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Southern Seminary: A Legacy of Truth
B Y  R .  A L B E RT  M O H L E R  J R .

N ot too long ago, I was able to visit with two of the 
leading authorities on theological education in 
the world. Neither of these figures is an evangel-
ical Christian, and both are heavily invested in 

mainline Protestant theological education through semi-
naries and divinity schools. The most interesting aspect of 
our conversation had to do with the amazing realignment of 
enrollment in theological education in the United States. Put 
simply, the mainline Protestant seminaries are collapsing, and 
the only real enrollment strength in theological education 
today is to be found among evangelicals, and among Southern 
Baptists in particular.  

Of course, the most important factor here is theology. We can 
draw a direct line from the theological liberalism that captured 
the mainline schools to the collapse of their enrollment. The 
irony, not missed by theological conservatives, is that the 
promise of theological liberalism is to save Christianity by 
surrendering its essential truth claims. 

Diogenes Allen, for decades a professor at Princeton Theo-
logical Seminary, described the situation by using the meta-
phor of a raft. In his illustration, the church is  a raft driven by 
the currents of a river. In his argument, so long as the water is 
calm, the raft can take on more and more freight. The freight 
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represents doctrines and moral teachings. So long as the water 
is smooth, the raft can take on more and more doctrine and 
stay afloat. But, he warned, the modern age is not calm water. 
The raft (the church) is not staying afloat in the rapids of the 
modern age, with all its anti-supernaturalism and secular-
ization. In such waters, he advised, the church needs to start 
jettisoning freight — abandoning doctrines that are just too 
costly in the modern age.

We can see how this argument won the day among liberal Prot-
estants. When faced by adversity and intellectual challenge, 
when the culture took a turn, they just turned with the culture. 
The mainline seminaries and divinity schools led in this effort. 
But — to no surprise — they are left with very few students, and 
many of the students they do have are not headed for ministry 
in the local church.

Just a few decades ago, The Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary found itself in just a theological position. In 1993, 
when I became the school’s president, we were told that if you 
took a seminary and returned it to its confessional integrity, 
if you took the fullness of truth and made it central to the 
school’s identity and commitments, and if you required the 
seminary to teach and stand for the complete and utter trust-
worthiness and truthfulness of the Word of God, you would 
have no students, no donors, and no friends.
  
Well, to the glory of God, Southern Seminary is now the 
largest accredited seminary in the world. 
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It’s important to note that the seminary’s current theological 
fidelity is not a new phase in the school’s history. Rather, it is 
a return to the intent of those who founded the school in 1859. 
From the beginning, Southern Seminary was to be marked by 
its commitment to the Abstract of Principles, the statement of 
faith that was to guide the school’s teaching. 

When faculty members sign the Abstract, they are saying that 
they will teach in accordance with and not contrary to every-
thing contained within it. When they sign that document, it’s 
not that they sign it merely as a symbolic act. It’s not that they 
sign it merely saying they understand this is what the institu-
tion represents, or that they agree to teach within these theo-
logical boundaries, but that they confess this is the faith they 
believe and want to teach. Our faculty members not only teach 
the truth, but they believe and embrace it. 

Nothing could be more dangerous than a theological semi-
nary that is not clearly and explicitly and continually and 
always grounded in truth. The absolute determination of 
Southern Seminary is that we will continue to deliver a theo-
logical education of the highest quality and highest caliber of 
conviction — without any compromise whatsoever in doctrine 
or substance.

In this book, you will see this determination. You will see that 
determination as you see the Southern Seminary faculty on 
display. You will see why this school has long been trusted for 
truth. If you’re a graduate of Southern, I hope this book fills 
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you with a proud gratitude for the training you received. If you 
are considering where you want to pursue theological educa-
tion, this book will give you a glimpse of what it’s like to study 
at Southern Seminary. 

Whatever circumstance you’re in as you read this book, 
remember that all of God’s people are called to know the truth. 
Our God is a God of truth. Indeed, the sum of his Word is truth 
(Ps 119:160), and the Lord Jesus Christ tells us that he himself 
is the truth ( John 14:6). I pray that as you read this book, you 
will experience the answer to Jesus’ prayer: “Sanctify them in 
the truth; your word is truth” ( John 17:17). 
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Truths You Can Trust
from Biblical Theology
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Truths You Can Trust 
from Biblical Theology
B Y  J A M E S  M .  H A M I LT O N  J R .

Biblical theology reads the 
Bible on its own terms.

Rather than coming to the Bible with a list of 
topics and questions, people who engage in 
biblical theology are reading to discern the 
questions the Bible itself is asking, seeking 
to determine the categories with which the 
biblical authors themselves are operating. 
This approach can be referred to as a sympa-
thetic reading of Scripture. We want to read 
past our own pressing concerns to discern 
the concerns of the biblical authors. Instead 
of demanding that they answer the ques-
tions we are asking, we read to determine 
what questions they seek to answer. 

As an example of the kind of thing I am 
talking about from my own life, I can 
remember reading the book of Acts closely 
and, because penal substitutionary atone-
ment was a hot topic in my circles at the time, 
wondering why that topic was not being 
addressed more often. As I continued to 
read and ponder Luke’s narrative in Acts, I 
began to realize that what Luke emphasizes 
is the resurrection of Jesus. As I thought on 
that reality, it became apparent to me that in 
Luke’s context, many held that the crucifix-
ion proved that Jesus was not the Messiah 
(see Acts 5:34–39). 

Luke  counters this assumption by insisting 
on the resurrection of Jesus, which over-
turns the negative verdict that the crucifix-
ion seemed to render. 

A sympathetic reading applies the golden 
rule to our interpretation of what we read: 
We must treat others the way we want to be 
treated. This is also why we seek to deter-
mine the intent of the author we are read-
ing. We are asking, what did this author 
intend to communicate? We ask this ques-
tion because this is how we ourselves want 
to be read and interpreted. Biblical theology 
seeks the intent of the biblical author, and 
it seeks to read the biblical authors sympa-
thetically, on their terms, not ours, trying to 
understand their assumptions, not foisting 
ours onto them. 

Scripture has a divine author.

The Bible is God’s Word. The Scriptures 
are breathed out by God (2 Tim 3:16), and 
the prophets who wrote Scripture “spoke 
from God as they were carried along by the 
Holy Spirit” (2 Pet 1:20–21). The fact that the 
biblical authors were inspired by the Spirit 
ensures that they communicated a unified 
message. 

1

2
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This unified message means that the bibli-
cal authors operate out of a shared world-
view. They agree with one another on the big 
questions humans face in life: the identity 
of God — who he is; where we came from 

— God made us; what this place is — God’s 
world; what went wrong — man sinned; and 
how God promised to make things right. 

None of the biblical authors reject the teach-
ing of Genesis and argue that Yahweh is not, 
in fact, the one true God. None of them teach 
against the idea that God spoke the world 
into being. None teach that man is not in fact 
sinful but basically good. And none teach 
that God made no promises to Abraham, 
that he plans to abandon Israel, and that the 
world will be left to die in rebellion. No, the 
biblical authors are in fundamental agree-
ment and do not contradict one another. 

The account in Genesis and the rest of the 
Pentateuch builds out the shared world-
view that the biblical authors embrace. The 
shared worldview creates a shared perspec-
tive from which the biblical authors inter-
pret the world, their own lives, and earlier 
Scripture. The task of biblical theology is 
the attempt to understand and embrace 
the interpretive perspective of the biblical 
authors. 

The Bible is literature.

The biblical authors sometimes write overt 
theology the way Paul does in Romans and 
his other letters. But in much more of the 
Bible’s content, writers like Moses, David, 
Isaiah, and Mark do theology by means of 
literature. 

Moses tells the story of how the world began 
and where things went wrong in Genesis, 
embedding in it the way God made initial 
promises to set things right as he spoke 
judgment over the serpent. Later in the 
story Moses recounts how the promises 
got passed down and elaborated on to Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob, and on to the nation 
of Israel. 

David teaches through Psalms — in songs 
that sing God’s praise, call on him for help, 
and reflect on the Scriptural narratives that 
teach God’s love and holiness — his char-
acter of steadfast love. Like David, Isaiah 
engages in theology by means of poetry. The 
allusive engagement with earlier Scripture 
joins with Isaiah’s unique ability to take his 
audience up to the heights and down to the 
depths. The artistry of the Bible’s poets and 
narrators turns its truths into culture-shap-
ing epic, giving the stories an enchanting 
quality that mesmerizes audiences, trans-
forming lives and reforming societies. 

When Mark tells the story of Jesus, in order 
for the literature to work as he intends, his 
audience has to be soaked in Scripture. Only 
then will Mark’s choice of word and phrase 

"The fact that the biblical authors were 

inspired by the Spirit ensures that they 

communicated a unified message."

3
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and sequence activate all the ways that the 
Christ has come in fulfillment of everything 
written in the law of Moses and the proph-
ets and Psalms. 

To understand the Bible, we have to be able 
to read literature, to know how authors 
show rather than tell, and to reflect on what 
they’re telling in the showing. Developing 
skill in reading literature is like developing 
any other skill: It takes practice, sustained 

over weeks, months, seasons, and years. 
We must keep reading the Bible with open 
hearts, active minds, and prayerful souls.

The Bible uses imagery.

Writers — and the biblical authors were 
writers — accomplish a variety of things by 
using imagery. A word-picture can summa-
rize and interpret a big idea. For instance, 
Daniel styles the world’s kingdoms in rebel-
lion against God as beasts. They are not liter-
ally beasts, of course, but they stand against 
the son of man who brings God’s kingdom. 
Further, they stand in solidarity with the 
serpent who seeks to usurp God’s reign. 

The image of the beast also provokes an 
emotional, visceral reaction. We know that 
beasts are dangerous, that lions and bears 

can maul and kill, that they devour their 
prey, and that they have no human sympa-
thy but only a ravenous desire for blood. 
The imagery of the beast communicates all 
that, called up by a mental picture of fang 
and claw. 

The biblical authors’ use of imagery also 
taps into and engages the wider story of the 
Bible. We can see this from consideration 
of the way Jesus is depicted as a lamb. He 
is not literally a four-legged, wooly beast, 
but he does come as the atoning sacrifice, 
through whom God will bring to fulfillment 
the prophesied new exodus, the sacrificial 
system, and the sin-bearing lamb of Isaiah 53. 

The Bible uses patterns.

Joseph’s brothers rejected him, sold him as 
a slave, and against all expectation he was 
exalted as a ruler over Gentiles. Then he 
forgave his brothers and provided for them. 
Moses was rejected by Israelites and fled 
to the wilderness, where he took a Gentile 
bride. The Lord then sent him back to Egypt 
to bring the people who had rejected him 
out of slavery into the land of promise. 
David’s brothers spoke harshly to him, and 
Israel’s king, Saul, sought to kill him. David 
fled into the wilderness and ruled over a 
Philistine city. Then he returned to Israel 
to be king over Israel and Judah. 

In each of these instances we see a pattern of 
God identifying Joseph, Moses, and David 
as his chosen representative. Next, God’s 
own people reject the one God identified 

"To understand the Bible, we have to be able 

to read literature, to know how authors show 

rather than tell, and to reflect on what they’re 

telling in the showing."

4
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as his chosen one. In one way or another, 
that rejected leader then finds acceptance 
among Gentiles, before accomplishing for 
Israel what God said he would do. 

This pattern comes to culmination in Jesus, 
who was anointed by the Holy Spirit at his 
baptism, then rejected by Israel, only to be 
embraced by many Gentiles as Savior and 
Lord. Romans 11:25–27 indicates that when 
Jesus returns he will save all Israel, complet-
ing the pattern seen in the likes of Joseph, 
Moses, and David. 

The Bible uses types.

When we see repeated use of the kinds of 
patterns we have just discussed above, we 
are looking at typology. Typology consists 
of historical correspondence and escalation. 
Historical correspondence refers to the way 
that God sovereignly orchestrates actual 
events that really took place in history to 
match one another. And escalation refers 
to the way that, as we notice historical 
correspondences and patterns, we feel 
a gathering, growing, increasing sense of 
anticipation for more like this in the future. 

The biblical authors draw attention to 
historical correspondences by using 
important words or phrases from earlier 
Scripture, by repeating patterns of events 
seen in earlier Scripture, or by highlight-
ing thematic correspondence with earlier 
Scripture. The historical correspondences 
produce the escalation in expectation. For 
instance, when Jeroboam makes his two 

golden calves in 1 Kings 12, the author of 
Kings records how he said the very same 
words about his idols that Israel said about 
the golden calf at Mount Sinai (1 Kgs 12:28; 
Ex 32:4, 8). Israel’s idolatry at Sinai typifies 
their idolatry in the land, pointing forward 
to the way that they will be exiled for 
their covenant-breaking sin. The idolatry 
throughout Israel’s history typifies the idol-
atry that will result in the rejection of Jesus, 
the image of God, resulting in his crucifix-
ion (see Acts 7:40–43, 51–53). 

Typology thus involves historical corre-
spondences between people, events, and 
institutions in patterns that recur across 
the Scriptures with escalating significance 
until fulfilled in Christ. 

The New Testament writers are 
right when they read the Old 
Testament.

We can be confident that the New Testament 
authors correctly interpreted the Old Testa-
ment for both historical and theological 
reasons. From a historical perspective, the 
book of Acts records how thousands and 
thousands of people (Acts 2:41, 47; 4:4; 5:14) 
thoroughly familiar with the Old Testament 
were immediately convinced by the way the 
Apostles interpreted the Old Testament as 
fulfilled in Jesus, including priests respon-
sible for teaching the Scriptures (Acts 6:7). 
There were many interpretations of the 
Old Testament on offer at the time, and 
those who became followers of Jesus did 
so because they became convinced that the 

6
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Old Testament was fulfilled in him. 

In addition, the Apostles continually argued 
that people should follow Jesus because the 
Old Testament pointed forward to him and 
found its culmination in him. Paul made 
such arguments not only in synagogues (e.g., 
Acts 9:20; 13:13–16; 17:1–3) but also before the 
Sanhedrin (Acts 23:6). 

Theologically, Jesus is the incarnate Word, 
one with the Father and the Spirit. The 
Spirit inspired the Old Testament authors 
to communicate what the Father wanted 
them to write about his forthcoming Son. 
So as God, Jesus would know what the 
Father meant for the Spirit to communi-
cate through the Old Testament. 

On the human level, as Jesus grew in wisdom 
and stature (Luke 2:52), his understanding 
of what the Old Testament authors meant 
to communicate was developed, taught by 
Moses, interpreted by the prophets, psalm-
ists, and sages. Jesus understood the Old 
Testament in accordance with the intent of 
its human and divine authors. 

Jesus then taught his followers how to 
understand the Old Testament (Luke 24:44–
45), and he and the Father sent the Spirit to 
ensure that Jesus’ followers would under-
stand it correctly ( John 14:26; 15:26–27; 16:13). 
The New Testament authors were inspired 
by the Spirit that they might communicate 
only true things about the Old Testament 
writings, which were inspired by the 
same Spirit. 

The Father, Son, and Spirit do not contra-
dict or misunderstand one another, so the 
Christ-taught, Spirit-inspired followers of 
Jesus who wrote the New Testament neither 
contradict nor misunderstand the Spirit-in-
spired, Christ-prophesying writings of the 
Old Testament. 

As we engage in the task of biblical theology, 
we do this for the sake of accomplishing the 
Great Commission. Jesus told his followers 
to go make disciples, teaching them to obey 
all he had commanded (Matt 28:18–20). To 
do this, we must understand and embrace 
the way that Jesus interpreted the Bible, 
which is to say, we must do biblical theology. 

T H E  AU T H O R ’ S  R E CO M M E N D E D  R E A D I N G

God’s Glory in Salvation Through Judgment 
by James M. Hamilton Jr.

Dominion and Dynasty 
by Stephen Dempster

Kingdom Through Covenant 
by Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum
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"The book of Acts records how 

thousands and thousands 

of people thoroughly familiar 

with the Old Testament were 

immediately convinced 

by the way the Apostles 

interpreted the Old Testament 

as fulfilled in Jesus."
J A M E S  M .  H A M I LT O N  J R .
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Truths You Can Trust
from the Old Testament
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Truths You Can Trust 
from the Old Testament
B Y  P E T E R  J .  G E N T RY

W hen we speak of the Old 
Testament, the term 

“testament” is the Latin 
word for “covenant.” The 

Christian Bible is divided into two sections: 
the Old Covenant and the New Covenant. 
These descriptions and terms are derived 
from the New Testament (e.g., Heb 8:13).

The Old Testament does not provide us 
so much with “truths we can trust” as the 
story that must become our story if we are 
to escape death and destruction. This story 
is not an illustration of individual truths — 
rather, individual truths are a shorthand 
for the story. Every human has a worldview 

— a way of looking at the world and operat-
ing within it as we make choices every day. 
Central to every worldview is a story. If our 
worldview is to be Christian, then we must 
make sure that the story central to our worl-
dview is as close to the story of Scripture as 
possible — in fact, it must become our story.

In a recent English translation of the Bible, 
the Old Testament constitutes 77 percent 
of the total text. Clearly, the Old Testament 
constitutes the bulk of the Christian Bible 
and establishes this story.

We have already seen that the Bible’s own 
category used to describe its own plot or 
structure is the word “covenant.” What is 
a covenant? It is an agreement defining a 
permanent relationship between parties.

Six major covenants define and determine 
not only the plot structure of the Bible as a 
book, a single literary work, but also iden-
tify the key epochs and persons. Most of 
these are laid out already in Genesis, the 
first book of the Old Testament, and all of 
them are described by Moses by the end of 
the Torah or Pentateuch, the first five books 
of the Bible.

The story begins with a 
covenant at creation.

First is the covenant at creation or covenant 
with creation. According to the account in 
Genesis 1 and 2, humans are the crowning 
achievement of the creative work of God. In 
Genesis 1:26 God says, “Let us make human-
ity in our image, according to our likeness.” 
Although the terms “image” and “likeness” 
are synonyms, each word has a slightly 
different nuance. Though both clearly 
communicate covenant relationship, the 
term “likeness” emphasises the relationship 
of the copy to the original (its use in Gene-

1

0 2  |  1 3



T H E  S O U T H E R N  B A P T I S T  T H E O L O G I C A L  S E M I N A R Y 23

sis 5:3 denotes generation and sonship), 
whereas the term “image” emphasises the 
relationship of the copy to others, or how 
the copy represents the original in relation-
ship to others.

Thus, the act of the creation of humanity 
as the divine image establishes a covenant 
relationship that is both vertical in relation-
ship to God and horizontal in relationship 
to the rest of creation on the earth. While 
God reigns in heaven, his vice-regent rules 
for him upon the earth. Word pairs in the 
Old Testament employed to summarise 
covenant relationships are hesed/’ĕmet 
(lovingkindness and truth) and mišpā/dāqâ 
( justice and righteousness). These are not 
parity relationships, but entail one greater 
seeking intimacy, loyalty, love, obedience, 
and trust from someone weaker. Gene-
sis 2 confirms the exegesis of Genesis 1 by 
portraying the first man as both king and 
priest. As humans focus on the priority of 
worship, they will learn the character and 
nature of God and go out into the world 
equipped to properly represent him and 
his way.

The covenant relationship humanity has 
with God is quickly violated by disloyalty, 
unfaithfulness, and disobedience. Humans 
establish themselves as autonomous beings, 
determined to decide for themselves what 
is right and wrong and choose their own 
path, unaware that ontology always trumps 
autonomy: To separate from the creator 
God is death, not life.

From this point on, the culture of human 
life develops but also deteriorates as it is 
characterised by corruption, social injus-
tice, and violence. Von Rad, Westermann, 
and Clines have noted a pattern repeated: (1) 
sin, (2) divine speech addressing the corrup-
tion and social violence, (3) grace and favour 
unmerited, and (4) judgement.1  

God restarts with Noah.

God responds by judging the world by 
means of a flood and making a brand-
new start with Noah. Noah belongs to the 
humanity deserving judgement but is given 
grace. God establishes his covenant with 
Noah and the obedience of Noah results in 
God designating him as righteous.

When God affirms his covenant with Noah 
in Genesis 9, Noah inherits the Adamic role 
of king and priest as the first man in a new 
world. The blessing and commands given to 
Adam are now given to Noah and his descen-
dants, modified somewhat to fit a fallen 
world. Although the heart of humans is 
unchanged by the flood, and God would be 
just to judge every generation, his commit-
ment to creation and the creation covenant 
will continue by his unmerited favour. The 
fact that the human race fails after being 

1   See Carol M. Kaminski, Was Noah Good?: Finding Favour 
in the Flood Narrative (London/New York: Bloomsbury, 
2014), 133-36.

"Ontology always trumps autonomy: To sepa-

rate from the creator God is death, not life."
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given a completely fresh start proves that 
the problem lies in the heart of humans; we 
are unable to demonstrate loyalty in the 
covenant relationship with God. So, a new 
creation does not resolve the problem of the 
human heart. The family history of Noah 
ends with divine judgement upon the Tower 
of Babel and the nations are lost and scat-
tered throughout the earth.

The pattern of (1) sin, (2) divine speech, (3) 
grace, and (4) judgement is repeated and the 
narrative focuses through the family histo-
ries of Shem and Terah to Abraham. 

In Abraham, God begins 
restoration.

In Genesis 12 a powerful new word from 
Yahweh brings forth a new creation from 
nothing, namely, Abraham and his family 
as a new Adamic figure who is once again 
characterised as king and priest. The five-
fold blessing of Genesis 12:1–3 will reverse 
the fivefold curse leading from Adam to 
Babel. God plans to restore his broken 
creation through Abraham and his family. 
The blessing will come first upon Abraham 
and his seed, and then through his seed to 
all the nations of the world.

The promises given to Abraham in Genesis 
12 are enshrined in a covenant in Genesis 
15, and the covenant is reaffirmed after the 
debacle of Abraham’s attempt to achieve 

results through his own strategies in Chap-
ter 16. Genesis 17 calls Abraham to adopt the 
way of Yahweh in the covenant relation-
ship with God. He begins to do this for the 
first time when he pleads for the rescue of 
the righteous in Sodom and demonstrates 
a commitment to social justice. Finally, 
his faith issues in an obedience that gives 
ground for fulfilment of the promises, and 
God also affirms his commitment with a 
mighty oath in Genesis 22.

Israel is God’s son.

When Abraham’s family finally grows to 
become a nation or people, God arranges 
a covenant with them during the Exodus at 
Mount Sinai. Here we see that Israel inher-
its from Abraham the Adamic role.2  Yahweh 
refers to the nation as his son in Exodus 
4:22–23. The divine purpose in the covenant 
established between God and Israel at Sinai 
is unfolded in Exodus 19:3–6. As a kingdom 
of priests, they will function to make the 
ways of God known to the nations and also 
to bring the nations into a right relation-
ship to God. Israel will display to the rest 
of the world within its covenant commu-
nity the kind of relationships – first to God, 
and then to one another and to the physical 
world – that God intended originally for all 
of humanity. 

In fact, through Abraham’s family, God 
purposes and plans to bring blessing to 
all the nations of the world. Since Israel is 

2   Exodus 15:17 shows that Canaan becomes for Israel what 
the garden sanctuary was for Adam.

"God plans to restore his broken creation 

through Abraham and his family."
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located geographically on the one and only 
communications link between the great 
superpowers of the ancient world (Egypt 
and Mesopotamia), in this position she will 
show the nations how to have a right rela-
tionship to God, how to treat each other in 
a truly human way, and how to faithfully 
steward the earth’s resources. This is the 
meaning of Israel’s sonship.

Deuteronomy, also called the Moab Cove-
nant, is a renewal and expansion of the Sinai 
Covenant. It is a renewal because the Israel 
(i.e., the adults) with whom God made the 
Sinai Covenant all perished in the wilder-
ness. They broke the covenant before Moses 
could get down from Mount Sinai. Deuter-
onomy is a covenant made with a new Israel 
and indeed, with all future generations of 
Israel. It is an expansion, because unlike the 
Sinai Covenant, it prepares the people for 
life in the circumstances they will meet in 
the land of Canaan under a human king.

Israel is too much like Adam 
(Hos 6:7).

The Torah or “instruction” of Moses, 
enshrined in the books of Exodus through 
Deuteronomy, is considered the Old Cove-
nant by the prophets and by the authors of 
the New Testament. As well as a positive 
aspect, there is also a negative aspect to the 
Old Covenant. The books of Joshua through 
Kings along with the prophets and writings 
reveal that Israel is not a faithful covenant 
partner.

In Ezekiel 16, Jerusalem’s sins are so terri-
ble in this R-Rated depiction of her crimes 
that she completely embarrasses her pagan 
neighbours, designated as Samaria and 
Sodom and portrayed as her sisters. Since 
Ezekiel is writing after 722 BC, when the 
Northern Kingdom of Israel fell to Assyria 
and the people of Israel were deported 
and foreign peoples were imported to live 
there, the northern neighbors of Jerusa-
lem constitute the mixed race of Samari-
tans that resulted from these events. The 
behavior, lifestyle, and rejection of Yahweh’s 
Torah by the Samaritans is described and 
deplored in 2 Kings 17:24–41. The people of 
Sodom are condemned because an abun-
dance of life’s necessities resulted in arro-
gant independence from God and led to 
many social injustices. Nonetheless, Jerusa-
lem’s acts of covenant violation were so bad 
by comparison that her sins actually justi-
fied the conduct of her “sisters,” Sodom and 
Samaria! So, the comparison is not favour-
able for Jerusalem. The sins of Jerusalem 
embarrass her pagan neighbors.

Paul explains the situation in Romans 3:19:

Now we know that whatever the law says, 
it says to those who are under the law, so 
that every mouth may be silenced and 
the whole world held accountable to 
God (NIV).

Paul is saying that the “law” — that is, 
the Covenant at Sinai and Covenant at 
Moab — was a covenant made, not with 
all the nations of the world, but only with 
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"ISRAEL WILL DISPLAY TO THE REST OF THE WORLD WITHIN 

ITS  COVENANT COMMUNITY THE KIND OF RELATIONSHIPS 

—  F IRST TO GOD, AND THEN TO ONE ANOTHER AND TO THE 

PHYSICAL WORLD —  THAT GOD INTENDED ORIGINALLY FOR 

ALL OF HUMANITY."
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Israel. And yet God holds the entire world 
responsible for the failure of Israel as cove-
nant-keepers. How can this be just? Well, 
one of the purposes of the Old Covenant 
is to show that even when human beings 
are given every possible blessing in body, 
in mind, in spirit — whether in the mate-
rial world or in the spiritual world — they 
will not be faithful covenant keepers. So, the 
entire world is being judged by the example 
of Israel. It is like playing a game of golf: No 
matter what handicap you allow the other 
person, they are never going to win. Israel’s 
failure is, in fact, the failure of all humans: 
We are lousy at being faithful in a relation-
ship.

The king is God’s son.

Last before the New Covenant is the Davidic 
Covenant, where God makes a covenant 
with David and his family line. Exegesis 
of 2 Samuel 7 demonstrates that the king 
of Israel was to be the administrator of 
the Israelite covenant.3  By depending on 
Yahweh for military victories, the king 
would point the people to the kingship of 

3   Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum, Kingdom 
Through Covenant (Wheaton, IL, Crossway, 2012), 
422-427.

Yahweh. In his rule of the people, the king 
would represent God’s social justice and 
would also embody the obedience of the 
people. Thus, kingship in Israel was to be 
a means of accomplishing Exodus 19:3b–6: 
The king would be a devoted servant and 
son of God and would also function as a 
priest, instructing the nations in the righ-
teousness of God and inviting them to come 
under the rule of Yahweh.

We see the priestly role of David in that he 
wears an ephod. The description of David 
in 2 Samuel 6:14 is identical in the Hebrew 
text to that of Samuel in 1 Samuel 2:18. We 
further see the priestly role of the Davidic 
king in Psalm 110:4. All of this indicates 
that the king will accomplish in his person 
the purpose that God had for the nation of 
Israel as a whole, to be a kingdom of priests. 
The king will embody the nation in himself.

The relationship between the Davidic 
Covenant and the Abrahamic Covenant is 
described by various texts in two ways. 

First, God will use David to bring rest to his 
people and give them a place. The borders 
of the land as envisioned in Genesis 15:18–21 
are defined in Deuteronomy 11:24 as Isra-
el’s “place.” 1 Kings 4:20–21 indicates that 
this geographical “place” belonged to Israel 
during the time of Solomon, David’s son. So, 
the covenant with David was a means to 
fulfill the promises in the Abrahamic cove-
nant.

Second, God will use David to bring blessing 
to the nations as promised in the covenant 

"Even when human beings are given every 

possible blessing in body, in mind, in spirit 

— whether in the material world or in the 

spiritual world — they will not be faithful 

covenant keepers."
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with Abraham. The covenant with David 
is the charter or instruction for mankind 
(2 Sam 7:19). Psalm 72:17, 132:10, and Isaiah 
55:3–4 show how the future king will, by his 
acts of lovingkindness, be a witness to the 
covenant and a commander and leader of 
the peoples as he brings the divine instruc-
tion or Torah to all the nations. In fact, he 
will give his life for the life of his people.

God promises a new covenant.

Finally, in light of the failure of Israel to 
be a faithful partner in the Old Covenant, 
the prophets announce a new covenant — 
beginning with Moses in Deuteronomy 29 
and 30. Each prophet needs to be considered 
in the context of his ministry and, especially, 
within the flow and literary structure of his 
work. There is also, however, chronological 
development as Jeremiah meditates upon 
the prophecy of Isaiah and then Ezekiel 
reflects upon the work of Jeremiah. When 
the contribution of each prophet has been 
heard separately as well as chronologically, 
then the multifaceted presentation can be 
put together into a whole. In addition to 
passages that treat the topic of the new cove-
nant, it is important to analyse places where 
a prophet deals with the relationships of the 
new covenant to any of the previous major 
covenants. In this way, the assembling of the 
biblical teaching on the covenants from the 
fundamental passages is put together into a 
superstructure that is derived from Scrip-
ture and not from our own imagination or 
human philosophy.

Theologians have tended to make the Bible 
more complicated than it is. The Old Testa-
ment begins with one creator God who 
made our world and everything in it. This 
God is in covenant relationship with us 
although we have turned out to be bad at 
keeping faith in the relationship. So, this 
leads to eschatology — when our world 
turns to death and disaster, God himself 
must step in by virtue of his commitment 
to the covenant and deliver, rescue, and 
save. Ultimately, the entire Old Testament 
is focused on the coming of a future king 
who will be the obedient son and servant 
king and restore a world broken by a broken 
relationship with the creator God.

The entire Old Testament is anticipating a 
perfect obedient son and servant king who 
will faithfully do for Israel what the Davidic 
kings failed to do and bring the ultimate 
blessing to all the nations.

T H E  AU T H O R ’ S  R E CO M M E N D E D  R E A D I N G
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Truths You Can Trust 
from the New Testament
B Y  T H O M A S  R .  S C H R E I N E R

The kingdom of God is central 
to Jesus’ ministry.

The synoptic Gospels make it immediately 
apparent that the kingdom of God is central 
to Jesus’ teaching. When Jesus referred to 
God’s kingdom, he had in mind God’s saving 
power, the fulfillment of his saving promises. 

The kingdom can be explained in terms of 
the "already – not yet." The kingdom was 
inaugurated in Jesus’ ministry but not yet 
consummated. It had arrived, but the full 
salvation and judgment promised had not 
yet come to pass.  

Not Yet 
The kingdom is a future reality, an end-time 
kingdom wherein God will fulfill his saving 
promises. This is made evident from the 
Lord’s Prayer, in which believers are to pray, 

“Your kingdom come” (Luke 11:2). Jesus also 
speaks to the disciples of the day when he 
will come “in his kingdom” (cf. Luke 23:51), 
which clearly refers to the future fulfillment 
of the kingdom promise. There is a sense, of 
course, in which God always and invariably 
rules as king over all. When Jesus spoke of 
the future coming of the kingdom, he was 
not referring to God’s sovereign reign over 

all of history, for God has always ruled over 
all that occurs. The coming of the kingdom 
that Jesus proclaimed designated some-
thing new, a time when God’s enemies 
would be demonstrably defeated and the 
righteous would be visibly blessed.

Already
The kingdom is also a present reality. The 
kingdom is present in Jesus’ ministry in 
that the saving promises of the kingdom (i.e., 
the saving rule of God) had dawned with 
his coming. In other words, the Old Testa-
ment promises of a new covenant and a new 
creation and a new exodus were beginning 
to be fulfilled in the ministry of Jesus. Jesus 
understood the presence of the kingdom as 
evidenced in his exorcisms, his miraculous 
signs and preaching (Luke 4:16–30), and his 
person (Luke 17:20–21).

Perhaps the most remarkable feature in 
Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom is the role 
that he envisions for himself. The kingdom 
has come in his person. He is the king and 
judge, deciding both who enters the king-
dom and who is excluded from it (Matthew 

"Perhaps the most remarkable feature in Jesus’ 

teaching about the kingdom is the role that he 

envisions for himself. "
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25:31–46). The Father will deny access to the 
kingdom to those who deny Jesus before 
others, whereas those who confess Jesus 
will be inducted into God’s presence. Jesus 
saw his return as the event that commences 
the eschatological kingdom. 

John loves “life.”

One of the primary themes in John’s Gospel 
is life. The synoptic Gospels emphasize the 
fulfillment of God’s promises by speaking of 
the kingdom of God, but in John the focus 
is not on God’s kingdom but on eternal life. 
The two notions are remarkably similar. 
John particularly emphasizes that this life 
is available now for those who believe in 
Jesus, while conversely those who do not 
put their trust in Jesus stand under God’s 
judgment even now.
 
Life in John is not an abstract entity but 
rather is rooted in John’s Jewish world-
view. Life belongs to the age to come, which 
is inaugurated by the resurrection. What is 
remarkable in reading John is his emphasis 
on the gift of life now. He does not focus on 
the future age when the resurrection will 
occur. He fixes his gaze on what believers 
in Christ possess even now through faith 
in Jesus as the Christ. The gift of life in the 
present age is available only because Jesus 
is the resurrection and the life ( John 11:25).  
John anchors the believer’s enjoyment 
of life to the resurrection of Jesus Christ 
in history. The life of the age to come has 
dawned because Jesus of Nazareth has risen 
from the dead. In the resurrection of Jesus, 

the coming age has invaded the present 
age. Life has penetrated where only death 
reigned. Light has dawned where dark-
ness shrouded all. Truth has arrived to 
conquer falsehood. John impresses upon 
the reader the presence of life now because 
the resurrection of Jesus in history shines 
in the darkness ( John 1:5), demonstrating 
his victory over the ruler of the world ( John 
12:31) and over the power of death. 

Believers are “in Christ.”

Jesus Christ is so pervasive in Paul’s letters 
that it is difficult to know where to begin. 
One of the most significant elements in 
Paul’s Christology is his teaching about 
being “in Christ.” Union with Christ, or 
participation with Christ, is surely one of 
the fundamental themes of his theology. 
Believers who were in the old Adam and 
the old age are now members of the new age 
inaugurated in Christ, and they are in Christ 
rather than in Adam.  

Because believers are in Christ, they:
•  Are a new creation (2 Cor 5:17, cf. Eph 2:10).
•  Are sons of God (Gal 3:26).
•  Enjoy the blessing of Abraham (Gal 3:14). 
•  Possess God’s covenantal promises. 
•  Need not fear condemnation (Rom 8:1). 
•  Are sanctified (1 Cor 1:2).
•  Enjoy the righteousness of God (2 Cor     
  5:21; cf. Phil 3:9). 

•  Have been freed from the power of sin   
  and death (Rom 8:2; Gal 2:4). 

•  Possess every gift (1 Cor 1:4). 
•  Are complete in Christ (Col 2:10).

2
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•  Are one in Christ with other believers (Gal 
3:28; cf. Eph 2:14–16).

The notion of union with Christ points to a 
high Christology, for every spiritual bless-
ing belongs to believers because of their 
participation in Christ.  

The Son ushers in the age of 
the Spirit.

A remarkable feature of the New Testa-
ment witness is the role of the Spirit in 
God’s saving work in Christ. The Spirit is 
the eschatological sign that the new age has 
arrived, that the new creation has become a 
reality. The saving work of God in Christ is 
implemented through the work of the Spirit. 
The great saving events that commenced 
with the coming of Jesus Christ signaled 
that the age of the Spirit had arrived. Indeed, 
the blessing that God has promised to the 
whole world has arrived with the gift of 
the Spirit.

The giving of the Holy Spirit is tied to the 
ministry, death, resurrection, and exaltation 
of Jesus Christ. New Testament writers do 
not conceive of a ministry of the Spirit apart 
from the work of Jesus Christ as the cruci-
fied and risen one. 

The Spirit strengthens believers so that they 
live lives that are pleasing to God. This too 
signals the arrival of the new age, for the 
law was unable to transform human beings, 
but the Spirit energizes human beings to 

obey God. The Spirit’s work in granting life 
is linked to the assurance granted to believ-
ers by the same Spirit, for those who have 
experienced God’s love are assured by the 
witness of the Spirit in their hearts. 

Faith and obedience cannot
be separated. 

The variety of situations addressed in the 
New Testament and the diverse purpose 
of the writings mean that various themes 
are emphasized. In some instances, faith is 

trumpeted as the only means by which the 
blessing of eternal life is received, whereas 
in other cases the necessity of obedience 
and discipleship takes center stage. Yet 
there is a fundamental unity of approach 
throughout the New Testament.

Faith is fundamental and primary for a right 
relation with God or for receiving eternal 
life. Human beings cannot obtain an eter-
nal reward on the basis of their works, for 
human sin intervenes and rules out works 
as the pathway for blessing. 

Faith also:
• Receives from God the salvation accom-

plished through Jesus Christ.
• Looks away from itself and gives glory to 

God as the one who delivers human beings 

"New Testament writers do not conceive of a 

ministry of the Spirit apart from the work of 

Jesus Christ as the crucified and risen one."
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from sin and death.
• Casts its hope upon Jesus Christ as the  

crucified and risen Lord.
• Finds its roots in the cross of Jesus  Christ.
• Looks outward to what God has done in 

Christ instead of gazing inward upon the 
ability of the human subject.

The faith that saves, however, is not an 
abstraction, and it cannot be separated 
from (though it can be distinguished from) 
repentance and the transformation of one’s 
life. The New Testament writers never imag-
ined a passive faith that could be sundered 
from a life of discipleship. Paul himself, the 
champion of faith, insists that true faith 
manifests itself in love, that only persever-
ing faith is saving faith. Those who do not do 
good works will not inherit God’s kingdom.
Believers confirm their calling and elec-
tion by their good works, or, as James says, 
the faith that saves must be accompanied 
by good works. The priority of faith in the 
New Testament rules out legalism, but it 
also eliminates antinomianism. Those who 
have truly come to know Jesus Christ keep 
his commandments and show by their love 
for fellow believers that they are truly born 
again. Only those who enter through the 
narrow gate of obedience will be saved.

The remarkable emphasis on the need for 
a transformed life does not cancel out the 
priority of faith. Instead, it helps readers 
discern the authenticity of faith so that 
genuine faith can be distinguished from 
mere notional faith — faith that resides 
in the intellect but has not penetrated the 
heart and life. All good works flow from 

faith and thus do not become an occasion 
for human boasting. The changed lives of 
believers simply reveal the object of 
their trust.

The law is fulfilled.

The role of the Old Testament law in the 
New Testament is one of the most compli-
cated and controversial issues in New Testa-
ment theology. The fulfillment of God’s 
promises in Christ did not merely lead New 
Testament believers to ratify and maintain 
everything contained in the Old Testament 
law. We see in the New Testament both 
continuity and discontinuity with the Old 
Testament law. There is continuity in that 
the coming of Christ brings to fruition the 
Old Testament promises of salvation and 
the righteousness demanded by God; there 
is discontinuity in that the covenant under 
which the Jewish believers lived is no longer 
in force, and believers are not members of 
ethnic Israel. 

The New Testament writings consistently 
teach that the Mosaic covenant is no longer 
in force for believers, and they don’t bind 
their churches with practices that distin-
guished Jews from Gentiles, such as circum-
cision, Sabbath, or purity laws. Another 
regular feature is that the law is fulfilled in 

"The remarkable emphasis on the need for 

a transformed life does not cancel out the 

priority of faith."
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Jesus Christ and points toward his death and 
resurrection. The New Testament writers do 
not merely argue that the Mosaic covenant 
is set aside in Jesus Christ; they also teach 
that the law finds its terminus and goal in 
him, so that he fulfills what is adumbrated 
in the Old Testament law. Even though the 
phrase “law of Christ” is found only in Paul, 
it seems that such a phrase sums up nicely 
the New Testament witness regarding the 
law. The Old Testament law is reinterpreted 
in light of the Christ event. The central 
norm of the law is love, and Jesus Christ’s 
giving of himself on the cross is paradig-
matic of the love expected of disciples.

The Old Testament law must be interpreted 
in terms of salvation history, and the law is 
realized only through the saving work of 
Christ and the empowerment of the Holy 
Spirit.

(Excerpt from New Testament Theology by Thomas 

Schreiner, copyright © 2008. Used by permission 

of Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing 

Group.)
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"The New Testament 

writers never imagined 

a passive faith that could

be sundered from 

a life of discipleship." 
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Truths You Can Trust 
from Systematic Theology
B Y  S T E P H E N  J .  W E L L U M

The triune God is there and he 
has spoken.

Hebrews 1:1–2 begins with these words: 
“In the past God spoke to our forefathers 
through the prophets at many times and 
in various ways, but in these last days he 
has spoken to us by his Son.” These verses 
remind us of the first and foundational 
truth that warrants everything we think 
and say in systematic theology. Apart from 
the triune God and his initiative to speak 
to us, not only would there be no universe 
(Gen 1:1–3), we would also have no ground 
for truth and the possibility of doing theol-
ogy, at least theology that is objectively true. 

No doubt, creation is revelatory of God. 
Yet, to know God beyond merely studying 
creation — to know his nature, character, 
will, and promises; to enter into covenant 
relationship with him — we need divine 
speech. We need God to tell us who he is, 
what his eternal plan is all about, and how 
we fit into that plan for God’s glory. To do 
theology in any historic Christian sense of 
the word, divine speech is necessary, and 
thankfully God has not left us to our mere 
opinions and human subjectivity. As a result, 
theology is not only possible, but it’s also our 
highest calling: to love the Lord with our

minds and lives as we “think his thoughts 
after him.” The church is called to the 
supreme privilege of engaging in the joy 
of a “faith seeking understanding” as she 
seeks to reason, understand, and reflect 
on the entirety of God’s speech. It’s on this 
basis alone that Christian theology is done, 
lives are rooted in the truth, and the church 
stands strong.

God is worthy of all our think-
ing, love, and obedience.

The doctrine of God is rightly called “theol-
ogy proper.” Why? For this reason: All theo-
logical thinking is first and foremost about 
the nature and glory of the triune God. 
There is no greater calling than to know him 
according to his self-revelation in Scripture. 

From Genesis to Revelation, the triune God 
is presented as the uncreated, independent, 
self-sufficient creator of the universe (Gen 
1–2; Ps 50:12-14; Acts 17:24-25; cf. John 1:1). 
This truth establishes the central distinc-
tion of all theology: the creator-creature 

"Theology is not only possible, but it’s also 

our highest calling: to love the Lord with our  

minds and lives."
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distinction, which eliminates false ideas of 
God and the God-world relationship. God 
alone is God; all else is creation that totally 
depends on him for life and all things. As 
Creator, God is the covenant Lord who 
is fully present and related to his crea-
tures: He freely, sovereignly, and purpose-
fully sustains and governs all things to his 
desired end (Ps 139:1–10; Acts 17:28; Eph 
1:11; 4:6). As Creator and covenant Lord, 
God sovereignly and personally rules over 
his creation. He rules with perfect power, 
knowledge, and righteousness (Ps 9:8; 33:5; 
139:1–4, 16; Isa 46:9-11; Acts 4:27–28; Rom 
11:33-36) . As Lord, God acts in, with, and 
through his creatures to accomplish his 
plan and purposes (Eph 1:11). As personal, 
God commands, loves, comforts, and judges 
consistent with himself and according to 
the covenant relationships that he estab-
lishes with his creatures. Indeed, as we move 
through redemptive history, God discloses 
himself not merely as uni-personal but as 
tri-personal, a being-in-relation, a unity of 
three persons: Father, Son, and Spirit (e.g., 
Matt 28:18–20; John 1:1–18; 5:16–30; 17:1–5; 1 
Cor 8:5–6; 2 Cor 13:14; Eph 1:3–14).

At its heart, theology seeks to know the 
incomparable God of Scripture in all of 
his splendor and majesty. Theology is at 
its best when it meditates on and thinks 
deeply about the glory of the triune God 
first in himself (ad intra) and then in light 
of his eternal plan and works in creation, 
providence, redemption, and judgment 
(ad extra). In fact, to think wrongly about 
God is utterly catastrophic, and all false 
thinking in theology is ultimately rooted 

in wrong conceptions of God. To misunder-
stand God’s triune nature, how the divine 
persons relate to each other, the nature of 
God’s attributes and perfections, and his 
works will only lead to an impoverished 
theology that is disastrous for the church 
and the proclamation of the gospel. 

Sadly, not only are many evangelical 
churches not giving God what he rightly 
deserves from us, namely, our complete 
love and devotion, but wrong thinking 
about God is leading to spiritual impover-
ishment and doctrinal error. As J. I. Packer 
reminded us many years ago in his classic 
work, Knowing God, the greatest need for 
the church today is to be God-centered in 
all of our thinking and living. The greatest 
need of the hour is not to make God small 
but to think big thoughts about him accord-
ing to his Word.

God’s Word is trustworthy, 
authoritative, and sufficient for 
our theology and lives. 

If it is true that apart from divine speech we 
would have no universal, objective grounds 
for truth and theology, then we should 
constantly give God thanks for his Word 
written. The Bible is no mere human book. 
No doubt, it is written by various human 

"To think wrongly about God is utterly cata-

strophic, and all false thinking in theology is 

ultimately rooted in wrong conceptions 

of God. "
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authors over time, yet it’s the product of 
God’s sovereign action through the Word 
and by the Holy Spirit whereby human 
authors freely wrote exactly what God 
intended to be written (2 Tim 3:15-17; 2 Pet 
1:20–21). In fact, precisely because Scripture 
is God’s Word written, it is fully authorita-
tive, trustworthy, and without error. One 
cannot understand what Scripture is apart 
from the triune God of Scripture who gave 
it by his sovereign, providential, extraordi-
nary action in and through human authors.

From Scripture, we know that God has 
graciously given us his Word so that we 
may know him truly, which is a wonderful 
truth indeed! Although Scripture is not an 
exhaustive revelation of God’s entire plan, 
it’s true and sufficient for us. 

Throughout redemptive history, God has 
entered into covenant relationship with 
his people and at each point, he has given 
us a written Word so that we may have 
total trust in all that he has promised and 
revealed (Deut 5:22, 32; 29:9; 30:15-16; Josh 
1:7–8). Now in Christ — the Word incarnate 

— all of God’s promises have reached their 
fulfillment (Heb 1:1–2), resulting in a closed 
canon. Now in Christ, the entirety of Scrip-
ture is for our instruction so that the church 
may be built up in truth and sound doctrine. 

God created humans as 
image-bearers. 

Christian theology teaches that we can 
only know who we are and the nature of our 

problem in light of God and his Word. John 
Calvin, at the start of his Institutes, captured 
this truth: “Without the knowledge of God, 
there is no knowledge of the self.” This is 
why theology has made “anthropology” a 
derivative doctrine, not a foundational one, 
and it has located it after the doctrine of God. 

Sadly, disaster results when people reverse 
the order. In the West, non-Christian 
thought explains who we are by the meta-
narrative of naturalistic evolution. For this 
reason, it’s common today to view humans 
in terms of impersonal processes, not the 
triune personal God. Unfortunately, “ideas 
have consequences.” In due course people 
live out their false ideas, thus the reason why 
there is such a huge devaluation of human 
life from the womb to the tomb, confusion 
regarding male and female, family break-
down, and rampant social disorder. 

By contrast, Scripture affirms two truths 
simultaneously about humans. 

First, humans are unique, valuable, and 
significant because we are created in God’s 
image (Gen 1:26–27; Ps 8). The purpose of 
our creation is to know and love God and 
to love and serve one another. 

Second, humans, as a result of Adam’s fall in 
history, are now not what we were created to 
be. Adam, as our covenant head, brought sin 
into the world so that now “all have sinned 
and fall short of God’s glory” (Rom 3:23; 
5:12–21). By nature and by choice, we have 
become moral rebels and revolutionaries 
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against God, and sin’s effects have left us 
deeply flawed to our core.

Both of these truths must be taken seriously. 
They explain our dignity and our problem. 
Since humans are valuable, we must oppose 
the devaluation of humans in every area of 
life. At the same time, we are reminded that 
our problem will not be resolved merely 
by education, social engineering, redistri-
bution of wealth, reparations, and other 
so-called “solutions.” Instead, what is 
needed is for the triune God to act in sover-
eign grace to redeem, justify, reconcile, and 
transform us from the inside out. 

The gospel is God acting in 
sovereign grace to redeem, 
restore, and justify.

Central to the purpose of our creation is that 
our triune God has created humans to know 
him and to be his image-sons to display his 
glory in the world. But given human sin, 
how does the divine purpose still stand? 
How will God forgive those who sin against 
him, especially since “there is no one righ-
teous, not even one” (Rom 3:10)? What hope 
is there for us?

Our only hope is that the triune God of 
grace takes the initiative to redeem and 
transform us. Contrary to non-Christian 
thought, humans cannot save themselves. 
This truth is even more evident when we see 
that our sin is before God. Given that God is 
holy and just, sin is against him, and God as 
the moral standard of the universe does not 

and cannot overlook our sin. In regard to 
God’s justice, God is not like a human judge, 
who adjudicates laws external to him; God 
is the law. Our sin is not against an abstract 
principle or impersonal law, but it’s always 
against God (Ps 51:4). So for God to forgive 
us, he must remain true to himself; he must 
act to satisfy his own moral demand 
against us.

What is gloriously true is that our God has 
chosen to act in grace to redeem his people 
and not to leave us to ourselves! But this 
leads to the next question: Who is able to 
satisfy God’s righteous demand other than 
God himself? We cannot save ourselves; 
salvation must come from God ( John 2:9). 
But how and by whom?

In Christ, God has provided the 
perfect Savior. 

God has graciously promised to reverse the 
effects of sin and death (Gen 3:15). But who 
exactly can establish God’s rule, undo the 
effects of Adam’s sin by rendering perfect 
covenant obedience, and satisfy God’s 
righteous demand against us? The answer: 
Christ alone — God the Son incarnate 

— who is fully God and man. After all, it’s 
God alone who can forgive our sin, yet our 
Savior must be a human who does so. This 
is the kind of redeemer we need, and this is 
precisely the redeemer Jesus is. 

In fact, as Jesus arrives on the scene, this is 
precisely how the New Testament presents 
him. He is the one who inaugurates God’s 
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“ IN JESUS CHRIST, WE SEE THE PERFECTLY OBEDIENT SON 

WHO IS  ALSO THE LORD, TAKING THE INIT IATIVE  TO KEEP 

HIS COVENANT-PROMISES BY BECOMING HUMAN, VEILING 

HIS  GLORY, AND SECURING OUR REDEMPTION.”
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kingdom and new covenant age, which 
results in the full forgiveness of sin ( Jer 
31:34; Matt 1:21). In him, the eschatological 
Spirit is poured out, the new creation dawns, 
and all of God’s promises are fulfilled. In 
biblical thought, the only one who can do 
all of this is the obedient image-son-king 

— a greater Adam — who is also identified 
with Yahweh and thus God (Pss 2, 45, 110; Isa 
7:14; 9:6–7; 11:1–16; Jer 23:1–6; Ezek 34:1–25; 
Dan 7:14). 

In Jesus Christ, we see the resolution of 
God to take upon himself our sin and guilt 
in order to reverse the effects of the fall and 
to satisfy his own righteous requirements, 
to make this world right, and to inaugurate 
a new covenant in his blood (Rom 3:21–26; 
5:1–8:39). In Jesus Christ, we see the perfectly 
obedient Son who is also the LORD, taking 
the initiative to keep his covenant-promises 
by becoming human, veiling his glory, and 
securing our redemption (Phil 2:6–11; Heb 
2:5–18; 9:11–10:18). This is why the Bible’s 
entire storyline teaches us that Christ alone 
is the exclusive and all-sufficient redeemer, 
the one who meets our every need, and who 
is worthy of our trust, worship, and obedi-
ence. 

This is also why the confessional standards 
of the church, namely the Chalcedonian 
Creed, is not a distortion of the Jesus of 
the Bible, although it’s stated in different 
language. Jesus is the divine Son who has 
become human ( John 1:1–2, 14). He truly 
is one person (the Son), who forevermore 
subsists in two natures. To confess any other 

Jesus is to deny the Jesus of the Bible and to 
construct a Jesus of our own imaginations.

In Christ, God has satisfied his 
demand against sinners and 
secured our justification. 

Trying to capture all that our Lord Jesus 
achieved in his glorious work is difficult 
given its multi-faceted aspects. Christ acts 
as our new covenant head and mediator, our 
great prophet, priest, and king. Yet, although 
there is a danger in prioritizing one aspect 
of our Lord’s work, Scripture does stress the 
centrality of Christ’s priestly office and his 
sacrificial death for our sins (Matt 1:21; 1 Cor 
15:3–4). 

The Bible’s presentation of the cross is rich 
and multifaceted, like a beautiful gem that 
can be looked at from many angles. Yet, the 
explanation of the cross’ central means is 
that Christ Jesus has come as our media-
tor and new covenant head to offer himself 
before God on behalf of sin. This truth is 
best captured by the view of penal substi-
tution, which accounts for why the divine 
Son had to die, and why he alone saves. But 
what exactly is penal substitution?

Penal refers to the sorry state of the human 
race in Adam in which we stand under 
God’s judgment and the penalty of death. 
This one word captures a central feature 
of the Bible’s storyline: All humanity is “in 
Adam” and therefore under the power and 
penalty of sin — namely spiritual and physi-
cal death (Rom 3:23; 6:23; see Eph 2:1–4). As a 
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result, we are alienated from the triune God 
who created us to know and love him, and 
because he is personal, holy, and righteous, 
we stand under his divine judgment.

Substitution refers to the identity and work 
of Christ Jesus who acts for us by his cross. 
This term also picks up the Bible’s storyline 
to speak of God redeeming us by triune 
initiative and agency by the provision of 
a substitute. As our new covenant head, 
Christ represented us in his life and death as 
the greater Adam who willingly and gladly 
obeyed the Father in perfection and by the 
power of the Spirit. In death, Christ stood 
in our place, took God’s demand for our 
righteousness upon himself, and paid our 
debt by receiving the penalty we deserved. 
The result of Christ’s work for us is that by 
faith in Christ, God the Father declares us 
just, forgiven of every sin in full, and frees 
us from the power of sin and the tyranny of 
Satan (2 Cor 5:21; see 1 Pet 3:18; Gal 3:13; Heb 
9:28; Rom 8:32).

In our union with Christ, God 
applies Christ’s work to us. 

In Scripture, there is an inseparable rela-
tionship between Christ and his people, 
both individually (what we describe in sote-
riology) and corporately (what we describe 
in ecclesiology). It’s not surprising, then, 
that the church receives all of God’s prom-
ises in Christ.

This is why the identity of the church 
is directly tied to the identity of Christ. 

Anything the New Testament says about 
us is because it’s first accomplished by our 
Lord Jesus. In fact, individual believers 
and the corporate church are what they are 
because of our union with Christ rooted in 
the Father’s election and application work 
of the Spirit (Eph 1:3–14). In Christ, we are 
now the beneficiaries of his work by faith. 
In achieving our reconciliation, we are no 
longer enemies, but reconciled children 
called to serve, love, and obey him forever. 
And it’s important to note that what is true 
of us individually as Christians is also true 
of the church corporately. 

• If we’re a new humanity (individually and 
corporately), it’s because we are united by 
faith to Christ, the first man of the new 
creation (Heb 2:5–13).

• If we’re a true temple (individually and 
corporately), it’s because he is first the 
fulfillment of the temple and by union 
with him, we are now a temple-building 
born of and indwelt by the Spirit (Eph 
2:18–20; John 2:19–20).

• If we’re a royal priesthood (individually 
and corporately), it’s because he is the 
great high priest who has constituted us a 
kingdom of priests because of his work (1 
Pet 2:9; Heb 5–10). 

• If we will reign with him it’s because he 
is the king who by his obedient life, death, 
and powerful resurrection has restored us 
to our image-bearing role.
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God’s eternal plan will be glori-
ously consummated at Christ’s 
return. 

In Christian theology, the study of eschatol-
ogy is not merely about specific events prior 
to Christ’s return. Although discussions of 
the signs of the times, the timing of the trib-
ulation, the rapture, and the nature of the 
millennium are important, eschatology is 
more than this. First and foremost, eschatol-
ogy is the study of a biblical view of history 
from creation to the new creation centered 
in the life, death, resurrection, and second 
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Grounded in God’s eternal plan, escha-
tology is the unfolding of a linear view 
of history centered in God’s great act of 
redemption in Christ. In this sense, escha-
tology unpacks the Bible’s overall storyline. 
It thinks through how God acted in the Old 
Testament era and predicted and antici-
pated the coming of Christ. It explains how, 
in our Lord’s coming he has inaugurated 
the “last days” that the prophets announced. 
By Christ’s incarnation, life, death, resur-
rection, ascension, and Pentecost, God’s 
promised plan of salvation has been accom-
plished and as a result, we now await and 
anticipate the consummation of that plan 

in the glorious appearing of Christ (see Eph 
1:9–10; Phil 2:6–11; Rev 4–5; 19:1–21). 

Not only is this eschatology more biblical, 
it’s also what alone will stir the church to 
faith and confidence in God’s promises, 
worship, and obedience. It will set itself 
against non-Christian thought that views 
history as either meaningless or cyclical. It 
will gladly proclaim that the triune God is 
Lord and that history is under his sover-
eign plan. 

In addition, biblical eschatology will leave 
us unsatisfied with this world, which sadly 
is not true of many in the church, and it will 
orient us to the future where the church will 
cry anew with the church of all ages, “Come, 
Lord Jesus” (Rev 22:20). 

A biblically faithful, historically 
informed, and lived out 
theology matters. 

One of the great legacies of Francis Schaef-
fer’s work was to show us that “ideas have 
consequences.” If people believe false ideas, 
inevitably they act on them in disastrous 
ways. The only solution to such false ideas 
is to replace them with the truth. Theology 
matters.

But we don’t need just any theology. We 
need a theology rooted and grounded in 
Scripture on its own terms. We need a theol-
ogy that has been tested over time in the 
laboratory of history. We need a theology 
that is willing to stand courageously against 

" Eschatology is the study of a biblical view 

of history from creation to the new creation 

centered in the life, death, resurrection, and 

second coming of our Lord Jesus Christ."
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the day and by loving confrontation stand 
for the truth. 

In the end, what our triune God demands of 
us is faithfulness. He wants us to love him 
with our minds and hearts, which is true life 
for us. Theology matters to achieve these 
ends. In light of the truth of what our triune 
God has done for us in Christ, may we in 
our generation gladly confess and proclaim 
with the Apostle Paul: “I am not ashamed 
of the gospel because it is the power of God 
unto salvation” (Rom 1:16).
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Truths You Can Trust 
from Historical Theology
B Y  G R E G G  R .  A L L I S O N

W e know what “history” 
is. And we know what 

“theology” is. But what is 
“historical theology?”

I think of it as wisdom from the past: right 
interpretation of Scripture, and sound 
doctrine, that is handed down to us from 
wise Christians throughout the history of 
the church. 

One example is the interpretation of the 
simple biblical phrase, “Christ died for us” 
(Rom 5:8). It means that by his crucifixion, 
Jesus paid the penalty we deserved to pay 
by becoming our substitute and dying in 
our place. Wise Christians have historically 
affirmed this understanding of Jesus’ work. 

Another example is the doctrine of the 
Trinity, which can be summarized in three 
affirmations: God eternally exists as three 
persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Each 
of the three persons is distinct from the 
others and is fully God. There is only one 
God. Wise Christians have historically 
affirmed this formulation of the doctrine 
of the Trinity.

This wisdom about Christ’s death as our 
substitute and about the identity of the 

Trinity comes down to us from the past and 
helps us know what Jesus has done for us to 
bring us into a personal relationship with 
God, who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

So historical theology is very valuable to us 
today. Specifically, here are seven truths you 
can trust from historical theology.

The creeds can guide you.

The early church creeds are excellent 
summaries of what Christians today 
should believe as sound doctrine based on 
Scripture. From early on, the church has 
confessed the Apostles’ Creed:

I believe in God the Father, almighty, 
maker of heaven and earth;  and in Jesus 
Christ, his only begotten Son, our Lord;  
who was conceived by the Holy Spirit; 
born of the Virgin Mary;  suffered under 
Pontius Pilate; was crucified, dead and 
buried; the third day he rose again from 
the dead; he ascended into heaven and 
sits at the right hand of God the Father 
Almighty; from thence he shall come to 
judge the quick and the dead.

I believe in the Holy Spirit.
I believe in the holy catholic church, 
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the communion of saints, 
the forgiveness of sins, 
the resurrection of the body, 
and the life everlasting. Amen.

These statements of belief summarize what 
the Bible teaches, and they present those 
biblical truths in an easy-to-remember way.

I know that Baptists are traditionally suspi-
cious of these early creeds. Indeed, many 
Baptists exclaim, “No creed but the Bible!” 
But if Baptists bind themselves by a creed 
about no creeds, what’s wrong with creeds 
expressing sound doctrine based on Scrip-
ture? And such a posture towards the early 
creeds can be naïve, as all Baptists have 
beliefs about God the Father, God the Son, 
God the Holy Spirit, the church, and the 
future hope — beliefs that are expressed in 
the creeds! 

So we can trust the truths as found in the 
early creeds.

The creeds can guard you.

The early church creeds contain sobering 
warnings about doctrines that Christians 
today should not believe — heresies that 
contradict or misunderstand Scripture. 

From early on, the church has condemned 
the following errors about the incarnation 
of the Son of God:

The Son did not — indeed, could not — take 
on a human nature, so Jesus only appeared 
to be a real and fully human being: Jesus was 
an apparition, not a man at all.

• The Son only took on part of a human 
nature — a human body — and thus was 
not truly and fully human as we are: Jesus 
was more God than man.

• The Son incarnate joined up with a human 
person, so the incarnation was about the 
divine Son collaborating with the man 
Jesus.

• The Son with his divine nature absorbed 
the human nature of Jesus: Jesus was a 
DIVINE human being.

• The Son with his divine nature fused 
together with Jesus and his human nature: 
Jesus was a dhiuvmianne being.

• The Son gave up some of his divine charac-
teristics — for example, he stopped being 
present everywhere, knowing all things, 
and being all powerful — so that he could 
become a real and fully human being: 
Jesus was more man than God.

Each of these errors, as exposed by the early 
creeds, contradicts the sound doctrine 
expressed by those same creeds. The truth is 
that the incarnation was about the Son, who 
is fully God, uniting himself with a real and 
fully human nature, to become Jesus Christ, 
fully God and fully human. 

"If Baptists bind themselves by a creed about 

no creeds, what’s wrong with creeds express-

ing sound doctrine based on 

Scripture?"
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So we can trust the warnings about untruths 
as found in the early creeds.

The church recognized the 
canon of Scripture.

The early church gradually recognized the 
canon of Scripture, and this canon did not 
include the apocryphal writings. 

By “canon” I mean the list of writings 
that properly belong in the Bible, because 
they are the God-breathed and authorita-
tive truth for Christians. By “apocryphal 
writings” (“Apocrypha,” for short), I refer 
to the extra writings that are found in the 
Roman Catholic Old Testament and not in 
our Protestant Old Testament: Tobit, Judith, 
Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch, 
1 and 2 Maccabees, and additions to both 
Daniel and Esther.

An important development in the early 
church was its discernment of the writ-
ings that should be properly included 
in the church’s Old Testament and New 
Testament. Key Christians — for example, 
Origen, Athanasius, John of Damascus, and 
Jerome — provide us with lists of the books 
that the church gradually recognized to 
belong in Scripture. These leaders specifi-
cally denied that the apocryphal writings 
belong in the Bible. Eventually, the Cath-
olic Church deviated from the position of 
these leaders, following Augustine’s view 
instead and including the Apocrypha in its 
Old Testament. 

About a thousand years later, the Reformers 
like Martin Luther and John Calvin insisted 
that Protestant churches return to the early 
church’s view and exclude these apocry-
phal writings. So Roman Catholic Bibles 
and Protestant Bibles are different when it 
comes to these books. But Protestant Bibles 
without the Apocrypha have a solid histor-
ical precedent. 

So we can trust the truth that the Old Testa-
ment does not include the apocryphal writ-
ings as found in the Roman Catholic Bible. 

Protestantism embraces sola 
Scriptura and justification by 
grace through faith.

Protestantism, which arose 500 years ago 
during the Reformation, embraces two 
principles: sola Scriptura and justification 
by grace through faith.

Luther and Calvin established Protestant 
churches on a completely different basis 
from Roman Catholicism. Specifically, the 
Reformers developed the two foundational 
principles of Protestantism. 

The first (and formal, or structural) princi-
ple is sola Scriptura, or Scripture alone. 

The Roman Catholic view was that God’s 
revelation comes through two closely 
connected, yet distinct, sources: (1) Scrip-
ture, the written Word of God, and (2) Tradi-
tion, the oral teachings of Jesus that are 
kept alive and transmitted by the Catholic 
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Church. This source of revelation contains 
alleged truths about, for example, Mary: 
That she was conceived without sin (the 
Immaculate Conception) and that when 
she died her body was immediately taken 
up into heaven (the Bodily Assumption). 

Against this view of Scripture and Tradi-
tion, the Reformers offered the principle 
that only Scripture (sola Scriptura), and not 
Scripture plus Tradition, is God’s revelation 
of truth for Christians to obey and believe.  

The second (and material, or key content) 
principle of Protestantism is the doctrine 
of justification by grace through faith.

The Roman Catholic view was that justi-
fication is not only the forgiveness of sins, 
but also being born again (the new birth, or 
regeneration) and progressing in sanctifi-
cation (becoming more holy like Jesus). A 
corollary of this view is that justification is a 
life-long process, with some Catholics being 
more advanced and other Catholics lagging 
behind. Additionally, whether advancing 
or maintaining or regressing, Catholics can 
never know if they have made sufficient 
progress to please God. Thus, they cannot 
have assurance of salvation. 

The Protestant view, based on the Bible, is 
that justification is God’s twofold declara-
tion that sinful people are not guilty (Rom 
3:25; 5:9) but righteous instead (Rom 5:18–
19). Justification as God’s pronouncement is 
based on Christ’s death in our place, result-
ing in forgiveness, and Christ’s obedience, 
which is imputed (or credited) to us when 

we hear the gospel and believe in Jesus to 
save us. Thus, justification is accomplished 
by Christ alone, granted through God’s 
grace alone, and received through faith 
alone. And those who so believe may enjoy 
assurance of salvation (Rom 8:1, 31–39).

The Reformers underscored this truth 
of justification because it is affirmed in 
Scripture, which is the only source of 
God’s revelation.

So we can trust the truth of the two princi-
ples of Protestantism.

Protestantism also embraces 
two (or, in some cases, three) 
marks of the true church.

When Martin Luther and his little band 
of followers started the first Protestant 
churches of the Reformation, they were 
surrounded by the massive, historical, and 
powerful Roman Catholic Church. More-
over, this Church claimed to be the only true 
church of Jesus Christ.

Yet, these Protestants had the audacity to 
call the Roman Catholic Church a false 
church and claim that their little, novel, and 
persecuted churches were true churches! 
On what basis? 

"The Protestant view, based on the Bible, is 

that justification is God’s two-fold declara-

tion that sinful people  are not guilty but 

 righteous instead."
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Protestant churches are characterized 
by two or three marks: “The church is the 
congregation of the saints in which the 
gospel is rightly taught and the sacra-
ments rightly administered. And unto the 
true unity of the church, it is sufficient to 
agree concerning the doctrine of the gospel 
and the administration of the sacraments” 
(Augsburg Confession, 7:1–2; cf. John Calvin, 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, 4.1.8). 
Historically, then, Protestant churches are 
known for their preaching of the Word of 
God and their celebration of the two ordi-
nances (not the seven sacraments, as found 
in the Roman Catholic Church) of baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper. These are the two 
marks of a true church. Some Protestant 
churches include a third mark, the exercise 
of church discipline (e.g., Belgic Confession). 

These marks have solid biblical founda-
tions. For preaching the gospel, Jesus’ Great 
Commission (Matt 28:18–20), Paul’s chal-
lenge to engage in the ministry of reconcil-
iation through teaching the Word of God (2 
Cor 5:17–21; 2 Tim 4:1–5; Col 1:28–29), and the 
many examples of proclamation of the good 
news in Acts (e.g., Acts 2) are just some of the 
biblical support. 

For the administration of the two ordi-
nances, Jesus commands the church to 
baptize new believers (Matt 28:19; exempli-
fied by Philip and the eunuch, Acts 8:26–40) 
and instructs the church to celebrate the 
Lord’s Supper (Matt 26:26–29; and Paul’s 
teaching, 1 Cor 11:17–34). For church disci-
pline, Jesus gives the keys of the kingdom to 
his church (Matt 16:13–20) and establishes 

a four-step process (Matt 18:15–20) for its 
exercise. 

So we can trust the marks of the true church.

Protestantism holds to five 
solas: Scripture, Christ, grace, 
faith, the glory of God.

Protestantism also embraces five solas 
(“onlys”):  sola Scriptura, Christ alone, grace 
alone, faith alone, and the glory of God 
alone. 

Another development at the time of the 
Reformation was the formulation of five 
solas over against the Roman Catholic view 
that integrates mutually exclusive positions 
(for example, faith plus works). 

1. As we’ve already seen, sola Scriptura 
emphasizes that only Scripture, and not 
Scripture plus tradition, is authoritative, 
divinely inspired truth. 

2. Christ alone underscores that it is only 
Jesus, and not Jesus plus the Roman 
Catholic Church (which self-identifies 
as the whole Christ), that is the necessary 
ground of salvation from sin. 

3. Grace alone highlights that it is only God’s 
favor, and not his grace plus human coop-
eration, that operates/produces salvation 
from sin. 

4. Faith alone emphasizes that it is only trust 
in Jesus, and not faith plus good works 
done to merit eternal life, that embraces 
salvation from sin. 
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5. The glory of God alone underscores that it 
is only God’s fame, and not his fame plus 
special honor, for example, to Mary, that 
is magnified in salvation from sin through 
Christ alone, grace alone, and faith alone. 

These five solas are firmly grounded on 
Scripture. For example, Paul affirms, “For 
by grace you have been saved through faith. 
And this is not your own doing; it is the gift 
of God, not a result of works, so that no one 
may boast” (Eph 2:8-9). 

So we can trust the truth of the five solas of 
Protestantism.

Baptists are Protestants with 
biblical convictions.

Baptist distinctives express our firm convic-
tions, based on Scripture, that distinguish 
us from other Protestants, yet without sepa-
rating us from them in an exclusionary way. 

One of the important developments that 
flowed out of the Reformation was the 
formation of Baptist churches. To the two 
principles of Protestantism — the marks of 
a true church — and the five solas, Baptists 

added unique elements such as regenerate 
church membership, believer’s baptism, 
congregational church polity, and local 
church autonomy (and the correlative rejec-
tion of the state-church culture). 

• Regenerate church membership signi-
fies that only people who have heard the 
gospel, repented of their sins, and believed 
in Jesus Christ for salvation are permitted 
to become members of a Baptist church. 
This position is in contrast with, for exam-
ple, Reformed churches, which include 
the children of believing parents in their 
covenant community.

• Believer’s baptism means that only people 
who can offer a credible profession of 
faith (described above) are permitted to be 
baptized. This practice is in contrast with, 
for example, Methodist churches that 
baptize the infants of church members.

• Congregational church polity maintains 
that ultimate human authority in Baptist 
churches resides in their members. This 
structure is in contrast with, for example, 
the Roman Catholic Church that locates 
ultimate authority in its bishops, in partic-
ular its pope, who are at the top of its hier-
archy, above priests, deacons, and church 
members.

• Local church autonomy means that each 
Baptist church is an independent entity 
that is responsible for establishing its 
own leaders (pastors, elders, deacons), 
managing its own finances, developing 
its own ministries, establishing its own 
membership, and the like. This position 
is in contrast with, for example, Pres-
byterian churches, which have several 

"To the two principles of Protestantism — the 

marks of a true church — and the five solas, 

Baptists added unique elements such as 

regenerate church membership, believer’s 

baptism, congregational church polity, and 

local church autonomy."
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authoritative structures — presbytery, 
synod, and general assembly — above the 
local church level. This distinctive is at the 
heart of why Baptists churches broke away 
from the centuries-old church-state struc-
ture. Historically, Baptists have denied any 
possible role for the state (for example, the 
English monarch) in church matters. 

Baptists offer a strong biblical and theolog-
ical case for each of their distinctives. They 
also acknowledge that other Protestants 
can offer a case for their opposing positions 
(for example, infant baptism). Thus, while 
Baptists distinguish themselves from these 
other believers, Baptists do not deny they 
are indeed Christians and do not consider 
them to hold heretical views. 

So we can trust the truth of Baptist distinc-
tives. But we don’t take the further step 
of separating from other Christians in an 
exclusionary way. 

In conclusion, historical theology is a 
treasure trove of right biblical interpreta-
tion and sound doctrine. As wisdom from 
the past, it should be warmly embraced 
by Christians today. It will help us avoid 
what, in Surprised by Joy, C. S. Lewis called 

“chronological snobbery,” or “the uncriti-
cal acceptance of the intellectual climate 
common to our own age and the assumption 
that whatever has gone out of date is on that 
account discredited.” 
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Truths You Can Trust 
from Church History
B Y  M I C H A E L  A . G .  H AY K I N

C hurch history and its study, like 
every other realm of historical 
inquiry, are intimately bound up 
with questions of truth and the 

passion to discover what really happened 
in the past and why. Without the facts of 
history and their persistence in material 
record, historical study would be impossi-
ble. Of course, students of history are quick 
to confess that neither complete knowledge 
of the past nor total objectivity are possi-
ble given human finitude and fallibility. As 
Thomas J. Nettles astutely noted in a faculty 
address delivered at Southern Seminary:

The Christian historian … must … recog-
nize that his path toward historical 
purity is strewn with many barriers 
intrinsic to our nature. We are creatures 
with all the limitations of those that 
are described as flowers of the field, a 
morning mist, a vapor, a moth, a breath, 
a worm. We do indeed see through a 
glass darkly. We find difficulty even in 
understanding our own lives, our own 
circumstances, our own hearts. We 
have difficulty discerning why we fail 
or why we succeed. Our own motives are 
mysteries to us and how motives relate 
fully to our actions is a profound cipher. 
We cry, “O wretched historian that I am, 

who shall deliver me from the bonds of 
my disposition!” … How can we ever hope 
to look at another age, another person, 
another series of events and give an unal-
loyed account?1 

All history writing then has these “two hori-
zons”: that of the historical events which 
cannot be altered and that of the historian 
or student of the past whose life is battered 
by the ebb and flow of historical tides.2 It 
is nigh impossible for the interpreter of 
the past to achieve pure objectivity, yet the 
facts of history ever remain to challenge and 
disprove erroneous or clearly tendentious 
historical interpretations. 

In seeking truths from church history about 
God and his people, the student of history 
must thus become aware of truths about 

1   Thomas J. Nettles, “‘Wie es eigentlich gewesen’: The 
Hope of the Christian Historian” (Unpublished ms., [2008], 
33 pages), 8–9. For the audio version of this address, see 
https://equip.sbts.edu/event/lectures/faculty-addresses/
wie-es-eigentlich-gewesen-the-hope-of-a-christian-histo-
rian/; accessed August 31, 2019. The above quotation can 
be found at 16:30.

2   I am borrowing the phrase “two horizons” from Anthony 
C. Thiselton’s famous work The Two Horizons: New Testa-
ment Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description with 
Special Reference to Heidegger, Bultmann, Gadamer, and 
Wittgenstein (Carlisle: Paternoster Press/Grand Rapids, 
MI: William B. Eerdmans Publ. Co., 1980).
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himself or herself as well as truths about 
the flow of history and its sovereign Lord.

History opens us to “the clean 
sea breeze of the centuries.”

The awareness that all interpreters come 
to the reading of church history as biased 
and frail is of enormous help in discern-
ing the truth about the past as we reckon 
with our innate biases. Here, the study of 
church history can liberate us from the 
tyranny of present-day ideas that we have 
all unconsciously assumed to be true but 
what C.S. Lewis rightly called “the idols 
of our marketplace.” Listen to Lewis as he 
argued for the need to read old books:

Every age has its own outlook. It is 
specially good at seeing certain truths 
and specially liable to make certain 
mistakes. We all therefore, need the 
books that will correct the characteris-
tic mistakes of our own period. And that 
means the old books. All contemporary 
writers share to some extent the contem-
porary outlook — even those, like myself, 
who seem most opposed to it. … The only 
palliative is to keep the clean sea breeze 
of the centuries blowing through our 
minds, and this can be done only by read-
ing old books. Not, of course, that there 
is any magic about the past. People were 
no cleverer then than they are now; they 
made as many mistakes as we. But not the 
same mistakes. They will not flatter us 
in the errors we are already committing; 
and their own errors, being now open 

and palpable, will not endanger us. … To 
be sure, the books of the future would 
be just as good a corrective as the books 
of the past, but unfortunately we cannot 
get at them.3

Consider The First Life of Francis of Assisi 
(1228) by Thomas of Celano (c.1185–c.1260), 
for example. Thomas stated the following 
regarding Francis’ view of poverty.

His father saw that he would never be 
able to deter Francis from the course he 
meant to pursue, and now concentrated 
all his efforts on recovering the money 
he had lost. Francis had wanted to give it 
all away for the feeding of the poor and 
for rebuilding the church. ... When the 
money was found where Francis had 
thrown it into the dust of the window 
ledge, his father’s rage abated a little and 
his mercenary instincts were somewhat 
pacified. He then took Francis before the 
bishop of Assisi and demanded that he 
renounce all his possessions before the 
prelate and give up everything he had. 
This Francis agreed to do, and not only 
that, but he happily and readily offered 
to do what his father demanded.4 

For Francis, poverty was something quite 
different than what it means to us. For 

3   C.S. Lewis, “Preface” to Athanasius, On the Incarnation, 
trans. John Behr (1944 ed.; repr. Yonkers, New York: St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011), 12–13.

4   Thomas of Celano, The First Life of Francis of Assisi in 
Tony Lane, ed., The Lion Christian Classics Collection 
(Oxford: Lion Publishing, 2004), 166.
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him, it was a bride to be embraced since he 
believed that it gave him true freedom. For 
modern North Americans, Christian and 
pagan alike, poverty is generally viewed 
as an unmitigated economic disaster that 
places severe limitations on one’s freedom. 
Which is right? Which is more biblical? 
Answering these questions would take us 
too far afield, but this example shows how 
classic Christian writings from the past can 
call into question what we take for granted 
as an absolute truth and reveal it to be 
merely relative and culture-bound. 

In this way, church history confronts us 
time and again with something that is 
foreign to our experience, with something 
that is different. As the famous first line by 
Leslie Poles Hartley (1895–1972) in his novel 
The Go-Between (1953) put it: “The past is a 
foreign country: they do things differently 
there.”5 

History illumines “what the 
Holy Spirit reveals.”

The study of church history, especially that 
of Christian thought, can provide us with 
needed truths for the living of the Christian 
life. It is exhilarating to stand on the East 

5   In David Crystal, The Penguin Pocket Dictionary of Quota-
tions (London: Penguin Books, 2005), 96. Hartley derived 
the first clause of this statement from his friend Lord David 
Cecil (1902–1986), who used it with reference to the past 
in his inaugural lecture as Goldsmiths’ Professor of English 
Literature at Oxford University in 1949. See David Cecil, 
Reading as One of the Fine Arts. An Inaugural Lecture 
delivered before the University of Oxford on 28 May 1949 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1949), 10.

Coast and watch the Atlantic surf, feel the 
tang of salt-water in the air, and hear the 
pound of the waves. But this experience will 
be of absolutely no benefit in sailing across 
the Atlantic to England. For that, a map is 
needed, a map based upon the accumulated 
experience of thousands of voyagers. Simi-
larly, we need such a map for the Christian 
life. Experiences are fine and good, but they 
will never serve as the substantial founda-
tion for our lives in Christ. The basic map 
of the Christian life is, without a doubt, the 
infallible and inerrant Word of God – the 
Scriptures. But the thought of other Chris-
tians down through the ages can help illu-
mine and illustrate what is contained in the 
Bible. 

Consider, for instance, the teaching on the 
Holy Spirit by the African theologian Atha-
nasius (c.299–373) in his letters to Serapion, 
bishop of Thmuis, written over the course 
of 359 and 360.6 Key to Athanasius’ pneu-
matology was that “from our knowledge of 
the Son we may be able to have true knowl-
edge of the Spirit.”7 The present day has seen 
a resurgence of interest in the person and 

6   See The Letters of Saint Athanasius Concerning the Holy 
Spirit, trans. C.R.B. Shapland (London: Epworth Press, 
1951).

7   Athanasius, Letter to Serapion 3.1, trans. Shapland, 
Letters of Saint Athanasius Concerning the Holy Spirit, 
170.

"Church history confronts us time and again 

with something that is foreign to our experi-

ence, with something that is different. "
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work of the Holy Spirit. This is admirable, 
but also fraught with danger if the Spirit is 
conceived of apart from Christ. The Spirit 
cannot be divorced from the Son: Not only 
does the Son send and give the Spirit, but 
the Spirit is also the one who makes Christ 
real within us and who has come to glorify 
Christ in our lives. Many have fallen into 
fanaticism and bizarre attitudes and actions 
because they failed to realize this basic 
truth: the Holy Spirit cannot be separated 
from the Son.  

Charles H. Spurgeon (1834–1892), the cele-
brated Victorian Baptist preacher, has 
nicely summed up the necessity of this 
general truth of learning from the wisdom 
of believers who have gone before us: “It 
seems odd, that certain men who talk so 
much of what the Holy Spirit reveals to 
themselves, should think so little of what 
he has revealed to others.”8 

History lifts us “upon the 
shoulders of giants.”

Human beings are creatures of time – their 
lives inextricably tied to the past, their own 

8   C.H. Spurgeon, Commenting and Commentaries 
(London: Passmore & Alabaster, 1876), 1. J.I. Packer has 
similarly observed: “Tradition … is the fruit of the Spirit’s 
teaching activity from the ages as God’s people have 
sought understanding of Scripture. It is not infallible, but 
neither is it negligible, and we impoverish ourselves if we 
disregard it. I am bold to say that evangelicals, even those 
of Anabaptist polity, should be turned by their own belief 
in the Spirit as the Church’s teacher into men of tradition, 
and that if we all dialogued with Christian tradition more 
we should all end up wiser than we are.” (“Upholding 
the Unity of Scripture Today,” Journal of the Evangelical 
Theological Society, 25 [1982]: 414).

immediate past, and that of other humans. 
V. Gilbert Beers, editor of Christianity Today 
from 1982 to 1985, has noted that “we owe 
much to many whom we have never met.” 
As Beers elaborated: “We live in a throwaway 
society; we dispose of things we consider a 
burden. My concern is that we do not add 
our predecessors to the collection of throw-
aways, carelessly discarding those who have 
made us what we are.”9 

The seventeenth-century scientific genius 
Isaac Newton (1642–1727) put it well when 
he said in a letter to his fellow scientist 
Robert Hooke (1635–1703): “If I have seen 
further it is by standing upon the shoul-
ders of giants.”10 The study of church history 
informs us about our predecessors in the 
faith, those who have helped shape our 
Christian communities and thus make us 
what we are. Such study builds humility 
into our lives. 

The faithful witness of a Baptist commu-
nity in Hamilton, Ontario — Stanley Avenue 
Baptist Church — and its pastor at the time, 
Bruce Woods, played a significant part in 
my conversion. I knew absolutely nothing 
of the history of this Christian community, 
none indeed of Baptists in general, when 
I first walked through the doors of this 
church in late August 1973. But over the 

9   V. Gilbert Beers, “Giving for Predecessors,” Christianity 
Today, 26, no.19 (November 26, 1982): 12.

10 Isaac Newton, Letter to Robert Hooke, February 5, 1676, 
in David Brewster, Memoirs of the Life, Writings, and 
Discoveries of Sir Isaac Newton (2nd ed.; Edinburgh: 
Edmonston and Douglas, 1855), 1:124–125.
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years that I attended Stanley Avenue, I began 
to learn her history and appreciate deeply 
the witness of many who were long in glory 
when I first came to the church and how that 
witness had had a profound impact on my 
own life.11 

The study of the Christian past, though, not 
only provides models for emulation (cf. Heb 
11 and 13:7). It also reveals the sad and sinful 
failings of God’s people: the Apostle Peter’s 
hypocrisy (Gal 2:11–21), Monnica’s sinful 
expulsion of her son Augustine’s (354–430) 
common-law wife from their household, 
John Calvin’s (1509–1564) approval of the 
execution of Michael Servetus (1511–1553), 

Oliver Cromwell’s (1599–1658) failure to 
extend clemency at the Siege of Drogheda, 
Jonathan Edwards’s (1703–1758) owner-
ship of slaves, and a multitude of other sins. 
If Christian history contains a host of men 
and women whose lives we can and should 
imitate, it also reveals these very same men 
and women as sinners, which tempers our 
emulation. 

11 For the early history of the church that is related in the 
preceding paragraphs, see Michael A.G. Haykin, ed. and 
introduced, “Lord God, Our Thanks to Thee We Raise.” 
The Minute Books of Stanley Avenue Baptist Church, 
Hamilton, 1889–1929. A Centennial Volume (Hamilton, 
ON: Stanley Avenue Baptist Church, 1989). 

History is where “God’s works 
are to be known.”

Finally, church history also contains great 
truths to be learned about God, as the Puri-
tan author Richard Baxter (1615–1691) once 
observed:

[T]he writing of Church-history is the 
duty of all ages, because God’s works are 
to be known, as well as his Word … He 
that knoweth not what state the Church 
and world is in, and hath been in, in 
former ages, and what God hath been 
doing in the world, and how error and 
sin have been resisting him, and with 
what success, doth want much to the 
completing of his knowledge.12

Baxter, like the Puritans in general, was 
convinced that the sphere of history is a 
realm in which God is active, ever sover-
eignly expanding his reign. The Puritans 
had learned from the Scriptures that history 
is the stage on which the divine drama of 
redemption is being played out. At the 
beginning of that drama is the fall, and at 
the end is the last judgment. In between, is 
the most crucial event of all: the entry of the 
eternal God into the web of time as a human 
being, Jesus Christ, to accomplish our salva-
tion. In the words of the venerable Creed 
of Nicaea (325) that was confirmed at the 
Council of Constantinople (381):

12 Richard Baxter, The Life of Faith 3.11 (London: Nevill 
Simmons, 1670), 374.

"If Christian history contains a host of men and 

women whose lives we can and should imitate, 

it also reveals these very same men and women 

as sinners, which tempers our emulation. "
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We believe … in one Lord, Jesus Christ, 
… who, for the sake of us human beings 
and for the sake of our salvation, came 
down from heaven and became incar-
nate by the Holy Spirit and Mary the 
Virgin, and became a human being, and 
was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, 
and suffered, and was buried, and rose 
again on the third day according to the 
Scriptures, and ascended to heaven, and 
is seated at the right hand of the Father, 
and will come again with glory to judge 
the living and dead.13

This confessional text brims with history 
as it affirms that the great salvific acts of 
God in Christ have taken place on the stage 
of history: the incarnation, the crucifixion, 
resurrection, and ascension. Thus, history is 
hallowed as a place of divine activity. 

To be sure, unlike the biblical authors, 
modern historians cannot trace in detail the 
hand of God in the record of the past. Never-
theless, as we look at the historical record, 
it would be short-sighted in the extreme 
not to see the hand of God, for example, in 
the recovery of the gospel at the time of the 

13 Technically, this is the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed 
that was issued at the Council of Constantinople in 381. 
Translation by the author.

Reformation or the remarkable revivals of 
the eleventy years stretching between the 
1720s and 1830s. So, as Baxter stated, the 

“writing of Church-history,” as well as its 
study, “is the duty of all ages, because God’s 
works are to be known.”
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Truths You Can Trust 
for Apologetics
B Y  T I M O T H Y  PA U L  J O N E S

Apologetics is not an 
apology; it’s a defense that 
includes evidence.

I was in my late teens the first time I read the 
words “apologetics” and “apologist.” At first, 
I thought these words had something to do 
with Christians apologizing for misdeeds 
undertaken in the name of Christ. It didn’t 
take long for me to realize, however, that 
apologetics was precisely what I needed 
most at that moment in my life, when I was 
struggling with whether or not the claims 
in the Bible were believable.

A few years ago, I was reminded of my 
initial misunderstanding when I found this 
comment appended to an online review of 
one of my books: “It says he’s an ‘apologist’! If 
Christianity is worth believing, why would 
he need to write a book apologizing for it?” 
The band R.E.M. was apparently operating 
with a similar misunderstanding when they 
produced a song entitled “The Apologist”: 

“They call me the apologist.../but now I’m 
facing up/I wanted to apologize for/every-
thing I was — so I’m sorry.” 

As it turns out, even though “apology,” 
“apologetics,” and “apologist” can all be 
traced back to the same root words, being an 

apologist has little to do with saying we’re 
sorry and everything to do with whether 
the facts confessed in the Christian faith 
correspond with reality and are internally 
coherent.

The philosopher Aristotle used the words 
apologia and kategoria to describe the two 
types of speeches presented in a court of 
law. Kategoria was a speech of accusation 
related to events that had happened in the 
past; the apologia was a speech of defense in 
response to the kategoria. The Apostle Peter 
used this term for a defense when he wrote 
these words to Christians in Asia Minor: “In 
your hearts regard Christ the Lord as holy, 
ready at any time to give a defense to anyone 
who asks you for a reason for the hope that 
is in you” (1 Pet 3:15, emphasis added).

Here’s how I define “apologetics,” on the 
basis of this text and others scattered 
throughout the Scriptures: apologetics 
is the reverent, reasonable, and humble 
defense — through our words and through 
our lives — of the hope we have in the risen 
Christ, as this hope has been revealed in his 

"Our defense of the Christian faith doesn’t  

end with our holiness, but it must start with 

holiness."
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Word and in his world. Apologetics isn’t 
saying, “I’m sorry”; it’s a defense that reveals 
the incoherence of the unbeliever’s world-
view by pointing to the internal coherence 
and external evidence for the believer’s 
hope in the risen Christ and in his written 
Word.

Holiness provides the 
foundation for the proclama-
tion of our hope.

The words of Simon Peter in 1 Peter 3:15 
can become a bumper sticker for apologet-
ics, but this text is far richer, deeper, and 
more beautiful than we sometimes recog-
nize. This text seems to have been written 
to Christians who are beginning to experi-
ence social exclusion and perhaps even civic 
consequences for their faithfulness to Jesus. 
In this context, the first defense of the faith 
to which Peter calls them is holiness (1 Pet 
1:15–17; 2:9–17; 3:13–17). 

Our defense of the Christian faith doesn’t 
end with our holiness, but it must start with 
holiness. Holiness won’t ultimately protect 
the people from persecution, but it ensures 
that whatever they suffer will be for the sake 
of their Savior and not because of their sin.

A Christian’s hope is centered
in the resurrection — and so is 
our defense.

Throughout 1 Peter, Simon Peter centers 
the Christian’s hope in the resurrection (1 
Pet 1:3, 13, 21). Sometimes, his focus is on the 

resurrection of Jesus on the third day; other 
times, it’s centered on our future resurrec-
tion, which the resurrection of Jesus guar-
anteed. But, either way, resurrection is the 
foundation of our hope.

So what does this mean for apologetics?

If apologetics is giving a reason for our hope, 
and hope is centered in the resurrection, the 
resurrection should be central in Christian 
apologetics. When the resurrection is not 
central in apologetics, the practice of apol-
ogetics can turn into a bad game of theo-
logical trivia, with the unbeliever raising a 
random series of objections until he or she 

“wins” by coming up with a question that the 
Christian can’t answer. When the resurrec-
tion of Jesus is central, however, apologet-
ics can never stray far from the gospel, and 
we respond to the unbeliever’s questions by 
turning the question toward the cross and 
the empty tomb.

If you choose to focus your apologetics on 
convincing an unbeliever that a particu-
lar approach to creation is correct — even 
if you convince the unbeliever that you’re 
correct — that individual has still not been 
confronted with the gospel. If you convince 
someone that there are sound philosoph-
ical reasons why a good God might allow 

"If apologetics is giving a reason for our hope, 

and hope is centered in the resurrection, the 

resurrection should be central in Christian 

apologetics."
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evil in the world, and they agree with you 
but never hear the hope of the resurrection, 
your defense is a miserable failure. Why? 
In your passion to defend the truth, you 
have wandered from a focus on the gospel 

— the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus by 
which God is reconciling sinners to himself 
and revealing his reign in the world. 

Any apologetic that defines the truth and 
defends the truth but never delivers a call to 
believe the gospel is empty and vain. Apolo-
getics is a means that God chooses to use for 
his glory; the power, however, is not in our 
apologetics but in the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
The gospel alone is “the power of God for 
salvation” (Rom 1:16). That’s what Charles 
H. Spurgeon was getting at when he said, 

“Suppose a number of persons were to take 
it into their heads that they had to defend a 
lion. ... Open the door, and let the lion out! 
... He would take care of himself. ... The best 
‘apology’ for the gospel is to let the gospel 
out. ... Preach Jesus Christ and him crucified. 
Let the Lion out!”

There are good reasons to 
believe the resurrection 
happened.

But is it even reasonable to believe that the 
resurrection — this event that, according to 
Peter, is the foundation of a Christian’s hope 

— happened? The claim that the corpse of 
a crucified man made the ultimate come-
back 2,000 years ago is a radical claim that 
defies every ordinary experience of life 
and death. And yet, I contend that there are 

robust reasons to recognize the resurrection 
as an event that took place in history. In the 
first place, multiple independent witnesses 
testify together to the truth of this claim. 
The resurrection of Jesus appears not only 
in the four Gospels but also in an early oral 
history recorded by Paul (Matt 27:62–28:1; 
Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:34; 16:1–2; Luke 24:1–49; 
John 19:38–20:2; 1 Cor 15:3–7). The details 
differ, but all of these disparate accounts 
agree that Jesus died and then returned to 
life three days later. So does an indepen-
dent but secondhand report composed in 
the second century and preserved in a later 
document known as the Akhmim Fragment. 
All but one of these reports also include 
incidental details, such as the claim that 
Mary Magdalene was the first witness — a 
detail that was unlikely to have been fabri-
cated in a first-century context where there 
was systemic bias against testimony from 
women. 

If the Jews of the first century A.D. expected 
any resurrection at all, it would have been a 
resurrection of all the righteous at the end of 
time. They knew that death was typically a 
one-way street, and they were fully aware of 
alternative explanations such as post-mor-
tem dreams and hallucinations. And still, 
somehow, the men and women who first 
followed Jesus concluded that what they 
saw three days after Jesus died required 
the physical resuscitation of a previously 
deceased person, and they shared the news 
of this resurrection from one end of the 
Roman Empire to the other.
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What’s more, encounters with the resur-
rected Jesus reshaped the lives of certain 
witnesses in such a way that they eventually 
chose death over any denial of what they 
proclaimed about Jesus. At the very least, 
Simon Peter, James the son of Zebedee, and 
James the brother of Jesus died for what they 
declared about Jesus. Of course, millions of 
people throughout history have died for lies 
that they believed were true — but people 
do not typically give their lives for a lie if 
they’re in a position to know that it’s a lie. 
If anyone might have been in a position to 
know that the claims of resurrection were 
fabrications, one or more of these three 
men would have known. And yet, all three 
of them went to their deaths still declaring 
that Jesus had been raised from the dead. 
Either Peter and the two Jameses were 
convinced that Jesus was raised and they 
were mistaken, or they were convinced and 
they were correct. Based on the evidence, it 
seems far more likely that they were right 
than that they were wrong.

The canon of the New Testa-
ment is resurrection-shaped.

The term "canon" can be traced back to an 
early Semitic root that meant “tube” or 

“reed.” Centuries before the birth of Jesus, 

this loanword developed into kanon, a 
Greek term that referred to a reed that 
grows along the Nile River. So how did a 
word that refers to a tubular reed end up 
connected to the books in the Bible? It 
began when the Greeks began cutting the 
reeds into specific lengths and using them 
as measuring sticks. Because these reeds 
functioned as measuring sticks, the Greek 
word kanon came to denote any tool that 
set standards and measured limits.  In Gala-
tians 6:16, Paul used this term to signify the 
all-sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice as God’s 
standard — God’s kanon — for life and faith. 
By the fourth century A.D., the meaning of 
the word “canon” had expanded to describe 
writings that were recognized as the infalli-
ble standard for God’s people.

Now, this doesn’t mean that there was 
no canon of Scripture prior to the fourth 
century! Before that time, Christians used 
other phrases to describe the idea of a list 
of authoritative books. For example, some 
Christians referred to authoritative texts as 
those that were “read publicly in the church” 
to distinguish them from writings that were 
read privately for the purpose of personal 
inspiration and devotion.

When it comes to the New Testament and 
the supposed “lost Gospels,” the basic crite-
rion for inclusion or exclusion was whether 
or not the document could be traced back to 
an apostolic eyewitness of the risen Lord 
Jesus or to a close associate of these eyewit-
nesses. The so-called “lost Gospels” were 
never received as authoritative because they 
did not include reliable, eyewitness testi-

"Encounters with the resurrected Jesus 

reshaped the lives of certain witnesses in such 

a way that they eventually chose death over 

any denial of what they proclaimed about 

Jesus."
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mony about Jesus; they couldn’t be reliably 
linked to anyone who had walked and talked 
with Jesus.

When early Christians were confronted 
with texts that claimed to come from 
eyewitnesses, they compared these texts 
with others that they knew came from 
eyewitnesses or from close associates of 
these eyewitnesses. For example, in the 
late second century A.D., a pastor named 
Serapion ran across a text that claimed to 
be a Gospel from Peter. When he compared 
it to texts that he knew came from reliable 
witnesses, he realized that this supposed 

“Gospel of Peter” had been falsely ascribed 
to Peter, and he wrote these words: “We 
accept the writings of Peter and the other 
apostles just as we would accept Christ, but, 
as for those with a name falsely ascribed, we 
deliberately dismiss them, knowing that 
no such things have been handed down to 
us.” Once God’s promises were fulfilled in 
Jesus and the eyewitnesses of his resurrec-
tion passed away, no further texts could be 
considered authoritative for God’s people.

H E R E ' S  H O W E AC H  N E W T E STA M E N T B O O K 

M E E T S  T H E  C R I T E R I A .

Matthew
Matthew, follower of Jesus and eyewitness of the resur-

rected Jesus (Matt 9:9; 10:3; Acts 1:13)

Mark
Mark, traveling companion and translator for Simon 

Peter (1 Pet 1:13); “Mark, in his capacity as Peter’s inter-

preter, wrote down accurately as much as he remem-

bered” (Papias of Hierapolis, early second century)

Luke
Luke, traveling companion with Paul (Col 4:14; 2 Tim 

4:11); “Luke—the attendant of Paul—recorded in a 

book the Gospel that Paul declared” (Irenaeus of Lyon, 

second century) 

John
John, follower of Jesus and eyewitness of the resur-

rected Jesus (Matt 4:21; 10:2; Acts 1:13)

Acts
Luke, traveling companion with Paul (Col 4:14; 2 Tim 

4:11)

Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, 
Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 
2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon
Paul, a later eyewitness of the resurrected Jesus (Acts 

9:3–6; 1 Cor 9:1; 15:8–10)

Hebrews
Based on the author’s reference to Timothy (Heb 13:23), 

Hebrews was received by early Christians as a compo-

sition of Paul or of one of his close associates.

James
James, relative of Jesus and eyewitness of the resur-

rected Jesus (Matt 13:55; 1 Cor 15:7; Gal 1:19; 2:9)

1 and 2 Peter
Simon Peter, follower of Jesus and eyewitness of the 

resurrected Jesus (Matt 4:18; 10:2; Acts 1:13)
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1, 2, and 3 John
John, follower of Jesus and eyewitness of the resur-

rected Jesus (Matt 4:21; 10:2; Acts 1:13)

Jude
Jude, relative of Jesus (Matt 13:55; Acts 1:14)

Revelation
John, follower of Jesus and eyewitness of the resur-

rected Jesus (Matt 4:21; 10:2; Acts 1:13)
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Truths You Can Trust 
for Evangelism
B Y  T I M O T H Y  K .  B E O U G H E R

T he word “evangelism” provokes 
various responses, both outside 
and inside the church. When 
some hear the word evange-

lism, they equate it with hardline psycho-
logical pressure, yelling through a bullhorn, 
or proselytizing people against their will. 
Yet those negative connotations express 
poor stereotypes of an activity that by its 
very nature means the communication of 

“good news.”  

Our word evangelism is taken from the 
Greek word euangelion, translated “the 
gospel.” Within the word evangelism we 
see the word evangel, meaning “good news.” 
The evangel which lies at the heart of the 
Christian faith is the good news about who 
God is and how he has provided reconcili-
ation for sinful humanity.

So evangelism is to announce the euange-
lion, the good news. The noun form appears 
more than 70 times in the New Testament, 
while the verb form, euangelizō, appears 
more than 30 times. We find both the noun 
and the verb forms in Romans 1:15, “So, for 
my part, I am eager to preach the gospel to 
you also who are in Rome.” And indeed, if 
you have good news, life-saving news, even 
eternal life-saving news, how can you not 

desire to share that message with others?  
I define evangelism as the compassionate 
sharing of the good news of Jesus Christ 
with lost people, in the power of the Holy 
Spirit, for the purpose of bringing them to 
Christ as Savior and Lord, that they in turn 
might share him with others. 

Following are nine key principles of evan-
gelism, nine truths you can trust as you seek 
to be a faithful witness for Christ. 

Lost people are lost.

The Bible reminds us that ultimately there 
are only two categories of people in the 
world: lost and saved. The Scriptures teach 
us that without Christ individuals are spir-
itually dead (Eph 2:1).  They are alienated 
from the life of God (Eph 4:18) and are with-
out hope and without God in the world 
(Eph 2:12). Paul describes this lostness in 2 
Corinthians 4:3–4: “And even if our gospel 
is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perish-
ing, in whose case the god of this world has 
blinded the minds of the unbelieving so that 
they might not see the light of the gospel of 
the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.”

Those who do not know Christ are perish-
ing. Even John 3:16, perhaps the most widely 
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quoted verse in the Bible, reminds us that 
persons will perish apart from faith in 
Christ. Human beings have a fatal disease: 
sin. The soul that sins must die (Ez 18:20). 
The only remedy for that fatal disease is the 
atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Without 
faith in Christ we will perish in our sin.  We 
have both an inclusive message (whosoever 
will may come) and an exclusive message 
( Jesus is the only way to God the Father).  

Spiritual confusion abounds in our world 
today. Religious ignorance seems to be the 
norm. The majority of people I talk with are 
not so much “agnostics” as they are “ignos-
tics” — ignorant of the basic truths of the 
gospel. We cannot assume that even in 
America — a nation filled with churches and 
Bibles and Christian radio stations — that 
persons have heard the gospel. Many have 
not heard the gospel and rejected it — they 
have never heard it. We cannot expect lost 
people to come to us for the gospel; we must 
take this good news to them.

Matthew 9:36 reminds us that when Jesus 
saw the multitudes, he “felt compassion 
for them.” How do we respond when we 
encounter sinful persons? Christians can 
develop a cold heart toward the unsaved, 
which can lead to a calloused heart, which 
can lead to a hard heart. From time to time, 

we may need to get on our faces before God 
and cry out for a heart of compassion for the 
lost. Luke 19:10 reminds us that “the Son of 
Man has come to seek and to save that which 
was lost.”

The gospel must be spoken.

Some people declare, “I’m just going to 
witness with my life. I’m going to let my 
life do the talking.” Some even misquote St. 
Francis of Assisi (1181/1182–1226), claiming 
he opined, “Preach the gospel at all times; 
use words if necessary.” Scholars of St. Fran-
cis assert he never said those words, but I 
maintain that even if he had said them they 
still would be wrong. Affirming “preach the 
gospel at all times; use words if necessary” is 
like saying “feed the hungry at all times; use 
food if necessary.”

Your life is not the gospel. The good news 
of what God has done for us in Jesus Christ 
must be shared verbally. Evangelism is more 
than mere presence. If you live a committed 
Christian life in front of people but never 
share the reason for the hope within you, 
they might conclude that you are a good 
person, or a religious person, but they still 
will not know the gospel. Your life is not the 
gospel. You must share the gospel verbally.

The gospel is the power of God 
for salvation.

Paul affirmed, “For I am not ashamed of 
the gospel, for it is the power of God unto 
salvation to everyone who believes, to the 

"We cannot assume that even in America — a 

nation filled with churches and Bibles and 

Christian radio stations — that persons have 

heard the gospel." 
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Jew first and also to the Greek” (Rom 1:16). 
Do we really believe that the gospel is the 
power of God unto salvation? We too often 
settle for a religion of the “possible.” We give 
up on people too easily, we write them off 
before we even attempt to share the gospel 
with them.

In Mark 4, Jesus teaches what we know as 
the Parable of the Sower. I think we often 
misapply this parable. The sower went out 
to sow. He did not go out to inspect the soil 
and sow or withhold seed based on the state 
of the soil. No, the sower sowed the seed 
everywhere. In our witnessing we need to 
stop being soil inspectors and start being 
sowers of the gospel seed!  

Another way to phrase this truth is that we 
should never say “no” for someone else. We 
make that mistake far too often. We decide 
someone is not good soil, and we say “no” 
for that person, withholding the seed of the 
gospel. Jesus is telling us we are going to 
receive different responses to the message, 
but that is not our responsibility. What is 
our responsibility?  The sower went out to 
sow — we are called to be sowers, not soil 
inspectors!

Jesus Christ is the focus of 
evangelism.

Jesus testified, “If I be lifted up, I will draw 
all men to me” ( John 12:32). In our witness-
ing, we must point people to Jesus, not to a 
philosophy of life or a church or a denom-
ination. Jesus is the Savior. Many people 

have rejected Christianity without ever 
really understanding the person and work 
of Christ. They have seen the bad and even 
the ugly from Christians and churches and 
have rejected Christianity.

Recently, my wife Sharon and I were able 
to share the gospel with our Uber driver. 
He told us he had rejected Christianity 
because of hypocritical Christians he knew. 
I explained to him that Sharon was a piano 
teacher and asked him this question: “If 
one of Sharon’s students plays Mozart’s 

‘Sonata in C’ poorly, should we conclude 
that Mozart was a terrible composer?” He 
replied, “Of course not!” I then pointed 
out that just because some Christians 
follow Christ and his teachings poorly, we 
should not conclude that Jesus is not worth 
following. 

I love the testimony of an agnostic who 
began reading the Gospel accounts of Jesus 
and told a friend, “The more I read about 
this Jesus, the more I like him! The more I 
want to follow him!” Keep the focus on Jesus 
Christ as you share.

The necessary response is 
repentance and faith.

Paul, in 2 Corinthians 5:20, reminds us that 
our role as witnesses is to be “ambassadors 
for Christ.”  He reveals the dynamic at work 
in our witnessing through a key phrase in 
verse 20: “God making his appeal through 
us.” It is God’s appeal, but how does he make 
that appeal? Through us — through faithful 
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ambassadors who share the message with 
which they have been entrusted. Faith-
fulness in evangelism requires not merely 
informing but also inviting. The invitation 
is clear: “Be reconciled to God.”

The promise is for all who repent and 
believe. Jesus declared to a group of people 
who thought they were not all that sinful, 

“Unless you repent, you will all likewise 
perish” (Luke 13:3). John reminds us, “But 
as many as received him, to them he gave 
the right to become children of God, even 
to those who believe in his name, who were 
born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh 
nor of the will of man, but of God” ( John 
1:12–13).  Jesus testifies, “For God so loved 
the world, that he gave his only begotten 
Son, that whoever believes in him shall not 
perish, but have eternal life” ( John 3:16).  

The results belong to God.

Bill Bright shared his perspective on evan-
gelism with this statement: “Success in 
witnessing is simply taking the initiative to 
share Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit, 
and leaving the results to God.”1 Paul saw 
his responsibility precisely this way — shar-
ing the gospel and then leaving the results 
up to God. He affirms in 1 Corinthians 3:6-7, 

“I planted, Apollos watered, but God was 
causing the growth. So then neither the 
one who plants nor the one who waters is 
anything, but God who causes the growth.”  

1 Bill Bright, Witnessing Without Fear: How to Share Your
   Faith with Confidence (San Bernardino, CA: Here’s Life
   Publishers, 1987), 69.

Witnessing is an overflow of 
your life with Christ.

Jesus’ words in Matthew 12:34b highlight 
an important principle of evangelism: “For 
the mouth speaks out of that which fills the 
heart.” Have you seen the late-night tele-
vision infomercial for grandparents? The 
spokesperson promotes a two-DVD set for 
grandparents for only $99. The first DVD 
trains grandparents in how to overcome the 
fear of talking about their grandchildren. 
The second DVD teaches grandparents how 
to bring up the topic of their grandchildren 
in everyday conversation. Have you seen 
that infomercial?  

No you haven’t, and you never will. Why 
not? Because grandparents do not need 
any help or training in how to talk about 
their grandchildren. Grandparents love 
to talk about their grandchildren because 

“the mouth speaks out of that which fills the 
heart.”  

When we struggle with witnessing, there-
fore, the issue is not a speech problem but 
a heart problem. When our hearts are not 
filled with Christ and his love, talking about 
him can seem forced. But when our hearts 
are filled to overflowing with Christ, we talk 
about him readily.  

"When we struggle with witnessing, therefore, 

the issue is not a speech problem but a heart 

problem." 
6
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We must depend on the 
Holy Spirit.

When someone tells me he or she feels inad-
equate in evangelism, I say, “That is great! 
That is wonderful! God has you exactly 
where he wants you. God never intended for 
us to live the Christian life in our own power, 
but through the power of the Holy Spirit.”

Jesus knew his disciples would be ineffec-
tive without the power of the Holy Spirit 
(they had already demonstrated that truth 
quite convincingly!). So he told them: “Do 
not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my 
Father promised, which you have heard me 
speak about. For John baptized with water, 
but in a few days you will be baptized with 
the Holy Spirit … but you shall receive power 
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, 
and you shall be my witnesses both in Jeru-
salem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and 
even to the remotest part of the earth” (Acts 
1:4–5, 8).

Not only does the Holy Spirit empower us, 
he convicts or convinces the unbeliever. 
Jesus teaches us, “And he, when he comes, 
will convict the world concerning sin, and 
righteousness, and judgment …” ( John 16:8).

Depend on the Holy Spirit to empower you 
and to convict the lost person. Remember 
your role and God’s role!

Our mission is to make 
disciples, not decisions.

“And Jesus came up and spoke to them, 
saying, ‘All authority has been given to me 
in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and 
make disciples of all the nations, baptiz-
ing them in the name of the Father and the 
Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I 
am with you always, even to the end of the 
age’” (Matt 28:18–20).

In these verses, the word translated “make 
disciples” is the only verb. The main verb 
tells what is to be done: make disciples. The 
participles (going, baptizing, and teaching) 
tell how making disciples is to be done.  

What is a disciple? A disciple is a learner or 
follower of Christ. A disciple is not some-
one who makes a quick “decision” but then 
doesn’t follow Jesus. A disciple is one who 
commits to follow Jesus, to learn from him. 
We are not called to make decisions, but 
disciples.

There are many more principles of evan-
gelism than the nine listed here, but these 
nine will serve you well if you apply them 
in your witnessing.

"What is a disciple? A disciple is a learner or 

follower of Christ?"

8 9

0 8  |  1 3



T H E  S O U T H E R N  B A P T I S T  T H E O L O G I C A L  S E M I N A R Y 89

T H E  AU T H O R ’ S  R E CO M M E N D E D  R E A D I N G

Overcoming Walls to Witnessing 
by Timothy Beougher

The Master Plan of Evangelism 
by Robert Coleman

Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God 
by J.I. Packer
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Truths You Can Trust 
for Missions
B Y  PA U L  M .  A K I N 

The God of the Bible is a 
missionary God. 

From the opening pages of Scripture to its 
final pages, readers encounter the mission-
ary nature of God. The triune God of the 
Bible creates, sends, rescues, redeems, and 
will restore creation from the curse of sin. 
Mission issues forth from God himself. 
Therefore, the natural starting point for 
missions is the God of the Bible. 

God’s overarching mission in the world is 
to redeem for himself a people who will 
be a kingdom of priests to the praise of his 
glory. God, in his grace, saves and sets apart 
a people who will bear witness to his gospel 
and will advance his church in the world. 
In the Gospel of John, Jesus states, “As the 
Father has sent me, even so I am sending 
you” ( John 20:21). Embedded in this passage 
and others is the missionary nature of God. 
God the Father sent God the Son, and God 
the Son sent God the Holy Spirit. The triune 
God of the Bible is a missionary God who 
desires to save and redeem a people for 
himself. Those who have been redeemed 
and reconciled to God will one day dwell 
with him forever in the new creation. 

The Bible is a missionary book.

The Bible alone serves as the primary 
source of authority in missions. God has 
chosen to reveal himself through the pages 
of Christian Scripture. If one wants to 
understand the nature of God’s mission 
and purpose in the world, the Bible is the 
chief resource. The Bible tells the story of 
God’s work to rescue, redeem, and restore 
the entire creation, and a people from all 
nations from the consequences of human 
sin and rebellion. 

Furthermore, the Bible is the primary 
source of mission, because missions and 
theology are inextricably connected 
throughout the biblical story. It is in the 
Bible that one encounters the inspired 
words of God. Yet, it is through those 
inspired words that one is exposed to the 
mission of God. Thus, biblical mission is 
not possible apart from the Bible, and theol-
ogy is lifeless apart from biblical mission. 
Throughout the narrative story of the Bible, 
theology and mission are inseparable and 
serve to shape and inform one another.

1
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The goal of missions is the glory 
of God among all people. 

In an increasingly human-centered world, 
one might be tempted to believe that the goal 
of global mission is a measurable number 
of new converts, disciples, or churches in 
a particular geographic region. Undoubt-
edly, one prays and works to see new believ-
ers, disciples, and churches in places where 
Christ is not known (Rom 15:20). However, 
because global missions is an inherently 
God-centered and theological activity, the 
goal is not human results or outcomes. The 
ultimate goal of global mission is God’s 
glory. The Bible indicates that God desires 
for the earth to be filled with the knowledge 
of his glory as the waters cover the sea (Hab 
2:14). As stated above, God is a missionary 
God, but he is also a God-centered God who 
is zealous to extend his glory to the ends of 
the earth.

The motive of missions is the 
love of God for all people.

John’s Gospel tells us, “For God so loved the 
world …” ( John 3:16). God acted in human 
history out of his love for his creation. God’s 
mission of redemption and reconciliation 
is motivated by his love for his creation. 
Furthermore, the motive for global mission 

cannot be based on any particular person’s 
love for the people of the world. As much 
as one might love the people of the world, 
at some point that love and affection will 
waver and wane. But the love of God that 
courses through those who have been 
redeemed by God will never run out. God’s 
unrelenting love for people created in his 
image is the driving motive for missions 
activity in the world. 

The vision of missions is local 
churches among all people. 

In the Bible, the vision of missions is local 
churches among all people and in every 
place. Throughout the New Testament, 
Paul and the apostles are concerned with 
planting and establishing local churches. 
The focus of the Bible is not on orphanages, 
clean water, or the elimination of global 
hunger. While those are all worthy endeav-
ors and merit commendation and atten-
tion of Christians, the focus throughout 
the New Testament is on strengthening and 
establishing local churches in places where 
Christ is not known or worshipped. 

The local church is the primary instrument 
blessed by God to redeem a lost world to 
himself. Therefore, the vision of global 
missions is to see local indigenous churches 
that are biblical, Christ-honoring, and 
healthy for the glory of God. Local churches 
have been ordained by God, commissioned 
by Christ, and empowered by the Holy Spirit 
to function as salt and light in the world. 

"Because global mission is an inherently 

God-centered and theological activity, the 

goal is not human results or outcomes. The 

ultimate goal of global mission is God’s glory. "
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Thus, the vision of missions is local 
churches among all people. 

The mission of missions is disci-
ples of God among every people. 

Jesus’ final commission to his followers 
from a mountainside in Galilee contained 
one imperative command: Go and make 
disciples of all nations (Matt 28:19). Thus, 
the mission of missions is making disci-
ples of God among every people group. All 
of God’s people are commanded to make 
disciples. There are no exceptions to that 
command and commission. 

Furthermore, all of God’s people have a 
role and part to play in the Great Commis-
sion. Christianity is not for spectators. All of 
God’s people have been saved and empow-
ered to make disciples. So, what is the work 
that Christians are to engage in on a daily 
basis? They are to give time, energy, and 
attention to making disciples of God among 
every people. Disciples are to teach, demon-
strate, and model to new disciples what it 
means to obey and embody the commands 
of Christ. This is the pattern and strategy of 
global mission expressed throughout the 
New Testament, and the objective remains 
the same for Christians and churches 2,000 
years later. 

Salvation is only available 
through Jesus Christ. 

God had to send his Son into the world 
to die in the place of sinners and demon-
strate his power over sin and death in the 
resurrection. Salvation comes only through 
the shed blood and atoning work of Jesus 
Christ on the cross. Christ commands his 
followers to fulfill the Great Commission 
because there are billions of people who 
only possess enough knowledge of God to 
damn them to hell. Therefore, the duty and 
responsibility of the church is to take the 
good news to every nation, every village, 
and every people group. 

The exclusivity of Christ is increasingly 
under attack inside and outside the church 
today. Therefore, Christians need to think 
carefully about the doctrine of salvation. 
One’s understanding of salvation greatly 
influences the way one thinks about and 
practices mission in the world. There is 
a lost and dying world that desperately 
needs the gospel, and the only hope for 
fallen humanity is salvation by grace alone, 
through faith alone, in Christ alone.

The Holy Spirit empowers 
the mission.

Luke, recounting the words of Christ, writes 
in Acts 1:8, “But you will receive power when 
the Holy Spirit has come on you, and you 
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the 
earth.” The Holy Spirit empowers believ-

"The focus throughout the New Testament 

is on strengthening and establishing local 

churches in places where Christ is not known 

or worshipped."
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ers to proclaim the Word of God and to pray 
effectively. The Holy Spirit convicts of sin, is 
the agent of regeneration and salvation, and 
illumines the Scriptures enabling followers 
of Jesus to understand the Bible. 

Mission is impossible without the indwell-
ing and emboldening work of the Holy 
Spirit. Jesus promised his followers that he 
would send a helper to indwell and empower 
his people to carry out his purposes to the 
ends of the earth. It is the Holy Spirit that 
empowers believers for mission in the world. 

Southern Baptists are a 
missionary people. 

Since 1845, Southern Baptists have cooper-
ated for one primary goal: to take the gospel 
of Jesus Christ to lost people around the 
world. The motivation to share the gospel 
and plant churches around the world was 
the impetus for the formation of the South-
ern Baptist Convention. 

For almost 175 years, Southern Baptists have 
been fervently praying, generously giving, 
and courageously going as witnesses to the 
ends of the earth. Through the efforts of 
the International Mission Board (IMB), the 
North American Mission Board (NAMB), 
and other partner organizations, Southern 

Baptists have actively engaged in mission 
work around the world for nearly two centu-
ries. By God’s grace, during that span of time, 
Southern Baptists have remained commit-
ted to the gospel, to the truthfulness and the 
authority of the Bible, and to the urgency 
of global missions. Southern Baptists have 
sacrificed their finances — and some have 
sacrificed their lives — in an effort to bring 
the gospel among people and places where 
it is not known. This rich legacy and heri-
tage of global missions continues through 
missions-minded churches, seminaries, and 
sending organizations across the Southern 
Baptist Convention.

There is much work to be done.

There are more than 7 billion people in the 
world. Missiologists estimate that close to 
3 billion of those people have little to no 
access to the gospel. Practically, this means 
that billions of people are being born, living 
their entire lives, and dying without ever 
hearing the good news of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. This reality cannot be tolerable to 
pastors and the people of God in the church. 

The local church is the means that God is 
going to use for the spread of the gospel to 
the ends of the earth. In a world filled with 
billions of lost people, many of whom have 
never heard the gospel, it is unacceptable 
for global missions to be relegated to a 
compartmentalized program in the church 
for a select few people. 

"Christ commands his followers to fulfill the 

Great Commission because there are billions 

of people who only possess enough knowl-

edge of God to damn them to hell. "
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The realities of lostness, the urgency of 
the gospel, and the glory of God demand 
a renewed emphasis and focus on global 
missions today. There is much work still to 
be done. The need is great, and the task is 
overwhelming. Yet, the story of the gospel’s 
spread continues today. God is calling his 
entire church to be involved in strategic 
ways to make his glory known among the 
nations. One day, King  Jesus will return and 
those who are united with him in salvation 
will dwell and reign with him forever. Until 
then, we faithfully obey the commission of 
Christ to share good news and make disci-
ples of all nations in prayerful and joyful 
anticipation of that day. 

T H E  AU T H O R ’ S  R E CO M M E N D E D  R E A D I N G

Let the Nations Be Glad 
by John Piper

A Light to the Nations 
by Michael Goheen

Paul the Missionary 
by Eckhard Schnabel
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"The local church is the means 

that God is going to use 

for the spread of the gospel 

to the ends of the earth."
PA U L  M .  A K I N
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Truths You Can Trust 
for Pastoral Ministry
B Y  H E R S H A E L  W.  Y O R K

O f all the honorific titles I have, 
nothing compares to the 
satisfaction I feel when some-
one simply calls me “pastor.” 

The word conjures up bucolic scenes of an 
affectionate shepherd and his trusting flock, 
of verdant pastures and tranquil waters, of 
shadowed places of rest from the sun’s unre-
lenting rays. On the other hand, as one who 
grew up in a pastor’s home and has been a 
pastor for most of my adult life, the word 
suggests other things, too: tensions, coun-
seling, business meetings, pressures of 
preaching, leadership challenges, and unre-
alistic expectations.

Serving as a pastor is at once the grandest 
blessing and the highest calling with the 
deepest valleys and the greatest challenges 
of any Christian ministry. I have spent my 
life serving as a pastor and thinking about 
how to do it. I have mentored others in this 
ministry even as I have learned it myself. I 
have read practically every book written on 
pastoring over the course of my life, yet I 
have discovered a few essential principles 
that are, for the most part, either assumed 
or ignored.

Pastoral ministry has to be 
based on the Word of God.

Many other pastors have convincingly told 
me this principle, but then tacitly denied it 
as their churches become known for every-
thing but the preaching and teaching of 
the Word. We search across conferences, 
catalogs, and consultants for the latest key 
to church growth or church finances or 
church mobilization as though the Bible 
is great to have as a foundation, but we 
think we need something else, some strate-
gic innovation or discovery to get us past 
our current plateau and help us reach the 
next level. 

Programs and leadership principles have 
their place, but never doubt that the church 
is formed and developed by the Word of 
God. When our efforts at evangelism are 
failing, the solution lies in the Bible. When 
we need greater harmony in the church, 
that unity is found in the Bible. When our 
people have too much affection for worldly 

"You can be a motivational guru, a civic leader, 

or  an inspirational speaker without the Bible, 

but a pastor cannot feed or lead without God’s 

Word in everything he does."
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things, true value is discerned by knowing 
the Scriptures. You may need to learn some 
things in addition to the Word — I had to 
learn a lot about church construction, for 
instance — but you will never go beyond the 
Word of God. The more you saturate your 
people with the Scriptures, the more they 
will grow in every aspect of life and family.

Do not succumb to any temptation you may 
feel to supplant the Scriptures with the 
latest Christian book or video series. Use 
every available outlet — the pulpit, the class-
room, summer camp, Vacation Bible School, 
youth ministry, or whatever to saturate your 
people with the Word of God. Teach them 
the big story metanarrative and the individ-
ual stories of potentates, prophets, priests, 
and apostles. Teach them to find their story 
in the grand sweep of God’s redemptive 
work. You can be a motivational guru, a civic 
leader, or an inspirational speaker without 
the Bible, but a pastor cannot feed or lead 
without God’s Word in everything he does.

The success of your ministry 
depends on the strength of 
your calling.

Pastoral ministry is not merely a Chris-
tian-helping profession. To be a pastor, a 
man must be specifically called by the Holy 
Spirit and approved by the church as one 
who has demonstrated the gifts and call-
ing of God sufficiently to be set aside for the 
work of the ministry. At some point, every 
pastor faces such difficulty and trouble that 
his flesh wants to find something else to do, 

some other opportunity to make a living in 
a far more placid and financially feasible 
way. When that inevitable moment comes, 
a definite sense of calling is the only thing 
that will keep a pastor in the turmoil and 
turbulence. The pastor who is employed but 
not called is a hireling and will cut and run. 

If you are going to pastor the Lord’s church 
and walk through life with his people, you 
had better be certain that he told you to do 
it and that, like Jeremiah, you cannot keep 
silent because there is a fire in your bones.

Your personality is never an 
excuse for anything.

Preachers often call me for advice, and 
when I give them my counsel they often say, 

“Well, that’s just not me. I can’t do that.” I 
will usually ask them to explain themselves 
and from there the conversation follows a 
certain trajectory. They explain that they 
are an introvert/extrovert and that their 
personality is too strong/timid and that 
they just don’t feel comfortable doing X. 

Whether preaching, leading, being a dad or a 
husband, or whatever the task to which God 
has called someone, I simply cannot use my 
personality as an excuse for anything. In fact, 
I have to admit that usually my personality 
is the problem. Sanctification is the process 
by which the Holy Spirit overcomes my 
personality and shapes me to be who he 
wants me to be, which is always reflective 
of Jesus. I am not naturally patient, but I am 
never welcome to say to the church, “You 
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have to tolerate my impatience, because 
that’s just who I am!” I am not naturally 
meek, but Jesus clearly teaches us to be 
meek like him.

The fruit of the Spirit is not natural, but 
it’s not optional either. As I yield myself to 
Christ, being filled with the Spirit as I feed 
on the Word and submit to it, then the Holy 
Spirit produces in me that which is not at all 
natural to my personality: love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control. I don’t want the 
members of my church exempting them-
selves from obedience to Christ due to their 
personalities, so I have to let them see how 
the Holy Spirit transforms me.

Being a pastor means loving 
people.

Good marriages learn how to forgive and 
overlook quirks and annoyances, but great 
marriages grow not even to notice them. 
They so come to idealize one another that 
they are able to see and to show the absolute 
best in each other. Great pastorates are no 
different. It’s truly a holy romance between 
pastor and congregation. 

When I became the pastor of Buck Run 
Baptist Church, I noticed everything in the 

church that I considered strange or “hokey.” 
And I saw a lot of it. In the same way, many 
church members complained to me that I 
was nothing like their last pastor (and they 
let me know that it was a complaint, not 
merely an observation), and they would 
make comments about certain faults or 
character traits of mine. In the interven-
ing 16 years, as we have walked through 
life together, we have stopped noticing the 
negatives. I love these people. What’s more, 
I love every quirky, hokey thing about them. 
And it’s been years since anyone compared 
me to my predecessor or remarked on any 
of my weaknesses. We have grown to love 
each other immensely. Every time I step in 
the pulpit, I feel the love between pastor and 
congregation that energizes and motivates 
me to give them my very best.

The best way to fall in love with your people 
is to pray for them. Pray through your 
church roll or directory. Ask God to stir your 
heart and give you a contentment with them 
as they are rather than as you wish they were. 
Certainly, a pastor has to confront sin, but 
sometimes pastors are confrontational 
more because they aren’t ideal. Peter said, 

“Shepherd the flock of God that is among 
you,” and that means you can’t waste time 
fantasizing about a different, bigger, or 
better church. God hasn’t given you your 
ideal church; he gave you the one you have! 
Christ loves those people so much that he 
died for them, so you had better find a way 
to love those sheep he entrusted to you.

"Sanctification is the process by which the 

Holy Spirit overcomes my personality and 

shapes me to be who he wants me to be, which 

is always reflective of Jesus."
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Your marriage will be an asset 
or a detriment, but it will not be 
neutral.

For a married pastor, nothing but the Word 
of God itself will have a greater effect on 
his ministry than his marriage. Pastors and 
their wives may sometimes feel that this 
is unfair, but the Scripture gives a church 
the right to examine a pastor’s homelife 
as a qualification for ministry. “He must 
manage his own household well, with all 
dignity keeping his children submissive, for 
if someone does not know how to manage 
his own household, how will he care for 
God’s church?” (1 Tim 3:4–5). 

The people who sit under a pastor’s preach-
ing want to know (1) if it’s true, and (2) if it 
works. The Bible is the evidence of the 
gospel’s truth, but a pastor’s home should be 
the confirmation that it works. I know from 
experience that my marriage is a significant 
source of my credibility with my church, the 
crucible of experience in which the Word 
of God is lived. People are willing to listen 
to me because they see the love and joy that 
characterizes my marriage, and they want 
that, too.

On the other hand, pastors who speak 
harshly to their wives, who denigrate them 
or even disregard them, give members of the 
congregation a reason to question or ignore 
what they preach. 

Complicating an already difficult chal-
lenge is this era of ubiquitous and addictive 

pornography that destroys relationships 
and robs them of intimacy and tenderness. 
I know that pastors are not immune to this 
crisis. My wife and I frequently counsel 
with ministry couples who have lost all 
emotional and physical connection because 
of it. How will such a pastor lead churches 
for 30 to 40 years when his own heart is 
filled with such sin and his own marriage 
does not model the love of Christ for his 
church? Church members recognize both 
intimacy and the lack thereof. Do not think 
for a moment that you can be an effective 
shepherd in spite of an empty marriage. 
That is no more an option for a married 
pastor than a lack of the fruit of the Spirit.

You will have crises.

Jesus said, “In this world you will have trou-
ble” ( John 6:33), so do not be surprised that 
it happens in the church, even in the best 
of churches. In fact, my experience is that a 
pastor will have a crisis at certain predict-
able intervals, namely one year, three years, 
five years, and nine years. They can happen 
at other times, but these are very common. 

Pastors need to keep a couple of things in 
mind. First, each time you make it through 
a church crisis, you emerge more the pastor 
than you were before. Some people who 

"I know from experience that my marriage is 

a significant source of my credibility with my 

church, the crucible of experience in which 

the Word of God is lived." 
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were on the fence decided to back you. 
Others who were a part of the problem 
left and went elsewhere. Some who were 
initially against you were moved to get 
behind you. Crises are never enjoyable, but 
they are often essential.

Second, a pastor can’t really escape church 
problems; he can just change the locale in 
which he experiences them. The problem 
is that pastors often leave when they don’t 
have to, often at the year three crisis. Then 
they start over at another church where 
they have to face the year one and year three 
crises all over again. If they keep moving 
around just to escape the crisis, they find 
themselves not with thirty years of expe-
rience, but with three years of experience 
ten times.

Do all you can to avoid unnecessary crises, 
to be sure, but realize that God uses them in 
your life as well as in the church. Further-
more, the older you get the more you realize 
that, just like the Israelites in the wilder-
ness experienced, God always shows up and 
cares for you. You realize that the conversa-
tion eventually changes, that people move 
on, and what seemed like the biggest prob-
lem in the world becomes a distant memory. 
God will be faithful, especially in the crisis.

Fear and anger invite problems; 
calmness suppresses them.

Finally, learn to act on faith, not on feel-
ings. You are welcome to feel anything you 
want. You are sometimes going to feel fear 

and anger at people and church situations. 
What you cannot afford, however, is to show 
that fear or anger. When the pastor brings 
tension into the meeting or into the room, 
he loses both leadership clout and credi-
bility. Showing those emotions rarely do a 
pastor any good. 

Learn how to speak truth calmly and confi-
dently, not with obvious rage or anxiety. If 
God has called you and obligated himself 
to care for you and your family, then you 
need not fear. If he has called you and prom-
ised to vindicate you, then act on what you 
know rather than on how you feel. Church 
members find it much easier to follow a 
pastor who is so demonstrably following 
and trusting the Lord he preaches.

T H E  AU T H O R ’ S  R E CO M M E N D E D  R E A D I N G
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The Pastor’s Book: A Comprehensive and 
Practical Guide to Pastoral Ministry 
by R. Kent Hughes and Douglas 

Sean O’Donnell
7

1 0  |  1 3



T H E  S O U T H E R N  B A P T I S T  T H E O L O G I C A L  S E M I N A R Y 105

"A pastor can’t really escape 

church problems; he can just 

change the locale in which he 

experiences them."
H E R S H A E L  W.  Y O R K
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Truths You Can Trust 
for Counseling
B Y  J E R E M Y  P.  P I E R R E

P ublic ministry is easy. Personal 
ministry is hard. 

I admit that’s a bit of an over-
statement. But I’m trying to kill off as early 
as I can a widespread presumption about 
ministry that eventually dies anyway. That 
presumption is that the real work of minis-
try is primarily public in nature — what you 
see on the platform in a public gathering. 
Don’t get me wrong, receiving the Word of 
God in preaching, praying, and song is the 
primary purpose for which the church gath-
ers. But those soul-shaping practices have 
a purpose beyond themselves: to equip the 
saints for the work of the ministry, which 
happens in the daily pace of life as the 
people of God speak the truth in love to one 
another (Eph 4:1–16). 

Daily life is where personal ministry occurs. 
It is also where people’s problems occur. 
This is no coincidence. In fact, I’d like to 
submit to you a line of thinking — a succes-
sion of truths — that show the link between 
the problems your people will experience 
and your ministry to them.

The people in your life have 
problems that take effort to 
figure out. 

We are somehow surprised that the people 
we minister to have problems in their lives. 
Even folks who have walked with Christ for 
decades and look great on Sundays may live 
much of their lives twisted up with anxi-
ety or weighed down with depression. This 
shouldn’t surprise us. The people of God 
have always languished in this time in–
between, this waiting period for all things 
to be made new (Ps 89:46; 2 Cor 4:7–11). Read 
Paul’s letters to troubled churches or Jesus’ 
messages to his people longing for him to 
usher in the happy ending.

The fact that we are surprised by problems 
shows, at least in part, how enculturated 
our expectations of life can be. Many of 
us have grown up in a culture that prizes 
personal progress and individual excellence, 
so personal problems are seen as the sad fate 
of the few folks who can’t hold it together. 

"The fact that we are surprised by problems 

shows, at least in part, how enculturated our 

expectations of life can be."
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Idealism dies hard. And it leads us not only 
to be surprised at the presence of problems, 
but to move as quickly as we can to the easi-
est solutions. 

But every human being who breathes 
oxygen will have problems. Some are fairly 
straightforward, many are not. The reason 
for this is simple: Each person’s problems 
are made up of a combination of factors 
unique to that person. And it takes effort to 
figure these factors out. 

This shouldn’t surprise anyone. Every 
plumber answers an emergency call know-
ing that he will likely have to open up a 
wall to find out what the problem is. Every 
ophthalmologist knows that an emergency 
surgery is rarely textbook. When a problem 
occurs in any profession, an individual has 
to make a knowledgeable assessment of the 
factors contributing to problems. The same 
principle is true for personal ministry. 

The people in your life see their 
problems rightly and wrongly. 

The folks who come to you for help with 
their problems have already done some 
of this assessment on their own. They are 
trying to make sense out of their problems. 
This also should not be surprising, given 
their design as the image of God. We are 
born interpreters — discerning and attrib-
uting meaning to the world around us as 
spiritual beings designed with the capac-
ity to know and the hunger to understand 
(Ecc 3:11).

Thus, people will want to understand the 
difficulties they find themselves in and will 
spend a lot of effort trying to figure it all out. 
In their figuring, they’ll have many solid 
insights into their situations, their rela-
tionships, and even themselves. These are 
important to acknowledge in helping them. 

But just as important is where their perspec-
tives may be wrong. Each person perceives 
his life from the limited perspective of a 
heart that only knows so much. And even 
more problematic, people's perspectives are 
skewed by their sinful condition — prefer-
ence for self shapes the ideas and desires 
that drive them. Every person to some 
degree sees the world through distorted 
lenses (Eph 4:17–24). Insofar as a person’s 
perspective is wrong, his responses will be 
too. 

You are called to personal 
ministry of the Word.

You may not be called to a ministry of exten-
sive counseling. You may never have the 
word “counselor” in your job title. You may 
never have a formalized counseling minis-
try in the church you serve in. But none of 
those things mean you are unable to help 
people consider their problems from what 
God says in his Word. 

Everyone is called to personal ministry of 
the Word. Whether you are a preaching 
pastor or a women’s ministry director, an 
essential element of every calling is to know 

2

3

C O U N S E L I N G



T R U T H S  Y O U  C A N  T R U S T 110

people and to help them process their lives 
before the Lord. 

You will do this with a greater or lesser 
degree of skill. As with preaching and teach-
ing, the power is in the Word of God. But just 
like you nevertheless labor at honing the 
skill sets that make for strong preaching or 
compelling teaching, so you should labor 
to become more skilled in helping people 
follow God in the particularities of their 
trouble. Like preaching and teaching, this 
comes through self-aware practice, read-
ing good books, and modeling yourself after 
people who do it better than you do. 

Your job is not primarily to 
solve their problems, but rather 
to help them understand and 
often change their responses.

One of the primary reasons church leaders 
are intimidated by the idea of counseling 
is the incorrect assumption that counsel-
ing is about eliminating problems — as if 
the goal is to remove anxiety or take away 
depression. Of course we want people to 
be less burdened by such experiences, but 
we cannot claim goals that Scripture does 
not claim for human suffering. God does 

not delight in suffering (Ps 56:8), but he also 
does not eliminate it in the way we might 
prefer (Ps 13:1).

Personal ministry of the Word, including 
counseling, puts a premium on listening to 
how a person is processing what’s happen-
ing to him. While helping others, you are 
often affirming the aspects of their perspec-
tive that are right; and you are suggest-
ing different ways of seeing things where 
they are wrong. Sometimes the difference 
between right and wrong in their perspec-
tive is immediately clear (e.g., this person’s 
rejection of his wife stems from his pref-
erence for this extra-marital relationship). 
But often it is not (e.g., this person’s depres-
sion is in part reinforced by self-centered 
thinking, and in part the genuine suffering 
of living in a broken situation).
 
The process of discerning such things is a 
Spirit-guided, Word-centered process. To 
put it simply, you look to Scripture together 
as you wade through the factors at play (Phil 
1:9–11). This should be relieving news for you 
as you consider the heavy task of personal 
ministry and counseling. You as the helper 
don’t need to have immediate answers to 
every dilemma. 

People need to view their prob-
lems from the renewed light of 
God’s perspective.

Faith is the center of change. Faith does 
not change a person’s context of suffering, 
but it will renew her response to it. As a 

"Whether you are a preaching pastor or a 

women’s ministry director, an essential 

element of every calling is to know people 

and to help them process their lives before 

the Lord." 
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person begins to see her trouble from God’s 
perspective — a perspective expressed in a 
colorful spectrum of themes in Scripture, 
in psalms and word pictures, stories and 
personal letters — she will act differently 
in her situation. Her anxiety or depression 
will not dissipate immediately, but it will 
take on a different quality. Instead of driv-
ing her toward overwhelming fear, anxiety 
will motivate her to pursue God as a rele-
vant refuge for the threats she perceives. 
And her anxiety is disrupted by a peace 
that surpasses her understanding (Phil 

4:4–7). Instead of driving her to paralyzing 
hopelessness, depression becomes a way 
she grieves the brokenness of this world 
before the Lord. And grief expressed to 
the all-compassionate God is met with a 
profound, private comfort (2 Cor 1:3–5). 

The gospel is central to this process, since 
meeting Jesus Christ is how light shines 
into a heart burdened by confusion, weak-
ness, and sin. We proclaim Jesus into the 
dark corners of human experience and find 
that knowing him powerfully changes us. It 
helps us to see our lives from the wide angle 
of eternity and not merely from the narrow 
view of our present concerns (1 Cor 4:5–18).

God sees our problems from a truer perspec-
tive, since it includes purposes invisible to 
our eyes. That’s why faith is so central. It 

means a person, through his pain, learns 
to trust that what God says about his life is 
truer than what he perceives about his life. 
This changes the way he sees everything — 
from his own circumstances, to the relation-
ships in his life, even to his own identity. 

You can accomplish a lot more 
than you may realize with both 
your ears and your Bible open. 

You don’t have to be an expert on a partic-
ular problem to be helpful to the person 
struggling with it. Don’t get me wrong, 
expertise in the unique factors of a given 
problem is helpful. I’ll say more on that in 
the next point. However, church leaders 
who don’t consider themselves counselors 
can nevertheless be remarkably helpful to 
troubled people.

Being helpful involves at least two tasks. 
Given what I’ve laid out so far, neither one 
will surprise you. First, you need to be 
willing to listen carefully to the person’s 
perspective of the trouble. Second, you need 
to be confident that God’s Word can help 
them find the comfort or correction they 
need to respond well. 

As you’ve ministered to others, you may have 
sensed in yourself a tendency to err on one 
side or the other. On one hand, you may be 
willing to listen and affirm the person, but be 
hesitant to direct him to consider what God 
says in his Word, lest you sound trite. On the 
other, you may be too quick to direct him to 
a biblical principle without really knowing 

"God sees our problems from a truer perspec-

tive, since it includes purposes invisible to 

our eyes."
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“ THE LABOR OF  PERSONAL MINISTRY IS  WORTH IT. I T IS 

HOW WE EXPRESS LOVE FOR JESUS CHRIST. IT IS  HOW WE 

HELP OTHERS RECEIVE THE WORD OF GOD FOR WHAT IT IS . 

I T IS  HOW WE KEEP FELLOW BELIEVERS ON THE JOURNEY 

TO A BETTER COUNTRY.”
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the matter first, lest he continue some error 
in his outlook. Know your tendency and 
challenge yourself the other way. You’ll be 
surprised how the Lord guides you to hold 
off from speaking at times, then at other 
times to speak a word of comfort, instruc-
tion, inspiration, appeal, warning, or any 
number of things.  

You can acknowledge when a 
person needs help beyond what 
you can offer.

As I trust is clear by now, heart change is one 
of the primary objectives in counseling, and 
Scripture is the sufficient force to convey 
the heart-transforming love of God. But 
Scripture being sufficient for its purposes 
does not necessarily mean your ministry 
is sufficient for the present need. You may 
not have an adequate base of knowledge 
to understand certain aspects of either the 
person’s heart or the person’s context. 

A person’s experience is a complex inter-
play between the various aspects of their 
heart responses and the various aspects of 
their context. Usually, the more extreme the 
problem, the more complex those aspects 
are. Scripture acknowledges that human 
problems can sometimes be baffling in their 
complexity (Ecc 1:15–18).

Complex issues are why plumbers and 
ophthalmologists make good money. They 
have a greater degree of familiarity with the 
various aspects of the problem. Caring well 
for someone with more complex problems 

may mean coordinating with people who 
are more familiar with the various factors at 
play. I’m not talking about the kind of refer-
ral that passes spiritual care off to profes-
sionals. Rather, I’m suggesting that spiritual 
care may need to involve additional types of 
help, from various forms of medical profes-
sionals, to counselors with expertise in the 
factors involved with trauma, to lawyers 
who specialize in matters pertinent to the 
situation. Seeking out help from these 
sources does not undermine the centrality 
or sufficiency of Scripture; rather, it is a way 
of acknowledging the limitations of your 
own perspective in knowing what you’re 
applying Scripture to in their experience. 

Determining if, when, and who to involve is 
no easy task. But perhaps this principle will 
be of practical help: the more overpowering 
a person’s experience of intrusive thoughts, 
consuming urges, or haphazard emotions is, 
the more likely you will need help discern-
ing the factors at play in their responses. 

God’s hidden purposes in your 
people’s lives will unfold over 
a lifetime, and not just in the 
short time you’re ministering 
to them. 

You are not the beginning and the end of 
change in someone else’s life. This should 

"Scripture acknowledges that human prob-

lems can sometimes be baffling in their 

complexity." 
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be a deep encouragement to you. You are not 
responsible for certain results in a person’s 
life, but rather to speak faithfully of who 
Jesus is and why he matters in his or her life. 
You may only plant what another person 
waters, but it is God who causes growth (1 
Cor 3:5–9). God’s plan to form them after 
Christ will involve many more victories and 
defeats, setbacks, and successes than you 
can help them through in the short term. 

So take heart. The labor of personal minis-
try is worth it. It is how we express love for 
Jesus Christ ( John 21:15–19). It is how we 
help others receive the Word of God for 
what it is (1 Thess 2:1–16). It is how we keep 
fellow believers on the journey to a better 
country (Heb 3:12–14).

In that country, we will finally see for 
ourselves the hidden purposes of God in 
the troubles we endured here below. And 
only there will we find that the promises we 
relied on to get us through those troubles 
were truer than we could have imagined.

T H E  AU T H O R ’ S  R E CO M M E N D E D  R E A D I N G
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Truths You Can Trust 
for Worship
B Y  M AT T H E W  W E S T E R H O L M

T he “worship wars.” That’s one 
way to describe how churches 
navigate the changing and 
contested nature of music 

ministries. Conversations become heated 
when people argue for the superiority of 
certain forms of music or certain types of 
instruments. 

But if you think that Sunday morning 
worship is merely a matter of personal 
taste, then you are missing one of the great-
est blessings that the Lord has given his 
people. He has not left us to our personal 
preferences, he has given us truths we can 
trust when we gather together to worship 
him. Here are seven of my favorites.

God is worthy of our praise.

There is only one being in the universe who 
is worthy of worship — the true and living 
God. Psalm 115 describes the difference 
between “the idols of the nations” and the 
one true God. The idols, the psalmist tells 
us, have “eyes but cannot see and ears but 
cannot hear,” and “hands but cannot feel; 
feet but cannot walk.” By contrast, the true 
and living God has eyes that see (Gen 16:13) 
and ears that hear (Ps 86:1). He has saving 

hands (Deut 26:8; Ps 136:12) and running feet 
(Luke 15:20).

In short, the idols of this world are useless. 
They must be carried around by the people 
who support them (Isa 46:1–2), but the true 
and living God carries his people (Isa 46:3–
4). 

All true understanding begins with the 
truth that God alone is worthy of worship. 
We cannot understand ourselves as created 
people until we understand God as our 
creator; we cannot understand sin or evil 
until we understand the good to which it is 
opposed. So, when the church declares that 
God is “worthy,” we are declaring that he 
defines our very existence and the aim our 
lives are to take. 

Make no mistake about it — the one true 
God is not like the idols. Trusting in idols 
is an exercise in futility. God is worthy of 
our praise.

"We cannot understand ourselves as created 

people until we understand God as our 

creator."
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Creation calls us to praise.

One way we know that God is worthy of our 
praise is through the testimony of creation. 
Indeed, the creation calls us to praise. God 
may be a spirit invisible to our physical eyes, 
but the Bible tells us that we can clearly 
perceive what it describes as his “invisible 
attributes.” The Apostle Paul tells us that 
God’s “eternal power and divine nature” are 
clearly evident to people “in the things that 
have been made” (Rom 1:20). The God who is 
worthy of our praise has gloriously revealed 
himself in creation.

But this glorious revelation comes with a 
great responsibility. Because people can 
clearly perceive these attributes of God, 
they must to respond to God’s worthy char-
acter with worship, obedience, and love. To 
perceive God’s eternal power and divine 
nature and not respond with worship is to 
sinfully proclaim that God is unworthy — 
and nothing could be further from the truth.

This is not a new phenomenon. The Bible 
tells us that our first ancestors, Adam and 
Eve, were created to worship God — to 
glorify him with perfect love and obedience, 
to declare his worthiness by ordering their 
lives around his glorious life. But they failed 
to worship him, and so have we. We offer, in 
the words of songwriter Leonard Cohen, a 
cold and broken hallelujah. 

It is the tragedy of the ages to say that people 
have not rightly responded to creation’s call 
to praise.

Jesus’ sacrifice qualifies 
our praise.

Our sin is a tragedy that threatens the 
purpose of the universe and our joy as 
people. But this tragedy — our sin — does 
not have the final word.

The Christian faith testifies that the Son 
of God came as our substitute to do what 
humanity failed to do (Rom 8:3–4). He 
offered the Father the worship of which 
the Father was worthy. Jesus Christ, as the 
one true servant of the Lord, glorified God 
with a perfect life of love and obedience (Isa 
49:6; Mark 10:45). Or, said another way, Jesus 
worshiped God perfectly.

Keep this truth in mind. In our churches, 
our worship services involve many external 
activities — songs, hymns, prayers, state-
ments of faith, testimonies of grace — but 
under and in all of those activities is the 
finished work of Jesus (Heb 10:10). Instead 
of drawing encouragement from our own 
praise — the excellence of our music, the 
fervency of our singing, the size of our 
gatherings — let us build our faith upon 
the finished work of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
of whom the writer of Hebrews says: “by a 
single offering he has perfected for all time 
those who are being sanctified” (Heb 10:14).

Why does the Father hear our singing? It 
is because of the Lord Jesus. His perfect 
worship — with all its excellence, fervency, 
and magnitude — has been counted to us. 
He is praying for us. And as our advocate
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 (1 John 2:1) he qualifies our worship — taking 
our prayers and our praises, cleansing them, 
and presenting them to our Father as our 
ultimate worship leader (Heb 2:12; 1 Pet 2:5).

The Spirit enables our praise.

How does this joint prayer ministry work? 
How can we be animated by and joined 
to God’s activity? The short answer is 
our fourth truth you can trust: The Spirit 
enables our praise.

The Lord meets us in corporate worship 
through the person of the Holy Spirit. In 
the midst of our singing, preaching, and 
celebrating the ordinances, the Holy Spirit 
mysteriously connects earthly practices 
with true heavenly participation (Heb 
12:22–24). 

And we need the Spirit’s work in our 
services. As we have discussed, our worship 
is a cold and broken response to God’s 
glory. But the Spirit helps us in our weak-
ness. He makes our own dead spirits come 
alive ( John 3:6) and bears fruit in us (Gal 
5:22–23). He helps our prayers, our songs, 
our ministry to one another by interceding 
for us himself (Eph 5:18–20). He satisfies our 
thirsty souls ( John 4:14) by making Christ’s 
Word clear and compelling to us (1 Thess 1:5; 
2:13). Through his spiritual intercession, the 
Spirit lifts us to Christ. For we do not know 
what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit 

himself intercedes for us with groanings too 
deep for words (Rom 8:26). 

The Spirit lifts us to the ascended Christ, 
who has not ascended to heaven in order to 
abandon believers on earth, but, as Calvin 
says, “to rule heaven and earth with a more 
immediate power.” Indeed, by ascending, 
Jesus “fulfilled what he had promised: that 
he would be with us even to the end of the 
world, as his body was raised up above all 
the heavens, so his power and energy were 
diffused and spread beyond all the bounds 
of heaven and earth.”

This is truth you can trust. Christ is ours — 
in all his finished redemptive work as well 
as in all his ascended presence and activity 

— because the Spirit enables our praise.

God’s people gather to praise.

If we see worship primarily as a solitary 
experience, where my singular heart fixates 
on my personal relationship with God, we 
are missing something essential. Because 
God is a glorious Trinity, he calls us to 
commune with himself and one another. 
Worshiping only by yourself is an exercise 
in missing God’s triune point.

But it’s a messy point, because there are 
some people in the church who are difficult 
to be around.1 However, one of the reasons 
we go to church is to love people who are 

1  Much of the following section is taken from my article
    for Desiring God, https://www.desiringgod.org/article-
    three-reasons-to-attend-corporate-worship.

"Why does the Father hear our singing? It is 

because of the Lord Jesus."
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different from us. People generally want to 
spend time with people who have the same 
amount of money, have the same skin color, 
are their same age, like the same food, and 
watch the same TV shows. Other kinds of 
people are strange to them.

But there is a big danger with that type of 
separation, because the world is filled with 
many people who are very different. If we 
only spend time with people like ourselves, 
we will be tricked into believing that we are 
better than those who are not like us (see the 
warning in James 2:2–6).

At its best, gathering for worship helps 
us avoid that problem. Worshiping with 
God’s people reminds us that, fundamen-
tally, the most basic thing about us is not 
our money, our skin color, our age, or our 
favorite tastes. The most basic thing about 
us is that we are sinners who need a Savior 
(1 Tim 1:15). Because of that, our church is 
filled with people who are different from 
us, all of us learning that we are not better 
than others but in need of the same grace 
(Eph 4:7; Phil 1:7).

We gather with strange people and remem-
ber that we were also strangers, and we 
recognize that the gospel reunites estranged 
people with their God.

Scripture directs our praise.

We are not left to speculate about how to 
worship this splendorous God. Sinful 
humanity has never been able to please him, 
and so it should not surprise us that God 
has told us how to worship him. Indeed, the 
praise of God must be shaped and informed 
by the Word of God.

Not all believers agree about how this prin-
ciple works itself out in the local church. 
Some insist that believers ought to only 
perform the acts that the New Testament 
specifically commands in worship. Others 
argue that believers are free to practice 
anything that Scripture has not forbid-
den. My sense, as a convinced Baptist, is 
that local churches ought to navigate these 
issues for themselves.

Christians from a large spectrum of beliefs 
share a wide agreement about the main 
aspects of a Christian worship service. 
Believers gather to praise God’s name (Heb 
13:15), to sing (Eph 5:19), to pray (1 Tim 2:1), to 
celebrate the ordinances (Acts 22:16; 1 Cor 
11:26), to hear God’s written Word (1 Tim 
4:13), to receive God’s proclaimed Word (2 
Tim 4:2; James 1:21), and to respond with holy 
living (Rom 12:1–2).

"Worshiping with God’s people reminds us 

that, fundamentally, the most basic thing 

about us is not our money, our skin color, our 

age, or our favorite tastes. The most basic 

thing about us is that we are sinners who need 

a Savior." 
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“ WE GATHER WITH STRANGE PEOPLE AND REMEMBER THAT 

WE WERE ALSO STRANGERS, AND WE RECOGNIZE THAT THE 

GOSPEL REUNITES ESTRANGED PEOPLE WITH THEIR GOD.”
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At their best, all of these activities serve 
as a foretaste of heaven, appetizers for the 
coming feast.

The universe will be filled 
with praise.

The final truth to remember is that praise is 
the ultimate goal of the universe, the final 
destination of all our activity. 

The Bible tells us that “the earth shall be full 
of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters 
cover the sea” (Isa 11:9).2  And that should 
come as no surprise — the glory of God has 
been the plotline throughout all of human 
history. God created the universe for his 
glory (Isa 43:7), and that glory drives the 
entire story of the Old Testament (Ps 106:7–
8; Exod 14:4; 2 Sam 7:23; Ezek 36:22–23). The 
angels sang about God’s glory at Christ’s 
birth (Luke 2:14), and glorifying God was 
the purpose of Jesus’ entire life ( John 7:18). 
It’s the reason why our prayers are answered 
( John 14:13) and it is the motivation for all 
Christian activity (1 Cor 10:31). People who 
spurn God’s glory reveal their foolishness 
and invite God’s judgement (Rom 1:22–23; 
Acts 12:23). And God’s glory is the reason 
why Christ is returning (2 Thess 1:9–10).

Seeing God’s passion for his glory, it is little 
wonder that the universe ends with the full 
display of his glory (Hab 2:14). God keeps 
his promise, “Truly, as I live, … all the earth 

2 This list, like much of my thinking, has drawn from the 
    writings and ministry of John Piper.

shall be filled with the glory of the Lord" 
(Num 14:21). God answers the prayer that 
concludes Book Two of the Psalms, “May 
the whole earth be filled with his glory! 
Amen and Amen!" (Ps 72:19). 

And since the whole earth will be filled with 
the glory of the Lord, our whole lives will 
be a response of praise. Seas have shores 
and oceans have floors, but throughout 
eternity God’s people will never reach the 
bottom of his glory. Because Christ’s riches 
are immeasurable (Eph 2:7), our discovery 
of them will never end. Because Christ’s 
perfections are endless and his beauty is 
infinite (2 Cor 4:4–6), we will never run out 
of new discoveries of his wonder and great-
ness.3

And every time we discover some new 
aspect of Christ’s riches, our renewed and 
perfected hearts will burst with joy. Our 
renewed and perfected voices will leap into 
song. I imagine that people will run toward 
their pipe organs, grab their guitars, and 
turn up the volume. Heaven will involve the 
discovering and delighting of the height and 
depth and width and breadth of God’s love 
for his people (Eph 3:18). And that discovery 
and delight will burst in unhindered praise.

3 See Jonathan Edward’s sermon, “Heaven Is a World of
    Love.” 

"Heaven will involve the discovering and 

delighting of the height and depths and width 

and breadth of God’s love for his people."
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And so, may we keep our eyes upon that day. 
On that day, to paraphrase Psalm 46, God 
will make wars to cease — even all of our 
worship wars. May we live for the day when 
all of creation will know that he is God. “I 
will be exalted among the nations, I will be 
exalted in the earth!” (Ps 46:10). 

T H E  AU T H O R ’ S  R E CO M M E N D E D  R E A D I N G

Rhythms of Grace 

by Mike Cosper

Give Praise to God 

ed. Philip Ryken, Derek Thomas, Ligon Duncan

The Worship Pastor 
by Zac Hicks
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Truths You Can Trust 
for the Christian Life
B Y  D O N A L D  S .  W H I T N E Y

I ’ve sometimes heard dedicated, zeal-
ous Christians declare that they have 
discovered the key to the Christian 
life. With great excitement they will 

share the details of the discovery, describing 
how they languished for years in spiritual 
struggle, then experienced a glorious trans-
formation once they found the key. 

For some the key is the biblical teaching on 
union with Christ. For others it is the fill-
ing of the Holy Spirit, abiding in Christ, or 
doing all to the glory of God. 

Everything about following Christ is now 
seen in its relationship to this single, all-en-
compassing truth. This one key seems to 
unlock the entire Christian life for them. 

While I never want to dampen the zeal of 
any believer, and I’m excited for anyone 
who has experienced the power of one of the 
great themes of Scripture, there is a problem. 
The problem is that the Bible never says that 
it gives us such a key.

Think about it: If indeed there was one key 
— a key above all other keys — to living the 
Christian life, wouldn’t you expect to find 
it explicitly proclaimed as such throughout 

the Bible? Wouldn’t you expect to find the 
key set forth in virtually every book of the 
New Testament, repeated so often in terms 
so unmistakable that no one would miss the 
key? But we don’t. 

Indeed, there are many important truths 
mentioned frequently in the New Testa-
ment, such as a believer’s union with Christ, 
for example. And it is certainly appealing to 
try to condense the Bible’s teaching on the 
Christian life into one concise, overarching 
truth. But God has not given us only one key 
to the Christian life. Instead, he has given us 
a key ring — the Bible — on which there are 
many keys. 

In this chapter, I intend to highlight some 
of the keys on that ring that Christians 
throughout history have found among the 
most useful for living the Christian life. 

The Christian life begins with 
repentance and faith in Jesus 
Christ. 

Not everyone wanting to live a Christian 
life is a Christian. Jesus said, “Not everyone 
who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the 
kingdom of heaven” (Matt 7:21). He told the 
extremely religious Nicodemus, “You must 
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be born again” ( John 3:7). Although the 
Bible does not say we must know the actual 
moment when our new birth as a Christian 
occurs, it does say there is a starting place 
for the Christian life. 

For our part, Jesus said it this way: “The time 
is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is at hand; 
repent and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15). 
The gospel is the message of who Jesus is 
and what he has done to make us right with 
God. To repent is to turn from living for 
yourself and your sin and to turn to God 
and his ways. To believe in the gospel is to 
believe that Jesus — by the power of his life, 
death, and resurrection — can make you 
right with God. This is where the Christian 
life begins.

The Christian life continues 
with repentance and faith in 
Jesus Christ.  

“Therefore, as you received Christ Jesus the 
Lord,” writes the Apostle Paul, “so walk in 
him” (Col 2:6). While the beginning point 
of the Christian life is repentance and faith, 
it’s important to realize that repentance and 
faith aren’t once-only events. Instead, the 
entire Christian life is marked by repen-
tance and faith. Just as we “receive Christ 
Jesus the Lord” at the beginning by repen-
tance toward God and faith in Jesus, so we 
continue to “walk in him” by repentance 
and faith. 

After we come to know God through Christ, 
there is a sense in which every day of the 

Christian life thereafter is lived with the 
same attitude of repentance and faith by 
which we began it. Christians are lifelong 
repenters and lifelong believers.

The Christian life should always 
be centered on Christ. 

The essence of the Christian life is a life 
where Christ is the center. As Paul put 
it, “For me to live is Christ” (Phil 1:21). Yet 
there is a perpetual temptation to shift the 
focus of the Christian life to other things, 
even good things, like spiritual disciplines, 
church activities, or doing good for others. 
The Bible warns us of this in 2 Corinthi-
ans 11:3, “But I am afraid that as the serpent 
deceived Eve by his cunning, your thoughts 
will be led astray from a sincere and pure 
devotion to Christ.” A loss of joy in the 
Christian life or the impression that Chris-
tian activities are just one more thing to do 
in an already over-busy life often indicate 
that we’ve been “led astray from … devotion 
to Christ.”

Notice that our devotion is to be “devotion 
to Christ.” When we read the Bible, pray, go 
to church, serve others, go to school or work, 
care for our family and home, pay bills, relax 
on vacation, or do anything else that’s a part 

"Just as we 'receive Christ Jesus the Lord' at 

the beginning by repentance toward God and 

faith in Jesus, so we continue to 'walk  in him' 

by repentance and faith." 
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of a Christian’s life, we should approach it 
with the attitude “that in everything he 
might be preeminent” (Col 1:18).

The Bible is essential and suffi-
cient for living the Christian life. 

We might say that the Christian life begins 
with the Bible, for it contains the essential 
and sufficient-for-salvation gospel (Rom 
1:16) one must believe in order to become 
a Christian. In the same way, the Bible is 
essential and sufficient for guiding one’s 
Christian life after it begins.

The Bible makes this very claim in 2 Timo-
thy 3:16 — “All Scripture is breathed out by 
God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, 
for correction, and for training in righteous-
ness, that the man of God may be complete, 
equipped for every good work.” 

As a guide for the Christian life, “The law 
of the Lord is perfect … sure … right … pure … 
clean . . . true, and righteous altogether” (Ps 
19:7–9). The Bible’s counsel for our spiri-
tual life is not just a collection of ancient 
wisdom, rather as Jesus puts it, “The words 
that I have spoken to you are spirit and life” 
( John 6:63). So Scripture directs our spir-
itual life not by mere “principles,” but by 
a real, supernatural power, “For the Word 
of God is living and active … discerning the 
thoughts and intentions of the heart” (Heb 
4:12). All this is so because, “All Scripture is 
breathed out by God” (2 Tim 3:16).

Active involvement in a local 
church is essential for a healthy 
Christian life. 

It has often been said that no one can love 
Jesus and disrespect or neglect his bride. 
The Bible is clear that the church is the 
bride of Jesus Christ (Eph 5:31–32). More-
over, it says “Christ loved the church and 
gave himself up for her” (Eph 5:25). So it’s 
obvious that those with the Spirit of Christ 
within them will love what Jesus loves and 
died for.

But involvement in a local expression of 
the bride and body of Christ (Eph 1:22–23) 
isn’t just a logical conclusion drawn from 
these verses. We also have this command 
in Hebrews 10:24–25: “And let us consider 
how to stir up one another to love and good 
works, not neglecting to meet together, as 
is the habit of some, but encouraging one 
another, and all the more as you see the 
Day drawing near.” Notice how meeting 
together with other believers strengthens 
your Christian life. This is where you are 
stirred up “to love and good deeds” (that is, 
to strengthen the marks of true Christianity 
in your discipleship) and receive encour-
agement in your Christian life. 

"Christians aren’t born again to a life of indi-

vidualistic Christianity. God intends for us 

to grow as members of his family."
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Christians aren’t born again to a life of indi-
vidualistic Christianity. God intends for us 
to grow as members of his family (1 Tim 3:15).

There is no substitute in the 
Christian life for the biblical 
spiritual disciplines. 

One of the goals of the Christian life is 
to become like Christ. In fact, intention-
ally pursuing Christlikeness is one of the 
marks of being a Christian. As 1 John 2:5–6 
declares, “By this we may know that we are 
in him: whoever says he abides in him ought 
to walk in the same way in which he walked.”

But God doesn’t leave us to our own devices 
to grow in godliness. Rather, he tells us, 

“Discipline yourself for the purpose of godli-
ness” (1 Tim 4:7, nasb). The habits of devo-
tion and experiential Christianity found in 
the Bible by which we obey this verse have 
historically been referred to as “spiritual 
disciplines.” Some of them are personal 
(such as Bible reading and personal prayer) 
and some are interpersonal (like congre-
gational worship and praying with others). 

The spiritual disciplines don’t work auto-
matically, as though a mere legalistic perfor-
mance of them will produce godliness. But 
when we practice them sincerely and with 
Christ at the center of them, we can expect 

the Holy Spirit to work through the biblical 
disciplines to make us more like Jesus. There 
is no coasting into Christlikeness. Nothing 
can substitute for the spiritual disciplines; 
they are the God-given means by which we 
experience God and grow like Christ.

The Holy Spirit will daily give 
you the desire and power to live 
the Christian life, but he will 
not live it for you. 

In Colossians 1:29, the Apostle Paul is 
describing his ministry of helping believ-
ers become “mature in Christ” when he 
says, “For this I toil, struggling with all his 
energy that he powerfully works within 
me.” In the first four words, who is “toil-
ing?” Paul is. He is the one — not God — who 
felt the weariness of his daily ministry. And 
yet Paul toiled “with all his [that is, God’s] 
energy that he powerfully works within me.” 
Although his ministry was very hard, Paul 
acknowledged that it was God who gave 
him the energy — the willingness and abil-
ity — to live for him even though it was often 
a struggle to do so in the face of persecution. 

That’s the way it is in the Christian life. God 
doesn’t drag you to the desk and open the 
Bible for you, nor does he roll you out of bed 
and get you to church on Sunday morning. 
Both in the practice of the spiritual disci-
plines and in the daily living of the Chris-
tian life, it usually feels like it’s all of you (“I 
toil”). But the source of you wanting to do 
these things and actually doing them when 
most of your neighbors do not is God. He 

"There is no coasting into Christlikeness. 

Nothing can substitute for the spiritual 

disciplines"
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does not live the Christian life for you; but 
he gives you the desire and the power 
to do so.

The world, the flesh, and the 
devil will oppose your Chris-
tian life until the day you see 
Jesus. 

 
The world is filled with temptation and 
opposition to the Christian life. Following 
Christ in this world often feels like swim-
ming upstream against a hard current. 
Moreover, in addition to the presence of 
the Holy Spirit, you also have “the flesh,” 
that part of you that finds sin appealing. 

“These are opposed to each other” (Gal 5:17), 
and you will feel this fight within you until 
heaven. Besides these, “Your adversary 
the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, 
seeking someone to devour” (1 Pet 5:8). 

Jesus warned his followers, “If they perse-
cuted me, they will also persecute you” 
( John 15:20). “Indeed,” 2 Timothy 3:12 
soberly reminds us, “all who desire to live a 
godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.” 
Do not be deceived by the empty promises of 
false teachers: living the Christian life will 
never be easy.

Jesus is coming back, will rule 
over all, and make everything 
right.

First Thessalonians 4:13–18 describes the 
return of Christ, and then concludes with 
this: “Therefore encourage one another 

with these words.” I want to conclude this 
chapter with that very encouragement. 

Revelation 21:4–5 says that when we are 
with Jesus, “He will wipe away every tear 
from their eyes, and death shall be no more, 
neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, 
nor pain anymore, for the former things 
have passed away. And he who was seated 
on the throne said, Behold, I am making 
all things new.” In Revelation 22:20, Jesus 
himself assures us, “Surely I am coming 
soon.” With the Apostle John in that verse 
we respond, “Amen. Come Lord Jesus!”

These aren’t the only truths you can trust 
for the Christian life. You can trust every-
thing the Bible says about the Christian life. 
But these nine are among those the Bible 
emphasizes most often.

T H E  AU T H O R ’ S  R E CO M M E N D E D  R E A D I N G

Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life 
by Donald S. Whitney

Disciplines of a Godly Man 
by Kent Hughes

The Practice of Godliness 
by Jerry Bridges
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"Do not be deceived by the 

empty promises of false 

teachers: Living the Christian 

life will never be easy."
D O N A L D  S .  W H I T N E Y
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