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			“Tough Topics offers every questioning person an opportunity to press thoughtfully into the Bible’s answers. Sam Storms is that rare guide we all are looking for—fair-minded, with no axe to grind. I cheerfully commend Tough Topics for your tough questions!”


			Ray Ortlund, Lead Pastor, Immanuel Church, Nashville, Tennessee 


			“Let’s face it, the church has not always done the best possible job at fielding the hard questions posed to it by both skeptics and members. In the case of the first group, skeptics end up discounting Christianity, dismissing it as irrational, head-in-the-sand religious fanaticism. In the case of the second group, members become frustrated with the Christian faith and often drift away from what they have found to be a shallow, inconsistent, and quite unsatisfying worldview. Sam Storms is a leader whom the Lord has wonderfully gifted not only to answer the tough questions, but also to provide an accessible resource for Christian leaders to be better prepared to engage skeptics and church members who wrestle with these issues rather than to rebuff them and discount their difficulties. Sam’s passion is to deal with twenty-five of the most challenging questions you will ever face, and to do it in such a way that you become convinced of the answers and are prepared to offer help to others who face them as well. He accomplishes this goal, not by offering his own good ideas and the best of human counsel, but by relying on the wisdom of God as found in Scripture.”


			Gregg R. Allison, Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; author, Historical Theology: An Introduction to Christian Doctrine and Sojourners and Strangers: The Doctrine of the Church


			“Sam Storms’s Tough Topics is equally the work of a deeply concerned and caring pastor and that of a thoughtful, seasoned, and biblically saturated theologian. As I read this book, specific people kept coming to mind who would be helped greatly by one or more of its chapters—such wisdom, balance, and biblical clarity. Readers will likely differ at points with their pastor-theologian guide, but they will rise up and thank him for offering such wise counsel on a wide array of difficult and important questions. There’s something here for everyone. Pick up and read, and see how faithful pastoral theology really does bless the church.”


			Bruce A. Ware, Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary


			“Some questions about God and the Bible intrigue us. Others get completely under our skin and frustrate us. The chances are good that if a question is bothering you, you are not the first to ask it! Sam Storms draws on all his pastoral experience in this helpful book as he honestly answers questions some people like to avoid.”


			Adrian Warnock, author, Raised with Christ; blogger


			“People are inquisitive by nature. It is the way God made us. We have all kinds of questions about him. When people learn that I teach theology for a living, the first thing they do is begin to ask questions—tough questions. Sam Storms has given us an incredibly useful resource in his book Tough Topics. He has braved the minefield of some of the most difficult questions people have concerning God, the Bible, the church, and Christianity in general. What I like about this work is not simply its accessibility, but also Sam’s gentle and balanced scholarship. When we have questions about God, that is no casual thing requiring the opinions of sages on street corners. These are serious questions requiring someone who is well versed in the Bible. Sam has always been one to whom I go when I have questions. Now I have the book! And, as Sam says, the answers to these questions do not drive us to be puffed up in knowledge—they drive us to worship.”


			C. Michael Patton, President, Credo House Ministries; author, Increase My Faith and Now That I’m a Christian; blogger, Parchment and Pen


			“Sam Storms is an ideal guide to help us navigate through difficult theological questions. He brings a pastor’s heart and four decades of caring for souls to the journey. Along with that, he brings the brilliant mind of a trained theologian. He writes because he cares deeply about the truth and because he loves people. The answers in this book bring clarity instead of confusion. The stated goal of the book is knowledge that leads to worship. Mission accomplished!”


			Erik Thoennes, Professor of Biblical Studies and Theology, Talbot School of Theology, Biola University; Pastor, Grace Evangelical Free Church, La Mirada, California; author, Life’s Biggest Questions
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Preface


		Lucy and Linus are gazing out the window at a staggering downpour.


			“Boy, look at it rain,” Lucy says, fear etched on her face. “What if it floods the whole world?”


		“It will never do that,” Linus responds confidently. “In the ninth chapter of Genesis, God promised Noah that would never happen again, and the sign of the promise is the rainbow.”


			“You’ve taken a great load off my mind,” Lucy says with a sigh of relief.


			Linus replies, “Sound theology has a way of doing that!”


			That is my aim in this book: to articulate good theology in order to put worried minds at rest. All of us are familiar with the sorts of problems and questions and doctrinal conundrums that plague the human mind and agitate the human heart, questions like the one lingering in the thinking of Lucy: Will God ever flood the entire earth again?


			In my experience these nearly forty years of Christian ministry, I’ve seen countless people worried and angry and fearful and just plain confused when it comes to some of the more perplexing issues that life poses and the Bible provokes, such as:


			

					Sam, is my baby in heaven?


					Is it ever okay to divorce your spouse, and if it is, can I get remarried?


					
What about the heathen in Africa who’ve never heard the gospel?



					My neighbor said I have to be baptized to be saved. Is she right?


					If my friend goes to hell, how can I possibly enjoy heaven?


					I’m so angry with my father. People tell me I should forgive him. What does that mean?


					I’m afraid I’ve committed blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. Have I?


					Do demons exist? What can they do to me? What can I do to them?


					Is it ever okay to lie?


					Will there be sex in heaven?


			


			These aren’t ordinary questions that yield to an easy or simplistic answer. These are among the most challenging subjects people face. The failure to provide a good and biblical answer often leaves Christians in fear or guilt or confusion and can occasionally erode their confidence in the sufficiency of Scripture to say something meaningful and satisfying. Tough Topics makes no claim to answer every question Christians ask. But it does propose to provide solid and scriptural answers to twenty-five of them. Sadly, many believers walk away from church or from a friend or even from a pastor, frustrated that such issues are either answered badly or met with an “I don’t know,” or perhaps even ignored altogether. My aim in this book is to overcome that frustration by looking deeply, not superficially, at what Scripture says and deriving clear and persuasive explanations for these thorny matters.


			The chapters vary in length, often in direct proportion to the difficulty of the questions they seek to answer. All are written with the educated Christian layperson in mind. In only a few places do I appeal to the original Greek text, and when I do, it is done in such a way that the person who reads only English can follow the argument.


			My hope is that in providing the body of Christ with a resource of this length and depth, much confusion will be removed, and hours of unproductive research can be reduced. In none of the chapters do I respond with a short or simplistic answer. My desire is that by looking deeply into the biblical text and by stretching our minds to explore every possible option, we will walk away not only more informed about what the Bible teaches but also, and even more importantly, more in awe of the greatness and goodness of God. In other words, the ultimate aim of this book isn’t knowledge; it’s worship. By seeing more clearly how God acts and what he meant and why he responds the way he does, I trust that we all will love him more passionately and praise him more fervently.


			I suppose some might be tempted to conclude that the easy thing to do would simply be to say “yes” or “no” or “sometimes” to the twenty-five questions posed in this book, and leave it at that. But that wouldn’t be of much help to you when it comes to knowing why the Bible provides the answer it does. If you never move beyond the shallow one-word response to the most puzzling and pressing questions in life, you will forever remain spiritually stunted and immature. And you will be of little to no benefit to others who approach you with their curiosity about these matters. Your grasp of who God is and how and why he does what he does would not be very deep or substantive. The bottom line is this: we need to wrestle with the hard texts and the tough topics in Scripture. Only then will our thinking skills be honed, our minds expanded, our spirits enriched, and our hearts filled with joy and delight to understand the mysterious ways of our great God and Savior.


			Some of these chapters may well leave you hungry for more. For that reason I’ve included a brief list of recommended reading to help you continue your pursuit of a more comprehensive explanation in each case.


			Most of these chapters stand independent of each other. In other words, you may want to scan the table of contents and read first (or perhaps only) those chapters that intrigue you most. However, there are a few chapters that answer questions related to each other, which is to say they are concerned with the same general theme in Scripture. In those cases I recommend that you read them in order because they do build upon one another to some extent. But on the whole, I’ve written the book so that the person who wishes to read it more selectively can do so without significant loss.













			1


			

Is the Bible Inerrant?


			This book is entirely devoted to providing what I hope will be biblical answers to hard questions people ask. What you or I may prefer to be true or what may or may not make us feel comfortable or what appears to our judgment to be fair or unfair simply doesn’t matter. When we say we believe in the inspiration, inerrancy, and authority of the Bible, we are making known that the only answers we will embrace to troublesome questions are those found in Scripture. It seems only appropriate, therefore, that we begin our journey together by asking: Is the Bible in fact inerrant? Are the answers that it gives us always true? Can we trust what the Word of God says on any subject on which it speaks? So let’s get started!


		

			By What Authority?


			There is no more critical issue in life than that of authority. In other words, by what standard, or on what grounds, and from what source, and for what reasons do you believe something to be true and therefore binding on your conscience (beliefs) and conduct (behavior)?


			Authority for the Christian is thought to come from one of three sources. For some, primarily Roman Catholics and those in the Eastern Orthodox tradition, the consensus of the church as expressed in its traditions and creedal formulations is the authoritative guide to God’s will. Hence, as far as these folk are concerned, “What the church says, God says.” A few would insist that the individual is the final authority, such that the Bible and the church are little more than resource materials to assist each person in making up his or her own mind on what is true and authoritative. Thus, they conclude, “What my own spirit says, God says.”


			I hope that you are among those who embrace the third option. According to this view, the Bible is the final authority for all matters of faith and life. Consider how this is stated in the Westminster Confession of Faith: “The supreme judge by which all controversies are to be determined, and all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private spirits, are to be examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other but the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture.”1 Thus, “What Scripture says, God says.”


			It is for this third option that I will contend. The first paragraph in most local church doctrinal statements affirms belief in the inspiration and authority of the sixty-six books of the Bible. How could it be otherwise? For apart from a belief in the authority of Scripture, we would have no way of knowing with any certainty whether any of the remaining doctrinal affirmations is true or false. If the Bible is not the sole, sufficient revelation of God himself, how could we possibly know that God is a Trinity of coequal persons, or that the second person of that Trinity became a man in Jesus of Nazareth and died for sinners and was raised on the third day? Simply put, the inspiration and authority of the Bible is the bedrock upon which our faith is built. Without it, we are doomed to uncertainty, doubt, and a hopeless groping in the darkness of human speculation.


			But do we have good reason to believe that this book, the Bible, is different from Plato’s Republic or Shakespeare’s Hamlet or any other human composition? Why do we believe that the sixty-six books of the Bible are divine revelation and authoritative for belief and life? There are any number of reasons, drawn from historical, archaeological, theological, and experiential resources and arguments (perhaps chief among which is that the Holy Spirit has borne witness in our hearts that Scripture is God’s Word). But we must also take into consideration that Jesus himself clearly believed in the inspiration and authority of Scripture. Being a disciple of Jesus entails not only doing what Jesus did but also believing what Jesus believed. It is impossible to accept the authority of Christ without also accepting the authority of Scripture. To believe and receive Jesus as Lord and Savior is to believe and receive what he taught about Scripture.


			Clearly, then, the question What do you think of the Bible? reduces to the question What do you think of Christ? To deny the authority of Scripture is to deny the lordship of Jesus. Consider the people and events of the Old Testament, for example, which Jesus frequently mentioned. He referred to Abel, Noah and the great flood, Abraham, Sodom and Gomorrah, Lot, Isaac and Jacob, the manna from heaven, the serpent in the desert, David eating the consecrated bread and his authorship of the Psalms, Solomon, Elijah, Elisha, and Zechariah, and so on. In each case he treated the Old Testament narrative as a straightforward record of historical fact.


			But, critics respond, perhaps Jesus was simply accommodating himself to the mistaken beliefs of his contemporaries. That is to say, Jesus simply met his contemporaries on their own ground without necessarily committing himself to the correctness of their views. He chose graciously not to upset them by questioning the veracity of their belief in the truth and authority of the Bible.


			I’m sorry, but that’s not the Jesus about whom I read in the New Testament. The Jesus of the Gospels was not at all sensitive about undermining mistaken, though long-cherished, beliefs among the people of his day. He loudly and often denounced the traditions of the Pharisees and took on their distortion of the Old Testament law in the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus challenged nationalistic conceptions of the kingdom of God and the coming of the Messiah. He was even willing to face death on a cross for the truth of what he declared. In referring to the Old Testament, Jesus declared that “the Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35). Again, “It is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for one dot of the law to become void” (Luke 16:17; see also Mark 7:6–13; Luke 16:29–31). He rebuked the Sadducees, saying, “You are wrong, because you know neither the Scriptures nor the power of God” (Matt. 22:29). When faced with Satan’s temptations, it was to the truth and authority of the Old Testament that he appealed (Matt. 4:4–10). Note especially his words, “It is written.” And Jesus didn’t hesitate to deliberately offend the religious sensibilities of his contemporaries when he chose to eat and socialize with both publicans and prostitutes.


			There is a tendency in some evangelical circles to drive a wedge between revelation (the transcendent Word of God) and the Bible (understood as man’s written record of or witness to the Word). It is said that we cannot identify the words of Scripture with divine revelation. Rather, the words are the sacramental means or instrumentality by which divine revelation encounters or engages us experientially. The writings of Scripture are said to mediate the revelatory Word to us. But the former are not identical with the latter.


			I believe, on the other hand, what Augustine meant when he envisioned God saying, “O man, true it is that what My Scripture says I myself say.”2 Scripture is thus the “transcript of divine speech.”3 In his article “Inspiration,” J. I. Packer unpacks the significance of this principle:


			Christ and his apostles quote Old Testament texts not merely as what, e.g., Moses, David or Isaiah said (see Mk. 7:10, 12:36, 7:6; Rom. 10:5, 11:9, 10:20, etc.), but also as what God said through these men (see Acts 4:25, 28:25, etc.), or sometimes simply what “he” (God) says (e.g., 2 Cor. 6:16; Heb. 8:5, 8), or what the Holy Ghost says (Heb. 3:7, 10:15). Furthermore, Old Testament statements, not made by God in their contexts, are quoted as utterances of God (Mt. 19:4f.; Heb. 3:7; Acts 13:34f.; citing Gen. 2:24; Ps. 95:7; Is. 55:3 respectively). Also, Paul refers to God’s promise to Abraham and his threat to Pharaoh, both spoken long before the biblical record of them was written, as words which Scripture spoke to these two men (Gal. 3:8; Rom. 9:17); which shows how completely he equated the statements of Scripture with the utterance of God.4


			Let’s begin by defining two critical terms: revelation and inspiration. Revelation is the activity of God by which he unveils or discloses or makes known what is otherwise unknowable to humanity. It is God making himself known to those shaped in his image. Revelation is what God does, not what mankind achieves. It is a divinely initiated disclosure, not an effort or endeavor or achievement on the part of mankind. Packer explains: “Revelation does not mean man finding God, but God finding man, God sharing His secrets with us, God showing us Himself. In revelation, God is the agent as well as the object.”5 The God of the Bible, notes Donald Bloesch, “is not a God who is discovered in the depths of nature or uncovered in human consciousness. Nor is he a God who is immediately discernible in the events of history. . . . For the living God to be known, he must make himself known, and he has done this in the acts and words recorded in Scripture.”6


			Much has been made of an alleged distinction between revelation as propositional and revelation as personal. Since God is himself a person, so some say, revelation cannot be propositional (or at least, not primarily so). Revelation is God making himself known, the event of disclosing his person to other persons. But Packer is certainly correct in pointing out that this distinction should not be pressed too far. He notes:


			Personal friendship between God and man, grows just as human friendships do—namely, through talking; and talking means making informative statements, and informative statements are propositions. . . . [Indeed] to say that revelation is non-propositional is actually to depersonalize it. . . . To maintain that we may know God without God actually speaking to us in words is really to deny that God is personal, or at any rate that knowing Him is a truly personal relationship.7


			In other words, special revelation is a verbal activity, in the sense that “God has communicated with man by means of significant utterances: statements, questions, and commands, spoken either in His own person or on His behalf by His own appointed messengers and instructors.”8 This does not mean that God is less active, less personal, as if he were nothing but a celestial lecturer. He discloses himself by powerful acts in history, encountering his people, showing himself gracious by redeeming them, kind by forgiving them, strong by delivering them, and so forth. The Bible “itself is essentially a recital of His doings, an explanatory narrative of the great drama of the bringing in of His kingdom, and the saving of the world.”9 Let us not forget that faith is often portrayed in Scripture as trusting, often against great odds, what God has said (see Rom. 4:3; Gal. 3:6; Heb. 6:13ff.; 11:8–13, 17, 33).


			The fact that revelation is verbal does not mean that knowing God is simply a matter of memorizing texts or cataloging doctrines.


			But what the claim that revelation is essentially verbal does imply is that no historical event, as such, can make God known to anyone unless God Himself discloses its meaning and place in His plan. Providential happenings may serve to remind us, more or less vividly, that God is at work (cf. Acts 14:17), but their link, if any, with His saving purpose cannot be known until He Himself informs us of it. No event is self-interpreting at this level.10


			Again,


			All history is, in one sense, God’s deed, but none of it reveals Him except in so far as He Himself talks to us about it. God’s revelation is not through deeds without words (a dumb charade!) any more than it is through words without deeds; but it is through deeds which He speaks to interpret, or, putting it more biblically, through words which His deeds confirm and fulfill.11


			Packer’s point is simply this:


			No public historical happening, as such (an exodus, a conquest, a captivity, a crucifixion, an empty tomb), can reveal God apart from an accompanying word from God to explain it, or a prior promise which it is seen to confirm or fulfill. Revelation in its basic form is thus of necessity propositional; God reveals Himself by telling us about Himself, and what He is doing in His world.12


			The notion of propositional revelation in no way denies the revelatory activity of God in events, in personal encounters, or in the dynamic and relational ways whereby he engages his people and makes himself immediately and experientially known to them (see Heb. 1:1). The “many ways” in which God revealed himself personally included theophanies, angelic visitations, an audible voice from heaven, visions, dreams, supernatural writing, inward impressions, natural phenomena, and more. But in each of these instances the divine disclosures introduced or confirmed by these means were propositional in substance and verbal in form. In other words, whereas not every statement or revelatory deed comes to us in strict propositional form, all do in fact presuppose a proposition on the basis of which a truth claim about the nature of reality is being made.


			Another characteristic of revelation is that it is progressive, that is, cumulative. God has not revealed himself comprehensively at any one stage in history or in any one event. Revelation is a series of divine disclosures, each of which builds upon and unpacks or unfolds that which preceded it. Revelation moves from what is piecemeal and partial and incomplete (but always accurate) to what is comprehensive and final and unified. This contrast between the incomplete and complete, between the partial and the full, is not a contrast between false and true, inaccurate and accurate, but a contrast between shadow and substance, between type and antitype, between promise and fulfillment.


			Inspiration, on the other hand, was the related process whereby God preserved the biblical authors from error when communicating, whether by his voice or in writing, that which he had shown them. The Holy Spirit superintended the writing of Scripture, that is to say, he acted to insure that what the human authors intended by their words is equivalent to what God intended (a process also referred to as concursive inspiration). Thus “each resultant oracle was as truly a divine utterance as a human, as direct a disclosure of what was in God’s mind as of what was in the prophet’s.”13 The Spirit thus brought the free and spontaneous thoughts of the human author into coincidence with the thoughts of God.


			Many question how this can be done. They contend that if God’s control over what the biblical authors said was exhaustive, they must have written as mindless automatons. On the other hand, if their minds operated freely according to their own volitional creativity, then God cannot have kept them free from error. But this dilemma “rests on the assumption that full psychological freedom of thought and action, and full subjection to divine control, are incompatible.”14


			The doctrine of verbal, plenary (i.e., complete, total) inspiration means that the words of the Bible are the words of God. This doesn’t mean that God spoke every word himself, but that the words spoken by the authors of Scripture are the words that God desired them to speak in the revelation of himself. Thus there is no significant difference between the ultimate authority of God and the immediate authority of Scripture. “The authority of Scripture is the divine authority of God Himself speaking.”15 Some argue that one cannot stand under the authority of the living Word, Jesus Christ, and at the same time stand under the authority of the written Word, the Bible. This is a false antithesis. Jesus Christ is the Lord of the Scriptures and in the latter the former is revealed and made known, and his will unfolded. To obey the latter is to obey the former. To disobey the latter is to disobey the former.


			Inerrancy


			The debate over whether Scripture is inerrant shows no signs of slowing down, much less going away. Among evangelicals, two views have dominated the landscape. Some embrace what has been called “limited inerrancy.” One of the more able and articulate defenders of this view is Daniel Fuller.16 According to Fuller and those who follow his lead, the inerrancy of a book or piece of literature can be evaluated solely in light of the author’s intention or purpose. Does the author fulfill his or her purpose in writing? If so, the work is inerrant. If not, it is not. The purpose of the Bible, they say, is to make us “wise unto salvation” (2 Tim. 3:15). The purpose of the Bible is not to make us wise unto botany or geology or astronomy or history. Rather, according to Fuller, the biblical writers declare that their purpose is to report the events and meaning of the redemptive acts of God in history so that men might be made wise unto salvation. By this criterion, says Fuller, the Bible is inerrant. It perfectly lives up to its purpose. It never fails to fulfill its purpose or intent of making the reader wise unto salvation.


			Since, in this view, inerrancy should be expected only in the case of those biblical assertions which teach or rightly imply knowledge that makes man wise unto salvation, Scripture can and does err in other matters. That is to say, there are passages in the Bible that are but incidentally related or entirely unrelated to its primary purpose. Fuller calls these incidents or texts nonrevelational matters—biblical statements on such topics as geology, meteorology, cosmology, botany, astronomy, geography, history, and the like. Since the principal aim or authorial intent of Scripture is not to teach truths on such matters as these, such statements may err while the statements in keeping with its primary purpose remain inerrant. The Bible is inerrant on those matters it intends to teach, matters essential to making us wise unto salvation. These, and these alone, are revelatory.


			Fuller is not saying that the Bible cannot err on revelational matters. He is saying that on nonrevelational matters there may indeed be errors in Scripture (he believes there are), but that on revelational matters he has discovered none yet and hopes he never will. “I sincerely hope,” writes Fuller, “that as I continue my historical-grammatical exegesis of Scripture, I shall find no error in its teachings. But I can only affirm inerrancy with high probability.”17


			Contrary to the above perspective, the Bible makes no distinction between inspired and uninspired texts or topics, nor does it place any restrictions on the kinds of subjects on which it speaks truthfully (see esp. Luke 24:25; Acts 24:14; Rom. 15:4; 1 Cor. 10:11). Thus I embrace and want to argue for what I’ll call the doctrine of “complete inerrancy.” Some prefer that we use the word infallibility, which comes from the Latin infallibilitas, meaning the quality of neither deceiving nor being deceived. Inerrancy comes from the Latin inerrantia and simply means freedom from error. This means that Scripture does not affirm anything contrary to fact. Together both ideas express the idea that all Scripture comes to us as the very words of God and is thus reliable and true and free of error. Consider these definitions of inerrancy, each of which makes an excellent contribution to our understanding of what is at stake:


			Inerrancy will then mean that at no point in what was originally given were the biblical writers allowed to make statements or endorse viewpoints which are not in conformity with objective truth. This applies at any level at which they make pronouncements.18


			Inerrancy means that when all facts are known, the Scriptures in their original autographs and properly interpreted will be shown to be wholly true in everything that they affirm, whether that has to do with doctrine or morality or with the social, physical, or life sciences.19


		

			When all the facts are known, the Bible (in its original writings) properly interpreted in light of which culture and communication means had developed by the time of its composition will be shown to be completely true (and therefore not false) in all that it affirms, to the degree of precision intended by the author, in all matters relating to God and his creation.20


			

			Except for the types of textual corruption that can arise in the course of repeated copying, the Bible offers an accurate, though not comprehensive, description and interpretation of the world and human history from the creation to the rise of the Christian church, as well as a reliable record of divinely revealed truths about God and his plans for humanity, which careful exegesis can demonstrate to be internally consistent and concerning which, through fair and informed analysis, plausible solutions for apparently fundamental conflicts between it and objective extra-biblical data can be suggested.21


			

			2 Timothy 3:16–17


			Anytime the concepts of inspiration and inerrancy are mentioned, 2 Timothy 3:16–17 soon becomes the focus of discussion. “All Scripture,” writes the apostle Paul, “is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.” It will do us well to make a few observations on what Paul meant.


			The word “all” (in “all Scripture”) has a collective sense and means the whole of Scripture: the entirety of the Bible, inclusive of all its parts. Some translations employ the term “every,” which has a distributive sense and means each Scripture individually, the various parts of the Bible comprised in the whole. Whether it is translated “all” Scripture or “every” Scripture, Paul is saying that whatever is Scripture is God-breathed.


			But what does Paul have in mind when he refers to “Scripture”? In verse 15 the words “sacred writings” refer solely to the Old Testament. On what grounds, then, do we extend the affirmation of inspiration to the New Testament writings? First of all, Peter refers to Paul’s writings as “Scriptures” in 2 Peter 3:14–16. We also know that Paul directs that his epistles be read publicly for instruction in the church, presumably along with the Old Testament (Col. 4:16; 1 Thess. 5:27). Paul also calls his message “the word of God” in 1 Thessalonians 2:13. In 1 Corinthians 2:13 he refers to what God has revealed to him as “words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit.” And in 1 Timothy 5:18 Paul indicates that there is more to Scripture than the Old Testament: he places Luke’s Gospel (or at least the materials from which Luke’s Gospel was to be composed) on a par with Deu­teronomy.


			But should we translate the text “all God-breathed Scripture is also profitable” (or “all Scripture that is God-breathed is also profitable”) or “all Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable”? The former might (but need not) suggest that only some of Scripture is God-breathed, not all, and hence only some Scripture is profitable. The latter, however, is more likely. It is a double predicate adjective connected by kai (“and”).


			Most important of all is the meaning of the word translated “breathed out by God” (theopneustos). The translation “inspired” can be misleading, for it might suggest to some an already existent text into which God breathed or to which he imparted some special spiritual or divine quality. The Greek word actually means “breathed out from God” not “breathed into by God.” The Scriptures are a product of the divine breath (origin). The Scriptures find their origin in God, not in the creative genius of humans. In the Old Testament the “breath” of God is his creative power (cf. Job 32:8; 33:4; 34:14; see also Gen. 2:7; Ps. 33:6).


			Lastly, it is difficult to see how error can be “profitable” and contribute to our “teaching” and “correction” and “training” in righteousness. According to Packer, “authority belongs to truth and truth only. . . . I can make no sense—no reverent sense, anyway—of the idea, sometimes met, that God speaks his truth to us in and through false statements by biblical writers.”22


			Clarifying Misconceptions of Biblical Inerrancy


			People often reject the concept of biblical inerrancy because they misunderstand what is being affirmed by our use of this term. So let me address several misunderstandings about what inerrancy does and does not entail.


			First off, it is no objection to inerrancy that God used sinful, error-prone human beings in the process of inscripturation. It is one thing to say that because we are human we can make mistakes. It is another thing to say we must (see esp. 2 Pet. 1:20–21). The doctrine of inerrancy, therefore, does not diminish the humanity of Scripture any more than the deity of Christ diminishes the reality of his human flesh.


			It is no objection to inerrancy that sometimes the Bible describes things as they appear, that is, phenomenologically, rather than as they really are. We would be compelled to acknowledge an error only if the Bible explicitly taught that things appeared one way when in fact they did not, or if the Bible explicitly taught that things were one way when in actual fact they were altogether other. But when the Bible says that an event appears in a particular way, that is to say, it seems to the naked eye and from the vantage point of human observation to be a particular way when in fact it actually is another way, it is not an error.


			It is no objection to inerrancy that God often accommodates himself to human language and experience when making known his will and ways in Scripture. Similarly, it is no objection to inerrancy that the Bible contains figures of speech. Some erroneously believe that inerrancy requires that everything in the Bible be taken literally, as if to suggest that God literally has wings and that mountains literally leap for joy. But truth is often expressed in nonliteral or figurative and symbolic language.


			Inerrancy is perfectly compatible with the fact that the Bible emphasizes certain concepts or doctrines more than others. Some have drawn the unwarranted conclusion that since the Bible does not emphasize, say, geology, anything it does say concerning geology is in error. It is true that the declaration “Jesus Christ [is] risen from the dead” (2 Tim. 2:8) is more important than “Erastus remained at Corinth” (2 Tim. 4:20). But the comparative unimportance of the latter does not imply its falsity.


			It is no objection to inerrancy that the authors of Scripture occasionally sidestep conventions of grammar. A statement can be ungrammatical in its style while entirely true in its content. As John Frame points out, “ ‘I ain’t goin’ is considered less proper than ‘I am not going.’ But the meaning of both phrases is clear. They say the same thing, and they can both express truth.”23


			It is no objection to inerrancy that our interpretations of the Bible are less than uniform. The explanation for disparate interpretations must rest with the interpreter, not with the text. The fact that I am a credo-baptist (only believers should be baptized) and one of my close friends is a paedo-baptist (he practices infant baptism) means that one of us is wrong, but not that Scripture is.


			It is no objection to inerrancy that the Bible is not equally clear in every place. In other words, the inerrancy of Scripture does not guarantee its complete lucidity. Even the apostle Peter acknowledged that the apostle Paul wrote some things “that are hard to understand” (2 Pet. 3:16). But the complexity and difficulty of what Paul wrote doesn’t mean it is less true or less accurate than anything Peter or Luke or John may have written.


			It is no objection to inerrancy that the Bible records lies and unethical actions. We must distinguish between what the Bible merely reports and what it approves, between descriptive authority and normative authority.


			It is no objection to inerrancy that authors of the New Testament cite or allude to the Old Testament with less than verbal precision.24 We must be careful not to artificially impose on authors in the first century the literary standards of the twenty-first century. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, for example, had never heard of Kate Turabian or The Chicago Manual of Style!


			Likewise, it is no objection to inerrancy that the authors of Scripture round off or approximate numbers and measurements. Alleged “inaccuracies” must be judged by the accepted standards of the cultural-historical context in which the author wrote, not by the scientifically and computerized precision of twenty-first-century technology. “The limits of truthfulness,” notes Wayne Grudem, “would depend on the degree of precision implied by the speaker and expected by his original hearers.”25 Frame agrees, reminding us that “precision and truth are not synonyms, though they do overlap in meaning. A certain amount of precision is often required for truth, but that amount varies from one context to another.”26 For example, if you asked me how old I was when I wrote this paragraph, I would say, “sixty.” But that is not precise. I was literally 60 years, 7 months, 16 days, 7 hours, and 22 minutes old. Although I did not answer you precisely, I did answer you truthfully. Or if you wanted to know how far I live from my church office, I would be truthful in saying “ten miles,” although the precise distance is 9.4. Thus, as Frame notes, inerrancy


			

			means that the Bible is true, not that it is maximally precise. To the extent that precision is necessary for truth, the Bible is sufficiently precise. But it does not always have the amount of precision that some readers demand of it. It has a level of precision sufficient for its own purposes, not for the purposes for which some readers might employ it.27


			It is no objection to inerrancy that the recorded account of certain events is not exhaustive in detail. That the description of an event is partial does not mean it is false. Inerrancy simply means that when Scripture does speak, however extensive or minimal it may be, it speaks accurately. Related to this are those instances when two authors record the same event from differing perspectives and for different purposes. Thus it is no error that Matthew mentions one angel at the tomb of Jesus (Matt. 28:2) while Luke mentions two (Luke 24:4). After all, if there were two, there was assuredly one. If Matthew had said there was “only” one angel and Luke had said there were two, we’d have a problem. But such is not the case.


			It is no objection to inerrancy that the biblical authors used uninspired and errant material in composing Scripture. Inerrancy simply means that when they do quote or borrow from uninspired sources, they do so accurately. It is no objection to inerrancy that we cannot, at this time, harmonize all allegedly disparate events or data. This would make the authority of the Bible depend on the resourcefulness of humans. It would also indicate that we have learned little from history, for on countless occasions historical, archaeological, exegetical, and scientific discoveries have resolved what were apparent contradictions in the Bible.


			Conclusion


			So, why is this doctrine or concept of Scripture as verbally, plenarily, and inerrantly inspired so critical? First, because


			biblical veracity and biblical authority are bound up together. Only truth can have final authority to determine belief and behavior, and Scripture cannot have such authority further than it is true. A factually and theologically trustworthy Bible could still impress us as a presentation of religious experience and expertise, but clearly, if we cannot affirm its total truthfulness, we cannot claim that it is all God’s testimony and teaching, given to control our convictions and conduct.28


			Second, we should subject our souls to the infallibility and authority of the Scriptures, immerse our minds in its truths, and bathe our spirits in its teachings because the inerrant special revelation of God in Scripture has the power to change human lives and to transform the experience of the church.


			The Word of God is the means or instrument by which the Holy Spirit regenerates the human heart. That is to say, the proclamation or communication of the Word is the catalyst for the inception of spiritual life. When we look at 1 Peter 1:23–25, we discover that this “word” that brings life is a “preached” word! The Word of God is the power of God unto salvation (see esp. Rom. 1:16–17; 10:14–15; 1 Cor. 1:18–25). The Word of God is the spring from which the waters of faith arise. Paul says in Romans 10:17 that “faith comes from hearing” and that hearing comes “through the word of Christ.”


			It is from or through the Scriptures that the Spirit imparts perseverance and encouragement: “For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Rom. 15:4). It is from or through the Scriptures that joy, peace, and hope arise. How so? Paul prays in Romans 15:13 that God would “fill you with all joy and peace in believing, that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.” Both joy and peace are the fruit of believing, which in turn yields hope. But believe what? Belief is confidence placed in the truth of what God has revealed to us in Scripture about who he is and our relationship to him through Jesus. Belief does not hover in a contentless vacuum, but is rooted in the firm foundation of inspired, revelatory words inscripturated for us in the Bible.


			It is the Word of God that accounts for the ongoing operation of the miraculous in the body of Christ. We read in Galatians 3:5, “Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among you do so by works of the law, or by hearing with faith?” The instrument God uses is the faith that we experience upon hearing the Word of God! When we hear the Word of God (in preaching and teaching), our thoughts and hearts become God-centered; our focus is on his glory, and thus our faith in his greatness expands and deepens, all of which is the soil in which the seeds of the supernatural are sown. Apart from the truths of preached texts, there can be no genuine, long-lasting, Christ-exalting faith; and apart from such faith there can be no (or at best, few) miracles.


			It is the Word of God, expounded and explained and applied, that yields the fruit of sanctification and holiness in daily life. Consider the following:


			And we also thank God constantly for this, that when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God, which is at work in you believers. (1 Thess. 2:13)


			If you put these things before the brothers, you will be a good servant of Christ Jesus, being trained in the words of the faith and of the good doctrine that you have followed. (1 Tim. 4:6)


			Like newborn infants, long for the pure spiritual milk, that by it you may grow up into salvation. (1 Pet. 2:2)


			For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. (Heb. 4:12)

So, is the Bible not only inspired or breathed out by God, but also inerrant? And does it matter? The answer to both questions is, “By all means, yes, and again, yes!”
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			What Is Open Theism?


		Has it ever occurred to you that nothing ever occurs to God? You may want to take a moment and reflect on that question. It reminds us that nothing takes God by surprise. Nothing suddenly occurs to him that he did not already know. Nothing takes place that he has not already planned. Nothing catches him off guard. At no time does some unforeseen event happen, such that God (figuratively speaking, of course) slaps himself upside the head and exclaims, “Wow, I never saw that coming!”


			However, in recent years there has appeared a radical departure from this understanding of God that denies his exhaustive foreknowledge of all future events. According to what is commonly called the openness of God theory or open theism, God does not, indeed cannot, know with absolute certainty what will be the free choices of men or women. Although there are numerous components in this new view of God, its fundamental principles are as follows.


			Components of Open Theism


			First, proponents of the openness doctrine believe that the classical or traditional view of God in which he is portrayed as knowing all future events is derived not from Scripture but from Greek philosophical concepts that corrupted Christian theology in the first few centuries of the church’s existence. They also reject both the classical doctrine of divine immutability and divine timelessness, insisting that these, too, reflect more the emphasis of Greek philosophy than Scripture.


			Second, according to open theism God does not know in advance everything humans will do. He knows human decisions only as they occur. He learns from what happens. God’s experience of the world is “open” in the sense that he becomes aware of developments in the world and responds to them as they unfold. He is “open” to new stimuli and new experiences. God is thus a risk taker, for he neither knows nor controls the decisions and actions of humans.1


			Third, proponents of this doctrine insist this “open” view of God is the only way that he can engage in a both meaningful and loving interpersonal relationship with his creatures. For this sort of interaction to occur, the future must be utterly contingent (nonfixed, uncertain) both for God and for mankind. Open theists contend that if God knows the future in exhaustive detail, the future is certain. And if the future is certain, there can be no genuine, loving, caring involvement of God with us in a give-and-take relationship in which we respond to God, God responds to us, and so on.


			Fourth, some have charged these men with embracing process theology (a charge that they would strongly deny). According to process theology, God is himself in process even as humans are. God is growing and developing and changing and adapting and becoming something he didn’t used to be. God is learning new things every moment, of which he was ignorant before. God is constantly being surprised and is always discovering things heretofore unknown.


			In other words, the best that God can do with the future is guess at what might happen based on his wisdom and his vast experience of the past and what he has gleaned from his interaction with human nature and human behavior. God is like a chess grandmaster who is playing against novices. His understanding of the game and the possible moves enables him to win, but the outcome is not absolutely certain. According to this view, God is constantly changing his plans as well as his mind, is reevaluating his purposes, is altering his intentions, is always and ever adapting to human decisions that he could not foresee or anticipate. Openness advocates would deny that they are process theologians, but it is hard to see the difference. They would contend that, since they believe God’s moral character (love, goodness, mercy, grace, holiness, etc.) never changes, they are in a different category from process thinkers.


			Fifth, although all proponents of the openness theory are Arminians when it comes to the doctrines of election and salvation, they deviate significantly from the classical Arminian concept of God. James Arminius himself, as well as John Wesley and others who have stood in that tradition, have always affirmed divine knowledge of the future.2


			Sixth, while explicitly denying exhaustive divine foreknowledge, the openness theorists continue to affirm divine omniscience. Their argument goes like this: To say that God is omniscient is to say he knows all “things,” that is, God knows whatever can be known. But since the future has not yet happened, nothing in it is a “thing” that might be a proper object of knowledge. Therefore, the fact that God does not know the future does not mean he isn’t omniscient, because the future is, by definition, unknowable (because uncertain). Or again, “the reason God does not know the future is because it is not yet there to be known. . . . It is less like a rug that is unrolled as time goes by than it is like a rug that is being woven.”3 This is how they affirm divine omniscience (and thus retain the appearance of orthodoxy) while denying that God has foreknowledge. Clark Pinnock puts it this way:


			The future does not yet exist and therefore cannot be infallibly anticipated, even by God. Future decisions cannot in every way be foreknown, because they have not yet been made. God knows everything that can be known [and hence is “omniscient,” so he says]—but God’s foreknowledge does not include the undecided.4


			The reason open theists deny that the future (or events and decisions in it) is a “thing” that can be known is traceable to two arguments. First, openness theorists deny that God is timeless, that he in some way transcends the events and processes of temporal reality and thus is able to see all events in one eternal “now.” They argue, on the other hand, that God is both present in and a part of time and that he therefore sees and knows events only as they occur. Second, they deny foreknowledge because it requires foreordination. That is to say, God knows the future precisely because he has foreordained what will occur in it. But this they deny, for if future events are foreordained, they are certain to occur, and if they are certain to occur, man has lost his freedom. For man to be truly free, the future must be truly “open.”5


			The evidence open theists cite in defense of their view is primarily twofold. They appeal to biblical statements that appear to affirm in one way or another that God is responsive to what happens in the world, that such events evoke emotions in him such as grief, sorrow, regret, anger, surprise, and even a change in his attitude, intentions, or plans (see, e.g., Gen. 6:5–7; 22:12; Jer. 26:2–3; Ezek. 12:1–3).


			They also appeal to statements that assert human freedom. If God knows what I am going to do, it is certain that I will do it and not something else. If I were to do otherwise, then God’s knowledge would be in error. Thus if God has infallible knowledge of all my future decisions, I am not truly free for all my future actions must already be certain to occur. But if I am truly free, nothing about my future is certain, for there is always the possibility that I will choose to do other than what I planned or what one might expect. Therefore, God cannot know what my future choices will be, since I don’t know what they will be. Even though I might “intend” or “plan” to do something, the possibility always exists that I will change my mind and choose another option. Thus God does not, indeed cannot, know the future.


		There may yet be two additional reasons for the emergence of this view of God, both of which openness proponents would no doubt deny. First, the majority of those who advocate open theism are professional philosophers. Why is this significant? Because, as Donald Bloesch has pointed out, “the predilection of philosophy is to overcome the polarities and ambiguities of life by arriving at a synthesis that perfects and crowns human reasoning. It cannot tolerate anything that defies rational comprehension, for this is to acknowledge a surd in human existence.”6 The mystery of compatibilism, according to which exhaustive divine foreknowledge (and therefore certainty) of the future and genuine human freedom coexist, is simply unacceptable to many philosophers.


			Others have suggested that the theory is driven in some measure by a desire to maintain human autonomy in the presence of a sovereign God. Their solution is to eliminate, or at least greatly reduce, God’s sovereignty so that it no longer poses a threat to unfettered human liberty. Open theists simply cannot conceive how God can know the future and exercise providential control over it even while humans retain moral responsibility for their actions (the doctrine known as compatibilism). Stephen Charnock would ask this question of the openness folk: “But what if the foreknowledge of God, and the liberty of the will, cannot be fully reconciled by man? Shall we therefore deny a perfection in God to support a liberty in ourselves? Shall we rather fasten ignorance upon God, and accuse him of blindness, to maintain our liberty?”7


			A Brief Response to Open Theism


			Space does not allow a thorough response to open theism, so I will restrict myself to the explicit refutation of it found in Isaiah 41–48. These chapters are, in a manner of speaking, a challenge by God to the pagan deities: put up or shut up! That is to say, God proves his deity, that he and he alone is God, by appealing to his exhaustive foreknowledge of the future and his ability to predict to the smallest of details everything that is coming to pass. He calls on all so-called “gods” and idols to do the same. In the final analysis, if God does not have knowledge of the future, he is no better than the stone and wood idols before which misguided men and women bow down in futile allegiance.8 Let’s look closely at several of these passages from Isaiah the prophet. We begin with Isaiah 41:21–26.


			

			Set forth your case, says the LORD;


			bring your proofs, says the King of Jacob.


			Let them bring them, and tell us


			what is to happen.


			Tell us the former things, what they are,


			that we may consider them,


			that we may know their outcome;


			or declare to us the things to come.


			Tell us what is to come hereafter,


			that we may know that you are gods;


			do good, or do harm,


			that we may be dismayed and terrified.


			Behold, you are nothing,


			and your work is less than nothing;


			an abomination is he who chooses you.


			

			I stirred up one from the north, and he has come,


			from the rising of the sun, and he shall call upon my name;


			he shall trample on rulers as on mortar,


			as the potter treads clay.


			Who declared it from the beginning, that we might know,


			and beforehand, that we might say, “He is right”?


			There was none who declared it, none who proclaimed,


			none who heard your words.


			Here the pagan deities are called to account: “Set forth your case,” amass your evidence; this is the opportunity for you to establish empirical proof that you are worthy of allegiance. All the “gods” need to do is “tell us what is to happen” and “declare to us the things to come.” Simply “tell us what is to come hereafter, that we may know that you are gods.” It is precisely the failure to know and predict the future that exposes any and all self-proclaimed “deities” or “gods” as frauds. The unavoidable sign of not being God is the absence of foreknowledge! In verse 26 Yahweh issues a challenge, saying in effect: “Which of you predicted Cyrus’s coming? I and I alone have done this.” John Oswalt explains: “The gods are being asked to explain the past in such a way as to make sense of the present, and to foretell the future in such a way as to make its developments intelligible. This is exactly what God had done for his people throughout their history. Can the gods do that?”9


			We look next at Isaiah 42:8–9.


			I am the LORD; that is my name;


			my glory I give to no other,


			nor my praise to carved idols.


			Behold, the former things have come to pass,


			and new things I now declare;


			before they spring forth


			I tell you of them.


			Here again God’s “glory” lies in his capacity to do what the idols cannot: before new things come to pass, God alone declares what they shall be and proclaims them to the people. There is no guesswork involved. This is not “might be” or “hope to be” or “odds look good that,” but rather specific declaration in advance of what will come to pass.


			Isaiah 43:8 –13 reads as follows:


			Bring out the people who are blind, yet have eyes,


			who are deaf, yet have ears!


			All the nations gather together,


			and the peoples assemble.


			Who among them can declare this,


			and show us the former things?


			Let them bring their witnesses to prove them right,


			and let them hear and say, It is true.


			“You are my witnesses,” declares the LORD,


			“and my servant whom I have chosen,


			that you may know and believe me


			and understand that I am he.


			Before me no god was formed,


			nor shall there be any after me.


			I, I am the LORD,


			and besides me there is no savior.


			I declared and saved and proclaimed,


			when there was no strange god among you;


			and you are my witnesses,” declares the LORD, “and I am God.


			Also henceforth I am he;


			there is none who can deliver from my hand;


			I work, and who can turn it back?”


			Oswalt’s comments on verse 9 are direct and to the point:


			Each of the nations and peoples has its god, but Who among them (the gods) can declare (foretell) a future like this? The indefiniteness of this has given rise to a number of interpretations. The most common one is that it refers to the destruction of Babylon and the release of the captives by Cyrus (41:2–4, 25–26). While this view seems likely, we should also ask why the author chose the ambiguous demonstrative. Perhaps he had in mind the entire situation of sin and exile and return and reestablishment. In that case, we would do a disservice to the text to limit it too narrowly.10


			Remember also that the destruction of Babylon was an event that encompassed hundreds of thousands, perhaps hundreds of millions (who can calculate?) of human decisions and actions, and countless consequences to each. In order for the captives to be released by Cyrus, there must have been a mother and father who decided to give birth to a child whose life would be filled with thousands of decisions that would culminate in his being at the right place at the right time (all of which must itself have been brought to pass by thousands of decisions and actions of perhaps thousands of other people). Furthermore, for the Jews to be released from captivity they first had to be taken captive. For this to occur, the Babylonians had to have decided to invade Jerusalem. Countless military decisions and maneuvers were involved on both sides of the battle lines.


			The point is this: for God to foreknow and predict the fall of Babylon and the release of the people through Cyrus, God must have foreknown countless thousands, perhaps millions, of other events and choices on which the fall and release depended. No event ever occurs in a vacuum or stands in isolation from other events. Any single event in history is itself both the product of and the precursor to a complex web of countless millions of other events. How could one foreknow infallibly the certainty of any one event apart from infallible foreknowledge of every preceding event that in its own way would contribute to that one event coming to pass and apart from which that one event would not come to pass?


			Isaiah 44:6–8 affirms yet again what we’ve already seen.


			Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel


			and his Redeemer, the LORD of hosts:


			“I am the first and I am the last;


			besides me there is no god.


			Who is like me? Let him proclaim it.


			Let him declare and set it before me,


			since I appointed an ancient people.


			Let them declare what is to come, and what will happen.


			Fear not, nor be afraid;


			have I not told you from of old and declared it?


			And you are my witnesses!


			Is there a God besides me?


			There is no Rock; I know not any.”


			Once more, the fundamental proof of God’s uniqueness, that which sets him apart from all “gods” and idols, is his ability to predict what seems impossible to foreknow, declare that it will be, and then bring it to pass. Verse 7 is emphatic, saying in essence, “If you claim to be like me, proclaim and declare the future as I do!” Note well the object of God’s knowledge: the things that are coming and the events that are going to take place, all of which encompass the lives, decisions, thoughts, reactions, feelings, and destinies of men and women and children, and not simply the actions that God himself, in isolation from others, intends to accomplish. The fruit of divine foreknowledge is fearlessness on the part of his people. According to verse 8, history is in God’s hands. Therefore, “fear not, nor be afraid.” Says Oswalt:


			Their faith will not be shown to have been misguided; God will not abandon them; Babylon will not devour them; the ancient promises will not fall to the ground. Isaiah’s own ministry was all to that end. When all the promises of the exile had come horrifyingly true, alongside them stood these detailed promises, equally old, that the exile would not be the end: have I not made you hear from of old? Before all the world Israel will be a living witness to the fact that God had predicted all of this far in advance, and that he had the power to make his promises come true.11


			Isaiah’s polemic continues in 44:24–28.


			Thus says the LORD, your Redeemer,


			who formed you from the womb:


			“I am the LORD, who made all things,


			who alone stretched out the heavens,


			who spread out the earth by myself,


			who frustrates the signs of liars


			and makes fools of diviners,


			who turns wise men back


			and makes their knowledge foolish,


			who confirms the word of his servant


			and fulfills the counsel of his messengers,


			who says of Jerusalem, ‘She shall be inhabited,’


			and of the cities of Judah, ‘They shall be built,


			and I will raise up their ruins’;


			who says to the deep, ‘Be dry;


			I will dry up your rivers’;


			who says of Cyrus, ‘He is my shepherd,


			and he shall fulfill all my purpose’;


			saying of Jerusalem, ‘She shall be built,’


			and of the temple, ‘Your foundation shall be laid.’ ”


			God foreknows and foretells that Jerusalem will be “inhabited” once again. But for this to happen, people have to make decisions: they must deliberate, they must weigh evidence, they must wrestle in their souls and among their families with a variety of options and the consequences that come with each, and they must choose to live there. All these voluntary, free choices on the part of the people are entailed in the repopulation of the city. Apart from these voluntary, free choices of the people there will not be a repopulating of the city. Yet God knows the city will be inhabited again. Therefore, God foreknows the voluntary, free choices made by the people and knows them in such a way that they remain both voluntary and free, on the one hand, and absolutely certain to occur, on the other!12


			Yet again, Isaiah 45:1–13 confirms what we’ve seen repeatedly.


			Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus,


			whose right hand I have grasped,


			to subdue nations before him


			and to loose the belts of kings,


			to open doors before him


			that gates may not be closed:


			“I will go before you


			and level the exalted places,


			I will break in pieces the doors of bronze


			and cut through the bars of iron,


			I will give you the treasures of darkness


			and the hoards in secret places,


			that you may know that it is I, the LORD,


			the God of Israel, who call you by your name.


			For the sake of my servant Jacob,


			and Israel my chosen,


			I call you by your name,


			I name you, though you do not know me.


			I am the LORD, and there is no other,


			besides me there is no God;


			I equip you, though you do not know me,


			that people may know, from the rising of the sun


			and from the west, that there is none besides me;


			I am the LORD, and there is no other.


			I form light and create darkness,


			I make well-being and create calamity,


			I am the LORD, who does all these things.


			

			“Shower, O heavens, from above,


			and let the clouds rain down righteousness;


			let the earth open, that salvation and righteousness may bear fruit;


			let the earth cause them both to sprout;


			I the LORD have created it.


			

			“Woe to him who strives with him who formed him,


			a pot among earthen pots!


			Does the clay say to him who forms it, ‘What are you making?’


			or ‘Your work has no handles’?


			Woe to him who says to a father, ‘What are you begetting?’


			or to a woman, ‘With what are you in labor?’ ”


			

			Thus says the LORD,


			the Holy One of Israel, and the one who formed him:


			“Ask me of things to come;


			will you command me concerning my children and the work of my hands?


			I made the earth


			and created man on it;


			it was my hands that stretched out the heavens,


			and I commanded all their host.


			I have stirred him up in righteousness,


			and I will make all his ways level;


			he shall build my city


			and set my exiles free,


			not for price or reward,”


			says the LORD of hosts.


			Amazingly, Cyrus functions in this unusual capacity as God’s “anointed” without coming to saving faith in God (cf. v. 4)! “Thus,” says Oswalt,


			just as the pharaoh [in Moses’s day] came to recognize that the God of Israel is the Lord without ever coming to faith in him, so Cyrus could well acknowledge that he had been commissioned by the God of Israel (as, according to Ezra 1:2–4, he did), without surrendering himself to the exclusive worship of the Lord.13


			Notice that according to verse 1 of Isaiah 45, God even predicts the emotional reactions (“to loose the loins of kings,” NASB) of Cyrus’s enemies. Concerning verse 4, Oswalt writes:


			Effortless sovereignty is apparent in the statement that God has given Cyrus his honorific titles of “shepherd” ([Isa.] 44:28) and “anointed” (45:1), when Cyrus knew nothing of the Lord. It is not necessary for the Creator to have the permission of someone’s faith before that person can be given a front-rank position in God’s plans. He is the Lord, and we will serve him, either with our glad comprehension (cf. 44:5 where the persons joyously title themselves), or in spite of our sullen rebellion or placid ignorance.14


			Isaiah 45:4–6 must be seen in its collective force.


			How can the prophet make such sweeping assertions in the name of God? Because there is no other God! Everything that happens is a result of the plans and purposes of the one divine, transcendent being. Therefore it does not matter whether Cyrus knew about the Lord beforehand, or whether he acknowledges him now. All events have one cause whether the persons participating in them know that or not.15
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