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Preface


We count it an unusual and remarkable gift from the Lord to offer this book to our readers. “What is so unusual about this book?” you may ask. It is not just a book; it is a book about a highly controversial theological subject. Yet even more than that, it is a coauthored book about a controversial topic.

As professors who devote our lives to the study of biblical theology, we know how rare and refreshing it is to find two people who agree so deeply and broadly as we do on the matter of Christian perseverance and assurance. God gave to both of us a passion for this subject, so that on a beautiful spring day a few years ago as we walked and talked on the campus of Bethel Theological Seminary in Minnesota, the idea for this book was born.

We do not claim to have written the definitive statement on perseverance and assurance, but our hope is that others will interact seriously and biblically with the perspective offered. We have written our chapters independently, but we discussed extensively the contents of the book and revised each other’s work. We have attempted to write the book in such a way that the author of individual chapters cannot be discerned. (Perhaps those who are skilled in source criticism will demonstrate that we have not succeeded!)

We want to thank Dan Reid, our editor at InterVarsity Press, for his encouragement and his suggestions on how to improve the work. We are also grateful to Terry Tiessen for his careful evaluation of our manuscript. And a special thanks goes to Northwestern College student Josh Jipp, who put in many hours helping us compile the subject index.

Finally, we dedicate this book to all those along life’s pathway who have admonished us to persevere in God’s grace to the end. We especially dedicate this book to our wives, Diane Schreiner and Lois Caneday, who encourage us as partners and heirs together of the grace of life.









  


    Introduction


    

      

        God is not unjust; he will not forget your work and the love you have shown him as you have helped his people and continue to help them. We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very end, in order to make your hope sure.


        We do not want you to become lazy, but to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit what has been promised. (Heb 6:10-12 NIV)


      


    


    

      As a new millennium dawns, Christians continue to ponder the same questions and address the same issues that have unsettled believers since the early days of the church. Two of these issues concern perseverance in holiness and assurance of salvation. Each generation of believers must address questions that arise concerning both. Will all believers persevere in faithfulness to Christ Jesus? Is it possible for a Christian to have eternal life and subsequently perish forever? Can a believer be assured of final salvation before he or she dies? Is it not presumptuous to believe that a Christian can be assured of salvation? Is not belief in the necessity of perseverance in faithfulness to Christ simply a different form of believing in salvation by works? Do not the biblical warnings indicate that it is possible for believers to apostatize and be lost eternally? Is not the real issue at stake with all these biblical warnings simply a matter of rewards, not salvation? These and many other questions swirl about discussions concerning perseverance and assurance. Christians stand divided on how they respond to these questions. That is regrettable, but even more regrettable is the animus that attaches to this division. Listen to any discussion of Hebrews 6:4-6 on a Christian college campus or in the student lounge at a theological seminary. The conversation will likely be spirited, if not heated. We trust that our discussion of perseverance and assurance will cast more light on the subject and lower the thermostat on such discussions.


      In recent years much of the discussion concerning perseverance has sounded like a battle between advocates of lordship salvation and those who claim to believe in free grace.1 We have endeavored to compose a book that avoids the tendencies that accompany such battles. Our objective is to be irenic in spirit, careful in exegesis and interpretation, thoughtful in theological expression and pastoral by encouraging readers to continue to persevere in faithfulness to Christ Jesus and to lay claim to the bold assurance that springs from faith.


      Restraints compel us to focus our discussion on the New Testament, the area in which we both primarily teach. While our discussion delves deeply into a range of selected biblical texts, all things considered, we restrict it primarily to the New Testament. Since we have adopted these limitations, some may wonder at our subtitle: A Biblical Theology of Perseverance & Assurance. By using the designation “biblical theology” we do not suggest that our coverage is exhaustive. We use the subtitle for two reasons: (1) to indicate an inductive method in contrast to a systematic theological approach; and (2) to note that, though our consideration of the Bible’s instruction on the subject is not exhaustive, it is substantial and representative.


      Therefore, we offer this biblical theology of perseverance and assurance for three principal reasons. First, we believe that any proper formulation of a Christian doctrine of perseverance and assurance must derive from the biblical text. Biblical theology is the soil from which all Christian theology must grow. Second, a dearth of exegetical books on the subject beckons us to offer a fresh word on the subject. The last exegetical work on the subject was by Judith Gundry Volf: Paul and Perseverance: Staying In and Falling Away.2 However, her book, showing a Calvinistic orientation, was aimed at a scholarly audience and thus never achieved the popularity that British Wesleyan scholar I. Howard Marshall’s book Kept by the Power of God achieved twenty-five years ago.3 From the Reformed and Calvinist side, the last book on perseverance that had measurable popular influence was Faith and Perseverance by Dutch theologian G. C. Berkouwer.4 The third reason we wrote this book is that we recognize a need for believers to hear an urgent pastoral appeal to persevere in faithfulness to Jesus Christ. We pray that, to the degree that we have been faithful to the Word and the gospel, this book will be useful to spur readers on “to love and good deeds” (Heb 10:24), that they may be “imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises” (Heb 6:12 NRSV).


      Our discussion throughout this book endeavors to assist readers to recognize the full range of biblical evidence one must include in any theological formulation concerning perseverance and assurance. Our objective is to lay out the biblical evidence and offer an interpretation consistent with that evidence that will help readers integrate it into a coherent and consistent whole. We will explore eight types of passages that must be considered in a biblical theology concerning perseverance and assurance.


      First, certain passages reflect the gospel’s announcement of conditional promises as it calls for us to receive salvation in Christ. God promises to give salvation to everyone who believes the gospel by following Jesus Christ. That is, the gospel calls for initial belief (“Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household,” Acts 16:31), but it also summons all who believe to persevere in belief. Here we offer three conditional promises from the letters to the seven churches in Revelation: “To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God” (Rev 2:7); “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death” (Rev 2:11); and “He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels” (Rev 3:5).5


      A second type of passage contains God’s promise to preserve his people unto final salvation. No more assuring promise could be spoken than the one Jesus gave beside the tomb of Lazarus: “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” (Jn 11:25-26).


      The gospel often beckons its hearers with a third type of passage: conditional warnings and admonitions that require believers to persevere in faithfulness to Christ to be saved. Though the New Testament is filled with warnings and admonitions of this kind, we select one from the closing chapter of the Bible: “I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If anyone adds anything to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book. And if anyone takes words away from this book of prophecy, God will take away from him his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book” (Rev 22:18-19).


      In a fourth type of passage the gospel announces that everyone who believes in Christ Jesus needs to persevere in faithfulness to him because they will face opposition and hatred from the world.


      

        We also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. (Rom 5:3-5)


         


        Everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted. (2 Tim 3:12)


      


      A fifth type of passage summons us to examine whether our behavior matches what the gospel requires of all who believe. For example, the apostle John tells us, “We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. The man who says, ‘I know him,’ but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But if anyone obeys his word, God’s love is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did” (1 Jn 2:3-6).


      The Bible explains in a sixth type of passage that people who fail to remain loyal to Christ never were genuine believers. Once again the apostle John explains: “Dear children, this is the last hour; and as you have heard that the antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have come. This is how we know it is the last hour. They went out from us, but they did not really belong to us. For if they had belonged to us, they would have remained with us; but their going showed that none of them belonged to us” (1 Jn 2:18-19).


      In a seventh type of passage the New Testament explains that all who persevere in loyalty to Jesus Christ do so because God is at work in them by his grace, causing them to desire and to do what pleases him. Two passages stand out in this category: “This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God” (Jn 3:19-21); “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose” (Phil 2:12-13).


      Finally, the writers of the New Testament teach us that everyone who believes in Christ Jesus and perseveres in faithfulness to him does so because of God’s grace alone: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do (Eph 2:8-10). Salvation, from election to glorification, is all grounded in and secured by God’s grace.


      We integrate these eight kinds of passages into our eight chapters. Some chapters focus primarily on one type of text, while others span two or three. Because the athletic metaphor appears frequently in the New Testament and suitably portrays the Christian’s faith and quest of the prize of salvation, we adopted it as the motif for our title and chapters. We do not slavishly develop this motif, nor do we seek to elevate it above other biblical imagery for salvation. Rather, our chapter titles, derived from aspects of the imagery of the runner, should prompt our readers’ imaginations to recognize how the familiar New Testament metaphor aptly portrays the Christian’s persevering pursuit of eternal life. Chapter subtitles link the athletic metaphor to their corresponding aspects of biblical theology. To make these connections clear, we have included a suitable biblical passage at the head of each chapter, as appears under the title of this introduction.


      Chapter one—“The Race Set Before Us: What Is There to Win or Lose?”—lays out the principal points of disagreement among Christians concerning perseverance and assurance, points of disagreement that prompted us to write this book. Disagreement concerning perseverance and assurance primarily focuses on biblical warnings and admonitions. One’s understanding of them regulates (1) whether or not one believes in the necessity of perseverance, (2) one’s belief concerning how Christians persevere and (3) one’s perspective on whether or not Christians can have assurance that they will persevere to the end and be saved. In this chapter we present four popular approaches to warnings and admonitions. We endeavor to describe each approach as accurately and fairly as possible in order to show its beliefs and legitimate concerns. We seek to bring into sharp focus the different ways Christians read biblical passages such as “The one who perseveres to the end will be saved” (Mt 10:22). How one understands this passage is a gauge concerning one’s view of perseverance and assurance. Though there are elements of these four popular explanations of warnings and admonitions with which we agree, we explain why we find each to be deficient.


      Having surveyed four popular approaches to this issue, we propose in summary form a fifth view that has been expressed clearly in prior generations but not recently. Each of the subsequent chapters, moreover, unpacks the biblical evidence that led us to adopt this fifth view. We have arranged these chapters to engage readers in what we believe is a reasonable and orderly development of biblical ideas. Since we build our argument in a systematic and orderly way, readers who skip chapters one through three to read chapter four will likely have an impaired understanding of our approach, for we have intentionally placed our extensive exposition of biblical warnings and admonitions after two crucial chapters that provide necessary biblical perspectives showing the multifaceted nature of both salvation and faith.


      Chapter two—“The Prize to Be Won: Our Present and Future Salvation”—is foundational to all that we do in the next six chapters. We believe that a right understanding and use of biblical warnings and admonitions is bound up with acquiring a biblical orientation on salvation that is multidimensional: salvation is a gift and possession from God that we already have but do not yet have in its fullness. So in this chapter we make the case that Christians have tended to think of salvation in abstracted categories of systematic theology: justification, sanctification and glorification. We seek to correct these overly simplified categories by showing that a biblical concept of salvation is multifaceted, adequately portrayed only through a number of metaphors. We discuss six categories of biblical imagery, each with a variety of metaphors that portray the splendor and glory of God’s salvation. Our goal in chapter two is also to correct a somewhat static and retrospective view of salvation by showing how the biblical concept of salvation entails both already and not-yet aspects. For example, the Bible portrays salvation as a gift we already possess (Eph 2:89) but also as a prize for which we hope (Rom 8:24-25; 13:11). Without an understanding of this already-but-not-yet perspective on salvation, one’s grasp of perseverance and assurance will be truncated.


      Chapter three—“The Race to Be Run: The Necessity of Obedient Faith”—begins to address the first two categories of passages identified earlier. Here we sketch a biblical portrayal of faith to show that the biblical concept of faith is like a multifaceted gem that can be described only with a number of metaphors. To establish the connection between faith and reward, we begin our discussion of faith from Hebrews 11:6: “Without faith it is impossible to please God, for whoever would approach him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him.” Following brief discussions on the relationship between faith and faithfulness and between faith and understanding, we focus attention on the multifaceted biblical metaphors for faith, with athletic imagery leading the way.


      Chapter four—“Running to Win the Prize: Heeding God’s Admonitions and Warnings”—is the largest of our chapters because it addresses the central concern that prompted this book. This chapter focuses attention on the first and third kinds of biblical passages noted above. These admonitions and warnings are the theological watershed in the biblical teaching concerning perseverance. We make our case that they function as a necessary means for believers to persevere unto final salvation. We show how they underscore the dynamic and prospective nature of our salvation. They draw our focus to the not-yet aspect of salvation without doing damage to the fact that believers already have salvation. Biblical admonitions and warnings link the already and the not yet. We propose a view that takes them seriously while at the same time retaining present and full assurance of receiving salvation in the day of Christ Jesus. We show how God uses warnings and admonitions to secure the salvation of his children.


      Chapter five—“Reflecting on Fallen Runners: Who Are Those Who Have Fallen Out of the Race?”—addresses a number of biblical examples of individuals who fell away from the gospel of Christ. In particular, this chapter addresses passages that fit categories four and six above. We address two instructive passages on falling away—John’s perspective on those who have left the church (1 Jn 2:18-19) and Jesus’ parable of the soils (Lk 8:1-15)—then round out the chapter with a consideration of certain “fallen” ones: Alexander, Hymenaeus, Philetus, Demas, Judas and Peter. We address each relevant passage and weigh carefully the biblical evidence. We end the chapter by emphasizing the biblical distinction between the complete and final apostasy of Judas and the temporary lapse in faithfulness by Peter. We purposely conclude this chapter with a discussion of Peter’s triple denial and restoration by Christ, for it is Jesus Christ’s intercession that is our only hope to persevere in faithfulness to him.


      Chapter six—“Drawing on God’s Grace: Going the Distance by God’s Power”—comments on passages that fit category seven above. We examine what four New Testament writers—Peter, John, Jude and Paul—say about how and why believers do persevere in loyalty to Jesus Christ. Tying this chapter with the previous one, we begin with Peter. We show how Peter and each of the others make the case that, if anyone does persevere in God’s grace and love, it is because God is the one who enables those who persevere. Hence, the view that we espouse in this book cannot be labeled works-righteousness, for we are simply reminding readers of what Augustine said long ago: God gives what he demands.6


      Chapter seven—“Running with Confidence: Being Assured That We Shall Win the Prize”—discusses select passages that fit categories five and seven above. We closely examine these passages and make the case that assurance is integral to Christian faith. We endeavor to show that Christian assurance can be thought of as having three legs—God’s promises, the fruit of the Spirit and the witness of the Holy Spirit. Every leg is important for Christian assurance, but the promises of God are the most important of all, for God’s promises are the foundation of all Christian assurance.


      Chapter eight—“Running by Divine Appointment: Who Are Those Who Run to the End and Win?”—expounds the eighth kind of biblical passage. This chapter reminds us that we run the race to the end only because of God’s election. Those who run in the arena of faith and finish the race will not boast about their fortitude but will praise God that he has given them his grace.


      As we integrate the eight kinds of biblical passages throughout this book, our paramount concern is faithfulness to Scripture. With pastoral concern we appeal to our readers to submit to the coherent biblical message, which simultaneously assures us (that God secures all who are in Jesus Christ) and admonishes us (that we must persevere in loyalty to Jesus Christ or else enter into eternal death). We hope to demonstrate, through careful attention to the biblical text, that assurance and admonition function in harmony, for God’s promise grounds God’s warning. This is a crucial and ever timely message for believer and unbeliever alike, for the matters we address are of the essence of the gospel’s call for faith in Jesus Christ.


    


  








1
The Race Set Before Us
What Is There to Win or Lose?


Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. (Heb 12:1-2 NRSV)




The New Testament frequently uses the imagery of the footrace to portray the Christian life. This imagery aptly represents various aspects of our salvation. God calls us to this race (Phil 3:14). We train for this race (1 Tim 4:7-8). Our training entails strict self-control (1 Cor 9:25). Anyone who runs this race must compete according to the rules (2 Tim 2:5). There is a prize to be won (1 Cor 9:24), and anyone who seeks to win the prize must run with singular devotion, with one’s eyes set on the prize who is Jesus Christ (Heb 12:1-2).1

Throughout this book we will discuss these and many other analogies between the athlete and the Christian. Presently, however, our concern is to consider the nature of the race set before us. One question comes to the foreground as we begin to ponder the Christian race, namely, the urgency of the race. What is there to win or lose? Not all Christians agree on the answer, though all appeal to Scripture.

It may seem quite simple to answer this question from Scripture. However, we all come to the Bible with biases. All of us read the Bible with a point of view already in place, a point of view that needs to adjust to Scripture. Therefore, we tend to read biblical passages through our point of view so that, without intending to do so, we adjust words and phrases and clauses to fit our perceptions and biases. None of us ever completely escapes this. Nevertheless, every time we come to Scripture, we must strive to rid ourselves of prejudices that impede our reading of the biblical text and to read it for what it actually says. This is what we seek to do for our readers, just as we seek this for ourselves.

Therefore, we begin this book by focusing on a variety of interpretations of biblical passages that portray the Christian life as a footrace in pursuit of a prize. What is the prize to be won or lost? Christians offer varied responses. These varied responses principally derive from how they view biblical warnings and admonitions that urge us to persevere to the end in order that we may lay hold of the prize. For example, consider the exhortation that appears below the title to this chapter: “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith” (Heb 12:1-2 NRSV).

One will find varied explanations of this admonition in the commentaries. Some, believing that the goal of the race set before us is salvation itself, are convinced that it is necessary to persevere to the end in order to be saved. Others contend that perseverance is the evidence that one is already saved. Still others argue that the outcome of this race cannot be salvation, for, they believe, the salvation issue has been settled already. Therefore, they argue that perseverance has nothing to do with salvation but only with rewards that even real Christians may lose without losing their salvation. Yet others believe that admonitions such as Hebrews 12:1-2 indicate that it is possible for authentic Christians to fall away and perish forever. Some contend that admonitions indicate that all who are saved will persevere to the end and not fall away and that warnings address those who have fallen away, proving that they never truly did believe. Finally, some believe that admonitions say nothing concerning our salvation. These and many other differences exist among well-meaning believers who read the Bible to find encouragement and hope in living the Christian life.

While our book offers an exposition of Scripture’s teaching regarding Christian perseverance and assurance, our central concern is to show how the Bible places side by side both God’s promises of complete and final salvation for all his people and God’s admonitions or warnings that call on his people to persevere to the end in order to be saved. Long before we began to think about the biblical teaching on perseverance and assurance, many Christians had already wrestled to explain the biblical relationship between warnings and promises. The juxtaposition of promise and warning continues to be the source of the disputes we sketched above and has given birth to at least four different popular views. Therefore, it is only right that we consider briefly how others have tried to explain the relationship of promise and warning before we offer our proposed explanation.

Our objective for this chapter is twofold. First, we will explain four major interpretations of the relationship between God’s promises and his admonitions or warnings and how both relate to assurance. We will do so excluding our own view. Our objective is not to offer a critique of these four popular views but to explain them accurately and fairly.2 We do this because we believe each of these views has legitimate concerns that Christians need to hear as we strive to settle on a biblically conceived understanding of the tension. To clarify distinctions among the various views, we include pictorial representations of each view. Second, we will offer a succinct introduction to our own explanation of the relationship between biblical promises and admonitions or warnings. The remainder of the book lays out the biblical evidence that grounds our understanding of how Scripture integrates God’s promises and warnings without contradiction. Each subsequent chapter examines vital biblical evidence that must be factored into a cohesive and comprehensive biblical theology concerning perseverance and assurance.


Four Popular Views on Warnings and Assurance

Loss-of-salvation view. Though many Christians believe that the Bible addresses warnings and admonitions to believers, some insist that these warnings and admonitions indicate that believers can and sometimes do abandon their faith and consequently lose their salvation. According to the loss-of-salvation view, the Bible’s warnings and admonitions make it clear that heirs of God’s promise can, by forsaking Christ, fail to persevere in faithfulness and longsuffering, and thus lose the inheritance of salvation. I. Howard Marshall engages a careful study of the New Testament in his attempt to resolve this question, “whether it is possible for a man who has truly become a Christian and an heir of the life of heaven to fall away from his faith and be finally lost.”3 He concludes that though the possibility of losing one’s salvation is “slight on the whole, nevertheless it is a real possibility.”4 Marshall attempts to position his view between the Arminian and Calvinist views by adopting what he calls a Wesleyan view.5

John Wesley, with whom Marshall identifies, held that biblical warnings are the starting point for explaining biblical words of promise and hope. Wesley insisted that every biblical promise of God’s preservation of his chosen ones needs to be qualified with warnings. For example, Wesley argued that we properly understand Romans 8:28-39 only by recognizing that the certainty of God’s preservation of his chosen people is contingent on their perseverance. Thus he contended that the warning of Romans 11:22 must be imported into a reading of Romans 8:28-39. He claimed this because he believed that Paul’s unbroken chain—election, predestination, calling, justification and glorification—must be understood conditionally. Wesley commented, “And whom he justified—provided they ‘continue in his goodness,’ Romans 11:22, he in the end glorified—St. Paul does not affirm, either here or in any other part of his writings, that precisely the same number of men are called, justified and glorified.”6 So both Wesley and Marshall conclude that Paul “does not deny that a believer may fall away and be cut off between his special calling and his glorification.”7 Thus, even though Marshall wants to distance himself from Arminianism, he and Wesley are both Arminians, for they affirm that believers may fall away from Christ and perish.8

Recently other scholars have argued the case for the loss-of-salvation view to explain the function of the biblical warnings (see figure 1.1).9 Of these the best argument is that made by Scot McKnight, who focuses on the epistle to the Hebrews.10 McKnight carefully examines all five warning passages (Heb 2:1-4; 3:7—4:13; 5:11—6:12; 10:19-39; 12:1-29) together as he makes a strong case that all the warnings do at least three things: (1) they interpret one another, (2) they address believers, and (3) they warn believers that they will perish if they forsake the salvation announced by the Lord in these last days. McKnight also contends that apostasy in Hebrews is deliberate and willful. Two features of McKnight’s case deserve emphasis. He argues that the author of Hebrews threatens authentic believers with eschatological judgment if they apostatize from Jesus Christ. He also maintains that the author of Hebrews principally conceives of salvation in future terms. Therefore, believers who now partake of the present aspects of salvation, which is already inaugurated, may wander from the pathway and perish before they experience the eschatological salvation.

[image: An arrow runs from left to right. Left, next to the word “Already,” a person runs right toward the words “Not Yet.”]

Figure 1.1. Loss-of-salvation view of warnings and admonitions


An arrowed line runs from left to right. Left, next to the word “Already,” a person runs to the right of the line toward to the words “Not Yet.” A text bubble above the runner reads, “Warnings and admonitions raise doubts of the prize.” A text bubble above the end of the arrowed line reads “The prize is salvation, eternal life.” Text below the arrowed line reads, “The race track represents salvation. Christians may abandon the race and lose salvation.”

Do the warnings indicate that it is possible for authentic believers to perish in the end? One of the questions we intend to address is whether or not the biblical evidence, including Hebrews, warrants the conclusion that true believers can apostatize and thus perish eternally. However, we will demonstrate that there is a primary question that we need to answer first. It concerns the function of warning passages.

Loss-of-rewards view. Christians who embrace the loss-of-rewards view as the explanation of biblical warnings hold two beliefs in common with the loss-of-salvation view. Both agree that biblical warnings address true believers. Both also believe that one of the functions of biblical warnings is to indicate a possible loss for true believers. The two views radically disagree, however, concerning what the believer who fails to persevere will lose.

The designation loss of rewards accurately describes this view and distinguishes it from the previous interpretation because its advocates contend that the biblical admonitions and warnings threaten believers with a possible loss. However, the loss that a Christian may encounter concerns “rewards” only, not salvation or eternal life, which comes to us only by faith in Jesus Christ.11 The strongest advocates of this view have made this their theological mission. Indeed, in 1986 Robert Wilkin established the Grace Evangelical Society, which now has its own journal and website.12 According to the society’s mission statement, “The goal of Grace Evangelical Society is to focus worldwide attention on the distinction between the freeness of eternal life and the costliness of eternal rewards.” Their view concerning biblical warnings maintains popular support among American evangelicals. The popularity of this interpretation is partly owing to the earlier influence of the notes in The New Scofield Reference Bible, particularly the note concerning 1 Corinthians 3:14:

God in the N.T. Scriptures offers to the lost, salvation; and for the faithful service of the saved, He offers rewards. The passages are easily distinguished by remembering that salvation is invariably spoken of as a free gift (e.g., Jn. 4:10; Rom. 6:23; Eph. 2:8-9), whereas rewards are earned by works (Mt. 10:42; Lk. 19:17; 1 Cor. 9:24-25; 2 Tim. 4:7-8; Rev. 2:10; 22:12). A further distinction is that salvation is a present possession (Lk. 7:50; Jn. 3:36; 5:24; 6:47), whereas rewards are a future attainment, to be given at the rapture (2 Tim. 4:8; Rev. 22:12).13


Two important concerns motivate advocates to adopt this explanation of biblical passages that warn believers against eternal loss. First, advocates of the loss-of-rewards view endorse a radical version of “eternal security.” Like many, they appeal to texts such as John 6:37-44, 10:28-30 and Romans 8:28-39 to affirm that no one who believes in Jesus Christ will fail to have eternal life and that no one who has eternal life will ever perish. However, they radicalize eternal security by insisting that security in Jesus Christ guarantees that even those who fail to persevere in faithfulness to Christ and his gospel will never perish but are saved and will remain saved forever. The second motivation that prompts people to adopt the loss-of-rewards view is a defense of the gospel against any intrusion of works-righteousness. Advocates of this view see themselves as guardians of the gospel, the only consistent preachers of the free grace of the gospel of Jesus Christ and the champions against others who introduce the idea of meriting or earning salvation.14 Their concern is to keep the biblical warnings separate from salvation, for otherwise salvation and eternal life would be earned by works.15 They insist that anyone teaching that believers must persevere in doing good works in order to be saved is proclaiming a different gospel that falls under Paul’s anathema in Galatians 1:8-9.16 They take such a strong stand because they say that the gospel requires only faith for salvation; there is no role at all for obedience or good works in salvation. If obedience or good works are necessary in any sense, then the gospel’s offer of eternal life is no longer free and salvation is no longer a free gift. Furthermore, no one could have assurance of salvation, because a Christian’s assurance would be conditioned on works. Christians would always be in a state of uncertainty.

Loss-of-rewards advocates agree that biblical warnings address true Christians, but because believers cannot lose their salvation, the threat of loss concerns rewards that would otherwise be received in the age to come. For example, R. T. Kendall contends that anyone who believes the gospel “will go to heaven when he dies no matter what work (or lack of work) may accompany such faith.”17 Kendall asks, “ ‘What if a person who is saved falls into sin, stays in sin, and is found in that very condition when he dies? Will he still go to heaven?’ The answer is yes.”18 He then concludes, “I therefore state categorically that the person who is saved—who confesses that Jesus is Lord and believes in his heart that God raised Him from the dead—will go to heaven when he dies no matter what work (or lack of work) may accompany such faith.”19 Likewise, Charles Stanley affirms, “The Bible clearly teaches that God’s love for His people is of such magnitude that even those who walk away from the faith have not the slightest chance of slipping from His hand.”20 He explains further, “Even if a believer for all practical purposes becomes an unbeliever, his salvation is not in jeopardy.”21 There is no danger of eternal condemnation because “believers who lose or abandon their faith will retain their salvation, for God remains faithful.”22

Consider how this view interprets one biblical warning. Paul sharply warns the Corinthians, “Do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, robbers—none of these will inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor 6:9-10 NRSV). Zane Hodges explains this warning as follows:

In speaking of heirship in 1 Corinthians 6:9, 10, the Apostle did not threaten his readers with the loss of eternal salvation. He did not even raise a question about their salvation. But he warned them plainly that, if they did not correct their unrighteous behavior, they confronted a serious consequence. They would not inherit the Kingdom of God.23


This may sound like double talk. However, Hodges and fellow advocates of this view distinguish between inheriting the kingdom of God and entering the kingdom of God. Hodges explains: “Many have assumed, without much thought, that to ‘inherit’ the Kingdom must be the same as entering it.”24 But for Hodges there is a great difference. He contends that entrance into the kingdom is of grace, and therefore free, because it is based on Christ’s work for us. However, inheritance of the kingdom is based on the merits of our deeds for Christ and thus is costly.25

Advocates of the loss-of-rewards view have a doctrine of perseverance, but for them perseverance has nothing to do with salvation in the sense of deliverance from eternal punishment. If it did, salvation would be earned by works. Furthermore, they contend, if perseverance were necessary for salvation, then the loss-of-salvation view would be correct, since, they insist, many believers do not persist in faithfulness. So they agree with the loss-of-salvation view that biblical warnings indicate that a real loss for the believer is possible. The point at which the two views disagree, however, is with regard to what is lost. Advocates of the loss-of-salvation view take phrases such as “eternal life,” “salvation” and “inherit the kingdom” at face value. Advocates of the loss-of-rewards view, on the other hand, adopt a novel reading of the text. They reject the Arminian and Wesleyan understanding of biblical warnings because they are convinced that the Bible warrants belief in eternal security. However, because they find no biblical support for the assurance that believers will persevere in faithfulness to Jesus Christ, they reject the classical Calvinist or Reformed view of biblical warnings (yet to be discussed).26

Robert Wilkin, for example, argues that biblical warnings and commands “to persevere would be pointless if all believers persevere.”27 Rather, advocates of this view insist, the Bible makes it clear that many believers will not persevere in loyalty to Christ. Some will become apostates yet continue to be Christians.28 For advocates of the loss-of-rewards view, perseverance is the attainment and earning of the right to inherit the kingdom and to rule with Christ Jesus.29 Perseverance has nothing to do with salvation for two reasons: (1) salvation would be based on works, and (2) God does not assure believers that we will persevere. Wilkin notes, “The Scriptures repeatedly command perseverance, but they never promise it.”30 Even the apostle Paul was uncertain if he would persevere in faithfulness to the gospel (1 Cor 9:26-27). That is, “Paul knew he was eternally secure” (2 Tim 1:12), but he did not know if “he would reign with Christ” (2 Tim 2:12).31
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Figure 1.2. Loss-of-rewards view of warnings and admonitions


An arrowed line runs from left to right. Left, next to the words “Already Saved,” a person runs to the right of the line. Above the runner, a text bubble reads, “Warnings and admonitions raise doubts of recieving the prize.” A text bubble above the end of the arrowed line reads, “The prize is not salvation, but rewards.” Text below the arrowed line reads, “The race track represents salvation. Christians may abandon the race and lose rewards.”

For Hodges and his fellow advocates of the loss-of-rewards view, “perseverance in holiness is an indispensable condition” for attaining one’s reward, but it has no function whatsoever concerning salvation and eternal life (see figure 1.2).32 According to this view, texts to which Christians often appeal for confidence and assurance that God will preserve them in faithfulness to him unto the end turn out to have nothing to do with salvation.33 Because of this, adherents of this view carefully separate salvation from perseverance in holiness.

Tests-of-genuineness view. One of the most common views in evangelicalism today may be called the tests-of-genuineness view. Those who hold this view contend that the Bible poses many warnings and admonitions because of hypocrisy. People may profess faith in Christ but have nothing more than a false salvation.34 Michael Eaton refers to this view as “developed Calvinism,”35 while Zane Hodges and other American evangelicals who adopt the loss-of-rewards view use the designation “lordship salvation.” We will call this perspective the tests-of-genuineness view.36

How does this view differ from the two we have already considered? We have shown that Christians who adopt either the loss-of-rewards or the loss-of-salvation view to explain biblical warnings agree that the warnings address true believers and that one of the functions of biblical warnings is to indicate a possible loss for true believers, though they disagree over what the believer might lose. By way of contrast, those who advocate the tests-of-genuineness view believe that the biblical warnings are addressed to people who profess faith in Jesus Christ but who prove to be false or disingenuous in their confession. Second, this view does not regard the threatened loss to be a possible loss of something already possessed. Rather, the warnings function as tests to prove that the “disingenuous believer” never possessed true salvation. Thus, biblical admonitions and warnings distinguish pseudobelievers from true believers.

Here it is important to recognize points of agreement between this view and the first two we described. In terms of defining salvation, advocates of the tests-of-genuineness view concur with those who hold to the loss-of-rewards view. Both fundamentally conceive of salvation as already possessed and as something that, once possessed, cannot be lost. However, when the two views apply this conviction to biblical warnings, they come to radically different conclusions. On the other hand, adherents to the tests-of-genuineness view agree with proponents of the loss-of-salvation view that good works are necessary for salvation. However, in the context of warnings and admonitions, their agreement diverges because those who view biblical warnings as tests of faith regard good works retrospectively only as evidence that one is saved. Advocates of this view carefully explain that though perseverance is necessary as evidence of authentic faith, perseverance has no role in the means of salvation, for then salvation would be of works and not of grace.37

It is characteristic of those who hold the tests-of-genuineness view to insist that authentic faith in Christ inevitably perseveres as it produces good works (Eph 2:10). Yet, while good works are both the inevitable fruit and necessary evidence of faith, advocates of this view vigorously oppose any notion of works-righteousness. They do not separate good works from faith as if one were justified by faith and good works. Instead, faith is the root that yields its fruit of good works.38 Those defending this view of biblical warnings argue that perseverance in loyalty to Christ and in holiness is essential for salvation, because perseverance is the necessary evidence that belief is genuine. Therefore, preachers who hold this view of biblical admonitions and warnings are understandably concerned to call on their congregations: “Test yourselves, whether you are in the faith. Examine yourselves!” (2 Cor 13:5). They use biblical admonitions and warnings as tests of genuine faith, citing 1 John 2:19 to support their case. There the apostle John says, “They went out from us, but they did not belong to us; for if they had belonged to us, they would have remained with us. But by going out they made it plain that none of them belongs to us” (NRSV). Because there are many who make a false profession of faith in Christ, a significant aspect of faithful preaching, for advocates of this view, is to call on people to test the genuineness of their faith, for saving faith produces the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22-23).

For the time being we offer two examples to show how the tests-of-genuineness view handles biblical admonitions and warnings. We will interact with other examples during our interpretive work in the biblical text. John MacArthur writes:

Certainly Scripture seems to be filled with warnings to people in the church lest they should fall away (cf. Heb. 6:4-8; 1 Tim. 1:18-19; 2 Tim. 2:16-19). . . . But God does not contradict Himself. The warning passages do not negate the many promises that believers will persevere. . . . And, it might be added, the warning passages like Jude 21 reveal that the writers of Scripture were very keen to alert those whose hope of salvation might be grounded in a spurious faith. Obviously the apostolic authors were not laboring under the illusion that every person in the churches they were writing to was genuinely converted.39


It seems evident that MacArthur believes that biblical admonitions and warnings address the “mixed church” as a way of sifting the “tares” from the “wheat” (cf. Mt 13:24-30).40

S. Lewis Johnson Jr. agrees with this approach to biblical admonitions and warnings. Consider his explanation of Colossians 1:21-23, which indicates that Christ Jesus will present us holy and blameless before God in the day of judgment, “if [we] remain in the faith.”

But what about the “if”? we hear someone say. Is not the whole program in jeopardy? Does it not all depend upon us ultimately? Suppose our faith fails? Now, we must not dodge the “ifs” of the Word. They are tests for professors. If faith fails, that is the evidence that the faith was not valid saving faith (cf. 1 Jn. 2:19). On the other hand, the genuine believer will persevere in faith, not by human strength, but by divine strengthening. . . . The ei (AV, “if”), it may be noted, introduces a first-class condition, determined as fulfilled. The apostle assumes the Colossians will abide in their faith.41


Unlike adherents to either the loss-of-salvation or the loss-of-rewards views, Johnson regards the admonitions and warnings to be retrospective tests of faith. They prompt believers to review their progress in faith to assess whether or not there is evidence that faith is genuine. Johnson does not explain Colossians 1:21-23 as having a prospective orientation, as the other two views do.42 By prospective we mean forward-looking, particularly to the consummation of salvation. This view of admonitions and warnings turns us both retrospectively and introspectively to assess the beginning and continuation of our faith, whether or not growth, good works and fruit have been and continue to be present. Others support Johnson’s explanation of these verses in Colossians. F. F. Bruce comments, “If the Bible teaches the final perseverance of the saints, it also teaches that the saints are those who finally persevere—in Christ. Continuance is the test of reality.”43

Earlier we took note of how John Wesley introduces the language of a biblical warning (“if”) from Romans 11:22 into Romans 8:29-30 to explain the language of promise.44 Those who hold the tests-of-genuineness view do the same thing, only in an inverted way. Whether overtly or implicitly in their explanations of the text, they import language of promise to explain biblical warnings and admonitions.

When advocates of the tests-of-genuineness read biblical warnings and admonitions, they reject the idea that the loss to be avoided is merely loss of a reward. Though they believe that the warnings are concerned with eternal loss, they disagree with the loss-of-salvation view by arguing that the warnings in a text like Hebrews 6 are addressed to those people who have externally joined themselves to the church and have experienced many blessings attached to the gospel but who are not actually Christians. The warnings address people “who experienced many blessings and then fell away,” and by their falling away prove that they “had never truly been saved in the first place.”45
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Figure 1.3. Tests-of-genuineness view of warnings and admonitions


An arrowed line runs from left to right. Center, a person is running left toward the beginning of the line toward the words “Already Saved.” Above the runner, a text bubble reads, “Warnings and admonitions call for retrospective and instrospective self-examination to assess whether one is already saved.” A text bubble above the end of the line reads, “The prize is salvation, eternal life.” Text below the line reads, “The race track represents salvation. To abandon the race proves one was never saved. Christians run with their back toward the goal to assess their progress on the track.”

It is apparent that those who hold the tests-of-genuineness approach to biblical warnings adopt this view as a way to preserve the promise of security in Jesus Christ for everyone who truly embraces him for salvation. Advocates of this view want to take the warnings seriously because they administer caution against the sin of apostasy. However, this viewpoint often interprets the biblical warnings from the retrospective vantage point of apostasy completed rather than from the prospective threat lest someone fall away. In other words, this view often interprets biblical warnings as though the loss warned against is already a reality for the persons being warned (see figure 1.3). If professing Christians forsake Christ and the gospel, such apostasy proves that they were never truly part of Christ’s household. The warnings against apostasy in Hebrews 6 do not address authentic believers, for that would entail their loss of salvation. Clearly for this view the warnings do not have that function, because there is no possible loss of salvation for anyone who is truly a believer.

If the Bible warns spurious believers against apostasy, do these warnings have any function for true believers? Wayne Grudem, who adopts this view, claims at the close of his essay on the warnings in Hebrews that “these warnings will often be the very means God uses to keep his own from turning away.”46However, it is at least curious that Grudem makes this statement, because he consistently argues that Hebrews addresses the warnings to people who have already fallen or who are about to fall, and in every case those people prove not to be Christians. Evidently Grudem means that one’s response to the warnings is the test of faith. Just as failure to persevere is evidence that one does not belong to God’s people, so all who respond to the warnings by persevering in loyalty to Christ prove that they are genuine believers and members of Christ’s household.

Hypothetical-loss-of-salvation view. It is not necessary to devote much space to the hypothetical view because this interpretive viewpoint emerges principally in discussions of warnings in Hebrews. Some who comment especially on the threats in Hebrews adopt this fourth viewpoint as they attempt to avoid problems they see in each of the other three views. For advocates of this fourth interpretive viewpoint, the problem with the loss-of-salvation view is that it contradicts biblical promises of security in Jesus Christ for everyone who believes. The problem with the loss-of-rewards view is that it minimizes the awfulness of apostasy, for, they insist against Hodges, an apostate is not a Christian. This fourth view also seeks to avoid two problems with the tests-of-genuineness view: its insistence that the warnings do not address authentic Christians and its retrospective reading of the warning passages in Hebrews. Contrary to Grudem’s claims, the sin of apostasy that the author of Hebrews warns against has not yet happened; it is a projected supposition. Otherwise, why administer the warning?47

The fourth view contends that the warnings, particularly in Hebrews, focus on correcting “wrong ideas” by making it clear that if a Christian could apostatize, it would be impossible for that person to become a Christian again. The warnings address genuine believers to correct the wrong idea that apostasy is not serious, as though one could continue to oscillate between Christianity and Judaism without eternal loss.48 The warnings threaten Christians with eternal and irremediable loss lest they flirt with such apostasy from Christ. Succinctly expressed, this interpretive viewpoint claims that any believer who fails to persevere in faithfulness to the gospel (and this is impossible) will not be saved (see figure 1.4).

Various scholars who adopt the hypothetical-loss view express it differently. However, all point to B. F. Westcott as the modern source of the view.49 Commenting on Hebrews 6:4-6, Westcott says, “The case is hypothetical. There is nothing to show that the conditions of fatal apostasy had been fulfilled, still less that they had been fulfilled in the case of any of those addressed. Indeed the contrary is assumed.”50 However, careful attention to Westcott’s phrasing indicates that he does not hold the view that Thomas Hewitt ascribes to him concerning Hebrews 6:4-6.51 Hewitt explains the warning as follows: “If such a falling away could happen, he is saying, it would be impossible to renew them again unto repentance unless Christ died a second time, which is unthinkable.”52 While Westcott says that “the case is hypothetical” (“if one apostatizes . . .”), Hewitt goes beyond the simple conditional by using a different type of hypothetical construction, namely, a contrary-to-fact supposition, for he says, “if such a falling away could happen.” Notice the difference. Westcott is saying, “Suppose someone falls away.” Hewitt is saying, “Suppose someone could fall away.” Hewitt, and those who follow his lead, fail to realize that Westcott’s commentary does not support their view.53
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Figure 1.4. Hypothetical loss-of-salvation view of warnings and admonitions


An arrowed line runs from left to right. Left, next to the words “Already Saved,” a person runs to the right of the line. Above the runner, a text bubble reads, “Warnings and admonitions only caution what would happen if one could fail to endure to the end.” A text bubble above the end of the line reads, “The prize is salvation, eternal life.” Text below the line reads, “The race track represents salvation. One who is already saved cannot abandon the race.”

The concern that motivates the hypothetical view is the desire to avoid the apparent contradiction between biblical warnings and God’s promises to secure his own people. Kent’s comments on the warning of Hebrews 10 make this clear.

Are true Christians ever guilty of complete apostasy? The Arminian says yes, and interprets this passage as denoting true believers who lose their salvation. Calvinists, however, recognize that salvation is eternally secure for true believers, and interpret this passage in other ways. Some regard the apostates as mere professors who finally depart. It might be tempting to weaken the punishment so as to make it less than loss of salvation, but this expedient has not satisfied many in the light of the nature of the offense. A more reasonable explanation would seem to be that the passage warns true believers what the outcome would be if apostasy would occur.54


We have surveyed four major interpretive approaches concerning the relationship between biblical warnings and promises. We have offered little critique of these viewpoints as we have attempted to represent each one fairly and accurately. We do not intend to suggest that these are rigid categories so that someone who advocates one view never crosses over to another view when interpreting another biblical warning. Rather, we have identified categories by prominent interpretive tendencies that will help our readers understand the issues at stake with regard to how the biblical text holds warnings and promises together. Of course, there is a fifth view that we have not yet discussed: our own. We will briefly introduce it in the following section, then use the remainder of the book to develop it and demonstrate its biblical basis.55




Promises and Warnings: God’s Means of Saving His People

In our earlier days of Christian understanding, we both sat under preaching and teaching that led us to certain conclusions about the relationship between biblical promise and warning. We first believed that those who hold the loss-of-reward view explained the relationship best, but later we came to agree with those who teach that warnings are tests of the genuineness of one’s faith. In truth, our spiritual pilgrimages took us through various understandings until the Scriptures convinced both of us that we were continually asking the wrong question concerning the biblical warnings. Thus, we now believe that biblical warnings are a crucial means God uses to protect his people for “the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Pet 1:5 NIV).

What is the function of biblical admonitions and warnings? Advocates of all four popular views surveyed above are consumed with addressing one principal question, which they believe the biblical warnings and admonitions raise in view of God’s promises: Is it possible for authentic believers to apostatize and perish forever? Advocates of each view offer contrary answers, depending on other theological commitments. Many Christians believe that the admonitions and warnings are proof that Christians are free to forsake Jesus Christ and perish eternally, and that some do. Therefore, they hold the loss-of-salvation view. Yet other Christians believe that, if God’s promises are true, no genuine believer can fall away and perish forever. It is not surprising, then, that their explanations of biblical warnings sound very different. However, the explanations of this second group are quite diverse, as our overview above shows, which leads to three divergent interpretations within this one group.

None of the advocates of the four popular views arrive at their interpretations of biblical warnings on the basis of the warning passages themselves. Rather, they read the warning passages in view of their prior assumptions concerning the possibility of falling away and perishing under God’s wrath. Because they all seek to protect their prior conclusions concerning falling away, whether consciously or not, all four views fail to ask the right question concerning biblical warnings. We believe the right question concerns the function of biblical warnings in relation to biblical promises. This question does not seem to occur to those who adopt one of the four popular interpretations of biblical warnings.

Advocates of both the loss-of-salvation view and the loss-of-rewards view appeal to admonitions and warnings to prove that believers have the freedom to forsake Christ Jesus. The basic function of warnings seems to be to indicate that it is possible to fall away and suffer loss. While it is true that the apostasy and consequential loss differ substantially between these two views, they hold in common the notion that admonitions and warnings, framed as suppositions, necessarily imply a doubtful outcome.

Those who endorse either the tests-of-genuineness view or the hypothetical-loss-of-salvation view seem concerned to avoid the implications the other two views find in suppositional warnings and admonitions. They also seem to assume that suppositional warnings imply some kind of uncertainty. Convinced, however, that all who are in Christ Jesus are secure forever, these Bible interpreters unwittingly modify the suppositional warnings to avoid conflict with God’s sure promises. Earlier we showed how S. Lewis Johnson’s interpretation of Colossians 1:21-23 turns the prospective admonition into a retrospective test of faith’s sincerity. Consequently, the function of admonitions and warnings is to call on believers to assess whether or not their belief is authentic. Similarly, Thomas Hewitt recasts suppositional warnings to mean that if a believer could fall away, then it would result in eternal perishing. Thus, the function of admonitions and warnings is to correct incorrect reasoning that apostasy is not serious. However, the call for perseverance is only indirect.

What distinguishes our proposal from the other four views? While the other four interpretations of biblical warnings do not allow the suppositional language of biblical warnings its ordinary function, we seek to do just that. Whereas the other four explanations of biblical admonitions and warnings smuggle theological conclusions into their explanations of the warning passages, unwitting though it may be, we believe we avoid both implicitly and explicitly imposing a theological grid on the warnings. Instead, we concentrate our interpretive efforts on the grammar and context of biblical texts that admonish and warn, and we do the same for biblical promises of God’s assuring grace to preserve his own. We refuse to impose suppositional warnings on God’s promises, as advocates of the loss-of-salvation view do. We equally resist superimposing God’s promises on admonitions and warnings, as those who endorse the other three views do. We believe that God’s promises have their own function, namely, to establish belief in the God who keeps his promises and to assure us that he is faithful to his people. We also believe that God’s warnings and admonitions have their distinctive function. They serve to elicit belief that perseveres in faithfulness to God’s heavenly call on us. Thus, God’s promises and God’s warnings do not conflict. Rather, the warnings serve the promises, for the warnings urge belief and confidence in God’s promises. Biblical warnings and admonitions are the means God uses to save and preserve his people to the end (see figure 1.5).

[image: An arrow runs from left to right. Left, next to the word “Already,” a person runs toward the words “Not Yet.”]

Figure 1.5. God’s means-of-salvation view of warnings and admonitions


An arrowed line runs from left to right. Left, next to the word “Already,” a person runs to the right of the line toward to the words “Not Yet.” A text bubble above the runner reads, “Warnings and admonitions call for faith that endures to recieve the prize.” A text bubble above the end of the line reads, “The Prize is salvation, eternal life.” Text below the line reads, “The race track represents salvation. If one abandons the race one will not recieve the prize.”

Conditional promises and conditional warnings. What do biblical warnings look like? Most biblical warnings use suppositional or conditional language to express a threat or a promise. It may be helpful to identify what conditional language entails. A condition expresses a contingent relationship. Ordinarily we express this contingency with a conditional sentence that consists of two clauses: (1) a dependent clause (“if”), also called the protasis, and (2) an independent clause (“then”), also called the apodosis. Another word to describe a condition is supposition. English readers usually think of the word if as the indicator of a condition. Though perhaps most conditional expressions in English do use the word if, there are other ways to express a conditional idea. We often use the imperative, a command, to express a contingency, such as, “Swallow arsenic, and you will die.” Sometimes we simply express a condition by saying, “Suppose you swallow arsenic—you will die.” But we also use other grammatical structures to express a contingency. For example, we regularly use a relative clause for this purpose: “Whoever swallows this bottle of arsenic will die.” We also use a gerund: “Swallowing arsenic will kill you.” Or we may rephrase it, “The one who swallows arsenic will die.” What is true in English is also true in the biblical languages, Hebrew and Greek.56

As we read the New Testament, we find many warnings and admonitions that seem to have immediate and direct application to Christians. We will look briefly at two main kinds of New Testament passages in this segment. We will call these two categories of passages (1) conditional promises and (2) conditional warnings and admonitions. At this point we will simply introduce the kind of biblical language that will become the primary focus of chapter four. Here we will illustrate what we mean by conditional promises and conditional warnings. We have carefully selected two passages with the hope that readers will agree that these fit our two categories. In addition, we expect that all will agree that the alternative the text presents in both passages is eternal life or eternal perishing. We are also reasonably confident that not all will fully agree with our discussion of these texts.

The following passage represents a conditional promise: “To the one who is thirsty, I will give freely from the spring of the water of life. The one who overcomes will inherit these things, and I will be God to that one and that one will be a son to me” (Rev 21:6-7). The passage expresses the promise conditionally, for receiving the thirst-quenching drink of eternal life is conditioned on thirsting, and inheriting all that God has promised is contingent on overcoming. This promise seems to be nothing more nor less than an elaboration of the gospel’s initial conditional call to believe the good news of Jesus Christ. Who could doubt that this passage announces the gospel’s command to both believer and unbeliever? It is clear that the two metaphors—thirsting and inheriting—depict our profound need and God’s abundant provision. Furthermore, the passage uses the common biblical imagery of water to depict eternal life (cf. Jn 4:7-15; Rev 7:17; 22:1, 17). But how does this conditional promise elaborate the call of the gospel? It does so by inviting believer and unbeliever alike to consider the outcome of extended belief, here designated by two Greek participles: “the one who is thirsty” and “the one who overcomes.” Thus, eternal life, according to this conditional promise, belongs to anyone who exercises belief that endures against trials, belief that is characterized as thirst that is determined to be quenched.57

An example of a passage that administers a conditional warning is Revelation 22:18-19:

I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, God will add to that person the plagues described in this book; if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away that person’s share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book. (NRSV)


As before, this passage uses conditional language, but here it expresses the warning. If one adds to the book of Revelation, God will add to that person the horrible plagues described in this book. If one subtracts from the book, God will snatch away from that person his or her share “in the tree of life and in the holy city.” As with the promise, the warning uses metaphors for eternal punishment (“plagues”) and for eternal life (“share in the tree of life and in the holy city”). To “add to” or to “take away from” the book is imagery that depicts the consequences of unbelief or unfaithfulness. It should be apparent, now, that the two passages are similar, for both promise and warning employ conditional language.

However, there is an important difference between the two classes of passages. The first passage assures a promise of eternal life with a condition attached. The second trumpets a warning lest anyone who has a share in eternal life forfeit it. Though there is a distinction between the two passages, it is important to study both classes of passages together because the warning is a corollary of the promise. By corollary, we mean that the warning accompanies the promise by complementing it. One may readily see this complementary relationship by reading Revelation 22:17, the verse that immediately precedes the warning we have cited: “The Spirit and the bride say, ‘Come.’ And let everyone who hears say, ‘Come.’ And let everyone who is thirsty come. Let anyone who wishes take the water of life as a gift” (NRSV). Clearly, this verse reiterates the conditional promise of Revelation 21:6-7. Thus it confirms our earlier observation that the conditional promise of those verses is the gospel’s sustained call for protracted belief, belief that endures. It also confirms our observation that the warning of verses 18-19 complements the conditional promise by reinforcing the fact that the promise is conditioned on persistent belief. The conditional promise (Rev 21:6-7; 22:17) sustains and elaborates the gospel’s initial command to believe by reiterating the call for belief that persists to the end. The conditional warning (Rev 22:18-19), as a corollary to the promise, also elaborates or sustains the call of the gospel for faithfulness and loyalty to Christ that endures to the end.

Biblical warnings and admonitions point us toward the last day. Another significant difference between our proposal and the general orientation of the other four interpretations of warnings is what we call an eschatological orientation. A passage such as 1 Peter 1:5—“who are being protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time” (NRSV)—makes the point, if we will hear it, that salvation has an eschatological or last-day orientation. Salvation, in other words, is not only a term to describe what God has already done by justifying and converting us but also a word that portrays what God has not yet done when he will bring us to “the goal of our faith, the salvation of our souls” (1 Pet 1:9).

Much of the theological wrangling that has taken place between Calvinists and Arminians, between defenders of so-called lordship salvation and the self-designated advocates of free grace, has been due to a failure to take seriously and consistently the biblical evidence for the already-but-not-yet elements that fill the pages of the New Testament.58 Each of the four theological groups we have identified earlier in this chapter talks past the others because each has ignored one strand of evidence or another while also exaggerating out of biblical proportion one or another strand. The way forward and through the impasse of this theological dispute is to acknowledge that the biblical lines of evidence indicate that our salvation in Christ Jesus is properly portrayed with evenhanded accent on both the already and the not-yet aspects.

In the next chapter we will demonstrate that the Bible portrays salvation with many and varied metaphors, as a reality that is already ours by rights as heirs but that we have not yet inherited. This is so because the heavenly Son of God offered himself as a sacrifice once to do away with sin, but he has not yet returned to bring salvation to us who are waiting for him (Heb 9:26-28). We recognize how tempting it is to draw simplistic conclusions concerning this tension between the already and the not yet. Some evangelicals tend to exaggerate the not-yet-attained consummation of salvation as they insist that the biblical warnings and admonitions prove that Christians can lose their salvation. Many other evangelicals exaggerate what we already possess in Christ Jesus so that they collapse the not-yet-attained aspects into the already-received aspects. The result is that either the warnings have nothing to do with salvation (as per the loss-of-rewards view) or the warnings lose their prospective orientation and take on a retrospective function as tests to uncover hypocrites and spurious believers in the church.

We believe that holding a proper tension between the already and not-yet aspects of God’s gracious gift of salvation leads us to recognize that biblical warnings are prospective, designed to elicit faith that perseveres to the end in order to lay hold of the eternal prize of life. We believe that not only must we accept the intended functions of both promise (assurance) and warning (admonition), but we must also accurately represent their functions in our writing, our teaching and our preaching if we want to do justice to the biblical evidence. This is especially true because how we explain the relationship of promise and warning has profound implications for us personally, interrelationally in the home and in the church, and pastorally.

[image: Figure 1.6 caption provides sufficient information. See long description for details. ]

Figure 1.6. Comparative chart of four views of perseverance and assurance, with a focus on warnings and admonitions (excluding the hypothetical-loss-of-salvation view)


Comparative chart of four views of perseverance and assurance, with a focus on warnings and admonitions (excluding the hypothetical-loss-of-salvation view). An X-Y axis divides the chart into four quadrants. The horizontal X axis represents the perserverance of believers; quadrants to the left of this axis represent views that do not expect all beilievers to persevere to the end, while quadrants to the right of this axis represent views that do expect all believers to persevere. The vertical Y axis represents the timeline of salvation; quadrants at the top of this axis represent prospective views of salvation, in which salvation is both “already” and “not yet,” while quadrants at the bottom of this axis represent retrospective views of slavation, in which salvation is “already” accomplished. A second X-Y axis runs diagonally through the four quadrants, further dividing the chart into eight sub-units. These sub-units describe the neccesity and function of “good works” within the context of salvation; some views describe good works as “necessary to salvation” or “necessary as evidence of salvation,” while others claim that good works have “no necessary relationship to salvation.”










2
The Prize to Be Won
Our Present & Future Salvation


Not that I have already arrived or have already been perfected, but I pursue it, if I also may lay hold of that for which I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. Brothers and sisters, I do not yet regard myself as having laid hold of it. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I pursue the goal to attain the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. (Phil 3:12-14)




The Christian life is like a race, and we run to win a prize. Winning this race is the most important matter in our lives. If we lose this race, everything else we achieve in life is meaningless. Paul exhorts us in 1 Corinthians 9:24 to “run in such a way as to get the prize.” The prize is described in verse 25 as “a crown that will last forever.” To win the prize, believers must go into “strict training” (v. 25) and run diligently (v. 26). We must exercise discipline and perseverance so that we “will not be disqualified for the prize” (v. 27). Paul also uses racecourse imagery in Philippians 3:12-14. During this life we have not yet obtained the prize or reached the goal. So we “press on” (vv. 12, 14) and “strain” (v. 13) toward the goal. We run hard and long to receive the prize at the conclusion of the race.

Believers must train diligently to receive the prize at the end of the race, and we can also be confident while running the race that we will win the prize. When Paul approached the end of his life, he reflected on his effort in the arena of life. He was confident that “the crown of righteousness” awaited him (2 Tim 4:8). The reason for his assurance is explained in the famous words “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith” (2 Tim 4:7). The crown of righteousness is not reserved for Paul alone; it belongs “to all who have longed for his [Christ’s] appearing” (v. 8). Two truths stand out in Paul’s assessment of his life. First, he was confident that he had lived in a way that pleased God. Paul knew that the crown of righteousness awaited him. Second, the reason for Paul’s assurance was his perseverance in running the race. He had not quit halfway into the race; he had not abandoned the faith.

The previous paragraph raises a question. What is the prize that believers are running to win? Some Christians are convinced that it cannot be eternal life. They understand the prize to be rewards, which are an additional gift beyond eternal life. They insist that believers already have eternal life, so there is no need to win eternal life as a prize on the last day. They also fear that any talk of winning the prize smacks of salvation by works.

In this chapter we shall attempt to show that our salvation is both present and future. This is important because almost every view we criticize fails to understand correctly the already-but-not-yet character of salvation. We will discover that this is particularly true of the view of the Grace Evangelical Society, which we described in chapter one, but even the tests-of-genuineness view tends to fix our attention onto the past instead of the future.

Both the present and future dimensions of salvation should be viewed as two aspects of an indivisible whole.1 Almost inevitably the impression that separable parts are intended will tend to creep into readers’ minds, but we must fix in our minds from the beginning that wholes instead of parts are in view. The present possession of all the gifts we will describe is ours because the eschaton (the end time) has invaded history. The blessings we enjoy today, therefore, are anchored in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ, which constitutes the invasion of God’s end-time work into this present age.

Salvation is not merely a past reality; it is also our future destiny. Actually, the word salvation is simply one metaphor used in the Scriptures to describe God’s action in Christ on our behalf. No single metaphor can encompass God’s saving work, for our salvation exceeds the capacity of any image or metaphor. We have chosen to classify God’s work on our behalf into five different types of metaphors: (1) deliverance, (2) renewal, (3) family, (4) cultic and (5) legal.


Deliverance Metaphors

When biblical writers think of our new life in Christ, they often describe it in terms of deliverance. Three major metaphors or pictures are used to portray deliverance: salvation, the kingdom of God and redemption. Salvation means that we have been rescued from sin and death as well as from God’s wrath. Believers are delivered from the realm of Satan and transferred to the kingdom of God’s Son (Acts 26:18; Col 1:12-13). The word redemption signifies that believers are liberated from the power of sin and Satan. All three terms describe the deliverance that God has accomplished for his people. We will consider each of these three terms in more detail.

Salvation. Almost all Christians think of salvation exclusively in terms of the past. Believers often say, “I have been saved,” or ask someone else, “Have you been saved?” We will argue that most evangelical Christians do not use the word salvation as it is usually used in the Bible, where the term denotes our future salvation. Hence, the emphasis of the biblical text often gets lost when we speak about salvation.

The word salvation denotes rescue from some danger or plight. Luke relays the meaning of the word in the story of the storm that buffeted Paul’s ship. The storm was so fierce that those on the ship “gave up all hope of being saved” (Acts 27:20). The word saved indicates that they gave up all hope of being rescued from the storm; they were certain that death awaited them. The Scriptures use the noun salvation and the verb save to denote our rescue from sin and God’s wrath. Once again the term finds its antecedents in the Old Testament. Salvation, like redemption, occurred when God saved his people out of Egypt (Ex 14:13; 15:2; Ps 106:8, 10). The term is often used to denote God’s intervention to deliver his people in other situations, such as during the period of the judges (Judg 2:16; 3:9, 31; 6:14) and in answer to the prayers of the psalmist (e.g., Ps 6:4; 7:1). God also promises to save his people in the future and to bring in his kingdom (Is 35:4; 45:17; 46:13; 49:6, 25; 52:10; Jer 31:7-9; Ezek 36:29). We must understand again that the term salvation flows out of the Old Testament and that the salvation portrayed in the New Testament fulfills what the Old Testament promised.

When we examine the New Testament, some texts indicate that our salvation has already been accomplished and is our present possession. For instance, Ephesians 2:5 and 8 clearly speak of salvation as an accomplished reality. God “made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. . . . For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God” (NIV). The words “have been saved” demonstrate that salvation now belongs to believers. Three other texts in Paul also attest that salvation is the present possession of believers: “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” (Tit 3:5 NIV); God “has saved us and called us to a holy life—not because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace. This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time” (2 Tim 1:9 NIV); “For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has?” (Rom 8:24 NIV). In all three verses past tenses are used to denote our salvation. We conclude from this construction that believers are already saved.

When we study the New Testament writers, however, we discover something quite surprising. Though they occasionally describe salvation as the present possession of believers, they usually envision salvation as something that will occur in the future. For example, Jesus says, “All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved” (Mt 10:22 NIV; cf. also Mt 24:13). Matthew does not say that the one who endures to the end has been saved or that this person shows evidence that he or she was saved. Matthew says that the one who stands fast and perseveres will be saved, that is, will be saved on the future day of the Lord.

Paul usually conceives of salvation in future terms as well: “Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through him! For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life!” (Rom 5:9-10 NIV). Notice the logic in both verses: since we are now justified and reconciled, we can be sure that we shall be saved. Paul does not say that we can be sure that we are saved but that we will be saved. He thinks of salvation as a future blessing that we shall receive. Paul conceives of salvation in a similar way in 1 Thessalonians 5:8-9: “But since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet. For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ” (NIV). Salvation must be a future gift, since Paul speaks of the hope of salvation. Of course, Paul says elsewhere that believers are saved, so apparently salvation must be conceived of as both a present possession and a future reality, and 1 Thessalonians 5:9 confirms the future dimension of our salvation. God’s wrath refers to his wrath that he will inflict on the wicked on the day of judgment (cf. Rom 5:9). Believers are not appointed to receive wrath on the day of judgment; instead, we shall obtain the gift of salvation promised to us.

In Romans 13:11-14 Paul exhorts the church to godly living. He begins his exhortation as follows, “And do this, understanding the present time. The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed” (Rom 13:11). We should live a godly life because “our salvation is nearer now.” Paul does not say here that we should strive for godliness because we are saved or have been saved. We are summoned to live godly lives because salvation lies before us.

Paul does not promise salvation to all.2 For example, Paul exhorts the church to excommunicate the man committing incest by handing him over to Satan “for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord” (1 Cor 5:5 NRSV). The verse does not promise salvation for the man, nor does it proclaim his certain judgment. Paul simply informs the Corinthians that the purpose of handing him over to Satan is so that he will experience salvation. The hoped-for salvation is obviously future, since it will occur “in the day of the Lord.” Likewise, Paul summons Timothy to godliness and sound teaching in 1 Timothy 4:11-16, then sums up his exhortation by saying, “Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers” (1 Tim 4:16 NIV). The salvation contemplated here is clearly future. Persevering in godly behavior and sound teaching are necessary to obtain salvation, both for Timothy and those to whom he ministers. A similar statement is found in 1 Timothy 2:15: “But women will be saved through childbearing—if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety” (NIV). This verse is quite controversial, but there are good reasons to believe that the word salvation retains its usual sense here.3 In any case, our interest is not in explaining the entire verse but in noting that salvation is a future reality, as in 1 Timothy 4:16, and women must practice godly behavior to receive it.

A stimulating text is 1 Corinthians 3:15, where Paul speaks of the inadequate work of some of God’s ministers: “If it [the minister’s work] is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames” (NIV). This verse raises a number of questions, for we are told that some will be saved who have done shoddy work. At this juncture, we observe that the salvation is future, since the fire that consumes the work will occur on the day of the Lord (1 Cor 3:13). Even at the close of his life Paul considers his own salvation to be future: “The Lord will rescue me from every evil attack and save me for his heavenly kingdom. To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen” (2 Tim 4:18 NRSV). The verb sōsei is rightly translated by the NRSV as “save,” and it is a future tense verb. That the salvation is on the last day is clear since it will involve induction into the Lord’s heavenly kingdom.

Other New Testament writers also emphasize that salvation is future. Hebrews 1:14 says angels “are sent to those who will inherit salvation.” Salvation is depicted as a future inheritance, not a present possession. Similarly, Hebrews 9:28 says that “Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and he will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are waiting for him.” Doubtless the salvation is future here, since it will be given at Christ’s second coming. Peter also describes salvation as a future reality. The salvation of believers is a future inheritance (1 Pet 1:4), and it is impending: “the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Pet 1:5 NIV). Similarly, 1 Peter 1:9 implies that salvation is eschatological, since “the goal of your faith is the salvation of your souls.” Salvation, according to this verse, is not the present possession of believers; it is the telos, that is, the “goal” or “outcome” of our faith. James also conceives of salvation as future. He exhorts his readers to “humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you” (Jas 1:21 NIV). The idea is not that they are saved but that the Word is able to save them. Apparently, the work of salvation is not completed, since the Word planted in them must be given free rein so that they will ultimately experience salvation.

We conclude that it is wrong to conceive of salvation exclusively in terms of the past. Believers have been saved, yet the New Testament emphasizes even more that we shall be saved on the last day. We are already saved, yet our salvation has not yet been completed or consummated. We must uphold the tension in the New Testament between the already and not yet when we think of salvation in the New Testament. Believers today are prone to oversimplify the biblical teaching and to think of salvation only in terms of the present. When this happens, a crucial element of biblical teaching is surrendered, and we shall see that abandoning part of the biblical teaching has practical consequences that are of great importance.

The kingdom of God. The New Testament often uses the term “kingdom of God,” especially in the Synoptic Gospels. Matthew prefers the term “kingdom of heaven,” but it is almost universally agreed that “kingdom of God” and “kingdom of heaven” are synonyms. The Jews were hesitant to use the name of God, so the term heaven was substituted for the word God. Because Matthew writes to Jewish believers, he normally follows this convention in referring to the kingdom. We shall assume throughout our discussion, therefore, that “kingdom of God” and “kingdom of heaven” are synonymous.

A full understanding of the kingdom of God would warrant an entire book.4 We want to focus here on the future and present dimensions of the kingdom, but we begin by saying a word about the meaning of the term “kingdom of God.” Most scholars agree that “kingdom of God” refers to God’s ruling power.5 God’s kingdom exists where he exerts his saving power over human beings. Thus, the emphasis is not on the place or realm where God reigns but on his actual rule over human beings. At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry he announces that God’s kingdom is near (Mt 4:17; Mk 1:15). This should not be interpreted to mean that God did not rule in the Old Testament. For example, Psalm 103:19 says, “The LORD has established his throne in heaven, and his kingdom rules over all” (NIV). God has always been the sovereign of the universe (cf. 1 Enoch 84:2-3). In fact, when Jesus announced the good news of the kingdom, he was referring to God’s saving promises in the Old Testament Scriptures.

The Old Testament does not typically use the term “kingdom of God,” but many texts in the Old Testament promise that God will bring in a new era in which Israel will be saved from her enemies and enjoy the fullness of the covenantal blessings promised to Abraham and David (e.g., Gen 12:1-3; 2 Sam 7:11-16; Ps 22:22-31; Is 11:1-9; 35:1-10; Zech 14:1-21). We also know that Jews during New Testament times longed for the fulfillment of these promises (e.g., Pss. Sol. 17:1—18:12). The people who gave us the Dead Sea Scrolls, for example, left Judean society and established an outpost in the wilderness to prepare for the kingdom of God. Likewise, the hope for the coming kingdom is expressed in the Testament of Moses: “Then his kingdom will appear throughout his whole creation. Then the devil will have an end” (T. Mos. 10:1).6 Thus, the impending kingdom of God proclaimed by Jesus did not merely guarantee that God would begin to reign over the world. He had always exercised his sovereignty over all things, even though his rule was inscrutable at times (Ps 103:19). The Jews of Jesus’ day would have understood his promise of the kingdom of God to refer to God’s promises to enter history and save his people. Zechariah (the father of John the Baptist) nicely captures what Jews were expecting when he says that the Messiah will bring “salvation from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us” (Lk 1:71 NIV), that the covenant with Abraham will be fulfilled (Lk 1:72), so that we will “serve him without fear in holiness and righteousness before him all our days” (Lk 1:74-75 NIV). Jesus proclaims that God’s age-old promise to save Israel is about to be fulfilled. God will destroy Israel’s enemies and inaugurate the age when they rule over the world as God’s people.7

The centrality of the kingdom of God in Jesus’ teaching is evident from the number of times he uses the term. Jesus uses the phrase “kingdom of heaven” over thirty times in Matthew’s Gospel, while in Mark and Luke the term “kingdom of God” is uttered by Jesus fourteen and over thirty times respectively. The importance of the kingdom is also signaled by Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom at the inception of his ministry in Matthew and Mark (Mt 4:17; Mk 1:15). Moreover, when Matthew and Luke summarize Jesus’ ministry, they describe it in terms of his proclamation of the kingdom (Mt 4:23; 9:35; Lk 8:1; 9:11; Acts 1:3). However, the preaching of the kingdom cannot be confined to the ministry of Jesus. Jesus commissioned the twelve and seventy-two to preach the kingdom of God (Mt 10:7; Lk 10:9). Luke sums up the preaching of both Philip (Acts 8:12) and Paul (Acts 19:8; 28:23) by saying that they proclaimed the kingdom of God. We conclude that the pervasiveness of the term “kingdom of God” in Jesus’ and his followers’ teaching confirms its importance.

Has the kingdom of God already come, or do we still await its arrival? The biblical text does not yield an either-or answer. The kingdom of God has come, yet we still await the coming of the kingdom. The kingdom is already inaugurated, but it is not yet consummated. The future dimension of the kingdom is evident from a number of texts. For example, Jesus teaches the church to pray, “your kingdom come” (Mt 6:10; Lk 11:2). Such a prayer would be superfluous if the kingdom were already here in all its fullness! Jesus promises that those who belong to him will have table fellowship in the coming kingdom (Mt 8:11; Lk 22:30), and he anticipates drinking from the fruit of the vine in the coming kingdom (Mt 26:29; Mk 14:25; Lk 22:16, 18). Sitting at Jesus’ right hand in the kingdom is reserved for those whom the Father has appointed (Mt 20:21-23). Jesus instructs his disciples that the consummation of the kingdom will not occur immediately (Lk 19:11) and that they will know it is near when certain signs occur (Lk 21:31).

Furthermore, believers do not yet possess the full blessing of the kingdom, for they have not yet inherited what is promised. When the Son of Man returns (Mt 25:31), then the righteous will inherit “the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world” (Mt 25:34 NIV). Before entering the kingdom we are buffeted by many pressures. Paul and Barnabas say to their new converts on the first missionary journey, “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22 NIV). Indeed, the sufferings of believers are necessary for us to “be counted worthy of the kingdom of God” (2 Thess 1:5 NIV). Jesus warns that merely calling him Lord does not guarantee entrance into the kingdom; the kingdom is reserved for those who do his will, not for evildoers (Mt 7:21-23). Paul threatens the Corinthians with the words that “the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor 6:9 NIV; cf. v. 10). Obviously, a future judgment is intended. Similarly, in Galatians he asserts that those who practice the works of the flesh “will not inherit the kingdom of God” (Gal 5:21 NIV). That the kingdom of God is still future is confirmed in 1 Corinthians 15. Believers still await the resurrection of the body, and “flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor 15:50 NIV). Paul does not mean to say that physical bodies cannot enter the kingdom. His point is that our corruptible bodies cannot enter the kingdom. Our bodies must be transformed and changed to enter the kingdom.

We have ample evidence, therefore, that the kingdom of God is a future reality that we await. The New Testament also teaches, however, that the kingdom of God has now arrived and is a present reality. For instance, after expelling a demon from a man who was blind and mute, Jesus says, “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Mt 12:28 NIV; cf. Lk 11:20). Jesus does not say that his expulsion of demons is a sign that the kingdom will come; he asserts that the kingdom has come. The kingdom is inaugurated in the ministry of Jesus. The present reality of the kingdom is also communicated when the Pharisees ask Jesus when the kingdom will come (Lk 17:20). He replies that the kingdom “is among you” (Lk 17:21 NRSV). The NIV translates the Greek phrase entos hymōn as “within you.” It is doubtful, though, that this is the fitting translation. Nowhere else does Jesus speak of the kingdom as an internal reality. People enter the kingdom, but the idea of the kingdom being inside people is not a biblical expression. It is also unlikely that Jesus would say to the Pharisees that the kingdom resides within them. We would expect him to say this to his disciples rather than to the Pharisees. When Jesus says the kingdom is “among you,” he confronts the Pharisees with himself; the kingdom has arrived in his person and his ministry.8 Their speculation on the future kingdom is futile, since they fail to see that the kingdom is manifest in Jesus himself. Jesus also communicates the presence of the kingdom to John the Baptist (Mt 11:2-15). The exact meaning of Matthew 11:12 continues to bedevil interpreters, but we need not linger to explain this difficult text. The context of the passage testifies to the inauguration of the kingdom in Jesus’ ministry. Jesus assures John that he is indeed the coming one by pointing to his ministry of healing and preaching (Mt 11:2-5). His works fulfill what is prophesied in Isaiah 35, and that passage in turn reflects a fulfillment of the promises made to Abraham. In other words, even though the word kingdom is not used in Isaiah 35, its content is such that it is equivalent to kingdom promises, and Jesus assures John that this kingdom power is present in his miraculous signs and preaching.

The parables of Jesus also teach the presence of the kingdom. For reasons of space we will confine ourselves to the parables of the mustard seed and leaven (Mt 13:31-33). Both parables indicate that the kingdom begins as something small and grows until it becomes absolutely dominant. The absolute dominance of the kingdom will occur when the kingdom is consummated, when our prayer “your kingdom come” is answered. What is crucial for our purposes is to see that the kingdom begins as something small. It does not crush all its adversaries when it first arrives. This conception of the kingdom astonished the Jews. They expected the kingdom to overwhelm the whole world immediately and to involve a decisive vanquishing of their enemies. Instead, Jesus teaches that the kingdom arrives almost invisibly, like a mustard seed or yeast in dough. We could examine many other issues in these parables. We have clearly seen, however, that the kingdom is already present in Jesus’ ministry, even if it is as small as a mustard seed. Jesus maintains (cf. Mt 13:16-17) that the disciples are blessed because they see the inauguration of the kingdom, even if its beginning is surprisingly small. These parables are of crucial importance in formulating our understanding of the kingdom. We cannot restrict the kingdom to its future manifestation when God’s rule over all people is absolute and complete. The kingdom has arrived—like the planting of a mustard seed or the insertion of leaven in dough—but it has not yet been consummated.

Believers also enjoy the present blessings of the kingdom: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 5:3 NIV; cf. Lk 6:20). Similarly, Jesus says to those who are persecuted that “theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 5:10 NIV). Jesus does not say that “theirs will be the kingdom of heaven,” but “theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” This is not to deny a future dimension to the kingdom, but the text plainly teaches that believers enjoy the blessings of the kingdom now.

In summary, the kingdom is inaugurated but not yet consummated. It has begun but is not completed. We must not assign the kingdom exclusively to the future or to the present. The New Testament teaching is complex, and we must retain this complexity when we think of the prize that is to be won in the Christian life. We must not collapse New Testament teaching so that one dimension of the kingdom disappears, with the result that we fix only on the presence of the kingdom or the future of the kingdom. We are tempted to seize on one pole of the truth and to neglect the other. To be faithful to the Scriptures, we must retain the biblical tension that the kingdom is both present and future.

Redemption. Another metaphor that connotes deliverance is redemption. Redemption signifies our liberation from that which binds us. In the Old Testament, redemption often refers to the liberation of Israel from Egypt (Ex 6:6; 15:13; Deut 7:8; 13:5; 24:18; 2 Sam 7:23; Neh 1:10; Ps 74:2; 77:15; 106:10; 111:9). The liberation from Egypt functions as a type and anticipates the redemption that is ours in Jesus Christ. Even after being redeemed from Egypt, Israel continued to long for redemption. The psalmist prays, after Israel has entered the land of promise, “Redeem Israel, O God, from all their troubles” (Ps 25:22 NIV), and when enemies afflict Israel the psalmist prays, “Rise up and help us; redeem us because of your unfailing love” (Ps 44:26 NIV). The psalmist also confidently proclaims that God “himself will redeem Israel from all their sins” (Ps 130:8 NIV). Isaiah conceives of Israel’s future glory in terms of redemption (Is 35:9). Israel’s release from Babylon functions as a second exodus (Is 44:22-23; 51:11; 52:1-6). New Testament writers were convinced that these Old Testament promises of future redemption were fulfilled in Jesus Christ.

What we want to investigate is whether redemption is exclusively past or future. In popular circles redemption is almost always related to a past reality. Believers confess and sing that they “have been redeemed.” There is no doubt that this captures a dimension of the New Testament message. The promise made to Israel regarding redemption has now been fulfilled in Christ. Paul asserts in Ephesians 1:7 that in Christ “we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins” (NIV; cf. Col 1:14). Redemption is the present possession of believers. Likewise, 1 Peter 1:18-19 teaches that redemption is now ours: “You were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers . . . with the precious blood of Christ” (NIV; cf. also Tit 2:14). Romans 3:24 also refers to an accomplished redemption. Believers “are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus” (NIV). This text teaches that believers are now justified through redemption. Since the justification spoken of is a present gift, we can safely conclude that the justification becomes ours through the redemption that Christ has already accomplished for us. We have “obtained eternal redemption” through the blood of Christ (Heb 9:12). It is imperative to see in all four texts that redemption in the New Testament is from the bondage of sin. The New Testament does not teach that our fundamental problem is that others have mistreated us. We are not fundamentally victims of the sins of others. God has redeemed us from our guilt (Eph 1:14; Heb 9:12) so that we are now righteous before God (Rom 3:24) and freed from our futile way of living (1 Pet 1:18-19). In 1 Corinthians 1:30 Paul likewise teaches that our redemption has been accomplished: “It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption” (NIV). Christ is already the wisdom of God for believers, and this wisdom of God is further explained by the terms righteousness, holiness and redemption.9

We could conclude from the above that redemption is exclusively a present reality for believers. Someone could say, “Either you are redeemed or you are not redeemed.” The actual teaching of the New Testament, however, is more complex than this. Believers have been redeemed, yet they still await their redemption. We must beware of polarizing the issue, for then we would concentrate on only one dimension of the biblical witness. Several texts clarify that redemption is also a future reality. Luke describes the terrors that will precede the coming of the Son of Man (Lk 21:25-27), then remarks, “When these things begin to take place, stand up and lift up your heads, because your redemption is drawing near” (Lk 21:28 NIV). In other words, your redemption is not yet accomplished, but it will become a reality when the Son of Man returns. Paul also locates redemption in the future: “Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies” (Rom 8:23 NIV). Believers have the firstfruits of the Spirit now, but they long for something more, namely, their future adoption, which is described as “the redemption of our bodies.” Our redemption will not be complete until we receive our resurrected bodies on the last day. The same idea is found in Ephesians 1:13-14: “You also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory” (NIV). Those who believe in Christ are sealed with the Holy Spirit, and this Spirit guarantees our inheritance, which consists of our redemption. The connection between inheritance and redemption demonstrates that redemption in this text is future. Thus, the redemption of “God’s possession” refers to the resurrection of our bodies, which will complete the work God has already begun in us.

Is redemption past or future? Yes! It is both. We have been redeemed by the blood of Christ, freed from the power of sin and our guilt. Yet redemption still awaits us. We have not received our resurrection bodies, and complete freedom from sin is not yet ours. Redemption, like the kingdom of God, is already ours, yet the fullness of redemption still lies in the future.
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