
[image: image]



Thank you for downloading this Crossway book.

Sign-up for the Crossway Newsletter for updates on special offers, new resources, and exciting global ministry initiatives:

Crossway Newsletter

Or, if you prefer, we would love to connect with you online:




	[image: image]
	[image: image]
	[image: image]









GOD,
REVELATION AND AUTHORITY



VOLUME II

GOD WHO SPEAKS AND SHOWS

Fifteen Theses, Part One



CARL F. H. HENRY




[image: logo]







Dedicated to my wife

HELGA

and to our children

PAUL and CAROL

who helped and heartened in many ways








God, Revelation and Authority Volume II: God Who Speaks and Shows Fifteen Theses, Part One

Copyright © originally copyrighted and published in 1976. This edition copyright © 1999 by Carl F. H. Henry.

This edition published by Crossway Books

A division of Good News Publishers

1300 Crescent Street

Wheaton, Illinois 60187

Published in association with the Carl F. H. Henry Institute for Evangelical Engagement, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky. For more information concerning the Henry Institute, contact Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2825 Lexington Road, Louisville, KY 40280; or call toll free, 1-800-626-5525.

The publisher gratefully acknowledges the support of Southern Baptist Theological Seminary and Dr. R. Albert Mohler, Jr., President, in helping to underwrite the publication of this new edition of God, Revelation and Authority.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher, except as provided by USA copyright law.  Crossway® is a registered trademark in the United States of America. 

Hardcover design by: Cindy Kiple

Paperback cover design by: D2 DesignWorks

First Crossway printing, 1999

Printed in the United States of America

ISBN: 978-1-58134-042-6
ePub ISBN: 978-1-4335-7111-4
PDF ISBN: 978-1-4335-7109-1
Mobipocket ISBN: 978-1-4335-7110-7


ISBN: 1-58134-056-7 (Set of 6 volumes : pbk)

Bible quotations from Revised Standard Version, copyright © 1946, 1952, 1971, 1973 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. Used by permission.

Bible quotations marked KJV are from the Authorized or King James Version.



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Henry, Carl Ferdinand Howard, 1913–

God, revelation, and authority / Carl F.H. Henry.

p. cm.

Originally published: Waco, Tex. : Word Books, c1976–c1983.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

Contents: v. 1. God who speaks and shows, preliminary considerations — v. 2-4.

God who speaks and shows, fifteen theses — v. 5-6. God who stands and stays.

ISBN 1-58134-081-8 (v. 1 : hc) ISBN 1-58134-041-9 (v. 1 : pbk)

ISBN 1-58134-082-6 (v. 2 : hc) ISBN 1-58134-042-7 (v. 2 : pbk)

ISBN 1-58134-083-4 (v. 3 : hc) ISBN 1-58134-043-5 (v. 3 : pbk)

ISBN 1-58134-084-2 (v. 4 : hc) ISBN 1-58134-044-3 (v. 4 : pbk)

ISBN 1-58134-085-0 (v. 5 : hc) ISBN 1-58134-045-1 (v. 5 : pbk)

ISBN 1-58134-086-9 (v. 6 : hc) ISBN 1-58134-046-X (v. 6 : pbk).

1. Evangelicalism. I. Title.




	BR1640.A25H45    1999
	



	230'.044—dc21
	98-51637


















Introduction
Divine Revelation: Fifteen Theses

NOWHERE DOES THE CRISIS of modern theology find a more critical center than in the controversy over the reality and nature of divine disclosure. The time has therefore come for a comprehensive overview of revelation in biblical terms, in terms of the living God who speaks and shows, the God who gains and merits his own audibility and visibility. God is not the Great Perhaps, a clueless shadow character in a Scotland Yard mystery. Far less is he a nameless spirit awaiting post-mortem examination in some theological morgue. He is a very particular and specific divinity, known from the beginning solely on the basis of his works and self-declaration as the one living God. Only theorists who ignore divine self-disclosure are prone to identify God as the nondescript John Doe of religious philosophy.

God heralds his unchanging truth to man once for all and ongoingly; man meanwhile asserts a multiplicity of contrary things about God and his Word. Few concepts have in fact encountered and endured such radical revision throughout the long history of ideas as has the concept of divine revelation. Especially within the last two centuries divine revelation has been stretched into everything, stripped into nothing, or modeled into innumerable compromises of such outrageous extremes. Hegel mistook man and the world to be veritable parts of God, that is, the visible evolution of deity; whatever man thinks and does was assertedly what the Absolute thinks and does. This exaggeration brought inevitable repercussions. Naturalists overreacted by emptying the idea of revelation of its former supernatural associations and deflated it into a vulgar commonplace. Any report of scandal, the gossiping of a secret, tattling by a stool pigeon, even a private hunch about a winning horse in the fifth at Belmont was called a “revelation.” In the recent past, the “Watergate revelations” stunned many Americans. Twentieth-century neo-Protestant theologians have meanwhile expanded and contracted the term revelation like an accordian played at whim for their own private enjoyment.

Fifteen theses summarize what can be said for divine revelation in terms of the living God who shows himself and speaks for himself. They supply a framework for Volumes II and III of God, Revelation and Authority.

1. Revelation is a divinely initiated activity, God’s free communication by which he alone turns his personal privacy into a deliberate disclosure of his reality.

All merely human affirmations about God curl into a question mark. We cannot spy out the secrets of God by obtrusive curiosity. Not even theologians of a technological era, not even Americans with their skill in probing the surface of the moon, have any special radar for penetrating the mysteries of God’s being and ways. Apart from God’s initiative, God’s act, God’s revelation, no confident basis exists for God-talk. “The things of God none knoweth, save the Spirit of God” (1 Cor. 2:11b, ASV). If we are authorized to say anything at all about the living God, it is only because of God’s initiative and revelation. God’s disclosure alone can transform our wavering questions concerning ultimate reality into confident exclamations!

Human beings know only what God has chosen to reveal concerning the spiritual world. “Things which eye saw not, and ear heard not, and which entered not into the heart of man ... unto us God revealed them through the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:9–10, ASV). Revelation is always God’s communication; in John the Baptist’s words, “a man can receive nothing, except it have been given him from heaven” (John 3:27, ASV).

2. Divine revelation is given for human benefit, offering us privileged communion with our Creator in the kingdom of God.

That divine revelation is addressed to man and is “for man’s benefit” is wholly a matter of God’s will and grace, for God alone determines the why of his disclosure. God might have given revelation a quite different direction and content: his revelation might have been addressed to another planet and confined to another species, or even against fallen mankind. But it is of man made in his image that God has been specially mindful in his self-revelation (Heb. 2:6).

The revelation of flame and sword in Paradise Lost might have exhausted his disclosure, or he could have bared his final wrath on crucifixion weekend. Yet divine revelation offers fallen man a place in God’s kingdom: “Wherefore (as the Holy Ghost saith, To day if ye will hear his voice, harden not your hearts ...)” (Heb. 3:7–8, KJV). God’s revelation has not only been specially addressed and given to man once for all in the past, but it also embraces man today and includes an imperative here and now in the present. The Word of God remains no less critically decisive for man’s destiny today than at the beginnings of human history.

3. Divine revelation does not completely erase God’s transcendent mystery, inasmuch as God the Revealer transcends his own revelation.

The revelation given to man is not exhaustive of God. The God of revelation transcends his creation, transcends his activity, transcends his own disclosure. We do not “see everything from God’s point of view.” Even the chosen apostles concede that their knowledge on the basis of divine revelation is but “in part” and not yet “face to face” (1 Cor. 13:12).

Nor did the biblical prophets and apostles bear revelation on their persons as a possession inherent or immanent in themselves. Christianity makes no room for pantheistic notions that human reason is the divine Mind in extenso, and that man and the world externalize God’s being and activity. In striking contrast to the Greek notion of prophecy, the Bible disavows any divine spark in man, any potentiality in man for divinization that qualifies him permanently to be a means of divine revelation.

4. The very fact of disclosure by the one living God assures the comprehensive unity of divine revelation.

The polytheistic religions played off one deity against another. On the presupposition of many competitive gods there can be no unified divine revelation. The sense of the Hebrew Shema (“the Lord our God is one God”) may well be that Yahweh cannot be split up into such multiple divinities. From the very outset the self-revealing God of Scripture stands out as Creator and Lord of all. God who makes himself known in revelation is the one sovereign God. Elijah knew that the issue at Carmel was God or Baal, not God and Baal. The Bible relates the whole of history to the one God. In his letter to the Romans the apostle Paul underscores this very point: “Do you suppose God is the God of the Jews alone? ... Certainly, of Gentiles also, if it be true that God is one” (Rom. 3:29–30, NEB). Only the fact that the one sovereign God, the Creator and Lord of all, stands at the center of divine disclosure, guarantees a unified divine revelation. While this revelation awaits completion in the future, the knowledge “in part” given prophets and apostles is nonetheless trustworthy and coherent however incomplete it may be. Divine revelation is reliable and consistent, or it would not be revelation. The capstone revelation of the end-time will confirm all past and present disclosure of God. The fact of revelation by the one sovereign God assures the comprehensive unity of God’s disclosure.

5. Not only the occurrence of divine revelation, but also its very nature, content, and variety are exclusively God’s determination.

God determines not only the if and why of divine disclosure, but also the when, where, what, how and who. If there is to be a general revelation—a revelation universally given in nature, in history, and in the reason and conscience of every man—then that is God’s decision. If there is to be a special or particular revelation, that, too, is God’s decision and his alone. Only because God so wills it is there a cosmic-anthropological revelation. It is solely because of divine determination, Paul reminds us, that “that which may be known of God is manifest ... for God hath shewed it... . 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” (Rom. 1:19–20, KJV). It is solely by God’s own determination that he reveals himself universally in the history of the nations and in the ordinary course of human events. He is nowhere without a witness (Acts 14:17) and is everywhere active either in grace or in judgment. The living God “created every race of men of one stock, to inhabit the whole earth’s surface. He fixed the epochs of their history and the limits of their territory,” as the apostle Paul reminds the Athenians (Acts 17:26, NEB). And likewise only by his determination the Logos of God “lights every man” (John 1:9) as John declares.

Only because God so wills is there a special revelation that centers in the redemptive acts of Hebrew history from the exodus to the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, and in the communication of the meaning of these saving acts in both the prophetic and the apostolic word. Only because God so wills is the truth of God given in the special form of inspired writings; only because God so wills is his special revelation crowned by the incarnation of the Logos in Jesus of Nazareth. God has chosen to reveal himself in different times and in different modes: “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” (Heb. 1:1, KJV). In an amazing variety of ways—in every way except in his final eschatological revelation (and for the sake of those who still reject him we may be glad that this end-time revelation has not yet been given)—God has made himself known. In both general and special revelation—in nature and in history, in the mind and conscience of man, in written Scriptures, and in Jesus of Nazareth—he has disclosed himself.

6. God’s revelation is uniquely personal both in content and form.

God discloses his very own name as a controlling feature of his revelation. Centuries before the Greek philosophers tried to storm the invisible world by their conjectures about ultimate reality, the Hebrew prophets phrased the crucial question: “What is God’s name?” From the outset they knew the Ultimate to be not an “it,” not some impersonal principle, but the God who makes himself known in person. From the revelation associated with God’s name they learned both his character and his purposes. Yahweh is the self-disclosing God who is, and who pledges his personal presence. Yahweh expressly prohibits graven visual images in order to make himself known in audible communication, that is, in his Word. Nonetheless, in his own time and way he provides even a visible enfleshed manifestation of himself. In both content and form, God’s revelation is uniquely personal.


7. God reveals himself not only universally in the history of the cosmos and of the nations, but also redemptively within this external history in unique saving acts.

God reveals himself particularly in his election-love of the Hebrews that reaches from the exodus through the founding of the Hebrew nation, and supremely in the gift of his promised Son and in the founding of the church of Christ. The Apostles’ Creed is mainly a recital of the divine salvation acts in Hebrew-Christian history, acts set in the context of God’s special promise and fulfillment. The incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ comprise the critical center of salvation history. In the resurrection of the crucified Jesus from the dead, God dramatically publishes the future direction and goal of both church history and world history, publicly identifies the risen Redeemer and future Judge of the human race, and tilts the balance of prophetic religion to begin “the last days,” or the aeon before the end. In his Mars Hill address, Paul forewarned both the Greek philosophers and the people generally that the living God “has fixed the day on which he will have the world judged, and justly judged, by a man of his choosing; of this he has given assurance to all by raising him [Jesus] from the dead” (Acts 17:31, NEB). This already risen Redeemer and Judge of all assures the coming judgment of individuals and of the nations.

8. The climax of God’s special revelation is Jesus of Nazareth, the personal incarnation of God in the flesh; in Jesus Christ the source and content of revelation converge and coincide.

Jesus Christ is not only the proclaimer of a divinely given Word, but also, on the basis of his inherent divine authority, himself stipulates and determines the Word of God. The prophetic formula “the Word of the Lord came unto me” is replaced on Jesus’ lips by “But I say unto you.” Jesus of Nazareth is not simply the bearer of an inner divine authority, but is himself the Word enfleshed, the Word become flesh (John 1:14). He is the visible expression of the invisible God (Col. 1:15) to whom the same honor is due as to the Father (John 5:23). In Jesus of Nazareth the divine source of revelation and the divine content of that revelation converge and coincide.

9. The mediating agent in all divine revelation is the Eternal Logos—preexistent, incarnate, and now glorified.

Just as he is the divine Agent in creation, redemption and judgment, so also the Logos who became incarnate in Jesus Christ is the divine Agent in revelation. God who creates, redeems and judges by his Word (cf. Gen. 1; John 1; 5) also reveals himself by that selfsame living Word. Over against mystical theories that consider the Divine to be beyond truth-and-falsehood or beyond good-and-evil, Christianity has always recognized the Logos as central to the Godhead. While the term Logos is borrowed from the Greek language, its New Testament sense is not derived from secular sources. The Logos-concept was no late and extraneous addition to the Fourth Gospel as a kind of foreword to commend that New Testament work to Greek readers. Early Christians were doubtless aware of pagan logos-theories. But the Prologue is so preoccupied with its own exposition of the Logos that we could not from its affirmations establish their existence and identity. The Logos-idea is integral to the Book of Signs itself in which the themes of the Prologue are restated at the completion of the signs and before the Passion-narrative. Moreover, John’s Gospel is not the only one that presents Jesus of Nazareth as the Logos of God (cf. Luke 1:2). Elsewhere in the New Testament, although the Logos-terminology is not specifically used, Jesus Christ clearly fulfills the Logos-function. The overall New Testament concept of the Word, the Logos, is illuminated by Old Testament backgrounds, rather than by contemporary Greco-Roman philosophy from which its New Testament meaning must be sharply distinguished. This emphasis that the eternal Logos is mediator of all divine revelation guards against two prevalent errors, namely, that of reducing all revelation to the revelation found in Jesus of Nazareth; and that of isolating general revelation by treating revelation outside Jesus of Nazareth as something independent of the Logos who became incarnate.

10. God’s revelation is rational communication conveyed in intelligible ideas and meaningful words, that is, in conceptual-verbal form.

The motif of a speaking God is found in the great world religions only in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. And the thesis that God speaks his mind intelligibly is a fundamental emphasis especially of Judeo-Christian religion. The loss of revelation as a mental concept has had devastating consequences in modern theology. To deny the rational intelligibility of divine revelation is to forego the connection between authentic faith in God and any necessary adherence to particular beliefs. When Karl Barth rejected the objective, rational-verbal character of revelation, Rudolf Bultmann and the existentialists swiftly eroded Barth’s weaker alternative of a supposedly paradoxical supernatural Word. In the Bible “the word of the Lord” is an intelligible divine Word, not simply a human interpretation of the deeds of God or an existential inner response to a spiritual confrontation; in his redemptive disclosure, God often speaks before he acts. In the case of the exodus, for example, Yahweh’s explicit declaration of his purpose precedes the saving act itself. The Old Testament prophets were spokesmen of a mediated Word of God. In proclaiming “thus saith the Lord” they do not exhort their hearers to enter into or seek the same special experience of revelation that they have had. Rather the prophets declare themselves to be divinely chosen to bear to others God’s specially given message. Even Jesus of Nazareth, the climax of God’s personal manifestation, in his own teaching and practice endorses the view that revelation takes conceptual-verbal form. Not only does Jesus identify his very “words” as revelation (John 14:10) but he also identifies the Word of God in terms of what “stands written” (Matt. 4:4, literal).

11. The Bible is the reservoir and conduit of divine truth.

The Scriptures are the authoritative written record and interpretation of God’s revelatory deeds, and the ongoing source of reliable objective knowledge concerning God’s nature and ways. Jesus of Nazareth stressed the importance of hearing the Old Testament revelation in order to understand the Messiah’s life and work. “Search the scriptures ... they are they which testify of me” (John 5:39, KJV); “Had ye believed Moses, ye would have believed me: for he wrote of me. But if ye believe not his writings, how shall ye believe my words?” (John 5:46–47, KJV); “If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded, though one rose from the dead” (Luke 16:31, KJV). The Scriptures offer a comprehensive and authoritative overview of God’s revelatory disclosure and publish his purpose in the past, present and future. We are not now living in the dispensation of innocence, or in the Old Testament dispensation, nor are we contemporaries of Jesus of Nazareth or of the apostles. Nonetheless the Scriptures lay before us objectively the whole panorama of God’s disclosure, and through many hundreds of translations bring this comprehensive revelation of God within the hearing and reading of men and women in all places and times.

12. The Holy Spirit superintends the communication of divine revelation, first, by inspiring the prophetic-apostolic writings, and second, by illuminating and interpreting the scripturally given Word of God.

The Holy Spirit is the communicator of the revealed truth of God, a role that includes both the inspiration of the writers of Scripture and the illumination of the readers and hearers of that Scripture.

In his work of inspiration, the Holy Spirit superintended the divinely chosen prophetic-apostolic recipients of the Word of God in their communication of the divine message to others. Moreover, the Spirit actively illuminates to successive generations the written revelation once for all given in its inspired, verbally articulated form. We distinguish, therefore, the Spirit-inspired communication to others of the revelation originally mediated to prophets and apostles by the Logos, from the Spirit’s present function as authoritative interpreter in the believer’s comprehension of the scripturally given revelation. The Spirit’s role is indispensable both in inspiring the prophetic-apostolic scriptures, and in illuminating and interpreting the divinely given writings.

We must claim neither too much nor too little for the manuscripts we possess nor for the contemporary contributions to understanding them. The specially inspired prophetic-apostolic proclamation is the basis of the church’s distinction between canonical and noncanonical writings and constitutes a standard for verifying Christian truth-claims as authentic and authoritative. Critical scholarship often tends to minimize the original inspiration of the sacred writings, and to exaggerate the illumination of the sacred writings by the critics; sometimes an impression is given that contemporary scholars are divinely inspired whereas the biblical witnesses at best are credited with only a high degree of insight, compounded at times with extensive fallibility. As a result both the legitimate basis of the canon and the reliability of the revelation are clouded. Ministerial students are indoctrinated in the decisive importance of such alleged sources as J, E, D, P, Q and Ur-Marcus, postulated sources for which the critics have adduced neither actual original sources nor extant fallible copies. At the same time these critics demean the only writings the church has received as a sacred trust. While the role of the biblical critic may or may not be significant for understanding the Scriptures, the Holy Spirit’s role is indispensable.

In its original form the prophetic and apostolic witness, oral and written, had the special quality of inerrancy. Inerrancy pertains only to the oral or written proclamation of the originally inspired prophets and apostles. Not only was their communication of the Word of God efficacious in teaching the truth of revelation, but their transmission of that Word was error-free. Inerrancy does not extend to copies, translations or versions, however. Yet copies may be said to be infallible in that these extant derivatives of the autographs do not corrupt the original content but convey the truth of revelation in reliable verbal form, and infallibly lead the penitent reader to salvation. Jesus of Nazareth regarded the Old Testament copies of his day so approximate to and identical with the prophetic writings that he rebuked religious leaders with the warning, “Ye do err, not knowing the scriptures” (Matt. 22:29, KJV), and appealed to the Word of God as authoritative in its objective written form of the then-existing scrolls. The factor of human error in copying and translating the autographs justifies the critical search and demand for the best available texts. Translations and paraphrases may be said to be infallible only to the extent that they faithfully represent the copies available to us. The quality of paraphrases varies extensively, and their range of fallibility may at times corrupt the text, a danger from which even translations are not wholly free. If error had permeated the original prophetic-apostolic verbalization of the revelation, no essential connection would exist between the recovery of any preferred text and the authentic meaning of God’s revelation.

In his supervision of the communication of revelation, the Holy Spirit conveys no new truth, whether in the activity of inspiration whereby he superintends the inerrant apostolic-prophetic transmission of the revelation of the Logos, or in the activity of illumination whereby the readers and hearers of the scriptural Word grasp the content of revelation. The Spirit superintends an already given revelation in its address to others by prophets and apostles, and subsequently illumines men in their subjective reception of that objective address. The Spirit’s work of inspiration is therefore distinct from that of illumination; not even prophets and apostles always understood the full cognitive implication of the revelation they conveyed, even while the divine message was verbally given. Yet unless priority is given to the objectively inspired content of Scripture, Spirit-illumination readily gives way to private fantasy and mysticism. The Spirit illumines persons by reiterating the truth of the scriptural revelation and bearing witness to Jesus Christ. Spirit-illumination centers in the interpretation of the literal grammatical sense of Spirit-breathed Scripture. This Scripture the Holy Spirit is alone free to interpret authoritatively in the context of the progressive disclosure of the mind and purpose of God mediated by the Logos of God.

The church is neither the locus of divine revelation, nor the source of divine inspiration, nor a seat of infallibility. Rather, the church has the task of transmitting, translating, and expounding the prophetic-apostolic Scriptures.

In summary, inerrancy is a quality of the prophetic-apostolic originals or autographs. While inerrancy does not pertain to the copies, the errant copies do not corrupt prophetic-apostolic inspiration, and retain the quality of infallibility in leading men to the truth of God and to salvation. The Holy Spirit who inspired the prophetic-apostolic writers and writings authoritatively illumines mankind to comprehend the written revelation.

13. As bestower of spiritual life the Holy Spirit enables individuals to appropriate God’s revelation savingly, and thereby attests the redemptive power of the revealed truth of God in the personal experience of reborn sinners.

The intention of God in redemption is not simply to engrave his revelation on stone, as in the case of the Decalogue, or merely to inscribe it in Scripture. Scripture itself is given so that the Holy Spirit may etch God’s Word upon the hearts of his followers in ongoing sanctification that anticipates the believer’s final, unerring conformity to the image of Jesus Christ, God’s incarnate Word. The apostle Paul declares that “God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6, KJV). The New Testament carries privileges beyond those of the old covenant; the risen Christ indwells believers by the Spirit so they may approximate the holy standard of the written code (Exod. 24) which he has met for them. Jesus of Nazareth, who became what he was not, God’s enfleshed Son, enables fallen human beings to become what they are not, namely, obedient moral children of God (John 1:12). God proposes to etch his law upon the hearts of men, and the Holy Spirit is the personal divine power who by regeneration and sanctification conforms believers to the image of Christ.

14. The church approximates the kingdom of God in miniature; as such she is to mirror to each successive generation the power and joy of the appropriated realities of divine revelation.


Having enfleshed himself in the incarnate Christ, God seeks now to embody his revealed purpose in history in a corporate social organism over which Christ reigns as living Head. The church is to publish openly to the world the special divine revelation of which she was initially the beneficiary. To a rebellious race, in which she recognizes her own immediate and renegade past, the church witnesses of her own grateful reception and appropriation of the given revelation of God. This given is not now proclaimed simply as from a remote and distant past, however; since the completion of the New Testament writings, its vitalities have been freshly available to every generation of believers. In principle, therefore, men stand always but one generation removed from apostolic eyewitnesses and informed by them. As a new society that functions by the ideals and dynamics of a freshly appropriated way of life, the church brings the hesitant world around her under the purging fire of the age to come, and bears expectant witness to the coming King.

15. The self-manifesting God will unveil his glory in a crowning revelation of power and judgment; in this disclosure at the consummation of the ages, God will vindicate righteousness and justice, finally subdue and subordinate evil, and bring into being a new heaven and earth.

We must reckon not only with the speaking God. We have also to reckon with the God who will one day deliberately and forever withdraw his offer of pardon to the impenitent. The periodic silences that mark God’s special saving revelation are anticipatory reminders of his final redemptive silence toward the wicked. The silence of prophecy in the interbiblical period, the silence of Jesus before Pilate, and God’s other silences as well, sound unmistakable warnings of his coming final salvific silence toward the lost. God’s progressive disclosure will climax in the final eschatological judgment of the unrepentant, and in a full and glorious sharing of himself with believers. Although God has already revealed himself, both universally and particularly, in an amazing variety of ways, his consummatory disclosure still lies before us. Grateful we may be, for the sake of those still unsheltered from the coming storm, that the God of the end-time has not yet spoken his final Word.






THESIS ONE:

Revelation is a divinely initiated activity,
God’s free communication by which he alone turns his personal privacy into a deliberate disclosure of his reality.

1.
The Awesome Disclosure of God

DIVINE REVELATION PALPITATES with human surprise. Like a fiery bolt of lightning that unexpectedly zooms toward us and scores a direct hit, like an earthquake that suddenly shakes and engulfs us, it somersaults our private thoughts to abrupt awareness of ultimate destiny. By the unannounced intrusion of its omnipotent actuality, divine revelation lifts the present into the eternal and unmasks our pretensions of human omnicompetence. As if an invisible Concorde had burst the sound barrier overhead, it drives us to ponder whether the Other World has finally pinned us to the ground for a life-and-death response. Confronting us with a sense of cosmic arrest, it makes us ask whether the end of our world is at hand and propels us unasked before the Judge and Lord of the universe. Like some piercing air-raid siren it sends us scurrying from life’s preoccupations and warns us that no escape remains if we neglect the only sure sanctuary. Even once-for-all revelation that has occurred in another time and place fills us with awe and wonder through its ongoing significance and bears the character almost of a fresh miracle.

Because of revelation’s engulfing impact, Karl Barth in Evangelical Theology: An Introduction1 spoke of wonder as the primary trait of theological existence. Revelation is God’s unmasking of himself, his voluntary act of disclosure. It comes from eternity, from beyond an absolute boundary that separates man from God. In Revelation and Reason, Emil Brunner wrote of divine revelation as “incursion from another dimension.”

Calling attention to the new and unexpected, the introductory Greek interjection ide—See! Behold!—stands out of sentence construction to rivet biblical attention upon God’s awesome intervention: “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29, NIV); “Look, the Lamb of God!” (John 1:36, NIV). The demonstrative particle idou is used by the evangelists not simply for vivacity of style but also to fix attention on the unexpected and even apparently impossible: “Behold, the angel of the Lord appeared” (Matt. 1:20, 2:13, KJV); “Behold, the heavens were opened and ...” (Matt. 3:16, RSV); “Behold, angels came and began to minister to him” (Matt. 4:11, NAS); “Behold, Moses and Elijah appeared to them, talking with Him” (Matt. 17:3, NAS); “Behold, the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom; and the earth shook; and the rocks were split; and the tombs also were opened” (Matt. 27: 51–52, RSV). “LO, a voice from heaven, saying, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased’” (Matt. 3:17, RSV) is therefore paradigmatic; transcendent divine revelation is an awe-filled actuality that overtakes mankind through God’s personal initiative.

“The idea of God making Himself known,” writes H. D. McDonald, “is not so much a biblical idea, as it is the biblical idea” (“Revelation,” p. 843a). In Barth’s words, the God of the Bible is “the God to whom there is no way and bridge, of whom we could not say or have to say one single word, had He not of His own initiative met us as Deus revelatus” (Church Dogmatics, I/1, p. 368).

Had God insisted on remaining incommunicado we would know nothing whatever about him. Instead of his word to Moses, “No man can see Me and live” (Exod. 33:20, NAS), God might have determined instead that “no man shall know me and live.” God cannot be known unless he wills to be known and to make himself known. Under no circumstances whatever can God’s secrets be wrested from him by intrusive human curiosity. Were this not the case, then, as H. R. Mackintosh observes, “we should be committed to the incredible position that man can know God without His willing to be known” (The Christian Apprehension of God, p. 70). Apart from divine initiative man could not perceive even God’s existence, let alone his perfections and purposes; God’s very reality would remain wholly problematical had he not chosen to disclose himself. Zophar rightly asked Job: “Canst thou by searching find out God?” (Job 11:7, KJV; cf. Berkeley Version, “Can you fathom God’s secrets?”), even as the apostle Paul reminded the Christians at Corinth: “The world did not know God through wisdom” (1 Cor. 1:21a, RSV). Apart from God’s self-unveiling any affirmations about the Divine would be nothing more than speculation. Only Deus revelatus can banish Deus dubitandus. Not even modern theologians armed with sophisticated technological gadgetry could spy upon a reticent deity and program data about him. Barth spoke of “the impassable frontier, the unbridgeable gulf” and emphasized that “we could not utter one wretched syllable about the nature of the Word of God, if the Word of God had not been spoken to us as God’s Word” (ibid., p. 187). The only confident basis for God-talk is God’s revelation of himself. The self-revelation that God communicates provides what human ingenuity cannot achieve, namely, authentic information about the ultimate Who’s Who.

The inaccessibility or accessibility of the Divine is, moreover, far more than simply a matter of God’s decree. The very nature of divine reality and truth are such that, apart from divine initiative and disclosure, they remain intrinsically hidden. The God of the Bible is wholly determinative in respect to revelation. He is free either to reveal himself or not to reveal himself; he is sovereign in his self-disclosure. In addressing the Corinthians Paul reminds them that “no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God” and that the divine Spirit is instrumental in the communication of God’s revelation (1 Cor. 2:10, 11, NIV). The Epistle to the Hebrews speaks of specific “times” of God’s progressive revelation (Heb. 1:1–3). In his letter to the Colossians Paul emphasizes that the deep content of God’s special disclosure remained hidden at various stages until the chosen moment of God’s active revelation (Col. 2:2–3). According to Francis W. Beare, Paul’s thought in this passage is that divine revelation gives us “access to unlimited stores of truth, which are by their nature ‘secret,’ not the public property of the human race, but belonging to ‘the deep things of God’” (The Interpreter’s Bible, 11:186). Christ’s confident declaration to his disciples that the Holy Spirit would lead them into all truth (John 14:26) mirrors his conviction that God himself stands at the center of divine revelation and voluntarily steps out of the otherwise hidden supernatural in order to confront man with the erstwhile unknown and impenetrable.

Be they gods of secular philosophy or gods of the history of religion, the false gods can in principle be completely known for what they are simply through human inquiry and ingenuity. Given enough time and effort, any person can explore, expound and expose the nature of these “divinities.” Their inscrutability is merely a matter of human ignorance. To banish the mist that clouds them one need only learn certain religious techniques or procedures set forth by certain “spiritual masters.” Whoever appropriates certain “unveiling mechanisms” may pursue and interrogate the divine Mystery. But to speak of God and attribute specific characteristics to him apart from a basis in divine revelation is to play the gardener who, after spraying water into the sky from a hose, then welcomes the “rainfall” as “heaven-sent.”

In primitive religion man is often said to ascend to the divine or to “revelation” through fetishes or sacred trees and other objects, or through medicine men and sacred chieftains or oracles. This approach assumes that man can comprehend the unseen world by human initiative. The supernatural is thought, without divine activity and self-manifestation, to be always accessible to man if he but perseveres in special rituals and ceremonies. In no way, however, is biblical revelation something “arrived at” in a divinatory way.

Like primitive religion the later mystery cults likewise assumed that no intrinsic gulf exists between God and man and that initiation into these religions depends upon certain secret practices. But “in place of the jealously secretive gods of the pagans,” remarks Donald M. MacKay of the University of Keele, England, Judeo-Christian religion knows the self-revealed God “who is himself the giver of all that is true, and who rejoices when any of his truth is brought to the light and obeyed in humility” (International Conference on Human Engineering and the Future of Man, Wheaton, Illinois, July 21, 1975). Mysticism comprehends no revelation in the scriptural sense for here, as Albrecht Oepke notes, “God does not actively move from Himself”; in Egypto-Hellenic religious philosophy “the object of revelation is the ground of the world which is only factually and not intrinsically hidden” (“Apokaluptō,” 2:570).

Greek philosophy, similarly neglecting the reality of transcendent revelation, blends individual and cosmic reason. The Greeks seek to master the universe by human reasoning. Extending the human ego cosmically they then regard cosmic reason as immanent in nature and man. But the Bible does not discuss the living God as an ontological inference either from the physical world or from human psychology. The true God is the hidden God (Isa. 45:15) who reveals himself only when he wills to do so. “On the Greek view, man unveils God; on the biblical, God reveals Himself to man. On the one side we have proofs of God and the praise of man, on the other the praise of God” in view of his self-disclosure (ibid., p. 574). “In the strict sense revelation is always and everywhere the act of God. No one has a right to it simply because he is a man. Even the Israelite has no right to it because he is an Israelite” (ibid.).

Barth rightly notes “the extraordinary direction of vision” characteristic of the biblical witnesses to revelation. From a street window as it were, we observe a million people crowding outside when suddenly we notice more and more stopping, shading their eyes, and looking straight up toward some compelling reality that is blocked out to others by the roof above. The Bible’s cloud of witnesses—heads high, eyes open, ears attentive to God who commands attention and speaks his Word—pleads with us not to pass heedlessly by. What the prophets and apostles say about God these witnesses say on the basis of God’s revelatory act, of what God himself has made known.

The New Testament uses the Greek word mustērion—the root meaning is “closed” or “hidden”—to signify what God himself has now made plain by divine communication. As Scripture itself puts it, “‘Things beyond our seeing, things beyond our hearing, things beyond our imagining, all prepared by God for those who love him,’ these it is that God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:9–10, NEB; cf. Isa. 64:4). Revelation occurs on God’s R-Day as an act of transcendent disclosure. It pulses with the surprise of foreign invasion, and opens before us like the suddenly parted Red Sea waters. It stirs us like the angelic hosts who appeared unscheduled to proclaim Messiah’s birth, or overawes us like the rushing mighty wind of Pentecost. The essence of revelation is that God steps out of his hiddenness to disclose what would otherwise remain secret and unknown.

The word reveal and its cognates occur more than a score of times in the Old Testament and even more frequently in the New Testament. The specific Old Testament term meaning “to reveal” is the Hebrew verb galah and carries the idea of nakedness or the removal of barriers to perception. Its New Testament equivalent is the Greek verb apokaluptō and means “to uncover.” Both terms, therefore, bear the sense of unveiling, disclosing, or making plain what was concealed.

Galah occurs some twenty-three times in connection with God’s self-manifestation or communication of his message (cf. Num. 24:4; 1 Sam. 3:21; 2 Sam. 7:27; Dan. 2:47). Their divinely gifted knowledge of this revelation of God in his Word is the distinguishing mark of the Old Testament prophets: “The Lord [Yahweh] does nothing, without revealing his secret to his servants the prophets” (Amos 3:7, RSV). B. B. Warfield remarks: “It is undoubtedly the fundamental contention of the prophets that the revelations given through them are not their own but wholly God’s” (The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, pp. 89 f.). As Isaiah avers: “The Lord of hosts has revealed himself in my ears” (22:14, RSV).

Of God’s unveiling of what was hidden the New Testament uses, synonymously with apokaluptō, the verb phaneroō meaning “to manifest,” “to show one’s self.” When one considers how relatively seldom this word was used outside of and before New Testament Greek, it occurs with striking frequency in Scripture. (The Hebrew parallel is anan, used of Yahweh’s manifestation to Israel in the cloud of his presence in the wilderness years; cf. Exod. 40:38.) The apostle Paul uses phaneroō synonymously with apokaluptō when he writes of God’s universal and ongoing revelation in the creation (Rom. 1:17–21); when he speaks of the climactic revelation of God in Christ and the good news that believing Gentiles are no less heirs of salvation than are believing Jews (Eph. 3:5); and when he declares that the crucified and risen Messiah dwells personally in the hearts of his followers who look for the coming glory (Col. 1:26). The apostle John uses phaneroō much more frequently than apokaluptō and, like Paul, sometimes uses it synonymously with gnōridzō (compare John 17:6 and 26). Jesus of Nazareth manifests both the name of God (17:6) and the works of God (3:21, 9:3; cf. 1 John 3:5, 8). Paul uses the closely related noun manifestation when depicting Jesus as God “manifested in the flesh” (1 Tim. 3:16; cf. 1 John 1:2; 1 Pet. 1:20). Concerning both Jesus’ earthly manifestations as a divine miracle and also anticipatively of his future eschatological appearance, the church fathers commonly use phainomai.

Revelation in the Bible refers first and foremost to what God himself unveils and that which would otherwise remain concealed. The concept of a “secret,” a “mystery” (Hebrew, sod; Aramaic, raz) signified that hidden purpose of God concerning the last days (cf. Dan. 2:28, 47) which the New Testament gospel discloses (cf. Rom. 16:25; Eph. 3:6). Both the Old and New Testaments emphasize that God is universally and ongoingly revealed in his creation (Ps. 19; Rom. l:17 ff.). His special redemptive revelation, however, is given once-for-all time. It is given not universally but in a disclosure addressed to the chosen Hebrew prophets and the New Testament apostles who witness to the incomparable news that God in redemptive grace comes by way of fulfilled prophecy in Christ Jesus. The verb apokaluptō occurs in Peter’s confession of the deity of Jesus Christ: “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jona! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 16:17, RSV). Its derivative noun apokalupsis occurs eighteen times in the New Testament, and it is to such “revelation” that Paul unqualifiedly ascribes the gospel message he proclaimed: “I did not receive it from man, nor was I taught it, but it came through a revelation of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 1:12, cf. 2:2, RSV).

The content of church proclamation is therefore not just anything and everything. The church’s message to the world is not about the energy crisis, pollution, white or black power, détente, the Israeli-Arab conflict, ad infinitum. It is the very specific Word of God. The church is called to proclaim what God says and does. Unless it verbally articulates and communicates the revelation of God, the church has no distinctive right to be heard, to survive, or even to exist.

Nor is the Christian minister anything and everything—a fund-raiser, marriage-counselor, pulpit orator, public relations specialist, ad infinitum. He is primarily the proclaimer of God’s revealed Word. Unless he declares the revelation of God he has no unique vocational claim and standing.

Such concerns as war and peace, environmental pollution, discrimination, and so on, are far from unimportant. They are indeed crucial, as are also the minister’s role in marriage counseling and community affairs. But these matters are nonetheless footnotes on the main text, namely, that God has spoken and that what God says is what bears determinatively on all existence and life. The unmistakable priority of God’s people, the church in the world, is to proclaim God’s revealed Word. Divorced from this calling, the church and Christians are undurable and unendurable phenomena. By stifling divine revelation, they are, in fact, an affront to God. Devoid of motivation for implementing Christ’s cause, they become both delinquents and delinquent in neighbor and world relations.

Why does the modern world so comfortably chain its passions to power, lucre and sex, instead of harnessing itself to God in his revelation? The answer lies not in any intrinsic weakness of Christianity, not in any peculiar contemporary antipathy for the gospel, and not even in the theological, evangelistic and social failures of the past generation of believers. The fault lies rather in timid preaching of God’s revelation by professional pulpiteers, in presumptuous tampering with God’s revelation by contemporary critics, and in subtle evasions of God’s revelation not only in ecclesiastical bureaucracies and in seminary classrooms but also in the lives of many who are church-identified. The Word of the Lord is not being sounded in the land as it ought, and without the vision of God and his holy will people are miring daily into deeper carnality and spiritual obtuseness (Scripture calls it “blindness”).

Whatever else may be said about early Christianity this basic fact remains: the church rejoiced in God’s revealed truth, including the prophetic fulfillment to which John the Baptist bore witness (John 5:33); the truth that came by Christ Jesus (John 1:17); the truth of divine revelation of which the church is “the pillar and bulwark” (1 Tim. 3:15, RSV); the truth which is God’s Word (John 17:17); the truth which is inviolable (Titus 1:1–2).

Nowhere is the repudiation of Christian belief in recent modern learning more insistent than in the rejection in philosophical and theological treatises of the very idea of transcendent divine revelation. Both outside and inside Christian circles the reality of supernatural revelation has been openly questioned and even ridiculed as human fiction. Kai Nielsen, for example, asks: “Who has seen or in any way apprehended Sedena, Yahweh, Zeus, Wotan or Fricka? We have no good evidence for their existence. ... To believe ... is just a bold superstition ... like believing that there is a Santa Claus or that there are fairies” (“Religion and Commitment,” p. 29). Not only is Yahweh the living God of the Bible here correlated with the religious myths, but supernatural reality is dismissed with no examination whatever of intelligible supports on the assumption that “no good evidence” exists. Van Austin Harvey likewise assimilates Judeo-Christian revelation to mythical views. After evaluating the case for Christianity through contemporary representations rather than on its intrinsic biblical merits, he concludes that the essential content of religious faith “can as well be mediated through a historically false ... myth” as through a true narrative or through history (The Historian and the Believer, pp. 280 f.).

Philosophy of religion characteristically singles out the idea of God as its dominant and most important theoretical concept. But for more than a century it has frequently wrestled the case for or against theism on nonrevelational considerations and has become virtually synonymous with conjectural theology. Sketching the problems of belief in relation to the world, man, experience, or whatever else, it has usually ignored the biggest of all concerns, namely, whether God himself has addressed revelation to man and how, if he has not, the case for theistic personalism can be persuasively made in the absence of divine self-disclosure. Once this concern is abandoned or left in mid-air, secular theology is free to follow its own preferred course. The God of the Bible, if not completely forsaken, is swiftly reduced to a shadow-self, a tamed divinity in whose presence even the most wicked sinner and intellectual vagrant can feel comfortably at home. The rationalistic theologian or religious philosopher who ferrets “God” out of hiding and rescues this invisible Rip van Winkle from cosmic obscurity—or who “speaks well” of God, even if he is not quite sure of whom or of what he is speaking—can then congratulate himself that he is traversing the highway of modern-day faith rather than detouring along the ancient road of rebellion. Those who begin with an abstract notion called deity, and proceed to refine its content by reference to nature or to religious experience, have in their projection and production of divinities already far surpassed any heretofore known pantheon of gods. For all their confident appeal to “natural theology,” the prestigious Gifford Lectures in Great Britain spooned up the general idea of God in a smorgasbord display of creative possibilities that provided a divinity for virtually every academic taste. Discussion of God that has no basis in divine disclosure is an oral drug that preserves the patient’s energies during a coma of intellectual inconclusiveness but does little to guarantee meaningful survival for the truth of God. Critics of such theological enterprise have rightly complained of “a logic afflicted with lacunae, a causality suffering from hiatuses.”

To evade the centrality of divine self-revelation spells invariable and inevitable defeat for philosophical theology. Erecting the case for theism apart from divine disclosure is like venturing to hatch a live chicken from an empty eggshell, a highly imaginative but futile project. God-talk based simply on sentiments about nature, or on human feelings and desires, launches an explorer missile that probes an absent and unknown God whose living word of revelation is deafened to silence by the verbalizing of self-appointed cosmonauts patroling the frontiers of the invisible world. While Albrecht Ritschl may not have made the best use of his emphasis, he was nonetheless right, over against the speculative rationalism of Hegel and the feeling-theology of Schleiermacher, when he insisted that it is impossible to teach anything about God except in the context of a real divine revelation (Theologie und Metaphysik, p. 34). Over against natural theology and mysticism he was equally right by insisting that “we can only know God in the measure that He puts Himself sovereignly within reach of our knowledge” (cited by H. R. Mackintosh, The Problem of Religious Knowledge, p. 147). However well-intentioned it may be, progressive slimming down of the God-concept finally leaves the case for theism a terminally ill skeleton. God is welcomed as simply a flexible metaphysical construct, as the guarantor of a crumbling social morality, or as the protector of venerable cultural institutions. When the God-idea is forced to walk on man-made stilts, the exalted stand-ins for the biblical self-revealing God of creation, redemption and judgment soon totter and tumble. Commanding at best only a temporary intellectual salute, they breed a generation of young intellectuals who are amused and amazed that scholars once took seriously these magnificent robots of religious imagination.

In view of God’s self-disclosure, theology is not, in fact, limited to gleaning the truth about him from psychological inquiries into man’s pious consciousness or from inferences from history or reflections on nature, or from conjectural postulations about the infinite and absolute. The Bible beats no drum whatever for “how I found God” explorers. As John Hick notes, “God was not” for the biblical writers “an inferred entity; he was an experienced reality” (“A Critique of the ‘Second Argument,’” p. 344). This reality—it should be quickly added—was given in God’s own self-manifestation. When divine revelation is the decisive category, it places every merely psychological, historical and speculative view on the defensive. Theology has access to God on the basis of his own normative disclosure. The God of revelation consequently calls a halt to self-oriented religious probings that simply correlate theological inquiry with man’s own views, with his own culture and its reigning beliefs, with his insatiable need of an absolute, with his piety and aspirations, and so on.

To reject the self-revealedness of God soon leads to regarding heathenism or paganism as welcome steps on the evolutionary ladder. This process, in turn, soon elevates developmental relativity into a despotic absolute. Beclouding the God of revelation means that sooner or later every present norm will be condemned to the past. Even scriptural theism will become subject to alteration or displacement and its stern condemnation of false gods will be ignored. It will become easy to wink when others speak of “heresy.” Absolute truth about religious reality will be considered ugly dogmatism, while the absolute affirmation that no religious assertions are final will be simultaneously dignified as tolerant and scholarly. K. H. Miskotte makes the point well: “He who is of the opinion that ‘heathenism’ is only a religious-historical concept will necessarily find that there are many chapters in the Old Testament which he cannot accept as relevant, as a message, much less as a proclamation of God” (When the Gods Are Silent, p. 134). This judgment, moreover, is scarcely confined to the Old Testament. If theological considerations are a matter of cultural fashion, then all norms go by the board. It is no accident that once Barth rediscovered the fact of special divine revelation he was constrained to deplore and to dismiss Protestant modernism as “heresy,” as a falsification of the transcendently disclosed God.

Today in major branches of Christendom and in various of its denominations, those who speak blithely of “theological pluralism”—as if such diversity necessarily constitutes the patriotic basis of cooperative Christianity—blur the fact that the strength of revealed religion lies not in its inclusion of both Yahweh and Baal, but in its clear distinction and choice between Yahweh or Baal. As if by way of merciful preeschatological warning, Elijah’s destruction of the priests of Baal followed their open demonstration of serving false gods. To be loyal to “no other God” but the God of revelation means that theological vacillation must be seen for what it is, namely, spiritual rebellion.

Only one prosecutor has ever told a jury in advance that some of his best informed jurors would not believe his word (Isa. 53:1); that many of those specially advised of his plans would disown their knowledge of him (Deut. 28:68; Jer. 5:21; cf. John 1:11); that one of the twelve most trusted witnesses possessing inside information would defect to the opposition (Ps. 41:9; 55:12; Zech. 11:12; cf. Matt. 26:15, 21–24; John 13:21); that many of the professional leaders supposedly most competent to give a verdict would stand against him and declare him deserving of death (John 5:18, 12:40) and welcome an interloper in his place (John 4:44); that he would be crucified with brazen criminals (Ps. 22:16–18; Isa. 53); that even among those committed to his cause after his resurrection from the dead there would be a serious “falling away” (2 Thess. 2:3; cf. 2 Pet. 2).

Yet what was told the people of God in prophetic revelation was addressed to them from the standpoint of sovereign confidence in the triumph of God’s truth and cause. That multitudes of human beings would respond in a way contrary to what might rationally be expected—that is, the rejection of the Creator’s universal self-revelation in nature and conscience (Rom. 1:17–20), the repudiation of scriptural revelation as a controlling principle even by those to whom God’s Word was given in written form (Rom. 2:17–24), and the disavowal of the divinely promised Messiah by those who had the prophetic promises (Matt. 13:13; Luke 8:10; Mark 8:18; etc.)—was openly published not only in confirmation of the fierce sinfulness of man, but also in order to reinforce the family of faith against despair and doubt. Jesus warned that some religious leaders would think that they do God a service by persecuting and even killing disciples (John 16:2) who bear the world’s best news, the gospel of divine redemption. Such revelational anticipations were vouchsafed to alert the faithful against being overtaken by satanic surprise, and to strengthen their otherwise vulnerable faith by assurances that the self-revealing God foreknows this evil turn of things, will put a limit on its possibilities, and will bring his cause to triumph.

God’s ineradicable divine disclosure in nature and history and conscience (Acts 14:17; Rom. 1:19–22; 2:14–16) promises the sure victory of his revelational purpose. The triumphant resurrection of the crucified Jesus (John 20; 1 Cor. 15:1–5) and his inauguration of a new humanity and the new age (Eph. 2:1–22) have established the regenerate church mandated to proclaim him as the only way of rescue and hope in a morally rebellious and doomed world (Col. 1:17–27). Despite preinformation (Matt. 12:40; 16:21; 17:23; 20:19; 26:61; 27:63), some of Jesus’ own disciples questioned the news of his resurrection from the dead, not simply because of unbelief but also because “it seemed too good to be true” (Luke 24:41, NEB).

The early Christians insisted that no rational basis exists for unbelief in Christ as God’s supreme manifestation. As Saul of Tarsus, that towering Jewish leader, put it: “the Jews are entrusted with the oracles of God” (Rom. 3:3, RSV). Invoking Old Testament warnings (cf. Ps. 69:22–28; Isa. 6:9; etc.) the New Testament frequently affirms that judicial blindness came upon Jewry because of unbelief. Even as the prophets had foretold (Isa. 42:6; cf. Luke 2:32 where “a light to the nations” is applied to Jesus, and Acts 13:47 where it is applied to the church), God dramatically addressed his redemptive revelation to the Gentile world (contrast Matt. 10:5 with Rom. 2:9–10), without, however, finally sealing off the Jews (Rom. 11:8–10). This disbelief in God’s Word appears throughout the New Testament—refusal to honor the inspired prophets, refusal from which grows Hebrew rejection of Jesus Christ as the promised Messiah. Jesus put the problem succinctly: “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life... . But do not think I will accuse you before the Father. Your accuser is Moses, on whom your hopes are set. If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me. But since you do not believe what he wrote, how are you going to believe what I say?” (John 5:39–41, 45–47, NIV).

The wonder and astonishment elicited by the revelation of God permeate both Old and New Testaments, and the recurring themes of God’s remarkable love and terrible judgment and his rule and direction of his people evoke the awe of the faithful. Georg Bertram remarks that the Old Testament concept of revelation which the Septuagint prominently associated with the concept of wonder was secularized and weakened by Hellenistic Judaism (“Thauma,” 3:37). But the truth of revelation can be evaded even where wonder is present. Astonishment in itself is no adequate response to the revelation of God and at most is only preliminary to a faith that pleases him. Those who heard Jesus’ inaugural sermon at Nazareth were indeed astonished at his proclamation of grace, but they nonetheless opposed him (Luke 4:22). It happened frequently that those who were astonished resisted him. In Acts 13:41 the apostle Paul cites Habbakuk 1:5 to warn those who though they marvel yet perish through unbelief. The force of Jesus’ “Marvel not!” in John 5:28 (cf. 3:7) is that God’s revealed truth requires far more than amazement; it demands commitment and appropriation. Nicodemus was told not to marvel at the imperative of the new birth. Similarly the Jews were told not to marvel that sinful man can pass here and now from death to eternal life, but were exhorted rather to live by faith. The essential purpose of divine disclosure is not simply to beget wonder but rather to communicate truth. Astonishment may preface not only obedience to God but also prostration before the demonic beast (cf. Rev. 17:6–7, where the seer is forbidden to fear what he beholds; note also 1 John 3:13; 1 Pet. 4:12). Those who respond only by astonishment may, in fact, easily miss the truth of revelation and fall prey to antichrist.

Pagans frequently invested the terrifying unusual with a sign-significance and used the Greek term teras to designate fearsome natural phenomena. Such wonders are often mentioned in Greek mythology where what is outside the ordinary and what is sinister or ominous are integrated into a polytheistic cultic scheme.

But in Scripture the author and instigator of the genuinely miraculous is the living God whose divine purpose governs everything that happens. His wonderful acts do not simply portend what is future but rather display his historical power in the present that bears decisively upon that future. Moreover wonder and God’s work of revelation are explicitly related; what the Bible emphasizes is mediation of the revealed knowledge of God’s will.

In the Septuagint, references to “signs and wonders” almost always recall Yahweh’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt. In the New Testament the prophetic references are juxtaposed with signs that fulfill and enlarge their meaning (cf. Acts 2:19 and Joel 2:20). The word sēmeion (sign) occurs at least seventy-three times in the New Testament—twenty-four times in John, twenty-three in Luke, ten in Matthew, seven in Mark, eight in Paul’s letters and once in Hebrews. While this term may but need not betoken a miracle, it often designates some notable feature that confirms the truth of the message—for example, the manger in which the shepherds would find the Christ-child, or the kiss by which Judas identifies Jesus. The term always means more than simply a wonder, although wonder does indeed pervade many of the Synoptic miracle-reports (e.g., Matt. 21:20; Mark 5:20; 7:37; Luke 9:43, 11:14). According to Karl Heinrich Rengstorf teras never appears alone in the New Testament but always in conjunction with sēmeion (“Teras,” 8:124). The sign-significance of the miracles of Jesus gains dramatic significance for the outside world, and the sign of the Son of Man coming in his future glory in Matthew’s Gospel (24:30–31) in its full meaning signals the end of the present course of world history. What is centrally at stake in the Gospel’s interest in signs is Jesus’ relation to the Father, that is, the issue of his essential sonship and immediacy to God—in brief, his claim to divinity. Jesus himself performs the signs in a climactic sense; the signs exhibit him as the Christ, as the one who is at the same time both the revealer and the revealed, the one in relation to whom the fate of all mankind will be decided. In the Book of Acts the signs performed by the apostles in Jesus’ name point to the crucified and risen Lord and beyond him to God the Father who sent him and works through him.

Yet, as Rengstorf emphasizes, faith lives not by miracles but “by the Word to which the miracle is ordered and subordinated as sēmeion” (“Sēmeion,” 7:240). The signs are not decisive for establishing faith even in Jesus as Messiah, nor do they supply the content of faith. Faith is in God and not in signs, and rests ultimately upon God’s Word (John 4:48; 20:29). No new sign is needed for the post-Easter community for it has the sufficient word of inspired and accredited witnesses.

Pseudomessiahs also have their “signs and wonders” and on such a scale that “even God’s chosen, if such a thing were possible” (Matt. 24:24, NEB) may be misled; in other words, some works of the Messiah may be counterfeited. The apostle Paul speaks of signs and wonders and powers when he writes of antichrist who acts under Satan’s sway (2 Thess. 2:9; cf. Mark 13:22). And John writes that the beast from the pit, the pseudoforerunner of the pseudo-Christ, will do great signs (Rev. 13:13). Ancient pagan priests were known to produce artificially “fire from heaven” and by ventriloquism to give speech to idols; the passage in Revelation concerning antichrist seems to speak not merely of deception, however, but to ascribe supernatural powers.

The spiritual quality of signs depends finally on the moral nature of the one who works them and on the way in which power is deployed. While false workers of signs lead humans astray and into idolatry (Rev. 13:13–15) Jesus Christ leads into the presence of the Father (John 14:6). The works of Jesus are authentic signs because they manifest Yahweh the self-revealing God; they are works which the Father of promise accomplishes in and through him as the divinely sent Son (John 5:36, 38; 17:14).



1. Full bibliographical information on all sources cited in the text is given in the Bibliography at the end of this volume.






THESIS TWO:

Divine revelation is given for human benefit, offering us privileged communion with our Creator in the kingdom of God.

2.
A Place in God’s Kingdom

GOD WHO REVEALS HIMSELF in sovereign freedom does so first and foremost for his own glory. While divine revelation is indeed ordained for human benefit, it primarily unveils God’s glory through the disclosure of himself and his numerous purposes and objectives. Herman Bavinck and Valentine Hepp wrote in former years of God’s revelation of himself to himself before the creation of the universe within the eternal trinity and then later through his created works. Moreover, it is the glory of God that the created universe is said first and foremost to declare (Ps. 19:1).

While the spiritual host of the created heavenly world stand in some kind of revelatory relationship to God, the Creator nowhere addressed salvific revelation to any of the rebellious and fallen angels. But God conveyed redemptive revelation specially for man’s sake, although he need not have done so. The human species is on the receiving end of a divine initiative wherein God makes known his sovereign grace. The thrust of the biblical creation account is that, however remarkable may be man’s knowledge of the whence and wherefore of light and planets and birds and beasts, his special distinction lies in a unique personal relationship with the Creator-Redeemer God and in a privileged place in his will and ways.

God might have given his revelation a wholly different turn, disclosing himself instead to some other species of life created to populate other planets, or manifesting himself only to angelic intelligences in the spirit world. But God’s decree to create the universe already anticipated divine disclosure correlated with human understanding and speech and communication. It is man that God created as capstone of his creation and human nature that he destined for special participation in his plan.

Divine displeasure over man’s fall into moral disobedience might have prompted God to completely redirect his revelation against mankind. His wrath unmitigated by any prospect of mercy or promise of human redemption, God might have climaxed and ended his disclosure in Paradise Lost. Scripture testifies that persistent wickedness despite God’s redemptive promise (Gen. 3:15) provoked Yahweh even to repent of having made man (Gen. 6:7). Yet it is to fallen man, not to other created intelligences, not even to fallen angels, that God proffers redemption. In the words of Scripture, “angels long to see into” the “salvation ... which the prophets pondered” and which the apostles “openly announced” to the world of fallen mankind. It was “for your sake,” writes Peter (1 Pet. 1:10–12, 20), that Christ was manifested.

Further, God’s revelation for man’s benefit need not have continued until the present hour. His final wrath and future judgment, even if withheld from shrouding the very dawn of human history, might have been unleashed the weekend of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection, or might equally well have overtaken us all last night. That God’s revelation was ventured for human benefit, and even now proffers fallen men and women a possibility of forgiveness and fellowship through redemptive reconciliation, is not a matter either of human deserving or of divine obligation.

If the living God should address mankind in any fleet moment at any point in space with but a simple sentence, with even one single Thus saith the Lord! what intelligent person would not stop, look and listen? Yet in his revelation God has published news incomparably important to every generation, past and present, of momentous value to each of us who lives in this present opportunity for decision. God’s disclosure for us involves not simply a definitive word about the past and a remarkable declaration about the climactic future but has superscribed a decisive now. Its dateline includes today (this very day); God’s disclosure is not exhausted by the revelation given once upon a time and then and there. God has your and my personal benefit in view as present-moment objects of his address. The plea “Today if ye shall hear his voice, harden not your hearts” (Heb. 4:7, ASV; cf. Ps. 95:7–8) carries no less urgency than the banner headlines of this morning’s New York Times or of some television documentary on momentous world events. God’s revelation is the headline above all headlines, directed to us from the world beyond all worlds, from God himself.

God’s purpose in revelation is that we may know him personally as he is, may avail ourselves of his gracious forgiveness and offer of new life, may escape catastrophic judgment for our sins, and venture personal fellowship with him. “I ... will be your God, and ye shall be my people” (Lev. 26:12, KJV), he declares. His revelation is not some impersonal mass media commercial or routine news report of the “state of the invisible world”; it is, rather, a personal call and command to each individual. God discloses priceless good news. Because of it human beings everywhere at this very moment have the prospect of peace and hope, of purity and happiness. Not forever to be sure, but for the moment redemptive rescue remains an immediate possibility for every race and for every land, for Jew and Arab, Chinese and Russian, and Latin and North American.

The kingdom is God’s and his alone; only he has the sovereignty, authority, wisdom and freedom to rule as absolute Creator of all. Where God is present in person and in power, in righteousness and truth and love, there is the kingdom: it is wherever God holds sway. By the acknowledgment “Thine is the kingdom” that Jesus builds into the Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6:13, KJV) he reminds the disciples that the privilege of sharing in the kingdom comes only because of God’s initiative and grace. Finite and fallen man has no inherent claim upon that kingdom. “Your Father has chosen to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32, NEB) said Jesus. James the Lord’s brother makes the same point in question form: “Hath not God chosen the ... heirs of the kingdom ... ?” (James 2:5, KJV).

The creation account, as we have noted, reflects God’s special interest in the human species from the very outset. Later on we shall emphasize that the universe itself was fashioned on redemption lines: Jesus Christ is the Lamb “slain from the foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8, ASV). Human beings are intended to be God’s partners in the special task of subordinating the created world to the Creator’s moral and spiritual purposes, and it is within this great goal that the created world exists providentially for men. The unto yous of the creation account (“Every herb ... and every tree ... to you it shall be for food,” Gen. 1:29, ASV), gather widening scope through the revelation and mercy of God until the Scripture phrases “for us,” “for you,” “for me” echo like rain-promising waves of thunder through the aridity of sinful man’s misfortunes. Instead of forsaking the sin-deceived universe God chose and willed to be its Savior and Lord, to establish his divine rule within as well as over it, and to achieve through it his divine intention and goal. The kingdom of God is the kingdom of Heaven in which God’s creation will either share or to which it will be subordinated in justice.

“I will take you to me for a people,” declares God’s merciful redemptive covenant with the Hebrews, “and I will be to you a God: and ye shall know that I am the Lord your God, which bringeth you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians. And I will bring you in unto the land, concerning the which I did swear to give it to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob; and I will give it you for an heritage: I am the Lord” (Exod. 6:7–8, KJV). He furthermore prophetically pledges his gift of messianic salvation to the people of his redemptive love: “For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counselor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace” (Isa. 9:6, KJV). God anticipates a day when his purposes will be inscribed on the very hearts of his people: “For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, saith the Lord; I will put my laws into their mind, and write them in their hearts: and I will be to them a God, and they shall be to me a people: And they shall not teach every man his neighbour, and every man his brother, saying, Know the Lord: for all shall know me, from the least to the greatest” (Heb. 8:10–11, KJV; cf. Jer. 31:34). The Living Bible paraphrase puts it: “No one then will need to speak to his friend or neighbor or brother, saying ‘You, too, should know the Lord,’ because everyone, great and small, will know me already.”

Unto you, unto us! The great fulfillment of the prophetic promises rings out at the beginning of the Gospels: “unto you is born this day ... a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:11, KJV). Likewise the apostolic message of redemption resounds at Pentecost: “For the promise is unto you, and to your children, and to all that are afar off, even as many as the Lord our God shall call” (Acts 2:39, KJV). It is for you the Lord’s body was given and his blood shed (Luke 22:19–20); “this is my body,” said Jesus, “which is broken for you” (1 Cor. 11:24, KJV). He the Holy One who died “for all” (2 Cor. 5:14, KJV) is made “to be sin for us” (2 Cor. 5:21, KJV). He sacrificed himself “for our sins” (Gal. 1:4, KJV). The Son of God “loved me, and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20, KJV). He was “made a curse for us” (Gal. 3:13, KJV). Christ “suffered for us” (1 Pet. 2:21, KJV); Christ “laid down his life for us” (1 John 3:16, KJV); Christ “loved you and gave himself up on your behalf” (Eph. 5:2, NEB); in “tasting death he [stood] for us all” (Heb. 2:9, NEB). For the life of the world Jesus gave his own flesh (John 6:51), for the ungodly Christ died (Rom. 5:6), for us “while we were yet sinners” (Rom. 5:8, KJV); “Christ died for our sins” (1 Cor. 15:3, KJV); Christ Jesus “gave himself a ransom for all” (1 Tim. 2:6, KJV).

Even now this Christ who died and was raised “pleads our cause” (Rom. 8:34, NEB); for us the forerunner exercises his priestly ministry in heaven (Heb. 6:20). “He died for us so that ... we might live in company with him” (1 Thess. 5:10, NEB); Christ has entered the heavenly sanctuary “to appear now before God on our behalf” (Heb. 9:24, NEB); he makes ongoing intercession for us (Heb. 7:25). How better can we summarize what God’s initiative provides for us than to say with James, the Lord’s brother: “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father” (James 1:17, NIV)? As John expressed it: “Behold, what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us, that we should be called the sons of God” (1 John 3:1, KJV). The force of the “what manner of” (potapēn) is not only “what great” love but also “from what country” (that is, from the heavenly realm: as John declares elsewhere, love is “of God,” 1 John 4:7, KJV).

We are offered, as we said, a place in God’s kingdom. God liberates us for faith in him. The Old Testament depicts Yahweh as the only King, the absolute sovereign. At the rise of the Hebrew monarchy, the institution of a human king was declared almost an offense to Yahweh; at best a human king could but be his representative (1 Sam. 8:7; 10:19; 12:19). “The Lord shall reign for ever and ever,” sang the Hebrews (Exod. 15:18, KJV) after the Red Sea deliverance. Yahweh is “King over all the earth” (Ps. 47:2, KJV), “King of all the earth” (Ps. 47:7, KJV), King of “the people” (Ps. 47:9, KJV; cf. Jer. 10:7) as well as King of heaven (Dan. 4:34). God’s distinctive title is the King, the Lord of Hosts, in Isaiah (6:3), Jeremiah (46:18; 48:15; 51:57) and Zechariah (14:16).

That the people of God yearn for God’s kingdom-rule to prevail ever more fully and absolutely is a mark of Yahweh’s redemptive work in the life of sinful mankind. The ancient Hebrews looked for the kingdom. As the biblical writers portray it, the great tragedy of Jewry is that while it was “born to the kingdom” it failed to receive the promised Messiah (Matt. 8:12). There was indeed a remnant, including Simeon who looked for the restoration of Israel (Luke 2:25), and Joseph of Arimathea who eagerly “waited for the kingdom of God” (Mark 15:43; Luke 23:51, KJV). But religious leaders “shut the door of the kingdom ... in men’s faces”; refusing to enter themselves, they sought also to prevent others from entering (Matt. 23:13, NEB) SO that the faithless heirs were deprived of the kingdom’s benefits (Matt. 21:43). This tragedy is not Jewry’s exclusively, nor for that matter did all Jews refuse to believe (the disciples were Jews, as were the apostle Paul and a multitude of believers contemporary with Jesus and the apostles; even today the number of “fulfilled Jews” continues to multiply and they will be among the “many” who come from east and west to feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of Heaven—Matt. 8:11). A vast multitude of Gentiles for whom the door to the kingdom swung open have also forfeited the opportunity to enter. Many heard the word of the kingdom and turned away (Matt. 13:19). Some halted “not far from the kingdom of God” (Mark 12:34, KJV).

The kingdom-theme as it relates to the person of Jesus Christ must be correlated with the Old Testament prophecies and the dawning of the age of fulfillment. It was the dawning of the promised kingdom that John the Baptist proclaimed when he identified Jesus as Messiah and declared “the good news of the kingdom of God” (Luke 4:43, NEB). The New Testament gathers into one the Old Testament references to the Savior-King coming at the end of the age, and those to the promised Son of Man or Messiah of the House of David, just as in the Old Testament the kingship of God moves to a universal world-historical significance from a particularistic Israelitish emphasis, so now Messiah’s kingdom reaches beyond a climactic significance for only the Hebrews to one of worldwide scope.

From place to place Jesus proclaimed “the glad tidings of the kingdom” (Luke 8:1, KJV) and concerning that kingdom spoke to the gathering multitudes (Luke 9:11). His beatitudes not only point to the kingdom of God but emphasize its blessedness: “Blessed are ye if... .” Herein is life’s incomparable joy, to submit to Christ Jesus’ livening touch the vacuous simplest pursuits of life. “Theirs is the kingdom of heaven,” said Jesus (Matt. 5:3, 10, RSV); “Yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20, RSV). To have even the least place in God’s kingdom might seem good reason for gratitude, but in exalting those who will be “called great in the kingdom of heaven,” Jesus disparages those whose entrance is but marginal (Matt. 5:19; 18:1–3). Those who do the Father’s will are assured entrance (Matt. 7:21). The “righteous will shine as brightly as the sun in the kingdom” (Matt. 13:43, NEB) and “Happy the man who shall sit at the feast in the kingdom of God” (Luke 14:15, NEB).

The promised kingdom drew near (Matt. 11:12; Mark 1:15; Luke 10:9–11; 17:20; cf. 16:16) with the coming of Jesus in whom the Father had vested the kingdom (Luke 22:29). However much they misunderstood Messiah’s role, the Palm Sunday throngs hailed the coming kingdom (Mark 11:10). Manifesting “the powers of the world to come” (Heb. 6:5, KJV), Jesus’ presence and actions among men meant the presence here on earth of the kingdom. In him God’s very being and activity and speech were revealed in the flesh. Jesus mirrors the new man who inherits God’s kingdom. Here on Planet Earth, in the context of all historical sovereignties and even in face of Satan’s bold hostility, God has indissolubly, irrevocably and invincibly entrenched the unshakable kingdom (Heb. 12:28) of holy love. By his victory over sin and sickness and his decisive resurrection triumph over Satan and death (Matt. 12:28; Luke 9:2; 11:20), the crucified Jesus identified the kingdom with his own person. The fact that the kingdom has come first in him to whom we owe absolute loyalty—our souls and bodies—will keep us from confusing the kingdom of God with human ideologies and will force us to keep central the issues of sin and redemption.

For forty days before his ascension, the risen Jesus taught his disciples “things pertaining to the kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3, KJV), news that the early Christians eagerly shared. The apostle Paul spoke “boldly and freely about the kingdom of God” (Acts 19:8, NEB) not only in the synagogue in Ephesus but also in Rome (Acts 28:23) where a number of Jewish Christians worked with him “for the kingdom of God” (Col. 4:11, NEB). When the Samaritans heard Philip the African proclaim the kingdom (Acts 8:12) its message penetrated beyond Jewry. Through the present rule of the risen Lord, the early Christians knew the kingdom of God to be more than merely a future expectation: “The kingdom of God [is] ... righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17, RSV); it is “power” (1 Cor. 4:20, RSV). AS Paul expressed it to the Colossians: God “rescued us from the domain of darkness and brought us away into the kingdom of his dear Son, in whom our release is secured and our sins forgiven” (Col. 1:13, NEB). Christ guards his own from evil and brings them safely into his heavenly kingdom (2 Tim. 4:18). The Christian goal now became “to live lives worthy of the God who calls you into his kingdom and glory” (1 Thess. 2:12, NEB), and under persecution to show oneself “worthy of the kingdom of God” (2 Thess. 1:5, NEB).


We are already in the kingdom; we share in eternal life, live on speaking terms with the Lord in whom we have our new life and who indwells us. We are quickened by the power of the Holy Spirit to do his will and enlisted in the historical expansion of the kingdom from heaven to earth. The rule of the King is therefore far more than just a hope of redeemed individuals. We must not ignore the present claims that the rule of God makes upon government and society, nor must we minimize the fact that God is everywhere present and active either in grace or in judgment, even if in modern times the worldwide mission of the church has often become confused with a social and political idealism that reduces the kingdom of God to extending democracy or free enterprise or socialism or brotherhood among unregenerate humanity and substitutes a present activist-promoted millennium for one inaugurated by the Messiah.

That supernatural revelation is for man’s benefit contradicts the Marxist notion that faith in God is an opiate competing with man’s deepest needs and concerns. It also disputes humanists who claim that belief in a transcendent God weakens man’s indignation over injustice. It deflates radical secularists who claim that self-fulfillment and creative individuality are achieved through deliberately rejecting transcendent truth, divine commandments, and supernatural reality. All such atheistic emphases truncate human selfhood in theory and in practice. Their uncritical denial of the God of revelation perpetuates human alienation from life’s fundamental relationships to God that are integral to authentic human existence, and provide no stable basis whatever for norms of truth and morality. God’s revelation gives the lie to all these falsehoods; God calls these mythmongers to repentance and unveils a kingdom that cannot fade away. The Creator’s self-revelation enforces the absolute distinction between righteousness and unrighteousness, unyieldingly demands truth and goodness in all human affairs, and supplies ultimate sanctions for man’s ethical behavior. Where God is heard and obeyed in his revelation, the stunted self is restored to those larger moral and spiritual relationships for which man is divinely intended by creation, and enterprising revisionists are hindered from conforming ethical ideals to their own preferences.

Though “not of this world” (John 18:36, KJV) the kingdom of God exists not on some invisible and inaccessible planet; in significant respects it is already a historical reality even here on earth where the risen Lord is sovereign in a kingdom that exists alongside other kingdoms and interpenetrates and confronts them as an invincible reality. In this world, where every historical institution and activity must fall under the judgment of God, and where the church even at her best is but an approximation of the kingdom of God, only the grace of Christ can avail for any of us. For all that, the kingdom is nonetheless not without historical presence and power.

The kingdom of God is to be proclaimed worldwide by its earthly ambassadors before the closing determination of history and acclaimed by its heavenly hosts at the coming of Christ in power and glory (Matt. 24:14). At the institution of the Lord’s Supper Jesus spoke of the coming fellowship with his disciples “in the kingdom of my Father” (Matt. 26: 29, NEB; Mark 14:25; Luke 22:16–18). He briefed his disciples on signs of the end-time that would foreshadow the approaching climax of God’s kingdom (Matt. 24:30–34; Luke 21:31). Speaking of the glory of Christ in the future kingdom, the Book of Revelation anticipates the heavenly shout: “The sovereignty of the world has passed to our Lord and his Christ, and he shall reign for ever and ever” (Rev. 11:15, NEB), and again, “Now is come salvation, and strength, and the kingdom of our God, and the power of his Christ” (Rev. 12:10, KJV). Christ wields the sceptre of an eternal kingdom (Heb. 1:8). That kingdom of Christ is in no way secondary to or different from God’s kingdom; from the very first it is simply “the kingdom of Christ and of God” (Eph. 5:5, KJV). Christ will reign until God has put all enemies, including death itself by the resurrection of all mankind, under his feet (1 Cor. 15:25–26). When Christ has conquered every alien domination, authority and power, he will deliver up the kingdom to the Father (1 Cor. 15:24).

All this signals the incomparable imperative that overarches human existence: “Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness,” for then all else will be added (Matt. 6:33, KJV; Luke 12:31). The kingdom of heaven, said Jesus, is like a treasure, like the finest of pearls, for the sake of which a discerning human joyfully forfeits everything else (Matt. 13:44–45). No one will regret in the slightest having prized the kingdom even above home and family (Luke 18:29–30). God proffers us a place in the kingdom above all other kingdoms as privileged participants. The rule of God—with its astonishing implications for the course of the world and the destiny of mankind—reaches to us as special objects of divine love and grace, inviting us no longer to resist God’s sovereignty but rather to glory in it. We move daily nearer that day when human law will no longer dangle on the whim of tyrants or the will of a fickle majority or the compromises of political puppets, that day when the command of God and the righteousness of Christ will prevail in every sphere of life. Although now only partly disclosed, Jesus in his rule is himself the kingdom of God until at “the end of the days” he will reign as King of the world and of all worlds.






3.
Not by Good Tidings Alone

PRECISELY BECAUSE divine revelation is for man’s benefit we dare not obscure its informational content nor mistake God’s disclosure as automatically saving. Supplying sinful mankind with a lucid divine assessment of its woeful predicament, God’s revelation informs us as well of God’s gracious provision and indispensable condition for reversing that condition.

Simply hearing God’s revealed good news, his dramatic offer of redemption, does not redeem us automatically. In William Temple’s words, “No greater gift can be offered to men; yet many refuse it” (Readings in John’s Gospel, p. 50). We are not redeemed by “good tidings” alone.

God’s revealed truth of saving grace may be repressed by impenitent rebellion or received with alacrity by repentant trust. His gracious invitation to life fit for eternity must be personally accepted; without personal appropriation God’s promise of rescue in and of itself saves no one. Neglect and unbelief must be confronted as fatal possibilities and personal faith recognized as absolutely indispensable to reconciliation.

To spurn Cod’s mercy is a double indignity. Scripture testifies that the renegade human species even before it confronts the good news of redemptive rescue universally suppresses God’s revelation given in conscience and in the external world (Rom. 1:19–23; 2:14–16). Of the ancient Gentile world Paul writes: “they are without excuse”; their rejection and neglect of God’s openly published disclosure is divinely blameworthy: “What can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them” (Rom. 1:19, 20, RSV). Rejection of the promised Redeemer reveals yet another tragic indignity; as John puts it: “He came unto his own, and his own received him not” (John 1:11, KJV).

After stressing that the mediation of God’s only Son stems from divine love for the world, John, the apostle of love, immediately emphasizes also that unbelief brings inescapable judgment or condemnation (John 3:16–18). The fact that these words occur during Jesus’ conversation with the Hebrew rabbi Nicodemus makes them all the more awesome. Not only Jews, however, but also Gentiles are in view in this forewarning. “He that believeth not,” writes John, “is condemned already, because he hath not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God” (3:18, KJV). The unbeliever “is condemned already,” remarked Cyril of Alexandria, “because his refusal of the offered way of salvation is a kind of advance vote against himself as deserving judgment” (cited by M. F. Wiles, The Spiritual Gospel, p. 80). Yet it is not simply the unbeliever who judges himself; divine judgment will at the last day forever seal the unbeliever’s present self-determined end. John goes on to emphasize, moreover, that “he who does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God rests upon him” (3:36, RSV). In other words, some effects of the final future judgment already now shadow the life of the unbeliever. The concept of divine wrath is, to be sure, offensive to many moderns, as are other divine truths; some find even the reality of God repugnant. But to delete the concept of divine wrath violates both the teaching of Scripture and the moral nature of the self-revealing God. As Leon Morris comments, “If a man continues in unbelief and disobedience he can look for nothing other than the persisting wrath of God” (The Gospel According to John, p. 250). The unbeliever’s confidence in his own ingenuity and works condemns him. His refusal to appropriate divinely proffered salvation reveals his true character and motives. The absence of faith, as C. K. Barrett remarks, is the subjective side of condemnation (The Gospel According to John, p. 181). Jesus spoke of the consequences of unbelief in stark and awesome words: “There will be wailing and grinding of teeth ... when you see Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and all the prophets, in the kingdom of God, and you yourselves thrown out” (Luke 13:28, NEB).

In expounding the implications of faith and unbelief, the New Testament focuses not simply on the eschatological end-time, but also on the present in which God’s eschatological action is already anticipatively underway. The end-time realities of resurrection, judgment and eternal life are in some respects already dramatically present in expectation of a coming universal human destiny (John 3:18; 5:24–29; 6:54; 12:31). Jesus himself drives home the point: “Anyone who gives heed to what I say and puts his trust in him who sent me has hold of eternal life, and does not come up for judgement, but has already passed from death to life. In truth, in very truth I tell you, a time is coming, indeed it is already here, when the dead shall hear the voice of the Son of God, and all who hear shall come to life” (John 5:24–25, NEB). Believing sons of God, the apostle Paul emphasizes, already have an “earnest” or sample of their coming inheritance (Eph. 1:14, KJV). In the Gospels Jesus promised to be ongoingly present with the people of God before his final return in judgment (John 14:3, 18–20); in the Book of Acts and the Epistles he attests his personal invisible presence among believers from the Day of Pentecost and confirms the reality of a continuing living relationship between himself and the church. As sharers of a life that anticipates the eternal order, the children of God already now participate in eternal life. At the raising of Lazarus, Martha’s thoughts are turned from the future resurrection to resurrection and life as somehow already present realities for those made alive by Christ (John 11:25–27). As W. H. Cadman notes, this “two-sided eschatology is not peculiar to St. John in the New Testament” but pervades also the Pauline writings; Paul’s assurance that “there is ... no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1, ASV) means that “for them the eschatological judgment is over” (The Open Heaven, p. 46).

That Jesus Christ who died for doomed sinners does not automatically bring salvation apart from personal decision and faith is incontrovertibly clear. The evangelist of love puts the fact both positively and negatively in order to reinforce the awesome truth: “he that believeth” has eternal life (John 1:12; 3:16; 20:31); “he that believeth not” is condemned even now while persisting in unbelief (3:18, KJV). The apostle Paul likewise leaves no doubt that mankind makes one of only two possible responses to the crucified Christ: “to those who are perishing” he is foolishness, but “to us who are being saved” he is the power of God (1 Cor. 1:18, RSV).

G. C. Berkouwer is biblically justified in rejecting Barth’s notion that all human beings already share universally in the salvation brought by Jesus Christ and therefore need only to be informed of the fact. The New Testament links the already, not with salvation, but with the condemnation of unbelievers (John 3:18). While Messiah’s substitutionary redemptive provision is indeed complete, it prevails only for those who appropriate it. Berkouwer emphasizes that Barth detracts from “the seriousness of the human decision which, according to the overwhelming testimony of Scripture, is associated with the kerugma that goes out to the world” (The Triumph of Grace in the Theology of Karl Barth, p. 290). This defect in Barth’s theology follows from his notions that all humanity is elected in Jesus as the God-man, and that sin and unbelief are ontologically impossible. The result, at least implicitly, is universal redemption, however much Barth may resist that outcome. In his majestic vision of the totality of God’s triumph, and in deference to the irresistible power of grace, Barth ignores the conditional elements of the biblical revelation. He turns the sure triumph of divine grace into an implicit universalism of redemption that obscures the context of faith and obscures the indispensability of personal decision in this life for the inheritance of salvation. For Barth, unbelief in no way nullifies God’s decision. God’s liberating work is done, and therefore no one can undo that work. Since salvation is an accomplished fact, human beings need only to “know” that all is well.

Emil Brunner protests this view. If Barth is correct, he says, then we can no longer speak as does the Bible of lost mankind, and we remove all possibility of final judgment and damnation. In this notion that “all, believers and unbelievers, are saved from the wrath of God and participate in redemption through Jesus Christ,” writes Brunner, “Barth is in absolute opposition, not only to the whole ecclesiastical tradition, but—and this alone is the final objection to it—to the clear teaching of the New Testament” (The Christian Doctrine of God, pp. 348 f.). For Barth the “turning-point” from “being-lost” to “being-saved” does not exist, says Brunner, “since it is no longer possible to be lost” (p. 351). But the biblical gospel is rather “the summons to decision” (p. 353). In short, the New Testament invariably associates “no condemnation” with the requisite of personal faith.

Speak as he may of the “fatal danger” of unbelief, notes Berkouwer, Barth renders human decision insignificant in contrast to God’s decision. “Barth calls unbelief ‘fatally dangerous’ but this now and then repeated expression is flanked by extensive reflections on the ontological impossibility of unbelief... . The decisive grace of God ... is so decisive that the inevitability of faith lies involved in it” (The Triumph of Grace, pp. 269 f.). Berkouwer is surely right in maintaining that “the Bible speaks in a different manner about the ‘dynamic’ of unbelief.” It leaves no room for thinking that “the human decision has already been taken, is given and is involved in the encounter with revelation” (p. 270). “The Bible constantly calls to faith and warns in the most serious terms against unbelief” (p. 268). “We hear about the proclaimed word which was heard but which was not profitable, because it was not accompanied by faith... . There was no profit, no benefit... . The New Testament speaks of belief and unbelief as a choice, a serious ... a decisive choice” (p. 270).

In his parables (Luke 14:12–24) Jesus emphasized that while the poor and the lame and the blind respond with alacrity, the self-righteous and self-sufficient spurn Messiah’s invitation. It was to Nicodemus, a rabbi and member of the Sanhedrin, that he emphasized the universal and absolute indispensability of the new birth. Throughout the Christian ages to people of all classes, races and nations his words have underscored the need for personal decision and trust: “Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3, KJV). Unrepentant sinners “will not inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor. 6:9–10, RSV; cf. Gal. 5:21; Eph. 5:5). Christ’s exhortation to “Repent: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt. 4:17, KJV) has no less urgency today than when he first uttered those words.

That God weighs the actions of men (1 Sam. 2:3) and judges them truly (Rom. 2:2) is a sobering biblical theme. Even if Scripture focuses mainly on God’s love and on the proclamation of good news, it is filled with warnings about neglect and indifference to that love and forthrightly declares the terrors of divine punishment if sinners do not turn to God. It was not lack of compassion that prompted Jesus to speak more explicitly of the woes of hell (Matt. 5:22, 29; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15, 33, etc.) than of the bliss of heaven; full appreciation of one requires clear knowledge of the other. Physical death brings to an end all delayed opportunity for repentance and redemption (Heb. 9:27) and involves an immediate separation of the righteous from the wicked (Luke 16:19–31; Acts 7:59; Phil. 1:23). Final judgment is given into the hands of God’s Son Jesus Christ, who not only came for our salvation and died for our sins (John 3:16–19; 5:22, 27; 9:39), but who also, in human flesh, offered for our redemption a pure life and sacrificial death (Rom. 5:9–11; 1 Cor. 15: 1–4).

God invites personal appropriation of revelational information that he has given as a prior knowledge and personal commitment to himself and his purposes; instead of recognizing that fact, recent dialectical and existential religious theory erroneously views revelation as a bestowal of self-giving divine love. To be sure, revelation and salvation are complementary. But, as Bernard Ramm observes, Catholic and Protestant dogmatics have historically emphasized, in conformity with Scripture, that the two themes are to be distinguished and are not organically equated or joined (Types of Apologetic Systems, pp. 66–67). The modern anti-intellectual theory of revelation maintains that personal awareness of revelation is itself redemptive. God is said to communicate himself, not truths about himself, and personal human response which supposedly consummates God’s initiative and constitutes it revelation is held to be salvific inasmuch as it involves the restoration of a broken relationship. This misunderstanding has no basis in the Bible.

The main motif of Judeo-Christian religion is not revelation in and of itself but reconciliation. As Carl E. Braaten notes, “neither the Bible, nor the Reformation, nor the broad stream of Catholic tradition” exalted the concept of revelation to theology’s dominant concern in a manner that implies “that man’s essential predicament is his lack of knowledge.” They insisted rather that “man’s guilt is the problem” and “not revelation but reconciliation ... the theological centrum” (History and Hermeneutics, p. 16). In contrast to historic Christian theology, modern philosophy has so isolated and elevated to priority the problem of religious knowledge that it substitutes the problem of ignorance for the problem of guilt. We would therefore insist, with Braaten, that “no doubt theology will have to take seriously the modern question of religious knowledge, but it should not assume that because this is the twentieth century question, it is necessarily the profoundest one, nor the one that correlates best with the heart of the biblical message” (ibid.).

Over against rationalistic philosophy, preoccupied with knowledge of God as a theoretical problem but disinterested in reconciliation between a holy God and sinful man, fresh emphasis was no doubt needed on the special orientation of God’s revelation to human redemption. As Edward John Carnell pointed out, secular philosophy “has never been able to formulate an approach to God which appeals to the man on the street, for the God of the philosophers is postulated to account for about everything except unrest and guilt in his heart” (The Philosophy of the Christian Religion, p. 275). In view of the centrality the Bible gives to God’s love for mankind, Reformed theologians called it a “document of God’s grace,” for the purpose of God’s special revelation is to redeem otherwise doomed sinners. Insofar as he has only this special divine disclosure in view, Clark Pinnock is right in saying that revelation is “soteric in its intent” and defines revelation as “a gracious divine activity, a free and voluntary gift which has as its end the salvation of sinners” (Biblical Revelation, pp. 19, 20).

But Braaten sees in the recent enlargement of revelation into redemption a reflection of the modern speculative tendency to replace the problem of guilt by the problem of ignorance. To define revelation as intrinsically redemptive is to eclipse one extreme view by still another.

Barth espoused the organic union of revelation and salvation by contending that unless it is saving, revelation is not revelation. For Barth God’s revelation is inherently redemptive; in other words, he equates revelation and reconciliation (Church Dogmatics, I/1, p. 468). Consequently no one can hold God’s revelation in unbelief, no one enlightened by revelation can be lost; the world of unbelief must be viewed, therefore, as totally devoid of the light of revelation. “Revelation consists for the recipients of it in the fact that they ... are sons of God” (I/1, p. 524). Hearing God’s Word here involves merely a belated awareness that one is already redeemed, and not the news that salvation is conditionally suspended upon personal decision and trust as the occasion on which God’s wrath and judgment are met and canceled through Jesus Christ’s mediatorial life and work.

Paul Tillich similarly affirms, erroneously, that “the history of revelation and the history of salvation are the same history” (Systematic Theology, 1:144). Thomas F. Torrance likewise perpetuates the fallacy that revelation is salvific. We cannot know theological truth, he writes, “without being drawn into its redeeming and reconciling activity, without being renewed and re-ordered in accord with its saving will... . We cannot truly know God without being reconciled and renewed in Jesus Christ” (Theological Science, p. 41). Jesus Christ “does not communicate truths apart from [communicating] Himself” (p. 147). Here revelation is expanded into the experience of salvation.

But knowledge of the truth of God is by no means synonymous with personal salvation. Gordon H. Clark reminds us that according to the Epistle of James, “the demons believe” that there is one God (James 2:19, RSV)—a truth (monotheism) that they could not possess apart from revelation, and yet truth about God that they surely hold apart from redeeming grace; indeed, they tremble also in expectation of future torment which they know to be in prospect. If believing in demons is for some skeptics even more incredible than demons believing any theological truth, then let it be said that on the testimony of the Scriptures unredeemed (or unbelieving) human beings also know some truths about God that are divinely revealed. When Barth says that we can know the revealed truth of God only when we obey it (Church Dogmatics, I/1, p. 311) and that if we are disobedient the truth of revelation “teaches us nothing” and “does not as dogma exist for us,” he forfeits both biblical fidelity and a rational view of religious knowledge.

The Bible teaches as a truth of revelation that unrepentant sinners have enough knowledge of God to render them culpable, and it adduces numerous specific examples of that fact. One illustration is Cain who, despite his disobedience, knew that the sacrifices he offered were unacceptable to God and that capital punishment was a divinely approved penalty for his murder of Abel (Gen. 4:3–15). Another is Daniel, who warned Belshazzar about his disregard of knowledge of the Most High (Dan. 5:22). Jesus during his earthly ministry frequently condemned the Pharisees for defying scriptural revelation (John 5:45–46). The future judgment will doubtless surface innumerable examples of ignored revelation in our own time.

The biblical testimony of the self-revealed God provides no encouragement, however, for invariably associating revelation and redemption with no reference to judgment as a possible consequence of man’s confrontation by the revelation of God. That God reveals himself for human benefit does not mean that all mankind benefits savingly from that revelation. That God in revelation offers reconciliation to all who personally receive his gracious offer in obedient trust does not mean that one shares God’s grace by simply hearing of the revelation of the prospect of redemption. The nature of divine revelation is speculatively altered when revelation is redefined to mean God’s saving action in behalf of mankind and no more. God’s revelation does not bring to salvation all who comprehend it. Without personal appropriation God’s revelation brings salvation to no one. The immediate correlate of divine revelation is not salvation but knowledge; the consequence of that knowledge is either salvation or judgment. The human response to God’s disclosure is either acceptance or rejection, faith or unbelief.

Yet the entrance of God’s light looks far beyond mere conveyance of astonishing information to redemptive enlistment of the whole person. To be sure, the Bible does not empty the reality of spiritual life simply into a relationship of trust, but insists also on the indispensability of spiritual knowledge that correlates life with light and with obedience. But the Bible resounds as well with a divinely initiated plea for and requirement of personal reconciliation. John’s Gospel was written not simply to convey reliable information about Jesus of Nazareth and God’s proffer of redemption. Amid the human predicament, enabling readers to know “that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God,” it was written also that “believing ye might have life in his name” (20:31, ASV; cf. 5:25; 11:25; 14:6). By addressing the human mind and confronting the human will, God’s revelation requires a decision that encompasses the whole self. It calls us to inner repentance, to a reversal of life-style, to redemptive renewal and to obedient fellowship. The truth of God, as the New Testament indicates, is not simply to be known, but is also to be done (John 3:19). No one is ever saved from catastrophe by news alone. If we “clinch God’s choice and calling” of us, as Peter says, we have by God’s grace “full and free admission into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 1:10–11, NEB). Salvation is conditioned upon personally accepting and appropriating the truth of revelation.

The comprehension of revelation must therefore not be confused with the appropriation of salvation. While salvation forms the main theme of the special revelation of God, salvation is not the one and only theme of divine revelation. Knowledge of God’s revelation invites punishment for rejecting its light and opportunity as surely as it points the way to redemptive rescue on condition of repentance and obedience. The Psalmist writes: “My people did not listen to my voice; Israel would have none of me. So I gave them over to their stubborn hearts, to follow their own counsels” (Ps. 81:11, RSV). The weight of the biblical witness is that man stands condemned not simply for ignorance of the true and living God, but especially because of his revolt against the light of revelation. The writer of Hebrews warns: “If the word spoken through angels had such force that any transgression or disobedience met with due retribution, what escape can there be for us if we ignore a deliverance so great?” (Heb. 2:2–3, NEB). In other words, what hope is there if we ignore the revelation given in Jesus Christ himself who crowns the earlier revelation of God? Salvation divinely disclosed can be forfeited precisely because unbelief can resist and neglect revelation that carries the offer of redemption. To emphasize the gravity of neglect, and the inevitability of judgment for such heightened culpability, the Epistle to the Hebrews rivets attention on the deliverance “announced through the lips of the Lord himself” (2:4, NEB
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