the foretaste 
of the perfection to come (Rev. 21:1–5). It was one thing to be impressed by the sign, 
quite another to receive the glory Jesus was displaying. Satan too must have read 
them and faced the certain truth that nothing of his house would remain where the 
Kingdom was established. These were signs of absolute war, not merely impressive 
domestic help. Jesus had said in the context of his battle in the strong man’s house: 
 

He who is not with Me is against Me; and he who does not gather with Me, scatters (Luke 11:23).  
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The signs of Jesus then were a direct judgement upon Satan and his demons and 
therefore a sign to them of their total eradication from the Kingdom of God.  

The Hideous Distortion 

 We have sought to show that in the presence of the King, Satan’s kingdom is 
shown up for what it is. The hideous distortion and bondage he initiates and protects 
was clearly seen when Jesus did the work of his Father. The range of Satan’s 
corruption and distortion of the Father’s creatures is wide. All to whom Satan 
‘ministers’ are oppressed (Acts 10:38). This oppression manifests in many ways, 
including blindness and dumbness (Matt. 12:22), suicidal tendencies (Mark 5:5), vio-
lent physical seizures and convulsions, foaming at the mouth, grinding of teeth (Mark 
9:17f.), murderous intent (Matt. 8:28), sicknesses including bodily crippling for long 
periods of time (Luke 13:11), divination (Acts 16:16f.), and idolatry (1 Cor. 10:20). 
 In Revelation 18, John saw that Babylon was saturated by demons: 
 

Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great! She has become a dwelling place of demons and a prison of 
every unclean spirit, and a prison of every unclean and hateful bird (Rev. 18:2). 

 
So every manifestation of Babylon is demonic, filled with ‘wine of the passion of her 
immorality’ (Rev. 14:8).  
 Humanity possessed by demons reveals the grotesque nature of Satan’s control and 
kingdom. With nothing true (loving or holy) to give, the demons reduce humanity to 
non-communal, irrational shells, roaming in a sonless despair. Being swept down 
from Glory, the throne and the Father’s presence, these spirits have no true home and 
so cannot bring a human being to anything other than a waterless place of no rest:  
 

Now when the unclean spirit goes out of a man, it passes through waterless places seeking rest, and 
does not find it (Matt. 12:43). 

 
Legion, the demonised man of the Gerasenes, existed unclothed, homeless among the 
tombs and shackled lest the demon drive him off into the desert. His life was devoid 
of hope, being subject to the violent seizures of the spirit. Satan’s abuse was clear. 
The response of the demons to the presence of Jesus was knowing and fearful. They 
recognised the Lord’s authority and knew that they would have to be subject to Him: 
 

Seeing Jesus, he cried out and fell before Him, and said in a loud voice, ‘What business do we have 
with each other, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg You, do not torment me’ (Luke 8:28). 

 
The demons always recognise Jesus in his divinity. On this occasion they addressed 
Him as ‘Son of God the Highest’. However, Jesus never accepted their testimony 
about him. He would reveal the Father by the words and works he did. It may have 
been too that the spirits were attempting to ‘out’ Jesus in a way that would have been 
distracting from his true mission. Whereas others dared not go near Legion for fear of 
their lives, Mark tells us that he ran to Jesus and bowed before him. One would have 
thought that with their knowledge of the Lord’s power and purpose they would have 
run the other way. It was clear that the Lord’s authority was complete. They could not 
resist him and must do his bidding.  
 No greater contrast could be imagined than the ‘before’ and ‘after’ for Legion. 
When the people went out to see what had happened, they came to Jesus and found 
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the man with him, sitting at his feet, clothed and in his right mind; and they became 
frightened. In the place of driving rage and destruction, the Lord had brought this man 
the peace of the Father’s Kingdom. In the place of a tormented mind, split by multiple 
spirits driving him insanely to do their master’s wish, he sat with Jesus, in his right 
mind (Lenski prefers, self-controlled).6  

The Hideous Deception 

 We noted that when Jesus did the signs of the Kingdom of God as present reality, 
then a moral blindness was judged and in fact became more entrenched in many of the 
people. Not to see the glory behind the signs was to remain in the non-glory that the 
signs were highlighting. For example, not to see the glory of the Father’s provision 
and lavish giftings in the Kingdom was to simply enjoy more wine. Not to see Jesus 
as the bread of life meant following him for another belly full of bread and fish. 
Satan’s blindness was behind all this: 
 

. . . in whose case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving so that they might 
not see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God (2 Cor. 4:4).  

 
This battle of satanic blindness came to full pitch in Christ’s contact with the Jewish 
leaders: 
 

‘So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed. I know that you are Abraham’s descendants; 
yet you seek to kill Me, because My word has no place in you. I speak the things which I have seen 
with My Father; therefore you also do the things which you heard from your father.’ They answered 
and said to Him, ‘Abraham is our father.’ Jesus said to them, ‘If you are Abraham’s children, do the 
deeds of Abraham. But as it is, you are seeking to kill Me, a man who has told you the truth, which 
I heard from God; this Abraham did not do’ (John 8:36–40; see too 5:36–40). 

 
The Lord battled this blindness within his own band: 
 

But He turned and said to Peter, ‘Get behind Me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to Me; for you 
are not setting your mind on God’s interests, but man’s’ (Matt. 16:23). 

 
The point is this: everything Jesus faced in his ministry in our flesh was subject to the 
distortion and corruption of Satan.  

The Final Attack: The Final Triumph 

 We said in opening that there were two moments when it would have seemed to 
Satan that the Father’s King was in his grasp to destroy. The first we saw was at 
Christ’s birth. The second was Calvary: 
 

When He had disarmed the rulers and authorities, He made a public display of them, having 
triumphed over them through Him (Col. 2:15). 

 
 
                                                

6  R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St Luke’s Gospel, Augsburg Publishing House, Minneapolis, 1946,  
p. 477. 
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‘The Greek fathers thought that at chapter 2:15 Christ divested himself of the principalities and 
powers. These hostile forces had clung to him on the cross like an alien garment. (Lightfoot, 188, 
who agreed with this general view of the Greek fathers commented: “The powers of evil, which had 
clung like a Nessus robe7 about his humanity, were torn off and cast aside forever”)’.8 
 

Geoffrey Bingham said of this verse: 
 

The word disarmed can mean ‘stripped off’ either the possessions the powers had acquired, or the 
weapons they had, or even Christ stripped off the evil powers that had taken possession of him.9 
 

Satan and his minions are portrayed as rushing the cross to oppress and destroy the 
Lord and thus the Father’s victorious rule over them. How the jolt of his final words 
‘It is finished’ brought their heightened arrogance to nought. Only then did it become 
clear to Satan that he was ‘dead in the water’.  
 
 
 
 

                                                
7  The Nessus robe or shirt was the poisoned garment that killed Hercules in Greek mythology. 
8  Peter T. O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, WBC vol. 44, Word, Milton Keynes, 1987, p. 127. 
9  G. C. Bingham, The Fulness of Christ: The Epistle to the Colossians, NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, p. 28. 
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STUDY 8 

Jesus and the Teaching  
of the Kingdom 

Grant Thorpe 

When Jesus began his ministry, he announced, as John had before him, that the king-
dom of God was at hand. There is no teaching of Jesus that does not grow from this 
basic announcement. The kingdom had ‘come upon’ his hearers (Matt. 12:28).1 Later, 
Jesus sent 70 disciples to announce the nearness of the kingdom and to heal those who 
were sick (Luke 10:9–12). Those who rejected the message were to be regarded as 
outside of the true people of Israel. The kingdom was a present reality with which 
people had to deal. Jesus noted that the Pharisees would not enter the kingdom and 
prevented others from doing so (Matt. 23:13).  
 The proximity of the kingdom did not indicate an immediate change in circum-
stances for Israel, and did not anticipate that Israel would rally behind their Messiah 
and be obedient to the way of the Lord. It simply and powerfully indicated that the 
King was present and that the day of fulfilment of God’s promises had begun. People 
who encountered Jesus or his apostles were either ‘in’ or ‘out’ of this reality. This 
idea of ‘reign’ is the prevailing meaning of ‘kingdom’ in both Old and New 
Testaments, rather than the idea of ‘realm’. 
 The teaching Jesus gave had its immediate usefulness to the apostles but, clearly, it 
also had the Church in mind, so, while taking notice of the settings of his teachings, 
we should expect to be guided by them in our mission because, we may say, the 
kingdom is ‘at hand’ for ourselves also, and as the gospel is preached, the kingdom 
may well ‘come upon’ those to whom we speak. The good news of the kingdom now 
focuses on the saving deeds of God in Christ—his cross and resurrection and 
ascension as Lord—and all this, spoken in the power of the Spirit, but the basic mes-
sage of Jesus remains, that our God reigns and that his Son is Lord. The same phrase 
‘proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom’ is used of both Jesus and those who preached 
the gospel he created (e.g. Matt. 9:35; Acts 8:12), so we will find the teaching of 
Jesus indispensable in understanding our own situation and mission. 
 It is important that our study does not move from the joy and the assurance of this. 
It is easy to think that teaching is something we can understand if we are intelligent. 
Rather, the things of the kingdom are hidden from those who think themselves wise, 
and are revealed to those who put their trust in God. It was people of the latter kind  

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New American Standard Bible. 
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in Israel who recognised Jesus as Messiah, and people of the same spirit now, who 
acknowledge Jesus as Lord and may be said to be ‘in’ the kingdom.  
 What this basic announcement of the presence of the kingdom meant is brought out 
by the works and words of Jesus. Popular views were abroad in Jesus’ day, as they are 
now, but the Gospels show us what is meant by the reigning of God’s King in their 
midst, as also, the progress and revelation of that reign or kingdom. 

CHRIST’S PRESENCE DETERMINES THE TEACHING 

If the King was present in Israel, then he was certainly no titular head! He was at 
work and God was at work with him, authenticating his authority. Jesus demonstrated 
his superiority over all other powers and revealed the freedom available to sons of the 
kingdom. But then, his teachings were needed, to explain this action and to call 
people to participate in the kingdom. Commandments were also needed to direct the 
working out of his affairs. 
 It is important to connect the teaching with the presence of Jesus himself. There is 
no ‘kingdom of God’, having a certain ethic, or a particular structure, or working on a 
central principle, apart from the immediate presence of Christ. Though he taught a 
way of life under ‘Your Father’, he had no philosophy to leave the world that would 
be dynamic apart from himself and his victory.  
 This point can be seen in the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus said that from now on, 
the blessed people would be the poor in spirit, the mourners and the meek, and even 
those who were persecuted, but he identified these people as those who would suffer 
‘on my account’ (Matt. 5:11). So, it is Jesus who stands at the heart of the blessing 
that comes to sons of the kingdom. It is ‘on [his] account’ that they are poor or 
mourning or meek and seek for righteousness. 
 Then, he says he has come to fulfill the law and prophets (Matt. 5:17) and that our 
righteousness will need to be better than that prescribed by the scribes and Pharisees. 
But it is he who will lead us into that righteousness. 
 Jesus repeatedly contrasts his teaching with the current teaching of the scribes and 
Pharisees: ‘But I say to you . . . ’ occurs six times in chapter 5. This, together with his 
warnings and directives, place him at the centre of his teaching. The only way to build 
securely is to build on what he says.  
 The simplicity of the teaching of Jesus may be seen as deceiving. It may tempt us 
to believe that we could have thought it up ourselves, or that it is so simple that we 
could do it readily. For example, Jesus said that doing to others what you wish they 
would do for you is the whole of the law and prophets. Can we then dispense with 
anything more complicated than a so-called ‘golden rule’ and see the kingdom come? 
The tepidity and sordidness of our little lives soon reveals that we need more than a 
precept if we are to live in this manner. We need a Redeemer who will put such an 
idea into action! Many will become disillusioned if this is only taught as an ethic. It is 
Jesus who awakens hope that such a life is possible and Jesus who makes it good!  
 We could say that if Jesus were not present, there would be no new teaching to 
offer. The kingdom was near because the King was present and everything would 
proceed because of his reign. The times and seasons of this remained to be revealed, 
even after his resurrection, but the kingdom was to be proclaimed. Common people 
recognised the centrality of Jesus to his message. His new teaching came with a new 
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authority (Mark 1:22, 27). This authority was evident in an exorcism, but was equally 
evident in his teaching.  
 It must have become obvious fairly quickly that not everyone accepted Jesus or his 
teaching. He explained this rejection in terms first given to Isaiah: ‘The heart of this 
people has become dull’ (Matt. 13:15; cf. John 12:37–41). We could ask, ‘Dull to 
what?’ In this case, the people are dull to the fact that the glory (Jesus being the glory 
or outshining) of ‘the Lord, high and lifted up’ is among them. There was more at 
stake than the acceptance or rejection of a teaching. 
 Very much later in his ministry, Jesus taught that a seed will not grow without first 
being buried (John 12:23–26). It would be an abuse of his teaching, besides being 
impossible, to say that this is a self-operating principle. He is talking about his being 
glorified (for his death and in his rising) and about us following him.  
 In our own situation, conceptions abound as to what God’s reign will produce, as 
they always have. However, the church’s task is not to set out an agenda to be ful-
filled but to announce the reign of the King, who, himself, will fulfill the whole law of 
God and every promise of the Father. There is no kingdom other than the immediate 
reign of Christ, and no true word of the kingdom that is not Christ speaking. We 
should also add that there is no word of Christ that does not effect what it was sent to 
accomplish. 

THE TEACHING PROCLAIMS ‘YOUR FATHER’ AND  
UNDERMINES CULTURAL HYPOCRISY 

In the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5–7), Jesus tells us who will inherit the kingdom 
of God (5:3, 10) and who are its great men (5:19). He teaches us to pray for the 
kingdom to come (6:10) and to make it the object of our life, rather than simply 
preserving our life in this world (6:33).  
 However, the most recurring phrase in the Sermon on the Mount is ‘your Father’, 
eleven times in all. In this, Jesus shows Israel what they already have available to 
them as sons of the kingdom. Perhaps he has in mind the prophet’s cry, ‘O LORD, you 
are our Father’ (Isa. 63:16; 64:8). The Lord would recognise his people Israel even 
when they had become unrecognisable to the fathers of Israel. His election would find 
a way through their sins. Perhaps Jesus is saying to them, ‘Even yet, God is your 
Father. You can cry to him and he will make you salt and light in the world again.’ 
 The kingdom of God is the kingdom of the Father, as Jesus makes clear in later 
parables (Matt. 13:43; 25:34) and at the Last Supper (Matt. 26:29). It is the Father’s 
kingdom we pray may come (Luke 11:2). ‘your Father’, he says, ‘has gladly chosen to 
give you the kingdom’ (Luke 12:32) and Jesus appoints us a kingdom as his Father 
appointed him a kingdom (Luke 22:29)—clearly, not a different kingdom! 
 If it is the Son who reigns and takes the enemies captive, it is the Father whose 
fullness we receive. So, returning to the Sermon, Jesus calls on Israel to come to the 
Father in poverty, mourning, meekness and hunger, with mercy, purity and peacable-
ness. They would then be salt and light because people would look at them and see 
the fullness of the Father’s goodness in them and glorify him (Matt. 5:16; also Isa. 
26:12). 
 Israel had created many cultural ghettos in which to hide from the meaning of 
God’s commands, but Jesus called them to recognise their Father as the gracious ruler 
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over good and bad alike and to copy him by praying for those who abused them, and 
so, live as sons of their Father, or sons of the kingdom (Matt. 5:45, 48; also v. 9). 
 Israel had also crafted a piety of their own, using the worship that had been given 
to them, a religious practice designed to gain an immediate reward of public acclaim. 
The ‘reward’ of the Father was forgotten and, along with it, all the joy of serving him 
(Matt. 6:1, 4, 6, 18). The word ‘reward’ cannot be construed as a payment for services 
rendered but is used by way of contrast with Israel’s current practice. In effect, Jesus 
says, ‘All that the Father has to give you out of his fullness is waiting for you. Be 
eager to receive that!’ 
 Unacknowledged guilt and idols had hidden from Israel the truth of what the 
Father would freely give, and they were living as Gentiles, seeking (as an object of 
their life) what they would eat and wear. However, under Christ’s reign, trust in the 
Father would be restored. ‘Pray to the Father because he knows your needs before you 
ask’ (Matt. 6:8–9, 26, 32; 7:11). 
 Only after proclaiming God as their Father does he refer to ‘my Father’ (7:21). The 
kingdom would consist of those who did the will of his Father, just as he did. The 
claim concerning God as ‘my Father’ occurs many other times in Matthew (13 times) 
but his first concern is to awaken Israel to their existing relationship with God. 
 Another notable feature of the Sermon is the phrases such as, ‘You have heard, but 
I say to you . . .’ or ‘Beware . . .’ and ‘Do not . . .’ and particularly, ‘Beware of false 
prophets . . .’ He showed that the claim to have God as Lord had no content apart 
from doing the will of ‘My Father’. In order for the kingdom to be understood, he had 
to expose the cultural ghettos in which they hid from the God who had made them his 
people. 

THE WORD CREATES THE  
‘SONS OF THE KINGDOM’ 

Matthew 13 includes seven parables of the kingdom, but they are sequential rather 
than parallel in their meaning. That is, there is no use for the latter parables if the first 
one is not understood (so Mark 4:13). First, there are hearers of the word of the 
kingdom. By this word, they understand that the King of the kingdom has come. 
Apart from this, there is no further possibility of being enlightened as regards the 
kingdom.  
 In the second parable, these hearers are the seed. They are the sons of the kingdom 
whom the Son of Man plants in the Father’s world. Surprisingly, no secondary action 
is needed to secure the kingdom against the threat of enemy over-planting. Moving on 
to the next parable, concerning the growth of a grain of mustard seed, we see that the 
apparent insignificance of the birth of such a kingdom (because it relies on the 
uncertain prospect of people hearing a word) belies its ultimate significance as a 
roosting place for nations. It does not operate according to the principles of Babylon 
(cf. Nebuchadnezzar in Dan. 4:12).  
 The yeast in the flour image, in a similar way, tells the church that its impact does 
not need to be visible to be effective in the ultimate and true history of the world. 
Then Jesus explains (regarding the second parable) how the coming of the King will 
reveal a field in which sons of the kingdom shine in the glory of their Father! At this 
point, Jesus calls for all who have ears to hear.  
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 The latter parables tell us about the incomparable value of the kingdom and the joy 
of finding it—a finding that depends on the word being heard—and, about the 
solemnity of being one who does not heed the word of the kingdom. 
 To understand these parables is a gift. The disciples who understood were at the 
dawn of a new day heralded and longed for by the prophets. This would have helped 
them enormously to understand the largely negative response of the crowds to the 
teaching of Jesus at this time, but also, would have aided them in understanding the 
power of God in establishing his kingdom among them through the presence of his 
King. They asked for the meaning of the first and second parables and were given the 
explanations, but when the seventh parable was concluded, he asked if they had 
understood. They understood that the teaching of Jesus was the revelation of the King 
himself and his saving reign. They now had understanding of all that he had said. 
 Returning to the parable of the sower, we note that emphasis is given to there being 
different soils and results. It is needful to know that people hear the word of the 
kingdom in different ways and that this leads to different results. However, the point 
of telling the story is not that Jesus or the disciples should select the best soils, or 
improve them. Jesus is liberal with his sowing. He has confidence in the word of the 
kingdom and calls on all to hear it. We may say that the ‘pointy end’ of all kingdom 
action is the preaching of the word of the kingdom. Where this is not happening, there 
will not be any understanding of anything else regarding the kingdom. 
 True teachers of the kingdom would be those who took the old things of the 
prophets and taught them in the new light of the presence of the King of the kingdom. 
 Not surprisingly, the teaching of Jesus became part of the intrusiveness of Christ 
into territory taken over by Satan. Frequently, his teaching stirred up animosity and, 
as the teaching continued, so the opposition to him increased. In the Gospel of 
Matthew, opposition moved from questioning (9:11) to false accusation (9:34; 12:24), 
to taking the kingdom by violence (11:12), to accusing and seeking to destroy him 
(12:10, 14), to asking for proofs (12:38; 16:1), being offended (13:57), to pressing the 
claims of their own ‘kingdom’ (12:2; 15:1) and to killing him (17:23). In all of this, it 
was his teaching and his parables that got under their skin (21:45–46), but then, Jesus, 
who silenced them by his teaching (22:46). 

THE KINGDOM PEOPLE ARE THOSE WHO HEAR 

This point has largely been apparent in what has been said, but it needs to be clarified 
that Israel was being redefined by the coming and teaching of Jesus. The parables of 
the kingdom have been preceded by Jesus saying that his mother and brothers are the 
hearers of his word, his disciples (Matt. 12:47–50). In other words, these people are 
doing the will of his Father and are his family. With statements such as these, Jesus 
gathered the community of true Israel to himself.  
 There is no community of God other than the one under the reign of his Son, that 
is, the one that hears his word. Jesus said that many would come from other nations 
and be in fellowship with Abraham as people of the kingdom, while those who 
presumed that a heritage of belonging was enough would miss out (Matt. 8:11–12). 
Those included would include prostitutes and tax collectors (Matt. 21:31), whoever 
produced the fruits of the kingdom (v. 43), words that are reminiscent of the parable 
of the sower. 
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THE TEACHING OF THE KINGDOM DRAWS US  
TO THE GRACE OF THE FATHER 

The kingdom of God is like a king wanting to settle accounts with his slaves. This, at 
first, does not sound hopeful. Slaves don’t have rights and settling accounts may be 
rough. But Jesus is making a distinction between the kind of ‘kingdom’ disciples 
might have in mind (where forgiveness could extend to seven times) and the kingdom 
of heaven (Matt. 18:21–35). Forgiveness is extended to someone, not only hopelessly 
indebted but also hopelessly out of touch with their true situation. He thinks he can 
pay his way out of his trouble. Then, he thinks he has rights to ‘justice’ for someone 
under him whose situation is trifling by comparison. In such a manner, Christ opens 
up to us how little we understand the grace of God. Our heavenly Father, whom we 
may think is nothing but kindness, is merciless with the merciless. The reign of God 
in Christ is mercy, but it is a reign of mercy. Nothing will remain that is not flowing 
from and expressive of the Father’s mercy. 
 Then, the kingdom is also like a property managed on the basis of generosity 
(Matt. 20:1–16). The parable is sandwiched between statements to the effect that 
people’s perceptions as to who is first and last will be reversed by God’s judgement. 
This tells us how continually surprising the kingdom of God is. The first think they 
are first because they have deserved something. They are last because they don’t 
acknowledge the freedom or generosity of God. The last are first because they have 
plainly not deserved anything but know the King for who he is and what he has done. 
The converted and dying thief on his cross is the classic example of a last who is first. 
His understanding of the reign of Christ is amazing, and he has a ‘first place’ entry 
into the kingdom. 
 This awakening to grace cannot be realised by the disciples apart from the cross. 
Jesus begins to explain his coming death, but the disciples are more concerned with 
their status in the kingdom (Matt. 20:17–28). Kingdom places are in the Father’s hands 
and, we may observe, not earnable! The practical question appropriate to the kingdom 
of grace is, ‘are they able to drink the cup he is about to drink?’ The kingdom consists 
not in status but in laying down one’s life for others. This is what it will be in its 
genesis as the King suffers for his people. But it will also be the nature of the whole 
kingdom in its outworking. The disciples will indeed drink his cup of suffering as 
they, knowing the grace of the Father and his reign, suffer in the business of proclaim-
ing the kingdom. 

A KINGDOM FOR NOW AND TO COME 

Jesus, and the letters of the apostles, lead us to expect a glorious fulfilment of all 
God’s promises. The Son of Man will gather out of his kingdom every cause of 
offence, and then, ‘the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father’ 
(Matt. 13:43). Jesus teaches us to pray for the kingdom to ‘come’ and also speaks 
about entering the kingdom on ‘that day’, meaning the day of judgement (Matt. 7:21–
22; also 18:3; 19:23f.; 23:13). The kingdom cannot be understood apart from Christ’s 
coming again to secure all that he was and is about among his people (Matt. 26:64). 
 However, the reality of Christ’s reign is the reality in which we live. We need help 
to understand the ambiguities of our present situation and the teaching of Jesus and 
the apostles is given for our encouragement. 
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 John the Baptist understood the kingdom’s coming to mean a baptism in the Spirit 
and a consuming of God’s enemies (Matt. 3:11–12). It appears that he could not 
understand the actions of Jesus and made enquiry about whether another would come 
as Messiah (Matt. 11:3). This vacillation does not seem to be consistent with one who 
would not be ‘shaken by the wind’ (Matt. 11:7), but highlights the difficulty of saying 
that the kingdom is ‘at hand’. Jesus sent the enquirers back to John with the report of 
what he was doing and a blessing for those who did not take offence at him. Clearly, 
the kingdom is in the hands of the Father and his appointed King, and much that 
happens, or doesn’t happen, will not be explained.  
 Jesus said that the kingdom ‘is among you’ (Luke 17:21), but then told a parable 
because some thought the kingdom would come immediately (Luke 19:11–27). A 
nobleman left his property in the hands of others while departing to receive a 
kingdom. His citizens did not want him to reign over them but he left certain property 
in the hands of ten servants to ‘engage in business’ until he returned. The parable 
demonstrates that the kingdom is always the Lord’s though the general citizenry is 
against him. It shows that our actions do not secure the kingdom (that is settled in ‘a 
far country’) but that we will be entrusted with further responsibility according to our 
actions here. Clearly, the Lord’s concern for us is that we believe in his reign, and 
administer what is his in a manner for which we will be commended on the last day. 
The fact of the general population not wanting his reign is not to be our concern. 
 After the resurrection, the disciples ask if the coming of the Spirit will be the time 
for the kingdom to be restored to Israel. This was a reasonable connection to make, 
but they needed to be clear that the reign of God in the present would have them 
preaching the gospel to the whole world. The matter of ‘times’ and ‘seasons’ for 
fulfilment of all God’s purpose was not to be part of their kingdom operation. 
 We know that Christ is seated at the right hand of the Father, and we have been 
transferred to the kingdom of the Son of the Father’s love (Col. 1:13). We have 
righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (Rom. 14:17) and this, together with 
the preaching of the gospel, is the present action of the kingdom. Already, the powers 
of the age to come are dynamically present (Heb. 6:5). However, there are sufferings 
through which we must pass into the kingdom (Acts 14:22). Already, we ‘have come 
to . . . the city of the living God’ (Heb. 12:22), but we ‘will receive a kingdom which 
cannot be shaken’, and so, should show gratitude and serve God with reverence and 
awe (v. 28). 
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STUDY 9 

The Victory of the King 

Ian Pennicook 

The wise men came asking for the one ‘born King of the Jews’. While that title may 
have specific ramifications within Israel, we also recognise that kingship is essential 
to full humanity. Mankind was created to reign over all that God has made and the 
distortions within all of mankind and within individuals are the result of the refusal to 
reign authentically (righteously) and the subsequent domination of mankind by evil 
powers of many sorts.  
 While we may approach this topic analytically, examining the Scriptures to see the 
various strands that emerge, it should first be noted that that will not, of itself, give us 
a clear view of Christ as King. To perceive the issues and inner workings of the 
kingdom of God requires that it be given to us. Thus Jesus told the disciples concern-
ing the parable of the sower, to us an obvious explanation of the variety of responses 
to his ministry of the word, that to them it was given to know the mystery of the 
kingdom (Mark 4:11).1 The ‘obvious’ requires revelation. 

KNOWING THE MYSTERIES 

Within the Old Testament, only Daniel uses the word ‘mystery’,2 and does so in a 
way that shows that a mystery is not a conclusion to be deduced from clues but a 
matter that only God can disclose.3 Mark 4:11 is the only use of ‘mystery’ in the 
Gospels,4 while there are four uses in Revelation (1:20; 10:7; 17:5, 7). Basically, in 
the New Testament, the word is Paul’s. If we follow through the New Testament 
order, we encounter: the mystery of the ‘hardening’ of part of Israel (Rom. 11:25); the 
mystery by which the power of the gospel and the proclamation can be understood 
(Rom. 16:25); the mystery in which the wisdom of God is spoken (1 Cor. 2:7)5; the 
mystery of our resurrection (1 Cor. 15:51f.); the mystery of God’s will (Eph. 1:9); 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  Seven times in chapter 2 and then 4:9. 
3  It seems to be generally agreed that ‘In sum, musthvrion [mustērion] is a rare expression in the NT which 

betrays no relation to the mystery cults. Where there seems to be connection (e.g. in sacramental passages), the 
term is not used; where it is used there are no such connections’ (G. Bornkamm, musthvrion, C3, in TDNT, vol. 4, 
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1967, p. 824). Other LXX uses besides Daniel are all in Hellenistic documents.  

4  Matt. 13:11 and Luke 8:10 are parallels, though using the plural. Paul uses the plural on only 3 of his 20 
occasions (1 Cor. 4:1; 13:2 and 14:2). 

5  Literally, ‘But we speak the wisdom of God in a mystery’ (AV); ajlla; laloùmen qeoù sofivan ejn musthrivw/ 
(alla laloumen theou sophian en mustēriō). 
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The mystery of Christ (Eph. 3:3, 4, 9); the mystery of marriage (Eph. 5:32); the mys-
tery of the gospel (Eph. 6:19); the mystery of the word of God (Col. 1:25–27); the 
mystery of God, Christ himself (Col. 2:2); the mystery of Christ (Col. 4:3); the mys-
tery of lawlessness (2 Thess. 2:7); the mystery of the faith (1 Tim. 3:9); and the 
mystery of our religion (1 Tim. 3:16).6 The plural is used three times: in 1 Corinthians 
4:1, where Paul describes himself and others as ‘stewards of God’s mysteries’; in  
1 Corinthians 13:2, ‘understand all mysteries’, probably refers to all those things 
revealed by God in Christ; and in 1 Corinthians 14:2, speaking of things said in 
tongues, the meaning may be no more than things which are humanly unintelligible.7 
The only other occasion where ‘mystery’ might occur is in 1 Corinthians 2:1, though 
that is not certain. 
 The phrase in 1 Timothy 3:16 is one which highlights the way that Christians saw 
themselves as distinct from the other religions and their devotees: eujsevbeia (eusebeia) 
does not refer to ‘godliness’ in the sense of likeness to God’s character. In the 
Hellenistic period it referred to a proper attitude and conduct towards the gods and 
proper conduct towards the affairs of life. Within the New Testament, other than in 
the Pastorals and 2 Peter, the word is never used of Christian faith and life.8 Paul, 
then, is saying that there is no doubt that our ‘religion’, our eusebeia, is of a vastly 
different order than that of any other religion. We are about a great mystery. 
 Although ‘mystery’ can be seen under various headings, such as those listed,  
the first feature of our religion is that it is received and understood not by explanation 
but by revelation. As I noted above, mystery does not refer to something seen by 
initiates because someone has given further information which was previously with-
held. Knowledge of the mysteries of God is given by God himself: 
 

. . . as it is written, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the human heart conceived, what God 
has prepared for those who love him’—10these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit; for 
the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God (1 Cor. 2:9–10). 

 
We have the mind of Christ. Indeed, not to see clearly and so not to live in the truth of 
God’s revelation is culpable behaviour. It is ‘unspiritual’, tragically human (yucikov~, 
psuchikos, 1 Cor. 2:14). Were we to live in the Spirit and hear what the Spirit is say-
ing to the churches, no strange matter for those in Christ since he goes on supplying 
the Spirit (Gal. 3:5), then we would be men and women who know the mysteries of 
God. As has been so often said, the mystery of God is not a riddle to be solved but a 
revelation to be lived in. 

THE MYSTERY OF LAWLESSNESS 

In 2 Corinthians 5:19, Paul tells us that ‘in Christ God was reconciling the world to 
himself, not counting their trespasses against them’. There is a viciously destructive 
heresy around today (as always), which says that in Christ, God has made reconcilia-
tion and forgiveness possible. The actualising of that reconciliation and forgiveness is, 
it is preached, dependent upon our faith receiving them, our appropriation of them. 
                                                

6  Or, ‘the mystery of godliness’ (NIV etc.): to; th`~ eujsebeiva~ musthvrion (to tēs eusebeias mustērion). 
7  Therefore, necessitating the gift of interpretation. 
8  G. Foerster, eujsebh§~ ktl. in TDNT, vol. 7, pp. 176ff.  
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The result is that faith is preached first as something we must do, and not, as in 
Ephesians 2:8–9, as God’s own transforming gift. Associated with the misrepresen-
tation of faith is the misrepresentation of reconciliation. 
 To use the word ‘friend’ to describe our relationship with God and Christ is 
correct, as in James 2:23, ‘Abraham . . . was called the friend of God’ and John 
15:13–15 speaks of the disciples now being friends of Jesus.9 In the latter passage, 
friendship is closely associated with intimate understanding of the things which 
transpire between Jesus and the Father.10 Further, Jesus declared that ‘No one has 
greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends’ (John 15:13). 
Friendship is a status which is given to these disciples, and Jesus’ laying down of his 
life relates not just to his willingness to put them before himself but to his taking 
away the sins of the world (John 1:29), including theirs.  
 This takes us to the deep, moral core of all things. The reconciliation of the world 
cannot mean anything if it does not deal with the removal of the sin which had pre-
viously stood in stark opposition to God and his holiness and which resulted in the 
fierce defiance of all men and women towards their Creator/Father. Paul wrote of the 
Thessalonians knowing what restrains the son of perdition (2 Thess. 2:6); can we 
begin to imagine what the removal of the restraints upon all human evil would mean? 
When that takes place and darkness is given apparent free reign, who could imagine 
the horror?11  
 Yet Paul called it ‘the mystery of lawlessness’, meaning that no human being could 
possibly discern the fearsome dimensions of such evil. In contrast to this there is the 
pathetic presentation of human sin as a series of actions which at worst ‘sadden’ God 
and at best limit our enjoyment of life. Hence, regular confession of sin is treated as 
beneficial, though hardly so by those confessing. This is so unlike the Apostle Paul 
whose cry of ‘Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?’ 
(Rom. 7:24) would have been uttered in total desperation, were it not for the ‘thanks 
be to God . . .’ which follows. The description ‘God haters’ in Romans 1:30 cannot be 
minimised: 
 

. . . hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the 
Holy Spirit that has been given to us. 6For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for 
the ungodly. 7Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good 
person someone might actually dare to die. 8But God proves his love for us in that while we still 
were sinners Christ died for us. 9Much more surely then, now that we have been justified by his 
blood, will we be saved through him from the wrath of God. 10For if while we were enemies, we 
were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, 
will we be saved by his life. 11But more than that, we even boast in God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation (Rom. 5:5–11). 

 
‘Weakness’ (v. 6) evokes in most a sense of pity, while ‘sinners’ (v. 8) perhaps a nod 
of agreement. But the weak sinners are sworn enemies, determined to destroy God 

                                                
9  The word ‘friend’ is now used far more loosely in much religious communication today, more akin to ‘mate-

ship’. 
10  See Geoffrey Bingham, ‘The Pastoral Power of Friendship’, NCTM Pastors’ Study Group, 6th April 1992. 
11  I am often reminded of Joseph Conrad’s book Heart of Darkness and the later film Apocalypse Now  

(1979). In both we are led to presume that if only man could be educated in some way, then the evident and 
destructive foolishness that takes place could be eradicated. But the alternative to foolishness is not wisdom, but 
only ‘the horror’! 
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and to thwart his purposes. Their hatred cannot be understood apart from the universal 
cry of ‘Crucify him!’  
 The word ‘enormity’ means far more than enormousness; it means the extreme 
evil, in this case, of humanity in its opposition to God, as all of the truth of God is 
suppressed in deliberate acts of unrighteousness (Rom. 1:18). Mere theologising can 
never encompass the dimensions of human sin. Hence Jesus said that it would require 
the coming of the Spirit to convict the world of sin, righteousness and judgement 
(John 16:8). The trivialisation of it all, where ‘sins’ are presented as infringements of 
a social code in distinction to the total opposition of men and women to the person 
and purpose of God, requires a revelation if it is to be recognised. For the same reason 
it will require the gift of the Spirit for the disciples to bring forgiveness to men and 
women (John 20:22–23). 
 There is no denying that men and women are in the grip of evil powers. Humanity 
is essentially incapable of independence, and where there is refusal to submit to the 
Father, King and Creator, there will the consequent takeover by sin, by Satan and his 
powers, by death and the distorting fear of death, by the world and the flesh, two 
elements which rush on apparently unrestrained carrying all with them. The law of 
liberty is now the fearful judge which exposes the guilt of the conscience, and the 
love of God which delineates the character of created humanity and its goal now 
stands against humanity in fierce and just wrath.  
 Reconciliation is not the result of bilateral discussions. It is totally the action of 
God, who made him who knew no sin to be sin for us (2 Cor. 5:21). Reconciliation 
demands that the moral heart of God and so of all that he has created be satisfied. In 
the words of P. T. Forsyth, ‘[God’s] conscience has to be pacified as well as His heart 
indulged. And if His conscience be not met, ours is not sure.’12 Without a moral 
judgement there could be no reconciliation, only uncertain coexistence dependent on 
our powers of appropriation, which is, sadly, so often what is preached today.  
 It requires a great moral action to remove guilt and so give release to the captives. 
It is this which is so often overlooked when such passages as Luke 4:18–19 (cf. Isa. 
61:1–4) are discussed. The promised ‘release’ (a[fesi~, aphesis) must be the ‘forgive-
ness’ (a[fesi~, aphesis) of sins (Luke 24:47), otherwise the release is only partial and 
so not release at all. What is preached is, then, ‘the unfinished work of Christ’. Recon-
ciliation requires therefore, the transformation of the rebels and not merely their agree-
ment. Indeed their agreement is part of the giving (Eph. 2:8–9; Acts 5:31; 11:18).  
 Paul called the cross of Christ which he preached the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 2: 
2–7). That was because the cross was the point where the moral demand of God’s 
being confronted the defiance of rebellious humanity and defeated it. This is the thrust 
of Romans 3:21–26: 
 

But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested by the law 
and the prophets, 22the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For 
there is no distinction, 23since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; 24they are now 
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25whom God put 
forward as a sacrifice of atonement [a propitiation] by his blood, effective through faith. He did this 
to show his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over the sins previously 
committed; 26it was to prove at the present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies the 
one who has faith in Jesus.  

                                                
12  P. T. Forsyth, The Work of Christ, NCPI, Blackwood, 1994, p. 167. 
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By putting forward Christ as a propitiation by his blood, God himself bore the whole 
of his own holy wrath. We are saved by Christ from the wrath to come (1 Thess. 1:10; 
Rom. 5:9). 
 Here is the triumph of the King. The only one who can fill the role of Lion and open 
the scroll of God’s purpose is the slain Lamb. He has conquered (Rev. 5:5)! What is 
more, in him all humanity has conquered.13 In the cross of Christ is the total vindica-
tion of God. All that he purposed is now accomplished. The dual tetevlestai (tetelestai) 
of John 19:28 and 30 declare this triumph. All is now finished (cf. John 1:29)!  
 

After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished [tetelestai], he said (in order to fulfill the 
scripture), ‘I am thirsty’ . . . 30When Jesus had received the wine, he said, ‘It is finished’ [tetelestai]. 
Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.  

 
Unless God in Christ dealt with the moral distortion of creation then all could not be 
complete. For that reason, all that Jesus did and said prior to the cross must be seen 
against that background. Thus, in Matthew 9:2, speaking to the man let down through 
the roof, Jesus said, ‘Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven’. And when dealing with 
the woman who washed Jesus’ feet with her tears, said, ‘her sins, which were many, 
have been forgiven . . . Your sins are forgiven’, and identified her love for him as 
evidence of the internal transforming work which had been done (Luke 7:47–48).  
 There can be no doubt that Jesus liberated captives prior to the cross. Liberation 
from the oppression by demonic powers was a startling demonstration of the kingdom 
of God (Matt. 12:28; Luke 11:20; cf. Exod. 8:19). But mere exorcism proves nothing. 
Many did it, both inside and outside of Israel.14 However, without a deeper work 
being done, nothing was secure (Matt. 12:43–45). The same applied to healings, as in 
John 5:1–15 where, I believe, the healed man remained quite angry and unreconciled. 
Yet the healings and exorcisms done by Jesus nonetheless had their power in the atone-
ment (Matt. 8:16–17); without that they would have been no more than a parody of 
the kingdom. 

THE MYSTERY OF THE CROSS 

Paul says that he speaks God’s wisdom in a mystery (1 Cor. 2:7). In Romans 1: 
16–17 he indicates that the gospel has power because in it the righteousness of God is 
revealed. If the cross is the declaration of God’s righteousness then it requires a 
revelation for the effect of the cross to be known. That is, it cannot effect a response 
through explanation alone.  
 Indeed, to the human intellect, the word of the cross is foolishness or scandalous, 
an offence either to the mind or the ego (1 Cor. 1:18–24). That is not to suggest that 
our presentation should not be rational or explanatory. But it does mean that the 
effective work of the cross cannot be known unless it is made known, and repentance 
and faith are given for a person to be enabled to see it.  
 Arguments for the validity of the resurrection of Christ relate to this. First, the 
principle was that a genuine ‘messiah’ would actually ‘produce the goods’. Unless 

                                                
13  See study 1, Christ Our Prophet, Priest and King, section ‘In Christ’, pp. 12ff. 
14  See Matt. 12:27; Graham H. Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist: A Contribution to the Study of the Historical 

Jesus, Hendrickson, Peabody, 1993, pp. 22–47. 
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deliverance was effected then the messianic claim was invalid.15 To all outward 
appearances Jesus was a dead claimant. However Peter and other early believers were 
strong in their insistence that ‘God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus 
whom you crucified’ (Acts 2:36). This assertion was validated by God raising Jesus 
from the dead, hence the numerous references to ‘Jesus and the resurrection’ within 
Acts. Arguments for the validity of the faith, using the resurrection of Jesus as a base, 
have been common in recent apologetics. There is a problem, however, namely that the 
resurrection itself is a ‘mystery’. The claim that Jesus was raised from the dead could 
not be validated by producing the risen Christ. Within the New Testament, the resur-
rected Jesus appeared only to the disciples, to the ‘apostles whom he had chosen’ (Acts 
1:2). Even the 500 mentioned in 1 Corinthians 15:6 were all ‘brothers’. To Cornelius, 
Peter said: 

 
. . . but God raised him on the third day and allowed him to appear, 41not to all the people but to us 
who were chosen by God as witnesses, and who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead 
(Acts 10:40–41). 
 

How, then, could the gospel which was preached come with power? Even Jesus him-
self told those arresting him:  

 
When I was with you day after day in the temple, you did not lay hands on me. But this is your 
hour, and the power [authority, ejxousiva, exousia] of darkness! (Luke 22:53). 
 

The gospel stands as humanly unacceptable, and the cross appears as the triumph of 
evil itself, as utter defeat and foolishness. 

THE MYSTERY OF THE GOSPEL 

There is no room for personal boasting when the very heart of the proclamation is 
foolishness to the hearers. No doubt that lies behind the attempts of many to validate 
or at least recommend the human preacher to our hearers. But Paul speaks of the 
mystery of the gospel in Ephesians 6:19, while in the parallel passage in Colossians 
4:3 it is the mystery of Christ. The mystery is to be declared yet it is not in the power 
of any preacher to make it effective.16 At the same time, the gospel is the power of 
God for salvation. How can this be? 
 We must note the content of Paul’s request in Ephesians 6:19: 
 

Pray also for me, so that when I speak, a [lovgo~, word] may be given to me to make known with 
boldness the mystery of the gospel. 

 
The proclamation will be effective as it is a given word. It must not originate from the 
preacher, just as every effective ‘word’ and ‘utterance’ (rJh§ma, rhēma, Eph. 6:17; Heb. 
                                                

15  Josephus, writing only a few years after the New Testament, describes the many ‘messianic’ (not his word) 
claimants who arose in Judea during the period AD 6–70. All of them died, along with their followers (cf. Acts 
5:35–37). See Ian Pennicook, The Expectation of Signs in Israel A.D. 27–70 in the Writings of Josephus and the 
Gospel of John, unpublished M.A. thesis, Macquarie University, 1983. 

16  Col. 4:4 has, ‘so that I may reveal it clearly, as I should’ (NRSV), ‘proclaim’ (NIV), ‘make it clear’ 
(NASB), ‘make it manifest’ (AV, ASV). The verb used was fanerovw (phaneroō): ‘to make visible, clear, manifest 
or known’ (Abbott-Smith). ‘Reveal’ is probably the least appropriate translation. 
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11:3) is from God. Paul’s request for prayer for a given word is therefore consonant 
with living in the mysteries and with being a steward of those mysteries. The effective 
word is never ours, but is always the word of Christ. ‘Faith comes from what is heard 
and what is heard comes through the word [rJh§ma, rhēma] of Christ’17 (Rom. 10:17). It 
goes without saying that the word concerns Christ, but the word about Christ is potent 
because it is the word of Christ which is powerful (cf. Mark 2:27, ‘a new teaching 
with authority’).  
 Whether we use language such as ‘the Holy Spirit speaks’, or ‘the word of Christ’, 
in the long run we must say that the power of the gospel lies in the victory of Christ. 
Just as it has been given to him, as risen, to pour out the Spirit (Acts 2:33), so it is his 
to declare his own victory. We see the power of the word which issues from his 
mouth in Revelation 19:15. All authority is his (Matt. 28:18), not merely to command 
but to effect. 
 The effectiveness of the gospel relates to the purpose of God in Christ. The moral 
action of the atonement which was finished in the cross is now revealed in the 
proclamation of the gospel because the victorious King now draws to himself those 
who are his by right of conquest: ‘Everything that the Father gives me will come to 
me’ (John 6:37)! The creation is his by birthright (Col. 1:15–16) and as the heavens 
declare the righteousness of God (Ps. 97:6), righteousness will dwell in the new 
heavens and new earth, starting with those who are in Christ by virtue of election 
(Eph. 1:3–4) and justification (Rom. 8:28–30). So when the gospel is proclaimed, the 
righteousness of God is revealed by the transformation of the hearers. There is no 
potential transformation but an actual transformation.18 The righteous demands of the 
law are fulfilled in us who now walk according to the Spirit (Rom. 8:4). The 
righteousness is that of Christ but that does not make us any less righteous. The 
victory of our King is our victory. If he has defeated the evil powers which depended 
on our guilt for their grip on us, then we are truly free. If he crucified our Adam, our 
old man, then the body of sin has been rendered utterly powerless and we are no 
longer slaves to sin (Rom. 6:6). That must be so, since he who died is freed from sin 
and we died with Christ (Rom. 6:7–8). 
 Through the ancient imagery of ‘shepherd’ as a title for the king, we hear Jesus say: 
 

My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. 28I give them eternal life, and they will 
never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand. 29What my Father has given me is greater 
than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand (John 10:27–29). 

 
 
 

                                                
17  Some manuscripts have ‘of God’. 
18  We may be saved in hope (Rom. 8:24) but we are nonetheless fully saved. 
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STUDY 10 

‘All Authority Has Been  
Given to Me’  

(Matthew 28:16–20) 

Noel Due 

INTRODUCTION 1 

There are numerous places where the sovereign rule of the risen and ascended Jesus is 
affirmed in the New Testament, but they can all be summed up in the one great cry, 
‘Jesus is Lord!’ This was not based on the early Christian community’s theological 
reflection on the person of Christ (though no doubt they understood all that he had 
said and done in the light of the Scriptures, and the Scriptures in the light of him!), so 
much as on the actual living presence and reality of Christ among them. The first 
apostles had seen him, and had even eaten with and touched him, post-resurrection. 
They knew he was Lord because he was stronger than death; and if stronger than 
death he was greater than sin; and if greater than sin then he was the victor over all 
the principalities and powers in the cosmos. They had been taught by him for a period 
of 40 days before the ascension, and then filled with the Spirit poured out from the 
Father, through the Son, on the day of Pentecost. In all this they had understood that 
the kingdom of God was present to them, that they were in and of that kingdom, and 
that the rule of Christ would now consummate the great Abrahamic promises to bring 
God’s blessing to the nations. 
 The various New Testament congregations understood that they lived under the 
direct rule of Christ. They had one Lord, and they knew that he ruled over all the 
kings of the earth and all the powers of darkness that would manifest their opposition 
to the reign of the Lord’s grace. They understood that from the position of his 
ascended Lordship, Jesus gave gifts to the Church, not least the ‘word’ gifts 
mentioned in Ephesians 4:7–17. And they knew that all of these were for the purpose 
of bringing the people of God to maturity; that they might be filled unto all the 
fullness of God, so that fully rooted and grounded in love they might go in the Father, 
Son and Spirit to the uttermost parts of the earth, filling the emptiness and dispelling 
the darkness by the word of God in the power of the Spirit (as in the first creation).  

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
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 It comes as no surprise to us, therefore, to see the great missionary church in 
Antioch, replete as it was with the ministries of the word, being used by the Lord to 
send the gospel out among the nations (as in Acts 13:1ff.). This means that the Church 
already understood that the reign of Christ would always and only come in and 
through the word of the gospel. Thus, Paul understood that his role was to bring about 
the obedience of the nations to the Son of God, by the preaching of the word of God 
(see Rom. 1:16–17; cf. 15:14–21; 16:25–27). This means that there is a direct connec-
tion between the sovereign reign of the Christ (the last Adam) and the proclamation 
that he utters through his Church/Bride.  

THE COMMISSION OF CHRIST IN MATTHEW 28:16–20 

While it is notable that the passage we have come to call the Great Commission does 
not appear to have been used by the leaders of the New Testament Church to motivate 
its members for mission, the passage does tell us much about the nature of the mission 
in which the Church was engaged under the leading of the Spirit. There is no doubt 
that the apostles in particular watched over the spread of the gospel among the 
nations, but we do not gain any impression from the book of Acts or the epistles 
which may suggest that they had to use other means to motivate the Church for 
mission. They did not preach the obligations of the Great Commission, but rather 
preached Jesus as Lord, such Lordship being on the basis of his Cross and resurrection. 
Thus the dynamic for the ongoing proclamation of the gospel lay in the proclamation 
of the gospel itself. Naturally, such proclamation is only carried on truly in the power 
of the Spirit, and from a position of the proclaimer’s faith in Christ and in the power 
of his word to be the salvation of the world (Rom. 1:16–17). Thus, the true power of 
the Kingdom community was and is always the apostolic gospel. 

MATTHEW 28:16–20: A LOCATION AND AN AUDIENCE 

The encounter spoken of in this passage takes place in a location that is defined by 
two features—Galilee and the mountain—both of which are significant. 

Galilee 

 For the first (Galilee) we see repeated references to the importance of Galilee as 
the narrative unfolds (see Matt. 26:32; 28:7, 10, 16). Such references are significant 
for a number of reasons.  
 Galilee is important in Old Testament prophecy, and represents the meeting place 
of God’s people and the nations (e.g. Isa. 9:1). In the Old Testament settlement of the 
land, the nations of that region were never fully expelled from Jewish regions, and at 
the time of the exile of the northern tribes under Assyria, pagan settlers were shipped 
back into the region. It lay at the meeting point of Israel’s northern reaches with the 
surrounding nations, and was the route through which the nations invaded the land 
given to the 12 tribes (hence, it is said to ‘sit in darkness, and in the shadow of death’).  
 Galilee is also the place from which Jesus began his ministry. We are shown how 
he came to be there in Matthew 2:19–23, coming virtually as the incarnation of Israel 
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amidst the nations. We see him coming from Galilee for his baptism in 3:13–17; 
returning after the temptations in the wilderness and John’s arrest in 4:12–16; begin-
ning his preaching ministry in 4:17, 23ff.; and calling the first of the disciples in 
4:18f. The significant impact that this had on the surrounding Gentiles (e.g. vv. 24f.) 
meant that they were already receiving the light of life (cf. vv. 14–16). This ties in 
with the strong emphasis in Matthew on the nations and their place in the new 
covenant blessings of God (e.g. Matt. 1:3–5; 2:1–2; 4:15; 8:5, 11, 28; 11:21–22; 
12:41–42; 15:22; 16:13; 24:14; 25:31–32; 27:54), but in accord with the broader 
pattern in the New Testament (which in turn is built on the primacy of God’s 
covenant people in the unfolding plan of salvation), Jesus’ ministry was primarily to 
the Jews first, and then to the Gentiles.  
 In the light of these things it is significant that the apostles had to meet the risen 
Lord at this place. The location seems to indicate two things: the new beginning of 
this ministry to the nations (now to be through them) and the continuation of his 
ministry to the nations (as also made plain in Acts 1:1). To the eyes of sight, Jesus’ 
ministry was finished with the crucifixion. In reality, it was just opening up! 

The Mountain 

 For the second feature of the location (the mountain) we need to have two referent 
points in mind. It may be that this is the same mountain on which Jesus had begun his 
open-air ministry (e.g. Matt. 5:1; 8:1 ‘the mountain’), but there is also all the Old 
Testament background of the ‘mountain of the Lord’.2 In short, the mountain of the 
Lord in the Old Testament is where the Lord is! It the place where he meets with his 
people, from which he instructs them, in which they worship, and from which the 
blessing is to flow to the nations. 
 There are numerous Old Testament texts to which we could refer, but the Old 
Testament expectation of an eschatological Zion is clear in Isaiah 2:2–3: 

It shall come to pass in the latter days 
   that the mountain of the house of the LORD 
shall be established as the highest of the mountains, 
   and shall be lifted up above the hills; 
and all the nations shall flow to it, 
   and many 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 the law, 
   and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 

                                                
2  The theology of the mountain of the Lord is extensive. It is worthy of a complete work in its own right, since 

any full exposition of the biblical theology of the mountain of the Lord would necessitate an analysis of Eden, 
Moriah, Sinai, Zion/Jerusalem, Calvary and the eschatological mountain to which the new covenant community 
has been brought in Christ. In addition, one would need to give attention the various ‘mountains’ in the gospel 
narratives; such as the one connoted in the temptation in the wilderness; the mountain from which Christ taught his 
disciples; the mountains of prayer; the mount of transfiguration; and the mountain of commissioning from which 
the disciples were sent out among the nations. This means that the theology of the mountain of the Lord intersects 
with many great theological themes. It is inseparable from concepts such as covenant, kingship, worship and 
temple, sacrifice, the divine presence, and hope in the divine promises. ‘Mt Zion’ is thus a term heavily freighted 
with biblical meaning, and is a phrase which ultimately far surpasses any mere geographical referent. 
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This accords with the thought of Micah 4:1–3: 

It shall come to pass in the latter days 
that the mountain of the house of the LORD 
shall be established as the highest of the mountains, 
   and it shall be lifted up above the hills; 
and peoples shall flow to it, 
   and many nations 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 the law, 
   and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 
He shall judge between many peoples, 
   and shall decide for strong nations afar off; 
and they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, 
   and their spears into pruning hooks; 
nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 
   neither shall they learn war anymore. 

 In the New Testament, the writer to the Hebrews (in Heb. 12:22ff., also cf. Paul’s 
statements in Gal. 4:21–31) gives voice to the early Church’s understanding of the 
eschatological fulfilment of the Zion theology of the Old Testament. This mountain is 
at one time the place to which we have already come, and yet it is to be fully revealed 
in the last day, as the place from which the word of the Lord would sound forth to the 
humbled and redeemed nations gathered around the throne. 

The Audience 

 But there is also an audience, and this again is to be considered in two ways. On 
the one hand, the disciples form the audience for Jesus’ teaching and instruction. The 
eleven (Judas now missing), who had been his closest friends and associates, are now 
to form the kernel of the new covenant community, from whom the blessing would 
flow to the nations. ‘They worshiped . . . but some doubted [or ‘wavered’ as some 
translations have]’ (Matt. 28:17). How so? Our own experience will confirm to us that 
we can worship and waver at the same time! In the face of such human instability the 
simple fact and grandeur of Jesus’ resurrection declares ‘peace’ over all the wreckage 
and ruin of their sin! He had mastered them by virtue of his intercession for them.  
 On the other hand, we can consider the ‘audience’ in the other way in which the 
term is used in English. The disciples were present in the company of the Great King, 
Jesus, from whom they were to receive their commission, and to be assured of his 
ongoing presence and power. In Matthew’s Gospel there is an emphasis on the royal 
line of Jesus (inherent in Matt. 1:1; acknowledged in Matt. 2:1 and thence throughout 
the Gospel), culminating in the mocking of his royal status at the time of the cruci-
fixion (e.g. Matt. 27:11, 29, 37). 

The Throne of Grace 

 In a very real sense, the Cross was the throne of the King, and as he took himself 
up to the Cross, bearing our sins in his body with him, he was exercising his reign of 
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grace by which he would conquer the nations. In Hebrews 4:16 we read of the ‘throne 
of grace’ which believers are to approach with confidence. The expression occurs only 
here, but it is not unreasonable (given the pervasive Tabernacle theology/typology in 
Hebrews) to see this as connected with the Old Testament mercy seat, which was con-
ceived of as either the throne, or footstool of the throne, of Yahweh. Either way, the 
final revelation of the Lamb of God indicates that the rule of God is only ever that of 
love, with history being firmly in the grip of the Lamb who was sacrificed for the sins 
of the world.  
 So the disciples stand in the presence of the Lord who rules over the nations from 
the throne of grace, who, as the risen Lamb, holds all history in his hands. Though not 
perceived as such to unbelieving eyes, Jesus is in fact the Great King, fully receiving 
all the promises attached to his status as the Son of Man (Dan. 7:13–14). This is 
matched by the emphasis on the totality of his rule: all authority; all nations; all his 
teaching; all places; and all time! There is nothing that is not subject to his Lordship, 
and no nation which is not to hear him! The declaration of Matthew 28:18 may well 
be seen not only as the fulfilment of the kingly role of Christ, but also as the fulfilment 
of the primal mandate to have dominion over all things. So, from that, the command 
to fill the earth is now being obeyed and fulfilled by Christ through his new Bride, the 
Church (cf. Eph. 1:19–23).  

MATTHEW 28:16–20: A COMMAND AND A COMMISSION 

The main attention in this passage is on the apostles. While (in a subsidiary sense) this 
commission is to us, it was specifically to them. To the degree that we share in the 
apostolic gospel, we share in the command and the commission, but it came first and 
foremost to the ones he had chosen to be his witnesses. The whole of the Church 
follows on in their train, but only to the degree that it follows on in the apostolic 
gospel (as is made clear in Paul’s comments in Gal. 1:3–9, for example).  
  The command is to ‘disciple’ the nations. This is the only imperative in the pas-
sage. The rest are participles, implying that things are already on the move and that 
the Lord is already empowering and compelling his witnesses. Literally we may 
translate the meaning as, ‘Having gone, make disciples of the nations, baptising . . .  
teaching’. The object is to make the nations the disciples of the King. A disciple is 
one who hears the voice of his teacher and follows him. Thus the nations are to be 
hearers of the voice of the King. The commission thus means: having gone (with and 
through me), teach them to hear my voice (disciple them), then baptise them into the 
Name of God (i.e. bring them to worship me, be submitted to my authority, to be 
immersed in the Godhead), and then teach them! 
 In places such as Acts 17, this is in effect what happens. The proclamation that 
Paul gives among the philosophers on Mars Hill arises out of his prior proclamation 
of Jesus as the resurrected Lord. His message at the Council of the Areopagus ends 
with the Lordship of Christ and his coming judgement. In between, Paul relates his 
apostolic proclamation to the Old Testament theology of creation, indicating that the 
nations are all under the sovereign headship of the One who made heaven and earth. 
Indeed, the very disposition of the nations in time and space is for the purpose of the 
gospel (Acts 17:26–27), but now the shadow has given way to the light of the full 
revelation of the gracious love of God. The nations should therefore turn from the 
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emptiness of their idolatry, and worship the crucified and risen Lord, who offers the 
forgiveness of sins for the nations’ idolatrous rebellion.  
 However, the very fact that Paul was there, speaking to them on that day, was the 
result of the present and active Lordship of Christ. The commissioning in Matthew 
28:16–20 presumes a going, since the King is on the move to the nations! We are not 
doing something for God! He is doing something in and through us. He had sent Paul 
there, through all the diverse circumstances of the ministry that had led him through 
Macedonia, out of the cells in Philippi, to Thessalonica, to Berea and thence to Athens. 
I doubt that Paul had incorporated all this into a strategic plan! Jesus statement, 
‘Behold, I am with you always’,3 means that Paul (and we) have to recognise that we 
are being carried along by him for his purposes. The Church is never to be the initi-
ator of its own plans.  

MATTHEW 28:16–20: A GOAL FOR HISTORY  

The risen Lord has given this command and commission first to the disciples, and 
thence to us, as we hear the apostolic gospel, but it is a time limited command. The 
time in focus is ‘the end of the age’. That his promise is to be with us is significant, 
not simply because of the assurance of his ongoing presence, but more importantly 
that the end of the age is his appointed goal. This means that he is working all things 
together to bring that end of the age about. We are part of his purposes in that 
ministry, so we do not simply have him with us as company along the way but as the 
one who is the Lordly author of the mission as well as its goal. He is bringing about 
the end of the age to which he is leading us. 
 The nature of that goal is set out for us in many places (e.g. Rom. 8; Phil. 2:1–11; 
cf. Rev. 22:1–6; 1 Cor. 15:24ff.). Essentially, it is the summing up of all things in the 
Son, so that all things will be brought to glorify the Father, and in so doing we will 
see the establishment of the new creation in which God’s family exists as the Son’s 
‘peer community’ (to use one of Geoffrey Bingham’s phrases). This is indeed a glori-
ous and all-encompassing goal, but the means by which the Lordship of the Son is 
exercised over the nations and by which his enemies are subdued is nothing other than 
the apostolic gospel. This word of the Cross is the word (rhēma) of Christ (Rom. 
10:17). The word is used in this context in this way ‘to eliminate all doubt as to what 
is encountered in the gospel proclamation . . . the special interest now is to show that 
this word is that which Christ speaks (cf. John 3:34; 5:47; 6:63, 68; 12:47–48; 17:8; 
Acts 5:20; Eph. 5:26; 6:17; 1 Pet. 1:25)’.4  
 We need to tell the nations that this goal is coming: there is a time to hear the voice 
of the King now, for there is coming a time when the Son of Man will appear, and the 
kings of the earth who have not fled to his Cross for the mercy of forgiveness will 
find themselves crying out for the rocks to fall on them (Rev. 6:15ff.). There is a goal, 
and the Lord is leading the whole of the creation to it. Our part under his commission-
ing hand and power is to proclaim, ‘Behold, the Lamb!’ 
 

                                                
3  The old translations preserve ‘Behold’—i.e. pay attention, observe, take into consideration, be mindful of—

the word is to arouse faith! 
4  John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT series, vol. 3, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1968, p. 61. 
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STUDY 11 

Pentecost: The Kingdom and  
the Great Bestowal 

Martin Bleby 

THE KINGDOM AND THE SPIRIT 

This study looks at the relationship between the kingdom of God and the Holy Spirit 
of God,1 and asks the question: What kind of kingdom, or power, does the Spirit 
bring? 
 Acts 1:1–8 begins to open this up for us:2 
 

In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the beginning until the 
day when he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the 
apostles whom he had chosen. After his suffering he presented himself alive to them by many 
convincing proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. 
While staying with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise 
of the Father. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is what you have heard from me; for John baptized with water, but 
you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.’ 
 So when they had come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, is this the time when you will restore the 
kingdom to Israel?’ He replied, ‘It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set 
by his own authority. But 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’. 

 
The italicised references show in each case the close relationship between the Spirit 
and the kingdom of God, with its associated matters of authority and power. Arising 
from this passage, we can ask the questions: 
• What is the place of the Spirit in Jesus’ exercise of his kingship in this age? 
• What is the relationship between the Spirit and the promised kingdom in the Old 

Testament and in the preaching of John the Baptist? 
• Whose kingdom is it: ours, the Son’s, or the Father’s? 
• What is the nature of the power given by the Spirit to those who exercise the 

kingship? 

                                                
1  See four chapters on ‘The Holy Spirit & the Kingdom’ in Geoffrey Bingham, Spirit-Baptism: Spirit-Living 

(NCPI, Blackwood, 1989), pp. 13–29. 
2  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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JESUS AND THE SPIRIT 

We note that the instructions given by the risen Jesus to his apostles were ‘through the 
Holy Spirit’, and that they were ‘about the kingdom of God’ (Acts 1:2, 3). Jesus never 
exercised God’s kingship apart from the Holy Spirit: 
 

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

 
Even to speak in that way—as if it were possible somehow to exercise God’s kingship 
apart from the Holy Spirit—does not fit with how it is: the work of the Spirit is the 
identifying hallmark of the kingdom of God. 
 As fallen sinners we think that we can choose to exercise some authority we think 
we have, either with or without the Spirit of God. Such thinking would have been 
quite unthinkable for Jesus. 
 Jesus, as the true human being, was and did nothing apart from the Holy Spirit: 
from his conception, through his baptism, temptation, mighty words and works, and 
praying, to the work of the cross, resurrection and ascension.3 In other words, all this 
was done through the Holy Spirit. In particular, his anointing as Messiah–King, and all 
his kingly actions, were by the Holy Spirit. So it is hardly surprising to find that here, 
after his resurrection from the dead, Jesus gave instructions ‘through the Holy Spirit’. 
It was not as if he now had some power of his own by which he could do that. 
 Many of us are under the misconception that Jesus somehow did all his miracles 
and mighty works by virtue of a unique power he had as God the Son, which, by 
nature of the case, is not therefore available to us. Jesus in his flesh as a human being 
had no power other than the power of the Holy Spirit. He was living and acting as the 
true human being. What he did was nothing more than could be done by any human 
being rightly living by the Spirit of God. So he was able to say: 
 

Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will 
do greater works than these, because I am going to the Father . . . for if I do not go away, the 
Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you (John 14:12; 16:7). 

 
This can change our estimate of what a human being is, and is for. It also tells us 
something of the nature of the kingdom of God: ‘he gives the Spirit without measure’ 
(John 3:34). 

THE SPIRIT AND THE PROMISED KINGDOM 

Throughout the Old Testament are promises of the coming kingdom of God. This is 
the time when God Himself will take matters in hand directly: 
 

I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord GOD. I will 
seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen 
the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice (Ezek. 34:15–16). 

                                                
3  Check these references: Luke 1:35; Matt. 1:20; Luke 3:21–22; John 1:33; Mark 1:12; Luke  4:1–15, 16–21; 

Acts 10:38; John 3:34–35; Matt. 12:28; Luke 10:13–22; Heb. 9:14; 1 Pet. 3:18–19; 1 Tim. 3:16; Rom. 1:4; 8:11; 
Eph. 1:19–23. See Geoffrey Bingham, The Day of the Spirit (NCPI, Blackwood, 1985), pp. 41–73; Martin Bleby, 
God’s Holy Love (NCPI, Blackwood, 2000), pp. 133–8. 
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This will be a time of judgement on those who do harmful wrong: 
 

As for you, my flock, thus says the Lord GOD: I shall judge between sheep and sheep, between 
rams and goats (Ezek. 34:17). 

 
There will also be the true king: 
 

I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them 
and be their shepherd. And I, the LORD, will be their God, and my servant David shall be prince 
among them; I, the LORD, have spoken (Ezek. 34:23–24). 

 
This will be the time when the triumphant reign of God can be announced: 
 

Your God reigns (Isa. 52:7). 
 
The outcome will be pleasant for all who participate: 
 

they shall all sit under their own vines and under their own fig trees, 
   and no one shall make them afraid;  
   for the mouth of the LORD of hosts has spoken (Micah 4:4). 

 
Those who are ruled over by God in this good way will also themselves rule: 
 

the LORD will reign over them in Mount Zion 
   now and forevermore. 

And you, O tower of the flock,  
   hill of daughter Zion,  
to you it shall come,  
   the former dominion shall come,  
   the sovereignty of daughter Jerusalem (Micah 4:7–8). 

 
 The promises of the outpouring of the Spirit in the Old Testament are all associated 
with the coming of this kingdom; that is, with a view to implementing this kingdom’s 
agenda. Isaiah speaks of a time when ‘a spirit from on high is poured out on us’ (Isa. 
32:15). This is when ‘a king will reign in righteousness, and princes will rule with 
justice’, and ‘The effect of righteousness will be peace, and the result of 
righteousness, quietness and trust forever’ (Isa. 32:1, 17). God later likens this to an 
outpouring of water: 
 

For I will pour water on the thirsty land, 
   and streams on the dry ground;  
I will pour my spirit upon your descendants,  
   and my blessing on your offspring (Isa. 44:3). 

 
This will issue in people belonging to the Lord as sole King: 
 

This one will say, ‘I am the LORD’s,’ 
   another will be called by the name of Jacob, 
yet another will write on the hand, ‘The LORD’s,’ 
   and adopt the name of Israel.  

Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel,  
   and his Redeemer, the LORD of hosts:  
I am the first and I am the last;  
   besides me there is no god (Isa. 44:5–6). 
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 In Ezekiel 36, God’s promise, ‘I will put my spirit within you, and make you 
follow my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances’, issues in the result: ‘you 
shall be my people, and I will be your God’ (Ezek. 36:27, 28). This will come after a 
time of great judgement: 
 

Then they shall know that I am the LORD their God because I sent them into exile among the 
nations, and then gathered them into their own land. I will leave none of them behind; and I will 
never again hide my face from them, when I pour out my spirit upon the house of Israel, says the 
Lord GOD (Ezek. 39:28–29). 

 
 The classic promise of the Spirit in Joel is no exception. It will come at a time 
when: 
 

You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel,  
   and that I, the LORD, am your God and there is no other. 
And my people shall never again be put to shame. 

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.  
Even on the male and female slaves,  
   in those days, I will pour out my spirit.  

I will show portents in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and columns of smoke. The sun 
shall be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood, before the great and terrible day of the LORD 
comes. Then everyone who calls on the name of the LORD shall be saved; for in Mount Zion and in 
Jerusalem there shall be those who escape, as the LORD has said, and among the survivors shall be 
those whom the LORD calls (Joel 2:27–32). 

 
This is the establishment of the good rule of God over all whom He calls and who call 
upon Him, in the context of a great judgement, by the outpouring of God’s Spirit. 
 It is hardly surprising, then, that when John the Baptist announced the coming of 
the kingdom, it was in connection with the promise of the Spirit: 
 

In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, ‘Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven has come near . . . I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more 
powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with 
the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and 
will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire’ (Matt. 
3:1–2, 11–12). 

 
Once again, the outpouring of the Spirit is in a context of judgement, which Luke 
designates as ‘good news’ (see Luke 3:16–18). 
 It was no non sequitur then, when after Jesus made reference to the promise of the 
Spirit, the apostles asked him a question about the kingdom: 
 

While staying with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise 
of the Father. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is what you have heard from me; for John baptized with water, but 
you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.’ 
   So when they had come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, is this the time when you will restore the 
kingdom to Israel?’ (Acts 1:4–6). 
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It was a good question, which followed well from what Jesus had said. The Spirit 
comes to establish the kingdom. The apostles still had more to learn, however, of the 
nature of the kingdom that the Spirit would bring. 

WHOSE KINGDOM? 

Although we speak of the kingdom of God, we are often more interested in the 
kingdom of ourselves. It is in the teeth of the kingdom of ourselves that the kingdom 
of God is established. That is why the Spirit comes with judgement. 
 Jesus’ answer to the apostles’ question made it clear that it is not the kingdom of 
us. Wouldn’t we like to know when it all will happen, and have it all sorted out! Then 
we would have some handle on it all, together with some inside knowledge that would 
give us some advantage. The tree of the knowledge of good and evil revisited! Jesus 
denies us that with his, ‘It is not for you to know’: 
 

He replied, ‘It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own 
authority’ (Acts 1:7). 

 
The kingdom is not ours. It is entirely in Someone Else’s hands. 
 Characteristically, Jesus did not include himself in this knowledge, as he said else-
where: 
 

But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the 
Father (Mark 13:32). 

 
We may want to exalt the kingly rule and power of Jesus, in order to compensate at 
least for some powerlessness we sense on our own part, but Jesus denies us that also. 
As the true and only Son, he delights to be subject in trust to the Father. It is to the 
Father, and His good kingly rule over all things, that he gladly and lovingly points us. 
The Father has set the times and periods by His own authority—why would we ever 
want to know more than that? If we truly know Him! 
 So the kingdom the Spirit brings is the kingdom of the Father, who loves His 
children, and is bringing His good purposes for all things to a right conclusion. Jesus 
sought to allay our fears in this regard: 
 

Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom (Luke 
12:32). 

 
This is not just about the Father ruling over us. Remarkably, as we have seen, those 
ruled over actually participate in the ruling: 
 

You are those who have stood by me in my trials; and I confer on you, just as my Father has 
conferred on me, a kingdom, so that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom, and you 
will sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel (Luke 22:28–30). 

 
This is implicit in the vision given to Daniel (see Dan. 7). The ‘dominion and glory 
and kingship’ that is given to ‘one like a son of man’—‘an everlasting dominion that 
shall not pass away . . . kingship . . . that shall never be destroyed’ (Dan. 7:13–14)—is 
also at the same time given with him to ‘the holy ones of the Most High’ (vv. 18, 22, 
27). The kingship given to the Son of Man, the (at last!) true human being, the Second 



Pentecost: The Kingdom and the Great Bestowal 

 89  

Adam, is the reinstatement of the dominion originally intended for these wonderful 
human creatures made in the image of God (see Gen. 1:26–28), and the taking them 
on to the ever-intended new heavens and new earth where righteousness dwells, filled 
with the knowledge of the glory of God. This is the grace of the Father! 
 The presentation of this dominion in Daniel 7 takes place in the context of great 
judgement on the fearsome kingdoms of this world. If that great judgement is neces-
sary, to clear away the mean and petty kingdoms of ourselves, to make way for the 
wonderful kingdom of the Father, then so be it. 

WHAT KIND OF POWER? 

Jesus spoke of being ‘baptized with the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 1:5). We have got used to 
taming that into doctrinal domestication. The way Jesus used it of himself, however, 
shows us that it is anything but a gentle enduement of the worthy, but rather a bit of a 
rough ride: 
 

I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! I have a baptism with 
which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is completed! (Luke 12:49–50). 

 
Jesus asked a couple of his disciples whether they were prepared to take that rough 
ride with him: ‘Are you able to . . . be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized 
with?’ (Mark 10:38). Jesus was speaking of the action of the cross, which he called 
elsewhere ‘the judgment of this world’—into which he would take us, with him (see 
John 12:31–33)! This is what it is to be baptised by the Spirit. This is the great judge-
ment that the Spirit takes us through, to bring us into fitness for the kingdom of God. 
 Jesus said, ‘you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you’ (Acts 
1:8). Yet elsewhere God had said: ‘Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit, says 
the Lord of hosts’ (Zech. 4:6). What kind of power is not-power? We can say, in an 
opt-out pious quietist kind of way: ‘Oh, it is not by anything we can do, but only by 
the help of the Spirit of God’—as if our own feeble strength, aided by some divine 
booster, can actually make it. We can say that, while the slimy God-opposed flesh is 
still alive and wriggling. The reality is more vicious, and more glorious, than that: we 
will grab any kind of worldly power or might we can lay our grubby little hands on to 
further the doomed agendas of the mean little kingdoms of ourselves. The coming of 
the Holy Spirit signals the end of all of that—in the judgement of this world on the 
cross of Christ. 
 The power Jesus spoke of is the power to be living witnesses of him in that: 
 

But 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). 

 
The word for ‘witnesses’ is mavrture" (martures). The same word is used in Acts 
22:20 of Stephen ‘your mavrturov" [marturos]’—‘your witness’, your martyr. The 
power of that witness to what Christ has done to us and the world and all our worldly 
ambitions on the cross, to bring us into the kingdom that is the Father’s—with the 
reactions in ourselves and in others that will be so costly—is what will keep on being 
so richly bestowed on us in the Father’s glorious gift of the Spirit. 
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STUDY 12 

The Kingdom Community in Acts 

Dominic Smart 

INTRODUCTION 1 

Commenting on Romans 4:13, Jonathan Edwards wrote: 
 

. . . God has appointed Christ to be the heir of the world in his kingdom of grace, and to possess and 
reign over all nations, through the propagation of his gospel, and the power of his Spirit communi-
cating the blessings of it. God hath appointed him to this universal dominion by a most solemn 
oath; ‘I have sworn by myself, the word is gone out of my mouth in righteousness, and shall not 
return, That unto me every knee shall bow, and every tongue shall swear.’ (Isa. 45:23) (Compared 
with Phil. 2:10, 11.) Though the solemn oath of God the Father is to be understood in so compre-
hensive a sense, as to extend to what shall be accomplished at the day of judgment, yet it is evident 
by the foregoing and following verses, that the thing most directly intended, is what shall be 
fulfilled by spreading the gospel of his salvation, and the power of the Spirit of grace, bringing ‘all 
the ends of the earth to look to him that they may be saved,’ and come to him for ‘righteousness and 
strength, that in him they might be justified, and might glory.’2 

 
If ever we wanted a summary of what Acts is about, Jonathan Edwards provides it for 
us in these comments. 
 The exaltation of the risen, victorious Son—that is, the vindication of Jesus as the 
Christ—which we see in his return to the Father in Acts 1:9 and his ascension to the 
right hand of the Father as cohabitant of the throne and coregent with the Father and 
the Spirit, is the basis for all that we read in the rest of the book of the Acts of the 
Apostles. The Lord Jesus Christ, to whom all authority in heaven and on earth has 
been given, before whom every knee will bow, to whom the inheritance of the nations 
belongs, under whose feet all things are placed, who has been installed as King in 
Zion over all the chain-breaking pride of the kings of the earth, this Jesus sends the 
Spirit.  
 As far as the narrative of Acts is concerned, the sending of the Spirit has at least 
three major and closely interrelated significances:  

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New International Version. 
2  Jonathan Edwards, A Humble Attempt to Promote the Agreement and Union of God’s People Throughout 

the World in Extraordinary Prayer for a Revival of Religion and the Advancement of God’s Kingdom on Earth 
According to Scriptural Promises and Prophecies of the Last Time (1789). You can find the full text at 
<http://lords-day.org/resources_dl/edwards_humble.html> 
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• First, the quote from Joel in 2:17ff. makes clear that the pouring out of the Spirit 
inaugurates the new covenant days; days when the law of God will be written 
on men’s hearts; when, picking up on the promises in Jeremiah 23 and Ezekiel 
34, we shall be ruled by the new, good shepherd who is God himself; and when, 
as God promised through Ezekiel 36:27, ‘I will put my Spirit in you’. These 
days bring in God’s fulfilment of the Abrahamic covenant to bless all the 
nations of the earth through Abraham’s seed—through Christ.  

• Second, the activity of the Spirit points to the great, coming day of the Lord, 
when every eye will see him as he comes with justice and salvation. Luke’s 
quote from Joel emphasises that the Spirit’s work has a focus on preparing all 
people for the glorious day of the Lord, when salvation will come to all who call 
upon the Lord—which is what the proclamation of the gospel will urge people 
to do. Thus . . . 

• Third, the Spirit is sent to empower the church with the authority and presence 
of Christ in its proclamation of the gospel, fulfilling Jesus’ words in Luke 
12:11–12, 24:46–49 and Acts 1:8.  

 It’s worth pausing at this introductory stage, brothers and sisters, just to bring to 
the surface of our minds that everything that we do takes place in this context. All our 
preaching and pastoring, our study and our relationships, our shopping, our sport, our 
marriages and the raising of our children, the lives of our fellowships, our bereave-
ments, this school—everything takes place and serves the purposes of these new 
covenant, eschatological, gospel days in which the King is de jure established, 
temporally imminent and boldly proclaimed. 
 For these reasons, the book of Acts is both a record of what God did and a 
paradigm for understanding what God is still doing and will yet do in the time of his 
patience. In the days when the gospel of Jesus the Christ is proclaimed in the power of 
the Spirit, all things lead toward the great climactic finale that is also a new beginning. 
Christ’s reign over all the earth—or to put it in the terms that God gave through 
Habakkuk, when ‘the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD 
as the waters cover the sea’ (Hab. 2:14)—drowns all other ‘reigns’ and eclipses all 
other glories.  
 In Acts, we are given the early days of a work of God that we are still part of now; 
we see men and women participating in the mission of God that still continues. As 
David Bosch puts it in Transforming Mission: 
 

. . . mission is not primarily an activity of the church, but an attribute of God . . . There is church 
because there is mission, not vice versa.3 

 
The life of the early church and the life of today’s church are all part of the mission 
that lies at the heart of God who is a fountain of sending love. The lordship of the 
exalted Son, exercised on earth by the Spirit of truth and love, is now—as it was 
then—the hope of the church for growth. The Lord reigns and as the gospel of his 
grace is proclaimed in the power of the Spirit, his reign extends ‘where’er the sun 
doth his successive journeys run’. The day will dawn when the kingdom of this world 

                                                
3  David Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, 

1997, p. 390. 
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(in its badness as well as its big-ness) has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his 
Christ (Rev. 11:15). 
 So how does this all pan out in the book of Acts? The two main activities are 
already indicated: the proclamation of the gospel of the exalted Christ and the activity 
of the sent Spirit. The two go hand in hand but, to aid our assimilation, we’ll look at 
them in turn. 

THE WORD OF GOD AND THE EXPANSION  
OF THE CHURCH IN ACTS 

How is Acts constructed? Richard Longenecker has helpfully highlighted the structure 
of the book and one has to say that it could have been written to encourage preachers, 
teachers and evangelists to stay true to their calling, and, conversely, to remind con-
gregations of what they most need from the guys at the front.4 
 Longenecker, on page 30, highlights the fact that the book is structured in six ‘panels’ 
of material. The six panels follow an introductory section concerning Pentecost and 
are arranged in two parallel groups of three: the first group of three concerns the 
mission to the Jewish world, the second concerns mission to the gentile world. Each 
of the six panels ends with a summary statement that tells us about the growth of the 
church; these become markers for the structure of the whole book. (They are rather 
like fence posts, driven into the text, on which the whole book hangs and by which its 
quite differing parts are connected.) It is in the repeated content of these summary 
statements that we see the principle by which the church is growing. For example, the 
first ‘fence post’ (my term, not Richard Longenecker’s) comes at the end of the sec-
tion from 2:42–6:7 which concerns ‘The Earliest Days of the Church at Jerusalem’. The 
Summary Statement says: ‘So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in 
Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the 
faith’ (6:7). This, together with the other five summary statements, compels us to 
draw the conclusion that it is by the spreading of the word of God through the 
preaching of the gospel that the church of God grows. The whole set is appended at 
the end of this paper (p. 99) so that you can colour it in! 
 So, what sort of expansion does the Lord create through his word in Acts? And, 
given the paradigm that Acts represents, what kind of growth are we led to expect? 
 We should expect to see four kinds of growth—three very evident in Acts, the 
fourth being highlighted by Paul in his epistles. 

Numbers 

 First, the church grows numerically. Peter preaches on the day of Pentecost and 
about three thousand are added to the number of disciples (2:41). As the apostles 
taught and the teaching bore fruit in the lives of the people, the Lord added to their 
number daily those who were being saved (2:47). The growth continues even when 
the preachers are imprisoned; when Peter and John are in jail for ‘proclaiming in 
Jesus the resurrection of the dead’, the number of men who believed kept rising—it 
‘grew to about five thousand’ (4:4). By chapter 6 verse 7 we reach the first ‘fence 
post’, as quoted above. 
                                                

4  Richard N. Longenecker, Acts, Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1996. 
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Spread 

 The numerical growth then becomes inseparable from the second kind of growth—
geographical. The church spreads according to the pattern that Christ revealed in Acts 
1:8. From Jerusalem it spreads to Judea and Samaria and thence to the ‘uttermost 
parts of the world’. Of course it’s not simply a matter of distances and geographical 
extent. It’s also a matter of ‘peoples’: the ethné. But notice what’s involved here. 
Preaching the resurrection of Jesus the Messiah gets you into trouble: the geographi-
cal spread of the church happens because of persecution and scattering; and because 
those scattered preach. Thus, after Stephen’s martyrdom in chapter 7, and the out-
break of the great persecution in Jerusalem, all except the apostles are scattered. But 
they don’t go away and lick their wounds in either self-pity or self-protection: those 
who were persecuted preached. The kingdom community—note, not just the ‘profes-
sionals’ back in Jerusalem—is used by the Spirit in proclamation. They don’t simply 
go to new places, ignore new people and say nothing about Christ in new situations. 
Neither do they become reticent out of bitterness towards Christ for messing up their 
lives. Nor are they silenced by fear of what people might do to them. We say, ‘Once 
bitten, twice shy’. These people were the opposite: bitten by the wild beast of afflic-
tion, they stuck their heads back right in the beast’s mouth: ‘Go on, have another go; 
I’m still going to speak!’ Rather than pulling back having suffered persecution, they 
were spurred on all the more. Luke has already recorded Peter’s reaction when forbid-
den to speak in the name of Jesus: it is a pattern for witnesses everywhere: ‘We cannot 
help speaking about what we have seen and heard’ (4:20). The persecution in 
Jerusalem invigorates rather than weakens the witness-bearing. The believers are not 
put off preaching: they are motivated for it! When they got somewhere, anywhere, 
they preached. Some of them might have settled; others, like Philip, might have led a 
wandering life, becoming itinerant evangelists. But wherever they went, they voiced 
the faith by preaching the word. Luke doesn’t describe a kind of preaching that 
focussed on persecution, and they don’t appear to spend their time carping about the 
Sanhedrin: they declare the gospel message. So 8:4, ‘Those who had been scattered 
preached the word wherever they went’. 
 Relocated by God, they became fellow builders with him as he enlarges his king-
dom. Already the statement of intent that God had declared through Habakkuk, that 
‘the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD as the waters 
cover the sea’, appears over the eschatological horizon and enters our historical field 
of view. 

Strength 

 There is a third dimension to the expansion of the church. It grows in what Luke 
calls ‘strength’. Which means what? 
 Well, it certainly doesn’t mean virtuoso giftedness. The kind of strength here is not 
the sort of showing off your gift thing, that does the church equivalent of tearing tele-
phone directories in half—all very impressive but worse than useless.  
 The strengthening of the church is referred to six times in Acts. It is always associ-
ated with the preaching and teaching of the word of God, and it is never a reference to 
strength of numbers. Sometimes numbers increased as well as strength, but not neces-
sarily. The occurrences are at the end of this paper for you to follow up in their fuller 
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context (p. 100), but for now it will suffice to say that the three Greek terms that Luke 
uses indicate that strength is primarily strength of faith, and particularly faith resisting 
hostility. Believers are built up to withstand animosity, or they are made more coura-
geous and steadfast in their belief and proclamation, or the life of the church in a city 
is consolidated by a second visit of Paul and his companions so that it might stand 
firmly for Christ. It’s strength that shows in perseverance against the odds. 

Godliness 

 This fourth aspect of the expansion of the church focuses our minds once again on 
the qualitative growth of the church, that is, the acknowledgement in practical living 
of the Lordship of Christ. It’s not actually referred to directly by Luke, but it does 
belong to the church that was planted during Paul’s missionary endeavours as 
recorded in Acts.  
 Writing to Titus, in a letter which is brimful of teaching about the role of preaching 
and teaching so that the church on Crete might be strengthened, Paul gives the clue to 
the calling that he had received when God assaulted him on the road to Damascus. In 
fact he gives us one of the classic descriptions of his identity. He writes: ‘Paul, a 
servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ for the faith of God’s elect and the 
knowledge of the truth that leads to godliness . . .’ (Titus 1:1). 
 The spontaneous expansion of the church that we see taking place through the 
preaching of the word of God is only adequately seen—and, dear friends, expected in 
our days—when we recognise and yearn for a growth in godliness. As the inner 
kingdoms of the human soul, so ravaged and corrupted by sin and Satan, become the 
inner kingdoms of our God and of his Christ, so the kingdom grows. Let that be 
expected by us which speaks of the converting of habits, of attitudes and values, of 
the will, of ambitions, of our relational reflexes, of our idolatries. Godliness, as well 
as conversions, was the harvest of anointed preaching of the truth that Paul considered 
himself appointed to gather. Same truth; same ‘Giver of Knowledge’; same kingdom 
growing in the same days. Same calling. 

THE POWER OF THE SPIRIT AND THE  
EXPANSION OF THE CHURCH IN ACTS 

How was all this done? Whence came this life changing, world-inverting power and 
authority? Are these really the Acts of the Apostles? 
 Having told the apostles the purposes of the mission of God, Jesus warned the 
disciples not to rush off and try to accomplish it. We might think of doing it a 
different way—the worldly mind seeks to give motivational speeches, to pump people 
up and set ’em going. Work people up to a frenzy of emotion and let them loose upon 
an unsuspecting world. Or else lecture them to near-death, load up a ministry 
‘toolbox’ with reference-based techniques, programme them with gospel mantras and 
place them among people who are dead in their transgressions and sins. And then 
expect them to find a path between pride and despair: 

 
He told them, ‘This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third 
day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at 
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Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. I am going to send you what my Father has promised; 
but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high’ (Luke 24:46–49). 
 

 Again, at the beginning of Acts itself, Luke records the words of Jesus concerning 
what would happen before the proclamation, the witnessing, could begin: 

 
On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: ‘Do not leave 
Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For 
John baptised with water, but in a few days you will be baptised with the Holy Spirit.’ 
   So when they met together, they asked him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the 
kingdom to Israel?’ 
   He said to them: ‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own auth-
ority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses 
in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth’ (1:4–8). 
 

Patently, volume 2 of Luke’s work is about the acts of the Holy Spirit through the 
apostles (and through many others as well). 
 In what ways do we see the Spirit being the sovereign agent of the kingdom’s 
growth? Of course, every conversion involves the regenerating work of the Spirit, but 
there is more to the scriptural record than even that miracle of mercy. 
 There are three works of the Spirit that lie behind the proclamation that we have 
been looking at thus far in Luke’s account of the spreading out of God’s kingdom. 

The Sovereign Spirit Enables the Preaching 

 The Holy Spirit enables once fearful and, frankly, fairly thick disciples who 
demonstrated an amazing ability to miss the point to become bold, coherent and 
authoritative preachers of the gospel. 
 It is the Spirit who enables the preaching on the day of Pentecost (2:16ff.). The 
power shows in several ways: the bold preaching of the Christ by all those on whom 
the Spirit had descended, trained orators or not; the ability to speak in other lan-
guages; the effectiveness of speaking that relies on the hearers actually hearing and 
taking the message to heart—the Spirit is sovereign at both ends of the communica-
tion process and people are saved. Their own power would have been laughably 
insufficient; the power that clothes them from on high is gloriously sufficient for the 
work of the kingdom. 
 It is the Spirit who fills Peter when he and John are hauled before the rulers, elders 
and teachers of the law for healing the cripple by the gate called Beautiful and for 
proclaiming that the resurrection is in Jesus. Faced with almost exactly the same 
squad that he had hidden from in the courtyard as Jesus was tried, when he was 
terrified that he might face the same fate as Jesus, Peter the unschooled fisherman 
boldly runs rings round the hard-hearted experts (4:8ff.). 
 That same boldness is given to the ‘all’ who have gathered in prayer (4:23ff.) as 
they are inspired to speak the word of God. 
 Stephen, a man known to be full of the Holy Spirit (6:3–5), speaks to his opponents 
from the Synagogue of the Freedmen and floors them with his wisdom and ‘the Spirit 
by whom he spoke’ (6:8–10). 
 As those who preach the same message as part of the same mission, we are given 
every reason to look to the same Spirit to give us the same boldness to break through 
our natural fears, the same intelligence to acquire true content, the same instruction to 
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know the word that, as the suffering servant puts it in the third servant song, ‘sustains 
the weary’ (Isa. 50:4) and the same inward motivation that longs to see God honoured 
in the declaration of his glory. 

The Sovereign Spirit Guides the Preachers 

 The question of sovereignty keeps cropping up for us throughout our service. We 
have a terrible tendency to think that once we’ve been doing it for a few years, made a 
few mistakes and observed the more numerous mistakes of others, developed a web 
of involvements and responsibilities and worked out a pretty neat theology of this and 
that, then we can and ought to define our sphere of work. In the name of maturity we 
inadvertently sidle our way onto the throne. Moment-by-moment reliance on the 
Spirit as the Lord who guides begins to seem like recklessness. In the process of 
acquiring the ‘man-strength’ of what’s often called ‘leadership’, our ability to listen 
and discern with sensitivity the subtle nudges and promptings of the dove, the gentle 
breeze, the still, small voice, quietly withers. 
 Yet the plot of the longest bit of narrative in the New Testament is frequently 
driven along by the gentle and unpredictable wind of the all-powerful creator-Spirit. 
 Note, therefore, the way in which the gospel reaches Ethiopia. Philip, ministering 
successfully in Samaria, seeing the Acts 1:8 promise coming to fruition, experiencing 
the continuation of that which was begun by Jesus by the well near Sychar, watching 
God break down centuries of hostility from Samaritans and inundated with the need 
for small group follow-up work and Bible Study handouts and a host of other exciting 
and vital work, is gently but firmly levered out of the situation. Against all the 
apparent necessities of responsive and responsible service, an angel of the Lord tells 
Philip to go and stand in the middle of nowhere for no apparent reason, and when a 
chariot comes along the Spirit tells this responsible, dependable, mature man to go 
and run alongside it. There is no hint as to the significance of the moment; Philip has 
no data by which to assess the pros and cons of the move. He’s simply told by the 
Spirit, ‘Go to that chariot and stay near it’ (8:29). 
 Note also the way in which Paul’s route on the second of his missionary journeys 
is navigated according to the Spirit’s preventions. God closed doors so that Paul and 
his companions ended up in Troas, where he received the vision of the man of 
Macedonia calling them. The gospel’s entry into Europe, the playing out of the plot 
revealed in Luke 24:27 and Acts 1:8, was planned not by the strategic genius of Paul, 
but by the Spirit. 
 Thus: 
 

Paul and his companions travelled throughout the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been kept 
by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the province of Asia. When they came to the border 
of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to. So they 
passed by Mysia and went down to Troas (Acts 16:6–8). 

 
 Nor did it stop there for Paul. His testimony to the Ephesian elders at their deeply 
moving final meeting at Miletus was that the third journey would terminate in 
Jerusalem, and would lead to suffering. The impetus to go there and suffer the conse-
quences came, again, from that steady trade wind of the sovereign Spirit: 
 

And now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me 
there. I only know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing 
me (20:22–23). 
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The Sovereign Spirit Makes It Work 

 There remains one other crucial aspect of the Spirit’s work in the expansion of the 
kingdom in Acts. The preaching of the gospel in the places that were foreordained by 
God would have been to no avail were it not for the work of the Spirit that accom-
panied the preaching. This sovereign work of the Spirit is not attested to so much in 
Luke’s narrative as in the theological reflection that we encounter in Paul’s letters to 
the churches that were planted in Acts. The work—note this—is done in both hearers 
and preachers. 
 Thus in Acts 17 we read of the kingdom coming to the capital of Macedonia, 
Thessalonica. Luke’s telling gives us the events, the characters and their deeds; but 
what was going on under the surface, so to speak? Taking off the storyteller’s specs 
and looking through theological lenses, what do we see? Well, Paul tells the 
Thessalonians at the start of his first letter to them: 
 

For we know, brothers loved by God, that he has chosen you, because our gospel came to you not 
simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction. You know 
how we lived among you for your sake. 
   You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the 
message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit (1 Thess. 1:4–6). 

 
First, the electing grace of God was at work. Second, this is obvious to Paul because 
of two groups of phenomena: one in the preaching and one in the hearing. He knew 
that God was about his foreordained work because in the preaching were the true 
words, powerful presentation, the Spirit’s enabling, deep conviction in the preachers 
(what a difference that always makes to our preaching!) and the supporting evidence 
of the preachers’ lives. But that was matched by what was going on in the hearers—
warm reception of the message with joy, in spite of persecution. And where did that 
joy come from? The Holy Spirit. There was no joy to be found in the circumstances, 
but Christian joy is not joy in our circumstances nor does it come about because we 
feel good about ourselves—these are the world’s joys. Distinctively, Christian joy is 
feeling good about God, not feeling good about yourself. Who but the Spirit can 
persuade carnal pagans that God’s character and his grace in Christ, his mercy and his 
great telos for believers, are so good that they produce joy that rises above the circum-
stances?  
 Paul wrote to the Thessalonians from Corinth. His first letter back to the believers 
there contains an even clearer statement of the double work of the sovereign Spirit in 
making preaching effective. 
 Paul reached Corinth bruised and wearied. The splendid bow wave of the gospel’s 
progress through Macedonia had a wake of violent assault. The man was knackered 
and hurt and afraid. His weakness was right on the surface, visible to all and very 
apparent to himself. At least, that’s what he seems to be saying when he writes to 
them: 
 

When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to 
you the testimony about God. For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus 
Christ and him crucified. I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling. My mes-
sage and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the 
Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power (1 Cor. 2: 
1–5). 
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The only power that was going to make the whole thing work was the Spirit’s power.  
 That power was demonstrated not only in enabling Paul to persevere, but also in 
giving the Corinthians ears to hear and eyes to see. In a manner which corresponds to 
the work of the Spirit in the preachers and the hearers in Thessalonica, Paul describes 
what happens everywhere and at all times when the gospel brings life: 
 

The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. For who among men knows the 
thoughts of a man except the man’s spirit within him? In the same way no-one knows the thoughts 
of God except the Spirit of God. We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is 
from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us. This is what we speak, not in 
words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in 
spiritual words. The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of 
God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually 
discerned (1 Cor. 2:10b–14). 

 
 We speak the truth and people understand and accept it, because of the work of the 
Spirit, who regally ‘applies’ the victory of the risen Christ over sin and death to bring 
dead sinners to life for evermore, as the word of God is preached. Edwards was spot 
on: 
 

God has appointed Christ to be the heir of the world in his kingdom of grace, and to possess and 
reign over all nations, through the propagation of his gospel, and the power of his Spirit communi-
cating the blessings of it. 

 
 It simultaneously sobers us and spurs us on. We are both humbled and hopeful; 
cast back upon God, in repentance and in expectation, to exalt him and exult in him 
alone.  
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APPENDIX 1 
 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK OF ACTS 
(after Richard N. Longenecker, p. 30) 

Introduction: The Constitutive Events of the Christian [Church and Its] 
Mission (1:1–2:41) 

Part I: The Christian Mission to the Jewish World (2:42–12:24) 

 
Panel 1—The Earliest Days of the Church at Jerusalem (2:42–6:7) 
Summary Statement: ‘So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in 
Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to 
the faith’ (6:7). 

 
Panel 2—Critical Events in the Lives of Three Pivotal Figures (6:8–9:31) 
Summary Statement: ‘Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria 
enjoyed a time of peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy 
Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord’ (9:31). 

 
Panel 3—Advances of the Gospel in Palestine–Syria (9:32–12:24) 
Summary Statement: ‘But the word of God continued to increase and spread’ 
(12:24). 

Part II: The Christian Mission to the Gentile World (12:25–28:31) 

 
Panel 4—The First Missionary Journey and the Jerusalem Council (12:25–
16:5) 
Summary Statement: ‘So the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew 
daily in numbers’ (16:5). 

 
Panel 5—Wide Outreach Through Two Missionary Journeys (16:6–19:20) 
Summary Statement: ‘In this way the word of the Lord spread widely and grew 
in power’ (19:20). 

 
Panel 6—To Jerusalem and Thence to Rome (19:21–28:31) 
Summary Statement: ‘Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom 
of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ’ (28:31). 
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APPENDIX 2 

REFERENCES TO THE CHURCH BEING STRENGTHENED 

  
 Acts 9:31 

Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was 
strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord. 

 
 
 Acts 14:21–22 

They preached the good news in that city and won a large number of disciples. Then they returned 
to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to 
the faith. ‘We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,’ they said.  

 
 
 Acts 15:32 

Judas and Silas, who themselves were prophets, said much to encourage and strengthen the brot-
hers. 

 
 
 Acts 15:40–41 

. . . but Paul chose Silas and left, commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord. He went 
through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.  

 
 
 Acts 16:5 

So the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers. 
 
 
 Acts 18:23 

After spending some time in Antioch, Paul set out from there and travelled from place to place 
throughout the region of Galatia and Phrygia, strengthening all the disciples. 
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STUDY 13 

Put to Death What Is  
Earthly in You 

Randall Lawton 

When Paul says: ‘put to death . . . what is earthly in you’ (Col. 3:5),1 his interest is in 
maintaining the church as God’s kingdom community, the holy people of God. They 
had been ‘delivered . . . from darkness and transferred . . . to the kingdom of his 
beloved Son’ (Col 1:13). They were given to reign, not in their own power, but in 
Christ’s. In this letter to the Colossians, on which most of this paper will focus, Paul 
proclaims Christ and exhorts and commands the church in him. In this way they 
would find their way again after some influences and teaching which offered so much 
but would only in the end throw them back onto themselves. The resulting wallowing 
in unchecked fleshly activities would not only rob them of their human glory but 
worst of all project a distortion of God’s holiness. The heart of this study has to do 
with obedience, so that is where we will begin. 

OBEDIENCE COMMANDED AND OWNED 

That moral holiness is required for the church is undeniable. God desires an obedient 
and disciplined people. This is the way of God’s calling, as Paul says to the 
Thessalonians: 

 
Finally, then, brothers, we ask and urge you in the Lord Jesus, that as you received from us how 
you ought to live and to please God, just as you are doing, that you do so more and more. 2For you 
know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus. 3For this is the will of God, your 
sanctification: that you abstain from sexual immorality; 4that each one of you know how to control 
his own body in holiness and honor, 5not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know 
God; 6that no one transgress and wrong his brother in this matter, because the Lord is an avenger in 
all these things, as we told you beforehand and solemnly warned you. 7For God has not called us for 
impurity, but in holiness. 8Therefore whoever disregards this, disregards not man but God, who 
gives his Holy Spirit to you (1 Thess. 4:1–8). 
 

 To reject holiness is to reject God himself, so we must consider it with importance. 
It is not in any way a secondary, peripheral, or consequential issue to the gospel. He 
was concerned with the behaviour of the church.2 It is deadly to reject God’s holiness 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
2  See also 1 John 3:4–10 where John uses the word ‘do’ or ‘practice’ (poievw, poieo) 6 times. 
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as something light and easily brushed aside, turning a blind eye to the ‘indulgence of 
the flesh’ (Col 2:23). In the preceding verses to our above text to the Thessalonians, 
Paul explains a sanctified life, which in this case is to ‘abstain from sexual 
immorality . . . that no one . . . wrong his brother in this matter, because the Lord is an 
avenger in all these things’. To the Colossians, in relation to the flesh, he says, ‘on 
account of these the wrath of God is coming’ (3:6). We turn a deliberate blind eye to 
lawlessness and immorality in our pain. It is not the way of God. We must be very 
careful how we walk, ensuring that we are doing the will of God (Eph. 5:15ff.). 
 What we need to see is that God gathers his people together, both in Old Covenant 
Israel and in the New Covenant church and we find that the issue of obedience (or 
disobedience) raises its head, time and time again. Many churches and individuals are 
found to be immature, loveless and disobedient. 
 The story of Israel is the story of a patient Yahweh who in love called his people to 
himself and into his holiness. His presence with them required their obedience and he 
was always working to bring them to it. Getting them to move into the land took a 
long time and punishing them for rebellion once in it was distressing and painful and 
makes for difficult reading in the holy writ. The account of Yahweh and his rebellious 
people may be a lot to absorb but it is hardly ever off the agenda and forms a substan-
tial part of the prophetic deposit and indeed is used by the New Testament writers as a 
warning to the church (e.g. 1 Cor. 10:1–13; Heb. 3). No matter how difficult and even 
tortuous the reading may become, we find ourselves reading page after page, nearly 
every page dealing with the sin of God’s own people, their lack of desire and ability 
to resist evil and bring it under control. 
 It is a ‘double whammy’ problem. How does God ask a ‘stiff-necked’ or ‘fleshly’ 
people to obey? Asking people, who are by nature rebellious, not only to obey but to 
own obedience as necessary and good is a conundrum. It is like asking lead to float. 
 The answer does not come from our vantage point, but flows out of heaven itself, 
out of the heart of Christ and God. We do well to see how Paul speaks to the 
Colossian church (2:20–3:17) which was in some way struggling with the ‘indulgence 
of the flesh’: 
 

If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive in the 
world, do you submit to regulations—21‘Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch’ 22(referring to 
things that all perish as they are used)—according to human precepts and teachings? 23These have 
indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-made religion and asceticism and severity to the 
body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh. 
     3:1If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated 
at the right hand of God. 2Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. 
3For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4When Christ who is your life 
appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. 
     5Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, 
and covetousness, which is idolatry. 6On account of these the wrath of God is coming. 7In these you 
too once walked, when you were living in them. 8But now you must put them all away: anger, 
wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk from your mouth. 9Do not lie to one another, seeing that 
you have put off the old self with its practices 10and have put on the new self, which is being 
renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator. 11Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised 
and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all. 
     12Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassion, kindness, humility, 
meekness, and patience, 13bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, 
forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. 14And above all these 
put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. 15And let the peace of Christ rule 
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in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body. And be thankful. 16Let the word of 
Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and 
hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God. 17And whatever you do, in 
word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through 
him (Col. 2:20–3:17). 
 

 The holiness of heaven, of God himself, becomes the working context, the power 
source and high vantage point. Faith gives us eyes to see with the eyes of God. Paul 
does not give some forensic deductionism: he reminds them of their glorious status. 
We are able to see ourselves as God sees us in Christ, and we know God as Christ 
knows him. God only sees us as righteousness and we are relationally intertwined into 
the inner workings of the Trinity. We are ‘hidden with Christ in God’ (3:3). This is 
power and motivation to obey. The Psalmist spoke of walking in the light of his face 
(Ps. 89:15). Looking away from Christ to sight and feelings when the flesh raises its 
ugly head is to be trapped into it, enslaved into our earthly members. The pressure of 
the world and sin are present, but we rule in virtue of God’s calling, grace and 
promise. His truth supersedes our sight and empirical deductions, rendering our 
earthly and rationalistic conclusions null and void. This is not to deny history but to 
affirm supremacy of Christ over it, his lordship and grace in it. 
 Whilst discussions about the mortification of the flesh may seem pejorative it is on 
the contrary. Mortification flows from the glory of God: it is God’s glory in action 
through us. It is also to be understood as being at one with vivication, the active 
bringing to life of that glory. Mortification is putting to death the flesh and this is 
being renewed in Christ, which is ‘being renewed in knowledge after the image of its 
creator’ (Col. 3:10). Therefore mortification is inseparable from renewal, as ‘putting 
off’ is inseparable from ‘putting on’. We stop drinking acid and drink pure water: we 
take off grubby and oily clothes and put on fresh clean clothes, as it were. Further-
more, this has an eschatological context: ‘When Christ who is your life appears, then 
you also will appear with him in glory’ (Col. 3:4). With judgement already worked 
through at the cross, there is no fear of it at the End. Our obedience therefore is not 
the fearful placating of God’s judgement but simply because he is holy. Any 
judgement experienced now is Fatherly discipline to keep us pure in faith and save us 
(Heb. 12:3–11; 1 Cor. 11:32; 1 Pet. 1:3–9). The ‘ordinary’ everyday acts of obedience 
therefore take on eschatological proportions as we share now in the End. To operate 
in the flesh only hinders the final glory in the present and robs us of our joy. 

UNITING A DOUBLE HEART 

In Colossae, the church was in danger of tarnishing its glory. The gospel was being 
layered over (or superseded) by false teaching from humanistic philosophy (2:8) and 
spiritual headiness (2:18), whilst the flesh remained unchecked underneath (2:23). It 
was ‘self-made religion and asceticism and severity to the body’ (2:23). This is hav-
ing what David calls a ‘double heart’ (Ps. 12:2). He also cries out to God, ‘Teach me 
your way, O LORD, that I may walk in your truth; unite my heart to fear your name’ 
(Ps. 86:11). He is a man who knows God and fears him: ‘I give thanks to you, O Lord 
my God, with my whole heart, and I will glorify your name forever’ (v. 12). Even 
though he knows God with a ‘whole heart’, he confesses a ‘double heart’. And this is 
an age-old predicament and it was such in the Apostolic writings. The church receives 
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the word of grace with enthusiasm but over time a different teaching is layered over it 
and the apostles would write again to them, reaffirming the word of grace and the gift 
of sanctification and calling them back to obedience. There was always a constant 
tendency to regress to a ‘law performance way’ or a ‘by the book’ kind of legal adher-
ence and to layer these over the top. Or salvation by grace was viewed as a means to 
lawlessness where mercy was seen to negate and supersede the holiness of God. 
These ways miss the glory of the gospel. Loveless legalism or loveless lawlessness—
that is, disaffected or unfettered worldliness—are not the way of God. God came in 
Christ to destroy the devil, his lies, his lovelessness and all evil—and in this we 
become active participants. 
 Paul never sought to give a logical gospel for gospel’s sake. His teaching was 
reasonable and understandable, but never outside of the glory of Christ: 
 

In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from 
seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. 5For what we 
proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. 
6For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give the light of the 
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 4:4–6). 

 
It is always ‘the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ . . . the light . . . of the glory 
of God in the face of Jesus Christ’. It is this gospel that makes mortification of the 
flesh possible and a wonderful exhortation. It is here that Paul had found mercy and 
could say: ‘we have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice 
cunning or to tamper with God’s word’ (v. 2). It is in Christ’s glory he knew ‘surpass-
ing power’ (v. 7) to endure and live righteously. Paul knew the secret to dealing with 
double-heartedness was in Christ (Rom. 7:24–25) and so he would proclaim Christ 
and not attempt to give a methodological grid to follow. The Spirit does not bring 
enlightenment but enlightens Christ and his mind through the gospel he teaches  
(1 Cor. 2). 
 The point of what we are saying is that the cross has healed our duplicity and it is a 
matter of faith to believe it. There are not two levels of existence. ‘You have died’—
the old has gone! The moral power of the cross flows into the present: we are one 
with the risen Lord. The new has to do with to whom we belong and where we dwell. 
We dwell with God: we are hidden in him. ‘You, who once were alienated and hostile 
in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in 
order to present you holy and blameless and above reproach before him’ (Col. 1:21–
22). A ‘sensuous mind’ (Col. 2:18) may seek to overlay the gospel and smother it, but 
the preaching of Christ, his cross and resurrection, must cut through again to see the 
inner sanctum of Christ and our dwelling with him in God. Familial and domestic 
problems can thus be thrashed out inside the home. 

HEADS IN THE HEAVENS, NOT IN THE CLOUDS 

It is at a pivotal point in our Colossians text where Paul turns the spotlight onto the 
risen Christ. It is by proclaiming the power of the resurrection that he is now able to 
expand and show that through it we are able to believe and obey what is impossible, 
humanly speaking. The resurrection is God’s living power; that his cross is stronger 
than sin and death, and is continually life-giving on our behalf. By Christ’s power we 
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are able to have faith, hope and love. Godly power is not power for power’s sake, but 
that we may be restored to dependent and relational living. 
 In all of this Paul is calling for the church to be disciplined in the direction of our 
hearts and thinking, which is to be followed by right action. The verbs in Colossians 
3:1ff. are all imperatives to activate the will to obey: ‘seek’, ‘Set your minds’, ‘Put to 
death’, ‘put them all away’, ‘Do not lie’, ‘put on’ and so on. Firstly, we are exhorted 
to ‘seek’ and ‘Set your minds’ on the things that are above. It is so important for the 
church not to direct its heart towards worldly pursuits, the spirit of the age, or sin. It is 
to not set the mind on ‘earthly’ things, that is, things that are not of God. It is true that 
we end up doing what we think and become involved in what we seek from the heart. 
This requires not only to be ‘careful’ but also to have some toughness and determina-
tion, for the temptation is to please men, look relevant, cave in when the going gets 
tough,3 and follow the pack.  
 The command to ‘Set your minds on things that are above’ is very significant for 
us today in our context. It is the way to good mental health. Paul is saying that 
through the cross we have been given sanctified minds and we are to use them 
consonant with what we have been given. The church must be disciplined in this way. 
Minds that are not set on things above, not set on the truth of the gospel and its holy 
demands, are set on things that are below, on the indulgence of the flesh. Could it be 
that much of the current epidemic of mental health illness in our nation is due to 
societal and churchly ways of layering over the top of God’s grace and laws, other 
humanistic, political, religious and supernatural philosophies and spiritualities? Yet 
underneath remains a cesspit of darkness. Or could it be, as well, that lawlessness has 
become a virtue, even espoused and taught in our churches and legalised by our 
governments? Could it be that the ‘wrath of God’ has come and that we are being 
given over to ‘hostile’ and ‘sensuous’ minds (Col. 3:6; 1:21; 2:18)? Surely repentance 
along with faith is to hear heaven’s call. This is not to have our heads in the clouds 
but to have our feet firmly on the ground, enjoying God’s creation and obeying God’s 
laws, walking in his ways. 
 Finally, but very importantly: the command to ‘put to death’ is a plural imperative 
(nekrwvsate, necrosate). It is written to the church as a whole. Paul’s aim is for per-
sonal holiness and maturity: 

 
Him we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone with all wisdom, that we may present 
everyone mature in Christ. For this I toil, struggling with all his energy that he powerfully works 
within me (Col. 1:28–29). 
 

Yet this is to be understood in the context of what we might call a ‘corporate 
holiness’. This point needs to be made in our days of individualism, which finds 
expression in liberal humanism and evangelical pietism. Holiness does not equal ‘my 
story’ or ‘my commitment’. These are rather tragic, for it is impossible for each person, 
‘of themselves’—apart from God and His people—to walk in holiness. We are all 
dependent on the help, interaction, rebuke, correction, intervention and 
encouragement of the whole body. Paul is saying that the church needs to act on sin. 
It is good to be planted in a local church where we belong and are given to, and to 
whom we are accountable. The holy sociality of the saints is a powerful and glorious 
                                                

3  Note that Peter does not allow severe and unjust suffering to be mitigating circumstance for disobedience 
but these are actually part of God’s discipline to teach us obedience (1 Pet. 1:13–25; cf. 1:3–12). 
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expression of God as Father, Son and Spirit. As the Greek word for ‘fellowship’ 
(koi√wnia, koinonia) suggests, we are ‘stake-holders’ in each other’s lives;4 not a 
grouping of bystanders who butter each other up to personal independence and piety. 

CONCLUSION 

A portion from Psalm 119 captures the heart of what we have been saying: 
 

The LORD is my portion; 
   I promise to keep your words. 
I implore your favour with all my heart; 
    be gracious to me according to your promise. 
When I think of your ways, 
   I turn my feet to your decrees; 
I hurry and do not delay 
   to keep your commandments. 
Though the cords of the wicked ensnare me, 
   I do not forget your law. 
At midnight I rise to praise you, 
   because of your righteous ordinances. 
I am a companion of all who fear you, 
   of those who keep your precepts. 
The earth, O LORD, is full of your steadfast love; 
   teach me your statutes (vv. 57–64, NRSV). 

 

                                                
4  See Friedreich Hauck, koinov~ ktl in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 3, ed. Gerhard 

Kittel, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1976, pp. 800, 804–809. 
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STUDY 14 

Resist the Devil: The Present 
Battle for the Kingdom 

Hendrik Schoemaker 

This study is to show that the church is in a battle by which the Enemy and his fellow 
foul fiends intend to thwart the purposes of God. There has been a battle for Eden 
from the beginning. The battle is for this creature Satan to have equality with God, 
and even supremacy over him and his world of heavenly and earthly creatures. He 
seeks to have mankind and angelic beings under his control as slaves of his will. The 
evil one will do anything in his power to prevent people from coming to know the 
Son of God and do his utmost, using any means, to destroy the church of God or, at 
the least, to prevent those who belong to Christ and his church from coming to full 
maturity in him. 

KNOWING THE ENEMY AND HIS DECEITFUL AND VICIOUS 
STRATEGIES AGAINST CHRIST’S CHURCH 

We are urged to know his designs so as not to be outwitted (2 Cor. 2:11):1 
 

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). 

 
This is a key verse for understanding the present battle for the kingdom. We may be 
deceived into thinking that our battle is with people as such. If this is the case then our 
strategy could be to set up stratagems to fight them with their own system of 
psychology, politics and cleverness. We certainly are often confronted by wicked 
people, but the battle is with the powers which deceive and enslave them. The battle is 
with the vast unseen forces and powers which are headed up by the ruler of the whole 
world system (Rom. 8:38; 16:19–20; 1 Cor. 2:8; 2 Cor. 2:11; 4:4; 11:13–15; Eph. 2:2; 
3:10; Col. 1:13; James 4:7; 1 John 5:19; Rev. 12:10). This battle, or clash, is constant, 
unremitting and relentlessly changing its style and strategy.2 
 The enmity against Christ and his church is led by Satan, who is called the 
adversary (1 Pet. 5:8). Isaiah 14:12–14, Ezekiel 28:11–19, and Revelation 12:7–17 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  Deane Meatheringham, study 7, ‘The Clash of the Kingdoms’, NCTM Pastors’ School 1993, The Church 

and the Kingdom of God (NCPI, Blackwood, 1993), p. 28.  
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indicate Satan’s fall from heaven as one of God’s creatures. His attempt was to 
remove God and be god, or a god. The battle is a civil war in God’s kingdom. The 
diametrical opposition between God and Satan is clearly stated in the words of the 
risen Jesus to Paul in Acts 26:17–18: 
 

I will rescue you from your people and from the Gentiles—to whom I am sending you to open their 
eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, so that they 
may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me. 

 
 The church’s earthly battle is not in concepts or philosophies, nor even theology, 
per se. It is engaged in a cosmic battle with personal beings, the chief one being 
Satan. He is a murderer and a liar and the father of lies (John 8:44; Acts 5:3). His 
nature is falsehood, therefore his chief enemy is truth and so he opposes God’s word 
(Gen. 3:1–5). He casts doubt on God’s goodness and destroys the obedience of faith 
(Gen. 3:1–5). He hinders the ministry of the gospel (1 Thess. 2:18) and blinds the 
minds of unbelievers (2 Cor. 4:4). When unsuccessful, he distorts and/or prevents 
effective preaching of the message (Acts 13:8–10). He uses the fear of death to hold 
men and women in bondage (Heb. 2:15). He inspires betrayal (John 13:2) and is a 
schemer against God’s people (2 Cor. 2:11; Eph. 6:11). He is called the deceiver of 
the whole world (Rev. 12:9) and to that end often disguises himself as an angel of 
light (2 Cor. 11:14). He leads the whole world astray (Rev. 12:9). He is all the more 
dangerous when he uses deceitful workers, masquerading as apostles of Christ, 
ministers of righteousness (2 Cor. 11:12–15), who no doubt misuse Scripture (Matt. 
4:6). He inspires lawlessness and works counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and 
every sort of wicked deception for those who are perishing (2 Thess. 2:9–10). He 
traps and holds people captive to his will (2 Tim. 2:26). John aptly calls him the evil 
one and tells us that the whole world lies under his power (1 John 5:19) and offers 
exotic, occult alternatives (Rev. 2:19–24). In the church he attacks the faith of believ-
ers (2 Cor. 11:3) and causes dissention over doctrine, causing splits (Rom. 16:17–20). 
Further he uses sexual allurements (1 Cor. 7:5; 1 Tim. 5:15), unresolved anger (2 Cor. 
2:10–11; Eph. 4:26–27) and pride (1 Tim. 3:6) to destroy believers. He brings perse-
cution (1 Pet. 5:8; Rev. 2:9–10), sickness (Job 1:11; 2:5; Luke 13:16) and suggests 
ways that don’t involve suffering (Matt. 4:1–11).  
 Our battle is with a fearful and formidable foe, but . . . 

THE CHURCH IS SAFE IN GOD’S HANDS 

From the beginning there has been a cosmic battle and we are aware of the clash of 
the kingdom of God and the kingdom of darkness. The evil one may have thought he 
had won the battle in the Garden, but soon after the expulsion from Eden there was a 
people of God who called on God’s name (Gen. 4:26). God still reigned. He raised up 
people like Seth, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph. When the people 
of God were at their most vulnerable in Egypt, the evil one tried, through ethnic 
cleansing, to wipe them out. But God remembered his covenant with Abraham (Exod. 
2:24) and saved his people and raised up Moses who led God’s people to their 
promised land. But the evil one had not given up, and just before the border crossing 
into Canaan he tried to prevent Israel from entering the promised land and so ruin 
once and for all God’s plan for salvation for all mankind. The devil’s plan was to 
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annihilate Israel before they entered Canaan. He used Balak, the king of Moab. He in 
turn summoned Balaam, a well-known pagan seer, to use his supernatural evil powers 
not just to thwart Israel but to curse it into oblivion. On the surface it appears to have 
been a political battle between two nations, between Balak and Moses. In reality it 
was a cosmic battle between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of the evil one, 
between God and Satan. Israel was protected and safe in Yahweh’s hands. Even 
Balaam found out that: 

 
The LORD their God is with them; the shout of the King is among them . . . there is no sorcery 
against Jacob, no divination against Israel. It will now be said of Jacob and of Israel, ‘See what God 
has done!’ (Num. 23:21b, 23, NIV). 
 

Later Moses told God’s people: 
 
. . . the LORD your God turned the curse into a blessing for you, because the LORD your God loved 
you (Deut. 23:5). 
 

 Of utmost importance is that we need to know we are dealing with a defeated foe 
and therefore not fear him. The Book of the Revelation tells us that God ‘is’ (1:8) and 
Satan ‘is not’ (17:11). John writes that the Son of God was revealed for the purpose of 
destroying the works of the devil (1 John 3:8). D-Day has happened in the Cross–
Resurrection events. Jesus is Lord, as all authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to him (Matt. 28:18). V-Day is around the corner until all his enemies are under 
his feet (1 Cor. 15:24–28). John further writes: 

 
We know that we are God’s children, and that the whole world lies under the power of the evil one 
(1 John 5:19). 
 

We need to affirm that we are protected by God himself and that ultimately the evil 
one does not lay hold of us. He cannot thwart God’s purpose for God’s creation and 
his church. John tells us that: 

 
. . . the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world (1 John 4:4). 
 

Christ’s protection is on the basis of the devil’s inability to find anything to accuse 
Jesus of. Therefore the devil has no power over him (John 14:30), and neither over us 
as we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous (1 John 2:1). So the 
reality is that we are very safe in Christ’s hands as, ‘no one will snatch them out of 
my hand’ (John 10:28). We are protected by the Father himself (John 17:12, 15). In 
contrast, the rebellious world lies in the devil’s evil arms. 
 Does that mean we can sit back and relax? No way! But there is one more thing we 
need to know when we are in the battle and that is . . . 

THAT THE BATTLE IS PRIMARILY THE LORD’S 

There are some outstanding examples of that in the Old Testament. When Judah was 
about to be invaded, King Jehoshaphat stood before all of God’s people and prayed:  

 
We do not know what to do, but our eyes are on you (2 Chron. 20:12b). 
 

Then the word of the Lord came to them: 
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Do not fear or be dismayed at this great multitude; for the battle is not yours but God’s . . . This 
battle is not for you to fight; take your position, stand still, and see the victory of the LORD on your 
behalf (2 Chron. 20:15b–17; cf. Deut. 20:1–4). 
 

When King Hezekiah was confronted with the greatest military power of his day, he 
was told: 

 
Be strong and of good courage . . . for there is one greater with us than with him. With him is an arm 
of flesh; but with us is the LORD our God, to help us and to fight our battles (2 Chron. 32:7–8). 
 

In the New Testament we have the strong sayings of Jesus that the gates of hell will 
not prove stronger than the church (Matt. 16:18) and ‘take courage; I have conquered 
the world!’ (John 16:33). This means that the church is on the offensive! How? By 
means of Christ in his church, leading it into battle by the power of the Spirit and his 
sword, which is the Word of God. John writes: 

 
I am writing to you, young people, because you have conquered the evil one (1 John 2:13), 
 

and: 
 
Little children, you are from God, and have conquered them; for the one who is in you is greater 
than the one who is in the world (1 John 4:4).  
 

 So what weapons do we use in our . . . 

CONSTANT BATTLE FOR THE KINGDOM OF GOD? 

The battle is primarily against the King of the kingdom of God, the Lord Jesus Christ. 
From the moment Jesus was declared to be the beloved Son at his baptism, Satan has 
raged against him. As the people of God, we are in Christ, and because of our union 
with him and Satan’s inability to defeat Christ, he makes war with us. He seeks to ‘get 
at’ the Father through the children, and so it has been from the beginning. He knows 
that he has been defeated and has only limited time to continue his attacks on the 
church and persons within it.  
 Revelation 12 and 13 paint a scenario of a war to the death on Christ and his 
people by the counterfeit unholy trinity of the dragon and his two beasts. But, more 
importantly, these chapters tell us that in this cosmic battle God is in total control. The 
question ‘who can fight against it?’ is answered very clearly. Christ is victorious: 

 
Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his 
Messiah (Rev. 12:10). 
 

The Lamb’s own are also victorious: 
 
But 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 (Rev. 12:11). 
 

The heavens are then urged to rejoice and all those who dwell there!  
 It is in Christ that we wrestle—not on our own, out of our resources (Eph. 6:10; 
Phil. 4:13; John 15:1ff.). As the enemy is beyond our natural power, it is the 



Resist the Devil: The Present Battle for the Kingdom 

 111  

strengthening which comes from our reigning Messiah that enables us to be defended 
and to join the offensive. We are to ‘be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his 
power’, that is, to stand and live in God himself (Eph. 6:10). It is Christ who has won 
the battle. He has tied up the strong man (Mark 3:27). He subdues his enemies and 
enables us to press through the defeated powers of evil (1 Cor. 15:57; Rev. 19:11–16). 
He did not win the battle as the Lion of Judah but as the Lamb of God. We who are in 
the Lamb of God are sent like lambs into the midst of wolves (Matt. 10:16). Like 
Jesus, we will not wage war according to human standards; our weapons of warfare 
are not merely human, but they have divine power to destroy strongholds (2 Cor. 
10:3–5). God has given spiritual gifts, and these are faith, love, hope, salvation, truth, 
righteousness, the gospel of peace, the sword of the Spirit, prayer, ‘the blood of the 
Lamb’, ‘the word of their testimony’, and ‘they did not cling to life even in the face of 
death’ (1 Thess. 5:8; Eph. 6:10–18; Rev. 12:11). The church is in the battle, and must 
use these gifts! Note this collection of weak gifts, according to the world. There are 
no heroics here, but the exercise of the gifts we all can use.3 King Jehoshaphat was 
told to ‘stand still, and see the victory of the LORD on your behalf’. The weapons he 
and Judah used were: to seek help from the Lord, fasting, praise and worship, faith, 
earnest prayer, the word of God, admission of weakness (‘but our eyes are on you’), 
and the weak weapon of singing—not often mentioned in spiritual warfare. God had 
said the battle was his to fight, so what better way for Judah to meet the enemy than 
with this song of victory: ‘Give thanks to the LORD, for his steadfast love endures 
forever’ (2 Chron. 20:21). This story illustrates spectacularly that when we are weak 
we are strong (2 Cor. 12:10). God’s strength is made perfect in weakness; his grace is 
sufficient for us. The story also shows the use of spiritual songs as an effective 
weapon against the archenemy Satan. In Acts 16 Paul and Silas had been savagely 
flogged and put into prison. Then about midnight they were praying and singing 
hymns to God while the prisoners were listening. God’s response: an earthquake and 
the conversion of many! After singing the song of Moses and the song of the Lamb in 
Revelation 15, all heaven breaks loose! The true Son of God shall come singing his 
songs and the true sons and daughters of God are singing with him. Luther said, ‘We 
know that to the devil music is distasteful and insufferable’. Calvin declared that: ‘We 
know by experience that singing has great force and vigour to move and inflame the 
hearts of men to invoke and praise God with a more vehement and ardent zeal’.4 
 Peter writes that our adversary is like a roaring lion who prowls around, looking 
for someone to devour (1 Pet. 5:8). Then he goes on to say . . . 

RESIST HIM, STEADFAST IN YOUR FAITH (1 PET. 5:9a) 

Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you in due time. 
Cast all your anxiety on him, because he cares for you. Discipline yourselves, keep alert. Like a 
roaring lion your adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour. Resist him, 
steadfast in your faith, for you know that your brothers and sisters in all the world are undergoing 
the same kinds of suffering. And after you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace, who 
has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, support, strengthen, and establish 
you (1 Pet. 5:6–10). 

                                                
3  I am indebted to Geoffrey Bingham and his unpublished notes, ‘The Church and the Victory of Satan’ 

(2000) for the material in this section. 
4  Timothy George, Theology of the Reformers, Broadman Pr., Nashville, 1988, p. 181. 
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James writes: 
 

Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw near to God, 
and he will draw near to you (James 4:7–8). 

 
To resist the evil one is to live constantly in humility and dependency. ‘God never 
makes us so strong that we no longer need him. Never.’5 Submission to God is the 
defeat of Satan. The person who is humble, who is not anxious about many things, 
will be alert to the true struggle, that is, the battle against evil. Thus it is no time for 
carelessness. Our adversary is a slanderer and accuser. We must not give in to the 
excruciating pain of his roaring (accusations). We must draw near to God and by 
doing that, God will draw near to us. We can therefore resist Satan when he comes to 
us with his growl of hatred and rage. He does this relentlessly, day and night. But his 
bellowing is just that: bellowing. When we stand steadfast in our faith he cannot 
devour us. The only way to defeat Satan and the world is by our faith (1 John 5:4). 
The picture is of standing and facing him—not running away! Our faith may seem 
helpless against this fearful enemy, but: 
 

We tremble not for him; 
his rage we can endure, 
For lo! his doom is sure, 
One little word shall fell him.6 

 
James writes that the devil will flee (frightened) at our faith. This standing firm in the 
faith may even entail martyrdom.7 
 We are able to stand because we believe with all our hearts in the unchanging 
faithfulness of God’s covenant love to us. We stand not because of our own efforts 
but God’s great and wonderful action in Christ. We really believe that Christ has 
destroyed Satan’s power by taking our sin into himself and bearing it in his own body 
on the tree (Heb. 2:14; 1 Pet. 2:24). The principalities and powers have likewise been 
disarmed at the cross (Col. 2:13–15). Christ then, today and every day, declares us to 
be forgiven and righteous. There is now no condemnation for us who are in Christ 
(Rom 8:1). We are a purified people who belong to him (Titus 2:14). If we do sin, ‘we 
have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous, and he is the atoning 
sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world’  
(1 John 2:1–2). In facing the enemy, our focus must ever be on Christ and his finished 
work in the Cross and Resurrection and not on the defeated foe.  
 Lions we recognise, roaring lions we can hear from afar, but the evil one is often 
harder to recognise when he comes to us as an angel of light (2 Cor. 11:14) and is far 
more dangerous. He is such an expert in deception and we can be so easily deceived. 
More often than not we are facing this ‘deceiver of the whole world’ (Rev. 12:9). He 
comes with exciting and attractive schemes. The world is so powerful in its ability to 
seduce and deceive, so clever in fact that sometimes we don’t even realise that we 
have lost our love for the Father and our delight in his eternal purposes. John in his 
                                                

5  J. Maxwell, quoted by Duane L. Christensen in Deuteronomy 1:1–21:9, 2nd edn, WBC, vol. 6A (Thomas 
Nelson Publishers, Nashville, 2001), p. 440. 

6  Martin Luther’s hymn, ‘A Mighty Fortress is our God’. Hymn no. 1 (v. 3) in the New Creation Hymn Book. 
7  I recommend reading Geoffrey Bingham’s recently republished commentary, The First Epistle of Peter 

(NCPI, Blackwood, 2005). 
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second letter tells us to be on guard and keep on abiding in the teaching of Christ. He 
warns against deceivers who come with a gospel that goes beyond Christ’s teaching. 
These false teachers no doubt claimed that they were more advanced than the ordinary 
believers (2 John 1:7–8).  
 Satan loves it when we have turned the things of Christ into clichés or an ideology 
and then march along with it, having detached it from Christ himself.8 
 God shows us his kingdom centered on his Son. We must resist turning that into an 
empire centered on an ideology. If we don’t, we have been deceived by the evil one. 
We have separated the kingdom from the King and forged ahead to build a territorial 
dominion. 
 God gives us his Spirit to indwell us. We must resist turning him into the external 
power available on call. If we don’t, we have been deceived because we have sepa-
rated the Spirit from the Father and the Son. 
 God has established a covenant with us. We must resist turning that into a contract. 
If we don’t, we have been deceived by the world. We have separated the covenant 
from God and think that the contractual relationship will put us in control.  
 God sent Christ to restore our fractured relationships. We must resist turning that 
into a legal entity. If we don’t, we live in deception as we have separated the rela–
tional from the Father and put ourselves under the bondage of a legal entity. 
 God has given us a church. We must resist turning that into an institution. If not, 
we have already been deceived as we have separated the church from God and put 
ourselves in charge of the institution. 
 God gives us a ministry. The danger is that we may turn that into a methodology. 
We must resist that. If not, we live the lie as we have separated the ministry from the 
Father and centered it on our methodology, believing that it will give us the assured 
result. 
 God moves in mysterious ways. We are not content with that but must resist 
wanting to rationalise all that he has been doing in terms that fit our temporal 
framework. If not, we have already been deceived. We have separated the ways of 
God from God himself and have been content with rationalism. 
 God created us in his own image. At all cost we must resist thinking that we can be 
like him, as we will then try to create a god in our own image. This is the oldest of all 
deceptions. 
 We must resist playing the numbers game or making the gospel, the Bible and the 
commandments ‘user friendly’. We must be on guard not to follow yet another new 
trend which guarantees church growth. If we do not, we have already been seduced 
into the world’s system of power and success. We cannot plant Jesus into our power 
base as if he will enhance what we have. 
 The best and only way to resist and overcome Satan’s deceptions and seductions is 
to love God and to live the life of continuous and positive obedience. Part of this 
obedience is to proclaim the glorious gospel of the kingdom of God, of victory, of 
liberation, and of love.9 
 
                                                

8  Much of the following material is inspired by Siew Kiong Tham’s unpublished notes, ‘The Battle in the 
Book of Revelation: The Church in Its Action’, NCTM Summer School 1999. A cassette tape of the study is 
available from NCTM. 

9  Geoffrey Bingham, The Christian Walk and Warfare––Book One (NCPI, Blackwood, 1981). Can also be 
downloaded from the website: <http://www.newcreation.org.au/studies/pdf/C0022_ChristianWarfare_1.pdf>. 
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STUDY 15 

The Power of the Weak 

Robin Mitchell 

POWER BELONGS TO GOD 1 

Having described the fall of the great city Babylon, John then describes the judgement 
doxology of heaven. He writes: 

 
After this I heard what sounded like the roar of a great multitude in heaven shouting: ‘Hallelujah! 
Salvation and glory and power belong to our God, for true and just are his judgments (Rev. 19:1–2, 
NIV). 
 

Power belongs to our God. In fact, God can be referred to as ‘the power’, for exam-
ple, ‘you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power [th̀~ dunavmew~, 
tēs dunameōs]’ (Mark 14:62; Matt. 26:64). As author and creator of all things, God is 
the power, and power belongs to God and not to man. 

THE ONTOLOGICAL WEAKNESS OF HUMANITY 

In contrast to the powerful creator, every creature is weak. ‘Weakness is not a fault 
since we were created and so re-created for total dependence upon God.’2 As sinful 
human beings we want to be ‘like God’ (Gen. 3:5) and so we grasp for power in order 
to be ‘like God’ and to be independent of God. We want to have power over our lives 
and the lives of others but we do not want anyone to rule over us. 

GRASPING FOR POWER 

Even though we might acknowledge our dependence upon God and declare Jesus 
Christ as Lord, in this life as forgiven sinners and fallen humanity we continue to 
grasp for control and power as we struggle to live ‘victoriously’.  
 In examining the forefathers of postmodernism, Erickson3 refers to the French 
philosopher Michel Foucault and his insight into power. Foucault, a person whose 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  Ian Pennicook, 2007. Unpublished Notes for Ministry School Speakers. 
3  Millard J. Erickson, Truth or Consequences: The Promise & Perils of Postmodernism, IVP, Downers Grove, 

2001. 
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lifestyle we would not wish emulate in any way,4 studied ‘power and the way it is 
used to control populations, specifically in mental institutions, hospitals, and pris-
ons’.5 Contrary to our understanding of truth being ontological,6 Foucault exposes the 
world’s understanding of truth and its relationship to power and knowledge. While  
it is said that knowledge is power, Foucault claims that there is a reciprocal action in 
which power creates knowledge by decreeing what is true.7 Truth is not ontological 
but ‘truth is a thing of this world’, the product of those who wield power. Such 
political power determines truth by including or excluding certain knowledge 
according to its own criteria (e.g. Science) and ‘controls the thoughts and behavior of 
individuals within the society’.8  
 In grasping for power within the church we seek to control our own circumstances, 
secure our own positions and exert control over other people. In coming to power we 
then create our own truth in the face of God’s revelation. Good examples of this are 
seen in the continuing debate about accepting homosexuality as a normal and proper 
way of life, and in the ordination of practicing homosexuals into the ministry of the 
church. To be able to argue for such practices first requires that we redefine our under-
standing of the inspiration of Scripture and the validity of the traditional boundaries of 
canonicity (39 + 27 writings). For some, this means that the Jewish and Christian 
canons are deemed relevant for their day, but are now in need of redefining in terms 
of content and perhaps being rewritten to make them culturally relevant for this 
generation. In our wisdom and by our great power, we sit in judgement of the canon 
of Scripture which the church has accepted as the revelation of God, the written word 
of God. The vote of the majority of our wise spiritual leaders will determine what 
God has to say, and God—the loving God whom we have created, who excludes no 
one—will give approval to all that our hearts desire.  
 This is what Foucault calls political power. It is human power creating human truth 
and it operates in the face of, and in denial of, the God revealed in the Jewish and 
Christian Scriptures. The presence of political power in the church is a sign of the 
human rejection of God, but it is also a consequence of the action of God’s holy 
wrath: 
 

Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, 
have been understood and seen through the things he has made. So they are without excuse; for 
though they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile 
in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools; 
and they exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling a mortal human being or 
birds or four-footed animals or reptiles. Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to 
impurity, to the degrading of their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth 
about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed 
forever! Amen (Rom. 1:20–25). 

 
The establishment of political power is not always this audacious or bold. Our 
grasping for power may also be subtle and is frequently justified by a blanket of 

                                                
4  M. J. Erickson, Truth or Consequences (pp. 133ff.), describes Foucault as a father-hating, sadomasochistic 

homosexual who despised religion and all authority.  
5  M. J. Erickson, Truth or Consequences, p. 134. 
6  God is himself truth and all his ways are true (Jer. 4:2; 10:10; Dan. 4:37; John 14:6; 16:13). 
7  M. J. Erickson, Truth or Consequences, pp. 142f., and fn. 2 on p. 149. 
8  M. J. Erickson, Truth or Consequences, p. 149, footnotes 5, 6, 7. 
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misappropriated biblical texts. Some examples of this may be seen in movements as 
diverse as Christian political activism, prosperity teaching, Christian perfectionism, 
the church growth movement, and the signs and wonders movement which includes 
spiritual warfare teaching, to name a few. I will now make a few brief comments on 
some of these. 
 While Christians ought to be involved in the life of the community as ‘salt’ and 
‘light’, Christian political activism is structured political power designed to overcome 
the enemies of Christ. Michael Horton reminds us that: 

 
The kingdom of Christ is not advanced by the legislation of ideology but by the proclamation of 
theology, namely, the gospel of God’s grace in Christ. When moralism replaces confidence in the 
saving work of Christ, the church not only fails to transform the moral life of the culture, it actually 
serves the process of secularization . . . 9 
 

 The church growth movement has many virtues, yet it has a ‘sociological base’ and 
the danger is that its ‘methods eventually bury the message in obscurity’.10 ‘The new 
wave of leadership technique’, or seeking to address the ‘felt needs as a primary 
means of evangelism’ may soon see the pastor becoming ‘a slave to the marketplace’, 
catering to its selfish goals, no longer confronting people ‘with the serious issues 
raised by the gospel (sin and grace) and the calls to discipleship’.11 
 In the signs and wonders movement, also referred to as ‘the third wave’ and 
‘power evangelism’, ‘proclamation of the good news is not enough. The Christian 
must be able both to show and to tell in order to engage in power evangelism’.12 To 
‘show and to tell’ is to engage in ‘power encounters’; casting out demons, healing 
memories, healing the sick, and so forth. The evangelist is able to call down the Spirit 
to perform these acts.13 Healing and prophecy appear to be learned skills, developed 
by following certain procedures.14 Armstrong, acknowledging the movement’s valid 
insights, says that ‘Fascination with power is replacing serious interest in the actual 
content of the gospel’, and that ‘personal experiences often replace biblical exposition 
and exegetical defenses’.15 
 Ian Pennicook makes the following observation: ‘The triumphalism which is not of 
faith is so often an attempt to deny the fact that we are weak in and of ourselves (and 
even as redeemed we cannot move beyond Romans 7)’.16 

THE NATURE OF THE POWER OF GOD  
REVEALED IN THE WEAKNESS OF GOD 

Paul spoke of the foolishness and the weakness of God (1 Cor. 1:25). His foolishness 
and weakness are displayed in the death of his Son Jesus. Jesus the Son of God was 
himself ‘crucified in weakness’ (2 Cor. 13:4). Yet the cross, this seeming act of 
                                                

9  Michael Horton, ed., ‘Introduction’ in Power Religion: The Selling Out of the Evangelical Church? Anzea 
Publishers, Homebush West, 1993, p. 16. 

10  Bill Hull, ‘Is the Church Growth Movement Really Working?’ in Power Religion, chap. 6, p. 142. 
11  B. Hull, ‘Is the Church Growth Movement Really Working?’ p. 144. 
12  John Armstrong, ‘In Search of Spiritual Power’, in Power Religion, chap. 3, p. 68. 
13  J. Armstrong, ‘In Search of Spiritual Power’, pp. 67–9. 
14  J. Armstrong, ‘In Search of Spiritual Power’, pp. 73f. 
15  J. Armstrong, ‘In Search of Spiritual Power’, p. 84. 
16  Ian Pennicook, 2007. Unpublished Notes for Ministry School Speakers. 
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weakness, demonstrates a wisdom and power of God quite beyond the comprehension 
of the world or of the principalities and powers of darkness (1 Cor. 2:8). The victory 
of God and of his Christ are demonstrated in the death and resurrection of Jesus. By 
his death we are saved; in his death the just requirements of the law of God were 
satisfied; Satan and the principalities and powers were defeated. Forgiveness of sin, 
made possible at the cross, and regeneration by the Spirit, give birth to hope and new 
life for sinful humanity.  
 The power of God is his power to love: it is the power unveiled in giving that 
which was most dear to him. The power of God is the power of justice not over-
looked, but worked out through suffering; it is the power of holy wrath bearing and 
consuming sin. The power of God is the power of forgiveness that reconciles and 
restores the damned to joyful life in Christ as dearly loved children of the Father. 

JESUS THE MAN, HIS WEAKNESS AND HIS POWER 

Before the worlds were made, there never was a time when the eternal Son was 
independent of the Father. Father, Son and Spirit are one in being, in mind and in 
purpose. The Son was eternally dependant on the Father as sons are created to be. We 
may presume that the words of Jesus in John 5 describe his relationship with the 
Father from eternity, not just in this life. He said, ‘the Son can do nothing on his own’ 
(John 5:19). He can only do what he is given to do and only what the Father teaches 
him. ‘The Father loves the Son and shows him all that he himself is doing; and he will 
show him greater works than these, so that you will be astonished’ (5:20). In his 
incarnation, God the Son took upon himself the weakness of humanity in that he 
became truly man. He lived as dependent man but still true Son. 
 When he spoke and acted in his Father’s name, those who heard and saw him were 
astounded, for he spoke with authority (Luke 4:31, 36). As man he had no innate 
power, but only that derived from and given by Father God. He did not grasp for 
power or independence as we the fallen children of Adam have done. Nor did he 
conjure up power of his own to heal the sick and cast out demons. He made it clear 
that Satan had no power over him because he lived under the command of the Father: 

 
I will no longer talk much with you, for the ruler of this world is coming. He has no power over me; 
but I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the world may know that I love the Father (John 
14:30f.). 
 

His dependency on the Father is also illustrated in the story of his temptation as he 
replied to Satan, ‘It is written, “One does not live by bread alone, but by every word 
that comes from the mouth of God” ’ (Matt. 4:4). As man, living in and under the 
word of God, he did what he did at the command of God and so in the power of God. 
 Ralph Martin reminds us that ‘Christ’s weakness, as exhibited in the crucifixion, is 
not the result of a lack of power . . . When Christ chose the cross, he did so because 
he was acting in God’s power’17 (see John 13:3, 7). It was the command and 
empowering of the Father that enabled him to lay down his life and take it up again 
(John 10:17f.).  
 
                                                

17  Ralph P. Martin, 2 Corinthians, WBC, vol. 40, Word Books, Waco, 1986, p. 475. 
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 As eternal Son of God, his dependency extends beyond death into resurrection life, 
for we are told that, ‘he was crucified in weakness, but lives by the power of God’  
(2 Cor. 13:4). His living by the power of God is not just a reference to his resurrec-
tion, but to the life that he now lives. Martin continues: 
 

But the cross is not simply a past happening; it is caught up in his present, risen life where he 
remains as the crucified one . . . the cross [is] not a station on the way to his final glory, but the esse 
of that lordship, so that always his lordly power is conditioned by his continuing weakness, 
obedience, and humility.18 

THE CHRISTIAN—LIVING IN WEAKNESS AND IN POWER 

Like the incarnate Christ, redeemed humanity can do nothing on its own. Even our 
life is not of our own making, it is a gift of God and of Christ, who has been given the 
power of life by the Father (John 5:26). 
 As the command of God was the power of God by which Christ lived, so it is that 
man shall ever live, ‘not by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the 
mouth of God’ (Deut. 8:3; Matt. 4:4). Our power to work or to play, our power to 
learn or to communicate, to rule or to love, depends entirely upon the command of 
God. As Christians we should understand this and not be ever seeking power to do 
our own will, be our own person or fulfill our own destiny. The power to minister is 
the power of God made known in our weakness just as it was in the life of Christ: 
 

For he was crucified in weakness, but lives by the power of God. For we are weak in him, but in 
dealing with you we will live with him by the power of God (2 Cor. 13:4). 

THE NEW TESTAMENT WITNESS—WEAKNESS AND POWER 

Recounting his prayer for healing from the ‘thorn in his flesh’, Paul tells of the 
answer that he received from the Lord: ‘He said to me, “My grace is sufficient for 
you, for my power is made perfect in weakness”’. Louw and Nida suggest the transla-
tion, ‘my power is greatest when you are weak’.19 Paul continues: 
 

I will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For 
the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and 
calamities; for when I am weak, then I am strong (2 Cor. 12:9f., RSV).  

 
 The power by which Christians minister and live lies not in anything that can be 
learned or conjured up—that could only be the application of worldly wisdom or 
some kind of occult power. It is the power of God, controlled by God and given by 
the Spirit as he wills to those who are in Christ to enable them to hear and to do the 
word of his command. 
                                                

18  R. P. Martin, 2 Corinthians, p. 475. 
19  Louw & Nida Lexicon—electronic edition. Note 74:23 on the Greek word astheneia (ajsqevneia), weakness: 

A literal rendering of this expression in 2 Cor. 12:9 may not be meaningful, and in fact can be quite misleading. 
duvnami~ is best interpreted as ‘God’s power’ and ajsqevneia as the weakness which Paul experienced. Therefore, one 
may be able to translate as ‘my power is greatest when you are weak’ (see Today’s English Version). 
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 The following texts tell the story as it is. 
• Beyond all hope we have been saved:  

While we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly (Rom. 5:6).  

• In our weakness we are empowered to prayer: 
Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but 
the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words (Rom. 8:26, RSV).  

• In weakness we come with boldness to the throne of God: 
For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have 
one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore approach 
the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time 
of need (Heb. 4:15–16).  

• Incompetent and lacking in worldly wisdom, we are called to proclaim the 
wisdom of God: 
God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world 
to shame the strong (1 Cor. 1:27).  

• The Holy Spirit perfectly equips us for ministry: 
But 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). 

To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. To one is given through 
the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge according to the 
same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, to 
another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another the discernment of spirits, to 
another various kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. All these are activated 
by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each one individually just as the Spirit chooses (1 Cor. 
12:7–11). 

• In weakness we go by faith in the name of Jesus: 
And by faith in his name, his name itself has made this man strong, whom you see and know; 
and the faith that is through Jesus has given him this perfect health in the presence of all of you 
(Acts 3:16). 

• In weakness we go in the power of God: 
Then Jesus called the twelve together and gave them power and authority over all demons and 
to cure diseases, and he sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal (Luke 9:1). 

• In weakness we see the victory of God: 
I know your works. Look, I have set before you an open door, which no one is able to shut. I 
know that you have but little power, and yet you have kept my word and have not denied my 
name. I will make those of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews and are not, but 
are lying—I will make them come and bow down before your feet, and they will learn that I 
have loved you (Rev. 3:8–9). 

THE CALL TO BATTLE—THE WEAPONS OF POWER 

It is true that we are called to struggle ‘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. 6:12b).  
 We must be careful to understand the nature of this warfare. God’s purpose is to 
bring all creation into harmony in Christ (Eph. 1:10). To this end, the resurrected 
Christ has already been seated at the right hand of God and given authority over the 
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principalities and powers (Eph. 1:20–23), who were soundly defeated at the cross 
(Eph. 4:8; Col. 2:13–15), but not yet finally restrained. Until Christ comes again these 
dark forces of evil will attempt to thwart the purposes of God. It is against this 
defeated enemy that we are called to stand, not in fear, but ‘strong in the Lord and in 
the strength of his power’ (Eph. 6:10). 
 We are to stand by putting on ‘the whole armor of God’ (6:11). That is the armor 
that God himself wears as the Lord of the battle.20 
 From the perspective of the world this equipment is weak, foolish and useless. The 
armor consists of truth, righteousness, the preparation of the gospel of peace (living 
out the peace produced by the gospel21), and faith. These four pieces of armor appear 
to be subjective qualities,22 and we are also to receive objective gifts: the helmet of 
salvation, and the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God. Our dependence upon 
God is signalled by the need for constant prayer. The use of human political power is 
not on the agenda. In weakness we know that our God reigns and power belongs to 
him. 
 Ian Pennicook has commented:23 ‘While recognising a certain truth, the little 
chorus—“He is building a people of power”—may perhaps be better if it said, “he is 
building a people of weakness” ’: 
 

Once God has spoken; 
   twice have I heard this: 
that power belongs to God, 
   and steadfast love belongs to you, O Lord. 
For you repay to all 
   according to their work (Ps. 62:11–12). 

 
O God, you are my God, I seek you, 
   my soul thirsts for you; 
my flesh faints for you, 
   as in a dry and weary land where there is no water. 
So I have looked upon you in the sanctuary, 
   beholding your power and glory. 
Because your steadfast love is better than life, 
   my lips will praise you. 
So I will bless you as long as I live; 
   I will lift up my hands and call on your name (Ps. 63:1–4). 

 
 
 

                                                
20  For a full exposition see Andrew T. Lincoln, Ephesians, WBC, vol. 42, Word Books, Dallas, 1990,  

pp. 448f., 456ff.  
21  A. T. Lincoln, Ephesians, p. 457. 
22  A. T. Lincoln, Ephesians, p. 457. 
23  Ian D. Pennicook, Power in the Church, NCPI, Blackwood, 1997, p. 69,  note 7. 
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STUDY 16 

Saved in Hope–1  

Noel Due 

INTRODUCTION 1 

The title of this study indicates that there is a sequel: ‘Saved in Hope–2’. The focus of 
that study will be the hope of the Bride, the wife of the Lamb, and the responsibility 
that he exercises towards her in the light of the future that the Father has planned. The 
hope of the people of God may be expressed in various ways, such as the full 
revelation of the sons of God; the resurrection of the body; the full glory of the Bride; 
the security of the people of God as the dwelling place of God—his City; and so on. 
The elements of hope in such pictures are very much related to the future that they, 
the people of God, have in and through Christ. In this study, the focus is on the hope 
for the whole creation, which is now being ruled over by the Last Adam, as the King–
Priest over the whole of the cosmos, to bring it to its full glory. Then, in the last Great 
Day, the whole of his work will be revealed, as he will have brought all things to 
fullness in the Father’s purpose. As the true, eternal King–Priest, he will lead the 
whole of the cosmos in its worship of the Father, such being made possible by the 
work and witness of the Spirit. He is currently filling all things (bringing fullness to 
the emptiness of sin and the wasteland of evil) and shaping up all things that have lost 
their shape by virtue of human and angelic rebellion. In this way we could say that the 
action of bringing about the renewal of heaven and earth is akin to bringing about the 
original creation, where God brought form to the formlessness and filled the emptiness. 
 There is clearly no little overlap between the two aspects of hope (i.e. the hope that 
the people of God have for themselves and their destiny, and the hope that they have 
for the whole of the creation). The Church needs to live in the hope set before it, for 
the power of its life and message is profoundly affected by the reality of the hope that 
it holds. This surely is the burden of Paul’s prayers in Ephesians 1:18ff., and 3:14ff., 
where in effect he prays that the Church may understand what it is and what it has 
been given, and how these things will be its glory. Likewise, the hope for the whole of 
the creation affects the life of the Church now, and forms the context of its mission, as 
is made plain in the extended attention that Paul gives to the theme in places such as 
Romans 8 and 1 Corinthians 15. 
 On the one hand the Church has to live in the reality that the age to come is just 
that—the age to come—but on the other hand it lives in the benefits of that age now, 

                                                
1 Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
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already being the resurrected community which has been seated with Christ (as in 
Col. 3:1–4). We run into deep problems, when either: (i) we do not realise that this 
age is passing away; or (ii) we try to make the age to come fully present now in this 
age. In the intersection of the ages (as in 1 Cor. 10:11) the Church lives by faith in all 
that the Father has revealed through the Son by the power of the Spirit. It is always 
saved ‘in hope’, both for itself and for the cosmos.  

THE KING TAKES RESPONSIBILITY FOR HIS CREATION 

The Old Testament understanding of the Kingship of Yahweh is inseparable from the 
doctrine of creation. In Acts 17:22–25 Paul sets out the parameters of the Old Testa-
ment doctrine of creation and its relation to the sovereignty of God. In this passage 
Paul makes it clear that because God is the creator of all things, he has no need for 
human hands to serve him in any way. He is the originating Father of all men and 
women, and the nations have been ordered by his hand for his purposes. In setting 
forth such things he lays the foundation for his critique of idolatry, and places his 
earlier proclamation of Jesus as the resurrected Lord in its context. What is clear from 
Paul’s exposition is that there is never a time when God is not taking full responsi-
bility for his creation. Even when God was not counting the world’s trespasses against 
it, or when he was overlooking the times of ignorance, he was working out his plan 
and purpose for the redemption of the cosmos.  
 Much of the burden of the New Testament epistles relates to the nature of the 
apostolic gospel. This is so, not simply when Paul or the others give a defence of the 
apostolic preaching of Christ as the content of the gospel (as in Galatians, for 
example), but also in the mode of its proclamation (as in 1 Cor. 1–3, for example, 
where the themes intersect so clearly). Moreover, the apostolic message is placed in 
the context of the unfolding plan of God. There is not simply a mystery of Christ to be 
revealed through the gospel, by a mystery of the administration of the gospel of Christ 
(as in Eph. 3). This means that things were revealed in a certain order and sequence so 
that the Cross would be truly at the fullness of time (Gal. 4:4 cf. Heb. 1:1–4; 1 Pet. 
1:10–12; etc.). The proclamation of the apostolic gospel to the nation is part of the 
administration of the mystery of Christ, for the blessing of the nations and for the 
glory of God. 
 In the light of these comments, the great themes of Scripture (e.g. covenant, 
worship, kingship, the City of God, redemption, glory, etc.!) are all in their own way 
expressive of the fact that God the Creator never abandons his creation, and has 
secured its future by virtue of his own faithfulness. We should not miss the fact that 
God has always intended his purposes for the creation to be brought about in Christ 
(Eph. 1:9; cf. 1:5; 3:11; 2 Tim. 1:9). All of the great themes of Scripture converge in 
him, and all are fulfilled through him, who is the Amen to the all the promises of God 
(2 Cor. 1:20). 

RULERSHIP IN GENESIS 1 AND 2, AND IN PSALM 8 

Genesis 1:26–27 associates the ideas of ‘image and likeness’ with rulership over the 
creation. The concepts of being made in God’s image and that of rulership appear 
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consecutively in the text, and while it is not unreasonable to suggest that the latter is a 
comment on the former,2 other scholars draw the concepts together on the basis of 
other considerations.3 Bruce Waltke helpfully draws attention to the differences 
between the Genesis account and the image/vice-regent theologies of other Ancient 
Near Eastern (ANE) systems.4 Most notably, in other ANE systems the king alone 
was seen as the divine representative of the deity on earth, while in Genesis the 
dignity of being created as God’s ruling representatives is accorded to human beings 
per se (and both male and female at that!). ‘Just as images or statues represented 
deities and kings in the Ancient Near East, so much so that they were virtually 
interchangeable, so man as the image of God was created to represent God himself as 
the sovereign over all creation.’5  
 On balance, while it seems that we may say that the concept of the image of God is 
closely related to the concept of vice-regency (and thus the function of exercising 
dominion over the creation), we could never claim that the concept of vice-regency 
exhausts the dimensions of the image of God. Whatever the precise relationship of the 
concepts exegetically, it is very clear that God has placed human beings at the 
pinnacle of creation, both to represent his presence in the earth and to exercise 
devolved authority. This line of interpretation is not new. While the connection with 
kingship images in the ANE is more recent, the essential thought has a long history. 
The eighteenth century Scottish theologian, Thomas Boston, for example, expresses it 
this way, ‘God made him [Adam] lord of the world, prince of the inferior creatures, 
universal lord and emperor of the whole earth . . . Thus man was God’s deputy gover-
nor in the lower world, and thus his dominion was an image of God’s sovereignty.’6  
 The context of the dominion statements clearly indicates, however, that this vice-
regent authority was not to be exploitative. The ruling function is linked with the 
fruitfulness of the earth and is expressed in the priestly service of God through caring 
for the creation, as the language of Genesis 2:15 emphasises. The picture drawn for us 
in Genesis is of Adam as the co-worker with God, who was to tend, care for and 
protect the garden in which he had been placed.7 His was a high and noble calling, on 

                                                
2 This, for example, is the line which Wenham seems to have taken (G. Wenham, Genesis 1–15, WBC, vol. 1, 

Word Books, Waco, 1987, p. 32). 
3 For example, by drawing on parallels with ANE kingships, where rulers set up statues/images of themselves 

throughout their dominions in order to demonstrate sovereignty over their realm. This line was taken by von Rad 
(Old Testament Theology, vol. 1, Harper and Row, New York, 1962, p. 146) and finds broad support today (e.g. in 
Motyer, Klein and Brueggemann). 

4 B. Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 2001, p. 66. 
5 E. H. Merrill, ‘A Theology of the Pentateuch’ in A Biblical Theology of the Old Testament (ed. R. B. Zuck, 

Moody Press, Chicago, 1991), p. 14. 
6 T. Boston, Human Nature in Its Fourfold State, Banner of Truth, London, 1964, p. 50. 
7 It is beyond the scope of this talk to develop, but the relationship between the vice-regency of Adam and the 

role of the kings in Israel is an area worthy of exploration. The Old Testament theology of kingship stood in 
contrast to the theories of kingship in the surrounding ANE nations. The prime role of the kings in Israel was to 
lead the nation in covenantal faithfulness to Yahweh, especially as seen in the rejection of idolatry, and the 
maintenance of true worship. The kings in Israel were to be subject to the Great King and to submit to his law. The 
Lord himself was to prosper the nation, and likewise be its defender. He alone was to be worshipped, and he alone 
was to demand the heart allegiance of the people. The kings in Israel, therefore, were never autonomous, and were 
only ever to rule under Yahweh’s authority, and thus for the good of his (Yahweh’s) people (so Psalm 72). Where 
the kings rejected this understanding of their kingship they were brought to judgement (e.g. Ezek. 34 and the 
comments recorded in the prophetic history of Israel in Judah about the good and bad kings). In the Genesis 
accounts Adam’s kingship is strictly a non-autonomous vice-regency, exercised for the good of the creation. 
Christologically, these thoughts provide rich lines of study for the nature of the Lordship exercised by Jesus. 
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which the true blessing of the whole of creation hinged. It is no coincidence, there-
fore, to see the links drawn between rebellion against Yahweh and various ecological 
catastrophes in a number of places in the Old Testament (e.g. Deut. 28:38–41; Hos. 
4:3; cf. Isa. 24:4–12; 33:9; Joel 1:10–13; Amos 8:8–9; Zeph. 1:3; etc.).  
 In the light of these comments it is possible to understand the strong accent on 
human dominion over the creation in Psalm 8, and perhaps see the Psalm as a sort of 
exposition of the role of Man in Genesis 1:26–28. Psalm 8 gives the reader a succinct 
exposition of the status of human beings. We should not read the Psalm as indicating 
the insignificance of humanity in the light of the immensity and complexity of the rest 
of the creation, but in precisely the opposite way. When the Psalmist considers the 
heavens in all their glory he is prompted to ask the question in verse 4, ‘What is man 
that you are mindful of him, and the son of man that you care for him?’ This poetic 
synonymous parallelism emphasises the unique nature and place of human beings in 
God’s sight. He is mindful of them, in a distinctive way, in the midst of all the vast 
complexity of the creation. The description of Man in Psalm 8:5 is of him being made 
a little lower than Elohim,8 being crowned with glory and majesty. As such, he is the 
ruler over God’s creation, expressed in Psalm 8:6–8 in language that is very reminis-
cent of Genesis 1:26ff. 

                                                
8 The translation of the word rendered Elohim is somewhat difficult. Brown, Driver and Briggs give the 

following range of meanings: ‘a. rulers, judges, either as divine representatives at sacred places or as reflecting 
divine majesty and power . . . b. divine ones, superhuman beings including God and angels . . .  
c. angels . . .’ (F. Brown, S. R. Driver, C. A. Briggs, The New Brown–Driver–Briggs–Gesenius Hebrew & English 
Lexicon, Hendrickson, Peabody, 1979, p. 43). 

In the New Testament the text of Psalm 8 is quoted in Hebrews 2. English versions express it differently, 
reflecting the range of use above. The ESV opts for, ‘Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly 
beings and crowned him with glory and honor’. The marginal note refers to the Septuagint (LXX) using the word 
angelos (angels). The NASB chooses to translate the verse, ‘Yet You have made him a little lower than God, And 
You crown him with glory and majesty!’, with their marginal note indicating that it could be translated as ‘angels’, 
but making no reference to the LXX. The KJV goes with ‘For thou hast made him a little lower than the angels’, 
while the NIV opts for ‘You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings’, with a marginal note indicating 
that it could be translated ‘God’. 

While recognising that some early versions took elohim to mean angels, Craigie (in common with most 
modern commentators) argues that the word should be translated ‘God’, on the basis of the parallels with the 
creation accounts (P. C. Craigie, Psalms 1–50, vol. 19 in Word Biblical Commentary series, Word, Waco, 1983,  
p. 108). This interpretation runs foul of Hebrews 2:7, 9, however, where the writer clearly means to express the 
term as ‘angels’. He is not simply following the LXX in this usage, but argues the case theologically, by reference 
to Christ in his state of humiliation (as it has come to be called). This relates to a wider question regarding the 
relationship between the powers of the Son in his incarnate state generally, compared with the time when he was 
made to be sin for us on the Cross. It is clear from Heb. 1:6 (and the angelic events there alluded to, but recorded 
in the birth narratives) that the angels worshipped the incarnate Son. We have indications (say from Matt. 26:53) 
that Jesus knew he had authority to petition the Father to send angelic helpers as he wished. It is also clear from 
Hebrews 1:1–4 (and the multiple references to his ascended state at the right hand of the Father in Hebrews and 
elsewhere in the NT) that the Son now rules over all things, angels and principalities and powers alike. Paul takes 
it as read that the redeemed and glorified humanity will rule over angelic powers (1 Cor. 6:3). Together with the 
unique status of human beings as bearing God’s ‘image and likeness’ and the associated status described in Psalm 
8, I think it is clear that there can be no thought of the ontological inferiority of human beings to angels. The 
limitation thus seems to be linked with the act of sin-bearing itself. As the incarnate Son was made sin for us, he 
came to that state where fallen humanity is: where we do not see all things subject to him. He was subject to all 
things on the Cross, so that by removing the curse of sin he might reinstate humanity to its full glory, like unto his. 
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CHRISTOLOGY AND PSALM 8 

The Psalm, of course, has been given great Christological significance in the New 
Testament, especially as it is applied to the resurrection and exaltation of Jesus  
(1 Cor. 15:27; Eph. 1:22; Heb. 2:6–8). These Christological references highlight the 
nature and destiny of human beings in Christ. None of these passages is of mere aca-
demic interest for their New Testament authors. Each is used in connection with the 
Church, and Christ’s reign and rule for her, in the context of deep pastoral concerns. 
Each, too, implies that redeemed humanity shares in that rule, by the gracious action 
of being raised up with Christ. In other words, the hope of the Church is linked with 
the redemption of Man in Christ, on which, in turn, the whole destiny of the creation 
hinges. 
 We should not miss the fact that the writer to the Hebrews’ exposition of the Psalm 
is prefaced with the statement, ‘Now it was not to angels that God subjected the world 
to come, of which we are speaking’ (Heb. 2:5). In other words, the Psalm has an escha-
tological fulfilment, which becomes the focus of the pastoral method of the writer. He 
is always urging his readers to look up from and beyond their present circumstances 
to that which is to come. The whole of Hebrews is really a book of hope, without 
which the Church would languish in the midst of suffering. The writer argues that this 
theme of hope was the dominant note of the people of faith in the Old Testament, who 
were prepared to see the loss of temporal things for the gaining of eternal ones. 
 Throughout the book, this orientation to future hope is affirmed by the appearing 
of Jesus Christ, who assures us of this hope by virtue of both his person and work. 
This is no less so in the writer’s treatment of Psalm 8. In Hebrews 2 he uses the Psalm 
to indicate the nature and destiny of human beings, but in 2:8 concludes the quotation 
from the Psalm with a comment and an observation. His comment on the Psalm is 
this, ‘Now in putting everything in subjection to him, he left nothing outside his 
control’. In making this comment he reflects the totality of the dominion of the 
archetypal man, as seen in the Psalm’s reflection of Genesis 1:26–28. His observation 
on the Psalm is this, ‘At present, we do not yet see everything in subjection to him’. 
In fact, given the pastoral situation of his readers, they could be tempted to say, ‘We 
see nothing subject to him’, living as they were under the hammer of persecution, 
facing the loss not only of their property, but also of their very lives.  
 In the light of this ‘non-fulfilment’ the writer points to Christ. Doubtless the phrase 
‘son of man’ as used in Hebrews 2:6b takes on a new significance because of Jesus’ 
self-description as the ‘son of man’ in the Gospels. For the writer to the Hebrews, 
Christ is the fulfilment of Psalm 8. However, he is such not for himself alone, but for 
the people he represents as their great High Priest. The chapter goes on to illuminate 
the inseparability of Christ and his people, particularly through the gracious act of 
incarnation for the purpose of atonement, by which he destroys the work of the Devil 
who has been keeping men and women captive through the fear of death. We may 
say, then, that in Christ, redeemed humanity is restored to its rightful position, but this 
is not perceived with the eyes of sight. Indeed, to use Pauline language of Romans 8, 
the whole of the creation is anxiously longing for the revealing of the sons of God 
(i.e. those in the Son). Thus we do not yet see: (i) Christ as he will be seen in glory; or 
(ii) ourselves as we will be seen in him (cf. Col. 3:1–4). However, what has been 
accomplished in and through Christ has secured the whole of the creation, as the vice-
regency of Man has been fully and completely settled in him.  
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THE CURRENT ACTION OF THE MAN, JESUS,  
IN RELATION TO THE CREATION 

The New Testament understanding of the work of Christ does not stop with his Cross, 
nor even his resurrection. If we were to take the ascension and the promised parousia 
away from the New Testament, we would have lost the heart of its message of hope. 
The hope is in no way separate from the work of the Cross, and indeed it is the full 
consummation of the work there completed, so we are not arguing that we may go 
‘beyond the Cross’ in any way. The Christian doctrine of hope for the creation is 
inseparable from the bearing of sin, for the creation itself will only be set free from its 
current limitations when the sons of God (cleansed and glorified) are fully revealed 
(Rom. 8:18–25). These sons are none other than those who in Romans 1:18–32 had 
exchanged the glory of God for a lie, and worshipped idols out of a darkened heart 
and foolish mind. Their adoption as sons is only possible by virtue of the sin and guilt 
bearing action of the Son, who by grace was made for us the ground of our justifi-
cation, through the redemption in his blood and the propitiation that he accomplished 
on the Cross (Rom. 3:21–26).  
 Because of the vice-regency of Man, there could be no redemption of creation 
without dealing with the sin of its designated king–priests. But the sin of Man could 
only be dealt with in the King–Priest, who stood in no need of redemption himself. 
Creation’s purpose is to be secured and established in him alone, as only in him is  
our king–priestly status restored. The creation is not under the current state of ‘curse’ 
because it is itself inherently deficient in any way (it is still ‘very good’!). The pre-
sence of evil and human sin occasions the restraint of the creation by God through 
futility. Such limitations are placed on the creation now, so that humanity (in its fallen 
state being incurably idolatrous) does not find its fulfilment from the creation. From 
the very beginning we have been formed to find our fullness and glory in the Father. 
Thus, the imposition of futility is a subjection in hope of the restoration of true human 
freedom and dignity, and thus of the creation’s true glory.  
 While the creation is not subject to fallen humanity now (as in Psalm 8), what must 
not be lost is that the creation is not out of control of the True Man. The man Jesus is 
currently Lord of heaven and earth and ruling over all things from his ascended throne 
(as in Eph. 1:20ff.). The Last Adam is exercising his dominion, under which the 
Church may rest by faith, living in the assurance of his love until the end of the age. 
The goal of God in this current age is that the whole created order, not least the rebel-
lious nations of the earth, will be brought to submission under the Lordship of the Son 
(as for example in Phil. 2:1–11).  
 When we turn our attention to the book of the Revelation, we find that that all 
things proceed from the throne room of God and the Lamb, the dynamic picture of 
which we are given in Revelation 4–5. The Church, in all the manifold diversity of its 
earthly conditions seen so clearly in Revelation 2–3, must take note of the vision of 
the throne. It (the Church) and the whole cosmos is secured by the eternal presence 
and divine activity that we see there, and thus we see the unfolding chapters of the 
book being the expression of the reign and rule of the Lamb and the One who sits on 
the throne. The scroll of all history is in the hands of the Lamb, as the seven seals on 
the scroll lead to the opening up of the successive views of history (via the trumpets, 
bowls and visions that are closely related). The Lord of the cosmos is the head of the 
Church. He stands in the midst of the candlesticks, and speaks to his people, bringing 
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encouragement, chastisement, and exhortation as needed. However, he is not simply 
the Lord of the Church. He is the Lamb who rules over all history and all elements of 
the creation (even the evil, rebellious elements), to bring about the purposes that the 
Father is revealing through the scrolls and its seals. In short, the goal is the 
purification of the whole creation in order that it might be a fit home for the Son and 
his Bride. In the end, the whole of the cosmos will be filled with the knowledge of the 
glory of God, and every element of evil will have been played out to the last degree.  
 Thus we can see that in this current age, which is passing away, the Son is deeply 
at work. He is bringing together the full complement of his people, calling the elect 
through his gospel by the power of the Spirit. He is bringing his Church to maturity, 
equipping every member of his body for the works which have been prepared before-
hand for us to walk in. As the Elder Brother of the family, he is bringing many sons to 
share in the glory that he himself has in the Father. As the great High Priest, he is 
equipping a whole community of king–priests united to himself, to lead the creation 
in its fruitful worship of the Father. As the Bridegroom, he is glorifying the Bride 
with his own holiness, so that she may be able to bear the full weight of the destiny he 
has prepared for her, and along the way he is nourishing and protecting her until the 
day of the great wedding feast. At the same time, he is bringing light to all the dark 
lairs of evil, exposing the deeds of the evil one and his cohorts, to show the triumph of 
the Cross over their vaunted greatness. He is bringing his enemies to judgement, 
emptying the City of Man of its power and releasing its captives. He is unseating the 
spiritual Pharaoh by the power of his own Passover sacrifice applied through the 
preaching of his Cross among the nations. He is bringing the finally impenitent to 
their goal, and at the same time he is himself sustaining his people with his own 
being: true bread and true wine for the life of the world. He is establishing the 
worship of the true Temple and filling it with the Father’s glory. He is securing the 
outcome of the new covenant, sealed in his own blood, so that no man will again 
teach his neighbour to know the Lord, for all will know him, from the least to the 
greatest, for they will know their sins forgiven and their iniquities will be remembered 
no more. These elements (as doubtless many more) are descriptive of the current 
action of God in Christ towards the whole of the creation.  
 We must, then, see the sufferings of this current creation as linked to the great plan 
and purpose of God in Christ. Having the great and eternal promises of God, and 
having Christ as the great High Priest over the household of God, we do not lose 
heart. We have been taught to pray ‘Thy kingdom come’—it has, and it is, and it will!  
 In all things, the Son is at work to bring all glory to Father, whose kingdom it is. 
His joy (and ours) will be inexpressible, as in the Son we all cry, ‘Abba!’—and the 
Father is seen to be all in all. This is the great hope of the cosmos, and of us as God’s 
image bearers and king–priests. 
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STUDY 17 

Saved in Hope–2 

Deane Meatheringham 

INTRODUCTION 

In the previous paper our focus was on the hope for the whole creation, now being 
ruled over by the Last Adam who is bringing it to its full glory. 
 We will now look at the goal of this renewal, which will culminate in the marriage 
of the Lamb to his bride. 
 Our principal texts will be Revelation 19:6–8, 21:1–5a, and 22:1–5.1 

APOCALYPTIC HOPE 

The marriage of the bride is conveyed to us in apocalyptic terms. To enter this world 
of hope requires the eyes of the heart being opened by the Spirit of Jesus. ‘Let 
everyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches’ (Rev. 2:7). 
Facing the danger we have of interpreting Jesus’ message in favourite psychological 
and contemporary sociological theories, Ernst Käsemann says; ‘Apocalyptic was the 
mother of all Christian theology—since we cannot really class the preaching of Jesus 
as theology’.2 He goes on to say: 

 
. . . in my view, primitive Christian apocalyptic . . . was released on the Church by the experience of 
the Spirit in the time after Easter, preserved as a living phenomenon by those endowed with the 
Spirit, nourished theologically from the tradition of Jewish apocalyptic, and finally accompanied by 
enthusiastic hopes and manifestations, I see in it the first phase of advancing post-Easter enthusiasm.3 
 

 Listening to what the Holy Spirit is saying opens the implications and cosmic 
meaning of Christ who was crucified and raised from the dead as having overcome 
death and the satanic powers. He also shows us that Christ is currently reigning in the 
midst of the cosmic battle in order to bring his bride to the marriage supper in the 
renewed creation. 
 To hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches is to be taken into the realm of the 
seen and unseen in the affairs of history and politics. In powerful symbols, Christ 
shows us what is going on beyond the reasoning of the human eye. The key to history 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  Ernst Käsemann, New Testament Questions of Today, SCM, London, 1969, p. 102. 
3  Ernst Käsemann, New Testament Questions of Today, p. 109, n. 1. 
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and the future cannot be found in the depths of religious experiences but only from 
the apocalyptic interpretation of Christ’s resurrection as the sign of God’s future glory 
and triumph over sin, death and the power of Satan (Col. 2:13–15; 3:1–3; Rev. 12:1–
12). In our preaching we need to go back and forth from the language, narrative and 
world view of the Bible on the one hand, to the current language of the secular world 
we live in.  
 The media concentrates our imagination on the precarious times we live in with its 
present evils and catastrophes. Global warming linked with climate change is like the 
constant background drone of music coming from a vehicle with a P-plate driver. In  
the foreground, we are confronted with terrorism, environmental poisoning, violence, 
overpopulation, starvation, hunger, genocide and human abuse. In contrast to this, 
apocalyptic speaks of the powers behind the scenes; Satan, good and bad angels, the 
dragon, beasts, and a cosmic battle between the devil and our divine cosmocrator, the 
Lamb who was slain.  
 This is the dramatic context for Jesus’ unveiling the marriage of his bride. The 
bride is the holy city, the New Jerusalem, and the dwelling of God. She is prepared, 
robed and sanctified by Christ (Eph. 5:25–27). This purification is first through 
Christ’s blood (Acts 15:9; 22:16; 1 Cor. 6:11; Heb. 10:22; 1 John 1:7), second by the 
Word of God (John 15:3; 17:17; Eph. 5:25–27) and third by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 
6:11; Titus 3:5; 1 Pet. 1:2). All these are the one action of the grace of God for the one 
body of Christ. The white robes of the bride are also the holy deeds of God’s people, 
the fruit of the Spirit, or the vicarious life of Christ lived through the faithful people of 
God. Abraham and his descendants looked for the city built by God for the spirits of 
just men and women made perfect, the Jerusalem from above (Heb. 11:10; 12:22; 
Gal. 4:25–26). 
 Apocalyptic is not one-dimensional. A heavenly drama determines the drama taking 
place on earth. What is in fact happening is on two levels which are interconnected. 
To look at the earthly level is entirely enigmatic. A satanic antithesis with titanic 
opposition in the unseen world impinges on the seen world and the bride. This can 
only be overcome by the blood of the Lamb and the testimony of the saints.  

IN HOPE WE ARE SAVED 

The creation, the Spirit and we groan as we await coming into eternal communion 
with the triune God and for the liberty of our bodies from the presence of sin and 
death. ‘In [this] hope we are saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes 
for what is seen? But if we hope for what we do not see we wait for it with patience’ 
(Rom. 8:24–25). To hope for what we already see is a contradiction in terms. ‘In 
[this] hope we are saved’ is aorist tense, indicating a saving action that has already 
taken place. However, those who are saved would be left hanging in nothingness if 
not accompanied by God’s final action still to take place in the future. Steadfast hope 
for the glory that is yet to be revealed now characterises the Christian’s life.  
 What is seen is passing away (1 Cor. 7:31). Gordon Fee explains this as the world 
or present scheme of things is passing away. Paul uses a progressive present meaning: 
 

‘ . . . in the process of passing away’ . . . The decisive event is one that has already happened. In 
Christ’s death and resurrection God has already determined the course of things; he has already 
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brought the world in its present form under judgement. And so decisive is that event that it has 
‘foreshortened the time’.4 

 
What does not pass away cannot be seen for it is Christ’s unseen work, the interaction 
of the heavenly drama with what is happening in a world characterised by sin and 
corruption. 
 Steadfast hope that is yet to be revealed characterises the Christian’s life: 
 

A crucial difference between the secular futurology and Christian eschatology is this: the future in 
secular futurology is reached by a process of the world’s becoming. The future in eschatology 
arrives by the coming of God’s kingdom.5  

 
 For the past twenty years, I have prayed and wrestled to understand why Christian 
messages dealing with the future hope for the redemption of the world and our 
looking forward to a future realisation of our identity in God seem to be met with 
such seeming limited connection by people. There would be a number of reasons for 
this; however, I think a primary cause has been the mentality of our increasingly 
secular culture. The consequence, says Wolfhart Pannenberg, is that: 
 

Since secularism produces meaninglessness, the human person suffers from lack of meaning . . .  
Without such a belief people are left to seek narcotic effects of work or diversion by amusement, or 
they live a life without hope. Actually we live a life without hope already when we stupefy our 
deeper anxieties and our spiritual emptiness by work or amusement, but where we indulge in 
unreasonable expectations.6 

  
Alongside secularism there is also the void and nothingness that has come from 
disillusionment. Modernity put its hope in humanistic progress. Jürgen Moltmann 
refers to Hegel in support for the founding of the modern era of enlightenment with 
the discovery and conquest of America by the Spanish. Apparently, Columbus was 
looking for God’s Garden of Eden and for El Dorado, the city of gold. God and gold, 
Church and state had developed a joint millennial hope. Man would establish the New 
Jerusalem. Moltmann also says that through human knowledge, power over nature 
and scientific discovery, Europe gained the power for the instrumentalising of a 
world-spanning civilization out of the resources of the worlds it had colonized.  
 The nineteenth century was one of amazing progress in all of life’s sectors. We 
cannot disdain the many benefits of this. Nevertheless, the twentieth century was an 
age of incomparable catastrophes. These include Verdun, Auschwitz, the Gulag 
Archipelago, Hiroshima, Chernobyl and global warming. Hope for a future New 
Jerusalem has failed. Post-modernity has disdained mega stories, and has drifted into 
emptiness and meaninglessness.7 As a culture, we spend a lot of time devising ways 
to control the future, or even to flee from it.  
 The Christian who hopes patiently in God does not hope for what he produces but 
for what cannot be seen and which comes through the apocalyptic death and resurrec-
                                                

4  Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1987, p. 342. 
5  Carl E. Braaten, The Future of God: The Revolutionary Dynamics of Hope, Harper and Row, New York, 

1969, p. 29. 
6  Wolfhart Pannenberg, ‘The Task of Christian Eschatology’, essay in The Last Things: Biblical and Theo-

logical Perspectives on Eschatology, eds Carl Braaten and Robert Jenson (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 2002), pp. 1f. 
7  Jürgen Moltmann, ‘Progress and Abyss’, essay in The Future of Hope, eds V. Miroslav and W. Katerberg 

(Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 2004). 
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tion of Jesus. In Christ, the violent opposition to God’s rule of truth and mercy were 
overcome, setting the way for the final resolution of the cosmic conflict between God, 
the world, the flesh and the devil. What faith in the eternal God encompasses is 
everything that may be presented as Christian hope. 

THE LORD BUILDS THE HOUSE 

The Apocalypse reveals the ultimate city of God as coming down from heaven, 
prepared as a bride for her husband. Jesus has come from heaven to seek his bride, to 
bring his redeemed community into the communion he enjoys with the Father in the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit.  
 Christ’s bride and the city are revealed following the last judgement that 
encompasses the entire human race as an intervention to restore righteousness and set 
community right. It will be an act that has encompassed all the injustices of history in 
Christ’s atoning death on the cross, but now culminating as the outcome of the 
judgement people have made of the gospel of Christ, and it will be the reflex of salva-
tion (John 3:19; 12:47f.; 2 Thess. 1:8–10). 
 Christ makes all things new through his redemption and judgement. The Lamb 
gives the holy city a common relationship in the sheer presence of the Almighty. The 
end will be the utter worship of God with hearts that revere and love him. After the 
last judgement, sin and death will be finished and not a new possibility. No political 
power or liberal social policy can ever survive its inner contradictions. The city of 
God is not the product of human dreaming. The utopia of Babylon has already fallen 
from the heights of power and totalitarian luxury. 
 The Jerusalem from above is in fact the temple that has already come down in 
Jesus Christ: ‘Destroy this temple’, said Jesus, referring to the sanctuary built by 
human hands in Jerusalem, ‘and in three days I will raise it up’ (John 2:19, 21). John 
adds that Jesus ‘was speaking of the temple of his body’, his resurrection body which 
displaces all human action. The perfect union between God and human beings has 
been achieved in Christ. In Christ, the perfect union between things seen and unseen, 
things temporal and things eternal, is a perfect reality. 
 ‘Unless the LORD builds the house, those who build it labor in vain’ (Ps. 127:1). Is 
our hope in God or in our marvelous devices employed to get people into church? It is 
tempting for those who love preserving the past to make comments about those 
congregations that have grown numerically through their active evangelisation of 
people groups who are not believers. Orthodoxy can also attempt a glory that is not 
that which comes down from heaven, but can be a forming of a security to enable 
people to live in the past. Hope is canceled by the myth of eternal recurrence or of the 
eternal return: 
 

This myth is the triumph of anxiety in the sphere of religion. Only what is perennial is real; only 
what is repeatable is meaningful . . . Salvation comes by suspending the duration of history, just as 
in mysticism, and by participation in a timeless event in a mythical epoch.8 
  
 
 

                                                
8  C. Braaten, The Future of God, p. 43. 
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 However, efforts to build better and larger churches by reflecting back to people 
the culture they live in can dissolve the essential dynamics of the kingdom of God. 
Following this approach, we may fail to heed the preacher of Ecclesiastes who 
describes the meaningless as coming from a belief which discards the vertical 
dimension in order to concentrate on the relevance of the horizontal aspect of living. 
This brings us back to the meaninglessness of secularism and the one-dimensional 
mindset of modernity or post-modernity. Churches can work hard to be relevant to the 
cultural setting and devise worship practices that make people feel good and satisfy 
their need for personal meaning. Is the provision of churchly bread and circuses the 
same as the glory of the bride, or is it succumbing to the apocalyptic seductions and 
temptations of the whore? We may end up with a church quite distinct from the bride 
of Christ who is revealed in her simple purity: 
 

The two mightiest dangers in the present are: first, to grow weary of hope, by imagining full 
satisfaction in the present, relaxing the tension toward the futurity of the promise through the 
immediacy of a false joy and dancing around a stationary god—a golden calf; second, to despair of 
the future, by yearning to return to the past, the land of slavery, the fleshpots of Egypt.9 

COMING TO THE ULTIMATE 

Our mega dreams of utopian communities and ideal churches set up by human 
philosophies and eschatologies may be wish fulfillments or thinly veiled ideology. 
We are constantly accosted with schemes, programs and structures that promise hope. 
We need to be discerning. Our ultimate hope must not deceive the world or the 
Church. Some ultimate hopes have been all too determined and have given permission 
for acts of violence.  
 The Apocalypse gives us images that both reveal and obscure the heavenly realities 
they portray. Our hope is in God (Ps. 39:7). The ultimate hope is beyond what we can 
get our hands on. It is this; that the community of the holy city, the bride of Christ, 
will see him face to face, which must be the crowning joy of all we have ever longed 
for (Rev. 22:4). All that we see now is by faith not sight, partial and not complete. 
When opaqueness is transcended, ‘we will see him face to face’ (1 Cor. 13:12). When 
the end of this present world comes, there is only one thing to be taken into and that is 
God. God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The bosom of the Holy one will be opened 
to receive his saints.  
 I think that we need to pass over to this hope. Jesus Christ is the door that opens for 
us what is the unimaginable secret mystery of God. What defies our intellect is the 
Word of the crucified God hanging on a cross. At the cross all of our secular and 
religious hopes are crossed out (1 Cor. 1:18). The cross is the boundary of all violent 
human hopes and the fullness of God’s reign. When we see this it enables us to 
recognise utopian dreams as false gods. Moreover, in Christ we cross over to the hope 
of the beatific vision. 
 ‘Whom have I in heaven but you? And there nothing on earth that I desire other 
than you’ (Ps. 73:25). Heaven is we and thou, I and thou. It is intimacy and 
communion where our own identity is realised in the presence of God. Does not our 

                                                
9  C. Braaten, The Future of God, p. 48. 
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heart dance at the sound of his name? Jonathan Edwards writes of his paradigmatic 
experience of the glorious majesty and grace of God where he equates holiness with 
beauty: 
 

I remember the thought I used then to have of holiness . . . It appeared to me that there was nothing 
in it but what was ravishingly lovely . . . 
    What a sweet calmness, what calm ecstasies, doth it bring to the soul. How doth it make the soul 
love itself . . . how doth God love it and delight in it; how do even . . . the sun, the fields and trees 
love a humble holiness . . . It makes the soul like . . . a garden planted by God . . . where the sun is 
Jesus Christ, the blessed beams and calm breeze, the Holy Spirit.10 

 
 

                                                
10  Robert W. Jenson, America’s Theologian: A Recommendation of Jonathan Edwards, Oxford Uni. Pr., 

Oxford, 1988, pp. 15f. 
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STUDY 18 

Kingdom Ethics in the  
Present World 

Ian Pennicook 

When was the last time that a representative of ‘the church’ was asked by the media, 
‘What must I do to be saved?’ or ‘What is the reason for your hope in the face of all 
that is happening around you?’ For the apostle Peter, this latter question was evidently 
one which he thought could be a real possibility (1 Pet. 3:15).1 The context of course 
was significant, namely, the suffering that the readers were facing or would face 
because they were Christians, and the way that they responded to it. 
 Given the situation being faced, Peter is urging ethical behaviour in the face of 
accusations of wrongdoing. But he has specifically reminded the readers of the reason 
for this: 
 

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.  

10Once 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). 

 
Part of the proclamation of the mighty acts is the gospel, but within 1 Peter it defi-
nitely seems also to involve ethical living. This is seen in such areas as abstinence 
from ‘the desires of the flesh that wage war against the soul’ (1 Pet. 2:11) and, as the 
sentence continues, it appears that such abstinence is a testimony against false accusa-
tions levelled against the believers. In 1 Peter 4:1–4 he fills out this admonition. Peter 
also mentions submission to the state authorities, the attitude of slaves towards their 
masters, and of believing women towards their unbelieving husbands. Along with 
these areas there are others which have primary reference to relationships inside the 
church, such as brotherly love and Christ-like leadership. All these are the marks of 
the ‘kingly community’. 
 There is a feature which must also be noted: the kingly community is a community 
of hope: 

 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new 
birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4and into an 
inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, 5who are being 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time  
(1 Pet. 1:3–5). 
 

The active holiness of the community exists not only because they are ‘saved’ but 
also because of what they are presently receiving and will receive. So: 

 
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, 9for you are receiving the out-
come of your faith, the salvation of your souls (1 Pet. 1:8–9). 
 
Through him you have come to trust in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so 
that your faith and hope are set on God (1 Pet. 1:21). 
 
Rid yourselves, therefore, of all malice, and all guile, insincerity, envy, and all slander. 2Like 
newborn infants, long for the pure, spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow into salvation (1 Pet. 
2:1–2). 
 

‘Glorious’ joy (1 Pet. 1:8) is an anticipatory experience of the salvation to come. The 
word Peter used is dedoxasmevnh/ (dedoxasmenē), ‘having been glorified’. But Peter is 
insistent that ‘glory’ for us is as it was for Christ, a ‘post-suffering’ glory (1 Pet. 
1:11), so he speaks to the elders as a sharer ‘in the glory to be revealed’. Present 
humbling has in mind that ‘in due time’ proper exaltation will come (1 Pet. 5:6): 

 
And after you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal 
glory in Christ, will himself restore, support, strengthen, and establish you (1 Pet. 5:10). 
 

Here is a situation where people are suffering because they are Christians. They are 
exhorted to a way of life that is not only pure before the holiness of God (1 Pet. 
1:15ff.) but also irreproachable before the world. And evidently, the world is watch-
ing and even surprised at the ethical stance of these believers. 

A JUMP AHEAD 

We are not living in the first century, though it is evident that there are many believers 
today to whom 1 Peter does speak directly. But the situation in many western 
churches is that of the end of Christendom, that world where the Judeo-Christian ethic 
had been the foundation of social mores, even if the gospel on which that ethic is 
based has been submerged by other things. Once the church was urged to ‘live your 
life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ’ (Phil. 1:27), whereas now it seems 
that so often the church is nothing more than a bastion of moral conservatism. 
Nowadays things are different. In the words of Andrew Cameron: 

 
The battle-lines are so well-worn: journalists ring around for a ‘church comment’ (usually pub-
lished with a mention of church attendances ‘in decline’). Christians reliably oppose what are 
characterised as exciting new innovations, and we do so, we are told, because we are really very 
frightened by change. An unrelated meta-discussion then flares about the ‘separation’ of church and 
state, since religious people have no right to ‘impose their views’ on others, for religion is ‘a com-
fort’ in private but a hindrance to the public political process.2  

                                                
2  Andrew Cameron, ‘How to Say YES to the World: Towards a New Way Forward in Evangelical Social 

Ethics’, in Reformed Theological Review, vol. 66, no. 1, April 2007, p. 23. 
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But ‘church comment’ is still requested (or, at least, provided by way of press 
release), as if the church has an ethic that should somehow be mentioned. What is 
assumed, however, is that the church is, in some way, the moral guardian of tradi-
tional values, and that assumption comes from both sides. However, the church as an 
institution has a fair degree of responsibility in all of this. Cameron continues: 
 

All this activity is not so much depressing as it is boring. We could blame a news media that love 
stereotypes and a paradigm of conflict, except that Christians willingly allow themselves to play out 
their allotted role in the drama as the nay-saying opponent who has nothing to offer by way of 
an alternative social vision.3 

 
 Is there a genuine, alternative social vision? Cameron’s suggestion is that ‘the ethic 
usually espoused by conservative evangelicals . . . owes more to Kant than to the 
Bible’,4 and he then proceeds to offer an alternative which is more affirming and less 
carping and negative than is sometimes the case. In developing his argument, 
Cameron refers first to Michael Hill and his ethic of ‘mutual love’: 
 

an action or trait of character is right if and only if it promotes (creates or maintains) mutual love 
relationships between (a) God and humans, and (b) humans and humans.5  

 
This was based on the revelation of the Godhead as revealed in Christ. Cameron 
suggests that: 
 

[Hill’s] contribution to the rehabilitation of serious reflection in evangelical theological ethics has 
been inestimable. He has released several generations of theological students at Sydney’s Moore 
College from a Kantian deontology6 that is still seen in much biblical commentary, and which 
has caused Christians to labour under the illusion that Christian practices are mere arbitrary imposi-
tions forced upon us by the power of God’s will (‘theological voluntarism’), without any connection 
to the structures of God’s world, which he founded in wisdom (Prov. 8).7 

 
I am not certain that this approach actually achieves the ‘deKanting’ to the extent 
assumed.8 Certainly it resonates more with Evangelical Christians, at least because of 
its language, but we are still left with rather ‘categorical’ imperatives. For instance, in 
place of a self-evident sense of ‘ought’ there is a somewhat static view of reality that 
is based on the ‘truth’ that God is love. Of course, Hill has cheekily adapted Kant’s 
language, while recognising that love is the overriding reality not only of God himself 
but also of the world which he made.9 
 Cameron then refers to Michael Banner as another who releases us from Kantian 
captivity. Banner says: 
                                                

3  Cameron, ‘How to Say YES’, p. 23. 
4  Cameron, ‘How to Say YES’, pp. 23f. I have referred to this article because it stimulated my thinking in 

areas where I had not been previously focussed. However, it was the biography of John Stott and especially the 
story of the establishment of The London Institute for Contemporary Christianity which was first caused me to 
face this topic. See Timothy Dudley-Smith, John Stott: A Global Ministry, Inter–Varsity Press, Leicester, 2001, 
pp. 285ff.  

5  Cameron, ‘How to Say YES’, p. 29. 
6  The study of the nature of duty and obligation. 
7  Cameron, ‘How to Say YES’, p. 29. 
8  Cameron suggests that it ‘retains some affinities with Kantian idealism’ (Cameron, ‘How to Say YES’, p. 30). 
9  I have to admit that I have not read Michael Hill’s work. I trust I am not doing him a disservice. My main 

resource is Andrew Cameron’s article. 
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the task of Christian ethics lies in the description of human action called forth by the reality of the 
action of God to which dogmatics bears witness.10 

 
This means that Christian ethics is seen as a form of praise, evoked by the action of 
God. We will doubtless recognise these sorts of arguments and, equally doubtless, 
they contain strong elements of truth.  
 When these approaches are translated into press releases or their equivalent, 
though, I generally find that the reasons given are far more pragmatic. The argument 
is that if certain proposed behavior takes place, then unwanted consequences will 
almost inevitably follow. Some issues, such as global warming and environmental 
degradation and so on, have now become obvious. Other issues, such as the changed 
attitude towards unborn children, are more difficult, since what we regard as rational 
arguments are no longer seen that way by those with whom the church has its debate. 
Our pragmatism and theirs are actually in contradiction.  
  In discussing the Old Testament’s witness to God’s action and speech to his 
people, Karl Barth discusses the answers that come to that action and speech: 
 

The Old Testament deals with Yahweh’s action and speech in relation to the men of his people and 
the problematical answer that these give to his action and speech. This answer is positive, corres-
ponding to the purpose of Yahweh, only in the sense that their being and work is at all events 
confronted and engaged by his claim, decision, and judgment. From the standpoint of these men, it 
is always the answer of their unfaithfulness and disobedience. The Old Testament bears witness to 
the ensuing acts of this contradictory drama. Primarily in this form the biblical witness points back 
to the beginning of the history of God and man, to creation, which is above the contradiction and 
resists it from the very first.11 

 
The fact that creation actively serves the purposes of God does not mean that the 
human contradiction ceases. Far from it, it may even intensify. As 1 Peter 4:4 puts it: 
‘They are surprised that you no longer join them in the same excesses of dissipation, 
and so they blaspheme’. Other translations treat ‘blaspheme’ as ‘speak evil of’ and 
interpret that as a reference to the readers, while the literal ‘blaspheme’ may indicate 
that hatred of God is actually stirred by the opposition.  
 Sadly, the testimony of the church is often dulled by its own ungodly behavior, so 
that hatred of God and so of his people is made so much more ‘logical’. For instance, 
how can anyone take seriously the statements of a church concerning sexual ethics 
when the impression is given (by whom?) that the church is filled with predatory pedo-
philes? Of course, the need for that impression will never be admitted by those who 
rely on it, but it is tragic that it is even possible that it could be given. And that is the 
point of the exhortations of 1 Peter.  

THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD 

Is it appropriate to say that the church is ‘the light of the world’? The phrase comes 
from Matthew 5:14, where Jesus was addressing his disciples (and/or the crowds?). It 
is also found in John 8:12 and 9:5 where Jesus speaks of himself. There is a similar 
                                                

10  Cameron, ‘How to Say YES’, pp. 30f. 
11  Karl Barth, The Christian Life: Church Dogmatics, vol. 4, pt 4—Lecture Fragments, trans. Geoffrey 

Bromiley, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1981, p. 10, emphasis mine. 
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expression in Philippians 2:15, ‘you shine like stars in the world’, as well as the 
comment in 1 Peter 2:9–10. Also, there is the description of Noah as ‘a herald of 
righteousness’ in 2 Peter 2:5. 
 Generally, the answer is ‘yes, it is appropriate’. But we are not, therefore, ‘moral 
policemen’; to assume that we are to tell the world to live moral lives (or, not to live 
immoral lives) is not what is meant, mostly because the biblical picture is far larger 
than that. To begin with, the enormity of sin must be taken seriously when issues of 
morality are being addressed. True, restraints on immoral behavior may be helpful, 
but we may be assured that people will find alternative ways of demonstrating their 
rebellion once particular routes are blocked.  
 We turn, then, to Matthew 5:14. It is not mere theological pedantry to say that 
Jesus was actually addressing Jews, members of the covenant people. The Sermon on 
the Mount was first and foremost a call to those people to be the people of the 
Kingdom of God. They, as Israel, were called by God to be the light of the world. 
They were called to be a testimony to the truth of God’s reign over the whole world 
by the way they themselves submitted to the instruction (Torah) of God. Hence, from 
their very beginning as a nation, they were to be God’s ‘priestly kingdom’ (Exod. 
19:6). Within the Old Testament, Israel’s role was to ‘be’, not to ‘go’. The ‘going’ 
was done by the other nations, in their going to Israel to learn the wonders of Israel’s 
God and his Torah (see 1 Kings 10:1, 24; Isa. 2:2–4). If there was to be a ‘going’ for 
Israel, it was to be in terms of Genesis 1:28 and the creational command to ‘fill the 
earth’.12 Furthermore, I suggest that that is the sense of Matthew 28:19 and Mark 
16:15. The issue is not just of going, but the fulfilment of the original creational 
mandate by men and women of the new creation, in particular, by the Man of the new 
creation, which is why the phrase ‘the light of the world’ (cf. Isa. 42:6, ‘a light to the 
nations’) is used of Jesus.13 
 Paul’s description of the Philippians as ‘[shining] like stars in the world’ (Phil. 
2:15) is in the context of them working out their salvation (not ‘nutting’ it out— 
‘outworking’ might be less ambiguous), without murmuring and arguing so that they 
‘may be blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a 
crooked and perverse generation in which [they] shine like stars in the world’ (Phil. 
2:12–15). Salvation has come, and they outwork that by ‘holding fast to the word of 
life’ (Phil. 2:16). They shine by holding on to the word of life, a phrase used only here 
by Paul, a reference to the gospel, and also in 1 John 1:1 where it refers to Jesus.  
 What does it mean to call Noah a ‘herald of righteousness’? ‘Noah found favor [˜je, 
chen; LXX cavrin, charin, ‘grace’14] in the sight of the LORD . . . [Noah] was a 
righteous man, blameless in his generation; Noah walked with God’ (Gen. 6:8–9). 
Hebrews 11:7 tells us how Noah proclaimed righteousness: 

                                                
12  Diaspora Jews were, in a sense, the fulfilment of that command, albeit the result of judgement on Israel’s 

disobedience. However, the presence of Jews throughout the world meant that in just about every place there could 
be a ‘Jew first’ gospel. 

13  The word in Matt. 28:19 and Mark 16:15, ‘Go’ is poreuqevnte~ (poreuthentes), technically an aorist 
participle, meaning ‘having gone’. Two possibilities present themselves. The traditional translation as ‘Go’ is 
based on the practice of a participle functioning in terms of the main verb, in these cases the imperatives ‘make 
disciples’ (Matt.) or ‘preach’ (Mark). The other alternative is that the participle carries its own weight, so the impli-
cation would be that ‘having gone’, in fulfilment of the original creational command, this is what they are to do.  

14  We should be wary of only understanding this word in terms of our Reformed theology; the word has a far 
wider range of meaning, so that the following description of Noah does not need to be modified by the addition of 
‘total depravity’ qualifiers. 
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By faith Noah, warned by God about events as yet unseen, respected the warning and built an ark to 
save his household; by this he condemned the world and became an heir to the righteousness that is 
in accordance with faith.  

 
Noah proclaimed righteousness by building the ark. He proclaimed righteousness by 
doing righteousness, and by doing it he condemned the world. There is simply no 
evidence that Noah did or said anything beyond that. 
 In an interview conducted recently, it was put to John Stott: ‘. . . you’re not 
despairing of the West’, to which he responded: 
 

I’m not despairing. But I believe that evangelism is specially through the local church, through the 
community, rather than through the individual. That the church should be an alternative society, a 
visible sign of the kingdom. And the tragedy is that our local churches often don’t seem to manifest 
community.15 

 
The church as the church should be the testimony to the world of the truth of the 
kingdom of God. 

SO WHAT OF SOCIAL CHANGE? 

Social change is unquestionably needed in many areas. In recent months there has 
been the celebration of the achievements of William Wilberforce who procured, on 25 
March 1807, the abolition of the slave trade on British ships: 
 

Mr Wilberforce was sure society was not working in a way consistent with the Kingdom of God 
and desired to change everything to make it so. You will recall that when, after 21 years of struggle, 
he succeeded in abolishing the slave trade, he asked what can we abolish next? The gospel must 
result in the liberation of all, mustn’t it? So Mr Wilberforce committed himself not only to the 
liberation of slaves, but also to the liberation of prisoners from the gallows, which were all too 
frequently used at the beginning of the [eighteenth] century, and liberation from the worst of gaol 
conditions as he was committed to prison reform, the liberation of convicts from transportation,  
the liberation of indigenous peoples from exploitation, the liberation of children from ignorance 
through the provision of public education, and the liberation of settlers from repressive government, 
hence self-government—quite a social reform program.16 

 
While this was a laudable achievement, the question remains as to why it took 
Christians 1800 years to actually do it. (There are still many millions of people in 
physical slavery in the world today.17) If slavery was evil in 1807, surely it was evil in 
the time of the early church. I would offer the following comments.  
 First, it was not ‘the church’ but men and women who belonged to the church who 
did it. I have every reason to doubt that had the church not nurtured Wilberforce in the 
gospel, Wilberforce would not have done what he did.18  

                                                
15  Evangelism Plus: John Stott reflects on where we’ve been and where we’re going. Interview by Tim 

Stafford, posted 13/10/2006, 09:10am. Source unknown. 
16  Dr Stuart Piggin, Public Lecture on William Wilberforce and his impact on Australia: Celebrating 200 

years since the Abolition of Slavery, 26th March 2007, see webpage:  
<http://www.guybarnett.com/index.php?page=show_article&artid=669>. 

17  See <http://www.antislavery.org/breakingthesilence/main/09/index.shtml>. 
18  Piggin, Wilberforce, pp. 1f.—‘The Clapham Cabinet’. 
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 Then there is the problem of the New Testament records. As we saw in 1 Peter, 
submission was enjoined on slaves and Paul did the same thing in Ephesians 6:5–8, 
adding a complementary command to masters in the following verse (cf. Col. 3:22–
4:1). Most revealing of all is the letter to Philemon, where a runaway slave, 
Onesimus, who had subsequently become a Christian, was sent back to his master 
who was himself a believer.  
 Perhaps 1 Corinthians 7:21–24 clarifies things: 

 
Were you a slave when called? Do not be concerned about it. Even if you can gain your freedom, 
make use of your present condition now more than ever. 22For whoever was called in the Lord as a 
slave is a freed person belonging to the Lord, just as whoever was free when called is a slave of 
Christ. 23You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of human masters. 24In whatever 
condition you were called, brothers and sisters, there remain with God. 
 

The real issue was not whether a person was a slave or free but whether a person is 
free in Christ. Of course, if the opportunity to gain freedom arises it should be taken, 
but in the meantime ‘make use of your present condition’ (v. 21. This NRSV reading 
helps avoid an apparent contradiction between verses 21 and 24). But the obvious 
issue was that there was no way that Paul or anyone else could have worked to 
abolish slavery. Rather there was the transforming power of the gospel by which a 
person became ‘a freedman of the Lord’ (v. 22, RSV; cf. Acts 6:9).  
 Paul’s advice was realistic: 

 
If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all (Rom. 12:18). 
 
So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all, and especially for those 
of the family of faith (Gal. 6:10). 
 

Perhaps deep change cannot be effected, but social restraints can, perhaps, be put into 
place which will limit the tragic effects of human evil. There are occasions when 
something can be done and others when nothing can be done. What matters is being 
alive and alert to the real issues. Naturally that does not excuse inaction, when the 
opportunities are there and not taken through laziness or sheer disobedience. 

WHAT SETS THE AGENDA? 19 

Returning to 1 Peter, this question might be asked concerning ‘the hope that is in you’ 
(1 Pet. 3:15). If we ask what humanity wants, we may well find that people want 
security and community. Society’s laws and regulations, where those are free from 
evil intent, are aimed at providing security against the uncertainties of life and at 
ensuring that humanity lives and works together in harmony. Of course, the results are 
often that we become over-governed and that, when mixed with human perversity, 
usually makes the human situation more complex and consequently more uncertain. 
 So my question is, what is the agenda that God has for his world and for his 
people, the bride of his Son? The answer to that is surely that we will be conformed to 

                                                
19  It would be good to have as a conclusion to this session Geoffrey Bingham’s paper, ‘All in All—The 

Compassionate Community’, which was given as the conclusion of the 2001 Ministry School, Christ’s Gospel to 
God’s World. At least, I can highly recommend that it be read and absorbed.  
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the image of his Son (Rom. 8:29), we will be brought to full glory (Heb. 2:10) with 
him (Rom. 8:17–18; etc). In all of this, having been called to 20 his own glory and 
excellence, we will be participants of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:3–4) which accords 
with the hope specified in Romans 5:2, ‘the glory of God’. 
 But we also know that God’s glory is seen in the truth of his Trinitarian being, as 
true community, as love. So the agenda for living is that goal of full and unhindered 
participation in the divine nature as the bride of the eternal Son who unchangeably 
became flesh as the last Adam. Ethics are not just ways of living together successfully 
but are the deliberate ordering of our lives so that we are anticipating in practice all 
that will be. Those things cannot be known by unredeemed humanity, indeed they will 
be as foreign as Saul’s armour was to David. Yet unredeemed humanity is still created 
for those things and consequently strives to have as close a representation of them as 
possible, while not surrendering their presumed independence.  
 For that reason, godliness and holiness of living is hardly an option for the 
redeemed. They are the truth of humanity and though saved in hope we are still truly 
saved and caught up into holiness now. That makes John Stott’s sad observation so 
significant: ‘And the tragedy is that our local churches often don’t seem to manifest 
community’. It is not togetherness but ‘the unity of the Spirit’ which is not manifest. 
It is of course there, but where it is not deliberately known in the action of the 
fellowship then it cannot be shown as the determining hope that draws us on. 
Kingdom ethics will be dynamic as we are living in powerful hope of what is yet to be 
revealed, and in faith in the one who has promised these things and in the love which 
is the identifying mark of those who are one with him.  
 

And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, 25not 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. 10:24–25). 

 

                                                
20  So AV. The Greek has a simple dative ijdiva/ dovxh/ kai; ajrethÛ` (idia doxē kai aretē).  
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STUDY 19 

The Life of the Kingdom 
Community 

Rod James 

THE VICTORY–RULE OF THE SERVANT LORD 

Hierarchy As Holy Rule 

 The word hierarchy is derived from two Greek words: hieros, ‘holy’ or ‘sacred’; 
and, archē , ‘origin’ or ‘rule’. Literally, then, ‘hierarchy’ is ‘holy order’ or ‘holy rule’. 
However, the recent journey undertaken by this word in Western culture has almost 
reversed its current meaning to ‘unholy order’, that is, ‘domineering and oppressive 
rule’. Whether or not the usage of the word can be restored to its literal meaning is 
unsure, but the fact remains that there is such a thing as holy order and rule, that is, 
divinely appointed order and rule. In this study we will undertake to look into the 
character of divine holy rule as servant rule under the leadership of the servant Lord. 
By this entry we will look into life in the community of God’s kingdom. 

The Rule, Ministry and Gifts of the Lord Jesus Christ 

 As always, the place to start is with the rule, ministry and gifts of the Lord Jesus 
Christ, crucified, risen and ascended. Paul reveals Christ’s victorious and ascended 
rule in Ephesians 4:7–10: 
 

But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift. Therefore it says, 
‘When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, 
 and he gave gifts to men.’ 

(In saying, ‘He ascended,’ what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts of 
the earth? He who descended is the one who also ascended far above all the heavens, that he might 
fill all things.)1 

 
We need to make a couple of enquiries concerning this passage. Firstly, we must ask 
why Paul’s quotation of the passage from Psalm 68:18 (‘he gave gifts to men’) differs 
from the original (‘receiving gifts among men’). Suggestions that Paul misquoted 
from memory, or that he just changed the quote to suit his purpose do not seem 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
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consistent with Paul’s obvious knowledge of Scripture, and his view that ‘all Scrip-
ture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and 
for training in righteousness’ (2 Tim. 3:16). The psalm is a joyous celebration of 
God’s triumph over his enemies, the liberation of his people, the giving of his law at 
Sinai, and the victorious procession to Mt Zion, the city of God. John Stott comments 
on Paul’s use of the Psalm: 
 

Paul applies this picture to Christ’s ascension, not arbitrarily because he detected a vague analogy 
between the two, but justifiably because he saw in the exaltation of Jesus a further fulfilment of this 
description of the triumph of God. Christ ascended as conqueror to the Father’s right hand, his train 
of captives being the principalities and powers he had defeated, dethroned and disarmed. 

 
Concerning our query about receiving or giving gifts, Stott gives further explanation: 
 

. . . we need to remember that after every conquest in the ancient world there was invariably both a 
receiving of tribute and a distributing of largesse. What conquerors took from their captives, they 
gave away to their own people. The spoils were divided, the booty was shared. It seems possible 
that the Hebrew text itself may imply this, since the verb could be translated ‘brought’ rather than 
‘received’, and it is not without significance that two ancient versions or translations, one Aramaic 
and the other Syriac, render it ‘gave’. So evidently this was already a traditional interpretation.  
   One other interesting point needs to be made. Liturgical custom in the synagogues associated 
Psalm 68 with Pentecost, the Jewish feast commemorating the giving of the law. Paul’s use of it in 
reference to the Christian Pentecost then makes a remarkable analogy. As Moses received the law 
and gave it to Israel, so Christ received the Spirit and gave him to his people in order to write God’s 
law in their hearts and through the pastors he appointed (verse 11) to teach them the truth, This 
whole argument that ‘receiving’ and ‘giving’ belong indissolubly to each other is aptly illustrated in 
Acts 2:33 where Peter on the day of Pentecost said: ‘Being therefore exalted at the right hand of 
God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit; he (sc. Jesus) has poured 
out this which you see and hear’. Christ could only give the gift he had received.2 

 
As Stott has made clear, Acts 2:33 and Ephesians 4:7–10 are speaking of the same 
reality—the Lord Jesus Christ, victoriously ascending, receiving all things in the king-
dom of his Father, and pouring out enabling gifts upon his people. This glorious and 
vital revelation needs to be kept in mind by Christians who are prone to seeing 
themselves as poverty stricken underdogs. 
 Secondly, we need to ask what is meant by ‘the lower parts of the earth’ in verse 9. 
Some have suggested that it refers to Christ’s descent into hell. This would seem to 
imply that hell is somewhere in ‘the lower parts of the earth’. Others have suggested it 
refers to Christ’s incarnation, corresponding to his ascension into heaven. It is note-
worthy, however, that the ascent that corresponds to his descent is not into heaven 
but, ‘far above all the heavens, that he might fill all things’. Geoffrey Bingham 
comments, ‘it is pointless to try to detail “the lower parts of the earth”. Surely Paul is 
saying that there is no depth that Christ has not depthed, and no height to which he 
has not succeeded’.3 John Stott agrees with this approach, and links this quotation 
with Philippians 2:5–11: 
 

Such an interpretation would fit well with Philippians 2:5–11, where ‘even death on a cross’ 
describes his deepest humiliation, which was followed by his supreme exaltation. This was ‘far 
above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named’ 

                                                
2  John R. W. Stott, The Message of Ephesians, Inter-Varsity Press, Leicester, 1979, pp. 157–8. 
3  Geoffrey Bingham, One Lord, One Faith, One Baptism, Redeemer Baptist Pr., Castle Hill, 1997, pp. 53–4. 
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according to 1:21, and here ‘far above all the heavens, that he might fill all things’ (verse 10), or ‘so 
that he might fill the universe’ (NEB). What is in Paul’s mind, therefore, is not so much descent and 
ascent in spatial terms, but rather humiliation and exaltation, the latter bringing Christ universal 
authority and power, as a result of which he bestowed on the church he rules both the Spirit himself 
to indwell it and the gifts of the Spirit to edify it or bring it to maturity.4 

The Eternal Lamb 

 In enhancing our understanding of what Paul is revealing we must further realise 
that Christ’s descent and ascent are not separate and contrasting eras in the sense that 
the servant-descent ‘into the lower parts of the earth’ is left far behind in the contrast-
ing reward and glory of the ascent ‘far above the heavens’. Rather, the Ascended One 
is the Descended One; the eternal Lord is the eternal Servant. This principle is amply 
portrayed in the book of Revelation where John is invited to ‘behold, the Lion of the 
tribe of Judah’ (Rev. 5:5f.). But when he looked to see this Lion–King he ‘saw a 
Lamb standing, as though it had been slain’. The Lion–King is forever the Lamb, and 
his glory as exalted King is the glory of the Lamb who was slain. Indeed, this King is 
not referred to as the Lion again in the Revelation, but is called the Lamb a further 27 
times. Geoffrey Bingham accompanies his pertinent study The Sons of God Are the 
Servants of All with two poems on the theme. In the first of these we read: 
 

The true participation is in the death, 
The Cross-experience of the gentle Son, 
The transition of flesh-in-death 
To flesh enlivened, the essential rising 
And the defeat of death. Death is the possession 
Of the new humanity, its true crucible 
For depthful cleansing, wholesome regeneration 
Where the self-endeavour dies 
And the new life rises 
Eager for the serving of love.5 

 
 There comes to us, then, as leaders in the household of God, a revelation of the 
exalted servant Christ, of his passion, victory and glory, and of his giving to his 
people that which he himself has plundered from his enemies and that which he has 
received from his Father. We can summarise in the following way: 
• Through the Cross and the Resurrection, Christ the conquering King has 

triumphed over and captured his enemies which are also the enemies of 
humanity.6 

• Christ has been exalted to the right hand of God, far above all other dominions 
(Eph. 1:20, 21) and now fills all things (Ps. 8:6; 1 Cor. 15:27; Eph. 1:22). 

 
                                                

4  John Stott, The Message of Ephesians, pp. 158f. 
5  Geoffrey Bingham, The Sons of God Are the Servants of All, NCPI, Blackwood, 1982, p. xiv. 
6  The nine enemies of humanity are sin (John 8:24, 34), the devil and his powers (John 8:44; 1 John 3:8), the 

wrath of God (John 3:36; Eph. 2:1–3; Rom. 1:18, 24, 26, 28; Gal. 3:13), death (Rom. 5:12–14; Heb. 2:14–15;  
1 Cor. 15:56), an evil conscience (Titus 1:15), the law of God, which by exposing and provoking sin in us 
condemns us (Rom. 7:7–13), our flesh operating apart from and over against God (Rom. 8:7), the idols (Rom. 
1:25; Hosea 4:17; Gal. 4:8), and the world that is set against God (1 John 2:15–17; Gal. 1:4). The NCTM Summer 
School 2007, For Freedom Christ Has Set Us Free, detailed these nine enemies and Christ’s victory over them. 
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• Receiving from the Father the promised Holy Spirit, he is pouring out the Spirit 
of his grace on ‘all flesh’ (Acts 2:17, Joel 2:28) and the power of his lordship by 
giving ‘gifts to men’ (Eph. 4:7; Ps. 68:18). 

• His reign is from first to last the reign of the Servant Lord who has done all for 
the sake of his people, and who gives all that he has received to his people that 
they might share ‘all things’ with him. 

‘All Things’ 

 It is very important for us to understand the magnitude of Christ’s beneficent reign 
as ‘head over all things’ for the church. ‘In these last days [God] has spoken to us by 
his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the 
world’ (Heb. 1:2). Jesus said, ‘All things have been handed over to me by my Father’ 
(Matt. 11:27; Luke 10:22; John 3:35; 13:3). The apostolic testimony is that God’s 
‘plan for the fullness of time [is] to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things 
on earth’ (Eph. 1:10), and to ‘put all things in subjection under his feet’ (1 Cor. 
15:27–28; Eph. 1:22), so ‘that he might fill all things’ (Eph. 4:10). For through him 
God has ‘reconciled all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the 
blood of his cross’ (Col. 1:20). ‘He who descended is the one who also ascended far 
above all the heavens, that he might fill all things’ (Eph. 4:10). Therefore ‘he is 
before all things, and in him all things hold together’ (Col. 1:16–17). 
 Having ‘put all things under his feet’, God ‘gave him as head over all things to the 
church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all’ (Eph. 1:22–23). ‘He 
who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with 
him graciously give us all things?’ (Rom. 8:32). ‘So let no one boast in men. For all 
things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or 
the present or the future—all are yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s’  
(1 Cor. 3:21–23). ‘His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and 
godliness, through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and 
excellence’ (2 Pet. 1:3). At the goal of all things, ‘he will transform our lowly body to 
be like his glorious body, by the power that enables him even to subject all things to 
himself ’ (Phil. 3:21). 

THE ABUSE OF HUMAN LEADERSHIP 

Before we look further into the outworking of this wonderful provision it is necessary 
to face honestly the contrary abusive leadership so prevalent in the human com-
munity. Leadership is surely a vexed question in human communities. Not without 
reason the saying stands, that ‘power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts abso-
lutely’. Examples of this principle abound in governments, church leadership, and in 
all situations where power is exercised. Many movements, religious and secular, have 
arisen making messianic promises of a kingdom that will usher in the golden age. One 
by one, however, these false messiahs have been exposed for their greed and 
corruption and the exploitation of their subjects. Losing the trust and allegiance of the 
people, they fail one essential criteria of the true messianic kingdom. Of the Messiah 
it was foretold, ‘Your people will offer themselves freely on the day of your power in 
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holy garments’ (Ps. 110:3). Another translation has it, ‘Your people will be volunteers 
in the day of your power’ (NKJV). When leaders do not embody the reign of Christ in 
their leadership, and fall into greed, corruption and oppression, the people become 
disenchanted, unwilling and unholy. When the people cease to offer themselves 
freely, such leaders have to sustain their rule by fear and force. That is the beginning 
of the end for that kingdom as it spirals into greater coercion by its leaders and 
increased resistance on the part of its subjects: 
  

The mystery is that man ignores 
The throbbing centre, the cordial beat 
Of Love’s being and intent—to serve. 
Man misses the delight 
Of agapitic ministry, the joy 
Of serving others. Hell’s centre— 
Its cruel core—is self-serving, 
The unserving intention of self-preserving, 
The grim eagerness of ego-extension, 
The stolid ignoring of the helpless, 
The insistence on countless autonomies, 
And no merging with the human corpus, 
Only the disintegration of the social unity 
Into the series of separated selves. 
In the conflict, in the hideous struggle 
The loving and the giving is neutralised. 
The autonomous self demands the service 
Of the other separated selves. 
The tyranny of slavery is born 
Where love’s labour is conscripted 
By the pitiful reward, the meting out 
Of pathetic giving, the tantalising no-giving 
Which is empty promise 
To the emotional depths.7 

The Bad Shepherds of Ezekiel 34 

 It is sobering to realise that even in the community of faith, the people of God, 
leadership can become quite evil: 
  

The word of the Lord came to me: ‘Son of man, prophesy against the shepherds of Israel; prophesy, 
and say to them, even to the shepherds, Thus says the Lord GOD: Ah, shepherds of Israel who have 
been feeding yourselves! Should not shepherds feed the sheep? You eat the fat, you clothe 
yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fat ones, but you do not feed the sheep. The weak you 
have not strengthened, the sick you have not healed, the injured you have not bound up, the strayed 
you have not brought back, the lost you have not sought, and with force and harshness you have 
ruled them’ (Ezek. 34:1–4). 

 
The consequence of self-interested and neglectful ruling is that the sheep are scattered 
and ravaged. They wander about in dangerous places, and no one goes looking for 
them: 
 

                                                
7  G. Bingham, The Sons of God Are the Servants of All, pp. xii–xiii. 
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So they were scattered, because there was no shepherd, and they became food for all the wild 
beasts. My sheep were scattered; they wandered over all the mountains and on every high hill. My 
sheep were scattered over all the face of the earth, with none to search or seek for them (Ezek. 
34:5–6). 

 
God’s response to this reprehensible leadership and its disastrous consequences was 
threefold. He determined to hold the bad shepherds accountable (Ezek. 34:7–10), to 
shepherd his sheep himself (Ezek. 34:11–16), to send the Good Shepherd (Ezek. 
34:23–24). 

THE ACTION OF THE LOVE COMMUNITY 

Leaders Are to ‘Rule Well’ 

 In contrast to the shepherds of Ezekiel 34, Paul speaks of elders who ‘rule well’: 
 

Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in 
preaching and teaching (1 Tim. 5:17). 

 
The Greek word translated ‘rule’, proistēmi, literally means to ‘to stand before’, that 
is, to preside, rule or govern. Those who rule in the congregation are to ‘rule well’. It 
was said of David as king of Israel, ‘With upright heart he shepherded them and 
guided them with his skillful hand’ (Ps. 78:72). The last words of David, a man after 
God’s own heart, include the following expression of what it means to rule well: 
 

When one rules justly over men, 
   ruling in the fear of God,  
he dawns on them like the morning light, 
   like the sun shining forth on a cloudless morning, 
   like rain that makes grass to sprout from the earth (2 Sam. 23:3b–4). 

 
To rule well, beautifully described, is to serve as the morning sun and the falling rain 
serve the earth and give it life. Psalm 72 provides us with a description of God’s 
chosen king ruling well: 
 

For he delivers the needy when he calls, 
   the poor and him who has no helper.  
He has pity on the weak and the needy, 
   and saves the lives of the needy.  
From oppression and violence he redeems their life, 
   and precious is their blood in his sight (Ps. 72:12–14). 

 
This theme of a ruler who serves the people well by enhancing the poor and opposing 
the wicked is similarly described in the prophecies of the Servant Messiah who will 
‘come forth [as] a shoot from the stump of Jesse’ and ‘shall bear fruit’ (Isa. 11:1): 
 

. . . but with righteousness he shall judge the poor, 
and decide with equity for the meek of the earth; 
and he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, 
and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked (Isa. 11:4). 
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 In direct contrast to the abuse of self-interested rulers, Jesus taught his disciples to 
be a community of servants. True greatness in the kingdom community is measured in 
terms of loving servanthood: 
 

And Jesus called them to him and said to them, ‘You know that those who are considered rulers of 
the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. But it shall not be 
so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would 
be first among you must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:42–45).  

 
True rulers rule well by washing ‘one another’s feet’: 
 

When he had washed their feet and put on his outer garments and resumed his place, he said to 
them, ‘Do you understand what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are 
right, for so I am. If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash 
one another’s feet. For I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I have done to 
you’ (John 13:12–15). 

 
To rule well is thus to exercise leadership for the sake of the people and their best 
interests in the will of God. Such rulership includes ‘keeping watch over [their] souls, 
as those who will have to give account’ (Heb. 13:17), admonishing (1 Thess. 5:12), 
and ‘especially’ labouring in preaching and teaching the word of God (1 Tim. 5:17). 

Tending the Flock and Exercising Oversight 

 Ultimately we can only have a true revelation of what it means to rule well by 
attending to the rulership of Christ the head of the church and the Shepherd of his 
people. When Jesus came and announced, ‘I am the Good Shepherd’, he was in effect 
saying, ‘I am the One foretold in Ezekiel 34’. The Good Shepherd knows his sheep 
(John 10:14), calls his own sheep by name (v. 3), lays down his life for the sheep (v. 11) 
and does not abandon the sheep when he sees the wolf coming (vv. 12, 13). Peter 
understood well that ‘the chief Shepherd’ had given to the leaders in the church the 
task of shepherding the flock of God: 
 

So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well 
as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: shepherd the flock of God that is among you, 
exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful 
gain, but eagerly; not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the flock. And 
when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory (1 Pet. 5:1–4). 

 
 In 1 Peter 2:25, Peter calls Jesus ‘the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls’. Later 
in his letter he encourages the elders in the church to ‘shepherd the flock of God that 
is among you, exercising oversight’ (1 Pet. 5:2). The word episcopos, or ‘overseer’, 
has come in current usage to mean bishop or boss, that is, a person in a position of 
authority who rules over others. The word literally means ‘one who watches over’, 
from epi meaning ‘over’, and skopos ‘a watcher’, as in telescope, periscope or stetho-
scope. Human concentration is such that when we focus on one thing we are oblivious 
to other things. Our attention is governed by what is dear to our hearts and we ‘look 
after’ that thing. Thus one person will have ‘episcopic vision’ for his motor car, 
another for the décor of her house, another for the balance in his bank account. The 
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Good Shepherd, however, has ‘episcopic vision’ for the sheep of his flock, and Peter 
instructs us to do the same. No doubt Peter would remember very clearly Jesus’ test 
of his love: 
 

He said to him a second time, ‘Simon, son of John, do you love me?’ He said to him, ‘Yes, Lord; 
you know that I love you.’ He said to him, ‘Tend [shepherd] my sheep’ (John 21:16). 

 
Those who truly love the Lord, then, express that love by having ‘episcopic vision’ 
for the sheep of his flock. They remember the words of Jesus, ‘Truly, I say to you, as 
you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me’ (Matt. 25:40). 
Those who love the Lord love his sheep. They know what is happening for the sheep 
and have a heart for their wellbeing. In this way, Peter says, the elders are to be 
examples to the flock (1 Pet. 5:3), that is, so that all God’s people learn the way of 
good shepherding. We are called to follow the Good Shepherd, to be his treasured 
flock, to learn from him, and to shepherd as he does. Such ‘careful attention’ is 
important given the presence of ‘fierce wolves’ in the vicinity of the God’s flock: 
 

Pay careful attention 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 his own blood. I know that after 
my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your 
own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them. Therefore 
be alert, remembering that for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish everyone with 
tears (Acts 20:28–31).  

Submission to Leaders 

 Hebrews 13:15–17 gives us a cameo of life in the kingdom community. Through 
the Lord Jesus Christ the believers are to ‘continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to 
God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name’. They are not to neglect any 
opportunity ‘to do good and to share what [they] have, for such sacrifices are pleasing 
to God’. This atmosphere of gratitude to God, resulting in continual praise, doing 
good, and sharing, is also to result in willing and helpful obedience and submission to 
their leaders on the part of the people: 
 

Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who 
will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of 
no advantage to you (Heb. 13:17).8 

 
 The leaders are to have a willing servant love for the souls in their care, and the 
people, recognising the blessing of being so loved and served, are to have a 
corresponding willing submission to such godly authority. This mutuality of those 
leading and those who are led is to be a matter of joy rather than groaning. Guthrie 
comments, ‘The idea of leadership with groaning is clearly not one to be encouraged’.9 
The exhortation, ‘Let [the leaders] do this with joy and not with groaning, for that 
                                                

8  William L. Lane, Hebrews 9–13, WBC, vol. 47b, Word, Waco, 1991, p. 554: 
The writer carries his injunction a step further with the second verb uJpeivkein, ‘to submit to someone’s authority.’ 
Although the verb occurs only here in the NT, it is used frequently in secular Greek in the sense of submission to a 
person of authority (cf. 4 Macc 6:35; Philo, On the Special Laws 2.232; Moses 1.156; On the Sacrifices of Abel and 
Cain 105). A cognate term eJktikw`~, which denotes a ‘habitual readiness’ to comply, is used in describing military 
subordination in 1 Clem; 37:2 (cited by Thurén, Lobopfer, 205). The community is summoned to respect the authority 
with which the leadership has been invested by God. 

9  Donald Guthrie, The Letter to the Hebrews, IVP, Leicester, 1983, p. 277. 
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would be of no advantage to you’, is probably directed as much to the people as to the 
leaders—‘make your leaders’ work a joy not a burden’. The expressions of joy or 
groaning may refer to the occasion when the leaders give account to God as well as 
the actual occasion of their leading: 
 

Accountability to God attaches not only to the pastors but also to the members of those flocks 
which are blessed with earnest and faithful leaders. Let your leaders give an account to God 
joyfully, our author counsels his readers, and not sadly; in other words, enable them, when the day 
of reckoning comes, to present a joyful report of blessing, thanks to your willing obedience and 
cooperation. A sad report of disharmony and spiritual decline, occasioned by an ungracious and 
recalcitrant spirit on your part, will be of no advantage to you, he warns.10 

1 Corinthians 12–14 in the Light of the Church  
as the Kingdom Community 

 It would appear that prior to writing 1 Corinthians, Paul had been asked by the 
Corinthian believers about several matters concerning life in the church community  
(1 Cor. 7:1). In 1 Corinthians 12:1, he addresses one of these—‘Now concerning 
spiritual gifts, brothers, I do not want you to be uninformed . . . ’ Because of our 
interest in the matters addressed by Paul in chapters 12–14, we are inclined to focus 
on them specifically—spiritual gifts, the church as the body of Christ, love, and 
corporate worship. While these chapters are a valuable resource for each of these 
subjects, it is possible to miss what Paul is saying in the section as a whole. When read 
in its entirety the section has an overall theme—in the community of the kingdom 
everything is done for the common good and for the building up of God’s people: 
 

To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good (12:7). 

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, 
are one body, so it is with Christ (12:12). 

Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy. For one who 
speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but to God; for no one understands him, but he utters 
mysteries in the Spirit. On the other hand, the one who prophesies speaks to people for their 
upbuilding and encouragement and consolation (14:1–3). 

The one who speaks in a tongue builds up himself, but the one who prophesies builds up the 
church. Now I want you all to speak in tongues, but even more to prophesy. The one who 
prophesies is greater than the one who speaks in tongues, unless someone interprets, so that the 
church may be built up (14:4–5). 

. . . since you are eager for manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church 
(14:12). 

For you may be giving thanks well enough, but the other person is not being built up. I thank God 
that I speak in tongues more than all of you. Nevertheless, in church I would rather speak five 
words with my mind in order to instruct others, than ten thousand words in a tongue (14:17–19). 

What then, brothers? When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a 
tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for building up (14:26). 

 

                                                
10  Philip E. Hughes, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1977, 

p. 587. 
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The Built Up Body 

 After he had described Jesus’ victory, ascension, receiving and giving, Paul 
continued in Ephesians 4:11–16 with a beautiful description of the all-sufficient 
provision of Christ’s servant leadership of his people. The goal of that leadership is 
that the body of Christ be built up, ‘to the measure of the stature of the fullness of 
Christ’: 
 

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, to equip the saints 
for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the 
faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of 
the fullness of Christ, so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and 
carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. 
Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into 
Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is 
equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in 
love (Eph. 4:11–16). 

 

‘Then Finally See This’ 

 It could be said that the content of this study is straightforward and hardly new. 
Nevertheless it seems there is a need to reiterate these characteristics of life in the 
Kingdom Community in our congregations today, where pastors often choose the 
most attractive appointments, adopt a professional approach to ministry, keep office 
hours, and take an ‘I’m here if you need me’ stance in pastoral care, and where 
leaders and members alike often seem far more preoccupied with acquiring the 
advantages of a prosperous society than laying down their lives for the sheep of God’s 
flock: 
 

Then finally see this— 
That giving love through sacrifice, 
And placing others in the prior place 
Is how love is at root. Its radicals 
Are rooted in the giving. Giving is Godness 
Come to fruit. We do not give that joy 
May come to us. Should we so do 
Then joy itself has fled, impeded. 
Yet when we give—not to receive— 
True joy comes coasting in 
At love’s floodtide. This Christly thing 
Is how God is, and how the image too 
Fulfils itself. Love’s taste is God’s 
And man’s, at one. This God is love 
And in his image man loves man 
Unto the death, and in the life: 
This is the true man!11 

 
 

                                                
11  G. Bingham, The Sons of God Are the Servants of All, p. 130. 
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STUDY 20 

Always There Is the Throne 

Martin Bleby 

TRUE HOPE AND FEIGNED HOPES 

The purpose of this final session is to lead us to move out in genuine assured hope of 
inheriting the kingdom. This is where we stand in danger, despite all we have heard so 
far, of lapsing back into certain default expressions of Christian hope that have been 
the inadequate staple diet of those who have sought to be satisfied with something 
less than the whole gospel. These can be characterised as: 

1. Future Compensation: The injustices and deprivations of this age will be 
righted and compensated for in the age to come. Seen by some as the one and 
only rationale for ‘religion’, this tends to be embraced by those overwhelmed by 
difficulty and suffering who see no apparent way out. Caricatured in the ditty 
sung by hungry converts, ‘There’ll be pie in the sky by and by when we die’—
because we’re certainly not getting it here. This approach takes God’s future 
promises seriously, but can lead to passivity and despondency in the present. 

2. Divine Intervention: Things are pretty crook, and don’t expect that anything 
we do can make them any better, but all will be put right and we will be 
vindicated when God intervenes supernaturally. This may take apocalyptic form 
at the (imminent) end time, or may be in the form of common expectation of the 
miraculous. This reaction to rampant evil in the world recognises the reality of 
God’s sovereignty over all, but also can engender a certain disengagement from 
present realities and responsibilities. 

3. Present Realisation: By living out the values of Christ we can effect changes 
that will bring the kingdom of God to pass in this age. This takes kingdom 
ethics and their practice seriously, but can be a bit naive as to the perfectibility 
of the present world systems and the need for judgement, and so can tend 
towards activism resulting in discouragement. 

4. Self Preservation: We may not be able to do much about changing the world, 
but at least we can seek to set up a church and community environment that 
suits and safeguards ourselves and our families as Christian. This can represent 
genuine attempts to save and change and sustain human beings in certain 
contexts, but is not always good at being exposed to wider issues and complex 
demands that arise from engagement in a sinful world. 
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Each of these has a grasp of the truth of the gospel. What needs to be asked of us all 
is: What was actually accomplished at the cross? What is the true nature of the 
‘throne’ before which we all stand? What does the present authority and rule of Jesus 
Christ mean to us now? What is our present and future participation in Christ’s 
kingdom rule? 

BEFORE THE THRONE 

Let us take one of the glimpses the book of the Revelation affords us into the engine-
room of the universe: 
 

At once I was in the spirit, and there in heaven stood a throne, with one seated on the throne! And 
the one seated there looks like jasper and carnelian, and around the throne is a rainbow that looks 
like an emerald. Around the throne are twenty-four thrones, and seated on the thrones are twenty-
four elders, dressed in white robes, with golden crowns on their heads (Rev. 4:2–4).1 

 
We are not told whether these ‘elders’ are human or celestial, but doubtless they have 
some connection with human ruling. Their thrones and crowns indicate that they are 
rulers.2 It is also shown that they do not have this authority in their own right: 
 

And whenever the living creatures give glory and honor and thanks to the one who is seated on the 
throne, who lives forever and ever, the twenty-four elders fall before the one who is seated on the 
throne and worship the one who lives forever and ever; they cast their crowns before the throne, 
singing,  

‘You are worthy, our Lord and God,  
    to receive glory and honor and power,  
for you created all things,  
    and by your will they existed and were created’ (Rev. 4:9–11). 

 
Their thrones and crowns derive from and belong to the One on the throne, and they 
give all glory where glory is due. 
 The same no doubt applies to the thrones given to the twelve apostles (see Luke 
22:28–30), and to all of whom it is said, ‘they will reign on earth’ (Rev. 5:10). Our 
ruling in the kingdom of God derives from and belongs to Him. 
 If all ruling then comes from the throne, what is the nature of the throne? What is it 
that holds sway over all and determines the course of the universe, to which all of us 
are subject, and by which alone we rule? What is at the centre of the throne? 
 In Revelation 5 we are introduced to the action of the Lamb, who is invested with 
the honour of God: 
 

Then 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. He went and took the scroll from the right hand of the one who was 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  These are ‘twenty-four who have authority in heaven and may be seen as the archetype of human elders’. 

‘The main purpose of the elders is to rule—as is indicated by their garments and golden crowns. What or whom 
they rule is not made clear . . . We are simply content to see they are high up in the leadership of worship’, 
Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Revelation of St John the Divine: Commentary and Essays on the Book of Revelation 
(NCPI, Blackwood, 1993), pp. 54, 262. 
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seated on the throne. When 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. They 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;  
you have made them to be a kingdom and priests serving our God,  
    and they will reign on earth.’  

Then 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 singing 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!’  

Then 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!’  

And the four living creatures said, ‘Amen!’ And the elders fell down and worshiped (Rev. 5:6–14). 
 
It is the saving action of the cross that shows this one to have the rulership and honour 
of God, and it is this action that constitutes his authority, by which he can ‘open the 
scroll’, which is to exercise control of all that unfolds in human history—the 
judgements and the blessings, and their proper timing. In Revelation 7 this one is said 
to be ‘at the center of the throne’: 
 

For this reason they are before the throne of God,  
    and worship him day and night within his temple,  
    and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter them.  
They will hunger no more, and thirst no more;  
    the sun will not strike them,  
    nor any scorching heat;  
for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd,  
    and he will guide them to springs of the water of life,  
and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes (Rev. 7:15–17). 

 
Who are the beneficiaries of this great ruling? Those who have related with him in 
this saving action of the cross: ‘they have washed their robes and made them white in 
the blood of the Lamb’, and so have been brought out of ‘the great ordeal’ of 
judgement (Rev. 7:14). 
 The same point is made in a different way in Philippians 2. On what account did 
God exalt Jesus as Lord, with ‘the name that is above every name’, at which every 
knee, willingly or unwillingly, will bend, and every tongue confess, ‘to the glory of 
God the Father’ (see Phil. 2:9–11)? It is not by some inherent power and authority of 
his own, nor as any form of compensation, but simply and entirely because, at the 
Father’s command, Jesus: 
 

being found in human form,  
    he humbled himself  
    and became obedient to the point of death— 
    even death on a cross (Phil. 2:7–8). 
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This is what is at the centre of the throne, and that is what has only ever constituted its 
heart (see 1 Pet. 1:18–21; Rev. 13:8). This saving love-action of the Father, the Son 
and the Holy Spirit, and our response to it, now governs us and the universe. It is by 
that love-action we inherit the kingship, and it is by that love-action, through the 
gospel, that we exercise its rule. 

INHERIT THE KINGDOM 

Inheriting the kingdom—as both recipients and participants in its ruling—remains our 
goal, and it is always related to the action of the cross. 
 The Son of Man, the true human being, on his throne as king, will say to ‘the 
righteous’ (Matt. 25:46): 
 

Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation 
of the world (Matt. 25:34). 

 
What ‘throne’ does the Son of Man occupy, and how does he come to be there? In the 
very next chapter Jesus says of the events of the cross that are shortly to take place: 
 

From now on you will see the Son of Man  
    seated at the right hand of Power  
    and coming on the clouds of heaven (Matt. 26:64). 

 
How do those at his right hand come to be there and to be called ‘righteous’? They are 
there because it has been prepared for them by the Father (see Matt. 20:23), and they 
are counted righteous because they have believed in God’s propitiating action for 
them in Christ (see Luke 18:13–14; Matt. 5:6, 20; 6:33; Rom. 3:21–26). Their 
righteous actions now reflect His.3 
 In 1 Corinthians 6:9–11, Paul the apostle says who will and who will not inherit 
the kingdom of God. Those who will not inherit the kingdom are those who in their 
guilty sinful actions remain opposed to God’s good rule: 
 

Do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived! 
Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, 
revilers, robbers—none of these will inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 6:9–10). 

 
Paul gives a similar warning in Galatians 5 and Ephesians 5: 
 

Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, 
enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and 
things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not 
inherit the kingdom of God (Gal. 5:19–21). 

 
Be sure of this, that no fornicator or impure person, or one who is greedy (that is, an idolater), has 
any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God (Eph. 5:5). 

 

                                                
3  For further on this interpretation of the parable of the sheep and the goats, see Martin Bleby, God Speaking: 

Authority and Interpretation in the Scriptures (NCPI, Blackwood, 2006), pp. 113–121. 
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What changes this situation? The removal of their guilt in the saving action of the 
cross of Christ: 
 

And this is what some of you used to be. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were 
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God (1 Cor. 6:11). 

 
The action of the throne, and where we stand with regard to it, is what determines the 
inheritance. From this grows the ‘fruit of the Spirit’: ‘love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control’ (Gal. 5:22–23), which 
is entirely consistent with kingdom living. 
 In 1 Corinthians 15:50, we are told: 
 

flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. 
 
How then can we, in our perishable flesh, ever inherit the kingdom of God? We need 
to be changed, to be made capable of sustaining ‘an eternal weight of glory beyond all 
measure’ (2 Cor. 4:17), through nothing less than a participation in the resurrection of 
Christ, that we have because we have also participated through faith and baptism in 
his death and burial (see Rom. 6:3–5; Col. 2:12): 
 

we will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet 
will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For this perishable 
body must put on imperishability, and this mortal body must put on immortality (1 Cor. 15:51–53). 

 
And so, what is mortal will be ‘be swallowed up by life’ (2 Cor. 5:4). 

RULE IN LIFE 

So it is ‘those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness’ 
who will ‘exercise dominion in life through the one man, Jesus Christ’ (Rom. 5:17). 
That one man Jesus Christ is now already in the exercise of that dominion—‘all 
authority in heaven and on earth has been given’ to him (Matt. 28:18). In this age now 
all opposed to him are being subjected to him and his saving throne-action—either 
willingly, by faith, or unwillingly, by judgement on continued resistance: 
 

But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died. For since 
death came through a human being, the resurrection of the dead has also come through a human 
being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ. But each in his own order: Christ 
the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ. Then comes the end, when he hands 
over the kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed every ruler and every authority and 
power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be 
destroyed is death (1 Cor. 15:20–26). 

 
This placing of enemies under Christ is the action of the Father, who remains supreme 
‘above all and through all and in all’ (Eph. 4:6), subject to none—for it is the Father’s 
kingdom, in His love and good purposes for His children: 
 

For ‘God has put all things in subjection under his feet.’ But when it says, ‘All things are put in 
subjection,’ it is plain that this does not include the one who put all things in subjection under him 
(1 Cor. 15:27). 
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It is also ‘the kingdom of the Son of his love’ (Col. 1:13).4 The willing subjection to 
the Father of the now human Son in his reign over all things epitomises the position 
and function that human beings were made for and called to occupy from the 
beginning, as those made in God’s filial image and likeness (see Gen. 1:26–28; 
compare Gen. 5:1–3; Luke 3:23, 38; Rom. 8:29; 1 Cor. 15:42–50). So we see in the 
end the true ‘Son of Man’ gladly coming into his rightfully placed dominion, bringing 
with him all ‘the holy ones of the Most High’ (see Dan. 7:13–14, 18, 22, 27; compare 
Heb. 2:11–13): 

 
When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to the one who put 
all things in subjection under him, so that God may be all in all (1 Cor. 15:28). 
 

‘The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Messiah, 
and he will reign forever and ever’ (Rev. 11:15; compare Eph. 5:5)—subject to 
Christ, the world has been brought, with the Son, to be subject to the Father. So the 
Father brings His ‘many children to glory’ (Heb. 2:10), as the Son, ‘the one who 
sanctifies’, together with ‘those who are sanctified’ (Heb. 2:11), comes before the 
throne of grace of the one Father of all saying: ‘Here am I and the children whom God 
has given me’ (Heb. 2:13). 
 With such a ‘gospel of the kingdom’ (Matt. 4:23; 9:35; 24:14; compare Acts 
20:24–25), who would not wish to participate in its rule? How do we participate in the 
bringing of all Christ’s enemies under his feet? 
 When Psalm 149 was written, it may well have had direct military connotations: 

 
Praise the LORD!  
Sing to the LORD a new song,  
    his praise in the assembly of the faithful.  
Let Israel be glad in its Maker;  
    let the children of Zion rejoice in their King.  
Let them praise his name with dancing,  
    making melody to him with tambourine and lyre. 
For the LORD takes pleasure in his people;  
    he adorns the humble with victory.  
Let the faithful exult in glory;  
    let them sing for joy on their couches. 
Let the high praises of God be in their throats  
    and two-edged swords in their hands,  
to execute vengeance on the nations  
    and punishment on the peoples,  
to bind their kings with fetters  
    and their nobles with chains of iron,  
to execute on them the judgment decreed.  
    This is glory for all his faithful ones.  
Praise the LORD! (Psalm 149:1–9). 

 
What might be the prophetic application of the ‘two-edged swords’ in the life of the 
new Israel in the present age of Christ? Revelation 19 may give us a lead: 
 

Then I saw heaven opened, and there was a white horse! Its rider is called Faithful and True, and in 
righteousness he judges and makes war. His eyes are like a flame of fire, and on his head are many 

                                                
4  Literal translation of th;n basileivan tou' uiJou' th'" ajgavph" aujtou (tēn baslieian tou hiou tēs agapēs autou). 
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diadems; and he has a name inscribed that no one knows but himself. He is clothed in a robe dipped 
in blood, and his name is called The Word of God. And the armies of heaven, wearing fine linen, 
white and pure, were following him on white horses. From his mouth comes a sharp sword with 
which to strike down the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron; he will tread the wine 
press of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has a name 
inscribed, ‘King of kings and Lord of lords’ (Rev. 19:11–16). 

 
Geoffrey Bingham’s observation is enlightening, together with the temporary effect it 
has on the forces of darkness: 
 

In a trice the silence was broken by the coarse and hideous laughter of the dark army. They shook 
with horrible mirth for they had perceived a strange thing. They pointed at it and jeered and slapped 
their sides with unholy joy, for what they saw was true, and I must tell it though you believe me 
not. There was not one weapon in the hands of the army of light.5 

 
Not one weapon, that is, apart from the sword that comes from the mouth of the King 
of kings and Lord of lords—the word of the truth of the gospel, which he speaks 
through the mouths and lives of his ‘armies of heaven’ whose robes are ‘white and 
pure’. Or, as it says in another place: 
 

But 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 (Rev. 12:11) 

 
—because they knew that not even death could separate them from the love of God 
that had come to them in Jesus Christ our Lord (see Rom. 8:31–39). 
 

                                                
5  Geoffrey C. Bingham, Bright Bird and Shining Sails, NCPI, Blackwood, 2007, p. 112. 
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