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      Praise for Essentials of Reformed Systematic Theology

      “Every Christian should own a handbook of Christian doctrine. But not everyone is likely to begin with the four massive volumes of Joel Beeke and Paul Smalley’s Reformed  Systematic Theology—despite all their value. Thankfully, we now have ‘Beeke and Smalley Junior’ in one volume at a simpler level. Still comprehensive and substantial, it is never ‘dumbed down.’ Wonderfully accessible and readable, it provides an ideal go-to volume for Christians of all ages and stages who want to ‘grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ’ (2 Pet. 3:18).”

      Sinclair B. Ferguson, Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

      “I praise God that the same great biblical truths that are set forth in the exhaustive Reformed Systematic Theology are now made available to all in a more concise and accessible edition. It will be an incalculable blessing and benefit to the laity, our youth, and the global church. This is a remarkable achievement.”

      Paul Washer, Director, HeartCry Missionary Society

      “The mighty four volumes of Beeke and Smalley’s Reformed Systematic Theology, in their 5,200 pages, are an achievement that may never again be approached in the thoroughness, length, piety, doxology, accessibility, pithiness, sobriety, and trustworthiness of the creation. It is a deeply spiritual work—heavenly, profitable, and full of practical application. It is also a precious companion for every preacher, suitable for the man in his first pastorate and fresh for the retired preacher who still hungers and thirsts for wisdom and righteousness. Now the essentials have appeared—a synopsis, a compression of four volumes into a single book of 1,088 pages with summaries at the beginning of individual chapters, a focus on their highlights, and references to the enlargements of the themes in the more comprehensive four volumes for more needed study. This brilliant summary is where many will begin. It seems almost indispensable to have this single volume as a launching pad or as the handmaiden to the genius of the four giants of truth and godliness.”

      Geoffrey Thomas, Former Pastor, Alfred Place Baptist Church, Aberystwyth, Wales

      “This condensed version of Beeke and Smalley’s more compendious volumes is to be greatly welcomed. It is to be hoped that a new readership will be reached and stimulated to search further into the riches of Reformed theology.”

      Robert Letham, Senior Research Fellow, Union School of Theology

      Praise for the Reformed Systematic Theology Four-Volume Set

      “This resource will instruct the mind and inflame the heart.”

      John MacArthur, Pastor, Grace Community Church, Sun Valley, California; Chancellor, The Master’s University and Seminary

      “Theology for the church of God and not just for the academy.”

      Ian Hamilton, President, Westminster Presbyterian Theological Seminary, United Kingdom

      “Here is truth presented to make you think, pray, and sing.”

      Jeremy Walker, Pastor, Maidenbower Baptist Church, Crawley, UK; author, Life in Christ; Anchored in Grace; and A Face Like a Flint

      “Chapter after chapter of Reformed Systematic Theology not only takes readers into the depths of our triune God but also shows what these great truths have to do with the Christian life.”

      Matthew Barrett, Professor of Christian Theology, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary; author, Simply Trinity and None Greater
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      Preface

      William Tyndale devoted himself to translating the Bible into the language of the people. A theologian once said to him that it was not a good idea to let people read God’s Word for themselves. We are told that Tyndale replied, “If God spares my life . . . I will cause a boy that drives the plow to know more of the Scripture than you do.”1 Tyndale ultimately died as a martyr so that ordinary people could know, believe, and obey the truth of God.

      Christians have long labored to bring the Word to everyone and explain what it means. For example, the first edition of John Calvin’s systematic theology was much smaller than the book you are reading. Calvin wanted the book to be a summary of the Christian life presented in basic truths for everyone who desired to pursue godliness.2

      Though we are neither Tyndale nor Calvin, we also desire to bring the truth of God’s Word to as many people as are willing to learn it. To that end, we have abridged the four large volumes of Reformed Systematic Theology into a single shorter volume. The material was cut back to about one-sixth of its original length. Many sentences were simplified. But our aim was still to present a systematic theology that would be biblical, doctrinal, experiential, and practical.3

      To help the reader, a summary is presented at the beginning of each chapter, highlighting key words. These theological terms and many others appear with definitions in a glossary at the end of the book. We also include a list of theologians from the past whom we quote or mention in the book, providing their dates and brief comments on their lives. You will also find at the end of the book a guide to the parts of Reformed Systematic Theology that explain the topics covered here in much more depth.

      As you read this book, please pray for God to teach you. Apart from Christ working by the Holy Spirit, we cannot understand the Word in a way that benefits and changes us. And remember that all Christian truth aims at obedience. Take time to respond to what you read. Look to Christ for grace. Repent of sin. Worship God. Resolve to keep his commandments. And tell someone else the truths that you learn.

      With the completion of this volume, we wish to wholeheartedly thank our blessed triune God for his grace from beginning to end. We also thank our wives (Mary and Dawn) and families, and the Crossway team (especially our able editor, Greg Bailey). They have persevered with us over the last decade as we have persevered in writing Reformed Systematic Theology and Essentials of Reformed Systematic Theology. We thank Wouter Pieters for proofreading the book and making many helpful suggestions. We also thank Fraser Jones for reviewing the material and particularly for writing the short biographical notes in the list of theologians at the end of the book.

      Please pray with us that God will use this book to grow his people, save the lost, glorify his name, and provide an on-ramp for many young people and adults to know and experience biblical Reformed theology more richly than before. Soli Deo gloria! (“Glory to God alone!”)

    

    
      
        1  John Fox[e], Book of Martyrs, ed. Charles A. Goodrich (Hartford, CT: Edwin Hunt, 1845), 259, language modernized.

      

      
        2  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion: 1536 Edition, trans. and annot. Ford Lewis Battles, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: The H. H. Meeter Center for Calvin Studies; Eerdmans, 1986), 1. The subtitle reads, “Embracing almost the whole sum of piety and whatever is necessary to know of the doctrine of salvation.” Calvin commended it to be “read by all persons zealous for piety.”

      

      
        3  Portions of Reformed Systematic Theology were adapted from other published materials by Joel Beeke and thus have passed into this book in abridged and simplified form. Please see RST for the appropriate acknowledgments.
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      The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God

    

  
    
      Section 1A

      Questions about Theology

    

  
    
      1

      The What, Who, Where, and When of Theology

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      In Christian theology, the church explains and applies the Bible’s doctrine, or teaching, about God. Theology is human reflection on the knowledge and wisdom revealed in God’s Word. The goal of theology is that we may know God and live unto him through Jesus Christ. Systematic theology is a presentation of all the doctrines of Christianity organized by topic. Systematic theology answers the question, What does the whole Bible teach about each of its major topics and its relation to other topics? People do theology as God’s creatures made in his image. If we are Christians, we are being renewed in that image. Christians study and talk about theology as members of Christ’s church in a world that is against God. We are learning theology during our journey as pilgrims on our way to glory. We live in the last days between Christ’s first and second coming.

      At the command of the angel of the Lord, Philip the evangelist traveled south to a desert road. There he encountered an Ethiopian court official who was returning home from Jerusalem, where he had worshiped the God of Israel. The man sat in his chariot reading the words of Isaiah about one who quietly submitted to death like a meek lamb. Philip asked him if he understood what he was reading. The Ethiopian replied, “How can I, except some man should guide me?” (Acts 8:26–33). Anyone who has spent more than a little time reading the Bible has experienced this need, wondering, “How can I understand unless someone guides me?” This guidance is the work of theology.

      What Is Theology?

      Theology frightens some people and fascinates others. It introduces us to an unseen world, one far greater and more lasting than the world we see and touch. Doing theology is the most important task that any human being can take on. In fact, as R. C. Sproul said, “Everyone’s a theologian.”1 Even the atheist’s rejection of God is an act of theology.

      The word doctrine means “teaching.” Christian doctrine is the church’s teaching based on the Bible, God’s Word (2 Tim. 3:16). The term theology literally means “words or speech about God,” and thus it is the study of God and questions about the doctrines he has revealed. More specifically, Christian theology is a human description of the authoritative knowledge and wisdom that God has revealed in his Word so that we may know him and live unto him through Jesus Christ.

      Systematic theology answers the question, What does the whole Bible teach about each of its major topics and its relation to other topics? Louis Berkhof said that systematic theology “seeks to give a systematic presentation of all the doctrinal truths of the Christian religion.”2 It builds in our minds a way of thinking in which each doctrine is clearly understood and rightly connected to other doctrines. It proves how every part of doctrine is deeply rooted in the Holy Scriptures. It neither ignores the theologies of the past nor accepts any one of them blindly. Rather, systematic theology compares all things to the Word of God in order to defend true Christianity while deepening our understanding of God’s revelation. Systematic theology is not just a description of what people have believed in the past but an attempt to declare God’s Word to the present generation.

      The aim of theology should be a right relationship with God through Christ (2 Tim. 3:15). Paul says, “I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung, that I may win Christ” (Phil. 3:8).

      William Ames wrote, “Theology is the doctrine of living to God.”3 Petrus van Mastricht slightly expanded Ames’s definition to “the doctrine of living to God by Christ.”4 This definition shows that theology is a careful study of “doctrine,” which is the teaching of God’s Word. Theology is about God. The goal of theology is “living to God”—that is, seeking his pleasure and glory. We can do this only through the Mediator (“by Christ”).

      Theology is both knowledge and wisdom. Knowledge is important because we must know the truth about God and his ways to have a relationship with him. Wisdom refers to skill or competency. Sometimes wisdom is skill in a trade or art. But more generally it is skill in one’s whole approach to life. Wisdom includes knowledge. But wisdom is broader than knowledge, including the ability to live skillfully and joyfully for the glory of God.

      Theology involves both theory and practice. We do not need to choose between having full heads with cold hearts and empty heads with warm hearts. We must know God in a manner that engages our heads, hearts, and hands. Jeremiah 9:24 says, “Let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth and knoweth me, that I am the Lord which exercise lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness, in the earth: for in these things I delight, saith the Lord.”

      Knowing God involves knowing his attributes and actions that set him apart from the false gods of man (Jer. 10:1–16). However, theology demands action, for knowing God moves us to glorify him: “Who would not fear thee, O King of nations? For to thee doth it appertain” (v. 7). Also, knowing God means imitating him: “He judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well with him: was not this to know me? saith the Lord” (22:16).

      Who Does Theology?

      In the art of photography, one crucial factor is the point of view. For example, you can take a picture of a volcano looking up from the ground or down from a helicopter. Similarly, in doing theology, we must be conscious of our point of view. Theology is “the knowledge or wisdom of the divine matters that God has revealed to people in this world . . . and that he has adapted to their capability.”5

      First, we do theology as creatures of God (Gen. 1:1). We are not God. Therefore, we must acknowledge that he is beyond our ability to fully understand (Rom. 11:33). One danger of theology is that “knowledge puffeth up” (1 Cor. 8:1). John Owen rightly said, “Our thoughts, our meditations, our expressions of him are low, many of them unworthy of his glory, none of them reaching his perfections.”6 The true theologian does theology with an attitude of dependence, submission, and godly fear toward the Lord.

      Second, we also do theology as God’s image bearers (Gen. 1:26–27). Part of being created in God’s image is the ability to know and acknowledge God (Col. 3:10; cf. Rom. 1:21). However, our theology is not God’s theology but “image theology,” or only the faint echo and dim reflection of the original. Franciscus Junius said that our theology is “a certain copy and, rather, shadowy image . . . [of the] unbounded wisdom which God possesses.”7

      Third, we do theology as sinners against God. No one on earth does theology from a standpoint of neutrality. Our first response to true theology is resistance: “This is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil” (John 3:19). Mankind generates its own false theology by which it can never find God (1 Cor. 1:19–21). John Calvin said, “They do not therefore apprehend God as he offers himself, but imagine him as they have fashioned him in their own presumption.”8 Therefore, we must repent of our resistance to God’s Word. We must depend every day on Christ to open our minds to understand the Scriptures (Luke 24:25, 45).

      Fourth, we do theology as born-again children of God, if by grace we have repented of our sins and trusted in Christ alone for salvation. God is our inner teacher (John 6:45). This does not take away the need for studying God’s Word. It does not mean we do not need to learn from the human teachers that the Holy Spirit gives to the body of Christ. But it opens a whole new world of possibilities. We were blind, but now by grace we can see (2 Cor. 3:17–18; 4:4–6).

      Fifth, we may also do theology as pastors and teachers in the church, if God calls us to serve him in those ways. Pastors and teachers have a special calling to study theology, for they are sent by Christ to build up the church in “the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph. 4:11–13). God requires them to be “apt to teach” (1 Tim. 3:2) and “able by sound doctrine both to exhort and to convince the gainsayers” (Titus 1:9). Pastors and teachers should never rest in what they already know. Paul exhorted Timothy, “Meditate upon these things; give thyself wholly to them; that thy profiting may appear to all” (1 Tim. 4:15).

      Where Do We Do Theology?

      Where, in this case, does not refer to our location but to our situation among men.

      We study theology among mankind in rebellion against God. True theology always takes a stand against the world. The calling of a theologian is to suffer persecution (Matt. 23:33–35). He is a servant of the gospel that the world rejects. The theologian can say with Paul, “I endure all things for the elect’s sakes, that they may also obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory” (2 Tim. 2:10).

      We learn theology in the church. The apostle Paul does not sharply distinguish what is taught to ministerial students from what is taught in the church. He says, “The things that thou hast heard of me among many witnesses, the same commit thou to faithful men” (2 Tim. 2:2). We need the church. Perseverance in sound doctrine and holy living requires godly relationships (Heb. 3:13; 10:23–25). Paul says that our theology is enriched as we worship with the church: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom; teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord” (Col. 3:16).

      Life is not about merely exchanging ideas through reading and writing but face-to-face fellowship with real people. John said, “Having many things to write unto you, I would not write with paper and ink: but I trust to come unto you, and speak face to face, that our joy may be full” (2 John 12). Communion with God and godly people is the goal of theology: “That which we have seen and heard declare we unto you, that ye also may have fellowship with us: and truly our fellowship is with the Father, and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3).

      When Do We Do Theology?

      In asking, When do we do theology? when does not refer to seasons in our lives or times in our schedules but to the time of history in which we stand.

      Christians are theologians during their pilgrimage to glory. We have not yet arrived (Phil. 3:12). We are travelers and wayfarers. Wise theologians, like the saints of old, have “confessed that they [are] strangers and pilgrims on the earth” (Heb. 11:13). Only foolish and immature Christians think that they already reign and have become wise (1 Cor. 4:8, 10). So our theology is not yet the theology of vision, for we do not yet see Christ (1 John 3:2). “We know in part,” but one day we will see “face to face” (1 Cor. 13:9–12). Junius said, “The more we are called along in the whole course of this our miserable life, the more we feel our own ignorance and weakness.” Thus, “true humility . . . occupies the first and most important place in theology.”9

      Christians are also theologians during the last days. The “last days” are not just the few years before Christ’s return. Rather, they are the entire period between Christ’s first and second comings (Heb. 1:1–2). Theologians today have the privilege of reading the full revelation that God’s Son gave us after his incarnation. Doing theology in the last days also implies, however, that our task is full of danger. The last days are times of error in the professing church (1 Tim. 4:1; 1 John 2:18). We therefore must not shrink from the call to defend the faith and to discipline professing Christians when false teachings infiltrate the church.

      Conclusion

      We may compare theology to the telling of a story. It is the grand story of God, creation, the fall of man, redemption accomplished, redemption applied, a new people formed, and the restoration of all things. It is not just a story that we read but our story. Therefore, we cannot pretend to be neutral or detached observers. Instead, we must do theology aware of our place in the story.

      Pause at this point to examine yourself. Are you a worshiper and loving servant of the Creator? Do you believe yourself to be one created in God’s image, a person who can have true knowledge of God but never reach his infinite depths?

      Do you acknowledge the moral corruption of your soul? Do you depend upon Christ to bring light to your inner darkness and conquer your heart’s rebellion?

      If you are a pastor, teacher, or student of theology, do you approach it with a sense of divine calling to “labour in the word and doctrine” (1 Tim. 5:17)?

      Do you regard theology as a call to suffer persecution or as an opportunity to exalt or promote yourself in this world? Are you doing theology in relationship with true Christian friends with whom you regularly worship in the church?

      Do you study theology as a pilgrim who is still far from glory? How does the conviction of living in the last days put a sense of privilege, urgency, and anticipation of judgment day into your study of theology?

      Suggested Songs to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 119:33–40, “Teach me, O Lord, Thy way of truth,” in Psalter, No. 325; THBap, No. 451

        	“Break thou the bread of life, dear Lord, to me,” in THBap, No. 256

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What is doctrine?

      2. What is theology?

      3. What is systematic theology?

      4. What definition of theology was given by Ames and enhanced by van Mastricht?

      5. How does this definition encourage us that true theology is practical?

      6. Is theology best considered knowledge, wisdom, or both? Why?

      7. How does our creation in God’s image enable us to do theology?

      8. How does it affect you personally to know that a faithful witness to true theology will suffer persecution? How have you experienced this?

      9. What difference does it make to study theology as pilgrims on their way to glory as opposed to those who have already arrived in glory?

      10. How might living in friendships in the church help us to be better theologians?
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      The Which, Why, and How of Theology

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      Theology that is faithful to God’s Word is Christian, catholic, evangelical, and Reformed. Christian means “having to do with the disciples of Christ.” The term catholic means “universal.” It refers not to Roman Catholicism but to the common teachings of Christ’s churches throughout the world, as in the ancient creeds. Evangelical means “characterized by the gospel.” Evangelical theology centers on the preaching of the gospel according to the Reformation teachings of sola Scriptura (“Scripture alone”), sola gratia (“grace alone”), solus Christus (“Christ alone”), sola fide (“faith alone”), and soli Deo gloria (“glory to God alone”). Reformed theology is teaching that is in agreement with the confessions and catechisms of the Reformed churches. It centers on the glory and sovereignty of God. We must do theology because God has spoken, and we have his Word in the Scriptures. Theology is both a spiritual work of pursuing godliness and a mental work of study and learning.

      John Duncan was a Scottish Presbyterian scholar and missionary. He was known as “Rabbi” Duncan both for his knowledge of Hebrew and his love for the Jewish people. He once said, “I’m first a Christian, next a Catholic, then a Calvinist, fourth a Paedobaptist, and fifth a Presbyterian. I cannot reverse this order.” These categories, Duncan said, were not so much like concentric circles as like levels of a tower: “The first is the broadest, and is the foundation laid by Christ; but we are to build on that foundation.”1

      Which Theology Do We Do?

      In a world of many religions and diverse and conflicting beliefs, which theology should we seek to do? Systematic theology faithful to God’s Word is Christian, catholic, evangelical, and Reformed.

      First, our theology, at its foundation, must be Christian—that is, we do theology as disciples of Jesus Christ (Acts 11:26). God the Father testifies of Jesus, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased; hear ye him” (Matt. 17:5). Christ’s teachings are the rock on which we must build our lives (7:24). Submission to Christ requires submission to the words of the prophets and apostles by whom God spoke, the words that make up the Old and New Testaments of the Bible.2 Christian theology is done with faith in Christ and in submission to his Word.

      Second, our theology must be catholic. The word catholic does not refer to the Roman Catholic Church but means “general” or “universal.” The “catholic church” is the church in all places and times as opposed to a single congregation. Catholic theology acknowledges the ancient creeds that are recognized all over the world, especially the Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed, the Definition of the Council of Chalcedon, and the Athanasian Creed. A related term is orthodoxy, which refers to holding to the fundamental doctrines of Christianity as expressed in creeds, confessions, and catechisms. The opposite of orthodoxy is heresy. Not all error is heresy, only that which radically opposes saving faith by denying fundamental truths.

      Third, our theology must be evangelical, a term meaning “of the gospel” or “good news.”3 Paul gives us a summary of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15:1–5:

      Moreover, brethren, I declare unto you the gospel which I preached unto you, which also ye have received, and wherein ye stand; by which also ye are saved, if ye keep in memory what I preached unto you, unless ye have believed in vain. For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; and that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures: and that he was seen of Cephas, then of the twelve.

      Historically, “evangelical theology” is Reformation theology—that is, theology taught by the Protestant Reformers such as Martin Luther and John Calvin in the sixteenth century. We can summarize it in five phrases that begin with some form of the Latin word sola (“alone”).

      
        	
Sola Scriptura (“Scripture alone”) means that the Holy Scriptures are our supreme and divine rule of faith and life. The Scriptures are the Word of God (1 Thess. 2:13).

        	
Sola gratia means that God’s “grace alone,” not human goodness and effort, saves sinners (Rom. 3:24; Eph. 2:4–10). All people by nature are deeply corrupted by sin and unable to save themselves (Rom. 3:10–12; 8:7–8; Eph. 2:1–3).

        	
Solus Christus means that “Christ alone,” not the saints, the angels, or the priests of the church, acts as our Mediator, Redeemer, and Savior (1 Tim. 2:5).

        	
Sola fide teaches us that “faith alone,” not a person’s works, is the instrument by which he is forgiven and counted righteous by God (Rom. 4:4–5; Gal. 2:16).

        	
Soli Deo gloria means “glory to God alone.” All the praise for any good in us must be given to God through Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 4:7; Gal. 6:14).

      

      Fourth, our theology must be Reformed. Reformed doctrines are taught by the Reformed confessions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, such as the Belgic Confession of Faith (1561), the Heidelberg Catechism (1563), the Second Helvetic Confession (1566), the Canons of Dort (1618–1619), and the Westminster Confession of Faith (1646), Shorter Catechism (1647), and Larger Catechism (1647). The Westminster Confession was adapted for use by congregational churches as the Savoy Declaration (1658). That congregationalist declaration was then modified by Particular Baptist theologians to be the Second London Baptist Confession of Faith (written in 1677 and reaffirmed in 1689).

      The heart of Reformed theology is the knowledge of the triune God and his sovereignty. For this reason, Reformed theology is called “God-centered” theology. To be Reformed is to fear the Lord and to live to glorify and enjoy him forever. The Reformed doctrine of salvation can be summarized in the five points of eternal election, definite redemption, total depravity, effectual calling, and the perseverance of the saints. Reformed theology is also experiential. That means it not only addresses the mind but also engages the heart. The Puritans said, “The knowledge we especially commend, is not a brain-knowledge, a mere speculation . . . but an inward, a savoury, an heart knowledge.”4 God-centered theology aims to form God-centered souls.

      Why Do We Do Theology?

      Objections to Theology

      The question of why we do theology presses hard against us in our day. People raise a number of objections to theology.

      Objection 1: Only science is real. Theology is just opinions about religion.

      We answer that this objection is logically inconsistent. The statement that we can know only what is proven by science cannot itself be proven by science. What experiment would we do to prove it? Also, theology has real foundations. Though we cannot see the invisible or measure the infinite God, through his Son he has spoken with us (John 1:18; Col. 1:15).

      Objection 2: The only thing that matters is what works to grow the church. Theology is a waste of time.

      We reply that sound theology is essential to evangelism and building the church. Our theology shapes both our message and methods. The church must guard against a false, accursed gospel (Gal. 1:8–9). Christ gives pastors and teachers to the church to build up the body “till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph. 4:13).

      Objection 3: Doctrine divides, damaging the unity of the body of Christ. Therefore, many doctrines of the Bible are best left alone.

      We answer that sound doctrine unites (Eph. 4:13) but false doctrine divides. Paul warned the Ephesian elders, “Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them” (Acts 20:30). A church without good theology is more vulnerable to division, not less.

      Objection 4: We should just read and teach the Bible. Theology is too academic. Theologians and seminaries are often unfaithful to the Bible.

      We respond by asking, What does the Bible teach? It is impossible to teach biblical truth without reflecting on the Bible in a systematic fashion. The discipline of theology is not unfaithfulness but obedience to the call to “meditate upon these things” (1 Tim. 4:15).

      Objection 5: Godliness is a feeling in the heart. Friedrich Schleiermacher said, “Christian doctrines are accounts of the Christian religious affections set forth in speech.”5 Therefore, theology is not the study of truth so much as the study of experience.

      We reply by quoting our Lord’s words: “If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed; and ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:31–32). True theology in the heart is living and vital knowledge; it is “life eternal” (17:3).

      Objection 6: God is too great for us to know. Any attempt to build a system of truths dishonors his infinity. Therefore, it is arrogant to do theology.

      We answer that it is not arrogant to believe God’s Word with all our hearts. Rather, faith in what God says is the greatest expression of humility (Isa. 66:2). The Bible is not a cloud of darkness but a light that brings clarity (Ps. 119:105).

      Objection 7: Theology is too dogmatic. We are on a never-ending journey into truth. We never arrive at any definite conclusions.

      We respond by noting our duty to “hold fast the form of sound words, which thou hast heard of me, in faith and love which is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 1:13). We must “earnestly contend for the faith which was once delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3).

      Objection 8: We can believe only what is reasonable to our minds. Many Christian doctrines, such as the Trinity, the incarnation, and the substitutionary atonement, are irrational or illogical. Therefore, Christian theology is not true.

      We answer that the most rational action we can take is to believe all that God has said, even if we cannot fully understand it. God cannot lie. John 3:31–33 says, “He that cometh from above is above all. . . . He that hath received his testimony hath set to his seal that God is true.”

      Objection 9: There is no absolute truth. Everything is relative. Therefore, we have no right to force our opinion on others. That means theology is an attempt to oppress others. It is an act of hatred or abuse.

      We reply that this objection contradicts itself. It asserts as absolute truth that there is no absolute truth.6 Are relativists absolutely sure that there is no absolute truth? We, however, acknowledge that there is absolute truth. But that is not hate. The Lord is truth (John 14:6) and love (1 John 4:8). It is therefore no contradiction to speak the truth in love (Eph. 4:15).

      While we reject these arguments against doing theology, we can also learn from them. We must not do theology in a way that is abstract, impractical, divisive, cold, arrogant, illogical, oppressive, or hateful. Instead, our theology should be practical, loving, humble, and wise.

      The Reason for Theology: God Has Spoken

      We read in Hebrews 1:1–2, “God, who at sundry times and in divers manners spake in time past unto the fathers by the prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto us by his Son, whom he hath appointed heir of all things, by whom also he made the worlds.” This is the great reason why we can and must do theology: God has spoken, and we have his Word.

      God has spoken, so we must hear him. In the book of Deuteronomy, the prophet Moses says repeatedly, “Hear, O Israel” (Deut. 4:1; 5:1; 6:3–4; 9:1). Luther said, “To hear God is bliss. . . . Therefore we must pay attention with trembling.”7

      God has spoken, so we must obey him. Deuteronomy 5:1 says, “Hear, O Israel, the statutes and judgments which I speak in your ears this day, that ye may learn them, and keep, and do them.” Hearing God’s Word receives the whole counsel of God to guide the whole life.

      God has spoken, so we must teach others about him. The Lord commanded Moses to teach the people so that they would teach their children and grandchildren (Deut. 4:9–10). God also entrusted the teaching office to the priests in the old covenant (17:9–12). In the new covenant, the teaching office belongs to ministers and elders (1 Tim. 3:2; 2 Tim. 2:24; Titus 1:9).

      God has spoken, so we must glorify him. Deuteronomy 6:4–5 says, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord: and thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might.” All our study, obedience, and teaching aim to give to the Lord the all-encompassing love that he deserves of us. Calvin said, “If we will know whether we have profited in God’s law or no, we must always sift and search ourselves whether we have such desire and zeal that God should be honored and glorified by us.”8 Thus, the theologian should not be motivated by merely accumulating knowledge. Rather, he or she should study and teach, as Richard of St. Victor said, by “the fervor of my burning soul.”9

      How Do We Do Theology?

      The Spiritual Work of Theology

      J. I. Packer said, “All theology is also spirituality.” He explained, “If our theology does not quicken the conscience and soften the heart, it actually hardens both; if it does not encourage the commitment of faith, it reinforces the detachment of unbelief; if it fails to promote humility, it inevitably feeds pride.”10 What does the discipline of theology require of you spiritually?

      First, be a disciple of Christ. A disciple is a student. The goal of discipleship is to take on the mind and character of one’s master. Discipleship requires submission to Christ’s instruction and imitation of his conduct. Jesus says, “The disciple is not above his master: but every one that is perfect shall be as his master” (Luke 6:40). Are you a faithful follower of Christ?

      Second, depend on Christ, the Prophet, Priest, and King. The labor of a theologian is an exercise of faith in Christ. Jesus Christ is the great Prophet, the living Word who makes God known (John 1:1, 14, 18). Theologians are guilty sinners. They must receive the grace to serve God by faith in the great High Priest, who offered himself for sinners and now intercedes for them (Heb. 10:12). Theology is a work of spiritual warfare. Theologians must draw strength from their King to powerfully proclaim his Word (2 Cor. 10:3–4; Eph. 6:10–13).

      Third, pray for the Holy Spirit’s illumination. Paul prayed “that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give unto you the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of him: the eyes of your understanding being enlightened” (Eph. 1:17–18). Every believer has blind spots that hinder his grasp of God’s truth. We must pray, “Open thou mine eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of thy law” (Ps. 119:18).

      Fourth, study the Word of God with trembling. We must never treat it “as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, which effectually worketh also in you that believe” (1 Thess. 2:13). The Lord of heaven and earth, who created all things, says, “To this man will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit, and trembleth at my word” (Isa. 66:2). Humility is the only proper posture of the theologian. John Owen said, “I personally do not claim . . . to be able to do more than stammer pitifully when I come to discuss such high matters.”11

      Fifth, submit your mind to God’s Word. An elder must be a man who is “holding fast the faithful word as he hath been taught” (Titus 1:9). The people should be able to say of the theologian, “The law of truth was in his mouth. . . . For he is the messenger of the Lord of hosts” (Mal. 2:6–7). We must study, write, and teach out of a solid conviction that God’s Word is truly perfect and perfectly true. We dare not do theology by subjecting God to our finite and fallen minds. Rather, we must subject ourselves to God’s Word.

      Sixth, endure suffering for the sake of God’s Word. The teacher must “endure hardness, as a good soldier of Jesus Christ” (2 Tim. 2:3). The theologian is an ambassador of the risen King (v. 8). He must, like Paul, “suffer trouble . . . even unto bonds . . . [and] endure all things for the elect’s sakes, that they may also obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory” (vv. 9–10). You may face the slander of the elites and the loss of friends. Psalm 119:23 says, “Princes also did sit and speak against me: but thy servant did meditate in thy statutes.”

      Seventh, cultivate a spiritual appetite for God’s Word. Love the Word. Embrace the attitude of Psalm 119:131: “I opened my mouth, and panted: for I longed for thy commandments.” Crave the Word of God like babies crave milk (1 Pet. 2:2). Delight in the Word as your mouth delights in sweet honey (Pss. 19:10; 119:103). Treasure the Word more than thousands of gold coins (Ps. 119:72, 127). Search it as if you were seeking for buried treasure (Prov. 2:4). Herman Witsius said, “Let the theologian be ravished with these heavenly oracles—let him be occupied with them day and night, let him meditate in them, let him live in them.”12

      Eighth, live what you learn. No theology can be pleasing to God if it does not breathe a spirit of holiness and love. Paul warns, “Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth” (1 Cor. 8:1). The Lord Jesus Christ threatened to take away the spiritual lamp of a church when it lost its first love, even though it was an active church that rejected false teachers (Rev. 2:1–5). As those who spend much time in reading and thinking, theologians must guard themselves from being hearers but not doers of the Word (James 1:22–25). Theology without application is like a horse without legs. Jonathan Edwards said, “Practice according to what knowledge you have. This will be the way to know more.”13

      Ninth, be a faithful member of a faithful church. The Christian theologian must seek not to walk alone. Just as Paul writes to every member of Christ’s body, so we say to its teachers, “The eye cannot say unto the hand, I have no need of thee: nor again the head to the feet, I have no need of you” (1 Cor. 12:21). Faithfulness to God’s Word is a community project (Prov. 13:20).

      Tenth, use theology as fuel for praise. Psalm 119:171 says, “My lips shall utter praise, when thou hast taught me thy statutes.” Our studies should regularly move us to praise the Lord. Our highest aim in teaching should be to lead others to worship the one true God. Witsius said, “By a theologian I mean one who, imbued with a substantial knowledge of divine things derived from the teaching of God Himself, declares and extols, not in words only, but by the whole course of his life, the wonderful excellencies of God and thus lives entirely for his glory.”14

      The Mental Work of Theology

      It is a grave mistake to set the knowledge of the heart against that of the head. We should not despise the careful and rigorous study of theology. We would offer the following guidelines for those desiring to start learning theology.

      1. Read the Bible completely and repeatedly.

      2. Study particular books of the Bible.

      3. Interpret Scripture with Scripture.

      4. Ask questions about the text’s meaning and application.

      5. Become familiar with good confessions of faith and catechisms.

      6. Read good books, especially older ones, about theology.

      7. Take notes on what you learn.

      8. Discuss doctrine with thoughtful Christians.

      9. Receive correction and criticism humbly, always going back to God’s Word.

      As you look at this list, think about where you can start becoming a theologian today. Consider what practical steps you could take even this week to grow in your understanding of God’s Word. But do not just think about them—do them.

      Suggested Songs to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 25, “Lord, I lift my soul to Thee,” in Psalter, No. 64; THBap, No. 583

        	“God, my King, thy might confessing,” in THBap, No. 2

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What four words describe which theology we do? What does each mean?

      2. How would you respond to the statement “Doctrine divides”?

      3. What is the fundamental reason why we do theology?

      4. Of the objections to theology listed in this chapter, which pose the greatest danger to your church or denomination? How can you resist them?

      5. What does it mean to be a disciple of Christ? Why is discipleship crucial for theology?

      6. Why is it important for the theologian to rely upon Christ as

      
        	Prophet to reveal the truth of God?

        	Priest to reconcile guilty sinners to God?

        	King to lead us in spiritual warfare against God’s enemies?

      

      7. What can you do to build habits of prayer into your study of theology? Why must you not neglect to seek God’s illumination for yourself and those whom you teach?

      8. What does this statement imply for theologians: “To this man will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit, and trembleth at my word” (Isa. 66:2)?

      9. What would you say to a theologian who was not an active member of a church, neglecting to worship, serve, and fellowship in a local congregation?

      10. How do you respond to criticism? What does that say about your spiritual condition? What kind of attitude toward criticism should we desire? How can we develop it?
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      Introduction to God’s Revelation

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      God’s revelation is his communication of truths that people otherwise would not know, or at least not know with certainty. God has revealed himself and his will on a level that human beings can understand and communicate to one another so that we may know his glory. People have the ability to know God and receive his revelation because he made man in his image. He communicates with people through general revelation, which he gives naturally through the created world, and special revelation, his Word, which he gave supernaturally to select people. God applies special revelation to his people so that they respond with faith, love, obedience, and prayer.

      When we raised the question Why do we do theology? our basic answer was, God has spoken. But what do we mean by that? How has the invisible God disclosed himself? The answer shakes the foundations of our modern and postmodern secular culture. Carl Henry said, “Nowhere does the crisis of modern theology find a more critical center than in the controversy over the reality and nature of divine disclosure.”1

      The Bible’s Words for God’s Revelation

      Throughout the Bible, we read of how God has communicated with people. Since we cannot see God, we must hear him if we are to know him. Though God sent prophets and apostles to declare his Word, the Bible portrays God himself as the great communicator. In the Bible, God appears, speaks, and reveals. When we speak of God’s revelation, we mean that God makes known truths that we cannot otherwise know, or at least that we would not know with absolute certainty.

      Old Testament Words for God’s Revelation

      Divine revelation sometimes took place when the Lord “appeared” to someone (Gen. 12:7). A “prophet” could also be called a “seer,” one who had seen a supernatural appearance of the Lord (1 Sam. 9:9). Prophecy was sometimes called a “vision” (3:1).

      The Hebrew Bible often tells us that God “says” things or “speaks” to people with “words.” The phrase “Thus saith the Lord” is used more than four hundred times in the Old Testament. It tells us that God sent messages to man with solemn authority. Expressions such as “the word(s) of the Lord” or “of God” appear more than three hundred times in the Bible.

      God could “shew” or “make known” (ESV) his ways and covenant (Ps. 25:4, 14) and his salvation (98:2). He could “teach” people, “lead” them, and “guide” or “instruct” (ESV) them in his truths (25:4–5, 8–9). From the verb rendered as “instruct” comes the term we translate as “law” or “instruction” (torah), which appears more than two hundred times in the Hebrew Bible. There are many other terms associated with “law,” such as “statute,” “judgment,” “testimony,” “precept,” and “commandment.”

      Another Hebrew term is the verb translated as “to reveal,” which means “to uncover or disclose.” Amos 3:7 says, “Surely the Lord God will do nothing, but he revealeth his secret unto his servants the prophets.” Daniel 2:22 uses a similar word in the Aramaic language when Daniel says, “He revealeth the deep and secret things: he knoweth what is in the darkness, and the light dwelleth with him” (cf. Job 12:22).

      New Testament Words for God’s Revelation

      Like the Old Testament, the Greek New Testament uses terms for human speech to describe God’s communication with men. The word translated as “speak” is “characteristic of the way in which Jesus himself refers to his own revelation” in the Gospel of John.2 For example, Jesus says, “These things have I spoken unto you.”3 This term appears in a key text of divine revelation, Hebrews 1:1–2: “God, who . . . spake in time past unto the fathers by the prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto us by his Son.”

      Also very common are the verb translated as “to say” and the related noun translated as “word” (logos). Revelation 21:5 says, “And he that sat upon the throne said, Behold, I make all things new. And he said unto me, Write: for these words are true and faithful.” Christ himself is the “Word” (Logos) who is from God and is God (John 1:1; Rev. 19:13). Christ uniquely “declared,” or explained, the invisible God (John 1:18).

      The New Testament also uses other terminology, such as another term for “word” (rhema, Rom. 10:17; Eph. 6:17). God is also said in the New Testament to “teach” (John 8:28; cf. 6:45) and give “knowledge” (1 Cor. 1:5; Col. 1:9–10). The Holy Spirit “signifies,” or makes clear, certain truths in the Scriptures that he inspired (Heb. 9:8; 1 Pet. 1:11). God “shows,” or exhibits, unknown realities so that they can be known (John 5:20; Rev. 1:1).

      The verb translated as “to reveal” and the noun “revelation” are important words for God’s communication (Matt. 10:26). In a parallel text in another Gospel, instead of “revealed” we read “manifested,” which means “made visible” or “made known” (Mark 4:22; cf. John 2:11; 17:6). The opposite of “made manifest” is “kept secret” (Rom. 16:25–26). Another term, sometimes translated as “revealed,” which was used in Greek literature for public or official actions, in the New Testament “expresses the fact that God instructs someone by revelations,” such as through dreams or by angels.4

      The terminology of God’s communication in the Old and New Testaments revolves around three major ideas. First, God communicated a message in words in a form that human beings can receive, understand, and repeat. Second, there is a gracious revelation of hidden truth from God that man cannot discover on his own. Third, God’s eternal glory breaks into our ordinary lives through his revelation.

      Basic Truths about God’s Revelation

      Herman Bavinck wrote, “A true concept of revelation can be derived only from revelation itself.”5 We learn about revelation in the way that children learn language—by listening to our Father speak and responding with trust and obedient imitation.

      God’s Revelation to His Image Bearers

      Bavinck said, “The creation is the first revelation of God, the beginning and foundation of all subsequent revelation. The biblical concept of revelation is rooted in that of creation.”6 The Bible does not open with an argument to prove God’s existence. It simply declares, “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth” (Gen. 1:1). The simple phrase “God said” appears ten times in Genesis 1, telling us that the Creator of the world is the God who speaks. This God reveals himself as the Lord who reigns without limitation or competitor and as the overflowing fountain of all blessing and goodness. Genesis 1 sets the tone for the entire Bible as the self-disclosure of the living God.

      God designed creation so that mankind would know him. God’s creative work reached its high point in the creation of man in God’s image (Gen. 1:26–27). As soon as God created man, he began speaking to him (v. 28; 2:16–17). God continued to reveal himself in words after man’s rebellion and fall (Genesis 3). His revelation now serves his purpose to redeem and renew his corrupted and condemned image bearers on earth.

      God reveals himself to his image bearers in three kinds of works involving creation, communication in words, and the re-creation of fallen man in God’s image. We see this pattern in Psalm 19.

      First, there is God’s creation (Ps. 19:1–6). God gives general revelation by his works known by all people.

      Second, there is the Word of God (Ps. 19:7–9). God gives special revelation by his words, but it is given not to all but first to Israel and then, through the preaching of God’s Word, to many nations.

      Third, there is the response to the Word from a renewed heart (vv. 10–14). God works applied revelation. This does not consist of new content in addition to general and special revelation. Instead, it accompanies the preaching of the Word to illuminate the heart. It makes people willing and eager to receive God’s truth.

      The Revelation of God by His Creation (General Revelation)

      David says, “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handywork” (Ps. 19:1). Though the skies, sun, moon, and stars have no mouths, David writes of their “speech” (v. 2) and “voice” (v. 3).

      This revelation is happening all the time, going on “day unto day” and “night unto night” (Ps. 19:2). It is everywhere, “through all the earth” (v. 4). God designed creation to reveal his nature to us all. In the blazing colors of the sun we see the happiness of God like a “bridegroom,” the power of God like “a strong man,” and the presence of God, for “there is nothing hid from the heat” of the sun (vv. 5–6). As we look around us, we see that God has made his creation a theater for his glory; as John Calvin said, it is “this magnificent theater of heaven and earth, crammed with innumerable miracles.”7

      The revelation of God through his works in creation is often called natural revelation. It occurs through God’s ordinary works. It is received by our ordinary senses and reasoning. B. B. Warfield wrote, “There is the revelation which God continuously makes to all men: by it his power and divinity are made known.” It is “adapted to man as man” and “is communicated through the media of natural phenomena, occurring in the course of nature or of history.”8

      The Revelation of God by His Word (Special Revelation)

      David, after celebrating the revelation of God in his works in Psalm 19, turns his attention to God’s Word. He writes, “The law of the Lord is perfect, converting the soul: the testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple. The statutes of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart: the commandment of the Lord is pure, enlightening the eyes. The fear of the Lord is clean, enduring for ever: the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether” (vv. 7–9).

      The qualities that belong to the Holy Scriptures mark it as the Word of God: perfect, sure, right, pure, clean, true, and righteous. General revelation communicates the reality and majesty of the Creator (“glory,” Ps. 19:1), but special revelation brings to light his moral perfections of faithfulness and righteousness and reveals his holy will for our lives.

      David says that God uses his Word to apply his revelation to the heart and life (“converting . . . making wise . . . rejoicing,” etc.). David’s description of general revelation says nothing about it changing people. We need God’s Word to enjoy spiritual blessings.

      Just as general revelation may be called natural revelation, so special revelation is supernatural. Douglas Kelly writes, “Special (or supernatural) revelation . . . was necessary from man’s beginning, because man’s finite nature could not of itself grasp the full understanding necessary to please God in all things, and it became even more necessary because of the negative effects the fall of Adam has had on the minds of all his descendants.”9

      God creates a covenant relationship between himself and man through his Word. Psalm 19 speaks of “God” (El) in its first section on God’s creation. But then, six times in six lines of poetry about God’s Word, we read the name “the Lord” (YHWH). That is the personal name that God used for himself when he redeemed the children of Israel and made his covenant with them as his people (Ex. 6:2–8; 20:1–2). This reminds us that God’s Word is all about his glory as the Redeemer and King of his people. Thus, special revelation after the fall has focused on Jesus Christ, the Mediator of the covenant of grace.

      The Response of God’s Servants to His Word (Applied Revelation)

      God’s Word calls forth a response from his people as his Spirit works within them. The last part of Psalm 19 focuses particularly on this response. The believer loves the Word, treasuring it more “than gold, yea, than much fine gold,” and delighting in it as “sweeter also than honey” (v. 10). The believer listens to the Word as God’s “servant,” cherishing it as a valuable source of warning and following it as a trustworthy guide that leads to “great reward” (v. 11).

      The believer also prays to God in response to his Word. He confesses the depth of his sins: “Who can understand his errors?” (Ps. 19:12a). He seeks grace for justification and release from his guilt: “Cleanse thou me from secret faults” (v. 12b). He also seeks grace for sanctification: “Keep back thy servant also from presumptuous sins; let them not have dominion over me: then shall I be upright, and I shall be innocent from the great transgression” (v. 13). The believer prays because he longs to please God: “Let the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart, be acceptable in thy sight” (v. 14).

      The last words of Psalm 19 reveal the center of a right response to the Word. David says, “O Lord, my strength [literally “my rock”], and my redeemer” (v. 14). These are words of trust (18:2). The essential response of man to special revelation is faith. Here we find the seventh use of God’s name (Lord) in this psalm, showing that the revelation of God calls us to rest our hearts upon the faithful covenant Savior and Lord. In his Word, God calls us to faith in Christ.

      This response is crucial for salvation. Therefore, examine yourself. Ask, How have I responded to God’s revelation? Do I love his Word? Do I listen to it as the voice of God? Do I echo it back to him in my prayers for justifying and sanctifying grace? Do I long to please God? Do I have faith in Christ? 

      Suggested Songs to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 119:169–76, “O let my supplicating cry,” in Psalter, No. 342

        	“How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord,” in THBap, No. 80

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What are some words that the Bible uses for God’s revelation?

      2. What are the three central truths the authors draw out of the Old and New Testament words for divine revelation?

      3. Bavinck said, “A true concept of revelation can be derived only from revelation itself.” Is this true or false? Why?

      4. What does the biblical doctrine of creation (Genesis 1) imply about divine revelation?

      5. How would you explain the three kinds of works that God does to reveal himself: (1) general revelation, (2) special revelation, and (3) applied revelation?

      6. How does each kind of revelation appear in Psalm 19?

      7. Why is general revelation sometimes called “natural revelation”?

      8. Why is special revelation sometimes called “supernatural revelation”?

      9. What effects of applied revelation are found in Psalm 19?

      10. How has God applied his revelation to you? How has his Word affected you?
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      General Revelation

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      In general revelation, God reveals himself through the created world we see around us. God also reveals himself through his image in human beings. We see evidence of his image in our skill and conscience, though the human race is corrupted by sin. The conscience is God’s witness within human nature to his judgment against sin and his blessing on righteousness. Conscience testifies on the basis of natural law, the knowledge of moral principles that God embedded in human nature. General revelation gives all people a basic knowledge of God, but it does not save anyone from foolishness and sin. The church can appeal to general revelation to convince people that they have sinned against God and need salvation. General revelation also shows the church God’s beauty and glory, leading us to worship him.

      Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was a Russian historian and author. He was imprisoned for his criticism of the Soviet Union and later expelled from his homeland. In 1983 he said,

      More than half a century ago, while I was still a child, I recall hearing a number of older people offer the following explanation for the great disasters that had befallen Russia: “Men have forgotten God; that’s why all this has happened.” Since then I have spent well-nigh fifty years working on the history of our Revolution. . . . But if I were asked today to formulate as concisely as possible the main cause of the ruinous Revolution that swallowed up some sixty million of our people, I could not put it more accurately than to repeat: “Men have forgotten God; that’s why all this has happened.”1

      Solzhenitsyn did not say this to single out Russia but as part of his critique of other nations as well. He said that “the principal trait of the entire twentieth century” is that “men have forgotten God.”2 Sadly, we see the same pattern continuing today.

      Revelation around Man in Creation

      The apostle Paul summarizes the history of all nations: “When they knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful; but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened” (Rom. 1:21). To believe that mankind has turned away from God, we must first recognize that “they knew God.” This is possible because God has revealed himself to all nations by his general revelation.

      General Revelation of God’s Nature

      Paul says, “That which may be known of God is manifest in them; for God hath shewed it unto them. For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead; so that they are without excuse” (Rom. 1:19–20). God’s general revelation reveals him to a limited degree. It shows “that which may be known of God.” Yet it reveals him in an open and plain manner. Certain truths about God are “manifest.” God has showed himself, the invisible God, so that “the invisible things of him . . . are clearly seen.”

      General revelation reveals God’s divine nature. Creation shows “his eternal power” (Rom. 1:20), “the glory of the uncorruptible God” (v. 23), and “the Creator, who is blessed for ever” (v. 25). This revelation has happened throughout history: “from the creation of the world” (v. 20). The verbs “are clearly seen” and “being understood” are in the present tense, which shows that this revelation continues to make God known. It reveals God through his created world: “the things that are made” (v. 20).

      General Revelation of God’s Wrath

      Paul also says, “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who hold the truth in unrighteousness” (Rom. 1:18). God reveals his saving righteousness in the gospel (vv. 16–17). But there is also a revelation “from heaven” of God’s wrath against all sinners (v. 18).

      The verb translated as “is revealed” is in the present tense. God is making known his wrath even now by his acts in history. For example, he is giving sinners over to corrupting desires and a worthless mindset as a judgment for rejecting him (Rom. 1:22–32). The doctrine of providence teaches us that physical calamities should also be received as general warnings of God’s wrath and loving calls to repentance (Luke 13:4–5).

      Revelation within Man

      God also reveals himself through his creation in mankind. General revelation includes our creation in God’s image and inner sense of obligation to him.

      General Revelation according to God’s Image

      Created in God’s image (Gen. 1:26–27), human nature is imprinted with a representation of God. In his original state of being “very good” (v. 31), man was a living revelation of God’s knowledge, righteousness, and holiness, and this image is being renewed in those who are united to Christ (Eph. 2:10; 4:24; Col. 3:10).

      Traces of God’s image remained in man after his fall into sin against God (Gen. 9:3–6). We see something about God in man’s intelligence and skill in farming, architecture, music, technology, and poetry (4:2, 17, 20–24). John Calvin said that man “is a rare example of God’s power, goodness, and wisdom, and contains within himself enough miracles to occupy our minds.”3 Therefore, we encounter God’s general revelation not only in forests and oceans but also in cities, gardens, factories, libraries, kitchens, and offices.

      General Revelation through the Human Conscience

      Fallen humanity is aware that God exists and is a righteous Judge. The worst sinners know “the judgment of God, that they which commit such things are worthy of death” (Rom. 1:32).

      All nations have this awareness of God and his judgment. Paul says, “For when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the law, these, having not the law, are a law unto themselves: which shew the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and their thoughts the mean while accusing or else excusing one another” (Rom. 2:14–15). Paul does not say that Gentiles “do the law,” but literally do “the things of the law.” They partially conform their actions to some of its teachings, such as “a man should not steal” (v. 21).

      Moral behavior in people who do not have God’s Word comes from the inner “work of the law” to reveal God’s will and condemn sin (Rom. 2:15; cf. 3:20). This is natural law, which is God’s general revelation embedded in the hearts of all people, even those who are ignorant of special revelation. The “work of the law written in their hearts” (v. 15) does not refer to the saving work of the Holy Spirit (2:29), but to what all human beings have “by nature” as God’s creatures.

      Paul calls the inner testimony of natural law the “conscience” (Rom. 2:15). The conscience is the sense that one has offended or pleased God (John 8:9; Acts 23:1; 24:16). Paul compares the conscience to a witness in a court (Rom. 2:15; 9:1; 2 Cor. 1:12). The conscience uses the mind’s knowledge of God’s law to testify whether we have done right or wrong in his sight, with the anticipated verdict from the Judge (Rom. 2:15–16). Thus, the conscience speaks as a representative of God.

      Sadly, man’s conscience is defiled by human impurity (Titus 1:15). It can lose its sensitivity as if “seared with a hot iron” (1 Tim. 4:2). It can falsely accuse (1 Cor. 8:7). Yet man cannot escape his conscience without ceasing to be man.

      The Effectiveness of General Revelation

      We must ask what effect general revelation has upon humanity. The Bible tells us that all mankind has fallen away from God (Gen. 6:5; Ps. 14:2–3). Even many of the people in ancient Israel did not know God, despite having his Word (Judg. 2:10; Jer. 9:3). It is possible to have knowledge of God in the mind and yet not know him with faith and love in the heart. One can be exposed to God’s light and yet remain in darkness (John 3:19–20; 8:19; 16:3).

      The Knowledge Granted to All

      The effects of general revelation are that all men know the following truths. First, God exists and created all things (Rom. 1:20–21). Also, atheism is foolish (Ps. 14:1). This is not an insult to an atheist’s intelligence. It is simply a recognition that the atheist refuses to acknowledge what he knows (Prov. 1:7, 22) because of his pride and wickedness (Ps. 10:4). Furthermore, general revelation causes all people to know that God has a unique nature as God. The Creator is glorious (Pss. 8:1; 19:1), supremely wise (104:24), good to all (Acts 14:15–17), sovereign over our lives (Acts 17:24–25, 27), and eternal and all-powerful (Rom. 1:20–21).

      General revelation does not reveal the Trinity or God’s work of salvation for sinners. But people know enough to understand that idolatry is wicked (Acts 14:15; 17:24, 29). They also know that God holds man accountable to his moral law (Rom. 2:14–15). Sinners are under God’s wrath and without excuse (1:18, 20).

      The Response of Man to This Knowledge

      The Bible never represents general revelation as the pathway by which sinners return to the true God. General revelation leaves men unchanged in their foolishness and sin (Rom. 1:21–32). Men have the truth about the Creator, but they “hold the truth in unrighteousness” (v. 18). That means they restrain or hold back the truth from making any progress in their lives. Rather than glorifying God, people plunge into the worship of idols (vv. 23, 25).

      The Bible depicts mankind as wallowing in idolatry: “All the wise men of the nations . . . are altogether brutish and foolish” (Jer. 10:7–8). Worshiping rocks and wood is plainly ridiculous, even in the light of human reason. But man still “feedeth on ashes: a deceived heart hath turned him aside, that he cannot deliver his soul, nor say, Is there not a lie in my right hand?” (Isa. 44:9–20).

      Mankind responds to the inner witness of conscience with “the vanity of their mind, having the understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God through the ignorance that is in them, because of the blindness of their heart: who being past feeling have given themselves over unto lasciviousness, to work all uncleanness with greediness” (Eph. 4:17–19). Despite general revelation, the nations do not know God (Jer. 10:25; Gal. 4:8).

      The Proper Christian Use of General Revelation

      General revelation is very useful for the church in its work in at least two ways.

      First, general revelation is useful for the church’s witness. Christians can use general revelation to show people their need for the gospel and to call them to repent of their idolatry. Paul introduces general revelation in Romans 1 not as another way to be saved, but as a means of showing people their guilt and need for the righteousness of Christ (Rom. 1:16–21). When Paul’s missionary team “preached the gospel,” they called their hearers away from worshiping idols and men. The missionaries urged them to “turn from these vanities unto the living God” who created all things, appealing to the “witness” of God’s good gifts in creation (Acts 14:7, 15, 17). Paul’s sermon at Mars Hill attacked idolatry with facts about God and his world that even pagan poets and philosophers acknowledged (17:24–29). Paul used these remnants of truth as the basis upon which to build a call for his hearers to turn toward the risen Lord Jesus Christ as he is revealed in the gospel (vv. 30–31). All sinners have an inward witness that confirms the law of God. That helps them to make sense of the good news of salvation. By itself, general revelation saves no one. But with the gospel and the work of the Holy Spirit, general revelation can be a means of awakening sinners.

      Second, general revelation is useful for the church’s worship. When our eyes are opened by the special revelation of the Word and by the applied revelation of the Spirit, we see God’s creation in a new way. The world that appeared drab and frightening now bursts with majesty, beauty, wisdom, and delight as the handiwork of our God. We join the angels in singing, “Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honour and power: for thou hast created all things” (Rev. 4:11). The Psalms celebrate God’s glory in creation (Psalms 8, 19, 29, 104, 145, 147). They say, “In his hand are the deep places of the earth: the strength of the hills is his also. The sea is his, and he made it: and his hands formed the dry land. O come, let us worship and bow down: let us kneel before the Lord our maker” (Ps. 95:4–6).

      General Revelation and Science

      All knowledge and skill come from the Lord. Just as surely as God gave us ears and eyes, so he “teacheth man knowledge” (Ps. 94:9–10). Only the proud and foolish refuse to acknowledge that it is “God my maker . . . who teacheth us more than the beasts of the earth, and maketh us wiser than the fowls of heaven” (Job 35:10–11). This applies to all forms of knowledge, including such matters as politics, zoology, and botany.4

      Calvin said, “If we regard the Spirit of God as the sole fountain of truth, we shall neither reject the truth itself, nor despise it wherever it shall appear, unless we wish to dishonor the Spirit of God.”5 Christians recognize in the arts and sciences many good gifts from God. But believers must be careful in their use of human culture, for sin has corrupted all human endeavors.

      A Christian approach to science must begin with recognizing that it is not just a report of the results of experiments. Rather, science is a form of human philosophy that seeks to explain the physical world and to form a view of reality to guide and improve our lives. But science is not necessary to know and glorify God. It does teach some valid and useful truths—we see that in medicine and technology. But non-Christian scientists propose systems of thought that contradict God’s Word. Even non-Christians, though, recognize legitimate methods of reasoning, such as logical deduction. Christians may use these methods to serve God in various scientific fields.

      A biblical approach to science does not strangle scientific progress. Rather, it empowers scientists to do their work under God’s direction and blessing. Scientists operate with delegated authority from God. Science is rooted in his command to “subdue” the earth and “have dominion” over all its animals and plants (Gen. 1:28–29). When human beings engage in scientific work, they act as God’s servant-kings upon the earth (Prov. 25:2; cf. 1 Kings 4:33). Scientists can investigate nature with confidence that God created the human mind to know the truth. Christianity promotes a culture within which science makes sense and is valued. Christian doctrine teaches that the universe is an orderly system that shows the regular patterns created by the God of wisdom, law, and covenantal faithfulness. As created by God, the world is good, useful, and understandable to people created in his image.6 Atheists have no rational basis on which to believe that the universe operates according to logical or mathematical principles, or even to believe that we can know reality.

      Scientists must do their work with humility. As God reminded Job, we were not present when he created the earth, have not visited the full extent of his world, and do not fully understand the creatures all around us (Job 38:4, 16; 39:1). Scientists must realize that their theories possess only limited human certainty. On the other hand, the Word of God has divine certainty (Prov. 30:5–6).

      Science and Christianity, when done rightly, support each other. The scientist Galileo Galilei said, “The Holy Bible can never speak untruth—whenever its true meaning is understood.” However, the expressions of the Bible are not written in technical, scientific language. Instead, as Galileo said, the Bible communicates truths in a manner designed “to accommodate them to the capacities of the common people.”7 Scientists should pursue knowledge with prayer for God’s help, for the Lord is still their Teacher (Isa. 28:26, 29).

      Scientific study of the world is also not able to make us wise. Science has provided us with nuclear power and computer technology. But the atrocities of the modern world prove that science cannot solve mankind’s most pressing problems, for “the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom; and to depart from evil is understanding” (Job 28:28). Scientists must work with God-fearing integrity. Just as a Christian must not check his mind at the door of the church, so a scientist must not check his faith and conscience at the door of the laboratory. This requires that scientific studies be made part of a larger, God-centered worldview (Prov. 1:7).

      Scientists should use their findings for the glory of God. David says, “When I consider thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars, which thou hast ordained; what is man, that thou art mindful of him? And the son of man, that thou visitest him? . . . O Lord our Lord, how excellent is thy name in all the earth!” (Ps. 8:3–4, 9). The astronomer and mathematician Johannes Kepler wrote, “Even in astronomy my work worships God.”8

      Whether or not you are a scientist, be a worshiper of the Creator. Take time to look up at the skies, look around at the mountains and oceans, and look down at the flowers and insects. Remind yourself constantly that God made them. And give him the praise and glory.

      Suggested Songs to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 19, “The spacious heav’ns declare the glory of our God,” in Psalter, No. 37

        	Psalm 104, “O Lord, how manifold the works,” in Psalter, No. 288; THBap, No. 10

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What truths about general revelation do the authors draw out of Romans 1:19–20?

      2. How does the conscience reveal God? How is it distorted by sin?

      3. What knowledge does God’s general revelation give to all mankind?

      4. How does mankind respond to God’s general revelation?

      5. How can Christians use general revelation in evangelism? In worship?

      6. What principles should guide Christians in how they view science?

      7. Is science sufficient to make us wise? Why or why not?

      8. What counsel would you give on how to be a good scientist and a good Christian at the same time?

      9. What attitude should scientists have toward the certainty of their conclusions?

      10. Is it appropriate for a scientist to pray to God for understanding? Why or why not?
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      Special Revelation

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      In special revelation, all three persons of the Trinity work together to reveal God’s Word to people. God reveals himself on a human level so that we can understand him. He gave special revelation through words, appearances (theophanies), events, and Jesus Christ’s coming in the flesh. It is wrong to say that the church’s traditions are God’s Word, as in Roman Catholicism. It is also an error to be skeptical of the Bible and base religion on our reasoning and felt experience of God (theological liberalism or modernism). Another error is religious pluralism, the belief that God draws people to himself through many religions, not just Christianity. Nor it is correct to say, with neoorthodoxy (also called dialectical theology), that God revealed himself through Christ, but his revelation is not words in the Bible but a personal encounter with God. The Holy Scriptures are the Word of God.

      Having examined the doctrine of general revelation, we now consider God’s special revelation. It is called “special” because it is not granted generally to all mankind through natural means. God gave special revelation through supernatural means to his chosen messengers. They must then tell it to others.

      In special revelation, God spoke with human beings in language that they could understand and repeat. God revealed himself in this way because he chose to do so out of his love. He made known hidden truths that men cannot discover on their own. When God spoke, his eternal glory shone into our ordinary, mundane existence.

      Special Revelation by the Trinity through the Mediator

      All works of God outside of himself engage all three persons of the Trinity. The three share one divine essence and one power. John 3:34–35 says, “For he whom God hath sent speaketh the words of God: for God giveth not the Spirit by measure unto him. The Father loveth the Son, and hath given all things into his hand.” The Father sent the Son in his love and gave the Spirit to equip the Son for his work. The Son spoke the words of the Father and worked by the power of the Spirit. The Spirit accompanied the Son with infinite fullness to accomplish the Father’s will. The three acted as one God to reveal the Word to men.

      Therefore, the whole Trinity gives us special revelation through the Mediator. John Owen said, “This revelation of God’s will, gifted to Christ by the Father, communicated by Christ through the Holy Spirit to the apostles and others for the benefit of the entire church, taken at its greatest extent, is the divine teaching or theology of the gospel.”1

      The Son is the only Mediator of God’s revelation. Christ says, “All things are delivered to me of my Father: and no man knoweth who the Son is, but the Father; and who the Father is, but the Son, and he to whom the Son will reveal him” (Luke 10:22). Christ is “the Word” (John 1:1). No one has ever known God unless “the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, . . . hath declared him” (v. 18).

      The Father is the author of revelation in the Son. Christ explains, “My doctrine is not mine, but his that sent me” (John 7:16). He says, “I have not spoken of myself; but the Father which sent me, he gave me a commandment, what I should say, and what I should speak” (12:49). He who has seen Christ has seen the Father (14:9). Christ is in the Father, and the Father in him; thus, the Son says, “The words that I speak unto you I speak not of myself: but the Father that dwelleth in me, he doeth the works” (v. 10).

      The Spirit is the agent of revelation through the Son. Christ said, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor” (Luke 4:18). The Spirit of Christ worked upon the prophets in ancient times as they wrote of Christ (1 Pet. 1:10–12; 2 Pet. 1:21). The Lord Jesus promised that after he ascended to the Father, he would obtain the gift of “the Spirit of truth,” by whom gospel witness would expand into the world (John 14:16–17; 15:26–27).

      Franciscus Junius said that the “cause of our theology is God the Father in the Son through His own Spirit breathing life into it, as He is the sole author and highest and most perfect creator of this wisdom in His own servants.”2

      The Human Character of Special Revelation

      God’s special revelation is his intentional communication to human beings, who are created in his image and likeness (Gen. 1:26–27). Therefore, it must come to us in the form of a limited, created likeness of his own infinite knowledge. God does reveal himself and his will to human beings, but he does so not at his level but at ours. An analogy would be how Albert Einstein might talk to a little child about physics.

      One aspect of our turning back to God (Isa. 55:6–7) is acknowledging that he is far above our thinking: “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts” (vv. 8–9).

      God’s Word bridges the gap. He adapts it to our capacities so that it nourishes us as rain and snow nourish the plants (Isa. 55:10–11). The call to repentance is a call to faith in God’s Word. The Lord says, “Incline your ear, and come unto me: hear, and your soul shall live” (v. 3).

      The point of contact between God’s infinite mind and our finite and fallen minds is the incarnation of Jesus Christ. God’s special revelation to sinners could reach its intended fullness only through the incarnation of our Lord. He is “the brightness of [God’s] glory, and the express image of his person” (Heb. 1:3). God the Son lowered himself to take our form—human nature (Phil. 2:7). He bears God’s perfect truth in our limited human patterns of thought (John 1:14).

      The Ways God Gave Special Revelation

      God spoke to men “in divers manners” (Heb. 1:1) or “in many ways” (ESV). He gave special revelation in words, appearances, events, and the incarnate person of Jesus Christ. Each of these ways was supernatural in how it communicated God’s truth.

      Supernatural Revelation in Words

      The most fundamental way by which God gave special revelation was through words. Ninety-two times the prophetic message begins, “The word of the Lord came” (Gen. 15:4; 2 Sam. 7:4; etc.). Sometimes, such as at Mount Sinai, God spoke with an audible voice. At other times, he sent angels to speak to men. It is possible that in other cases he caused the words to arise supernaturally within the prophets’ minds (1 Cor. 14:29–30). Sometimes God directed and controlled a person’s study of history so that he could write it with perfect “certainty” (Luke 1:1–4). Sometimes God stimulated and guided a person’s careful crafting of poetry so that he wrote the Word of the Holy Spirit (2 Sam. 23:1–3). Whatever the method, the result was God’s words in human language (Acts 1:16; 28:25).

      Supernatural Revelation in Appearances

      Other means of revelation were theophanies, dreams, and visions (Num. 12:6, 8). A theophany is a visible appearance of the invisible Lord. Herman Bavinck noted that these appearances did not mean that God has a body but were “perceptible signs by which his presence is made known.”3 Revelation by dreams and visions was a picture of supernatural realities that God impressed directly upon the minds of the recipients. Dreams and visions were often interpreted through words from God. Visions, in contrast to dreams, generally took place with “eyes open” and the person awake (Num. 24:4, 16).

      Supernatural Revelation in Events

      God also gave revelation by his sovereign acts in history. He worked miracles, he said, so that people would “know that I am the Lord” (Ex. 7:5). Revelation also took place through ordinary, natural processes. Like the supernatural inspiration of writers of biblical history, these means of revelation were supernatural but not by a display of miraculous power. Rather, God controlled ordinary events or natural means to communicate supernatural information. For example, God revealed his will to the priest through objects called the Urim and Thummim (Ex. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Num. 27:21) and sometimes by the casting of lots (Lev. 16:8–9; Num. 26:55–56; 33:54).

      Supernatural Revelation in the Incarnate Person of Jesus Christ

      All of Christ’s life “in the flesh” (incarnate) is revelation from God, for he is the Son of God and the living truth. Jesus says, “I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me. If ye had known me, ye should have known my Father also: and from henceforth ye know him, and have seen him. . . . He that hath seen me hath seen the Father” (John 14:6–9). In the incarnate Lord, all other ways of divine revelation reach their richest fulfillment. Christ’s every word is the Word of God. He reveals God with every ordinary act of love and every extraordinary miracle. Christ is the most perfect appearance of God ever known.

      God’s Personal Revelation in True Words

      God reveals himself. He speaks and acts so that “ye shall know that I am the Lord your God” (Ex. 6:7). Christ says, “This is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent” (John 17:3). J. I. Packer says, “As God’s act, revelation is the personal self-disclosure whereby He brings us actively and experimentally [experientially] to know Him as our own God and Saviour.”4 Therefore, special revelation is relational, for in it we meet God.

      However, it is misleading to set the personal, relational quality of special revelation against revelation coming in true words. That would make the knowledge of God into no knowledge at all but only a feeling. A personal encounter that leads to a relationship is much more than true beliefs. But it cannot be less or we have no basis to say that we know the other person. Revelation communicates knowledge. For example, God reveals man’s secrets and his plan for the future (Dan. 2:20–23), who Jesus is as God’s Son (Matt. 16:16–17), and “the things that are freely given to us of God” so that we can know and speak about them (1 Cor. 2:9–13).

      That is not to say that God’s revelation is like science. The Bible is not a list of truths about God. It contains a wide variety of divinely inspired literature, such as historical narrative, doctrinal instruction, prophetic rebuke, songs of praise, and lamentation. It aims to shape not only our beliefs but our entire existence as individuals and churches. However, the Bible is full of truth claims. Apart from the truth, God’s Word would have no power to form relationships or change lives.

      The gospel itself consists of the “good news” that “Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; and that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures: and that he was seen of Cephas, then of the twelve,” and many others (1 Cor. 15:3–5). These are not just feelings. They are facts of history.

      Errors regarding Special Revelation

      The ancient church faced theological attacks mainly with regard to the doctrines of the person of Christ and the Trinity. The church from the Reformation to the modern era has found itself forced to defend the doctrine of special revelation from many errors.

      Special Revelation Extended to Include Man’s Tradition

      The Roman Catholic Church teaches that divine revelation has been passed down in two forms: “Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture.”5 The church, it says, “does not derive her certainty about all revealed truths from the holy Scriptures alone. Both Scripture and Tradition must be accepted and honored with equal sentiments of devotion and reverence.” The Roman Catholic Church’s pope and bishops assert the supreme authority to interpret the Word of God. When they define doctrine, they claim that everyone must accept it by faith as completely true.6

      The pope, “as supreme pastor and teacher of all the faithful,” supposedly speaks with “infallibility” when “he proclaims by a definitive act a doctrine pertaining to faith or morals.” Even when he is not making a definitive pronouncement, his teachings must be received by the faithful “with religious assent.”7

      In response, we note that there is no indication in the Holy Scriptures of a second, equally authoritative source of divine revelation. The Roman Church attempts to find biblical support for its position by quoting Christ’s promise that the Holy Spirit will teach his church (John 16:12–13).8 But Christ did not say anything here about the infallibility of the bishop of Rome or any church organization. He promised the Holy Spirit’s teaching, first to the apostles, who were with him at the time, and generally to all believers, whom the Spirit illuminates to know the truth of God’s Word.

      Roman Catholics also appeal to references to tradition in the New Testament (2 Thess. 2:15; 3:6). They claim these prove that God also speaks through the church’s tradition.9

      We reply that if tradition is faithful to God’s Word, it should be obeyed (1 Cor. 11:2). Those who heard the preaching of the apostles were to pass it along to others (2 Tim. 2:2). However, there is no promise in the Bible that the traditions of the church will always preserve the Word of God in its purity and entirety. Tradition must always be tested by the written Word of Christ, not blindly followed (Col. 2:6–8, 22).

      Special Revelation Set below Man’s Reason

      Instead of lifting human tradition to the level of God’s authority, Enlightenment philosophers lifted man to a position of independence from God in his quest for truth. Rather than believing that the Bible was inspired by God, people who accepted this perspective tended to view the Bible as simply a collection of ancient human writings containing legends, superstitions, historical mistakes, doctrinal and moral errors, and unscientific views of the world. The study of the Bible based on such assumptions developed into an academic field known as higher criticism. Beginning in the late eighteenth century and especially in the nineteenth century, some people attempted to wed this unbelieving approach to the Bible with a major revision of Christianity—actually a different religion from Christianity—called theological liberalism or modernism.

      A central teaching of liberal modernism is the denial of supernatural miracles. Theological liberals critically sift the teachings of the Bible to supposedly find the true message of Jesus. This message is said to be the fatherhood of God for all people, the brotherhood of all people, and the importance of loving one another. The message, they say, is not that Christ is the only begotten Son of God and the Savior.10 The Bible is not viewed as accurate history but as a collection of legends that modern people must reject because miracles cannot be true.11

      In response to liberal modernism, we observe that people who teach it claim to be Christians but teach unbelief toward the Word of God. Modernists may speak warmly of Christ, yet they refer not to the Christ of the Bible but to a Christ they invented. These theologians and preachers continue to use traditional Christian language but try to convince people of a belief system not found in the Bible. Furthermore, the modernist objection against the supernatural has no basis in reason or science. Miracles are entirely reasonable if God exists. He is the almighty Creator and Sustainer of all things (Jer. 32:17).

      Liberal modernism brings no living union with the living Christ. Jesus says, “If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed; and ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:31–32). Liberalism’s confidence in human reasoning and feeling runs directly against the truth that fallen man has a “whorish heart” that quickly departs from God to pursue idols (Ezek. 6:9). Our only hope lies in the light that shines in Scripture alone (Isa. 8:20). This is the light of Christ, our supernatural Teacher (9:2, 6).

      Special Revelation Spread to All Religions

      Theological liberalism replaces the truths of Christianity with experiences of God’s love. Religious pluralism is the belief that God works through the experiences of all religions so that they are pathways to God.12 It is illustrated by a parable in which blind men approach an elephant. One man touches its side and declares the elephant to be like a wall. A second, feeling its trunk, compares the animal to a snake. A third, touching its leg, thinks the beast to be much like a tree. The blind men argue among themselves, each sure that he alone is right.13

      Pluralism appeals to our appreciation for humility, compassion for all people, and the mystery of a God we cannot completely understand. However, religious pluralism arrogantly claims to see the truth about God even while it contradicts itself by saying that religions only grope after him like blind men and no one can really know him.14 Religious pluralism does not really accept different religions. Rather, it insults and denies them because it declares them all to be wrong. The skepticism of religious pluralism starts with the assumption that God does not communicate in words. To put it in terms of the parable, what if the elephant speaks? We know the true God because he has spoken.

      Special Revelation Replaced with Meeting God

      Karl Barth and Emil Brunner began a theological movement in the twentieth century that came to be known as neoorthodoxy or dialectical theology. Unlike liberal theologians, they taught that revelation is the sovereign, gracious act of God toward man, not something arising from inside of man. However, neoorthodox theologians said that the Word of God is not a book but Jesus Christ.

      The Bible, they said, is not God’s Word and revelation. It is only the record of the prophetic and apostolic witness to divine revelation. The Bible supposedly contains doctrinal and historical errors. Yet neoorthodox theologians regard it to be the means through which God reveals himself to us so that it becomes God’s Word to us. When God reveals himself to a person through the Bible, revelation is reconciliation and life. In revelation we encounter God, and he engages us in faith and obedience. To simply identify the Bible as the Word of God is “bibliolatry.”15

      In response to Barth’s and Brunner’s view of special revelation, we must say that we are grateful for their emphasis on the gracious, sovereign character of divine revelation and the centrality of Christ in God’s act of making himself known. But by separating revelation from the Bible, they have not been faithful to the witness of Scripture. Revelation is not merely a personal encounter. It is truth we can know and believe (Eph. 3:4–6). Revelation does not always mean that people receive the truth and are reconciled to God (John 3:19). Christ, the personal Word of God, bears witness that the Bible is the written Word of God (Mark 7:9–13; John 10:35).

      If the Bible were not God’s revelation but only a fallible human witness to divine revelation, then there would be no basis for us to teach God’s truth with authority. Consequently, the neoorthodox view of revelation, for all its talk of encounter, leaves man stranded on an island of ignorance. People must grope after Christ through the uncertain means of feelings. Millard Erickson asks, “Can the advocates of this view be sure that what they encounter is really the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob?”16

      The good news is that God has spoken and revealed himself in his Word. The Bible repeatedly claims to be words from God that reveal him and his will. The Holy Scriptures are not merely man’s interpretation of God’s revelation. The Bible is God’s revelation of himself. It is the Word of God, which was produced by the Holy Spirit and cannot be broken (John 10:35; 2 Pet. 1:20–21). Therefore, beware of these false views of special revelation. Instead, receive the Bible for what it is: the Word of God. Resolve even now to accept all that it teaches as truth and to build your life on it.

      Suggested Songs to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 19, “Most perfect is the law of God,” in Psalter, No. 42; THBap, No. 450

        	“O Word of God Incarnate,” in THBap, No. 267

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. Show from Scripture that special revelation is a work of the Trinity. What function does the Father perform in special revelation? The Son? The Spirit?

      2. What do the authors mean by “the human character of special revelation”?

      3. What four modes of special revelation are found in the Bible?

      4. What does Roman Catholicism teach concerning Scripture and tradition?

      5. What is liberal modernism, and why is it so called?

      6. What arguments do the authors bring against liberal modernism?

      7. What is religious pluralism?

      8. What is the parable of the elephant? What does it mean? How does the parable show the inconsistency and arrogance of pluralistic claims?

      9. What was Barth and Brunner’s view of divine revelation? Of the Bible?

      10. Someone says, “My problem with your religion is that you turn the Bible into an idol. The Word of God is not an ancient book but the person of Jesus Christ.” How do you respond?
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      The Inspiration, Authority, and Clarity of the Bible

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      The word of the prophets and apostles is the Word of God, God’s speech or message to man. God’s messengers spoke his word and wrote it down in books that formed the Holy Scriptures. The Holy Spirit produced the Scriptures by his work of inspiration. As a result, all the words of the Bible are both human words and God’s words, exactly what God wanted these writings to say (plenary, verbal inspiration). Therefore, the Bible has divine authority. We should believe all that it teaches and obey all that it commands us. By the Spirit’s work of illumination, people recognize the Bible’s inherent authority as God’s Word, its property of self-authentication. Thus, the church recognized the canon (the sixty-six books belonging to the Holy Scriptures). The Spirit also gave the Bible such perspicuity (or clarity) that anyone can understand its basic message. The plenary inspiration and clarity of the Scriptures allow us to interpret more difficult passages by the analogy of Scripture, comparing one passage with others that address the same topic.

      God has spoken. This special revelation is the basis of our eternal hope (Titus 1:1–3). Trusting in his Word, we find a solid resting place for our confidence and a way of taking refuge in God’s salvation. Proverbs 30:5 says, “Every word of God is pure: he is a shield unto them that put their trust in him.”

      When we call the Bible the Word of God, we do not mean that it is merely a message from men about God. The Bible is not just the writers’ reports of God’s message insofar as they understood it rightly. Rather, the written words of the Bible are God’s Word to us.

      The Word of the Prophets and Apostles Is the Word of God

      Even before the Bible was written, God spoke to men like Noah and Abraham. His word came with authority and power to call forth their faith in what they could not see (Heb. 11:7–8). Later, he spoke through other prophets and the apostles. The Bible represents their words as nothing less than the words of God. We should receive these words as if we heard them from God’s own mouth.

      The Word of God Preached through the Prophets and Apostles

      The message God’s prophets preached is the word of the Lord (2 Kings 20:16; Ezra 1:1). Elisha says, “Hear ye the word of the Lord; thus saith the Lord” (2 Kings 7:1). Micaiah says, “Therefore hear the word of the Lord” (2 Chron. 18:18). The apostle Paul says, “For this cause also thank we God without ceasing, because, when ye received the word of God which ye heard of us, ye received it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, which effectually worketh also in you that believe” (1 Thess. 2:13).

      When the Bible says that the prophets and apostles spoke God’s word, it means that God was speaking through them (2 Sam. 23:2). What the prophets said, the Lord said. It is “the word of the Lord, which he spake by his servants the prophets” (2 Kings 24:2). This was not something that happened once in a while—it was true of all God’s prophets: God “spake by the mouth of his holy prophets, which have been since the world began” (Luke 1:70). Likewise, the authority of the apostles arose from the supernatural work of the Spirit to give them their words (Matt. 10:20; 1 Cor. 2:13).

      The Written Word of God: The Old Testament

      At God’s command, Moses wrote God’s words in a book (Ex. 17:14; 24:4; 34:27). The Lord himself wrote the Ten Commandments on tablets of stone (24:12; 31:18; 34:1, 28). Not all prophets wrote down the words God gave them. But at God’s command some prophets and wise men did write them down to preserve them for future generations (1 Sam. 10:25; Isa. 30:8; Jer. 30:2). The result was a growing collection of materials that were the written word of God. The “words of the book” were “the word of the Lord” (2 Chron. 34:21; cf. Jer. 36:2, 10–11).

      The apostles and other New Testament authors believed that the Old Testament was the Word of God. Together with other pious Jews, the early Christians viewed the various sacred writings of Israel—the Law and the Prophets—as God’s inspired books (Acts 24:14). The New Testament refers to the Old Testament as the “Scriptures” (John 5:39; Rom. 1:2). That word, which means “writings,” is consistently used in the New Testament for the Bible, not for other writings. Peter quotes a psalm, saying, “This scripture must needs have been fulfilled, which the Holy Ghost by the mouth of David spake” (Acts 1:16; cf. Heb. 3:7; 10:15–17).

      Christ has a very high view of the Old Testament. The Lord Jesus explains,

      Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil. For verily I say unto you, till heaven and earth pass, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled. Whosoever therefore shall break one of these least commandments, and shall teach men so, he shall be called the least in the kingdom of heaven: but whosoever shall do and teach them, the same shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven. (Matt. 5:17–19)

      The Old Testament Scriptures have God’s eternal authority in their smallest details, down to the jot and tittle, the smallest parts of Hebrew letters (Luke 16:17).

      The Lord Jesus believed that Moses wrote the law. He called it “the word of God.” He also severely criticized those who set the law aside for the sake of human traditions (Mark 7:10–13). He said that “the scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35).

      The Written Word of God: The New Testament

      The New Testament also claims to be the word of God, just like the Old Testament. Christ places his words on the same level as the words of the Holy Scriptures: “Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words shall not pass away” (Matt. 24:35; Luke 21:33). He says we should believe both what is written in the Old Testament and “the words which I spake unto you” (Luke 24:44). Believing Christ’s words goes hand in hand with believing the writings of Moses (John 5:47). To be ashamed of Christ’s words and not to believe them will bring dire consequences on judgment day (Luke 9:26; John 12:47–48).

      One New Testament writer could call the writings of another New Testament author “Scripture” on the same level as the Old Testament. In 1 Timothy 5:18, Paul writes, “For the scripture saith, thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out the corn. And, The labourer is worthy of his reward.” The first quotation is from the Old Testament (Deut. 25:4), but the second is found in the Gospels (Matt. 10:10; Luke 10:7). Paul considered the Gospels to be Scripture. Peter compares the way that some people abused Paul’s letters to the way they abused “the other scriptures” (2 Pet. 3:16). Peter believed that Paul’s letters were part of the Holy Scriptures.

      The apostles believed that their teachings had God’s authority. For church members to ignore instructions from an apostle was enough of a reason for the church to rebuke them (2 Thess. 3:14–15). If a teacher contradicted the gospel of an apostle’s letters, he doomed himself to damnation (Gal. 1:8–9). It was not merely the apostle who was writing but “Christ speaking in me” (2 Cor. 13:3). Paul, though giving detailed instructions not found in previous teachings by God or Christ, says, “The things that I write unto you are the commandments of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37). The book of Revelation opens with the claim to be divine revelation through Jesus Christ (Rev. 1:1). The book says that the Lord promises, “These words are true and faithful” (21:5). Revelation concludes with a fearsome warning against anyone who adds or takes away from the prophecy (22:18–19). The New Testament teaches that it is God’s Word.

      The Spirit’s Inspiration of the Written Word of God

      The Bible consists of human words that are also God’s words. How did such a thing take place? The answer is the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. The Bible identifies the Holy Spirit particularly as the One who spoke through the prophets and apostles (Neh. 9:30; Eph. 3:5). David writes, “The Spirit of the Lord spake by me, and his word was in my tongue” (2 Sam. 23:2). His reference to the tongue shows the direct influence that the Spirit had on the prophets. As a result, what they thought in their minds and spoke with their mouths was the word of God.

      The Lord Jesus Christ promised his apostles that he would grant them a special influence of the Spirit of truth. By that influence, they could accurately remember the words that he spoke on earth and deeper revelations that he would grant them later (John 14:25–26; 16:12–14).

      God’s Inspiration of Words

      Nowhere does the Bible suggest that God merely gave insight to the prophets, who then spoke the message in their own words. The Lord assured a fearful Moses, “I will be with thy mouth, and teach thee what thou shalt say” (Ex. 4:12). God gave Jeremiah the same promise: “I have put my words in thy mouth” (Jer. 1:9). The plural term “words” implies that God inspired not just general ideas but gave the specific words by which the speakers or writers communicated the ideas. God led the prophets to exactly what they should say, and they said exactly that (Num. 22:38; 23:5, 12, 16). The prophet became the mouth of the Lord (Ex. 4:16). This does not mean that God took over the prophet’s body. Each human writer expressed himself in his own style. But God sovereignly controlled the prophets’ process of thinking and writing so that the result is the Word of God.

      The result of this process of verbal inspiration was that the words written in the Bible are the words of God. Christ’s confidence in the text of the Holy Scriptures is so strong that he bases an argument on a single word in Psalm 110:1 (Matt. 22:41–45). The apostle Paul bases an argument on the fact that a word in the Old Testament is singular instead of plural (Gal. 3:16).

      God Breathed Out the Words of the Whole Bible

      Paul writes, “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). Peter says,

      We have also a more sure word of prophecy; whereunto ye do well that ye take heed, as unto a light that shineth in a dark place, until the day dawn, and the day star arise in your hearts: knowing this first, that no prophecy of the scripture is of any private interpretation. For the prophecy came not in old time by the will of man: but holy men of God spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost. (2 Pet. 1:19–21)

      The apostles are teaching us how far God’s inspiration reaches. Paul writes about “all scripture.” The entire Bible is inspired. Similarly, Peter says that “no prophecy of the scripture” arises merely from man’s interpretation or will, but all is from the Holy Spirit.

      Therefore, we may speak of plenary, verbal inspiration, the divine inspiration of the whole Bible in every word of the original manuscripts. All writings of the prophets and apostles are the Word of God. The Westminster Confession of Faith lists the sixty-six books of the Bible and says, “All . . . are given by inspiration of God to be the rule of faith and life.”1

      The apostles are also teaching us the meaning of inspiration. Paul’s expression “given by inspiration” literally means “God-breathed” or “breathed out by God” (ESV). God breathed out the Scriptures themselves, just as our words are produced by our breath. The Greek word translated as “breathe” is closely related to “Spirit,” implying the special work of the Holy Spirit. Inspiration is the work of the Holy Spirit to produce the Bible through human authors so that the Bible is God’s Word just as surely as the breath of our mouths produces our own words.

      Peter says that the prophets “spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost.” The word translated as “moved” means “carried from one place to another.” The Holy Spirit carried the prophets to write exactly what God wanted them to communicate. We should remember, too, that God sovereignly shaped their personalities and experiences by his providence to prepare them to write what he wanted them to write.

      The inspiration of the Bible means that the Bible is God’s Word. It has divine properties, including divine authority, clarity, inerrancy, and sufficiency. We will explore these properties in the remainder of this chapter and also in the next.

      The Authority of the Bible

      The people who heard Christ teach “were astonished at his doctrine: for he taught them as one having authority” (Matt. 7:28–29). By the inspiration of the Spirit of Christ, authority shines in every part of Holy Scripture.

      The Bible’s authority as the Word of God means that everyone who hears or reads it should submit to what it teaches us to believe and do. Paul considers it a mark of conversion “that you who were once slaves of sin have become obedient from the heart to the standard of teaching to which you were committed” (Rom. 6:17 ESV). Human authorities may make rules for many parts of our outward lives. But the Word of God alone has the authority to bind our consciences with respect to doctrine, worship, morality, and conduct.

      The Bible has this authority because it comes from God and is his Word. The testimony of God has infinitely more authority than the testimony of man (1 John 5:9; cf. 1 Thess. 2:13). The Westminster Confession of Faith says, “The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, and obeyed, dependeth not upon the testimony of any man, or Church; but wholly upon God (who is truth itself) the author thereof: and therefore it is to be received, because it is the Word of God.”2

      The Bible says more than four hundred times, “Thus saith the Lord.” This is the way a king’s proclamations are presented.3 God speaks as the supreme Lord and King. All who hear must submit to his word. We cannot make any leader or council of leaders into our final authority. History has shown that leaders and councils have made mistakes and contradicted each other.4

      Faith in the Holy Scriptures does not depend on the authority of mere men but arises from the inward illumination of the Holy Spirit. By this illumination, God gives sinners the ability to see that the Bible is the Word of God. Paul explains, “My speech and my preaching was not with enticing words of man’s wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power: that your faith should not stand in the wisdom of men, but in the power of God” (1 Cor. 2:4–5). The Spirit works in the heart to show and confirm the truth of the gospel.

      The Holy Spirit accompanies the gospel with power to produce “assurance” (1 Thess. 1:5). That refers to the confidence of saving faith that God’s Word is true (Heb. 6:11; 10:22). Reformed theologians, therefore, teach that the Bible has the property of self-authentication.5 This means that God’s Word contains marks that it comes from God. As a result, when the Holy Spirit opens the eyes of the heart, people recognize the Bible’s authority as God’s Word.

      By the Spirit’s illumination, God’s people recognized long ago which books were inspired by God and belonged to the list of authentic writings of the Holy Scriptures (this list is called the canon). Ancient Israel recognized the thirty-nine books of the Hebrew Old Testament. The early church recognized the twenty-seven books of the Greek New Testament. Several other ancient books by Jews and Christians, though they might be of some value for history and wisdom, were not inspired by God. Such books belong not to God’s Word but to what is called the Apocrypha.

      Our response to God’s Word is our response to God. Isaiah writes,

      Thus saith the Lord, The heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool: where is the house that ye build unto me? And where is the place of my rest? For all those things hath mine hand made, and all those things have been, saith the Lord: but to this man will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit, and trembleth at my word. (Isa. 66:1–2)

      The Clarity of the Bible

      The Holy Scriptures contain “some things in them that are hard to understand” (2 Pet. 3:16 ESV). Therefore, God’s Word calls for teachers gifted by the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:28–29). God especially works through those ordained as ministers of the Word and elders (Titus 1:7). However, the Bible does not belong just to a special group of teachers. It is the treasure of the whole family of God. God commands believers to meditate on his words and to “teach them diligently unto thy children” (Deut. 6:6–7; cf. 4:9). The Bible has been compared to a river deep enough for an elephant to swim and shallow enough at its shores for a lamb to safely wade.6

      The Westminster Confession of Faith says,

      All things in Scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto all: yet those things which are necessary to be known, believed, and observed for salvation, are so clearly propounded, and opened in some place of Scripture or other, that not only the learned, but the unlearned, in a due use of the ordinary means, may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them.7

      The Reformers called this doctrine the perspicuity (clarity) of Scripture.8 Much to the dismay of the pope and his followers, the Reformers brought the whole Bible to the whole church. They translated it into the language of the people, preached its message to everyone, and made the reading and preaching of it the central activity of the church’s worship.

      The Bible often shows us its clarity by comparing God’s Word to a light to guide us. Psalm 119:105 says, “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path.” Proverbs 6:23 says, “The commandment is a lamp; and the law is light.” Peter also compares “the word of prophecy” to “a light that shineth in a dark place” (2 Pet. 1:19). Therefore, the Bible is not a dark and cloudy book to which men must add light and clarity. The Bible is God’s light that shines into the darkness of men’s ignorance of God.

      The great obstacle to our understanding of the truths of God is not the Bible. Our problem is the sin and satanic unbelief that control the wicked (John 8:43–45; 2 Cor. 4:4) and remain to some extent in the godly (Luke 24:25, 45). However, those who have the Spirit of God dwelling in them “have the mind of Christ” (1 Cor. 2:16) As believers, they are able to understand the Scriptures, especially as they press on to maturity (3:1–3). The veil has been lifted from their hearts, and by the Spirit they behold the glory of Christ and are transformed into his likeness (2 Cor. 3:14–18). All of the Bible is profitable for our instruction and spiritual development (Rom. 15:4; 2 Tim. 3:16).

      One practical implication of the clarity of Scripture is that we should search the Bible with great anticipation. If we are believers and pray for God to illuminate us so that we can see the wonders in his Word (Ps. 119:18), then we have every reason to expect to see those wonders set forth and their mystery unveiled in the pages of Scripture. This expectation should motivate us to read the Bible, teach it to our children, and come to hear it preached with eagerness and appetite. Furthermore, since the Bible is clear enough for people to understand its doctrines, the church has an obligation to translate the original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts into the languages of the world.9

      Another practical implication of the clarity of the Bible is the principle of interpretation known as the analogy of Scripture. If the great doctrines of the Bible are clearly taught in some texts, then it follows that less clear passages can be interpreted by the clearer texts.10 This principle of interpretation is a great aid to studying the Bible. It helps to keep the teacher under the authority of the Holy Spirit, who inspired the whole Bible, rather than inventing new and heretical interpretations.

      Thank God for the divine authority and clarity of his Word! Far from imprisoning us, these glorious properties set us free. They deliver us from being controlled by false leaders in the church. They put the Word of God in the hands of all God’s people. They liberate us to surrender our lives to God’s truth with confidence in our Christian faith. They establish the lordship of Jesus Christ over his church. The least child of God may learn from the Lord and know that his or her salvation rests not upon the wisdom of men but on the Word of God.

      Suggested Song to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 119:1–2, 9–10, 105–106, in “How blessed are the perfect in the way,” Psalter, No. 428

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. Why should we regard the word preached by the prophets and apostles to be the word of God?

      2. How did Christ and the New Testament writers regard the Old Testament documents?

      3. How did Christ and his apostles teach us to view the words of the New Testament?

      4. What is the doctrine of inspiration? How is it taught in 2 Timothy 3:16 and 2 Peter 1:19–21?

      5. How would it affect the faith of God’s people if they concluded that they cannot trust that all the Bible’s words were inspired by God, but only some words or perhaps the main ideas?

      6. What do we mean by the authority of the Bible? What is the basis of the Bible’s authority?

      7. How does God convince us that the Bible is his authentic Word?

      8. What response does the authority of God’s Word call for in us?

      9. What is the perspicuity of Scripture? How is it taught in the Bible?

      10. How should the doctrine of perspicuity help you to approach your own reading of the Bible with greater anticipation?
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      The Inerrancy and Sufficiency of the Bible

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      Since the Bible is God’s Word, it is true in all that it teaches. We call this property of the Bible its inerrancy—that is, the quality of having no error. This perfect truthfulness includes anything that Scripture teaches in relation to every field of knowledge. Therefore, we should give it our complete trust. We should also accept the Bible as the source of all knowledge necessary for salvation and all moral principles for a life pleasing to God. This property of Scripture is called its sufficiency. We should not add to the Bible or take away from it. Rather, for any questions we might have about spiritual life or how the church should function, we should seek the answers in the Bible.

      The Bible is true. John Calvin said, “This is a principle that distinguishes our religion from all others, that we know that God hath spoken to us, and are fully convinced that the prophets did not speak at their own suggestion, but that, being organs [instruments] of the Holy Spirit, they only uttered what they had been commissioned from heaven to declare.”1 The Heidelberg Catechism says that true faith includes “a certain knowledge, whereby I hold for truth all that God has revealed to us in His Word.”2 The Bible is God’s perfect instruction for his people.

      The Inerrancy of the Bible

      The word inerrant means “without error.” Therefore, when we refer to the Bible’s inerrancy, we mean that it does not declare anything contrary to what is true and real. All that it does declare is faithful and accurate.3 The Belgic Confession states that we receive the Holy Scriptures “for the regulation, foundation, and confirmation of our faith; believing without any doubt all things contained in them . . . because the Holy Ghost witnesseth in our hearts that they are from God.”4 The Westminster Confession of Faith refers to “the infallible truth” of the Bible.5

      The Bible’s Teaching on Scripture’s Inerrancy

      The Bible is God’s Word. Every word of it is inspired by God’s Spirit (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:20–21). Therefore, the trustworthiness of the Bible is the trustworthiness of God. He is not a liar (Num. 23:19; 1 Sam. 15:29) and cannot make mistakes. He knows all things in all places and times (Pss. 33:14; 139:1–4; 147:5). Therefore, the Bible is truth without error.

      God has revealed the inerrant truthfulness of his Word. Christ says to his Father, “Thy word is truth” (John 17:17). The message of the Scriptures is “the word of truth” (Ps. 119:43; 2 Tim. 2:15). We may say of the Bible what the widow of Zarephath said to Elijah: “The word of the Lord in thy mouth is truth” (1 Kings 17:24).

      The psalmist rejoices, “Thy word is true from the beginning: and every one of thy righteous judgments endureth for ever” (Ps. 119:160; cf. vv. 142, 151). God’s servants say, “Thy words be true” (2 Sam. 7:28). One of the last statements in the Bible is “These sayings are faithful and true” (Rev. 22:6; cf. 21:5). God’s Word never fails (Josh. 21:45; 23:14; 1 Sam. 3:19; 9:6; 1 Kings 8:20, 56).

      The Lord also teaches that his Word is utterly pure. Psalm 12:6 says, “The words of the Lord are pure words, like silver refined in a furnace on the ground, purified seven times” (ESV). Notice the plural term “words,” which draws attention to the details of Scripture. The image in Psalm 12 is of a refiner refining silver again and again until it is absolutely pure.

      Proverbs 30:5–6 says, “Every word of God is pure: he is a shield unto them that put their trust in him. Add thou not unto his words, lest he reprove thee, and thou be found a liar.” The purity of the Bible extends to “every word.” It is completely worthy of our trust.

      Our faith in the inerrant written Word is ultimately faith in the Son of God, who cannot make a mistake. Jesus Christ is the Word of God (John 1:1) and the living truth (14:6). Matthew Barrett says, “This [truth] raises a dilemma for those who oppose the inerrancy of Christ’s words. If they find error in what Christ has spoken, what are they to make of Christ’s person?”6

      Objections to Inerrancy

      People raise a number of objections to the doctrine of inerrancy.

      Objection 1: People make mistakes. Though God inspired the Bible, it was written by imperfect human beings. Therefore, the Bible must contain mistakes.

      In reply, we say that the whole Bible is both human and divine. We cannot separate its teaching into parts that are God’s truth and parts that are human errors. Furthermore, as John Frame notes, “Human beings do not necessarily err. Even unregenerate people sometimes speak the truth. So we should not think it impossible that God could reveal himself through human agents, keeping them from error, without violating their humanity.”7

      Objection 2: History is not essential to religion. The Bible’s historical accounts are often flawed. However, it does not matter if the Bible fails to teach true history because it does not fail in its teaching about Christ and salvation.

      In reply, we say that the gospel centers on historical events (1 Cor. 15:3–8). Apart from those events, its doctrines cannot stand (vv. 14, 17). Jesus Christ affirms the complete reliability of the historical accounts of the Bible, including Genesis (Matt. 12:39–42; 19:4–6; 23:35).

      Objection 3: The Bible contradicts modern history and science. The Bible does in fact contain errors, some modern historians and scientists tell us.

      In reply, we note that we should be willing to check our theology when it is questioned. Perhaps we are not rightly understanding what God is saying in his Word. But we can also question what historians and scientists say. Many factors make human studies of history and science less than certain. The bottom line is this: Who has higher authority, man or God? Is not God the best historian and scientist?

      Objection 4: Parts of the Bible contradict other parts. Therefore, the Holy Scriptures cannot be entirely true.

      In reply, we say that when faced with what looks like a contradiction in the Scriptures, we should approach it believing God’s witness that the Bible is his Word. It is possible that an error was added to the original inspired text by those who copied the ancient manuscripts. Scholars can compare manuscripts to determine the original reading. Or perhaps we are not properly translating or interpreting either or both texts. It also might be that the two texts do fit together. They might address the same situation from somewhat different but equally true perspectives. And there are cases where we are not able to resolve problems in a manner that fully satisfies our minds. This calls for humility and patience.

      But difficult questions about the Bible do not give us reason to reject its inerrancy. Augustine said, “If we are perplexed by an apparent contradiction in Scripture, it is not allowable to say, The author of this book is mistaken; but either the manuscript is faulty, or the translation is wrong, or you have not understood.”8

      Practical Applications of the Bible’s Truthfulness

      Since the Word of God is pure truth, we should place our complete trust in what God has said. To trust in the Bible for truth is to trust in the God who cannot lie. We glorify God when we trust in his Word, especially when everything around us fights against that trust (Rom. 4:20). Furthermore, when we trust in God’s Word, we discover that he is a “shield” to us (Prov. 30:5; cf. Gen. 15:1). Without faith in the Word, it will not profit us (Heb. 4:2), but by faith in God’s Word, we please him (11:5–6). Inerrancy is the foundation of all comfort and solid hope. We know that God will never break his promises to us in Christ.

      We must never try to correct the Bible with our own reasoning. Paul is our model here, “believing all things which are written in the law and in the prophets” (Acts 24:14). Not just some things in the Bible but “whatsoever things were written aforetime were written for our learning, that we through patience and comfort of the scriptures may have hope” (Rom. 15:4). Our Lord Jesus Christ teaches us that the Bible is “the word of God” and “cannot be broken” (John 10:35). That is not fanaticism but simply the fullness of faith.

      The Sufficiency of the Bible

      The sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures is often expressed with the Latin phrase sola Scriptura, “Scripture alone.” The Geneva Confession declares, “For the rule of our faith and religion, we wish to follow the Scripture alone.”9

      The Bible’s Sufficiency Defined

      The sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures means that everything necessary for saving faith and spiritual life is taught in the Bible. The Westminster Confession of Faith says, “The whole counsel of God concerning all things necessary for His own glory, man’s salvation, faith and life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence may be deduced from Scripture: unto which nothing at any time is to be added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit or traditions of men.”10

      The Bible does not claim to be a comprehensive guide to astronomy, business, history, or medicine. But it does claim to be “able to make thee wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus” and “profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:15–16).

      The Bible’s Sufficiency Clarified

      The Bible’s sufficiency does not mean that we do not need teachers and scholars or creeds and confessions. These are not to be rejected but welcomed as means that the Holy Spirit uses in the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:28; Eph. 4:11–13). Rather, the sola of sola Scriptura means that the Bible alone is the source of all teaching with God’s authority. Any teaching that is not derived from the Holy Scriptures has only human authority.

      Though the sufficiency of Scripture informs all of life, it especially applies to the holy activities of the church and its officers. In the actions of the church as the church, the sufficiency of Scripture implies the regulative principle of worship. This is the teaching that we must worship as God has commanded, not according to human ideas of worship (Deut. 12:30–32). We will explore that principle under the doctrine of the church’s work (chap. 80).

      The Bible’s Teaching on Scripture’s Sufficiency

      Negatively, we find the sufficiency of Scripture taught when the Bible commands us not to add to God’s Word. Moses said, “You shall not add to the word that I command you, nor take from it, that you may keep the commandments of the Lord your God that I command you” (Deut. 4:2 ESV; cf. Prov. 30:5–6; Rev. 22:18–19). Isaiah, the Lord Jesus, and the apostle Paul all warn against teaching based on man’s doctrines (Isa. 29:13; Mark 7:6–7; Col. 2:22).

      Positively, the Bible tells us that its revelation is complete for moral instruction and direction on how to go to heaven: “He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee” (Mic. 6:8).

      Jesus speaks about a rich man who goes to hell. He calls out to Abraham in heaven to send someone to his living brothers to warn them. Abraham says, “They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them.” The rich man argues that they need more, and suggests that if someone returns from the dead, his brothers will repent. Abraham replies, “If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded, though one rose from the dead” (Luke 16:27–31). In other words, the Old Testament is sufficient to lead sinners to eternal life. If they reject God’s Word, not even a miracle will be enough for them to believe.

      Paul teaches the Bible’s sufficiency when he says that all Scripture is breathed out by God (2 Tim. 3:15–16). Even when taught to children, the Scriptures “are able” to lead them to wisdom and salvation. They are sufficient to guide Christian parents to give moral and spiritual instruction to their sons and daughters. This should give great encouragement to all parents to teach the Word to their children and bring it into every aspect of their family life (Deut. 6:6–7; Eph. 6:4).

      The Bible is also sufficient to direct the church and its ministries. God’s minister is fully equipped by the Word for “all good works,” the whole ministry required of him by God, because the Bible is “profitable” for all those works (2 Tim. 3:16–17). Paul says, “I charge thee therefore before God, and the Lord Jesus Christ, who shall judge the quick and the dead at his appearing and his kingdom; preach the word; be instant in season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all long suffering and doctrine” (4:1–2).

      Practical Applications of the Bible’s Sufficiency

      We must stand on the Bible as the fully sufficient revelation of God for our salvation and spiritual growth. The church does not need to add its own traditions to the Bible in order to have the full Word of God. Neither should we follow modern prophets and apostles who claim continuing special revelation.

      The sufficiency of the Bible implies that no matter what spiritual question or trial we may face as individual Christians, we must go to the Word of God for answers. When we lack wisdom, we must pray for God to grant it (James 1:5) and seek it eagerly from his mouth (Prov. 2:3–6). Augustine said, “In all these books those who fear God and are of a meek and pious disposition seek the will of God. . . . For among the things that are plainly laid down in Scripture are to be found all matters that concern faith and the manner of life, to wit, hope and love.”11

      Church leaders must also be careful to build their churches on the Bible alone. Extrabiblical advice from pastors should be presented as human opinion. Such advice might be helpful, but it also might be mistaken because it is not directly from God. Paul exhorts pastors to build the church on no other foundation than Jesus Christ. They must build God’s temple with the gold and silver of his wisdom, not the wood and straw of man’s wisdom (1 Cor. 3:10–13).

      Suggested Songs to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 12, “O Lord, be Thou my helper true,” in Psalter, No. 21; THBap, No. 45

        	“Thy Word is like a garden, Lord,” in THBap, No. 257

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What is the doctrine of inerrancy?

      2. How can we argue for inerrancy based on God’s inspiration of the Holy Scriptures?

      3. What Scripture passages declare the absolute purity of God’s Word?

      4. What practical implications does inerrancy have for our lives?

      5. Someone asks, “Why can’t I continue to trust in Jesus as my Lord and Savior, and at the same time think that the Bible is wrong about some points of history?” How do you respond?

      6. What is the sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures?

      7. What Scripture passages warn against adding to God’s Word?

      8. How does the Bible testify to its sufficiency as God’s law and gospel for mankind?

      9. How does 2 Timothy 3:15–4:2 give us confidence that the Bible is sufficient?

      10. What practical implications does the doctrine of the Bible’s sufficiency have for us?
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      Applied Revelation for Practical Fruit

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      Revelation benefits us only when, by God’s grace, it is applied to our lives. On a personal level, God calls each of us to trust and study his Word so that we know him in our hearts. In the family, we should teach the Word to our children. The church must receive the Word so that it transforms us from the inside out and makes us into witnesses and worshipers. As we are changed by the Word, we become means by which God changes others in society around us. The result is that God is glorified among all nations as the church fulfills its mission.

      God produces the people of the Word by applying special revelation to individual people to form the body of Christ. Applied revelation creates the church’s practical response to the Holy Scriptures. By God’s grace, his elect become people who turn away from the corrupting lies of this world to meditate with delight on the Word (Ps. 1:1–2).

      Whatever your reason for reading this book, we present these truths not merely to inform your mind. We desire that the Lord will transform your heart and life by his Word.

      The Fruit of Applied Revelation in Each Person

      Personal Faith in the Scriptures

      Nothing is more essential to the profitable study of Holy Scripture than personal faith in it as the Word of God. It is this Word that shows us God and offers us Christ. Saving faith is clinging to God with confident trust (Deut. 10:20–21; 30:20)—that is, receiving Christ (John 1:12). Ralph Robinson said, “Faith is a uniting grace: it knits the soul to Christ, and Christ to the soul.”1 We must “hold fast the form of sound words . . . in faith and love which is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 1:13). Do you have personal faith in the Word of God, shown by the works of genuine love?

      God’s saving grace rests upon those who tremble at his Word (Isa. 66:2). By grace, the believer receives the gospel “not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, which effectually worketh also in you that believe” (1 Thess. 2:13). Trust in God’s Word. Count all Scripture to be the absolute truth of God. Stake your life on it. Build upon it with personal obedience as the rock-solid foundation of your life.

      Personal Study of the Scriptures

      Those who have eyes to see count the Bible to be their greatest earthly treasure. They say with the psalmist, “I have rejoiced in the way of thy testimonies, as much as in all riches. I will meditate in thy precepts, and have respect unto thy ways. I will delight myself in thy statutes: I will not forget thy word” (Ps. 119:14–16).

      Are you an active student of the Bible? Do you read it daily? Do you compare Scripture with Scripture to increase your understanding? Do you sit under pastors who preach God’s Word from their hearts to your heart every Lord’s Day? Do you make good use of the many Bible study helps available to you, including edifying books and the recorded sermons of faithful ministers of the Word?

      Paul exhorted Timothy, “Consider what I say; and the Lord give thee understanding in all things” (2 Tim. 2:7). Those who listen to preaching must “take heed” how they hear (Luke 8:18). Nourish your soul in a continual feast on the Holy Scriptures (Jer. 15:16). You can be in the school of Christ every day, sitting like Mary at the feet of Jesus (Luke 10:39).

      Personal Experience through the Scriptures

      Paul was not content to teach the truth. He also prayed “that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give unto you the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of him” (Eph. 1:17). By the Spirit’s illumination, the saints have a heart knowledge of all that God is for them in Christ (vv. 18–20). The Father works mightily on the inner man through the Spirit. Then the heart experiences the indwelling Christ and all his benefits. The Christian begins to better know the love of God in Christ that goes beyond our understanding (3:16–19).

      Through the Word, the Spirit of the Lord shows us the glory of Christ. The Spirit sets us free from our corrupt love for sin and self. He transforms us to share Christ’s glory (2 Cor. 3:16–18; 4:4–6).

      Do you enjoy God in the Word? Do you long after him as a deer pants for water? Does your soul seek him earnestly because his lovingkindness is better than life?

      The Fruit of Applied Revelation in the Family

      God’s revelation aims to impact not just one man or woman at a time but their children and grandchildren as well. The Bible should sit at the center of family life. Wilhelmus à Brakel said, “A home without a Bible is a ship without a rudder.”2 God revealed his testimonies and laws to the people of Israel “that they should make them known to their children” (Ps. 78:5).

      Moses said to fathers and mothers in Israel, “These words, which I command thee this day, shall be in thine heart: and thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up” (Deut. 6:6–7). Matthew Henry wrote, “Those that love the Lord God themselves should do what they can to engage the affections of their children to him.”3 When we teach the Holy Scriptures to children, the Word is able to make them “wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:15).

      The Fruit of Applied Revelation in the Church

      The Spirit applies the Word to the body of Christ. He brings light to our darkness. God promises his church, “Arise, shine; for thy light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee. For, behold, the darkness shall cover the earth, and gross darkness the people: but the Lord shall arise upon thee, and his glory shall be seen upon thee” (Isa. 60:1–2).

      Transformation in the Life of the Church

      The Lord promises his covenant people that he will put his law “in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts; and will be their God, and they shall be [his] people” (Jer. 31:33). Christ is the Mediator of the new covenant between God and his people. His blessings are for his church (Heb. 8:6–13; 10:14–17).

      Edmund Clowney said, “The church, according to Scripture, is not a religious club, a voluntary association of like-minded Christians who cultivate friendship and engage in joint projects. It is rather the institution of Christ and of the Spirit, formed by his power and governed by his Word.”4

      Are you a member of a local church that is faithful to Christ? The people who receive God’s Word by the Spirit do not stand alone. They stand as one church in Christ. Are you and your church people of the Word?

      Balance in Pastoral Ministry

      The God who promises to transform his people (Jer. 3:17) also promises to give them competent shepherds. He says, “I will give you pastors according to mine heart, which shall feed you with knowledge and understanding” (v. 15). These shepherds serve the church with a beautiful combination of faithfulness in their lives and their teaching.

      Ministers and elders, you must nurture the church in both experiential godliness and doctrinal truth. As John Murray liked to say, we aim for “intelligent piety.”5 Your ministry should exhibit the loving heart of God. You must faithfully expound his unchanging truth. And you must lead people to the throne of grace in prayer.

      Zeal in Evangelism

      Since God gives his Word to his church, the people of the Word must engage in evangelism and missions. Paul says, “How then shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard? And how shall they hear without a preacher? And how shall they preach, except they be sent?” (Rom. 10:14–15).

      Though not all Christians are preachers, all Christians should invest in God’s cause. It begins with devoting ourselves to prayer (Col. 4:2). We must pray particularly for those who preach the Word, that God would open doors for them to speak and give them boldness (vv. 3–4). We must give money to support the ministry of the gospel and the schools in which ministers are trained for their work. When we talk with those outside the church who are perishing without Christ, we must learn to season our speech with the salt of grace. We should sprinkle winsome words about our Lord into daily conversation (vv. 5–6).

      Dependency in Leadership

      The ministers and elders of Christ’s church should learn from the doctrine of revelation that wisdom does not begin in them but comes from the mouth of the Lord (Prov. 2:6). Being wise in their own eyes is not fitting for those who teach others to submit to God’s Word. What do we have that we did not receive? When did we become infallible? “Trust in the Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding” (3:5).

      In the Scriptures, God has given the man of God a holy manual that, if humbly studied and followed, will equip him completely for all the good works of ministry (2 Tim. 3:16–17). Every leader should have the attitude of Solomon, who said, “I am but a little child,” and therefore plead for God to give him “an understanding heart” (1 Kings 3:7–9). It was said of John Cotton, “He had learned to study, because he had learned to pray.”6

      Priority in Education

      The church has ministries that address social or physical needs. But it must remember that its core calling is the ministry of the Word. Like the apostles, pastors and teachers today must not “leave the word of God, and serve tables,” but resolve to give themselves “continually to prayer, and to the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:2, 4).

      Paul says,

      If thou put the brethren in remembrance of these things, thou shalt be a good minister of Jesus Christ, nourished up in the words of faith and of good doctrine, whereunto thou hast attained. . . . Meditate upon these things; give thyself wholly to them; that thy profiting may appear to all. Take heed unto thyself, and unto the doctrine; continue in them: for in doing this thou shalt both save thyself, and them that hear thee. (1 Tim. 4:6, 15–16)

      Whether we teach the catechism to children or systematic theology to graduate students, we must encourage people to bring together truth and godliness. Do not present yourself as a master of the Word, but as one who longs to be mastered by the Word.

      Saturation in Worship

      Preaching is a major means of grace, but the Bible is for more than preaching. Paul says, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom; teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord” (Col. 3:16). Few things bring the Word of God into the heart more effectively than singing it.

      This command to fill worship with the Bible extends to the whole worship service. Mark Dever and Paul Alexander say, “Church leaders who have been committed to seeing the church reformed according to God’s Word down through the ages have had a common method: read the Word, preach the Word, pray the Word, sing the Word, see the Word (in the ordinances).”7 We should use all such God-appointed means to fill our worship services with the Word of God. Why water down the soup when God has made it so rich and flavorful for his children with the nutrients of his Word?

      The Fruit of Applied Revelation in Society

      Christ’s church is called to be the light of the world and a city set on a hill (Matt. 5:14). Through the church’s life and witness, Christ continues to perform his mission to be “a light of the Gentiles; to open blind eyes, to bring out the prisoners from the prison, and them that sit in darkness out of the prison house” (Isa. 42:6–7).

      God confirms the truth of his Word by the fruits it produces in our lives. Christ says, “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). Similarly, Paul says, “Be blameless and harmless, the sons of God, without rebuke, in the midst of a crooked and perverse nation, among whom ye shine as lights in the world” (Phil. 2:15).

      By transforming his people through applied revelation, God makes them into agents of change in society. They become living images of his mercy and justice. This is God’s plan to influence society—the witness of Christians made beautiful by their good works. Too often churches rely on programs and events to attract visitors. The best attraction the church has is radiant, obedient servants of God.

      The Fruit of Applied Revelation in All Nations

      When we consider the implications of God’s Word in the lives of his people, we must remember that his purpose is worldwide. The Lord says, “Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth: for I am God, and there is none else” (Isa. 45:22). We must lift our eyes and see the nations as the inheritance of Christ (Ps. 2:8).

      John Calvin said,

      We must daily desire that God gather churches unto himself from all parts of the earth; that he spread and increase them in number; that he adorn them with gifts; that he establish a lawful order among them; on the other hand, that he cast down all enemies of pure teaching and religion; that he scatter their counsels and crush their efforts.8

      Such faith breathes forth mighty prayers that call down the kingdom of God among all nations.

      The Fruit of Applied Revelation for the Glory of God

      The Word of God reveals the glory of God for the worship of God: “Declare his glory among the heathen, his wonders among all people. For the Lord is great, and greatly to be praised: he is to be feared above all gods” (Ps. 96:3–4). John Owen wrote, “The ultimate end of true theology is the celebration of the praise of God, and His glory and grace in the eternal salvation of sinners.”9

      We begin praising him now, even as we wait for the full display of glory, because the victory of Christ is sure. Calvin said, “Indeed, we are quite aware of what . . . lowly little men we are. . . . But our doctrine must tower unvanquished above all the glory and above all the might of the world, for it is not of us, but of the living God and his Christ whom the Father has appointed to ‘rule from sea to sea, and from the rivers even to the ends of the earth’ [Ps. 72:8].”10

      Oh, what a gift God has given to us in his Word! We have the very words of God, the truth of God, the light of God, the glory of God, and the name of God. Through the Word, the Lord becomes our strength and our song. He is our salvation. With the Word bearing fruit in our lives, we are set free to fulfill the purpose for which God created us: to glorify God alone and enjoy him forever. Soli Deo gloria!

      Suggested Songs to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 119:129–36, “Thy wondrous testimonies, Lord,” in Psalter, No. 337

        	“The Spirit breathes upon the Word,” in THBap, No. 258

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. How does God’s Word describe the personal faith created by applied revelation?

      2. Why are those to whom God applies his revelation faithful to study the Scriptures? What is the goal of such study?

      3. What is the spiritual experience of those who have received God’s Word?

      4. When you examine yourself regarding your faith, study, and experience of the Word, what do you see? How do you desire to change?

      5. Why should the Bible be at the center of family life? How are you practicing this principle?

      6. After reading the section titled “The Fruit of Applied Revelation in the Church,” what are some specific requests you could start praying for your church? Make a list and use it in your prayers.

      7. How does the application of revelation cause the church to influence the world?

      8. Why must we not rest satisfied until God’s Word impacts every nation and people on earth?

      9. How does applied revelation lead us to live to the glory of God alone (soli Deo gloria)?

      10. Given your gifts, relationships, and situation, what does it mean for you to be an evangelistic and missionary-minded Christian?
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      Introduction to the Doctrine of God

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      Knowing God gives strength to his people. It is possible to know God because he has chosen to make himself known to us. Since the whole world is a revelation of God, atheism is foolish. Seeking to know God should be our highest priority, for it is our greatest privilege. However, knowing God is not just about knowledge in the head; it involves humility and love in the heart, and obedience and righteousness in a person’s life. God reveals his divine nature—who he is in his being or essence that makes him different from all other beings. The attributes of God are the characteristics that belong to him by his divine nature, such as his infinite power. Something is an attribute of God if we can use it to complete the sentence “By nature, God is,” such as, “By nature, God is love.” All our knowledge of God is by way of analogy (analogical language) because he is infinite, and we are his image bearers.

      Knowing God changes a person. We see this in the life of Daniel, who suffered horribly in his youth. The Babylonians conquered the kingdom of Judah and carried Daniel away as a captive to a foreign land. He could easily have grown bitter or conformed to Babylon’s brutal, pagan ways to advance his career. Instead, he served the one true God. The secret of Daniel’s godly conduct is that he knew his God and gave him all the glory (Dan. 2:20–21). Wilhelmus à Brakel said, “The foundation of religion is the character of God.”1

      The True Knowledge of God

      The Power of Knowing the True God

      Our purpose in studying the doctrine of God is to live to God through Christ. Knowing God gives us the strength to do that. Daniel foresaw a time of great trials and temptations for God’s people, but he said, “The people that do know their God shall be strong, and do exploits” (Dan. 11:32).

      The knowledge of God has strengthened his people through the ages. It can strengthen us today if, by grace, we receive it into our hearts. It is possible to have much knowledge of theology in our heads with no godliness at all in our hearts (James 2:19). However, when someone knows God truly, this knowledge unites him to God through Jesus Christ by faith. David said, “They that know thy name will put their trust in thee: for thou, Lord, hast not forsaken them that seek thee” (Ps. 9:10).

      The Possibility of Knowing the True God

      True worship must be a thoughtful response to something real. Skeptics argue that we cannot know God. If theology were man’s quest to discover God, we could never know anything about God for certain. But Christian theology arises from God’s pursuit of man.

      It is possible for us to know God because he chooses to be known: “Ye are my witnesses, saith the Lord, and my servant whom I have chosen: that ye may know and believe me, and understand that I am he: before me there was no God formed, neither shall there be after me” (Isa. 43:10).

      The Perversity of Rejecting the True God

      God has shown by the world all around us that he exists (Rom. 1:20; 2:14–15). Greg Nichols writes, “No man needs to have God’s existence proved to him. He already knows it. Anyone who denies this is a liar.”2

      God’s revelation of himself exposes the foolishness of atheism: “The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God. They are corrupt, they have done abominable works, there is none that doeth good” (Ps. 14:1). The fear of God in the heart is the fountain of righteousness. The denial of God in the heart is the fountain of sin. Stephen Charnock said, “All sin is founded in a secret atheism.” Every sin says, “I would be a lord to myself, and would not have a God superior to me.”3

      The Priority of Knowing the True God

      The denial of God brings forth all kinds of poisonous fruit, but knowing God and making him known is the heartbeat of real human life. Augustine said, “Thou hast formed us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless till they find rest in Thee.”4

      Knowing God is

      
        	the highest human privilege: “Let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth and knoweth me, that I am the Lord” (Jer. 9:24).

        	the heart of the covenant: “They shall all know me, from the least of them unto the greatest of them” (Jer. 31:34).

        	the essence of eternal life: “This is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent” (John 17:3).

        	
the engine of holiness: God “hath given unto us all things that pertain unto life and godliness, through the knowledge of him” (2 Pet. 1:3).

      

      Nothing is more central to human life than the knowledge of God through Christ. Do you regard knowing God as your greatest privilege? Do you eagerly desire to know him better? That desire is a mark of saving grace.

      The Piety of Seeking to Know the True God

      How can we “press on to know the Lord” (Hos. 6:3 ESV)? We seek to know him by having humble hearts, open ears to his Word, and repentance for our sins against him. To know him rightly is to fear him (Prov. 9:10), and the fear of God moves us to turn away from sin (Job 28:28). To fear him rightly we must also love him (Deut. 10:12). This is true piety.

      John Calvin said, “Indeed, we shall not say that, properly speaking, God is known where there is no religion or piety. . . . I call ‘piety’ that reverence joined with love of God which the knowledge of his benefits induces.”5 Such piety requires faith in Christ. We are far from God until we are reconciled to him by the blood of Christ (Eph. 2:13).

      Growing in the knowledge of God requires righteous action. Christ said, “He that hath my commandments, and keepeth them, he it is that loveth me: and he that loveth me shall be loved of my Father, and I will love him, and will manifest myself to him” (John 14:21).

      We learn to know God better in the school of suffering. The psalmist confessed, “Before I was afflicted I went astray: but now have I kept thy word. Thou art good, and doest good; teach me thy statutes” (Ps. 119:67–68).

      Knowing God in His Nature and Attributes

      From the earliest days of the church, the saints have confessed their faith in God according to the attributes of his divine nature. The people of Israel said that God is “righteous,” “ready to pardon, gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness,” “great,” and “mighty” (Neh. 9:8, 17, 32). God’s attributes are qualities or characteristics that permanently belong to him. They are his virtues and perfections. God’s attributes make him God.

      The Bible’s Testimony to God’s Unique Nature

      God’s nature puts him above all creation. It also casts down the proud claims of idols. Paul writes, “When ye knew not God, ye did service unto them which by nature are no gods” (Gal. 4:8). Therefore, “we ought not to think that the Godhead [“divine being,” ESV] is like unto gold, or silver, or stone, graven by art and man’s device” (Acts 17:29). Paul also describes the “divine nature” as God’s “eternal power” and “the glory of the immortal God” (Rom. 1:20, 23 ESV). The divine nature is known through the Lord Jesus, in whom dwells the fullness of the “Godhead” (KJV) or “deity” (Col. 2:9 ESV).

      To be godly people, we must know the divine nature. John Owen said, “Our whole duty in general respects the nature of God. It is our giving glory to him because he is God, and as he is God, glorifying him as God (Ex. 20:2; Isa. 42:8; Deut. 28:58; Rom. 1:21).”6

      Some Important Scripture Texts on God’s Attributes

      The Lord taught his people to know him through his attributes. Though all Scripture reveals God, some passages of Scripture especially present his attributes.

      God says of himself, “The Lord, the Lord God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, and that will by no means clear the guilty; visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children, and upon the children’s children, unto the third and to the fourth generation” (Ex. 34:6–7). We find these words repeated in various forms throughout the Scriptures.7 This passage presents a two-sided description of God. He declares himself first “the Lord” (twice) and “God,” which are names of his lordship. Second, he lists aspects of his love and justice, which we call his moral perfections.

      Psalm 145 reveals God’s majesty and his mercy. Consider the attributes praised:

      
        	God’s greatness, might, and majesty (vv. 3–6)

        	God’s goodness, righteousness, grace, compassion, and mercy (vv. 7–9)

        	God’s glory, power, majesty, and eternity (vv. 11–13)

        	God’s kindness, righteousness, mercy, and holiness (vv. 14–21)

      

      In Jeremiah 9:24, God commends the supreme value of knowing “that I am the Lord which exercise lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness, in the earth: for in these things I delight.” Here again we find, first, a declaration that God is the Lord. Second, there is a list of moral perfections, and also God’s affection (“delight”). The next chapter of this prophecy lifts up God’s lordship. He is the great, mighty, true, living, everlasting, wrathful, and wise Creator, and cannot be compared to man’s idols (10:6, 10, 12).

      In the New Testament, Paul writes of Christ’s saving “mercy,” “grace,” and “longsuffering” (1 Tim. 1:12–16). He then glorifies God’s supremacy: “Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honour and glory for ever and ever. Amen” (v. 17). Later, Paul praises “the blessed and only Potentate, the King of kings, and Lord of lords; who only hath immortality, dwelling in the light which no man can approach unto; whom no man hath seen, nor can see: to whom be honour and power everlasting. Amen” (6:15–16).

      Therefore, we find that biblical religion is a faith grounded in the attributes of God. These attributes sharply distinguish God from his creatures. They rule out idolatry and condemn the false worship of this world. The knowledge of his attributes gives content to our worship so that we adore the true God. The better we know his attributes, the more they give color and clarity to our praises. The attributes sparkle brilliantly in God’s saving work in Christ. The study of God’s attributes is the joy of evangelical theology. It leads to the greatest of gifts: the knowledge of the Lord.

      A Biblical Approach to Studying God’s Attributes

      If we want to think clearly about God’s attributes, we need to go beyond what we can see about him in his creation and study what he reveals about himself in his Word.

      God reveals his attributes through biblical words and doctrines. God has given us specific words to describe him, such as power, wisdom, and goodness. We may also describe him with terms implied by biblical teaching, such as eternity and simplicity. God requires us to ponder what he says about himself and recognize its logical implications (Matt. 22:29–32).

      Though God has many attributes, there is only one divine nature. Moses wrote, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God is one Lord” (Deut. 6:4). Like the sparkling facets of one diamond and the spectrum of colors emitted by the one sun, the attributes are beams of God’s radiant perfection. They are not additions to his being, and they cannot be subtracted from him. The attributes are God, and God is his attributes.

      The attributes of God belong to each person of the Trinity. The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit share one “name,” or one glorious nature (Matt. 28:19). They are all present everywhere (Ps. 139:7; Matt. 28:20) and are all without beginning (Gen. 1:2; John 8:58). Our proof of the Trinity begins with our study of God’s attributes. We will see that each person of the Godhead fully shares in the one divine nature with all its attributes.

      God also reveals his attributes in his acts. From the exodus of Israel to the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ, God’s great works of redemption display his attributes. He is the Lord who keeps his covenant with his people.

      God teaches us his attributes for our faith, adoration, and imitation. Abraham trusted in God’s promise because he was “fully persuaded that, what he had promised, he was able also to perform” (Rom. 4:21). Sarah conceived Isaac “through faith,” for “she judged him faithful who had promised” (Heb. 11:11). Knowing God’s attributes moves his children to exclaim, “Who is a God like unto thee, that pardoneth iniquity, and passeth by the transgression of the remnant of his heritage? He retaineth not his anger for ever, because he delighteth in mercy” (Mic. 7:18). One of the greatest honors true believers give to God is that they live as “imitators” of him (Eph. 5:1 ESV).

      Analogy in Our Knowledge of God

      We can never fully comprehend God. He is infinite and incomprehensible (chap. 12). But this does not mean that we cannot know him truly, for God’s Word is true. Herman Bavinck said, “As God reveals himself, so he is.”8

      We must remember that when we describe God using human words (the only words we have), we speak of him by way of analogy, as Thomas Aquinas explained.9 Some analogies about God in the Bible are fairly obvious, as when we read about God’s “hand.” This is figurative language describing God as if he had a human body with its limitations and passions.10 But even when we read something more literal, such as “Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:36 ESV), there is an analogy. God’s mercy is infinite, eternal, unchangeable, and incomprehensible. But his mercy is similar to ours in his loving choice to show kindness to the hurting and vulnerable, so we can know his mercy and imitate it (Eph. 4:32). This is possible because we were created in God’s image and likeness (Gen. 1:26).

      Our knowledge of God can be compared to a little girl’s first visit to the ocean. As the waves splash over her feet, she says, “Wet!” She dips her hand in the water, puts it to her mouth, and says, “Salty!” Then she lifts her eyes to take in the vast sea, and she whispers, “Big!” This child has only the smallest understanding of the ocean’s properties. But her knowledge is true: the ocean is wet, salty, and big. Such is our knowledge of God’s attributes—it is a true yet childlike knowledge. Brakel said, “We can only perceive the uttermost fringes of His Being by reflecting upon the divine attributes.”11 This should fill us with awe and humility.

      Let us therefore take up the study of God’s attributes with this prayer: “May I know thee more clearly, love thee more dearly, and follow thee more nearly, day by day.”12

      Suggested Songs to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 103, “O come, my soul,” in Psalter, No. 283; THBap, No. 10

        	Psalm 115, “Not unto us, O Lord of heav’n,” in Psalter, No. 308; THBap, No. 20

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What is the power of knowing God?

      2. Why is it possible to know God?

      3. Why is atheism foolish, even if it is held by very intelligent people?

      4. Why should we make knowing God our highest priority?

      5. How is piety—or godly fear and love—important for knowing God?

      6. What is an attribute of God? What are some examples of his attributes?

      7. How does the Bible tell us that God has a unique nature?

      8. What are some passages of Scripture that list God’s attributes?

      9. Why can we talk about God only by way of analogy? Why should that humble us?

      10. What is something about studying God’s attributes that you are looking forward to? Pray that God would make this study helpful to your spiritual life.
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        9  Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (London: R. & T. Washbourne, 1914), Part 1, Q. 13, Art. 5. We cannot talk about God in univocal language (as if “love” means the same for him as it does when applied to human love). But we are not trapped in equivocal language (“love” means something totally different for God, so we know nothing about his love). Instead, we speak of him in analogical language (his “love” is similar in some ways to human love but must be understood in a way fitting for God).

      

      
        10  Speaking about God as if he had a human form is called anthropomorphism. Speaking about him as if he had a human soul with human passions is called anthropopathism.

      

      
        11  Brakel, CRS, 1:88.
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      The Holy “I Am,” the Only God

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      One way that God has revealed himself is by his name, YHWH, often pronounced as Yahweh or Jehovah, and translated as “the Lord.” This name means “I Am.” It shows us God’s independence from everything outside of himself (“I Am That I Am”) and his faithfulness (“I am with you”). The Bible also reveals the holiness of God. Holiness is the incomparable glory of the divine nature in his majesty, moral excellence, and mercy to the humble. The Holy Scriptures teach monotheism, the belief that there is only one true God—he alone is holy. False beliefs about God include atheism (there is no God), polytheism (there are many gods), pantheism (all is God, and all is one), panentheism (God is the spirit or life force of all things), and finite theism (there is a God, but he is limited in power and knowledge). We must turn away from these false beliefs about God and fear the holy Lord with all our hearts.

      Who is God? We can start by considering his name. Although the Bible uses many names and titles for God, he says that YHWH is “my name” (Ex. 6:3; Isa. 42:8). This is sometimes pronounced Yahweh or Jehovah. It is often translated as “the Lord” (note the capital letters). This is God’s special name, which he shares with no other (Ps. 83:18).

      We also can consider God’s attributes, which we discussed briefly in the previous chapter. However, only one attribute of God is declared three times in one verse: “Holy, holy, holy” (Isa. 6:3). Surely holiness is something very important for us to understand about God.

      In this chapter, we will begin our study of the doctrine of God by looking at the meaning of his special name and his attribute of holiness. Then we will use what we learn to show how many so-called gods that people worship are not the true God at all.

      The Name of “the Lord”

      God appeared to Moses in a burning bush and sent him to bring Israel out of Egypt. Moses asked, “Behold, when I come unto the children of Israel, and shall say unto them, The God of your fathers hath sent me unto you; and they shall say to me, What is his name? What shall I say unto them?” (Ex. 3:13). God replied, “I Am That I Am: and he said, Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, I Am hath sent me unto you” (v. 14). The word translated as “I Am” is a form of God’s name “the Lord” (YHWH). “I Am” explains what his name means.

      God’s Name of Sovereign Independence

      The name “I Am” reveals that God is simply because he is God. When a human being says, “I am,” he adds other words, such as “the son of John Smith.” However, when God says, “I Am,” he is asserting that, although he has relationships, he is not defined by any relationship outside of his own being. God exists of himself.1 Stephen Charnock explained that God is saying, “I am, that is, I receive from no other what I am in myself. He depends upon no other in his essence, knowledge, purposes, and therefore [another] hath no changing power over him.”2

      The longer form, “I Am That I Am” or “I am who I am” (ESV), also tells us that God is sovereign and independent. The expression could also be translated as “I will be who I will be.” In Hebrew, it is quite similar to the Lord’s words “I will . . . be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will shew mercy on whom I will shew mercy” (Ex. 33:19). That is a statement of God’s absolute sovereignty to give grace and mercy to whomever he pleases (Rom. 9:15–18). Therefore, “I Am That I Am” indicates that God is sovereign and free from all limitations outside of himself. When God said this to Moses, he was showing his servant his sovereignty. God has the power to work miracles (Ex. 3:20; 4:1–9) and rules over all human ability or disability (4:11).

      God’s Name of Covenant Faithfulness

      God’s name “I Am” also tells us that he is near to his people to keep the promises of his covenant. The same verb in the same form is translated in the phrases “I will be with thee” (Ex. 3:12) and “I will be with thy mouth” (4:12, 15). These promises to Moses echo God’s promises to be with Abraham’s offspring to give them salvation and an inheritance (Gen. 26:3; 31:3). In the same passage where God says, “I Am,” he also says that he is “the Lord God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Ex. 3:14–15). We can depend on God to be present with his people throughout history. He will do what he says he will do.

      God is telling Moses that he has compassion for his suffering people and will save them (Ex. 2:24–25; 3:7–10, 16–17). God’s eternal, sovereign independence does not hold him back from personal relationships, for “thus saith the Lord, Israel is my son, even my firstborn” (4:22). Therefore, “the Lord” is a name of redeeming love and covenant faithfulness.

      God’s Name and Jesus Christ

      Christ says that he is the Lord who appeared to Moses. Jesus says, “Before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:58). He does not say, “I was,” but “I am.” Christ claims to be the joy of Abraham (v. 56), the eternal Lord who existed long before his human birth in Bethlehem (cf. Mic. 5:2). Bruce Milne comments, “He is the eternal Christ sharing the everlasting life of the Father, the changeless Lord who towers over history, Master of time, Ruler of the ages, undiminished by the passing of the centuries.”3

      Christ uses these same words to tell us that he is everything we need. The Lord Jesus declares, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35), “I am the light of the world” (8:12), “I am the door” (10:7, 9), “I am the good shepherd” (10:11, 14), “I am the resurrection, and the life” (11:25), “I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me” (14:6), and, “I am the vine, ye are the branches . . . without me ye can do nothing” (15:5).

      Christ is God with us. He is the sovereign and eternal God come in human flesh to be our spiritual food, wisdom, strength, and fruitfulness. And the Holy Spirit whom Christ sends is also “I Am.” Words spoken by “the Lord” in the Old Testament (Jer. 31:33–34) are said in the New Testament to be spoken by the Holy Spirit (Heb. 10:15–17).

      Therefore, let us turn away from all other gods and trust only in the Trinity, who is “I Am. He is the sovereign, independent, faithful, loving God, who is with his people to keep his covenant.

      The Holiness of God

      When Moses approached the burning bush, the Lord commanded him to come no closer, “for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground” (Ex. 3:5). The great “I Am” is holy. John Howe said that holiness “is an attribute of attributes,” so that we many think of God’s “holy power, holy truth, [and] holy love,” for it is the “glory of his other perfections.”4 To be “holy” is to be sacred, set apart from all that is unclean, and set above all that is ordinary (Lev. 10:10; 11:44).

      God’s Majestic Holiness

      God’s holiness is first his glory and majesty as God. Moses says, “Who is like unto thee, O Lord, among the gods? Who is like thee, glorious in holiness, fearful in praises, doing wonders?” (Ex. 15:11). Hannah says, “There is none holy as the Lord: for there is none beside thee: neither is there any rock like our God” (1 Sam. 2:2). God’s holiness “is used as a synonym for his deity,” R.C. Sproul writes. “The word holy calls attention to all that God is.”5

      Isaiah had a vision of “the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up, and his train filled the temple” (Isa. 6:1). Heavenly spirits fly above the divine throne, calling out, “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord of hosts: the whole earth is full of his glory” (v. 3). The declaration of this attribute three times shows that God is holy in a supreme and absolute sense. He is “the Lord” and “the King” over all heaven and earth (vv. 1–5). God’s holiness “signifies everything about God that sets Him apart from us and makes Him an object of awe, adoration, and dread to us.”6

      God’s Moral Holiness

      The Lord’s holiness is also his moral excellence and purity. He is the “Holy One,” who is “of purer eyes than to behold evil.” He cannot “look on iniquity” with indifference, much less approval (Hab. 1:12–13). Isaiah 5:15–16 says, “The eyes of the lofty shall be humbled: but the Lord of hosts shall be exalted in judgment, and God that is holy shall be sanctified in righteousness.” The Lord is “holy and true,” and so will certainly “judge and avenge” every sin committed against him and his people (Rev. 6:10). The moral excellence of God’s holiness blazes forth in his law, which is “holy, and just, and good” (Rom. 7:12).

      Since God is holy, we must be holy (1 Pet. 1:16). J. C. Ryle describes “true practical holiness” as follows: “Holiness is the habit of being of one mind with God . . . hating what He hates—loving what He loves—and measuring everything in this world by the standard of His Word.” A holy person will “endeavour to shun every known sin, and to keep every known commandment.” He will “strive to be like our Lord Jesus Christ.”7

      God’s Merciful Holiness

      God’s holiness also includes his grace: “For thus saith the high and lofty One that inhabiteth eternity, whose name is Holy; I dwell in the high and holy place, with him also that is of a contrite and humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the heart of the contrite ones” (Isa. 57:15). This is the wonder of holiness—it puts God above all creation but also brings him near to tenderly care for those broken over their sins.

      Again, this attribute not only sets God against sin but also draws him near to dwell with sinners in “the holy place” of the tabernacle (Ex. 25:8; 26:33–34). This was possible by the sacrifices of the priests. The high priest wore a golden plate on his forehead that bore the words “Holiness To The Lord” (28:36). Once a year, the high priest brought the blood of sacrifices into the Most Holy Place (Lev. 16:16). The ancient priestly work of sacrifice typified the person and work of our great High Priest, Jesus Christ. He offered himself once for all as a sacrifice for sins.

      The holiness of God is also seen in the work of the Holy Spirit to make sinners holy. Thus, the gospel is a message about the holiness of the Trinity. God is holy in judging sinners, holy in redeeming sinners, and holy in sanctifying sinners. How sweet, then, is the holiness of God when we meet it through faith in Christ! Christians can have “boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus” (Heb. 10:19).

      False Gods That Are Not the Holy Lord

      The Bible teaches monotheism, the doctrine that there is only one true God:8 “The Lord he is God; there is none else beside him” (Deut. 4:35). Knowing that God is the Lord and that he is holy teaches us enough to tell the difference between the true God and most false gods. We can see this difference in several false systems of belief.

      Atheism is the belief that there is no god, no Lord, no Holy One. However, man is inevitably a worshiper. Atheists, like all others, give their adoration to something as god. Secular humanism tries to elevate man to the place of a god. Marxism views the socialist government as a godlike entity that promises to bring mankind into a world of justice and peace.

      Polytheism is the belief that there are many gods. According to polytheism, there is not one Lord who is different from all others. The gods of polytheism are not holy, especially in their moral lives. In animism, the world is full of spirits. There are the spirits of trees, mountains, animals, dead ancestors, and so on. These spirits must be appeased through rituals and sacrifices. They may be controlled by sorcery and divination. Hinduism, Shinto, and some kinds of Buddhism are also examples of polytheism.

      Pantheism is the belief that everything is God. Therefore, pantheists believe that there is no Creator. Although Hinduism has many gods, its deeper teaching is pantheism. Hinduism teaches that there is one supreme and impersonal reality. It is beyond good and evil in its infinite, universal, absolute oneness. Another form of pantheism appears in Daoism (or Taoism), a religion teaching that all things are a combination of yin (“dark”) and yang (“light”). The New Age movement is a mixture of these kinds of beliefs, with the main idea that “you are God.” Ecospirituality, or “green religion,” is the belief that nature is sacred and spiritual.

      Panentheism is the belief that God is in everything. He is regarded as the soul of the universe—its spirit or life force. Again, this assumes there is no Creator who is holy. Some kinds of Buddhism call people to practice the worship of many gods but teach panentheism. The Buddha is said to live in everything. A popular example of panentheism is belief in “the force” in the Star Wars movies.9

      Finite theism is the belief in a god limited by the world he created and other factors outside of his control. He is not the sovereign “I Am.” It is popular today for people to believe in a god who is always there for us in emotional support. But such a god rarely if ever acts directly in the world. This view is sometimes called “moralistic therapeutic deism.” According to open theism, God is limited by his love—he is not the absolute King and cannot know the future for certain. God is said to take risks that may not succeed and sometimes regrets decisions he makes.

      Each of these false views of God rejects the Lord who is absolutely sovereign over the world that he created and that is distinct from him. These gods are not holy. They are impersonal, immoral, or part of the world. Against all such false gods, the true God declares, “Thus says the Lord, who created the heavens . . . who formed the earth and made it . . . ‘I am the Lord, and there is no other. . . . Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth! For I am God, and there is no other’” (Isa. 45:18, 22 ESV).

      Do not think that you are above taking a false god into your heart. Every time we sin, we commit “practical atheism.” If our hearts are divided in loyalty, we are guilty of polytheism. Whenever we give our adoration to created things, we live like pantheists. Trusting in our own thoughts as if they were God’s word is no better than panentheism. Failing to trust in God’s plan and providence is finite theism.

      Be watchful against idols. And consider this: your actions show more about what you believe about God than your words. Examine yourself for false views of God. Cling always to the God of the Bible.

      Suggested Songs to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 135, “Exalt the Lord, His praise proclaim,” in Psalter, No. 375; THBap, No. 12

        	“Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty!” in THBap, No. 87

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What is the name of God that he revealed to Moses in Exodus 3?

      2. How does God’s name reveal his sovereign independence?

      3. How does God’s name reveal his covenant faithfulness?

      4. How does the Bible show us that Christ is the God of Exodus 3?

      5. What does it mean for God to be holy?

      6. How does Isaiah 6 show the majesty of God’s holiness?

      7. What Scripture passages teach us about the moral excellence and mercy of God’s holiness?

      8. What is the definition of each of the following: (1) atheism, (2) polytheism, (3) pantheism, (4) panentheism, and (5) finite theism?

      9. Of these false views of God, which has had the greatest influence on you? How?

      10. Someone says, “The only god that I worship is Mother Nature.” How do you respond?
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      God’s Spirituality and Simplicity

      Chapter Summary and Key Terms

      The Bible says, “God is spirit.” This teaches the spirituality of God. He is a spirit, somewhat like angels and human spirits, but infinite and eternal. He has no body and is therefore invisible, but is a living, intelligent, personal being. Since God is spirit, we must worship him in spirit and truth, not just with outward actions. The Scriptures also say, “God is love.” These biblical statements teach the simplicity of God. The divine attribute of simplicity means that God is not composed of parts but is one in nature. It also means that his attributes are his very essence—he is love, righteousness, wisdom, power, life, and so on. God’s simplicity shows us that we must serve him with the simplicity of a sincere and wholehearted devotion to keeping his commandments.

      Christ says, “God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24). Jesus’s words may also be translated as “God is spirit” (ESV).

      God is not the only one who may be described as “spirit.” Angels are spirits (Heb. 1:7, 14). Human beings consist of “flesh and spirit” (2 Cor. 7:1). However, when we say that God is “a Spirit,” we should not think that he is the same as angels or men, though he is somewhat like them in certain ways. God is, in the words of the Westminster Confession of Faith, “a most pure spirit” or a supremely spiritual spirit.1

      In this chapter, we will consider what it means that God is spirit. We will also consider a closely related doctrine, God’s simplicity.

      The Spirituality of God

      God Has No Body

      Christ’s statement “God is a Spirit” teaches us that God has no physical body. Christ says, “A spirit hath not flesh and bones” (Luke 24:39). Isaiah 31:3 reads, “Now the Egyptians are men, and not God; and their horses flesh, and not spirit.” As Jesus explains, since God is spirit, his worship does not require us to be in a special physical place, such as a temple (John 4:20–24).

      Physical bodies exist in particular places and times. God created all places and physical matter, and started time itself (Gen. 1:1). Moreover, he is present everywhere: “Do not I fill heaven and earth? saith the Lord” (Jer. 23:24). Bodies have height, length, and width. God’s being is infinite, for “the heaven and heaven of heavens cannot contain him” (2 Chron. 2:6).

      Some people object that God must have a body because he appeared to people as a man (Gen. 18:1–2) or a glorified man (Ex. 24:10). But God’s visible appearances do not teach that he has a body, just as the visible appearances of angels do not prove that they have physical bodies. Like God, they are spirits (Ps. 104:4; Heb. 1:7). God appeared in a variety of forms in the Old Testament, including a cloud and a consuming fire (Deut. 4:11–19), to show he has no body.

      Others may object that the Bible often speaks of God’s body parts—his hand, arm, eye, foot, and so on. But these are metaphors for his power, knowledge, and other attributes or actions.2 Shall we think that God has wings and feathers because the Bible uses that metaphor for his care (Ps. 91:4)? Isaiah compared God to both a warrior in battle and a woman in labor pains (Isa. 42:13–14; 59:16–18). None of this language contradicts the fact that God is spirit; his divine nature has no physical material or shape.

      God Is Invisible

      Christ’s words “God is a Spirit” (John 4:24) also teach that we cannot see God with our eyes. The worship of God is not about things we see. Worship is our response to truths we read in the Scriptures and receive by faith. As Jesus says, people “worship the Father in spirit and in truth” (John 4:23). When God the Son became “flesh” that people could see, that was because he became a man (1:14). However, “no man hath seen God at any time” (v. 18).

      God’s invisibility means that he has no size, shape, or color that our eyes can behold. His attributes are made known through the things that he has made, but his “eternal power and Godhead” are themselves “invisible” (Rom. 1:20). We perceive God in this age in the same way most saints have through history. It is “by faith” that we see “him who is invisible” (Heb. 11:27).

      God’s invisibility shows how different he is from us and our world. It is one reason why we worship him. Paul says, “Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honour and glory for ever and ever. Amen” (1 Tim. 1:17). God’s invisibility also wraps his ways in mystery. Job says, “Lo, he goeth by me, and I see him not: he passeth on also, but I perceive him not” (Job 9:11).

      God Is Intelligent and Personal

      When Christ says, “God is a Spirit,” he also shows that God is a personal, conscious being. The word translated as “spirit” commonly refers to a person’s inner life, what he thinks, loves, and chooses (Luke 1:46–47). Charles Hodge said, “If God be a spirit, it follows of necessity that He is a person—a self-conscious, intelligent, voluntary agent.”3

      God’s very name means “I Am” (Ex. 3:14), not “It Is.” For anyone to say “I am” is to show that he is a person who is aware of his existence. God says, “Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth: for I am God, and there is none else” (Isa. 45:22).

      God is a personal, intelligent, and affectionate spirit. Therefore, we worship him rightly only when we do so in a personal, thinking, and feeling manner through Christ (John 4:24).

      God Is Alive

      To say that God is spirit is to say that he is life—mighty, immortal life. The word translated as “spirit” sometimes means “wind,” which suggests energy and motion (John 3:8). It can also mean “breath,” indicating life (6:63). When Christ says, “God is a Spirit,” he has just spoken to the woman at the well about “living water” that satisfies every thirst and becomes in a person “a well of water springing up into everlasting life” (4:10, 14). Therefore, Christ’s words teach us that God is a living, powerful being who gives life to others.

      The Lord is “the living God” who created the world (Jer. 10:10–12; Acts 14:11–17). He is very different from the dead idols of men, which cannot speak or do anything. There is no “breath [or spirit] in their mouths” (Ps. 135:15–18).

      From the truth that God is spirit we may learn that he is totally active—he is pure act. A “spirit” is, by definition, living and dynamic. There is no such thing as motionless wind or breath.

      Each person in the Trinity is life. Jesus says, “The Father hath life in himself” (John 5:26). Christ is “the life” (John 14:6). And Paul says, “The Spirit is life” (Rom. 8:10).

      Practical Applications of God’s Spirituality

      The doctrine of God’s spirituality has several rich applications.

      First, God’s spirituality prohibits idol worship. Any teaching that God has physical matter or form is a lie. The holy “I Am” is infinitely more glorious than earth or flesh.

      Second, God’s spirituality demands simplicity in his worship. God made the old covenant ceremonies obsolete by the finished work of Christ (Heb. 8:13; 9:1–14). He replaced them with worship in spirit and truth, the new covenant form of worship that is remarkably simple (see chap. 80). We no longer need holy places such as temples or sacred mountains (John 4:20–24). We have Christ.

      Third, God’s spirituality calls for worship marked by sincerity and understanding. Since “God is a Spirit,” true worshipers “must worship him in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24). God’s spirituality implies that he is thinking and personal. He cannot be pleased with mindless or hypocritical worship.

      Fourth, God’s spirituality implies that true worshipers bear holy fruit. Since God is spirit, he is life itself. To know the living God is to have a fountain of eternal life springing up in one’s soul (John 4:14; 7:37; 17:3). Eternal life must produce practical results in our behavior. Spiritual life begins in the mindset and affections of our spirits, for God is spirit.

      The Simplicity of God

      The Bible’s Doctrine of Simplicity

      God’s simplicity means that he has no parts. His attributes are not what God has so much as who he is. Christ does not say that God has a spirit but that “God is a Spirit” (John 4:24). John says, “God is light” (1 John 1:5). Light refers to God’s knowledge and moral purity as opposed to the darkness of lies and sin (vv. 6–10). John also says, “God is love” (4:8, 16).

      The Scriptures do not say that God is partly spirit, partly light, and partly love. Rather, the whole of God is spirit. All of God is light. Everything in God is love. Each of his attributes describes the other attributes, so that his power is “eternal power” (Rom. 1:20), and in his love he “loveth righteousness” (Ps. 33:5).

      However, simplicity does not mean that God’s attributes are all identical. The word “power” does not mean the same as “wisdom” or “love.” Each attribute of God is a distinct way in which he reveals himself on a human level. Yet all God’s attributes are one in his one simple essence. We find an analogy to God’s simplicity in how the light of one sun makes all the colors of the rainbow. For us to understand and appreciate God’s glory, we must view the full spectrum of colors through the prism of his Word. In God himself, the attributes shine as a single, infinitely brilliant light.

      God’s attributes describe his very being. Augustine said, “In God to be is the same as to be strong, or to be just, or to be wise, or whatever is said of the simple multiplicity, or multifold simplicity, whereby we signify his substance.”4

      The Whole Doctrine of God and Simplicity

      God’s simplicity fits with other truths about him. This simple God is the Trinity. God the Father is pure light without change or shadow (James 1:17). God the Son, incarnate in Jesus Christ, not only brings the light but also is the light (John 8:12). Similarly, “the Spirit is truth” (1 John 5:6). The doctrine of the Trinity does not divide God into three parts. Rather, the three persons share one simple and undivided divine essence. The Father, the Son, and the Spirit have one goodness, one power, one eternity, and one wisdom.

      God is simple because he is one (1 Cor. 8:4; 1 Tim. 2:5). Deuteronomy 6:4 says, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord.” God is not divided or in conflict with himself. Therefore, our love should not be divided among various objects but focused fully on the one God with our whole hearts (v. 5).

      The simplicity of God also fits with his independence as “I Am” (Ex. 3:14). Beings made of parts get them from a source outside of themselves. Another person or power must assemble those parts to make a complex being. The independent God has no parts. He simply is.

      The doctrine of divine simplicity is part of the legacy of truth that the church has passed down through the centuries. Irenaeus said, “He is a simple, uncompounded Being.”5 Augustine said that God “is what He has. . . . Thus, He is in Himself living, for He has life, and is Himself the Life which He has.” He said that God’s nature cannot lose its attributes “because it is not one thing and its contents another, as a cup and the liquor, or a body and its color, or the air and the light or heat of it, or a mind and its wisdom.”6 As several Reformed confessions say, he is “without body, parts, or passions.”7

      Practical Applications of Divine Simplicity

      This attribute also has numerous applications:

      First, God’s simplicity shows us that wherever God is present, he is fully present with all his attributes. We constantly dwell in the presence of the infinite, eternal, and unchangeable God of wisdom, power, justice, and love. Therefore, we must fear him. At the same time, however, this truth is comforting. All of God is with his children for their good.

      Second, God’s simplicity means that we should never dwell just on one attribute to the neglect of others. We should not focus on God’s sovereignty to the neglect of his mercy. We must not make much of his love while making little of his justice. It is a mistake to talk only about his presence with us and lose sight of his glory beyond all our understanding. If we fall into errors such as these, we will end up worshiping a false god instead of the Lord.

      Third, God’s simplicity shines most brightly at the cross of Christ. There, Christ glorified all the attributes of God. William Bates wrote, “It is here that wisdom, goodness, justice, holiness, and power, are united in their highest degree and exaltation.”8

      Fourth, God’s simplicity promotes sincere holiness and love. The Lord put statements such as “God is light” and “God is love” in parts of the Bible that call people to turn from hypocrisy and sincerely follow Christ (1 John 1:5–7; 4:7–8). God is completely one with his righteousness and love. It is impossible to know him savingly without walking in light and love.

      Fifth, God’s simplicity means that no fruit of the Spirit can be separated from any other fruit. There is profound unity in holiness, for it faintly reflects the simplicity of God. Love is patient, kind, joyful, righteous, and true (1 Cor. 13:4–6). Self-control and slowness to anger are real power, greater than the strength of a conquering warrior (Prov. 16:32; 25:28). We cannot abound in love without also growing in knowledge and discernment (Phil. 1:9). Let us therefore pursue holiness with our whole lives, for holiness is the essence of bearing the image of God.

      Suggested Songs to Sing to the Lord

      
        	Psalm 18, “I love the Lord, His strength is mine,” in Psalter, No. 34

        	“Immortal, invisible, God only wise,” in THBap, No. 35

      

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What is the biblical evidence that God has no body?

      2. How would you explain the references to God’s body and physical appearance in the Bible?

      3. Prove from Scripture that God’s being is invisible.

      4. Imagine that someone tells you that God is the impersonal force in the world. How would you prove from Scripture that this is not what “God is a Spirit” means?

      5. Show from the Holy Scriptures that the word “spirit” includes the idea of life.

      6. What is God’s simplicity?

      7. What is the biblical basis for the doctrine of God’s simplicity?

      8. How do other doctrines about God fit well with the doctrine of simplicity?

      9. What are some practical applications of the doctrine of divine simplicity?

      10. Take one of those practical applications and turn it into a prayer: “I praise Thee, O Lord, because Thou art . . .”
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