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INTRODUCTION VII

Introduction 

We are all familiar with the march of time and the great 
events which accompany it. Yet it is not unreasonable to ask 
how many of us actually understand what is happening all 
around us. It is certainly easier to see some line linking 
events as our distance from the events grows. But does this 
really mean that we understand history?  
 There are certainly ways that have been offered by 
which to understand history. Possibly one of the most 
famous is that of the Marxists, but there are, and have 
been, many others. Most ancient societies lived as if history 
was ‘cyclical’, that is, that, although there may be some 
notion of a lost state of happiness in the mists of antiquity 
(or mythology) and some sort of yearning for its restoration, 
generally life was lived with no sense of real purpose. Life 
goes on as it always has. The seasons come and go; men and 
women come and go; and we can only make the best of it. 
Thoughts of change and progress, which tend to dominate 
our thinking, were largely absent. 
 Flowing mainly from the faith of Israel came the other 
mainstream of thinking, namely that life and history are in 
fact going somewhere, they have purpose. Thus, to us, one of 
the most frightening situations in life is one where we have 
‘lost our reason for living’. It is conspicuous that most of the 
great technological ‘advances’ have come from societies  
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which have been strongly influenced, not by ‘western’, but 
by Judaic and Christian thought. Even Karl Marx, whose 
teachings spawned such violent anti-Christian and anti-
Jewish sentiments in the past, was himself a Jew brought 
up in a Protestant ethos. 
 Marx taught that: 
 

the process of history is curbed and directed by ‘scientifically fixed’ laws 
of production-ratio and technology; laws that are formulated by historic 
materialism. With these laws as a basis, the future can be foretold with 
scientific certainty. The class struggle drives history on until capitalism 
collapses and the power over the means of production falls into the 
hand of the proletariat. That ends the struggle between man and nature, 
man and man, individual and corporation. Injustice and crime will 
halt . . . Thus ‘out of the night and need a new morning’ of the classless 
society originates.1 

 
 Two points are immediately obvious from this de-
scription of Marx’s view. The first is that it is very similar in 
many respects to the great driving hope of the Christian. 
The second is that it doesn’t work. The collapse of so many 
Marxist systems in 1989 demonstrated that Marx and his 
followers, while doubtlessly looking for the best for men and 
women, had clearly failed to take a number of things into 
consideration in their thinking.  
 Before we turn to see what these things were, we ought 
to observe that, speaking generally, the alternative to 
Marxism, namely capitalism, does not really offer much 
hope for the future. Many in our society today live as if 
history has no real purpose other than what we can give it. 
Of itself history is  

                                            
1  H. Berkhof, Christ the Meaning of History, Baker, Grand Rapids, 1966, p. 34. 
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meaningless. For example, someone has said that the only 
thing we learn from history is that no one ever learns from 
history. Edward Gibbon has described history as ‘indeed, 
little more than the register of the crimes, follies and 
misfortunes of mankind’.2 
 What, then, is history, life—our life—all about? What 
are the elements that Marx and others have either 
overlooked or deliberately ignored?  
 

SALVATION HISTORY 

Revelation 1:8 tells us that ‘ “I am the Alpha and the 
Omega,” says the Lord God, who is and who was and who is 
to come, the Almighty’. ‘Alpha and Omega’3 means not 
simply the first and the last but encompassing all that is 
between. The Lord God, the Almighty, embraces all of 
human history. This is certainly the way God is revealed 
right throughout the Scriptures. Within the Book of the 
Revelation, this phrase, ‘the Alpha and the Omega’, is 
repeated twice, in Revelation 21:6, where the words ‘the 
beginning and the end’ are added, and in Revelation 22:13 
where the words ‘the first and the last’ are also added, and 
the whole sentence ascribed to Jesus. To this we may also 
add Revelation 5:1–5, where Jesus, the Lion of the tribe of 
Judah, is the only one who can open the scroll of history, 
and in particular as it relates to the action of judgment of 
evil and the vindication of the elect.  
 What this indicates is that history has no independent 
existence. It flows because God controls it at  

                                            
2  Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, iii. 
3  The first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. 
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every point. James speaks of ‘the purpose of the Lord’ 
(James 5:11) which is literally ‘the goal’ (Gr. telos). The Lord 
(and it is not totally clear whether James is referring to 
Jesus in particular by this term, cf. James 1:1; 2:1) has his 
purpose, which is his coming (James 5:7). It is by knowing 
the goal of the Lord that we can be patient in the trials of 
life (vv. 7–11). Those who grumble and complain are really 
accusing the Lord of failing to work his own purposes out 
effectively.  
 This calm attitude in life can be seen in Daniel, a man 
who could live under the rules of Israel, Babylon and 
Persia—without any compromise on his part!—because he 
knew, as Nebuchadnezzar came to know, that the Most 
High rules the kingdom of men, and gives it to whom he will 
(Dan. 4:25) . . . for his dominion is an everlasting dominion, 
and his kingdom endures from generation to generation; all 
the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing; and 
he does according to his will in the host of heaven and 
among the inhabitants of the earth; and none can stay his 
hand or say to him, ‘What doest thou?’ (Dan. 4:34–35). 
 

* * * * * 
What, then, is the goal of God? To know this we must come 
again and again to the Scriptures to examine them as they 
describe the great acts of God. In the Scriptures we find 
very few statements giving the ‘theory’ of life and history. 
Instead we are confronted largely with the history of the 
people of Israel and of the Christian church which 
succeeded it. The many statements concerning God and his 
purposes are always in the context of the life and action of 
his people. In other words, God cannot be known apart from 
life with him.  
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 In Exodus 3:14 Moses is told that God is ‘I AM WHO I AM.’ 
Although this is often taken to mean that God is ‘the self-
existent one’ or something similar, in fact that sort of 
interpretation really derives more from Greek philosophy 
than from the revelation of the Scriptures, where, at that 
point, God used the Hebrew framework of thinking to 
convey the truth. In the context, ‘I AM’ is related to the truth 
that God is ‘the LORD4, the God of your fathers, the God of 
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob . . .’ (v. 15). 
‘I AM’ refers to the fact that God is always in action for his 
people and in faithfulness to his covenant. This great truth 
was used by Jesus to point to the reality of the Resurrection 
(Mark 12:24–27). 
 The point of this is that not only is God sovereign over 
the affairs of this world but also he is personally active to 
bring his people, whom he has bound to himself by 
covenant, to the goal he has set. Nothing can defeat that 
purpose! What we may see as disasters and calamities all 
finally find their rationale within the framework of the 
action of God. And in this action we see that all history, 
including that which takes place outside of the pages of the 
Bible, relates to the sovereign plan of God (cf. Amos 9:7).  
 It follows, then, that to perceive history in this way must 
be absolutely liberating. The following references should be 
studied to see the way the Scriptures describe the events of 
life: Genesis 50:15–21; Job 1:21; 2:9–10; Matthew 1:22, etc.; 
26:52–56; Mark 14:21; Luke 24:6–7, 26–27, 44–47; John 
1:50–51; Acts 2:23, 24–28; 4:27–28; I Corinthians 15:3–4. 

                                            
4  In our English Old Testament, ‘LORD’ (all capital letters) is the translation of 

the divine name YHWH (often written Yahweh), while ‘Lord’ is the translation 
of the Hebrew adonai. 
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CHAPTER 1 

The Creation 

THE BEGINNING 

The Gospel of Mark commences with the ministry of John 
the Baptist, that of Luke with the birth of John the Baptist, 
and that of Matthew with the line from Abraham. However, 
in John’s Gospel the story commences even prior to creation. 
‘In the beginning was the Word’ (1:1). It should be observed 
that this ‘beginning’ was prior to creation, which took place 
as a result of the action of the Word which already was 
eternally with God.5 
 We must note that creation, while the first act of God in 
history, is to be seen as flowing out of the purposes of God 
before time. Hence Paul speaks of God choosing us in Christ 
‘before the foundation of  

                                            
5  In John 1:1–2, 4 the word translated as ‘was’ (Gr. en) conveys the idea of 

continuity, whereas there are other verbs used in John 1:1–18 which, in 
contrast, indicate a particular beginning. The Word did not have a beginning, 
although, for example, there was a point at which he ‘became’  flesh (Gr. 
egeneto v. 14, cf. also vv. 3 and 6). 



THE STORY OF THE ACTS OF GOD 2

the world, that we should be holy and blameless be-fore him’ 
(Eph. 1:4). He added that this predestination was with 
sonship in view (v. 5; cf. Isa. 43:6–7; 45:18). Alongside this 
are Paul’s two statements that (i) God gave us grace ‘before 
times eternal’ (II Tim. 1:9) and (ii) the God who never lies 
promised us eternal life ‘before times eternal’ (Titus 1:2). 
Jesus said that eternal life is ‘to know thee the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent’ (John 17:3).  
 Paul also describes God as ‘foreknowing’ us (Rom. 8:28–
30). He relates this to the whole scheme of predestination, 
calling, justification and glorification. But this 
foreknowledge should be seen as more than the possession 
of information beforehand. It means, on the contrary, that 
God had actually established a full relationship with those 
whom he had chosen (cf. Gen. 4:1; etc.). We will see later the 
great work of the Cross in establishing this relationship, but 
we may observe now that John refers to Jesus as ‘the Lamb 
[who was] slain from the foundation of the world’ (Rev. 13:8 
AV).6 

THE CREATION 

We have seen that creation was the first act of God in 
history. In the light of what we have observed about God 
and his purposes, we can see that the act of creation was 
very rich. It was the pure and good gift of God. Creation 
with its intricate and varied design, much of which is still to 
be discerned by men and  

                                            
6  This verse may be translated as referring to those whose names were ‘written 

before the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb that was 
slain’, but finally there is no real difference. 
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women, and all of which continues to fascinate them, is a 
powerful declaration of the glory of God (Ps. 19:1; 50:6; 
97:6). Attempts to force pragmatic values upon creation 
usually fail sooner or later because creation finds its point 
in God’s pure generosity and not in functions which we have 
determined are valuable (even if we happen to be correct). 
For this reason, the fundamental response to God should be 
one of gratitude (Rom. 1:21).  
 Hebrews 11:3 is an important statement for under-
standing creation. It says, ‘By faith we understand that the 
world [lit. ‘the ages’] was created by the word [Gr. rema—
‘utterance’] of God, so that what is seen was made out of 
things which do not appear’. In other words, the events 
described in Genesis 1–2 are only comprehensible to faith. 
Creation ‘out of nothing’ will never be ‘obvious’ to the 
unbeliever. By nature of the case, unbelief can never 
penetrate behind what may be seen. So arguments about 
the method of creation will, at best, only ever lead to 
discussion about scientific data, and, at worst, become a 
distraction from the essential issues of the gospel. 
 The sequence of creation is presented in Genesis 1. 
There creation is described as taking place over seven days. 
Whether these ‘days’ are of 24 hours or some longer period 
seems hardly at issue within the chapter, since the main 
points within the account concern not the ‘how’ (apart from 
the fact that creation was by the utterance of God) or ‘when’ 
of creation, but the ‘who’ and the ‘why’. The emphasis in cre-
ation is clearly on God—this is particularly obvious when 
the creation of man is described. Moreover, there is a 
distinct structure within Genesis 1 which ought to be 
mentioned, namely that the first three days are paralleled 
by the second three, as follows: 
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1. Heaven and earth/light (not lights )----------- 4. Lights   
2. Firmament (sky/heavens) and water --------- 5. Fish and birds  
3. Dry land and vegetation -------------------------- 6. Cattle and all  
            animal life 
 
The final ‘item’ on the agenda for creation is Man. Although 
his creation is presented as part of the sixth day, the 
description leaves us with the clear impression that the aim 
is to show that Man is more than a mere creature. He is 
made ‘in the image of God’. This must mean that while Man 
is not God, and so does not innately have great powers, he is 
nonetheless created to reflect as much of the truth of the 
Creator as is possible for a creature. Thus, following the 
description of the sovereign activity of God in creation, we 
see Man endowed with ‘dominion over the fish of the sea, 
and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over 
all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps 
upon the earth’ (Gen. 1:26). He was commanded (i.e. he was 
still under authority) to ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill 
the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of 
the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living 
thing that moves upon the earth’ (Gen. 1:28). 

UNDERSTANDING THE CREATION 

The picture of creation in Genesis 1 is of a world as we now 
know it—almost! But, physically, this is the case. What is 
clear is that creation as it came from God was a thing of rich 
beauty. This is not lost even on fallen man, although the 
apparent fragility of  
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creation now is often a cause for great concern if not of great 
fear. However, Scriptures are overwhelming in their 
declaration that, in the final analysis, creation is not 
dependent upon man’s efforts for its continuance but upon 
the word of God (cf. Ps. 148:5; 33:6, 9; I Cor. 8:6; Col. 1:17; 
Heb. 1:3; 2:10). The ‘laws of nature’ are God consistently 
and personally upholding his creation. 
 After God had worked for six days, he rested (from the 
activity of creating, cf. John 5:17). The complete creation 
was pronounced ‘very good’ (Gen. 1:31). While not being just 
‘pragmatic’, this means that creation was very good because 
of the good purposes which God has for it. I Peter 4:19 calls 
God ‘a faithful Creator’ (cf. Ps. 33:4) while Acts 17:26f. 
indicates that creation has a distinct purpose for the 
nations. The purpose of God, and so the real meaning of 
creation, is seen in Ephesians 1:4ff., I Corinthians 2:6ff., 
Isaiah 43:6–7, etc. We will see all this developed in later 
chapters.  
 The Book of the Revelation concludes with the vision of 
‘a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the 
first earth had passed away . . .’ (21:1). ‘New’ refers not to 
‘creation out of nothing’7 but to the making new of that 
which had been spoiled or which had become obsolete. Into 
this new creation comes the similarly ‘new Jerusalem’, the 
people of God made new. They are now radiant and pure, 
adorned with the glory of God (21:2, 10–11; cf. vv. 7, 24–27). 
In Revelation 21:23 the true nature of this ‘new’ creation is 
seen: ‘And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine upon 
it, for the glory of God is  

                                            
7  The Greek word here is kainos, whereas a different Greek word (neos) would 

be used to indicate ‘new as previously non-existent’. 
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its light, and its lamp is the Lamb’. This is a return to 
Genesis 1, where, incidentally, the first moments of creation 
saw light before there was any sun or moon or stars. The 
creation of Genesis 1 has been restored. Creation and, in 
particular, the people of God are now basking directly in the 
radiance of God. For the moment, however, there is the 
word from the throne, ‘Behold I am making all things new’. 
The faithful Creator is moving all things towards his goal. 
 What this means is simply that nothing that now exists 
can be understood apart from creation. For example, it is 
not possible to understand the present nature of fallen man 
if man as created is not understood. Likewise the present 
groaning of creation (Rom. 8:22) can be understood not as a 
hostile world to be tamed or feared but as the very good 
creation deprived of its true functionality and straining to-
wards the goal of complete harmony. Creation, then, is 
God’s good gift, yet it is not the finished product. It, and not 
the fallen world we now see, is the paradigm for what will 
be.  
 Finally, we see that creation, as indeed all of history, is 
the action of the Trinity. In the early chapters of Genesis 
the language may be a little obscure, yet we still note that 
God does all things by the Word and the Spirit, and as the 
Scriptures unfold the detail is more and more plain. See 
Genesis 1:1ff.; Psalm 33:6; 104:30; John 1:3–4; Colossians 
1:15–17; etc. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Understanding Man 

MAN THE CREATURE 

We have already mentioned the creation of Man8, but we 
must now examine the subject of the nature of Man in more 
detail. There are three passages of Scripture which are 
important for this, Genesis 1:26–29; Psalm 8:3–8 and 
Genesis 2:4–25.  

Genesis 1:26–29 
Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and 
let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the 
air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping 
thing that creeps upon the earth.’ 27 So God created man in his own 
image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created 
them.     28 And God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful 
and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over 
the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living 
thing that moves upon the earth.’          29 And God said, ‘Behold, I have 
given you every plant yielding seed which is upon the face of all the 
earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food.’ 

 
 In this passage we have the first account of the creation 
of Man. We have noted the emphasis on  

                                            
8  See above,  p. 4. 
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Man’s dominion, but there are other elements which are 
highly significant. The first is the rather enigmatic use of 
the plural ‘let us make man in our image . . .’ (v. 26). 
Although there have been many suggestions to explain this, 
such as the ‘royal plural’, etc., the real answer comes with 
the passage of time, with the incarnation of the Word, as the 
Word and the Spirit of Genesis 1 are revealed, forming a 
Trinity with the Father. As we have said, all of creation, as 
indeed all that God does in history, is Trinitarian, that is, 
the Father, the initiator and final authority; the Son, the 
mediator; and the Spirit, the executor, all together in 
purpose and action. 
 Following on from this is the statement, ‘So God created 
man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; 
male and female he created them. And God blessed them . . .’ 
(Gen. 1:27f.). The point of this is that we cannot understand 
Man (the use of the capital ‘M’ until now has been deliberate 
to refer to man without specifying the gender) apart from 
seeing that Man is male and female. Neither, alone, 
constitutes the image of God. The unity of the male and the 
female is made more specific in Genesis 2. 
 Man the creature is totally dependent upon God (Deut. 
8:3; Ps. 104:25–30; Jer. 10:23). He is only truly man when 
he depends upon his Creator, who is the Father–King (cf. 
Isa. 64:8). Man’s dominion over all that God had made (Gen. 
1:26, 28) must be seen in this light. Apart from his 
submission to God, man has no true authority. This will be 
the dilemma of man, as, without submitting to God, he 
nevertheless cannot stop being what he is, and at the same 
time, because he has rejected his ‘power base’ he must con-
stantly attempt to bolster his own uncertain position. Thus 
the complications of authority now stand in  

UNDERSTANDING MAN 9

contrast to the simple freedom of the authority of man 
before the Fall. 

Psalm 8:3–8 
When I look at thy heavens, the work of thy fingers,  
 the moon and the stars which thou hast established;  
4 what is man that thou art mindful of him,  
 and the son of man that thou dost care for him?  
 
5 Yet thou hast made him little less than God,  
 and dost crown him with glory and honour.  
6 Thou hast given him dominion over the works of  
  thy hands;  
 thou hast put all things under his feet, 
7 all sheep and oxen,  
 and also the beasts of the field,  
8 the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea,  
 whatever passes along the paths of the sea.  

 
 Here we encounter the psalmist’s sense of wonder when, 
seeing the immensity of the heavens and the numberless 
stars, he realises that it is man upon whom God lavishes his 
personal attention. Far from man being some insignificant 
cog in the machinery of creation, man has been made a 
‘little less than God, and . . . crown[ed] with glory and 
honour’ (Ps. 8:5). Since God makes it plain that ‘my glory I 
give to no other’ (Isa. 42:8), that is, God will allow no rivals, 
the statement in the psalm must mean that man has been 
richly endowed with all the moral glory of God, so that to 
see man was to see the pure, undistorted reflection of God. 
Furthermore, the authority of man must be seen as God’s 
gift (‘Thou has given him dominion . . .’ Ps. 8:6). To see man 
richly endowed is to be aware of the character of God (cf. 
Rom. 1:19f.; Ps. 97:6). 
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Genesis 2:4–25 

These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were 
created. In the day that the LORD God made the earth and the heavens, 
5 when no plant of the field was yet in the earth and no herb of the field 
had yet sprung up—for the LORD God had not caused it to rain upon 
the earth, and there was no man to till the ground; 6 but a mist went up 
from the earth and watered the whole face of the ground—7 then the 
LORD God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his 
nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being. 8 And the 
LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the 
man whom he had formed. 9 And out of the ground the LORD God 
made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, 
the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil.  
10  A river flowed out of Eden to water the garden, and there it divided 
and became four rivers. 11 The name of the first is Pishon; it is the one 
which flows around the whole land of Havilah, where there is gold; 12 
and the gold of that land is good; bdellium and onyx stone are there. 13 
The name of the second river is Gihon; it is the one which flows around 
the whole land of Cush. 14 And the name of the third river is Tigris, 
which flows east of Assyria. And the fourth river is the Euphrates.  
15  The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to 
till it and keep it. 16 And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, 
‘You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; 17 but of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat 
of it you shall die.’ 
18  Then the LORD God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be 
alone; I will make him a helper fit for him.’ 19 So out of the ground the 
LORD God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the air, and 
brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever 
the man called every living creature, that was its name. 20 The man gave 
names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every beast of the 
field; but for the man there was not found a  
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helper fit for him. 21 So the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon 
the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place 
with flesh; 22 and the rib which the LORD God had taken from the man 
he made into a woman and brought her to the man. 23 Then the man 
said,  
‘This at last is bone of my bones  

    and flesh of my flesh;  
she shall be called Woman,  
    because she was taken out of Man.’  

24 Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his 
wife, and they become one flesh. 25 And the man and his wife were both 
naked, and were not ashamed. 

 
In this second passage from Genesis we have a second 
account of the creation of man. In the first account man was 
described as the apex of creation. As such, his creation was 
described last. In this second account, man is the central 
character. He appears first (Gen. 2:4–7). Again it should be 
stressed that these accounts are not concerned to provide a 
‘scientific’ record of events. Their concern is to show who 
God is and what he is about, so that we can understand life 
in that light. 
 The action of the Spirit in breathing into man the breath 
of life (Gen. 2:7; cf. Job 27:3; etc.) meant that man became a 
living being. This would agree with him being in the image 
of ‘the living God’ (Jer. 10:10; etc.). However, there is a 
difference between man and God. Man does not have life 
flowing from himself, that is, he is not the source. The Spirit 
must breathe into man the breath of life, and, if man is to 
continue living, he must continue to feast on the fruit of the 
tree of life (Gen. 2:9; cf. Jer. 2:13; etc.). Again, it is man’s 
complete dependence upon God which is in focus (contrast 
Gen. 3:22).  
 Genesis 2:8, 10–14 describe the land of Eden (the word 
‘eden’ means ‘delight’), but apart from the  
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names Tigris, Euphrates and Assyria it is impossible to 
identify the location. It is described simply as ‘in the east’, 
no doubt implying that the author was in the west, probably 
meaning somewhere in Palestine. Furthermore, here, the 
garden was not the garden of Eden, but the garden in Eden. 
In the plain there was a watered garden. It was watered by 
a single river, which, after it left the garden, divided into 
four rivers.  
 This imprecision is not because the author was 
mistaken, but that his concern was to give the truth of man 
before God. So the description of the garden and its contents 
is in ‘moral’ terms. Of all the trees in the garden (cf. Gen. 
1:29) only two are mentioned by name, ‘the tree of life’ and 
‘the tree of the knowledge of good and evil’ (Gen. 2:9). It is 
this food which is of major significance. Man’s role and 
identity within creation was ‘to till [the garden] and keep it’ 
(Gen. 2:15), or as has been said, ‘to bring out its powers’.9 
But in order to do this, man must himself live in obedience. 
His freedom is not absolute: 

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

This means that man was faced with a moral crisis; either 
he obeys and eats the fruit of the tree of life, and lives, or he 
disobeys and eats the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil, and dies. In other words, the knowledge of 
what is good and evil is for God to determine. It is for man 
to obey. (We might  

                                            
9  Cornelius Van Til, Common Grace and the Gospel, Presbyterian and 

Reformed, Phillipsburg, 1972, p. 99. 
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compare the phrase, ‘I want what is best for me/my family, 
etc.’. This usually means ‘I have determined what is best 
and intend to have it’, whereas what is best is what God 
declares to be the best, that is, what is in accord with his 
purpose.) This moral crisis will determine the whole 
direction of history. 
 Before the account of creation concludes, the rela-
tionship of man to the animal world is further explained 
and then the nature of the male–female relationship is 
specified (Gen. 2:18–25). First, it is made clear that the 
animal world, while good (Gen. 1:25), could never meet the 
particular social needs which man has.10 It should be noted, 
too, that in this account the animal life is created for man; 
this is not a contradiction of what was said in Genesis 1, but 
simply another way of looking at the unique position of 
man.  
 Secondly, woman is described as being the only creature 
appropriate to the need of man (‘a helper fit for him’, Gen. 
2:20). She is not at all inferior to man. Indeed the account of 
her formation presents her as of the same being as man, 
‘bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh’ (Gen. 2:23). The 
man is incomplete without woman and woman without 
man; they are complementary. Together they are Man.11 
 Genesis 2:24 is a reflection on what the relationship of 
male and female means now. So intimate is the union of 
man and woman that ‘a man (!) leaves  

                                            
10  Man's ‘social’ needs reflect the fact that God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—

is a ‘social’ God (cf. John 5:19-20; 14:31; Rom. 15:30). 
11  There are a number of words in Hebrew and two in Greek all translated by 

the one English word ‘man’. Speaking very generally, we may say that it was 
possible in both Greek and Hebrew to indicate, by the word used, whether it 
was man as mankind, in distinction from the animals, or man as male, in dis-
tinction from female, which is in mind. In English we do not have that luxury. 
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his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife, and they 
become one flesh’. It is no more possible to divide the union 
of a man and his wife than it is to divide one human body. 
This picture of the indissoluble nature of marriage relates 
not to social constraints but to the nature of man as male–
female in the image of God. Furthermore, the picture of 
man and woman in the simple purity of this relationship is 
very powerful, especially in the light of the shame which is 
now either endured or denied: 

 
And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed 
(Gen. 2:25). 

THE FALL OF MAN 

We have seen that true humanity is, by nature of the case, 
dependent upon God. Since God is Creator–King–Father, 
man can never be other than dependent creature–servant–
son/daughter. Furthermore, God has created male and 
female to be together a reflection of the nature of God. In so 
far as the Spirit is subordinate to the Son who is, in turn, 
subordinate to the Father—without either being in any way 
‘inferior’—there is the principle of superordination and 
subordination in the male–female relationship. This does 
not imply that the woman is in any way inferior to the man, 
but that her rich dignity and her glory lies in her 
subordination to her husband. Speaking of I Corinthians 
11:3, ‘But I want you to understand that the head of every 
man is Christ, the head of a woman is her husband, and the 
head of Christ is God’, Leon Morris says: 
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It is this subordination that is the important thing for Paul. Yet we 
should notice that he is not arguing for anything other than a 
partnership (cf. v. 11), though a partnership in which the man is the 
head of his household.12 
 

We may notice that when people come to know Christ, and 
become ‘a new creation’ (II Cor. 5:17) that is, they are 
restored to the content of the functional creation although 
without yet having the form, they are urged to return to the 
true nature of things, in particular, as regards authority. 
Hence in Ephesians 5:22–24 Paul urges: 

 
Wives, be subject to your husbands as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is 
the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is 
himself its Saviour. 24 As the church is subject to Christ, so let wives 
also be subject in everything to their husbands. 
 

Peter has a similar instruction (I Pet. 3:1) observing that 
such behaviour is the mark of ‘the holy women who hoped in 
God’ (I Pet. 3:5). 
 We observe this under this heading because there are 
many today who want to argue that the idea of 
subordination, usually, but wrongly, identified with 
inferiority, is related to the entrance of sin into human 
experience. They take Paul’s comment that in Christ ‘there 
is neither male nor female’ (Gal. 3:28) to mean there is 
absolute equality of the sexes in Christ. We will need to 
examine the nature of the Fall to see that what took place 
was not the entrance of subordination but the entrance of 
the wrong use of authority, associated with resentment and 
the desire to manipulate. 

                                            
12 The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, Tyndale New Testament 

Commentaries, The Tyndale Press, London, 1958, p. 152. 
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 The description of Genesis 3 shows that man ceased to 
be dependent upon God. He chose to assert his own right to 
decide what is good and evil, and so be ‘as God’ (3:5) instead 
of as he already was, ‘like God’. This took place with the 
deception of Eve and the deliberate disobedience of Adam. 
This involved the conscious rejection of the word of God and 
the substitution of another word, the word of the serpent. 
 The command of Genesis 2:16–17 was the word of God. 
Hebrews 4:12 tells us that ‘the word of God is living’ and 
Deuteronomy 30:15ff. that the command of God is with a 
view to life. Thus the word of Genesis 2:16–17 was not 
merely negative, ‘you shall die’, but was, by implication, 
positive, ‘do not eat of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil and die but eat of the fruit of the tree of life 
and live’. This agrees with Deuteronomy 8:3, ‘Man does not 
live by bread alone but by every word which proceeds from 
the mouth of God’. The word of God is then living, that is, it 
is dynamic and so life giving. To have lived in obedience 
would have meant living not so much under the restrictions 
of law as in the delight of hearing the word of God which 
constantly came to man (see Gen. 3:10). 
 The rejection of this word of God could not mean that 
man is now free from the need for a living word nor that he 
can produce a living word out of his own being, however 
much he may assume this to be the case. Man cannot avoid 
the reality of his own nature; being created to be one who 
lives by the word, he must now have a word which 
approximates to the word of God. Initially this was the word 
of his wife (Gen. 3:17) but soon his life would be littered 
with alternate words. Later they would come from false  
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prophets, who could only hope to gain acceptance when 
what they said had the form of the word of God, albeit 
always without the substance (cf. Jer. 23:18–32; see esp. v. 
30 where the false prophets, who are bereft of a living word 
themselves and who are unwilling to come into the presence 
of God to hear his word directly, ‘steal [God’s] words from 
one another’). Instead of their word being a life giving word, 
it will always result in death (cf. Jer. 6:13–14). The strength 
of the false word is that it is what men and women want to 
hear (Jer. 5:30–31). 
 This is seen in Genesis 3:10 where Adam was afraid of 
the voice/sound of God in the garden. It is seen in Genesis 4 
where the murder of Abel is described. Jesus explained that 
the reason why Abel was murdered was that he was a 
prophet (Matt. 23:34–35; Luke 11:49–51). Abel as a man of 
faith (Heb. 11:4), a righteous man (I John 3:12), was one 
who heard the word of God without the barriers of guilt; 
therefore what he said would have been the words of one 
who spoke from the presence of God. It was this which his 
brother could not tolerate. 
 Other things resulted from the rejection of the word of 
God. Man was excluded from the garden. This did not 
necessarily mean that he must go away from the garden as 
much as that the garden ceased to be the garden to him. 
Once he was to till the ground and keep it (Gen. 2:15) but 
now the ground is cursed because of him and it no longer 
produces all that is required apart from Adam toiling to 
defeat the now hostile environment (Gen. 3:17–19). Paul 
says that the creation has been subjected to futility, that is, 
it cannot fulfil its created purpose. He adds that God is the 
one who did this, and that he subjected it to futility ‘in hope’ 
(Rom. 8:20). This means that creation,  
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although coming from the hand of God, cannot be complete 
and fully functional until all sin is finally removed. As we 
have seen, history is to be understood in this light, and so 
we may say that the curse of the ground will never be 
reversed until there is a new heaven and a new earth (Rev. 
21:1, 4; 22:1–5).13 
 What is particularly seen is that the first relationship to 
suffer, after the breach of relationship with God, was that of 
the man and the woman. The following passage is very 
helpful: 
 

Man—the male—was separated from the woman. The polarity of the 
male-female entity, and its harmonious rhythm was broken. Virtually 
two races emerged from the Fall: (a) man the male, and (b) woman the 
female. They were now divided. The male blamed the woman. Whilst 
[the] ‘two-bodies-in-one’ relationship may well have continued, the 
utter ‘one-flesh’ union was disturbed. Man, i.e. man-and-woman did not 
know love as they had known it, either with God or each other. This 
meant that true and full sexuality was disturbed. True sexuality 
depends on God’s love to Man and on true wholesome love of the male 
and female to each other. 
 When male becomes male for his own sake, and female female for hers, 
and so each is an orbit in itself, then the heart of genuine sexuality has 
gone. When the male has his masculinity for himself, and the female 
represents the object he is seeking for himself, then genuine sexuality is 
perverted and distorted. When male and female come together for the 
use of each other, procreation becomes a contract, and marriage has to 
be contained within the legality of a solemn commitment, and the 
awareness of relationships carried on under such legality. There is no 
ontological freedom here, no joyful mutuality, no healthy polarity of 
male and female, and so no integral unity, no true love. 
 With what we have said above—if it be true—then true sexuality in a 
world of fallen human creatures is rarely known  

                                            
13  See page 5. 

UNDERSTANDING MAN 19

and exercised. We may have to say . . . that sexuality may really only be 
known in rich and satisfying form under the grace of God! 
 The reason for the curse [Gen. 3:14–19] was not an irrational anger on 
the part of God, but the result of Man’s sin . . . the man ‘passed the buck’ 
to the woman, and the woman to the serpent. There was a refusal to 
accept accountability, and re-sponsibility. God said to the serpent, 
‘Because [explicit]. . .’, and to the man, ‘Because [implied] . . .’, and to the 
woman, ‘Because [explicit)] . . .’ The curse in its various forms came 
because . . .  

 Notice that the curse is not a command. God says, 
‘Because . . .’ and tells the man and the woman how things 
will be. He does not say to the woman, ‘Suffer in childbirth’, 
nor say to the man, ‘Rule over your wife . . . toil  . . . sweat’. 
The curse is a lessening of the utter peace, and Man must 
recognise that things have changed from the conditions of 
Paradise.14 

THE GRACE OF GOD 

In Genesis 3:14–15, following immediately on the rejection 
by Adam and Eve of the purposes of God for them, there is 
the declaration by God that his purposes will indeed be 
accomplished: 

 
The LORD God said to the serpent . . . ‘I will put enmity between you 
and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise 
your head, and you shall bruise his heel.’ 
 

The grace of God is his action to restore to man that which 
he lost in the Fall. There was no question of Adam and Eve 
having any claim on God; the grace of God flows entirely 
from the character of God and  

                                            
14 Geoffrey Bingham, God's Glory, Man's Sexuality, N.C.P.I., Blackwood, 1988, 

pp. 59ff. 
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his faithfulness to his own purposes. This is made even 
more plain when it is seen that this promise was made 
while Adam and Eve were engaging in mutual 
recriminations. 
 Whether or not Adam and Eve believed the promise of 
God is unknown. But we can see that from the moment that 
sin entered human experience, the promise of God became 
the determining factor for all human existence. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Man and Men 

Genesis chapters 1–11 are often referred to as ‘pre-history’, 
meaning that it is generally not possible to date the events 
they describe, whereas the appearance of Abraham in 
Genesis 12 may be dated at about 1900 B.C. We have 
already noted the vagueness of the description of the garden 
in Eden.  
 These chapters are not intended primarily to provide 
historical data. Instead they provide a strong theological 
explanation for the condition of the world as we know it. 
More particularly they set the stage for the outworking of 
the great acts of salvation which were commenced with the 
call of Abram and the establishment of God’s covenant with 
him and his posterity. 

CAIN AND ABEL 

It is from this viewpoint that we should examine the stories 
of Cain and Abel, Noah, and the tower of Babel, etc. 
Questions such as ‘where did Cain get his wife?’15, etc. would 
then be seen to be irrelevant. It is  

                                            
15 The story understands that the earth was populated, see Genesis          4:14–

15.  
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the theological thrust which is dominant (that is, how does 
our knowledge of God and his character explain the issues 
involved in the particular incident?). 
 The story of Cain and Abel demonstrates the effects of 
sin among two brothers. They both worship, but one does so 
in faith (Heb. 11:4)16 while the other has correct actions 
(grain offerings were perfectly acceptable in later Israel) but 
they were acts without faith. Hence Cain’s deeds can be 
described as ‘evil’ (I John 3:12; cf. Rom. 14:23). Paul lists 
among the works of the flesh ‘anger’ (Gal. 5:20), and Cain is 
shown to be a man of the flesh—he lives and walks 
according to the flesh; he has the mindset of the flesh (Rom. 
8:4–8).  
 The statement of Genesis 4:6–7 explains that man is 
responsible before God not to sin: 

 
The LORD said to Cain, ‘Why are you angry, and why has your 
countenance fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? and if you 
do not do well, sin is couching at the door; its desire is for you, but you 
must master it.’ 
 

Cain immediately refused to act upon this responsibility, 
but instead invited his brother into the field where he 
murdered him. He was then at once confronted by God and 
again denied any responsibility (Gen. 4:9; cf. 3:12). His 
punishment was to be ‘a fugitive and a wanderer on the 
earth’ (Gen. 4:12). The meaning of this judgment seems to 
be that he would continually come into conflict with people 
wherever he went (Gen. 4:13–15). Cain dwelt in the land of 
‘Nod’ (Gen. 4:16), which means ‘wandering’, and  

                                            
16  See p. 17 above. 
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thus ‘Nod’ is not meant to be a precise description of a 
locality. 
 However, there is one element which demonstrates that 
even in wrath God remembers mercy, namely his act to 
protect Cain from being killed by putting a protective mark 
upon him. The mark of Cain was not so much a sign of God’s 
curse but of God’s mercy. 
 The story of Lamech and his revenge follows (Gen. 4:23–
24), and is understood to be the extension of the violence of 
Cain, as sin spread its effects more widely. It may also have 
provided the basis for Jesus’ instruction concerning 
forgiveness being seventy times seven (Matt. 18:21–22), not 
as a specific number but as a reversal of the effects of the 
Fall. 
 We should note that while the ungodly line continued 
through Cain, there was also a godly line of men and 
women, through Seth (Gen. 4:25–26); note especially Enoch, 
who ‘walked with God’ (Gen. 5:24).  

NOAH 

Of even greater significance was Noah (Gen. 6–9). His story 
is introduced, in Genesis 6:1–5, by a passage which spells 
out the corruption of humanity.  

 
When men began to multiply on the face of the ground, and daughters 
were born to them, 2 the sons of God saw that the daughters of men 
were fair; and they took to wife such of them as they chose. 3 Then the 
LORD said, ‘My spirit shall not abide in man for ever, for he is flesh, but 
his days shall be a hundred and twenty years.’ 4 The Nephilim were on 
the earth in those days, and also afterward, when the sons of God came 
in to the daughters of men, and they bore children to them. These were 
the mighty men that were of  
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old, the men of renown. 5 The LORD saw that the wickedness of man 
was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his 
heart was only evil continually.  

This passage is not without difficulty and varying views 
have been offered to explain the difficulties:   

The first is that angels cohabited with human females, and as a result a 
new breed of humans emerged, called Nephilim, and they were giants. 
The second is that the account of Cain[’s] and Seth’s posterity is 
completed when it is shown that Cain’s male descendants married the 
female descendants of Seth, the result being that man becomes ‘flesh’, 
that is, has descended to materialistic living. The Nephilim were not so 
much renowned for being great in the sense of true greatness, as they 
were tyrants, ‘men of a name’ (cf. Gen. 11:4). There is a third view that 
‘sons of God’ means ‘sons of the gods’ who were pagan tyrants, taking 
women as and when they wished, and cohabiting without morals. In any 
case, man’s plight is shown to be immoral and evil. Genesis 6:5 is a powerful 
description of the sorry pass to which created man has come. So much so that 
God decides to judge men, and execute that judgment in the flood.17  

Whatever our interpretation of this passage, it is clear that 
the result was the total corruption of man: ‘the wickedness 
of man was great in the earth, and . . . every imagination of 
the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually’ (cf. 6:11–
13).  
 Furthermore, the time for judgment had come. In 
Genesis 6:3 God says that ‘My spirit shall not abide in man 
for ever, for he is flesh, but his days shall be a hundred and 
twenty years.’ Again there have been differences of 
approach to this statement, but in general we may take it to 
mean that whereas the Spirit would once have worked 
moral restraint in man he would do so no longer; man had 
rejected the gift of God and so functioned as flesh, that is, 
without the  

                                            
17  Geoffrey Bingham, Salvation History, N.C.P.I., Blackwood, n.d.  p. 6. 
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Spirit. Now there is only judgment, which will come within 
one hundred and twenty years.  
 The godly line which commenced with Seth is now only 
represented by Noah, who is described as ‘a righteous man, 
blameless in his generation’ (Gen. 6:9). Evidently his family 
was included under the ‘favour’ (Gen. 6:8) shown to Noah. It 
seems clear that Noah was able to be godly because of the 
grace shown to him, over against the rest of the world which 
had been given up to judgment (Gen. 6:7–8).  
 Once again, it is not possible to get complete agreement 
concerning the ‘scientific’ details of the Flood.18 However, 
there can be no doubt as to the emphasis of the biblical 
account. What is in view is the action of God’s holiness 
against the utter corruption of men and women, and his 
great grace in saving Noah and his family, as well as, by 
them, ensuring that creation continues. Indeed, creation is 
given a fresh start through this judgment. This is made 
plain by the covenant which God made with Noah (Gen. 
9:1–17). The creational ‘mandate’ was restated (vv. 1–3), 
with the difference that the prohibition was now the eating 
of ‘flesh with its life, that is, its blood’ (v. 4). Suggested 
explanations of this prohibition include the superstitious 
drinking of blood and the practice of eating meat without 
first draining the blood from the carcass, as if to say that 
man must not act like a wild beast but must show the 
dignity of his position as well as respecting the animal 
which God had  

                                            
18  cf. article, ‘Flood’, in The New Bible Dictionary, The Intervarsity Fellowship, 

London, 1962, pp. 426–429: ‘No certain geological evidence of the biblical 
Flood is known . . . and any scheme to place the events  described in Genesis 
in their actual historical setting can be no more than tentative’ (p. 429). It 
should be noted, however, that others would strongly insist that the biblical 
Flood can  be specifically identified.  
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provided for food.19 The prohibition led to the declaration by 
God that the shedding of a man’s blood, that is, the act of 
killing him, brought the killer, whether man or beast, under 
judgment, be-cause to attack a human being is to attack the 
image of God. If either man or beast kills a human being, 
then the penalty is death. What is more, verse 6 indicates 
that this judgment of God upon murder is to be carried out 
by ‘man’. 
 Lest we should think that history may be continually 
interrupted by God’s judgments in this way, God 
established his covenant with Noah, in which he promised 
that he would never again destroy the world by flood. All 
creation was included in the covenant (vv. 8–17). The sign of 
the covenant was the rainbow, which possibly represented a 
bow, not taken up in anger, but resting upon the earth. 
 What is clear from the story of Noah, however, is that 
sin had not ceased. The judgment of the Flood was not 
sufficient to restore creation to its pre-Fall glory. Hence we 
are given the cryptic story of Noah becoming drunk and the 
violation of his dignity by his son, Ham. This resulted in a 
prophetic curse upon Canaan, Ham’s son (Gen. 9:18–28). In 
this, Noah indicated that there would be a hierarchy among 
his sons, with Shem being pre-eminent, Japheth being in 
some way dependent upon him, and Canaan (that is, Ham’s 
descendants) being slave to both.  
 What follows, in chapter 10, is a list of the descendants 
of Noah. What we observe is that they include  

                                            
19  The prohibition may well be an anticipation of the command of Leviticus 

17:10–11, where the blood must not be eaten because it is the gift of God with 
a view to the great act of propitiatory sacrifice. 
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many of the nations (Gen. 10:6). The chapter concludes that 
‘from these [families of the sons of Noah] the nations spread 
abroad on the earth after the flood’ (Gen. 10:32). It remains 
for Genesis 11:1–9 to explain how this spread occurred. 

THE TOWER OF BABEL 

We must return for a moment to Genesis 10:8–10 where 
Nimrod is described as ‘a mighty hunter before the Lord’, a 
title meaning that he was one who hunted men in order to 
form for himself a kingdom and that the Lord observed him 
(though it was not a passive observation, cf. Hab. 1:13 
where the prophet is saying that God cannot look upon evil 
and not judge it). Nimrod also formed cities. His formation 
of a kingdom and cities is at variance with the command 
given at creation to fill the earth. Nimrod is the one who 
exemplifies the rejection of the revealed purposes of God.20  

                                            
20  Geoffrey Bingham, Salvation History, p. 7, has the following very important 

NOTE ON PRE-FLOOD PROPHECY 
When we realise that the writer of Genesis was in possession of material which 

is not now to hand, then we have to read very carefully the resources which 
are ours. The following facts emerge: 
(i) Adam and Eve heard the prophecy of God against Satan, in Gen. 3:15. By 

this they would understand the principles which would henceforward 
be at work—the conflict between God and Satan, and this with a view to 
man's redemption. 

(ii) Abel was a prophet, and prophesied. cf. Luke 11:50–51, I John 3:11f. His 
prophecy was powerful enough to cause Cain to kill him. It must also 
have indicated the course of history. 

(iii) Enoch was a prophet. Comparing Gen. 5:21–24 and Jude 14–15, we see 
the prophecy must have related to Christ, and the judgment to come (cf. 
Dan. 7:10, 13–14). 

(iv) Noah also prophesied. cf. II Pet. 2:5; Gen 6:3. 
From this we can realise that man has had the truth, through the prophets, since 

the world began. cf. Luke. 1:70; Acts 3:21. From all this we may deduce two 
conclusions— 
(a) God had planned all things from before time (II Tim. 1:9–10;          I Cor. 

2:6ff.; Matt. 25:41; etc.) and had told them by the prophets. 
(b) Man knew the plan and intention of God but rebelled against it. 
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 The rejection of the plan of God does not in any way 
hinder the outworking of that plan. Indeed, the rejection is, 
mysteriously, part of the plan (Psalm 76:10). Thus the story 
of the tower in Babel reveals the way that Nimrod 
(representing man in his corporate rebellion) chose to 
establish his own pro-gram for history. He intended (i) to 
build a city (Genesis 11:3–4a) which would survive the 
ravages of time and weather; (ii) ‘to build a tower with its 
top in the heavens’ (Genesis 11:4b), possibly indicating that 
by their own efforts they would reach the abode of God, 
either symbolically or literally; and (iii) to ‘make a name for 
ourselves, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the 
whole earth’ (Genesis 11:4c; contrast Genesis 12:2). To make 
a name for themselves was to establish their own identity 
with-in creation, which implies setting their own standards 
and goals. 
 This blatant repudiation of God’s purposes brought the 
action of God to fulfil his purposes. He said: 
 

Behold, they are one people and they have all one language; and this is 
only the beginning of what they will do; and nothing that they propose 
to do will now be impossible for them. Come, let us [note the plural] go 
down, and there confuse their language, that they may not understand 
one another’s speech    (Gen. 11:6–7). 

                                                                                                     
Hence we conclude that salvation history is a clear fact of Scripture, and may 

not be understood apart from the plan and prophecy. In this way, God's 
righteous wrath is wholly vindicated. 
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 Man may retain his rebellion, but it is no longer possible 
for him to unite in his opposition to God. True unity must 
await the action of God to restore creation to its intended 
function (cf. Rev. 17:16–17; Eph. 4:1; 1:10). Meanwhile 
Babel and Babylon stand in Scripture for the city of man in 
contrast to the city of God. 
  

* * * * * 
  
Much time has been spent on the first eleven chapters of 
Genesis. This is because they provide us with the 
theological basis for understanding the world as we now 
know it. That means that it is only from the perspective of 
faith that we will have a true understanding of the world 
with its divisions between men and women, between 
brothers and between nations. However others may 
rationalise the world and its problems, at best their 
rationalisations will only be a recognition of secondary 
causes. The real reason why creation cannot provide man 
with the satisfaction he craves is that God will not permit it 
(Rom. 8:20); only in Christ can men and women know true 
unity (see Eph. 5:21ff; etc.) and only in Christ can there be 
true brotherhood under the Father (Rom. 8:14ff.) and true 
unity among the nations (Matt. 28:18ff.; Rev. 22:2). 
 With the conclusion of Genesis 1–11, the stage is set for 
the outworking of the great events of redemption, which 
commence with the call of Abram in Genesis 12:1. Genesis 
11 concludes, then, by showing how the line of Shem leads 
to Terah and his son Abram, who, along with their family, 
join the great migration from Ur of the Chaldees westward 
to the land of Canaan. It is from this point that we enter the  
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world with which we are familiar, the world of history and 
the world in which we experience the redemptive purposes 
of God. 
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CHAPTER 4 

‘Father Abraham’21 

The introduction of Abraham in Genesis 11:27ff. is of great 
significance. For example, Hebrews 2:16 says that ‘it is not 
with angels that [God] is concerned but with the 
descendants of Abraham’, and in Romans 9–11 Paul 
indicates that (a) mere physical descent from Abraham 
means nothing (Rom. 9:7; cf. Matt. 3:9; John 8:31–44), and 
(b) when a Gentile comes to faith he is grafted in to the 
stock of Abraham (Rom. 11:1, 17–20). In other words, it is 
difficult to understand the nature of the Kingdom of God 
and so the nature of salvation apart from an understanding 
of the role of Abraham in the purposes of God. 
 When we first meet Abraham, he is known as Abram (a 
name meaning ‘father of height’ i.e. ‘exalted father’ and used 
from Genesis 11–17) although he is more usually known as 
Abraham (meaning ‘father of a multitude’, Gen. 17:5). When 
he appears, and this can generally be dated at about 1900 
B.C., he was resident with his family in Mesopotamia 
(modern Iraq), at Ur of the Chaldees (Gen. 11:28–31).  

                                            
21 Luke 16:24 
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 Idolatry was rife in Ur (cf. Josh. 24:2, 14–15; cf. Jer. 
50:38). Stephen said that it was while he was still in Ur, 
before he and his family moved to Haran, that 

 
The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham, when he was in 
Mesopotamia, before he lived in Haran, and said to him, ‘Depart from 
your land and from your kindred and go into the land which I will show 
you’ (Acts 7:2–3). 
 

It is conspicuous that when God called him, Abraham went 
(Gen. 12:4; cf. Mark 1:16–18; etc.). 
 Abraham is recognised as a righteous man. This is not 
because of his superior moral qualities but because he was a 
man of faith (Gen. 15:6; cf. also Rom. 4:1–22; Heb. 11:8–12, 
17–19). This was probably quite unique in Ur. He is also 
called a prophet (Gen. 20:7; note the context!). There is no 
implication that Abraham was other than a descendant of 
Adam with all that that implied, but what set Abraham 
apart was the fact that as a prophet he heard the word of 
God, and as a man of faith he believed that word. It is this 
which provides the clue to the unique role of Abraham in 
human history. 
 It should be noted that within the Scriptures God is 
never called the God of Adam or even the God of Noah: he is 
always known as ‘the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’. If 
what we have said of Genesis 1–11 is correct, namely that it 
provides the theological backdrop for our understanding of 
history, and that history is the action of God in fulfilling his 
purposes, then we can say that, in one sense, ‘Abraham is 
the father-figure of all history’.22 All of history can only be 
understood finally when Abraham is understood. In 
addition to the elements listed above, we should also  

                                            
22 Geoffrey Bingham, Salvation History, p. 9. 
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note the great prophetic song of Zechariah in Luke 1:68–79. 
All that was taking place was the result of ‘the oath which 
[God] swore to our father Abraham . . .’ (v. 73, although the 
whole song ought to be read and studied). 
 The unique role of Abraham is not that he was righteous 
by faith, nor even that he believed the word of God that 
came to him, but that he believed the promise of God which 
initiated the whole program of salvation in history. Acts 
17:24–27 indicates that God has always had the nations in 
view, creating them in order that they should feel afterhim 
and find him. We have observed the way God brought about 
the scattering of the nations (Gen. 11:1–9) and have noted 
that this was in fulfilment of his own command to Adam to 
‘multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it’ (Gen. 1:28). But 
we have seen that the scattering of the nations was the 
scattering of nations which were still hostile to God. So it is 
that the promise of Genesis 12:1–3, filled out on later oc-
casions, is so significant. 

 
Now the LORD said to Abraham, ‘Go from your country and your 
kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. 2 And 
I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your 
name great,23 so that you will be a blessing. 3 And I will bless those who 
bless you, and him who curses you I will curse; and by you all the 
families of the earth will bless themselves.’ 
 

When we recall the great promise of Genesis 3:15 we can see 
that the curse of the Fall was now beginning to be reversed. 
The program had begun. God was now calling to himself a 
people for his own possession, and in order that through 
them the nations  

                                            
23 Contrast Genesis 11:4. 
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may be restored to their rightful place. If we follow through 
this theme, we may note such statements as Genesis 49:10 
where the nations will bring their obedience to the 
descendant of Judah; Exodus 19:6 where Israel is to be a 
kingdom of priests, that is, they will be the people who 
mediate God to the nations round about; Isaiah 2:2–4 where 
the nations will flow to a renewed Israel; and Ezekiel 36:22–
36 which elaborates more fully on the elements of that re-
newal and its effects upon the nations round about.  
 In Isaiah 42:1–6, the promise to the nations is spelled 
out in terms of the Servant of the Lord. Here the nations 
will receive justice (v. 1; cf. vv. 3, 4). The result of this 
justice is the ‘Gentile gods’ claim to divinity being declared 
to be nothing’24 (cf. v. 8). Further, the Servant is to be a 
‘covenant to the people25, a light to the nations’ (v. 6). 
Although Israel is called the Servant of the Lord (Isa. 41:8; 
etc.), it becomes plain when Isaiah’s other references to the 
Servant are examined that there will be one who comes as 
the Servant and who, in doing so, stands in contrast to 
Israel which could not and would not fulfil the role God had 
given it (see especially Isa. 52:7–10; 52:13—53:12).  
 The great fulfilment of this action of the Servant will be 
that the liberated nations (including those liberated from 
among physical Israel) will stream into Zion (Isa. 59:20—
60:14; 61:1–6). In the light of this great prophecy, it only 
remains for the New Testament to show how this takes 
place with the Servant (Acts 4:27) bearing the sin of the 
world and  

                                            
24  Claus Westermann, Isaiah 40–66, Old Testament Library, S.C.M., London, 

1969, p. 95. 
25  Whether the ‘people’ referred to is Israel or the Gentiles is not clear. 
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so judging the world (John 12:31) and therefore 
commanding his disciples to ‘make disciples of all nations’ 
(Matt. 28:18–20). The great climax of Revelation 21:22—
22:5, with the nations bringing their glory into the city of 
God, is surely the fulfilment of Isaiah 60:1–3, etc. Now when 
we recall that those who come to the people of God in this 
way can only do so by faith, then we are confronted with the 
fact that they have, by faith, become children of Abraham 
(Gal. 3:6–9, 29). The covenant made by God to that one man 
has come to fulfilment (cf. Gen. 15:1–6 and Rev. 7:9). 

THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL 

The account of Abraham and his descendants shows us how 
the fulfilment of the promises was outworked in history. 
While the details of these stories are of great interest, they 
are not our immediate concern. We must, however, see that 
it was the element of the promise of God which was so 
dominant in all of them. Paul stresses this in Romans 9:6–
12. Isaac was born quite against normal human 
expectations (Gen. 18:9–15; Rom. 4:16–22; Heb. 11:11–12). 
The usual patterns of inheritance and blessing were over-
turned in the case of Jacob and Esau (Gen. 25:29–34; 27:1–
40). Jacob himself was changed from being the ‘Deceiver’ or 
‘Supplanter’ (Gen. 25:19–26) to being Israel, ‘He who strives 
with God’ (Gen. 32:24–31), because he knew that God, 
through his father Isaac, had promised to bless him and he 
would not give up until he had received what was promised 
(Gen. 32:26; cf. Isa. 62:1–7). This did not mean that Jacob 
always struggled with God to receive the blessing in  
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the correct way, but nonetheless the promise of God was the 
essential factor in his life and the lives of his descendants 
(Gen. 48:3–4). 
 The events which brought Jacob’s son, Joseph, down to 
Egypt and the way by which he was preserved are well 
known (Gen. 37; 39–41). As we have seen, when Joseph’s 
brothers feared for their lives after their father’s death, 
Joseph reminded them that all that took place was in the 
plan and purpose of God:  

 
As for you, you meant evil against me; but God meant it for good, to 
bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today 
(Gen. 50:20). 
 

In other words, God’s intention was not simply the 
preservation of Joseph but the preservation of the children 
of Israel. All lay within the purposes of God. The presence of 
Israel in Egypt had already been foretold to Abraham (Gen. 
15:12–16); furthermore, the timing was specifically 
indicated as relating the action of God in judging the 
Amorites. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Bondage and  
Deliverance 

We have seen that God told Abraham that his de-scendants 
would be slaves ‘in a land that is not theirs . . . and they 
shall come back here in the fourth generation’ (Gen. 15:13–
16). Furthermore, just as the return would be at the time for 
judgment upon the inhabitants of the land of Canaan, so, 
when those descendants are released from their slavery, 
there would be great judgment upon their captors and 
prosperity for those set free.  
 We should be constantly aware that such prophecies 
were not given in isolation. Instead, they must be seen in 
the overall context of God’s actions in history; that is, they 
find their final rationale not simply in the release of a slave 
people but in the overall plan and purpose of God for 
history. Indeed, the events of the bondage of Israel and its 
deliverance are easily seen in this light because they 
actually provide the pattern for the later and even more 
climactic deliverance effected by Christ. However, it should 
be observed that the Old Testament accounts provide little 
in the way of this theological reflection. They are more 
concerned to reveal that ‘God is  
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shown by His acts, communicated through His prophets, and 
obeyed in His commands’.26 In other words, Israel’s 
experience of God and his saving acts was immediate and 
powerful (cf. Exod. 15, esp. vv. 1, 11).  

THE NATURE OF BONDAGE 

Following the exaltation of Joseph, the descendants of 
Abraham, the children of Israel, initially seventy persons 
(Exod. 1:5), lived and prospered in Egypt. The early 
chapters of Exodus describe the way the attitude of the 
Egyptians changed from one of welcome to one of fierce 
hostility towards the children of Israel. There was even an 
indirect attempt at genocide when the command was issued 
to throw all the male babies into the Nile. But, as is seen so 
often in the Scriptures, the very attempt to destroy the work 
of God actually resulted in the furtherance of that work. 
The command to kill the male children resulted in the 
adoption of one of those children into the royal household 
(Exod. 2:1–10).  
 It ought not be assumed that Israel was in some way 
deserving of God’s intervention on their behalf. Ezekiel 
20:1–8 tells that Israel, although in slavery to the 
Egyptians, was also, and equally, if not more deeply, in 
bondage to the idols of Egypt (see Rom. 1:18–23; I Cor. 12:2; 
I Thess. 1:9–10; I John 5:21). Even after their deliverance, 
the people of Israel continued to look to their life in Egypt 
with mixed feelings (Exod. 16:3; Num. 11:4–5). What is more, 
when Moses made an attempt, on his own volition, to rescue 
a  

                                            
26 Geoffrey Bingham, Salvation History, p. 12. 
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suffering Israelite, that attempt was treated with contempt 
(Exod. 2:11–14). The following description puts the issues 
clearly but gently: 

 
For you are a people holy to the LORD your God; the LORD your God 
has chosen you to be a people for his own possession, out of all the 
peoples that are on the face of the earth. It was not because you were 
more in number than any other people that the LORD set his love upon 
you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples; but it is 
because the LORD loves you, and is keeping the oath which he swore to 
your fathers, that the LORD has brought you out with a mighty hand, 
and redeemed you from the house of bondage, from the hand of 
Pharaoh king of Egypt. (Deut. 7:6–8). 
 

The initiative lay entirely with God. Specifically, all that 
was about to take place flowed from the faithfulness of God 
to his own promises. These promises were first those made 
to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Exod. 2:23–25) but, as we 
have seen, those were in turn the fulfilment of the eternal 
covenant made before the foundation of the world. This is 
expressed in Exodus 3:13–16, where Moses asks the name of 
God in order to tell the captive Hebrews what it is. God’s 
reply is: 

 
I AM WHO I AM . . . say this to the people of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to 
you’ . . . The LORD, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the 
God of Isaac and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’: this is my name 
for ever. 
 

‘I AM WHO I AM’ means that God is actively present, in his 
own way, with his people.27 As he was with  

                                            
27  A. König, The Doctrine of God, University of South Africa, Pretoria, 1973, p. 

134. König adds that the use of Exodus 3:14 to show that God is ‘the absolute 
being’ is more the result of the influence of Platonic thought on the translators 
of the LXX than on a correct assessment of the original Hebrew of this text. 
He says, ‘The Hebrew reads:  hyha rVa hyha and the Septuagint  jEgw eijmi oJj 
w[n. The noteworthy fact is, however, that God here describes his name by 
means of a verb and not a noun (substantive). From this we may therefore not 
deduce that God is the eternal, absolute being, but rather that God does 
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Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, in the same way he is and will 
be with Israel. He is always in action. 

DELIVERANCE 

The events of the Exodus are set out in Exodus 3–15. Moses 
was sent to Pharaoh with the demand: ‘Thus says the 
LORD, Israel is my first-born son, and I say to you, “Let my 
son go that he may serve me” ’ (4:22). Israel’s liberty is not 
from service but for true service (cf. Rom. 6:12–18), and this 
service is related to worship28 (Exod. 5:1, 3; cf. Rom. 12:1). 
The issuing of this demand did not, however, result in 
Israel’s freedom but in an increase of her burden (Exod. 5:5–
14). But, again, this provided the opportunity for an even 
greater revelation of the character of God as the plagues 
(‘signs’, Exod. 4:17; ‘wonders’, Exod. 3:2029) were 
subsequently poured out upon Egypt. It has been repeatedly 
shown that the various plagues would have been 
particularly galling to the Egyptians  

                                                                                                     
something. Exegetes are almost unanimous that hyh cannot be rendered esse, 
but rather should be translated  by a combination of being, becoming and 
working. hyh actually expresses the opposite of Plato’s “god” as unmoved, 
unchangeable being. This text is rendered by Kuitert . . . “I shall be actively 
present (the imperfect) in my own way”.’ He adds, ‘J. Ratzinger has also 
studied this text fully . . . and he sees even in the Septuagint translation a 
Hellenising and philosophising of the text’ (p. 154). 

28 ‘Worship’ and ‘serve’ are both possible translations of the Hebrew word. 
29  The language of ‘signs and wonders’ in the Old Testament is largely confined 

to the events associated with the Exodus. If ‘signs and wonders’ relate to the 
salvation of Israel, they equally relate to the judgment of Israel’s, and so 
God’s, enemies. 
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as each judgment was a revelation of the ineffectiveness of 
their gods (Exod. 12:1230). 

 
The Nile was a main object of worship; the frog was sacred as a symbol 
of fertility; of the cattle, the ram, the goat and the bull were sacred; the 
sun-god Ra was eclipsed and proved impotent by the plague of 
darkness . . . Many expositors consider that [the plague of flies] was a 
[plague of a] species of beetle. This insect, the scarab, was an emblem of 
Ra the sun-god and therefore, as a sacred object like the frogs, its 
obnoxious presence could not be removed by killing it.31 
 

 The great plague of the death of the first-born of the 
Egyptians was directly related to the salvation of the 
LORD’S first-born. However, for Israel to escape the 
judgment required that she come under the cov-ering 
provided by God through the blood of the Passover lamb 
(Exod. 12:1–13). The significance of the Passover and the 
deliverance from Egypt which flowed from it, was to be 
commemorated annually (Exod. 12:1–2, 14, 25ff.). But there 
was also an element of anticipation in the feast in that it 
looked forward to ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sin 
of the world!’ (John 1:29; cf. John 8:34; 19:36; I Cor. 5:6–7). 
 The destruction of the Egyptian army at the ‘Reed Sea’32 
marked the end of Israel’s bondage. It was all God’s doing 
(Exod. 14:30–31). Furthermore, the burst of praise that 
went up following the destruction of  

                                            
30 See pp. 34–35 above, where the same point is made concerning the Servant 

of the Lord’s role of bringing ‘justice to the nations’ (Isa. 42:1–8). 
31  J. C. Connell, ‘Exodus’, The New Bible Commentary, Inter-Varsity 

Fellowship, London, 1954, p. 112. 
32  The title, ‘Red Sea’ translates the LXX, whereas the Hebrew has ‘Sea of 

Reeds’. The latter ‘is used to cover: (a) the Bitter Lakes region in the Egyptian 
Delta north of Suez, along the line of the present Suez Canal; and (b) the 
Gulfs of Suez and Aqabah and possibly the Red Sea proper beyond these’ (K. 
A. Kitchen, ‘Red Sea’, The New Bible Dictionary, Inter-Varsity Fellowship, 
London, 1962, pp. 1077f.). 
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the enemy also provided the pattern for the great song of 
triumph from those who had conquered the beast and its 
image, in Revelation 15:1–4 (cf. Exod. 15:11; etc.). 
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CHAPTER 6 

The Covenant People 

The Israel who came out of Egypt was a large group33 of 
former slaves, lacking cohesion and purpose, although it did 
have an eldership structure (Exod. 4:29; 16:22; 17:5; etc.). 
Moses was the leader, but the people moved on God’s 
instruction (Exod. 14:1–4). 
The route taken by the departing Israelites was not the 
shortest route; there was a route which followed the coast 
(the Way of the Land of the Philistines) but taking that 
route would have brought the people quickly into conflict 
with the Egyptian garrison stationed towards the River of 
Egypt. More than that, had Israel gone immediately to 
Canaan, it would not have received the revelations which 
God was to give of his power (the destruction of the 
Egyptian force, the provision of food and water, etc.) and his 
character as the God of the covenant. Almost certainly, 
without this revelation, Israel would immediately  

                                            
33 The number is given as 600,000 men plus women and children in Exodus 

12:37. This would make a total of about 2 million people, although the 
preservation of the numbers in this and other texts has been subject to debate 
(see, for example, G. Wenham, Numbers, Tyndale Old Testament 
Commentaries, Inter-Varsity Press, Leicester, 1981, pp. 60ff.). Also a large 
number of others, who were not members of Israel, took the opportunity to 
escape with them. It was this latter group who occasionally caused trouble 
within Israel. See Numbers 11:4. 
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have exchanged the gods of Egypt, which they had until this 
point been worshipping, for ‘the gods of the Amorites in 
whose land [they were about to] dwell’ (Josh. 24:15). The 
propensity to idolatry was always there, as was quickly 
shown while Moses was on Mount Sinai (Exod. 32:1–6).  

THE COVENANT 

God had declared his intention to make a nation from the 
descendants of Abraham. But they would be more than 
simply a nation; God told Moses to tell the people: 

 
You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on 
eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you will 
obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my own possession 
among all peoples; for all the earth is mine, and you shall be to me a 
kingdom of priests and a holy nation  (Exod. 19:4–6). 
 

Israel was to be unique because it was the nation to which 
God had bound himself by covenant, and they would know 
that unique relationship while ever they would ‘obey my 
voice and keep my covenant’. It is true that: 

 
What is conditioned upon obedience is the enjoyment of the blessing 
which the covenant contemplates. And the promise of obedience (Exod. 
24:7) was the only proper response on the part of the people to the grace 
which the covenant disclosed.34 

                                            
34 J. Murray, ‘Covenant’, The New Bible Dictionary, Inter-Varsity Fellowship, 

London, 1962, p. 266. 
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 The fact of the covenant and the consequent obedience 
which was required was a great privilege for Israel: 

 
For ask now of the days that are past, which were before you, since the 
day that God created man upon the earth, and ask from one end of 
heaven to the other, whether such a great thing as this has ever 
happened or was ever heard of. 33 Did any people ever hear the voice of 
a god speaking out of the midst of the fire, as you have heard, and still 
live? 34 Or has any god ever attempted to go and take a nation for 
himself from the midst of another nation, by trials, by signs, by 
wonders, and by war, by a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, and 
by great terrors, according to all that the LORD your God did for you in 
Egypt before your eyes? 35 To you it was shown, that you might know 
that the LORD is God; there is no other besides him. 36 Out of heaven he 
let you hear his voice, that he might discipline you; and on earth he let 
you see his great fire, and you heard his words out of the midst of the 
fire. 37 And because he loved your fathers and chose their descendants 
after them, and brought you out of Egypt with his own presence, by his 
great power, 38 driving out before you nations greater and mightier 
than yourselves, to bring you in, to give you their land for an 
inheritance, as at this day;          39 know therefore this day, and lay it to 
your heart, that the LORD is God in heaven above and on the earth 
beneath; there is no other. 40 Therefore you shall keep his statutes and 
his commandments, which I command you this day, that it may go well 
with you, and with your children after you, and that you may prolong 
your days in the land which the LORD your God gives you for ever 
(Deut. 4:32–40). 
 

 When the preparations were complete (Exod. 19:7–25) 
God commenced the institution of the cov-enant with ‘I am 
the LORD your God who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt, out of the house of bondage’ (Exod. 20:2). There is a 
direct link with the deliverance of Israel and the covenant 
made to Abraham in Genesis 15:12–16. In other words, the 
covenant which God was about to make with Israel  
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at Sinai was a direct consequence and fulfilment of the 
covenant he made earlier with Abraham.  
 
The essential feature of the covenant was that God had 
redeemed Israel and that they were therefore his. The legal 
demands of the covenant were there to demonstrate (i) the 
character of the God who had redeemed them; (ii) the 
responsibility of the people to be like him; and (iii) the way 
that likeness was to be expressed.  
 The Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:1–17; cf. Deut. 5:1–
21), the opening words of the covenant, call on Israel to be 
like God in the moral elements of his being—what some 
have called his ‘communicable attributes’. The people are to 
be God’s alone; he will brook no rivals. Idolatry, even in his 
name, is to be utterly excluded (cf. Isa. 42:8). Furthermore, 
they must be constantly aware of the burning holiness of 
God lest they assume that they can call themselves by his 
name without showing his character. The fourth word 
reminds them that the cycle of life is to be lived in the 
knowledge that God is the Creator and that these moral 
elements are part of the very fabric of all that he made.35 In 
other words, the rest day (the meaning of sabbath) is not a 
late invention to limit life or prosperity but flows from God’s 
own pattern. This realisation must result not just in a 
legalistic cessation of work but the keeping of that day holy. 
The repeat of the commandments re-enforces this obligation 
by reminding Israel of the obligation which flows from 
redemption (Deut. 5:12–16). 

                                            
35  See Romans 2:14–15, where Paul’s point is that Gentiles may not have the 

Law (that is, of Moses), but they do have the law—it is written on their hearts 
by virtue of their being created in the image of God. 
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 The remaining commandments, generally regarded as 
being ‘our duty to man’ are in fact all based upon the 
character of God. Parents are to be hon our-ed because they 
reflect the Fatherhood of God—their authority is not self-
generated but comes from him (Eph. 3:15f.; cf. Rom. 13:1–7; 
I Pet. 2:13–17). Murder is forbidden as is theft, adultery, 
false witness and coveting ‘things’, not simply for practical 
reasons, but be-cause Israel is to reflect the character of 
God: no mur-der, because God is the living and life-giving 
God; no adultery because God is the faithful husband of his 
people (Jer. 31:32; 2:2; Isa. 54:5; Hosea 2:2; etc.); no theft, 
because God is the generous Father who pro-vides for every 
need of his children (Deut. 8:3–5; cf. Matt. 6:25–33; James 
1:17). False witness is excluded, not only because in a 
capital case the witnesses must be those to cast the first 
stone in the execution, but also because God is utterly 
truthful (cf. I John 1:5–6; Ps. 24:3–4), and coveting is to be 
rejected because the one who does so is preoccupied with, 
and consumed with, desire for things or people when the 
priority is ‘love the LORD your God with all your heart, and 
with all your soul, and with all your might’ (Deut. 6:5).36 In 
other words, passionately desire God37 (cf. Matt. 5:6) and 
the people and things which are good for us will be seen in 
their proper place. 
 What follows in the remainder of Exodus, in Leviticus 
and parts of Numbers, and largely restated in 
Deuteronomy, is the way this passionate devotion  

                                            
36  cf. Thomas Watson (1692), ‘A man may be said to be given to covetousness, 

when he takes more pains for getting earth than for getting heaven’, The Ten 
Commandments, Banner of Truth, London, 1965, p. 175.  

37  ‘What have I of God? how might I have more? more of his love, more of his 
power working in my soul?’—Nicholas Lockyer (Chaplain to Oliver Cromwell), 
quoted in Leyland Ryken, Worldly Saints, The Puritans As They Really Were,  
Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1986, p. 212. 
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to God is to be worked out in the daily life of Israel. The 
reason, for example, that certain foods are forbidden to 
Israel is not that they are of themselves evil (cf. Acts 10:15) 
but simply that God has forbidden them. For Israel to be 
holy means that her whole life must be separated to God. 
She is to be ‘a kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (Exod. 
19:6). In being holy, Israel is to sanctify God’s great name 
(Ezek. 36:21–23). In this way the beauty of God’s holiness is 
to be seen by the nations. 
 Just as the great covenant with Abraham was es-
tablished by means of a sacrifice (Gen. 15:7–21), so this 
covenant was also established by a sacrifice.  

 
Moses came and told the people all the words of the LORD and all the 
ordinances; and all the people answered with one voice, and said, ‘All 
the words which the LORD has spoken we will do.’4 And Moses wrote 
all the words of the LORD. And he rose early in the morning, and built 
an altar at the foot of the mountain, and twelve pillars, according to the 
twelve tribes of Israel. 5 And he sent young men of the people of Israel, 
who offered burnt offerings and sacrificed peace offerings of oxen to the 
LORD. 6 And Moses took half of the blood and put it in basins, and half 
of the blood he threw against the altar. 7 Then he took the book of the 
covenant, and read it in the hearing of the people; and they said, ‘All 
that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient.’ 8 And 
Moses took the blood and threw it upon the people, and said, ‘Behold 
the blood of the covenant which the LORD has made with you in 
accordance with all these words’ (Exod. 24:3–8; cf. Mark 14:24). 

 
 The covenant, while demanding radical holiness from 
Israel, was by no means unrealistic. The demand for 
holiness flowed from the fact that God kept his people holy. 
Where the provisions of the covenant had been broken, and 
there was no deliberate repudiation of the covenant, then 
there was a  
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sacrifice provided for the remission of sins. Leviticus 17:11, 
in forbidding the eating of blood, says that ‘the life of the 
flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you upon the 
altar to make atonement for your souls’. The blood of the 
slaughtered animal is God’s gift to them; he cannot be 
bought—he gives the propitiation. Israel’s relationship with 
God is restored; there is an ‘at-one-ment’ because God has 
established this as part of his covenant with them.  
 Furthermore, while the various sacrifices were available 
for individuals at any time, once a year there was the great 
event of the day of atonement where the sins of the whole 
nation were dealt with (Lev. 16:1–34). The word ‘remission’ 
means, literally, ‘the sending away’, and forgiveness was 
therefore seen as the sending away of the sin of the whole 
nation.  
 
 
The day of atonement was a yearly event, but, while 
providing a cause for great joy in Israel, was limited in that 
the people would soon accumulate guilt again. They could 
never dispense with the need for the sacrifices for sin since 
they could never cease breaking the Law of God. 
Furthermore, often the people of Israel seemed as if they 
were actually repudiating the covenant by their wilful 
rejection of God and their worship of various idols and the 
gods of the nations round about. But God never ceased his 
commitment to Israel and to his purposes being 
accomplished through them. Hence there was later the 
prophetic promise of a new covenant to be established which 
would actually effect the necessary inward transformation 
of the people (see Jer. 31:31–34; also Ezek. 36:25–27; 37:1–
14). Isaiah 43:14–21 looks forward to this in terms of a ‘new 
exodus’ (see also   
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Isa. 40:1–8; etc.). It is also this promise of a new covenant 
which dominates much of the Letter to the Hebrews (8:1—
10:18). Simply put, the great sacrifices of Israel were an 
anticipation of the sacrifice of Christ which would remove 
guilt and the fear of death and judgment once and for all 
and which would also change the inclination of men and 
women from one of fundamental rebellion to one of joyful 
obedience (Rom. 6:15–18). 
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CHAPTER 7 

Wilderness  
and Promised Land 

REBELLION 

By examining the covenant made with Israel at Sinai, we 
have also exposed the fundamental problem with Israel’s 
salvation—it was not complete. That does not mean that 
Israel was still in bondage to Egypt, or to any other nation 
for that matter. Quite to the contrary, Israel was, by and 
large, victorious in its many conflicts. But the odd defeat 
suffered by the Israelites did serve to expose the real nature 
of the problem.  
 Israel’s problem was that while there might be physical 
salvation, and at times substantial material prosperity, 
Israel itself was still incapable of offering true heart-
obedience to God. In spite of the fact that the Ten 
Commandments commenced with the statement that the 
God who gave these commandments was the one who 
brought Israel out of the land of Egypt and from the house 
of bondage, Israel continued to express a basic rebellion.  
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 This rebellion meant that if anything seemed difficult, or 
contradicted what Israel wanted for itself, it immediately 
responded by grumbling or even open hostility. Events such 
as the blatant idolatry and its associated evil at the foot of 
Mount Sinai were common. Psalm 95 regards Israel in the 
wilderness as a significant warning for generations to come, 
and Paul stresses the same thing very strongly in I 
Corinthians 10:1–12. The Books of Exodus and Numbers tell 
of the many occasions of Israel’s rebellion. The climactic 
rebellion is described in Numbers 13–14, when Israel chose 
to disobey God and refused to enter the Promised Land and 
then, having been condemned to wander the wilderness 
until the rebellious generation was dead, chose to attempt 
an entry without the presence of God. The words of God to 
Moses on an earlier occasion were appropriate to them 
again: 

 
The LORD said to Moses, ‘Depart, go up hence, you and the people 
whom you have brought up out of the land of Egypt, to the land of 
which I swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, saying, “To your 
descendants I will give it.” 2 And I will send an angel before you, and I 
will drive out the Canaanites, the Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, 
the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 3 Go up to a land flowing with milk and 
honey; but I will not go up among you, lest I consume you in the way, 
for you are a stiff-necked people’ (Exod. 33:1–3). 
 

 It cannot be overstressed that God takes rebellion 
seriously—even polite, pious rebellion. When he declares his 
people holy, they must be holy in all their conduct. Not only, 
therefore, did God forbid those who had refused to enter the 
land at the time he specified any entry at all (Num. 14:20–
23), but even Moses himself was not able to do anything 
more than see the Promised Land (Num. 20:8–13;  
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27:12–14). Of all the adults who came out of Egypt, only 
Joshua and Caleb, the two spies who recommended 
obedience, were able to enter the Promised Land (cf. Heb. 
3:7—4:13).  
 Although Israel might have been unwilling to receive 
the promised blessing, that did not alter the plan and 
purpose of God. Hence, alongside his judgments were the 
prophetic statements which pointed to the great things to 
come. Deuteronomy 18:15–18 promised that God would 
raise up a prophet like Moses who would speak God’s words. 
This promise meant that Israel was concerned to identify 
this prophet (see John 1:21, 25) although, when he did come 
(see Acts 3:17–26; cf. 7:37) they found his word (that is, 
God’s word) so utterly intolerable that they crucified him. 
 Of some significance were the prophecies of Balaam in 
Numbers 23–24. It was not that Balaam was particularly 
godly, for there is every evidence that he is a pattern for all 
who give false teaching to the people of God (see II Pet. 2:1–
3, 10b–16; Rev. 2:14; cf. Num. 31:13–16). But that did not 
hinder God from using him to declare the truth concerning 
his people, and in particular to announce the coming of a 
ruler from Israel: 

 
‘The oracle of Balaam the son of Beor,  
 the oracle of the man whose eye is opened,  
16 the oracle of him who hears the words of God,  
 and knows the knowledge of the Most High,  
who sees the vision of the Almighty,  
 falling down, but having his eyes uncovered:  
17 I see him, but not now;  
 I behold him, but not nigh:  
a star shall come forth out of Jacob,  
 and a scepter shall rise out of Israel;  
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it shall crush the forehead of Moab,  
 and break down all the sons of Sheth.  
18 Edom shall be dispossessed,  
 Seir also, his enemies, shall be dispossessed,  
while Israel does valiantly.  
19 By Jacob shall dominion be exercised,  
 and the survivors of cities be destroyed!’  
     (Num. 24:15–19). 
 

This prophecy, while apparently obscure, had great 
influence throughout the world. Even the Roman emperor, 
Vespasian (A.D. 69–79) was regarded as the fulfilment of 
this prophecy.38 It must be recalled that history advances 
according to the word of God. 

JOSHUA THE LEADER 

When he was informed that he may not enter the Promised 
Land, Moses asked God that a suitable leader might be 
appointed in his place: 

 
Moses said to the LORD, 16 ‘Let the LORD, the God of the spirits of all 
flesh, appoint a man over the congregation,         17 who shall go out 
before them and come in before them, who shall lead them out and 
bring them in; that the congregation of the LORD may not be as sheep 
which have no shepherd.’ 18 And the LORD said to Moses, ‘Take Joshua 
the son of Nun, a man in whom is the spirit, and lay your hand upon 
him;        19 cause him to stand before Eleazar the priest and all the 
congregation, and you shall commission him in their sight.      20 You 
shall invest him with some of your authority, that all  

                                            
38 e.g. ‘An ancient superstition was current in the East, that out of Judea at 

this time would come the rulers of the world. This prediction, as the event 
later proved, referred to a Roman Emperor, but the rebellious Jews, who read 
it as referring to themselves, murdered their Governor . . .’ (Suetonius, The 
Twelve Caesars,  Vespasian 4, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1979, p. 281). 
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the congregation of the people of Israel may obey. 21 And he shall stand 
before Eleazar the priest, who shall inquire for him by the judgment of 
the Urim before the LORD; at his word they shall go out, and at his 
word they shall come in, both he and all the people of Israel with him, 
the whole congregation.’ 22 And Moses did as the LORD commanded 
him; he took Joshua and caused him to stand before Eleazar the priest 
and the whole congregation, 23 and he laid his hands upon him, and 
commissioned him as the LORD directed through Moses ( Num. 27:15–
23). 

 
 This Joshua was one of the spies who had re-mained 
faithful, and he became the new leader of Israel. It was vital 
that Israel not be ‘as sheep which have no shepherd’ (v. 17), 
that is, as a people without a king. This language again 
opens up the whole future of the people of God (cf. I Kings 
22:17; Ezek. 34:1–16; Ps. 23:1ff.; Zech. 10:1–3; Matt. 9:35–
36; 10:6; John 10:7–11; Zech. 13:7; cf. Mark 14:27). 
Moreover, the name ‘Joshua’ is the Hebrew form of the later 
Aramaic ‘Jesus’, meaning ‘The LORD saves’ (cf. Matt. 1:21). 
 Under Joshua’s leadership, Israel again saw the signs 
and wonders by which God effected both judgment and 
salvation. For instance, the waters of the Jordan stopped 
flowing at the very moment that the priests put their feet ‘in 
the brink of the water’ (Josh. 3:15) and the walls of Jericho 
collapsed when the people shouted (Josh. 6:15–21).  
 The principle of God requiring uncompromising holiness, 
seen in Israel’s experiences in the wilderness, was not 
relaxed once Israel was in the Promised Land. The story of 
Achan’s breach of God’s ban on taking ‘devoted things’ 
(Josh. 7:1–26) made that absolutely plain. There is a strong 
parallel to this principle, in particular at the 
commencement of people’s  
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enjoyment of the promised blessing, in Acts 5:1–11, where 
Ananias and Sapphira ‘lie[d] to the Holy Spirit’ (v. 3) at the 
cost of their lives. 
 The conquest of the land was no small enterprise, but 
under Joshua’s leadership the process was eventually 
completed. However, the Book of Joshua also described the 
failure of Israel to conquer the land in the way that God had 
commanded. They did not utterly destroy the inhabitants of 
the land or purge the land of the idolatrous centres (cf. Gen. 
15:16; Deut. 9:3; 12:2–3; see also I Cor. 5:6–8; 6:9–11; II Cor. 
6:14—7:1 and Rev. 2:19–23; etc.). It is for this reason that, 
at the close of his life, Joshua addressed the people of Israel 
in the most serious terms: 

 
‘Now therefore fear the LORD, and serve him in sincerity and in 
faithfulness; put away the gods which your fathers served beyond the 
River, and in Egypt, and serve the LORD. 15 And if you be unwilling to 
serve the LORD, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the 
gods your fathers served in the region beyond the River, or the gods of 
the Amorites in whose land you dwell; but as for me and my house, we 
will serve the LORD.’  
 16 Then the people answered, ‘Far be it from us that we should 
forsake the LORD, to serve other gods; 17 for it is the LORD our God 
who brought us and our fathers up from the land of Egypt, out of the 
house of bondage, and who did those great signs in our sight, and 
preserved us in all the way that we went, and among all the peoples 
through whom we passed; 18 and the LORD drove out before us all the 
peoples, the Amorites who lived in the land; therefore we also will serve 
the LORD, for he is our God.’  
 19 But Joshua said to the people, ‘You cannot serve the LORD; for he 
is a holy God; he is a jealous God; he will not forgive your 
transgressions or your sins. 20 If you forsake the LORD and serve 
foreign gods, then he will turn and do you harm, and consume you, 
after having done you good.’ 21 And the people said to Joshua, ‘Nay; 
but we will serve the LORD.’  
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22 Then Joshua said to the people, ‘You are witnesses against yourselves 
that you have chosen the LORD, to serve him.’ And they said, ‘We are 
witnesses.’ 23 He said, ‘Then put away the foreign gods which are 
among you, and incline your heart to the LORD, the God of Israel.’ 24 
And the people said to Joshua, ‘The LORD our God we will serve, and 
his voice we will obey’ (Josh. 24:14–24). 

 
His point was that whilst Israel continued to tolerate the 
foreign gods in the land they would ultimately (and sooner 
rather than later) be corrupted by them. Therefore they 
must make the clear choice to ‘choose this day whom you 
will serve’, either the LORD or the gods which now 
surrounded them. The boast of obedience by which the 
people responded was sadly quite shallow. The rebellion we 
observed above was deeply entrenched in each person and 
in the nation as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 8 

The Judges  
and the Kings (i) 

THE JUDGES 

God had promised to make of Abraham a great nation (Gen. 
12:2), and when the people entered the Promised Land and 
began the process of conquering the peoples who inhabited 
the land, that was the way they appeared (Josh. 2:9–11). 
Indeed, from the time of the conquest until the time of King 
Solomon (that is, from c. 1250–92239 B.C.) Israel seemed to 
go from strength to strength. 
 This period is described in the Books of Judges, Ruth, 
Samuel, Kings and Chronicles. In the Hebrew Bible, the 
Books of Chronicles are not included with these other 
Books. The Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament) has three 
divisions; the Law (the first five Books), the Prophets (the 
Books Joshua to II Kings, plus those Books we would 
normally describe as prophetic, that is, Isaiah, Jeremiah, 
Ezekiel and the twelve ‘Minor Prophets’) and the Writings 
(Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Daniel  

                                            
39 See John Bright, A History of Israel,  S.C.M. London, 1960, pp. 465f.  
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and Chronicles). The reason why the Books Joshua to Kings 
are included among the prophets—they are called ‘the 
Former Prophets’—is that to the people of Israel, history 
was prophetic; in other words, to the eye of faith, history 
reveals the character and action of God. These Books, then, 
do far more than tell stories; they show the events of history 
in the light of the holiness and love of God and his 
faithfulness to his covenant. 
 The Book of Judges commences at the death of Joshua. 
The conquest of the land was not yet complete and it fell to 
the tribe of Judah to take the first steps to fulfil God’s 
directions concerning the Canaanites (Judg. 1:1ff.). 
However, although Israel started well (recall the boast of 
Joshua 24:16–24), very soon Israel slackened in its 
obedience (Judg. 1:22–32; etc.). It is not hard to assume that 
Israel chose its own standard of morality as being more 
‘humane’ than God’s command.  
 The result of Israel choosing not to obey the commands 
of the covenant was that it must now suffer the curses of the 
covenant (cf. the way Deuteronomy sets out the options in 
26:16—30:20). Judges 2:1–3 indicated the consequences: 

 
Now the angel of the LORD went up from Gilgal to Bochim. And he 
said, ‘I brought you up from Egypt, and brought you into the land 
which I swore to give to your fathers. I said, “I will never break my 
covenant with you, 2 and you shall make no covenant with the 
inhabitants of this land; you shall break down their altars.” But you 
have not obeyed my command. What is this you have done? 3 So now I 
say, I will not drive them out before you; but they shall become 
adversaries to you, and their gods shall be a snare to you.’  
 

Israel’s response to this was one of remorse, but clearly not 
one of repentance. The distinction is  
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highly significant (see II Cor. 7:8–10; cf. Heb. 12:16–17). 
They were sorry they had been caught out (Num. 32:23), 
and sorry that there was a judgment to be suffered, but 
there was no radical change which actually severed them 
from the evil which had offended God. There was no 
repudiation of the sin, only the repressing of the desire for 
the present. Clearly, for there to be genuine repentance 
there would need to be more than human effort involved. 
Hence, as we have seen in regard to the transformation 
under the new covenant, repentance must be totally the 
action of God if it is ever to be the action of men and women. 
This is, of course, exactly what we see in the New 
Testament, as in Acts 5:31, 11:18 and II Timothy 2:25 (cf. 
Eph. 2:8–9; Lam. 5:21). There can be no obedience even to 
the command to repent (Acts 17:30; etc.), unless there is 
first a deep change effected by God.40 
 Without the restraint imposed by Joshua’s presence, 
Israel immediately turned to idolatry and began to  

                                            
40 We may possibly define repentance as the total repudiation of all that is 

ungodly, both in the past and in the present. Since sin has permeated all of 
life, this leaves us with no option but to trust God totally, for there is nothing 
in us to trust or to offer to God. Thus we may say that until God gives faith, 
there can never be true repentance. They must go together; they are the 
opposite sides of the same coin. This is summarised clearly in Toplady’s 
famous hymn, Rock of Ages, 

 
Not the labours of my hands  

Can fulfil Thy law’s demands; 
Could my zeal no respite know, 

Could my tears for ever flow, 
All for sin could not atone: 

Thou must save, and Thou alone. 
 

Nothing in my hand I bring, 
Simply to Thy cross I cling; 

Naked, come to Thee for dress; 
Helpless, look to Thee for grace; 

Foul, I to the fountain fly; 
Wash me, Saviour, or I die. 

THE JUDGES AND THE KINGS (I)  61

experience not the blessing of God but the action of his 
wrath (cf. Rom. 1:18ff.; Eph. 5:6; Col. 3:6). The theme of the 
Book of Judges, and so the central issue of the history of 
Israel at this time, is best expressed by Judges 2:11–23: 
 

And the people of Israel did what was evil in the sight of the LORD and 
served the Baals; 12 and they forsook the LORD, the God of their 
fathers, who had brought them out of the land of Egypt; they went after 
other gods, from among the gods of the peoples who were round about 
them, and bowed down to them; and they provoked the LORD to 
anger.13 They forsook the LORD, and served the Baals and the 
Ashtaroth. 14 So the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and 
he gave them over to plunderers, who plundered them; and he sold 
them into the power of their enemies round about, so that they could no 
longer withstand their enemies. 15 Whenever they marched out, the 
hand of the LORD was against them for evil, as the LORD had warned, 
and as the LORD had sworn to them; and they were in sore straits.  
 16Then the LORD raised up judges, who saved them out of the 
power of those who plundered them. 17 And yet they did not listen to 
their judges; for they played the harlot after other gods and bowed 
down to them; they soon turned aside from the way in which their 
fathers had walked, who had obeyed the commandments of the LORD, 
and they did not do so. 18 Whenever the LORD raised up judges for 
them, the LORD was with the judge, and he saved them from the hand 
of their enemies all the days of the judge; for the LORD was moved to 
pity by their groaning because of those who afflicted and oppressed 
them. 19 But whenever the judge died, they turned back and behaved 
worse than their fathers, going after other gods, serving them and 
bowing down to them; they did not drop any of their practices or their 
stubborn ways. 20 So the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel; 
and he said, ‘Because this people have transgressed my covenant which 
I commanded their fathers, and have not obeyed my voice, 21 I will not 
henceforth drive out before them any of the nations that Joshua left 
when he died,            22 that by them I may test Israel, whether they will 
take  
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care to walk in the way of the LORD as their fathers did, or not.’ 23 So 
the LORD left those nations, not driving them out at once, and he did 
not give them into the power of Joshua.   

 Israel found itself caught in a cycle caused by its own 
sin. First there was godliness, followed by a slide into 
rebellion and idolatry. This led to their being brought into 
some form of submission to other nations and then the 
raising up of a ‘judge’ who freed them from their bondage. 
The death of the judge generally resulted in the repeat of 
the cycle. 
 The title ‘Judge’ does not imply some admin-istration of 
the law, although, as a leader, the particu-lar man or 
woman may have been called on to adjudicate in certain 
cases (as with Samuel, I Sam. 7:15–17); it meant that the 
person was raised up to ‘judge’ Israel’s enemies, to execute 
the judgment of God upon his enemies and the enemies of 
his people. 
 It may be that the stories of the various judges contain 
some element of overlap, that is, that the various accounts 
of bondage and the deliverance did not necessarily affect the 
whole land. But of more importance is the observation that, 
whatever Israel’s rebellion, God remained faithful to his 
own promises.  
 It is worthy of note that the judges themselves were not 
perfect. They, too, needed the grace of God for their lives 
and tasks. Nor were they all given great prominence as the 
following list demonstrates. Of some we know almost 
nothing more than their names. 
 

1. Othniel: Judges 3:9–11 
2. Ehud: Judges 3:15–30 
3. Shamgar: Judges 3:31 
4. Deborah & Barak: Judges 4–5 
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5. Gideon: Judges 6–841 
6. Tola: Judges 10:1–2 
7. Jair: Judges 10:3–5 
8. Jephthah: Judges 11–12 
9. Ibzan: Judges 12:8–10 
10. Elon: Judges 12:11–12 
11. Abdon: Judges 12:13–15 
12. Samson: Judges 13–16 
13. Eli: I Samuel 1–4 
14. Samuel: I Samuel 7–25 

 
 These people were not kings. They were raised up by 
God for a particular task, which included, most especially, 
the calling of Israel back to the covenant. In order to do this, 
it was necessary that each be empowered by the Holy Spirit 
(cf. Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 14:6; etc.). What is obvious, 
however, is the principle we have noted over and over again, 
namely that Israel is deeply in bondage to its rebellion. At 
best, the return to the covenant is superficial and 
temporary. At worst, Israel is as corrupt as its neighbours 
whom God has judged, first by Israel’s coming into the 
Promised Land and, at later times,, by the various judges 
themselves. 
 This corruption is most evident in the closing chapters of 
the Book of Judges (chs 17–21). There Israel is shown to be 
first idolatrous, then engaged in civil war, prostitution, 
homosexuality, pack-rape, and, finally, mass kidnapping. 
The picture is one      of the total abandonment of any moral 
restraint. There was anarchy. The Book concludes with the 
observation, ‘In those days there was no king in Israel; 
every man did what was right in his own eyes’  

                                            
41 Gideon’s son, Abimalech, was a king in Israel for three years—Judges 9:22.  
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(Judg. 21:25). While this may indicate that the writer was 
living during the period when there was a king, it also 
points out that Israel was not living under the king it 
already had, as becomes clear in I Samuel 8:7:  

 
And the LORD said to Samuel, ‘Hearken to the voice of the people in all 
that they say to you; for they have not rejected you, but they have 
rejected me from being king over them.’ 

SAMUEL 

In this period of virtual apostasy, it was Samuel who 
provided a bridge between two eras. We may note a number 
of very significant features of his life. The first is his birth; 
Samuel was born to a woman, Hannah, who was, humanly, 
quite unable to bear children (I Sam. 1:5). The second is 
that he was born in a time when the leadership of the land 
was morally bankrupt. Eli and his sons were totally unable 
to provide the godly leadership required to exalt Israel. In 
consequence, although Eli was High Priest of Israel and 
doubtless carried out the required activities in the temple, 
yet ‘the word of the Lord was rare in those days; there was 
no frequent vision’        (I Sam. 3:1). So then the way in 
which God spoke to the young boy Samuel in the temple was 
no passing incident. It meant, on the contrary, that God was 
again revealing himself to Israel with a view to continuing 
his purposes for history. Hence: 

 
And Samuel grew, and the LORD was with him and let none of his 
words fall to the ground. 20 And all Israel from Dan to Beer-sheba knew 
that Samuel was established as a prophet of the LORD. 21 And the 
LORD appeared again at Shiloh, for the LORD revealed himself to 
Samuel at Shiloh by the word of the LORD. 4:1 And the word of Samuel 
came to all Israel (I Sam. 3:19—4:1a). 
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 Samuel was both a judge and a prophet-priest in Israel 
(I Sam. 7:6; 9:13). Acts 13:20 says that God ‘gave [Israel] 
judges until Samuel the prophet’, meaning that with 
Samuel the old order was finished, while Acts 3:24 indicates 
that Samuel was the first of the new prophetic line. True, 
there had been prophets before him, for example, Abel 
(Matt. 23:29–35) and Abraham (Gen. 20:7), but now there 
was a whole new scheme of things in Israel. The prophetic 
line continued until Malachi, at which time there was again 
‘a famine . . . of hearing the words of the Lord’ (Amos 8:11), 
a situation not remedied until the coming of John the 
Baptist.  
 Samuel was evidently the leader of a ‘company of the 
prophets’ (I Sam. 19:20; cf. 10:5). This must not be treated 
as some cultic/ecstatic group. Rather, the reference in Acts 
3:24 shows that ‘all the prophets who have spoken, from 
Samuel and those who came afterwards, also proclaimed 
these [i.e. New Testament] days’. The sense of what Samuel 
(and the succeeding prophets) was about must be treated 
seriously. It was not that they were engaged in giving ‘tips’ 
concerning the future (then still over 1000 years ahead); the 
prophets did, of course, speak of the future, but there was 
more. Their whole prophetic ministry was the way by which 
God brought his word to Israel, and so to the world (cf. the 
many occasions when the later prophets devote their 
writings to the nations round about; cf. Jer. 46ff.). God has 
chosen to accomplish his purposes by means of the prophetic 
word (cf. Jer. 1:9–10; Ezek. 37:1–14). The establishment of 
the prophetic line with Samuel was, therefore, to those with 
eyes to see it, a reaffirmation of the faithfulness of God to 
his promises and so to his purposes. 
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 Samuel was also the one by whom God brought Saul to 
the throne as first king of Israel. As both prophet and priest 
it was he who was the spiritual leader of Israel. Not even 
Saul, as the chosen military leader of Israel, was permitted 
to assume spiritual leadership, as the events in I Samuel 
13:2–14 clearly demonstrate. In knowing the will of God, 
Samuel was not afraid to confront the king with his 
sinfulness.  
 Finally, and significantly, Samuel was the one by whom 
‘the man after the Lord’s own heart’ (I Sam. 13:14), David, 
was anointed for his great reign and ministry. In all these 
things Samuel is obviously the pattern for John the Baptist, 
who also brought to a close the old era and ushered in the 
messianic age: 

 
As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds concerning John: 
‘What did you go out into the wilderness to behold? A reed shaken by 
the wind? 8 Why then did you go out? To see a man clothed in soft 
raiment? Behold, those who wear soft raiment are in kings’ houses. 9 
Why then did you go out? To see a prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more 
than a prophet. 10 This is he of whom it is written,  
 ‘Behold, I send my messenger before thy face,  
 who shall prepare thy way before thee.’  
11 Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has risen no 
one greater than John the Baptist; yet he who is least in the kingdom of 
heaven is greater than he. 12 From the days of John the Baptist until now 
the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and men of violence take 
it by force.42 13 For all  

                                            
42 This verse has been the source of some discussion, but, in general, most seem 

to see it as follows: ‘The kingdom, says Jesus, ever since the days of John’s 
first appearance upon the scene has been pressing forward vigorously, 
forcefully; It is doing so now, as is clear from the fact that the sick are being 
healed, lepers cleansed, the dead raised, sinners converted to everlasting life, 
all this now as never before. Still, by no means everybody is entering, Many, 
very many, even now are refusing and resisting. But vigorous or forceful men, 
people who dare to break away from faulty human tradition and to return to 
the Word in all its purity, no matter what be the cost to themselves, such 
individuals are eagerly taking possession of the kingdom . . . ’ (W. Hendriksen, 
The Gospel of Matthew, Banner of Truth, Edinburgh, 1973, pp. 489f.). 

THE JUDGES AND THE KINGS (I)  67

the prophets and the law prophesied until John; 14 and if you are 
willing to accept it, he is Elijah who is to come (Matt. 11:7–14). 

 
 The way in which John introduced the coming Messiah 
clearly established that a new era was breaking in. John’s 
mother was also ‘barren, and . . .  advanced in years’ (Luke 
1:7). In passing, it may be noticed that the song of Samuel’s 
mother, Hannah, is also a clear pattern for the song of Mary 
(I Sam.      2:1–1043; cf. Luke 1:46–55).  
 The way in which Samuel introduced monarchy into 
Israel is itself revealing. His own sons, and, indeed, Samuel 
himself, assumed that there could be some sort of dynasty 
established (I Sam. 8:1). How-ever, it was never up to men 
and women to de-termine the administration of the people 
of God. Jeremiah said of those who set themselves up as 
prophets in Israel, ‘I did not send the prophets, yet they ran; 
I did not speak to them, yet they proph-esied . . . I am 
against the prophets, says the Lord . . .’ (Jer. 23:21, 30). The 
principle of God as Lord of his people is repeated most 
strongly in the New Testa-ment, as in Acts 20:28, ‘Take 
heed to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy 
Spirit has made you overseers  . . .’ and I Corinthians 12:11, 
‘All these [gifts] are inspired by one and the same Spirit, 
who apportions to each one individually as he  wills’, etc. 
Even had Samuel’s sons been godly, this principle  

                                            
43 Hannah's song was a prophesy of the coming Messiah, the ‘anointed’ (v. 10), 

which was partially fulfilled in David and then fully in Jesus. 
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would still have applied, but as it was they were no better 
than Eli’s sons (I Sam. 8:3; cf. 2:12–17). 
 The choice of the people, based on the evident 
unworthiness of Samuel’s sons, was equally wrong. They 
wanted Samuel to ‘appoint for us a king to govern us like all 
the nations’ (I Sam. 8:3). In this, they were continuing the 
rejection of God which had been evident from the beginning:  

 
But the thing displeased Samuel when they said, ‘Give us a king to 
govern us.’ And Samuel prayed to the LORD. 7 And the LORD said to 
Samuel, ‘Hearken to the voice of the people in all that they say to you; 
for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being 
king over them. 8 According to all the deeds which they have done to 
me, from the day I brought them up out of Egypt even to this day, 
forsaking me and serving other gods, so they are also doing to you. 9 
Now then, hearken to their voice . . .’ (I Sam. 8:6–9). 
 

 The people persisted in their demand for their own way.  
 
But the people refused to listen to the voice of Samuel; and they said, 
‘No! but we will have a king over us, 20 that we also may be like all the 
nations, and that our king may govern us and go out before us and fight 
our battles.’ 21 And when Samuel had heard all the words of the people, 
he repeated them in the ears of the LORD. 22 And the LORD said to 
Samuel, ‘Hearken to their voice, and make them a king.’ Samuel then 
said to the men of Israel, ‘Go every man to his city’ (I Sam. 8:19–22). 
 

 The result was the establishment of a monarchy, but, 
although initially very promising for Israel, it was Saul who 
became king and who ultimately was a fierce opponent of 
the purposes of God (e.g. his repeated attempts to kill 
David, and such passages as I Sam. 15:1–35). 
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CHAPTER 9 

The Judges  
and the Kings (ii) 

SAUL 

The choice of Saul as the first king of Israel was, as we have 
seen, based on the rejection of God as king of Israel. But the 
Scriptures are at pains to demonstrate that the choice was 
nonetheless completely under the control of God.  
 I Samuel 9–10 describes firstly the way by which 
Samuel was made aware exactly who it was that God had 
chosen (9:15ff.) and then the way by which that choice was 
confirmed to Saul (10:1–13), then to the people (10:17–24). 
And initially it seemed as if the choice was a good one. 
Physically impressive and at first humble, or at least shy, 
Saul led Israel to victory (I Sam. 11:11; 13:2–4). However, 
Samuel reminded Israel that in spite of appearances their 
demand for a king was an act of gross rebellion (I Sam. 
12:1–15). This was re-enforced by his asking God to send a 
fierce thunder storm at a time when such things were rare 
(I Sam. 12:16–18). 
 What soon became obvious, however, was that in spite of 
his many successes Saul was one of the  
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people. Fundamentally, and given the appropriate 
opportunity, Saul, too, would do what was right in his own 
eyes (I Sam. 13:5–14; 15:1–35). So from his shy beginnings, 
Saul began to assume personal control over the lives of his 
people (cf. I Sam. 14:24–30).  
 Samuel had warned Saul that his reign would not 
equate with the reign of God over Israel: 

 
Samuel said to Saul, ‘You have done foolishly; you have not kept the 
commandment of the LORD your God, which he commanded you; for 
now the LORD would have established your kingdom over Israel for 
ever. 14 But now your kingdom shall not continue; the LORD has 
sought out a man after his own heart; and the LORD has appointed him 
to be prince over his people, because you have not kept what the LORD 
commanded you’ (I Sam. 13:13–14). 
 

This did not mean that Samuel was happy that Saul had 
been rejected. ‘Samuel grieved over Saul’ (I Sam. 15:35). It 
would not be unreasonable to assume that there was a very 
attractive side to Saul’s personality which led Samuel to feel 
this way. But God had chosen another to be king—one who 
would be ‘a man after his own heart’—and therefore Samuel 
had no right to grieve. On the contrary, he was to see things 
the way God saw them!  
 The way God saw things was revealed in the choice of 
David to be the king (I Sam. 16:1–13). Samuel would have 
used the same criteria which were used for Saul, but God 
reminded him: 

 
Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, because I 
have rejected him; for the LORD sees not as man sees; man looks on the 
outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart (I Sam. 16:7).  
 

With the anointing of David completed, God now withdrew 
his anointing from Saul and gave him  
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over to the power of evil: ‘Now the Spirit of the LORD 
departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the LORD 
tormented him’ (I Sam 16:14). Whatever our modern 
descriptions of Saul’s condition, it was clear that Saul was 
losing control because God was no longer with him: he was 
with David. And, as time went by, Saul became more and 
more hostile towards David, repeatedly attempting to kill 
him. 

DAVID 

To Israel, the reign of David was the height of success. His 
reign became the pattern for future messianic blessing (cf. 
II Sam. 7:4–17). Traditionally, we have been accustomed to 
think of ‘only a boy named David’, as if his early activities 
were somehow those of a prodigious child. This was not the 
case. When he was anointed by Samuel, Samuel was 
uncertain not because David was a child but because he was 
the youngest son, evidently lacking the maturity and the 
social position of his older brothers. Certainly, when he was 
first described to Saul he was identified in this way:  

 
One of the young men answered, ‘Behold, I have seen a son of Jesse the 
Bethlehemite, who is skilful in playing, a man of valor, a man of war, 
prudent in speech, and a man of good presence; and the LORD is with 
him’ (I Sam. 16:18). 

 
It was the great encounter with Goliath (I Sam. 17) which 
established David in his true role. David was not merely the 
pattern for every man and woman; he was in fact the 
pattern, or, perhaps better, an anticipation, a type, of 
Israel’s coming Messiah. The great principle which applied 
was this: for Israel to  
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know victory did not depend upon its winning its own battle 
in imitation of David. David had already won the victory for 
them; all Israel could do was enter into David’s triumph. 
David was not just their example, he was their 
representative. The parallel with Jesus is inescapable. 
 Furthermore, in leading Israel to complete victory over 
the Philistines, and later over Jerusalem (II Sam. 5:6–10; cf. 
Ps. 2:6–9), David was completing for Israel all that had been 
left unfinished since the time of Joshua. Prior to his 
enthronement, David was under constant threat from Saul, 
and much space is devoted to his escapades (I Sam. 18–31). 
In this there is a marked similarity to the way Jesus was 
under threat from Herod and the Jewish authorities, as well 
as the forces of darkness, until his great victory and 
enthronement (cf. Matt. 28:18; Ps. 110:1–4; Acts 2:36; Rom. 
10:9; Eph. 1:20–22; etc.). 
 In David’s enthronement there is a very clear picture of 
the reign of Christ. In particular Psalm 2 provides us with a 
statement of David’s honour as well as opening up the whole 
scope of Messiah’s reign.  

 
Why do the nations conspire,  
 and the peoples plot in vain?  
2 The kings of the earth set themselves,  
 and the rulers take counsel together,  
 against the LORD and his anointed44, saying,  
3 ‘Let us burst their bonds asunder,  
 and cast their cords from us.’  
 
4 He who sits in the heavens laughs;  
 the LORD has them in derision.  
5 Then he will speak to them in his wrath,  
 and terrify them in his fury, saying,  

                                            
44 ‘Anointed’ is literally (Heb.) ‘Messiah’, (Gr.) ‘Christ’. 
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6 ‘I have set my king  
 on Zion, my holy hill.’  
7 I will tell of the decree of the LORD:  

 He said to me, ‘You are my son,  
 today I have begotten you.  
8 Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage,  
 and the ends of the earth your possession.  
9 You shall break them with a rod of iron,  
 and dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel.’  
 
10 Now therefore, O kings, be wise;  
 be warned, O rulers of the earth. 
11 Serve the LORD with fear,  
 with trembling  
12 kiss his feet,  
 lest he be angry, and you perish in the way;  
  or his wrath is quickly kindled.  
Blessed are all who take refuge in him.  

 
The significant events of Jesus’ life and ministry were 
associated with this psalm. At his baptism he was declared 
to be the Son, which, in the context of the psalm, also means 
that he is the Christ (anointed—with the Holy Spirit) and 
the king. His baptism (Matt. 3:17), therefore, was his 
coronation and commissioning into the work of the Son–
King– Christ. Although he was all these things before his 
baptism, he did not formally become them until the Father 
anointed him for the task. Jesus’ transfiguration heard the 
repeat of the Father’s declaration (Matt. 17:5; cf. 16:16), and 
his temptation (Matt. 4:3; 4:9; cf. Ps. 2:8), his death (Heb. 
5:5), resurrection (Acts 13:33; Rom. 1:4), and ascension 
(Heb. 1:3–5) were all to be understood in terms of this 
psalm.  
 With this hindsight it is not hard to see why the 
prophets looked back to David for their paradigm of the 
Messiah. (See Ezek. 34:23f.; 37:24ff.; Hosea 3:5). Naturally, 
when Jesus was addressed, it was often as  
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‘Son of David’, and the question which Jesus’ opponents 
could not answer concerned the relationship of Messiah to 
David (Matt. 22:41–46). How could David’s descendant also 
be David’s lord? This was an apparent paradox, since the 
descendant always honoured the ancestor, but here the 
ancestor honours the descendant. 

THE KINGS AFTER DAVID 

God had promised, through Nathan, that he would make ‘a 
house’ for David, meaning not a building but a dynasty (II 
Sam. 7:11). The prophecy continues in terms of a son who 
would have his kingdom established, and that that kingdom 
would be forever (vv. 12–13). The prophecy acknowledges 
that David’s son would not be perfect, but declares that 
unlike the situation with Saul, God would continue to act 
with steadfast love towards him (vv. 14–15).  
 The word translated in verse 15 as ‘steadfast love’45 is 
the Hebrew word chesed which carries the thought of God’s 
covenant faithfulness, which is expressed in his action of 
love towards those presently experiencing it. This links the 
promise back to the outworking of the whole plan of God 
which we have been observing since the covenant was made 
with Abraham. Psalm 89 highlights the way in which it was 
not only David’s son Solomon who was the focus of the 
prophecy (cf. Ps. 89:1–4, 19–37). Indeed, as events show, 
even Solomon was unable to sustain the godliness required 
to maintain the nation under God’s blessing (cf. Prov. 
14:34).  

                                            
45 In the AV it is translated as ‘mercy’, in the NIV and NEB ‘love’, and in the 

NASB ‘loving kindness’. 
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 Although Solomon was instrumental in building the 
magnificent temple in Jerusalem, he was also instrumental 
in sowing the seeds of deep and hu-manly irreconcilable 
division in the nation (cf. the promise of Ezek. 37:15–24). 
The principle of true kingship must be recalled if we are to 
understand the nature of Israel’s dilemma. In Deuteronomy 
17:14–20, Moses set out the way a true king should function 
under the overall kingship of God. One of the issues was 
that the king must ‘not multiply wives for himself, lest his 
heart turn away’ (v. 17). Whatever  Solomon’s early reign 
may have suggested (see           I Kings 3:16–28; 8:22–53), 
from the very beginning Solomon, while loving the Lord and 
walking in the statutes of David his father, began the sad 
slide which would ultimately lead to the destruction of the 
kingdom which God had given to David. He first married 
foreign wives (for political reasons, see I Kings 3:1–3; 11:1–
13). He also began the practice of using forced levies of 
Israelite labour to accomplish his building programs (I 
Kings 5:13). 
 The result of all this, although not necessarily the 
humanly expected result, was that instead of Israel living in 
its initial prosperity (I Kings 4:25), enemies from within and 
without began to trouble the land. Although God had 
promised that he would not divide the kingdom whilst 
Solomon was alive, as soon as he died civil war broke out 
between Rehoboam, Solomon’s son, and Jeroboam the leader 
of the breakaway group of the ten northern tribes. In 922 
B.C., the nation of Israel became two nations, Israel in the 
north and Judah (named after the major tribe, although 
including Benjamin) in the south. The capital city of the 
new Israel was soon Samaria, and the whole of the northern 
kingdom was  
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oriented around idolatry, albeit in the name of the Lord, so 
that the people’s religious loyalty to Jerusalem would not 
draw them back to the southern kingdom. 
 While the southern kingdom remained generally more 
devoted to God and the covenant, it was plain that without 
the intervention of God, the glory of the past could never be 
recovered. Israel was almost completely given over to 
idolatry, and in 722 B.C. was totally defeated by the 
Assyrians.46 
 The southern kingdom of Judah survived until 586 B.C. 
During its time as an independent unit, it even experienced 
significant periods of revival, but these were not enough to 
avert the judgment of God. For while there seemed to be 
great changes in the spiritual tone of the country, it was 
plain that these were only superficial. For example, 
immediately following the death of Hezekiah, in spite of his 
evident godliness (see II Kings 18–20), his son Manasseh 
took the throne and led Judah into a period of unparalleled 
depravity (II Kings 21:1–16). In other words, what seemed 
like righteousness in the land was nothing more than the 
repression of the sin of the people. What was needed was 
not sin’s repression but its removal. It is this principle that 
we saw when we discussed the new covenant in chapter 6.47  

                                            
46 The Assyrian practice was to deport major segments of the defeated 

population and replace them with other deported peoples. This was what was 
done with Israel. The result was soon a mixed population, but since people 
generally thought that gods were more local than universal deities, the new 
inhabitants tended to adopt the religion of the land to which they had come. 
After some period of time, the old northern kingdom of Israel had become the 
people known as the Samaritans, who held to a strange form of old Israel’s 
faith (cf. John 4:19–22) and who were despised by those in Judah (and who 
responded with equal dislike of the Judeans). 

47 See p. 49 above. 
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 In 597 and then 586 B.C., the Babylonians, under King 
Nebuchadnezzar, laid siege to Jerusalem, took numbers of 
the population captive to Babylon, and then destroyed the 
city of Jerusalem, including the temple built by Solomon (II 
Kings 24–25). To a people who had largely adopted the 
priorities of the nations around them, the destruction of the 
temple seemed to be the collapse of the power of God and so 
the end of the nation’s identity. 
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CHAPTER 10 

Israel and the Prophets 

We have repeatedly seen the role of prophecy in Israel. 
Prophecy was not merely some cultic phenomenon but was, 
rather, an indispensable feature of Israel’s life and identity. 
We saw that from Abel onwards there was prophecy and 
that, indeed, prophecy was the means by which God effected 
his purposes. Thus, for example, Jeremiah was told:  

 
Behold, I have put my words in your mouth.  
10 See, I have set you this day over nations  
 and over kingdoms,  
to pluck up and to break down,  
 to destroy and to overthrow,  
  to build and to plant (Jer. 1:9–10). 
 

For a single man to accomplish all this, especially in the 
face of such fierce hostility even from within his own people, 
would be an impossibility, if not an absurdity, were it not 
for the fact that what he spoke were the words of God. Since 
we can say that the prophet is the mouthpiece of God (cf. 
Exod. 6:30—7:2), we can also say that when the prophet 
speaks God speaks, and when the prophet speaks God acts. 
That does not, of course, mean that God is at the beck and 
call of the prophet; on the contrary, it means that  
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the genuine prophet only speaks what he has him-self heard 
from God. But it does mean that to dis-regard the prophetic 
word is to come up against the word of God. So, Elijah told 
Ahab:  

 
As the LORD the God of Israel lives, before whom I stand, there shall be 
neither dew nor rain these years, except by my word (I Kings 17:1). 
 

Likewise, when promising the widow of Zarephath that her 
meagre supplies of meal and oil would not run out:  

 
The jar of meal was not spent, neither did the cruse of oil fail, according 
to the word of the LORD which he spoke by Elijah     (I Kings 17:16), 
 

and again, following the restoration of her son, the widow 
declared: 

 
Now I know that you are a man of God, and that the word of the LORD in 
your mouth is truth (I Kings 17:24). 
 

 Hence, King Jehoshaphat told the people, ‘Believe in the 
LORD your God, and you will be established; believe his 
prophets, and you will succeed’ (II Chron. 20:20). 
 

* * * * * 
 
Proverbs 29:18 says, ‘Where there is no prophecy48 the 
people cast off restraint, but blessed is he who keeps the 
law’. This means that apart from the word of God coming, 
there is nothing to restrain the sin of the people. This is 
what we saw at the time of the judges:  

                                            
48 AV ‘vision’; NIV ‘revelation’. 
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‘. . . the word of the LORD was rare in those days; there was 
no frequent vision’ (I Sam. 3:1) and ‘In those days there was 
no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own 
eyes’ (Judg. 21:25). Prophecy, as the living word of the living 
God, actually calls men and women back to the law of God, 
which is the revelation of the character of God and therefore 
of the character men and women are required to exhibit. 
Removal of the prophetic word is, then, a fearful judgment 
(cf. Ps. 74:1–11, esp. v. 9; Lam. 2:9; Ezek. 7:26; Amos 8:11). 
The promise of Malachi 4:5–6 is thrilling for it meant that 
instead of judgment continuing, God would again speak and 
would draw Israel back to the law and unite them in their 
devotion to him.  
 It was of the pure grace of God that he did not leave 
mankind to express the full flowering of its depravity 
following the sin of Adam and Eve. Instead he constantly 
sent them prophets, even though, in general, they equally 
constantly rejected them (see Matt. 23:29–35). By this 
means Israel was kept aware of the plan and promises of 
God, so that men and women of faith would have a hope (cf. 
Jer. 29:10–14; Luke 2:25, 38). 
 Of course, when men and women will not have the word 
of God as the source of their hope, they will never rest with 
hopelessness, but will resort to constructing a hope of their 
own. Hence there is the rise of false words by means of 
divination, clairvoyance and the rest, forbidden in Israel 
(Deut. 18:9–14) and in particular, the appearance of false 
prophets. These things are associated with idolatry, as 
people attempt to find their hope and their satisfaction from 
things other than the living God. Geoffrey Bingham has 
said:  
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This proves, to faith, that prophecy is dynamic. Isaiah 45:20–22 is an 
important passage dealing with such matters. Israel really has no 
essential being apart from fulfilling the will of God, in obedience. Hence 
being such a rebellious people, the prophets within her had a 
tempestuous course, and were for the most part maligned and killed.49  

 There was another significant feature of the prophetic 
role, namely that many of them received from God 
revelations which were definitive for our knowledge of God. 
These they committed to writing, and so we have from them 
what we know as the Old Testament, although we must 
admit that many of the Books of the Old Testament are 
anonymous. But as we saw that the ‘history’ Books of the 
Old Testament were regarded as ‘the Former Prophets’, we 
have no reason to doubt that, although anonymous, these 
Books came from prophetic hands.  
 While Abel may be the first designated prophet (Luke 
11:50–51), Moses has been called ‘the normative prophet’.50 
In the future, all genuine prophets would follow the pattern 
established by Moses (Deut. 18:15–18). Furthermore, since 
God gave to Israel, through Moses, ‘the sonship, the glory, the 
covenants, the giving of the law, the worship and the 
promises’ (Rom. 9:4), prophecy was related to the 
outworking of these things. The promises, the warnings 
(Neh. 9:30) and the final word of judgment and doom were 
all part of the great purpose of God. As we have seen, ‘all 
the prophets who have spoken, from Samuel and those who 
came afterwards, also proclaimed these [that is, New 
Testament] days’ (Acts 3:24). Paul told Timothy that:  

                                            
49 Bingham, Salvation History,  p. 21. 
50 Bingham, Salvation History, p. 21; J. A. Motyer, ‘Prophecy, Prophets’, New 

Bible Dictionary, Inter Varsity Fellowship, London, 1962, p. 1036. 
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. . . from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings 
[the O. T. Scriptures] which are able to instruct you for salvation 
through faith in Christ Jesus (II Tim. 3:15), 

 
and Peter added a significant evaluation of the prophets: 
 

The prophets who prophesied of the grace that was to be yours searched 
and inquired about this salvation; 11 they inquired what person or time 
was indicated by the Spirit of Christ within them when predicting the 
sufferings of Christ and the subsequent glory. 12 It was revealed to them 
that they were serving not themselves but you, in the things which have 
now been announced to you by those who preached the good news to 
you through the Holy Spirit sent from heaven, things into which angels 
long to look (I Pet. 1:10–12). 

 
 Jesus also declared that Moses wrote of him (John 5:46), 
later opening his disciples’ minds  
 

. . . to understand the scriptures, 46 and said to them, ‘Thus it is written, 
that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, 47 
and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be preached in his 
name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem (Luke 24:45–47). 

 
To these we could add such statements as found in I 
Corinthians 15:3–4 and the many references to the 
Scriptures being ‘fulfilled’ (e.g. Matt. 2:15).  

THE PROPHETS AND THEIR TIMES 

While the message of the prophets was with a view to 
Christ, they also spoke directly to their own times. Not all 
wrote down their prophecies. Many were men and women 
whose word was appropriate to a particular person at a 
particular time and whose message was necessarily brief.  
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 The following is a listing of the prophets who are 
mentioned in the Old Testament period, but who left no 
literary remains: Abel (Luke 11:50–51); Enoch (Jude 14); 
Abraham (Gen. 20:7); Isaac (Gen. 27:27–29, 39–40); Jacob 
(Gen. 49:1–27); Miriam (Exod. 15:20); the 72, including 
Eldad and Medad (Num. 11:25ff.); Deborah the prophetess 
(Judg. 4:4); an unnamed prophet (Judg. 6:7ff.); Samuel (I 
Sam. 3:20); a band of prophets plus Saul (I Sam. 10:5, 11); 
Gad and Nathan in the time of David (I Sam. 22:5; II Sam. 
7:2); Ahijah in the time of Solomon and Jeroboam (I Kings 
11:29); Shemaiah and Iddo51 in the time of Rehoboam (II 
Chron. 12:5, 15); ‘a man of God’ and ‘an old prophet’ in the 
time of Jeroboam I (I Kings 13:1ff., 11ff.); Ahaziah the son of 
Oded in the time of Asa (II Chron. 15:1, 8); Jehu in the time 
of Baasha of Israel (I Kings 16:1–7); Elijah in the time of 
Ahab of Israel (I Kings 17ff.); the one hundred prophets who 
were hidden from Ahab (I Kings 18:4); Elisha and the sons 
of the prophets in the time of Ahab (I Kings 19:16; II Kings 
6:1); ‘a prophet’, ‘a man of God’ and ‘one of the sons of the 
prophets’ (I Kings 20:22, 28, 35ff.); Micaiah in the time of 
Jehoshaphat and Ahab (I Kings 22:13ff.); Huldah the 
prophetess, and the prophet from Samaria in the time of 
Josiah (II Kings 22:14; 23:18). Isaiah also identifies his wife 
as ‘the prophetess’ (Isa. 8:3). At the end of the Old 
Testament era, we are told that Anna also was a 
prophetess, (Luke 2:36).  
 While many of these prophets were relatively minor 
characters, at the same time each of them was essential in 
the overall scheme of God’s action in  

                                            
51 These two did write their own ‘chronicles’, although their work has not 

survived. 
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history. However, the prophets who wrote, and whose 
writings have come to us, having been recognised as 
carrying divine authority, that is, they are the outbreathing 
of God (II Tim. 3:16), are of very great significance. We may 
identify the following: Moses, David, Obadiah, Joel, Jonah, 
Amos, Hosea, Micah, Isaiah, Nahum, Jeremiah, Zephaniah, 
Habakkuk, Ezekiel, Daniel, Haggai, Zechariah and 
Malachi.52 

1.  Moses 

 The inclusion of Moses in this list assumes, not 
unreasonably, that Moses was the author of much of the 
first five Books of the Bible, the Pentateuch. While critics 
may dispute this, we can at least say that his prophetic 
function was the means by which God made his Law (the 
Torah, instruction) known to Israel.  

2.  David 

 In Acts 2:30, Peter, having quoted from Psalm 16:8–11, 
declares that this Scripture was an anticipation of Christ 
because David was a prophet. The dynamic nature of 
prophecy is very evident here because in Acts 2:24f. Peter 
said that: 

                                            
52 This list is in rough chronological order, although it should be noted that (i) 

the dates of Obadiah, Joel and to a lesser extent Malachi are uncertain, and 
(ii) the Book of Daniel, for reasons that need not occupy us here, is not 
included among the Prophetic Books in the Hebrew Old Testament. 

ISRAEL AND THE PROPHETS 85

God raised [Jesus] up, having loosed the pangs of death, because it was 
not possible for him to be held by it. For David says concerning him . . . 

 
 The way the writings of David anticipate Christ, 
especially in Psalm 2, has already been noted, and Psalms 
22 and 110 should also be studied. 

3.  Isaiah 

 The book of Isaiah can be set in the days of King Uzziah 
(792–740 B.C.) through to those of King Hezekiah (715–686 
B.C.) (Isa. 1:1).  
 

Isaiah, the son of Amoz, was apparently a highly esteemed citizen of 
Jerusalem, who enjoyed access to the royal court, and was a trusted 
advisor of King Hezekiah. His ministry extended from the year of King 
Uzziah’s death in 740 B.C. (if not from an earlier date) to the reign of the 
idolatrous King Manasseh in whose persecution he was probably 
martyred. Tradition reports that he was slain by being sawn asunder (cf. 
Heb. 11:37). Apparently he did no public preaching after Manasseh 
ascended the throne in 698, but confined his message to the written form 
preserved in chapters 40 through 66. The high point of his political 
influence came in the crucial year 701 B.C., when the Assyrian invasion 
threatened to destroy the kingdom of Judah and remove its inhabitants 
into slavery and exile. Through his intercession with God, the terrible 
danger was miraculously removed, and the remnants of Sennacherib’s 
army fled back ingloriously to Nineveh.53 

 
 These events are described in II Kings 19. The Book of 
Isaiah can generally be divided into two parts, chapters 1–
39 and chapters 40–66, with the  

                                            
53 Gleason L. Archer, ‘Isaiah’, Wycliffe Bible Commentary, Oliphants, London, 

1963, p. 605. 
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latter section, although written more than one hundred 
years before the events, particularly describing the great 
return of Israel from her Babylonian captivity and, 
therefore, anticipating the even greater events of 
redemption when the pur-poses of God for his people would 
be effected by his Servant (see Isa. 42; 53; 61; etc.), and all 
creation restored (Isa. 65:17; 66:22; cf. II Cor. 5:17; Rev. 
21:1). 

4.  Jeremiah 

 The prophet Jeremiah began his ministry in the 
thirteenth year of King Josiah (626 B.C.) and he continued 
into the early years of the exile, when Nebuchadnezzar, the 
King of Babylon, deported a large number of people from 
Judah to Babylon. The revival under Josiah (640–609 B.C.) 
(II Kings 22:1—23:30) was short lived and, on reflection, 
only superficial. The kings who followed Josiah—Jehoahaz, 
who was deposed by Pharaoh Neco (609 B.C.) (II Kings 
23:31–34); Eliakim, who was put on the throne by Pharaoh 
and whose name was changed by him to Jehoiakim (609–
597 B.C.) (II Kings 23:34—24:6); Jehoiachin, whose three 
month reign was terminated by the siege of Jerusalem (597 
B.C.) (II Kings 24:6–16); and Mattaniah, whose name was 
changed to Zedekiah by Nebuchadnezzar, and who reigned 
until a revolt against Babylon resulted in the final defeat 
and destruction of Jerusalem (597–586 B.C.) (II Kings 
24:17—25:7)—were all described as those who ‘did evil in 
the sight of the Lord’.  
 The period was one of impending doom, and yet 
Jerusalem was filled with false prophets who cheerfully 
promised ‘peace in our time’ (cf. Jer. 6:13–14),  
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and who did and said nothing to restrain the overwhelming 
corruption which was hastening the day of judgment (see 
Jer. 5:30–31). 
 When Jeremiah began his ministry, he was told that his 
would be a ministry of condemnation (Jer. 1:9–19), and that 
any salvation which would come, would do so only after the 
judgment was complete (Jer. 29:1–14). Jeremiah was 
obliged to stand alone against the opposition and hostility of 
the national leaders, and after a final futile revolt (Jer. 40–
44) Jeremiah was taken, unwillingly, to Egypt where he 
died. 
 The Book of Jeremiah is a powerful statement against 
the people who had rejected the covenant (cf. Deut. 28–30). 
It also graphically exposes the deep ache suffered by 
Jeremiah in his ministry (cf. 8:18—9:1; 15:10–18; 37:1—
38:28; etc). Of greatest significance must surely be Jeremiah 
31:31–34, where the prophet looks towards the coming new 
covenant. It is this prophecy which the writer of Hebrews 
sees as being so important in demonstrating that the old 
system of Judaism is obsolete now that Christ has come 
(Heb. 8:1–13). 
 The Book itself is a composition of various prophecies 
and is not in any particular chronological order. The Book of 
Lamentations was probably written by Jeremiah, for it, too, 
is a lament at the devastation of Jerusalem. 

5.  Ezekiel 

 Ezekiel was from a priestly family, but found no 
opportunity to function as a priest in Jerusalem because he 
was taken to Babylon in the first  



THE STORY OF THE ACTS OF GOD 88

deportation in 597 B.C. (along with many others in-cluding 
Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego). A. T. Pearson 
analyses Ezekiel as follows:54 
 

His home was at Tel-Abib, the principal colony of the exiles on the river 
Chebar or ‘Grand Canal’ (1:1; 3:15), near the city of Nippur, southeast of 
Babylon. He had a dearly beloved wife but no children (24:16–18). 
Apparently a person of consideration, his home became the meeting 
place of the elders of the exiles (3:24; 8:1; 14:1; 20:1). 
 In response to a magnificent theophany55 (1:4–28), he was charged to 
be God’s spokesman and watchman to the exiles (chs 2–3). His ministry 
extended from the fifth year of Jehoiachin’s exile, 592 B.C., to the 
twenty-seventh year, 570 B.C. (1:2; 29:17). Before the fall of Jerusalem in 
586, he was primarily a preacher of repentance and judgment (chs 1–24). 
To a people, rebellious, inclined to idolatry, and susceptible to a pagan 
environment, he brought constant warnings (2:3ff.; 3:4–11; 13; 14:1ff.; 
18:2, 25; 20:1ff.). He reminded the exiles that the people still living in 
Jerusalem falsely clung to the inviolability of the Temple and the land 
(11:14–25), and put far off the day of recompense (12:21–28). To his 
despairing hearers, after the fall of Jerusalem (24:21ff.; 33:10, 17; 37:11), 
he became a consoler, a herald of salvation, an expositor of the necessity 
of inner religion, a prophet of the regathering [of the people, 
prophesying] God’s restoration of the Temple, worship and land to a 
redeemed and purified Israel (33:11; 34; 36:25–31; 37; 40–48). He pictured 
judgment falling on the hostile nations led by Gog and Magog (chs 38–
39), but hinted of the conversion of other peoples, eg. Sodom and 
Samaria (16:53ff.) and foresaw many nations taking shelter, like birds, 
under the goodly cedar, the Messiah (17:22–24).56 

                                            
54 ‘Ezekiel’, The Wycliffe Bible Commentary, p. 704. 
55 ‘Theophany’: an appearance, or manifestation, of God. 
56 H. L. Ellison says, ‘The language of v. 22f. seems Messianic, but in the light 

of Jeremiah 22:29f. we must be cautious. Our Lord was only officially a 
descendant of Jehoiachin (Matt. 1:2–26).’ Men Spake from God—Studies in the 
Hebrew Prophets, Paternoster, Exeter, 1966, p. 108. 
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6.  Daniel 

 Daniel was one of the exiles who went to Babylon in 597 
B.C. Following an early choice for ‘Babylon-isation’, he 
quickly progressed to a position of prom-inence within the 
royal court (2:48f.), an office he probably held until the 
death of the king in 562 B.C., when he was no doubt retired, 
being nearly sixty years old (cf. 5:10–12). 
 In 539 B.C., Darius the king of the Medes57 conquered 
the Babylonian kingdom, and the aged Daniel, by now over 
eighty, was brought in to assist in the reorganisation of the 
kingdom (6:1–3). He continued in this role for only one year 
(1:21). It was, therefore, as a very old man that he was put 
into the den of lions (6:4–27). 
 The final six chapters of the Book of Daniel (chs 7–12) 
take the form of a series of visions, which, although at times 
obscure, point to the great actions of God from the times of 
Daniel to the times of the Messiah (see esp. 7:13–14, 21, 27).  

7.  Hosea 

 Hosea prophesied to the northern kingdom of Israel 
during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, 
kings of Judah, and in the days of Jeroboam II of Israel. He 
was the only writing prophet of the northern kingdom to 
address his own people.  
 Hosea commenced his prophecy with a dramatic 
description of his ‘marriage’ to a woman who had been a 
prostitute, and who subsequently returned to  

                                            
57 Possibly another name for Cyrus, king of the Persians, the empire being 

that of the Medes and Persians.  
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her corruption. Far from rejecting her, Hosea was 
commanded to take her back and to love her ‘even as the 
LORD loves the people of Israel, though they turn to other 
gods . . .’ (3:1). The remaining chapters of the Book (4–14) 
are devoted to expressing the essence of the opening three 
chapters in terms of the unfaithfulness of Israel and the 
graciousness of God who ‘will heal their faithlessness [and] 
love them freely’ (14:4).  

8.  Joel 

 While the Book of Joel cannot be easily fitted into the 
historical framework, its message is quite clear. Using the 
vivid imagery of a devastating locust plague, Joel 
anticipates the even more fearsome ‘day of the Lord’ (1:15; 
2:1–2, 10–11). While many in Israel may have looked 
forward to the day of the Lord (cf. Amos 5:18–20), for 
rebellious Israel it would mean total destruction (2:3). On 
the basis of this warning, there is a call for Israel to repent 
(2:12–27). With repentance would come a renewal of the 
nation (2:24–27), and after the repentance would come the 
great day when God would pour out his Spirit on all flesh 
(2:28–32; cf. Acts 2:14–21). This blessing of Judah and 
Jerusalem would result in judgment of the nations (3:1–21; 
cf. John 11:45–52; 12:31). 

9.  Amos 

 The ministry of Amos took place during the reign of 
Jeroboam II of Israel (793–753 B.C.). When accused of being 
a professional seer from the south, interfering in the affairs 
of the north, he replied, 
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I am no prophet, nor a prophet’s son; but I am a herdsman and a dresser 
of sycamore trees, 15 and the LORD took me from following the flock, 
and the LORD said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel’ (7:14–15). 

 
 Amos was not a professional; he was a man impelled by 
the word of God and so he could do nothing but speak out 
what he had been shown: 
 

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

 Amos, while speaking against the nations round about, 
and against Judah, focussed his attention mainly on the 
northern kingdom of Israel, announcing the coming 
judgment for its false worship (3:14; 4:4–5) and the 
consequent self-indulgent lifestyle (5:21–27). The Book 
concludes with a series of five visions (7:1—9:6) depicting 
the judgment which would overtake Israel in 722 B.C. when 
the Assyrian forces defeated Samaria and deported most of 
the population. However, the Book closes with the promise 
that although the judgment will destroy the nation, the 
house of Jacob would not completely disappear, and that a 
new, prosperous and secure nation, incidentally associated 
with David (who was of the tribe of Judah, that is, the 
southern kingdom), would arise from the ruins (9:9–15). 

10.  Obadiah 

 Apart from his name, nothing is known of either the 
prophet or when he wrote. This small work is a  
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prophecy against the land of Edom, which was a thorn in 
the side of Israel from earliest times (Num. 20:14–21) up to 
the time of Herod and his sons.58 Edom is to be judged 
because, although a brother to Jacob (v. 10)59, they had 
always opposed Israel and gloated over their misfortune 
and, indeed, when-ever possible, profited from it (cf. Ezek. 
35:1–5, 15). 

11.  Jonah 

 Jonah is mentioned in II Kings 14:25 as function-ing in 
the time of Jeroboam II, although this description of him 
bears no resemblance to the remarkable story recounted in 
the Book which carries his name.  
 The Book describes the call of Jonah to prophesy against 
Nineveh, the capital city of the Assyrian empire (although it 
did not become the capital until later than the time of 
Jeroboam II60), his initial refusal to go, and the events 
which caused him to change his mind. The second half of 
the Book (chs 3–4) describes his preaching and the 
repentance of Nineveh, and the way in which Jonah was 
resentful that God had spared the city.  
 There is no general agreement as to whether the book of 
Jonah is literally true, or whether it is a parable or allegory 
of Israel’s role among the nations (cf. Exod. 19:5, ‘a kingdom 
of priests’) and the way in which it had persistently refused 
to fulfil its role and how Israel actually resented the 
possibility of God showing mercy to the nations (cf. Acts 
11:1–3, 12, 

                                            
58  Herod the Great and his sons were Edomites, and therefore hated by the 

people they ruled. 
59  The Edomites were descended from Jacob’s brother Esau. 
60  See G. Herbert Livingstone, ‘Jonah’, Wycliffe Bible Commentary,          p. 

843. 
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17–18). It may, of course, be both. What is clear is that 
Jonah’s being swallowed by the big fish was regarded by 
Jesus as prefiguring his own death and resurrection (Matt. 
12:38–42). 

12.  Micah 

 Micah prophesied at the same time as Isaiah and, 
indeed, there are very strong similarities between the two 
Books.61 As with the writings of other prophets, there is no 
reason to assume that all of Micah’s material was composed 
at the same time or that the various sections are necessarily 
connected.  
 Although the prophet lived in the south, he spoke and 
wrote against the north also (1:1, 5). He saw the corruption 
within society (2:1–2; 3:9–11) and the contrast between the 
false prophets and those who were genuinely sent by God 
(3:5–8). Because of the unfaithfulness of the people of God, 
judgment would come (1:3–4, 6–9; 2:2–5; 3:12; etc.). Yet 
God’s purposes would not fail, and his people would live in 
the fullness of his blessing (4:1–7). Later the city could be 
surrounded by enemies but a ruler could come who would be 
a true shepherd of his people (5:1–4). 
 Micah saw that his people were under the deserved 
judgment of God, yet he did not despair. He had a rich hope 
because he was looking to God for his salvation (7:7–20). 
Therefore he concludes: 
 

Who is a God like thee, pardoning iniquity  
   and passing over transgression  
   for the remnant of his inheritance?  
He does not retain his anger for ever  
   because he delights in steadfast love.  

                                            
61  cf. Micah 1:3 and Isaiah 26:21; Micah 4:1–3 and Isaiah 2:2–4, etc. 
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19 He will again have compassion upon us,  
   he will tread our iniquities under foot.  
Thou wilt cast all our sins  
   into the depths of the sea.  
20 Thou wilt show faithfulness to Jacob  
   and steadfast love to Abraham,  
as thou hast sworn to our fathers  
   from the days of old (7:18–20). 

13.  Nahum 

 Like Jonah, Nahum is a prophecy concerned with 
Nineveh, although, of course, in form it is quite different. 
The kingdom of Israel had been defeated by Assyria in 722 
B.C. (possibly almost a century before the prophet wrote) 
and now it was time for Nineveh to be judged. Assuming 
that the repentance described by Jonah was real, we may 
assume that it was only short lived. No doubt the great 
power which ruled the world for so long could not avoid 
being defeated by its own greed (3:1).  

14.  Habakkuk 

 Nothing is known about Habakkuk the man or even 
about when he prophesied, although we may discern that he 
wrote at the time when Babylon (the Chaldeans, 1:6) was 
beginning to challenge the power of Assyria, therefore in the 
time of Josiah (640–609 B.C.). This would make Habakkuk 
a contemporary of Jeremiah. 
 The content of the Book is easy to see: After the 
introduction (1:1), Habakkuk complains that the sin of 
Judah seems to be unpunished by God (1:2–4). To this 
complaint God replies that he is about to punish  
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Judah and that the Chaldeans are the instrument he will 
use (1:5–11). At this news, the prophet answers that this is 
not just, since the Chaldeans were more wicked than Judah 
(1:12—2:1): 
 

Thou who art of purer eyes than to behold evil  
   and canst not look on wrong,  
why dost thou look on faithless men,  
   and art silent when the wicked swallows up  
   the man more righteous than he? (1:13). 

 
Again, God’s answer was that the Chaldeans, too, would be 
judged and that the righteous person would live by his faith 
(2:2–4; cf. Rom. 1:17). Five ‘woes’ against sin are then listed 
(2:5–20), followed by the concluding prayer in which 
Habakkuk appeals to God to show mercy in the midst of the 
wrath (3:2) and then finally declares that he would indeed 
trust God through the judgment and wrath: 
 

Though the fig tree do not blossom,  
   nor fruit be on the vines,  
the produce of the olive fail  
   and the fields yield no food,  
the flock be cut off from the fold  
   and there be no herd in the stalls,  
18 yet I will rejoice in the LORD,  
   I will joy in the God of my salvation.  
GOD, the Lord, is my strength;  
   he makes my feet like hinds’ feet,  
   he makes me tread upon my high places (3:17–19). 

 
The prophecy concludes with the instruction: ‘To the 
choirmaster: with stringed instruments’, indicating that the 
concluding prayer was a carefully constructed work, 
intended to be sung and accompanied by stringed 
instruments. We may discern from this that the work of this 
prophet was carefully prepared  
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before it was presented and was not the result of some 
‘irrational’ ecstatic experience. The same may be said for the 
other prophets, especially when it is recognised that the 
Books of the prophets are largely written in poetry. 

15.  Zephaniah 

 It seems that Zephaniah was a descendant of the royal 
family; he ministered during the reign of Josiah (1:1). 
Although there was a revival of the administration of the 
Law and of the worship of the Lord, the people continued 
the idolatrous practices established under Manasseh and 
Amon (Josiah’s grandfather and father).  
 For this reason, the message Zephaniah had to bring 
was one of judgment (1:2–6). At the same time, he continues 
to remind the people that in the light of the coming ‘day of 
the Lord’ repentance is an urgent necessity (2:1–4). Again, 
the prophecy does not end with judgment but looks through 
it to the time when God would purify the speech of his peo-
ple, that is, they would cease to call upon the idols and cry 
out to the Lord (3:9; cf. Isa. 6:5). He looks forward to the 
time when the judgments will be over and the people 
purified (3:11–15). Then God will renew his people in his 
love, gather them together and bring them home (3:17, 20). 

16.  Haggai 

 The three prophets, Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi no 
longer looked forward to the coming judgment under the 
Babylonians, for that had taken  
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place. The people of Judah had been taken to Babylon and, 
following the defeat of Babylon by the Persians, in 538 B.C. 
had returned to their land and the ruined city of 
Jerusalem.62 The return from exile is described in Ezra 1–6.  
 The great issue facing Haggai was the total indifference 
to the things of God expressed, in particular, in those who 
returned postponing the rebuilding of the temple (1:2–4). 
The people needed to consider the lack of promised 
prosperity and see it as God’s chastening (1:7–11). The 
result of this call was that the people began to rebuild 
(1:12–15), and when the people saw that the new temple 
was nothing com-pared with the former temple of Solomon, 
Haggai encouraged them with the promise that God would 
 

. . . shake the heavens and the earth and the sea and the dry land; 7 and I 
will shake all nations, so that the treasures of all nations shall come in, 
and I will fill this house with splendour, says the LORD of hosts. 8 The 
silver is mine, and the gold is mine, says the LORD of hosts. 9 The latter 
splendour of this house shall be greater than the former, says the LORD 
of hosts; and in this place I will give prosperity, says the LORD of hosts 
(2:6–9). 

 
It remains for the coming formation of the church at 
Pentecost and after to show the incredible splendour of the 
new temple (Eph. 2:19–22; I Pet. 2:4–6; see esp. Rev. 21:24). 

17.  Zechariah 

 Zechariah prophesied at the same time as Haggai (about 
520 B.C.). He, too, was concerned with the rebuilding of the 
temple, although his descriptions  

                                            
62 Many remained in Babylon and Susa (the capital of Persia), having become 

settled and prosperous, as described in Esther. 
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are far more vivid than those of his contemporary (e.g. 4:1–
10). The latter chapters (9–14) look beyond contemporary 
events to the coming of Zion’s king (9:9). When he comes 
there will be liberty for the captives, the ‘prisoners of hope’, 
‘because of the blood of my covenant with you’ (9:11–12).  
 As in Ezekiel 34, there is a rebuke for the shepherds, 
those who should be caring for the people, for God himself 
cares for his people (10:2–3). The prophecy then turns to the 
raising up of a true shepherd who was in turn rejected 
(11:4–14). Instead, the people would be handed over to one 
who did not care for them (11:15–17). However, God’s 
purposes for his people did not end there; on the contrary, 
Israel would be the means of God’s judgment. The people 
will be made penitent and will then be cleansed by God from 
all sin and uncleanness (12:10—13:1). The result will then 
be total repudiation of the idolatry and false prophecy of the 
past (13:2–6). Yet for this to take place, God himself will be 
responsible for the striking of his own shepherd (13:7; cf. 
Mark 14:27; Isa. 53:10). The prophecy concludes with a 
description of the victory of the Lord over his enemies (14:1–
5) and then a description of the universal reign of God 
(14:6–21). 

18.  Malachi 

 The name ‘Malachi’ is an unusual personal name, 
meaning ‘my messenger’ (cf. 3:1). Beyond this, nothing is 
known of the man or of the times in which he wrote, 
although a date of about 460 B.C. is generally accepted. 
 In spite of all that had happened to them through-out 
their history, the love of Israel for their Lord had  
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grown cold. Religious observance had become mechanical 
and concern for godliness absent (1:6—2:17). To this God 
warns that he is about to send his messenger to prepare the 
way before him. Although the people claim to seek the Lord 
(cf. Rom. 3:11; Ps. 14:1–3) and to delight in the covenant, 
they will find that when the Lord comes it will be to purge 
his people of all their uncleanness and impurity (3:1–5). 
Malachi then describes the way in which the genuine 
believers in Israel responded to the warning (3:16–18), and 
concludes with a further description of the way  
 

. . . evildoers will be stubble; the day that comes shall burn them up . . . 2 
But for you who fear my name the sun of righteousness shall rise with 
healing in its wings . . . (4:1–2). 

 
The closing words of the Book are an appropriate link with 
the events of the New Testament: 
 

. . . Remember the law of my servant Moses, the statutes and ordinances 
that I commanded him at Horeb for all Israel.  
5 Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and terrible 
day of the LORD comes. 6 And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their 
children and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I come and smite 
the land with a curse (4:4–6).  

 
* * * * * 

 
With the conclusion of Malachi, the prophetic word ceased 
in Israel until the appearance of John the Baptist (Luke 
1:14–17). The warning of Amos 8:11–12 had been fulfilled: 

 
‘Behold, the days are coming’, says the Lord GOD,  
 ‘when I will send a famine on the land;  
not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water,  
 but of hearing the words of the LORD.  
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12 They shall wander from sea to sea,  
 and from north to east;  
they shall run to and fro, to seek the word of the LORD,  
 but they shall not find it.’  

 
What must be seen, however, is that the prophecies which 
directed Israel were all moving her still towards the great 
climax of God’s action. Paul, in       II Corinthians 1:20, said 
that ‘all the promises of God find their Yes in [Christ]’. In 
other words, God’s promises concerning his people find their 
fulfilment in Christ. There is no hope for Israel apart from 
faith in the Messiah. Whatever delight they may have in the 
land of Palestine, or in the Law, the true descendant of 
Abraham is one who has come to Christ (Rom. 9:6ff.) and 
who finds his inheritance in the new Jerusalem: 

 
For you have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire, and 
darkness, and gloom, and a tempest, 19 and the sound of a trumpet, and 
a voice whose words made the hearers entreat that no further messages 
be spoken to them. 20 For they could not endure the order that was 
given, ‘If even a beast touches the mountain, it shall be stoned.’ 21 
Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, ‘I tremble with fear.’ 
22 But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, 
the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, 
23 and to the assembly of the first-born who are enrolled in heaven, and 
to a judge who is God of all, and to the spirits of just men made perfect, 
24 and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled 
blood that speaks more graciously than the blood of Abel (Heb. 12:18–
24). 
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CHAPTER 11 

The Exile and Return 

In discussing the kings after David and the message of the 
prophets, we have made frequent mention of Judah’s exile 
in Babylon. Jeremiah had prophesied that the period of 
exile would be seventy years (Jer. 25:12; 29:10; II Chron. 
36:21; Dan. 9:2). Actually, there were two exiles, one in 597 
B.C. and the next, associated with the destruction of 
Jerusalem and the temple, in 586 B.C. In 539 B.C. Cyrus 
the Persian captured Babylon, and the following year he 
issued an edict allowing all captive peoples to return to their 
homelands. Unless the number seventy is ap-proximate, it 
is hard to be precise about the length of time identified by 
Jeremiah. One possibility is that the period of seventy years 
covered the time the tem-ple was in ruins (cf. Zech. 7:5), 
although Daniel (Dan. 9:24) seems to regard the period as 
anticipating the time from the beginning of the judgment 
under Nebuchadnezzar to the coming of the Messiah . 
 While the people were in exile, they quickly became 
established and often quite prosperous. At the same time, 
they did not assimilate into the local population but 
retained, and even intensified, their  
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identity as ‘Jews’.63 While they were in Babylon, cut off from 
even the possibility of temple worship, they tended to devote 
more time to meeting together for prayer and reading of the 
Scriptures, especially the Law. This gathering together was 
significant for maintaining and strengthening their 
understanding of their identity as well as for reflecting on 
the issues of their history and the causes of the calamities 
which had overtaken them. This practice of gathering 
together was the probable beginning of what was later 
known as the ‘synagogue’, a word derived from the Greek 
sun (together) and ago (to gather, bring). 
 Of course, by the time of Cyrus’ decree, many of the 
exiles had died while others had grown old, and there were 
those who were born in Babylon and who had no experience 
of their homeland. Add to this the fact of their being settled 
in Babylon, and it is not hard to see why not all the Jews in 
Babylon wanted to return. For example, Daniel remained in 
Babylon and served the Persians while there was a 
significant Jewish population both in Susa and throughout 
the Persian empire (see the whole of the Book of Esther).  
 Following Cyrus’ decree, recorded in Ezra 1:1–4, a 
number of Jews returned to Judea from Babylon under 
Sheshbazzar, a prince of the former royal family. Together 
with local Jews who had remained, the returning Jews built 
an altar and a foundation but did not proceed with the 
rebuilding of the temple. It was the ministry of the prophets 
Haggai and Zechariah which encouraged the people to 
continue the rebuilding (Ezra 4:24—5:2). Protests against 
the  

                                            
63 The word ‘Jews’ is formed from ‘Judah’, but was not used before the exile. 

Later it became the word for the people who returned and who lived in ‘Judea’ 
or, more generally, for all those who were descended from Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob. 
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building of the temple were sent to the Persian king, but the 
right of the Jews to rebuild was upheld (Ezra 5:3—6:15). 
 Opposition from many local, non-Jewish inhabitants 
also hindered the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem and it 
was Nehemiah, one of those who was working for King 
Artaxerxes in Susa, who was commissioned to return and 
supervise the rebuilding (Neh. 1:1—2:8). Both the Books of 
Ezra and Nehemiah tell the stories of these events, but it is 
difficult to avoid the conclusion that their primary aim is to 
describe the way the Jews now came to take their 
obligations under Law seriously. Ezra 9–10 and Nehemiah 
8–12 describe the way the people had lost their purity 
through intermarriage (Ezra 9:2) and the way Ezra the 
scribe called on the population to return to their covenant 
obligations (Ezra 10:9–17; Neh. 8:1–8). The great confession 
of the nation’s sin, in Nehemiah 9, and the effect of that 
attitude on the life and worship of the people in Nehemiah 
13 show the new rigid understanding of the Law which now 
directed the Jewish people. 

BETWEEN THE TESTAMENTS 

The reforms of Ezra and Nehemiah may probably be dated 
about 427 B.C., possibly up to fifty years after the writing of 
Malachi. The history of the period from then to the 
beginning of the events of the New Testament is involved 
and fascinating, but the Scriptures are silent concerning it. 
That does not mean that nothing was written during this 
time, since we have much material in the ‘Apocrypha’, but 
both Jews and Christians have generally acknowledged  
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that these inter-testamental documents do not have the 
authority of the Holy Spirit on them (cf. II Tim. 3:16). The 
prophetic voice was silent, and there was the (consequent?) 
growth of the authority of the scribes whose task was to 
interpret and apply the Law and the prophets of Israel’s 
past. As has been said, the Jews now lived with only ‘the 
echo of the voice’ and not the voice itself. No doubt this 
made the arrival of John the Baptist so significant—‘the 
voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the 
Lord’ (Mark 1:3). 
 Following the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, details of 
events in Judea are a little obscure. However, it is known 
that there was a large Jewish community in Upper Egypt. 
In fact, gradually the number of Jews living outside 
Palestine came to outnumber those living in Judea.  
 By the end of the fifth century B.C., the Persian empire 
was suffering internal strife and disintegration. At the same 
time, the Greek states were also fighting amongst 
themselves. Peace was restored among the Greek states in 
387 B.C. through the intervention of the Persians, but the 
Greeks were still disunited and weak. Meanwhile, in 359 
B.C., in Macedon to the north, Philip II gained the ascen-
dancy ‘by the usual procedure, a round of family 
assassination’.64 He, in turn, was succeeded in 355 B.C. by 
his son, Alexander, then aged 20.  
 Alexander moved quickly to establish his rule in Greece, 
then in 334 B.C. he led his army into Asia. He routed the 
local Persian force which had not taken him seriously and 
the following year he met and defeated the main Persian 
force at the battle of Issus.  

                                            
64 H. D. F. Kitto, The Greeks, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1957, p. 155. 
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From that point, until his death in 323 B.C., Alexander 
moved rapidly and conquered all the Middle East, from 
India, where his resources were stretched, to Egypt, as well 
as west to Italy. The result of this was the great unification 
of the known world by means of Greek language and 
culture, which Alexander took with him.  
 When Alexander died, he left no heir and so his empire 
was divided among a number of his generals, and following 
initial disputes, three permanent kingdoms emerged: 
Macedonian Europe under Cassander, Egypt under Ptolemy 
I and Syria and Mesopotamia under Seleucus. It should be 
noted that in 146 B.C. Sparta and other Greek states 
appealed to Rome to settle a dispute. This former Greek 
conquest had been quietly growing in power, and Rome then 
assumed power over Greece.  
 Under the Greeks, the Jews found themselves objects of 
dispute between the Ptolemies and the Seleucids, since both 
coveted the land of Palestine. During this time, the Jewish 
population in Egypt grew rapidly, especially in Alexandria. 
Eventually, however, the Seleucids won and the impact of 
‘Hellenism’ increased. Alexander had aimed at the conquest 
of Greek culture, and even resorted to mass mixed 
marriages. Greek colonies were set up in Palestine which all 
disseminated Greek culture, so that it was impossible for 
the Jews to avoid breathing it to some extent. 
 However, the ruthless attempt to destroy the faith of 
Israel by Antiochus IV65, who became king in 187 B.C., was 
eventually the undoing of Greek dominion over the Jews. 
There was a core of resistance to  

                                            
65 See I Maccabees 1:41–64; II Maccabees 6:1–11; 6:18—7:42. 
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Antiochus by the ‘Hasidim’, or ‘pious ones’, from whom 
probably both the Pharisees and the Essenes were 
descended. But when he insisted that all Jews sacrifice to 
Greek gods, revolution broke out (known as the Maccabean 
revolt), and in 164 B.C. the Greeks were finally defeated 
and Judea became independent. This victory was followed 
by the rededication of the temple, which Antiochus had 
polluted with ‘the desolating sacrilege’ (cf. Mark 13:14), the 
setting up of an image of Olympian Zeus and the sacrifice of 
unclean animals to that deity on the altar. 
 The initial victory was soon followed by internal 
squabbling among various Jewish groups, and calm did not 
finally come until 142 B.C. Yet even then the seeds of 
division were growing, in particular over who should hold 
the office of high priest, and this continued until 63 B.C. 
when one of the factions appealed to Rome for assistance. 
The Romans happily agreed and Judea became subject to 
Rome.  
 John Hyrcanus was confirmed by Rome as high priest 
and titular leader of the nation, but the real power behind 
the throne was the Edomite, Antipater, who had made 
himself increasingly useful to Rome, especially to Julius 
Caesar. Antipater was succeeded by his sons Phasael and 
Herod, but when Phasael was killed in battle against the 
Parthians, Herod, who had fled to Rome, was confirmed by 
the Senate, on the motion of Octavian and Antony, as ‘King 
of the Jews’. 
 Herod was an able and ruthless king who saw that the 
prosperity of Judea was linked to its integration into the 
Roman sphere. His kingdom was not always secure, as, for 
example, when Cleopatra, the last of the Ptolemies who had 
Antony as her lover and supporter, looked enviously at 
Judea. For this and  
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other reasons, Herod became increasingly insecure and 
often took violent action to put down his (real or imagined) 
enemies (e.g. Matt. 2:16). At the time of his death (4 B.C.), 
Herod was loathed by the Jews. His major legacy was the 
rebuilding program for the temple, begun in 19 B.C., and 
not completed until about 66 A.D.  
 Herod was succeeded by his sons, but following Roman 
intervention, Herod Antipas was made Tetrarch of Galilee 
(not ‘king’), and the Romans took direct control of Judea, 
with a succession of Prefects and Procurators. 

THE EXPECTATION 

It would be an over-simplification to say that the Jews were 
looking for their Messiah, but certainly there were many 
who, knowing the prophetic writ-ings, looked forward to the 
great action of God to redeem Jerusalem and console Israel 
(Luke 2:38, 25). Certainly, anyone who seemed to be a 
prospective leader was closely questioned: are you the 
Christ, are you Elijah, or the prophet? (cf. John 1:21; cf. 
Matt. 16:13–14).  
 We do know, from other sources, that there were many 
who came claiming to be able to save Israel from Roman 
domination. Although the evidence points to most of these 
people coming during the apostolic period (that is, 30–70 
A.D.), some did rise as early as 6 A.D., and because of the 
ferocity of the Roman reaction many Jewish leaders were 
fearful of anyone who attracted crowds (although their 
reasons could stand further examination, cf. John 11:47–57; 
12:9–11). At the same time, there was a deep resent-ment of 
Roman domination. Initially, this was not  
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easily expressed, since Rome’s hand was heavy. For 
example, the Emperor Tiberius at one stage left major 
control of the empire to others, especially to the anti-Semitic 
Sejanus, but later, when Sejanus fell from favour, the 
Jewish leaders felt able to flex their muscles against the 
Roman representative (John 19:12–16). 
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CHAPTER 12 

‘The Fullness of Time’ 

In Ephesians 1:3–5, Paul writes: 
 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed 
us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 4 even 
as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should 
be holy and blameless before him. 5 He destined us in love to be his sons 
through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of 
his glorious grace which he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved.  
 

 Among other things, he makes the point that the eternal 
purpose of God was to choose us to be his sons and 
daughters, having made us holy and blameless before him. 
But Paul is clear that the purpose of God cannot be 
understood apart from Christ; ‘He chose us in him’; ‘He 
destined us . . . through Jesus Christ’; ‘grace . . . freely 
bestowed . . . in the Beloved’. This means that we cannot 
know the purposes of God unless we are intimately related 
to Christ. Nothing of the plan of God takes place apart from 
him. 
 We have seen how the prophets looked towards the 
coming of Christ, even though the precise details may have 
been unclear to them (I Pet. 1:10–12). We  
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have also seen how not only the history of Israel but also all 
of the history of mankind was a moving to-wards that great 
event. Furthermore, all Israel, especially those who were 
men and women of faith, lived in thrilled anticipation of 
such things as the coming of the Kingdom of God, the 
complete remis-sion of sins, the outpouring of the Spirit on 
all the people of God, the coming of the Messiah and the 
establishing of the new and permanent covenant.66 
 Then, at last, the cry rang out:  

 
The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and 
believe in the gospel (Mark 1:15). 
 

Paul states that: 
 
. . . when the time had fully come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, 
born under the law, 5 to redeem those who were under the law, so that 
we might receive adoption as sons  (Gal. 4:4–5). 
 

 The prologue of John’s Gospel (1:1–18) is a thrill-ing 
summary of all that Jesus was about in his life and 
ministry. It commences, however, not with his birth but 
with a revelation that even before creation took place the 
Word of God, that is, the one through whom God speaks, 
was with God and was God (1:1). Creation took place 
through him (1:3), which re-minds us of the description of 
Genesis 1, ‘and God said . . .’ 
 John tells us that: 

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

                                            
66 cf. Geoffrey Bingham, Salvation History, p. 30. 
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 The birth of Jesus is, then, the great action of God, the 
Word, laying aside the prerogatives of deity, and taking the 
form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men, with 
human form (Phil. 2:5–8). He was not ‘God in disguise’; he 
was truly man (Heb. 2:5–9). At the same time, to see him 
was to see his ‘glory as the only Son from the Father, full of 
grace and truth’. To see him was to see that God is the 
Father and that all his actions are grace and truth, 
mediated through the person of the Son. 
 This ought not to surprise us, in view of the way God 
repeatedly indicated, by prophetic word and by deed, his 
eternal purpose to have men and women fully restored to 
their created glory. So then, the re-ality is that men and 
women ought to have recog-nised the Son when he came 
and to have received him as the one so long promised. This 
is made clear in Luke 24:25–27 where Jesus told the two on 
the road to Emmaus that they ought to have believed ‘all 
that the prophets have spoken!’ However, John tells us: 

 
He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the 
world knew him not. 11 He came to his own home, and his own people 
received him not. 12 But to all who received him, who believed in his 
name, he gave power to become children of God; 13 who were born, not 
of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God 
(John 1:10–13). 

 
The account of Jesus’ life and ministry makes it abundantly 
clear that it was quite impossible for men and women to 
perceive Jesus as the Christ, and so trust him as the 
Father’s saving action for humanity, apart from a total 
revelation. Thus, when Peter announced that Jesus was ‘the 
Christ, the Son of the living God’, Jesus informed him that 
‘flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father  
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who is in heaven’ (Matt. 16:16–17). In the face of Jewish 
bewilderment concerning him, Jesus said, ‘No one can come 
to me unless the Father who sent me draws him’ (John 
6:44), and later amplified this by saying: 

 
My teaching is not mine, but his who sent me; 17 if any man’s will is to 
do his will, he shall know whether the teaching is from God or whether I 
am speaking on my own authority (John 7:16–17). 
 

 In other words, it was not that Jesus was in any way 
obscure. His teaching and actions were all the works which 
the Father had given him to do and were perfectly plain. 
The problem, as always, lay in the will of those who heard 
and saw him. Thus: 

 
‘Let not your hearts be troubled; believe in God, believe also in me. 2 In 
my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, would I have told 
you that I go to prepare a place for you?        3 And when I go and 
prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, 
that where I am you may be also. 4 And you know the way where I am 
going.’ 5 Thomas said to him, ‘Lord, we do not know where you are 
going; how can we know the way?’ 6 Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, 
and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father, but by me. 7 If 
you had known me, you would have known my Father also; henceforth 
you know him and have seen him.’  
 8 Philip said to him, ‘Lord, show us the Father, and we shall be 
satisfied.’ 9 Jesus said to him, ‘Have I been with you so long, and yet 
you do not know me, Philip? He who has seen me has seen the Father; how 
can you say, “Show us the Father”? 10 Do you not believe that I am in the 
Father and the Father in me? The words that I say to you I do not speak on my 
own authority; but the Father who dwells in me does his works. 11 Believe me 
that I am in the Father and the Father in me; or else believe me for the sake of 
the works themselves’(John 14:1–11). 
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 He also asked those Jews who wanted to kill him:  
 
Why do you not understand what I say? It is because you cannot bear to 
hear my word. 44 You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do 
your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and has 
nothing to do with the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he 
lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father 
of lies. 45 But, because I tell the truth, you do not believe me (John 8:43–
45). 

 
 Quite clearly, then, what was required was not for Jesus 
to urge better behaviour on his hearers. That would have 
been utterly fruitless, since they were convinced that by 
opposing Jesus they were doing God a favour (cf. Gal. 1:13–
14; Phil. 3:6). Yet in their opposition to Jesus, they were 
actually demonstrating their own absolute hostility to God 
and their bondage to other lords besides him (Isa. 26:13–14). 
The fundamental rebellion we encountered when we 
examined the history of Israel in the Old Testament now 
comes decisively into focus. So Jesus could say that his 
coming in the flesh had actually deprived them of any 
excuse at all, since he not only exposed their sin, but also 
showed that their great rebellion was to reject the remedy 
which God had provided (John 15:22; 16:8–9). What was 
required  was that the bondage of the will to which men and 
women were subject be shattered and that they be released 
from those other lords who held them in bondage. 
 In consequence, the Gospel accounts of Jesus are far 
more than tales of a loving wonder-worker. They are, 
instead, the description of the way in which Jesus fulfilled 
the prophecies of the Old Testament and so brought all the 
purposes of God for creation to their goal. His life was one of 
single-minded  
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obedience to the Father, and so one of constant conflict with 
the powers of darkness who tried to bring him under their 
authority (cf. John 1:5). 

JESUS’ BIRTH 

Jesus’ birth was explicitly the extraordinary action of God to 
enter the human race in a new way. Mary was a virgin and 
remained so until after the birth of Jesus (Matt. 1:24–25)! 
The angel Gabriel was sent to tell Mary that God had 
chosen her to be the mother of the promised son of David: 

 
And the angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found 
favor with God. 31 And behold, you will conceive in your womb and 
bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus.  
32 He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High;  
   and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David,  
33 and he will reign over the house of Jacob for ever;  
   and of his kingdom there will be no end.’  
34 And Mary said to the angel, ‘How shall this be, since I have no 
husband?’ 35 And the angel said to her,  
‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you,  
   and the power of the Most High will overshadow you;  
   therefore the child to be born will be called holy,  
   the Son of God’ (Luke 1:30–35). 
 

All that God had promised to David (II Sam. 7:12–13) was 
about to be fulfilled. At that time Mary was only betrothed 
(Luke 1:27)—promises had been exchanged, but the 
marriage had not yet taken place—therefore she was quite 
puzzled as to how the promise of the angel could be fulfilled. 
Gabriel’s reply was that God would cause her to conceive by 
means of the direct  
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action of the Holy Spirit. A parallel with Genesis 2:7, where 
God caused Adam to be formed when he breathed into the 
lifeless clay the breath of life, is no doubt intended. This was 
a new beginning. In Jesus, creation was commencing again. 
Further-more, the child to be born was to be called holy, 
that is, he was one who was totally committed to God.67 He 
would be the Son of God. The picture of creation beginning 
again is strong here, for, when Luke gives Jesus’ genealogy 
in 3:23–38, he calls Adam the Son of God.  
 When Mary reflected on all that was to take place, she 
recognised that all of it was in accordance with what had 
been promised. She said: 

 
‘My soul magnifies the Lord,  
47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,  
48for he has regarded the low estate of his handmaiden.  
For behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed;  
49 for he who is mighty has done great things for me,  
   and holy is his name.  
50 And his mercy is on those who fear him  
from generation to generation.  
51 He has shown strength with his arm,  
he has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts,  
52 he has put down the mighty from their thrones,  
and exalted those of low degree;  
53 he has filled the hungry with good things,  
and the rich he has sent empty away.  
54 He has helped his servant Israel,  
in remembrance of his mercy,  
55 as he spoke to our fathers,  
to Abraham and to his posterity for ever’ (Luke 1:46–55). 
 

 Again the note of the triumph of God is very prominent. 
Psalm 2 had stated that God was not  

                                            
67 This will be made more explicit when we examine his baptism. 
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threatened by the pride or the hostility of the nations 
because he had set his king on Zion, his holy hill, and that 
his king was his anointed, his Son. This Magnificat of Mary 
spells out the putting down of those ‘mighty’, and we have 
already seen that this is because her child will be the Son of 
God.  
 The birth of John the Baptist, which took place some 
months before the birth of Jesus, was likewise seen to be in 
line with the promises of God made to Abraham: 

 
And his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit, and 
prophesied, saying,  

68 ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel,  
for he has visited and redeemed his people,  
69 and has raised up a horn of salvation for us  
in the house of his servant David,  
70 as he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets  
 from of old,  
71 that we should be saved from our enemies,  
and from the hand of all who hate us;  
72 to perform the mercy promised to our fathers,  
and to remember his holy covenant,  
73 the oath which he swore to our father Abraham,  
  74 to grant us  
that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies,  
might serve him without fear,  
75 in holiness and righteousness before him all  
  the days of our life.  
76 And you, child, will be called the prophet  
  of the Most High;  
for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways,  
77 to give knowledge of salvation to his people  
in the forgiveness of their sins,  
78 through the tender mercy of our God,  
when the day shall dawn upon us from on high  
79 to give light to those who sit in darkness  
  and in the shadow of death,  
to guide our feet into the way of peace’ (Luke 1:67–79). 
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 To deliver those in darkness and the shadow of death 
refers to the purpose of God to release men and women from 
the threatened judgment which must come on their 
rebellion (cf. Luke 3:3–9). 
 Following the flight into Egypt, when Mary, Joseph and 
the baby had to escape from the attempts by Herod to kill 
Jesus, Matthew records that their return after Herod’s 
death was in fulfilment of the word of the prophet Hosea 
(11:1), ‘Out of Egypt have I called my son.’ By this 
observation Matthew tells us that just as Israel was the son 
of God (see Exod. 4:22; Deut. 14:1–2), yet failed to live in the 
good of its sonship or to honour God as Father (cf. Mal. 1:6), 
so now there is a new people of God being brought into 
being, a new sonship, with a man relating simply yet 
profoundly to the Father (cf. John 5:17ff.; etc.). The promise 
of the new people of God is now coming to fulfilment.  

JESUS’ BAPTISM 

When Jesus came to John the Baptist to be baptised by him, 
John protested that he ought to have been baptised by 
Jesus. Yet John was the one baptising. Vast crowds had 
come to him to be baptised when he told them that the 
Kingdom was coming quickly and that they, therefore, 
needed to repent, that is, to change their mind and see 
things from the perspective of the truth and, in 
consequence, change their whole pattern of behaviour 
(Matt. 3:1–11). John was fulfilling the prophecy of Malachi 
that the prophet Elijah would return ‘before the great and 
terrible day of the LORD comes’ (Mal. 4:5). Associated with 
this was the command to: 
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Remember the law of my servant Moses, the statutes and ordinances that 
I commanded him at Horeb for all Israel (Mal. 4:4). 
 

Malachi was saying that the prophet would call Israel back 
to submission to the Law of Moses.68 John the Baptist was, 
of course, doing that, but he was doing something extra. He 
was baptising Jewish people at the same time as he called 
on them to repent. Now until that time, baptism had been 
administered to Gentiles who wanted to become Jews, that 
is, become proselytes. So when John was baptising Jews he 
was virtually saying that Israel, the people of God, had 
ceased to function as the people of God and were in fact 
living as if they were Gentiles, outside the covenant and 
without God. So, while baptism meant submission to the 
Law for one who wished to become a Jew, it now demanded 
that those who came in submission to the Law should 
confess their sin of rebellion in anticipation that when the 
Kingdom came they would be forgiven (cf. Mark 1:4). 
 Matthew describes the baptism of Jesus: 

 
Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to be baptized by 
him. 14 John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized 
by you, and do you come to me?’ 15 But Jesus answered him, ‘Let it be 
so now; for thus it is fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness.’ Then he 
consented. 16 And when Jesus was baptized, he went up immediately 
from the water, 17 and behold, the heavens were opened and he saw the 
Spirit of God descending like a dove, and alighting on him; and lo, a 
voice from heaven, saying, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am 
well pleased’ (3:13–17). 
 

 Of course, Jesus had no sin to confess, but it was 
significant that he should declare his absolute  

                                            
68 This approach to baptism is dealt with in more detail in The Baptism of 

John: Its Significance for our Understanding of Christian Baptism by Ian 
Pennicook, N.C.P.I., Blackwood, 1987. 
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submission to the Law of Moses, which was, at the same 
time, the revelation of the character of God. That was what 
he meant when he insisted that John should baptise him: ‘it 
is fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness’. He was about the 
business of being the Son of God, as Adam had been but had 
ceased to be. He was, then, about the business of 
establishing a new race of people who would derive from 
him and his righteousness rather than from Adam and his 
fall.  
 This meant that Jesus was now to move out into the 
conflict and to rescue those in bondage (cf. Isa. 61:1–2; Luke 
4:18–19). The significance of the pro-gram outlined in Psalm 
2 now becomes obvious with God anointing Jesus with the 
Holy Spirit (cf. Ps. 2:2, ‘anointed’; Acts 10:37–38) and 
declaring him to be the Son. In the terms of Psalm 2, this 
meant that Jesus was now being declared to be the 
Messiah-Son-King who would now go out and receive the 
nations as his inheritance and the ends of the earth as his 
possession. 
 The dynamic nature of this anointing is seen in the way 
Jesus was immediately ‘led up by the Spirit into the 
wilderness, to be tempted by the devil’. In other words, the 
Spirit immediately thrust him into the conflict where the 
truth of God’s declaration would be tested. It was the 
garden of Eden all over again. There God had said ‘do not 
eat of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, 
for in the day that you eat you shall surely die.’ Satan 
immediately called that word from God into question: ‘Did 
God say . . .?’ Here the attempt to destroy man is repeated. 
God said of Jesus: ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am 
well pleased’, and Satan responded by calling that into 
question: ‘If you are the Son of  
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God . . .’ Moreover, Psalm 2 records God offering the nations 
of the world to the Son if he would but ask him. Satan, 
however, offers to surrender them with-out a fight, if only 
Jesus will not ask the Father but worship the Evil One. 
There was an intense struggle in the wilderness for the 
loyalty of Jesus. His physical needs were emphasised, as 
was his willingness to trust God for his wellbeing. The 
result of this con-flict was that Jesus was thoroughly 
exhausted but tri-umphant, and ‘behold, angels came and 
ministered to him’ (Matt. 4:11). 
 After that, Luke records that ‘when the devil had ended 
every temptation, he departed from [Jesus] until an 
opportune time’ (4:13), which was evidently not a long time 
afterwards, see 4:28–29, 34. The Letter to the Hebrews tells 
us that Jesus was tempted (tested) in every respect as we 
are (4:15), which means that he ran the whole gamut of 
testing as his relationship with the Father was called into 
question from every possible angle. Yet, in it all, he 
remained without sin. In spite of the desires of the Evil One, 
this man remained completely guiltless, so that there was 
no way the forces of darkness could ever claim him (cf. John 
14:30). 
 The initial testing completed, ‘Jesus returned in the 
power of the Spirit into Galilee, and a report concerning him 
went through all the surrounding country’ (Luke 4:14). 
Matthew adds that when he taught, he taught concerning 
the Kingdom of God. This was no mere theological topic but 
the powerful reality of the reign of God breaking into 
human history in a powerful, new way, liberating men and 
women from bondage to the dark powers, healing them from 
disease and infirmity (Matt. 4:23f.; cf. Luke 4:22, 31–37; 
etc). 
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CHAPTER 13 

‘The Kingdom  
is Among You’ 

From the moment of his baptism, Jesus was on a collision 
course with the powers of darkness. It was not simply 
inevitable that this conflict should take place; it was 
absolutely indispensable. Again, it was the prophetic word 
which set the agenda: 
 

O LORD our God,  
   other lords besides thee have ruled over us,  
   but thy name alone we acknowledge.  
14 They are dead, they will not live;  
   they are shades, they will not arise;  
to that end thou hast visited them with destruction  
   and wiped out all remembrance of them (Isa. 26:13–14). 

 
Also the fruits of the conflict were prophesied: 
 

Is it not yet a very little while  
 until Lebanon shall be turned into a fruitful field,  
 and the fruitful field shall be regarded as a forest?  
18 In that day the deaf shall hear  
 the words of a book,  
and out of their gloom and darkness  
 the eyes of the blind shall see.  
19 The meek shall obtain fresh joy in the LORD,  
 and the poor among men shall exult in  
  the Holy One of Israel.  



THE STORY OF THE ACTS OF GOD 122

20 For the ruthless shall come to nought and  
  the scoffer cease,  
 and all who watch to do evil shall be cut off,  

21 who by a word make a man out to be an offender,  
 and lay a snare for him who reproves in the gate,  
 and with an empty plea turn aside him who is  
  in the right (Isa. 29:17–21).  

And  
Strengthen the weak hands, 
 and make firm the feeble knees. 
4 Say to those who are of a fearful heart,  
 ‘Be strong, fear not!  
Behold, your God  
 will come with vengeance,  
with the recompense of God.  
 He will come and save you.’  
 
5 Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened,  
 and the ears of the deaf unstopped;  
6 then shall the lame man leap like a hart,  
 and the tongue of the dumb sing for joy.  
For waters shall break forth in the wilderness,  
 and streams in the desert;  
7 the burning sand shall become a pool,  
 and the thirsty ground springs of water;  
the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp,  
 the grass shall become reeds and rushes.  
8 And a highway shall be there,  
 and it shall be called the Holy Way;  
the unclean shall not pass over it,  
 and fools shall not err therein.  
9 No lion shall be there,  
 nor shall any ravenous beast come up on it;  
they shall not be found there,  
 but the redeemed shall walk there.  
10 And the ransomed of the LORD shall return,  
 and come to Zion with singing;  
everlasting joy shall be upon their heads;  
 they shall obtain joy and gladness,  
 and sorrow and sighing shall flee away (Isa. 35:3–10). 
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 In order to engage in the conflict, Jesus had to be a man 
filled with the Spirit. It is fundamental to true humanity 
that a person should live in total dependence upon God. It 
was the sin of Adam that he rejected his dependence 
(although he could never avoid it), and so lost the glory of 
his manhood (Rom. 3:23). Luke records that Jesus’ 
conception was the result of ‘the Holy Spirit [coming] upon’ 
Mary (Luke 1:35) and we have already noted that his 
ministry began when he was anointed by the Holy Spirit 
(Luke 3:22).   
 Following his baptism, Luke continues that, 

 
Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan, and was led by 
the Spirit for forty days in the wilderness, tempted by the devil (4:1f.). 
 

 The initial conflict was humanly exhausting, but the 
supply of God was never lacking (Matt. 4:11). Consequently, 
Luke declares that, 

 
. . . Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit into Galilee . . .     (4:14). 

 
With this strength, Jesus then went to the synagogue at 
Nazareth, where he was given the opportunity to read the 
Scriptures in the gathering. Either it was the passage set or 
he chose it, but he read from Isaiah 61:1ff. : 

 
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,  
 because he has anointed me to preach good news  
 to the poor.  
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives  
 and recovering of sight to the blind,  
to set at liberty those who are oppressed,  
to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord (Luke 4:18–19). 
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 This was a declaration that, having received the Spirit, 
he was now about the task of releasing those who were in 
bondage. ‘The acceptable year of the Lord’ was the year of 
Jubilee, the year when all debts were cancelled, and all 
property which had been forfeited was returned to its 
original owner. Having read this prophecy, Jesus then 
stated that ‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 
hearing’ (Luke 4:21). 
 While the crowd in the synagogue ‘wondered at the 
gracious words [lit., ‘the words of grace’] which proceeded 
out of his mouth’ (Luke 4:22), they nonetheless rejected 
Jesus and, indeed, attempted to kill him (Luke 4:29). The 
grace of God had begun its work of exposing the deep 
hostility of the human heart, even within those who claimed 
allegiance to God.  
 Luke 4:31–37 describes the way Jesus then went down 
to Capernaum. In the synagogue there was a man who was 
possessed by an unclean demon. No doubt this man had 
been possessed for a long time, but those who were present 
either did not recognise the situation or chose to do nothing. 
Either way, they were denying their true function as the 
people of God (cf. Isa. 58:6–7). It was in the face of this 
denial that Isaiah described the Servant of the Lord as 
doing all that Israel ought to have done but refused to do 
(that is, in Isa. 61:1ff.). Consequently, Jesus was confronted 
by the demon which called his authority into question (Luke 
4:34), but Jesus simply exercised the authority of the 
Kingdom of God and commanded the demon to leave, which 
it had no option but to do. Whatever its claims or its 
appearance, evil has no genuine authority.  
 When his authority to cast out demons was later 
questioned, Jesus stated the simple principle that his  
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activity was by the Holy Spirit and, so, was the action of the 
Kingdom (Matt. 12:28). The Kingdom of God means the 
reign or rule of God. Thus, when Jesus came in the fullness 
of the Spirit and confronted the powers of darkness, it 
meant that God’s reign was being established in the very 
heart of Satan’s domain. Luke tells that Jesus, 

 
Being asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God was coming . . . 
answered them, ‘The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be 
observed; 21 nor will they say, “Lo, here it is!” or “There!” for behold, 
the kingdom of God is in the midst of you’ (Luke 17:20–21). 
 

The action of the Kingdom also brought Jesus into conflict 
with the demonic powers as they attempted to usurp God’s 
authority over creation. For example, Mark describes the 
occasion when Jesus calmed the storm on the Sea of Galilee 
(Mark 4:35–41). However, he says that Jesus ‘rebuked’ the 
wind. The word ‘rebuked’ is elsewhere restricted to persons 
either human or demonic; the strong implication is that the 
storm was a demonic attempt to destroy Jesus. This 
destructive element is noted in John 8:44 where Jesus told 
the Jews that they were of their father the devil who was ‘a 
murderer from the beginning’, and in John 10:10, ‘The thief 
comes only to steal and kill and destroy’. Likewise, Mark 
follows his account of Jesus stilling the storm with the story 
of ‘Legion’ (5:1–20). In that account, the absolute 
commitment of the demonic forces to destruction is clearly 
shown; if they cannot destroy the man, they must destroy 
something else in God’s creation. 
 Hebrews 9:14 tells us that Jesus went to the cross 
‘through the eternal Spirit’. All through his ministry, he did 
nothing apart from the Spirit (cf. Acts  
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10:38), and so, in the power of the Spirit, he went on healing 
and liberating men and women. At the same time, whilst 
guilt remained untouched, the real bondage continued. So it 
is that we see Jesus actually provoking the Jews to express 
their most spiteful hatred of him and of his Father (John 
15:22–25). It was necessary that he should die and that sin 
be utterly exposed and dealt with.  
 In John 11, we read the story of the raising of Lazarus 
from the dead. Verses 1–4 introduce the account: 

 
Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and 
her sister Martha. 2 It was Mary who anointed the Lord with ointment 
and wiped his feet with her hair, whose brother Lazarus was ill. 3 So the 
sisters sent to him, saying, ‘Lord, he whom you love is ill.’ 4 But when 
Jesus heard it he said, ‘This illness is not unto death; it is for the glory of 
God, so that the Son of God may be glorified by means of it.’  
 

By means of the sign which he was about to work, Jesus 
knew that ‘the Son of God’ would be glorified. This meant 
far more than just that people would speak well of Jesus. 
They had been doing that from the very commencement of 
his activities, although their ‘belief’ in Jesus was not 
accepted by him, as he knew that they were merely 
impressed by the things they had seen without genuinely 
seeing in him the answer to the guilt of mankind (see John 
2:23–25; 8:31–44). On the contrary, this miracle would be 
the means by which the opposition was to irrevocably 
commit itself to his destruction: 

 
Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen 
what he did, believed in him; 46 but some of them went to the Pharisees 
and told them what Jesus had done.       47 So the chief priests and the 
Pharisees gathered the  
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council, and said, ‘What are we to do? For this man performs many 
signs. 48 If we let him go on thus, every one will believe in him, and the 
Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our nation.’ 49 
But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, 
‘You know nothing at all; 50 you do not understand that it is expedient 
for you that one man should die for the people, and that the whole 
nation should not perish.’ 51 He did not say this of his own accord, but 
being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus should die for the 
nation, 52 and not for the nation only, but to gather into one the children 
of God who are scattered abroad. 53 So from that day on they took 
counsel how to put him to death (John 11:45–53). 
 

 The great glory of Jesus, which was the glory of the 
Father (see John 1:14), would be clearly seen when Jesus 
was hanging on the cross. Thus he said: 

 
‘Now is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? “Father, save me from 
this hour”? No, for this purpose I have come to this hour. 28 Father, 
glorify thy name.’ Then a voice came from heaven, ‘I have glorified it, 
and I will glorify it again.’ 29 The crowd standing by heard it and said 
that it had thundered. Others said, ‘An angel has spoken to him.’ 30 
Jesus answered, ‘This voice has come for your sake, not for mine.      31 
Now is the judgment of this world, now shall the ruler of this world be 
cast out; 32 and I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men 
to myself.’ 33 He said this to show by what death he was to die (John 
12:27–33). 
 

 The glory of Jesus, the point from which he would draw 
all to himself, was, and is, the Cross. The proph-ets spoke of 
this, for example, in Isaiah 52:13—53:6, 

 
Behold, my servant shall prosper,  
 he shall be exalted and lifted up,  
 and shall be very high.  
14 As many were astonished at him— 
 his appearance was so marred, beyond human semblance,  
 and his form beyond that of the sons of men— 
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15 so shall he startle many nations;  
 kings shall shut their mouths because of him;  
for that which has not been told them they shall see,  
 and that which they have not heard they shall understand.  
 
53:1 Who has believed what we have heard?  
 And to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed?  
2 For he grew up before him like a young plant,  
 and like a root out of dry ground;  
he had no form or comeliness that we should look at him,  
 and no beauty that we should desire him.  
3 He was despised and rejected by men;  
 a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;  
and as one from whom men hide their faces  
 he was despised, and we esteemed him not.  
 
4 Surely he has borne our griefs  
 and carried our sorrows;  
yet we esteemed him stricken,  
 smitten by God, and afflicted.  
5 But he was wounded for our transgressions,  
 he was bruised for our iniquities;  
upon him was the chastisement that made us whole,  
 and with his stripes we are healed.  
6 All we like sheep have gone astray;  
 we have turned every one to his own way;  
and the LORD has laid on him  
 the iniquity of us all.  

 
 It is the blindness of guilt that stops men and women 
seeing the Cross as glory (cf. Titus 1:15). Thus, Paul spoke 
of the Cross as filled with power, and ‘the word of the cross’ 
as ‘the power of God’, but he also knew that it was ‘folly to 
those who are perishing . . . a stumbling block to Jews and 
folly to Gentiles’ (I Cor. 1:17–18, 23). Jesus even told his dis-
ciples that they would ‘all be scandalised because of [him] 
this night, for it is written, “I will strike the  
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shepherd and the sheep of the flock will be scattered”’ (Matt. 
26:31). Yet it is at this point alone that men and women can 
be free. Until he bears the guilt, ‘the iniquity of us all’, it 
remains. As one writer has put it: 
 

It is a fundamental law of life that where guilt is there is also bondage. 
When sin accuses, Satan has his hold and his rights. But where there has 
been a judgment of grace and the indictment has been destroyed, there 
is deliverance and freedom from the power of the accuser.69 

 
The Cross of Christ was the place of greatest glory because 
there the grace and truth of God were plainly displayed. The 
truth, ‘the way things really are’, is that God is holy and 
cannot overlook sin. It must be judged. And he is righteous, 
that is, he must be utterly consistent with his own 
revelation of himself. He cannot suspend his own moral law 
for one moment. He is at the same time faithful to his own 
purposes for history, which we have been seeing from the 
beginning of chapter one. Consequently, if sin deserves 
judgment and that judgment must be death, then there 
must be death. But it is of the great grace of God that on the 
cross he, in the person of his own beloved son, bore the 
wrath and died the death which our rebellion made 
necessary.  
 The following statements are a rich description of the 
glory of the Cross: 
 

For there is no distinction; 33since all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God, 34 they are justified by his grace as a gift, through the 
redemption which is in Christ Jesus,35 whom God put forward as an 
expiation by his blood, to be 

                                            
69 Adolf Koberlë, The Quest for Holiness, Augsburg Publishing House, 

Minneapolis, 1964, pp. 82f. 
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received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his 
divine forbearance he had passed over former sins; 36 it was to prove at 
the present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies him 
who has faith in Jesus        (Rom. 3:22–26). 

 
While we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. 7 
Why, one will hardly die for a righteous man —though perhaps for a 
good man one will dare even to die,        8 But God shows his love for us 
in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us. 9 Since, therefore, 
we are now justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him 
from the wrath of God. 10 For if while we were enemies we were 
reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are 
reconciled, shall we be saved by his life. 11 Not only so, but we also 
rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have 
now received our reconciliation (Rom. 5:6–11). 
 
. . . as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one man’s 
act of righteousness leads to acquittal and life for all men. 19 For as by 
one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by one man’s 
obedience many will be made right-eous. 20 Law came in, to increase 
the trespass; but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, 21 so 
that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteous-
ness to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord (Rom. 5:18–21). 
 
For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God (II Cor. 5:21). 
 
Grace to you and peace from God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ, 
4 who gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, 
according to the will of our God and Father,  5 to whom be the glory for 
ever and ever. Amen (Gal. 1:3–5). 
 
For I through the law died to the law, that I might live to God. 20 I have 
been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who 
lives in me; and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave himself for me (Gal. 2:19–20). 
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. . . those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its 
passions and desires (Gal. 5:24).  
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed 
us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 4 even 
as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should 
be holy and blameless before him. 5 He destined us in love to be his sons 
through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 6 to the praise 
of his glorious grace which he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved. 7 In 
him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our 
trespasses, according to the riches of his grace 8 which he lavished upon 
us. 9 For he has made known to us in all wisdom and insight the 
mystery of his will, according to his purpose which he set forth in Christ 
10 as a plan for the fulness of time, to unite all things in him, things in 
heaven and things on earth (Eph. 1:3–10).  
And you, who once were estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil 
deeds, 22 he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in 
order to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before him 
(Col. 1:21–22).  
See to it that no one makes a prey of you by philosophy and empty 
deceit, according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits 
of the universe, and not according to Christ. 9 For in him the whole 
fulness of deity dwells bodily, 10 and you have come to fulness of life in 
him, who is the head of all rule and authority. 11 In him also you were 
circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off the 
body of flesh in the circumcision of Christ; 12 and you were buried with 
him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in 
the working of God, who raised him from the dead. 13 And you, who 
were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made 
alive together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, 14 having 
canceled the bond which stood against us with its legal demands; this he 
set aside, nailing it to the cross. 15 He disarmed the principalities and 
powers and made a public example of them, triumphing over them in 
him (Col. 2:8–15).  
For there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, 
the man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave himself as a  
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ransom for all, the testimony of which was borne at the proper time (I 
Tim. 2:5–6). 
 
For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to 
various passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, 
hated by men and hating one another; 4 but when the goodness and 
loving kindness of God our Saviour appeared, 5 he saved us, not 
because of deeds done by us in righteousness, but in virtue of his own 
mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit, 6 
which he poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Saviour, 7 
so that we might be justified by his grace and become heirs in hope of 
eternal life. 8 The saying is sure (Titus 3:3–8). 
 
But we see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than the angels, 
crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that 
by the grace of God he might taste death for every one. 10 For it was 
fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things exist, in bringing many 
sons to glory, should make the pioneer of their salvation perfect through 
suffering (Heb. 2:9–10). 
 
Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise 
partook of the same nature, that through death he might destroy him 
who has the power of death, that is, the devil, 15 and deliver all those 
who through fear of death were subject to lifelong bondage (Heb. 2:14–
15). 
 
But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have 
come, then through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with 
hands, that is, not of this creation) 12 he entered once for all into the 
Holy Place, taking not the blood of goats and calves but his own blood, 
thus securing an eternal redemption. 13 For if the sprinkling of defiled 
persons with the blood of goats and bulls and with the ashes of a heifer 
sanctifies for the purification of the flesh, 14 how much more shall the 
blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without 
blemish to God, purify your conscience from dead works to serve the 
living God (Heb. 9:11–14). 
 
You know that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from 
your fathers, not with perishable things such as  
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silver or gold, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a 
lamb without blemish or spot. 20 He was destined before the foundation 
of the world but was made manifest   at the end of the times for your 
sake. 21 Through him you have confidence in God, who raised him from 
the dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and hope are in God  
(I Pet. 1:18–21). 
 
He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin 
and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. 25 For 
you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd 
and Guardian of your souls (I Pet. 2:24–25). 
 
Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God, and he who loves is 
born of God and knows God. He who does not love does not know God; 
for God is love. 9 In this the love of God was made manifest among us, 
that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through 
him. 10 In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and 
sent his Son to be the expiation for our sins (I John 4:7–10). 
 
To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his   blood 6 and 
made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father, to him be glory and 
dominion for ever and ever. Amen (Rev. 1:5–6). 
 
Then one of the elders said to me, ‘Weep not; lo, the Lion of the tribe of 
Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll 
and its seven seals.’  
6 And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the 
elders, I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, with seven 
horns and with seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out 
into all the earth; 7 and he went and took the scroll from the right hand 
of him who was seated on the throne. 8 And when he had taken the 
scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down 
before the Lamb, each holding a harp, and with golden bowls full of 
incense, which are the prayers of the saints; 9 and they sang a new song, 
saying,  
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‘Worthy art thou to take the scroll and to open its seals,  
 for thou wast slain and by thy blood didst ransom  
  men for God  
 from every tribe and tongue and people and nation,  
10 and hast made them a kingdom and priests to our God,  
 and they shall reign on earth’ (Rev. 5:5–10). 

 
After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no man could 
number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and tongues, 
standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, 
with palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out with a loud voice, 
‘Salvation belongs to our God who sits upon the throne, and to the 
Lamb!’ 11 And all the angels stood round the throne and round the 
elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before 
the throne and worshipped God, 12 saying, ‘Amen! Blessing and glory 
and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to 
our God for ever and ever! Amen.’  

 13 Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, ‘Who are these, 
clothed in white robes, and whence have they come?’ 14 I said to him, 
‘Sir, you know.’ And he said to me, ‘These are they who have come 
out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made 
them white in the blood of the Lamb.  
15 Therefore are they before the throne of God,  
 and serve him day and night within his temple;  
 and he who sits upon the throne will shelter  
  them with his presence.  
16 They shall hunger no more, neither thirst any more;  
 the sun shall not strike them, nor any scorching heat.  
17 For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will  
  be their shepherd,  
 and he will guide them to springs of living water; 
 and God will wipe away every tear from their  
  eyes’ (Rev. 7:9–17). 

 
And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, ‘Now the salvation and the 
power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have 
come, for the accuser of our brethren has been thrown down, who 
accuses them day and night before our God. 11 And they have 
conquered him by the  
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blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved 
not their lives even unto death’ (Rev. 12:10–11). 

 
The great message of the New Testament, although 
expressed in many ways, was always the same; ‘Jesus is 
Lord!’ By his death he has taken our guilt and utterly 
removed it once and for all. In removing our guilt, he has 
released us from the enemies which held us in bondage, and 
by rising from the dead he reigns above all rule and 
authority and has given us new life in him. Presently we 
know this by faith, but our great longing is for the time 
when our bodies are also raised. Paul put it this way: 
 

For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as 
refuse, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having 
a righteousness of my own, based on law, but that which is through 
faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith; 10 that 
I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his 
sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11 that if possible I may 
attain the resurrection from the dead . . . 17 Brethren, join in imitating 
me, and mark those who so live as you have an example in us. 18 For 
many, of whom I have often told you and now tell you even with tears, 
live as enemies of the cross of Christ. 19 Their end is destruction, their 
god is the belly, and they glory in their shame, with minds set on earthly 
things. 20 But our commonwealth is in heaven, and from it we await a 
Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21 who will change our lowly body to be 
like his glorious body, by the power which enables him even to subject 
all things to himself (Phil. 3:8–11, 17–21). 

 
The message of the Lordship of Christ means that now 
there is a man who is complete, a mature Son of the Father. 
There is now a man in heaven. God is king, and his 
Kingdom has defeated the powers of darkness and those 
tyrants who are allied to them. When the word of the Cross 
is proclaimed, the action of that Kingdom is continued, as 
men and women  
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hear Christ speak the word of his own victory and are 
liberated. Having been dead in trespasses and sins they now 
are alive in Christ (Eph. 2:1ff.). 
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CHAPTER 14 

Jesus and the Church 

The word ‘church’ (Gr. ekklesia) means a group of people 
called together for a particular purpose. The Greek word is 
used in the New Testament for both the Christian church 
and also for ordinary political gatherings (see Acts 19:32, 
41, where it is translated ‘assembly’). However, to 
understand the Christian church, it is necessary to see it 
not only as one gathering among many but also as it relates 
to the great pur pose of God in history. 
 In Matthew 16:13–19, one of Jesus’ two references to 
‘the church’ is found: 

 
Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his 
disciples, ‘Who do men say that the Son of man is?’ 14 And they said, 
‘Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one 
of the prophets.’ 15 He said to them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ 16 
Simon Peter replied, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.’ 17 
And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jona! For flesh 
and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven. 
18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, 
and the powers of death shall not prevail against it. 19 I will give you 
the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth 
shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be 
loosed in heaven.’  
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 Peter’s recognition that Jesus is ‘the Christ, the Son of 
the living God’ is not one which he could have come to of 
himself; it was, and needed to be, a revelation by the 
Father. Although many have concentrated either on Peter 
himself or on his confession of Jesus as the Christ, as the 
rock on which the church would be built, probably neither 
approach is in-tended here. Jesus’ meaning is that as Peter 
came to recognise the truth of Jesus by revelation, so Jesus 
would build his church the same way. The church would be 
built not by human effort or achievement but purely as God 
reveals the truth to men and women. This principle is seen 
most clearly in the Book of Acts as repentance is specifically 
stated to be a gift as well as a responsibility (Acts 5:31; 
11:18; cf. 17:30–31), and as ‘the word of God’ is shown to be 
the operative element in the growth of the Christian 
community (see Acts 2:47; 4:29–31; 6:7; 12:24; 19:20; etc.). 
Also, Paul later said: 
 

For I would have you know, brethren, that the gospel which was 
preached by me is not man’s gospel. 12 For I did not receive it from 
man, nor was I taught it, but it came through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 
13 For you have heard of my former life in Judaism, how I persecuted 
the church of God violently and tried to destroy it; 14 and I advanced in 
Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people, so extremely 
zealous was I for the traditions of my fathers. 15 But when he who had 
set me apart before I was born, and had called me through his grace, 16 
was pleased to reveal his Son to me, in order that I might preach him 
among the Gentiles, I did not confer with flesh and blood, 17 nor did I 
go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles before me, but I went 
away into Arabia; and again I returned to Damascus (Gal. 1:11–17). 

 
When Jesus said ‘on this rock I will build my church’, it is 
not at all unlikely that he was alluding  
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to the way God built his people at the rock of Sinai following 
the salvation of Israel from Egypt. What God did then, 
Jesus will do now; only, whereas Israel of old failed 
repeatedly, the church that Jesus intends to build will be so 
powerful that it will actually assault the stronghold of 
death, and men and women will be rescued from its hold—
‘the powers of death will not prevail against it’. Indeed, the 
church has ‘the keys of the kingdom’, meaning that, by the 
church, men and women may enter the Kingdom, since 
what the church says and does on earth effects what 
happens in the heavens (cf. Rev. 8:3–5, where the prayers of 
the saints are taken and answered before the throne). 
 There can be no doubt that the church was, and is, to be 
a dynamic entity. What, then, is the nature of its power? 
Simply, of themselves, the members of the church are 
powerless. That is why they were told, prior to the day of 
Pentecost, to remain in Jerusalem until they were clothed 
with power from on high (Luke 24:49; see also II Cor. 12:5–
10). The power of the church lay precisely in their 
functioning under the authority of Christ, which he has as a 
result of his death and resurrection. So, the Gospel of 
Matthew concludes: 

 
And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me. 19 Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and 
lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age’ (Matt. 28:18–20). 
 

 The authority is always his. The disciples are simply to 
go with his authority and make the nations his disciples. A 
disciple is a learner, one who takes the yoke of his master 
and devotes himself to learning  
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all that the master says and does (see Matt. 11:29). Whereas 
the nations (the Greek word, ethne, is elsewhere also 
translated as ‘Gentiles’) have, up to this point, been in open 
revolt (Ps. 2:1–3), now the disciples are to go and so 
proclaim the victory of Christ that the nations themselves, 
and not merely individuals within them, are transformed. 
This has, of course, always been the purpose of God (see 
Gen. 49:10; Acts 17:26–28; etc.). The point is that the pur-
pose of God is not some unattainable ideal but a very 
practical reality now that Jesus is indeed Lord. The 
disciples are simply commanded to go and do it!  
 The significant feature of this commission is that it is, as 
some have expressed it, a co-mission, that is, the disciples 
are not finally the ones who accomplish this great task. 
Jesus had told them, ‘lo, I am with you always, to the close 
of the age.’ The mission of winning the nations is, in the 
final analysis, his. The obedience of the nations is due to 
him (Gen. 49:10) and in order to receive it he only has to ask 
the Father who will give him the nations as his inheritance 
(Ps. 2:8–9). The powers of darkness knew this and 
attempted to deflect him from asking (Matt. 4:8–9). But now 
that he has destroyed the only ground which evil could have 
for exercising its perverted authority, namely, human guilt, 
Jesus is now free to move out in his triumph and receive his 
inheritance. His disciples are then to go out and gather the 
nations for him, and with him, and not even the domain of 
death can resist his claim. 

THE PROMISE OF THE SPIRIT 

Jesus told the disciples to wait for the promise of the Father 
to come upon them, for not until then would  
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they be clothed with power (Luke 24:49). The promise of the 
Father was nothing less than the coming of the Holy Spirit 
upon them (so Acts 1:4–8).  
 It should be first observed that Jesus’ promise of the 
Spirit did not originate with him. The Old Testament had 
made it plain that true humanity depended on men and 
women being filled with the Spirit of God (Gen. 2:7; Job. 
34:14–15; etc.). The rebellion of mankind deprived men and 
women of their true identity, and that is why neither 
individuals nor the nation of Israel could enjoy the full 
blessing of God. Hence there is, in the Old Testament, the 
promises of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit (e.g. Isa. 
32:14–17; Ezek. 37:1–14; Joel 2:28–29). The point was that 
Jesus would be the one by whom these promises were to be 
fulfilled.  
 Familiarity with the language of the Bible should not 
blind us to the real nature of the promises. To receive the 
Holy Spirit is to receive God! It means that men and women 
are caught up into an intimacy with the Godhead! Jesus 
was promising that the relationship which he had with the 
Father would be known by his disciples. Just as he received 
the Spirit, and did all he did by the Spirit, so his disciples 
would do likewise. This is surely the thrust of the ‘dis-
course’ and prayer in John 14–17. Jesus is to leave his 
disciples, but far from this being a tragic occurrence it is 
really for their good and a cause of joy, for if he goes he will 
send them the Spirit, the Comforter, who will not only be 
with them but will be in them (John 14:15–17). Jesus 
continued: 

 
‘I will not leave you desolate; I will come to you. 19 Yet a little while, 
and the world will see me no more, but you will see me; because I live, 
you will live also. 20 In that day you will know that I am in my Father, 
and you in me, and I in you.  
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21 He who has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves 
me; and he who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love 
him and manifest myself to him.’           22 Judas (not Iscariot) said to 
him, ‘Lord, how is it that you will manifest yourself to us, and not to the 
world?’ 23 Jesus answered him, ‘If a man loves me, he will keep my 
word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make 
our home with him (John 14:18–23). 

 
In John 15:1–11, Jesus told the disciples that in order for 
their joy to be full and for their lives to be fruitful, they 
must abide in him. This ‘abiding’ is as intimate as that of a 
branch in a vine. It is as essential as the flow of life itself.  
 Jesus’ prayer in John 17 concludes with these words: 

 
I do not pray for these only, but also for those who believe in me 
through their word, 21 that they may all be one; even as thou, Father, art 
in me, and I in thee, that they also may be in us, so that the world may 
believe that thou hast sent me.         22 The glory which thou hast given 
me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, 23 I 
in them and thou in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the 
world may know that thou hast sent me and hast loved them even as 
thou hast loved me. 24 Father, I desire that they also, whom thou hast 
given me, may be with me where I am, to behold my glory which thou 
hast given me in thy love for me before the foundation of the world. 25 
O righteous Father, the world has not known thee, but I have known 
thee; and these know that thou hast sent me. 26 I made known to them 
thy name, and I will make it known, that the love with which thou hast 
loved me may be in them, and I in them (John 17:20–26). 
 

The purpose of Jesus is (i) that men and women will come to 
faith through the disciples’ word (v. 20), and (ii) that those 
who believe should know the same intimacy of relationship 
with each other as he does with the Father because they are 
in the Father and  
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the Son. This is no organisational uniformity which is in 
mind but a powerful participation in the divine nature (cf. II 
Pet. 1:3–4). See also such language as: ‘any participation in 
the Spirit’ (Phil. 2:1); ‘the fellow-ship of the Holy Spirit’ (II 
Cor. 13:14); ‘it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives 
in me’ (Gal. 2:20); and the repeated use of the phrases ‘in 
him’, ‘in Christ’ and so on, especially in Ephesians.  
 In John 20, John describes the climactic appearance of 
Jesus to his disciples after his resurrection70: 

 
On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being 
shut where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood 
among them and said to them, ‘Peace be with you.’ 20 When he had said 
this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples were 
glad when they saw the Lord. 21 Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be 
with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I send you.’ 22 And when 
he had said this, he breathed on them, and said to them, ‘Receive the 
Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you 
retain the sins of any, they are retained’ (John 20:19–23). 
 

Having showed them his hands and side, proving that it 
was the crucified Jesus who now stood before them whole, 
Jesus told the disciples that they were to be sent out in the 
same way as he had been sent by the Father. That meant 
that they, too, were to go out into the hostile world as sons 
of God. His sonship had been declared first at his baptism 
when the Father had spoken the words of Psalm 2:7 and 
anointed him with the Holy Spirit. Now the disciples were 
to have the same privilege and power. So  

                                            
70 Although there is no general agreement among scholars on this point, I take 

it that this passage is John's description of the great principles of Pentecost, 
which is described in different terms in Acts 2. 
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Jesus exhaled and said, ‘receive the Holy Spirit.’ No doubt 
this is a reflection of the creation story of Genesis 2:7, only 
now it points to the great action of re-creation (cf. John 3:3, 
5; II Cor. 5:17). Now the disciples can both see and enter the 
Kingdom.  
 To be in the Kingdom is to be in the action of the 
Kingdom, so that Jesus’ gift of the Spirit actually gave the 
disciples a powerful proclamation: ‘if you forgive the sins of 
any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are 
retained.’ The work of either the forgiveness or retention of 
sins is now directly related to the ministry of those who 
received the Spirit. Of themselves, these men could not 
forgive even one sin, since, in the ultimate, all sin is against 
God and can only be forgiven by him (Ps. 51:4). But by their 
proclamation (John 17:20; cf. Mark 16:15), God’s forgiveness 
is to come to men and women as those who hear, believe. 
Furthermore, those who believe will also receive the Holy 
Spirit (John 7:39) and so the action will continue, even to 
the close of the age. 
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CHAPTER 15 

The Church in Action 

The Book of The Acts of the Apostles commences with the 
declaration that all that takes place in history after the 
death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus is as much his 
action as anything that took place before. Jesus had told 
Nathanael that he would ‘see heaven opened and the angels 
of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man’ 
(John 1:51). By this he meant that the messengers of God, 
God’s ‘ministering spirits’ (Heb. 1:14), would function 
through Christ as he administered the plan and purpose of 
God. Hence Luke says: 

 
In the first book, O Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to 
do and teach, 2 until the day when he was taken up, after he had given 
commandment through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had 
chosen (Acts 1:1–2). 
 

If the first Book, The Gospel According to Luke, told of all 
that Jesus began to do and to teach, what fol-lows is the 
account of what he continues to do and   to teach. This is 
confirmed by the Book of The Revelation where Jesus is 
shown to be the one who opens the seals of the scroll of the 
plan of God and administers the judgments of God as he 
brings all history to its goal.71 

                                            
71 See below, chapter 20. 
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 How can he do this? What is the great power by which 
he is able to subdue all the hostile forces of the world, both 
human and demonic, and bring them under his authority? 
The answer is seen in the message of the apostles in the 
Book of Acts, namely, ‘Jesus and the resurrection’ (Acts 
17:18; cf. 1:22; 2:31–32; 3:15; 4:2, 33; etc.). The in-credible 
reality is that Jesus, having been executed by crucifixion, is 
now personally and physically alive.  
 The fact of Jesus’ death was attested by eyewitnesses: 

 
. . . but when they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they 
did not break his legs. 34 But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a 
spear, and at once there came out blood and water. 35 He who saw it 
has borne witness—his testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the 
truth—that you also may believe (John 19:33–35). 
 

 In the same way, Paul insists that Jesus’ resurrection 
from the dead was equally attested by eyewitnesses: 

 
For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that 
Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, 4 that he was 
buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the 
scriptures, 5 and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. 6 Then 
he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of 
whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep. 7 Then he 
appeared to James, then to all the apostles. 8 Last of all, as to one 
untimely born, he appeared also to me (I Cor. 15:3–8). 
 

 Paul’s point was that most of the eyewitnesses were at 
that time still alive, so, if his readers had any doubts, they 
could go and ask them. In fact, being an apostle of itself 
implied that one had seen the resurrected Jesus (Acts 1:21–
22). 
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 Of course, the Gospels and Acts themselves describe the 
events surrounding Jesus’ resurrection. They tell of Jesus’ 
appearances to the disciples; ‘he presented himself alive 
after his passion by many proofs’ (Acts 1:3, the AV has 
‘many infallible proofs’). They saw him, spoke with him, ate 
with him, touched him. For example: 

 
And they [the two who went to Emmaus] rose that same hour and 
returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven gathered together and 
those who were with them, 34 who said, ‘The Lord has risen indeed, and 
has appeared to Simon!’ 35 Then they told what had happened on the 
road, and how he was known to them in the breaking of the bread.  
 36 As they were saying this, Jesus himself stood among them. 37 But 
they were startled and frightened, and supposed that they saw a spirit. 
38 And he said to them, ‘Why are you troubled, and why do 
questionings rise in your hearts? 39 See my hands and my feet, that it is I 
myself; handle me, and see; for a spirit has not flesh and bones as you 
see that I have.’      41 And while they still disbelieved for joy, and 
wondered, he said to them, ‘Have you anything here to eat?’ 42 They 
gave him a piece of broiled fish, 43 and he took it and ate before them.  
 44 Then he said to them, ‘These are my words which I spoke to you, 
while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the law of 
Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled.’ 45 Then he 
opened their minds to understand the scriptures, 46 and said to them, 
‘Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise 
from the dead, 47 and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be 
preached in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem’ (Luke 
24:33–47). 
 

What is most conspicuous about Jesus’ statement to the 
disciples about his resurrection being ‘written’ is that he 
immediately links his death and resurrection with the 
preaching of ‘repentance and forgiveness of sins’, and that 
this preaching would be ‘to all  
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nations’. Not only was his death written in the Scriptures 
(see Luke 24:25–26), but so was his resurrection, and even 
more, inseparable from these two events, was the fact that 
there would be a preaching to all nations of forgiveness in 
his name as a result. 

PENTECOST AND THE CHURCH 

We have already seen that Jesus promised to send the Holy 
Spirit upon the disciples. We have also seen how it was his 
stated intention to build a church against which not even 
the gates of hell could prevail. We could go further and say 
that the sending of the Spirit was the bringing into being of 
that intimate union of the Father and the Son with the 
newly born church. But to be in union with the Father and 
the Son means that all that they are about, the church is 
about. A church that is not on the move in the action of God 
(not just action for God) is denying its own identity and 
character. 
 Thus the great event associated with the outpouring of 
the Spirit on the day of Pentecost was not the speaking in 
tongues, thrilling as that may be, but the telling of the 
mighty works of God. Peter and the others, filled with the 
Spirit, now gave powerful testimony to the fact that Jesus 
had both died and been raised, and now stood exalted as 
Lord and Christ. They spoke ‘as the Spirit gave them 
utterance’ (Acts 2:4).  
 It is conspicuous that many of the references in the Book 
of Acts to the Holy Spirit relate to speaking. For example:  

But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; 
and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and 
Samaria and to the end of the earth (1:8). 
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. . . but this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel:  
17 ‘And in the last days it shall be, God declares,  

 that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,  
 and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,  
 and your young men shall see visions,  
 and your old men shall dream dreams;  
18 yea, and on my menservants and my  
  maidservants in those days  
 I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy 
      (2:16–18). 

 
Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, ‘Rulers of the 
people and elders . . .’ (4:8). 
 
And when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered 
together was shaken; and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and 
spoke the word of God with boldness   (4:31). 
 
But they could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with which he 
[Stephen] spoke (6:10). 
 

Similarly we notice that when Peter said ‘the Spirit told me 
to go with them [the people from Cornelius]’ (11:12), it was 
in order that he might speak to them (see 10:43), so that 
they, in turn, may receive the Spirit and speak (10:44–46). 
And when Paul later wanted to go to preach in Asia and 
Bithynia, it was the Spirit who prevented him so that he 
could speak the word in Europe (16:6–10).  
 It is often said that preaching the gospel is an act of 
obedience to the command of Jesus, and so it is. In what is 
known as ‘the Great Commission’, mentioned earlier, Jesus 
did give the command to ‘make disciples of all nations’ 
(Matt. 28:19), which links with the preaching of ‘repentance 
and forgiveness of sins in his name to all nations’ spoken of 
in Luke.72  

                                            
72 We notice the command to ‘go into all the world and preach the gospel to the 

whole creation’ in Mark 16:15 is very similar, but because of uncertainty as to 
whether the long ending of Mark (16:9–20) is part of the original gospel, I 
prefer not to build any argument on this passage or on any part of it.  



THE STORY OF THE ACTS OF GOD 150

However, while this command has been made the basis of so 
much in the modern missionary movement, the early church 
apparently made no use of it at all.73 It seems that they did 
not need any command to spur them on; they were far too 
occupied with doing the work of preaching. Indeed the 
picture of the early church is one of men and women so 
gripped by the presence of the risen Lord that they could not 
be silent. And it was the Holy Spirit who had brought Christ 
to them, just as he had promised:  

 
But when the Counselor comes, whom I shall send to you from the 
Father, even the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will 
bear witness to me; 27 and you also are witnesses, because you have 
been with me from the beginning     (John 15:26–27). 

                                            
73 In what is one of the most significant books dealing with the work of 

missions, Pentecost and Missions (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1961, p. 15), 
Harry Boer introduces his subject with this observation:  

A comparison of the bases that have consciously undergirded the missionary 
witness in the most recent and in the very earliest periods of the history of the 
Church reveals a striking double contrast. The first contrast is the exceedingly 
heavy emphasis that has been placed on the Great Commission in the 
missionary motivation of the Church during the past one hundred and fifty 
years, and the apparently complete absence of this motivation as a conscious 
factor in the missionary life of the early Church. The second is the slight 
attention that missionary thought has paid to the significance of Pentecost for 
the Church’s witness in the world during the past century and a half, and the 
emphasis in the Acts of the Apostles on Pentecost as not only initiating but as 
wholly conditioning the missionary witness and expansion of the early Church. 
The emphasis, therefore, which the modern period has laid on the Great 
Commission and Pentecost is in each case in inverse ratio to the emphasis given 
them in the missionary thought of the first generation of Christians. This is a 
very remarkable and significant contrast . . . the Great Commission, so far as can 
be determined from the New Testament record, was not a conscious ingredient 
in the mission-ary thinking of the early Church. 
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THE PROCLAIMING COMMUNITY 

If the reception of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost brought 
a new community into being, as it certainly did, then that 
new community was one which could not contain the 
experience which it had. On the day of Pentecost itself, 
Peter was called on to explain why he and the others were 
engaged in such extraordinary worship. They had been 
telling ‘the mighty works of God’ (Acts 2:11) in languages 
which they themselves had not previously known. The 
extent of that aspect of the miracle was, of course, not neces-
sarily known to those who heard them. Peter’s reply was an 
explanation that God had fulfilled the promise made by the 
prophet Joel, and that if the audience would but repent and 
be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 
of their sins, they, too, would receive the gift of the Holy 
Spirit (Acts 2:38). Three thousand responded on that occa-
sion alone, and we read of the enlarged, and still growing, 
community: 
 

And all who believed were together and had all things in common; 45 
and they sold their possessions and goods and distributed them to all, as 
any had need. 46 And day by day, attending the temple together and 
breaking bread in their homes, they partook of food with glad and 
generous hearts,  47 praising God and having favor with all the people. 
And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being 
saved (Acts 2:44–47). 

 
Comparison with such prophecies as Jeremiah 31:10–14: 

 
Hear the word of the LORD, O nations,  
 and declare it in the coastlands afar off;  
 say, ‘He who scattered Israel will gather him,  
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 and will keep him as a shepherd keeps his flock.’  
11 For the LORD has ransomed Jacob,  
 and has redeemed him from hands too strong for him.  
12 They shall come and sing aloud on the height of Zion,  
 and they shall be radiant over the goodness of the LORD,  
over the grain, the wine, and the oil,  
 and over the young of the flock and the herd;  
their life shall be like a watered garden,  
 and they shall languish no more.  
13 Then shall the maidens rejoice in the dance,  
 and the young men and the old shall be merry.  
I will turn their mourning into joy,  
 I will comfort them, and give them gladness for sorrow.  
14 I will feast the soul of the priests with abundance,  
 and my people shall be satisfied with my goodness,  
  says the LORD 
 

and Isaiah 12:3–4: 
 

With joy you will draw water from the  
  wells of salvation.  
4 And you will say in that day:  
‘Give thanks to the LORD,  
 call upon his name;  
make known his deeds among the nations,  
 proclaim that his name is exalted.’  

 
shows that the long-promised joy of salvation had now 
broken in, and those who had received the gifts of 
repentance, forgiveness of sins and the Holy Spirit (Acts 
5:31–32) could not contain their joy. The question was 
never, ‘How can these people be stirred out of their pews to 
witness to others?’; on the lips of their enemies it was, ‘How 
can we silence them?’  
 The early chapters of the Book of Acts must be read with 
this great surge of joy in mind. Chapter 4 contains the 
following incident, which followed the healing of the man in 
the temple: 
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And as they were speaking to the people, the priests and the captain of 
the temple and the Sadducees came upon them,        2 annoyed because 
they were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection 
from the dead. 3 And they arrested them and put them in custody until 
the morrow, for it was already evening. 4 But many of those who heard 
the word believed; and the number of the men came to about five 
thousand.  
 5 On the morrow their rulers and elders and scribes were gathered 
together in Jerusalem, 6 with Annas the high priest and Caiaphas and 
John and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. 7 And 
when they had set them in the midst, they inquired, ‘By what power or 
by what name did you do this?’ 8 Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, 
said to them, ‘Rulers of the people and elders, 9 if we are being 
examined today concerning a good deed done to a cripple, by what 
means this man has been healed, 10 be it known to you all, and to all the 
people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you 
crucified, whom God raised from the dead, by him this man is standing 
before you well. 11 This is the stone which was rejected by you builders, 
but which has become the head of the corner. 12 And there is salvation 
in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among 
men by which we must be saved.’  
 13 Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived 
that they were uneducated, common men, they wondered; and they 
recognized that they had been with Jesus. 14 But seeing the man that 
had been healed standing beside them, they had nothing to say in 
opposition. 15 But when they had commanded them to go aside out of 
the council, they conferred with one another, 16 saying, ‘What shall we 
do with these men? For that a notable sign has been performed through 
them is manifest to all the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and we cannot deny 
it. 17 But in order that it may spread no further among the people, let us 
warn them to speak no more to any one in this name.’ 18 So they called 
them and charged them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. 
19 But Peter and John answered them, ‘Whether it is right in the sight of 
God to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge; 20 for we cannot but 
speak of what we have seen and heard.’  
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21 And when they had further threatened them, they let them go, 
finding no way to punish them, because of the people; for all men 
praised God for what had happened.          22 For the man on whom this 
sign of healing was performed was more than forty years old. 

 
The declaration that ‘we cannot but speak of the things 
which we have seen and heard’ summarised the state of the 
infant church. And when they were beaten for refusing to be 
silent, 
 

. . . they left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted 
worthy to suffer dishonor for the name. 42 And every day in the temple 
and at home they did not cease teaching and preaching Jesus as the 
Christ (Acts 5:41–42). 

 
There were, sadly, occasions when the church looked like 
tolerating the sort of disobedience which had poisoned 
ancient Israel. The story of Ananias and Sapphira was one 
such occasion (Acts 5:1–11), but God acted through the 
apostles, led by Peter, to nip the evil in the bud so that 
‘great fear came upon the whole church, and upon all who 
heard these things’. (We may compare the later serious 
immorality tolerated by the Corinthian church; see I Cor. 
5:1–2.) 
 The opposition experienced by the apostles soon spread 
to the other members of the church. Stephen, because of his 
preaching, became the first Christian martyr (Acts 6:8—
8:1). Following this ‘success’, the Jewish leaders began a 
severe persecution of the believers in Jerusalem: 
 

And on that day a great persecution arose against the church in 
Jerusalem; and they were all scattered throughout the region of Judea 
and Samaria, except the apostles. 2 Devout men buried Stephen, and 
made great lamentation over him.      3 But Saul was ravaging the 
church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men and women 
and committed them to prison (Acts 8:1–3). 
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But far from silencing the proclaiming community, this 
persecution only caused the word to be preached even more 
widely. Luke adds that ‘Now those who were scattered went 
about preaching the word’ (Acts 8:4).  
 It hardly needs stressing that these were men and 
women gripped by a word they must speak. On three 
occasions, in Romans 15:19, Colossians 1:25 and II Timothy 
4:17, Paul, who at this stage in the account in Acts was Saul 
the persecutor,74 says that he had fulfilled ‘the gospel’, 
fulfilled ‘the word of God’, and fulfilled ‘the proclamation’75. 
He says that the word so burned within him that he could 
not rest until he had spoken it. That is why he urged the 
Ephesians to pray for him,  

 
. . . that utterance may be given me in opening my mouth boldly to 
proclaim the mystery of the gospel, 20 for which I am an ambassador in 
chains; that I may declare it boldly, as I ought to speak (Eph. 6:19–20). 
 

 Having received the word, the gospel, by revelation from 
God, he, and the other members of the church, knew the 
great drive of that word. It had brought life to them (II Tim. 
1:10) as the Son of God was revealed in them (Gal. 1:16), 
and so they were now the prophetic community through 
whom God would continue to speak His powerful word. 
 In quoting from the prophet Joel, in Acts 2:17–21, Peter 
had announced that those who received the Spirit would 
‘prophesy’ (vv. 17, 18). We have already 

                                            
74 The two names in Greek are quite different, although in English they do 

sound similar. Saul was his Jewish name and Paulos his Greek name. 
75 RSV, ‘fully preached’, etc. does not capture the dynamic implied by Paul’s 

actual words. 
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seen the great significance of prophecy in the Old 
Testament. There prophets, often unnamed, were directly 
confronted by God and given a word which they must speak. 
Even when it brought them pain, it was a fire in their bones 
and they could not remain silent (see Jer. 20:9). Now, 
however, all the people of God, as individuals, have the 
same direct access to God (Eph. 2:17–18), and as a 
community they were fully prophetic. This means that God 
himself communicates to the people of God; they are the 
people of his word and, hearing that word, they must speak 
it. This is not a heavy obligation—it is their deepest joy and 
satisfaction.  
 It is for this reason that Acts describes the way the 
church grew. In Acts 2:47, we are told that ‘the Lord added 
to their number day by day those who were being saved’. We 
read that men and women believed because they were 
‘ordained to eternal life’ and they ‘glorified the word of God’ 
(Acts 13:48). Acts con-tinues that ‘the word of the Lord 
spread throughout all the region’ (Acts 13:49). On many 
occasions we are told that it was the word of God which 
accomplished the great work of salvation in the lives of the 
believers, as, for example, in Acts 6:7: 

 
And the word of God increased; and the number of the disciples 
multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests were 
obedient to the faith,  

 
and Acts 19:20, ‘So the word of the Lord grew and prevailed 
mightily’. Paul later put it that ‘faith comes by hearing, and 
hearing by the utterance of Christ’ (Rom. 10:17; cf. Rev. 
19:10). The church is the proclaiming community because 
Christ is—effectively! —proclaiming his victory through it. 
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THE STORY OF THE CHURCH 

The Book of Acts can be divided into two major sections. The 
first, chapters 1–12, covers the time from the birth of the 
church to the commencement of the ministry of Paul. The 
chief character in this section is Peter. He is the one 
through whom the three major divisions of humanity, the 
Jews, the Samaritans and the Gentiles, received the Spirit 
and so entered the Kingdom (so, 2:14–41; 8:14–17; 10:34–44; 
cf. 1:8 and Matt. 16:18–19). In this section we see, too, the 
way the first believers, as Jews, continued to co-exist with 
old Israel within the framework of the temple and its 
activities. It was not until the stoning of Stephen that the 
great division between old unbelieving Israel and the new, 
true people of God began to become evident. The deep 
hostility of physical Israel against the word of God becomes 
more and more plain as the story of Acts unfolds (cf. Matt. 
23:29–36). 
 The second section of Acts, chapters 13–28, focuses on 
the life and ministry of Paul. From this and his letters, we 
can build up a very full picture of Paul the man, his 
ministry and his message.76 Paul’s conversion to Christ is so 
significant that there are three full descriptions of the event 
given (9:1–30; 22:3–21; 26:4–23). We know that Paul was 
born to a Jewish family who lived in Tarsus, in Cilicia, and 
so was a free-born Roman citizen. He was very conscious of 
his Jewishness, tracing his descent from Benjamin. 
Evidently, at an early age he moved to Jerusalem where he 
was given rabbinic training by Gamaliel, the revered 
teacher. The result was that Saul of  

                                            
76 cf. Geoffrey Bingham, Salvation History, pp. 40f. 
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Tarsus became fanatical in his hatred of the new sect of 
Christians.  
 Paul’s conversion took place while he was on his way, 
armed with a warrant from the authorities in Jerusalem, to 
arrest believers in Damascus.77 While on his way, he was 
confronted by the risen Christ whom he both saw and heard 
(cf. I Cor. 9:1; 15:8). Others saw a bright light and heard a 
sound, but only Saul saw Christ. Following this, he was led, 
temporarily blinded, into Damascus where he sat for three 
days. A believer in Damascus, Ananias, was told by God to 
go and speak to Saul, and to inform him that he was to 
receive his sight, receive baptism and forgiveness, and 
receive the Holy Spirit in order that this hater of Christ and 
his followers may become one who would bear testimony to 
Jesus to Gentiles. He described his experience in this way: 

 
Thus I journeyed to Damascus . . . 13 At midday . . . I saw on the way a 
light from heaven, brighter than the sun, shining round me and those 
who journeyed with me. 14 And when we had all fallen to the ground, I 
heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew language, ‘Saul, Saul, why do 
you persecute me? It hurts you to kick against the goads.’ 15 And I said, 
‘Who are you, Lord?’ And the Lord said, ‘I am Jesus whom you are 
persecuting. 16 But rise and stand upon your feet; for I have appeared to 
you for this purpose, to appoint you to serve and bear witness to the 
things in which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to 
you, 17 delivering you from the people and from the Gentiles—to whom 
I send you 18 to open their eyes, that they may turn from darkness to 
light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive 
forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith 
in me’ (Acts 26:12–18). 

                                            
77 For a discussion of the issues involved in this, see Ian Pennicook, The Riches 

of His Grace, NCPI, Adelaide, 1988, pp. 178ff. Part two of this work deals with 
an examination of Acts 1–12. 
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Immediately he received his sight, Saul went and began 
preaching the gospel in Damascus. This preaching brought 
him into conflict with his previous allies, and, when 
informed of a plot to kill him, ‘his disciples’ (Acts 9:25) 
assisted him to escape from the city and flee. Returning to 
Jerusalem he was received by the church, although initially 
with suspicion, and then he returned to Tarsus where he 
stayed until summoned by Barnabas to assist in ministry to 
the new church in Antioch.  
 From Antioch, Saul, soon more commonly known as 
Paul, made three missionary journeys to Asia Minor 
(modern Turkey) and into Europe. At the conclusion of the 
third journey, prior, no doubt, to returning to Antioch, Paul 
was caught up in a riot started by his Jewish opponents and 
arrested. First kept in custody in Jerusalem, he was then 
taken to Caesarea, the seat of Roman government, when a 
plot against his life became known. After spending two 
years imprisoned in Caesarea he finally appealed to Caesar 
to judge his case and was then taken to Rome. We do not 
have any account of Paul’s life after his arrival at Rome, 
apart from him staying there under house arrest for two 
more years, after which he was possibly released (cf. the 
withheld verdict of Acts 26:30–32), presumably only to be 
rearrested some two years later and executed during the 
persecution of Christians by Nero.  

THE NATURE OF THE PEOPLE OF GOD 

In Galatians 2:7–9, Paul describes his relationship with the 
other apostles in this way: 
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. . . when they saw that I had been entrusted with the gospel to the 
uncircumcised, just as Peter had been entrusted with the gospel to the 
circumcised 8 (for he who worked through Peter for the mission to the 
circumcised worked through me also for the Gentiles), 9 and when they 
perceived the grace that was given to me, James and Cephas and John, 
who were reputed to be pillars, gave to me and Barnabas the right hand 
of fellowship, that we should go to the Gentiles and they to the 
circumcised. 
 

Paul’s ‘grace’ was to be a preacher to the Gentiles, the 
‘uncircumcision’. This was stated when Ananias came to 
him in Damascus (Acts 9:15; 22:21; 26:17) and was 
expressed by Paul on may other occasions (e.g. Rom. 1:5f.). 
This did not mean that he avoided preaching to Jews; on the 
contrary his ‘Jew first’ gospel (Rom. 1:16) meant that he 
almost always made the local synagogue his first point of 
ministry. It was only when the Jews, as an official body, 
refused his message that he turned to the Gentiles.78 Since 
there were Jewish groups throughout the Roman empire, it 
was always possible to begin with them and then to move on 
to the folk among whom they lived. Yet Paul’s primary work 
was in leading Gentiles to faith in Christ. 
 From both Acts 15 and Galatians 2 it is plain that the 
Jewish Christians in Jerusalem did not happily accept 
Gentile Christians, since faith in Christ implied receiving 
the benefits of the promises made to Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob. The Jewish believers were shown to be locked into 
their Jewishness and that they had not really understood 
the true nature of God’s purposes.79 We have seen in the Old 
Testament that God had chosen Israel to be the way  

                                            
78 cf. the principle of Romans 11:11–24. 
79 Contrast Matthew 8:11 with Acts 11:3. 
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by which the nations would come to blessing, but that Israel 
had always tended to resent any non-Jew being accepted by 
God (cf. the Book of Jonah, also Luke 4:24–30). This attitude 
was carried into the church.  
 For Paul, the issue of Gentiles being justified without 
first becoming Jews, was a fundamental element in the 
gospel. He had seen that justification is by faith alone; there 
are no prerequisites. This failure by the Jewish Christians 
led to ongoing disputes, such as those described in Acts 15 
and Galatians 2. Generally the leaders of the church in 
Jerusalem agreed with Paul. Peter said: 

 
Brethren, you know that in the early days God made choice among you, 
that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and 
believe. 8 And God who knows the heart bore witness to them, giving 
them the Holy Spirit just as he did to us; 9 and he made no distinction 
between us and them, but cleansed their hearts by faith. 10 Now 
therefore why do you make trial of God by putting a yoke upon the neck 
of the disciples which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear? 
11 But we believe that we shall be saved through the grace of the Lord 
Jesus, just as they will (Acts 15:7–11). 
 

However, even Peter at one stage acted inconsistently in 
this matter, and Paul confronted him and told him that the 
truth of the gospel was at stake: 

 
But when Cephas came to Antioch I opposed him to his face, because he 
stood condemned. 12 For before certain men came from James, he ate 
with the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and separated 
himself, fearing the circumcision party. 13 And with him the rest of the 
Jews acted insincerely, so that even Barnabas was carried away by their 
insincerity. 14 But when I saw that they were not straightforward about 
the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, ‘If  
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you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you 
compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?’ 15 We ourselves, who are Jews by 
birth and not Gentile sinners, 16 yet who know that a man is not 
justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, even we 
have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ, 
and not by works of the law, because by works of the law shall no one 
be justified (Gal. 2:11–16). 

 
 Later, Paul gave a full description of the nature of the 
new people of God in Ephesians 2:11–22: 

 
Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh, called the 
uncircumcision by what is called the circumcision, which is made in the 
flesh by hands—12 remember that you were at that time separated from 
Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the 
coven-ants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. 
13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought 
near in the blood of Christ. 14 For he is our peace, who has made us both 
one, and has broken down the dividing wall of hostility, 15 by 
abolishing in his flesh the law of commandments and ordinances, that 
he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making 
peace,         16 and might reconcile us both to God in one body through 
the cross, thereby bringing the hostility to an end. 17 And he came and 
preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were 
near; 18 for through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father. 
19 So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are 
fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, 20 
built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus 
himself being the cornerstone, 21 in whom the whole structure is joined 
together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; 22 in whom you also 
are built into it for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit.  
 

One’s Jewish-ness or Gentile-ness is unavoidable, and from 
our background we inherit many things, but in Christ these 
distinctions may not intrude or dominate. This is because 
the people of God is a ‘new man’, a new  
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humanity in Christ. Both Jew and Gentile ‘have access by 
one Spirit to the Father’.  
 The disturbances caused by those wishing to emphasise 
the distinctiveness of physical Israel were answered 
strongly by Paul in Romans 9–11 and 14:1 —15:13. But no 
matter how much he may put himself out for the sake of the 
Jews, in order to win them to Christ, Paul was gripped by 
the truth of the freedom that is in Christ and by the truth of 
justification by faith alone, and so he could not and would 
not compromise the truth one iota. 
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CHAPTER 16 

The Church  
Under Authority 

The story of Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5:1–11, to which 
we have already referred, is a powerful illustration of a 
most significant principle. 
 

A man named Ananias with his wife Sapphira sold a piece of property, 2 
and with his wife’s knowledge he kept back some of the proceeds, and 
brought only a part and laid it at the apostles’ feet. 3 But Peter said, 
‘Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to 
keep back part of the proceeds of the land? 4 While it remained unsold, 
did it not remain your own? And after it was sold, was it not at your 
disposal? How is it that you have contrived this deed in your heart? You 
have not lied to men but to God.’ 5 When Ananias heard these words, he 
fell down and died. And great fear came upon all who heard of it. 6 The 
young men rose and wrapped him up and carried him out and buried 
him.  
 7 After an interval of about three hours his wife came in, not knowing 
what had happened. 8 And Peter said to her, ‘Tell me whether you sold 
the land for so much.’ And she said, ‘Yes, for so much.’ 9 But Peter said 
to her, ‘How is it that you have agreed together to tempt the Spirit of the 
Lord? Hark, the feet of those that have buried your husband are at the 
door, and they will carry you out.’ 10 Immediately she fell down at his 
feet and died. When the young men came in they found her dead, and 
they carried her out and buried her  
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beside her husband. 11 And great fear came upon the whole church, and 
upon all who heard of these things.  
 

 These two people conspired together to present a false 
impression to the church, but in doing so they actually were 
agreeing ‘to lie to the Holy Spirit’, and ‘to tempt the Spirit of 
the Lord’. This was a most serious offence and brought 
severe consequences. In II Corinthians 3:17, Paul says that 
‘the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, 
there is freedom.’ He means that the church must live under 
the constant direction of the Holy Spirit for only when it 
does will it live in true freedom.  
 Israel had been liberated from its bondage in Egypt. 
Although every person is obliged to live in submission to his 
or her creator, the great action of redemption places an even 
higher obligation upon them. Thus, for Israel it was: 

 
I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out 
of the house of bondage. You shall have no other gods before me (Exod. 
20:2–3). 
 

For the new people of God, the command comes even more 
strongly: 

 
Therefore gird up your minds, be sober, set your hope fully upon the 
grace that is coming to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ. 14 As 
obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former 
ignorance, 15 but as he who called you is holy, be holy yourselves in all 
your conduct; 16 since it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy.’ 17 
And if you invoke as Father him who judges each one impartially 
according to his deeds, conduct yourselves with fear throughout the 
time of your exile. 18 You know that you were ransomed from the futile 
ways inherited from your fathers, not with perishable things such as 
silver or gold, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a 
lamb without blemish or  
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spot . . . 2:9 But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, 
God’s own people, that you may declare the wonderful deeds of him 
who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light. 10 Once you 
were no people but now you are God’s people; once you had not 
received mercy but now you have received mercy (I Pet. 1:13–19; 2:9–
10). 
 

 While the riches of salvation are thrilling, it is a 
dangerous thing to presume upon God’s grace. The Letter to 
the Hebrews is emphatic on this matter, as its readers were 
tempted to return to the apparent relative safety of 
Judaism: 

 
. . . if we sin deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there 
no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, 27 but a fearful prospect of 
judgment, and a fury of fire which will consume the adversaries. 28 A 
man who has violated the law of Moses dies without mercy at the 
testimony of two or three witnesses. 29 How much worse punishment 
do you think will be deserved by the man who has spurned the Son of 
God, and profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was sancti-
fied, and outraged the Spirit of grace? 30 For we know him who said, 
‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay.’ And again, ‘The Lord will judge his 
people.’ 30 It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God 
(10:26–31). 
 

 Paul told the Ephesians that the believers are those 
chosen ‘in him [Christ] before the foundation of the world, 
that we should be holy and blameless before him’ (Eph. 1:4). 
Furthermore, the early Christians were under no 
misapprehension concerning the basis for such a command. 
For example, when telling the Galatians that those who 
walk by the Spirit will not gratify the desires of the flesh 
(Gal. 5:16), he explained that 

 
. . . those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its 
passions and desires (Gal. 5:24). 
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 Any person who believes in Christ is joined to Christ. 
Christ’s death is, then, the death of the believer to sin (see 
Rom. 6:1–11). It follows also that in the action of Christ 
dealing the deathblow to the claims of the flesh, believers 
also have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 
They must not, then, let sin reign in their mortal bodies! 
They are not under law, which gives impetus to the flesh, 
but under grace (Rom. 6:12, 14). In other words, in Christ 
believers have all the resources for godliness, and grace 
constrains them to use those resources.  
 Paul, writing to Titus, sets this constraint in the context 
of God’s eternal purpose: 

 
For the grace of God has appeared for the salvation of all men, 12 training 
us to renounce irreligion and worldly passions, and to live sober, upright, 
and godly lives in this world, 13 awaiting our blessed hope, the appearing 
of the glory of our great God and Saviour Jesus Christ, 14 who gave 
himself for us to redeem us from all iniquity and to purify for himself a 
people of his own who are zealous for good deeds (Titus 2:11–14). 
 

 Peter also sees the holiness of the people of God in terms 
of the promises of God: 

 
The Lord is not slow about his promise as some count slowness, but is 
forbearing toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all 
should reach repentance. 10 But the day of the Lord will come like a 
thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise, and the 
elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and the works that 
are upon it will be burned up.  
 11 Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of persons 
ought you to be in lives of holiness and godliness,       12 waiting for and 
hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens 
will be kindled and dissolved, and the elements will melt with fire! 13 
But according to his promise we wait for new heavens and a new earth 
in which righteousness dwells (II Pet. 3:9–13). 
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 God, having removed the guilt of sin, has, in giving the 
Holy Spirit to his people, provided the resources for his 
people to live in the victory which Christ won. He does not 
expect them to win the victory themselves but to live in 
Christ’s victory, ‘. . . thanks be to God, who gives us the 
victory through our Lord Jesus Christ’ (I Cor. 15:57). Part of 
the obligation to holiness, then, is the obligation to con-
tinually fly to Christ for cleansing, especially when-ever 
either the individual or the community fails. Since it is 
impossible to accrue any merit, the people of God can never 
say that they have reached some level when they are 
without sin, so at all times they are to live and acknowledge 
the redemption which is theirs in Christ. By this means, sin 
is kept from re-asserting its power in their lives through 
guilt. Thus John wrote, 

 
If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we 
lie and do not live according to the truth; 7 but if we walk in the light, as 
he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of 
Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. 8 If we say we have no sin, we 
deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he 
is faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness. 10 If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, 
and his word is not in us.  
 2:1 My little children, I am writing this to you so that you may not sin; 
but if any one does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus 
Christ the righteous; 2 and he is the propitiation for our sins, and not for 
ours only but also for the sins of the whole world (I John 1:6—2:2). 
 

Having, through the Cross, freedom from the penalty and 
power of sin, the people of God now wait the appearing of 
Christ and freedom from the presence of sin.  
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 And their waiting is not passive. We have seen the 
church in action in the Book of Acts, and its action was the 
action of Christ himself, working out his own victory, 
reigning ‘until he has put all his enemies under his feet’ (I 
Cor. 15:25). The church lives in the context of that reign; it 
is fully engaged in the action of the Kingdom of God, 
speaking the word of Christ and so bringing the nations to 
submission to him, and refusing to live happily with the 
presence of any sin in their lives. 

THE AUTHORITY OF THE WORD 

Before we examine the documents which make up the New 
Testament, we must take note of one way the church lived, 
and lives, under authority. This will involve us in some 
repetition. 
 It is fundamental that the God who has absolute 
authority, as Father, Son and Spirit, is the God who reveals 
himself (Ps.19:1; 97:6; Rom.1:19–20; etc.). Particularly, he is 
the God who speaks. Hebrews 1:1–2a makes this clear:  

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

The prophets have always been God’s mouthpiece (see Num. 
12:6; Amos 3:7–8). Although the prophetic writings are only 
one section of the Old Testament, the authority of Moses, 
that is, the Pentateuch, lay in exactly the same area; Moses 
was a prophet (Deut. 18:17–18; Exod. 3:11a).  
 The Old Testament Scriptures, while a complex of 
documents, have authority simply because in them  



THE STORY OF THE ACTS OF GOD 170

God is revealing himself and also speaking to his people. 
Thus, 

 
First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is a 
matter of one’s own interpretation,21 because no prophecy ever came by 
the impulse of man, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God 
(II Pet. 1:20–21). 
 
He said to them, ‘How is it then that David, inspired by the Spirit, calls 
him Lord, saying,  
44 “The Lord said to my Lord,  
 Sit at my right hand,  
 till I put thy enemies under thy feet”? ’ (Matt. 22:43–44). 
 
Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says,  
 ‘Today, when you hear his voice,  
 8 do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion,  
 on the day of testing in the wilderness . . . ‘ (Heb. 3:7–8). 
 

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

 
All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19 Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to 
observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to 
the close of the age (Matt. 28:18–20). 
 

 He was saying, in effect, ‘I have authority. You go, and 
in going, bring the nations to the place of submission to my 
authority. In fact, in your going, I am with you to exercise 
that authority.’ In Acts 1:8, following a discussion 
concerning the Kingdom of God, and so of authority (Acts 
1:7), he said that the hearers would receive power and that 
when they had done so they would witness to him. They 
would be a testimony to the truth of Christ.  
 It is significant that these ‘commissions’ were not given 
to the whole church, at least not in the form in  
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which we have them in the Scriptures. They were explicitly 
given to the apostles (Acts 1:2), and it must be kept clearly 
in mind that ‘apostle’ is not merely an ecclesiastical title. It 
is a word which conveys the notion of authority. These 
apostles are men sent80 with his authority. They are his 
authorised witnesses as a result of the gift of the Spirit to 
them. It is this which explains the strong stress by Paul on 
his apostolic authority. So: 
 

Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are 
not you my workmanship in the Lord? 2 If to others I am not an apostle, 
at least I am to you; for you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord (I 
Cor. 9:1–2). 

 
I have been a fool! You forced me to it, for I ought to have been 
commended by you. For I was not at all inferior to these superlative 
apostles, even though I am nothing. 12 The signs of a true apostle were 
performed among you in all patience, with signs and wonders and 
mighty works (II Cor. 12:11–12). 

 
The world will know nothing of Christ other than what the 
apostles declare. 
 We must refer to that other authorised witness to 
Christ, namely the Old Testament. We have already noted 
its authority as the word of God, but specifically the Old 
Testament was a testimony to Christ. II Timothy 3:14–17 
says: 
 

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly 
believed, knowing from whom you learned it 15 and how from 
childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings which are 
able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16 All 
scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction,  

                                            
80 The title ‘apostle’ is the noun formed from the Greek verb apostello, ‘I send’. 
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and for training in righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be 
complete, equipped for every good work.  
 

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

 
Then [Jesus] said to them, ‘These are my words which I spoke to you, 
while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the law of 
Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled.’ 45 Then he 
opened their minds to understand the scriptures, 46 and said to them, 
‘Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise 
from the dead, 47 and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be 
preached in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 48 You 
are witnesses of these things . . .’  
 

 It needs no emphasis that ‘witness’ does not mean 
‘observer’! 
 Quite specifically, their commission was to preach Christ 
in the same terms as did the inspired Scriptures (and 
incidentally in the same terms as did Jesus. cf. Luke 24:47 
with Luke 4:18, where the same words are used for ‘preach 
forgiveness’ as for ‘proclaim release’). They are to witness to 
the truth and fulfilment of what the inspired Scriptures had 
anticipated (Luke 24:48). It is this which we then see in 
Paul’s gospel in I Corinthians 15:3–4; his proclamation is ‘in 
accordance with the scriptures’. 
 The apostles’ message was to be heard and obeyed 
because they were apostles. It was not that they had 
personal authority. It was because they were men under 
authority. Their message was authoritative, because all 
authority belongs to Christ. The authority of the apostles is 
a derived authority, and it is clear  
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from Galatians 2:11ff. that they may not assume some 
independent authority. There is a clear limit to their 
mandate (see Gal. 1:8–9). But within those limits, Paul can 
boldly claim that his gospel is not ‘the word of men but as 
what it really is, the word of God, which is at work in [the] 
believers’ (I Thess. 2:13). Naturally it is at work in the 
believers, for Jesus had said that he would remain active in 
the apostles’ testimony, exercising his authority. That is 
why the proclamation of the Cross is the power of God. It is 
not that it has some psychological power to trans-form the 
hearer, but that in it Christ bears witness to himself. ‘The 
testimony of Jesus [that is, ‘by’ as well as ‘concerning’ Jesus] 
is the spirit of prophecy’ (Rev. 19:10; cf. Rom. 10:14, 17). 
Furthermore, there was no need at all for any physical 
presence of Jesus in the church (cf. John 20:29). He was 
present and active in and through the authorised witnesses.  
 What, then, is the authority in the church? Some would 
say that the authority is the church, and justify it by saying 
that the church, or at least some parts of it, can trace a 
direct line from its present bishops back to the apostles 
themselves. So if the apostles had authority, the church has 
authority. Hence there is the authority, for some, of the ex 
cathedra statements. 
 But this is not the case. The authority is where it always 
was. The apostles had their authority in their testimony to 
Christ. It was their message which carried the authority. So 
we must conclude that the authority in the church is always 
and only the apostolic message. The fact that the apostles 
themselves are now dead is beside the point. The presence 
and authority of Christ is in the authorised and authori-
tative apostolic message. Hence Peter could say,  
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‘whoever speaks, as one who utters oracles of God’(I Pet. 
4:11). What we observe now is that the apostolic message 
has been committed to writing by the apostles, in what we 
know as the New Testament. 
 The leader of the church, the bishop/elder must be ‘an 
apt teacher’ (I Tim. 3:2; cf. II Tim. 2:2). The pastor is the 
teacher (Eph. 4:11). He is to be one who brings the apostolic 
message (and so the message of the Law and the Prophets 
and the Psalms) to bear on the life of the people of God. 
That is why he must look to himself and his teaching; and 
that is why the people of God must consider him ‘worthy of 
double honour’ (I Tim. 5:17). By so doing, both the teacher 
and the taught will be saved (I Tim. 4:16), for ‘man does not 
live by bread alone, but man lives by everything that 
proceeds out of the mouth of the LORD’ (Deut. 8:3). 
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CHAPTER 17 

The Word  
to the Churches (i) 

Christians have often been described as ‘people of the book’, 
and we have examined the reason why this should be so. 
They are the people who live by and for the word of Christ. 
While the Holy Spirit continues to speak to the new people 
of God, what he says will always be totally consistent with 
‘the word written’. As we saw with the prophetic word, this 
is the test to be applied to the prophet: Is what is said 
consistent with what God has already said in the written 
word (Deut. 13:1–3; I John 4:1)? It is this ‘word written’ to 
which we must now turn as we give a brief summary of the 
Books of the New Testament. 
 From earliest times, the New Testament was divided 
into two sections, Gospel and Apostle.81 By ‘Gospel’ was 
meant, principally, the message about Jesus, while by 
‘Apostle’ was meant the way the message about Jesus was 
interpreted and applied by those who were Jesus’ 
authorised witnesses. We have seen that the great events of 
the birth, life, ministry,  

                                            
81 See Donald Robinson, Faith's Framework, Albatross Books, Sutherland, 

1985, passim. 
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death, resurrection, ascension and present reign of Christ 
were all prophetically anticipated in the Old Testament. It 
has been well said that the function of the apostles was to 
interpret the Old Testament in the light of Christ, and to 
interpret Christ in the light of the Old Testament. 
 However, the apostles were not mere theoreticians. They 
were those who, having initially been given the revelation of 
the truth of Christ, were impelled by that revelation to 
speak of the things which they had seen and heard (Acts 
4:20). Paul saw his own role in these terms: 

 
Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart for the 
gospel of God 2 which he promised beforehand through his prophets in 
the holy scriptures, 3 the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended 
from David according to the flesh 4 and designated Son of God in power 
according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead, 
Jesus Christ our Lord, 5 through whom we have received grace and 
apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name 
among all the nations, 6 including yourselves who are called to belong 
to Jesus Christ (Rom. 1:1–6), 
 

and: 
 
For I would have you know, brethren, that the gospel which was 
preached by me is not man’s gospel. 12 For I did not re-ceive it from 
man, nor was I taught it, but it came through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 
13 For you have heard of my former life in Judaism, how I persecuted 
the church of God violently and tried to destroy it; 14 and I advanced in 
Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people, so extremely 
zealous was I for the traditions of my fathers. 15 But when he who had 
set me apart before I was born, and had called me through his grace, 16 
was pleased to reveal his Son to me, in order that I might preach him 
among the Gentiles . . . (Gal. 1:11–16). 
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 The result was the formation of churches which were 
visible manifestations of the glorified Bride of the Lamb. 
Having, then, been used to bring these churches into being, 
it was the concern of the apostles to ensure that each 
believer and each church came to full maturity. Hence Paul 
also said: 

 
And his gifts were that some should be apostles, some prophets, some 
evangelists, some pastors and teachers, 12 to equip the saints for the 
work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 13 until we all 
attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to 
mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ;82 
14 so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried 
about with every wind of doctrine, by the cunning of men, by their 
craftiness in deceitful wiles. 15 Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are 
to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 16 from 
whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every joint with 
which it is supplied, when each part is working properly, makes bodily 
growth and upbuilds itself in love (Eph. 4:11–16). 
 

 He also described his desire for the church in these 
terms: 

 
Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I complete 
what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the 
church, 25 of which I became a minister according to the divine office 
which was given to me for you, to make the word of God fully known, 
26 the mystery hidden for ages and generations but now made manifest 
to his saints. 27 To them God chose to make known how great among 
the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in 
you, the hope of glory. 28 Him we proclaim, warning every man and 
teaching every man in all wisdom, that we may present every man mature in 
Christ. 29 For this I toil, striving with all the energy which he mightily 
inspires within me (Col. 1:24–29). 

                                            
82 The New English Bible translates this phrase as ‘to mature manhood, 

measured by nothing less than the full stature of Christ’. 
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 The New Testament, like the Old Testament, is 
comprised of documents which are ‘multi-faceted’. They 
inform, they encourage and exhort, they rebuke and they 
give direction (cf. I Cor. 14:3). Both Peter and Paul were 
clear that the apostolic message was a direct word from God 
and therefore to be treated with the utmost seriousness. For 
example: 

 
For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to 
you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were 
eyewitnesses of his majesty. 17 For when he received honor and glory 
from God the Father and the voice was borne to him by the Majestic 
Glory, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,’ 18 we 
heard this voice borne from heaven, for we were with him on the holy 
mountain. 19 And we have the prophetic word made more sure. You 
will do well to pay attention to this as to a lamp shining in a dark place, 
until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. 20 First of 
all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is a matter of 
one’s own interpretation, 21 because no prophecy ever came by the im-
pulse of man, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God (II Pet. 
1:16–21). 
 

Peter acknowledged that however difficult some of Paul’s 
statements may have been, they were none-theless at one 
with the ‘other scriptures’ (II Pet. 3:15–16), and therefore 
the ‘outbreathing of God’ (II Tim. 3:16).83 Hence, in the face 
of opposition at Corinth, Paul said: 

 
If any one thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should 
acknowledge that what I am writing to you is a command of  

                                            
83 The word translated in many versions as ‘inspired’, theopneustos, is, literally, 

‘God breathed’. 
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the Lord. 38 If any one does not recognize this, he is not recognized (I 
Cor. 14:37–38). 
 

This was not arrogance on Paul’s part; knowing the source 
of his word to the church, this is the way it is and the way it 
must be. At the same time he stressed to the same church 
that he and those with him did not ‘lord it over your faith; 
we work with you for your joy . . .’ (II Cor. 1:24). 

THE GOSPELS 

We are familiar with four ‘Gospels’, those written by 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. Actually there were many 
more. Luke acknowledges this in his ‘pro-logue’: 

 
Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things 
which have been accomplished among us, 2 just as they were delivered 
to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers 
of the word, 3 it seemed good to me also, having followed all things 
closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most 
excellent  The-oph’ilus, 4 that you may know the truth concerning the 
things of which you have been informed (Luke 1:1–4). 
 

It was the concern of the church throughout the centuries 
which followed to discern which of the written documents 
were both an accurate record of Christ and a genuine word 
from God. Basically this meant a concern to know if the 
documents were ‘apostolic’. This did not mean that they 
were written by an apostle, but that they derived directly 
from an apostle.84 

                                            
84 Compare the description of the composition of the Gospel According to Mark, 

which is given by Eusebius of Caesarea  (c. 260–c. 339) in his Ecclesiastical 
History (III, 39). He quotes Papias of Hierapolis (fl. c. 130) as saying: 

This also the elder used to say. Mark, indeed, having been the interpreter of Peter, wrote 
accurately, howbeit not in order, all that he recalled of what was either said or done by 
the Lord. For he neither heard the Lord, nor was he a follower of His, but at a later date 
(as I said), of Peter; who used to adapt his instructions to the needs [of the moment], 
but not with a view to putting together the Dominical oracles in orderly fashion: so that 
Mark did no wrong in thus writing some things as he recalled them. For he kept a 
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 Interestingly, in spite of the common use of the titles in 
our printed Bibles, all four Gospels are anonymous. And, in 
fact, the titles which they bear state that there is only one 
Gospel and that what we have is, for example, ‘The Gospel 
according to Matthew’, etc. Each Gospel is the account of 
Jesus as presented by the particular author and carries his 
own personal emphasis, concerns and style. 

The Gospel According to Matthew 

 Tradition is strong that this Gospel was written by 
Matthew, the former tax collector, whom Luke and Mark 
call Levi. It may well be that Matthew wrote his Gospel 
particularly for the use of converts from Judaism. There are 
some 93 quotations from the Old Testament in Matthew, 
compared with 49 in Mark, 80 in Luke and 33 in John, and 
Matthew places much stress on the fulfilment of prophecy 
(see 1:22; 2:15, 23; etc.). There is also a strong emphasis on 
the place of Jesus as the Messiah who establishes the 
Kingdom. The discourses in the Gospel highlight this, as in 
3:1–2; 4:23; 5:1–3; 13:10f., 18, 24, etc.; 22:1ff.; 24–25, and 
the 

                                                                                                     
single aim in view: not to omit anything of what he heard, nor to state anything therein 
falsely.  

(Quoted in A New Eusebius ed. by J. Stevenson, S.P.C.K. London, 1957, p. 52.) It 
ought, perhaps, to be added that Eusebius did not hold Papias in very high 
regard. 
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actions of Jesus indicate that the Kingdom is indeed 
breaking in upon the usurped dominion of Satan (12:28). 
 It should be noted that Matthew uses the phrase ‘The 
kingdom of heaven’ in preference to ‘The kingdom of God’ on 
the majority of occasions. There is no difference in meaning 
between the two. ‘Heaven’ tended to be used in Judaism as a 
synonym in order to avoid direct use of the name of God. 
 All four Gospels follow basically the same outline, 
following the life of Jesus from his baptism to his death and 
resurrection. Mark and John omit any reference to Jesus’ 
birth. Matthew’s Gospel begins with the genealogy, birth 
and childhood of Jesus (chs 1–2). Then follows the 
preparatory ministry of John the Baptist, the baptism of 
Jesus and the subsequent/ consequent temptation (3:1—
4:11). 
 The ministry of Jesus is then described, first his 
ministry in Galilee (4:12—18:25), then that in Perea (19:1—
20:16), Judea (20:17–34) and in Jerusalem (21:1—25:46). 
The climax of the account is the arrest, trial, crucifixion and 
burial of Jesus (26:1—27:66) and the Gospel concludes with 
the resurrection of Jesus and the declaration of his absolute 
authority and the implications of that for the believers 
(28:1–20). 

The Gospel According to Mark 

 As in the case of the other Gospels, we have no 
conclusive information concerning the first readers of this 
Gospel, but it seems almost certain that Mark wrote to an 
audience of Roman believers. This is indicated by his 
practice of explaining Jewish terms and practices (see 5:41; 
7:2–4, 11, 34). 
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 Mark’s Gospel conveys a strong sense of urgency, as 
seen in the repeated use of the word euthus, which occurs 41 
times and is translated as ‘immediately’, ‘straightway’, etc. 
It also carries some vivid touches which point to an 
‘eyewitness’ source, which, if Papias is correct, would have 
been Peter.  
 Mark’s outline is similar to Matthew’s, while omitting 
the birth narratives. Following the title of 1:1, there is the 
preparation for Jesus’ ministry (1:2–13), then a description 
of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee (1:14—6:30). Then follows the 
withdrawal of Jesus from Galilee (6:31—9:30), his ministry 
in Perea (10:1–52) and his final ministry in Jerusalem 
(11:1—13:37). The concluding chapters (14–16) concentrate 
on the arrest, trial, crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus.  

The Gospel According to Luke 

 The Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles are a 
two-volume work concerning, first, the actions and teaching 
of Jesus prior to his ascension and then, in Acts, all that 
Jesus continues to do (cf. Acts 1:1–2). Tradition uniformly 
supports the authorship of this Gospel by Luke, a Gentile 
physician and companion of Paul.  
 None of the Gospels purports to be a simple biography of 
Jesus, although Luke’s description of Jesus is the most 
comprehensive of the four. As we have said, each Gospel has 
a particular emphasis and Luke’s is that Jesus is the Son of 
God, the Saviour of the world (1:31–32, 35; 2:11). From the 
beginning of his ministry, Jesus made it plain that his 
concern was wider than Judaism (4:25–27). The goal of God 
is the whole world (24:46–47); this is, of course, also the 
final thrust of Matthew 28:18–20. 
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 This Gospel falls into two sections; the first contains the 
prologue (1:1–4), the birth narrative and an account of 
Jesus’ childhood (1:5—2:52), the baptism, genealogy and 
temptation of Jesus (3:1—4:13) and his ministry in Galilee 
(4:14—9:50). The great dividing point is Luke 9:51: 

 
When the days drew near for him to be received up, he set his face to go 
to Jerusalem. 
 

 This significant statement follows the event of the 
transfiguration where Jesus spoke with Moses and Elijah 
concerning ‘the exodus which he was to accomplish at 
Jerusalem’ (9:31). The second section, then, has the 
teaching and healing ministry of Jesus during that journey 
to Jerusalem (9:52—19:28), the entry into Jerusalem and 
the ministry there (19:29—21:38) and the trial, crucifixion 
and resurrection appearances (22:1—24:53). 

The Gospel According to John 

 From earliest days, people noted that the Gospel 
According to John was different from the Synoptics.85 It was 
regarded as a theological Gospel which focused on the issues 
of the character of God and Jesus, almost at the expense of 
the historical details. There is no question that John’s 
Gospel is different, but the reason may well be more that 
John wrote his Gospel from the standpoint of one who was 
living in, and writing to those who were also in, the great 
action of the post-Pentecost age of the Spirit. This would be 
in contrast to the Synoptics which presented Jesus in  

                                            
85 Matthew, Mark and Luke are called the Synoptic Gospels because they can 

be viewed together (from the Greek sun-opsis, ‘see together’). 
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terms of the climax of all that God had been about within 
Israel from the call of Abraham and the covenant formed 
with him up to the establishment of the Kingdom at the 
Cross and Resurrection. Certainly the Gospel of John is 
good history. 
 John’s Gospel presents the truth of Jesus by recounting 
seven ‘signs’ (2:1–11; 4:46–54; 5:1–9; 6:1–14; 6:16–21; 9:1–7 
and 11:44) and the discourses which are associated with 
them and which expound them. John’s aim in writing is 
specified in 20:30–31: 

 
Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the dis-ciples, which 
are not written in this book; 31 but these are written that you may 
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you 
may have life in his name.  
 

 ‘That you may believe’ should probably be read as ‘that 
you may go on believing’, so that, when we add this to other 
details we glean about the Apostle John we may say that 
this Gospel was written to believers in Asia Minor, 
principally around Ephesus.  

The Acts of the Apostles 

 We have already noted the relationship of the Acts of the 
Apostles to the Gospel According to Luke. We must simply 
observe here that Acts has two distinct sections; the first, 
chapters 1–12 concentrate on the earliest days of the church 
in Jerusalem and, in particular, on the role of the Apostle 
Peter. The second section, chapters 13–28, focus on the life 
and ministry of the Apostle Paul as the gospel goes 
powerfully to the Gentiles.  



THE STORY OF THE ACTS OF GOD 186

 Surprisingly, Luke does not tell us what happened to 
Paul after his arrival in Rome. Possibly he was released—
the charge was admittedly impossible to sustain (Acts 
25:18–21, 25)—went to Spain as he had intended (see Rom. 
15:28), and then returned to Rome, only to lose his life in 
the persecution under the Emperor Nero. 
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CHAPTER 18 

The Word  
to the Churches (ii) 

THE LETTERS 

A large part of the New Testament is given to letters 
written to churches and individuals. Some of the letters are 
evidently of a more general nature and, as with the Gospels, 
some of them are anonymous.  
 Of the twenty-seven documents in the New Testament, 
twenty-one are classified as letters and, of those, thirteen 
are by the Apostle Paul86, three attributed to John, two to 
Peter, one each to James and Jude and one, Hebrews, 
anonymous. 

(I)  THE LETTERS OF PAUL THE TRAVELLER87 

I and II Thessalonians 

 It is generally agreed that the Thessalonian Letters 
were the first to be written. Acts 17:1–10 describes the  

                                            
86 The question of pseudonymity will not be considered here.  
87 It is not possible to be completely certain about the order of Paul's letters. 

This division is from F. B. Clogg, An Introduction to the New Testament, 
University of London Press, London, 1948, passim. 
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foundation of the Thessalonian church immediately 
following Paul’s release from prison in Philippi. It is plain 
that there was a dramatic response and transformation 
among the Thessalonians (see I Thess. 1:2–10), and Paul 
addresses the church as the church ‘in God the Father and 
the Lord Jesus Christ’ (I Thess. 1:1). 
 Apart from writing to remind the readers of his concern 
for them, especially in the light of their suffering from their 
fellow-countrymen (I Thess. 2–3) the first letter 
concentrates on exhorting them to godliness (4:1–8; 5:12ff.) 
and an ever deepening love for one another (4:9–12), and 
deals with the problem caused by the concern of many of the 
Thessalonians that those who had died before the return of 
Christ would somehow be deprived of their inheritance 
(4:13—5:11).  
 II Thessalonians is likewise concerned with the question 
of the return of Christ. Evidently information had come to 
the Thessalonians that ‘the day of the Lord has come’ (2:2). 
Paul informs them that this could not be so, urging them to 
‘hold to the traditions which you were taught by us, either 
by word of mouth or by letter’ (2:15). He further admonishes 
those who, possibly because they believed that the Lord 
would return at any moment, were ‘living in idleness and 
not in accord with the tradition that you received from us’ 
(3:6, 7–16).  

I and II Corinthians 

 Paul wrote four letters to the Christians at Corinth, only 
the second and fourth remaining to us. He mentions a letter 
prior to our first letter (I Cor. 5:9) and another between our 
first and second letters  
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(II Cor. 2:3–4). Paul also evidently made a number of visits 
to Corinth (see II Cor. 2:1) and the overall order of letters 
and visits is somewhat difficult to follow. However, what is 
plain is that our letters from Paul to Corinth were written 
from his deep concern for the church whose birth is 
described in Acts 18:1–18a. 
 I Corinthians deals with a large number of issues, many 
of them raised by the Corinthians themselves (see 7:1, 25; 
8:1; 12:1; 16:1). Initially, however, his letter deals with the 
serious matter of factionalism within the church (1:10–13) 
which, although having the appearance of wisdom, was a 
mark of spiritual immaturity and hindering the believers 
from knowing the wisdom of God (2:6ff.). Paul’s stress is 
that the wisdom of God is known in the mystery of the Cross 
(1:17–25; 2:1–5), and that a failure to live in that wisdom 
meant a failure to see that  

 
all things are yours, 22 whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world 
or life or death or the present or the future, all are yours; 23 and you are 
Christ’s; and Christ is God’s (3:21–23). 

 
Besides this factionalism, and arising from the failure to 
live in the work of the Cross, was the case of incest tolerated 
in the church (5:1ff.), also the practice of believers taking 
other believers to the law courts (6:1–8) and a failure to see 
that regeneration results in a total cleansing and 
subsequent obligation to godly living (6:9–11, 19–20). The 
issues raised by the Corinthians themselves were the 
nature of marriage (7:1–40); the question of eating food 
previously offered to idols (8:1—11:1); the nature of the 
assembly of believers (11:1–34)—especially the use and 
abuse of spiritual gifts in the assembly (12:1—14:40); the 
fact and nature of the resurrection of believers (15:1–58)  
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and, finally, the collection of money for the poor believers in 
Judea (16:1ff.). 
 The second letter concentrates on one major topic, 
namely Paul’s defence of his apostolic ministry against 
those who denigrated him. It has been said that this second 
letter discusses, unsystematically, apostleship ‘defined in its 
own light, in relation to the ministry of Moses under the old 
covenant, and in relation to others who claimed, some with 
no more right than Paul, others with no right at all, the 
same title and office’.88 The letter also deals with the 
contribution made for the saints (chs 8–9), but does so in 
terms of the grace of God and the way that grace is at work 
in believers (8:1–9). 

Galatians 

 It is not clear where the Galatian churches were, 
whether they were in the north or the centre of Asia Minor, 
but it is clear that those churches were in serious danger of 
falling away from grace. This situation was caused by 
people coming and demanding that Christians should 
submit to the demands of Jewish Law, in particular 
circumcision, in order to justify their justification. To this 
Paul replied that those who taught that way were to be 
completely rejected: 

 
I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who called you in 
the grace of Christ and turning to a different gospel—7 not that there is 
another gospel, but there are some who trouble you and want to pervert 
the gospel of Christ.  8 But even if we, or an angel from heaven, should 
preach to you a gospel contrary to that which we preached to you, let  

                                            
88 C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, Adam 

& Charles Black, London, 1973, p. 53. 
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him be accursed. 9 As we have said before, so now I say again, If any 
one is preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which you received, let 
him be accursed (Gal. 1:6–9). 
 

 Paul stresses that the gospel which he preached was not 
one which came from other people, but one which came 
‘through a revelation of Jesus Christ’ (1:12). The leaders of 
the church in Jerusalem added nothing to that gospel; 
rather they acknowledged that Paul was entrusted with the 
gospel to the Gentiles just as they had been to the Jews 
(2:6–9). Paul’s seriousness concerning the truth of the 
gospel was illustrated at one point by his willingness even 
to confront Peter, when Peter seemed to have abandoned 
the truth of justification by faith alone (2:11–14). Paul’s 
great point is that 

 
I through the law died to the law, that I might live to God. 20 I have 
been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who 
lives in me; and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave himself for me. 21 I do not nullify the 
grace of God; for if justification were through the law, then Christ died 
to no purpose (2:19–21). 
 

Furthermore, the Galatians themselves could reflect on 
their own experience and see that justification and life were 
by faith alone: 

 
O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you, before whose eyes Jesus 
Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified? 2 Let me ask you only this: 
Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law, or by hearing with faith? 
3 Are you so foolish? Having begun with the Spirit, are you now ending 
with the flesh?           4 Did you experience so many things in vain?—if it 
really is in vain. 5 Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and works 
miracles among you do so by works of the law, or by hearing with faith? 
(3:1–5). 
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 Paul continues with an examination of the way 
Abraham was not only justified by faith himself, but also set 
the pattern for those who were his descend-ants (3:6—4:31). 
Paul then shows that ‘law-way’ is ‘flesh-way’ and that those 
who choose to justify themselves by law have ‘fallen away 
from grace’ (5:4) and are actually living in opposition to all 
that the Spirit of God has done and is doing (5:16–24). Paul 
closes by calling into question the motives of those who 
want to insist on law as the way for the believers: 

 
It is those who want to make a good showing in the flesh that would 
compel you to be circumcised, and only in order that they may not be 
persecuted for the cross of Christ. 13 For even those who receive 
circumcision do not themselves keep the law, but they desire to have 
you circumcised that they may glory in your flesh. 14 But far be it from 
me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the 
world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. 15 For neither 
circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new 
creation.         16 Peace and mercy be upon all who walk by this rule, 
upon the Israel of God (6:12–16). 
 

Without doubt, Galatians is Paul’s most passionate letter, 
but then the issue is not one which he could ever have 
treated dispassionately. It was and is a matter of the truth 
of God. 

Romans 

 Paul’s letter to the Christians in Rome seems to have a 
number of possible aims. He had intended to visit Rome but 
had been hindered by the overriding obligation to preach 
the gospel where it had not yet  
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been preached (1:13; 15:17–22). Now, however, he felt that 
the opportunity may at last have come and so he wrote to 
advise them of his intentions. Principally he wanted first to 
complete his obligations in Jerusalem then to come to Rome 
and ‘impart . . . some spiritual gift’ to the believers, knowing 
that as they received and lived in the gift, so he, too, would 
be richly encouraged (1:11–12). Then, as he had gone to Asia 
from Antioch, so now he wanted to go to Spain with Rome as 
his new ‘home-base’ (15:23–33).  
 In the meantime, Paul has evidently heard of a measure 
of disagreement within the Christian community concerning 
the role and purpose of the Jewish Law. Romans 14:1—
15:13 focuses on the practicalities of believers with differing 
sets of expectations living together in Christ. Indeed the 
whole letter may have been structured around this issue. 
However, in the process of writing to these issues, Paul has 
given us a thrilling analysis of the work of Christ. Following 
the not insignificant introductory material of 1:1–15, Paul 
explains that his passion for the gospel flows simply from 
this: 

 
I am not ashamed of the gospel: it is the power of God for salvation to 
every one who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17 For in 
it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is 
written, ‘He who through faith is righteous shall live’ (1:16–17). 
 

The power of the gospel is that by it the righteousness of 
God is revealed. This revelation is in the face of another 
revelation, namely, of the wrath of God (1:18—3:20). We 
may say that the righteousness of God is his utter 
consistency with his own character, which he both expresses 
and expects, and which he works for us in Christ. Hence:  
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But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from law, 
although the law and the prophets bear witness to it, 22 the 
righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. 
For there is no distinction; 23 since all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God, 24 they are justified by his grace as a gift, through the 
redemption which is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a 
propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show 
God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed 
over former sins; 26 it was to prove at the present time that he himself is 
righteous and that he justifies him who has faith in Jesus (3:21–26). 
 

 This action of God is to be known by the believer in the 
deepest experience. Romans 5–8 shows the whole action of 
the Cross in life, as believers are freed from the wrath of 
God and liberated into obedience because of their 
incorporation into Christ (chs 5–6); and as they are 
delivered from the condemnation of the Law and set up, by 
the Holy Spirit’s application of the work of Christ, to live in 
glorious hope and present assurance (chs 7–8). 
 Chapters 9–11 are an exposition of the way God is 
fulfilling the promise made to Abraham that not only Jews 
but ‘all the families of the earth’, that is, Gentiles too, would 
be blessed. In the light of this rich account of ‘the mercies of 
God’, the letter, in its closing sections (chs 12–16) urges the 
readers 

 
. . . to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to 
God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 Do not be conformed to this 
world but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you may 
prove what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect 
(Rom. 12:1–2). 

(II)  THE CAPTIVITY LETTERS OF PAUL 

 Acts mentions three imprisonments of Paul—one in 
Philippi (Acts 16) where he had no time to write,  

THE WORD TO THE CHURCHES (II)  195

one in Caesarea (Acts 23:23—26:32) which lasted two years 
and finally in Rome (Acts 28:16ff.) where, when Acts closes, 
Paul had been in prison for two years. Tradition favours 
Rome as the place where these letters were written.89 

Ephesians 

 It seems possible that this letter was originally some 
sort of circular letter, written to a number of Christian 
churches in the general area. Certainly, some manuscripts 
omit the words ‘in Ephesus’ from 1:1, and Paul had 
evidently not met some or all of the first readers (3:2).90  
 The theme of Ephesians is the eternal purpose of God, 
especially as it relates to the church as the new humanity 
established in Christ (cf. 2:15). The purpose of God the 
Father, established prior to creation, is to have, in Christ, 
his sons (and daughters) who are holy and blameless. The 
fulfilment of this plan is the action of God’s grace (cf. 1:3–
10). In recognising and thanking God for the faith of the 
readers, Paul then prays that they will be enabled to see the 
vast dimensions of the Lordship of Christ (1:11–23).  
 In bringing men and women to Christ, God has brought 
them to life ‘when [they] were dead through the trespasses 
and sins in which [they] once walked’ (2:1–2), and making 
them, whether Jew or Gentile, one new man in place of the 
former divided two (2:11–22). Paul then described his own 
role in the administration of this plan of God (3:1–13) and 
follows this with his prayer that the readers may go on  

                                            
89 Some have opted for Ephesus as the place of writing; see Clogg, pp. 70ff. 
90 The heretic Marcion entitled this as ‘the letter to the Laodiceans’ (cf. Col. 

4:16). We should note the similarity of Colossians to Ephesians. 
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to ‘know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge’ 
(3:14–21). 
 On the basis of this great purpose of God, Paul spends 
the second half of this letter highlighting some of the 
practical implications which flow from it. Believers must 
walk worthily of this great calling of God, seeing that the 
gifts given by the ascended Lord are intended to bring them 
to his goal (4:1–16). They must, therefore, put off the old 
‘man’ and put on the new ‘man’ and live lives of holiness 
(4:17—5:17). They must continually be filled with the Spirit 
and so live in the true hierarchy of relationships within the 
church and society (5:18—6:9). Finally, they must see that 
their participation in Christ means a participation in the 
great conflict against the forces of darkness and so obliges 
them to take the resources provided by their already 
victorious Lord (6:10–24).  

Philippians 

 The Letter to the Philippians is a warm personal 
communication to the church which was the first-born in 
Europe and which had supported Paul financially in his 
ministry of the gospel (1:5; 4:10ff.).  
 Paul acknowledges with gratitude the gifts sent by 
Epaphroditus (4:14–18). Epaphroditus was being sent back 
to Philippi, no doubt carrying this letter, and Paul urges the 
church to receive him as a man worthy of honour (2:25–30). 
Paul also commends Timothy to the Philippians (2:19–24).  
 Paul urges the Philippians to a life worthy of the gospel 
and in particular to a life patterned on the humble service of 
Christ (1:27—2:18). He warns them against those who 
attempt to bring them into  
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bondage to the Law, and points out his own attitude to ‘law-
righteousness’: 

 
I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing 
Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, 
and count them as refuse, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found 
in him, not having a righteousness of my own, based on law, but that 
which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that 
depends on faith;10 that I may know him and the power of his 
resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his 
death,  11 that if possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead   
(3:8–11). 
 

Paul also gently deals with a case of division among two 
members of the church and actually names the folk involved 
as Euodia and Syntyche (4:2). Finally he encourages the 
church to confidence in God, as expressed in prayer, and to 
godliness in thought and action (4:4–9). 

Colossians 

 Epaphras had both been the one who brought the gospel 
to Colossae and the one who had brought news of the church 
back to Paul (1:3–8). Paul’s prayer for the church is based 
on his rich understanding of the person and work of Christ 
(1:9–23) and leads him to stress the nature of his own 
ministry and concern (1:24—2:5). 
 The purpose of the letter was not only to rejoice in their 
faith, but to encourage the Colossian believers in the face of 
the threat posed by false teaching. It is difficult to know 
exactly what this false teaching involved but we may 
observe three features91: 

                                            
91 The following is taken from F. Foulkes, ‘Colossians’, New Bible Dictionary, 

I.V.F., London, 1962, p. 243. 
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(i) It gave great importance to the place of the powers of the 
spirit world to the detriment of the place given to Christ (cf. 
2:18); (ii) great importance was attached to outward 
observances, such as feasts and fasts, new moons and 
sabbaths (2:16ff.), and probably also circumcision (2:11). 
These were presented proudly as the true way of self-
discipline and the subjection of the flesh (2:20ff.); and (iii) 
the teachers boasted that they possessed a higher 
philosophy (2:4, 8, 18). 
 Whatever the nature of the threat, the nature of the 
solution is plain. It is that the believer is in Christ who has 
already accomplished all that needs to be accomplished 
(2:8–15, 20; 3:1–4). The way to deal with the flesh is to live 
in Christ and simply to put to death that which he has 
already put off (3:5ff.; 2:11–12). In language similar to that 
in Ephesians, Paul exhorts the believers to ‘put on’ those 
virtues which are consistent with Christ (3:12–14), to let the 
peace of Christ ‘rule in [their] hearts’ and the word of Christ 
‘dwell in [them] richly’. 
 Also similar to Ephesians is the encouragement to 
husbands and wives, children and parents, slaves and 
masters and then to the church in general (3:18—4:6). The 
letter concludes with Paul’s personal greetings (4:7–18). 

Philemon 

 This letter is directed by Paul to his friend Philemon and 
concerns the issue of Philemon’s runaway slave Onesimus 
(whose name means ‘useful’). Onesimus had run away from 
Philemon, evidently taking a  
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sum of money (v. 18) and made his way to Rome where he 
met Paul and subsequently came to Christ.  
 Paul’s response was not to free Onesimus but to send 
him back to his master (v. 12). Nor did Paul ask Philemon to 
release him: 

  
Paul accepted slavery as part of the social order and requires slaves to 
submit to their lot and be faithful to their masters in Christ (cf. Col. 3:22). 
He avoids a direct criticism of social and political institutions; he would 
have effected nothing by attacking them, and would have caused his 
mission to be suspected as revolutionary . . . Philemon is not bidden to 
release Onesimus, but to love him—a far harder thing [v. 15].92  

(III)  THE PASTORAL LETTERS  OF PAUL 

 Three letters were written by Paul, two to Timothy and 
one to Titus to encourage them in their ministry as pastors 
(shepherds) in their churches. 

I Timothy 

 Following his introduction in which he stresses the need 
for Timothy to refute false doctrine (1:1–20), Paul gives 
directions to Timothy about the worship and order of the 
church (2:1—4:6). He mentions such things as public prayer; 
the position of women; the qualification of bishops and 
deacons; the character and adversaries of the church and 
Timothy’s responsibilities within it.  
 Paul deals, then, with the need for godly attitudes 
towards others within the church (5:1–2) and for particular 
attitudes towards widows and elders (5:3–22). The letter 
concludes with various instructions about 

                                            
92 Clogg, p. 91. 
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servants and masters, false teachers, wealth and the aims 
which Timothy ought to have for his ministry (6:1–21). 

II Timothy 

 This letter commences with a strong encourage-ment to 
Timothy to move out with great confidence, knowing what 
God has done in him: 

 
Hence I remind you to rekindle the gift of God that is within you 
through the laying on of my hands; 7 for God did not give us a spirit of 
timidity but a spirit of power and love and self-control (1:6–7). 
 

Being a Christian will involve suffering (1:8) but, by the 
gospel which Paul and Timothy preach, the work of Christ 
in abolishing death is revealed since Christ has ‘brought life 
and immortality to light through the gospel’ (1:10). Timothy 
is to guard the truth which has been entrusted to him 
(1:14), ‘be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus’ (2:1) 
and to ‘remember Jesus Christ, risen from the dead, de-
scended from David’ (2:8). He must be steadfast in his 
ministry, since: 

 
The saying is sure:  
  If we have died with him, we shall also live with him;  
12 if we endure, we shall also reign with him;  
  if we deny him, he also will deny us;  
13 if we are faithless, he remains faithful—for he cannot deny himself 
(2:11–13). 
 

Timothy is also to be aware that ‘in the last days’ (which 
began at Pentecost, cf. Acts 2:16–17) there will be times of 
great conflict and that this will manifest itself within the 
life of the church (3:1–9). In all this,  
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Timothy is to remain faithful to the pattern set by Paul and 
to those truths taught him from the Scriptures. As Timothy 
lives in the revealed word of God, so he will be fully 
equipped for every good work: 

 
All scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, 
for correction, and for training in righteousness,       17 that the man of 
God may be complete, equipped for every good work (3:16–17). 
 

Paul knows that his own ministry is almost at an end (4:6–
8); his concern is that Timothy should 

 
. . . preach the word, be urgent in season and out of season, convince, 
rebuke, and exhort, be unfailing in patience and in teaching. 3 For the 
time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having 
itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their 
own likings, 4 and will turn away from listening to the truth and 
wander into myths. 5 As for you, always be steady, endure suffering, do 
the work of an evangelist, fulfil your ministry (4:2–5). 
 

He concludes with some personal requests and comments 
(4:9–22). 
 

Titus 

 Like the Letters to Timothy, the Letter to Titus, who 
was in Crete, commences with a reflection on the high 
privilege to which God had called Paul (1:1–4). Paul then set 
out the qualifications for the role of elder/bishop in the 
church (1:5–9). The need for these qualifications lay in the 
presence in the church of false teachers (1:10–16); they were 
‘especially the circumcision party’ (1:10) and were doing 
great damage to whole families by apparently concentrating  
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their efforts on making money out of the church (1:11).  
 On the other hand, Titus is to teach ‘what befits sound 
doctrine’, that is, ‘practical religion’, which shows itself in 
every aspect of life (2:1—3:8). The great motivation for such 
godly living is not the desire of Paul for the church to 
conform to his stand-ards but the powerful action of  

 
. . . the grace of God [which] has appeared for the salvation of all men, 12 
training us to renounce irreligion and worldly passions, and to live 
sober, upright, and godly lives in this world, 13 awaiting our blessed 
hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus 
Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all iniquity and to 
purify for himself a people of his own who are zealous for good deeds  
(2:11–14). 
 

In sentiments similar to those in I Corinthians 6.9–11, Paul 
points out that to renounce these ‘worldly passions’ is 
simply to live consistently with what God has done: 

 
For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to 
various passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, 
hated by men and hating one another; 4 but when the goodness and 
loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, 5 he saved us, not because 
of deeds done by us in righteousness, but in virtue of his own mercy, by 
the washing of regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit, 6 which he 
poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7 so that we 
might be justified by his grace and become heirs in hope of eternal life. 8 
The saying is sure (3:3–8). 
 

It is clear from all of Paul’s letters, and particularly from 
the Pastorals, that the issue of false teaching needs to be 
taken seriously. While the false teachers may force 
behaviour which is in some sort of  
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conformity with their own teaching, ultimately they must 
fail. Only the grace of God can ever release the fountains of 
eternal life within the human heart so that godliness will 
flow. What is required, then, in the Christian individual and 
in the church, is the ongoing response of faith in the grace of 
God (cf. the message of Galatians). 

(IV)  THE LETTER TO THE HEBREWS 

 The Letter to the Hebrews is anonymous, and the 
recipients are likewise unknown. What can be quickly 
discerned is that the readers were Christian Jews who, 
because Judaism was a legal religion, were sorely tempted 
to leave their faith in Christ for the relative peace and 
security of Judaism. They had been persecuted (10:32–34), 
were failing to meet together (10:24–25) and so were 
beginning the sad and dangerous course of neglecting ‘such 
a great salvation’ (2:3). 
 The letter is a carefully worked exposition of the 
superiority of Jesus, interspersed with deeply personal 
exhortations to the readers. Indeed the writer describes the 
letter as ‘my word of exhortation’ (13:22). 
 The letter commences by showing that Jesus is greater 
than either prophets or angels (1:1–14), the ‘angels’ 
probably being a Jewish way of referring to the Law (cf. Gal. 
3:19). Then the writer shows that Jesus, being greater than 
the angels, is actually the perfect man, the man who fulfils 
all the purpose of God for humanity and so in whom the 
true glory of men and women is to be found (2:5–18). The 
writer then compares Jesus and his ministry as Son with 
that of Moses as servant (3:1–6).  
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 This is followed by an extended exhortation based on 
Psalm 95 (3:7—4:13). Look at those whom Moses delivered. 
They failed to enter the promised rest because of unbelief. 
By using Psalm 95, the first of significant major Old 
Testament passages in the letter, the others being Psalm 
110:4 and Jeremiah 31:31–34, he shows that what was 
experienced in the Old Testament was at best the shadow of 
things to come, for, in the psalm, God urges those already in 
the Promised Land not to ignore the voice of God and so fail 
to enter into the promised rest. In other words there must 
be a rest for the people of God beyond that presently known 
by Judaism. 
 From this, the writer moves on, or at least wants to 
move on, to the superiority of Jesus to the Aaronic 
priesthood, since Jesus was a priest ‘after the order of 
Melchizedek’ (5:1–10). However, the writer cannot explain 
his meaning to the readers because the readers themselves 
have drifted into spiritual dullness and seem unable to rise 
to this glorious revelation of Christ. He warns them that 
this drift, if unchecked, will be deadly (5:11—6:20). 
However, he does then take up his exposition of Jesus and 
his priesthood, again asking why, if the Aaronic priesthood 
of Judaism was sufficient, should God promise that one 
would arise after a completely different order of priesthood 
(7:1–28). 
 From 8:1—10:18 the letter deals with the final and 
decisive passage from the Old Testament, Jeremiah 31:31–
34, and argues that God would never have promised a new 
covenant with total cleansing of the conscience had the first 
Mosaic covenant, with its sacrificial system, been sufficient 
to remove guilt. After a short, yet strong, exhortation 
(10:19–39) the writer points out that, from beginning to end, 
that  
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which has pleased God was not observance of the Law but 
simple faith in the promises of God (11:1–40). The letter 
concludes with the final exhortation and epilogue, in which 
the readers are urged to persevere just as Jesus did (12:1—
13:25). Their suffering is not, finally, from the attempts of 
others to destroy them, but from God, who as Father is 
disciplining and purifying his sons. 

(V)  THE LETTER OF JAMES 

 Who ‘James’ is, is not known. Some have suggested that 
he was the brother of Jesus, who was martyred in A.D. 62. 
Whoever he was, he wrote to ‘the twelve tribes in the 
Dispersion’ (1:1); ‘Dispersion’ is a phrase which would 
ordinarily refer to the Jews scattered across the world, 
although in this case the readers are Christians (2:1).  
 The emphasis of James is simple: Faith which does not 
issue in godly living is not genuine. He puts it that ‘faith 
without works is dead’ (2:17, 26). The readers must not be 
mere hearers of the word only, they must be doers, since 
only 

 
. . . he who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, 
being no hearer that forgets but a doer that acts, he shall be blessed in 
his doing (1:25). 
 

The letter is difficult to summarise since it changes topics 
quickly from suffering (1:2–15); to obedience (1:19—2:26); to 
the use of the tongue (3:1–12); to harmony within the 
church (3:13—4:12); to the rich (4:13—5:6); to patience (5:7–
11) and to the issue of faith and prayer (5:13–18). It may be 
possible to say that the letter concerns true wisdom and its 
out-working in the practicalities of life (cf. 1:5; 3:13–18). 
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(VI)  THE LETTERS OF PETER AND JUDE 

I Peter 

 The First Letter of Peter was written to men and women 
living in the Roman provinces of Pontus, Galatia, 
Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia (1:1) who were facing the 
prospect of savage persecution for their faith (4:12). 
However, rather than simply commiserate with them, Peter 
commences by praising God for the great salvation he has 
given through the resurrection of Christ and the absolute 
security of the believers in the plan of God. The suffering 
they endure is not opposed to the plan of God but the means 
by which God himself is purifying and refining their faith 
(1:3–13).  
 For this reason, the readers are to live lives of holiness 
(1:13—2:10) and to maintain a lifestyle which cannot be 
spoken against by outsiders (2:11—3:12). Peter’s point is 
that if suffering must come, it must be like the suffering of 
Christ, suffering for what is right (3:13—4:19). Peter then 
encourages the elders of the churches in their leadership 
and instructs the younger members to be subject to the 
elders (5:1–5). Finally, all are to humble themselves ‘under 
the mighty hand of God’, knowing that he will exalt them in 
his own time. They must watch carefully lest the devil catch 
them unawares and devour them; this means that they 
must resist him firm in their faith and look to the time 
when God will ‘restore, establish and strengthen’ them (5:6–
14). 

II Peter 

 Peter’s Second Letter is addressed, not to spiritual  
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underlings, but: 
Simon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, To those who have 
obtained a faith of equal standing with ours in the righteousness of our 
God and Savior Jesus Christ   (1:1). 
 

He declares that God has provided, in the dynamic of 
forgiveness, all the resources for ‘life and godliness’ (1:3–11). 
His letter is intended to remind them of these things, 
especially as he senses that the end of his life is near and he 
wants to ensure that, after his death, they will be able to 
recall them (1:12–15).  
 There are two related reasons why they should pay 
careful attention to what he has to tell them: the first is 
that when he first told them of Christ, he was recounting 
his own experiences, in which the proph-etic word of the Old 
Testament was confirmed (1:16–19). The second is that the 
prophecies of Scripture were not invented by the authors: on 
the contrary they came as ‘men [who] moved by the Holy 
Spirit spoke from God’. This is in stark contrast to the false 
prophets of the past and their successors in the present who 
now threaten the life of the church (1:20—2:22).  
 There is a judgment which awaits these false prophets, 
irrespective of their scepticism concerning the return of 
Christ (3:1–13). These people need to recall those who 
scoffed during the days of Noah and who perished in the 
Flood. The time may seem delayed but it is not. God is 
waiting, providing time for repentance, and then he will act 
to purge the creation from all evil. Peter closes by 
recognising that his own message concerning holiness and 
anticipation of the return of Christ is totally consistent with 
the teaching of Paul, and he warns the readers, therefore, 
against the danger of being carried away by these false 
prophets. 
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The Letter of Jude 

 The Letter of Jude is very similar in thrust to II Peter, 
and some connection between the two letters has often been 
suggested. The author identifies him-self as ‘a servant of 
Jesus Christ and brother of James’ (v. 1) and it seems 
reasonable to assume that he was the Judas of Matthew 
13:55 and Mark 6:3. 
 Jude had intended to write concerning ‘our common 
salvation’ (v. 3) but he found it necessary to change his 
direction and write concerning the need ‘to contend for the 
faith which was once for all delivered to the saints’ (v. 3). 
The reason for this lies, once again, in the presence of false 
teachers in the church. These people turn the truth of grace 
into an opportunity for moral licence (v. 4).  
 Jude denounces these false teachers and foretells of 
their coming judgment (v. 5–16). He closes by encouraging 
the readers to recognise that the presence of such people 
was predicted by the apostles and to  

 
. . . build yourselves up on your most holy faith; pray in the Holy Spirit; 
21 keep yourselves in the love of God; wait for the mercy of our Lord 
Jesus Christ unto eternal life. 22 And convince some, who doubt; 23 save 
some, by snatching them out of the fire; on some have mercy with fear, 
hating even the garment spotted by the flesh (20–23). 
 

Jude’s final benediction is no mere religious formula; it is a 
recognition that the security of the believers does not rest 
even in their diligence but in the faithfulness of God: 

 
Now to him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you 
without blemish before the presence of his glory with rejoicing, 25 to the 
only God, our Savior through Jesus Christ  
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our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and 
now and for ever. Amen (24–25). 

(VII)  THE LETTERS OF JOHN  

 It is the similarity of these letters to the Gospel 
according to John which has led to their being given the 
titles of I, II or III John. Actually the first letter is 
anonymous and the second and third are only identified as 
coming from ‘the elder’. 

I John 

 Although called a ‘letter’, this document bears none of 
the marks of a letter. It ‘is more like a tract addressed to a 
particular situation’.93 It was written to counter the 
activities of false teachers who had left the church (2:19), 
but whose influence was still strongly felt by the church 
(2:26; 3:7–8).  
 This separatist group were apparently94 the forerunners 
of the later heretics called ‘Gnostics’, and it claimed superior 
knowledge (2:20, 27) but demonstrated no love towards 
those who remained in the church (e.g. 3:13; 4:20). They also 
claimed to be sinless (1:8, 10), and so lived with little regard 
for the commandments of God (1:6; 2:3–6). John describes 
his purpose in writing as (i) ‘that you may not sin’ (2:1), (ii) 
‘that you may know that you have eternal life’ (5:13) and 
(iii) especially that, 

                                            
93 I. H. Marshall, ‘John, Epistles of’,  New Bible Dictionary, p. 642. 
94 As with other letters in the New Testament, we are left to calculate the 

nature of the error from the way the solution is presented. 
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. . . that which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that 
you may have fellowship with us; and our fel-lowship is with the Father 
and with his Son Jesus Christ. 4 And we are writing this that our joy 
may be complete (1:3–4). 
 

 Basically, the letter revolves around three important 
issues. The first is the need for the readers to be done with 
sin (1:6—2:3), yet realising that their final salvation does 
not rest on their success but in the work of Jesus, ‘the 
propitiation for our sins’.  
 The second issue concerns the love which the believers 
must have for one another (2:7–11; 4:7–21). Once again, the 
readers are not urged or even able to generate this love from 
within themselves. This love is the outworking of the love of 
God within them (4:7–12). 
 The third issue concerns the person of Jesus Christ. The 
readers must not swerve from their belief in Jesus as the 
Christ, the Son of God (5:1, 5) who came ‘by water and 
blood’ (5:6). This is the testimony which the Holy Spirit 
bears and is far superior to any human testimony (5:7ff.).95 
When these things are embraced, the believers will be 
assured that they have eternal life and will have full confi-
dence in God’s response to their prayer (5:13–15). This 
confidence will even extend to prayer for some of their 
‘erring brethren’.96 

                                            
95   Verse 7 as it appears in the Authorised Version and the New King James 

Version, ‘For there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, 
and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one’ appears in no Greek manuscript 
before the eleventh century, is quoted by none of the Greek fathers (for whom 
it would have been good evidence in the Trinitarian debates) and is absent 
from all ancient versions. The verse is spurious and should be omitted, as in 
later English translations. 

96   Marshall, p. 643. 
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II John 

 II John is written by ‘the elder to the elect lady and her 
children’ (v. 1). ‘The elect lady’ is probably a reference to a 
church. The elder rejoices ‘to find some of [her] children 
walking in truth’ (v. 4). He begs the church members to love 
one another, knowing that it is not possible to separate love 
from obedience (vv. 5–6).  
 The reason for this request lies in the presence of the 
same sort of deceptive teaching as described in I John. 
These false teachers were evidently travelling from church 
to church and being given hospitality by the church 
members, no doubt from a sense of social obligation if not of 
Christian duty. The elder bluntly tells them that if anyone 
comes and does not bring the teaching which he had already 
given them, that person should not be received into the 
house or given any greeting. To be hospitable to such people 
is to share in their wicked work (vv. 10–11). 

III John 

 The elder, writing to Gaius, commends him for assisting 
the brethren, even though they were strangers to him (v. 5). 
These brethren were evidently itinerant prophets and 
teachers who had set out in ministry and who declined to 
accept any help from those who were not believers (vv. 6–8). 
 The elder mentions the hostility he has encountered 
from Diotrephes, who both rejected the elder’s authority and 
refused to entertain the strangers or to allow others to do so 
(vv. 9–10). He then exhorts Gaius to ‘imitate good’ and 
commends someone called Demetrius for his godly 
behaviour (vv. 11–12).  
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As in II John, the elder closes by saying that rather than 
use pen and ink he hopes to come and see Gaius so that they 
can talk together. 
 
 

* * * * * 
 

These letters were written to real churches or people, who, 
generally, were facing real problems. However, they have 
far more than plain historical value, for they are part of the 
whole apostolic exposition of the truth of Christ. In other 
words, through these letters we are face to face with the 
authoritative testimony of Christ himself, speaking through 
the apostles. We do not have the apostles in the flesh but we 
do have their message. 
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CHAPTER 19 

The Plan of God 

It is one thing to have a clear understanding of the contents 
of the Bible—it is quite another to have a revelation of the 
plan of God. The first provides us with information, good as 
that may be, but the second confronts us personally with the 
great things which God is presently doing and constrains us 
to participate in them.  
 We have seen that the various Books of the New 
Testament have not been written as text-books but as the 
urgent desire of the writers to communicate the things 
which they themselves have seen and heard. Nor were these 
things which they wanted to communicate only in the past, 
but the writers were themselves living in the action and so 
they spoke and wrote as those caught up in the victory of 
Christ and as truly speaking and writing ‘the utterances of 
God’ (I Pet. 4:11). This was the power of the apostles and of 
the early church and is still the only power of the church.  

THE REVELATION OF JESUS CHRIST 

The New Testament provides us with a detailed account of 
the revelation which was given to John. It  
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was, expressly, not for him alone, since the Book commences 
with the promise of blessing for the one ‘who reads aloud 
the words of the prophecy’ (that is, passes it on to the 
congregation gathered to hear) and for ‘those who hear, and 
who keep what is written therein’ (Rev. 1:3). This Book is a 
prophecy and so what is said comes directly from God 
speaking to the prophet and so confronts the hearers. They 
must not only hear, they must also ‘keep’, that is, live in, 
what is said. 

The Contents of the Book 

 While we say that John wrote what he saw, that does not 
imply that he did not take care in the way he put it down. On 
the contrary, the Book of the Revel-ation has been very 
carefully put together. John has made much use of the 
symbolism conventionally used in what is known as 
‘apocalyptic’97 writing, for ex-ample, in the repeated use of 
groups of seven items. 
 The Book commences with John describing how he was 
an exile, a political prisoner, on the Island of Patmos for ‘the 
word of God and the testimony of Jesus’ (1:9) and how, while 
there, he was given a vision of Christ in radiant glory (1:10–
20). Jesus gave John ‘letters’ for seven churches on the 
western end of Asia Minor (2:1—3:22). These letters, which 
have significance for the whole church throughout history, 
are, in essence, a practical application of many of the 
principles which will appear in the rest of the Book. 

                                            
97 The word ‘apocalyptic’ means ‘unveiling’ and its use for a whole literary style 

is actually based on the title of this Book, ‘The Apocalypse of Jesus Christ’. 
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 John sees a vision of the heavenly throne and is called to 
come and see ‘what must take place after this’ (4:1–2). It is 
from the vantage point of the throne of God, that is, the 
absolute, unquestionable reign of God, and the attendant 
exultant worship by all creation, that John can perceive all 
that follows. Chapter 5 describes how he then sees the one 
on the throne holding a scroll, the scroll of history, or better, 
the scroll which contains the decrees of God for the 
outworking of his plan and purposes. But he also sees that 
the only one to open the scroll and to break its seals, that is, 
the only one with the moral right to administer the plan of 
God, is Jesus Christ, the Lamb that has been, and still 
appears as, slaughtered. In the worship of the Lamb which 
he hears, he understands that what appears as the defeat of 
the Lamb is nothing less than his glorious triumph and the 
means by which God ransomed and established his people: 

 
‘Worthy art thou to take the scroll and to open its seals,  
 for thou wast slain and by thy blood didst ransom men  
  for God  
 from every tribe and tongue and people and nation,  
10 and hast made them a kingdom and priests to  
  our God, 
 and they shall reign on earth’ (5:9–10). 

 
As the Lamb breaks the seven seals on the scroll, that is, as 
he begins administration of the plan, John sees the 
judgments which issue (6:1–17), at the same time seeing 
that God has his own people, numberless yet each one 
accounted for (7:1–17). He then, after seeing the 
effectiveness of the prayers of the saints (8:1–5), witnesses 
the blowing of seven trumpets which are again accompanied 
by the judgments of God (8:1— 9:21). Between the blowing 
of the sixth and seventh  
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trumpets, John is reminded that he himself has a prophetic 
word to bring, bitter as it may be to him (10:1–11), and that 
the whole church likewise carries the prophetic message 
and that, far from the world accepting the message, the 
church will only be glorified through suffering (11:1–14; cf. I 
Peter 1:11; etc.). 
 Following the blowing of the seventh trumpet, John saw 
a remarkable panorama of ‘a great red dragon’ set in 
opposition to God and his purposes but totally defeated, and 
then from the position of ignominious defeat moving in 
anger towards the people of God (12:1–17). This hostility is 
then shown to take the form of the dragon ‘mimicking’ God, 
by having his own messiah (a beast) and a false prophet 
(also beastly) to hold the world in their sway and to 
persecute the people of God (13:1—14:13). However, 
judgment comes as God destroys the enemy and John sees 
the people of God standing beside the sea of glass caught up 
in rich worship (14:14—15:4; cf. Exod. 14:26—15:21). John 
was then given a vision of the interior of ‘the temple of the 
tent of witness’ (the holy place within the tabernacle) and 
there he sees that the angels of God are preparing to pour 
out        the bowls of God’s wrath upon the earth; then he 
watches as they do so (15:5—16:21).  
 John then sees the judgment of the great harlot, gaudy 
and spectacular and apparently reigning supreme. Yet he is 
shown that there is nothing about her which need cause him 
to marvel. This woman depends on the beast (ch. 13) for her 
security, and so she has none. In fact John is immediately 
shown the complete destruction of the woman, now 
identified as ‘the great city which has dominion over the 
kings of the earth’ (17:1—18:24). After seeing this, John 
hears the great song of triumph from heaven: 
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‘Hallelujah! Salvation and glory and power belong to our God,  
2 for his judgments are true and just;  
  he has judged the great harlot who corrupted the earth  

 with her fornication,  
  and he has avenged on her the blood of his servants.’ 
6 ‘. . . Hallelujah! For the Lord our God the Almighty  
 reigns’ (19:1–2, 6). 

 
This shout of triumph over the polluted harlot introduces 
John to the rich purity of the Bride of the Lamb who has 
been prepared for her thrilling marriage feast (19:6–10). 
This is followed by the final triumph of Christ, the Word of 
God, over all the enemies of God (19:11—20:15) and the 
unveiling of the people of God in the new heavens and the 
new earth, as they may now appear with Christ in glory 
(21:1—22:21; cf. Col. 3:1–4). 

The Revelation of Jesus Christ the Lord 

 We may describe the Book of the Revelation as all the 
action of God ‘on the big screen’. John has, as it were, given 
us a grand overview of history as it should be seen from the 
vantage point of the throne of God. Here God is seen in all 
his glory and majesty; Jesus is seen in his victorious 
splendour; the church is seen as the people of God, secure 
and fully equipped even in the midst of great tribulation; 
and the enemy is seen as he truly is, vicious, deceptive and 
defeated. 
 John’s point is that he has seen Jesus! History no longer 
holds any fear or uncertainty, for Jesus is Lord. History is 
His-story. By recounting what he  
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saw, John has introduced us to the very reality which 
confronted him on Patmos. That is why there is      the 
strong moral demand that we ‘keep what is written’ (1:3). 
Over and over, there is the reminder that the blessing is for 
‘him who conquers’ (2:7; etc.) and this, without doubt, 
requires strenuous perseverance on the part of the believer. 
Twice John announces that what he has described is not for 
information but is, in fact, ‘a call for the endurance and 
faith of the saints’, ‘those who keep the commandments of 
God and the faith of Jesus’ (13:10; 14:12). 
 The endurance of the saints is not in some moral 
vacuum. They are truly caught up in a fierce conflict (cf. 
Eph. 6:10–20) and some have, and will, even lose their lives 
(e.g. 6:9–11; 12:11). The seven letters, in very clear terms, 
speak of the seductive nature of evil as it attempts to 
destroy the churches by heresy, idolatry and immorality. 
The first seal reveals one who is going out ‘conquering and 
to conquer’ and the twelfth and thirteenth chapters, as we 
have seen, highlight the way the evil trinity of dragon, beast 
and false prophet range themselves against God and his 
people. The power of the beast is seen in 11:7ff., where he is 
able to ‘make war upon [the two prophets] and conquer 
them and kill them’. 
 Yet the revelation shows that these evil powers are 
defeated (12:11). They may constantly arraign themselves 
for the final battle in which they propose to defeat God, but 
it should be noted that the battle never takes place, or at 
least does not rate a mention if it does. They assemble at 
‘Armageddon’ but John simply responds that 

 
The seventh angel poured his bowl into the air, and a loud voice came 
out of the temple, from the throne, saying, ‘It is  
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done!’ 18 And there were flashes of lightning, voices, peals of thunder, 
and a great earthquake such as had never been since men were on the 
earth, so great was that earthquake. 19 The great city was split into three 
parts, and the cities of the nations fell, and God remembered great 
Babylon, to make her drain the cup of the fury of his wrath. 20 And 
every island fled away, and no mountains were to be found; 21 and 
great hailstones, heavy as a hundred-weight, dropped on men from 
heaven, till men cursed God for the plague of the hail, so fearful was 
that plague (16:17–21). 

 
The same principle is seen in 20:9–10, where the vast 
hordes gather to destroy the camp of the saints, but there is 
no battle: ‘fire came down from heaven and consumed them’. 
 The subject of the ‘millennium’ in 20:1–3 has often 
caused great dispute among interpreters of this Book 
(especially among those who approach the symbols of the 
Book as a code to be cracked before history can be 
predicted). But seen against the background of the total 
defeat of Satan and his minions at the Cross (cf. John 12:31; 
Heb. 2:14; Col. 2:15) it will be quickly seen that the one-
thousand-year reign of Christ is first and foremost not to be 
taken as referring to the quantity of time but to the quality 
of his reign—it is total. The release of Satan ‘for a little 
while’ again refers not to some short period yet to come, but 
to the limited scope which he has within the present reign of 
God. This fits with the language used elsewhere in the 
Revelation where, for example, the beast was ‘allowed to 
exercise authority’ and ‘allowed to make war on the saints 
and to conquer them’ (13:5, 7). Only God on the throne could 
finally be the one to grant such permission, and then only 
because he uses the suffering inflicted on the saints to 
purify their faith (I Pet. 1:6–7) and to bring his sons to 
‘share his  
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holiness’ (Heb. 12:10). The lordship of Christ is not partial; 
evil is not triumphant and can never be. 

THE JUDGMENTS OF GOD 

 The description of the opening of the seals, the blowing 
of the trumpets and the pouring out of the bowls of wrath 
all indicate that we are living in a world which is 
constantly, yet in varying ways, experiencing the judgment 
of God (cf. Rom. 1:18; Eph. 5:6; Col. 3:6). Believers are not 
sheltered from the effects of these judgments, but by seeing 
them as the action of their reigning Lord, they may be glad 
that he is presently effecting his victory (cf. I Cor. 15:25). 
Certainly, while the world may curse God for the judgments 
(16:11) and refuse to repent of their evil (9:20–21), the 
saints are moved to long for the time when God brings the 
judgments to their consummation (6:10; 22:20).  
 The seals and trumpets release judgments which are at 
the same time warnings: that is, there is in them an offer of 
repentance. But with the bowls of wrath there no longer 
remains such an opportunity. In other words, there comes a 
time for men and women when the wrath of God finally 
seals them in their rebellion so that all that remains is for 
the last day of judgment to come. Believers are, then, living 
in a world where there are some who are already living in 
the final judgment (cf. 15:1). 
 William Hendriksen, commenting on Revelation 15:1,  
says:  

 
The question which now arises is what happens whenever in history the 
trumpets of judgment, the initial plagues, fail to result in penitence and 
conversion? Does God permit such  
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impenitence, such hardness of heart, to go unpunished until the final 
judgment on the last day? Must we conceive of God’s wrath as being 
completely pent up until the second coming, until the vintage described 
in chapter 14? This question is answered in our present vision. The 
answer, in brief, is this: whenever in history the wicked fail to repent in 
answer to the initial and partial manifestation of God’s anger in 
judgments, the final effusion of wrath follows. It is final, though not 
complete until the judgment day. These plagues are the last. They leave 
no more opportunity for repentance. When the wicked, often warned by 
the trumpets of judgment, continue to harden their hearts, death finally 
plunges them into the hands of an angry God. But even before they die 
they may have crossed the deadline, the line between God’s patience 
and his wrath . . . 
 Throughout the history of the world God’s final wrath again and 
again reveals itself: now it strikes one, then another . . .98 

 

The judgments of God are a reminder that history is moving 
towards the goal of God. The judgments are not themselves 
the end (Matt. 24:6–8), but they are a constant proclamation 
of the victory of Christ over evil. The response of those who 
know his victory must be to live 

 
. . . lives of holiness and godliness, 12 waiting for and hastening the 
coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be kindled 
and dissolved, and the elements will melt with fire! 13 But according to 
his promise we wait for new heavens and a new earth in which 
righteousness dwells (II Pet. 3:11–13). 

 
No wonder the saints cry out, ‘Come, Lord Jesus!’ (22:20) for 
what John saw was  

 
. . . a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth 
had passed away and the sea was no more.           

                                            
98 More Than Conquerors, Tyndale, London, 1962, p. 157. 
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2 And . . . the holy city coming down out of heaven from God, prepared 
as a bride adorned for her husband . . . 5 And he who sat upon the 
throne said, ’Behold, I am making all things new’ (21:1–2, 5). 
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CHAPTER 20 

Reaching the Goal 

Having traversed the Scriptures from Genesis to Revelation, 
we have seen that ‘not only does God know the end from the 
beginning, but [he] designs the end from the beginning’.99 
All of history is nothing less than the action of God in 
fulfilling the plan which he established before the 
foundation of the world. And yet, we cannot see the end. For 
us the end lies in the future, and our confidence is not in 
what we see but in the promises of God. This, of course, is 
the way it has always been, as we saw when we examined 
Hebrews chapter 11, and this is what Paul insists is the 
nature of our salvation, when he writes: 

 
I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth 
comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. 19 For the creation 
waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God; 20 for the 
creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of 
him who subjected it in hope; 21 because the creation itself will be set 
free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the chil-
dren of God. 22 We know that the whole creation has been groaning in 
travail together until now; 23 and not only the creation, but we 
ourselves, who have the first fruits of the  

                                            
99 Bingham, Salvation History, p. 50. 
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Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as sons, the redemption 
of our bodies. 24 For in this hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen 
is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees? 25 But if we hope for what 
we do not see, we wait for it with patience (Rom. 8:18–25). 

 
 Paul then adds that it is not even our ability to pray 
clearly which gives us confidence: 
 

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to 
pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too 
deep for words. 27 And he who searches the hearts of men knows what 
is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according 
to the will of God.  
 28 We know that in everything God works for good with those who 
love him, who are called according to his purpose. 29 For those whom 
he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his 
Son, in order that he might be the first-born among many brethren. 30 
And those whom he predestined he also called; and those whom he 
called he also justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified 
(Rom. 8:26–30). 

 
 But what we have, which the saints of the Old 
Testament did not have, is Christ who is himself the goal of 
history. Those living in the time before Christ could only 
look forward to his appearing, although that faith-
anticipation was very powerful (cf. John 8:56). But because 
Jesus is the true man (Heb. 2:6–9), the second man, the last 
Adam (I Cor. 15:45, 47), in him all that God purposed for 
humanity was fulfilled.  
 Paul said that ‘in him [ie. Jesus] the whole fulness of 
deity dwells bodily’ (Col. 2:9) and this lines up with his 
prayer for the Ephesians that they ‘may be filled with all 
the fulness of God’ (Eph. 3:19). Jesus has already 
accomplished all that God purposed for  
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man, namely, man’s total union with the Godhead. This 
does not mean that men and women are themselves God, or 
even ‘gods’; it does mean that they were created to know 
total union and intimacy with God. Recognising this makes 
Jesus’ awful cry of desolation, ‘My God, my God, why hast 
thou forsaken me?’ (Mark 15:34), appear even more 
frightening, especially when we go further and recall that 
John described the pre-incarnate Word as being continually 
with God (John 1:1–2; cf. 17:5). So Paul’s prayer for the 
Ephesians sees that what Christ has accomplished we may 
and indeed must go on to know.  
 Clearly the coming of Christ inaugurated a totally new 
era in human history. We can see this more when we see 
that Jesus was the man filled with the Spirit, from his 
conception (Luke 1:35) through to his death (Heb. 9:14) and 
even to his teaching prior to his ascension (Acts 1:2). 
Following his return to the Father, Jesus was authorised to 
‘pour out’ the Spirit on the disciples (Acts 2:33), and in his 
address on the day of Pentecost, Peter declared that the gift 
of the spirit on ‘all flesh’ was proof that the last days had 
commenced (Acts 2:17). The last days are not merely the 
days leading up to the end; rather they are the days in 
which all that God has planned is being brought to 
fulfilment. Now that fulfilment has been reached in the Son, 
it is being reached in those ‘who are being saved’ (I Cor. 
1:18), the ‘many sons’ whom the Son is bringing ‘to glory’ 
(Heb. 2:10). John describes the present experience of the 
believers, especially as it relates to the opposition of the 
‘antichrist’, as that of living in ‘the last hour’ (I John 2:18)! 
 Paul told the Corinthians that Christ ‘must reign until 
he has put all his enemies under his feet’ 
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(I Cor. 15:25), and he told the Colossians that they were 
once among the enemies (1:21). But they have been 
‘reconciled in his body of flesh by his death’ (1:22). They are 
now ‘under his feet’, in willing and thrilled submission. 
There are yet other enemies to be conquered in this way. 
There are also enemies which will not cease their opposition 
to God and his elect people until the final day of judgment, 
but in the meantime these, too, are exposed in their pathetic 
inability to resist the Word of God. This is true even of the 
last enemy to be destroyed, death (I Cor. 15:26). It was 
emptied of its power when Jesus rose from the dead and, 
while we do not as yet experience the fullness of 
resurrection, we can still be described as those who ‘have 
passed out of death into life’ (I John 3:14), and Paul told 
Timothy that Christ Jesus had ‘abolished death and brought 
life and immortality to light through the gospel’ (II Tim. 
1:10). Paul’s great cry of gratitude is, ‘But thanks be to God, 
who is giving us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ’ 
(I Cor. 15:57).  
 

* * * * * 
 
What then remains? Peter spoke of those ‘waiting for and 
hastening the coming of the day of God’          (II Pet. 3:12). 
This ‘waiting’ should not be passive, but must be 
accompanied by an active ‘hastening’. When Jesus was 
replying to his disciples’ question, ‘Tell us, when will this be, 
and what will be the sign of your coming and of the close of 
the age?’ (Matt. 24:3), he replied,  

 
Take heed that no one leads you astray. 5 For many will come in my 
name, saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and they will lead many astray. 6 And 
you will hear of wars and rumors of wars; see that you are not alarmed; 
for this must take place, but the  
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end is not yet. 7For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against 
kingdom, and there will be famines and earthquakes in various places: 8 
all this is but the beginning of the birth-pangs.  
 9 Then they will deliver you up to tribulation, and put you to death; 
and you will be hated by all nations for my name’s sake. 10 And then 
many will fall away, and betray one another, and hate one another. 11 
And many false prophets will arise and lead many astray. 12 And 
because wickedness is multiplied, most men’s love will grow cold. 13 
But he who endures to the end will be saved. 14 And this gospel of the 
kingdom will be preached throughout the whole world, as a testimony 
to all nations; and then the end will come (Matt. 24:4–14). 
 

 The end comes when the purpose of God has been 
accomplished, when the nations have the gospel of the 
Kingdom proclaimed to them. The end does not depend on a 
timetable to be calculated, but on the condition of the Bride 
of the Lamb. When the nations have been made Christ’s 
disciples (Matt. 28:18–20), and when ‘the full number of the 
Gentiles come in, and so all Israel [is] saved’ (Rom. 11:25–
26), then the end will come. Paul’s point in Romans 11 is 
that this ‘full number of the Gentiles’, etc. is directly related 
to the preaching of the gospel (Rom. 11:13–14, 28). This 
would help to explain why, in the New Testament, the 
preaching of the gospel is never related to mere obedience to 
‘the great commission’; it is related to a passion for Christ 
himself and ‘his appearing’ (II Tim. 4:8). 

HIS APPEARING 

At Jesus’ ascension, we are told that  
 

. . . as they were looking on, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out 
of their sight. 10 And while they were gazing into  
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heaven as he went, behold, two men stood by them in white robes, 11 
and said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into heaven? This 
Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same 
way as you saw him go into heaven’ (Acts 1:9–11). 

 
 Jesus had told the disciples, in Matthew 28:20, ‘. . . and 
lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age’. His 
‘ascension’, then, was not ‘spatial’; he did not leave his 
disciples. He was simply taken from their sight by the cloud, 
which is surely reminiscent of the cloud of glory so 
prominent in the Old Testament (cf. also Luke 9:32–35). The 
meaning of the statement of the two men was, then, that as 
Jesus cannot now be seen, so the day will come when the 
cloud which hides him will no longer hide him. This is 
surely what is meant by Revelation 1:7, ‘Behold, he is 
coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him . . . Even 
so. Amen’, and Mark 14:62‘. . . you will see the Son of man 
seated at the right hand of Power, and coming with the 
clouds of heaven’. 
 In Colossians 3:4, the Greek verb phaneroo meaning ‘to 
make known’ or ‘to make visible’, is used: 
 

When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will appear with him in 
glory (cf. also I Corinthians 4:5;  II Corinthians 5:10–11). 

 
and, in the following references, a related noun, epiphaneia, 
is used: 
 

And then the lawless one will be revealed, and the Lord Jesus will slay 
him with the breath of his mouth and destroy him by his appearing and 
his coming (II Thess. 2:8). 
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I charge you to keep the commandment unstained and free from 
reproach until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ (I Tim. 6:14). 
 
I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus who is to judge 
the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom . . . (II 
Tim. 4:1). 
 
Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the 
Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to 
me but also to all who have loved his appearing (II Tim. 4:8). 
 
For the grace of God has appeared for the salvation of all men, 12 
training us to renounce irreligion and worldly passions, and to live 
sober, upright, and godly lives in this world, 13 awaiting our blessed 
hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ 
(Titus 2:11–13). 
 

 The principle is that Jesus, who is present though 
unseen, and who is now reigning over ‘all rule and authority 
and power and dominion’ (Eph. 1:21; cf. Rev. 5:5), will, at 
the time determined by the Father, appear to sight. Then, 
‘every eye will see him, every one who pierced him’ (Rev. 
1:7). 
 Another Greek word, parousia, is also used to refer to the 
return of Christ (cf. II Thess. 2:8). This word means ‘presence’ 
or ‘arrival’. His arrival will be as triumphant king (I Thess. 
4:16), and this will be attended by the final destruction of all 
evil and the final judgment of Satan, the beast and the false 
prophet, along with those who are allied to them, as well as 
the final eradication of death and the grave (cf. Rev. 20:11–
15). This removal of evil will be accompanied by the 
complete renewal of creation (Rev. 21:1), the resurrection of 
the righteous dead (I Thess. 4:13—5:11), and the final 
revelation of the glory which is already the inheritance of 
the people of God (Rev. 21:2, 9–27). 
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CONCLUSION 

Those of us who are living in the Kingdom of God may 
understand history not as the swirl of circumstances but as 
those events by which God is effecting his purposes. What 
he began at creation he is bringing to the goal. That does 
not mean that we can always understand events 
themselves; sometimes being subjectively caught up in the 
events may leave us with no option but to cry with 
Abraham, ‘Shall not the judge of all the earth do right?’. 
 However, we do have the prophetic revelation by which 
we now see God in all his sovereignty, holiness, 
righteousness, love, kindness, patience, generosity and 
grace. It is this which must control all our thinking and 
action. This means that we must, having received the 
revelation, live in it and have our knowledge of God 
constantly refreshed in personal experience. We must, 
therefore, heed the many injunctions in the Scriptures 
which direct us to holiness and love and which urge us to 
live constantly in the wonder of redeeming love and grace. 
This is ‘the renewal of [our] minds’ (Rom. 12:2; Eph. 4:23) so 
essential for our maturing in Christ. 
 Finally, we must observe that whenever the twenty-four 
elders appear in the Book of the Rev-elation, they are 
always engaged in worship (4:10–11; 5:8–14; 7:11–12; 
11:16–18; 19:4). These elders are the people of God, present 
before God in the person of their representatives. We may 
only truly understand what it is to be part of the redeemed 
people of God from the standpoint of worship. If our study 
has caused us to enquire into history, but not to worship the 
one ‘who does all things well’, then we will have failed to 
understand as we should. However, if we  
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come as those touched by the action of God—Father, Son 
and Spirit; made clean and kept clean by the blood of the 
Cross and living in the power of the Spirit who causes us to 
cry ‘Abba, Father!’, then we will be those who long for the 
fullness of our present glorified joy (I Pet. 1:8) and we will 
be more than content to worship now, saying 

 
O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!  

34 ‘For who has known the mind of the Lord,  
 or who has been his counselor?’  
35 ‘Or who has given a gift to him  
 that he might be repaid?’  

36 For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be 
glory for ever. Amen (Rom. 11:33–36). 
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