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PREFACE


The book you hold in your hands is the fruit of many years of teaching theology to students in different parts of the world. It was a basic premise of the fathers of the early church and of the Protestant Reformers that the church’s doctrine should be drawn exclusively from the Bible, as the revealed Word of God. Sola Scriptura was their watchword, and the present volume tries to be as faithful to that precept as possible. Subjects not fully covered by the sacred text, like church government for example, are treated only briefly, and the position taken here is that such matters belong to the category of “things indifferent.”


The main purpose of this book is to set out what God has revealed to us. That revelation is sufficient for our needs but it is not exhaustive and we must not press things beyond what he has chosen to tell us. At the heart of Christian theology there lies a personal relationship with God. Like all personal relationships, it is based on a degree of knowledge undergirded by trust. What we do not know we leave to God’s judgment, because we believe that we can trust him to act in ways consistent with what he has told us. In human relationships we trust people all the time, even though we are fallible creatures and liable to disappoint others and be disappointed ourselves. How much more should we be prepared to trust God, who is infallible and will never let us down?


The Bible is the record of a relationship between God and man. It explains how God loves what he has made and wants us to enjoy the fruits of his creative acts in fellowship with him. But it also tells us how some of the highest creatures rebelled against him and rejected his love, and that the leader of that rebellion seduced the human race into following him. Out of this tragedy has come the message that God has not abandoned us but instead has revealed an even deeper love by sending his only Son to live our life, to die in our place, and to rise again from the dead so that we might dwell with him in eternity.


Centuries of experience and reflection have produced an enormous body of commentary that seeks to probe the meaning of the mystery of God’s love, giving rise to many controversies in the course of time. A companion volume to this one will address these things and show how one debate led to another. For the present, however, our aim is to show how Christian belief is firmly grounded in God’s Word, so that we may have a sure and comprehensive foundation for what we preach and proclaim. It is beyond the scope of this book to investigate the claims made for particular books to be included in Holy Scripture or the doubts raised against some of the canonical texts. What the ancients called the Hebraica veritas (the Hebrew Bible, or Old Testament) and the Christiana veritas (the New Testament) remain the foundation of our theology and have been treated as such here. Passages whose authenticity is open to doubt, such as Mark 16:9–20 or John 7:52–8:11, have not been used to support any doctrine, but this should not be understood as a denial of their canonical status. The attribution of particular books to named authors (such as Isaiah or Peter) is likewise respected, even when (as in the case of Matthew) there is no internal evidence to support it.


No author can predict who will read his book, but the aim of this one is to reach those who would not normally find systematic theology appealing or even comprehensible. Technical terminology has been avoided and the concepts underlying it have been explained as simply and directly as possible. Profound simplicity is the hallmark of classical literature and can be seen at its best in the Gospel according to John. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”1 Nothing could be more straightforward than that, yet the depths of what it means have never been fully sounded by the human mind. Only when we grasp its simple profundity can we begin to understand the Bible and appreciate why it remains the inexhaustible source and wellspring of our spiritual life.


Many people who write theology today anchor themselves firmly in a branch of the Christian church, whether it is Catholic, Protestant, or (Eastern) Orthodox. These people may be conservative, wanting to support and explain the meaning of their tradition, or they may be liberal, intending to question that tradition’s received wisdom and reconstruct it on new and untried foundations. This book does neither of these things. Perceptive readers may notice that its author is an ordained clergyman of the Church of England from what is nowadays called the “Evangelical” wing of that church. Although it is firmly Protestant, classical Anglicanism does not promote devotion to a particular founder or doctrines and practices that distinguish it from other churches. It is best understood in terms of what John Stott called Basic Christianity or what C. S. Lewis called Mere Christianity, the titles of two influential books that have been read far beyond the bounds of the church that produced them.


Basic or mere Christianity is not a shallow faith but draws deeply on the revelation of God’s Word and seeks to embrace all who submit to its authority in sincerity and truth. It is fully Catholic, fully Orthodox, and fully Protestant because it is firmly grounded on the Bible and on its teaching alone. It is also clearly shaped by the teaching of Jesus Christ, who told us that we must be “born again” if we are to enter the kingdom of God. There is no substitute for that spiritual transformation, and the author of this book is one with members of every church or confession who bear witness to the “one thing needful.”


The ancient traditions of Christianity on which we draw were formulated at a time when our faith was largely confined to the Mediterranean and European world. We cannot deny that inheritance and ought to be grateful for it, but we must also recognize that in the past two centuries the church has spread far beyond those historical limits and now reaches the ends of the earth. Today the majority of believers is to be found in the “global south,” in places where Christianity has either not been present until quite recently or where it was once strong but has since declined and been revivified in modern times. The needs of Christians there are often different from those of believers in the Western world, and this volume seeks to address them as far as it can. The author’s aim is to speak with equal clarity to believers in China, Indonesia, and Africa as to those in Europe, America, or Australasia. Whether it will succeed in this only time will tell. No one can predict the future, but it is safe to say that we can no longer confine ourselves to the cultural and geographical limits of the past as we go forward to meet our Lord on his return.


In pursuit of this aim, this volume recognizes that certain issues have shaped and divided the church, and has tried to see those issues in their scriptural context. It avoids detailed discussions of current theological questions where these reflect trends unlikely to have a major, long-term impact, and it avoids giving particular weight to the views of modern theologians who will be forgotten in the next generation. Those who are looking for a guide to current debates or for the kind of theological ping-pong that sets one man’s views against another’s will have to look elsewhere. So too will those who are impressed by the number of theologians and books an author quotes to support his statements. Eternal truths have a staying power that transient ideas and arguments generally lack, and it is on those that we have sought to concentrate. Each generation seeks to deepen its spiritual experience and make its own contribution to the deposit of faith that was once delivered to the saints, but that faith remains what has been believed everywhere, at all times, by everyone who calls on the name of Christ in sincerity and truth. It is that truth which this book seeks to explain and anchor ever more profoundly in the hearts and minds of God’s people.


It remains for me to thank the many people and institutions that have allowed me to write this book and to whom I owe an immense debt of gratitude. The Latimer Trust has been kind enough to sponsor the project from the beginning, and Crossway has made its publication possible. Tyndale House in Cambridge has provided an agreeable atmosphere in which to work, and the book would not have seen the light of day without the support I have received from Beeson Divinity School, where much of the text was written. I am especially grateful to Jonathan Bailes, Joel Busby, Elizabeth Childs, Christopher Culver, Stephen Greene, Jonathan Hicks, Jonathon Lookadoo, Chase Porter, David Tew, and Dominic Zappia who gave generously of their time and energy to help make this volume more accessible to those for whom it is intended. Their encouragement and fellowship in the gospel have done much toward making the whole effort worthwhile.


 




  

    	 

    	Gerald Bray

  


  

    	 

    	Cambridge

  


  

    	 

    	March 14, 2011
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EXPERIENCE


OF GOD




KNOWING GOD


God is love.1 Everything we know about him teaches us that, and every encounter we have with him expresses it. God’s love for us is deep and all-embracing, but it is not the warmhearted sentimentality that often goes by the name of love today. The love God has for us is like the love of a shepherd for his sheep, as the Bible often reminds us. Sometimes the shepherd can guide his sheep simply by speaking to them and, ideally, that is all that should be needed. But sheep are often slow to respond, and then the shepherd has to nudge them along with his staff. Sometimes he has to grapple with them forcibly and insist that they follow him when they would rather go their own erratic way. But however hard it is for the shepherd to keep his flocks in order, he never abandons them. As the psalmist put it, “You are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”2  The rod and the staff are the shepherd’s instruments of discipline. The sheep may resent them and try to resist their force, but they know that in the end they must go where their shepherd is leading them. As Jesus said, “The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.”3  He is the Good Shepherd, who loved his sheep so much that he gave his life for them. However many have gone astray, we have his assurance that not one of them will be lost.4


We know God because we are the sheep who have responded to our Shepherd’s voice and have experienced his love at work in us. He has rescued us from our folly and reintegrated us into the world that he made for our enjoyment. People who are not Christians also benefit from God’s great love for the human race, but they are not his sheep, and so they do not understand God’s love or appreciate it as they should. Even if they have a belief in God, they do not know him as a loving Father who has made them, preserved them, saved them from the consequences of their rebellion against him, and given them a new and eternal life. They may follow a religious tradition out of habit or a sense of duty, or because it is part of their cultural inheritance, but they have never met the God they claim to worship. This phenomenon is very common in most parts of the world, where other religions vie with Christianity as an explanation of life’s meaning. But it can also be found in and on the fringes of the church, where there are people who think of themselves as Christians but who lack any clear form of belief that would give that claim some meaning. These are the goats, whom we must distinguish from the sheep, however similar they may appear on the surface.


Among the goats, there are many who attend church at certain times in their lives (for baptisms, weddings, and funerals) or for important festivals (such as Christmas or Easter) but that is as far as it goes. Some of them may pray or read the Bible occasionally, especially when they have a particular need, but they treat these spiritual resources like medicines in the cabinet—something to be used when required but otherwise kept safely tucked away in storage. A few actually become members of a church and may get quite involved in it, even to the point of becoming ordained pastors and teachers. They may be idealistic and well-meaning, and believe that the church is an important vehicle for doing good in the world. Some of them may be quite spiritual in their own way, and use prayer as a means of expanding their horizons or getting in touch with their inner selves. They may accept Christian teaching as a help to them in this, but they do not submit to it as their supreme and unquestioned authority. They often welcome insights from other religions or belief systems, and if there are elements of traditional Christianity that they find inconvenient, they either jettison them or reinterpret them to the point where they are no longer offensive—or even recognizable. These people embrace the traditions of the church but their beliefs and behavior are a simulation of true Christian faith and not the real thing. This becomes clear when they come up against the sheep. When that happens, the goats often react by mocking the sheep and deriding what they see as the sheep’s naivete. In extreme cases the goats may even try to drive the sheep out of the church because the presence of people who listen to the voice of the Shepherd and follow his teaching is a standing rebuke to their inadequate and superficial piety.


There are other goats who have no faith at all and seldom give the subject much thought, but when the question comes up, they are reluctant to admit their unbelief. Instead, they claim that it is impossible to know whether any religion is true and so they refuse to commit themselves to a decision one way or the other. This is a popular option nowadays, and is the stance most commonly taken by people in the media and public life of what were once (and sometimes still are) officially “Christian” countries. As they see it, getting along with others is possible only if we put religious convictions to one side, which can be done only if those convictions are not essential to the way we think and live. A few people go further than this and openly deny the existence of God. Some of them even attack Christians for what they see as their ignorance, their bigotry, and their immorality. This may seem like an odd accusation, but to them it is justified because Christians believe in a gospel which teaches that those who do not believe in Jesus Christ are eternally damned. To atheists like these, the notion that a good God could tolerate evil and condemn people to suffer is so outrageous that the existence of suffering and evil in the world is accepted as proof that such a being cannot exist. The strange thing is that, although they have no alternative explanation for suffering and evil, they do not hesitate to attack those who do and sometimes even blame them for causing the problem in the first place.


As Christians, we do not invite this kind of opposition, but when we are dealing with people who think differently from us we cannot put the gospel of Christ to one side. Our faith in God is not just a philosophical belief in a supreme being; it is a life-changing experience of the one who has made us what we are. Everything we think, say, and do bears witness to this, and there is no aspect of our lives that is not affected by it. Other people need to understand the all-embracing depth of our convictions, even if they do not share them. Because we love them as we believe God loves them, we have a duty to tell them that what has happened to us can and ought to happen to them too. The treasure we have received is not for hoarding but for sharing, and it is our duty to go out and find those whom God has called to be his sheep.


Having said that, we cannot force our knowledge of God onto others, however much we want them to share it. No one has ever been argued into faith in Christ. Some people have been scared into a kind of belief, perhaps by unexpectedly escaping death in an accident, but such “conversions” usually turn out to be temporary. On a more intellectual plane, Christian faith cannot be found by scientific exploration or discovered by scholarly inquiry. There have been philosophers who have tried to demonstrate the existence of a supreme being, but even if they conclude that God’s existence is probable and easier to accept than any alternative, such an intellectual deduction is not enough to make them Christians. Humbler men and women have joined the church in the hope of finding God, but that is not enough to make them Christians either. Both types of people are wide of the mark because a true Christian is not a sheep who has gone looking for the Good Shepherd and found a man who seems to fit the bill, but someone who has been looked for and found by God.


This is made clear in the earliest records of the Christian church. There was no one in the ancient world more dedicated to the service of God or more eager to do his will than the young Saul of Tarsus.5 He had gone from his home in what is now Turkey to Jerusalem in order to study the wisdom of his ancestors, and by his own account he swallowed every word of it, hook, line, and sinker.6 His determination to put it into practice was unparalleled. In all probability he was prepared to die for his beliefs, and he was certainly willing to travel far and wide in order to propagate and defend them. But although he believed in God, he had never met him, and did not know who he really was. There were people who told him the truth about Christ, including Stephen, a deacon in the newly emerging Christian church, but Saul refused to listen.7 Instead, his zeal for what he already believed was inflamed by such provocation, and he was determined to stamp out the Christian church if he could. It was while he was on his way to Damascus to do just that, that Jesus came to him and revealed himself. Saul fell down like a dead man, blinded by the light that shone from heaven. He had no idea what had hit him until a voice came from that light and told him that he was Jesus, the God whom Saul was persecuting. Saul got up from the ground—the word in the original text is the same as the one that means “resurrection from the dead”—and his life would never be the same again.


What had happened to Saul? He did not know what Jesus had taught his disciples because he had not been with them, and there was no way he could have found out otherwise. Whatever he thought about the man who spoke to him from heaven, Saul did not believe that he was a gifted rabbi or religious teacher who had a new or deeper understanding of Judaism than the one he had learned in Jerusalem. The modern notion of “Jesus the great religious teacher” meant nothing to Saul. In no sense could he be described as a “seeker after truth” who had finally found what he was looking for; he was fully convinced that he knew the truth already, and he did not want any further enlightenment. Even the force of his vision was not enough to give him the understanding he needed. Saul got up from the ground shaken and confused, and it was only when he was taken to Ananias, a Christian elder in Damascus, who explained what had happened to him, that he understood the meaning of his experience and believed. Saul had not found God; God had found him. Ananias did not persuade Saul to believe, nor did he argue about whether God exists. What he did was to clarify for Saul something that he already knew to be true from his experience but was unable to articulate.


The conversion of Saul of Tarsus remains a model for Christians, because although most of us have not had an experience of God as dramatic as his, we can see in it a pattern of knowing God that is as true for us as it was for him. It does not matter what we were in the past—whether we were looking for truth, indifferent to it, or confident that we knew it already. What matters is that now we have found the truth, not because we have stumbled across it or worked our way into it, but because the Truth has found us and made us over into new men and women. As Saul (also known as Paul) was to say in his letter to the Galatians, “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”8 The words in italics say it all. The man who told his disciples, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me,”9 had met Saul on the road to Damascus, because he loved him. Jesus had given himself up to death so that Saul could live a new life in union with him. When he fell to the ground, Saul died to his old self, and when he got up again it was as if he had been raised from the dead. Everything that followed was an explanation of that experience, a working out of what it meant for his life and for the life of the world.




COMMUNICATING THIS KNOWLEDGE TO OTHERS


Dying to self and rising again with Christ is the heart of the Christian faith, and the new life we receive is common to all who believe in him. We work out this new life in different ways, but the heart of the matter remains the same, and when we talk about it, what we say resonates with what Paul wrote to the Christians of Galatia. The words we use may be simple and they are often inadequate to express the true dimensions of the reality we have experienced. Our message may be abbreviated, either because we cannot say everything at once or because those listening to our account cannot take it all in, or because we do not fully understand it ourselves. We may not know how to express it properly and trip over ourselves when we try to explain it. How many of us can put into words the feelings we have for those who are closest to us? But if human love is a powerful force that cannot be pinned down like that, how much more will this be true of the love of God? It takes careful reflection in order to speak comprehensively, accurately, and convincingly about an experience of something that goes beyond what is merely rational. To guide us in understanding and expressing such deep things, God has raised up teachers and guides, so that we may learn, as Saul learned from Ananias, how to communicate what we have experienced.


To do this effectively, we have to find the right terms—words that will not be misunderstood by those who hear them. Our minds have to be given the right conceptual framework, so that we will not get confused or talk at cross-purposes. We cannot argue other people into believing in God, but we can always say what he means to us and how he should be understood, so that those who do not believe in him know whom they are rejecting. We must be able to tell the world how we understand the universe, our place in it, and the purpose of our existence. Others may disagree with us and offer alternative proposals, but we must put our case as clearly and as coherently as possible, so that they know what they are disagreeing with. Christians who are vague about these things or who cannot articulate their beliefs in a comprehensible manner will never communicate their faith to anyone. God has called us to give a reason for the hope that is within us and to proclaim the message of salvation to all mankind, whether or not they listen to what we are saying.10 We may not always get through to unbelievers, but we should at least do our best to make sure that, if our message is rejected, the fault for that will lie with them and not with us.


Christian teachers and guides come in different shapes and sizes. Some are “evangelists” or proclaimers of the gospel, whose primary task is to explain our faith to outsiders and urge them to consider Christ’s claim on their lives. Others are preachers whose main role is the building up of God’s people, so that they will be more settled in their beliefs and better witnesses to the wider world. Then there are teachers, whose duty it is to develop the deeper implications of our faith and provide resources to preachers and evangelists so that they can fulfill their own callings more effectively. Admittedly, this analysis is an abstraction, and each person who is called to bear witness to Christ will to some extent be all three of these things. But just as some will be called to devote their lives to itinerant evangelism and others will be called to minister to settled congregations, so there will be those who are set apart for the study of the faith itself. These are the theologians, teachers whose primary responsibility is to examine our experience of God and express it in a coherent way. The result of their labors is the body of knowledge that we call theology.




THE SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS OF THEOLOGY


Some people think of theology in terms of a “system” while others shy away from that word because it seems to reduce the complexities of a living relationship to an abstract formula that can be logically dissected and pieced together in the classroom. The systematizer is often tempted to provide solutions to questions that demand an answer if the system is to be complete, but that are unanswerable in the current state of our knowledge. There is no doubt that attempts to claim more than the evidence warrants have brought the discipline of theology into disrepute. To give only a couple of examples, we do not know what God was doing before he created the world, nor can we say why he chose Israel to be his special people.11 We do not know when the world will end and cannot say why there are so many people who have not had the message of salvation preached to them, through no fault of their own.


No one knows why God permits evil to exist in spite of his own goodness, or why believers who are destined for happiness in the next life have to suffer in this one. Of course, we can suggest possible reasons for some of these things, and occasionally we can make logical deductions about what must be the case. For example, we can surmise that if only a limited number of people have been saved, those who are not included among them have not been chosen by God, but we do not know why they have been passed over, nor can we identify who they are. What we know is that God has told us enough for us to be assured of our own standing before him, and he gives us the hope that he will use our preaching and witness to bring others into the same experience of salvation that we enjoy. Beyond that, we can only speak in generalities and have to admit that there are gaps in our understanding that will not be filled until we are seated with him in his eternal glory.


Frustrating though it may be to our impatient human minds, God has not revealed everything to us. He has given us what we need for the tasks he has assigned to us, and has assured us that what we do for him will be rewarded, but he has not burdened us with knowledge that is too much for us to bear or irrelevant to what we are called to do. The good theologian must know how to recognize the boundaries of our understanding, and must remind curious souls not to stray beyond the limits that God has imposed on our learning. Knowing more than we are meant to know, or are capable of absorbing, would unsettle us in much the same way that children are upset when they are told things too hard for them to comprehend. We restrict what we tell our children because we love them and want them to grow in wisdom and understanding without being forced into adulthood before they are ready for it. In the same way, God reveals only a part of his being and plan for us until we are ready to enter into the fullness of eternal life. When that happens, we shall see him face-to-face and be able to understand it all.12




THEOLOGICAL DISAGREEMENTS


If theology is the analysis of Christian experience, and Christian experience is essentially the same for everyone, why is it that theologians often disagree with one another? There are several possible reasons for this. One is that we are all finite beings with a limited understanding. No one person can see everything with equal clarity, and we must all have the humility to learn from the perspectives of others. The reality we are studying is the same, but if we approach it from different angles or with different ends in view, we must not be surprised if we come up with different interpretations of it. For example, one person may want to know how Jesus Christ relates to the prophets who lived before his time, while another may be more concerned about whether we still have to obey the ancient Jewish law. The former will naturally give a high value to the Old Testament, while the latter will tend to focus on its inadequacies. There is no necessary contradiction here, but if these different approaches are pushed too far or wrongly applied, perspectives that are equally valid and useful in their own context will eventually come into conflict with each other.


The solution to this problem is not to be found in an “either/or” dichotomy but in a “both/and” combination, with each aspect of the question being given its due weight within the framework of the whole. In the case just mentioned, the underlying question is whether the Old Testament has been abolished or fulfilled in Christ. The answer is that both are true, but in different ways. To put it simply, Christ fulfilled the law in a way that has made some parts of it redundant, and so they have been abolished. Problems arise only when “abolish” and “fulfill” are treated as incompatible opposites, and people are asked to choose one or the other. If that happens, legitimate differences become irreconcilable, and theologians end up disagreeing with one another as a result.


Another problem is that not every theologian starts from the same fundamental principles. Some think that Christianity is a kind of philosophy and analyze it like that, with the result that they try to make it fit an alien frame of reference and end up distorting it. Others persuade themselves that they have found the essence of the truth in one particular idea, and then ignore or suppress evidence that goes against their theory. For instance, it is easy (and correct) to say that God is love, but if we then go on to argue that a God of love cannot tolerate the existence of evil, we have allowed our understanding of the principle of God’s love to take us beyond the evidence and have come to an unwarranted conclusion. In recent times, some theologians have been so concerned to express their faith in the language and concepts of the secular world that they have lost sight of the uniqueness of Christianity. It is never easy to discern when an idea borrowed from an external source can help our understanding of the gospel and when it can only hinder it, and here theologians are as prone to misjudgment as anyone else.


Taking this tendency one step further, some theologians think that it is legitimate (and even necessary) to base their conclusions on data not drawn from God’s revelation of himself in Holy Scripture. They may appeal to what they call “nature” as a way of explaining certain things, or rely on popular traditions that have been handed down through the ages. It is relatively easy to detect such errors when they occur in contexts far removed from our own, but harder to see them when they are familiar to us. The faults of earlier generations have often been revealed with the passage of time, and the mistakes we make will probably be clear to our grandchildren, although we cannot see them now. For instance, it used to be thought that Jerusalem was the center of the universe, that God speaks Hebrew as his native language, and that Genesis lists every human tribe and nation that exists in the world. Today we know that these beliefs were false and have abandoned them, despite the fact that they were sincerely held by many godly people for centuries. Before passing judgment on their ignorance, though, we have to remember that we probably have equally odd ideas about some things but do not recognize what they are because our horizons are too limited. These ideas seem obvious to us, but future generations will see things differently and may criticize us for being blind to matters that will seem perfectly clear to them.


When dealing with matters pertaining to God, humility is essential. If our attempts to discover his ways are dissociated from a spirit of reverent worship, what we are seeking will remain hidden from us and the task to which we have been assigned will be left for others to accomplish. In doing theology, we are talking about someone with whom we live in relationship, with all the complexities that any relationship involves. We cannot objectify God and analyze him any more than we can distance ourselves from our parents, spouse, or children and examine them as if our ties to them were purely intellectual. As with our close human relations, our knowledge of God is embedded in a context that we must recognize and respect. Just as we probably would never have known our parents if we were not related to them, so we would not know God if we were not related to him either. The existence of the relationship does not compromise or obscure our knowledge, which would not exist without it, but it does place certain responsibilities on us as to how we express it. A child cannot talk about his parents in the dispassionate way that a biographer would, but a child knows things about his parents that no outsider can fully understand. It is the same in our relationship with God. The Bible never speculates about whether God exists, because it was written by people who knew him and who would have found such a question absurd. As Jesus said to Nicodemus, “Truly, truly, I say to you, we speak of what we know, and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do not receive our testimony.”13 Those who do not know God will never understand who he is or what he is like—you have to meet him first.


Finally, we must remember that the Christian experience of God can never be fully captured in words. Love cannot be reduced to a formula, and there are many ways of expressing it, none of which is exhaustive. The task of the true theologian is to discern which of these ways best reflect the spiritual reality revealed to us in Jesus, and which must be abandoned because they do not express it adequately. It often happens that some aspects of the truth come across better in one system of thought than they do in another, but that the less satisfactory system is also saying things that need to be taken into account. For instance, we know that God is sovereign over his creation and must therefore be in control of everything that happens, but we also know that some of his creatures have rebelled against him of their own free will. How can these apparently incompatible things be reconciled in a logically coherent way? Some have tried to do this by minimizing the extent of divine sovereignty, while others have reacted by regarding human choice as an illusion, but neither of these apparent solutions to the dilemma does justice to the facts. In the end, we may be forced to accept that there is no fully satisfactory way of reconciling these things in our minds, but what to us is an unresolvable paradox is merely another indication that God’s thoughts are higher than ours can ever be.


What we call “theology” is a work in progress. It is not a fixed body of knowledge that can never grow or develop; it continues to expand as our relationship with God deepens. At the same time, it does not change, because God does not change. Theologians may have to express themselves in new ways when challenged by fresh discoveries that raise questions our ancestors never dreamed of. We may have to adapt our language to different circumstances and present the age-old message of Christ in ways previously unknown. Many theologians are goats, who relish these opportunities and use them to take the church away from its foundations. This has given theology a bad name in many circles. But these are false teachers who must be exposed and avoided. True theologians are sheep who hear their Shepherd’s voice and interpret his words for the benefit of the rest of the flock. In this task, theology will continue until the time comes when it will no longer be needed. When that happens we shall know all things, and be enfolded forever in the unchanging and all-encompassing love of God.14
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 GOD HAS SPOKEN


  TO US




THE FINITE AND THE INFINITE


When the great prophet Isaiah spoke to ancient Israel about time and eternity, he exclaimed, “The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever.”1 Isaiah understood the transitory nature of human existence and would have agreed with Jesus that those who devote themselves to piling up “treasures on earth” will soon discover how misplaced their efforts have been.2 His focus was on eternity and his thoughts were concentrated on the word of God. Like the other prophets before him, Isaiah believed that God had spoken, and that this message had been given to particular people, including himself, at specific times in human history. God did not always say exactly the same thing, and often his message was not easy to understand, but whatever he said at any given time, it was his word and would last forever. This is because what God does in time reflects who and what he is in eternity. This gives consistency to God’s actions even if, in our finitude, we cannot always perceive what that consistency is.


There have always been people who are unable to accept the claim that the infinite can be accurately expressed in finite terms. Philosophers have said that, if God is infinite and we are not, he cannot communicate with us—because our nature is incompatible with his. In one sense this is quite true, and Christians have never denied it. God cannot reveal to us what he is in himself, and even if he wanted to, our finite minds do not have the capacity to understand his infinitude. How can creatures limited by time and space know what it means to be boundless and eternal? We can look at the works of creation and guess something about what the God who made heaven and earth must be like, but our understanding of him is rather like the understanding of a man who discovers a watch and then tries to guess who the watchmaker might be. He can see that whoever made the watch must have been able to produce such an object, but that is about as far as it goes. He cannot identify or describe the watchmaker in detail, and would not recognize him if he bumped into him accidentally; there is nothing in the watch that enables him to identify its maker with any precision. Even if the man knows a watchmaker, it would still be impossible for him to prove that he was the one who made the watch. In the same way, we can look at the universe and conclude that whoever made it must have had the ability to do so, but that is not enough for us to identify him or to know him in a personal way.


To what extent is it possible for human beings to acquire a knowledge of God by their own efforts? The Bible tells us that the heavens declare the glory of God, 3 and so anyone capable of admiring the heavens ought to have some knowledge of God. The apostle Paul confirms this and adds that God has revealed his eternal power and divine nature to everyone—a truth that we have suppressed in our rebellion against him. For that reason, says Paul, we are without excuse if we deny God’s existence.4 All people have a law written on their hearts that performs much the same function for them as the law of Moses did for the Jews.5 The rational order of the universe, innate notions of goodness, beauty, and justice, and the sense of our own smallness in relation to the world we live in all suggest that there is a higher power that holds everything together and makes sense of it. Christians, of course, believe that power to be the God of the Bible and interpret these observations and feelings as evidence of his existence.


From a Christian standpoint, this “natural theology” is essentially applied revelation, which is one reason why it is criticized by unbelievers. If natural observation merely serves to confirm what a Christian already knows by faith, the question must arise as to whether Christians have manipulated the data in order to get the result that suits them. In the Christian version of natural theology, there is no room to disagree with the biblical revelation, which remains the touchstone of our knowledge. Christians do not use natural theology as a basis for their faith, but only as an apologetic device by which to demonstrate that what they believe corresponds to what can be seen and known by observation. The validity of natural theology is therefore  

  decided not by whether it is objectively true but by whether it is useful for evangelistic purposes. If it is, then Christians will use it, but if it is not, they will abandon it and look for some other way of presenting and defending their beliefs.


From a non-Christian standpoint, natural theology is valid only if it is possible to demonstrate by rational deduction, based on observable phenomena, that there is a higher power which may be called “god” (for want of a better term), but which does not necessarily conform to any known deity, not even to the God of the Bible. This kind of theology was called “deism” in the eighteenth century but nowadays is usually termed “theism.” It is much less common among nonreligious people than it used to be, but every once in a while there are reports of atheists, like the late Antony Flew (1923–2010), who “convert” to a theistic worldview while remaining skeptical of or indifferent to Christianity. The existence of such people demonstrates that natural theology is more than just an evangelistic device, though whether classical natural theology “proves” the existence of a supreme being remains an open question. Beyond the world of the intellectuals, there are large numbers of unsophisticated people whose views about God and the divine may reasonably be called “theistic” in this sense. They have not thought about the finer points of their belief, and like the eighteenth-century deists they express their opinions in Christian terms because such terms are the ones most familiar to them, but they resist “organized religion” and are unwilling to commit themselves to anything more than a generic form of monotheism.


Within the Christian tradition, natural theology goes back to the Middle Ages. Beginning in the twelfth century and continuing into modern times, Christian theologians and philosophers have set out the proofs for the existence of God in great detail and have used them in different ways as evidence for the truth claims of Christianity. Some theologians have even tried to prove the doctrine of the Trinity by referring to various natural phenomena, which (to their minds at least) make it plausible and even necessary. The biggest difficulty with such proofs is that what seems logical to a Christian may not appear that way to someone whose starting point is different. For example, Christians will agree that God must be the supreme being, the greatest good, and so on if these are the categories being used. But whether this conclusion comes from a logical analysis of the data, or whether it is the result of a faith which insists that the God in whom we already believe must be these things, is not so easy to determine. A Christian who makes an argument for the existence of a supreme being from natural theology would presumably have to conclude that this being is the God whom he worships on the basis of revelation, since otherwise he would not be professing Christian faith. But if that is the case, the conclusion has been determined in advance and the arguments used will be those that support it. If there is any negative evidence, it will be either discounted or reinterpreted to give the desired result.


A problem for Christians is that philosophically based arguments for the existence of God are somewhat generic and not as specific as the biblical data require. For example, it is one thing to say that there must be a first mover or first cause of the universe and to identify this with the God of the Bible (as Christians must obviously do), but it is quite another thing to say that this first cause has a relationship with human beings and has sent his Son into the world to save us from our sins. Those things are essential to our understanding of the God of the Bible, but they are much too specific to be proved by logical deduction. It is therefore very uncertain whether someone who accepts the logical arguments for God’s existence will be persuaded to believe what Christians maintain are the most important things about him. To put it simply, a Christian must be a monotheist, but a monotheist does not have to be a Christian. Monotheism is essential to Christianity, but Christianity does not compel all monotheists to accept it as the only truly rational and consistent exposition of monotheistic belief. On the contrary, there are millions of monotheists in the world who reject Christianity precisely because it is incompatible with their view of what rationally consistent monotheism is or should be.


When we turn to the details, we find that, historically speaking, the main “proofs” for the existence of God have been the following:


1. The world consists of different kinds of beings, some of which are clearly “greater” than others. As Anselm of Canterbury (1033–1109) put it, God is the being than which no greater being can exist or even be conceived. Christians naturally believe this about God, but as a logical argument for the necessity of his existence, it is flawed. For a start, how do we determine what “greater” means? Most of us would think that a human being is “greater” than an elephant, a horse, or a stork, but why? Elephants are bigger and stronger than we are, horses can usually run much faster, and storks can fly. If any (or all) of these criteria count as a measure of “greatness,” can we really claim that we are greater than they are? There is also the problem that such measurement is open-ended. For example, there is no highest number, because any number we can think of can always be added to. If God is the greatest being, could we not conceive of something even greater than he is, even if that something does not actually exist?


2. We know that everything in the world has a cause, so there must be a first or supreme cause that set off the chain of causation that we observe. Once again, Christians believe this as part of the doctrine of creation, but proving it rationally is more difficult. Why should there be only one ultimate cause when there are clearly many different effects and many different causes nowadays? And why should the first cause not have been caused in its turn by something else? Where did it come from and how do we know that “the buck stops” with it, as the popular expression goes?


3. The world is too complex to have come into existence by accident. There must be a design in it somewhere, a purpose which we can discern to some extent in the working out of causes and effects. If there is a design, then there must be a designer who is related to his creation but essentially distinct from it. This is the argument of the watch and the watchmaker. The existence of the watch strongly suggests that someone made it, but although the maker must have the ability to make watches, he is not himself a watch or anything like one. This is one of the strongest arguments for the existence of God, and it is not surprising that it has become the basis of the so-called intelligent design theory of origins in recent years. Once again, Christians accept this argument as a matter of course, but it is difficult to prove. There are things in the world that apparently have no “purpose,” such as dandelions. There are also a number of animals and birds that have become extinct without causing any major breach in the natural order. Did the dodo have any reason for existing? Finally, is an effect necessarily purposeful? I know what will happen if I drop something—it will fall to the ground. What for? The effect is predictable but its purpose is not, which must make us wonder whether it has any inbuilt purpose at all.


4. Human beings have a sense of good and evil. This must come from somewhere and must be related to some sort of standard. But to what standard? Christians have a ready answer to this, but for others it is more complex. The nature of “good” is not immediately obvious to everyone and may not be objective at all. How can we say that it is innate in us, when so much of our judgment is due to our upbringing and the ideas that have been communicated to us? Would we think the same way if we had not received that sort of education? We do not know, and cannot go back in time to find out. What is certain is that people from different backgrounds and cultures perceive “good” and “evil” differently, even if there are many elements in common. The whole thing seems to be too subjective to allow for easy definition or categorization, which makes it difficult to use as an argument for the existence of a being as clearly defined as the God of the Bible.


5. Human beings have a notion of beauty and proportion. Where does our aesthetic sense come from and why does it matter so much to us? Here again, Christians accept the argument without question because we believe in a God who has made everything good, but others will retort that beauty is in the eye of the beholder and has no objective existence at all. As with morality, it is too subjective to be very useful as an argument for the existence of an absolute and unchanging God.


Putting all these things together, we have to conclude that, while Christians accept the proofs for God’s existence as true, this is not because they are logically watertight but because we already believe what they set out to prove. We probably have to accept that each of them can be refuted and that no one of them provides incontrovertible evidence for God’s existence. At the same time, however, it is also possible to argue that although the individual proofs are not compelling, taken together they make a reasonable case for the probability of what they claim. They cannot be proved, but neither can they be disproved, and the weight of the evidence leans toward accepting their claims. In the end, however, natural theology is something that Christians will accept to the degree that it accords with biblical revelation, and others will either reject or misunderstand it. It is not enough to lead anyone to Christ, who can be known only by revelation and not deduced from observation of the world around us.


Does this make natural theology useless or a waste of time? Some theologians have thought so and have more or less discounted it for that reason. Others have said that it is a preparation for the gospel, insufficient by itself but a useful grounding in concepts that find their fulfillment in divine self-disclosure. Still others (and this is where we would range ourselves) think of it primarily as part of the preserving work of God in the world. As the apostle Paul put it,


What can be known about God is plain to them [unbelievers], because God has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made.6


Or as he told the people of Lystra,


In past generations God allowed all the nations to walk in their own ways. Yet he did not leave himself without a witness, for he did good by giving you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your hearts with food and gladness.7


The proof of God’s existence lay in his bounty to those who did not know him or worship him as God. Unlike other deities, he did not take care of his own people exclusively, or respond only to their requests. His universal presence was not merely a means of helping believers wherever they were; rather, it demonstrated his concern for the entire world. Paul’s point was that, at the level of nature, God treats all human beings equally, and when the apostles sought to persuade unbelievers of his existence, it was to their innate sense of gratitude for the blessings that they had received that they appealed. One of the most popular American holidays is Thanksgiving Day, which manages to be religious and secular at the same time. The Pilgrim Fathers who first celebrated it did so for religious reasons, but it was essentially a harvest festival that had no place on the church calendar. Today it is a major celebration when people are expected and encouraged to be grateful, but no one specifies to whom thanks should be given. Christians have no problem with this because they thank the God of Jesus Christ, but what about followers of other religions, not to mention atheists and agnostics? You cannot be thankful in the abstract, and most people admit they have received blessings that they have done nothing to deserve, even if they are not clear as to where those blessings have come from. They are usually quite prepared to be grateful for them, though, and this feeling gives Christians an opportunity to talk about God. Perhaps it is here, more than anywhere else, that “natural theology” comes into its own, because it is at this level, more than in the abstract realms of philosophy, that most people are likely to be touched by the Christian claim that there is indeed a God from whom all blessings flow.


Those blessings are granted without discrimination to believers and unbelievers alike. The sun and the rain affect the righteous and the unrighteous in the same way, and everyone benefits (or suffers) from them.8 Christians receive no special favors because of their faith, nor do others suffer to an exceptional degree because of their unbelief. This may seem unfair to some believers, who think that they ought to be treated better because of their faith, but actually it is a blessing in disguise. It would be all too easy for people to turn to Jesus if they thought there was some material benefit in doing so, only to reveal later that they were not true followers of his at all.9 Missionaries are familiar with the phenomenon of so-called “rice Christians,” that is to say, people who profess Christianity because they think it will bring them some material gain, but whose faith is vague or nonexistent. In recent years we have also seen the spread of the so-called “prosperity gospel,” which preaches that believers will receive special blessings from God in this life. Messages of that kind have a special appeal to the poor and underprivileged, but they must be resisted. This is not because we do not want to help the poor but because the promise that becoming a Christian will automatically bring material blessing is false and cruel to those who are taken in by it. One of its worst effects is that, if the promised prosperity does not arrive (as it seldom does), the explanation will almost certainly be that the intended recipients are too sinful to be worthy of it. Nothing could be more perverted than a gospel which depends on human performance, yet that is ultimately where prosperity teaching leads. Jesus did not promise his followers an easy life, but the very opposite, and we must not fall into the trap of suggesting otherwise.10


There have been long arguments in the history of the church about whether natural theology has any validity. At one extreme are those who believe that the human mind and the world are designed to fit each other perfectly, making it possible for us to come to a knowledge of the Creator by natural investigation and logic. At the other end of the scale are those who deny that natural theology has any value at all. As they see it, studying nature to find God will most likely lead to worshiping nature as God, which is more like paganism than Christianity.11 The truth, as so often in such matters, seems to lie somewhere in the middle. Natural theology is not entirely useless, and those who know the God of the Bible can easily see and applaud his works in creation.12 But although there is plenty of evidence in the universe for the existence of God, it is not enough to give us the understanding of our Creator that we get from the Bible. At most we might come to believe in a supreme being who is an intelligent designer, but this concept has come under fire from those who believe that the apparent imperfections of our world make it hard to believe that such a being exists. Those who reject God have been able to put forward nontheistic explanations of the origins of the universe which they think are perfectly adequate and make it unnecessary to believe in the existence of a Creator God. They may be wrong to think this, but since natural theology starts with the same fundamental beliefs as they do, it is unlikely to persuade them of their error.


Furthermore, the assumption that the supreme being must be personal, which comes naturally to those with a Christian heritage, cannot be justified on the basis of natural theology alone. It was not the belief of the ancient Greeks, who invented the notion of a “supreme being,” and modern atheists see no more reason than they did for coming to such a conclusion. Men like Plato and Aristotle believed in it, not in him. They would have thought that the personification of ultimate reality compromised its supremacy by reducing it to the human level (which is what the Greeks had done with their gods). In the final analysis, we have to agree that if we take this line of argument to its logical limits, the philosophers are right to say that we shall never encounter the Christian God. Our finite minds cannot comprehend his infinite nature, and any attempt to do so will end in failure or idolatry—or both. Natural theology has its importance and is taken seriously in the Bible, but it is a preparation for the gospel and not a substitute for it. It gives people enough knowledge for them to be able to respond to the message of salvation but not enough for them to work it out for themselves.


Christians resolve the problem of incompatible natures by saying that communication between God and man is possible by means of what we call the “person.” The Bible tells us that human beings are created in the “image” and “likeness” of God,13 and although there has been much debate about what that means, certain aspects of it are beyond dispute. Every theologian agrees that human beings are the only material creatures that have this image and that its presence in us makes communication with God possible. In theological terms, God is personal by nature and we are personal because we have been created in his image. This common ground established a link between God and man from the very beginning. Even Adam and Eve were in contact with God, as can be seen from the account of creation in Genesis. There is more to the image of God than the ability to communicate with him, but communication is fundamental to any relationship, and it is our relationship with God that gives our existence its purpose and meaning. It is not for nothing that God created the world by his Word, that he spoke to his people through the ages, and that it was the Word that became flesh and dwelt among us.14


Our personhood is finite, but it is not bound by the limitations of material finitude in the way that our bodies are. We are capable of thinking beyond space and time, and would not understand what those concepts are if we could not rise above them. We know that one day our human bodies will die and the material world will come to an end. But the Bible assures us that our personhood will not disappear. In the resurrection it will go on existing in a transformed body that is finite but is no longer bound by the constraints of time and space.15 How this will happen remains a mystery, but at least we can say that our personal relationship with God will carry over from this life to the next without any fundamental change. This is why we proclaim that we have the “firstfruits” of eternal life here and now. As the apostle Paul said to the Romans:


We . . . who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait  

  eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.16


The witness of Scripture is that our creaturely finitude is not an insuperable barrier to communication between God and us. On the contrary, because we are persons created in his image and likeness, we have an inbuilt relationship with him that every human being enjoys and that constitutes the true definition of what it means to be human.17




THE SCANDAL OF PARTICULARITY


There are some who accept that divine-human interaction is possible, but who find it scandalous to claim that God revealed himself to particular individuals in a single nation, especially when those individuals had done nothing to deserve it and the nation to which they belonged counted for so little in human history. What disturbs these objectors is the Christian insistence that universal truth can be expressed in only one way.18  Even if we allow that the prophets of ancient Israel had a glimpse of eternal truth, what is it about them that makes them unique? How can one small group of people dare to claim that they alone have received a message from God, when, by their own admission, that message is of universal validity?


Those who study the ancient world from a secular point of view will come across many great men from Mesopotamia, but Abraham will not be one of them. They will examine the great civilizations of Assyria and Egypt, of Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome, but Israel (if it figures at all) will hardly be more than a blip on their mental horizon. To write the history of antiquity putting Israel at the center is rather like writing the history of Europe from the standpoint of Luxembourg, a country that is geographically central but otherwise insignificant. Yet that is precisely what the Bible does, and the truth of its claim has been borne out by events. It is no exaggeration to say that while the great empires of the past have disappeared into history, the tiny nation of Israel still exists and has spread its wings to the far corners of the globe, bequeathing to us not only Judaism but Christianity and Islam as well. All over the world, children are still named David and Rebecca, but not Nebuchadnezzar or Nefertiti. Furthermore, while other nations have collapsed and disappeared relatively quickly when subjected to outside pressure, Israel has undergone centuries of relentless persecution and even attempted genocide, but it has withstood every assault. Today it is as strong and influential as it has ever been. For an “insignificant” nation, Israel has gone a long way, and its story is far from over.


That much is clear and must be acknowledged by everyone, even if they can find secular reasons to explain why the Hittites have vanished but not the Hebrews. Jews and Christians are usually happy to acknowledge the force of the secular argument, but they go further and say that Israel has survived because God spoke to the ancient Israelites and made them his people, promising that they would vanquish their enemies and survive until the end of time:


But you, Israel, my servant, Jacob, whom I have chosen, the offspring of Abraham, my friend; you whom I took from the ends of the earth, and called from its farthest corners, saying to you, “You are my servant, I have chosen you and not cast you off”; fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.19


Isaiah’s words were directed to a nation that had lost everything—its king, its religious establishment, its social coherence. But out of that ruin, God told Isaiah that he was going to rebuild his people and give them a new vision of his plan and purpose for them. That is exactly what happened. The nation that Jesus was born into was very different from the kingdom given to David a thousand years before, and even more different from the extended family of Abraham, to whom God had promised the land of Canaan a thousand years before that. But at the most fundamental level it was exactly the same—God’s chosen people, who gathered around his word and honored it as the charter that guaranteed their existence and their ongoing survival.


No one today would doubt that the long-term survival of the Jewish people, against all the odds, has been a remarkable phenomenon in human history. Whatever we think about the modern state of Israel and its occupation of Palestine nearly two millennia after the destruction of the last previous Jewish state there, we have to admit that there has never been anything like it. Moreover, there will almost certainly never be anything like it again, if only because there is no other nomadic nation with a similar background. The nearest thing to it is the Roma (“Gypsies”), a wandering people who left India a thousand years ago and migrated to Europe, but they have no identifiable homeland to go back to and no sense that they are in temporary (albeit very long-term) exile. The Jewish story is unique, but why has Israel survived when the other ancient nations have all disappeared? It is certainly not because of their numbers or their cultural achievements, both of which have always been relatively few. Even in its heyday, the temple of Solomon in Jerusalem did not match the great shrines of Egypt or Mesopotamia, and there was nothing else in Israel even remotely comparable to the temple in terms of its cultural significance. The nation was constantly being decimated—by wars, by exile, and by intermarriage with foreigners. In 722 B.C. came the sudden loss of ten out of the twelve original tribes, when the northern kingdom of Samaria was extinguished and its inhabitants were taken off into exile and dispersed.20 But Israel did not disappear because, in spite of everything, it still had the word of God, which as Isaiah said, would stand forever.


The truth is that apart from that word, which we now possess in the form of the Bible, Israel would never have survived. The Bible is Israel’s only legacy to the rest of the human race and the measure of its greatness. Furthermore, it is the Bible that tells us the secret of Israel’s staying power:


You are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth. It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the LORD set his love on you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples, but it is because the LORD loves you and is keeping the oath that he swore to your fathers . . .21


From the very beginning, Israel was a nation that knew it had been chosen, called, and set apart by God. What brought the nation together was not a ruthless superhuman power that crushed all opposition to its rule, nor was there any achievement on Israel’s part that attracted God to it. The glue that cemented the relationship between God and Israel, and that has bound them to each other through thick and thin, is love—God’s love for his people and his determination to keep the oath that he swore to their forefathers, that they would continue to exist and to be his people until the end of time. Even when Jerusalem was a smoldering ruin and the people had been slaughtered and scattered to the ends of the earth, this note sounded out loud and clear:


The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases,


    his mercies never come to an end;


they are new every morning,


    great is your faithfulness.


“The LORD is my portion,” says my soul,


    “therefore I will hope in him.”22


Israel has never lacked enemies who have tried to destroy it, as the tale of Haman’s attempted genocide makes clear.23 That story has been repeated many times since then in different forms. Powerful men have tried to wipe Israel off the face of the earth, and some are still trying to do so, but they have all failed and will continue to fail. Unworthy of its calling though Israel undoubtedly is, it is protected by an unseen hand that is stronger than any force that can be unleashed against it. That hand is nothing less than the protecting power of the love of God.




CHRISTIANS AND ISRAEL


As men and women who have been grafted into the nation of Israel by the coming of Jesus Christ, Christians also lay claim to this love and the promises that go with it. Jesus was the Son of God who came to earth as a Jew in order to fulfill the ancient law of his chosen people and the promises connected with it. Most Jews failed to recognize him because the way in which Jesus became their Savior was not what they were expecting. They believed that when “the anointed one”24 came, he would reestablish the kingdom of David and Solomon and create an empire in which the Jews would lord it over other nations. Instead of that, Jesus asked them to accept that God had sent his Son to die on a cross for the sins of the whole world. Furthermore, he invited men and women from every nation to join that chosen people and constitute a new Israel that was greater than anything David or Solomon had known.


Jews who followed Jesus realized that the Word of God, which they had received as the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings of their ancestors, was above all else a preparation for the coming of the Savior. This belief was not uncommon among Jews of the time and can still be found among them today, but modern orthodox Jews believe that the Messiah is yet to come, while Christians say that he has already appeared and fulfilled the ancient promises in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Both groups agree that the Hebrew Bible (which Christians call the “Old Testament”) is the Word of God and that it stands forever, but they differ as to how it should be interpreted.


The New Testament teaches that Christians have been grafted into the nation of Israel, and that all true Israelites believe (or will come to believe) in the claims of Jesus Christ to be their Messiah and Savior.25  It also teaches that the external features of the Old Testament law that set Israel apart from other nations have now been internalized. Christians are just as distinct from the rest of the world as Jews are, but the nature of that distinction can be perceived only by spiritual means. Circumcision, for example, was a physical rite that set Jews apart from others, but for Christians, it is the “circumcision of the heart” or the spiritual commitment that circumcision symbolized that makes the real difference.26  Similarly, the temple that was at the heart of ancient Israel has been replaced by Jesus Christ, whose body is the temple.27  Thanks to our spiritual union with him, we too are temples of the Holy Spirit, and the laws of purity that applied to the ancient building are now to be interpreted in relation to us.28


In this connection, the ancient practice of herem, or “holy war,” which was meant to rid Israel of ungodly people and practices, has been replaced by the concept of spiritual warfare, in which Christians are permanently engaged.29 As the apostle Paul pointed out, this warfare is not against flesh and blood but against the spiritual forces that control the world we live in.30 As with circumcision and the temple, holy war is a personal discipline that can never spill over into physical violence or justify the seizure of secular power by a church or religious authority.31  To put it briefly, what Israel did externally in the context of a nation state, Christians do internally as a people chosen by God from every state and nation. The principles are the same but the way they are worked out is different, which is why Paul was able to say that the law of Israel had been superseded by the gospel of Jesus Christ.32




DIVINE REVELATION TO ISRAEL


It is the New Testament writers who tell us that, in Old Testament times, the Holy Spirit inspired the prophets and holy men of God to write the sacred Scriptures.33 The Holy Spirit did not dwell in the hearts of the Israelites in the way that he dwells in the hearts of Christians, but the Old Testament writers longed for this indwelling presence when they spoke about writing the law of God on their hearts, and even of tasting and eating God’s Word.34


The special character of the Scriptures is revealed in the way that they are called “holy.” Christians reject the idea that holiness can be applied to objects—there is no holy land, no holy oil, and no holy people other than believers in Christ, all of whom are sanctified only because they have been united to him. But there is Holy Scripture because the Word of God is present in it, proclaimed by it, and made efficacious through it.35 How this can be so has been the subject of much debate and not a little dissension, but its importance for the Christian church is such that there can be no escaping the question. The Bible speaks to the church with the voice of God, and its authority is paramount. Jesus demonstrated this when he replied to Satan’s temptations, not with his own words but with quotations from Deuteronomy.36  “It is written” was all that needed to be said for the text to carry the power of God. What makes the Scriptures holy is not their historical accuracy or even their content, but the presence of God in them. These are his love letters to his people, and those who love him hear and cherish the Scriptures for that reason. How much of them we understand is an important but ultimately secondary issue. There will always be more in God’s Word than we have grasped, but this does not affect our attachment to the Bible. We treasure his words whether or not we know what they mean, because we sense his presence in them. We are confident that the hidden things of his Spirit will be made clear when the time comes, as they were made clear to people like Simeon and Anna when they saw the baby Jesus.


God’s revelation did not originally come in written form, and although there is evidence that he occasionally dictated to the prophets what they should write, dictation was not the usual way in which he communicated what he wanted to say to his people.37  There was obviously no writing in the garden of Eden, and although it may have existed in the days of Noah and Abraham, there is no sign that God used it in his dealings with either of them. Writing was certainly known in both Babylonia and Egypt, and the resemblance of parts of Genesis to the written records of those countries suggests that writing may have been used among the early Hebrews as a means of preserving their traditions. It is even possible that parts of our Old Testament were originally composed for secular purposes and later were integrated into the sacred text under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. That is what happened to the decrees of Cyrus, 38 so we should not rule out the possibility and even the likelihood that something similar occurred in earlier times as well.


Leaving such exceptions aside, it is safe to say that God normally spoke to his people through men (and occasionally women) whom he had called to be their spiritual leaders. Whether this communication was oral is harder to say, since it is possible, and at times virtually certain, that he spoke to them in visions and dreams that were later verbalized but which were not strictly “oral” in themselves.39  This, however, is a subtle distinction. The important point is that God did not communicate with his people directly in writing. Indeed, at times when there were no spiritual leaders, he did not communicate with them at all, as was the case during the long centuries when they were enslaved in Egypt.


The Bible tells us that writing, as a form of communication from God to his people, began with Moses, and more specifically with the giving of the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai.40 The early history of the world and of Israel which the Pentateuch records was ascribed by later Israelites to Moses, who was supposed to have compiled and written down the oral traditions of the people. We now accept that the process by which this occurred was more complex than this suggests, and no one can say for sure what part Moses played in it. At one extreme are those who insist that he wrote every word just as we now have them. At the other extreme are those who claim that the stories were put together, if not actually invented, at a much later date and perhaps even after the exile in 586 B.C. With no hard data or indisputable external criteria to go on, it is impossible to be dogmatic about this one way or the other, but the likelihood is that Moses was a significant contributor to the writings attached to his name. Archetypal lawgivers existed in many other ancient societies, and, while there were certainly additions to the basic legal systems they devised, no one would deny that they played a pivotal role in establishing them. If men like Solon and Lycurgus were real people who constructed the framework within which Athenian and Spartan law later developed, there is no reason to think that Moses was any less historical or that his achievement was substantially different from theirs.


From a theological standpoint, what matters most is that, from the time of Moses onward, God’s revelation to Israel through the prophets and others was recorded for posterity. How far this record corresponds to the original revelation is impossible to say because those to whom it was given are not available for comment. Most likely, what we have is a distillation of what was originally revealed to them, giving us the substance of what God said but not every single word. At the end of John’s Gospel we read that if everything Jesus said and did had been written down, there would not be enough books in the world to contain the material, and that seems to be a reasonable guide to the relationship between God’s revelation to his chosen messengers and what we know of it now.41


The advantages of a written text over oral tradition may not have been apparent at the time, but they are obvious to us now. A written text has a fixity and a permanence which an oral record does not have, even if it was handed down for centuries with little or no variation. A book is also a public document in the way that oral tradition is not. Oral records depend on the reliability of those who transmit them, and if the transmitters alter them there is not much that anyone else can do about it. But a written text cannot be so easily changed, even if copyists make mistakes in transcribing it. Writing offers a relatively fixed reference point that does not depend on the transmitter nearly as much as oral communication does, and it makes the texts accessible to people like us, who have no contact with the original author(s) or transmitter(s). If the Word of God is to be passed on intact from one generation to another, writing is the best way of doing it. Scholars like to emphasize the textual variants that occur in different manuscripts, and many claim that the existence of these variants disproves any theory of divine inspiration, but the truth is that very few of these variants have any importance for theology, and many of them can be disregarded because they do not affect the meaning at all. Uncertainties do remain, to be sure, but they are far fewer than critics like to claim or than would exist if we had to depend on oral transmission alone.


We cannot now reconstruct the history of the composition of the Hebrew Bible with any certainty, but it is generally agreed that the “five books of Moses” (Genesis—Deuteronomy), known in Hebrew as the Torah, are the foundation documents to which the books of the Prophets and the so-called “Writings” were later added. The Torah emphasizes that Moses wrote down what God said to him because God told him to do so, but it was the message, and not the tablets on which it was written, that was regarded as sacred. When Moses came down from the mountain on which God had revealed his law and found the people worshiping a golden calf that they had built in his absence, he was so enraged that he broke the tablets and had to go back up the mountain to get new ones.42 Many years later, when the people were about to enter the Promised Land, the law was rewritten to take account of the changed circumstances, as the name “Deuteronomy” indicates.43


These facts teach us that the tablets on which the law was written were not sacred objects to be venerated in their own right. It was the message they contained that mattered, although that was no excuse to treat the tablets with disrespect or alter what they said. Second, we learn that the law could be (and was) adapted to meet changing circumstances, but without compromising its original purpose. It was given in time, but not frozen by it, so that it was (and is) legitimate to interpret it in ways that go beyond the original context and make it applicable today. This is an important point, since much of what the text says was geared to the life of a nomadic desert people, and is irrelevant to the conditions in which most of us now live. But the principles that led to the framing of the law are still valid, and it is these that have to be used today when the details of the law are applied to our circumstances. Jewish interpreters have been doing this for more than two thousand years, and Christians also do it, albeit in a different way, because we discern the meaning of the law in and through the person and work of Jesus Christ.


After the Torah come the books of the Prophets. Prophecy is an ancient phenomenon, and its origins remain somewhat obscure. There were prophets in the time of Moses, but because they were not appointed by him they were somewhat suspect, although Moses himself accepted them.44  After that we hear little more about prophecy until the time of Samuel (eleventh century B.C.), by which time prophecy had virtually faded out.45 At that point God spoke to Samuel, and from then on things changed. Prophecy enjoyed a revival that continued until the time of Malachi (about 400 B.C.), when it ceased once again. During that time, God spoke to individual prophets, who relayed the message to those for whom it was intended. Sometimes a prophet would be called to speak to only one person, such as a king who had done something wrong, but he might equally well be sent to address the entire nation, and might even be told to go to foreign lands.46  The early prophets’ messages were delivered orally, and it was only in the time of Hezekiah (around 700 B.C.) that they were written down and preserved as distinct collections. This explains why our knowledge of prophets such as Elijah and Elisha comes from the histories of the kings, whereas the sayings of men like Isaiah and Jeremiah are recorded as such, probably because scribes and disciples who accompanied them wrote them down.47 We are not sure whether these later prophets wrote anything themselves, but even if some of them did, their messages were almost all delivered orally in the first instance and the written form appeared afterwards. In the case of Jeremiah, we know from the existence of different manuscript traditions that the process of putting the prophet’s words into written form took many centuries and was not completed until about 200 B.C.  or even later.48  That was probably true of other prophets as well, though direct evidence of this process no longer exists.


The remainder of the Hebrew Bible consists of a miscellaneous collection of books known as the “Writings,” which come from a number of different sources. Some of them were attributed to King David (the Psalms) or to his son Solomon (Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs) though the exact nature of the relationship between the books and their supposed “authors” is more complex than such attributions would suggest to the modern reader. For example, we know for certain that the Psalms do not all go back to David, since some of them come from the time of the Babylonian exile, although in the time of Jesus “David” was commonly used as shorthand to refer to them all.49  The book of Job is anonymous, and may have been composed as a written text without any prehistory of oral transmission—we do not know. But allowing for such possible exceptions, it is fair to say that, for the most part, the Hebrew Bible is a written record of what was originally an oral message, as the apostle Peter recognized when he wrote, “For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”50


A glance at most non-Hebrew Bibles will quickly reveal that the Jewish distinction between the Prophets and the “Writings” is obscured in them. This is because these Bibles follow the order of the books as they were included in the Greek translation known as the Septuagint, which was made at Alexandria sometime in the third century B.C. The Septuagint split the Hebrew prophetic books into two categories, the first of which we now call “historical” and the second “prophetic.” It also rearranged the Writings, including some of them in either the historical or prophetic sections. The historical books are Joshua to 2 Kings, but not including Ruth. In the Hebrew Bible, Ruth, Chronicles, and Ezra to Esther are found among the Writings, not the Prophets, but in our Bibles they are attached to the historical books. The remaining prophetic books are Isaiah to Malachi, but Lamentations and Daniel were placed among the Writings in Hebrew. It is good to be aware of this because books that to us seem very similar (such as Kings and Chronicles) were in different categories in Hebrew—the books of the Kings were prophetic and the Chronicles concluded the “Writings,” a fact which is now obscured in most non-Hebrew Bibles.


The different arrangement of the books presents no great difficulty, but there is an important discrepancy between the Hebrew Bible and the Septuagint that continues to cause disagreement today. Protestants generally accept the Hebrew canon, though in the Septuagint order and subdivided into thirty-nine books. The main exception to this is in the Psalms, where Protestant Bibles follow the Hebrew and not the Septuagint divisions. The text is fundamentally the same (although many of the Septuagint translations are quite different from the Hebrew text that has come down to us), but the numbering is different. The Septuagint combines Psalms 9 and 10 into one and divides Psalm 147 into two (vv. 1–11 and 12–20), making the numbering one lower for most of the Psalter than it would otherwise be.51


Roman Catholics and the Eastern Orthodox prefer the Septuagint canon, which contains books or parts of books that either no longer exist in Hebrew or were written in Greek in the first place. These extra texts have traditionally been known as the Apocrypha, a Greek word that means “hidden,” though of course they are not really hidden at all! Today they are often called “deuterocanonical” as a way of indicating their secondary status. The decision about which canon to accept depends on the degree of authority we grant to the ancient Israelite community to determine what the limits of the Old Testament should be. The more we understand ourselves to be in continuity with them, the more we are likely to prefer their canon. But if we believe that we have gone beyond their limitations, we may feel less bound to follow their decisions about what books belonged to Holy Scripture and be more prepared to accept texts that they have rejected.


As far as the Septuagint is concerned, there is no doubt that it was widely used by the first generation of Greek-speaking Christians, and it is often quoted in the New Testament. The apostles never expressed any reservations about it, and the Dead Sea Scrolls have revealed that sometimes the Septuagint represents an alternative reading of the Hebrew that Jewish editors of a later time apparently rejected. On the other hand, the New Testament never quotes a Septuagint book that is not found in the Hebrew Bible, so the question of whether those books enjoyed any authority in the early church cannot be answered in that way.


A better guide to the authority of the different texts can be found by examining the commentary material that has survived from ancient times. Christians started writing commentaries on the Bible in order to help preachers and teachers understand its more difficult passages. It therefore follows that they wrote only on those books that were used in the life of the church. The astonishing fact is that there are commentaries on every Old Testament book that is in the Hebrew Bible, but none on those that are not.52 It therefore seems that the Hebrew canon was the one actually used in the church, even if the extra Septuagint books were readily available and copied along with the others. The Holy Spirit spoke to the early Christians and taught them by using the books found in the Hebrew canon, which was the one Jesus must have used. It would not be until the sixteenth century Reformation that there was a final definition of what the canon contained, but the usage of the church from earliest times is a clear indication of how the Spirit was guiding it to a proper understanding of its faith.




DIVINE REVELATION TO THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH


The New Testament is different from the Old because it was given by the Holy Spirit after the coming of Christ. It is therefore more a book of fulfillment than of promise in the Old Testament sense, and what was half-hidden or concealed in the Old is fully revealed and expounded in the New.53 On the other hand, when the New Testament writers refer to the Scriptures they mean the Old Testament, which they regarded as a distinct body of sacred literature that enjoyed canonical authority even before the coming of Christ.54 They did not seek to add to that canon, but created a new one based on the teaching of the apostles.55 This took shape gradually, as the apostolic writings that revealed Christ and taught the church about him were recognized and collected. There were other apostolic writings, including some letters of the apostle Paul, that were not preserved, presumably because they were of no spiritual value to the church as a whole.56  There were also many pseudepigraphal writings that claimed apostolic authority without possessing it. These had to be identified and weeded out, but although the finishing touches were not put on the New Testament canon until the fourth century, it is remarkable how broad an agreement there was about it long before that.


The four Gospels were already accepted as uniquely authoritative in the early second century, as we know from Tatian’s failed attempt to reduce them to one.57 A lot of scholarly speculation has gone into reconstructing the process by which the Gospels were composed, but hard evidence is sparse and many different interpretations are possible. What can be said with certainly is that there was an oral tradition circulating among the first generation of Christians, which was codified and written down in at least three different ways.58  Whether the Gospel writers (or compilers) based their work on written material, or whether it was all oral tradition, is unknown. It seems probable that the Fourth Gospel represents an independent source, but if other written material existed from which the Synoptic Gospels were composed, none of it has survived in a recognizable form.


As far as the attributions of the individual Gospels to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are concerned, the one most likely to be accurate is Luke, who also wrote the Acts of the Apostles as a sequel to his Gospel account. Next would probably come John, the “beloved disciple,” who identifies himself in the closing paragraph,59  though the authenticity of this has been contested. The second-century Christian writer Papias tells us that Mark is essentially the memoirs of Peter which he dictated to his disciple Mark, and that may well be true. Matthew remains anonymous, having no obvious connection to the disciple of that name. In the early church, however, Matthew’s Gospel was regarded as the first and most important of the four, which is why it stands at the beginning of our New Testament. Only in modern times have most scholars posited Mark as the earliest Gospel to be written, mainly because it is shorter and less polished than the others and contains virtually nothing that cannot be found in Matthew and/or Luke as well. It is a reasonable hypothesis, but as with all such things, it cannot be proved, and we must keep an open mind about the matter.


The Gospels and Acts have the feel of official histories, but the letters of Paul and the other apostles are very different. They were occasional pieces, written for the most part to deal with various difficulties that had arisen in the church. In most cases, we can only guess what the problems were from the answers provided, an exercise which is inevitably speculative. In the end, we have to work with the texts as we have them, and while we must not draw conclusions that are wildly improbable, neither must we be too tied to their supposed “background” as the key to their interpretation. Digging up ancient Corinth or Philippi may be interesting and even important in some ways, but the findings of archaeology have to be used with extreme caution, since there is usually no way of knowing whether particular artifacts, inscriptions, or even local customs had any real impact on the life of the church. There are sure to be some allusions in the letters which escape us now, but their general drift is clear, and the principles they enunciate can usually be understood and applied with little or no knowledge of the original context.


The authorship of the epistles presents a particular difficulty, since many scholars doubt whether they can all be ascribed to the people who are supposed to have written them. Here again, speculation takes over from hard evidence, though the apostolic authorship of virtually all of the letters can be credibly defended. The biggest problem is 2 Peter, whose authenticity was widely doubted in ancient as well as in modern times. Because its style is so different from 1 Peter and its content seems to be too “advanced” for the first generation of Christians, it has frequently been regarded as a pseudepigraphal text from the mid-second century. Yet in spite of this, the letter continues to function in the church as a means of teaching and encouraging believers in their faith in a way that is not true of other early Christian literature such as the Didache or the Shepherd of Hermas. Despite the difficulties surrounding it, therefore, 2 Peter has proved its worth and earned its place in the canon.


The book of Revelation is in a category all its own and has frequently been misunderstood. One of the real advances in twentieth-century biblical scholarship was its rediscovery of the genre of apocalyptic literature, which has made it easier to interpret the last book of the Bible and to justify its place in the canon. For many centuries, Revelation was either ignored or misunderstood because no one really knew what to do with its rich symbolism. Many made the mistake of treating it as literal prophecy, which led to fantastic predictions of the imminent end of time, and so on. Invariably, readings of that kind would turn out to be wrong, and that discredited the book in the eyes of many serious scholars. Now, however, it is possible to appreciate the text of Revelation for what it is and to realize that it is one of the most profoundly theological books in the entire Bible. It may take some time for awareness of this to percolate down to the average churchgoer, who is still liable to be misled by sensational interpretations, but there is a new scholarly consensus on the subject that promises to enhance, not diminish, the book’s reputation and usefulness in the life of the church.


The truly remarkable thing about the New Testament is that all branches of the Christian church recognize it and there is no dispute over extra or “apocryphal” books of the kind that there is in the Old Testament.60 Although no ancient ecclesiastical council decreed it or even discussed the matter, the New Testament canon came together and has stayed together through all the ups and downs of church history, and is still universally agreed upon today. This consensus is the work of the Holy Spirit, persuading the people of God as they read, hear, and apply the sacred texts that these writings, and these alone, bear authentic witness to the apostolic teaching and to the gospel of Christ.


One major difference between the Testaments is to be found in the time and place of their composition. The Old Testament was written by largely anonymous people over many centuries. It describes the growth and development of God’s people as their circumstances changed over time. It records the lives of great men like Abraham, Moses, and David, which serve as both a warning and an encouragement to us today. The New Testament, on the other hand, is the product of a single generation. We know the names of most of those who wrote it, but relatively little about the people mentioned in it. We can piece together the character of men like Peter and Paul, but we do not have enough information to be able to reconstruct a complete biography of either man and are not even told when or where they died.


We do not know why the writing of the Old Testament extended over such a long period, but we can make a reasonable guess as to why the New Testament was completed in a single generation. One reason is that it is the record of the apostolic witness. Apostles were people who had seen the risen Christ, and they naturally died out after the first generation.61 Another reason is that the New Testament writers were conscious of living in the last days, and did not expect any further revelation from God.62  Perhaps, too, there was the thought that all Christians share the same apostolic faith, which therefore cannot change or develop. Just as those who saw Jesus in the flesh were not specially privileged over later generations who had to rely on the witness of others, so too later generations did not receive any revelation that the first Christians were deprived of.63  Those saved at the eleventh hour receive the same reward as those who have labored in the vineyard all day long64  because in Christ Jesus there is no before or after, but only permanent, eternal life shared by all.


At the end of the day, the divine inspiration of the Scriptures is seen in the power they exert in forming and feeding the people of God. The law of Moses would not have been worth preserving otherwise, since much of it has no application outside the ancient covenant community, and that has now disappeared. The Bible is a book for believers who appreciate its teaching and respond to it because in it they hear the voice of the Lord speaking to them. Centuries of common experience have ensured that the Bible remains at the heart of the church’s life today, feeding us spiritually as it has fed hundreds of generations before us. Long after the disappearance of the original contexts in which its various parts were written, God continues to use them to inform and instruct those who seek to follow him today.




HOW THE BIBLE WAS REVEALED


The picture that emerges from this is that God spoke to individuals who then recorded his message or passed it on to others to record for them. God presumably communicated to the writers of the Old Testament in Hebrew, or at least that was how they heard him, but we are less sure about the New Testament writers. They certainly wrote down what they heard in Greek, but it is possible that God spoke to them in their native Aramaic (a language closely related to Hebrew), and that they translated the message themselves. That was undoubtedly the case with the words of Jesus, who preached and taught in Aramaic, and there are indications that the apostle Paul may have heard God speaking to him in that language as well.65  Whatever the truth of the matter may be, we can say for sure that although the word of God was spoken in particular human languages, it was not confined to them. Even before the coming of Christ, the Hebrew Bible had been translated into Greek, and Aramaic versions were also appearing, apparently without any objections being raised. Much of what is recorded in the Gospels comes to us in translation, and the original Aramaic is no longer extant. Christians have never believed that translating God’s Word is impossible, although the medieval church in Western Europe discouraged it for other reasons.66


To those who find it strange that God should have communicated his universal message to particular individuals in their own language, which then had to be translated (sometimes by those same individuals) into other tongues, several possible explanations can be given, although none of them is expressly mentioned in the Bible itself. First, God relates to us as individuals. Even though we belong to a community, he speaks to us on a one-to-one basis and uses particular people to proclaim his message to the wider group. Even Jesus, despite the fact that he occasionally addressed large crowds of people, often said important things to only one person.67  The evangelists who recorded Christ’s message for posterity were also individual people who shaped their books in ways that reflect their individuality, however much they depended on other sources in the construction of their narrative. There can be no escaping the fact that God’s communication to his people passed through individuals who were called and chosen for that purpose.


Second, far from privatizing the message, proceeding by way of one individual to a group guaranteed that everyone would hear the same message from a common source. This was most clearly seen when Peter and the other disciples stood up in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost to proclaim the news of the risen Lord Jesus, and we are told that everyone present heard them speaking in their own language.68 The message was one, but the communication was universal and adapted to the needs of each individual hearer.


This is how God continues to speak today. We have the Hebrew and Greek texts in which his message was first recorded and we base our translations on them. Relatively few Christians learn those languages, and nowadays almost no one (other than native speakers) would think of using them in their prayers to God. No Christian doubts that God speaks to us through translations, and we hear him in our own language without any sense that we need an interpreter to understand what he is saying. If doubts arise or people claim to hear something that is incorrect, the ancient records are there to prevent us from going astray, and scholars study them diligently in order to make sure that the content comes across without distortion. God’s Word has always overcome the language barrier, and the common witness of Christians around the world shows that they have understood the same message in their native tongues. But without the common reference point represented by the texts in their original languages, there would be no way of knowing whether we were all talking about the same thing, and if disputes arose about how to interpret them, there would be no authority to which we could turn for help.69


If God had revealed himself to every nation in the many and diverse ways in which he revealed himself to Israel before sending his Son to them, it would be almost impossible to know whether Jesus Christ was the Savior of the world.70  If there were more than one way to God, it would be unclear whether one of them was better than the others, or which one we should prefer and why. Paradoxical as it may seem, insisting on one revelation given through particular individuals to one specially chosen people is the best way to guarantee equal treatment for all, and that may be why it was the way that God actually chose. Scripture is the language of God’s love for his people, and if it does not speak to the soul, then it is not doing what we ought to expect from the Word of God. Ultimately, the Bible points us to an experience of God that lies beyond itself but which it confirms and supports as the standard against which everything else must be judged.71




THE DIVINE INSPIRATION OF THE BIBLE


A great deal has been written about the inspiration, infallibility, and inerrancy of Holy Scripture, though only the first of these terms is found in the Bible itself.72 Infallibility and inerrancy are best viewed as logical deductions from the principle of divine inspiration. The former term became current in the nineteenth century, when Protestants applied it to the Bible and Roman Catholics to the papacy, but “inerrancy” is of more recent origin. The general line of argument is that if the Bible is divinely inspired, it must also be infallible because God would not lead his people astray. To be truly infallible, however, it must not contain any errors, because even the smallest mistake might mislead people and cause them to err or (if they discovered the mistake) to doubt the truth of God’s Word. Arguments of this kind make logical sense, but they come up against the obvious objections that we do not possess the original manuscripts and that all the copies we have contain errors of various kinds. This means that no truly “inerrant” text exists, but that does not necessarily imply that the copies we have are misleading and says nothing at all about whether they are inspired by God.


A great deal of controversy surrounds these terms, and it is fair to say that in the modern church, belief in what they represent is the hallmark of conservative, and usually evangelical, believers. But it is also fair to say that traditionally orthodox Christians have always believed that the Bible is divinely inspired, and the unique place occupied by its text in Christian worship bears witness to that fact. In ancient times it was commonly believed that poets were inspired by a muse or other genius, who gave them the superhuman talent they possessed. Inspiration applied primarily to the people who composed literary works, and not to the works themselves. In the New Testament, we find both—holy men were moved by the Spirit of God, but the texts they produced were also breathed out by him.73  This quality was the mark of their holiness and the guarantee of their supreme authority in the life of the church.


“Infallibility” emerged as a way of saying that the Scriptures do not teach error, and “inerrancy” makes it more precise by insisting that they do not contain it either. Both terms have suffered from the excessive zeal of some of their proponents, who have made extravagant claims that go beyond what can be proved from the texts themselves. For example, some have said that Job must have been a historical person, since he is described in that way in the book that bears his name, but it is just as likely that he is a fictional character whom the anonymous author created in order to make a series of important theological points. To use “inerrancy” as an excuse for insisting on the historicity of Job is going too far, and the term loses its credibility when such claims are made on the basis of it.


The best way to look at these words is to see them as essentially juridical terms. The Bible is the written constitution of the church and must be interpreted as such. Its authority is absolute, and therefore it is both infallible and inerrant as far as the life of the church is concerned. No Christian preacher or teacher has any right to distort or minimize its teaching, and every word in it must be carefully weighed and its meaning considered. We do not have to worry if some parts of it (such as the Old Testament food laws) are no longer immediately applicable today, because that is often true of human laws as well. A state constitution almost certainly contains provisions that are now obsolete, but they retain the authority of the document as a whole, and if the circumstances for which they were designed should recur, they would come back into force. The Bible is very much like that, except that it also contains a spiritual message that can be applied in spiritual ways long after the material circumstances in which it was originally revealed have disappeared. If we view matters in that way, then the Bible will not lead us astray, nor will it teach us anything that is false to the Spirit who inspired it.


We do not need to worry too much about the mistakes scribes made in copying, since many of these can be corrected and few have any real significance as far as the meaning of the original is concerned. Some areas of doubt remain, but as long as we do not put too much weight on words or passages that are unclear, this should not affect our understanding of the overall message of the text. More serious are the allegations that the Bible contains errors of fact or of judgment that are not accidental. For example, archaeologists have raised questions about the Israelite invasion of Palestine under Joshua because evidence for the collapse of the walls at Jericho or the destruction of Ai is either missing or does not support the claims made in Scripture.74  Historians have found no evidence for the existence of Esther or Daniel, and many scholars believe that they were made up in later times for what were essentially political reasons.


The New Testament is less open to this kind of objection because the time period it covers is much shorter and better known, but there are still many details about the life of Jesus and the career of the apostle Paul which are hard to piece together from the texts. Did Jesus cleanse the temple at the beginning of his ministry or at the end, or did he do it twice, as some scholars have tried to argue? More radical scholars might ask whether the event ever happened at all, and suggest that it was concocted by the disciples to make a theological point.75 These are hard and perhaps impossible questions to answer, partly because the evidence is insufficient for us to decide either way and partly because the intention of the original author(s) is unclear. Scholars do their best to resolve these difficulties, on the reasonable assumption that the problems were not apparent to those who first wrote or read the texts and so there must be some explanation for them. The explanation may not always be what we would expect, and certain questions remain unanswerable in our present state of knowledge, but it would be most unwise to accuse the text of lying or misrepresenting the facts simply because we do not know what they are. The true researcher, like a good detective, will persevere until he has found a solution and refuse to comment on facile theories which discount the witness of the texts. They, after all, are a major part of the evidence we have, and must be treated with due caution and respect.


From the standpoint of the ordinary believer, arguments about the “historicity” of the biblical text are important because our faith is based on truth, but such arguments are not the heart of the matter. The Bible is not the source of our doctrine and spiritual life merely because it contains no errors, since the same might be said of a dictionary or computer manual. Infallibility and inerrancy have their place, but divine inspiration remains the key to interpreting the text because that is what makes it the Word of God. The apostle Paul spoke to us all when he wrote to Timothy,


The sacred writings . . . are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture 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.76


In other words, the Bible is our textbook for learning and growing in our faith, so that we may be able to live as we should and bear witness to the truth of the gospel we have received in Christ Jesus.




THE INTERPRETATION OF THE BIBLE


The Holy Spirit has given us the Scriptures and informs our hearts and minds as we read them and seek to know how to apply them today. We have the assurance of Jesus that the Spirit of truth will lead us into all truth if we follow his guidance.77 The nature and content of this truth can be understood if we start with its fundamental principles and work from there. The first is that the Holy Spirit has given us the revelation of God in written form. The main question we must ask of every biblical text is, what does it tell us about God? What does it say about who he is and about what he does? The second question is, what does this text say about us human beings? What are we meant to be and what has gone wrong? The third and final question is, what has God done about this problem and what does he expect of us in the light of what he has done? Seeking answers to these questions will help us interpret the Spirit’s message to Christ’s people collectively and to each of us as individuals.


This is true even of those parts of the Bible that, on the surface, appear to be the furthest from giving us any instruction about God. Take, for example, the genealogies of 1 Chronicles. There we have page after page of names, many of which we find unpronounceable and most of which are obscure. For every one we recognize there must be fifty that we have never heard of before and will probably never come across again or have any practical use for. What is the point of these lists of names in Scripture? Can it be that God was wasting his time giving us all this information, or that these details have somehow found their way into a divine message where they do not belong? Many readers are tempted to conclude just that, and ignore such texts. A few people even make fun of them, as if an endless list of “begats” were somehow comical. The believing Christian, however, is not in a position to do this. Somehow or other, he has to make spiritual sense of passages like these, and the way to do that is to follow the guideline questions enumerated above.


What do the genealogies reveal about God? They tell us that he is a faithful Lord, who keeps his covenant from one generation to another. Whoever we are and however far we may have descended from the source of our human life in Adam, we are still part of God’s plan. Over the centuries we have developed differently, we have lost contact with one another, and we have even turned on each other in hostility, but in spite of all that, we are still related and interconnected in ways that go beyond our immediate understanding or experience.


Secondly, what do the genealogies say about us? They say that from the world’s point of view, most of us are nobodies. We live and die in a long chain of humanity, but there is not much that anyone will remember about us as individuals. Yet without us, future generations will not be born and the legacy of the past will not be preserved. We are part of a great cloud of witnesses, a long chain of faithful people who have lived for God in the place where he put them. Even if we know little about our ancestors, we owe them a great debt of gratitude for their loyalty and perseverance, when they had little or nothing to gain from it or to show for it.


Finally, what do the genealogies say about God’s dealings with us? They tell us that we are called to be obedient and to keep the faith we have inherited, passing it on undiminished to the next generation. They remind us that there is a purpose in our calling that goes beyond ourselves. Even if we are not celebrated by future generations and leave little for posterity to remember us by, we shall nevertheless have made an indispensable contribution to the purposes of God in human history. So the genealogies bring us a message from God, even if they appear on the surface to be barren and unprofitable. All we have to do is ask the right questions, and their meaning will be quickly opened up to us.


Asking the right questions about the text of the Bible is also the best way to avoid unnecessary disputes about it. It is often said that a passage of Scripture has as many meanings as there are interpreters, and that the quest for objective truth is bound to disappoint us. The fact that many equally Bible-believing Christians can come up with different and even mutually incompatible interpretations of Scripture is held up as evidence, if not as proof, that it is full of contradictions and can therefore be quoted in support of any number of radically different propositions. But a closer examination of these disagreements will almost always show that such criticism is misplaced.


Differences of opinion over what the Bible says and teaches generally arise because the approach being taken to it is wrong. For example, questions may be asked about the historical accuracy of the Bible’s accounts of particular events. As the purpose of recounting these events is to explain the ways of God with men and not to give what we would regard as an “objective” report of what went on, the details will be selected in a way that brings out the main purpose of the story. Things that do not contribute to that may be omitted from the biblical account, and information that might be important for other reasons is not necessarily included. This is particularly obvious in the case of the life of Jesus. A modern biographer would want to know when he was born, what his life was like before he burst onto the public stage, and in what year he died. The Gospels tell us none of these things with anything like the precision that a modern historian would look for, but that is not their purpose. The absence of such details about his life does not detract from the fact that Jesus lived the most important life in human history, a claim that is fully expounded in the texts and a judgment that we are glad to accept even without much factual information about it.


Another tendency that causes confusion is our habit of trying to make the Bible say things it was never intended to say. For example, there is very little in the Bible about church worship and government. That the church should conduct worship services and be governed by elders and pastors in an orderly manner is clearly stated,78  but the details of how this should be done are left tantalizingly vague. Matters of this kind seem to have been left to the discretion of particular congregations or church bodies, unless they affected the basic message of the gospel.


Sometimes people go the other way and try to make the text bear the weight of a theological position that lies beyond its scope. This has been very common in modern debates about women’s ministry, to take but one obvious example. That there were women in the New Testament church who exercised ministerial functions is clear,79 but that does not cancel out the leadership role reserved for men, nor does it override the submission to that principle that is demanded of women.80 Still less can texts that talk about women in other roles be “adapted” to apply to the ordained ministry today.81 Special pleading of this kind has been rampant in recent years and has persuaded many, not least those who wanted to hear this message anyway, but it is an abuse of the Scriptures and a falsification of their witness that has been brought about by modern desires, not by any inclination to listen to the text or do what it commands.


Many other examples of the misuse of a text can be cited, but it is remarkable how they usually all boil down to one of two things. Either the hermeneutical method being used is faulty, or the issues being discussed are not in the text to begin with. As a revelation given by the Holy Spirit, the Bible must be read in the light of the work the Holy Spirit does in the world, which is to reveal the Father and the Son. But the Father and the Son reveal themselves in the work they have done over many generations in the context of creation, of the covenant made with their chosen people, and of the evolving pattern built into the so-called dispensations of the covenant. These great principles give us a historical and theological framework for interpreting what the Bible means, and if we depart from these principles, we shall quickly fall into error. In ancient times, many biblical texts seemed to be morally objectionable as they stood, or else to contain precepts that could no longer be applied. But instead of seeing these things in their covenant context, many interpreters preferred to interpret them in a figurative way. Thus was born the device of allegory, which interprets biblical texts, especially hard ones, in a spiritualized way that may intend to do great honor to God at the cost of ignoring or even falsifying the literal sense of the text. The Song of Songs is a classic example of this. Unwilling to treat it as a love poem, most early commentators interpreted it as an allegory of God’s love for his people. In reaction to that, some modern commentators have gone to the other extreme and regarded it as erotic poetry, with little or no “spirituality” about it at all. Yet if we ask the hermeneutical questions outlined above, we shall soon see that neither of these views is correct.


The Song of Solomon is indeed a book about God, but not in the allegorical way so often chosen by the fathers of the church. The name of God is never mentioned in the text, not because he is not there but because he is hidden. Human love can be a wonderful and passionate thing, but it is riddled with complexities and contradictions. Alongside great exaltation of spirit there comes the threat of abandonment and death. One minute the beloved are caught up in raptured embrace; in the next they are wandering the streets of the city, lost and looking for something they cannot hope to find. Human love blossoms for a season but then moves on as a new generation arises and the cycle of life begins again. God keeps the cycle going but he himself is above and beyond it. His love has some similarities with the love of the bridegroom for his bride, or of the lover for his beloved, but in the final analysis it is a different thing altogether. Where human emotions ebb and flow, God’s love remains constant. Where human affections are tainted with corruption and bound to the limitations of this world, God’s commitment to his people is permanent and unchanging. What is not possible with us is possible with him, and his covenant will endure long after we have passed away. This is the true message of the Song, which we shall discover if we are attentive to the Spirit’s voice and the way in which he reveals God to us.


Knowing how to read the Old Testament in the light of the coming of Jesus Christ is the greatest challenge the church has had to face, and one that recurs in every generation. On the one hand, the historical mission of Israel has been accomplished, and the provisions made for it have therefore ceased to apply, at least in their original form. On the other hand, God is the same yesterday, today, and forever, and his word does not change. To the extent that what he said back then reflects his character and his eternal purpose for the human race, it is still valid for us today, even if it has been fulfilled in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. It is deciding which precepts belong in which category that challenges us, and we must not be surprised that there are significant differences of opinion about particular issues.


For example, some believe that the fourth commandment (“Remember the Sabbath day”) applies to the Christian Sunday, which ought to be as much of a day of rest as its ancient Israelite equivalent was. Others reject this interpretation, claiming that Sabbath observance is no longer mandatory, although most people agree that Sunday ought to be kept as a day of worship.82 Who is right? Jesus demonstrated by his own teaching and behavior that the rigid Sabbath-keeping typical of some Jews in his day was actually in breach of the law because it was an excuse for evading the more fundamental obligation of showing charity.83 There is nothing in the New Testament that explicitly sets aside one day a week for the worship of God, although it is clearly necessary for the church to find a time when its members can gather together for that purpose. The conclusion must be that we are entitled to do that, but that whatever arrangements we make, they must not be exaggerated or interpreted in a way that undermines the basic principle of love, which must remain the primary motivation for all our thoughts and actions.


Despite such difficulties, Christians have to remember that the Old Testament speaks about Jesus Christ.84 Often it does so only indirectly, and in those cases we must try to discern how particular passages speak about him. We must also remember that the Old Testament is a partial revelation of things that have become fully clear in Christ.85 This is especially obvious in the sacrificial laws, where the lamb slain for the sins of the people is the prototype of Christ’s atoning sacrifice on the cross, but it can be applied in different ways to the entire text. If these guidelines are borne in mind, the chances of reading the Old Testament correctly will be greatly increased, even if there is no guarantee that we shall always get it right.




DIVINE REVELATION OUTSIDE THE BIBLE?


Has God ever spoken to people beyond what is recorded for us in the Bible? He most certainly has! The Bible tells us this when it says, “There are also many other things that Jesus did. Were every one of them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.”86 No doubt John was indulging in a bit of literary hyperbole, but the point is clear: what we have in the Gospels is only a selection, and a small selection at that, of what God did in and through his Son’s earthly life. We do not know for sure, but we can reasonably assume that most of the prophets of the Old Testament also prophesied more than is recorded of them. After all, if men like Nathan or Micaiah had not done so, how would anyone have known that they were prophets in the first place? Nor can we say that God stopped speaking to people when the New Testament was completed. In the history of the church there have been countless individuals who have claimed that God has spoken to them in different ways, and we expect to hear him speaking to us too. Our relationship with him is a two-way street, and if he encourages us to talk to him in prayer, we must be prepared to hear him talking back to us.


In the course of human history, far too many people have heard God speaking to them for us to doubt that this can happen, but trying to figure out what it means is another story. For example, if I hear a voice telling me to buy a loaf of bread, and I believe that this is God speaking directly to me, there is no way that my belief can be proved or disproved. That may not matter very much if all I am going to do with the bread is eat it as I would eat anything else. We have no right to tell people who make such claims that they cannot be correct, especially since the Bible tells us that God cares about our welfare and guides us through life one step at a time.87 If my relationship with God works itself out in this way, then I must rejoice and be glad that I can feel so close to him. At the same time, we are warned in the Bible not to believe every spirit, and we must be on our guard against the possibility that we are being deceived.88


How can we tell when a voice that we hear is God speaking to us? There is no infallible rule to follow here, but there are certain principles we can rely on for guidance. First, anyone who says things about God that contradict the Scriptures has been misled. God will not tell his people to murder, steal, or commit adultery, nor will he give anyone a new revelation of himself that modifies or adds to what we already know. That kind of revelation ceased at the end of the apostolic period, for the very good reason that we are in fellowship with the saints of every age and so cannot know more about God than the first generation of Christians did. Individuals today who claim to have received a message that the church has never heard before, but must now accept, are certainly wrong, and we must not listen to them. For example, from time to time someone predicts that Christ will return on a certain day, even though the New Testament explicitly says that this cannot be known by anyone.89 Tragedies have occurred when people have listened to such predictions instead of testing what they say by the Word of God, and we must be careful not to fall into such traps.


Beyond that, it is often impossible to say for sure whether what we think is a word from the Lord is genuine, and believers must allow each other the freedom to determine what the right response to such impulses should be. For example, if I believe that God is telling me to open a bakery and there is nothing to stop me from doing so, then perhaps the only way to test this is to open one and see what happens. If the bakery prospers, I may be able to claim that God’s word to me has been fulfilled. If it fails, I may have to admit that I was mistaken, or that God wanted me to fail for reasons of his own—perhaps to make me depend more on him and less on my own efforts. Either way, such divine-human communication is between him and me and cannot be interpreted as his will for the wider church. God does not want everyone to open a bakery, and if I insist that my experience must become a model for others or a yardstick for measuring their spirituality, then I have certainly taken things too far.


The key distinction here is the difference between what is private and what is public. A private communication from God to an individual believer must be received and acted upon by the person concerned, according to the wisdom given him by the Holy Spirit. It is when such things move from the private into the public sphere that we must exercise the greatest caution. The Bible has been given to us as our common guide to God’s will, and it remains the permanent, fixed standard by which all other claims to divine guidance must be judged. Anything beyond that is private speculation and cannot be imposed on the church with the authority of God’s revelation. Just as someone in secular life has to consider whether a bright idea he has is legal before he acts on it, so a Christian must ask whether what he thinks is a word from the Lord is biblical before he does anything about it. If he decides that it is, then let him test it and see, as long as we all remember that the written Word is the final arbiter given to us by God and is the only authority to which the church is called to submit without reservation.
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  THE CHRISTIAN
 

WORLDVIEW


THE COHERENCE OF THE UNIVERSE


At the heart of the Christian worldview is the belief that the universe is a coherent whole. Without that belief, modern science would be impossible. The greatest intellectual battles the early church had to fight focused on the doctrine of creation, which was contrary to the prevailing philosophies of the time but had to be asserted if the Christian revelation was to make any sense. But although the early Christians managed to impose their doctrine of creation on Western civilization, they did not overturn ancient Greek science as a whole. For a long time the church simply ignored it, but when interest in the natural world revived in the thirteenth century, theologians of the time took the view that the Bible and ancient Greek science were mutually compatible. According to them, the former spoke authoritatively about heavenly things and the latter equally authoritatively about earthly things. What the Bible said about the world was interpreted in terms of a non-Christian belief system and so its real teaching was obscured. It was only when the biblical doctrine of creation was understood to be something quite different from anything Aristotle, Ptolemy, or Galen had thought that the intellectual conditions needed for modern scientific development were created. This development occurred in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and led to some tension between theological traditionalists and scientific modernists. This in turn left the impression that there was a built-in conflict between the Bible and science which could only end in the defeat of the Bible.


Today it is fashionable to point to the case of Galileo (1564–1642), who was persecuted by the Roman Catholic Church for his scientific beliefs. Few people pause to consider the fact that Galileo was condemned not because he opposed the teaching of the Bible but because he had revealed the inadequacy of the ancient Greek science which the church mistakenly regarded as equally infallible. The real lesson from that and other similar episodes is not that the Bible is wrong but that Christians must not commit themselves to any scientific theory as if it were absolute truth or build a theological system on what might one day turn out to be shifting sand.


In fact, most of those who realized that Galileo was right had a strong belief in the truth of the Bible and were not trying to overturn its authority. Many of the world’s great scientists have been believing Christians, and a good number still are. Observation suggests that, on university campuses today, scientific departments have a percentage of believing Christians at least as high as if not higher than those found in other faculties. Atheists may regard this as anomalous or perverse, but they cannot deny that it is a fact, and it remains some of the best evidence we have that Christianity and natural science are not incompatible or hostile to each other.


If natural science has disproved the Bible, how can we explain why so many scientists believe in God? The basic reason for their faith must surely be that the coherence of the universe demands an explanation. The more deeply we probe into our world, the more inclined we are to look for an overarching principle that holds it together. The suggestion that such a complex system could have come into being by chance is so improbable as to be virtually incredible. Knowing as we do that even a slight change in the conditions governing our existence would destroy us, it seems far more plausible to suggest that the world can be maintained only by the guiding hand of a supernatural, intelligent power. To believe, as scientific atheists do, that human beings, who in their eyes are just chance products of evolution, thrown up on a single, medium-sized planet in a virtually infinite cosmos, hold the key to understanding a universe which stretches far beyond them is patently absurd. Take away the image and likeness of God, and there is no reason why one species on a single planet should hold the key to understanding the entire universe.


We must also remember that only a tiny minority of highly educated people who have lived on earth for the past century or two have claimed to be able to explain the workings of the universe on a purely materialistic basis. What about everyone else? Should we entrust our fate to a handful of intellectuals who think they are more intelligent than the rest of the human race? Is no other kind of knowledge—artistic sensitivity, for example, or technical skill—of any significance or value? Do we really believe that Shakespeare or Rembrandt knew less about the human condition than Charles Darwin or Richard Dawkins? These questions and many more like them spring to mind when we reflect on the audacity of the people who make such claims. Would human knowledge of ultimate reality, such as it is, suffer any serious loss if every scientific atheist were suddenly to disappear? The answer to this is clearly no. Quite apart from anything else, the knowledge they possess is shared by others who accept it as factually true but who do not draw the same inferences from it about the existence (or nonexistence) of God.


Belief in the coherence of the universe does not compel us to accept that Christian claims about how it was made (creation) and how it is governed (providence) are true, because those claims go beyond mere coherence, but belief in coherence is a necessary start. Nor does belief in the coherence of the universe remove the difficulties raised by the great questions of suffering and evil, whose existence continues to trouble us even if we can sometimes see a certain logic in it. But Christians believe that it is far easier to deal with such problems within the framework of the Christian revelation than it is to believe in chance evolution, where even good and evil have no objective definition. As the old saying goes, “One man’s meat is another man’s poison,” and if moral awareness is based on nothing more than personal preference, or even on what is imagined to be “the greatest good for the greatest number,” it is hardly adequate. If there is a right way to live, then it must be based on something more than expediency, which would almost certainly be different for different people. Deciding what is right and wrong is never easy, but it is far better to base one’s judgment on some objective criterion than to be guided by nothing more than individual intuition responding to particular circumstances but unrelated to anything beyond them.




DISORDER IN THE UNIVERSE?


The Christian message proclaims that the power governing the universe is the God who has revealed himself in the Bible and who came into the world in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. Those who dispute this claim are invited to put it to the test—“taste and see that the LORD is good!” as the psalmist says.1 We are also told that this God is love, and that everything he has made reflects and proclaims that love to us. The world was created and is now kept in being by the power of love, which explains why it coheres so well and is so perfectly adapted to our needs. Yet there are some things in the universe that we do not like, and other things that attack us and make life harder than we think it ought to be. There is a force of evil at work in the world that we must resist as best we can. Where this evil comes from and why it is there we cannot say, but we sense that its presence in our midst is anomalous and out of keeping with the true nature of our universe.


So strong is this feeling that some people deny the existence of God because they cannot accept that evil is compatible with his nature. But this conclusion ignores the fact that our knowledge of evil depends on the revelation that God has given us in the first place. If he had not told us about evil, we would not know what it is and could hardly feel the outrage we do when we encounter it. Without divine revelation, we might wonder what is wrong with the world, but our concept of evil would be blunted, and we would have no corresponding knowledge of good to compare it with. In other words, we would just have to put up with our circumstances, knowing that there is nothing we could ever do to change them. Yet our minds rebel against such a fatalistic conclusion. The existence of evil does not destroy our belief in the essential goodness of the world we live in. On the contrary, we are strengthened in that belief because we sense that evil is an anomaly, and not an inevitable part of the natural order of things. By condemning it as abnormal, we reject it and are disposed to fight against it as an enemy that inhibits our full enjoyment of the world.


Strange as it may seem, the existence of evil teaches us that God’s love is something greater and more fundamental to his being than even his goodness is. Those who reject God because they think that the existence of evil is incompatible with his goodness have made the classic mistake of equating goodness with love, and assuming that the one must necessarily imply the other. Of course, we agree that God is both good and loving, and if everything else were as perfect as he is, there would be no distinction between them. Where the difference appears and the primacy of his love over his goodness is revealed, is when that goodness is rejected or denied. If God were good but not loving, he would condemn and destroy anything that turned away from his goodness. Conversely, if he were loving but not good, he could not turn against anyone who rejected his nonexistent goodness. Nor is there anything remarkable about a good God who loves creatures who are as good as he is; that is just what we would expect. But the Christian gospel says that, in his love, God has reached out to those who have rebelled against him and embraced evil. It is the wonder of God’s love that he can transcend his own goodness, reach out to those who have denied it, and reconcile them to himself.2


For this reason, Christians believe that the love of God is even greater than his goodness, though we do not forget that he remains good in himself, and we proclaim that it is because of his love that his goodness comes to heal and restore us. Even in the face of evil, God is love. He reaches out to people he cannot naturally like and enters into fellowship with them, although they have done nothing to deserve it. To the superficial observer, the existence of evil appears to be a disorder in the universe, but even this evil can be used to demonstrate the saving power of the love of God.




THE SUSTAINING LOVE OF GOD


The Bible tells us that God is one, but in that oneness there are three divine persons bound together in the infinite depth and wonder of eternal love. The love he extends to us as his creatures is therefore a natural outworking of the love he has in himself. It is the link between the visible and the invisible, between what is eternal in God and what has been created by him in time. By being made in his image and being invited to participate in that love, we human beings have been dignified to a degree that must be the envy of the rest of the created order. For we are not merely the beneficiaries of God’s providential care in the way that birds and flowers are: we are active members of a fellowship of love that establishes our place as children of God and masters of creation.3 The love that binds us to God is perfect and fully known in him, but in us it is bound by our limitations as his creatures and by the legacy of our rebellion against him—a legacy from which we can never fully escape in this life.


It is easy for us to become so preoccupied with our own condition that we forget how important the love of God is for sustaining the universe. What we can all too easily regard as a hostile environment was created for our enjoyment and is held together by God because he is delighted with it. Jesus reminded his disciples of this when he told them,


Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. . . . Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.4


The natural world is a complex system of interacting organisms that sustain each other in a balanced environment specially designed for each one of them. To study these organisms is to enter a world of microscopic perfection where everything is finely tuned to a degree that makes it inconceivable that it could all have happened by accident. Today there is a growing number of scientists and philosophers who recognize that this fine tuning is one of the most powerful arguments for the existence of God. Christians would go even further and claim that not only does this fine tuning support the fact that God is the Creator of all things, but it shows us that he is also a God of love. It is true that some animals survive by eating others, and many live on plants as well. Yet somehow each species manages to survive and prosper, with none being made extinct due to the greed of another. The sad exception to this rule is man—we are the ones who destroy our environment and upset the natural balance that it contains.


But even then, the power of nature to recover from our depredations is truly remarkable. Trees and vegetation spring up again after they have been cut down, and even some animals that were once thought to be extinct have turned up again, almost as if they had never gone away. When properly managed, rivers that used to be too polluted to sustain life have been restored, and the fish, otters, and other creatures that once dwelt there have made their way back. Landscapes ruined by mining or deforestation have gradually recovered, and in some cases now look not so very different from what they must have been before the devastation began. Even human bodies have innate regenerative powers, and thanks to the discoveries of modern medicine, they can often be brought back to a degree of health and well-being that seems truly miraculous. None of this would be possible, of course, if the potential for it were not already present in the organisms concerned, and the fact that they so often are is a sure sign of God’s unfailing love for what he has made.


[image: ]


1Ps. 34:8.


2See Hab. 1:13.


3See Matt. 6:25–34.


4Matt. 6:26, 28.




4


  
SPEAKING ABOUT


GOD


THE WAY OF NEGATION


We can know God’s love by experiencing it, but the depths of our experience can never be adequately defined in words. Something will always be left unarticulated, because there is a dimension to the love of God that cannot be captured in concepts available to our finite minds. To put it a different way, although we receive God’s love in its fullness, we can never know it fully because our finitude makes it impossible for us to plumb the depths of the divine being. For this reason, some people argue that any words spoken about God are deceptive, because in attempting to define the infinite they distort its true nature. To their minds, theology must be content with saying what God is not. They call this the way of denial, or negation, because it rejects human words and concepts as both inadequate and misleading in trying to express the reality of God. According to this view, human language can point us in the right direction and give us a foretaste of the glory we are meant to experience in our relationship with God, but it can never take the place of that reality or be an adequate expression of it. The basic principle of this “negative” or “apophatic” theology, as it is called, is that whatever we say about God, it cannot express what he really is. Our minds are shaped by the finite experiences of human beings, which can never be more than pale approximations or analogies of the “real thing” in heaven.


In making this claim, proponents of the way of negation are reminding us of an important truth: love cannot be reduced to a logical formula, or adequately analyzed by the mental constructs of our human brains. There is always something more to love than this, that cannot be neatly packaged by our minds and which, in some of its manifestations at least, may even appear to contradict our innate certainties. For example, we are not surprised to think that God would love things that are as good, just, and perfect as he is, but why should he care for people who are none of these things? What is it that makes him reach out to the least likely among us and draw them to himself? We do not know the answer to this, but if it were not so, none of us would have any chance of being saved from the consequences of our rebellion against him. On the contrary, we would all have been destroyed long ago by the inexorable logic of God’s very goodness, justice, and perfection. To the extent that the traditional way of negation bears witness to this truth, it is a valuable and even essential ingredient of the Christian consciousness. It reminds us that there are some things we shall never know about God, and many things about him that we shall be able to express only in a halting and inadequate way. In the words of the apostle Paul,


Now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known. So now faith, hope and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love.1


Many people equate the way of negation with mysticism, but although the two are closely linked, they are not identical. The way of negation is a philosophical position, whereas mysticism is a spiritual experience, although both can be expressed in intellectual terms and each has given rise to a respectable body of theological literature. People who are inclined to derive their knowledge from books and to process what they learn along the lines laid down by rational thought need to be reminded that, important as those things are, they are not enough. Our knowledge of the divine must be rooted in a life of prayer and devotion that go beyond the limits of our finite minds and allow us to be caught up into the hidden being of God. Most of the time this does not involve anything extraordinary, although such things cannot be ruled out. When God called Moses to meet him on Mount Sinai, he said that he would come in a thick cloud, which suggests that the meeting between the two would be shrouded in mystery.2 In the New Testament, the apostle Paul tells us that he knew a man who had been caught up into the third heaven, which has always been understood to refer to mystical experience of a kind not given to the average believer.3 And of course, almost the entire book of Revelation was written by John to record what he saw when he was taken up to heaven and shown the hidden things of God.4


Mystical experiences of various kinds have been reported throughout the history of the church, and some people have even written guidebooks for those seeking such experiences. It is difficult to know what to say about this, because a mystical experience of God is private by definition and therefore virtually impossible for an outsider to evaluate or imitate. However, certain basic principles relating to mystical experiences can be gleaned from the Scriptures. The first is that they are possible but rare. Paul’s statement about the man who had had one tells us how unusual they were. He was obviously prepared to accept such experiences as genuine, but he never told people in his churches that they should expect to have them as a matter of course. Second, there is no reason to believe that mystics are superior to other Christians or that God has given them any special authority to teach in the church. What happens to them is between them and the Lord, and is not meant to be imitated by others.


Third, while mystical experiences may deepen a believer’s relationship with God, they cannot add anything to it that is not already indicated in the Bible and readily available, at least in principle, to any Christian. Some mystical traditions have claimed that a mystic does not need to participate in the worship of the church or receive the sacraments, because he has risen to a higher spiritual level and can dispense with such mundane things. There is no ground in Scripture for believing that, and anyone who treats mysticism as a way to escape from the fellowship of other Christians cannot be believed or followed. Lastly, a mystic has no authority to disrupt the church or impose himself on it in defiance of its regularly constituted leadership.5 If these guidelines are firmly in place and respected by those who claim to have had mystical experiences, there should be no difficulty for the rest of the church in accepting them as and when they occur.




THE WAY OF AFFIRMATION


Recognizing the value of the way of negation is important, but it is not the whole story. Our mystical union with God must be proclaimed to the world in language adequate to communicate it, because God’s love reaches out to people everywhere and invites them to come into that union. God did not make the world with the intention of hiding himself from it, but in order to express his glory in and through what he has made. Human beings are created in his image and likeness and have been given the capacity to relate to him. Because we have thoughts that we can express in words, it must be possible for us to talk about this, the most fundamental aspect of our being, and to do so in ways that can be communicated to other people. The need to go beyond the limitations of the finite does not mean that the finite can be ignored or rejected. The fact that the human mind is inadequate to embrace the divine reality in its fullness does not make its mental processes invalid or unreliable within the sphere for which it was created. As finite creatures we live within certain boundaries, but God is present there just as much as anywhere else, and it is there that we are called to testify about him. In order to help us do this properly, God has accommodated himself to our limitations and made our relationship with him possible. The way of negation must therefore be balanced by the way of affirmation, which is the positive proclamation of that love of God which comforts us in our finitude and spurs us on to seek the higher knowledge that only our ultimate transition to eternal life will provide.


The way of affirmation relies heavily on the principle of analogy. This means that it takes words and concepts drawn from everyday experience and uses them to express something of the transcendent being and majesty of God. For example, when we say that God is our Father, we are taking a common word from everyday life and using it to express the kind of relationship we have with him. Just as a human father procreates outside himself (unlike a human mother) so God has made us outside his own being. We have not emerged from some kind of divine womb, but have been created out of nothing, along with the rest of the world. Just as a human father has the responsibility to provide for his children, to discipline them, and to prepare them for adult life, so God provides for us, rebukes and chastens us when we go wrong, and shapes us so that one day we shall be able to take our place next to him in his heavenly kingdom.


Of course, our human fathers are not perfect, and this is where the analogy breaks down. Eventually we outgrow our human parents and may have children of our own, but that is never true of our relationship with God. With him, we are always children, and paradoxically, as our relationship with him matures, so our sense of total dependence on him grows deeper. Many people have bad experiences of their human fathers, and some have never known them. Children often view their parents as heroes, but sooner or later reality sets in and they realize that they are just as human as everyone else. But that is never true of God, who is and always remains perfect and divine. We may turn away from him, but he never turns away from us, and is always ready to welcome us back into his family when we see the error of our ways and repent.


Analogies of this kind are meant to make us reflect on who we are in relation to God, but they also teach us what we should be like in relation to each other. The Bible talks about believers as brides of Christ and describes our relationship with him as a marriage, partly to make it easier for us to understand what it is like, but partly also to give us a clearer idea of what matrimony ought to be. In this sense, theological analogies are a two-way street, taking us up to God but also bringing him down into our everyday lives. They are deeply affirming of our relationship with him and are one of the best ways we have of exploring and explaining who God is, what he is like, and what he means to us.


What we call “theology” is an expression of this way of affirmation. Despite its limitations, it is a way that is coherent and devoid of internal contradiction, because it derives from the self-revelation of the one true God. For something to be free of contradiction does not mean that it is necessarily free of paradox, and it is important not to confuse these things. For example, we say that God is good but that he permits the existence of evil. Is this a contradiction? Some say that it must be, and so they do not believe in God. But Christians deny that there is any contradiction. However hard it may be for us to reconcile good and evil in our minds, they hold together in our experience and therefore they must make sense in the mind of God. His mind surpasses our understanding, but that is no reason to reject its existence or the power of its logic. God has told us that his ways are higher than our ways, and that we must not expect to know everything about him and his purposes for us.6 As Christians, we have learned from experience that we must hold these apparently opposite principles together in tension and that it works, even when we cannot fully explain it. God’s love reconciles things that we separate and even regard as contradictory, but when we know him in the fullness of his love, we shall see the whole picture, and the paradoxes now present in our finite minds will be resolved once and for all.7




RESPONDING TO REVELATION


The way of negation and the way of affirmation are combined and reconciled in God’s self-revelation. That revelation is very old, going back to the first days of creation, but it is also new every morning, because he is alive and at work in the world he has created. It is a message conveyed to us in words we can understand—words put in the hearts and on the lips of men chosen and appointed by God for that purpose—but at the same time it passes all human understanding.8 This revelation is a sign of God’s love for us, and if we love him as we ought to, we shall love that revelation and respect the authority of those assigned to bring it to us. The love of God can be known only in community, whether that is the fellowship of the Trinity of divine persons or the society known to us as the church, the sum total of all the people of God from the beginning of time to its end.


None of us can know the love of God on our own. Even when there is no one near us with whom to share it, we are surrounded by a host of heavenly witnesses, and the voice that speaks to our heart is the same voice that spoke to and through the messengers of old. We are not free to add to that voice or to depart from it; the love of God demands that we submit to him and obey his commands. There are other voices, but those who are faithful to God’s love do not listen to them.9 Not every word is a revelation of the divine, nor is every spiritual experience an encounter with God. Distinguishing the true from the false and clinging to that which is good is vital for the health of any loving relationship, and it is the special task of the theologian to help us keep our eyes fixed on what is right. God’s love for us is constant and unchanging, but our love for him has its ups and downs. We are easily distracted and are seldom able to concentrate for long on the object of our desire. Without the teaching and the correction that comes from God’s appointed servants, we shall soon go astray and lose the joy of our relationship with him, even if we do not lose the relationship itself. In the depth of his love, God wants what is best for us. It is to help us toward that end that he has given us enough understanding of himself to enable us to attain the goal that all believers must seek.


Every human being is created in God’s image and likeness, and is therefore privileged to have a relationship with him, but the quality of that relationship varies enormously from one individual to another. For most people it is broken and dysfunctional, because we have rebelled against God and are no longer willing or able to enter into the kind of communion he intended us to have with him. But for some people, the brokenness of the past has been put right and fellowship with God has been restored. In the context of the human race as a whole, these people may be few in number, though they are an enormous company drawn from every nation, tribe, and language. They are bound together by nothing more than their shared experience of the love of God at work in their lives, but that love is everything to them—it is no less than a new birth, a new creation in which the old has been transformed and revitalized without being denied or discarded. Most of the branches of human learning are equally accessible to everyone, whether or not they are believers, but knowledge of God is the special possession of those who have entered into mystical union with him. This is why it is so difficult to classify theology as a “science.” To the outsider, theology is puzzling or simply meaningless, so it cannot be regarded as a science in the same way that chemistry or biology are. But to the believer theology is both meaningful and perfectly rational, because it is an expression of our common experience of God. Moreover, theology is of vital importance to us, because it is the spur we need in order to deepen our relationship with him. In the end, it is the only form of knowledge that really matters, because it alone will remain in eternity, long after every other kind of science has passed away.
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  THE PRACTICE OF


THEOLOGY


THE ROLE OF THEOLOGY


The primary purpose of theology is to teach us what should be common to the faith of every believer. The love of God reaches out to each of us individually, and no one person’s experience will be exactly the same as another’s. But we all have a great deal in common because we know and love the same God. Theology does not focus on us and our feelings but on God and the way he has revealed himself to us. That revelation remains the same from one generation to another and does not change across different countries and cultures. How we perceive and absorb the revelation may vary to some degree, but never to the point where we cease to recognize that we are talking about the same God. We translate our understanding into different languages and adapt how we express it to accommodate the needs of different people, but the kernel of our experience remains the same and binds us together in a single overarching fellowship, which we call the church.


The second task of theology is to define the ways in which our faith ought to be expressed. Every Christian has a way of speaking about his experience of God, and that must be respected, but naive expressions of belief are often open to misunderstanding. For example, many Christians will say that Jesus is the “Son of God” and assume by that that he is inferior to his Father, who in their minds is “God” in a special and unique way. The mistake is understandable, but if it is allowed to go unchecked, it will lead the church into error, as it did in the fourth century when many people fell into the heresy of Arianism.1  In this sense, the theologian performs a task like that of a medical doctor. People go to the doctor with their pain, and the doctor is expected to diagnose its cause and treat it. This requires a specialist’s knowledge that often outstrips the patient’s understanding, but without it a remedy is unlikely. Folk medicine may accidentally lead to a cure, but it may just as easily kill the patient or make his condition worse. Of course doctors are not infallible, and some things are just as mysterious to them as to anyone else, but at least they have an analytical framework within which they can locate particular problems and hopefully avoid erroneous prescriptions. Similarly, a professional theologian is there to guide believers into understanding their experience in the right way and to warn them against false trails that will lead them astray.


Theology also encourages and strengthens our faith by challenging us to go deeper into it. It is very easy to rely on experience alone and assume that, if there is something we are unaware of, it probably does not matter. That is a great mistake. The Bible teaches us that we must not be content with what we already have but must go on to greater things, and theology is there to point the way to a more mature faith. Like the children we are, we constantly need to be challenged with the next hurdle, which we must overcome in order to grow.2


Finally, theology reminds us that our minds are limited, and that even when they are fully submitted to God’s will there are some things about him that we shall never know. God calls us into fellowship with him and gives us the knowledge we need to make that fellowship real. At the same time, he is greater than we are, and there are things about him that we shall never fully understand. Theology is therefore a call to intellectual humility. It leaves us with paradoxes that cannot be fully resolved and questions to which there is no clear answer. If we can acknowledge this and come to terms with our own limitations, then all will be well. But if we try to go beyond what we are entitled to know, we shall be rebuffed and may have to face the unpleasant consequences of our overweening pride.




THEOLOGY AND PHILOSOPHY


One of the great temptations we face when trying to teach people the love of God is to put it into categories that are not designed to express it. This happens when we conceive of theology as a kind of philosophy, founded on rational principles and built into a system that does not accommodate anomalies or paradoxes. The temptation to do this is great, not least because the concerns of philosophy often touch on matters that Christians regard as theological. It is hardly surprising that, throughout the history of the church, there have been attempts to interpret the biblical revelation of God in philosophical terms, often as a means of bringing the gospel to bear on the intellectual concerns of the day. Many early Christians used Platonic categories to express their beliefs, and in the Middle Ages what was popularly regarded as “Aristotelianism” played the same role.3 It was this kind of theology that was overturned in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, leaving such a bad taste in the mouths of those who supported Galileo against a church that had accepted it all too readily.


More recently, almost every kind of modern philosophy has been taken as a model by at least some theologians, who have used their chosen system of thought as a means of developing a fresh expression of God and his ways. Their hope has been that their theological model would appeal to people whose minds have been shaped by the same intellectual framework. For example, many theologians have looked to Immanuel Kant (1720–1804) and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) to provide models for their analysis of God’s Word, though the results have not always been particularly happy. In the twentieth century, logical positivism, linguistic analysis, personalism, and even Marxism all made their contribution to the thought of different theologians, who sought to use the insights these methods provided, either as a means of bringing out some aspect of Christianity that had not been fully explored before or as a template for building a new vision of God. There is no reason to suppose that these attempts will come to an end anytime soon, and it seems likely that many theologians will find the philosophies of the future just as suggestive and provocative as those of the past have been.


How valid is a philosophically based approach to theological questions? God is a coherent being and his revelation makes sense, so on the face of things, philosophy is a good starting point for theological inquiry. By applying logic to our thoughts about God, philosophical theology helps us to understand the coherence of his self-revelation and gives us valuable tools for expressing it correctly. Most importantly, philosophy can help us guard against errors by showing us that some assertions are inherently illogical or contradict other things we may want to say about God. To take but one example, we believe that God is all-powerful, but that does not mean that he can destroy himself, because then he would cease to exist and his omnipotence would have no meaning. Rigorous thinking exposes such nonsense and limits what the word “almighty” can mean, but it does not define it any further than that. On the other hand, the philosopher who argues that a God who is unable to self-destruct cannot be omnipotent may be logical within the confines of his own mind, but he has failed to understand the being of God, which is not constrained by such human constructs.
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