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STUDY 1 

The God of All Grace 

Ian Pennicook 

Peter wrote that God is ‘the God of all grace’ (1 Pet. 5:10). He had already spoken of 
grace as needful for the readers (1:2), recognised that the prophets of old had prophe-
sied of the grace to come to the readers (1:10) and urged them to set their hope on the 
grace yet to come (1:13). Grace is the shared inheritance of both husbands and wives 
(3:7) and those who serve within the community of believers must do so ‘as good 
stewards of the manifold grace of God’ (4:10).  
 This First Letter of Peter concerns suffering and the trials1 which believers must 
endure, but in that suffering there is grace because God is the God of all grace and 
Peter has written to encourage them that being sustained in and through suffering is, 
in fact, the true grace of God, as doubtless they could assume that grace would deliver 
them from it.  
 The phrase ‘the God of all grace’ could possibly be translated as ‘the God of 
every grace’, since the word p£shj (pasēs) is singular. If so this would be a 
reference, not to there being many different types of grace but to the many forms in 
which God’s grace is manifest, as in 1 Peter 4:10, ‘the manifold grace of God’ seen in 
the different gifts given.2 The conclusion is that grace comes to us in various ways as 
the need arises but, in it all, it is the great action of God himself, who acts consistently 
with his own purpose at all times. 

THE MEANING OF ‘GRACE’—OLD TESTAMENT 

Familiarity with the word ‘grace’ can sometimes be problematic. We unconsciously 
evaluate the context before making a choice, so that a meal-time can permit the use of 
the word ‘grace’ without much, if any, theological reflection. By contrast, we can 
sometimes import a theological understanding when none is implied.3 The English  

                                                 
1  ‘Trials’ translates peirasmo‹j (peirasmois), which can also be translated as ‘temptations’ or ‘testings’. The 

narrow view of ‘temptation to do evil’ is only one aspect of the subject. 
2  See also 1 Pet. 1:6, ‘various trials’, though all having the same central feature. 
3  See also The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (vol. 1, Clarendon Pr., Oxford, 1986), p. 875, where three 

distinct areas of use are listed.  
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word ‘grace’ comes from the Latin gratia, ‘charm, grace; favour, influence, regard, 
friendship; kindness, service; gratitude, thanks’.4 Gratia was used in the Vulgate 
properly to translate the Hebrew ]h (chen) and the Greek c£rij (charis), but the 
breadth of meaning can sometimes be forgotten when ‘grace’ is found in the Bible.  
 The meaning of a word is best discovered by seeing the way it is used.5 Chen 
has two basic senses in the Old Testament, the first being aesthetic. Chen is the 
quality a person or thing possesses, though that need not always be positive. It is 
positive in Proverbs 11:16, though in Proverbs 31:30 ‘Charm [NIV, RSV, 
NRSV]/Favour [AV]/Grace [ASV] is deceitful’, and Proverbs 17:8 says that ‘a bribe is 
like a magic stone in the eyes of those who give it’, literally a ‘chen stone’. 
 The second sense is that of favour. It represents the positive disposition of one 
towards another. As such it is essentially a gift: 
 

It follows that chen is in the nature of a gift. This explains in part why people must request it. It is 
freely given and cannot be grasped or seized by force. The giver has every right to withhold his 
chen, and unless he is a person of rank, this may be done even at some risk. For the one receiving 
chen, this gift is unlike most in that it never really becomes his possession. One quite literally finds 
favor in the eyes of another, and that is where the favor remains. It is comparable to one’s 
reputation, which is . . . not its owner’s possession. The two are nicely juxtaposed in Prov. 22:1: ‘A 
good name . . . is to be chosen rather than great riches, and favor (chen) is better than silver or 
gold’.6 

 
Grace can be shown by acts of benevolence or kindness towards those with little or no 
means. Job asks his friends to have pity on him, since they now claim to be superior to 
him (Job. 19:21, 5). A request for favour might often be another way of saying ‘please 
grant my request for something’, as in the case of Shechem wanting to marry Dinah 
(Gen. 34:11), or Joseph requesting permission to leave Egypt to bury Jacob (Gen. 
50:4), etc. However on four occasions Jacob asked Esau to show chen to him (Gen. 
32:5; 33:8, 10, 15) and the goal was nothing more than reconciliation. 
 Quite apart from examples of word use is the way that the LORD himself is gra-
cious. In fact the adjective ‘gracious’7 is used almost exclusively of the LORD in the 
Old Testament. Indeed, it would be better to say that the name of God, the LORD, 
expresses all the character of God, including graciousness, as in Exodus 34:6–7 and 
Joel 2:13, which reads: 
 

. . . rend your hearts and not your clothing. Return to the LORD, your God, for he is gracious and 
merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing.  
 
 

See also Jonah 4:2, Psalm 86:15, etc. It is also notable that an appeal to God to be 
gracious does not guarantee a positive response to a request, as seen in Numbers 
11:15: 
 

                                                 
4  Collins Latin Dictionary, HarperCollins, Glasgow, 1997, p. 96. In the New Testament, James 1:11 is the 

only place where ‘grace’ is used in the sense of beauty or charm. 
5  See H.–J. Fabry ]nh in Botterweck etc. (eds) TDOT, vol. 5, pp. 22ff.; H. Conzelmann and W. Zimmerli, 

cavri~ ktl. in Kittel et al. (eds) TDNT, vol. 9, pp. 372ff.; H.–H. Esser, ‘Grace, Spiritual Gifts’ in C. Brown (ed.) 
Dictionary of New Testament Theology, vol. 2 (Paternoster Press, Exeter, 1976), pp. 115ff. 

6  Fabry, ]nh, pp. 26f. 
7  Fabry, ]nh, p. 30. 
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If this is the way you are going to treat me, put me to death at once—if I have found favor in your 
sight—and do not let me see my misery. 

THE MEANING OF ‘GRACE’—NEW TESTAMENT 

The Greek c£rij (charis) also has a range of meaning. Basically charis is ‘what 
delights’.8 Thus, it was used of the favour of the gods and in the later Greek world it 
had the meaning of the favour of a ruler, and was often used that way in inscriptions.9 
It was also used in the concrete sense of ‘gift’ and it was occasionally quite distinct 
from a mere disposition towards someone. However, on other occasions it did mean a 
gracious disposition. On the part of the recipients, charis meant ‘thanks’, as in 
Romans 6:17:  
 

But thanks be to God that you, having once been slaves of sin, have become obedient from the heart 
to the form of teaching to which you were entrusted . . . 

 
See also Luke 17:9, 1 Timothy 1:12, and 2 Timothy 1:3. These latter two references 
are interesting because both have charis as thanks and also are in close proximity to 
charis as the grace of God (1 Tim. 1:14; 2 Tim. 1:2, 9). The use of charis as ‘gift’ is 
plain in Romans 3:24, ‘being justified gift-wise by his grace’10 and is also in  
2 Corinthians 8, where the context is the giving (grace, or ‘generous undertaking’, 
NRSV) of the Corinthians (and others) patterned on the grace, or ‘generous act’ (2 
Cor. 8:9, NRSV) of the Lord Jesus Christ.  
 The point of all this is to highlight the meanings of words but it is also to 
suggest that a simple word study on our part may well overlook the mindset of the 
New Testament writers and readers. What is more, the meaning of a word may well 
be found in the whole context and not just in lexicons, important as they are. 

YOU KNOW YOU MAKE ME WANT TO SHOUT! 

While ‘grace’ is a word which had clear meaning in everyday life, there is quite obvi-
ously a lot more going on in the Scriptures. Grace or favour was a matter which 
affected people deeply. For instance, Ephesians 1:3–8 and 2:4–10, while they might 
be open to critical examination, are bursting with a sense of wonder that grace has  

                                                 
8  An apparent exception to this area is in the use of the accusative singular, c£rin, as an adverb, meaning 

‘because of, on account of, for the sake of’, as in Luke 7:47; Gal. 3:19; Eph. 3:1, 14; 1 Tim. 5:14; Titus 1:5, 11; 1 
John 3:12; Jude 16. 

9  Conzelmann, c£rij, p. 375. 
10  dikaioÚmenoi dwre¦n tÍ aujtoà c£riti (my translation). 
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evoked: ‘to the praise of his glorious grace’, ‘according to the riches of his grace that 
he lavished on us’, ‘the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness towards us in 
Christ Jesus’. 
 Grace was first the experience of the early Christians before ever they began to 
speak and write of it. Thus Paul’s testimony to Timothy: 
 

I am grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because he judged me faithful and 
appointed me to his service, even though I was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and a man of 
violence. But I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief, and the grace of our Lord 
overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. The saying is sure and worthy of 
full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the foremost 
(1 Tim. 1:12–15). 

 
And the great amazement did not cease with the end of the apostolic age. Charles 
Wesley gave similar voice: 
 

 O the goodness of God 
 Employing a clod 
His tribute of glory to raise, 
 His standard to bear,  
 And with triumph declare 
His unspeakable riches of grace!11 

 
And whatever the value of scholarship (Charles Wesley again): 
 

No matter how dull the scholar whom He 
Takes into His school, and gives him to see; 
A wonderful fashion of teaching He hath, 
And wise to salvation he makes us though faith.12 

 
There is the same sense of wonder in the following: 
 

Great grace poured down upon His Church 
To make us one in love, 
To share that grace with all Mankind 
And lead His saints above. 
This grace is unsurpassable, 
God with us in His love; 
The Son and Holy Spirit too 
Forever in us move.13 

 
These verses demonstrate the immense power of grace that is the experience of 
believers. Whether they could give adequate definition to it or not, ‘great grace was 
[is] upon  

                                                 
11  ‘Away with Our Fears!’, The Methodist Hymn-Book, Wesleyan Conference Office, London, 1904,  

no. 896, v. 7.  
12  ‘Let All Men Rejoice, by Jesus Restored!’, The Methodist Hymn-Book, no. 297, v. 2. 
13  Geoffrey Bingham, ‘Amazing Grace Is God Himself’, New Creation Hymn Book, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, 

no. 343, v. 4. 
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them all’ (Acts 4:33) and they were a people who could not but speak of all they had 
seen and heard (Acts 4:20). 

UNDERSTANDING GRACE 

While no formal definitions of grace (or of most things) are given in the Scriptures, 
there is still a very clear understanding of what grace means. Of course there are 
‘definitions’ of grace in use today, though they are of varying value. Brief statements 
often depend more on the understanding of the user than on the Scriptures, though 
they may not be wrong. Some, at least, tend to beg the question, such as ‘God’s 
unmerited favour’, for we might then be led to assume that favour may, at some stage 
at least or by someone, be merited, and favour is another way of saying grace any-
way.14 
 What sets the New Testament understanding of grace apart from the use of the 
words elsewhere is that, in the New Testament, grace is almost entirely associated 
with God, his being and his action. There are occasions where human beings express 
grace, such as in Ephesians 4:29 and Colossians 4:6, but otherwise the main person 
with whom grace is associated is ‘the one man, Jesus Christ’ (Rom. 5:15; cf. 2 Cor. 
13:14; etc). 
 When the New Testament speaks of grace it speaks of God, and the word 
‘grace’ is given a fulness for which only the revelation in the Old Testament has 
prepared us. Thus Romans 1:1–6: 
 

Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God, which he 
promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy scriptures, the gospel concerning his Son, 
who was descended from David according to the flesh and was declared to be Son of God with 
power according to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, 
through whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among 
all the Gentiles for the sake of his name, including yourselves who are called to belong to Jesus 
Christ . . . 

 
Paul’s gospel, the focus of his grace and apostleship, concerns Jesus, the Jewish 
Messiah, God’s Son, descended from David according to the flesh. The connection 
between sonship, anointing and kingship (David) would immediately remind of Psalm 
2, and then of 2 Samuel 7:12–18.15 Similarly, in Galatians, when Paul describes his 
being called by grace to preach faith in Christ, he argues that this is nothing less than 
the whole point of the promise to Abraham (see 3:1–14). 
 So who is the God of Abraham and David, and what is he doing? The answer is 
of course readily at hand. He is about the matter of seeing his creation through to its 
goal and restoring the nations to the full creational blessing. As we know, in doing 
this the  

                                                 
14  cf. the hymn ‘Praise, My Soul, the King of Heaven’ which urges that we ‘Praise Him for His grace and 

favour’ (New Creation Hymn Book, no. 18, v. 2). This is hardly a great fault. 
15  Perhaps of interest is the fact that the parallel passage in 1 Chron. 17:11–16 prompted John Newton to write 

‘Amazing Grace’.  
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choice of Israel is prominent. It is at this point that we encounter the grace of God, for 
blessing is the result of his favour. Thus: 
 

The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to Aaron and his sons, saying, Thus you shall bless the 
Israelites: You shall say to them,  
 The LORD bless you and keep you;  
 the LORD make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you;  
 the LORD lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.  
So they shall put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them (Num. 6:22–27). 

 
May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon us . . . (Ps. 67:1). 

 
Were God not chen in himself then the blessing could not come. In order to restore all 
that was lost God acts in his grace, favoring the world by remaining true to his 
covenant, the covenant made with the whole creation and especially with Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob. So, Jeremiah 31:2–3: 
 

Thus says the LORD: The people who survived the sword found grace [chen] in the wilderness; 
when Israel sought for rest, the LORD appeared to him from far away. I have loved you with an 
everlasting love; therefore I have continued my faithfulness [chesed] to you.  

 
It is obvious that aspects of God’s being cannot be examined in isolation. What are 
sometimes called his attributes are more facets of his being, but none can be known 
apart from the whole of God himself. Indeed, one of the elements of idolatry is the 
attempt to have what we may regard as the more acceptable aspects of God while 
removing those elements which interfere with our own preferences. God’s refusal to 
accede to all requests is consistent with this. 
 What the restoration of the blessing to Israel and to the whole of creation 
actually means, that is, what grace means in its entirety, is only partially explained in 
the Old Testament. This was because God’s purposes involved his action in history ‘at 
the right time’ (Rom. 5:6), in ‘the fullness of time’ (Gal. 4:4), the time of his own 
choosing. In the meantime: 
 

Concerning this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace that was to be yours made 
careful search and inquiry, inquiring about the person or time that the Spirit of Christ within them 
indicated when it testified in advance to the sufferings destined for Christ and the subsequent glory. 
It was revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you, in regard to the things that 
have now been announced to you through those who brought you good news by the Holy Spirit sent 
from heaven—things into which angels long to look! (1 Pet. 1:10–12). 

 
Paul’s statement in Titus 2:11 is staggering: ‘the grace of God has appeared, bringing 
salvation to all’.16 The promised salvation has now come, in the appearing of our 
Saviour Jesus Christ. Thus 2 Timothy 1:9–10: 
 

                                                 
16  The Greek is interesting, though hard to reproduce in English. ‘Bringing salvation’, owthvrio~ (soterios) is 

actually an adjective agreeing with charis, and Paul was saying that it was a ‘bringing salvation grace’, a ‘saving 
grace’. He was not only describing the results of grace. 
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[God] saved us and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works but according to his 
own purpose and grace. This grace was given to us in Christ Jesus before the ages began, but it has 
now been revealed through the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, who abolished death and 
brought life and immortality to light through the gospel.  

 
The grace was given before the ages began (lit. ‘before times eternal’), meaning that 
God did not need to be moved by human guilt and misery in order to act in grace; 
rather all history flows out of his own purpose and grace. 
 The appearing of grace also meant that the awful dimensions of the human 
bondage and guilt, as well as the terrible evil of Satan and his demonic powers and 
their counterfeits of the kingdom of God and his righteousness, holiness, love, purity 
and truth are all clearly delineated. They are delineated, not by being described but by 
being exposed and destroyed in their judgment at the cross (John 16:8–11). And the 
fullness of grace is seen as that judgment is effected in believers through the 
proclamation of the gospel.  
 So then, we would say that grace is God giving himself, fully and freely, to his 
whole creation and, in particular, to his image in order to ensure that the purposes of 
his everlasting love are brought to their goal. Any resistance to his grace is ultimately 
ineffectual, since God in his action of grace actually transforms the resistant: 
 

He maketh the rebel a priest and a king,  
He hath bought us, and taught us this new song to sing. 
‘Unto Him Who hath loved us and washed us from sin,  
Unto Him be the glory for ever, Amen.’17  

 
All to the praise of his glorious grace! 
 
The following quotation sets out the issues of grace well: 
 

Grace in the Christian community meant that God was always going out to sinful, needy, and 
undeserving man to do him good, and that that good was something man could not do for himself. 
We must, then, see grace as God’s good action which He does. When we say ‘does’, we mean that 
grace is not an abstract element, not some power which can be detached from God. Grace is God 
working, and nothing else. Thus the ‘grace of God’ and the ‘grace of our Lord Jesus Christ’ are the 
actions of God and Christ, in concert with the Holy Spirit, to effect restoration in man, and sustain 
him in the battle to live in faith in the face of evil’s unremitting attacks upon him. Only this 
understanding of grace can make sense of its uses in the New Testament. We say then that grace is 
God acting to do man good, and good because he has fallen and lost the true way of life, and the 
true use of the gifts God has given him. 
     . . . Grace, then, is God’s saving of humanity when it only deserves judgement. It is His for-
giving, justifying, sanctifying and glorifying action, when man himself utterly lacks the power or 
merit to accomplish any of these. Grace is God working at each moment of the believer’s life, 
when he is beset by his own ‘flesh’, by the works of darkness, and the death which is always about 
him. Grace, in these moments, is as a power, but it is God Himself working in His own power. It is 
also the gift and calling of ministry, as well as the power to accomplish such service.18 

                                                 
17  A. T. Pearson, ‘With Harps and with Viols’, Keswick Hymn Book, Marshall, Morgan and Scott Ltd, n.d., 

no. 344, v. 3. 
18  Geoffrey Bingham, Great and Glorious Grace, NCPI, Blackwood, 1988, pp. 18f. 
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STUDY 2 

The Fall of Man and the Need  
of Grace 

Martin Bleby 

‘LET US MAKE ADAM IN OUR IMAGE’ 

Foundational to who human beings are is our creation in the image of God: 
 
Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind [Heb. adam] in our image, according to our likeness’ 
(Gen. 1:26). 

God’s Offspring 

 The clearest explanation as to what this means is found in Genesis 5:3: 
 
When Adam had lived one hundred thirty years, he became the father of a son in his likeness, 
according to his image, and named him Seth. 
 

This means our creation in God’s image is primarily relational. Hence Luke 3:38 des-
ignates Adam as ‘son of God’, and the apostle Paul quotes a heathen poet as saying: 
‘we are indeed his [God’s] offspring’ (Acts 17:28, RSV). So too Jesus told us to pray: 
‘Our Father’. 
 This means that we are God’s image in a way that matches who He is, not in a 
way that reproduces who He is. We are sons/daughters to Him as Father, not other 
‘fathers’ alongside Him as Father. 
 Thus, while we are to participate in all that He is—His active holiness, 
righteousness, goodness, truth and love—we are not all that He is. All that He is 
comes to us from Him, in that relationship, and in reliance upon Him. This is brought 
out in these references to the creating and sustaining of all human life: 

 
the LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life; and the man became a living being (Gen. 2:7). 
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when you take away their breath, they die and return to their dust. When you send forth your spirit, 
[or your breath] they are created; and you renew the face of the ground (Ps. 104:29–30). 
 
he himself gives to all human beings life and breath and all things (Acts 17:25). 
 

All this is the Father’s giving, and we are dependent on it. 

The Beloved Son 

 We find in the New Testament that, with God, there was an ‘image/son’ 
relationship present prior to creation, in the one called the ‘beloved Son’: 

 
He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and 
on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or 
powers—all things have been created through him and for him (Col. 1:15–16). 
 

 In this relationship, as we see it in the flesh of Jesus, the Son is no less 
dependent and reliant on the Father: 

 
the Son can do nothing on his own, but only what he sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father 
does, the Son does likewise (John 5:19). 
 
I do nothing on my own, but I speak these things as the Father instructed me (John 8:28). 
 

The coming of the Son into the world is with a view to his carrying out the Father’s 
will: 

 
a body you have prepared for me . . . Then I said, ‘See, God, I have come to do your will’ (Heb. 
10:5, 7). 
 

This is not just to model it to us, but is the action by which we are brought to the same 
place: 

 
And it is by God’s will that we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ 
once for all (Heb. 10:10). 
 
Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to see my 
glory, which you have given me because you loved me before the foundation of the world . . . that 
the love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them (John 17:24, 26). 
 

This is with a view to our coming to be like the eternal Son, in union with him: 
 
For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order 
that he might be the firstborn within a large family (Rom. 8:29). 
 
when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is (1 John 3:2). 
 

 It would appear that our being created ‘in the image of God’, in a father–son 
type relationship, has to do—then, now, and in the age to come—with his being the 
image of God as the beloved Son. We cannot know or understand what we are as 
human beings without taking this into consideration from the beginning. 
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Male and Female He Created Them 

 The human image of God as created is man–woman: 
 
So God created humankind [Heb. adam] in his image, in the image of God he created them [Heb. 
him]; male and female he created them (Gen. 1:27). 
 
When God created humankind [Heb. adam], he made them [Heb. him] in the likeness of God. Male 
and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them ‘Humankind’ [Heb. adam] when 
they were created (Gen. 5:1–2).1 
 

As the image of God we are relational—differentiated, matching, and intimate—
among ourselves. 
 While this may betoken some relationality within God, such as comes out in the 
later revelations of the unity-in-relationship of the Father, the Son and the Spirit (see 
above), the Scripture specifically sees the male–female unity as reflecting the relation-
ship of God with His people and of the Messiah with his ecclesia: 

 
For your Maker is your husband, the LORD of hosts is his name (Isa. 54:5). 
 
‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two will 
become one flesh.’ This is a great mystery, and I am applying it to Christ and the church (Eph. 
5:31–32, quoting Gen. 2:24). 
 

 This is a unity-in-relationship that will ultimately extend to all things: 
 
With all wisdom and insight he has made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good 
pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, 
things in heaven and things on earth (Eph. 1:8–11). 
 
When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to the one who put 
all things in subjection under him, so that God may be all in all (1 Cor. 15:28). 
 

Thus being created ‘in the image of God’, as male and female, has to do with the 
whole plan and purpose of God for creation. 

The Blessing and the Command 

 We see this plan action in the command that is given to the first man and 
woman, with the blessing that accompanies it: 

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

                                                 
 1  Note how the Hebrew idiom (as, until recently, the English did) represents the personal unity of male and 

female by using the word for the man (adam) to include and encompass them both, and the difficulty that so-called 
‘gender-inclusive’ language, which forbids such usage, has in trying to render this faithfully, by having to 
introduce a third generic term which is neither. Thus, while I do seek, for understanding’s sake, to employ such 
language myself, I have not changed the given title, nor do I apologise for that. 
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 We can see now that being fruitful and multiplying and filling the earth and 
subduing it and having dominion over all the other creatures is not just a case of 
having many children and moving out to occupy the planet and take charge of its 
resources and inhabitants. As the man and woman move out with their family, they 
are to live in and take with them the union-in-relationship—the love—that they have 
with God and each other, as the image that sets forth, embodies, and participates in 
the entire plan and purpose of God for His creation, and bring the whole of the 
creation to be subject to that! Until ‘the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the 
glory of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea’ (Hab. 2:14). In other words, we were 
to be, with God, the agents through whom the fulfilment of His good purpose for the 
whole creation would be effected. 
 Another way this is spoken of is to see this command as given in the setting of 
the garden of Eden in Genesis 2:8 – 3:24, understood as the royal palace and worship 
sanctuary of God (‘Eden, the garden of God . . . the holy mountain of God’, Ezek. 
28:13, 14), and the anticipation of what is to come in the ‘new heaven and a new 
earth’ (‘like the garden of Eden’, Ezek. 36:35; see the parallels between Gen. 2 and 
Rev. 21 – 22). In this setting, the task given to humanity in Genesis 1:28 is seen as the 
‘Edenisation’ of the whole earth: to take what we have in Eden—our walking and 
talking with God (see Gen. 3:8), the reign of God, and the worship and service of 
God—to the ends of the earth. 
 The blessing, as with Genesis 1:22 (the swarming fish and the flocks of birds), 
is given by God to enable the command to be carried out to the full. So nothing is 
lacking. 

SIN CAME INTO THE WORLD 

You Will Be as God 

And the LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the man whom he had 
formed. 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 . . . The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it. 
And the LORD God commanded the man, ‘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. 2:8–9, 15–17). 
 

What is the tree of the knowledge of good and evil? The answer is, it is the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil. If we try to say it is not that but that it is or stands for 
something else, we are in danger of missing what Scripture is saying. Having said 
that, what is it that embodies the knowledge of good and evil? It is the law of God. 
The law of God is the law of God’s own being and action, including God’s action 
right up to the end time and beyond.2 This law is present in God, and never apart from 
God.  

                                                 
2 This sentence contains much, which is explicated in Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Law of Eternal Delight, 

NCPI, Blackwood, 2001. See also Walter C. Kaiser, Jr, ‘The Blessing of David: The Charter for Humanity’, in 
John H. Skilton, ed., The Law and the Prophets: Old Testament Studies Prepared in Honor of Oswald Thompson 
Allis, Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., Phillipsburg, 1974, pp. 295–318. 
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God is present in the garden, and all of this is present in the garden. We are to have it, 
and we can have it, only ever directly from God, in relationship with Him and 
obedience to Him as His children. We cannot take it to ourselves, apart from Him. 
 To take and eat the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil would be 
to attempt to do that. To be a law unto ourselves, apart from and over against God. 
The serpent’s temptation was: 

 
You will be like God, knowing good and evil (Gen. 3:5). 
 

As we were already in the ‘image’ and ‘likeness’ of God (see Gen. 1:26–27), this 
must have meant we would be as God, in God’s place, deciding for ourselves what is 
right and wrong, without any reference to God and without any dependence upon 
God. It would be to take God’s plan for the creation, and seek to implement it as our 
own, without God. To determine our own destiny, right up to the end time, and to take 
ourselves there, without God. It is this, rather than merely any disobedience to a stated 
command, that delineates the dimensions of our sin. 
 Sometimes we may ask: ‘What was the tree doing there, if we were not to eat 
from it?’ Behind that question may be an attempt on our part to hold God responsible 
for our own evil: ‘If God didn’t want us to sin, why did He put it there?’ We cannot 
say that the tree is an evil and wrong thing, because ‘God saw everything that he had 
made, and indeed, it was very good’ (Gen. 1:31). It was there because God was in the 
garden, and God is never apart from His law, just as God’s law can never be had apart 
from God. 
 The ‘tree of the knowledge of good and evil’ is sometimes translated as the ‘tree 
of the knowledge of all things’.3 We can think of it as the knowledge which is God’s 
possession as God, by which He orders all things according to His purpose. From that 
knowledge God reveals all that is ours to have as human creatures in order to partici-
pate with God in His purpose. We are to be in all of this knowledge that is revealed, 
but we are not to be in all of what is God’s alone. How could we be? For we are not 
God. We are reminded of Deuteronomy 29:29: 

 
The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the revealed things belong to us and to our chil-
dren forever, to observe all the words of this law. 
 

We are to be human creatures living to the full in all the purpose of God. We are not 
God, and we are not to be ‘as God’—as if we ever could be—yet that is what we 
thought we would be. As God, without God. As God, instead of God, in the place of 
God. As God ourselves. 

Enemies of God, Children of the Devil 

 This is the thrust of Isaiah 14:13–14, which is often identified as the mindset of 
Satan (called ‘Lucifer’ or the ‘Day Star’ in verse 12): 

                                                 
3 See Good News Bible, footnote. 
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You said in your heart,  
 ‘I will ascend to heaven;  
I will raise my throne 
 above the stars of God;  
I will sit on the mount of assembly  
 in the far north; 
I will ascend to the tops of the clouds,  
 I will make myself like the Most High.’ 

 
This is when we are on our own, without equals because we are superior to them all; a 
law unto ourselves, doing whatever suits us, accountable to no one, least of all to 
God.4 This is the sin attributed to the first man and woman. Yet it is the sin of us all. 
Paul says in Romans 5:12 (RSV) that somehow in that action we ‘all sinned’.5 This is 
what is called ‘original sin’. Each of us comes into the world with that same heart and 
mindset. This is endemic to all humanity, as characterised in Psalm 2:1–3: 

 
Why do the nations conspire,  
 and the peoples plot in vain?  
The kings of the earth set themselves,  
 and the rulers take counsel together,  
 against the LORD and his anointed, saying,  
‘Let us burst their bonds asunder,  
 and cast their cords from us.’ 

 
 We may think that this brings us into a new freedom, where we are able to do as 
we like. That is where we are deceived. In succumbing to the devil’s temptation, we 
are not ‘doing our own thing’—we are doing what he has told us to do. We are from 
then on subject to him. As Jesus said to the religious leaders of his day: 

 
You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father’s desires (John 8:44, RSV). 
 

John says, ‘Everyone who commits sin is a child of the devil’, and traces this particu-
larly in Cain’s murderous hatred of his brother (1 John 3:8; see vv. 4–17). So also 
Paul castigated Elymas: 

 
You son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness, full of all deceit and villainy, will you not 
stop making crooked the straight paths of the Lord? (Acts 13:10). 
 

While we may think this to be a rather forthright condemnation, it is a factual state-
ment, made in the fullness of the Holy Spirit (see Acts 13:9), that accurately depicts 
the sinful human condition. 
 Add to this what Paul says in Romans 1:18–32 of our hankering after idols, and 
so becoming ensnared by demons (see 1 Cor. 10:19–21), and God’s wrathful giving 
us over to the worst that is in our hearts, and we are found in a state that we cannot get 
ourselves out of. 

                                                 
4  See the song, ‘Out of My Nothing I Was All’, Geoffrey Bingham, New Creation Hymn Book, NCPI, 

Blackwood, 2001, no. 301. 
5 The aorist indicates here a corporate one-off action, rather than a following on in sinning—though that 

happened too. 
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In the Day That You Eat of It You Shall Die 

 The serpent said, ‘You will not die’—but he was a liar, and a murderer (see 
John 8:44). On that day we died: relationally, morally, existentially, and practically. 
We died to God, to His law, to our purpose and hope in life, and to each other, issuing 
in acts of violence and despair, ending in the dust of physical death. Eternal life, 
which is to be in right relationship with the Father and His Son (see John 17:3), is 
closed off to us (as in Gen. 3:22–24: we are kept from the ‘tree of life’). We are like 
the self-indulgent widow in 1 Timothy 5:6 who ‘is dead even while she lives’. We 
need to be brought ‘from death to life’ (John 5:24).6 
 The full dimensions of the hideous death we are in are seen in the death of the 
Messiah Jesus, God’s own Son. Not just in the vitriolic hatred, the injustice, abuse and 
humiliation, and the physical agonies, though they were bad enough. There was the 
sting of death, which is the power of sin’s condemnation under the law of God and its 
terrible curse (1 Cor. 15:56; Rom. 8:3; Gal. 3:13), the bearing of sin’s pain, shame, 
defilement and consequences (1 Pet. 2:23–24; 3:18), with the fear and finality of 
judgment, exacerbated by the devil’s accusations of guilt (Heb. 9:27; 2:14–15). The 
death we entered when we sinned in Adam, that we have been participating in ever 
since, was finalised on that Cross, when ‘the second adam’ carried us into it in him-
self, and paid the price in full, and brought us to God. 

 

For further reading: 
Geoffrey Bingham. ‘The Fullness of God and Man’, NCTM Monthly Ministry Studies 
for February to June 2004. 
 
William Dumbrell. ‘Life and Death in God’s Creative Purposes’, in B. G. Webb (ed.), 
Explorations 4: The Ethics of Life and Death, Lancer Books, Homebush West, 1990, 
pp. 5–28. 

                                                 
6 In Jesus’ discourse in John 5:19–29, vv. 28–29 speak of the final resurrection of ‘all who are in their graves’; 

vv. 24–25 speak of those who hear and believe coming into eternal life now. 
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STUDY 3 

Human Sin and the Implacability of 
Law and Punishment 

Geoffrey Bingham 

INTRODUCTION: WHY DISCUSS THE MATERIALS RELATED  
TO OUR HEADING? 

What is there about this subject of human sin, the implacability of law and the matter 
of punishment—that is, God’s punishment on human perpetrators for the sin they do 
in the face of God’s law—that it should take our attention in a school such as this 
one? Part of the answer is because the human race has always sought to rationalise sin 
as unimportant and to insist that it can be dealt with by means other than punishment 
and judgment. The statement is then made that the image of God punishing Man for 
his sins does not fit the biblical view of God. God is love: not wrath. God is merciful 
and kind, not harsh to sinners but understanding of their behaviour. He has better 
ways, it is now said, than loading us with a formidable law, and certainly better meth-
ods of dealing with us than after a forensic manner. More to the point is the fact that 
whereas evangelicals once gave great emphasis to the sinfulness of sin and sinners 
and the judgments of God, they now feel that they—as evangelicals—may have gone 
beyond the true meaning of the text in their desire to speak of the wrath of a holy God 
in the light of His holiness, of the validity of the law as Man’s true way of living and 
of the pain of conscience and of the certainty of judgment which leads to many being 
denied entry into the Kingdom of God and even being cast into Hell. New ways of 
saying old things are being debated. Amelioration of the ‘old gospel’ so that it 
becomes a new and happy ‘good news’ is being sought.  
 This means these evangelicals who give importance to the text of Scripture feel 
they must have been amiss in their exegesis of the text. They are often on the back 
foot, defending the doctrines of grace and love. This uncertainty is fed by contempo-
rary approaches to congregations in churches. Preachers and teachers do not want to 
lose members from their classes and congregations, and they hear the criticisms being 
made about fundamentalism and the like, and accusations that such teaching is behind 
the times and likewise they who teach are behind the times. They hear demands for a  
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more up-to-date gospel, one which fits a more liberated spirit, so they feel obliged to 
make concessions to what is going on outside the churches. Often they feel in a 
dilemma, how genuinely to change the ways of worship without imperilling the 
gospel. Of course some of the criticisms are valid and distinctions have to be made as 
to what is culture and what is criticism of the gospel itself.  
  Certainly the spirit of the present times is not all good. In many cases it is 
downright libertine and not just reasonable liberty, and this has always been so in the 
history of the world. The gospel has always met with strong opposition and its 
teaching and worship vilified. The sins of society are often found to be present in the 
church which is a cause for further vilification of the message. The attempts of the 
church to get the attention and recognition of its genuine good works and the grace 
offered to all men have always met with scorn and no less so today. These, then, are 
some of the reasons why in this School we seek to go back to our apostolic 
foundations to be sure of our message and the contents of our teaching. We certainly 
regret the uneasiness regarding the gospel which some evangelical scholars and 
teachers are evincing. We need to know that the reasons for their uneasiness are 
baseless, whatever correction we may all receive along the way. 
What we must stress is that we are not trying to counter views which oppose the ideas 
that human sin, God’s immutable law and His punishment on evil are not biblical 
because they are inconsistent with God’s love and benevolence. What we seek to do is 
to set forth the biblical presentation of these matters without any other defence.   

HUMAN SIN AND ITS NATURE 

In this School we are many times discussing the nature of sin. Almost all studies 
touch on it. Our ideas of it criss-cross time and again. It would have to be this way. In 
this study we particularly want to look at human sin in the light of the implacability of 
the law—so-called—and the matter of punishment. Each of these facets warrants a 
paper on its own but one way or another they will be covered by the whole School, 
and certainly we believe they are the subjects of Scripture. One entry into seeing sin’s 
link with the law is to read 1 John 3:4–10: 
 

Every one who commits sin is guilty of lawlessness; sin is lawlessness. You know that he appeared 
to take away sins, and in him there is no sin. No one who abides in him sins; no one who sins has 
either seen him or known him. Little children, let no one deceive you. He who does right is 
righteous, as he is righteous. He who commits sin is of the devil; for the devil has sinned from the 
beginning. The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil. No one born 
of God commits sin; for God’s nature abides in him, and he cannot sin because he is born of God. 
By this it may be seen who are the children of God, and who are the children of the devil: whoever 
does not do right is not of God, nor he who does not love his brother. 

 
This passage presupposes the law—the law of God. When did Man have and know 
the law of God? We would suppose the law of God which faced Man was Genesis 
2:17, ‘but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the  
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day that you eat of it you shall die’.1 Law and punishment are both stated here. Even 
so there is a wider law given to Man which is the law of God. The essence of it is that 
the law of (subjective and objective genitive) God must first be understood as God’s 
own law, that is, the law of His own being and so the way He subsists and acts. It is 
then called the law of God as God gives it to Man. By this way Man is expected and 
commanded to live—as Man! So then, ‘Every one who commits sin is guilty of 
lawlessness; sin is lawlessness’. In Genesis 3:1–6 the serpent (the devil) tempts Man 
to sin: Man breaks the commandment of Genesis 2:17 and in doing so breaks his 
relationship with God and dies. This is the punishment he was warned would happen. 
 What we must see here is that to sin against the law is not just to sin against a 
list of commands and prohibitions but against the very person of God; it is to spurn 
the ‘way’ or ‘torah’ of God who is righteous. In one sense one cannot sin against a 
law but against Him who is the law and has implanted that law in our hearts at 
creation. Such sinning comes from a relationship with the devil; ‘the devil has sinned 
from the beginning’, and Romans 5:12 states, ‘Therefore as sin came into the world 
through one man and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all 
men sinned’. The devil is not mentioned there but we know he was present in and as 
the serpent, and Man was tempted to disobey God. Romans 7:7–11 shows us the 
power and nature of sin: 
 

What then shall we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet, if it had not been for the law, I 
should not have known sin. I should not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, ‘You 
shall not covet.’ But sin, finding opportunity in the commandment, wrought in me all kinds of 
covetousness. Apart from the law sin lies dead. I was once alive apart from the law, but when the 
commandment came, sin revived and I died; the very commandment which promised life proved to 
be death to me. For sin, finding opportunity in the commandment, deceived me and by it killed me. 

 
If we understand what Paul has written in the above quotation and if we read Genesis 
2:15–17 with it then we will see that sin is never apart from the devil—‘He who 
commits sin is of the devil; for the devil has sinned from the beginning’—and so is 
always against the way of God. Sin then is powerful and dangerous and is always in 
league with the Devil and as Jesus said, ‘He who commits sin is the bond-slave of sin’ 
(lit. trans. of John 8:34), so that sin and the Devil form a dangerous enmity against 
God. Sin is not just a term for wrong things done. Sin is as a person and is a power 
pitted against God and Man in a deadly way. In Romans chapters 5 to 8, sin has the 
definite article ‘the’ and so is spoken of as ‘the sin’ as though it were a person. Much 
could be made of sin having a persona and active in its own way and rights. At the 
same time sin is linked with Satanic evil as a system which includes sinful celestial 
and terrestrial creatures so that sin never works wholly on its own. 
 If we return to what we have said above, namely, that by one man sin entered  
the world and then death by sin, then we see the action and the location of sin and 
death and the serpent. Together they are against Man and his being in the likeness and 
image of God. They seek to bring him into their bondage. Whilst sin is lawlessness, a  

                                                 
1  This law is prohibitive but positive and not negative. Man would have truly known God in living in the 

prohibitive. 
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transgression of the law, it is also a deliberate breaking of the law because the law is 
the way of God. Sin opposes the true working of God especially in fulfilling His plan 
for all creation. God’s commission to Man in Genesis 1:26–30 tells what God is about 
in creation with Man as His partner. The commission may be called God’s law for 
Man as incorporated in His whole plan. Man’s sin, then, was that he refused the 
commission by his eating of the tree which was forbidden. He was told he could have 
knowledge of good and evil of himself. 

THE IMPLACABILITY OF LAW AND PUNISHMENT 

We come now to examine what seems to be harsh, namely, the law and the punish-
ments of God. In the warning against eating of the tree of knowledge of good and evil 
a punishment was included, ‘in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die’. No one 
can reasonably deny that this was punishment. Its effects are still powerfully upon the 
human race. Death came to all humanity not as an ‘end thing’ but an ‘all time thing’ 
(cf. Rom. 5:12; John 5:24; Eph. 2:1–6; 1 Tim. 5:6). In particular, punishment came to 
Adam, to Eve, and to the serpent as we see in Genesis 3:14–19. Punishment came also 
to Cain and so much so that he cried, ‘My punishment is greater than I can bear!’ 
 We must remember that in giving the commission to the primal couple God 
blessed them and in them the whole human race. Cursing the ground for Man’s sake 
was opposite to blessing and thus was a form of punishment although the commission 
(Gen. 1:26–30) was never rescinded. When ‘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’ (Gen. 6:5), then He brought judgment on the earth in the form 
of the Flood. Likewise at the time of the evil of Sodom and Gomorrah there was 
punishment which God said was a righteous judgment. The law in Israel spoke of the 
judgments that would follow the breaking of commandments. The prophets spoke on 
behalf of the law and chided transgressors and warned of the punishments which 
would come to the nation. 
 In Genesis 15 when God cuts a covenant with Abraham, He tells him his 
descendants will one day take the land of Canaan for their covenantal inheritance, that 
they will drive the inhabitants from the land. He says, in essence, ‘Yes, but not yet for 
the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete’, thus pointing to the fact that God 
does not judge and punish before the time. Israel will go into Canaan not as land 
plunderers but as God’s army of deserved punishment. Space does not permit us to 
speak of national judgments and punishments, especially those punishments of the 
degradation of the land, and of the exiles. Accountability for sin is pointed out in 
Exodus 34:6–7, and especially in Ezekiel chapter 18.   
 The New Testament speaks no less of punishment. We do not wish to total up 
all the occasions it is mentioned nor examine all the situations in which it is taught as 
though the multiplicity of references will prove the fact of God’s punishment, yet 
either God does punish or we read the references wrongly. For example, the matter of 
suffering God’s chastisements as set in Hebrews 12:4–11 could be read to mean that  
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all chastisements are not punishment but simply exercises to deepen us in the faith of 
God. In this particular context this may be the case, but the predicted judgments of the 
OT and NT prophets are couched in language that takes us beyond chastisement. 
 Take, for example, Paul’s statements in 2 Thessalonians 1:5–9a and 2:3–12. 
Such are strong eschatological predictions. Paul in Romans 1:18 – 3:18 speaks of a 
present outpouring of God’s wrath upon those ‘who suppress the truth in [acts of] 
unrighteousness’ (NKJV). He castigates the Jews for their false sense of achieved 
righteousness in Romans 2:1–9 and there points to ‘the wrath to come’. The list of 
Man’s sins as spoken of in 1 Timothy1:8–11 strongly infers the punishments which 
will follow them. Most of all the apocalyptic literature of Old and New Testaments 
speaks of punishment at the end-time. The whole of the Book of Revelation is given 
to horrific judgments which take place under the seven opened seals, the seven 
trumpets and the seven bowls of wrath. How futile is any attempt to portray God as a 
non-judgmental and a non-penal God! 

MAN IN SHAME 

In Daniel 12:2 the prophet was told, ‘And many of those who sleep in the dust of the 
earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting con-
tempt’. Shame was the lot of the first couple when they ate of the forbidden tree and 
that shame was deep and caused them to try to cover their nakedness which now came 
to them. It is often said that was the day when conscience was born. Man had shame 
because of his state of nakedness. The conscience is, roughly speaking, ‘awareness’ or 
‘co-awareness’, that is, Man aware of himself because of his awareness of God, albeit 
that awareness was not pure and full. One of our problems is that God, of whom we 
are somewhat aware, is the one who presses the primal commission on Man, and does 
not let Man off the reality of God’s law, and does not relieve him of the doom of 
punishment. The uneasiness and burden of the conscience keeps Man oppressed. 
Some theologians prefer to speak of God as Man knew Him in the original blessing, 
but the conscience will not allow that freedom. P. T. Forsyth says somewhere that it 
takes as much to satisfy the conscience of Man as it does to satisfy the conscience of 
God. 
 To this point in our School we are not trying to defend a position so much as to 
make it clear in the light of grace. If Man’s fall is from a considerable height—
covenant partner with God to the whole creation; prophet, priest and king of the 
Kingdom of God to the people of God and out to the nations, and purely ecclesial with 
the family of God—then his sin in fallenness must be dreadful and his need for grace 
total. 
 I think that if we would lift ourselves from worn ruts of thinking and action, 
however much these have been accounted orthodox, then we must understand God’s 
law is the true way of life, and any infraction of it is wholly reprehensible, the law 
being ruthless in its judgment that sin is deadly. We need to know that no sin is 
overlooked by God. As the world faces the implacable nature of law and sin, then we 
must examine and present them in full in order to be able to offer the grace of God in 
reality to fallen men and women. 
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STUDY 4 

The Covenants and Grace 

John Dunkley 

The outpouring of God’s grace ‘through the blood of the eternal covenant’ is the 
climactic expression of a great redemptive history of God’s unwillingness to abandon 
His creation or destroy His image-bearers.  
 Biblical covenants go beyond that which is merely legal or formal. They can 
also describe the deepest expressions of relational bonding. It would seem that God’s 
use of the language of covenant is not simply His accommodation to a human idea to 
express His unfolding commitment of love and grace to this world but is in fact the 
revelation of the very nature of God. He is covenantal by nature and therefore the 
truth of covenant lies at the very heart of His relationship with His creation and with 
all humanity. This explains why covenants, implicit or explicit, in all their different 
forms, have played such an important role in human society. ‘Covenant is germane to 
human life; it is God-implanted and unfolded.’1 This study, however, is specifically 
concerned about the nature of the covenants that God has bound Himself to keeping.2 

                                                 
1  Gerard Van Groningen’s article ‘Covenant’ in Baker Theological Dictionary of the Bible (Baker Books, 

Grand Rapids, 1996), pp. 124–32 This quotation is from p. 125. 
2  Most common OT word translated ‘covenant’ = berith some 280 times. In the NT diatheke at least 33 

times. There is debate over the meaning of the OT word for covenant but the most widely accepted meaning is the 
idea of establishing a bond between two parties. Where there is a measure of equality between two parties as in 
many OT examples (Gen. 26:26–31; Josh. 9:15; 1 Kings 5:12), the bond is bilateral. This bond generally involved 
obligations and privileges and was sealed by both parties vowing, often with an oath. Where God initiates and 
establishes a bond between Himself and human beings it soon becomes clear that the bond is unilateral. The 
human covenant partner is expected to accept the covenant—its promises and obligations and blessings—without 
any negotiation or discussion but simply with a heart to obey in response to God’s goodness and love. Such 
obedience would ensure both the continued benefits of being God’s beloved covenant partner and the avoidance of 
the just judgment upon those who disobey. 

There are examples of legal treaties written on stone tablets dating back to the patriarchs that certainly reflect 
the fact that some human covenants between kings and subjects were in fact unilateral. The subjects who had been 
spared through battle were now to recognise their indebtedness to their new king’s favour that was now providing 
a future. They were told the obligations and blessings of living under the new regime but also clarified the 
consequences of disobedience. Often they were ratified by an oath, the sharing of a meal or the cutting in half of an 
animal. These ancient political/military covenants set out the basis upon which the new ruler would govern his new 
subjects. These legal treaties were not made in a vacuum but assumed a kingdom or domain and a way of life 
under the new regime. 

 Likewise God’s covenants are not made in a vacuum. They presuppose His right and power as 
Creator and Ruler over all to set out and fulfil the terms of His covenant and to require covenant 
faithfulness. 
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 There is substantial biblical support for the view that the whole principle of 
covenant was innate in the act of creation. The relational communion with God for 
which we were created and which images the communion of the Trinity is certainly 
covenantal in nature and not contractual. The testing of man and humanity’s 
subsequent fall reveals the covenantal nature of God’s love in that God does not give 
up on the world. God has always loved and cared for this world in spite of human 
unfaithfulness and from the fall of humanity has revealed an eternal commitment to 
redeem and restore His image-bearers to the joy, dignity, vocation and inheritance of 
being beloved covenant partners. God did not wait for us to repair the broken 
relationship or even for us to come half way. Instead He bound Himself to fulfil the 
promises of His grace, that His salvation may go to the ends of the earth and the 
works of the evil one be destroyed—all this would be accomplished through the seed 
of the Woman, who would also be the Son of the Most High (Gen. 3:15; Luke 1:35). 

THE COVENANT OF CREATION  

There is increasing biblical scholarship in support of the view that the first biblical 
covenant was not the covenant with Noah in Genesis 6 and 9.3 It is pointed out that 
God did not cut a covenant with Noah but simply ‘established’ or ‘affirmed’ the 
covenant already in place. Jeremiah spoke of God’s covenant with day and night that 
no one can alter (Jer. 33:19–21). There were decrees implicit in God’s act of creating 
that are not mentioned in Genesis and yet stand for all time as a witness to the 
faithfulness of the Creator.4 It is also pointed out that no mention of the term 
‘covenant’ is made in 2 Samuel 7 when God gives promises to David concerning his 
dynasty. However, in David’s last words (2 Sam. 23:5) these promises are specifically 
referred to as a covenant: ‘Is not my house right with God? Has he not made with me 
an everlasting covenant, arranged and secure in every part?’ As the elements included 
in the covenant were present in the account of the covenanting with David in 2 
Samuel 7 without any reference to the term ‘covenant’, so Genesis 1 and 2 also reflect 
the elements of a covenant.5 
 If we understand the basic meaning of covenant as ‘binding’ and ‘the bond of 
faith’ then we can move beyond just a legal or contractual understanding of covenant. 
When 

                                                 
3  See G. C. Bingham, Love’s Most Glorious Covenant (Redeemer Baptist Press, Castle Hill, 1997), p. 16, for 

references to Dumbrell and Wenham. 
4  Jer. 31:35–36 speaks of decrees with the sun and moon whom God has appointed: ‘Only if these 

decrees vanish from my sight will the descendants . . . of Israel ever cease to be a nation before Me’.  
Ps. 89:36–37 says the sun and moon are a constant witness to God’s commitment of creation. Not just 
the rainbow after the flood. 

5  The formal pattern found in ancient Near Eastern suzerainty covenants has been identified in these first two 
chapters of Genesis. See the excellent article by Gerard Van Groningen mentioned in footnote 1, above. The 
outline of the basic elements of the covenant found in Gen. 1 and 2 is dealt with on p. 125. 
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we understand the bonding of God’s covenants in the light His character—specifically 
the intimate communion and oneness of the Trinity as expressed in John 17 and then 
read in Genesis 1:26, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness’—we can see 
the intimate, relational nature of the Covenant of Creation. In this sense, ‘The 
covenant of Creation is the natural relationship of God with His entire Creation and 
in particular with Man’.6 It is clear from the creation account that God has bound not 
only Himself to humanity but humanity to Himself. The first couple were under 
obligation to live in obedience to God and know the full blessings of fulfilling the 
mandate that God had set out. This obedience was no great burden; nor was the 
implicit law to love God wholly, a legal contractual arrangement. Viewing the penalty 
of eating the forbidden fruit as an axe hanging over their heads reflects a warped 
reading of what happened in the garden—a tendency that as sinners we are prone to 
doing. The benefits and joys of living obediently in the fullness of God’s love and 
purpose in a relationship of perfect communion were in fact immense.7 
 This original bond between the Creator and His first image-bearers in which by 
nature humanity was made to live in perfect conformity to God’s holiness and 
righteousness is claimed by many to be the Covenant of Creation. Unlike the later 
covenants there was no need for the ‘cutting’ of a covenant by the ‘spilling of blood’ 
to bring assurance and peace to the heart because there was no guilt to disturb and 
bring the threat of judgment to the human conscience.8 The essential nature of this 
covenant therefore is one of love received by the first couple as pure gift.9 
 Creation then is not just the backdrop for salvation history but is the fountain 
out of which God moves out to the entire world with promises of blessings and 
restoration. The Covenant of Creation is the overarching covenant in which all the 
other covenants of grace find their meaning and goal. When we fail to see the sheer 
wonder of humanity’s regal calling as vice regents of creation, the command to be 
fruitful, the rich vocation as the people of God in extending Eden to the entire world, 
the delight and intimacy of the ‘one flesh’ union including the family life that flows 
from such love and the goal of sharing in the Sabbath rest of the Creator—when these 
things are not seen and received—we too easily view the other covenants as heavy 
obligation and distort the very nature of God.10 

                                                 
6  Bingham, p. 19. 
7  ‘The summary of this law shining forth in the image of God was that he love the Lord his God with all his 

heart . . . and as a testimony of this love refrain from eating from one tree’ (quote of Casper Olevianus by Lyle D. 
Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age: The Covenantal Theology of Casper Olevianus, Baker Books, 
Grand Rapids, 1996, p. 113). 

8  Bingham, p. 28. 
9  Sinful human beings often have trouble in expressing simple gratitude for gifts offered out of 

genuine goodness. We don’t like to be indebted to others. Charity is more easily accepted if it is 
received as welfare but not so easily accepted if it is held out as a gift. So if someone offers you a case 
of apples for nothing the response is often: ‘Why? Have you got a glut?’ or ‘I’ll take them off your hands if 
that will help’. Human beings with disturbed consciences can interpret charity as a ‘put down’ unless they 
rationalise in their minds that they deserve such help. 

10  For a full treatment of the above elements of the Covenant of Creation see Bingham, pp. 40 ff. 
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THE COVENANT WITH NOAH—BACK TO THE BEGINNING 

Genesis 6:11 declares that all the peoples on the earth had corrupted their ways.11 The 
full-scale corruption that is described here paints a picture ‘. . . of the total rupture of 
created relationships on the part of the creature’.12 The effect of God’s judgment is the 
destruction of all life and a reversal of the creation pattern and a return of the earth to 
its beginning. 
 In Genesis 6:17–18 the announcement to Noah of God’s intention to blot out all 
life on earth also includes an anticipation of the covenant that is established in 
Genesis 8:20 – 9:17: ‘But I will establish my covenant with you, and you will enter 
the ark—you and your sons and your wife and your sons’ wives with you’. The verb 
translated ‘establish’, in its sustained use in covenant contexts of the OT, means ‘to 
confirm what already exists’.13 The emphasis on ‘my’ covenant infers the unilateral 
nature of a covenant already set up (Gen. 1 – 2). The covenant is introduced explicitly 
here for the first time, without prior explanation but in such a way that suggests an 
assumed reality. It therefore does not appear to be a totally new idea, but the 
confirmation of an already arranged covenant implicitly understood from creation.14 
 The covenant of God’s love endures the pain of human corruption and the 
sorrow of cleansing the earth through the Flood. It now takes the form of grace 
towards a humanity that will, in the unfolding of salvation history, be re-educated and 
ultimately totally renewed in the image, communion, gifts and vocation for which 
God created humanity. As the representative of God, Adam had been created to be 
prophet, priest and king to all creation. Now the race would have to re-learn through 
the unfolding of God’s covenants of grace the prophetic, priestly and royal roles of 
being made in God’s image, so that in the fullness of time humanity might recognise 
the true Man who, by His blood, comes to restore the fullness of the blessing of the 
everlasting covenant for all the nations. 
 And so God knows the Flood has not changed the heart of man—‘every 
inclination of his heart is evil from childhood’. A world judgment would be an 
appropriate response to the evil of any age and yet God will maintain His original 
commitment to the creation as a home for his preserved humanity and not destroy all 
living creatures again until His purpose for creation is realised (Gen. 8:21). This is a 
great reassurance to Noah and his family and to all of humanity who on the whole 
would remain ignorant of its blessing and assurance. It is a testimony to God’s grace 
and kindness to the entire world (Ps. 65:9–11; Acts 14:17). God’s ongoing covenant 
with creation is  

                                                 
11  Although we need to see that the tender mercy of God was immediately at work after Adam’s breaking of 

the covenant as is seen in God’s provision of skins for Adam and Eve who were suddenly and painfully aware of 
their nakedness. It is also evidenced in Abel’s accepted sacrifice and in the appearance of those ‘who began to call 
on the name of the Lord’ (Gen. 4:27). Grace is at work in the midst of death and judgment. God does not abandon 
the work of His hands or renege on His covenant with humanity. ‘The world is firmly established, it cannot be 
moved.’ 

12  See William Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation: An Old Testament Covenantal Theology, Paternoster, 
Devon, 1984, p. 14. 

13  See Dumbrell, The Faith of Israel: Its Expression in the Books of the Old Testament (Baker, Grand Rapids, 
2002, p. 25. 

14  See Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, pp. 15–26 for a detailed discussion of this issue. 
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with Noah and all his descendants (i.e. all humanity, Gen. 9:9), with all flesh (9:10, 
17) and with the entire earth (9:13). The rainbow is a powerful and magnificent 
symbol of the persistent love and faithfulness of the Creator, reflecting His 
endorsement of the aims of the original creation. These aims are in no way conditional 
upon or ultimately frustrated by the response of humanity. God is certainly concerned 
with the human conformity to His will and purpose but it is the prior kindness and 
grace of God that sets us up for and enables such obedience—a truth that becomes 
clearer the more this theme of covenant is explored. What is striking in Genesis 9:1–2, 
6–7 is the clear return to the elements of the creation mandate. God’s intention is to 
begin again and in spite of human failure to provide a future for humanity which is 
universal in its outworking. 

THE COVENANT WITH ABRAHAM—THE PROMISE OF A NATION 
WITH A VIEW TO ALL THE NATIONS 

The essence of the blessing is that God will be the God of Abraham and of his seed 
(Gen. 17:6–8), in a relationship of union and communion. God calls this man (and in 
effect his seed) out of idolatry, confers greatness upon him as an act of sheer grace 
and lifts him to the status of being God’s friend (Isa. 41:8; cf. Gen. 18:17–18; John 
15:15). The making of a great nation out of Abraham, with the promised inheritance 
of the land, is the calling of things that are not as though they were (Rom. 4:17). As in 
the creation God called into existence things that were not, so God now calls into 
being a nation and a home for that nation that was not. Through this nation God will 
again unite the human family and reverse the latest judgment on human rebellion as 
expressed in the scattering and dividing of humanity after the fall of Babel. God’s 
covenant with Abraham is the next concrete expression of His relentless intention to 
bless the human creature and undo the terrible consequences of his ongoing rebellion.  

Canaan First, Then the World 

 The inheritance begins with Canaan but in the end embraces the entire earth. 
Romans 4:13 says, ‘It was not through the law that Abraham and his offspring 
received the promise that he would be heir of the world’. Through this covenant with 
Abraham, God is working out the Covenant of Creation (the destiny of the whole 
world) and so whilst there is no mention of Abraham inheriting the earth this promise 
is implicit to God’s program for the nations and for His creation (Ps. 2:8; Luke 1:68–
79; 2:29–32; Matt. 5:5; 1 Cor. 3:22; Rev. 21:7). The covenant with Abraham clearly is 
with a view to God’s covenant partner having dominion over the entire world. 
Ultimately this involves a new heaven and earth, ‘For he was looking forward to a 
city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God’ (Heb. 11:10, 16).15 

                                                 
15  Bingham, p. 74. 
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A Gift to All Humanity 

 Without it man has no hope and is without God in this world (Eph. 2:11ff.). We 
need to see the incredible significance of this covenant. God promises to bless all who 
bless Abraham: ‘those who recognise Abraham as under God’s blessing’. God tells 
Abraham that ‘all peoples on earth will be blessed through you’ (Gen. 12:3). God is 
making a commitment not just to Israel but also to the whole of humanity. That ‘The 
God of glory’ (Acts 7:2) should appear to Abraham and give him such far-reaching 
and precious promises is no small matter and should never be minimised in terms of 
its place in salvation history. Outside of this covenant there was no hope for the world 
or for Israel. Israel was never intended to be an end in itself. It was always planned 
that Israel would be the matrix for the coming of the universal Messiah, and through 
Him to fulfil God’s gracious promise that through the seed of Abraham all the nations 
of the world would be blessed. 

THE COVENANT WITH MOSES—THE VOCATION OF ISRAEL 

Israel’s deliverance from slavery in Egypt 400 years later is with a view to fulfilling 
God’s covenant with Abraham and his seed: ‘And God heard their groaning, and God 
remembered His covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob’ (Exod. 2:24). ‘I 
will take you as my own people, and I will be your God’ (Exod. 6:7; cf. Deut. 29:13). 
God’s purpose as in the beginning is that man would be His ‘treasured possession’—
his am segullah—an intimate term describing the special relationship Israel was given 
as God’s beloved covenant partner (Exod. 19:5–6). No wonder in the Prophets God 
often refers to Israel as His wife! (Jer. 31:31–32; Isa. 54:1–10; Ezek. 16 – 23; Hosea). 
 The ‘great and glorious’ law (Isa. 42:21) was no less an expression of God’s 
love for Israel than was their deliverance from slavery. In fact obedience to the 
former—‘God’s ten words’—would have brought a freedom that deliverance from 
Egypt alone could never give (Ps. 119). The law was a great gift to Israel and was the 
envy of the surrounding nations (Deut. 4:7). ‘He has revealed His word to Jacob, His 
laws and decrees to Israel. He has done this for no other nation; they do not know His 
laws’ (Ps. 147:19–20). The gift of the law itself was a demonstration of God’s grace 
and a reflection of God’s own just and righteous character (Neh. 9:13–14). It is this 
justice that God intended eventually to bring to the whole earth and ‘In his law the 
islands will put their hope’ (Isa. 42:1–4).16 The Mosaic Covenant included rich 
intimations of all the great gifts involved in man living as God’s image-bearer. A rich 
vocation as God’s priest-nation to the world, the Sabbath rest which continued to bear 
witness to the telos of God’s creation, and finally the gift of marriage (‘the profound 
mystery’) as reflected in God’s covenant with Israel sealed with His solemn oath 
(Ezek. 16:8) —all these gifts are reaffirmed in line with God’s original intention.  

                                                 
16  Just as the covenant was a known reality before the formal announcement of such, so the law was clearly a 

known reality by Abraham prior to Sinai (Gen. 26:4–5). 
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Conditional or Unconditional? 

The Mosaic Covenant—‘the Book of the Covenant’—was to be obeyed (Exod. 24:7), 
but that obedience was never the condition upon which the covenant was established. 
Exodus 19:5 does not say, ‘If you will obey me faithfully, and accept the terms 
stipulated, then I will make my covenant with you’. What it says is, ‘If you [will] 
obey me [faith]fully, and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my 
treasured possession’. What is conditional upon their obedience is their enjoyment of 
the promised blessing of the covenant that God has already through grace unilaterally 
put in place, not the covenant itself. The Mosaic Covenant is not a contract! It too is 
an everlasting covenant of grace (Lev. 24:8; Num. 18:19) and, like the covenant with 
Abraham, must be kept for its benefits to be enjoyed.17 
What needs to be seen is that the Mosaic Covenant is actually within the promise of 
the covenant with Abraham and in that sense simply fills out what has already been 
promised (Exod. 6:4–8).18 All who inherit the promises to Abraham will become a 
priest nation among all the nations of the earth—‘for all the earth is mine, and you 
shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (Exod. 19:5–6; cf. 1 Peter 2:9–
10). God’s sights are still set on the entire earth and the nations because they are His. 
The Mosaic Covenant could never be adequate for the salvation of the nations but it 
was an essential expression of God’s universal, steadfast love. 

THE COVENANT WITH DAVID: ‘I WILL NOT TAKE MY LOVE FROM HIM’ —THE 
PROMISE OF AN EVERLASTING KINGDOM 

AND A MESSIANIC KING 

The ‘forever’ nature of God’s covenantal love reaches a new climax in the Davidic 
Covenant. In 2 Samuel 7:8–17 David is told through the prophet Nathan that God will 
establish the kingdom of his son forever: ‘He is the one who will build a house for my  

                                                 
17  Whilst God’s covenants were unconditional in the sense that they expressed God’s unilateral 

commitment of faithful love to Abraham and his descendants, benefits could be forfeited by disobedience. 
Persistent disobedience did not invalidate the covenant—this is a marriage between God and His people 
and it was unthinkable that God would divorce His covenant partner. But it is clear that Israel’s 
unfaithfulness marred the relationship and brought fearful judgments and a failure to realise the promised 
benefits of being in covenant relationship with God—i.e. a whole generation of Israelites missed out on the 
inheritance of the Promised Land because of their persistent unbelief and idolatry, yet even this 
generation is loved and cared for by God (Neh. 9:19–21), ‘Because of your great compassion you did not 
abandon them in the desert’; and yet compare Ps. 95:10–11. The witness to God’s longsuffering and 
unfailing love in spite of Israel’s constant failure at keeping the covenant is a constant testimony to the 
persistent faithfulness and goodness of God (Neh. 9:5–37; Ps. 106; 107). In spite of all these gifts and 
promises, Israel is hell-bent on chasing after other gods and breaking free of her marriage bond with 
God. Again and again the covenant appears to be in ruins and yet through the mercy of God there are 
times of renewal and repentance (Exod. 34; Josh. 23 – 24; 1 Sam. 12; 2 Chron. 29 – 31; 2 Kings 22 – 23; 
Neh. 9). God showered His great goodness on them again and again and yet they consistently rebelled 
(Neh. 9:25–32). God’s willingness to ‘remember’ His covenant and therefore His people in the midst of 
their judgments, and in spite of their incurable rebelliousness, is compelling evidence of the ‘tender mercy 
of our God’ (Luke 1:7–79). God has demonstrated that He keeps His covenant of love. 

18   Bingham, p. 78. 
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Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom for ever’ (7:13; cf. Jer. 33:17–
22). The security and certainty of this covenant arises from the promise and oath of 
God: ‘I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to David my 
servant’ (Ps. 89:3).19 The whole prophetic expansion of the Davidic promise during 
the crumbling of Israel’s kingdom brings the irrevocable grace of the covenants to a 
fullness of expectation that can only be satisfied with the coming of Christ, ‘great 
David’s greater Son’ and the universal Kingdom of God. Isaiah speaks of the coming 
servant: ‘my chosen one in whom I delight’ (42:1); ‘I, the LORD, have called you in 
righteousness; I will take hold of your hand. I will keep you and make you to be a 
covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles’ (42:6; cf. 49:8). Isaiah 55:3–5 
says, ‘I will make an everlasting covenant with you, my steadfast, sure love promised 
to David. See I have made him a witness to the peoples, a leader and a commander of 
the peoples. Surely you will summon nations you know not, and nations that do not 
know you, because the LORD your God, the holy One of Israel has endowed you with 
splendour.’ 
 John Murray points out that Christ ‘is Himself the covenant because the 
blessings and provisions of the covenant are to such an extent bound up with Him that 
He is Himself the embodiment of these blessings and of the presence of the Lord with 
His people which the covenant insures’.20 
 The promise to David of an everlasting kingdom is the fulfilment of the 
covenant to Abraham’s seed to be the Lord’s channel of blessing to all the nations of 
the earth. David declares in astonishment in 2 Samuel 7:19, ‘This is your “torah” for 
man, O Sovereign Lord!’ David lived in the flow and reality of the promised blessing 
to Abraham’s seed, and to suddenly see that God had chosen to fulfil the ancient 
promise of blessing to all the nations through him and his seed left him speechless: 
‘What more can David say to you?’ God had revealed to David the promise of the 
Kingdom that would be the ‘torah’ or charter for all humanity!21 No wonder David 
declares in a Psalm which celebrates the blessing of kingship that, ‘All nations will be 
blessed through him, and they will call him blessed . . . may the whole earth be filled 
with his glory’ (Ps. 72:17, 19). 
 Israel’s long history of failure to be faithful to the covenant is therefore not the 
final word and God’s gracious promise not forgotten. God gives Israel the promise of 
a ‘shoot’ from the ‘stump’ that had been disciplined and severely judged for its failure 
to keep His covenant—God will ‘raise up for David a righteous branch’ (Jer. 23:5;  
cf. 33:14–26).22 

THE NEW COVENANT FOR ALL THE NATIONS  

Each covenant serves to confirm and intensify the expression of God’s unchanging 
and everlasting determination to fulfil His promises and lift His image-bearer—a new 
humanity— 

                                                 
19  Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of His purpose very clear to the heirs of what was 

promised, he confirmed it with an oath . . . by two unchangeable things (cf. Heb. 6:13–20). 
20  Murray, The Covenant of Grace: A Biblical-Theological Study, Presbyterian & Reformed, Phillipsburg, 

1988, p. 24. 
21  For fuller discussion see Bingham, pp. 89f. 
22  See fuller treatment on the whole principle of the remnant in Bingham, pp. 96f. 



The Covenants and Grace 

 
Ministry School 2004 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

 
28 

to be covenant partners in a liberated and glorified renewed creation and to an eternal 
inheritance of the divine marriage, vocation, reign, and sabbath rest in Christ. With the 
unfolding of each covenant there is an ever-increasing disclosure of this unsearchable 
grace of God culminating in the surpassing glory of the New Covenant (2 Cor. 3:10–
11; Jer. 31:31–34; Ezek. 36:24–26; Isa. 54:9–10). The New Covenant is not something 
entirely new in the sense that it has no continuity with the other covenants that 
preceded it and prepared for it. Rather it is the complete realisation and embodiment 
of the sovereign action of God’s grace that was the driving force behind all the coven-
ants.23 The echoes of all the covenants are to be found fulfilled in the new covenant.24 
 The goal and crown of such covenant grace has always been the intimate union 
and communion of the image-bearers with their God, as expressed in Ezekiel 37:27, 
and Revelation 21:3: ‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and He will live with 
them. They will be His people, and God Himself will be with them and be their God; 
He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither 
shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have 
passed away.’ The New Covenant does not introduce something new in promising to 
restore humanity to the fullness of this intimate communion. Rather it simply brings 
this hope to its deepest fulfilment. The surpassing glory of the New Covenant over the 
Mosaic Covenant is that it supersedes what the old covenant could not do ‘. . . because 
it brings to the ripest and richest fruition the relationship epitomised in that 
promise’.25 
 Hermann Hoeksema powerfully expresses the depth and breadth of this relation-
ship when he concludes that: ‘The idea of the covenant is certainly not a pact or 
agreement, whether you conceive of such an agreement in the unilateral or bilateral 
sense. It is the relation of the most intimate communion of friendship in which God 
reflects His own covenant life in His relation to the creature, gives to that creature life, 
and causes him to taste and acknowledge the highest good and the overflowing 
fountain of all good.’26 
 Again Hoeksema gives us a breathtaking vision of that likeness when he 
describes the inner life of the Holy Trinity: ‘It is a life of the most perfect love, in 
which the Three Persons of the Holy Trinity eternally find one another and are 
eternally united in the most perfect divine harmony in the bond of perfect union. 
Nowhere is there separation, nowhere disharmony in the divine life of friendship. And 
therefore God is in Himself the most blessed.’27 
 It would seem that the more fully we grasp the glory of the intimate communion 
and bonding of God’s ‘eternal home life’ the more fully we grasp the height, breadth 
and depth of the covenantal love and grace that has pursued rebel humanity down 
through history and that lifts us to such glory. ‘I have loved you with an everlasting 
love. I have drawn you with loving-kindness.’ 

                                                 
23  Murray, p. 31. 
24  Christopher Wright, Knowing Jesus through the Old Testament, IVP, Downers Grove, 1992, pp. 96–110. 
25  Murray, p. 32. 
26  Hermann Hoeksema, Reformed Dogmatics, Reformed Free Pub. Assoc., Grand Rapids, 1976, pp. 321f. 
27  Hoeksema, p. 321. 
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STUDY 5  

Stating the State of Fallen Humanity 
and Creation 

Deane Meatheringham 

ROMANS 8:18–25 

INTRODUCTION 

Following two previous studies that confront us with the origin and universality of 
sin, its wickedness and culpability, this study will emphasise ‘The effect of sin on the 
creation’. 
 We take it that life is communication in communion. Humankind was created 
by the Triune God in his own image for a vocation to be fulfilled in communion with 
God in his plan for the world. Created from the dust, Man is integrally in union with 
the earth and has a responsibility for its wellbeing (Gen. 2:7; cf. 1:26–31; 2:8, 15; Ps. 
8:1ff.). 
 Genesis 1:31 says that the whole creation was in harmony, and purposive. Man 
was at home in the environment in which God had placed him and his wife (Prov. 
16:4; Eccl. 3:11). In a biblically determined theology it is not possible to see the 
present condition of the world as unchanged from its original harmony. More 
applicable to the present world is Paul’s recognition of the whole creation being 
‘subjected to futility’, in ‘bondage to decay’ and ‘groaning’ to be liberated from this 
slavery. As creation longs for the future so does humankind as part and parcel of 
creation. Life in creation, subjected to futility and suffering, is a huge contributor to 
the drama being played out at the present time. The creation can hardly wait for what 
is coming. What is it waiting for? Its eyes are directed and focused on the uncovering 
of the sons of God. Hidden and submerged in all created things is the witness to the 
truth that creation bears in its womb (Rom. 8:22; Jer. 4:32; John 16:21). 
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FUTILITY, CORRUPTION AND CURSE 

Futility and creation’s bondage to decay can be linked to the curse. The curse is the 
judgment imposed upon the whole creation by reason of the sin of humankind (Gen. 
3:14–19). The curse follows and works alongside of God’s original blessing of the 
creation and Man (Gen. 1:28; 2:1–3). Humankind’s calling and vocation is to be 
God’s covenant partner, serving at God’s command for the ultimate fulfilling of the 
Divine purpose of creation. Sin is primarily the rebellious choice of Man to create an 
alternative destiny of his own making. That is, to take creation in a different direction 
and to set up his own kind of utopia, without God. For this reason God’s curse 
prevents Man reaching his own independent plan. 
 However, the Divine curse is not on the same level as the Divine blessing. The 
curse is only possible because Man has rejected the blessing. God does not withdraw 
his blessing on creation, nor does the curse cancel the blessing. Neither is the creation, 
as such, cursed. But the blessed creation suffers the consequences of the curse. Paul’s 
use of the word ‘futility’, or vanity, or emptiness, means that the creation is unable to 
reach its ultimate purpose. Creation cannot be fulfilled as a consequence of Man’s sin 
that is not only against God, his wife, and his neighbour, but also against the creation 
itself. 
 The curse means that creation is held back and restrained from reaching the 
built-in completion and perfection it is structured for: 

 
We may think of the whole magnificent theatre of the universe together with all its splendid 
properties and the chorus of sub-human life, created to glorify God but unable to do so fully, so 
long as man the chief actor in the drama of God’s praise fails to contribute his rational part.1 

 
Each day we can be faced with an enigma. We receive the enrichment of a blessed 
creation. At the same time the creation works against us. Music often reflects this in 
that in the foreground we hear the sombre sounds of evil or suffering and in the 
background we hear music of joy and hope. Or the arrangement can be reversed. 
Contradiction, success and failure, setbacks and advances, disappointments and 
encouragement, misery and comfort surround us. But none of these are the ultimate. 

CREATION CAN BE OUR ANTAGONIST  

Unlike Hellenism the Bible does not attribute evil to the physical, material world. Evil 
derives from a power external to creation. Evil is transmitted from the devil through 
the agency of a created snake or serpent whose beauty and whose words become the 
power to seduce Eve. God’s judgment upon this act of deception is that he curses with 
a kind of bondage to the ground. The curse is a judgment of perpetual enmity between 
the woman and the serpent, and each of their descendants (Gen. 3:14). 

                                                 
1  C. E. B. Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans, vol. 1, International Critical Commentary Series, T & T 

Clark, Edinburgh, 1975, p. 414. 
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 Because Adam listened to the voice of Eve, in eating the forbidden produce of 
the ground, in defiance of God, God cursed the ground (Gen. 3:17). Man is punished 
for what he eats. ‘Land’ is a key word in the narrative (Gen. 2:5–7, 19), and because 
of Man’s close relationship with the ground it will be in pain that he eats. Man is cut 
off from the tree of life, and expelled from the garden (Gen. 3:22–25). The tree of life 
represents to us the offer of life. It describes God himself who is the source of life and 
who inhabits the garden with Man. The renewal and preservation of life can only take 
place where it is given, namely in God himself: 

 
It is only when the relationship between God and man is abnormal, and the witness and guarantee 
given and objectively present to man with the existence of this tree are no longer accepted by him, 
that there can arise any question of a desire for its fruit, of a grasping and enjoyment of it . . . The 
purpose in the act of his creation is to live in absolute certainty, and therefore without any fear 
whatever of the threat of death and therefore without any hunger for life. The fear of death and the 
hunger for life do not correspond to his destiny. His real destiny is given him as he is given rest in 
the place whose centre is constituted by the tree of life; in the place in which the fear of death and 
the hunger for life are mutually excluded because he knows that he is protected from death and 
assured of life.2 

 
In his abnormal situation, and feeling the curse of God upon the ground, Man could 
easily reach out his hand for the tree of life. But this is denied him. The punishment is 
death outside the garden. It would be ‘to mock God’ (Gal. 6:7), to ask for God’s gra-
cious help to meet the consequences of Man’s opposition, for such help would bring 
final destruction. God would not allow this destruction to touch Man. Man’s only way 
was to die and for God to redeem him. 
 Thorns and thistles illustrate the way creation fights against sinners (Gen. 3:18). 
The fact that the creation that has been pronounced very good, yet produces vegeta-
tion that works against humankind, is evidence that creation is under misuse and has 
been affected by sin. Thorns and thistles illustrate the way we are no longer in the 
Garden of Eden. Creation does not readily yield its bounty to Man and its productive 
powers work against us. Ground cursed by God is always in the process of becoming 
a wilderness.3  
 In a world where creation is our antagonist, women are doomed to suffer in 
childbirth. Work, which is not a punishment, will become a hardship, subject to 
frustration and pointlessness (Gen 2:15). We may well identify with the Preacher, 
‘Vanity of vanities! All is vanity. What do people gain from all their toil at which they 
toil under the sun?’ (Eccl. 1:1–2). 
 Summarising, we can say that creation is morally sensitive to Man’s defilement. 
It could only be God’s creation because it is filled with his glory and steadfast love. 
The Holy Spirit sustains the creation. Immediately after the fall of Man the Spirit is 
present in the garden (Gen. 1:2; 3:8; Ps. 19:1ff.; 33:4; 104:30; Job 26:12–14). The 
Triune God is not a God of the gaps, but is present to the inside of his creation and not 
only to its outside.  
 
Example: ‘The Day the Scrub Stood Still’. 

                                                 
2  K . Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 3, pt 1, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1991, p. 283. 
3  cf. Alec Motyer, The Prophesy of Isaiah, IVP, Leicester, 1993, p. 198. 
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ALIENATION IN CREATION 

Humankind refuses to accept its guilt before God. The lingering pressure to be as 
gods forges ahead with great plans to make names for ourselves. In this state, with 
creation seeming to work against our dreams, the curse becomes cause for accusing 
and cursing God. We accuse God of being an imperfect creator. ‘Who brings me all 
this vexation? Why do I have to endure all of these repeated setbacks? How come my 
life is restricted?’ We face ‘a theodicy of universal proportions’ (Hempel). 
 Cain became an alien in the creation. Unlike his brother Abel he attempted to 
buy off his guilt with his gifts. After having his worship rejected by God, Cain poured 
his brother’s blood on the ground in an act of homicide. From the ground Abel’s 
blood cried for his life and for judgment, and Cain is cursed from the ground (Gen. 
4:10–11). It seems that the original curse was intensified for Cain. In Genesis 3 it is 
only the serpent and the ground that are cursed, so the cursing of Cain from the 
ground is a serious development. He had tilled the ground and had offered the fruit of 
his agriculture to God. And he had given the ground his brother’s blood to drink. Cain 
is cursed from the ground and is banished from his home. This was for him an 
impossible judgment that he disputed with God.  
 Cain did two things to make his curse bearable. He sexually knew his wife, who 
bore him a son, and he built a city (Gen. 4:17). Cain used his means to find life again. 
He tried to satisfy his desire for security by building a place belonging to himself. For 
God’s Eden, Cain substituted his own. All of Cain’s unrepentant anger was put into 
his city. This collective was to become a power to be reckoned with. 
 It is our inescapable condition to be alienated from God, from each other, 
ourselves, and the creation. We have succumbed to an all-embracing dualism. Karl 
Marx hoped to resolve the conflict between Man and nature. He wanted a society that 
would vanquish alienation and bring nature into true being with a natural human 
being. Many modern ecological movements, spiritualities and technologies are about 
a similar yearning for harmony and security. 
 But the curse limits us. Our systems break down. Utopias collapse. Ideologies 
come to an end. The curse prevents humans from being forever hooked on the 
worship of the creation. The curse imposed by God prevents the world being run by 
eternal dictators (Gen. 11:1ff.). God has subjected all creation to futility in hope for 
his gracious future. 

GOD’S PEOPLE AND THE LAND 

Loss of land has always left people as refugees with a yearning for a land of their 
own. Our humanness is always about an historical placement in the earth. There are 
no meanings without roots. Land is a central theme in the Bible. In fulfilment of 
God’s covenant promise to Abraham God gave his homeless people a land and a 
home (Gen. 28:13–15). In this land Israel’s sojourning was brought to an end. The 
land was given to God’s people as a reaffirming of God’s covenant with the whole 
creation. Here they were to care for the land as an expression of their worship 
expressed in the Law of God.  
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God would dwell with his people in the land (Num. 14:14). The land was God’s gift 
to Israel (Deut. 6:10–11). The land was a gift that contrasted with every land of 
coercion (Deut. 11:10–12). Here God’s people would be secure and satisfied. It was 
not the final Eden but it was the new Eden consecrated to God. 
 When Israel went after other gods and forgot the Lord who gave it to them, the 
land was defiled under the burden of their faithlessness and misuse (Isa. 24:5). The 
God of covenant faithfulness imposes a curse on the ground which eats up the earth 
because of the guilt of the inhabitants (Isa. 24:6). The result of this curse is blight on 
the crops, and an ecological disaster. The city where people seek for a cohesive 
society becomes a chaos which is incompatible with creation. The stimulant used as a 
source of joy dries up. There is no escape. 
 When life’s expectations and affirmations go sour or cool off we turn to life’s 
negations and complain that the world and creation itself are evil, or playthings run by 
chance. Despair overtakes optimism. Utter bondage grasps humankind. 

GOD SUBJECTED CREATION TO FUTILITY IN HOPE 

‘The creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one 
who subjected it, in hope that creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay 
and will obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God’ (Rom. 8:20f.). Because 
God has reigned in creation through the curse, hope emerges. The vanity, decay and 
the sense that life is going nowhere is not the final constitution of the creation. It is in 
God’s control, it belongs to him and not to us, it is God’s action and his is the answer. 
What Paul is opening up to us here by the Spirit is way beyond human concepts of 
pessimism or optimism. 
 No human intelligence can perceive the glory that is to be ours (1 Cor. 2:9). 
Only eyes that are in Christ and have received his revelation in the suffering of his 
cross can receive this. Paul says: ‘We know that the whole creation has been 
groaning’. What further knowledge do we need? Everywhere there is hopeful distress. 
The God of all grace has brought the curse to protect the creation and to redeem his 
children from death and corruption. Living in hope in the suffering the curse brings, 
we have been given access to the ‘secret of secrets’ (K. Barth).  

 
For it were not worthy of God’s goodness that the things he had made should waste away, because 
of the deceit practiced on men by the devil. Especially it was unseemly to the last degree that 
God’s handicraft among men should be done away, either because of their own carelessness, or 
because of the deceitfulness of evil spirits . . . For better were they not made, than, once made, left 
to neglect and ruin.4 

 
Example: ‘The Oak of Thor’ 
 
 Sin affects the very fabric of creation including human nature and reason at its 
deepest level. In his personal intervention in the world through the incarnation of his 
Word and love in Jesus Christ, God was about the reordering of the cosmos. In his  

                                                 
4  St. Athanasius on The Incarnation, trans. Archibald Robertson, D. Nutt, London, 1891, p. 11. 
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passion, God in Christ has penetrated into the impenetrable core of the creation in 
order to deal with the twisted force of evil which affects creation. The redemption of 
Man from his corruption, alienation and death through Christ’s atonement in his cross 
reorders Man and ultimately glorifies him, bringing about a reordering of creation. In 
bearing the curse of our sin Christ endured the breadth and depth of the curse 
subjected on the creation by God. All of this is to the praise of God’s grace freely 
bestowed on us in the Beloved. 
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STUDY 6 

Man’s Existential State of Sinfulness 

Geoffrey Bingham 

INTRODUCTION: THE ORDER OF OUR ENQUIRY 

The use of the term ‘existential’ in our title here is probably not a good choice. It has 
nothing to do directly with the philosophy of existentialism1 and approximates to the 
first description of the term in the Encarta World English Dictionary2 where it is 
‘concerned with or relating to existence, especially human existence’. This fits our 
case perfectly. We are looking to see Man as a sinner and the way the Bible describes 
his various elements of existence as created by God, estranged from God, living in sin 
and under judgment—and so on. The Puritans used the term ‘experimental’ where it 
often meant ‘experiential’ which Encarta (p. 658) describes as ‘derived from or 
relating to experience as opposed to other methods of acquiring knowledge’. In 
essence we are seeking to see what Man is, does and anticipates in his personal state 
as it is set out in the Scriptures. In other words we want to see what Man was by 
creation in his state of innocence and what he has become by the fall into sinfulness 
and guilt. 

MAN IN HIS STATE OF INNOCENCE WITH THE FULLNESS OF BEING 

Man is in total union with God by creation (Gen. 1:26–30; Ps. 8:3–8), so much so that 
he is the very image (total reflection) of God. God delights to see Himself in Man as 
His hope for the future. For this reason, by creation Man has his correspondences with 
God as son to the Father (Luke 3:38), servant to the King (Gen. 1:28; 2:15), and 
creature to Creator (Jer. 10:23; cf. Prov. 20:24). Man was blessed with power and 
enablement for his vocation (Gen. 1:28), which was to be the very expression of  

                                                 
1  For a good coverage of existentialism as a philosophy see James Richardson’s article in A Dictionary of 

Christian Theology, ed. Alan Richardson (SCM Press, London, 1969), pp. 124–6, and other Biblical encyclopedias 
and dictionaries. 

2  Encarta World English Dictionary, Pan Macmillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 1999, p. 655. 
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himself as a community working with and for God. To be the image of God meant 
that he would reflect all the nature of God in being creative though not a creator; 
familial as the expression of God ‘from whom every family in heaven and earth is 
named’ (Eph. 3:14–15); and filled with the moral glory of the Sovereign God (cf. 
Exod. 19:5–6; Ps. 8:3–8). This moral glory of God was constituted by, and the actions 
of, His properties such as righteousness, holiness, goodness, truth and love.   
  Being created, Man was first in solitude as part of his training as he related as 
Man to the creation, naming the animals (Gen. 2:19–20) and then in union with his 
wife—‘bone of [his] bones and flesh of [his] flesh’—as Man ecclesial; the two as one 
(Gen. 2:18–25), structured for pure community and nothing other. Theirs was the bliss 
of being one flesh and being naked and unashamed. As we would say, in pure, 
pellucid relationship  
 Man as the worshipping creature serving God knew his destiny by the 
commission given to him (Gen. 1:26–30; 2:7). Worship as one in the environment of 
Eden and with his vocation set for him being a universal one—‘Edenising the 
earth’—Man (the ecclesial ‘one flesh’) was without the guilt of sin and fear and 
shame. Hence his (their) delight in the Garden and the Creator–Father–King, with 
living hope born of their high being and high calling before God, the creation and 
each other. Not from the first Man—perfect as he was by creation—but from the 
Second and Last Adam we learn the First Adam was meant to be prophet, priest, and 
king. Man was about to work proleptically in his prophetic, priestly and royal roles 
but he needed to be tested. It is only when we see how exalted was Man in his 
imaging of God that we can measure the extent of his fall when the test came.  

MAN AND THE FALL TO THE EMPTINESS OF SINFUL BEING 

The manner of the Fall was in this wise. Somehow the serpent was in the Garden and 
talked with the woman before, it would seem, the man had talked with him. That is all 
we know and we are not in a position to comment, only to speculate. The woman was 
beguiled by the serpent, so we are told (1 Tim. 2:14; cf. 2 Cor. 11:3), giving his word 
against God’s. The man was not beguiled: he knew what he was about. He, too, 
believed the serpent as against believing God and rejected his knowledge of God for a 
new and seemingly fascinating knowledge promised to him by the Devil that he 
would be as God (sicut deus) if he ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 
Already like God (Gen. 1:26), he would now be as God. The promise appeared to be 
one which would make him autonomous, that is, having his own law, making his own 
decisions, being as a god in himself. All of this spelt the end of sonship, servant 
being, and creatureliness. It seemed to spell the end to being simply human. Too good 
to be true! Even so, he would act upon the serpent wisdom. It seemed good to be free 
of God’s law which had suddenly become oppressive—we imagine. The law of God 
is always oppressive to self-seeking Man. 
 The text of Genesis chapter 3 seems not to say much about the nature and 
impact of the Fall. Only when we ponder it do we see how horrific were the effects. 
They had been warned that if ever a day came that they ate of the tree, then in that day  
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they would die. This day had come and it seemed that no death had taken place. In 
fact it had. The whole human race died. No matter how you write or say that, it does 
not seem to be true. They are very conscious of their situation. In fact their existential 
state of sinfulness commences here, ‘Then the eyes of both were opened, and they 
knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves 
aprons’ (v. 7). Their eyes were opened to a sinful, guilty world and at the same time 
they were blinded to the world of truth. Paul has much to say about this in Romans 
1:18–32. Dietrich Bonhoeffer has this to say: 
 

 This division in tob and ra must first of all express itself in Adam’s relation to Eve. Eve, the 
other person, had been to Adam the bodily form of the given limit whom he acknowledged in love, 
i.e. in the undivided unity of his devotion and whom he loved in her very nature as limit, i.e. 
because she was human and yet ‘another person’. Now that he has transgressed the limit, he knows 
for the first time that he was limited. At the same time he no longer accepts the limit as the grace 
of God the Creator but hates it, looking upon it as the envy of God the Creator. In the same act he 
has transgressed the limit that the other person had embodied for him. Now he no longer sees the 
limit of the other person as grace but as the wrath, the hatred, the envy of God. This means that he 
no longer sees the other person in love. He sees him over against himself, at variance with himself. 
Now the limit is no longer grace, holding man in the unity of his creaturely and free love; it is dis-
cord. Man and woman are divided. This means two things. First of all, man makes use of his share 
in the woman’s body; more generally, one man makes use of his right to the other and puts 
forward his claim to the possession of the other, thereby denying and destroying the other person’s 
creatureliness.3  
 

  Man’s cleavage as a created ecclesial entity took place with the eating of the 
forbidden fruit. The being ‘one flesh’ dissolved, and the human race was to be at odds 
following this sin. The break out of union with God is essentially a break out of the 
unity of Man. The effects of original sin are that human beings can never experience 
the unity of love. The shock or scandal of nakedness is with the human race and needs 
to be discussed under the statement of Titus 1:15 and similar teaching, ‘To the pure all 
things are pure, but to the corrupt and unbelieving nothing is pure; their very minds 
and consciences are corrupted’. Human genitalia are distressing to humans. Society 
does not accept nudity as a norm. Only in God can humans be helped by pulchritude. 
Man will always have to fight prurience, seeing he gave himself over to the loss of the 
knowledge of God and His holiness. Shame, as Daniel 12:2 shows us, is ever a pain to 
Man who died on the day of the Fall: ‘And many of those who sleep in the dust of the 
earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting con-
tempt’.  

MAN’S LIVING IN THE EXISTENTIAL STATE OF SINFULNESS 

We have to keep in mind that nothing of evil is foundational to life. This state is  
not what Man really is. Man can never fill out anything creational, nor expect new  

                                                 
3  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall: A Theological Interpretation of Genesis 1 – 3, SCM Press, London, 

1959, p. 79. For this and further quotes see NCTM Monthly Ministry Study for July 2004, pp. 1–4. 
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creational things. All evil is a hoax. These are the things (below) which we seem to 
think are Man as he is essentially, but this is not the case. Nothing that is evil is foun-
dational to Man. Only what is ‘good’ is foundational to Man. Man faces the law 
always in which lies sin’s power, so that he increases in sin. Law is foundational but 
sin is not. Judgment because of original sin is a matter facing him, so that the joy of 
creation is not felt in all its (ontic) beauty and freedom. Creation is foundational to all 
that is true, all that is ontic, that is, all that relates to true existence.  
 Romans 1:19–32 shows us first the steps where Man withdrew from all that is 
ontic. Those steps were: (i) The rejection of God, although the creation clearly shows 
the invisible nature and power of God by what has been created; (ii) the refusal to 
honour God; and (iii) the refusal to be grateful for who He is and what He has done, 
especially in creating Man. With the rejection of the ontic comes Man’s devising of 
another system in which: (i) Man suppresses the truth—which he hates—in actions of 
unrighteousness; and (ii) he replaces God with images other than God, giving them 
prime authority in his life and expecting the idols to fill up his needs—and so on. In 
this state Man rejects any talk of salvation or his need of it. Noting all this we can 
now discuss Man as the perverted or reversed image of God as he lives in this world. 
Reversed image means Man attributes to himself the qualities or properties of God. 
So, fallen, he will have self-holiness, self-righteousness, self-goodness, self-truth, and 
self-love. It cannot be otherwise. The following will therefore obtain: 
 
(1) Man will be at enmity with God, with Man and with all things. Enmity is 

foundational to his un-ontic, devised system. He will always feel the enmity with 
everyone and everything because he hates. He will think there is nothing but 
enmity. This makes his life a painful one, apt to become cynical and sceptical. 
He is God’s enemy and assumes that God is his enemy. The scandal of the 
differences between man and woman will confirm the non-ecclesial nature of 
humanity. The explanation of this is that innocent man (Adam) was in the circuit 
of a loving relationship with God, and likewise so was the woman (Eve). This 
brought about a duality with man and woman, denying the creational unity of 
love. When they broke their relationships with God, they shattered their own 
relationships and, as we have noticed, destroyed their creatureliness. Beginning 
with the break between man and woman came the problem of having true (ontic) 
relationships within the family. Here we should note carefully and thoughtfully 
the lists of man’s sins as shown Romans 1:19–32; 3:10–18; Mark 7:20–23;  
1 Timothy 1:8–11; Ephesians 4:17–19. Note that just about all sins are relational 
or linked with the relational in an evil manner. Note the Cain and Abel conflict. 
Note sibling rivalry which can last the whole lifetime. It would seem that this 
would spring from parental enmity and rivalry in the duality of relationships, in 
the loss of essential unity. Note the forms of racialism, religious fanaticism and 
the many other permutations of enmity, bitterness and conflict within varying 
cultures. Hence the terrible pain throughout the world and the dreadful forms of 
relationships which are substitutes for ontic sexual activity, so often culminating 
in forms of homicide, such as regicide, patricide, matricide, genocide—and so 
on. Fallen Man faces all this terror and his own hatred which compounds it. 
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(2) Man lives in the guilt of perpetrating sin and of not living as a created 
innocent. The oppression of the law which to him will generally appear as 
‘natural law’ will always be present. Even the idols cannot keep away from 
some form of law and ethics. Hence with him are the dynamics of the 
conscience, for a conscience can be sinful, unclean, seared, but all the time it is 
most powerful in keeping Man in fear and wretchedness. We have seen the 
power of shame and contempt. There is also the link of it with continuing guilt 
(Rom. 1:24f.; 26f.; 28f.). An unclean conscience keeps us in the sense of 
impurity and unholiness. A sinful conscience can keep us perpetually linked 
with the matter of sin, and this to the point of morbidity. Liberation cannot be 
achieved apart from the Holy Spirit bringing the gospel to Man. Conscience 
links Man with judgment and death, hence the fear of death (Heb. 2:14–15; 
Rom. 5:12ff.; 1 Cor. 15:54–56). In Romans 1:18–32 guilt is linked with sin and 
sin with death. This explains much of the existential pain Man experiences.  

 
(3) Man caught in Satanic evil and community. This blinds him to the real, cre-

ative and redeeming nature of God (John 8:44ff.; 2 Cor. 4:4; cf. John 10:10a). 
Satan acts as father to Man’s sonship, as the king (of darkness) to the children—
servants—of disobedience (Eph. 2:2: John 8:44) and sets himself forth as a cre-
ator to his captive creatures (Rev. 13). The hideous elements of his world-system 
are summed up in the three lusts—of the eyes, of the flesh, and of the pride of 
life. This is the matter of desire. He is part of the army of evil. He also has his 
ecclesia known as ‘the world’. As we saw above, this system of community 
(counterfeit ecclesia, ‘the world loves its own’) is of universal enmity, hatred, 
and mayhem. Wars are always part of the expression of humanity as duality and 
not as unicity. ‘Good news’ is bad news, and vice versa.  

 
(4) The ‘empty’ and the ‘full’. When Man has rejected the knowledge of God 

(Rom 1:19–25, 28; cf. Hosea 4:6; Jer. 9:23–24) he has discharged himself of all 
life. Yet he has a raging thirst which he cannot quench. He makes reservoirs of 
his own, but they will not hold water (Jer. 2:13). If he drinks of their water he 
will thirst again (John 4:13–14). Nature abhors a vacuum and so does humanity. 
Romans 1:28–32 shows Man emptied of God is now ‘filled with all manner of 
wickedness, evil, covetousness, malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, 
malignity, they are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boast-
ful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruth-
less.’ 

CONCLUSION TO MAN’S EXISTENTIAL STATE OF SINFULNESS 

Man’s state since the Fall is one of much oppression as a perpetrator of sin. So painful 
is this false life that he makes anodynes of many kinds linked with satisfying the 
senses and being a barrier against the pain of deceitful sin-experience. Man uses 
antidotes to heavy guilt in all forms that ought to bring joy, delight and substantial  
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satisfaction and compensation for an unsatisfying world-system. As we have seen, 
these things do not satisfy since they are self-used and only lead to deepening cyni-
cism and scepticism. Truly ‘the way of the transgressor is hard’. Sin brings Man to a 
sorry pass.  
 In the midst of all this we should remember that ‘God gives to all men life and 
breath and everything’ because He loves what He has created. ‘In Him we live and 
move and have our being.’ He has planned to crush the serpent who would have Man 
to be as arrogant as himself. In His love He would not have us perish but come out of 
our sin and its misery into life and light and love as the people of His unity—his true 
ecclesia! He would have us come into the liberty of righteousness and with a cleansed 
conscience to worship the living God.  
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STUDY 7 

Israel and the Kingdom of God 

Siew Kiong Tham 

ISRAEL IS THE COVENANT PEOPLE OF GOD1 

When the priest takes the basket from your hand and sets it down before the altar of the Lord your 
God, you shall make this response before the Lord your God: ‘A wandering Aramean was my 
ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in number, and there he became 
a great nation, mighty and populous. When the Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us, by 
imposing hard labor on us, we cried to the Lord, the God of our ancestors; the Lord heard our voice 
and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression. The Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty 
hand and an outstretched arm, with a terrifying display of power, and with signs and wonders; and 
he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey’ (Deut. 
26:4–9, NRSV). 

 
This is the prescribed response from Israel when they come before the altar of God 
with their offering. This response acknowledged that what they were offering to God 
had first come from God. They were to acknowledge their deliverance from Egypt by 
God ‘with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm’. Why is this prescribed formality 
and acknowledgment necessary for Israel? It is an acknowledgement of their total 
dependence on God for their life and sustenance. What is the reason for this special 
relationship? ‘It was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath that he swore to 
your ancestors’ (Deut. 7:8). It is ‘the faithful God who maintains covenant loyalty’ 
(Deut. 7:9): 
 

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

 

                                                 
1  The sections in this paper follow the section in G. Bingham, Comprehending the Kingdom of God, (NCPI, 

Blackwood, 1999), p. 7, which contains a short section subtitled ‘Israel was God’s Kingdom’. 
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Israel is the covenant people of God. They are to acknowledge God as their Creator 
and Deliverer, and to live in total dependence on Him. However, this was not to be. 
The stories of the murmurings and the golden calf in the desert (Exod. 32), their 
cowardice at Kadesh (Num. 13 – 14) and the stories of the Judges show the 
waywardness of the Israelites as a nation. They did what they thought was ‘right in 
their own eyes’ (Judg. 17:6). Despite all the failures of Israel, God remained faithful 
to His covenant. 

THE PARADIGM FOR GOD’S TRUE KINGDOM 

Having settled into the land promised for Israel, there was a move to set up a kingdom 
like the other nations around them. It used to be popularly thought that the kingdom of 
Israel was set up contrary to the plan of God. The argument is taken mainly from the 
Samuel narratives where Samuel objected to the setting up of the kingdom (1 Sam. 
8:1–9). However, the kingdom is not outside of God’s plan for His chosen people. 
The understanding of God as the King ruling was expressed by Moses in his song 
after crossing the Red Sea: 
 

You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of your own possession, 
   the place, O Lord, that you made your abode, 
   the sanctuary, O Lord, that your hands have established. 
The Lord will reign forever and ever (Exod. 15:17–18, NRSV). 
 

The kingdom was also mentioned in Deuteronomy. The throne would be occupied by 
a king that God will choose: 
 

When you have come into the land that the LORD your God is giving you, and have taken 
possession of it and settled in it, and you say, ‘I will set a king over me, like all the nations that are 
around me, you may indeed set over you a king whom the LORD your God will choose. One of your 
own community you may set as king over you; you are not permitted to put a foreigner over you, 
who is not of your own community (Deut. 17:14–15, NRSV). 

 
The Samuel narratives must be interpreted in the light of this passage in 
Deuteronomy. It appeared that Samuel was against the setting up of the monarchy. It 
was not so. He was against the motive of the people in the establishment of the 
monarchy. It was also an objection against the decision which was made solely on the 
basis of forms.2 They wanted to be ‘like other nations’ (1 Sam. 8:5), but more so, they 
wanted the king to govern them and to go out before them and fight their battles  
(1 Sam. 8:20). The former was probably a token gesture as nobody wants to be 
governed. So it is more likely they wanted someone of their kind to fight their battles. 

                                                 
2  W. C. Kaiser, Jr., Toward an Old Testament Theology (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1978), p. 145. 
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They wanted a secure institution where their success and future can be guaranteed, 
very much like our churches today. What they desired in earthly terms, unknowingly 
and in reality, has always been so with the God who brought them out of Egypt. The 
King3 will fight their battles: 
 

‘With him [king of Assyria] is an arm of flesh; but with us is the LORD our God, to help us and to 
fight our battles.’ The people were encouraged by the words of King Hezekiah of Judah (2 Chron. 
32:8, NRSV). 

 
The decision of the people, though in accordance with the will of God, was, however, 
based on the wrong premise. The choice of Saul was not wrong. Samuel referred to 
him as God’s ‘anointed’ (1 Sam. 10:1), and God’s ‘chosen’ (1 Sam. 10:24): 
 

Samuel said to all the people, ‘Do you see the one whom the LORD has chosen? There is no one like 
him among all the people.’ And all the people shouted, ‘Long live the king!’ (1 Sam. 10:24, NRSV). 

 
Furthermore, the establishment of the throne of Saul was a possibility: 
 

Samuel said to Saul, ‘You have done foolishly; you have not kept the commandment of the LORD 
your God, which he commanded you. The LORD would have established your kingdom over Israel 
forever, but now your kingdom will not continue; the LORD has sought out a man after his own 
heart; and the LORD has appointed him to be ruler over his people, because you have not kept what 
the LORD commanded you’ (1 Sam. 13:13–14, NRSV). 

 
What is needed to note here is that the kingdom of Israel is not an establishment by 
human agency, but the establishment by the Divine King. Its establishment and 
maintenance is the result of divine agency. Human agency can only establish the form 
of the kingdom but the reality of the kingdom can only be established or created by 
God. When the latter happens then the earthly kingdom becomes one created to reflect 
the workings of the Kingdom of God. If we do not see the Kingdom of Israel in this 
light then it would be an enigma and irrelevant to theological thought. 

THE KINGDOM—THE EXPRESSION OF THE COVENANTAL RELATIONSHIP 

God made a covenant with David establishing his dynastic rule over Israel. The 
promises of the Davidic covenant are in essence that of the Abrahamic covenant. This 
has to be so, as both covenants are not separate covenants but subsets of the one 
eternal covenant of creation. Thus the similarities and the continuation of the Davidic 
with the Abrahamic covenant are set out in the table below: 

                                                 
3  Used in reference to the Kingship of God. 
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Abrahamic covenant  Davidic covenant 

   
I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless 
you, and make your name great, so that you will 
be a blessing (Gen. 12:2) 

A great 
name 

I will make for you a great name, like the 
name of the great ones of the earth (2 
Sam. 7:9) 

To your descendants I give this land, from the 
river of Egypt to the great river, the river 
Euphrates (Gen. 15:18) 

A place for 
Israel 

And I will appoint a place for my people 
Israel and will plant them, so that they 
may live in their own place, and be 
disturbed no more (2 Sam. 7:10) 

I will establish my covenant between me and you, 
and your offspring after you throughout their 
generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be 
God to you and to your offspring after you. And I 
will give to you, and to your offspring after you, 
the land where you are now . . . As for you, you 
shall keep my covenant, you and your offspring 
after you throughout their generations. This is my 
covenant, which you shall keep, between me and 
you and your offspring after you (Gen. 17:7–10) 

From 
generations 

to 
generations 

When your days are fulfilled and you lie 
down with your ancestors, I will raise up 
your offspring after you, who shall come 
forth from your body, and I will establish 
his kingdom (2 Sam. 7:12) 

Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the 
LORD: Israel is my firstborn son’ (Exod. 4:22) 

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

. . . for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you 
and to your offspring after you . . . and I will be 
their God (Gen. 17:7–8) 

I will be 
your God 

and you shall 
be my people 

Who is like your people, like Israel? Is 
there another nation on earth whose God 
went to redeem it as a people . . . And 
you established your people Israel for 
yourself to be your people forever; and 
you, O LORD, became their God 
(2 Sam. 7:23–24) 

Table 1. The Abrahamic and Davidic covenants compared. 

David Wanted to Build a House for God 

 With the conquest of the land and the prosperity that followed, David had built 
himself a palace where the inside was lined with cedar wood (2 Sam. 7:1–3). Settling 
into the comfort of his palace, David felt it inappropriate that the ark of God was still 
in a tent. The ark of God symbolises the presence of God. Now, Nathan concurred 
with David, telling him to do what was in his mind. This is not a bad advice except 
when the mind is not in sync with the Creator–God. 
 Here we see one instance where the prophet was wrong. Here, Nathan was 
speaking as a friend of David and not as the mouthpiece of God. However, God had a 
different plan for David. Since Nathan concurred with David, God appeared to Nathan 
to tell him to advise David differently (2 Sam. 7:4–7). Whether the ark, representing  



Israel and the Kingdom of God 

 
Ministry School 2004 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

 
45 

the presence of God, stayed in a tent or a glorious temple was not the thing that 
mattered most to God. The ark is the representation of God’s presence and God is 
beyond that. God posed the rhetorical question through Nathan, ‘did I ever speak a 
word with any of the tribal leaders of Israel, whom I commanded to shepherd my 
people Israel, saying, “Why have you not built me a house of cedar?” ’ (2 Sam. 7:7). It 
was just not the purpose of God at that stage. So just because David settled into his 
palace, he felt that God should also have something better than the tent. This may 
sound right on the level of fallen humanity but it is not the way God wants to proceed. 
 David was obviously putting his priorities in the wrong place. The reason is 
this: David had used earthly categories to respond to God. He responded on the 
material plane. While there is nothing wrong with the intention, what is so wrong with 
David’s proposal is that it started with the self and the desire of the self. The self was 
not moving in the same direction as the Creator, in fact it sought to precede the 
Creator. Though David’s intention may be ethically desirable it was against the thrust 
of the movement of God. He failed to appreciate the priority of grace in this instance. 
 Solomon reflected on that later in his reign: 
 

My father David had it in mind to build a house for the name of the LORD, the God of Israel. But 
the LORD said to my father David, ‘You did well to consider building a house for my name; 
nevertheless you shall not build the house, but your son who shall be born to you shall build the 
house for my name’ (1 Kings 8:17–19, NRSV). 

 
We may have good intentions and honourable ones too, but the important issue is the 
priority of grace. There is nothing wrong in desiring to build a temple for God. David 
was commended for having considered that and indeed it eventually happened. It is 
grace before response, not response before grace. David’s response was the latter.  

God Was to Build a House for David First 

 There was a more important consideration as we see in 2 Samuel 7:8–11. God 
needs to build a house for David first, that is, to establish his dynasty. The Davidic 
dynasty having been established, Solomon’s response to build the temple symbolised 
the priority of grace. 
 God wanted to remind David of what He had done for him in the past. He took 
David from the pasture as a shepherd boy and set him as king over Israel. All this time 
God had been with David, guiding him and assisting him in the fulfilment of His plan 
and purpose. God’s purpose was to establish the kingdom of David as He had 
promised to Abraham—‘I will make of you a great nation’. 

Response to an Established Covenant—the Response of Rest 

 In the closing years of his life, David had not forgotten his desire to build a 
house for the Lord. He was then well aware of the priority of grace. His kingdom had 
needed to be established first and the task of building the temple would be left to his 
son, Solomon: 
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Then he called for his son Solomon and charged him to build a house for the LORD, the God of 
Israel. David said to Solomon, ‘My son, I had planned to build a house to the name of the LORD my 
God. But the word of the LORD came to me, saying, “You have shed much blood and have waged 
great wars; you shall not build a house to my name, because you have shed so much blood in my 
sight on the earth. See, a son shall be born to you; he shall be a man of peace. I will give him peace 
from all his enemies on every side; for his name shall be Solomon, and I will give peace and quiet 
to Israel in his days. He shall build a house for my name. He shall be a son to me, and I will be a 
father to him, and I will establish his royal throne in Israel forever.” Now, my son, the LORD be 
with you, so that you may succeed in building the house of the LORD your God, as he has spoken 
concerning you. Only, may the LORD grant you discretion and understanding, so that when he gives 
you charge over Israel you may keep the law of the LORD your God. Then you will prosper if you 
are careful to observe the statutes and the ordinances that the LORD commanded Moses for Israel. 
Be strong and of good courage. Do not be afraid or dismayed’ (1 Chron. 22:6–13, NRSV). 
 

The man to build the temple of God was a man of rest. The principle of rest is given 
in 1 Chronicles 22:9, ‘See, a son shall be born to you; he shall be a man of peace 
[menuchah, rest]. I will give him peace [nuwach, rest] from all his enemies on every 
side; for his name shall be Solomon, and I will give peace [shalom] and quiet to Israel 
in his days’. 
 It is only after God has established us that we can respond to Him. This is the 
principle of ‘the rest’. It is not the idea of inactivity. The ‘man of rest’ will build the 
house of God. This is the principle of the Christian response. It is a response to the 
completed work of God. It is not a response to any unfinished business of God as if 
we are needed to complete it. This is the underlying principle of the grace of the 
covenant. This is often misunderstood as the non-necessity of our response. In fact the 
more fervent response from the people of God comes from those who understand this. 
This is because the response is generated by the Spirit within. Those who do not will 
drop by the wayside because they seek something for themselves in their response or 
their response is made with sheer human effort. This disqualifies them straightaway. 
Therefore the first response of the Christian is to seek God in His Word. Unless we do 
that then all other responses will only be tentative because they come from the self. 
Our responses, to be meaningful, need to be generated by the Word of God. It cannot 
be otherwise. That is why Jesus said, ‘Come to me, all you that are weary and are 
carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest’ (Matt. 11:28, NRSV). 
 One of the reasons for the retardation in Christian growth is the 
misunderstanding of the covenant of God. This is a completed and established 
covenant. The Abrahamic covenant was established by God. The Davidic covenant 
was established by God. Today, the covenant has already been fulfilled in Jesus 
Christ. It is so pitiful to see Christians running here, there and everywhere, doing 
things in the hope of establishing the covenant of God or even sadder, thinking that 
they are establishing the Kingdom of God. What they are really doing is establishing 
their own little kingdoms. 
 We need to recognise the absolute priority of the grace of God. God must 
establish the house or dynasty of David just as God must establish the restoration of 
our lives to Him in the first instance before we are capable of a response to Him. He is 
the Creator and after we have fallen from Him, He needs to re-create us. Just as in the  
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first creation, we did not have a part in it, so in the re-creation, we do not have a part 
in it. God completed the work of creation and re-creation in us. And just as we live 
and rejoice and have our activities because we have been given life in creation, in the 
same way, we live and rejoice and have our activities because we have been given a 
new life in the re-creation. In both creation and re-creation, we need to acknowledge 
the absolute priority of God.  
 David wanted to build a house of God, but God said He must first build the 
house of David. That is the proper order for life in the Kingdom. This is the charter 
for humanity. This is the instruction for the people: 
 

And yet this was a small thing in your eyes, O Lord GOD; you have spoken also of your servant’s 
house for a great while to come. May this be instruction for the people, O Lord GOD! (2 Sam. 7:19, 
NRSV). 

 
This is the principle of the working of the Kingdom of God. The Davidic Kingdom 
pre-empts the coming of the Messiah and the establishment of the eschatological 
Kingdom of God. Psalms 2 and 110 take on this theme and the rebellion that exists 
within the Kingdom. 

THE PROPHETIC MESSAGE OF GRACE 

Apostasy became the recurring theme in the history of the kingdom of Israel. 
Repeatedly they gathered around the image of Asherah (2 Kings 21:7). As a result, 
judgment and desolation came to the people and the land. Their deeds were 
denounced by prophet after prophet. The prophetic hope was not in the reformation of 
the people of Israel by their own effort but in the hand of their God in bringing from 
the desolation what would be like the garden of Eden: 
 

And they will say, ‘This land that was desolate has become like the garden of Eden; and the waste 
and desolate and ruined towns are now inhabited and fortified’ (Ezek. 36:35, NRSV). 

 
The imagery of the return is always in terms of what God will do rather than in some 
idyllic notion of the human mind. The garden of Eden mentioned above is one of 
those imageries (see also Isa. 51:3). ‘Then the nations that are left all around you shall 
know that I, the LORD, have rebuilt the ruined places, and replanted that which was 
desolate; I, the LORD, have spoken, and I will do it’ (Ezek. 36:36, NRSV). The 
restoration is always spoken of by the prophets in terms of what God would do. This 
is the priority of grace. 
 Another imagery used is the river of God:4  
 

                                                 
4  A more comprehensive treatment of the theme of the ‘River of God’ is given in G. Bingham, The River of 

God, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001. 
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You visit the earth and water it, 
   you greatly enrich it; 
the river of God is full of water; 
   you provide the people with grain, 
   for so you have prepared it. 
You water its furrows abundantly, 
   settling its ridges, 
softening it with showers, 
   and blessing its growth (Ps. 65:9–10, NRSV). 

 
Again the abundance and blessing is expressed in terms of what God will do for His 
people. A similar imagery is used in the first Psalm with ‘trees planted by streams of 
water’ (Ps. 1:3).  

THE ESCHATOLOGICAL KINGDOM 

The imagery of the river is used again in Revelation with reference to the eschaton. It 
brings into focus the Kingdom and the restoration of the nations through the imagery 
of the river and trees: 
 

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of 
God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city. On either side of the river is the 
tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree 
are for the healing of the nations (Rev. 22:1–2, NRSV). 

 
Ultimately the whole creation will be brought under the rule of the ‘Son of Man’—a 
vision given in Daniel 7: 
 

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

 
 So the one eternal covenant of God in creation has been expressed through 
various stages in time. We saw the expressions in the Abrahamic and Davidic 
covenants. The establishment of the kingdom of Israel was to be a prototype of the 
divine kingdom. Despite the failures of the people of Israel yet, by the grace of God, it 
is through this nation that the ultimate fulfilment of the purpose of God is to be 
effected in Jesus Christ. The workings of the kingdom of Israel are to be the 
instructions to the people as the kingdom of Israel is a kingdom established by God. 



49 

STUDY 8 

‘The Grace of God Has Appeared’ 

Andrew Klynsmith 

NOTHING LIKE THIS EVER SEEN BEFORE 

The subject of this study is the appearing of God’s grace in the person and ministry of 
the Lord Jesus Christ. We will focus on discerning the meaning of his incarnation and 
public ministry as the appearing of grace in the world.  
 Jesus’ birth was preceded and attended by prophecies and utterances which 
indicate that this event was unparalleled in the history of Israel and the nations. Those 
close to the event recognised it as the great day of God’s grace: 

 
 Mary was greeted by the angel as one who was highly favoured (Gk: 
kecaritwmenh) and told that she had found favour with God (Gk: carin 
para tw qew) and that she was to bear a son who would be conceived by the 
power of the Holy Spirit and who would take up the Davidic throne to rule for 
ever (Luke 1:26–37). Later, when she visited Elizabeth, Mary would exclaim 
in worship that all that had happened to her was part of the Lord’s extending 
his mercy (Gk: eleoj) from generation to generation, his remembering to be 
merciful to Israel, that is, his fulfilling of covenant faithfulness to Abraham 
and his descendants (Luke 1:46–55). 

 
 Joseph was told by the angel of the Lord that the child to be born to Mary was 

from the Holy Spirit and was coming for this purpose, that he would save his 
people from their sins (Matt. 1:20–21). 

 
 Elizabeth, Mary’s kinswoman, filled by the Spirit, recognised the child to be 

born by Mary as her Lord, and John the Baptist, still in her own womb, could 
no longer be still and leapt (for joy?) at his presence (Luke 1:39–45). 
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 Zechariah, Elizabeth’s husband and John the Baptist’s father, also saw by the 
Spirit that in these events God was acting—he had come and redeemed his 
people, he had raised up a horn of salvation, he had shown mercy in line with 
his covenant faithfulness. This was all with a view to rescuing his people from 
their enemies so that they could serve him in holiness and righteousness. His 
son John would have the responsibility of preparing people to know the 
salvation coming from the Lord through the forgiveness of sins, salvation 
which came from God’s tender mercy [Gk: splagcna] and which would be 
strong enough to aid those who lived under the shadow of death (Luke 1:68–
79). 

 
 At his birth, the angel of the Lord had announced to the shepherds that a 

Saviour was born, and the angelic host could not be restrained as they 
celebrated—‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom 
his favour [Gk: eudokiaj] rests’ (Luke 2:14). 

 
 After Jesus’ birth, when he was presented in the Temple, he was greeted there 

by Simeon and then Anna. Simeon had been looking for the consolation of 
Israel and, moved by the Spirit, he recognised in this infant that his old and 
tired eyes could now close in peace for he had seen God’s salvation, prepared 
for a universal audience (Luke 2:25–32). Anna, also seeing the child, could 
not but speak of him to all who were looking forward to the redemption of 
Jerusalem (Luke 2:36–38). 

 
 His birth was of such significance that pagan magicians travelled from afar to 

worship him as the king of the Jews and present precious and prophetic gifts 
(Matt. 2:1–2, 11). 

 
The grace of God was known in Israel before ‘the Word became flesh and dwelt 
among us’. From the Fall and on to God’s dealing with Cain, through the days of 
Noah and the Flood, and to the calling of Abraham, God’s grace was known on the 
earth. God had called the nation Israel and had revealed himself to her as ‘the LORD, 
the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love 
and faithfulness’ (Exod. 34:6). God’s covenant with Israel was a covenant of grace. 
This was focused in the sacrificial cultus given with the covenant at Sinai, which was 
the gracious gift of God to Israel by which they were preserved in communion with 
him despite their sinning. The sacrifices were the fruit, not the root, of grace 
(Forsyth). The parade of ‘witnesses’ in Hebrews 11 are commended for their faith in 
God’s continuing grace despite the apostasy of Israel. Throughout Israel’s history 
there had been the prophetic preparation for the coming of the fullness of grace (1 Pet. 
1:10–13). 
 The appearing of the grace of God in Jesus Christ was, then, not the appearing 
of another God than Israel had known. But in the appearing of the grace of God in 
Christ, grace appeared in a way and with a power that Israel had never known, and 
could only scarcely guess at through the prophetic promises. In Christ, at a definite  
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point in history, the grace of God became operative in the world in full saving power, 
in dimensions so vast that the human spirit cannot encompass it all, but only stand in 
worship and adoration. 

FORSYTH ON THE APPEARING OF GRACE 

The grace that appeared in Christ could not be simply a life exemplifying ‘grace’, for 
a paradigm of grace portrayed for our imitation would change nothing for a lost, 
enslaved and condemned race. Forsyth shows us why we needed much more than a 
paradigm: 
 

Two mistakes are made about Revelation. It is treated either as mere display of God or as mere 
statement of Him. We think of God either as allowing Himself to be seen or as allowing Himself to 
be explained. We think of Revelation either as a picture of God or as truth about Him. He is 
regarded either as an object of contemplation or as an object of discussion . . . Some say Christ 
came to show us the Father, to show us His portrait, or sketch His character; others that He came 
to tell us of the Father, to give us His truth, His theology. In either case we have but portrayal . . . 
What God gave us was neither His portrait nor His principle; He gave us Himself—His presence, 
His life, His action. He did more than show us Himself, more than teach us about Himself—He 
gave us Himself, He sacrificed Himself—He [the Father] does not make His love and goodness 
just to pass before us in a panorama; nor does He lay it out parcelled so that we may readily just 
take it or leave it. Where would then be the urgency of Christ—His final and awful dilemma put to 
us? God carries His love home to us. He will not let us alone with it. He invades us with it.1 

 
The difficulty we have to face, if Christ was mainly a teacher, or even but a personal influence, is 
this—that, like prophetism altogether, He was a failure with those who came under Him at first 
hand. His personal influence through His doctrine averted neither His unpopularity, His desertion, 
nor His Cross. It did not prevent the people it was turned on from disowning Him, nor the disciples 
from leaving Him, nor the authorities from killing Him. Indeed it provoked all three. How then are 
we to expect another effect from it, taken alone, upon the world of posterity?2 

 
The appearance or manifestation of God’s grace, then, needed to be much more than a 
preaching or a paradigm. It needed to be a sovereign work of redemption—and that is 
what it was. Forsyth again: 

 
In a word Revelation is Redemption. The new light is new life. God reveals His own self to us 
sinners in that Christ dies for us. We are not sages, we are sinners. Already by its intelligence the 
world knew not God. And there is no other way of revealing God to sinners but by redeeming 
them. We must be redeemed into the power of understanding a holy revelation. Does it not come 
to that? The Revelation is not a glorification of love as a poet might do it. It is not an illustration of 
it like a parable. The Son of God was not a mere symbol of God, an illustration. God’s revelation 
of love is the bestowal of love as a lover does. It is not a show but a sacrament . . . And we answer 
it not by being impressed, and not by being convinced, but by being conciliated, but being 
reconciled,—by an eternal life of communion. For it was a revelation once for all and for ever.3 

                                                 
1  P. T. Forsyth, ‘Revelation, Old and New’ in Revelation Old and New: Sermons and Addresses, ed. John 

Huxtable, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, pp. 9–10. 
2  P. T. Forsyth, The Preaching of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ, NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, p. 14. 
3  P. T. Forsyth, Revelation, Old and New, pp. 11f. 
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[Jesus] does not denounce sin, nor only convince us of it, but destroy it, condemn and execute it in 
the flesh. Nor does He proclaim righteousness; He establishes it once for all. He is not witness but 
judge—not prophet but King.4 

 
For the absoluteness of Christianity lies in an experience of the historic and most human Christ as 
a superhuman visitant, and as the one moral mediator of personal communion with the living, and 
holy, and eternal God. It is an experience of Christ as the absolute conscience, i.e., as the judge of 
all, and as the Redeemer, i.e., the saving health of all—in a word, as the God of all. It means that 
the person and work of Christ alone gives the moral soul to itself. He does for us the ultimate thing 
of the soul, its one thing needful. He gives it its own eternal place and communion with an 
absolutely holy God . . . To be in living, loving, holy communion with the living, loving, holy God 
for ever is the soul’s perfect consummation and final bliss. And that is Christ’s gift.5 

WHEN THE GRACE OF GOD APPEARED 

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say ‘No’ to 
ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present 
age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Saviour, 
Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a 
people that are his very own, eager to do what is good (Titus 2:11–14). 
 

At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and 
pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another. But when the 
kindness and love of God our Saviour appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we 
had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the 
Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Saviour, so that, having 
been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life (Titus 3:3–7). 
 

But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem 
those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons (Gal. 4:4–5). 
 

In these passages Paul makes it clear that the appearance of grace is an act of God in 
history, and not merely an attitude in God in abstract eternity. Specifically Paul says: 

 
 The action of God in Christ is of universal significance and effect—‘appeared 
to all men’. The whole world must answer to this action of grace (and so there 
is the charge given to the people of God to bear witness to this grace to the ends 
of the earth). 

 
 This universal human scene to which the grace of God has come in Christ was  

                                                 
4  P. T. Forsyth, The Preaching of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ, p. 10. 
5  P. T. Forsyth, The Person and Place of Jesus Christ, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1910, p. 251. 
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irretrievably lost in the grip of sin and Satan, and was marked by foolishness, 
disobedience, deception, bondage and hatred. Apart from the appearing of grace 
there was no future for the human race, no possibility of blessedness ever again. 

 
 The grace of God is his kindness and love—all that God does in Christ flows 
from this. It is not at all based on righteous things we have done (ha!) but 
entirely because of his own mercy. 

 
 The grace of God issues in salvation—that is, in deliverance from the hopeless 
situation in which we found ourselves. Grace is mighty in transforming lives. A 
salvation which left us unchanged would be no salvation. But the salvation in 
Christ trains us and empowers us for holiness in this present age. Grace makes 
us a purified people, Christ’s very own, eager to do what is good. 

 
 The salvation of which Paul speaks comes by justification. Grace operates in 
justification. This justification is established by Christ being born under the 
law, and giving himself for us into the judgment of the law, so that we may be 
redeemed. The appearing of grace was indispensably linked to the suffering and 
death of Christ on the cross. There is no grace outside the action of the Cross. 
All of Christ’s ministry flows to and from the redeeming work done at the Cross.  

 
 Grace results in us receiving adoption as sons and daughters of God. It effects 
actual reconciliation to the Father. It brings us to new birth. 

 
 Grace comes home to us personally and powerfully by the ministry of the Holy 
Spirit. We are not secured in grace by a well-shaped doctrine of grace (as useful 
as that is) but by actually receiving grace. Outside of the work of the Spirit 
revealing to us the love and kindness that lie in grace, grace is a terrible affront 
to the sinful human spirit. 

 
 Grace sets us up for the future, a blessed hope which is revealed in the 
appearing of Christ at the end of the age. We are heirs who have the hope of 
eternal life. 

 
This is no small grace!! 
 Much hangs for the Christian faith on the word ‘appeared’ (Titus 2:11; 3:4). 
Christianity is essentially a proclamation to all the nations, announcing the historical 
appearance of God’s grace. The word for ‘appear’ (Gk: epifainw ktl) in the Titus 
passages is from the word group used in the LXX to translate the Hebrew rva 
(hiphil) ‘to cause to shine’. Consistently in the passages where it is used, the 
theophany of God is specifically seen in the LORD’s rescuing and redemptive 
vindication of His people (e.g. Ps. 31:16; 67:1–2; 80 [esp. vv. 3, 7, 19]; Dan. 9:17). It 
speaks of the rescuing intervention of God in much of the inter-testamental literature. 
When the grace of God appears in Jesus Christ, it is grace with saving power. It is 
glorious grace,  
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which marks the end of the age and the beginning of the new age. The appearing of 
grace is an eschatological event, it is the day in which all salvation history reaches its 
goal, in either salvation or judgment.6  

If the appearing of God’s grace were simply in the form of a teaching then the historical 
framework in which that teaching was delivered would be only of incidental relevance. The real 
significance would be in the teaching itself. But because God’s grace has appeared in a work of 
grace, upon and for the human race, then the historicity of that work is fundamental to it having 
actually happened. If sinners are to be ‘justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that 
is in Christ Jesus’, then this Jesus will need to be the one ‘whom God put forward as a propitiation 
by his blood, to be received by faith’ (Rom. 3:24). For this to be accomplished the Word would 
have to become flesh and dwell among us. Only in an act of atoning redemption accomplished in 
human history could God ‘show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and 
the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus’ (Rom. 3:26). Only in this way would ‘the Lamb of 
God’ be ‘publicly portrayed as crucified’ before the eyes of the nations (Gal. 3:1). Nothing less can 
be meant by Paul when he proclaims that ‘the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all 
people’ (Titus 2:11).7 

GRACE PRESENT IN PALESTINE 

The collective testimony of the apostolic witnesses was that ‘the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from  
the Father, full of grace and truth’ (John 1:14). The gospels give us wonderful 
descriptions of God’s grace reaching sinful Man in his sinful predicament. Geoffrey 
Bingham has celebrated these grace epiphanies: 
 

A prodigal son repents before his father and heaven, and knows the sweetness of acceptance. The 
short-statured tax gatherer knows the release from his money-idolatry and freely gives because he 
has freely received.  The tax gatherer called in apostleship from his mean craft is stunned by the 
total acceptance of the Messiah. A woman walks away from the shame of her adultery to live free 
from such unholy passion, whilst a prostitute is granted a pure mind and a rehabilitated 
personhood. A woman who lives in the uncertainty of a life possessed by demons becomes a 
classic for a woman’s love of the Master when her demons are exorcised for ever. A dying thief 
hears the Son address the Father in words that cry out for grace, and he knows he is forgiven and 
anticipates entrance into the very Kingdom of God.8 

 
 Prior to Christ’s coming, as we have seen, the human situation had no promise 
of relief from its terrible bondage to Satan, sin, the world and the flesh. Can we see 
then the extraordinary beauty that it was for a man, Jesus of Nazareth, anointed with 
the Holy Spirit and power by his Father, moving through the towns and villages of 
Gallilee, Judea and Samaria (and even a little wider), ‘doing good and healing all 
those who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him’ (Acts 
10:38)? 

                                                 
6  See ‘Revelation, epifaneia’ in New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, vol. 3,  

pp. 317ff., ed. Colin Brown, article by B. Gärtner. 
7  Rod James, notes for WA Ministry School 2004 on this same topic. Rod goes on to helpfully outline the 

importance of the witness of the apostles to this historical reality, and vice versa. 
8  Geoffrey Bingham, Great and Glorious Grace, NCPI, Blackwood, 1988, pp. 315f. 
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 His ministry was authentic—not merely the expressing of ideas, but powerful in 
its effect. He said to a man, ‘Your sins are forgiven’—and it was so! The dead were 
raised and restored. The bitter, angry and sinful were transformed—the Gadarene 
demoniac the example above all. His ministry was not just a mere prologue to his 
death. Nor was it a kind of ‘power advertising campaign’. There was an intrinsic 
connection between his public ministry and the indispensable action of his death and 
resurrection. The outcome of his public ministry was the demonstration of the very 
grace that his death and resurrection would secure for all time for all the world. 

THE APPEARANCE OF GRACE AS A CONTEST WITH SIN9 

It is important to notice here that when grace appeared sin also reared up. ‘He came to 
his own, and his own people did not receive him’ (John 1:11). Sinful humanity 
plotted, ‘This is the heir. Come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours’ 
(Mark 12:7). And so they ‘denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a 
murderer to be granted to [them]’ (Acts 3:14). Thus when the grace of God appeared, 
they opposed it and ‘killed the Author of life’ (Acts 3:15). But the Author of life ‘bore 
our sins in his body on the tree’ (1 Pet. 2:24) and prayed upon the cross, ‘Father, 
forgive them, for they know not what they do’ (Luke 23:34). And so it was that the 
grace of God appeared, and we saw his glory, ‘glory as of the only Son from the 
Father, full of grace and truth’ (John 1:14). 
 

For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in 
the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the righteous 
requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to 
the Spirit (Rom. 8:3–4). 

 
And so when sin abounded, grace super-abounded (Rom. 5:20). Nevertheless, for 
some ‘the grace of God has appeared’ for judgment: 
 

Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, 
because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. And this is the judgment: the light 
has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than the light because their deeds 
were evil (John 3:18–19). 

‘FROM HIS FULLNESS WE HAVE ALL RECEIVED, GRACE UPON GRACE’ 

John says of Christ, ‘From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace’ (John 
1:16). Literally the statement is ‘grace instead of grace’. C. K. Barrett comments, ‘The 
meaning of this phrase seems to be that Christian life is based at all points upon grace; 
as it proceeds one grace is exchanged only for another’. Barrett draws our attention to  

                                                 
9  From Rod James’s, notes for the WA Ministry School 2004 on this same topic. So also for the next major 

section. 
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Romans 1:17, ‘from faith to faith’ and 2 Corinthians 3:18, ‘from glory to glory’.10 
Leon Morris explains, ‘God’s grace to His people is continuous and is never 
exhausted.  Grace knows no interruption and no limit . . . Grace means an ever 
deepening experience of the presence and the blessing of God.’11 
 ‘Grace upon grace’ is also expressive of the surprising, undeserved abundance 
of this historic intervention of grace. Geoffrey Bingham says: 

 
‘Grace upon grace’ is the only way of describing his ministry. God, in Christ, was going out to do 
sinful man good, so that many were healed, and many were relieved of torturing spirits, while yet 
others were the objects of miracles. Some found the incredible peace of sins forgiven, Physically 
blinded eyes were opened, but a spiritual brilliance shone on others. Those who were crushed by 
their own sin and guilt and the cruelty of others found healing for their hearts.  
 This was indeed ‘grace upon grace’.12 

 
When we see Jesus’ ministry holistically, and not piecemeal, and when we view the grand total of 
his words, his actions and his unique self, then we are struck by the extravagance of grace. We 
only have to ask—as we ought to ask time and again—‘What if he had never come? What if he 
had not said what he said, and did what he did, and had not been what he was? What then? What 
of the world, and what of history?’13 

                                                 
10  C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to John, S.P.C.K., London, 1972, p. 140. 
11  Leon Morris, Commentary on the Gospel of John, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1971, pp. 110f. 
12  Geoffrey Bingham, pp. 35–6. 
13  Geoffrey Bingham, p. 317. 
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STUDY 9  

Christ’s Redemptive Grace 

Ian Pennicook 

My inclination, when dealing with a topic with a title like this, is to go to the text of 
scripture, usually via concordances, etc., to see in what way they deal with it, or with 
the various parts of it. That leads to checking on the meaning of words and the ways 
they are used and sometimes that is helpful. Sometimes, the net result can be confu-
sion which, with a little skill, can be turned into a ‘word study’, leaving the audience 
impressed (which means ‘equally confused’).  
 Sometimes, the multiplicity of English translations of the Bible can be a 
problem, especially: (i) when there are clear differences between them; and (ii) when 
we forget that a translation is also, to some extent, a commentary. In other words, the 
translators have to determine what they think was in the writer’s mind before 
choosing a particular word. As an example, the On-Line Bible,1 when searching for 
‘redeem’, found Revelation 5:9, 14:3, and 14:4. Revelation 5:9 has: 

 
They sing a new song: ‘You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were 
slaughtered and by your blood you ransomed for God saints from every tribe and language and 
people and nation . . .’ (NRSV, also RSV). 

 
And they sung a new song, saying, Thou art worthy to take the book, and to open the seals thereof: 
for thou wast slain, and hast redeemed us to God by thy blood out of every kindred, and tongue, and 
people, and nation . . . (AV). 

 
But were the NIV or the ASV to be used the result would have been: 
 

And they sang a new song: ‘You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you 
were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and 
people and nation.’ 

 
To my knowledge, the NIV is correct. The verb ¢gor£zw (agorazō) means to buy or 
to purchase and that is the way it is used elsewhere in Revelation (3:18; 13:17 and  

                                                 
1  A computer program, with search facilities and much more. I have discovered, however, that there are errors 

in it, both in the English and in the Greek, so the sense of helplessness in face of ‘scholarship’ is often reinforced.  
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18:11).2 But once again, often we are not really any more sure from a mere word 
study. Of course ¢gor£zw is not the only word used in the discussions; there are at 
least five others.3 
 Over against all this, we have such statements as: 

 
. . . the key to history is the historic Christ, above history and in command of it . . . the grace of 
God is the ground-work of the universe, and . . . the spinal cord of history is redemption.4 

 
The feeble gospel preaches ‘God is ready to forgive’; the mighty gospel preaches ‘God has 
redeemed’.5 

 
 Plainly there is much to be gained by careful scrutiny of the text of scripture, 
but it is also plain that it must be the context of the whole Bible which will determine 
the way we do it. 

THE PROBLEM 

The whole Bible begins with the great gift of creation in all its splendour, with ‘Man’ 
at its apex, him having been crowned with glory and honour, that is, with nothing less 
than the glory of God himself. Sin is described, not as some explanation for the 
present predicaments of humanity, but as a hideous offence to the glory of God, his 
holiness in which he has granted us participation. The language of 2 Peter 1:4, while a 
statement of purpose, is also a statement about the first state of men and women: 

 
Thus he has given us, through these things, his precious and very great promises, so that through 
them you may escape from the corruption that is in the world because of lust, and may become par-
ticipants of the divine nature.  
 

The ‘lust’ is far more than the ‘evil desires’ (NIV) which we have in our lives now. 
The word used here, ™piqum…a/ (epithumia), is singular.6 If there is one overriding 
lust, it is the desire to ‘be like God, knowing good and evil’ (Gen. 3:5). All others are 
subsequent and consequent upon this. There is corruption in the world because of it, 
which may not refer to the moral corruption so much as to the decay and mortality7 
which has come upon the creation (so Gen. 3:19; Rom. 8:21). 
 But moral corruption there is, and the scriptures present it in stark terms. Sin is 
not a disease for which healing is required; it is the deliberate and therefore culpable 
reaction against the truth. ‘Evil desires’ are now the way of those who will not desire 
God (Rom. 8:5–8; contrast Ps. 73:25f.) and they issue in behavior that excludes from 
the kingdom of God: 

                                                 
2  The sense of ‘redeem’ may be present in 1 Cor. 6:20 and 7:23, but cf. 1 Cor. 7:30. 
3  lÚtron, lÚtrwsij, ajpolÚtrwsij, lutrovw (lutrÒomai), and ™xagoravzw. 
4  A. M. Hunter, P. T. Forsyth, Westminster Press, Philadelphia, 1974, p. 123. 
5  Quoted in Donald Bloesch, Jesus Christ, IVP, Downers Grove, 1997, p. 144. P. T. Forsyth, The Cruciality of 

the Cross, NCPI, Blackwood, 1994, p. 52. 
6  Plurals are used many times to refer to present evil desires. 
7  cf. Richard J. Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter, WBC 50, Word, Waco, 1983, pp. 182f. 
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Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify8 the desires9 of the flesh. For what the flesh desires is 
opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to 
each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not 
subject to the law. Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, 
idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunken-
ness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such 
things will not inherit the kingdom of God (Gal. 5:16–21). 
 

The (fundamental) lust of the flesh is opposed to the Spirit (Rom. 8:7–8). All those 
elements which flow from the Spirit, his fruit, are persistently and strongly denied. 
 Paul wrote, ‘For freedom Christ has set us free’ (Gal. 5:1). While his primary 
focus is on the present liberty of believers, behind that there lies the true nature of 
created Man. To be in the image of God meant that Man was created one with God 
while being a ‘little less than God’. Could it be that ‘the strong, strong love that binds 
my heart in utter union with Thine own’10 might first have been the creating love by 
which all things have their being?11 Created Man knew the liberty of his glory as son 
of God. Initially he knew the dynamic of the holy Sabbath and was free in his crea-
tureliness. No questions of obedience or disobedience would have been raised, since 
there was only the truth of God as the reality in which he lived and moved and had his 
being. 
 The freedom of created Man was not freedom from anything. At that point there 
was nothing from which one could even wish to be free. Indeed, the primal sin was 
that Man wished to be free—from God and to be god in himself. As such, his sin was 
that the truth of God, and so of Man and of all creation, had to be rejected and, since it 
remained the only truth, suppressed. At the same time, the evil one was making his 
bid to control the thoughts and affections of Man and, by that, to occupy the place of 
God within the creation. 
 One of the results of this suppression of the truth is that truth itself has now 
been reduced to matters of reason, with Man himself as the one determining the 
validity or otherwise of certain propositions. So Man rationalises himself and the 
world from the standpoint of his own presumed autonomy. He does not want to have 
God in his thinking (Rom. 1:28). He cannot bear intimate acquaintance with God.12 
Certainly he does not honour God or give thanks to him (Rom. 1:21). 
 It is the declaration of God that he is unwilling to permit this violation of his 
holiness to go unjudged. By that I do not mean that we can always find a reference for 
our a 

                                                 
8  Once again translations differ. NRSV and RSV have a command, whereas AV and NIV have a statement, ‘you 

will not gratify . . .’ Normally, the Greek construction mh; with the aorist subj. (televshte) would imply a 
command not to commence an action. However, the addition of the extra negative ouj mh; televshte probably 
means that Paul is making ‘a strong negative statement relating to the future’ (F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the 
Galatians NICNT, Paternoster, Exeter, 1982, p. 243). Still, the imperative is not absent, see vv. 25–26. 

9  ™piqum…a in the singular; cf. AV.  
10  Geoffrey Bingham, ‘Ah, Strong, Strong, Love’, New Creation Hymn Book, NCPI, Blackwood, 2000,  

no. 30. 
11  I can imagine people doing such an ‘exegesis’ on Paul and receiving the response: ‘For we write you 

nothing other than what you can read and also understand’ (2 Cor. 1:13). Sorry Geoff! 
12  oÙk ™dokivmasan tÕn qeÕn ›cein ™n ™pignwsei. epignèsij is an intensive form of gnîsij. cf. Richard 

C. Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1976 [1880], p. 285. 
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ssertions so much as that even if our logical processes deemed something to be true or 
false that would not make it such. God’s fierce anger is not a logical concomitant of 
his holiness or his love; it is the deep reality with which humanity is confronted every 
moment. 
 The utter futility of the human presumption of independence is seen in the total 
inability to restrain evil. Principally this is because to restrain it one would have to be 
apart from it but Man is not only ‘in it’ but has been given over to it. God has acted in 
wrath and has locked men and women into the mess of their initial ‘lust’ so that their 
lusts run riot (Rom. 1:24). And this was not the action of an absent God, but is the 
continued action of the God who is present to his creation at every point. Their 
knowledge of God’s ‘eternal power and divine nature’ is not the result of their powers 
of reasoning from the creation, a ‘natural theology’. It is because God persists in 
making himself known to them through what he has made, since his eternal power 
and divine nature are invisible.13 Man’s torment is that God will not permit release 
from his existential guilt. Man’s broken bones have been crushed by God (Ps. 51:8), 
for ‘day and night your hand [is] heavy upon me’ (Ps. 32:4). God’s presence is now 
fearsome, hence the flight to lesser gods of our own making in the hope of relief. 
 What is significant is that men and women have ‘exchanged the glory of the 
immortal God for images’ (Rom. 1:23) and it is this that lies at the heart of the 
offence. But the result is tragic. De-glorified humanity is now given over to its first 
lust and is in bondage to various passions14 and pleasures (Titus 3:3).  
 This bondage extends to all, that is, including the very people through whom 
God had determined to bless the nations. All have sinned and fallen short of the glory 
of God (Rom. 3:23) and ‘everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin’ (John 8:34). 
Humanity is helpless in its rebellion. God is angry with the wicked every day but men 
and women cannot and will not change their minds; indeed their senseless minds are 
darkened and debased (Rom. 1:21, 28) so that, even when they know that God has 
decreed death on those who suppress the truth by acts of wickedness, they still do 
those acts of wickedness and even applaud others who do them. It is not that, for 
example, murder is approved; it is that the suppression of truth deeply satisfies fallen 
humanity. There is simply ‘no fear of God before their eyes’ (Rom. 3:18). 

 
Reconciliation presupposes enmity between two parties. To put it still more exactly: reconciliation, 
real reconciliation, an objective act of reconciliation, presupposes enmity on both sides; that is, 
that man is the enemy of God and that God is the enemy of man. Sin is thus described as enmity 
towards God, which, for its part, provokes the wrath of God. The enmity of man towards God is 
not only, and is not first of all to be regarded from the subjective side, or from the side of con-
sciousness. It is possible to be an enemy without knowing it. Man is the enemy of God not only 
through his consciousness; it is rather his actual attitude which constitutes his enmity. He is God’s 
enemy because he disturbs the divine order and throws it into disorder, because he spoils the cre-
ative work of God, and the cause of God, because he conspires with the ‘Adversary,’ with the evil 
Power, and allows himself to be used by it for purposes which are hostile to God. Man works  

                                                 
13  t¦ ¢Òrata. 
14  ™piqum…aij. 
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against God before he knows what he is doing. But this is not ‘sin of ignorance’; for even this 
ignorance is sinful.15 

THE SOLUTION 

Immediately preceding the above passage, Brunner wrote: 
 

But the message of Christianity does not consist in pointing out our paramount need for forgive-
ness, nor in declaring that God is really ready to forgive us. Just as our sense of the need for 
redemption is deepened by our sense of the need for forgiveness, so also in the Christian faith this 
is deepened still further by our sense of the need for atonement. Guilt is too great to be removed by 
forgiveness pure and simple. Before this can take place something else must happen, upon the 
basis of which forgiveness can become possible. But this condition—this is the new element in 
distinction from all ritual atonement—is a state which only God Himself can produce. This 
paradox, a condition prior to God’s action but which God alone can fulfil and which He really does 
fulfil, this is the Christian view of our spiritual need and the way it is met. Hence it is a perception 
which, if it is not to contradict itself, can only be based upon fact, upon the fact in which this takes 
place. The Christian doctrine of forgiveness is based upon the fact of atonement.16 

 
In the words of P. T. Forsyth: 

 
And as a race we are not even stray sheep, or wandering prodigals merely; we are rebels taken 
with weapons in our hands.  
 Our supreme need from God, therefore, is not the education of our conscience, nor the absorp-
tion of our sin, nor even our reconcilement alone, but our redemption.17 

 
Man is locked into his guilt and his hatred of God, persisting in being one with the 
devil in his work. The need for forgiveness is different from the way men and women 
account for their failures or from the way they attempt self-justification. Forgiveness 
is inextricably linked with the need for atonement. The real need is for redemption. 
Men and women need to be redeemed from their bondage, reconciled to God in the 
sense that they are restored to the intimacy once known at creation. And they must be 
forgiven, not merely as a change in legal standing in spite of everything but as the real 
and total removal of guilt in such a way that the holiness of God is completely and 
permanently satisfied and his wrath removed.  
 Paul’s delight in the gospel he preached is described in Romans 1:16–17: 
 

For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, 
to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for 
faith; as it is written, ‘The one who is righteous will live by faith.’ 

 
In practice, ‘salvation’ means restoration, though not only to some long lost past. It 
means being restored to the whole of what it means to be a true human being. The 
reason that  

                                                 
15  Emil Brunner, The Mediator: A Study of the Central Doctrine of the Christian Faith, trans. Olive Wyon, 

Lutterworth, London, 1934, p. 516. 
16  p. 516. 
17  P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993, p. 38 



Christ’s Redemptive Grace 

 
Ministry School 2004 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

 
62 

is so is that salvation comes through a revelation of ‘the righteousness of God’. I 
would contend that God’s righteousness is far more than his saving actions, since that 
would suggest that righteousness was not an issue prior to the need for those actions.18 
I suggest that God’s righteousness is his own complete consistency with his own 
nature, which he both expresses and expects, and which he works for us in Christ. 
 Within Old Testament Israel, righteousness was thus God’s gift by means of 
redemption and the sacrificial system (Lev. 17:11, based proleptically on the sacrifice 
of the cross) and full-hearted obedience the true response to it. It seems quite plain to 
me that, from well before the New Testament period, there was a strong tendency 
within Israel to treat obedience to the law as a means to God’s favour, instead of as 
the context in which that favour was to be known. What is more, there was a reduc-
tion of ‘the law of God’ to areas that bypassed the central issues, as in Isaiah 1:10–18, 
58:1–5, Matthew 5:21–30, etc. 
 By New Testament times the issue appears to have been one of focussing more 
on whether people kept the Sabbath, had their males circumcised, and observed strict 
dietary regulations. All that assumed the whole law in their thinking, of course. But 
Paul’s understanding of the deep evil of humanity meant that he could see that the law 
could not be used that way: 

 
Now we know that whatever the law says, it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every 
mouth may be silenced, and the whole world may be held accountable to God. For ‘no human being 
will be justified in his sight’ by deeds prescribed by the law, for through the law comes the 
knowledge of sin (Rom. 3:19–20). 
 

So righteousness must be disclosed outside of that use of law, since law was never 
intended to be the means to righteousness (cf. 1 Tim. 1:8–11). But of course, ‘the law 
and the prophets’, that is, the God-breathed Scriptures, attest to what he is saying: 

 
But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested by the law 
and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For 
there is no distinction, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now 
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put 
forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith (Rom. 3:21–25). 
 

‘[T]he righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe’ is the 
gospel which Paul preaches. He preaches it because God, in his pure grace, now 
makes men and women righteous (that is, he justifies them) simply as a gift. He 
restores them to the intimacy they knew at creation (so 2 Cor. 5:17; Rom. 8:15; etc.), 
meaning that he redeems us, he buys us back out of our bondage and removes the 
deep hostility we had towards him.  
 That redemption is in Christ Jesus. Here the message becomes even richer. Not 
only should they know that God has acted in grace, but grace also flows from Christ 
himself: 

                                                 
18  There are some who argue precisely that way, suggesting that God’s righteousness is only discussed within 

the context of his faithfulness to his covenant with Israel. ‘At the heart of “God’s righteousness” is his covenant 
with Israel, the covenant through which he will address and solve the problem of evil in and for the whole world’ 
(N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, Lion, Oxford, 1997, p. 97).  
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But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died through the one man’s trespass, much 
more surely have the grace of God and the free gift in the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, 
abounded for the many (Rom. 5:15). 
 

The free gift is Christ’s to give to his own. Just as the Lamb was one with the wrath of 
the one seated on the throne (Rev. 6:16), so he is a grace-full participant in his own 
sending. Grace and truth come through Jesus Christ (John 1:17), not as through a 
passive conduit but as through one who is himself ‘full of grace and truth’ (John 
1:14). The man Jesus, in history the Jewish Messiah, is the man of grace, over against 
the first Adam who was the man by whom death came upon all (Rom. 5:12). It was 
Christ who redeemed us: 

 
Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed 
is everyone who hangs on a tree’—in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might 
come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith (Gal.  
3:13–14). 

 
God, in grace, put forward Christ as ‘a sacrifice of atonement’. That sacrifice meant 
he had to die, to shed his blood. That point was already well established: ‘without the 
shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins’ (Heb. 9:22). Christ’s bloody death 
was not a mere judicial sentence dispassionately carried out. It was the full revelation 
of the fierce, personal wrath of God on all evil. Although technically accurate, what 
the phrase ‘a sacrifice of atonement’ does not express is the reason why that sac- 
rifice is required. However, the older, equally accurate, word ‘propitiation’ (Gk. 
…last»rion, hilastērion) did. It means ‘the removal of wrath by the offering of a 
gift’19 and as such stands in strong contrast to the word occasionally used to describe 
the death of Christ, namely ‘expiation’. ‘Expiation properly has a thing as its 
object.’20 Sin is expiated, whereas God is propitiated. That is why Paul concludes, at 
Romans 5:9: 

 
Much more surely then, now that we have been justified by his blood, will we be saved through him 
from the wrath [of God21]. 
 

We are saved from the wrath because that wrath has been completely expended upon 
the ‘Man’ on the cross. The reason why some are repelled by such a statement is, I 
think, that they are not repelled by the enormity of sin. There is no question that the 
language of the ‘mercy seat’22 is appropriate, but, again, the question involves why 
such a drastic sacrifice should be required.  
 Those who would play off this language of God’s wrath against, as they assert, 
the fixed principle of his love, need to hear 1 John 4:9–10: 

                                                 
19  Leon Morris, ‘Propitiation’ in J. D. Douglas (ed.), The New Bible Dictionary, Inter-Varsity Fellowship, 

Leicester, 1962, p. 1046. See his fuller discussion in The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, Tyndale Press, 
London, 1965, pp. 144–213. Also my paper The Gift of Propitiation, from the 2000 WA Ministry School. 

20  Leon Morris, ‘Expiation’ in The New Bible Dictionary, p. 405. 
21  Though obviously, from Rom. 1:18, what he implied, the words ‘of God’ are not what Paul wrote. 
22   ‰last»rion  translates both ‘mercy seat’ in the LXX and ‘propitiation’ here. The only other use in the NT 

is at Heb. 9:5 where it refers to the ‘mercy seat’ in the Holy of Holies.  
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God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we 
might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son 
to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins.  
 

‘The atoning sacrifice’ translates a similar and related word to ilasthrion,23 
ilasmoj (hilasmos). The propitiation does not contradict his love, it flows from it. It 
is the powerful, liberating expression of it. The fixed principle is, first, that love is 
holy love. In Forsyth’s words: 

 
. . . we make too little of the Father when we do not rise beyond love to grace—which is holy love, 
suffering hate and redeeming it.24 

 
Paul wrote that the propitiation is ‘through faith in his blood’.25 Faith does not, as the 
NRSV seems to suggest, make the propitiation effective. It is effective because it not 
only deals with the wrath of the one who sits on the throne and of the Lamb, but it 
also deals with the guilt and sin which called the wrath forth. The holiness of God is 
fully satisfied. There is ‘pardon from an offended God’ because God is no longer 
offended—there is no guilt to offend. The propitiation is effective in itself, because 
the love which sent the Son to be the propitiation is the love which is ‘poured into our 
hearts through the holy Spirit that has been given to us’ (Rom. 5:5). That love actually 
evokes the faith: 

 
For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 
God—not the result of works, so that no one may boast (Eph. 2:8–9). 
 
. . . the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus  
(1 Tim. 1:14). 
 

The climax of the cross was the resurrection, ascension and Pentecost. In the resurrec-
tion Jesus was raised because death could not hold him. In the ascension, the ‘new 
man’ was established in his rightful place and at Pentecost that new man gave, as was 
now his right (Acts 2:33), the Spirit to all those who were in him by virtue of his 
propitiating death. 
 At that point, all that was completed comes to the one who is now set up to 
receive it: 

 
Let it be known to you therefore, my brothers, that through this man forgiveness of sins is pro-
claimed to you; by this Jesus everyone who believes is set free [lit. ‘justified’] from all those sins 
from which you could not be freed [lit. ‘justified’] by the law of Moses (Acts 13:38–39).  
 

So, then, we ‘have come to fullness in him’ (Col. 2:10). The redemptive grace of 
Christ has not merely provided the possibility for redemption but has both 
accomplished and applied it. What remains is for us to ‘grow in the grace and 
knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be the glory both now and to 
the day of eternity. Amen’ (2 Pet. 3:18). 

                                                 
23  ƒlast»rion is properly an adjective, and ƒlasmoj a noun, both related to the verb iJlavskomai. 
24  God the Holy Father, NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, p. 7. 
25  di¦ [tÁj] p…stewj ™n tû aÙtou a†mati. 
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STUDY 10 

Grace in the Epistle to 
the Hebrews 

Ian Pennicook 

Hebrews is a letter by an unknown author to an unknown audience, written who 
knows when, and which was, until well into the 4th century, rejected by the church in 
the West (the Latin Church). When it was accepted, it was because the Western 
church reluctantly agreed that Hebrews was written by the apostle Paul.1 Recent 
scholarship has tended to go back to their first opinion.2 
 Had we lived in the Eastern church (the Greek church) in the first centuries we 
would have read Hebrews with ready acceptance. In Rome, the letter would not even 
have been in our Bibles. But the issues which divided or, at least, puzzled them then,3 
seem far beyond the interests of Christians today. Perhaps that is as it should be. Per-
haps we can stand at the end of two thousand years of church history and confess that 
God’s grace has led us to the present arrangement and rest in that.4 
 Hebrews is undoubtedly different from the other New Testament documents, in 
its Greek style but also in its content. It is a very carefully structured document, unlike 
a letter at all except for the closing greetings (13:18–19, 22–25). F. F. Bruce and 
others have suggested it ‘has many of the features of a synagogue homily, based on 
some of the scripture lessons prescribed for the season of Pentecost’, adding, ‘[a]nd 
possibly on one of the “proper psalms” for the day (Ps. 110)’.5 Certainly three major 
passages do dominate Hebrews: Psalm 95, Psalm 110, and Jeremiah 31:31–34. 
 

                                                 
1  See F. F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture, InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, 1988, p. 221.  
2  To my knowledge, the last translation to attribute Hebrews to Paul was the English Revised Version of 

1881–5, while the more conservative American Standard Version (1901) does not. See Bruce M. Metzger, The 
Bible in Translation, Baker, Grand Rapids, 2001, p. 103. 

3  For instance, Origen (a Greek churchman) said that the letter ‘has not the apostle’s rudeness in 
speech . . . but . . . is better Greek in the framing of its diction’ (quoted in Paul Ellingworth, The Epistle to the 
Hebrews, New International Greek New Testament Commentaries, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1993, p. 5). 

4  We had better not push that argument too far! 
5  Canon, pp. 117. 
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 One of the dangers we face when reading the New Testament, especially in the 
light of academic demands, is that of presuming the problem from the answers and 
then interpreting the answers from the presumed problem. But we really must not 
speculate. The situation of the first readers is only generally clear to us. It seems 
likely that they were people who had been practicing Jews and who had come to 
Christ but who now are sorely tempted, either passively to abandon or actively to 
reject, the hope they had.6 
 But we are not in that situation. Nor need we be. The writer’s claim is that it is 
not the original context but ‘Jesus Christ [who] is the same yesterday and today and 
forever’ (13:8). It is the writer’s presentation of Jesus which is significant.  

WHAT IS HEBREWS ABOUT? 

The following summary probably does not do justice to the letter but is at least a 
framework for discussion. 
 
1:1–14  Jesus—Greater than prophets and angels 

2:1–4  Exhortation 
2:5–18   Jesus—Greater than Moses 

3:7 – 4:13   Exhortation 
4:14 – 5:10  Jesus—Greater than the Aaronic priesthood, being like Melchizedek 

5:11 – 6:20   Exhortation 
7:1–28   Jesus—A priest like Melchizedek 
8:1 – 10:18  Jesus—High Priest and mediator of a new and better covenant  

10:19–39   Exhortation 
11:1–40   Faith—the essence of any relationship with God  

12:1 – 13:17   Exhortation  
13:18–25  Personal epilogue 

Greater than Angels 

When the writer says that Jesus is greater than angels, he probably has more in mind 
than a mere comparison with those ministering spirits.7 In later Judaism, the angels 
were said to be present at the giving of the law,8 a position reflected by Paul in 
Galatians 3:19 and also by Stephen in Acts 7:53 as well as here in Hebrews 2:2,  

                                                 
6  See Ellingworth, Hebrews, pp. 78–80. 
7  Heb. 1:14. The writer calls them leitourgik¦ pneÚmata. Except in this chapter, the word leitourgevw 

and its cognates is used in Hebrews only of the OT worship or of Christ’s priesthood. See notes 24 and 25 below. 
8  For some references to the Rabbinic literature see G. Kittel, §ggeloj, Theological Dictionary of the New 

Testament, vol. 1, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1976, p. 82, n. 44. 
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where the writer refers to ‘the message declared through angels’. If Jesus is greater 
than the angels, he is greater than the law (and so, Moses), a principle which the 
writer develops throughout the letter, as in 3:1–6. 
 There is no doubt that angels are, to our minds, amazing creatures. But never 
was one accorded the honour of being designated Son, as in the words of Psalm 2:7 
(Heb. 1:5). If Job 38:7 is, indeed, a reference to the angelic beings, then the title ‘sons 
of God’ may have been used for them, but the significance of the title in Psalm 2 far 
outweighs that, for this Son will inherit the nations.9 The other Old Testament refer-
ences in 1:5–13 all highlight the exaltation of the Son (the closing reference to Ps. 
110:1 anticipates the use of that psalm later) in contrast to the role of the angels. If 
they represent the law in some way, then 1:14 may be very similar in intent to 
Galatians 3:23ff. 
 In Hebrews 2:6–8, the quotation from Psalm 8:4–6 relies on the use of the 
Septuagint for its force: 

 
What is man that you are mindful of him, and the son of man that you care for him? Yet you have 
made him a little lower than the angels, and crowned him with glory and honour. You have given 
him dominion over the works of your hands; you have put all things under his feet (Ps. 8:4–6, NRSV 
modified). 
 

The Hebrew Bible has, ‘you have made him a little less than God’10 whereas a 
number of early versions, including the Septuagint, for whatever reasons, took the 
plural to refer to the angels.11 The translators of the LXX and the writer of Hebrews 
are saying that the great glory of Man, with his vice-regal role, having nothing left 
outside of his control, has him ‘a little lower than the angels’. What is more, we do 
not see Man exercising his vice-regal role but what we can see is Jesus fulfilling all 
that the psalmist said of Man.12 We see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the 
angels (2:9). The Son of God was made ‘Man’.  
 Hebrews 2:9 is dramatic and confronting: 
 

. . . but we do see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than the angels, now crowned with 
glory and honour because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death 
for everyone.  

  
Apart from the suffering of death Jesus would not be ‘crowned with glory and hon-
our’! And his suffering of death was with a single purpose, namely, in order that by 
the grace of God he might taste death for everyone. 
 

                                                 
9  The principle would be that texts, even verbally appropriate texts, also represent their original contexts. 
10  chilame. This plural word is used both for God (Gen. 1:1) himself and for the gods. Usually the context 

determines the meaning.  
11  cf. AV, NIV. 
12  The phrase ‘a little lower than’ (AV, ASV, RV, NIV) is confusing, mostly because a largish number of 

translations have ‘for a little while lower than’ (NRSV, RSV, JB, NEB, ESV, NASB). For an attempt to make sense 
of this, see my The Shadow and the Substance (NCPI, Blackwood, 2004), on Heb. 2:9. However, Heb. 1:4 does 
speak of the Son ‘having become as much superior to the angels’, etc.  
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Why ‘Taste Death’? 

 Hebrews was written to convince people of the superiority of Jesus and the 
consequent impossibility of legitimately returning to Judaism. The three passages 
mentioned above are used for this end. Psalm 95, written well after the establishment 
of Israel in the land, holds out the hope of entering the Sabbath rest of God to those 
who now hear the word of God in faith (3:7 – 4:11). In other words, Israel’s own 
Scriptures indicate that simply being a member of physical Israel is hardly to have 
arrived. 
 Psalm 110, already referred to in 1:13, is the basis for the discussion of the 
climactic high priesthood of Jesus (4:14 – 7:28). If the Levitical priesthood was 
adequate, why would the psalmist refer to his triumphant lord as ‘a priest forever 
according to the order of Melchizedek’ (Ps. 110:4)? The priesthood of Jesus is evident 
in all that he has done. 
 The third passage is Jeremiah 31:31–34, the promise of the new covenant 
(quoted in 8:8–12 and discussed in 8:6 – 10:18). If the first covenant was effective, 
why did God promise a new covenant; more, why establish the new covenant as he 
did? The conclusion is simple: Judaism is defunct and its institutions finished. All to 
which Israel pointed has now come.  
 But the writer hardly seems dominated by that sort of logical argument. He uses 
it, but he does so because he already sees far more. Jesus tasted death for everyone. 
Now if we work through the letter, we can build up an understanding of what lies 
behind the writer’s method.  
 First there is the promised salvation. There is an inheritance yet to be received 
(1:14) and it is possible that, by neglecting it, a penalty far worse than that determined 
by the law cannot be escaped (2:2–3). In some way, yet unspecified, Jesus is the 
‘pioneer’ of that salvation and his maturity in that role can only come through suffer-
ing. We (as the readers, without implying any ethnic connections) cannot come to 
glory (the glory of 2:7?) unless the one who gives all things meaning and purpose 
(2:10)13 actually makes our pioneer go through that suffering. 
 The picture is filled out in 2:14–17: 

 
Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise shared the same things, so 
that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and free 
those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death. For it is clear that he did not come 
to help angels, but the descendants of Abraham. Therefore he had to become like his brothers and 
sisters in every respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, 
to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people. 
 

The pioneer has come to do a work in the descendants of Abraham (2:16) and there 
are three areas that are mentioned. The first (2:14) is that the one who has the power 
of death, that is, the devil, must be destroyed. The meaning is that the devil is ren-
dered ineffective, so that he may no longer exercise control. The same word, 
katargew (katargeō) is used, for instance, in Romans 6:6 (that the body of sin may 
be destroyed) and Romans 7:2 (the woman is discharged from the law). Although the  

                                                 
13  The word ‘God’ does not occur in the Greek of v. 10. 
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devil is only mentioned here in Hebrews, it is obvious that the writer understands him 
to wield immense power. He has the kratoj (kratos) of death. This word is normally 
used in ascriptions to God, but here it is being said that: 

 
The devil controls death. Death is subject to him. He uses it as an instrument. Death is in the dev-
il’s service and is his myrmidon [hired ruffian], cf. Wis. 2:24.14  

 
Paul calls death ‘the last enemy to be destroyed’ (1 Cor. 15:26).  
 The second area relates directly to this. It explains why the devil must be 
destroyed. Men and women, through fear of death, are subject to lifelong bondage. 
Whatever that may mean in individual experiences, it certainly means that the devil 
controls by reminding us of judgment to come. Thus 9:27, ‘it is appointed for man to 
die once, and after that the judgment’. So a complex picture emerges, since the 
ineffectiveness of the old covenant was that it could not, of itself, deal with guilt and 
so with the fear of death (10:4). ‘Not all the blood of beasts, on Jewish altars slain, 
could give the guilty conscience peace, or wash away the stain’!15 And were the heart 
not hardened by the deceitfulness of sin (3:13), the constant need for the sacrifices to 
be repeated year by year would cause unbearable torment. 
 The third area is that, as high priest, the Son is ‘to make a sacrifice of atonement 
for the sins of the people’ (2:17).16 I still think a better translation here may be ‘to 
make propitiation’ (ASV), but the association with the Jewish cultus and the use of the 
related word ilJasthrion (hilasterion) at 9:5 where it is correctly translated as 
‘mercy seat’, as referring to the ‘cover’ of the ark in the Holy of Holies, means that 
the writer is expressing himself in terms of the sacrifices prescribed under the old 
covenant. Until God is propitiated, the devil’s strength in death remains and the terror 
of judgment is still an issue to be faced, sooner or later. 
 Hebrews is all about death, though the word is not quite so prominent. What is 
more prominent is the word ‘blood’, particularly in chapters 9 and 10. God can only 
be propitiated by the shedding of blood and by it being sprinkled on the mercy seat 
and on the people. That does not mean that he mechanically accepted these slaugh-
tered animals as sufficient to deal with the deep guilt of the worshippers. What he 
accepted was the faith of the worshippers who offered those sacrifices. That is why 
the writer says: 
 

Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, ‘Sacrifices and offerings you have not 
desired, but a body you have prepared for me; in burnt offerings and sin offerings you have taken 
no pleasure. Then I said, “See, God, I have come to do your will, O God” (in the scroll of the book 
it is written of me).’ When he said above, ‘You have neither desired nor taken pleasure in sacrifices 
and offerings and burnt offerings and sin offerings’ (these are offered according to the law), then he 
added, ‘See, I have come to do your will’ (10:5–9). 
 

                                                 
14  W. Michaelis, kratoj ktl, in TDNT, vol. 3, p. 907. Wis. 2:24 is, ‘but through the devil’s envy death 

entered the world, and those who belong to his company experience it’. 
15  Isaac Watts, ‘Not All the Blood of Beasts’, in New Creation Hymn Book, no. 316, v. 1. 
16  This aspect has been dealt with in the previous paper, ‘Christ’s Redemptive Grace’; see note 18 of that 

study. 
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But a death was required to propitiate God’s wrath against sin and Jesus tasted death 
for everyone. His death was the effective element in all that preceded it in Israel’s 
sacrificial system and his death brought all of Israel’s cultus to its goal. But what must 
be stressed is that it was ‘pure grace’ which made Jesus’ death effective, because 
under what we may regard as ‘normal circumstances’ he would not have been 
qualified to exercise his role at all. 

Jesus the High Priest 

 If there is to be ‘a sacrifice of atonement’ then only the high priest can offer it. 
It is as high priest that Jesus is occupied with things before God17 (2:17). Any help 
that may be gained from him when we are tested or tempted is totally dependent upon 
his having suffered and been likewise tested.  
 The picture of Jesus is complex: Jesus was sent as the apostle and high priest of 
our confession and he remained faithful under trial. Note, though, that he was faithful 
as Son in the household of God and not merely as a servant (3:1–6).18 The mention of 
‘our confession’ relates to the fact that the readers had once confessed him as Lord 
and Messiah but were now tempted to withdraw from that. But Jesus never did. The 
use of the name ‘Jesus’, used with some emphasis in 3:1, reminded the readers that 
their high priest was fully human; Jesus is the name of a man, a male. So they should 
look to him and remain faithful to their confession: 

 
Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, 
let us hold fast to our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with 
our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin. 
Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find 
grace to help in time of need (4:14–16). 
 

We cannot be dogmatic, but given that we have ‘a hope that enters the inner shrine 
behind the curtain, where Jesus has gone as a forerunner on our behalf’ (6:19–20, 
RSV), it seems probable that ‘the throne of grace’ is, in fact, the mercy seat of the 
heavenly sanctuary. Jesus is seated at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in 
the heavens (8:1) and is a minister in that sanctuary (8:2). Because, by the grace of 
God, he has tasted death for everyone, the blood sprinkled on the mercy seat is ‘the 
throne of grace’, and what flows to us is mercy and grace to help in time of need.  
 If we are to speak of Jesus as the high priest or as priest,19 then the following 
must be considered: Jesus’ priesthood is superior to anything in Israel, being 
prefigured by Melchizedek receiving tithes from Abraham (7:7–10). Then there is the 
principle that priesthood involves sacrifice (8:3). Thirdly, Jesus’ priesthood is 
permanent. 
 The principle of sacrifice involves us in the comparison not only of the ‘what’  
of the sacrifices but also of the ‘when’. Under the old covenant there were regular  
 

                                                 
17  t¦ prÕj ton qeÒn.  
18  Again, note the subsidiary and preparatory role of the law. 
19  The titles are used interchangeably, with most of the uses of ‘priest’ in Hebrews being in the context of 

comparisons with Melchizedek in Heb. 7:1, 3, 11, 15, 16, 17. Both titles are used in 8:3. 
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sacrifices, in particular the yearly sacrifice of the Day of Atonement. The writer is not 
saying that these sacrifices were wrong or even that they were inadequate. Far from it; 
he is saying that, even though they were given by God’s decree, they were always 
intended to be ‘a shadow of the good things to come’ (10:1). The very fact of their 
repetition was ‘a reminder of sin year after year’ (10:3). As we have already noted, 
what made the sacrifices effective was the faith of the worshippers, but their faith 
always had a future element built into it (11:39–40). Just as Israel’s Sabbath and the 
promise of a new priesthood and of a new covenant all pointed forward, so too did the 
sacrifices. 
 The promise of the new covenant announced that there would be total 
forgiveness (8:12), something the former sacrifices could not provide (10:1–2). Twice 
the writer insists that sacrifices under the old system cannot perfect the conscience 
(9:9; 10:2), whereas he also insists that he is sure he has ‘a good conscience’20 
(13:18). So how does he get to that point? His statement about having a good 
conscience may have a more localised purpose, meaning that he is sure that the 
leaders are genuine in their endeavors, but the issue still stands. A good conscience 
does not come through ‘works of the law’ for in and of themselves those things are 
‘dead works’: 

 
But when Christ came as a high priest of the good things that have come, then through the greater 
and perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this creation), he entered once for all into the 
Holy Place, not with the blood of goats and calves, but with his own blood, thus obtaining21 eternal 
redemption. For if the blood of goats and bulls, with the sprinkling of the ashes of a heifer, 
sanctifies those who have been defiled so that their flesh is purified, how much more will the blood 
of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our con-
science from dead works to worship the living God! (Heb. 9:11–14). 
 

What this high priest presented to God was his own blood: ‘he has appeared once for 
all at the end of the age to remove sin by the sacrifice of himself’ (9:26). He is the 
priest after the order of Melchizedek, who administers the new covenant. The result is 
that the worshippers are now purified completely; they are now able to worship22 the 
living God without the constant reminder of their sin.  

Grace Now 

 So what does the high priest do now? The answer is twofold: first, he saves 
those who approach God through him and who are eagerly waiting for him (7:25; 
9:28). This salvation is certain because he always lives to make intercession for them 
(7:25; cf. Rom. 8:34). Unlike the earlier priests, Jesus has remained, as a man, within 
the inner sanctuary. He is seated at the right hand of the majestic throne. It is his 
presence there, without the need to exit and repeat the sacrifice, that is our assurance.  
 His presence in the heavenly sanctuary is, to an extent, our presence. He is the 
forerunner on our behalf, and it is our hope that enters with him. That is why the  

                                                 
20  kalhn suneidhsin. 
21  Or, ‘having obtained’. 
22  The word used is latreuw which in the NT is always used of worship, cf. the use of the cognate noun 

latreia in Rom. 12:1. 
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writer keeps urging the readers to ‘hold fast to the confession of our hope without 
wavering’ (10:23). 
 Second, Jesus is ‘a minister in the sanctuary and the true tent [tabernacle] that 
the Lord, and not any mortal, has set up’ (8:2). The word for ‘minister’ here is 
leitourgoj (leitourgos),23 and it relates to what we might call ‘religious activities’,24 
to the activities associated with worship (see 9:21, ‘all the vessels of the worship’). 
The man Jesus is fully engaged in the true worship of the heavenly sanctuary, he and 
the leitourgika pneumata, the angelic ‘ministering spirits’ who serve us who will 
on that day inherit salvation (1:14). 
 But while it is our hope that enters the inner shrine behind the curtain (6:19), we 
are not in any way deprived of genuine participation in that worship. As we have 
seen: 

 
. . . the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, [has 
purified] our conscience from dead works to worship the living God (9:14). 
 

Furthermore, the heavenly sanctuary is not something far off or unreal. Indeed, it is 
more real than the now defunct institutions of Judaism: 

 
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, and to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in 
heaven, and to God the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, 
the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood 
of Abel (12:22–24). 

Where to Now? 

Supposing the readers were to succumb to the pressure to leave the faith (a ‘suppose’ 
that the writer does not really think likely, 6:9). Well, the warning still needs to be 
presented: 

 
For if we willfully persist in sin after having received the knowledge of the truth, there no longer 
remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful prospect of judgment, and a fury of fire that will consume 
the adversaries. Anyone who has violated the law of Moses dies without mercy ‘on the testimony of 
two or three witnesses.’ How much worse punishment do you think will be deserved by those who 
have spurned the Son of God, profaned the blood of the covenant by which they were sanctified, 
and outraged the Spirit of grace? (10:26–29). 
 

The readers have come to Christ, they have received the benefits of his high-priestly 
sacrifice and they ‘have shared in the Holy Spirit’ (6:4). If, by the grace of God, Jesus 
has tasted death for everyone, it was because he offered himself to God through the 
eternal Spirit (9:14). As true man he could not have done otherwise. So believers par-
ticipate in the grace of God in Christ because they participate in ‘the Spirit of grace’.  

                                                 
23  In this group are the verb leitourgšw (Heb. 10:11); the nouns leitourg…a (Heb. 8:6; 9:21) and 

leitourgÒj (Heb. 1:7; 8:2) and the adjective leitourgikÒj (Heb. 1:14). 
24  See the extended note under leitourgew in G. Abbott-Smith, A Manual Greek Lexicon of the New 

Testament, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1937, p. 266. 
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This is not a theology of the Trinity; it is a simple appeal to the fact that the readers 
have truly known the transforming reality of being made members of the household of 
God through faith in Christ’s blood. To return to Judaism, to turn from Christ, would 
be to outrage the Spirit of grace, by whom the Son of God was enabled to do his great 
work. 
 So ‘see to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God’ (12:15). To return to 
the defunct, if politically ‘safe’, institutions of Judaism (or whatever is not of faith) 
may seem to satisfy, or at least to relieve the pressure. And it may even seem 
thoroughly sensible or reasonable to do so. But: 

 
Do not be carried away by all kinds of strange teachings; for it is well for the heart to be strength-
ened by grace, not by regulations about food, which have not benefited those who observe them. 
We have an altar from which those who officiate in the tent have no right to eat (13:9–10). 
 
 

Grace be with all of you (13:25). 
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STUDY 11 

The Power of the Word of the Cross, 
of His Resurrection, 

of the Holy Spirit 

Geoffrey Bingham 

Introductory Note: To cover in one short paper the subject of the title would be 
impossible. It demands at least three papers. Nevertheless in a school on God’s grace 
it is necessary to have a bird’s-eye view of the subject of power. I have written with 
the hope that all of us will use the material to cover the matter of Godly power as 
against human desire for power, so that our gospel will come ‘not in word only’ but in 
the power of God. We may have cause also to use the paper for a teaching series in 
our ministries. Most of all, that we become men and women of true power, so that we 
can say, ‘When [we] are weak, then [we are] strong’. 

INTRODUCTION ON THE NATURE OF GOD’S POWER 

As we would expect there is much written about power, Divine and human, in the 
Bible. There are words which denote ability, might, strength, authority and so on. In 
the Old Testament these are linked with God, His creation, His care of His people and 
the exercise of His will. Many of these ideas are also set out in the New Testament, 
and material is helpfully available to us in Bible Encyclopedia and Dictionaries. Here, 
in our present study we assume that ‘[all] power belongs to God’ (Ps. 62:11; 2 Cor. 
6:7; Rev. 19:1; 4:11), to Christ (Rev. 5:11–12; 2 Cor. 12:9), and to the Holy Spirit 
(Rom. 15:19). In particular we are taking three ‘words’ as we are calling them: (i) the 
word (power) of the cross (1 Cor. 1:18ff.; (ii) the word (power) of the resurrection 
(Phil. 3:10; and (iii) the word (power) of the Holy Spirit. These are all included in ‘the 
word of God’—the word which creates, redeems, and enables in worship and service. 
The reason we are doing this is because we need to know how these relate to God’s 
grace in both redeeming and keeping us; to act within His grace by the power of the 
three ‘words’ in proclaiming the gospel.  
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THE POWER OF THE WORD OF THE CROSS 

In 1 Corinthians 1:18 Paul talks about ‘the word of the cross’, that is, the logos of the 
cross. It might even be rendered ‘the principle’ of the cross. It is really the pro-
clamation of the work and message of the cross. That work Christ alone knows. It is 
clear from the New Testament that no human being could understand what that work 
was and what it means. We mean that the Holy Spirit alone can bring the meaning of 
the cross to human understanding. How this is done we will see when we take what 
we have called ‘the word of the Spirit’ in the third section of this paper. It is clear 
from John chapters 14  – 16 that the Holy Spirit was to be sent: (i) to teach all things 
to the disciples (14:2); (ii) to bring to their remembrance all Jesus had said to them in 
the time of his ministry (14:26); and (iii) to lead them into all the truth (John 16:13). 
 Three times in the Gospels, during the days of his ministry, Jesus had told them 
the ‘must’ (dei) of the crucifixion event (Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33), that is, ‘the Son of 
Man must suffer many things, and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and 
the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again’. This ‘must’ was not the 
word of inevitability but of necessity, that is, of indispensability. The first prediction 
was when Jesus had asked ‘Who do men say that I am?’ The second occasion was 
after Jesus’ act of exorcising the boy with a demon, and the third was following the 
transfiguration. He also made other significant references to the coming event. On the 
day of his resurrection he made reference to it to the two men on the road to Emmaus 
and then at night, back in Jerusalem, to most of the disciples. He told them in Luke 
24:44–48: 

 
‘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.’ Then he opened their 
minds to understand the scriptures, and said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer 
and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be 
preached in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things.’ 
 

 It seems that not all the disciples were at the scene of the crucifixion. It took two 
events to reveal the truth of the cross to them: (i) the resurrection; and (ii) the coming 
of the Spirit at Pentecost. Because of these two events they were no longer in the 
dark: they understood! Men such as Peter, John and Jude proclaimed the gospel and 
others left no one in doubt as to the nature of that work. God had prepared Paul to 
have a special gift to present the gospel to his generation in many lands and we have 
the treasures of his writings. We will now try to present his understanding of the 
gospel as the power of God from 1 Corinthians 1:17 – 2:5. 
 In this long disquisition Paul is saying that no human reasoning can make sense 
of the cross. That a human sacrifice could save humans who are sinners was a scandal 
to Jews who had already decided that Jesus was an Imposter-Messiah. Greek thinking 
of the day insisted that the truth could only be arrived at by taking the facts, working 
them through and coming to the obvious conclusion. So the cross was foolishness, 
that is, that a human person could be the son of the transcendent God, and that by 
dying a criminal’s death he could save mankind—if, indeed, it ever needed salvation! 
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 Paul made statements about the cross as he took these criticisms into 
consideration. His claim was that the crucifixion was to the Jews and Greeks what 
they thought, but in reality it was, in Christ, the power of God and the wisdom of God! 
He reminded the Corinthian converts what the gospel of the cross had done to them as 
very ordinary human beings: it had transformed them, concluding, ‘He [God] is the 
source of your life in Christ Jesus, whom God made our wisdom, our righteousness 
and sanctification and redemption’ (1 Cor. 1:30). If others would wish to know how 
this had happened and how the gospel could be the wisdom and power of God then 
they could find the substance of it all in Romans 1:17 – 3:31. We do not have the 
space here to pursue Paul’s presentation in detail, but briefly it was this: 
 ‘The gospel of Christ is the power of God because it is addressed to human 
beings, all of whom are sinners and none of whom can save themselves from the 
judgment of God, so that it can be shown that the wrath of God is continually being 
revealed by the way God acts with such sinners—sequentially—He keeps giving them 
up to their sins; indeed to the guilt of their sins instead of restraining them from their 
deliberate sinning. This “giving up” (didomi) of men and women to the ravages of 
their sins works in such manner as to compound their sins, bringing them into the 
ultimate, dreadful state of evil, were their sinful actions are committed with a 
reprobate mind, so that they are “beyond the pale”. Even so, His wrath which works 
terrible dread and shocking turmoil and pain, purposes to deal with their sins by the 
propitiatory sacrifice His Son endures on the cross. Sin must be dealt with by His 
righteousness and His Son takes into himself all the guilt of all the sins of human 
beings and in that outrageous happening the Son bears the wrath of God who in His 
love planned with the Son that he—the Son—should avert it from doomed humanity 
by bearing it to exhaustion and extinction in himself on the Cross.’  
 The apostle John made a similar explanation when he wrote, ‘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. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us 
and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins’ (1 John 4:9, 10). John had 
elsewhere recorded, ‘For God sent the Son into the world, not to condemn the world, 
but that the world might be saved through him. He who believes in him is not 
condemned; he who does not believe is condemned already, because he has not 
believed in the name of the only Son of God’ (John 3:17–18). First John 2:2 states, 
‘and he is the expiation [propitiation] for our sins, and not for ours only but also for 
the sins of the whole world’. 
 We ought to read all of Galatians in pursuit of ‘the power of the cross’, for it is 
what the death of the cross has effected for us: (i) in 1:4 the giving of Christ for us has 
rescued us up out of the present evil age and its power; (ii) 2:20 is related primarily to 
law as lethal to the sinner. The death has killed us by, and to, the law. Thus we are 
justified in and by the death; (iii) Again in 3:13, the death has redeemed us from the 
curse of the law by Christ being made curse for us; (iv) 4:5 reiterates redemption from 
being ‘under the law’; and (v) 5:24 informs us that those who belong to Christ ‘have 
crucified the flesh’. This links with 6:14 where, through the cross, Paul—and we—
have been crucified to the world and the world to us. Christ acts as our substitute and 
dies for us, but we also die with him which is called co-crucifixion. Those who will  
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not have Christ as substitute had better be careful for if they do not take him as 
substitute they cannot have him at all. They cannot die with him if he has not first died 
for them. In this lies the enormous power of the cross to redeem and sanctify us. 

THE POWER OF HIS RESURRECTION 

In Philippians 3:10–11 Paul says, ‘that I may know him and [in1] the power of his 
resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that if 
possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead’. The term ‘the power of his 
resurrection’ could cover a lot, but in context appears to mean that Paul wishes to 
know Christ experimentally in the power of his resurrection, particularly regarding 
‘the fellowship of his sufferings and becoming conformable to Christ’s death’. 
Handley Moule comments, ‘a phrase difficult to exhaust in exposition’.2 In our brief 
discussion on the power of Christ’s resurrection we will use the title to this section to 
cover its various meanings in the NT. 
 
(a) Jesus’ resurrection has made him Lord over all. He was raised from the dead by 

the Father (Rom. 6:4; Acts 2:24, 32). This is God’s affirmation of him—‘because 
I go to the Father’ (John 16:10). ‘He is designated Son of God in power according 
to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead’ (Rom. 1:4). He is also 
thus proclaimed Lord (Acts 2:36; 14:9). He is ‘first and the last, and the living 
one’. He ‘died, and behold, he is alive for ever more’. He has ‘the keys of death 
and of Hades’ (Rev. 1: 17–18). His Lordship and Kingship is in the light of Psalm 
2 and Psalm 110 and his rulership over all the nations. His authority and power is 
over all the earth (Matt. 28:18; Acts 2:36). 

 
(b) The present power of his resurrection is that he has ‘abolished death and brought 

life and immortality to light through the gospel’ (2 Tim. 1:10) because he is ‘the 
first fruits of those who have fallen asleep’. As he has risen so we shall rise, for 
he is the first born from the dead. ‘In Christ shall all be made alive!’ (1 Cor. 
15:20–22). Without Christ there was no hope. Now ‘we have been born anew to a 
living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead’ (1 Pet. 1:3). 

 
(c) He has brought moral power to his people by co-crucifixion (Rom. 6:1–23; Col. 

3:1–3; Gal. 2:20). The power of sin, the sting of death has been defeated since he 
brought life and immortality to life. So the union of Christ with his people brings 
moral power for holy and righteous living. This union is Christ’s life in his people 
presently by means of the Holy Spirit (Eph. 3:14–19; Gal. 4:4–7; Rom. 8:9–11). 
All is life—Christ’s risen life—and nothing is death.  

                                                 
1  Gerald F. Hawthorne in Philippians, vol. 43, in the Word Biblical Commentary (Word, Waco, 1983), pp. 

142–7,  gives the sense of ‘and’ as ‘in’ on p. 143. 
2  ‘Philippians’ a commentary in the old Cambridge Bible for Schools and Colleges, Cambridge University 

Press, Cambridge, 1903.  



The Power of the Word of the Cross, of His Resurrection, of the Holy Spirit 

 
Ministry School 2004 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

 
78 

THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

Acts 1:8 makes it clear, ‘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’. In Luke 24:44–47 he tells them—as in Acts 1:8—that 
they will be witnesses, that is, proclaim the gospel truth which will transform men and 
women, for the task of the Spirit is set out in John 16:7–11: 
 

Nevertheless I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the 
Counsellor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you. And when he comes, he will 
convince the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment: concerning sin, because they 
do not believe in me; concerning righteousness, because I go to the Father, and you will see me no 
more; concerning judgment, because the ruler of this world is judged. 

 
This ‘convicting’ and ‘convincing’ the Holy Spirit will do through God’s people,  
by means of the Spirit’s power. The word ‘witness’ is much used in the Book of Acts. 
 In order to proclaim properly the people needed—and still need—to be filled 
with the Holy Spirit. See Luke 24:49b; Acts 1:8; 2:4, 17ff.; 4:8, 31; 6:5; 7:55; 8:17; 
9:17; 10:38, 44; 11:17; 19:6. This is because: (i) without the Spirit there is no 
understanding of the truth (1 John 5:7), the truth which Jesus said in the upper room 
would be brought to the apostles by the Holy Spirit; (ii) without the Spirit there is no 
convicting, converting power (cf. 1 Cor. 2:4; 1 Thess. 1:1:5; Rom. 15:19; cf. Acts 
4:31, 33), for the Spirit witnesses to Christ in all his works; and (iii) 1 Corinthians 
chapter 2 speaks of the impossibility of the natural man understanding the things 
given by God, that is, the word of the cross, the gospel and ‘the whole counsel of 
God’ (Acts 20:20–28).  
 In Acts 4:23–37 we are told that with the outpouring of the Spirit upon the 
community all ‘spoke the word with boldness’ and ‘with great power [cf. 1 Cor. 2:5] 
the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus’. We have seen 
that Paul accords his preaching of the gospel to the power of the Holy Spirit, and in  
2 Corinthians 6:3–10 he includes in a long list of elements of his testimony, ‘the Holy 
Spirit, genuine love, truthful speech, and the power of God’. This causes us to see that 
the power of the Spirit in the church was immense, making a community of love, 
unity and fellowship producing the fruit of the Spirit. This was the background to the 
proclamation and a very effective demonstration of God’s true power. 

CONCLUSION: LIVING IN THE POWER OF GOD 

The matter of power absorbs all humans, rightly or wrongly. Milton’s famous 
statement ‘Fame is the spur’ reminds us we can look at obtaining power for our own 
selfish pursuits. We know this is the matter of ‘flesh’ or ‘ego’. The counter to this is, 
‘And from his fullness have we all received grace upon grace’. Titus 2:11–12 tells us, 
‘For the grace of God has appeared for the salvation of all men, training us to  
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renounce irreligion and worldly passions, and to live sober, upright, and godly lives in 
this world’. Grace is not just saving but also enabling for everything. Of ourselves we 
have no power (2 Cor. 12:9; 3:4–6) but Acts 1:8 stands, ‘You shall receive power 
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you’. God gives us power to proclaim the 
(powerful) word; the word of the gospel, of the cross and of the resurrection. 
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STUDY 12 

Great Grace Was upon  
the Church 

Rod James 

Grace is not assistance to the living to live better, but life for the dead. It is not just a 
theological theorem to know and recite, but the holy action of God which reaches us 
in our existential dilemma, with life-changing impact. The grace of God in the events 
recorded in the Book of Acts was not simply grace as a divine benevolence and assist-
ance for the church to enable her in difficult times. It was the consequential outpour-
ing of God’s holy grace-work in Christ. Luke says of the church after Pentecost that 
‘great grace was upon them all’ (Acts 4:33). Let us look more closely at this ‘great 
grace’ in order that we as Christian believers and servants of Christ might be strength-
ened in the grace of God. 

GRACE IN THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES 

It is edifying to look afresh at the eleven references to ‘grace’ in the Book of Acts and 
to see the descriptions and outworkings of that grace which surround and relate to 
each reference. 

 
Acts 4:33 

And with great power the apostles were giving their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, 
and great grace was upon them all. 
 

Surrounding this comment are the following descriptions: 
• They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God with 

 boldness. 
• Those who believed were of one heart and soul. 
• They held everything in common and there were no needy persons among 

them. 
• They testified with great power to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. 
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Acts 6:8 
And Stephen, full of grace and power, was doing great wonders and signs among the people. 

 
• Stephen was a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit. 
• He did great wonders and signs among the people. 
• Opponents could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with which he  

 spoke. 
• When they seized him and brought him before the council his face shone like an  

 angel. 
• He spoke the truth with great boldness to the Jewish council. 
• In the face of violent opposition he was filled with the Holy Spirit and saw the 

 glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. 
• He prayed for his assassins as they murdered him. 
 

Acts 11:23 
When he [Barnabas] came and saw the grace of God, he was glad, and he exhorted them all to 
remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose. 

 
• The hand of the Lord was with those who went and preached the gospel in  

 Antioch. 
• A great number of people, Greeks as well as Jews, believed and turned to the  

 Lord. 
 
Acts 13:43 

And after the meeting of the synagogue broke up, many Jews and devout converts to Judaism fol-
lowed Paul and Barnabas, who, as they spoke with them, urged them to continue in the grace of 
God. 

 
• In Pisidian Antioch Paul and Barnabas had preached the good news that 

through  
 Jesus the forgiveness of sins was proclaimed to them. 

 
Acts 14:3 

So they remained for a long time, speaking boldly for the Lord, who bore witness to the word of 
his grace, granting signs and wonders to be done by their hands. 

 
• A great number of both Jews and Greeks believed. 
• The Lord granted signs and wonders to be done by their hands. 
• They spoke boldly for the Lord. 

 
Acts 14:26 

and from there they sailed to Antioch, where they had been commended to the grace of God for 
the work that they had fulfilled. 
 
• God had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles. 
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• Paul and Barnabas were able to fulfil the work for which they had been com- 
 mended to the grace of God. 

 
Acts 15:11 

But we believe that we will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will. 
 
• The council of Jerusalem was able to acknowledge that Jews and Gentiles are 

all  
 saved through the grace of God in Jesus. 

• They were therefore able to encourage the Gentile believers by not putting  
 heavy legal burdens on them. 

  
Acts 15:40 

but Paul chose Silas and departed, having been commended by the brothers to the grace of the 
Lord.  

 
• Paul and Silas were able to depart on Paul’s second missionary journey in the  

 assurance that they went having been commended by the church to the grace  
 of the Lord. 

• God’s grace was indeed upon them on that journey (Acts 15:39 – 18:23). 
  
Acts 18:27 

And when he wished to cross to Achaia, the brothers encouraged him and wrote to the disciples to 
welcome him. When he arrived, he greatly helped those who through grace had believed. 

 
• When Apollos went to Achaia he helped the disciples there who by God’s grace  

 had believed in the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
• Apollos was able to powerfully refute the Jews in public, showing by the  

 Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ. 
  
Acts 20:24  

But I do not account my life of any value nor as precious to myself, if only I may finish my course 
and the ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God.  

 
• The ‘gospel of the grace of God’ which Paul proclaimed was also the grace  

 which empowered Paul to value his life only in terms of the ministry which he  
 received from the Lord Jesus to testify to that gospel. 

 
Acts 20:32 

And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up and 
to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified.  

 
• Paul knew that he would never see the Ephesian believers again and would 

have no further direct influence on them. He therefore committed them to the 
word  
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 of God’s grace which itself was able to build the believers up and to give them  
 the inheritance among all those whom God was making holy. 

EXAMPLES OF GOD’S GRACE IN ACTS 

The above eleven references in Acts speak of God’s grace. However, there are many 
examples of grace at work in the lives of the believers: 
 

• God poured out His Spirit abundantly on them in Jerusalem, in Samaria and  
 among the Gentiles. 

• God was the sovereign missioner, initiating each work of mission. 
• God appeared to them with words of encouragement and guidance (Acts 16:9;  

 18:9, 10; 23:11; 27:23–25). 
• Holy power was given to deal with deception which would have corrupted the  

 church (Acts 5:1–11). 
• The church was enabled to walk in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of 

the Holy Spirit, and in so doing it multiplied (Acts 9:31). 
• The word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multi- 

 plied (Acts 6:7). 
• God enabled them to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace in  

 matters of dispute (Acts 6:1–6; 15:1–35). 
• God protected them from danger (e.g. in Corinth, Acts 18:9–10), from the con- 

 spiracy in Jerusalem (Acts 23:12–24), and during the shipwreck on the way to  
 Rome (Acts 27:21–25). 

• God strengthened them in suffering and used their sufferings to reveal the love  
 of Christ, for example, Stephen (Acts 7:54–60), Paul and Silas in prison (Acts  
 16:16–34), and Paul’s descriptions of his sufferings in the Corinthian letters  
 (2 Cor. 4:7–12; 6:3–10). 

• Fledgling churches of very young believers were empowered by God to survive  
 and to grow. 

THE GREAT GRACE OF GOD’S CALL 

The unfolding flow of events in the Book of Acts was not simply the result of hard 
work, dedication to a cause and effective methodology on the part of some suitably 
gifted Christians. It was fundamentally the prevenient and predestinating grace of God 
coming to fulfilment and being worked out upon, in and through the lives of those 
whom God was now calling to participate in his great plan. As God explained to 
Ananias concerning Saul: 
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Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the 
children of Israel. For I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name (Acts 
9:15–16). 
 

The great grace that was upon the community and its individual persons was 
‘according to the purpose of his will’ and was now coming to pass ‘to the praise of his 
glorious grace’ (Eph. 1:3–6). The time had come for the prophecy to be fulfilled and 
for God’s Spirit to be poured out on all flesh (Joel 2:28–29; Acts 2:16–21 ). History 
was in the making, and the apostolic community had an assurance that God’s great 
grace rested upon them to accomplish what he had purposed from the foundation of 
the world (Isa. 46:8–10). Living in the flow and the greatness of that call the believers 
were confident that he who had called them was faithful and that he would surely do it 
(1 Thess. 5:24). 

THE GREAT GRACE OF CHRIST’S CROSS 

Grace is redemption for the prisoners of darkness (Col. 1:13–14), propitiation for 
guilty sinners (Rom. 3:25; 1 John 2:2), reconciliation for the enemies of God (Rom. 
5:10, Col. 1:21–22), and life for the dead (Eph. 2:4–5): 
 

God’s love then is holy love in action, in forgiveness, in redemption. It is the love for sinners of a 
God above all things holy, whose holiness makes sin damnable as sin and love active as grace.1 

 
God so loved the world . . . not only so intensely, but in such a unique manner, that He gave His 
Son to be a propitiation. It is the provision of a propitiation that is the distinctive mark of God’s 
love as transcending humane pity or affection in holy grace.2 

 
As has been said, the grace of God in those events recorded in Acts was not simply 
grace as a divine benevolence and assistance for the church in difficult times. It was 
the consequential outworking of the holy grace-work of Christ’s cross and 
resurrection. The events of Acts, therefore, unfolded as ‘the word of the cross’ (1 Cor. 
1:18) was proclaimed ‘in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of 
the earth’ (Acts 1:8). Pentecost was (and is) the grace explosion which occurred when 
the grace-work of God in Christ arced upon the raw moral nerve of human rebellion, 
depravity, hatred and filth. This happened when the apostolic community preached 
Christ crucified (1 Cor. 1:22–24). A vivid example of this arcing is seen when Peter 
preached to the people in the temple precinct: 

 
The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified his 
servant Jesus, whom you delivered over and denied in the presence of Pilate, when he had decided 
to release him. But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to be granted 
to you, and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To this we are witness  . 
. . Repent therefore, and turn again, that your sins may be blotted out, that times of refreshing may 
come from the presence of the Lord, and that he may send the Christ appointed for you, Jesus,  

                                                 
1  P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993, pp. 242–3. 
2  Forsyth, p. 251. 
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whom heaven must receive until the time for restoring all the things about which God spoke by the 
mouth of his holy prophets long ago . . . God, having raised up his servant, sent him to you first, to 
bless you by turning every one of you from your wickedness (Acts 3:13–26, ESV). 
 

The apostolic community understood that the power of God’s grace was in the word 
of God’s grace: 

 
And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God with 
lofty speech or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him 
crucified. And I was with you in weakness and in fear and much trembling, and my speech and my 
message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, 
that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God (1 Cor. 2:1–5).  

  
It is worth noting that the miracles and healings recorded in Acts were given by God 
in the context of the proclamation to the nations of his grace-work in Christ. For 
example, in Acts 3:1–26; 5:12–16; 8:4–8; 9:32–35, 36–43; 14:8–18; 28:7–10. It 
seems that the Holy Spirit was camped on the intersection where the people of God 
and the people of the world meet. 

THE GREAT GRACE OF THE PRESENCE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

God’s grace is the radical action of his love towards those who are unworthy and cul-
pable. But it is more. It is also God himself coming in his holy, atoning, reconciling 
Presence, to dwell with his reconciled ones (Lev. 26:12), to seek the lost (Luke 
19:10), to do good to his enemies (Rom. 5:10; Col. 1:21–22). This visitation of God in 
judgment and mercy is nothing less than the gift by God of himself. ‘I will make my 
dwelling among you, and my soul shall not abhor you. And I will walk among you 
and be your God, and you shall be my people’ (Lev. 26:11–12). Great grace being 
upon the church was nothing less than God himself dwelling with his people, making 
them holy by his Presence, carrying out his purpose to reconcile all things to himself. 
God was present, bringing reconciliation and communion, and invoking worship, 
community, and proclamation of the gospel.  
 Great grace upon the church meant that, in the body of Christ, Christ was 
present as he had promised (Matt. 28:20). The love of God was shed abroad in their 
hearts by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 5:5). They were clothed with power from on high 
(Luke 24:49). Whoever received them received the one who sent them (Matt. 10:40). 
God watched over their words to confirm them with signs and wonders (Heb. 2:3–4). 
Many who heard them were cut to the heart (Acts 2:37) and convicted of sin, 
righteousness and judgment (John 16:8). Many therefore received their word, were 
baptised and added to their number (Acts 2:41). 
 When we speak of the condition of the church in terms of great grace being 
upon them all, we wrestle with an anomaly. In one sense it is correct that this situation 
is true and dynamic for all of the church all of the time. As has been said, we are 
‘living in the great revival’. On the other hand it is also true to say that the presence of 
God was different then to the presence of God in many churches today, particularly in  
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the Western world. The cameo descriptions in Acts 2:42–47, 4:32–35, etc. are qualita-
tively different to the situation in many congregations that we know. In Acts 4 there 
was no ‘after church’, there was just ‘church’, 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  
 God, by his own deliberate action, can be present to a people, or alternatively 
can absent himself from them so that what they experience is the Presence of his 
absence. ‘Peniel’ means ‘face of God’ (Gen. 32:30). Jacob called the place that, 
saying,  
‘I have seen God face to face’. The bread of the presence is literally ‘the bread of the 
face’ (Exod. 25:30). By contrast, what many are experiencing in our Western culture 
is largely the Presence of God’s absence as was the case in Israel when they forsook 
their God: 

 
Then my anger will be kindled against them in that day, and I will forsake them and hide my face 
from them, and they will be devoured. And many evils and troubles will come upon them, so that 
they will say in that day, ‘Have not these evils come upon us because our God is not among us?’ 
And I will surely hide my face in that day because of all the evil that they have done, because they 
have turned to other gods (Deut. 31:17–18. See also Deut. 32:20; Ezek. 39:29; Micah 3:4). 
 

We hear of community transformations in other parts of the world where great grace 
is upon those communities in a manner which, when we hear about it, makes us burn 
with hungry jealousy, as indeed God would have us do that we might seek his face 
(Ps. 27:8–9). In some way these communities have experienced the Presence of God’s 
presence and our communities the Presence of his absence. They have turned to God 
from idols (1 Thess. 1:9) while our people live in the midst of their idols. 
Nevertheless wherever we dwell upon the earth we do live in the great revival, for 
God has poured his Spirit out on all flesh.3 As has been well said and often quoted: 

 
Some men see things as they are and ask, ‘Why?’ 
Others dream things that never were and ask, ‘Why not?’ 

CONCLUSION AS TO GRACE IN THE BOOK OF ACTS 

We conclude that the early church reckoned on grace as its most powerful factor for proclaiming 
the Gospel, for growth in the life and maturity of the church, and indeed for all things. It was that 
factor without which it could not live. 
 The question we may well ask in our churches of today is, ‘When do we reckon on the grace of 
God, and how much of our life is lived in that grace?’4 

 

                                                 
3  A very helpful exposition of what it means that God has poured his Spirit out on all flesh was given at the 

2004 New Creation Summer School by Deane Meatheringham. His two studies on ‘Revival for All Flesh’ and 
‘The Spirit on All Flesh’ are available from New Creation Teaching Ministries. 

4  Geoffrey Bingham, Great and Glorious Grace, NCPI, Blackwood, 1988, p. 139. 



 

87 

STUDY 13 

The Grace That Disciplines 

Randall Lawton 

We may come to the subject of discipline with all kinds of emotions, but to it we must 
come. Some are pointing to a rediscovery of discipline in the church.1 Robert E. 
Webber in his book The Younger Evangelicals asked Rob Bell, the pastor of Mars 
Hill Bible Church, to give input into his book, and he quotes: 

 
We had an issue in the first few months of our existence as a church with people being rude in the 
parking lot. The traffic jams were causing people long delays . . . you know the drill. So I told the 
church that if you were not a follower of Jesus and you had been joining us, we were thrilled to 
have you in our midst. But if you were a follower of Jesus and you were being rude and mean in 
the parking lot, you needed to stop this behaviour. And if you continued, then we would get your 
license plate number and treat this as an issue of church discipline. I made it clear that if we could 
not live up to our high calling in the parking lot, then we had no business going into the world. 
And besides, we could use your seat. 
The place erupted in applause. 
My spanking of the congregation, or at least some members of it, was met with such affirmation it 
was unnerving. 
Why? 
We have learned that people are starved for honesty. They want to be told the truth regarding 
money, leadership, sin, challenges facing the church—whatever it is they are desperate to know 
they are being given a straight dose. Even if it’s ugly.2 

 
 However we respond to this, or whether we come to the same conclusions, this 
event tells us that there is something good about discipline, and although not easy, the 
church is secured and enlivened by it. We can only come to this fully when discipline 
is understood in its relation to grace. 

                                                 
1  D. A. Carson, The Gagging of God: Christianity Confronts Pluralism, Apollos, Leicester, 1996, p. 366 and 

n. 44. 
2  Robert E. Webber, The Younger Evangelicals: Facing the Challenge of the New World, Baker Books, Grand 

Rapids, 2002, pp. 143–4. 
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BIBLICAL WORDS FOR DISCIPLINE 

In the NT the verb paideuo is a strong word along with the cognate noun paideia. It is 
often used in the sense of ‘discipline’. In Luke 23:16 and 22, we find it as Pilate’s 
‘punishment’ of Jesus. Other texts give us an idea of the strength of the word: 
 

That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep. But if we 
judged [diakrino] ourselves, we would not come under judgment [krino]. When we are judged 
[krino] by the Lord, we are being disciplined [paideuo] so that we will not be condemned 
[katakrino] with the world (1 Cor. 11:30–32). 

Among them are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught 
[paideuo] not to blaspheme (1 Tim. 1:20). 

‘. . . the Lord disciplines [paideuo] those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son.’ 
Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined [paideuo] 
by his father? (Heb. 12:6–7). 

. . . known, yet regarded as unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten [paideuo], and yet not killed 
(2 Cor. 6:9). 
 

Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline [paideuo]. So be earnest, and repent (Rev. 3:19). 
 
It also carries the understanding of instruction, correcting and admonishing with 
words: 

 
Those who oppose him he must gently instruct [paideuo], in the hope that God will grant them 
repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth (2 Tim. 2:25). 

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching [didaskalian], rebuking, correcting and 
training [paideian] in righteousness (2 Tim. 3:16). 
 

 The Greek paideuo and paideia carry the meaning of the Hebrew words ysr and 
musar: ‘admonish’, ‘instruct’, ‘correct’, ‘discipline’, and ‘chastise’.3 This word group 
in the Old Testament are educational words and are used for the instruction of 
children by parents and teachers and also for God’s instructing and discipline of his 
covenant people: 

 
He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline [musar] 
him . . . Do not withhold discipline [musar] from a child; if you punish him with the rod, he will not 
die . . . Discipline [ysr] your son, and he will give you peace; he will bring delight to your 
soul . . . Hold on to instruction [musar], do not let it go; guard it well, for it is your life (Prov. 
13:24; 23:13; 29:17; 4:13). 

I will praise the LORD, who counsels me; even at night my heart instructs [ysr] me (Ps. 16:7). 

                                                 
3  ‘The Gk. words paideia and paideuein are mostly used for [musar] and [ysr]. Herewith the Gk. terms 

acquire a new and originally almost alien significance. paideia takes on the sense of discipline and chastisement’ 
(Georg Bertram, TDNT, vol. 5, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1981, p. 608). ‘Almost without exception . . . the vb. ysr 
is trans. by LXX in some form of paideuo. Similarly, the nom. musar is rendered paideia (or a form thereof) 
consistently’ (E. H. Merrill, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, vol. 2, 
Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1997, p. 481). 
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You rebuke and discipline [ysr] men for their sin; you consume their wealth like a moth—each man 
is but a breath (Ps. 39:11). 

Blessed is the man you discipline [ysr], O LORD, the man you teach from your law (Ps. 94:12). 

In vain I punished your people; they did not respond to correction. Your sword has devoured your 
prophets like a ravening lion (Jer. 2:30). 

Therefore say to them, ‘This is the nation that has not obeyed the LORD its God or responded to 
correction. Truth has perished; it has vanished from their lips’ (Jer. 7:28). 

She obeys no-one, she accepts no correction [musar]. She does not trust in the LORD, she does not 
draw near to her God . . . I said to the city, ‘Surely you will fear me and accept correction! [musar]’ 
Then her dwelling would not be cut off, nor all my punishments come upon her. But they were still 
eager to act corruptly in all they did (Zeph. 3:2, 7). 

 
So paideuo in the New Testament and LXX is more than verbal teaching: it is 
personal ‘hands on’ instruction which, more often than not, is accompanied by pain to 
get it through. 

THE GOODNESS OF DISCIPLINE IN GRACE 

Paul’s letter to Titus spells out the whole matter of grace and discipline: 
 
For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches [paideuo], us to say 
‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this 
present age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and 
Saviour, Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify  
for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good. These, then, are the things you 
should teach. Encourage and rebuke with all authority. Do not let anyone despise you (Titus 2:11–
15, NIV). 
 

In verse 11 paideuo is ‘teaching by chastisement’. The whole letter carries a strong 
disciplinarian tone: 

 
. . . they must be silenced . . . Cretans are always liars, evil brutes, lazy gluttons . . . rebuke them 
sharply . . . Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that have nothing 
to do with him (1:11–13; 3:10).  
 

It has to with God as educator, his strong love for his children. Paul is pointing out 
that God has redeemed us to be free from ‘lawlessness’ (anomia = ‘wickedness’, 2:14, 
NIV): so it (the grace of God) disciplines us ‘to live self-controlled, upright and godly 
lives’ (v. 12). 
 Before discipline (or judgment), we firstly need to understand grace, for it is 
grace that disciplines. Grace is prior to discipline but grace reveals discipline. Behind 
this, God has his law and all men are under it and held accountable to it: ‘Now we 
know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every 
mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God’ (Rom. 3:19;  
cf. 7:1). The grace of God does not negate law but upholds it by his propitiation in the  
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cross, and the fruits of justification and sanctification in the life of the believer (Rom. 
3:21–31; 6:1–23). So grace sets us right before the law to come to love it, along with 
its accountability (Ps. 119). The heart is set free by love to worship God, even for his 
judgments. Also, the cross reveals to us the horrific nature of sin, and the need for 
God to keep it in check. 
 So we say that grace is prior, but not analogical, to law. The law without grace 
condemns due to sin and guilt. But grace in virtue of justification frees the heart to 
receive the law and its accountability, without condemnation. If we understand the 
law as a separate logical step to grace, then we go adrift for then the law does not 
come to us as the way of grace, but as a step beyond grace. Discipline before the law 
is then received as condemnation. We need to keep in mind that grace teaches us that 
God is always good to his people. He immerses us in grace so that all he does is an 
expression of his untiring love toward us. This is why we must accept his judgments 
as grace and not cringe away from them, even if painful. Discipline is not bleakness 
but pedagogical. 
 This is why apostles demand that the ‘truth of grace’ or the ‘gospel of grace’ be 
maintained. They are very strong in their discipline of the church to keep in the truth, 
for from it is the wellspring of life and the strength to be holy. Paul in Galatians twice 
calls for eternal condemnation of those who preach a different gospel and publicly 
rebukes Peter for ‘not acting in line with the truth of the gospel’ (1:8–9; 2:14). In the 
Pastoral Epistles we find strong injunctions to curb those not proclaiming the true 
gospel. In fact there is a ‘zero tolerance’ to those who would want to come and delib-
erately preach against grace: ‘They must be silenced because they are ruining whole 
households by teaching things they ought not to teach’, says Paul (Titus 1:11). What 
we conclude, then, is that our basic discipline is to ensure that the message of grace is 
guarded and taught in the church, that the church understands it is immersed in grace 
(Rom. 5:2, 17–21). 

GOD’S GOOD SOVEREIGNTY AND SEVERITY 

If we scan ‘discipline’ in the Scriptures we see the following: it comes out of wisdom 
(Prov. 1:1–7); God’s discipline is measured (Jer. 10:24; 30:11; 2 Cor. 6:9) but painful 
(Ps. 118:18; Heb. 12:11); it is Fatherly (Deut. 8:1–5; Heb. 12:7; cf. Eph. 6:4); a source 
of blessing (Job 5:17); it is to be held onto and guarded (Prov. 4:13) and not despised 
(Heb. 12:5; Prov. 3:11); without it there is death (Prov. 5:23); it is more valuable than 
money (Prov. 8:10); it has to do with knowledge (Prov. 12:1); refusal brings poverty 
but acceptance brings honour (Prov. 13:18); it is the way of love; not to discipline is 
to hate (Prov. 13:24; Rev. 3:19); it brings peace (Isa. 53:5; Heb. 12:11), maintains 
holiness (Ezek. 23:48; Heb. 12:10–11; 2 Tim. 3:16); strengthens (Hosea 7:12); it is 
salvific (1 Cor. 11:32), revealing God’s acceptance of us (Heb. 12:6). This confirms 
that God’s chastisement is an expression of his grace and goodness. It is also func-
tionally good in that it is clearly known, being experienced in the sensual world. In 
Deuteronomy 28 the curse entails drought, famine, military defeat, boils, poverty, 
oppression, captivity, slavery, prolonged sieges, locusts, decrease in numbers, expul-
sion to the nations. It is known in anxiety, weariness, longing, despair, suspense,  
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dread and insecurity. Externally and internally it is experienced by God’s people. It is 
efficacious and ultimately fulfils God’s plan of salvation. In Corinth, God’s discipline 
(paideuo) was his judgment (krino) which saved them from condemnation (katakrino; 
1 Cor. 11:32). This paideuo was sickness and capital punishment (v. 30). Although 
discipline is sometimes simply a meek word of correction (2 Tim. 2:25; Prov. 6:23), 
God can also chasten by giving over to sin so that sin itself becomes the means of his 
discipline (Jer. 2:19; cf. Rom. 1:24ff.). 
 In Psalm 118, we see that the psalmist understands the goodness of God, cries 
out to him in the pain of chastisement (v. 18) and afterwards looks back in wonder 
and praise at just how God sovereignly fulfilled his plans and sharpened him in the 
process, even at the hands of wicked men. By this he learns to be a believing 
worshipper rather than a whinger (v. 24; cf. 1 Pet. 1:6–9). 
 God’s way is to make his love promote a response of love from the heart (Deut. 
10:16; 30:6; Hosea 10:2; 10, Joel 2:12–13). Judgments must be severe for sin is deep 
and deceptive. God makes much of the ‘heart’. In the New Testament the heart is 
important to Christ (Mark 7:17–23) and the apostles (e.g. Eph. 3:17). Paul speaks of 
the ‘inner man’ which is being re-created by suffering (Eph. 3:16; 2 Cor. 4:16–18). 
He openly acknowledges his own propensity to become conceited and needed a 
messenger from Satan to make him weak and so dependant on grace (2 Cor. 12:1–10). 
The writer to the Hebrews speaks in terms of the conscience being purified (Heb. 
9:14). So if anyone ‘misses the grace of God’, which is his discipline, we become 
bitter, causing collateral trouble and the defilement of many (Heb 12:15; cf. vv. 4–
13). Grace disciplines us so that we may receive discipline as grace. If we have ‘soft 
grace’—a gospel without propitiation—then we regress into ‘sloppy faith’ and are 
unable to receive his strength. It is also possible to ‘receive the grace of God in vain’ 
(2 Cor. 6:1) and so become spiritual sleepers and blind to God’s activity. Only God’s 
fire can rekindle the flame of the heart in this context. 
 We need to make the additional point that God controls the timing of discipline 
as well as its mode and severity. Fifteen times in the Psalms the cry goes up to the 
Lord, ‘how long?’: 

 
O LORD God Almighty,  
   how long will your anger smoulder  
   against the prayers of your people?  
You have fed them with the bread of tears;  
   you have made them drink tears by the bowlful.  
You have made us a source of contention to our neighbours, 
   and our enemies mock us.  
Restore us, O God Almighty;  
   make your face shine upon us,  
   that we may be saved (Ps. 80:4–7). 

 
 It is clear that judgments must run their course: they end at God’s 
determination. No technique can shorten God’s timetable. Paul pleaded with the Lord 
three times to take away his ‘thorn in the flesh’ but he would not. The Lord simply 
wants his people to come under his lordship, receive it, repent anew and wait for the 
day when his judgment will be lifted. This means that we need to be patient in our 
limitations and  
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sufferings and also, like the psalmists, take our laments to God and then even our pain 
becomes praise. Then our hearts are right even if not joyful, and faithful even if not 
comfortable. 

THE COMPLETE LIFE OF DISCIPLINE 

Discipline is ‘from above’ and is experienced ‘below’. The chastisement ‘from above’ 
is the personal action of the Father, Son and Spirit and is known ‘below’ in their rela-
tionship with the church. Grace is not an abstract idea, but it is the ‘the grace of God’ 
that disciplines us ‘to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in this present age’ 
(Titus 2:12). The grace appeared in Christ. So the Father and Son personally bring us 
the grace of discipline. This makes discipline familial and relational: it is therefore an 
affirmation of their presence. 
 Discipline originates with the Father and proves we are sons (Heb. 12:7ff.). The 
discipline of the Christ is an expression of his love for the church (Rev. 3:19). In the 
gospels, Jesus commands us to ‘hate’ our families and our own lives and to ‘give up 
everything’ to follow him (Luke 14:26, 33). His words are strong rhetoric that address 
his authority and are to strongly rebuff idolatry. The test of faith is whether we leave 
everything if need be, upon his call. A person must ‘lose his life’ in order for God to 
give it (Matt 10:39).4 The Spirit cleanses his people ‘by a spirit of judgment and by a 
spirit of burning’ (Isa. 4:4; cf. Matt. 3:11–12). We may, then, describe discipline as 
God’s ‘intra-personal action’.5 If we take a moment to ponder, he is always with us 
and he is always disciplining in some way. To be sure, there are moments of utter 
peace and tranquillity, but given our deep and deceptive sinfulness he needs to love us 
through judgment as long as we live in this age. 
 The intra-personal nature of discipline means that what is ‘from above’ is ours 
‘below’ by the Spirit. Jesus, in Matthew 18:15–20, gives instruction that in our per-
sonal relationships sin must be disciplined. Individuals are held accountable to each 
other, and then to the church. This earthly personal and corporate discipline is the 
living of the life of heaven: ‘whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven and 
whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven’ (v. 18). What is more, ‘where 
two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them’ (v. 20): Christ himself 
is present among the church when it lives in discipline. 
 In this all-embracing relational oneness with God we are able to enter into the 
disciplined life he has for us in all of its various forms of giving over, retribution, self  

                                                 
4  The point of Jesus’ teaching is not to enforce a rigorous asceticism of necessity, but to point out the absolute 

authority of the kingdom of God and therefore its rightful authoritative place. There is a test here, that if what he 
says is heard in grace, the whole point of his ministry, then his disciplinary commands are gladly received. If not 
they either condemn or give the listener over to a religious asceticism that reveals the heart’s self-centred 
orientation. 

5  Bertram, ibid., p. 604. He goes on to say, ‘the moral and religious shaping of the righteous which embraces 
instruction in wisdom but finds its fulfilment in correction by suffering; and finally the training of the people, 
which has its basis and content in hearing, learning and obeying the divine commandments, but which must often 
be enforced by severe chastisements’. 
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denial, putting off and putting on, and so on. Titus 2:12 is better translated, 
‘disciplining us that, having denied the ungodliness and the worldly passions, we 
should live in a self-controlled manner and justly and reverently in the present age’. 
This means that in grace and faith, ungodliness and worldly passions have already 
been denied, so we should live in line with grace that we already have. Christ has 
redeemed for purity and to free from all ‘lawlessness’ so that each one may be pure 
and a zealot for good works (Titus 2:12–14). Paul has set out the kind of godliness 
that explains the disciplined life: 

 
You must teach what is in accord with sound doctrine. Teach the older men to be temperate, worthy 
of respect, self-controlled, and sound in faith, in love and in endurance. Likewise, teach the older 
women to be reverent in the way they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to 
teach what is good. Then they can train the younger women to love their husbands and children, to 
be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so 
that no-one will malign the word of God. Similarly, encourage the young men to be self-controlled. 
In everything set them an example by doing what is good. In your teaching show integrity, 
seriousness and soundness of speech that cannot be condemned, so that those who oppose you may 
be ashamed because they have nothing bad to say about us. Teach slaves to be subject to their mas-
ters in everything, to try to please them, not to talk back to them, and not to steal from them, but to 
show that they can be fully trusted, so that in every way they will make the teaching about God our 
Saviour attractive. For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It [disciplines 
us] . . . (Titus 2:1–12, NIV). 
 

 We can see that there is plenty to do. If we are living the disciplined life then we 
are doing God’s work (Titus 1:7). We are ‘making every effort’.6 Yet, being disci-
plined is not just a matter of being busy. We speak of ‘doing nothing’. It is possible to 
be busy in a lawless way, to be active in slothful gluttony, for example, in much the 
same way as being dead to God is being alive to Satan, and being empty of God is 
being full of evil. Busyness in itself is not the issue. We can be busy building our 
idols or serving our idolatries, as it were. And it does take some discipline to have a 
sabbath-rest. But we are to hear the personal word of the Father and obey—do—his 
commands, whatever they may be, of doing or not doing—in all areas of life.7 This is  

                                                 
6   Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to 

(Luke 13:24).   
 Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification (Rom. 14:19).   
 Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace (Eph. 4:3).   
 Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest, so that no-one will fall by following their example of disobedience 

(Heb. 4:11).   
 Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; without holiness no-one will see the Lord (Heb. 12:14).   
 For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge (2 Pet. 1:5).   
 And I will make every effort to see that after my departure you will always be able to remember these things (2 Pet. 

1:15).   
 So then, dear friends, since you are looking forward to this, make every effort to be found spotless, blameless and at 

peace with him (2 Pet. 3:14). 
 
7  This is not to say that we must live in a ‘law-way’ where every minute detail of life is covered by law: this is 

opposed to grace. But it is to say that we should not truncate obedience and discipline into one area, but be led by 
God by his word in all facets of Christian life. 
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godly discipline. This is good discipline, the discipline of grace. All of this is presup-
posed by God working on our hearts, in the ‘inner man’ through his discipline to truly 
believe, to want to work, and to love his law (Ps. 119:65–71). If we are unable to dis-
cipline ourselves, then the Father will step in: ‘if we judged ourselves, we would not 
come under judgment’ (1 Cor. 11:31). Then again it is always ‘grace upon grace’ and 
in the end, this is another expression of the Father’s care and concern for his children, 
that he lose none of his elect. 

CONCLUSION 

God has graced us with a life of discipline. God’s divine power ‘has given us every-
thing we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by 
his own glory and goodness’ (2 Pet. 1:3). The discipline of the church to remain in 
what is given requires skill, discernment and toil, which we are given in the word—
our first discipline. If the church moves outside of the divine limitations that give it 
freedom, it loses freedom by God’s painful action to restore it back to faith, good 
works, and obedience and so keep it in salvation and to prepare it for that holy day of 
Christ’s second appearing. There is divine necessity for the church to be appropriately 
prepared for this. 
 Discipline is something to be desired and appreciated. The work of propitiation 
ensures that the sting of judgment has gone and that all suffering and limitation is 
only ever working for our good. In fact, with Paul, we can know the glory of it all, for 
God is at work within us. We can delight in our weaknesses, for they only constrain to 
rely on grace again. We can glory in our sufferings for in Christ they are creative for 
salvation (Phil. 3:10): they achieve for us ‘an eternal glory’ (2 Cor. 4:17). We can 
receive hardship as discipline, for the Father and Son’s propitiation in the cross 
teaches us that it is indeed good to have sin judged and not to let it go unchecked. 
With the pain of discipline, and due to that pain, comes the motivation of the heart to 
‘Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy [for] without holiness 
no-one will see the Lord’ (Heb. 12:14). In this grace, we are created to be ‘eager to do 
what is good’ (Titus 2:14). God’s therapy for sinners is the power of complete 
cleansing as his promise and the scourging of chastisement to keep us in that promise 
and in his holiness. In this present age we are saved by forgiveness and judgment. 
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STUDY 14 

The Enemies Defeated: 
Joy Imparted 

Robin Mitchell 

The Song of Zechariah is a song of joy. God has remembered ‘his holy covenant’. He 
‘has come and has redeemed his people’. His mighty saviour brings us ‘salvation from 
our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us’. It is his delight and joy to free us 
and to enable us to serve him without fear in holiness and righteousness before him all 
our days. 
 Lukan commentators define ‘our enemies’ (Luke 1:71, 74) in various ways. 
Leaney (1996: 89f.) and Gilmore (1972: 46) think that they are political enemies: the 
Romans or any of Israel’s opponents. Nolland (1989: 87) sees reference to Psalm 
106:10 which refers to the Exodus. The enemy is Egypt so the concern is societal but 
is to be understood in the light of ‘mercy to our fathers’ (92). Geldenhuys (1983: 94) 
includes ‘political liberation’ but he asks, ‘should “our enemies” be understood in a 
“spiritual sense” ? ’ He then lists ‘all the bonds of sin, guilt, punishment, curse, Satan 
and destruction’. Marshall (1978: 91f.) says that while no particular enemies are 
specified we can understand them to be ‘those who prevent us from serving God 
“without fear” ’. 
 Zechariah prophetically declares that salvation relates to the forgiveness of sins 
(Luke 1:77). His song suggests that ‘our enemies’ may be defined as those powers 
which have hold over us because of our sin. This does not exclude ‘the enemies’ from 
being understood as flesh and blood political powers. For example, the Babylonian 
exile was understood to be the judgment of God upon Israel and the consequence of 
Israel’s sin. Yet the enemies are the powers that prevent us from serving God in 
righteousness and holiness. We may include such things as mentioned above by 
Geldenhuys. In his book, Christ’s Glorious Achievements, Charles Spurgeon (n.d.) 
speaks of ‘the law’, ‘Satan’, ‘the world’, ‘principalities and powers’ and ‘death’. 
Looking beyond Luke to other NT writings we can see that the early church 
considered that Christ’s propitiatory death had dealt the deathblow to all that had 
separated us from God. The following things are named specifically as having been  
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dealt with by the cross. They are: sin (Rom 6:8–11), the law of God (Rom 7:4), the 
wrath of God (Rom. 5:9), Satan (Acts 26:18), principalities and powers (Col. 2:13–
16), conscience (Heb. 9:14), the world (Gal. 6:14), the flesh (Gal. 5:24) and death 
(Heb. 2:14–15). A comprehensive treatment of these enemies can be found in 
Geoffrey Bingham’s books, Christ’s Cross over Man’s Abyss (1994: chs 5 – 8) and 
Christ the Conquering King (1985b: 24f.). 
 We know the reality of the victory of Christ and our freedom from these 
enemies as we daily live and walk in Christ. In him we find great joy and we 
experience his liberating truth, mercy and peace. Yet, sadly, we do not always live 
from the cross. ‘The great work of grace sets us free from the enemies, but we need to 
hold to the freedom and joy grace has brought us into and not recess into former grim 
and painful living’ (Bingham 2004: 5). Paul’s rebuke of the Galatians (5:1f.) who 
turned from Christ back to the observance of ritual law for justification is a classic 
example of such foolishness (Gal. 5:4).  
 While we ‘hold on to freedom’ by daily communion with Christ and not by 
having a good theology of ‘the enemies’, it is helpful to understand the enemies, their 
nature, and the signs of our having been enticed back into their powers, so that we 
might again look to Christ. 

SIN 

We can think of sin as being at the bottom of the pile or as the foundation stone upon 
which all of the other enemies derive their power. God’s masterstroke was to gather 
up the sin of Israel and of the world into the person of Christ and destroy it by the 
cleansing action of his judgment at the cross (2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Pet. 2:24. See also Wright 
1991: 151f.). All of the enemies were thus rendered powerless. It is vital for us to 
understand this. Human sin has been dealt with once and for all (1 John 2:2). When 
we accept the gospel of God’s grace and forgiveness we are truly free from sin (Rom. 
6:17–22; 8:1). We now live in freedom from the guilt and shame of sin by the faith 
action of considering ourselves ‘to be dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus’. 
Paul says that we are to ‘present’ our ‘members to God as instruments of righteous-
ness’ and by doing so we will not let ‘sin exercise dominion in’ our ‘mortal bodies’ 
(Rom. 6:11–14). Signs of recession include self-justification and feelings of guilt, 
shame, fear and despair. These are often accompanied by ‘Christian’ hyperactivity, 
legalism, and perfectionism. 

LAW AND WRATH 

‘The law is holy, and the commandment is holy and just and good’ and yet the law is 
the enemy of all who sin in that it justly condemns us (Rom. 7:12f.). Paul tells us, 
‘you have died to the law through the body of Christ, so that you may belong to 
another, to him who has been raised from the dead in order that we may bear fruit for 
God’ (7:4). Now we no longer serve under the old written code but serve in the new  
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life of the Spirit. Again he says. ‘For through the law I died to the law, so that I might 
live to God. I have been crucified with Christ’ (Gal. 2:19). This is certainly cause to 
rejoice. The forensic issues are settled and now in Christ we are free from the 
condemnation of the law (Rom. 8:1). In the Romans 7 analogy our primary relation-
ship is no longer with the law but with Christ and our motivation for righteous and 
holy living comes from that love relationship rather than from the threats of law. This 
leaves no room for antinomianism and we need to recall that under the New Covenant 
the law is written on our hearts, and in Christ the just requirements of the law are 
fulfilled in us as we respond to the love of Christ and as we walk in the Spirit (Jer. 
31:31–34; Rom. 8:4; 13:10). 
 So why would the Galatians turn from Christ back to law (Gal. 5:1ff.)? Was it 
the pressure of Judaisers? For Jewish believers the trauma of moving from a law-
centred culture and life to a grace-centred relationship with God through Christ? The 
perceived humiliation of grace that leaves us with nothing to do to make amends for 
our sins? Signs of turning back are similar to those mentioned above. 
 
The wrath of God is the action of his just and holy judgments upon sin. When we 
break the Law we incur the wrath of God (Rom. 4:15, the law brings wrath). Wrath is 
described as God’s strange work (Isa. 28:21). It may involve God giving us up to our 
enemies: 
 

Woe to the Assyrian, the rod of my anger, in whose hand is the club of my wrath! I send him 
against a godless nation, I dispatch him against a people [Israel] who anger me (Isa. 10:5–6). 

 
Paul says that: 
 

. . . the wrath of God is revealed [  jApokaluvptetai, present continuous action] from heaven against 
all ungodliness and wickedness of men who by their wickedness suppress the truth (Rom. 1:18).  

 
God’s wrath is eschatological: there is a ‘day of wrath’ (Rom. 2:5), yet wrath is also a 
present reality. Romans chapter 1 describes the wrath of God in terms of God giving 
us up to our sin and its consequences (1:24, 26, 28). Dark minds, idolatry, immorality 
and the perversions that surround us are in part the consequence of God’s judgment as 
blessing is withheld and curse fulfilled (Deut. 28 – 30). 
 In grace the gospel speaks to us saying: 
 

Much more surely then, now that we have been justified by his blood, will we be saved through him 
from the wrath of God. For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death 
of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life (Rom. 5:9f.). 

 
We are instructed to avoid the wrath of God, present and future, by godly living and 
by hope of the coming return and glorious reign of Christ: 
 

Be sure of this, that no fornicator or impure person, or one who is greedy (that is, an idolater), has 
any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for 
because of these things the wrath of God comes [œrcetai, present continuous action] on those who 
are disobedient. Therefore do not be associated with them (Eph. 5:5–7). 
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For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 
who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep we may live with him (1 Thess. 5:9–10). 

 
We know that the church, and we as individuals, are tasting the wrath of God when 
we find ourselves caught up in the events of the Romans 1 story, either as participants 
or as those who justify and ‘even applaud others who practice them’ (1:32).  

SATAN, THE PRINCIPALITIES AND POWERS AND THE CONSCIENCE 

Satan is called ‘the accuser of our brothers’ (Rev. 12:10, NIV). He functions like a 
prosecutor in a court. He accuses us day and night before God because of our sin. In 
this regard he holds the power of death, but Christ has destroyed his power by taking 
our sin into himself and bearing it in his own body on the tree (Heb. 2:14; 1 Pet. 
2:24). The principalities and powers have likewise been ‘disarmed’ at the cross (Col. 
2:13–15). Christ then, in this age, declares us to be forgiven and righteous. Robbed of 
his power over us, Satan and his minions still tempt us and their constant accusations, 
directed also to our consciences, assail us. If we have not clearly heard Christ’s word 
of forgiveness then as Christians we may easily be deceived by Satan. We have 
forgotten, or not believed, that there is now no condemnation for those who are in 
Christ (Rom. 8:1). We once more wallow in our guilt and shame, we feel unworthy 
and uncertain that are we saved because we are not, in faith, standing in our 
justification. Satan’s deceit and our torment cannot rob us of salvation but our misery 
may be even more intense than it was before we believed. Now our consciences, once 
seared and deadened, have been cleansed and reactivated to function in harmony with 
the Word of God, the law written on our hearts, and the voice of the Spirit (1 Tim. 
4:2; Titus 1:15; Eph. 4:19; Rom. 2:15; 9:1). In this condition we may be lured back 
into law/works to try and find peace but there is none to be found apart from him in 
whom we now live. 
 The writer of Hebrews reminds us of the efficacy of the sacrifice of Christ in 
purging the conscience: 
 

For if the blood of goats and bulls, with the sprinkling of the ashes of a heifer, sanctifies those who 
have been defiled so that their flesh is purified, how much more will the blood of Christ, who 
through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead 
works to worship the living God! (Heb. 9:13f.). 

 
Failure to understand that these enemies have been defeated opens the gate to many 
byways that we can waste time wandering down. These include: 
 

• Satanic and demonic obsession. True, ‘our struggle is not against enemies of 
blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 
cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the 
heavenly places’ (Eph. 6:12). Yet our focus must ever be on Christ, his victory 
and his grace word, not on the defeated foe.  
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• If Christ has dealt with our sin, the healing balm of grace has already 
established the grounds for peace of mind as no therapy, healing of the 
memories, diversional tactics, psychotherapies or denial of guilt can ever do. 
The cure of soul and mind is effected by the Spirit who brings the word of the 
cross as revelation to the tormented mind.  

THE WORLD AND THE FLESH 

Paul, writing to the Christians at Rome, makes it clear that there are two realms in 
which a human can live; in the Spirit or in the flesh. He says, ‘But you are not in the 
flesh, you are in the Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God dwells in you’ (Rom. 8:9). The 
enemy ‘flesh’ is not the body itself. The body, created by God, is good. Nor does 
‘flesh’ used this way just refer to the human race (e.g. ‘all flesh will see the salvation 
of God’, Luke 3:6). ‘Flesh’ is ‘humanity as conditioned by sin’ (Bingham 1994: 44,  
n. 1). It is ‘a type of lifestyle which characterises life apart from Christ’ (Dunn 1988: 
427) and ‘denotes the weakness and corruptibility of the creature which distances him 
from the creator’ (363). Paul links flesh and the law together: ‘While we were living 
in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members to 
bear fruit for death’ (Rom. 7:5). His point is that, ‘discharged from the law’, we now 
live ‘in the new life of the Spirit’. We are no longer conditioned ‘by sin’: 
 

And when you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made you alive 
together with him, when he forgave us all our trespasses (Col. 2:13). 

 
 The ‘world’ is characterised in the scriptures by Babel and Babylon. Having 
been confronted by the judgment of God in the great Flood, people said, ‘Come, let us 
build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name 
for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth’ 
(Gen. 11:4). The ‘world’ is man’s system, set up in the face of God. Here ‘fleshly’ 
humanity asserts its independence from God and attempts to control and reign over 
the creation. However, humanity is never independent and because of its rebellion 
against God has come under the power of Satan by reason of its sin. Satan is 
effectively ‘the god of this world’ (2 Cor. 4:4) and its system of evil. Babylon the 
great whore has seduced the nations by her great riches, power and the ‘abominations 
and the impurities of her fornication’ (Rev. 17 – 18). While we are daily surrounded 
and confronted by this anti-God world system, the gospel cries out to us saying: 
 

You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived, following the course of this 
world, following the ruler of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work among those who 
are disobedient. All of us once lived among them in the passions of our flesh, following the desires 
of flesh and senses, and we were by nature children of wrath, like everyone else. But God, who is 
rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us even when we were dead through our 
trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved—and raised us up 
with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus (Eph. 2:1–6). 
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Our stand should be that of Paul: 
 

May I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has 
been crucified to me, and I to the world (Gal. 6:14). 

 
In Christ we are separated from the world and now we are called to accept 
responsibility for the manner in which we live (Rom. 12:1; Rev. 18:4). We must stand 
by faith, living in the world yet not being conformed to its system.  
 Because we have been a part of the ‘world’ and cannot escape its presence and 
influence we are ever prone to its seduction. We get caught up in its ways without 
consciously being aware of doing so. It is important for us to know our enemy and to 
be alert to its wiles. Geoffrey Bingham’s book Christ’s People in Today’s World 
(1985a) and The Way of the (Modern) World: Or, Why It’s Tempting to Live As If God 
Doesn’t Exist, by Craig M. Gay (1998) are essential reading as they reveal both the 
subtleties of the present world system and the manner in which we should live as 
Christians. 

DEATH 

Sin and law are complice in bringing us to death. Paul writes: 
 

So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and just and good. Did what is good, then, bring 
death to me? By no means! It was sin, working death in me through what is good (Rom. 7:12f.). 

 
We can see then that the death of death lies in the death of Christ. He bore our sins 
and satisfied the demands of the law (Rom. 6:23; Gal. 3:19). In baptism we are united 
in Christ and baptised into his death. His death has become our death to sin. United 
with him we walk in newness of life and ‘we shall certainly be united with him in a 
resurrection like his’ (Rom. 6:3–5). This grace word sets us free from ‘lifelong 
bondage’ to the fear of death and judgment (Heb. 2:14f.; 1 John 4:18). 
 Such fear is manifest in a multitude of ways and when our faith in the 
resurrected Jesus grows dim we react as those who have no hope: 
 

Man’s fear of death is such that he has outlawed death. He avoids speaking about it. He avoids 
thinking about it. Concern over it he regards as morbid. Children are shielded from all reference to 
it. Funerals are conducted in such a way as gloss over the naked reality. And death wreaks a grim 
vengeance (Morris 1965: 195, n. 45). 

 
Vast fortunes are spent on medical research, alternate medicines, exercises, face lifts 
for men and women, cosmetics and cryogenics, all to keep us from dying or thinking 
that we might. Many euthanasia lobbyists strive for deity by controlling their own 
death but deny immortality, suggesting that a human being is only a temporal 
biological entity. 
 Other symptoms are, self-justification, inability to admit we are wrong and 
blaming others. As Christians we may become obsessed with healing and see 
suffering as  
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something to be spared at all costs. Others simply deny the judgment and wrath of 
God and see God only as love. Apart from Christ’s act of propitiation and the defeat 
of the enemies we are left in the hellish anguish of sin, guilt and shame.  
 ‘Christ Jesus’ has ‘abolished death and brought life and immortality to light 
through the gospel’. The ‘dark devourer’ is finished—for those in Christ ‘dear death’ 
is the doorway to his presence and to their glory (John 11:25f.; 1 John 3:2). Every 
enemy has been defeated, peace has come to the troubled conscience and joy is 
imparted. (See Geoffrey Bingham [1994b], Dear Death or Dark Devourer.) 
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STUDY 15 

The Grace of God and the Gifts He 
Gives for Service and Ministry 

Grant Thorpe 

There are three parts to our title: the grace of God, of which we have heard much; the 
gifts given by the Triune God to equip God’s people to make that grace visible and 
audible in the world; and the service to God and man which is enabled by this giving 
of God. 
 There are several passages where these things come together. They are in 
Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12, Ephesians 4, Hebrews 2, and 1 Peter 4. The gifts 
identified in each place vary, suggesting that Paul or Peter or the writer of Hebrews 
may not be wanting to limit the gifts to those they itemise so much as to point out the 
source of these gifts, the purpose of them and the manner in which we should conduct 
ourselves given that we are so endowed. 
 To gather these things together, I want to speak under four headings and show 
that: (i) the gifts come to us as the fullness and overflowing of God’s grace; (ii) that 
all God’s people receive gifts to enable their serving, with some that are necessary to 
the working of all; (iii) that this grace of God does all that constitutes true ministry; 
and (iv) that this endowment of grace requires all that we are. 

THE FULLNESS OF GOD’S GRACE 

Our title focuses attention on the grace and gifts of God. It is easy when speaking of 
gifts and ministries to be thinking of what happens in people rather than what God is 
giving. Peter tells us (1 Pet. 4:10–11) that the one who speaks must do so as one who 
has the oracles of God; that is, God is speaking and the speaker must speak what he 
hears (cf. Acts 7:38 of Moses, and Romans 3:2 of the Jews). The one who serves is to 
do it with the strength supplied by God.  
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 In both cases, the God of all grace (1 Pet. 5:10) has made his people stewards of 
his many faceted grace: 

 
Like good stewards [oikonomos] of the manifold grace [charis] of God [NIV, ‘faithfully administer-
ing God’s grace in its various forms’], serve one another with whatever gift [charisma] each of you 
has received (1 Pet. 4:10). 
 

 The gift is a charisma. Siew Kiong Tham, quoting J. W. Wenham, has pointed 
out that adding ma to a Greek noun makes it refer to its result (NCTM Pastors’ School 
2000, p. 48). That is, being a steward of grace is itself a result of grace coming to that 
person so that their life is caught up in the stream of what God is about. There are no 
grounds for a preacher or server to be self-focussed when what he or she says or does 
is not flowing from themselves but from God, from the God of grace. 
 Paul, in Romans, tells us about the mercies of God, and then calls us to make 
our lives a living sacrifice. He speaks to us by the grace given to him (12:1, 3). Each 
one of us, he says, should determine our apprehension of our place in the body of 
Christ according to the measure of faith given to us (12:3), probably meaning, 
according to the faith which we have in common—that is, faith in God’s mercy. Then, 
he says each one has a gift (charisma) that differs according to the grace (charis) 
given to us (12:6). He also mentions that those who prophesy should do so in 
accordance with the faith they have—that is, to say no more than is consistent with 
their faith in the mercy and grace of God (so Cranfield on Romans1). Everything here 
is contingent on God’s grace or mercy.  
 The more attention given to grace, the more probable that gifts will operate and 
play their due place in the purpose of God among his people in the world. The fact 
that Paul begins, not with an encouragement to find a gift but with a caution not to 
think too highly of themselves, suggests that where the grace of God has come, there 
is no problem in the distribution of gifts. If God has not spared his own Son, will he 
not, with him, freely give us all things (Rom. 8:32)? Paul’s teaching focuses on the 
management of what God has already bestowed. 
 This thought comes through also in Ephesians, but with specific emphasis: 

 
There is . . . one Spirit . . . one Lord . . . one God and Father of us all, who is [over] all and through 
all and in all. But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift (Eph. 
4:4–7). 
 

The gift (dorea) here may be the Holy Spirit, given to each believer, but by this gift a 
grace is given to each one to enable their participation in the building up of the body.  
 He adds, by way of a quote from Psalm 68, that Christ took many captives and 
distributed gifts (domata), and that the purpose of all this is that he may ‘fill all 
things’. We were told earlier (1:22–23) that Christ has been made head over all things 
to the church, which is his body, and that the body is the fullness of him who fills all 
in all. 
 

                                                 
1  C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, International 

Critical Commentary Series, vol. 2, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1979, pp. 618ff. 
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 Putting this all together, we may say that the Father is what he is: the Father—
filling all things from his fullness. The gifts that are the expression of this come to us 
through Christ’s victory over sin and death and by the gift of the Holy Spirit. Christ is 
asserting his victory and filling all things by his gifts to his Church. How significant, 
then, are these gifts! By them, Christ is distributing the fruits of his victory to his 
church. The church is the fullness of Christ because of his personal giving to her and, 
in this way, the Father is filling all things with his fullness. 
 Paul in 1 Corinthians speaks, not only of gifts (charisma), but also of services 
and workings, and he attributes these, respectively, to the Spirit, to the Lord and to 
God (12:4–7). Perhaps he summarises all that occurs by way of Christian ministry 
under the heading of the Spirit’s gifts, these being a manifestation of the Spirit in each 
believer for the good of others. (So also in Hebrews 2:4—distributions of the Holy 
Spirit.) 
 These gifts of grace (charisma, in vv. 4, 9, 28, 30f.), are introduced with 
reference to pneumatikoi meaning spiritual things (cf. 9:11; 10:3–4; 15:44) or (the 
Corinthian) people (cf. 2:15; 3:1; 14:37). The ESV translates ‘spiritual gifts’ with a 
marginal alternative of ‘spiritual persons’, however, I prefer, with Siew Kiong Tham 
(NCTM Pastors’ School 2000, p. 49), to understand the pneumatikoi as a reference to 
‘spiritual matters’. Pneumatikoi is not a synonym of charismata (cf. Rom. 1:11). 
 The gift-giving of the Spirit must fit within the operation described in 1 
Corinthians 2:12–13: 

 
Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might 
understand the things freely given [charizomai] us by God. And we impart this in words not taught 
by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths [pneumatika] to those who 
are spiritual [pneumatikois].  
 

 Gordon Fee prefers to translate the last phrase: ‘explaining the things of the 
Spirit [as described in v. 12] by means of the words taught by the Spirit’.2 If Paul 
refers to people in both chapters 2 and 12, his use in chapter 12 is ironic: about the 
people who claim to be spiritual. I prefer to understand a reference in both places to 
the fact that all revelation of, and speech about, the gifts of God requires the immedi-
ate operation and gifting of the Holy Spirit. If we wish to understand Paul talking to 
us about the gifts of the Spirit, we need to approach it as Paul did in 1 Corinthians 2. 
We are still talking about ‘the things freely given to us by God’, and so, with 
thankfulness and humility. 
 The gifts of God which Paul wishes to discuss with the Corinthians, being given 
by the Spirit, are revelations of God himself and so of his grace. Only the Spirit can 
take the depths of God and make them known to us. Only the Spirit’s gifts can equip a 
person to be a servant of this ministry. If ‘spiritual’ people are in mind, Paul would be 
ironically calling believers to act according to the greatness of what is going on where 
gifts are concerned and not get lost in the pursuit of their outward form. 
 

                                                 
2  Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Commentary on the New 

Testament, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1987, pp. 114f. 
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 The variety of gifts all proceed from the one Spirit, just as the variety of 
services all proceed from the one Lord and the variety of operations all proceed from 
the one God. We may say that the One Triune God causes all to come into being: the 
gift that leads to the serving that leads to the working. However we understand this, it 
remains that all is the work of God’s grace and power. 

ALL GOD’S PEOPLE 

Sufficient evidence has already appeared above to demonstrate that the gifts of Christ 
are for the whole body and that no believer is without a gift or gifts by which he or 
she may be part of the kingdom action and of the filling of all things by the Father 
through his Son. 
 Manifestations of the Spirit are given to each one (1 Cor. 12:7). Paul, addressing 
‘everyone among you’ says ‘. . . we have gifts’ (Rom. 12:3, 6). The grace gift of apos-
tleship was given to Paul (Eph. 3:2, 7f.). but the grace gift of service is given to all, 
though differing in action (Eph. 4:7). 
 It is this very fact which has made it necessary for Paul to affirm that none 
should think of themselves more highly than they ought to, that the body is built up as 
each part plays its proper part and that each should seek gifts that are most appropriate 
to building up the body of Christ. 
 Because much has been written about this, I am not inclined to say more, but 
would like to quote William Arthur who wrote in the mid-nineteenth century and 
before much of the modern interest in the so-called spiritual gifts: 

 
Looking at the universal movement of that Pentecostal day, who could think that the new religion 
was ever to come down to this, that speaking of its joys, its hopes, its pardon, its mercy for the 
wide world, was to be considered a professional work, for set solemnities alone, and not to be a 
daily joy and heart’s-ease to ever-growing multitudes of happy, simple men? Cheerless is the work 
of that Christian minister, who at set times raises his testimony within the ears of a people, all of 
whom make it a practice of hiding it in their hearts. Blessed in his office is he who knows that, 
while he in his own sphere proclaims the glad tidings, hundreds around him are ready, each one in 
his sphere, to make them their boast and their song! Spiritual office and spiritual gifts vary greatly 
in degree, honour, and authority, and he who has the less ought to reverence him who has the 
greater, remembering who it is that dispenses them; but the greater should never attempt to extin-
guish the less and seek to reduce the exercise of spiritual gifts within the limits of the public and 
ordained Ministry. To do so is to depart from primitive Christianity.3  

 
We often notice that those who are renewed by the Spirit, who glory in Christ and put 
no confidence in their own efforts, immediately want to worship God and serve oth-
ers. They begin to manifest gifts without necessarily being told that they have such a 
thing. On the other hand, the various enumerations of gifts that we have are greatly 
helpful in understanding the varieties of ways in which the fullness of Christ is being 
evidenced among us. 

                                                 
3  William Arthur, The Tongue of Fire: Or the True Power of Christianity, abridged by H. T. Baker, Epworth 

Press, London, 1956 (1856), p. 45. 
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 In Ephesians, Paul has in mind the building up of the whole body in love, by 
each part working properly, but the gifts he mentions are those necessary to the 
equipment of the saints for this service: apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and 
teachers.  
 The comment of Geoffrey Bingham in his paper of 4 June 2001 is worth 
quoting here for our ongoing consideration: 

 
What was essential to the nature of the apostolic church was the tandem ministry of the five 
domata. Whilst agreeing that the first twelve—or thirteen—apostles were irreplaceable, yet I 
believe the five domata are intended to be continuous in action until the Parousia. It appears to me 
that what we name as dorea, domata and charismata are indispensable to the order of the church, 
by nature of the case. This is not a claim for a static, repetitive state of the church: to the contrary, 
it is a claim for a continuously dynamic state. The virtual shrivelling up of the domata, and the 
excision of some of the charismata, with the failure to emphasise the place and importance of the 
dorea has brought into being the intensely hierarchical state of churches like that of Rome, the vir-
tually hierarchical ministry of pastor-led and pastor-controlled congregations of the more Pente-
costal kind, and the haphazard and arbitrary nature of so-called ‘contemporary worship’.4  

 
It is precisely because the whole body is endowed so as to be the fullness of Christ 
that acknowledgment must be given to the gifts listed in Ephesians 4. They are given 
to secure the whole body in its dynamic reliance on the giving of the Father, Son and 
Spirit, and so, to come to fullness and to its whole function in the creation.  

GRACE DOES ALL 

We may ask if there are any ministries that are mundane, that is, not needing divine 
gifting and enabling. Some churchmanship suggests that this is so, even if this is an 
unconscious rather than considered position.  
 When we look at the wide range of gifts in Ephesians, Romans, and 1 
Corinthians, and the ‘cover all’ designations of Peter (those who speak, those who 
serve), nothing that Christians do by way of service to God or man seems to be 
excluded.  
 Certainly the gifts (domata) in Ephesians are gifts of speaking and emphasise 
the necessity of the church to be built up on the apostles’ doctrine. However, the 
service of all is needed for the building up of the body—when each part is working 
properly. In Corinthians, the analogy of a human body and the necessity of each part 
to the other, suggest that all that is done in the building up of the body is the gifting of 
Christ and the Spirit to his people, especially as the list includes the gifts of 
administrating and helping. The Romans list includes serving, contributing and acts of 
mercy, and is addressed to ‘everyone among you’. 
 Only the grace of God and the direct action of the Holy Spirit could build up the 
body of Christ. Nothing eternal, meaning nothing of the kingdom of God, can be done 
in this world without God’s gifts of grace. Even the gifts that are ‘natural’ in appear-
ance are nonetheless miraculous in their origins and character and endurance and pur-
pose. 

                                                 
4  Geoffrey Bingham, ‘The Church, the Priesthood of All Believers—IV’, NCTM Monthly Ministry Study, 4 

June 2001, p. 5. 
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 It has long been observed that many who are orthodox in doctrine, nonetheless 
seem to rely on human powers to effect ministry. The temptation is always with us. It 
is at the point of our vocation that the actual focus of our reliance appears. What do 
we trust to effect the work God has given us to do? Clearly, the word of the cross is 
the power of God for salvation. The kingdom relies not on might or power but on 
God’s Spirit. It is through prayer that we bear fruit. So, in the area of ministry, the 
immediate presence and potency and gifting of God is equally necessary. The calling 
to serve is God’s grace to us. So is the power to do it. So, the glory is all due to the 
God of grace. We don’t need to strain to be something for which God has not gifted 
us. On the other hand, we should seek the gifts that are for the building up of one 
another. It is certain that, apart from such gifting, we labour in vain. 
 Training for ministry these days may include a conference for ‘influencers’. It 
calls its missionary representatives ‘mobilisers’ or ‘empowerers’. These words have 
currency among good Christian leaders but they cannot convey the gifting that 
happened when Christ ascended to the Father and poured out the Spirit. Only this 
Spirit can awaken us to grace and so mobilise or empower the Church for her task.  
 To say this is not to play with words. It is clear from the Book of Acts that the 
Holy Spirit led the Church and empowered the Church at every stage of its work. In 
fact, if it had not been for the Spirit, the Church may have become a club in honour of 
the sacred remembrance of Jesus in Jerusalem. 

 
Because it is God acting as primary mover, and not man, we see that the use of gifts is really the 
grace of God working. Man never administers grace, but God administers grace through man.5 

ALL THAT WE ARE 

In Ephesians 3, Paul notes that a stewardship (oikonomia) of grace was given to him 
for others (Eph. 3:2), and that he was made a servant according to the gift of God’s 
grace and the working of his power (Eph. 3:7f.). The abounding grace of God spilled 
over in Paul, not only reconciling him to God but also calling and empowering him to 
be a servant of Christ. Paul knew that by the grace of God, he had been turned around, 
from being unworthy, to working harder than any others (1 Cor. 3:10; 15:9–10; Gal. 
2:7–9).  
 Paul, in Romans 12, speaks of offering our bodies as a living sacrifice, and 
about love, zeal, rejoicing and patience.  
 Paul said that the Corinthians lacked no gift as they waited for the appearing of 
Christ (1 Cor. 1:7). He illustrates this later with the long list of gifts which were 
apparently evident there.  
 However, he needed to open up to them a ‘more excellent way’, that is, more 
excellent than their approach to the gifts, by showing that love alone (perhaps with 
faith and hope) would remain at the appearing of Christ. In this present era, 
knowledge of God is indirect (as in a mirror) and immature (like a child). Gifts are 
necessary to fill  

                                                 
5  Geoffrey Bingham, Great and Glorious Grace, NCPI, Blackwood, 1988, p. 85. 
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out our imperfect knowledge. The time will come when we will know as we are 
known and then gifts of the Spirit will cease. Given this, Paul told the Corinthians that 
they should spend the present desiring the more excellent gifts, that is, those that 
served others best. They should pursue love.  
 Paul himself did not claim to be perfected (Phil. 3:12), meaning he did not yet 
fully know as he was known. He was therefore dependent on the gifts of the Spirit 
together with the whole church. But he knew that the gifts without love could render 
him no better than a noisy gong. His longing was that he would know the power of 
Christ’s resurrection and the fellowship of his sufferings. God’s giving of his Son and 
Spirit and gift of justification and eternal life, and the gifts that ministered this grace 
to the world, drew forth from Paul the urgent desire to know the fullness of what he 
had.  
 Dietrich Bonhoeffer remains a stirring example of someone manifesting gifts of 
the Spirit but who put these and himself at the service of love. In 1943, from prison, 
he wrote: 

 
Who stands fast. Only the man whose final standard is not his reason, his principles, his con-
science, his freedom, or his virtue, but who is ready to sacrifice all this when he is called to obedi-
ent and responsible action in faith and in exclusive allegiance to God—the responsible man, who 
tries to make his whole life an answer to the question and call of God. 

 
Gordon MacDonald adds: 

 
For Bonhoeffer [proclaiming biblical truth] meant not just proclaiming but living out the message 
that ministry is more important than security. Instead of escaping the place of danger, he stayed 
where he could do the most good and paid the ultimate price for doing so.6 

 
 Paul tells us not to neglect the gift (charisma) we have been given by God, and 
he tells us to devote ourselves to these things (1 Tim. 4:14). We should fan into a 
flame the gift of God to us because we have received a spirit of power, love and self 
control (2 Tim. 1:6–7).  
 This involves constant amendment of life so that everything about our life is of 
grace. Paul set himself to know Christ, the power of his resurrection and the fellow-
ship of his sufferings (Phil. 3:10). 
 Whatever ministry is called into being by the Head of the Church and by gifting 
of the Spirit, it is a stewardship of God’s many faceted grace, and so, a service to one 
another. True ministry cannot be anything else than an overspill of God’s grace so 
that its recipient is constrained by love. 
 Therefore, let us be renewed in grace! The ministry of grace is miraculous, 
reliant on the immediate gifts, servings and workings of the Triune God of grace.

                                                 
6  Gordon MacDonald, ‘Speaking into Crisis’, in Leadership Journal, vol. 24, no. 1, Winter 2002, p. 64. 
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STUDY 16 

Sin Deprives and Depraves: Grace 

Restores to True Worship 

Geoffrey Bingham 

INTRODUCTION: THE MATTER OF WORSHIP 

Everyone knows what worship is. It is giving respect, adoration and service to 
someone or something. In English it is simply giving worth to an object or person and 
acting in accordance with the worth-giving. It involves quite a word study in Old and 
New Testaments but in both Testaments the verb ‘to worship’ involves service. 
Modes of worship may differ from culture to culture but verbs speak of bending the 
knee, bowing, prostrating oneself—and so on. Theologically, worship should first be 
rendered to God as King and Ruler, and then graded worship may follow to persons 
and things. We will not spend time on word studies but reckon we generally know 
what worship is. 
 Biblical worship can best be understood by reading through accounts of worship 
such as in Isaiah 6, Revelation 4, many Psalms, events from Cain and Abel, 
prescriptions for worship in Israel, in New Testament epistles, and in many places 
through the Book of Revelation. All religions have worship patterns. Over 2,000 years 
Christians and also Jews have developed numerous systems of worship. Biblical 
worship is first shown in Genesis where the words ‘till’ and ‘keep’ are linked with 
worship and service, and Eden is the sanctuary of God for the whole world. Gordon 
Wenham says: 
 

So it seems likely that this description of ‘the garden of Eden in the east’ is symbolic of a place 
where God dwells. Indeed, there are many other features of the garden that suggest it is seen as an 
archetypal sanctuary prefiguring the later tabernacle and temples. But the mention of the rivers and 
their location in vv 10–14 suggests that the final editor of Gen 2 thought of Eden also as a real 
place, even if it is beyond the wit of modern writers to locate.1 
 

                                                 
1  Genesis 1–15, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 1, Word, Waco, 1987, pp. 61f. 
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The Old Testament Scriptures and no less the New have shown that Man was created 
to worship God. As Ephesians 1:11–14 puts it, ‘we should be to the praise of his 
glory’. This is Man’s primary purpose for being and as we will see he is preoccupied 
with worship even if that worship is not of God the Creator. We might even say, ‘It is 
dangerous to mess with a person’s—or a culture’s—worship’. Worship is central to 
Man, but then it is not just the mode of worship, but the object of worship which is at 
stake.2 
 Man’s worship of God is native to his creation in the image of God. He is set as 
to worship by his ontology. His ontic actions are free ones as he worships because he 
is centred on God. In this state he is a free person. He dare not do otherwise but he 
has dared to do otherwise as we will now see.  

SIN DEPRIVES AND DEPRAVES 

Paul indicates what true worship was so far as Man was concerned. If we reverse the 
negatives of Romans 1:18–25 we have the true account of worship which is, ‘When 
they knew God they honoured Him—that is, glorified Him—as God. They gave 
thanks to Him for their creation and all gifts, and so were wise in their thinking for 
they refused to move into idolatry, worshipping the glory of the immortal God. They 
refused to waver from the truth of God so that they never worshipped the creation but 
only the Creator.’ However, we know the negatives were the case, those in Adam 
chose: (i) to reject God although they knew Him for what He was—and is; (ii) they 
did not honour, that is, worship and glorify Him; (iii) they refused to be thankful for a 
creation which was ‘very good’ and which had been blessed by Him; but (iv) they 
exchanged the glory of the eternal God for things never intended to be worshipped. 
This was the equivalent of ‘exchanging the truth for a lie’, and led to worshipping the 
creature rather than the Creator who is ‘God over all’.  
 It was the knowledge of God—a relational and comprehending knowledge—
which they rejected and so deprived themselves of true life, the dependent life of 
creatureliness. To discharge God from one’s knowledge is to be alone in the universe. 
Refusing God’s law means refusing to use the only path which will lead to the 
glorious destiny set out for the human race. Thus Man’s existential loneliness, his 
confusion, his terror, the disruption of his whole being. To refuse God is to refuse to 
drink of ‘the Fountain of living waters’; it is to disbelieve ‘that I am the LORD who 
practice steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in all the earth’. Theologically all 
this was called privatio, meaning deprivation of true humanity, and so brought to a 
state of depravity, fallen below the level of true human living. 

                                                 
2  The subject is so vast, so many facetted that we need to explore other materials. My book, The Way and 

Wonder of Worship (NCTM, Blackwood, 1990), could I believe be very helpful. It also has a good bibliography. 
Noel Due’s book Created for Worship is exceptionally helpful. It is at present in the process of being published.  
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Idolatry and the Place of Mimesis 

 We have seen in many of our studies how evil Man becomes by refusing to 
worship God. He must then have a surrogate god and as quickly as possible for he 
must give some sense and reason to his disrupted world. The only thing which can 
defeat the existential chaos is the idol, for the idol for its part must provide a mimesis 
(imitation; cf. 1 Cor. 11:1) of the true God. Mimesis is imitating the model, the 
reality. Hence in the Book of Revelation there is the false mimesis of God by the red 
dragon—the father god, the first beast as the son, that is, ‘the man of lawlessness’ and 
the third beast-cum-unholy-spirit to deceive and destroy created Man by posing as 
‘spiritual’. The ‘mother of harlots’—Babylon—is the ‘unholy city’, the ersatz ‘city of 
god’, the imitation of the true city, which poses as the ultimate Eden, but whose 
temple is not ‘God and the Lamb’ and which has no authentic river of life watering it. 
 Fallen Man cannot proceed in life as an individual. He is part of a complex 
system, the ‘world’ or ‘aeon’ which is Satanic, and embraces Man who died when he 
ate of the forbidden tree (Gen. 2:17; 3:1ff.). The idols in the last resort are hosts to 
demons  
(1 Cor. 10:18–22). The mimesis of evil ontically cannot satisfy one made in the image 
of God. It remains only to trace out some descriptive lists of Man’s evil, such as 
Genesis 6:5; 8:21; Jeremiah 17:9; Romans 1:25–32; 3:10–18; 1 Timothy 1:8–10; 
Mark 7:20–23; Galatians 5:19–21; Ephesians 4:17–19. In all this what, then, is the 
matter of fallen, human worship? It is deadly, Man making himself in the image of 
Satan; Man living lethally; Man empty of the properties of God but filled ‘with all 
manner of wickedness, evil . . . Full of envy, murder, strife, malignity’. 

Worship in History 

 All of this brings us back to the matter of worship: the pure, vibrant and life-
giving worship of God by those who are under His love and love Him; and the 
worship of evil which makes worshippers of it deformed into deathful existence. God 
certainly demands worship by His creatures for as they glorify Him and are thankful 
to Him they are further transformed into the glory of His image. Satan is mad-keen to 
have the worship of all since he poses as God. He is ‘the prince of the power of the 
air’ and would have all his minions and slaves worship him, that is, in an ever 
expanding mimesis, imitating him to the full. He offered Jesus all the kingdoms of the 
world if Jesus would but just worship him. So we look at a factual history of the 
worship of the world. 
 John the Apostle tells us that Cain was ‘of the evil one’. Why did he slay his 
brother Abel? Because Abel’s deeds were righteous and his own were evil. How 
angry he grew when he offered worship to God and his worship was not accepted. On 
this score—worship—he killed his brother. Worship of God divided them! Romans 
1:19–25 tells us the world of fallen humanity became crazy in its worship of the idols. 
The more they disgorged the knowledge of God from themselves, the more they 
committed those sins which we call ‘relational’. All of this was sin against the 
everlasting covenant. How gracious of God, then, to call out one nation from the 
idolatrous worship which Abraham knew in his life, and to give a covenant to all 
nations through Abraham. Then, when all true worship had been lost, God gave the 
greatest system  
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of worship the world has known, in the covenant with Israel at Sinai. Its ten ‘words’ 
and then its adumbration of those words in the entire system of prescribed laws would 
astound the nations. As Moses put it so powerfully: 
 

Behold, I have taught you statutes and ordinances, as the LORD my God commanded me, that you 
should do them in the land which you are entering to take possession of it. Keep them and do them; 
for that will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples, who, when they 
hear all these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.’ For 
what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD our God is to us, whenever we call 
upon him? And what great nation is there, that has statutes and ordinances so righteous as all this 
law which I set before you this day? (Deut. 4:5–8). 

 
The enraged nations (see Ps. 2:1–3) do not wish to worship God or heed His laws. 
The statement of Exodus 19:5–6—were they to hear its intolerable placing of Israel as 
the true worshippers of the world, and as the priest nation for all nations—would keep 
alive, until the end of the age, the hatred of the angry peoples. Their worship, their 
culture and their objects of worship would not tolerate one nation—Israel—thinking it 
alone gives true worship to God. This has been the root and source of anger against 
Abel–Israel by Cain–Humanity which cannot bear to hear its worship described as 
‘heathen’. Deeply down in all men is the knowledge that somewhere it went wrong 
and is not rendering true worship. The ‘heart of hearts’ of all mankind knows the 
monumental mistake of ‘exchanging the truth of God for a lie’, but mankind cuts the 
memory so that it will not be haunted by it. Worship is that which we choose for our 
desired betterment.  

GRACE RESTORES TO TRUE WORSHIP 

The tragic state of mankind is that it is at odds because of the objects and modes of its 
worship. Psalm 2 tells us that the nations are combined against God to break His 
control of them. The one thing that unites them is their hatred of God, linked with the 
power of their gods. The Son of God which the Father seats on His throne will alone 
defeat the nations. The defeat comes by grace. Already in our School we have talked 
of the great day when grace came to the world in the incarnation of the Son of God 
and the works which he did to redeem us by grace. So the following statements, ‘For 
the grace of God has appeared for the salvation of all men’ (Titus 2:11); ‘but when the 
goodness and loving kindness of God our Saviour appeared’ (Titus 3:4); ‘And the 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his 
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father’ (John 1:14). 
 This is the age of grace above all ages. God’s creational work was in love—a 
gift to Man. His work of restoration and renewing comes from grace (Eph. 2:8–10). 
Someone once asked me as she saw the violence, corruption and idolatrous worship of 
the human race, ‘How can it ever be put together again?’ The answer is by the 
measure of His grace, but that measure demands the cross and Christ’s propitiatory 
sacrifice. 
 History, as we keep saying, is the struggle for power. Man believes he can 
accomplish the reforms needed in his world but he is essentially weak. Jeremiah 10:23  
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has it, ‘I know, O LORD, that the way of man is not in himself, that it is not in man 
who walks to direct his steps’. He is truly Man when one with God and being 
separated from God he needs grace to restore him to true worship. The level of 
anyone’s worship is the level of his or her life. What, then, is ‘the grace of our Lord 
Jesus Christ’ that it can transform them from idolatrous worshippers and can make 
them devotees of the living God?  
 We can begin the answer to this question by quoting Hebrews 9:14, ‘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’, and 
10:22, ‘let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts 
sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water’. The 
word ‘to serve’ in the first quote is latreuein which also means ‘to worship’ (see Rom. 
12:1). That means that when the conscience is cleansed from ‘dead works’ and ‘an 
evil heart’ then one can again worship God. Indeed this is the greatest and most 
profound realised experience in the life of a fallen sinner.  
 It is a stunning revelation. It means that all that we read of Man’s rejection of 
God—his refusal to honour God and his utter ingratitude, all of which climax in a 
‘base [reprobate] mind’—has been redeemed by the propitiatory death of Christ. We 
can recognise that the Letter to the Hebrews shows that all worship, and indeed every 
system of worship, is superseded by Christ’s High Priesthood. Chapter 10 shows that 
through his sacrifice all sins are forgiven and no more sacrifice is required. By it we 
can now enter the sanctuary. In chapter 8 it is shown that Christ is the Leitourgos—
the leader of worship in the true sanctuary of God. In chapter 12 we have two worship 
situations contrasted for us; that is, Israel’s Sinai sanctuary and worship, and the 
sanctuary in which Christ is the Leitourgos: 
 

For you have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire, and darkness, and gloom, and a 
tempest, and the sound of a trumpet, and a voice whose words made the hearers entreat that no 
further messages be spoken to them. For they could not endure the order that was given, ‘If even a 
beast touches the mountain, it shall be stoned.’ Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, 
‘I tremble with fear.’ 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, 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, 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). 

 
The writer goes on to say, ‘Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom  
that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with rever-
ence and awe’ (Heb. 12:28) and, ‘Through him then let us continually offer up a 
sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name’ (Heb. 
13:15). 
 Peter, too, tells us of the new worship situation. After speaking of us, like living 
stones being built into a spiritual priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to 
God through Jesus Christ, he then says, ‘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. Once you were  
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no people but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy but now 
you have received mercy’ (1 Pet. 2:9, 10). 
 Paul as we well know is the one who taught the heart of true worship in Romans 
1 and knew the power and danger of idolatry. He preached against it in his journeys 
and letters. Even the nature and conduct of worship as we have it in 1 Corinthians 
chapters 12 and 14 is expounded by him. The key to all worship is in Romans 12:1–2, 
‘I appeal to you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 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.’ Paul, 
who was so familiar with Israel’s worship, abandons the old worship for the new. 
Now one offers his body on the altar and is not a substitute in the form of an animal, 
for Christ has become that substitute. He offers his body as a continual living 
sacrifice, so that all its acts may be his spiritual (reasonable) worship. This is no 
longer a body given over to the acts of idolatry, but one which enacts service in all its 
parts and being. Notice, then, Paul says, ‘I appeal to you therefore, brethren, by the 
mercies of God’, and by this he is speaking of his teaching of God’s mercies in the 
eleven preceding chapters of Romans, namely of the salvation Christ has brought to 
both Israel and all nations. We note, then, that salvation reverses the rejection of God 
into acceptance and adoration of Him by the redeemed, and effects the transformation 
of life by the renewal of the mind through the Spirit. 

THE WONDERFUL CONCLUSION 

We have talked of Man’s worship in his state of innocency and how believing the 
word of the serpent over and against the word of God spelt death to the created 
worship. True worship of God was in the union of God and Man, but when that was 
broken by disobedience then every element of unity was destroyed, and evil came 
upon the earth. All evil is law-breaking and all law pertains to love, and so law-
breaking is, so to speak, love-breaking. False worship denudes: true worship edifies 
and expands Man, keeps him at full being as the imago dei. We saw in a brief scan of 
worship that the nations collude in opposing God, although their own history is one of 
dissension and of wars with other nations and so a battle of the idols under the 
leadership of the would-be-god, Satan! 
 In the history that the Bible expounds there is a linear element. We proceed 
from creation to the new creation, the first Eden to the final Eden, first heaven and 
earth to the new heaven and the new earth. Satan has a hope that his work will 
culminate in victory. Humanistic Man believes he can draw history to a successful 
level of operation. Man who worships God has all his trust in Him, but believes the 
climax of history will be after the manner of God’s will. On this score it is fascinating 
and salutary to study the Book of the Revelation, especially the numerous worship 
situations of that Book.3 The passages are Revelation 1:12–20; 4:1–11; 5:8–14; 7:9– 

                                                 
3  For an expanded commentary on these passages of worship see my The Way and Wonder of Worship, chs 2 

and 3, pp. 11–30, and other commentaries on the Revelation. 
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17; 8:1–6; 11:15–18; 15:3–4; 16:4–7; 19:1–8.  
 These passages are to do with worship in the forms of prayer and praise, but 
also in identifying God as the Creator, the Redeemer, and the One who defeats the 
enemy Satan and all his works. He is the One who raises up His special people—the 
ecclesia—so that they are part of ‘the armies of heaven’ and are with Him in the 
defeat of ‘that ancient serpent the Devil’ and his hosts. Finally comes the revelation of 
the marriage of the Bride and the Lamb, the new heaven and the new earth, and the 
eternal Holy City, the city of Babylon having been destroyed. In the City of God there 
is no temple ‘for its temple is the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb’. This last 
sentence is stunning: God is not present in a holy temple, but is that holy temple! Our 
union with God means the communion of worship.  
 We saw the positive principles of worship from the negative rejection of godly 
worship in Romans 1:18–25. We saw that created Man had everything for which to 
praise God in the very fact of creation; that Israel had even more in the redemption 
from Egypt and the Edenic provision of the Promised Land and its superb Covenant–
Law. Now the people of God have the wide sweep of salvation history and the 
marvellous telos to which all things are moving when the redeemed ‘shall see His face 
and his name shall be on their foreheads. And night shall be no more [for] they need 
no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they shall reign for 
ever and ever’ (cf. Rev. 22:3–5). This shall be their true worship and service—for 
ever! 
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STUDY 17 

Creation, Decreation, Recreation 

Geoffrey Bingham 

Introductory Note: This Study deals with Man from Creation to the New Creation, 
that is, to the ‘new heaven’ and ‘the new earth’. We have dealt with the first two 
subjects quite adequately throughout our present Ministry School. The third sub- 
ject—Recreation—needs further examination. We need to mention the first two sub- 
jects in order to get a flow of appreciation of them and then to spend more time with 
Recreation. It is certainly in this area of Christian living that we need grace to pro- 
ceed.  

CREATION: LIFE FROM LIFE 

We need to research Man as he is created in innocence, and this is difficult because 
we are not in original innocence. The closest we can come to it is to be in justification  
(cf. Rom. 5:18 where the term ‘acquittal’ is used of justified Man). Sin cannot rightly 
be known as it is when a person is a sinner. We need to compare innocent Man with 
guilty Man. Guilt is an objective category: one does something wrong and so one is 
guilty. One feels one’s guilt generally according to law broken and the conscience 
working. For certain reasons one’s conscience is not always a trusty guide. Guilt feel-
ings are many, such as condemnation, fear, heaviness, confusion, anger, anxiety—and 
so on. The sense of alienation is strong, as also the sense of failure, inferiority. Often 
these things are called ‘the guilt of sin’ rather than sin (cf. Ps. 32:3–5; 38). 
 If we can speak about ‘the sense of innocence’ then it would be a person’s 
lacking all the elements of sin. Conscience, as such, does not work this way where 
there is innocence. There is delight, joy, peace because one is living as the image of 
God; hence the ‘good feelings’ or ‘state of mind’. Death is not foundational to 
innocent persons for life is foundational. To get some idea of what an innocent person 
is we should look at the following chart: 
 

(a) Man in the Image of God Is Ever Only a Creature  
(b) Man Commissioned to Work with God in Creation 
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(c) Man Made Living by the Breath of God Becomes a Creature of Life and Eden  
(d) Man Is Ecclesial: A Creature of Community  
(e) Man Is a Creature of Love and Holiness by Creation  
(f) Man Is a Creature Who Is a Child of God the Creator–Father  
(g) Man a Moral Creature Is a Creature of Glory and is Kingly  
(h) Man a Moral Creature Is a Creature of Law  
(i) Man Is a Worshipping Creature, Primarily Worshipping God  
(j) Man Is a Creature of God’s Everlasting Covenant  
(k) Man Is Male–Female, Constituting the Creaturely Image of God in Society  
(l) Man Is an Eschatological Creature, That Is, Destined for the Telos  

 
When we comprehend this state of Man-in-innocency then we see at what high pitch 
he was before God. He lacked nothing for being substantial and living in full 
vocation. Only as we comprehend his high estate can we begin to see the horrific 
nature of his fall and the nature of his sin. 

DECREATION: DEATH FROM LIFE 

From being ‘good’ in creation (Gen. 1:31; Ps. 8:6–8) as the image of God, Man 
became transmogrified—that is, changed by the ugliness of sin from his original 
moral beauty and form without him being able to transform himself—then we see the 
desperate need for God’s action to re-create him. In other studies we have seen how 
depraved Man became, and is, in the following ways: 
 

(a) He has emptied himself of God and filled himself with all evils which are proac-
tive (Rom. 1:19–31, esp. vv. 28–31). In this he has lost holiness, love, and so forth. 
At best he lives with their imitations de facto (Isa. 64:7; Matt. 23; Mark 7:1–23). 
Human moral imitation is empty.  
 
(b) He has died in the day he ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. He 
is dead in regard to love and holiness but can be alive to their imitations. This is a 
mimesis by which Man seeks to show he is as he was when created, that is, 
innocent and ‘good’ (Gen. 1:31). 
 
(c) He has changed relationships within the image—so to speak. Male and female 
are filled with shame for their sexuality, though sexuality per se should not be a 
matter of shame. In breaking their communion with God and His ‘supply’ they 
have broken fellowship internally in the male–female communion/community. So 
all comes to Man, all the ills of ecclesial being—personal, social, familial and 
people relationships.  
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Step 1: Man’s Decreation in Eden: Loss of God 

 Man was warned in Genesis 2:15–17 that he would die in the day he ate of the 
tree. To this point he was filled with God. (See Jeremiah 2:13 where God is the source 
of all things.) He was full of life. So Proverbs 4:23 where Man was formerly filled 
with the issues which cover everything. This was to be so filled as to be the full image 
of God. Man cannot remain as he was, that is, emptied by the Fall. He is now filled 
with evil and expresses evil. (See NCTM Monday Ministry Studies for April, May and 
June, 2004.) 

Step 2: Decreation Is Wholly Death 

 Genesis 2:15–17. In that moment they—Man—died. Death had been no element 
that figured, hitherto, with innocent Man. As we noted above, death is not a 
foundational element of true humanity. Now they lived in fear of death (Heb. 2:14–
15; cf. 1 John 4:18). In fact they were already in death as shown in Romans 5:12. 
Sin—Man’s disobedience to God and His law—brings Man to competition within the 
body of humanity to stay alive. Under pressure he becomes homicidal in its different 
forms such as patricide, matricide, fratricide and genocide. It is death, as it were, 
dealing out death in the human scene. Enmity is a large factor in the same human 
scene, as shown by the Cain and Abel event, and earth being filled with violence 
(Gen. 6:13; cf. 9:5–6). Note that this derives from the serpent (John 8:44; 10:10). 
Death is a very powerful factor in human existence and relationships, expressed as it 
is in enmity. 

Step 3: Sexuality Is a Powerful Factor in Human Sin and Relationships 

 See Genesis 2:15–17 regarding death as the immediate consequence on the day 
of eating of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. What would we have expected? 
The first result was surprising, that is, its instant effect was ‘their eyes were opened 
and they saw they were naked’. We see, then, that the first impact was on their 
relationship with each other. Having broken their relationship with God their own 
intimate relationship was broken. They were ashamed to appear before each other and 
before God. They were shocked by their genitalia. The power of true marital 
relationships in innocence is that there is unity and joy and delight in union. Having 
sinned against God, Man cannot know innocent ‘one-flesh’ relationships.1 Now Man 
turns sex to power-play. It is used to ‘fill up’ Man’s desire for joy and intimacy—the 
joy and intimacy which was part of the innocent relationship (Gen. 2:25), but that 
relationship has changed. Note Romans 1:19–27 where to break union with God is to 
substitute idols and sex for the relationship that once expressed itself in purity and 
peace with God and one another—as appropriate. 
 All of this helps us to understand the tragedy of ‘de-creation’. What, then, is the 
transformation or recreation which changes all this?   

                                                 
1  See the NCTM Monthly Ministry Study for July 2004, ‘Worship and Human Sexuality’.  
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RECREATION: FROM DEATH UNTO LIFE 

We have noted in many studies of the School the power of grace which brings salva-
tion to the sinner. In this regard Ephesians 2:1–10 covers the sinful state of Man when 
he is under the power of the prince of this world—Satan—and so is dead in trespasses 
and sins. Romans 5:12–21 speaks of Man in the state of death, and at the same time 
shows his liberation through grace, the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. Ephesians 2:3 
describes his inner condition, ‘Among these we all once lived in the passions of our 
flesh, following the desires of body and mind, and so we were by nature children of 
wrath, like the rest of mankind’. The action of God’s grace is then defined, ‘But God, 
who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us, even when we 
were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you 
have been saved), and raised us up with him, and made us sit with him in the heavenly 
places in Christ Jesus.’ 
 It is a staggering fact that sinful Man can so quickly be changed—
transformed—so that in this present time he can be seated in the heavenlies with 
Christ Jesus. Paul continues in verses 7–10: 
 

. . . that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward 
us in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not your own doing, 
it is the gift of God—not because of works, lest any man should boast. For we are his workmanship, 
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in 
them. 

 
 Paul shows us clearly that not only have we been saved by grace, but now we 
have been so transformed that we can live as recreated people doing the will of God in 
genuinely good works. Paul says we were dead, but have been made alive in Christ. 
How then does this re-creation now take place—the re-creation which fits us to live in 
the ‘new heaven and the new earth’ in which death is not known, and only 
righteousness dwells (2 Pet. 3:10–13; cf. Rev. 21:1–8) and for which all evil will have 
been abolished? 

What Is It That Changes Sinful Man?   

 We saw in Study 11 of this School, that which is the power of the Cross, the 
power of Christ’s resurrection and the power of the Holy Spirit. Certainly power must 
be immense which can change transmogrified, fallen creatures into these who love 
God with a great passion, recreating them after the image of God. Paul puts it clearly, 
‘Therefore, if any one is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has passed away, 
behold, the new has come’. The text can be translated, ‘The old things have passed 
away. Behold! they have been made new’, that is, ‘the old has been made new, 
meaning it has been renewed’. We have a similar principle in Revelation 21:1–5 
where the new heaven and the new earth are really the renewed heaven and the 
renewed earth. Similar also is the thought concerning the new birth: we have been 
born (created) once of God—that is, of the flesh in the good sense of ‘flesh’—now we  
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need to be born of the Spirit as the context shows (John 3:1–4).2 In Ephesians 4:17–
24, where in essence Paul says, ‘You were taught as the truth in Jesus to put off your 
old (former) humanity (ton palaion anthropon) which was corrupt and which belongs 
to your former manner of life, and to put on the new humanity (ton kainon 
anthropon), created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness’. 
 Paul goes on in Colossians 3:9–10, ‘Do not lie to one another, since you laid 
aside [‘put off’; aorist] the old self [old humanity; cf. Rom. 6:6] with its evil practices, 
and have put on [aorist] the new self [new humanity] who is being renewed to a true 
knowledge according to the image of the One who created him’ (NASB). In the 
Ephesian and Colossian texts the ‘old humanity’ is corporate and we have participated 
in it. So in the new humanity which we put on we participate corporately.  
H. M. Carson puts it quite simply: 
 

We are still moving in the sphere of sins of the tongue, as lying is forbidden. Whether it be a 
deliberate untruth, or the half truth which conveys a wrong impression, or the exaggeration which 
distorts the facts, all these savour of the old unregenerate nature rather than of the new. But they 
have put off like soiled clothes the old man and have put on the new. By the old man he means the 
man they were in Adam. By the new man Paul means the man they are in Christ. The believer has 
ceased to be what he once was. As a new creature in Christ he can never be the same. Hence the 
practices which were normal to him in his unregenerate state are now completely unnatural. The 
new man is continually being renewed by God; and this renewal aims at a growth in knowledge. It 
is a characteristic of the old man that while the conscience still functions, it is impaired because the 
facts upon which the conscience must base its decision are themselves unreliable, in that they are 
the product of spiritual ignorance. Thus, if conscience is to function properly, there must be a 
renewal of moral and spiritual discernment. When God first created man He created him in His 
own image. This meant that man was a moral being with a clear understanding of right and wrong, 
and the ability to choose. That condition, which was forfeited by the fall, now becomes the pattern 
according to which God re-fashions the new nature of the believer, which is the new creation. 3 

 
We gather, then, ‘the old man’, which is also to be understood as ‘old Adam’, has 
been dealt with on the cross and in and by the resurrection. Because of the judgment 
on Adam’s disobedience in the cross, the power of the ‘old man’ has been broken and 
we have been justified from sin and freed from its power. Because of the obedience of 
Christ—‘the new man’—we have been brought into life out of death (Rom. 5:12–21). 
Whereas we were in the image of God and sinned and became ‘uncreated’, we have 
now been forgiven and are recreated or, as we most often say, regenerated. Thus we 
are ‘new creations’, in whom the Spirit of God is at work, increasing us in the know-
ledge of God (Col. 3:10), that is, filling us out more and more in His image. The new 
‘knowledge’ (Col. 3:10; Eph. 3:2–4; 4:13; cf. Gal. 4:9), as Carson put it (above), ‘The 
new man is continually being renewed by God; and this renewal aims at a growth in 
knowledge’. 

                                                 
2  It is notable that ‘new birth’ and ‘new creation’ are often linked with the mention of the cross as in John 3:1–

14; 2 Corinthians 5:14–21; Galatians 6:14–15 (cf. Eph. 2:16; 4:24; Col. 3:10; James 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:3).  
3  H. M. Carson, Colossians and Philemon: An Introduction and Commentary, IVP, London, 1960, p. 84. 
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 If we can talk about modes of growing more and more into the full image in 
increasing knowledge of God and so in increasing righteousness, holiness and love, 
then we have the remarkable teaching of Paul in 2 Corinthians 3:17–18: 
 

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. And we all, with 
unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness [image] from 
one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit. 

 
If we then read on into the next three chapters we see that the developing image in us 
comes when the ministry of proclamation is in action by the power of God. We also 
see what demands there are upon the proclaimers. 

The Flesh and the Spirit 

 What puzzles so many Christians is they often feel they have not become what 
the Ephesians passage and the Colossian passage on recreation seems to be saying, 
that is, that the flesh—as Paul names it—and also the ‘old man’ seem still to have a 
place in their lives, and are often most potent. Often this is because we look at 
ourselves with the eyes of human reasoning and not through the eyes of faith (2 Cor. 
5:10). What needs to be understood clearly is that: 
 

(a) All the power of all forms of evil had been broken at the cross, so that sin, 
Satan, the world, the flesh, the law in its forensic forms, judgment, and death are 
powerless to affect the new Man, that is, the believer who lives in the power of the 
Father, of Christ and of the Holy Spirit. Powerless because ‘He who has died is 
justified from sin’ (Rom. 6:7), so that the power of sin has been broken, Man 
having been redeemed from the guilt of sin through forgiveness. 
 
(b) Man lives daily in the resurrection power of Christ (cf. Rom. 4:25), which 
means he is freed from the fear of death (Heb. 2:14–15) and that Christ lives in him 
and exercises his power in him (Gal. 2:20; Phil. 3:10). 
 
(c) The new person in Christ has the Holy Spirit living in him and the power of the 
Spirit is greater than the power of the flesh (Rom. 8:1–13; Gal. 5:13–16). 
 
(d) The company of believers is the environment in which Christians live, and so 
they draw strength by being as one by their prayers, love, witness and fellowship. 
No believer is to fight a battle on his/her own. It has been made clear in our School 
that grace not only brings us to redemption, but energises us in the new life, that is, 
‘We reign in life’ (Rom. 5:17). It is by grace that we do the works of God (Eph. 
2:10; Phil. 2:12–13). The new life is by grace and can be seen to be this way (Acts 
4:33; 11:23). 

The People of the Eschaton  

 This leads us on to realise what is perhaps most important of all, which is that 
the church is the eschatological community, that is, it is the community of the last 
days,  
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but understood in the sense that the days are not merely coming to an end but that  
the plan of God is coming to completion. Obsessive preoccupation with our own 
‘spirituality’ or ‘holiness of life’ or ‘perfection’ can be diversionary, for Christ is King 
of all the nations and as such is already crowned. He is King of all creation and as 
such is ruling all things. If we understand the statement in 1 Corinthians 15:24–28 (cf. 
Ps. 2:110; Heb. 10:12–13) then we know that Christ is now putting down all enemies 
and that we are participators with him in this exercise. We, with him, are working to 
that glorious end, so that we are those who fight and have effective spiritual enemies. 
To this end we have been given spiritual weapons which may seem pitiful and 
ineffectual to the enemy but which are spiritual and mighty to the pulling down of 
many (evil) strongholds (2 Cor. 10:3–6; Eph. 6:10–18; Rev. 19:15–16).  
 We are thus one with ‘The Stronger than the Strong Man’. We have become 
versed in Satan’s stratagems. The evil powers once triumphant are now overcome in 
life as the plan is being fulfilled (e.g. 1 John 2:12–14; 4:1–4; Rev. 19:15ff.). It is not 
our intention here to open that elaborate plan but to say that the growth in spiritual 
power and holiness of life is linked with the development of our recreation, our regen-
eration and our growing in the image of God. See Revelation 15:1–4 where the forces 
of Satan in their beastly forms have been defeated. Out of weakness the saints have 
been made strong! 

CONCLUSION: FROM CREATION TO CREATION 

We have had so much material to cover in this study that the main point of this paper 
could have been lost, namely that God’s plan for history is to create a community for 
the action of eternity when He will be seen as the Father of His family, the people He 
has created, redeemed, sanctified, glorified and perfected through the ministry of His 
Son the King over all, and the Holy Spirit who has ministered with both the Father 
and the Son in all of time. The determination of the Father has been to bring about this 
conclusion. For us it is greatly helpful to see that all of this is effected by grace, by 
Him who is the God of all grace, and to know that the grace that is coming to us at the 
revelation of Jesus Christ will complete His wonderful intentions of love. 
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STUDY 18 

Grace is Generally Linked with the 
Gift and Power for Proclamation 

Rod James 

The Christian church proclaims its message in a variety of ways. There are public 
statements made by the Churches to the community or nation, there is the preaching 
of the word from the pulpit, there are the programs and study groups used by 
congregations in the course of their mission, and there is the personal witness of the 
members in their daily lives. Throughout all of these we are generally aware today of 
a lack of ‘bite’ in the message of the church and an inability to engage the people of 
our day with a message that is urgent to their situation and commanding in its own 
moral dimensions. In all of this the church tends to assume that its impotence is due to 
inadequate or inappropriate methods. In most resources for evangelism the gospel 
message is taken as a self-evident given, and attention is directed towards the ‘how to’ 
of getting the message out. Contrary to that approach the essence of this study lies in 
the assertion that the gift and power for proclamation lies largely within the message 
itself as the proclamation to all the nations of God’s work of grace on their behalf in 
Jesus Christ our Lord. Nearly one hundred years ago P. T. Forsyth spoke of the 
church’s inefficacy in proclamation. His words could have been written this morning: 

 
There is something lacking to our preaching, by general consent. It lacks the note, the energy of 
spiritual profundity and poignancy as distinct from spiritual sympathy, and of moral majesty as 
distinct from ethical interest. And I am convinced that this is ultimately due to the loss of 
conviction as to a real, objective, and finished redemption, and to the disappearance from current 
faith of a real relation to the holiness and the wrath of God. The note of judgment has gone out of 
common piety. It is not here a question of either denouncing or unchurching those who cannot 
recognize an expiatory element in our Salvation. I would simply express the conviction that their 
interpretation of the Cross does less than justice to the Gospel, and cannot continue to carry the full 
[kerugma] of the Church. It has not the promise of the moral future of the world. It is not 
sufficiently charged with repentance and remission. It does not break men to Christ, but only train  
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them, or at most bend them. And it does not embody that break with the world which, after all, has 
been a leading note in all the great victories of the Cross.1 

 
Forsyth identified in the church ‘a view of mercy which does justice neither to the 
majesty of God, nor to the greatness of man’. This view of God’s grace, he lamented, 
‘robs us of [our] moral energy’, and ‘tends to take the authority out of the Gospel, the 
sinew out of preaching, the insight out of faith, the stamina out of character, and 
discipline out of the home’. He continues: 

 
It robs faith of its energy, its virility, its command, its compass, and its solemnity. The temperature 
of religion falls. The horizon of the soul contracts. Piety becomes prosaic, action conventional, 
goodness domestic, and mercy but kind. We have churches of the nicest, kindest people, who have 
nothing apostolic or missionary, who never knew the soul’s despair or its breathless gratitude. God 
becomes either a spectacular and inert God, or a God who acts amiably; with the strictness of 
affection at best, and not the judgment of sanctity; without the consuming fire, and the great white 
throne. He is not dramatic in the great sense of the word. He is not adequate to history. He is not 
on the scale of the race. He is the centre of a religious scene instead of the protagonist in the moral 
drama of Man and Time . . . We tend then to a Christianity without force, passion, or effect; a 
suburban piety, homely and kindly but unfit to cope with the actual moral case of the world, its 
giant souls and hearty sinners. We cannot deal to any purpose with the great sins or the great 
fearless transgressors, the exceeding sinfulness and deep damnation of the race. Our word is as a 
very lovely song of one that has a pleasant voice and can play well on an instrument. And the 
people hear, but do not. They hear, but do not fear. They are enchanted, but unchanged. Moral 
taste takes the place of moral insight. Religious sensibility stands where evangelical faith should 
be. Education takes the place of conversion, a happy nature of the new nature. Love takes the place 
of faith, uneasiness of concern, regret of repentance, and criticism of judgment. Sin becomes a 
thing of short weight. It was largely our ignorance; and when we thought of God’s anger we were 
misreading Him by reading into Him our choleric selves. Our salvation becomes a somewhat 
common thing, and glorious heavens or fiery hells die into the light of drab and drowsy day.2 

MAKING KNOWN THE MYSTERIES 

The word of God contains a series of divine mysteries, that is, realities that can be 
made known to the human race, but only by revelation (Eph. 3:3–5). Far from being 
predictable and ‘common sense’ these mysteries contain ‘What no eye has seen, nor 
ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined’ (1 Cor. 2:9). The mysteries of God, as set 
out for us in the New Testament, are: 

 
‘the mystery of his will . . . set forth in Christ’ (Eph. 1:9); ‘the mystery of Christ’ (Eph. 3:4); ‘the 
mystery hidden for ages in God’ (Eph. 3:9); ‘This mystery is profound . . . Christ and the church’ 
(Eph. 5:32); ‘the mystery of the gospel’ (Eph. 6:19); ‘this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope 
of glory’ (Col. 1:26–27); ‘the knowledge of God’s mystery, which is Christ’ (Col. 2:2); ‘the 
mystery of Christ’ (Col. 4:3); ‘the mystery of the faith’ (1 Tim. 3:9); ‘the mystery of godliness’  
(1 Tim. 3:16); ‘the mystery of the seven stars  . . . the seven churches . . . the seven lampstands’ 
(Rev. 1:20); ‘the mystery of God’ (Rev. 10:7). 

                                                 
1  P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993, p. 254. 
2  Forsyth, pp. 243–5. 
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We have seen that ‘great grace’ was upon the early church enabling the apostles to 
make known these mysteries of God to ‘those who were being saved’ (Acts 2:47). 
Paul says, ‘But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom from God, which God decreed 
before the ages for our glory’ (1 Cor. 2:7). The apostles speak of several powers of 
proclamation—the power of the word of the cross, the power of Christ’s resurrection, 
the power of the Spirit, and the power of the gospel. Let us look more closely at these 
divine powers which enable us to proclaim the mysteries of God. 

THE POWERS OF PROCLAMATION 

We can identify with Forsyth as he pondered the fuzzy impotency of the church in his 
day. Nearly a century on we find that his analysis describes well the benign state of 
much Christian proclamation today: 

 
Forsyth saw that the great failing of liberalism was that at its heart it had no conception of God’s 
holiness. In light of this lack, Fatherhood was reduced to sentiment, the Kingdom to moralism, the 
Cross to a divine demonstration of love, and Redemption to a process of self-help. History without 
holy judgement becomes meaningless, and the preaching of Jesus without the holy atonement won 
by the cross becomes an impotent ethic.3 

The Power of the Word of the Cross  
 The power of the gospel is, at its core, the power of the word of the cross: 

 
For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the 
power of God . . . For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, 
a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, 
Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:18, 22–23). 

 
To understand the power of this word we must think of Christ’s work on the cross as, 
in itself, ‘a preaching’, the power of which is sacramentally at work each time the 
word of the cross is faithfully preached. Forsyth explains what we mean: 

 
When I speak here about the preaching of the Cross of Christ, I mean ultimately the Cross itself as 
a preaching, as God’s ‘preachment’ which gave Christian preaching birth, made it inevitable, 
prolonged itself in it, and provided its perpetual note. As God’s preaching of Himself in the Cross 
was an act, the act of giving Himself, so all true preaching of it is an act also, and more than 
speech only. It is a devoted act of the preacher’s personality, conveying God in His grace and self-
donation. It is not merely exhibiting Him. It is sacramental.4 

 
In the cross as God’s ‘preachment’ we see ‘the love for sinners of a God above all 
things holy, whose holiness makes sin damnable as sin and love active as grace’.5 The  

                                                 
3  Noel Due, ‘Theological Introduction’ in P. T. Forsyth, The Preaching of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ, 

NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, p. xxii. 
4  Forsyth, The Preaching of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ, p. 55. 
5  Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, p. 243. 
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word of the cross is dynamic and actional in a double sense. First of all, as we have 
seen, it is the historical word-event of Christ’s cross extending its dynamic into each 
occasion of its proclamation. In addition it is the astonished and astonishing 
confession of a sinner/saint who has been captured, convicted, converted, corralled, 
and recreated by the word that he/she proclaims. The preacher/proclaimer in his/her 
repentance, faith and new birth in the Holy Spirit is the living demonstration of the 
power of this word. The proclaimer of this good news tells it and also testifies to its 
power personally. In this way Forsyth confesses: 
 

It pleased God by the revelation of His holiness and grace which the great theologians taught me to 
find in the Bible, to bring home to me my sin in a way which submerged all school questions in 
weight, urgency and poignancy. I was turned from a Christian to a believer, from a lover of love to 
an object of grace. 

 
The word of the cross, alone, has power to deliver us from the domain of darkness and 
to transfer us to the kingdom of God’s beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, 
the forgiveness of sins (Col. 1:13, 14). The forgiven sinner manifests an inward 
wellspring of gratitude and a resilient intent that is fired by his/her awareness of being 
‘an object of grace’. James Denney explains: 

 
The only forgiveness Jesus recognizes is that which makes the forgiven heart the home of the love 
which forgives; in other words, that by which a man is born again the child of God. Hence, 
forgiveness or reconciliation is in a strict sense everything in the Christian religion. It does not 
need to be eked out with anything else. God trusts to it to keep the sinner right with Him, just as 
we ourselves trust when we forgive. The child whom his father or mother pardons through pain 
cannot but be good while the sense of this forgiveness rests upon his heart, and it is this simple 
principle on which the whole New Testament rests. True forgiveness regenerates. Justification is 
the power which sanctifies.6 

The Power of His Resurrection  
 Together with the cross, Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, as an action of the 
holy God, was also a divine ‘preachment’ of grace. Unable to be credibly explained 
away it stands in human history as the empirical touchstone and public declaration of 
the gospel: 

 
. . . the gospel of God . . . concerning his Son, who . . . was declared to be the Son of God in power 
according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, 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, including you who are called to belong to Jesus Christ (Rom. 1:1–
6). 

 
From the beginning the apostolic proclamation was a bold testimony by chosen eye-
witnesses, that God had raised Jesus from the dead (Acts 2:22–36; 3:15, 26; 4:10; 
5:30; 10:40; 13:30–37): 

                                                 
6  James Denney, The Christian Doctrine of Reconciliation, Paternoster Pr., Carlisle, 1959, p. 137. 



Grace Is Generally Linked with the Gift and Power for Proclamation 

 
Ministry School 2004 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

 
127 

Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty 
works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves know—
this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and 
killed by the hands of lawless men. God raised him up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was 
not possible for him to be held by it. 
 . . . [David] foresaw and spoke about the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to 
Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption. This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses. 
Being therefore exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise 
of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you yourselves are seeing and hearing (Acts 2:22–23, 
31–33). 

 
The resurrection is a power in the gospel proclamation in the sense that it is the 
powerful statement of God’s actual and historical work upon our behalf. The 
resurrection declares that God has made Jesus Lord of all (Phil. 2:9–11), that he has 
justified us in Jesus’ death on the cross (Rom. 4:25), and that in raising Jesus he has 
demonstrated: 

 
. . . what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe, according to the 
working of his great might that he worked in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated 
him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and 
dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the one to come. 
And he put all things under his feet and gave him as head over all things to the church (Eph. 1:19–
22). 

 
The apostles had much to tell Israel and all the nations, and they could not but speak 
of what they had seen and heard (Acts 4:20). This they did with joyous exuberance, 
persistent courage, and honourable living: 
 

For David did not ascend into the heavens, but he himself says, 
‘The Lord said to my Lord, 
Sit at my right hand, 
   until I make your enemies your footstool.’ 

‘Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, 
this Jesus whom you crucified’ (Acts 2:34–36). 
 
. . . with great power the apostles were giving their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, 
and great grace was upon them all (Acts 4:33).  

 
The gospel of the resurrection also proclaims the power of a new life for its hearers: 
 

We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life. For if we have been 
united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his 
(Rom. 6:4, 5).  

 
‘The power of his resurrection’ is the power of the risen Lord to give eternal life to 
those who abide in him. Paul cast aside all other means and powers, ‘that I may know 
him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like 
him in his death, that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the 
dead’ (Phil. 3:10–11).  
 Forsyth again: 
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In his person we have the permanent divine ground of our communion with God, and not merely 
its divine agent once. The work of Christ is the work of a Christ eternally working for us. If we are 
brought to God by the historic Christ we go on to find that we remain in God only as we abide in 
the same Christ as the Eternal Son.7 

The Power of the Spirit  
 The power of the Holy Spirit is essentially a moral power, for the Holy Spirit is 
the Spirit of the grace of the holy God. He is therefore the Spirit who proclaims the 
work of that holy grace in the cross of Jesus Christ. None of the rulers of this age 
understand this secret and hidden wisdom of the cross, but it is the Holy Spirit who 
makes it known: 
 

Yet among the mature we do impart wisdom, although it is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers 
of this age, who are doomed to pass away. But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, 
which God decreed before the ages for our glory. None of the rulers of this age understood this, for 
if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. But, as it is written,  

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

these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything, even the 
depths of God. For who knows a person’s thoughts except the spirit of that person, which is in him? 
So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. Now we have received 
not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might understand the things 
freely given us by God. And we impart this in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the 
Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those who are spiritual (1 Cor. 2:6–13). 

 
 The moral power of the Holy Spirit is needed to ‘convict the world concerning 
sin and righteousness and judgment’ (John 16:8). Therefore Jesus told the band of 
apostolic witnesses, ‘But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon 
you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the end of the earth’ (Acts 1:8). Only with the power of the Holy Spirit could the 
apostolic community say ‘our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power 
and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction’ (1 Thess. 1:5). Geoffrey Bingham 
summarises the place and power of the Spirit in proclaiming the mysteries of God: 
 

The Spirit is deeply concerned with the proclamation. It has to be made in the power of the Spirit 
or it is ineffective . . . The eyes of the Spirit—so to speak—are on the end goal. All his gifts and 
graces are there to enable the people of God to reach this fulfilment. He is without doubt the great 
Spirit of mission. Therefore, in order to round off our story of the Spirit and mission, we need to go 
back to the words of Christ before the Ascension. In Luke’s Gospel he told the apostles not to 
depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the promise of the Father. Why? The answer is (a) the 
message of repentance and remission of sins is to be preached in all nations, beginning at 
Jerusalem, and (b) this requires the understanding which the Spirit will give, and then the power to 
proclaim that understood Gospel. Without the Spirit none of this can be: with the Spirit none of 
this can not be!8 

                                                 
7  P. T. Forsyth, The Person and Place of Jesus Christ, Hodder & Stoughton, London, 1910, p. 253. 
8  Geoffrey Bingham, The Day of the Spirit, NCPI, Blackwood, 1985, pp. 14–16. 
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The Power of the Gospel 
 When the power of the word of the cross, and the power of the resurrection, and 
the power of the Holy Spirit are lost to us, then we are inclined as Christian workers 
to invoke other powers to try to convey the grace of God—material helps, medical 
assistance, education, counselling services, legal advocacy, drop-in centres, programs 
for youth and children, even some lifestyle teaching from Jesus himself. All of these 
are legitimate in a secondary way, but none of them, in itself, fulfils the gospel 
commission or adequately proclaims the grace of the holy God in Jesus Christ. After 
100 years of ‘mission’ in East Africa a Catholic missionary, Vincent Donovan, 
assessed the impotency of what had been done and wrote the following letter to his 
bishop: 

 
Dear Bishop, 
  . . . Looking at these people around me, at these true pagans, I am suddenly weary of the 
discussions that have been going on for years in the mission circles of Europe and America, as to 
the meaning of missionary work, weary of the meetings and seminars devoted to missionary 
strategy 
 I suddenly feel the urgent need to cast aside all theories and discussions, all efforts at strategy 
and simply go to these people and do the work among them for which I came to Africa.  
 I would propose cutting myself off from the schools and the hospital, as far as the people are 
concerned as well as the socialising with them and just go and talk to them about God and the 
Christian message . . . I want to go to the Masai on daily safaris unencumbered with the burden of 
selling them our school system, or begging for their children for our schools, or carrying their sick, 
or giving them medicine. 
 Outside of this, I have no theory, no plan, no strategy, no gimmicks, no idea of what will come. 
I feel rather naked. I will begin as soon as possible. 
Sincerely, Vince Donovan.9 

 
Nearly two millennia beforehand the eager and unashamed gospeller, Paul, had 
written: 

 
I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. For I am not ashamed of the gospel, 
for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the 
Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, ‘The one 
who by faith is righteous shall live’10 (Rom. 1:15–17). 

                                                 
9  Vincent Donovan, Christianity Rediscovered: An Epistle from the Masai, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, 1993, pp. 

14–16. 
10  ‘The one who by faith is righteous shall live’ is the alternative reading in the ESV to the usual quotations, 

‘the righteous shall live by faith’. 
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STUDY 19  

The Grace That Is Coming to You at 
the Revelation of Jesus Christ 

Deane Meatheringham 

I PETER 1:3–15 

THE FUTURE WORLD IS WHOLLY GOD’S WORK 

The title and content of this study is based on 1 Peter 1:13b, ‘set all of your hope on 
the grace that Jesus Christ will bring you when he is revealed’. Or we could translate 
it, ‘Hope fully or perfectly in the grace being brought to you at the revelation of Jesus 
Christ’. 
 Through the resurrection of Jesus Christ we have been born again to a living 
hope and kept for a salvation to be revealed in the culmination of time. Believers have 
unspeakable joy in the midst of persecution as they await the perfection of their hope. 
Our translation into a state of faith, hope and love is grounded in the prophets and the 
coming of the Holy Spirit. All this is sufficient to warn us to hold onto the salvation 
we have received and to hope for the grace we do not now see (1 Pet. 1:3–12). The 
risen Christ is the one who is present and is also the one who ‘comes’ (1 Cor. 16:22). 
 Grace has already come to us through the coming of the incarnate Son of God, 
Jesus Christ (Titus 2:11; John 1:14). We have already seen that the grace of God is 
God himself coming to us to do for us what we cannot get our hands on, bargain for, 
or arrive at through a religious or moral process. Our salvation is as sinners too far 
gone to be able to even respond is wholly God’s work. We are justified freely by 
God’s grace in the atonement of Christ as we also are made new creatures in Christ 
and through the regeneration of the Holy Spirit. 
 The coming of the future new world is the work of God’s grace accomplished 
through the resurrection of Christ and is entirely God’s work. Jesus is the last Word, 
the consummator, and the final judge of all things. The future order is not the present 
state of affairs prolonged into the future. We owe everything in the present and in the 
future to the resurrection of Jesus Christ. In the present we have a foretaste of the  
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future through the presence of Christ in the communion of the Spirit. We have an 
anticipation of the future world in the Lord’s Supper which is a ‘not yet’. But we do 
not produce the new order by steps of piety or through the illusion of Constantinian 
theology. The mixing of the gospel with a utopian view of history seems to be a fabri-
cation not found in the New Testament. The New Testament does not speak of the 
amelioration of the present conditions or of an ideal society, but of the coming of 
Christ. 
 Christians live no less in expectation of the future action of God’s grace than 
they do in recounting God’s action of grace in a past salvation, or of his present 
gracious salvation. All is God’s work. Jesus Christ does not fade into the background 
in gospel preaching. Rather, the Christian community is to be a hermeneutic of hope 
in the world. 

THE IDEA OF PROGRESS AND LOSS OF HOPE 

Voices of hope in Western society seem to be deafening by their silence. Undoubtedly 
we continue to see and admire advances in technology: 
 

One of the most striking features of contemporary Western culture is the virtual disappearance of 
hope. The nineteenth century belief in progress no longer sustains us. There is widespread 
pessimism about the future of ‘Western’ civilization. Many Christian writers speak of our culture 
in accents of embarrassment, guilt, and shame.1  

 
 The humanists of the Enlightenment saw the age that had gone before—that is, 
the medieval period—as one of darkness. They were partially right. The age was 
steeped in superstition, endemic warfare, famine and disease and endless toil to 
survive. Enlightenment reason claimed ‘whatever I will I can do’. Human will set out 
to change humankind’s infernal condition. The idea of progress grew in European 
civilization. Erasmus argued as a reasonable man for a bit of free will. Luther argued 
with Erasmus that reason and faith were incompatible. However, Christianity became 
mixed in the culture, and the biblical purposes of God became intertwined with the 
whole expectation of civilised progress. In general terms the idea of progress was that 
society had become better and would continue to improve.  
 We may ask how do we assess what progress is, particularly good progress? We 
may conclude that the crux of the matter is that, in spite of great developments, the 
human will that is capable of the most glorious heroism is also capable of the basest 
evil. 
 In our time the idea of progress has been severely questioned. What we hoped 
for has not eventuated. Humanism has tumbled into exhaustion and inertia. Hope has 
demoralised in shame. Everywhere there is cynicism and mockery. We put our hope 
in uncertain riches (1 Tim. 6:17). We have built our house on the sand and not the 
rock. Our hopes of utopia have miserably failed. Without God we are without hope in  

                                                 
1  Lesslie Newbigin, Signs amid the Rubble: The Purposes of God in Human History, Eerdmans, Grand 

Rapids, 2003, p. 39. He quotes here from his earlier book, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society. 
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the world. The future has crashed into the finality of the present with its bondage to 
the past (Eph. 2:12; 1 Cor. 15:19). Nihilism has enveloped us, infected Christian 
worship, and reinforced the drive of and addiction to hedonism.  
 We have hoped for science to neutralise the fear of death. Humanism hopes in a 
bucket without a bottom. Western humanism is a wreck. We can observe the bewil-
derment and the rise of rancour. The loss of will and ensuing confusion has brought 
an inability to hope beyond the next footy match, or holiday escape or the nirvana of 
retirement. Christian hope has become syncretised with secular ideas of progress, and 
often bound to the success of methods of church growth. The social gospel ideal for 
the moral improvement of society has revealed how we are prone to hope in the 
wrong object, leaving many Christians immobile and disillusioned. 
 Luther has been proved correct in seeing Erasmus’s emphasis on a ‘little bit of 
free will’ and the supremacy of human reason will end with ‘the death of God’. Faith, 
on the other hand, rises in the darkness out of reach of the securing light of human 
reason and comes from a revelation of the risen Christ and the birth of a living hope 
(1 Pet. 1:3; Heb. 11:1ff.). The Christian is not aboard a comfortable train which 
circles endlessly in a huge tunnel. We expect to come out into the light on the other 
side of the tunnel and into the new Day. The triumph of hope is in Christ’s 
culminating Word, in the consummation of all things, the coming of the new creation 
and the appearing of Christ as the judge of the living and the dead (Matt. 25:31–33). 

HOPE IS REALISED THROUGH FINAL JUDGMENT 

The appearing of Jesus Christ as judge of both the living and the dead is in corre-
spondence with his own death and resurrection in order that ‘he might be Lord of both 
the dead and the living’ (Rom. 14:9). The end to which all of us can expect to come is 
death (Heb. 9:27). But this should not be regarded as the whole story, for if it is, then 
attention will be more directed to an individual salvation out of the world, rather than 
the dominant NT insistence on the consummation of all things in Christ: 
 

I do not think we can believe that the individual can enter into the full blessedness of God’s 
Kingdom apart from the full consummation of that Kingdom as it concerns all men, and all 
creation. It is of the essence of that Kingdom that its joy is the joy of communion.2 

 
While death may be the more apparent and obvious form of the end we must not let 
this be a fixed law of limitation. Death is relativised by the coming of him who was 
raised from the dead so that death may be a ‘provisional substitute or mask of the true 
end’ (Karl Barth). We can look beyond our dying, in hope for the world. The grace 
that will appear at the appearing of Christ will be Christ himself in whom the entire 
cosmos is redeemed and unified. 
 The Father has given his Son authority to execute judgment so that ‘all who are 
in their graves will hear his voice and will come out—those who have done good, to  

                                                 
2  Newbigin, p. 24. 
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the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of 
condemnation’ (John 5:28–29). The voice of Jesus will reach those who came before 
his incarnation and those who have come after it. His voice will reach believers and 
unbelievers at this last dawn. There will be no further appeal beyond this point. On 
this definite, climactic day the one whom the Christian expects, and no one else, will 
know how to reach him. 
 Our Peer and Lord will judge the secret thoughts of all. He is the Lord of the 
resurrection, the Saviour of the world (Rom. 1:16; Acts 17:30f.; Dan. 7:13). Judgment 
will be by the gospel. This is the gospel of the God who has reconciled the world and 
all things to himself in Christ (2 Cor. 5:19; Col. 1:20; John 3:16; Rom. 5:15, 18; 6:6). 
The Triune God has brought the bank of humanity into unity with the bank of himself. 
The resurrection of Christ has made a change in world affairs. With the outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit upon all flesh the Word of God has gone out into the whole world (Ps. 
19:1–4; Rom. 10:18). The gospel bears fruit in the whole world (Col. 1:6). It should 
not surprise us that God’s great salvation leaves humankind without excuse. All men 
and women shall be judged by the one who has decisively acted once for all for our 
redemption. 
 Some persist in imagining that the New Testament has superseded the thought 
of God rewarding and punishing. Such ill-informed imagination overlooks the gravity 
of God’s grace in our salvation and fails to realise that what makes hope bearable in 
this mad-house world is the promise of the grace that Jesus Christ will enact in 
judgment at his appearing. 
 P. T. Forsyth accurately propounds that if God did not judge the world we 
should expect the world to stand up and demand a final judgment of evil. Where 
God’s final judgment has been pushed to the side we should notice that it is replaced 
with the judgment of Man.  
 Bernard Salt writes about the mass market no longer being convinced about the 
legitimacy of ‘the here-after’, or of the concept of divine retribution. Australians, he 
says, have raised the interests of individualism over the wellbeing of the broader com-
munity, reinforced by high consumerism and self-gratification. The messianic word 
that has been adopted is that of Gordon Gekko who preaches ‘greed is good’. But Salt 
says we still have judgment in the form of environmental retribution to be paid out at 
a later date for current transgressions. ‘Judgment day for the hedonists’, Salt says, ‘is 
less dramatic: it comes monthly with the Visa card statement’.3 Humanist judgment 
has repeatedly shown how cruel, arbitrary and totalitarian it can be. God’s divine 
judgment discriminates, and approves. When God condemns our actions he judges us 
as those made in his image, as persons responsible for their actions, with dignity, and 
not as victims. 
 Lesslie Newbigin says that history is a growth of evil and good, side-by-side, 
leading to a culmination. Evil forces, he says, grow and multiply until they look as if 
they will triumph. Then the moment comes when these evil forces are utterly 
destroyed.4 We would add that this destruction is grounded upon the eschatological 
judgment of  

                                                 
3  Bernard Salt, article ‘Religious Decline Breeds Faith in Greed’ in ‘The Australian’, 27th May 2004. 
4  Newbigin, p. 44. 
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the ruler of this world and of human evil at the cross of Christ. In Christ the world of 
human sin and God have met. The redeemer is the judge. ‘Death killeth death: but this 
killing is life itself’ is Luther’s strike at human reason, breaking out of humanist 
nihilism. God’s judgment is both wrath and grace, not as equal partners but as the tri-
umph of grace. The crucified man is also the resurrected Lord. 

CHRISTIANS CANNOT CIRCUMVENT JUDGMENT 

We cannot overlook final judgment. Christians are not empowered to remove it or to 
take it over. Judgment belongs to God. We are not to prejudge our work or ourselves 
for we will stand or fall by God’s righteousness (1 Cor. 4:3–5). Those who look for 
their final dwelling in the heavens know that they are responsible for their service to 
their Lord. Therefore we make it our aim to please him, ‘for all of us must stand 
before the judgment seat of Christ, so that we may receive recompense for what we 
have done in the body’ (2 Cor. 5:1, 9–10), that is, whether it be good or bad (Rom. 
14:10). We are also told that it will be revealed in that day whether what we have built 
on the foundation of Christ will stand as good or perish as worthless (1 Cor. 3:19f.). 
Will our witness stand on the great day when all secrets are revealed? The actions of 
love flowing from the atonement of Christ and the fruitfulness lived in the fullness of 
the Holy Spirit will stand. We can’t be left to decide how faithful we have been. We 
have no knowledge whether our best efforts will be seen as worthless or approved. In 
what can we hope? 

THE WAY OF HOPE 

We are to set our hope fully on the grace coming to us at the revelation of Jesus 
Christ. We are not to hope in ourselves or in what we imagine we might have 
achieved by way of promotion. From one point of view our works have been pretty 
puny. Here is a severe concern. Does the Christian have any option except to hope 
fully in the grace coming to him/her? Our judge is not unknown to us for he is the 
same one who bore our sins in the eschatological judgment of the cross (John 5:24–
30). The Christian is freed to hope and called to hope. This he/she will do in the 
ongoing conflict and contradictions that continue up until the final day. The Christian 
who concentrates his/her hope fully on the grace that is coming will avoid dallying 
with thoughts about victory and failure or about being in a minority or part of an 
ultimate majority.  
 The Heidelberg Catechism question 52 asks: ‘What comfort hast thou by the 
coming again of Christ to judge the quick and the dead?’ Answer: ‘That in all my 
miseries and persecutions I look with my head erect for the very same, who before 
yielded Himself unto the judgment of God for me and took away all malediction from 
me, to come Judge from heaven . . .’5 With ‘head erect’ Christians ought to expect this 
future with joy. 

                                                 
5  Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline, trans. G. T. Thomson, SCM Press, London, 1960, p. 134. 
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 Hope is what draws us on (1 Pet. 1:13; 1 John 3:1–3). Hope draws us to be what 
we shall ultimately be. It is the ground of moral living. We cannot grow slack or lazy. 
Rather we are encouraged and strengthened by the hope of what God will finally do. 
We will engage in gospel witness in our own area and beyond, but with hope also 
with patience. We wait for this coming grace that cuts with pitiless severity in 
judgment, but we wait for this grace which is absolutely free and sovereign in the 
exercise of judgment. We cannot droop our heads but we lift them for the coming 
King.  
 Our next study will expound the climax of grace in the new heaven and earth. 
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STUDY 20 

The Climax of Grace in the New 
Heaven and the New Earth and the 

Holy City 

Martin Bleby 

GRACE COMMUNICATED BY THOSE WHO NEED GRACE 
TO COMMUNICATE 

Paul the apostle in 2 Corinthians 4 speaks of being ‘afflicted . . . perplexed . . . 
persecuted . . . struck down’, and of ‘the extraordinary power’ that ‘belongs to God 
and does not come from us’ (2 Cor. 4:7–10). He goes on to say that all this: 

 
is for your sake, so that grace, as it extends to more and more people, may increase thanksgiving, to 
the glory of God (2 Cor. 4:15). 
 

Geoffrey Bingham comments: 
 
He shows that grace can only be truly communicated when we ourselves are in need of grace in 
order to be able to witness.1 

 
It is a vital principle. If we ever think we have got the matter of grace ‘under our belt’, 
then we have lost what grace is. To think we can speak of grace to others apart from 
being ‘graced’ ourselves, is mistakenly to think of it as some power that can come 
from us, and so does not belong only to God. 
 If this is true in speaking of ‘this grace in which we stand’, how much more so 
is it if we desire to speak of ‘our hope of [sharing]2 the glory of God’ (Rom. 5:2)! Of 
this Paul says: 

 

                                                 
1  Geoffrey Bingham, Great and Glorious Grace, NCPI, Blackwood, 1988, p. 285. 
2  The Greek is: ep elpidi tes doxes tou theou. 
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What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the human heart conceived, what God has prepared for 
those who love him (1 Cor. 2:9). 
 

But he goes on to say: 
 
these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:10). 
 

May the Spirit of Christ testify to us of the grace that is to be ours.3 

THE GRACE THAT IS BEING BROUGHT TO YOU 

Does 1 Peter 1:13 have a present or future reference? The NRSV translates it as future: 
 
set all your hope on the grace that Jesus Christ will bring you when he is revealed. 
 

‘Will bring’ (pheromenen) is actually a present participle, and ‘when he is revealed’ 
(ev apokalupsei) is a noun. So the literal translation is: 

 
the grace that is being brought to you in the revelation of Jesus Christ. 
 

This leaves open the question whether ‘the revelation of Jesus Christ’ is his ‘first’ or 
‘second’ coming, and accordingly whether ‘the grace’ is what we are in by virtue of 
his first coming, or something that we will know at his second coming. A. M. Stibbs 
suggests: 

 
The use of the present participle in the Greek, meaning ‘is being brought’, in conjunction with the 
word grace, may mean that Christ’s first advent is in mind (cf. Tit. ii.11).4 

 
This majors on an understanding of grace as that which has wonderfully come to us in 
the person of Jesus Christ, through his death and resurrection. The use of the word 
‘hope’, however, gives it a future reference, and the context, as we shall see (‘a 
salvation ready to be revealed in the last time’, v. 5; ‘your faith . . . may be found to 
result in praise and glory and honour when Jesus Christ is revealed’, v. 7), is speaking 
of something yet more wonderful that is still to come. This is how we will take it in 
this study. 
 That this should be a question at all indicates the inextricable relationship 
between what God is doing now and what He will be doing in the final outcome: 
‘nothing will be there which has not been wrought here through grace’.5 Stibbs goes 
on to say: 

 

                                                 
3  See 1 Pet. 1:10–12; 2 Pet. 1:20–21. 
4  A. M. Stibbs, The First Epistle General of Peter: A Commentary, IVP–Eerdmans, Grand Rapids 1983,  

p. 85. Titus 2:11: ‘the grace of God has appeared’. 
5  Geoffrey Bingham, Ministry School 2004 Speakers’ Notes, May 2004. In the title essay and its 

accompanying poem in his book, This Building Fair (NCPI, Blackwood, 1988), Geoffrey gives a sense that what is 
to be revealed to sight in the age to come will be what has been a-building, accessible by faith, in this age. 
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The present continuous tense of the participle suggests that, whenever Christ is revealed to the 
believer, past, present, or future, it is to confer benefit.6 

 
Now, and in the age to come, our relationship is directly to Christ as he is, and with 
the grace of God in him. 

A LIVING HOPE 

The sentence in which these words occur, ‘the grace that Jesus Christ will bring you 
when he is revealed’, begins with ‘Therefore’: 

 
Therefore prepare your minds for action [Gk. gird up the loins of your mind]; discipline yourselves; 
set all your hope on the grace that Jesus Christ will bring you when he is revealed (1 Pet. 1:13). 
 

Thus it refers to what has gone before. It also tells us to ‘set all your hope’ on this 
grace, which refers us back to ‘a living hope’ in verse 3. Thus what 1 Peter 1:13 is 
referring to is spelled out in the previous verses: 

 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new 
birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an 
inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who are being 
protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. In 
this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials, so that the 
genuineness of your faith—being more precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by 
fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honour when Jesus Christ is revealed. 
Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you 
believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy, for you are receiving the outcome 
of your faith, the salvation of your souls. 
 Concerning this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace that was to be yours made 
careful search and inquiry, inquiring about the person or time that the Spirit of Christ within them 
indicated when it testified in advance to the sufferings destined for Christ and the subsequent glory. 
It was revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you, in regard to the things that 
have now been announced to you through those who brought you good news by the Holy Spirit sent 
from heaven—things into which angels long to look! (1 Peter 1:3–12). 
 

 What are the elements of this ‘living hope’? 

Resurrection 

 The living hope has to do with the resurrection of Jesus: 
 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new 
birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead (1 Pet. 1:3). 
 

How does the resurrection of Jesus constitute ‘a living hope’ for us? It is not a 
happening in itself, apart from us, that we can marvel at from a distance. The constant  

                                                 
6  Stibbs, p. 86. 
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thrust of the New Testament is that Jesus is ‘the first fruits’ of those who have died (1 
Cor. 15:20, 23)—the promise of a great harvest yet to come; that he is ‘the first to rise 
from the dead’ (Acts 26:23)—the first, that is, of many; and that the disciples were 
‘proclaiming that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead’ (Acts 4:2)—that is, for 
all. 
 Thus we are not among those who say: 

 
Let us eat and drink,  
   for tomorrow we die (1 Cor. 15:32) 

 
—the ‘bad company’ that ‘ruins good morals’ (1 Cor. 15:33). Rather we are among 
those who know that our actions have consequences of eternal significance, and we do 
well to ensure that their quality matches this accordingly: 

 
Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, always excelling in the work of the Lord, because 
you know that in the Lord your labour is not in vain (1 Cor. 15:58). 

God as Father 

 It is ‘the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ’ whom we bless for this. 
Jesus’ relationship with the Father as Son of God is associated particularly with his 
resurrection which demonstrated and vindicated him as such: 

 
declared to be Son of God with power according to the Spirit of holiness by resurrection from the 
dead, Jesus Christ our Lord (Rom. 1:4). 
 

 No less is this true for us. It was after his resurrection that Jesus first referred to 
his disciples as ‘my brothers’, and sent the message to them: ‘I am ascending to my 
Father and your Father, to my God and your God’ (John 20:17). Similarly Jesus 
spoke of ‘those who are considered worthy of a place in that age and in the 
resurrection from the dead’ as (lit.) ‘sons of God, being sons of the resurrection’ 
(Luke 20:35–36). In the new heaven and new earth, the loud voice that we hear from 
the throne says to us (lit.): 

 
He who conquers shall have this heritage, and I will be his God and he shall be my son (Rev. 21:7). 
 

With regard to how this impacts on our present living, Peter’s conclusion is: 
 
If you invoke as Father the one who judges all people impartially according to their deeds, live in 
reverent fear during the time of your exile (1 Pet. 1:17). 

His Great Mercy 

 It is ‘by his great mercy’ that the Father ‘has given us new birth’ into this living 
hope. It is by the resurrection—his, which guarantees ours—that our forgiveness and 
justification are secured, by which we stand before the Father in love as ‘holy and 
blameless’ (Eph. 1:4). For: 
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If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins (1 Cor. 15:17). 
 

But now, righteousness is ‘reckoned to us who believe in him who raised Jesus our 
Lord from the dead, who was handed over to death for our trespasses and was raised 
for our justification’ (Rom. 4:24–25). Paul goes on: 

 
Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 
through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand; and we boast in our hope 
of sharing the glory of God (Rom. 5:1–2). 
 

Our present standing relates to our future hope. Justified as we are at present, 
nevertheless, the vindication and righteousness for which we have been saved lies 
ahead of us: 

 
For through the Spirit, by faith, we eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness [or justification] (Gal. 
5:5). 
 

 There is a strong sense in the New Testament that it is on the day of final 
judgment still to come that the vindication that has been achieved for us, and all that 
flows from it, will be made plain, even in ways that are not open for us to know now. 
It was to this that Paul looked for his own vindication, in the context of the suffering 
of persecution and possible martyrdom that he faced: 

 
From now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous 
judge, will give me on that day, and not only to me but also to all who have longed for his 
appearing (2 Tim. 4:8). 
 

It was with this in view that he was able to say: ‘I have fought the good fight, I have 
finished the race, I have kept the faith’ (2 Tim. 4:7). Not only for himself, but also for 
others: Onesiphorus was one who, by his devoted loyalty to Paul in prison and 
elsewhere, might be said to have proved his standing in faith; yet Paul still prays: 

 
may the Lord grant that he will find mercy from the Lord on that day! (2 Tim. 1:18). 
 

There is confidence that those who believe will come to that day without fear: 
 
Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of judgment, 
because as he is, so are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for 
fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love. We love 
because he first loved us (1 John 4:17–19). 
 

This confidence is grounded in our already having undergone the final judgment in 
our co-crucifixion with Christ (as in Gal. 2:19): 

 
Very truly, I tell you, anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life, 
and does not come under judgment, but has passed from death to life (John 5:24). 
 

Thus we, in the present, ‘are being protected by the power of God through faith for a 
salvation ready to be revealed in the last time’ (1 Pet. 1:5). As Peter puts it in another 
way: 
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you are receiving the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls (1 Pet. 1:9).7 

An Inheritance 

 The Father has given us ‘new birth into a living hope . . . and into an 
inheritance’  
(1 Pet. 1:3, 4). What was the promise that came to Abraham and his descendants? It 
was ‘that he would inherit the world’ (Rom. 4:13)! This promise came through ‘the 
righteousness of faith’, rather than any keeping of the law on the part of Abraham and 
his descendants. 
 This promise was virtually a restoration of the command given at our creation, 
to ‘have dominion . . . over all the earth’ (Gen. 1:26, in the Hebrew)—a responsibility 
we abrogated and an authority we abused. In the midst of the judgment of sinful 
nations, this dominion has now been given to the true human being, ‘the Son of Man’8 
and, with him, to ‘the holy ones of the Most High’ (Dan. 7:18, 22, 27). Jesus said to 
his disciples: 

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

—that is, the authority to rule over all things (angels included: see 1 Cor. 6:3). He told 
them what to expect at ‘the renewal of all things’ (lit. ‘the regeneration’): 

 
Truly I tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man is seated on the throne of his 
glory, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel 
(Matt. 19:28).9 
 

 It is to those who had been brought to this meekness and obedience of faith that 
Jesus said: 

 
Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth (Matt. 5:5; paraphrasing Ps. 37:11). 
 

Inheritance comes with sonship, and so with the responsibility of working with the 
Father,10 and all that this entails. To work with the Father in the ordering and filling of 
all things in the age to come will entail responsibilities so much vaster than those we 
experience here, for which our present lighter duties are a preparation. This would 
appear to be part of the message of Jesus’ parable in Luke 19:11–27, in which those  

                                                 
7  Similarly Paul speaks of those who ‘have been saved’, by grace, through faith (Eph. 2:5, 8); those who ‘are 

being saved’ through the gospel-message of the Cross (1 Cor. 1:18; 15:2); and those who, having been justified 
and reconciled to God, ‘will . . . be saved’ through Christ, by his life, from the wrath of God—presumably on ‘that 
day’ (Rom. 5:9, 10). 

8  Dan. 7:13–14; see Jesus’ application of this to the time of his death and resurrection: Matt. 26:64: ‘From 
now on . . .’ 

9  Perhaps this tells us for whom the other ‘thrones were set in place’ in Dan. 7:9. Note that a reading of Rev. 
7:1–8 in conjunction with Rev. 7:9–17, with passages such as Matt. 8:11 and Gal. 6:16 (read as ‘even upon the 
Israel of God’), indicate that Jesus’ understanding of ‘Israel’ incorporated those of other nations. 

10  ‘My Father is still working, and I also am working’ (John 5:17—see the whole context of John 5:1–47). 
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who are faithful and fruitful in looking after relatively small amounts of money11 are 
then given charge of whole cities! 

Imperishable, Undefiled, and Unfading 

 ‘Imperishable’ (Gk. aphthartos) does not just mean something that will last for 
ever as distinct from something that will not. It is not a morally neutral word. Its root 
opposite (phthora) is used of moral corruption and depravity, as in 2 Peter 1:4: ‘the 
corruption that is in the world because of lust’, over against participation in the divine 
nature. With this in mind, we can understand more clearly the issues at stake in  
1 Corinthians 15:50–57: 

 
What I am saying, brothers and sisters, is this: flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, 
nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Listen, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all 
die, but we will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the 
trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For this 
perishable body must put on imperishability, and this mortal body must put on immortality. When 
this perishable body puts on imperishability, and this mortal body puts on immortality, then the 
saying that is written will be fulfilled:  

‘Death has been swallowed up in victory.’ 
‘Where, O death, is your victory?  
   Where, O death, is your sting?’ 

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the 
victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 

‘Imperishability’ does not mean just being eternalised in our present condition—God 
forbid! Indeed, that is just what God did forbid in Genesis 3:22–24, in barring our 
way for the time being to the tree of life. No: this is a transformation where the moral 
issues of death—the sting of sin and the condemnation of the law—have been dealt 
with in the Cross and are no longer present. 
 ‘Undefiled’ (amiantos) with its root opposite (miasmos) has similar overtones of 
moral pollution and depravity (as in 2 Pet. 2:10: ‘depraved lust’). Our inheritance, 
already kept for us, has none of that. Praise God! 
 ‘Unfading’ (amarantos), by contrast, speaks of a substantial beauty, as of ‘a 
flower in the field’ (see James 1:10–11), that retains its character and never withers. 
 Geoffrey Bingham well captures the dynamics in practical experience of those 
who are eagerly anticipating ‘an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and 
unfading, kept in heaven for you, who are being protected by the power of God 
through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time’ (1 Pet. 1:4–5): 

 
What the sheer joy and relief of a believer will be at coming to ultimate and irreversible holiness 
we cannot say, but we can imagine it. Jesus said the pure in heart will see God, and John says, of 
the saints, ‘They shall see his face, and his name shall be on their foreheads’ (Rev. 22:4). To be in 
the intimate presence of God, to know nothing of impurity is present, and to be finished with the 
old struggle with it, will be a glorious state in which to live. The rare times of feeling utterly 
utterly pure, and being shed of old impurity, are enough foretaste of the coming reality to make us  

                                                 
11  One mina each, equivalent to three months’ wages for a labourer. 
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rejoice in the grace that is coming to us at the revelation of Jesus Christ, for he is the complete 
revelation of utter holiness.12 

 
No wonder that: 

 
In this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials, so that the 
genuineness of your faith—being more precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by 
fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honour when Jesus Christ is revealed (1 Pet. 
1:6–7). 
 

These ‘things that have now been announced to you through those who brought you 
good news by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven’—these are ‘things into which angels 
long to look!’ (1 Pet. 1:12). 

YOU WILL BE HOLY 

All this is borne out by the practical exhortation that follows from it: 
 
Therefore prepare your minds for action [Gk. gird up the loins of your mind]; discipline yourselves; 
set all your hope on the grace that Jesus Christ will bring you when he is revealed. Like obedient 
children, do not be conformed to the desires that you formerly had in ignorance. Instead, as he who 
called you is holy, be holy yourselves in all your conduct; for it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I 
am holy’ (1 Pet. 1:13–16). 
 

Note how (as in Leviticus 19, from which the quote comes) the present and promised 
reality—the holy God’s relationship with us—is to issue in practical obedient holiness 
in the present, in living and loving. 
 This comes through powerfully in Peter’s second letter: 

 
Since all these things are to be dissolved in this way, what sort of persons ought you to be in 
leading lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening [or earnestly desiring] the coming 
of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements 
will melt with fire? But, in accordance with his promise, we wait for new heavens and a new earth, 
where righteousness is at home. Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting for these things, strive to 
be found by him at peace, without spot or blemish; and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation 
(2 Pet. 3:11–15a). 

YOU LOVE HIM 

How are these glorious things attained and secured for us, and how are we kept in 
them? 
 When we look at all the elements of the ‘new heaven and a new earth’ in 
Revelation 21 – 22, we find that they have to do with one who is ‘the bride, the wife 
of the Lamb’ (Rev. 21:9). This ‘Lamb’ features largely in the city. Its foundations  

                                                 
12  Bingham, Great and Glorious Grace, p. 302. 
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have on them the names of ‘the twelve apostles of the Lamb’ (21:14). There is ‘no 
temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb’ (21:22). 
‘And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God is its 
light, and its lamp is the Lamb’ (21:23). Nothing unclean is there, ‘but only those who 
are written in the Lamb’s book of life’ (21:27). The river of the water of life flows 
‘from the throne of God and of the Lamb’ (22:1). ‘Nothing accursed will be found 
there any more. But the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his servants 
will worship him’ (22:3). 
 This is the Lamb whose marriage to the bride is celebrated in Revelation 19:7, 
after he has conquered those who war against him in 17:14. He stands on Mount Zion 
(14:1)! His song is sung by those who have conquered with him (15:3); and it is in his 
presence that those who have worshipped falsely suffer the torment of God’s wrath 
(14:10), which is also called ‘the wrath of the Lamb’ (6:16). Those who belong to him 
are those whose names have ‘been written from the foundation of the world in the 
book of life of the Lamb that was slaughtered’ (13:8), who have ‘his name and his 
Father’s name written on their foreheads’ (14:1); these ‘follow the Lamb wherever he 
goes. They have been redeemed from humankind as first fruits for God and the Lamb’ 
(14:4). They have conquered Satan by ‘the blood of the Lamb and by the word of 
their testimony’ (12:11). The beast vainly seeks to emulate the Lamb, without success 
(13:11). 
 This Lamb first appears in the midst of the throne and the four living creatures, 
‘standing as if it had been slaughtered’ (5:6). It is by virtue of his death that he is 
competent to open the seals and so unroll the scroll from which the judgments of God 
proceed (5:7, 9–10; from 6:1). The heavenly hosts sing with full voice: 

 
Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered  
to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might 
and honour and glory and blessing! (Rev. 5:12). 

 
The whole creation joins in: 

 
To the one seated on the throne and to the Lamb 
be blessing and honour and glory and might  
forever and ever! (Rev. 5:13). 

 
All the redeemed cry out: ‘Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, 
and to the Lamb!’ (7:10). For those who ‘have washed their robes and made them 
white in the blood of the Lamb’ (7:14), then:  

 
the Lamb at the centre of the throne will be their shepherd, 
   and he will guide them to springs of the water of life,  
and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes’ (7:17). 

 
 Before Jesus died on the cross, he said: ‘It is finished’ (John 19: 30; tetelestai—
the goal is reached, the mission is accomplished). Now the One seated on the throne 
says: ‘It is done!’ (Rev. 21:6; gegone—it has come into existence, it is established). 
The one and the other are of a piece. The One seated on the throne says: ‘I am the 
Alpha and  
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the Omega, the beginning and the end’ (Rev. 21:6). The Lamb says the same (Rev. 
22:13). The action of God is consistent right through to the end and beyond—
including our own present time. 
 As Jesus was about to go to the judgment of the cross, he said, ‘Abide in me’ 
(John 15:4, 5, 6, 7, 9). The apostle who heard him say this says it also: 

 
And now, little children, abide in him, so that when he is revealed we may have confidence and not 
be put to shame before him at his coming. If you know that he is righteous, you may be sure that 
everyone who does right has been born of him . . . What we do know is this: when he is revealed, 
we will be like him, for we will see him as he is. And all who have this hope in him purify 
themselves, just as he is pure (1 John 2:28–29; 3:2–3). 
 

What does it mean, to ‘abide in him’? Peter put it this way: 
 
Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you 
believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy, for you are receiving the outcome 
of your faith, the salvation of your souls (1 Pet. 1:8–9). 

THE SURE AND SOLID GOAL 

May we have a sense of the things to come, not as that to which we desire to escape, 
as some kind of human wish-fulfilment, but as being the true reality and substance of 
all that is. As I wrote in 1984: 

 
One other thing the cross brought through to me was the reality of the new creation (Revelation 
21–22). Not just a vague and shadowy icing on the cake, but the sure and solid goal of God’s great 
plan. Having a ‘good’ or ‘successful’ parish here and now ceased to be my objective. I resolved to 
be engaged only in those things that would last into the new creation (1 Corinthians 3:10–15)—the 
works of grace, by the Spirit, through faith.13 

 

                                                 
13  M. Bleby, The Vinedresser: An Anglican Meets Wrath and Grace, NCPI, Blackwood, 2003, p. 26. 



 

146 



 

147 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Additional Studies 
for  

Ministry School 
in 

Western Australia 



 

 
Ministry School 2004 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

 
148



 

149 

STUDY 2 (WA) 

The Fall of Man and the Need 
of Grace 

Siew Kiong Tham 

THE CLASSICAL DOCTRINE OF THE FALL 

The doctrine of the fall is an integral part of Christian dogmatics. The creation was 
good as Genesis tells us. The Genesis account also records the sin of Adam and Eve 
in the garden. The doctrinal statements of our churches include a statement to this 
effect: 
 

We believe that man was created in the image of God, that he sinned and thereby incurred not only 
physical death but also that spiritual death, which is separation from God; and that all have sinned 
and come short of the glory of God. 

 
This doctrine of the fall is summarised in various confessions of faith such as the 
Westminster Confession of Faith1 and the Augsburg Confession.2 

                                                 
1  A. A. Hodge, Westminster Confession of Faith (1869). Confession of faith of the General Assembly of the 

Presbyterian Church.  
The First Sin 
vi.1.  Our first parents, being seduced by the subtilty and temptation of Satan, sinned in eating the forbidden fruit.  This 
their sin God was pleased, according to His wise and holy counsel, to permit, having purposed to order it to His own 
glory. 
The Immediate Results of the First Sin 
vi.2.  By this sin they fell from their original righteousness, and communion with God, and so became dead in sin, and 
wholly defiled in all the faculties and parts of soul and body. 
The Generational Effects of the First Sin 
vi.3.  They being the root of all mankind, the guilt of this sin was imputed, and the same death in sin and corrupted nature 
conveyed to all their posterity, descending from them by ordinary generation. 
vi.4.  From this original corruption, whereby we are utterly indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and 
wholly inclined to all evil, do proceed all actual transgressions. 
Sin in the Christian 
vi.5.  This corruption of nature, during this life, doth remain in those that are regenerated: and although it be through 
Christ pardoned and mortified, yet both itself, and all the motions thereof, are truly and properly sin. 
What Every Sin Deserves 
vi.6.  Every sin, both original and actual, being a transgression of the righteous law of God, and contrary thereunto, doth, 
in its own nature, bring guilt upon the sinner, whereby he is bound over to the wrath of God, and curse of the law, and so 
made subject to death, with all miseries spiritual, temporal, and eternal. 

2  Augsburg Confession. This was the Confession of Faith submitted to His Imperial Majesty Charles V at the 
Diet of Augsburg in 1530 by Philip Melanchthon (1497–1560):  

Article II—Of Original Sin 
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THE DOCTRINE IN THE EARLY CHURCH 

In the early church the doctrine of sin was stated with little controversy. The 
transgression against God was acknowledged in most of the writings of the church 
fathers. The main concern then was the dualism of gnosticism where evil was 
associated with created matter and then by inference traced back to the creator 
(demiurge). Tertullian refuted that and argued that evil is a matter of the will: 
 

God designed for man a condition of life, so man brought on himself a state of death; and this, too, 
neither through infirmity nor through ignorance, so that no blame can be imputed to the Creator.3 

 
 Pelagius was a British monk who had lived in Rome for many years. His main 
concern was morality and he regarded the teaching that humankind was unable to 
choose not to sin was an insult to the creator. He was appalled to hear Augustine had 
said, ‘Give what Thou commandest, and command what Thou wilt’ in his 
Confessions.4 
 The implication that the whole of humankind is helpless with regards to sin and fully 
dependent on the grace of God was indeed Augustine’s position. Pelagius did not 
think one should be punished for the sin of another passed on from Adam. He denied 
any notion of original sin.  
 Pelagianism was denounced in two councils held in Africa. Pope Innocent I 
supported the views of the Africans and condemned the Pelagians. The legacy of 
Augustine’s teaching was handed down in the West. His insistence on the operation of 
the grace of God in the salvation of men rid the Western church of its tendency to arid 
legalism and negative moralism, and provided the basis for later fruitful theological  

                                                                                                                                            
Also they teach that since the fall of Adam all men begotten in the natural way are born with sin, that is, without the fear 
of God, without trust in God, and with concupiscence [fleshly appetite]; and that this disease, or vice of origin, is truly 
sin, even now condemning and bringing eternal death upon those not born again through Baptism and the Holy Ghost. 
   They Condemn the Pelagians and others who deny that original depravity is sin, and who, to obscure the glory of 
Christ’s merit and benefits, argue that man can be justified before God by his own strength and reason. 

3  Tertullian, Against Marcion, bk. 2, ch. 8, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 3, p. 303. 
4  Augustine, ‘Confessions’, bk 10, ch. 29, pt 40, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, Hendrickson, 

Peabody, 1995, p. 153. 
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development.5 
 Sadly the doctrine of the fall has become the starting point in the theological 
thinking in many Christian circles. In our keenness to convince people of their need of 
grace and forgiveness from God, we drive home the fact of sin and this is mostly 
understood on ethical grounds, that is, we try to explain sin in terms of what is right 
and wrong. This is also the problem when people are engaged in self-reflection and 
self-knowledge. This introspective stance sets up a premise by the self who then tries 
to analyse the self from this premise. It is circular thinking and it is not possible in this 
process to move beyond the premise that was first set up. The nature of the creation is 
such that humankind is a relational creature and his ‘self-knowledge’ can only come 
through the ‘other’.  
 This is the creational reality of humankind being made ‘in the image of God’. 
We can only come to know ourselves in community. This is our creatureliness. So any 
withdrawal of the self into itself goes against this creational and relational reality and 
is therefore self-defeating. This self-reflection in coming to know our sin is a myth. It 
is merely an ethical exercise set in a legalistic framework. When that ethical 
framework is changed then sin disappears.  
 We do not know the fall from dogma. Neither is it through reason and logic. It 
is through the conviction of the Spirit: 
 

And when he comes, he will prove the world wrong about sin and righteousness and judgment: 
about sin, because they do not believe in me; about righteousness, because I am going to the Father 
and you will see me no longer; about judgment, because the ruler of this world has been condemned 
(John 16:8–11, NRSV). 

 
 When we think we have come to recognise our ‘sin’ from the ethical 
framework, then it can only lead to remorse or what Calvin refers to as ‘Legal 
repentance’.6 The person recognises what is wrong from the ethical framework, but is 
unable to escape the bondage that one is in. There is only remorse. We may see the 
‘repentance’ of Saul as legal repentance.  
 When we come to recognise our sin through the conviction of the Spirit within 
and then come to see the grace of God in Jesus Christ, then it leads to repentance and 
the experience of forgiveness. This, in Calvin’s terms, is ‘Evangelical repentance’.7 
As the recognition of sin is from a source external to ourselves, that is, through the 
conviction of the Spirit, it is the gift of God.  
 T. F. Torrance made this comment regarding the fall of man and the grace of 
God. He accused later Calvinism of having produced: 
 

. . . a doctrine of the fall of man and of human depravity apart from the context of grace, and 
interpreting grace as God’s answer to human depravity. This does violence to the doctrine of total 
depravity, because, when cast in moralistic and legalistic terms, it does not do justice to the  

                                                 
5  I refer you to the NCTM Monthly Ministry Studies of 2004 by G. Bingham. 
6  John Calvin Institutes of the Christian Religion, III.3.iv, trs Henry Beveridge, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 

1970, p. 511. 
7  ibid. 
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undoubted elements of virtue and good in the unregenerate man, which Calvin himself recognized; 
and it slanders man’s natural gifts, thus, as Calvin said, insulting the Creator.8 

 
The knowledge of sin comes through disclosure from God. It is not self-knowledge. It 
does not start from the ethical framework. It is the result of the agency of the Spirit of 
God. Therefore the starting point is not the ethical but the relational. The starting 
point is the creational reality of the image of God. If one wants to go further back then 
it is the Triune relationship within the Godhead. 

THE IMAGE OF GOD9 

Much has been written on the image of God. We have not been given a definition of 
the image of God. What we have been given is a series of relationships of what the 
image of God entails. The understanding of the term ‘image of God’ is not in terms of 
qualities or attributes but in terms of the relationship of humankind to the Creator and 
to the rest of the creation. In brief we may say simply that it is the capacity to relate 
with the Creator-God in communion or to ‘reflect all that God is although he is not 
anything that God is’.10 
 However, we need to spell out more of this image from what has been given to 
us in scripture. There are three levels where this relationship is expressed: 

1. In Relation to the Creator—Dependence and Obedience 

 Humanity was created or brought into existence where there was no prior 
existence. It is out of the love and free will of the Creator-God, Father, Son and Spirit. 
So God ‘breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living 
being’ (Gen. 2:7). What this implies is that humanity is totally dependent on the 
Creator for the breath of life as the Psalmist fully realised: 
 

When you hide your face, they are dismayed, 
   when you take away their breath, they die 
   and return to their dust (Ps. 104:29, NRSV). 

 
Furthermore, humanity is to live in obedience to the Creator. This is the creational 
blessing when God blessed them, and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ (Gen. 
1:28). While all that was in creation was given to the first couple for food, they were 
also commanded, ‘but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat’ 
(Gen. 2:17). They were to live in this dependence and obedience, and commune with 
the Creator-God. The ‘sound of the LORD God walking in the garden at the time of the 

                                                 
8  T. F. Torrance, Calvin’s Doctrine of Man, p. 20. Quoted in O. Weber, Foundations of Dogmatics, vol. 1 

(Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1981), p. 556. 
9  I want to refer you to the NCTM Monthly Ministry Studies of March and April 2004, ‘The Fullness of 

Created Man’; and ‘The Emptiness of Fallen Man—1’ respectively, where G. Bingham has discussed this in 
greater detail. 

10  G. Bingham, ‘The Emptiness of Fallen Man—1’, in NCTM Monthly Ministry Study, April 2004. 
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 evening breeze’ (Gen. 3:8) would have been a much anticipated sound of this 
beautiful communion, but it was not to be and we will come to this later. 

2. In Relation to Created Humanity—a Co-humanity 

 In created humanity, the solitude of the male was ‘not good’ (Gen. 2:18). So 
‘male and female he created them’ (Gen. 1:27). There is a differentiation in humanity. 
Humanity is made up of maleness and femaleness. Existence as a human being is 
fundamentally existence with regard to the other.11 That is why the introspection of 
the self is self-defeating. 

3. In Relation to the Created Order—Custodian 

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

 
While the relationship with the created order is often given as one of dominion, I 
rather prefer the term ‘custodian’ as it reflects better the role of humanity as created in 
the image of God. Or we may like to put it this way—that we ‘have charge of what 
You’ve made, That we may share in all Your works’.12 To the first couple was given 
the rest of creation for their sustenance (Gen. 1:29–30). 

THE DISOBEDIENCE  

However, God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the middle of 
the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die’ (Gen. 3:3, NRSV). And eat of that 
tree they did. Instead of obedience it was disobedience. What follows then was the 
process of ascribing blame to, rather than praise for, the other. The latter should have 
been the way humanity related to each other. With regards to the rest of the created 
order, the custodianship turned into exploitation. In the total reversal of the creational 
relationship, ‘they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served 
the creature rather than the Creator’ (Rom. 1:25). So in the fall what we see is the 
reversal or inversion in each of these levels of relationship. It is the marring of the 
image or, in the language of the church fathers, the depravity of the image. This 
image, though defaced, was not obliterated as some claimed that Augustine taught a 
doctrine of ‘total depravity’. ‘This divine image is neither losable nor reducible but its 
ethical direction is reversible. It assumes its proper form, of course, in conformity to 
God’s holy will.’13 

                                                 
11  R. S. Anderson, On Being Human, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1982, p. 44. 
12  G. Thorpe, New Creation Hymn Book, no. 342. 
13  M. G. Kline, ‘Genesis 1:26’, in The New Bible Commentary Revised, eds D. Guthrie and J. A. Motyer, 

(IVP, Leicester, 1977), p. 83. Quoted in G. Bingham, ‘The Emptiness of Fallen Man—2’, NCTM Monthly Study, 
April 2004. 
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 Humanity is now subjected to death and is in bondage to ignorance and 
concupiscence. The disobedience resulted in death (Gen. 3:3). In what we have 
discussed in relation to the ‘image’, that is, the levels of relationship, then this death is 
to be taken as relational death. It is the reversal of the creational relationship. It is the 
cessation of the true life of humanity, that is, the death is the refusal of his true way of 
living.14 It is the separation from God and the loss of communion. 
 Perhaps this relational death may be likened to a skin graft having been 
detached from its origin. This piece of skin is still capable of living if kept in optimal 
condition for a period of time. Its ultimate fate is death unless it is re-attached to a 
healthy base from which it can derive its blood supply and hence live. 
 Straight after their act of disobedience, they realised they were naked and 
ashamed. They were not so ashamed, but they were naked previously (Gen. 2:25). 
Now, there was something they saw in each other that they needed to hide. They were 
no longer one. There was a desire for the other which was not for the other but for 
self, and for that they were ashamed. There was a shattering of the oneness of 
relationship—and so the shame when they saw each other and needed to be covered.  
 In the subsequent curse upon the created order with the fracturing of 
relationship, there will be enmity between the serpent and the woman (Gen. 3:15). 
Creation will be under this conflict until the end of time. The man–woman 
relationship will also be under a tension. The man will seek to rule over the woman 
(Gen. 3:16) while the woman will seek to do the same.15 P. T. Forsyth once said, ‘God 
does not find man as a straying sheep, but as a rebel with weapons in his hands’.16 
 Thus much of the implications of the fall will be lost when it is understood from 
an ethical framework. This plays into the individualism of the modern culture. This 
distortion in relationship needs to be restored to what it was in the beginning. 
Humanity is unable to accomplish it. It requires one who is in the undistorted image 
of God to restore it. This distortion in relationship is often referred to as the original 
sin, and described thus: 
 

Original sin, therefore, seems to be a hereditary depravity and corruption of our nature, diffused 
into all parts of the soul, which first makes us liable to God’s wrath, then also brings forth in us 
those works which Scripture calls ‘works of the flesh’ (Gal. 5:19).17 

 
The unity of the human race as incorporated in Adam is fundamental in understanding 
the fall of humanity and its restoration. It is a theme argued strongly in Paul’s 
theology18 (Rom. 5:12–19; 1 Cor. 15:45–49)—what was lost in the first Adam was 
restored in Jesus Christ. This is because both creation and redemption (new creation)  

                                                 
14  G. Bingham, ‘The Emptiness of Fallen Man – 3’ in NCTM Monthly Ministry Study, June 2004. 
15  The word for ‘desire’ in the verse, ‘yet your desire shall be for your husband’ (Gen. 3:16) is the same as 

used in Gen. 4:7, ‘And if you do not do well, sin is lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master 
it’. It should be understood in the sense of wanting possession or control. 

16  P. T. Forsyth, quoted in G. Bingham, ‘The Nature, Effects, and Cure of Sin’, Living Faith Studies,  
vol. 3, no. 24, p. 71. 

17  J. Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, II.i.8, trs F. L. Battles, Library of Christian Classics, vol. 20, 
Westminster Pr., Philadelphia, 1977, p. 251. 

18  F. F. Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1990, p. 382. 
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are through Jesus Christ. Ultimately all creation will find its glorious liberation in 
Jesus Christ. 

THE KNOWLEDGE OF SIN 

We need to speak further on the knowledge of sin in the aftermath of the fall. Paul 
makes it clear that the knowledge of sin comes through the law: 
 

For ‘no human being will be justified in his sight’ by deeds prescribed by the law, for through the 
law comes the knowledge of sin (Rom. 3:20, NRSV). 
 
What then should we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet, if it had not been for the law, I 
would not have known sin. I would not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, ‘You 
shall not covet’ (Rom. 7:7, NRSV). 

 
Yet this is often understood in terms of the natural faculties of reason though 
reference is made to the Word of God as the source of revelation. It is a kind of 
synergistic approach. We need to see that this is the role of the Spirit of God as, when 
He comes, ‘he will prove the world wrong about sin’ (John 16:8). As we have 
discussed above, the exercise of self-reflection after one has set up an arbitrary legal 
framework does not necessarily lead to the acknowledgement of sin. It requires the 
inner conviction of the Spirit in terms of sin and grace. The starting point needs to be 
the grace of God in the process of restoration. The law of God is not merely the 
written law but it is also the nature of God, the way God is. He brings about the 
conviction of sin by His Spirit. We are not able to direct our own paths: 
 

I know, O LORD, that the way of human beings is not in their control, 
   that mortals as they walk cannot direct their steps. 
Correct me, O LORD, but in just measure; 
   not in your anger, or you will bring me to nothing (Jer. 10:23–24, NRSV). 

SIN AND REALITY 

We have emphasised that sin cannot be understood on an ethical framework. By this I 
do not mean that we set aside ethics. That would be to disregard the law of God from 
which we come to know sin. What then is the nature of sin? We need to understand 
sin in terms of the creational relationship which we have discussed above. That is why 
we cannot present sin as the starting point in confronting fallen humanity. It can only 
lead to legal repentance. Sin is the reversal of the creational relationship and we are 
helpless in turning that around. 
 We cannot enter into the discussion of the origin of evil here.19 It is enough to 
say that evil, though a practical fact in our lives, does not have a reality of its own.  

                                                 
19  I refer you to G. Bingham, ‘The Nature, Effects, and Cure of Sin’, Living Faith Studies, vol. 3, no. 24, for 

the discussion of this. 
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What we mean to say here is that only what is created by God is real, that is, has real 
existence. Following Athanasius, evil is contrived by humanity and not brought into 
existence by the Creator: 
 

Accordingly, evil is the cause which brings idolatry in its train; for men, having learned to contrive 
evil, which is no reality in itself, in like manner feigned for themselves as gods beings that had no 
real existence.20 

 
So the dualism of the gnostics has no basis, as good and evil are not two real and 
equal entities. Ultimately, there will only be the Kingdom of God: 
 

The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord 
   and of his Messiah, 
and he will reign forever and ever (Rev. 11:15, NRSV). 

 
Yet evil is not to be thought of as an external force outside of ourselves. We need to 
take a personal responsibility for what is evil within our being. This realisation as 
made known to us through the Spirit of God in the context of the grace of God will 
bring us to the acknowledgement of His grace and thus to repentance and the 
restoration of the communion with the Creator, humanity and the rest of the created 
order. 

THE COVENANT, GRACE AND THE TRIUMPH OF THE CROSS 

In the current series (2004) of monthly studies conducted by G. Bingham at New 
Creation Teaching Ministry on the ‘Fullness of God and Man’, it has been pointed out 
that we need to start with the fullness of God in order to make sense of the fall that 
follows and the grace that flows from the love of God. The Triune God creates and 
sustains the creation to bring it to its fullness in Jesus Christ. What God did in 
redeeming His creation is not a response to the disobedience of humankind. In the 
freedom of His love, He created. God acts out of the one eternal covenant He has with 
His creation—a covenant initiated and maintained by His grace. As Peter declared on 
the day of Pentecost, ‘this man, handed over to you according to the definite plan and 
foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of those outside the law’ 
(Acts 2:23). That is why it is so wrong to start with the fall and then to see the 
redemption as a ‘fixing up’ of the problem. 
 There is more that goes on beyond the material sphere of creation: 
 

In Romans 5:12 we read, ‘Therefore as sin came into the world through one man, and death 
through sin, and so death spread to all men because all (men) sinned . . .’ From this reading sin was 
not in the world prior to Adam’s sin. This must be true. Sin was not an essential part of the 
creation (Gen. 1:31). Suddenly Adam sinned. Eve—and so—Adam—was tempted by the serpent. 
In Rev. 12:1–9 (cf. Luke 10:18) this serpent (Rev. 12:9) is also called ‘the dragon’, ‘the devil’ and 
‘Satan’. Since Genesis 1:31 says the creation was essentially good, and Job 38:7 infers that all  

                                                 
20  Athanasius, Against the Heathen, I.8.3 in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4, p. 8. 
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angelic powers were present and joyful at the present creation, then it would seem that Satan’s 
rebellion must have taken place in heaven at some time, either before the creation of man, or 
following shortly after his creation . . . Also it simply says, ‘By one man sin entered into the 
world’. This seems to infer that sin was already an entity before it came into the world, and of 
course this is consonant with what we have said of Satan’s prior evil.21 

 
There is a battle taking place in the celestial sphere. The creation is involved in this 
conflict. There is more that goes on in the incarnation and the cross where these 
celestial battles are enacted. There is no way out for humanity. What goes on in these 
spheres is beyond us. We are helpless in overcoming what is beyond us. We are 
totally dependent on the grace of God and the activity of the Triune Being who gives 
to us life in this created world and we have been assured that He has brought about 
our restoration through the cross and the presence of the Spirit: 
 

Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise shared the same things, so 
that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and free 
those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death (Heb. 2:14–15, NRSV). 

JOHN NEWTON 

John Newton was a man who knew the depravity of the human nature and was later 
conquered by the grace of God. In one of his letters, John Newton summed up the 
theme clearly in his closing remarks: 
 

How wonderful is the love of God in giving his Son to die for such wretches! And how strong and 
absolute is the necessity of a new birth, if we would be happy! Can beasts and devils inherit the 
kingdom of God? The due consideration of this subject is likewise needful, to preserve believers in 
an humble, thankful, watchful frame of spirit. Such we once were, and such, with respect to the 
natural principle remaining in us, which the apostle calls the flesh or the old man, we still are. The 
propensities of fallen nature are not eradicated in the children of God, though by grace they are 
made partakers of a new principle, which enables them, in the Lord’s strength, to resist and 
mortify the body of sin, so that it cannot reign in them. Yet they are liable to sad surprisals; and the 
histories of Aaron, David, Solomon, and Peter, are left on record, to teach us what evil is latent in 
the hearts of the best men, and what they are capable of doing if left but a little to themselves. 
‘Lord, what is man!’22 

 

                                                 
21  G. Bingham, ‘The Nature, Effects, and Cure of Sin’, Living Faith Studies, vol. 3, no. 24, pp. 68–69. 
22  John Newton, ‘Man in his Fallen Estate (1)’, Letters of John Newton, Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh, 

1960, p. 111. 
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STUDY 6 (WA) 

The Grace of God Has Appeared 

Rod James 

THE GRACE OF GOD IN ISRAEL 

Our subject in this study is the appearing of God’s grace in the life, death, resurrection 
and ascension of our Lord Jesus Christ. It is useful, however, to notice that the grace 
of God was known in Israel before ‘the Word became flesh and dwelt among us’. God 
had called the nation Israel and had revealed himself to her as ‘the LORD, the LORD, a 
God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faith-
fulness’ (Exod. 34:6). God’s covenant with Israel was a covenant of grace which was 
focused in the sacrificial cultus, and worked out in God’s care of Israel though his 
judgments and mercies. The parade of ‘witnesses’ in Hebrews 11 are commended for 
their faith in God’s continuing grace despite the apostasy of Israel. 

THE APPEARANCE (OR SHAPE) OF GRACE 

Before we turn to the events of God’s grace appearing in history we need to ask the 
question: If the grace of God were to appear what would it look like? Denney puts the 
issue well: 

 
There can be no gospel unless there is such a thing as a righteousness of God for the ungodly. But 
just as little can there be any gospel unless the integrity of God’s character be maintained. The 
problem of the sinful world, the problem of all religion, the problem of God in dealing with a 
sinful race, is how to unite these two things. The Christian answer to the problem is given by  
St. Paul in the words: ‘Jesus Christ whom God set forth a propitiation (or, in propitiatory power) in 
His blood’.1 

 
 The grace that was to appear could not be simply a life exemplifying ‘grace’, for 
a paradigm of grace portrayed for our imitation would change nothing for a lost, 
enslaved and condemned race. Forsyth shows us why we needed much more than a 
paradigm: 

                                                 
1  James Denney, The Death of Christ, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1909, pp. 166f. 
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The difficulty we have to face, if Christ was mainly a teacher, or even but a personal influence, is 
this—that, like prophetism altogether, He was a failure with those who came under Him at first 
hand. His personal influence through His doctrine averted neither His unpopularity, His desertion, 
nor His Cross. It did not prevent the people it was turned on from disowning Him, nor the disciples 
from leaving Him, nor the authorities from killing Him. Indeed it provoked all three. How then are 
we to expect another effect from it, taken alone, upon the world of posterity?2 

 
 The appearance or manifestation of God’s grace, then, needed to be much more 
than a preaching or a paradigm. It needed to be a sovereign work of redemption and, 
praise God, that is what it was! 

 
For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce 
ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present 
age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus 
Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people 
for his own possession who are zealous for good works (Titus 2:11–14).  
 
But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not 
because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of 
regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ 
our Savior, so that being justified by his grace we might become heirs according to the hope of 
eternal life (Titus 3:4–7).  
 

In these passages Paul makes it clear that the appearance of grace was a work of 
redemption effected upon a lost and condemned humanity. Forsyth again: 

 
[Jesus] does not denounce sin, nor only convince us of it, but destroy it, condemn and execute it in 
the flesh. Nor does He proclaim righteousness; He establishes it once for all. He is not witness but 
judge—not prophet but King. 
 For the absoluteness of Christianity lies in an experience of the historic and most human Christ 
as a superhuman visitant, and as the one moral mediator of personal communion with the living, 
and holy, and eternal God. It is an experience of Christ as the absolute conscience, i.e., as the judge 
of all, and as the Redeemer, i.e., the saving health of all—in a word, as the God of all. It means 
that the person and work of Christ alone gives the moral soul to itself. He does for us the ultimate 
thing of the soul, its one thing needful. He gives it its own eternal place and communion with an 
absolutely holy God . . . To be in living, loving, holy communion with the living, loving, holy God 
for ever is the soul’s perfect consummation and final bliss. And that is Christ’s gift.3 

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

WHEN THE GRACE OF GOD APPEARED 

Much hangs for the Christian faith on the word ‘appeared’ (Titus 2:11; 3:4). 
Christianity is essentially a proclamation to all the nations announcing the historical  

                                                 
2  P. T Forsyth, The Preaching of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ, NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, p. 14. 
3  P. T. Forsyth, The Person and Place of Jesus Christ, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1910, p. 251. 
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appearance of God’s grace. If the appearing of God’s grace were simply in the form 
of a teaching then the historical framework in which that teaching was delivered 
would be only of incidental relevance. The real significance would be in the teaching 
itself. But because God’s grace has appeared in a work of grace, upon and for the 
human race, then the historicity of that work is fundamental to it having actually 
happened. If sinners are to be ‘justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption 
that is in Christ Jesus’, then this Jesus will need to be the one ‘whom God put forward 
as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith’ (Rom. 3:24) For this to be 
accomplished the Word would have to become flesh and dwell among us. Only in an 
act of atoning redemption accomplished in human history could God ‘show his 
righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one 
who has faith in Jesus’ (Rom. 3:26). Only in this way would ‘the Lamb of God’ be 
‘publicly portrayed as crucified’ before the eyes of the nations (Gal. 3:1). Nothing less 
can be meant by Paul when he proclaims that ‘the grace of God has appeared, 
bringing salvation for all people’ (Titus 2:11). 
 Consistent with this necessity Jesus was deliberate in establishing the testimony 
of the actual appearance of God’s grace. He appointed twelve authorised witnesses 
who had seen with their own eyes and touched with their own hands the appearance 
of the grace of God (Luke 24:48; Acts 1:8). One of these, John, bore witness on 
behalf of the twelve: 

 
That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, 
which we looked upon and have touched with our hands, concerning the word of life—the life was 
made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was 
with the Father and was made manifest to us—that which we have seen and heard we proclaim also 
to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father 
and with his Son Jesus Christ (1 John 1:1–3).  
 

These twelve (Matthias replacing Judas) faithfully bore witness to the appearing of 
God’s grace. Every one of them spent the rest of his days courageously engaged in 
this witness to the nations, and eleven of the twelve were martyred in the process of 
making that witness.  
 Such an appearance of God’s grace would be the axis event of human history 
and towards this grace event the Holy Spirit pointed the hearts of the prophets: 

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

The ‘coming of the Righteous One’ had been foretold by the prophets (Acts 7:52), 
and there were those in Israel such as Simeon and Anna who had been led by the 
Spirit to expect his immanent appearing (Luke 1:25–38). John the Baptist’s father, 
Zechariah, prophesied in the Spirit that his own son would ‘go before the Lord to 
prepare his ways’, announcing that, ‘the sunrise shall visit us from on high to give  
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light [epiphanai, literally, ‘to appear’] to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow 
of death, to guide our feet [in the path] of peace’ (Luke 1:76–79). 
 And so the collective testimony of the witnesses was that ‘the Word became 
flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from  
the Father, full of grace and truth’ (John 1:14). The Gospels give us wonderful 
descriptions of God’s grace reaching sinful Man in his sinful predicament, all the time 
showing that Israel seemed to know nothing of this kind of grace. Geoffrey Bingham 
has celebrated these grace epiphanies: 

 
A prodigal son repents before his father and heaven, and knows the sweetness of acceptance. The 
short-statured tax gatherer knows the release from his money-idolatry and freely gives because he 
has freely received. The tax gatherer called in apostleship from his mean craft is stunned by the 
total acceptance of the Messiah. A woman walks away from the shame of her adultery to live free 
from such unholy passion, whilst a prostitute is granted a pure mind and a rehabilitated 
personhood. A woman who lives in the uncertainty of a life possessed by demons becomes a 
classic for a woman’s love of the Master when her demons are exorcised for ever. A dying thief 
hears the Son address the Father in words that cry out for grace, and he knows he is forgiven and 
anticipates entrance into the very Kingdom of God.4 

 
So striking was the grace of Jesus’ words and deeds that some have been inclined to 
see in them the appearance of God’s grace in its entirety. They have sought to justify 
this view by suggesting a hiatus between the teaching of Jesus as historical and the 
gospel of Christ as a later (ex eventu) embellishment by the church. However, during 
his ministry Jesus acted as one who had ‘a baptism to be baptised with’ and who was 
constrained ‘until it is accomplished’ (Luke 12:50; Mark 10:39). Upon receiving the 
attention of those who were seeking material benefits from him he said, ‘the bread 
that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh’ (John 6:51). Three times he 
prophesied the event of the cross and resurrection (Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33). Jesus 
‘knew what was in a man’ (John 2:25), and knew that the appearance of God’s grace 
required that he ‘serve, and . . . give his life as a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45). And 
so at the last supper, ‘Jesus took bread . . . and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.” And 
he took a cup, and . . . gave it to them saying, “Drink of it, all of you, for this is my 
blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” ’ 
(Matt. 26:26–28). 

THE APPEARANCE OF GRACE AS A CONTEST WITH SIN 

It is important to notice here that when grace appeared sin also reared up. ‘He came to 
his own, and his own people did not receive him’ (John 1:11). Sinful humanity 
plotted, ‘This is the heir. Come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours’ 
(Mark 12:7). And so they ‘denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a 
murderer to be granted to [them]’ (Acts 3:14). Thus when the grace of God appeared, 
they opposed it and ‘killed the Author of life’ (Acts 3:15). But the Author of life ‘bore  

                                                 
4  Geoffrey Bingham, Great and Glorious Grace, NCPI, Blackwood, 1988, pp. 315f. 
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our sins in his body on the tree’ (1 Pet. 2:24) and prayed upon the cross, ‘Father, 
forgive them, for they know not what they do’ (Luke 23:34). And so it was that the 
grace of God appeared, and we saw his glory, ‘glory as of the only Son from the 
Father, full of grace and truth’ (John 1:14). 

 
For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in 
the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the righteous 
requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to 
the Spirit (Rom. 8:3–4). 
 

And so when sin abounded, grace super-abounded (Rom. 5:20). Nevertheless, for 
some ‘the grace of God has appeared’ for judgment: 

 
Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, 
because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. And this is the judgment: the light 
has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than the light because their deeds 
were evil (John 3:18–19).  

THE COMING OF THE KING BEGINS THE TRIUMPHAL REIGN OF GRACE 

Psalm 2 is a blueprint for human history. The nations have raged against the Lord and 
against his anointed Messiah–King. But, in the appearing of his grace, God has 
revealed and confirmed his Son. When Jesus was transfigured on the mountain, 
Moses and Elijah ‘appeared in glory and spoke of his departure, which he was to 
accomplish at Jerusalem’. It was then that God declared, ‘This is my Son, my Chosen 
One; listen to him’ (Luke 9:28–36). God has installed his king on Zion, his holy hill. 
On this hill the King has ‘disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open 
shame’, triumphing over them in the cross (Col. 2:15). God has ‘raised from the dead 
Jesus our Lord, who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our 
justification’ (Rom. 4:24–25). The King has ascended on high, has led captives in his 
train, and has given gifts to men (Eph. 4:8–11).  

 
. . . it is in the matter of the Kingdom that grace is so evident. Jesus’ whole proclamation was of 
the Kingdom—‘thy God reigns’—and yet the Gospel of the Kingdom was soon—through Cross 
and Resurrection—to become the Gospel of redemption.5 

‘FROM HIS FULNESS WE HAVE ALL RECEIVED, GRACE UPON GRACE’ 

‘Grace upon Grace’ Received by the Apostles 

 The testimony of the apostles was, ‘from his fullness we have all received, grace 
upon grace’ (John 1:16). Literally the statement is ‘grace instead of grace’. As  
C. K. Barrett comments, ‘The meaning of this phrase seems to be that Christian life is  

                                                 
5  Bingham, p. 316. 
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based at all points upon grace; as it proceeds one grace is exchanged only for 
another’.6 Barrett draws our attention to Romans 1:17, ‘from faith to faith’ and 2 
Corinthians 3:18, ‘from glory to glory’. Leon Morris explains, ‘God’s grace to His 
people is continuous and is never exhausted. Grace knows no interruption and no 
limit . . . Grace means an ever deepening experience of the presence and the blessing 
of God.’7 In the outpouring of the Holy Spirit and in the power of gospel proclamation 
the apostles found that ‘great grace was upon them all’ (Acts 4:33), occasioning one 
incidence of grace after another. Thus Paul could assert, concerning his proposed visit 
to Rome, ‘I know that when I come to you I will come in the fullness of the blessing 
of Christ’ (Rom. 15:29). 

The Fullness and Completeness of ‘Grace upon Grace’ 

 The term ‘grace upon grace’ intimates the reality that the grace of God in 
justifying and reconciling sinners issues henceforth in God’s continuing favour 
towards his people in all matters of life, and effective partnership in all matters of 
mission: 

 
And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are 
called according to his purpose. For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed 
to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those 
whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he 
justified he also glorified. 
 What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not 
spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all 
things? (Rom. 8:28–32). 

‘Grace upon Grace’ Shed Abroad in Our Hearts 

 ‘Grace upon grace’ is further seen in the loveliness of loved love. Legal love, the 
love that issues from a sense of duty, is stilted by guilt, fear, resentment and 
selfishness. But loved love is the love of the beloved who, knowing that God is love 
and that love is from God, are ‘born of God and know God’ (1 John 4:7). Loved love 
loves ‘because he first loved us’ (1 John 4:19) and it loves much because it has been 
forgiven much (Luke 7:47). Indeed God’s love is shed abroad in the hearts of those 
who love with loved love (Rom. 5:5), and all this is grace upon grace. 

‘Grace upon Grace’—the Two Appearances of the Man of Grace  

 We cannot leave the matter of the appearance of grace without stating that the 
apostles speak of two appearances of God’s grace in Christ. The first is that ‘the grace 
of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people’. But this appearing leads 
directly to our ‘waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great 
God and Savior Jesus Christ’ (Titus 2:11–14). ‘[So] Christ, having been offered once  

                                                 
6  C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to John, SPCK, London, 1972, p. 140. 
7  Leon Morris, Commentary on the Gospel of John, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1971, pp. 110f. 
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to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save 
those who are eagerly waiting for him’ (Heb. 9:28). Therefore ‘all who have loved his 
appearing’ (2 Tim. 4:8) are to prepare their minds for action and, being sober-minded, 
are to set their hope fully on the grace that will be brought to them at the revelation of 
Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 1:13). 

The Extravagance of ‘Grace upon Grace 

 ‘Grace upon grace’ is also expressive of the surprising, undeserved abundance 
of this historic intervention of grace. Commenting upon the remarkable verbs used by 
Paul to indicate the reality of grace, Karl Barth wrote, ‘We find a kind of boundless 
astonishment on the part of the apostle at the divine intervention acknowledged in the 
concept of grace’. He continues: 

 
. . . it is the grace of God, the coming of God to man which is grounded only in itself and can be 
known only by itself, the taking place of the atonement willed and accomplished by Him, the 
sovereign act which God did not owe to Himself or the world or any man, on which no one could 
bank, yet which has in fact taken place and been made manifest. It is only as willed and 
accomplished by God that it can be true and known to be true that that peace is given to man, that 
he can have it, because the covenant broken by us has been kept and fulfilled by God and is 
therefore in being, that in spite of ourselves, and therefore in a way which at bottom is 
inconceivable to us, we who are gainsayers and rebels are genuinely converted to God and are His 
people in the same sense that He is our God. That is the insoluble mystery of the grace of God 
enclosed in the name of Jesus Christ before which we stand at this point. 
 As His act, it is the most actual thing in heaven or earth. Effective by Him, it is effective as 
nothing else is effective.8 

 
 ‘The LORD has bared his holy arm before the eyes of all the nations, and all the 
ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God’ (Isa. 52:10). Truly this is the 
revelation of God’s great and glorious grace: 

 
When we see Jesus’ ministry holistically, and not piecemeal, and when we view the grand total of 
his words, his actions and his unique self, then we are struck by the extravagance of grace. We 
only have to ask—as we ought to ask time and again—‘What if he had never come? What if he 
had not said what he said, and did what he did, and had not been what he was? What then? What 
of the world, and what of history?’9 

 
But the good news is that ‘the grace of God has appeared’, and while ‘No one has 
ever seen God; the only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him 
known’ (John 1:18). ‘Thanks be to God for his inexpressible gift!’ (2 Cor. 9:15). 
 

                                                 
8  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 4, pt 1, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1974, p. 83. 
9  Bingham, p. 317. 
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STUDY 14 (WA) 

The Climax of Grace 

Ian Pennicook 

 
Then King David went in and sat before the Lord, and said, ‘Who am I, O Lord God, and what is 
my house, that you have brought me thus far? And even this was a small thing in your sight, O God; 
you have also spoken of your servant’s house for a great while to come. You regard me as someone 
of high rank, O Lord God! And what more can David say to you for honoring your servant? You 
know your servant. For your servant’s sake, O Lord, and according to your own heart, you have 
done all these great deeds, making known all these great things. There is no one like you, O Lord, 
and there is no God besides you, according to all that we have heard with our ears. Who is like your 
people Israel, one nation on the earth whom God went to redeem to be his people, making for 
yourself a name for great and terrible things, in driving out nations before your people whom you 
redeemed from Egypt? And you made your people Israel to be your people forever; and you, O 
Lord, became their God.  
 ‘And now, O Lord, as for the word that you have spoken concerning your servant and 
concerning his house, let it be established forever, and do as you have promised. Thus your name 
will be established and magnified forever in the saying, “The Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, is 
Israel’s God”; and the house of your servant David will be established in your presence. For you, 
my God, have revealed to your servant that you will build a house for him; therefore your servant 
has found it possible to pray before you. And now, O Lord, you are God, and you have promised 
this good thing to your servant; therefore may it please you to bless the house of your servant, that it 
may continue forever before you. For you, O Lord, have blessed and are blessed forever’  
(1 Chron. 17:16–27). 

 
This passage, which, as we have seen,1 inspired John Newton to write the hymn, 
‘Amazing Grace’, expresses King David’s hope that the promise made to him through 
the prophet Nathan will indeed be kept. It was not that the promise could ever be 
taken for granted, as this prayer indicates. David still had to hold on to the promises 
and to ‘put the LORD in remembrance’ (Isa. 62:6–7). It was not that God was likely to 
forget, but the fulfilment of his promises was always meant to be known in the 
context of faith.  
 Verse 19 is significant: ‘For your servant’s sake, O LORD, and according to your 
own heart, you have done all these great deeds, making known all these great things’.  

                                                 
1  See Study 1, ‘The God of All Grace’, p. 5, n. 14. 



The Climax of Grace 

 

Ministry School 2004 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

166 

God has set out to do David good (cf. v. 26, and ‘The Lord has promised good to me, 
His word my hope secures’2), but the doing of the great deeds and the making known 
of them is all ‘according to your own heart’ (NIV, ‘will’). It is out of the fullness of 
God’s inner being3 that all of history is brought to its goal and the fulfilment of the 
plan of God, while for David’s good, will be that ‘your name will be established and 
magnified forever in the saying, “The LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, is Israel’s 
God” ’ (v. 24). 
 David was able to recall the mighty deeds of God in the past (vv. 20–22) and he 
had recognised that it was God who had brought him safe thus far (v. 16). That, in 
itself, was also a great work of grace, because apart from the work of the Spirit, no 
one can even see the kingdom of God. Now, having recognised that the God who had 
done all these things was the God who had promised to do even more, David had a 
strong hope and could appeal to God with confidence. 
 There is no special Hebrew term for ‘promise’, though the concept is prominent: 
 

[F]rom Abraham to Malachi, Israel was kept constantly in motion because of what God said and 
did, and . . . she was always in one way or other in an area of tension constituted by promise and 
fulfilment . . . In some cases the fulfilment of certain promises is painstakingly recorded (e.g. Jos. 
21:43, 45; 23:14; ‘not one thing has failed of all the good things which the Lord your God 
promised concerning you; all have come to pass for you’). But generally the fulfilment appears as 
a partial or token fulfilment, which does not reveal the whole of the divine plan. Hence Israel is 
compelled in every new situation of his history to reinterpret the old promises, and is called to new 
expectancy by new proclamations of salvation.4 

 
It was the constant and persistent coming of the word of God to Israel which kept men 
and women of faith alive to what God was doing. This is the principle enunciated in 
Hebrews 11:13, 39–40: 
 

All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but from a distance they saw and 
greeted them. They confessed that they were strangers and foreigners on the earth . . . Yet all these, 
though they were commended for their faith, did not receive what was promised, since God had 
provided something better so that they would not, apart from us, be made perfect.  

 
Even David could not have known the full dimensions of the fulfilment. Nor could the 
great company of the prophets: 
 

Concerning this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace that was to be yours made 
careful search and inquiry, inquiring about the person or time that the Spirit of Christ within them 
indicated when it testified in advance to the sufferings destined for Christ and the subsequent glory. 
It was revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you, in regard to the things that 
have now been announced to you through those who brought you good news by the Holy Spirit sent 
from heaven—things into which angels long to look! (1 Pet. 1:10–12). 

                                                 
2  ‘Amazing Grace’, New Creation Hymn Book, no. 152, v. 4. 
3  See ble in The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, Hendrickson, Peabody, 1906, pp. 524f.  
4  E. Hoffmann, ‘Promise’ in Colin Brown (ed.), The New International Dictionary of New Testament 

Theology, vol. 3, Paternoster, Exeter, 1978, p. 69. 
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 While certain elements of salvation were known by the Old Testament saints, 
there was much more ahead and the time would come when that grace would be seen. 
And it was! The grace of God appeared for the salvation of all (Titus 2:11).  
 It was not a new grace. It had been given to us in Christ Jesus before the ages 
began; in David’s words, it was according to God’s own heart. Within history there 
was a time when God became ‘redeemer’, but he was ‘our Redeemer from of old’ 
(Isa. 63:16). Likewise the grace given ‘before the ages began . . . has now been 
revealed through the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus’. That which always was 
could now be seen—and men and women of faith knew it. Their faith meant that what 
was hoped for was substantial, and for those things which faithless eyes could never 
see there was and is ample evidence (Heb. 11:1, AV).  

IT IS FINISHED 

On the cross, Jesus cried, ‘It is finished’. Although we will never change tradition, a 
better translation might be ‘it has been completed’ or, ‘it has been brought to the 
goal’. If we then ask what was, and so is still, completed,5 we will receive an amazing 
answer:  
 

. . . not one thing has failed of all the good things that the LORD your God promised concerning 
you; all have come to pass for you, not one of them has failed (Josh. 23:14). 

 
Every single thing which the LORD purposed from before the foundation of the world 
has come to fruition. God in his great grace has effected all that he intended, and he 
did so in Christ.  
 For instance, in Jesus Christ, there is a sinless humanity. The Son of God 
received the word of God, which was then contested, but he remained ‘without sin’ 
(Heb. 4:15). Furthermore, he took fallen Adam into himself and that Adam was 
crucified with him (Rom. 6:6). It was not just that there was a sinless humanity either, 
but the holiness of God is completely satisfied also.  
 Although we may have to speculate concerning the origin and then the fall of 
Satan, we do know that he was not from the beginning. Satan is a creature (Gen. 3:1) 
and, as such, could never be God, or even a god. Yet Paul could call him ‘the god of 
this world’ (2 Cor. 4:4) and ‘the ruler of the power of the air’ (Eph. 2:2). Here is a 
creature who emulates God whenever he can (cf. Rev. 12:4 with 8:7, 9, 11, 12). He 
constantly attempts to thwart the purposes of God in favour of his own; ‘I will make 
myself like the Most High’ (Isa. 14:146). Not only did Jesus continually reject his 
spurious offers (Luke 4:1–13), at the cross ‘the ruler of this world’ was driven out 
(John 12:31). The devil with his grip of death has been rendered totally impotent 
(Heb. 2:14). God has no rivals.  

                                                 
5  The phrase ‘it is finished’ is, in Greek, one word, Tetelestai, a perfect passive participle, which implies 

that what was finished, remains so. The consequences of the action continue now. 
6 Not all agree that this statement really does refer to the Fall of Satan but is nonetheless consistent with the 

elements of Satan’s character delineated elsewhere in the scriptures.  
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 Given the defeat of the devil, Paul could then write that Christ has ‘abolished 
death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel’ (2 Tim. 1:10). The 
warning of Genesis 2:17 was intended to keep Adam in life. Now the last Adam has 
restored the creation and, in him, death is no more, so that Jesus could announce, 
‘everyone who lives and believes in me will never die’ (John 11:26). In summary, it 
can be said that if anyone is in Christ, there is the new creation (2 Cor. 5:17). 

TRAVELLING WITH A WRETCHED MAN 

Using a title like ‘believers’ for Christians sometimes seems to harden us to the reality 
of faith. It is almost as if ‘believing’ is restricted to the past tense. We came to Christ, 
we believed in him—then. But now it so often appears that we are whistling in the 
dark in all our talk and singing about what Christ has done. The reality is evidently 
quite different.  
 Sadly, we find ourselves in a situation where what the Scriptures say is 
evidently contradicted by our experience. Then, often, we find ourselves living 
consciously as hypocrites with the complications that flow from that, or we may 
simply acclimatise ourselves to our circumstances and choose to live on a less 
demanding level of ‘the faith’. Such hardened hearts, then, make any dynamic 
experience of God’s holy love something we would prefer to avoid. Hebrews 3:7 – 
5:14 sets some of this out. We might also note the rebukes given by Jesus to five of 
the seven churches in Revelation 2 – 3. 
 But if we do notice these things, we should also note that they are not the whole 
story or, indeed, even a significant part of it. That does not mean that we do not 
lament our sin, or long for freedom from it, nor that there is no danger from a hard 
unbelieving heart, but it does mean that we can easily forget the great work of grace 
in our lives. Grace did not make us independently perfect, it gave us faith. Salvation is 
by grace through faith, and that faith was the gift of God to us (Eph. 2:8–9).  
 Faith is the opposite of the sin of Adam and Eve. God spoke to Adam and that 
word of God was questioned by the serpent and rejected by the primal couple. When 
we recall that grace is essentially restorative, then the catalogue of the saints in 
Hebrews 11 is immediately obvious. These were all men and women of faith. From 
Abel onwards, grace was ensuring that the offspring of the woman (Gen. 3:15) were 
righteous before God, not by their sinlessness but by their faith. Their sin was not a 
bar to their righteousness because God had always provided a way of escape, via the 
sacrifices he provided (see Lev. 17:11). Thus, in one translation, God said to Cain, ‘If 
you do well, is there not forgiveness?’ (Gen. 4:7). To do well was not to offer correct 
sacrifices but to offer sacrifices correctly, that is, by faith in God and his promises. 
 The prime example of this faith in the Old Testament is Abraham: ‘he believed 
the LORD; and the LORD reckoned it to him as righteousness’ (Gen. 15:6). There is no 
doubt that the righteous should ‘walk before [the LORD] and be blameless’ (Gen. 
17:1), but that would always be the expression of their righteousness and not its basis. 
Without justifying Abraham’s foolish behaviour when, for the second time, he passed 
Sarah off as his sister, God told Abimelech to ‘return the man’s wife; for he is a  
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prophet, and he will pray for you and you shall live’ (Gen. 20:7). So when Paul wants 
to argue that the law was never intended to justify, he used Abraham as his paradigm. 
When Abraham was justified, counted righteous, through faith, there was no Jew or 
Gentile, only the nations, and there was no Torah. Paul’s argument is that 
righteousness came to Abraham as a gift. It also came to King David as a gift (Rom. 
4:1–8). And that is how it comes to us: we ‘are justified by his grace as a gift’ (Rom. 
3:24).  
 Justification can only be known in the context of faith. So soon as we begin to 
measure, or again continue measuring, ourselves against law alone then we will only 
see the failure, never the righteousness. Paul’s ‘wretched man’ of Romans 7:24 is a 
man who delights in the law of God in his inner man (Rom. 7:22) and he is wretched 
because he finds that he is unable of himself to do the very thing he wants. But he 
wants to do good because of what Christ has done in him. God in his grace has joined 
him to Christ on the cross so that Paul has been made a participant in the death of 
Christ (Rom. 6:1–4). By seeing what Christ has done and that he is in Christ, Paul can 
only reckon7 that he is ‘dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus’ (Rom. 6:11). 
Now, like the believers in the Old Testament, the law of God, expressed in the Torah, 
is again a delight because it does not condemn. Indeed it cannot: 
  

There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit 
of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death. For God has done what the 
law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, 
and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, so that the just requirement of the law might be 
fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit (Rom. 8:1–4). 

  
To walk according to the Spirit is to walk by faith. It certainly does not mean that we 
no longer sin, even though it means that we have been set up not to sin. The fulfilment 
of the just requirements of the law done for us has come into us so that we now want 
to obey. The righteousness of God has been revealed in us through faith in the word 
of the gospel (Rom. 1:16–17). But that is and has always been, ‘by faith from first to 
last’ (Rom. 1:17, NIV). 
 Put simply, the question is, Do we believe what we see in us and around us, or 
do we believe what God says? When ‘angry powers of hell’ assault us with their 
accusations of guilt, tempting us to despair, measured against anything but the 
promises of God their accusations seem just. But Paul’s ‘wretched man’ is not an 
expression of despair. Quite the opposite; in its complete form it is a statement of 
hope: 
  

Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through 
Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, with my mind I am a slave to the law of God, but with my flesh I 
am a slave to the law of sin (Rom. 7:24–25). 

  
The horrible weakness he sees within and the enemies he sees around him are not the 
final word. There is a coming deliverance from the body of death. There is a  

                                                 
7  The same word is used here as in the LXX when Genesis described Abraham being ‘reckoned’ as righteous.  
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resurrection for us because Christ has been raised (1 Cor. 15:12ff.). We have received 
the Spirit of adoption and we cry ‘Abba! Father!’ but that cry is testimony to our hope 
of glory (Rom. 5:2; 8:15–17). The glory is ‘about to be revealed in us’, meaning that 
we will be seen in our sonship. Present affliction ‘is preparing for us an eternal weight 
of glory beyond all measure’ (2 Cor. 4:17). For the present, we walk by faith and not 
by sight (2 Cor. 5:7). 
 The testimony of Scripture is that Satan has been defeated. The promise of 
Genesis 3:15 has been fulfilled. But it is yet to be seen. Hence Paul wrote: ‘The God 
of peace will shortly crush Satan under your feet. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ 
be with you’ (Rom. 16:20). In the meantime we wrestle against principalities and 
powers, against the devil who is seeking to devour us. But the point is that we are not 
ignorant of Satan’s designs (Eph. 6:12; 2 Cor. 2:11).  
 Part of the deception perpetrated by the evil one is that we do not even see what 
can be seen, either. It is not that we are, of ourselves, capable of any good thing, but 
many good things are done in and through us. Paul could tell the Romans that grace 
had given him his role as a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles, so that he could 
actually boast: 
 

In Christ Jesus, then, I have reason to boast of my work for God. For I will not venture to speak of 
anything except what Christ has accomplished through me to win obedience from the Gentiles, by 
word and deed, by the power of signs and wonders, by the power of the Spirit of God, so that from 
Jerusalem and as far around as Illyricum I have fully proclaimed the good news of Christ (Rom. 
15:17–19). 

 
Commands to godly living are given because the New Testament authors are aware 
that they can be obeyed by those who ‘walk by the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:16). They are aware 
that men and women who were once slaves to various passions and pleasures are 
slaves no longer (Titus 3:3). There may well be times when the freedom is not 
evident, and that is lamentable, but still Paul could write ‘And this is what some of 
you used to be. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the 
name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God’(1 Cor. 6:11).  
 Men women still die. It is still the last enemy and is yet to be rendered fully 
ineffective8 (1 Cor. 15:26). The difference is that for men and women of faith, death 
has lost its sting. Living is Christ and dying is gain (Phil. 1:21). But it is not our 
accomplishments which spur us on, it is ‘Christ in [us], the hope of glory’ (Col. 1:27). 

THE CLIMAX OF GRACE 

We suffer various trials, and that is the way it must be, since God is proving the 
genuineness of our faith. It is the way it was for the pioneer of our salvation (1 Pet. 
1:11; Luke 24:26).  But the goal is not the suffering, the goal is the revelation of Jesus 
Christ, for when he appears, we will appear with him in  glory (Col. 3:4). The fact that  

                                                 
8  The same word is used here as in Rom. 6:6, where the body of death is rendered ineffective to condem-

nation, and in Heb. 2:14 where the devil has been rendered ineffective. 



The Climax of Grace 

 

Ministry School 2004 • New Creation Teaching Ministry • www.newcreation.org.au 

171 

we presently love him and rejoice with a glorious joy is, to faith, evidence that we are 
now receiving9 the outcome of faith, the salvation of our souls (1 Pet. 1:7–9). But the 
full salvation will not be revealed until the last time (1 Pet. 1:5).  
 When the Old Testament prophets prophesied of the grace that would be ours, 
they were in fact concerned with the whole salvation that has been the purpose of God 
since before the ages began.  While they did not see the final form of the salvation, 
they did know that it involved the total restoration of creation. Nothing less than ‘a 
new heavens and a new earth’ is in focus (Isa. 65:17; 2 Pet. 3:13). What is more, 
whereas righteousness is now present in those in Christ, on that day the whole 
creation will know nothing that is not righteous.  
 So Peter wrote: 
 

Therefore prepare your minds for action; discipline yourselves; set all your hope on the grace that 
Jesus Christ will bring you when he is revealed (1 Pet. 1:13). 

 
In order that the creation might be brought to the goal, God must still give himself to 
us, to serve his heirs, Christ’s fellow heirs. That climaxing grace  will be seen in its 
rich effectiveness when Jesus Christ is seen in his glory.  
 In John Newton’s words: ‘’Tis grace has brought me safe thus far, And grace 
will lead me home’. While he wrote of his personal hope, the principle remains true 
for the whole of creation. What God purposed in eternity and what he established in 
the creation will never be abandoned because of the apparent triumphs of evil. That is 
the picture presented to us in the closing chapters of the Book of the Revelation. Of 
course, while John ‘saw a new heaven and a new earth’ (Rev. 21:1), what he saw 
remains as promise to us.  
 Before he saw the new heavens and new earth, John was given to see the 
climactic judgment of all that had defiled the original creation (Rev. 20:11–15). What 
is notable, however, is that the judgement  was not based on previously unknown 
evidence. Nothing will be decreed and effected on that day which has not already 
been firmly established: ‘the books were opened . . . And the dead were judged 
according to their works, as recorded in the books’ (Rev. 20:12). Far from this being 
some final, and as yet uncertain, evaluation of whether a person’s works are adequate, 
all had already been determined by their names being written in the book of life (Rev. 
20:15). That did not refer to some cold fate but to their response to the crucified 
Lamb: 
 

. . . and all the inhabitants of the earth will worship it, everyone whose name has not been written 
from the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb that was slaughtered (Rev. 13:8, 
NRSV, cf. ASV). 

 
There is a translation difficulty in this statement, as comparison with the NIV 
demonstrates. 
 

All inhabitants of the earth will worship the beast—all whose names have not been written in the 
book of life belonging to the Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world (see also, AV). 

                                                 
9  The verb is a present participle, komizovmenoi. 
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But however the statement is translated, the point remains that those worshipping the 
beast are those who will not confess the crucified Lamb. 
 At this final judgment, the judge does not make up his mind; he declares what 
is. That is why earth and heaven fled from his presence (Rev. 20:11). The old creation 
with its futility and curse has no place before him. The last enemy and its domain 
(Death and Hades) must also be completely removed (Rev. 20:14), since they only 
relate to what is opposed to the true worship intended in the creation (Gen. 2:15–17). 
 Now, when all that is not of the truth of God and so of his creation is removed, 
the new heaven and new earth can at last be seen. All is now Eden. And all is now 
true worship. The true worshipping community, promised in Genesis 2:15 and seen in 
its weakness throughout history, now appears in rich glory (Rev. 21:2, 10–11). 
Neither is this community monochrome, it is his ‘peoples’10 (Rev. 21:3) and as such 
the nations walk in the city and their kings bring their glory and honour into it, ‘the 
glory and the honor of the nations’ (Rev. 21:24–26). 
 If there are tears now, and if there are death, mourning, crying and pain, then 
these things will all be completely gone (Rev. 21:4). Faith now knows that to die is 
gain, because Jesus said that everyone who believes in him will never die; on that day 
all this will be seen. But these are still promises of what will be seen and their reality 
can still only be known in the context of faith.  
 The question posed earlier, ‘Do we believe what we see in us and around us, or 
do we believe what God says?’ is now to be re-stated in the light of God’s command, 
‘See, I am making all things new’ (Rev. 21:5). Faith will see that grace has been in 
operation from the moment sin entered the creation. Faith sees that God’s covenant 
faithfulness has directed all things and will do so until the end, which is in fact only 
‘the end of the beginning’.11 God is now making all things new and faith must see 
that. Then, when all things are made new, grace will have accomplished all, and all 
things will be complete in  holy love. Then we will join the great multitude which 
cries out in adoration, ‘you, O LORD, have blessed and are blessed forever!’ 
 
 

                                                 
10  The slightly better attested reading is laoi;, peoples (plural). The singular laov~ conforms to a number of 

OT statements, but I suggest that the whole biblical picture is being concluded in these final chapters of 
Revelation. For some discussion of textual evaluation see Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek 
New Testament, United Bible Societies, London, 1971, p. 765. 

11  The phrase is the title of the book by William J. Dumbrell, Lancer, Homebush West, 1985. 
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