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STUDY 1 

We Need to Be Wise 

Ian Pennicook 

The writer of Ecclesiastes observed: ‘Of making many books there is no end, and 
much study is a weariness of the flesh’ (Eccl. 12:12).1 This is not a student’s lament; 
it is the exhausted cry of one who has looked for wisdom from so many sources and 
found nothing.2 In spite of the total emptiness, the vanity of vanities, the search went 
on because of the desperate need to understand his own life. Romans 1:18–32 exposes 
the desperate need which humans have for a sustaining anthropology and cosmology3 

which attempts to meet our own need while fearfully avoiding the truth of who we are 
as the image of God. The end is a wasted life filled with degrading efforts and mind-
less corruption. How much better had the preacher remembered his creator in the days 
of his youth! 
 Stating biblical truths is one thing, but it is possible to do so and to remain enmeshed 
in foolishness. For instance, it may be possible to give expert analysis of academic 
issues while remaining seduced by the pseudo-wisdom which surrounds us as believers. 
The ‘desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, the pride of life’ (1 John 2:16, lit. trans.) 
are real temptations continually. For us this could imply the desire for recognition, the 
desire for ‘things’ or even the vainglory of actually having all of that, since it all passes 
away, moth and rust taking their toll and the grave leaving nothing but dust. In the face 
of coming final consuming judgement, there are more important issues:  

 
And you, do you seek great things for yourself? Do not seek them; for I am going to bring disaster 
upon all flesh, says the LORD; but I will give you your life as a prize of war in every place to which 
you may go (Jer. 45:5). 
 

The study of God’s wisdom, if pursued for its own sake, say, perhaps as fulfilling the 
criteria for continuing education or whatever, could easily be an expression of 
foolishness. But were we actually to pursue wisdom as coming from God, then we 
would be in a different situation. Then we would be seeking to know God himself and 
we would be forced to submit to his wisdom. We would encounter God in all his 
dealings with humanity, in particular as he chooses to do his work. Our theological 
rationalisations, good as they may be, would be brought under the divine scrutiny as 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  See Study 14 in this volume: ‘Ecclesiastes: The Search for Wisdom’. 
3  Anthropology is the study of ‘Man’ (humanity) and Cosmology the study of the world, in this context as 

those relate to providing a rationale for both. What does it mean to be a human being and how do I understand the 
world and my/our own place within it? 



We Need to Be Wise 

 

Ministry School 2008 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

2 

 

no better, and possibly much worse, than faithful human attempts to express our 
understanding of what God himself has said. 
 At best, our theology can only be a response to what God has said. At worst, it can 
be exposed as us uttering words without knowledge:  
 

Thus says the LORD: Do not let the wise boast in their wisdom, do not let the mighty boast in their 
might, do not let the wealthy boast in their wealth; 24 but let those who boast boast in this, that they 
understand and know me, that I am the LORD; I act with steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in 
the earth, for in these things I delight, says the LORD (Jer. 9:23–24). 

 
The Lord is known in his acts. In fact, that may be what is intended by the name 
Yahweh, the LORD:  
 

When Moses asks the Name of God, the answer he receives is: ‘I am who I am’. The fact that the 
word ‘am’ is a verb in the Hebrew, and was rendered in the Septuagint with a participle with the 
function of a noun,4 is of tremendous historical significance. Via the Septuagint this text found its way 
into history, and provided the basis for Philo, Origen and their countless followers to link up with 
Greek thought and to speak of God as the eternal, unchangeable, and self-sufficient being. Indeed, 
the Septuagint translation (ho ōn) was a well-known term for God in Greek philosophy—meaning 
‘Being’ . . . Today we know that the Hebrew ‘I am what I am’ means something very different from 
the Greek-inspired translation of the Septuagint—‘Being’ . . . the little word ‘is’ is not used in Hebrew 
sentences such as ‘The LORD our God (is) one LORD’. Where the word ‘is’ (or ‘am’) is used in 
Hebrew its verbal significance is stressed. With reference to the LORD the verb is used when he does 
something, when he acts . . . Just because ‘I am’ means: I do things, I am the acting God, it implies 
and presupposes the being of God—but that must be understood as an active and acting being, 
involved in history. This is radically opposed to the static, withdrawn, sufficient-unto-himself being of 
Greek philosophy. 
   . . . God is described by means of a verb, and a verb that is particularly used in the Old Testament 
to point to something happening. By means of telling them his name, God seems to say to his 
oppressed people: ‘You may depend on me; I will intervene in your history; I am the same still as 
the One who intervened in your history; I am the same still as the One who intervened for 
Abraham; Isaac and Jacob.’ In this sense God is unchangeable—unchangeably faithful.5 

 
There can only be one valid response to the revelation of the name of God and that is 
worship. We recognise that God is in action in full accordance with his own purpose 
and we submit willingly to that purpose. It is irrelevant whether we understand that 
purpose, too, since there are secret things which belong to the Lord our God, while the 
things revealed are given for us to obey (Deut. 29:29). So Jeremiah recognised: 
 

I know, O LORD, that the way of human beings is not in their control,  
  that mortals as they walk cannot direct their steps (Jer. 10:23). 

 
It is God who freely acts in wisdom and we act wisely when we acknowledge that. 
His wisdom means that he acts according to his own purpose, never in response to 
circumstances outside himself. For instance, God is merciful and gracious, not 
because we need it but because he is merciful and gracious. He acts in the fullness of 
his time:  
                                                

4  MT: hy<–h]a≤â rv ≤¢a} hy<¡h]a; LXX: ∆Egwv eijmi oJ w[n. 
5  Adrio König, Here Am I: A Christian Reflection on God, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1982, pp. 67f. 
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Then the LORD said to Abram, ‘Know this for certain, that your offspring shall be aliens in a land 
that is not theirs, and shall be slaves there, and they shall be oppressed for four hundred years; 14 but 
I will bring judgment on the nation that they serve, and afterward they shall come out with great 
possessions. 15 As for yourself, you shall go to your ancestors in peace; you shall be buried in a 
good old age. 16 And they shall come back here in the fourth generation; for the iniquity of the 
Amorites is not yet complete’ (Gen. 15:13–16). 
 

As a result: 
 
The Israelites groaned under their slavery, and cried out. Out of the slavery their cry for help rose 
up to God. 24 God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob. 25 God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them (Exod. 2:23–25). 
 

Our wisdom lies in our submission to his wisdom. For instance: 
 
The God of glory appeared to our ancestor Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia, before he lived 
in Haran, 3 and said to him, ‘Leave your country and your relatives and go to the land that I will 
show you.’ 4 Then he left the country of the Chaldeans and settled in Haran. After his father died, 
God had him move from there to this country in which you are now living (Acts 7:2–4). 
 

In contrast, there was the judgement on Moses: 
 
But the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, ‘Because you did not trust in me, to show my holiness 
before the eyes of the Israelites, therefore you shall not bring this assembly into the land that I have 
given them’ (Num. 20:12). 

THE WISDOM OF CREATURES 

We should beware of ‘logic’.6 That does not mean we should be mindless, since our 
love for the Lord is to be with all our minds as well as with our other faculties. But 
human logic is strangely different. We as humans can reason things through, but as 
men and women under the revelation from God we must see that his thoughts are 
ultimately higher than our thoughts and his ways than ours. We know and reason as 
creatures. But also we are fallen creatures, meaning that our powers of reasoning are 
now defective (Rom. 1:21–22, 28). So attempts to trace the whole of God will fail 
because we are creatures. Sometimes it all does not seem to fit, that is, to fit with our 
‘logical’ expectations. If (a) and (b) then we should expect God to be or do (c). 
Unsurprisingly it does not always work out that way. But against what could we 
measure his purposes? Could the living God be reduced to a creature’s syllogism?  
 Our sinfulness, of course, means that even the revelation we have will need to be 
filtered by us before it is acceptable to us. This is especially so since the truth, if it is 
first revelation, is recognised as personal before it is propositional. Suppression of the 
truth is more than rejection of propositions. It is the direct choice to act other than in 
ways that are consistent with the character and purposes of God. These acts are 
‘unrighteous’ and the result is not merely illogical, but anti-logical. As stated above, 
the result is a wasted life filled with degrading efforts and mindless corruption. 
                                                

6  By this I am referring to the ‘popular’ use of the term. The place of logic as a necessary discipline is not 
being questioned. 
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COMMANDED TO BE WISE 

As creatures, we are obliged to be wise. That is fundamental to being the image of 
God. We are to be wise as creatures responding to and corresponding to the wisdom 
of God. It is that obligation which makes the suppression of the truth so ugly, in what-
ever form it appears. Claiming a wisdom for oneself is the supreme foolishness. 
 But what of us? How do we as the redeemed stand in all of this? James’ command 
is clear: 

 
If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all generously and ungrudgingly, and it 
will be given you. 6 But ask in faith, never doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the 
sea, driven and tossed by the wind; 7,8 for the doubter, being double-minded and unstable in every 
way, must not expect to receive anything from the Lord (James 1:5–7/8). 
 

There are some who lack wisdom and who, on discovering their situation, can come 
with confidence to God and ask him. Given that James was expressly written to 
believing Jews, they would no doubt see that their status as believing Jews indicates 
that they are the new Israel of God. All the talk of wisdom in Israel of old (the Old 
Testament) has direct relevance to these people. They would know that all creation 
declares the wisdom of God and that such wisdom is beyond human capacity to 
realise. The questions posed to Job by God demonstrate that: 

 
Do you know the ordinances of the heavens?Can you establish their rule on the earth? (Job 38:33). 
 

These ordinances are in his covenant with the creation (cf. Jer. 33:20–21), but who 
could see that? 

 
Have you comprehended the expanse of the earth? Declare, if you know all this (Job 38:18). 
 
Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you have understanding. 5 Who 
determined its measurements—surely you know! Or who stretched the line upon it? 6 On what were 
its bases sunk, or who laid its cornerstone 7 when the morning stars sang together and all the 
heavenly beings shouted for joy? (Job 38:4–7). 
 

Indeed, who could even see by observation or reason that the ages were brought into 
being by the utterance of God? Only faith could know that.  
 And what of the restoration of worship given to Israel? Why did Bezalel need the 
spirit and wisdom in order to devise the designs of the tabernacle (Exod. 31:3)? 
Although modern translations recognise this as the gift of skill or ability, and surely 
that was needed, was it because insight into the character of God and his eternal 
purpose was required if the worship of Israel was to be true to the revelation given to 
Moses on the mountain (Exod. 25:40)?7 Geoffrey Bingham puts it: 

 
Likewise wisdom is equated with skill or ability, and this is seen in the fashioning of the high 
priest’s garments (Exodus 28:1ff) and the tabernacle together with its furniture (Exodus 31:1ff, 

                                                
7  See also Exod. 31:6. However, the semantic range of the Hebrew hm;k]j; (chokhmāh) includes the idea of 

skill, though evidently with the understanding that ‘craftsmanship was still associated with the manipulation of the 
appropriate powers’ (H. -P. Müller, µkæj; chākham in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament (TDOT), vol. 4, 
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1980, p. 378). 
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35:30ff). These artificers are filled with the Spirit of wisdom and skill. This is not only to be able to 
form their work, but to understand why it should be as it is.8 

 
James recognised it and Solomon knew it: wisdom, though commanded, can never be 
humanly attained. The man or woman of faith will receive it as a gift (1 Kings 3:9). 
So: ‘The whole earth sought the presence of Solomon to hear his wisdom, which God 
had put into his mind’ (1 Kings 10:24). 
 Why is God ‘slow to anger’ (Exod. 34:6; etc.)? Why does he work through such 
expanses of history and not instantly restore creation? Karl Barth’s analysis links 
God’s wisdom with his patience. He observes that God is patient because he is wise: 
 

God is wise in so far as His whole activity, as willed by Him, is also thought out by Him, and 
thought out by Him from the very outset with correctness and completeness, so that it is an intelli-
gent and to that extent a reliable and liberating activity. We have to say of His activity in His works 
and also of His inner activity, of the essential actuality of His divine being, that God is wise, that in 
Him is wisdom. God Himself is wisdom . . . God is glorious in His wisdom . . . [His wisdom] is the 
meaning of the world.9  

 
He adds that this does not mean the immanent meaning of the world but that the 
meaning of the world and the meaning of life derives from who God is and what he 
has purposed in wisdom. And it is sufficient that we acknowledge that he is wise. So 
it is when the questions are asked concerning creation and the further purposes of 
redemption, the response must always be the same: 
 

  Then Job answered the LORD:  
2 ‘I know that you can do all things,  
   and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted.  
3 “Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?” 
Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand,  
   things too wonderful for me, which I did not know. 
4 “Hear, and I will speak;  
   I will question you, and you declare to me.”  
5 I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear,  
   but now my eye sees you . . .’ (Job 42:1–5). 

 
I know that you can do all things; in the face of my culpable protestations I acknow-
ledge that you know what you are doing and your reasons for doing it. I do not demand 
answers to my questions, since I now see you as you are, the only wise God. Indeed: 
 

  See, I am of small account; what shall I answer you?  
   I lay my hand on my mouth.  
5 I have spoken once, and I will not answer;  
   twice, but will proceed no further (Job 40:4–5). 

 
 Similarly, when shown the valley of dry bones, the great prophet is asked: ‘Mortal, 
can these bones live?’ He answered, ‘O Lord GOD, you know’ (Ezek. 37:3), and the 
great king, faced with the overwhelming promise for history, could only say: 
                                                

8  The Wisdom of God and of Man, Living Faith Study 35, NCPI, Blackwood, 1980, p. 119. 
9  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (CD), vol. 2, pt 1, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1957, pp. 425–7. 
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. . . Who am I, O Lord GOD, and what is my house, that you have brought me thus far . . . And what 
more can David say to you? For you know your servant, O Lord GOD!’ (2 Sam. 7:18, 20). 

 
He also could say God’s ‘knowledge is too wonderful for me’ (Ps. 139:6) adding: 
‘When my spirit is faint, you know my way’ (Ps. 142:3). This is true wisdom and it is 
not an attainment but the humble acceptance that God is wise and that our place is 
joyfully to do as we are told (contrast Deut. 28:47f.). The heart of it all is recognising 
that God is wise, and our wisdom lies in him alone. 
 Note that where this is not humbly accepted, everything is perverted:  
 

  How can you say, ‘We are wise,  
      and the law of the LORD is with us,’  
  when, in fact, the false pen of the scribes  
      has made it into a lie?  
9 The wise shall be put to shame,  
      they shall be dismayed and taken;  
  since they have rejected the word of the LORD,  
      what wisdom is in them? (Jer. 8:8–9). 

 
In such circumstances, even the Aaronic blessing is turned by God into a curse (Mal. 
2:1–2). In the light of his eternal purpose he makes our vaunted wisdom demonstrably 
foolish. Small wonder, then, that Paul told the Ephesians not to be foolish but to 
understand what the will of the Lord is (Eph. 5:17). 

WISDOM FOR THE MATURE 

. . . among the mature we do speak wisdom, though it is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers of 
this age, who are doomed to perish. 7 But we speak God’s wisdom, secret and hidden, which God 
decreed before the ages for our glory. 8 None of the rulers of this age understood this; for if they 
had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. 9 But, 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’— 
10 these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches everything, even the 
depths of God (1 Cor. 2:6–10). 

 
There is wisdom for the mature, not the wisdom so familiar to the Corinthian readers 
or, indeed, to today’s world. But it is the wisdom established before the ages for our 
glory. It may be incomprehensible to others, beyond sight, hearing or ken, but it is 
fully declared by the Spirit of God, who alone knows the depths of God:  
 

If Hegel’s philosophy of History is built upon the idea: all that is real is rational, the Christian phi-
losophy of History is based upon the idea: everything that happens is a means of the Divine Wisdom. 
Hegel’s thesis breaks down when confronted by what is obviously irrational and contrary to reason. 
Thought controlled by revelation includes all this in the Divine Wisdom. It is able to do this because 
its centre is the ‘folly of the Cross’, in which God reveals His Wisdom, and the plan for the world 
which He has made on these lines. The irrational and contra-rational elements in that event, the fact 
that it is against all common sense, that the Holy One of God should be condemned as a criminal 
blasphemer and executed—this is the decisive method in the Hands of God for revealing His 
Holiness and His Love. From this centre we can also perceive the same law at work at other points in 
the history of redemption, that is, that God takes the very things which seem most contrary to His 
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Purpose and uses them to accomplish His Will. This was already the view of the Prophet of the Exile: 
the Servant of the Lord, the true Israel, bears the sickness and guilt of the people. It was also the view 
of the Apostle Paul: the present rejection of disobedient Israel is the means by which God makes room 
for the heathen nations in His Kingdom, in order that He may finally include rejected Israel within it, 
too. In face of this revelation the Apostle breaks out: 

O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and the knowledge of God! How unsearchable are 
His judgements and His ways past tracing out! 

   But this wisdom is only accessible to faith: it can only be perceived ‘sub contraria specie’10 in the 
folly of the Cross. God’s [‘]wisdom is unsearchable’ . . . His ‘ways are past tracing out’; the reason of 
God is not our reason, therefore it cannot be reached by our own efforts of rational thought. To call 
the ways of God in history ‘wise’ and ‘rational’—does not lie in the sphere of natural judgment, based 
on perception and logic;  this is only possible para; dovxan [para doxan], against appearances, against  
all the natural evidence, upon the ground of that revelation which conceals the Glory of God in the 
‘form of a servant’. When the Evangelist says: ‘We saw His Glory,’ this ‘seeing’ is a supernatural act; 
it is ‘seeing’ with the eyes of faith.11 

 
Any wisdom we ever had or have is God’s wisdom but specifically it is now totally 
found in Christ: ‘we have the mind of Christ’ (1 Cor. 2:16). He ‘became for us wis-
dom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption’ (1 Cor. 1:30).  
 The Old Testament saints confessed to God: ‘You know’. We, on the other hand, 
join the apostles and confess to the eternal word become flesh, to the image of the 
invisible God: ‘Now we know that you know all things, and do not need to have 
anyone question you’ (John 16:30). 
 This wisdom, the mind of Christ, is for the mature. It is for those who are morally 
mature who, having received the Spirit, go on being filled with the Spirit (Eph. 5:18). 
It is for those who, in fulfilment of God’s wise purpose, having been given birth by 
the word of truth, go on letting the word of Christ dwell richly in them (James 1:18; 
Col. 3:16):  
 

Be careful then how you live, not as unwise people but as wise, 16 making the most of the time, 
because the days are evil. 17 So do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is (Eph. 
5:15–17). 

 
 

                                                
10  Under a form which contradicts our thought and comprehension. 
11  Emil Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of God: Dogmatics vol. 1, Olive Wyon trans., Lutterworth Press, 

London, 1966, pp. 284f. 
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STUDY 2 

‘The Only Wise God’ 

Noel Due 

DOXOLOGIES OLD AND NEW 

In 1 Timothy 1:17 Paul utters a doxological exaltation that lauds God as ‘the King of 
ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, [to him] be honor and glory forever and ever. 
Amen.’1 This exaltation flows from Paul’s personal and experiential knowledge of 
God’s mercy, by which he reckons himself to be chief among sinners (1 Tim. 1:15f.), 
and it alerts us to the fact that the true knowledge of God only comes to us personally 
through the great gift of redemption.  
 In the older versions the word ‘wise’ was inserted—‘the only wise God’. Though the 
word does not appear in the Greek, its importation is understandable when we see the 
close parallel to the pattern of Romans 16:27, ‘to the only wise God be glory forever-
more through Jesus Christ! Amen.’ In the case of the benediction in Jude 24–25—‘Now 
to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless before the 
presence of his glory with great joy, to the only [wise] God, our Savior, through Jesus 
Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now 
and forever. Amen.’—the word ‘wise’ appears in the Byzantine text, but is not used in 
modern Western translations. 
 It is perhaps surprising to realise that a phrase so embedded in our doxological 
language (‘the only wise God’) has such little textual provenance. However, when we 
consider the attributes ascribed to God in these and other places (e.g. 1 Chron. 29:11–
12; Job 12:13, 16–22; Dan. 2:20–22; Rev. 4:8–11; 5:9–14; etc.) it is beyond doubt that 
our commonly received doxological heritage preserves an unquestionable biblical truth. 
God alone is ‘wise’, since, by self-definition, God alone is God! Biblical wisdom is not 
accumulated as a body of knowledge (though it does have definite content, which could 
be summarised as ‘the whole counsel of God’). It is known only in and through 
knowing God (see, for example, the covenantal/redemptional context of Deut. 4:5–8;  
cf. Ps. 111:10; Prov. 1:7; 9:10).2 God can only be known in his redeeming acts. Ipso 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
2  The relationship between wisdom and creation has been subject to much reflection, and we will come to 

address this in the School in due course. We have a session on ‘Creation and Wisdom’ a little later, followed by a 
session on ‘Wisdom and Covenant’. These themes are inseparable, for a variety of reasons, but not least because 
the Pentateuch is written from the point of view of the exodus. Israel viewed both its horizons (from creation to the 
coming of Messiah) from their standpoint as God’s redeemed people. Without prejudice to any discussion of 
Pentateuchal dating and authorship, even if we allow that it goes back to Moses, Moses was not there at Genesis 
1:1! In other words, Israel stood as the gracious recipient of Yahweh’s covenant promises. They stood, moreover, 
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facto, Christ and him crucified is the wisdom of God, because Christ is his redeeming 
word to the world. But we will see more of this particular theme in the various studies 
that lie ahead of us in the School. 

GOD ALONE THE SOURCE OF WISDOM 

The fear of  the only wise God 

 Biblically speaking, any so-called wisdom that is not submitted to and held in the 
context of relationship with God is not true wisdom at all. ‘The fear of God which is 
the beginning of wisdom’ (as in Ps. 111:10) is a concept deeply enmeshed in biblical 
connotations and associations. Worship and obedience from the manward side, with 
holiness and covenant faithfulness on the Godward (for example), may all find com-
modious shelter under the concept. Ontologically, the God whom we fear is the Holy 
One. But he is characteristically (especially in Isaiah) ‘the Holy One of Israel’. The 
fear that is due to his name is not simply because of his unapproachable holiness, but 
because of his inexpressible mercy in making and keeping covenant with his people. 
Practically, the responses of obedience and worship (which are in reality indivisible) 
are our entrance into the wisdom that the fear of God brings.  
 Together, these things mean that ontologically and practically the phrase ‘only 
wise God’ is inescapable. It is not just that God alone is ‘wise’ (in the same way that 
God alone is good, or holy, or love, or light), but any wisdom we may have could 
only be known in and through him. This was the case in the original creation and it is 
inherent in our calling to exercise the dominion which belongs to being made in his 
image and likeness (Gen. 1:26ff.). Such wisdom as is needed for a vocation such as 
this was never to be from us, but from him who made us. We were created to grow in 
wisdom and stature—to express and to fill out the various elements that ‘image and 
likeness’ contains—in and through submission to his word in joyful obedience to his 
will. The exchange of ‘wisdom-so-called’ for true wisdom relates finally to the desire 
to be ‘as God’. In other words the nature of human sin tells us much about the source 
of true wisdom. In wanting to be ‘as God’ we became fools, though professing to be 
wise. We became children of a different ‘father’, the Serpent, in and through our 
hearing of his voice. By negative illustration these things prove to us (as if such proof 
were needed!) that God alone is the source of true wisdom.  

The ‘only wise God’ and the plan of salvat ion 

 In Romans 16:27, Paul rounds out his magnificent benediction with the doxo-
logical prayer statement, ‘to the only wise God be glory forevermore through Jesus 
                                                                                                                                      
as the beneficiaries of God’s mighty acts of redemption in his faithfulness to these promises. It is only from this 
perspective—vouchsafed to them in their own exodus history—that they could then understand what it meant for 
God (i.e. Yahweh) to be Creator of heaven and earth. They could also understand (if they had ears to hear and eyes 
to see) what this meant for the nations as recipients of the covenant promises through Abraham and, indeed, what 
this meant for the whole of the created order. In this way we must read the Bible canonically, not chronologically. 
Israel knew God because God knew Israel. It is therefore no accident (as a quick overview of Isaiah or Revelation 
would show us) that creation and redemption are joined at the hip in true biblical faith.  
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Christ! Amen.’ This ascription of God as the ‘only wise’ One takes its place in an 
immediate context, which in turn is freighted with meaning from the broader context of 
Romans. The immediate context is that the God so described: (i) is able to establish/ 
strengthen the Roman believers; (ii) that he does so in accordance with/by means of the 
gospel/preaching of Jesus Christ; (iii) that this gospel is the revelation of God’s long 
secret mystery; and (iv) that this mystery, attested to in the Scriptures, now leads to the 
obedience of faith of the nations.  
 These clauses summarise much of the teaching of Romans (as well as much of the 
understanding as to what the apostolic ministry was about), which forms the wider 
context of this ascription. The God so prominently described in Romans, is the God 
whose wrath is revealed from heaven; who sends the Son as the propitiation for sin, 
justifying and redeeming those under the bondage of the Law, sin and death; who has 
testified to this climactic action of redemption in the persons and writings of the 
Scriptures; who has in his Son raised up a new humanity, who are of the Spirit and 
who live in the powerful reality of Fatherhood and his plan for the world to come; 
who has done all of this in the faithfulness to his covenant to Israel and the nations; 
and who has thus raised up and equipped a new worshipping community . . . it is this 
God who is ‘the only wise God’. Thus, the ‘depth of the riches and wisdom and 
knowledge of God’ (Rom. 11:33a) is revealed in his actions in history. These actions 
of judgement, grace and glory demonstrate ‘How unsearchable are his judgments and 
how inscrutable his ways!’ (Rom. 11:33b). 
 Two things come tumbling out of all this: firstly, God’s wisdom is only known in 
and through his acts of redemption (since we only come to know him in this way), and 
secondly, true wisdom can only be known ‘from above’. Indeed the whole of Romans 
(consisting of a series of ‘exchanges’3) tells us the saga of how our ungodly exchange 
(rendering us fools) is reversed by God’s own exchange. Through the gracious 
exchange of the cross, where in his Son our sin was condemned, we are rendered the 
beneficiaries of and participators in his wisdom. This route is the only one by which 
we may know the wisdom of God. And it comes from God alone.  
 But even more than this, God’s mysterious wisdom is worked out in the plan and 
purpose of what we have come to call ‘salvation history’. God’s hidden wisdom in the 
covenants, the people of Israel, the worship, the Law and so on, was Christ. He has now 
been revealed. This timing was part of the wisdom of God, as was the content (Christ) 
himself. Moreover, it was not just that the apostles saw God had revealed the mystery 
of Christ in history, but that he was continuing to reveal it through their preaching.  
 The letter to the Romans is as much about this matter as it is about the content  
of the gospel. Indeed, we could say that much of the New Testament is given over  
not simply to understanding the revelation brought to us in Christ, but also to the 
‘administration/stewardship’ (oikonomia) of the mystery of Christ (Eph. 3:9).4 In all 
                                                

3  For a very clear exposition of this see, ‘The Romans Exchange’ (chapter 7) of In Christ Alone: Living the 
Gospel Centered Life by Sinclair B. Ferguson (Reformation Trust Publishing, Lake Mary, 2007), pp. 39–44. In 
brief Romans describes: the exchange of the truth for a lie; the exchange of communion for condemnation; the 
exchange of the Obedient Adam for the disobedient; the exchange of our unrighteousness for his righteousness; 
and the exchange (in us, by the work of the Spirit) of belief for unbelief.  

4  For example, the pattern of ‘to the Jews first and then to the Gentiles’ seen prominently in the outline of the 
missionary ministry in Acts, is given theological voice in Romans 9–11. So also the (seeming) paradoxes of 
power/weakness and wisdom/foolishness expounded in the Corinthian letters relate to the divergence between our 
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these things God alone is ‘wise’. He alone is able to lead, direct and fulfill the various 
callings associated with the church’s mission, since he alone is the Creator–Sustainer 
who providentially oversees all circumstances associated with that mission. The 
wisdom that his people need comes from hearing him, and in so hearing, to be led by 
him as the Shepherd–Sage of the flock. 

WISDOM FROM ABOVE AND  
‘WISDOM-SO-CALLED’ FROM BELOW 

There is  a  wisdom and a ‘wisdom-so-called’ 

 In James 3:13–18 we have a strong and clear exposition of the fact that there are 
two competing ‘wisdoms’. Thematically, this goes all the way back to Genesis 3, 
where the Serpent offers an alternative and independent source of ‘wisdom’ to our 
first parents.  
 The theme of the ‘two ways’ can be traced through the Old Testament wisdom 
literature, where the constant reality of the ‘two ways’ is frequently expounded (e.g. in 
the competing call and claims of Wisdom and The Adulteress in Proverbs). Much 
wisdom literature is built around the contested path of true wisdom. In terms of the 
Former Prophets, such a contest is constantly present. The implicit question that runs 
throughout these books is: ‘Will the judges and kings of Israel (and Israel itself) walk 
according to wisdom or folly?’  
 In the Later Prophets this theme becomes a repeated refrain, with the alternative 
bases of trust (e.g. syncretistic/idolatrous worship on the high places; alliances with 
other nations; the Temple; human political machinations; military power; wealth; etc.) 
being constant distractions from the true fear of Yahweh in which the nation(s) ought 
to have walked. The implicit question, from Genesis 3 all the way through to the 
coming of Messiah, is: ‘Which way will you choose?’ And, foundational to this ques-
tion is the deeper one: ‘To whose voice will you listen?’5 

James 3:13–18 

 If we allow that James 3:13–18 is part of a lengthier exposition of James 3:1–2, the 
matter of wisdom and pastoral ministry is very much in view in these verses. Even if 
this connection is not demonstrable beyond doubt, the principle of the matter would be 
identical for pastor/teacher/elders as for the whole people of God, but especially so. 
 While there is much that could be said about James as an example of New 
Testament wisdom literature and the connections between James and Old Testament 
wisdom themes (and indeed, the Sermon on the Mount),6 the things of immediate and 
                                                                                                                                      
means and God’s, and how the latter is truly ‘wise’ and the former is really ‘foolish’.  

5  The contrast between the two ways does not end here, of course. The Sermon on the Mount and the weight 
of many of Jesus’ parables hold up to us the competing claims of the two ways. In Acts the designation of the 
church as people of ‘the Way’ may allude to this and many of the letters have competing options (e.g. Spirit/Flesh; 
Wisdom/Folly) as ubiquitous themes. In other New Testament passages (notably 1 Cor. 1–2 and Rom. 1) we find 
direct teaching on the two ways, akin to that in James 3:13–18. 

6  Many good commentaries pick up on these connections, but a detailed analysis of the many linguistic, 
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obvious concern are: (i) there are two types of wisdom;7 (ii) these have two different 
origins; (iii) they are evidenced by two different sets of attitudes and actions; and  
(iv) they are mutually exclusive.  
 We may speak of the two roots of these competing wisdoms as meekness or gentle-
ness (James 3:13) on the one hand and pride or arrogance (James 3:14) on the other. 
This thought accords with Proverbs 11:2, where we are told, ‘when pride comes, then 
comes disgrace, but with the humble is wisdom’, and it is echoed in many other places 
(e.g. Prov. 16:18; 21:24; 29:23; cf. Dan. 4:30ff.). Moses—as the premier example of 
meekness in the Scriptures outside of our Lord himself (Num. 12:3)—was also desig-
nated as the shepherd–leader of the flock of God (e.g. Ps. 77:20; Isa. 63:11–12; cf. Hos. 
12:13; Acts 7:35). He was besieged by folk coming to seek his wisdom in adjudication 
over personal and difficult matters (Exod. 18:13ff.). From our own experience I daresay 
we are all aware of this. Instinctively we are drawn to seek wisdom and counsel from 
the meek, rather than from the proud.  
 This passage in James also makes it clear that wisdom is not expressed in what we 
know but how we live. In 1 Corinthians 8:1, Paul puts it this way, ‘ “knowledge” puffs 
up, but love builds up’. True wisdom in James 3:13, 17–18 is closely aligned to the 
fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22–23). Conversely, wisdom-so-called closely resembles the 
deeds of the flesh (Gal. 5:19–21). As in Galatians, their source is the matter of vital 
importance. The flesh does not produce the fruit of the Spirit, and the Spirit does not 
produce the deeds of the flesh. To be of the flesh is to be yet unregenerate (as in Rom. 
8:5ff.), and therefore to belong still to the prince of this world (2 Cor. 4:4; Eph. 2:2;  
1 John 5:19; etc.). Those born from above bear the fruit of their Father, reflecting in 
their lives the Father’s wisdom. Likewise, those who yet belong to their earthly 
‘father’ represent his ‘wisdom’ in their actions (John 8:38, 41, 44; cf. 1 John 3:8–12). 
In James 3, then, we are faced with two different families, not just two different ways 
of thinking.8 For this reason we will come to see repeatedly that the wisdom-so-called 
is not morally neutral, for it is the expression of hatred towards the true Father.  
 It is sobering that James draws a very close link between the ‘natural’ wisdom of 
humanity and the ‘demonic’ wisdom against which the wisdom of God is revealed. 
That ‘natural’ wisdom can be not only ‘earthly’ but ‘demonic’ is a hard pill for us 
(Western educated, scientific rationalists) to swallow! While the comparison has its 
limitations what is not in view here is the ‘hardware’ of the human mind, but the 
‘software’ by which it operates.9 We may be able to speak about these things 
helpfully in two ways: the noetic effects of sin, and the spiritual bondage of the 
human mind. 
                                                                                                                                      
thematic and theological parallels between James and Matthew 5–7 can be found by Virgil Porter, The Sermon on 
the Mount in the Book of James in two parts: in Bibliotheca Sacra 162:647, July 2005, pp. 344–360 and 
Bibliotheca Sacra 162:648, October 2005, pp. 470–482. 

7  It is perhaps significant that James does not directly use the word ‘wisdom’ in relation to that which comes 
‘from below’. Everything that James nominates as coming from below stands in contrast to the wisdom from 
above, but it is not wisdom at all. It is wisdom-so-called, but James seems reticent to speak of it directly as 
wisdom, or accord dignity to it by using the term he prefers to keep for the true wisdom of God.  

8  It is notable that the oft quoted verse, ‘Resist the devil and he will flee from you’ (and its parallel in 1 Pet. 
5:9) comes in the context of humbling ourselves before God. In other words it has to do with recognising the 
authority of the Father, and submitting to him. This, by its very nature, indicates that the wisdom by which we will 
then operate is not earthly and demonic. The Evil One has lost the contest at that point, and must flee the scene.  

9  The main limitation being that the white matter of the brain is hardware and software together! 
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( i)  The noetic effects of s in 

 Firstly, many (particularly Reformed) theologians emphasise the noetic effects of 
sin. This is to say that we may think logically, but our logic will always lead to wrong 
conclusions. As James Denney has put it:  
 

. . . the depravity which human sin has produced in human nature extends to the whole of it. There 
is no part of human nature that is not affected by it. We are not water-tight compartments . . . what 
touches us for harm, with a corrupting, depraving touch, at a single point, has effects through our 
nature none the less real that they may be for a time beneath consciousness.10  

 
The entrance of sin into the world through our first parents did not bring the human race 
into a state of ‘brutish irrationality (that is, the inability to reason) . . . fallen men [and 
women] are able to mount and to follow a logical argument’,11 but it does mean that our 
reasoning, of itself, will always be misinformed, misdirected, and incomplete. This 
affect on human reasoning has been called the ‘noetic effect of sin’, meaning that sin 
affects the functioning of the human mind (nous). Because we have been created in the 
image of God to relate to him, and to know all things in relationship to him, a mind cut 
off from that relationship will always see things awry.12 Thus: ‘The very gifts of will, 
personhood, natural gifts, intelligence and the like, which have come to [us] from 
God—including the very image of God that [we are]—[we use] perversely’.13  
 In Paul’s language from Romans 1, we ‘suppress the truth’ with our reason, as 
much as with any other part of our nature. According to the biblical understanding of 
worship, those who make idols become like them (Ps. 115), so that there is a global 
effect of our exchange of true worship for false. The effects of sin do not destroy 
human reasoning processes, but they do ensure that all human reasoning will be 
twisted in terms of its motivations and outcomes, and limited in terms of the data 
which we take into account. The Tendenz (tendency/inclination) of the human mind 
and its wisdom will always lead away from the truth of God rather than to it.  
 The exchange between Jesus and Peter in Matthew 16:13–23 provides a stunning 
example of this. Even with ‘good data’ (e.g. Jesus’ own physical presence and that 
which God the Father had revealed to Peter from heaven about him), Peter’s logic 
(e.g. of what Messiah would be like and therefore what he could expect from Jesus) 
led him to a ‘demonic’ conclusion (viz. rebuke the Son of God for his talk about being 
killed in Jerusalem). Jesus’ rebuke is about Peter’s ungodly reasoning, as preserved in 
the Jerusalem Bible’s translation ‘Get behind me, Satan! You are an obstacle in my 

                                                
10  J. Denney, Studies in Theology, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1910, p. 83.  
11  R. Reymond, A New Systematic Theology of the Christian Faith, Thomas Nelson, Nashville, 1998, p. 452.  
12  It is in this regard I confess my ambivalence over the oft-repeated statement ‘all truth is God’s truth’. Does 

this imply that we may equate ‘facts’ with ‘truth’? Does it mean that we may hold a ‘fact’ to be true, without any 
wider frame of reference and interpretive issues raised by so doing? Does the biblical category of Truth allow us 
simply to assemble facts, and thereby think that we may arrive at Truth? What are we saying about epistemology 
on the one hand and the biblical doctrine of revelation—especially what we speak of theologically as ‘special 
revelation’—on the other if ‘all truth is God’s truth’? As Cornelius van Til (?) said, ‘there is no such thing as an 
uninterpreted fact’. Christians and non-Christians alike may note the same fact, but what this fact means and where 
this leads them will be vastly different. The ‘fact’ of the cross meant very different things for Peter and Pilate. And 
it will mean very different things for the same person at different times (e.g. Saul and Paul!). 

13  G. Bingham, The Things We Firmly Believe, NCPI, Blackwood, 1992, p. 83.  
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path, because you are thinking not as God thinks but as human beings do’ (Matt. 
16:23). 

( i i)  The spir itual bondage of the mind 

 Secondly, we may speak of the matrix in which our minds operate. We, as whole 
persons, are held in an unbreakable set of relationships governed by powerful spiritual 
enemies such as sin, death, the wrath of God, the Law, conscience, Satan, principali-
ties and powers, the world system, the flesh, idols, the harlot-city, the beast, and all 
the related actions that these powers engender (such as envy, jealousy, hatred, lust, 
greed, etc.). The Scriptures relating to these themes are many and varied, and in a 
School of this nature we perhaps need not rehearse them at this point.14 Suffice to say 
that the human mind is not free standing. This could never be the case ontologically, 
and certainly the need for our redemption from these enemies indicates that the sinful 
mind is not in a morally neutral state.15 Even as the redeemed community, the church 
must go on in the renewal of the mind (Rom. 12:2) by which they would be brought 
to maturity. The key to this is the preaching of the word of righteousness (see Heb. 
5:12–14) and therefore the renewed mind is not ‘free standing’ but ‘gospel/Spirit 
standing’. It is only in this way that we are given true spiritual and moral orientation 
in the world.  

GOD ALONE IS WISE: WISDOMS IN CONFLICT 

The material that the above opens is reflected in many other places in the Scriptures, 
but two New Testament passages in particular take us into similar territory. Doubtless 
we will be returning to these at various points through the School.  

Romans 1:18–32  

 While in other places in the New Testament we read of the coming day of wrath, 
from which we are warned to flee (e.g. Rom. 2:5; cf. 1 Thess. 1:10; 2:16), the emphasis 
in this passage falls on the present and continuous action of God’s wrath being 
experienced under sin now. In particular, Paul repeats the line that God ‘gave them 

                                                
14  Geoffrey Bingham has given expositions of these themes in many places, ranging from succinct summaries 

(for example, The Things We Firmly Believe, pp. 99–103) through to extensive treatments (e.g. The Clash of the 
Kingdoms, 1989; Christ’s Cross Over Man’s Abyss, 2003; The Dominion of Darkness and the Victory of God, 
1998; etc., all published by NCPI, Blackwood). It is notable that there is scarcely a book or Living Faith Study (or 
TLS tape!) where the theme does not emerge in Geoff’s teaching, and where the cross is not proclaimed. This 
stands in sharp contrast to most of what we might call academic theology where one is hard pressed to find even a 
mention of such things in the tables of contents or indexes of otherwise fine and helpful treatments of substantial 
topics. The lack is even more disconcerting given the (commendable) rise of biblical theology in recent decades. 
My fear is that much biblical theology will finally be found to be un-biblical for this very reason.  

15  This has important implications for the preaching of the gospel. It is often suggested that the primary need 
for the effective communication of the gospel is a clear and logical presentation of the case for Christ, which has 
an apologetic powerful enough to compel the mind’s submission to the gospel through the logic of the case 
presented. What may be missed in this view is that the hearers do not come with a mind free of presuppositions, 
the origin of which has to do with the nature of sin, rather than with the mind having picked up a few warped 
thoughts which the argument may straighten out.  
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over’ to their lusts, passions and depraved mind (Rom. 1:24, 26, 28) as a manifesta-
tion of his wrath in the current experience of sinners. As C. K. Barrett puts it: ‘God’s 
judgement has already broken forth; only he has consigned sinners not to hell but to 
sin—if indeed these be alternatives’.16  
 The idea of God ‘giving over’ has a fulsome Old Testament background, particu-
larly in the prophets. On the one hand it is seen reflected in those places where the 
wicked are caught in their own snare (e.g. Ps. 7:15; 9:15; 35:8; 37:15; 57:6; 94:23; 
Prov. 5:22; 11:5; etc.). Of this principle, the account of Haman’s demise in the book 
of Esther is perhaps the clearest and most dramatic example. On the other hand it is 
seen where Israel reaped the negative harvest of her idolatry and the alliances with the 
nations which this often entailed. One of the clearest examples of this can be found in 
Ezekiel 16 where God gives Israel over to the hands of her ‘lovers’ (the idols and the 
nations served by them) who degrade and abuse her, which suffering is God’s judge-
ment on her unfaithfulness. The same principle is seen in other places (e.g. Isa. 3:16–
24; Hos. 2:9–13), and was clearly understood by the Old Testament writers as being 
the normative pattern of God’s dealing with human sin and rebellion against him.  
 Paul has explained that his purpose is to proclaim the gospel, which is the power of 
God to salvation. In the light of the above discussion, the gospel is that which releases 
sinners from the current experience of the dreadful wrath of God, not simply as a 
coming eschatological crisis, but as the current reality of life in which men and 
women are given over to their sins. The eschatological deliverance from the wrath to 
come is no less emphasised in other places in Paul’s theology (e.g. Acts 17:31; Rom. 
2:5, 16; 2 Tim. 4:1; cf. 1 Thess. 1:10; 2:16), but here (in Romans 1) his focus is on the 
action of God’s wrath in the actual current experience of men and women. In their 
innermost being, as men and women are given over to their sins and all that flows 
from this, including various forms of physical, emotional and psychological suffering 
and turmoil; in the haunting and howling of their troubled minds and consciences; and 
in the breakdown of all human relationships, men and women are in the active grip of 
God’s personal wrath towards them. 
 The reason for this fearful state is not hard to find in the passage. God has revealed 
himself to men and women, and goes on doing so (vv. 19, 20) but human beings do not 
want to receive this revelation. Rather they suppress the truth of God that he is bringing 
to them every day (v. 18) and thus men and women operate towards him in a perverse 
exchange. They exchange God’s glory for idolatry (v. 23); God’s truth for a lie (Rom. 
1:25); and both are brought together in false worship: whereby they worship and serve 
the creation/creature, ‘rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen’ (Rom. 
1:25b). In the face of such persistent human wickedness, and in the light of its 
consequent experience of wrath, the gospel is indeed gracious good news! God himself 
has sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins, even sins such as these! 
 It is in this context of the sinful exchange, that we find Paul speaking of the matter 
of foolishness. In verse 21 the refusal to worship God (by glorifying/honouring him as 
God and giving thanks to him), means that men and women have become ‘futile in 
their thinking’, having ‘foolish hearts’ that are ‘darkened’.17 One’s ‘heart’ (kardia) 
                                                

16  C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, A. & C. Black, London, 1962, p. 38. 
17  The verbs in the latter part of the verse should be taken as divine passives. The subject of the verb is not 

named, but God is the one who is implied. Men and women ‘became futile’ (emataiōthēsan) in their thinking and 
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stands for one’s ‘whole intellectual and emotional life’.18 It is ‘the most comprehen-
sive term for the human faculties, the seat of feeling (Rom. 9:2; 10:1); will (1 Cor. 
4:5; 7:37; cf. Rom. 16:18); [and] thoughts (Rom. 10:6, 8)’.19 Here the whole heart is 
‘foolish’ (asynetos), so that in verse 22 Paul is able to summarize the contradiction: in 
professing wisdom, men and women became fools (emōranthēsan, to make/render 
foolish).20 In all of this, we should not lose sight of the fact that this foolishness is 
linked with hostility towards God, and is manifest in the exchange of proper worship 
for idolatry. Foolishness is rebellion.21 

1 Corinthians 1–2 

 For Paul, there is no thought of any wisdom independent of God’s action in Christ 
and, in particular, in Christ as the Crucified One. Paul’s statements on the matter are 
plain. He says that ‘the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us 
who are being saved it is the power of God’ (1 Cor. 1:18). In the preaching of Christ 
crucified (1 Cor. 1:23), Christ becomes both the power and wisdom of God to all who 
believe (1 Cor. 1:24). Paul saw that the preaching of the cross must not be emptied of 
its power by couching it in ‘words of eloquent wisdom’ (1 Cor. 1:17). In coming to the 
Corinthians with the message of Christ crucified—and with that message alone (1 Cor. 
2:1–3), since he had deliberately shunned ‘plausible [i.e. persuasive, enticing] words of 
wisdom’ (1 Cor. 2:4)—Paul knew that the Corinthians’ faith had been brought to rest 
on the wisdom and power of God, rather than on the wisdom of men (1 Cor. 2:5). 
 Of central importance to Paul’s teaching is the fact that the wisdom ‘from below’ 
(to import James’ term) is entirely opposed to the wisdom from above and that this 
earthly wisdom finds God’s wisdom to be utterly incomprehensible. Indeed we are 
told that we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, 
that we might understand the things freely given us by God. And we impart this in 
words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual 
truths to those who are spiritual. The natural person does not accept the things of the 
Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because 
they are spiritually discerned (1 Cor. 2:12–14). 
 Behind this statement lies an understanding of the spiritual blindness which points 
us to two things we need to note. Firstly, ‘no human means exists by which God’s 

                                                                                                                                      
their hearts ‘were darkened’ (eskotisthē). Barrett’s translation preserves the sense well, ‘even as they made them-
selves out to be wise, they were turned into fools’ (Barrett, Romans, p. 37). The action is part of his ‘giving over’ 
in a just and deliberate punishment for their rejection of God.  

18  J. Dunn, Romans 1–8, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 39A, Word Books, Dallas, 1988, p. 71. 
19  W. Sanday and A. Headlam, The Epistle to the Romans: A Critical and Exegetical Commentary, The Inter-

national Critical Commentary, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1975, pp. 44f. (verse numbers clarified). 
20  When did this happen? Though there is no direct quotation from the Old Testament account of the Fall in 

this section, the allusions to wisdom and knowledge and the theme of the over-reaching rebellion of human beings 
which is met by the judgement of God, is best seen as alluding to that background. For more detailed discussion on 
this point see J. Dunn, Romans 1–8, pp. 60f.  

21  In two references (Luke 6:11 and 2 Tim. 3:9) foolishness/folly and fury/rage are virtually equated. ‘But they 
were filled with fury [anoia] and discussed with one another what they might do to Jesus’ (Luke 6:11). Compare: ‘But 
they will not get very far, for their folly [anoia] will be plain to all, as was that of those two men’ (2 Tim. 3:9). The 
word anoia is a negated form of nous (reason, mind, understanding). To be without understanding, from these 
references, is not simply to be without knowledge. It is to be hostile in mind and opposed to the messengers of God.  
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truth can be grasped by those without the Spirit. The Spirit himself begets knowledge 
of the things of the Spirit’.22 Secondly, the wisdom ‘taught by the Spirit’ is embodied 
in the word (logos) of the cross. It is in and through the word of the cross that the 
wisdom of this world is shown to be nothing other than ‘foolishness’ (1 Cor. 1:18–
21).23 Consequently, Paul can say that ‘the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and 
the weakness of God is stronger than men’ (1 Cor. 1:25).  
 The whole of Paul’s argument is built on a seeming paradox: the wisdom of this 
age regards the wisdom of God (in the cross) as foolishness, but in reality the ‘fool-
ishness’ of the cross is the ultimate expression of Divine wisdom. Thus, in order to 
become truly wise, one must renounce the ‘wisdom’ of this age, and embrace the 
‘foolishness’ of the wisdom of God.24 Paul’s conclusion is this, ‘Let no one deceive 
himself. If anyone among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him become a fool 
that he may become wise’ (1 Cor. 3:18). Thus, ‘the force of Paul’s rebuttal to the 
Corinthians becomes clear: the truth about God is revealed not through philosophy 
but through prophecy, not through rhetoric but by revelation. The secret saving 
purposes of God for the whole world are now laid bare by the Spirit’s disclosure that 
the wisdom of God is made known through the cross’.25  
 Indeed, the matter is even more confronting than this, astounding though this 
statement is. Paul clearly indicates that the purpose of God in his wisdom is to judge 
the wisdom of this world. Paul does not set the two wisdoms side by side, as if they 
were equal, though opposite, alternatives. They are radically incompatible, and so 
opposed is the wisdom of this age to the wisdom of the cross (i.e. the wisdom of 
God), that God must judge it. James has said that such wisdom is ‘natural, earthly, 
demonic’. Paul would agree!  
 Quoting from Isaiah 29 Paul says, ‘For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of 
the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart” ’ (1 Cor. 1:19).26 This 
comports with Paul’s statements that God is ‘shaming’ and ‘nullifying’ the wisdom of 

                                                
22  T. R. Schreiner, Paul: Apostle of God’s Glory in Christ, IVP, Downers Grove/Leicester, 2001, p. 263. 
23  The term ‘foolishness’ has a moral connotation in the Bible. To speak of the wisdom of this current age as 

‘foolishness’ is to label it as something that is not just deficient or even ignorant of the facts, but something that is 
actually malevolent to God and his purposes.  

24  R. Hays, ‘Wisdom According to Paul’, pp. 111–123 in Where Shall Wisdom Be Found? ed. Stephen Barton 
(T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1999), the following quote from p. 115: 

Philosophers, Torah scholars, and most significantly, popular orators—all the esteemed pundits of Paul’s day—all fail to 
understand what is really going on in the world. Their vaunted wisdom had failed to grasp the truth about God . . . God 
has exploded common sense by an eschatological revelation of the truth ‘through the foolishness (mōria) of our 
proclamation (kērygma)’. The word mōria points to the utter craziness of the gospel message by common sense 
standards. How can the ignominious death of Jesus on a cross be the event of salvation for the world? One would have 
to be a fool to believe that. Yet that is precisely what the gospel declares. 

25  Hays’ italics, ‘Wisdom According to Paul’, p. 120. 
26  The context of the original words from Isaiah 29:14, quoted here from the LXX, is significant for our 

theme. The oracle in which this statement is found is a warning against Jerusalem of coming judgement. The 
reason for this judgement is because there is no fear of God amongst the populous (which is the meaning of Isa. 
29:13, ‘this people draw near with their mouth and honor me with their lips, while their hearts are far from me, and 
their fear of me is a commandment taught by men’) and thus no wisdom (which is associated with true fear of God 
and thus obedience to his commands, as in Ps. 111:10). The result of such ‘fearless’ living is both deception and 
pride (as described in Isa. 29:15 and 16 respectively). In view of the nature of the ‘wisdom of the wise men’ and its 
deleterious effects, God could not let it stand, as it was nothing less than a rebellion against him. In essence the 
‘wisdom of the wise’ is a manifestation of the spiritual blindness of God’s Old Testament people, a blindness that 
was not relieved by repentance in the light of Isaiah’s ministry of the wisdom from above. 
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this age (1 Cor. 1:27–28) and that he is bringing the ‘wise’ of this age to judgement 
by catching them in their own cleverness (1 Cor. 3:19). In such statements, the motif 
of conflict between the two wisdoms that was implicit in James is here made explicit. 
The world is presented as operating with a sort of wisdom that is not morally neutral, 
but spiritually hostile to God.  
 The Corinthians had been deeply affected by the prevailing social morés, which 
valued highly the philosophical wisdom of the age and the mode of its presentation. 
Hays’ comment is instructive: ‘we must bear in mind that the term “wisdom” can 
refer, in the Corinthian setting, both to the possession of exalted knowledge and to the 
ability to express that knowledge in a powerful and rhetorically polished way’.27 The 
enchantment lay not simply (or even primarily) in the content, but also in the style. In 
a contemporary world, where image triumphs over substance in all forms of com-
munication and presentation—not least in the evangelical church—this is a sombre 
warning. 
 Paul’s argument is both unambiguous and striking. In this current arena of conflict, 
the wisdom of God is only wise to those who are being saved (e.g. 1 Cor. 1:18, 21b, 
24). To the world at large, it seems to be foolish and is thus largely rejected. 
Moreover, this refusal to see and receive the wisdom from God is Satanic in its origin 
(so 2 Cor. 4:3–4). In view of this, the only possible way to defeat the world’s system 
of wisdom (which is no less ‘natural, earthly and demonic’ in Paul’s theology than in 
James’) is through the proclamation of the wisdom of God, the wisdom ‘from above’. 
This proclamation is at one and the same time the revelation of God’s wisdom to the 
world, and the judgement upon that world’s wisdom.  
 

                                                
27  Hays, ‘Wisdom According to Paul’, p. 113. 
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STUDY 3 

‘Know Thyself’  

Martin Bleby 

The title of this study comes from the wisdom of ancient Greece: 
 

The ancient Greek aphorism ‘Know thyself’ (Greek: γνῶθι σεαυτόν or gnothi seauton, or σαυτόν 
with the ε contracted) was inscribed in the pronaos (forecourt) of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi—
according to the Greek periegetic (travelogue) writer Pausanias (10.24.1). 
   . . . The saying ‘Know thyself’ may refer by extension to the ideal of understanding human 
behavior, morals, and thought, because ultimately to understand oneself is to understand other 
humans as well. However, the ancient Greek philosophers thought that no man can ever 
comprehend the human spirit and thought thoroughly, so it would have been almost inconceivable 
to know oneself fully. Therefore, the saying may refer to a less ambitious ideal, such as knowing 
one’s own habits, morals, temperament, ability to control anger, and other aspects of human 
behavior that we struggle with on a daily basis.1 

 
With this went another inscription: ‘Nothing in excess’, implying that by self-know-
ledge and self-control one could live a moderately good life. Some would uphold those 
ideals today. Some would use the phrase to unearth hidden powers within oneself that 
would set one apart from others.2 
 None of this is quite what we seek to do in this study. We do seek to know who we 
are as human beings, so we can be what we are meant to be, and help others to be the 
same. Like the ancient Greek philosophers, along with the preacher in the biblical book 
Ecclesiastes, we find we cannot plumb the mystery of ourselves and of humanity 
simply by trying to seek it out. We look to the revelation of God in the Scriptures, and 
to the Spirit of God that is given to us in Christ. 

HUMAN LIMITATION, AND HUMAN FOOLISHNESS 

In seeking to know who we are as human beings, we find ourselves in the position of 
Agur son of Jakeh, in words addressed mysteriously ‘to Ithiel and Ucal’ (Prov. 30:1, 
RSV)—whoever they may be. It is admitted that, ‘The Hebrew of this verse is obscure’, 
and the New Revised Standard Version attempts an interpretation that indicates that in 
seeking this out we become ‘weary’ or ‘spent’—at the end of our resources: 
 
                                                

1  <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Know_thyself>, accessed 5th June 2008.  
2  The inscription was used with these overtones in the ‘Matrix’ series of movies. 
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The words of Agur son of Jakeh. An oracle.  
Thus says the man: I am weary, O God,  
   I am weary, O God. How can I prevail?  
Surely I am too stupid to be human;  
   I do not have human understanding (Prov. 30:1–2). 

 
There are two aspects to this inability to know ourselves by trying to find out: our 
limitation as human creatures, and our stupidity as sinners. We do well to recognise 
our legitimate limitation as human creatures. There are some things it is not needful 
for us to know, such as what we would need to know to run the universe if we were 
God. ‘The secret things belong to the LORD our God’ (Deut. 29:29). It could be these 
were the things we were seeking to know when, in order to be as God (see Gen. 3:5), 
we took the fruit of the tree that gives ‘knowledge of what is good and what is bad’ or 
‘knowledge of everything’ (Gen. 2:17, GNB, with footnote). This is when human 
beings ‘became futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. 
Claiming to be wise, they became fools’ (Rom. 1:21–22). Thus we find ourselves in 
the fog of stupidity that Agur son of Jakeh complains of, in which we do not know 
even what a human being is meant to know. When God says through Isaiah, ‘my 
thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways’ and says that His ways 
and thoughts are so much higher than ours, He is not speaking of our proper human 
limitations. He is contrasting His ways and thoughts with the way of the wicked and 
the thoughts of the unrighteous (see Isa. 55:7–9). In this debauched condition, what 
can we know of ourselves, or of wisdom? 
 Deuteronomy 29:29 goes on to say: ‘but the revealed things belong to us and to our 
children forever, to observe all the words of this law’—God shows us all we need to 
know to do what we need to do as human beings. So Isaiah 55 holds out hope: 

 
Seek the LORD while he may be found,  
   call upon him while he is near;  
let the wicked forsake their way,  
   and the unrighteous their thoughts;  
let them return to the LORD, that he may have mercy on them,  
   and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon (Isa. 55:6–7). 

 
Agur son of Jakeh knows that if we are going to find out anything of truth and value it 
will need to come from outside ourselves, and possibly gives a hint of how this might 
happen: 

 
I have not learned wisdom,  
   nor have I knowledge of the holy ones [or Holy One].  
Who has ascended to heaven and come down?  
   Who has gathered the wind in the hollow of the hand? 
Who has wrapped up the waters in a garment?  
   Who has established all the ends of the earth?  
What is the person’s name?  
   And what is the name of the person’s child?  
   Surely you know! (Prov. 30:3–4). 

 
If we are to know wisdom concerning ourselves or anything else, it will need to come 
from the one who created and orders all things; possibly through one closely related 
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with the Creator, who has come down from heaven. Agur son of Jakeh has confidence 
in the veracity and completeness of the word that comes from this One: 
 

Every word of God proves true;  
   he is a shield to those who take refuge in him.  
Do not add to his words, or else he will rebuke you, 
   and you will be found a liar (Prov. 30:5–6). 

 
With this others concur: 
 

LORD, I know that people’s lives are not their own; 
   it is not for them to direct their steps (Jer. 10:23, TNIV). 
 
For the Lord gives wisdom;  
   from his mouth come knowledge and understanding (Prov. 2:6). 

 
This wisdom and understanding is not morally inert or neutral, but has to do with 
‘righteousness and justice and equity, every good path’ (Prov. 2:9). It is by this 
wisdom that the Lord has made, founded and established all things (see Ps. 104:24; 
Prov. 3:19). 
 Can we, back through the fog of our sinfulness, and limited as we are, gain some 
sense of who we are, and what we knew of wisdom, when we were created? 

DELIGHTING IN THE HUMAN RACE 

When we look to the word of God concerning our creation, we find that God in His 
wisdom found us anything but stupid: 
 

When he established the heavens, I was there,  
   when he drew a circle on the face of the deep,  
when he made firm the skies above,  
   when he established the fountains of the deep,  
when he assigned to the sea its limit,  
   so that the waters might not transgress his command, 
when he marked out the foundations of the earth,  
   then I was beside him, like a master worker;  
and I was daily his delight,  
   rejoicing before him always,  
rejoicing in his inhabited world  
   and delighting in the human race (Prov. 8:27–31). 

 
God’s delight in His own wisdom is matched by His delight in us His own creatures. 
Why should this not be so regarding His ‘son’ Adam (see Luke 3:38), whom God by 
His wisdom made in His image, according to His likeness (see Gen. 1:26; compare 
5:1–3)? No less is the Father delighted when the true human being, the second Adam 
(see Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 15:45–49), appears on earth: 
 

This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased (Matt. 3:17, RSV). 
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This is the intended, and ultimate, condition of human beings as created by God, with 
a ‘righteousness and justice and equity, every good path’ (Prov. 2:9) matching and 
fitting with God’s own. 
 We can gain a good sense of who we are as created, and our relationship with the 
wisdom of God, from Psalm 19. After setting out how the created order rejoices to 
bear witness to the glory of its Creator, the psalm then addresses the human scene: 
 

The law of the LORD is perfect,  
   reviving the soul;  
the decrees of the LORD are sure,  
   making wise the simple;  
the precepts of the LORD are right,  
   rejoicing the heart;  
the commandment of the LORD is clear,  
   enlightening the eyes;  
the fear of the LORD is pure,  
   enduring forever;  
the ordinances of the LORD are true  
   and righteous altogether.  
More to be desired are they than gold,  
   even much fine gold;  
sweeter also than honey,  
   and drippings of the honeycomb.  
Moreover by them is your servant warned;  
   in keeping them there is great reward (Ps. 19:7–11). 

 
While this is clearly a poetic discourse on the law of God, we do well to note what it 
tells us of ourselves as human beings in relationship with God and His wisdom. We are 
those whose souls are revived by the perfect law of the Lord, and whose simplicity is 
made wise by the Lord’s decrees. Our hearts rejoice in the right precepts of God, and 
our eyes are enlightened by His clear commandments. We live forever with a fear of the 
Lord that is utterly pure (to this we shall return: see below). We are those who desire 
the true and righteous ordinances of God more than the finest gold, and we find them 
sweeter to us than honey from the honeycomb. We are glad to heed their warning 
against evil (compare Gen. 2:16–17), and our great reward is in keeping them. 
 The psalm goes on to display our awareness that we have not lived in a manner 
consistent with this way we are made, but hope is held out that we can be this way, 
through the redemption that God brings: 
 

But who can detect their errors?  
   Clear me from hidden faults. 
Keep back your servant also from the insolent;  
   do not let them have dominion over me.  
Then I shall be blameless,  
   and innocent of great transgression.  
Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart 
   be acceptable to you,  
   O LORD, my rock and my redeemer (Ps. 19:12–14). 

 
Even as we sense our failure to be what we have been made to be, do not our hearts 
resonate with and long to be that way, especially once we know that we can be 
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cleared from all fault, rescued from the dominion of insolence, and brought to 
blameless innocence that is acceptable to God, through His utterly dependable action 
as our Redeemer? 

THE FEAR OF THE LORD 

At the centre of such glorious human condition is this: 
 

. . . the fear of the LORD is pure, 
   enduring forever (Ps. 19:9). 

 
We know that ‘The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom’ (Ps. 111:10). This 
‘fear’ of the Lord, which delights God, is in marked contrast with ‘any who are wise 
in their own conceit’, whom God does not regard favourably (Job 37:24). The 
preacher in Ecclesiastes sums up the whole of what it means to be a human being in 
these words: 
 

Fear God, and keep his commandments; for that is the whole duty of everyone [literally: the whole 
of man, or the whole of being human] (Eccl. 12:13). 

 
It is the observing of the commandments of God that will mark out the nation of Israel 
among the other peoples as ‘a wise and discerning people’ (Deut. 4:6). 
 The fear of God has to do, first of all, with a healthy and wholesome regard for 
moral consequences—as the preacher goes on to say: 
 

For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every secret thing, whether good or evil 
(Eccl. 12:14). 

 
Indeed, one who loves the law of God is able to say: 
 

My flesh trembles for fear of you,  
   and I am afraid of your judgments (Ps. 119:120).3 

 
The preacher has already spelled out some of these consequences: 
 

There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in their toil. This also, 
I saw, is from the hand of God; for apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment? For to 
the one who pleases him God gives wisdom and knowledge and joy; but to the sinner he gives the 
work of gathering and heaping, only to give to one who pleases God (Eccl. 2:24–26). 

 
With this goes a fully contented acceptance that we are creatures of God, and not gods 
ourselves: 
 

I have seen the business that God has given to everyone to be busy with. He has made everything 
suitable for its time; moreover he has put a sense of past and future into their minds, yet they cannot 
find out what God has done from the beginning to the end. I know that there is nothing better for 
them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live; moreover, it is God’s gift that all 
should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil. I know that whatever God does endures 

                                                
3  These very judgements are designated as life-giving elsewhere in the psalm: see verses 149 and 156. 
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forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it; God has done this, so that all should 
stand in awe before him (Eccl. 3:10–14). 
 

 It is the loss or absence of this fear of God that gives rise to moral anarchy. What 
reason did Abraham give for deceiving the kingdom of Abimelech of Gerar that his 
wife Sarah was his sister? 

 
I did it because I thought, There is no fear of God at all in this place, and they will kill me because 
of my wife (Gen. 20:11). 
 

On this occasion Abraham was mistaken, for the pagan Abimelech did indeed fear 
God, and was anxious to be in the right before Him. 

IN THE BEGINNING 

Was there a place for this fear of God in the garden, when human beings were in their 
original condition? Indeed there was, for in that place there were commandments of 
God, with a consequence attached if they were broken: 

 
The LORD God commanded . . . ‘You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of 
the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die’ 
(Gen. 2:16–17). 
 

It was the woman and man’s acceptance of the serpent’s lying disregard for the 
consequence—‘You will not die’ (Gen. 3:4)—that led them into sin. Even though 
they came to believe that this action ‘was to be desired to make one wise’ (Gen. 3:6), 
the true wisdom, in that situation as in every other, was to fear God and keep His 
commandments. 
 The commands regarding the trees in the garden were not the only commandments 
given to the man and the woman. The basic creational mandate was given with God’s 
blessing to enable them to fulfil it: 

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

Given that this meant they, made in the image of God, were to fill the earth with this 
relationship and blessing of God, there was enough here to keep the man and woman 
fully occupied until ‘all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the LORD’ (Num. 
14:21). 
 The abandonment of true wisdom meant the usurping of that purpose of God by 
substitute ends and means. ‘God made human beings straightforward, but they have 
devised many schemes’ (Eccl. 7:29). The sorry course of this usurpation is traced in 
Romans 1:18–32. If this traces the reversal of the original true wisdom, and the 
descent into the darkness of senseless futility, impurity, perversity, and all kinds of 
wickedness, then we may be able to sense something of our original condition in its 
opposite, which could be delineated as follows: 
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Human beings are in the favour of God, in godliness and righteousness, living in the 
truth. We know what can be known about God, because God has shown it to us. God’s 
eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, are understood and seen 
by us through the things that He has made. We know God, honour Him as God, and 
give thanks to Him, and so are wise. We have the glory of the immortal God. The 
desires of our hearts are pure, and our bodies are noble and upright, as we worship 
and serve the Creator, who is blessed forever! A woman and a man have natural 
intercourse with each other [as one flesh, they are naked and not ashamed!], and 
receive in their persons the benefits of their faithfulness. We acknowledge God, our 
minds are exalted, and we do what ought to be done. We are filled with every kind of 
righteousness, goodness, generosity, and kindness. Full of appreciation for each 
other, full of love, compatibility, truthfulness, helpfulness, we speak well of each 
other, and build one another up. We love God, we speak kindly, we are humble, and 
make much of each other. We find new ways of doing good. We obey our parents. We 
are sensible, faithful, sensitive, and merciful. We know God’s decree that those who 
are not this way deserve to die, and we warmly encourage one another in the practice 
of these things. 
 
That we should, by our own decision, abandon such a state, is a desperately wicked 
and inexplicable act. 

IN THE END 

Inherent in the creational mandate or vocation (Gen. 1:28; compare Num. 14:21;  
2 Pet. 3:13), in the sanctifying of the sabbath (Gen. 2:3; compare Heb. 4:9–11), and in 
the gift of marriage (Gen. 2:24; compare Eph. 5:32; Rev. 21:2), is the promise of new 
heavens and a new earth where righteousness dwells, a fulfilled rest from labours, and 
a holy city or family of people who are one with God.4 These elements would have 
been known by us proleptically, by anticipation, in the original creation, and are no 
doubt built in to the fabric of our being as that for which we have been created. 
Together these make up ‘the hope of eternal life that God, who never lies, promised 
before the ages began’ (Titus 1:2). 
 These things, with the Father, ‘the only wise God’ (Rom. 16:27) who purposed 
them, were present from the beginning, and so were a prominent part of the reality 
that we were in then. The New Testament speaks of these things as fulfilled in Christ: 
he is the one in whom all things will be united (Eph. 1:10), the one in whom our true 
rest is found (Matt. 11:28–30), the bridegroom of the bride (Rev. 19:5–16). He too 
was present, with these capacities, in the beginning—‘all things have been created 
through him and for him’ (Col. 1:16)—and no doubt his mark is on all that is made, 
particularly on human beings who are destined to be conformed to his image (see 
Rom. 8:29). No less was the Holy Spirit present in the beginning (see Gen. 1:2; Job 
33:4; 32:8), as the one through whom is revealed ‘God’s wisdom, secret and hidden, 

                                                
4  These three elements are nominated in Geoffrey Bingham, Love’s Most Glorious Covenant, Redeemer 

Baptist Press, Castle Hill, 1997, pp. 40–66. 
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which God decreed before the ages for our glory . . . what God has prepared for those 
who love him’ (1 Cor. 2:7, 9, 10). Jesus spoke of the Father when he looked to a time 
when ‘they shall all be taught by God’ (John 6:45; quoting Isa. 54:13; compare Jer. 
31:34). Jesus, ‘in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge’ (Col. 
2:3), spoke of himself as our ‘one instructor’ (Matt. 23:10). Jesus also said that the 
Holy Spirit ‘will teach you everything . . . and he will declare to you the things that 
are to come’ (John 14:26; 16:13).5 If all of this was present in the beginning and 
teaching us in all wisdom the things that God had purposed from before the 
foundation of the world, what wisdom and joyous anticipation was ours! As Geoffrey 
Bingham has said: 
 

Godly wisdom relates to all that God is, all that He does, especially in creating the world, and all 
that He has planned for that creation such as upholding and ruling it, and finally bringing it to a 
state of regeneration and perfection, whilst at the same time regenerating His people. We will see 
that not only does wisdom have to do with God creating this world, and with upholding and ruling 
it, but that wisdom is always ‘forward-looking’, that is, it has a goal of its own as designed by God 
and we do not understand wisdom until we see what creation, redemption and glorification are all 
about. He—or she—who has this wider vision knows the glory of wisdom.6 

OUR REDEEMER FROM OF OLD 

As we lament the loss of this primal purity, we need to know that present there also 
was the means of our salvation. The One whom we then knew as our Father (as in 
Gen. 5:1–3; Luke 3:38), is also ‘our Redeemer from of old’ (Isa. 63:16). The Son, 
through whom all things were made, was also ‘destined before the foundation of the 
world’ as ‘a lamb without defect or blemish’ whose blood would be shed (1 Pet. 1:20, 
19); and we who are being saved had our names ‘written from the foundation of the 
world in the book of life of the Lamb that was slaughtered’ (Rev. 13:8). As our 
‘wisdom from God’ he is also our ‘righteousness and sanctification and redemption’ 
(1 Cor. 1:30). The Spirit of God, who has made us and has given us life and 
understanding (as in Job 33:4; 32:8), is also the one who will breathe the creation 
newly into life after we have died under God’s judgement (see Ps. 104:29–32). This 
grace that ‘has now been revealed through the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, 
who abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel’ is 
the grace that ‘was given to us in Christ Jesus before the ages began’ (2 Tim. 1:10, 9). 
 This gospel acts on us to restore us to a true and wholesome fear of God: 
 

If you, O LORD, should mark iniquities,  
   Lord, who could stand?  
But there is forgiveness with you,  
   so that you may be revered (Ps. 130:3–4). 

 
 

                                                
5  An explication of the Father, the Son and the Spirit as teachers is found in Geoffrey Bingham, True God or 

New Guru? NCPI, Blackwood, 1979, pp. 10–24.  
6  Geoffrey Bingham, The Only Wise God, unpublished manuscript, n.d., ch. 2, p. 9. 
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Assured from the beginning was the way we could return to what we knew of the 
wisdom of God, and now even more so, to the age to come: 
 

Then I saw another angel flying in midheaven, with an eternal gospel to proclaim to those who live 
on the earth—to every nation and tribe and language and people. He said in a loud voice, ‘Fear God 
and give him glory, for the hour of his judgment has come; and worship him who made heaven and 
earth, the sea and the springs of water’ (Rev. 14:6–7). 
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STUDY 4 

Creation and Wisdom 

Randall Lawton 

Since the Fall there have been very strong forces of disintegration in all things. If we 
are not careful, we may inadvertently read and study the Scriptures in such a way. But 
in the absolute and complete revelation of Christ—his creative power—there is faith 
given that understands once-and-for-all-time a reconciling action of God and a unified 
goal for ‘all things’ (Eph. 1:10). So, in Christ—the Word—there is a hermeneutic of 
unity in our working in the Scriptures. This is a God-given prolegomenon. Indeed, 
whilst we would wish not to blend all elements of scriptural genre and distinctiveness 
into one homogenous mass, and we must be careful not to do so, the unifying power 
of Christ enables us to see the Scriptures as one symphony: one beautiful and glorious 
song of harmony and symmetry. The Scriptures in this light do themselves generate 
this. God’s wisdom, therefore, calls us into such a way, for foolishness is the work of 
atomisation: relational death with God and disunity amongst the brethren and the 
fragmentation of the creation. In the gospel we come into this mystery, in the context 
of a disjointed and futile world, of seeing God’s creative power in his creation in 
which we may freely and joyously live.  

LEARNING TO FEAR THE LORD AS CREATOR 

Specif ic and General  Wisdom 

 Humanity was given what we might call specific and general wisdom. In the gar-
den, God gave specific instructions: ‘You may surely eat . . . you shall not eat’ (Gen. 
2:16–17).1 Also, God brought the animals to Adam, ‘to see what he would call them. 
And whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name’ (Gen. 2:19). 
Because Adam knew God and feared him, he had creational wisdom to name the 
animals, which he did. God did not tell Adam what to call them! No doubt, in order 
for him to rule, he needed both specific and general wisdom. These must be seen as of 
the one piece, for being in the image of God (Gen. 1:27) they constitute both his 
subordination and rulership under God. In other words, Adam was able to rule wisely 
only as he submitted to his Creator. 
 When Adam and Eve were foolish in seeking their own wisdom apart from God 
(Gen. 3:6), the ability to receive special wisdom was cut off, for they died in relation 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
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to God. Also general wisdom was severely hampered and distorted. Yet through coven-
ant, torah was given (e.g. Exodus) and sages gave hokma, wise creational instruction 
(e.g. Proverbs).2 The biblical witness, therefore, is the account of God giving and 
restoring specific and general wisdom to his people. However, general wisdom needed 
to be reinstituted and organised into its own tradition for it tended to get lost under a 
rigid and exclusivist emphasis on torah. Clearly torah, as significant as it is, did not 
cover every detail and contingency of human existence, especially in times of suffering, 
conflict and national disaster. To be exclusively ‘people of law’ tended to truncate life 
into rigidity and rob God’s people of the freedom in the creation as their home, and the 
freedom to rule over it wisely. The life given by our Creator is not to be reduced to 
being a cog in a machine. 
 Coming to ‘enjoy’ the creation was not enough though, for without ‘the fear of the 
LORD’ the creation itself, even if essentially good, soon turned existentially rotten. 
Therefore a sizeable component of the Wisdom writings of the Old Testament are 
given to directing us back to the Creator, who ultimately must be relied upon for 
wisdom. They teach us again about the ‘fear of the LORD’, initially given by the 
special revelation of covenant (Ps. 111) but lost in the maze of ‘horizontal living’ and 
infiltrating humanistic cultic wisdom. 

Creat ion, Chaos and Emptiness 

 Humanity in this mode plunges into chaos and emptiness. Immediately after the 
beginning of creation, ‘the earth was without form [tohu] and void [bohu]’ (Gen. 1:2). 
Tohu is literally ‘chaos’ and bohu ‘emptiness’. The subsequent story of Genesis is, 
from one standpoint, historical chaos and emptiness. Likewise, Israel became fools 
and they led the creation, as it were, back into a pickle of chaos and emptiness: 
 

For my people are foolish;  
   they know me not;  
they are stupid children;  
   they have no understanding.  
They are ‘wise’—in doing evil!  
   But how to do good they know not. 
I looked on the earth, and behold, it was  
      without form [tohu] and void [bohu]; 
   and to the heavens, and they had no light (Jer. 4:22–23). 

 
 More pointedly, God brings the nations under judgement into tohu and bohu: ‘He 
shall stretch the line of confusion [tohu] over it, and the plumb line of emptiness [bohu]’ 
(Isa. 34:11). The ‘line’ and ‘plumb’ used for building are here used for deconstruction. 
However, God’s building program essentially remains. The Lord creates (bara) 
‘darkness’ and ‘calamity’ (Isa. 45:7) but this is not his ultimate business: he remains the 
Creator who makes the world to be inhabited: 
 
 

                                                
2  See Study 13, Martin Bleby’s, ‘Wisdom in the OT—1. Proverbs: Wisdom in Life’. 
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For thus says the LORD,  
who created [bara] the heavens  
   (he is God!),  
who formed [yastar] the earth and made [asah] it  
   (he established [kun] it;  
he did not create it a chaos [tohu],  
   he formed it to be inhabited!): 
‘I am the LORD, and there is no other. 
I did not speak in secret,  
   in a land of darkness; 
I did not say to the offspring of Jacob,  
   “Seek me in chaos [tohu].”  
I the LORD speak the truth; 
    I declare what is right’ (Isa. 45:18–19, RSV). 

 
 Paradoxically, God’s plan is to inhabit the earth with his people through his word 
as they are formed amidst the chaos and emptiness. This is a great mystery and where 
wisdom comes to its zenith, particularly in Christ where the full revelation comes into 
view. Paul describes how the gospel creates God’s church out of messy folly and how 
in the midst of a great struggle they are maintained by his word: 
 

And 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 . . . For I want you to know how great a struggle I have for you and for those at 
Laodicea and for all who have not seen me face to face, that their hearts may be encouraged, being 
knit together in love, to reach all the riches of full assurance of understanding and the knowledge of 
God’s mystery, which is Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge 
(Col. 1:21–22; 2:1–3). 

 
 Christ is the creator, sustainer and reconciler of ‘all things’ (Col. 1:15–20). As such 
he has immense power to create a family on the Father’s behalf and bring foolish lives 
to order: ‘rejoicing to see your good order and the firmness of your faith in Christ’ (Col. 
2:5), and to expose empty humanistic wisdom: ‘See to it that no one takes you captive 
by philosophy and empty deceit’ (Col. 2:8). Indeed, they are filled with Christ and God: 
‘For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have been filled in him, 
who is the head of all rule and authority’ (Col. 2:9–10). 
 It is when God’s power to order a morally evil world, not just chaotic matter, is 
revealed that his people cry: ‘Surely God is in you, and there is no other, no god besides 
him’ (Isa. 45:14). If we go back to Israel’s roots, it was created out of the chaos and 
emptiness of human evil in the story of Genesis: they were the true and final expression 
of God as Creator. The ‘miracle’ of Genesis is surely the creation of Israel, the climax 
of the book. The foolishness in the garden put no limitation on God’s creative power, 
but gave rise to a new extra-extraordinary expression of it. In the Genesis story, Joseph, 
who is described as a sage (Gen. 41:39), sees the mystery and plan of God’s creative 
power in the face of human evil and in a severe famine: ‘As for you, you meant it for 
evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be 
kept alive, as they are today’ (Gen. 50:20; cf. 45:5–8). 
 We might say God is taking his people through tohu and bohu into the very first 
building principles of the universe in every step. God remains our Creator, the giver 
of life: he is not our destroyer. This is the essential faith of God’s people. Without the 
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fundamental and essential revelation of God as Creator, his work of redemption could 
be construed as making the best of a bad creational lot, albeit by Divine means. 

Rediscovering the ‘Fear of  the Lord’ 

 So the sages of Israel teach that through tohu and bohu God reveals his creative 
power, and so we learn to fear him. With him firmly at the centre of faith, the creation 
is restored to us and enjoyed for what it is, not for what we make it to be in idolatry. 
This is why a wise person, above all else, fears the Lord. 
 Qoholeth3 teaches us that if we look at the creation ‘under the sun’, that is, without 
reference to God, we see the creation as a closed entity, looped in on itself in unend-
ing and monotonous cycles. Life is perceived as empty and, using his word, hebel 
(Eccl. 1:2) is ‘vaporous’, ‘vanity’. Searching out wisdom is like chasing after the wind 
(1:6, 14, 17) and therefore life becomes ‘vain’ (empty) (7:15). Qoheleth becomes 
bohu. Job,4 on the other hand, sees creation through suffering and misery (Job 3:20–
21). All he sees is darkness and no way ahead (3:1–7, 23). Life is nothing but trouble 
and wearisome with no rest (3:10–13, 17). Life’s wisdom consists of the continual 
rebuilding of ruins only ever ending in ruins (3:14). He would rather have not been 
born than live in this (3:1). Job becomes tohu. 
 These are intensely personal books. For Qoheleth, the creation dissipates ‘in upon’ 
him through his ageing lens and for Job the creation ‘out there’ disintegrates through his 
suffering lens. These books tackle our personal relationship with the creation from both 
sides. The genius of these books is they, in their own way, lead the readers back to God 
as Creator, so that he may be feared. Qoheleth calls us not to forget God our Creator 
(12:1). Life is not ultimately empty or vain but under God’s sovereign care and is going 
somewhere and, indeed, God holds us accountable to this. It is therefore wise to ‘keep 
his commandments’ (12:13–14; cf. 3:1–15). Obedience is to share in his sovereign 
work in the creation and history. Job looks to creation and to the stupendous skill of 
man in it (ch. 28) and finds no answer. He knows by faith that the ‘fear of the Lord 
is . . . wisdom’ (Job 28:28) and it is not found in human skill, success and wealth. His 
faith is answered by God. God in his whirlwind5 meets Job’s misery. The wind of God 
is greater than the chaos of man! God answers in his time, revealing his ultimate 
freedom to choose (Job 28; cf. chs 38–42). 

GOD’S WISE CONSTRUCTIVE POWER 

In the gospel, the sovereign Creator–Father is revealed through Christ and by the 
Spirit. He is building his family and giving them ‘all things’ (Rom. 8:15, 32). This is 
                                                

3  See Study 14, Hank Schoemaker’s, ‘Wisdom in the OT—2. Eccesiastes: The Search for Wisdom’.  
4  See Study 15, Noel Due’s, ‘Wisdom in the OT—3. Job: Wisdom in Pain’. 
5  Note also that µyhi+løa‘ j"Wr (ruach elohem), ‘the Spirit [wind] of God’, (Gen. 1:2) may also be translated 

‘mighty wind’ as µyhi+løa‘ (elohem) also acts sometimes as an intensifyer. It was at Pentecost that the Spirit came 
out of heaven like a ‘mighty rushing wind [pnoh'" biaiva", pnoes biaias]’ out of which tongues—the word of 
God—rested upon them all and they spoke of ‘the mighty works of God’ (Acts 2:2, 11). Like Genesis, there is a 
new beginning, the new people of God the church, coming out of the new Adam, Jesus. God’s creative power in 
the word is seen to create a new multinational people across the lawless globe, which is the miracle of Acts. 
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the meaning of history. At the end of history as we know it, there will be a new—
renewed—heaven and earth (Rev. 21:1). Jesus said, ‘I will build my church’, which is 
to reveal the Father (Matt. 16:18; 11:25–27). He does this out of the ruins of Israel, 
restoring them and the creation. Jesus said we can be assured of his care for us as we 
are of much greater worth than anything else in the created order. He encouraged us 
to consider (reconsider!) the grass, lilies and ravens, to see the essential goodness and 
order of the creation (Luke 12:22–31). He warmly spoke of the Father’s care of the 
sparrows, and the numbering of the hairs on our heads, indicating the more intimate 
concern for our wellbeing (Matt. 10:29–31), not to mention his control of, and sleepy 
peace amidst, chaotic seas. A family in a good home is a place of relational intimacy 
and care (1 Pet. 5:7; 2 Pet. 3:13). The promise of a completely restored universe 
ensures us of a good relationship (as creatures), not only with the Creator, but also the 
creation. Israel’s sages too have much say about these things. 

Wisdom the Homemaker 

 The book of Proverbs is a book that instructs us to live in creational wisdom.6 It is 
book-ended by the ‘fear of the LORD’: 

 
The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge;  
   fools despise wisdom and instruction (Prov. 1:7).  

Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain,  
   but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised (Prov. 31:30). 

 
 To fear the Lord is to find wisdom as Qoheleth taught and Job learnt. Proverbs 
begins with this exclamation and ends with the wife who fears the Lord and who is  
an excellent homemaker and provider. God by wisdom builds a universe to be our 
home: ‘Wisdom has built [banah] her house; she has hewn her seven pillars’ (Prov. 
9:1; cf. 8:22–36). Thus the principle of wisdom is likened to a woman: 

 
The wisest of women builds [banah] her house [family, temple: bayith], 
but folly with her own hands tears it down (Prov. 14:1). 

 
She makes an environment which is a place of beauty, rest and comfort for her family. 
It takes hard and constant work, coupled with skill, to achieve it. 
 Wisdom therefore is a constructive activity. It builds for the good of the family. 
The ‘woman Folly’ (Prov. 9:13) on the other hand is destructive, trashing everything, 
making the world a place of hardship and misery. She is depicted as an adulteress, 
having a loud ‘in your face’ alternative seductive wisdom. She is religious, having her 
own sacrificial meals: little do her seduced men know that her lair is a pit of death: 
‘but he does not know that the dead are there, that her guests are in the depths of 
Sheol’ (Prov. 9:18; cf. 7:1–27; 9:13–18).7 Indeed, what may be ‘creational’ and 

                                                
6  See Dermot Cox, Proverbs: With an Introduction to Sapiential Books, Michael Glazier, Wilmington, pp. 12–14. 
7  The structure of this part of Proverbs is important (7:1–9:18). The ‘Lady Wisdom’ of God, who builds up, is 

within the inclusio of ‘the woman Folly’ (7:1–27; 9:13–18). The wise instruction of God is worked out in a world 
of competing wisdom(s). It is in this context that we discover God’s wisdom, his immense power to establish his 
wonderful home amongst the slums of the world’s blue light district. 
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‘religious’ may be used brilliantly and skilfully, even having an awe about it, but 
turns out to be destructive to others if God is not feared and trusted as the source of all 
wisdom. Paul warns, for example, that an ascetic or ‘squeaky-clean’ way of living 
may have the ‘appearance of wisdom in promoting rigor of devotion and self-
abasement and severity to the body, but they are of no value in checking the 
indulgence of the flesh’ (Col. 2:20–23): it destroys the ‘love community’ (Col. 1:4, 8; 
2:2f.). ‘Wisdom’ without God is a huge deception. That is why ‘the fear of the LORD 
is the beginning of wisdom’. 

Wisdom’s Work in Creat ion which Is Ours through Desiring It  

 Proverbs 3:19–20 outlines the grandeur and scope of the Lord’s wisdom: 
 

19 The LORD by wisdom founded [yasad] the earth; 
      by understanding he established [kun] the heavens; 
20 by his knowledge the deeps broke open [divided: baqa], 
      and the clouds drop down the dew. 

 
 The verbs ‘founded’ (yasad) and ‘established’ (kun) are building or architectural 
terminology. God is understood to design the universe and by his wisdom build and 
secure it as well as providing for it with life-giving water from the heavens. These 
two words are from a group of words that use human analogies to depict God’s 
purpose in creating. The most significant verb for God as Creator is bara, of which 
only God is the subject. As such the creation is understood to be ‘miracle’ (pele): 
 

5 Let the heavens praise your wonders [pele], O LORD, 
      your faithfulness in the assembly of the holy ones! 
6 For who in the skies can be compared to the LORD? 
      Who among the heavenly beings is like the LORD, 
7 a God greatly to be feared in the council of the holy ones, 
      and awesome above all who are around him? 
11 The heavens are yours; the earth also is yours; 
      the world and all that is in it, you have founded [yasad] them. 
12 The north and the south, you have created [bara] them; 
      Tabor and Hermon joyously praise your name (Ps. 89:5–7, 11–12). 

 
 God as the Creator is what sets him above all else, and his creation is understood as 
a ‘wonder’ or ‘miracle’ evoking joyous praise. God is absolute and unique, way above 
the vast universe he has made. No human being, nor anyone or anything else, is 
involved in bara. But we are called to share in God’s sovereign construction program, 
his ‘work in progress’, to order and fill what has proceeded from his creative work. 
 The other word used in Proverbs 3:20 to describe God creating in wisdom is baqa. 
God tames the chaos by ‘dividing’ the depths and providing ‘hospitable space for life 
to flourish’.8 This harkens back to Genesis 1 where beyn is used, a synonym of baqa.9 

                                                
8  J. Kleinig, Wisdom Literature, Luther Seminary, North Adelaide, 1993, student notes, p. 17. 
9  In Psalm 78:13 baqa is used to speak of the Lord dividing the waters of the Red Sea for the Israelites to pass 

through: ‘He divided [baqa] the sea and let them pass through it, and made the waters stand like a heap’. As sin 
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‘Separation’ (beyn) is prominent in this chapter. God separates darkness and light, 
upper and lower waters, day and night (Gen. 1:6, 7, 14, 18). Along with God’s provi-
sion to his creation, order is an inherent quality of it. God calls his people into this 
ordering.  
 God by wisdom has acted in establishing, and providing for, a home for his people, 
and the creation itself speaks of this wisdom. Furthermore, and this is the point the 
sages wish to make, this very wisdom which fashioned the universe can be ours and 
by gaining it we share in God’s ongoing work of creating and his provision for it; to 
share in his divine work to order chaos, to make a hospitable environment and to fill 
up what is empty.10 Wisdom, therefore, is very precious, is to be desired, to be worked 
for, and gives life: 
 

13 Blessed is the one who finds wisdom, 
      and the one who gets understanding, 
14 for the gain from her is better than gain from silver 
      and her profit better than gold. 
15 She is more precious than jewels, 
      and nothing you desire can compare with her . . . 
21 My son, do not lose sight of these— 
      keep sound wisdom and discretion, 
22 and they will be life for your soul 
      and adornment for your neck (Prov. 3:13–15, 21–22). 

PLAYING IN OUR CREATION-HOME 

Wisdom and the Shunning of the  
Mechanist ic Universe 

 When we speak of ‘order’ we should not think of it in some mechanistic or deter-
ministic way. For example, the word ‘order’ is not used as such in Proverbs. But God 
has freedom of being and there is room to move, live and enjoy all that God has made 
and indeed God himself. Jesus said, ‘These things I have spoken to you, that my joy 
may be in you, and that your joy may be full’ (John 15:11). The Father’s plan is to 
gather his family, to order their lives so that he may fill them with joy. Paul’s letter to 
the Philippians has no less than sixteen references to joy. In Deuteronomy, the Lord 
commands his people to joyous living before him, in festive celebration and in their 
work.11 In fact, we are commanded to joy, for in Christ, such wisdom has come to us 
that would take us into the mystery of God’s personal sovereignty in the creation. The 
sages of Israel want us not to become austere. Gerald Wilson comments: 
 

                                                                                                                                      
grew in Genesis the forces of chaos grew, as it were, and the Lord, the Creator and Redeemer, divided the sea and 
made a way, a ‘hospitable space’ in the centre of chaos—the sea—for the Israelites to escape and move toward the 
promise land. 

10  Contrast this to Romans 1:18–32, where the moral chaos of unrighteous man fills his relational emptiness 
(see esp. v. 21; cf. v. 29), imploding him totally into himself. 

11  Deuteronomy 12:7, 12, 18; 14:26; 16:11, 14; 26:11; 27:7. 
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The revealed faith of ancient Israel, with its focus on covenant with Yahweh and obedience to his 
will as enshrined in the Law, can leave the impression that there was little room among the people 
of God for the exercise of human intellect or even aesthetic appreciation. Life under the Law would 
seem to be dominated by obligation and duty, with keeping the commandment assuming more 
importance than appreciating or understanding the world in which humans find themselves. It is 
somewhat surprising, therefore, to discover in the pages of the OT numerous thoughtful, energetic, 
literate attempts to express the wonder-filled awe of humans captivated by the goodness and 
complexity of their world. Their thanks and praise go far beyond simple acknowledgement of the 
goodness of the Creator and his provision, to celebrate the immense beauty and pleasure of the 
creation itself.12 

 
 Conversely folly—immorality—promises so much fun but ends in misery: so ‘The 
fear of the LORD is the hatred of evil’ (Prov. 8:13). We note here that wisdom is not  
a matter of being clever. It is to be morally good and to use one’s mind morally. But a 
moral true life is not to be moralistic. Perdue says: ‘Truly ethical actions, from a sapien-
tial perspective, were actualizations of divine creativity’.13 Folly lives in a narrow and 
dark burrow, but God’s wisdom takes us across the vast universe. 

Proverbs 8:22–9:12: God’s Ordered World of Joy 

( i)  Wisdom and order (8:22–29) 
22 The Lord possessed [qanah] me at the beginning of his work, 
      the first of his acts of old. 
23 Ages ago I was set up,  
      at the first, before the beginning of the earth. 
24 When there were no depths I was brought forth [hul], 
      when there were no springs abounding with water. 
25 Before the mountains had been shaped,  
      before the hills, I was brought forth [hul], 
26 before he had made the earth with its fields,  
      or the first of the dust of the world. 
27 When he established the heavens, I was there; 
      when he drew a circle on the face of the deep, 
28 when he made firm the skies above, 
      when he established the fountains of the deep, 
29 when he assigned to the sea its limit, 
      so that the waters might not transgress his command, 
   when he marked out the foundations of the earth . . . 

 
Verses 22 to 29 speak of wisdom that is required to make the world tick: everything in 
its proper place and functioning well. This is indeed securing. The creation does not 
essentially implode into chaos: there are boundaries and limits that keep everything 
delineated because God has commanded it to be so. 
 

                                                
12  Gerald H. Wilson, ‘Wisdom’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, 

vol. 4, ed. W. A. VanGemeren, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1997, p. 1276. 
13  Leo G. Perdue, ‘Job’s Assault on Creation’, HAR 10 (1986), pp. 295–315. 
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( i i)  Wisdom is a  joyful dance in God’s presence (8:30–31) 
30 then I was beside him, like a master workman [darling child], 
   and I was daily his delight,  
     rejoicing [sahaq] before him always, 
31 rejoicing [sahaq] in his inhabited world  
      and delighting in the children of man. 

 
 Wisdom’s way is not rigid order, necessity or compulsion. The ESV translates 
from the LXX:  ‘master workman’14 but it is also possible to translate from the 
Hebrew as ‘darling child’. This is quite possible given that Yahweh fathers (qanah,  
v. 22)15 wisdom and gives birth (hul, vv. 24–25) to wisdom.16 The term sahaq, which 
the ESV translates as ‘rejoicing’, is ‘to play’ and is literally ‘to laugh’.17 The same 
intensive form of the verb (Piel) is used in Zechariah 8:5, where after the rebuilding 
of the temple, God promises: ‘And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls 
playing [sahaq] in its streets’. Conversely, Jesus gave a stinging rebuke to the people 
of ‘this generation’ who would not join in on God’s party: 

 
They are like children sitting in the market place and calling one another, 

‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; 
   we sang a dirge, and you did not weep.’ 

For John the Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine, and you say, ‘He has a 
demon.’ The Son of Man has come eating and drinking and you say, ‘Look at him! A glutton and a 
drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ Yet wisdom is justified by all her children (Luke 
7:32–35). 
 

 In God’s rebuttal of Job, again where the word sahaq is used, he shows that the 
whole creation joins in with joy. The ostrich ‘laughs’ at horsemen for she can outrun 
them (Job 39:18), the wild donkey ‘laughs’ at cities (39:7), Leviathan ‘laughs’ at spears 
(41:29) and the wild horse ‘laughs’ at fear (39:22). The same intensive form of the verb 
as above is used to describe wild creatures, who are said to be playing on the mountains 
(40:20). The creation, rightly understood through the crystallisation of God’s word, is a 
wonderful playground for all of God’s creatures, revealing God’s unhindered joyfulness 
(and even his sense of humour!?). 
 Likewise, the picture in Proverbs 8:30 is that wisdom frolics like a much-loved 
child in the presence of her father, with all the freedom and laughter that befits a pure 
young child. Bartelmus gives a wonderful phrase on this: wisdom is a ‘young female 
                                                

14  Nearly all the translations follow the LXX translate it as ‘master workman’ or the like. Commentators often 
follow the Hebrew rendering. The KJV supplies, ‘Then I was by him, as one brought up with him’. The NRSV has a 
footnote giving the Hebrew translation. Leo G. Perdue (Wisdom and Creation: The Theology of Wisdom Literature, 
Abingdon, Nashville, 1994, p. 89) renders it, ‘And I was the one in whom day by day he took delight’. Kleinig 
(Wisdom Literature, p. 18) translates it: ‘Then I was at his side a darling child (master craftsman?)’. R. N. Whybray 
(The Book of Proverbs, Uni. Pr., Cambridge, 1972) also follows the Hebrew, translating it: ‘Then I was at his side 
each day, his darling and delight’ (p. 48). 

15  See Deuteronomy 32:6 where Yahweh fathers Israel: ‘Do you thus repay the LORD, you foolish and 
senseless people? Is not he your father, who created [qanah] you, who made you and established you?’ 

16  There is much debate about this: see Perdue, Wisdom and Creation, p. 90. 
17  In this verse it is the Piel form tq,j≤`c'm] (meshaheqet): this intensifies the Qal (often translated, ‘joy’, ‘play’ 

or ‘sport’) to the more intense ‘make entertainment [sport]’ (Judg. 16:25), ‘make merry’ (Jer. 15:17), ‘joking’ 
(Prov. 26:19), sexual ‘foreplay’ (Gen. 26:8). 
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being . . . “jesting” . . . who really does “delight” God and in doing so gives wings to 
his creative actions’.18 Wisdom not only establishes a secure and ordered home, but 
also calls her followers to a full freedom of joyous play in her home which far from 
just having bare necessities is furnished with luxuries: 
 

By wisdom a house is built,  
   and by understanding it is established; 
by knowledge the rooms are filled  
   with all precious and pleasant riches (Prov. 24:3–4). 

 
 This whole wonderful creation is God’s arena for his children to play in, and it is 
decked out with wonderful things for them to enjoy and, within its limits, unlimited 
joy is known. God’s home for us is luxurious and loud, chic and cool. Contentment 
expressed in frugalness should not descend into frigidness and stinginess. The sages 
of Israel wanted a discovery of God’s creation in beauty and unhindered spontaneity 
of love, of all that was in the garden of Eden (all that was lost at the Fall and hindered 
by it) and the promise of something even more glorious in the future. Paul speaks of 
God giving his children ‘all things’ (Rom. 8:32) with his Son. Finally, one day, at our 
resurrection, ‘the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to [decay] and obtain 
the freedom of the glory of the children of God’ (Rom. 8:21). But this freedom and 
joy is not simply a thing in itself. Wisdom begins and ends in ‘The fear of the LORD’, 
which, as we have seen, must be taught, even through suffering of the righteous and 
limitations of old age. It is only in the presence of God as gracious and holy, in 
relation to him, that it is possible to enjoy the creation.  

( i i i)  Wisdom mediates God’s grace (8:32–36) 
32 And now, O sons, listen to me:  
      blessed are those who keep my ways. 
33 Hear instruction and be wise,  
      and do not neglect it. 
34 Blessed is the one who listens to me,  
      watching daily at my gates, 
      waiting beside my doors. 
35 For whoever finds me finds life  
      and obtains favor from the LORD, 
36 but he who fails to find me injures himself; 
      all who hate me love death. 

 
 In a morally dark world, a world of folly and under judgement, wisdom leads us in 
the theatre of this world to God’s grace for without it we have no life. As we have 
noted above, the creation of itself, and history for that matter, more often than not is 
anything but a context conducive to joy. He ultimately is our joy and strength, and in 
his gracious presence we may enjoy the creation: ‘Go your way. Eat the fat and drink 
sweet wine and send portions to anyone who has nothing ready, for this day is holy to 
our Lord. And do not be grieved, for the joy of the LORD is your strength’ (Neh. 8:10). 

                                                
18  R. Bartelmus in Theological Dictionary of the O.T., vol. 14, eds G. J. Botterwek et al., Eerdmans, Grand 

Rapids, 2004, p. 69. 
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Christ himself spoke of having kept his people in the Father’s name, ‘that they may 
have my joy [chara] fulfilled [pleroma] in themselves’ (John 17:11–13). The Son’s 
joy full in them, but more, ‘fulfilled in themselves’: his joy becomes ours! This surely 
is his grace (charis). No more bohu but only charis and chara.19 

( iv)  Wisdom hosts a  sacrificia l banquet (9:1–12 

Wisdom has built her house;  
      she has hewn her seven pillars. 
2 She has slaughtered her beasts; she has mixed her wine; 
      she has also set her table. 
3 She has sent out her young women to call  
      from the highest places in the town, 
4 ‘Whoever is simple, let him turn in here!’  
      To him who lacks sense she says, 
5 ‘Come, eat of my bread  
      and drink of the wine I have mixed. 
6 Leave your simple ways, and live,  
      and walk in the way of insight’ . . . 
10 The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, 
      and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight. 
11 For by me your days will be multiplied,  
      and years will be added to your life. 
12 If you are wise, you are wise for yourself;  
      if you scoff, you alone will bear it (Prov. 9:1–6; 10–12). 

 
 And so she calls everyone to her meal. Having built her house, she organises a 
sacrificial banquet, which gives access to, and intimacy with, the holy God. She 
guides people from immaturity and ‘woman folly’ into God’s holiness, into his 
presence. The full depth of this is known in Christ. He alone is the wisdom of God 
and this is known fully in his death. Christ crucified is the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 
1:24; cf. 2:2) who now leads his people in his sacrificial banquet. He brings his people 
into the presence of the holy Father. It is in the presence of the Father that the church 
enjoys sanctified love (1 Cor. 13:4–7). In our Proverbs text, Wisdom teaches that 
even though the creation is a wonderful place to enjoy and in it we may know grace, 
life, joy and play, it is not to take the place of God. The fear of the Lord is the 
beginning and end of wisdom (v. 10). God has graciously given wisdom so that, by 
desiring him, by fearing him as God, we know wisdom as the way to him, to know 
him in all the beauty of his holiness. 

CONCLUSION 

When we come to know the Creator we come to enjoy the creation. This is tested and 
affirmed when our experience of the creation and history disintegrates into vanity. 
God acts in history and in us, according to his nature as Creator, to mysteriously build 
a home out of the ruins of a fallen race and a cursed creation, to a goal planned before 
                                                

19  It is interesting to note that ‘grace’, char-is, comes from the same root as ‘joy’, char-a. Originally, charis 
carried the meaning, ‘that which makes one joyful’! 
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time. As Creator, God is able, according to his power and divine skill, to organise 
history to centre in, and for the creation itself to host, his Son, Christ crucified. In him 
God’s wisdom is fully revealed. 
 Therefore the church under Peter’s care may find good reason to ‘rejoice with joy 
that is inexpressible’ (1 Peter 1:8). ‘Rejoice in the Lord always, again I will say, 
Rejoice’, says Paul (Phil. 4:4). Immense joy in the context of cultic and incarcerated 
tohu and bohu (Job 10:21–22). All things are given in the Lord by promise and by the 
Spirit so that we may share in it now. In Christ, God continually establishes and builds 
his church and prepares the creation for the final unification of ‘all things’ (Eph. 
1:10). The continual instruction of the gospel, God’s wisdom, is his continual 
ordering and filling: the call and ability to live, to love and be joyful. The sufferings 
of the age, even death itself, ultimate tohu and the bohu, form the very means where 
God’s power and wisdom are finally and ultimately known (1 Cor. 2:2; cf. ch. 15). 
The Father through the Son unceasingly builds a family as Christ is ‘the firstborn 
among many brothers’, his eternal plan now revealed (Rom. 8:28–29). It also includes 
the preparation of a beautiful and safe home, a pristine environment free from 
restlessness. God will ‘graciously give us all things’ (Rom. 8:32). Given what we see 
and smell today, only God the Creator could do such things! 
 So the church, to mention two extremes, is instructed not to act in confused 
irrationality and not to be a vain gathering of rationalistic do-gooders: chaotic Corinth 
(1 Cor. 14) and empty Ephesus (Rev. 2:1–7). Both had fallen from the love of 
Wisdom, and no doubt the joy that accompanies it (Gal. 5:22). Nor are we to fall into 
asceticism (Col. 2:23)—making God to be the creation—nor idolatry (1 Cor. 10:14)—
making the creation to be God—in the folly of rejecting God’s love and/or his law. 
We are exhorted to order and enjoy the creation, but exceedingly rejoice in God our 
Father, who made it for such and helps us so in grace. 
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STUDY 5 

Wisdom and Covenant 

Ian Pennicook 

The matter of covenant is one which has occupied us often in our studies and schools. 
The major question before us in this session concerns to what extent God’s covenant 
faithfulness directs our thinking and our living. Given God’s wise purpose to work 
out his plan in history through Israel, will lead us to examine afresh aspects of his 
dealings with them. Karl Barth put it that: 
 

The place where we discover the wisdom of God, the place where it really exists and is known in 
the fear of God is . . . the place where God gives Himself to be recognised as Creator, Sustainer and 
Lord of the world. And that place is His holy and righteous, gracious and merciful dealings with 
Israel.1 

 
However, Israel did not exist in isolation. Neither its origin nor its goal lay in itself. 
Certainly, its writings were not an end in themselves, especially as they leave many 
questions unanswered and end in relative defeat for the chosen people.2 But from the 
standpoint of the fulfilment of Israel’s purpose in Christ we can say with Paul that the 
scriptures will make us wise with a view to3 salvation through faith in Israel’s Messiah, 
Jesus (2 Tim. 3:15). The goal of Israel’s wisdom was Christ himself, ‘in whom are 
hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge’ (Col. 2:3),4 and whom God made to 
be our ‘wisdom from God’ (1 Cor. 1:30). Here is the last Adam, the man of true wis-
dom, in contrast to the first Adam who claiming to be wise in himself (Gen. 3:6) became 
a fool.  
 While Christ is the goal of Israel’s place in the plan of God, we should note that he 
is also the source of it. With no rationalisation of it, Paul simply says that we were 
chosen in the Jewish Messiah before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:4), and the 
identification of Messiah with Adam is implicitly made in Ephesians 1:22, quoting 
Psalm 8:6, while the Adam–Christ contrast is regularly drawn (especially in Rom. 
5:12–21 and 1 Cor. 15). 
 The framework within which God’s wisdom is seen is Christ and his place over all 
history. We have used the language of God’s eternal purpose being the provision of a 
bride for his Son, and this was drawn, not uncritically, from Jonathan Edwards: 

                                                
1  Karl Barth, CD. II. 1, p. 432. 
2  The place of the Old Testament documents will be treated in Session 12. 
3  Gk. eij~ (eis). 
4  Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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. . . ‘Why then, did God incline farther to communicate himself, seeing he had done [it] completely’ 
in his own triune life? 
 Edwards’ answer takes us finally to the center of his systematic reflection, to—‘as it were’— his 
notation of the universal melody’s fugal structure: ‘To this I say, that the Son is the adequate 
communication of the Father’s goodness . . . But yet the Son has also an inclination to communicate 
himself, in an image of his person that may partake of his happiness: and this was the end of the 
creation, even the communication of the happiness of the Son of God . . . Therefore the church is 
said to be the completeness of Christ.’ It is as and only as a factor in the plot of the triune God’s 
inner life, that God has a need to overflow. In the Miscellanies, Edwards is beautifully simple: ‘The 
end of the creation of God was to provide a spouse for his Son Jesus Christ, that might enjoy him 
and on whom he might pour forth his love . . .’ ‘[H]eaven and earth were created that the Son of 
God might be complete in a spouse.’ The church is with Christ the object in the triune love and so 
the purpose of creation.5 

 
It is not hard to see this as guiding Revelation chapter 21. Also, Ephesians 5:31–32, as 
referring to the inner meaning of Genesis 2:24, shows that Paul saw the creation in the 
light of that goal. Furthermore, his language of ‘the body of Christ’ (Eph. 5:30;  
cf. 1:22–23) links directly to this.6 

THE COVENANT WITH JESUS CHRIST THE SON 

Paul wrote that ‘in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible 
and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been 
created through him and for him’ (Col. 1:16). The ‘him’ is ‘his beloved Son’ of verse 
13 and, since he is described as ‘the image of the invisible God’, I think that the 
primary reference is to the incarnate Son, the one through whose shed blood peace is 
effected (Col. 1:20). That Son is the one who is before all things, in whom all things 
hold together, because (?) he is the head of the body, the church. All the fullness of 
God was pleased to dwell in him. We might understand that as including the Father’s 
delight in the Son of his love who is never to be understood apart from his dear bride.  
 While there is no explicit reference to a covenant made or established between the 
Father and the Son,7 the overarching principle of the marriage of the Son and the 
bride is clearly regarded in covenantal terms (Mal. 2:14; Jer. 31:32). What is plain, 
though, is the glory which the Son has with the Father and the Father’s deep love for 
his Son before ever the creation came into being (John 17:5, 24).  
 It seems valid to say that, prior to the act of creation and prior to the history of 
creation, all things were purposed in wisdom and secured by what we would call 
covenant. That covenant is the ‘commitment’ by the Father to secure a pure bride for 
his Son. The covenant is founded on the love of the Father for the Son (John 3:35) 
and secured by the Father’s covenant faithfulness, which is his hesed.  
 
 
                                                

5  This complicated paragraph is taken from the chapter, ‘The melody of history’ in Robert W. Jenson, America’s 
Theologian: A Recommendation of Jonathan Edwards (Oxford University Press, New York, 1988), p. 42. 

6  References to ‘the body of Christ’ and the discussion of the gifts within the body in 1 Corinthians 12 should, 
to my mind, be included in his purview. 

7  Psalm 89 recalls the covenant with David. 
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 By this we see that the Son is fully confident that ‘[e]verything that the Father 
gives me will come to me’ and his unity of will and purpose with the Father means 
that ‘anyone who comes to me I will never drive away’ (John 6:37). Those who come 
to him have been drawn by the Father (John 6:44).  

THE COVENANT WHICH INCLUDES CREATION 

Many times we have examined the covenant with creation.8 Two issues prompt us to 
see that creation stands in a covenant relationship with God. The first is the explicit, if 
perhaps poetic, statement that such a covenant actually exists: 
 

Thus says the LORD: 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, 21 only then could my covenant 
with my servant David be broken, so that he would not have a son to reign on his throne, and my 
covenant with my ministers the Levites (Jer. 33:20–21). 

 
The second is the way that God declares that he will ‘establish’ his covenant with 
Noah. This language presumes the existence of a prior covenant, since the usual 
terminology for the formation of a new covenant (not ‘new’ in the sense of Jeremiah 
31:31–34) is not used. The usual way of saying that a covenant was being initiated 
was by the use of the phrase karat berith, to cut a covenant, whereas in Genesis 6:18 
the phrase heqim berith, meaning to confirm a (prior) covenant is used even though 
this is the first reference to a covenant in the scriptures.9  
 The way that prior covenant has been understood was to identify it with a previously 
unidentified covenant with the creation. Jeremiah 33:20–21 above, and Isaiah 24:4ff. 
may indicate this, and possibly the imposition of the curse of Genesis 3:17 (cf. Isa. 
24:6) would also point in that direction. If we accept that Deuteronomy is based on a 
covenant framework10 then the place of ‘blessings’ and ‘cursings’ is significant (Deut. 
27–28). Thus the ‘blessing’ of Genesis 1:22, 28 and 2:3 and the curse in 3:17 can be 
understood as having meaning within the framework of a functioning covenant.  
 Since Genesis does not identify a covenant prior to that with Noah, this is possible, 
but is it necessary? Could we not also surmise that the creation came into being 
within the framework of a covenant left unidentified at that point? It would not be the 
only unexplained feature of the early chapters of Genesis. Besides we may also need 
to ask why a covenant with creation was required. 
 What we can say, in the light of the later revelation which explicitly concerns 
Christ, is that the prior covenant may well be the one which secured the creation’s 
being and continuance and so the fulfilment of the ‘very good’ purpose which 
creation declared. The covenant with the eternal Son may well be that covenant, 

                                                
8  I am referring mainly to previous Pastors’ and Ministry Schools and to the various classes. See also, Geoffrey 

Bingham, Love’s Most Glorious Covenant (Redeemer Baptist Press, Castle Hill, 1997) and Comprehending the 
Covenant (NCPI, Blackwood, 1999). 

9  See W. J. Dumbrell, Creation and Covenant: An Old Testament Covenant Theology (Baker, Grand Rapids, 
1984), pp. 15–26. 

10  See Meredith Kline The Treaty of the Great King: The Covenant Structure of Deuteronomy (Eerdmans, 
Grand Rapids, 1963) and Dumbrell, Creation and Covenant, pp. 114–126. 
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unidentified because unknown by the writer of Genesis. That covenant by which the 
bride of Christ was secured, included the provision of the heavens and the earth and 
secured its continued existence. Even the flood, which was essentially a return to 
Genesis 1:2, was not a violation of the covenant since that covenant was confirmed 
with Noah prior to his entering the ark. 

SECURING THE COVENANT 

The hesed of God is the faithful action of God in ensuring that the covenant he has 
made does not fail to be fulfilled. The word hesed is one which had currency in human 
affairs.11 As such, hesed contains an element of action, of relationship and of endurance; 
it also carries the expectation of hesed in return, that is, mutuality (cf. Hosea. 4:1), 
including the expectation of justice and righteousness (Micah 6:8). But the basis for 
hesed amongst the people of Israel, or at least the basis for its expectation, lay in the 
fact of the hesed of God.  
 Referring to the phrase hesed w’emet, ‘mercy and truth’ (AV), ‘loyalty and faith-
fulness’ (NRSV), Zobel says:  

 
. . . true goodness is not an isolated act but rather an enduring attitude towards one’s fellows . . . In 
Hos. 4:1 . . . [t]he emphasis, therefore, is on the transitory nature of the hesed practiced by the 
inhabitants of the land, which derives in turn from the absence of enduring knowledge of God.12 

 
It is this element which is conveyed most strongly in Psalm 136, where hesed, though 
variously translated,13 is seen to govern all of the acts of God, from creation (4–8), to 
the redemption of the exodus and the entry into the land (10–22) through to his 
continued providence (23–26).  
 God’s hesed ‘endures forever’. So does his covenant. It is called an everlasting 
covenant on fourteen occasions in the NRSV, variously referring to the covenant at the 
time of Noah (Gen. 9:16), with Abraham and his offspring (Gen. 17:7), with Isaac 
(Gen. 17:19), with Israel (Ps. 105:10), and so forth. ‘Everlasting’ translates the Hebrew 
‘olam14 as does ‘for ever’ in Psalm 136. The word does not imply ‘eternity’, so much as 
‘a long time’ viewed as history or in future prospect.15 For instance, 1 Kings 1:31, ‘May 
my lord King David live forever [leolam]’ does not mean may he never die but that he 
should live a full life and not die prematurely. Likewise, God’s hesed, like the coven-
ants he makes, will not cease: those covenants will be fulfilled and he will accomplish 
all that he has determined and declared: 

 
He is the LORD our God;  
   his judgments are in all the earth. 

 

                                                
11  See Hans-Jurgen Zobel, ds,j, (hesed) in TDOT, vol. 5, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1986, pp. 46ff. Zobel calls 

this ‘secular’ usage. 
12  Zobel, hesed, pp. 50–51. 
13  ‘Loving kindness’ (NASB, ASV), ‘mercy’ (AV), ‘love’ (NIV), ‘steadfast love’ (RSV, NRSV). 
14   ml;wO[. 
15  See Brown, Driver and Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon, Hendrickson, Peabody, 1906, pp. 761ff. 
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8 He is mindful of his covenant forever,  
      of the word that he commanded, for a thousand generations, 
9 the covenant that he made with Abraham,  
      his sworn promise to Isaac,  
10 which he confirmed to Jacob as a statute,  
      to Israel as an everlasting covenant,  
11 saying, ‘To you I will give the land of Canaan  
      as your portion for an inheritance’ (Ps. 105:7–11).16 

 
His covenant, his word, is everlasting, in that it is purposeful and will continue until 
the purpose is accomplished, not meaning that it will never cease: 

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

HOW ODD OF GOD . .  .  

How do we understand the choice of Israel17 in the plan of God. The little poem, 
‘How odd of God to choose the Jews’ probably says more about us than about God or 
Israel. We do know that the decision to work history in the way he has, rests entirely 
with God. There is no place for us to rationalise the method: 

 
It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that the LORD set his heart on 
you and chose you—for you were the fewest of all peoples. 8 It was because the LORD loved you 
and kept the oath that he swore to your ancestors, that the LORD has brought you out with a mighty 
hand, and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt. 
9 Know therefore that the LORD your God is God, the faithful God who maintains covenant loyalty 
with those who love him and keep his commandments, to a thousand generations, 10 and who repays 
in their own person those who reject him. He does not delay but repays in their own person those 
who reject him (Deut. 7:7–10). 
 

The choice of Israel was entirely his. He chose to fulfil his covenantal promise to 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob through this insignificant people. As the LORD, the covenant 
God of Israel, he maintains ‘covenant loyalty’ (lit. ‘he keeps covenant and hesed’) with 
those who love him and who keep his commandments. This is the way he is and the 
way he will be for ever (to a thousand generations), yet he is not mindless of those who 
reject him. His patience is clearly evident, and the fact that he is ‘slow to anger’ (Exod. 
34:6–7) does not contradict Deuteronomy 7:10, rather it indicates that he will not be 
provoked to expressions of bad temper but that his patient endurance is also true to his 
hesed:  
                                                

16  It is notable that Hebrews 12:18ff. does not see possession of the land as significant now that Christ has 
come. It is more important to come to the heavenly Jerusalem. Also Rev. 21:1–2. 

17  For the sake of this session, covenants within Israel, such as with David and the Levites, are assumed. 
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The Lord is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not 
wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance . . . [So] regard the patience of our Lord as 
salvation (2 Pet. 3:9, 15). 
 

 The covenant with Israel, flowing from the covenant with Abraham, was a 
covenant with a goal. That goal was the completion of the wise purposes of God for 
Israel. The goal was multi-faceted with much lying beyond Israel’s boundaries either 
in space or time, the restoration of blessing to the nations (Gen. 12:1–3; Isa. 2:2–4), 
the removal of the curse on the ground which resulted from Adam’s sin (Isa. 65:17ff.; 
66:22–23) and so on. Other elements are delineated in Romans 9:4–5: 

 
They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, 
the worship, and the promises; 5 to them belong the patriarchs, and from them, according to the 
flesh, comes the Messiah, who is over all, God blessed forever. Amen. 
 

Paul’s summary here is, of course, of primary significance, standing over against the 
relative ignorance of the Old Testament prophets (1 Pet. 1:10–12).18 ‘From them 
 . . . comes the Messiah’; ultimately the prophetic word was from the Spirit of Christ 
(Rev. 19:10). The covenant with Israel was not intended to stand alongside the purpose 
of God for his eternal Son, but to conclude its unique function when he was revealed to 
Israel, not merely at his birth but through the entire action of the incarnation, cross, 
resurrection, ascension and Pentecost. 
 Israel’s wisdom, as we have seen, did not lie primarily in esoteric insights but in 
simple obedience to the issues revealed in the covenant. Israel was to stand in awe of 
the holiness of the name of the LORD, the name which identified them as distinct from 
all others. ‘These are the people of the LORD’ (Ezek. 36:20). ‘LORD’, Yahweh, is the 
name of the God of the covenant, and for that reason his name was not to be taken in 
vain.  
 Israel was to be a wise people and that wisdom was to be expressed by their obedi-
ence to the commandments of the Lord:  

 
You must observe them diligently, for this will show your wisdom and discernment to the peoples, 
who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and discerning 
people!’ (Deut. 4:6). 
 

Conspicuously, it will be the commandments which point to Israel’s wisdom (see Ps. 
119:98). Her wisdom will not be seen as innate, but as coming from the torah which 
God had given. Israel’s obedience to the commandments is at the heart of it. Psalm 
111:10 puts it: 

 
The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom;  
   all those who practice it have a good understanding. 
   His praise endures forever. 

 
But law, as Israel’s law, was not intended to continue forever. As with the covenant 
itself, the law had a goal. The torah must be fulfilled and would pass away when all is 
                                                

18  I would suggest that the place of the apostolic testimony is of immense significance and should be primary 
and authoritative in developing an Old Testament theology. Too often Israel’s role is treated outside the definitive 
framework which only the New Testament can supply. 
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accomplished (Matt. 5:17–18), just as Jesus’ baptism was with a view to the fulfil-
ment of all righteousness (Matt. 3:15). That fulfilment was at the cross, when God 
did: 
 

. . . what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of 
sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, 4 so that the just requirement of the 
law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit (Rom. 
8:3–4). 

 
Christ is the climax of Israel’s covenant. That does not mean that law, as the law of 
God himself, is concluded, but that the torah, the eternal law of God in specific 
covenantal terms, is no longer applicable.19 Israel’s unique role in salvation history is 
concluded. 
 But prior to that, Israel’s place was central. Isaiah 40 sets this out. There was know-
ledge of God nowhere else than in that word given to Israel. Only in the word (40:8) 
which has dealt with Israel’s sin (40:1ff.) because they are his people (40:9–11). True 
knowledge of God was not (and is not) in the other nations (40:15ff.), because their 
‘wisdom’ is a counterfeit of God’s wisdom, as it is a humanly derived wisdom or 
explanation of the true ground of life and creation and so of man himself. Nor is it in 
created paradigms (40:18f.). There are no comparisons in creation. Israel must look to 
the creator. They should see what he is doing and find all their resources in him (40:27–
31), all their springs in him (Ps. 87:7). Now, they must look to Christ and to him alone 
(Acts 4:12), to the one in whom the torah has reached its goal (Rom. 10:4). 

THE COVENANT SECURED 

Jeremiah’s promise of a new covenant demonstrates that in the wisdom of God his 
purposes for and through Israel will remain intact and operative:  
 

The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of 
Israel and the house of Judah. 32 It will not be like the covenant that I made with their ancestors 
when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt—a covenant that they broke, 
though I was their husband, says the LORD. 33 But this is the covenant that I will make with the 
house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on 
their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 34 No longer shall they teach one 
another, or say to each other, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them 
to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more (Jer. 
31:31–34). 

 
If the reference is to the transformation of the covenant made with all Israel (Israel 
and Judah), then this would look to the time when Israel was restored to true covenant 
knowledge of God and the truth of the law.20 This is evident when we see that the 
letter to the Hebrews, which makes much of the Jeremiah passage, is a call to 

                                                
19   Note Paul’s struggles against the insistence for circumcision, sabbath observance and dietary regulations. 
20   See Walter Brueggemann, A Commentary on Jeremiah: Exile and Homecoming, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 

1998, pp. 291f. 
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Christian Jews to persevere in their faith in Christ, and when we observe that Jesus’ 
possible use of the phrase ‘new covenant’ was directed to his Jewish disciples in the 
context of the Passover celebrations (see Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20).21  
 That being so, then we can see that the new covenant meant that Israel was indeed 
forgiven and cleansed (so Ezek. 36:25–27), with the result that there was, on the day 
of Pentecost, a Jewish new covenant community, a new Israel. And until Acts 10, 
with the conversion of Cornelius, the church comprised Israel only. The presence of 
Samaritans only confirmed the extra element provided in Ezekiel 37:15–28 that Judah 
and Israel (the northern kingdom was feebly represented in the Samaritans) would be 
again joined together. Then from that new Israel the word did indeed go out to all the 
nations.  
 It took the apostle Paul to indicate that the new covenant community included 
Gentiles (1 Cor. 11:25). This was not because Gentiles became Jews, but that the ori-
ginal covenant was always with the nations in view. And that was so because the goal 
of that covenant was always Christ and his multi-ethnic bride.  
 The first covenant with Israel was secured by the sacrificial blood, ‘dashed . . . on 
the people’ by Moses (Exod. 24:8). So was the covenant renewed22 by Christ (Matt. 
26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25). But what must be seen is that ‘the 
eternal covenant’ of Hebrews 13:20, with its blood offering, was always in the wise 
plan of God. Christ was the Lamb, slain from the foundation of the world (Rev. 13:8) 
and the ‘great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all tribes 
and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in 
white . . . have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb’ 
(Rev. 7:9, 14). 
 The bride of the Lamb is secured by the blood of the one who loved her and gave 
himself for her, and the creation is secured as the Father’s gift to his Son, whose 
blood ensures that nothing unclean can enter in. So I am sure that neither global 
warming, climate change, high oil and food prices, or anything else in all creation, 
can violate the security obtained by his oath, his covenant and his blood. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
21  In Matthew and Mark the textual evidence is probably against ‘new’ being original. In Luke there is 

significant textual uncertainty about the place of verses 19b–20. 
22  It seems generally agreed that the distinction between the two words for ‘new’, nevo~ (neos) and kainov~ 

(kainos), lies in neos referring to something previously non-existent while kainos refers to that which replaces 
what is obsolete (Heb. 8:13). It is kainos which is used in ‘the new covenant’. 
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STUDY 6 

Wisdom and Torah 

Randall Lawton 

The Reformers spoke of three uses of the law. Firstly, the law is a guide to society. 
Secondly, the law convicts sinners and drives them to Christ. Thirdly, the law directs 
Christians in holy living. It is the third use of the law that we are discussing in this 
study. Before we get to the third use of the law there are incredible obstacles that need 
to be overcome, namely our Adamic hate of law and the entrenched rebellion against 
authority that accompanies this hatred. 
 A catastrophic revelation and repentance in grace has to come to the heart and 
conscience before there may be a good relationship to, and understanding of, the law. 
The law needs to lead us to Christ and him crucified. He frees us not only from its 
curse, but also our hatred of it. In the covenant we come to see God’s love in directing 
us by his commands and statutes: his ‘law’, the Hebrew word being torah. We come 
to delight in him, in his will, and in so doing we gain wisdom, godly thinking and 
walking. 

WISDOM AND LAW ARE INSEPARABLE 

Jesus said upfront in the so-called Sermon on the Mount: 
 

Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them 
but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, 
will pass from the Law until all is accomplished. Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of 
these commandments and teaches [didaskō] others to do the same will be called least in the 
kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of 
heaven. For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will 
never enter the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 5:17–20).1 

 
He is very blunt and clear. He is the fulfilment of the law and the prophets, and 
‘whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven’. 
Far from abrogating the law, he highlights and heightens it. So, to be called ‘great in 
the kingdom of heaven’, there is a requirement to receive God’s law, obey it and pass 
it on by instruction—teaching—this is a description of a ‘wise person’. Jesus himself 
may be understood as the sage of God (as we shall discuss later), who hears and obeys 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
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God’s law, teaches his disciples and the crowds in a true understanding of law. This is 
in contradistinction to the scribes and Pharisees, who didn’t receive the law in relation 
to God and so added to it and dissected it up into 600-odd pieces of controllable 
legalisms.2 It was an underhanded way of self-rule by nomism but, in reality, under it 
all, they were antinomian for they hated God, his rule and his ways, which was 
ultimately revealed by their deicidal actions at Calvary. 
 Jesus finished his Sermon on the Mount with a parable: 
 

Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his 
house on the rock. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that 
house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. And everyone who hears these 
words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. 
And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, 
and great was the fall of it (Matt. 7:24–27). 

 
His concluding and summarising remarks are that a wise person is one who hears his 
words, ‘these words of mine’, and obeys them, but the foolish person does not. Two 
things are in this: firstly, Jesus’ words are not to be understood as merely a ‘view’ 
among many. Secondly, his words are the new torah or nomos.3 His words are the 
expression of the fulfilment of the law in his person. This is emphasised by the 
emphatic ‘my’ placed first: mou tou;" lovgou" touvtou" (mou tous logous toutous), 
‘these my words’, and further emphasised by repetition (vv. 24, 26). A wise person 
then, is one who hears the words of Christ and does them. Such a person is on solid 
ground and is safe in the impending eschatological judgement. 
 This is why, a few sentences earlier in the discourse, he gives a stern warning 
about ‘false prophets’ who produce ‘bad fruit’. They are wolves: rebellious, 
dangerous, and foolish men who destroy God’s people. They have their own word, or 
law, which they teach and by which they walk, even if they have the appearance of 
sheep, the outward approval of, and adherence to, God’s law (Matt. 7:15). We too are 
not to become foolish like them, giving ourselves over to their teaching and following 
them, and so facing Christ’s final judgement (Matt. 7:23). Our minds go back to the 
promise given to Moses in Deuteronomy where a new prophet is promised, one who 
was to be heeded: 
 

I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers. And I will put my words in 
his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him. And whoever will not listen to my 
words that he shall speak in my name, I myself will require it of him (Deut. 18:18–20). 

 
 Jesus in his ministry was fulfilling everything that the torah intended in Moses’ 
(and the prophets’) teaching and as we read in Deuteronomy. God’s ‘statutes or rules’, 
or ‘decrees and laws’ (NIV), are described as torah (Deut. 4:5–8). By obeying them 
Israel will have great wisdom: 

                                                
2  The Pharisees added to the law: they were legalists, and the Sadducees subtracted from the law: they were 

rationalists. 
3  The Greek for ‘law’ in the New Testament is usually novmo~ (nomos). The Old Testament Hebrew is hr:+/t 

(torah), which the LXX most often translates as nomos. The Hellenistic nomos carries a narrower legal 
understanding, but Jesus broadens out the law to give it the wider Hebrew understanding of torah without losing 
the legal element. 
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Keep them and do them, for that will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the 
peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and 
understanding people.’ For what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD our 
God is to us, whenever we call upon him? And what great nation is there, that has statutes and rules 
so righteous as all this law [torah] that I set before you today? (Deut. 4:6–8). 

 
Likewise, David said: 
 

The law [torah] of the LORD is perfect, 
   reviving the soul;  
the testimony of the LORD is sure,  
   making wise the simple;  
the precepts of the LORD are right,  
   rejoicing the heart;  
the commandment of the LORD is pure, 
   enlightening the eyes (Ps. 19:7–8).4 

 
 The apostles were able to follow Christ by the power of the Spirit to give instruction 
to the church and in this way call people into wisdom. The wisdom of God was to be 
found in the moral centre and compass of the cross. Having the completed atonement of 
Christ as the context of their teaching, the fruit of the gospel was to be in a discerning 
and obedient church. In Ephesians, Paul says: 
 

Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the best use of the time, 
because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is 
(Eph. 5:15–17). 

 
The apostles’ task was to clearly articulate ‘what the will of the Lord is’, that is, the 
will of Christ. This is exactly what they did to the new multi-national church. Much of 
the cultic law of Israel died with the end of that nationalistic era, but the moral law, as 
we read in Christ’s teaching and which flowed through from the Old Testament, 
remained. And so Paul set out the will, the new torah if you like, of Christ in personal 
instruction and in black and white in his letters, albeit by the inspiration of the Spirit. 
We quote some of the verses preceding the passage above: 
 

Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the 
futility of their minds. They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God 
because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart. They have become callous 
and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. But that is 
not the way you learned Christ!—assuming that you have heard about him and were taught in him, 
as the truth is in Jesus, to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and is 
corrupt through deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to put on the 
new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness. 
   Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for 
we are members one of another. Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, 
and give no opportunity to the devil. Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing 
honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in need. Let 
no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as fits the 
occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by 
whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor 

                                                
4  Compare with Jeremiah 8:7–9. 
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and slander be put away from you, along with all malice. Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, 
forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you (Eph. 4:17–32). 
 

In short, the gospel redeems from lawlessness (anomia, Titus 2:14) and instils in the 
church Godly wisdom. No doubt the wisdom of Christ’s teaching, both in content and 
method, tooled the church in general wisdom, to face new situations in human history, 
particularly for the inclusion of the Gentiles into the people of God, and beyond. 
Therefore these two, wisdom and law, are inseparable. 

JESUS THE SAGE AND HIS  
AFFIRMATION OF THE LAW 

The point needs to be made here (again) that a good understanding of the law does not 
come easily to the heart. It takes the finalised work of the atonement to settle the 
matter. Paul sets out the problem: ‘the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, 
for it does not submit to God’s law; indeed, it cannot’ (Rom. 8:7). Yet Jesus, the 
perfect submissive man, affirmed God’s law. His life was given totally to this. The 
teachings of the church have described Christ as the prophet, priest and king, but it is 
rightly suggested that in some sense he should be understood as sage. His whole life, 
teaching and style of teaching pointed strongly to this. Jesus’ life was the embodiment 
of wisdom. As Keck says: 

 
Jesus preferred parables not merely because he found them useful but primarily because there is an 
inner connection between the parabolic mode of speech and the mode and motive of his work. Jesus 
concentrated on parabolic speech because he himself was a parabolic event of the kingdom of 
God . . . Jesus is himself a parable . . . He not only tells shocking stories but leads a shocking life 
toward a shocking end.5 

 
 An expression of Jesus as sage can also be understood when he is designated as the 
‘teacher’.6 In Matthew’s and John’s gospels, primarily for Jewish audiences, Jesus is 
shown to be a wise teacher. This follows the OT in some sapiential texts where 
wisdom is personified as the teacher (e.g. Prov. 1:20–33).7 In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus 
teaches the disciples and the crowds, while in John’s gospel the teaching is more ‘in 
house’ to his disciples (which explains the differing content of teaching). In Matthew, 
Jewish leaders or strangers often refer to him as rabbi or teacher (see 8:19; 12:38; 
19:16; 22:16, 24, 36). In John’s gospel, Jesus is understood not only as the teacher, 
but also the Son who obeys the Father’s commands (John 10:18; 12:50; 14:31; 15:10; 
cf. 5:19–26, 36–43; 6:57; 8:16–19, 49; 15:23). No doubt this truth is implicit in all the 
gospel accounts, but is spelled out most thoroughly in John. ‘Knowing the pilgrimage 

                                                
5  L. E. Keck, A Future for the Historical Jesus, pp. 244, 246f., quoted by Ben Witherington III, Jesus the 

Sage: The Pilgrim of Wisdom (Fortress Press, Minneapolis, 1994), p. 204. 
6  The substance of this paragraph is found in Witherington III, Jesus the Sage, pp. 335–80. 
7  Whybray comments:  

  In this passage Wisdom is represented as a woman teacher who stands in a busy part of the city addressing the crowd and 
urging them to stop and listen to her teaching. (The word for ‘wisdom’ in Hebrew is feminine.) The claim which she makes 
(verse 33) is similar to that made by the human teachers in the Instructions . . . [It is probably] a vivid way of presenting the 
teaching of the Instructions: instead of the schoolmaster, it is the teaching itself which comes to life and pleads with the 
pupil to pay attention! (R. N. Whybray, The Book of Proverbs, Cambridge Uni. Pr., Cambridge, 1972, p. 19). 
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of Wisdom which has come down from above and returns there, is the key to under-
standing who Jesus is in this Gospel.’8 Jesus is understood as God’s sage: he receives 
God’s instruction, obeys, and therefore teaches with true authority. Harkening back to 
the Sermon on the Mount, the crowds were astonished at him: he was ‘one who had 
authority, and not as their scribes’ (Matt. 7:29). He was, in the best sense of the word, 
an authoritative sage. 
 In the light of what we have just said, Jesus’ whole life and ministry was an affirm-
ation of the law. As a wise man, and indeed as God’s new wise king, the one ‘greater 
than Solomon’, he needed to uphold the law (see Luke 11:31–32; cf. 2 Chron. 7:16–
18; Deut. 17:14–20). Solomon’s creational and political wisdom was undermined by 
his rebellion against the torah with disastrous consequences for the nation. Not so 
with Christ. Where all other kingship had failed, he prevailed. He alone is the wise 
king. And so his whole life is not one of rebellion but obedience to the torah. We 
have already noted he came to fulfil the law (Matt. 5:17). The gospels are replete with 
detail regarding Jesus’ following the Jewish law. As an infant he was under law (Luke 
2:22ff.). His baptism was ‘to fulfill all righteousness’ (Matt. 3:15). In his discourse 
with the rich young man he upheld the law (Mark 10:17ff.). He implicitly upheld the 
law by giving pardon to it through forgiveness: in his pardon recognising the judge-
ment before the law (Luke 15; Mark 2:1–17): just to mention a few. 
 But Jesus’ affirmation of the law was most pointedly seen in his radicalisation and 
understanding of the spirit of the law. His understanding of the law was deeply 
connected to the love of God. To obey God is to love him, and to love others. Love is 
the key interpretive principle of law. The law was given out of God’s love and  
obeying it is the concrete expression of our love for God. It is not enough to follow 
the letter of the law, or to understand the law as a moralistic code: it is concern for the 
other which is the essence of the law. It is love and interest for God, and for others. 
Jesus’ wisdom was to reinstate this understanding. In his Sermon on the Mount, this is 
what he is saying in regard to anger, lust, divorce, oaths and retaliation (Matt. 5:21–
42). He goes on to teach that to love one’s enemy is to be ‘perfect’ like the Father. To 
be a person of law has to do with secret prayer and fasting before the Father. A humble, 
diligent life of love is the way of the law (Matt. 5:43–6:18). Likewise, Paul gives the 
instruction: ‘Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for the one who loves 
another has fulfilled the law’ (Rom. 13:8). So to love is to hate evil (1 Cor. 13:4–6; 
Amos 5:15) and to act against it (Matt. 5:29–30), for evil destroys people, their 
relationship to God and is in the end an attack on God himself. 

WISDOM AND THE INSTRUCTION  
OF THE FATHER 

It is impossible to speak of love without speaking in relational categories. And this is 
exactly how Jesus teaches. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus affirms two relational 
truths, which are essential to wisdom. Those who enter the kingdom of heaven are 
those who do ‘the will of my Father’, coupled with ‘knowing’ Christ: ‘I never knew 
you’: 
                                                

8  Witherington III, Jesus the Sage, p. 370. 
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Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who 
does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we 
not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your 
name?’ And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of 
lawlessness [anomia]’ (Matt. 7:21–23). 

 
 So obedience to the law is not adherence to a code, it is submission to the Father. It 
is only as we come into relationship with Christ that we know God the Father (Matt. 
11:25–27). We may follow the letter, the shrivelled law, and not know Christ. It is 
through Christ that God ceases to be generic and becomes our personal Father. His 
law is thus understood as his personal and loving will, the expression of his beauty 
and holiness. It is in these categories that Jesus teaches, for as the sage of God he 
follows the wisdom handed down to him. 
 In Proverbs, the law (torah) is understood to be the personal instruction of a parent 
to a child: 
 

Hear, my son, your father’s instruction [musar], 
   and forsake not your mother’s teaching [torah] (1:8). 

My son, do not forget my teaching [torah], 
   but let your heart keep my commandments [miswah] (3:1). 

Hear, O sons, a father’s instruction [musar], 
   and be attentive, that you may gain insight, 
for I give you good precepts; 
   do not forsake my teaching [torah]. 
When I was a son with my father, 
   tender [rak], the only one in the sight of my mother, 
he taught [yarah] me and said to me,  
‘Let your heart hold fast my words; 
   keep my commandments [miswah], and live’ (4:1–4).9 

 
The law (torah), correctly and covenantally understood, is familial. A son is 
intimately ‘taught’ (yarah) by his ‘tender’ (rak) father, and is the apple of his 
mother’s eye. It is teaching within a loving and gentle parental relationship, which is 
the overall context. Torah is paired with musar, ‘instruction’, giving it this flavour: it 
is directive. The other term used is miswah, ‘command’, also used in tandem with 
torah, and this imbibes moral punch. Torah is authoritative instruction and, if 
disobeyed, there is parental discipline, ‘sore instruction’ or ‘the rod of discipline’: 
here musar takes on a strong corrective sense: 
 

The way of the wicked is an abomination to the LORD, 
   but he loves him who pursues righteousness. 
There is severe discipline [sore instruction: musar] for him  
      who forsakes the way; 
   whoever hates reproof will die. 
Sheol and Abaddon lie open before the LORD; 
   how much more the hearts of the children of man! (Prov. 15:9–11). 

 

                                                
9  See also Proverbs 6:20–23; 7:1–3. 
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Folly is bound up in the heart of a child,  
   but the rod of discipline [rod of instruction: musar] 
      drives it far from him (Prov. 22:15). 

 
 It is with personal tenderness and toughness that Jesus instructs us, which comports 
with God’s nature, all the time ensuring that the ‘weightier matters of the law: justice, 
mercy, and faithfulness’ (Matt. 23:23) are kept central and vital. Toughness must not 
descend into unrelational harshness and rejection, capriciousness, manipulation and 
brutality. But tough, sometimes, it needs to be. To understand the law, then, is to 
understand the Father in all his goodness. The Sermon on the Mount is teaching on 
coming to know God as Father. Jesus mentions ‘the Father’ seventeen times in his 
address. He paternalises the law. He is saying our life comes from the Father: our way 
comes from him. 
 From a wider perspective, an inclusio of Matthew is that Jesus is Immanuel, God 
with us, and that he will never leave his church (Matt. 1:23; 28:20). Jesus gives, and 
remains, the presence of the Father to the church who, through him, teaches, instructs 
and disciplines. This is the covenantal love of God as has always been. In Deuteronomy 
we read of a God who gives his law and imparts his wisdom to his people and no other 
nation has a god ‘so near to it as the LORD our God is to us, whenever we call upon 
him’ (4:7). Later, Moses, in his song, bemoans rebellion as being against God their 
father: 
 

Do you thus repay the LORD, 
   you foolish and senseless people? 
Is not he your father, who created you, 
   who made you and established you? (Deut. 32:6). 

 
 One of the great tragedies of Israel and the church is when the warm and sturdy 
paternal law is fossilised into a cold and brittle code. A faint imprint remains, but what 
is left is a rock-hard, faint and lifeless impression of the original. If God is taken out of 
his law, an immense blessing becomes a deadly curse. It takes the continual creative 
power of God in his grace, the God who continually establishes his covenant, to break 
this dark spiritual rebellion. What makes this so rebellious is that the law is used against 
the law! The law is used as a cover for a rebellious self-serving heart. Jesus in 
establishing the new covenant, finally imparted in his blood, breaks the curse of such 
and reinstates a true understanding of the law in the light of his Father’s presence. So 
we find him not only affirming the law, but also rallying against its fossilisation. 
 Jesus does this both by affirmation, as we have noted, in his teaching, and also by 
disavowing the law as a letter-mediator between people and God. God was always 
present to his people and he spoke to them. And so, Christ himself is the mediator, not 
the letter of the law. It is his word that is God’s presence to the people. Jesus removes 
the understanding that it is religious adherence to a fossilised letter that qualifies a 
person to be in the kingdom of God, but rather the relational expression of faith 
between that person and God, as a result of God coming to them: 
 

‘What do you think? A man had two sons. And he went to the first and said, “Son, go and work in 
the vineyard today.” And he answered, “I will not,” but afterward he changed his mind and went. 
And he went to the other son and said the same. And he answered, “I go, sir,” but did not go. Which 
of the two did the will of his father?’ They said, ‘the first.’ Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, I say to you, 
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the tax collectors and the prostitutes go into the kingdom of God before you. For John came to you 
in the way of righteousness, and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes 
believed him. And even when you saw it, you did not afterward change your minds and believe 
him’ (Matt: 21:28–32). 
 

In this sense he rallied against the law. The law is not denied (vv. 28–31), but conver-
sion, grace, is what brings people into and maintains relationship with God. In Luke’s 
gospel, Jesus teaches that knowing God and entering his will is more to do with the 
shepherd who goes and finds the lost sheep and carries it home on his shoulders. He 
said this as the people who were designated to be outside the law—tax collectors and 
sinners—were ‘all drawing near to hear him’ (see Luke 15:1–7). This is followed by the 
parable of the lost coin which is energetically searched for until found (Luke 15:8–10). 
The culmination of this portion of Jesus’ teaching is that the lost son returns home to his 
father (Luke 15:11–32). The lawless son discovers the pardoning love of his father and 
knows relationship at this point, and ends up obeying by coming home to him, whilst 
the righteous law-abiding son really has never known his father’s heart. He has a 
fossilised law and fossilised father: his heart accordingly is rock-hard. The law under-
stood relationally before the Father is glorious and full of goodness, but outside it is at 
best a lonely and joyless trudge and at worst a means for brutality. 
 So Jesus himself teaches a complete understanding of torah, namely, that it involves 
firstly teaching regarding God’s grace and mercy and then, in this context and 
relationship, involves moral instruction and discipline. The struggle against sin is thus 
made personal, familial and worthwhile. Torah over time incorporated God’s faithful-
ness and patience toward his people along with his commands, and this is where 
‘wisdom’ comes to completeness. Psalm 78 is a prime example of this: 

 
Give ear, O my people, to my teaching [torah]; 
   incline your ears to the words of my mouth! 
I will open my mouth in a parable; 
   I will utter dark sayings from of old (Ps. 78:1–2). 

 
The whole psalm goes on to instruct about God’s faithfulness in covenant love and, in 
the one piece, is a call to obedience: 

 
    . . . tell to the coming generation  
the glorious deeds of the LORD, and his might, 
   and the wonders that he has done. 
. . . and not forget the works of God  
   but keep his commandments (Ps. 78:4, 7). 

CONCLUSION 

Ultimately, the law is fulfilled by Christ in the cross where he completed and climaxed 
the moral and cultic law of Israel. The resurrection raises the church, upon the 
completed work of the cross, not only to a place of rulership, but also primarily to filial 
relationship. The church, the family of the Father, are citizens of heaven. The church 
lives in the Son at the right hand of the Father and so follows his will and ways. 
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 Theologians speak of the ordo solutis to rightly ensure that grace (Christ) be kept 
first in faith, that is, before law. But this should not be understood merely as a ‘logical 
sequence’, grace then law. Grace must not grandstand against law. Rather, along with 
Paul, our life is to be understood as a ‘relational situation’. When Paul wisely instructs, 
‘Put to death therefore . . .’ and so on, the ‘therefore’ is not just logical as such, it is 
relational and so rational (Col. 3:1ff.). We dwell with God the Father! He is the first 
One. And we are continually melted and moulded by his love and we love him too, as 
our Father, our God and King. It is only here that we come to really see the dangers and 
deadliness of folly, in rebellion against his torah. 
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STUDY 7 

‘The Devil  and All  His 
Works’ 

Trevor Faggotter 

The grace of God has appeared in the incarnation of Jesus Christ, bringing salvation to 
all and training us to renounce ungodly and worldly passions (Titus 2:11–14).1 The title 
of this study is a phrase that appears in Luther’s Small Catechism,2 where the church 
teaches that ‘at our baptism we renounce the devil and all his works and all his ways’.  
I hope we will see that naming the devil, as such, and renouncing his works is an oft-
neglected area of Christian teaching in some parts of the church. Some churches have 
diminished their baptismal renunciation to refer only to ‘the evil powers of this world’. 
Others simply omit the question altogether. There is a background to this. The 20th 
century theologian, Rudolph Bultmann—who has influenced today’s church—gave 
expression to the Western world’s reluctance to discuss or mention the devil, when he 
wrote: 

 
It is impossible to use electric light and the wireless and to avail ourselves of modern medical and 
surgical discoveries, and at the same time to believe in the New Testament world of daemons and 
spirits.3 
 

 Nevertheless, the revelation given by Jesus and the apostles is that the devil—also 
called Satan, and the ancient serpent—is a creature (as are demons) and that we 
should not be ignorant of Satan’s devices (Rev. 12:9; 20:2; 2 Cor. 2:11). Indeed, as 
Jesus resisted the devil and all his works (Matt. 4:1–13), a forgiven person, justified in 
the Sonship of Jesus Christ, is equipped and armed in the Spirit to do likewise by 
grace.  

THE WORKS OF THE DEVIL 

The Son of God appeared to destroy the works of the devil (1 John 3:8). The following 
quotation gives us a succinct, comprehensive overview of the devil’s works:  

 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  Dr. Martin Luther’s Small Catechism, Concordia Publishing House, St. Louis, (1943) 1971, p. 180.  
3  Rudolph Bultmann, in ‘The New Testament and Mythology’, in Kerygma and Myth: A Theological Debate, 

vol. 1, R. Bultmann et al. (S.P.C.K., London, 1953), p. 5. 
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When we ask, ‘What are the works of the devil?’, then we answer that they include Satan’s rebellion 
against God, the fall of angelic powers, the setting up of the world system with its own wisdom, the 
temptation and fall of man, the coming of death, the reign of sin through fear of death, the reign of 
death through the tyranny of sin, the bondage of demonic powers through oppression and sicknesses, 
the power and hostility of the flesh against God, the inciting of the wrath of the holy God, the fracture 
of the relationships of the human race, and the inculcation of bitterness, hatred and anger throughout 
the creation. 
   If possible an even more terrible operation concerns ‘the works of the devil’, namely Satan’s 
emulation of God. His high pride has conceived a system which is not merely the counterfeit of the 
real, but the counterpart to it all, with the insane hope that it will dethrone God’s system. Hence the 
unontological, anti-ontological, and ante-ontological pretensions of Satan, namely that he has a 
kingdom which is unbeatable, a counterpart trinity of which he is the father, the beast an incarnate 
christ, and the unholy spirit the image or false prophet. The most frightening of all drives is that of 
being worshipped in God’s temple as very-god himself!4 
 

 The devil’s counterpart system includes a sophisticated wisdom, which strikes at 
the foundation of God’s design, namely the Marriage of Christ and his Bride. We will 
concentrate upon this aspect of the plan of God, for it is of utmost importance in terms 
of the wisdom the church needs for her task in creation, and in terms of what all 
nations—and so, everyday people in life—need to grasp in order for humanity to 
move deliberately towards the telos or goal, which has been set for creation. Geoff 
Bingham has written: 

 
We should see that what has been called ‘marriage theology’ is of great importance, if not the 
greatest. When we grasp it we have a key to counselling people, not only regarding marriage, but 
also all of life.5  

THE INTENTION AND PLAN OF GOD 

The biblical narrative reveals that God’s plan for history includes a wedding as the goal 
and culmination of this age (Rev. 21:2). The wedding is that of the Lamb, Jesus Christ 
the holy Son of God, and of his Bride, the holy people of God—the church. This 
wedding launches a renewed, redeemed humanity into a new marriage partnership for 
the age to come. Then, death will be no more—as all things are made new. The new 
creation is a regeneration of all things, a renewed heaven and renewed earth, a universal 
restoration (Matt. 19:28; Rev. 21:1; 2 Cor. 5:17; Acts 3:21). Won and embraced by holy 
love, repentant humanity, through Christ, becomes a full and willing participant in the 
utter oneness, functional beauty and love-unity of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4). The 
deep love of Jesus Christ for the Father, and his delight to do his will, is the same love 
lavished in grace upon his Bride—the church (Eph. 1:4; 5:27). This is God’s plan in 
Christ, from before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:4). The goal or telos of creation 
is made known in advance. God declares the end from the beginning, protologically:  

 
Remember this and consider,  
   recall it to mind, you transgressors, 
   remember the former things of old; 

 
                                                

4  Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Clash of the Kingdoms, NCPI, Blackwood, 1989, pp. 115–116. 
5  Geoffrey C. Bingham, Everything in Beautiful Array, NCPI, Blackwood, 1999, p. 109. 
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for I am God, and there is no other;  
   I am God, and there is no one like me,  
declaring the end from the beginning  
   and from ancient times things not yet done,  
saying, ‘My purpose shall stand,  
   and I will fulfill my intention’ (Isa. 46:8–10). 

THE MARRIAGE: A PUBLIC ANNOUNCEMENT 

In Ephesians 5:31 (RSV), Paul recounts the passage from Genesis 2:24, saying:  
 
For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall 
become one flesh. 
 

The immediate context is Paul’s instruction concerning the outworking of love within 
the church and within marriage. However, Paul adds this important insight: 

 
This mystery is a profound one, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church (Eph. 5:32, 
RSV, italics mine).  
 

The profound mystery of marriage refers to Christ and the church. This mystery is not 
something which suddenly came into being. Certainly, in the light of the cross of Christ, 
the revelation of the eternal Son of God as Bridegroom (Matt. 9:15; 25:1ff.; John 3:29) 
and the church as his Bride, undoubtedly came afresh and anew to the apostles. This 
marriage is, however, a transparent part of God’s plan, as many Scriptures indicate (Isa. 
54:5; Jer. 3:20; 31:32; Ezek. 16; Hosea 2:16), and especially as Paul’s quotation of 
Genesis 2:24 here confirms.  
 Markus Barth points out the prophetic nature of the Genesis 2:24 text: ‘A man will 
leave . . . will be joined . . . the two will become one’—this is prophecy of that which 
will (or shall) happen. Barth makes this comment: 

 
The substance of this promise according to Paul is not only marital bliss: it is Christ’s love for the 
church. Therefore what Gen 2:24 says about union in ‘one flesh’ is for Paul a prophecy more than 
anything else. Marriage stands under the sign of God’s promise; it is not at the mercy of human 
traditions, laws, and their interpretation.6 
 

Marriage as a prophecy accords with one of Jonathan Edwards’ esteemed insights: 
 
This spouse of the Son of God, the bride, the Lamb’s wife, the completeness of him who filleth all 
in all, is that for which all the universe was made. Heaven and earth were created that the Son of 
God might be complete in a spouse . . . 7  
 

In order to expand our thoughts regarding this insight from Edwards, it is helpful to 
listen to the witness of Scripture, concerning the presence and the intent of the eternal 
Son of God before creation, his activity in creation, and his work during the history of 
                                                

6  Markus Barth, Ephesians: Translation and Commentary on Chapters 4–6, The Anchor Bible, Doubleday, 
New York, 1974, p. 732. 

7  Jonathan Edwards, The ‘Miscellanies’ a–500, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 13, Thomas A. Schafer 
(ed.), Yale University Press, New Haven, 1994, pp. 271–2. 
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Israel prior to his incarnation—namely the pre-existence of Christ.8 For the Old 
Testament is primarily about Christ (Luke 24:44–47).9 This is so, from Genesis 1:1–2 
onwards. We see this in Hebrews 1:2–3a, John 1:3 and Colossians 1:15–16, where the 
apostolic writers proclaim that it was through the Son of God, present and active, that 
the creation came into being: 

 
In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth (Gen. 1:1, ESV).  
The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep (Gen. 1:2a, ESV). 

And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters (Gen. 1:2b, ESV). 
 

In the first line—we reason with the apostles—the Son of God has created. In the 
second line, the formlessness and emptiness, and darkness await further creative power. 
In the third line, the Spirit was hovering or fluttering over (cf. Deut. 32:10–12) the 
waters with intent. In a detailed, ground-breaking work, Meredith G. Kline has made a 
good case for interpreting Genesis 1:2b not only as the Spirit of God moving in creative 
power over the primeval formlessness, but also as the covenantal paradigm (pattern) for 
creation. His point is that: ‘The theophanic Glory was an archetypal pattern for the 
cosmos and for man, the image of God’.10 This is, he argues, a foundational and 
pervasive theme in the Scriptures:  

 
The Spirit-Glory of Genesis 1:2b answers to the invisible heavens of Genesis 1:1 and represents a 
coming forth of the Lord of glory out of the invisible into a special earth oriented and adapted 
manifestation to create and consummate, to reveal himself in earth history as Alpha and Omega. 11 
 

The faithful Creator (1 Pet. 4:19) does and will fulfill his covenant bond with 
creation.  
 Kline goes on to show that so many of the significant biblical events are to be under-
stood in the light of Genesis 1:2b. The pattern is seen in the wind subduing the waters 
(Gen. 8:1), and the strong east wind turning the sea into dry land (Exod. 14:21), the 
overarching rainbow as a sign of God’s covenant with the earth (Gen. 9:12ff.), the 
Glory-cloud over Israel (Exod. 13:21), the hovering of the Lord over Israel in the 
howling wilderness waste on the way to Canaan (Deut. 32:10–12), the Creator–Spirit 
riding on the clouds for a chariot and on the wings of the wind (Ps. 104:3), the likening 
of Christ to the Glory–Spirit–Face and the light that shone out of darkness (2 Cor. 4:4–
6), the Spirit at Pentecost moving with hurricane deliberation across the aimlessness 
and emptiness of sinful humanity (Acts 2), effecting new life by the resurrected Christ; 
the archetypal Glory-image of Christ (Rev. 1:12–18) and the church as the ectypal 
image of God (Rev. 21:2). All have their origin in Genesis 1:2b. 
 When, then, we come to Genesis 2:24, we conclude that the Lord God makes 
public and visible the announcement of his intention for redeemed humanity and for 
Christ Jesus, to come together in love, in marital one-ness, to enjoy both union and 
communion forever. 
                                                

8  See 1 Cor. 10:4; Num. 20:8–11; Exod. 17:6; Gen. 32; Josh. 5:13–14; Gen. 14:17–18; Dan. 3:25. 
9  Geoffrey C. Bingham, Christ and the Triune Glory (NCPI, Blackwood, 2001), pp. 31, 39; see also Douglas 

McCready, He Came Down from Heaven (IVP, Downers Grove, 2005).  
10  Meredith G. Kline, Images of the Spirit, Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1980, p. 17. See also: 

<http://www.covopc.org/Kline/Creation_Image.html>. 
11  Kline, Images of the Spirit, p. 17. 
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 Every male–female union in marriage is both a prophetic foretelling of God’s 
intention, and a foretaste of the future which God has faithfully planned, as well as a 
moving forward within creation in that fruitful mandate (Gen. 1:28), ever dependent 
upon and in fellowship with the Lord God. The one lethal pitfall to avoid was, and is, 
going it alone, in moral autonomy, by eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil (Gen. 2:17). That would bring death: ‘for in the day that you eat of it you shall die’.  

THE DEVIL IS A LIAR—AND A MURDERER 

But the serpent said to the woman, ‘You will not die’ (Gen. 3:4). 
 
This was a lie. A lie is a word contrary to the Word of God, the faithful One. This was 
no casual conversation. It was the crafty or shrewd introduction of a different kind of 
wisdom. This was surrogate wisdom, brilliant spin-doctoring—replacement wisdom. 
It was the weapon of choice in the murder plot of one who detests God’s plan. The lie 
is parasitic. It perversely and cancerously feeds off of the one glorious plan. The text 
shows this conversation began very cleverly by sowing subtle doubts while at the 
same time creating a brilliant theological discussion about God, independent of and 
without reference to his Presence. The conversation was both a questioning of the 
word of God (‘Did God say . . . ?’) and a fudging of the identity of God. Notice that 
the words ‘LORD God’ are not used by the serpent, but are replaced with a single word 
‘God’ (Gen. 3:1). Whoever is that? The entire conversation introduces a wisdom born 
of hateful bitter envy and selfish ambition, not coming down from above, but 
haughty, earthly, and unspiritual (James 3:14–15). Such ambition is typified in the 
king of Babylon, who had evil aspirations of divinity: ‘I will make myself like the 
Most High’ (Isa. 14:14, RSV). The lie was cleverly embellished with a false promise: 

 
You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be 
like God, knowing good and evil (Gen. 3:4b–5). 
 

 Eve responded to the deceptive appeal of the lie. The very manner in which Eve and 
then Adam responded to the lie was without true wisdom: a simple ‘Begone, Satan!’ 
(Matt. 4:10, RSV) was required. What we do know is that ‘sin came into the world 
through one man, and death came through sin, and so death spread to all because all 
have sinned’ (Rom. 5:12). God’s faithful promise and command proved true. Judgement 
came upon the human race: death. As a result, the lie has found lodging in the human 
heart down through history, so as to distort every thought and intention of the heart to 
be only evil continually (Gen. 6:5). Only Jesus has resisted such a terrible state of 
impurity. Apart from him, everyone is a liar (Rom. 3:4; Ps. 116:11; cf. the McCarthy 
trials). Defective belief in Jesus is thus a most dangerous spiritual state to be in. One 
needs to move from such a state into a life of hearing and continuing to hear the Word 
which Jesus speaks. The blinding power of the devil to keep us in the gloom should not 
be underestimated (Col. 1:13). Lies have clout, slander too. Paul groaned in extreme 
pain, recalling the church to the truth—‘until Christ is formed in you’ (Gal. 4:19).  
 Jesus gave us a very important insight when he warned the Jews who had believed 
in him (John 8:31) of the necessity of continuing to hear his Word:  
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You are from your father the devil, and you choose to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer 
from the beginning and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, 
he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies. But because I tell the 
truth, you do not believe me (John 8:44–45). 
 

 The outworking of the lie has come at huge cost to the human race. Whenever we 
lie, we do great violence to our conscience, to others, and to God and his plan. Ask 
one who murders in wartime! As redeemed people, we feel acutely the pain of a so-
called small ‘white lie’. It is loss of moral glory; it is murder in the making. 
Ultimately this cost is borne by our Father, the Covenant God, who in his suffering 
sends his Son who is murdered. In him, he deals fully, once and for all, with our evil, 
as his wrath burns up sin. 
 We need to see that Satan, or the devil, introduced a counterpart wisdom, which 
finds habitual expression in daily life, wherever we turn. Truth is suppressed. Scripture 
reveals that human history, taking place now, includes the devil’s work. The deceptive, 
seductive power of the unholy woman (Rev. 17–19) is a counterpart to the holy woman, 
the Bride of Christ (Rev. 19, 21). Such is the ontological power of true womanhood—
and the creational goal of union and communion in the Marriage—that, when refash-
ioned and remodelled by the evil one, she can (though evil) still elicit, even from the 
redeemed, astonishment and marvel (Rev. 17:6–7) . . . momentarily, at the least; but too 
often, longer.  
 At the heart of evil was, and is, the hate-filled Satanic opposition to the Marriage of 
the Bridegroom (Christ) and his Bride (the people of God). The one-flesh union of 
male–female, in enduring love, was repugnant to the ancient serpent. Sex and the city 
attempt to outmanoeuvre Marriage and the Holy City. God’s functional union of pur-
pose and intimate mutual indwelling reflects the purpose-filled, extremely beautiful 
Trinitarian love-union of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit as they mutually indwell one 
another.  
 The initial entrance of this deadly wisdom is intangible, obscure and elusive. It 
cannot be wholly traced. Certainly, sinful humanity can never give an objective account 
of the evil in which we have all participated—in Adam, the head of the human race. 
Jesus says quite simply: the devil was a murderer from the beginning (John 8:44). The 
apostle Paul teaches us that there is a mystery of iniquity or of lawlessness (2 Thess. 
2:7). Such dire hatred is probably only fully known to, and understood by, Christ Jesus 
who has defeated evil, overcoming the evil one in his death on the cross. What we do 
know is that the man and the woman willingly ate of the fruit of the tree that was in the 
middle of the garden. Someone described humanity, choosing seduction, as ‘eating 
deceit’.  
 The primal couple exchanged the truth of God for a lie (Rom. 1:25). In this revolt 
they embarked upon a life filled with false hopes and an insane estimate of their own 
capabilities12—to be as God. For they were already like God:  

 
We cannot estimate what the change in relationships did to the primal couple. On the one hand the 
sad thing is that their first child turned out to be a murderer, and on the other the second child 
turned out to be a person of faith. Jesus called him a prophet, and the writer of Hebrews called him 

                                                
12  See J. B. Phillips on Rom. 12:3, in Letters to Young Churches: A Translation of the New Testament 

Epistles (Fontana Books, London, 1957), p. 44. 
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a man of faith. So much for an authentic ‘knowledge of good and evil’ the first couple thought they 
would achieve by listening to the word of the crafty serpent. Perhaps more than we might dream 
about, the serpent was out to discredit the man–woman union and communion. This union was to 
be the type of the one who was to come, whose marriage as Bridegroom to the purified Bride would 
be the goal and meaning of history. To attack marriage on the human level is to attack it as it is on 
the Divine plane.13 

THE WISDOM OF GOD IN CREATION  
WILL NOT BE THWARTED 

The works of the devil and the effects of sin have been catastrophic and cosmic in pro-
portion. Millions lie wounded or slaughtered. Falling short (Rom. 3:23) of the mark may 
not seem too distressing if one thinks of an arrow not reaching a target. However, if one 
thinks of the human race risking all, falling headlong into a canyon, never to arise, being 
so incapacitated by death as to be unable to attend the great wedding day and banquet 
that ensues—then it becomes clear that sin’s outworking has been disastrous.  
 Nevertheless, from the first day of the tragic fall, forward into history, God has 
declared anew his intention concerning the ongoing survival of sin, death and the seduc-
tive influence and power of the evil one—it is doomed. The wisdom of God in creation 
will not be thwarted. The true husband acts. God spoke to the serpent (Satan, the devil), 
thus:  
 

I will put enmity between you and the woman, 
   and between your offspring and hers;  
he will strike your head,  
   and you will strike his heel (Gen. 3:15). 

 
Genesis 3:15 is a prophetic declaration concerning the ongoing conflict for the woman 
(Rev. 12:13–17; 2 Cor. 11:3), as also the definitive coming work of the Messiah– 
Husband:  
 

And you shall tread down the wicked, for they will be ashes under the soles of your feet, on the day 
when I act, says the LORD of hosts (Mal. 4:3). 

 
The God of peace will shortly crush Satan under your feet. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be 
with you (Rom. 16:20).  

 
The Son of God comes to destroy—by rendering powerless—the works of the devil. He 
comes to be made sin, to deal fully with sin’s penalty, power and pollution. The penalty 
of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rom. 
6:23). The power of sin is the law (1 Cor. 15:56) and the attendant guilt by which Satan 
gains leverage in accusing, manipulating, bullying and further tempting the guilty one. 
That power is broken as God himself justifies and acquits the guilty one through for-
giveness, in the judgement of Christ’s cross. The pollution of sin is a defiled con-
science, broken communion with God, and a polluted creation (Isa. 24:5), with broken 
marriages and angry families, and messed up relationships strewn across the globe, and 
                                                

13  Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Profound Mystery: Marriage Love, Divine and Human, NCPI, Blackwood, 
1995, p. 24.  
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the shame of so doing. Grace in Christ cleanses all this, heals families (Mal. 4:6), mak-
ing people’s lives anew in anticipation of the purity and beauty of the great Wedding. It 
will arrive. 
 All of history subsequent to this first attack upon marriage is the clash of the two 
wisdoms—the wisdom of God and the deceitful tongue of Satan. We are in the battle, 
which has a Victor in Christ, and by faith alone we are in him! To fight the good fight 
is to stand armed in faith, hope and love, in Jesus Christ’s defeat of the enemy, with 
‘one little word’ of true wisdom on our lips. The devil’s works are to be renounced. 
Submit to God’s wisdom. ‘Resist the devil and he will flee from you’ (James 4:7).  
 As the Spirit hovered over the face of the waters, Christ, the Bridegroom, guards 
and makes good his covenant promises for his Bride, and for all creation.  
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STUDY 8 

Reversible but Not 
Reducible 

Siew Kiong Tham 

The title of this paper is a quote from The New Bible Commentary on Genesis 1:26, 
‘This divine image is neither losable nor reducible, but its ethical direction is 
reversible’.1 The author of the statement, Dr Meredith Kline,2 passed away last year. 
In exploring the topic, some of the writings of Dr Kline will be reviewed in order to 
get to the underlying premise on which he made this statement.3 
 Often, the attempts to understand the imago Dei revolve around the exegesis of the 
text in Genesis and this is then coupled with philosophical speculation.4 That 
understanding is then applied to Christian living. This has been the traditional 
approach. The New Testament has more to say about the image of God, as the imago 
Dei has been revealed in Jesus, and our attempts to understand this should start there. 
There is another reason for starting with the New Testament. With the traditional 
approach, the problem of the defiled image becomes central and the perfection in 
Christ is then seen as an antidote to that defilement.5 In doing so, the understanding of 
‘Christ in the image of God’ is subordinated to ‘man in the image of God’, that is, 
Christology subordinated to anthropology. It is anthropology that needs to be sub-
ordinated to Christology and not the other way round. 
 
                                                

1  M. G. Kline, ‘Genesis’, in Guthrie and Motyer (eds), The New Bible Commentary, 3rd edition (IVP, London, 
1970), p. 83. The full comment on Gen. 1:26 reads, ‘Men and the celestial spirits alike are personal-religious creatures 
involved in responsible, historical relationship to God. This divine image is neither losable nor reducible, but its 
ethical direction is reversible. It assumes its proper form, of course, in conformity to God’s holy will.’ 

2  For over half a century, Dr. Meredith G. Kline (1922–2007), an ordained minister in the Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church, served as a professor of Old Testament at Westminster Theological Seminary (in Philadelphia), Gordon-
Conwell Theological Seminary, and Westminster Seminary, California. He received his B.D. and Th.M. degrees from 
Westminster Theological Seminary (Philadelphia) and his Ph.D. degree in Assyriology and Egyptology from Dropsie 
College. 

3  I do not have at my disposal all the writings of Dr Kline as they are voluminous and neither am I familiar 
with most of them, but I will try to unravel in some of his writing the way he understood the imago Dei. 

4  This is seen in the numerous ways in which the ‘image of God’ is understood in history. See footnote 6. 
5  Stanley J. Grenz (Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, vol. 47, issue 4, Dec 2004, Lynchbury,  

p. 626) says: 
Foremost among these is the danger of producing an anthropocentric Christology that runs counter to the centrality of 
Christ for Christianity. When the nature of the human person is assumed to emerge solely from creation—that is, apart 
from Christ—and when Christ is cast as, above all, the divine antidote to human sin, not only is anthropology cut loose 
from any Christological grounding, but Christology is also made dependent on anthropology.  
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CHRIST—THE IMAGE OF GOD 

Many approaches have tried to identify the imago Dei with certain human attributes. 
Various hypotheses have been put forward to explain the term. Some are interesting 
but largely speculative. To pursue this line of understanding would be to reduce the 
imago Dei to certain definable qualities in the human creation. Its starting point is 
anthropology. This will not be pursued and a summary of what has been proposed 
historically is appended in the footnote below.6 

 The attempts to understand humanity as being in the image of God will remain 
tentative because this term is not explained with certainty in scripture. However, what is 
certain is that humanity is the created and not the creator7 and as such will remain 
dependent on the creator. This sense of dependence upon the creator is often neglected. 
The use of the term ‘image of God’ in reference to the creation of humanity implies that 
the origin and destiny of humanity is intricately bound with the creator God and the 
understanding of this term should go along this path. While it is interesting to speculate 
and philosophise on what this term means in terms of certain human attributes, and the 
scriptures do not really run along that pathway, it is more meaningful to understand it in 
terms of the creature–creator relationship—‘of the union of God with his image’.8 The 
Son of God, in the Tri-unity of the Godhead, is the image of the invisible God (2 Cor. 
4:4), and this should be read relationally. Paul wrote to the Colossians: 
 

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; 16 for in him all things in heaven 
and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or 
powers—all things have been created through him and for him. 17 He himself is before all things, 
and in him all things hold together. 18 He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, 
the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. 19 For in him all 
the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 20 and through him God was pleased to reconcile to him-
self all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross (Col. 
1:15–20, italics mine).9 

                                                
6  W. Sibley Towner (Interpretation, Richmond, Oct. 2005, 59.4.343) has this to say: 

Among them are: 1) the fullness of the eikōn or image of God in humankind is seen in the person of Jesus Christ (Col 
1:15; cf. 2 Cor 3:18, 4:4); 2) the two nouns in Gen 1:26 (‘image’ and ‘likeness’) are intended to distinguish the natural 
and the supernatural qualities of God in the human being (e.g., Irenaeus, Delitzsch); 3) the image of God consists in 
spiritual endowments such as memory, self-awareness, rationality, intelligence, spirituality, even an immortal soul 
(e.g., Wis 2:23, Philo, Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, Aquinas, Schleiermacher, Eichrodt, Fohrer); 4) the image of God 
is manifested in our ability to make moral decisions, which presupposes free will and a knowledge of good and evil 
(e.g., G. W. Bromiley, Michael Morrison); 5) the image of God may also be seen in the sometimes denigrated or 
‘base’ human emotions, especially love, qualities not shared with animals (Augustine, a view rejected by Gregory of 
Nyssa); 6) the image of God is expressed in the unique human capacity for self-transcendence, from which, in turn, 
beauty and the recognition of beauty emerge (Farley); 7) the image of God can be seen in the external appearance of 
human beings (e.g., Gunkel, Humbert, von Rad, Zimmerli); 8) the image is displayed when the human being serves as 
God’s deputy on earth, an idea often expressed in royal ideology (e.g., Hehn, von Rad, Wildberger, W. H. Schmidt); 
9) the human being is God’s counterpart or partner, the ‘thou’ which is addressed by the divine ‘I’ (e.g., Buber, 
Brunner, Westermann); 10) the image of God in the human being consists precisely in the division of humankind into 
female and male.  

7  Pardon me for stating the obvious. 
8  G. Bingham expressed this so simply in the song: 

In the songs that are ever and endless 
Of the banquet of worship and praise, 
Of the union of God with His image— 
The Bride and her people—always.  

(G. Bingham, New Creation Hymn Book, no. 286, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, italics mine). 
9  Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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 All things were created in him, through him and for him. What this is saying is that 
Christ is the agent of creation (through him) and the creation is intricately bound with 
Christ (in and for him). Humanity’s origin and destiny are tied to Christ, whatever 
else may have happened after the creation. Indeed the reconciliation through the cross 
was part of the creative process. Thus Paul in the same context refers to Christ as the 
‘firstborn of creation’ and ‘the firstborn from the dead’. And, as the firstborn from the 
dead, he effected the new creation: 
 

From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew 
Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. 17 So if anyone is in Christ, 
there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!  
(2 Cor. 5:16–17). 

 
 He is both creator and re-creator. There is a fundamental dependence of the crea-
tion upon the creator. Creation has often been understood in terms of the material; that 
is, in terms of what can be seen, the human point of view. Tied into the creation of the 
material is also the creation of relationships and that is what cannot be seen.  
 Hebrews also affirms that Jesus is the reflection of God’s glory and the imago Dei, 
‘the exact imprint of God’s very being’, and that the whole creation is sustained by him:  
 

Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, 2 but in these last 
days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also 
created the worlds. 3 He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, 
and he sustains all things by his powerful word. When he had made purification for sins, he sat 
down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, 4 having become as much superior to angels as the 
name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs (Heb. 1:1–4, italics mine). 

 
Should the two expressions, ‘the reflection of God’s glory’ and ‘the exact imprint of 
God’s very being’ be understood as a hendiadys or as two separate entities? This will 
be answered a little later. 

NOT LOSABLE 

The imago Dei cannot be totally destroyed by sin, as it was once thought, since it 
constitutes the whole structure of human nature: 
 

Protestant theology would have escaped much confusion and many needless and unconvincing 
doctrinal refinements, if it had not encumbered itself with the idea that it was bound to define sin as 
the loss of the image, or of something belonging to the image. If the image were lost man would 
cease to be man.10  

 
And if the image is lost, then what does Paul mean when he says that humanity could 
be ‘transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another’ (2 Cor. 
3:18)? Rather than being specific about the ‘image’, it should be noted again that the 
creation is not just about the material creation, but also the creation of the relational 
between God and man. In the disobedience of Adam and Eve, there is a disruption or 
a breach of the relational. It needs to be:  
                                                

10  Quoted in Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh, 1958), p. 206. 
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. . . concluded that the ‘image (likeness) of God’ refers to a permanent aspect of our created nature, 
which was not affected by the fall. It is the special characteristic of the human race, which distin-
guishes us from other creatures and makes our salvation a matter of supreme concern to God.11 
 

 After the disobedience of Adam and Eve, scripture continues to refer to humanity 
as being in the image of God: 

 
Whoever sheds the blood of a human, 
   by a human shall that person’s blood be shed; 
for in his own image 
   God made humankind (Gen. 9:6). 

 
With it we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of 
God (James 3:9). 
 

 However, it is often said that the image was corrupted. Calvin noted, ‘Therefore, 
even though we grant that God’s image was not totally annihilated and destroyed in 
him, yet it was so corrupted that whatever remains is frightful deformity’.12 It is then 
inferred from 2 Corinthians 4:4 that humanity is unable to see the true image which 
has appeared in Jesus 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 (2 Cor. 4:4). 
 

But what Paul is saying here is that the unbelievers are unable to see ‘the light of the 
gospel of the glory of Christ’. This is the point that Kline makes in his exposition of 
the image of God. He says that the two questions: ‘What is man?’ and ‘What is the 
image of God?’ have been confused.13 They are not the same question. The former is 
anthropological and the latter theological. Central to his thought is the ‘Glory-Spirit 
Archetype’.14 Put briefly, Kline sees in the creation account in Genesis the statement, 
‘a wind from God swept (hovered) over the face of the waters’ (Gen. 1:2) as inter-
preted by the equivalent in Deuteronomy, ‘an eagle stirs up its nest, and hovers over 
its young’ (Deut. 32:11). Deuteronomy 32 refers to God’s work of redemption/re-
creation in the exodus event. This ‘hovering’ presence is the Shekinah cloud of glory. 
And Nehemiah made the connection thus: 

 
. . . you in your great mercies did not forsake them in the wilderness; the pillar of cloud that led 
them in the way did not leave them by day, nor the pillar of fire by night that gave them light on the 
way by which they should go. 20 You gave your good spirit to instruct them, and did not withhold 
your manna from their mouths, and gave them water for their thirst (Neh. 9:19–20). 

 
 

                                                
11  G. L. Bray, ‘Image of God’ in T. D. Alexander and B. S. Rosner (eds), New Dictionary of Biblical 

Theology, IVP, Leicester, 2000, p. 576. 
12  Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. J. T. McNeill, tr. F. L. Battles, Westminster Press, 

Philadelphia, 1977, I.15.iv, p. 189. 
13  M. Kline, ‘Creation in the Image of the Glory-Spirit’ in Westminster Theological Journal 39 (1977), p. 250. 
14  M. Kline, Kingdom Prologue (Two Age Press, USA, 2000), pp. 30–32. This was discussed in greater detail 

in his ‘Creation in the Image of the Glory-Spirit’. 
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Kline concludes: 
 

The usage in Genesis 1:2 is similar, though the Spirit here is probably best understood as the 
heavenly reality, the invisible cosmos-filling glory of the divine Presence, of which the Glory-cloud 
was a localized manifestation.15  

 
This is the ‘divine power for the work of creation’ bringing about the fulfilment of the 
divine purpose. The way Kline argues his case is to make a distinction between the 
image and the glory:  
 

One of the biblical figures for the bestowing of the divine image on man is that of covering him 
with a robe emblematic of God’s Glory. The outstanding instance of this symbolism in the Old 
Testament is found in the placing of the sacred vestments on the high priest of Israel. Now in the 
allegory of Ezekiel 16 such an act of investiture with the image of God is used as a symbol for an 
act of covenant ratification.16 

 
And so, Geoffrey Bingham also wrote: 
 

The Fall, as spoken of in Genesis 3 and referred to in Romans 5:12ff., shows that Man lost his 
intimate glory-relationship with God.17 

 
It is not the image that was lost, but the glory-relationship with God. Kline sees God’s 
creation of humanity in His image as analogous to the father–son imagery made 
explicit in Genesis 5:3, ‘he became the father of a son in his likeness, according to his 
image’. This statement is juxtaposed to the creation of humanity in God’s image 
(Gen. 5:1–2).18 So he concludes, ‘To be in the image of God is to be the son of 
God’.19 He further supports his argument this way: 
 

What Genesis 1:2 identifies as Spirit, Hebrews 1:2, 3 identifies as Son; God is one. Hebrews 1:2b 
attributes to the Son the creation of the world. Then, before the sustaining, directing role of the Son 
in divine providence is dealt with in Hebrews 1:3b, he is identified as the image and glory of God, 
‘the effulgence of his glory and the very image (charakter) of his being’ (v. 3a).20 

 
What he is saying here is this: the creation came into existence by the work of the 
Glory-Spirit who also made man in the image of God. This work is also attributed to 
the Son who is identified as the image and glory of God. Thus Adam, created in the 
image of God, is to live in this love-obedience relationship with his creator in whose 
image he is formed. This is the glory of Adam, but it is firstly the glory of God 
conferred on Adam as he remains in this love-obedience relationship.21  

                                                
15  M. Kline, Kingdom Prologue, p. 30. 
16  M. Kline, Kingdom Prologue, p. 17. 
17  G. Bingham, All Cry, ‘Glory!’: The Story of Glory, NCPI, Blackwood, 1999, p. 7. 
18  M. Kline, Kingdom Prologue, p. 45. 
19  M. Kline, Kingdom Prologue, p. 46. 
20  M. Kline, ‘Creation in the Image of the Glory-Spirit’, pp. 250–72. 
21  ‘God’s glory, then, constitutes those manifestations of Himself, in multitudinous ways, which He is pleased to 

give to Man and other elements of His creation, both celestial and terrestrial’ (G. Bingham, All Cry, ‘Glory!’, p. 1). 
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NOT REDUCIBLE 

In his comment in The New Bible Commentary, it is difficult to know precisely what 
Kline means when he says that the image is not reducible. I was not able to find any 
elaboration of this in the literature that I have looked at. This term can be understood 
in two ways. Firstly, it can mean that the image cannot be reduced or made less than 
what it is because of the transgression of Adam. Kline has made a distinction between 
the image and the glory. While the image remains the same and is not reduced, the 
glory has been reduced because of the Fall. This would be consistent with Paul’s 
statement which affirms that humanity undergoes transformation from one degree of 
glory to another into the same image (2 Cor. 3:18). 
 The other way is with reference to the traditional approaches in understanding the 
image of God. It has been pointed out earlier that the traditional approaches have 
equated the image with created qualities such as morality, rationality and so on.22 This 
is to reduce the image to some aspects of anthropology. This reductionism will be 
referred to again later in the paper. 

REVERSIBLE 

The appearance of the serpent in the garden was not just the testing of Adam, but the 
setting up of the scene for the judgement of evil by one created in the image of God. 
Kline added: 
 

From the vantage point of God’s purpose, Satan’s advent in Eden with lying wonders and all deceiv-
ableness of unrighteousness is seen to be nothing less than a delivering over of the devil to man for 
judgment. The destiny of man to judge angels (cf. 1 Cor. 6:2f.) is not a later addendum to the agenda 
but a primal assignment. Agreeably, authority to execute judgment is given to Jesus in his identity as 
the Son of Man, the second Adam. The first Adam was made in the image of God, a judge between 
good and evil, and when the devil entered the Edenic temple of God, in effect setting himself forth 
there as God, opposing and exalting himself above all, Adam was faced with the challenge to rise up 
in holy judicial wrath and cleanse God’s temple.23 

 
The scene in Eden was set for the judgement of evil and ‘human history could then 
proceed in serene triumph to its eschaton of peace’.24 However, this was not to be. 
 There is a special relationship between created humanity and the creator God, and 
a different relationship between created humanity and the rest of creation. There is the 
relationship of dependence and hence obedience between created humanity and the 
creator God. The relationship between created humanity and the rest of creation is 
that of responsibility and dominion, that is, caring for the created order. These are the 
relationships intended for created humanity. However, things have not worked out 
this way. In failing to exercise his authority over creation and acting on the suggestion 
from the serpent, Adam moved from obeying the creator to obeying the created. 
 The reversal of these relationships means that there is no longer that sense of 
dependence on the creator and this leads to disobedience. Instead of dominion over 
                                                

22  See footnote 6. 
23  M. Kline, Kingdom Prologue, p. 121. 
24  M. Kline, Kingdom Prologue, p. 121. 
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the created order, there is now dependence on the creation. Sin is often understood in 
terms of the actions or deeds of humanity. However, these actions result from the 
reversal of the creational relationships. The right deeds can be acted out in spite of the 
distortion in the relationships. The Story of the Rice Cakes highlights this predicament 
of humanity.25 It is true that godliness needs to be expressed in deeds, but the 
foundation is in the relational. 
 Paul refers to the ungodliness of humanity in this way: 
 

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of those who 
by their wickedness suppress the truth. 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, 
because God has shown it to them. 20 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; 21 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. 22 Claiming to be wise, they became fools; 23 and they exchanged the glory of the 
immortal God for images resembling a mortal human being or birds or four-footed animals or 
reptiles (Rom. 1:18–23). 

 
What humanity has done is to ‘exchange’ the created order for an unnatural order. 
The tendency to reverse the creational relationship is inherent in humanity. 
 When there is a reversal of the creational relationship, there will be a seeking after 
that which is not of God. This is the departure from dependence on God. 
 When there is a reversal of the creational relationship, the emphasis will be on what 
humanity can accomplish rather than on what the creator has promised to accomplish. 
This is the loss of the sense of dependence. 
 When there is a reversal of the creational relationship, the focus will then be turned 
from the creator to the creation. The issues that present will become magnified and 
terrifying.  
 When there is a reversal of the relational, the vision of the eschaton will be lost and 
replaced with a vision of our preferred future. 
 When there is a reversal of the creational relationship, and there is no vision of the 
eschaton, then the present difficulties loom large. The tendency then is to turn to 
quick solutions instead of trying to understand the root cause, that is, to go back to the 
‘manufacturer’s specification’. The answer to the difficulties is found in going back to 
the maker and in rediscovering the created relationship with him. This, humanity is 
unable to accomplish. With the loss of the sense of dependence on the creator, 
humanity has no other option but to turn to ‘principalities’ and ‘powers’, believing 
them to be the answer. It is the breach of the relational and a reversal of its ethical 
direction. 

REDUCTIONISM 

Since the creational relationship was reversed, humanity has consistently turned to the 
worship of the material or the things visible, and on what the human mind can get a 
handle on, for example, philosophies. And when humanity cannot have ‘dominion’ in 
these areas, then confusion and depression ensue. This is what happens when there is 
                                                

25  G. Bingham, The Story of the Rice Cakes, NCPI, Blackwood, 2006. 
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loss of dependence upon the creator. This path of dependence is the path that human-
ity must tread because this is the way things are. As the creation is so intricately tied 
to the creator, it will not be let ‘loose’ without intervention by the creator. Thus the 
new creation. Paul is keen to maintain that this new creation is in Christ. The depend-
ence of the creation upon the creator is central in Paul’s thought. 
 Earlier, it was mentioned that the ‘image’ has been identified with rationality, intelli-
gence and the ability to make moral decisions. In so doing, the image was reduced to 
certain human qualities. There is an appearance of wisdom with the movement away 
from the relationship of dependence upon the creator. Humanity is then driven to find 
means of justifying its position. Paul describes that as a captivity—the captivity to 
philosophy and human tradition (Col. 2:8). The discipline of philosophy now reigns 
supreme in our educational system. It is then taught that logic and reason cannot be 
over-ridden. But is that true? 
 A young priest once put a proposition to his bishop. This young priest was well 
trained in the sciences and philosophy. He reasoned logically without a flaw. The 
bishop listened quietly, nodding as he spoke. The young man could see from the 
countenance of the bishop that he was not in agreement, but he continued all the same 
because he felt very strongly that he had a good case. The bishop did not say a word 
until this young man had finished. Then the bishop simply replied, ‘It is all very logical 
but not quite theological’. The young priest fell flat with those words. His logic 
crumbled right in front of him and it became very clear to him that he had subordinated 
the theological to the philosophical.  
 This is not an isolated event. There is a constraint within each person to do that. There 
is a need to construct a system in the mind so that there is a mechanism to get a handle 
on things. In that way, within the system of thought there is some kind of control over 
the understanding of events. In so doing, then, the future as it unfolds would be inter-
preted according to that system. There is a sense of security in knowing that there is an 
explanation as the future unfolds. That is wrong. The future can only be open when there 
is a preparedness to meet with what is unknown. In that way the system of thought is 
altered as events unfold so that one is able to ‘comprehend, with all the saints, what is 
the breadth and length and height and depth’ (Eph. 3:18). Systems of thought are under 
construction all the time. Paul uses the terms ‘renewal’ and ‘transformation’ (Rom. 
12:2). The moment the construction is closed, then the relevance to the present is lost.  
 In the account above, the system of thought by the young priest at that time was 
closed to the creator God. He had forgotten the dictum that theology is the queen of 
science and philosophy her handmaiden. He fell head over heels for the handmaiden. 
He did not have a case at all, right from the beginning, because he started from a wrong 
premise. He was captive to a philosophy, as Paul says. 
 Take, for example, the conversion to faith as it is taught in some circles. Writing in 
Theology, News & Notes, Richard Peace commented: 

 
For one thing, we have taken a step back from our evangelistic invitations and have begun to look 
at just what we say to people who come forward to receive Jesus. The question is: have we so 
reduced the nature and content of the gospel that our so-called conversions are a mere shadow of 
what one finds in the New Testament (NT)?26 

                                                
26  Richard Peace, ‘Promoting “Good Conversions” ’, in Fuller Theological Seminary, Theology, News & Notes, 



Reversible but Not Reducible 

 

Ministry School 2008 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

73 

 
 

 The saying of a prayer of acknowledgment is not the conversion. The prayer 
acknowledging Christ as the Saviour is the expression of the converted heart and spirit. 
Divine grace works first in the transformation from one degree of glory to another into 
the same image (2 Cor. 3:18). The prayer alone does nothing. It is mere words. It is the 
reduction of divine grace to anthropological toil.27 It reduced the mystery of the gospel 
to the enlightenment of the intellect. Such is the reign of the handmaiden when the 
queen is exiled. 
 Many philosophies have come and gone. Some have great appeal to the fallen 
mind. Perhaps the over-rationalisation of theologies in the West has caused many to 
seek philosophies to the contrary. This perhaps explains the recent rise in the uptake 
of Buddhism in the West.  
 Religion is about ethics—the right and wrong of the actions. It underpins the human 
ego and justifies without an inner sanctity. It does not require a creator or redeemer and 
thus excludes dependence. This is reductionism. It reduces the image to a set plan and 
results from the reversal of the ethical direction of the image. It is the loss of the glory 
of the image. It wrenches ethics from its source. ‘The human person is a person in 
relation to Yahweh, who lives in intense mutuality with Yahweh.’28 This is because he 
is created in the image of God. 

LACK OF ‘WISDOM’ IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 

This subtitle is not meant to be disrespectful, but it serves to bring out a point. The 
relationship with the Father is the essence of the image. Many have come to critique 
the gospel stories with the wisdom of what has earlier been referred to as ‘captive 
philosophies’ (Col. 2:8). I want to take two examples.29 The first is the parable of the 
workers in the vineyard (Matt. 20:1–16). After their having worked varying hours 
during the day, the owner chose to pay the workers by starting with those who had 
started last. Would he not have done better by first paying those who started earliest? 
He could still pay them the same amount. Those who had started later would consider 
the extra as a bonus. That would have been a better option in managing the public 
relations problem. But the point of the parable is not the problem of handling the 
varying payment. It is the grace of the owner and the freedom he has in bestowing 
that grace. So if the problem of sin becomes central, the whole thrust is to stage- 
manage the problem surrounding the case, so then the whole point of the relationship 
with the gracious God will be missed. 
 Take another one, the well-known parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32). 
The father could have managed the older son better by waiting for him to come in 
from the field before being so exuberant with the celebration of the son who had 

                                                                                                                                      
Winter 2008 (available at <http://www.fuller.edu/news/pubs/tnn/2008_Winter/5_promoting_good_conversions.asp>). 
He has written about this in a larger work, Conversion in the New Testament: Paul and the Twelve (Eerdmans, 
Grand Rapids, 1999). 

27  I might have heard this expression used somewhere else, and if so, I do not remember where. 
28  Quoted in T. E. Fretheim, God and the Word in the Old Testament (Abingdon Press, Nashville, 2005), p. 17. 
29  This was mentioned in Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son (Darton, Longman & Todd, London, 

1994). 
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returned. Because he ‘failed’ to manage the older son better, resentment ensued. How-
ever, the restoration of the father–son relationship is so paramount that all other issues 
are subsumed beneath it. Simply to manage the problem of the peripherals is to miss 
the point of the intense joy of the father in seeing the restoration of the all-important 
father–son relationship. 
 There is no lack of wisdom in the New Testament. What has been lacking is the 
comprehension of the thrust of the Father’s plan. That miscomprehension is embedded 
in the substitution of peripheral issues—for example, sin—as the central problem that 
God has to overcome. That is a philosophical construct in theology and this peripheral 
has become the main event. It is this construct that distorts the understanding of the 
main event in the incarnation of Jesus. 

THE FINAL REVERSAL 

Salvation needs to be seen as the restoration to wholeness of the glory of this image 
which then participates more fully in the communion of the Triune fellowship through 
the grace of Jesus Christ and the indwelling Spirit. It is no longer self-realisation but 
transformation. This new creation takes on new ethical directions as it is being 
renewed according to the image of the creator: 
 

Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed 
(which is idolatry). 6 On account of these the wrath of God is coming on those who are disobedient. 
7 These are the ways you also once followed, when you were living that life. 8 But now you must get 
rid of all such things—anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive language from your mouth. 9 Do 
not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices 10 and have 
clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image 
of its creator. 11 In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, 
barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all! (Col. 3:5–11, italics mine). 

 
This then is the reversal back to the creational relationships. This reversal is linked to 
Christ: 
 

Thus it is written, ‘The first man, Adam, became a living being’; the last Adam became a life-
giving spirit. 46 But it is not the spiritual that is first, but the physical, and then the spiritual. 47 The 
first man was from the earth, a man of dust; the second man is from heaven. 48 As was the man of 
dust, so are those who are of the dust; and as is the man of heaven, so are those who are of heaven. 
49 Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of the man of 
heaven (1 Cor. 15:45–49). 

 
The creational relationship is founded on humanity’s linkage to Christ and there is 
nothing that humanity can do to restore this. Because humanity has stepped way from 
this relationship, and sought refuge in logic or reason, and so forth—qualities 
identified as the image in the past—this is ungodliness. To reduce this image to 
ethical imperatives is also the same. Our identification of this image with Christ is 
both our gift and our destiny: 
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Christ of the Cross, of Resurrection morning, 
Christ of the Throne, God’s mighty Lord of all, 
He has redeemed the lost of every nation, 
He has reversed the horror of the Fall.30 

                                                
30  G. Bingham, New Creation Hymn Book, no. 209. 
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STUDY 9 

Foolishness and Idolatry 

Martin Bleby 

A DELUDED MIND 

The classic exposé of the foolishness of idolatry is in Isaiah 44: 
 
All who make idols are nothing, and the things they delight in do not profit; their witnesses neither see 
nor know. And so they will be put to shame. Who would fashion a god or cast an image that can do no 
good? Look, all its devotees shall be put to shame; the artisans too are merely human. Let them all 
assemble, let them stand up; they shall be terrified, they shall all be put to shame. 
   The ironsmith fashions it and works it over the coals, shaping it with hammers, and forging it with 
his strong arm; he becomes hungry and his strength fails, he drinks no water and is faint. The car-
penter stretches a line, marks it out with a stylus, fashions it with planes, and marks it with a compass; 
he makes it in human form, with human beauty, to be set up in a shrine. He cuts down cedars or 
chooses a holm tree or an oak and lets it grow strong among the trees of the forest. He plants a cedar 
and the rain nourishes it. Then it can be used as fuel. Part of it he takes and warms himself; he kindles 
a fire and bakes bread. Then he makes a god and worships it, makes it a carved image and bows down 
before it. Half of it he burns in the fire; over this half he roasts meat, eats it and is satisfied. He also 
warms himself and says, ‘Ah, I am warm, I can feel the fire!’ The rest of it he makes into a god, his 
idol, bows down to it and worships it; he prays to it and says, ‘Save me, for you are my god!’  
   They do not know, nor do they comprehend; for their eyes are shut, so that they cannot see, and their 
minds as well, so that they cannot understand. No one considers, nor is there knowledge or discern-
ment to say, ‘Half of it I burned in the fire; I also baked bread on its coals, I roasted meat and have 
eaten. Now shall I make the rest of it an abomination? Shall I fall down before a block of wood?’ He 
feeds on ashes; a deluded mind has led him astray, and he cannot save himself or say, ‘Is not this thing 
in my right hand a fraud?’ (Isa. 44:9–20).1 
 

Idols and those who make them are castigated as empty nothings incapable of accom-
plishing anything. The bizarre irrationality of a frail human being constructing and 
then worshipping an idol, all the while oblivious to the One who is supplying all his 
materials, is meticulously documented. The incongruity of using the same material for 
both idol manufacture and humble home service is highlighted. The judgement of 
terror and shame on all idolaters is decreed. 
 In particular, the intractable deception and delusion of idol worship is derided: 

 
. . . a deluded mind has led him astray, and he cannot save himself or say, ‘Is not this thing in my 
right hand a fraud? [RSV: Is there not a lie in my right hand?]’. 
 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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Paul the apostle uses almost identical language in his summary of the descent into 
idolatry: 

 
. . . those who by their wickedness suppress the truth . . . 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 . . . 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. 1:18, 21–23, 25). 
 

Paul here is saying nothing other than had already been said in the Old Testament: 
 

They exchanged the glory of God  
for the image of an ox that eats grass (Ps. 106:20). 

 
Has a nation changed its gods,  
   even though they are no gods?  
But my people have changed their glory  
   for something that does not profit (Jer. 2:11). 

 
. . . they changed their glory into shame (Hosea 4:7). 

 
We note here that, for human beings made in the image of God, the abandonment of 
the glory of God entails the loss of their own glory. 
 People in churches can become fixated upon the works of their own hands—from 
church fetes to elaborately adorned buildings—at the expense of the glory of God, 
and can see nothing contradictory about this at all. 

NOT JUST SILLY BUT DANGEROUS 

Not all the idols we worship are of our own making. Often we simply take up the idols 
of others, according to what is in fashion at the time. Ian Pennicook writes: ‘the 
adopting of the images of others always results in the internalising of the foolishness of 
those others, so that their gods become our gods and our bondage deeper and more 
ugly’.2 This can be traced in the decline and fall of Ahaz, king of Judah (735–715 BC). 
 Early in his reign, Ahaz suffered defeat at the hands of Rezin king of Aram (Syria) 
and Pekah son of Remaliah, king of the northern kingdom of Israel (Ephraim). 
Among those killed were Ahaz’s own son, Ahaz’s palace commander, and Ahaz’s 
second-in-command. Ahaz was under further pressure from the Philistines to the 
south, where they took and occupied a number of cities and villages, and from the 
Edomites, who recaptured one of their cities in the south-east. Ahaz also experienced 
the remarkable happening, under the hand of God, of the safe return of two hundred 
thousand captives, clothed and fed and well-looked-after, by the Ephraimite troops 
(see 2 Chron. 28:5–19; 2 Kings 16:6). 
 The northern coalition mounted a siege against Jerusalem, at which ‘the heart of 
Ahaz and the heart of his people shook as the trees of the forest shake before the 
                                                

2  Notes for speakers, 2008 Ministry School. 
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wind’ (see 2 Kings 16:5; Isa. 7:1–2). At this point God sent a word to Ahaz through 
the prophet Isaiah. Isaiah found Ahaz inspecting the city’s water supply: 

 
Then the LORD said to Isaiah, Go out to meet Ahaz, you and your son Shear-jashub, at the end of 
the conduit of the upper pool on the highway to the Fuller’s Field, and say to him, Take heed, be 
quiet, do not fear, and do not let your heart be faint because of these two smoldering stumps of 
firebrands, because of the fierce anger of Rezin and Aram and the son of Remaliah. Because 
Aram—with Ephraim and the son of Remaliah—has plotted evil against you, saying, Let us go up 
against Judah and cut off Jerusalem and conquer it for ourselves and make the son of Tabeel king in 
it; therefore thus says the Lord GOD:  

It shall not stand,  
   and it shall not come to pass.  
For the head of Aram is Damascus,  
   and the head of Damascus is Rezin.  

(Within sixty-five years Ephraim will be shattered, no longer a people.)3  
The head of Ephraim is Samaria,  
   and the head of Samaria is the son of Remaliah. 
If you do not stand firm in faith,  
   you shall not stand at all (Isa. 7:3–9). 

 
Ahaz had good reason to be afraid, and these things were coming on him as a 
judgement from God (see 2 Chron. 28:19), but in the midst of this judgement God, 
faithful to His promises to the house of David, was showing mercy to Ahaz and was 
telling him to trust and be careful to do nothing (the literal meaning of ‘be quiet’). 
Particularly not to do what was in Ahaz’s heart: to enter into alliance with Assyria 
(see 2 Kings 16:7–9) against the spent forces of Syria and ‘what’s-his-name’, the son 
of Remaliah of Israel. 
 So important was this that God told Ahaz: ‘Ask a sign of the Lord your God; let it 
be deep as Sheol or high as heaven’. Ahaz piously refused to ‘put the Lord to the test’ 
(Isa. 7:11–12). In that moment Ahaz made the fatal decision that would subject the 
hitherto free people of Judah to foreign domination—down to the present day: 

 
At that time King Ahaz sent to the king of Assyria for help . . . So King Tilgath-pilneser of Assyria 
came against him, and oppressed him instead of strengthening him. For Ahaz plundered the house 
of the LORD and the houses of the king and of the officials, and gave tribute to the king of Assyria; 
but it did not help him (2 Chron. 28:16, 20–21). 
 

God through the prophet Isaiah gave Ahaz the sign he did not ask for: a prophecy that 
‘Immanuel’ when he came would now, as a result of Ahaz’s fatal decision, be born 
into a situation of oppression and poverty (see Isa. 7:13–25). 
 It seems it had always been in Ahaz’s heart to ‘get with the strength’: 

 
In the time of his distress he became yet more faithless to the LORD—this same King Ahaz. For he 
sacrificed to the gods of Damascus, which had defeated him, and said, ‘Because the gods of the kings 
of Aram helped them, I will sacrifice to them so that they may help me.’ But they were the ruin of 
him, and of all Israel. Ahaz gathered together the utensils of the house of God, and cut in pieces the 
utensils of the house of God. He shut up the doors of the house of the Lord and made himself altars in 

                                                
3  Samaria was destroyed by the Assyrians and its inhabitants deported in 721 BC, and in 671 BC Esarhaddon, 

successor to Tiglath-pileser, brought foreign settlers into the area of the northern kingdom. From that time on, 
then, unlike Judah two hundred years later, any survivors of Israel would have no land they could call their own, 
and would be finished as a people—a very specific and accurate prediction. 
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every corner of Jerusalem. In every city of Judah he made high places to make offerings to other gods, 
provoking to anger the LORD, the God of his ancestors (2 Chron. 28:22–25). 
 

Even when the king of Assyria had defeated Aram, Ahaz pursued his fascination with 
the gods of Damascus: 

 
When King Ahaz went to Damascus to meet King Tiglath-pileser of Assyria, he saw the altar that 
was at Damascus. King Ahaz sent to the priest Uriah a model of the altar, and its pattern, exact in 
all its details. The priest Uriah built the altar; in accordance with all that King Ahaz had sent from 
Damascus, just so did the priest Uriah build it, before King Ahaz arrived from Damascus. When the 
king came from Damascus, the king viewed the altar. Then the king drew near to the altar, went up 
on it, and offered his burnt offering and his grain offering, poured his drink offering, and dashed the 
blood of his offerings of well-being against the altar. The bronze altar that was before the LORD he 
removed from the front of the house, from the place between his altar and the house of the LORD, 
and put it on the north side of his altar. King Ahaz commanded the priest Uriah, saying, ‘Upon the 
great altar offer the morning burnt offering, and the evening grain offering, and the king’s burnt 
offering, and his grain offering, with the burnt offering of all the people of the land, their grain 
offering, and their drink offering; then dash against it all the blood of the burnt offering, and all the 
blood of the sacrifice; but the bronze altar shall be for me to inquire by.’ The priest Uriah did every-
thing that King Ahaz commanded (2 Kings 16:10–16). 
 

The political alliance with Assyria also necessarily compromised the true worship of 
God: 

 
Then King Ahaz cut off the frames of the stands, and removed the laver from them; he removed the 
sea from the bronze oxen that were under it, and put it on a pediment of stone. The covered portal for 
use on the sabbath that had been built inside the palace, and the outer entrance for the king he 
removed from the house of the LORD. He did this because of the king of Assyria (2 Kings 16:17–18). 
 

Probably thinking that he was acting with freedom and initiative amongst the great 
wheelers and dealers, Ahaz ended up subjugated to whatever power was at hand. No 
doubt God gave him over to that, and Ahaz sank as low as any king of Israel. Not 
content with having lost one son in battle: 

 
He even made cast images for the Baals; and he made offerings in the valley of the son of Hinnom, 
and made his sons pass through fire, according to the abominable practices of the nations whom the 
LORD drove out before the people of Israel. He sacrificed and made offerings on the high places, on 
the hills, and under every green tree (2 Chron. 28:2–4). 
 

 The decline and fall of Ahaz into the pits of idolatry is a compelling, and quite 
chilling, case study. What are its implications for us in the church today? To what 
extent are we, like Ahaz, eager to ‘get with the strength’, according to the most recent 
fad? What does that do to us, and to our children? 

BELITTLING AND DEMEANING 

As human beings created in the image of God (see Gen. 1:26, 27; 5:1–3), and 
‘predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son’ (Rom. 8:29), we are designed 
to become like that which we worship. If we worship something other and less than 
God, we will become like that thing, and so belittled, demeaned, degraded and 
debased from what we are meant to be: 
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Our God is in the heavens;  
   he does whatever he pleases. 
Their idols are silver and gold,  
   the work of human hands.  
They have mouths, but do not speak;  
   eyes, but do not see.  
They have ears, but do not hear;  
   noses, but do not smell.  
They have hands, but do not feel;  
   feet, but do not walk;  
   they make no sound in their throats (Ps. 115:3–7). 

 
We may consider the verse that follows to be Israel’s way of delivering a supercilious 
insult to their idolatrous enemies: 

 
Those who make them are like them;  
   so are all who trust in them (Ps. 115:8). 

 
It simply states a truism that applied to Israel no less than to its enemies. Worship 
money, and you will become cold and hard and unfeeling like money; be dominated by 
your work, and you will become a very dull person; have an image of God that is aloof, 
judgemental or vindictive, and you will be the same; and so on. Idolatry in various ways 
renders us incapable of communicating, unable to see things for what they are or to hear 
rightly what others are saying, insensitive and unfeeling, and rooted to the spot. 

IDOLS AND DEMONS 

It could be that when God chose Israel as His own possession, He relegated the other 
nations for the time being to the worship of other gods: 

 
When the Most High apportioned the nations, 
   when he divided humankind,  
he fixed the boundaries of the peoples  
   according to the number of the gods;4  
the LORD’s own portion was his people,  
   Jacob his allotted share (Deut. 32:8–9). 

 
We are told that later, ‘They turned and served other gods, worshiping them, gods 
whom they had not known and whom he had not allotted to them’ (Deut. 29:26). 
When Israel gave allegiance to these other gods, it is indicated that they were aligning 
themselves with demonic powers: 

 
Jacob ate his fill;  
   Jeshurun grew fat, and kicked.  
   You grew fat, bloated, and gorged!  
He abandoned God who made him,  
   and scoffed at the Rock of his salvation. 

                                                
4  Masoretic Text has ‘according to the number of the Israelites’, but this reading from a Qumran manuscript, 

supported by the Septuagint and Targum, seems to fit the sense. 
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They made him jealous with strange gods,  
   with abhorrent things they provoked him. 
They sacrificed to demons, not God,  
   to deities they had never known,  
to new ones recently arrived,  
   whom your ancestors had not feared.  
You were unmindful of the Rock that bore you;  
   you forgot the God who gave you birth (Deut. 32:15–18). 

 
This induced them to engage in practices demanded by the worship of these entities: 

 
They sacrificed their sons  
   and their daughters to the demons;  
they poured out innocent blood,  
   the blood of their sons and daughters,  
whom they sacrificed to the idols of Canaan;  
   and the land was polluted with blood.  
Thus they became unclean by their acts,  
   and prostituted themselves in their doings (Ps. 106:37–39). 

 
Paul picks this up when writing to the Corinthians about their mixing of the worship 
of idols with their participation in Christ through the Lord’s Supper: 

 
Therefore, my dear friends, flee from the worship of idols. I speak as to sensible people; judge for 
yourselves what I say. The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ? 
The bread that we break, is it not a sharing in the body of Christ? Because there is one bread, we 
who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread. Consider the people of Israel; are 
not those who eat the sacrifices partners in the altar? What do I imply then? That food sacrificed to 
idols is anything, or that an idol is anything? No, I imply that what pagans sacrifice, they sacrifice 
to demons and not to God. I do not want you to be partners with demons. You cannot drink the cup 
of the Lord and the cup of demons. You cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of 
demons. Or are we provoking the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than he? (1 Cor. 10:14–22). 
 

 From time to time in churches we feel that we have tapped into something that is 
more than the presenting issue: perhaps we have sought to rearrange some church 
furniture and it is as if we have disturbed the ancestral spirits of the sacred site, and 
something has erupted from the pit of hell. That is when we know that ‘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’, for which we need ‘the whole armor of God’ (Eph. 6:12, 13; 
see Ministry School 2005, Study 19). 

IDOLS AND SEXUALITY 

Paul traces sexual immorality and perversion as following on directly from idolatry 
(see Rom. 1:24–27, following 1:23). Certainly the fertility religions of Canaan tended 
this way: 

 
While Israel was staying at Shittim, the people began to have sexual relations with the women of 
Moab. These invited the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people ate and bowed down 
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to their gods. Thus Israel yoked itself to the Baal of Peor, and the LORD’s anger was kindled against 
Israel (Num. 25:1–3; warned against by Paul in 1 Cor. 10:8). 

 
This carried over into Israel’s occupation of the promised land: 
 

. . . the men themselves go aside with whores,  
   and sacrifice with temple prostitutes;  
thus a people without understanding comes to ruin . . . 
Ephraim is joined to idols . . . 
When their drinking is ended, they indulge in sexual orgies;  
   they love lewdness more than their glory (Hosea 4:14, 17, 18). 

 
If God sees His relationship with His people in terms of marriage (see Ezek. 16:4–8; 
Jer. 2:2; 31:32), it follows that the forsaking of a relationship with God amounts to 
marital unfaithfulness. In Proverbs, an adulteress is seen as one who ‘forgets the 
covenant of her God’ (Prov. 2:17, RSV). Idolatry in the Old Testament is characterised, 
as ‘whoredom’ or ‘adultery’: 
 

My people consult a piece of wood,  
   and their divining rod gives them oracles.  
For a spirit of whoredom has led them astray,  
   and they have played the whore, forsaking their God.  
They sacrifice on the tops of the mountains,  
   and make offerings upon the hills,  
under oak, poplar, and terebinth,  
   because their shade is good.  
Therefore your daughters play the whore,  
   and your daughters-in-law commit adultery (Hosea 4:12–13). 

 
Because she took her whoredom so lightly, she polluted the land, committing adultery with stone 
and tree (Jer. 3:9). 

 
I have seen your abominations,  
   your adulteries and neighings, your shameless prostitutions  
   on the hills of the countryside.  
Woe to you, O Jerusalem!  
   How long will it be  
   before you are made clean? (Jer. 13:27). 

 
 Our experiences of marriage breakdown may show that there is almost invariably 
some kind of idolatry involved where, for instance, one person has an image or 
fantasy regarding the other person which is not the way the other person is, and that 
the other person cannot possibly live up to. 
 Internet pornography is now a significant issue among Christian men, including 
candidates for ordination, perhaps recalling the vision given to Ezekiel: 
 

Son of man, have you seen what the elders of the house of Israel are doing in the dark, every man in 
his room of pictures? (Ezek. 8:12, RSV). 
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JOINED TO IDOLS 

Idolatry involves an enormous investment of the self in the idol. Once this investment 
has been made, it is virtually impossible to withdraw. We set up idols instead of 
worshipping God as He is, because instead of the love of God we want to substitute 
self-love, and for God’s rule we want to substitute self-rule. We set up the idol in a way 
that we think will suit us better than God does—it will do what we say and give us what 
we want. We are really worshipping ourselves in this extension of ourselves that is the 
idol. Trouble is, because of the elements we have identified so far—the delusion, the 
degradation and the demonic takeover—the idol takes on a life of its own, and begins to 
rule us as a hard taskmaster, and we are in its thrall. Like some kind of addiction or 
dependency, a love–hate relationship is set up between the self and the idol, from which 
the self cannot break free, but can only descend into deeper bondage. 
 Hence God’s chilling judgement on the idolater: 

 
Ephraim is joined to idols— 
   let him alone (Hosea 4:17). 

 
God gives us over to our idolatry—as Paul says in Romans 1 (see vv. 24, 26, 28). At 
the same time God says: 

 
How can I give you up, Ephraim?  
   How can I hand you over, O Israel? . . . 
My heart recoils within me;  
   my compassion grows warm and tender (Hosea 11:8). 

 
So in the action of giving us over to what will destroy us, God has in view His means 
of saving us for Himself. 

GOD’S JUDGEMENT ON IDOLS 

In the prophetic words of Isaiah, God pictures the judgement that will come on 
Babylon and its idol-gods that have held Israel in captivity: 

 
Bel bows down, Nebo stoops,  
   their idols are on beasts and cattle;  
these things you carry are loaded  
   as burdens on weary animals.  
They stoop, they bow down together;  
   they cannot save the burden,  
   but themselves go into captivity (Isa. 46:1–2). 

 
The idols can do nothing to help themselves or anyone else. As always, they have to 
be carried as heavy burdens—this time into captivity themselves—bowing as before a 
superior power. Not such as this is the God of Israel: 

 
Listen to me, O house of Jacob,  
   all the remnant of the house of Israel,  
who have been borne by me from your birth,  
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   carried from the womb;  
even to your old age I am he,  
   even when you turn gray I will carry you.  
I have made, and I will bear;  
   I will carry and will save (Isa. 46:3–4). 

 
 God calls the idol-powers to account by bringing them into court and requiring that 
they present their case, and show if they can in any way match God: 

 
Set forth your case, says the LORD;  
   bring your proofs, says the King of Jacob.  
Let them bring them, and tell us what is to happen.  
Tell us the former things, what they are,  
   so that we may consider them,  
and that we may know their outcome;  
   or declare to us the things to come.  
Tell us what is to come hereafter,  
   that we may know that you are gods;  
do good, or do harm,  
   that we may be afraid and terrified.  
You, indeed, are nothing  
   and your work is nothing at all;  
   whoever chooses you is an abomination (Isa. 41:21–24). 

 
God then specifies what He is going to do to rescue Israel from Babylon. God alone 
can do this, and can announce it before it happens, and then can bring it to pass. None 
of the so-called ‘gods’, despite what is claimed for them, can do anything like that: 

 
No, they are all a delusion;  
   their works are nothing;  
   their images are empty wind (Isa. 41:29). 

 
With these prophetic words, Israel is being encouraged to trust entirely in God, and to 
abandon the idols, which will be no use to them when the judgement comes: 

 
On that day people will throw away  
   to the moles and to the bats  
their idols of silver and their idols of gold,  
   which they made for themselves to worship,  
to enter the caverns of the rocks  
   and the clefts in the crags,  
from the terror of the LORD,  
   and from the glory of his majesty,  
   when he rises to terrify the earth (Isa. 2:20–21). 

 
Then you will defile your silver-covered idols and your gold-plated images. You will scatter them 
like filthy rags; you will say to them, ‘Away with you!’ (Isa. 30:22). 
 

 What follows then? After God has passed judgement in court on the uselessness of 
idols, He announces the appearance of His servant, who will suffer: 

 
Here is my servant, whom I uphold,  
   my chosen, in whom my soul delights (Isa. 42:1). 
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The clutter of idols and images is swept away, and in their place is revealed the true 
image of God in person (see Col. 1:15), who comes in judgement with saving grace. 

DELIVERED FROM IDOLS 

In connection with the action of the cross, the New Testament says nothing directly 
about how it deals with idolatry. Sin, wrath, death, the world, the flesh and the devil, 
are all specified as having been dealt with in the cross. Nothing is said about idolatry. 
In the cross the core issue of our defiant rejection of God is dealt with, and we are 
brought back to God. That settles the matter of idolatry. Face to face with all the glory 
of God in Christ, what need or place is there for any other ‘gods’? We are His. 
 The effects of this are dramatic. Our deluded mind is cured, and we are given ‘a 
sound mind’ (2 Tim. 1:7, AV), settled and able to see things for what they really are, 
and are not. We are like the Thessalonians, who ‘turned to God from idols, to serve a 
living and true God’ (1 Thess. 1:9), and we are like the Ephesians who in great fear 
consigned their precious magic books to the fire (see Acts 19:17–20). 
 Since God did not hold back His Son from the cross, He will be confident in not 
holding back whatever is necessary to bring us to this point. Richard Wurmbrand 
wrote of the beneficial effects of persecution of Christians under communism: 
 

The Orthodox Christians in Russia are completely changed. Millions of them have passed through 
prisons. There they had no beads, no crucifixes, no holy images, no incense, no candles. The 
laymen were in prison without an ordained priest. The priests had no robes, no wheat bread, no 
wine to consecrate, no holy oils, no books with prepared prayers to be read. And they found out that 
they could get by without all these things, by going to God directly in prayer. They began to pray 
and God began to pour forth His Spirit upon them. A genuine spiritual awakening, very similar to 
fundamental Christianity, is taking place among the Orthodox in Russia.5 

 
The same applies to those of us who have made our idol to be the Bible, our theology, 
or our theological stance: 
 

God is ‘the Truth.’ The Bible is the ‘truth about the Truth.’ Theology is the ‘truth about the truth 
about the Truth.’ Fundamentalism is the ‘truth about the truth about the truth about the Truth.’ And 
Christian people live in these many truths about the Truth, and, because of them, have not ‘the 
Truth.’ Hungry, beaten and doped, we had forgotten theology and the Bible. We had forgotten the 
‘truths about the Truth’ and therefore we lived in ‘the Truth.’ It is written, ‘The Son of man will 
come in the hour when you do not think and on a day you do not know.’ We could not think any 
more. In our darkest hours of tortures the Son of man came to us, making the prison walls shine like 
diamonds and filling the cells with light. Somewhere, far away, were the torturers below us in the 
sphere of the body. But the spirit rejoiced in the Lord. We would not have given up this joy for that 
of kingly palaces.6 

 

                                                
5  Richard Wurmbrand, Tortured for Christ: Today’s Martyr Church, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1970, 

pp. 171–2. 
6  Wurmbrand, Tortured for Christ, p. 99. 
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STUDY 10 

The Cross and True Healing 

Deane Meatheringham 

REGAINING THE CUTTING EDGE 

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

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

. . . Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:24).1 
 
In preaching and teaching the crucified Lord Jesus, we are dealing with the cutting 
edge of the gospel. Here we have the two-edged sword that comes from Christ’s 
mouth to subdue the fury of humankind (Rev. 20:15). This cutting edge means being 
in the position to bring the greatest advancement in the true healing of men and 
women. The sharp knife for healing cuts through the tough, obdurate and hostile mind 
to save people from their carcinogenic ways of folly. If God were not wise, he would 
not be holy and true, nor gracious and merciful in his speaking and ruling. Christ 
encapsulates the wisdom and power of God to bring the senseless to their right mind, 
bringing them home from the far country into communion with God the Father. 
 Some denominations of the Christian Church in Australia now have access to more 
resources for mission and opportunities than ever before. Congregations have access 
to DVD power point presentations of high quality, comfortable seating arrangements, 
splendid musical and sound systems and more. Financial grants can be made available 
for missional projects. For this, we can be grateful. Nevertheless, we are not cutting it 
in the community in terms of people turning back to God. (The National Christian 
Life Survey intimates a continuing falling away from the churches.) 
 Do we have a cutting edge in our worship and mission? Are we more likely to be 
running ambulances than pioneering with a gospel that does more than reflect the 
mind of the community? Is our calling upon a generic god the dull instrument of a 
faceless spirituality? P. T. Forsyth reflects on the relationship of the church to modern 
culture, which we could equally apply to our relationship with the postmodern world: 

  
Yet it is for decision that Christianity calls . . . far more than for a mere impression in response. We 
are not set in such a world as this simply to return its note as artists or esthetes, but to act. 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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. . . Christianity can endure, not by surrendering itself to the modern mind and modern culture, but 
rather by a break with it: the condition of a long future both for culture and the soul is the 
Christianity which antagonizes culture without denying its place. Culture asks but a half Gospel; 
and a half Gospel is no Gospel. We must, of course, go some way to meet the world, but when we 
do meet we must do more than greet.2 

 
 The message of Christ crucified is more like the bleeding edge. The bleeding edge 
is in front of the cutting edge but implying a greater degree of risk for it does not fit 
the mould of postmodern thought. The bleeding edge of the gospel does not have the 
supports and technologies of postmodern thought and processes to support it. The idea 
of the Creator God being aligned with the bloodied corpse of a failure hanging on a 
criminal’s cross is despicable and forbidding.  
 The wisdom of God is not found as miners discover precious metals in the ground. 
It cannot be expected to encounter us as a phenomenon, which is immediately and 
directly illuminating and acceptable to us. 
 The risen crucified Lord Jesus exposes the wisdom of the world as folly. By nature 
of the case the wisdom of humankind cannot be compared with the wisdom of God for 
God cannot be subjected to the world he created (Isa. 55:8f.—compare the Greek idea 
of wisdom). The same wisdom that created the world (Prov. 3:19ff.) is identical with 
God’s true witness in Jesus Christ. Jesus is the meaning of God’s will and purpose, that 
is, he is the wisdom of God (Col. 2:3; Eph. 3:8–9; Heb. 1:1–3). 
 Jesus Christ is the cutting edge of the gospel. This Jesus is no empty symbol to  
be detached from his oneness with God and into whom people may project their  
own religious fantasies and ideologies. This Jesus is one and the same being with  
God (Matt. 11:25–27). In the wisdom of God his eternal purpose of redemption has 
been revealed and brought to culmination in Jesus Christ, making Christ crucified  
the centre of our faith and the cutting edge of the Gospel. For example the Masai 
people’s response to the teaching of Vincent J. Donovan in his book Christianity 
Rediscovered.3 

TRUE HEALING 

True healing would have to be salvation from the tragic disaster of human folly: 
 

The iniquities of the wicked ensnare them,  
   and they are caught in the toils of their sin.  
They die for lack of discipline,  
   and because of their great folly they are lost (Prov. 5:22f.). 

 
 The foolish are those without faith who regard the death of Christ as another 
demonstration of the meaningless of life and turn away from it with impatience (Acts 
17:32). They refuse the prophetic cries of wisdom only to be destroyed by their 
waywardness and complacency (Prov. 1:20–32). 
 The postmodernist, like humankind in the past, replaces wisdom from above with 
wisdom from below. People who reject God think they are powerful and wise, 
                                                

2  P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993, p. 89. 
3  Vincent J. Donovan, Christianity Rediscovered: An Epistle from the Masai, SCM Pr., London, 1991. 
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reinventing the world with brilliant philosophies to suit their dreams and goals. 
Modern enlightenment humanism has risen up to believe it can save the world. 
Postmodern society is still recovering from the shock of massacres like those of 
Verdun in World War I, the holocausts of National Socialism, obliterations such as 
Hiroshima and catastrophes like Chernobyl. Jacques Ellul said technical advancement 
does solve some difficulties and problems, but the widespread conviction has devel-
oped that everything is ultimately a technical problem. However, the problems which 
techniques raise are much bigger and harder at every stage than those they solve.4  
 At a personal level, we now experience forms of stress unknown in previous 
generations. The urge for excitement advances depression. We are growing angrier 
from the increasing demands being put on us to function efficiently. We use our 
advances to fight God even more strenuously and concoct ways of life that work 
against the ordering of creation, against our being made in God’s image and which 
use others to satisfy a carcinogenic self-ism:  

 
Peace, peace, to the far and the near, says the LORD; and I will heal them. But the wicked are like 
the tossing sea that cannot keep still; its waters toss up mire and mud. There is no peace . . . for the 
wicked (Isa. 57:19–21).  
 

 What is true healing? To be freed from the tyrants of our own and other’s making. 
To see through the illusions of our idols and to renounce them. True healing is for the 
consequential guilt of our foolish and destructive behavior to be forgiven. It must 
include being brought home in peace with the God to whom our minds have been 
hostile (Col. 1:21). Trapped in the coils of our sin, true healing could only come when 
our folly is undone and we are redone (example from the film ‘Atonement’). Only the 
strange event of Jesus Christ as the crucified Messiah can give us new saving insight 
of the wisdom and power of God, for example the transformation of Paul of Tarsus 
(Acts 9:4–6).  

THE CUTTING EDGE OF CHRIST CRUCIFIED 

To regain our cutting edge we will not only have to put Christ at the centre of our 
preaching and teaching (with a consequential Trinitarian theology), but also be faith-
ful in bearing witness to Christ clothed with his gospel as the crucified risen Lord. 
 In his wisdom, God chooses to act foolishly in the eyes of the world. First, God 
acts in a manner that we would not imagine (1 Cor. 2:8–9). The living God is a 
coming God and, in sheer mercy, he came amongst us as a man. In Jesus, it is God 
himself come amongst us. Not just as a human being indwelt by the Holy Spirit, but 
as a Man. What is breathtaking is that God the Almighty Creator becomes fully one 
with us and speaks our human language. It will be as a man that God will penetrate 
the depths of humanity and the perverse minds of men and women. As Emmanuel, 
Jesus will open the mystery of God to us in his humanity and as the one who is 
uniquely the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his nature (Heb. 
1:3; cf. John 1:14–18; 14:6).  

                                                
4  J. Ellul, The Technological Bluff, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1990, pp. 48f. 
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 Truth is not immediately and directly illuminating or welcome to man. God opens 
the mystery of himself in Christ; nevertheless, we have to be made able to receive it. 
Through the Holy Spirit Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary making him to be part of 
the same stock as all of us. By Jesus’ unique birth, he enters our condition of folly and 
sin. As the incarnate transcendent God, Jesus is secured in his humanity. As our brother, 
Jesus did not succumb to our sin but, in his obedience, he pushed back our twisted 
humanity step-by-step, incident by incident. Jesus was about undoing sin. 
 Empowered by the Holy Spirit at his baptism, Jesus identifies with the sinful race. In 
his temptation, Jesus refused to fulfill his mission by separating himself from sinners. 
He forges ahead, doing wonderful deeds but all the time being taken to his atoning death. 
 In our hostility to God and his ways, the human race took out its anger on Christ, 
insisting that he should die (Isa. 53:3–7; Rom. 15:3; Acts 3:14–15; Mark 15:6–15). 
Jesus bore our sins in his body on the cross (1 Pet. 2:24) until he had overcome our 
raging in his non-retaliating love. Our anger has been judged for the folly and mad-
ness that it is in God’s holy eyes (Hab. 1:13). 
 God has appointed Christ our head and representative to recapitulate and reconcile 
all things (Eph. 1:10; Col. 1:20; 2 Cor. 5:19; John 1:29). None is left outside the pale, 
all humanity is included, all sin, all guilt and evil has been born by Christ forever in 
his death for us. Christ made our lost and damned condition his own. Healing is found 
by our conscience being at peace (Rom. 8:1–4; Heb. 9:14), coupled with the know-
ledge that our old corrupt humanity has been finished in the death of Christ.  
 The wisdom of God is identified with Jesus Christ. This is exactly the same 
wisdom that James speaks of when he asks, ‘Who is wise and understanding among 
you? Show by your good life that your works are done with gentleness born of 
wisdom’ (James 3:13; cf. Luke 2:40). This is the cutting edge that penetrates our 
blindness, goes down to the depths of human depravity, descends into hell and 
identifies with human atrocity, suffering and the loneliness of dying.  
 Alan Lewis in his book Between Cross and Resurrection deals with repentance and 
what it takes to change a person’s mind so that they turn back to God. He says that the 
‘word of the cross’ is subversive and iconoclastic with power ‘to shake up our 
preconceptions of what is possible, or powerful or wise, and forces our thoughts, in 
reluctant but obedient discipleship, to follow the truth and wisdom of what is heard’.5  

PREACHING THE CROSS 

To preach Christ crucified is to participate in the folly at the bleeding edge. It is not 
enough to have a theology of the atonement on our shelves or neatly packaged in our 
memory. Declaring the word of the cross is the divine means which brings faith and 
repentance. Cowardice and shame can cause us to pull back from being overly 
identified with such a foolish subject. P. T. Forsyth observed that in his day preachers 
were more inclined to speak of sacrifice than preach an atoning death. We may be 
more inclined to use the death of Christ as a moral example for Christian living or as 
an emotive means for people to make guilty commitments to social justice. 

                                                
5  Alan Lewis, Between Cross and Resurrection, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 2001, p. 24. 
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 Those who preach the cross must be identified with the cross. I do not mean 
mystically or by emotional pietism or by histrionics, but relationally one with the 
risen and ascended Lord of the cross. It is necessary to see that Christ takes our place 
in all of our human life and activity before God. He not only obeyed God as the one 
wise man in our place, but he died in our place, and when he was raised from the 
dead, we were raised with him.  
 Moreover, when Jesus ascended to the Father his oneness with us did not cease, nor 
did he shed his humanity. He did not ascend as a solitary human being but ascended 
with us as participants in his glorified life: ‘you have died, and your life is hidden with 
Christ in God’ (Col. 3:3). Christ’s priestly ministry did not end with his making an 
atoning sacrifice for our sins. He continues as our High Priest forever (Heb. 7:16, 25; 
Rom. 8:34). Christ’s continuing priesthood changes people’s lives. What is very 
significant is that he continues his ministry vicariously in us. Believing this can take the 
brakes off from much tired and disillusioned ministry. 
 ‘I have been co-crucified with Christ; and it’s no longer I who live, but Christ who 
lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in, or by the faithfulness 
of, the Son of God’ (Gal. 2:19–20, lit. trans.). The ascended Christ works within our 
life as our life. The ministry of the gospel is Christ’s life vicariously lived through us 
(Phil. 1:9). He remains our great Apostle, the ministry is his, and in union with him, 
God has made us his co-partners. We have the mind of Christ who became for us 
wisdom, from God (1 Cor. 1:30; 2:16). This ministry of Christ in us is not the build-
ing up of emotions or the product of human wisdom, but comes by faith in Christ’s 
faithfulness. 
 In 1 Corinthians 1:18ff. Paul acknowledges that people turn away from the preach-
ing of the cross because they regard it as stupid. What happens in the preaching of the 
cross is that human wisdom is eliminated and superseded in judgement (v. 19). What 
God has done through his gospel has shown that the wisdom of the perishing world is 
not true wisdom (vv. 20–24). The gospel is not what the wisdom of the world claims 
it to be but the exact opposite. The so-called folly of the gospel has in fact saved 
people who could be healed by no other means. Paul’s mission was to glory in God, 
and therefore he would not please his audience by glorying in human wisdom  
(1 Cor. 1:31–2:4).  
 I could not believe in God apart from the healing work in Christ crucified. Without 
living in this strange world of the biblical witness to these things, I believe I would 
never have survived as a Minister of the Word of God. Preaching Christ crucified fills 
me simultaneously with dread and great joy; and with confidence that Christ is at 
work truly healing men and women.  
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STUDY 11 

The Gospel and Wisdom 

Ian Pennicook 

Paul wrote that God, ‘is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us 
wisdom from God’ (1 Cor. 1:30).1 As we have examined the matter of the wisdom of 
God, we have seen that such a statement as this by Paul carries far more weight than 
may first appear. It would certainly imply that all the wise purposes of God find their 
focus in Christ Jesus (cf. 2 Cor. 1:20). If we look at the promise to Abraham in Genesis 
12:1–3, we would understand that the intention of God is to restore, through Abraham’s 
seed, the blessing which was forfeited through Adam’s sin. God’s wisdom, which 
appears so foolish when compared to human wisdom, is actually affirmed through the 
power of the gospel as men and women find that the wisdom of God was always with a 
view to our glory and that his wise purpose is truly being effected. So then, Paul wrote: 
 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every 
spiritual blessing in the heavenly places (Eph. 1:3). 

 
 The phrase ‘every spiritual blessing’ could possibly be better translated as ‘the 
whole spiritual blessing’. While there is no definite article before ‘whole’, the entire 
context points to this being the intention: 
 

The Greek can be translated by ‘all,’ ‘every,’ ‘every kind,’ ‘the whole’ spiritual blessing. When the 
Hebrew equivalent for ‘all’ is used in phrases similar to Eph 1:3 it gives the noun to which it 
belongs an intensive meaning. The same may be true of the use of ‘all’ in Ephesians: the inter-
pretation has to avoid any shade of doubt that the blessing may be a composite of many parts. There 
is no hint that God’s one full blessing should be split up into several distinct parts. The blessing 
given ‘in Christ’ and described in the following eleven verses is an indivisible and perfect whole. If 
any of its many aspects or dimensions were missing, it would not only be incomplete but distinct 
from the ‘blessing [given] in Christ.’ Instead of expressing joy in but one, two, or three feats of 
God, the author praises the one Christ (4:5) whose oneness is matched by the singleness of the total 
blessing. The totality of God’s gracious manifestation is extolled in the blessing of 1:3–14. This 
part of Ephesians is a summary of the whole message the apostle wants to give.2  

 
That would mean that the restoration of the blessing to the whole world is found fully 
in Christ in whom ‘the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and [that we] have come 
to fullness in him’ (Col. 2:9–10). The whole covenant blessing is given, is restored, in 
Christ. 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  Markus Barth, Ephesians 1–3, Anchor Bible, vol. 34, Doubleday, New York, 1974, p. 78. 



The Gospel and Wisdom 

 

Ministry School 2008 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

92 

 
 

 John records: 
 
On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he cried out, ‘Let 
anyone who is thirsty come to me, 38 and let the one who believes in me drink. As the scripture has 
said, “Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.” ’ 39 Now he said this about the 
Spirit, which believers in him were to receive; for as yet there was no Spirit, because Jesus was not 
yet glorified (John 7:37–39, emphasis mine). 
 

This promise of the Spirit is part of the theme of John’s gospel; it is also the 
fulfilment of the promise to Abraham (Gal. 3:14). But there could be more in this 
passage: the offer of drink by Jesus may be more than a reflection of possible events 
at the end of the Feast of Tabernacles. It may reflect the promise of Isaiah 55:1ff., but 
that in turn may also reflect the cry of Proverbs 9:1–6: 

 
Wisdom has built her house, she has hewn her seven pillars. 2 She has slaughtered her animals, she 
has mixed her wine, she has also set her table. 3 She has sent out her servant-girls, she calls from the 
highest places in the town, 4 ‘You that are simple, turn in here!’ To those without sense she says,  
5 ‘Come, eat of my bread and drink of the wine I have mixed. 6 Lay aside immaturity, and live, and 
walk in the way of insight’ (Prov. 9:1–6). 
 

Could it be that Jesus is there identifying himself with the wisdom of God? 3 He 
identifies himself clearly with the wisdom of God elsewhere:  

 
Jesus described Himself as the wisdom of God. In Luke 11:49 we read, ‘The wisdom of God [said], 
I will send to them prophets and apostles.’ Comparison of this passage with its parallel in 
Matthew 23:34 shows that Jesus was speaking of Himself. 
   A further example of our Lord’s self-identification as the wisdom of God is in Matthew 11:19 and 
its parallel in Luke 7:35. In these passages Jesus described the attitude of His generation who were 
rejecting the counsel of God. He compared them to children in the market-place. John the Baptist 
had called to them and they had taken no notice. Now Jesus called to them and they again took no 
notice. In Proverbs wisdom calls in the market-place to the passers-by, but her call is disregarded. 
‘I have called and you refused. I have stretched out my hand and no man regarded, you have set at 
nought my counsel’ (Proverbs 1:20ff; 8:1; 9:3). Luke 7:30 states explicitly, ‘The Pharisees and the 
lawyers rejected for themselves the counsel of God’ and Jesus commented, ‘Wisdom is justified of 
all her children.’ In Matthew the same sentiment is put in different words: ‘Wisdom is justified by 
its works.’ Jesus, the Wisdom of God, saw that His ministry was rejected by the Jews, but never-
theless it is justified by what it accomplishes in those who are the children of wisdom.4 
 

This is greater than just identifying the logos (Word) of John 1:1–18 with the ‘person-
ified wisdom’ of Proverbs 8. It is one thing to have a theological (academic) construct, 
but quite another to have a dynamic revelation of the identity of Jesus (1 Cor. 12:3;  
cf. Acts 2:36).  

BLIND TO THE TRUTH 

It should also be kept in mind that the wisdom described in the book of Proverbs, and 
so forth, was evidently not prominent in Israel’s life (any more than it is today). If the 
                                                

3  See D. B. Knox, The Everlasting God, Lancer, Homebush West, 1992, p. 47. 
4  Knox, The Everlasting God, pp. 46f. 
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fear of the Lord had indeed gripped them they would not have suffered the 
judgements they did, and even Solomon himself would not have ended as he did. 
 If Jesus is subtly presented as the Wisdom of God then such statements as Matthew 
7:24 (‘Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them . . .’) corroborate 
it. Also, Karl Barth insightfully saw Proverbs as essentially one with the prophetic: 
 

Because it stands in this unity with the divine patience and therefore with all the other attributes of 
the God of Israel, because then it is really the wisdom of this God, it can and must appear as it 
actually does in Prov. 1:20f., and again 8:1f., not as a logical-ethical principle but as a person, and 
obviously indeed as a prophetic person: ‘Wisdom crieth without; she uttereth her voice in the 
streets: she crieth in the chief place of concourse, in the openings of the gates; in the city she 
uttereth her words’ (Prov. 1:20–21). And therefore it comes about that the content of what it cries, 
preaches and proclaims is clearly nothing other than the well-known preaching of repentance, 
judgment and salvation, and even the wording might easily be that of a prophet . . .5 

 
Thus, Jesus, and what he said, was rejected in the same way as the prophets of old 
were rejected (Matt. 23:34–39; Luke 11:45–52). ‘Are we not right in saying that you 
are a Samaritan and have a demon?’ (John 8:48). 
 This prophetic element means that there is a clearly established reason why what 
Jesus says is rejected. He enunciated it himself but did so by quoting the prophet 
Isaiah, whose call was to speak a word which would be rejected: 
 

And he said, ‘Go and say to this people: “Keep listening, but do not comprehend; keep looking, but 
do not understand.” 10 Make the mind of this people dull, and stop their ears, and shut their eyes, so 
that they may not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and comprehend with their minds, 
and turn and be healed’ (Isa. 6:9–10). 

 
To comprehend what Jesus is saying is impossible to fallen humanity.6 God has given 
‘them up to a debased mind’ (Rom. 1:28): ‘their senseless minds [are] darkened’ 
(Rom. 1:21). The parable of the sower shows this. The word is proclaimed, by Jesus, 
and the responses vary, but only some hearers evidenced a positive response. Plainly 
not all have ears. The message is in parables, not because stories assist us to 
understand, but because they actually expose the unbelief of the hearers. To perceive 
the issues of the kingdom requires more than a good storyteller: 
 

Then the disciples came and asked him, ‘Why do you speak to them in parables?’ 11 He answered, 
‘To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been 
given. 12 For to those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from 
those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away. 13 The reason I speak to them in 
parables is that “seeing they do not perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they 
understand.” 14 With them indeed is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah that says:  

“You will indeed listen, but never understand,  
      and you will indeed look, but never perceive. 
15 For this people’s heart has grown dull,  
      and their ears are hard of hearing,  

                                                
5  Karl Barth, CD. II. 1, p. 428. To my mind, Barth effectively demolishes the notion of a mere personification 

of wisdom. Wisdom is God himself. 
6  Whilst we may be uncomfortable with the way Jesus is presented (misquoted, quoted out of context etc.) in 

our society, we should hardly be surprised.  
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         and they have shut their eyes;  
         so that they might not look with their eyes,  
      and listen with their ears,  
      and understand with their heart and turn—  
         and I would heal them” ’ (Matt. 13:10–15). 

 
‘The secrets of the kingdom’ are literally ‘the mysteries of the kingdom’. The blessing 
of God is on the eyes and ears that see and hear, but unless it is given to see and hear 
that will never take place. Wisdom is crying out, he comes to his own but his own 
people will not receive him. There are those who do receive him, but that involves a 
sword being wielded: ‘Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I 
have not come to bring peace, but a sword’ (Matt. 10:34). 

A GREATER THAN SOLOMON 

In 1 Kings 3:16–28 there is the story of the two women who each claimed that the 
baby was her own. The story is simple, and is presented as the clear evidence that 
God has indeed endowed Solomon with wisdom (1 Kings 3:12, 28). To our minds is it 
perhaps too simple; do we expect Solomon’s wisdom to be demonstrated in a more 
spectacular way? The story also seems to have been well known far beyond Israel or 
any knowledge of Solomon.7 In fact in the story in 1 Kings, Solomon is not named, 
while both before and after he is named. Why would this story be inserted here? 
Could it be that Solomon is being presented as the point of separation within Israel?  

 
In fact it is the people of God who are being judged here. Two mothers, that is, two peoples, are 
secretly hidden and must again and again be distinguished in its midst. The one cherished a living, 
the other a dead hope. But which is the one, which the other people? This question and the divine 
answer to it is the red thread which runs through the whole of the history of Israel. Does not the 
people with the dead hope constantly lay claim to have a living hope? Does it not stealthily creep 
into the possession of this hope, self-confidently refusing to renounce its claim and passing itself 
off as the true people of God? And how does the other stand, which is the true people of the living 
hope, but cannot prove its possession? Well, God knows, and King Solomon, endowed by Him with 
wisdom, will declare, what is good and evil!8 
 

This ‘red thread’ at least started at Genesis 3:15, where the two seeds are set in 
conflict. The two women are always in conflict, the one pure and the other hideous in 
her true being. But it requires that a sword should be wielded before they can be 
discerned. The two women of Proverbs 7–9 have been calling, though their true 
identities are hidden to the fools. 
 When Jesus came the sword is wielded. Unbelieving Israel is exposed, the leaders 
actually accusing Jesus of doing his works by the power of evil. Satan’s kingdom, 
which they claimed as the kingdom of God, stands against the true work of the Holy 
Spirit. This proves to faith, that the kingdom of God has come to them (Matt. 12:22–
32). The opportunity for forgiveness has almost passed (Matt. 12:32; 3:2; cf. Luke 3:3, 
where John’s baptism is with a view to the forgiveness of sins). The division within 
Israel is now focused on the person of Jesus and nowhere else (John 3:17–21). The 
                                                

7  John Gray, I and II Kings, SCM, London, 1977, p. 127. 
8  Karl Barth, CD. II. 1, p. 434. 
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demand for a sign, evidently such a wise move on the part of the scribes and Pharisees 
who would never want the chosen people to be led astray by a false Messiah, is actually 
evidence of an evil and adulterous generation. Nineveh repented when Jonah preached, 
and the Queen of the South came to hear and marvel at Solomon’s wisdom. Now a 
greater than Solomon is here and they do not respond (Matt. 12:42). God’s true wisdom 
is here and it seems utterly foolish to fools. It is a mystery. Ultimately the sword is 
turned against the shepherd himself (Zech. 13:7–9).  

WISDOM AND THE GOSPEL 

Luke 16:19–31 is the story of the rich man and Lazarus. The rich man appeals to 
father Abraham to send Lazarus back from the dead to the five brothers of the rich 
man to warn them of coming judgement. Abraham’s reply is that ‘If they do not listen 
to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from 
the dead’ (Luke 16:31). Not even a display of the miraculous will cause people to 
respond, even in the face of total and irrevocable judgement.  
 Only the proclamation of the gospel effects a transformation from death to life. In 
the face of coming judgement it is only the proclamation of the cross which will save. 
And it only saves those who have faith in the word of the cross, as the only way by 
which we can be saved. Yet the proclamation seems unutterably stupid. Take the way 
the Saviour appears in Revelation 5; the one who can take the scroll and open the 
seals, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, stands there as a Lamb having 
been slaughtered (Rev. 5:5–6). His appearance is marred beyond human semblance 
and he has no form or majesty that we should look at him, nothing in his appearance 
that we should desire him (Isa. 52:14; 53:2). 
 It is notable, even in the first century churches, how quickly that gospel is replaced 
by ‘another’ gospel (see Gal. 1:6ff.), one more acceptable. To the Galatians the change 
was to a gospel that could be measured by conformity to the Jewish law. To the 
Corinthians it was to a gospel that could boast a human pedigree (Apollos, Cephas?) 
and which would appeal to the humanly wise around them. But there is no ‘other’ 
gospel, no alternative word which can bring salvation in a more acceptable fashion, 
nothing that will immediately be accepted as ‘relevant’ to modern man and still give 
life. There are only counterfeits. And Paul declares the curse on those who preach a 
counterfeit gospel. 
 Paul strongly repudiated any view that identified salvation with the one who baptised 
the converts. It was not his business to gain personal adherents, since he was sent to 
proclaim the gospel and, what was more, he was sent to do it without attempting to 
make it attractive to the hearers. True power did not lie in the style of the presentation. 
It is the cross of Christ which is full and for us to attempt to do what only the cross can 
do is to empty it,9 to render it ineffective (1 Cor. 1:17). There may be responses but they 
will not be what God has determined for the salvation of the world. 
 The problem for preachers is that ‘the word of the cross is foolishness to those who 
are perishing’ (1 Cor. 1:18, lit. trans.). And there is a constant pressure for preachers to 
give credence to the opinions of the unbelievers and to want to impress the audience. 
                                                

9  The words ‘of its power’ are not in the Greek. 
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But the intention of God is to destroy the wisdom of the wise and to frustrate all human 
discernment (1 Cor. 1:19). The humanly wise are left in their foolishness. They chose 
their own wisdom and were given up to it, conspicuously unable to relieve, far less 
remove, the guilt of even one human being. Over against them, God established his 
‘method’: by the seemingly foolish proclamation of a crucified Messiah he saves those 
who believe (1 Cor. 1:21). Let Jews demand signs from us to validate our gospel and let 
Greeks pursue their wisdom, we will continue to proclaim Christ crucified, even if it 
does cause reactions of shocked horror or amusement, since those called through that 
gospel, whether Jews or Greeks, know that Christ is the power and wisdom of God  
(1 Cor. 1:22–24). From the vantage point of faith it is abundantly plain that God’s 
‘foolishness’ is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s ‘weakness’ is stronger than 
human strength (1 Cor. 1:25). 
 Testimonies by celebrities may be good, and stories of success may be true, but 
that is not what God is about. A simple look at the company of the redeemed will 
show that not many have any claim to fame on any level. According to the flesh 
(‘human standards’) our salvation is even now unimpressive (1 Cor. 1:26). It is not 
hard to see those who recognise that and who thus attempt to make up the deficiency. 
Advertising speakers as if they were impressive is common, but it is still an appeal to 
‘the flesh’. On the other hand:  

 
. . . God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to 
shame the strong; 28 God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce 
to nothing things that are, 29 so that no one might boast in the presence of God (1 Cor. 1:27–29). 
 

By that which is foolish in the world, which is weak and despised and which has no 
being, God chose to do his work. And that is by Christ on the Roman cross, dying the 
abject death of a criminal. So it is God alone who is the source of our life in Christ 
Jesus. It is Jesus alone who is our wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctifica-
tion, and redemption. The wisdom of God is in Christ Jesus. All of history climaxes in 
him on the cross and what is yet to appear flows from him. If this is humanly foolish, 
we still boast in the Lord (Jer. 9:23–24). 
 The Greek world knew the techniques and how to use them as much as does the 
world of today. The rhetorical arts were taught and could produce certain responses. 
But they were manipulative and they still are. However, this is not a criticism of 
technology. Technology is a tool, when it is appropriate. The issue is not that; the 
issue is whether we expect the techniques to bring results.10 If we do then we will 
focus on them and not on the apostolic gospel, indeed the apostolic gospel which 
constantly confronts us. Lofty words and wisdom may impress but they cannot 
convert. Only the mystery of God can do that, only God can bear witness to the truth 
of his own being (1 Cor. 2:1).11  
 We should not think that by preaching about the cross we will accomplish anything 
either. There is a vast divide between knowing our subject matter and knowing Jesus 
                                                

10  There is the danger that the technology, of whatever age in history, becomes a technique in our hands, 
rather than us being God’s ‘means’. 

11  It is not certain whether 1 Cor. 2:1 should read ‘mystery’ or ‘testimony’. The two words are similar in Greek: 
mystery is musthvrion (mustērion) and testimony is martuvrion (marturion). It could be that marturion draws from 
1 Cor. 1:6 or that mustērion anticipates 1 Cor. 2:7. In the long run both lead to the same point.  
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Christ and him crucified (1 Cor. 2:2). To know Jesus Christ and him crucified is to 
know as one who has been gripped by him, as one who has been co-crucified with 
him, as one who knows the mystery and who is consumed by a passion to proclaim it. 
It is to speak as one who knows the word given at each moment and lives in constant 
anticipation that it will again be given and will do its (his) work. Hence Paul’s request 
to the Ephesians: 
 

Pray also for me, so that when I speak, a message may be given to me to make known with bold-
ness the mystery of the gospel . . . (Eph. 6:19). 

 
The sword of the Spirit is the utterance of God himself (Eph. 6:17) and not, finally, of 
the preacher. That is in itself a cause to put no trust in our own abilities or powers, 
and they may indeed be considerable—or minimal. So coming in weakness, fear and 
much trembling, is not of great consequence. And not using persuasive techniques is 
no hindrance either, since the gospel of Christ crucified carries the affirmation of God 
himself, a demonstration of the Spirit and of power. Faith based on human techniques, 
or humanly devised methodologies cannot last (1 Cor. 2:3–5).  
 No one rightly enjoys looking foolish before others, but knowing ourselves ‘as 
servants of Christ and stewards of God’s mysteries’ means that ‘it is a very small thing 
that I should be judged by you or by any human court’ (1 Cor. 4:1, 3). Nor do we enjoy 
pain, especially when it is the pain of persecution by those you long to see respond to 
the gospel. But Paul also would not compromise the gospel by advocating submission 
to Jewish law, even though he could have escaped physical suffering by doing so (Gal. 
5:11). The marks he bore were the marks of Jesus branded on his body (Gal. 6:17). He 
knew he could avoid persecution, as did others, by advocating circumcision. It would 
have gained him points with the still powerful Jewish section of the church and possibly 
with the Jewish establishment in general. But that could not be: 
 

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

 
The wisdom of God is in Christ alone and Christ can only be proclaimed as crucified, 
as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, because he is the Lamb slain 
from the foundation of the world. So, yes, there is wisdom and it is for the mature, but 
it is not the wisdom of this age or its rulers. God’s wisdom is a mystery which is 
hidden; it is a wisdom which God purposed before the ages for our glory. Obviously 
the rulers of this age knew nothing of this wisdom, for if they had they would not 
have crucified the Lord of that (coming) glory (see Rom. 8:18ff.). They would hardly 
cooperate in the eternal wisdom of God. They did not know the things God has 
prepared for those who love him, since their eyes, ears and hearts can never penetrate 
those things. But we can know them, since God revealed them to us through the Spirit 
(1 Cor. 2:6–10). And knowing them, knowing the wisdom of God, we speak only of 
what we have seen and heard (Acts 4:20):  
 

We have renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to practice cunning or to falsify 
God’s word; but by the open statement of the truth we commend ourselves to the conscience of 
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everyone in the sight of God. 3 And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are 
perishing. 4 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. 5 For we 
do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves for Jesus’ 
sake. 6 For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who 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. 4:2–6). 
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STUDY 12 

‘Wise unto Salvat ion’ 

Brian Arthur 

But where can wisdom be found?  
And where is the place of understanding? 
Man does not know its value, 
Nor is it found in the land of the living.  
The deep says, ‘It is not in me’; 
And the sea says, ‘It is not with me’ 

(Job 28:12–13, NASB). 

JOB’S DILEMMA 

The answer to Job’s universal question is both confounding and liberating. It is con-
founding because of fallen humanity’s search for God’s wisdom down fruitless paths of 
reason, willpower, religion, culture: Liberating because God’s wisdom is clearly and 
freely revealed through the Scriptures to be found in Christ. His wisdom for salvation 
cuts through the interminable static plaguing the heart and conscience. This static is not 
just the deficiency embodied in false wisdom. More significantly it is the pollution that 
comes to humanity searching for that wisdom apart from God and with hatred towards 
God. This dire pollution only gives way in the presence of the true salvation of God. 
God’s wisdom then is seen in the effectual way he directs humanity out of their 
polluting wisdom to and into his salvation. According to Jesus and Paul this wisdom is 
found in the Scriptures because they alone and effectually deliver us to Christ:1  

 
Jesus: 
And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the 
things concerning himself (Luke 24:27, ESV). 
 
Paul: 
And that from a child thou hast known the holy scriptures, which are able to make thee wise unto 
salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus (2 Tim. 3:15, AV). 
 

 This paper begins to explore the connection in the Scriptures between God’s 
wisdom and the way of salvation and faith revealed in Christ. 

                                                
1  It (the Law) typically pointed to Christ, educated Israel for Christ and therefore also attained its end and goal in 

Christ. Herman Bavinck, Sin and Salvation in Christ, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 3, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, 
2006, p. 207. 
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THE HOLY SCRIPTURES OF  
THE OLD TESTAMENT 

Whenever the sacred writings or Scriptures are referred to by the Lord and the 
apostles, they mean the Old Testament delivered to the Jews by God and referred to 
as the law and the prophets. This is true of Paul in the passage above. We may 
unthinkingly read this verse in Timothy with a New Testament switch as if he was 
referring to the books of the New Testament not the Old. We would all agree that the 
New Testament can make us wise unto salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. We 
may agree that the Old Testament contains many allusions to Christ and leads us 
historically through his antecedents. But Paul is saying that the wisdom of having 
faith in Christ for salvation is the substance and directive of the Old Testament.  
 Our Lord clearly made the same point when he quieted the static in the hearts of 
the two disciples on the road to Emmaus. Luke clearly says that Jesus took them back 
through the law and prophets (Luke 24:27). What is also clear, from the tone of the 
Lord’s strong rebuke, was that the disciples’ dullness of heart to believe was inexcus-
able in the light of all the prophets had revealed concerning the necessity and meaning 
of Messiah’s death and glorification.  
 As he engaged them on the road Jesus drew them out as to what they understood 
had happened in Jerusalem. They had a reasonable grasp of the events of Calvary and 
the tomb. But what they shared demonstrated a lack of faith. His crucifixion and 
resurrection was seen as a tragic puzzle. Nothing of God’s agenda had been under-
stood. They made no connection with the wisdom given in the Old Testament and the 
events of Christ’s death. They had received no faith en-gifting revelation. They had a 
history but no prophetic word. Their foolishness or dullness was not intellectual, a 
lack of reasoning capabilities, it was refusal to see and believe in the wisdom of their 
Scriptures. Here they were, in the presence of the one their Scriptures were all about, 
and they remained in another world. Their fear remained. According to Jesus, had 
they received the Scriptures correctly then they would have at least had the wisdom of 
connecting his death and resurrection with the wisdom of God’s salvation.  

CHRIST FORMED AND ESTABLISHED  
BY GOD THROUGH THE OLD TESTAMENT 

According to Jesus, what God was revealing about him in the Old Testament was 
clear enough to make the disciples’ continuing confusion unthinkable. Their dullness 
was total, even in those who had walked for three years with the one who was the 
fullness of Old Testament wisdom. The great grace that now confronted them was the 
True Moses, Prophet of all prophets, Spirit of all the law, substance of all the sacrifi-
cial system, explaining in the power of the Spirit everything they had previously 
ignored. As he spoke, the lights went on for them. But these were lights already 
burning bright in the understanding of Jesus. Nothing about the Old Testament was 
foreign country to him; all of it established his heart to trust the Father. Everything 
about the Old Testament had brought this man of Nazareth to walk in the joy and 
security of the Father’s wisdom spelled out from before the Garden. Everything about 
his unity with the purpose of God’s wisdom to save the world through him, he had 
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learned by the Spirit from the Old Testament. For Jesus, to ‘have Moses and the 
prophets’ (Luke 16:29) meant having a true revelation of God. For Jesus this meant 
the wisdom to walk with his Father as a man can, to draw upon his Father for all he 
was as a true Son.  
 Wherever Jesus looked, from Moses to Malachi, the light of God’s trust-creating 
wisdom burnt away the static of every other form of religious, cultural or moral wisdom 
found in the world. All he learned was the product of his communion with his Father, 
received gift-wise through the Spirit and the Scriptures. So the Spirit and the Scriptures 
were a dynamic unity, continually keeping his heart delighted in the will of God.  
 His was not to close down the Old Testament as if it had been a rather tawdry 
failure on God and Israel’s part, a kind of planned obsolescence of rudimentary laws 
and rituals now to be outmoded by him. His Bible study to the disciples on the 
Emmaus road revealed the true authority of the Scriptures. It was this same authority 
of the Scriptures in which the apostles stood lock-step with Christ. This acceptance of 
God’s self-vindicating authority from creation to the eschaton was always assumed 
but never argued in apologetic terms. ‘If one objects that starting from the rudiments 
He brings the disciples gradually to bid farewell to the prophets and pass over to the 
perfect Gospel, it is here easily refuted . . . all the apostles had their minds opened, not 
to knowledge divorced from the aid of Law, but to understand the Scriptures’.2 

CHRIST’S CONGRUENCE WITH  
THE OLD TESTAMENT 

For Christ and then the apostles, the Old was not merely a chronology leading to  
the New Testament, it was vitally connected. Both treated the Old Testament as a 
Christian book.3 This did not mean a denial or reinterpretation of its Jewishness. It 
meant as Jews seeing its orientation towards Jesus as Lord and Saviour of the Jews 
first then the Gentiles. In our Lord’s exposition of the Scriptures on the road it is clear 
that as the Incarnate Word he finds complete personal congruence with the word of 
God given to ancient Israel. He readily goes back to the beginning and finds himself 
at the heart of what is going on. 
 As the effectual prophetic word, delivering the fullness of God’s wisdom in the 
fullness of time in the fullness of Christ, the Old Testament was accepted by the church 
in two significant ways: As a unified revelation, and the basis of apostolic authority: 
 

And so we have the prophetic word made more sure, to which you do well to pay attention as to a 
lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star arises in your hearts (2 Pet. 
1:19, NASB). 

 
 There is an unembarrassed unity between Christ’s person and work and the Old 
Testament revelation of God’s salvation wisdom. Despite its diverse nature as a 

                                                
2  John Calvin, A Harmony of the Gospels Matthew, Mark and Luke vol. 3, and the Epistles of James and Jude, 

tr. A. W. Morrison, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1972, p. 235. 
3  ‘When they quote from it they always quote in a Christian sense’, James Denney, Studies in Theology 

(Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1895), p. 211. 
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collection of books, mediated through a less than perfect collection of prophets, Christ 
confessed it as a single unity completing itself in him.4  

THE WISDOM OF THE SCRIPTURES 

The wisdom in the Scriptures is not an end in itself. From 2 Timothy 3:15 we see that 
it delivers us to Christ. He is the final Word of God on salvation (this is a most 
important point when we come later to discuss the reliability of the Scriptures). 
 Biblical wisdom is not to be discovered and used as we would the writings of a 
guru, historian or scientist. It is the wisdom that reveals the true glory of God in 
communion, the true purpose for creation in that communion and, most significantly 
for humanity, the true way of participating in that communion with God. So it cannot 
be a closed-book wisdom. It must be the product and ongoing instrument in the hands 
of the Spirit that actually breaks into the human heart: 
 

The certainty of faith lies in the inward confirmation of the Spirit concerning the objective validity 
of the biblical revelation. We are given a spiritual, not a rational, certainty. The mysteries of faith 
remain incomprehensible, but the Giver of faith works within us a confident trust and assurance.5  

 

 It is wisdom that examines and unmasks us, not simply instructs or appeals to us. It 
has, from Adam, found us in our deepest death and alone directed Jew and Gentile 
effectively and solely to God’s solution in his Son.  
 This means that the wisdom of the Scriptures is the place where the fire burns. It is 
not some passive body of knowledge that we can feed into our self-reforms, moralistic 
cleansings, methods of self-help cultural or religious, thus avoiding issues of 
conscience, wrath and love. From the beginning they are about the conscience and the 
holy love of God. God’s call to Adam, ‘Where are you?’ and his challenge to Cain, 
‘Why are you angry?’ confront each of God’s people in salvation history.  
 The Scriptures ancient or modern are not at first history, a cosmology, or even a 
theology, but the fiery presence of the Holy and Righteous One. He will continually 
abort our attempts to justify and rescue ourselves and confront us with his wisdom 
which says the righteousness by which I will be glorified in you can only come as I 
weld you into my Son. The arc of that weld—where righteousness, love and wrath 
speak true wisdom—melts the very Son of God and burns to extinction the compound-
ing corruption of all our brilliant wisdom. 
 Our approach to the Scriptures, in particular our search for wisdom in them, can be 
the product of certain cut-off points. We can illustrate the point from Paul’s words: 

The Scriptures are able to make us wise/ 
unto salvation/ 
through faith/ 
which is in Christ/ 

                                                
4  ‘It is one, because it is the product of one work of God proceeding continuously through the ages and 

completing itself in Christ’, James Denney, Studies in Theology, pp. 212f. 
5  Donald G. Bloesch, A Theology of Word and Spirit: Authority and Method in Theology, InterVarsity Press, 

Downers Grove, 1992, p. 202. 
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Each of the slash points can represent a cut-off point in our approach to the Scripture. 
Each cut-off point leaves us with a deficient wisdom which turns out to be worse than 
the wisdom we started with. Deficient because, despite being dressed in biblical terms, 
it is all the expression of the world’s wisdom. No wisdom of sinners comes to the 
righteousness of God ministering to the human conscience in the cataclysm of Calvary 
and the tomb. They all begin and end with the human scene. With the disease of Adam 
after Eden nagging in our conscience, we even fly to the possibility of using God’s 
word to solve the problem:  
 

The trumpet of conscience sounds; we start with apprehension; we feel the touch of holiness upon 
us—but at first we do not dream of appealing beyond ourselves for help in our need and anxiety. 
Quite the opposite. ‘They said one to another, Go to, let us make brick, and burn them throughly. 
Let us build a city and a tower whose top may reach unto heaven; and let us make a name, lest we 
be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth!’6  

 
 Such wisdom is all derived from an appeal to ourselves and our ‘brilliant’ tower-
building capabilities. Consider how each cut-off point leaves us with a ‘non-wisdom’ 
divorced from God’s wisdom and therefore Jesus Christ. Each resultant deficient 
‘wisdom’ can be seen through the history of God’s revelation. 

We can use the Scriptures to make us wise 

 To stop there means the Scriptures can become another brick in the wall, another 
flag to wave from our high tower. Christ is not required except as the emblem on our 
flag. His words are selected carefully and simply pile up as a more palatable version 
of the perceived crudity of Moses. Our moralism insulates us from the true wisdom of 
God in Christ as we stand crushed by guilt, waving our flag till we drop with the 
exhausting illusion of it all.  

We can use the Scriptures to make us wise  
unto salvat ion 

 But with no bloodied Jesus of Nazareth holding our flag-waving bodies into his 
death, we end with a ‘salvation’ which is far from wise. We arrogate to ourselves the 
right to define our own salvation. Like the Jews of Jesus’ day, the external might of 
present enemies deflects us from the dreaded needs within, the crisis of conscience. 
The strain of our guilt is attributed to others, things and weaknesses outside of us that 
we must first be saved from.  
 We take the great dramas of the Old Testament, the shadows of the real to come, 
and turn them into little one act plays to perform in our classes and studies. Taking the 
offensive, embarrassing sins of the great men, we turn them into moral curriculums to 
teach our young ones how not to appear before God and others. We isolate sins like 
David’s, and God’s ‘offensive unlawful forgiveness’ (when divorced from Calvary) 
and turn them into ‘God just takes me as I am’ theology. We develop our moral 
curriculum so that the ‘moral’ elder brother in the parable of the lost son becomes the 

                                                
6  Karl Barth, The Word of God and the Word of Man, Peter Smith Publ. Inc, Gloucester, 1978 , p. 14. 
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hard-done-by lad. He has a point to be cross because we too have spent all our lives 
working for God, slogging our guts out in duty to his word. Under this deceiving 
wisdom: 
 

Our answer to the call of conscience is one great makeshift, extending over the whole of life, a 
single gigantic ‘as if’ . . . And because and as long as we are willing to think, speak, and act ‘as 
if’—as if our tower were important, as if something were happening, as if we were doing something 
in obedience to the conscience—the reality of the righteousness after which we hunger and thirst 
will elude us.7 

We can use the Scriptures to make us wise  
unto salvat ion through fai th 

 Faith then becomes the servant of our willpower religion. It is the energy that we 
polish and stress about, by which we bring our dutiful offerings to God. It looks at the 
good Father, seeking to feel more and more obliged to greater feats by his goodness, but 
ends up in a grumbling mess when the Father’s grace appears. Grace being seen as 
moral weakness in blessing unworthy objects is relegated to the recycle bin from which 
it can be restored at a later date with a new name. Salvation by faith alone is eagerly 
waved from our ‘new’ old tower. But we remain deeply unsettled. We feel a curse on 
ourselves and transmit that curse to all others who listen to our wisdom from our word.  

We can use the Scriptures to make us wise  
unto salvat ion through fai th in Christ  

 Every good Jew in the day of Jesus would have said ‘Amen!’ to this statement, 
whilst looking at that very Messiah as if he were at worst a blasphemer or at best a 
good miracle worker. The Scriptures, according to Jesus and Paul, could never allow 
for a general, vague messiah figure whose authority would be given him by the 
acclaim of the people. The Scriptures led Israel directly to Jesus of Nazareth.  
 Worldly wisdom loves the idea of messiahs. Our cultures are full of them. Anybody 
or anything that can get our tower built is treated ‘as if’ our tower was significant in 
God’s way of salvation and embraced with delight. Worldly wisdom quite enjoys this 
goodly but tragic figure of Jesus. Both are used in profusion to cover up and soothe and 
silence the need for Jesus the Messiah. He allows for no self-reforms, no sanitation of 
sin, no methodologies of progress. Everything that the wisdom of the world calls real he 
demolishes in blood and agony. The deadly conscience-static, the product of our 
morality and culture generating its saving wisdom, only comes to silence in that blood 
and agony. Or more accurately it only comes to silence in the Sabbath rest of the empty 
tomb. No temporary sedation from a Jesus-less messiah or a messiah-less Jesus can 
hold off the crisis of righteousness in the conscience. Moses, Abraham, David and the 
rest knew this and their prophetic word delivers them and us to God’s wise solution. 
 
 

                                                
7  Karl Barth, The Word of God and the Word of Man, p. 15. 
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 Every one of these cut-off points delivers a cut-off god who is not God. We are left, 
with the unending applause of the evil one, with our ‘right’ thought of God instead of 
his right thought for us.8  
 The impossibility of the Old Testament teaching on love, holiness, righteousness, 
faith, covenant, worship, and so forth, apart from the Christ of God, is the dangerous 
impossibility of neglect and sanitising of conscience. No right-minded person standing 
before the Tabernacle on the Day of Atonement could have thought that the mystery of 
an evil conscience and the presence of God in all his holiness could be finalised there. 
They knew by the continual need for that day that it was just the shadow of something 
far more effective. Nobody worshipping in the Temple with its echoes and promises of 
Eden should have terminated true worship there. The miracle waiting to emerge, the 
‘possible’ needing to materialise, was only in Jesus of Nazareth. 
 So the wisdom Paul spoke about to Timothy is deeply and continually alien to the 
thinking of humanity outside of faith. Therefore any exploration of the wisdom of the 
Scriptures in bringing us to salvation by faith in Christ raises the issues of authority and 
sufficiency. How does the authority of the Scriptures manifest? How is this authority 
received and experienced? Is the authority of the Scriptures sufficient to deliver what is 
needed? Is it a ‘throw-back’ wisdom, throwing us back onto ourselves? 

THE AUTHORITY OF THE SCRIPTURES 

Jesus, as we have seen, assumed the Scriptures to be both authoritative and sufficient 
and never sought to prove either. The ‘proof’ of their authoritative sufficiency for him 
was the Father he knew by faith through the revelation of the Holy Spirit in the 
Scriptures. All that the law and the prophets had spoken about him and God’s purpose 
through him had been accomplished in him: that was authority and sufficiency indeed. 
What is more, he trusted that what the Father had created in him was authorised and 
sufficient to go to the ends of the earth. The Spirit poured out constantly upon him 
affirmed his identity and work which God had purposed and made clear in the 
Scripture.  
 In other words, the authority of the Scriptures for Jesus was not discovering the 
distillation of a better moral code than other sacred writings. It was not a fastidious jot 
and tittle search of grammar and words for correctness. It was the authority that 
delivered what it promised, and this not to his head alone but all of his experience. 
 The authority of the Scriptures for Jesus was not in a collection of propositions he 
could approve, prove, and then apply as moral principles. It was God revealing him-
self to him. It was God evoking sonship, family, destiny in his humanity. It wrought 
upon him with irresistible gifting so that what God promised, appeared. Like the 
response of creation to the Word, the pregnant Command, so the word of God to Jesus 

                                                
8  The following quote is from Karl Barth, The Word of God and the Word of Man, p. 43: 

It is not the right human thoughts about God which form the content of the Bible, but the right divine thoughts about 
men. The Bible tells us not how we should talk with God but what he says to us; not how we find the way to him, but 
how he has sought and found the way to us; not the right relation in which we must place ourselves to him, but the 
covenant which he has made with all who are Abraham’s spiritual children and which he has sealed once and for all in 
Jesus Christ. 
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brought the Messiah of God into existence in his flesh. As Forsyth said, ‘A real 
authority, we have seen, is indeed within experience, but it is not the authority of 
experience, it is an authority for experience, it is an authority experienced.’9 Denney 
makes a similar point: ‘It has an authority in it or along with it by which it vindicates 
itself to faith as divinely and infallibly true; it asserts itself irresistibly, and beyond a 
doubt, as the supreme revelation of God’s judgment and mercy to penitent souls.’10 

 If we claim in matters of faith and practice to depend totally upon Christ and the 
teaching of Scripture, we may learn much from his silence on many issues. Things 
that we have made articles of faith—namely inerrancy, infallibility—he was silent 
about. It is possible to argue for such things whilst remaining as dull to the authority 
and sufficiency of the Scriptures as the disciples going to Emmaus. It is abundantly 
clear from our Lord’s rebuke of the leaders that we may have a fastidious, orthodox 
view of the Scriptures and live completely in the wisdom of the world concerning the 
way of salvation: 
 

You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that 
bear witness about me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life (John 5:39–40, ESV). 

 
 No doubt great and necessary battles have been fought to preserve the Scriptures as 
we know them. But much of the modern battle seems to have sidetracked the church. 
We may know much about Jesus, his life, death and resurrection, whilst refusing to 
submit to him as Saviour and come to faith. As with everything to do with the life and 
way of God, we are continually wrought upon to turn it into religion. When we begin to 
treat the Scriptures as a manual for morality or a handbook on true religion or a con-
glomerate wisdom of science, mysticism, geology, history, psychology and sociology, 
then the way we approach its authority and sufficiency will change radically. Then 
authority moves into impersonal, technical areas of analysis of the minutiae. Then their 
sufficiency becomes a matter of them reaching our standards of accuracy. Our explora-
tion of the Scriptures becomes information gathering, not faith communing.  
 When the infallibility of the Scriptures is set as an article of faith which we feel we 
have to ‘prove’ in order to convince the world that it is a reliable text on God, then 
danger is near.11 Then, demonstrating to an unbelieving world that we have an 
infallible book becomes an impossible but essential exercise. If only we can prove the 
Scriptures to them, we think they will be converted. In this case the Holy Spirit is 
either left out of the picture or simply brought in to operate on some written document 
to make it alive.12 This is not how the Reformers understood the inspiration of the 

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

2004, p. 75. 
10  J. Denney, Studies in Theology, p. 223. 
11  See Martin Bleby, ‘Sacred Book or Revelatory Person?’ in God Speaking, Authority and Interpretation in 

the Scriptures, NCPI, Blackwood, 2006, p. 69. He includes quotes from Jens Christensen, comparing Christians’ 
views of the inspiration of Scripture with the formation of the Koran. 

12  But inspiration does not mean that the writing is composed, set up and then somehow the Spirit of God 
invests it. It means rather that the whole process is under God’s control, in accordance with the specific purpose of 
his revelation and that the resultant Scripture can be said to be uttered by the Holy Spirit who also moved the 
writer in the first place. Donald Robinson, Donald Robinson: Selected Works, vol. 2, ‘Preaching God’s Word’, 
Australian Church Record, Camperdown, 2008, p. 37. 
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Scriptures. Both Luther and Calvin were men of the Book. The word and Spirit were 
never apart in their experience of the authority and sufficiency of the Scriptures.13 

 Donald Robinson points out that the term ‘infallibility’ means, ‘that which cannot 
fall’ or ‘that which cannot fail’. ‘God’s word cannot fall, cannot fail. God’s word 
stands fast forever. It does not return to him void. It accomplishes the purpose to 
which he sends it (Isa. 55:11).’14 So understood in the light of 2 Timothy 3:15, the Old 
Testament leads us infallibly to Christ for faith. His effectual presence and then his 
effectual calling of the apostles and their effectual testimony to the nations bears wit-
ness to the true authority and sufficiency of the Scriptures in the power of the Spirit:  
 

But, as it is written,  
‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard,  
   nor the heart of man imagined,  
what God has prepared for those who love him’—  

these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything, even the 
depths of God. For who knows a person’s thoughts except the spirit of that person, which is in him? 
So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. Now we have received 
not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might understand the things 
freely given us by God. And we impart this in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the 
Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those who are spiritual (1 Cor. 2:9–13, ESV). 

 
 The sufficiency of the Scriptures then is the certainty that what God has always 
spoken concerning his purposes in his Son are infallible and the Son alone has deliv-
ered us to faith which is effectually revealed and delivered to the conscience by the 
Holy Spirit.  
 To attempt to gain this sufficiency from the Scriptures alone is to fail. We may well 
gain a certain knowledge of Jesus but it will be Jesus ‘after the flesh’, a Jesus of history, 
a Jesus of geography, a Jesus of Jewish politics. In seeing Jesus after the flesh we will 
fail totally to see the Christ of God. How have we learned Christ? Paul implies in 
Ephesians 4:20 that it is possible to ‘learn Christ’ incorrectly after the flesh. In which 
case we will have a false Christ, harder to exorcise than the other idols of unbelief.  
 That so few in Jesus’ day had learned Christ from the Old Testament does not 
mean that the Scriptures were inadequate. It does tell us that there is a fierce battle 
against the wisdom of God in the Scriptures being seen and received. When the full 
communion of Covenant love was ignored or turned to religious duty then hearing by 
faith was lost. Other gods spoke a multitude of wisdom paths into creation. There 
were no shortages of ways people thought they should come to Christ and what to 
expect from him. From the moment of Cain’s indifference to God’s wisdom directing 
him out of himself to Christ, Israel and the nations were awash with corrupted 
wisdom. The way to Christ became the way to anything but reality. The wisdom of 
God seemed unnecessary and complicated and offensively bloody.  
 

                                                
13  The following quote is from Donald Bloesch, A Theology of Word and Spirit, p. 198: 
They focused their attention not on the Bible as a codebook of law but on the Bible as the law of life and freedom. Their trust 

was not in the Bible as a book of history but in the Bible made alive in the church by the action of the Spirit. While a church or 
council may sometimes err, the Bible never errs in that it gives us the truth originally intended by the Spirit so long as we search the 
Scriptures in faith. But our infallible standard for faith is not the Bible in and of itself but the Bible united with the Spirit.  

14  Donald Robinson, ‘Preaching God’s Word’, p. 37. 
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 We come then to this ‘gold mine’ of the Old Testament. By God’s providence and 
finally in the hands of Christ it becomes to us the wisdom which locks us into salva-
tion by faith in Jesus Christ. The wonderment is not about a book of antiquity. It is the 
wonderment into which angels long to look (1 Pet. 1:12). It is the wonderment of 
following a long line of prophets who delivered to us the gracious wisdom of God 
found in Christ. It is the wonderment of drinking deeply of the grace those flawed old 
men of grace said would be ours. The wonderment that our history and our future is 
wisely in the hands of God’s Christ, Jesus of Nazareth. The wonderment of God 
describing and revealing himself, not us explaining ourselves. Ours is to cry, ‘Grace 
to it!’ to the deep and in the land of the living.  
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STUDY 13 

Wisdom in the Old 
Testament—1 

Proverbs: Wisdom in Life 

Martin Bleby 

The purpose of this study, while giving something of an overview of the book of 
Proverbs, is to show the place of this book in the whole of the Scriptures, in how it 
relates to the nature, plan and action of God as Creator and Redeemer. 

PROVERBS OF SOLOMON 

The title of the book of Proverbs is: 
 
The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel (Prov. 1:1).1 
 

The bulk of the book is made up of two collections of Solomon’s proverbs: 10:1–22:16, 
headed ‘The Proverbs of Solomon’ (Prov. 10:1), and 25:1–29:27, with the ascription: 
‘These are other proverbs of Solomon that the officials of King Hezekiah of Judah 
copied’ (Prov. 25:1). These amount to 513 verses, and so are likely to be a distilled 
selection of all that Solomon wrote, since we are told: 

 
He composed three thousand proverbs, and his songs numbered a thousand and five. He would 
speak of trees, from the cedar that is in the Lebanon to the hyssop that grows in the wall; he would 
speak of animals, and birds, and reptiles, and fish (1 Kings 4:32–33). 
 

 The writer of Kings is very clear as to where this wisdom of Solomon came from: 
 
God gave Solomon very great wisdom, discernment, and breadth of understanding as vast as the 
sand on the seashore (1 Kings 4:29). 
 

God had said to Solomon, ‘Ask what I should give you’, and Solomon had asked for 
‘an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern between good and 
evil’. God willingly responded: ‘Indeed I give you a wise and discerning mind; no one 
like you has been before you and no one like you shall arise after you’, after which 
                                                

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



Wisdom in the Old Testament—1 

 

Ministry School 2008 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

110 

 
 

‘All Israel . . . stood in awe of the king, because they perceived that the wisdom of 
God was in him, to execute justice’ (1 Kings 3:5, 9, 12, 28). We see from this that 
Solomon’s wisdom came directly from God, and that it had to do with discerning 
good and evil, and practicing justice. This, then, is what we would expect to find 
when we read the book of Proverbs. 

WISDOM, LAW AND PROPHECY 

Before David died, he solemnly charged his son Solomon: 
 
I am about to go the way of all the earth. Be strong, be courageous, and keep the charge of the 
LORD your God, walking in his ways and keeping his statutes, his commandments, his ordinances, 
and his testimonies, as it is written in the law of Moses, so that you may prosper in all that you do 
and wherever you turn (1 Kings 2:2–3). 
 

No doubt it was in this spirit that Solomon made his request to God, and God 
responded. The battle between wisdom and foolishness is inextricably tied up with 
paying heed to the law of God: 

 
Those who forsake the law praise the wicked,  
   but those who keep the law struggle against them (Prov. 28:4). 

 
The word for ‘law’ here in Hebrew is torah; the same word used for a mother’s and 
father’s ‘teaching’ in 1:8 and 3:1.2 The wisdom in Proverbs extends the law of God to 
practical everyday situations: 

 
Those who keep the law are wise children,  
   but companions of gluttons shame their parents (Prov. 28:7). 

 
This applies also to the practice of religion: 

 
When one will not listen to the law,  
   even one’s prayers are an abomination (Prov. 28:9). 

 
 All of this is from God. For all of one’s professing of the law of God, how can one 
have wisdom without paying heed to the word that comes from God? 

 
Even the stork in the heavens  
   knows its times;  
and the turtledove, swallow, and crane  
   observe the time of their coming;  
but my people do not know  
   the ordinance of the LORD. 
How can you say, ‘We are wise,  
   and the law of the LORD is with us,’  

                                                
2  The word for ‘instruction’ in 1:2–3, etc. is musar, which has overtones of discipline. While they complement 

one another, sometimes running parallel, sometimes intersecting, a direct equation between the wisdom of 
Proverbs and the law of Moses cannot be made. 
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when, in fact, the false pen of the scribes  
   has made it into a lie? 
The wise shall be put to shame,  
   they shall be dismayed and taken;  
since they have rejected the word of the LORD,  
   what wisdom is in them? (Jer. 8:7–9). 

 
The word of the prophets recalled the people to the law of God. What does the 
wisdom of Solomon say about that? 

 
Where there is no prophecy, the people cast off restraint,  
   but happy are those who keep the law (Prov. 29:18). 

 
What then was the relationship in the Old Testament between law, wisdom and proph-
ecy? They were seen to be all of a piece, and to belong together. As long as they were 
all from God, they would prevail: 

 
. . . instruction shall not perish from the priest, nor counsel from the wise, nor the word from the 
prophet (Jer. 18:18).3 

THE COVENANT-MERCY OF YAHWEH 

When God revealed Himself to Moses, it was not as sheer law, but as Yahweh the 
redeeming Covenant-God of Israel: 

 
The LORD, the LORD,  
a God merciful and gracious,  
slow to anger,  
and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 
keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation,  
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin,  
yet by no means clearing the guilty,  
but visiting the iniquity of the parents  
upon the children  
and the children’s children,  
to the third and the fourth generation4 (Exod. 34:6–7). 

 
This revelation inculcates a high standard of moral righteousness, a strong sense  
of sin, a dependence upon the forgiving grace and mercy of God and, above all, an 
answerability to God in direct relationship with Him. All of this is essential for a right 
reading and understanding of the book of Proverbs. 
 While Proverbs commends and fosters prudence and sagacity in life, it is not in the 
interests of self-seeking at the expense of justice and truth. While it may be true that: 

 
Misfortune pursues sinners,  
   but prosperity rewards the righteous (Prov. 13:21); 

                                                
3  Even though this was said by Jeremiah’s detractors, probably with reference to their own preferred false 

prophets, nevertheless the principle and the belonging together holds true. 
4  That is, of those who persist in rejecting Him; see Exod. 20:5. 
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this is no recipe for a self-interested ‘prosperity gospel’, for: 
 

Better is a little with righteousness  
   than large income with injustice (Prov. 16:8); 

 
Better is a little with the fear of the LORD  
   than great treasure and trouble with it. 
Better is a dinner of vegetables where love is  
   than a fatted ox and hatred with it (Prov. 15:16–17); 

 
Better the poor walking in integrity  
   than one perverse of speech who is a fool (Prov. 19:1). 

 
One does not pursue righteousness in order to become prosperous nor, in an imperfect 
world, does righteousness necessarily guarantee prosperity. Righteousness and integrity 
are valued above personal gain at the expense of others. 
 Wise persons in Proverbs know they are not on their own in this life, and are not 
answerable only to themselves:5 
 

If you faint in the day of adversity,  
   your strength being small; 
if you hold back from rescuing those taken away to death,  
   those who go staggering to the slaughter; 
if you say, ‘Look, we did not know this’— 
   does not he who weighs the heart perceive it?  
Does not he who keeps watch over your soul know it?  
   And will he not repay all according to their deeds? (Prov. 24:10–12). 

 
They know that the One who watches over their souls is the One who rescues the poor 
and needy (as He did Israel from slavery in Egypt): 
 

Do not remove an ancient landmark  
   or encroach on the fields of orphans, 
for their redeemer is strong;  
   he will plead their cause against you (Prov. 23:10–11). 

 
Before Him, we are all one, and not over against each other: 
 

The rich and the poor have this in common:  
   the LORD is the maker of them all (Prov. 22:2). 

 
We are to reflect in our actions the nature of the One in whose image we are made: 
 

Those who oppress the poor insult their Maker,  
   but those who are kind to the needy honor him (Prov. 14:31; compare 17:5). 
 

 
                                                

5  A number of these references are listed in a Subject-Study on ‘God and Man’ in Derek Kidner, The 
Proverbs: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale OT Comm., Inter-Varsity Press, Leicester, 1964, p. 32. 
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This is at the heart of true religion: 
 
To do righteousness and justice  
   is more acceptable to the LORD than sacrifice (Prov. 21:3). 
 

 To fall short of this righteousness of God is not something that can be shrugged 
off: 

 
Who can say, ‘I have made my heart clean;  
   I am pure from my sin’? (Prov. 20:9). 
 

Knowing the mercy of God, however, is to know that our evil can be faced rather than 
concealed: 

 
No one who conceals transgressions will prosper,  
   but one who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy (Prov. 28:13). 
 

For we know that God provides the means of atonement: 
 
By loyalty and faithfulness iniquity is atoned for,  
   and by the fear of the LORD one avoids evil (Prov. 16:6). 
 

And so we can take refuge in God: 
 
The name of the LORD is a strong tower;  
   the righteous run into it and are safe (Prov. 18:10). 
 

For, knowing God, we know that there is a love that ‘covers all offenses’ (Prov. 
10:12). 

THE WISDOM OF THE ANCIENTS 

Such assurance and relationship with God is not present in the wisdom writings that 
have come down to us from the rest of the ancient world. Here is a sample: 

 
God, known or unknown—my transgressions are many . . . The transgression I have committed—I 
know not . . . Whether one does wrong or right one knows not.6 
 
I wish I knew that these things were pleasing to one’s god!7 
 

Solomon, on the other hand, as we have seen, was grounded in the ‘law of Moses’, 
concerning which Moses had already said: 

 
See, just as the LORD my God has charged me, I now teach you statutes and ordinances for you to 
observe in the land that you are about to enter and occupy. You must observe them diligently, for 
this will show your wisdom and discernment to the peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, 
will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and discerning people!’ (Deut. 4:5–6). 

                                                
6  A Sumerian Prayer to Any God, quoted in Kidner, Proverbs, p. 32. 
7  ‘Babylonian Job’, quoted in Kidner, Proverbs, p. 21. 
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Hardly surprising is it, then, when we hear that as a result of God’s gift: 
 
. . . Solomon’s wisdom surpassed the wisdom of all the people of the east, and all the wisdom of 
Egypt. He was wiser than anyone else, wiser than Ethan the Ezrahite, and Heman, Calcol, and 
Darda, children of Mahol; his fame spread throughout all the surrounding nations . . . People came 
from all the nations to hear the wisdom of Solomon; they came from all the kings of the earth who 
had heard of his wisdom (1 Kings 4:30–31, 34). 
 

 We see from this that Solomon was not the only wise person in the ancient world. 
There was a widespread interest in wisdom, particularly among the ruling classes. 
Some collections of ancient wisdom have survived to this day, and make interesting 
comparisons with the wisdom of Israel. Much of it contains satirical observations on 
human nature, lessons from experience, and tactful worldly-wise advice on personal 
advancement, sometimes mixed with dubious morality and polytheistic relativism—
all such as we might hear from a modern-day, highly paid ‘motivational speaker’! 
Sometimes it reaches heights of moral insight that match what we find in Proverbs; in 
a number of instances the two run closely parallel. There was clearly much interplay 
in this field between Israel and its neighbours.8 
 Accordingly, Solomon’s writings are not the only ones included in the book of 
Proverbs. Alongside the two collections of Solomon’s proverbs are two other collec-
tions entitled, ‘The words of the wise’ (22:17–24:22), and ‘These also are sayings of 
the wise’ (24:23–34). Added to these are, ‘The words of Agur son of Jakeh’ (30:1–
33), and ‘The words of King Lemuel. An oracle that his mother taught him’ (31:1–9). 
The sources of these sayings are by no means necessarily Israelite: ‘Lemuel’ is the 
name of no known king in Israel—just as Job was ‘a man in the land of Uz’. 

WISDOM AND CREATION 

We might expect the wisdom in Proverbs to extend beyond the confines of Israel, 
since: 

 
The earth is the LORD’s and all that is in it,  
   the world, and those who live in it (Ps. 24:1). 
 

God had said to Israel: 
 
. . . all the earth is mine, and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exod. 19:5–
6, RSV). 
 

Israel’s appointed task, then, was to head up the worship of all the nations before 
God, where: 
 

. . . from the rising of the sun to its setting my name is great among the nations, and in every place 
incense is offered to my name, and a pure offering; for my name is great among the nations, says 
the LORD of hosts (Mal. 1:11). 

 
                                                

8  See Kidner, Proverbs, pp. 17–25. 
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This was in anticipation of the reality of the holy city in the new heaven and new earth 
where ‘People will bring into it the glory and the honor of the nations’, purged from all 
that is unclean (Rev. 21:26–27). Hence Paul the apostle was able to say to the 
Corinthians, ‘all things are yours’—not only ‘Paul or Apollos or Cephas’ but also the 
world, life, death, the present, and the future, because the Corinthians belong to Christ, 
and Christ belongs to God (1 Cor. 3:21–23). The book of Proverbs is not narrowly reli-
gious, nor ethnically specific. It ranges across the whole of life and human experience, 
and the whole of creation. 
 Nothing less than this could do justice to the wisdom of the One who has created all 
things ‘in wisdom’ (Ps. 104:24; Prov. 2:19–20). Chapters 1–9 of Proverbs set the tone 
and provide the interpretive key to the right understanding of the whole book. Part of 
what that introduction does, especially in chapter 8, is to make the point that ‘the only 
wisdom by which you can handle everyday things in conformity with their nature is the 
wisdom by which they were divinely made and ordered’.9 

THE FEAR OF THE LORD 

The keynote of the whole book is ‘the fear of the LORD’. This phrase occurs at signifi-
cant points in the introductory chapters 1–9,10 and also at other points throughout the 
book.11 We have already said that this is not just any ‘god’, but the God whom Israel 
knew by covenant as their ‘father’ and ‘Redeemer from of old’ (Isa. 63:16). Of about 
one hundred proverbs that mention God, ‘all but a dozen use the covenant name 
Yahweh’.12 It is the fear of this God that is ‘the beginning of knowledge’, ‘hatred of 
evil’, ‘the beginning of wisdom’, and ‘a fountain of life’ (Prov. 1:7; 8:13; 9:10; 
14:27). 
 What is ‘the fear of the LORD’? We have looked at this in an earlier study (see 
Study 3, pp. 23–24), and saw that it has much to do with obedience to God and His 
law, and a healthy and wholesome regard for moral consequences. Here in Proverbs 
we note particularly that it subsists in a vital relationship with God. See how the two 
parts of this verse parallel each other: 
 

. . . then you will understand the fear of the LORD  
   and find the knowledge of God (Prov. 2:5). 

 
Here ‘the fear of the LORD’ is equated with ‘the knowledge of God’, and ‘knowledge’ 
in the Bible is not just intellectual but relational. It is knowing God, not just knowing 
about God. So also: 
 

                                                
9  Kidner, Proverbs, p. 32. 
10  Prov. 1:7; 1:29; 2:5; 8:13; 9:10. 
11  Prov. 10:27; 14:26–27; 15:16, 33; 16:6; 19:23; 22:4; 23:17; 24:21; 31:30; see also 14:16; 28:14; 29:25. 

‘Where chapters 1–9 act as a starting point for the attainment of wisdom, clearly indicating that fear of the LORD is the 
point of departure, chapters 10–31 demonstrate what a life directed by fear of the LORD might look like’ (Sam Bleby, 
‘What is the relationship between Proverbs 1–9 and 10–31? How does this affect the message of the book as a 
whole?’ Unpublished essay, Ridley College, Melbourne, 2006, p. 15. Used by permission). 

12  Kidner, Proverbs, p. 33. 
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The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom,  
   and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight (Prov. 9:10). 
 

This relational knowledge of God—as in any personal relationship, comes by God 
revealing Himself to a person, and out of that relationship will come all the wisdom 
that is needed in life: 

 
For the LORD gives wisdom;  
   from his mouth come knowledge and understanding;  
he stores up sound wisdom for the upright;  
   he is a shield to those who walk blamelessly,  
guarding the paths of justice  
   and preserving the way of his faithful ones.  
Then you will understand righteousness and justice  
   and equity, every good path; 
for wisdom will come into your heart,  
   and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul;  
prudence will watch over you;  
   and understanding will guard you.  
It will save you from the way of evil . . . (Prov. 2:6–12). 
 

 Such a relationship with God necessarily involves trust—it is the relationship of 
faith: 

 
Trust in the LORD with all your heart,  
   and do not rely on your own insight.  
In all your ways acknowledge him,  
   and he will make straight your paths (Prov. 3:5–6). 
 

This is no less true in Proverbs than it is in Isaiah (see Isa. 7:9; 26:2–4; 28:16; 30:15), 
Habakkuk (see Hab. 2:4), and Paul (see Rom. 3:24–26). The purpose given for ‘The 
words of the wise’ could well apply to the whole book of Proverbs: 

 
So that your trust may be in the LORD,  
   I have made them known to you today—yes, to you (Prov. 22:19). 
 

True wisdom is knowing the One ‘who accomplishes all things according to his 
counsel and will’ (Eph. 1:11): 

 
The human mind may devise many plans,  
   but it is the purpose of the LORD that will be established (Prov. 19:21). 

WISDOM IN LIFE 

We will now see how this is borne out in some of the wisdom in living that Proverbs 
imparts. Derek Kidner reminds us: 

 
. . . the introduction (1:2–6), an extension of the title, makes it clear that this book is no anthology, 
but a course of education in the life of wisdom.13 

                                                
13  Kidner, Proverbs, p. 22. 
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One essayist has commented: 
 
. . . because 1–9 seeks to orient the student towards wisdom not just with the mind, but the whole 
person, its message is not one of lists of wise choices to be learnt by rote, but is a message of 
character forged by fear of the LORD and tested in day-to-day life.  Proverbs then should not be read 
as a list of commands, a list of rules for wise living, but as a compendium of character-formed 
choices towards wisdom and away from folly.14 
 

With this in mind, we will look briefly at four related areas of life touched on in 
Proverbs: business, friendship, family, and marriage. 

Business 

 Business savvy, whether in primary production (Prov. 27:23–27: knowing your 
flocks; 24:27: getting infrastructure in place before you look after yourself), or in 
manufacture and trade (31:24: clothing industry; 16:11: fair trade), is based on an 
awareness that you need to know God (16:1–7, 9: ‘the LORD directs the steps’) and to 
work with others (15:22; 20:18: taking advice)—effectively, the two great command-
ments (Matt. 22:37–40). There are stern warnings against the folly of trying to make a 
quick buck (Prov. 1:19: ‘greedy for gain’; 20:21: ‘an estate quickly acquired’; 24:3–4: 
‘by wisdom’; 28:22: ‘in a hurry to get rich’; 28:8: ‘exorbitant interest’)—the peril of 
‘covetousness, which is idolatry’ (Col. 3:5, RSV). Diligence and hard work pay off 
(10:4–5; 12:11; 14:23; 20:4; 24:30–34; 28:19)—this is ‘the business that God has 
given everyone to be busy with’ (Eccl. 3:10; compare Gen. 2:15). Honesty and justice 
are to be the hallmarks of business dealings, because that is the way God is (Prov. 
11:1; 16:11; 20:10, 23: diverse weights and measures; 3:28; 11:26: withholding sales). 
There is to be a shrewd understanding of people’s self-serving propensities (Prov. 
20:14: bargaining; 17:8: allurement of bribery; 18:16; 21:14: power of a gift), but 
scrupulous straightforwardness in matters of justice (17:23; 15:27)—in keeping with 
the God ‘who is not partial and takes no bribe’ (Deut. 10:17; compare 16:19; 27:25; 
Exod. 23:8; Isa. 33:15; Amos 5:12)—a matter of being ‘wise as serpents and innocent 
as doves’ (Matt. 10:16). The foolishness of accepting unlimited liability for another 
(easy credit!) is to be eschewed (Prov. 6:1–5; 11:15; 17:18; 20:16; 22:26–27)—only 
God can ransom another person’s life (Ps. 49:7–8; Job: 17:3). 

Friendship 

 Forgiveness and love lie at the heart of stable friendship (Prov. 17:9, 17; compare 
Exod. 34:6–7; 1 Pet. 4:8: ‘love covers a multitude of sins’), rather than what we can 
get out of people (Prov. 19:4, 6). This can leave room for mutual correction (Prov. 
27:5–6; 17:10; 27:17; 28:23). Friendship is to be actively fostered, even on a level 
with family relationships (Prov. 27:10; 18:24), but it is as well not to live too much in 
each other’s pockets (Prov. 25:17; 27:14), and we need to know when to lay off 
(25:20; 26:18–19)—friendship with God (Exod. 33:11; John 15:12–15) is the true 
way to friendship with others. 

                                                
14  Sam Bleby, ‘Proverbs’, p. 18. 
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Family 

 The entire format of Proverbs, as teaching and advice of parents to their children 
(Prov. 1:8; 6:20–22; 10:1; 19:27; 22:6; 23:22–25; 31:1), is a practical exposition of 
the heart of Israel’s law (Deut. 6:4–9) that was to be heard by parents and children 
alike (Josh. 8:35; Neh. 8:1–3), and an application of the commandment with a promise 
(Exod. 20:12; Eph. 6:2). Discipline of children (Prov. 13:24; 23:13–16; 29:17) is to be 
in the light of God’s disciplining of us as our Father (3:11–12; compare Heb. 12:5–11; 
Eph. 4:6; 6:1–4; Col. 3:20–21). 

Marriage 

 The one mention in Proverbs of the covenant of God is in connection with 
marriage: 

 
You will be saved from the loose woman,  
   from the adventuress with her smooth words,  
who forsakes the companion of her youth  
   and forgets the covenant of her God (Prov. 2:16–17, RSV). 

 
Marriage between one man and one woman for life is highly prized as being approved 
by God (Prov. 5:15–21; 18:22; 19:14). The downside of difficult marriages is recog-
nised (Prov. 12:4; 19:13–14; 21:9, 19; 25:24). In the introductory chapters, dalliance 
with foolishness is represented as sexual immorality and unfaithfulness with a loose 
woman or an adulteress (2:16–19; 5:1–14; 6:20–35; 7:4–27; 9:13–18), in contrast to a 
right relationship with wisdom, as with a sister or a wife (3:13–18; 4:5–9; 5:15–23; 
8:1–21; 9:1–6). 
 Right at the end of the book of Proverbs is a depiction of the ‘capable wife’ (Prov. 
31:10–31).15 She is a remarkable figure in herself: a wise and caring ministry with her 
husband and family (31:11–12, 15a, 21, 23, 27–29), a competent, diligent and astute 
business-woman in trade (31:14), real estate, primary production (31:16–17), and 
cottage industry—manufacturing and value-adding with a view to merchandising 
(31:18–19, 24)—small business and personnel management (31:15), and service to 
the wider community, especially the poor and needy (31:20, 26), all the while not 
neglecting herself and her own appearance (31:21–22), being held in high esteem by 
her husband, children, and all others (31:28–29, 31). The secret of her inner strength 
and beauty is that she ‘fears the LORD’. 
 She is a real-life person, but there are also what appear to be deliberate cross-
references to the allegorical female figure of wisdom in the earlier chapters. ‘She is 
far more precious than jewels’ (Prov. 31:10)—compare what is attributed to wisdom: 

 
She is more precious than jewels,  
   and nothing you desire can compare with her (Prov. 3:15; compare 8:11; 20:15). 

 
At the end of the depiction of the good wife, we feel the same ‘vibes’ coming through 
as we feel with regard to the earlier female figure of wisdom. It appears that the book of 

                                                
15  This is a Hebrew alphabetically acrostic poem. 
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Proverbs concludes with the virtual incarnation of wisdom in a good wife—perhaps in 
anticipation of what the New Testament will have to say about the bride of Christ (Eph. 
5:21–32; Rev. 19:6–9; 21:1–22:5; contrast foolish ‘Babylon’ in Rev. 17–18). If this is 
so, then this is wisdom in life indeed! 
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STUDY 14 

Wisdom in the Old 
Testament—2 

Ecclesiastes: The Search  
for Wisdom 

Hendrik Schoemaker 

INTRODUCTION 

On first superficial reading Ecclesiastes appears to be a puzzling book. What exactly is 
the Preacher’s view of the world and life? Is he a pessimist? Is there a place for pessi-
mism in the Scriptures? On the other hand, does the oft-repeated theme of the celebra-
tion of life (2:24–26; 3:12–13, 22; 5:18–20; 8:15; 9:7–10; 11:9) suggest revelry and 
loose living? There is definitely no place for that in the Bible either. He recognises that 
God is the Creator who created a beautiful world, but that the creation and mankind live 
under a curse, especially the great tragedy of death. I have found that the author of the 
book is a wise, godly person who gives saintly counsel in how we are to conduct 
ourselves in this life.  

HEAVENLY MATTERS 

The Preacher instructs us to watch our step when we go to the house of God; to draw 
near, to listen to his Word (5:1). The meaning of listen in Hebrews is twofold: to pay 
attention and to obey the Torah. The statements, ‘God is in heaven, and you upon earth’ 
(5:2) and ‘the dust returns to the earth as it was, and the breath returns to God who gave 
it’ (12:7), clearly tell us that God is the sovereign Creator, ‘who makes everything’ 
(11:5; 12:1).1 He rules his creation forever: 
 

I know that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken 
from it; God has done this, so that all should stand in awe before him. That which is, already has 
been; that which is to be, already is; and God seeks out what has gone by (3:14–15). 

 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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In this day and age it is good for us to know that ‘God will outlast all creatureliness 
and will preserve all that is, was, and will be’.2 God is indeed a faithful Creator (1 Pet. 
4:19).  
 We are of the earth and created with a measure of knowledge and wisdom, but 
unable to find out what God has done from the beginning to the end (3:11; 7:23):  
 

. . . then I saw all the work of God, that no one can find out what is happening under the sun. 
However much they may toil in seeking, they will not find it out; even though those who are wise 
claim to know, they cannot find it out (8:17). 

 
This all may allude to Genesis 2 and 3 with its teaching about the forbidden tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil (‘the tree was to be desired to make one wise’). 
 We will never find out what God is about in this world, but we are urged to go to 
the house of the Lord to listen to the revealed will of God as expounded in the Torah. 
‘The secret things belong to the LORD our God; but the things that are revealed belong 
to us and to our children for ever, that we may do all the words of this law (Deut. 
29:29, RSV). The message of Ecclesiastes is loud and clear and simply this: Go to the 
house of God, listen to his word, stand in awe before the Creator, fear him and keep 
his commandments (3:14; 5:7; 12:13):  
  

Though sinners do evil a hundred times and prolong their lives, yet I know that it will be well with 
those who fear God, because they stand in fear before him, but it will not be well with the wicked, 
neither will they prolong their days like a shadow, because they do not stand in fear before God 
(8:12–13). 

 
 Furthermore God is judge, ‘For God will bring every deed into judgment, including 
every secret thing, whether good or evil’ (12:14). He is the one who determines the 
conditions of human existence on earth, precisely because he is first of all Creator.  

ECCLESIASTES AND GENESIS 

In the book, God is supremely the Creator: ‘who presides over all of creation with 
power of an unchallenged kind. This is creation theology at its most formal and most 
formidable, perhaps seeded by the speeches of Yahweh in Job 38–41.’3 The Preacher 
draws heavily on the creation story in Genesis. He knows that the Creator has made 
everything suitable (‘beautiful’, NIV) in its time and has put eternity in the human 
heart, thus binding mankind to himself (3:11). This may allude to the creation account 
of Genesis 1 where all things were created good; that is, all things function properly 
together. The Preacher also urges us to consider the sobering fact that there is 
crookedness in the world which God has put there and which we are powerless to 
remove (7:13). In particular, God made man simple but ‘man’s complex problems are 
of his own devising’ (7:29, JB). These are most likely references to the creation of 
human beings in the image of God and their subsequent fall as in Genesis 1–3. In the 
                                                

2  Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy, Fortress Press, Minneapolis, 
1997, p. 394. 

3  W. Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, p. 393. 
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saying, ‘all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again’ (3:20), the Preacher reminds 
us that death is mankind’s great tragedy (cf. Gen. 3:19, with almost similar wording). 
He tells us that we are meant to live in companionship (4:9–12), reflecting ‘It is not 
good that the man should be alone’ in Genesis 2:18. 

Sett ing the Scene 

 The Preacher in the opening poem of the book (1:4–11) gives us a revelation of the 
order and regularity of creation as a sign of God’s graciousness and blessing. This too 
comes from Genesis, ‘As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, 
summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease’ (Gen. 8:22). Those who have a 
glorious creation theology see in this poem an affirmation of the order and regularity 
the Creator has established in his creation. No wonder he cries, ‘He has made 
everything beautiful in its time’ (3:11, NIV) and ‘I know that there is nothing better for 
them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they live’ (3:12, NRSV).  
 Others who do not have a high view of creation or those who are of a miserable 
disposition see nothing but endless, boring monotony. But Johnston observes, ‘Perhaps 
most importantly, Ecclesiastes and Genesis exhibit substantial agreement as to the 
central point of the creation motif––that life is to be celebrated as a “good” creation of 
God.’4 Seven times in the opening chapter of Genesis, God looks at his creation and 
calls it ‘good’. Johnston then goes on to say that: 

 
Creation theology provides a strong contextual suggestion concerning the Preacher’s intention. If 
Ecclesiastes is part of the wisdom tradition, and wisdom finds its place in creation theology––
moreover, if the Preacher shows within his work a direct acquaintance with and dependence on the 
book of Genesis––then it is not in the least surprising that the Preacher seeks to affirm life as 
something to be celebrated and enjoyed as good, as something to be beheld reverently and inter-
acted with joyously.5  
 

 But the problem for the Preacher was the intrusion of sin into the world through 
Adam’s rebellion. He declares that ‘the human heart is fully set to do evil’ (8:11). The 
curse of God upon man and his environment meant there was a drastic change. 
Instead of pleasurable and easy work conditions to produce enormous quantities of 
varied and luscious produce, there now had to be great toil ‘by the sweat of your face’ 
to produce meagre returns while constantly battling the ‘thorns and thistles’. In the 
words of Ecclesiastes: ‘oh, what a weary task God has given mankind to labour at!’ 
(1:13, JB). Mankind’s whole life became involved with this effort.  

THE SEARCH FOR THE MEANING OF LIFE  
IN OUR FALLEN WORLD 

Thus the real question of the meaning of life is the query the Preacher asks: ‘What do 
people gain for all the toil at which they toil under the sun?’ What do people have left 
when all their painful and wearisome toil is complete? If there is meaning to life, 
                                                

4  R. K. Johnston,  ‘Confessions of a Workaholic’, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly, vol. 38 (1976), pp. 14–28. 
5  I have changed ‘Qoheleth’ to ‘the Preacher’ in this portion from pp. 22f. 
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where is it hidden? The Preacher recognises that there is a great difference between 
his world and the one created by God. By the curse, God subjected the creation to  
the frustration of bondage and decay (cf. Rom. 8:19–21), creating the enigma which 
bewilders us. The whole world has been turned upside down, so that it bears little 
resemblance to the pristine paradise that it once was. The Preacher now wants us to 
acknowledge that his world and life in it is marked by aimlessness, enigma and 
tyranny; hence his oft-repeated statement that all is vanity (‘meaningless’, NIV).6 But 
at the same time he ‘upholds the creational design to celebrate life as a divine gift, to 
be enjoyed as good, something to be cherished reverently’.7 

 Ecclesiastes begins with the author reporting on his quest to find out what life is all 
about. It was not his search for wisdom, but he applied his mind to seek and to search 
out by wisdom all that is done under heaven (1:12–13). He set out on a deliberate path 
to find life’s meaning in becoming rich, having great possessions, power and author-
ity; and in his work, in education and in pleasure. His first reactions: I hated life, I 
hated all my toil, I turned and gave my heart to despair (2:17–20). His question: 
‘What does a man get for all the toil and anxious striving with which he labors under 
the sun?’ (2:22, NIV). Not much! But he does not leave the reader in despair; his 
glorious final observation is:  
 

There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in their toil. This also, 
I saw, is from the hand of God; for apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment? For to 
the one who pleases him God gives wisdom and knowledge and joy; but to the sinner he gives the 
work of gathering and heaping, only to give to one who pleases God. This also is vanity and a 
chasing after wind (2:24–26).  

 
After the gloominess of the first two chapters, at the end the mood has drastically 
changed. Not surprisingly, as God has entered the picture! His name is mentioned three 
times within a few verses. This is the first sounding of the ‘celebration of life’ theme in 
the book. Now the Preacher has a positive recommendation. He is saying loud and 
clear, ‘Listen to me! There is nothing better than this!’ In this passage he commends the 
joy of being together at table with family and friends, and the enjoyment in doing 
meaningful work. He then makes a theological observation: these things—eating and 
drinking together with family and friends—are creational gifts coming from the 
generous hand of God. We eat and drink and work in the presence of God himself; in 
fellowship with him life can be enjoyed to the full. To the sinner, however, whose acts 
are without reference to God, all his works are vanity.  
 Commenting on verse 24, Luther says: 
 

This is the principal conclusion, in fact the point, of the whole book, which he [the Preacher] will 
often repeat. This is a remarkable passage, one that explains everything preceding and following it.8 

 

                                                
6  Hebel is traditionally translated as ‘vanity’. It stands for ‘what is visible or recognizable, but unsubstantial, 

momentary, and profitless’. R. B. Y. Scott, quoted in Eugene H. Peterson, Five Smooth Stones for Pastoral Work 
(Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1992), p. 153.  

7  Ardel B. Caneday, ‘Qoheleth: Enigmatic Pessimist or Godly Sage?’ The Grace Theological Journal, vol. 7, 
no. 1, Spring 1986, pp. 21–56. Page 43 quoted here. 

8  James Limburg, Encountering Ecclesiastes: A Book for Our Time, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 2006, p. 19. 
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Luther again sounds what he considers to be the theme of the entire book in his 
exposition of 5:20 where the Preacher says, ‘For they will scarcely brood over the 
days of their lives, because God keeps them occupied with the joy of their hearts’. 
Luther comments:  
 

This is the conclusion of this entire book or argument . . . This statement is the interpreter of the 
entire book: Solomon [sic] intends to forbid vain anxieties, so that we may happily enjoy the things 
that are present and not care at all about the things that are in the future, lest we permit the present 
moment, our moment, to slip away.9 

FOR EVERYTHING THERE IS A SEASON, AND A TIME FOR 
EVERY MATTER UNDER HEAVEN 

Those who see the first poem (1:4–11) negatively—the same old thing happening 
over and over again—may also see the second poem about seasons and times (3:1–8) 
as nothing but fate and beyond the control of man. But the whole passage is really a 
statement of the sovereignty of God in all things, and that we should shape our lives 
according to his purposes. Verse 17 appears to be a commentary on the poem, ‘I said 
in my heart, God will judge the righteous and the wicked, for he has appointed a time 
for every matter, and for every work’. These times and seasons are not arbitrary but 
set.10 This is not a suggestion by the Preacher that man should resign himself 
passively, but that we will be judged according to how we react and live when in 
those times and seasons. 
 Immediately after his poem of the divine appointment of affairs which touch every 
person in this cursed world, the Preacher returns to the question he asked at the 
beginning of his first poem: What does a man gain for the efforts that he makes? This 
is now the third time he asks this question (1:3; 2:22). Man struggles for life’s 
meaning in an environment that taunts him with its paradoxes—birth and death, 
weeping and laughter, love and hate, war and peace, and so forth. The Preacher now 
for the second time counsels God’s people to enjoy life in spite of the inscrutable and 
enigmatic world in which they live. The question in 6:12—‘who knows what is good 
for mortals while they live the few days of their vain life?’—he answers most 
emphatically in 3:12–14. Twice he says, ‘I know’:  
 

I know that there is nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they 
live; moreover, it is God’s gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil. I know 
that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it; 
God has done this, so that all should stand in awe before him (3:12–14, italics mine). 

 
This is the second time that the Preacher tells us ‘there is nothing better’ than to 
happily celebrate life and enjoy all God’s good gifts. He is not suggesting to enjoy 
‘wine, women and song’, he is counselling ‘all who stand in awe before him’, young 
and old alike (11:8–9), but especially the young ones:  
                                                

9  James Limburg, Encountering Ecclesiastes: p. 19, cf. p. 33. 
10  Geoffrey Bingham, The Wisdom of Koheleth: Studies in the Book of Ecclesiastes, NCPI, Blackwood, 2005, 

p. 35. 
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Rejoice, young man, while you are young, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth. 
Follow the inclination of your heart and the desire of your eyes, but know that for all these things 
God will bring you into judgment (11:9). 
 

Rabbi Rab puts the matter rather provocatively in the Jerusalem Talmud when he 
asserts on the basis of this passage, ‘Every man must render account before God for 
all the good things which he beheld in his life and did not enjoy’.11 This of course 
may come from Deuteronomy 28:47 where there will be judgement for those in Israel 
who did not serve the Lord joyfully and with gladness of heart for the abundance of 
everything.  
 Israel had so thoroughly recognised Ecclesiastes’ worth and taken its message to 
heart that the book was incorporated into the Feast of Booths (or Tabernacles):  

 
You shall keep the festival of booths for seven days, when you have gathered in the produce from 
your threshing floor and your wine press. Rejoice during your festival, you and your sons and your 
daughters, your male and female slaves, as well as the Levites, the strangers, the orphans, and the 
widows resident in your towns. Seven days you shall keep the festival to the LORD your God at the 
place that the LORD will choose; for the LORD your God will bless you in all your produce and in all 
your undertakings, and you shall surely celebrate (Deut. 16:13–15). 
 

Webb writes: 
 
It is perhaps paradoxical that so sombre a book should be read at so joyous a festival, but it shows 
that Ecclesiastes has a vital role in relation to Israel’s explicitly religious life as well as in its 
wisdom teaching. It keeps joy anchored in reality by injecting the lessons of the wilderness into the 
celebration of harvest. For in the wilderness the Israelites learned about their human frailty: that 
their lives were a mere breath, and that to fear God and keep his commandments constituted the 
whole meaning of their existence. It was a lesson they needed to hear again in the context of harvest 
celebration, lest being able to eat and drink and find satisfaction in their work should be mistaken 
for an accomplishment rather than a gift, and lead them away from God rather than to him.12  
 

Long before the Preacher wrote Ecclesiastes, Deuteronomy warned against this 
danger: 

 
Take care that you do not forget the LORD your God, by failing to keep his commandments, his 
ordinances, and his statutes, which I am commanding you today. When you have eaten your fill and 
have built fine houses and live in them, and when your herds and flocks have multiplied, and your 
silver and gold is multiplied, and all that you have is multiplied, then do not exalt yourself, 
forgetting the LORD your God (Deut. 8:11–14). 

Our Fleet ing Life 

 The Preacher tells us that it is better to attend a funeral than a party (7:2); for it is at 
a funeral that we are reminded that one day each must die. Karl Barth wrote: ‘Some 
day a company of men will process out to a churchyard and lower a coffin and every-
one will go home; but one will not come back, and that will be me.’13 Looking at our 
                                                

11  J. Kleinig, ‘Wisdom Literature’, Luther Seminary, North Adelaide, 1990, unpublished notes, p. 5. 
12  B. G. Webb, Five Festal Garments: Christian Reflections on The Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, 

Ecclesiastes, Esther (NSBT 10), Apollos, Leicester, 2000, pp. 106f. 
13  Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline, pp. 117f., cited by Limburg, Encountering Ecclesiastes, p. 84. 
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fleeting life this way is good for the soul and a vital ingredient in true worship. It 
tends to make us treasure each day that we have. ‘This is the day that the LORD has 
made; let us rejoice and be glad in it (Ps. 118:24). The Preacher counsels, ‘let the 
living take this to heart’ (Eccl. 7:2, JB).  
 Ecclesiastes has a lot more to say about the curse of death upon mankind: 
 

For the fate of humans and the fate of animals is the same; as one dies, so dies the other. They all 
have the same breath, and humans have no advantage over the animals; for all is vanity. All go to 
one place; all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again (3:19–20). 

 
To him not to have a decent burial would be a great loss: 
 

A man may beget a hundred children, and live many years; but however many are the days of his 
years, if he does not enjoy life’s good things, or has no burial, I say that a stillborn child is better off 
than he (6:3).  

 
The Preacher does not claim to know any details about life beyond death: 
 

Who knows whether the human spirit goes upward and the spirit of animals goes downward to the 
earth? So I saw that there is nothing better than that all should enjoy their work, for that is their lot; 
who can bring them to see what will be after them? (3:21–22).  

 
Reinhold Niebuhr once suggested that God has not chosen to reveal to us ‘either the 
furniture of heaven or the temperature of hell’.14 However, the Preacher is sure of 
certain things, firstly that ‘the dust returns to the earth as it was, and the breath returns 
to God who gave it’ (12:7) and secondly, that ‘God will bring every deed into 
judgment, including every secret thing, whether good or evil’ (12:14; cf. 3:17; 11:9). 
 Then in chapter 9 the Preacher once again reminds us of our coming death: 
 

. . . the same fate comes to all, to the righteous and the wicked, to the good and the evil, to the clean 
and the unclean, to those who sacrifice and those who do not sacrifice. As are the good, so are the 
sinners; those who swear are like those who shun an oath. This is an evil in all that happens under 
the sun, that the same fate comes to everyone (9:2–3). 

 
He began this section by acknowledging that everything is in God’s hands (9:1), but 
then emphasises again that we must all die. A traditional childhood bedtime prayer 
says, ‘Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die 
before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.’15 To him, however, life is lived in 
hope and is everything in any form; even the most humble life, even a dog’s life, is to 
be preferred to death: ‘a living dog is better than a dead lion’ (9:4). 
 If death is so near to us everyday, how then shall we live? The Preacher comes 
with many robust instructions to celebrate life. On previous occasions he gave his 
observations (2:24; 3:12–13) or even a commendation (8:15), but now in no uncertain 
terms he tells us that life is decidedly worth living:  
 
                                                

14  Quoted by Limburg, Encountering Ecclesiastes, p. 96. 
15  The second line these days is, ‘May angels watch me through the night, and wake me with the morning 

light’. 
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Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry heart; for God has long ago 
approved what you do. Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be lacking on your head. 
Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life that are given you under the 
sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the sun. Whatever 
your hand finds to do, do with your might; for there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom 
in Sheol, to which you are going (9:7–10).  

 
Note the imperatives: ‘Go, eat’, ‘drink’, ‘let be’, ‘do not let’, ‘enjoy’, ‘do’. These four 
verses offer the longest sequence of imperative verbs, the longest section of instructions 
in the entire book of Ecclesiastes. But more importantly these instructions are given a 
theological endorsement: ‘for God has long ago approved what you do’. Not surpris-
ingly as he is the source of all the gifts of created life; bread and wine, festivity and 
work, marriage and love. Therefore ‘husbands and wives are instructed to enjoy each 
other every day of their lives together, while they can’.16  
 Bonhöffer writes: 
 

I believe that we ought to love and trust God in our lives [his emphasis], and in all the good things 
that he sends us, that when the time comes (but not before!) we may go to him with love, trust, and 
joy. But, to put it plainly, for a man in his wife’s arms to be hankering after the other world is, in 
mild terms, a piece of bad taste, and not God’s will. We ought to find and love God in what he 
actually gives us; if it pleases him to allow us to enjoy some overwhelming earthly happiness, we 
must not try to be more pious than God himself and allow our happiness to be corrupted by 
presumption and arrogance, and by unbridled religious fantasy which is never satisfied with what 
God gives. God will see to it that the man who finds him in his earthly happiness and thanks him 
for it does not lack reminder that earthly things are transient, that it is good for him to attune his 
heart to what is eternal . . . But everything has its time, and the main thing is that we keep step with 
God, and do not keep pressing on a few steps ahead––nor keep dawdling a step behind.17 

 
Iain Provan comments:  
 

In focusing our attention on this life rather than the next, indeed, this book contributes to the correc-
tion of an all-too-frequent imbalance throughout the ages in Christian thinking, which has sometimes 
presented Christianity as if it were more a matter of waiting for something than a matter of living.18  

 
 The Preacher concludes this section (9:1–10) by repeating what he had said pre-
viously in 3:22: ‘So I saw that there is nothing better than that all should enjoy their 
work, for that is their lot; who can bring them to see what will be after them?’ So 
work at it with enthusiasm! 

THE FINAL MATTER 

How then shall we live in this world that is aimless and meaningless as the result of 
the Creator’s curse upon it? The Preacher counsels:  
 

                                                
16   J. Limburg, Encountering Ecclesiastes, pp. 106f. 
17  Dietrich Bonhöffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, pp. 168–9. Cited by Limburg, Encountering 

Ecclesiastes, p. 50. 
18  I. Provan, Ecclesiastes/Song of Songs, p. 42, quoted by Limburg in Encountering Ecclesiastes, p. 4. 
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The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God, and keep his commandments; for that is the 
whole duty of everyone. For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every secret thing, 
whether good or evil (12:13–14).  

 
Those who take his counsel to heart ‘will scarcely brood over the days of their lives, 
because God keeps them occupied with the joy of their hearts’ (5:20). 
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STUDY 15  

Wisdom in the Old 
Testament—3  

Job: Wisdom in Pain 

Noel Due 

INTRODUCTION 

Sometimes we encounter suffering that moves beyond the merely sad, or even tragic, to 
the truly catastrophic and cataclysmic. So it is when we encounter the story of Job, 
whose sufferings seem so overwhelming and whose trial seems so demanding, that we 
despair of words to describe it. Deep within the recesses of our hearts and minds, Job’s 
suffering also stirs troubling questions for us. They encompass the simply selfish and 
move to the deeply theological. How would we cope if we were faced with suffering on 
this scale? Do we hide from the possibility and whistle in the dark by somehow thinking 
that we will be immune from such pain? Do we base the hope of any immunity on the 
fact that we have (surely!) not done anything to deserve being made such an object 
lesson? Do we now, in these heady New Testament days, have a God who is other than 
the one we meet in the opening and closing chapters of Job? Or do we perhaps hope that 
Job’s experience is, after all, allegorical and that God should not expect such grief to be 
borne by anyone in actual life? And how do we cope with the picture of God in the 
prologue, who is clearly portrayed as the one in whose will Job’s affliction ultimately 
lies? And, the epilogue, where it sometimes seems that Job’s complaints and questions 
are not even addressed by God? And, in all this, where can we find a true theodicy?  

MAIN THEME 

The dating of Job is extremely difficult, with estimates varying from the Mosaic 
period, through to Solomon’s time, and beyond into the exile. It is arguable that Job is 
the oldest book in the Bible, or at least that it embodies an ancient story which dates 
back to patriarchal times. In either case, it tells us that the issue of suffering has been 
the object of a long history of reflection. Other wisdom books and Psalms deal with 
the matter of suffering as well, as do many of the prophets, but none is so directly 
focused for such an extended period on the nature and effects of one man’s sufferings. 
This attention cannot be without purpose. What is this purpose?  
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 C. L. Feinberg has suggested that the book of Job deals with one central theme 
(suffering, and particularly God’s role in it) which gives rise to five main questions: 

1) Can man serve God disinterestedly from pure love of him or is all his worship 
of God tainted with ulterior and selfish motives?  

2) Is there anyone but God to whom the control of the circumstances of human 
life can be attributed?  

3) Are man’s outward circumstances a criterion and standard of his moral charac-
ter and life before God?  

4) Can men, by their wisdom, rightly and completely comprehend the workings 
of the providence of God?  

5) Since the righteous do endure such great afflictions in this life, is a life of 
righteousness worth it in the last analysis? 1  

 Helpful though these questions are (and they are all addressed in Job), we would be 
wise to heed Westermann’s comment that the book of Job cannot be understood out-
side of the Old Testament category of ‘lament’, and this must affect our interpretation 
of it. This means that Job is not formulated to address the problem of suffering as 
though it were a philosophical conundrum to be solved. ‘A lament is something 
fundamentally different from a treatment of the problem of suffering. A lament does 
not arise out of mournful reflection on suffering . . . On the contrary, a lament is an 
existential process which has its own structure.’2 Thus, in the disputations with Job’s 
friends, we see their doctrinal formulations do not touch the depths of Job’s anguish, 
which can only be addressed by God himself.  
 This, then, focuses the question of purpose even further. Biblically, we cannot give 
attention to the problem of suffering qua suffering. We can only give attention to the 
matter of suffering in the face of the revealed nature and character of God. The 
problems and perplexities raised in the book of Job only take their shape from the 
underlying creation and covenant theology of the Bible. In the realm of biblical 
revelation suffering becomes an issue because of words like holiness, righteousness, 
justice, mercy, love, faithfulness, goodness, truth, and grace—words which attach to 
God’s self-revelation.3 The perplexity raised by Job is not that Job suffers, nor even 
that he suffers by God’s will, but the God whose will brings the terrible sufferings 
into Job’s life has revealed himself to be of a certain moral character. He is not just 
the sovereign, transcendent Creator, but the one who enters into covenant relationship 
with his people by his own gracious initiative. Rightly, we confess that ‘We believe in 
God the Father, Almighty’. This is the nub of the problem in Job. How do ‘Father’ 
and ‘Almighty’ square with one another, particularly where the Almighty seems to 
                                                

1  C. L. Feinberg, ‘Job and the Nation of Israel’, Bibliotheca Sacra, 96:384, Oct. 1939, p. 405. 
2  C. Westermann, The Structure of the Book of Job: A Form-Critical Analysis, Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 

1981, pp. 2–3. 
3  We should not allow ourselves to believe that the onus lies on us (Christians) to provide a rationale for 

suffering. Every Weltanschauung (worldview) must finally deal with the matter, and the explanations (or 
exclamations!) of these are not in the last analysis anywhere near as substantial as that which comes to us in the 
Scriptures. The West does not realise how much its inherent frameworks of thinking and how many of its 
assumptions are essentially biblical. Indeed, it is the nature and depth of such assumptions that allows Western 
atheism to take the forms it does! In other places and at other times in history, the perplexities and problems that 
we associate with suffering do not even surface.  
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wager on Job in a test designed to upstage his adversary? But even if this theological 
formulation is a step too far for the Joban era, Job would have had no doubt in 
asserting, that ‘We believe in God Most High, covenant Father of his people, and 
righteous Judge of all the earth’. Either way the suffering is a problem because of 
God, not merely because of the suffering.  
 In the Psalms of Lament it is only God who can address the person suffering, and it 
is therefore to God that the complaints, petitions and prayers are poured out. In like 
manner, the book of Job must take us beyond mere human formulations—and even 
beyond the formulations of traditional covenant wisdom when these are callously 
expressed or wrongly applied—to bring us to an encounter with Yahweh himself. 
Though in his speeches Job may only echo the fragments of the language of prayer—
even parodying prayer in some of his responses4—still in his deepest distress Job 
knows it is God with whom he has to do, and Job will not let God ‘off the hook’. He 
demands that God answer his complaint. But even these demands are an implicit 
expression of faith. Job’s wife urges him, ‘Curse God and die’ (Job 2:9), to which Job 
responds with a remarkable statement of faith (Job 2:10), in which he voices the fact 
that to curse God is to speak as a fool (cf. Job 1:22). True, Job later speaks unwisely, 
but he never becomes the quintessential fool (understood as a moral description in the 
Old Testament, expounded, for example, in Psalm 14). He persists in faith, albeit 
angry and restive faith, but faith that will and must engage with God himself. Even his 
protest against his own existence is a protest against the God who gives and takes away, 
and who has not taken away Job’s life (Job 3:3, 11, 20, etc.). He looks and longs for 
God to show himself, so that he might deal with God face to face and present his case 
before him. It is in an encounter with him that the matter must be settled.  

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK OF JOB 

Job may be conveniently divided into five sections:  

1) The Prologue (chapters 1–2) presents us with an introduction to the character 
of Job himself and shows us (the reader) the scene in heaven and the dialogue 
between Yahweh and the satan.5 It then describes the tragedies of loss and 
physical affliction that Job is given to endure and the arrival of three friends. 
The Prologue ends with the friends sitting in silence with Job for a week.  

2) The Disputation (chapters 3–31) begins with Job breaking his silence with a 
bitter outpouring in which he curses the day of his birth and longs for death. 
This is followed by three speech cycles from Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar in 

                                                
4  For some details of this and the construction of what she calls Job’s ‘anti-psalms’ see Carol Newsom, ‘The 

Book of Job’, in The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 4 (Abingdon Press, Nashville, 1996), pp. 393–8. An example of 
the ‘anti-psalm’ idea appears in Job 7:17–18, a clear parody of Ps. 8.  

5  The definite article indicates the role here being described as that of an adversary. ‘Elsewhere in the OT the 
word satan is used to describe both human (1 Sam. 29:4; 1 Kings 5:4; Ps. 109:6) and heavenly beings (Num. 22:22; 
Zech. 3:1), who act as adversaries or accusers. The context may be personal, legal or political, but in each case the 
noun simply defines a function’ (Newsom, ‘The Book of Job’, p. 347). Though we are technically correct to speak of 
this figure in this way as ‘the satan’, given the whole canonical picture we can also identify him as Satan (Lucifer) 
himself.  
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dialogue with Job. The third cycle of speeches is incomplete, with Bildad’s 
last utterance comprising the shortest chapter in the book and Zophar making 
no reply at all.  

3) The Elihu Speeches (chapters 32–37) follow next. Elihu’s presence had not 
been recorded up to this point, so he is presented as a listener to the conversa-
tions thus far. He is a young man, who is distressed by both Job’s protestations 
of self-righteousness and the insufficient answers of the other three friends. He 
proposes his own answers in four speeches. Commentators are divided as to 
whether he provides any new material, or simply rehashes the other friends’ 
views, albeit with the strident brazenness of youth. Those who take the view 
that he does provide some new material—or a least that he casts the issues in a 
different form—see his presence as preparing for the Yahweh speeches.  

4) The Yahweh Speeches (chapters 38–42:6) occur in the context of a theophanic 
storm. They are replete with questions (approximately 70 of them!) related to 
the hidden ways of the creation and the Lord’s dealings with it, and demand 
answers that Job (or anyone) is unable to give. This encounter ends with Job’s 
recanting from his pride and ignorant complaining, and with the acknowledge-
ment that he has spoken unwisely.  

5) The Conclusion (chapter 42:7–17) begins with Yahweh’s rebuke of Eliphaz, 
Bildad and Zophar (Elihu is not mentioned). The friends are commanded to 
offer sacrifices and seek Job’s prayer for them. In this way Job acts as an 
intercessor-priest to his friends, and God refrains from dealing with them 
according to their foolishness. Job’s fortunes are then restored and he is 
presented as living a long life of contentment and blessing with his new family 
and descendants, to the fourth generation.  

 The accompanying diagram gives a clear picture of the movement and structure of 
the whole book.6 

Interpret ive Issues 

 The book of Job presents us with a number of interpretive problems. Matters to 
which commentators have given consideration, and with which they have vested more 
or less importance for its interpretation, include:  

• the identity of Job (a real figure or a construct, a sort of Old Testament 
‘Everyman’);7 

• the use of the Divine names (Yahweh and Elohim in the Prologue and Conclu-
sion, a variety of other names in the intervening chapters);  

                                                
6  From Elmer Smick, ‘Job’ in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 4 (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1988), 

p. 848. 
7  It would be tempting to identify Job as a figure representing Israel as a whole—a wisdom literature 

equivalent of the suffering servant, so to speak—but it is significant that neither Job nor his friends are pictured as 
Israelites. Job is portrayed as coming from Uz (in Edomite territory?) and his three friends all come from areas 
outside of Israel. Job is beyond doubt a servant of Yahweh, but perhaps the point being made is that none suffers 
without it being under the tutelage of Yahweh, who, throughout the OT is the Lord of all the nations.  
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• the literary integrity of the book;  
• the place of Job vis-a-vis the wider wisdom literature of the Old Testament on 

the one hand and the prevailing wisdom of Israel on the other;8  
• the mythic elements alluded to throughout the book and the relation of these to 

the theological message of the book (as well as the issue of suffering and God’s 
role in it; is there, for example, a polemic against or contrast with Canaanite/ 
Ugaritic religious systems in particular and ancient near eastern wisdom in 
general?);  

• the style of the writing (prose in the Prologue and Conclusion, poetry in the rest 
of the chapters);  

• the provenance, meaning and purpose of the poem on wisdom found in chapter 
28 (interpolation or central to the interpretation of the book?);  

• the place that is accorded to Elihu (empty bag of wind or theological good guy?);  
• the language of the book (Hebrew, or a dialect of Hebrew, or a Hebrew trans-

lation of another language, but containing a very large number of rare or unique 
words, unusual expressions, difficult phrases and unusual syntax);9 and 

• the forensic language and setting of the book (e.g. the place of the satan in 
heaven compared with the longing for an advocate with God on Job’s part, and 
the ‘trial’ language of some of Job’s utterances and God’s responses). 

 In the light of the difficulty and diversity that such theories present, perhaps we are 
being told that there is no one key that will unlock the meaning of the book. We must 
let it speak to us in all its complexity, without trying to subject it to our own desire to 
reduce the turmoil and perplexity of suffering to neat systems of interpretation. 
Indeed, to do so would be to reproduce the error of Job’s friends! 

The Theme of the Friends’ Arguments 

 Motyer’s comment is apposite: ‘Job’s friends (2:11–13) came to sympathize, and 
(unfortunately) stay to explain (4:1–25:6)’.10 It is the ‘explaining’ part that dominates 
the disputations in Job. In the end, all of the disputations hinge on one point: is Job’s 
suffering retributive? 
 In Job 1:1 we have a significant pointer to the answer. We are told, ‘There was a 
man in the land of Uz whose name was Job, and that man was blameless and upright, 

                                                
8  John E. Hartley provides a very thorough summary of the affinities of Job with other OT books, indicating 

(in four full pages) parallel phrases, metaphors and texts in Proverbs, Psalms, Lamentations and a variety of other 
books. In particular, however, he shows a disproportionate number of parallels with Isaiah and with the servant 
songs especially (J. E. Hartley, The Book of Job, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1988, pp. 11–15). Parallelism does not 
prove dependence, however, and it may well be that Isaiah is dependent on Job rather than vice versa. 

9  In this respect, the book of Job indicates the careful treatment accorded to the written documents in the 
centuries of their transmission by many generations of copyists. Andersen comments that ‘the [textual] difficulties 
we encounter are themselves a tribute to the fidelity of the Jewish scribes, who reverently preferred to copy an 
obscure text exactly rather than attempt to clarify it by an emendation. In this way they were more modest and 
more scientific, than many modern critics.’ Francis I. Andersen, Job: An Introduction and Commentary (IVP, 
Leicester, 1976), p. 16.  

10  Alec Motyer, The Story of the Old Testament (Baker Books, Grand Rapids, 2001), p. 157. 
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one who feared God and turned away from evil’. This description of Job delineates 
him in brief compass as the archetypal sage (see, for example Ps. 111:10; cf. Ps. 1), 
and who thus represents the pattern of life under the covenant for the man who fears 
God. This picture of Divine approval is further underscored by Job 42:8, where the 
three friends Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar are told: 
 

Now therefore take seven bulls and seven rams and go to my servant Job and offer up a burnt 
offering for yourselves. And my servant Job shall pray for you, for I will accept his prayer not to 
deal with you according to your folly. For you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant 
Job has. 

 
 The narrator’s unreserved positive attestation to Job’s character; Yahweh’s con-
firmation of this in his own statements to the satan; and the role of the satan himself in 
the afflictions, are all alike occluded from the view of the friends.11 We (the readers) 
are thus given a double perspective: what is really happening in heaven vs. the 
interpretation placed on events by Job and his friends. Job’s friends have only one 
view, that suffering is retributive. As Calvin has said, the friends ‘have no more songs 
but one, and no regard at all to whom they sing it’.12  
 In various ways Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar all argue from the seen to the unseen. 
Job’s suffering has been extreme and, ipso facto, Job must be very wicked. The 
friends push and pressure Job to get him to acknowledge that this is the case, to force 
him to repentance and acknowledge that what he has received is nothing more than 
just and fair retribution for his (albeit, hidden) wickedness. Suffering of such magni-
tude must indicate that he has been a sinner of equal or greater magnitude.  
 The events portrayed to the reader in the prologue, the affirmations of Job as a wise 
man (both at the outset and conclusion of the book) and the condemnation of the 
friend’s so-called counsel, all indicate that Job’s suffering lies outside the realm of 
retributive justice. However, in their various speeches the friends indicate that they lack 
the true wisdom needed to take into account things that are not seen. For example, in 
Eliphaz’s first speech he turns to Job with cruelty, assessing him (by implication) to be 
a fool (Job. 5:2–4). By contrast he aligns himself with the actions and attitudes of the 
wise (Job. 5:8). The basic pose adopted by Eliphaz is reiterated by Bildad (e.g. Job 
8:4, 11–13, 20) and also by Zophar (e.g. Job 11:11–16). The speeches in Job occur in 
three cycles, each punctuated by a response from Job. The last of the cycles in 
incomplete, with Bildad giving only the briefest comments (Job 25:1–6) and Zophar 
not making any contribution at the end of this third cycle. This structure indicates that 
the friends’ arguments have run out of steam, and that Job remains unanswered from 
their stores of conventional wisdom.  
                                                

11  It is not just Job who has to live through his sufferings on earth without having been given a glimpse into 
the drama being played out in heaven, but the friends also are on the blind side of the action. The difference is that 
Job does not let this hinder his longing for direct engagement with God on the matter! The friends, so to speak, 
live in an entirely horizontal world. Yes, it is a world in which God’s rules are operative, but direct engagement 
with God does not figure in their arguments. By contrast to their flat worldview, Job wants to do business with 
God himself! 

12  From ‘Calvin’s Sermons on Job’, Sermon 62 (Job 16:1–9) quoted in Derek Thomas, Mining for Wisdom:  
28 Daily Readings from Job (Evangelical Press, Auburn, 2002), p. 58. Derek Thomas’s PhD thesis on Calvin’s Joban 
sermons has now been published under the title Calvin’s Teaching on Job: Proclaiming the Incomprehensible God 
(Christian Focus Publications, Fearn, 2004), and is highly recommended. 
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 However, as we read the friends’ contributions, many of the speeches have what 
we might call a ‘Yes, but . . .’ quality about them. Lots of the theological statements 
in the speeches are true, but they are either wrongly applied, or are used as the basis 
for what are ultimately shown to be wrong conclusions. Sometimes we find ourselves 
standing with the friends, being persuaded by their theological statements and siding 
with them against Job—only to be confronted with the fact that the friends are 
declared to have spoken foolishness! And then, on the other side, Job is vindicated, 
but not without him recanting and repenting in dust and ashes, so we cannot simply 
take his side in the matter either! 
 The issue, then, is the callous simplicity in which the friends reduce all complexi-
ties to one point. This stance needs no faith, and thus it finally falls to the ground as 
unbiblical. Alec Motyer comments that the friends: 
  

. . . have a true conception that God’s world must be governed by God’s justice, which they see as 
working in an observable nexus between sin and adversity, virtue and reward . . . The friends’ error 
lies in their view that there is an observable nexus between sin and adversity, justice and reward, in 
their reduction of God to the compass of human understanding. Instead of an attitude of faith, wait-
ing until the holy and just God works his moral purposes out, theirs is an attitude of logic. They are 
sure that they can trace out the pathways of divine and moral providence in rewarding and 
punishing.13  

 
 At the end of chapter 31 we have reached an impasse. The friends have no further 
arguments. Job has not budged an inch. God has not spoken. There seems no way 
forward. Enter Elihu.  
 As indicated earlier, Elihu’s contribution has been variously evaluated, ranging 
‘anywhere from interpreting him as a theological bigot to a theological hero’.14 At the 
one end, commentators suggest that he brings nothing new, and what he does bring 
comes with all the unthinking, hot-headed presumption of youthful self-importance. 
In this view: 
 

The ultimate coup de grace for a foolish theology is to have it presented by an unsympathetic 
spokesman, who is so muddle-headed and ridiculous that no character or even the narrator will 
deign to acknowledge his presence, either before or after his appearance. Elihu is the reductio ad 
absurdum of traditional theology. Once he has spoken, traditional dogma can no longer be 
defended.15 

 
 At the other end, Elihu is seen as a helpful precursor for the Yahweh speeches, a 
voice of true wisdom and a theological ‘hero’ of sorts who brings a new and helpful 
perspective in contrast to the traditional wisdom of the other three friends.16  
                                                

13  Motyer, The Story of the Old Testament, p. 158. 
14  R. V. McCabe, ‘Elihu’s Contribution to the Thought of the Book of Job’ in The Detroit Baptist Seminary 

Journal, vol. 2 (Fall, 1997), p. 47. 
15  McCabe, p. 48. 
16  McCabe, pp. 48–9, gives a very helpful and thorough overview of the prevailing conclusions of Elihu 

scholars (!). The various arguments take their force not simply from the content of the Elihu speeches, but also 
from other factors—not least that Elihu is not rebuked by Yahweh, nor asked to offer sacrifices as are the other 
friends. Is this because he is a bag of wind, whose opinions need not be dignified with an answer or even an 
acknowledgement? Or is it because he has indeed been given a positive role within the structure of the book which 
has implicitly earned Yahweh’s approval? In addition to the various commentaries and other resources, the series 
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 Whatever the commentators make of his contribution, Elihu certainly seems to 
think that he does have some new information to bring to the discussion, and he is 
insistent that he be heard (his are the only uninterrupted speeches in the book). Since 
he is dissatisfied both with the friends’ arguments and with Job’s replies (Job 32:1–5), 
he, though young, now is emboldened to speak up. If there is anything new in Elihu it 
is in his recasting of retributive justice to chastening discipline (33:19–33) and, in that 
he insists Job is wrong in complaining so against God (e.g. 34:5–9), in some ways he 
prepares for the Yahweh speeches, after which Job is left covering his mouth in 
silence.  

Job’s Responses 

 It is self evident that the quid pro quo understanding of Job’s suffering portrayed 
by the friends is not shared by Job! Job makes responses to the speeches of the friends 
(with the exception of Elihu) and also to the theophanic words of Yahweh. However, 
these responses reveal that Job himself is not quite as free from the assumptions that 
his friends bring to the ash heap as we might at first think.  
 On the one hand we can suggest that it is Job’s deep understanding of God’s char-
acter—and his certainty of his own integrity before him—that enables him to with-
stand the battering of his three friends for so long. In their speeches the friends move 
from a relatively gentle opening in the first few paragraphs of Eliphaz’s first speech, 
through the progressive cycles, to become deeply hardened, and even brutal, towards 
Job to the point of fabricating dire accusations of wrongdoing to justify their position 
(e.g. Job 22:5–10). They become exasperated that Job will not simply acknowledge 
what must be plain for all to see: he has sinned greatly and his calamities are the 
direct result of his guilt. But Job, despite all that he is going through and all his 
complaints against God, utters some remarkable statements of trust in the God who 
has afflicted him (e.g. Job 1:21; 2:10; 16:15–21; 19:25–27).17 Essentially, he appeals 
to God against God! This is the stuff of gutsy faith, and parallels the intercession of 
Moses, for example, in pleading the Name of God against God’s own words of judge-
ment on Israel (e.g. Exod. 32:11–14; Deut. 9:14–29; cf. Ps. 106:23).  
 But on the other hand, Job’s protestations against his friends’ accusations and his 
stubborn refusal to compromise his position are all directed by the same moral 
compass as that of Eliphaz and his companions. They argue that the suffering makes 
moral sense. Job argues that it does not make moral sense, because he has done 
nothing to deserve it. Both assume that it should make moral sense, in a retributive 
universe. Both Job and the friends share the assumption, therefore, of retributive 
justice as the foundation of God’s dealings with men. 

                                                                                                                                      
of sermons by John Piper on Job (http://www.desiringgod.org/ResourceLibrary/ScriptureIndex/18/) provides a 
helpful analysis of the main features of the book and thoughtful pastoral application. Piper is one who takes a more 
positive view of Elihu’s contribution.  

17  Who is the one to whom Job looks for intervention? Who is this ‘redeemer’ (go’el)? Paradoxically it is 
probably God himself (cf. Exod. 6:6; Isa. 41:14; 43:1–7; 49:7–9; Ps. 74:2). ‘This redeemer must prove Job is on 
God’s side, must live until the end of the earth, and must make certain that a potentially deceased Job sees God 
(19:25–27) . . . Besides the sovereign God who has let him suffer so terribly, Job has no other redeemer, no other 
advocate, no one else worth believing in though they kill him.’ Paul R. House, Old Testament Theology (IVP, 
Downers Grove, 1998), pp. 433–4. 
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 This is further seen in the way in which Job presses his case with God. Job longs 
for a legal confrontation with the Lord (e.g. Job 13:13–19; 31:35–37); in effect, to put 
God on trial for the trial he had placed on Job. The friends assert God’s sovereignty, 
as does Job, but they suggest that his suffering is indeed just. They see a direct and 
causal relationship being worked out. Job repeatedly asks for an explanation from 
God (e.g. 7:20; 10:2; 13:23; 23:5), and by way of counter evidence he repeatedly 
protests his innocence from the charges brought against him by his friends (e.g. 9:21, 
29; 10:7, 14; 23:10; 31:6). Job also points out what he takes to be the failures of 
God’s moral government (e.g. 12:14–25; 21:30–33; 24:1–12; 27:2)—the good suffer, 
the wicked prosper, and God seems not to intervene. Job longs for a mediator to 
represent him before God so that he can get a fair trial in God’s courthouse (e.g. Job 
16:19). 
 Taken together, these sentiments indicate that Job presupposes the same point as 
the friends. The difference is that if Job were given the chance to take it up with God, 
Job would be able to show that in God’s balance Job’s failures do not deserve the 
punishment he is receiving. Both Job and his friends: 
  

. . . take as unquestionable the assumption that justice, specifically retributive justice, should be the 
central principle of reality. They disagree only as to whether such justice is operative in the world, 
or whether God should be called to account for failing to enforce such justice. The speeches of God 
from the whirlwind, however, challenge the paradigm that both Job and the friends have taken for 
granted. When God speaks of the ‘design’ of the cosmos, which Job has obscured (38:2), the 
categories that underlie God’s descriptions are not categories of justice/injustice but order/chaos.18 

Job’s Responses:  A Step Too Far 

 As the book unfolds it emerges that Job’s cavilling against God moves from mere 
lament to pride. When Job 38:2 is compared to Job 42:3 it indicates that the one who 
has darkened the Lord’s counsel without knowledge is Job himself! Job was indeed 
righteous in his own eyes (Job 32:1) and there is no doubt at all about the blameless-
ness of his conduct—the description of Job’s character in the Prologue will not let us 
adopt any other view than the fact that he was a man who really did walk uprightly. 
Pride, the most deadly of all sins, lies within us all. In some (such as Nebuchadnezzar) 
it is revealed in a time of prosperity and blessing. In others it is revealed in a time of 
suffering—and particularly that suffering which is, or is perceived to be, unjust 
suffering. Job falls into the latter category.  
 Commenting on Job 40:8, Hartley says: 
 

To bring about the full import of Job’s stance, God laid before him the option of either ascending 
the throne of the universe and ruling better than he did or of abandoning his complaint. God was 
disclosing to Job that if he persisted in his claim of innocence, he was in essence exalting himself 
above God. Such stubbornness would lead him into committing the quintessential sin of hubris.19  

 
 

                                                
18  Newsom, ‘The Book of Job’, p. 336. 
19  John E. Hartley, ‘Job: Theology of’, in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 

Exegesis, vol. 4 (Paternoster Press, Carlisle, 1996), p. 788. 
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 In Job 42:5–6 we hear of Job’s own testimony: that he had heard of God with his 
ears, but now met him face to face, and that this encounter led him to abase himself 
before God and publicly declare the insufficiency of his utterances. There is repent-
ance involved here, which leads Job to finally place his hand upon his mouth and utter 
no more words. The repentance, however, is not along the lines of the friends’ theol-
ogy. In Job 42:6 the word translated as ‘repent’ is nacham. That this word is used, 
rather than the more usual word ‘repentance’ (shuwb) may be significant:  
 

If he [Job] had repented [in the manner of shuwb] he would have taken the direction vigorously 
advocated by his comforters and anticipated by the Satan. Rather, Job used the term [nacham] 
which means to discard an intended course of action and pursue another course on the conviction 
that is the right path. With these words Job withdrew his oath of innocence, which had placed a 
demand on God. Job’s response offers the insight that a human being must not let the pursuit of a 
right position be the barrier that separates one from God.20 

 
 In his undoubted moral integrity, Job had unwittingly become one in whom the sin 
of pride had taken deep root. This lay unrecognised, dormant so to speak, until the 
testing time came. Because Job’s theological framework (let alone that of the friends!) 
did not provide wide enough horizons to account for Job’s particular suffering, this 
gave the opportunity (out of the dissonance between what Job thought ought to be and 
what was) for the latent sediment to be stirred up. Thus, in his protestations against 
God: 
  

Job’s problem had extended further than simply asking silly questions. Job had been angry with 
God. In being angry, he had entered into judgement of God and his ways. God had been placed ‘in 
the dock’. Job had in effect, set himself above God. He had committed man’s most prevalent sin: 
making himself a god . . . Job must now face a deeper reality than his ignorance. He must face up to 
the sinfulness of his response. If Job had been morally ‘blameless’ before the trial, he had not been 
during it.21 

 
 Through it all, Job is brought to confess his ignorance and to repent of his pride 
(Job 42:2–5). But this does not occur in a way that matches what the friends were 
looking for. The unwise utterances that Job made during the trial were not the cause 
of the trial. Job’s suffering was not because he had sinned a particular sin which had 
brought the calamity upon his own head. The ‘flat earth’, retributive justice theology 
of shallow contemporary wisdom is shown to have failed comprehensively. In the 
deep statements of trust that Job had uttered in the midst of his trial—backing God 
against God, so to speak—the satan’s position has also shown to be false. Job is 
vindicated by God, and, in some senses, God has also been vindicated by Job. The 
adversary has been put down. But Job himself has not come through unchanged and 
untouched. He starts out sitting in silence for seven days, he ends up covering his 
mouth and withholding his words (Job 40:3–5), and when he does speak in response 
to Yahweh, all the hurt pride, anger, and complaint has been removed (Job 42:1–6). 
No longer is there a brooding silence, but a calmed and restful stillness. No longer 
does he want to put God on trial, but is quiet under his hand. If we can speak in the 

                                                
20  Hartley, ‘Job: Theology of’, p. 788. 
21  Thomas, Mining for Wisdom, p. 167. 



Wisdom in the Old Testament—3 

 

Ministry School 2008 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

139 

 
 

poetic manner of the book, the Lord has drawn out the hidden Leviathian in Job’s 
depths, and he has, indeed, ‘come forth as gold’.22  

Yahweh’s Speeches 

 In all that we have said, we have assumed the content of the Yahweh speeches 
without expounding them. We cannot here discuss them in detail, but make four 
observations.  
 Firstly, it is to be noted that the speeches are written in a particular style, replete 
with questions, and these in a rapid sequence that builds layer upon layer. In this way 
Yahweh is revealing himself to be the supreme wisdom teacher.23 In Job 28:20 the 
question is raised, ‘From where, then, does wisdom come? And where is the place of 
understanding?’ In the Yahweh speeches the question is answered. God alone is the 
teacher of wisdom. Job and his friends need to sit humbly at his feet. 
 Secondly, their content is expansive (from the unimaginable dimensions of heaven 
to midwife-like care for his smallest creatures). Here we see no deistic doctrine of 
first causes, but the ‘hands on’ action of the faithful Creator. He not only brings all 
things into existence, but providentially orders all that he has made in accord with His 
own knowledge and faithfulness. He is not just the Almighty Creator (in the sense of 
initiator), but the Almighty faithful Creator because of his sustaining wisdom. He 
attends to all the elements of his universe, all the time. Only he is able to do this, and 
only he can be trusted to do it. The implication is that Job should again trust him.  
 Thirdly, they emphasise the Godness of God and the creatureliness of everything 
else. There is nothing, nowhere, in any place that is comparable to God. He is the one 
and only God, and anything that diminishes this Creator–creature distinction has the 
smell of Hades about it. Job and his friends have to do with God, not with a theology 
of God (and certainly not with a philosophy of suffering!). In wanting to put God on 
trial, Job has overstepped the mark (cf. Rom. 9:20!). In assuming that they can under-
stand the ways of God in simple concepts, the friends have spoken foolishly.  
 Fourthly, comment has often been made about the amount of space given to the 
figures of Behemoth and Leviathan in the Yahweh speeches. The identification of these 
beasts raises interesting questions for interpreters and translators (hippopotamus, rhi-
noceros, elephant, whale, unidentified dinosaurian species?) but, as Derek Thomas says, 
‘there is another interpretation that calls for our attention’:24 

 
The book of Job has already used the word ‘Leviathan’ in chapter 3. There, it seems to function as a 
synonym for death (3:8). Jewish interpreters have been almost unanimous in their interpretation of 
both Leviathan and Behemoth of symbolic of all that is evil. An entire mythology of evil grew 
using these two creatures to depict it . . . Perhaps the point of the passage is to further elucidate the 
point made in chapters 38 and 39. God and his ways are unknowable . . . It may be that this passage 

                                                
22  Job’s statement in 23:10, ‘But he knows the way that I take; when he has tried me, I shall come out as 

gold’, has often been taken pietistically: Job sees this test as a purifying trial, through which he will be more fully 
sanctified. This is to misread the intention of Job’s speech. In its context it is in fact a statement of Job’s view of 
his own integrity and innocence, and that, in the court of God’s justice, he will be acquitted of the charges Eliphaz 
(at that point) has brought against him.  

23  Hartley, ‘Job, Theology of’, p. 789. 
24  Thomas, Mining for Wisdom, p. 172.  
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is reinforcing the idea that much of God’s providence is incomprehensible to us. To us—not to 
God! . . . But perhaps there is more than that . . . Here, in chapters 40 and 41 God is saying some-
thing more. Leviathan and Behemoth are representatives of evil, of Satan. Job, remember, knew 
virtually nothing about Satan. He was certainly ignorant of the first two chapters where we are told 
of Satan’s wager . . . Now he is being told in the language of pictures that another being is at work 
in the universe. This creature is powerful and threatening. And fearsome! ‘He is king over all the 
sons of pride’ (41:34) . . . Satan may well be uncontrollable as far as we are concerned: 

Will you play with him as with a bird, 
   or will you put him on a leash for your girls (41:5)? 

But he is not uncontrollable as far as God is concerned . . . No matter how evil things may appear, 
or how afraid he [Job] may be, God is in control of everything and nothing is a threat to him.25 

 
 This interpretation is supported by a comparison with Psalm 74:14 and Isaiah 27:1 
where Leviathan connotes evil that is judged by the Lord, and also by the place that 
such images have in the surrounding cultures of the day. In a discussion of the mytho-
logical language in Job, Smick identifies many features associated with the belief 
systems of other Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) peoples and with the Canaanites in 
particular.26 Time and again the mythic creatures, gods and cosmic entities alluded to 
in the various speeches in Job are shown to be entirely subject to the Lord’s will. 
Leviathan27—who in Ugaritic mythology is a destructive entity which must be over-
come—is no exception to the sovereign rule and victory of the Lord. None is able to 
rival him for control of the cosmos, because none is holy, as he is: 

 
By telling of his dominion over Behemoth and Leviathan . . . Yahweh is celebrating his triumph in 
the moral sphere. The Satan, the Accuser, has been proved wrong though Job does not know it. The 
author and the reader see the entire picture which Job and his friends never knew.28 

SOME CONCLUSIONS FOR WISE LIVING  
AND WISE COUNSEL 

Given all that we have said, in brief compass are there any points on which we may 
reflect for our mutual profit? I suggest a few: 

                                                
25  Thomas, Mining for Wisdom, pp. 172–4. 
26  Elmer Smick, ‘Another Look at the Mythological Elements in the Book of Job’, in Westminster Theological 

Journal, 40:2, Spring 1978, pp. 213–228. In part Smick’s argument is that we cannot understand Old Testament 
literature or the covenant culture of God’s Old Testament people that gave rise to it as analogous to other ancient 
societies. By virtue of shared historical and geographic space there cannot but be parallels, but the Old Testament 
generally—and the wisdom literature represented in Job in particular—does not allow us to read this as congruence. 
As more ancient documents come to light, the more the non-congruence of Israel’s thought and practice is confirmed.   

27  While acknowledging that ‘both terms are used in other O.T. contexts without symbolic significance (Pss. 
8:8, 50:10, 78:22, 104:26: Joel 1:20; 2:22; Hab 2:17)’ (Smick, W.T.J., p. 226), there are other considerations that 
point to the symbolic interpretation as the preferred option. This seems to be demanded by: (a) the immediate 
context (in juxtaposition to the role of the Lord in his moral governance of the cosmos, as in Job 40:10–14; 41:34); 
(b) the actual descriptions (in which it is not only impossible to tell where one begins and ends, and in which these 
beasts are described in warlike and moral terms); and (c) the intensification of the form of Behemoth (to mean, in 
effect, ‘the Beast of Beasts; the Great Beast itself’ according to Motyer, The Story of the Old Testament, p. 158), 
and the wider polemic against the surrounding mythologies all suggest we should take the reference to the satan in 
his power.  

28  Smick, W.T.J., p. 227. 
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• It should be self-evident that it is wrong to condemn anyone simply because 
they are suffering. However, the underlying theory of direct retributive justice 
that surfaces in Job is, in my view, an outcrop of the Flesh (to use a Pauline 
category). As such we are not surprised to see it formalised and codified in 
various philosophico-religious systems on the one hand, or emerging in our-
selves from time to time on the other. The rigid retributive justice of the three 
friends and the belief in karma are not a million miles apart, and neither is 
biblical. Wherever it occurs it is Folly. But we should not be surprised to see it! 

• In suffering, we have to deal with God, not with our theories about suffering. 
The severity of any one person’s suffering is not God’s public comment on their 
personal character, nor is the obverse the case. However, when suffering (or 
prosperity, for that matter) comes to us we must receive it from God, and let 
him shepherd us through it. There is no ‘scatter gun’ approach to providence. 
The trials of each are unique to each, but the matters with which we have to 
wrestle, and the God we meet in the midst, are the same. 

• While there may be a secondary cause of our sufferings, ultimately we must 
receive all things from God’s hand. Any trust that is not grounded in him will 
fail. Even our friends may become our enemies, and we can never put our trust 
in human flesh, not even our own. The only wise God is the only one we can 
trust to deal wisely with us. 

• Job is commended for his patient endurance and his righteousness (e.g. James 
5:11; Ezek. 14:14, 20). Suffering does not always pass quickly, and there is the 
need for patient endurance in it (so Heb. 6:12). In this we await the revelation of 
God. Hereby hangs a tale, for it gives a pattern for understanding New Testa-
ment eschatology.  

• Job longed for his advocate to appear. In Christ we now see face to face the one 
for whom Job longed. In the man Jesus, we have the direct assurance that God is 
for us, not against us. In him we have an eternal advocate with the Father against 
all his enemies.  

• The mystery and the complexity of the creation and God’s rule over it is a cause 
for humble reverence before him. He has set order and boundaries in and over 
all the creation, and attends to it all with diligence and care. However, a creation 
spirituality of itself is insufficient. The Creator is also the Redeemer, and indeed 
the creation can only be truly understood from within redemption. The book of 
Job belongs to a redeemed people, and comes from their covenant relationship 
with him. This accounts for the vast difference between not only Job’s story, but 
also all the wisdom literature of the Old Testament and their surrounding 
cultures. Job’s God is the Redeemer for whom he longs. From the point of view 
of New Testament revelation, we stand in and under the cross as our theological 
‘north’. Only from here may we properly view the twin horizons of creation and 
new creation. The cross is the final theodicy. 

• The universe is not a closed system; the Lord is free, and he is also both good and 
just. ‘The book of Job demonstrates that although practical wisdom is reliable to a 
certain extent, it must not be taken as the sum total of divine wisdom. The 
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wisdom of Yahweh also includes aspects that are mysterious to finite humans. 
Consequently, humans must not confine Yahweh to their tidy theological 
formulas or logical constructs.’29 

• There is a scene behind the scenes. True wisdom does not go merely by what is 
seen with the eyes and heard with the ears (cf. Isa. 11:1–4). God alone is the 
true Judge, and he has given all judgement to the Son, who is the embodiment 
of wisdom. Let us not seek to usurp his place.  

• Job’s sufferings on earth are the arena for God’s name to be vindicated in 
heaven. In like manner, Israel of old, Messiah and New Testament Church share 
in this vocation. God has purposed to display his glory in heaven, through that 
which his people endure here on the earth (Eph. 1:18–23; 3:10; cf. Rom. 8:18–
25; 2 Cor. 4:16–18).  

• Job became an intercessory priest for his friends. The one who has suffered 
more than Job could ever imagine, is the intercessor and friend of sinners. In 
times of suffering we are called not to condemn those who condemn us, but to 
likewise seek their blessing and good (Matt. 5:43–48; Luke 6:27–36; cf. Acts 
7:60; Rom. 12:14–21; 1 Cor. 4:12; 1 Pet. 2:21–25; 4:12–19). 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
29  Daniel J. Estes, Handbook on the Wisdom Books and Psalms (Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, 2005), p. 25. 
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30  Job’s words of contrition are divided to provide a response to each divine speech. The first is preparatory to 
the second. 



 144 

STUDY 16 

Solomon: A Study in 
Wisdom and Foolishness 

James Krieg 

SOLOMON—ARCHETYPE OR ECTYPE? 1 

A popular approach to character studies in the Scriptures is the ‘archetypal’ approach, 
where the figure’s life and actions are examined with the intention of being able to 
say either (or both): 
• This person gives us an example to follow; if we do what he did right and 

avoid what he did wrong, then we will achieve the blessing, success, piety 
(etc.) that he did, and 

• By examining the things that God did for this person, we can come to an 
understanding of how God can be expected to work today and in our lives. 

Both of these can have some value if not taken too far; we are called to learn from the 
example of those who have gone before, either taking warning2 in their disobedience or 
encouragement in their faith—for example, see Hebrews 3, 4, 11, 12. No doubt James 
had Solomon in mind when he said, ‘If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, 
who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him’ (James 
1:5). However, there is an immediate risk that, in doing so, we not only reduce the great 
narrative of salvation history to the level of a moralistic fable, but also that we overlook 
altogether the purpose of both the writer and the God who inspired him to write the 
account. 
 Numerous online forums discuss the question, ‘Was Solomon saved?’ with strong 
opinion expressed for both sides, although one must wonder what ultimate value these 
arguments have; generally they will lead to a semi-Pelagian conclusion that is based 
more on examining the actions of Solomon, comparing them with our own, and trying 
to conclude whether we are better, worse, or as good/bad as him; with the aim of trying 
to secure our own assurance. This approach not only trivialises the story of Solomon 
and its place in the big picture of salvation history, but also, by focussing on the actions 
of Solomon, can diminish the actions of the sovereign God whose action of grace is 
                                                

1  Geoffrey Bingham points out the important distinction between archetype and ectype in a number of places, 
including The Wisdom of God and the Healing of Man (NCPI, Blackwood, 1990), p. 157 (footnote). 

2  A recently spotted bumper sticker read something like, ‘What if the sole purpose of your life was to be a 
warning to others?’ 
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much bigger than (although not precluding) selecting individuals through history to ‘save’ 
or ‘not save’. It is likely a product of our Western individualised Christianity that we 
would approach the text with a question like, ‘Is Solomon in heaven?’ when the author 
of 1 Kings has no intention of addressing the issue (and for him it most likely wasn’t 
even a theological category that crossed either his mind or that of his contemporaries). 
 It is clear that the writers of Kings and the Chronicles in presenting Solomon’s 
story have the aim of recording the outworking of God’s promise to David through 
Nathan, regarding the future of the kingdom: 

 
The LORD declares to you that the LORD himself will establish a house for you: When your days are 
over and you rest with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring to succeed you, who will come 
from your own body, and I will establish his kingdom. He is the one who will build a house for my 
Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be his father, and he shall be my 
son. When he does wrong, I will punish him with the rod of men, with floggings inflicted by men. 
But my love will never be taken away from him, as I took it away from Saul, whom I removed from 
before you. Your house and your kingdom shall endure forever before me; your throne shall be 
established for ever (2 Sam. 7:11–16).3 
 

And at the end of his life and reign, David gives the charge to his officials: 
 
Of all my sons—and the LORD has given me many—he has chosen my son Solomon to sit on the 
throne of the kingdom of the LORD over Israel. He said to me: ‘Solomon your son is the one who 
will build my house and my courts, for I have chosen him to be my son, and I will be his father. I 
will establish his kingdom forever if he is unswerving in carrying out my commands and laws, as is 
being done at this time’ (1 Chron. 28:5–7). 
 

 While the ongoing narratives present Solomon to us as the ‘offspring’ of David, 
who both builds the temple and establishes the kingdom of Israel as a prominent 
nation among the nations, we understand that Nathan’s prophecy actually speaks of 
‘David’s greater son’—the ‘Archetype’ of whom Solomon is but an ‘ectype’. Our 
purpose in looking at Solomon is so that we might see through him and beyond him to 
Christ. The purpose of this account of a wise, prosperous, temple-building king is to 
point us to the one ‘in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge’ 
(Col. 2:3); who has built and established the ‘holy temple in the Lord . . . in which 
God lives by His Spirit’ (Eph. 2:21–22). 

THE GRACE OF GOD TOWARDS SOLOMON 

Within the story of Solomon we see a number of tensions that may to some appear to 
be contradictory elements: 

• How could a man who is given the gift of wisdom, and told by God Himself 
that his ‘wise and discerning mind’ (NRSV), will be superior to that of anyone 
who has proceeded or will succeed him (1 Kings 3:12), eventually turn to the 
foolishness of an idolatry of the most detestable form? 4  

                                                
3  Unless otherwise stated, all Scriptures quotations are from the New International Version. 
4  Chemosh and Molech, both called ‘detestable’ in 1 Kings 11:7, are thought to be two versions of the same 

god; they are similar in their ‘detestableness’ in that both demanded human sacrifice in order to be appeased. 
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• How could God come to Solomon and seemingly give His approval by offering 
anything his heart desired, in the context of the practice of unlawful worship at a 
high place5 and following an unlawful alliance with Israel’s greatest historical 
enemy? (see 1 Kings 3:1–2). 

• How could a man be enabled to build the house of the Lord, to dedicate it with 
such a prophetic prayer (1 Kings 8), and thus establish the true centralised 
worship of God in Israel, and himself be caught up into the false worship of 
idolatry? 

This tension remains in the text, and for the honest reader and scholar, no amount of 
clever exegesis (i.e. isogesis) is able to resolve it. Two things must be said, though, 
which may help us to not only accept the tension, but even appreciate it: 

• Solomon was a man who was no more and no less than us in need of the grace 
of God. That he was a recipient of the grace of God was apparent in that God 
said of him ‘things that are not as though they were’ (Rom. 4:17).6 How much 
do we need to remind ourselves of this, not just in terms of our salvation, but 
also in terms of our ministry? I suspect that, for those in ‘professional’ ministry, 
a battle of conscience can at times occur when the lavish blessing of God is seen 
despite the plainness and brokenness of the vessel; when we know the sordid 
secrets of our own hearts and yet are amazed at the grace of God that He still 
uses us. 

• The wisdom and foolishness of Solomon is in the end a small part of the bigger 
picture of what God was accomplishing and has accomplished in Christ. If the 
gift of wisdom and favour of God that came to Solomon, and to Israel through 
him, was on the basis of his own purity and piety, then Christ died for nothing. 
The writer makes no attempt to cover up Solomon’s foolishness because, even 
if he didn’t realise it, he was looking for the ‘one greater than Solomon’; that for 
which the latter prophets ‘searched intently and with the greatest care’ (1 Pet. 
1:10). Our folly does not hinder the plan of God—instead, in His sovereign 
wisdom, it serves His purpose by magnifying even more the treasures of 
wisdom found in Christ. 

 In 1 Kings 3:3, the writer tells us that ‘Solomon loved the LORD’ (ESV). This indi-
cates a deep personal piety—no doubt inculcated by his father David, and is a statement 
given as a fulfilment of the command given him by David in 2:2–3. Yet there is the 
qualification in 3:3–4 that he offered sacrifices at the high places. The fact that the 
people were using the high places ‘because no house had yet been built for the Name of 
the LORD’ (3:2) did not excuse their actions, nor did it justify Solomon’s.7 So we see 
here a man who had a deep love for his God, yet in the midst of this genuine relation-
ship still demonstrating weakness—one that will become much more apparent later in 
                                                

5  While the Tabernacle was located at the high place at Gibeon, and one might therefore argue that to worship 
there was technically lawful, this argument is nevertheless tempered by the fact that this was not the only high 
place at which Solomon offered sacrifice. 

6  While the context of Romans 4:17 is childless Abraham receiving by faith the promise that he would be the 
father of nations, it nevertheless communicates a principle of grace in that God imputes righteousness to the sinner 
and says, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant’ while the object of His grace has done nothing at all of merit. 

7  See footnote 5, above. 
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his life as he allows his many wives to lead him further into the path of idolatry. The 
other statement that sets the scene for this encounter with God is that Solomon had 
entered into a marriage covenant with the king of Egypt. The Israelites were explicitly 
forbidden to return to Egypt (Deut. 17:16) and the king was to affirm this by avoiding 
any commercial or political arrangement with Egypt that would result in the Israelites 
returning there.8 So this treaty with the Pharaoh is flagged as another marker that 
points forward to his direct infringement of the prohibition upon the king to 
accumulate a large number of horses, and those from Egypt. 
 The writer of 1 Kings presents these two facts of an unlawful political treaty and 
illegitimate worship, without any apparent concern to reconcile them with Solomon’s 
love for the Lord,9 possibly because he is not wanting to see Solomon categorised along 
with the subsequent kings of Israel and Judah who ‘did evil in the eyes of the LORD’. 
Even though this statement is made of him in reference to the end of his life (1 Kings 
11:6), it is nevertheless not used in his introduction. The reader is first of all to hear of 
the great wisdom given to him for ruling, and of his building and dedication of the 
temple; and to see that these two are inextricably linked, as we will below. 
 In 1 Kings 3:3, we are also told that Solomon’s love for the Lord was demonstrated 
in ‘walking in the statutes of David his father’, a reference to the charge given him 
just before David’s death: 

 
So be strong, show yourself a man, and observe what the LORD your God requires: Walk in his 
ways, and keep his decrees and commands, his laws and requirements, as written in the Law of 
Moses, so that you may prosper in all you do and wherever you go, and that the LORD may keep his 
promise to me: ‘If your descendants watch how they live, and if they walk faithfully before me with 
all their heart and soul, you will never fail to have a man on the throne of Israel’ (1 Kings 2:2–4). 
 

 In 1 Chronicles 29, the writer also shows that David passed on to his son the mandate 
to build the temple, and had ensured that most if not all of the materials and personnel 
required for the task were ready for Solomon to utilise.  
 While on the surface it seems that Solomon was faithful to this charge, we see the 
blessings evident in the prospering of his reign. Yet both the wisdom with which he 
judged and the task of building the temple were a gift, for we know that Solomon, in 
and of himself, apart from the gracious action of God towards him and towards Israel, 
would only be able to produce foolishness and idolatry. 

THE GIVING OF WISDOM TO SOLOMON 

Solomon’s request for wisdom (1 Kings 3:5–9) is based on his youthfulness and sense 
of inadequacy to fulfil his role of king over a nation as large as Israel: 

                                                
8  While several of the later prophets communicated this prohibition explicitly, apart from this place in 

Deuteronomy the Pentateuch appears only to contain it in the form of a promise, ‘And Moses said to the people, 
“Fear not, stand firm, and see the salvation of the LORD, which he will work for you today. For the Egyptians 
whom you see today, you shall never see again” ’ (Exod. 14:13, ESV). However, to act against the expressed will 
of God given in the form of a promise is essentially the same as disobedience to a command. 

9  G. Goldsworthy, Gospel and Wisdom: Israel’s Wisdom Literature in the Christian Life, Paternoster Press, 
Carlisle, 1993, p. 62. 
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But I am only a little child and do not know how to carry out my duties. Your servant is here among 
the people you have chosen, a great people, too numerous to count or number (1 Kings 3:7b–8). 

  
We don’t know his age at the time of his coronation. He may have been considered to be 
quite young for the role, but more likely this is a statement about wisdom and foolish-
ness. Youth is at times associated with foolishness (Prov. 1:4); that which makes a boy a 
man is not necessarily his chronological age, but his maturity before God and men (see 
Luke 2:52). An old man may still be as a child if he has not attained wisdom. So, by 
acknowledging his youth, Solomon is essentially admitting to foolishness, and hence his 
request for ‘an understanding mind’—literally ‘a heart that hears’—to be able to both 
hear and obey the words and commands of God and to apply them in his role as king.  
 Solomon also understands that his request must be based on the faithfulness of God 
to His word, and that his position as king is not of his own doing, but because God 
promised and willed it. 
 Solomon in his request is actually demonstrating that he already possesses the 
wisdom he asks for. He has shown discernment in not asking for material prosperity 
and in his desire to faithfully discharge his responsibility. It could be said that it takes 
great wisdom for a person to recognise and confess their own profound foolishness 
without any display of false humility. In this sense Solomon had to first be a recipient 
of the gift, in order to even be able to ask for it; and in asking he discovers that by the 
gracious hand of God he is actually a recipient of immeasurably more than he could 
ask or imagine (Eph. 3:20). 
 The celebrated incident that follows, with the two women fighting over a baby, is a 
sign to Israel that Solomon’s wisdom came from God (1 Kings 3:28); not just in that 
he resolved the dispute, or that it was done in a way that defies logic, but also that he 
gives justice and shows compassion to a prostitute! This gift of wisdom was a wisdom 
to ‘govern your people’, not to be used for Solomon’s personal gain; nor was it a 
purely forensic ability to apply the letter of the law. Again, James may have been 
reflecting on Solomon, and maybe this story, when he wrote: 
 

Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show it by his good life, by deeds done in the 
humility that comes from wisdom. But if you harbour bitter envy and selfish ambition in your 
hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. Such ‘wisdom’ does not come down from heaven but 
is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil. For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find 
disorder and every evil practice. 
   But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, 
submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. Peacemakers who sow in peace 
raise a harvest of righteousness (James 3:13–18). 

 
Solomon was living up to his name as the ‘peaceful one’ by dispensing a wisdom that 
brought both domestic and political peace. 

THE BUILDING AND DEDICATION OF THE TEMPLE:  
THE WISDOM OF WORSHIP 

This account of ‘practical wisdom’ seems rather to be given as a background or 
introduction to the central activity of Solomon’s reign in building the temple. In this 
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we see the fullest expression of wisdom: The fear of the Lord that leads to a worship 
that is reverent and repentant, and with a confidence in God’s covenant with His 
people and His purpose among the nations. It will be helpful to spend some time in 
his prayer of dedication in 1 Kings 8:22ff. The prayer is an acknowledgement of who 
God is as the sovereign ruler and righteous judge of both His people and the nations. 
 Solomon acknowledges that the Lord does not live in temples built by hands: 
 

But will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you. How 
much less this temple I have built! (1 Kings 8:27). 

 
The temple in all its magnificence and opulence was just a token of the greatness and 
beauty of God in all His glory; while it was a much ‘better’ copy than the tabernacle, 
it was still, nevertheless, just a copy of the ‘true tabernacle set up by the Lord, not by 
man’ (Heb. 8:2). So there is no sense of him saying, ‘Now that I have built this house 
for you, you are now obligated to dwell here and here alone—we’ve got you cornered 
so we can now exploit you to our own ends!’ Yet there is a sense of wonder in this 
prayer that the God of the universe would condescend to focus His attention on this 
one people, on the temple they have built, and that this temple would be the means 
through which their prayers would be heard and their sins would be forgiven. 
 A recurring theme through the prayer is that of justice and forgiveness: ‘Hear from 
heaven, your dwelling place, and when you hear, forgive’ (1 Kings 8:30). God’s actions 
of judgement will lead His people (‘when’, not ‘if’) to repentance. This justice and 
forgiveness is extended in times of personal conflict (8:31f.), defeat (8:33f.), drought 
(8:35f.), plague (8:37f.) and exile (8:46f.), all of which themselves are actions of God’s 
wrath that require propitiation, not incidental or accidental disasters from which they 
need rescuing. And the goal of these actions of judgement and forgiveness is: 

 
. . . so that they will fear you all the time they live in the land you gave our fathers (8:40). 
 

 So, as the people come to worship their God at (or towards) the temple and see the 
action of God in judging, forgiving and restoring them, they will not be just a people 
ruled by a wise king, but a wise people who live in reverence and fear of their God. We 
might compartmentalise wisdom into that which has to do purely with the ‘everyday’ 
practicalities of living or with specific ministries like counselling, yet to worship the 
Father in spirit and truth is also true wisdom, and anyone who professes to be wise must 
demonstrate this wisdom in their desire for the honour and renown of their God. True 
wisdom is expressed in true worship. Wisdom without a conscious acknowledgement 
of and delight in God as the source of all wisdom and knowledge is actually foolish-
ness. 
 Solomon acknowledges that this blessing and privilege of fearing God is not reserved 
for Israel alone. Israel exists so that this blessing might come to every nation. Just as 
God will achieve His purposes for Israel through judgement and forgiveness, so too 
will He assuredly achieve His purpose of blessing the nations: ‘for they shall hear of 
your great name and your mighty hand, and of your outstretched arm’ (8:42). While 
Solomon does not ask for forgiveness for the covenant-outsider, he asks that their 
requests be granted so that: ‘all the peoples of the earth may know your name and fear 
you’ (8:43). So the nations too will know wisdom as they both hear of the acts of 
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God, and come to worship Him because of His revelation of His eternal power and 
divine nature to them. 
 We see an answer to this prayer in the visit of the queen of Sheba (‘Queen of the 
South’—Luke 11:31—possibly Ethiopia): 
 

When the queen of Sheba heard about the fame of Solomon and his relation to the name of the 
LORD, she came to test him with hard questions (1 Kings 10:1). 

 
It is significant that the only fame Solomon had was due to ‘his relation to the name 
of the LORD’; the queen came not just to meet with Solomon but also with his God. It 
is also significant that a monarch would be prepared to travel such a great distance for 
‘diplomatic’ purposes—the standard practice would be to send a retinue to negotiate 
on their behalf, while they remained to ensure their throne was secure. This queen 
was risking losing her kingdom for the sake of finding wisdom from Solomon and his 
God.10 She was not disappointed: verse 5 reads literally, ‘she was left breathless’. Her 
response demonstrates a true fear of the Lord: 
 

Praise be to the LORD your God, who has delighted in you and placed you on the throne of Israel. 
Because of the LORD’s eternal love for Israel, he has made you king, to maintain justice and 
righteousness (1 Kings 10:9). 

 
And the queen of Sheba was just the beginning: 
 

The whole world sought audience with Solomon to hear the wisdom God had put in his heart. Year 
after year, everyone who came brought a gift—articles of silver and gold, robes, weapons and 
spices, and horses and mules (1 Kings 10:24–25). 

 
 Any Israelite hearing this account might feel they have cause for great nationalistic 
pride—provided they stopped at the end of chapter 10. Solomon’s downfall, through his 
wives, into idolatry serves as a solemn warning to anyone who might begin to presume 
on or take credit for any wisdom they may have. But, as has been said earlier, the 
purpose of this story is not to teach a moral for us to emulate (or avoid). The honest, 
shocking and bewildering report that, ‘Solomon did evil in the eyes of the LORD; he did 
not follow the LORD completely, as David his father had done’ (1 Kings 11:6), is vir-
tually a retraction of the introductory assessment that ‘Solomon showed his love for the 
LORD by walking according to the statutes of his father David’ (1 Kings 3:3). There can 
be no suggestion that Solomon was the paragon of wisdom; for apart from the grace of 
God he is just another one who claimed to be wise, and became a fool, and traded the 
glory of God for idols (Rom. 1:22–23). As was said earlier, this foolishness of Solomon 
causes us to look beyond him to the One he foreshadows. In the sovereign wisdom of 
God, Solomon’s fall was not an unplanned glitch in the outworking of salvation history; 
his foolishness highlights by way of contrast the manifold wisdom of God, and his 
idolatry shows the righteousness of God. If the writer had stopped short of revealing 
this fall, we might be tempted to look to Solomon as an archetype, instead of through 
and beyond him to Christ. 
 
                                                

10  Dr Philip Ryken, ‘Solomon and the Queen of Sheba’, sermon given at 10th Presbyterian Church, 
Philadelphia, 6 Jan. 2008. 
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 The visit of the queen of Sheba and the international fame of Solomon fore-
shadows another age when the nations will gather to worship and hear wisdom from 
the lips of this ‘greater than Solomon’: 
 

I did not see a temple in the city, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. The 
city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the 
Lamb is its lamp. The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their 
splendour into it. On no day will its gates ever be shut, for there will be no night there. The glory 
and honour of the nations will be brought into it (Rev. 21:22– 26). 

 
It is significant here that, to whatever extent this vision is eschatological, there is no 
abolishment of the nations with the consummation of history and the teleological 
establishment of the kingdom of God. In this era the nations exist for and by the glory 
of God and the Lamb; they walk in their light—which surely is nothing other than the 
fullness of the wisdom11 of God manifest in Christ the Great High Priest–Lamb who 
leads all nations and all creation in worship, as the kings of the earth bring their glory 
and lay their crowns at the foot of the throne (Rev. 4:10). 
 The queen of Sheba was a woman of faith. She came to see Solomon, but was 
visited herself by Christ. She stands as a warning to those who have seen Christ face-
to-face and yet refuse to acknowledge him: 
 

The Queen of the South will rise at the judgment with the men of this generation and condemn 
them; for she came from the ends of the earth to listen to Solomon’s wisdom, and now one greater 
than Solomon is here (Luke 11:31). 

 
The people of Jesus’ day lacked the faith to recognise the full expression of wisdom 
in the arrival of their long-awaited Messiah, and their condemnation is that the queen 
of Sheba saw but a shadow of Christ in the weak and insufficient Solomon, and still 
she believed. No less is this warning applicable to every generation since—to both us 
and those to whom we proclaim: 
 

Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God 
made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since in the wisdom of God the world through its 
wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save 
those who believe. Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach 
Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those whom God has 
called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:20–24).  

 
 Bound up in this warning is the wonderful hope of the gospel. The essence of 
foolishness is to reject Christ, but the heart of true wisdom is to worship the Father 
through him. 
 

                                                
11  The writer of Ecclesiastes likens wisdom to light (and folly to darkness): ‘I saw that wisdom is better than 

folly, just as light is better than darkness. The wise man has eyes in his head, while the fool walks in the darkness’ 
(Eccl. 2:13, 14); also Ps. 119:130: ‘The unfolding of your words gives light; it gives understanding to the simple’— 
see above on Solomon’s request for an ‘understanding heart’. 
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STUDY 17  

The Healing of 
Relationships 

Grant Thorpe 

When relationships between people are strained or broken, each of us has our thoughts 
as to what may be wrong and as to what may be done to remedy the situation. It is easy 
enough, particularly when it is others who have the problem, to think we may know 
how things can be resolved. The truth is rather that there is a hiatus in humanity in 
which we all share. It is also true that any situation we encounter proves to be more 
complex than we thought it would be. It takes God to understand all the dynamics of a 
human being in their situation. And it takes God to bring salvation or healing to our 
broken relationships. 
 I once heard a writer comment on the way in which Paul deals with a matter of per-
sonal relationships in the letter to the Philippians. He calls his readers to have the mind 
of Christ, that is, to count others as more significant than themselves and to consider the 
interest of others rather than their own. He then proceeds to describe the mind of Christ: 
unprotective of his equality with God; wholly self-giving and taking the form of a 
slave; obedient to the extent of a degrading death. The commentator suggested that to 
use this outpouring of Christ’s life to teach us to humbly serve others was like using a 
steam hammer to crack a walnut. (We may relate better to the image of a pile driver 
thumping away at a pylon.) 
 Some of us will know that it takes a steam hammer to crack some ‘nuts’, particularly 
when it comes to ourselves! But is this not precisely the way we must always come to 
matters of personal relationships? We are made in the image of God. As such, there are 
factors at work in our relationships that will only yield to divine reasoning and to God’s 
own engagement with us. The pride in our fallen-ness needs to be encountered by the 
dignity of Christ’s humanity (which is to say, his humility).1 It is this engagement and 
this healing that we need to consider. 
 Given that relating to one another in love is so basic to what our life is about, it 
becomes the source of our deepest pain when relationships are not in order. It is often 
the way in which the Lord alerts us to our need of him and his word. Appropriately, 
therefore, we are warned not to heal the wound of the Lord’s people (or ourselves) 
lightly: 
 

                                                
1  I am indebted to Noel Due for this helpful contrast. 
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How can you say, ‘We are wise,  
   and the law of the LORD is with us’?   
But behold, the lying pen of the scribes  
   has made it into a lie.   
The wise men shall be put to shame;  
   they shall be dismayed and taken;   
behold, they have rejected the word of the LORD,  
   so what wisdom is in them?   
Therefore I will give their wives to others  
   and their fields to conquerors,   
because from the least to the greatest  
   everyone is greedy for unjust gain;   
from prophet to priest,  
   everyone deals falsely.   
They have healed the wound of my people lightly,   
   saying, ‘Peace, peace,’  
   when there is no peace.   
Were they ashamed when they committed abomination?  
   No, they were not at all ashamed;  
   they did not know how to blush.   
Therefore they shall fall among the fallen;  
   when I punish them, they shall be overthrown . . . (Jer. 8:8–12).2 

 
To heal a wound lightly would be to cover over wounds that will continue to fester. 
Relationships thrive where there is love, righteousness, honour and so on, and so 
these are the things that must be addressed, that is, where people are willing to be 
addressed by what God says about our relating. 

RELATIONSHIP IN HOPE 

Isaiah is shown a vision of a day when the peoples of the earth ‘shall not hurt or 
destroy in all my holy mountain; for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the 
LORD as the waters cover the sea’ (Isa. 11:9). He was acquainted with the selfishness 
and social disorder of his own day and did not have glib solutions or empty hopes to 
offer, but he knew that Israel’s Lord would not allow his creation to wither and die. 
His new King David would reign, by the Spirit, in wisdom and understanding and 
with true justice. The wicked would be destroyed and the godly live without threat in 
the earth over which God reigned supreme. 
 It is helpful to have this vision clearly in mind lest we become domestic, banal and 
expedient in our thinking and expect no more from God than pleasantness and the 
avoidance of crises. God has in view nothing less than the health and salvation of 
humanity and the renovation of the entire creation. What we are receiving now through 
the gospel is not an amelioration or containment of our awfulness but the foretaste of 
this final victory of God over every evil. In the light of this, we may look realistically at 
the indifferent array of human relationships, delight in what is true and real and weep 
over what is amiss. But we may also pray, together with the early church, ‘that times of 

                                                
2  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
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refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord’ (Acts 3:20a), and that the world 
may see, in the community life of his people, what he is about. 

PRESUPPOSITIONS 

I have some pre-suppositions that it may be helpful to declare!  
 Firstly, human relating is intended to reflect the relationship of Father, Son and Spirit, 
and to be the overspill of God’s relating to us out of that communion. We are made in 
his image. Our relationships don’t have ‘a life of their own’, and the idea that they are 
in some way ‘our property’ expresses the pride we first learned in Eden. Our task is to 
know who God is and what he is doing with and for us and to represent that relating to 
others in our own affections and actions. Any other kind of relating is a form of 
idolatry—a loving of the creature rather than the Creator.3  
 Secondly, because some of our most painful experiences are because of strained 
relationships, it is not surprising that a whole industry has risen up to deal with the fall-
out from relationship problems, if not the healing of them. We may be tempted, as 
believers in God, to add our programme to those already on offer, but then again, per-
haps not! Much that is on offer in the community may be commendable and what we 
have to say does not need to be seen as an alternative to anything. It is what it is, the 
salvation and blessing of God on his people, and it does not need to be compared to 
anything else. 
 Thirdly, we may think of relationship healing as a process and, in life, this is how it 
may appear to be. However, our starting point as those who have received the gospel 
of Christ is that God has acted decisively to restore us to himself and to one another 
and that it is to this health that we are called, not as a process but as a participation in 

                                                
3  Conrad Cherry, in The Theology of Jonathan Edwards: A Reappraisal (Anchor Books, New York, 1966,  

pp. 179f.) summarises the thought of Edwards:  
Yet virtue must consist chiefly and primarily in love to God not only because otherwise one is inconsistent with a proper 
notion of God. Above all, when a system of morality does not define virtue as essentially love to God—when it, rather, 
drags in this aspect of virtue as the factor which ‘will give a beauty’ to virtuous benevolence to mankind—morality 
verges on idolatry. Loving chiefly the creature rather than the Creator ‘puts down’ God to an ‘inferior place’; it 
subordinates the source of all being to an ‘infinitely inferior object.’ Put another way, if virtue does not have its basis in 
disinterested benevolence to God, one’s love is idolatrously selfish and one’s morality is shallow. Self-love is quite 
capable of stimulating man to love a ‘particular person, or private system.’ Man may, out of self-love or private interest, 
love any number of particular beings. And the problem of such love is not simply a problem of lack of breadth. Edwards 
does believe that love to God will appropriately extend one’s love to intelligent existence in general; yet one may extend 
his affection into the widest possible circles—beyond self, children, and family ‘to a longer circle,’ and still his love 
may be ‘exclusive of Being in general,’ i.e., rooted in love of self rather than in love of Infinite Being. What Edwards 
sees as the ground of true virtue, what he views as alone transcending selfish love, is the propensity of heart directed 
toward God, toward the source of all beings, rather than toward either a part of or a collected sum of created beings. 
Apart from disinterested love toward God, one’s love lacks depth. For no love limited to individual beings and 
unfounded on affection toward God—let that restricted love ‘be more or less extensive, consisting of a greater or smaller 
number of individuals’—reaches into the reality which comprehends and upholds the totality of particular, finite beings. 
Only love to God gives depth to one’s morality by giving depth to one’s love of creation. And only the human love 
which is basically disinterested love to God overcomes the setting up of the human–human self-interest and the creature 
loved on the basis of that self-interest—in the place of the Divine. A morality founded on benevolence toward the 
source of existence is qualitatively, not simply quantitatively, different from a morality founded on the self or the self’s 
love of its particular objects. 
   In the light of his understanding of the nature of faith, it is clear that Edwards in his treatise on virtue is calling for 
religious faith as the foundation of morality. Human virtue consists chiefly in the disinterested love to God included in 
faith.  
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health. Our engagement with people as they come to the truth may be a process but 
we bear witness to a healing which can come in a moment and which is sure and 
complete, even while human apprehension of it may be gradual. Having received this 
healing, of course, there is a process of maturation in living in what God has given, 
but this can never take the place of the gift. 
 From one point of view, everything in the Bible has to do with the healing of rela-
tionships so, for clarity, I have limited what I want to say by presenting and speaking 
to five propositions that I believe are true to the gospel and true in life as we experi-
ence it. 

HEALED RELATIONSHIPS BEGIN  
AS A ONE-SIDED AFFAIR 

It seems fairly obvious to say that a healed relationship requires two parties to agree. 
If all we had was ourselves, I suppose it would be true but, then, God has been relat-
ing to us without the luxury of our agreement throughout our history, and the story of 
our reconciliation with him is wholly his doing. 
 Paul says that God showed his love to us ‘while we were still sinners’, and that 
‘while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son’ (Rom. 
5:8, 10). We may say that he has created a reconciliation-in-Christ for us to receive. 
By nature of the case, the reconciliation must be received but the initiative and the 
dynamic of the reconciliation are wholly God’s. Our starting point for a human rela-
tionship is not ourselves and another person or group of people but God’s call to us as 
we approach a relationship. We come to others in the manner he has come to us. The 
Bible does not give us an ideal to implement. Rather, we are commanded to love, to 
have a proper view of ourselves, to serve, to forgive and to do many other things that 
arise from the new relationship with God that we have in Christ.  
 Jesus says, ‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you’. This is 
what our Father does in sending his rain on the just and unjust. ‘You therefore must 
be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect’ (Matt. 5:44, 48). The same pre-
supposition underlies his parable of the unforgiving slave who is forgiven a major 
debt and then accosts the slave beneath him for a minor one (Matt. 18:21–35). The 
anomaly of a slave not acting generously, reflecting the generous way he has been 
treated, is shocking to the other slaves and they are ‘greatly distressed’. It is 
unacceptable to the master who acts ‘in anger’ and argues, ‘should not you have had 
mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?’  
 Sometimes, a confrontation is required and Jesus tells us the spirit in which this is 
to be done. The whole point of going to this person and telling him his fault is to gain 
a brother. We are to talk to the offender personally. If he doesn’t listen to a private 
entreaty, he may listen to two who visit him. And if not, the whole church is to be 
involved. If the danger in which the offender stands is not serious enough to finally 
involve the whole church, perhaps the matter should not have been raised in the first 
place. The need under consideration here is not that the offended person should get 
justice but that the offending person needs an opportunity to act justly. A spirit of 
wanting to gain a brother is the best opportunity for this to happen. We may pick up 
the spirit of this kind of relating when we hear Jesus saying, while on his way to the 



The Healing of Relationships 

 

Ministry School 2008 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

156 

 
 

cross, ‘do not weep for me, but weep for yourselves and for your children’ (Luke 
23:28). The issue in his mind was not the injustice he was suffering but the injustice 
for which others would have to answer. 
 By nature of the case, a healed relationship consists in two parties being reconciled 
to each other but the will to bring this about and the actions that lead to it usually 
begin with one party. When we are addressed by Christ in the gospel, and when we 
comprehend what has happened to us, there is a desire to seek reconciliation, we can 
find a ‘soft answer that turns away wrath’ (Prov. 15:1) and show love that ‘covers a 
multitude of sins’ (1 Pet. 4:8). We will not succeed in gaining the friendship of every-
one but we will have brought the love of God to bear upon a relationship and have left 
the door open for the other party to respond.  
 It is quite a revelation to discover that love does not depend on agreement. The 
gospel has secured us in the Father so that we don’t need the approval and agreement 
of others in order to approach them, serve them, honour them and even receive from 
them. Because of the love given to us, the needs of others can become more important 
than our own. This is the beginning of all healing of relationships. 

EVERY BROKEN RELATIONSHIP IS  
A CALL TO KNOW THE FATHER 

Paul tells us that he kneels ‘before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and 
on earth is named’ (Eph. 3:14–15). He kneels4 in worship and is expectant of what the 
Father will do in those for whom he prays. The letter has given us the reasons5 why he 
kneels in worship. Forgiveness has ushered us into the Father’s eternal purpose (1:3–
14). Reconciliation means that the animosity between Jew and Gentile is gone and 
that we are now one household for the Father (2:11–22). There is a mystery to 
reveal—that all nations can now receive what God had promised to Israel (3:2–13). 
These things are reason enough to have us all kneeling before the Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, deeply contented, submissive and full of hope.  
 Paul identifies the Father as the one ‘from whom every family in heaven and on 
earth is named’ (3:14).6 We know him as ‘the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ’ (1:3) because the Son has determined all that we know about this Father. But 
now, Paul says that all families, whether they are biological, cultural, national, 
religious or any other sort of family, are named from this Father. This seems to mean 
that all family-hood has its origins in and is under the authority of the Father. No 
experience of family, anywhere, is apart from this Father. Moreover, no personal or 
social relationship can claim ‘a life of its own’ where it is not subject to the 
redemption announced in Jesus’ name. No wonder Paul kneels!  
                                                

4  Bowing, as distinct from the normal Jewish standing for prayer (e.g. Mark 11:25; Luke 18:11, 13) may be an 
indication of deep need or feeling (Luke 22:41; Acts 7:60; 20:36). 

5  I take it that the three occurrences of ‘For this reason . . .’ (1:15; 3:1, 14) are linked and, by reference to what 
preceded them, give us the reasons for his kneeling in 3:14. 

6  The fact that he has just referred to Jews and Gentiles being formed into one household with a common 
inheritance, could have raised the matter in his mind. But then, he links it with families in heaven as well. He 
seems to say that there is no experience of family-hood that does not have to do with the one who names it—
meaning that he is its origin and its authority. 
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 We could observe that being in awe of, and being submissive to and trusting of God 
are not natural traits of sinners. Something has happened to the proud human spirit. 
How great is the grace of our Father to bring us through all the experiences of life to 
know him! Clearly, Paul anticipates that this knowing of the Father will yield quite 
different relationships in homes and society. He prays for us to be enabled by the Holy 
Spirit, to know the love of Christ, and to be filled with God. Then he calls us to live 
worthily of this calling, in gentleness and in patience and spells out how this must 
happen in the experiences of households. Paul says we are to ‘be imitators of God, as 
beloved children. And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a 
fragrant offering and sacrifice to God’ (Eph. 5:1–2). The letter has much to say about 
our being beloved (1:4; 2:4; 3:17, 19) and about our living in love (4:15–16).  
 Our families have been a witness to this Fatherhood, sometimes good and sometimes 
otherwise, and never perfect. Then again, we have all had responses to this human 
fatherhood. This matter is so important that God made relationships with parents an 
integral part of his covenant with us: ‘Honor your father and your mother’ he com-
mands (Exod. 20:12). Where we will not honour our parents, of necessity, our relation-
ship with the Father is compromised. We need a revelation of the heavenly Father to 
break into this situation. 
 Behind many an unhealthy relationship lies an unresolved hostility about what 
happened between a child and their parents. The presenting issue may be with an 
employer or neighbour or spouse, but the anger is already present, waiting, as it were, 
to be provoked. Whatever provoked this anger in the first place, whether it was the 
unreasonable or uncaring parents or the rebellious child, is not the main issue. The 
fact is that the child has never forgiven the parents and so the rage is maintained and 
spills out into other relationships. They are still bound by their anger. The same may 
occur between siblings or between any people in a close relationship where the other 
person has had authority. Trying to deal with a broken relationship when another 
hostility is feeding into the situation is problematic, if not impossible to deal with.  
 If all our relationships have over them the authority of the Father, we can be sure 
that nothing has occurred that is apart from him (not even the falling of a sparrow, as 
Jesus said). We can also be sure that nothing has happened that is apart from his 
purpose to bring us to himself, and nothing that is beyond his redemptive action. 
Certainly, no situation is ‘out of bounds’ for our praying and seeking the Father’s 
intervention. We need to forgive those who have done wrong. We need to turn from 
the rejection of authority if that has been part of the problem. 
 We tend to think that events can be traced back to the good or bad that people have 
done and forget the word of Jesus concerning the blind man he healed: ‘It was not that 
this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in him’ 
(John 9:3). Is not this a more hopeful way to come at relationships? What does the 
Father have ready to pour into our otherwise restless, reactive and self-serving 
relationships? 
 Every new crisis in human relationships takes us back to the Father. We are not 
sufficient of ourselves. Only he has ‘the whole picture’ and only he has the grace for 
us to be able to deal with things truly and redemptively and eternally. Parents cannot 
rely on their loving to nurture their children well. Spouses cannot rely on their 
affections to remain faithful to each other. The same is true for every relationship.  
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 Something had gone deeply wrong in the relationships of the woman Jesus met in 
Sychar. She had had five husbands and now what we would call a defacto husband, a 
matter of great shame at that time. There is no indication as to who was to blame for 
her sorry life. As the story proceeds, we realise that Jesus knew her situation from the 
beginning of their encounter. But his focus is not on the woman’s situation but on the 
Father who seeks true worshippers. ‘If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is 
[speaking] to you . . .’ he said, and then taught her about true worship of the Father, 
and the Father who sought true worshippers (John 4:10, 21–24). She was deeply 
moved by his knowing her situation, but this in the context of his offer of water, and 
then, true worship, regardless of her fractured and shamed life. 
 Jesus had begun teaching Israel about ‘Your Father in heaven’ from early in his 
ministry. This is the most frequently occurring phrase in his Sermon on the Mount. He 
could see his countrymen labouring under a hypocritical leadership that prescribed piety 
when it should have proclaimed the freedom of the Father’s gifts for his children. The 
constant reference of Jesus to ‘your Father’ points to him being the Fountainhead of 
true living, a fact that would be acknowledged by others when people saw their good 
works and gave glory to their Father in heaven (Matt. 5:16). There is no ultimate 
healing of relationships that does not involve people being blessed children of the 
Father, so this is the matter to which we must keep returning. 
 Being a peacemaker has to do with being children of the Father. The children will 
be acknowledged as such in the coming kingdom (Matt. 5:9). In the context of the 
Sermon on the Mount, this must mean having the qualities that are referred to there by 
Jesus: being poor in spirit, meek and gentle, being hungry for righteousness, merciful, 
pure in heart, and—not to be forgotten—being ready to rejoice when persecuted. God 
himself is the source of this peace and that is why peacemakers are called his 
children. They have learned from him. And, in the Sermon, it is Jesus himself who is 
showing the way, as the beloved Son of the Father, and as the one who will make 
peace by his blood (Eph. 2:15–27; Col. 1:20). Don Carson quotes Broadus, ‘There is 
no more godlike work to be done in this world than peacemaking’.7 Perhaps we 
should add that there is no area of life where it is so necessary to know that it is God 
who does this work.  

PROPITIATION IS AT THE HEART OF LOVING 

Every culture has its way of avoiding love and putting something else in its place—
respect, justice,8 charity, libido, pleasantness, ambition, sport, music, even ‘quality time’ 
or ‘communication’ or anything to keep the pain of our loss of love from ourselves, or at 
least, from others. The fact remains that, without love, there is no reality or permanence 
in our relationships. Human relationships are not a matter of method and skill but of 
affections, and affections that are focused on the Lord and the promise of life he has 

                                                
7  D. A. Carson, ‘Matthew’ in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 8 (Matthew, Mark, Luke), F. E. Gaebelein, 

ed., Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1984, p. 135. 
8  Christopher Koch, in The Year of Living Dangerously, has photographer Billy Kwan saying, ‘What then must 

we do? We must give and give, wherever we can. I have decided that Tolstoy was wrong, and that political solutions 
are for those with no hearts, only consciences—and consciences go rotten: hence tyrannies’ (ch. 10, p. 129).  
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given to us. Jesus summarised the law of God as love for God and for neighbour (Matt. 
22:37–40). 9 
 In fact, we cannot endure the loss of love and seek to fill it with surrogates that, by 
nature of the case, cannot satisfy and so they become a craving, and a source of anger 
when they are not satisfied. The apostle Peter says believers in Christ have purified 
their souls by obedience to the truth ‘for a sincere brotherly love’ (1 Pet. 1:22). Many a 
relationship becomes strained because of idols entertained, whether openly or secretly. 
Other things are blamed for the breakdown but the real cause is that the person’s mind 
and heart are preoccupied with the demands of a lust and so there is no affection left for 
the person by their side. Ultimately, only the power of the gospel in the power of the 
Spirit can break this idolatry, addiction or lust, but it must be overcome for love to flow 
freely. 
 John has a similar thing in mind when he writes that ‘all that is in the world—the 
desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions10—is not from 
the Father, but is from the world’ (1 John 2:16). The driven-ness of people in pursuing 
their lusts (or idols, as suggested by 5:21) tells us that what they are chasing is not 
something given freely and generously by the Father. We may say, ‘they are on their 
own’. They need to know the Father, and to know that he provides for them richly out 
of his generosity. 
 John says that ‘love is from God’ (1 John 4:7). This observation came after a com-
mand that we love one another. The implication is that we can now love because ‘love 
is from God’. The central action in God’s love finding its outworking in us is the 
work of propitiation through Christ’s death. 
 There is no person, nor any day for any person, nor any relationship, that does not 
need this truth. We must all deal with what happened in Eden and in the story that 
emerged from it (Genesis 3–11). The development of the tragedy is worth document-
ing because it opens up the story of each person in Adam. I will put it in the first 
person plural, and the present tense, given that it is our story: 

• Satan incited us to pride and autonomy, to wanting to be ‘like [as] God, know-
ing good and evil’. This turned out not to be as attractive as it seemed. 

• We now have to deal with the guilt of rejecting the word of God. 
• We now experience shame—the loss of our true glory—and must hide and 

cover our loss. 

                                                
9  In The Gospel According to Matthew (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1992, p. 564), Leon Morris writes: 

Anyone who loves God and people wholeheartedly is not going to come short in religious observances, nor in doing 
what is proper to other people. In short, when anyone loves in the way Jesus says, there is no heed for a host of hair-
splitting definitions of when an obligation has been discharged and when it has not. As I have written elsewhere, ‘Jesus 
swept aside all such pettifogging nonsense with his revolutionary insistence on the centrality of love and for good 
measure he added that the teaching of the prophets is included in this command. At one stroke he did away with any 
understanding of the service of God that sees it as concerned with the acquiring of merit or with an emphasis on 
liturgical concerns. What matters can be summed up in the one word: love.’ This does not, of course, mean that all other 
commandments may be ignored and that all that one must do is love. The commandments of God are serious and must 
be observed. But Jesus is saying that it is only when we love that we can truly obey them and that without love we do 
not really understand what the commandments mean. In one way or another all the commandments are expressions of 
God’s love. Love is the thrust of them all, and it is only as we love that we fulfil them. 

10  The same word for ‘life’ (bios) is used in 1 John 3:17 suggesting that here, he has in mind an arrogant trust in 
the affairs of this present world. Rather, this world’s assets are to be at the service of our loving service of others. 
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• Threat of retribution looms. We are now without hope and without God in the 
world and experience fear. 

• We must find new ways of relating. We evade questioning, and justify our-
selves by accusing others. 

• Some (Cain in the Genesis story) reject the promise of a child who will bruise 
the tempter’s head. 

• When this happens, anger reigns and this is followed by violence, revenge 
becomes a way of life and generations descend into violence and social unwork-
ability. 

• God’s grace preserves the race but our hearts remain the same. 
• We build kingdoms to secure ourselves apart from the presence of God. 

 In Eden, Satan seemed to have won the day, but God had announced the provisions 
that would lead us toward the day when he would reverse what Satan instigated.  
 The Elder John takes us back to this story when he says, ‘the Son of God 
appeared . . . to destroy the works of the devil’, and ‘We should not be like Cain’  
(1 John 3:8, 12). The only way back to the love for which we have been created is to 
receive the love of God revealed through propitiation. He explains how this love 
comes to its goal in us (1 John 4:17–19). Its progress, in relation to our topic, may be 
best traced by taking John’s statements in reverse order:  

• ‘We love because he first loved us.’ Love is the whole of God’s requirement 
of us so we must come to him in the way he has provided for us. 

• ‘whoever fears has not been perfected in love.’ The continuance of fear signals 
that love has not yet come to its goal in us. 

• ‘fear has to do with punishment.’ Fear is present because, through lack of faith 
in Christ and obedience to his command to love, we are left exposed to God’s 
wrath (cf. 1 John 3:18–22). 

• ‘perfect love casts out fear.’ This perfect love must be God’s love, through 
Christ bearing God’s wrath in our place, and now coming to its goal in us  
(1 John 4:10, 12).  

• ‘There is no fear in love.’ We can reassure our hearts when they are con-
demned because we believe in Christ and love our neighbour (1 John 3:18–
22). 

• ‘as he is, so also are we in this world.’ Christ lived before the Father in this 
world without fear, and this is now true for us who are in him. 

• ‘we have . . . confidence for the day of judgment.’ The day we need to have 
confidence about is the last day. Assurance about this day casts its wonder 
back into the present and we are free to love. 

 Only the salvation of God can deal with the judgement of God under which we 
stand. This is what God has done in propitiation and so God has provided for 
humanity to live in love.  
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 Eduard Thurneysen claims that the only content of a pastoral conversation is the 
forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ.11 He continues:  

 
No situation exists, however difficult, into which God cannot open a door and find a way. This is 
what forgiveness means. It is the work of God (John 9:3) by virtue of which sin, in all its serious-
ness and with all its consequences, is canceled out in Jesus Christ; it is a settled matter, neither to be 
rehashed nor to be feared again. Sin is no longer to be taken seriously now, but only the work of 
God; it means that man, now really accepted by God and no longer left to himself, may and must go 
on living; it means that with the forgiveness of sins a new day has dawned for him. He is placed 
under the governance and guidance of God. Jesus Christ has taken over his life; he has made it his 
own life so completely that he now bears all responsibility for it. Such is Jesus Christ’s acceptance 
of the responsibility for my truly sinful life that the Catechism can say: ‘He preserves me so that 
without the will of my Father in heaven not a hair of my head can fall; yes, everything must also 
serve me to my salvation.’ Thus we speak, and not only speak, but think and live within the 
Christian community by the forgiveness of sins.  

WIDENING OF AFFECTIONS IS TO BE  
THE WAY OF OUR PRESENT LIFE 

Paul had a somewhat tortured relationship with the Corinthians. His second letter in 
our New Testament is possibly the fourth he wrote to them and, even within the letter, 
there appear to be different strands of relationship in evidence: is he pleased with 
them, or still troubled? He claims that his heart is open wide to them and that they are 
not restricted by him. They are restricted in their affections and he calls on them to 
widen their hearts (6:11–13). Similar appeals come in other letters, especially in 
Galatians (4:19) but also in a more general way elsewhere (Phil. 1:8–9; 1 Thess. 3:12; 
4:9–10; 2 Thess. 1:3). 
 How, then, were the Corinthians constricted? Were they suffering an emotional 
block of some kind or just needing an exhortation to do a little better? Rather, as Paul 
shows, they were deeply affected by ‘super-apostles’ whose ministry was impressive 
in worldly terms and appealed to the pride native to their fallen humanity (11:5). The 
behaviour and accomplishments of these false teachers seemed to them to have to put 
Paul’s service in a poor light and they now wanted to believe that he had constricted 
them in their progress and experience. Paul avers that, in fact, the opposite is true.  
 ‘For the love of Christ constrains us’, he says (5:14). He explains that his actions 
are either for God or for the Corinthians, not for himself (5:13). He says that Christ 
died so we would all live for him instead of for ourselves (5:15). He commends 
himself to them ‘in every way’, including great endurance, kindness and genuine love 
(6:4–6). He opposes this to having a superficial view of people, or a view ‘according 
to the flesh’. He is not saying that we need to look beneath people’s outward 
presentation but that we need to see them according to what Christ has done for them 
and according to how he has newly created all who have turned to him. 
 Paul’s appeal continues: ‘We have spoken freely to you . . .’ (6:11). That is, he has 
proclaimed to them the love of Christ in his reconciling work. Here is love working at 
                                                

11  A Theology of Pastoral Care, trs. J. A. Worthington et al., John Knox Pr., Richmond, 1962, p. 147. We 
may not be happy with the extreme form of this claim, but it is certainly true that no effective change takes place 
in any of us apart from the forgiveness of sins. 
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the only level that is real. By nature of the case, ministries that are based in appear-
ance can only deal with superficialities and cannot produce anything eternal. When he 
asks them to widen their affections, he is not asking them to be more loving to him, he 
is asking that they consider whether what these false apostles are saying is true, or 
whether the message Paul has brought them is what truly goes to the heart of their 
situation and brings them to God and to one another in love. ‘We implore you on 
behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.’ When Paul tells us that he is constrained by 
the love of Christ, there is an implied exhortation to us all to receive and to live by 
this same love. Don’t receive this grace in vain (6:1)! 
 Only the gospel can widen our affections. So, let our thinking and actions be 
constrained by this love of Christ! Start from the point of view that we died in the 
death of Christ. Live for him. Refuse to see any person as what they are in themselves 
and, rather, see them as the object of Christ’s saving death, and see fellow believers as 
God’s new workmanship. 
 We tend to see things according to our own affections and mind-set. If the love of 
Christ has captured our own affections, if we know God made Christ to be sin for us, 
then what we see in other people will be quite changed, and what we feel we can do 
for them will be broadened. 

WE CAN NEVER AVOID THE ORDERS  
OF CREATION (OR ONTOLOGY) 

When Paul sets out what we may call his social ethics in Ephesians, he specifically 
tells us about husbands and wives, parents and children, masters and slaves. 
Elsewhere, he speaks about authorities and subjects. In Ephesians in particular, the 
whole subject is raised under the heading of being filled (a verb) with the Spirit, part 
of which is submitting (one of several infinitives) to one another out of reverence for 
Christ (Eph. 5:18–21). The entire Christian community, when it is filled with the joy 
of the Holy Spirit, is ordered by submission to Christ and to one another.  
 As a subset of this general mutual submission, he specifies: ‘. . . wives to your 
husbands’ (with no further infinitive). Then, husbands are to love their wives as Christ 
does his church. Children are to obey their parents and parents are to avoid provocation 
and to nurture their children in the truth. Slaves are to obey their masters eagerly and 
masters are ‘to do the same to them’; that is, ‘rendering service with a good will as to 
the Lord’. All have duties to perform for the other. What a remarkable community! Is 
this order idyllic, or archaic, or perhaps a recipe for disaster? How can Paul address 
churches and tell them to live in such a manner? 
 Our tendency is to focus on the problems of a harsh authoritarianism, the natural 
result of living in Adam, and it seems inconceivable to the natural mind that authority 
and submission could be thought of as a general motif under which to address human 
relationships.12 But Paul does so, and proclaims that this is the outflow of the work of 
the Spirit. We could say that the way of the Father for his creation is established 

                                                
12  It is probable that Genesis 3 acknowledges the problems we will have with authority when God announces 

that the woman’s desire will be for her husband (to rule him) and he will lord it over her. 
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through the work of Christ and the Spirit. Pride insists on a place above our calling, 
but grace restores humility and a true estimate of our place in life. 
 The abuse of authority and submission pollutes the relationships for which we are 
created. An abusive parent, husband, employer or ruler does untold damage to those 
under their care and to the free flowing of community life, and defames the name of 
God in whose image we are made. On the other hand, denying the validity of authority 
and submission in the various relationships of life destroys those relationships. We are 
what we are in the given place we have in life and not apart from that. 
 Let us take the case of a husband and wife, given that Paul spends most of his time 
on this matter. He links his argument with creation: ‘. . . a man shall leave his father 
and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’. He argues 
that this creational order has been fully revealed in Christ being Bridegroom to his 
church. Christ has understood what husbanding is all about and prepared a bride for 
himself by laying down his life for her. He did the task of a slave for his disciples by 
washing their feet, a sign of the greater washing he was about to perform for them, 
and for the church, his Bride. Or, to use the phrase from Philippians, he took the form 
of a slave (Phil. 2:7). His Lordship was not compromised by this action; rather, it was 
established. His dignity is in his innocence and love, not in position and pride. So 
Paul tells husbands to love their wives, three times in Ephesians 5, and to do so as 
Christ loved the Church. 
 Paul also asks wives to submit to their husbands, ‘as to the Lord’. He does not 
make the actions of either husband or wife to depend on their spouse but on Christ. 
Inevitably, we need to take action as we are able, to protect ourselves or others from 
abusive behaviour; but to deny the validity of submission, as we are able under the 
Lord to do so, is to deny the creation God has so wonderfully made for our enjoyment 
and maturity. A wife who is not secured under the authority of her husband does not 
understand the meaning of her personhood and must fight to secure herself in other 
ways. If she does not honour her husband, she has no basis on which to expect the 
obedience of their children. Then again, the security of a child relates directly to the 
love that a husband has for his wife and the willingness of a wife to honour her 
husband. The integrity of love between a mother and father is the most important gift 
parents can give to their children. 
 Geoffrey Bingham writes, ‘Each hierarchy is a dynamic social entity of love which 
is purposive and functional in the will of God, so that all relationships are in unity and 
are essential to the true working of the entity and the fulfilment of the will of God’.13 
 Parents bring true authority to their children as they tell them the story of the 
Lord’s presence and power in this world and expect them to be obedient to this 
revelation. We could argue that every command is a preparing of them to hear the 
command of God in the gospel, not just a means of keeping order—though that is the 
result. Children have no chance of coming into their spiritual inheritance (living long 
in the land the Lord is taking them to) unless they obey and the easiest time to learn 
this is when they are children. The actual security of a child (not just as a feeling of 
security) is dependent on their relating to the authority under which they were born. 
This is true, not only when they are young but throughout their life. Obedience to 

                                                
13  Geoffrey Bingham, All Things Are Yours, NCPI, Blackwood, 1996, p. 127. 
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parents is preparation for obedience to the Father and his Son and Spirit, and prepara-
tion for the other relationships that will secure the future. There is more at stake than 
human rights. We are the image of God. 
 Slavery was common in the first century world.14 Many people were employed in 
this manner and some were well employed so that they lived better than other people 
who were free. Many of the members of the early churches were slaves, judging by 
the emphasis given in addressing them in New Testament letters. However, the fact 
that slavery was common did not make it desirable and, in many cases, it was harsh. 
However, Paul judged that the truth of love-authority and love-submission could be 
expressed in the institution of slavery. The question is not who had the right to give 
commands but what service each owed to the other in love for Christ.  
 It may be that the idea of mateship, so cherished in Australian life, is a sentiment 
or a camaraderie that tries to exist without reference to authority, that is, without 
reference to a father, or to the Father. In fact, everyone needs to acknowledge the 
authorities placed above them. If that obedience requires something that is outside of 
the Father’s will, their obedience must be to the Father first and this will register as 
disobedience, but our reasoning would be that we should obey God rather than man 
(Acts 5:29). We are still obedient in being disobedient. 
 The disciple Peter, not known for being ‘a shrinking violet’, learned from Christ 
that he did not have to anxiously defend himself. Much of his letter (1 Peter) demon-
strates the new spirit that arose from having a conscience at peace and the assurance 
of a Father in heaven. He now tells us to ‘Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every 
human institution’ (2:13), including slaves when suffering unjustly (2:18–19). He 
says this is what Jesus revealed when he bore our sins, and adds, ‘By his wounds you 
have been healed’ (2:22–25).15 He recognised that the relationship difficulties we 
have are much more to do with our own sickness than with our situations. He was 
personally grateful for the healing that had come through the gospel and encouraged 
his readers to share this freedom with him. 

CONCLUSION 

Our review of the healing of relationships has taught us that we may hope in God for 
our families and communities. It has taught us not to get locked into a justice or 
demand mentality but to trust the work of God in Christ and by the Spirit to bring 
fresh life into tired and tawdry relationships. We never need to be determined by what 
has happened in the past because forgiveness enables us to begin again. We can 
accept that there is no simple answer to problems because we are made in God’s 
image and are always dealing with God as we deal with one another. If we understand 
the practical fact that God is our Father, we may be deeply settled even while many 
unresolved issues remain. We have seen that God has not given up on any of his 
purposes for humanity and that in the coming age, no-one will harm another because 
                                                

14  See Slave of Christ: A New Testament Metaphor for Total Devotion to Christ by Murray J. Harris (NSBT, 
vol. 8, IVP, Downers Grove, 2001) for a helpful treatment of slavery in the first century world and the usage of 
this term by Christ and the apostles. 

15  The healing refers back to Isaiah 53:5. 
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they will all know the Lord. The Father will be ‘all in all’. It is the certainty of this 
that spills back into the present. We may live in this present world, among many who 
see things differently to ourselves, and not feel that we have to prove our view of 
things to be right, but to live in the truth and let the witness of that have its own effect. 
And we may pray for times of refreshing to come from above. 
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STUDY 18 

‘The Utterance of Wisdom’ 

Deane Meatheringham 

THE DISTRIBUTION OF WISDOM 

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 . . . (1 Cor. 12:7–8).1 
 

 Delivering a word of wisdom to God’s people is among the variety of gifts, services 
and operations distributed to the members of Christ’s body (1 Cor. 12:12–13). A con-
gregation will always need the message of wisdom as it matures in service and worship. 
The gift is indispensable for the continuing proclamation of the gospel, and deals with 
opposing forces. This will be especially the case as the people of God are on the move 
in a culture of seductive ideologies and competing wisdoms. 
 The word of wisdom is linked with the word of knowledge in 1 Corinthians 12:8. 
This is the motto of Proverbs 9:10 and 1:7: ‘The fear of the LORD is the beginning of 
wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is insight’. Wisdom is more than an ability 
to think logically, rationally, or even correctly. It is in having a right relationship with 
our covenant God. In this relationship we love, worship, trust, and fear God above all 
things. In everyday affairs of social and political life, we ‘Do not call conspiracy all 
that this people calls conspiracy, and do not fear what it fears, or be in dread. But the 
LORD of hosts, him you shall regard as holy; let him be your fear, and let him be your 
dread’ (Isa. 8:12–13). The God we fear is the one who has revealed himself in Jesus 
Christ. Our knowledge of God comes from above and not below. ‘Knowledge’, in the 
full sense, is dependant on revelation. Wisdom is an enriching source for the life of 
the congregation (1 Cor. 1:5; 14:6). The emphasis in 1 Corinthians 12:8 is not exactly 
on wisdom itself but on the speaking of wisdom. With the gift of wisdom, we are 
given the knowledge to see to the heart of a matter by knowing things as they really 
are. This leads to taking right action (Eph. 1:8ff.). 

THE REVELATORY POWER OF WISDOM 

Various views are given about the gift of the utterance of wisdom. Some regard it as 
an inspired, spontaneous charismatic gift given for a particular crisis or specific 
situation. Others regard it as being acquired by the gift of Christian discipline and 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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experience. The fruit of such learning is then given in a message to the people of God. 
For example, Charles Hodge articulates a classical Reformed view that ‘wisdom is the 
gospel, the whole system of revealed truth, and the word of wisdom is the gift of 
revealing that system as the object of faith’. Hodge’s contribution is that since the 
apostles were endowed with wisdom as a characteristic gift of their office then the gift 
of wisdom is the exposition of the apostles’ doctrine.2 Arnold Bittlinger on the ‘word 
of wisdom’ says, ‘In a difficult or dangerous situation a word of wisdom may be 
given which resolves the difficulty or silences the opponent. It is not innate wisdom as 
a personal possession which is described here, but rather a word of wisdom given to 
someone in a specific situation.’ Amongst biblical passages quoted to support this 
view, he uses Jesus’ promises to his followers: Make up your mind not to prepare your 
defence in advance; ‘For I will give you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your 
adversaries will be able to withstand or contradict’ (Luke 21:15).3  
 My considered view is that the utterance of wisdom is an essential gift given for 
the edification of the church and for its mission. Ministry will not be able to withstand 
the assaults made upon it from postmodern culture by only repeating past orthodox 
doctrine or by cocooned biblical commentary. In situations of opposition, we will not 
have time to prepare a response. Nevertheless, the disciples had already learned from 
Jesus and the wisdom they had already gained would be innate. To deliver wisdom 
they would need the Spirit to bring this knowledge to their remembrance and to 
deliver it as a revelation from God. A word of wisdom is not only true for ad hoc 
crises but also when we are preparing and delivering the Word of God. I find often 
that it is in the times when I’m drawn to speak from beyond my prepared material that 
people hear a message that makes an immediate contact and impact. When this 
occurs, it is a demonstration of the Spirit’s activity in our midst (1 Cor. 12:7). 

A WISDOM FLOWING FROM CHRIST CRUCIFIED 

Although I dealt with the wisdom of God that is revealed in the preaching of Christ 
crucified in study 10, we must now connect this with the utterance of wisdom. God’s 
wisdom revealed in Christ is not just a matter to be talked about but also a way of life 
to be lived. Wisdom is not an abstract system of ideas. Karl Barth warns of making 
this mistake:  

 
Divine wisdom is obviously the meaning and ground of creation and therefore of the sphere in which 
man can live. The whole art of living and understanding of life consists in heeding and accepting 
divine wisdom and in this way becoming wise.4  
 

Further on Barth criticises the following statement of F. Schleiermacher: ‘The divine 
wisdom is the principle which orders the world for divine-self communication active 
in our redemption’. Barth says: 
                                                

2  Charles Hodge, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, Banner of Truth, Edinburgh, 1959, pp. 245f. 
3  Arnold Bittlinger, Gifts and Graces: A Commentary on 1 Corinthians 12–14, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1968,  

pp. 28f. For a full treatment of the utterance of wisdom, see James Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit: A Study of the Religious 
and Charismatic Experience of Jesus and the First Christians As Reflected in the N.T. (SCM, London, 1975).  

4  Karl Barth, CD. II. 1, pp. 430–3. 
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This separation between the divine self-communication and a special principle ordering and fashion-
ing the world to that end is untenable. ‘All things were made by him; and without him was not any-
thing made that was made’ (Jn.1:3). The definition must be corrected to read as follows: ‘The divine 
wisdom is the self-communication ordering and determining the world for itself’.  

 
 The Greek idea of wisdom was a sophisticated, intellectual concept of human 
existence, a principle or a structure separated from God. It could also be a mystical 
form of escape. This made it a power to be leveled at the gospel. Clearly, it was this 
idea that had caught on at Corinth. Paul calls it the wisdom of this world.  
 Paul seems to be rescuing the utterance of wisdom from the Greek view. Today a 
view of the gift of wisdom is seen as an immediate revelation of the deeper things of 
God that is abstracted from the incarnation of Christ and his death.5  
 This reasoning had caused the church at Corinth to regress into parties that were 
attached to personalities:  
 

For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers 
and sisters. What I mean is that each of you says, ‘I belong to Paul,’ or ‘I belong to Apollos,’ or ‘I 
belong to Cephas,’ or ‘I belong to Christ.’ Has Christ been divided? (1 Cor. 1:11–12). 

 
To deal with this destructive affair Paul takes up one of the favourite words of the 
congregation. The congregation was using it in terms of their culture and not of the 
gospel. Paul must cause them to see wisdom in its biblical form. He is asking them 
why they are turning back to an abstract and false form of wisdom and power if they 
now have their life in Jesus Christ—in his wisdom and salvation. Did we come to 
know God through theological cleverness? He says the wisdom of the world is closed 
off to God’s wisdom.  
 Their use of the wisdom of the world led to different parties in the congregation 
gathering around particular leaders. By lifting a preferred leader to the status of 
having a higher form of clever ideas to define us, we will lose out. These preferred 
people and ideas did not bring us to faith. What did these people do? One sowed the 
Word of life and another watered it, but the growth came from God. Idolising 
personalities or Christian parties will not bring us to the goal of faith anymore than it 
commenced it. Our problem, when we operate like this, is that we are still thinking 
and behaving in terms of human wisdom. God destroys this kind of destructive 
wisdom in its own coils. Our very cleverness catches us out (1 Cor. 1:19). If we want 
true wisdom we need to stay with Christ crucified for it is in him, in his weakness, 
that God saved the world.  
 In identifying with one or other of their leaders, people imagined it would give 
them added knowledge; such deeper insight into the depths of God would provide 
more power and recognition. However, Paul says that these men they had elevated are 
servants of God appointed by him to serve the whole congregation. When we become 
party minded, we cut ourselves off from the riches that other teachers would bring us. 
In doing this, they were missing out on the wisdom of God. God’s wisdom and power 
is demonstrated in the redemptive justice and mercy of the cross. Only this action 
testified to God’s wise governance of the world. Therefore, don’t brag about certain 

                                                
5  See Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1987, pp. 591ff. 
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leaders or belonging to particular sects. Don’t look for security and status by aligning 
yourself with any of them.  
 The utterance of wisdom will be in seeing into the truth of things with the eyes of 
one who has been crucified with Christ and living now in communion with him and 
his vicarious life (Gal. 2:20).  

ALL THINGS ARE YOURS 

Do not deceive yourselves. If you think that you are wise in this age, you should become fools so 
that you may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is foolishness with God . . . So let no one 
boast about human leaders. 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 belong to you, and you belong to Christ, and Christ 
belongs to God (1 Cor. 3:18–23).  

 
 To bring a word of wisdom to the people of God we should not cut ourselves off 
from all the treasure God has given us. ‘All things are yours.’ What things? All godly 
teachers are gifts given to us with the gifts Christ gives the church. In Romans 8:31ff., 
we hear that God is for us. This is shown in God not withholding his only Son. With 
his Son, will not God give us everything else?  
 Common to the Romans 8 and 1 Corinthians 3 passages are death, life, things present, 
and things to come. In Romans, these things are our enemies, while in Corinthians he 
says these things belong to us:  
 

In one way Paul is saying that there is nothing in all creation which is not ours, and in another there 
is nothing that we cannot control . . . Doubtless it was because the spiritually stunted Corinthians 
did not know all these things were theirs that they pursued the pathetic hunt for so-called wisdom. 
They believed this would make them into something. How wrongly they had read Paul, Apollos and 
Cephas!6  

 
For the utterance of wisdom, this means that through the cross of Christ and in him, 
we have the gift of wisdom. It also means that the resources of the world have no 
control over us or our wisdom. In being over the world we can subject its thinking to 
the wisdom of God and, in this way, benefit from it. We are free of the past but we 
can use the past as we wish. Because death has been defeated in Christ’s death, it now 
belongs to us. All these gifts belong to us. We do not understand what a human being 
essentially is from psychology, but our essential understanding may be enriched by 
this gift as a wise Christian may use his learned trade skills to enrich people’s lives. 
We gladly bring every thought captive to Christ. 

NOTHING BEYOND WHAT IS WRITTEN 

After Paul says that he is not judged by any human court, but only by the Lord,  
he adds that through this we may learn ‘the meaning of the saying, “Nothing beyond 
what is written” ’ (1 Cor. 4:6). This may have been a written catchword, meaning not 
                                                

6  Geoffrey Bingham, All Things Are Yours, NCPI, Blackwood, 1996, pp. 207f. 
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to go beyond the terms of your calling to ministry. It appears more likely to mean 
Holy Scripture, that is, beyond scriptural precept or example. Holy Scripture commands 
us not to glory in ourselves, but in the Lord. No flesh can glory in the presence of God. 
From this God, Christians have their life in Jesus Christ:  
 

The whole truth is that in spite of all appearances to the contrary, Holy Scripture has more power 
than all the rest of the world together. The whole truth is that all other world-principles are already 
unmasked and delimited in Holy Scripture, that they are already overcome for all supposedly final 
and absolute validity, that their power is already surpassed and their triumph outstripped.7 

 
 Through reading the Bible comprehensively and learning to live in the wisdom of 
the Bible, Christians gain a theological instinct that can discern truth from error. It 
gives to believers an antenna for knowing what has to be said and done. 

GIVING THE WORD OF WISDOM 

The temptation in considering how this utterance is given is to ask, ‘How?’ This ques-
tion is a reversion to worldly wisdom where the power remains with our intellectual 
capacity or eloquence. Faith does not begin with the question of ‘How?’ but ‘Who?’ 
Faith has come from Christ and believes that Christ crucified is the wisdom of God. 
Jesus is the true sage who, from his relationship with the Father, revealed the 
knowledge of God and man. Having been baptised into Christ’s body by one Spirit, 
we have been given the mind of Christ. Out of that faith the mouth speaks. When we 
speak the Word, it will be wisdom prophesying. We do not have to renounce what 
God has given to us from Holy Scripture or from life’s experiences and the 
accumulation of wisdom. However, it takes the power of the Holy Spirit to deliver a 
wise message to bear upon a situation. In emergencies, the utterance is given for the 
crisis. Faith means speaking by faith, not by the sight of our affectedness. Nor is it by 
piping when there is piping, or lamenting when there is lamenting. In other words, it 
is not according to the command of the cultural tune (Matt. 11:16–19).  
 Wisdom is uttered in a relationship with people. This is often after dialogue and 
having listened in order to understand the issues that are confronting the people of 
God or of a troubled soul. Wisdom is given in the situation and not in a pre-packaged 
recorded fashion (e.g. Acts 15:1–22).  
 In a mainline congregation in the USA, a minister friend of mine was asked to 
preach at a service where they were to celebrate the Lord’s Supper. He was told the 
members of the congregation who were Afro–American would be served after the 
white Americans and separately. What was he to say? What wisdom would he bring 
from God? He told them that through Christ’s death on the cross for all humankind 
there was no longer any dividing line between humanity. No one has been left outside 
the pale. Therefore, the people of God cannot separate what Christ has joined. His 
answer was not a rehearsing of sociology even though some of its behaviorist ideas 
coincided with Christianity. Rather, it was an utterance of wisdom given in the power 
of the Spirit for the good of the whole body.  
                                                

7  K. Barth, CD. I. 2, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1978, p. 678.  
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STUDY 19 

‘Birds with Broken Wings’  

Rod James 

Most of those awakened by the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ go from strength to 
strength as they grow in faith, hope and love. Such were the believers at Colossae of 
whom Paul says:  

 
We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, since we heard 
of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the saints, because of the hope laid 
up for you in heaven (Col. 1:3–5).1  
 

The same was true for those at Thessalonica of whom he says: 
 
Therefore we ourselves boast about you in the churches of God for your steadfastness and faith in 
all your persecutions and in the afflictions that you are enduring (2 Thess. 1:4).  
 

 Yet even among these robust believers there would have been those who struggled 
in their Christian faith and seemed not to make progress with their broken lives. 
Geoffrey Bingham calls these folk ‘birds with broken wings’ in his book entitled, The 
Wisdom of God and the Healing of Man. In a chapter entitled ‘Kindness for Birds 
with Broken Wings’ he identifies three kinds of ‘maimed people’: 

 
. . . the first being those who, through innate weakness and lack of astuteness, seem incapable of 
facing up to life. Sometimes they are born with certain handicaps of mind or body or both, but 
generally handicapped people are astute and learn to cope with life even though they have 
impediments. However, this first kind of ‘birds with broken wings’ never seem to know how to 
handle life. For the most part they are not evil in intent, bitter and cynical, but gentle and honest. 
However, they lack the power to be self-helpful and competent in life. Some of them simply seem 
to remain poor, are dominated by others, or are without guile and lack competitiveness. 

The second kind are people who seem morally sick. They could—if they would—reason out their 
situations, for they have the ability to live and make their way in life. However, they have lost the 
zest to do so. They seem always to be doing things which are wrong and awkward, and yet excuse 
themselves as though they are not to blame for what happens—as though they did not set out to do 
the acts which are wrong. 
The third group of persons are those who seem to be apathetic, who feel inferior, who are easily 
depressed, and who seem to find life difficult to handle. They appear to be pessimistic, easily 
discouraged, difficult to encourage, and almost seem to resent being urged or encouraged out of 
their pathetic states of mind.2  

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
2  Geoffrey Bingham, The Wisdom of God and the Healing of Man, NCPI, Blackwood, 1990, pp. 246–7. 
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 Anyone who has been involved in pastoral ministry will recognise the three groups 
that Geoffrey has identified. Commenting on what to do with or for these folk, Geoffrey 
says: 

 
What is common to the three groups is their inability to emerge from their states. It is as though 
they fatalistically believe they are set in such states for ever, and even as though they do not wish to 
be made whole. For the most part they do not emerge, and the question is whether we should persist 
with them or give up on them after a reasonable period of time. Such a question is not easily 
answered. We need to have enough kindness to persist until we know the answer, and then we have 
to consider the relationship between ‘the kindness and the severity of God’. Is severity as much 
required as kindness?3 
 

 In this present study I cannot work through the three sorts of people categorised by 
Geoffrey and give you prescriptive instructions as to what to do with each. What is 
helpful is to see that each group is different from the others, and the Holy Spirit there-
fore may incline us to respond differently to each, as Geoffrey suggests: 

 
Of course—as in the case of the second grouping—where repentance, conversion, faith and obedi-
ence are required, it will not be kindness to sustain persons in their obstinate states of mind. In the 
case of the first and third groupings we will need to show kindness as we are led by the Spirit of God.4 

MESSING AROUND WITH BROKEN BIRDS 

To deal adequately with this aspect of our ministry as Christians we will need to 
confront something in our own disposition. In matters of faith we are keen to scale the 
heights and soar with the eagles, and we are stimulated and excited by those who feel 
likewise. To retrace our steps down the mountain of God in order to help broken birds 
at lower altitudes does not appeal to the instincts of our zeal. Only as we ‘learn Christ’ 
(Eph. 4:20) as the Good Shepherd, who lays down his life for the sheep (John 10:14–
18) and who goes looking for the silly lost sheep (Luke 15:3–7), can we begin to have 
compassion for birds with broken wings. 
 In addition to the wonderful example of the Good Shepherd, there are more than 
enough biblical exhortations urging us to do this:  

 
But 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).  
 
In all things I have shown you that by working hard in this way we must help the weak and remember 
the words of the Lord Jesus, how he himself said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive’ (Acts 
20:35). 
 
Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a 
spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted (Gal. 6:1). 
 
As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions (Rom. 14:1). 
 
And we urge you, brothers, admonish the idle, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient 
with them all (1 Thess. 5:14).  

                                                
3  G. Bingham, The Wisdom of God and the Healing of Man, p. 247. 
4  G. Bingham, The Wisdom of God and the Healing of Man, p. 254. 
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Since each of these exhortations was made to a different congregation—Corinth, 
Ephesus, Galatia, Rome, and Thessalonica—we conclude that for Paul this was an 
aspect of service that every Christian congregation needs to integrate into its life. 

CUTTING AND RUNNING 

In recent years, as an itinerant travelling minister, my ministry has been characterised 
by a ‘cut and run’ pattern. By that I mean that I have been able to minister in a place 
and move on before too many birds with broken wings emerged requiring particular 
attention and perseverance. I mention this because ‘cutting and running’ is exactly 
what we may feel like doing when such labour-intensive people wish to draw upon us 
for help. 
 I defer in honour to those servants of God who labour continuously in one place 
with the same group of people. To them is entrusted the cura animarum (the cure of 
souls). Something between cutting and running on the one hand and getting bogged 
down on the other would be a helpful path to find—helpful for those engaged in local 
ministry, and helpful for their brothers and sisters with broken wings. 

‘GIVE ME LIFE, O LORD, ACCORDING TO YOUR WORD’ 

Having said all that we have about these folk who seem not to heal and progress, and 
who demand so much attention and assistance, we need to balance our perspective 
lest we become fatalistic or pessimistic in our pastoral care. We can gain this balance 
by giving attention to the way in which God brings any of us to wholeness, and that is 
by hearing with faith the word of his grace towards us: 

 
So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ (Rom. 10:17).  
 
Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among you do so by works of the law, 
or by hearing with faith—just as Abraham ‘believed God, and it was counted to him as righteous-
ness’? (Gal. 3:5–6).  
 

 For birds with broken wings, hearing the word of God’s grace can have many 
impediments. Timothy Rogers (1658–1728) was speaking from personal experience 
of severe depression when he advised as follows: 

 
Do not urge your melancholy friends to do what is out of their power. They are like persons whose 
bones are broken, and who are incapacitated for action. Their disease is accompanied with perplexing 
and tormenting thoughts; if you can innocently divert them, you would do them a great kindness; but 
do not urge them to any thing which requires close and intent thinking; this will only increase the 
disease. But you will ask, ought we not to urge them to hear the Word of God? I answer, if they are so 
far gone in the disease as to be in continual, unremitting anguish, they are not capable of hearing, on 
account of the painful disorder of their minds. But if their disorder is not come to such a distressing 
height, you may kindly and gently persuade them to attend on the preaching of the Word; but beware 
of using a peremptory and violent method.5 

                                                
5  Archibald Alexander, Thoughts on Religious Experience, Banner of Truth, London, 1967 (1844), p. 38. 
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 Concerning depression, Archibald Alexander asserted: ‘of all the remedies for this 
malady, the pure doctrines of grace are the most effectual to resuscitate the melan-
choly mind’.6 And Geoffrey Bingham says, ‘it is the revelation of God as love that 
brings conclusive healing to the human spirit’.7 The word of God’s grace (Acts 20:32) 
is so completely wonderful in its mercy, comprehensive in its scope and effective in 
its outcome, that as helpers of our brothers and sisters we do well to maintain the 
expectation that sometime, somehow, the greatness of God’s redemption will dawn 
upon their souls. To this end we do well to pray for them:  
 

For this reason, because I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the 
saints, I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers, that the God of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the 
knowledge of him, having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope 
to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and what is 
the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe, according to the working of his 
great might that he worked in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right 
hand in the heavenly places, far 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 one to come. And he put all things 
under his feet and gave him as head over all things to the church, which is his body, the fullness of 
him who fills all in all (Eph. 1:15–23).  

 
 Psalm 119 is remarkable as the expressions of a human soul who, on the one hand, 
experienced considerable anguish and affliction, but who, on the other, looked 
resolutely to God to do all that he had promised: 
 

My soul clings to the dust; 
   give me life according to your word! (v. 25). 
 
My soul melts away for sorrow; 
   strengthen me according to your word! (v. 28).  
 
You have dealt well with your servant, 
   O LORD, according to your word (v. 65).  
 
I am severely afflicted; 
   give me life, O LORD, according to your word! (v. 107). 
 
Let my cry come before you, O LORD; 
   give me understanding according to your word!  
Let my plea come before you; 
   deliver me according to your word (v. 169f.).  

 
Clearly the faith exercised by the psalmist is commendable considering his distress. 
Other troubled souls may not have his faith and resolve to look to God. But perhaps 
we can assist them to hear with faith, and so to pray, ‘Give me life according to your 
word’. 

                                                
6  Alexander, Thoughts on Religious Experience, p. 44. 
7  Bingham, The Wisdom of God and the Healing of Man, p. 254. 
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‘THE TONGUE OF THOSE WHO ARE TAUGHT’ 

To assist birds with broken wings to look to God in the light of his saving and healing 
word may require, at least in the first instance, that we are ready and able to be, for 
our afflicted friends, a walking, talking Bible. The prophet reflected on how God had 
prepared him to sustain the weary:  
 

The Lord GOD has given me  
   the tongue of those who are taught, 
that I may know how to sustain with a word  
   him who is weary. 
Morning by morning he awakens; 
   he awakens my ear  
   to hear as those who are taught (Isa. 50:4).  

 
 To assist those for whom hearing is impaired by affliction, we need to have ‘the 
tongue of those who are taught’. Memorising the great words and promises of God 
from Scripture and speaking them as the Spirit leads can be both an immediate 
encouragement to the faith of others, and also an example to them of how faith is built 
up by ingesting and feeding upon the word of God. Timothy Rogers’ instruction to us 
as helpers of the afflicted is a wise and compassionate example of this principle: 
 

Put your poor afflicted friends in mind, continually, of the sovereign grace of God in Jesus Christ. 
Often impress on their minds that He is merciful and gracious; that as far as the heavens are above 
the earth, so far are His thoughts above their thoughts; His thoughts of mercy above their self-
condemning, guilty thoughts. Teach them, as much as you can, to look unto God, by the great 
Mediator, for grace and strength, and not too much to pore over their own souls, where there is so 
much darkness and unbelief. And turn away their thoughts from the decrees of God. Show them 
what great sinners God has pardoned, and encourage them to believe and to hope for mercy. 8 

BROKEN BIRDS IN THE BODY OF CHRIST 

Vincent Donovan, in his book, Christianity Rediscovered, recalls a moment in his evan-
gelising of a Masai community in East Africa when, having shared the gospel with them 
in a series of meetings over one year, the time came for the people to respond to the 
message by either receiving it and being baptised, or rejecting it. Having explained this, 
he indicated that he would go away and give them a week to decide before returning to 
learn of their response. Before leaving he stood in front of the community and said: 
 

This old man sitting here has missed too many of our instruction meetings. He was always out 
herding cattle. He will not be baptized with the rest. These two on this side will be baptized because 
they always attended, and understood very well what we talked about. So did this young mother. 
She will be baptized. But that man there has obviously not understood the instructions. And that 
lady there has scarcely believed the gospel message. They cannot be baptized. And this warrior has 
not shown enough effort . . .9 

                                                
8  Archibald Alexander, Thoughts on Religious Experience, pp. 41f. 
9  Vincent J. Donovan, Christianity Rediscovered: An Epistle from the Masai, SCM Press, London, 1982, pp. 91f. 
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Donovan records how the elderly leader of the community interrupted him: 
 
The old man, Ndangoya, stopped me politely but firmly, ‘Padri, why are you trying to break us up and 
separate us? During this whole year that you have been teaching us, we have talked about these things 
when you were not here, at night around the fire. Yes, there have been lazy ones in this community. 
But they have been helped by those with much energy. There are stupid ones in the community, but 
they have been helped by those who are intelligent. Yes, there are ones with little faith in this village, 
but they have been helped by those with much faith. Would you turn out and drive off the lazy ones 
and the ones with little faith and the stupid ones? From the first day I have spoken for these people. 
And I speak for them now. Now, on this day one year later, I can declare for them and for all this 
community, that we have reached the step in our lives where we can say, “We believe”.’ 

BEARING WITH THE FAILINGS OF THE WEAK 

This Masai community seemed to instinctively understand God’s will for them as a 
Christian community. Their leader’s words remind us of St Paul’s exhortation to us, 
as believers: 

 
We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to please 
ourselves. Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to build him up (Rom. 15:1–2).  
 

One example of ‘bear[ing] with the failings of the weak’ which Paul dealt with at 
length was the question of food offered to idols. For the person of strong faith this 
was not an issue since an idol is not anything. But to a person of weaker faith, eating 
such food could be an act of disobedience to God which would cause them to fall into 
a state of guilt, and possibly unrepentant sin. In this matter Paul says: 

 
Therefore, if food makes my brother stumble, I will never eat meat, lest I make my brother stumble 
(1 Cor. 8:13). 
 

Such carefulness, says Paul, should cause us to ‘decide never to put a stumbling block 
or hindrance in the way of a brother’ (Rom. 14:13). No doubt there are many deci-
sions in life which we should address with this principle in mind. 

RAISING THE QUESTION 

We certainly haven’t answered all the questions that arise in relation to birds with 
broken wings. But we have raised the issue of such birds and, having done so, find 
that it is an issue that presses on us personally as Christians:  

• How am I disposed to God’s birds with broken wings? 
• Am I more interested in those who will scale the heights with me? 
• Do I cut and run when broken birds approach me? 
• Or do I have that same Spirit that was in Paul when he said: 

Who is weak, and I am not weak?  
Who is made to fall, and I am not indignant? (2 Cor. 11:29). 
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STUDY 20 

Wise Stewards of the 
Mysteries 

Noel Due 

INTRODUCTION 

In Jeremiah 3:15 the Lord promises to give his people shepherds after his own heart 
who would fill them with knowledge and understanding. This promise echoes the 
words of Ezekiel, that God would set over his people one Shepherd, a new David who 
would lead, feed and pastor his flock (Ezek. 34:23; 37:24). In effect, by so doing, the 
Lord himself says that he would show himself to be the true Shepherd over his 
people, caring for them directly in the face of the delinquency of his appointed under-
shepherds and the antagonism evident among the sheep themselves (they are not an 
innocent flock!). In Ezekiel 34, the preponderance of first person personal pronouns 
in relation to this action is astounding.  
 It is clear that the fulfilment of the promise stretches beyond its own historical 
setting, to the coming of Messiah himself. There can be no doubt that passages such 
as these stand behind Jesus’ self identification as the Good Shepherd (John 10:11, 14). 
For those who had ears to hear in Israel,1 Jesus’ statements would have been a clear 
reference to the fact that he himself was the Lord incarnate, fulfilling the promises 
made through his prophetic messengers. It also means that the current and future care 
of the flock of God (the church) has been given into the hands of the Son. While the 
Father is undoubtedly the Shepherd in view in Psalm 23 (cf. Isa. 40:1l; 1 Pet. 2:25), 

                                                
1  The emphasis on obedient hearing is indeed significant through out the Scriptures (e.g. Deut. 32:46; cf. 

Mark 4:23; Luke 8:18; Heb. 2:1; James 1:19–25; etc.), not least in the wisdom literature (e.g. Prov. 2:2–4). Given 
this emphasis—which finally is rooted in the eternal relationships within the Trinity and expressed in our being 
made in God’s image—there is a real sense in which I believe the church has been sold a pup regarding the mode 
and manner of its communication. Promotion of our services and events which is built around the style of 
communication (e.g. ‘relevant’, ‘exciting’, ‘stimulating’, ‘dynamic’, ‘heart warming’ worship experience, now at a 
congregation near you!) is finally faithless. In Jesus’ ‘he who has an ear to hear’ type statements we have a strong 
exposition of the moral/spiritual demand that hearing the word of God makes. This moral demand should not be 
confused with ‘challenging application’, which in the end is no different from the demands of the Pharisees and 
teachers of the Law. The morality of hearing is far deeper than that, because true hearing kills our religious flesh 
and starves our profligate flesh. In an ironical way, postmodern literary and communication theorists (e.g. Stanley 
Fish and others) have pushed us to see the importance of the hearer. The difference is that in such interpretations 
of the event-that-is-communication all weight has been given to the hearer/reader in the sense that the Author is 
now dead (Barthes, Derrida)! In effect the reader becomes the Author . . . and in a blink we are back in Genesis 3! 
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the Psalm may also apply to Christ,2 who has been commissioned by the Father as the 
Chief Shepherd of the flock (1 Pet. 5:4; cf. Heb. 13:20).  
 There can also be no doubt that the great reality under which the New Testament 
communities lived was the ascended Lordship of Jesus the Messiah. The Messianic-
kingship Psalms (especially Ps. 2 and 110) and theologically related themes and pas-
sages (not least those related to the Abrahamic covenant) formed the interpretive grid 
through which all events were seen. Pentecost was the declaration of Jesus’ ascended 
Lordship, with the newly ascended King giving gifts to his subjects to enable them to 
declare the reality of his reign. They were to be heralds to the nations of Jesus’ acces-
sion to the throne of heaven. All events in the subsequent spread of the gospel are 
shown to unfold under his hand. The last sight that the disciples had of the Lord was 
with his hands upraised over them in blessing (Luke 24:50–51). The reality of Jesus’ 
resurrection body and the nail marks therein (Luke 24:36–43) meant that when he 
blessed the disciples in this way they could be assured that the content of the Old 
Testament priestly benediction of Numbers 6:22–26 was in fact fulfilled. In this way 
they knew themselves to be living under the eternal benediction of their ascended High 
Priest, in whom they knew the Father’s face to be shining upon them. Moreover, Jesus’ 
priestly blessing was also his royal commission, so in being blessed in/by him, the 
disciples knew that the Abrahamic covenant was now full steam ahead for the nations, 
over which Jesus was (and is) King.  
 Putting these things together, it is clear that it is the Lord Jesus who grants the 
ministry gifts of apostle, prophet, evangelist, and pastor/teacher to his church (Eph. 
4:11), as ascension gifts from his throne for the blessing of his people. These persons 
(they are not abstract or disembodied gifts) stand as under-shepherds, with (and over) 
the flock (so 1 Pet. 5:1–4), again by direct appointment of the Great Shepherd of the 
sheep. All the ministries mentioned in Ephesians 4 and related passages are ultimately 
commissioned by the ascended King to feed his flock (cf. John 21:15–17).  
 While elders in particular are nominated as shepherds of the flock of God (e.g. 
Acts 20:28) we must never lose sight of the fact that the flock is God’s own personal 
possession (Exod. 19:5; Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18; Mal. 3:17; cf. Titus 2:14; 1 Pet. 2:9). 
The church has been purchased with his own blood (or the blood of his own [Son], 
depending on how we translate Acts 20:28), and such is his love for his people that he 
has appointed under-shepherds to watch, guard, tend and serve the flock. However, in 
so doing, God has never relinquished his authority over the flock, nor, properly 
understood, has he even delegated it.3 The ministry gifts granted to the church by her 
                                                

2  The Psalm may apply in a double direction. On the one hand, as the Messianic King, Jesus is able to take Ps. 
23 on his own lips, as his own confession of trust in the Father who has appointed him to be the King–Shepherd of 
the flock. We gain a very dynamic view of the nature of the Messiah’s life and ministry by taking Psalm 23 and 
reading it as though it were being spoken from his lips to the Father. On the other hand, from the flock’s point of 
view, we may legitimately look to Christ and come to him as our personal and corporate Shepherd. One of the 
points being made in John 10 is that Jesus has the authority to be the Shepherd of the flock because he has been 
given authority from the Father to do so. His devolved authority to be the Shepherd stands in contrast to the 
shepherds-so-called (the hirelings) who have no legitimate claim to the flock, and to the destructive intent of those 
individuals and spiritual powers which may want to prey on the flock.  

3  We are very familiar with delegated authority in the political/administrative sense, since in human systems 
of government or administration such delegation is an absolute necessity for them to function. In these systems, 
delegated authority is linked with clearly defined hierarchies. Delegated agents may act effectively (e.g. in matters 
of finance or decision making) because of the sanction that the hierarchical authority confers. Delegated authority 
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ascended Head are all with the purpose that his voice may be heard. In so doing, his 
Father is glorified and the body is built up through the Spirit’s fullness (which cannot 
be separated from the hearing of the gospel), to participate in the faith, hope and love 
of the Divine life.  

STEWARDS OF THE MYSTERIES  
TO SERVE THE PEOPLE OF GOD 

The question naturally arises: By what power and in what way is this demanding 
ministry to be conducted? In view of all that we have seen in this School, the answer 
must be that such ministry is only possible in and by the wisdom of God. However, it 
is not simply that we are called to conduct the ministries to which we have been 
called in practical wisdom, but that we are called to equip the people of God with 
heavenly wisdom (i.e. the word of Christ and him crucified). In this wisdom they are 
enabled to be the Father’s wise people in the midst of the nations—always 
recognising that the world’s wisdom will regard the wisdom of the Father and his 
children as foolishness. The description of Israel in Deuteronomy 4:6 is surely no less 
true of God’s New Testament laos periousios than of his Old Testament ’am segullah. 
As was the case with God’s Old Testament people, Israel, this wisdom would be 
known morally, ethically and relationally; and all under the umbrella of covenant. 
This covenantal relationship was only established though the word of God, and so the 
New Testament people of God likewise stand in relation to him by the Word, who 
himself is the guarantee of the new covenant, sealed in his blood.  

The Content  of  the Mystery 

 The stewardship of the mysteries of God is not for the sake of preserving esoteric 
wisdom, but for the salvation of the nations and for the equipping of the people of 
God. Such equipping does not consist of giving ‘hints and tips’ to achieve success in 
business, to make progress in the world, or to overcome one’s enemies (or any of the 
many related themes that form the substance of mere human wisdom). Rather, it 
relates to being enabled by God to proclaim the full mystery of Christ (in whom is 
hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge of God) and to live in the reality of 
our new grace-faith union with him.  
 

                                                                                                                                      
allows for objectives to be reached efficiently and for policy to be implemented in responsible ways. In my view it 
is clear that the Lord has placed authority-bearing hierarchies in the church and the world (e.g. Heb. 13:17; Rom. 
13:1–7), but that these do not operate in precisely the same way as our delegated systems. On the one hand, in the 
church, all the members of the body are in direct union with Christ, shepherds and flock alike. He indwells all his 
flock, and they him. The shepherds are called to shepherd the flock of God among them (1 Pet. 5:2) and this means 
that the manner and modes of their shepherding ought to be in tune with his active care of the flock. On the other 
hand, submission to the governing authorities is ultimately a sign of one’s personal submission to God himself. 
Even in submitting to Pilate, Christ knew himself to be receiving all things from his Father. Such elements as these 
will not allow a mere transposition of the notion of delegated authority in the political/administrative sense onto 
the church. Where such a transposition happens we find that the systems thus generated become in the church a 
means for the operation of the flesh as much as they do in the world.  
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 In 1 Corinthians 4:1, Paul speaks of himself and his apostolic colleagues as ‘servants 
of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God’. He indicates that this ministry consists 
of making known the ‘secret and hidden wisdom of God’, such wisdom now being 
openly revealed through the proclamation of the cross. This is clear from 1 Corinthians 
2:7 where Paul says, ‘we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God 
decreed before the ages for our glory’. Given the wider context in which this statement 
takes its place, this can only refer to the preaching of Christ and him crucified. It is this 
preaching of Christ that therefore constitutes the (now revealed) secret mystery of the 
wisdom of God (Rom. 16:25; Eph. 1:9; 3:3–9; 6:19; Col. 1:25–29; 2:1–3; 4:3; etc.).4 It 
is this preaching that is the power of God (e.g. Rom. 1:16–17; 1 Cor. 1:18, 24; 2:5), and 
it is this which also destroys all human ‘wisdom’ (e.g. 1 Cor. 1:19; cf. 3:18–20; 2 Cor. 
10:3–6).  
 In Ephesians 3:3–9 this mystery is evidenced in the fact that the Gentiles are now 
fellow-heirs of the promises. This is only possible because of the prior reality that Jews 
and Gentiles alike had been formed into one new man through the action of the man, 
Jesus on the cross (Eph. 2:13–18). This new man stands in a new place of Triune com-
munion. Access to the one Father (whom they worship as his new Temple) is granted 
to both Jew and Gentile through the Son (in whom they have been bound together via 
the work of the cross and the adoption that this makes possible) and in one Spirit (in 
whom the reality of that union is communicated to each through the Spirit leading the 
whole family to cry ‘Abba, Father’). The people of God are thus held in Trinitarian 
bonds, for ever. And all of this is only found in and through Christ, which is why he is 
the seminal content of apostolic preaching. 
 There can be no doubt that the apostles taught much about the results of Christ’s 
gracious action for the Christian community, and they proclaimed these clearly (e.g. 
justification, adoption, sanctification, etc.). We, too, must proclaim these great evan-
gelical doctrines, but never as freestanding dogma. They should not be presented as 
though they are somehow detached from our grace-faith union with Christ. And, in like 
manner, they should not be presented in any way which allows them to be detached 
from the Christ of the cross, who is the only Christ we have. It is this actual pro-
clamation of Christ in his person and work on the cross, which God has appointed as 
the means by which they are so in a person’s experience.5  
 There is no other means by which men and women are saved, but through the cross. 
There is no other means by which men and women may have their guilt removed, their 
shame reversed, and their worship truly realigned. The proclamation of the mysterious 
wisdom of God—that is, the proclamation of Christ and him crucified—is the only 
means by which men and women will be brought into faith-union with Christ, and by 

                                                
4  The last couple of decades have seen an explosion in the number of books, teaching seminars and other 

resources that address the twin concepts of ‘wisdom’ and ‘mystery’. A cursory examination of any bookshop 
(Christian, secular or ‘New Age’), or an Internet search on these terms, will yield an astronomical (or perhaps, 
better, astrological!) number of results. By far the most commonly identifiable thread is that both ‘wisdom’ and 
‘mystery’ will be related to almost anything other than the cross. By this criterion alone the vast majority of books 
on wisdom (even those in Christian bookshops!) are neither biblical nor apostolic. 

5  The church has had a long and unhappy history of separating Christ from his benefits. The greatest safeguard 
against this constantly present inclination is the Spirit anointed preaching and hearing of the believer’s grace-faith 
union with Christ. Likewise, if and where such a separation has taken place, this is the only antidote to the toxic flesh-
religion which always fills the gap.  
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which the power of Satan will be broken in their lives. The apostolic gospel is the only 
saving gospel there is.  
 There can be no doubt that this preaching of the crucified Christ is foolishness  
to the world, but to those who are being saved it is the power and wisdom of God  
(1 Cor. 1:18, 24). Through it we have knowledge of all things that are necessary to 
life and godliness, since in Christ we receive all the inestimable gifts of God the 
Father, such as justification, sanctification, redemption, propitiation, forgiveness, 
adoption, and the glorification of his children and the renewal of the cosmos.6  

The Communicat ion of the Mystery 

 It is permissible to think of the cross in two ways: as an event in history and as a 
preached ‘event’ in the existential reality of the church’s life. Both the historical event 
of the cross and the preached event of the cross are, alike, a krisis (judgement). And 
both are Christ’s rather than ours. In his action on the cross—vindicated and secured 
(so to speak) in the resurrection and ascension—Christ objectively accomplished all the 
work he had set out to do in that great event. In it he redeemed and cleansed his Bride, 
brought all sin and evil to their effective end, and guaranteed the eschatological new 
creation. In his preaching of the cross through his appointed heralds—empowered, 
sealed and sanctified by the Spirit he has sent—Christ draws his flock together, 
condemns the ‘wisdom’ of his enemies, and subdues the nations to worship the Father.  
 We, as preachers of the apostolic gospel, are wise stewards of the mystery of the 
cross. This is not only in terms of the content of the proclamation (Christ and him 
crucified), but also in the mystery of its hearing. Recognising its character as krisis, 
we do not seek to measure the effectiveness of the message by trying to calculate (i.e. 
count) the response. There will always be four sorts of soils, but then there will also 
always be a harvest, even if it is unseen. The seed grows while the farmer sleeps.  
 Similarly we do not use the persuasive ‘wisdom’ of the world’s logic to present a 
case for the wisdom of God. The Corinthian letters reflect Paul’s very long and patient 
dealings with a congregation where the power/weakness and wisdom/foolishness axes 
were not only out of scale, but also wrongly aligned. The result was a very inaccurate 
and misleading graph, where power and wisdom (used in the worldly senses of these 
terms) were understood to function in a directly proportional relationship to one another 
in the church. The only way to preserve this relationship (and plot one’s own place on 
the line) is to forego the preaching of the cross because of its inherent foolishness and to 
minimise/remove its character as krisis, by removing the scandal that the cross is and 
will always be.  
 So preaching that is apostolic will be both cross-centred and cross-shaped. It is 
cross-centred in that here, and only here—in the apostolic interpretation of the 
cross—do we find Christ actually becoming wisdom from God to us (1 Cor. 1:30 in 
context). This means that any preaching about Christ that does not take its stand in 
and through the cross of Christ, will not be the wisdom of God. We cannot take the 
‘wise sayings’ of the Sermon on the Mount, for example, and give them some 
                                                

6  I would suggest that any other system of wisdom or philosophy will seek to provide such elements for 
humanity, but without reference to Christ. The alternate wisdom(s) that the world adopts seeks to provide its 
equivalent of all these things, but without grace and without the need for forgiveness and propitiation.  
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independent life other than that which they have from the cross-orientated Messiah 
who spoke them.7 But the apostolic ministry of preaching this mysterious wisdom of 
God in Christ is also cross-shaped. This means that it can only be done in the love of 
God, that is, in the power of the Spirit. It can only be conducted in the weakness 
which makes the power of God perfect, and which shows that the grace of God is 
sufficient for preacher and hearer alike. In Luther’s terms, the matter is not just 
preaching a theology of the cross, but of being a theologian of the cross.8  

SERVING THE CHURCH BY HEARING THE WORD 

The emphasis on true and false hearing is notable in many places in the Old 
Testament, and is seminal to Israel’s understanding of the covenant (e.g. Deut. 6:4–
15). It appears again as a recurring theme in the Servant Songs of Isaiah (e.g. Isa. 
44:1; 42:23; 48:16–18; 51:4; 55:3; etc.) and is taken up by the writer of Hebrews to 
expound Christ’s life and ministry in the words of Psalm 40:7 (cf. Heb. 10:1–10). In 
                                                

7  For an extended and Christ-centred exposition of what lies behind this point, see P. T. Forsyth, The Preach-
ing of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ (NCPI, Blackwood, 1987). 

8  Luther spoke of two different theologies he saw at work in the church. He named one the theology of glory 
(theologia gloriae) and the other the theology of the cross (theologia crucis). The terms ‘theologian of glory’ and 
‘theologian of the cross’ appear in thesis 21 of the Heidelberg Disputation of May 1518, and it is generally recognised 
that 28 theological theses in this disputation reveal some of the main lines of Luther’s understanding of what it meant 
to be a theologian of the cross. Interested readers should devote themselves to studying this important theme in 
Luther, and there are some fine works available (e.g. G. O. Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross: Reflections on 
Luther’s Heidelberg Disputation, 1518, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1997; H. O. Kadai, ‘Luther’s Theology of the 
Cross’, Concordia Theological Quarterly, vol. 63, [6], July 1999, pp. 169–204; W. von Loewenich, Luther’s 
Theology of the Cross, Augsburg, Minneapolis, 1976; A. E. McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross, Blackwell 
Publ., Oxford, 1998; H. Sasse, ‘The Theology of the Cross’ in Reformed Theological Review, vol. 31, Sept.–Dec. 
1972, pp. 74–89). For Luther, the cross (and in particular what the event of the cross meant for atonement, 
justification, reconciliation and peace with God) could not be one topic of a wide range of theological speculations, 
but it must be the centre from which and through which everything must be viewed.  

The mark of this theology is its contradictory nature. It confounds all natural human wisdom and reason, and in 
the hidden action of God on the cross we in fact find the centre and sum of all life. Thus, where the world in its 
wisdom would perceive the cross to be the epitome of shame, weakness, foolishness, and rejection, in reality it is 
the place of glory, power, divine wisdom and acceptance with God. The theologia gloriae is built on natural 
human wisdom and philosophy rather than divine revelation. It is a theology that operates by sight rather than by 
faith. It is a theology that prides itself on its successful ēthos. It is triumphalistic, speculative and attractive, and 
thinks that it can understand the things of God by looking simply at his works in creation. It is a naturalistic 
theology, and one that looks for ‘proof’ (whether this be signs and wonders or the persuasive logic of worldly 
wisdom). Consequently it is a theology which draws attention to human achievement and merit, and minimises the 
grace of God in Christ. The outcome of this theology is to seek acceptance with God on the basis of something in 
us, rather than on the basis of all that is in him. 

What must be borne in mind (and this comes out particularly clearly in Forde) is that for Luther one must not 
simply hold a theology about the cross, but one must be a theologian of the cross. The ‘true theologian’ is one who 
views even his own interior life through the lens of the theologia crucis, and who shares in the sufferings of the 
cross in his own life. As the preacher proclaims the word of the cross in the power of the Spirit, the wisdom of the 
world reacts against him, just as it reacted against the Christ himself. The deep spiritual battles, personal struggles, 
temptations and utter weakness of the sinner in the face of such things is part of being a theologian of the cross. 
Just as Paul had to establish his ‘reverse ēthos’ (to use Resner’s term) in the face of the sophists of his day, so does 
a true theologian of the cross experience misunderstanding, misrepresentation and rejection in each age. In 
addition, the theologian of the cross lives from the cross, i.e. living out in his daily life the death to sin that took 
place there once and for all. In this very place of suffering the theologia crucis is established and known to be true, 
though it would never be recognised as such by the world.  
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Christ we see the true nature of human life exposed to view, and in him we therefore 
see the true nature of human ministry revealed in its untainted glory.  
 What lies implicit in the creation of the first man becomes explicit in the incarna-
tion of the last Man: Jesus’ entire life is governed by hearing the voice of his Father. 
This is seen not only in the temptation narratives and his response to Satan there 
recorded (e.g. Matt. 4: 4), but also in the day-to-day operations of his public ministry, 
both in word and deed. While this is made abundantly clear in John (e.g. John 5:19, 
30; 7:16; 8:28, 38, 40; 12:49; 14:10; etc.) it is also inescapable from the theological 
descriptions of Christ as the express image of God (e.g. 2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15; Heb. 
1:1–4; cf. John 1:18; 12:45; 14:9).  
 In addition to this, we have clear descriptions of Jesus’ purpose for coming into the 
world: to do the will of the One who sent him (e.g. Luke 9:48; 10:16; John 4:34; 5:24, 
37; 6:38; etc.). The ‘sent-ness’ and the ‘purposiveness’ are inseparable and both imply 
a continually obedient hearing on the part of the Son. In this sense he is truly the 
Apostle of our confession (Heb. 3:1) in that he is the Sent One, and all others who are 
sent are sent through hearing his word.  
 Given all this it cannot but be true that the first and primary action of all true 
apostolic ministry is to hear. Speaking that is not from hearing is no true proclama-
tion. Christ speaks that which he hears. His servants can only speak that which they 
hear from him. But, as in all biblical hearing, this is no mere repetition of facts. True 
hearing means joyful submission, willing obedience, and humble faith. It is the 
opposite of having a hard heart, or an unwilling spirit. That ‘faith comes by hearing, 
and hearing by the word of Christ’ (Rom. 10:17) is true for us all—apostles, prophets, 
evangelists, pastors and teachers alike. Indeed we can only speak out of that faith 
which comes to us in this way, and this in the face of death itself (so 2 Cor. 4:13–15). 

Steal ing God’s Words? 

 Geoffrey Bingham warns us against a ministry of ‘stolen words’, warning us that: 
 
. . . we can peddle God’s word, that we can practise disgraceful and underhanded ways in the 
proclamation of the Gospel, and that we can use cunning, and we can tamper with God’s word. We 
can also use eloquent and plausible words of a wisdom which is not God’s wisdom, and we can 
even make men to stand in such false wisdom, rather than in the power of God. All this should 
cause us much heart-searching.9  
 

Are we professional sermon preparers and adept point makers instead of true and 
obedient hearers? Do our people hear the voice of him who has spoken to us? Do we 
really trust his word, alone, as the power of God for salvation? Do we speak, truly, as 
those who have the oracles of God? Do we believe that, in and through God’s 
amazing grace, we really do speak his word to his people?10 Or do we give our 
opinions on the text and seek to enliven them with a few good stories along the way? 
Do we come from the sanctuary of the Father’s holy hill, and speak as those who have 
                                                

9  Geoffrey C. Bingham, For Pastors and the People, NCPI, Blackwood, 1989, p. 86. 
10  Reformed theology has habitually spoken of the doctrine of the word of God in the threefold way: Christ 

Jesus as the Word incarnate; the Scriptures as God’s written word; and the public proclamation of the gospel 
(preaching) as God’s spoken word.  
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seen the face of God? None of us can judge another in these things, but they are 
questions that take us to the heart of truly apostolic ministry.  

Quarrying for Sermons? 

 The (temporarily) buoyant bubble that is the Australian economy has been kept 
afloat by the precious metals, gems, and useful ores that God hid in the depths of the 
earth when he laid the foundation of the world. Politicians, mining magnates, bankers 
and business people alike are all glad that these can be dug up and sold. However, we 
who are preachers of the apostolic gospel must take heed that we do not have a 
resource exploitation mindset when it comes to the Scriptures. We are not called to be 
prospectors and entrepreneurs, but hearers of the word. P. T. Forsyth warns us against 
a view of ministry which approaches the Bible as a ‘sermon quarry’. Rather we must 
speak ‘from within the silent sanctuary of Scripture’, from the place of being 
immersed in the word.11 Only in this way may the preaching be the authority it needs 
to be in the world:  
 

The press is there for information, or for suggestion at most, it is not there for authority; but the 
pulpit is there with authority; and the news it brings is brought for the sake of the authority. The 
press may offer an opinion as to how the public should act, but the pulpit is there with a message as 
to whom the acting public must obey and trust. The press is an adviser, but the pulpit is a prophet; 
the press may have a thought, the pulpit must have a Gospel, nay a command.12 

PREACHING CHRIST TO THE GLORY OF GOD 

We have no other mandate as preachers of the gospel than to preach Christ, who is 
God’s word and gift to the world. Preaching Christ brings glory to the Father, as Jesus 
is the embodiment of his glory (Heb. 1:3; John 1:14; 2 Cor. 4:6). The latter part of 
Paul’s closing doxology in Romans 16:27 links the wisdom and glory of God, but 
both of these are with the preaching of the gospel to the nations and their resultant 
obedience of faith (Rom. 16:25–26). In 1 Corinthians 2:6–12, Paul speaks of a wisdom 
that the rulers of this age do not understand, but which is revealed in the preaching  
of the apostolic gospel. In this wisdom, the nature of Jesus as the Lord of glory is 
made plain, and we find that God has purposed his saving acts to be for the glory of 
us, his people. Though ‘eye has not seen, nor has ear heard what God has prepared for 
those who love him’, believers are taught these things inwardly by the Spirit. In  
2 Corinthians 1:20, Jesus is clearly shown to be God’s ‘Yes’ to the world, in whom all 
the promises are secured. The apostolic preaching of the gospel brings the knowledge 
of this Divine ‘Yes’ to the world, and the believing response (‘Amen’) through Christ 
brings glory to God (so also 2 Cor. 4:15). In 2 Corinthians 4:4 the gospel reveals the 
glory of Christ, who is the image of God, while in 4:6 God has ‘shone in our hearts to 
give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ’. In 
Philippians 2:11, Jesus is declared Lord of all, to the glory of God the Father, and 

                                                
11  P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993, p. 26.  
12  P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, pp. 28f. 



Wise Stewards of the Mysteries 

 

Ministry School 2008 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 
 

185 

 
 

Paul’s simple benediction in that letter is: ‘To our God and Father be glory forever 
and ever. Amen.’  
 References such as these could be multiplied, but the point is clear that the 
stewardship of the mystery of the gospel is for the glory of the God whose gospel it is. 
This means that the preacher’s glory is of no consequence. Indeed, as is made plain in 
the Corinthian letters, the theologian of the cross (to use Luther’s term) has no glory 
in the world’s eyes. The difference between Paul and the ‘super apostles’ hinged on 
this very point. The hope that we have in Christ is, by definition, eschatological. So, 
too, is the glory to which that hope attaches. It is neither right nor safe to secure either 
of them in this life. If we were to attempt this we would need to use the evaluative 
principles of the world. And how could we calibrate their scale to measure the 
radiance of the glory or the dimensions of our hope in Christ?  

WISDOM AND THE APOSTOLIC CALLING 

Syncret ism vs.  single-mindedness  

 Paul’s letter to the Colossians has much to do with the concepts of wisdom and 
mystery. This emphasis is largely necessary because (by a sort of reverse engineering) 
we can adduce that the problems in the Colossian congregation related to distortions 
of the ideas of wisdom and mystery. The wider socio-religious context of the letter is 
a world in which esoteric wisdom formed a way to ensure safe living in a cosmos full 
of hostile powers.13  
 In Colossians 1:24–2:3, we have a compact description of the means and goals of 
apostolic ministry. This passage is dense with material relating to the theme of our 
study and this School, but if we keep the syncretism of the Colossians’ situation in 
mind it leads us to some helpful conclusions.  
 Firstly, syncretism by definition undermines the uniqueness of Christ and the 
finality of the revelation he has brought (or better, the revelation, which he is). By so 
doing, it draws him into our human systems of philosophy and religion. In particular 
we seek to draw him into our own systems for our own ends, in that we attempt to 
bring the (now modified) person and work of Christ into a system by which we may 
gain his benefits without organic faith-union with him.  
 Secondly, syncretism offers an alternative understanding of the universe and the 
way in which we are called to live within it. This alternative understanding finally is 
shaped by the wisdom of this age rather than the age to come. Its drift in this regard 
will be twofold. One the one hand it will lead to utter pragmatism (how do I use this 

                                                
13  There have been numerous attempts to reconstruct/understand the issues with which the letter to the 

Colossians must deal (e.g. proto-Gnosticism, Gnosticism, Jewish mysticism, Middle Platonism), but there is wide-
spread agreement among commentators that the approach the Colossians were moving to (or had adopted) was 
syncretistic. In my view, C. E. Arnold has done a pretty convincing job of showing that the ‘best explanation for the 
Colossian “philosophy” lies in the quite general classification of folk religion’, particularly in its use of ‘so-called 
magical texts’ (Clinton E. Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism: The Interface Between Christianity and Folk Belief at 
Colossae, Baker Books, Grand Rapids, 1996, p. 5). Almost by self-definition, folk religions are syncretistic, but even 
if the background to the Colossian letter is something other than folk religion, its syncretistic character seems inescap-
able.  
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system to get what I want?) and on the other it leads to an interpretation of the person 
and work of Christ which is ‘from below’ rather than from above (i.e. the weight falls 
on interpretation not revelation).  
 Thirdly, syncretism confuses our worship (just take the Old Testament high places 
as one example!). Wherever this trend emerges, the purity of worship in Spirit and in 
truth is undermined. The church is given competing (and finally, mutually exclusive) 
bases of trust, which then rob God of his glory and lead astray the hearts of the Bride 
to shower their affections on other lovers.  

Colossians 1:24–2:3:  Apostol ic Means and Apostol ic Goals 

 There are two seminal statements here, around which all else revolves. In Colossians 
1:28, Paul says: ‘him [i.e. Christ] we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching 
everyone with all wisdom, that we may present everyone mature in Christ’. And in 
Colossians 2:2c–3, he says that his aim is that his hearers might be fully encouraged in 
love and in full assurance of understanding to attain ‘the knowledge of God’s mystery, 
which is Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge’. A 
wider reading of Colossians indicates that the apostolic teaching which forms the heart 
of the letter relates both to the person of Christ (e.g. Col. 1:15–20; 2:9) and to the work 
he has accomplished in the cross (e.g. Col. 1:13–14; 2:9–15). All of this is from the 
Father and for his glory (e.g. Col. 1:2, 12; 3:17).  
 In both these statements (Col. 1:28 and 2:2–3) there is content (Christ as wisdom) 
and there is a goal (Christian maturity, which is equivalent to being knit together in 
love, having a full understanding and assurance of what God has accomplished in 
Christ). The goal is inseparable from the proclamation of Christ, both in his person and 
his work. For this reason the maturity of the congregation could only ever be achieved 
in having the word of Christ richly dwell within (among) them (Col. 3:15–17).  
 The wider context of this section is, again, the theology of the two ways. Colossians 
is a manifesto for walking in the wisdom of Christ, as opposed to walking in the 
‘wisdom’ of the world. Having begun to walk in the Son, the Colossians were in danger 
of being knocked out of step, and to find themselves again captive to the hostile 
philosophies and elementary principles of this world’s wisdom. This, indeed, is the 
constant nature of the battle in which the people of God are engaged. It has been thus 
since the ‘wisdom’ on offer from the Serpent drew us into his fold in Genesis 3, and 
will be so until the ‘wisdom’ on offer from the Dragon–Harlot–Beast coalition is finally 
put out of action with the Son’s appearing. In all of the different permutations that this 
‘wisdom-so-called’ appears, it is only the full proclamation of Christ that will keep the 
church from its clutches and, more positively, bring the people of God to the mature 
goal of being the Father’s wise family among the nations.  
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