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What makes the Bible so special? 

Christianity believes and teaches that the Bible alone is the revealed Word of God. Even though it 

was written by men, the ultimate author was God Almighty. This claim was not invented by the 

Church, but is the claim the Bible makes for itself. 

 “The word of the Lord endures forever” (I Peter 1:25, MLB). “All Scripture is God-breathed” (II 

Timothy 3:16, MLB). “For the prophecy came not in old time by the will of man: but holy men of God 

spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost” (II Peter 1:21, KJV). 

 Over 2,000 times in the Old Testament alone there are clauses such as “And God spoke to Moses,” 

“the word of the Lord came unto Jonah,” and “God said.” Moreover, the Bible claims to be a record of 

the words and deeds of God, thus the Bible views itself as God’s Word. 

 The mere fact that the Bible claims to be the Word of God does not prove that it is such, for there 

are other books that make similar claims. The difference is that the Scriptures contain indisputable 

evidence as being the Word of God. 

 One reason that the Bible is different from other books is its unity. Although this book was 

composed by men, its unity betrays the hand of the Almighty. The Bible was written over a period of 

about 1,500 years by more than forty different human authors. These authors came from a variety of 

backgrounds, including Joshua (a military general), Daniel (a prime minister), Peter (a fisherman), and 

Nehemiah (a cupbearer). 

 The authors of the various books wrote in different places, such as the wilderness (Moses), prison 

(Paul), and Patmos exile (John). The biblical writings were composed on three different continents 

(Africa, Asia, and Europe), and in three different languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek). 

 The contents of the Bible deal with many controversial subjects. Yet, the Bible is a unity. From 

beginning to end, there’s one unfolding story of God’s plan of salvation for mankind. This salvation is 

through the person of Jesus Christ (John 14:6). Jesus Himself testified that He was the theme of the 

entire Bible. 

 “Search the scriptures; for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they which testify of 

me…  For had ye believed Moses, ye would have believed me: for he wrote of me. But if ye believe not 

his writings, how shall ye believe my words?” (John 5:39, 46, 47, KJV). 

 In another place, “And beginning at Moses and all the prophets, he expounded unto them in all the 

scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27, kjv; see also Luke 24:44). 

 The Old Testament is the preparation (Isaiah 40:3). The Gospels are the manifestation (John 1:29). 

The Book of Acts is the propagation (Acts 1:8). The Epistles give the explanation (Colossians 1:27). The 

Book of Revelation is the consummation (Revelation 1:7). The Bible is all about Jesus. 
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 The entire Bible is a unity with each part needing the others to be complete. Dr. W. F. Albright puts 

it this way: “To the writers of the New Testament, the Hebrew Bible was Holy Scripture and they were 

the direct heirs of its prophets. It is, accordingly, quite impossible to understand the New Testament 

without recognizing that its purpose was to supplement and explain the Hebrew Bible. 

 “Any attempt to go back to the sources of Christianity without accepting the entire Bible as our 

guide is thus doomed to failure” (cited by Roger T. Forster and V. Paul Marston, That’s a Good Question, 

p. 67). 

 Lest anyone think this isn’t something marvelous, we’d like to give you this challenge. Find ten 

people from your local area who have similar educational backgrounds, all speak the same language, 

and all are from basically the same culture, then separate them and ask them to write their opinion on 

only one controversial subject, such as the meaning of life. 

 When they have finished, compare the conclusions of these ten writers. Do they agree with each 

other? Of course not. But the Bible did not consist of merely ten authors, but forty. It was not written in 

one generation, but over a period of 1,500 years; not by authors with the same education, culture, or 

language, but with vastly different education, many different cultures, from three continents and three 

different languages, and finally not just one subject but hundreds. 

 And yet the Bible is a unity. There is complete harmony, which cannot be explained by coincidence 

or collusion. The unity of the Bible is a strong argument in favor of its divine inspiration. 

 The unity of the Scriptures is only one reason among many which supports the Bible’s claim to be 

the divine Word of God. Others which could be explained in detail are the testimony of the early Church, 

the witness of history and archaeology, and the evidence of changed lives throughout the centuries, to 

name but a few. 

 These factors led the great archaeologist, W. F. Albright, to conclude, “The Bible towers in content 

above all earlier religious literature; and it towers just as impressively over all subsequent literature in 

the direct simplicity of its message and the catholicity of its appeal to men of all lands and times” (The 

Christian Century, November, 1958). 

 The Bible is special. It is unique. No other book has any such credentials. No other book even comes 

close. “England has two books, the Bible and Shakespeare. England made Shakespeare, but the Bible 

made England” (Victor Hugo, cited by Mead, Encyclopedia of Religious Quotations, p. 49). 

 

ADDITIONAL REFERENCE SOURCES 

Josh McDowell, Evidence That Demands a Verdict, rev. ed., Here’s Life Publishers, 1979 

Norman Geisler and William Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible,. Moody Press, 1973 

Don Stewart, “The Seven Wonders of the Bible” (tape), The Word for Today, P.O. Box 

8000, Costa Mesa, CA 92626 
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Hasn’t the New Testament been changed since it has been copied and 

recopied throughout history? 

 A common misconception is that the text of the Bible has not come down to us the way in which it 

was originally written. Accusations abound of zealous monks changing the biblical text throughout 

Church history. This issue is of the utmost importance, since an altered text would do grave damage 

to the credibility of the story. 

 As F. F. Bruce says, “The historical ‘once-for-all-ness’ of Christianity which distinguishes it from 

those religious and philosophical systems, which are not specially related to any particular time, makes 

the reliability of the writings which purport to record this revelation a question of first-rate importance” 

(The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? p. 8). 

 Fortunately, the problem is not a lack of evidence. There are three different types of evidence that 

are to be used in evaluating the New Testament text. These are the Greek manuscripts, the various 

versions in which the New Testament is translated, and the writings of the Church fathers. 

 The New Testament was originally composed in the Greek language. There are approximately 5,500 

copies in existence that contain all or part of the New Testament. Although we do not possess the 

originals, copies exist from a very early date. 

 The New Testament was written from about A.D. 50 to A.D. 90. The earliest fragment (p. 52) dates 

about A.D. 120, with about fifty other fragments dating within 150–200 years from the time of 

composition. 

 Two major manuscripts, Codex Vaticanus (A.D. 325) and Codex Sinaiticus (A.D. 350), a complete 

copy, date within 250 years of the time of composition. This may seem like a long time span, but it is 

minimal compared to most ancient works. 

 The earliest copy of Caesar’s The Gallic Wars dates 1,000 years after it was written, and the first 

complete copy of the Odyssey by Homer dates 2,200 years after it was written. When the interval 

between the writing of the New Testament and earliest copies is compared to other ancient works, the 

New Testament proves to be much closer to the time of the original. 

 The 5,500 copies are far and away the most we have of any ancient work. Many ancient writings 

have been transmitted to us by only a handful of manuscripts (Catullus—three copies; the earliest one is 

1,600 years after he wrote; Herodotus—eight copies and 1,300 years). 

 Not only do the New Testament documents have more manuscript evidence and close time interval 

between the writing and earliest copy, but they were also translated into several other languages at an 

early date. Translation of a document into another language was rare in the ancient world, so this is an 

added plus for the New Testament. 



Page 6 of 274 
 

 The number of copies of the versions is in excess of 18,000, with possibly as many as 25,000. This is 

further evidence that helps us establish the New Testament text. 

 Even if we did not possess the 5,500 Greek manuscripts or the 18,000 copies of the versions, the 

text of the New Testament could still be reproduced within 250 years from its composition. How? By the 

writings of the early Christians. In commentaries, letters, etc., these ancient writers quote the biblical 

text, thus giving us another witness to the text of the New Testament. 

 John Burgon has catalogued more than 86,000 citations by the early church fathers who cite 

different parts of the New Testament. Thus we observe that there is so much more evidence for the 

reliability of the New Testament text than any other comparable writings in the ancient world. 

 F. F. Bruce makes the following observation: “The evidence for our New Testament writings is ever 

so much greater than the evidence for many writings of classical authors, the authenticity of which no 

one dreams of questioning.” 

 He also states, “And if the New Testament were a collection of secular writings, their authenticity 

would generally be regarded as beyond all doubt” (The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? 

p. 15). 

 Sir Frederic Kenyon, former director and principal librarian of the British Museum, was one of the 

foremost experts on ancient manuscripts and their authority. Shortly before his death, he wrote this 

concerning the New Testament: 

 “The interval between the dates of original composition (of the New Testament) and the earliest 

extant evidence becomes so small as to be in fact negligible, and the last foundation for any doubt that 

the Scriptures have come down to us substantially as they were written has now been removed. Both 

the authenticity and the general integrity of the books of the New Testament may be regarded as finally 

established” (The Bible and Archaeology, pp. 288-89). 

 

  ADDITIONAL REFERENCE SOURCES 

ADDITIONAL REFERENCE SOURCES 

F. F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? rev. ed., Eerdmans, 1977 

John Warwick Montgomery, History and Christianity, Here’s Life Publishers, 1983 

Josh McDowell, Evidence That Demands a Verdict, rev. ed., Here’s Life Publishers, 1979 

Colin Brown (ED), History, Criticism, and Faith, 2nd ed., Inter-Varsity Press, July, 1977 
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 How can anyone believe the New Testament account of the life of 

Jesus, seeing that it was written long after His death? 

 There seems to be some type of general consensus among many people that the New Testament 

documents were written many years after the events took place and hence do not contain reliable 

information. However, the fact of the matter is that the life of Jesus was written by eyewitnesses or 

people who recorded firsthand testimony. The writers were all living at the same time these events 

transpired, and they had personal contact either with the events or with people who witnessed the 

events. 

 There is strong internal testimony that the Gospels were written at an early date. The Book of Acts 

records the missionary activity of the early Church and was written as a sequel by the same person who 

wrote the Gospel according to Luke. The Book of Acts ends with the apostle Paul being alive in Rome, his 

death not being recorded. 

 This would lead us to believe that it was written before he died, since the other major events in his 

life have been recorded. We have some reason to believe that Paul was put to death in the Neronian 

persecution of A.D. 64, which means the Book of Acts was composed before this time. 

 If the Book of Acts was written before A.D. 64, then the Gospel of Luke, to which Acts was a sequel, 

had to have been composed some time before that, probably in the late fifties or early sixties of the first 

century. The death of Christ took place around A.D. 30, which would make the composition of Luke at 

the latest within thirty years of the events. 

 The early Church generally taught that the first Gospel composed was that of Matthew, which 

would place us still closer to the time of Christ. This evidence leads us to believe that the first three 

Gospels were all composed within thirty years from the time these events occurred, a time when 

unfriendly eyewitnesses were still living who could contradict their testimony if it was not accurate. 

 This type of evidence has recently led one liberal scholar, John A.T. Robinson, to re-date the New 

Testament documents much earlier than most modern liberal scholars would have us believe. Robinson 

has argued in Redating the New Testament that the entire New Testament could have been completed 

before A.D. 70, which is still well into the eyewitness period. 

 Facts involved in the issue led W. F. Albright, the great biblical archaeologist, to comment, “We can 

already say emphatically that there is no longer any solid basis for dating any book of the New 

Testament after A.D. 80, two full generations before the date between 130 and 150 given by the more 

radical New Testament critics of today” (William F. Albright, Recent Discoveries in Bible Lands, New York, 

Funk and Wagnalls, 1955, p. 136). 

 Albright’s A.D. 80 date might be questioned when it comes to the Gospel of John. There is a strong 

possibility the apostle John’s banishment to Patmos under Domitian was as late as A.D. 95–96 in 

Revelation 1. There is strong tradition John wrote Revelation there at that time. This is testified to by 

Clement of Alexandria, Eusebius, and Irenaeus (cf. New Testament Survey, p. 391, by Robert Gromacki). 
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 The evidence points out that (1) the documents were not written long after the events but within 

close proximity to them, and (2) they were written by people during the period when many who were 

acquainted with the facts or were eyewitnesses to them were still living. The inescapable conclusion is 

that the New Testament picture of Christ can be trusted. 

 

  ADDITIONAL REFERENCE SOURCES 

ADDITIONAL REFERENCE SOURCES 

F. F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? rev. ed., Eerdman, 1977 

John A.T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament, London, SCM Press, 1976 

A. N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament, Oxford, 

Claredon, 1963 

Gerhard Maier, The End of the Historical-Critical Method, Concordia, 1977 

John Warwick Montgomery, History and Christianity, Here’s Life Publishers, 1983
1
 

 
 
 
 
  

                                                           
1 Josh McDowell and Don Douglas Stewart, Answers to Tough Questions (Nashville: T. Nelson Publishers, 1993). 
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There are so many different interpretations of the Bible, why should I 

believe yours? 

 One of the complaints we often hear is that everyone has a different interpretation of the Bible. 

Because many people arrive at varying conclusions when they read the Bible, there is supposedly no 

way to get a consensus. People point to the variety of denominations as an example that there can 

be no unanimity of agreement between Bible believers. 

 This idea neglects to take into account certain facts. The great majority of Bible readers have no 

problem with agreement on the central teachings of the Bible. Even those who do not believe the Bible 

to be true have no difficulty whatsoever discerning the main message. 

 Within all branches of Christianity, we find the same basic understanding as to what the Bible 

teaches. They usually accept the same creeds that assert such basic truths as that God made man in His 

image, with freedom of choice, and that man chose to rebel against God, thus bringing sin into the 

world. 

 God, because of His everlasting love, became a man in the person of Jesus Christ and died a 

substitutionary death on our behalf, paying the penalty for sin. Mankind can have their relationship 

restored with God through placing their faith in Jesus Christ. 

 The message of the Bible is clear for those who will read it and seek to find out its meaning. The 

problem comes when people bring their preconceived notions to the Bible and attempt to make the 

Word fit their preconceived ideas. This is not the fault of the Bible, but of the persons who force the 

Bible to say whatever they want it to say. 

 As for the matter of the various denominations, it must be stressed that they are not formed 

because of division over the central teachings of Christianity. The differences are a result of a variety of 

factors, including cultural, ethnic, and social. When closely compared with one another, the doctrinal 

differences are not always that crucial. 

 Some people use this argument as an excuse for not believing in Jesus, but like all others it does not 

prove to be valid. Jesus made the main issue crystal clear, “He who believes in the Son has eternal life; 

but he who does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him” (John 3:36, 

NASB). Often the disagreement is not so much with the interpretation of the Scriptures, but rather with 

the application. 

 

ADDITIONAL REFERENCE SOURCES 

Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation, Baker, 1970 

R. C. Sproul, Knowing Scripture, Inter-Varsity Press, 1977 

I. Howard Marshall (Ed.), New Testament Interpretation, Eerdmans, 1977 
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 How can you believe a Bible that is full of contradictions? 

 It is truly amazing how often this question is asked. This question contains the assumption that the 

Bible is filled with many obvious discrepancies which, if true, would make it impossible to believe 

that the Bible has a divine origin. It is a popular idea to maintain that the Bible disagrees with itself, 

which casts considerable doubt on its trustworthiness. 

 If, indeed, the Bible does contain demonstrable errors, it would show that at least those parts could 

not have come from a perfect, all-knowing God. We do not argue with this conclusion, but we do 

disagree with the initial premise that the Scriptures are full of mistakes. It is very easy to accuse the 

Bible of inaccuracies, but it is quite another matter to prove it. 

 Certain passages at first glance appear to be contradictory, but further investigation will show that 

this is not the case. 

 One of the things for which we appeal with regard to possible contradictions is fairness. We should 

not minimize or exaggerate the problem, and we must always begin by giving the author the benefit of 

the doubt. This is the rule in other literature, and we ask that it also be the rule here. We find so often 

that people want to employ a different set of rules when it comes to examining the Bible, and to this we 

immediately object. 

 What constitutes a contradiction? The law of non-contradiction, which is the basis of all logical 

thinking, states that a thing cannot be both a and non-a at the same time. In other words, it cannot be 

both raining and not raining at the same time. 

 If one can demonstrate a violation of this principle from Scripture, then and only then can he prove 

a contradiction. For example, if the Bible said—which it does not—that Jesus died by crucifixion both at 

Jerusalem and at Nazareth at the same time, this would be a provable error. 

 When facing possible contradictions, it is of the highest importance to remember that two 

statements may differ from each other without being contradictory. Some fail to make a distinction 

between contradiction and difference. 

 For example, the case of the blind men at Jericho. Matthew relates how two blind men met Jesus, 

while both Mark and Luke mention only one. However, neither of these statement denies the other, but 

rather they are complementary. 

 Suppose you were talking to the mayor of your city and the chief of police at city hall. Later, you see 

your friend, Jim, and tell him you talked to the mayor today. An hour later, you see your friend, John, 

and tell him you talked to both the mayor and the chief of police. 

 When your friends compare notes, there is a seeming contradiction. But there is no contradiction. If 

you had told Jim that you talked only to the mayor, you would have contradicted that statement by 

what you told John. 
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 The statements you actually made to Jim and John are different, but not contradictory. Likewise, 

many biblical statements fall into this category. Many think they find errors in passages that they have 

not correctly read. 

 In the Book of Judges we have the account of the death of Sisera. Judges 5:25–27 is supposed to 

represent Jael as having slain him with her hammer and tent peg while he was drinking milk. Judges 4:21 

says she did it while he was asleep. However, a closer reading of Judges 5:25–27 will reveal that it is not 

stated that he was drinking milk at the moment of impact. Thus, the discrepancy disappears. 

 Sometimes two passages appear to be contradictory because the translation is not as accurate as it 

could be. A knowledge of the original languages of the Bible can immediately solve these difficulties, for 

both Greek and Hebrew—as all languages—have their peculiarities that make them difficult to render 

into English or any other language. 

 A classic example concerns the accounts of Paul’s conversion as recorded in the Book of Acts. Acts 

9:7 (KJV) states, “The men which journeyed with him stood speechless, hearing a voice, but seeing no 

man.” Acts 22:9 (KJV) reads, “And they that were with me saw indeed the light, and were afraid; but 

they heard not the voice of him that spake to me.” 

 These statements seem contradictory, with one saying that Paul’s companions heard a voice, while 

the other account says that no voice was heard. However, a knowledge of Greek solves this difficulty. As 

the Greek scholar, W. F. Arndt, explains: 

 “The construction of the verb ‘to hear’ (akouo) is not the same in both accounts. In Acts 9:7 it is 

used with the genitive, in Acts 22:9 with the accusative. The construction with the genitive simply 

expresses that something is being heard or that certain sounds reach the ear; nothing is indicated as to 

whether a person understands what he hears or not. 

 “The construction with the accusative, however, describes a hearing which includes mental 

apprehension of the message spoken. From this it becomes evident that the two passages are not 

contradictory. 

 “Acts 22:9 does not deny that the associates of Paul heard certain sounds; it simply declares that 

they did not hear in such a way as to understand what was being said. Our English idiom in this case 

simply is not so expressive as the Greek” (Does the Bible Contradict Itself, pp. 13–14.) 

 It must also be stressed that when a possible explanation is given to a Bible difficulty, it is 

unreasonable to state that the passage contains a demonstrable error. Some difficulties in Scripture 

result from our inadequate knowledge about the circumstances, and do not necessarily involve an error. 

These only prove that we are ignorant of the background. 

 As historical and archaeological study proceed, new light is being shed on difficult portions of 

Scripture and many “errors” have disappeared with the new understanding. We need a wait-and-see 

attitude on some problems. 
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 While all Bible difficulties and discrepancies have not yet been cleared up, it is our firm conviction 

that as more knowledge is gained of the Bible’s past, these problems will fade away. The biblical 

conception of God is an all-knowing, all-powerful being who does not contradict Himself, and so we feel 

that His Word, when properly understood, will not contradict itself. 

 

  ADDITIONAL REFERENCE SOURCES 

ADDITIONAL REFERENCE SOURCES 

W. F. Arndt, Does the Bible Contradict Itself?, 5th rev. ed., Concordia Press, 1955 

John J. Davis, Biblical Numerology, Bake Book House, 1968 

John W. Haley, Alleged Discrepancies of the Bible, reprinted, Baker Book House, Grand 

Rapids, 1977 

W. F. Arndt, Bible Difficulties, Concordia Press, St. Louis, 1971
2
 

 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                           
2 Josh McDowell and Don Douglas Stewart, Answers to Tough Questions (Nashville: T. Nelson Publishers, 1993). 
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Is the New Testament Trustworthy? 

by Darrell L. Bock 

Like any ancient book, the NT has a strange feel about it. It reports unusual events as well as strange 

customs. This naturally raises the question of whether we can trust what it tells us. These six statements 

of fact affirm that the NT can be trusted. 

1. The books of the NT were recognized through a careful sifting process. The process stretched 

from the first to the fourth century. The catalysts for the formation of the NT were the use of Scripture 

in worship, the rise of false teaching (which necessitated identifying the authentic works), and 

persecution (which called for the burning of holy books—so one needed to know which those were!). 

The books included in the NT were those regarded as giving evidence of divine authority. Was it 

associated with an apostle? Was it in line with other authentic biblical books? Was it widely used and 

received? These were the questions used to identify the trustworthy and authoritative books of the NT. 

2. The NT is based on reliable sources carefully used and faithfully transmitted. The Bible is both 

like other books and unlike them. Luke explained that he used sources (Lk 1:1–4). Jesus taught that the 

Spirit would help these apostles recall what Jesus taught them (Jn 14:25–26). To argue that the Bible is 

inspired by God does not dismiss the human elements that make up the book. What are the sources and 

how were they handled? The texts surrounding Jesus stress the role of eyewitnesses as the root of the 

tradition (see Lk 1:2). An apostolic association ensured the account’s credibility. 

The distance between event and recording is not great—less than a lifetime, a small distance of time 

by ancient standards. For example, the first-century Roman historians Livy and Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus were centuries removed from many of the events they chronicled. Judaism depended on 

the ability to pass things on with care from one generation to the next, recounting events with care. This 

does not exclude some variation, as is obvious by comparing the Gospel accounts or parallel accounts in 

1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, and 1 and 2 Chronicles. Judaism, and the Christianity that grew out of it, 

was a culture of memory. People memorized long liturgical prayers and more often than not worked 

from memory rather than from a written page. Anyone who has read a children’s book again and again 

to his child knows that the mind is capable of absorbing vast amounts of wording and retaining it. 

Finally the biblical text we have today basically reflects the text as it was originally produced. The NT 

has far better manuscript evidence than any other ancient document. Where most classical works, such 

as those of Plato, Herodotus, and Aristophanes, have from one to 20 manuscripts, the NT has about 

5,400 Greek manuscripts that we can compare to determine the original wording, not to mention more 

than 8,000 ancient Latin manuscripts. 

3. Assessing trustworthiness means understanding history’s complexity. Differences in accounts do 

not necessarily equal contradiction, nor does subsequent reflection mean a denial of history. Events can 

be viewed from different angles or perspectives without forfeiting historicity. Thus the differences in the 
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four Gospels enrich our appreciation of Jesus by giving us four perspectives on Him—Jesus in four 

dimensions, so to speak. Neither is reflection a denial of history. Sometimes the significance of a 

historical event, such as a football play, becomes clear only when we see successive events. History 

involves both what happened and its results. Trustworthiness simply affirms that the assessed account is 

an accurate portrayal of what took place and a credible explanation of what emerged, not that it is the 

only way the events in question were seen. 

4. Trustworthiness demands not exhaustive but adequate knowledge of the topic. Sources are 

selective even when they are accurate. The Bible makes this point in John 21:25: “There are also many 

other things that Jesus did, which, if they were written one by one, I suppose not even the world itself 

could contain the books that would be written.” When people call Scripture trustworthy, they are 

arguing that its testimony is not contrary to what happened and is sufficient to give us a meaningful 

understanding of God and His work for us (2 Tm 3:16–17). Speaking accurately is not the same as 

speaking exhaustively. 

5. Archaeology teaches us to respect the content of Scripture. Archaeology seldom can prove that 

events took place. What it can show is that the details of an account, some of them incidental, fit the 

time and culture of the text. Archaeology also shows that we should be cautious in pointing out errors in 

the Bible merely because only the Bible attests to something. 

For example, there was once debate about the description in John 5:2 of a pool with five porticoes 

in Jerusalem, called Bethesda or Bethsaida. Many questioned its existence despite its wide attestation in 

ancient tradition. Different spellings of the locale in the NT manuscript tradition added to the tendency 

by many to reject the claim. In 1871 a French architect, C. Mauss, was restoring an old church and found 

a cistern 30 meters away. Later excavations in 1957–1962 clarified that it consisted of two pools large 

enough to hold a sizable amount of water and people. Today virtually no one doubts the existence of 

John’s pool. 

6. The Bible’s claim for miracles are plausible when one considers the response to resurrection 

claims. The events of the Gospels were recorded within the lifetime of several of those who claimed to 

have observed them. Perhaps the greatest evidence for the resurrection is the change and reaction of 

those who testified to it. They disciples openly admitted that they had no formal training and for a long 

period were shockingly inept at responding to Jesus. Yet they become courageous leaders. They stood 

firm in the face of the threat of death and rejection by the Jewish leaders who resisted them. This did 

not involve one or two people but a whole host of leaders who left their mark on history, notably the 

former chief persecutor of the church, Paul. Both Peter and he, along with others such as the Lord’s 

brother James, died for their belief in Jesus’ resurrection.3 

 
  

                                                           
3 Ted Cabal, Chad Owen Brand, E. Ray Clendenen et al., The Apologetics Study Bible: Real Questions, Straight Answers, Stronger Faith 
(Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2007), 1452-53. 
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Deciphering ‘The Da Vinci Code’ 
Dr. Al Mohler 

Dan Brown’s novel The Da Vinci Code has become a blockbuster best-seller since its publication in 2003. This 

summer, Sony Pictures will release a full-length motion picture based on the book. Given the renewed interest 

in Dan Brown’s novel, this commentary and review of the book is republished by request. 

  

Wednesday, April 12, 2006 

Given the renewed interest in Dan Brown’s novel, The Da Vinci Code(just released in paperback 

editions), this commentary and review of the book is republished by request. It was originally 

published July 29, 2003. 

The summer publishing season seems always to include a thriller that leaps to the top of the 

best-seller charts and stays there until the fall–when readers get serious and return to school and 

work. The Da Vinci Code is this year’s winner, sitting at the top of the Amazon.com ratings this 

week and listed at second place in the New York Times hardcover fiction list. The book was on 

the top of that list last week, and it has made the list for 18 straight weeks. Not bad for a book 

with a seemingly unmanageable mix of plot structure, conspiracy theories, and mountains of 

detail about Catholic orders, renaissance art, theological heresy, and theoretical mathematics. 

Hooked yet? 

I was forewarned about the heresy in the book, and so I started reading with a determination 

to force my way through an unpleasant read. It wasn’t hard. As a matter of fact, the plot was so 

engaging, and the content of the book was so rich, that I had a hard time putting it down. Dan 

Brown may or may not actually believe what he writes, but he writes so well in this genre that 

the average reader will not even care. That is the problem. 

Devotees of suspense novels read for the sheer pleasure of the intellectual engagement–not so 

much with big ideas, but with the conspiratorial mind. Brown took a big risk in this novel, 

betting his narrative on a conspiracy involving virtually everyone even remotely connected with 

Christianity throughout the last 2,000 years. The forces arrayed in this conspiracy include the 

Knights Templar, the Masons, the Roman Catholic Church, Interpol, and a secret society known 

as the Priory of Sion, which is claimed to have included as Grand Masters no less than Sandro 

Boticelli, Isaac Newton, and,of course, Leonardo Da Vinci. 

Sorting all this out for the reader are characters ranging from Robert Langdon, a Harvard art 

historian, to an albino monk/assassin, who is sent by Opus Dei, a Catholic order close to the 

papacy. The murdered director of the Louvre has a mostly silent part, speaking primarily through 
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secret codes and ciphers left written in his own blood as he died. A cast of other characters is 

necessary for the narrative to work and the plot to unfold. 

But the human characters take a back seat to the grand conspiracy that gives the book its plot, 

and in that conspiracy is the heresy. The Da Vinci Code’s driving claim is nothing less than that 

Christianity is based upon a Big Lie (the deity of Christ) used by patriarchal oppressors to deny 

the true worship of the Divine Feminine. Still hanging in there? If you thought The Last 

Temptation of Christ was explosive, The Da Vinci Code is thermonuclear. The book claims that 

Jesus Christ was married to Mary Magdalene, that a child was born of this marriage, and that 

Mary and her child fled after the crucifixion to Gaul, where they established the Merovingian 

line of European royalty. 

Art historians may quibble with Dan Brown’s details, and mathematicians may take issue 

with his summary of the Fibonacci Sequence, but as a theologian, my problem is the author’s 

toying with such an easily dismissed heresy. Brown has crossed the line between a suspense 

novel and a book promoting a barely hidden agenda, to attack the Christian church and the 

Gospel. 

In order to deliver on his conspiratorial plot, Brown has to lay the groundwork by having his 

main characters deny the inspiration and authority of the biblical text and replace Matthew, 

Mark, Luke, and John with the gnostic gospels found just after World War II at Nag Hammadi. 

The gnostic texts are called the “unaltered gospels,” and the New Testament texts are dismissed 

as propaganda for the goddess-bashers. One character (hint–watch him carefully) explains that 

all this is “the greatest cover-up in human history.” Jesus (”the original feminist”) had intended 

for Mary Magdalene to lead the church after His death, but “Peter had a problem with that.” So, 

Mary Magdalene hit the apostolic “glass ceiling” and was sent off to Gaul, taking with her, not 

only her child, but–you guessed it–the Holy Grail. 

Heard this all before? The main contours of this plot have been found in many books 

published in the occultic literature. Holy Blood, Holy Grail by Michael Baigent, Henry Lincoln, 

and Richard Leigh (1983) made the same claims, but in what claimed to be a non-fiction expose–

not a suspense novel. Holy Blood, Holy Grail sold by the thousands. The Da Vinci Code will 

likely reach millions. Never underestimate the commercial potential of a heretical conspiracy 

packaged in a seductive novel. Brown will take his millions to the bank. 

I said that the book’s [hereafter TDC] heresies are easily dismissed, and they are–at least to 

anyone with a real interest in the identity of Jesus and the history of the church. Calling the Nag 

Hammadi texts “unaltered” gospels is like reading the official Soviet histories as objective fact–

complete with leading figures airbrushed out of the photos. TDC claims that the New Testament 

is simply the result of a male-dominated church leadership inventing Christianity in order to 



Page 17 of 274 
 

control the Roman empire and subsequent world history and then to oppress women and repress 

goddess-worship. 

In TDC the heretics are the heroes and the apostles are unindicted co-conspirators. The Great 

Satan is Emperor Constantine, who, it is claimed, never even became a Christian, but knew a 

good marketing plan when he saw it. Constantine supposedly called the Council of Nicaea in 325 

in order to invent the idea of Christ’s divinity (and celibacy) and then turn out the heretics, thus 

burying the real story of Jesus (and Mary Magdalene) forever. “It’s all about power,” one 

character explains. That’s why Constantine “upgraded Jesus’ status.” 

And the Council of Nicaea? There, TDC reveals, the Emperor led the bishops to declare Jesus 

as the Son of God by a vote. “A relatively close vote at that,” the text elaborates. 

The real Council of Nicaea adopted a creed in order to reject the heretical teachings of one 

Arius, who taught that Jesus was not of the same substance as the Father. Brown weaves fact and 

fiction with such recklessness that the average reader will assume all these claims to be factual. 

The Council of Nicaea did not “invent” the divinity of Jesus. This was already the declaration 

of the Church, claimed by Jesus himself and proclaimed by the apostles. The council boldly 

claimed this as the faith of the Church and named Arianism as a heresy and Arians as heretics. A 

close vote? Only two out of more than 300 bishops failed to sign the creed. Not exactly a cliff-

hanger. 

The Nag Hammadi texts as the real gospels? Not on your life. The texts are easily identifiable 

as gnostic literature peripheral to the Church. The early Church did not establish the canon 

(official set of New Testament writings) at Nicaea, though a general consensus was already 

evident at that gathering. The New Testament writings were recognized and set apart because of 

their authorship by one of the apostles and by their clearly orthodox content–in harmony with the 

other New Testament writings as recognized by the churches spread throughout the Greco-

Roman world. 

Much more could be considered, but the main issue is this: How plausible is such a 

conspiracy? The threshold of credibility for this conspiracy requires us to believe that the entire 

structure of Christian theology is a sinister plot to fool the masses. Further, we must believe that 

the leaders of this conspiracy knew that Jesus was not the Son of God, but were willing to die for 

this cause by the millions. As C. S. Lewis once argued, people might be willing to be martyrs for 

a lie if they are innocently deceived, but very few will die for what they know to be a lie. 

Credibility for this conspiracy requires belief in the claim that the truth, known by millions, 

has been kept secret from the world until now. Specifically, until the release of The Da Vinci 

Code. 
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What about the atheists–the rationalist opponents of Christianity? What about the liberal 

theologians who dismiss the deity of Christ as mythological baggage? They must be greeting The 

Da Vinci Code with excitement, right? Not hardly. The strange and unsustainable logic of this 

conspiracy theory has not impressed the skeptics. Shirley MacLaine might take the argument 

seriously, but not Richard Dawkins. 

The book’s thesis requires the reader to believe that virtually every major work of western art 

includes an embedded code, and that this code is evident all around us if we will just see it. Of 

course, to pull this off Brown has to see symbols (especially phallic symbols) everywhere. Freud 

was a rank amateur. 

A late night conversation with a close friend reminds me of the attraction of a conspiracy 

theory–with or without evidence. This brilliant friend, holding a Harvard doctorate, told me that 

he was absolutely certain that President John F. Kennedy was the victim of a great international 

conspiracy including world communist leaders, the Mafia, J. Edgar Hoover, and various 

Hollywood celebrities. After laughing out loud, I realized my friend’s utter seriousness. My 

rational faculties were in full outrage despite the lateness of the hour, so I simply asked my 

friend what evidence would be required to prove or to disprove his thesis. He looked me straight 

in the eye and told me that the evidence was so hidden that the truth would never be known in 

our lifetimes. So–hold onto your theory without the evidence and be unmoved, regardless of the 

facts. 

Those who want to believe the heresies of The Da Vinci Code will hold to them tenaciously–

whatever the evidence. Clearly, the book attacks the Gospel, but the truth is unshaken. 

The Da Vinci Code will soon fall from the best-seller lists, be remaindered to the outlet malls, 

show up in paperback, and may even interest Hollywood. The faith of the Church remains intact. 

G. K. Chesterton reminded us that orthodoxy is not only true; it is infinitely more interesting 

than heresy. It is alive and compelling and life-changing. Heresies come and go by fashion. The 

truth is unchanged and unchangeable. Caveat Emptor. 
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A Christian Response to “The Da Vinci 

Code”: What’s the Attraction? 
Dr. Al Mohler 

The movie industry estimates that Ron Howard’s film adaptation of Dan Brown’s novelThe Da Vinci 

Code pulled in over 77 million dollars in its opening weekend. Despite dozens of critical reviews released last 

week, and despite well-documented and obvious flaws in the story’s logic and history, Americans saw the film 

in record-breaking numbers. Now why would so many persons be drawn to this story? Read Dr. Mohler’s 

answer in today’s commentary. 

  

Monday, May 22, 2006 

The movie industry estimates that Ron Howard’s film adaptation of Dan Brown’s novel The Da 

Vinci Code pulled in over 77 million dollars in its opening weekend. Despite dozens of critical 

reviews released last week, and despite well-documented and obvious flaws in the story’s logic 

and history, Americans saw the film in record-breaking numbers. 

Now, why would so many persons be drawn to this story? Of course, it is not just The Da 

Vinci Code, either. Earlier this month, the news media were captivated by the release of The 

Gospel of Judas, thirteen little pages of reconstructed papyrus found in an abandoned cave that 

supposedly were about to completely upturn Christianity. There can be no doubt the document is 

very old. In fact, one of the bishops of the church, Irenaeus, dismissed it as obvious heresy in 189 

A.D. What we are experiencing now in the modern age is that the old heresies are coming up all 

over again. It is a bit like rewinding history, and all the ancient heresies that were tried long ago, 

opposed by the church, and declared by the church to be false, they are coming back. 

People seem to have taken a renewed interest, for example, in the Gnostic gospels. During the 

early centuries of Christianity many groups tried to hijack Christianity and make it into 

something else, even as today there are cults and sects who do the same. Because there were so 

many of these radical groups, archaeologists and other scholars are always coming up with new 

documents and shreds of evidence–the Nag Hammadi library, for example–and when they are 

released to the public, the very fact that the church rejected them seems to be proof positive to 

the postmodern mind that they must be true. 

We are living in strange times. Here’s the question: Why would persons prefer a lie to the 

truth? Over the next few weeks, all the shows on the cable news networks and talk radio will 

most certainly be talking about this new movie, discussing the storyline and the art and the 

history. They will be talking about the argument this movie makes about Jesus, and the Christian 
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response to it. But what they will not be talking about is this: Why would persons prefer the false 

gospel to the true? 

This is why: If the true storyline concerning Jesus Christ was that He was merely a mortal 

prophet who came to establish an earthly dynasty and to help us all celebrate the divine feminine 

and be a part of His circle of knowledge and enlightenment, then the fact is that we do not have 

to think about the fact that we are sinners. If that is what the life of Jesus is all about, then it is 

not about how we must be redeemed from our sin, but rather about how we can simply be 

enlightened and informed. The truth is, the human heart would much rather be told it is 

uninformed than that it is sinful. 

If the truth about Jesus is that he was merely another human being, then God does not lay 

claim upon your life. He does not lay claim upon your marriage. He does not lay claim upon 

your sex life. If this is true, then God does not much care about any of that; he simply wants you 

to be informed. There is no “take up your cross and follow me.” There is no discipleship. There 

is no dying to self and living to Christ. There is none of that, and there is no judgment. All of 

which sits well with the postmodern mind, for there are many people who think the best news 

they could hear is that they will never have to face judgment. As a matter of fact, the only way to 

understand the world around us is to acknowledge that the vast majority of our neighbors do not 

believe they will face judgment. 

The reason false gospels are so attractive and so seductive is because it is convenient for us to 

be told that we are not the problem. We would much rather believe that the problem is a 

conspiracy–that humanity has been held in darkness because some have conspired to suppress 

the truth. 

Beginning in Matthew 16:13, we encounter one of those great texts that informs us about the 

identity of the Gospel, the identity of Christ, and the identity of the church: “Now when Jesus 

came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, He asked His disciples, ‘Who do people say that the 

Son of Man is?’ And they said, ‘Some say ‘John the Baptist’, others say ‘Elijah’, others 

‘Jeremiah or one of the prophets’.’ He said to them, ‘but who do you say that I am?’ Simon Peter 

replied, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.’ And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are 

you, Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father, who is in 

heaven.’” 

That is the central truth claim of Christianity, and in this passage and the verses that follow, 

we see the constitution of the Christian church based upon this truth–the truth that Jesus is the 

Christ, the Son of the living God. Look at Jesus’ question to his disciples: “But who do they say 

that I am?” That is almost like a pollster’s question, and it will not be surprising if pollsters all 

over the country are asking a question much like that one over the next few weeks. Brace 

yourself for the release of the polls and for all of the discussion about this movie. The 
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newsweeklies and newspapers will be going to Americans and saying, “Who do you say Jesus 

is? Here is what The Da Vinci Code says, and here is what this expert says. What do you say?” 

Without doubt, the answer will be a mass of confusion, and that is nothing new. When Jesus 

asked His disciples, “but who do they say that I am?,” what came back was a report of confusion. 

“Well, some say Elijah, some say Jeremiah, some say one of the prophets”–mass confusion. 

But then Jesus turns to His own and says, “But who do you say that I am?” Though Jesus has 

been revealing Himself to His disciples through His words, His deeds, and His presence, He had 

never asked them this question until now. Yet Peter says, “I know. You are the Christ, the 

Messiah, the Anointed One, the Promised One, the Consolation of Israel, the one whom God 

promised, the Prophet that Moses promised in Deuteronomy, the Suffering Servant promised in 

Isaiah’s prophecy, the one who would come and save His people from their sins. You are the 

Christ, the Son of the living God!” 

Brothers and sisters, that is why we are here. It is because every one of us as believers in the 

Lord Jesus Christ have made the same confession of faith, and we have stood in the line of Peter 

and said, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God!” When we say that, we are confessing 

together that this is the one who came as the Christ, the one who came as the Messiah, the one 

who was fully divine, the one who had no sin, the one who was conceived of the virgin Mary, the 

one who lived a sinless life, and the one who died on the cross as our substitute, paying the 

penalty for our sins, shedding His blood for the salvation of sinners. “Thou art the Christ,” the 

one who rescued His people from sin, the one who came not only to lead people out of captivity 

to Pharaoh and Egypt, but the one who came in the new Exodus to lead sinners out of captivity to 

sin into salvation. “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God,” not only the one who was 

crucified for us, but the one whom God raised from the dead–His own Son, even of the same 

substance as the Father. “He who has seen me” Jesus said, “has seen the Father. I and the Father 

are one.” 

What is our response to this movie and this book? Very simply, it is the response the church 

is called to every single day in the face of falsehood and evil. Share the Gospel. Confess Christ. 

Follow Christ joyfully, and show your joy to a fallen world that so desperately needs to know 

Jesus the Christ. Our friends and neighbors, coworkers and family members are going to be 

talking about Jesus, because they are going to be talking about a movie. They are going to be 

talking about a story, and they are going to be allowing themselves to enjoy the idea of a giant 

conspiracy theory. 

In coming weeks, the Lord may well use you as a means of taking the Gospel to one who 

desperately needs to hear the truth rather than a lie. It may be that the Lord will use you as an 

agent of clarification in a world of confusion. It just may be that the Lord will put you in such a 

place that you are going to hear the murmuring of those who are talking about a movie. You are 

going to hear the excitement of those who thought it was a thrilling story. You are going to hear 
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the critique of those who will talk about plotlines and lighting and all the things that Hollywood 

cares about. You will hear some people say, “You know, I really wonder–was it true?” You are 

not there by accident. God will sovereignly place you where you can be a witness to the Gospel 

and say, “I have a story that will top that one! You want to know an exhilarating, thrilling story? 

Let me tell you a story that leads from death to life. Let me tell you about who Jesus Christ really 

is, because I know Him as more than a character in a plot. I know Him as the Lord of my life.” 

Let us pray that God’s church will be emboldened “to be ready to give an answer for the hope 

that is within us.” Let us pray that just as the New Testament commands us, we will do so with 

gentleness and humility. But brothers and sisters, let us do so with courage and clarity. And let us 

pray to see a church that says in response to this movie and to all falsehood, “We are not afraid 

to talk about this. We have met heresies before. Just give us a chance to tell you the truth.” 
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Christian Analysis of Da Vinci Code 
 : What Dan Brown Did Not Tell You - Three Major Errors Plus a Few More  

by Darrell L. Bock, Ph.D. , Research Professor of New Testament Studies at Dallas Theological Seminary  

 

 

Introduction  

 
There is little doubt that the Da Vinci Code has hit a cultural nerve. It has been on 
the best seller list in the USA for two years. The same is true of many other 

countries around the world. Sales estimates run at forty-three million, while reader 
estimates reach as high as one hundred million. A major movie produced by Ron 

Howard with Tom Hanks in a lead role is on the world’s radar screen. The novel’s 
combination of mystery, history, conspiracy and the use of romantic locations and 
figures have made it a popular piece of fiction. Its plot has intrigued its readers and 

raised many questions about the history of early Christianity. Polls by George Barna 
show that 43 to 53 percent of its readers have felt spiritually benefited from reading 

the book. By any count, that means many people are being influenced by its claims, 
even though its genre is fiction.  

 
What has made it so controversial is the author’s claim that the backdrop to the 
novel is rooted in historical fact. Dan Brown made such claims on American morning 

television in November 2003, a point documented in his book by a note on page. 1. 
His web site originally claimed that he was a believer in the theories the book. He 

said he came to these views after much detailed research (He has since backed off 
this claim to a degree, simply saying he wanted to get these ideas out in the public 
square). This left the impression that the book is a kind of “tweener” genre, a cross 

between fiction and non-fiction, that is, fiction with a solid non-fiction skeleton.  
 

Now everyone knows that one should not get one’s history from a piece of fiction. 
But what is one to do when the author claims his skeleton is real, has been 
carefully researched and many millions of people apparently take him at his word 

because their knowledge of church history is limited? Many people end up with 
legitimate and sincere questions about claims the book makes. This is especially the 

case when most people’s knowledge of church history can be summarizes as 
follows: there was Jesus the apostles and the book of the New Testament in the 
first century. Then came Augustine, Luther, and Calvin. Then there was Billy 

Graham and Pope John Paul II. What about those first three hundred and fifty years 
of Christianity? Since the novel makes authoritative characters make many 

pronouncements about this history and people have no way to assess it, they 
naturally have sincere questions. So what is one to do?  
 

The best thing to do is to examine those claims. Such claims include that (1) Jesus 
Christ was married to Mary Magdalene, that (2) the four gospels were chosen from 

among several (namely 80!) that existed in the fourth century because the four 
gospels presented a divine Jesus versus a human Jesus in the excluded works, and 
that (3) the divinity of Jesus became orthodoxy by a close vote at the council of 

http://www.thetruthaboutdavinci.com/media-center/experts-list.html#4
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Nicea in AD 325.  
 

The key to the novel’s plot is that many in the church knew that Jesus was married 
and to protect his late emerging divinity they conspired not to let that become 

known, even to the point of murder. Now as fiction, this makes an intriguing story, 
but what about as a historical skeleton that lays claim to being almost quasi-non-
fiction? There are three major problems in the book we shall look at before making 

an observation about the nature of our times that such a book can garner such 
numbers and such a response.  

 
Three Major Problems Plus  
 

Problem 1: Was Jesus Married? Basic to the story line is the claim that Jesus Christ 
was married to Mary Magdalene and that many in the church knew (as did people 

like Leonardo Da Vinci later on in history). The evidence for this claim comes from 
two extra biblical gospels, the Gospel of Mary Magdalene 17:10–18:21 and 
The Gospel of Philip 63:33-36. Both contain remarks that Jesus had a special 

relationship to Mary or that he loved her more than any of the twelve disciples. One 
text uses the term “companion” to describe her. In addition, there is an appeal in 

the Phillip text where Jesus is said to kiss Mary on the lips. So the inference is that 
if he kissed her in public he must have been her husband.  

 
Now the facts are these. First, almost all scholars question whether these extra 
biblical gospels contain anything of value in terms of the historical Jesus. However, 

even if they did, the texts noted do not actually affirm that Jesus was married. In 
fact, the famous kiss on the lips text actually has a blank in the original manuscript 

right at the point where it describes where Mary was kissed. So it could be the lips 
or the cheek, which would simply refer to a kiss of fellowship. The term companion 
is debated as to its force. Most interpret the term as pointing to a spiritual 

relationship Jesus had with Mary because of the mystic character of the gospel in 
which it appears. So it does not allude to actual marriage at all, but to a fellowship 

that Jesus and Mary shared as believers.  
 
More than this, we have volumes of texts about Jesus from the first five centuries. I 

have a series in my library of 38 volumes from this period. They are small print, 
single space, double columned texts of several hundred pages each. They include 

traditional orthodox texts and those that were rejected as heretical. In all of these 
materials not a single text describes Jesus as married and most assume he was not, 
as that was a basis for some arguing that priests should be single.  

 
In 1 Corinthians 9, the argument appears that spouse of those married should be 

supported. Had Jesus been married Paul could have clinched his argument by 
noting this fact. All of this leads to the conclusion that Jesus was single.  
 

Now some reply that 1 Corinthians 7 mentions believers being single and yet does 
not mention Jesus. However, here Paul only advises being single. Had he 

mentioned Jesus’ example that might have said more than Paul intended, by giving 
an impression this is what to do. So this is the likely reason Jesus being single was 
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not mentioned.  
 

John Crossan and I were both asked to write articles for beliefnet.com about 
whether Jesus was married when the novel came out. He is a liberal; I am a 

conservative. We both agreed that Jesus was single. I tell my classes that when a 
liberal and a conservative believe something is true about the historical Jesus, then 
it probably is true. In sum, there is no evidence Jesus was ever married. If this is 

so, then entire backdrop to the novel collapses.  
But one final point needs to be made. The novel claims that that a married Jesus 

would need to be covered up by the church because it would expose the fact that 
Jesus was not divine. However, it is not a given that had Jesus been married, this 
would have resulted in a question about his divinity, because the church has always 

confessed the full humanity of Jesus and the status of marriage would fit in nicely 
with such a claim. Thus, even the premise of the theological problem the novel sees 

for a married Jesus is false.  
 
Problem 2 The Emergence of the Gospels. The novel also claims that the four 

gospels were chosen late from about eighty gospels to be a part of 
the Bible because the four gospels had a divine Jesus as opposed to other gospels 

that had a human Jesus. Once again we are at a place where liberal and 
conservative scholars agree. The study of what is called the canon (or the 

recognition of the books that comprise the New Testament) is a complex area when 
it comes to the compilation of the entire New Testament. Athanasius in AD 367 is 
the first figure we have who lists the 27 books of the New Testament as we have 

them today. It may be that Dan Brown rested his view on this fact, although he 
never mentions it. However, what this late date does not take into account is that 

the books under discussion in the third and fourth centuries were some epistles and 
Revelation, books like 2 Peter, Jude, 2 and 3 John, not any of the four gospels.  
 

Scholars of the canon agree that by the end of the second century the four-fold 
gospel (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) was recognized as authoritative. This is a 

full 125 years before Constantine and the Nicean Council came on the scene to do 
the alleged defining work for orthodoxy according to the novel. The evidence for 
this includes (1) Irenaeus’s majestic description of the gospel needing to have four 

gospels as the world has four zones and four winds. This text appears in his Against 
Heresies 3.11.8, a famous and often cited text from the end of the second century. 

(2) The attempt of Tatian to combine the gospels into one running account in AD 
170 in his Diatessaron largely failed. This effort to tell Jesus’ story in one running 
account on the surface made sense, but it failed because the four gospels were 

already too well established in the late second century church to be replaced, even 
by a seemingly more efficient way to present the gospels. (3) We also have a 

citation from Origen in the early third century from his First Homily to Luke on Luke 
1:1 that gospels like Thomas are not read in the churches because they are not 
seen as having authority. (4) Justin Martyr’s description of the gospels in his First 

Apology 66:3 in the middle of the second century explains why the gospels were so 
highly valued. He calls them the “memoirs” of the apostles, a description that notes 

they are rooted in testimony that gores back to the apostles. It is the apostolic 
roots of the four gospels, the fact they go back to the apostles and those who 
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followed, them that gives these gospels their historical roots and that led to the 
recognition of their unique status as sources about Jesus.  

 
By the way, what about those claims of eighty gospels? That number is a gross 

exaggeration. We have about two dozen works called gospels from these early 
centuries. If we throw in works not called gospels that supposedly discuss events in 
Jesus’ life, then the number goes up about another dozen. That is far short of 

eighty. In addition, many of those works have a Jesus who is too divine. Jesus 
cannot be a human, because the spirit cannot mix with this flesh. This is seen in a 

works likeApocalypse of Peter 81:4–24 and Second Treatise of the Great Seth 
56:6–19, two works of Gnostic Christians, the group of Christians Dan Brown 
appeals to for his claims. He does not mention such texts in detail, however. What 

they teach is that Jesus was in heaven laughing as the crucifixion took place 
because people mistakenly thought they were crucifying Jesus. This is a Jesus who 

is too divine and cannot be human, a view known as docetism. The works that were 
not recognized fail to attain an important status because their theology was so 
different on issues like the creation by God, the person of Jesus, the work of Jesus, 

and salvation. I document these differences in detail in a new book called The 
Missing Gospels.  

 
Thus, the idea that the gospels emerged as a reflection of orthodoxy about the time 

of the fourth century around the time of Constantine and the Nicean Council is just 
bad history. In addition, the claim that eighty gospels were out there and that a 
human Jesus was present in such works is wrong. Nothing shows this more clearly 

than the Gospel of Thomas77. This saying from the most significant of the extra-
biblical gospels has Jesus confess that he is the All. Jesus goes on to say that if you 

look under a stone Jesus is there and if you split a piece of wood he is there. This is 
an omnipresent Jesus, a reflection of high christology in a work that Brown claims 
teaches about a human Jesus. I do not cite this passage to say Thomas’ view of 

Jesus is an actual saying of Jesus but simply to note that in this earliest of extra-
biblical works, the portrait of Jesus is also one that says he is more than human. 

This leads to the next problem.  
 
Problem 3: Did A Belief in Jesus’ Divinity Receive its Decisive Sanction through a 

“close vote” at Nicea in AD 325? This claim by Brown is probably the worst of the 
three problems. What we know about Nicea is this. It gathered not to determine the 

divinity of Jesus but to discuss the Arian view of Jesus, who saw Jesus as Son of 
God, but appointed to that role versus the view that the council adopted that Jesus 
possessed Sonship from eternity. So the debate was the type of Son of God Jesus 

was, not whether Jesus was divine. Arius believed that Jesus was Son as the first 
created being with a special, unique relationship to God. What Nicea ended up 

affirming is that Jesus was eternally the Son and was not created.  
 
Constantine did call this council together because he wanted peace and unity in the 

church. The council had from 216 to 316 bishops from around most of Christendom 
in attendance, but the vast majority were from the East. There was no close vote. 

What the bishops did was sign a creedal statement known as the Nicean Creed. 
Only two out of the entire group refused, so the “vote” was hardly close. Most 
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politicians today would view a 214-2 to 314-2 vote as a landslide (a ninety-nine 
percent plus majority!). There were no “hanging chads” at this signing.  

 
Now there was pressure to accept this confession at the council, as originally 

seventeen opposed it. When Constantine threatened exile, that number reduced to 
2. However, even if we take seventeen as the number originally opposed, this is 
still a significant minority of less than ten percent of the total in attendance. 

Brown’s claim, then, is false here as well.  
 

This claim of a late developing view of deity also ignores the fact that the 
acceptance of the divinity of Jesus is something fundamental to the earliest 
documents we have from Christianity. This appeal is a matter of historical record 

about our earliest available sources. One can look at the writing of Paul (1 Cor 8:5-
6; Phil 2:9-11), the unknown author of Hebrews (Heb 1:3), the author of 

Revelation (Rev 1:1-7 and chapters 4-5), the gospel of John (John 1:1-18), or even 
Jesus’ own testimony at his Jewish examination (Mark 14:62-65 and parallels) to 
see that the claim was that Jesus was at the side of God in a position of status 

equal to His, receiving worship as He does. These works all date anywhere from the 
sixties to the nineties of the first century. One can add to this the testimony of Pliny 

the Younger, writing as a Roman Governor of Bythnia, far away from Jerusalem. He 
writes to the Roman Emperor Trajan in around AD 117 speaking of Christians 

singing hymns to Jesus as a god. So even non-Christian texts corroborate the views 
we see in the earliest Christian texts that Jesus was worshipped long before Nicea. 
The belief in Jesus as divine was a core belief of the earliest church. Paul’s 

testimony and conversion tells us that this was believed in the thirties of the first 
century as letter to the Galatians indicates. Jesus’ divinity was not the result of a 

close decision in the fourth century. Its roots go back to Jesus himself, which is 
what explains why the church, originally made up of Jews, held to this new view on 
the doctrine of God.  

 
Other Problems. There are a host of other problems with the “historical backdrop” 

of the novel.  
 
(1) The idea that Mary was an apostle to the apostles misquotes Hippolytus’ 

commentary on Song of Songs. He was a church father of the later second century. 
When he made this remark he was not describing an office that Mary held. Rather 

Hippolytus used the phrase to describe all the women who saw the resurrected 
Jesus and reported his resurrection and not just Mary. In this sense, all these 
women were apostles in a generic sense, namely commissioned messengers sent 

on behalf of another, rather than being members of a church office. In fact, the 
exact phrase in the singular “apostle of the apostles” comes from the ninth century 

at the earliest.  
 
(2) Leonardo Da Vinci would never have painted a Last Supper scene and replace 

one of the Twelve with a woman. An art historian whose work we included in the 
latest editions of Breaking the Da Vinci Code made this point to me originally in an 

email. He notes that when Mary is present at the Last Supper scene she is placed at 
Jesus’ feet. This scene is so stereotyped in the period of this painting that there had 
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to be twelve apostles present because the scene’s content reflects the biblical 
account. In a lecture given by three art historians at the Georgia Museum of Art at 

the University of Georgia in January, 2004, the experts on the period present said 
simply that Dan Brown got his art history wrong.  

 
What to Make of the Novel?  
 

It is my view that the interest in this novel shows a few things about contemporary 
culture. There is a keen interest in things related to the origins of Christianity, 

Indeed, there is a spiritual hunger of sorts out there. However, it is not a very 
discerning kind of quest. This makes it all the more important that those who teach 
about early Christian history today know the roots of the early history of 

Christianity and communicate some of that to their students, who in turn can have 
informed discussions with their inquisitive neighbors. Pastors need to absorb this 

knowledge as well.  
 
I have found four types of people responding to the novel. (1) Some treat the novel 

as fiction and do not believe its claims. Just have a nice conversation with them. (2) 
Others never having been in the church have heard this for the first time and have 

no way of knowing whether it is true or not. Just interact with their sincere 
questions. (3) Others in the church are in a similar position never having been 

taught about this material. What they need is good information, not an 
overreaction. (4) Some are looking for a reason, or, for reasons, not to believe. The 
novel’s information is something they grab onto for support. Be patient in 

interacting with them. In other words, as you talk about the novel, do so with a 
calm and confidence that the supposed “facts” the novel presents have missed the 

mark.  
 
The fact that this book has put this history into the public square is a good thing. 

Perhaps if people are well equipped to dialogue with the novel’s readers in an 
engaging tone, then more readers may uncover the real code that opens up the 

way to life. Those readers may also be in a position to better appreciate the history 
of a faith that lies at the roots of our Western culture. 
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Crash Goes The Da Vinci Code 
Dr. Ron Rhodes  

 

Dr. Ron Rhodes is President of Reasoning from the Scriptures Ministries. He currently serves as adjunct professor 

for the following institutions: Biola University, Dallas Theological, Southern Evangelical and Golden Gate 

Seminaries. He has authored numerous books and articles including two Silver Medallion winners. Rhodes served as 

assistant editor of the Christian Research Journal and was a frequent participant on the Christian Research Institute's 

popular national broadcast, The Bible Answer Man.He earned his Th.D. and Th.M. at Dallas Theological Seminary 

and his B.A. from Houston Baptist University. 

 

Since Dan Brown's novel, The Da Vinci Code, exploded on the scene, I have been 

asked numerous times by interested Christians to provide evidence against the claims 

in the book. I have generally responded to such requests via individual letters or 

emails. I had not originally intended to write a formal apologetic against the book. 

However, the requests continue to come in. I have therefore written this brief special 

report to provide an apologetic response to the more glaring errors in Brown's book. 

 

This special report is arranged in a question–answer format. There are plenty of 

quotes from Dan Brown's book, so you will be clear where he stands on each issue. It 

will be demonstrated that when all the facts are considered, Brown'sDa Vinci 

Code poses no threat to historic Christianity. 

 

Is Dan Brown's Da Vinci Theory Based On Fact Or Fiction? 
 

Dan Brown's Position (Based on an NBC Today Show Interview): 

 Matt Lauer: How much is this based on reality in terms of things that actually 
occurred? 

 Dan Brown: Absolutely all of it. Obviously, Robert Langdon is fictional, but all 
of the art, architecture, secret rituals, secret societies—all of that is historical 
fact.1 

 

The Truth Of The Matter: 
 

Brown can be challenged in at least two areas: (1) There are things he claims to be 

historical which, in fact, are not historical at all; and (2) he completely misrepresents 

biblical history. Let us briefly consider these two points: 

 

http://www.ronrhodes.org/
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(1) There are things Brown claims to be historical which, in fact, are not historical at 

all. A primary case in point is the Priory of Sion, an organization that is at the very 

heart of Brown's story, and which, if proven to be based on bogus history, undermines 

the entire infrastructure of Brown's theory. This organization is said to guard the 

secret of Jesus' marriage to Mary Magdalene. It is claimed to have been founded in 

Jerusalem in 1099 by a French King. The organization is believed to be watching over 

Jesus and Mary's descendants, and waiting for the perfect time to reveal its secret to 

the world. Because of constant threat of danger from the Roman Catholic Church, the 

organization has allegedly hidden its message in literature, paintings, and even 

architecture such that only learned people can decipher the meanings. 

 

Brown makes the following assertion regarding this organization on page one ofThe 

Da Vinci Code: "The Priory of Sion—a European secret society founded in 1099—is 

a real organization. In 1975 Paris's Bibliotheque Nationale discovered parchments 

known as Les Dossiers Secrets, identifying numerous members of the Priory of Sion, 

including Sir Isaac Newton, Botticelli, Victor Hugo, and Leonardo da Vinci." The 

question is: Are these parchments reliable? 

 

As a backdrop to answering this question, allow me to point out that Brown obtained 

much of his information on the Priory of Sion from a book entitled Holy Blood, Holy 

Grail, by Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh, and Henry Lincoln. In this book we find a 

dependency on the above–mentioned parchments which allegedly prove that Jesus 

married Mary Magdalene, had a baby named Sarah, and, following Jesus' death on the 

cross, Mary relocated to a Jewish community in France. Their descendents were 

French allegedly royalty. 

 

Now, here is the big problem with all this. These parchments are completely bogus. 

Historically, in 1953, a Frenchman named Pierre Plantard spent time in jail for fraud. 

In 1954 he founded a small social club named the Priory of Sion. The purpose of the 

club was to call for low–income housing in France. The organization dissolved in 

1957, but Plantard held on to the name. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Plantard put 

together a number of bogus documents which "proved" the Jesus–Mary Magdalene 

theory, with French royalty being their descendants. Plantard claimed that he himself 

was one of the descendents of this couple. 

 

Some time later, a friend of the French president found himself in legal trouble and 

Plantard ended up being called to testify in the case. While under oath, the judge 

asked him about these documents about Jesus and Mary Magdalene, and he admitted 

he made the whole thing up. An associate of Plantard's also conceded that Plantard 

made the whole thing up. All this has been thoroughly documented by several French 

books and a BBC special.2 
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What all this means for The Da Vinci Code is that the Priory of Sion—and the 

accompanying Jesus–Mary Magdalene theory—is based on bogus information with a 

capital "B." Hence, Dan Brown's claim that his book is based on historical secret 

societies is flat wrong. 

 

(2) Dan Brown also completely misrepresents biblical history. He tries to argue that 

"history is always written by the winners. When two cultures clash, the loser is 

obliterated, and the winner writes the history books—books which glorify their own 

cause and disparage the conquered foe" (page 256). 

 

In this line of thought, the true version of Christianity was Gnostic Christianity, but 

orthodox Christianity became more powerful and won out over the Gnostics. Because 

the orthodox Christians won over the Gnostics, they wrote history in a way favorable 

to their version of Christianity. 

 

Such a claim is preposterous. To begin, anyone who knows anything about Christian 

history knows that the early Christians were anything but "winners." The early 

Christians were fiercely persecuted by the Roman authorities (as well as by Jewish 

authorities). Christianity itself was outlawed by the Romans in the second century, 

and in the third and early fourth centuries, there was widespread persecution and 

murder of Christians. Some Christians were thrown into the arena to be eaten by lions, 

to the entertainment of Roman citizens who were watching. Other Christians were tied 

up on poles, drenched with fuel, and lit as streetlamps at night. 

 

At the end of his life, Peter was crucified upside–down in Rome during Emperor 

Nero's persecution in A.D. 64. Previous to this, Peter had written two epistles to help 

other Christians being persecuted. Peter probably wrote from Rome at the outbreak of 

Nero's persecution. Having already endured beating at Herod's hands, Peter wrote his 

brethren in Asia probably to encourage and strengthen them in facing the Neronian 

persecution. It may well be that Peter recalled his Lord's injunctions: "Strengthen your 

brothers" (Luke 22:32), and "Feed my sheep" (John 21:15-17). Paul, too, suffered 

persecution and was beheaded during the Neronian persecution in A.D. 64. The fact 

that New Testament writers gave their lives in defense of their writings says 

something. No one chooses to die for something that was made up out of thin air! 

 

One of the purposes of the book of Revelation was to comfort Christians suffering 

persecution. The author is the apostle John, who himself had been imprisoned on the 

isle of Patmos (in the Aegean Sea) for the crime of sharing Jesus Christ with everyone 

he came into contact with (Revelation 1:9). The recipients of the book of Revelation 

were undergoing such severe persecution that some of them were being killed (see 
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Revelation 2:13). Things were about to get even worse. John wrote this book to give 

his readers a strong hope that would help them patiently endure in the midst of 

suffering. 

 

Despite all this heavy persecution, the church survived and spread around the world. 

Christianity grew not because the Christians were "winners" and wrote a "winner's 

history," but rather Christianity grew despite being big losers under Roman 

persecution. 

 

Aside from all this, I must emphasize that Christianity is a religion in and of history. 

We find powerful substantiation for the true history of Christianity in archeology. The 

Bible's accuracy and reliability have been proved and verified over and over again by 

archeological finds produced by both Christian and non–Christian scholars and 

scientists. This includes verification for numerous customs, places, names, and events 

mentioned in the Bible. To date, over 25,000 sites in biblical lands have been 

discovered, dating back to Old Testament times, which have established the accuracy 

of innumerable details in the Bible. 

 

In view of such discoveries, we can conclude that archeology is a true friend of the 

Bible. In no case has an archeological discovery controverted a biblical fact, but rather 

always serves to support the veracity of the Bible. 

 

It is highly revealing that William Ramsey, a well–known historian and archeologist, 

set out to prove that Luke was not a reliable historian. He set out to show that both the 

Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts (which Luke also wrote) were both unreliable in 

terms of chronology, places, names, and events. After a lifetime of study, he came to 

the conclusion that he had been utterly mistaken. He found Luke to be a first–rate 

historian whose work was flawless. (See his book, The Bearing of Recent Discovery 

on the Trustworthiness of the New Testament, page 81.) 

 

This is not surprising, since Luke—a medical doctor committed to accuracy—speaks 

of his methodology right at the start of his gospel: "Many have undertaken to draw up 

an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed 

down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. 

Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it 

seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent 

Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught." 

 

There is so much more that could be said. The above is sufficient, however, to 

demonstrate that while Dan Brown's theory is based on bogus evidence, Christianity 

and the Bible are backed by true historical evidence. 
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Is All Religion Based On Fabrication? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

 "Every faith in the world is based on fabrication. That is the definition of 
faith—acceptance of that which we imagine to be true, that which we cannot 
prove." (Page 341) 

 "Those who truly understand their faiths understand the stories are 
metaphorical.... Religious allegory has become a part of the fabric of reality. 
And living in that reality helps millions of people cope and be better people." 
(Page 342) 

  

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

While it may be true that some world religions and cults are based on manmade 

fabrications, Christianity is based on historical God–sent revelation—both general 

revelation and special revelation. "General revelation" refers to revelation that is 

available to all persons of all times. An example of this would be God's revelation of 

Himself in the world of nature (Psalm 19). By observing the world of nature around 

us, we can detect something of God's existence, and discern something of His divine 

power and glory. We might say that the whole world is God's "kindergarten" to teach 

us the ABC's of the reality of God. Human beings cannot open their eyes without 

being compelled to see God. Indeed, God has engraved unmistakable marks of His 

glory on His creation. 

 

There are, of course, limitations to how much we can learn from general revelation, 

for it tells us nothing about God's cure for man's sin problem. It tells us nothing of the 

"gospel message." These kinds of things require special revelation. But general 

revelation does give us enough information about God's existence that if we reject it, 

and refuse to turn to God, God is justified in bringing condemnation against us 

(Romans 1:20). 

 

"Special revelation" refers to God's very specific and clear revelation in such things as 

His mighty acts in history, the person of Jesus Christ, and His message spoken 

through Old Testament prophets (like Isaiah and Daniel) and New Testament apostles 

(like Paul and Peter). 

 

God's Revelation in History 
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God is the living God, and He has communicated knowledge of Himself through the 

ebb and flow of historical experience. The Bible is first and foremost a record of the 

history of God's interactions among Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, the twelve tribes of Israel, 

the apostle Paul, Peter, John, and all the other people of God in biblical times. 

 

The greatest revelatory act of God in Old Testament history was the deliverance of 

Israel from bondage in Egypt. God, through Moses, inflicted ten plagues on the 

Egyptians that thoroughly demonstrated His awesome power (Exodus 7-12). God's 

demonstration of power was all the more impressive since the Egyptians believed 

their many false gods had the power to protect them from such plagues. 

 

Note that the historical miracles and events wrought by God were always 

accompanied by spoken words. The miracle or event was never left to speak for itself. 

Nor were human beings left to infer whatever conclusions they wanted to draw from 

the event (fabrications). God made sure that when a significant event occurred there 

was a prophet at hand to interpret it. For example, Moses was there to record 

everything related to the Exodus. The apostles were there to record everything related 

to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. God has revealed Himself in history, and 

He always made sure that His historical actions were adequately recorded! 

 

God's Ultimate Revelation in Jesus Christ 

The only way for God to be able to fully do and say all that He wanted was to actually 

leave His eternal residence and enter the arena of humanity. This He did in the person 

of Jesus Christ. Jesus was God's ultimate "special" revelation. 

 

Scripture indicates that God is a Spirit (John 4:24). And because He is a Spirit, He is 

invisible (Colossians 1:15). With our normal senses, we cannot perceive Him, other 

than what we can detect in general revelation. Further, man is spiritually blind and 

deaf (1 Corinthians 2:14). Since the fall of man in the Garden of Eden, man has lacked 

true spiritual perception. So humankind was in need of special revelation from God in 

the worst sort of way. 

 

Jesus—as eternal God—took on human flesh so He could be God's fullest revelation 

to man (Hebrews 1:2,3). Jesus was a revelation of God not just in His person (as God) 

but in His life and teachings as well. By observing the things Jesus did and the things 

Jesus said, we learn a great deal about God. For example, God's awesome power was 

revealed in Jesus (John 3:2). God's incredible wisdom was revealed in Jesus (1 

Corinthians 1:24). God's boundless love was revealed and demonstrated by Jesus (1 

John 3:16). And God's unfathomable grace was revealed in Jesus (2 Thessalonians 

1:12). 
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These verses serve as the backdrop as to why Jesus told a group of Pharisees, "When a 

man believes in me, he does not believe in me only, but in the one who sent me" (John 

12:44). Jesus likewise told Philip that "anyone who has seen me has seen the Father" 

(John 14:9). Jesus was the ultimate historical revelation of God! 

 

God's Revelation in the Bible 

Another key means of "special" revelation is the Bible. In this one book, God has 

provided everything He wants us to know about Him and how we can have a 

relationship with Him. 

 

God is the one who caused the Bible to be written (2 Timothy 3:16; 2 Peter 1:21). And 

through it He speaks to us today just as He spoke to people in ancient times when 

those words were first given. The Bible is to be received as God's words to us and 

revered and obeyed as such. As we submit to the Bible's authority, we place ourselves 

under the authority of the living God. 

 

(Dan Brown tries to argue against the reliability of the Bible. I shall address this claim 

later in this paper.) 

 

Is Christianity Rooted In Paganism? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

"Nothing in Christianity is original. The pre–Christian God Mithras—called the Son 

of God and the Light of the World—was born on December 25, died, was buried in a 

rock tomb, and then resurrected in three days. By the way, December 25 is also the 

birthday of Osiris, Adonis, and Dionysus." (Page 232) 

 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

A common apologetic against Christianity is the idea that it borrowed from Greek 

pagan religions. The virgin birth is often cited as an example. The reality, if you look 

at Greek mythology and paganism, is that their male gods would come down and have 

sex with human women and give birth to hybrid beings. This is not what happened in 

terms of the virgin birth. Jesus is eternal deity. When the Holy Spirit overshadowed 

Mary, it was specifically to produce a human nature within her womb for the eternal 

Son of God to step into, after which he was born as the God–Man (100–percent God 

and 100–percent man) nine months later. This is entirely different from Greek 

paganism. One should also note that the virgin birth of Jesus was prophesied (e.g., 
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Isaiah 7:14) hundreds of years before these pagan religions were setting forth their 

versions of a virgin birth. 

 

It is sometimes argued that Christianity borrowed its "miracles"—such as turning 

water into wine, walking on water, and the resurrection itself—from Greek pagan 

mythology. Dr. Ronald Nash has responded convincingly to such absurd claims. 

Below is a summary of key points based on an article Nash wrote.3 He has also 

written the book, The Gospel and the Greeks, which you may wish to purchase and 

read for more thorough documentation. Nash argues: 

 

* Many alleged similarities between Christianity and the Greek pagan religions are 

either greatly exaggerated or fabricated. Liberal scholars (such as those in the Jesus 

Seminar) often describe pagan rituals in language that they borrowed from 

Christianity, thereby making them appear to be "parallel" doctrines. 

 

* The chronology for such claims is all wrong. Nash writes: "Almost all of our 

sources of information about the pagan religions alleged to have influenced early 

Christianity are dated very late. We frequently find writers quoting from documents 

written 300 years [later]... We must reject the assumption that just because a cult had a 

certain belief or practice in the third or fourth century after Christ, it therefore had the 

same belief or practice in the first century." 

 

* New Testament scholar Bruce Metzger is quoted by Nash: "It must not be 

uncritically assumed that the Mysteries [i.e., pagan religions] always influenced 

Christianity, for it is not only possible but probable that in certain cases, the influence 

moved in the opposite direction." Nash notes that it should not be surprising that 

leaders of cults that were being successfully challenged by Christianity should do 

something to counter the challenge. What better way to do this than by offering a 

pagan substitute? Pagan attempts to counter the growing influence of Christianity by 

imitating it are clearly apparent in measures instituted by Julian the Apostate. 

 

* As for claims of resurrection among pagan gods, Nash comments: "Which mystery 

gods actually experienced a resurrection from the dead? Certainly no early texts refer 

to any resurrection of Attis. Nor is the case for a resurrection of Osiris any stronger. 

One can speak of a 'resurrection' in the stories of Osiris, Attis, and Adonis only in the 

most extended of senses. For example, after Isis gathered together the pieces of 

Osiris's dismembered body, Osiris became 'Lord of the Underworld.' This is a poor 

substitute for a resurrection like that of Jesus Christ. And, no claim can be made that 

Mithras was a dying and rising god. The tide of scholarly opinion has turned 

dramatically against attempts to make early Christianity dependent on the so–called 

dying and rising gods of Hellenistic paganism. Any unbiased examination of the 
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evidence shows that such claims must be rejected." 

 

* The mysticism of the mystery religions was essentially nonhistorical. The religion 

of Christianity is grounded in history (see my earlier discussion). 

 

Is The Bible An Unreliable Document? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

 "The Bible is a product of man...not of God." (Page 231) 
 "The New Testament is false testimony." (Page 345) 
 "The New Testament is based on fabrications." (Page 341) 
 "The Bible... has evolved through countless translations, additions, and 

revisions. History has never had a definitive version of the book." (Page 231) 

 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

The Bible is not the product of man but is rather God–inspired. Inspiration does not 

mean the biblical writer just felt enthusiastic, like the composer of the "Star Spangled 

Banner." Nor does it mean the writings are necessarily inspiring to read, like an 

uplifting poem. The biblical Greek word for inspiration literally means "God–

breathed." Because Scripture is breathed out by God—because it originates from 

Him—it is true and inerrant. 

 

Biblical inspiration may be defined as God's superintending of the human authors so 

that, using their own individual personalities—and even their writing styles—they 

composed and recorded without error His revelation to humankind in the words of the 

original autographs. In other words, the original documents of the Bible were written 

by men, who, though permitted to exercise their own personalities and literary talents, 

wrote under the control and guidance of the Holy Spirit, the result being a perfect and 

errorless recording of the exact message God desired to give to man. Hence, the 

writers of Scripture were not mere writing machines. God did not use them like keys 

on a typewriter to mechanically reproduce His message. Nor did He dictate the words, 

page by page. The biblical evidence makes it clear that each writer had a style of his 

own. (Isaiah had a powerful literary style; Jeremiah had a mournful tone; Luke's style 

had medical overtones; and John was very simple in his approach.) The Holy Spirit 

infallibly worked through each of these writers, through their individual styles, to 

inerrantly communicate His message to humankind. 

 

Second Peter 1:21 provides a key insight regarding the human–divine interchange in 



Page 38 of 274 
 

the process of inspiration. This verse informs us that "prophecy [or Scripture] never 

had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along 

by the Holy Spirit." The phrase carried along in this verse literally means "forcefully 

borne along." Even though human beings were used in the process of writing down 

God's Word, they were all literally "borne along" by the Holy Spirit. The human wills 

of the authors were not the originators of God's message. God did not permit the will 

of sinful human beings to misdirect or erroneously record His message. Rather, "God 

moved and the prophet mouthed these truths; God revealed and man recorded His 

word."4 

 

Interestingly, the Greek word for "carried along" in 2 Peter 1:21 is the same as that 

found in Acts 27:15-17. In this passage the experienced sailors could not navigate the 

ship because the wind was so strong. The ship was being driven, directed, and carried 

along by the wind. This is similar to the Spirit's driving, directing, and carrying the 

human authors of the Bible as He wished. The word is a strong one, indicating the 

Spirit's complete superintendence of the human authors. Yet, just as the sailors were 

active on the ship (though the wind, not the sailors, ultimately controlled the ship's 

movement), so the human authors were active in writing as the Spirit directed. 

 

I believe the New Testament writers were aware that their writings were inspired by 

God. In 1 Corinthians 2:13 the apostle Paul said he spoke "not in words taught us by 

human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in 

spiritual words." In this passage Paul (who wrote over half the New Testament) 

affirmed that his words were authoritative because they were rooted not in fallible 

men but infallible God (the Holy Spirit). The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of truth who was 

promised to the apostles to teach and guide them into all the truth (see John 16:13). 

Later, in 1 Corinthians 14:37, Paul said, "If anybody thinks he is a prophet or 

spiritually gifted, let him acknowledge that what I am writing to you is the Lord's 

command." In 1 Thessalonians 2:13 Paul likewise said, "And we also thank God 

continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, 

you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is 

at work in you who believe." Again, the reason why Paul's words were authoritative is 

that they were rooted in God, not in man. God used Paul as His instrument to 

communicate His word to man. 

 

What about Dan Brown's claim that the New Testament is based on fabrications? The 

statement is patently false. The New Testament is not made up of fairytales but is 

rather based on eyewitness testimony. In 2 Peter 1:16 we read, "We did not follow 

cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty." First John 1:1 affirms, "That 

which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our 
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eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim 

concerning the Word of life." So convinced were these and other eyewitnesses that 

they ended up giving their lives in defense of what they knew to be true. 

 

While Dan Brown claims the Bible has evolved through countless translations, 

additions, and revisions, he can only argue this way by ignoring well–established 

facts. First, while there have been numerous translations of the Bible into a variety of 

languages, each such translation utilizes the same basic set of Hebrew and Greek 

manuscript copies of the original writings of the Bible. There are more than 5,000 

partial and complete manuscript copies of the New Testament. These manuscript 

copies are very ancient and they are available for inspection now. Following are some 

highlights: 

 

* The Chester Beatty papyrus (P45) dates to the 3rd century A.D., and contains the 

four Gospels and the Book of Acts (chapters 4-17). (P = papyrus.) 

 

* The Chester Beatty papyrus (P46) dates to about A.D. 200, and contains ten Pauline 

epistles (all but the Pastorals) and the Book of Hebrews. 

 

* The Chester Beatty papyrus (P47) dates to the 3rd century A.D., and contains 

Revelation 9:10-17:2. 

 

* The Bodmer Papyrus (P66) dates to about A.D. 200, and contains the Gospel of 

John. 

 

* The Bodmer Papyrus (P75) dates to the early 3rd century, and contains Luke and 

John. 

 

* The Sinaiticus uncial manuscript dates to the 4th century, and contains the entire 

New Testament. 

 

* The Vaticanus uncial manuscript dates to the 4th century, and contains most of the 

New Testament except Hebrews 9:14ff the Pastoral Epistles, Philemon, and 

Revelation. 

 

* The Washingtonianus uncial manuscript dates to the early 5th century, and contains 

the Gospels. 

 

* The Alexandrinus uncial manuscript dates to the 5th century, and contains most of 

the New Testament. 
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* The Ephraemi Rescriptus uncial manuscript dates to the 5th century, and contains 

portions of every book except 2 Thessalonians and 2 John. 

 

* The Bezae/Cantabrigiensis uncial manuscript dates to the 5th century, and contains 

the Gospels and Acts. 

 

* The Claromontanus uncial manuscript dates to the 6th century and contains the 

Pauline epistles and Hebrews. 

 

* The Itala version (versions were prepared for missionary purposes) dates to the 3rd 

century. 

 

* The Vulgate version dates to the 4th century and later. 

 

* The Syriac version dates to the 2nd to 6th centuries. 

 

* The Coptic version dates to the 3rd and 4th centuries. 

 

* The Armenian version dates to the 5th century. 

 

* The Georgian version dates to the 5th century. 

 

There are also some 86,000 quotations of the New Testament from the early church 

fathers and several thousand Lectionaries (church–service books containing Scripture 

quotations used in the early centuries of Christianity). In fact, there are enough 

quotations from the early church fathers that even if we did not have a single 

manuscript copy of the Bible, scholars could still reconstruct all but 11 verses of the 

entire New Testament from material written within 150 to 200 years from the time of 

Christ. 

 

What about the variants that exist among the biblical manuscripts? It is true to say that 

in the thousands of manuscript copies we possess of the New Testament, scholars 

have discovered that there are some 200,000 "variants." This may seem like a 

staggering figure to the uninformed mind, but to people who study the issue, the 

numbers of variants are not so damning as it may initially appear. Indeed, a look at the 

hard evidence shows that the New Testament manuscripts are amazingly accurate and 

trustworthy. 

 

To begin, I must emphasize that out of these 200,000 variants, over 99 percent hold 

virtually no significance whatsoever. Many of these variants simply involve a missing 

letter in a word; some involve reversing the order of two words (such as "Christ 
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Jesus" instead of "Jesus Christ"); some may involve the absence of one or more 

insignificant words. When all the facts are put on the table, only about 40 of the 

variants have any real significance—and even then, no doctrine of the Christian faith 

or any moral commandment is affected by them. For more than 99 percent of the 

cases the original text can be reconstructed to a practical certainty. 

 

By practicing the science of textual criticism—comparing all the available 

manuscripts with each other—we can come to an assurance regarding what the 

original document must have said. Perhaps an illustration might be helpful. 

 

Let us suppose we have five manuscript copies of an original document that no longer 

exists. Each of the manuscript copies is different. Our goal is to compare the 

manuscript copies and ascertain what the original must have said. Here are the five 

copies: 

 

Manuscript #1: Jesus Christ is the Savior of the whole world. 

 

Manuscript #2: Christ Jesus is the Savior of the whole world. 

 

Manuscript #3: Jesus Christ the Savior of the whole world. 

 

Manuscript #4: Jesus is Savior of the whole world. 

 

Manuscript #5: Jesus Christ is the Savor of the world. 

 

Could you, by comparing the manuscript copies, ascertain what the original document 

said with a high degree of certainty that you are correct? Of course you could. 

 

This illustration may be extremely simplistic, but a great majority of the 200,000 

variants are solved by the above methodology. By comparing the various manuscripts, 

most of which contain relatively minor differences like the above, it becomes fairly 

clear what the original must have said. Further, I must emphasize that the sheer 

volume of manuscripts we possess greatly narrows the margin of doubt regarding 

what the original biblical document said. 

 

I want to make mention of the Dead Sea Scrolls in this regard. (This is important, for 

Dan Brown seems to think the Dead Sea Scrolls support his position.) In these scrolls 

discovered at Qumran in 1947, we have Old Testament manuscripts that date about a 

thousand years earlier (150 B.C.) than the other Old Testament manuscripts 

previously in our possession (which dated to A.D. 980). The significant thing is that 

when one compares the two sets of manuscripts, it is clear that they are essentially the 
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same, with very few changes. The fact that manuscripts separated by a thousand years 

are essentially the same indicates the incredible accuracy of the Old Testament's 

manuscript transmission. 

 

The copy of the Book of Isaiah discovered at Qumran illustrates this accuracy. Dr. 

Gleason Archer, who personally examined both the A.D. 980 and 150 B.C. copies of 

Isaiah, comments: 

 

Even though the two copies of Isaiah discovered in Qumran Cave 1 near the Dead Sea 

in 1947 were a thousand years earlier than the oldest dated manuscript previously 

known (A.D. 980), they proved to be word for word identical with our standard 

Hebrew Bible in more than 95 percent of the text. The 5 percent of variation consisted 

chiefly of obvious slips of the pen and variations in spelling.5 

 

The Dead Sea Scrolls prove that the copyists of biblical manuscripts took great care in 

going about their work. These copyists knew they were duplicating God's Word. 

Hence they went to incredible lengths to insure that no error crept into their work. The 

scribes carefully counted every line, word, syllable, and letter to guarantee accuracy. 

Scholar L. Bevan Jones writes: 

 

The Massoretes...numbered the verses, words, and letters of every book. They 

calculated the middle word and the middle letter of each. They enumerated verses 

which contained all the letters of the alphabet, or a certain number of them; and so on. 

These trivialities, as we might rightly consider them, had yet the effect of securing 

minute attention to the precise transmission of the text; and they are but an excessive 

manifestation of a respect for the sacred Scriptures which in itself deserves nothing 

but praise. The Massoretes were indeed anxious that not one jot or tittle—not one 

smallest letter nor one tiny part of a letter—of the Law should pass away or be lost.6 

 

I want to also make a few comments regarding Brown's claim that the New Testament 

has gone through numerous revisions, as if changes have been made century by 

century: 

 

* Within the first few centuries of Christianity, there were thousands of copies of the 

Bible dispersed over a large part of the world. To successfully revise or make a 

change in the Bible, all these copies would have to be meticulously gathered 

(assuming people around the world would be willing to surrender them, an 

impossible–to–believe scenario), and then the changes made. 

 

* Another scenario is that thousands of Bible–owning people from around the world 

met together and colluded to make the changes. But since most of these people were 
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true believers, is it likely they would tamper with a book upon which they were basing 

their eternal salvation? Would such collusion even be physically possible? 

 

* Within the first few centuries of Christianity, the Bible was translated into a number 

of languages. Are we to believe these various translations were identically altered all 

over the world so they would have a uniform revision? 

 

* Scholar William J. Saal raises the point that if Christians corrupted the New 

Testament, wouldn't unflattering episodes about Christians have been removed from 

the New Testament (like Peter denying Christ three times, and the disciples scattering 

like a bunch of faithless cowards when Christ was arrested)? One would think so. 

 

In my view, the almighty God who had the power and sovereign control to inspire the 

Scriptures in the first place is surely going to continue to exercise His power and 

sovereign control in the preservation of Scripture. Further, God's preservational work 

is illustrated in the very text of the Bible. By examining how Christ viewed the Old 

Testament (keeping in mind that Jesus did not have in His possession the original 

books penned by the Old Testament writers, but possessed only copies), we see that 

He had full confidence that the Scriptures He used had been faithfully preserved 

through the centuries. 

 

Bible scholar Greg Bahnsen writes: "Because Christ raised no doubts about the 

adequacy of the Scripture as His contemporaries knew them, we can safely assume 

that the first– century text of the Old Testament was a wholly adequate representation 

of the divine word originally given. Jesus regarded the extant copies of His day as so 

approximate to the originals in their message that He appealed to those copies as 

authoritative."7 The respect Jesus and His apostles held for the extant Old Testament 

text is an expression of their confidence that God providentially preserved these 

copies and translations so that they were substantially identical with the inspired 

originals. We can deduce that the same is true regarding the New Testament and 

God's preservation of the entire Bible through history. 

 

Another related factor to note is that in Revelation 22:18-19 we read, "I warn 

everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If anyone adds anything 

to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book. And if anyone takes 

words away from this book of prophecy, God will take away from him his share in the 

tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book." The Jews were also 

given similar commands in the Old Testament. Deuteronomy 4:2 says, "Do not add to 

what I command you and do not subtract from it, but keep the commands of the 

LORD your God that I give you." Deuteronomy 12:32 says, "See that you do all I 

command you; do not add to it or take away from it." Proverbs 30:5-6 says, "Every 
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word of God is flawless; he is a shield to those who take refuge in him. Do not add to 

his words, or he will rebuke you and prove you a liar." In view of such verses, one 

must ask how feasible it is to suggest that Bible–believing Christians would choose to 

corrupt and change God's Word? Such individuals would not only be damning 

themselves before God, but also misleading all their descendants (their children and 

their children's children) who would read the very Scriptures they corrupted. How 

likely is that? 

 

Were There Eighty Gospels Competing For Inclusion In The New Testament? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

"More than eighty gospels were considered for the New Testament, and yet only a 

relative few were chosen for inclusion—Matthew, Mark, Luke and John." (Page 231) 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

Such a view is absolute nonsense. Aside from the four canonical gospels (Matthew, 

Mark, Luke, and John), history reveals there were only twelve other gospels in 

circulation during this general time, and these were clearly not "inspired Scripture." 

There were also Gnostic gospels that emerged later, but these are too late to be 

counted. 

 

The four gospels in our present Bible were chosen for good reason. First, early in 

church history, four centers of Christianity emerged: Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexander, 

and Rome. These centers of Christianity used the four gospels in our present Bible. 

 

Christian leaders who lived between A.D. 95 and 170 consistently point to the 

reliability of the New Testament Gospels. Following is a sampling. 

 

1. Clement. Clement was a leading elder in the church at Rome. In his epistle to the 

Corinthians (c. A.D. 95), he cites portions of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and 

introduces them as the actual words of Jesus.8 

 

2. Papias. Papias, the bishop of Hierapolis in Phrygia and author of Exposition of 

Oracles of the Lord (c. A.D. 130), cites the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 

John, presumably as canonical. He specifically refers to John's Gospel as containing 

the words of Jesus.9 

 

3. Justin Martyr. Justin Martyr, foremost apologist of the second century (A.D. 140), 

considered all four Gospels to be Scripture.10 
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4. The Didache. The Didache, an ancient manual of Christianity that dates between 

the end of the first century and the beginning of the second century, cites portions of 

the three synoptic Gospels and refers to them as the words of Jesus. This manual 

quotes extensively from Matthew's gospel.11 

 

5. Polycarp. Polycarp, a disciple of the apostle John, quotes portions of Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke, and refers to them as the words of Jesus (c. A.D. 150).12 

 

6. Irenaeus. Irenaeus, a disciple of Polycarp (c. A.D. 170), quoted from twenty–three 

of the twenty–seven New Testament books, omitting only Philemon, James, 2 Peter, 

and 3 John.13 

 

7. The Muratorian Fragment dates to about A.D. 175, and lists the four canonical 

gospels. Indeed, it lists 23 of the 27 books in the New Testament. 

 

8. Papyrus 45, dated around A.D. 200, has all four canonical gospels together. 

Clearly, there are many early sources dating between A.D. 95 and 150 that refer to 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John as containing the actual words of Christ. History is 

therefore on the side of the New Testament Gospels. 

 

Did Constantine Choose Which Books Belong in the Bible for Political Purposes? 

  

Dan Brown's Position: 

 "The modern Bible was compiled and edited by men who possessed a political 
agenda ... to solidify their own power base." (Page 234) 

 "Constantine commissioned and financed a new Bible, which omitted those 
gospels that spoke of Christ's human traits and embellished those gospels that 
made Him godlike. The earlier gospels were outlawed, gathered up, and 
burned." (Page 234) 

 "The early Church needed to convince the world that the mortal prophet Jesus 
was a divine being. Therefore, any gospels that described earthly aspects of 
Jesus' life had to be omitted from the Bible." (Page 244) 

 

The Truth of the Matter: 
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Such a view is nonsense! History is quite clear regarding the activities of Constantine, 

and one thing he had virtually nothing to do with was the canon of Scripture. 

 

I find it highly revealing that a number of the New Testament books were recognized 

as belonging in the canon right there in New Testament times, far before Constantine 

was even born. For example, in 1 Timothy 5:18, the apostle Paul joined an Old 

Testament reference and a New Testament reference and called them both 

(collectively) "Scripture" (Deuteronomy 25:4 and Luke 10:7). It would not have been 

unusual in the context of first–century Judaism for an Old Testament passage to be 

called "Scripture." But for a New Testament book to be called "Scripture" so soon 

after it was written says volumes about Paul's view of the authority of contemporary 

New Testament books. 

 

More specifically, only three years had elapsed between the writing of Luke's Gospel 

and the writing of 1 Timothy (Luke was written around A.D. 60; 1 Timothy was 

written around A.D. 63). Yet, despite this, Paul (himself a Jew—a "Hebrew of 

Hebrews") does not hesitate to place Luke on the same level of authority as the Old 

Testament book of Deuteronomy. 

 

Further, the writings of the apostle Paul were recognized as Scripture by the apostle 

Peter (2 Peter 3:16). Paul, too, understood that his own writings were inspired by God 

and therefore authoritative (1 Corinthians 14:37; 1 Thessalonians 2: 13). Paul, of 

course, wrote over half the New Testament. This means that hundreds of years before 

the time of Constantine, many of the New Testament books were already considered 

canonical. 

 

Later, when the heretic Marcion emerged on the scene (who came up with his own 

false canon), it became necessary for the church to formally put in concrete a list of 

canonical books. When the church made this formal pronouncement, it simply 

affirmed the books that had already been accepted as canonical by the church at large. 

It was like a final "stamp of approval." 

 

The basic rules that guided recognition of the canon are as follows, listed in question 

format: 

 

1. Was the book written or backed by a prophet or apostle of God? This is the single 

most important test. The reasoning here is that the Word of God which is inspired by 

the Spirit of God for the people of God must be communicated through a man of 

God.14 Deuteronomy 18:18 informs us that only a prophet of God will speak the Word 

of God. Second Peter 1:20-21 assures us that Scripture is only written by men of God. 

In Galatians 1:1-24 the apostle Paul argued support for the Book of Galatians by 



Page 47 of 274 
 

appealing to the fact that he was an authorized messenger of God, an apostle. 

 

2. Is the book authoritative? In other words, can it be said of this book as it was said 

of Jesus, "The people were amazed at his teaching, because he taught them as one 

who had authority, not as the teachers of the law" (Mark 1:22). Put another way, does 

this book ring with the sense of, "Thus saith the Lord"? 

 

3. Does the book tell the truth about God and doctrine as it is already known by 

previous revelation? The Bereans searched the OT Scriptures to see whether Paul's 

teaching was true (Acts 17:11). They knew that if Paul's teaching did not accord with 

the Old Testament canon, it could not be of God. Agreement with all earlier revelation 

is essential (Gal. 1:8). 

 

4. Does the book give evidence of having the power of God? The reasoning here is 

that any writing that does not exhibit the transforming power of God in the lives of its 

readers could not have come from God. Scripture says that the Word of God is "living 

and active" (Hebrews 4:12). Second Timothy 3:16-17 indicates that God's Word has a 

transforming effect. If the book in question did not have the power to change a life, 

then, it was reasoned, the book could not have come from God. 

 

5. Was the book accepted by the people of God? In Old Testament times, Moses's 

scrolls were placed immediately into the Ark of the Covenant (Deuteronomy 31:24-

26). Joshua's writings were added in the same fashion (Joshua 24:26). In the New 

Testament, Paul thanked the Thessalonians for receiving the apostle's message as the 

Word of God (1 Thessalonians 2:13). Paul's letters were circulated among the 

churches (Colossians 4: 16; 1 Thessalonians 5:27). It is the norm that God's people—

that is, the majority of them and not simply a faction—will initially receive God's 

Word as such. 

 

In the interest of accuracy, I will note that there were some books that were doubted 

for a time, but not for long. The books that were doubted for a time were Hebrews, 

James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude, and Revelation. 

 

Hebrews was doubted because the author of the book was unknown. However, the 

book eventually came to be viewed as having apostolic authority, if not apostolic 

authorship. 

 

James was doubted because of its apparent conflict with Paul's teaching about 

salvation by faith alone. The conflict was resolved by seeing the works James speaks 

of as an outgrowth of real faith. 
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Second Peter was doubted because the style of this book differs from that of 1 Peter. It 

seems clear, however, that Peter used a scribe to write 1 Peter (see 1 Peter 5:12). So a 

style conflict is not really a problem. 

 

Second and 3 John were doubted because the author of these books is called "elder," 

not "apostle." However, Peter (an apostle) is also called "elder" in 1 Peter 5:1. So it 

seems clear that the same person can be both an elder and an apostle. 

 

Jude was doubted because it refers to two noncanonical books—the Book of Enoch 

and the Assumption of Moses. This objection was eventually overcome because even 

Paul quoted from pagan poets (see Acts 17:28 and Titus 1:12). Moreover, Jude 

enjoyed early acceptance by most of the early believers. 

 

The Book of Revelation was doubted because it teaches a thousand–year reign of 

Christ. Since there was a local contemporary cult that taught the same, it was reasoned 

that Revelation must not be true Scripture. However, because many of the earliest 

church fathers believed in a thousand–year reign of Christ too, this objection was 

eventually seen as being without merit. 

 

One thing is certain. The biblical canon was firmly established long before 

Constantine's time. Hence, Dan Brown's Da Vinci Code is woefully inaccurate on this 

issue. 

 

Did Constantine Convert the World From Matriarchal Paganism to Patriarchal 

Christianity? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

"Constantine and his male successors successfully converted the world from 

matriarchal paganism to patriarchal Christianity by waging a campaign of propaganda 

that demonized the sacred feminine, obliterating the goddess from modern religion 

forever." (Page 124) 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

Constantine did not convert the world from matriarchal paganism to patriarchal 

Christianity. Again, history is quite clear about what Constantine did and did not do, 

and matriarchal paganism was not something that even concerned him. 

 

Historical studies have proven that in almost all societies around the world, rule has 

been patriarchal in nature. This is not to deny the reigns of various queens in some 
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cultures, but by and large, patriarchal rule has been the normal pattern throughout 

recorded history. This was certainly the case during New Testament times. 

 

It is therefore false to say that the early orthodox Christians overcame "early" 

matriarchal pagans so that their own "later" version of Christianity would prevail. 

Such a view involves the worst kind of revisionism, pure and simple. To say there was 

a campaign to demonize the "sacred feminine"—a view with ZERO historical 

support—is on a level of those who continue to claim Elvis sightings today. 

 

Are the Gnostic Gospels Reliable Documents? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

 The Nag Hammadi gospels "highlight glaring discrepancies and fabrications ... 
[in] the modern Bible." (Page 234) 

 The Nag Hammadi scrolls are "the earliest Christian records." (Page 245) 
 "Fortunately for historians... some of the gospels that Constantine attempted 

to eradicate managed to survive. The Dead Sea Scrolls were found in the 
1950s hidden in a cave near Qumran in the Judean desert." (Page 234) 

 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

Christians have been concerned about false gospels since the early years of 

Christianity. In his classic Adversus Haereses (Against Heresies), Irenaeus (A.D. 130–

200) refers to "an unspeakable number of apocryphal and spurious writings, which 

they themselves [heretics] had forged, to bewilder the minds of the foolish."15 One of 

the Gnostic gospels discovered at Nag Hammadi in 1945 is The Gospel of Truth, 

about which Irenaeus says: "It agrees in nothing with the Gospels of the Apostles, so 

that they have really no Gospel which is not full of blasphemy. For if what they have 

published is the Gospel of Truth, and yet is totally unlike those which have been 

handed down to us by the Apostles... [then] that which has been handed down from 

the Apostles can no longer be reckoned the Gospel of Truth."16 Origen (A.D. 185–

253) noted that "the Church possesses four Gospels, heresy a great many."17 

 

Presently there are three theories about the formation of the Nag Hammadi collection. 

One theory is that the library belonged to a Sethian Gnostic sect who lived in the Nag 

Hammadi area. Seth, a son of Adam, was highly regarded as the ancestor of the race 

of enlightened Gnostics and is mentioned prominently in some Nag Hammadi texts. A 

second theory is that the library was collected by Christian Gnostic monks before the 

time when such monks were considered heretics and consequently expelled. Such 
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monks may have hidden their gospels for safekeeping. A third theory is that the 

library was collected by orthodox monks for use in refuting Gnostic heretics. 

Regardless of which theory is correct, Da Vinci Code enthusiasts believe the Gnostic 

Gospels are authentic. But are they? 

 

Most scholars agree that the Gnostic Gospels date far too late to be reliable. The 

earliest Gnostic Gospels may date as early as A.D. 150, but most date in the third and 

fourth centuries. Further, there are no historical or geographical elements in these 

"gospels" that can be objectively verified, as is true in the canonical gospels. There are 

certainly no genuine eyewitness accounts in these late gospels. Moreover, no one—

not even liberal theologians—believes The Gospel of Thomas was written by the 

biblical Thomas, and that The Gospel of Philip was written by the biblical Philip. 

 

The canonical gospels have been thoroughly tested in regard to history, and have been 

found to be exceedingly accurate. Earlier I noted that scholar William Ramsey set out 

to prove, through many years of research, that Luke was not a reliable historian, either 

in his Gospel or in the book of Acts (which he also authored). Following his 

exhaustive study, Ramsey concluded that Luke was a first–rate historian in terms of 

geography, people, place names, and the like. And, as noted earlier, Luke's Gospel is 

dated at A.D. 60. Recall that Luke's Gospel is mentioned as Scripture in I Timothy 

5:18, and 1 Timothy is dated at A.D. 63. Hence, Luke's gospel was recognized as 

Scripture within three years of its writing—hundreds of years before most of the 

Gnostic gospels. 

 

Related to this, I need to point out that the apostle Paul died during the Neronian 

persecution, which took pace in A.D. 64. Paul was certainly still alive as of the end of 

the book of Acts. This means Acts was written prior to A.D. 64. We further know that 

Luke wrote his Gospel ("Luke") before he wrote the book of Acts, which means that 

Luke was written around A.D. 60, which places him notably earlier than the Gnostic 

Gospels. 

 

Scholars have often pointed out that all four canonical gospels must date prior to A.D. 

70 for one simple fact: All four of them fail to mention anything at all about the 

destruction of Jerusalem and its temple in A.D. 70 at the hands of Titus and his 

Roman warriors. The destruction of Jerusalem and the temple would be on a par with 

the Holocaust in modern times. For this horrific event not to be mentioned can mean 

only one thing: the four canonical gospels must have been written prior to this time. 

 

As far as the Gnostic Gospels go, one does not have to read them for long to discover 

that they are irreconcilable with the New Testament Gospels. This is an important 

point, because if the historical evidence supports the New Testament Gospels (as I 
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have argued above), the Gnostic Gospels are thereby proven to be false and 

doctrinally unreliable. Consider the following: 

 

1. The Gnostic Gospels portray Jesus as commanding the disciples to keep his 

teaching secret, but the New Testament Jesus commissioned the disciples to share the 

good news with the whole world. The Gospel of Thomas begins with these words: 

"These are the secret sayings which the living Jesus spoke...."18The Apocryphon of 

John, another Gnostic document, contains a sober warning by Jesus of a curse that 

would fall on any who share his secret teaching with outsiders: "Cursed be everyone 

who will exchange these things for a gift, or for food, or for drink, or for clothing, or 

for any other such things."19 Jesus also allegedly commanded John to put written 

records of his secret teachings in "a safe place." Does this sound like the Jesus of the 

Sermon on the Mount? 

 

It was quite common among Gnostics to be protective of the gnosis, or secret 

teaching. Nag Hammadi analyst John Dart comments: "The 'curse' of Jesus in The 

Apocryphon of John, put into Jesus' mouth by Gnostic authors, followed a time–

honored practice of mystic groups warning their members that such sacred scriptures 

should not fall into the wrong hands. For historians, much more interesting was the 

advice to put the writings in a safe place. In the case of the Gnostic papyri, the place, 

wherever it was, had been 'safe' for centuries [until 1947]."20 

 

Such a secretive attitude, however, is completely unlike the Jesus of the New 

Testament Gospels. In what is traditionally called "The Great Commission," Jesus 

commanded the disciples: "Therefore go and make disciples of all nations…." (Matt. 

28: 19). Before He ascended into heaven following His resurrection, Jesus said to the 

disciples: "You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will 

be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the 

earth" (Acts 1:8). Clearly, the New Testament Jesus wanted people everywhere to 

hear the good news of salvation. 

 

2. The teachings of Jesus in the New Testament Gospels are utterly incompatible with 

Gnosticism. Some of Jesus' teachings in the Gospels may be open to a variety of 

interpretations, but this is a far cry from saying that they can be construed to teach any 

form of Gnosticism. Among other things, the Gnostics taught (1) the existence of both 

a transcendent God and a lower God (the Creator–Demiurge), whom Gnostics equated 

with Yahweh of the Old Testament; (2) spirit is good but matter is evil; (3) man's 

spirit is imprisoned in the material body but will escape this imprisonment at death; 

and (4) there is no physical resurrection of the body. 

 

The New Testament Jesus taught none of these ideas. Contrary to Gnostic teachings, 
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scholar Gary Habermas tells us that "Jesus does not refer to Yahweh as less than the 

supreme Creator and God of the universe. Neither does he speak of the physical body 

as a necessary evil which imprisons the soul. With regard to eternal life, Jesus taught 

the [physical] resurrection of the body, not the [mere] immortality of the soul."21 

3. The Gnostic Gospels offer us a redemption through gnosis, whereas New 

Testament redemption is based wholly on faith in Christ. The truth of The Gospel of 

Truth (for the Gnostic) is the knowledge that he is "a being from above."22 This 

"gospel" assures us that "whosoever has knowledge understands from whence he has 

come and whither he goes."23 The Teachings of Silvanus, another Gnostic document, 

portrays Jesus as teaching salvation by enlightenment: "Bring in your guide and your 

teacher. The mind is the guide, but reason is the teacher. They will bring you out of 

destruction and dangers .... Enlighten your mind.... Light the lamp within you."24 

 

Contrary to this, redemption in the New Testament is a free gift for those who believe 

in Jesus: "For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life" (John 3:16); "Whoever believes 

in him [God's Son] is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands 

condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God's one and only 

Son" (John 3:18); "Everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have 

eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day" (John 6:40b); "I tell you the truth, 

he who believes has everlasting life" (John 6:47); "I am the resurrection and the life. 

He who believes in me will live, even though he dies" (John 11:25). 

 

4. The Gnostic Gospels portray Jesus as a "Gnostic Revealer" and not as Christ the 

Savior and Redeemer. In the New Testament, when Jesus asked Peter, "Who do you 

say I am?" (Matt. 16:15), Peter rightly responded, "You are the Christ, the Son of the 

living God" (v. 16). In The Gospel of Thomas, however, Jesus and the disciples are 

portrayed in a much different light: 

 

Jesus said to his disciples, "Compare me to someone and tell Me whom I am like." 

Simon Peter said to Him, "You are like a righteous angel." Matthew said to Him, 

"You are like a wise philosopher." Thomas said to Him, "Master, my mouth is wholly 

incapable of saying whom You are like." Jesus said, "I am not your master. Because 

you have drunk, you have become intoxicated from the bubbling spring which I have 

measured out." And He took him and withdrew and told him three things. When 

Thomas returned to his companions, they asked him, "What did Jesus say to you?" 

Thomas said to them, "If I tell you one of the things which he told me, you will pick 

up stones and throw them at me; a fire will come out of the stones and burn you up."25 

 

F. F. Bruce, a noted Bible scholar who has done significant research on the Nag 



Page 53 of 274 
 

Hammadi documents, detects Gnostic elements in this encounter: "Here the answers 

[to Jesus' question] are attempts to depict Jesus as the Gnostic Revealer. Those who 

have imbibed the gnosis which he imparts (the 'bubbling spring' which he has spread 

abroad) are not his servants but his friends, and therefore 'Master' is an unsuitable title 

for them to give him."26 

 

As for the three words Jesus secretly uttered to Thomas, Bruce says these words 

conveyed to Thomas Jesus' hidden identity and "are probably the three secret words 

on which, according to the Naassenes, the existence of the world depended: Kaulakau, 

Saulasau, Zeesar."27 Jesus as a Gnostic Revealer is often portrayed as communicating 

secret things to one or more disciples in the Gnostic Gospels. How unlike this is to the 

New Testament Jesus who openly communicated His teachings to all who would 

listen. 

 

5. The Gnostic Gospels cannot properly be called gospels. Neither The Gospel of 

Truth nor The Gospel of Philip, as case examples, contain an orderly account of the 

birth, life, deeds, death, and resurrection of Christ. Both lack Old Testament 

background, ethical exhortations, and end–time eschatology. Ignorance is said to be 

the primary culprit of man's condition, not sin.28Therefore, in no sense of the word can 

these documents be properly referred to as gospels. 

 

The Gospel of Thomas is another case example. F. F Bruce notes: "No collection of 

sayings of Jesus can properly be called a Gospel because by its nature it has no 

passion narrative, and the passion narrative is the core of the essential gospel. But 

least of all can this collection be called a Gospel because not only does it lack a 

passion narrative but it includes only one saying (55) remotely hinting at the 

passion."29 Moreover, unlike the New Testament Gospels, the content of The Gospel 

of Thomas is "anti–Judaistic, anti–Old Testament, anti–ritualistic and almost 

antimoralistic."30 

 

By contrast, the four New Testament Gospels all contain orderly accounts of the birth, 

life, deeds, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. They also point to the glorious 

"good news" of redemption in Jesus Christ, and are therefore "gospels" in the truest 

sense of the word. 

 

Did The God of the Bible Have A Female Goddess Companion? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

"Early Jews believed that the Holy of Holies in Solomon's Temple housed not only 

God but also His powerful female equal, Shekinah." (Page 309) 
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The Truth of the Matter: 
 

Such a position is absurd, and can be easily answered with two primary points: (1) 

The Bible steadfastly argues for monotheism (belief in one God); and (2) the 

"Shekinah" refers only to the glory of God, not to some "powerful female equal." 

 

(1) The Bible steadfastly argues for monotheism (belief in one God). The fact that 

there is only one true God is the consistent testimony of Scripture from Genesis to 

Revelation. It is like a thread that runs through every page of the Bible. An early 

Hebrew confession of faith—the Shema—is an example of this consistent emphasis: 

"Hear, O Israel: The lord our God is one lord" (Deuteronomy 6:4). In a culture 

saturated with false gods and idols, the Shema would have been particularly 

meaningful for the Israelites. In the Song of Moses, which Moses recited to the whole 

assembly of Israel following the "Exodus" from Egypt, we find God's own words 

worshipfully repeated: "See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god with me: I 

kill, and I make alive; I wound, and I heal: neither is there any that can deliver out of 

my hand" (Deuteronomy 32:39). The God of the Bible is without rival. 

 

After God had made some astonishing promises to David (see the Davidic Covenant 

in 2 Samuel 7:12-16), David responded by offering praise to God: "Wherefore thou 

art great, O lord God: for there is none like thee, neither is there any God beside thee, 

according to all that we have heard with our ears" (2 Samuel 7:22). Later, in the form 

of a psalm, David again praised God with the words, "For thou art great, and doest 

wondrous things: thou art God alone" (Psalm 86:10). 

 

God Himself positively affirmed through Isaiah the prophet, "I am the first, and I am 

the last; and beside me there is no God" (Isaiah 44:6; see also 37:20; 43:10; 45:5, 14, 

21-22). God later said, "I am God, and there is none else; I am God, and there is none 

like me" (46:9). The Book of Isaiah shows us that God often demonstrated that He 

alone is God by foretelling the future—something that false pagan gods could never 

do (46:8-10). 

 

The oneness of God is also often emphasized in the New Testament. In 1 Corinthians 

8:4, for example, the apostle Paul asserted that "an idol is nothing in the world, and 

that there is none other God but one." James 2:19 likewise says, "Thou believest that 

there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble." These and a 

multitude of other verses (for example, John 5:44; 17:3; Romans 3:29-30; 16:27; 

Galatians 3: 20; Ephesians 4:6; 1 Thessalonians 1:9; 1 Timothy 1:17; 2:5; 1 John 

5:20-21; Jude 25) make it absolutely clear that there is one and only one God. 

 

(2) The "Shekinah" refers to the glory of God (Exodus 25: 22; Leviticus 16:2; 2 
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Samuel 6:2; 2 Kings 19:14, 15; Psalm 80: 1; Isaiah 37:16; Ezekiel 9:3; 10:18; 

Hebrews 9:5), not to some "powerful female equal." "Shekinah" comes from a 

Hebrew word literally meaning "to inhabit." The Evangelical Bible Commentary 

notes: "The term 'glory' represents the Presence of God dwelling—shkn—in the 

tabernacle (Ps 26:8; cf. also Exod 25:8; 29:44-46), giving rise to the later theological 

term Shekinah sometimes called the 'Shek(h)inah Glory.'" The term refers to the 

visible majesty or glory of the divine presence, especially when resting between the 

cherubim on the mercy seat, in the Tabernacle, or in the Temple of Solomon. Moses 

beheld God's Shekinah glory in the Tabernacle (Ex. 40:34-38) just as the priest saw it 

in the Temple (1 Kings 8:10-11). In view of this, Dan Brown's assertion that the 

Shekinah refers to a "powerful female equal" is mind–boggling. 

 

Does God's Name "Yhwh" Derive From the Term "Jehovah"? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

"The Jewish tetragrammaton YHWH—the sacred name of God—in fact derived from 

Jehovah, an androgynous physical union between the masculine Jah and the pre–

Hebraic name for Eve, Havah." (Page 309) 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

Dan Brown's view is flatly false. The term "YHWH" was not derived from "Jehovah"; 

rather, "Jehovah" was derived from "YHWH." Brown gets it backward! The Old 

Testament contains the name YHWH (the original Hebrew had only consonants). 

However, the ancient Jews had a superstitious dread of pronouncing the name 

YHWH. They felt that if they uttered this name, they might violate the Third 

Commandment, which deals with taking God's name in vain (Exodus 20:7). So, to 

avoid the possibility of breaking this commandment, the Jews for centuries substituted 

the name Adonai (Lord) or some other name in its place whenever they came across it 

in public readings of Scripture. Eventually, the fearful Hebrew scribes decided to form 

a new word (Jehovah) by inserting the vowels from Adonai (a–o–a) into the 

consonants, YHWH. The result was Yahowah, or Jehovah. 

 

Is it True that Jesus Was Not Considered to be God Until the Fourth Century 

When Constantine "Upgraded" His Status for Political Purposes? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

 "Almost everything our fathers taught us about Christ is false." (Page 235) 
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 Jesus was a "mortal prophet... a great and powerful man, but a man 
nonetheless. A mortal." (Page 233) 

 "Constantine upgraded Jesus' status almost four centuries after Jesus' death." 
(Page 234) 

 "Thousands of documents already existed chronicling His life as a mortal 
man." (Page 234) 

 "Jesus' establishment as the 'Son of God' was officially proposed and voted on 
by the Council of Nicea.... [and it was] "a relatively close vote at that." (Page 
233) 

 "Many scholars claim that the early Church literally stole Jesus from His 
original followers, hijacking His human message, shrouding it in an 
impenetrable cloak of divinity, and using it to expand their own power." (Page 
233) 

 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

Dan Brown's view is flatly false. The New Testament writers themselves fully 

recognized that Jesus was absolute deity. One point of evidence is the Apostle Paul's 

assertion in Colossians 1: 16: "For by him [Jesus Christ] all things were created: 

things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or 

rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him." Paul was a Hebrew 

of Hebrews, an Old Testament scholar par excellence. And Paul, under the inspiration 

of the Holy Spirit, wrote Colossians 1:16 against the Old Testament backdrop that 

only Yahweh is the Creator. Indeed, in Isaiah 44: 24 Yahweh Himself asserts: "I am 

the LORD, who has made all things, who alone stretched out the heavens, who spread 

out the earth by myself." There can be no doubt that Paul in Colossians 1:16 was 

affirming Jesus as absolute deity. The same is true of the apostle John, who wrote: 

"Through him [Jesus Christ] all things were made; without him nothing was made that 

has been made" (John 1:3). 

 

Along these same lines, in Psalm 102:25-27 we read of Yahweh: "In the beginning 

you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. 

They will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like a garment. Like clothing 

you will change them and they will be discarded. But you remain the same, and your 

years will never end." Significantly, these words are quoted in Hebrews 1:10-12 as 

being fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ. The writer of Hebrews fully recognized 

the absolute deity of Jesus. 

 

The same is true in regard to Jesus' role as Savior. In the Old Testament we read 

Yahweh's own words: "I, even I, am the LORD, and apart from me there is no Savior" 
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(Isaiah 43:11). So, there is no Savior but Yahweh. In the New Testament, however, 

Jesus is repeatedly seen to be the Savior of God's people. Indeed, in Titus 2:13 we 

read of "the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ." There can 

be no doubt that Jesus is recognized here as absolute deity, centuries before 

Constantine and the Council of Nicea. 

 

Still further, we see this to be true in terms of Jesus being the God of glory. In Isaiah 

6:1-5, the prophet recounts his vision of Yahweh "seated on a throne high and 

exalted" (verse 1). He said, "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord [Yahweh] Almighty; the 

whole earth is full of his glory" (verse 3). Isaiah also quotes Yahweh as saying: "I am 

the LORD; that is my name! I will not give my glory to another" (42:8). Later, the 

apostle John—under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit—wrote that Isaiah "saw Jesus' 

glory" (John 12:41). Yahweh's glory and Jesus' glory are equated. Jesus is the God of 

glory. 

 

Christ's deity is further confirmed for us in that many of the actions of Yahweh in the 

Old Testament are performed by Christ in the New Testament. For example, in Psalm 

119 we are told about a dozen times that it is Yahweh alone who gives and preserves 

life. But in the New Testament, Jesus claims this power for Himself: "For just as the 

Father raises the dead and gives them life, even so the Son gives life to whom he is 

pleased to give it" (John 5:21). Later in John's Gospel, when speaking to Lazarus's 

sister Martha, Jesus said: "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me 

will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die" 

(John 11: 25). 

 

In the Old Testament the voice of Yahweh was said to be "like the roar of rushing 

waters" (Ezek. 43:2). Likewise, we read of the glorified Jesus in heaven: "His feet 

were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rushing 

waters" (Rev. 1:15). What is true of Yahweh is just as true of Jesus. 

 

It is also significant that in the Old Testament, Yahweh is described as "an everlasting 

light," one that would make the sun, moon, and stars obsolete: "The sun will no more 

be your light by day, nor will the brightness of the moon shine on you, for the LORD 

will be your everlasting light, and your God will be your glory. Your sun will never 

set again, and your moon will wane no more; the LORD will be your everlasting light, 

and your days of sorrow will end" (Isa. 60:19-20). Jesus will do the same for the 

future eternal city in which the saints will dwell forever: "The city does not need the 

sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its 

lamp" (Rev. 21:23). 

 

David F. Wells, in his book The Person of Christ, points us to even further parallels 
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between Christ and Yahweh: 

 

If Yahweh is our sanctifier (Exod. 31:13), is omnipresent (Ps. 139:7-10), is our peace 

(Judg. 6:24), is our righteousness (Jer. 23:6), is our victory (Exod. 17:8-16), and is our 

healer (Exod. 15:26), then so is Christ all of these things (1 Cor. 1:30; Col. 1:27; Eph. 

2:14). If the gospel is God's (1 Thess. 2:2, 6-9; Gal. 3:8), then that same gospel is also 

Christ's (1 Thess. 3:2; Gal. 1:7). If the church is God's (Gal. 1:13; 1 Cor. 15:9), then 

that same church is also Christ's (Rom. 16:16). God's Kingdom (1 Thess. 2:12) is 

Christ's (Eph. 5:5); God's love (Eph. 1:3-5) is Christ's (Rom. 8:35); God's Word (Col. 

1:25; 1 Thess. 2:13) is Christ's (1 Thess. 1:8; 4:15); God's Spirit (1 Thess. 4:8) is 

Christ's (Phil. 1:19); God's peace (Gal. 5:22; Phil. 4:9) is Christ's (Col. 3:15; cf. Col. 

1:2; Phil. 1:2; 4:7); God's "Day" of judgment (Isa. 13:6) is Christ's "Day" of judgment 

(Phil. 1:6, 10; 2:16; 1 Cor. 1:8); God's grace (Eph. 2:8, 9; Col. 1:6; Gal. 1:15) is 

Christ's grace (1 Thess. 5:28; Gal. 1:6; 6:18); God's salvation (Col. 1:13) is Christ's 

salvation (1 Thess. 1:10); and God's will (Eph. 1:11; 1 Thess. 4:3; Gal. 1:4) is Christ's 

will (Eph. 5:17; cf. 1 Thess. 5:18). So it is no surprise to hear Paul say that he is both 

God's slave (Rom. 1:9) and Christ's (Rom. 1:1; Gal. 1:10), that he lives for that glory 

which is both God's (Rom. 5:2; Gal. 1: 24) and Christ's (2 Cor. 8:19, 23; cf. 2 Cor. 

4:6), that his faith is in God (1 Thess. 1:8, 9; Rom. 4:1-5) and in Christ Jesus (Gal. 3: 

22), and that to know God, which is salvation (Gal. 4:8; 1 Thess. 4:5), is to know 

Christ (2 Cor. 4:6).31 

 

Certainly Jesus was worshipped (Greek: proskuneo) as God many times according to 

the Gospel accounts, and He always accepted such worship as perfectly appropriate. 

(As God, such worship would be appropriate.) Jesus accepted worship from Thomas 

(John 20:28), the angels (Hebrews 1:6), some wise men (Matthew 2:11), a leper 

(Matthew 8:2), a ruler (Matthew 9:18), a blind man (John 9:38), an anonymous 

woman (Matthew 15:25), Mary Magdalene (Matthew 28:9), and the disciples 

(Matthew 28: 17). All these verses contain the word proskuneo, the same word used 

of worshipping the Father in the New Testament. 

 

Now, to draw a contrast, consider that when Paul and Barnabas were in Lystra and 

miraculously healed a man by God's mighty power, those in the crowd shouted, "The 

gods have come down to us in human form!" (Acts 14:11). When Paul and Barnabas 

perceived that the people were preparing to worship them, "they tore their clothes and 

rushed out into the crowd, shouting: 'Men, why are you doing this? We too are only 

men, human like you. We are bringing you good news, telling you to turn from these 

worthless things to the living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and 

everything in them'" (verses 14-15). As soon as they perceived what was happening, 

they immediately corrected the gross misconception that they were gods. 
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Unlike Paul and Barnabas, Jesus never sought to correct His followers when they 

bowed down and worshipped Him. Indeed, Jesus considered such worship as perfectly 

appropriate. Of course, we would not expect Jesus to try to correct people in 

worshipping Him if He truly was God in the flesh, as He claimed to be. 

 

The fact that Jesus willingly received (and condoned) worship on various occasions 

says a lot about His true identity, for it is the consistent testimony of Scripture that 

only God can be worshipped. Exodus 34:14 tells us: "Do not worship any other god, 

for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God" (cf. Deuteronomy 6:13; 

Matthew 4:10). In view of this, the fact that Jesus was worshipped on numerous 

occasions shows that He is in fact God. All this took place centuries before 

Constantine and the Council of Nicea. 

 

Certainly the early church leaders believed Jesus was divine. Ignatius believed Jesus 

was God manifested "in human form." Clement, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian, 

Origin, Novatian, and Cyprian all believed Jesus was God.32 

 

I could go on and on providing evidences for the fact that Jesus was recognized as 

absolute deity in the first century and later, but I think the above is sufficient to make 

the point. Allow me now to briefly shift attention to the Council of Nicea. 

 

The Council of Nicea convened in A.D. 325 to settle a dispute regarding the nature of 

Christ. Arius, a presbyter of Alexandria who was the founder of Arianism, argued that 

the Son was created from the non–existent, and was of a different substance than the 

Father. There was a time, Arius argued, when the Son was not. But Christ was the 

highest of all created beings. Arius heavily promoted his views, sending letters to 

numerous churches. The effect was that Constantine's empire was suffering religious 

disharmony and division. To deal with this, Constantine called the Council of Nicea 

so the bishops could settle the controversy. 

 

Athanasius of Alexandria, the champion of orthodoxy, set forth the correct orthodox 

(and long–held) view that the Son was the same divine substance as the Father (and 

hence, was fully divine). Athanasius argued for the eternally personal existence of the 

Son. The bishops sided with Athanasius because they had long recognized that this 

was, in fact, the biblical teaching. Seen in this light, Dan Brown is flat wrong in his 

assertion that Jesus was not recognized as God until the Council of Nicea voted him 

as God by a "close vote." (By the way, the vote in the council was 300 to 2, hardly a 

close vote.) 

 

Was Jesus Married To Mary Magdalene? 
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Dan Brown's Position: 

 "The marriage of Jesus and Mary Magdalene is part of the historical record." 
(Page 245) 

 The Last Supper practically shouts at the viewer that Jesus and Magdalene 
were a pair." (Page 244) 

 Based on the Gospel of Philip, Brown asserts that "the companion of the 
Savior is Mary Magdalene. Christ loved her more than all the disciples and 
used to kiss her often on her mouth. The rest of the disciples were offended 
by it and expressed disapproval. They said to him, 'Why do you love her more 
than all of us?'" (Page 246) 

 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

There is no mention of Jesus being married prior to the beginning of His three–year 

ministry. There is no mention of Jesus being married during His three–year ministry. 

There is no mention of Jesus being married at the crucifixion. There is no mention of 

Jesus being married at His burial. There is no mention of Jesus being married at His 

resurrection. In other words, there is no mention of a wife anywhere! 

 

Aside from this deafening silence regarding a wife are theological arguments against 

Jesus having been married. For example, in 1 Corinthians 9:5 the apostle Paul defends 

his right to get married if he so chose to do so: "Don't we have the right to take a 

believing wife along with us, as do the other apostles and the Lord's brothers and 

Cephas?" Now, if Jesus had been married, surely the apostle Paul would have cited 

Jesus' marriage as the number one precedent. The fact that he did not mention a wife 

of Jesus indicates that Jesus was not married. 

 

Some try to argue that since it was expected of every Jewish man to get married, then 

surely Jesus must have followed custom and gotten married. Such an argument is 

unconvincing. First, note that a number of major prophets were never married—

including the likes of Jeremiah and John the Baptist. Second, note that there were 

whole communities of Jews which included unmarried men—such as the Essene 

community at Qumran. Third, note that Jewish leaders often granted exceptions to the 

general rule of marriage. It was certainly not an unbending requirement, and hence 

this general requirement does not constitute proof that Jesus must have been married. 

 

Further, we must note that Jesus' marriage is yet future. He will one day marry the 

"bride of Christ," which is the church. Revelation 19:7-9 tells us: 
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Let us rejoice and be glad 

and give him glory! 

For the wedding of the Lamb has come, 

and his bride has made herself ready. 

Fine linen, bright and clean, 

was given her to wear." 

(Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints.) 

Then the angel said to me, "Write: 'Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding 

supper of the Lamb!'" And he added, "These are the true words of God." 

Clearly, the evidence is against Jesus having gotten married in New Testament times. 

 

Now, Brown's novel claims that a key evidence for Jesus getting married is found in 

the Gnostic Gospel of Philip. This document, Brown claims, indicates that Mary 

Magdalene was the companion of Jesus, and Brown says that in the Aramaic, 

"companion" means "spouse." Hence, Jesus must have been married. Further, Brown 

notes that this document indicates that Jesus often kissed Mary Magdalene on the 

mouth. 

 

There are several points to make in response to this. First, the Gospel of Philip 

nowhere states that Jesus was married. Further, the document dates to about A.D. 275, 

several hundred years after the canonical gospels. Therefore, it can hardly be 

considered a reliable source for information about Jesus. Moreover, this gospel was 

written not in Aramaic, as Brown claims, but in Greek. Still further, the manuscript 

for the Gospel of Philip is not whole. In fact, the document says that "Jesus kissed her 

often on the ..." and then the manuscript is broken at that point. Brown and others 

have assumed the missing word must be "mouth," but it could just as easily be "head" 

or "cheek" or even "hand." There is nothing in the context that demands that Jesus 

kissed Mary on the mouth. Finally, the Gospel of Philip portrays the disciples of Jesus 

criticizing Mary because Jesus is said to love her more than all the disciples. 

However, one must assume that if Jesus was really married, no disciple would 

criticize Mary. The Gospel of Philip thus provides no hard proof that Jesus was 

married. Nor do any other "gospels" discovered from the second century and after add 

support to the claim. 
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Yet another evidence Dan Brown sets forth for Jesus' alleged marriage is Leonardo Da 

Vinci's painting of The Last Supper. To Jesus' right, we are told, is Mary Magdalene, 

not John. While it is true that John looks effeminate in The Last Supper, this is quite 

in keeping with other paintings by this homosexual artist. Indeed, even John the 

Baptist was portrayed in a feminine way by Da Vinci. Note that neither John nor John 

the Baptist have womanly bodies in these paintings. 

 

Did Jesus Intend Mary Magdalene to Be the Head of the Church? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

 "The rock on which Jesus built His Church ... was not Peter ... It was Mary 
Magdalene." (Page 248) 

 Jesus "intended for the future of His Church to be in the hands of Mary 
Magdalene." (Page 248) 

 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

This is wishful thinking. Dan Brown's statement alludes to Matthew 16:18. In this 

passage Jesus was not even saying that Peter was the rock upon whom the church 

would be built. Rather, He was saying that Peter's previous confession that Jesus was 

the Christ would be the rock upon which the church would be built. There are a 

number of factors in the Greek text that argue against the interpretation that Peter was 

the rock. First, whenever Peter is referred to in this passage (Matthew 16), it is in the 

second person ("you"), but "this rock" is in the third person (verse 18). Moreover, 

"Peter" (petros) is a masculine singular term and rock" (petra) is a feminine singular 

term. Hence, they do not have the same referent. What is more, the same authority 

Jesus gave to Peter (Matthew 16:18) is later given to all the apostles (Matthew 18:18). 

So Peter is not unique. 

 

Ephesians 2:20 affirms that the church is "built on the foundation of the apostles and 

prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the capstone." Two things are clear from this: 

(1) all the apostles, not just Peter, are the foundation of the church; (2) the only one 

who was given a place of uniqueness or prominence was Christ, the capstone. Indeed, 

Peter himself referred to Christ as "the cornerstone" of the church (1 Peter 2:7) and the 

rest of believers as "living stones" (verse 4) in the superstructure of the church. There 

can only be one head of the church, and that is Jesus Christ. Ephesians 5:23 tells us 

that "Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior" (see also 

Col. 1: 18). 
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Was Sex a Means of Knowing and Experiencing God in Biblical Times? Did the 

Church Demonize Sex in Order to Stay in Power? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

 "For the early church, mankind's use of sex to commune directly with God 
posed a serious threat to the Catholic power base. It left the Church out of the 
loop, undermining their self–proclaimed status as the sole conduit to God. For 
obvious reasons, they worked hard to demonize sex and recast it as a 
disgusting and sinful act. Other major religions did the same." (Page 309) 

 The sex act enables one to "achieve gnosis—knowledge of the divine." (Page 
308) 

 Sex is "a mystical, spiritual act... [in which one can] find that spark of divinity 
that man can only achieve through union with the sacred feminine." (Page 
310) 

 The male "could achieve a climactic instant when his mind went totally blank 
and he could see God." (Page 309) 

 "The natural sexual union between man and woman through which each 
became spiritually whole ... had been recast as a shameful act." (Page 125) 

 "Holy men... now feared natural sexual urges as the work of the devil." (Page 
125) 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

There are two primary responses to this claim: (1) The church has not recast sex as a 

shameful act; and (2) Sex was never intended as a means of achieving "gnosis." 

 

(1) The church has not recast sex as a shameful act. Sex within marriage is good (see 

Genesis 2:24; Matthew 19:5; 1 Corinthians 6:16; Ephesians 5:31). Sex was a part of 

God's "good" creation. Indeed, God created sex and "everything created by God is 

good" (1 Timothy 4:4). But it is good only within the confines of the marriage 

relationship (1 Corinthians 7:2), which He Himself ordained (see Hebrews 13:4). The 

Song of Solomon indicates that God desires married people to have truly fulfilling 

sex. 

 

Christians, however, are to abstain from fornication (Acts 15:20). Paul said that the 

body is not for fornication and that a man should flee it (1 Corinthians 6:13,18). 

Certainly the sex ritual depicted in The Da Vinci Code (a copulating couple 

surrounded by chanting people) constitutes a form of fornication and is thus 

condemned by God. 
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Scripture is quite clear: "For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy 

person—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and 

of God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God's 

wrath comes on those who are disobedient" (Eph. 5:5-6). 

 

(2) Sex was never intended as a means of achieving "gnosis." Man is not to seek 

revelation or knowledge in altered states of consciousness related to the sex act, but 

rather from God's Word. Scripture alone is the supreme and infallible authority for the 

church and the individual believer. Jesus always used Scripture as the final court of 

appeal in every matter under dispute. We must do the same. 

 

Instead of a view that says individuals can receive individual insights from God 

during sexual ecstasy, Scripture indicates that a definitive body of truth was 

objectively communicated to man. This is why Jude 3 admonishes us to "contend 

earnestly for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints." In the Greek 

text, the definite article "the" preceding "faith" points to the one and only faith; there 

is no other. "The faith" refers to the apostolic teaching and preaching which was 

regulative upon the church (see Acts 6:7; Gal. 1:23; 1 Tim. 4:1). 

 

This body of truth is referred to in Jude 3 as that which was "once for all delivered to 

the saints." The word translated "once for all" (Greek: apax) refers to something that 

has been done for all time, something that never needs repeating. The revelatory 

process was finished after this "faith" had "once for all" been delivered. 

 

The word "delivered" here is an aorist passive participle, indicating an act that was 

completed in the past with no continuing element. There would be no new "faith" or 

body of truth communicated through people in sexual ecstasy. 

 

Did the Church Propagate Lies That Devalued Females and Tipped the Scales In 

Favor Of the Masculine? 
 

Dan Brown's Position: 

"Powerful men in the early Christian church 'conned' the world by propagating lies 

that devalued the female and tipped the scales in favor of the masculine." (Page 124) 

The Truth of the Matter: 
 

This is nonsense. God equally values both men and women. In a Jewish culture where 

women were discouraged from studying the law, Jesus taught women right alongside 
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men as equals (Matt. 14:21; 15:38). And when He taught, He often used women's 

activities to illustrate the character of the kingdom of God, such as baking bread 

(Luke 13:20, 21), grinding corn (Luke 17:35), and sweeping the house to find a lost 

coin (Luke 15:8-10). Some Jewish rabbis taught that a man should not speak to a 

woman in a public place, but Jesus not only spoke to a woman (who, incidentally, was 

a Samaritan) but also drank from her cup in a public place (John 4:1-30). The first 

person He appeared to after resurrecting from the dead was Mary and not the male 

disciples (John 20). Clearly, Jesus' high view of women is utterly at odds with that of 

the Gnostic Gospels. 

 

Further, God created both men and women in the image of God (Genesis 1:26). 

Christian men and women are positionally equal before God (Galatians 3:28). 

 

It is interesting to observe that while God is referred to in the Bible as "Father" (and 

never "Mother"), some of His actions are occasionally described in feminine terms. 

For example, Jesus likened God to a loving and saddened mother hen crying over the 

waywardness of her children (Matthew 23:37-39). God is also said to have "given 

birth" to Israel (Deuteronomy 32:18). 

 

Now, it is important to understand that God is not a gender being as humans are. He is 

not of the male sex, per se. The primary emphasis in God being called "Father" is that 

He is personal. Unlike the dead and impersonal idols of paganism, the true God is a 

personal being with whom we can relate. In fact, we can even call Him "Abba" (which 

loosely means "daddy"). That is how intimate a relationship we can have with Him. 

 

I must point out that if any documents denigrate women and portray them as 

secondary and defective beings, it is the Gnostic documents. In Saying 114 of The 

Gospel of Thomas, 

 

Simon Peter is portrayed as saying to Jesus, "Let Mary leave us, for women are not 

worthy of life." Jesus responded: "I myself shall lead her in order to make her male, so 

that she too may become a living spirit resembling you males. For every woman who 

will make herself male will enter the Kingdom of Heaven."33 

 

Among the Gnostics, women were viewed as woefully inferior beings. In fact, women 

could be "saved," the Gnostics taught, only by a return to maleness. Bible scholar 

Edwin Yamauchi tells us that Jesus' response to Peter in Saying 114 "refers to the 

ultimate reunification of the sexes, as the Gnostics maintained that the separation of 

the sexes was responsible for the origin of evil."34 F. F. Bruce provides further insight 

on the Gnostic view: 
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Jesus' promise that [Mary] will become a man, so as to gain admittance to the 

kingdom of heaven, envisages the reintegration of the original order, when Adam was 

created male and female (Genesis 1:27). Adam was "the man" as much before the 

removal of Eve from his side as after (Genesis 2:18-25). Therefore, when the primal 

unity is restored and death is abolished, man will still be man (albeit more perfectly 

so), but woman will no longer be woman; she will be reabsorbed into man.35 

 

It is thus truly amazing that Dan Brown tries to position Christianity as a persecutor of 

women and the Gnostics as women–supporters. The truth is just the opposite! 

 

What Have We Seen? 
 

In this brief apologetic critique, we have seen that even though Dan Brown claims his 

book is based on fact, his "facts" turn out to be sheer fiction. His theory is based on 

bogus documents; he misrepresents and misinterprets history and theology; he is 

woefully guilty of revisionism; he uses poor logic; he often makes misstatements; he 

engages in wild exaggerations and speculations; and hence—understandably—he 

draws flawed conclusions. Crash goes The Da Vinci Code! 
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Redeeming the Da Vinci Code Written by 

Michael Gleghorn 

Introduction to The Da Vinci Code 

Dan Brown's novel, The Da Vinci Code,{1} has generated a huge amount of interest from the reading 

public. About forty million copies have been sold worldwide.{2} And Ron Howard and Sony Pictures 
have brought the story to theatres.{3} To help answer some of the challenges which this novel poses 

to biblical Christianity, Probe has teamed up with EvanTell, an evangelism training ministry, to 
produce a DVD series called Redeeming The Da Vinci Code. The series aims to strengthen the faith of 
believers and equip them to share their faith with those who see the movie or have read the 
book.{4} I hope this article will also encourage you to use this event to witness to the truth to friends 
or family who have read the book or seen the movie. 

Why so much fuss about a novel? The story begins with the murder of the Louvre's curator. But this 
curator isn't just interested in art; he's also the Grand Master of a secret society called the Priory of 
Sion. The Priory guards a secret that, if revealed, would discredit biblical Christianity. Before dying, 
the curator attempts to pass on the secret to his granddaughter Sophie, a cryptographer, and Harvard 
professor Robert Langdon, by leaving a number of clues that he hopes will guide them to the truth. 

So what's the secret? The location and identity of the Holy Grail. But in Brown's novel, the Grail is not 

the cup allegedly used by Christ at the Last Supper. It's rather Mary Magdalene, the wife of Jesus, 
who carried on the royal bloodline of Christ by giving birth to His child! The Priory guards the secret 
location of Mary's tomb and serves to protect the bloodline of Jesus that has continued to this day! 

Does anyone take these ideas seriously? Yes; they do. This is partly due to the way the story is 
written. The first word one encounters in The Da Vinci Code, in bold uppercase letters, is the word 
"FACT." Shortly thereafter Brown writes, "All descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents, and 

secret rituals in this novel are accurate."{5} And the average reader, with no special knowledge in 
these areas, will assume the statement is true. But it's not, and many have documented some of 
Brown's inaccuracies in these areas.{6} 

Brown also has a way of making the novel's theories about Jesus and the early church seem credible. 
The theories are espoused by the novel's most educated characters: a British royal historian, Leigh 
Teabing, and a Harvard professor, Robert Langdon. When put in the mouths of these characters, one 
comes away with the impression that the theories are actually true. But are they? 

In this article, I'll argue that most of what the novel says about Jesus, the Bible, and the history of the 
early church is simply false. I'll also say a bit about how this material can be used in evangelism. 

Did Constantine Embellish Our Four Gospels? 

Were the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, which were later to be officially recognized as 

part of the New Testament canon, intentionally embellished in the fourth century at the command of 
Emperor Constantine? This is what Leigh Teabing, the fictional historian in The Da Vinci Code, 
suggests. At one point he states, "Constantine commissioned and financed a new Bible, which omitted 
those gospels that spoke of Christ's human traits and embellished those gospels that made Him 
godlike" (234). Is this true? 

In a letter to the church historian Eusebius, Constantine did indeed order the preparation of "fifty 
copies of the sacred Scriptures."{7} But nowhere in the letter does he command that any of the 
Gospels be embellished in order to make Jesus appear more godlike. And even if he had, it would 
have been virtually impossible to get faithful Christians to accept such accounts. 

http://www.probe.org/site/pp.aspx?c=fdKEIMNsEoG&b=4217957&printmode=1#text1
http://www.probe.org/site/pp.aspx?c=fdKEIMNsEoG&b=4217957&printmode=1#text2
http://www.probe.org/site/pp.aspx?c=fdKEIMNsEoG&b=4217957&printmode=1#text3
http://www.probe.org/site/pp.aspx?c=fdKEIMNsEoG&b=4217957&printmode=1#text4
http://www.probe.org/site/pp.aspx?c=fdKEIMNsEoG&b=4217957&printmode=1#text5
http://www.probe.org/site/pp.aspx?c=fdKEIMNsEoG&b=4217957&printmode=1#text6
http://www.probe.org/site/pp.aspx?c=fdKEIMNsEoG&b=4217957&printmode=1#text7
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Before the reign of Constantine, the church suffered great persecution under Emperor Diocletian. It's 

hard to believe that the same church that had withstood this persecution would jettison their 
cherished Gospels and embrace embellished accounts of Jesus' life! It's also virtually certain that had 
Constantine tried such a thing, we'd have lots of evidence for it in the writings of the church fathers. 

But we have none. Not one of them mentions an attempt by Constantine to alter any of our Gospels. 
And finally, to claim that the leaders of the fourth century church, many of whom had suffered 
persecution for their faith in Christ, would agree to join Constantine in a conspiracy of this kind is 
completely unrealistic. 

One last point. We have copies of the four Gospels that are significantly earlier than Constantine and 
the Council of Nicaea (or Nicea). Although none of the copies are complete, we do have nearly 
complete copies of both Luke and John in a codex dated between A.D. 175 and 225—at least a 
hundred years before Nicaea. Another manuscript, dating from about A.D. 200 or earlier, contains 
most of John's Gospel.{8} But why is this important? 

First, we can compare these pre-Nicene manuscripts with those that followed Nicaea to see if any 

embellishment occurred. None did. Second, the pre-Nicene versions of John's Gospel include some of 

the strongest declarations of Jesus' deity on record (e.g. 1:1-3; 8:58; 10:30-33). That is, the most 
explicit declarations of Jesus' deity in any of our Gospels are already found in manuscripts that pre-
date Constantine by more than a hundred years! 

If you have a non-Christian friend who believes these books were embellished, you might gently refer 
them to this evidence. Then, encourage them to read the Gospels for themselves and find out who 
Jesus really is. 

But what if they think these sources can't be trusted? 

Can We Trust the Gospels? 

Although there's no historical basis for the claim that Constantine embellished the New Testament 

Gospels to make Jesus appear more godlike, we must still ask whether the Gospels are reliable 
sources of information about Jesus. According to Teabing, the novel's fictional historian, "Almost 
everything our fathers taught us about Christ is false" (235). Is this true? The answer largely depends 
on the reliability of our earliest biographies of Jesus—the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. 

Each of these Gospels was written in the first century A.D. Although they are technically anonymous, 
we have fairly strong evidence from second century writers such as Papias (c. A.D. 125) and Irenaeus 

(c. A.D. 180) for ascribing each Gospel to its traditional author. If their testimony is true (and we've 
little reason to doubt it), then Mark, the companion of Peter, wrote down the substance of Peter's 
preaching. And Luke, the companion of Paul, carefully researched the biography that bears his name. 
Finally, Matthew and John, two of Jesus' twelve disciples, wrote the books ascribed to them. If this is 
correct, then the events recorded in these Gospels "are based on either direct or indirect eyewitness 
testimony."{9} 

But did the Gospel writers intend to reliably record the life and ministry of Jesus? Were they even 
interested in history, or did their theological agendas overshadow any desire they may have had to tell 
us what really happened? Craig Blomberg, a New Testament scholar, observes that the prologue to 

Luke's Gospel "reads very much like prefaces to other generally trusted historical and biographical 
works of antiquity." He further notes that since Matthew and Mark are similar to Luke in terms of 
genre, "it seems reasonable that Luke's historical intent would closely mirror theirs."{10} Finally, 
John tells us that he wrote his Gospel so that people might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 
God, and that by believing they might have life in His name (20:31). While this statement admittedly 
reveals a theological agenda, Blomberg points out that "if you're going to be convinced enough to 
believe, the theology has to flow from accurate history."{11} 

http://www.probe.org/site/pp.aspx?c=fdKEIMNsEoG&b=4217957&printmode=1#text8
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Interestingly, the disciplines of history and archaeology are a great help in corroborating the general 

reliability of the Gospel writers. Where these authors mention people, places, and events that can be 
checked against other ancient sources, they are consistently shown to be quite reliable. We need to let 
our non-Christian friends know that we have good grounds for trusting the New Testament Gospels 
and believing what they say about Jesus. 

But what if they ask about those Gospels that didn't make it into the New Testament? Specifically, 
what if they ask about the Nag Hammadi documents? 

The Nag Hammadi Documents 

Since their discovery in 1945, there's been much interest in the Nag Hammadi texts. What are these 

documents? When were they written, and by whom, and for what purpose? According to Teabing, the 
historian in The Da Vinci Code, the Nag Hammadi texts represent "the earliest Christian records" 
(245). These "unaltered gospels," he claims, tell the real story about Jesus and early Christianity 
(248). The New Testament Gospels are allegedly a later, corrupted version of these events. 

The only difficulty with Teabing's theory is that it's wrong. The Nag Hammadi documents are not "the 
earliest Christian records." Every book in the New Testament is earlier. The New Testament 
documents were all written in the first century A.D. By contrast, the dates for the Nag Hammadi texts 
range from the second to the third century A.D. As Darrell Bock observes in Breaking The Da Vinci 

Code, "The bulk of this material is a few generations removed from the foundations of the Christian 
faith, a vital point to remember when assessing the contents."{12} 

What do we know about the contents of these books? It is generally agreed that the Nag Hammadi 
texts are Gnostic documents. The key tenet of Gnosticism is that salvation comes through secret 
knowledge. As a result, the Gnostic Gospels, in striking contrast to their New Testament counterparts, 
place almost no value on the death and resurrection of Jesus. Indeed, Gnostic Christology had a 
tendency to separate the human Jesus from the divine Christ, seeing them as two distinct beings. It 
was not the divine Christ who suffered and died; it was merely the human Jesus—or perhaps even 

Simon of Cyrene.{13} It didn't matter much to the Gnostics because in their view the death of Jesus 

was irrelevant for attaining salvation. What was truly important was not the death of the man Jesus 
but the secret knowledge brought by the divine Christ. According to the Gnostics, salvation came 
through a correct understanding of this secret knowledge.{14} 

Clearly these doctrines are incompatible with the New Testament teaching about Christ and salvation 
(e.g. Rom. 3:21-26; 5:1-11; 1 Cor. 15:3-11; Tit. 2:11-14). Ironically, they're also incompatible with 
Teabing's view that the Nag Hammadi texts "speak of Christ's ministry in very human terms" (234). 
The Nag Hammadi texts actually present Christ as a divine being, though quite differently from the 
New Testament perspective.{15} 

Thus, the Nag Hammadi texts are both later than the New Testament writings and characterized by a 
worldview that is entirely alien to their theology. We must explain to our non-Christian friends that the 
church fathers exercised great wisdom in rejecting these books from the New Testament. 

But what if they ask us how it was decided what books to include? 

The Formation of the New Testament Canon 

In the early centuries of Christianity, many books were written about the teachings of Jesus and His 
apostles. Most of these books never made it into the New Testament. They include such titles as The 

Gospel of Philip, The Acts of John, and The Apocalypse of Peter. How did the early church decide what 
books to include in the New Testament and what to reject? When were these decisions made, and by 
whom? According to the Teabing, "The Bible, as we know it today, was collated by . . . Constantine 
the Great" (231). Is this true? 

http://www.probe.org/site/pp.aspx?c=fdKEIMNsEoG&b=4217957&printmode=1#text12
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The early church had definite criteria that had to be met for a book to be included in the New 

Testament. As Bart Ehrman observes, a book had to be ancient, written close to the time of Jesus. It 
had to be written either by an apostle or a companion of an apostle. It had to be consistent with the 
orthodox understanding of the faith. And it had to be widely recognized and accepted by the 
church.{16} Books that didn't meet these criteria weren't included in the New Testament. 

When were these decisions made? And who made them? There wasn't an ecumenical council in the 

early church that officially decreed that the twenty-seven books now in our New Testament were the 
right ones.{17}Rather, the canon gradually took shape as the church recognized and embraced those 
books that were inspired by God. The earliest collections of books "to circulate among the churches in 
the first half of the second century" were our four Gospels and the letters of Paul.{18} Not until the 
heretic Marcion published his expurgated version of the New Testament in about A.D. 144 did church 
leaders seek to define the canon more specifically.{19} 

Toward the end of the second century there was a growing consensus that the canon should include 
the four Gospels, Acts, the thirteen Pauline epistles, "epistles by other ‘apostolic men' and the 

Revelation of John."{20}The Muratorian Canon, which dates toward the end of the second century, 

recognized every New Testament book except Hebrews, James, 1 and 2 Peter, and 3 John. Similar 
though not identical books were recognized by Irenaeus in the late second century and Origen in the 
early third century. So while the earliest listing of all the books in our New Testament comes from 
Athanasius in A.D. 367, there was widespread agreement on most of these books (including the four 
Gospels) by the end of the second century. By sharing this information "with gentleness and respect" 
(1 Pet. 3:15), we can help our friends see that the New Testament canon did not result from a 
decision by Constantine. 

Who Was Mary Magdalene? (Part 1) 

Mary Magdalene, of course, is a major figure in The Da Vinci Code. Let's take a look at Mary, 

beginning by addressing the unfortunate misconception that she was a prostitute. Where did this 
notion come from? And why do so many people believe it? 

According to Leigh Teabing, the popular understanding of Mary Magdalene as a prostitute "is the 
legacy of a smear campaign . . . by the early Church." In Teabing's view, "The Church needed to 
defame Mary . . . to cover up her dangerous secret—her role as the Holy Grail" (244). Remember, in 
this novel the Holy Grail is not the cup used by Jesus at the Last Supper. Instead it's Mary Magdalene, 
who's alleged to have been both Jesus' wife and the one who carried His royal bloodline in her womb. 

How should we respond to this? Did the early church really seek to slander Mary as a prostitute in 
order to cover up her intimate relationship with Jesus? The first recorded instance of Mary Magdalene 
being misidentified as a prostitute occurred in a sermon by Pope Gregory the Great in A.D. 
591.{21} Most likely, this wasn't a deliberate attempt to slander Mary's character. Rather, Gregory 

probably misinterpreted some passages in the Gospels, resulting in his incorrectly identifying Mary as 
a prostitute. 

For instance, he may have identified the unnamed sinful woman in Luke 7, who anointed Jesus' feet, 
with Mary of Bethany in John 12, who also anointed Jesus' feet shortly before His death. This would 
have been easy to do because, although there are differences, there are also many similarities 
between the two separate incidents. If Gregory thought the sinful woman of Luke 7 was the Mary of 
John 12, he may then have mistakenly linked this woman with Mary Magdalene. Interestingly, Luke 
mentions Mary Magdalene for the first time at the beginning of chapter 8, right after the story of 
Jesus' anointing in Luke 7. Since the unnamed woman in Luke 7 was likely guilty of some kind of 

sexual sin, if Gregory thought this woman was Mary Magdalene, then it wouldn't be too great a leap to 
infer she was a prostitute. 

If you're discussing the novel with someone who is hostile toward the church, don't be afraid to admit 
that the church has sometimes made mistakes. We can agree that Gregory was mistaken when he 
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misidentified Mary as a prostitute. But we must also observe that it's quite unlikely that this was part 

of a smear campaign by the early church. We must remind our friends that Christians make 
mistakes—and even sin—just like everyone else (Rom. 3:23). The difference is that we've recognized 
our need for a Savior from sin. And in this respect, we're actually following in the footsteps of Mary 
Magdalene (John 20:1-18)! 

Who Was Mary Magdalene? (Part 2) 

What do our earliest written sources reveal about the real Mary Magdalene? According to Teabing, 

Mary was the wife of Jesus, the mother of His child, and the one whom He intended to establish the 
church after His death (244-48). In support of these theories, Teabing appeals to two of the Gnostic 
Gospels: The Gospel of Philip and The Gospel of Mary [Magdalene]. Let's look first at The Gospel of 
Mary. 

The section of this Gospel quoted in the novel presents an incredulous apostle Peter who simply can't 

believe that the risen Christ has secretly revealed information to Mary that He didn't reveal to His 
male disciples. Levi rebukes Peter: "If the Saviour made her worthy, who are you . . . to reject her? 
Surely the Saviour knows her very well. That is why he loved her more than us" (247). 

What can we say about this passage? First, we must observe that nowhere in this Gospel are we told 
that Mary was Jesus' wife or the mother of His child. Second, many scholars think this text should 

probably be read symbolically, with Peter representing early Christian orthodoxy and Mary 
representing a form of Gnosticism. This Gospel is probably claiming that "Mary" (that is, the Gnostics) 
has received divine revelation, even if "Peter" (that is, the orthodox) can't believe it.{22} Finally, 
even if this text should be read literally, we have little reason to think it's historically reliable. It was 
likely composed sometime in the late second century, about a hundred years after the canonical 
Gospels.{23} So, contrary to what's implied in the novel, it certainly wasn't written by Mary 
Magdalene—or any of Jesus' other original followers.{24} 

If we want reliable information about Mary, we must turn to our earliest sources—the New Testament 

Gospels. These sources tell us that Mary was a follower of Jesus from the town of Magdala. After Jesus 

cast seven demons out of her, she (along with other women) helped support His ministry (Luke 8:1-
3). She witnessed Jesus' death, burial, and resurrection, and was the first to see the risen Christ 
(Matt. 27:55-61; John 20:11-18). Jesus even entrusted her with proclaiming His resurrection to His 
male disciples (John 20:17-18). In this sense, Mary was an "apostle" to the apostles.{25} This is all 
the Gospels tell us about Mary.{26} We can agree with our non-Christian friends that she was a very 
important woman. But we must also remind them that there's nothing to suggest that she was Jesus' 
wife, or that He intended her to lead the church. 

All this aside, someone who's read The Da Vinci Code might still have questions about The Gospel of 
Philip? Doesn't this text indicate that Mary and Jesus were married? 

Was Jesus Married? (Part 1) 

Undoubtedly, the strongest textual evidence that Jesus was married comes from The Gospel of Philip. 

So it's not surprising that Leigh Teabing, should appeal to this text. The section of this Gospel quoted 
in the novel reads as follows: 

And the companion of the Saviour is Mary Magdalene. Christ loved her more than all the disciples and 
used to kiss her often on her mouth. The rest of the disciples were offended by it and expressed 
disapproval. They said to him, "Why do you love her more than all of us?" (246). 
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Now, notice that the first line refers to Mary as the companion of the Savior. In the novel, Teabing 

clinches his argument that Jesus and Mary were married by stating, "As any Aramaic scholar will tell 
you, the word companion, in those days, literally meant spouse" (246). This sounds pretty convincing. 
Was Jesus married after all? 

When discussing this issue with a non-Christian friend, point out that we must proceed carefully here. 
The Gospel of Philip was originally written in Greek.{27} Therefore, what the term "companion" 

meant in Aramaic is entirely irrelevant. Even in the Coptic translation found at Nag Hammadi, a Greek 
loan word (koinonos) lies behind the term translated "companion". Darrell Bock observes that this is 
"not the typical . . . term for ‘wife'" in Greek.{28} Indeed, koinonos is most often used in the New 
Testament to refer to a "partner." Luke uses the term to describe James and John as Peter's business 
partners (Luke 5:10). So contrary to the claim of Teabing, the statement that Mary was Jesus' 
companion does not at all prove that she was His wife. 

But what about the following statement: "Christ loved her . . . and used to kiss her often on her 
mouth"? 

First, this portion of the manuscript is damaged. We don't actually know where Christ kissed Mary. 
There's a hole in the manuscript at that place. Some believe that "she was kissed on her cheek or 
forehead since either term fits in the break."{29} Second, even if the text said that Christ kissed 

Mary on her mouth, it wouldn't necessarily mean that something sexual is in view. Most scholars 
agree that Gnostic texts contain a lot of symbolism. To read such texts literally, therefore, is to 
misread them. Finally, regardless of the author's intention, this Gospel wasn't written until the second 
half of the third century, over two hundred years after the time of Jesus.{30} So the reference to 
Jesus kissing Mary is almost certainly not historically reliable. 

We must show our non-Christian friends that The Gospel of Philip offers insufficient evidence that 
Jesus was married. But what if they've bought into the novel's contention that it would have been odd 
for Jesus to be single? 

Was Jesus Married? (Part 2) 

The two most educated characters in The Da Vinci Code claim that an unmarried Jesus is quite 
improbable. Leigh Teabing says, "Jesus as a married man makes infinitely more sense than our 

standard biblical view of Jesus as a bachelor" (245). Robert Langdon, Harvard professor of Religious 
Symbology, concurs: 

Jesus was a Jew, and the social decorum during that time virtually forbid a Jewish man to be 
unmarried. According to Jewish custom, celibacy was condemned. . . . If Jesus were not married, at 
least one of the Bible's Gospels would have mentioned it and offered some explanation for His 
unnatural state of bachelorhood (245). 

Is this true? What if our non-Christian friends want a response to such claims? 

In his excellent book Breaking The Da Vinci Code, Darrell Bock persuasively argues that an unmarried 
Jesus is not at all improbable.{31} Of course, it's certainly true that most Jewish men of Jesus' day 
did marry. It's also true that marriage was often viewed as a fundamental human obligation, 
especially in light of God's command to "be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth" (Gen. 1:28). 
Nevertheless, by the first century there were recognized, and even lauded, exceptions to this general 
rule. 

The first century Jewish writer, Philo of Alexandria, described the Essenes as those who "repudiate 
marriage . . . for no one of the Essenes ever marries a wife."{32} Interestingly, the Essenes not only 
escaped condemnation for their celibacy, they were often admired. Philo also wrote, "This now is the 

enviable system of life of these Essenes, so that not only private individuals but even mighty kings, 
admiring the men, venerate their sect, and increase . . . the honors which they confer on 
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them."{33} Such citations clearly reveal that not all Jews of Jesus' day considered marriage 

obligatory. And those who sought to avoid marriage for religious reasons were often admired rather 
than condemned. 

It may be helpful to remind your friend that the Bible nowhere condemns singleness. Indeed, it 
praises those who choose to remain single to devote themselves to the work of the Lord (e.g. 1 Cor. 
7:25-38). Point your friend to Matthew 19:12, where Jesus explains that some people "have 

renounced marriage because of the kingdom of heaven" (NIV). Notice His conclusion, "The one who 
can accept this should accept it." It's virtually certain that Jesus had accepted this. He had renounced 
marriage to fully devote Himself to the work of His heavenly Father. What's more, since there was 
precedent in the first century for Jewish men to remain single for religious reasons, Jesus' singleness 
would not have been condemned. Let your friend know that, contrary to the claims of The Da Vinci 
Code, it would have been completely acceptable for Jesus to be unmarried. 

Did Jesus' Earliest Followers Proclaim His Deity? 

We've considered The Da Vinci Code's claim that Jesus was married and found it wanting. Mark 
Roberts observed "that most proponents of the marriage of Jesus thesis have an agenda. They are 

trying to strip Jesus of his uniqueness, and especially his deity."{34} This is certainly true of The Da 
Vinci Code. Not only does it call into question Jesus' deity by alleging that He was married, it also 
maintains that His earliest followers never even believed He was divine! According to Teabing, the 
doctrine of Christ's deity originally resulted from a vote at the Council of Nicaea. He further asserts, 
"until that moment in history, Jesus was viewed by His followers as a mortal prophet . . . a great and 
powerful man, but a man nonetheless" (233). Did Jesus' earliest followers really believe that He was 

just a man? If our non-Christian friends have questions about this, let's view it as a great opportunity 
to tell them who Jesus really is! 

The Council of Nicaea met in A.D. 325. By then, Jesus' followers had been proclaiming His deity for 

nearly three centuries. Our earliest written sources about the life of Jesus are found in the New 
Testament. These first century documents repeatedly affirm the deity of Christ. For instance, in his 

letter to the Colossians, the apostle Paul declared, "For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in 
bodily form" (2:9; see also Rom. 9:5; Phil. 2:5-11; Tit. 2:13). And John wrote, "In the beginning was 
the Word . . . and the Word was God . . . And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us" (1:1, 14). 

There are also affirmations of Jesus' deity in the writings of the pre-Nicene church fathers. In the early 
second century, Ignatius of Antioch wrote of "our God, Jesus the Christ."{35} Similar affirmations can 
be found throughout these writings. There's even non-Christian testimony from the second century 

that Christians believed in Christ's divinity. Pliny the Younger wrote to Emperor Trajan, around A.D. 
112, that the early Christians "were in the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day . . . when they sang 
. . . a hymn to Christ, as to a god."{36} 

If we humbly share this information with our non-Christian friends, we can help them see that 
Christians believed in Christ's deity long before the Council of Nicaea. We might even be able to 
explain why Christians were so convinced of His deity that they were willing to die rather than deny it. 
If so, we can invite our friends to believe in Jesus for themselves. "For God so loved the world that he 

gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life" (John 
3:16). 

If you want your church to be equipped to take advantage of such opportunities, consider our new 
study series, Redeeming The Da Vinci Code, available at Probe.org. 
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WHY I BELIEVE THE NEW TESTAMENT IS 

HISTORICALLY RELIABLE 

GARY R. HABERMAS 

The credibility of Scripture is certainly a multifaceted issue. In this chapter, I will examine one 

specific angle—whether the New Testament is a historically reliable document. Topics such as 

precise textual issues, genre considerations, specific critical methodologies, scientific concerns, 

and the doctrine of inspiration are beyond the focus here.
1
 Instead, I will examine several areas 

that indicate that the New Testament speaks accurately when it makes historical claims that can 

be checked. I will begin by assessing some conventional areas of consideration. 

CUSTOMARY STRATEGIES 

Typically, defenses of the reliability of the New Testament have emphasized several items: 

the superior manuscript numbers, early dating of these copies, as well as the authoritative 

authorship and dating of the original compositions. I will respond briefly to each, since they all 

still have an important part to play. Since these defenses have received much attention, however, 

I will only highlight a number of relevant issues. 

MANUSCRIPT EVIDENCE 

To start, are we even able to ascertain whether the text of the Bible is that of the original 

authors? While this issue relates strictly to the reliability of the text rather than to the historicity 

of its contents, the issue is still important in the overall scheme of this discussion. Generally, 

several qualities enhance manuscript value, assisting textual scholars in arriving at the best 

reading of the original text. The strongest case is made when many manuscripts are available, as 

close in time to the original autographs as possible. Wide geographical distribution of the copies 

and their textual families are likewise crucial. Of course, having complete texts is essential. 

In light of these criteria, the New Testament is the best attested work from the ancient world. 

First, it has by far the greatest number of existing manuscripts. Ancient classical works are 

attested to by very few full or partial manuscripts—usually less than ten. In comparison, over 

five thousand full or partial Greek manuscripts of the New Testament exist. Thousands of 

additional texts exist in other languages, especially Latin. This overwhelming number of copies 

yields a much stronger base for establishing the original text. 

                                                           
1  Some of these subjects are addressed in other chapters, such as those by Walter Bradley and Winfried Corduan. 
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Concerning the date between the original writing and the earliest copies, ancient classical 

works generally exhibit gaps of at least seven hundred years. The interval significantly lengthens 

to twice this amount (or longer) with certain works by a number of key writers such as Plato and 

Aristotle. In contrast, the Bodmer and Chester Beatty Papyri contain most of the New Testament, 

dating about 100–150 years later than the New Testament, using an approximate date of A.D. 100 

for its completion. The Codex Sinaiticus is a complete copy of the New Testament, while the 

Codex Vaticanus is a nearly complete manuscript, both dating roughly 250 years after the 

originals. These small gaps help to ensure the accuracy of the New Testament text. 

Further, significant portions of some ancient works are missing. For example, 107 of Livy’s 

142 books of Roman history have been lost. Of Tacitus’s original Histories and Annals, only 

approximately half remain. 

The fact that there is outstanding manuscript evidence for the New Testament documents is 

even admitted by critical scholars.
2
 John A. T. Robinson succinctly explains, “The wealth of 

manuscripts, and above all the narrow interval of time between the writing and the earliest extant 

copies, make it by far the best attested text of any ancient writing in the world.”
3
 Even Helmut 

Koester summarizes: 

Classical authors are often represented by but one surviving manuscript; if there are half a dozen 

or more, one can speak of a rather advantageous situation for reconstructing the text. But there are 

nearly five thousand manuscripts of the NT in Greek. . . . The only surviving manuscripts of 

classical authors often come from the Middle Ages, but the manuscript tradition of the NT begins 

as early as the end of II CE; it is therefore separated by only a century or so from the time at 

which the autographs were written. Thus it seems that NT textual criticism possesses a base 

which is far more advantageous than that for the textual criticism of classical authors.
4 

The result of all this is an incredibly accurate New Testament text. John Wenham asks why it 

is that, in spite of the “great diversity” in our copies, the texts are still relativity homogeneous. 

He responds, “The only satisfactory answer seems to be that its homogeneity stems from an 

exceedingly early text—virtually, that is, from the autographs.”
5
 The resulting text is 99.99 

percent accurate, and the remaining questions do not affect any area of cardinal Christian 

doctrine.
6
 

AUTHORSHIP AND DATE 

The above described quality of manuscript data shows that the New Testament manuscripts 

were careful copies of what the original authors produced. However, this does not necessarily 

guarantee that the contents of these writings are historically accurate. The traditional strategy has 

been to argue that the Gospels and Acts were written by eyewitnesses, or those writing under 

                                                           
2  For information on New Testament manuscript evidence, see John A. T. Robinson, Can We Trust the New Testament? (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1977), 33–38; F. F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1960), 16–18; Henri 
Daniel-Rops, ed., The Sources for the Life of Christ (New York: Hawthorn, 1962), chap. 4 (by Daniel-Rops), 41–42. 
3  Robinson, Can We Trust? 36. Atheist Antony Flew agrees in Gary R. Habermas and Antony G. N. Flew, Did Jesus Rise from the Dead? The 
Resurrection Debate, ed. Terry L. Miethe (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987), 66. 
4  Helmut Koester, History and Literature of Early Christianity, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982), vol. 2, 16–17. Koester goes on to explain 
that this manuscript “richness” and “wealth” even raises difficulties not encountered in the classics, regarding families of manuscripts, their 
derivation, and readings. 
5  John W. Wenham, Christ and the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), 180. 
6  Ibid., 186–88. 



Page 79 of 274 
 

their influence, thereby ensuring as much as possible the factual content. A somewhat more 

cautious position is that these five books were at least influenced by eyewitness testimony.
7
 

Evangelical scholars often date each of the synoptic Gospels ten or so years earlier than their 

critical counterparts, who usually prefer dates of roughly A.D. 65–90. There is widespread 

agreement on placing John at roughly A.D. 95. This places the writing of the manuscripts thirty-

five to sixty-five years after the death of Jesus, close enough to allow for accurate accounts. 

Perhaps the most promising way to support the traditional approach is to argue backward 

from the Book of Acts. Most of this book is occupied with the ministries of Peter and Paul, and 

much of the action centers in the city of Jerusalem. The martyrdoms of Stephen (7:54–60) and 

the apostle James (12:1–2) are recorded, and the book concludes with Paul under arrest in Rome 

(28:14–31). Yet Acts says nothing concerning the deaths of Paul and Peter (mid-60s A.D.), or 

James, Jesus’ brother (about A.D. 62). Moreover, accounts of the Jewish War with the Romans 

(beginning in A.D. 66) and the fall of Jerusalem (A.D. 70) are also strangely absent. Further, the 

book ends enigmatically with Paul under house arrest, without any resolution to the situation. 

How could the author of Acts not mention these events or resolve Paul’s dilemma, each of 

which is centrally related to the text’s crucial themes? These events would even seem to dwarf 

many of the other recorded occurrences.
8
 It is difficult to resist the conclusion that the author did 

not record these items simply because they had not yet occurred. These omissions argue 

persuasively for an early date for the composition of Acts, before the mid-60s A.D. 

If it is held that Luke was written prior to Acts but after Mark and Matthew, as perhaps most 

critical scholars do, then all five books may be dated before A.D. 65. It is simply amazing that 

Acts could be dated A.D. 80–85 and the author not be aware of, or otherwise neglect to mention, 

any of these events.
9
 

ADDITIONAL SUPPORT 

Extra-biblical sources are another avenue worth pursuing when determining whether the New 

Testament texts speak reliably concerning historical issues. While less frequently used by 

scholars, a number of ancient secular sources mention various aspects of Jesus’ life, 

corroborating the picture presented by the Gospels.
10

 The writers of these sources include ancient 

historians such as Tacitus, Suetonius, and Thallus. Jewish sources such as Josephus and the 

Talmud add to our knowledge. Government officials such as Pliny the Younger and even Roman 

Caesars Trajan and Hadrian describe early Christian beliefs and practices. Greek historian and 

                                                           
7  In recent decades, a number of scholars have supported some of these options for the authorship of the Gospels and Acts. For examples, 
see John Drane, Introducing the New Testament (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1986), 181–82, 191, 196–97; R. A. Cole, The Gospel 
according to St. Mark (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), 28–50; Robert Gundry, Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982); C. Stewart Petrie, 
“The Authorship of ‘The Gospel according to Matthew’: A Reconsideration of the External Evidence,” New Testament Studies 14, no. 1 
(October 1967): 15–33; Norval Geldenhuys, Commentary on the Gospel of Luke (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 15–22; E. J. Tinsley, The 
Gospel according to Luke (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1965), 2–4; Ray Summers, Commentary on Luke (Waco: Word, 1972), 8–10; 
Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel according to John (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966), vol. 1, chap. 7; Raymond E. Brown, New Testament 
Essays (Milwaukee: Bruce, 1965), 129–31; Leon Morris, The Gospel according to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 8–35; R. V. G. 
Tasker, The Gospel according to St. John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968), 11–20; F. F. Bruce, Commentary on the Book of Acts (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 19; Robinson, Can We Trust? 71–94; Bruce, The New Testament Documents, chap. 4; Paul Barnett, Is the New 
Testament Reliable? A Look at the Historical Evidence (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1986); Donald Guthrie, New Testament 
Introduction, 4th rev. ed. (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1990), 43–53, 81–84, 113–25, 252–83. 
8  This is not an argument from silence, in light of the similar items (in both content and geography) that the author does record. 
9  See Robinson, Can We Trust? 71–73; Gundry, Matthew, on the date of Matthew; Craig Blomberg, “The Historical Reliability of the New 
Testament,” in Reasonable Faith, ed. William Lane Craig (Wheaton: Crossway, 1994), 206. 
10  While it is true that secular references to Jesus are generally brief and sometimes derived from Christian sources, it does not follow that they 
should be largely ignored, as is often their fate. 



Page 80 of 274 
 

satirist Lucian and Syrian Mara Bar-Serapion provide other details. Several nonorthodox, 

Gnostic writings speak about Jesus in a more theological manner.
11

 

Overall, at least seventeen non-Christian writings record more than fifty details concerning 

the life, teachings, death, and resurrection of Jesus, plus details concerning the earliest church. 

Most frequently reported is Jesus’ death, mentioned by twelve sources. Dated approximately 20 

to 150 years after Jesus’ death, these secular sources are quite early by the standards of ancient 

historiography. 

Altogether, these non-Christian sources mention that Jesus fulfilled Old Testament prophecy, 

performed miracles, led disciples, and that many thought he was deity. These sources call him a 

good teacher or a philosopher and state that his message included conversion, denial of the gods, 

fellowship, and immortality. Further, they claim he was crucified for blasphemy but rose from 

the dead and appeared to his disciples, who were themselves transformed into bold preachers.
12

 

A number of early Christian sources also report numerous details concerning the historical 

Jesus. Some, such as the writings of Clement of Rome, Ignatius, and Polycarp, date from A.D. 

95–110, or just ten years after the last New Testament book.
13

 

Information of a different sort can be derived from archaeological artifacts. While few 

provide direct confirmation of Jesus, they do provide helpful background information. Places 

such as the Bethesda and Siloam pools, the foundations of Herod’s temple, possible locations of 

Pilate’s Praetorium, and the general vicinity of Golgotha and the Garden tomb all enlighten 

modern readers. Much information has been gained about ancient Jewish social customs, and 

many details have been revealed concerning the cities, towns, coinage, commerce, and languages 

of first-century Palestine.
14

 A. N. Sherwin-White has furnished a remarkable amount of 

background information corroborating many details of the trial of Jesus, as well as other legal 

scenes in the New Testament.
15

 

In a few cases, more specific data is available. For example, the Latin inscription “Titulus 

Venetus” helps to illumine Augustus’s census. A Latin plaque mentions “Pontius Pilatus, Prefect 

of Judaea.” The bones of a first-century A.D. crucifixion victim, Yohanan, tell us much about the 

gruesome spectacle of crucifixion. The Nazareth Decree, perhaps circulated by Emperor 

Claudius between A.D. 41 and 54, threatens tomb robbers with death.
16

 

In summary, those who use traditional strategies to support the historical reliability of the 

New Testament assert that superior manuscript evidence shows we have essentially what the 

authors wrote. By linking closely the authors and composition dates to the events themselves, it 

is argued that the writers were in the best position to know what actually occurred. Additional 

data are provided by extra-biblical and archaeological sources, showing that, when these details 

are checked, the New Testament fares well. 

A surprising amount of traditional data corroborates the life and teachings of Jesus. Many 

questions remain, to be sure, but the available evidence indicates that believers are on strong 

                                                           
11  For specific details, see Gary Habermas, The Historical Jesus (Joplin, Mo.: College Press, 1996), esp. chap. 9. Compare R. T. France, The 
Evidence for Jesus (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1986); F. F. Bruce, Jesus and Christian Origins outside the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974); Edwin Yamauchi, “Jesus outside the New Testament: What Is the Evidence?” in Jesus under Fire, ed. Michael 
Wilkins and J. P. Moreland (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995). 
12  For details, see Habermas, The Historical Jesus, chap. 11. 
13  See J. B. Lightfoot, ed. and trans., The Apostolic Fathers (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1891, 1956). A discussion of these and other early sources 
can be found in Habermas, The Historical Jesus, chap. 10.  
14  France, Evidence for Jesus, chap. 4; Bruce, New Testament Documents, chap. 8. 
15  A. N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament (Oxford: Oxford University, 1963; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978). 
16  Habermas, Historical Jesus, chap. 8. 
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ground when reporting the general reliability of the New Testament reports of the historical 

Jesus. 

RECENT STRATEGIES 

Scholarship in recent years, however, has moved in other directions. While not necessarily 

denying the traditional arguments just discussed, scholars are frequently less interested in the 

question of the New Testament’s reliability. Nonetheless, among the contemporary tendencies to 

which critics gravitate, there are still many gems to be mined—treasures that point in additional 

ways to the historical trustworthiness of the New Testament. Some of the prizes turn out to be 

powerful tools. Four such approaches are outlined below. 

CRITICAL RULES 

The trend among recent critical scholars is not to accept the reliability of the Gospels in a 

wholesale manner. Rather, the tendency is to apply certain analytical principles to ascertain 

which individual texts or portions of texts have the greatest likelihood of being historically 

accurate. In so doing, these biblical scholars are following the trend set by historians in their own 

examination of ancient texts.
17

 Following is a brief inventory of some of the rules that apply to 

written sources. 

(1) Early evidence is strongly preferred, and in reference to Jesus, data from A.D. 30 to 50 

would be exemplary.
18

 If these sources can be drawn from (2) the accounts of eyewitnesses to 

the occurrences, this would provide two of the strongest evidences possible. Historian David 

Hackett Fischer dubs this last criterion “the rule of immediacy” and terms it “the best relevant 

evidence.”
19

 

(3) Independent attestation by more than one source significantly strengthens a factual claim 

from antiquity. As historian Paul Maier notes, “Many facts from antiquity rest on just one 

ancient source, while two or three sources in agreement generally render the fact 

unimpeachable.”
20

 Even the highly skeptical Jesus Seminar emphasizes items “attested in two or 

more independent sources.”
21

 

Some details are enhanced by additional criteria. (4) The principle of embarrassment, 

negative report, or surprise reveals disparaging remarks made by the author about himself, 

another person, or event toward which the author is friendly and has a vested interest.
22

 (5) 

Precisely the opposite can also provide a different sort of evidence: when an antagonistic source 

agrees about a person or event when it is not in the source’s best interests to do so. Maier even 

                                                           
17  A notable examination of this entire topic is C. Behan McCullagh’s Justifying Historical Descriptions (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 
1984), esp. 17–33. Other historical texts will be listed below. 
18  This time frame is emphasized by Robert W. Funk, Roy W. Hoover, and the Jesus Seminar, The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic 
Words of Jesus (New York: Macmillan, 1993), 25–26. 
19  David Hackett Fischer, Historian’s Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought (New York: Harper & Row, 1970), 62. Fischer includes 
here an event’s archaeological “remains,” placing this even above “direct observations.” On the import of eyewitnesses in ancient Greek 
writing, see Ernst Breisach, Historiography: Ancient, Medieval, and Modern, 2d ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1994), 38–39. 
20  Paul L. Maier, In the Fullness of Time: A Historian Looks at Christmas, Easter, and the Early Church (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991), 
197. 
21  Funk, Hoover, and the Jesus Seminar, Five Gospels, 26. 
22  Michael Grant, Jesus: An Historian’s Review of the Gospels (New York: Macmillan, 1977; Collier Books Edition, 1992), 202–3. Cf. ibid., 23. 
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thinks that “such positive evidence within a hostile source is the strongest kind of evidence. . . . 

If Cicero, who despised Catiline, admitted that the fellow had one good quality—courage—

among a host of bad ones then the historian correctly concludes that Catiline was at least 

courageous.”
23

 

(6) A skeptical criterion of historicity is that of dissimilarity or discontinuity. A saying, for 

instance, can be attributed to a person only if it cannot be plausibly attributed to other 

contemporary sources. In the case of Jesus, the chief issue is whether a Gospel teaching can be 

ascribed to either Jewish thought or to the early church. Historian Michael Grant calls this the 

“principal valid method of research.”
24

 

(7) Another criterion specifically applied to Gospel studies is the presence of Aramaic words, 

substrata, or other indications of a Palestinian origin. Such conditions are thought to bring us 

closer to Jesus’ teachings.
25

 

An overall test is (8) coherence. Does an event or teaching fit well with what is known 

concerning other surrounding occurrences and teachings?
26

 Even better, does the proposed event 

illuminate other known incidents, thereby making them more intelligible? 

Certainly one of the strongest methodological indications of historicity occurs when (9) a 

case can be built on accepted data that are recognized as well established by a wide range of 

otherwise diverse historians. Historian Christopher Blake refers to this as the “very considerable 

part of history which is acceptable to the community of professional historians.”
27

 

Combining a number of these critical rules of evidence, I propose what I call the “minimal 

facts” historical method, using precisely those data that satisfy at least two major standards. (1) 

Each event must be exceptionally well attested on several grounds, as indicated by criteria such 

as those listed above, and (2) the events must be admitted as historical by the vast majority of 

scholars who treat this specific topic. Of these two tests, the first one (strong confirmation for 

multiple reasons) is clearly the most significant. In chapter 7, we viewed Jesus’ miracles and his 

resurrection in light of these criteria.
28

 

Other historical rules could be mentioned,
29

 but those described above are sufficient for our 

current purposes. The functional value of critically applied rules such as these can be seen in 

many contemporary studies. They are often the decisive tests that are applied to the Gospel 

accounts in order to derive much of the basis for what is perhaps the major emphasis of current 

New Testament scholars today, the study of the historical Jesus. Other considerations may also 

                                                           
23  Maier, In the Fullness of Time, 198–99. 
24  Grant, Jesus, 202. 
25  Perhaps no one has done more on this subject than Joachim Jeremias. For example, see his famous work on the term abba in The Central 
Message of the New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1965), 9–30; also The Parables of Jesus, 2d rev. ed., trans. S. H. Hooke (Upper 
Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1972), 100–114; cf. Norman Perrin, Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), 
37–41. 
26  Cf. W. B. Gallie, “Explanations in History and the Genetic Sciences,” in Theories of History: Readings from Classical and Contemporary 
Sources, ed. Patrick Gardiner (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 397–98; the idea in critical New Testament research is pursued in Norman Perrin, 
Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), 43–45. 
27  Christopher Blake, “Can History Be Objective?” in Theories of History, 331. 
28  I employ this twofold test in all my publications on Jesus’ resurrection. For example, see Historical Jesus, 158–67; and Resurrection of 
Jesus (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980; Lanham: University Press of America, 1984), 24–26, 38–41. 
29  For instance, some propose the presence of plural forms—an item is more likely to be historical if it is found in more than one literary 
pattern. Grant judges that this is “not very decisive” (Jesus, 201). We will also look below at a major indication of early material—the presence 
of creeds or traditions in the New Testament. 
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be employed,
30

 some of which will be pursued below, as we attempt to build a case for the 

historicity of the New Testament. 

THE GOSPELS AND ANCIENT HISTORIOGRAPHY 

A second trend among a few scholars today is to defend the Gospels based on standards 

derived from ancient historiography. Both because the study of the historical Jesus is so 

prominent today and because too many analyses simply miss the benefits of such a comparison, I 

will devote a little more room to this discussion, but from a historical perspective only.
31

 

R. T. France takes this approach regarding the authorship of the Gospels. While he thinks a 

plausible case can be made for the traditional writers, he suggests a different tack. He contends 

that “authorship . . . is not a major factor in our assessment of the reliability of the gospels.”
32

 

France insists that we evaluate the Gospels by the same criteria that are used in studying ancient 

writings. Not only are the Gospels the earliest sources for Jesus, but the nature of the tradition 

behind them should cause us to treat them seriously.
33

 

Some scholars still approach the Gospels in terms of authorship,
34

 but France’s point is 

noteworthy. Rather than view the Gospels as largely nonhistorical, religious propaganda, as do 

some critics, ancient historians and classical scholars often treat the Gospels quite seriously. 

These writings are frequently viewed as important sources for information concerning Jesus, 

opposing the more radical versions of criticism encouraged by some contemporary New 

Testament scholars. In fact, ancient historians regularly detect an adequate basis for historical 

data, especially in the Gospels. Roman historian Sherwin-White leveled the following accusation 

at modern biblical scholarship: 

So, it is astonishing that while Greco-Roman historians have been growing in confidence, the 

twentieth-century study of the Gospel narratives, starting from no less promising material, has 

taken so gloomy a turn in the development of form-criticism . . . that the historical Christ is 

unknowable and the history of his mission cannot be written. This seems very curious.
35 

Although the reference to form criticism is a bit outdated, Sherwin-White’s chief point is 

clear. Because the Gospel narratives are “no less promising” than Greco-Roman sources, the 

same standards commonly applied to ancient nonreligious history can also be applied to the New 

Testament records. The result yields a significant amount of factual content. 

Michael Grant is another ancient historian who reaches similar conclusions. By employing 

normal historical techniques in regard to the New Testament, he concluded that much can be 

known about the historical Jesus.
36

 Grant specifically rejects the methodology of radical 

theologians who insist that the New Testament is guilty until it is proven innocent, since “that 

also is too extreme a viewpoint and would not be applied in other fields.”
37

 The key, therefore, is 

                                                           
30  Again, the scope of this inquiry requires us to exclude from discussion a number of relevant details, especially regarding ancient 
historiography, such as those mentioned by Lucian of Samosata in How to Write History (Cambridge: Harvard University, 1959), esp. 7–15. 
Breisach includes other items on pages 64, 68–69, 72. 
31  I will say very little concerning the literary aspects of this issue, involving, for example, an examination of the Gospel’s genre as biography, 
history, or novel. For an overview, see L. W. Hurtado, “Gospel (Genre),” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, ed. Joel B. Green, Scott 
McNight, and I. H. Marshall (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1992). 
32  France, Evidence for Jesus, 124. 
33  Ibid., 122–25. 
34  See some of the more recent scholars in note 7 above. 
35  Sherwin-White, Roman Society, 187. 
36  Grant, Jesus, 199–200; cf. also 176. 
37  Ibid., 201. 
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the application of the same historiographical principles to both the Gospels and ancient 

documents. 

At this point, critics often raise two major objections to the comparison of the New 

Testament writings to ancient Greco-Roman sources. (1) The Gospels contain many reports of 

supernatural events, which militates against their claim to be historical documents. (2) Further, 

the Gospels cannot be compared to ancient, nonreligious writings, since the latter recorded 

history while the former were written by authors whose religious doctrines significantly colored 

their perspectives. In short, we are told that the Gospels are of a different genre. The writers were 

not as concerned with discerning history as with relating miracles and composing religious 

propaganda written for the purpose of indoctrination. 

Regarding the charge of miraculous claims, the critic is simply mistaken to separate the 

Gospels from ancient historical documents. Ancient histories regularly recounted supernatural 

reports of all sorts, including omens and portents, prophecies, healing miracles, various sorts of 

divine interventions, as well as demonic activity. Examples are literally too numerous to miss. 

For instance, in his widely recognized account of Alexander the Great, Plutarch begins by noting 

Alexander’s likely descent from Hercules. Later he tells how the gods favored and assisted 

Alexander in his battles and how Alexander talked with a priest who claimed to be the son of the 

god Ammon and then with Ammon himself. Near the end of his life, Alexander took almost 

every unusual event to be supernatural, surrounding himself with diviners and others who 

foretold the future.
38

 

But such is quite normal fare in ancient historical writings. Tacitus reports worship of the 

caesars, even by the Roman Senate, and that people saw normal occurrences such as crop failure 

as omens.
39

 Suetonius provides a wider range of examples, including the working of fate, 

sightings of spirits and ghosts of deceased emperors, prayers to the gods, prophecies, rulers who 

read horoscopes and animal entrails, as well as an entire host of omens and portents manifest in 

comets, lightning, dreams, and even birds. Strangely, some of the caesars, convinced by signs 

that their death was imminent, awaited their demise in a dire state of mind.
40

 

It is true that these ancient writers may have at times simply recorded what certain people 

believed or thought they saw. In fact, on occasion they questioned whether certain occurrences 

were truly supernatural.
41

 But there can be no doubt that at other times these same writers clearly 

accepted the supernatural reports.
42

 

These examples are sufficient to assist us in reaching a verdict regarding the supernatural 

reports in ancient histories. These reports do not keep us from proclaiming their texts to be 

reliable historical accounts, as modern historians explicitly recognize.
43

 So why should the 

Gospels be treated far more severely for the same reasons, especially when they report the 

supernatural perhaps even less commonly? 

                                                           
38  Plutarch, The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans (Dryden translation), Great Books of the Western World, ed. Robert Maynard 
(Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica and University of Chicago, 1952), see 541, 553, 565, 575–76. 
39  For some instances, see Tacitus, Annals, 1:11, 19, 28, 42, 55; 12:43; 14:22; History, 5:13. 
40  Examples can be found in Suetonius, The Twelve Caesars (Baltimore: Penguin, 1957): Julius Caesar, 88; Augustus, 100; Tiberius, 74–75; 
Gaius Caligula, 57, 59; Claudius, 45–46; Nero, 56; Vespasian, 4, 25; Titus, 10; Domitian, 23. 
41  Plutarch, Lives, 575–76; Tacitus, Annals, 1:28; Suetonius, Twelve Caesars: Nero, 56, Vespasian, 4. 
42  For some examples, see Plutarch, Lives, 541; Tacitus, Annals, 1:55; 12:43; History, 5:13; Suetonius, Twelve Caesars: Claudius, 46; 
Vespasian, 25; Domitian, 23. 
43  See Moses Hadas’s point on this explicit issue of Tacitus’s textual embellishments, where he concludes that, in terms of ancient methods, 
“Tacitus never consciously sacrifices historical truth,” calling him Rome’s “greatest historian.” See Hadas’s introduction to The Complete Works 
of Tacitus, in The Modern Library, trans. Alfred John Church and William Jackson Brodribb (New York: Random House, 1942), xvii–xviii, ix, 
respectively. Translator Robert Graves remarks similarly that it is possible to allow for Suetonius’s extravagances and still conclude that he is 
“trustworthy.” See Graves’s foreword to Twelve Caesars, 7. 
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Another objection might also be raised here. Why should any ancient report of supernatural 

activity be accepted today? This question involves several philosophical issues, as well as the 

subject of historical evidence.
44

 We are justified in rejecting the Greco-Roman supernatural 

claims precisely because they are not accompanied by a sufficient amount of evidence. On the 

other hand, many New Testament miracles, and the resurrection of Jesus in particular, are 

surrounded by exceptional evidence. Even critical scholars such as those in the Jesus Seminar 

think that the best data indicate that Jesus performed healings of some sort. Marcus Borg 

concedes that there are some “very strong” historical reasons that favor this conclusion. But can 

truly supernatural events be excluded? Borg thinks that we cannot rule them out.
45

 (See chapter 

7, which discusses Jesus’ miracles and resurrection in detail.) 

What about the second charge, that religious purposes kept the Gospel authors from 

recording history? Numerous responses to this complaint are found in the writings of A. N. 

Sherwin-White, Michael Grant, and other historians.
46

 (1) Several prominent writers in antiquity 

composed works with purposes fairly similar to the intent exhibited in the Gospels. One example 

is Plutarch, who even declared that “my design was not to write histories, but lives.”
47

 Grant 

explains that the Gospel authors “would have applauded” many of these ancient efforts. The 

secular sources are still well recognized as historical, so why should the Gospels not be treated 

similarly?
48

 

(2) The sort of thoroughgoing propaganda literature that some critics believe the Gospels to 

be was actually nonexistent in ancient times. Sherwin-White declares, “We are not acquainted 

with this type of writing in ancient historiography.”
49

 

(3) The Gospels are dated a maximum of several decades after the life of Jesus, while other 

ancient authors often recount events that took place even centuries earlier. For instance, Livy 

comments on Rome’s beginnings by relating accounts from hundreds of years before his time.
50

 

Plutarch, too, writes extensively about persons who lived centuries before him.
51

 But modern 

historians are able to reconstruct the ancient past, even in cases in which their sources report 

events that are vastly earlier. 

(4) Critics sometimes point out what they believe are discrepancies in the Gospels that 

undermine their claim to historicity. From one angle, each case could be examined on its own 

grounds.
52

 Yet, ancient histories sometimes “disagree amongst themselves in the widest possible 

fashion,” but this fails to deter the modern scholar from reconstructing the past.
53

 In answering 

the same question about the Gospels, Maier states, “The earliest sources telling of the great fire 

                                                           
44  On both subjects, two helpful collections of essays are Richard Swinburne, ed., Miracles (New York: Macmillan, 1989); R. Douglas and Gary 
R. Habermas, eds., In Defense of Miracles: A Comprehensive Case for God’s Action in History (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1997). 
45  Marcus Borg, Jesus, A New Vision: Spirit, Culture, and the Life of Discipleship (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1987), 67–71. For some 
detailed textual evidence, see the massive text by Graham H. Twelftree, Jesus the Miracle Worker (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 
1999). 
46  Some of the following material, with far less detail, is contained in my chapter “The New Testament,” in Why Believe? God Exists! ed. Terry 
L. Miethe and Gary R. Habermas (Joplin, Mo.: College Press, 1993), chap. 25. 
47  Plutarch, Lives, 540–41. 
48  Grant, Jesus, 182. 
49  Sherwin-White, Roman Society, 189. This does not mean that the Gospels and Acts are precisely the same literary genre as ancient 
biographies and histories, only that some of the same standards should be applied. 
50  Titus Livius, The History of Rome, trans. D. Spillan (London: Bell and Daldy, 1872), book I:1–3. 
51  Even the table of contents of Plutarch’s Lives illustrates this point quite well. 
52  Two helpful works here are Norman Geisler and Thomas Howe, When Critics Ask: A Popular Handbook on Bible Difficulties (Wheaton: 
Victor Books, 1992); and Gleason L. Archer Jr., Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982). 
53  Sherwin-White, Roman Society, 187. 
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of Rome, for example, offer far more serious conflicts. . . . Yet the fire itself is historical: it really 

happened.”
54

 

(5) Contemporary theologians are too often satisfied simply to discuss the religious 

experiences of the earliest Christians, as if this were an end in itself. However, historians pursue 

adequate causes behind these experiences.
55

 

(6) One New Testament writing that has been confirmed by surprising amounts of external 

data is the Book of Acts. As Sherwin-White argues, “For Acts the confirmation of history is 

overwhelming.” Although he thinks that Acts is no less given to propaganda than the Gospels, 

Sherwin-White still concludes that “any attempt to reject its basic historicity even in matters of 

detail must now appear absurd. Roman historians have long taken it for granted.”
56

 

(7) Even if radical criticism is applied to the Gospels, this still should not thwart the 

discovery of much historical data in these works. Although the Gospel writers’ primary concern 

may have been theological in nature, it does not automatically follow that they would thereby 

have been unable to preserve the relevant historical facts in the process. Theological or 

moralizing motives can coexist with the reporting of facts.
57

 

For many reasons, then, historians see a number of weaknesses in the critical methodology 

that is so popular with certain contemporary theologians. In sum, if the same criteria that are 

regularly applied to other ancient writings are also implemented by New Testament scholars, a 

solid historical basis emerges for the life and teachings of Jesus.
58

 

However, it is far from the case that all New Testament scholars have adopted the stance of 

radical criticism. A. M. Hunter maintains that there are several reasons for believing that the 

Gospel presentation of Jesus is essentially reliable. (1) The earliest believers were Jews who 

were very careful about faithfully preserving the initial traditions of Jesus’ life and teachings; (2) 

the Gospel authors were “in a position to know the facts about Jesus”; (3) Jesus taught in such a 

manner that his teachings could be more easily remembered; (4) all four Gospels correctly reflect 

the first-century Palestinian mileau; and (5) in spite of differences, the same portrait of Jesus 

emerges from each of the four Gospels.
59

 

By applying the same methods to the Gospels that are applied to other ancient documents, 

then, scholars have shown that these four volumes provide accurate depictions of Jesus’ life.
60

 

THE WRITINGS AND THOUGHTS OF THE APOSTLE PAUL 

At present, next to the historical Jesus, perhaps the most popular New Testament area of 

research is the writings and thoughts of the apostle Paul. Due to the exceptionally high respect 

given to Paul by critical scholars, his epistles are therefore one of the best ways to approach 

aspects of the historicity of Jesus and the reliability of the New Testament. 

The majority of critical scholars question or reject a few of the epistles that bear Paul’s 

name—usually some of the prison and/or pastoral epistles.
61

 But Romans, Corinthians, 

Galatians, and Philippians are rarely questioned, even by skeptics, and 1 Thessalonians and 

                                                           
54  Maier, In the Fullness of Time, 180. 
55  Grant, Jesus, 181–82; Maier, In the Fullness of Time, 179–80, 189, 196–98. 
56  Sherwin-White, Roman Society, 189. Details of his claims are provided especially in chapters 3–5. See also the exhaustive work by classical 
scholar Colin Hemer, The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History, ed. Conrad H. Gempf (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1990). 
57  Sherwin-White, Roman Society, 189–91; Grant, Jesus, 182. 
58  For more details concerning these critiques, see Sherwin-White, Roman Society, 186–93; Grant, Jesus, esp. 180–84, 199–200. 
59  Details are found in A. M. Hunter, Jesus—Lord and Saviour (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 39–41. 
60  See France, Evidence for Jesus, 124. 
61  Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessalonians, Timothy, and Titus.  
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Philemon are widely respected. At least the first five, and often the last two, belong to the corpus 

that recent scholars refer to as Paul’s “undisputed letters.”
62

 In spite of his critical approach, 

Helmut Koester states that all seven books are “generally accepted as genuine without doubt.”
63

 

Even G. A. Wells acknowledges that a group of writings is unanimously considered Pauline, 

while personally admitting as genuine eight of Paul’s epistles—the above seven plus 

Colossians.
64

 

Therefore, scholars can trace historical paths from Paul’s accepted epistles to the historicity 

of Jesus or early Christian beliefs. What might such approaches look like? Three are described 

below. 

One route is to list the historical data about Jesus—both the events of his life and his 

teachings—that are specifically found in Paul’s accepted epistles. Jesus was born as a Jew (Gal. 

3:16) from the family of David (Rom. 1:3) and lived under Jewish law (Gal. 4:4). Jesus had 

brothers (1 Cor. 9:5), one of whom was James (1 Cor. 15:7), as well as twelve disciples (1 Cor. 

15:7). Paul knew that at least some of Jesus’ brothers and apostles had wives (1 Cor. 9:5). In fact, 

Paul knew personally James, as well as apostles Peter and John, having spent time with at least 

the first two on more than one occasion (Gal. 1:18–2:16). 

Paul also relates a few personal qualities about Jesus. He was poor (2 Cor. 8:9),
65

 a servant 

who acted with humility (Phil. 2:5, 7–8), meekness, and gentleness (2 Cor. 10:1). Though he did 

not act on his own behalf, he was still abused by others (Rom. 15:3). Further, Paul also knew a 

number of Jesus’ teachings and encouraged believers to obey them. This is clearly indicated 

when he specifically refers to Jesus’ words (1 Cor. 7:10; 9:14; 11:23–25). A number of times, his 

point seems to been taken from one of Jesus’ sayings in the Gospels. Some of these instances 

include the topics of divorce and remarriage (1 Cor. 7:10–11), ministers being payed wages (1 

Cor. 9:14), paying taxes (Rom. 13:6–7), the duty to love our neighbors as we do ourselves (Rom. 

13:9), and ceremonial cleanliness (Rom. 14:14). On topics such as women, the treatment of 

sinners, and society’s outcasts, Paul also seems to have been aware of Jesus’ attitudes and 

teaching. His assertions about specific titles reflecting Jesus’ deity are another important area for 

comparison with Jesus’ own teachings (Rom. 1:3–4; 10:9). Paul also encourages believers to be 

vigilant in light of Jesus’ second coming (1 Thess. 4:15), which would happen like the thief that 

comes in the night (1 Thess. 5:2–11). 

Paul provides the most details concerning the last week of Jesus’ life, speaking frequently of 

these events due to their centrality to the gospel. He gives particulars concerning the Lord’s 

Supper, even citing the words Jesus spoke on this occasion (1 Cor. 11:23–25). Paul speaks often 

of Jesus’ death (Rom. 4:25; 5:8), specifying crucifixion (Rom. 6:6; Gal. 2:20) and mentioning 

Jewish instigation (1 Thess. 2:14–15). He tells how Jesus was buried, rose again three days later, 

and appeared to numerous people, both individually and in groups (1 Cor. 15:3–8). He is now at 

God’s right hand (Rom. 8:34).
66

 

                                                           
62  N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 8. Cf. 
similar comments by Ben Witherington III, The Paul Quest: The Renewed Search for the Jew of Tarsus (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 
1998), who extends the core group of critically recognized Pauline writings to 1 Thessalonians and Philemon (109–10), and Wenham, who also 
includes 1 Thessalonians when referring to “the overwhelming majority of scholars” (Christ and the Bible, 24; cf. 13). 
63  Koester, History and Literature, 52. 
64  G. A. Wells, The Historical Evidence for Jesus (Buffalo: Prometheus, 1988), 19–22. 
65  Although this could well refer to the incarnation rather than to Jesus’ social condition. 
66  For a recent, detailed discussion, see David Wenham, Paul: Follower of Jesus or Founder of Christianity? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 
3–7, 338–72, 380–92. For other lists, see Barnett, Is the New Testament Reliable? 131–36; Amedee Brunot, “The Gospel before the Gospels,” 
in The Sources for the Life of Christ, ed. Henri Daniel-Rops, trans. P. J. Hepburne-Scott (New York: Hawthorn, 1962), 110–14; Habermas, 
Historical Jesus, 32–33. 
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Paul’s recognized epistles, as accredited sources, provide a rough outline of Jesus’ life and 

teachings. When Paul’s authorship is granted to other epistles, we gain additional sources from 

which we can draw information.
67

 

Another direction is provided by C. H. Dodd, who argued forcefully that “a comparison, 

then, of the Pauline epistles with the speeches in Acts leads to a fairly clear and certain outline 

sketch of the preaching of the apostles.”
68

 As such, critical investigation can establish the 

“essential elements” of “apostolic Preaching” [sic] back to an early date.
69

 

A somewhat similar but more radical approach is taken by New Testament historian Paul 

Barnett. Totally apart from the Gospels and Acts, he argues that we can gain an understanding of 

the earliest apostolic activity before and after Easter from Paul’s epistles alone. Suffice it to say, 

he outlines such a case, arguing from “passing references in Paul’s letters” to “our earliest 

window” of primitive apostolic teachings, soon after Jesus’ ministry.
70

 

In all three of these approaches, Paul’s writings provide the primary historical groundwork 

from which we may reconstruct the central portions and the overall contours of the early 

Christian message. 

Critics seldom provide any additional grounds for their positive approach to Paul, apparently 

thinking that this is unnecessary. But such reasons are not difficult to find. In the earliest period 

after the close of the New Testament canon, at the end of the first century, at least three writers 

knew his books well. Clement of Rome (c. A.D. 95–96), Ignatius (c. A.D. 107), and Polycarp (c. 

A.D. 110) quote or otherwise refer to statements in twelve of the thirteen letters traditionally 

attributed to Paul. Only Philemon is exempted, probably because of its brief, nontheological 

nature. The other twelve epistles are cited almost ninety times! Of this total, 1 Corinthians is 

mentioned over thirty times, the most referenced of Paul’s letters from this early date.
71

 Clement 

testifies to the early belief in the authenticity and inspiration of Paul’s first letter to Corinth: 

“Take up the epistle of the blessed Paul the Apostle.” In it, Paul spoke “in the Spirit.” 

Very rarely do even skeptics doubt the Pauline authorship of this work. In fact, we could 

hardly hope for more critical consensus. Not even G. A. Wells protests the authorship of 1 

Corinthians, including it among those texts that “are universally accepted as genuinely 

Pauline.”
72

 Scholars are equally agreed on the approximate date of 1 Corinthians. Paul first 

visited the city of Corinth roughly A.D. 51–52 (cf. Acts 18:1–18). His first epistle to them was 

written between 53 and 57, 
73

 approximately twenty-five years after Jesus’ death.
74

 

We are on solid critical ground, therefore, in accepting 1 Corinthians as the apostle Paul’s 

work, dating from a comparatively short time after Jesus’ death. On matters concerning the 

                                                           
67  One of the distinctives of Wenham’s treatment of Paul is not only attempting to study the “Jesus traditions” found in this apostle’s writings 
but to challenge those who are less positive about such a move (Wenham, Christ and the Bible, 18–19). 
68  C. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), 31. Note here that Dodd is arguing from the 
primitive speeches in Acts (see below) rather than from the book as a whole. 
69  Ibid., 26. For Dodd’s entire argument, see 16–31. 
70  Paul Barnett, Jesus and the Logic of History (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 91–102, 133, 164. The quoted words appear on pages 91 
and 94, respectively. 
71  Lightfoot’s above edition of The Apostolic Fathers highlights citations of Scripture portions. For the actual figures provided here, I am 
indebted to an unpublished essay by one of my former graduate students, Kevin Smith (“References to Paul by Ignatius, Polycarp, and 
Clement,” 30 April 1992). 
72  Wells, Historical Evidence for Jesus, 21. 
73  Guthrie argues for 53–57, with 57 the preferred date of most scholars (New Testament Introduction, 457–59); Koester places it at 52–55 
(History and Literature, 103–4). 
74  For our purposes here, it is not an issue whether 1 or 2 Corinthians contains parts of other letters written by Paul to this church (cf. Drane, 
Introducing the New Testament, 313–14). 
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historical Jesus, Paul was an authoritative source, an eyewitness who was close to the data he 

records. 

CREEDS OR TRADITIONS 

What was the content of the earliest apostolic preaching before the first New Testament book 

was written? The vast majority of people in the first-century Mediterranean world were illiterate, 

so it was necessary for them to learn orally.
75

 This requirement meant that the easiest way for the 

central elements of a message to be remembered long after they were heard was for them to be 

presented in a brief, easily retainable manner. 

In the New Testament, we find numerous statements that actually predate the texts in which 

they are embedded. These creeds or traditions are often concise, catchy sayings that are packed 

with meaning in a minimal number of words. They provide the clearest examples of the apostolic 

teaching that occurred in the earliest years after Jesus’ death but prior to the first canonical 

writings. As such, this is one of the most important, as well as most exciting, topics in New 

Testament studies.
76

 Scholars have pointed out several textual indicators that these creeds are 

present.
77

 

The clearest indication of a creedal statement occurs when a writer specifically tells us that 

he is passing on such a tradition. The best example is Paul, who distinctly states on various 

occasions that he is repeating teachings or traditions, sometimes explaining that they have been 

given to him by others.
78

 Other indicators include the presence of a stylistic rhythm, a repetitive 

word pattern that shows up elsewhere in the New Testament, a different syntactical configuration 

from the immediate context, the inclusion of vocabulary or style that are not the author’s normal 

speech patterns, along with the presentation of a fairly simple, unevolved theology.
79

 

In these early creedal statements, we find numerous reports about Jesus. He was born in the 

lineage of David, came from the town of Nazareth, was preceded by John the Baptist, had twelve 

disciples, preached, performed miracles, and fulfilled Old Testament Scripture. Several other 

details are narrated concerning the Last Supper, Jesus’ appearance before Pilate, and the 

confession he gave before this Roman ruler. Multiple creeds also report that Jesus was crucified 

and died in Jerusalem and was buried. But he was resurrected three days later and appeared to 

many of his followers, both individually as well as in groups. Later, he ascended to heaven and 

was glorified. His miracles and especially his resurrection showed that God vindicated him along 

with his message, and many believed in him. These early confessions also ascribe to Jesus the 

titles of deity, such as Son of God, Lord, Christ or Messiah, and Savior.
80

 

The value of these creedal statements can hardly be overestimated. Not only do they report 

significant aspects regarding Jesus’ life, but they do so from an exceptionally early time period 

                                                           
75  Witherington, Paul Quest, 230–31. 
76  The classic study on this topic is Oscar Cullmann’s The Earliest Christian Confessions, trans. J. K. S. Reid (London: Lutterworth, 1949). 
Other major critical studies include Joachim Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. Norman Perrin (London: SCM Press, 1966); 
Dodd, Apostolic Preaching. For additional details, see Habermas, Historical Jesus, 143–57. 
77  Perhaps the clearest listing of what follows in the next paragraph is provided by Ethelbert Stauffer, New Testament Theology, trans. John 
Marsh (London: SCM Press, 1955), 338–39. See also Markus Barth, Ephesians 1–3,  Anchor Bible Commentary (New York: Doubleday, 1974), 
6–10. 
78  See especially 1 Cor. 11:2, 23; 15:3; cf. 2 Thess. 3:6; 1 Tim. 1:15; 3:1; 4:9; 2 Tim. 2:11; Titus 1:9. 
79  Examples that fit one or more of these patterns include Luke 24:34; Rom. 1:3–4; 10:9; 1 Cor. 16:22b; 2 Cor. 5:21; 8:9; Phil. 2:6–11; 1 Tim. 
3:16; 2 Tim. 2:11–13; Rev. 1:4; cf. Mark 7:3. Further, the early apostolic preaching in Acts (2:14–39; 3:12–26; 4:8–12; 5:29–32; 10:34–43; 
13:16–41) presents several examples of concise phrases that contain brief snippets of theology. 
80  Some of the creedal material that summarizes these beliefs are Luke 24:34; Acts 2:22–24, 30–32; 3:13–15; 4:10–12; 5:29–32; 10:39–41; 
13:37–39; Rom. 1:3–4; 4:25; 10:9; 1 Cor. 11:23ff.; 15:3–8; Phil. 2:6–11; 1 Tim. 2:6; 3:16; 6:13; 2 Tim. 2:8; 1 Peter 3:18; 1 John 4:2. 
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that is very close in date to the events themselves. Perhaps even more crucial, they reflect the 

preaching and teaching of those who were closest to Jesus, from the earliest period of the church. 

While a number of these traditions are reported by Paul, many others are not. These latter 

examples fill in even more details concerning Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.
81

 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter reveals that the New Testament fares exceptionally well in terms of its historical 

reliability, actually exceeding what is often expected of an ancient text. We have in the New 

Testament essentially what the authors originally penned, and the texts have been confirmed time 

and again by various means. Tough questions will always have to be addressed, but we have a 

highly evidenced document from which to proceed.
4
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
81  For a discussion of this data, see Habermas, Historical Jesus, chap. 7. 
4 Norman L. Geisler and Paul K. Hoffman, Why I Am a Christian: Leading Thinkers Explain Why They Believe (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 
2001), 147-60. 
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BEFORE THE GOSPELS 
JESUS IN ORAL TRADITION 

BEHIND ALL THIS TALK OF MULTIPLE WRITTEN SOURCES IS A MORE fundamental idea 

that has to be considered when assessing the historical data about Jesus Christ. Much of the 

material drawn together in the Gospels (sometime after about AD 65) was preserved initially in 

what is called oral tradition. 

WHY WERE THE GOSPELS WRITTEN SO LATE? 

I have often been asked: why did it take so long for the stories about Jesus to be written down (in 

the Gospels)? Part of the answer is that actually, it did not take long at all. In ancient terms, a gap 

of forty years between an event and the first full written account is not considered lengthy, as 

long as the account is discernibly based on earlier sources. 

To offer three sacred comparisons: (1) the earliest biography of the founder of Islam, 

Muhammad (AD 570–632), was composed around AD 760, 125 years after his death, and 

continued to be edited for another fifty years; (2) the first written records of the life and sermons 

of Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha: 448–368 BC) appeared 350 years after his death; (3) the 

teachings and stories of the most famous of ancient Israel’s rabbis, a great scholar named Hillel 

who died early in the first century AD, appeared in writing for the first time in the Mishnah, 

composed about AD 200. Nevertheless, scholars still treat these writings as serious historical 

texts.
5
 

 
The earliest manuscript of 1 Corinthians 15 

Chester Beatty Library, Dublin 

The Gospels were written within 40–60 years of Jesus’ death. The sources they rely on date 

from the decade or two before that. And, as I said previously, Paul’s letters were written earlier 

still. These establish beyond doubt that Jesus’ teachings, death and resurrection, together with his 

status as Messiah-Christ, were being taught by missionaries and committed to memory by 

Christians in the early 30s AD. 

                                                           
5 John P. Dickson, The Christ Files: How Historians Know What They Know About Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 65-66. 
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The question nevertheless remains: if the news about Jesus was being broadcast so early on, 

why did it take three decades or more before it was formally written down? The question and its 

answer reveal a fundamental difference between modern society and ancient society. 

Today, we think of writing as the best way to preserve and disseminate important 

information—we produce textbooks, publish newspapers, and post web pages or blog online. If 

you want to broadcast something, you put it on paper or in a computer file for others to read. We 

are a “literary” society: that is the way we think. 

For most of world history this was simply not the case. Before the invention of the printing 

press (fifteenth century) and the explosion of literacy it ignited, human societies were principally 

aural societies. This means they learnt important material not by reading it but by hearing it. 

Keep in mind that only about 10–15 percent of people in the first-century Mediterranean world 

could read.
1
 Before our print culture, and especially in first-century Palestine, people published 

and preserved their traditions using centuries-old techniques of verbal transmission and 

memorisation. Scholars call this oral tradition. 

The term “oral tradition” can be used of both the process and content of the transmission. In 

talking about early Christianity, then, scholars will often say things like, “Teachers in early 

Christianity played a central role in the community’s oral tradition,” that is, the process of 

passing on reports about Jesus. Or they will say, “The first Christian communities regularly 

rehearsed their oral tradition,” that is, the content of reports about Jesus. To make it more 

confusing, the content of the oral tradition is sometimes called the Jesus tradition. This is a catch-

all term for the whole body of fixed recollections about Jesus passed on in the first Christian 

communities. You will come across the expression “Jesus tradition” many more times in this 

book. 

The important point is that in a period when few people could read (and even fewer owned 

books), writing things down was not the most effective way to preserve and promote material 

intended for the masses. The most practical and trusted means was through oral tradition. 

JESUS REMEMBERED 

How did recollections about Jesus become fixed in the memories of the early Christians? Were 

they simply retold the way we might spin a yarn in the pub or spread a rumour around the office? 

Not quite. 

Some scholars argue that Christians borrowed the methods of ancient Jewish synagogue 

schools.
2
 Here, students were required to learn (aurally) huge amounts of legal and moral 

teaching. To achieve this, quite sophisticated memorisation devices were used (called 

mnemonics), as well as good old-fashioned repetition. It was not unlike the way primary school 

students used to learn their times tables—I can still hear my classmates chanting “five nines are 

45, six nines are 54.…” 

Was this how the Christians remembered the Jesus tradition? The first Christians were all 

Jews so, on the face of it, it is extremely likely they inherited much of this Jewish commitment to 

reciting oral tradition. Most scholars, however, suspect the Jesus tradition was passed on less 

formally. Christianity was a grassroots movement between AD 30–60, so it is difficult to 

                                                           
1 The literacy levels of ancient Mediterranean societies are fully explored in William V. Harris’ Ancient Literacy (Harvard University Press, 
1989). His conclusions for the period we are discussing can be found in chapter 7 of his book (pages 175–284). 
2 The big name here is Prof Birger Gerhardsson from the University of Lund (Sweden). See his book The Reliability of the Gospel Tradition 
(Hendrickson, 2001). For the very interested (and serious) reader, an important collection of essays on the topic by fourteen international 
scholars can be found in Jesus and the Oral Gospel Tradition, ed. Henry Wansbrough (Sheffield Academic Press, 1991). 
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imagine “Christian schools” with the same level of infrastructure as their Jewish counterparts. In 

any case, the Jesus tradition was tiny compared with the oral tradition of Jewish schools. While 

Christians were preserving material concerning just one rabbi, Jews in this period were trying to 

remember traditions relating to more than 150 rabbis from 50 BC–AD 200. 

Interestingly, just as the Jesus tradition was written down in due course (in the Gospels), so 

this vast oral tradition of the Jews was eventually compiled in a book. Around AD 200 the leader 

of the Jews of Palestine, Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi, decided to bring into one volume all of the 

“traditions of the elders” as they were preserved in the memories of his fellow rabbis. The end 

result of his collection of oral tradition was a book known as the Mishnah, which means 

“repetition”—repetition was a principal means of memorising and passing on the traditions. 

About 150 rabbis are quoted in the Mishnah. My copy runs to 1,100 pages. To this day, 

Orthodox Jews regard the Mishnah as a sacred text, second only to the Tanakh (or what 

Christians call the Old Testament).
3
 In any case, the point is worth pondering: while the first 

Christians probably did not have the formal schools of the Jews, they would not have needed 

them since the size of their oral tradition was tiny compared to that compiled in the Mishnah. 

The Jesus tradition, you could say, did not need quite as much hard disc space or RAM. 

So, how did the Christian oral tradition work? Leading the charge in the modern study of 

ancient oral tradition as it relates to the study of Jesus is Prof James Dunn of the University of 

Durham (UK). Dunn has published a 1,000-page volume aptly titled Jesus Remembered.
4
 Here, 

he sets forth an impressive case for what he calls “informal, controlled oral tradition.” Drawing 

on both biblical scholarship and modern studies in “orality” (how spoken traditions are 

maintained by cultures) Dunn emphasises that, while the Jesus tradition was probably not passed 

on in the manner of formal Jewish schools, it does show all the signs of having been strictly 

controlled in its central content. 

From the very beginning—even during Jesus’ lifetime—Christians were devoted to 

preserving and proclaiming everything they could take in of the stories and teachings of their 

leader. They continually repeated these traditions and celebrated, discussed and obeyed them. 

The very word “disciple,” the key term for a follower of Jesus in the Gospels, literally means 

“learner.” It implies a commitment to studying the words and deeds of the master. 

In addition, certain individuals from among the disciples were charged with particular 

responsibility for protecting and passing on the Jesus tradition. These were called the “teachers.” 

To quote Dunn: 

Teachers, indeed, seem to have been the first regularly paid ministry within the earliest Christian 

movement. Why teachers? Why else than to serve as the congregation’s repository of oral 

tradition?… We should pause at this point to recall just how crucial teachers were to ancient 

communities. All who read these pages will have been bred to a society long accustomed to being 

able to rely on textbooks, encyclopaedias, and other reference works. But an ancient oral society 

had few if any such resources and had to rely instead on individuals whose role in their 

community was to function … as “a walking reference library.”
5 

Perhaps an analogy will help. The closest thing to oral tradition in modern culture would 

have to be pop music. If you are anything like me, you know by heart the words to a great many 

songs. We learnt these over the years, not by poring over the lyric sheet printed on the CD 

sleeve, but by listening to the songs over and over, singing along to them, performing them in the 
                                                           
3 A good English version of the Mishnah is Jacob Neusner’s The Mishnah: A New Translation (Yale University Press, 1988). 
4 James D. G. Dunn, Jesus Remembered (Eerdmans, 2003). 
5 Dunn, Jesus Remembered, 176–177. 
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shower and maybe even crooning them with friends late at night. These songs lodged in our 

heads without us even trying. We are preservers of an “oral tradition.” 

I realise the analogy is not perfect: for one thing, the Jesus tradition was not set to music, and 

it certainly had more content than the Top 20 hits. But what the Jesus tradition lacked in 

tunefulness and brevity is more than made up for by the fact that it was first passed on in a truly 

aural culture. Those who preserved the stories and teachings of Jesus were well used to hearing 

important information and committing it to memory. It was the air they breathed, and we catch a 

whiff of this in the modern love for pop music. Illustrative of the aural environment in which 

Jesus taught and his disciples learnt is the fact that many of the stories and teachings of Jesus 

recorded in the Gospels contain ancient memory devices (called mnemonics) designed to 

enhance oral transmission. These include keyword repetition, punch lines, parallelism, humour, 

hyperbole and even rhyme. 

For accuracy’s sake, I should probably extend my pop music analogy a little more. Imagine 

that when we first heard our Top 20 songs we sincerely believed they were the keys to life—both 

now and forever. How much more eagerly do you think we might have committed them to 

memory? Imagine further that our closest friends and family all shared the same Top 20 and that 

we regularly got together to sing the songs and discuss their meaning—all the time being 

coached by our local maestro, our “teacher.” I suspect we would be able to expand our collective 

repertoire to fifty or 100 songs, all maintained aurally without needing to write down the lyrics. 

Something similar to this has to be imagined in order to understand what went on in the 

earliest gatherings of Christians. They cherished and rehearsed the message of Jesus and 

regularly listened to the explanations of the teachers, believing this material to be the key to 

eternal life. 

Another analogy to oral tradition is modern joke telling. Very few of us ever read jokes out 

of a book; we hear and retell them, and that is how they lodge in our memories. Imagine 

belonging to a joke-telling club that met regularly to rehearse everyone’s all-time favourite gags 

(not my thing really, but hopefully you can see the point). For the first Christians living in an 

aural culture, the stories and teachings of Jesus had at least the memorability of a good modern 

joke. 

Probably the most important evidence and example of Christian oral tradition is found in one 

of Paul’s letters. Although the letter itself is dated to about AD 55 (twenty-five years after Jesus), 

the significant thing is that in it Paul quotes the earliest known verbal summary (or creed) of 

Christian belief: 

Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and 

on which you have taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word 

I preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in vain. For what I received I passed on to you as 

of first importance: 
that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 
that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day 

according to the Scriptures, 
and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. 
After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of 

whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the 

apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born (1 Corinthians 15:1–8). 

In the opinion of most mainstream scholars the indented words in the passage come from a 

fixed narrative-summary of Christ’s death and resurrection composed sometime before AD 35, 
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within just a few years of the events themselves. The reason for this dating is simple. Not only 

does Paul indicate that he handed this creed to the Corinthians when they first learnt about Christ 

from Paul (which we know was AD 50), he states that he himself “received” this verbal 

summary when he learnt of Christ, which we can date to between AD 31–34. This creed, then, 

and all of Paul’s passing references to Jesus, provide clear evidence that what was eventually 

written down in detail in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John (sometime between AD 

60s–90s) was already being preached by missionaries and committed to memory by Christians 

decades earlier (between AD 30–50).
6
 Oral tradition was the bridge between the original 

eyewitnesses and the written New Testament. 

THE IMPERFECTIONS OF MEMORY 

No one argues (on historical grounds) that the Jesus tradition was preserved word perfect. It was 

not. The Gospels themselves provide evidence for “informal, controlled oral tradition.” Let me 

offer two examples of where oral tradition has left us with strikingly similar, yet obviously 

different, accounts of particular events in Jesus’ life. 

In the following example, Matthew and Luke describe a Roman centurion’s request for 

Jesus’ assistance.
7
 The differences as well as the similarities are fascinating: 

 

 

 

 
Matthew 8:5–13 
 

Luke 7:1–10 
 

When Jesus had entered Capernaum, a centurion 

came to him, asking for help. “Lord,” he said, 

“my servant lies at home paralysed and in 

terrible suffering.” Jesus said to him, “I will go 

and heal him.” The centurion replied, “Lord, I 

do not deserve to have you come under my roof. 

But just say the word, and my servant will be 

healed. For I myself am a man under authority, 

with soldiers under me. I tell this one, ‘Go,’ and 

he goes; and that one, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I 

say to my servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it.” 

When Jesus heard this, he was astonished and 

said to those following him, “I tell you the truth, 

I have not found anyone in Israel with such great 

faith. I say to you that many will come from the 

east and the west, and will take their places at 

the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the 

kingdom of heaven. But the subjects of the 

kingdom will be thrown outside, into the 

darkness, where there will be weeping and 

When Jesus had finished saying all this in 

the hearing of the people, he entered 

Capernaum. There a centurion’s servant, 

whom his master valued highly, was sick 

and about to die. The centurion heard of 

Jesus and sent some elders of the Jews to 

him, asking him to come and heal his 

servant. When they came to Jesus, they 

pleaded earnestly with him, “This man 

deserves to have you do this, because he 

loves our nation and has built our 

synagogue.” So Jesus went with them. He 

was not far from the house when the 

centurion sent friends to say to him: “Lord, 

don’t trouble yourself, for I do not deserve 

to have you come under my roof. That is 

why I did not even consider myself worthy 

to come to you. But say the word, and my 

servant will be healed. For I myself am a 

man under authority, with soldiers under 

                                                           
6 The oldest and most important (of the more than 600) Greek manuscripts of Paul’s letters are on display—behind climate-controlled glass 
cabinets—in a beautiful little museum in the gardens of Dublin Castle called the Chester Beatty Library (Ship Street, Dublin, Ireland). 
7 The story is often said to belong to Q, the written source used by Matthew and Luke. However, as James Dunn points out, Q was a collection 
of Jesus’ teachings, not narratives about him such as we find here. Also, the significant differences between the accounts suggest Matthew and 
Luke are not working from a written source (Q); rather, they are retelling (now in written form) a story from their collection of oral tradition. 
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gnashing of teeth.” Then Jesus said to the 

centurion, “Go! It will be done just as you 

believed it would.” And his servant was healed 

at that very hour. 
 

me. I tell this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and 

that one, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to my 

servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it.” When 

Jesus heard this, he was amazed at him, and 

turning to the crowd following him, he said, 

“I tell you, I have not found such great faith 

even in Israel.” Then the men who had been 

sent returned to the house and found the 

servant well. 
 

In Matthew’s account the centurion comes to Jesus personally; in Luke’s, some delegates are 

sent on his behalf. While the two accounts may be reconciled,
8
 the point is this: oral tradition is 

capable of either forgetting a detail (such as the sending of delegates) or deliberately removing it, 

with the result that when the story is next passed on certain (extraneous) elements have 

disappeared altogether. 

But the differences are only part of the story, and a minor part at that. More obvious by far in 

the above accounts is the way the central elements of the narrative have been kept perfectly 

intact in Luke’s and Matthew’s retelling. As James Dunn explains: 

Here I would suggest is a fine example of oral traditioning, or if it is preferred, of Evangelists [the 

Gospel writers] writing the story in oral mode [i.e., as if speaking it to an audience]. The story 

was no doubt one which belonged to several communities’ store of Jesus tradition. The story’s 

point hangs entirely on the central exchange between Jesus and the centurion; that is maintained 

with care and accuracy.
9 

Another good example is found in the descriptions of the so-called Last Supper. Here the 

Gospel of Luke and a letter of Paul independently record their own renditions of the same oral 

tradition: 
Luke 22:19–21 
 

1 Corinthians 11:23–25 
 

And he took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and 

gave it to them, saying, “This is my body given 

for you; do this in remembrance of me.” In the 

same way, after the supper he took the cup, 

saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my 

blood, which is poured out for you. But the hand 

of him who is going to betray me is with mine 

on the table.” 
 

For I received from the Lord what I also 

passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the 

night he was betrayed, took bread, and when 

he had given thanks, he broke it and said, 

“This is my body, which is for you; do this 

in remembrance of me.” In the same way, 

after supper he took the cup, saying, “This 

cup is the new covenant in my blood; do 

this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance 

of me.” 
 

Paul wrote his letter to the Corinthians in about AD 55; Luke wrote his Gospel two decades 

later (and neither had access to the writings of the other). And yet, apart from a few minor 

                                                           
8 Many have pointed out that, because official delegates in the ancient world were accorded the status of the one sending them, Matthew could 
have easily known the detail recorded in Luke but decided for simplicity’s sake to exclude it, reasoning that the presence of delegates was 
equal to the presence of the centurion himself. 
9 Dunn, Jesus Remembered, 214–215. 
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variations, the same tradition about Jesus’ final meal has been independently preserved with a 

high degree of accuracy. This was the task of oral tradition. 

For the historian, then, the question “Why wasn’t the Jesus tradition fully written down until 

the AD 60s–70s?” does not have quite the urgency it does in popular discussions. It would be 

like asking “Why weren’t the Sydney Morning Herald or the New York Times published on the 

Internet until the mid-1990s?” Nowadays, publishing online is the obvious thing to do. In the 

1980s, however, the Internet was accessible only to a small minority of the population (mainly 

the US government and military). Back then it did not make sense to publish things online. 

Similarly, in the first century written documents were accessible to only a tiny portion of the 

Graeco-Roman world. If you wanted to communicate with the masses, you did not publish 

books; you broadcast oral tradition, just as your forefathers had done for millennia. 

The importance of oral tradition is underlined in an intriguing comment made by a Christian 

leader from the early second century. Papias lived from about AD 60–130 and was the Christian 

bishop of an area in western Turkey known as Hierapolis (modern Pamukkale). Writing 40–50 

years after the first Gospels were published, Papias explains his ongoing preference for official 

oral recollections about Jesus over the written ones: 

If anyone ever came who had followed the elders [those who knew the original apostles] I 

inquired into the words of the elders, what Andrew or Peter or Philip or Thomas or James or John 

or Matthew, or any other of the Lord’s disciples, had said.… For I did not suppose that 

information from books would help me so much as the word of a living and surviving voice 

(Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 3.39.4). 

As strange as it sounds to modern ears, oral tradition was the preferred means of preserving 

and passing on important information in the ancient world. For Papias, a literate leader of early 

Christianity, it even trumped the written Gospels. 

WHY WERE THE GOSPELS WRITTEN SO SOON? 

Curiously, I was explaining all this to a group of skeptical friends one evening when one of them 

wryly asked, “Okay, so let me turn the question around: why, if oral tradition was so widely 

trusted, was the Jesus tradition written down so soon?” Everyone laughed, including me. 

Suddenly, the supposedly long time gap between Jesus and the Gospels was looking suspiciously 

short. No one had ever asked me that question before, and for a moment it threw me. Probably a 

simple reason the Jesus tradition started to be written down within just two decades of his death 

was the rapid expansion of the Christian church. 

Written documents had one clear advantage over oral tradition: they could easily transmit 

information over long distances. Once a “retelling” of Christ’s life was on paper, you could 

transport it, say, from Rome to Jerusalem or the other way around, without having to send 

teachers or church members to rehearse the traditions for the new recipients. All you needed was 

a courier—which was how correspondence usually got around in the first century—and someone 

at the other end who could read aloud to the waiting congregation. 

By about AD 50–60 Christianity was fast becoming a truly international movement with 

centres in Jerusalem, Antioch, Ephesus, Corinth and Rome. If churches in these far-flung places 

wanted to share their Jesus traditions with each other, there was no better way to do it than to 

write them down and send them off. Producing printed renditions of the Jesus tradition seemed 

sensible. It was certainly more efficient. This probably explains why between AD 50–90 the 
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previously oral Jesus tradition began to be written down.
10

 Official collections of Jesus’ sayings 

were compiled in Aramaic and Greek (for example, Q). The personal recollections of the apostle 

Peter were recorded (Mark’s Gospel). Additional reports of Jesus’ miracles were brought 

together (for example, SQ), as were some further accounts of his parables and dealings with 

sinners (L and possibly M). These were then assessed, edited and incorporated in different ways 

by different authors to produce the four Gospels of the New Testament. Once these were written, 

entire retellings of the life of Jesus could be passed on to distant communities easily and 

speedily. We learn from Eusebius (AD 260–340), the bishop of Caesarea, that second-century 

evangelists used the Gospels for just this purpose—to instruct people quickly across distant 

lands. 

Starting on their journey, they took up the work of evangelists and were zealous to preach to all 

who had not yet heard the word of the faith, and to transmit the writing of the divine Gospels. As 

soon as they had no more than laid the foundations of the faith in some strange place, they 

appointed others as shepherds and committed to them the task of tending those who had been just 

brought in, but they themselves passed on again to other lands and peoples (Eusebius, 

Ecclesiastical History 3.37.2). 

In short, the Gospels were written down so soon because Christianity spread so rapidly.
6
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 On this point, see not only Dunn’s volume referred to above but also Richard Bauckham’s books Jesus and the Eyewitnesses (Eerdmans, 
2008) and The Gospels for All Christians (Eerdmans, 1998), “For Whom Were the Gospels Written?” 13–22. 
Q Quelle 
SQ Semeia Quelle 
L Luke’s special source 
6 John P. Dickson, The Christ Files: How Historians Know What They Know About Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 65-75. 
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WHY I BELIEVE IN THE POSSIBILITY OF 

MIRACLES 

R. DOUGLAS GEIVETT 

Though belief in the miraculous persists today, such belief is judged by many to be a scandal of 

prodigious proportions. The fact that belief in miracles is itself a kind of miracle is precisely 

what philosopher J. L. Mackie meant by the title of his book The Miracle of Theism. He explains: 

The word “miracle” originally meant only something surprising or marvellous. . . . [The title of 

my book] echoes Hume’s ironic remark that the Christian religion cannot be believed without a 

miracle by any reasonable person. . . . Theistic belief in general is no miracle. . . . But I hope to 

show that its continuing hold on the minds of many reasonable people is surprising enough to 

count as a miracle in at least the original sense.
1 

Given the current climate of opinion, it would seem those bent on affirming the miraculous 

have some explaining to do. What accounts for this benighted outlook, this credulous propensity 

to believe that miracles actually happen? 

Some conclude that continued belief in the supernatural is little more than a hankering for the 

mysterious, a quaint nostalgia for the spiritual, a grasping for respite from the sterilizing forces 

of modernity.
2
 Bemused skeptics with this cast of mind reflexively assume the following posture: 

Supernaturalism among the unrefined is at best harmlessly—perhaps even pleasingly—old-

fashioned; among the intelligentsia it is merely eccentric. In any case, it is not to be taken 

seriously. Belief in miracles is no more reasonable than belief in Sasquatch, Cyclops, Medusa, 

griffins, pixies, trolls, or the Loch Ness Monster. 

This type of response does not bother with a consideration of the reasons one might have, 

even in our day, for believing in miracles. What these reasons might be holds no interest for this 

sort of skeptic. Rather, they see nothing more than a question for the sociologist or the 

psychologist to answer: Why do people believe such incredible things? Critics who adopt this 

attitude tend to engage in ridicule rather than to offer sober-minded argument when confronted 

with belief in the miraculous. For them, it is an ineluctable given that miracles do not happen. 

Thus, belief in miracles is a source of amusement; it is not something to investigate with an open 

mind. 

Not all who marvel at belief in the miraculous are so casually dismissive. There are those 

who reckon that a real difference exists between the exotic mythological predilections shared by 

denizens of hickdom and sincere belief in miracles on the part of more with-it folk. Traditional 

believers in the miraculous are not in general myth-mongering types. They exhibit no 

                                                           
1  J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), 11–12. 
2  See, for example, Nicholas Humphrey, Leaps of Faith: Science, Miracles, and the Search for Supernatural Consolation (New York: Basic 
Books, 1996). 
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conspicuous penchant for the bizarre. Their one peculiarity is their conviction that sometimes 

events happen, or have happened, that are, in the words of Christian philosopher William Alston, 

“acts of God in a way in which most happenings are not.”
3
 The rank of true believers includes 

otherwise sane, sensible, intelligent—even erudite—people. Some are even philosophers of high 

reputation, Alston being a notable example. At least their belief in miracles, even if ultimately 

unfounded, must be taken seriously. How do these people manage to sustain the solid conviction 

that miracles have happened? Here the sentiment is far from dismissive, and those who share this 

sentiment feel obliged to set forth reasons to doubt the reality of miracles. 

Skeptics of our day, therefore, typically adopt one of two postures, each exhibiting in a 

different way the attitude that belief in miracles is unreasonable. One posture is dismissive; the 

other is argumentative. 

My aim here is to defend what initially appears to be a very modest proposition, so modest, 

in fact, that some will no doubt wonder whether it is worthy of sustained effort. The proposition 

is this: Miracles are possible. I believe in the possibility of miracles. But the mere possibility of 

miracles is really not of much interest. The truly interesting and momentous question about 

miracles is whether they are actual. I accept that. 

Still, in defense of my more limited project, I have three things to say. First, it is not “the 

mere possibility of miracles” that I wish to defend. What I mean by this will become clear later. 

Second, I am interested in the possibility that a miracle could actually be identified as such and 

thus function as a sign of God’s action in the world.
4
 Third, those who affirm the actuality of 

miracles should be prepared to answer the objector who argues that miracles are not so much as 

possible. 

To appreciate the force of skepticism of the more respectable argumentative variety, we need 

to ask, What is it that is so bewildering about persistent belief in the miraculous by intelligent 

people? But first we need a finer-grained characterization of skepticism about the miraculous. 

VARIETIES OF SKEPTICISM ABOUT MIRACLES 

Of the many varieties of skepticism about miracles, I shall distinguish only five. Consider, 

first, the following two propositions: 

1. Miracles are possible. 

2. Miracles are actual (i.e., miracles have actually occurred). 

For each proposition, an individual may either believe the proposition, deny the proposition, 

or withhold judgment and remain neutral or agnostic. In general, denials of and agnosticism 

about propositions are two different ways of being skeptical. Since we are dealing with two 

propositions here, there are several specific attitudes one could take about the two propositions in 

relation to each other. 

The most straightforward cases are: 

                                                           
3  William P. Alston, “God’s Action in the World,” in Divine and Human Language: Essays in Philosophical Theology (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 1989), 207. 
4  For a positive account of “The Evidential Value of Miracles,” see my essay by that title in In Defense of Miracles: A Comprehensive Case for 
God’s Action in History, ed. R. Douglas Geivett and Gary R. Habermas (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1997), 178–95. 
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• One may affirm (that is, believe) both 1 and 2. 

• One may deny both 1 and 2. 

• One may withhold judgment about both 1 and 2. 

But there are other options as well: 

• One may affirm 1 and withhold judgment about 2. 

• One may affirm 1 and yet deny 2. 

• One may affirm 1 and withhold judgment about 2. 

Two theoretical possibilities are unlikely: 

• That one would deny 1 and yet affirm 2 (or deny 1 and be agnostic about 2). 

• That one would withhold judgment about 1 and yet affirm 2. 

Of these various combinations of attitudes about propositions 1 and 2, five are cases of 

skepticism about miracles: 

a. the denial that miracles are possible, and the denial that they are actual 

b. the belief that miracles are possible, but the denial that they are actual 

c. agnosticism about whether miracles are possible, but the denial that they are actual 

d. the belief that miracles are possible, but agnosticism about whether they are actual 

e. agnosticism about whether miracles are possible, and agnosticism about whether they are 

actual 

In the first three cases, the actuality of miracles is patently denied. Of these, the strongest 

variety of skepticism is the first, in which the very possibility of miracles is denied. This denial 

may well figure into the denial of the actuality of miracles. 

Notice, however, that denial of the actuality of miracles in cases b and c does not at all 

depend on the attitude taken with respect to the possibility of miracles. Cases b and c have 

something in common with each other that distinguishes them from case a: Both deny that 

miracles are actual, and both hold that if miracles are possible then they are merely possible. 

What distinguishes b and c is degree of conviction about the possibility of miracles. But in their 

agreement that miracles are not actual, they also agree about the sense of the term possible in 

proposition 1. Type-b and type-c skepticism both hold that miracles are no more than possible. 

So we could say that proposition 1 is ambiguous. It may mean two different things because 

the term possible has more than one sense. We may, as it were, “dis-ambiguate” proposition 1 by 

specifying a different sense of possible in each case as follows: 

1a. Miracles are possible, and it remains an open question whether they are actual. 

1b. Miracles are merely possible, such that they are not actual. 

In type-b cases of skepticism about miracles, 1b is affirmed. But 1b entails that 1a is false. So 

anyone who affirms 1b implicitly denies 1a. The type-b skeptic will deny 1a. 

In type-c cases of skepticism, things are a bit more complicated, but a parallel point can be 

made. In type-c cases, 1b is not affirmed, but neither is it denied. Rather, judgment about 1b is 

withheld. But remember, in type-c cases, proposition 2 is denied. This means that the type-c 

skeptic affirms the following conditional proposition: 

3. If miracles are possible, then they are merely possible, such that they are not actual. 
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So whether the skeptic affirms 1b or 3, he holds that miracles are, at best, merely possible. 

Type-c skeptics are not free to affirm 1b, as type-b skeptics do. But type-b skeptics are free to 

affirm 3. This is because type-b skeptics and type-c skeptics are both committed to the thesis that 

miracles are no more than possible at best. Thus, I shall hereafter treat type-b and type-c 

skepticism together, under the label “type-b/c skepticism.” Though this is not equivalent to 

denying the very possibility of miracles, it nevertheless is a pretty robust form of skepticism 

about miracles. 

Varieties of skepticism d and e are special and more moderate than the others I have 

described. And d is more moderate than e. In contrast to skepticism of types a, b, and c, neither 

d-type nor e-type skepticism denies that miracles are actual. 

With type e, skepticism extends to both propositions 1 and 2, but it is skepticism of the 

agnostic variety. Type-e skepticism resembles type-c skepticism in being agnostic about the 

possibility of miracles. The peculiarities of this dimension of type-e skepticism resemble those of 

type-c agnosticism about proposition 1, and for our purposes requires no further elaboration here. 

With respect to its agnosticism about proposition 2, type-e skepticism can be subdivided. But 

since the same sort of division results for type-d skepticism, and since the distinction to be made 

in this regard is more salient with respect to type-d skepticism, this division is explained next in 

the exposition of type d. (The reason why this division is more salient in the case of type-d 

skepticism is that type-e agnosticism about proposition 2 is of little practical significance given 

its agnosticism about proposition 1. And because its attitude toward proposition 1 parallels that 

of type-c skepticism, type-e skepticism has little to commend itself as a peculiar variety of 

skeptical challenge to belief in miracles.) 

Skepticism of variety d is also agnostic, but its scope is more limited than that of type-e 

skepticism. Type-d skepticism about miracles subdivides. The first variety, type d1, is 

incorrigibly committed to agnosticism about 2. In other words, the type-d1 skeptic is resolved to 

remain agnostic about proposition 2. This sort of skeptic is an intransigent agnostic. But this 

intransigence is principled rather than merely a feature of the type-e skeptic’s psychology. His 

agnostic intransigence regarding proposition 2 has to do with the conditions he stipulates for 

rational belief in miracles and his judgment that these conditions cannot be satisfied. I’ll return to 

this point later. 

The other variety, type-d2 skepticism, is less severe in its attitude toward proposition 2, 

remaining open to the possibility of rational belief in the actuality of miracles. The type-d2 

skeptic does not foreclose on the possibility of eventually rationally concluding that miracles 

have occurred. His outlook is that although belief in the actuality of miracles is not presently 

justified, it could come to be justified, or it could in principle be justified even if it never in fact 

comes to be justified.
5
 

One more point of clarification is needed. Earlier I pointed out that it is no part of my 

objective to defend “the mere possibility of miracles.” It should now be clear what I mean by 

that. I am interested in defending what I shall call the serious possibility of miracles. 

In summation, type-a skeptics deny the very possibility of miracles. Type-b and type-c 

skeptics concur in affirming the mere possibility of miracles; it is their joint claim (that miracles 

are no more than possible) that is most poignantly at stake in assessing both of these types of 

                                                           
5  This places us in the neighborhood of other distinctions leading to the identification of yet more varieties of skepticism about miracles. The 
main difference is between (1) those skeptics who allow that an actual event could prove to be miraculous on the basis of historical evidence 
that is in some sense available but so far not yet fully appreciated or known, and (2) those skeptics who allow that testimonial and historical 
evidence could in principle support belief in the actuality of miracles but suppose or suspect that the actual testimonial and historical evidence 
that exists is such that it does not support belief in the actuality of miracles. 
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skepticism. The primary force of type-e skepticism is indistinguishable from the special force of 

type-c skepticism. It turns out, then, that three general types of skepticism are most worthy of 

close attention, if belief in the serious possibility of miracles, not to mention belief in their 

actuality, is to be deemed rational. In descending order of severity, they are: type a (Miracles are 

not even possible; still less are they actual); type b/c (Miracles are at best merely possible; they 

certainly are not actual); and type d (Miracles are possible, but it is uncertain whether they are 

actual). 

THE SCIENTIFIC MOTIVATION FOR SKEPTICISM 

ABOUT MIRACLES 

Let us now return to that imperious question posed earlier. What is so bewildering about 

persistent belief in the miraculous by intelligent people? Some answers that come to mind don’t 

take us very far. It isn’t just that our ordinary powers of perception are too limited to be able to 

detect a miracle. And it isn’t primarily that testimonial evidence is unable to justify acceptance of 

miracle reports contained in ancient documents. 

The problem goes deeper. It has to do with a significant shift in habits of mind. In particular, 

it has to do with the rise, development, and success of science. As social anthropologist Claude 

Lévi-Strauss, speaking of the progress of science during the twentieth century, has observed, 

“Not only has [science] enlarged and transformed our vision of life and the universe enormously: 

it has also revolutionized the rules by which the intellect operates.”
6
 

More than anything else, the revolutionary transformation of intellectual life, brought about 

by the steady advance of science, threatens to make a casualty of religious belief, and especially 

belief in the miraculous. Modern men and women march stridently into the twenty-first century 

armed with the means of explaining, predicting, and controlling the phenomena of the natural 

world to a previously unimaginable degree. As Roger Trigg remarks, the impressive track record 

of science tempts us to suppose that “success in reasoning can only be obtained through 

science.”
7
 

When science first came to be perceived as the singular source of knowledge, intellectual 

humility was limited to the acknowledgment that scientific progress may have to be sustained 

interminably, that the ideal of a complete science will always lie beyond our reach. Even if 

science is the sole means of tracking the truth, the ideals of science may not be completely 

realizable, given the vastness of the world yet to be understood and explained. T. H. Huxley 

wrote in 1887, “The known is finite, the unknown infinite; intellectually we stand on an islet of 

an illimitable ocean of inexplicability. Our business in every generation is to reclaim a little more 

land.”
8
 The envisioned means of reclamation, of course, is science. But for Huxley, living back 

in the nineteenth century, the ideal of a comprehensive scientific explanation for everything was 

very nearly a pipe dream. The prospect of charting all unknown territory was jinxed by the sheer 

infinitude of the unknown. 

                                                           
6  Claude Lévi-Strauss, De Près et de Loin (Paris: n.p., 1988), quoted in Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: A History of the World, 1914–
1991 (New York: Vintage Books, 1994), 522. 
7  Roger Trigg, Rationality and Science: Can Science Explain Everything? (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), 13. 
8  T. H. Huxley, quoted in Alan H. Guth, The Inflationary Universe: The Quest for a New Theory of Cosmic Origins (Reading, Mass.: Perseus 
Books, 1997), xiii. 
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Today, the spell is all but broken. Almost exactly one hundred years after Huxley’s remark, 

Stephen W. Hawking—with the publication of his book A Brief History of Time—dreamily 

announced the real prospect of eventually discovering a theory of everything.
9
 With such a 

discovery, Hawking said in an interview at the time his book was released, continued work in 

physics would be “like mountaineering after Everest.”
10

 

True, not all physicists expect the end of physics as forecast by Hawking, and Hawking 

himself is now more guarded in his optimism that we will one day come to “know the mind of 

God” through science.
11

 Still, incautious forecastings of a scientific theory of everything 

intensify suspicion of the miraculous and spread it to the masses, who are little prepared to assess 

the force of these extravagant claims. 

Whatever one makes of the realizability of the scientific ideal, there is widespread suspicion 

that belief in miracles conflicts with our commitment to the ideals of science. This is the primary 

inspiration for skepticism about the miraculous. But we are still left with a pretty vague idea 

about what it is that engenders the sort of skepticism delineated in the previous section. For the 

requisite clarification, we must look to the philosophical underpinnings of a-type, b/c-type, and 

d-type skepticism. 

THE PHILOSOPHICAL BASIS FOR SKEPTICISM 

ABOUT MIRACLES 

H. D. Lewis has written, “Few will doubt that the idea of miracle presents many problems. 

The main way in which philosophy comes into these appears when we ask what could be meant 

by a ‘miracle’ or how would anyone recognize a miracle if one were to happen?”
12

 

These two questions get to the heart of the matter. They put us in touch with the basic 

rationale for a-type, b/c-type, and d-type skepticism. And they are indeed philosophical. Science 

is in no position to speak authoritatively on these questions. Indeed, which branch of science 

could provide answers to these questions? 

The two questions stated by Lewis are closely related. Martin Curd clarifies their relation: 

There are two distinct kinds of philosophical questions about miracles: (1) What are miracles? 

and (2) When, if ever, would we be rationally justified in believing of an event that it is 

miraculous? Any answer to the second, epistemological, question presupposes an answer to the 

first, conceptual, question. Similarly, adopting a particular conception of the miraculous is likely 

to have epistemological implications.
13 

Curd calls the first question the conceptual question; the second he calls the epistemological 

question. There are at least two constraints on a satisfactory answer to the conceptual question. 

First, miracles must be defined in a way that is conceptually coherent. Second, miracles must be 

defined in such a way that it is in principle possible to identify an event as miraculous if it is 

indeed miraculous. 

                                                           
9  Stephen W. Hawking, A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes (Toronto: Bantam Books, 1988). 
10  See Jerry Adler, “Reading God’s Mind,” Newsweek, 13 June 1988, 56. 
11  Hawking, Brief History, 175. 
12  H. D. Lewis, Philosophy of Religion (London: Cox & Wyman, 1965), 301. 
13  Martin Curd, “Miracles as Violations of Laws of Nature,” in Faith, Freedom, and Rationality: Philosophy of Religion Today, ed. Jeff Jordan 
and Daniel Howard-Snyder (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1996), 171. 
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This second constraint pinpoints the crucial interface of the two philosophical questions 

formulated by Lewis and by Curd. As atheist philosopher J. L. Mackie has said: 

If miracles are to serve their traditional function of giving spectacular support to religious 

claims—whether general theistic claims, or the authority of some specific religion or some 

particular sect or individual teacher—the concept [of miracle] must not be so weakened that 

anything at all unusual or remarkable counts as a miracle.
14 

This constraint explains why one particular conception of miracle has come to be regarded as 

standard. That conception has two components. First, a miracle is an event that is specially 

caused by God. Second, a miracle is a violation of one or more of the laws of nature. Mackie 

explicitly says that in order to satisfy the second constraint on producing an adequate definition 

of miracle, “we must keep in the definition the notion of a violation of natural law.”
15

 

The notion of miracle as a violation of natural law relates directly to the three versions of 

skepticism described above. Consider, first, type-a skepticism, which denies the very possibility 

of miracles. As R. F. Holland writes, “Most people think of a miracle as a violation of natural 

law; and a good many of those who regard the miraculous in this way incline to the idea that 

miracles are impossible and that ‘science’ tells us this.”
16

 Thus it is that the philosophical basis 

for a-type skepticism about the miraculous connects with the scientific inspiration for that same 

species of skepticism. 

Alastair McKinnon is perhaps the best-known recent sponsor of this objection. 

The core of our objection is quite simple: the idea of a suspension of natural law is self-

contradictory. This follows from the meaning of the term. . . . Natural laws . . . are simply highly 

generalized shorthand descriptions of how things do in fact occur. Hence there can be no 

suspensions of natural law rightly understood. Or, as here defined, miracle contains a 

contradiction in terms. 
Once we understand natural law in this proper sense we see that such law, as distinct from 

our conception of it, is inherently inviolable. Hence anything which happens, even an apparent 

miracle, happens according to law. Or, negatively, no actual event could possibly violate a law of 

nature. Hence there can be no miracles in that sense of the term with which we are now 

concerned. Or, less misleadingly, it is in the nature of the case impossible that there should be an 

event which could be properly described by this term.
17 

Unfortunately, McKinnon’s formulation of the objection depends on a dubious conception of 

natural laws as descriptive of anything that happens. 

Martin Curd expresses the argument for type-a skepticism in a manner that seeks neutrality 

about the nature of laws of nature. 

We can analyze the difficulty in understanding miracles as violations of law by noticing that the 

following four statements form a logically inconsistent set. 
1. E is a miracle. 
2. If E is a miracle then there is at least one law of nature, L, such that E violates L. 
3. If E violates L then E is a counterinstance of L. 
4. If L is a law of nature then L has no counterinstances. 

                                                           
14  Mackie, Miracle of Theism, 19. 
15  Ibid. See also Curd, “Miracles as Violations,” 172. 
16  R. F. Holland, “The Miraculous,” American Philosophical Quarterly 2 (1965): 43. 
17  Alastair McKinnon, “ ‘Miracle’ and ‘Paradox,’ ” American Philosophical Quarterly 4 (1967): 309. 
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If statements 2, 3, and 4 are true, then there are no miracles. Moreover, if 2, 3, and 4 were 

necessary truths (because they are conceptual or definitional truths), then this would show not 

merely that 1 is false, but also that it is logically impossible for any event to be miraculous. This 

is the core argument against the possibility of miracles as violations of law.
18 

For reasons that we will explore in the next section, many thinkers demur. They are not 

prepared to follow McKinnon, Curd, and others in drawing from the standard conception of 

miracles the implication that miracles are impossible. 

Nevertheless, the same basic conception of miracle is thought by some to pose a problem 

when attempting to get beyond the mere possibility of miracles. For them the standard 

conception is an inducement to skepticism of type b/c. Mackie maintains that the standard 

conception of miracles is coherent, such that “their possibility is not ruled out a priori, by 

definition.”
19

 But he goes on to argue, in the spirit of David Hume (d. 1776), that we can never 

have good reason to believe that miracles have occurred. Therefore, rational belief in miracles is 

out of the question. 

Where there is some plausible testimony about the occurrence of what would appear to be a 

miracle, those who accept this as a miracle have the double burden of showing both that the event 

took place and that it violated the laws of nature. But it will be very hard to sustain this double 

burden. For whatever tends to show that it would have been a violation of natural law tends for 

that very reason to make it most unlikely that it actually happened. Correspondingly, those who 

deny the occurrence of a miracle have two alternative lines of defence. One is to say that the 

event may have occurred, but in accordance with the laws of nature. Perhaps there were unknown 

circumstances that made it possible; or perhaps what were thought to be the relevant laws of 

nature are not strictly laws; there may be as yet unknown kinds of natural causation through 

which this event might have come about. The other is to say that this event would indeed have 

violated natural law, but that for this very reason there is a very strong presumption against its 

having happened, which it is most unlikely that any testimony will be able to outweigh. . . . The 

fork, the disjunction of these two sorts of explanation, is as a whole a very powerful reply to any 

claim that a miracle has been performed.
20 

Now, the conviction that we can never have good reason to believe that miracles have 

occurred is, strictly speaking, compatible with agnosticism about proposition 2. But Mackie is 

not really agnostic on this point. For one thing, he is an atheist and therefore denies the existence 

of the very being required by the first component in the standard conception of miracles. But he 

also apparently takes the availability of his “fork” for every alleged miracle as an adequate 

explanation for what is alleged. What he offers in response to miracle reports is not the 

equivalent of a proof that miracles have never happened. And yet he explicitly says that the two 

lines of defense that he describes are available to “those who deny the occurrence of a miracle.”
21

 

He is saying, in effect, that since one may always have recourse to one or the other 

“explanation,” one should deny that miracles are actual. On this interpretation, Mackie is a b/c-

type skeptic.
22

 

Nevertheless, the argument that Mackie develops—again, in the spirit of Hume—may also be 

deployed, with little modification, by skeptics of type d1, and even by skeptics of type d2 with a 

                                                           
18  Curd, “Miracles as Violations,” 174–75. 
19  Mackie, Miracle of Theism, 23. 
20  Ibid., 26. 
21  Ibid., emphasis added. 
22  I use the present tense here as a natural literary convention in my exposition of Mackie’s views, but the very book from which I have been 
quoting was published posthumously. 
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bit more modification. It is very possible, in fact, that one of these two alternatives was David 

Hume’s own orientation. 

What modification of “Mackie’s fork” is required for its use by the type-d1 skeptic? The d1 

skeptic stresses that the availability of Mackie’s two explanation-types is never a guarantee that 

miracles do not occur. One would be justified only in denying the occurrence of miracles if one 

could be sure that one of Mackie’s two explanations for an alleged miracle was the correct 

explanation. But that may sometimes be indeterminate. Merely having these explanations at 

one’s disposal never justifies one in denying the actuality of miracles. Still, the type-d1 skeptic 

may concur with Mackie that the two sorts of explanation he describes will always be available 

for any miracle claim whatsoever. One can be sure that one will never be justified in affirming 

the actuality of miracles. This accounts for our d1 skeptic’s intransigent agnosticism about 

proposition 2. 

Mackie’s fork must be further modified if it is to be used by the type-d2 skeptic, for such a 

skeptic remains open to the possibility that there is an event that cannot plausibly be accounted 

for in either of the two ways Mackie describes. Such a skeptic may hold that one cannot decide 

in advance that for any miracle claim whatsoever it will always be plausible to suppose that 

either the event does not violate the laws of nature or the event did not occur. It is possible that 

some miracle claim will not be so readily susceptible to explanation in either of Mackie’s two 

ways. Having duly noted that possibility, however, the d2 skeptic may be impressed by the 

alternative possibility that for any miracle claim whatsoever, one or the other of Mackie’s two 

explanations will prove plausible. But for the d2 skeptic, this is only a possibility and never a 

sure thing. 

In review, the standard conception of miracle as a special act of God that violates or suspends 

nature’s laws is the basis for each of the three main varieties of skepticism explored in this 

chapter. 

Theologian John Macquarrie appears to be as impressed as any atheist or agnostic by 

philosophico-scientific skepticism about miracles: 

The way of understanding miracles that appeals to breaks in the natural order and to supernatural 

interventions belongs to the mythological outlook and cannot commend itself in a post-

mythological climate of thought. . . . 
The traditional conception of miracle is irreconcilable with our modern understanding of both 

science and history. Science proceeds on the assumption that whatever events occur in the world 

can be accounted for in terms of other events that also belong within the world; and if on some 

occasions we are unable to give a complete account of some happening—and presumably all our 

accounts fall short of completeness—the scientific conviction is that further research will bring to 

light further factors in the situation, but factors that will turn out to be just as immanent and this-

worldly as those already known.
23 

It is difficult to pin Macquarrie down to a single specific form of skepticism. His remarks 

certainly appear to be an expression of type-b/c skepticism. He is unmistakably clear, however, 

in crediting science with providing the basis for his confident abandonment of the traditional 

conception of miracles. Macquarrie, McKinnon, and other recent theologians—Rudolf Bultmann 

comes to mind—have jettisoned the traditional conception in favor of an anemic concept of 

miracle that they consider both religiously meaningful and yet compatible with the ideals of 

science. Unfortunately, what they propose is also compatible with metaphysical naturalism. Any 

                                                           
23  John Macquarrie, Principles of Christian Theology, 2d ed. (New York: Scribner’s, 1977), 248. 
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claim that a concept of miracle fashioned out of deference to metaphysical naturalism is 

nevertheless religiously meaningful is dubious in the extreme. 

Must the concept of miracle be so radically reconceived in order for belief in miracles to 

escape the clutches of skepticism? That is the question to which we turn in the next section. 

WHAT ABOUT THE POSSIBILITY OF MIRACLES? 

We are able to make reasonable predictions about what will or will not happen in the 

physical world, based on what we understand to be the physical conditions of our environment 

together with what we believe to be the laws of nature within that environment. We consider 

events to be of the same general type when they occur under similar conditions and in 

accordance with the laws that have been formulated to explain their occurrence. The 

predictability of an event of a certain description depends in part on our ability to recognize the 

recurrence of relevant conditions that serve as causal antecedents for such events. Our success in 

making reliable predictions of this kind explains much of the respect we accord the scientific 

enterprise. 

Let us imagine, however, an event whose occurrence would be most improbable, given the 

purported laws of nature and conditions in the physical environment. This would be an event we 

could not predict. If anything, we would predict that the event would not take place. We would, 

in fact, predict an utterly different state of affairs. 

Now suppose we witness the occurrence of just such an event. Let us, in keeping with 

scientific practice, call this an “anomalous” event. What might we do to make sense of this 

event? 

We first might suspect that we had overlooked salient conditions in the causal nexus of 

which the event is a part. We might surmise that the unpredictability of the event was due to a 

failure to notice these conditions. In order to make sense of the event, therefore, we might 

explore the possibility that there are, consistent with the laws with which we are familiar, other 

(perhaps deeper) laws that explain the occurrence of this event. This type of strategy reveals a 

desire to find an explanation that will be minimally disruptive to our existing scientific 

understanding of the world. Any explanation of this sort will specify the conditions under which 

the event has occurred and express a law or set of laws according to which events of that type 

will occur when the specified conditions recur. A successful explanation will enable us to predict 

future occurrences of the same type of event whenever the specified conditions are known to 

prevail. But such an explanation must be able to identify hitherto unnoticed conditions that 

feature in the causal nexus that includes the event. 

Suppose that nothing can be found in the causal nexus of the event that would enable us to 

predict the occurrence of the event. Suppose that all the relevant conditions we can specify 

would, if known, still prevent us from predicting the occurrence of the event. And suppose that at 

any other time when these same conditions are known to obtain, nothing satisfying the 

description of our anomalous event ever occurs. At all other times when just these conditions 

occur, our existing beliefs about the laws of nature are confirmed. The only disconfirming 

instance we have is our anomalous event. And we have no way of specifying in terms of 

antecedent conditions a relevant difference between this anomalous event and what otherwise 

happens with perfect regularity and predictability. 
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Under these circumstances, we should be reluctant to abandon our current understanding of 

the laws of nature. We presently have no other laws to rely on in explaining either the events that 

customarily occur under the specified conditions or the troublemaking anomalous event. 

Meanwhile, we have a perfectly satisfactory lawlike explanation for all events occurring under 

the specified conditions, except for the one. The natural laws featured in this explanation predict 

that our anomalous event will not happen under the specified conditions. But ex hypothesi, the 

event does happen under the specified conditions. It is, therefore, a counterinstance to the laws of 

nature.
24

 

Now, if the scenario described above is at least possible, then counterinstances of the laws of 

nature are possible. This spells trouble for Martin Curd’s argument for the impossibility of 

miracles. Recall that his argument required that premise 4—“If L is a law of nature then L has no 

counterinstances”—be a necessary truth. If the standard definition of miracles as violations of the 

laws of nature simply means that miracles are counterinstances to the laws of nature of the kind 

described in the above scenario, then it seems that such violations are at least possible. Hence, 

miracles, so defined, are possible. Type-a skepticism is unsupported. 

What about “Mackie’s fork” and the other varieties of skepticism? Mackie explicitly 

acknowledges that the standard definition of miracles is coherent and that miracles, based on that 

definition, are possible.
25

 It is surprising, therefore, that he adopts the stance of b/c-type 

skepticism and confidently denies the actuality of miracles. His own argument seems much 

better suited to the more moderate d-type skepticism that remains agnostic about the actuality of 

miracles. His willingness to take the harder line is due to his conviction that for any alleged 

miraculous event, one will be able to devise a naturalistic explanation, or, failing that, conclude 

that the event has not occurred. Mackie apparently is open to the possibility that a reported event 

will actually resist naturalistic explanation. But if that should happen, he would remain 

convinced that miracles do not happen, for he is prepared, in that circumstance, to deny that the 

event occurred. But if the occurrence of such an event is logically possible, the mere fact that an 

alleged event of that kind has no naturalistic explanation cannot count so decisively against there 

being an event of that kind. 

Mackie concedes the coherence of the concept of a miracle. Thus, if he were presented with 

the report of an event that has no naturalistic explanation, he would be left with a disjunction: 

Either the event did not happen, or else it was a miracle. If he accepts the disjunction on the 

grounds that miracles are possible, then his choice of one disjunct over the other should not be 

decided on the basis of purely conceptual considerations. And yet his denial of the actuality of 

miracles seems to be based on purely conceptual factors. As far as he is concerned, it makes no 

difference how much evidence there is that a miracle has actually occurred. It is a peculiar 

liability of skepticism b/c that it seeks to resolve the question of the actuality of miracles on 

conceptual grounds only. These grounds seem better suited to d-type skepticism. 

Recall that the d-type skeptic is agnostic about the actuality of miracles. One sort of d-type 

skeptic is resolute in his agnosticism. He is convinced that the case for a purported miracle will 

never be strong enough to rule out the possibility that the event in question either does conform 

to natural law or did not happen. Mackie mistakenly thinks he can rule out the actuality of 

miracles; the d1-type skeptic thinks the alternatives of Mackie’s fork can never be ruled out, even 

if one of them cannot ever be decisively ruled in. He is an intransigent agnostic about the 

                                                           
24  This type of analysis is developed in Richard Swinburne, The Concept of Miracle (London: Macmillan, 1970); and in Richard Swinburne, The 
Existence of God (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 228–36. 
25  See Mackie, Miracle of Theism, 23. 
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actuality of miracles. But the d1 skeptic is no more justified than Mackie in supposing that he 

can, on conceptual grounds alone, rule out in advance the possibility that an event will be so well 

attested that it should not be denied and so recalcitrant to naturalistic explanation that it must be 

a miracle. 

The most reasonable of skeptical outlooks, then, is d2 skepticism. For the d2 skeptic, there 

always remains the possibility that a purported miracle really is a miracle and may yet be 

identifiable as a genuine miracle. It may turn out that neither a naturalistic explanation for the 

event nor denial that the event occurred will do justice to the available evidence. He is thus 

prepared to believe that a miracle has occurred, if evidence of the right sort should become 

available. 

CONCLUSION 

I conclude that miracles are possible. The only sort of skepticism that could be warranted on 

strictly philosophical grounds is the extremely moderate d2 skepticism, which really is more 

aptly regarded as a variety of agnosticism about miracles. For the d2 skeptic, no less than for the 

believer, miracles are a serious possibility. Science does not support any of the other versions of 

skepticism we have considered in this chapter, neither does philosophical reasoning about the 

nature and implications of the laws of science. In fact, the mounting successes of science put us 

in a much better position to recognize a genuine miracle when one occurs, to move from d2 

skepticism to belief. The more we learn from science about the laws of nature and their 

operation, the better we shall be able to know whether or not a particular event happened in 

accordance with natural laws. 

I can think of no better candidate for miraculous status than the historically well-attested 

event of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is difficult to imagine how such an event could be 

explained in terms of the known laws of cell necrosis. It is equally unimaginable that the laws of 

cell necrosis, which predict the permanence of physical death, should be revised so as to 

accommodate, in an intelligible manner, both the general irreversibility of death and the singular 

exception of the resurrection of Jesus. 

Of course, one may agree with this conclusion and yet remain skeptical about the miracle of 

the resurrection on the grounds that the historical evidence simply is not strong enough to 

warrant the verdict that a miracle occurred. But if God exists and had good reason to raise Jesus 

from the dead, and if he desires that we know and enjoy the benefits of his intervention in 

history, then the availability of adequate historical evidence is to be expected. These matters 

reach beyond the scope of this chapter. I trust that the argument developed here will at least 

discourage an anti-supernaturalism that would poison one’s inquiry into the historical evidence. 

This is the unfortunate effect of a-type and b/c-type skepticism. To those d2 skeptics who remain 

open to the miraculous but skeptical about the historical basis for the New Testament report of 

the resurrection, I especially commend the next chapter in this book.
26

 

 

                                                           
26  See also Geivett and Habermas, In Defense of Miracles. 
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WHY I BELIEVE THE MIRACLES OF JESUS 

ACTUALLY HAPPENED 

GARY R. HABERMAS 

Once we know that miracles are possible, we turn to the question of historical evidence. Do we 

have enough data to argue that miracles have, in fact, occurred? In this chapter, we will 

investigate a particular portion of this topic: the case for Jesus’ miracles. We will begin by 

asking two questions: (1) What general evidence is there for Jesus’ miracles? (2) What specific 

evidence is there for Jesus’ resurrection, in particular? 

The subject of the historical Jesus is perhaps the most prominent theme in recent New 

Testament studies. One important category has to do with the Gospels’ claims that Jesus 

performed miracles. As Jarl Fossum points out, “That Jesus was a miracle worker is central to 

the Christology of the New Testament.”
1
 For more than two hundred years, critical scholarship 

has frequently frowned on miraculous claims. Can it still be said that Jesus performed miracles? 

Surprisingly, the most recent studies of Jesus have reassessed the answer to this question. 

A word about my methodology may be helpful before we begin. I will not take the more 

common route employed by many Christian apologists who argue from a trustworthy biblical 

text to supernatural events in that text. Even though I will argue in chapter 9 that the New 

Testament is indeed a historically reliable document, I will not rely on that final conclusion here. 

Rather, I will utilize another approach, building only on those historical facts that have two 

characteristics: They are attested to in multiple sources, and virtually all critical scholars who 

study the subject acknowledge that they are historical. 

JESUS’ MIRACLES 

At first thought, one might wonder what sort of case might be made for the miracles of Jesus, 

excluding his resurrection. How much evidence is there for the Gospel proclamations? After 

                                                           
1  Jarl Fossum, “Understanding Jesus’ Miracles,” Bible Review, 10, no. 2 (April 1994): 17. 
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addressing the phenomena of other miracle reports in the ancient world, we will investigate 

whether Jesus actually performed supernatural feats, as attested to in the Gospels.
2
 

ANCIENT PARALLELS 

As I will detail in chapter 9, supernatural reports in ancient writings are quite common, even 

in Roman histories from roughly the same period as Jesus. Omens and portents, prophecies, 

healings, demons, and interventions of the gods and fate were regular fare. Further, at least three 

groups of religious figures were said to have performed miracles: magicians, Hellenistic divine 

men, and Jewish holy men. A few of these instances might even bring to mind Jesus’ miracles. 

For example, the Talmud recounts the case of Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa, who prayed for 

healing for a boy who was not present but who was sick with a high fever. Then he pronounced 

that he was cured. The boy’s father confirmed that the healing had occurred.
3
 This is somewhat 

reminiscent of Jesus healing the centurion’s servant in Capernaum (Matt. 8:5–13; Luke 7:1–10). 

Another instance comes from the best known of the Hellenistic divine men, Apollonius of 

Tyana. Philostratus, his biographer, tells that Apollonius cast out a demon from a young man and 

ordered it to provide a sign that it had left. A nearby statue promptly fell down.
4
 This case 

perhaps reminds us of Jesus expelling the demon from the Gadarene man (Mark 5:1–20). 

Could any of these stories, or simply the supernatural mind-set of the times, have influenced 

the Gospel writers when they were composing their accounts of Jesus’ miracles? Could the non-

Christian reports have encouraged these writers to invent the Gospel accounts concerning Jesus? 

There are multiple problems with such a charge, no matter what degree of influence is 

alleged. First, Jesus was obviously Jewish and was probably even widely considered by some to 

be a Jewish holy man. We are told that he was sometimes addressed as Rabbi (John 1:38, 49; 

3:2; 6:25), as was John the Baptist (3:26). Still, we have no clear signs of mimicry. The ancient 

definition of magician, one who was involved in such practices as incantations, sorceries, spells, 

and trickeries, hardly seems to have applied any influence on the Gospel depiction of Jesus. 

Adjusting the concept more generally simply makes it relate to too many ancient persons. There 

is also a lack of clarity in the very notion of Hellenistic divine men, which makes this category 

difficult to compare to the Gospel rendition of Jesus.
5
 Even Rudolf Bultmann, who popularized 

demythologization of the Gospel texts, says that “the New Testament miracle stories are 

extremely reserved in this respect, since they hesitate to attribute to the person of Jesus the 

magical traits which were often characteristic of the Hellenistic miracle worker.”
6
 

Second, there are few parallels between the magicians, divine men, and Jesus. Clearly, the 

Gospels are much more closely aligned with the Old Testament, Palestinian Judaism, and 

rabbinic literature. But given this, it becomes very difficult to establish the influence of pagan 

ideas on the Gospels. As historian Michael Grant points out, Judaism strongly opposed pagan 

beliefs, helping us understand why these ideas never gained much of a foothold in first-century 

Palestine.
7
 

                                                           
2  For a more in-depth treatment of the issues in this section, see Gary R. Habermas, “Did Jesus Perform Miracles?” in Jesus Under Fire, ed. 
Michael Wilkins and J. P. Moreland (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 117–40. 
3  Israel W. Slotki, ed., The Babylonian Talmud, trans. S. Daiches (n.p.: Rebecca Bennet Publications, 1959), Berakot 34b. Fossum includes 
another example (18). 
4  Flavius Philostratus, The Life of Apollonius of Tyana, trans. F. C. Conybeare, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1912), 4:20. 
5  For numerous details on this initial point, see Habermas, “Did Jesus Perform Miracles?” 119–23. 
6  Rudolf Bultmann, “The Study of the Synoptic Gospels,” in Form Criticism: Two Essays on New Testament Research, trans. Frederick C. 
Grant (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 38. 
7  Michael Grant, Jesus: An Historian’s Review of the Gospels (New York: Macmillan, 1977), 199. 



Page 115 of 274 
 

Third, and more importantly, most of the major cases associated with the three groups of 

miracle workers (magicians, Hellenistic divine men, and Jewish holy men) are dated later than 

the New Testament. The earliest portions of the Misnah date no earlier than roughly A.D. 200,  

becoming part of the Talmud even later. Josephus relates other cases of Jewish holy men, but his 

account was written perhaps A.D. 93–94, at the very end of the New Testament period. 

Philostratus’s account of Apollonius was written in the third century A.D. Reginald Fuller 

explains that most of the data concerning these divine men is later than the New Testament. 

Additionally, he judges that similar Hellenistic concepts are not found until the second century 

A.D.
8
 Barry Blackburn, who specializes in the subject, has scoured ancient Hellenistic literature 

and concludes that “I can adduce only three stories formally reminiscent of the Gospel 

accounts.”
9
 But even the presence of similar stories cannot prove any specific influence on the 

Gospels.
10

 

Fourth, perhaps even more crucial, Christianity centers on the death and resurrection of 

Jesus, and this message is not borrowed from the beliefs of others. Martin Hengel asserts, “The 

Christian message fundamentally broke apart the customary conceptions of atonement in the 

ancient world and did so at many points.”
11

 Fuller comments, “The idea of resurrection in the 

biblical sense appears to be foreign to antiquity.”
12

 

Fifth, even though some nonbiblical miracle claims predated Christianity, there is no 

historical evidence that any of them actually occurred. To the contrary, there are myriads of 

problems with the accounts. Perhaps the best case of this is Apollonius of Tyana, although his 

account wasn’t written until more than a century after the New Testament. Philostratus wrote 

more than a century after Apollonius lived. While this interim isn’t insufferable for ancient 

accounts, it is long enough to make us cautious. Serious historical inaccuracies also taint the 

work, such as Apollonius’s prolonged discussions with the kings of Nineveh and Babylon. Not 

only were these cities nonexistent in his time, but they had been destroyed long before! 

Apparently Philostratus did not know this. 

Making matters even worse, Philostratus explains that his chief source was Damis, a disciple 

of Apollonius, but Damis also came from nonexistent Nineveh. Many scholars have concluded 

that Philostratus’s work is chiefly romantic fiction, a popular style in the second century A.D. 

There are a number of reasons for this conclusion.
13

 Further, similarities between Philostratus 

and Jesus may be explained in that Philostratus’s patron was Domna, the wife of Roman emperor 

Septimus Severus. The popular view is that Severus arranged for this work to be written as “a 

counterblast to Jesus.”
14

 Philostratus is known to have embellished his account with miraculous 

claims.
15

 

Admittedly, these problems with Philostratus’s account do not condemn all other ancient 

accounts of miracles. But given that this is perhaps the most celebrated ancient record of 

miracles outside the Old or New Testaments, we should be somewhat suspicious of the others. 

                                                           
8  Reginald Fuller, The Foundations of New Testament Christology (New York: Scribner’s, 1965), 93, 97–98. 
9  Barry L. Blackburn, “Miracle Working θεῖοι ἄνδρες in Hellenism (and Hellenistic Judaism),” in The Miracles of Jesus, vol. 6, Gospel 
Perspectives, ed. David Wenham and Craig Blomberg (Sheffield: JSOT, 1986), 199–202. 
10  Ibid., 198–206. 
11  Martin Hengel, The Atonement: The Origins of the Doctrine in the New Testament, trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), 31. 
Hengel enumerates three uniquely Christian aspects of atonement on pages 31–32. 
12  Fuller, Jesus, 90; cf. 142–43. 
13  Details can be found in Howard Clark Kee, Miracle in the Early Christian World (New Haven: Yale University, 1983), 253; S. A. Cook, The 
Cambridge Ancient History, vol. 12 (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1965), 611. 
14  James Ferguson, The Religions of the Roman Empire (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University, 1970), 51; cf. Cook, Cambridge Ancient History, 613. 
15  See Conybeare’s introduction to Philostratus, Life of Apollonius, vol. 1, vii–x. 
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Tough questions need to be asked of all ancient miraculous texts, even as they have been 

directed many times at Christian examples. Miracle claims are insufficient to establish such 

events.
16

 

Sixth, on the other hand, and unlike their ancient counterparts, there is much historical 

evidence for the Gospel miracles, some of which I will point out below. This is widely 

recognized, even in the critical community, and is especially true concerning Jesus’ resurrection. 

Therefore, whatever ancient accounts of miracles exist, one major question concerns whether 

there is sufficient evidence to establish the Christian miracle claims. If so, then the issue of 

outside influence is successfully sidetracked. 

HISTORICAL EVIDENCE 

Today it is common to categorize Jesus’ Gospel miracle claims into three groups: healings, 

exorcisms, and nature miracles. It may be surprising that the community of critical scholars 

appears to have adjusted its stance toward at least the first two divisions. Usually, these are 

recognized as historical and explained cognitively. Both sick individuals as well as those who 

thought they were possessed by demons get better when they believed they were well. Jesus 

manifested a powerful personality and was able to convince them that they were healed. Marcus 

Borg provides three reasons why “it is virtually indisputable that Jesus was a healer and 

exorcist.”
17

 

Yet it is often denied that Jesus actually healed any organic sicknesses. Jesus Seminar 

cofounder John Dominic Crossan is bold in his declaration that Jesus “did not and could not cure 

that disease or any other one.”
18

 Further, many scholars deny that Jesus ever performed any 

nature miracles. Again, it is Crossan who asserts, “I do not think that anyone, anywhere, at any 

time brings dead people back to life.”
19

 Fossum agrees that the belief that Jesus could raise the 

dead is due to “fundamentalist naivete.”
20

 Crossan believes that Jesus’ resurrection would be the 

“supreme ‘nature’ miracle.”
21

 

But Borg is not so fast to rule out actual miracles, even those that affect nature. He points out 

that in the Gospels not all of Jesus’ miracles were dependent on the person exercising faith, so it 

is perhaps not always possible to show that faith healing was the cause. Concerning whether or 

not Jesus could raise the dead, “a clear historical judgment is impossible.”
22

 

Given such stances by critical scholars, what sort of historical evidence is available regarding 

Jesus’ miracles? In the process of answering this question, I will provide examples of each 

critical rule that I will introduce in chapter 9. Seven areas will be mentioned in defense of the 

Gospel narratives, addressing Jesus’ healings, exorcisms, and even his nature miracles. 

First, many critics doubt or reject the supernatural aspect of Jesus’ miracles because they 

doubt the historical value of the Gospel accounts.
23

 In chapter 9, I will discuss the reliability of 

                                                           
16  For more details and sources on each of the above critiques of Apollonius of Tyana, see Gary R. Habermas, “Resurrection Claims in Non-
Christian Religions,” Religious Studies 25 (1989): 167–77; cf. Habermas, “Did Jesus Perform Miracles?” 123–24. 
17  Marcus Borg, Jesus—A New Vision: Spirit, Culture, and the Life of Discipleship (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1987), 61; cf. 60–67. 
18  John Dominic Crossan, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1994), 82. 
19  Ibid., 95. 
20  Fossum, “Understanding Jesus’ Miracles,” 50. 
21  John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991), 404. 
22  Borg, Jesus, 70; cf. 66–71. 
23  Such as Robert W. Funk, Roy W. Hoover, and the Jesus Seminar, The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus (New 
York: Macmillan, 1993), 16; Fossum, “Understanding Jesus’ Miracles,” 23. 
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these texts, presenting a number of strong reasons to accept their historicity. I will simply note 

here that such evidence can support a case for Jesus’ miracles. 

Second, for ancient historians, “two or three sources in agreement generally render the fact 

unimpeachable.”
24

 Even the Jesus Seminar argues that “two independent sources” are significant 

for determining early data.
25

 Accordingly, a very impressive argument for Jesus’ miracles is that 

some of them are attested to in each of the five independent traditions that critical scholars find 

in the Gospels.
26

 More specifically, certain miracles are found in more than one source as well. 

Such multiple attestation in textual evidence is overwhelming in terms of ancient documents. 

Borg calls attention to this “widespread attestation in our earliest sources” for Jesus’ healings and 

exorcisms.
27

 

Third, another critical test is enemy attestation, which occurs when one’s opponent admits 

something even though it is not in their best interest to do so. Maier states that “positive evidence 

within a hostile source is the strongest kind of evidence.”
28

 The Gospels tell us that those who 

most strongly opposed Jesus witnessed both his healing miracles and exorcisms (Mark 2:1–12; 

Luke 11:14–15; 13:10–17), as well as his nature miracles (Matt. 28:11–15; Mark 5:40–42; John 

11:47–48). Their conclusion was that Jesus performed his miracles by the power of Satan (Mark 

3:22; John 7:20–21; 10:19–21), thereby admitting the supernatural nature of these events. Borg 

thinks this is significant: “Even his opponents did not challenge the claim that powers of healing 

flowed through him. . . . They claimed that his powers came from the lord of the evil spirits.”
29

 

Before moving to the next piece of evidence, we might draw a preliminary conclusion here. 

Given Borg’s statement that Jesus’ exorcisms and healings are “virtually indisputable,”
30

 why 

shouldn’t the nature miracles be accredited by Borg on the same grounds? Since the nature 

wonders are also attested to in all five of the independent Gospel traditions, and Jesus’ enemies 

also witnessed them but couldn’t explain them away, it would seem that strong grounds exist for 

accepting them as historical. Plus, we have still more grounds on which to accept all three 

families of miracles. 

Fourth, critical researchers have located in the Gospel texts numerous means of identifying 

healing and exorcism accounts that probably portray historical events. After several extensive 

studies, Graham Twelftree has noted dozens of such indications that many of Jesus’ exorcisms 

and healings bear the historical and textual marks of authenticity, separating Jesus from the 

exorcists and miracle workers of his day. For example, the element of surprise or embarrassment 

is at times manifest, such as when Jesus appears to have limited knowledge (Mark 5:9; Luke 

8:30) or especially when the healing doesn’t seem to work the first time (Mark 8:23–25). Almost 

all of the healing or exorcism accounts that Twelftree judges as historical fulfill several of these 

critical criteria.
31

 Jesus Seminar fellow Bruce Chilton is impressed with the early, pre-Markan 

status of the exorcism recorded in Mark 1:21–28, pointing to authenticity.
32

 

                                                           
24  Paul L. Maier, In the Fullness of Time: A Historian Looks at Christmas, Easter, and the Early Church (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991), 
197. 
25  Funk, Hoover, and the Jesus Seminar, Five Gospels, 26. 
26  These critical sources are Mark, M (material distinctive to Matthew), L (material distinctive to Luke), Q (material found in both Matthew and 
Luke, but not in Mark), and John. 
27  Borg, Jesus, 61. 
28  Maier, In the Fullness of Time, 198–99. 
29  Borg, Jesus, 61. 
30  Ibid. 
31  See the detailed study by Graham Twelftree, Jesus the Miracle Worker (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1999), especially chaps. 
11–17. For these specific examples, see pages 288, 300. Cf. Graham Twelftree, “Εἰ δεg . . . ἐγωg ἐκβαMλλω ταg δαιμοMνια,” in Miracles of 

Jesus, vol. 6, 361–400. 
32  B. D. Chilton, “Exorcism and History: Mark 1:21–28, ” in Miracles of Jesus, vol. 6, 260–61. 



Page 118 of 274 
 

Fifth, judging by a variety of these critical earmarks, scholars have also located numerous 

indicators that Jesus performed nature miracles. Again, Twelftree has done comprehensive work 

here. Although concluding that some of these Gospel accounts of nature miracles cannot be 

demonstrably established as historical, several others are quite probable. Factors include the 

likely presence of early and eyewitness reports, some of which are indicated by texts that employ 

Aramaic terms, Semitisms, or intimate knowledge of details (Mark 5:41; 7:31–37; Luke 7:11–

17). Other miracles pass the test of dissimilarity (Mark 5:40–42), or cohere well with Jesus’ 

other teachings and actions (Matt. 17:24–27). Here, each case deemed historical is supported by 

more than one of these criteria.
33

 Other scholars have provided more reasons to seriously 

consider the historicity of several of Jesus’ nature wonders.
34

 

Sixth, the next section of this chapter addresses the incredible amount of historical evidence 

that exists for what Crossan terms the “supreme ‘nature’ miracle”
35

—the resurrection of Jesus. I 

will simply note here that if Jesus’ resurrection happened, this event, in its context, would raise 

questions concerning the overall philosophical objection to the occurrence of miracles. Further, 

as the supreme miracle claim, this would also provide strong motivation for believing Jesus 

performed truly supernatural acts. 

Seventh, another common objection to Jesus’ miracles is that we don’t see the same sort of 

phenomena today, especially since we suspect that medical science could explain these 

curiosities.
36

 But would our perspective of the Gospel miracles change if we witnessed cases 

today that medical science could not explain naturally? Perhaps there are situations such as these, 

but we are not looking in the right places. Two examples may supply some clues. 

In order to research the relationship between prayer and healing, physician Randolph C. Byrd 

conducted a double blind experiment in a California hospital, with almost four hundred coronary 

patients participating. Neither the patients nor the persons who were praying knew each other, 

and the former did not even know whether or not they were being prayed for. Still, there was a 

statistically positive result in twenty-one of twenty-six monitored categories for those patients 

who received prayer. The experimental design insured that the results could not be adequately 

explained by faith healing.
37

 

Psychiatrist M. Scott Peck notes his attempt, along with a team of health professionals, to 

study and explain contemporary possession and exorcism cases. Yet, there were two situations 

that they could not explain by normal scientific means.
38

 Citing this study, Borg notes “the 

provocative and illuminating” nature of Peck’s admission, presumably as a caution against too 

hastily drawing conclusions concerning what can be known through modern scientific means. 

Borg goes on to remark that we cannot know whether or not Jesus actually performed nature 

miracles.
39

 

                                                           
33  Twelftree, Jesus, chaps. 14, 16. For discussions of some early and eyewitness source material, see 305–8, 316–17, 321–22, 326; for 
dissimilarity (defined in chap. 9), see 306; for coherence, see 315. 
34  John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, vol. 2 (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1994), 682–83, 690, 758, 792–95. 
Many other details are contained in the following essays from Miracles of Jesus: P. W. Barnett, “The Feeding of the Multitude,” 273–93; Murray 
J. Harris, “The Dead Are Raised,” 298–99, 310–14; Craig Blomberg, “The Miracles as Parables,” 347–48; Stephen T. Davis, “The Miracle at 
Cana,” 429. 
35  Crossan, Historical Jesus, 404. 
36  Crossan, Jesus, 80–88; Borg, Jesus, 63. 
37  Randolph C. Byrd, “Positive Therapeutic Effects of Intercessory Prayer in a Coronary Care Unit Population,” Southern Medical Journal 81, 
no. 7 (July 1988): 826–29; Randolph C. Byrd and John Sherrill, “On a Wing and a Prayer,” Physician 5, no. 3 (May–June 1993): 14–16. 
38  M. Scott Peck, People of the Lie (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1983), 182–211. 
39  Borg, Jesus, 72, note 16; cf. 66–70. 
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Based on the above discussion, we can conclude that Jesus was a miracle worker,  and there 

are many critical reasons
40

 to support such a conclusion. We have early and eyewitness reports, 

multiple source attestation, negative confessions, admissions by antagonistic witnesses, Aramaic 

words and other Palestinian details, coherence with Jesus’ teachings, indications of dissimilarity, 

as well as agreement by diverse contemporary researchers.
41

 

A majority of recent scholars believes that Jesus was at least a healer and an exorcist. Borg, 

for example, states that this is “virtually indisputable.”
42

 But the data argue for more than this: 

Many of the Gospel texts that record Jesus’ exorcisms, healings, and even the nature wonders 

possess numerous, specific earmarks indicating their historicity.
43

 Additionally, the same 

characteristics that make the first two categories so “indisputable” also establish the third, 

making it difficult to disallow the nature miracles. In brief, there is a surprisingly large amount of 

evidence for Jesus’ miracles. 

THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS 

Jesus’ chief miracle claim is his resurrection, and the evidence for it is significant enough to 

occupy the remainder of this chapter. However, due to the intricacies of the historical case, I will 

only be able to summarize perhaps the best argument for the resurrection of Jesus, plus pursue a 

few side avenues. Along the way, I will also apply the critical rules that I used above and will 

detail in chapter 9 to see how the resurrection fares. 

THE EARLIEST TESTIMONY TO JESUS’ APPEARANCES 

Chapter 9 addresses the question of the earliest apostolic preaching prior to the writing of the 

first New Testament books. I will explain the characteristics and importance of early creeds, or 

traditions, which circulated as oral teachings before being written down, zeroing in on the most 

famous creed in the New Testament.
44

 That text is 1 Corinthians 15:3–8: 

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins 

according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day 

according to the Scriptures, and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. After that He 

appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom remain until now, but 

some have fallen asleep; then He appeared to James, then to all the apostles; and last of all, as it 

were to one untimely born, He appeared to me also. (NASB) 

                                                           
40  We will provide a list (with explanations) of these critical rules in chapter 9. 
41  Amazingly, the critical rules treated in chapter 9 can all be applied several times each to the three categories of Gospel miracle accounts 
that Twelftree and others defended as historical. 
42  Borg, Jesus, 61. 
43  Twelftree lists a total of twenty-two Gospel accounts (including all three miracle categories) in which he has “high confidence” that a miracle 
occurred (Jesus, 328–29). 
44  This section follows several other similar discussions by the author. For more details, see especially Gary R. Habermas, The Historical 
Jesus (Joplin, Mo.: College Press, 1996), esp. chap. 7; “The Resurrection of Jesus,” in Beyond Death: Exploring the Evidence for Immortality, 
coauthored with J. P. Moreland (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 1998), chap. 5; cf. chap. 6; “The Resurrection Appearances of Jesus,” in In 
Defense of Miracles, ed. R. Douglas Geivett and Gary R. Habermas (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1997), chap. 16; “Jesus’ 
Resurrection and Contemporary Criticism: An Apologetic,” Criswell Theological Review part 2, 4, no. 2 (spring 1990): 373–85. 
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Virtually all scholars who have studied the subject agree that in this passage the apostle Paul 

recorded an ancient creed, or tradition, regarding the death, resurrection, and appearances of 

Jesus. This proclamation actually took place long before the date of the book in which it appears. 

There are many reasons for the conclusion that this is creedal material, predating 1 

Corinthians. To begin with, Paul uses the technical terms delivered and received (as in 11:23), 

meaning that he passed on oral tradition to the Corinthians. Additional indicators include the 

parallelism and stylized content of the material, as if it had been repeated in a specific form, not 

arranged that way for the first time by Paul. A number of non-Pauline words (words not used by 

Paul in his epistles) show that he probably wasn’t the original author of the material. The proper 

names of two other apostles (James and Cephas, or Peter) point to their own testimony. Other 

signs of traditional material include the Aramaic name Cephas in 15:5 (cf. the parallel in Luke 

24:34), the possibility of an Aramaic original, and the threefold “and that” (which is similar to 

the Mishnaic Hebrew narrating method), along with two references to the Scriptures being 

fulfilled. Since Aramaic was Jesus’ language, these examples point to an older substrata for this 

report.
45

 
How early is this traditional material? Even critical scholars usually agree that it has an exceptionally 

early origin. Ulrich Wilckens declares that this creed “indubitably goes back to the oldest phase of all in 

the history of primitive Christianity.”
46

 Joachim Jeremias calls it “the earliest tradition of all.”
47

 The 

majority of scholars who comment think that Paul probably received this information about three years 

after his conversion, which probably occurred from one to four years after the crucifixion. At that time, 

four to eight years after Jesus died, Paul visited Jerusalem to speak with Peter and James, each of whom 

are included in the list of Jesus’ appearances (1 Cor. 15:5, 7; Gal. 1:18–19).
48

 Most scholars who provide 

a date as to when Paul received this teaching locate it two to eight years after Jesus’ crucifixion. This 

places it at roughly A.D. 32–38.
49

 

Paul’s use of historeo in Galatians 1:18 in speaking of his visit with Peter provides some 

confirmation for this view. One of the most authoritative studies on the word concludes that 

Paul’s purpose was an investigative inquiry for the purpose of getting information from Peter. In 

                                                           
45  For just a few examples of those who provide these details, see especially Pinchas Lapide, The Resurrection of Jesus: A Jewish 
Perspective (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1983), 97–99; Reginald Fuller, The Formation of the Resurrection Narratives (New York: Macmillan, 
1971), 10–11; Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, trans. James Leitch (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), 251, 254, 257; Raymond E. Brown, The 
Virginal Conception and Bodily Resurrection of Jesus (New York: Paulist, 1973), 81, 92; Willi Marxsen, The Resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, 
trans. Margaret Kohl (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1970), 80; Gunther Bornkamm, Jesus of Nazareth, trans. Irene and Fraser McLuskey with James 
M. Robinson (New York: Harper & Row, 1960), 182; Joachim Jeremias, New Testament Theology: The Proclamation of Jesus, trans. John 
Bowden (New York: Scribner’s, 1971), 306. 
46  Ulrich Wilckens, Resurrection, trans. A. M. Stewart (Edinburgh: St. Andrew, 1977), 2. 
47  Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 306. 
48  Most of those in the previous note endorse this Jerusalem scenario. Hans Grass thinks that Paul received this instruction at Damascus, 
which places it about three years earlier (Ostergeschehen und Osterberichte, 2d ed. [Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1962], 96). 
Thomas Sheehan does not venture a date in the immediate context.  
49  For a number of these scholars, see Grass, Ostergeschehen und Osterberichte, 96; Fuller, Foundations of New Testament Christology, 142, 
161; Fuller, Formation of the Resurrection Narratives, 10, 14, 28, 48; Oscar Cullmann, The Early Church: Studies in Early Christian History and 
Theology, ed. A. J. B. Higgins (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1966), 65–66; Brown, Virginal Conception, 81; Leonard Goppelt, “The Easter 
Kerygma in the New Testament,” in The Easter Message Today, trans. Salvator Attanasio and Darrell L. Guder (New York: Thomas Nelson, 
1964), 36; John A. T. Robinson, Can We Trust the New Testament? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 125; Thomas Sheehan, First Coming: 
How the Kingdom of God Became Christianity (New York: Random, 1986), 110, 118; Wolfhart Pannenberg, Jesus: God and Man, trans. Lewis 
Wilkins and Duane Priebe (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1968), 90; C. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1980), 16; George Eldon Ladd, I Believe in the Resurrection of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 105. Gerald O’Collins is 
unaware of scholars who place Paul’s reception of this creed after the 40s A.D. (What Are They Saying about the Resurrection? [New York: 
Paulist, 1978], 112). Although such would be a minority position, our major conclusions here would still follow even given such a date. 
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all probability, the details Paul was most interested in had to do with Peter being “an eyewitness 

and . . . informant about the teachings and ministry” of Jesus.
50

 
William Farmer agrees that this term signifies that Paul acted as an examiner or observer of Peter.

51
 

The topic in the immediate context both before (Gal. 1:11–17) and after (2:1–10) Paul’s first trip to 

Jerusalem is the nature of the gospel. In 2:1–10, fourteen years later, Paul specifically states that his 

purpose in coming back to Jerusalem was to check the content of his gospel message with the other 

apostles (2:1–2).
52

 It makes sense, therefore, that in the earlier meeting, Paul was also speaking with Peter 

and James concerning the gospel message (1:18–19). In a well-known comment, C. H. Dodd explains, 

“At that time he stayed with Peter for a fortnight, and we may presume they did not spend all the time 

talking about the weather.”
53 

Paul’s testimony in 1 Corinthians 15 presents an authoritative foundation for the truth of the 

Christian gospel message. Critical scholars almost unanimously recognize its importance. 

German historian Hans von Campenhausen maintains concerning this report, “This account 

meets all the demands of historical reliability that could possibly be made of such a text.”
54

 A. 

M. Hunter adds that this early tradition is “open to testing.”
55

 Dodd charges that “Paul’s 

preaching represents a special stream of Christian tradition which was derived from the main 

stream at a point very near to its source.”
56

 

THE RELIABILITY OF PAUL’S TREATMENT OF THE RESURRECTION 

Most scholars are quite willing to grant the value of Paul’s treatment of Jesus’ resurrection 

due to its exceptionally early date and his status as an eyewitness and apostle. But as important 

as these points are, the chief issue here is not when, where, and from whom Paul received the 

tradition in 1 Corinthians. Rather, the more crucial matter is Paul’s own reliability in reporting 

what he does about Jesus’ resurrection appearances. In other words, wherever the tradition came 

from, does Paul accurately narrate it? Happily, this is where his material is at its strongest. There 

are four indications that the content of Paul’s report was trustworthy. Further, there are five 

additional areas of non-Pauline confirmation, corresponding to each of the first four. 

First, to repeat the summary above, Paul recorded early material that he himself received, 

recounting the eyewitness appearances of Jesus to many of his followers (1 Cor. 15:4–7). Many 

scholars think he probably obtained the creed directly from Peter and James, in Jerusalem, just a 

very few years after Jesus’ crucifixion (Gal. 1:18–19). But even if we cannot be absolutely sure 

of the creed’s exact origin, we may postulate that Paul received the material from what he 

considered to be a trustworthy source. Since Paul is almost unanimously seen by critical scholars 

as a reliable guide to early Christian beliefs, even this last conclusion is quite significant. 

                                                           
50  G. D. Kilpatrick, “Galatians 1:18 ἺστορηYσαι ΚηφαYν,” in New Testament Essays: Studies in Memory of Thomas Walter Manson, ed. A. J. 

B. Higgins (Manchester: Manchester University, 1959), 148–49. 
51  William R. Farmer, “Peter and Paul, and the Tradition Concerning ‘The Lord’s Supper’ in 1 Cor. 11:23–25, ” Criswell Theological Review 2 
(1987): esp. 122–30. On the Petrine, apostolic nature of the creed that Paul received, see 135–38. 
52  Some object that Paul claims in Galatians 1:11–17 that he didn’t receive his message from anyone, including other apostles. But this 
certainly mistakes Paul’s point. He is speaking here specifically about his initial, direct call by the Lord, before he ever met another apostle. Yet 
he is equally clear that his consultation with certain apostles came later. To say that he never conferred with another apostle, then, misses his 
very next point, especially when he tells us that his second trip to see the apostles in Jerusalem was specifically to ascertain if he had been 
preaching in vain (Gal. 2:2). 
53  Dodd, Aostolic Preaching, 16. 
54  Hans von Campenhausen, “The Events of Easter and the Empty Tomb,” in Tradition and Life in the Church (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968), 
44. 
55  A. M. Hunter, Jesus: Lord and Saviour (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 100. 
56  Dodd, Apostolic Preaching, 16. 
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But perhaps we have overemphasized the importance of Paul receiving this creed from 

others. The second indication of the trustworthiness of Paul’s account is that he didn’t have to 

rely merely on others’ testimony, for he was an apostle, an eyewitness to an appearance of the 

risen Jesus (1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8). Critics readily admit the strength of this argument. Even 

philosophical atheist Michael Martin acknowledges Paul’s status as an eyewitness to Jesus’ 

appearances,
57

 as does G. A. Wells.
58

 This is amazing, since these scholars are two of the very 

few who doubt whether it can be determined that Jesus even lived in the first century.
59

 

Third, Paul returned to Jerusalem fourteen years after his initial interview with Peter, 

specifically to check out the nature of his gospel preaching (Gal. 2:1–2). After Paul met with the 

apostolic leadership, Peter, James, and John confirmed that the content of Paul’s message was 

accurate. On this apostolic consensus, Hans Dieter Betz notes that “the event had an official and 

legally binding character.”
60

 The Jerusalem leaders offered to Paul and Barnabas their fellowship 

(Gal. 2:1–10), with Betz informing us that the “gesture of the handshake here formally concludes 

an agreement.”
61

 

Paul had always been careful to assert that preaching the gospel necessarily included the 

theme of Jesus’ resurrection. In fact, without the resurrection, there was no gospel faith at all.
62

 

This apostolic stamp of approval on Paul’s message, therefore, communicated that the leaders 

were both aware of and appreciated the content of his gospel preaching. Given the centrality of 

the resurrection message both in Paul’s preaching and in the early church, it would be 

inconceivable that the other apostles didn’t know what Paul preached on this subject. 

Fourth, after he finished his recitation of the early creed by listing some of the other key 

witnesses who saw Jesus’ appearances (1 Cor. 15:3–8), Paul made a crucial declaration. He 

announced that all the other apostles were currently preaching the same gospel message he was 

with regard to Jesus’ death and resurrection appearances (15:11–15). We are clearly told on 

Paul’s authority that the resurrection appearances he just finished listing were also being 

proclaimed by the other apostolic eyewitnesses. 

Especially given Paul’s authority in current critical discussions, these four arguments 

regarding the reliability of his resurrection proclamation are powerful. They are further 

confirmed by five more non-Pauline arguments, corresponding to the Pauline claims just made. 

First, confirmation that Paul received this message from others, just as he reported, comes 

from the large number of indications (like those mentioned above) that this material was not his. 

It has many marks of a formalized tradition, meaning that it is an early, pre-Pauline report. There 

is also literary substantiation of Paul’s claim to have received it from someone else, and the 

critical acclaim here is almost overwhelming. In fact, Jewish scholar Pinchas Lapide attests that 

the grounds for this creed are so firm that this testimony “may be considered as a statement of 

eyewitnesses.”
63

 

Second, additional reports of Jesus’ appearance to Paul are located in the Book of Acts, 

where it is reported three times (9:1–8; 22:6–11; 26:12–18). This is as close as we get to a 

                                                           
57  Michael Martin, The Case against Christianity (Philadelphia: Temple University, 1991), 81; cf. 89. 
58  G. A. Wells, The Historical Evidence for Jesus (Buffalo: Prometheus, 1988), 43. 
59  For critiques of both Martin’s and Wells’s positions, see Habermas, Historical Jesus, chap. 2. For other problems with Wells’s thesis, see 
Gary R. Habermas, “Questioning the Existence of Jesus,” Christian Research Journal 22, no. 3 (2000): 54–56. 
60  Hans Dieter Betz, Galatians (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 86. 
61  Ibid., 100; cf. 82, 85–89, 95, 103. 
62  See 1 Cor. 15:1–5, 14, 17; Rom. 1:1–4; 4:25; 10:9, for examples. 
63  Lapide, Resurrection of Jesus, 99. 
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description of what happened to him. The fact that Paul’s conversion was not a natural event is 

strongly evidenced by a number of factors.
64

 

Third, in Acts 15:1–35, a discussion that is reminiscent of the one in Galatians 2 takes place. 

Again, it concerns the nature of Paul’s gospel proclamation, and once again, Peter and James are 

both involved. The apostolic decree again is that Paul’s gospel preaching was accurate (vv. 6–

21). 

Some scholars believe this meeting in Acts 15 is roughly a duplicate of the dialogue Paul 

describes in Galatians 2. This issue, however, makes little difference here. If the incidents are the 

same, then we have a second confirmation of Paul’s earlier account. If these are separate 

occasions, then we have two different situations that both verify our point. The apostolic leaders, 

eyewitnesses to Jesus’ resurrection appearances themselves, clearly confirmed the accuracy of 

Paul’s gospel message. 

Fourth, we also have two kinds of non-Pauline corroboration for Paul’s assertion that the 

other apostles were teaching the same thing he was regarding Jesus’ appearances. The apostolic 

message is confirmed by early creedal material contained in Acts, and several important details 

emerge from these texts with regard to Jesus’ resurrection, including Jesus’ appearances to 

groups of people.
65

 Many scholars think that these passages in Acts manifest an early layer of 

proclamation, since the material is concise, with little theological enhancement, and could well 

be translations of Aramaic originals. 

Critical scholars have pointed out that these textual characteristics signify a reliable portrayal 

of early preaching. Although not all scholars agree, Dodd has noted “a large element of 

Semitism” along with “a high degree of probability” that there was an Aramaic original for at 

least some of these portions. Additionally, there is a lack of suspicious signs that would signal 

the presence of later strata here. Though Luke uses his own language, these speeches represent 

“the kerygma of the Church at Jerusalem at an early period” and provide reminiscences of the 

message the apostles preached.
66

 

For reasons such as these, John Drane is another scholar who agrees: 

The earliest evidence we have for the resurrection almost certainly goes back to the time 

immediately after the resurrection event is alleged to have taken place. This is the evidence 

contained in the early sermons in the Acts of the Apostles. . . . But there can be no doubt that in 

the first few chapters of Acts its author has preserved material from very early sources.
67 

Fifth, another reason to hold that the other apostles, like Paul, preached the resurrection appearances 

is found in the Gospel accounts. (Although I cannot go into detail here, I will point out some good reasons 

to trust these writings in chapter 9.
68

) After using critical methods, Dodd explains that several of the 

Gospel resurrection texts report early traditions. In particular, the appearance narratives in Matthew 28:8–

10, 16–20, John 20:19–21, and, to a lesser degree, Luke 24:36–49 are all based on early material. But 

                                                           
64  Details are contained in Daniel P. Fuller, Easter Faith and History (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), chaps. 7–8; Habermas and Moreland, 
Beyond Death, 135, 405–6. 
65  This resurrection theme is found in the early confessions in Acts 2:22–33; 3:14–15, 26; 4:10; 5:30; 10:39–43; 13:27–37. All of these are 
attributed to Peter, except the last one, to Paul. 
66  For these quotations along with Dodd’s influential discussion of the Acts texts, see Apostolic Preaching, 17–31. 
67  John Drane, Introducing the New Testament (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1986), 99. 
68  Additional arguments of a specific, extended nature are supplied by William Lane Craig, Assessing the New Testament Evidence for the 
Historicity of the Resurrection of Jesus, vol. 16, Studies in the Bible and Early Christianity (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen, 1989), part 2, 161–
347; Grant Osborne, The Resurrection Narratives: A Redactional Study (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), part 2, 41–192. 
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Dodd thinks that even the other Gospel portrayals of Jesus’ appearances lack typical mythical tendencies 

and should receive careful consideration.
69 

A further perspective here comes from the application of the critical rules (to be discussed in 

chapter 9) as they are applied to the resurrection texts. The resurrection reports are 

unquestionably early, as seen in Paul’s writings, Mark 16:1–8, and especially in the pre–New 

Testament creeds.
70

 Eyewitness reports come at least from Paul but also, in all likelihood, from 

Peter, James, and any appropriate testimony from the Gospels. Multiple attestation of 

independent sources is derived from at least four Gospel sources
71

 plus Paul’s epistles. Perhaps 

the most evident example of embarrassment or negative report is the often-stated reports of the 

disciples’ doubts after Jesus’ resurrection.
72

 Other examples of this include the disciples’ 

disbelief when Jesus predicted his resurrection
73

 and Jesus’ rebuke of Peter for denying him 

(John 21:15–18). 

Enemy attestation comes from the recognition of the Jewish leaders that Jesus’ tomb was 

empty (Matt. 28:11–15) and from the reported conversions of many Jewish priests (Acts 6:7). 

The conversions and testimonies of former skeptics Paul and James, the brother of Jesus, are also 

crucial here. The principle of dissimilarity or discontinuity applies to the facts that Jesus’ 

resurrection did not fit either the Jewish understanding of what would happen to the Messiah 

(Mark 9:31–32; Luke 24:20–21; John 20:9) or the Jewish understanding that the resurrection of 

the dead would only occur corporately and at the end of time. Coherence involves the 

extraordinary consistency of Jesus’ resurrection with his unique life and teachings, including his 

predictions of his death and resurrection.
74

 The use of recognized historical facts is seen in the 

overall method used in this chapter, that of building a case based on critically accepted data.
75

 

The resurrection texts in the New Testament measure incredibly well against criteria such as 

these, fulfilling basically whatever standards commentators require. 

I have presented four arguments that Paul is a reliable source when he speaks about the 

resurrection appearances of Jesus, in addition to five non-Pauline points that confirm his 

testimony. Regarding Jesus’ appearances, then, the apostles checked out Paulmessage, and all 

parties taught that Jesus appeared to them after his resurrection from the dead. Together, nine 

arguments indicate that the earliest apostles declared they had witnessed the risen Jesus. The 

sources are apostolic, eyewitness, and, hence, authoritative. 

The overall case is multifaceted as well. It isn’t based on Paul alone but builds on creedal 

passages such as those in 1 Corinthians 15 and Acts, as well as utilizes specific reports from the 

Gospels and Acts. Yet, Paul is admittedly the center of the case. But here we are on the strongest 

possible ground (I will point out reasons for this in chapter 9). Paul is enjoying a time of perhaps 

unparalleled positive attention from critical scholars. His admittedly genuine epistles, the 

reliability of the Book of 1 Corinthians in particular, the early date and apostolic attestation of 

his writings, his personal knowledge of the leaders among the other apostles, and the care with 

                                                           
69  C. H. Dodd, “The Appearances of the Risen Christ: An Essay in Form-Criticism of the Gospels,” in More New Testament Studies (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968), 102–33. 
70  For examples, Romans 1:3–4; 4:25; 10:9; 1 Corinthians 15:3ff., Luke 24:34, plus the instances from the Acts texts (2:14–39; 3:12–26; 4:8–
12; 5:29–32; 10:34–43; 13:16–41). 
71  These critical sources are Mark, M (material unique to Matthew), L (material unique to Luke), and John. 
72  See Matthew 28:17; Luke 24:12, 21, 36–43; John 20:9, 24–25; cf. 21:12. 
73  See Mark 8:31–33; 9:31–32; 14:27–31. Also, Jesus told the disciples to meet him in Galilee after his resurrection (Mark 14:27–28), but they 
stayed in Jerusalem and had to be reminded of the earlier command (Mark 16:7–8). 
74  For details, see Gary R. Habermas, The Resurrection of Jesus: An Apologetic (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980; Lanham: University Press of 
America, 1984), esp. chaps. 3–5. 
75  I spell out the details of such an approach in several places. For the most recent example, see Gary R. Habermas, “Evidential Apologetics,” 
in Five Views on Apologetics, ed. Steven B. Cowan (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), esp. 99–120. 
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which he made sure of the truth (as in Galatians 1–2) all combine to indicate that the four 

arguments based on Paul are well grounded. 

Few scholars question Paul’s authority in these matters. Dodd argues that Paul’s account of 

the earliest Christian gospel is so close to the original source that “anyone who should maintain 

that the primitive Christian gospel was fundamentally different from that which we have found in 

Paul must bear the burden of proof.”
76

 

Few critical scholars will reject all nine of the arguments presented in this chapter. To be 

sure, some points carry more weight than others. But the total approach is exceptionally strong, 

especially since Jesus’ resurrection follows from the truth of almost any of the nine arguments. 

As a result, critics need to show that there are no credible historical arguments for the 

resurrection, which would be very difficult indeed. 

Consequently, Paul’s testimony is an invaluable report of the original eyewitnesses’ 

experiences: It helps us piece together what the earliest apostles thought they actually perceived. 

We conclude that these are potent reasons for arguing that these believers thought they had seen 

the resurrected Jesus alive after his death. It is not surprising that most critical scholars agree. 

The disciples’ experiences were definitely visual in nature. This appears to be the only 

conclusion that accounts for all the data. 

Reginald Fuller declares that the disciples’ belief that Jesus rose from the dead is “one of the 

indisputable facts of history.” Fuller then states that the disciples had some sort of visionary 

experiences, which “is a fact upon which both believer and unbeliever may agree.”
77

 This is 

perhaps the same grounds on which James Dunn concludes, “It is almost impossible to dispute 

that at the historical roots of Christianity lie some visionary experiences of the first Christians, 

who understood them as appearances of Jesus, raised by God from the dead.”
78

 Similarly, 

Michael Grant points out that a historical investigation can actually “prove” that the earliest 

Christians thought they had seen the risen Jesus.
79

 Carl Braaten claims that even skeptics agree 

that for the early believers Jesus’ appearances were real events in space and time.
80

 Wolfhart 

Pannenberg agrees with these assessments, maintaining that “few scholars, even few rather 

critical scholars, doubt that there had been visionary experiences.”
81

 More recently, even skeptic 

Gerd Luedemann argues that the language of the New Testament is the language of sight: Jesus’ 

disciples certainly thought they had seen the risen Jesus.
82

 

OTHER HYPOTHESES 

Due to both space limitations as well as the strength of the above evidence, we will consider 

only one naturalistic hypothesis here. The majority of natural hypotheses usually don’t take 

direct aim at Jesus’ appearances.
83

 The one that is most specifically directed at the disciples’ 

                                                           
76  Dodd, Apostolic Preaching, 16. 
77  Fuller, Foundations of New Testament Christology, 142. 
78  James D. G. Dunn, The Evidence for Jesus (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985), 73–75. 
79  Grant, Jesus, 176. 
80  Carl Braaten, History and Hermeneutics, vol. 2, New Directions in Theology Today, ed. William Hordern (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1966), 
78. 
81  Wolfhart Pannenberg, “The Historicity of the Resurrection: The Identity of Christ,” in The Intellectuals Speak Out about God, ed. Roy 
Abraham Varghese (Chicago: Regnery Gateway, 1984), 260. 
82  Gerd Luedemann, The Resurrection of Jesus, trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1994), 37, 50, 66; Gerd Luedemann, What Really 
Happened to Jesus, trans. John Bowden (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1995), 103. 
83  Although much oversimplified, I will explain this briefly by using a few examples. Neither here nor in the text is it my purpose to disprove 
completely the alternative views. Rather, I will argue that they don’t even explain the appearance data alone, which is my chief emphasis. For 
example, charges that Jesus did not die on the cross are faced with several exceptionally weighty medical refutations. But the key is that, in his 



Page 126 of 274 
 

belief that they had seen the risen Jesus is the hallucination (or subjective vision) thesis.
84

 Can 

such subjective phenomena satisfactorily explain all the data? The following critique should 

sufficiently reveal some of the glaring problems with this attempt. Additional aspects can be 

gleaned from the notes. 

(1) Hallucinations are private events, experienced by one person alone.
85

 Yet, there is strong 

evidence that Jesus appeared to groups of people.
86

 (2) Perhaps the major predicament for this 

hypothesis is that Jesus appeared to a variety of persons, at various times, places, and under 

different circumstances. The belief that all of these people were candidates for such a rare 

combination of hallucinatory phenomena (visual, auditory, and so on) multiplies the improbable 

and borders on gullibility. (3) Moreover, while hallucinations generally develop from hopeful 

anticipation, the disciples despaired after Jesus’ death and did not expect him to rise. (4) Further, 

it is highly unlikely that subjective experiences could inspire the disciples’ radical 

transformations, even being willing to die for their faith. (5) What grounds do we have to think 

that James, the family skeptic, was in the right frame of mind to see Jesus? (6) What grounds do 

we have to think that Paul the persecutor yearned to see Jesus? (7) Hallucinations cannot explain 

the empty tomb.
87

 

Therefore, it is not surprising that numerous critical scholars of varied theological 

persuasions have rejected these subjective hypotheses.
88

 Pannenberg concludes, “These 

explanations have failed to date.”
89

 

Comparatively few scholars today pursue naturalistic hypotheses against the resurrection. 

Some hypotheses are periodically revived, but it is generally conceded that the known facts are 

sufficient to refute these alternative views. For example, Dunn states that “alternative 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
severely weakened, bloodied, limping condition, Jesus couldn’t have convinced his disciples that he was raised at all, let alone in an eternal, 
glorified body! He would be alive, but raised? No! So the final blow is that a swoon fails to adequately account for the quality of Jesus’ 
appearances. To say that the disciples stole Jesus’ dead body can’t account for their being totally transformed, convinced that they had really 
seen the risen Jesus. It especially fails to explain the disciples’ willingness to die for this belief! If anyone else took the body, this does not even 
address the appearances, so another thesis must be employed in order to treat the appearance data. Legends and comparative mythology 
don’t explain the testimony given by early eyewitnesses that they actually saw Jesus. Additionally, each naturalistic thesis also struggles to 
explain many added aspects of the resurrection evidence, such as the empty tomb, the apostles’ radical transformations, the centrality of the 
resurrection proclamation, and the conversions of both James and Paul. Further, there is virtually no evidence for any of these other options. 
More detailed treatments of naturalistic hypotheses, their status in current studies, as well as additional refutations, can be found in Habermas 
and Moreland, Beyond Death, 55–65; Craig, Assessing the New Testament Evidence, 374–79, 397–404. 
84  This view is taken, for example, in Luedemann’s two books, above. 
85  Clinical psychologist Gary R. Collins maintains, “Hallucinations are individual occurrences. By their very nature only one person can see a 
given hallucination at a time. They certainly are not something which can be seen by a group of people. Neither is it possible that one person 
could somehow induce an hallucination in somebody else. Since an hallucination exists only in this subjective, personal sense, it is obvious that 
others cannot witness it” (personal correspondence, 21 February 1977). 
 For this and other ideas discussed below, see Phillip H. Wiebe, Visions of Jesus: Direct Encounters from the New Testament to Today 
(Oxford: Oxford University, 1997), chaps. 6–7; J. P. Brady, “The Veridicality of Hypnotic, Visual Hallucinations,” in Origin and Mechanisms of 
Hallucinations, ed. Wolfram Keup (New York: Plenum, 1970), 181; Weston La Barre, “Anthropological Perspectives on Hallucinations and 
Hallucinogens,” in Hallucinations: Behavior, Experience and Theory, ed. R. K. Siegel and L. J. West (New York: John Wiley, 1975), 9–10. 
86  Using only examples from the early creeds, 1 Corinthians 15:3ff. names three group appearances (“to the twelve” [v. 5], the 500 [v. 6], “to all 
the apostles” [v. 7]), while at least two Acts traditions imply group appearances (10:40–42; 13:30–31). 
87  For many more details regarding subjective vision hypotheses, see Gary R. Habermas, The Resurrection of Jesus: A Rational Inquiry (Ann 
Arbor: University Microfilms, 1976), 127–45. For a much more succinct critique, see Habermas and Moreland, Beyond Death, 60–61. 
88  For some examples, see Hans Grass, Ostergeschehen und Osterberichte, 96, 242; Raymond Brown, “The Resurrection and Biblical 
Criticism,” Commonweal 87, no. 8 (24 November 1967): 233; Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1971), vol. 2, 
156; Bornkamm, Jesus of Nazareth, 185; Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1956), 
vol. 4, 1:340; Wiebe, Visions of Jesus, 210; Lapide, Resurrection of Jesus, 124–26; Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 302; Fuller, 
Formation of the Resurrection Narratives, 46–49; Robinson, Can We Trust? 123–25; Dunn, Evidence for Jesus, 72; Pannenberg, Jesus—God 
and Man, 94–97; A. M. Ramsay, The Resurrection of Christ (London: Collins, 1961), 41, 49–50; Neville Clark, Interpreting the Resurrection 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967), 100–101. 
89  Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, 96. 
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explanations of the data fail to provide a more satisfactory explanation.”
90

 Most of the time, 

these attempts are even disdained by scholars. Raymond Brown explains that “the criticism of 

today does not follow the paths taken by the criticism of the past. No longer respectable are the 

crude theories of fraud and error popular in the last century.”
91

 

Since hallucinations and other subjective hypotheses fail in their attempts to explain the data, 

we need to return to our earlier thesis. The core elements of the original disciples’ experiences 

indicate that they witnessed appearances of the risen Jesus.
92

 We conclude that the pre-Pauline 

report in 1 Corinthians 15:3ff. and the additional arguments above clearly link the eyewitness 

content of the gospel with its later proclamation, and with the evidence showing that the 

participants actually saw the risen Jesus, both individually and in groups. A fair analysis of the 

historical record strongly supports the conclusion that Jesus Christ did in fact physically and 

literally rise from the dead.
7
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
90  Dunn, Evidence for Jesus, 76. 
91  Brown, “The Resurrection and Biblical Criticism,” 233. After listing several natural options, Karl Barth exclaimed: “To-day we rightly turn up 
our nose at this. . . .” Noting that they are beset by problems, Barth says that “these explanations . . . have now gone out of currency. . . .” 
(Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 4, 1:340). 
92  Dunn, Evidence for Jesus, 74–76; Pannenberg, “The Historicity of the Resurrection,” 260–62. 
7 Norman L. Geisler and Paul K. Hoffman, Why I Am a Christian: Leading Thinkers Explain Why They Believe (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 
2001), 97–124. 
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Can a Christian Lose His or Her Salvation? 

by Greg Johnson 

  

One major debate within Christian circles is the question of whether or not a Christian can 

lose his or her salvation. Arminians argue that true believers can sin so much that they lose 

their faith and perish. Some Christians respond by arguing that once a person professes 

faith in Jesus, he is eternally secure in his salvation and—even if he commits complete 

apostasy ("falls away") and vocally rejects Jesus Christ—will still go to heaven, for "once 

saved, always saved." In light of the biblical doctrine of predestination, how should we 

understand the security we have under God's care? There have been three main approaches 

to the question: 

1. Classic Arminianism 

• One must persevere in faith to be saved. 

• True believers can lose their faith. 

• Those dying without faith in Christ are condemned. 

"The believer who loses his faith is damned." 

2. Antinomianism 

• One need not persevere in faith to be saved. 

• True believers can lose their faith. 

• Those who lose their faith are saved, since they once believed. 

"The believer who loses his faith is saved." 

3. Classic Calvinism 

• One must persevere in faith to be saved. 

• True believers cannot lose their faith, since it's God's gift. 

• Those dying without faith in Christ are condemned. 

• Those who "lose" their faith never had it to begin with. 
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• God will preserve true believers and they will be saved. 

"The 'believer' who loses his faith never really had it—or at least it wasn't in Jesus." 

  

Proponents of the first two approaches quote biblical references, but each must strain to 

explain away the other group's biblical data. How can an Arminian read Romans 8, then tell 

true believers that they may screw up and go to hell??? Then again, how can Charles Stanley 

read Hebrews 6 and 10 and tell unbelievers who once professed faith not to worry, that they 

will be saved??? Any true biblical teaching must "fit" with ALL the biblical data, without 

pitting one text against another and without having to explain away a single "jot or tittle" of 

God's inerrant Word. I believe that only the classical Calvinist model takes into account all 

of the biblical data. 

Arminians are right when they say the Bible teaches that only those who persevere will be 

saved, and they're right in accusing Antinomians of easy-believism and cheap grace. 

Antinomians (they wouldn't use the term) are right in telling committed believers that they 

are secure in Christ and "once saved, always saved." But both of these views are wrong is 

assuming that a true believer can lose his faith and fall away from Christ. Faith is "a gift of 

God—not by works, lest any man boast." Paul was confident that, since Christ had begun a 

good work in believers, He would continue that work until completion (Phil. 1). John said 

that those who fell away were never really true Christians, since true believers don't leave 

the faith (1 John 2:19). 

Scripture teaches that believers must persevere until the end, but also that believers will 

persevere until the end by God's grace. As the Westminster Assembly concluded, Christians 

might temporarily yield to Satan's temptations, even to excess, but like Peter when he 

denied Christ three times, God will still restore and preserve the faith of the Christian, a 

faith which God gave in the first place! Peter went on to be chief among the apostles! Two 

biblical principles must be held side-by-side: 

1. You Must Persevere until the End: God's Requirement of His People 

God does not merely command us to begin to believe for a time, and then fall away. He 

requires us to continue to believe until the end, living lives of repentance and covenant 

faithfulness. Granted, He does not ask for a perfect faith, but He does ask for a real faith, 

one that produces real, lasting change. 

• Colossians 1:21-23 

• 1 John 1:5-10; 3:3-6 

• Hebrews 10:26-31 
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• Hebrews 12:1 

2. You Will Persevere Until the End: God's Preservation of His People 

We will persevere because God preserves us. God will keep us from falling—not one will be 

lost of all those who belong to the Son. True believers are not able to leave Christ, for Christ 

is at work within them. 

• John 6:38-40 

• John 10:28-29 

• Romans 8:28-39 

• Philippians 1:4-6 

• Philippians 2:12-13 

• 1 John 2:19 

This first set of texts cannot be used to refute the second (Arminianism); nor can the second 

set of texts be used to refute the first (cheap grace). The point that makes the two 

compatible is the biblical teaching that faith (while commanded of everyone) is a gift from 

God to His elect. If faith is simply a human action of a free will, then it can be lost. But if 

saving faith is God's gift, then it cannot be lost. Can professing Christians fall away? Yes, 

and they will perish. Can true Christians fall away? No, for they are kept by the invincible 

power of God in Christ. The Bible teaches us that professing Christians who leave the faith 

were never truly believers (1 John 2:19; and notice the qualification even in Hebrews 10:39). 

"They, whom God hath accepted in his Beloved, effectually called, and sanctified by his 

Spirit, can neither totally nor finally fall away from the state of grace, but shall certainly 

persevere therein to the end, and be eternally saved." —Westminster Confession of Faith 

17.1, drafted by the Westminster Assembly at the request of the British Parliament 1643-47 

  

  



Page 132 of 274 
 

Perseverance of the Saints 
by Nathan Pitchford 

 

What God begins, he finishes 
 

Psa 138:8 The LORD will fulfill his purpose for me; your steadfast love, O 

LORD, endures forever. Do not forsake the work of your hands. 

 

Ecc 3:14 I perceived that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be 

added to it, nor anything taken from it. God has done it, so that people fear before 

him. 

 

Isa 46:4 even to your old age I am he, and to gray hairs I will carry you. I have 

made, and I will bear; I will carry and will save. 

 

Jer 32:40 I will make with them an everlasting covenant, that I will not turn away 

from doing good to them. And I will put the fear of me in their hearts, that they 

may not turn from me. 

 

Rom 11:29 For the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable. 

 

Phi 1:6 And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it 

to completion at the day of Jesus Christ. 

 

2Ti 4:18 The Lord will rescue me from every evil deed and bring me safety into 

his heavenly kingdom. To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen.  

 

 

Of all whom he has called and brought to Christ, none will be lost 
 

Joh 6:39-40 And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose nothing of 

all that he has given me, but raise it up on the last day. For this is the will of my 

Father, that everyone who looks on the Son and believes in him should have 

eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. 

 

Joh 10:27-29 My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. I 

give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out 

of my hand. My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all, and no one 

is able to snatch them out of the Father's hand. 
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Rom 8:28-31 And we know that for those who love God all things work together 

for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. For those whom he 

foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order 

that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those whom he 

predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those 

whom he justified he also glorified. What then shall we say to these things? If God 

is for us, who can be against us? 

 

Rom 8:35-39 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or 

distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? As it is 

written, "For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as 

sheep to be slaughtered." No, in all these things we are more than conquerors 

through him who loved us. For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor 

rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor 

anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 

Heb 7:25 Consequently, he is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to 

God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them. 

 

Heb 10:14 For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are 

being sanctified. 

 

 

God's preservation of the saints is not irrespective of their continuance in the faith 
 

1Co 6:9-10 Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of 

God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor 

adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor 

drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 

 

Gal 5:19-21 Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, 

sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, 

dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn 

you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the 

kingdom of God. 

 

Eph 5:5 For you may be sure of this, that everyone who is sexually immoral or 

impure, or who is covetous (that is, an idolater), has no inheritance in the kingdom 

of Christ and God. 
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Heb 3:14 For we share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original confidence firm to 

the end. 

 

Heb 6:4-6 For it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once 

been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy 

Spirit, and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age 

to come, if they then fall away, since they are crucifying once again the Son of 

God to their own harm and holding him up to contempt. 

 

Heb 10:26-27 For if we go on sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge 

of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful expectation 

of judgment, and a fury of fire that will consume the adversaries. 

 

Heb 12:14 Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no 

one will see the Lord. 

 

Rev 21:7-8 The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will be his God 

and he will be my son. But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the detestable, as for 

murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their portion 

will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death. 

 

Rev 22:14-15 Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they may have the 

right to the tree of life and that they may enter the city by the gates. Outside are 

the dogs and sorcerers and the sexually immoral and murderers and idolaters, and 

everyone who loves and practices falsehood. 

 

 

However, it is God who sanctifies us and causes us to persevere 
 

Joh 15:16 You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you 

should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide, so that whatever you ask 

the Father in my name, he may give it to you. 

 

1Co 1:30-31 He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, whom God made our 

wisdom and our righteousness and sanctification and redemption. Therefore, as it 

is written, "Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord." 

 

1Co 6:11 And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, 

you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our 

God. 

 

1Co 12:3 Therefore I want you to understand that no one speaking in the Spirit of 

God ever says "Jesus is accursed!" and no one can say "Jesus is Lord" except in 
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the Holy Spirit. 

 

1Co 15:10 But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was 

not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, 

but the grace of God that is with me. 

 

Gal 3:1-6 O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes 

that Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified. Let me ask you only this: 

Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with faith? Are you 

so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh? 

Did you suffer so many things in vain - if indeed it was in vain? Does he who 

supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among you do so by works of the 

law, or by hearing with faith - just as Abraham "believed God, and it was counted 

to him as righteousness"? 

 

Eph 2:10 For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 

which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. 

 

Phi 2:12-13 Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now not only 

as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation 

with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work 

for his good pleasure. 

 

1Th 5:23-24 Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may 

your whole spirit and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. He who calls you is faithful; he will surely do it. 

 

Heb 13:20-21 Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our 

Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, 

equip you with everything good that you may do his will, working in us that which 

is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory forever and ever. 

Amen. 

 

1Jo 2:29 If you know that he is righteous, you may be sure that everyone who 

practices righteousness has been born of him. 

 

Jud 1:24-25 Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present 

you blameless before the presence of his glory with great joy, to the only God, our 

Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, 

before all time and now and forever. Amen. 
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Kept by the Power of God8
 

In order to place the doctrine of perseverance in proper light we need to know what it 

is not. It does not mean that every one who professes faith in Christ and who is accepted 

as a believer in the fellowship of the saints is secure for eternity and may entertain the 

assurance of eternal salvation. Our Lord himself warned his followers in the days of his 

flesh when he said to those Jews who believed on him, “If ye continue in my word, then 

are ye truly my disciples, and ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” ( 

John 8:31 , 32 ). He set up a criterion by which true disciples might be distinguished, and 

that criterion is continuance in Jesus’ Word. 

      John Murray
1
 

If any New Testament character was ever prone to failure, it was Simon Peter. Judging from the 

biblical record, none of our Lord’s disciples—excluding Judas the betrayer—stumbled more 

often or more miserably than he. Peter was the disciple with the foot-shaped mouth. He seemed 

to have a knack for saying the worst possible thing at the most inappropriate time. He was 

impetuous, erratic, vacillating—sometimes cowardly, sometimes weak, sometimes hotheaded. 

On several occasions he merited strong rebukes from the Lord, none more severe than that 

recorded in Matthew 16:23 : “Get behind Me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to Me; for you 

are not setting your mind on God’s interests, but man’s.” That occurred almost immediately after 

the high point in Peter’s experience with Christ, when Peter confessed, “Thou art the Christ, the 

Son of the living God” ( Matt. 16:16 ). 

Peter’s life is proof that a true believer’s spiritual experience is often filled with ups and 

downs. 

But Peter illustrates another, more significant, biblical truth: the keeping power of God. On 

the night Jesus was betrayed, He gave Peter an insight into the behind-the-scenes spiritual battle 

over Peter’s soul: “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded permission to sift you like wheat; 

but I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail” ( Luke 22:31–32 , emphasis added). 

Peter was confident of his willingness to stand with Jesus whatever the cost. He told the 

Lord, “Lord, with You I am ready to go both to prison and to death!” (v. 33 ). 

But Jesus knew the truth and sadly told Peter, “The cock will not crow today until you have 

denied three times that you know Me” (v. 34 ). 

Did Peter fail? Miserably. Was his faith overthrown? Never. Jesus Himself was interceding 

on Peter’s behalf, and His prayers did not go unanswered. 

Did you know that our Lord intercedes like that for all genuine believers? We get a glimpse 

of how He prays in John 17:11 : “I am no more in the world; and yet they themselves are in the 

world, and I come to Thee. Holy Father, keep them in Thy name, the name which Thou hast 

given Me, that they may be one, even as We are” (emphasis added). 

He continues: 

I do not ask Thee to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one. They 

are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the truth; Thy word 

                                                           
8 John F. MacArthur, Jr., The Gospel According to the Apostles: The Role of Works in the Life of Faith (Nashville, TN: Word Pub., 2000). 
1 John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1955), 151–52. 
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is truth. As Thou didst send Me into the world, I also have sent them into the world. And 

for their sakes I sanctify Myself, that they themselves also may be sanctified in truth. I do 

not ask in behalf of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their word; 

that they may all be one; even as Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee, that they also 

may be in Us; that the world may believe that Thou didst send Me. And the glory which 

Thou hast given Me I have given to them; that they may be one, just as We are one; I in 

them, and Thou in Me, that they may be perfected in unity, that the world may know that 

Thou didst send Me, and didst love them, even as Thou didst love Me. 

      John 17:15–23 , emphasis added 

Notice what our Lord was praying for: that believers would be kept from the power of evil; that 

they would be sanctified by the Word; that they would share His sanctification and glory; and 

that they would be perfected in their union with Christ and one another. He was praying that they 

would persevere in the faith. 

Was our Lord praying for the eleven faithful disciples only? No, He explicitly includes every 

believer in all succeeding generations: “I do not ask in behalf of these alone, but for those also 

who believe in Me through their word” (v. 20 ). That includes all true Christians even in our own 

day! 

Moreover, the Lord Himself is continuing His intercessory ministry for believers even as you 

read this. “He is able to save forever those who draw near to God through Him, since He always 

lives to make intercession for them” ( Heb. 7:25 ). The King James Version translates that verse 

like this: “He is able also to save them to the uttermost that come unto God by him, seeing he 

ever liveth to make intercession for them” (emphasis added). 

Saved to the Uttermost 

All true believers will be saved to the uttermost. Christ’s high priestly ministry guarantees it. 

We have been justified, we are being sanctified, and we shall be glorified. No true believer will 

miss out on any stage of the process, though in this life we all find ourselves at different points 

along the way. This truth has been known historically as the perseverance of the saints. 

No doctrine has been more savaged by no-lordship theology. That is to be expected, because 

the doctrine of perseverance is antithetical to the entire no-lordship system. In fact, what they 

have pejoratively labeled “lordship salvation” is nothing but this very doctrine! 

Perseverance means that “those who have true faith can lose that faith neither totally nor 

finally.”
2
 It echoes God’s promise through Jeremiah: “I will make an everlasting covenant with 

them that I will not turn away from them, to do them good; and I will put the fear of Me in their 

hearts so that they will not turn away from Me ” ( 32:40 , emphasis added). 

That flatly contradicts the no-lordship notion of faith that can evaporate, leaving “believers” 

who no longer believe (cf. SGS 141). It stands in opposition to the radical no-lordship teaching 

that genuine Christians can choose to “drop out” of the spiritual growth process ( AF 79–88) and 

“cease to confess Christianity” ( AF 111). It is the polar opposite of the brand of theology that 

makes faith a “historical moment,” a one-time “act” that secures heaven but offers no guarantee 

that the “believer’s” earthly life will be changed ( AF 63–64). 

Perseverance was defined by the Westminster Confession of Faith this way: “They whom 

God hath accepted in His Beloved, effectually called and sanctified by his Spirit, can neither 

                                                           
2 Anthony A. Hoekema, Saved by Grace (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1989), 234. 
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totally nor finally fall away from the state of grace; but shall certainly persevere therein to the 

end, and be eternally saved” (chapter 17, section 1). 

This truth does not deny the possibility of miserable failings in one’s Christian experience. 

The Confession also stated: 

Nevertheless [believers] may, through the temptations of Satan and of the world, the 

prevalency of corruption remaining in them, and the neglect of the means of their 

preservation, fall into grievous sins; and for a time continue therein; whereby they incur 

God’s displeasure, and grieve his Holy Spirit: come to be deprived of some measure of 

their graces and comforts; have their hearts hardened, and their consciences wounded; 

hurt and scandalize others, and bring temporal judgments upon themselves (section 3). 

In chapter 8 we dealt with the reality of sin in the believer’s experience, so it should be clear 

that lordship theology does not include the idea of perfectionism. Nevertheless, people steeped in 

no-lordship teaching often misunderstand the issue with regard to perseverance. 

One Christian layman who has embraced no-lordship teaching wrote me a very graciously 

worded seventeen-page letter explaining why he rejects lordship doctrine. His complaint is that 

lordship theology “does not seem to allow for anything but highly successful Christian living.” 

Zane Hodges makes a similar charge: 

The belief that every Christian will live a basically successful life until the end is an 

illusion. It is not supported by the instruction and warnings of the New Testament.… It is 

not surprising that those who do not perceive this aspect of New Testament revelation 

have impoverished their ability to motivate both themselves and other believers. 

Tragically, they often fall back on the technique of questioning the salvation of those 

whose lives seem not to meet Biblical standards. But in the process they undermine the 

grounds for a believer’s assurance and take part—however unwittingly—in the siege of 

the Gospel.
3
 

No advocate of lordship salvation I am aware of teaches “that every Christian will live a 

basically successful life until the end.” Professor Hodges is quite right in saying the New 

Testament does not support such a view. 

John Murray, defending the doctrine of perseverance, acknowledged the difficulties it poses: 

“Experience, observation, biblical history, and certain Scripture passages would appear to 

provide very strong arguments against the doctrine.… Is not the biblical record as well as the 

history of the church strewn with examples of those who have made shipwreck of the faith?”
4
 

Certainly Scripture seems to be filled with warnings to people in the church lest they should 

fall away (cf. Heb. 6:4–8 ; 1 Tim. 1:18–19 ; 2 Tim. 2:16–19 ). Zane Hodges suggests such 

warnings prove Christians can fall away: “If anyone supposes that no true Christian could quit, 

or would quit, they have not been paying attention to the Bible. They need to reread their New 

Testament, this time, with their eyes open” (AF 83). 

But God does not contradict Himself. The warning passages do not negate the many 

promises that believers will persevere: “Whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him shall 

never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall become in him a well of water springing up 

                                                           
3 Zane Hodges, The Gospel Under Siege (Dallas: Redención Viva, 1981), 113. 
4 Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 151. 



Page 139 of 274 
 

to eternal life ” ( John 4:14 , emphasis added).
5
 “I am the bread of life; he who comes to Me shall 

not hunger, and he who believes in Me shall never thirst” ( 6:35 ). “You are not lacking in any 

gift, awaiting eagerly the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ, who shall also confirm you to the 

end, blameless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. God is faithful, through whom you were 

called into fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord” ( 1 Cor. 1:7–9 , emphasis added). 

“May the God of peace Himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be 

preserved complete, without blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. Faithful is He who 

calls you, and He also will bring it to pass ” ( 1 Thess. 5:23–24 , emphasis added). “They went 

out from us, but they were not really of us; for if they had been of us, they would have remained 

with us; but they went out, in order that it might be shown that they all are not of us” ( 1 John 

2:19 , emphasis added). “Now unto him that is able to keep you from falling, and to present you 

faultless before the presence of his glory with exceeding joy, to the only wise God our Saviour, 

be glory and majesty, dominion and power, both now and for ever. Amen” ( Jude 24–25 KJV, 

emphasis added). 

Charles Horne observed, “It is noteworthy that when Jude exhorts us to keep ourselves in the 

love of God (v. 21 ), he concludes with a doxology for Him who is able to keep us from falling 

and who will present us without blemish before the presence of His glory (v. 24 ). The warning 

passages are means which God uses in our life to accomplish His purpose in grace.”
6
 

And, it might be added, the warning passages like Jude 21 reveal that the writers of Scripture 

were very keen to alert those whose hope of salvation might be grounded in a spurious faith. 

Obviously the apostolic authors were not laboring under the illusion that every person in the 

churches they were writing to was genuinely converted (cf. AF 98). 

Once Saved, Always Saved? 

It is crucial that we understand what the biblical doctrine of perseverance does not mean. It 

does not mean that people who “accept Christ” can then live any way they please without fear of 

hell. The expression “eternal security” is often used in this sense, as is “once saved, always 

saved.” R. T. Kendall, arguing for the latter phrase, defines its meaning thus: “Whoever once 

truly believes that Jesus was raised from the dead, and confesses that Jesus is Lord, will go to 

heaven when he dies. But I will not stop there. Such a person will go to heaven when he dies no 

matter what work (or lack of work) may accompany such faith. ”
7
 Kendall states, “I hope no one 

will take this as an attack on the Westminster Confession. It is not that.”
8
 But it is precisely that! 

Kendall is expressly arguing against Westminster’s assertion that faith cannot fail. Kendall 

believes faith is best characterized as a single look: “One need only see the Sin Bearer once to be 

saved.”
9
 This is a full-scale assault against the doctrine of perseverance affirmed in the 

Westminster Confession. Worse, it subverts Scripture itself. Unfortunately, it is a view that has 

come to be widely believed by Christians today. 

                                                           
5 Ironically, Zane Hodges builds his entire system on Jesus’ words to the woman at the well in John 4 , but Hodges neglects the truth of 
perseverance that is included in this promise. 
6 Charles Horne, Salvation (Chicago: Moody, 1971), 95. 
7 R. T. Kendall, Once Saved, Always Saved (Chicago: Moody, 1983), 19 (emphasis in original). Kendall later expands that: “I therefore state 
categorically that the person who is saved—who confesses that Jesus is Lord and believes in his heart that God raised Him from the dead— 
will go to heaven when he dies no matter what work (or lack of work) may accompany such faith. In other words, no matter what sin (or 
absence of Christian obedience) may accompany such faith.” Ibid., 52–53. 
8 Ibid., 22. 
9 Ibid., 23. Hodges’ similar rhetoric on this same issue is patently offensive: “People are not saved by staring at Christ. They are saved by 
looking at Him in faith” ( AF 107). 
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John Murray, noting this trend nearly forty years ago, defended the expression “Perseverance 

of the saints”: 

It is not in the best interests of the doctrine involved to substitute the designation, “The 

Security of the Believer,” not because the latter is wrong in itself but because the other 

formula is much more carefully and inclusively framed.… It is not true that the believer 

is secure however much he may fall into sin and unfaithfulness. Why is this not true? It is 

not true because it sets up an impossible combination. It is true that a believer sins; he 

may fall into grievous sin and backslide for lengthy periods. But it is also true that a 

believer cannot abandon himself to sin; he cannot come under the dominion of sin; he 

cannot be guilty of certain kinds of unfaithfulness. And therefore it is utterly wrong to say 

that a believer is secure quite irrespective of his subsequent life of sin and unfaithfulness. 

The truth is that the faith of Jesus Christ is always respective of the life of holiness and 

fidelity. And so it is never proper to think of a believer irrespective of the fruits in faith 

and holiness. To say that a believer is secure whatever may be the extent of his addiction 

to sin in his subsequent life is to abstract faith in Christ from its very definition and it 

ministers to that abuse which turns the grace of God into lasciviousness. The doctrine of 

perseverance is the doctrine that believers persevere. … It is not at all that they will be 

saved irrespective of their perseverance or their continuance, but that they will assuredly 

persevere. Consequently the security that is theirs is inseparable from their perseverance. 

Is this not what Jesus said? “He that endureth to the end, the same shall be saved.” 

Let us not then take refuge in our sloth or encouragement in our lust from the abused 

doctrine of the security of the believer. But let us appreciate the doctrine of the 

perseverance of the saints and recognize that we may entertain the faith of our security in 

Christ only as we persevere in faith and holiness to the end.
10

 

Any doctrine of eternal security that leaves out perseverance distorts the doctrine of salvation 

itself. Heaven without holiness ignores the whole purpose for which God chose and redeemed 

us: 

God elected us for this very purpose. “He chose us in him [Christ] before the creation of 

the world to be holy and blameless in his sight” ( Eph. 1:4 ). We were predestinated to be 

conformed to the image of Christ in all His spotless purity ( Rom. 8.29 ). This divine 

choice makes it certain that we shall be like Him when He appears ( I John 3:2 ). From 

this fact, John deduces that everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself just as 

Christ is pure ( I John 3:3 ). His use of the word “everyone” makes it quite certain that 

those who do not purify themselves will not see Christ, nor be like Him. By their lack of 

holiness they prove that they were not so predestinated. The apostle thus deals a crushing 

blow to Antinomianism.
11

 

God’s own holiness thus requires that we persevere. “God’s grace insures our persevering—but 

this does not make it any less our persevering.”
12

 We cannot acquire “the prize of the upward 

call of God in Christ Jesus” unless we “press on toward the goal” ( Phil. 3:14 ). But as we “work 

out [our] salvation with fear and trembling” ( Phil. 2:12 ), we find that “it is God who is at work 

in [us], both to will and to work for His good pleasure” (v. 13 ). 

                                                           
10 Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 154–55. 
11 Richard Alderson, No Holiness, No Heaven! (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1986), 88. 
12 Horne, Salvation, 95. 
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The Outcome of Your Faith 

Perhaps no apostle understood better than Peter the keeping power of God in the life of an 

inconsistent believer. God had preserved him and matured him through every kind of faux pas 

and failure, including severe sin and compromise—even repeated denials of the Lord 

accompanied by cursing and swearing! ( Matt. 26:69–75 ). Yet Peter was kept in faith by the 

power of God despite his own failures. It is therefore appropriate that he was the instrument the 

Holy Spirit used to pen this glorious promise: 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His great 

mercy has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ from the dead, to obtain an inheritance which is imperishable and undefiled and 

will not fade away, reserved in heaven for you, who are protected by the power of God 

through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. In this you greatly 

rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by 

various trials, that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which is 

perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and 

honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ; and though you have not seen Him, you love Him, 

and though you do not see Him now, but believe in Him, you greatly rejoice with joy 

inexpressible and full of glory, obtaining as the outcome of your faith the salvation of 

your souls. 

      1 Peter 1:3–9 

Peter was writing to scattered believers living in Asia Minor. They were facing a horrible 

persecution that had begun at Rome and was spreading through the Roman Empire. After the city 

of Rome burned, Nero blamed Christians for the disaster. Suddenly, believers everywhere had 

become targets of tremendous persecution. These people feared for their lives, and they feared 

they would fail if their faith were put to the test. 

Peter wrote this epistle to encourage them. He reminded them that they were aliens in this 

world, citizens of heaven, a royal aristocracy, children of God, residents of an unearthly 

kingdom, living stones, a holy priesthood, and a people for God’s own possession. Peter told 

them they were not to fear the threats, they were not to be intimidated, they were not to be 

troubled by the world’s animosity, and they were not to be afraid when they suffered. 

Why? Because Christians are “protected by the power of God through faith.” Instead of 

giving them doses of sympathy and commiseration, Peter pointed them to their absolute security 

as believers. He knew they might be losing all their earthly possessions and even their lives, but 

he wanted them to know they would never lose what they had in Christ. Their heavenly 

inheritance was guaranteed. They were being kept by divine power. Their faith would endure 

through anything. They would persevere through their trials and be found worthy at the end. 

Their love for Christ would remain intact. Even now, in the midst of their difficulties, God would 

provide the spiritual deliverance they needed, according to His eternal plan. Those six means of 

perseverance sum up how God sustains every Christian. 

We are born again to a living hope. “God … has caused us to be born again to a living 

hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead to obtain an inheritance which is 

imperishable and undefiled and will not fade away, reserved in heaven for you” (vv. 3–4 ). Every 

Christian is born again to a living hope —that is, a hope that is perpetually alive, a hope that 

cannot die. Peter seems to be making a contrast to mere human hope, which is always a dying or 

a dead hope. Human hopes and dreams inevitably fade and ultimately disappoint. That’s why 
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Paul told the Corinthians, “If we have hoped in Christ in this life only, we are of all men most to 

be pitied” ( 1 Cor. 15:19 ). This living hope in Christ cannot die. God guarantees that it will 

finally come to a complete and total, glorious eternal fulfillment. “This hope we have as an 

anchor of the soul, a hope both sure and steadfast” ( Heb. 6:19 ). 

That has clear implications beyond the antinomian concept of eternal security. Again, the 

point is not only that Christians are saved forever and safe from hell “no matter what.” It means 

more than that: Our hope doesn’t die. Our faith won’t fail. That is the heart of the doctrine of 

perseverance. 

But this passage does teach eternal security as well. We are guaranteed “an inheritance which 

is imperishable and undefiled and will not fade away, reserved in heaven” (v. 4 ). Unlike 

everything in this life, which may be corrupted, decay, grow old, rust, corrode, be stolen, or lose 

its value, our heavenly inheritance is reserved for us where it remains incorruptible, undefiled, 

and unfading. Our full inheritance will one day be the culmination of our living hope. It is 

“reserved in heaven”—”not like a hotel reservation which may be unexpectedly cancelled, but 

permanently and unchangeably.”
13

 

Did you realize that we have already received part of that inheritance? Ephesians 1:13–14 

says, “[Having] believed, you were sealed in Him with the Holy Spirit of promise, who is given 

as a pledge of our inheritance, with a view to the redemption of God’s own possession, to the 

praise of His glory” (cf. 2 Cor. 1:22 ; 5:5 ). “Pledge” in verse 14 comes from the Greek word 

arrabōn , which means “down payment.” When a person first believes, the Holy Spirit Himself 

moves into that person’s heart. He is the security deposit on our eternal salvation. He is an 

advance on the Christian’s inheritance. He is the guarantee that God will finish the work He has 

started. “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of 

redemption ” ( Eph. 4:30 , emphasis added). 

We are kept by God’s own power. “[We are] protected by the power of God through faith 

for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time” ( 5 ). That is a rich statement, guaranteeing 

the consummation of every believer’s eternal salvation. The phrase, “a salvation ready to be 

revealed in the last time,” speaks of our full, final salvation—from the curse of the law, the 

power and presence of sin, all decay, every stain of iniquity, all temptation, all grief, all pain, all 

death, all punishment, all judgment, and all wrath. God has begun this work in us already, and 

He will thoroughly complete it (cf. Phil 1:6 ). 

Working our way carefully through that sentence, we note this phrase: “you … are protected 

by the power of God through faith.” We are protected by the power of a supreme, omnipotent, 

sovereign, omniscient, almighty God. The verb tense speaks of continuous action. Even now we 

are being protected. “Neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor 

things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to 

separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord” ( Rom. 8:38–39 ). “If God 

be for us, who can be against us?” ( Rom. 8:31 KJV ). “[He] is able to keep you from stumbling, 

and to make you stand in the presence of His glory blameless with great joy” ( Jude 24 ). 

Furthermore, we are protected through faith. Our continued faith in Christ is the instrument 

of God’s sustaining work. God didn’t save us apart from faith, and He doesn’t keep us apart from 

faith. Our faith is God’s gift, and through His protecting power He preserves it and nurtures it. 

The maintenance of our faith is as much His work as every other aspect of salvation. Our faith is 

kindled and driven and maintained and fortified by God’s grace. 
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But to say that faith is God’s gracious gift, which He maintains, is not to say that faith 

operates apart from the human will. It is our faith. We believe. We remain steadfast. We are not 

passive in the process. The means by which God maintains our faith involves our full 

participation. We cannot persevere apart from faith; only through faith. 

We are strengthened by the testing of our faith. “In this you greatly rejoice, even though 

now for a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by various trials, that the proof of 

your faith, being more precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be 

found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ” ( 1 Peter 1:5–6 ). 

Here we discover the chief means by which God maintains our faith: He subjects it to trials. 

The little phrase “you greatly rejoice” may catch the unsuspecting reader off guard. 

Remember, the recipients of this epistle were facing life-threatening persecutions. They were 

fearful of the future. Yet Peter says, “you greatly rejoice.” How could they be rejoicing? 

Trials produce joy because the testing strengthens our faith. James said exactly the same 

thing: “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, knowing that the 

testing of your faith produces endurance” ( James 1:2–3 ). Temptations (same word in the Greek) 

and tests don’t weaken or shatter real faith—just the opposite. They strengthen it. People who 

lose their faith in a trial only show that they never had real faith to begin with. Real faith emerges 

from trials stronger than ever. 

Trials themselves are anything but joyful, and Peter recognizes this: “though now for a little 

while, if necessary, you have been distressed by various trials” (v. 6 ). They come like fire to 

burn the dross off metal. But that’s the point. The faith that emerges is that much more glorious. 

When the fire has done its burning, what is left is purer, brighter, stronger faith. 

For whom does God test our faith? For His own sake? Is He wanting to find out whether our 

faith is real? Of course not. He knows. He tests us for our own benefit, so we will know if our 

faith is genuine. He tests our faith in order to refine it, strengthen it, bring it to maturity. What 

emerges from the crucible is “more precious than gold” (v. 7 ). Unlike gold, proven faith has 

eternal value. Mere gold may survive the refiner’s fire, but it does not pass the test of eternity. 

Peter wasn’t giving these Christians empty platitudes. He had tasted the joy that accrues from 

a trial of persecution. Acts 5:41 says the apostles “went on their way from the presence of the 

[Sanhedrin] Council, rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer shame for His 

name ” (emphasis added). May I add that they must have gone on their way with a stronger faith, 

too? They had suffered, but their faith had passed the test. The great confidence of the believer is 

to know that his faith is real. Thus trials produce that mature faith by which God preserves us. 

We are preserved by God for ultimate glory. “The proof of your faith … may be found to 

result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (v. 7 ). Here is an 

astonishing promise. The ultimate result of our proven faith will be praise, glory, and honor at 

Christ’s appearing. The direction of this praise is from God to the believer, not vice versa! Peter 

is not talking about our praising, glorifying and honoring God, but His approval directed to us. 

First Peter 2:20 says, “If when you do what is right and suffer for it you patiently endure it, 

this finds favor with God.” Like the master of the faithful servant, God will say, “Well done, 

good and faithful slave … enter into the joy of your master” ( Matt. 25:21 , 23 ). Romans 2:29 

says, “He is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the heart, by the 

Spirit, not by the letter; and his praise is not from men, but from God ” (emphasis added). True 

faith, tested and proved, receives praise from God. 

Notice 1 Peter 1:13. Peter writes, “Therefore, gird your minds for action, keep sober in spirit, 

fix your hope completely on the grace to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ.” 
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What is that grace? “Praise and glory and honor.” In 4:13 he says, “To the degree that you share 

the sufferings of Christ, keep on rejoicing; so that also at the revelation of His glory, you may 

rejoice with exultation.” Paul says, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not 

worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us” ( Rom. 8:18 ). 

Some people misunderstand 1 Peter 1:7 and think it is saying that our faith has to wait for the 

Second Coming to be found genuine. “That the proof of your faith … may be found [worthy] at 

the revelation of Jesus Christ ”—as if the outcome were uncertain until that day. But the verse 

actually says that our faith, already tested and proved genuine, is awaiting its eternal reward. 

There’s no insecurity in this. In fact, the opposite is true. We can be certain of the final outcome, 

because God Himself is preserving us through faith until that day. 

We are motivated by love for the Savior. “Though you have not seen Him, you love Him, 

and though you do not see Him now, but believe in Him, you greatly rejoice with joy 

inexpressible and full of glory” (v. 8 ). That is a profound statement about the character of 

genuine faith. I am convinced beyond equivocation that the two key factors that guarantee our 

perseverance from the human side are love for and trust in the Savior. Peter knew this better than 

anyone. 

After he denied Christ, Peter had to face Jesus Christ and have his love questioned. Jesus 

asked him three times, “Do you love Me?” and Peter was deeply grieved ( John 21:17 ). Of 

course he did love Christ, and that is why he returned to Him and was restored. Peter’s own faith 

was purified by that trial. I see here in 1 Peter a beautiful humility. Peter commends these 

suffering believers and says to them, “You’ve never seen Him and you love Him and you don’t 

see Him now but you believe in Him.” He might have been remembering that when he denied 

Christ he was standing close enough for their eyes to meet ( Luke 22:60–61 ). Surely the pain of 

his own failure was still very real in his heart, even after many years. 

A normal relationship involves love and trust for someone you can know face-to-face. But 

Christians love Someone they cannot see, hear, or touch. It is a supernatural, God-given love. 

“We love him, because he first loved us” ( 1 John 4:19 KJV ). 

There is no such thing as a Christian who lacks this love. Peter is saying categorically that the 

essence of what it means to be a Christian is to love Jesus Christ. In fact, there may be no better 

way to describe the essential expression of the new nature than to say it is continual love for 

Christ. The King James Version translates 1 Peter 2:7 like this: “Unto you therefore which 

believe he is precious.” Note what Paul said in the very last verse of Ephesians: “Grace be with 

all those who love our Lord Jesus Christ with a love incorruptible” ( 6:24 ). Romans 8:28 , one of 

the most familiar passages in all of Scripture, refers to believers as “those who love God.” But 

Paul makes his strongest statement on this matter in 1 Corinthians 16:22 : “If anyone does not 

love the Lord, let him be accursed.” 

No-lordship theology ignores this vital truth. Consequently, many people today who utterly 

lack any love for the Lord Jesus Christ are being given a false hope of heaven. True Christians 

love Christ. His love for us, producing our love for Him ( 1 John 4:19 ), is one of the guarantees 

that we will persevere to the end ( Rom. 8:33–39 ). Jesus said, “If you love Me, you will keep 

My commandments.” “He who has My commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves Me” 

(v. 21 ). Conversely, “He who does not love Me does not keep My words” (v. 24 ). 

Those who are devoted to Christ long to promote His glory. They long to serve Him with 

heart and soul and mind and strength. They delight in His beauty. They love to talk about Him, 

read about Him, fellowship with Him. They desire to know Him better and to know Him deeper. 

They are compelled in their hearts to want to be like Him. Like Peter, they may stumble 
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frequently and fail in pathetic ways as sinful flesh assaults holy longings. But like Peter, all true 

believers will persevere until the goal is ultimately reached.
14

 “Beloved, now we are children of 

God, and it has not appeared as yet what we shall be. We know that, when He appears, we shall 

be like Him, because we shall see Him just as He is” ( 1 John 3:2 ). 

Robert Leighton, writing in 1853 in a wonderful commentary on 1 Peter, said this: 

Believe, and you shall love; believe much, and you shall love much; labour for strong and 

deep persuasions of the glorious things which are spoken of Christ, and this will 

command love. Certainly, did men indeed believe his worth, they would accordingly love 

him; for the reasonable creature cannot but affect that most which it firmly believes to be 

worthiest of affection. Oh! this mischievous unbelief is that which makes the heart cold 

and dead towards God. Seek then to believe Christ’s excellency in himself, and his love 

to us, and our interest in him, and this will kindle such a fire in the heart, as will make it 

ascend in a sacrifice of love to him.
15

 

So our love for Christ is another of the means God uses to assure our perseverance. That love 

and the faith that accompanies it are a source of inexpressible joy, full of glory ( 1 Peter 1:8 ). 

We are saved through a working faith. “… obtaining as the outcome of your faith the 

salvation of your souls” ( 1:9 ). Here Peter is speaking of a present deliverance. “Obtaining” is a 

present-tense verb, middle voice. The word could be literally translated, “Presently receiving for 

yourselves…” This present salvation is “the outcome” of our faith—a working faith. In practical 

terms, it means a present-tense deliverance from sin, guilt, condemnation, wrath, ignorance, 

distress, confusion, hopelessness—everything that defiles. This is not speaking of the perfect 

consummation of salvation Peter mentioned in verse 5 . 

The salvation in view here in verse 9 is a constant, present-tense salvation. Sin no longer has 

dominion over us ( Rom. 6:14 ). There is no way we can fail to persevere. We will certainly 

falter at times. We won’t always be successful. In fact, some people may seem to experience 

more failure than success. But no true believer can fall into settled unbelief or permanent 

reprobation. To allow for such a possibility is a disastrous misunderstanding of God’s keeping 

power in the lives of His chosen ones. 

Thus Peter opens his first epistle. At the end of this same epistle he returns again to the theme 

of perseverance. There he writes, “After you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace, 

who called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will Himself perfect, confirm, strengthen and 

establish you” ( 5:10 ). 

Can you grasp the magnitude of that promise? God Himself perfects, confirms, strengthens, 

and establishes His children. Though His purposes for the future involve some pain in the 

present, He will nevertheless give us grace to endure and persevere. Even while we are being 

personally attacked by the enemy, we are being personally perfected by God. He Himself is 

doing it. He will accomplish His purposes in us, bringing us to wholeness, setting us on solid 

ground, making us strong, and establishing us on a firm foundation. All those terms speak of 

strength, resoluteness. 

The Problem of Quantification 

Inevitably, the question is raised, “How faithfully must one persevere?” Charles Ryrie wrote, 

                                                           
14 This is not to suggest that all believers will experience the same degree of spiritual success, only that none of them will turn away from Christ 
by giving in to settled unbelief. 
15 Robert Leighton, Commentary on First Peter (reprint, Grand Rapids, Mich.: Kregel, 1972), 55. 
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So we read a statement like this: “A moment of failure does not invalidate a disciple’s 

credentials.” My immediate reaction to such a statement is to want to ask if two moments 

would? Or a week of defection, or a month, or a year? Or two? How serious a failure and 

for how long before we must conclude that such a person was in fact not saved? Lordship 

teaching recognizes that “no one will obey perfectly,” but the crucial question is simply 

how imperfectly can one obey and yet be sure that he “believed”?… 

…A moment of defection, we have been told, is not an invalidation. Or “the true 

disciple will never turn away completely.” Could he turn away almost completely? Or 

ninety percent? Or fifty percent and still be sure he was saved?… 

Frankly, all this relativity would leave me in confusion and uncertainty. Every 

defection, especially if it continued, would make me unsure of my salvation. Any serious 

sin or unwillingness would do the same. If I come to a fork in the road of my Christian 

experience and choose the wrong branch and continue on it, does that mean I was never 

on the Christian road to begin with? For how long can I be fruitless without having a 

lordship advocate conclude that I was never really saved? ( SGS 48–49, emphasis added). 

Ryrie suggests that if we cannot state precisely how much failure is possible for a Christian, true 

assurance becomes impossible. He wants the terms to be quantified: “Could he turn away almost 

completely? Or ninety percent? Or fifty percent?” To put it another way, Ryrie is suggesting that 

the doctrines of perseverance and assurance are incompatible. Astonishingly, he wants a doctrine 

of assurance that allows those who have defected from Christ to be confident of their salvation. 

There are no quantifiable answers to the questions Ryrie raises. Indeed, some Christians 

persist in sin for extended periods of time. But those who do, forfeit their right to genuine 

assurance. “Serious sin or unwillingness” certainly should cause someone to contemplate 

carefully the question of whether he or she really loves the Lord. Those who turn away 

completely (not almost completely, or 90 percent, or 50 percent) demonstrate that they never had 

true faith. 

Quantification poses a dilemma for no-lordship teaching, too. Zane Hodges speaks of faith as 

a “historical moment.” How brief may that moment be? Someone listening to a debate between a 

Christian and an atheist might believe for an instant while the Christian is speaking, but 

immediately be led back into doubt or agnosticism by the atheist’s arguments. Would we classify 

such a person as a believer? One suspects some no-lordship advocates would answer yes, 

although that view goes against everything God’s word teaches about faith. 

Jesus never quantified the terms of His demands; He always made them absolute. “So 

therefore, no one of you can be My disciple who does not give up all his own possessions” ( 

Luke 14:33 ); “He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who 

loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me” ( Matt. 10:37 ); “He who loves his life 

loses it; and he who hates his life in this world shall keep it to life eternal” ( John 12:25 ). Those 

conditions are impossible in human terms ( Matt. 19:26 ).
16

 That does not alter or mitigate the 

truth of the gospel. It certainly is no excuse for going to the other extreme and doing away with 

any necessity for commitment to Christ. 

Ryrie’s comments raise another issue that is worth considering. It is the question of whether 

lordship teaching is inherently judgmental: “How long can I be fruitless without having a 

lordship advocate conclude that I was never really saved?” Zane Hodges has made similar 

                                                           
16 Even those who want to make these statements of Christ apply to a postconversion step of discipleship don’t solve the dilemma of their 
absoluteness. 
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comments: “Lordship teaching reserves to itself the right to strip professing Christians of their 

claims to faith and to consign such people to the ranks of the lost” ( AF 19). 

Certainly no individual can judge another’s heart. It is one thing to challenge people to 

examine themselves ( 2 Cor. 13:5 ); it is entirely another matter to set oneself up as another 

Christian’s judge ( Rom. 14:4 , 13 ; James 4:11 ). 

But while individual Christians must never be judgmental, the church body as a whole very 

definitely has a responsibility to maintain purity by exposing and excommunicating those who 

live in continual sin or defection from the faith. Our Lord gave very explicit instructions on how 

to handle a fellow believer who falls into such sin. We are to go to the brother (or sister) 

privately first ( Matt. 18:15 ). If he or she refuses to hear, we are to go again with one or two 

more people (v. 16 ). Then if he or she refuses to hear, we are to “tell it to the church” (v. 17 ). If 

the sinning one still fails to repent, “let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax-gatherer” (v. 17 ). In 

other words, pursue that person for Christ evangelistically as if he or she were utterly unsaved. 

This process of discipline is how Christ mediates His rule in the church. He went on to say, 

“Truly I say to you, whatever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever 

you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth 

about anything that they may ask, it shall be done for them by My Father who is in heaven” ( 

Matt. 18:18–19 ). The context shows this is not talking about “binding Satan” or about praying in 

general. Our Lord was dealing with the matter of sin and forgiveness among Christians (cf. v. 

21ff ). The verb tenses in verse 18 literally mean, “Whatever you bind on earth shall have been 

bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.” Our Lord 

is saying that He Himself works personally in the discipline process: “For where two or three 

have gathered together in My name, there I am in their midst” (v. 20 ). 

Thus the process of church discipline, properly followed, answers all of Dr. Ryrie’s 

questions. How long can a person continue in sin before we “conclude that [he or she] was never 

really saved?” All the way through the discipline process. Once the matter has been told to the 

church, if the person still refuses to repent, we have instructions from the Lord Himself to regard 

the sinning one “as a Gentile and a tax-gatherer.” 

The church discipline process our Lord outlined in Matthew 18 is predicated on the doctrine 

of perseverance. Those who remain hardened in sin only demonstrate their lack of true faith. 

Those who respond to the rebuke and return to the Lord give the best possible evidence that their 

salvation is genuine. They can be sure that if their faith is real it will endure to the end—because 

God Himself guarantees it. 

“I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until 

the day of Christ Jesus ( Phil. 1:6 ). “I know whom I have believed and I am convinced that He is 

able to guard what I have entrusted to Him until that day” ( 2 Tim. 1:12 ). 
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For in the case of those who have once been enlightened and have tasted the heavenly gift 

and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit and have tasted the good word of God and 

the powers of the age to come and yet have fallen away, it is impossible to renew them 

again unto repentance since they crucify for themselves the Son of God and hold him up 

to contempt (Heb 6:4–6).
1
  

 

The warning passage in Hebrews 6:4–6 continues to be a notorious crux in New Testament 

interpretation. The difficulty comes in harmonizing the description in vv. 4–5 of those who have 

“tasted the heavenly gift and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit” with the statement in v. 6 

about their “falling away” and not being able to be brought back to repentance. The juxtaposition 

of these verses has raised a number of questions. Are the experiences predicated in vv. 4–5 

tantamount to salvation, or are they describing something that approximates salvation but falls 

short of it? If vv. 4–5 are describing salvation, is v. 6 describing the loss of salvation? 

Furthermore, why does v. 6 say that it is “impossible” to restore those who fall away, or is 

restoration possible? And, lastly, what precisely is the danger being warned about in these 

verses? Are those in view being threatened with the loss of reward or with eternal condemnation, 

with hell itself? 

The purpose of this article is to survey the views found in the commentaries and related 

literature on this passage
2
  and to update the arguments for the view that supports both the eternal 

security of the believer and the need for believers to persevere in the faith.
3
  

Major Views 

The various interpretations of this passage in contemporary literature may be conveniently 

catalogued under four views.
4
  The views themselves are generally distinguished according to 

                                                           
1   All translations from the Bible are the author’s own unless otherwise indicated.  
2   The verses under discussion fall within the context of what is generally referred to as the third warning passage, or 5:11–6:8. While scholarly 
opinion varies somewhat as to the number of these warnings and the verses involved, five warning passages are commonly identified in 
Hebrews: 2:1–4; 3:7–4:13; 5:11–6:8; 10:26–39; and 12:14–29. Furthermore, the warnings themselves are interrelated since they appear to 
have the same audience in view, the same underlying problem as the occasion for the warnings, and the same consequences if the warnings 
are not heeded. Consequently, they should not be treated in isolation, but synthetically, in order to arrive at a proper interpretation of each. On 
both the form and content of all five warning passages in Hebrews, see Scot McKnight, “The Warning Passages of Hebrews: A Formal Analysis 
and Theological Conclusions,” Trinity Journal 13 (Spring 1992): 22-23.  
3   The doctrines of eternal security and the perseverance of the saints were among the favorite themes of Dr. William R. Rice during his forty-
year tenure as the founder and senior pastor of the Inter-City Baptist Church. The great truths of God’s Word, the doctrines of the faith, 
captured his own thinking, characterized his preaching, and contributed significantly to the success of his ministry.  
4   E.g., Homer A. Kent, The Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1972), pp. 111-114. Not all of the views currently championed on 
Heb 6 fit precisely into one of the four views treated herein. For a somewhat different listing, see McKnight, “Warning Passages,” pp. 23-25. 
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their understanding of the spiritual status of those addressed and the nature of the warning being 

issued. The four views are (1) true believer: apostasy/loss of salvation; 
5
  (2) true believer: 

apostasy/loss of reward; (3) true believer: hypothetical apostasy/loss of salvation; and (4) false 

believer: apostasy/eternal condemnation. These views are briefly discussed in this section to 

identify their salient strengths and weaknesses and to establish a basis for a more detailed 

examination of the passage in the following section. 

 

True Believer: Apostasy/Loss Of Salvation 

Advocates of this view interpret vv. 4–5 as describing salvation and v. 6 as describing 

apostasy and the loss of salvation.
6
  This view has several strengths. First, it interprets the 

statements in vv. 4–5 as they are commonly understood. “Enlightened” in v. 4 is generally 

interpreted in a figurative sense of “instruction” or “illumination.”
7
  “Tasting of the heavenly 

gift” is frequently understood as a metaphor for experiencing salvation.
8
  Similarly, “partaking of 

the Holy Spirit” is often viewed as meaning “to share in the person and work of God’s Spirit.”
9
  

Second, this view interprets v. 6 as it is also commonly understood. “Fall away” is defined as 

apostasy, a conscious and willful rejection of Christ and the gospel. The consequence of this act 

is the loss of salvation, resulting in condemnation and eternal punishment.
10

  And the 

construction “it is impossible to renew them again unto repentance” means that the subsequent 

condition of those who fall away is irreversible.
11

  

At the same time, there are several liabilities with this interpretation. The overriding problem 

is that it contradicts a number of passages in Scripture which argue that salvation once received 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Other interpretations are addressed where appropriate in connection with the four views presented. A history of the interpretation of this 
passage is provided by James K. Solari, “The Problem of Metanoia in the Epistle to the Hebrews” (Ph.D. dissertation, Catholic University of 
America, 1970).  
5   Apostasy means the renunciation of the gospel by those who had previously embraced it (New Dictionary of Theology, s.v. “Apostasy,” by I. 
Marshall, pp. 39-40). For further treatment, see the discussion under v. 6. Salvation refers to the initial aspects of individual redemption, 
including regeneration, justification, forgiveness, adoption, etc. Conversely, loss of salvation refers to the forfeiture of these items. The end for 
those who are saved is heaven or glorification; the end for those who are not saved is eternal condemnation and punishment. Cf. Wayne 
Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints: A Case Study from Hebrews 6:4–6 and the Other Warning Passages,” in The Grace of God, The 
Bondage of the Will, Volume One: Biblical and Practical Perspectives on Calvinism, ed. Thomas R. Schreiner and Bruce A. Ware (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1995), pp. 134-137. Grudem’s article appeared during the writing of the present article. He holds to the same position on Heb 
6:4–6 as this author and uses many of the arguments that are found here.  
6   Brooke Foss Westcott, The Epistle to the Hebrews (reprint ed., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), pp. 150, 166-167; James Moffatt, A Critical 
and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1924), pp. 76-82; R. 
C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of the Epistle to the Hebrews and The Epistle of James (reprint of 1937 ed., Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1966), pp. 
180-181; I. Howard Marshall, Kept by the Power of God: A Study of Perseverance and Falling Away (Minneapolis: Bethany Fellowship, 1969), 
pp. 148-153; Grant R. Osborne, “Soteriology in the Epistle to the Hebrews,” in Grace Unlimited, ed. Clark H. Pinnock (Minneapolis: Bethany 
Fellowship, 1975), pp. 136-141; R. McL. Wilson, Hebrews, New Century Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), pp. 109-113; Harold W. 
Attridge, The Epistle to the Hebrews, Hermenia (Philadelphia, Fortress, 1989), pp. 166-173; William L. Lane, Hebrews, 2 vols., Word Biblical 
Commentary (Dallas: Word, 1991), 1:141–143; Scot McKnight, “Warning Passages,” pp. 24-25, 43–48. 
Similarly, from a sacramental perspective where salvation is described in terms of membership in the Christian or new covenant community 
and the loss of salvation as exclusion from this community, see Hugh Montefiore, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, Black’s New 
Testament Commentaries (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1964), pp. 107-110; George Wesley Buchanan, To the Hebrews, Anchor Bible 
(Garden City, NJ: Doubleday, 1972), pp. 105-110.  
7   Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “φῶς,” by H. Conzelmann, 9:355 [hereafter cited as TDNT].  
8   TDNT, s.v. “γεύομαι,” by J. Behm, 1:676–677; The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, s.v. “Hunger, Taste,” by E. 
Tiedtke, 2:270 [hereafter cited as NIDNTT].  
9   TDNT, s.v. “μέτοχος,” by H. Hanse, 2:832.  
10   NIDNTT, s.v. “Fall, Fall Away,” by W. Bauder, 1:610–611; s.v. “Sin,” by W. Gunther and W. Bauder, 3:586.  
11   NIDNTT, s.v. “Might,” by O. Betz, 2:606; TDNT, s.v. “ἀνακαινίζω,” by J. Behm, 3:451.  
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cannot be lost.
12

  In addition, proponents of this view do not offer a consistent explanation on 

why it is impossible to restore those who fall away.
13

  

True Believer: Apostasy/Loss Of Reward 

Proponents of this position interpret vv. 4–5 as referring to salvation and v. 6 as referring to a 

falling away from commitment to Christ and the gospel. What is in jeopardy for those who fall 

away is not the loss of salvation or eternal condemnation, but rather the loss of blessing and 

reward.
14

  The extent of this falling away varies among the proponents from a simple waning in 

devotion to Christ to a complete rejection of the faith, to apostasy itself. In addition, the tendency 

among the advocates is to interpret the expression “it is impossible” in v. 6 in a relative or 

restricted sense. The impossibility is from the human perspective alone. In other words, it is 

impossible for man, but not for God, to restore those who have fallen.
15

  

Like the preceding view, this approach has certain strengths. It takes vv. 4–5 in their 

frequently understood sense as describing salvation.  Furthermore, since there is no concept of a 

loss of salvation with this view, it avoids the liability of the previous view. There is no conflict 

here with those passages in Scripture which teach eternal security. 

Yet this view faces serious problems. First and foremost, the threat in the warning passages 

appears to be much more extensive than simply the loss of blessing and/or reward. In 4:11, the 

defection warned against involves a falling into judgment and a missing out on God’s Sabbath 

rest (4:9).
16

  The Sabbath rest that those in view are in jeopardy of missing is nothing less than 

heaven itself.
17

  In 10:27, the threat is presented as “a terrifying expectation of judgment” 

involving a “raging fire that will consume the enemies of God.”
18

  This consuming of the 

enemies of God with a raging fire can hardly be a description of God’s treatment of the 

redeemed.
19

  The same may be said in 10:39, where those who persevere in the faith to the 

                                                           
12   Included among these passages are John 5:24; 6:37; 10:28–30; Rom 8:1, 28–30; Eph 4:30; Phil 1:6; and, by implication, Heb 8:12. For a 
recent defense of eternal security in the writings of Paul, see Judith M. Gundry-Volf, Paul and Perseverance: Staying in and Falling Away 
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1990). Her conclusion on the security of the believer in Paul’s writings accurately reflects the 
position of all of Scripture on this subject.  
Paul gives clear and ample evidence of his view that Christians’ salvation is certain to reach completion. This thought is integral to his 
understanding of individual salvation. Though threats to the consummation of Christians’ salvation may and will appear, they cannot 
successfully challenge it. God’s faithfulness and love make divine triumph the unquestionable outcome. For Paul, certainty of final salvation 
rests on God’s continued intervention to that end (p. 82). 
13   The explanation most often given is that apostasy, like the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (cf. Matt 12:31–32; Mark 3:28–30; Luke 
12:10), is an unforgivable sin. E.g., Lenski, Hebrews, pp. 180-181. Others demur, saying that those having fallen can be renewed, if they will 
turn from their rebellion and seek God’s pardon. See the discussions in Moffatt, Hebrews, p. 79; and Attridge, Hebrews, pp. 166-172.  
14   Zane C. Hodges, “Hebrews,” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary, 2 vols., ed. John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck (Wheaton, IL: Victor 
Books, 1983), p. 794-796; Thomas Kem Oberholtzer, “An Analysis and Exposition of the Eschatology of the Warning Passages in the Book of 
Hebrews” (Th.D. dissertation, Dallas Theological Seminary, 1970) and, more recently, “The Thorn-Infested Ground in Hebrews 6:4–12, ” 
Bibliotheca Sacra 145 (July-September 1988): 319-328.  
15   Hodges, “Hebrews,” p. 796; Oberholtzer, “Thorn-Infested Ground,” p. 323.  
16   Walter Bauer et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 2nd ed., rev. and augmented by F. 
Wilbur Gingrich and Frederick W. Danker (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), s.v. “πίπτω,” p. 660 [hereafter cited as BAGD]; 
NIDNTT, s.v. “Fall, Fall Away,” by W. Bauder, 1:611.  
17   Kent, Hebrews, pp. 84-88. This conclusion in based on three lines of evidence. First, the “Sabbath rest” is future. According to 4:9, 11, it is 
something that the readers have not yet entered (4:11). Second, it is called a “Sabbath” rest because it is associated with God and His “rest” in 
heaven (comparing 4:4 with 4:9). Third, it is the same rest that Christ entered (4:10, “the one [Christ] who has entered His rest has himself also 
rested from his works”). This identification of the “Sabbath rest” in 4:9 still stands, even if 4:10 is referring to the believer rather than to Christ. 
For further support, see TDNT, s.v. “σαββατισμός,” by E. Lohse, 7:34–35. The point is not that saved individuals may miss out on heaven, but 
that those who miss out on heaven do so because they are not saved.  
18   φοβερὰ δέ τις ἐκδοχὴ δρίσεως καὶ πυρὸς ζῆλος ἐσθίειν μέλλοντος τοὺς ὑπεναντίους.  
19   This verse includes an allusion to the LXX of Isa 26:11 where the enemies whom God destroys are distinguished from the righteous whom 
God blesses. This same distinction is maintained in Heb 10:27. The parallel reference in Heb 10:30 to the Lord judging “His people” does not 
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saving of the soul are contrasted with those who “shrink back unto destruction.”
20

  The contrast 

between saving the soul and destroying the soul is found elsewhere in the NT of the contrast 

between salvation and eternal judgment.
21

  Finally, in 12:15, the danger warned about involves a 

“missing” or “being excluded”
22

  from the grace of God. 

The unmistakable impression from these combined threats is that nothing short of eternal 

condemnation and punishment is in view for those guilty of not heeding these warnings.
23

  

Added to this is the a fortiori argument employed in several of the warning passages in Hebrews 

comparing and contrasting the judgment of those in the OT who rejected the Law with the 

judgment of those in the present era who spurn the gospel (2:1–4; 10:26–31; 12:25–27).
24

  The 

argument is that the judgment of those who reject the gospel is not only more certain but also 

more severe. The force of the logic appears compelling. Those in the OT who rejected the Law 

forfeited their lives and were excluded from the rest associated with entering the land of promise 

(3:7–19; 10:28). The more certain and severe corollary must be that those who spurn the gospel 

face nothing less than eternal death and exclusion from heaven.
25

  

A second liability with this view concerns the problem that has elicited the warnings. If the 

problem is simply a lack of spiritual maturity or commitment, as some have suggested, then why 

is it “impossible,” to bring those who are guilty to repentance?
26

  On the other hand, if the 

problem is that of apostasy, as others have argued, how can apostasy be describing the action of 

a regenerate individual?
27

  This is particularly problematic in that the author of Hebrews has 

specifically identified persevering in the faith as the mark of a “partaker of Christ,” that is, as the 

mark of a genuine believer, one who is truly saved (3:14).
28

  

 

True Believer: Hypothetical Apostasy/Loss Of Salvation 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
militate against this conclusion. The statement in 10:30 is from the LXX of Deut 32:36 (cf. Ps 134:14 [135:14]). In Deut 32, Moses recounts the 
history of the nation and its failures and gives a forecast of the nation’s anticipated rebellion as a warning to the generation about to enter 
Canaan (32:44–47). The “people” in view are not the righteous but the entire nation of Israel. Both the context of Deut 32 and the critique of the 
nation in Heb 3:7–19 suggest that the majority of the nation at that time were unbelievers. These are the people whom God judges (cf. Deut 
32:43). For further discussion, see NIDNTT, s.v. “Judgment,” by W. Schneider, 2:365–366.  
20   ἡμεῖς δὲ οὐκ ἐσμὲν ὑποστολῆς εἰς ἀπώλειαν ἀλλὰ πίστεως εἰς περιποίησιν ψυχῆς. Translating πίστεως as persevere in the faith is 

based on 10:35–36. For taking περιποίησιν as “saving,” see BAGD, p. 650; NIDNTT, s.v. “περιποιέομαι,” by E. Beyreuther, 2:839.  
21   E.g., Matt 10:28, 39; 16:25–26. The noun “destruction” (ἀπώλειαν) is frequently used in the NT of eternal judgment. Cf. BAGD, p. 103; 

TDNT, s.v. “ἀπώλεια,” by A. Oepke, 1:396–397.  
22   BAGD, s.v. “ὑστερῶν,” p. 849; TDNT, s.v. “ὕστερος,” by U. Wilckens, 8:596.  
23   McKnight, “Warning Passages,” pp. 33-36; Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” pp. 151-152. For further support, see the discussion in 
connection with v. 6.  
24   Attridge, Hebrews, pp. 292 passim.  
25   McKnight, “Warning Passages,” pp. 33-36.  
26   Oberholtzer, “Thorn-Infested Ground,” pp. 323-324. Oberholtzer says what is impossible is others bringing the lapsed to repentance. He 
elsewhere states, “Since God is sovereign,…[He] is able to do as He pleases in human affairs,” implying that God could overrule and bring to 
repentance those who fall away (p. 323).  
27   Hodges states, “The assertion that such a failure is not possible for a regenerate person is a theological proposition which is not supported 
by the New Testament” (“Hebrews,” p. 795). His only defense of his own proposition is to cite 2 Tim 2:17–18 about Hymenaeus and Philetus 
destroying the faith of some. Oberholtzer adds 1 Tim 1:20; 5:15 to this list with the statement that these verses give examples of believers who 
“abandon their faith” and become subject to divine discipline (“Thorn-Infested Ground,” p. 323). It is unclear how 1 Tim 5:15 fits into this 
discussion. 1 Tim 1:20 mentions Hymenaeus and Alexander as those who have made shipwreck of their faith. Neither in 1 Tim 1:20 nor in 2 
Tim 2:17–18 is it demonstrated that the individuals mentioned were saved to begin with.  
28   The perfect tense of γεγόναμεν in 3:14 indicates that the following statement about persevering in the faith (“if we hold firmly unto the end 
our initial confidence”) is not a condition for becoming a partaker of Christ; rather, it is the mark of those who are already partakers. Cf. D. A. 
Carson, Exegetical Fallacies (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), p. 88.  
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Supporters of this view interpret vv. 4–5 as pointing to salvation and v. 6 as pointing to 

apostasy and the loss of salvation. The warning in v. 6, however, is both hypothetical and 

impossible. True believers could neither apostatize nor lose their salvation.
29

  The purpose of the 

warning is not to suggest that such could actually happen, but rather to jar the readers from their 

spiritual lethargy and to spur them on to maturity.
30

  

This view shares some of the strengths of the previous views. It takes vv. 4–5 in their 

commonly understood sense as describing salvation. It views the warning in v. 6 as referring to 

apostasy and the loss of salvation. Lastly, by understanding the warning as hypothetical and 

impossible, it avoids conflict with other verses in Scripture which teach the eternal security of 

the saved. 

However, this interpretation encounters several difficulties. First, in order to take the warning 

as hypothetical, v. 6 is generally viewed as a conditional statement, “If they fall away.”
31

  Such 

an interpretation may be legitimately questioned. The expression “fall away” is the fifth in a 

series of five parallel participles which begin in v. 4. These five participles are joined by simple 

conjunctions and are preceded by a single article.
32

  While an adverbial participle can introduce 

the protasis of a conditional clause, such does not appear to be the case here. The first four of 

these five participles are invariably taken with the article as adjectival and, specifically, as 

substantives in a series of relative clauses (“those who have once been enlightened and have 

tasted…”). Because all five appear to be parallel, there is every indication that the fifth should 

also be taken with the article as an adjectival substantive, continuing the series of relative clauses 

(“and have fallen away”).
33

  As such, it would not be adverbial and, hence, not conditional.
34

  

Furthermore, advocates of this position understand “hypothetical” to mean that none of the 

readers had actually committed this sin.
35

  But this explanation poses a problem as well. In the 

fourth warning passage, 10:26–39, the author of Hebrews warns the readers about not 

“forsaking” their “assembling together” (10:25).
36

  In the following verses, he refers to the 

prohibited activity as a “sinning willfully” (10:26),
37

  and identifies the consequence as the wrath 

of God which is meted out against His “enemies” (10:27).
38

  Since the two warning passages are 

parallel, it is assumed that the warning in 6:6 about “falling away” is parallel to the “forsaking” 

in 10:25 and the “sinning willfully” in 10:26. Yet, according to 10:25, this forsaking is described 

                                                           
29   Charles C. Ryrie, Biblical Theology of the New Testament (Chicago: Moody, 1959), pp. 256-258, and Basic Theology (Wheaton, IL: Victor 
Books, 1986), pp. 333-334; Thomas Hewitt, The Epistle to the Hebrews, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1960), pp. 106, 108, 111; Homer A. Kent, The Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1972), pp. 113-114; Donald Guthrie, The Letter to 
the Hebrews, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), pp. 144-147.  
30   McKnight, “Warning Passages,” p. 23.  
31   This interpretation takes the participle παραπεσόντας as conditional (RSV, NIV). Cf. Hewitt, Hebrews, pp. 108, 111; Guthrie, Hebrews, p. 
143; and Lane, Hebrews, 1:133.  
32   “τούς…φωτισθέντας, γευσαμένους τε…καὶ…γενηθέντας…καὶ… γευσα-μένους…καί παραπεσόντας.” All five of the participles are in the 

same tense (aorist), and all agree with the definite article that precedes them in gender, case, and number (masculine, accusative, plural).  
33   Cf. NRSV.  
34   John A. Sproule, “Παραπεσόντας in Hebrews 6:6, ” Grace Theological Journal 2 (Fall 1981): 327-332. See also, A. T. Robertson, A 
Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research (Nashville: Broadman, 1934): 1106ff. Robertson places the 
conditional participle (p. 1129) under the broader category of circumstantial participles (p. 1124). This category is separate and distinct from his 
category of attributive participles (p. 1105) under which he places all articular participles (p. 1106).  
35   Guthrie, Hebrews, p. 145.  
36   μὴ ἐγκαταλείποντες τὴν ἐπισυναγωγὴν ἑαυτῶν.  
37   ἑκουσίως γὰρ ἁμαρτανόντων ἡμῶν. The γὰρ in v. 26 is explanatory and indicates the close connection between the prohibition in 10:25 

and the activity described in 10:26. In 10:26ff, the author of Hebrews gives the reason why the readers should not “forsake” the Christian 
community as it gathers for worship. Such an act involves “sinning willfully” and brings God’s judgment. Cf. Lane, Hebrews, 2:290–291.  
38   τοὺς ὑπεναντίους.  
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as the “habit” of some.
39

  In other words, the warning in these verses is in direct response to 

certain ones who had forsaken or abandoned the Christian community as it gathered for public 

worship. The point of the expression in v. 25 is that some had actually done this and were guilty 

of this sin.
40

  

A second difficulty with this view concerns the application of the warning to the readers. The 

issue here is with the impossibility of the warning. How could the author of Hebrews be warning 

his readers about something that would be impossible for them to do? It would seem that 

warning the readers about something that could not actually take place robs the author’s words of 

any real force and becomes no warning at all.
41

  Attempts by some to show that such warnings 

are found elsewhere in Scripture and should not be an obstacle in the interpretation of this 

warning are unconvincing. The passages that have been suggested do not appear to be parallel.
42

  

 

False Believer: Apostasy/Eternal Condemnation 

Supporters of this interpretation take the statements in vv. 4–5 as depicting the experience of 

those who had been exposed to the gospel, who had made a profession of faith, and who had 

been associated with the community of believers, but who were not actually saved. Verse 6 is 

understood as saying that these, under pressure of persecution, reject the faith and become 

hardened by this act of apostasy so that there is no possibility of bringing them again to 

repentance. There is only the certainty of eternal condemnation and judgment.
43

  

                                                           
39   καθὼς ἔθος τισίν.   
40    Kent, a proponent of the hypothetical-impossible position, acknowledges both the reality and seriousness of what is being described in 
10:25 and the connection between the activity in v.25 and the warning in vv. 26ff. However, he fails to see the implications of this for his 
position (Hebrews, pp. 202-205). For further treatment of this passage, see the discussion under v. 6.  
41   Roger Nicole, “Some Comments on Hebrews 6:4–6 and the Doctrine of the Perseverance of God with the Saints,” in Current Issues in 
Biblical and Patristic Interpretation, ed. Gerald F. Hawthorne (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), p. 356; Bruce, Hebrews, p. 148; Grudem, 
“Perseverance of the Saints,” p. 152. Nicole’s comment is apropos, “When there is an insuperable barrier there is no need to give warning 
concerning dangers on the other side!”  
42   Kent, Hebrews, p. 113. Kent lists Gal 3:12, Jas 2:10, and John 9:39 as examples of hypothetical and/or impossible warnings. In response, 
Jas 2:10 does not appear to be parallel. James’s statement about keeping the whole Law could be taken as a hypothetical/impossible warning 
(apparently Kent’s position). Yet, the point James is making in context is not that of keeping the whole Law. The point is that were someone to 
break even one commandment (neither hypothetical nor impossible), that one would then be guilty of transgressing the Law (v. 11). James is 
not so much concerned with someone trying to keep the whole Law as he is with someone refusing to recognize that, even if only a single 
commandment were broken, that person would still be guilty as a transgressor. For different reasons, Gal 3:12 may also be questioned. Citing 
Lev 18:5, Paul does mention keeping the Law in this verse. Yet, the impossibility with this is not in one’s participation in such an endeavor. 
Paul’s argument suggests there were those who were engaged in this very effort. The impossibility comes in trying to keep the Law without 
faltering, that is, in keeping it perfectly with the intent of gaining eternal life. However, with Heb 6:4, what is viewed as impossible, according to 
Kent, is the activity itself, the falling away, not simply the ineffectiveness or the imperfection of such a defection. John 9:39, likewise, does not 
appear to be parallel. Christ says that he has come so that “those who do not see may see and those who do see may become blind.” The 
point of the verse is spiritual sight. With Christ’s coming, those who were spiritually blind were given spiritual sight when they responded in 
faith. These not seeing were made to see. Conversely, those who claimed to have spiritual sight, but who did not respond in faith, were shown 
to be spiritually blind. Those thinking they had spiritual sight were shown to be spiritually blind. It is unclear what in this verse is either 
hypothetical or impossible.  
43   Philip E. Hughes, “Hebrews 6:4–6 and the Peril of Apostasy,” Westminster Theological Journal 35 (Winter 1973): 137-155, and A 
Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), pp. 206-222; Nicole, “Some Comments,” pp. 355-364; Leon 
Morris, “Hebrews,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981), pp. 54-57; Stanley D. 
Toussaint, “The Eschatology of the Warning Passages in the Book of Hebrews,” Grace Theological Journal 3 (Fall 1982): 67-80; Simon J. 
Kistemaker, Exposition of the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), pp. 157-164; F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews, rev. 
ed., New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), pp. 144-145; Grudem, “Perseverance of the 
Saints,” pp. 171-173; Donald A. Hagner, Hebrews, New International Biblical Commentary (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1990), pp. 92-93.A 
similar conclusion, though from a somewhat different perspective, is that offered by Verlyn D. Verbrugge, “Towards a New Interpretation of 
Hebrews 6:4–6, ” Calvin Theological Journal 15 (April 1980): 61-73. Verbrugge argues that the warning is not speaking of individuals who are 
in danger of falling away, but of a local Christian community. He bases his interpretation on the relationship between the illustration in Heb 6:7–
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Like the preceding views, this approach has several strengths. Chief among them is that it 

interprets v. 6 in its commonly understood sense as referring to apostasy with the consequence 

that the guilty face condemnation and eternal judgment. Furthermore, because it interprets vv. 

4–5 as pointing to something close to but not identical with salvation, it avoids conflict with 

other verses which argue for the eternal security of the saved. Those who fall and are 

condemned, it is argued, were never truly saved. On the other hand, the chief liability with this 

view, as may be anticipated, is that it gives a reading of vv. 4–5 that does not follow the 

frequently understood interpretation. It interprets these verses, not as referring to the saved, but 

to the unsaved. 

Proposed Solution 

As has been seen in this brief survey, none of the above approaches is free from difficulty. 

Advocates of each interpret this passage based on the larger context of Scripture and their own 

theological presuppositions and arrive at an interpretation that creates, for them, the least amount 

of tension. The same may be said of what follows. At the same time, the fourth view offers the 

most consistent interpretation of the verses within their own and related contexts and leaves the 

least number of questions unanswered. According to the fourth view, the passage refers to those 

who have heard the gospel, have made a profession of faith, yet are not saved. Under the 

pressure of persecution, these abandon the faith and are faced with eternal condemnation and 

judgment.
44

  The argumentation given below is in support of the fourth view. The procedure is to 

examine first the interpretation of vv. 4–5, then to treat the interpretation of v. 6, the illustration 

in vv. 7–8, and the statements in v. 9. Elements within the other warning passages in Hebrews 

are discussed as appropriate in conjunction with the above verses. 

Verses 4–5 

Taken by themselves, the individual phrases in vv. 4–5 appear to identify experiences 

consistent with salvation, as a consensus of interpreters have endeavored to show.
45

  If that is 

true of the phrases individually, then their collective force simply heightens this impression.
46

  

Added to this is the statement in v. 6 about the impossibility of renewing the lapsed “again unto 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
8 and its alleged antecedent in Isa 5:1–7. Both, he argues, address a covenant community which fails to bring forth fruit commensurate with 
true repentance and is consequently judged of God. He guards against the charge that he is allowing for true believers to apostatize and to 
lose their salvation by saying that what is said of a community is not necessarily true of every individual in that community. The community may 
fall into apostasy, but the true believer would and, in fact, could not. “In other words, God’s rejection of his covenant community does not 
jeopardize the doctrine of election and the preservation or perseverance of the saints as it applies to the individual believer” (p. 62).  
As intriguing as it is, Verbrugge’s view has gained few supporters and has been justly criticized (McKnight, “Warning Passages,” pp. 53-54; 
Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” pp. 150-151). Both the warnings themselves and the exhortations for the readers to persevere in 
Hebrews are addressing individuals (e.g., 3:12, “See to it, brethren, that none of you has an evil, unbelieving heart that falls away from the 
living God.”). Furthermore, the link between Heb 6:7–8 and Isa 5:1–7 is less than obvious. As McKnight notes, “the agricultural illustration of 
Heb 6:7–8 is very common in the ancient Mediterranean world, and the parallels to Isa 5:1–7, though possible, are at best inexact and 
incomplete” (p. 54).  
44   While all interpreters agree that the readers were experiencing persecution, not all agree with the specific circumstances involved. 
Fortunately, the identification of the readers and the nature of the persecution do not materially affect the debate on the interpretation of Heb 
6:4–6. The position embraced here is that the readers were Jewish Christians who were being pressured because of persecution to return to 
the OT system of worship. For a recent discussion on these and other introductory matters, see Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction, 
4th ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1990), pp. 668-721; D. A. Carson, Douglas J. Moo, and Leon Morris, An Introduction to the New 
Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), pp. 391-407; Lane, Hebrews, 1:xlvii-clvii; Ellingsworth, Hebrews, pp. 3-85.  
45   The interpretation of the individual phrases in vv. 4–5 as referring to saved individuals has been discussed under the first view.  
46    Osborne emphatically states, “In conclusion, we must say there is no more powerful or detailed description of the true Christian in the New 
Testament” (“Soteriology in Hebrews,” p. 149). Even Grudem acknowledges this point, “What more could the author say to indicate a genuine 
experience of salvation?” (“Perseverance of the Saints,” p. 139).  
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repentance.” The initial impression from this statement is that the repentance in view is genuine 

repentance. To renew these “again” would mean that the individuals addressed had previously 

expressed this repentance and were thus saved.
47

  This is all to say that the burden of proof rests 

on those who argue that the phrases in vv. 4–5 are describing ones who are not saved. Yet the 

nature of this burden must be clarified. All that really needs to be demonstrated with vv. 4–5 is 

that the phrases themselves are ambiguous or undetermined concerning the spiritual status of 

those in view.
48

  In other words, while these phrases describe what may be consistent with saved 

individuals, the phrases themselves are not inconsistent with those who have made a profession 

of faith but who are not saved.
49

  

Those who have once been enlightened (v. 4).
50

  The term “enlightened” is used figuratively 

in the NT in the sense of “to reveal,” “to instruct,” “to illumine.” In the passive voice as here, it 

has the force of “to be instructed” or “to be illumined,” principally by God and/or His word.
51

  It 

is often assumed that the expression carries a connotation that is either equivalent to or 

associated with regeneration.
52

  This assumption is based on three reasons. First, the term and its 

cognates are commonly found in the NT with this sense, and there is an a priori likelihood that it 

carries this same meaning here.
53

  Second, the adverb “once” which modifies enlightened 

suggests a decisive, once-for-all act consistent with the initial hearing and responding to the 

gospel.
54

  Third, the only other use of enlightened by the author is in 10:32. There it identifies the 

readers as saved individuals and that argues for a similar understanding in this passage.
55

  

The cumulative weight of these arguments is impressive, yet the evidence is capable of a 

different analysis and conclusion. While the cognate forms of the verb enlighten are used where 

the meaning is associated with regeneration, it is questionable whether the verb itself is ever used 

in this sense.
56

  Furthermore, there are clear examples in the NT where this word cannot refer to 

regeneration. For example, John 1:9 refers to Christ as the true light who “enlightens every 

man.”
57

  Assuming “every man” means all humanity, enlightens cannot mean regenerates. 

Second, the modifier once can suggest something of a decisive, once-for-all event consistent 

                                                           
47   The issue raised here is discussed in connection with the interpretation of v. 6.  
48   The terms “ambiguous” and “undetermined” simply mean that the spiritual status of those in view cannot be identified on the basis of these 
expressions alone. The question must be decided from the larger context.  
49   Nicole, “Some Comments on Hebrews 6:4–6, ” pp. 359-362; Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” pp. 139-150. Grudem gives an 
extensive treatment of these phrases, building on the works of John Owen (An Exposition of Hebrews, 4 vols. [reprint of 1855 ed., Marshallton, 
DE: National Foundation for Christian Education, 1969], 3:68–91), Nicole (“Some Comments on Hebrews 6:4–6, ” pp. 355-364), and Hughes 
(Hebrews, pp. 206-222). His conclusion is that “verses 4–6 by themselves are inconclusive, for they speak of events that are experienced both 
by genuine Christians and by some people who participate in the fellowship of a church but are never really saved (p. 139).”  
50   τοὺς ἅπαξ φωτισθέντας.  
51   John 1:9; 1 Cor 4:5; Eph 1:18; 2 Tim 1:10; and Heb 10:32. See BAGD, p. 873. Lane provides a concise definition, “In the NT the term is 
used metaphorically to refer to spiritual or intellectual illumination that removes ignorance through the action of God or the preaching of the 
gospel” (Hebrews, 1:141). Beginning in the second century, the term was used to refer to Christian baptism and became popularized in that 
sense in the centuries following. There is no clear evidence, however, that it was used in this sense prior to the second century. Cf. Lane, 
Hebrews, 1:141.  
52   E.g., Osborne, “Soteriology in Hebrews,” p. 149; Attridge, Hebrews, p. 169; Lane, Hebrews, 1:141; McKnight, “Warning Passages,” p. 46.  
53   McKnight, “Warning Passages,” pp. 45-46.  
54   Lane, Hebrews, 1:132; similarly Bruce, Hebrews, pp. 145-146.  
55   Hodges, “Hebrews,” p. 794; Oberholtzer, “Thorn-Infested Ground,” p. 321.  
56   Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” pp. 141-143. Grudem concedes that the cognate noun φωτισμός is used in the sense of conversion 
(e.g., 2 Cor 4:4–6). He rejects the idea, however, that the verb itself is ever employed with this meaning in the NT. The verb is used eleven 
times in the NT, primarily as a metaphor for imparting or receiving knowledge, instruction. Only in Eph 1:18 can a case be made for the 
meaning of conversion. However, even here its meaning is debated. Lincoln, for example, argues that it refers to the conversion of the readers 
(Ephesians, Word Biblical Commentary [Dallas: Word Books, 1990], p. 58). Bruce, on the other hand, sees a reference here to the instruction 
of those who are already saved (The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, New International Commentary on the 
New Testament [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984], p. 270).  
57   See also 1 Cor 4:5.  
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with regeneration. However, it can also be used where the idea is “initially” or “at the first” in 

sequence with a subsequent activity, and not carry the idea of once for all.
58

  The use of the 

adverb “again” in v. 6 argues for the meaning of “at the first” in v. 4.
59

 The thought would be 

that it is impossible for those who initially or at the first were enlightened and who subsequently 

fell away to be brought back again to repentance. Lastly, what is often used as the critical text, 

10:32, is not as decisive as some have suggested. The expression in 10:32, “after having been 

enlightened,” is parallel with the expression in 10:26, “after having received a knowledge of the 

truth.” There is no indication in the latter that receiving a knowledge of the truth suggests the 

idea of regeneration. It simply means that the readers had been taught or instructed in the truth of 

God’s Word. The same may be said of the expression in 10:32.
60

  The point of all of this is that 

the evidence for taking enlightened to mean either regenerated or simply instructed is 

inconclusive. In terms of probability, the evidence favors the concept of instructed rather than 

regenerated. 

And have tasted the heavenly gift (v. 4).
61

  Similar to the previous construction, this clause 

and its counterpart in v. 5 (“and have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age to 

come”) are commonly interpreted as synonyms for salvation.
62

  Thus, “to taste the heavenly gift” 

means “to participate in the gospel and its attendant blessings.”
63

  Support for this interpretation 

is based on two arguments. The first is that the word taste, used metaphorically, does not mean 

simply to sample something but to experience something and to experience it fully.
64

  Its only 

other use in Hebrews is in 2:9, where it describes Christ tasting death for every man. Clearly, the 

meaning there is “to experience fully,”and that is its meaning here as well.
65

  The second 

argument is that the heavenly gift is a reference to the gospel and/or its related blessings.
66

  The 

word gift is used in the NT of Christ (John 4:10), the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38; 8:20; 10:45; 11:17), 

and justification/salvation (Rom 5:15, 17). Thus, to taste any of these could only be said of one 

who is saved. 

The evidence, however, is capable of a different interpretation that does not support the 

above conclusions. It must be granted that the figurative use of taste carries with it the idea of to 

experience.
67

  As mentioned with reference to Hebrews 2:9, Christ is said to taste death for every 

man. Without question, for Christ to taste death meant that he experienced death. In addition, 

every such tasting, as in 2:9, involves a real or genuine experience. Consequently, tasting the 

                                                           
58   BAGD, p. 80. In 10:2, the adverb ἅπαξ carries the idea of once for all, but in 9:7; 12:26, 27 it does not.  
59   ἅπαξ…πάλιν. See Attridge, Hebrews, pp. 169-170; Ellingsworth, Hebrews, p. 319.  
60   Hughes, Hebrews, p. 207; Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” pp. 141, 176-177.  
61   γευσαμένους τε τῆς δωρεᾶς τῆς ἐπουτανίου. The use of τε…καὶ… καὶ…καὶ and the precise relationship among the participial clauses in 

vv. 4–6 has been variously understood. Because the sequence of conjunctions allows for the clauses to be coordinate, that is the 
understanding here. Cf. BAGD, p. 807; Westcott, Hebrews, pp. 147-148; Attridge, Hebrews, p. 167. In any case, the differences are minimal 
and do not materially affect the issues addressed in this discussion.  
62   See, for example, Osborne, “Soteriology in Hebrews,” p. 149. The expressions in v. 5 are discussed later.  
63   Lane, Hebrews, 1:141.  
64   Moffatt, Hebrews, p. 78; Ellingsworth, Hebrews, p. 320. Some see eucharistic overtones with the use of the verb here, especially those who 
identify “enlightened” in the previous clause with baptism (e.g., Bruce, Hebrews, p. 146). The majority, however, rightly reject such overtones. 
Hughes, for example, notes that if the eucharist were in view, a literal meaning for the verb would be required, whereas the context clearly 
argues for a metaphorical sense (Hebrews, pp. 208-209).  
65   Marshall, Kept by the Power of God, p. 137; McKnight, “Warning Passages,” pp. 46-47. Based on the use of γεύομαι with the genitive here 
in v. 4 and with the accusative in v. 5, some have suggested that the tasting in v. 4 is partial (e.g., Westcott, Hebrews, p. 149; Montefiore, 
Hebrews, p. 109; Attridge, Hebrews, p. 170). However, most reject this distinction and see the change between the genitive and accusative in 
these verses as primarily stylistic (e.g., Moffatt, Hebrews, p. 78; Ellingsworth, Hebrews, p. 320).  
66   Attridge, Hebrews, p. 170.  
67   TDNT, s.v. “γεύομαι,” by J. Behm, 1:676–677. BAGD lists “to come to know something; to partake of; to experience” for the figurative uses 
(p. 157).  
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heavenly gift in v. 4 must mean that these genuinely experienced this gift. Having said that, 

whether it is used literally as in Matthew 27:34 of Christ tasting wine while on the cross or 

figuratively as in Hebrews 2:9, the term taste involves an experience that could be momentary, 

temporary, or continuing. Christ’s tasting death for every man was an experience that did not 

continue indefinitely. It took place within a specific period of time. Furthermore, while every 

figurative use of taste in the NT involves a genuine experience, not every use involves a saving 

experience.
68

  In other words, there is a sense in which everyone experiences the grace and 

goodness of God. At the same time, many who taste God’s goodness do not continue in that 

experience nor does that experience constitute salvation.
69

  Therefore, the questions in v. 4 are 

not whether taste means experience or whether the experience was real. Rather, the questions 

concern the extent of the experience and its efficacy for salvation. Since this same word may 

involve one or the other of these nuances, the word itself cannot determine whether those in view 

are saved or not. 

Furthermore, the object “heavenly gift” is not determinative in deciding these issues either. It 

is true that the term gift is used of God’s saving grace in salvation, but the term has a number of 

other uses in the NT. A good case could be made that it refers to the Holy Spirit.
70

  The Holy 

Spirit is described as a gift (Acts 2:38) and as one that comes from heaven (1 Pet 1:12). 

Assuming for the moment this identification in v. 4 is correct, tasting the Holy Spirit does not 

equate with experiencing salvation. According to John 16:8, the Holy Spirit convicts the world of 

sin, yet the whole world is not saved as a result of this activity. Moreover, according to Acts 

7:51, this convicting ministry is something that humanity can resist, including lost humanity. The 

problem is that the exact expression used in v. 4, “the heavenly gift,” is not found elsewhere in 

the NT. This being the case, the meaning of the expression is subject to more than one 

possibility. Because the options do not equal a saving experience in each case, the phrase cannot 

prove the spiritual status of those in view. 

And have become partakers of the Holy Spirit.
71

  As with the previous constructions, many 

argue that this clause refers to the regenerating or indwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit.
72

  This 

interpretation is based on similar uses in Hebrews of constructions with “partake.” The most 

frequently mentioned example is in 3:14. There the expression “partakers of Christ” is found 

where the construction clearly refers to those who are saved, those who partake of Christ’s 

saving activity. Thus, the corresponding phrase “partakers of God’s Spirit” in v. 4 must have a 

similar sense.
73

  To partake of the Holy Spirit means to participate in the saving ministry of 

God’s Spirit. 

                                                           
68    Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” pp. 145-146. His argument is based primarily on the uses of γεύομαι in extra-biblical literature of 
this same period. The figurative uses of γεύομαι in the NT where the object involves some divine provision are limited to this passage and 1 Pet 
2:3. In 1 Pet 2:3 the object of γεύομαι is “that the Lord is good” (ὅτι χρηστὸς ὁ κύριος). While χρητός in 1 Pet 2:3 does appear to refer to the 

saving goodness of God, that does not prove that γεύομαι carries this sense. This meaning of 1 Pet 2:3 is based on the use of χρητός, not 
γεύομαι.  
69   E.g., Matt 5:45; Acts 17:25; Titus 2:12.  
70   Ellingsworth, Hebrews, p. 320; Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” p. 146. The Holy Spirit is identified as the antecedent simply for the 
sake of the argument. Since the Holy Spirit is specifically mentioned in the following verse, some other aspect of divine provision may be in 
view. See Marshall, Kept by the Power of God, p. 137. Assuming that the clauses in these two verses are synthetic rather than synonymous, 
the broader concepts of God’s grace or God’s provisions could be intended.  
71   καὶ μετόχους γενηθέντας πνεύματος ἁγίου.  
72   Marshall, Kept by the Power of God, p. 138; Osborne, “Soteriology in Hebrews,” p. 149; Attridge, Hebrews, p. 170; Lane, Hebrews, p. 141. 
Those who interpret the preceding two clauses as conceptually linked to baptism and the eucharist suggest a similar link between this clause 
and the reference to the laying on of hands mentioned in 6:2. See the discussion in Hughes, Hebrews, pp. 208-210.  
73   McKnight, “Warning Passages,” p. 47.  
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This is perhaps the most difficult statement in vv. 4–5 to counter. There are several cross 

references in Hebrews where the expression partakers is used of the saved. As was just 

mentioned, in 3:14 the author of Hebrews states that those who have become partakers of Christ 

are those who persevere in the faith.
74

  It is difficult to see from this verse how “partakers of 

Christ” could be describing other than those who are saved.
75

  The same may be said of 3:1 and 

12:8. It could be argued in 3:1 that the “heavenly calling” of which the readers are partakers is 

the call of God unto salvation.
76

  This reference to the readers’ calling in 3:1 is preceded by the 

parallel description of the readers as “holy brethren,” a common designation in the NT for the 

saved.
77

  In 12:8 the discipline of which all are “partakers” is the discipline that God administers 

to his children, to the saved.
78

  According to this same verse, not to partake of this discipline 

means that one is not God’s child. Conversely, to be a partaker of this discipline is an indication 

that one is a true child, that one is saved. 

Despite all this, the expression partakers does not prove that those in view are saved. In each 

case, the context, and not the word itself, must argue for such an understanding.
79

  The term 

partake means “to share in something,” often with others, hence, “to be a partner, a 

companion.”
80

  Furthermore, the degree of involvement in this sharing may vary from a loose 

association to a more direct and personal participation.
81

  Only the context can indicate the nature 

of the sharing and the spiritual condition of those involved.
82

  For example, many argue that 

“partakers of a heavenly calling” in 3:1 refers to the saved. This understanding is based on the 

preceding expression “holy brethren,” a common designation in the NT for the saved. However, 

a case could be made that “partakers of a heavenly calling” does not equal salvation. Assuming 

that the calling in 3:1 is the calling of God through the gospel,
83

  not all who hear this call 

respond, and not all who respond, respond with saving faith.
84

  Thus, “partakers of a heavenly 

calling” could refer to those who have heard the gospel, but who have not responded in saving 

faith. 

                                                           
74   Literally, “hold firm to the end the confidence we had at the beginning” (ἐάνπερ τὴν ἀρχὴν τῆς ὑποστάσεως μέχρι τέλους βεβαίαν 

κατάσχωμεν).  
75   This is based on the larger context of the NT where similar concepts are used to describe the saved. E.g., 1 John 5:11–12.  
76   κλήσεως ἐπουρανίου μέτοχοι.  
77   ἀδελφοὶ ἅγιοι. Cf. TDNT, s.v. “ἀδελφός,” by H. von Soden, 1:145–146.  
78   ἧς μέτοχοι γεγόνασιν πάντες.  
79   Carson provides a salutary reminder of this principle (Exegetical Fallacies, pp. 25-66).  
80   BAGD, p. 514; TDNT, s.v. “μετὄχος,” by H. Hanse, 2:830–832.  
81   Nicole, “Hebrews 6:4–6, ” p. 360; Ellingsworth, Hebrews, p. 321; Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” p. 147.  
82   It is used in Luke 5:7, for example, of those who were companions with Peter and the disciples in the task of fishing. Here, the idea is 
probably fellow fishermen. In the LXX, it is used of those who are companions with God-fearers (Ps 118:63 [119:63]), as well as of those who 
are companions with idolaters (Hos 4:17).  
83   BAGD, pp. 435-436; TDNT, s.v. “κλῆσις,” by K. Schmidt, 3:491–493; NIDNTT, s.v. “Call,” by L. Coenen, 1:273–276. Theologians frequently 

distinguish between the general calling of God and the effectual calling of God. Both are accomplished in conjunction with the gospel, but the 
former does not invariably lead to salvation whereas the latter does (New Dictionary of Theology, s.v. “Calling,” by R. Letham, pp. 119-120). It 
is the general calling of God that is argued for Heb 3:1.  
84    See, for example, 2 Pet 1:10 where Peter exhorts his readers to “make sure of your calling and election.” The exhortation directs his 
readers to demonstrate by the acquisition of the spiritual characteristics previously enumerated (vv. 5–7) that they had responded properly to 
the divine call and were indeed numbered among the chosen of God (vv. 8–9). See also the cognate expression in Matt 22:14, “many are 
called, but few are chosen.” The same may be said of Heb 12:8. Experiencing divine chastisement is not the sole domain of the redeemed. On 
occasion, unbelievers are subject to divine chastisement as well. This was certainly true of the nation of Israel during its sojourn in the 
wilderness, where the majority were unbelievers (Heb 3:16–19). The point in 12:8 is that believers invariably experience God’s hand of 
discipline. To be without divine chastisement is to be without the necessary mark of divine sonship. Conversely, to experience divine 
chastisement is not an invariable proof of sonship.  
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The same may be said of the expression in Hebrews 6:4. To be partakers of the Holy Spirit 

could mean to share in his saving activity.
85

  But, it could also refer to participating in some non-

salvific activity. This may include a sharing in the general convicting ministry of God’s Spirit, as 

was argued earlier, or being the beneficiary of the Spirit’s miraculous gifts, or simply observing 

these gifts as exercised by others.
86

  Again, the expression is open to several interpretations, 

some of which do not require that those so described are saved. All that can be said with 

certainty is that those in view share in some way in the Spirit’s ministry. 

And have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age to come (v. 5).
87

  The 

expression “tasted” is the same word previously discussed  in v. 4 (“tasted the heavenly gift”). 

What must be determined in this verse is the identification of the “word of God” and the “powers 

of the age to come” and whether those tasting these are saved or not. The word of God is 

generally understood to refer to divine revelation, whether spoken or written, and specifically to 

the gospel.
88

  Likewise, the powers of the age to come is taken either as a reference to salvation
89

  

or, much more frequently, to the miracles that accompanied and validated the apostolic 

proclamation of the gospel in the early church.
90

  In fact, the majority of commentaries see a 

parallel with 2:1–4, where a similar sequence is found of hearing the gospel and of witnessing 

the miracles that accompanied its proclamation.
91

  

The evidence weighs in favor of the majority in seeing the same sequence in v. 5 as in 2:1–4. 

First, the author of Hebrews uses the phrase “word of God” in connection with God’s activity in 

creating the universe (11:3), in giving revelation at Sinai (12:19), and in communicating the 

gospel through the Son (cf. 1:1–2, “God…has spoken to us through His Son,” and 2:3, “so great 

a salvation…spoken by the Lord”).
92

  Of these possibilities, the parallel expressions in Hebrews 

argue for taking the word of God in v. 5 as referring specifically to the gospel. In 4:12, “the word 

of God” has in view the “good news” proclaimed by Christ and the apostles (4:2). In 13:7, “the 

word of God” refers to the preaching ministry of church leaders. In 6:1, the expression “word of 

Christ” is employed of the gospel. The predominant meaning of this and related phrases in 

Hebrews is the gospel, and that appears to be its meaning here. It is the gospel that was first 

proclaimed by Christ (2:3) and then by the apostles and others (2:3; 13:7).
93

  

                                                           
85   Similarly, Rom 8:9.  
86   Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” pp. 147-148. A number of commentaries interpret the expression as referring to spiritual gifts, 
whether this included the actual exercising of such or simply benefiting from or observing these gifts as exercised by others. E.g., Hughes, 
Hebrews, p. 210; Kistemaker, Hebrews, p. 159; Bruce, Hebrews, pp. 146-147. Bruce suggests a possible parallel with Simon Magus (Acts 8:9–
24), whom he describes as one who heard the gospel, responded to it, was baptized, witnessed the exercising of spiritual gifts, but who was 
later shown not to be saved.  
87   καὶ καλὸν γευσαμένους θεοῦ ῥῆμα δυνάμεις τε μέλλοντος αἰῶνος. An alternate rendering, suggested by C. F. D. Moule and others, and 

followed by the NIV, is to take καλὸν, etc., as a substantival clause and translate it “tasted the goodness of the Word of God” (An Idiom-Book of 

New Testament Greek, 2nd ed. [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1959], p. 36). Cf. Lane, Hebrews, 1:133. Bruce prefers calling it a 
predicate use of the adjective, though arriving at the same translation (Hebrews, p. 147). The translation above takes καλὁν as attributive, 

modifying the neuter noun ῥῆμα. The differences are minimal for the present discussion. The adjective signifies that which is excellent or 

blameless (BAGD, p. 400).  
88   TDNT, s.v. “λέγω,” by G. Kittel, 4:113–119; NIDNTT, s.v. “Word,” by O. Betz, 3:1121–1123.  
89   Lenski, Hebrews, p. 184; Marshall, Kept by the Power of God, p. 138. Marshall states that these powers “are unlikely to be miracles” but 
does not offer any evidence to support his statement or explain why it is so.  
90   TDNT, s.v. “δύναμαι,” by W. Grundmann, 2:310–315; Bruce, Hebrews, p. 147.  
91   E.g., Hughes, Hebrews, p. 211; Bruce, Hebrews, p. 147; Attridge, Hebrews, p. 170; Lane, Hebrews, 1:141; Ellingsworth, Hebrews, p. 321.  
92   While some make a distinction between λόγος in 2:2 and ῥῆμα in 6:5 (e.g., Westcott, Hebrews, p. 149), the majority of commentaries argue 

for synonymy (e.g., Ellingsworth, Hebrews, p. 321).  
93   In these passages, λόγος is used rather than ῥῆμα.  
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Second, the plural term “powers” is regularly used of miracles in the NT.
94

  This is the 

unanimous translation of the word in 2:4, 
95

  the only other use of the plural in Hebrews, and this 

is the likely meaning for the plural in v. 5. In addition, to describe these powers as belonging to 

the age to come means that the miracles that will characterize the eschaton were being 

experienced in connection with the apostolic preaching of the gospel.
96

  According to 2:3–4, 

these miracles served as a witness and confirmation to the truth of the gospel.
97

  All of this leads 

to the conclusion that the “Word of God and the powers of the age to come” in v. 5 refer to the 

proclamation of the gospel and the miracles accompanying that proclamation. 

The question still remains whether those who have tasted the word of God and the miracles 

accompanying it can be other than saved. To say that someone has tasted or experienced the 

gospel could be another way of saying that they were saved.
98

  Yet, as was mentioned earlier, not 

everyone who has experienced or been exposed to the gospel has responded positively to it. 

Neither has everyone who has responded positively to it responded in saving faith and 

experienced salvation. A number of examples in the NT support this. Simon Magus, for example, 

heard the gospel, assented to it, received baptism, and observed many miracles.
99

  However, 

when he sought to purchase the ability to impart the Spirit through the laying on of hands, Peter 

denounced him in terms that show he was unsaved.
100

  Furthermore, many others who witnessed 

miracles in the NT, both in the Gospels and in Acts, were not saved. In addition, not everyone 

who performed miracles was saved. For example, Jesus said of those who perform miracles in 

His name without submitting to the Father’s will, “I never knew you, depart from me you 

evildoers.” 
101

  The expression in v. 5, therefore, is equivocal. It can refer to both the saved as 

well as the unsaved. 

As was mentioned earlier, the burden of proof for the fourth view rests on showing that the 

statements in vv. 4–5 can describe other than the saved. The discussion above has demonstrated 

the viability of such an interpretation. The statements could refer to those who are saved. But 

they can also depict those who have heard and understood the gospel and have even consented to 

it, have experienced the grace of God and the convicting ministry of the Holy Spirit, have 

witnessed miracles, but who have never responded in saving faith and are therefore not saved. 

Thus, it may be concluded that the phrases themselves are inconclusive. They cannot identify the 

spiritual status of those in view apart from the larger context.
102

  Furthermore, what is true of the 

                                                           
94   BAGD, s.v. “δύναμις,” p. 208.  
95   KJV, RSV, NASB, NIV, et al.  
96   The expression “age to come” (μέλλοντος αἰῶνος) refers to the age following Christ’s return and, specifically, to His millennial reign or 

kingdom. The construction μέλλων αἰών has this meaning in Matt 12:32 and Eph 1:21. The parallel construction ἐρχόμενος αἰῶνος has this 

meaning in Mark 10:30 and Luke 18:30. In Heb 2:5, the similar construction τὴν οἰκουμένην τὴν μέλλουσαν is found with the same sense. 

Furthermore, the author of Hebrews refers to the future return of Christ (1:6; 9:28; 12:14) as well as to a future kingdom (12:28; 13:14 [“the city 
which is to come”]). It is to these that the expression “age to come” points. For the association between miracles in the NT and their relationship 
to the future age, see Matt 12:28.  
97   Cf. Mark 16:20 for a similar statement.  
98   Again, this appears to be the sense of 1 Pet 2:3. Cf. Titus 3:3–6.  
99   Acts 8:9–24.  
100   Note particularly v. 21, “you have no part nor share in this matter, because your heart is not right before God.” The same may be said of 
those passages in the gospels which describe individuals who hear the gospel, respond to it, follow Jesus, but later turn away from Him (cf. 
John 6:60–66 [note, especially, v. 64]). This also is supported by the parable of the sower in Matt 13:3–9 (cf. Mark 4:3–20; Luke 8:4–15). Of the 
four groups depicted in this parable, at least three of the four respond to the gospel but only the last gives evidence of salvation (vv. 18–23). 
See D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 12 vols., ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 
8:312–315.  
101   Matt 7:22–23.  
102   There is one statement from the other warning passages that needs to be included in this discussion. In 10:29, the warning describes 
those in view as “sanctified” by the blood of the covenant (ἐν ᾧ ἡγιάσθη). The majority of interpreters understand “sanctified” in this verse to 
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phrases individually is also true of their collective force. If the individual statements are 

ambiguous in this sense, then they are collectively ambiguous as well. The decision about the 

spiritual status of those in view must be based on evidence from the wider context, particularly 

from the verses that follow.
103

  

 

Verse 6 

According to the fourth view, v. 6 depicts the apostasy of those who professed faith, but who 

were not saved. Furthermore, this apostasy is an irremediable act which exposes the guilty to the 

unmitigated wrath of divine judgment. Several questions with this verse need to be addressed in 

defense of the fourth view. The first is whether “fall away” means apostasy.
104

  The second is 

whether the expression “bring again to repentance” means that these had previously exercised 

repentance and were saved. The third is whether the term “impossible” (v. 4) describes an 

irremediable act, and, if so, why is it irremediable?
105

  

And have fallen away.
106

  The term “fallen away,” found only here in the NT, is by itself 

somewhat ambiguous.
107

  However, its use in the LXX, the parallel expressions in the other 

warning passages, and the descriptive phrases accompanying it here and elsewhere in Hebrews 

lead inevitably to the conclusion that the sin of apostasy is meant.
108

  In the LXX, this term is 

used to translate several Hebrew expressions for sin, often in contexts involving gross 

unfaithfulness or spiritual adultery.
109

  The same is true of the parallel expression in 3:12, 

translated “falling away.”
110

  It too is employed both in the OT and in the NT in the sense of “to 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
mean “cleansed, forgiven” and as equivalent to “saved.” See, for example, McKnight, “Warning Passages,” p. 43. It must be acknowledged that 
the verb is frequently used in Hebrews to describe those who are saved. This is true of its other two uses in the same chapter (10:10, 14). 
However, the term can also mean “to treat as holy” or “to associate with what is holy” where salvation is not in view (BAGD, s.v. “ἁγιάζω,” pp. 

8-9). The former may be the meaning in Heb 13:12, where the purpose of Christ’s death is to sanctify the “people,” the entire nation (note also 
9:13). The latter is certainly its use in 1 Cor 7:14, where it refers to unbelieving children as “sanctified” by a believing parent. Either of these 
options could be applied to 10:29 without requiring those in view to be saved. See the discussion in Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” pp. 
177-178.  
103   “Words derive their specific sense (within a possible range) from the context, and, among the possible meanings (those that have been 
attested elsewhere), there is no such thing as a ‘more likely’ meaning for a term apart from its context. In this case, the most relevant context 
includes the author’s continuation of this discussion in verses 7–12” (Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” p. 152).   
104   The debate on this passage is not over the definition of apostasy. The debate is whether apostasy is in view and, if so, who can commit 
such. For a definition, see note 5 above.  
105   This expression is treated here rather than at v. 4 because of its conceptual and grammatical links with the clauses in v. 6. There is general 
consensus on the syntax of this passage. The conjunction “for” (postpositive γὰρ) in v. 4 is connected either with vv. 1–3a, giving the reason 

why the readers must go on to maturity (because failure to do so would open them to further regression and perhaps even apostasy) or with v. 
3b, clarifying what God does not permit (renewing those who fall away). The verbal adjective “impossible” (ἀδύνατον) is taken as a predicate 

adjective, with an impersonal subject added by ellipsis, and governs the infinitive “to renew” (ἀνακαινίζειν). The infinitive, used transitively and 

without a specific subject, has the five aorist participles in vv. 4–6a as its objects. The two present participles in v. 6 are causal, modifying the 
predicate and answering the question why is it “impossible.” See the discussion in Attridge, Hebrews, p. 167 and McKnight, “Warning 
Passages,” p. 40. For alternatives, see P. Proulx and L. Alonso Schokel, “Heb 6, 4–6: εἰς μετάνοιαν ἀνασταυροῦντας,” Biblica 56 (1975): 193-

203 and L. Sabourin, “‘Crucifying Afresh for One’s Repentance’ (Heb 6:4–6),” Biblical Theology Bulletin 6 (October 1976): 264-271. Hagner’s 
critique of the alternatives is apropos, “attempts to avoid the difficulty of the verse by assuming a transposition of words and different 
punctuation…is a drastic and unconvincing expedient” (Hebrews, p. 95).  
106   καὶ παραπεσόντας.  
107   It is ambiguous in the sense that the expression is not a technical term for apostasy, as seen by its use outside the Bible and in the LXX 
(BAGD, p. 621).  
108   This is clearly the consensus among the commentaries. See the listings in Bruce, Hebrews, pp. 147-148.  
109   Frequently with an intensifying cognate accusative. Cf. Ezek 14:13; 15:8; 18:24; 20:27; 22:4; Wis 6:9; 12:2. TDNT, s.v. “παραπίπτω,” by 
W. Michaelis, pp. 170-171.  
110   ἐν τῷ ἀποστῆναι.  
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come to reject,” “to commit apostasy.”
111

  This definition for the expression in v. 6 is further 

supported by the use of “sinning willfully” in the parallel warning in 10:26. The sin in 10:26 is 

“willful” because it involves a deliberate act.
112

  Furthermore, according to the same verse, it is 

committed by one who has “received a knowledge of the truth.” Moreover, its OT use suggests 

that this sin is equivalent to sinning “defiantly,” not just a conscious violation of God’s Law but 

a thorough and deliberate repudiation of divine revelation.
113

  

In addition, the accompanying phrases both here and elsewhere in Hebrews are best 

understood in light of this definition. Those falling away in 3:12 are described as having an “evil, 

unbelieving heart.”
114

  In 6:6, they are said to be guilty of “crucifying for themselves the Son of 

God” and “holding Him up to contempt.”
115

  These last two statements seem particularly apt for 

those who have been enlightened by the gospel but who disdain its message. By such an act, they 

have placed themselves in the same company as those who rejected the claims of Christ and 

nailed Him to the cross. The same may be said of the expressions in 10:29, “trampled the Son of 

God,” “regarded the blood of the covenant as common,” and “insulted the Spirit of Grace.”
116

  

The author of Hebrews intentionally employs highly emotive phrases to communicate the 

magnitude involved in knowingly and deliberately spurning the grace of God in the gospel of 

Christ. The combined weight of all of this leads inexorably to the conclusion that the sin in these 

verses is apostasy.
117

  It is the premeditated act of one who has been exposed to the gospel, has 

understood it and even agreed with it for a period of time, but who ultimately has come to reject 

it. 

To renew again unto repentance.
118

  The question raised with this clause is whether 

“repentance” means true repentance and whether those in view were thus saved.
119

  The tension 

with the fourth view which says these were not saved is, why would it be desirable to restore 

these to repentance, if it were not true repentance? Without question, Scripture speaks of a 

repentance that leads to salvation.
120

  Furthermore, true repentance and saving faith are 

                                                           
111   BAGD, pp. 126-127; TDNT, s.v. “ἀφίστημι,” by H. Schlier, 1:513; NIDNTT, s.v. “Fall, Fall Away,” by W. Bauder, 1:607–608.  
112    TDNT, s.v. “ἑκούσιος,” by F. Hauck, 2:470.  
113   Most commentaries connect the sin here with Num 15:22–31 where the distinction is made between the so-called “unintentional” sin (LXX 
ἀκουσίως) and the “defiant” sin (LXX ἐν χειρὶ ὑπερηφανίας [“with a proud or arrogant hand”]). E.g., Lane, Hebrews, 2:291–293. It is best to 
interpret the defiant sin in Num 15 as apostasy. This sin is not simply intentional, but defiant (LXX ὑπερηφανίας; MT ָרָמה [from רּום]). It involves 

blasphemy against God (v. 30) and hatred of God’s Word (v. 31). Furthermore, the one guilty is cut off from the nation (v. 30–31), with no hope 
of forgiveness (v. 31; cf. Heb 10:26, “no sacrifice for sins”).  
114   Note also 3:17–19. The warning in 3:12 is based on the actions of apostate Israel who rejected God’s promises and were prevented from 
entering God’s rest.   
115   The debate over whether to translate ἀνασταυροῦντας as “crucify” (NASB) or “crucify again” (NIV) is not germane to the discussion. Cf. 

Bruce, Hebrews, p. 138. The reflexive pronoun “for themselves” (ἑαυτοῖς) may be taken either as an ethical dative (Attridge, Hebrews, p. 171) 

or as a dative of disadvantage (Lane, Hebrews, p. 133; Ellingsworth, Hebrews, pp. 324-325). The expression “holding Him up to contempt” 
(παραδειγματίζοντας) is used of public executions which exposes the victim to humiliation and serves as a warning to others (e.g., Num 25:4 
[LXX]). Cf. TDNT, s.v. “παραδειγματίζω,” by H. Schlier; Bruce, Hebrews, p. 149.  
116   The expression “trampled” (καταπατήσας), used here in a figurative sense, means to treat something with contempt (BAGD, p. 415). The 
same may be said of the expression “insulted” (ἐνυβρίσας, BAGD, p. 270). The “blood of the covenant” refers to Christ’s sacrificial death in 

connection with the new covenant (Heb 9:11–22). By treating the blood of Christ as “common” (κοινὸν), these were saying that Christ’s death 

was ordinary in the sense that it had no soteriological efficacy (Lane, Hebrews, pp. 294-295).  
117   McKnight, “Warning Passages,” pp. 36-43.  
118   πάλιν ἀνακαινίζειν εἰς μετάνοιαν.  
119   The infinitive ἀνακανίζειν means “to renew” or “to restore” (BAGD, p. 55). The entire construction with the adverb πάλιν and the 

prepositional phrase εἰς μετάνοιαν means to bring (someone) back to repentance. The implication from this is that those in vv. 4–6 had 

previously been brought to repentance; they had previously repented.  
120   E.g., Acts 11:18; 2 Cor 7:10. Repentance is defined as a change of mind concerning personal sin and guilt, which may be accompanied by 
remorse and/or sorrow. Several argue that repentance is often used in the NT as a synonym for conversion. Cf. TDNT, s.v. “μετανοέω, 
μετάνοια,” by J. Behm, 4:999–1006; Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, s.v. “Repentance,” by C. Kromminga, p. 396.  
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corollaries. They are identified individually and collectively as the sole conditions for 

salvation.
121

  At the same time, Scripture also speaks of a repentance that does not lead to 

salvation.
122

  In other words, just as there is a faith that does not save, so there is a repentance 

that does not save.
123

  This is certainly the case with the repentance exercised by Esau in 

Hebrews 12:17 and Judas in Matthew 27:3.
124

  The question in v. 6 is, which kind of repentance 

is in view? Since either is a possibility, the answer must be based on the larger context. As 

previously argued, the sin in these verses is apostasy. It is the sin of those who made a profession 

of faith in Christ but who later repudiated Christ. In addition, the threat in the warning passages 

is the threat of eternal condemnation and punishment. It points to God’s judgment of the lost, not 

of the saved. Lastly, the Scriptures teach the eternal security of those who are saved. Salvation 

once gained cannot be lost. In light of this, the repentance which those in Hebrews 6:6 had 

previously exercised was a repentance that did not lead to salvation.
125

  The question remains, 

why, if that is the case, is it desirable to bring the lapsed back to this repentance, assuming that 

were possible. The answer is that the repentance in Hebrews 6:6 would involve conviction of sin 

and could be the foundation upon which the Spirit of God would work true repentance. 

For it is impossible (v. 4).
126

  Opinion is divided whether “impossible” is to be taken in a 

relative sense (impossible for man but not for God) or in an absolute sense (impossible for God 

or for anyone).
127

  Several lines of evidence point to the second of these two being the proper 

understanding. The word “impossible” is used four times in Hebrews. In the other three 

instances, the force of the term is clearly absolute. In 6:18, the author of Hebrews writes, “in 

which it is impossible for God to lie.” In 10:4, he asserts that, “it is impossible for the blood of 

bulls and goats to take away sins.” In 11:6, he states, “without faith it is impossible to please 

God.” The context in each of these instances rules out the possibility of exceptions. “Impossible” 

in all three cases means absolutely, without exceptions. Furthermore, the parallel expressions in 

the other warning passages add support to this interpretation. The force of the rhetorical question 

in the warning in 2:2–3, “how shall we escape,” is that there is no escaping the consequences of 

this sin.
128

  The same may be said of the similar statement in 12:25, “how much less will we 

escape.”
129

  Similarly, in 10:26, those guilty of this act face the harsh reality that “no sacrifice for 

sins remains.” No sacrifice means no forgiveness.
130

  Moreover, the corollary to no forgiveness, 

                                                           
121   E.g., Luke 5:20; 24:47; Acts 3:19; 5:31; 10:43; 13:38–39; 16:31; 20:21; 26:18.   
122   The implication from Acts 11:18 and 2 Cor 7:10 is that there is a repentance that does not lead to salvation.  
123   For a reference in the NT to a faith that does not save, see Jas 2:14–20. In v. 14, James asks a rhetorical question, “can that faith save 
him” (μὴ δύναται ἡ πίστις σῶσαι αὐτόν)? The faith in view, from this verse, is a faith without works. The construction James uses in asking his 

question indicates that the answer intended is “no.” James’s point is that a faith without works is not a saving faith.  
124   Matt 27:3 uses the semantic cognate μεταμέλομαι (cf. BAGD, p. 511). The construction in Heb 12:17 is variously interpreted. Some argue 
that Esau sorrowed over the loss of his birthright, but did not repent (e.g., Attridge, Hebrews, pp. 369-370). Others argue that he repented, but 
that his repentance was ineffective (e.g., Kent, Hebrews, pp. 267-268). In either case, there is agreement that Esau had changed his mind 
about his birthright and was filled with remorse that he had sold it.  
125   McKnight, “Perseverance of the Saints,” p. 150.  
126   ἀδύνατον γὰρ.  
127   For the former, see Bruce, Hebrews, p. 144. He states, “We know, of course, that nothing of this sort is ultimately impossible for the grace 
of God, but as a matter of human experience the reclamation of such people is, practically speaking, impossible.” For the latter view, see 
Moffatt, Hebrews, p. 179; Hughes, Hebrews, pp. 212-213; Attridge, Hebrews, pp. 167-169. Attempts by some to take the present participles in 
v. 6 as temporal, “it is impossible…while they crucify the Son of God,” suggesting that were they to stop doing this then it would be possible to 
restore them, have generally been rejected. The oft quoted dictum by Bruce is frequently cited as an effective rebuttal, “To say that they cannot 
be brought to repentance so long as they persist in their renunciation of Christ would be a truism hardly worth putting into words” (Hebrews, p. 
149).  
128   πῶς ἡμεῖς ἐκφευξόμεθα.  
129   εἰ γὰρ ἐκεῖνοι οὐκ ἐξέφυγον…πολὺ μᾶλλον ἡμεῖς.  
130   Hughes, Hebrews, p. 419.  
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according to 10:27, is the “fearful expectation of judgment.”
131

  In other words, for those who 

commit this sin, there is no forgiveness; there is only the terrifying certainty of divine wrath.
132

  

The distinct impression is that the statement in 6:4 is absolute. It is impossible for God, or for 

anyone else, to restore those who have fallen away. Their sin is irremediable. 

This conclusion raises a second question, why this sin is irremediable. Two explanations 

have been offered. The first is that it is irremediable because the sin of apostasy rejects the sole 

means of reconciliation. Salvation/reconciliation is an act of divine grace, conditioned by faith 

alone in the gospel alone. These, by rejecting the gospel, are rejecting the only means for their 

deliverance.
133

  The second interpretation, not incompatible with the first, is that such sin, similar 

to the unpardonable sin in the Gospels, brings with it the invariable response of divine 

hardening.
134

  Either of these would provide a satisfactory answer to the above question. Both are 

consistent with the immediate and the larger contexts of the passage. To summarize, the author 

of Hebrews is saying that it is impossible to restore those who heard and understood the gospel 

but who reject it. This irreversible act has as its only prospect the judgment of God. 

Verses 7–8 

For land that drinks the rain which often falls upon it and produces vegetation useful to 

those for whom it is cultivated receives blessing from God; but if it yields thorns and 

thistles, it is worthless and near to being cursed, whose end is to be burned (Heb 6:7–8). 

In vv. 7–8, the author of Hebrews uses an illustration from agriculture to reinforce and clarify 

his warning in vv. 4–6.
135

  The illustration describes land that receives rain and produces a 

diverse yield, and the contrasting outcomes that result from this. The outcomes in each case 

illustrate the consequences of those who persevere in the faith and those who fall away.
136

  As 

such, the illustration functions as an extension of the warning and must be taken into 

consideration in the interpretation.
137

  The focus of the debate over this passage is with v. 8 and 

the interpretation of the consequences mentioned there.
138

  The question raised is whether v. 8, in 

illustrating the consequences of falling away, refers to the chastisement of the saved or the 

punishment of the unsaved.
139

  In other words, taking “land” in v. 8 as corresponding to the  

one falling away, are the expressions “worthless,” “near to being cursed,” and “which in the end 

will be burned” best understood as referring to the saved or the lost? The evidence favors the 

latter. 

                                                           
131   φοβερὰ δὲ τις ἐκδοχὴ κρίσεως. The term ἐκδοχὴ (“expectation”) carries with it the thought of certainty, that which is inevitable 

(Ellingsworth, Hebrews, p. 534).  
132   Lane, Hebrews, pp. 291-293.  
133   Attridge, Hebrews, p. 169; Lane, Hebrews, p. 142. Lane states, “The ἀδύνατον, which is used absolutely and without qualification in v 4, 
expresses an impossibility because the apostate repudiates the only basis upon which repentance can be extended.”  
134   McKnight, “Warning Passages,” p. 33, concludes, “…’impossible’ is to be understood as ‘God will not work in them any longer so it is 
impossible for them to be restored.’” On parallels outside of Hebrews, see Hughes, Hebrews, pp. 215-218.  
135   Postpositive γὰρ is taken either as causal or as explanatory. In either case, it would be supporting and clarifying the warning in vv. 4–6. 

See the discussion in Verbrugge, “Towards a New Interpretation,” pp. 62-63. On the background of the illustration, see Attridge, Hebrews, p. 
172, and on the structure, see Ellingsworth, Hebrews, pp. 325-327.  
136   Virtually all agree that v. 7 illustrates the consequences of those who persevere and v. 8 the consequences of those who fall away (e.g., 
Bruce, Hebrews, pp. 149-150). Debate over whether it is the same parcel of land in vv. 7–8 or two different parcels is not a critical issue and 
may be pressing the illustration too far. For discussion, see Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” p. 155. The focus of the illustration, in any 
case, is on the contrasting yields and the contrasting consequences that result from those yields (Lane, Hebrews, 1:143).  
137   McKnight, “Warning Passages,” p. 35.  
138   ἐκφέρουσα δὲ ἀκάνθας καὶ τριβόλους, ἀδόκιμος καὶ κατάρας ἐγγύς, ἧς τὸ τέλος εἰς καῦσιν.  
139   Those who champion the second of the four views hold to the former; those who champion the first, third, and fourth views hold to the 
latter.  
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The expression worthless is used in the NT of that which has failed some test and is viewed 

as “disqualified,” “disapproved,” or “rejected.”
140

  Based on 1 Corinthians 9:27 and the statement 

about Paul’s guarding himself while ministering to others lest he himself should be 

“disapproved,” some argue that the term can refer to the saved.
141

  However, it is questionable 

whether it has this sense in 1 Corinthians 9:27 or elsewhere in the NT. The expression is 

employed of the unregenerate or reprobate, and, together with its antonym “approved,” contrasts 

the lost with the saved.
142

  It is used in Romans 1:28, for example, to describe the unregenerate 

mind, that is, the mind of the lost. In 2 Corinthians 13:5, it is used of false believers, those “not 

in the faith.” In 2 Timothy 3:8, it is used of Jannes and Jambres, who opposed Moses and were 

disapproved, shown to be false “regarding the faith.” In all likelihood, that is its sense in 1 

Corinthians 9:27. Paul is saying that he must exercise self-control lest he himself should fail the 

test and be rejected as one who is false and not true. Probability rests on the side that sees the 

same meaning for the expression here. Those who fall away do, by that act, fail the test of a 

genuine believer and are rejected by God. 

The same may be said of the phrase “near to being cursed.” The adverb “near” does not 

suggest that this curse is close by but may be avoided. Identical to its use in 8:13 of the demise of 

the old covenant, it carries the idea of “imminent” and “inevitable.”
143

  In 8:13, the author of 

Hebrews describes the old covenant as “aging” and “obsolete,” whose “disappearance” was 

“near.” The thought is that with the promise of a new covenant in Jeremiah 31:31–34 (Heb 8:8–

12) there is the anticipation that the old covenant would be replaced and set aside. According to  

8:6, this new covenant has now been enacted with the death of Christ. Without question, what is 

near in 8:13 is what is imminent and certain. The context argues for the same sense for “near” in 

v. 8. In addition, the concept of a curse is difficult to understand, if it refers to the saved, but 

easily understood, if the reference is to the unsaved. The term is used elsewhere in the NT to 

describe God’s condemnation and wrath against the lost, and that is its likely sense in this 

passage.
144

  Not only are those who fall away rejected by God, they also face the imminent and 

certain threat of divine judgment. 

Finally, it has been argued that the burning in v. 8 is the same as that mentioned in 1 

Corinthians 3:13, 15. In both passages, works are burned, and in both, the saved are judged.
145

  

This is consistent, it is further argued, with the common practice in the ancient Near East of 

burning a field to rid it of weeds, to clear it for productive growth.
146

  The thought is that the 

judgment in v. 8 is for the restoring of the saved, not the punishing of the lost. While such an 

interpretation of the burning is possible, the concept of judgment and the reference to fire in the 

                                                           
140   BAGD, p. 18  
141   Oberholtzer, “Thorn-Infested Ground,” p. 325.  
142   TDNT, s.v. “δόκιμος,” by W. Grundmann, 2:255–260; NIDNTT, s.v. “δόκιμος,” by H. Haarbeck, 3:808–810. Haarbeck’s comments (p. 808) 
are noteworthy, “dokimos is used…in the sense of recognized, approved, accepted (Rom 14:18; 16:10; 1 Cor 11:19; 2 Cor 10:18); 
correspondingly adokimos means worthless, rejected, not in the sense of that which is seen from the first to be unsuitable (not even in Heb 
6:8), but meaning that which has not stood the test, that which has been shown to be a sham, and has therefore been rejected (Rom 1:28; 1 
Cor 9:27; 2 Cor 13:5; 2 Tim 3:8; Titus 1:16).”  
143   TDNT, s.v. “ἐγγύς,” by H. Preisker, 2:330–332; Moffatt, Hebrews, p. 82; Hughes, Hebrews, pp. 223-224; Attridge, Hebrews, p. 173.  
144   TDNT, s.v. “ἀρά,” by F. Buchsel, 1:448–451.  
145   Oberholtzer, “Thorn-Infested Ground,” pp. 325-326.  
146   Oberholtzer, “Thorn-Infested Ground,” p. 326. Oberholtzer differentiates between the present, temporal judgment of believers and the 
eschatological judgment of believers at the judgment seat of Christ. Heb 6:8 refers to the former whereas 1 Cor 3 refers to the latter, though the 
two are interrelated. His efforts to distinguish the thorns and thistles from the land as that which is burned in order to strengthen his 
interpretation of v. 8 is not supported by the syntax. The relative pronoun (ἧς) identifying that which is to be burned is feminine singular, 

agreeing with “land” (γῆ) in the preceding verse and not with the feminine plural “thorns” (ἀκάνθας) or the masculine plural “thistles” 

(τριβόλους) in v. 8. Cf. Attridge, Hebrews, p. 173; Ellingsworth, Hebrews, p. 328.  
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other warning passages weighs against seeing a judgment of the saved in v. 8. Elsewhere in the 

warning passages, as has been shown, the judgment is against the unbeliever, the one who is not 

saved. For example, the description of this judgment in 10:27 as a “raging fire that will consume 

the enemies of God” hardly sounds like God’s judging the saved. The same may be said of the 

reference in 12:29 to God as a “consuming fire.” The context of 12:29 is God’s future shaking or 

judging the created order prior to the establishing of His kingdom. The judgment here is the 

outpouring of divine wrath (12:26–28).
147

  The evidence from all of this decisively favors taking 

the judgment in v. 8 as the judgment of God upon the lost. The “fire” represents the 

eschatological wrath of God that will be poured out against all who have rebelled against Him 

and have rejected His Word (cf. 12:25). 

Taken together, the evidence from the illustration in vv. 7–8 further confirms the fourth view 

and its interpretation of vv. 4–6. The application of the illustration to vv. 4–6 is straightforward. 

Those who receive the good things of God enumerated in vv. 4–5 and demonstrate the 

genuineness of their faith by the fruit they bear obtain God’s blessing. On the other hand, those 

who experience these same good things but fail the test of genuineness by falling away from the 

faith are rejected by God and are under His curse. 

Verses 9 

But, beloved, we are confident of better things concerning you, things that belong to 

salvation, even though we are speaking in this way (Heb 6:9). 

In vv. 9–12, the author of Hebrews transitions from words of warning to words of 

encouragement. He addresses the readers as “beloved” and expresses his confidence in their 

salvation. Two questions in particular are raised with these words of encouragement that are 

pertinent to the discussion of the warning passage. The first involves again the identification of 

those in view in the warning. Some argue that the author frequently uses the expression “we” 

when giving the warnings, indicating that he includes himself in them. Furthermore, he calls 

those who have been warned “beloved” and says that he is confident of their salvation. All of this 

suggests that the warnings are addressed to saved individuals.
148

  The second question, related to 

the first, concerns the interpretation of the expression “better things, things that belong to 

salvation” and the force of the construction “even though we are speaking in this way.” 

Specifically, what is the antecedent of the expression “better things,” and how do this and the 

following statements assist in the interpretation of v. 4–6? 

Without question, the warnings are addressed to the readers of the epistle, as seen by the 

frequent use of the second person plural in the warnings themselves.
149

  In addition to the second 

person plural, the author of Hebrews also uses the first person plural in the same warnings.
150

  

However, this does not prove that everything said in the warnings applies equally to the readers, 

nor that each statement is describing those who are saved. The author’s use of we is not 

employed consistently throughout the warnings and may be the we of accommodation. In other 

words, he may mean “we believers” or “we who have made a profession of faith,” without 

                                                           
147   Heb 12:26 incorporates a citation from the LXX of Hag 2:6 where Haggai reminds the post-exilic community of God’s future, eschatological 
judgment of the nations (2:7) and of the entire created order (2:6). Heb 12:29 adapts the thought in Deut 4:24 where Moses is warning the 
nation to honor the covenant and shun idolatry (4:15–23). Both contexts address God’s retributive judgment against those who rebel against 
Him and reject His revelation. For discussion on the background and interpretation of Heb 12:25–29 in support of the above, see Attridge, 
Hebrews, pp. 378-383.  
148   E.g., McKnight, “Warning Passages,” p. 43.  
149   E.g., 3:12; 4:1; 5:11–12; 6:9–12; 10:35–36; 12:18, 22, 25.  
150   E.g., 2:1–4.  
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intending to include himself. This is suggested in the second warning passage in 4:1 where the 

author of Hebrews begins with the first person plural; when addressing the actual warning, 

however, he switches to the second person (“let us be careful lest any of you”).
151

  In any case, 

the use of the first person plural does not prove that every statement in the warning passages 

describes those who are saved. That must be determined by the nature of the statement and the 

form of address (viz., first, second, third person) employed in each case. 

In terms of the form of address, the evidence suggests that the author of Hebrews 

intentionally distances his readers from the statements in the warnings describing the action of an 

apostate. For example, in the third warning passage, the author of Hebrews begins by 

admonishing his readers in the second person (“you have become sluggish,” 5:11; “you ought to 

be teachers,”
152

  “you need someone to teach you,” “you need milk,” 5:12). Following this, he 

exhorts his readers to maturity, using the first person plural (“let us go on,” 6:1; “this we will 

do,” 6:3). However, when addressing the actual warning where he gives a description of the 

apostates, he uses third person constructions (“those who have,” 6:4–6; “they crucify for 

themselves,” 6:6).
153

  Then, when returning to his exhortation in 6:9–12, he once again uses 

second person plurals (“better things concerning you,” 6:9; “we desire that each of you,” 6:11; 

“that you be not sluggish,” 6:12). The distinct impression from what appears to be a conscious 

variation in the form of address is that the author of Hebrews intentionally distances his readers 

from the description of the apostates in vv. 4–6.
154

  

The other statements in v. 9 further support this conclusion. The author of Hebrews describes 

the readers as “beloved,” a common expression in the NT for addressing believers.
155

  

Furthermore, he expresses his confidence that “better things”
156

  could be said of them and, 

specifically, the “things that belong to salvation.”
157

  The basis for his confidence is the evidence 

of their salvation shown in the good works they had performed and were continuing to perform 

(v. 10).
158

  The contrast between his confidence expressed here and the description of the 

apostates in the preceding verses is brought out in the statement “even though we are speaking in 

this way.”
159

  This construction forms the protasis of a concessive clause that has as its apodosis 

                                                           
151   Cf. 12:25.  
152   The second person translation is based on taking the participial construction ὀφείλοντες εἶναι διδάσκαλοι as referring to the readers.  
153   The third person translation is based on the use of the third person pronoun ἑαυτοῖς with the plural participles.  
154   Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” p. 157. A similar variation is found in 10:26–39. The author of Hebrews begins the warning in v. 26 
by making a conditional statement using the first person plural. But, when describing the actual actions of the apostate in vv. 28–29, he 
transitions to third person constructions. Then, when returning to exhortation in vv. 32–39, he switches back to second person and first person 
plural forms.   
155   ἀγαπητοί. The term may denote one who is loved of God or simply be used as a term of endearment (BAGD, p. 6). Similar to the figurative 

use of ἀδελφός, it is found in direct address in the NT for those who share a spiritual bond. Cf. BAGD, pp. 15-16. Contrary to Oberholtzer, the 

expression “beloved” can be used of unbelievers (Rom 11:28) but that is not its force in v. 9 (“Thorn-Infested Ground,” p. 327).  
156   τὰ κρείσσονα. There is debate both on the use of the article and the force of the comparative. A number of commentaries take the article 

as anaphoric and understand the comparative as making a positive statement, the entire construction referring to the “good” things in v. 7 in 
contrast to the “bad” things in v. 8. Cf. Attridge, Hebrews, p. 174; Lane, Hebrews, 1:144; Ellingsworth, Hebrews, p. 329. Grudem, on the other 
hand, takes the article as making the adjective substantival and argues that the construction “better” is used comparatively elsewhere in 
Hebrews (1:4; 7:7, 22; 8:6; 9:23; 10:34; 11:16, 35, 40; 12:24) and should be understood here as well (“Perseverance of the Saints,” p. 158). 
The comparison in this case is between the good things mentioned in vv. 4–5, which are the evidence of divine blessing, and the better things 
in vv. 10–12, which are evidences of salvation. Either interpretation would support the position argued here. The use of the adjective elsewhere 
in Hebrews appears to support Grudem’s contention.  
157   καὶ ἐχόμενα σωτηρίας. The construction represents a common Greek idiom for what is connected with or pertaining to something, here of 

salvation (Moffatt, Hebrews, p. 83; Attridge, Hebrews, p. 174).  
158   The γὰρ in v. 10 indicates that vv. 10ff. identify the basis for author’s confidence in his readers’ salvation expressed in v. 9 (Attridge, 

Hebrews, p. 174; Lane, Hebrews, p. 144).  
159   εἰ καὶ οὕτως λαλοῦμεν.  
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the statement “[nevertheless] we are confident.”
160

  The thrust of the concession is to contrast 

what the author of Hebrews has been saying previously with his present expression of confidence 

in the salvation of the readers. The verse could be paraphrased in this way, “In spite of the fact 

we were talking about things that belonged, not to salvation, but to divine condemnation and 

judgment, nevertheless, we are confident that you are saved.” 

From this it can be seen that vv. 9–12 further validate the fourth view and its interpretation of 

vv. 4–6. Had the author of Hebrews intended vv. 4–6 to describe those who were saved, it is 

difficult to understand why he would say in v. 9 that he was persuaded of better things of the 

readers, and particularly, of the things that belong to salvation.
161

  

Conclusion 

The chief strength with the fourth view is its interpretation of v. 6. Specifically, it defines the 

sin in the warning passages as the sin of apostasy, a conscious and deliberate rejection of the 

gospel. Furthermore, this sin as an irremediable act whose ultimate consequence is eternal 

condemnation and judgment. The preceding discussion has substantiated this interpretation. This 

rules out the second view which argues that the judgment in these verses is that of the saved. The 

judgment in the warning passages is not that of the saved. It is the final and eternal judgment of 

God against the unsaved. In addition, it has been demonstrated from v. 6 that this sin is neither 

hypothetical nor impossible. In fact, it was argued from 10:25–26 that some who had been 

associated with the readers had actually committed this sin. This negates the third view which 

argues that this sin was both hypothetical and impossible. Lastly, it was argued that Scripture 

teaches the eternal security of those who are saved. Salvation, once received, can never be lost. 

This rules out the first view which argues that the warning involved the loss of salvation. Neither 

this nor the other warning passages, in describing the action of an apostate, are describing one 

who is saved. That leaves the fourth view as the only alternative. 

The author of Hebrews had confidence in the salvation of his readers, as was seen in vv. 9ff. 

Yet, in 10:26, he indicates that some had forsaken the services of the local congregation and had 

repudiated the faith they had at one time professed. Moreover, in 5:11–14, the author of Hebrews 

chastises the readers for growing inattentive to God’s Word and to their responsibilities for 

spiritual growth. This combination compels him to exhort his readers to perseverance and to 

warn any who might fall away of the dire consequences of such an act. They were to persevere in 

the faith because, according to 3:14, only those who persevere show themselves to be partakers 

of Christ and truly saved. This does not mean that perseverance in the faith is a condition for 

salvation. Rather, perseverance in the faith is understood as the mark of those who are saved. 

Were any to fall away, they would show they had not been partakers of Christ, that is, that they 

never had been saved. Furthermore, by falling away they would be committing an irremediable 

act which would inevitably bring God’s condemnation and wrath.
9
 

 

 

 

                                                           
160   RSV, NASB, NIV. Note the use of εἰ καὶ. On the form and function of concessive clauses, see Ernest De Witt Burton, Syntax of the Moods 

and Tenses in New Testament Greek, 3rd ed. (reprint of 1898 ed., Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1973), pp. 112-116.  
161   Cf. Grudem, “Perseverance of the Saints,” p. 159.   
9 , vol. 1, Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal Volume 1 (Detroit: Detroit Baptist Seminary, 1996), 134-67. 



Page 169 of 274 
 

NEW TESTAMENT 101 

APPENDIX 6 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Page 170 of 274 
 

WHY I BELIEVE JESUS IS THE PROMISED 

MESSIAH 

BARRY R. LEVENTHAL 

It would be so much easier just to throw in the towel and admit that Yeshua
1
 was not really the 

Messiah promised to the Jews, that he never made such an audacious claim, and that there is 

certainly no historical evidence for such an assertion. After all, wouldn’t this go a long way in 

furthering ecumenical dialogue as well as peace and harmony in our pluralistic society? It would 

certainly eliminate much of the antagonism and hostility that the Jewish community holds 

against most Messianic Jews,
2
 as well as others who claim to be followers of Jesus Christ.

3
 In 

fact, why not just claim, as some have, that Yeshua certainly is the Messiah, but not for the 

Jewish people. One well-known rabbi maintains that Yeshua was literally raised from the dead 

bodily, but only for the Gentiles.
4
 Obviously, that is one easy way out of the painful dilemma of 

the messiahship of Yeshua. 

But such a personal repudiation of the messiahship of Yeshua would not be right, safe, or 

honorable. First, it would not be right because it flies in the face of the historical evidence itself. 

Second, it would not be safe, for if the historical evidence is true, then Yeshua the Messiah 

controls the destinies of all men, as he himself and his first followers claimed.
5
 Third, if the 

historical evidence truly does validate Yeshua’s messianic authority, then such a rejection would 

not be honorable either, for as the risen and glorified Messiah, all honor and glory belong to him 

alone.
6
 

Thus, we are left with the now famous trilemma proposed by the literary scholar C. S. Lewis 

when he concluded his own research into the messiahship of Jesus: 

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about 

Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.” 

That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things 

Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the 

man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your 

                                                           
1  “Yeshua” is the Hebrew name by which Jesus was known in the first century. The commonly used name “Jesus” is the Latinized rendering of 
his name in the Greek New Testament, which was “Iesous.” The meaning of his Hebrew name is “the LORD is salvation” (cf. Matt. 1:21; Luke 
1:31; 2:11). 
2  The term “Messianic Jew” is used today for those Jews who believe that Jesus is the promised Messiah for the Jewish people as well as for 
the entire world. 
3  The term “Christ” is not Jesus’ last name but rather his title. It is a transliteration of the New Testament Greek term Christos, which is derived 
from the Greek verb chrio, meaning “to anoint.” Thus, “Christ” is the English rendering of the Hebrew term Mashiach, used thirty-nine times in 
the Old Testament (derived from the Hebrew verb mashach, “to anoint”), meaning “the Anointed One” or “the Messiah.” 
4  See Pinchas Lapide, The Resurrection of Jesus: A Jewish Perspective, trans. Wilhelm C. Linss (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1983); also, Pinchas 
Lapide, “The Resurrection of Jesus,” Time, 7 May 1979. 
5  For such unique messianic claims by Jesus himself, see John 5:21–24; 11:25–26; 14:6. For the claims of his first followers concerning his 
unique messianic authority, see Acts 4:12; 10:43; 1 Tim. 2:3–6. 
6  See Heb. 13:20–21; Jude 24–25; Rev. 5:8–14. 



Page 171 of 274 
 

choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You 

can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His 

feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about His 

being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.
7 

And make no mistake about it, Jesus did claim to be the promised Messiah, and his earliest 

followers, all Jews, held him to be nothing less than the Messiah of Israel and the Savior of the 

world.
8
 

So now we come to the crucial issue: What is the historical evidence for the messiahship of 

Jesus? If we believe that Jesus is the promised Messiah, both for the nation of Israel as well as 

for the entire world, then upon what kind of testimony does such a conviction rest? In light of the 

enormity of the evidence as well as the limitation of space, I will focus on only three major 

factors that demonstrate his messiahship.
9
 The first piece of evidence is Jesus’ fulfillment of 

messianic prophecy. Second is the impact of his messianic resurrection from the dead. Third is 

his messianic transformation of lives. 

JESUS’ FULFILLMENT OF MESSIANIC PROPHECY 

Before investigating two specific messianic prophecies, a few introductory comments are 

necessary. First, when God called Abraham to himself in order to begin a new program with a 

new people, a universal program that would ultimately reach into eternity (Gen. 12:1–3), he 

granted to Abraham’s descendants, the Jewish people, a fourfold mission.
10

 The first aspect of 

the Jews’ divine mission was that their prophets were to receive and write down God’s revelation 

of himself and his will for humankind. The second aspect of their mission was to protect and 

preserve for posterity the textual purity of the Scriptures God inspired them to write. The third 

aspect of the Jewish calling was that they were to be a witness to a darkened world that there was 

only one true God, a God of light and life who loved humankind and wanted it to be reconciled 

to himself. The fourth and most important aspect of this divine election was that this strange and 

unique nation was to be the ethnic people through which the Messiah, the Savior of the world, 

would be born. 

Second, with this final aspect of Israel’s mission in mind, God progressively unfolded in the 

Hebrew Bible, commonly referred to as the Old Testament, a clear and distinct body of 

messianic prophecy.
11

 The progressive nature of this messianic revelation unfolded in such a way 

                                                           
7  C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1943, 1945, 1952), 55–56. 
8  For Jesus’ own claim to be the Messiah of Israel, see Mark 14:61–64; Luke 24:25–27, 44–48; John 4:25–26. For his earliest Jewish 
followers’ testimony to his messiahship, see Matt. 16:13–16; 21:9, 15; Mark 10:47ff.; John 1:29–41; Acts 2:31–38; 3:18–26; 4:24–28; 13:32–39; 
Rom. 1:1–4; Eph. 1:1–2; Phil. 2:5–11; Heb. 1:1–5; 5:5–6; 6:1–2; 9:13–14, 27–28; 10:4–10; 13:7–9, 20–21; James 1:1; 1 Peter 1:1–3; 1 John 
2:1–2; Jude 1, 20–21, 24–25; Rev. 1:1–2. For two works by the same author that discuss the messianic thinking of Jesus’ earliest followers, 
see Richard N. Longenecker, Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975); and The Christology of Early Jewish 
Christianity, Studies in Biblical Theology, Second Series, no. 17 (Naperville, Ill.: Alec R. Allenson, 1970). 
9  For a fuller development of the massive apologetic evidence collected over the years in defense of the person and work of Jesus Christ, see 
Norman L. Geisler, ed., Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999); Josh McDowell, The New Evidence That 
Demands a Verdict (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1999); Lee Strobel, The Case for Christ: A Journalist’s Personal Investigation of the Evidence 
for Jesus (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998). 
10  See Hal Lindsey, The Promise (Eugene, Ore.: Harvest House, 1982), 15–17. 
11  For a concise treatment of the progressive revelation of messianic prophecy in the Hebrew Scriptures, see H. L. Ellison, The Centrality of 
the Messianic Idea for the Old Testament (London: Theological Students Fellowship, 1953); for a fuller treatment, see Walter C. Kaiser Jr., The 
Messiah in the Old Testament, Studies in Old Testament Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995); also by the same author, Toward 
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that some aspects of the Hebrew prophets’ messages were clear and others were not until a future 

time (cf. 1 Peter 1:10–12). 

This growing corpus of messianic prophecy in the Hebrew Scriptures was also clearly 

recognized in the older rabbinic tradition. According to Alfred Edersheim, an earlier messianic 

believer and scholar, in some 558 rabbinic writings there are 456 separate Old Testament 

passages used to refer to the Messiah and the messianic times.
12

 More recently, J. Barton Payne 

cited 574 verses in the Old Testament that were direct, personal messianic predictions. He found 

103 in eighteen books of the Old Testament, including 25 in Isaiah, 24 in the Psalms, and 20 in 

Zechariah.
13

 

Third, this raises the interesting and convicting question: What are the odds of one man—in 

this case, Jesus Christ—fulfilling each and every one of these prophecies? Biblical scholar John 

Phillips makes the following pertinent remarks: 

The Bible is the only book which challenges unbelief by foretelling the future, staking its 

authority on the ultimate, certain, and complete fulfillment of its detailed predictions. It has been 

said that there were some 109 Old Testament predictions literally fulfilled at Christ’s first 

coming, and that, of the 845 quotations from the Old Testament in the New Testament, 333 refer 

to Christ. There are some 25 prophecies concerning the betrayal, trial, death, burial, and 

resurrection of Jesus uttered by various prophets over a period of some five hundred years. These 

were literally fulfilled although the chances against such fulfillment have been shown to be one 

chance in 33,554,438. If the law of Compound Probabilities is applied similarly to all 109 

predictions fulfilled at Christ’s first coming, the chances that they could accidentally be fulfilled 

in the history of one person is one in billions.
14 

It would appear, then, if one were to take these messianic prophecies seriously, and if Jesus 

fulfilled them at his first coming, that his messiahship would certainly be validated. 

Fourth, Yeshua himself continued to press this same point. His consistent testimony was that 

the Old Testament Scriptures pointed forward to his own messiahship (cf. Luke 16:31; John 

5:39). He even challenged his own disciples with similar pointed remarks about their refusal to 

believe the inspired words of the Old Testament concerning his messianic person and mission 

(Luke 24:25–27, 44–48). Not only did Yeshua press home this matter but so did his earliest 

followers (e.g., Acts 2:22–32; 13:26–31; Rom. 15:2–4; 1 Cor. 15:1–8). Yeshua did indeed come 

in direct fulfillment of Old Testament messianic prophecy. 

The conclusion, therefore, seems obvious: Yeshua himself and his earliest followers, as well 

as the myriads of true believers down through the centuries, saw and continue to see in him the 

final and ultimate fulfillment of all the messianic prophecies in the Hebrew Scriptures. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
an Old Testament Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978); plus, two older works, Franz Delitzsch, Messianic Prophecies in Historical 
Succession (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1891); and E. W. Hengstenberg, Christology of the Old Testament, rep. ed. (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1970). 
For two more recent works, see James E. Smith, What the Bible Teaches about the Promised Messiah (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1993); and 
Gerard Van Groningen, Messianic Revelation in the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1990). 
12  Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953), 2:710–41. 
13  J. Barton Payne, Encyclopedia of Biblical Prophecy (New York: Harper & Row, 1973), 667–68. 
14  John Phillips, Exploring the Scriptures (Chicago: Moody, 1965, 1970), 124. For a fuller discussion on the use of the Old Testament in the 
New, see Gleason L. Archer and G. C. Chirichigno, Old Testament Quotations in the New Testament: A Complete Survey (Chicago: Moody, 
1983); plus, R. T. France, Jesus and the Old Testament: His Application of Old Testament Passages to Himself and His Mission (London: The 
Tyndale Press, 1971); Walter C. Kaiser Jr., The Uses of the Old Testament in the New (Chicago: Moody, 1985); John W. Wenham, Christ and 
the Bible (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1972). Also, for the remarkable statistical evidence on Yeshua’s fulfillment of messianic 
prophecy, see Peter W. Stoner, Science Speaks: Scientific Proof of the Accuracy of Prophecy and the Bible (Chicago: Moody, 1969), 107–9. 
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Out of all of these messianic prophecies, we will focus our attention on only two of the direct 

predictions: (1) the birthplace of the Messiah and (2) the nature and meaning of his death.
15

 

THE BIRTHPLACE OF THE MESSIAH (MICAH 5:2) 

According to Micah, a seventh-century B.C. prophet of God, the birthplace of the Messiah 

was to be in the little town of Bethlehem: “But as for you, Bethlehem Ephrathah,
16

 too little to be 

among the clans of Judah, from you One will go forth for Me to be ruler in Israel. His goings 

forth are from long ago, from the days of eternity” (Micah 5:2 NASB). 

Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Micah predicted four crucial aspects regarding the 

birthplace of the Messiah. First, the birthplace was to be uniquely connected to the Davidic 

dynasty and its eternal kingdom, for Bethlehem was the city vitally linked to King David.
17

 God 

had drafted a special unconditional covenant with David, called the Davidic covenant.
18

 Along 

with the personal promises to David himself, God unilaterally committed himself to the eternal 

perpetuity of the Davidic dynasty: (1) an eternal throne, (2) an eternal kingdom, and, most 

important, (3) an eternal King. 

Second, although uniquely connected with the Davidic dynasty, the birthplace of the Messiah 

was to be a place of humble beginnings, a town forgotten by history’s power brokers. When God 

brings his Messiah into the world, it is through the backdoor of history. This has always been the 

divine initiative: humble beginnings that ultimately lead to glorious finales.
19

 

Third, from the birthplace of the Messiah, God’s messianic Ruler will go forth to do the will 

of God “in Israel.” He “goes forth” for God himself as his messianic King. This One alone was 

uniquely appointed as God’s messianic King to the nation of Israel.
20

 Again, this reflects the 

                                                           
15  In dealing with the biblical phenomenon of “the proof from prophecy,” scholars have correctly recognized that many of the Old Testament 
messianic prophecies that find their fulfillment in the New Testament are direct predictions and others indirect predictions. The direct messianic 
prophecies are straightforward predictions being fulfilled in a normal or literal fashion (e.g., Isa. 7:14 quoted in Matt. 1:22–23; Micah 5:2 quoted 
in Matt. 2:5–6). The indirect messianic prophecies are knowable only after the fact and are fulfilled in a broader and figurative fashion, such as 
in typology [“prophecy by paral- lelism”], illustration, allusion, summarization, application, and so on (e.g., Hosea 11:1 quoted in Matt. 2:15; Jer. 
31:15 quoted in Matt. 2:17–18; also see the use of summarization in Matt. 2:23). Generally speaking, direct messianic prophecy is used in 
evangelistic contexts to proclaim the gospel to unbelievers (e.g., Acts 2:24–31 quoting Ps. 16:8–11; Acts 13:35–37 quoting Ps. 16:10). On the 
other hand, indirect messianic prophecy is used to instruct and edify believers who are in tune with the things of God and, thus being instructed 
by the Holy Spirit, can see the beginning from the end in all that the Spirit has inspired in the Word of God (e.g., Matthew writing to the early 
messianic community as an encouragement to steadfast discipleship; therefore, his use of indirect messianic prophecy in Matt. 2:15, 17–18, 
23). For more on this subject, see France, Jesus and the Old Testament; Kaiser, The Uses of the Old Testament in the New; G. K. Beale, ed., 
The Right Doctrine from the Wrong Texts: Essays on the Use of the Old Testament in the New (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994); S. Lewis 
Johnson, The Old Testament in the New: An Argument for Biblical Inspiration, Contemporary Evangelical Perspectives (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1980); R. V. G. Tasker, The Old Testament in the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1946, 1954). In this present essay I 
will deal with only direct messianic prophecy. 
16  According to Kaiser, Messiah in the Old Testament, “Ephrathah was either the ancient name for Bethlehem (David’s father was known as 
‘an Ephrathite from Bethlehem in Judah,’ 1 Sam. 17:12; cf. Gen. 35:19; 48:7; Ruth 4:11) or the district in which Bethlehem was located” (153n). 
Micah’s use of Ephrathah distinguishes the Bethlehem of Judah, the actual birthplace of the Messiah, from the Bethlehem of Galilee. 
17  Cf. Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 16:1. 
18  Cf. 2 Samuel 7; 1 Chronicles 17; Psalm 89; also, Isaiah 11; Jer. 23:5–6. 
19  Everything about Yeshua was lowly and unassuming; for example: (1) his triumphal entry (Zech. 9:9, fulfilled in Matt. 21:1–5); (2) his own 
description of himself (Matt. 11:28–30); (3) his prayer on the same occasion as his description (Matt. 11:25–26). It is not surprising, therefore, 
that God chose, humanly speaking, such an insignificant place as Bethlehem to begin his messianic redemptive program for the whole world. 
God’s ways are surely not our ways (cf. Isa. 55:6–11). 
20  The timing of “the going forth” or arrival of the Messiah was also clearly predicted by the Hebrew prophets. His messianic career was 
scheduled by a divinely determined calendar that biblical scholars call Daniel’s Seventy Weeks (Dan. 9:24–27). For a development of this 
messianic timetable, see Sir Robert Anderson, The Coming Prince (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1954); Harold W. Hoehner, Chronological Aspects 
of the Life of Christ (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978); Kaiser, Messiah in the Old Testament, 201–4; J. Alva McClain, Daniel’s Prophecy of the 
Seventy Weeks (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1940); Robert C. Newman, “Fulfilled Prophecy as Miracle,” in In Defense of Miracles, ed. R. 
Douglas Geivett and Gary R. Habermas (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1997), 214–25. 
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unconditional and eternal nature of the Davidic covenant. Micah’s messianic prophecy certainly 

forms the backdrop to the birth announcements that rang out when Yeshua made his humble and 

yet glorious entrance into the world (cf. Matt. 1:18–25; Luke 1:26–56; 2:1–38). 

And fourth, the birthplace of the Messiah was not to be the first “going forth” [i.e., origin] of 

the Messiah, for “his goings forth are from long ago, from the days of eternity” [emphasis 

added].
21

 Hebrew scholar Arnold Fruchtenbaum makes the following comments concerning the 

forceful language used by Micah in describing the eternality of the Messiah: 

As regards His human origin, He is to be born in Bethlehem, but regarding His divine origin, He 

is said to be “from long ago, from the days of eternity.” The Hebrew words for “from long ago, 

from the days of eternity” are the strongest Hebrew words ever used for eternity past. They are 

used of God the Father in Psalm 90:2. What is true of God the Father is also said to be true of this 

One who is to be born in Bethlehem.
22 

In other words, through his birth in Bethlehem this unique Ruler was to be the Son of Man, 

but through his place in eternity he was also the Son of God. Micah’s contemporary, the prophet 

Isaiah, prophesied in a similar vein, bringing together in one unique portrait both the humanity 

and the deity of the Messiah: “For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us; and the 

government will rest on His shoulders; and His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, 

Mighty God,
23

 eternal Father,
24

 Prince of Peace” (Isa. 9:6 NASB, emphasis added).
25

 

Hebrew scholar Merrill Unger aptly summarized all the messianic prophecies leading up to 

and including Micah’s passage on the birthplace of the Messiah: 

This great Messianic prophecy presents the Messiah’s generation in the Son of Man’s coming 

forth from God to do His will on earth from Bethlehem. But as God the Son, His goings forth are 

“from everlasting.” 
This great prophecy is an important milestone in the revelation of the promised Redeemer. 

The protoevangelium [first gospel] (Gen. 3:15) was marvelously comprehensive, but necessarily 

vaguely general. Then the Redeemer was foreseen to come from the Semitic sector of the human 

race (9:26–27). 
Then the revelation became more and more specific, defining the race and nationality from 

which the Savior would come, namely the posterity of Abraham, the Hebrews (12:3); then the 

particular tribe, Judah (49:10); then the family of David (2 Sam. 7:16; Ps. 110:1); then, in this 

prophecy, the very town of His birth; and as the Messiah’s advent drew nearer, His very 

parentage is indicated (Matt. 1:18–25; Luke 1:27–33). Then all the scattered rays of prophecy 

concentrate upon the Lord Jesus as their focus (Heb. 1:1–2).
26 

There is no question that the rabbinical authorities of the second temple period [i.e., the time 

of Yeshua and his first followers] clearly understood that Micah 5:2 established the birthplace of 

                                                           
21  Old Testament scholar Merrill Unger, in speaking of the eternality of the Messiah, says that the Hebrew for the phrase “days of eternity” 
means the “timelessness” of the Messiah (Unger’s Commentary on the Old Testament [Chicago: Moody, 1981], 1863). 
22  Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum, Messianic Christology: A Study of Old Testament Prophecy Concerning the First Coming of the Messiah (Tustin, 
Calif.: Ariel Ministries Press, 1998), 64. 
23  In the Hebrew, El Gibbor, which is used elsewhere for “God” in the Book of Isaiah (cf. 10:21); for the same words reflecting God himself, see 
also Deut. 10:17; Neh. 9:32; Ps. 24:8; Jer. 32:18; Zeph. 3:17. 
24  Literally in the Hebrew, “Father of Eternity” (i.e., the Messiah maintains an eternal as well as paternal relationship to his people, protecting 
and providing for them forever). 
25  Further, on the nature of the Messiah’s birth as a virgin birth, see also Isa. 7:14, which finds its fulfillment in Matt. 1:22–23. For a full 
discussion on the virgin birth, see Kaiser, Messiah in the Old Testament, 158–62; also see Geisler, Baker Encyclopedia of Christian 
Apologetics, 759–64; J. Gresham Machen, The Virgin Birth of Christ (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1930, 1977). Also, on the dual natures of the 
Messiah, see Ps. 110:1, quoted by Yeshua in Matt. 22:41–46; Mark 12:35–37; Luke 20:41–44, in defense of his own unique identity. 
26  Unger, Commentary, 1863–64. 
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the Messiah (see Matt. 2:1–6; John 7:40–42). Likewise, the rabbinic oral and written traditions 

also bear witness to the certainty of the messianic nature of the Micah 5:2 passage.
27

 If the 

birthplace of the Messiah played such an important role in the prophetic panorama of God, the 

nature and meaning of the Messiah’s death played perhaps the most important role. 

THE NATURE AND MEANING OF THE MESSIAH’S DEATH 

(ISAIAH 52:13–53:12) 

The nature and meaning of the Messiah’s death are nowhere more significantly described 

than in the majestic fifty-third chapter of the Book of Isaiah.
28

 All biblical scholars, no matter 

their theological persuasion, recognize it as one of the truly high points of the biblical revelation. 

In the words of one scholar, it “may without any exaggeration be called the most important text 

in the Old Testament.”
29

 The late Old Testament commentator Franz Delitzsch called it “the 

most central, the deepest, and the most lofty thing that the Old Testament prophecy, outstripping 

itself, has ever achieved.”
30

 

As one might expect, this messianic prophecy is also quoted extensively in the New 

Testament.
31

 One biblical scholar has observed concerning this chapter, “Perhaps the most 

distinguished thing about it is the fact that this very portion stands in the background of almost 

every New Testament treatment of the great events connected with our Lord’s passion, death, 

burial, resurrection, ascension, exaltation, and second coming.”
32

 

Actually, the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah is the last of what has been called the four “Servant 

Songs” of Isaiah.
33

 F. Duane Lindsey has entitled the four songs: (1) The Call of the Servant (Isa. 

42:1–9); (2) The Commission of the Servant (Isa. 49:1–13); (3) The Commitment of the Servant 

(Isa. 50:4–11); and (4) The Career of the Servant (Isa. 52:13–53:12).
34

 

It is clear from these four Servant Songs of Isaiah, as well as other messianic prophecies, that 

the Jewish Messiah is clearly to be the Redeemer of both Jews and Gentiles alike. And since the 

evidence continues to point to Yeshua as this Jewish Messiah, Rabbi Lapide’s assertion that he is 

the Messiah only of the Gentiles must be rejected.
35

 No such teaching appears anywhere in the 

Hebrew Scriptures, let alone in the New Testament. If Yeshua has been raised from the dead (as 

Lapide asserts), then he is the very Lord of heaven and earth, of both Jew and Gentile alike! 

Old Testament expositor Larry Helyer summarized the contents of the four Servant Songs in 

a list of the characteristics and accomplishments of Isaiah’s Servant of the Lord: 

                                                           
27  See for example the Targum of Jonathan [the Targum of the Prophets] quoted in Samson H. Levy, The Messiah: An Aramaic Interpretation: 
The Messianic Exegesis of the Targum (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Jewish Institute of Religion, 1974), 92. Also, Edersheim, in appendix 
9 (Life and Times of Jesus, 2:735), refers to another reference in the Targum, in the Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 3, as well as other 
references by later rabbis. 
28  I am greatly indebted to my former Hebrew professor, Dr. Bruce K. Waltke, who many years ago first introduced me to the grandeur of this 
passage. 
29  Ivan Engnell, “The ‘Ebed Yahweh Songs and the Suffering Messiah in Deutero-Isaiah,” Bulletin of John Rylands Library 31 (January 1948): 
73. 
30  Franz J. Delitzsch, Isaiah, Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973), 2:203. 
31  E.g., Luke 22:37; Acts 8:30–35; 1 Peter 2:22–25. 
32  Robert D. Culver, The Sufferings and the Glory of the Lord’s Righteous Servant (Moline, Ill.: Christian Service Foundation, 1958), 20. 
33  For a popular exposition of the four Servant Songs of Isaiah, see Henri Blocher, The Songs of the Servant (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity 
Press, 1975); H. L. Ellison, The Servant of Jehovah (Exeter, Eng.: Paternoster Press, 1983); F. Duane Lindsey, The Servant Songs: A Study in 
Isaiah (Chicago: Moody, 1985). 
34  See Lindsey, Servant Songs. For a summary of the four songs, see Delitzsch, Messianic Prophecies, 2:165; and Roland K. Harrison, 
Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), 488–89. 
35  See note 4 above. 
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1. He is elected by the Lord, anointed by the Spirit, and promised success in his endeavor 

(42:1, 4). 

2. Justice is a prime concern of his ministry (42:1, 4). 

3. His ministry has an international scope (42:1, 6). 

4. God predestined him to his calling (49:1). 

5. He is a gifted teacher (49:2). 

6. He experiences discouragement in his ministry (49:4). 

7. His ministry extends to the Gentiles (49:6). 

8. The Servant encounters strong opposition and resistance to his teaching, even of a 

physically violent nature (49:5–6). 

9. He is determined to finish what God called him to do (49:7). 

10. The Servant has humble origins with little outward prospects for success (53:1–2). 

11. He experiences suffering and affliction (53:3). 

12. The Servant accepts vicarious and substitutionary suffering on behalf of his people (53:4–

6, 12). 

13. He is put to death after being condemned (53:7–9). 

14. Incredibly, he comes back to life and is exalted above all rulers (53:11–12; 52:15).
36

 

When Isaiah received this divinely inspired portrait of the Messiah’s career, he formatted it 

in a literary structure called a chiasmus or chiasm (i.e., inverted parallelism); in this kind of 

chiastic structure, the literary emphasis falls on the central member of the configuration (i.e., the 

“C” of Isa. 53:4–6 below): 

A. The prologue of the song (an overview) God speaking (a proclamation): “I value my 

servant!” (52:13–15) 
The body of the song: the nation Israel speaking (a confession): “We utterly rejected the 

servant!” (53:1–9) 
B. “We rejected him in his life!” (vv. 1–3) 

C. A theological parenthesis (the ultimate reason for the rejection): “We thought 

he died for his own sins rather than our own!” (vv. 4–6) 
B´. “We rejected him in his death!” (vv. 7–9) 

A´. The epilogue of the song (a final view) God speaking (a declaration): “My servant is 

victorious!” (vv. 10–12) 

A summary of Isaiah’s classic passage is as follows:
37

 

1. In the prologue of the song (Isa. 52:13–15), the prophet Isaiah asserted (on behalf of 

God) that the Servant of the Lord would ultimately be highly exalted (v. 13), as well as 

honored among the Gentiles (v. 15), but only after dreadful personal suffering (v. 14). 

2. In the body of the song (53:1–9), Isaiah confessed (on behalf of his own people) that (1) 

Israel utterly rejected the Servant of the Lord in his life (vv. 1–3), (2) as well as in his 

death (vv. 7–9), because (3) the nation misjudged the meaning of his death by assuming 

that he died for his own sins rather than for the nation’s (vv. 4–6). 

                                                           
36  Larry R. Helyer, Yesterday, Today and Forever: The Continuing Relevance of the Old Testament (Salem, Wis.: Sheffield Publishing, 1996), 
318. 
37  For a detailed exposition of Isaiah 52:13–53:12, see David Baron, The Servant of Jehovah: The Sufferings of the Messiah and the Glory 
That Should Follow, An Exposition of Isaiah LIII (Minneapolis: The James Family Christian Publishers, 1920, 1978); Culver, The Sufferings and 
the Glory of the Lord’s Righteous Servant; and Sanford C. Mills, A Hebrew Christian Looks at Isaiah Fifty-Three (New York: The American 
Board of Missions to the Jews, 1971). 
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3. In the epilogue of the song (53:10–12), the prophet asserted (on behalf of God) that by 

the Servant’s completed work of atonement, God would be exalted (v. 10), believers 

would be justified (v. 11), and the Servant himself would be honored (v. 12).
38

 

The one central image of the Servant in this passage is his suffering as a lamb without spot or 

blemish, going to his death as a vicarious atonement without hesitancy or resistance (Isa. 53:7–

9). He is truly the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world!
39

 

Of course, the hotly debated issue of Isaiah 52:13–53:12, as well as the other three Servant 

Songs, is the identity of the Servant of the Lord.
40

 It is almost universally maintained by modern 

Jewish authorities that the Suffering Servant of which Isaiah 53 speaks is the nation Israel. It is 

argued that as the Jewish people, the so-called Suffering Servant of the Lord, suffers innocently 

at the hands of the Gentiles, the Gentiles will eventually see the error of their ways and repent 

before God for their years of Jewish persecution. Even further, these modern rabbinic authorities 

contend that this is the traditional Jewish interpretation of Isaiah 53. This interpretation is 

impossible in light of the actual history of interpretation of Isaiah 53, 
41

 as well as the inherent 

meaning of the passage itself. 

Old Testament authority Arnold Fruchtenbaum appropriately summarized the erroneous 

thinking of this modern rabbinic position: 

So to interpret Isaiah 53 as speaking of Messiah is not non-Jewish. In fact, if we are to speak of 

the traditional Jewish interpretation, it would be that the passage speaks of the Messiah. The first 

one to expound the view that this referred to Israel rather than the Messiah was Shlomo Yizchaki, 

better known as Rashi (c. 1040–1105). He was followed by David Kimchi (1160–1235). But this 

was to go contrary to all rabbinic teaching of that day and of the preceding one thousand years. 

Today Rashi’s view has become dominant in Jewish and rabbinical theology. But that is not the 

Jewish view. Nor is it the traditional Jewish view. Those closer to the time of the original 

writings, and who had less contact with the Christian apologists, interpreted it as speaking of the 

Messiah.
42 

In terms of both the internal evidence as well as the external evidence, Isaiah 52:13–53:12 

cannot be speaking about a corporate Messiah but rather about an individual Messiah. In terms of 

the internal evidence, the passage itself argues against a corporate Messiah (i.e., the nation Israel 

                                                           
38  It is obvious that a dramatic transition occurs between Isaiah 53:9 and 53:10. The messianic Suffering Servant “was cut off out of the land of 
the living” [a Hebrew idiom for death] (53:8 NASB), “His grave was assigned to be with wicked men, . . . in His death” (53:9 NASB), and “He 
poured out Himself to death” (53:12 NASB). And yet in 53:10–12, he is alive and well, “prolong[ing] His days” (53:10), justifying the many who 
believe on him (53:11), and sharing in the spoils of his victorious war (53:12). Without question, this is the messianic Servant’s triumphant 
resurrection from the dead! This transition is similar to the break in Psalm 22, “The Messianic Psalm of the Cross,” between 22:21 and 22:22. 
This should not be surprising since the Messiah’s resurrection from the dead was directly prophesied in the Hebrew Scriptures, specifically in 
Psalm 16. This psalm was used in the preaching of the early messianic community as an apologetic for the Messiah’s resurrection, with the 
result that thousands of Jews became believers (cf. Acts 2:25–28; 13:35–37; also, Luke 24:25–27, 44–48; 1 Cor. 15:1, 3–8; 1 Peter 1:10–12). 
For a fuller development of Psalm 16 as a prophetic psalm of the Messiah’s resurrection, by recent commentators, see Kaiser, Messiah in the 
Old Testament, 118–22; John Sailhamer, The NIV Compact Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 318; and Willem A. 
VanGemeren, “Psalms,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 5, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1991), 153–60. 
39  See John 1:29, 36; also, Acts 8:32–33; 1 Cor. 5:7; 1 Peter 1:18–19; Rev. 5:6, 9, 12; 6:1; 13:8. 
40  For a detailed survey of the history of the interpretation of Isaiah 53, see S. R. Driver and A. D. Neubauer, The Fifty-Third Chapter of Isaiah 
according to Jewish Interpreters (New York: KTAV Publishing House, 1969); Samson H. Levy, The Messiah: An Aramaic Interpretation: The 
Messianic Exegesis of the Targum (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Jewish Institute of Religion, 1974); also, for a summary, see Edersheim, 
Life and Times of Jesus, 2:727; Mark Eastman and Chuck Smith, The Search for Messiah, rev. ed. (Fountain Valley, Calif.: Joy Publishing, 
1993; Costa Mesa: The Word for Today, 1996), 257–74; and Fruchtenbaum, Messianic Christology, 123–34. For the identity of Isaiah’s 
threefold use of the term “Servant of the Lord,” see Lindsey, Servant Songs, 1–34. 
41  See the sources cited in note 39 above. 
42  Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum, Jesus Was a Jew (Tustin, Calif.: Ariel Ministries Press, 1974, 1981), 35. 
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as the Suffering Servant). Rather, the grammar, syntax, and theology argue for a personal 

Messiah (e.g., the significant pronoun shifts in 53:4–6), as does the larger context of the Book of 

Isaiah (i.e., the three other Servant passages). In terms of the external evidence as well, a 

personal Messiah seems obvious. For example, the traditional interpretation of the rabbinic 

authorities clearly refers to a personal Messiah, as does the consistent testimony of the New 

Testament and the early messianic community.
43

 

In addition, the passage itself yields at least four arguments countering the claim that the 

nation Israel, or for that matter any other mere human being, is the promised Suffering Servant of 

the Lord. First is the Servant’s sinlessness (52:13; 53:9): The Servant of Isaiah 53 is described as 

without sin, that is, completely innocent in thought, word, and deed. He is perfect in his actions 

as well as his reactions. Where is the Jew who would dare to proclaim Israel, or for that matter 

even Moses or Isaiah, to be without sin? Why the need for a national Day of Atonement 

(Leviticus 16)? Or for Isaiah’s indictment against Israel’s sinful rebellion against God (Isaiah 1)? 

Or for that matter, Isaiah’s confession of his own sinfulness (Isa. 6:5–7)? 

Second is the Servant’s submission (53:7): The Servant of Isaiah 53 submits (without any 

resistance whatsoever) to be slaughtered like a lamb. He lays down his life as a sacrifice, 

willingly and voluntarily, in an absolute sense. There are few exceptions in secular history and 

none in biblical history that Israel ever submitted passively to her fate. Quite the contrary, 

Israel’s heroism is well documented in the annals of history. 

Third is the Servant’s cessation (death) (53:8–9, 12): The Servant of Isaiah 53 is “cut off out 

of the land of the living” (53:8 NASB). “He poured out himself to death” (53:12 NASB). The 

Servant is also portrayed as alive from the dead and enjoying fellowship with God and his 

faithful followers (52:13, 15; 53:10–12). Israel as a nation still exists and always has, even as 

God promised (cf. Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28). The nation has never ceased to exist, let alone 

been raised from the dead in any literal sense of the word. 

Fourth is the Servant’s substitution (52:14–15; 53:4–6, 8, 10–12): The Servant of Isaiah 53 is 

a substitutionary atonement for others, not for himself. He is pictured as dying vicariously, 

punished for the sins committed by others. Israel, as well as Isaiah and all other individuals, were 

punished for their own sins. Accordingly, it is not surprising that Jewish prayer books make 

continual confessions on behalf of the Jewish people. 

I vividly remember the first time I seriously confronted Isaiah 53, or better still, the first time 

it seriously confronted me. Being rather confused over the identity of the Servant in Isaiah 53, I 

went to my local rabbi and said to him, “Rabbi, I have met some people at school who claim that 

the so-called Servant in Isaiah 53 is none other than Jesus of Nazareth. But I would like to know 

from you, who is this Servant in Isaiah 53?” 

I was astonished at his response. “Barry, I must admit that as I read Isaiah 53 it does seem to 

be talking about Jesus, but since we Jews do not believe in Jesus, it can’t be speaking about 

Jesus.” Not only did his so-called reasoning sound circular, it also sounded evasive and even 

fearful. There are none who are as deaf as those who do not want to hear.
44

 

In conclusion then, no one else in all of history can come even close to fulfilling these, as 

well as the many other, messianic prophecies, except Yeshua himself. He alone is the promised 

Messiah who was born in Bethlehem, the totally unique One who died as the final Lamb of 

                                                           
43  E.g., Matt. 8:14–17; Acts 8:26–35; 1 Peter 2:18–25. 
44  Concerning the messiahship of Jesus and the Jewish people, history continues to repeat itself, even as his words to the Jewish leaders of 
his own day bear testimony. “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather 
your children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were unwilling” (Matt. 23:37 NASB, emphasis added). 
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God—a vicarious and substitutionary atonement—and who was raised from the grave to enter 

into all of his own splendor and glory! 

JESUS’ IMPACT AS THE RESURRECTED MESSIAH 

We have already seen that Yeshua’s life, death, and resurrection were clearly prophesied in 

the Hebrew Scriptures, but the impact of his resurrection cannot be overstated, especially in the 

lives of the thousands of his first followers, all of them Jewish.
45

 We often forget that all of 

Yeshua’s resurrection appearances were to Jewish believers alone, except for his sole appearance 

to an avowed enemy, Saul of Tarsus. We also often forget that all of the first believers were 

Jewish, thousands of them.
46

 Historically, it can actually be demonstrated that many of these 

Jewish believers came out of the ranks of the Pharisees and the Levitical priesthood.
47

 

In regard to these early resurrection appearances of Yeshua, Christian philosopher and 

apologist J. P. Moreland has developed five pieces of circumstantial evidence that support 

Yeshua’s historical resurrection from the dead, that is, five supporting factors that are not in 

dispute by anyone.
48

 

EXHIBIT 1: THE DISCIPLES DIED FOR THEIR BELIEFS 

When Yeshua died, all of his followers, in despair and fear, went into hiding. They thought 

that Yeshua’s entire messianic movement was over. Even though they knew that the Hebrew 

Scriptures had prophesied that the Messiah would not see bodily corruption in the grave
49

 and 

that Yeshua had even predicted his own resurrection on at least three different occasions,
50

 they 

thought his messianic program had collapsed in utter defeat.
51

 And yet in a short time, these very 

same disciples appeared on the historical scene boldly proclaiming the good news of the gospel, 

that this Jesus who had been crucified, dead, and buried was now alive from the dead and the 

Lord of life and the sole determiner of men’s eternal destinies.
52

 

And what did they get for such an open and bold proclamation? They endured some of the 

worst abuse and punishment known in their own day. In fact, many of them were tortured and 

even martyred for their faith in this resurrected Messiah. Men may live for a lie, but to think that 

                                                           
45  For some of the more recent works on the historical evidences for the bodily resurrection of Jesus, see Geisler, Baker Encyclopedia of 
Christian Apologetics, 644–70; McDowell, New Evidence, 203–84; also, William L. Craig, Knowing the Truth about the Resurrection: Our 
Response to the Empty Tomb, rev. ed. (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Servant Books, 1981); also, by the same author, The Son Rises: Historical Evidence 
for the Resurrection of Jesus (Chicago: Moody, 1981); Norman L. Geisler, The Battle for the Resurrection (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1989); 
also, by the same author, In Defense of the Resurrection, rev. ed. (Clayton, Calif.: Witness, 1993); Gary R. Habermas, The Resurrection of 
Jesus: An Apologetic (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980); George Eldon Ladd, I Believe in the Resurrection of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1975); Josh McDowell, The Resurrection Factor (San Bernardino, Calif.: Here’s Life Publishers, 1981); Terry L. Miethe, ed., Did Jesus Rise 
from the Dead? The Resurrection Debate: Gary R. Habermas and Anthony G. N. Flew (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987); Frank Morison, 
Who Moved the Stone? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1930, 1958); Merrill C. Tenney, The Reality of the Resurrection (New York: Harper & Row, 
1963); John W. Wenham, Easter Enigma: Are the Resurrection Accounts in Conflict? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984). 
46  See Acts 2:41ff., 47; 4:4; 5:14; 6:1, 7; 9:31, 35, 42; 11:21, 24; 14:1, 21; 16:5; 17:12. 
47  See John 3:1–21; 7:40–52; 19:38–42; also, 12:42–43; Acts 6:7; 15:5. 
48  Adapted from an interview with J. P. Moreland in Strobel, Case for Christ, 244–57. 
49  Psalms 16; 22; Isaiah 53; Daniel 9. 
50  Mark 8:27–31; 9:30–32; 10:34. 
51  See Luke 24:13–24. 
52  See Acts 2:22–24, 36ff.; 3:11–21; 4:5–22; 5:27–33. 
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thousands will die for that same lie requires a stretch of the imagination.
53

 In the words of 

theologian Clark Pinnock, “Hypocrites do not become martyrs. The disciples might have been 

deluded, but they were not liars.”
54

 

Even Jewish theologian Pinchas Lapide, although certainly arriving at the wrong 

conclusion,
55

 at least is forced to grant the historicity of Yeshua’s resurrection based on the 

transformation of his disciples: 

When this scared, frightened band of the apostles which was just about to throw away everything 

in order to flee in despair to Galilee; when these peasants, shepherds, and fishermen, who 

betrayed and denied their master and then failed him miserably, suddenly could be changed 

overnight into a confident mission society, convinced of salvation and able to work with much 

more success after Easter than before Easter, then no vision or hallucination is sufficient to 

explain such a revolutionary transformation. For a sect or school or an order, perhaps a single 

vision would have been sufficient—but not for a world religion which was able to conquer the 

Occident thanks to the Easter faith.
56 

Michael Green, former principal of St. John’s College, Nottingham, observed that belief in 

the resurrection 

was the belief that turned heartbroken followers of a crucified rabbi into the courageous witnesses 

and martyrs of the early church. This was the one belief that separated the followers of Jesus from 

the Jews and turned them into the community of the resurrection. You could imprison them, flog 

them, kill them, but you could not make them deny their conviction that “on the third day He rose 

again.”
57 

The question then that must be asked is the question Michael Green asked: “How have [these 

early followers] turned, almost overnight, into the indomitable band of enthusiasts who braved 

opposition, cynicism, ridicule, hardship, prison, and death in three continents, as they preached 

everywhere Jesus and the resurrection?”
58

 It was also the question on the lips of the late 

evangelist and teacher Paul Little: “Are these men, who helped transform the moral structure of 

society, consummate liars or deluded madmen? These alternatives are harder to believe than the 

fact of the Resurrection, and there is no shred of evidence to support them.”
59

 

EXHIBIT 2: THE CONVERSION OF SKEPTICS 

It is recognized by all that there were hardened skeptics who did not believe in Yeshua before 

his crucifixion, as well as others who violently opposed the early messianic revolution of 

Yeshua. And yet, for some powerful and overwhelming reason, many of them were swept into 

the revolution itself and became some of its most able and ardent defenders, even willingly going 

to their deaths on its behalf. One such example was the early church leader James, the half 

brother of Jesus. He had great doubts and even skepticism about the messiahship of his half 

brother until the resurrected Yeshua personally appeared to him (see John 7:1–5; Acts 1:14; 1 

Cor. 15:7). James not only became the recognized leader of the Jerusalem church (Acts 12:17; 

                                                           
53  See Josh McDowell, More Than a Carpenter (Wheaton: Tyndale House, 1977), 60–71. 
54  Clark H. Pinnock, Set Forth Your Case: Studies in Christian Apologetics, rev. ed. (Chicago: Moody, 1967, 1971), 95. 
55  See note 4 above. 
56  Lapide, Resurrection of Jesus, 125. 
57  Michael Green, editor’s preface in I Believe in the Resurrection of Jesus. 
58  Michael Green, Man Alive! (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1968), 23–24. 
59  Paul Little, Know Why You Believe (Wheaton: Scripture Press, 1971), 63. 
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15:13; 21:18; Gal. 1:19) but, according to both early Jewish as well as Christian traditions, he 

was martyred for the faith.
60

 What did it take to bring this kind of a skeptic to saving faith and 

then to such a prominent position of leadership as well as to martyrdom for the faith? His 

testimony is forcefully clear: “I saw the resurrected Lord!”
61

 

Or take, for example, the utterly unique experience of the apostle Paul, who according to his 

own words “was formerly a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent aggressor” (1 Tim. 1:13 

NASB; cf. Phil. 3:6). Before his conversion the sole passion of this Pharisee, who was also a son 

of Pharisees,
62

 was to stamp out “the sect of the Nazarenes” once and for all.
63

 No one hated 

Yeshua and his early messianic followers more than Saul of Tarsus. What did it take to blow this 

Hebrew of Hebrews, like a raging tornado, out of the camp of Pharisaical Judaism and into the 

camp of his most hated enemies? His own testimony speaks for itself: “The risen Messiah 

appeared to me.”
64

 

The late New Testament scholar and historian F. F. Bruce affirmed the immensity of the 

evidence for the transformation of Paul through Yeshua’s resurrection: 

It is reasonable to believe that the evidence which convinced such a man of the out-and-out 

wrong-ness of his former course, and led him so decisively to abandon previously cherished 

beliefs for a movement which he had so vigorously opposed, must have been of a singularly 

impressive quality. The conversion of Paul has for long been regarded as a weighty evidence for 

the truth of Christianity.
65 

Josh McDowell suggested that the apostle Paul’s life was radically transformed in at least 

four major ways: (1) His character was transformed (Acts 20:33–35); (2) his relationship with 

the followers of Jesus was transformed (Acts 9:19); (3) his message was transformed (Acts 9:20; 

17:3); and (4) his mission was transformed (Acts 9:15–16, 19–22; 22:14–15; 26:16–18).
66

 

The only reasonable answer as to what transformed Christianity’s greatest antagonist into its 

greatest protagonist is that the resurrected Messiah himself sovereignly and graciously appeared 

to Saul of Tarsus and changed him forever into the apostle Paul. 

EXHIBIT 3: CHANGES TO KEY SOCIAL STRUCTURES 

J. P. Moreland explained why the social structures of Judaism were so important and how 

they were turned upside down by the resurrection of Yeshua: 

And there is another reason why these social institutions were so important: [The Jewish people] 

believed that these institutions were entrusted to them by God. They believed that to abandon 

these institutions would be to risk their souls being damned to hell after death. 

                                                           
60  See Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, xx.9.1 (200f.); and Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica [Church History], ii.23.3–18. 
61  Of course, the most famous “doubter” of all was none other than doubting Thomas himself, who became believing Thomas when he saw the 
risen Messiah (John 20:19–31). The earliest historical traditions also testify to Thomas’s great faith. Like many others who saw the risen Lord, 
he died a martyr’s death. 
62  See Acts 23:6; also, 22:3; 26:4–5. 
63  See Acts 7:58–60; 8:1–3; 9:1–2; 22:4–5; 26:9–11; cf. 9:13–19; Gal. 1:13. 
64  For the historian Luke’s account of Paul’s actual conversion, see Acts 9:1–9; and for Paul’s testimony in his own words first before a Jewish 
audience and then before a Gentile audience, see Acts 22:1–21; 26:1–29. For Paul’s own testimony to seeing the risen Messiah, see 1 Cor. 
9:1; 15:1–11; Gal. 1:1, 11–24; 1 Tim. 1:12–17. 
65  F. F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? rev. ed. (Leicester, Eng.: Inter-Varsity Press, 1943; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1997), 77. 
66  McDowell, More Than a Carpenter, 83–85. 
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Now a rabbi named Jesus appears from a lower-class region. He teaches for three years, 

gathers a following of lower- and middle-class people, gets in trouble with the authorities, and 

gets crucified along with thirty thousand other Jewish men who are executed during this time 

period. 
But five weeks after he’s crucified, over ten thousand Jews are following him and claiming 

that he is the initiator of a new religion. And get this: they’re willing to give up or alter all five of 

the social institutions that they have been taught since childhood have such importance both 

sociologically and theologically.
67 

What were these five alterations that abrogated the old covenant (i.e., the law of Moses) and 

initiated the new covenant (i.e., the law of Messiah), which was predicted by the prophet 

Jeremiah and others in the Hebrew Scriptures?
68

 First, these early messianic believers never 

offered another animal sacrifice for sin after the day they came to know the resurrected Messiah, 

for the day that Yeshua died on the cross, every animal sacrifice became redundant at best and 

blasphemous at worst (cf. John 19:30; Heb. 10:26–31). Second, they no longer felt obligated to 

keep the Mosaic law in its entirety, the law that, among other things, kept them separated 

exclusively from the noncircumcised. Jews and Gentiles were now uniquely one in the new 

covenant established through the covenant sacrifice of Yeshua (cf. Acts 15:14–29; Eph. 2:11–22; 

3:1–12). Third, these early believers no longer scrupulously kept the Sabbath. In fact, after the 

death and resurrection of Yeshua, they actually met on the first day of the week, on Sunday, 

apparently in honor of Yeshua’s day of resurrection.
69

 This was no minor matter, for like 

refusing to offer the Mosaically prescribed animal sacrifices, to violate the Sabbath under the old 

covenant was a capital offense.
70

 Fourth, while the Hebrew Scriptures certainly gave intimations 

of the concept of the Triune nature of God,
71

 after Yeshua’s resurrection and his fuller new 

covenant revelation, the early messianic believers became a Trinitarian (i.e., Triunity) 

worshiping community: They believed in one God who was to be loved, honored, and worshiped 

in three Persons.
72

 Fifth, while the first-century Jewish community had bound itself to the view 

that the coming Messiah would be a political and military deliverer, after Yeshua’s resurrection 

and his postresurrection instructions, the early messianic believers understood that the Messiah 

had to come first, as the Hebrew Bible clearly taught, to suffer for sins, and then to enter into his 

glory (Luke 24:25–27, 44–48). Even further, although his kingdom in some initial sense had 

been inaugurated at his first advent, its full and glorious appearing would have to await his 

second advent (Luke 19:11–27). 

EXHIBIT 4: COMMUNION AND BAPTISM 

The emergence of the ordinances or sacraments of communion and baptism in the early 

messianic community also supply further circumstantial evidence that Yeshua’s resurrection is 

true. These two ordinances were initiated into the new covenant community by Yeshua himself 

(Matt. 26:17–30; 28:16–20). Among other meanings, these two ordinances were experienced by 

                                                           
67  Quoted in Strobel, Case for Christ, 250. 
68  On the Old Testament prophecies pointing forward to the establishment of a new covenant, see Jer. 31:31–37; 32:37–40; also, Isa. 59:20–
21; Ezek. 16:60–63; 37:21–28. On the abrogation of the old covenant and the actual establishment of the new covenant, see Mark 7:19; Luke 
22:14–20; Acts 10:9–16; 11:4–10; 15:1–35; Rom. 7:1–4; 10:1–4; 14:1–23; 1 Cor. 11:17–34; 2 Cor. 3:1–11; Gal. 3:24–29; Col. 2:16–17; 1 Tim. 
4:3–5; Heb. 7:15–22; 8:6–13; 9:11–28; 12:18–24. 
69  See Matt. 28:1; Mark 16:2; Luke 24:1; John 20:1; Acts 20:7; 1 Cor. 16:2; Rev. 1:10; also, Rom. 14:1–23; Gal. 4:8–10; Col. 2:16. 
70  See Exod. 20:8; 31:12–18; 35:1–3; Num. 15:32–36; Deut. 5:12. 
71  See Gen. 1:1–27; Isa. 6:8; 22:11. 
72  See John 14:1–20; cf. Matt. 28:19; 2 Cor. 13:14. 
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that early community primarily as celebrations of the Messiah’s death (Rom. 6:1–5; 1 Cor. 5:7–

8; 11:17–34). But the obvious question arises: Why celebrate a death? The answer is because of 

his resurrection! A dead messiah is hardly the kind of messiah to be worshiped or for whom to 

live and die. On the other hand, a resurrected Messiah is something and someone to celebrate! In 

fact, these two ordinances are actually celebrations with him as well as about him, for the fact of 

his resurrection is God’s validation of his substitutionary atonement for our sins. When Yeshua 

died on the cross, he cried out, “It is finished” (literally, “paid in full once and for all”) (John 

19:30)! Yeshua’s resurrection is not only God’s validation, it is also our celebration. 

EXHIBIT 5: THE EMERGENCE OF THE CHURCH 

The final piece of circumstantial evidence for the resurrection of Jesus is the radical 

emergence of the Christian church, the true body of believers in him. How else does one explain 

the emergence of such a vast number of believers, well into the thousands, out of a sect of Jewish 

believers called the Nazarenes (Acts 24:5)? In the space of approximately twenty years, this 

early messianic movement, founded on the resurrection of its leader, moved out from the city of 

Jerusalem right into the very heart of the city of Rome, the capital of the Roman Empire (Acts 

1:8; 28:16–25; Phil. 4:22). In the words of J. P. Moreland, “Not only that, but this movement 

triumphed over a number of competing ideologies and eventually overwhelmed the entire Roman 

empire.”
73

 

The well-known historian Philip Schaff testified to the essential fact of Yeshua’s resurrection 

as the sole basis for the existence of the church: 

The Christian church rests on the resurrection of its Founder. Without this fact the church could 

never have been born, or if born, it would soon have died a natural death. The miracle of the 

resurrection and the existence of Christianity are so closely connected that they must stand or fall 

together.
74 

Likewise, H. D. A. Major, former principal of Rippon Hall, Oxford, also emphasized the 

uniqueness of Yeshua’s resurrection as the basis for the very existence of the church: 

Had the crucifixion of Jesus ended His disciples’ experience of Him, it is hard to see how the 

Christian church could have come into existence. That church was founded on faith in the 

Messiahship of Jesus. A crucified messiah is no messiah at all. He was one rejected by Judaism 

and accursed by God. It was the Resurrection of Jesus, as St. Paul declares in Romans 1:4, which 

proclaimed Him to be the Son of God with power.
75 

The challenging words of C. F. D. Moule, the former Cambridge New Testament scholar, 

seem overtly appropriate: “If the coming into existence of the Nazarenes, a phenomenon 

undeniably attested by the New Testament, rips a great hole in history, a hole the size and shape 

of Resurrection, what does the secular historian propose to stop it up with?”
76

 

Again, it is J. P. Moreland who concluded his interview with the following words concerning 

the cumulative impact of all of this circumstantial evidence: 

                                                           
73  Quoted in Strobel, Case for Christ, 254. 
74  Philip Schaff and David Schaff, History of the Christian Church, 8 vols., 5th ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1950), 172. 
75  Quoted in Wilbur M. Smith, Therefore Stand: Christian Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1945), 368. 
76  C. F. D. Moule, The Phenomenon of the New Testament (London: SCM Press, 1967), 3. 
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If someone wants to consider this circumstantial evidence and reach the verdict that Jesus did not 

rise from the dead—fair enough. But they’ve got to offer an alternative explanation that is 

plausible for all five of these facts. 
Remember, there’s no doubt these facts are true; what’s in question is how to explain them. 

And I’ve never seen a better explanation than the Resurrection.
77 

So the question remains: Does the supporting evidence cited above point to the unique space-

time resurrection of Yeshua the Messiah? Whatever our response, it cannot be denied that the 

early messianic community thought so—and many of them gave their lives rather than deny any 

part of it. The fact of his resurrection was the hope of their own resurrection. Jesus’ impact as the 

resurrected Messiah seems as certain as any fact can be. And so is his transformation of 

individual lives—and one in particular. 

JESUS’ MESSIANIC TRANSFORMATION OF LIVES 

As has been demonstrated, Yeshua impacted that first messianic community in a most unique 

way. And his impact has continued down through history to this very time and place. In fact, he 

is committed to transforming any life that is placed in his hands. My own life is a case in point. 

I was born in Los Angeles, California, on May 7, 1943, the grandson of Jewish immigrants 

from Russia and Hungary. I grew up in a typical Jewish home, believing in God and hoping for a 

happy life. My high school years were full years as I enjoyed studies, music, and athletics. When 

I graduated, I accepted a full scholarship to play football at UCLA. I moved to the campus and 

immediately joined a Jewish fraternity. Again, my college years were full as I continued to 

pursue my studies, music, and most of all, my athletic career. In the fall of 1965, the beginning 

of my last year at UCLA, my teammates elected me the offensive captain of the team. Touted to 

finish last, to the surprise of everyone, we proceeded to win our conference as well as the Rose 

Bowl championship on January 1, 1966. This was UCLA’s first Rose Bowl victory. My life was 

great! I was a hero. People loved me. My Jewish fraternity chose me as the national athlete of the 

year. And I basked in the glory of it all. 

Not too long after the Rose Bowl victory, my best friend, Kent, began to tell me that he had 

come to know Jesus Christ in a personal way. I had no idea what he was talking about. I thought 

he had always been a Christian. After all, he had been born into a Christian home, just as I had 

been born into a Jewish home. Isn’t that how a person got his particular religion? You inherited it 

from your parents. But the more we talked, the more I realized that something significant was 

happening in Kent’s life. His life was being transformed, and I could see it. 

On one occasion, Kent said to me, “Barry, I want you to know that I thank God every day for 

the Jews.” I responded, “Why in the world would you do that?” His answer utterly surprised me. 

He said, “I thank God every day for the Jews for two reasons. First, God used them to give me 

my Bible. And second, and most important, God used the Jews to bring his Messiah into the 

world, the One who died for the sins of the whole world and especially for all of my sins.” To 

this day I remember the impact of those few simple but true statements. Genuine Christians don’t 

hate the Jews after all. In fact, they truly love us and are grateful and honored that God has 

included them by faith into his forever family. 

                                                           
77  Quoted in Strobel, Case for Christ, 254. 
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Kent introduced me to a man who worked with a campus ministry involving students and 

professors at UCLA. After several weeks of pouring over the messianic prophecies in the Old 

Testament, I became convinced that Jesus must be the promised Messiah of the Jews, and 

therefore, for me as well. No one else could have possibly fulfilled all the messianic prophecies. 

Yeshua alone must be the Messiah! 

So having investigated the Old Testament messianic prophecies, I now turned my attention to 

the New Testament. What did Yeshua say about himself? What did those closest to him say 

about him? Although friends had given me a few New Testaments over the years, like most 

Jewish people, I had never read them, having been warned by my rabbis and family that it was 

the Bible of the Gentiles. To my surprise, I found it to be a very Jewish book: Jewish people, 

Jewish terrain, Jewish holidays, and most important, the Jewish Messiah! 

After several days on my pursuit of the truth, two basic claims by Yeshua laid the entire 

matter before me. First, as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, he offers 

himself as a free gift to anyone who would believe on him and receive him into his life (John 

1:10–13; Eph. 2:8–9). Salvation is a free gift of God’s grace. All of his divine gifts—forgiveness 

of sins, eternal life, personal fellowship with him and his forever family, the invasion of the 

supernatural, the Spirit’s transformationfreely given as the gifts of his loving grace. Everything I 

ever wanted out of life I had to earn myself. And yet, here was Yeshua offering himself and all 

his best gifts for time and eternity as a free gift of his love. Who wouldn’t want to embrace such 

an offer? 

The second basic claim of Yeshua that propelled me into a life of continual transformation 

was the fact that if I received him into my life as a free gift of his love and mercy, he would not 

only invade my feeble life but he would never leave nor forsake me (John 3:16–18; 5:24; Heb. 

13:5–6). When Yeshua offers us eternal life, he means forever, unending life—eternal life with 

him and his forever family. To have the Son was to have eternal life (1 John 5:9–13). I suddenly 

realized that I had nothing that withstood the test of time, let alone the test of eternity. And this 

was most graphically demonstrated to me by the Rose Bowl victory itself. Just a few mere 

months after the most significant event in my life, and perhaps in my entire life, all the glory, 

everything involved, was slowly fading away into a distant memory. 

My course of action seemed all too obvious. I had to receive Yeshua into my life as my own 

personal Messiah, Lord, and Savior. So I found a quiet place—alone with God—and prayed a 

very simple, childlike prayer: “Jesus, I believe that you are the promised Messiah for the Jewish 

people and for the whole world, and so, for me as well, and that you died for my sins and that 

you are alive from the dead forevermore. So I now receive you into my life as my own personal 

Lord and Savior. Thank you for dying in my place.” No lightning, no thunder—only his personal 

presence and peace as he promised, which has not left me to this very day (John 16:33; Phil. 

4:7). Blaise Pascal (1623–1662), the French philosopher and mathematician, was certainly right 

when he said, “Jesus Christ is a God whom we approach without pride, and before whom we 

humble ourselves without despair.”
78

 

No one has better captured the ongoing impact and transformation of this one and only 

messianic Savior than the respected historian Philip Schaff. After a lifetime of researching the 

impact of Yeshua, he penned these words: 

This Jesus of Nazareth, without money and arms, conquered more millions than Alexander, 

Caesar, Mohammed, and Napoleon; without science and learning, He shed more light on things 

                                                           
78  Blaise Pascal, Pascal’s Pensees, trans. W. F. Trotter (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1958), 143. 
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human and divine than all philosophers and scholars combined; without the eloquence of schools, 

He spoke such words of life as were never spoken before or since, and produced effects which lie 

beyond the reach of orator or poet; without writing a single line, He set more pens in motion, and 

furnished themes for more sermons, orations, discussions, learned volumes, works of art, and 

songs of praise than the whole army of great men of ancient and modern times.
79 

No, we must never throw in the towel and recant our confession that Jesus is the promised 

Messiah, no matter what it costs, for he alone fulfilled all the messianic prophecies of the 

Hebrew Scriptures. He alone, through his bodily resurrection from the grave, impacted the first 

thousands of Jewish believers. And he alone is the only One who continues to transform lives 

from the inside out, for both time and eternity. Like the apostle Paul and the thousands of other 

messianic Jews down through the centuries, “I admit that I worship the God of our fathers as a 

follower of the Way, which they call a sect. I believe everything that agrees with the Law and 

that is written in the Prophets, and I have the same hope in God as these men, that there will be a 

resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked. So I strive always to keep my conscience clear 

before God and man” (Acts 24:14–16). 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
79  Philip Schaff, The Person of Christ (American Tract Society, 1913). 
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WHY I BELIEVE JESUS IS THE SON OF GOD 

PETER KREEFT 

Why do you believe Jesus is the Son of God?” Instead of plunging directly into my answer to 

this all-important question, let me first confess something about myself. I am biased. That is not 

to say I am prejudiced. My belief that Jesus is the Son of God is based on evidence—both 

objective and subjective, both impersonal and personal, both logical and experiential. So I am 

not prejudiced. But I am biased. 

When I say I am biased, I mean that I am not only totally convinced but also personally 

committed to this belief or, to be more precise, to the object of this belief, to Jesus Christ as the 

Son of God. As Thomas Aquinas said, “The primary object of faith is not a proposition but the 

reality it designates.” 

When defending the belief that Jesus is the Son of God, I am at least as biased as a husband 

defending his wife. I am a lover defending his beloved, not a scientist defending his hypothesis. 

A foolish and fickle lover, a weak and wimpy lover, but a lover nevertheless, and therefore 

biased. If I were allowed only one sentence to answer an inquiring unbeliever’s question, “Why 

do you believe Jesus is the Son of God?” I would not try to summarize my syllogism in one 

sentence. Rather, I would offer a personal testimony. 

However, this is a book of Christian apologetics, not an autobiography. It is the faith I am 

defending, not my faith. The reasons I am about to give cannot be dismissed as “true for him but 

not true for me,” for they are objective, universally valid reasons, logical reasons, philosophical 

reasons. 

We are commanded to “be prepared to give . . . the reason for the hope that you have” (1 

Peter 3:15), and I am not at all uncomfortable with this task. I am a philosopher by vocation and 

profession, so my reasons for believing what two billion other Christians also believe are 

probably somewhat more philosophically explicit, more logically thought out than the reasons 

others would give. So please excuse me for writing like a philosophy professor at times, 

especially in the next section, where I shall undertake the tedious but necessary task of defining 

our terms. 

WHAT THE DOCTRINE MEANS 

If two people are to understand each other, it is not enough that they use the same words. The 

meanings of their words must also be the same. We must, therefore, define what we mean when 

we say Jesus is the Son of God. 

Muhammad, in the Qur’an, rejected this belief as blasphemous and ridiculous. He apparently 

thought Christians believed God had a son biologically and rightly thought that idea to be 
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blasphemous. This is a misunderstanding of what the doctrine means, of course. 

Misunderstandings must be distinguished from disagreements. Many educated Jews, Muslims, 

Unitarians, and others understand what Christians believe but do not agree that it is true. They 

think it is logically impossible that one God is three Persons or that one person, Jesus, is both 

God and man. That is a very different matter. I will deal with both matters, but I must first try to 

explain what I mean by the doctrine before I say why I believe it is true. 

What did Jesus mean when he called himself the “Son of God”? His audience was familiar 

with the term “God,” and Jesus, as a Jew, meant by “God” what the Jewish Scriptures meant by 

“God.” That was not in question. The phrase “Son of God,” however, was very much in 

question. No Jew had ever called himself or any other human being by that title. The title does 

occur in the Jewish Scriptures a few times, but it is always in the plural (“sons of God”) and 

always refers to angels. 

What did Jesus mean when he called himself the “Son of God”? The son of a man is a man. 

(Both “son” and “man,” in traditional language, mean males and females equally.) The son of an 

ape is an ape. The son of a dog is a dog. The son of a shark is a shark. And so the Son of God is 

God. “Son of God” is a divine title. 

Jesus claimed to have two natures, human and divine, for he called himself both “Son of 

Man” and “Son of God.” The “Son of Man” is a man, but the “Son of God” is not a God but 

God, for Jesus was a Jew, and therefore, a strict monotheist. The most certain truth for a Jew, and 

the most familiar prayer, was, “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD God is one” (Deut. 

6:4). 

What any father gives to his son is first of all his nature, his species, his life. The son is equal 

to the father in species, in nature. Of course the word son is a metaphor when applied to God. 

God, not having a body (John 4:24), does not literally and physically father sons. Jesus never 

defined God but called him his Father. I think most Christian theologians and philosophers 

would agree that the only time God ever told us what he is in literal, non-analogical language 

was when he spoke to Moses in the burning bush and said simply, “I AM” (Exod. 3:14). But that 

did not tell us what he is, only that he is. Or—if Aquinas’s interpretation of this infinitely 

profound revelation is right—God was telling us (among other things) that what he is (his 

essence) is not really distinct from his existence (that he is). He exists necessarily, by the 

necessity of his own nature or essence, and needs no cause. 

In any case, “Jesus is the Son of God” means that Jesus is divine. In Jesus we find one person 

with two natures (human and divine). Theologians have labeled this uniquely Christian belief the 

incarnation, which means, quite literally, that God took on human flesh. Of course, God, the 

eternal “I AM,” did not become human in nature, for God’s nature cannot change. He did, 

however, take on a second nature. So it is that Jesus, the Son of God, had a God-nature and a 

human-nature. 

My main task here is to explain why I find this believable, but we have to go into these 

difficult and abstract definitions of what “Son of God” means because it is not believable if it is 

not thinkable. It would be a meaningless and unthinkable self-contradiction to say that Jesus was 

one person and two persons, or to say that he had only one nature and also had two natures. But 

it is a mystery rather than a contradiction to say that he is one person with two natures, even if 

those two natures are opposites. 

And of course they are opposites. To be divine is to be infinite, beginningless, and endless; to 

be human is to be limited, to have a beginning (birth), and to have an ending (death). But 

opposite natures can coexist in a single person. Each one of us, in a different way, is one person 
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with two opposite natures: body and soul, visible and invisible, in space and not in space. Your 

soul has no size, shape, weight, or color. Though both your body and soul are in time, only your 

body is in space. 

We have been doing the difficult but necessary task of defining the doctrine that Jesus is the 

Son of God. But most Christians, when they say, “I believe that Jesus is the Son of God,” are not 

thinking of abstract definitions, just as we do not think “H2O” when we ask for a glass of water. 

We believe that Jesus really is the Son of God when we believe in Jesus as the Son of God and 

act on that belief by worshiping him and acknowledging him as Lord. 

The apostle Paul’s formula “Jesus is Lord” (e.g., Phil. 2:11) is probably the earliest of all 

Christian creeds. The Greek word used here, Kyrios, always meant “God.” This creed was the 

most basic and essential way to distinguish what all Christians believed from what everyone else 

believed. No Christian denies that Jesus is Lord; if he does, he is no longer a Christian. Likewise, 

no non-Christian believes that Jesus is Lord in the same sense that Paul meant; if he does, he is 

arguably a Christian. 

WHY THIS DOCTRINE IS CRUCIALLY IMPORTANT 

Why is the doctrine that Jesus is the Son of God so important? We have already come across 

one reason: It is the touchstone of Christianity; it is the belief that most essentially and clearly 

distinguishes Christians from non-Christians. 

Second, it is the reason for everything else Christians believe. If Christ is divine, his authority 

is supreme and infallible. Christianity is not a philosophy but a religion; it rests first of all not on 

human reason but on divine revelation. Christians have not reasoned their way into each of their 

beliefs, nor do they base their beliefs on their own experiences, whether mystical experiences or 

human feelings. Rather, they base them on authority—the authority of God himself, the God who 

took on human flesh in Christ and who commissioned his apostles to teach in his name and with 

his authority, to perpetuate the church Christ founded, and to write the Scriptures (the New 

Testament), and to communicate Christ to all generations. 

The third and greatest importance of this doctrine is “existential,” or personal. If Jesus is 

Lord, he is the Lord of all, and therefore, the Lord of me, of my life, and of everything in it: my 

thoughts, my choices, my morals, my body, my money, my relationships, my career, my death, 

my hope of eternity. (J. P. Moreland addresses this important principle in chapter 15, “Why I 

Have Made Jesus Christ Lord of My Life.”) 

Fourth, if Christ is both God and man, then he reveals to us, in a final and unsurpassable way, 

both who God is and who we are. God holds nothing back in Christ; the Son is equal to the 

Father in all things (Col. 1:19). If Christ is pure love, this shows that the Father is pure love. 

“Philip said to him, ‘Lord, show us the Father, and we shall be satisfied.’ Jesus said to him, 

‘Have I been with you so long, and yet you do not know me, Philip? He who has seen me has 

seen the Father’ ” (John 14:8–9 RSV). Christ also shows us the true nature of humankind—our 

true identity. Here is what we were made for; here is “success”; here is a complete human being 

and a perfect human life; here is the ultimate standard for everything human. Christ shows true 

God to man and shows true man to man. 
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WHY THIS DOCTRINE IS DIFFICULT TO BELIEVE 

Christians tend to forget how difficult it is to believe the doctrine that Christ is divine. It is, 

quite literally, the most astonishing idea that any mind has ever conceived of in all of history. 

This man, this carpenter’s son who was born from a woman like any other man, who had to learn 

to speak and walk, who got tired and hungry, who suffered pain and weakness and death as a 

crucified criminal, is God, the infinitely perfect, eternal, transcendent Spirit who created the 

universe! 

I will not try to prove the doctrine obvious, easy, or probable. It is anything but. I have great 

sympathy for the non-Christian who understands what the doctrine means and shakes his head in 

amazement, wondering how two billion otherwise sane and rational people, many of them 

among the most intelligent people in the world, can believe such a thing. 

That very puzzle should make it impossible for any honest truth seeker to do what most non-

Christians do: dismiss the idea as either myth or exaggeration, something not to be taken 

seriously. Whatever else it is, the doctrine is serious. If it is not ultimate truth, it is ultimate 

lunacy. The non-Christian who thinks Christians are insane is far closer to Christian faith than 

the non-Christian who thinks Christians are just nice people who happen to believe some 

unimportant, meaningless piece of ancient theological nonsense. Those who crucified Christ for 

blasphemy were closer to faith than modern humanists who praise what he said about others, 

about how they should live, but ignore what he said about himself. 

WHY IT IS NOT IMPOSSIBLE TO BELIEVE THIS DOCTRINE 

Though difficult, it is not impossible to believe that Jesus is the Son of God. What makes it 

possible, however improbable it may be? 

We have already seen that it is not a self-contradiction. The Trinity does not mean that there 

is one God and three Gods, or that God is one person and three persons, or that God has one 

nature and three natures. Rather, there is one God, one divine nature, and three divine Persons. 

The incarnation does not mean that Christ is one person and two persons, or has one nature and 

two natures. He is one person (the Second Person of the Trinity) with two natures (divine and 

human). 

As R. Douglas Geivett explained in chapter 6, it is reasonable to believe that if there is a God 

who created the universe, this God is powerful enough to perform miracles in it if he wishes. If 

God is omnipotent, if God can do anything, how can we limit what he can do and declare that he 

could not do this deed Christians call the incarnation? If he is free, how can we know he would 

not choose to do it? 

Non-Christians often call Christians arrogant and closed-minded for believing their dogmas, 

especially this one, but Christians are in reality humble and open-minded enough to receive the 

surprise. It is, in fact, the non-Christian who is closed-minded and arrogant if he assumes that 

there is no God or that God would never or could never do such a thing. 
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STANDARDS FOR JUDGING WHETHER 

THE DOCTRINE IS TRUE 

Granted that the doctrine, though difficult, is possible, how shall we judge whether it is true? 

What standards shall we use? 

We all naturally know and use at least two standards for judging ideas, especially religious 

ideas: truth and goodness. Most of us innately know the basic standards for judging whether an 

idea is true or false, and these include the laws of logic and commonsense scientific rules for 

evidence. We also innately know standards for judging goodness. We are not infallible, but we 

all have truth detectors and goodness detectors. 

Our Western culture has emphasized and perfected the first of these standards, the 

intellectual, logical, and scientific standard. I will, therefore, spend the majority of the rest of this 

chapter applying this first standard and explaining the fundamental intellectual argument for 

believing Christ’s claim to divinity. Then I will touch briefly on the moral argument. 

THE LOGICAL ARGUMENT 

Arguments need data. The information we have about Jesus comes mainly from the New 

Testament and the historical existence of the church, the community of believers who have 

passed on Jesus’ story. 

The information shows us a person who made more of an impact on others, on history, than 

any other man who ever lived. Yet he never entered politics, never fought a battle, and never 

wrote a book. He lived in a backwater nation, never went more than one hundred miles from his 

home, and was executed by crucifixion as a dangerous criminal. His moral teachings were not 

completely new. Nearly every piece of advice he gave us about how to live can be found in his 

own Jewish tradition, as well as in the philosophies of Socrates, Buddha, Lao Tzu, and 

Confucius. 

What caused his unparalleled impact? Was it his personality? That was not unparalleled: 

There have been other wise, good, and creative human teachers. Was it his claim to divinity? 

That was not totally unique: There are hundreds of people who claim to be God, and most of 

them can be found in insane asylums. What was unique was the combination of these two things: 

No other sage ever claimed to be God, and no other person who ever claimed to be God was a 

sage. What was unique was the combination of his attractive personality and his unattractive 

teachings: Never has such an attractive and believable person given us teachings that are so 

apparently unattractive and unbelievable. In short, the seemingly incongruous combination of his 

person and teachings truly makes Jesus one of a kind in human history, and history’s primary 

puzzle. We can solve the puzzle only by accepting his teachings because we accept his person, 

his personal trustability and authority, or by rejecting his person because we reject his teachings. 

But what kind of person was he? According to all the data we have, he was a sage, a wise 

man, a trustable teacher. That is, he was neither deceiver nor deceived; neither an immoral, 

selfish, lying conniver nor a sincere but naive, out-of-touch, insane idiot. He made an almost 

unbelievable claim: He was God. But he was a believable person. To those who met him, this 

was the fundamental challenge: They had either to believe his almost unbelievable claim or 

disbelieve his very believable person. 

The data also shows us a man who claimed to be God—in many ways and in all four 

Gospels: 
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He called himself the “Son of God” (many times, in all four Gospels). 

He changed people’s names (“Simon” to “Peter” in John 1:42)—something Jews believed 

only God could do. (God designed us and our destiny and knows our true identity; the 

Jews, like most ancient peoples, believed that a name was bound up with one’s destiny 

and true identity.) 

He claimed to be sinless (John 8:46). 

He forgave all sins (Mark 2:5–12; Luke 24:45–47). No one can do this but God. I have a 

right to forgive you for your sins against me but not for your sins against others. 

He performed many miracles. He raised the dead (John 11) and even rose from the dead 

himself. 

He accepted the title “my Lord and my God” and accepted worship (John 20:28). 

He uttered the divine name “I AM” in his own name (John 8:58). 

He promised to send the Holy Spirit (John 14:25–26; 16:7–15). 

He claimed to give eternal life (John 3:16; 5:39–40). 

He claimed the authority to change the Mosaic law (Matt. 5:21–48; 19:3–9; Mark 10:2–12). 

He foretold the future (Matthew 24; Luke 24:1–7; John 6:64). 

He called himself “your Lord and Teacher” (John 13:14). 

He said he will come at the end of time to judge the world (Matt. 25:31–33). 

He said we will be judged by how we have treated him (Matt. 25:31–46). 

This is the data. How shall we interpret it? There are only two possible interpretations: Jesus 

is God, or Jesus is not God. 

The argument in its simplest form looks like this: Jesus was either (1) God, if his claim about 

himself was true, or (2) a bad man, if what he said was not true, for good men do not claim to be 

God. But he was not a bad man. (If anyone in history was not a bad man, Jesus was not a bad 

man.) Therefore, he was (and is) God. 

This is the essential Christian argument. Why do people not accept it? Obviously, because 

Jesus’ teaching is as difficult to accept as his personality is difficult to deny. On the one hand, 

what trustable people teach is trustable teaching, and Jesus was a trustable person if anyone ever 

was. Therefore, what he taught is trustable teaching. On the other hand, if someone teaches 

unbelievable things, especially about himself, he is an unbelievable person. And Jesus taught 

unbelievable things about himself. (What is more unbelievable than that a man is God?) 

Therefore, he is an unbelievable person. But one of these two conclusions must be false. Either 

his teaching is trustable, because he is, or he is not trustable, because his teaching is not. His 

teachings about himself and his person as a trustable authority go together as a package deal. 

The earliest Christian apologists clearly saw that this was the heart of the issue and came up 

with an argument—one of the earliest arguments in Christian apologetics—that has been called 

the aut deus aut homo malus argument: Christ was either God or a bad man. Nearly every non-

Christian who ever lived has believed that Jesus was neither God nor a bad man but just a good 

man. But just a good man is the one thing he could not possibly have been. If he was the God he 

claimed to be, then he was not just a good man but more than a man. And if he was not the God 

he claimed to be, then he was not a good man at all but a bad man. A man who claims to be God 
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and is not cannot be called “a good man.” He is either insane (if he believes that he is God) or a 

blasphemous liar (if he does not believe he is God but claims that he is). 

Let’s look at the logic again. Jesus was either God or not. If he was not, he either knew or did 

not know that he was not. Therefore, there are logically only three possibilities. (1) The first 

possibility is that Jesus was (and is) the Lord; he really did have the divine nature and authority 

he claimed for himself. (2) The second possibility is that Jesus was a liar; what he said (that he 

was God) was not true, and he knew it was not true. (3) The third possibility is that Jesus was a 

lunatic; he sincerely believed he was God but was really only a man. Lord, liar, or lunatic—those 

are the only possible options. 

Neither “Jesus the lunatic” nor “Jesus the liar” are popular alternatives today to “Jesus the 

Lord.” How then do thoughtful non-Christians escape the choice of “Lord, liar, or lunatic”? By 

two new options, two new views of who Jesus was. 

According to one view, Jesus was a guru, a mystic, a kind of misplaced Hindu pantheist. 

Therefore, Jesus is God, just as he said he is (so he is neither a liar nor a lunatic), but by “God” 

he did not mean the God of the Jews, the unique, transcendent Person who created the universe. 

Rather, he meant that we are all God, or parts of God, or manifestations of God. There is only 

one being—God—and this God never created anything distinct from himself. So everyone and 

everything, from Jesus to Judas, from angels to atoms, is God. This view sees Jesus as a 

pantheist (pantheism is the belief [“ism”] that everything [“pan”] is God [“theos”]). 

This view seems plausible at first because throughout the history of human thought there 

have been many pantheists, mainly in Hinduism but also elsewhere. Buddhism could be 

described as pantheism without a God. The New Age movement today is basically Hinduism 

dumbed down by pop psychology. Many Western philosophers, such as Benedict de Spinoza and 

Georg Hegel, were pantheists. Pantheism originated in the ancient Orient, but it is becoming 

much more popular in the modern West, where pantheists often emerge as rebels against the 

Western tradition, the view we could call theism, or creationism, or supernaturalism. The three 

great strands of supernaturalism in Western thought are Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. All 

three traditions have spawned pantheist “heretics”: Spinoza came out of Judaism, the Sufis out of 

Islam, and Hegel out of Christianity. 

It is not impossible, therefore, that Jesus was a pantheist, whether he arrived at this 

conclusion by reason (like Spinoza and Hegel) or by mystical experience (like the Sufis). If he 

was a pantheist, then his claim to be God would not be a unique claim at all. We know that no 

other sane and truthful human being ever claimed he was the God of the Jews, the God who 

created the universe, and no other person who ever claimed he was this God was sane and 

truthful. So perhaps Jesus did not mean that he was the God of the Jews at all. Perhaps Jesus was 

an early New Age thinker. 

There are two problems with this view. First, it is utterly unhistorical: Jesus was a Jew, not a 

Hindu. He never left Israel, and there were no Hindus in Israel. There were many sects in the 

Judaism of Jesus’ day, but none of them taught pantheism. 

Another problem is that if Jesus were a guru, then he was the worst teacher in the history of 

the world, for no one, not his friends nor his enemies, ever understood what he taught—until a 

few clever persons finally figured it out in the twentieth century. These clever persons did not 

live in Jesus’ time or place or culture, they never met him, they were not intimately familiar with 

his Jewish tradition and language, and they did not adhere to either Judaism or Christianity. But 

(if this view is true) they alone understand Jesus, and all others who ever met him, from those 

who crucified him to those who worshiped him, simply misunderstood him. Jesus tried to teach 
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the Jews Hinduism but failed so badly that he did not leave a single disciple who grasped a single 

pantheistic point of his teaching. 

On every single issue on which Judaism and Hinduism conflict, Jesus’ teachings, from start 

to finish, both explicitly and implicitly, were 100 percent Jewish and 0 percent Hindu: God’s 

personality, God’s will, God’s creation, the goodness of matter, the reality of the material world, 

the reality of the individual human soul, the importance of the body, human free will, human sin, 

the need for repentance, the reality of final judgment, the possibility of an eternal hell, individual 

immortality, resurrection rather than reincarnation, worship rather than mystical experience, 

prayer rather than meditation, even the name of God. He reinforced every one of these Jewish 

ideas, whereas pantheists disbelieve all of them. 

There is one last possible escape from the dilemma, and it is so popular today among 

“educated” people that it is routinely assumed by the secular media to be true and is taught in 

many theology departments in so-called Christian colleges and universities. This is the view that 

the New Testament texts are not historically true. The Jesus of the Gospels, the Jesus who 

claimed to be God and to save us from sin, the Jesus who performed miracles and rose from the 

dead is a myth very different from “the historical Jesus.” According to this position, the New 

Testament texts tell the truth about Jesus’ remarkable human personality but not about his divine 

claims or his miracles. Those who hold this position take out of the Gospels what they dislike 

and declare that only what remains is the historical Jesus. Thus, Jesus was neither God nor a bad 

man because he never claimed to be God, as the New Testament says he did. His claim is neither 

true nor false; it simply does not exist. 

That is the only way out of the dilemma: to deny the data. Once you admit the data, you have 

to deal with Jesus’ claim to be God, for that is the very essence of the New Testament. And then 

you have only two options: If his claim is true, you had better become a Christian and worship 

him; if his claim is false, you had better crucify him as a blasphemer or lock him up as a 

madman. 

Thus, we now have a massive effort to discredit the historical accuracy of the New 

Testament—an effort that has, ironically and tragically, come almost entirely from Christian 

theologians. These “modernist” theologians have spilled much ink in their attempts to justify 

their approach to the Bible. Instead of responding to these attempts in detail (an arduous task 

that, thankfully, has been well addressed by Gary Habermas in chapter 9), let’s look at the 

conclusion of the enterprise and see how reasonable it is. 

The conclusion of modernist historical textual criticism is that the New Testament is not 

historically accurate, that the historical Jesus is radically different from the Jesus of faith (i.e., the 

Jesus concocted by early Christians and the New Testament writers), that Christianity—the 

teaching of the New Testament—is a myth. In other words, rather than one liar or lunatic (Jesus), 

there are thousands: Jesus’ friends, his enemies, the fabricators of the Jesus myth, whoever they 

were. 

Let’s look first at Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and Paul. Matthew and John claim to be 

eyewitnesses. Luke and Paul claim to have interviewed eyewitnesses to the historical Jesus. The 

early church fathers tell us that Mark was a disciple of Peter and that his Gospel recounts Peter’s 

firsthand observations. All the historical data we have confirm, rather than deny, refute, or 

disconfirm, these claims. All documents by or about Christians, from the beginning, both 

Christian and anti-Christian, assume that all Christians have always literally believed what we 

today define as Christianity, in other words, what the New Testament teaches. 
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Thus, the dating of the New Testament is crucial. If the Gospels were written during the 

lifetime of those who knew Jesus, it is impossible that such a “myth”—the divine Jesus—could 

have arisen and been believed. There would have been too many people alive to refute it. 

Imagine millions of Americans today believing that George Washington claimed to be God, 

forgave all sins, performed miracles, and rose from the dead, and then putting that claim in a 

book. No one would believe it. There is too much evidence to the contrary. But although there is 

a great deal of written evidence about Washington, no one is alive today who actually knew him. 

Some enterprisingly clever scholar could conceivably invent a new myth about Washington that 

contradicts the Washington of history, and many people could conceivably believe it today, over 

two centuries later. 

But there is not one shred of evidence that the New Testament was written after Jesus’ 

apostles died. There is speculation, and theory, and abstract hypothesis, but all the positive 

evidence, all the hard data both inside and outside the texts, points to the fact that the Gospels 

were written well within the lifetime of Jesus’ contemporaries. Further, not one respectable 

scholar denies that the letters of Paul were written before A.D. 60. Yet these early letters already 

reveal a Christianity, shared by Paul and all the other apostles, that centers on Christ’s divinity, 

atonement, and literal resurrection. If his divinity is a myth, if the story in the Gospels is a myth, 

if the historical Jesus never claimed divinity, forgave sins, performed miracles, or rose from the 

dead, then this myth was invented by Jesus’ apostles themselves, not by later generations or the 

early Christian community. 

But why would the apostles lie? What would motivate such a massive conspiracy of deceit? 

Liars always lie for selfish reasons. If they lied, what was their motive, what did they get out of 

it? What they got out of it was misunderstanding, rejection, persecution, torture, and martyrdom. 

Hardly a list of perks! And if they lied, why did not one of the liars ever confess this, even under 

torture? Martyrdom does not prove truth, but it certainly proves sincerity. 

Perhaps it was not a lie but a sincere illusion, a hallucination, a collective insanity. 

Hallucinations happen, of course, but usually to only one person at a time, and even mass 

hallucinations never last long. Further, hallucinations never produce powerful moral progress, 

joy, hope, love, and saintly behavior. If the gospel is a lunacy, it is the only beautiful one in 

history. 

Most modernists, however, do not say that the New Testament writers, whoever they were, 

were liars or lunatics but mythmakers. They claim that the miraculous, supernatural elements in 

New Testament Christianity are not supposed to be taken literally but rather symbolically, like 

Aesop’s fables. As Aesop’s talking ant and grasshopper are symbols of thrift and recklessness, so 

Jesus is a symbol for goodness, or the resurrection is a symbol for the triumph of life over death. 

The gospel story is a myth. It isn’t true, but it’s good. If people believe the story, they will live 

better lives and be better people. 

This view, however, presents several problems. First, the texts themselves do not have the 

literary quality of myth; they are eyewitness descriptions. 

Second, the texts themselves explicitly claim to be literal eyewitness descriptions (e.g., John 

19:35) and deliberately insist, in so many words, that the Gospel events are not myths but literal, 

eyewitness accounts (2 Peter 1:16; 1 John 1:1). If they are myths, as they claim not to be, they 

are deliberate lies, fabrications, and deceptions rather than moral myths. 

Third, reducing the Gospels to myths means reducing Christianity to another form of 

paganism, Christ to another god like Zeus. But all Christ’s disciples were Jews, not pagans. They 
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were the least likely people in the history of the world to use pagan myths, or to believe them, 

especially the pagan notion of many gods. 

Fourth, no mythic symbol has ever so revolutionized the world and millions of lives. What 

softened hard Roman hearts and hardened cowards into heroes? What put hymns on the lips of 

martyrs? What made saints out of sinners? How can so many amazing life transformations be 

explained by a myth? 

Fifth, what mythic symbol is Jesus supposed to be? Goodness, love, and compassion is the 

usual answer. But that is not “the good news” because it is not news at all. These characteristics 

are not new, not revolutionary. They are just moral common sense. The idea that it’s good to be 

good is certainly not what made saints out of sinners. If the Christ of the Gospels is mere myth 

and not the Christ of history, then the (mythical) cause is far too weak to produce the (historical) 

effect. 

Sixth, it is incredibly arrogant to claim that Christians and non-Christians, Jews and Gentiles 

alike fundamentally misunderstood the claim of the most read and studied book in the history of 

the world, mistaking myth for history, until a few clever scholars centuries later finally 

understood it for the first time. 

Seventh, how can a lie be the basis for a good life? How can a misunderstanding of what is 

true be the greatest producer of what is good? 

THE MORAL ARGUMENT 

This brings us to the moral argument. I think this is the most effective argument of all for the 

claims of Christ. More people have been converted to Christ by saints than by theologians, by the 

argument from moral fruits than by the argument from logical possibilities. 

The moral argument for Christianity can be stated as follows: How could Christ be good 

without being true? How could Christianity be so morally right if it is intellectually wrong? How 

could the best man who ever lived also be the most insane? How could the religion of love, the 

religion of the saints, be based on a lie? If Christ is not God, why has this lie made people better 

people than any truth has ever made them? How could it be that two things we need and want the 

most—goodness and truth—so contradict each other? 

Those two ideals, truth and goodness, are the two things God himself is, two things that are 

in themselves infinite and eternal (since they are divine attributes), and therefore, two things that 

we can and should pursue without limit. Anything else we pursue without limit stunts us, 

narrows us, and makes us fanatics. But truth and goodness make us mature, broaden us, and 

make us more beautiful the more we pursue them. If they are divine attributes, they cannot 

contradict each other unless God contradicts himself—unless the very nature of God contradicts 

itself. 

Here is another kind of moral argument for Christ’s divinity. To some it will seem weak, but 

to others it will seem striking. 

1. If there is a God, he is infinitely perfect. That is what “God” means. 

2. The most important perfection is moral perfection: goodness, love, unselfishness. 

3. God showed his goodness by creating a universe—beautiful, complex, brilliant—and 

giving it to us. It will die, but we will not. When every star and galaxy blinks out, every 

one of us will still be alive. 



Page 197 of 274 
 

4. Your response to this must be total gratitude. Gratitude is the attitude that matches reality. 

To be grateful is to be realistic, to be sane. Gratitude is true, for truth is the 

correspondence with reality, and gratitude is truth in the emotions. 

5. Love is the other true response to reality, for ultimate reality is God, and God is love. 

God showed that he is love by giving us existence, life, and the universe. To love is 

therefore to be sane, to be in accord with ultimate reality, to be like God. 

6. The central claim of Christianity, the Christian gospel, is that “God so loved the world, 

that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, 

but have everlasting life” (John 3:16 KJV). The claim perfectly fits and fulfills the picture 

above: that God is amazing love, unpredictable love. The incarnation is the capstone to 

the self-revelation of the God who had already revealed himself as goodness, love, and 

self-giving. The incarnation and the atonement are exactly the kind of thing, the too-

good-to-be-true thing, that this God would do. 

The moral argument is an argument based on “fittingness.” To explain such an argument, 

imagine we had the first eight of Beethoven’s symphonies but not the Ninth. Then someone 

discovered the missing manuscript of the Ninth Symphony and claimed it was Beethoven’s. If 

you knew the music of Beethoven, when you heard the missing symphony performed, you would 

know it was authentic, for you would recognize the master’s touch, and you would recognize it 

as the capstone of Beethoven’s career. In a similar way, Christ “fits” everything else we know of 

God. He is the culmination of God’s revelation. 

For some people, the moral argument based on “fittingness” can be as striking as juxtaposing 

two pictures and suddenly seeing an identity: “Why, that’s him!” I find as I grow older and 

(hopefully) become a little more familiar with God that this is the argument that convinces me 

the most: “Why, that’s him!” It’s what Jesus himself predicted in his parable of the Good 

Shepherd: “The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. . . . 

The sheep follow him, for they know his voice. A stranger they will not follow, . . . for they do 

not know the voice of strangers” (John 10:3–5 KJV).
10

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 Norman L. Geisler and Paul K. Hoffman, Why I Am a Christian: Leading Thinkers Explain Why They Believe (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Books, 2001), 205-34. 
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ESCHATOLOGY IN THE JOHANNINE 

WRITINGS 

ESCHATOLOGY IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

At the outset of a discussion of Johannine eschatology it is helpful to make some general 

observations. Many New Testament scholars have argued that the fourth gospel, in particular, 

has a completely different approach to the last things than that found in the Synoptic Gospels.
54

 

While the Synoptics are structured around a horizontal dimension between present and future, 

Johannine narrative centers around a vertical dimension between heaven and earth (or above and 

below; cf. John 3:12–13, 31; 8:34).
55

 It is true that for John the vertical dimension occupied 

much of his attention. Jesus stated that He came from above (3:13; 6:62; 8:34), often spoke of 

being sent by the Father (3:17, 34; 5:36–38; 6:29, 57; 7:29; 8:42; 10:36; 11:42; 17:3, 8, 18, 21, 

23, 25; 20:21), and talked of returning to the Father (13:1; 14:12, 28; 16:10, 28; 20:17). 

However, it would be a misrepresentation of John’s eschatology to overlook the horizontal 

dimension as well, or to assume that the vertical dimension is present in the gospel of John to the 

exclusion of the horizontal one. There are clearly horizontal elements in the fourth gospel, as 

seen in the following examples.
56

 

 

A continuing mission for the disciples. First, although John neither presented teaching about 

the church as explicitly as Matthew (e.g., Matt. 16:18–19) nor mentioned the so-called “Great 

Commission” (Matt. 28:19–20), he did speak of a mission for the disciples after Jesus’ departure. 

Jesus told them, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John 20:21). In 20:23 Jesus 

spoke of the disciples after His departure as forgiving or not forgiving the sins of others, an 

authority reminiscent of the “keys of the kingdom of heaven” given to the disciples in Matthew 

16:19. 

 

Eternal life as a future possession. Second, while eternal life in the gospel of John is 

normally presented as a present reality available to the believer (cf. 5:24), on one occasion it 

seems to refer primarily to the age to come as a contrast to the present age. Jesus said, “The man 

who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for 

eternal life” (12:25). This saying is found in a similar form in the Synoptic Gospels (Matt. 10:39; 

Mark 8:35; Luke 9:24) where it refers in each case to life in the world to come. 

 

                                                           
54 Perhaps the most widely known approach to eschatology in the gospel of John is that of C. H. Dodd in The Interpretation of the Fourth 
Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1953), usually referred to as “realized eschatology.” This theory holds that the kingdom of God is 
to be seen as completely “realized” in the present age in the ministry of Jesus and has nothing to do with future apocalyptic fulfillment. Such a 
position is refuted in the following discussion. 
55 See Donald Guthrie, New Testament Theology (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1981), 798–801. Also see George E. Ladd, A Theology of 
the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 302–3, and George R. Beasley-Murray, John, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, Tex.: 
Word, 1987), lxxxv–lxxxvii. 
56 Rudolf Bultmann claimed that many of the elements in the gospel of John that reflected a future eschatological fulfillment (e.g., 5:28–29; 
6:39–40, 44, 54) were the addition of a later redactor (editor) of the gospel who wished to make it conform to Synoptic apocalyptic (Theology of 
the New Testament, trans. K. Grobel [New York: Scribner, 1955], 39). Bultmann’s approach to the eschatology of the fourth gospel has been 
strongly criticized by D. Moody Smith, Jr. (The Composition and Order of the Fourth Gospel: Bultmann’s Literary Theory, Yale Publications in 
Religion 10, ed. D. Herne [New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univ. Press, 1965]), among others. 
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The future return of Christ. Third, the gospel of John speaks of the future return of Christ. 

Some of the statements in John are somewhat ambiguous and may refer to the coming of the 

Paraclete rather than the return of Jesus (e.g., 14:18). Other statements may refer to Jesus’ 

appearances to the disciples after His resurrection rather than to a future return (e.g., 16:16). A 

clear reference to Jesus’ future return is found in 21:22, however, where Jesus said to Peter 

regarding the fate of the beloved disciple, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is 

that to you?” A future parousia is clearly indicated here because a rumor spread among the 

disciples that the beloved disciple of whom Jesus spoke would not die (21:23). 

 

The future resurrection of believers. Fourth, the gospel of John teaches a future bodily 

resurrection of believers in addition to a spiritual regeneration in the present age. Jesus said, 

“And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but 

raise them up at the last day” (6:39). Similar statements are made in 6:44 and 54. In another 

passage where Jesus spoke of resurrection as a present spiritual reality (5:25), He then referred to 

the future bodily resurrection of “all who are in their graves” (5:28–29). Although some would 

attribute the juxtaposition of Jesus’ teaching about a present spiritual regeneration and a future 

bodily resurrection to the work of a (somewhat inept) editor, there is a much simpler explanation. 

John was completely consistent here with the Synoptic Gospels and the rest of the New 

Testament, which speaks of the new life Jesus offers to believers as being experienced in two 

consecutive stages. The first is spiritual regeneration in the present age; the second is bodily 

resurrection to life in the age to come. Some of the benefits and blessings of the life of the age to 

come are available now to the believer in Christ. This creates a certain tension between the 

“now” (the believer’s present experience) and the “not yet” (the promise of future participation 

in the eschatological realization of the kingdom of God) which is common to the New 

Testament. In John’s gospel there is emphasis on the present experience of eternal life, but this 

does not exclude or nullify the future fulfillment. 

 

The future judgment. Fifth, the fourth gospel also speaks of a future (eschatological) 

judgment. This is affirmed by Jesus in John 12:48: “There is a judge for the one who rejects me 

and does not accept my words; that very word which I spoke will condemn him at the last day.” 

A similar concept is found at the conclusion of the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 7:22 where 

Jesus stated that people will be turned away on the day of judgment because they have not put 

His words into practice. In John 5:28–29 Jesus declared that the righteous will be resurrected to 

eternal life, but the wicked will be resurrected to face condemnation. Again this looks at the 

future fulfillment of a process of judgment that, according to John 3:18–19, has already begun in 

the present age. “Whoever believes in him [Jesus] is not condemned, but whoever does not 

believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and 

only Son. This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of 

light because their deeds were evil.” The future condemnation is determined already, based on 

the response of an individual to the person of Jesus. This is again similar to Jesus’ statement in 

Matthew 10:32–33, “Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will also acknowledge him before 

my Father in heaven. But whoever disowns me before men, I will disown him before my Father 

in heaven.” In the person of Jesus people are confronted with a choice that determines their 

eternal destiny. This is true to such an extent that Jesus could say that the person who responds to 

Him possesses eternal life already in the present, having crossed over from death to life (John 

5:24). 
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Realized eschatology in the gospel of John. The problem of so-called “realized” eschatology 

in the gospel of John can be seen in microcosm in John 5:20b–30.
57

 On the one hand, there are 

statements that speak of the parousia (Christ’s second advent) as a future event in the traditional 

sense. “For an hour is coming, in which all who are in the tombs shall hear His voice, and shall 

come forth; those who did the good deeds, to a resurrection of life, those who committed the evil 

deeds to a resurrection of judgment” (5:28–29 NASB).
58

 Alongside these on the other hand are 

statements that seem to speak of the full realization for believers of salvation in the present. For 

example, “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who hears my word and believes him who sent me, has 

eternal life, and does not come into judgment, but has passed out of death to life” (5:24 NASB). 

There is an obvious tension between these statements that must be reconciled; judgment cannot 

be both present and future at the same time. 

On closer examination, however, the apparent tension between present and future in these 

verses is not so great as it may seem. The resurrection mentioned in John 5:28–29 is not a 

general resurrection followed by judgment with some participants rewarded and others punished. 

Instead, it is a differentiated resurrection, with some resurrected to life and others resurrected to 

receive judgment. The judgment leading to these respective destinies has already taken place: it 

has occurred in the present life as the individual has responded to Jesus Christ. For John, one’s 

future destiny is determined by trusting or rejecting Jesus. This is clearly indicated in John 3:18–

19. “He who believes in Him is not judged; he who does not believe has been judged already, 

because he has not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God. And this is the 

judgment, that the light is come into the world, and men loved the darkness rather than the light; 

for their deeds were evil” (NASB). To reject Jesus Christ and the free gift of eternal life that He 

offers is to place oneself under judgment, a judgment that will be worked out at the last day. 

Conversely, to place one’s faith in Jesus is to escape future judgment and receive instead eternal 

life. But the response of faith not only guarantees eternal life in the future, for eternal life is a 

present reality which the believer can begin to experience from the moment of belief. These two 

perspectives, eternal life as a present reality and as a future inheritance, are both illustrated in 

Revelation 21:6–8. There the exalted Christ stated, “To him who is thirsty I will give to drink 

without cost from the spring of the water of life” (v. 6). This alludes back to the statements Jesus 

made in the gospel of John which offered eternal life as a present experience (John 4:10, 13–14; 

7:37–39). The exalted Christ then spoke of the future experience of eternal life as an inheritance 

for believers (Rev. 21:7) in connection with the future judgment of unbelievers (v. 8). 

This is consistent with John 5:29, which makes the resurrection to life depend not on faith 

but on doing good. The phrase “those who have done good” in 5:29 appears nowhere else in the 

gospel of John. In 3:20–21 doing evil is contrasted not with doing good, as in 5:29, but with 

practicing the truth (“whoever lives by the truth” NIV) and coming to the light. To practice the 
                                                           
57 The most important scholarly work on this topic is G. Stählin, “Zum Problem der johanneischen Eschatologie,” Zeitschrift für die 
neutestamentlichen Wissenschaft 33 (1934): 225–59. Later discussions have not gone much beyond it. 
NASB New American Standard Bible, © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, and 1977 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by 
permission. 
58 The NASB is used for this and several following citations (as indicated) because its wording at this point follows the original Greek more 
closely. 
NASB New American Standard Bible, © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, and 1977 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by 
permission. 
NASB New American Standard Bible, © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, and 1977 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by 
permission. 
NIV Holy Bible: New International Version®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan 
Publishing House. All rights reserved. 
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truth, according to John 6:29, means simply to believe in Jesus. Thus “those who have done 

good” (5:29) are the ones who have believed in Jesus, exempting themselves from future 

judgment and receiving eternal life in the present. 

John 5:28, however, precludes a totally “present” eschatology which would disallow a future 

bodily resurrection, a view that apparently was in circulation at the time 1 Corinthians was 

written (1 Cor. 4:8; 15:12–19). This misunderstanding is also reflected in the assertion quoted 

and refuted in 2 Timothy 2:18 that the resurrection had already taken place. 

Thus John’s gospel preserves the tension between present and future found in the rest of the 

New Testament. Although there are differences of emphasis between John and the Synoptic 

Gospels, the eschatological perspective found in the fourth gospel is complementary to that of 

the Synoptics, not contradictory. The gospel of John does speak of a future return of Christ, a 

future bodily resurrection, and a future judgment, as do the Synoptics. Jesus’ earthly ministry is 

presented as having both present and future implications for humanity.
59

 

ESCHATOLOGY IN THE JOHANNINE EPISTLES 

The Johannine epistles include references to a future parousia of Christ. John warned his 

readers to “continue in him [Jesus], so that when he appears we may be confident and 

unashamed before him at his coming” (1 John 2:28). Jesus’ return was not explained; it was 

assumed. It was taken as common knowledge among the readers. The reference to shame (“and 

not shrink away from Him in shame at His coming” NASB) implies a negative judgment 

resulting in Christ’s rejection of the individual involved. Again this is future. John was not 

suggesting that a believer in Christ could ultimately be rejected by Him at the final judgment. 

The author was addressing his readers as faithful Christians who had held to the apostolic 

teaching in the face of heretical opponents who had taught otherwise. These opponents had failed 

to “remain” because they did not really belong to Christ in the first place (“their going showed 

that none of them belonged to us,” 2:19). John was reminding his readers that (just as in his 

gospel) one’s response to Jesus in the present determines one’s future destiny. To accept the false 

teaching of the opponents would be to reject Jesus and incur condemnation at the future 

judgment, for it would show that the person had never really belonged to Christ at all. To remain 

faithful to the apostolic teaching about the person of Jesus, on the other hand, would assure 

confidence before Christ in the day of judgment. 

Another reference to the return of Christ is in 1 John 3:2. “But we know that when he 

appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.” As in other New Testament 

passages, the return of Jesus Christ in the future is presented as a motive for moral purity in the 

present (cf. v. 3). First John 3:2 is a clear statement of the expectation of Christ’s future return; in 

no way can it be understood as referring to a “spiritual” return of Christ in the present age, for 

believers are not yet “like” Him. 

                                                           
59 C. F. D. Moule has argued that the tension between present and future in John’s eschatology may be explained as a shift in emphasis 
between sayings directed at individuals and sayings directed at the church collectively (“A Neglected Factor in the Interpretation of Johannine 
Eschatology,” in Studies in John Presented to Prof. J. N. Sevenster on the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday, Supplements to Novum 
Testamentum 24 [Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1970], 155–60). The gospel of John does exhibit a strong emphasis on an individual’s relationship with 
Jesus Christ. 
NASB New American Standard Bible, © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, and 1977 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by 
permission. 
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ESCHATOLOGY IN REVELATION 

In its emphasis on eschatology, the book of Revelation differs from the other Johannine 

writings of the New Testament. While the gospel of John emphasizes eternal life as a present 

experience of the believer and 1 John mentions the second coming of Christ a few times, 

eschatology is the central theme of the last book of the Bible. To a certain extent it is helpful to 

see the eschatological emphases in the gospel of John and Revelation as complementary. The 

gospel of John emphasizes the reaction of individuals to the person of Jesus in the present and 

how that affects their future destiny, while the book of Revelation portrays the future 

consummation of all things, telling “the rest of the story.” The perspective in Revelation is 

futuristic, focusing on the events that will surround the second advent of Christ and the 

establishing of His earthly kingdom. Nevertheless, some material is directed to the specific first-

century situation of the seven churches in Asia Minor, which are addressed in Revelation 2–3. 

As the last book of the Bible, it is appropriate that Revelation should present the final 

fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy regarding the establishment of God’s kingdom on earth. 

Much attention is focused on the Great Tribulation just before the Second Advent. Revelation 

also specifies the length of the millennial kingdom as 1,000 years (20:1–6) and distinguishes it 

from the eternal state which follows (21:1–22:5). 

 

The eschatological judgments of Revelation. Central to the theology of Revelation are the 

series of seal, trumpet, and bowl judgments (chaps. 6–16). John’s apocalyptic portrayal of God’s 

righteous judgment began with the throne room vision in chapters 4–5. In chapter 5 John 

recorded how he was introduced to the seven-sealed scroll (v. 1). The Lamb, who was found 

worthy to open the scroll (vv. 6–10), was identified with the Lion of the tribe of Judah (v. 5) thus 

portraying the Lord Jesus Christ as both sacrificial and triumphant. 

The divine judgments described in chapters 6–16 are future events which immediately 

precede the second coming of Christ. Interpreters of Revelation have often noted a connection 

between the events related in these chapters and the last seven years of Israel’s history 

prophesied in Daniel 9:27 (the “seventieth week”). The apostle John did not clearly state that the 

events described in Revelation 6–16 occupy the entire seven-year period immediately preceding 

Christ’s return, however. These judgments, in fact, appear to be confined only to the second half 

of this final seven-year period. This period of three and one-half years was described in Matthew 

24:21 as a time of “great distress.”
60

 The apostle John refers to this period as “the great 

tribulation” (Rev. 7:14). 

The relationship of the seals, trumpets, and bowls of Revelation 6–16 is also crucial to an 

understanding of the book and its message. Although some interpreters have insisted that the 

trumpets and bowls recapitulate some or all of the seal judgments, the contents of the respective 

seals, trumpets, and bowls argue strongly against this. The seventh seal actually contains the 

seven trumpets (8:1–2). The connection between the seventh trumpet (11:15) and the seven 

bowls (16:1–21) is not as clear. There are similarities between the seven trumpet judgments and 

the seven bowl judgments. However, due to the climactic nature of the bowl judgments and the 

analogous relationship between the seventh seal and the seven trumpets, it is preferable to 

distinguish between the trumpets and bowls. The seven bowls would thus be contained in the 

seventh trumpet. 

                                                           
60 For a comparison of the order of events in Revelation 6–16 and the order of events in Matthew 24–25, see J. Dwight Pentecost, Things to 
Come (Findlay, Ohio: Dunham, 1958), 280–82. 
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The seals, trumpets, and bowls may be outlined briefly as follows. The first seal is marked by 

the appearance of a rider on a white horse who will represent the Antichrist (6:1–2). The second 

reveals a rider on a red horse who will have power to take peace from the earth (vv. 3–4). The 

third seal introduces a rider on a black horse with scales in his hand (vv. 5–6). This represents 

severe famine, which often accompanies political upheaval and war. The fourth seal reveals a 

pale horse whose rider John identified as Death, with Hades following close behind (vv. 7–8). 

Death for one-fourth of the inhabitants of the earth will result from the previous judgments of 

war and famine, as well as from plagues and attacks by wild beasts. The fifth seal involves a cry 

from heaven for vengeance by the martyrs who will lose their lives in the Great Tribulation (vv. 

9–11). The sixth seal reveals cataclysmic disturbances on earth and in the heavens (vv. 12–17). 

The final words of verse 17 raise the question, “Who can stand?” Would it be possible for 

anyone to be saved during these terrible judgments? John answered this question in chapter 7, 

which forms a parenthesis in the description of the judgments. Two groups of people saved from 

the Great Tribulation were mentioned specifically: 144,000 saved from Israel (vv. 1–8) and those 

of all nations who are saved but martyred (vv. 9–17). 

After this interlude, the seventh seal will be opened and the seven trumpet judgments 

revealed (8:1–7). The first trumpet will bring hail and fire mixed with blood, which will destroy 

a third of the vegetation on the earth (vv. 6–7). The second trumpet announces a large body 

falling from heaven which will destroy a third of the sea creatures and ships (vv. 8–9). The third 

trumpet reveals a corresponding destruction of the earth by a blazing star which will poison 

much of the fresh water on the planet (vv. 10–11). The fourth trumpet will bring attenuation of 

the light of the sun, moon, and stars (v. 12). After the fourth trumpet will come a minor interlude 

which will proclaim that the next three trumpet judgments will be even more severe than the 

previous ones (v. 13). This warning is confirmed by the judgment of the fifth trumpet, which will 

involve demonic torment of the remaining population of the earth for a period of five months 

(9:1–11). The sixth trumpet signals the marshaling of a vast army of 200 million in the vicinity 

of the Euphrates River, which will kill a third of the remaining inhabitants of earth (vv. 12–19). 

In spite of this terrible judgment the survivors will not repent, but will persist in their idolatry 

and immorality (vv. 20–21). 

The sounding of the seventh trumpet will be preceded by another interlude (10:1–11:14) 

similar to the one preceding the opening of the seventh seal. During this interlude an angel will 

announce that there will be no more delay; the mystery of God which He had announced to His 

prophets will soon be fulfilled (10:6–7). With the sounding of the seventh trumpet there will be 

another interlude before the introduction of the bowl judgments in chapter 16. In chapters 12–13 

seven of the most important characters of the Great Tribulation are introduced.
61

 Chapters 14–15 

describe various other details of the scene in heaven and on earth immediately before Christ’s 

return. The chronological description of the judgments resumes in chapter 16. 

The first bowl judgment will result in a plague that will produce painful sores on those who 

bear the mark of the Antichrist (16:1–2). The second bowl judgment will destroy all life in the 

sea (v. 3). The third bowl will poison the remaining sources of fresh water (vv. 4–7). The fourth 

bowl will intensify the heat of the sun so that people will be scorched (vv. 8–9). The fifth bowl 

will bring darkness on the earth (vv. 10–11). With the sixth bowl the Euphrates River will be 

dried up to prepare the way for an invading army from the East (vv. 12–16). The seventh bowl 

will involve a final series of catastrophes including lightning, thunder, earthquake, and huge 

hailstones (vv. 17–21). With the completion of the seventh bowl the stage is set for the second 

                                                           
61 For a discussion of these characters, see John F. Walvoord, The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Chicago: Moody, 1966), 187–224. 
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coming of Christ (chap. 19), but before this event another parenthesis describes the fall of 

Babylon (chaps. 17–18). 

 

The destruction of Babylon. The final destruction of Babylon is described in chapters 17–18 

of Revelation. The great prostitute described in the vision of 17:3–6 is identified as Babylon in 

verse 5 and as “the great city that rules over the kings of the earth” (v. 18). The seven heads of 

the beast on which the woman will sit are identified with seven hills, which are also said to be 

seven kings (v. 9). It is not clear whether the seven hills are to be identified with the seven kings, 

or are merely associated with them in some way. Some have suggested the seven kings represent 

seven successive kingdoms, but seven contemporaneous kingships may be in view. Many 

interpreters have understood the reference to the seven hills as a reference to Rome, in which 

case the term “Babylon” as used in Revelation 17–18 must be understood as symbolic. On the 

other hand, the detailed description of Babylon’s destruction in chapter 18 has suggested to some 

a reference to the literal city of Babylon. A third possibility is that the term “Babylon” may be a 

symbolic reference to another great city, neither Rome nor Babylon, that is, the world capital at 

the time these prophecies are fulfilled. The difficulty of specifying precisely the referent of the 

term “Babylon” in Revelation 17–18 illustrates again the difficulty involved in interpreting the 

imagery and symbolism used in apocalyptic literature. It can be affirmed that Revelation 17–18 

speaks of the future literal destruction of a world capital, even though one cannot specify with 

absolute certainty which city is in view. 

 

The Millennium. Chapter 20 describes the reign of Christ on earth for a thousand years. It 

represents the final fulfillment of many Old Testament prophecies which spoke of a messianic 

reign of righteousness on the earth (Pss. 2; 24; 72; 96; Isa. 2; 9:6–7; 11–12; 63:1–6; 65–66; Jer. 

23:5–6; 30:8–11; Dan. 2:44; 7:13–14; Hos. 3:4–5; Amos 9:11–15; Mic. 4:1–8; Zeph. 3:14–20; 

Zech. 8:1–8; 14:1–9). The events described in Revelation 20 are chronologically sequential to 

the second coming of Christ in chapter 19 and portray a literal earthly kingdom ruled by Jesus 

Christ for a thousand years.
62

 John recorded that during this period Satan will be bound and 

prevented from deceiving the nations (20:1–3). John then described the resurrection of the 

martyrs from the Great Tribulation, who “came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years” 

(v. 4). The scene then shifts to the end of the thousand-year reign of Christ on earth (vv. 7–10). 

Satan, who had been bound during the Millennium, will be released to stir up rebellion once 

more (vv. 7–8). The defeat of these rebellious armies will be instantaneous (v. 9). After the 

destruction of his followers, Satan himself will be consigned to the lake of fire (v. 10, “the lake 

of burning sulfur”). 

 

The Great White Throne judgment. The judgment described in the last five verses of chapter 

20 marks the end of the Millennium and the transition to the eternal state. Again, these events are 

sequential to the events of the Millennium that preceded them. John described how the earth and 

the sky
63

 will flee from the presence of the one who will sit on the throne, “and there [will be] no 

place for them” (v. 11). This indicates the end of the present heaven and earth will prepare the 

way for the new heavens and the new earth of the eternal state (cf. 21:1). John described the 

                                                           
62 For one of the best defenses of this interpretation of the Millennium, see Jack S. Deere, “Premillennialism in Revelation 20:4–6,” Bibliotheca 
Sacra 135 (1978): 58–73. 
63 The same Greek word, ouranos, is translated by the NIV as “sky” in 20:11 and as “heaven” in 21:1. 
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resurrection and judgment of the remaining dead in 20:12–15. These will include the unrighteous 

dead of all ages, who will not yet have been resurrected for judgment.
64

 

 

The new heavens and the new earth. John concluded his prophecy with a vision of the new 

heavens and the new earth of the eternal state which will follow the Millennium (21:1–22:5). The 

apostle stated that the first heavens and the first earth will pass away (21:1). This implies that the 

new heavens and the new earth of the eternal state is not a renovation of the present heavens and 

earth, but a new creation. John gave little description of what the new heavens and new earth will 

look like. One of the few comments is in verse 1: there will no longer be any sea. Much of the 

remainder of chapter 21 and the first five verses of chapter 22 describe not the new earth in 

general but the New Jerusalem. John described the New Jerusalem as it will appear in the eternal 

state. This is much the same as it would have appeared in the Millennium, but the author’s 

perspective at this point was that of the final, ultimate consummation of all things. John’s 

description of the city in these verses emphasizes its beauty and majesty. Some of these elements 

might have symbolic meaning, but John did not elaborate on their interpretation. The New 

Jerusalem will be the future residence of the saints of all ages and the unfallen angels. 

 

The final admonitions by the apostle John. The concluding words of the apostle John in 

Revelation are also appropriate to the conclusion of the entire Bible (22:6–21). The angel 

affirmed to John the reliability of the words of this book (v. 6). The theme of Revelation is again 

repeated: “Behold, I am coming soon!” (v. 7). The appropriate response to the words of this 

prophecy was worship of God (vv. 8–9). The prophecy was not to be sealed up, but to be made 

public (vv. 10–11). A direct admonition from Jesus Christ Himself is given (vv. 12–16), echoing 

the words of verse 7. The open invitation to come and take the free gift of the water of life (v. 

17) reiterates an important Johannine theme found in the fourth gospel. John’s closing words 

give a warning to those who would add to or subtract from the words of the prophecy (vv. 18–

19). A final prayer for Jesus to come quickly (v. 20) and a brief benediction (v. 21) conclude the 

book. 

 

The theological message of Revelation. The stated purpose of Revelation was to reveal events 

that will take place at the time of the second coming of Jesus Christ (1:19). This serves to 

complete Old Testament prophecies concerning the establishment of God’s kingdom and the 

accomplishment of His purposes for humanity. Like the remainder of the Johannine writings, 

Revelation is strongly Christological in its emphasis. From John’s initial vision of the exalted 

Christ in chapter 1 to the establishment of the new heavens and the new earth in chapter 22, the 

central message of the book concerns the return of Christ and the consummation of His rule. In 

spite of suffering, persecution, and even martyrdom, God’s people ultimately share in Christ’s 

triumph. This message of encouragement and reassurance is as applicable to the church today as 

it was toward the close of the first century. Christians may rest assured that they are on the 

winning side; no earthly or demonic powers will be able to resist the victorious Christ when He 

returns.
11

 

 
 
                                                           
64 Old Testament saints and church saints had been raised at the Rapture, just prior to the Tribulation. This resurrection was not explicitly 
mentioned in Revelation. John described the resurrection of the Tribulation saints (martyrs) in Revelation 20:4. 
11 Roy B. Zuck, A Biblical Theology of the New Testament, electronic ed. (Chicago: Moody Press, 1994), 233-43. 



Page 207 of 274 
 

What Does the Future Hold? 12
 

 

 

MAN’S INTEREST in the future is legendary, and many prophets—true and false—have tried to 

satisfy that interest. Prophesying is a risky business, simply because you can’t stay in business if 

you have too many failures. The Old Testament commanded that a prophet who failed to speak 

in the name of the Lord or whose prophecy failed to come to pass should be stoned without 

mercy (Deu 13:1–11; 18:20–22). In the case of false prophets who might sometimes make 

accurate predictions (which occasionally happens even today), their message was to be measured 

against the true commands of the Lord previously given to His people. If they did not measure 

up, then those prophets were to be stoned also. The Bible, of course, not only contains many 

prophecies, but through its own prophecies gives assurance of their accuracy. Enough time has 

elapsed so that many of its predictions can be observed to have been fulfilled accurrately, thereby 

giving assurance that those yet unfulfilled will come to pass exactly as recorded. 

 

BASIC VIEWPOINTS CONCERNING THE FUTURE 

 

It goes without saying that all are not agreed on the outline of the future. As a result there 

have developed in the Christian church three basic viewpoints concerning the interpretation of 

prophecy. They are all related to God’s covenants with the Jewish people and especially to the 

covenant made with Abraham. 

God’s covenant with Abraham (Gen 12:1–3) was later confirmed and amplified (Gen 13:14–

17; 15:1–7; 17:1–18). In it were personal promises to Abraham himself that he would be 

specially blessed in temporal and spiritual things. These, of course, were fulfilled, for he 

acquired land, servants, cattle, silver, and gold (Gen 13:14–15, 17; 15:7; 24:34–35); and he 

enjoyed communion with God and was called the friend of God (Gen 18:17; Ja 2:23). These 

predictions came true exactly as promised. 

Promises were also made in that covenant to Abraham’s descendants, the nation of Israel. For 

one thing, God promised to continue the covenant with Abraham’s children (Gen 17:7), making 

them a great and innumerable nation (Gen 12:2; 13:16; 15:5). But most interesting in the light of 

current events was the promise to give Abraham’s descendants, the Jewish people, a particular 

piece of land whose boundaries were clearly specified for an everlasting possession (Gen 15:18; 

17:8). 

In the covenant, too, was a promise that concerned all people; namely, that those who blessed 

Abraham and his descendants would be blessed, and those who cursed them would be cursed. 

This principle operated during Abraham’s lifetime (Gen 14:12–20; 20:2–18), during the 

experiences of the children of Israel (Deu 30:7; Is 14:1–2) and will operate during the tribulation 

period (Mt 25:40). There was also a promise that in Abraham all the families of the earth would 

be blessed. This has been fulfilled in God’s using Israel as the channel for giving us the Bible 

and in sending Christ as the Seed of Abraham (Gal 3:16). 

All agree that many of these promises made to Abraham in the covenant have been literally 

fulfilled. But the promise concerning the occupancy of the land has not been fulfilled, at least not 

                                                           
12 Charles Caldwell Ryrie, A Survey of Bible Doctrine (Chicago: Moody Press, 1972). 
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literally. The boundaries were stated as being “from the river of Egypt unto the great river, the 

river Euphrates” (Gen 15:18). All agree that the eastern boundary is the river Euphrates. Not all 

agree what is meant by the river of Egypt. Some think it is a reference to the Nile and others 

relate it to the Wady-el-Arish, not far from Gaza. In either case Israel has not in all her history, 

nor yet today, occupied the land according to these boundaries. 

One of the major questions concerning the Abrahamic covenant is whether its promises are 

conditioned on obedience or whether they are unconditional. If they were conditioned on the 

Jews’ faithfulness or goodness, then we may safely assume that all claims to Palestine and other 

blessings included in the covenant have been forfeited, for certainly the Jewish people have 

sinned repeatedly. If, on the other hand, the promises were conditioned only on God’s 

faithfulness, they must be fulfilled in spite of man’s unfaithfulness. 

The answer to this question of conditionality or unconditionality is found in an action God 

took to confirm the covenant that is recorded in Genesis 15:9–17. The Lord solemnized the 

covenant in the recognized way by sacrificing animals and laying the severed parts on the 

ground. Ordinarily the two parties to the agreement would walk together between the parts of the 

sacrifice, but on this occasion there was a striking exception. Instead of both God and Abraham 

walking between the pieces of the sacrifice, God put Abraham to sleep and passed alone between 

the parts of the animals. God could hardly have demonstrated more clearly that the keeping of 

this covenant depended on Him alone. 

Furthermore, the covenant was reaffirmed to Abraham’s son, Isaac, and to Isaac’s son Jacob 

(Gen 26:2–4; 28:13–15). No conditions were attached in either instance, and the reaffirmation 

was made on the basis of the oath with which God made the covenant with Abraham originally. 

In addition, it is apparent that Abraham sinned during the years between the making of the 

covenant and its confirmation to Isaac; so if God had viewed the covenant as conditioned on 

obedience, He would have had to nullify it because Abraham had been disobedient (Gen 12:10–

20). To be sure, some contingencies are involved in the intermediate fulfillments of aspects of 

the covenant, but the ultimate fulfillment is unconditioned. Throughout Israel’s history, 

obedience was God’s condition for possessing the land even temporarily and partially, and 

dispersion was the judgment for disobedience (Deu 28:25; Jer 25:11). However, the ultimate and 

full fulfillment will be brought about by God, and Israel will then be converted and obedient 

under the reign of Messiah. 

To David and his descendants God also made some important promises in the Davidic 

Covenant (2 Sa 7:12–16). He promised that Solomon, not David, would build the temple, and 

that David’s lineage, throne, and kingdom would be established forever. All agree that Christ is 

the Seed of David who is the ultimate Fulfiller of the promise, for Luke 1:32–33 designates Him 

as such. These promises concerning the King and the kingdom were often repeated in the Old 

Testament, the most forceful statement being in Psalm 89 where the Lord warned of 

chastisement for disobedience but said that the covenant would not be broken or altered in any 

way (vv. 30–37). Other relevant passages are Isaiah 9:6–7, Jeremiah 23:5–6, Ezekiel 37:24–25, 

Hosea 3:4–5, Amos 9:11 and Zechariah 14:4–9. Though all agree that Christ is the one who 

fulfills this covenant—not all agree on when He does. Is He now sitting on the throne of David in 

heaven? Is the kingdom the church? Or is all of this yet future when Christ will rule over a 

kingdom on earth? The answers to these questions are the bases for the different viewpoints 

concerning the picture of the future. The three basically different millennial viewpoints are based 

on the questions of the unconditional or conditional nature of the Abrahamic covenant and the 

fulfillment of the kingdom promises of the Davidic Covenant. 
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POSTMILLENNIALISM 
 

This viewpoint teaches that the second coming of Christ will occur after (post) the 

millennium. Postmillennialists look for a utopian state on earth to be brought about through the 

efforts of the church, and during this golden age the church, not Israel, will experience the 

fulfillment of the promises to Abraham and David. The kingdom will be on earth, but it will be a 

“church kingdom” not a Jewish kingdom, and the King, Christ, will be absent from the earth, not 

present on it. He will rule in the hearts of the people and return to the earth only after the 

millennium is complete. Then will follow a general resurrection of all the dead, a general 

judgment of all people, and eternity will begin. 

Postmillennialism conceives of the unfulfilled Abrahamic promises as being fulfilled by the 

church and, of course, not in any literal sense. Its method of interpretation is generally to 

spiritualize prophecy. The postmillennial scheme looks like this: 

 
AMILLENNIALISM 
 

This viewpoint teaches that there will be no millennium at all in the future. Whatever 

kingdom there is, is now—it is heaven’s rule over the church. Conditions in this present age will 

become increasingly worse until the second coming of Christ at the end of this church age, and 

the return of the Lord will be immediately followed by a general resurrection and judgment and 

the commencement of the eternal state. 

Amillennialists have three different ways of explaining the fulfillment of the Abrahamic 

covenant. Some say that the land promises were fulfilled completely during the reign of Solomon 

who did have much of the promised territory under tribute (1 Ki 4:21). However, he did not 

possess the total extent of the land, and certainly it was not possessed forever as the covenant 

promised. Others insist that the covenant was conditional and therefore the unfulfilled promises 

of the covenant do not have to be fulfilled since Israel was disobedient and thus sinned away her 

right to the promises. Still others (probably the majority) feel that the church fulfills the promises 

in a nonliteral way. Christ is now seated on the throne of David in heaven and is fulfilling to the 

church the necessary essence of the Old Testament promises. Amillennialists seem to feel the 

force of the importance of doing something with the covenant promises. 

Amillennial interpretation spiritualizes the promises made to Israel as a nation when they say 

that they are fulfilled by the church. According to this view, Revelation 20 describes the scene of 

souls in heaven during the time between the first and second comings of Christ. The amillennial 

scheme looks like this:
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PREMILLENNIALISM 
 

Premillennialists hold that the second coming of Christ will occur before (pre) the 

millennium and that Christ, not the church (as in postmillennialism) will be the one to establish 

the kingdom. Christ will actually reign over the earth as King, and during the millennium the 

Jewish people will experience the fulfillment of the promises made to Abraham and David. 

According to premillennialism, the present church age will see increasing apostasy which will 

climax in the time of tribulation before the second coming of Christ. When He returns He will set 

up His kingdom for 1,000 years after which will occur the resurrection and judgment of the 

unsaved and the ushering in of eternity. 

The premillennial scheme is a result of interpreting the promises and prophecies of Scripture 

in a plain, normal, or literal way. This is the strength of premillennialism—its method of 

interpretation is consistently the same whether applied to history, doctrine, or prophecy. It is 

unwise to take the words of the Bible in a nonliteral sense, particularly when the literal meaning 

is plain. Those promises to Abraham and David concerned the physical descendants of Abraham. 

Why, then, expect them to be fulfilled by the church unless Israel no longer means Israel but by 

some sleight of hand means the church? Since the New Testament continues to distinguish the 

Jews from the church, it appears that we can expect these promises to be fulfilled through the 

Jews rather than the church (1 Co 10:32; Ro 11:26). The premillennial scheme looks like this: 
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THE RAPTURE OF THE CHURCH 

 
THE DESCRIPTION OF THE RAPTURE (JN 14:1–3; 1 CO 15:51–57; 1 TH 4:13–18) 
 

The title “rapture” comes from the Latin word used in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 which is 

translated in English “caught up.” The rapture of the church is the catching up or translation of 

the church. It is the catching up to the dwelling place promised in John 14:1–3. In the 

Corinthians passage Paul says this is a mystery. That word “mystery” ought to be like a red flag 

reminding us that this is something not known before but now revealed. Resurrection was no 

mystery, for the Old Testament taught clearly that men would be raised from the dead (Job 

19:25; Is 26:19; Dan 12:2), but it did not reveal that a number of people would go into God’s 

presence without experiencing death. That is why “we shall not all sleep” is a mystery (1 Co 

15:51). At the rapture some mortals (living) will only need to put on immortality, while those 

whose bodies have seen corruption (dead) will need to put on incorruption through resurrection. 

Both routes to heaven involve change—the living need to be translated and the dead raised. The 

last generation of Christians will not experience death. 

These changes will occur “in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye.” The rapture will be 

instantaneous, not gradual, for the Greek word translated “moment” is the term from which our 

word “atom” comes. Because when the atom was discovered it was thought to be indivisible, it 

was named “atom.” Even though the atom has been split, the word still means “indivisible,” and 

indicates that the rapture will occur in an indivisible instant of time. Furthermore, Paul says that 

we shall all be changed, not part of the company of believers. Thus 1 Corinthians 15:51–58 

teaches three things: (1) The rapture will include not only the bodily resurrection of those 

believers who have died, but also the changing of the bodies of those who are alive at the time it 

happens. (2) It will be instantaneous. (3) It will include all believers, not simply some of them. 

But it is 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18 that gives the most detail about what will happen when the 

Lord returns. Four things are featured in this passage: 

1. Christ Himself will return (v. 16), and the attendant circumstances will include all the 

grandeur His personal presence deserves. There will be a shout of command, the voice of an (not 

the) archangel, and the trumpet of God. 

2. There will be a resurrection (v. 16). The dead will be raised and the living changed, all in 

the twinkling of an eye. However, only the dead in Christ and living Christians will experience 

the rapture, not all people. There is not one general resurrection, but several, this one involving 

only believers. 

3. There will be a rapture (v. 17). The word means the act of conveying a person from one 

place to another, and is therefore quite properly used in this passage of conveying living persons 

to heaven (see 2 Co 12:4). 

4. There will be reunions (v. 17) both with loved ones who have previously died in the Lord 

and with the Lord Himself. And all these reunions will be forever. 

 
THE TIME OF THE RAPTURE 
 

Almost all agree that the rapture is to be distinguished from the second coming in the sense 

that the former is when Christ comes for His own people and the latter is His coming with them 

in triumph and glory. But how far apart these two events are in time is the disputed question. 

Amillennialists believe that they both occur at the close of the tribulation days but that the 

rapture is immediately followed by the second coming (which is immediately followed by 
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eternity without any millennium). Among premillennialists there are four views of the time of 

the rapture. 

Posttribulation view. The posttribulationalists teach the same thing as amillennialists 

concerning the chronological relation of the rapture and the second coming (except that in 

posttribulationalism the second coming is followed by the millennium). According to this 

viewpoint the church will be present on earth during the tribulation period, and the comings for 

and with His saints occur in quick succession at the close of that period. Their principal 

arguments for this are: 

1. The rapture and the second coming are described in the Scriptures by the same words, 

which indicates that they occur at the same time (1 Th 4:15 and Mt 24:27). 

2. Since saints are mentioned as present during the tribulation days, the church is present on 

earth during that time (Mt 24:22). 

3. It is predicted that a resurrection will occur at the beginning of the millennium, and since it 

is assumed that this is the same resurrection as that which occurs at the rapture, the rapture will 

take place just before the millennium (Rev 20:4). 

4. The church can and will be preserved from the wrath of the tribulation period by 

supernatural protection while living through that time and not by deliverance from the period (as 

Israel was protected from the plagues while living in Egypt). 

5. The Scriptures do not teach imminency; therefore, the rapture can be after the known 

events of the tribulation. 

6. Posttribulationalism was the position of the early church. 

Midtribulation. The midtribulationalists believe that Christ’s coming for His people will 

occur at the middle point of the tribulation period—that is 3 1/2 years after it begins and 3 1/2 

years before the end at which time the Lord will return with His saints to set up His millennial 

kingdom. The arguments for this concept are: 

1. The last trumpet of 1 Corinthians 15:52 is the same as the seventh trumpet of Revelation 

11:15, and it is sounded at the middle of the tribulation. 

2. Actually, the great tribulation is only the last half of Daniel’s seventieth week, and the 

church is promised deliverance only from that (Rev 11:2; 12:6). 

3. The resurrection of the two witnesses pictures the rapture of the church, and their 

resurrection occurs at the middle of the tribulation (Rev 11:11). 

Partial rapture. The partial rapturists teach that only those believers who are worthy will be 

taken out of the world before the tribulation begins, while others will be left to endure its wrath. 

For those left on earth, that time will serve as a time of purging. The idea is taken from verses 

like Hebrews 9:28 which seem to require preparedness as a prerequisite for meeting the Lord. 

The viewpoint is based on the idea that good works are necessary in order to qualify to be 

raptured, but the question is not answered, how many good works? Also, it seems to ignore the 

fact that 1 Corinthians 15:51 (ASV) says plainly that “we shall all be changed” in the rapture. 

Pretribulation. The pretribulationalists hold that the rapture of the church will take place 

before the entire seven-year tribulation period begins. Then, seven years later, after the 

conclusion of the tribulation, the Lord will return to earth with His people to set up His 

millennial kingdom. Pretribulationalists base their conclusions on these arguments: 

1. The tribulation is called “the great day of his wrath” (Rev 6:17). Believers, who know the 

Deliverer from the wrath to come (1 Th 1:10), are assured that God has not appointed them to 

wrath (1 Th 5:9). Since in the context of this latter verse Paul was speaking about the beginning 

of the day of the Lord or of the tribulation period (1 Th 5:2), it seems clear that he is saying that 
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Christians will not be present during any part of that time of wrath but will be removed before 

any of it begins. That could only be true if the rapture is before the tribulation. 

2. The risen Lord promised the church at Philadelphia to “keep thee from the hour of 

temptation, which shall come upon all the world, to try them that dwell upon the earth” (Rev 

3:10). Pretribulationalists relate this promise, like promises made in other letters to local 

churches, to the whole church (though obviously it will be experienced only by believers living 

when Christ comes), and they understand that the “hour of temptation” refers to the tribulation 

since it is said in the verse to be worldwide. Posttribulationalists claim that this promise (which 

they also relate to the tribulation) means only that Christians will be protected from the 

judgments of the tribulation, even though they will have to live through the time. However, it is 

important to notice that the promise is not only to keep from (and the preposition does mean 

from, not in) the trouble, but to keep from the hour (or time) of trouble. That seems to say 

complete exemption from being anywhere around during the time. It is well known that the 

phrase “keep from” is used only twice in the New Testament—here and in John 17:15. In the 

latter reference the Lord prayed that believers would be kept from the evil one, which prayer is 

answered by delivering us from the power of darkness and transferring us into the kingdom of 

His dear Son (Col 1:13). It is impossible to conceive of being in the location where something is 

happening and being exempt from the time of the happening. Furthermore, since the tribulation 

will be worldwide, exemption would necessitate removal from the earth before it begins. 

Now, if the posttribulationalists be correct, then this promise will have to be reinterpreted in 

some other way by them, for many saints in the tribulation days will not be protected from the 

persecutions while living through the period, for we know that many will die for their faith (Rev 

6:9–11; 7:9–14; 14:1–3; 15:1–3). 

3. Second Thessalonians 2:1–12 sets up an important chronological sequence. Paul says that 

the day of the Lord cannot come (i.e., the tribulation cannot begin) until certain things happen (v. 

3). One is that the man of sin must be revealed first (v. 3). But the man of sin cannot be revealed 

until something (v. 6, where the neuter is used) and someone (v. 7, where the masculine is used) 

are taken out of the way. Then and only then can the man of sin appear to do his evil work. 

Whatever or whoever the restrainer is, he is holding back the full manifestation of the man of sin. 

The Thessalonians knew what or who the restrainer is. In addition, it appears that he must be 

stronger than Satan since the man of sin is empowered by Satan. Most commentators identify the 

restrainer with the Roman Empire of Paul’s day with its advanced legal system. But was it or is 

any government more powerful than Satan? Only God is that, so behind whatever things that 

restrain must be the all-powerful person of God who Himself restrains. Undoubtedly God uses 

good government, elect angels, the influence of the Bible, and other means to restrain evil, but 

the ultimate power behind anything that restrains must be the power and person of God. Many 

pretribulationalists identify the Holy Spirit as the particular Person of the Godhead whose work it 

is to restrain (see Gen 6:3). Whether Paul is specifically referring to the Holy Spirit in this 

passage may be uncertain. However, whether we can make that specific identification or not does 

not affect the pretribulation argument from this passage. It goes like this: 

The Restrainer is God, and the principal instrument of restraint is the God-indwelt church 

(see Eph 4:6; Gal 2:20; 1 Co 6:19). Our Lord declared of the divinely indwelt and empowered 

church that “the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Mt 16:18). The restrainer must be 

removed before the man of sin can be revealed and before the day of the Lord can begin. Since 

the Restrainer is ultimately God, and since God indwells all believers, either He must be 

withdrawn from the hearts of His people while they are left on earth to go through the tribulation, 
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or else when He is withdrawn, all believers must be taken with Him in the rapture. The Bible 

nowhere even hints that Christians can be disindwelt, so the only alternative is that they will be 

taken out of the world before the tribulation begins. This does not mean that the Holy Spirit will 

not be working during that time. His presence will be here, but His residence will be removed 

when the church is taken. To say that the Restrainer is removed is not to say that the presence or 

activity of God is taken away from the earth. Many will be redeemed during the tribulation and 

this will be the work of God (Rev 7:14). Thus a proper interpretation of this passage involves a 

pretribulation rapture of the church. 

 

THE TRIBULATION PERIOD 

 

The Bible says a great deal in both Old and New Testaments about the tribulation period—

more than about many other doctrines. 

 
ITS LENGTH 
 

The period is the seventieth week of Daniel’s great prophecy recorded in Daniel 9:24–27. 

Half of the time is said to be 42 months or 1,260 days (Rev 11:2–3). This, of course, is based on 

30-day months which has sometimes been considered as an invention of students of prophecy. 

Notice, however, that 30-day months are found in nonprophetic passages such as Genesis 7:11, 

24 and 8:4, and Numbers 20:29, Deuteronomy 34:8 and 21:13 where a 30-day period of 

mourning was called a full month. This 7-year period is divided into two equal parts by the 

breaking of the treaty which will be made at the beginning (Dan 9:27). Both parts will be 

characterized by intense persecution and judgment. 

 
ITS UNIQUENESS 
 

Our Lord spoke of the tribulation days as unique in the entire history of the world (Mt 24:21). 

Of course there have been many difficult times since these words were spoken, the Lord Himself 

even warning that His followers would have tribulation in this world (Jn 16:33). What is it then 

that makes this coming period unique? 

Two characteristics will distinguish the tribulation from all other times of persecution and 

judgment that the world has seen. First, it will be worldwide, not localized (Rev 3:10). Therefore, 

terrible as they are, the persecutions which people are experiencing in parts of the world today 

cannot indicate that the tribulation has come, for that time will affect the entire world. Second, 

the tribulation will be unique because then people will not only realize that the end of the world 

is near but they will act like it. In one of the early judgments, men will hide themselves in the 

dens and caves of the mountains and say, “Fall on us, and hide us from the face of him that 

sitteth on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb” (Rev 6:16). Often men have talked as if 

the end were near. Many even today use the word Armageddon as a symbol of the end. But 

people are not acting as if they really believed that the end is at hand. Real estate is changing 

hands and savings are being accumulated as if life will continue indefinitely. When the 

tribulation comes, men will prefer death to life, for the future will hold no attraction. 

 
ITS DESCRIPTION 
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The tribulation actually begins when the man of sin, the leader of the western federation of 

nations, signs a treaty with the Jewish people (Dan 9:27). The rapture of the church will have 

occurred just before this, though there may be a short interval of time between the rapture and 

the signing. It is the signing that actually begins the countdown of the seven years. There are 

three series of judgments recorded in Revelation 6, 8–9, 16. Probably they are successive, 

following one another in chronological sequence (rather than some of them recapitulating what 

has already been revealed). If so, then the seal judgments of chapter 6 will come during the first 

years of the tribulation. They involve war, famine, death, martyrdom, and disturbances in the 

physical universe. 

At the same early part of the period the great ecumenical apostate church will rise to power 

(Rev 17:3), exerting tremendous political influence among the nations of the world. In addition 

there will be many converted by the witness of the group that will be sealed (Rev 7) for this 

purpose. Some will apparently be martyred almost immediately for their faith (Rev 6:9–11). All 

of this was indicated by the Lord in the Olivet discourse (Mt 24:4–14—the judgment, vv. 6–7; 

the martyrs, v. 9; the witnessing, v. 14). 

As the middle of the tribulation approaches, certain important events will occur. Egypt will 

be defeated by the armies of the man of sin (Dan 11:40–43). The nations of the Far East will be 

forming into a coalition and will at the end of the tribulation move into Palestine. The power bloc 

to the north of Palestine known as Gog and Magog will invade Palestine but will be wiped out by 

God’s supernatural intervention (Eze 38–39). Exactly at the middle point the man of sin will 

break his treaty, cease to be Israel’s protector, demand to be worshiped himself (2 Th 2:4), and 

seek to conquer the world. In the meantime, as the latter part of the tribulation progresses, God 

will be pouring out additional judgments on the world. These are described in the trumpets of 

Revelation 8–9 and the bowls of chapter 16. They include more disturbances in the physical 

universe, including the water supply of people, mass deaths, demonic persecution, pain and 

sores, and widespread havoc and destruction. As the man of sin continues his march to world 

power, he will face his enemies from the east at Armageddon in northern Palestine. In the midst 

of the war the Lord will return and defeat all His enemies. The man of sin and his false prophet 

will be cast into the lake of fire to be tormented forever. 

Why must there be such a time as this? There are at least two reasons: First, the wickedness 

of man must be punished. Even though God may seem to be doing nothing about evil now, 

someday He will act openly against it. Second, man must, by one means or another, be prostrated 

before the King of kings and Lord of lords. He may do so voluntarily now by coming to Christ in 

faith and receiving salvation, or he will have to bow later but then only to receive condemnation, 

not salvation. 

 

THE MILLENNIAL KINGDOM 

 
ITS CHARACTER 
 

The millennial kingdom is that period of 1,000 years during which our Lord Jesus Christ will 

rule the earth in righteousness and will fulfill to the Jews and the world those promises of the Old 

Testament covenants. While the duration of that kingdom as 1,000 years is stated in only one 

passage (Rev 20, but 6 times in the chapter), the kingdom is the subject of many verses in both 

Old and New Testaments. The subject is not confined—as is often charged—to one chapter in a 

book of the Bible that is difficult to interpret. 
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The kingdom is designated in the Bible in various ways. It is called the kingdom that is 

coming in the Lord’s prayer (Mt 6:10), the kingdom of God (Lk 19:11), the kingdom of Christ 

(Rev 11:15), the regeneration (Mt 19:28), the times of refreshing (Ac 3:19), and the world to 

come (Heb 2:5). Our Lord indicated in the parable of Luke 19:11–27 that the kingdom would not 

be set up immediately, implying clearly that something else (the church) would come first in the 

plan of God before the kingdom would be established. 

 
ITS GOVERNMENT 
 

The millennial government will, of course, be set up on this earth (Zec 14:9). The topography 

of the earth will have been changed by the time the kingdom becomes functional because of the 

catastrophic judgments of the tribulation period (earthquakes, drastic climatic changes, etc.). The 

city of Jerusalem will be the center of the government (Is 2:3). That city will be exalted (Zec 

14:10); it will be a place of great glory (Is 24:23); the site of the temple will be there (Is 33:20); 

and Jerusalem will be the joy of the whole earth (Ps 48:2). Furthermore, though now the center 

of so much dispute and conflict, in the millennium Jerusalem will never again need to fear for 

her safety (Is 26:1–4). From that capital shall go forth the law, and the earth shall be full of the 

knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea (Is 2:3; 11:9). 

The Lord will be the King of the millennial theocracy. As King, He will rule all the earth 

(Dan 7:14), and the result will be perfect and complete justice for all His subjects. He will punish 

sin (Is 11:4; 65:20), and He will judge in perfect righteousness (Is 11:3–5). This is the secret of 

peace on earth—a Ruler who can enforce peace righteously. Apparently the Lord will use 

resurrected David as a regent (Jer 30:9; Eze 37:24–25)—a prince under the authority of the King. 

Authority over the twelve tribes of Israel will be vested in the hands of the twelve apostles (Mt 

19:28), and other princes and nobles will likewise share in the governmental duties (Jer 30:21; Is 

32:1). Many lesser people will have responsibilities in various departments of the millennial 

government (Lk 19:11–27). 

The subjects of this earthly kingdom will be the people, Jews and Gentiles, who survive the 

tribulation period and enter the millennium in earthly bodies. It would appear that at the 

beginning, then, there will be not a single unsaved person in the kingdom. However, it will not 

be long—perhaps only minutes—before a baby is born, then another, and another, until in just a 

few years there will be a large number of teenagers in the kingdom. Some will accept Christ as 

their Saviour, and others will not, though all, whether regenerated or not, will have to give 

outward allegiance to the authority of the King. The church will rule with Christ and will have 

resurrection bodies. They will not be subject to physical limitations nor will they contribute to 

space, food, or governmental problems during the millennium. The actual residence of the 

church during the millennium will be the New Jerusalem (Rev 21:2, 9–10). 

 
ITS SPIRITUAL CHARACTER 
 

It is sometimes said that the millennial kingdom cannot be spiritual because it is earthly, but, 

of course, there need be no contradiction between the two ideas. A Christian today living on 

earth is expected to be spiritual. Actually, during the millennium God will join the spiritual and 

earthly in a final display of His glory on this earth, and the kingdom will show the highest 

standards of spirituality. 

Some of the spiritual characteristics of the kingdom include the following: Righteousness 

will flourish (Is 11:3–5), peace will be universal (Is 2:4), the Holy Spirit will be manifest in 
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unusual ways (Is 61:3; Joel 2:28–29), and Satan will be bound (Rev 20:2–3). Some believe that 

the temple will be rebuilt during the millennium and used for worship with animal sacrifices. 

Ezekiel 40–46 does seem to indicate this, though the question is often asked, What purpose will 

such sacrifices serve, since Christ will be actually present on the earth? Perhaps the answer to 

that question escapes us simply because we do not fully understand all that will be involved in 

the spiritual worship of the kingdom. 

 
ITS SOCIAL JUSTICE 
 

A theocratic rule of righteousness and justice will include ramifications in the area of social 

justice during the millennium. No longer will courts have to depend on the usual avenues of 

evidence—the eyes and ears—which are subject to error, because Christ will judge accurately on 

the basis of His complete knowledge of everything (Is 11:3–5). No crime will go unpunished; 

oppression will not be allowed to continue; costs for law enforcement will be drastically cut 

(thus reducing taxes); and world peace will eliminate expenditures for military purposes. 

In addition, the productivity of the earth will be greatly increased (Is 35:1–2) because the 

curse to which the earth was subjected after the sin of Adam (Gen 3:17) will be reversed, though 

it will not be entirely lifted until the end of the millennium when death will finally and forever be 

vanquished. Increased rainfall, food, and productivity will, of course, bring in an era of great 

prosperity for all, and Christ’s just rule will guarantee that all are properly paid for whatever they 

produce by way of products or services. Peace on earth will mean prosperity on earth and social 

justice for all. 

 
ITS END 
 

The end of the millennium will see the last and final revolt of man and Satan against God and 

His rule. For a thousand years God will have given all mankind the most ideal conditions under 

which to live and will have spread the knowledge of the Lord throughout the world. The fact that 

men will openly oppose God after such benefits will serve to prove that change in outward 

conditions does not meet man’s basic need. Inside he still will be a rebel unless he has had a 

change of heart through regeneration. Many who will be born during the millennium will not 

choose to receive the saving grace of the King. All will apparently be obliged to give outward 

allegiance to Christ, but, as in every age, God will not compel men to receive the Saviour. 

Consequently, many living at the conclusion of the millennium will not have trusted Christ for 

salvation even though they will have obeyed Him as Head of the government. 

The opportunity to revolt against Christ will come when Satan will be loosed (Rev 20:7–9). 

As soon as this happens he will deceive the nations as he did before being confined, and his 

influence will be worldwide. His revolution will gather momentum as the rebellious forces head 

for the capital city, Jerusalem, to strike at the very center of Christ’s government. Just as they are 

about to attack, God will send fire from heaven to destroy them completely. That will end 

forever opposition of all kinds to the Lord. The people who join this revolt will be destroyed by 

fire. Satan will be cast into the lake of fire (Rev 20:10). Reformation is not the same as 

regeneration, and betterment is not conversion; this last revolt will prove once again that it is the 

heart of man that needs a work of supernatural grace. 
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THE JUDGMENTS OF THE FUTURE 

 
THE JUDGMENT OF BELIEVERS’ WORKS 
 

After the church is taken to heaven through translation and resurrection, individual believers 

will be judged for their works done as Christians (1 Co 3:11–15). Salvation with its assurance of 

heaven is not in question, only whether heaven will be entered with or without rewards. Paul 

makes it quite clear in this passage that those believers whose works are of the character that 

they do not pass the test will nevertheless be saved (v. 15). The question is often raised how 

one’s sins can be forgiven and yet one’s deeds reviewed at the judgment seat of Christ. 

Forgiveness concerns justification; the review concerns rewards, and after the review is made 

there will be no sorrow or tears because there are none in heaven. Too, we often wonder what the 

nature of the rewards will be. If heaven is heaven, what difference will rewards make? The 

answer to that is not given in the Bible; nevertheless, rewards are mentioned as a proper 

motivation for Christian service. We are told for what things rewards will be given. A crown of 

rejoicing will be given for bringing people to Christ (1 Th 2:19); a crown of righteousness, for 

loving His appearing (2 Ti 4:8); a crown of life, for enduring testing with love for the Lord (Ja 

1:12), and a crown of glory to elders who are faithful to their responsibilities in the church (1 Pe 

5:4). 

 

 
THE JUDGMENT OF GENTILES WHO SURVIVE THE TRIBULATION 
 

Some people will live through the judgments of the tribulation period, and they will be 

judged before the millennium is set up and functioning. The time of the judgment is clearly 

indicated as “when the Son of man shall come in his glory” (Mt 25:31–46). It will take place on 

the earth in the valley of Jehoshaphat (Joel 3:2). Probably this valley will be created in the area 

of Jerusalem by some of the physical disruptions connected with the second coming of Christ 

(Zec 14:4). Those judged are called the “nations,” a Hebrew word translated “people,” 

“heathen,” “nations,” and, most often, “Gentiles.” The Greek word translated “nations” in 

Matthew 25:32 is also often translated “Gentiles” in the New Testament (see Ro 11:11–12, 25). 

This must be a judgment of individuals (there has never been a righteous nation), not nations as 

groups, so it is best to translate “Gentiles.” 

The basis of judging will be the treatment by these Gentiles of a group which the Lord Jesus 

called “my brethren” (Mt 25:40). Who these are can be determined by a process of elimination. 

Since Christ is present as judge, since the church has been raptured before the tribulation begins, 

since living Gentiles are being judged, the only group left would seem to be the Jews of the 

tribulation times (His “brethren” according to the flesh). They will be the objects of intense 

persecution during those days, so that anyone who befriends them or does any act of kindness to 

them will himself come under great suspicion. People will not feed, clothe, or visit Jews simply 

for humanitarian reasons during that time. To do these things will involve a real risk of one’s 

own life, so doing these things will therefore be evidence of new life in the doer’s heart. In other 

words, the works of kindness which these Gentiles will have done for the Jewish brethren of the 

Lord will prove the regenerated condition of the Gentiles. Being regenerated saves them; doing 

these good works proves that they are regenerated. 

Those whose lives have given evidence of the new birth will become citizens of the kingdom 

(Mt 25:34). Those whose works proved their lack of eternal life will be condemned to the lake of 
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fire (v. 41). Those who do enter the kingdom will enter with their earthly bodies; they will marry, 

bear children, and become the means of populating the millennial earth. 

 

 
THE JUDGMENT OF JEWS WHO SURVIVE THE TRIBULATION 
 

Those Jews who live through the tribulation period will also be judged (Eze 20:34–38). The 

Lord also spoke of this judgment in a parable (Mt 25:14–30) and placed it immediately after His 

return. The result of this judgment will be that the unsaved Jews will be cut off from both 

millennial and eternal life, for no rebel will enter the millennium (Eze 20:37; Mt 25:30). 

 

 
THE JUDGMENT OF FALLEN ANGELS 
 

Satan will, of course, be judged at the second coming of Christ by being bound in the abyss 

during the millennium and then after his brief revolt at the conclusion be cast eternally into the 

lake of fire (Rev 20:2–3, 7, 10). Those angels who followed Satan’s initial revolt against God 

will also be judged. The time is called “the great day” (Jude 6)—probably at the conclusion of 

the millennium (the end of the day of the Lord) when Satan is finally judged. Believers will 

apparently have a part in executing this judgment (1 Co 6:3). 

 

 
THE JUDGMENT OF THE UNSAVED DEAD (AT THE GREAT WHITE THRONE) (REV 20:11–15) 
 

At the conclusion of the millennial reign a great white throne will be established somewhere 

in space, for the present earth and starry heavens will have been replaced. The judge who will sit 

on this throne will be Christ (Jn 5:22—the better texts of Rev 20:12 read “before the throne,” not 

“before God”). Those who are judged will be the unsaved dead of all time. All the redeemed will 

have been raised and judged previously, so only the unsaved are left (Rev 20:6). 

These people will also be judged on the basis of their works (vv. 12–13). They get into this 

judgment because they are unsaved, but once there, they are judged for their works. When the 

book of life is opened, it will be seen that no name of anyone standing before the throne appears 

in it. Rejection of the Saviour has kept their names out of the book of life. Their works done 

during their lifetimes prove that these people deserve eternal punishment. 

It is almost an act of condescension on God’s part to show men at this judgment that they 

deserve the lake of fire on the basis of their own personal records. It seems likely, too, that this 

basis of judgment will also serve as a basis for different degrees of punishment in hell (see Lk 

12:47–48). For all who stand in this judgment, the result will be the same—they will be cast into 

the lake of fire. This is called the second death and means eternal separation from God. Even 

death (which claims the body) and hades (which claims the soul) will be cast into the lake of fire, 

for their work will be finished. 

Charted, these future judgments look like this: 
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THE RESURRECTIONS 

 

Contrary to popular ideas, there will not be one general resurrection day. Basically there are 

two resurrections when considered in relation to classes of people involved, not chronology—the 

resurrection of the just and the resurrection of the unjust (Jn 5:28–29; Lk 14:14). 

Between the death of the body and the resurrection, both the righteous and wicked exist in a 

conscious state. The believer is in the presence of the Lord during this time (2 Co 5:1–8; Phil 

1:23) while the unbeliever is in conscious torment (Lk 16:19–31). 

 
THE RESURRECTION OF THE JUST 
 

The resurrection of the just is also called the first resurrection and will occur in several 

stages, not all at once. The dead in Christ will be raised first at the rapture of the church (1 Th 

4:16). The redeemed of the tribulation period who die during that time will be raised before the 

millennium (Rev 20:4). The redeemed of Old Testament times will also be a part of the 

resurrection of the just. Expositors are divided over when they will be raised, some believing that 

it will happen at the rapture when the church saints are raised, and others holding that it will 

occur at the second coming (Dan 12:2—the writer prefers the latter view). 

 
THE RESURRECTION OF THE UNJUST 
 

As indicated above in discussing the judgment of the great white throne, all unsaved people 

of all time will be raised after the millennium to be judged and then cast into the lake of fire 

forever (Rev 20:11–15). At their resurrection they will apparently be given some sort of bodies 

that will be able to live forever and feel the effects of the torments of the lake of fire. 

 

HEAVEN AND HELL 

 
HEAVEN 
 

The Scriptures speak of the heavens (Gen 1:1; Heb 4:14) and there are apparently only three 

(2 Co 12:2—the third heaven being the actual presence of God). Our Lord referred to heaven as a 

definite place (Jn 14:1–3), entrance into which is only through Christ. 
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Some of the characteristics of heaven are as follows: It is inhabited (Heb 12:22–24), it is a 

place of great beauty (Rev 21:1–22:7), there will be no reproduction there (Mk 12:25), it is a 

holy place (Rev 21:27), we will serve and worship and fellowship with God there (Rev 4–5), and 

being in heaven will give us a new perspective on everything (see Is 66:24). 

 
HELL 
 

The English word hell is quite unspecific in comparison with the biblical words which it 

often translates. In the Old Testament the word hell translates the Hebrew word sheol, which 

sometimes means the grave and sometimes the place of departed people in contrast to the state of 

the living. It was regarded as a place of horror (Ps 30:9; Num 16:33), weeping (Is 38:3), and 

punishment (Job 24:19). 

In the New Testament there are three words which relate to the doctrine of hell. Hades is the 

equivalent to Sheol and is the place where unsaved people go when they die to await their 

resurrection and judgment at the great white throne. Hades is temporary in that it will be cast into 

the lake of fire. Tartaros (2 Pe 2:4) occurs only one time and describes the place where certain 

fallen angels are confined. Gehenna (2 Ki 23:10 and Mt 10:28) was a common refuse dump and 

a place of perpetual fire and loathsomeness, and the valley in Jerusalem illustrates the fire and 

awfulness of the lake of fire. Hell is conceived of as a place of outer darkness (Mt 8:12), eternal 

torment, and punishment (Rev 14:10–11). 

The punishment of the unsaved is not annihilation, nor will they be restored after some time 

of punishment. In other words, the Bible does not allow for conditional immortality (final 

annihilation) or classic universalism (restoration after a time of punishment). The same word that 

is used for eternal judgment (Heb 6:2), is used for eternal life (Jn 3:15), and for the eternal God 

(1 Ti 1:17). If one of these is temporary, then the others must be too. Furthermore, the same 

phrase that means forever is used of God being alive forever (Rev 15:7), of eternal life (Jn 

10:28), and of eternal torment (Rev 14:11). Again there is no way to escape the conclusion that if 

God is everlasting, so is punishment in the lake of fire. There is no annihilation and no 

restoration. Universalism today often takes the form of teaching that all will be saved without 

any kind of punishment. It is based on misinterpretations of Acts 3:21, 1 Corinthians 15:24–28 

and Colossians 1:20, but it completely ignores the biblical teaching of the diverse destinies of the 

righteous and wicked (Mt 25:46; Jn 5:29; Ro 2:8–10; Rev 20:10, 15). 
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Reasons for Holding the 

Pretribulational Rapture View 
It is worthwhile to examine the reasons for holding the pretribulational rapture view. 24 major 

reasons are given here:  

Reason 1: The literal method of interpretation 

The doctrine of the premillennial return of Christ to institute a literal kingdom is the outcome of 

the literal method interpretation of the Old Testament of promises and prophecies. The 

posttribulationist must either interpret the book of Revelation historically, which is basically a 

spiritualizing method which spiritualize away the literalness of the events in an attempt to 

harmonize these events with other Scriptures such the Old Testament prophecies regarding the 

future Millennial reign of the Messiah.  

Reason 2: The nature of the seventieth week 

There are a number of words used in both the Old and New Testaments to describe the seventieth 

week period, which give us the essential nature of this period:  

1. wrath (Revelation 6:16-17; 11:18; 14:19; 15:1, 7; 16:1, 19; 1 Thessalonians 1:9-10; 5:9; 
Zephaniah 1:15, 18); 

2. punishment (Isaiah 24:20-21); 
3. hour of trouble (Jeremiah 30:7); 
4. destruction (Joel 1:15); and 
5. darkness (Joel 2:2; Zephaniah 1:14-18; Amos 5:18). 

Let us understand the nature of the Tribulation is divine wrath. We know that our Lord Jesus 

Christ bore for us the wrath of God, therefore we who are in Him shall not come into judgment. 

"For God appointed us not unto wrath, but unto the obtaining of salvation through our Lord Jesus 

Christ" (1 Thessalonians 5:9-10).  

Reason 3: The scope of the seventieth week 

This period relates to the unbelieving Gentile nations and particularly to Israel. Jeremiah 30:7 

calls this period "the time of Jacob's trouble." God says to Daniel "seventy weeks are determined 

upon thy people and upon thy holy city" (Daniel 9:24). This whole period has special reference 

to Daniel's people, Israel, and Daniel's holy city, Jerusalem. Inasmuch as many passages in the 

New Testament such as Ephesians 3:1-6; Colossians 1:25-27 make it clear that the church is a 

mystery and its nature as a body composed of Jew and Gentile alike was unrevealed in the Old 

Testament. Since the church did not have its existence until after the descent of the Holy Spirit at 

Pentecost (Acts 2), the church could not have been in the first sixty-nine weeks of Daniel's 

prophecy. Since it had no part in the first sixty-nine weeks, which are related only to Israel, it can 
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have no part in the seventieth week, which is again related to God's program for Israel after the 

mystery program for the church has been concluded. 

Reason 4: The purpose of the seventieth week 

There are two major purposes to be accomplished in the seventieth week. The first purpose is 

stated in Revelation 3:10, "I also will keep thee from the hour of temptation, which shall come 

upon all the world, to try them that dwell upon the earth." First of all we see that this period has 

in view "them that dwell on the earth" and not the church. The true church does not need to be 

tested to see if her faith is genuine. The second major purpose of the seventieth week is in 

relation to Israel. The God will send Elijah the prophet before the coming of the day of the Lord 

in order to prepare a remnant in Israel for the advent of the Lord (Malachi 4:5-6). It is evident 

that no such ministry is needed by the church since she by nature is without spot, but is holy and 

without blemish (Ephesians 5:25-27). 

Reason 5: The unity of the seventieth week 

The entire seventieth week is in view when it is described and predicted in Bible prophecy. It 

becomes impossible to adopt the position that the church although exempt from a portion of the 

seventieth week, may be in the first half of it, for the nature of the entire seventieth week is the 

same throughout.  

Reason 6: The nature of the church 

It should be observed that the professing church is composed of those who make a profession of 

faith in Christ. To some this profession is based on reality and to some on no reality at all. This 

latter group will go into the tribulation period, for Revelation 2:22 indicates clearly that the 

unsaved professing church will experience this visitation of wrath. Only the true church will be 

raptured. 

Membership in the group called national Israel is based on a physical birth, and all in this group 

who are not saved and removed by rapture and who are alive at the time of the rapture will, with 

the professing church, be subjected to the wrath of the tribulation. 

There is a distinction between the true church and true or spiritual Israel. Prior to Pentecost there 

were saved individuals, but there was no church, and they were a part of spiritual Israel, not the 

church. After the day of Pentecost and until the rapture we find the church which is Christ's 

body, but no spiritual Israel because all faithful men will become a church member. After the 

rapture we find no church, but a true or spiritual Israel again. These distinctions must be kept 

clearly in mind as they would help us to understand the nature of the true church. 

Since the church is the object of Christ's love (Ephesians 5:25) and has been perfected and 

delivered from all judgment (Romans 8:1; John 5:24; 1 John 4:17), if she is subjected to wrath 

and judgment again the promises of God would be of none effect and the death of Christ would 

be ineffectual. 
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Again, all who are in the seventieth week are brought into subjection to the powers of the Beasts 

and Satan (Revelation 13:7). If the church were in this period she would be subjected to Satan, 

and Christ would Himself, because of His union with the church, would be likewise subjected to 

Satan's authority. Such a thing is impossible. 

Reason 7: The concept of the church as a mystery 

The fact that God was going to form Jews and Gentiles alike into one body was never revealed in 

the Old Testament and forms the mystery of which Paul speaks in Ephesians 3:1-7; Romans 

16:25-27; Colossians 1:26-29. This whole mystery program was not revealed until after the 

rejection of Christ by Israel. It was after the rejection of Matthew 12:23-24 that the Lord first 

makes a prophecy of the coming church in Matthew 16:18. It is after the rejection of the Cross 

that the church had its inception in Acts 2. It was after the final rejection by Israel that God 

called out Paul to be the Apostle of the Gentiles through whom this mystery of the nature of the 

church is revealed. The church is manifestly an interruption of God's program for Israel, which 

was not brought into being until Israel's rejection of the offer of the Kingdom. This mystery 

program must itself be brought to a conclusion before God can resume His dealing with the 

nation Israel. This concept of the church makes a pre-tribulation rapture a necessity. 

Reason 8: The distinctions between Israel and the church 

Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology, IV, pp. 47-53, has set forth twenty-four contrasts 

between Israel and the church which show us conclusively that these two groups cannot be 

united into one, but that they must be distinguised as two separate entities with whom God is 

dealing in a special program. I add four more contrasts between Israel and the church, therefore 

there are twenty-eight contrasts now. More information and also the relevant Bible references 

can be found in the book written by Dr. C.I. Scofield, Rightly Dividing the Word of Truth.  

These twenty-eight contrasts are listed in below table: 

No. Contrasts Israel Church 

1 The extent of Biblical revelation nearly four-fifths of the Bible about one-fifth 

2 The Divine purpose 
the earthly promises in the 

covenants 

the heavenly promises in the 

gospel 

3 The seed of Abraham 
the physical seed, of whom 

some become a spiritual seed 
a spiritual seed 

4 Birth 
physical birth that produces a 

relationship 

spiritual birth that brings 

relationship 

5 Headship Abraham Christ 
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6 Covenants 
Abrahamic and all the following 

covenants 

indirectly related to the 

Abrahamic and new covenants 

7 Nationality one nation from all nations 

8 Divine dealing national and individual individual only 

9 Dispensations seen in all ages from Abraham seen only in this present age 

10 Ministry 
no missionary activity and no 

gospel to preach 
a commission to fulfill 

11 The death of Christ 
guilty nationally, to be saved by 

it 
perfectly saved by it now 

12 The Father 
by a peculiar relationship God 

was Father to the nation 

we related individually to God as 

Father 

13 Christ Messiah, Immanuel, King Saviour, Lord, Bridegroom, Head 

14 The Holy Spirit came upon some temporarily indwells all 

15 Governing principle Mosaic Law system grace system 

16  God's dwelling place Jewish Temple indwells to all believers 

17 Place of worshipping the God 
Jewish Temple at the Temple 

Mountain of Jerusalem 
every places 

18 Time of Assembly Last day of a week, Sabbath  First day of a week, Sunday 

19 Treatment of human enemies 
all enemies must be resisted or 

killed 

love your enemies, pray for 

them, forgive them 

20 Divine enablement none the indwelling Holy Spirit 

21 Two farewell discourses Olivet discourse upper room discourse 

22 The promise of Christ's return in power and glory for judgment to receive us to Himself 

23 Position a servant members of the family 

24 Christ's earthly reign subjects co-reigners 
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25 Priesthood 
had a priesthood which is 

restricted to a special class 
all believers are priests 

26 Marriage unfaithful wife bride 

27 Judgments must face judgment delivered from all judgments 

28 Positions in eternity 
spirits of just men made perfect 

in the new earth 

church of the firstborn in the 

new heavens 

These clear contrasts, make it impossible to identify the two in one program, which it necessary 

to do if the church goes through the seventieth week. 

Reason 9: The doctrine of imminence 

Many signs were given to the nation Israel, which would precede the second advent, so that the 

nation might be living in expectancy when the time of His coming should draw nigh. To the 

church no such signs were ever given. The church was told to live in the light of the imminent 

coming of the Lord to translate them in His presence (John 14:2-3; Acts 1:11; 1 Corinthians 

15:51-52; Philippians 3:20; Colossians 3:4; 1 Thessalonians 1:10; 1 Timothy 6:14; 1 Peter 3:3-

4). All believers to be watching for the Lord Himself, not for signs that would precede His 

coming. The fact that no signs are given to the church, but she, rather, is commanded to watch 

for Christ, precludes her participation in the seventieth week. 

Reason 10: The work of the restrainer (i.e. Holy Spirit) in 2 Thessalonians 2 

As long as the Holy Spirit is resident within the church (i.e. all believers), which is His temple, 

this restraining work will continue and the man of sin cannot be revealed. It is only when the 

church, the temple, is removed that this restraining ministry ceases and lawlessness can produce 

the lawless one. This ministry of the Holy Spirit must cease before the lawless one can be 

revealed, requires the pre-tribulation rapture of the church, for Daniel 9:27 reveals that that 

lawless one will be manifested at the beginning of the week. 

It should be noted that the Holy Spirit does not cease His ministries with the removal of the 

church, nor does He cease to be omnipresent, with her removal, but the restraining ministry does 

cease. 

Reason 11: The necessity of an interval 

Passages such as 2 Corinthians 5:9; 1 Corinthians 3:11-16; Revelation 4:4; 19:8, 14 show that the 

church has been examined as to her stewardship and has received her reward at the time of the 

second advent of Christ. It is impossible to conceive of this event as taking place without the 

expiration of some period of time. The church is to be presented as a gift from the Father to the 

Son (Ephesians 5:25-27; Jude 24). In Revelation 19:7-9 it is revealed that the consummation of 

the union between Christ and the church precedes the second advent. In many passages, such as 
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Matthew 25:1-13; 22:1-14; and Luke 12:35-41, the King is seen in the role of Bridegroom at His 

coming, indicating that the marriage has taken place. This event requires the expiration of a 

period of time and makes the view that the rapture and revelation are simultaneous events 

impossible. In this connection, an interval between the rapture and the revelation is required. 

Reason 12: Distinction between the rapture and the second advent 

There are a number of contrasts (note: 17 contrasts here) to be drawn between the rapture and the 

second advent which will show that they are not viewed as synonymous in Scripture. These 

contrasts are listed in below table: 

No. Rapture Second Advent 

1 removal of all believers appearing of the Son of God 

2 saints are caught up into the air Christ returns to the earth 

3 Christ comes to claim a bride Christ returns with the bride 

4 
removal of the church and the inception of the 

tribulation period 
establishment of the millennial kingdom 

5 imminent preceded by a multitude of signs 

6 a message of comfort a message of judgment 

7 related to the program for the church 
related to the program for Israel and the 

unbelieving world 

8 a mystery predicted in both Old and New Testaments 

9 believers are judged and rewarded  Gentiles and Israel are judged and punished 

10 leaves creation unchanged the change in creation 

11 Gentiles are unaffected Gentiles are judged 

12 Israel's covenants are unfulfilled Israel's covenants are fulfilled 

13 no relation to the judgment of evils evil is judged 

14 take place before the day of wrath follows the day of wrath 

15 for believers only has its effect on all men 
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16 expectation is "Lord at hand" expectation is "the kingdom is at hand" 

17 
expectation is "to be taken into the Lord's 

presence" 
expectation is "to be taken into the kingdom" 

Reason 13: The twenty-four elders 

In Revelation 4:4 John is given a vision of twenty-four elders who are seated on thrones, clothed 

in white raiment, crowned with golden crowns, and in heaven in the presence of God. The 

twenty-four elders could not be angelic beings, for angels are not crowned with victors' crowns 

received as rewards, nor are they seated on thrones, which throne speaks of royal dignity and 

prerogative, nor are angels robed in white as a result of judgment. The impossibility of this view 

argues for the second view which sees them as resurrected redeemed men, who are clothed, 

crowned and seated on thrones in connection with royality in Heaven. 

Since, according to Revelation 5:8, these twenty-four are associated in a priestly act, which is 

never said of angels, they must be believer-priests associated with the Great High Priest. 

Inasmuch as Israel is not resurrected until the end of the seventieth week, nor judged nor 

rewarded until the coming of the Lord according to Isaiah 26:19-21 and Daniel 12:1-2, these 

must be representatives of the saints of this present age. 

Since they are seen to be resurrected in heaven at the beginning of the seventieth week, it is 

concluded that the church must have been raptured before the seventieth week begins. If the 

church is not resurrected and translated here, how could the church be in Heaven in Revelation 

19:7-11? 

 

Reason 14: The problem behind 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 

The Thessalonian Christians had misunderstood the relation between the resurrection and the 

saints who were asleep in Christ to the rapture. Paul wrote that at the rapture the living would not 

have an advantage over the dead in Christ. 

If the Thessalonians had believed that the church would be going through the seventieth week 

they would have rejoiced that some of their brethren had missed this period of suffering and were 

with the Lord in the Heaven without experiencing the outpouring of wrath on the earth. If the 

church were going through the tribulation it would be better to be with the Lord in the Heaven 

than to have to await the events of the seventieth week. They would be praising the Lord that 

their brethren were spared these events instead of feeling that those had missed some of the 

Lord's blessings (i.e. rapture). 

These Christians evidently believed that the church would not go through the seventieth week 

and in their anticipation of the return of Christ mourned for their brothers, whom they thought 

had missed the blessing of this event (i.e. rapture). 
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Reason 15: The announcement of peace and safety 

In 1 Thessalonians 5:3 Paul tells the Thessalonian church that the Day of the LORD will come 

after the announcement of "peace and safety." This false security will lull many into a state of 

lethargy in relation to the Day of the LORD so that that day comes as a thief. This announcement 

that has produced this lethargy precedes the Day of the LORD. 

If the church were in the seventieth week there would be no possibility that, during the period 

when believers are being persecuted by the beast to an unprecedented degree, such a message 

could be preached and find acceptation so that men would be lulled into complacency. All the 

signs would point to the fact that they were not in a time of "peace and safety." The fact that the 

visitation of wrath, judgment and darkness is preceded by the announcement of such a message 

indicates that the church must be raptured before that period can begin. 

Reason 16: The relation of the church to governments 

The church is instructed to be in subjection to human governments (1 Peter 2:13-16; Titus 3:1; 

Romans 13:1-7). According to Revelation 13:4 the government during the seventieth week is 

controlled by Satan and is carrying out his will. Because of the relationship of the church to 

governments in this age and because of the Satanic control of government in the seventieth week, 

the church must be delivered before this Satanic government manifests itself. The church could 

not subject herself to such a government. 

Reason 17: The destiny of the church 

The destiny of the church is a heavenly destiny. When we study the destiny of the saved in the 

seventieth week we find that their expectation and promise is earthly (Matthew 25:34). If the 

church is on earth during the seventieth week all who are saved during that period would be 

saved to a place in the body of Christ. If the rapture did not take place till the end of the 

seventieth week, and part of the saved went into an earthly blessing and part into a heavenly 

destiny, the body of Christ would be dismembered and the unity destroyed. Such 

dismemberment is impossible. This can only indicate that those saved during this seventieth 

week to go into the Millennium must have been saved after the termination of the program for 

the church. 

Reason 18: The message to Laodicea 

In Revelation 3:14-22 John gives a message to the church in Laodicea. This church represents 

the final form of the professing church, which is rejected by the Lord and vomited out of His 

mouth because of the unreality of its profession. If the church goes into the seventieth week in its 

entirety and not just the professing portion of it, it would have to be concluded that this 

Laodicean church is the picture of the true church. 

The true church could not go through the persecutions of the seventieth week and still be 

lukewarm to her Lord. The persecution would either fan the fire and turn the lukewarmness into 

an intense heat, or else it would extinguish the fire altogether. The other alternative is to see that 
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the true church terminates with the Philadelphia church, which is removed from the earth 

according to the promise of Revelation 3:10 before the tribulation begins, and the false 

professing church, from which the true has been separated by rapture, is left behind, rejected by 

the Lord, and vomited out into the seventieth week to reveal the true nature of her profession so 

that such may be rejected justly by the Lord. 

Reason 19: The waiting remnant at the second advent 

Passage such as Malachi 3:16; Ezekiel 20:33-38; 37:11-28; Zechariah 13:8-9; Revelation 7:1-8, 

indicate clearly that when the Lord returns to earth there will be a believing remnant in Israel 

awaiting His return. Along with these are passages such as Matthew 25:31-40 and such parables 

as Matthew 22:1-13 and Luke 14:16-24 that show that there will be a multitude of believers 

among the Gentiles who will believe and await His return. 

There must also be group of believing Gentiles who can receive, through faith, the benefits of the 

covenants in His reign. These groups go into the Millennium in their natural bodies, saved, but 

not having experienced death and resurrection (Matthew 25:31-40; Revelation 7:9-17).  

If the church were on earth until the time of the second advent, these saved individuals would 

have been saved to a position in the church, would have been raptured at that time, and 

consequently there would not be one saved person left on the earth. These considerations make 

necessary the pretribulation rapture of the church, so that God may call out and preserve a 

remnant during the Tribulation in and through whom the promises may be fulfilled. 

Reason 20: The sealed 144,000 from Israel 

As long as the church is on the earth there are none saved to a special Jewish relationship. All 

who are saved are saved to a position in the body of Christ (i.e. church) as indicated in 

Colossians 1:26-29; 3:11; Ephesians 2:14-22; 3:1-7. During the seventieth week the church must 

be absent, for out of the saved remnant in Israel God seals 144,000 Jews, 12,000 from each tribe 

(Revelation 7:14). The fact that God is again dealing with Israel on this national relationship, 

setting them apart to national identities, and sending them as special representatives to the 

nations in place of the witness of the church, indicates that the church must no longer be on 

earth. 

Reason 21: The great object of satanic attack 

According to Revelation 12, the object of satanic attack during the tribulation period is "the 

woman" who produced the child. Since this child is born "to rule all nations with a rod of iron" 

(Revelation 12:5), it can only refer to Christ, the one whose right it is to rule. The Psalmist 

confirms this interpretation in Psalm 2:9, which is admittedly Messianic. The one from whom 

Christ came can only be Israel. 

At the time Satan is cast out of Heaven (Revelation 12:9) he goes forth with "great wrath because 

he knoweth that he hath but a short time" (Revelation 12:12). The church must not be here, for, 

since it is the "body of Christ," it would be the object of satanic attack then as it has been all 
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through the age (Ephesians 6:12) if it were present. The reason Satan turns against Israel can 

only be explained by the absence of the church from that scene. 

Reason 22: The apostasy of the period 

The complete apostasy of the period on the part of the professing church prevents the church 

from being in the world. The only organized church ever mentioned in the tribulation period is 

the Jezebel system (Revelation 2:22) and the harlot system (Revelation 17 and 18). If the true 

church were on earth, since it is not mentioned as separate from the apostate system, it must be a 

part of that apostasy. Such a conclusion is impossible. The believing witnesses, converted during 

the period, are specifically said to have kept themselves from defilement by this apostate system 

(Revelation 14:4). Since the church is not mentioned as also having kept herself from this system 

it must be concluded that the church is not there. 

Reason 23: The promises to the true church 

There are certain passages of Scripture which definitely promise the church a removal before the 

seventieth week.  

1. "I will keep you from the hour of trial" (Revelation 3:10). John is promising a complete removal 
from the sphere of testing, not a preservation through it. 

2. "God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ" 
(1 Thessalonians 5:9). The contrast in this passage is between wrath and salvation from that 
wrath. 1 Thessalonians 5:2 indicates that this wrath and darkness is that of the Day of the LORD. 
A comparison of this passage with Joel 2:2; Zephaniah 1:14-18; Amos 5:18 will describe the 
darkness mentioned here as the darkness of the seventieth week. A comparison with Revelation 
6:17; 11:18; 14:10, 19; 15:1, 7; 16:1, 19 will describe the wrath of the Day of the LORD. 

3. Paul clearly teaches that our expectation is not wrath, but the revelation of "His Son from 
Heaven." This could not be unless the Son were revealed before the wrath of the seventieth 
week falls on the earth (1 Thessalonians 1:9-10). 

Reason 24: The agreement of typology 

If a teaching is contrary to all typology it cannot be a true interpretation. Scripture abounds in 

types which teach that those who walked by faith were delivered from the visitations of 

judgment which overtook the unbelieving. Such types are seen in the experience of Noah 

(Genesis 6:13-9:19) and Rahab (Joshua 2:1-24; 6:1-17), but perhaps the clearest illustration is 

that of Lot (Genesis 18:20-19:25). In 2 Peter 2:6-9, Lot is called a righteous man. This divine 

commentary will shed light on Genesis 19:22, where the angel sought to hasten the departure of 

Lot with the words "Hurry, escape there, for I cannot do anything until you arrive there." If the 

presence of one righteous man prevented the outpouring of deserved judgment on the city of 

Sodom, how much more will the presence of the church on earth prevent the outpouring of 

divine wrath until after her removal. 
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A number of reasons for belief in the pretribulation rapture position have been presented. The 

pretribulation doctrine is not based on these arguments singly, but rather they are considered as 

cumulative evidence that the church will be delivered by rapture before the inception of Daniel's 

seventieth week. 

 

 

 

 

Arguments For And Against Pretribulational Rapture 

The arguments for and against the Pretribulational Rapture view are illustrated in below table: 

(Reference: Charts of Christian Theology & Doctrine, p. 129, Zondervan Publishing House, Grand Rapids: Michigan, 1992 Edition, by H. 
Wayne House) 

Pretribulational Rapture 

Statement of 
View 

Christ will come for His church-age saints; afterward He will come with His saints. The first stage of 

Christ's coming is called the rapture; the second is called the revelation. The older school emphasized 

the issue of "imminency." However, in recent days the crux of this position centers more around the 

aspect of God's wrath and whether the church is called to experience any or all of it during the 

Tribulation. 

Churches 

Baptist, Brethren, 

conservative, 

evangelical,    fundamentalist, 

independant Protestant 

churches 

Proponents 

J.N. Darby, C.I. Scofield, Lewis Sperry Chafer, 

Herman Hoyt, Harry Ironside, Alva McClain, Eric 

Sauer, William MacDonald, R.E. Harlow, John F. 

Walvoord, J. Dwight Pentecost, John Feinberg, 

Paul Feinberg, Charles Ryrie, Rene Pache, Henry 

C. Thiessen, Leon Wood, Hal Lindsey, Alva 

Meclain, John A. Sprout, Richard Mayhue  

Arguments for  Arguments Against  

The Bible says that Christians (the church) are exempt from 

divine wrath (1 Thessalonians 1:10). This exemption does not 

mean that the church does not experience trials, persecution, or 

suffering.  

Christians are exempt from God's wrath, but the 

majority of passages dealing with tribulation refer 

to the tribulation that believers suffer. Exemption 

from wrath does not mean exemption from 

tribulation. Also, if Christians are exempt from 

wrath of the Tribulation, those who believe during 

the Tribulation would need to be raptured at 
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conversion. 

The believers are also exempt from the time of wrath recorded in 

Revelation 3:10. This is supported by the way the Greek 

preposition ek is used in this passage.  

Normative meaning of ek is "out from the midst of" 

and does not require a snatching from trial. It can 

mean kept form tribulation without being taken 

from trial.  

All positions of Tribulation rapture predict a Millennial kingdom. 

The pretribulation position calls for living, nonglorified believers to 

enter the kingdom, thus to repopulate the kingdom (Zechariah 

12:10-131; Romans 11:26).   

144,000 of Revelation can populate the Earth 

during the time of the Millennium.   

This position offers a clear distinction between the rapture and the 

revelation, an interval of time. This is consistent with various 

Scriptures that discuss both these events. For the rapture: John 

14:1-14; 1 Corinthians 15:51-58; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; for the 

revelation, or the second coming of Christ: Zechariah 14; Matthew 

24:29-31; Mark 13:24-27; Luke 21:25-27; Revelation 19.   

The "blessed hope" and "glorious appearing" are 

the same events (rapture and revelation). The 

New Testament speaks of one second coming, not 

of two comings or of a coming in two stages. The 

distinction may be in the nature of events not in 

time differences.  

This position stresses imminency. Christ can return at any time; 

therefore believers have an attitude of expectancy (Titus 2:13). 

There are no preparatory warnings of an impending tribulation for 

the church-age believers (Acts 20:29-30; 2 Peter 2:1; 1 John 4:1-

3). 

Imminency for the apostles and the early church 

during this time revolved around the second 

coming of Christ. Thus, the two events are 

coterminous, not separate (Matthew 24:3, 27, 37, 

39; 2 Thessalonians 2:8; James 5:7-8; 1 John 

2:28). Also, 2 Thessalonians 2:1-10 may list 

events to be expected before the rapture. 

This position sees a literal Tribulation as given in Revelation 6-19. 

These is no mentioned of the church in Revelation 4-18. 

Much language in Revelation 6-19 is figurative, the 

Tribulation may be as well.  

The Restrainer mentioned in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12 is the Holy 

Spirit indwelling the church. He must remove her (the church) 

before the Tribulation begins.   

Holy Spirit's indwelling ministry is not equivalent to 

His restraining work. Also, passage does not 

clearly equate the restrainer with the Holy Spirit, or 

the removal of the restraint with a rapture of the 

church.   

Evaluation of Pretribulational Rapture 

1 Positive aspects 
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The positive aspects of the posttribulational rapture view are as follows: 

1. Pretribulationism is a logical eschatological system. While all writers in all schools of 

Biblical interpretation can be found who are guilty of illogical reasoning, careful 

observers of posttribulationism will find that so often their conclusions are based upon 

illogical reasoning. In some cases, their arguments hang upon dogmatic assumptions 

which they do not prove. In other cases, they draw conclusions from Scripture passages 

under consideration which the passages actually do not teach. The fact that an interpreter 

is a great scholar does not necessarily make him a logician; unfortunately, ability to do 

research and skill in linguistics do not necessarily lead to formation of logical 

conclusions. I believe that a major problem in other rapture positions is logical 

inconsistency. By contrast, pretribulationism moves logically from its premises and 

principles of interpretation to its conclusion. 

2. Pretribulationism is exegetical sound and consistent. In contrast with posttribulational 

treatment of major passages on the rapture which differs widely in interpretation, 

pretribulationists follow a consistent pattern of literal interpretation. This allows the 

interpreter to explain the passage in its normal meaning - which in many cases is its 

literal meaning - without resorting to flagrant spiritualization. Some educational 

institutions that have approached the Bible creedally tend to make Scriptures conform to 

their previously accepted creed with the result that most of them are liberals or, if 

conservative, tend to be amillennial. Pretribulationism has continued to appeal to 

thousands of lay interpreters because it makes sense out of the passages that deal with the 

rapture of the church. While the majority of Biblical scholars may disagree with 

pretribulational interpretation, it is also significant that they disagree radically among 

themselves as well; often abandonment of pretribulational interpretation results in 

abandonment of serious study in the area of prophecy.  

3. Pretribulationism, through its concept of any-moment imminency, imparts a sense of 

expectancy to the Christian faith. The early church looked forward to the coming of the 

Lord as a reality by which they could govern their lives. This became a purifying hope. If 

the time we have in which to do the work of Christ is limited, and if the end to this period 

of opportunity can come at any moment, it is imperative to do the work as quickly as 

possible. An aggressive approach to the mission of the church is the logical consequence. 

For the pretribulationist, the coming of the Lord is an imminent hope. For the great 

majority of others, there is only the somewhat blurred expectation of how the coming of 

the Lord really fits in to the pattern of future events.  

4. Pretribulationists have kept the discussion of eschatology alive at times when others have 

not. In recent years we have seen a tremendous revival of interest in eschatology. 

Pretribulationists have anticipated this revival of interest within the broader theological 

landscape. 

5. Pretribulationists have been alert to the eschatological dimensions of the whole of 

Scripture. They have called the attention of others to the eschatological significance of 

passages that would have been overlooked. In particular, some secondary emphases and 

applications have been overlooked by those who have considered only the primary or 

most obvious meaning. 
6. Unlike the other rapture positions, the pretribulation view is not based on a few carefully 

selected Biblical passages. We have seen that only pretribulationism fits harmoniously with all 
the Scriptural evidences and answers those questions satisfactorily. 



Page 235 of 274 
 

2 Negative aspects 

The pretribulational scheme is strongly objected by some people. Their objections can be 

classified into two categories:  

1. Biblical arguments; and 
2. non-Biblical arguments. 

I have already discussed their Biblical arguments in the above Sections 3 to 6. Their non-Biblical 

arguments would be carefully examined and answered in the following paragraphs. Their major 

objections are as follows:  

1. personal attack; and 
2. pretribulationism is a new doctrine. 

1 Personal attack 

One of the unfortune features of the argument for posttribulationism is the general tendency 

toward the ad hominem type of debate in which attacks on the persons who hold the 

pretribulation position are substituted for solid argument from the Scriptures. In the attempt to 

discredit pretribulationism, numerous assertions have been made that John Nelson Darby did not 

get his view from his own studies, but rather from several erratic individuals. Posttribulationists 

have attacked pretribulationism as originating in heretical and Pentecostal teachings and 

especially from Margaret MacDonald, who is said to have had a vision while under the influence 

of a demon. Other posttribulationists claimed that the idea of a secret coming of Christ to rapture 

the church originated in an utterance at the church of Edward Irving. Darby took this as the voice 

of the Holy Spirit and accepted it as doctrine. 

Margaret MacDonald left behind no clear record that she ever held to a pretribulational rapture. 

It is possible from some of her statements to arrive at the conclusion that she was garbled in her 

view of prophecy and could possibly be identified with the partial rapture view. None of her 

statements, however, placed the Rapture before the Tribulation begins. What Irving actually 

believed was that the Rapture would occur at the end of the Tribulation (Edward Irving, The 

Morning Watch, December 1831). Obviously, if they were not pretribulationists, how could 

Darby get his views from them?  

Darby was an extensive writer and a most effective Bible teacher and evangelist, leading 

hundreds of people to Christ. In his many works, any careful student of Darby soon discovers 

that he achieved his eschatological views from the study of the Bible itself and from his 

conclusion that the church is the body of Christ rather than having derived it from some human 

source.  

2 Pretribulationism is a new doctrine 
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One of the strongest arguments of the posttribulational view is the claim that pretribulationism is 

a new doctrine originated from Darby in 1830. Since pretribulationism is a new doctrine, it must 

be rejected as false. 

The early church believed in a coming time of trouble, in the imminent coming of the Lord, and 

the Millennium to follow. How the coming of the Lord could be a daily expectation as is 

indicated by the early church fathers and at the same time have a lengthy series of events 

preceding the Second Advent of Christ was apparently not resolved in the early church. Some 

were undoubtedly posttribulational, but others are not clear. If major doctrines like the Trinity 

and the procession of the Holy Spirit took centuries to find acceptable statement, it is hardly to 

be expected that the problems of eschatology would be all settled in the early centuries.  

The early church was far from settled on details of eschatology, though definitely premillennial. 

It was actually impossible for the tribulation question even to be discussed intelligently until the 

Protestant Reformation had restored a theological foundation that would support it. 

Unfortunately the Reformers went back to Augustine for their eschatology instead of the early 

chiliastic fathers; and until premillennialism was again established in the post-Reformation 

period, the advance of the interpretation of prophecy had to wait.  

It may be concluded that while the early church did not teach twentieth-century 

pretribulationism, neither did it clearly teach modern posttribulationism. The futuristic position 

of Ladd that Revelation 8-18 must occur before the second coming of Christ and the recent view 

of Robert H. Gundry similar to this but distinguishing Israel and the church are largely twentieth-

century developments. If posttribulationists are free to innovate to the extent Gundry does and 

still hold that they are teaching the truth, why do writers like Ladd and Gundry continue to assert 

that pretribulationism is wrong because it is less than two centuries old?  

The truth or error of pretribulationism must be settled on the exegesis of the Scriptures rather 

than by polling the early church fathers or attempting to discredit the doctrine as originating from 

questionable characters.  

Conclusion 

A number of reasons for belief in the pretribulation rapture position have been presented. It is 

clear that the pretribulational rapture position is not based on these arguments singly, but rather 

they are considered as cumulative evidence that the church will be delivered by rapture before 

the inception of Daniel's seventieth week. As demonstrated, only pretribulationism fits 

harmoniously with all the Scriptural evidences and answers those questions satisfactorily. I 

conclude that the pretribulational rapture position is the only viable option. 
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TASTES GREAT, LESS FILLING 

The first role of successful merchandising is to give consumers what they want. If they want 

bigger burgers, make their burgers bigger. Designer bottled water in six fruit flavors? Done. 

Minivans with ten cup holders? Give them twenty. You’ve got to keep the customer satisfied. 

You’ve got to modify your product and your message to meet their needs if you want to build a 

market and get ahead of the competition. 

Today this same consumer mind-set has invaded Christianity. The church service is too long, 

you say? We’ll shorten it (one pastor guarantees his sermons will never last more than seven 

minutes!). Too formal? Wear your sweatsuit. Too boring? Wait’ll you hear our band! 

And if the message is too confrontational, or too judgmental, or too exclusive, scary, 

unbelievable, hard to understand, or too much anything else for your taste, churches everywhere 

are eager to adjust that message to make you more comfortable. This new version of Christianity 

makes you a partner on the team, a design consultant on church life, and does away with old-

fashioned authority, guilt trips, accountability, and moral absolutes. 

One suburban church sent out a mailer recently, promising an “informal, relaxed, casual 

atmosphere,” “great music from our band,” and that those who come will, “believe it or not, even 

have fun.” That’s all great if you’re a coffeehouse. But anyone who claims to be calling people 

to the gospel of Jesus with those as his priorities is calling them to a lie. 

It’s Christianity for consumers: Christianity Lite, the redirection, watering down, and 

misinterpretation of the biblical gospel in an attempt to make it more palatable and popular. It 

tastes great going down and settles light. It seems to salve your feelings and scratch your itch; 

it’s custom-tailored to your preferences. But that lightness will never fill you up with the true, 

saving gospel of Jesus Christ, because it is designed by man and not God, and it is hollow and 

worthless. In fact, it’s worse than worthless, because people who hear the message of 

Christianity Lite think they’re hearing the gospel—think they’re being rescued from eternal 

judgment—when, in fact, they’re being tragically misled. 

  

THE FALSE GOSPEL OF SELF-ESTEEM 

The true gospel is a call to self-denial. It is not a call to self-fulfillment. And that puts it in 

opposition to the contemporary evangelical gospel, where ministers view Jesus as a utilitarian 

genie. You rub the lamp, and He jumps out and says you have whatever you want; you give Him 

your list and He delivers. 

Defending the true gospel has put me in pretty serious opposition to folks who don’t want to 

take the Bible seriously. I always say that the people I pastor at Grace Church must have a heart 

to submit to the Word of God, because that’s the message they’re going to get, unadorned and 

unadulterated, every time they walk through the door. If they’re not willing to face the hard truth 

of conviction over their sins, the hard disturbing reality of self-denial, and the hard demands of 

following Christ, they’re not going to hang around very long. 

Some within the framework of evangelicalism will tell you Jesus just wants you well, and if 

you’re not well, it’s because you haven’t turned in your spiritual lottery ticket. If you’re not rich, 
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it’s because you haven’t claimed it. Jesus wants you free from debt, and if you send the 

televangelists enough money, that act of faith will free you from the demon of debt. Your 

salvation through Christ is a guarantee of health, wealth, prosperity, and happiness. 

The psychologically man-centered evangelicals tell you that Jesus gives you peace, Jesus 

gives you joy, Jesus makes you a better salesman, and Jesus helps you hit more home runs. Jesus 

really wants to make you feel better about yourself. He wants to elevate your self-image. He 

wants to put an end to your negative thinking. 

It’s interesting how this trend has come into the church. I’ve been around long enough to 

have seen it arrive. It blossomed, I think, most pointedly through the effort of the ever present 

small screen religious personality Robert Schuller and a book he wrote a number of years ago 

called Self-Esteem: The New Reformation. I reviewed that book for a national magazine. I 

thought Schuller’s view was a turning point, literally, as the title says, an attempt to promote a 

new reformation. It was an effort to replace the biblical gospel with a new gospel. And it worked. 

In that book, Robert Schuller attacked the Protestant Reformation. Calling for a new 

reformation he wrote: “It is precisely at this point that classical theology has erred in its 

insistence that theology be ‘God-centered’ and not ‘man-centered.’ ”
1
 So, according to Schuller, 

the first thing we have to do is put an end to classical, God-centered theology and replace it with 

man-centered theology. 

To define man-centered theology (an oxymoron), he wrote further, “This master plan of God 

is designed around the deepest needs of human beings—self-dignity, self-respect, self-worth, 

self-esteem.”
2
 For Schuller, the pearl of great price is self-respect and self-esteem. He went on to 

say, “Success is to be defined as the gift of self-esteem that God gives us as a reward for our 

sacrificial service in building self-esteem in others. Win or lose: If we follow God’s plan as 

faithfully as we can, we will feel good about ourselves. That is success!”
3
 

Pardon me if I don’t join. I can’t think of a plan with which I’d less like to associate. 

In this new reformation of self-esteem, the first thing required is to pull God down from His 

supremely elevated place so you can then lift yourself up, replacing God-exalting theology with 

man-exalting self-esteem psychology. To pull this off requires altering and misinterpreting the 

Bible and the gospel for the grand purpose of making people feel better about themselves, so 

they can fulfill their dreams and realize their visions. 

Maybe the most amazing statement in Self-Esteem: The New Reformation is the following: 

“Once a person believes he is an ‘unworthy sinner,’ it is doubtful if he can really honestly accept 

the saving grace God offers in Jesus Christ.”
4
 So, if you want to be saved, according to this new 

gospel you cannot believe yourself to be an unworthy sinner. How twisted is that? How contrary 

to the truth is that? But it is just the sort of man-centered, self-esteem gospel that eventually 

became the seeker-friendly movement, which has hijacked so many churches. It’s a kind of 

quasi-Christian narcissism, or self-love, that is characteristic of false teachers: according to 2 

Timothy 3, which reminds us, “Dangerous times will come, for men will be lovers of 

themselves” (see 2 Tim. 3:1–2). 

Christianity, in the hands of some seeker-sensitive church leaders, has become a “get what 

you want” rather than a “give up everything” movement. These leaders have prostituted the 

divine intention of the gospel. They have replaced the glory of God with the satisfaction of man. 

                                                           
1 Robert Schuller, Self-Esteem: The New Reformation (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1982), 64. 
2 Robert Schuller, Self-Esteem: The New Reformation (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1982), 71. 
3 Robert Schuller, Self-Esteem: The New Reformation (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1982), 76. 
4 Robert Schuller, Self-Esteem: The New Reformation (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1982), 98. 
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They have traded the concept of abandoning our lives to the honor of Christ for Christ honoring 

us. As such, our submission to His will is replaced by His submission to our will. Since people 

usually reject the real gospel, modern evangelicals have simply changed the message. 

A saint of many centuries ago got it right with this prayer: 

Lord, high and holy, meek and lowly, let me learn by paradox that the way down is the way up, 

that to be low is to be high, that the broken heart is the healed heart, that the contrite spirit is the 

rejoicing spirit, that the repenting soul is the victorious soul, that to have nothing is to possess 

everything, that to bear the cross is to wear the crown, that to give is to receive. Let me find thy 

light in my darkness, thy joy in my sorrow, thy grace in my sin, thy riches in my poverty, thy 

glory in my valley, thy life in my death.
5 

“Thy life in my death”? That’s the true gospel. Jesus said it unmistakably and inescapably, “If 

anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me. For 

whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it” 

(Matt. 16:24–25). It’s not about exalting me, it’s about slaying me. It’s the death of self. You win 

by losing; you live by dying. And that is the heart message of the gospel. That is the essence of 

discipleship. 

The passage mentions nothing about improving your self-esteem, being rich and successful, 

feeling good about yourself, or having your felt needs met, which is what so many churches are 

preaching these days in order to sugarcoat the truth. 

So who’s right? Is the message of Christianity self-fulfillment, or is it self-denial? It can’t be 

both. If it’s just a matter of opinion, I’ll do my thing and you do yours, and we’ll both cruise 

contentedly along in separate directions. But Christianity, the genuine gospel of Jesus Christ, is 

not a matter of opinion. It is a matter of truth. What you want, or I want, or anybody else wants, 

makes no difference whatsoever. It is what it is—by God’s sovereign will. 

  

THE HARD WORDS OF JESUS 

I have no idea how the fans of Christianity Lite reconcile their approach to religion with the 

teachings of Jesus, or how they become comfortable ignoring what He said. But the only 

acceptable approach—for me and you—is to take our Lord at His word in the single source of 

truth for every authentic Christian: the word of God revealed in the Bible. So let’s go there. 

Luke 9 cuts to the core of the question of what Christianity is all about. Here, Jesus was with 

his disciples shortly after miraculously feeding a crowd of five thousand, who had come to hear 

him speak, with one modest basket of loaves and fishes. In Luke 9:23–26 we read: 

Then He said to them all, “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up 

his cross daily, and follow Me. For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses 

his life for My sake will save it. For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and is 

himself destroyed or lost? For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words, of him the Son of Man 

will be ashamed when He comes in His own glory, and in His Father’s, and of the holy angels.” 

                                                           
5 Arthur Bennett, ed., The Valley of Vision (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1975), introductory prayer. 
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It’s pretty simple. Anyone who wants to come after Jesus into the kingdom of God—anyone who 

wants to be a Christian—has to face three commands: 1) deny himself, 2) take up his cross daily, 

and 3) follow Him. These words are hard to believe. They’re not consumer-friendly or seeker-

sensitive. Christianity Lite is nowhere to be found. But this is not an obscure passage, or 

something different from other teachings of Jesus. These are principles that He taught 

consistently and repeatedly throughout His ministry, over and over again in all different settings. 

This is not news. When Martin Luther launched the Protestant Reformation in 1517 by 

posting his Ninety-five Theses on the door at Wittenberg, he affirmed in the fourth thesis that 

salvation required self-hate. He wrote that “self-hate remains right up to entrance into the 

kingdom of heaven.” The original Greek word for “deny” means “to refuse to associate with.” 

The thought is that if you want to be Christ’s disciple, and receive forgiveness and eternal life, 

you must refuse to associate any longer with the person you are! You are sick of your sinful self 

and want nothing to do with you anymore. And it may mean not just you, but your family. 

In Matthew 10:32, Jesus talked about confessing Him as Lord and Savior: “Therefore 

whoever confesses Me before men, him I will also confess before My Father who is in heaven.” 

And then in verses 34–36: “Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth. I did not come 

to bring peace but a sword. For I have come to set a man against his father, a daughter against 

her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and ‘a man’s enemies will be those 

of his own household.’ ” 

It’s not a friendly invitation; it’s a warning: If you come to Christ, it may make your family 

worse, not better. It may send a rift into your family, the likes of which you have never 

experienced before. If you give your life to Jesus Christ, there will be an impassable gulf 

between you and people who don’t give their lives to Him. In fact, as the New Age Hindu mystic 

Deepak Chopra said to me on CNN Television: “You and I are in two different universes.” I 

replied that he was exactly right. And that is not just true for strangers but also for family 

members, creating a severe breach in those most intimate of all relationships. 

Verse 37 adds, “He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me. And he 

who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me.” If you’re not willing to pay the 

price of a permanent split in your family unless your loved ones come to Christ—if you’re not 

willing to pay the price of greater trauma, greater conflict, greater suffering in your family—then 

you’re not worthy to be Jesus’ disciple. 

Verse 38: “And he who does not take his cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me.” 

Wait a minute. In Jesus’ time, people associated a cross with one thing and one thing alone: a 

cross was an instrument of death. He was saying that if you’re not willing to have conflict with 

the world to the degree that it could cost you your life, then you’re not worthy of Him. 

Verse 39: “He who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for My sake will find 

it.” This is an echo of Luke 9. It’s about losing your life. It’s not a man-centered theology, it’s a 

Christ-centered theology that says, “I give everything to Christ, no matter what it costs me, even 

if it costs me my life.” 

  

THE TRUE GOSPEL OF SCRIPTURE 

This is a bedrock truth of Christianity that the Bible confirms repeatedly. Jesus said the same 

thing in many different ways. He said it in the familiar story of the rich young ruler. In Mark 

10:17 the young synagogue leader ran up to Jesus, knelt before Him, and asked, “Good Teacher, 

what shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?” 
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What a setup for personal evangelism! Jesus could have said, “Pray this prayer” or “Make a 

decision to accept Me!” He didn’t. Instead He confronted the young man with the reality of sin to 

reveal whether or not he was convicted of his wickedness and penitent over his iniquities. Jesus 

offered several of the Ten Commandments as examples of the law of God the young man had 

broken. 

Rejecting any thought of sinfulness and repentance, the young man bragged about having 

obeyed the Ten Commandments all his life. He thought he was a perfect candidate for eternal 

life. But he got a response he didn’t expect. In verse 21, Jesus said, “Go your way, sell whatever 

you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, take up the cross, 

and follow Me.” Jesus exposed his self-righteousness and then uncovered his love for money. 

The young ruler wanted Jesus to show him how to have eternal life. But Jesus told him that the 

price was giving up his illusion of self-righteousness, recognizing himself rather as an unworthy, 

wretched sinner. And he needed to be willing to submit to the Lord Jesus, even if it meant he had 

to give up all his earthly possessions. He might not ask, but the requirement for eternal life is the 

willingness to give it all up if He does. 

The young man wouldn’t do either—admit his sin or deny himself. As verse 22 tells us, “But 

he was sad at this word, and went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions.” He decided 

he’d rather hold onto the deception of self-righteousness, and have his money and possessions, 

than have Jesus. He had no interest in self-denial, self-sacrifice, or submission. Therefore he was 

unworthy to be Jesus’ disciple, and he himself shut the door to the kingdom of salvation. 

We all know someone like the rich young ruler—cocky, self-assured, impressed with his own 

goodness—who sees Christian salvation as one more goal he can achieve through performance, 

skill, money, and influence. The Bible tells us that’s not how it works. The goal is the unfamiliar 

one of sorrowfully acknowledging sin, of submission and sacrifice. If we’re not willing to 

separate from our families, separate from the world, separate from the material things that we 

possess, then Jesus isn’t that valuable to us. It’s an all-or-nothing proposition. 

There’s yet another example in Luke 9:57, where Jesus was walking down the road with 

some of his followers, and one of them promised, “I will follow You wherever You go.” Jesus 

didn’t say, “Hey, that’s great. We’re all going to the Ritz-Carlton for caviar.” What He said in 

verse 58 was, “Foxes have holes and the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has 

nowhere to lay His head.” Jesus didn’t say, “Follow Me, and you will be happy, you will be 

healthy, wealthy, prosperous, and successful.” He said, “Just know this: I don’t have any place to 

lay My head. Discipleship is going to cost you whatever you have. Don’t expect comfort and 

ease.” 

The story continues in verse 59: “Then He said to another, ‘Follow Me.’ But he said, ‘Lord, 

let me go first and bury my father.’ ” The implication here was that his father wasn’t even dead. 

What did he mean, “go first and bury” his father? Did he mean go to the funeral? No, he meant 

hang around until he got the inheritance! He wasn’t going to have anything if he followed Jesus. 

Jesus had nothing to give him, so he wanted to stick around the house until he could pack a 

fortune in his bag and then come after Jesus. He disappeared too. 

A third would-be follower of Jesus wanted to return home and organize a big farewell party 

with friends and family—to secure support for his venture. Jesus told him that those who entered 

His kingdom didn’t go back to bring along elements of the old life. Rather they were like a 

farmer, who, once he grabbed the plow, kept looking forward so the furrow was straight (Luke 

9:61–62). 
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Jesus set the standard as total self-denial. In Luke 14:26, a great multitude was following 

Him and He turned and spoke to them: “If anyone comes to Me”—meaning those who wanted to 

be His true followers—“and does not hate his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and 

sisters, yes, and his own life also, he cannot be My disciple.” Self-hate? What a powerful truth! 

This is not salvation by good works but the very opposite: salvation by rejecting all hope of 

pleasing God on our own. 

Following Jesus is not about you and me. Being a Christian is not about us; it’s not about our 

self-esteem. It’s about our being sick of our sin and our desperation for forgiveness. It is about 

seeing Christ as the priceless Savior from sin and death and hell, so that we willingly give up as 

much as it takes, even if it costs us our families, our marriages, and whatever else we cherish and 

possess. 

It might even cost us our lives, as Jesus said in Luke 9:24 and reaffirmed in 14:27: “And 

whoever does not bear his cross”—that is, be willing to die and give his life—“and come after 

Me cannot be My disciple.” 

It can’t be any clearer than that. If you try to hold onto you, your plan, your agenda, your 

success, your self-esteem, you lose forgiveness and heaven. 

In John 12:24, Jesus said, “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the 

ground and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it produces much grain.” In other words, “If 

you’re going to be fruitful in following Me,” Jesus says, “it’s going to cost you your life. You’re 

going to have to die.” Verse 25: “He who loves his life will lose it, and he who hates his life in 

this world will keep it for eternal life.” The path that Jesus was going down was the path to 

persecution and death. 

So you want to follow Jesus, do you? It’ll cost you absolutely everything. 

The Lord might not take your life. He might not take all your money. He might not take your 

family or your spouse. He might not take your job. But you need to be willing to give it all up, if 

that’s what He asks. You need to be desperate enough to embrace Christ no matter what the 

price. 

If you want to follow Christ right into heaven, here’s the message: Deny yourself, take up 

your cross, and follow Him. Do you hear that in the contemporary gospel? Do you ever hear that 

in a message a television preacher or an evangelist gives? Do you ever hear anybody stand up in 

a crowd and say, “If you want to become a Christian, slay yourself! Refuse to associate any 

longer with yourself, reject all the things your self longs and wants and hopes for! Be willing to 

die for the sake of Christ, if required, and while living slavishly, submit in obedience to Jesus 

Christ!” That doesn’t sell! That’s not smart marketing. 

It’s a message that’s hard to believe, because self-denial is so hard to do. It just happens to be 

the truth. 

  

THE NARROW GATE 

So, what do you want to do? According to lots of churches and preachers, the answer is to 

popularize the gospel: get rid of all this slaying-yourself and carrying-your-cross stuff, and get a 

decent band up there on the stage. Tell everybody God wants him to be happy and successful and 

full of self-esteem. 

The only problem is that saying those things gives people who don’t know any better the 

illusion they’re saved, when they’re not. And someday, when they face Christ, they’re going to 
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say, “Lord, Lord!” and He’s going to say, “Depart from Me. I never knew you” (see Matt. 7:23). 

What’s a good band worth then? About as much as healthy self-esteem. 

Mankind wants glory. We want health. We want wealth. We want happiness. We want all 

our felt needs met, all our little human itches scratched. We want a painless life. We want the 

crown without the cross. We want the gain without the pain. We want the words of Christian 

salvation to be easy. 

That’s how people think. But that’s not God’s instruction to us. According to Hebrews 2:10, 

suffering made perfect the Captain of our salvation. And so we also will go through the crucible 

of suffering. What we suffer first of all is the death of all hopes, all ambitions, all desires, all 

longings, all needs that are human. 

Listening to a seeker-sensitive evangelical preacher today, we’re likely to think it’s easy to 

be a Christian. Just say these little words, pray this little prayer, and poof! you’re in the club. 

According to the Bible, it doesn’t work that way. In Matthew 7:13 during the Sermon on the 

Mount, Jesus admonished His followers, “Enter by the narrow gate.” The connotation of 

“narrow” here is constricted. It’s a very, very tight squeeze. We can’t carry anything through it; 

we come through with nothing. 

A wide religious gate also exists, and I am saddened to think so many preachers, and so 

many churches, are leading people through it. They’re saying, “You don’t have to do all that 

hard stuff to get into heaven. We’re open-minded and inclusive, and we think everybody who 

wants to, should get saved.” 

We’ve actually come to the point where people who call themselves Christians have 

apologized on behalf of all us hopelessly inflexible nitpickers: those who hang onto old, 

outmoded ideas that Christianity should be biblical, exclusive, inflexible, and inconvenient. 

Recently, a group of more than fifty pastors and laymen, including a divinity school dean, 

representing half a dozen mainline Christian denominations, placed an ad in a major daily 

newspaper insisting it was “wrong—ethically, morally, and spiritually—for anyone, whether 

individual, group, church, or religion, to claim exclusive access to God or God’s grace, blessing, 

or salvation…Claims of exclusivity by Christians and others have played a self-justifying role in 

causing untold human suffering…” 

Excuse me, but if Christians don’t acknowledge and preach the fact that salvation is through 

Christ alone, they are herding unwitting people through the wide gate that leads to destruction. 

That’s not my opinion; that’s the Word of God. People are breezing through those wide, 

comfortable, inviting gates with all their baggage, their self-needs, their self-esteem, and their 

desire for fulfillment and self-satisfaction. And the most horrible thing about it is they think 

they’re going to heaven. And somebody thinks he’s done them a big favor by coming up with a 

consumer-friendly gospel about which everybody feels good. 

But that gospel is a false gospel, a treacherous lie. That easy-access gate doesn’t go to 

heaven. It says “Heaven,” but it ends up in hell. 

“Because narrow is the gate,” Jesus said in Matthew 7:14, “and difficult is the way which 

leads to life, and there are few who find it.” I agree that we have a hard time finding it, especially 

today. You could go to church after church after church and never find it. It’s a very narrow gate. 

The same teaching appears in Luke 13:23–24: “Then one said to Him, ‘Lord, are there few 

who are saved?’ And He said to them, ‘Strive to enter through the narrow gate, for many, I say to 

you, will seek to enter and will not be able.’ ” It’s hard to find, and it’s hard to get through. 

Why is it so hard to find today, and why is it so hard to get through? It’s hard to find because 

so many churches have strayed from teaching the truth of the gospel. And it’s even harder, once 
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we’ve heard the truth, to submit to it. Man worships himself. He’s his own god. What we need to 

tell people is not “Come to Christ and you’ll feel better about yourself,” or “Jesus wants to meet 

whatever your needs are.” Jesus doesn’t want to meet our needs—our worldly, earthly, human 

needs. He wants us to be willing to say, “I will abandon all the things I think I need for the sake 

of Christ.” 

It’s hard to get through the narrow gate because it’s so hard for us to deny ourselves. Jesus’ 

first requirement in Luke 9 was for Christians to deny themselves, but that’s just about 

impossible to do. Self-importance is the reigning reality in human fallenness: man is the master 

of his own soul, the captain of his own fate, the monarch of his own world. 

To say he has to deny and slay himself is simply too much to swallow. Preach a gospel that 

doesn’t include that, and people will flock around to get out of hell and into heaven. But start 

preaching the true gospel, the hard words of Jesus that call for total and absolute self-denial—the 

recognition that we’re worthy of nothing, commendable for nothing, and that nothing in us is 

worth salvaging—and that’s a lot less popular. Take it from someone who has been targeted on 

national television for saying this. 

  

COUNTING THE COST 

In Luke 14:28–30, Jesus asked, “For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not sit down 

first and count the cost, whether he has enough to finish it—lest, after he has laid the foundation, 

and is not able to finish, all who see it begin to mock him, saying, ‘This man began to build and 

was not able to finish.’ ” 

If you’re going to come to Christ, you’re going to have to count the cost. Have you counted 

the cost? Do you even understand there’s a price to pay? We know what the price is because, as 

we’ve already seen, the Bible tells us clearly, unequivocally, and repeatedly. The price is a 

willingness to hate your father and mother, if necessary, hate your own life, carry your cross, and 

come after Jesus. Nothing in the world must we hold so dear that we will forfeit Christ for it. 

Continuing in verses 31–32: “Or what king, going to make war against another king, does not 

sit down first and consider whether he is able with ten thousand to meet him who comes against 

him with twenty thousand? Or else, while the other is still a great way off, he sends a delegation 

and asks conditions of peace.” You either make peace with the enemy if you can’t conquer him, 

or you make sure you’ve got the troops that you need to win the battle. In other words, Jesus was 

saying, “Don’t come to Me unless you’ve counted the cost. And the price is self-denial, self-

crucifixion, and self-submission.” 

In Luke 14:33, He delivered the point: “So likewise, whoever of you does not forsake all that 

he has cannot be My disciple.” We’re not going to get saved by dumping all our earthly goods, 

but we have to be willing to do so. That’s how devoted we have to be to the cause of Christ. We 

will deny ourselves all of our worldly longings. We will even deny our own right to live, and 

give our lives, if need be, for the cause of Jesus Christ. We will submit to His will, following 

Him whatever He asks, whether He says we must lose these things or we can keep them. That’s 

up to Him. 

Jesus told two parables in Matthew 13, beginning with verse 44. He said, “The kingdom of 

heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and hid; and for joy over it he goes 

and sells all that he has and buys that field.” In the next verse, He told the story of a man who 

found a pearl of great price and sold all he had to buy it. The complete surrender of all 
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possessions is the essence of salvation. It is, “I give up everything. I deny myself. I offer my life, 

both in terms of death, if need be, and in terms of obedience in life.” 

Earlier we saw those who insist that the pearl of great price in the Christian faith is “genuine 

respect and self-esteem.” It is nothing of the sort. The pearl of great price, the treasure worth 

everything you and I possess, is the saving grace of Jesus Christ that we are hopelessly 

undeserving of, but that we can claim as our own by denying ourselves, picking up our cross 

daily, and following Him. 

This is the message of the gospel. When you call people to Jesus, that’s what you have to 

say. 

  

KEEPING THE CUSTOMER SATISFIED 

Now comes the issue that’s behind all the pop music and self-congratulation and “fun” that the 

seeker-sensitive churches promise: people aren’t going to buy Christianity if it’s that hard. If it 

doesn’t meet their needs, they won’t be interested. If they want six fruit flavors and you’ve got 

only two, you’ve lost them. They need Christianity that tastes great, and if it’s less filling in the 

short run, well, we’ll explain all the hard stuff later. 

There’s a name for that in the marketing world, and it’s called bait and switch. You advertise 

a TV for a rock-bottom price, but when the consumer gets to the store, that particular model is 

unavailable. There’s a more expensive one here, however, that’s a lot like it. It’s not what we 

promised you. In fact, what we promised never existed. The offer was a sham. 

What happens at a seeker-sensitive church when somebody takes the bait? He thinks, “Hey, 

this Christianity thing is not hard at all. Meet nice people, hear an inspiring message and some 

cool music, get to heaven.” But at some point the truth comes out. The hard words of Jesus come 

out: “It’s not about you, it’s about Me and sacrificing yourself to follow Me.” 

It’s absolutely true that nobody’s going to want to be a Christian under those circumstances, 

unless the Spirit of God is working in his heart. Unless the Spirit of God is doing the work of 

conviction, is awakening the dead heart, and generating faith, nothing’s going to happen, no 

matter what you do. And then only the true message of Jesus, connected with the work of the 

Spirit, will produce true salvation. The fountain of grace will open and flow to the self-denying 

sinner. This is the very essence of grace. It is when we offer nothing in ourselves as worthy of 

salvation, but affirm our hatred of worthless self, that God grants us grace to rescue us from sin 

and hell. 

We can’t reinvent the gospel to suit ourselves, our own comfort and convenience. But that’s 

what people are doing today. That’s why I’ve written this book. If you modify the message to 

make Christianity more attractive, then what you have is not Christianity. 

I’m not promoting legalism in any form, only fidelity to Scripture, though some people have 

decided I’m sort of harsh and hard-nosed. One well-known evangelical friend thought he was 

complimenting me when he introduced me by saying, “This is John MacArthur, who is much 

nicer in person than he is in his books.” 

I smiled and said, “In person it’s much easier to demonstrate the love of Christ.” 

Well-meaning congregations and pastors go to great lengths to steer around the teachings of 

Jesus that are hard to believe. They don’t do it because they’re sinister, or malicious, or 

consciously out to deceive anybody. They do it because good news is fun to deliver, but hard 

words aren’t. Hard words are sometimes confusing and embarrassing; it’s hard to make eye 

contact when you repeat some of them. 
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Christians don’t know how to interpret and share the hard words of Jesus, so they skip over 

them. But delivering half the message is almost worse than delivering no message at all. All of 

what Jesus has to say is important. It’s not up to us to decide what we’ll pass on and what we’ll 

try to hide. 

My prayer is that this book will help you understand that the right invitation to Christianity is 

the one that’s complete and transparent; that hiding the truth doesn’t help but, in fact, infinitely 

hurts people; and that there are ways you can use the full dimension of the gospel to proclaim a 

powerful, compelling evangelical message that the Lord will bless. 

 

THE HARD TRUTH 

Perhaps the dominant myth in the evangelical church today is that the success of Christianity 

depends on how popular it is, and that the kingdom of God and the glory of Christ somehow 

advance on the back of public favor. This is an age-old fantasy. I remember reading a quote from 

the apologist Edward John Carnell in Ian Murray’s biography of the Welsh preacher David 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones. During the formative years of Fuller Theological Seminary, Carnell said 

regarding evangelicalism, “We need prestige desperately.” 

Christians have worked hard to position themselves in places of power within the culture. 

They seek influence academically, politically, economically, athletically, socially, theatrically, 

religiously, and every other way, in hopes of gaining mass media exposure. But then when they 

get that exposure—sometimes through mass media, sometimes in a very broad-minded church 

environment—they present a reinvented designer pop gospel that subtly removes all of the 

offense of the gospel and beckons people into the kingdom along an easy path. They do away 

with all that hard-to-believe stuff about self-sacrifice, hating your family, and so forth. 

The illusion is that we can preach our message more effectively from lofty perches of 

cultural power and influence, and once we’ve got everybody’s attention, we can lead more 

people to Christ by taking out the sting of the gospel and nurturing a user-friendly message. But 

to get to these lofty perches, “Christian” public figures water down and compromise the truth; 

then, to stay up there, they cave in to pressure to perpetuate false teaching so their audience will 

stay loyal. Telling the truth becomes an unwise career move. 

Local church pastors are among the first to be seduced into using this designer gospel, crafted 

to fit the sinner’s desire and carefully tweaked to overcome consumer resistance. They stylize 

church meetings to look, sound, feel, and smell like the world, in order to remove the sinner’s 

resistance and lure him into the kingdom down an easy and familiar path. 

The idea is to make Christianity easy to believe. But the unvarnished, untweaked, 

unmodified, unavoidable truth is that the gospel is actually hard to believe. In fact, if the sinner is 

left to himself, it is absolutely impossible. 



Page 248 of 274 
 

This is the pop philosophy: “If they like us, they’ll like Jesus.” The whole scheme works 

superficially, but only if we compromise the truth. And we can’t just pick on the local preachers 

for reinventing the gospel, because they’re acting no differently than the big-name televangelists 

and other more widely known evangelicals. To maintain their positions of power and influence, 

once they’ve achieved them, to maintain this tenuous alliance with the world in the name of love, 

attractiveness, and tolerance, and to keep the unconverted happy in church, they must replace the 

truth with something soothing and inoffensive. In fact, as a Calvinist once said, “Sometimes we 

don’t present the gospel well enough for the non-elect to reject it.” 

Now, I don’t want you to misunderstand me. I am committed to reaching as far as possible 

here and around the world to spread the gospel. I prefer righteousness to prevail over sin. I prefer 

to elevate righteous people and expose sin for what it really is, in all of its destructiveness. I long 

to see the glory of God extend to the ends of the earth. I long to see divine light flood the 

kingdom of darkness. No loyal child of God is ever content with sin, immorality, 

unrighteousness, error, or unbelief. The reproach that falls on the Lord falls on me, and zeal for 

His house eats me up, as it did David and as it did Jesus. 

I hate the churches of the world, however, that have become havens for heretics. I resent a 

TV church that, in many cases, has become a den of thieves. I would love to see the divine Lord 

take a whip and have at it in the religion of our time. I sometimes pray imprecatory psalms 

directly on the heads of certain people. But mostly, I pray for the kingdom to come. Mostly I 

pray for the gospel to penetrate the hearts of the lost. I understand why John Knox said, “Give 

me Scotland or I die. What else do I live for?” I understand why pioneer missionary Henry 

Martyn ran out of a Hindu temple exclaiming, “I cannot endure existence if Jesus is to be so 

dishonored!” 

I was on a radio talk show at a big station in a big city, where the host was a popular 

“Christian counselor.” She had a three-hour show every weekday, advising listeners who called 

in about all sorts of problems, some of them very serious. By the kind of questions she asked me 

on the show, I figured she hadn’t done a lot of reading about Christian doctrine. Off the air, 

during a commercial break, she said to me, “You use the word ‘sanctification.’ What exactly 

does that mean?” 

That was a hint. If she didn’t know what sanctification meant, she had some homework to do. 

We were still off the air, so I asked her, “How did you become a Christian?” I will never forget 

her answer. She said, “It was cool. One day I got Jesus’ phone number and we’ve been 

connected ever since.” 

“What?” I asked, trying not to appear too incredulous. “What do you mean by that?” 

“What do you mean, ‘What do I mean by that?’ ” she shot back brusquely. 

She didn’t understand that her “testimony” even needed an explanation. Then she asked, 

“How did you become a Christian?” I started going briefly through the gospel. She stopped me 

and said, “Oh, come on! You don’t have to go through all that, do you?” 

Yes, you do. 

I’ve made no truce with the way the world is. I resent everything that dishonors the Lord. I’m 

against everything He’s against and for everything He supports. I long to see people brought to 

saving faith in Jesus Christ. I hate the fact that sinners die without any hope. I’m committed to 

the proclamation of the gospel. I’m not narrow in that sense. I want to be a little part of fulfilling 

the Great Commission. I want to preach the gospel to every creature. 

It’s not that I’m not interested in the lost of the world, or that I have made an easy truce with 

a wretched, sinful world that dishonors my God and Christ. The only question for me is, How do 
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I do my part? What is my responsibility? It certainly can’t be to compromise the message. The 

message is not mine, it’s from God, and it is by that message that He saves. 

Not only can I not compromise the message, I can’t compromise the cost. I can’t change the 

terms. We know Jesus said, “If you want to come after Me, deny yourself” (see Luke 9:23). 

Jesus said we have to take up our crosses all the way to death, if that’s what He asks. I can’t help 

it if that gospel offends a society awash in self-love. And I know this: the preaching of the truth 

truly influences the world and genuinely changes one soul at a time. And that happens only by 

the life-giving, light-sending, soul-transforming power of the Holy Spirit, in perfect fulfillment 

of the eternal plan of God. Your opinion or my opinion is not part of the equation. 

The kingdom does not advance by human cleverness. It does not advance because we have 

gained positions of power and influence in the culture. It doesn’t advance thanks to media 

popularity or opinion polls. It doesn’t advance on the back of public favor. The kingdom of God 

advances by the power of God alone, in spite of public hostility. When we truly proclaim it in its 

fullness, the saving message of Jesus Christ is, frankly, outrageously offensive. We proclaim a 

scandalous message. From the world’s perspective, the message of the cross is shameful. In fact, 

it is so shameful, so antagonizing, and so offensive that even faithful Christians struggle to 

proclaim it, because they know it will bring resentment and ridicule. 

  

EMBARRASSED BY JESUS 

I’m sure you’ve noticed, as I have, how hard it is for Christians on television or in the public eye 

to say the name “Jesus.” Even well-known evangelical leaders avoid the word when speaking to 

a wide audience, not to mention “cross,” “sin,” “hell,” and other foundational terms of the faith. 

They talk a lot about faith in a general, unattached sort of way, yet they shy away from any 

statement that requires them to take a stand. 

In the wake of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, many Americans instinctively 

sought courage and solace in Christ. But even then, in a service at the National Cathedral in 

Washington, D.C., broadcast live around the world, a Christian clergyman offered a prayer in the 

name of Jesus Christ but “respecting all religions.” All religions? Druids? Cat worshippers? 

Witches? A Christian minister in a Christian church shouldn’t feel compelled to qualify or 

apologize for praying to the one true Savior. 

Paul made a remarkable statement in Romans 1:16–17: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel 

of Christ, for it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes, for the Jew first and 

also for the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is 

written, ‘The just shall live by faith.’ ” 

Now why would Paul say, “I’m not ashamed of the gospel”? Who would ever be ashamed of 

such good news? Would someone who had found the cure for AIDS have to overcome immense 

shame to proclaim it? Would a person who had discovered a cure for cancer have to get over 

terrible shame to be able to open his mouth? Why is the cross so hard to mention? 

Even though Paul’s message of salvation was the greatest and most important message in 

history, audiences and authorities had treated him shamefully for preaching it, time and again. 

By this point in his ministry they had imprisoned him in Philippi (Acts 16:23–24), chased him 

out of Thessalonica (Acts 17:10), smuggled him out of Berea (Acts 17:14), laughed at him in 

Athens (Acts 17:32), branded him a fool in Corinth (1 Cor. 1:18, 23), and stoned him in Galatia 

(Acts 14:19). He had every reason to feel ashamed, yet his enthusiasm for the gospel was 
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undiminished. And he never, for a moment, considered watering it down to make it more 

appealing to his audiences. 

At some point or other in our Christian lives, we have all been ashamed and kept our mouths 

closed when we should have opened them. Or, given the chance, we’ve hidden behind some sort 

of innocuous “Jesus loves you and wants to make you happy” message. If you have never felt 

shame in proclaiming the gospel, it’s probably because you haven’t proclaimed the gospel 

clearly, in its entirety, the way Jesus proclaimed it. 

Why can’t the Christian business executive witness to his board of directors? Why can’t the 

Christian university professor stand up before the whole faculty and proclaim the gospel? We all 

want to be accepted—yet we know, as Paul discovered so many times, that we have a message 

the world will reject, and the stronger we hold to that message, the more hostile the world 

becomes. So we begin to feel the shame. Paul rose above that by the grace of God and the power 

of the Spirit, and he said, “I’m not ashamed.” It’s a striking example for us, because he knew the 

price of fidelity to the truth: public rejection, imprisonment, and ultimately, execution. 

Human nature really hasn’t changed much throughout history; shame and honor were as big a 

deal in the ancient world as they are today. Back in the ninth century B.C., the epic poet Homer 

wrote, “The chief good was to be well spoken of, the chief evil, to be badly spoken of by one’s 

society.” In the first century A.D., the apostle Paul “ministered in a shame-sensitive, honor-

seeking culture,” shamelessly preaching a shameful message about a publicly shamed person.
1
 

And so the message was offensive. It was scandalous. It was stupid. It was foolish. It was 

moronic. 

Yet, as 1 Corinthians 1:21 says, “it pleased God through the foolishness of the message 

preached to save those who believe.” It was this scandalous, offensive, foolish, ridiculous, 

bizarre, absurd message of the cross that God used to save those who believe. Roman authorities 

executed His Son, the Lord of the world, by a method they reserved only for the dregs of society; 

His followers had to be faithful enough to risk meeting the same shameful end. 

  

THE SHAME OF THE CROSS
2
 

We preach a shameful message when we preach of Jesus on the cross. Being crucified was a 

degrading insult, and the idea of worshipping someone who had been crucified was absolutely 

unimaginable. Of course, we don’t see people being crucified now as Paullisteners did in the first 

century, so the impact is somewhat lost on us. But Paul knew what he was up against: “For the 

message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing” (1 Cor. 1:18); “For Jews request a 

sign, and Greeks seek after wisdom; but we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling 

block and to the Greeks foolishness” (vv. 22–23). The message of the cross is foolishness, moria 

in Greek, from which we get the word “moron.” 

Verses 22 and 23 tell us the Jews were looking for a sign. “You’re the Messiah,” they said to 

Jesus, “so give us a sign.” They were expecting some great supernatural wonder that would 

identify and attract them to the promised Messiah. They wanted something flashy. Even though 

Jesus had given them miracle after miracle during His ministry, they wanted some sort of 

                                                           
1 Michael Scott Bashoor, “Not Ashamed of the Gospel:Paul’s Preaching of the Cross in a Shame-Sensitive Culture” (M.Div. thesis, The 
Master’s Seminary, 1998), 43. 
2 I’m indebted to Don Green for much of the material here and through page 29. His superb paper “The Folly of the Cross” is scheduled for 
publication in The Master’s Seminary Journal, 2004 spring issue. 
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supermiracle they could all look at and say, “That’s the sign! That’s the proof that this is the 

Messiah at last!” 

The Greeks, on the other hand, weren’t so much interested in the miraculous. They weren’t 

looking for a supernatural sign; they were looking for wisdom. They wanted to validate a true 

religion through some transcendental insight, some elevated idea, some esoteric knowledge, 

some sort of spiritual experience, maybe even an out-of-body experience or another imaginary 

emotional event. 

The Greeks wanted wisdom, and the Jews wanted a sign. God gave them exactly the 

opposite. The Jews received a skandalon, a crucified Messiah—scandalous, blasphemous, 

bizarre, offensive, unbelievable. And for the Greeks who were looking for esoteric knowledge, 

something high and noble and lofty, all this nonsense about the eternal Creator God of the 

universe being crucified was idiotic. 

From both the Greek and Roman points of view, the stigma of crucifixion made the whole 

notion of the gospel claiming Jesus as the Messiah an absolute absurdity. A glance at the history 

of crucifixion in first-century Rome reveals what Paul’s contemporaries thought about it. It was a 

horrific form of capital punishment, originating, most likely, in the Persian Empire, but other 

barbarians used it as well. The condemned died an agonizingly slow death by suffocation, 

gradually becoming too exhausted and traumatized to pull himself up on the nails in his hands, or 

push himself up on the nail through his feet, enough to take a deep breath of air. King Darius 

crucified three thousand Babylonians. Alexander the Great crucified two thousand from the city 

of Tyre. Alexander Janius crucified eight hundred Pharisees, while they watched soldiers 

slaughter their wives and children at their feet. 

This sealed the horror of the crucifixion in the Jewish mind. Romans came to power in Israel 

in 63 B.C. and used crucifixion extensively. Some writers say authorities crucified as many as 

thirty thousand people around that time. Titus Vespasian crucified so many Jews in A.D. 70 that 

the soldiers had no room for the crosses and not enough crosses for the bodies. It wasn’t until 

337, when Constantine abolished crucifixion, that it disappeared after a millennium of cruelty in 

the world. 

Crucifixion was a repugnant, demeaning form of execution for the rabble of society. The idea 

that anybody who died on the cross was in any sense an exceptional, elevated, noble, important 

person was absurd. Roman citizens generally were exempt from crucifixion unless they 

committed treason. The authorities reserved the cross for rebellious slaves and conquered people, 

and for notorious robbers and assassins. The Roman Empire’s policies on crucifixion led 

Romans to view any crucified person as absolutely contemptible. The Romans used it only for 

the scum, the most humiliated, the lowest of the low. 

Soldiers first flogged the victims, then forced them to carry their crossbeams, the instruments 

of their own deaths, to the crucifixion site. Signs around their necks indicated the crimes they 

had committed, and they were stark naked. Then the soldiers tied or nailed them to the crossbars, 

hoisted them into an upright post, and suspended them there, nude. The executioners could hurry 

death by shattering their legs, because that left victims unable to push themselves up in order to 

fill their lungs with air. If no one broke the legs, the death could last for days. The final indignity 

was the corpse’s hanging there until the scavengers ate it. 

Josephus described multiple tortures and positions of crucifixion during the siege of 

Jerusalem, pain suffered in every possible angle and through every possible part of the body, 

even unmentionable parts. Gentiles also viewed anyone crucified with the utmost contempt. It 

was a virtual obscenity. Polite society simply didn’t discuss crucifixion. Cicero wrote, “This very 
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word ‘cross’ should be removed not only from the person of a Roman citizen but from his 

thoughts, his eyes, his ears.” 

And in the face of all this, Paul came, and all he ever talked about was…the cross! We can 

see something of the deep disrespect the Gentiles had for anybody crucified in some of the pagan 

statements people made about Christ. Graffiti scratched on a stone in a guardroom on Palatine 

Hill, near Circus Maximus in Rome, shows the figure of a man with the head of an ass hanging 

on a cross. Below is a man in a gesture of adoration and the inscription says, “Elexa Manos 

worships his God.” Such a repulsive depiction of the Lord Jesus Christ vividly illustrates pagan 

disgust for anybody crucified, and particularly a crucified God. Justin’s first apology in A.D. 152 

summarized the Gentile view: “They proclaim our madness to consist in this, that we give to a 

crucified man a place equal to the unchangeable eternal God.” Nonsense! 

If the Gentile attitude was bad, the Jewish attitude was worse and even more hostile. They 

detested the Roman practice and scorned it more than the Romans did. In their view, anybody 

who ever ended up on a cross fulfilled Deuteronomy 21:23, “His body shall not remain overnight 

on the tree…for he who is hanged is accursed of God.” Does that mean the eternal God of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the Lord Himself was cursed? How could God curse God? It’s 

absolutely unthinkable. The Messiah cursed by God? To the Jews it was impossible to imagine. 

They saw crucifixion not only as a social stigma but as a divine curse. So the stigma of the 

cross went beyond social disgrace, all the way to divine condemnation. The Mishnah, a second-

century A.D. commentary on the law of the Pentateuch, indicated that blasphemers and idolaters 

alone were to be crucified; even so, the executioners hung their bodies on the cross only after 

they were already dead. How could the Messiah be a blasphemer? How could God be a 

blasphemer of God? The Jews gagged on the idea of a crucified Christ. It made the gospel 

unbelievable. 

You think you’ve got problems getting the gospel across today? Imagine the early Christians. 

If they told the truth, they faced a massive obstacle: their claims were insane, scandalous, 

scurrilous, blasphemous, unbelievable. 

Paul was not an easy-believism preacher. God Himself, in the form of the crucified Christ, 

was the biggest obstacle to believing in God. And frankly, it doesn’t seem that God could have 

put a more formidable barrier to faith in the first century. I can’t think of a worse way to market 

the gospel than to preach that. 

The Gentiles called the Christian gospel a perverse and extravagant superstition and a sick 

delusion. Martin Hengel, in his instructive book Crucifixion, says 

To believe that the one preexistent Son of the one true God, the mediator at creation and the 

redeemer of the world, had appeared in very recent times in out-of-the-way Galilee as a member 

of the obscure people of the Jews, and even worse, had died the death of a common criminal on 

the cross, could only be regarded as a sign of madness. The real gods of Greece and Rome could 

be distinguished from mortal men by the very fact that they were immortal—they had absolutely 

nothing in common with the cross as a sign of shame…and thus of the one who…was “bound in 

the most ignominious fashion” and “executed in a shameful way.”
3 

No wonder the Gentiles and Jews alike hated Paul’s message! It was a message that was beyond 

human belief. No seeker-friendly message, it was either an absurdity or an obscenity. 

  

                                                           
3 Martin Hengel, Crucifixion (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1997), 6–7; emphasis in original. 
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WISDOM MADE FOOLISH 

If it wasn’t enough that crucifixion bore such a shameful stigma, there was also the shameful 

simplicity of the cross, a repudiation of worldly wisdom. First Corinthians 1:19–21 reads: 

For it is written: 

“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, 
And bring nothing to the understanding of the prudent.” 

Where is the wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the disputer of this age? Has not God made 

foolish the wisdom of this world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world through wisdom did 

not know God, it pleased God through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who 

believe. 

Both Jew and Gentile enjoyed complexities, especially the Greeks with their philosophical 

systems. They loved mental gymnastics and intellectual labyrinths. They believed the truth was 

knowable, but only to those with elevated minds. This system later became known as gnosticism, 

a belief that certain people, by virtue of their enhanced reasoning powers, could move beyond 

the hoi polloi and ascend to the level of enlightenment. 

At the time of Paul, we can trace at least fifty different philosophies rattling around in the 

Roman and Greek world. And the gospel came along and said, “None of it matters. We’ll destroy 

it all. Take all the wisdom of the wise, get the best, get the elite, the most educated, the most 

capable, the smartest, the most clever, the best at rhetoric, oratory, logic; get all the wise, all the 

scribes, the legal experts, the great debaters, and they’re all going to be designated fools.” The 

gospel says they are all foolish. 

Paul’s quotation of Isaiah 29:14 in verse 19, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise,” had to 

be an offensive statement to his audience. He was basically saying, “I’ll trash all you 

philosophers and all your philosophy.” Nothing was subtle about Paul, nothing vague or 

ambiguous. But the message wasn’t Paul’s, as he reminded us when he affirmed, “It is 

written”—literally, “It stands written”—it stands as divinely revealed truth that the gospel of the 

cross makes no concession to human wisdom. Paul was just God’s mouthpiece. Human intellect 

plays no role in redemption. And in verse 20, it’s as if Paul was saying, “What do you think you 

have to offer? Where is the scribe? What contribution does this legal expert make? Where is the 

debater? What does he have to offer? They’re all fools.” 

First Corinthians 2:14 reads, “But the natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of 

God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he know them, because they are spiritually 

discerned.” This is the problem. An unconverted person may have great reasoning power and 

intellect, but when it comes to spiritual reality and the life of God and eternity, he makes no 

contribution. Whether it’s Athens or Rome, whether it’s Cambridge, Oxford, Harvard, Stanford, 

Yale, or Princeton, or wherever else, all the collected wisdom that is outside the Scripture adds 

up to nothing but foolishness. 

God wisely established that no one could ever come to know Him by human wisdom. The 

only way anyone will come to know God is by divine revelation and through the Holy Spirit. The 

final word on human wisdom is that it’s all nonsense. Man, by wisdom, cannot know God. 
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A SCANDALOUS MESSAGE 

Well, how then can man know God if not by wisdom? “Through the foolishness of the message 

preached.” You want people to know God? Then just preach the message. Jeremiah 8:9 says, 

“The wise men are ashamed, / They are dismayed and taken. / Behold, they have rejected the 

word of the LORD; / So what wisdom do they have?” If you reject the Scripture, you don’t have 

any wisdom. If you change the message of Scripture, you can’t preach wisdom. 

We have no artistic license in delivering the gospel. Look again at 1 Corinthians 1:18: “For 

the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved 

it is the power of God.” Then verse 21: it is “through the foolishness of the message preached to 

save those who believe.” And verses 23–24: “We preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a 

stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness, but to those who are called, both Jews and 

Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.” 

Paul was giving only one message: the power of God through the word of the cross is what 

saves people. Men are the tools for delivering that message, but the message doesn’t come from 

them, it comes from God. And this is absolutely the only message we have. 

Any other message is false and absolutely unacceptable, as Galatians 1:8–9 declares without 

apology or compromise: “But even if we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel to 

you than what we have preached to you, let him be accursed. As we have said before, so now I 

say again, if anyone preaches any other gospel to you than what you have received, let him be 

accursed.” But the Christianity Lite that is so popular today has substituted another message that 

tries to eliminate the offense of the cross. 

Almost no one tolerates the exclusivity and supremacy of Christ these days, even some who 

profess to be Christians. The message of the cross is not politically correct—it’s the singularity 

of the gospel, on top of everything else, that bothers people. Can you imagine for a moment what 

might happen if a celebrity or political leader just said, “I’m a Christian and if you’re not, you’re 

going to hell”? Yikes! 

And then imagine if he said, “All the Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, and all the people who 

believe they can earn salvation, whether liberal Protestants or Roman Catholics, and all the 

Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses—you’re all going to eternal hell. But I care about you so 

much, I want to give you the gospel of Jesus Christ, because it is far more important than wars in 

the Middle East, terrorism, or any domestic policy.” 

You can’t be faithful and popular, so take your pick. 

What Paul was saying in 1 Corinthians was that the gospel collides with our emotions; it 

collides with our minds; it collides with our relationships. It smashes into our sensibilities, our 

rational thinking, and our tolerances. It’s hard to believe. And unfortunately, this is why people 

compromise; and when they do that, they become useless because God saves through this truth. 

The cross in itself proclaims a verdict on fallen man. The cross says that God requires death 

for sin, while it proclaims to us the glory of substitution. It rescues the perishing. The perishing 

are the damned, the doomed, the ruined, the destroyed; they are the lost, under the judgment of 

God for endless violations of His holy law. And if you and I don’t embrace the substitute, then 

we bear that death ourselves, and that is a death that lasts forever. 

The message of the cross is not about felt needs. It is not about Jesus loving you so much He 

wants to make you happy. It is about rescuing you from damnation, because that is the sentence 
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that rests upon the head of every human being. And so the gospel is an offense every way you 

look at it. There’s nothing about the cross that fits in comfortably with how man views himself. 

The gospel confronts man and exposes him for what he really is. It ignores the 

disappointment that he feels. It offers him no relief from the struggles of being human. Rather it 

goes to the profound and eternal issue of the fact that he is damned and desperately needs to be 

rescued. Only death can accomplish rescue, but God, in His mercy, has provided a Substitute. 

  

THE DREADFUL DOCTRINE 

One more thing that stands in the middle of the road of easy-believism is the truth of the 

sovereignty of God. Years ago, I used to hear people say, “Don’t ever preach the doctrine of the 

sovereignty of God when you have nonbelievers in the audience.” People literally warned me 

against that. But here is another offensive bit of news for the unbeliever: God is sovereign, and 

you are not. You are not the captain of your soul or the master of your fate. You do not hold your 

destiny in your own hand. 

According to 1 Corinthians 1:24, those who believe are those whom God calls and 

sovereignly draws. God calls them because He has chosen them (v. 27), eklegomi, picked them 

out for Himself. The word appears again in verse 28. 

How could anybody get saved under those terms? You’ve got nothing left! You’re absolutely 

stripped of everything. Verse 30: “But of Him you are in Christ Jesus, who became for us 

wisdom from God—and righteousness and sanctification and redemption.” So, if it’s all God’s 

doing anyway, why would I tamper with the message? Why would I try to manipulate the 

results? Verse 31: “He who glories, let him glory in the LORD.” 

My friend R. C. Sproul has said that “God’s favorite doctrine is sovereignty, and if you were 

God, it would be yours too.” A wonderful sentiment like that helps offset the sick feeling I get 

when I hear contemporary evangelicals attack the sovereignty of God. His elective purpose is 

salvation, because if God isn’t saving people, they won’t be saved. This is a hard truth that many 

prominent evangelicals deny, stealing glory from God and overestimating the ability of the 

spiritually dead! 

One very famous evangelical says: “To suggest that the merciful, long-suffering, gracious, 

and loving God of the Bible would invent a dreadful doctrine like election, which would have us 

believe it is an act of grace to select only certain people for heaven, comes perilously close to 

blasphemy.” In other words, the claim that God sovereignly saves people by His power is almost 

insulting to His character. (He doesn’t suggest how else they might get saved.) 

Another writer, the head of a national ministry, insists, “The flawed theology of pre-selection 

is an attempt to eliminate man’s capacity to exercise his free will, which reduces God’s 

sovereign love to an act of a mere dictator.” 

Another writer believes: “Election makes our heavenly Father look like the worst of 

despots.” Another adds that the doctrine of election is “the most unreasonable, incongruous, self-

contradictory, man-belittling, God-dishonoring scheme of theology that ever appeared in 

Christian thought. No one can accept its contradictory, mutually exclusive propositions without 

intellectual self-debasement. It holds up a self-centered, selfish, heartless, remorseless tyrant for 

God and bids us to worship Him.” 

Still another says, “It makes God a monster who eternally tortures the innocent, removes the 

hope of consolation from the gospel, limits the atoning work of Christ, resists evangelism, stirs 

up argumentation and division, promotes a small, angry, judgmental God.” 
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Here’s one of the scariest of all: “To say that God sovereignly chooses is the most twisted 

thing I have ever read, making God into a monster, no better than a pagan idol.” 

What a skewed understanding of the doctrine of sovereignty! And it’s based on a deficient 

view of sin and an unduly elevated view of fallen sinners. The fact is, according to Scripture, if 

God did not sovereignly open the eyes of the spiritually blind, no one would ever see. If God did 

not sovereignly draw sinners to Christ, none would ever come, as Romans 8:7–8 says, “because 

the carnal mind is enmity against God; for it is not subject to the law of God, nor indeed can be. 

So then, those who are in the flesh cannot please God.” Nothing about this message is attractive. 

Believing in this doctrine is fraught with shame; it’s unreasonable, illogical; and it assaults 

everything that is human about us, everything we love about our fallenness. 

What are we left to do with this impossibility? Paul relayed the answer in 1 Corinthians 2:1–

5: 

And I, brethren, when I came to you, did not come with excellence of speech or of wisdom 

declaring to you the testimony of God. For I determined not to know anything among you except 

Jesus Christ and Him crucified. I was with you in weakness, in fear, and in much trembling. And 

my speech and my preaching were not with persuasive words of human wisdom, but in 

demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith should not be in the wisdom of men but 

in the power of God. 

That’s where Paul landed. He didn’t shy away from the hard truth of the cross but embraced it 

instead, saying in effect, “I’m not looking for a popular position from which to proclaim this 

message or advance it on the back of public favor. I preach the shameful cross because that’s 

what I’ve been told to preach. And I leave it to the sovereign power of God to work through that 

message to produce a faith that rests not on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God.” 

Would that we can say the same.13 
 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
13 John F. MacArthur, Jr., Hard to Believe: The High Cost and Infinite Value of Following Jesus (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 
2003), 1–36. 
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JESUS EXPLAINS HIS GOSPEL14
 

 
The Call to Repentance 

Having examined how Jesus dealt with individuals and having studied the parables and 

figures he used to illuminate truth for his disciples, we now turn our focus to the rich doctrinal 

content of the message he proclaimed to the multitudes. Here we will explore the principal 

themes that flavored Jesus’ discourses and weigh the popularized gospel of today against the 

Savior’s own teaching. In the process, we will attempt to gain a clearer understanding of the 

terminology Jesus employed. Most of the current controversy regarding the gospel hinges on the 

definitions of a few key words, including repentance, faith, discipleship, and Lord. In this final 

section, we will study these terms and see how Jesus himself used them. 

We begin with a chapter on repentance, because that is where the Savior began. Matthew 

4:17 records the dawning of Christ’s public ministry: “From that time [the imprisonment of John 

the Baptist] Jesus began to preach and say, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.’ ” I 

noted in chapter 4 that the opening word of that first sermon characterized the theme of Jesus’ 

entire earthly ministry. We have further observed that he described his own objective thus: 

“calling sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:31). Repentance was a recurring motif in all his public 

sermons. He stood boldly before the stiff-necked multitudes and proclaimed, “Unless you repent, 

you will all likewise perish” (Luke 13:3, 5). 

The Missing Note 

When was the last time you heard the gospel presented in those terms? It is not fashionable in 

the twentieth century to preach a gospel that demands repentance. How did the message of today 

become so different from the gospel according to Jesus? As early as 1937, Dr. H. A. Ironside 

noted that the biblical doctrine of repentance was being diluted by those who wished to exclude 

it from the gospel message. He wrote, “The doctrine of repentance is the missing note in many 

otherwise orthodox and fundamentally sound circles  today.”
1
 He spoke of “professed preachers 

of grace who, like the antinomians of old, decry the necessity of repentance lest it seem to 

invalidate the freedom of grace.”
2
 Dr. Ironside, himself a dispensationalist, denounced the 

teaching of extreme dispensationalists who taught that repentance was for another age. “Our 

Lord’s solemn words, ‘Except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish,’ are as important today as 

when first uttered,” Ironside wrote. “No dispensational distinctions, important as these are in 

understanding and interpreting God’s ways with man, can alter this truth.”
3
 

Even in his day Ironside recognized the dangers of an incipient easy-believism. He wrote: 

                                                           
14 John F. MacArthur, Jr., The Gospel According to Jesus: What Does Jesus Mean When He Says "follow Me", Electronic ed. (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Academic and Professional Books, Zondervan Pub. House, 2000). 
1 H. A. Ironside, Except Ye Repent (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1937), 7. 
2 Ibid., 11. 
3 Ibid., 10. 
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Shallow preaching that does not grapple with the terrible fact of man’s sinfulness and 

guilt, calling on “all men everywhere to repent,” results in shallow conversions; and so 

we have myriads of glib-tongued professors today who give no evidence of regeneration 

whatever. Prating of salvation by grace, they manifest no grace in their lives. Loudly 

declaring they are justified by faith alone, they fail to remember that “faith without works 

is dead”; and that justification by works before men is not to be ignored as though it were 

in contradiction to justification by faith before God.
4
 

Nevertheless, many prominent dispensationalists continued to advance the notion that preaching 

repentance to the unsaved violates the spirit and content of the gospel message. Dr. Lewis Sperry 

Chafer’s Systematic Theology listed repentance as one of “the more common features of human 

responsibility which are too often erroneously added to the one requirement of faith or belief.”
5
 

Chafer noted that the word repentance is not found in the gospel of John and occurs only once in 

Romans. He pointed out also that in Acts 16:31 Paul did not tell the Philippian jailer to repent. 

Chafer viewed that silence as an “overwhelming mass of irrefutable evidence [making it] clear 

that the New Testament does not impose repentance upon the unsaved as a condition of 

salvation.”
6
 

The Discarding of Repentance 

Voices today continue to promulgate the same ideas. The Ryrie Study Bible includes a 

synopsis of doctrine that lists repentance as “a false addition to faith” when made a condition for 

salvation, except “when [repentance is] understood as a synonym for faith.”
7
 Another influential 

teacher says essentially the same thing: “The Bible requires repentance for salvation, but 

repentance does not mean to turn from sin, nor a change in one’s conduct.… Biblical repentance 

is a change of mind or attitude  concerning either God, Christ, dead works or sin.”
8
 Even a 

seminary professor writes, “Repentance means to change one’s mind; it does not mean to change 

one’s life.”
9
 These writers and others have thus redefined repentance in a way that evacuates its 

moral ramifications. They write it off as simply a change of mind about who Christ is.
10

 This 

kind of repentance has nothing to do with turning from sin or abandoning self. It is utterly devoid 

of any recognition of personal guilt, any intent to obey God, or any desire for true righteousness. 

That is not the kind of repentance Jesus preached. As we have seen repeatedly, the gospel 

according to Jesus is as much a call to forsake sin as it is a summons to faith. From his first 

message to his last, the Savior’s theme was calling sinners to repentance—and this meant not 

only that they gained a new perspective on who he was, but also that they turned from sin and 

                                                           
4 Ibid., 11. 
5 Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology (Dallas: Dallas Seminary, 1948), 3:372. 
6 Ibid., 376. This was a curious conclusion to a section Chafer began by affirming “as dogmatically  … as language can declare, that 
repentance is essential to salvation and that none could be saved apart from repentance” (p. 373). Chafer’s apparent self-contradiction turns on 
his definition of repentance: he saw it as simply a change of mind (p. 372), a turning from unbelief to faith. Repentance as he defined it has no 
reference to sin and contrition. He declared that repentance in the context of salvation is nothing more than “a synonym for the word belief” (p. 
377). Thus in Chafer’s system, calling people to faith in Christ is the same as preaching repentance. One concludes that Chafer would have 
preferred to eliminate the word repentance from the gospel presentation altogether, and thus avoid the risk of confusing “the glories of grace” in 
the minds of those who understood repentance as something more than simple faith (p. 378). 
7 Charles C. Ryrie, The Ryrie Study Bible (Chicago: Moody Press, 1976), 1950. 
8 G. Michael Cocoris, Lordship Salvation—Is It Biblical? (Dallas: Redención Viva, 1983), 12. 
9 Thomas L. Constable, “The Gospel Message,” Walvoord: A Tribute (Chicago: Moody Press, 1982), 207. 
10 Charles C. Ryrie, Balancing the Christian Life (Chicago: Moody Press, 1969), 176. 
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self to follow him. The message he commands us to preach is the same: “repentance for 

forgiveness of sins” (Luke 24:47).
11

 

What Is Repentance? 

Repentance is a critical element of conversion,
12

 but do not dismiss it as simply another word 

for believing. The Greek word for “repentance” is metanoia, from meta, “after” and noeō, “to 

understand.” Literally it means “afterthought” or “change of mind,” but biblically its meaning 

does not stop there.
13

 As metanoia is used in the New Testament, it always speaks of a change of 

purpose, and specifically a turning from sin.
14

 In the sense Jesus used it, repentance calls for a 

repudiation of the old life and a turning to God for salvation.
15

 

Such a change of purpose is what Paul had in mind when he described the repentance of the 

Thessalonians: “You turned to God from idols to serve a living and true God” (1 Thess. 1:9). 

Note three elements of repentance: a turning to God; a turning from evil; and the intent to serve 

God. No change of mind can be called true repentance if it does not include all three elements. 

The simple but all too often overlooked fact is that a true change of mind will necessarily result 

in a change of behavior. 

Repentance is not merely shame or sorrow for sin, although genuine repentance always 

involves an element of remorse.
16

 It is a redirection of the human will, a purposeful decision to 

forsake all unrighteousness and pursue righteousness instead. 

Nor is repentance merely a human work. It is, like every element of redemption, a 

sovereignly bestowed gift of God. The early church, recognizing the authenticity of Cornelius’s 

conversion, concluded, “Well then, God has granted to the Gentiles also the repentance that leads 

to life” (Acts 11:18; cf. 5:31). Paul wrote to Timothy that he should gently correct those who 

oppose the truth, “if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading to the knowledge of the 

truth” (2 Tim. 2:25). If God is the one who grants repentance, it cannot be viewed as a human 

work. 

Above all, repentance is not a presalvation attempt to set one’s life in order. The call to 

repentance is not a command to make sin right before turning to Christ in faith. Rather it is a 

command to recognize one’s lawlessness and hate it, to turn one’s back on it and flee to Christ, 

                                                           
11 Note that this is Luke’s record of our Lord’s Great Commission. Luke is the only one of the evangelists to record Jesus’ words about the 
content of the message he was commissioning the disciples to preach. Repentance is clearly the heart of the gospel call he was 
commissioning his disciples to take into all the world. 
12 Berkhof writes: “True repentance never exists except in conjunction with faith, while, on the other hand, wherever there is true faith, there is 
also real repentance.… The two cannot be separated; they are simply complementary parts of the same process” (Louis Berkhof, Systematic 
Theology [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1939], 487). 
13 “The predominantly intellectual understanding of metanoia as a change of mind plays very little part in the NT. Rather the decision by the 
whole man to turn around is stressed. It is clear that we are concerned neither with a purely outward turning nor with a merely intellectual 
change of ideas” (J. Goetzman, “Conversion,” in Colin Brown, gen. ed., New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology [Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1986], 1:358). 
14 W. E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words (Old Tappan, N.J.: Revell, 1981), 3:280. 
15 “It demands radical conversion, a transformation of nature, a definitive turning from evil, a resolute turning to God in total obedience (Mk. 
1:15; Mt. 4:17; 18:3).… This conversion is once-for-all. There can be no going back, only advance in responsible movement along the way now 
taken. It affects the whole man, first and basically the centre of personal life, then logically his conduct at all times and in all situations, his 
thoughts, words and acts (Mt. 12:33ff. par.; 23:26; Mk. 7:15 par.). The whole proclamation of Jesus  … is a proclamation of unconditional 
turning to God, of unconditional turning from all that is against God, not merely that which is downright evil, but that which in a given case 
makes total turning to God impossible (Mt. 5:29f., 44; 6:19f.; 7:13f. par.; 10:32–39 par.; Mk. 3:31ff. par.; Lk. 14:33, cf. Mk. 10:21 par.)” (J. 
Behm, “Metanoia” in Gerhard Kittel, ed., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967], 4:1002). 
16 Thayer’s Greek lexicon defines metanoia as “the change of mind of those who have begun to abhor their errors and misdeeds, and have 
determined to enter upon a better course of life, so that it embraces both a recognition of sin and sorrow for it and hearty amendment, the 
tokens and effects of which are good deeds” (Joseph Henry Thayer, trans., Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament [Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1962], 406). 
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embracing him with wholehearted devotion. As J. I. Packer has written, “The repentance that 

Christ requires of His people consists in a settled refusal to set any limit to the claims which He 

may make on their lives.”
17

 

Repentance is not simply a mental activity; genuine repentance involves the intellect, 

emotions, and will.
18

 Geerhardus Vos wrote: 

Our Lord’s idea of repentance is as profound and comprehensive as his conception of 

righteousness. Of the three words that are used in the Greek Gospels to describe the 

process, one emphasizes the emotional element of regret, sorrow over the past evil course 

of life, metamélomai; Matt. 21:29–32; a second expresses reversal of the entire mental 

attitude, metanoéō, Matt. 12:41; Luke 11:32; 15:7, 10; the third denotes a change in the 

direction of life, one goal being substituted for another, epistréphomai; Matt. 13:15 (and 

parallels); Luke 17:4; 22:32. Repentance is not limited to any single faculty of the mind: 

it engages the entire man, intellect, will and affections.… Again, in the new life which 

follows repentance the absolute supremacy of God is the controlling principle. He who 

repents turns away from the service of mammon and self to the service of God.
19

 

Intellectually, repentance begins with a recognition of sin—the understanding that we are 

sinners, that our sin is an affront to a holy God, and more precisely, that we are personally 

responsible for our own guilt. The repentance that leads to salvation must also include a 

recognition of who Christ is along with some understanding of his right to govern people’s lives. 

Emotionally, genuine repentance often accompanies an overwhelming sense of sorrow. This 

sorrow in and of itself is not repentance; one can be sorry or ashamed without being truly 

repentant. Judas, for example, felt remorse (Matt. 27:3), but he was not repentant. The rich 

young ruler went away sorrowful (Matt. 19:22), but he was not repentant. Nevertheless, sorrow 

can lead to genuine repentance. Second Corinthians 7:10 says, “The sorrow that is according to 

the will of God produces a repentance without regret.” It is difficult to imagine a true repentance 

that does not include at least an element of contrition—not sorrow for getting caught; not sadness 

because of the consequences; but a sense of anguish at having sinned against God. In the Old 

Testament, repentance was often shown with sackcloth and ashes, the symbols of mourning (cf. 

Job 42:6; Jonah 3:5–6). 

Volitionally, repentance involves a change of direction, a transformation of the will. Far from 

being only a change of mind, it constitutes a willingness—more accurately, a determination—to 

abandon stubborn disobedience and surrender the will to Christ. As such, genuine repentance 

will inevitably result in a change of behavior. The behavior change is not itself repentance, but it 

is the fruit repentance will certainly bear. Where there is no observable difference in conduct, 

there can be no confidence that repentance has taken place (Matt. 3:8; cf. 1 John 2:3–6; 3:17). 

Real repentance alters the character of the whole person. As D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones said: 

Repentance means that you realize that you are a guilty, vile sinner in the presence of 

God, that you deserve the wrath and punishment of God, that you are hell-bound. It 

means that you begin to realize that this thing called sin is in you, that you long to get rid 

of it, and that you turn your back on it in every shape and form. You renounce the world 

whatever the cost, the world in its mind and outlook as well as its practice, and you deny 

                                                           
17 J. I. Packer, Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1961), 72. 
18 Cf. Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 486. 
19 Geerhardus Vos, The Kingdom of God and the Church (Nutley, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1972), 92–93. 
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yourself, and take up the cross and go after Christ. Your nearest and dearest, and the 

whole world, may call you a fool, or say you have religious mania. You may have to 

suffer financially, but it makes no difference. That is repentance.
20

 

Repentance is not a one-time act. The repentance that takes place at conversion begins a 

progressive, lifelong process of confession (1 John 1:9). This active, continuous attitude of 

repentance produces the poverty of spirit, mourning, and meekness Jesus spoke of in the 

Beatitudes (Matt. 5:3–6). It is a mark of every true believer. 

The Fruits of Repentance 

When Jesus preached, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt. 4:17), those 

who heard him understood the message. With their rich heritage in Old Testament and rabbinical 

teaching, his hearers would not have been confused about the meaning of repentance. They knew 

he was calling for far more than simply a change of mind or a new perspective on who he was. 

Repentance to them meant a complete surrender of their will and an inevitable change of 

behavior—a new way of life, not just a different opinion. They realized he was calling them to 

admit their sin and turn from it, to be converted, to turn around, to forsake their sin and 

selfishness and follow him instead. 

After all, the Jewish concept of repentance was well developed. The rabbis held that Isaiah 

1:16–17 described nine activities related to repentance: “Wash yourselves, make yourselves 

clean; remove the evil of your deeds from My sight. Cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek 

justice, reprove the ruthless; defend the orphan, plead for the widow.” Note carefully the 

progression: beginning internally with a cleansing, repentance then manifests itself in attitudes 

and actions. 

The Old Testament was filled with rich truth about repentance. Ezekiel 33:18–19, for 

example, says, “When the righteous turns from his righteousness and commits iniquity, then he 

shall die in it. But when the wicked turns from his wickedness and practices justice and 

righteousness, he will live by them.” Second Chronicles 7:14 is a familiar prescription for 

repentance “[If] My people who are called by My name humble themselves and pray, and seek 

My face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will forgive their sin, 

and will heal their land.” Isaiah 55:6–7  gives the Old Testament invitation to salvation, and 

repentance is a key element: “Seek the LORD while He may be found; call upon Him while He is 

near. Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; and let him return to 

the LORD, and He will have compassion on him; and to our God, for He will abundantly pardon.” 

Jonah 3:10 says, “When God saw their deeds, that they turned from their wicked way, then God 

relented concerning the calamity which He had declared He would bring upon them. And He did 

not do it.” 

Look carefully at that verse from Jonah. How did God evaluate the Ninevites’ repentance? 

By their deeds. It was not that he read their thoughts or heard their prayers, though an omniscient 

God certainly could have seen the reality of their repentance that way. But he looked for 

righteous works. 

John the Baptist also demanded to see good deeds as proof of repentance. He preached the 

message of repentance even before Jesus began his ministry (cf. Matt. 3:1–2). Scripture records 

that when the religious hypocrites came to John for baptism, “He said to them, ‘You brood of 

                                                           
20 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959), 2:248. 
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vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Therefore bring forth fruit in keeping 

with repentance’ ” (Matt. 3:7–8). 

What a greeting! It was a far cry from saying, “Ladies and gentlemen, here are our esteemed 

leaders.” We don’t know why they had come for baptism, but obviously their motives were 

wrong. Perhaps they were trying to gain favor with the people or be associated with John’s 

popularity. Whatever their reasons, they had not really repented, and John refused their overture. 

He condemned them instead as religious phonies. 

Why was John so harsh? Because these hypocrites were poisoning a whole nation with their 

fatal deception. Nothing about their behavior indicated that they had truly repented. There is a 

critical lesson here: If repentance is genuine, we can expect it to produce observable results. 

What are the fruits of repentance? That is the question the tax-gatherers asked John the 

Baptist (Luke 3:10). His answer to them was, “Collect no more than what you have been ordered 

to” (v. 13). To some soldiers who asked the same question, his response was, “Do not take 

money from anyone by force, or accuse anyone falsely, and be content with your wages” (v. 14). 

In other words, there must be a sincere change in one’s lifestyle. A person who has genuinely 

repented will stop doing evil and begin to live righteously. Along with a change of mind and 

attitude, true repentance will begin to produce a change in conduct. 

Radical change was also what the apostle Paul considered proof of repentance. Note how he 

described his ministry to King Agrippa: “I did not prove disobedient to the heavenly vision, but 

kept declaring  … to the Gentiles, that they should repent and turn to God, performing deeds 

appropriate to repentance” (Acts 26:19–20, emphasis added). That true believers will show their 

repentance with righteous behavior was obviously a crucial element of Paul’s message.
21

 

The Gospel and Repentance 

Repentance has always been the foundation of the New Testament call to salvation. When 

Peter gave the gospel invitation at Pentecost, in the first public evangelism of the post-

Resurrection era, repentance was at the heart of it: “Repent, and let each of you be baptized in 

the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38). 

No message that eliminates repentance can properly be called the gospel, for sinners cannot 

come to Jesus Christ apart from a radical change of heart, mind, and will. That demands a 

spiritual crisis leading to a complete turnaround and ultimately a wholesale transformation. It is 

the only kind of conversion Scripture recognizes.
22

 

In Matthew 21:28–31 Jesus used a parable to illustrate the hypocrisy of a profession of faith 

without repentance: 

“But what do you think? A man had two sons, and he came to the first and said, ‘Son, 

go work today in the vineyard.’ And he answered and said, ‘I will, sir’; and he did not go. 

And he came to the second and said the same thing. But he answered and said, ‘I will 

not’; yet he afterward regretted it and went. Which of the two did the will of his father?” 

You may wonder why Jesus did not include a third son who said, “I will” and kept his word. 

Perhaps it is because this story characterizes humanity, and we all fall short (cf. Rom. 3:23). 

                                                           
21 See appendix 1. 
22 “Conversion as Jesus understands it  … is more than a break with the old nature.… It embraces the whole walk of the man who is claimed by 
the divine lordship.… ‘To be converted,’ embraces all that the dawn of God’s kingdom demands of man” (J. Behm, “Metanoia,” 4:1003). 
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Thus Jesus could describe only two kinds of religious people: those who pretend to be obedient 

but are actually rebels, and those who begin as rebels but repent. 

Jesus told the parable for the benefit of the Pharisees, who did not view themselves as sinful 

and disobedient. When he asked them which son did the will of his father, they correctly 

answered, “The latter” (Matt. 21:31). In admitting that, they condemned themselves for their 

own hypocrisy. 

How Jesus’ rebuke must have stung them! “Truly I say to you that the tax-gatherers and 

harlots will get into the kingdom of God before you” (Matt. 21:31). The Pharisees lived under 

the delusion that God approved of them because they made a great show of their religion. The 

problem was that it was only a show. They were like the son who said he would obey but did not. 

Their claim that they loved God and kept his law amounted to nothing. Those Pharisees were 

like many today who say they believe in Jesus but refuse to obey him. Their profession of faith is 

hollow. Unless they repent, they will perish. 

Tax-gatherers and harlots have an easier time than Pharisees getting into the kingdom 

because they are more likely to recognize their sin and repent of it. Even the worst of sins will 

not keep a sinner out of heaven if he or she repents. On the other hand, even the most impressive 

Pharisee who shelters his sin and refuses to acknowledge or repent of it will find himself shut out 

of the kingdom. There is no salvation apart from the repentance that renounces sin. 

Many today hear the truth of Christ and immediately respond as did the son who said he 

would obey but did not. Their positive response to Jesus will not save them. The fruit of their 

lives shows that they have never truly repented. 

On the other hand, many turn their backs on sin, unbelief, and disobedience and embrace 

Christ with a faith that obeys. Theirs is true repentance, manifested by the righteousness it 

produces. They are the truly righteous (1 Peter 4:18). And that is the ultimate aim of the gospel 

according to Jesus. 

The Nature of True Faith 

Just as I am, without one plea 

But that Thy blood was shed for me, 

And that Thou bidd’st me come to Thee, 

O Lamb of God, I come! I come! 

That stanza, penned by Charlotte Elliot in the nineteenth century, has probably been used as 

background for the evangelistic invitation more than any other hymn in history. The thought 

those words convey is a glorious biblical reality: sinners may come to Christ just as they are—

solely on the basis of repentant faith—and he will save them. The Lord’s own wonderful promise 

is in John 3:16: “God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever 

believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life” (emphasis added). Later he added, “The 

one who comes to Me I will certainly not cast out” (John 6:37). 

The erosion of the gospel in our day has given this truth an insidious twist. The language of 

the modern message sounds vaguely similar to “Just as I Am,” but the difference in meaning is 

profound. Sinners today hear not only that Christ will receive them as they are, but also that he 

will let them stay that way! Many erroneously believe they can come to Christ, receive 
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absolution and immortality, then walk away to continue living life as they please, even choosing 

“to leave God out and live according to the old nature.”
1
 

A few years ago leaders of an international Christian youth organization asked me to preview 

a training film they produced. The subject was evangelism, and the film instructed youth workers 

not to tell unsaved young people they must obey Christ, give him their hearts, surrender their 

lives, repent of their sins, submit to his lordship, or follow him. Telling the unsaved they must do 

those things confuses the gospel message, the film said. It advocated giving only the objective 

facts about Jesus’ death (making no mention of the Resurrection), and pressing on them the need 

to believe. The film concluded that the sum total of saving faith is understanding and accepting 

the facts of the gospel. 

I once spoke at a Bible conference where a well-known Bible teacher brought a message on 

salvation. He suggested that telling unsaved people they must surrender to Christ is the same as 

preaching works. He defined salvation as the unconditional gift of everlasting life given to 

people who believe the facts about Christ, whether they choose to obey him or not. One of his 

main points was that salvation may or may not alter a person’s behavior. Transformed conduct is 

certainly desirable, he said, but even if no change in lifestyle occurs, the one who has believed 

the facts of the gospel can rest in the certainty of heaven. 

Multitudes approach Christ on those terms. Thinking he will not confront their sin, they 

respond eagerly—but with no sense of the severity of their guilt before God, and with no desire 

to be freed from sin’s bondage. They have been deceived by a corrupted gospel. They have been 

told that faith alone will save them, but they neither understand nor possess real faith. The “faith” 

they are relying on is only intellectual acquiescence to a set of facts. It will not save. 

Eternal Life from Dead Faith? 

Not all faith is redemptive. James 2:14–16 says faith without works is dead and cannot save.
2
 

James describes spurious faith as pure hypocrisy (v. 16), mere cognitive assent (v. 19), devoid of 

any verifying works (vv. 17–18)—no different from the demons’ belief (v. 19). Obviously there 

is more to saving faith than merely conceding a set of facts. Faith without works is useless (v. 

20). 

Yet some in contemporary evangelicalism refuse to allow for any kind of relationship 

between faith and works. With this limitation, they are forced to receive virtually any profession 

of faith as the real thing.
3
 At least one writer explicitly stated that dead faith can save.

4
 

Amazingly, one popular interpretation of James 2 teaches that dead faith is actually proof of 

salvation.
5
 

                                                           
1 Charles C. Ryrie, Balancing the Christian Life (Chicago: Moody Press, 1969), 35. 
2 The question of James 2:14, introduced by the Greek participle me, grammatically presumes a negative answer: “Can that faith save him? Of 
course not!” Cf. A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament (Nashville: Broadman, 1933), 6:34. 
3 “One gets the impression that [they see] no distinction” (Johnny V. Miller, review of The Gospel Under Siege, Trinity Journal 4 [Spring 1983], 
93–94). 
4 A. Ray Stanford, Handbook of Personal Evangelism (Hollywood, Fla.: Florida Bible College, n.d.), 102–3. 
5 Zane C. Hodges, The Gospel Under Siege (Dallas: Redención Viva, 1981), 19. Hodges postulates that in order for faith to be dead, it must 
have been alive at one time (p. 20). He theorizes that the salvation spoken of in James 2:14 means deliverance from the temporal 
consequences of sin, not eternal salvation (p. 23). Thus he concludes that James is talking to redeemed people beset by dead orthodoxy—in 
Hodges’ words, their faith has become “little more than a creedal corpse” (p. 33). Though their faith has lapsed, Hodges believes their eternal 
salvation is secure. The fact that their faith is dead, he says, simply proves it was once alive—and therefore they must be saved. But that is 
skewed logic. “Dead faith” does not necessitate faith that was once alive, any more than Ephesians 2:1 (“You were dead in your trespasses 
and sins”) implies that individual sinners were once spiritually alive. 
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Others admit the inefficacy of “faith” that is no more than a barren, academic recognition of 

the truth, but balk at defining faith in terms that imply submission or commitment of one’s life.
6
 

In fact, it is commonly believed that faith and commitment are innately disconnected.
7
 The 

typical idea of faith relegates it to a momentary act that takes place in the mind, a decision to 

believe the facts of the gospel—“nothing more than a response to a divine initiative.”
8
 

Herein lies the fallacy of today’s popular approach to evangelism. The gospel appeal is 

tacked on to a wholly inadequate explanation of what it means to believe. The modern definition 

of faith eliminates repentance, erases the moral significance of believing, obviates the work of 

God in the sinner’s heart, and makes an ongoing trust in the Lord optional. Far from 

championing the truth that human works have no place in salvation, modern easy-believism has 

made faith itself a wholly human work, a fragile, temporary attribute that may or may not 

endure.
9
 

But it is not a biblical view of faith to say one may have it at the moment of salvation and 

never experience its fruit. Paul’s words in 2 Timothy 2:12 speak powerfully to this issue: “If we 

endure, we shall also reign with Him, if we deny Him, He also will deny us.” Endurance is the 

mark of those who will reign with Christ in his kingdom. Clearly, enduring is a characteristic of 

true believers, while disloyalty and defection reveal a heart of unbelief. Those who deny Christ, 

he will deny. Paul goes on to say, “If we are faithless, He remains faithful; for He cannot deny 

Himself” (v. 13). Thus God’s faithfulness is a blessed comfort to loyal, abiding believers, but a 

frightening warning to false professors (cf. John 3:17–18). 

Faith As Scripture Describes It 

We have seen already that repentance is granted by God; it is not a human work (Acts 11:18; 

2 Tim. 2:25). Likewise, faith is a supernatural gift of God. Ephesians 2:8–9 is a familiar passage: 

“By grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not 

as a result of works, that no one should boast.” What is “the gift of God” Paul speaks of? 

Westcott calls it “the saving energy of faith.”
10

 However, the phrase “that not of yourselves” has 

no clear antecedent. The Greek pronoun translated “that” is neuter and the word for “faith” is 

feminine. The antecedent of that, it would seem, cannot be the word faith.  The problem is, there 

is no clear antecedent in this passage. “That” might refer to the act of believing, employing an 

antecedent that is not stated but understood. It is also possible that Paul had in mind the entire 

                                                           
6 Cf. Livingston Blauvelt, Jr., “Does the Bible Teach Lordship Salvation?” Bibliotheca Sacra (January–March 1986), 37–45. Blauvelt begins his 
article with a recognition that intellectual assent is not saving faith: “Many people ‘say’ they have faith (James 2:14) but have no genuine 
conversion. Mere verbal assent or mental acquiescence to the fact of Christ’s death, without any conviction of personal sin, is inadequate” (p. 
37). But Blauvelt’s entire discussion of the true nature of faith consists of only four paragraphs arguing that saving faith has nothing to do with 
commitment, after which he writes, “The term faith in the New Testament sense involves believing that Jesus of Nazareth is Christ the Son of 
God and that he died for one’s sins and rose from the dead (John 20:31; 1 Corinthians 15:3–4). Faith is trusting Christ for everlasting life” (p. 
43). It is difficult to see how such faith apart from any kind of commitment to Christ differs from “mere verbal assent or mental acquiescence.” 
7 Ryrie, Balancing the Christian Life, 170. Here Ryrie writes, “The message of faith plus commitment of life  … cannot be the gospel.” 
8 Hodges, Gospel Under Siege, 21. Although The Gospel Under Siege is labeled “a study on faith and works,” this brief statement is as close 
as Hodges comes in the book to giving a definition of faith: “Faith, as we have perceived it in the simple, direct statements of the Bible about 
the saving transaction, is nothing more than a response to a divine initiative. It is the means by which the gift of life is received.” 
9 Shockingly, Hodges writes, “It is widely held in modern Christendom that the faith of a genuine Christian cannot fail. But this is not an 
assertion that can be verified from the New Testament” (ibid., 68); and “There is nothing to support the view that perseverance in the faith is an 
inevitable outcome of true salvation” (p. 83). Contrast that statement with Paul’s inspired words in Colossians 1:22–23: “He has now reconciled 
you in His fleshly body through death, in order to present you before Him holy and blameless and beyond reproach—if indeed you continue in 
the faith firmly established and steadfast, and not moved away from the hope of the gospel” (emphasis added). What is that but a guarantee 
that if faith is genuine, it will endure to the end? Cf. also 1 Corinthians 15:1–2; 2 Timothy 2:12; Hebrews 2:1–3; 3:14; 4:14; 6:11–12; 12:14; 
James 1:2; 1 John 2:19. 
10 B. F. Westcott, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians (Minneapolis: Klock and Klock, n.d., reprint of 1906 volume), 32. 
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process—grace, faith, and salvation—as the gift of God. Both possibilities certainly are in 

keeping with the context: “Even when we were dead in our transgressions, [God] made us alive 

together with Christ (by grace you have been saved)” (v. 5). Spiritually dead, we were helpless 

until God intervened to quicken us. Faith is an integral part of the “gift” his grace bestowed on 

us. 

Consistently the Scriptures teach that faith is not conjured up by the human will but is a 

sovereignly granted gift of God. Jesus said, “No one can come to Me, unless the Father who sent 

Me draws him” (John 6:44). And “No one can come to Me, unless it has been granted him from 

the Father” (v. 65). Acts 3:16 speaks of “the faith which comes through Him.” Philippians 1:29 

says, “To you it has been granted for Christ’s sake  … to believe in Him.” And Peter wrote to 

fellow believers as “those who have received a faith of the same kind as ours” (2 Peter 1:1). How 

do we know that faith is God’s gift? Left to ourselves, no one would ever believe: “There is none 

who  understands, there is none who seeks for God” (Rom. 3:11). “So then it does not depend on 

the man who wills or the man who runs, but on God who has mercy” (Rom. 9:16). God draws 

the sinner to Christ and gives the ability to believe. Without that divinely generated faith, one 

cannot understand and approach the Savior. “A natural man does not accept the things of the 

Spirit of God; for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are 

spiritually appraised” (1 Cor. 2:14). That is precisely why when Peter affirmed his faith in Christ 

as the Son of God, Jesus told him, “Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, because flesh and blood did 

not reveal this to you, but My Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 16:17). Faith is graciously given 

to believers by God himself. 

As a divine gift, faith is neither transient nor impotent. It has an abiding quality that 

guarantees that it will endure to the end. The familiar words of Habakkuk 2:4, “The righteous 

will live by his faith” (cf. Rom. 1:17; Gal. 3:11; Heb. 10:38), speak not of a momentary act of 

believing, but of a living, enduring trust in God. Hebrews 3:14 emphasizes the permanence of 

genuine faith. Its very durability is proof of its reality: “We have become partakers of Christ, if 

we hold fast the beginning of our assurance firm until the end.” The faith God gives can never 

evaporate. And the work of salvation cannot ultimately be thwarted. In Philippians 1:6 Paul 

wrote, “I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it 

until the day of Christ Jesus” (cf. also 1 Cor. 1:8; Col. 1:22–23). 

The faith God graciously supplies produces both the volition and the ability to comply with 

his will (cf. Phil. 2:13: “God  … is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good 

pleasure”). Thus faith is inseparable from obedience. Berkhof sees three elements to genuine 

faith: An intellectual element (notitia), which is “a positive recognition of the truth”; an 

emotional element (assensus), which includes “a deep conviction [and affirmation] of the truth”; 

and a volitional element (fiducia), which involves “a personal trust in Christ as Savior and Lord, 

including a surrender  … to Christ.”
11

 Modern popular theology tends to recognize notitia and 

often assensus but eliminate fiducia. Yet faith is not true faith if it lacks this attitude of surrender 

to Christ’s authority. 

Writing about the verb “to obey” (peithō), W. E. Vine says: 

Peithō and pisteuō, “to trust,” are closely related etymologically; the difference in 

meaning is that the former implies the obedience that is produced by the latter, cp. Heb. 

                                                           
11 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1939), 503–5. Berkhof seems to borrow heavily here from Augustus Strong, 
Systematic Theology (Philadelphia: Godson, 1907), 837–38. Strong is as explicit as Berkhof in defining the volitional element of faith, fiducia. 
He says it involves “surrender of the soul, as guilty and defiled, to Christ’s governance.” Thus we find “lordship salvation” at the very heart of 
the definition of faith. 
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3:18, 19, where the disobedience of the Israelites is said to be the evidence of their 

unbelief.… When a man obeys God he gives the only possible evidence that in his heart 

he believes God.… Peithō in N.T. suggests an actual and outward result of the inward 

persuasion and consequent faith.
12

 

So the person who has believed will yearn to obey. Because we retain the vestiges of sinful flesh, 

no one will obey perfectly (cf. 2 Cor. 7:1; 1 Thess. 3:10), but the desire to do the will of God will 

be ever present in true believers (cf. Rom. 7:18).
13

 That is why faith and obedience are so closely 

linked throughout Scripture. 

A concept of faith not producing surrender of the will corrupts the message of salvation. Paul 

spoke of the gospel as something to be obeyed (Rom. 10:16 KJV; 2 Thess. 1:8). Here is how he 

characterized conversion: “Though you were the slaves of sin, you became obedient from the 

heart” (Rom. 6:17). The result he sought in his ministry of evangelism was “obedience  … by 

word and deed” (Rom. 15:18). And he wrote repeatedly of “the obedience of faith” (Rom. 1:5; 

16:26). 

Clearly, the biblical concept of faith must lead to obedience. “Believe” is treated as if it were 

synonymous with “obey” in John 3:36: “He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who 

does not obey the Son shall not see life.” Acts 6:7 shows how salvation was understood in the 

early church: “A great many  … were becoming obedient to the faith.” Obedience is so closely 

related to saving faith that Hebrews 5:9 uses it as a synonym: “Having been made perfect, He 

became to all those who obey Him the source of eternal salvation.” Hebrews 11, the great treatise 

on faith, presents obedience as a by-product of faith: “By faith  … Abraham obeyed” (v. 8)—and 

not just Abraham. All the heroes of faith listed in Hebrews 11 showed their faith by obedience. 

Obedience is the inevitable manifestation of true faith. Paul recognized this when he wrote to 

Titus about “those who are defiled and unbelieving.… They profess to know God but by their 

deeds they deny Him” (Titus 1:15–16).
14

 To Paul, their perpetual disobedience proved their 

disbelief. Their actions denied God more loudly than their words proclaimed him. This is 

characteristic of unbelief, not faith, for true faith always produces righteous works. As the 

Reformers were fond of saying, we are justified by faith alone, but justifying faith is never alone. 

Spurgeon said, “Although we are sure that men are not saved for the sake of their works, yet we 

are equally sure that no man will be saved without them.”
15

 True faith is manifest only in 

obedience. 

                                                           
12 W. E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words (Old Tappan, N.J.: Revell, 1981), 3:124. 
13 Romans 7 is the classic text describing the believer’s struggle with his sinful flesh. Note that while Paul acknowledged his own disobedience, 
he wrote that the desire to do good was his consuming passion: “I am not practicing what I would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I hate” 
(v. 15); “The wishing [to do good] is present in me” (v. 18); “I joyfully concur with the law of God in the inner man” (v. 22); and “I myself with my 
mind am serving the law of God” (v. 25). Though the apostle Paul described himself as the chief of sinners (1 Tim. 1:15), those who love 
reveling in debauchery will not find a kindred spirit in him. 
14 Incredibly, Zane Hodges asserts that Paul was describing true believers when he wrote those words to Titus (Gospel Under Siege, 96). He 
writes, “The people Paul has in mind in Titus 1:16 are evidently the same as those of whom he says in verse 13: ‘Therefore rebuke them 
sharply, that they may be sound in the faith.’ The Greek word for ‘sound’ means to be healthy. Hence, the persons he thinks of are not 
individuals who are not ‘in the faith’ at all. Rather, they are people whom he regards as spiritually ‘sick’ and who need a rebuke designed to 
restore them to good health.” That completely ignores the fact that Paul referred to these people as “defiled and unbelieving, [with] both their 
mind and their conscience  … defiled” (v. 15) and “detestable and disobedient  … worthless for any good deed” (v. 16). That cannot be a 
description of the children of God. 
15 Charles H. Spurgeon, The New Park Street Pulpit (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1962 reprint of 1858 volume), 4:265. 
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Faith and faithfulness were not substantially different concepts to the first-century Christian. 

In fact, the same word is translated both ways in our English Bibles.
16

 Writing on “faith” in his 

commentary on Galatians, Lightfoot writes: 

The Greek pistis  … and the English “faith” hover between two meanings; trustfulness, 

the frame of mind which relies on another; and trustworthiness, the frame of mind which 

can be relied upon. Not only are the two connected together grammatically, as active and 

passive sense of the same word, or logically, as subject and object of the same act; but 

there is a close moral affinity between them. Fidelity, constancy, firmness, confidence, 

reliance, trust, belief—these are the links which connect the  two extremes, the passive 

with the active meaning of “faith.” Owing to these combined causes, the two senses will 

at times be so blended together that they can only be separated by some arbitrary 

distinction.… In all such cases it is better to accept the latitude, and even the vagueness, 

of a word or phrase, than to attempt a rigid definition.… And indeed the loss in 

grammatical precision is often more than compensated by the gain in theological depth. 

In the case of “the faithful” for instance, does not the one quality of heart carry the other 

with it, so that they who are trustful are trusty also; they who have faith in God are 

steadfast and unmovable in the path of duty?
17

 

And so the faithful (believing) are also faithful (obedient). “Fidelity, constancy, firmness, 

confidence, reliance, trust, [and] belief” are all indivisibly wrapped up in the idea of believing. 

Righteous living is an inevitable by-product of real faith (Rom. 10:10). 

Of course, that is not to say that faith results in anything like sinless perfection. All true 

believers understand the plea of the demon-possessed boy’s father, “I do believe; help my 

unbelief” (Mark 9:24). Those who believe will desire to obey, however imperfectly they may 

follow through at times. So-called faith in God that does not produce this yearning to submit to 

his will is not faith at all. The state of mind that refuses obedience is pure and simple unbelief. 

Faith As Jesus Presented It 

The Beatitudes (Matt. 5:3–12) reveal the character of true faith as well as any passage of 

Scripture I know.
18

 These traits—poverty of spirit, hunger and thirst for righteousness, purity of 

heart, and so on—are not just an unobtainable legal standard. These are characteristics common 

to all who believe. The first of the Beatitudes leaves no doubt about whom the Lord is speaking: 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3, emphasis added). 

He is describing redeemed people, those who have believed, those who are part of the kingdom. 

Here is what their faith is like. 

Its foundational characteristic is humility—a poverty of spirit, a brokenness that 

acknowledges spiritual bankruptcy. Genuine believers see themselves as sinners; they know they 

have nothing to offer God that will buy his favor. That is why they mourn (v. 4), with the sorrow 

that accompanies true repentance. It crushes the believer into meekness (v. 5). He hungers and 

thirsts for righteousness (v. 6). As the Lord satisfies that hunger, he makes the believing one 

                                                           
16 Cf. Galatians 5:22, where pistis as a fruit of the Spirit is rendered “faithfulness.” This is the same word translated “faith” in Ephesians 2:8: “By 
grace you have been saved through faith.” 
17 J. B. Lightfoot, The Epistle of St. Paul to the Galatians (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, n.d.), 154–55. 
18 For my complete commentary on the Beatitudes, see John MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary: Matthew 1–7 (Chicago: 
Moody Press, 1985), 131–233. For a popular treatment of the same passage, see John MacArthur, Kingdom Living Here and Now (Chicago: 
Moody Press, 1980). 
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merciful (v. 6), pure in heart (v. 7), and a peacemaker (v. 9). The believer is ultimately 

persecuted and reviled for righteousness’ sake (v. 10). 

That is Jesus’ description of the genuine believer. Each of the characteristics he names—

starting with humility and reaching fruition in obedience—is a consequence of true faith. And 

note that the obedience of faith is more than external; it issues from the heart. That is one reason 

their righteousness is greater than the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees (v. 20). Jesus 

goes on to characterize true righteousness—the righteousness that is born of faith (cf. Rom. 

10:6)—as obedience not just to the letter of the law, but to the spirit of the law as well (vv. 21–

48). This kind of righteousness does not merely avoid acts of adultery; it goes so far as to avoid 

adulterous thoughts. It eschews hatred the same as murder. 

If you see that God’s standard is higher than you can possibly attain, you are on the road to 

the blessedness Jesus spoke of in the Beatitudes. It begins with the humility that grows out of a 

sense of utter spiritual poverty, the knowledge that we are poor in spirit. And it consummates 

inevitably in righteous obedience. Those are characteristics of a supernatural life. They are 

impossible apart from faith, and it is impossible that someone with true faith might be utterly 

lacking these characteristics that are common to everyone in the kingdom (Matt. 5:3). 

When Jesus wanted to illustrate the character of saving faith, he took a little child, stood him 

in the midst of the disciples, and said, “Truly I say to you, unless you are converted and become 

like children, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 18:3). A child was the perfect 

picture of obedient humility,
19

 an object lesson about saving faith. 

Jesus used this illustration to teach that if we insist on retaining the privileges of adulthood—

if we want to be our own boss, do our own thing, govern our own lives—we cannot enter into the 

kingdom of heaven. But if we are willing to come on the basis of childlike faith and receive 

salvation with the humility of a child, with a willingness to surrender to Christ’s authority, then 

we are coming with the right attitude. 

Jesus said, “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me; and I give them 

eternal life; and they shall never perish” (John 10:27–28, emphasis added). Who are the true 

sheep? The ones who follow. Who are the ones who follow? The ones who are given eternal life. 

Faith obeys. Unbelief rebels. The direction of one’s life should reveal whether that person is 

a believer or an unbeliever. There is no middle ground.
20

 Merely knowing and affirming facts 

apart from obedience to the truth is not believing in the biblical sense. Those who cling to the 

memory of a one-time decision of “faith” but lack any evidence of the outworking of faith had 

better heed the clear and solemn warning of Scripture: “He who does not obey the Son shall not 

see life, but the wrath of God abides on him” (John 3:36). 
  

                                                           
19 Children, of course, do not always obey. But they are under the authority of another, and when they disobey, they are chastened. 
20 Again, this is not to deny the obvious truth that Christians can and do fall into sin. But even in the case of a sinning believer, the Spirit will 
operate by producing conviction, hatred for one’s sin, and some kind of desire for obedience. The idea that a true believer can continue in 
unbroken disobedience from the moment of conversion, without ever producing any righteous fruit whatsoever, is foreign to Scripture. 
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The Cost of Discipleship 

In previous chapters we have touched on Jesus’ call to discipleship. Here we will examine it 

more closely. Let me say again unequivocally that Jesus’ summons to deny self and follow him 

was an invitation to salvation, not an offer of a “higher life,” or a second step of faith following 

salvation. The contemporary teaching that separates discipleship from salvation springs from 

ideas that are foreign to Scripture.
1
 

Every Christian is a disciple.
2
 In fact, the Lord’s Great Commission was to go into all the 

world and “make disciples  … teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matt. 

28:19–20). That means that the mission of the church and the goal of evangelism is to make 

disciples. Disciples are people who believe, those whose faith motivates them to obey all Jesus 

commanded. The word disciple is used consistently as a synonym for believer throughout the 

book of Acts (6:1–2, 7; 11:26; 14:20, 22; 15:10). Any distinction between the two words is 

purely artificial. Though introduced by sincere and well-meaning men, it has given birth to a 

theology of easy-believism that disposes of the hard demands of Jesus. 

When Jesus called disciples, he carefully instructed them about the cost of following him. 

Halfhearted people who were not willing to make the commitment did not respond. Thus he 

turned away anyone who was reluctant to pay the price—such as the rich young ruler. He warned 

all who thought of becoming disciples to count the cost carefully. “Which one of you, when he 

wants to build a tower, does not first sit down and calculate the cost, to see if he has enough to 

complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation, and is not able to finish, all who observe 

it begin to ridicule him, saying, ‘This man began to build and was not able to finish’ ” (Luke 

14:28–30). 

About those verses, John Stott has written penetratingly: 

The Christian landscape is strewn with the wreckage of derelict, half-built towers—the 

ruins of those who began to build and were unable to finish. For thousands of people still 

ignore Christ’s warning and undertake to follow him without first pausing to reflect on 

the cost of doing so. The result is the great scandal of Christendom today, so-called 

“nominal Christianity.” In countries to which Christian civilization has spread,  large 

numbers of people have covered themselves with a decent, but thin, veneer of 

Christianity. They have allowed themselves to become somewhat involved; enough to be 

respectable but not enough to be uncomfortable. Their religion is a great, soft cushion. It 

protects them from the hard unpleasantness of life, while changing its place and shape to 

suit their convenience. No wonder the cynics speak of hypocrites in the church and 

dismiss religion as escapism.
3
 

A Christian is not one who simply buys “fire insurance,” who “accepts Christ” just to escape 

hell. As we have seen repeatedly, true believers’ faith expresses itself in submission and 

                                                           
1 Cf. Zane C. Hodges, The Hungry Inherit (Portland: Multnomah, 1980), 83–84, where Hodges writes, “How fortunate that one’s entrance into 
the kingdom of God [does] not depend on his discipleship. If it did, how few would ever enter that kingdom!” Yet didn’t Jesus himself explicitly 
teach that “few” would enter? Wasn’t that the whole point of his warning about the small gate and the narrow road? “Few are those who find it” 
(Matt. 7:14). 
2 It is also apparent, however, that not every disciple is necessarily a true Christian (cf. John 6:66). The term disciple is sometimes used in 
Scripture in a general sense, to describe those who, like Judas, outwardly followed Christ. It certainly is not restricted to some higher level of 
believers. The disciple in Matthew 8:21–22, for example, was anything but committed. 
3 John R. W. Stott, Basic Christianity (London: Inter-Varsity, 1958), 108. 
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obedience. Christians follow Christ. They are committed unquestionably to Christ as Lord and 

Savior. They desire to please God. They are humble, meek learners (mathētēs in the Greek text). 

When they fail, they seek forgiveness and move forward. That is their spirit and their direction. 

The call to Christian discipleship explicitly demands just that kind of total dedication. It is 

full commitment, with nothing knowingly or deliberately held back. No one can come to Christ 

on any other terms. Those who think they can simply affirm a list of gospel facts and continue to 

live any way they please should examine themselves to see if they are really in the faith (2 Cor. 

13:5). 

In Matthew 10:32–39, Jesus challenged his disciples, saying: 

“Everyone therefore who shall confess Me before men, I will also confess him before My 

father who is in heaven. But whoever shall deny Me before men, I will also deny him 

before My Father who is in heaven … . 

“He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who loves 

son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me. And he who does not take his cross 

and follow after Me is not worthy of Me. He who has found his life shall lose it, and he 

who has lost his life for My sake shall find it.” 

Our Lord gave no more definitive statement on discipleship than that. There he spells out in 

the clearest possible language the cost of discipleship. The words are addressed to the Twelve in 

particular (Matt. 10:5), but they are principles of discipleship applicable to us all. Verse 24 says, 

“A disciple is not above his teacher.” “A disciple” here means any disciple, and the words that 

follow, to the end of the chapter, apply to discipleship in general. 

Those who see disciples as a separate class of more dedicated believers will point out that the 

Twelve—or at least eleven of them—were already believers in Christ and thus did not need 

instruction on what it means to come to Christ with saving faith. It is true that most of the 

disciples were undoubtedly already born again, but that does not negate the impact of these 

words for them. The fact is, these men were already called disciples, too (10:1). This was not an 

invitation to a higher kind of relationship, but a reminder of what had already been established 

when they believed. Our Lord was continuing to teach them the meaning of faith and salvation, 

and constantly reminding them of the commitment they had made when they chose to follow 

him. 

These words apply to you and me as well. Luke 14:25–35 contains similar words—in even 

stronger language—which Jesus spoke not just to the Twelve but to the multitudes that came to 

hear him. 

Matthew 10:2 refers to the Twelve as “apostles.” That means “sent ones.” Their basic 

training being complete, Jesus sent them out to preach. In this parting charge to them, however, 

he uses the word disciple, not apostle. His words apply to every disciple, serving as a signpost to 

every potential follower of Jesus. 

Confessing Christ Before Others 

Verses 32–33 are reminiscent of the awesome judgment scene in Matthew 7:21–23: 

“Everyone therefore who shall confess Me before men, I will also confess him before My father 

who is in heaven. But whoever shall deny Me before men, I will also deny him before My Father 

who is in heaven.” Does that mean confession before others is a condition of becoming a true 

Christian? No, but it means that a characteristic of every genuine believer is that he or she will 
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profess faith in Christ unreservedly. Paul wrote, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the 

power of God for salvation” (Rom. 1:16). 

The heart of real discipleship is a commitment to be like Jesus Christ. That means both acting 

as he did and being willing to accept the same treatment. It means facing a world that is hostile to 

him and doing it fearlessly. It means confessing before others that Jesus is Lord and being 

confident that he will also speak on our behalf before the Father. 

“Confess” means to affirm, to acknowledge, to agree. It is a statement of identification, faith, 

confidence, and trust. One can confess Christ with the mouth, as Romans 10:9 says, and also 

confess him through righteous behavior, as Titus 1:16 implies. We are to confess Christ “before 

men.” This emphasizes the public character of the confession, and its meaning cannot be 

avoided. In Romans 10:10 we read, “With the heart man believes, resulting in righteousness, and 

with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation.” If the heart truly believes, the mouth will be 

eager to confess. Confession is not merely a human work, it is prompted and energized by God, 

subsequent to the act of believing but inseparable from it. Again, confession is characteristic of 

true faith; it is not an additional condition of salvation. 

First John 4:15 says, “Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, 

and he in God.” What is the mark of true Christians? They confess Jesus as the Son of God. 

This does not mean that a disciple will always stand up for the Lord. Peter denied the Lord 

three times on the night he was betrayed. Then there was Timothy, perhaps the finest of Paul’s 

disciples, pastor of the church at Ephesus. This dedicated young man with such marvelous 

pastoral gifts was a model disciple. But he may have experienced a temporary spiritual 

malfunction, or perhaps he was susceptible to fear. Paul had to write to him, “Do not be ashamed 

of the testimony of our Lord” (2 Tim. 1:8). 

A moment of failure does not invalidate a disciple’s credentials. We have all failed to confess 

Christ before others more often than we would like to admit. But if we are true disciples, we will 

not purposely and in a calculated way keep our faith hidden from everyone all the time. Even 

Joseph of Arimathea, whom the apostle John called a “secret disciple,” had the boldness to go to 

Governor Pilate after the Crucifixion and ask for the body of Jesus (John 19:38). 

Christ says that he will confess us before the Father in heaven (Matt. 10:32). What does that 

mean? Christ will say on the day of judgment, “This one belongs to Me.” He will affirm his 

loyalty to those who have affirmed their loyalty to him. The other side of it is also stated: “But 

whoever shall deny Me before men, I will also deny him before My Father who is in heaven” (v. 

33). This does not speak primarily of open rejecters—people who would deny Christ flagrantly, 

have nothing to do with him, despise him, speak against him, or blaspheme his name. The truth 

certainly applies to people like that, but our Lord is talking specifically about false disciples, 

people who claim to be Christians but are not. 

When put to the test, false disciples consistently deny the Lord, either by their silence, by 

their actions, or by their words. In fact, the idea here encompasses all these things. It speaks of 

someone whose entire life is a denial of Christ. He may claim to believe, but everything about 

his way of living exudes denial (cf. Titus 1:16). Churches are filled with such people, 

masquerading as disciples but denying the Lord in some very disturbing ways. Christ will deny 

them before God (v. 33). 

Matthew 25:31–46 details what will happen in the Judgment. Specifically, this passage 

describes the separation of the sheep and goats at the end of the Tribulation, at the judgment of 

the nations (v. 32). But its principle applies to individuals in every phase of God’s judgment. 

Here the Lord puts the sheep (those who have confessed him) on his right hand, and the goats 
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(those who have denied him) on his left (v. 33), and ushers the sheep into the kingdom. These are 

the righteous people who have confessed him. How do we know? He says, “I was hungry, and 

you gave Me something to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave Me drink; I was a stranger, and you 

invited Me in; naked, and you clothed Me; I was sick, and you visited Me; I was in prison, and 

you came to Me” (vv. 35–36). Once again, we see that the pattern of their lives reveals the reality 

of their claim to know Christ. Those who fail to live in a way that is consistent with faith in 

Christ are sent to eternal punishment (v. 46). 

Getting the Priorities Straight 

A second hallmark of a true disciple is loving Christ even more than one’s own family (Matt. 

10:34–37). Verse 37 in particular is very strong: “He who loves father or mother more than Me is 

not worthy of Me; and he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me.” 

If you think that is forceful, look at the parallel passage in Luke 14:26–27: “If anyone comes 

to Me, and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and 

sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be My disciple.” 

To be a disciple, must we literally hate our families? Obviously this does not call for hatred 

in any sense that would violate the clear commandments of God, such as, “Honor your father and 

your mother” (Ex. 20:12) and “Husbands, love your wives” (Eph. 5:25). The key to this passage 

is the phrase “yes, and even his own life” (Luke 14:26). The Lord is saying we must be 

unquestioningly loyal to him, even above our families—and especially above ourselves. 

Scripture teaches that we are to deny self (Matt. 16:24), consider ourselves dead (Rom. 6:11), lay 

the old self aside (Eph. 4:22)—to treat the selfish aspect of our beings with the utmost contempt 

(cf. 1 Cor. 9:27). That is the same attitude we are to have toward our earthly possessions and 

even toward our families. 

Why is this language so severe? Why does Christ use such offensive terms? Because he is as 

eager to drive the uncommitted away as he is to draw true disciples to himself. He does not want 

halfhearted people to be deceived into thinking they are in the kingdom. Unless he is the 

number-one priority, he has not been given his rightful place. 

Taking up the Cross 

Those who are not willing to lose their lives for Christ are not worthy of him (Matt. 10:38). 

They cannot be his disciples (Luke 14:27). These statements cannot be made to accommodate 

the casual approach to conversion that is in vogue in our generation. Jesus is not asking people to 

add him to the milieu of their lives. He wants disciples willing to forsake everything. This calls 

for full-scale self-denial—even willingness to die for his sake if necessary. 

When Matthew 10:38 says, “He who does not take his cross and follow after Me is not 

worthy of Me,” it does not mean bearing the “cross” of a difficult situation, a chronic disease, or 

a nagging spouse. I have heard devotional sermons spiritualizing the cross to mean everything 

from a cranky mother-in-law to a leaky roof to a 1957 Chevy! But that is not what the word 

cross meant to Jesus’ first-century audience. It did not call to their minds the idea of long-term 

difficulties or troublesome burdens. It did not even evoke thoughts of Calvary—the Lord had not 

gone to the cross yet, and they did not understand that he would. 

When Jesus said “take up your cross” to them, they thought of a cruel instrument of torture 

and death. They thought of dying in the most agonizing method known to man. They thought of 

poor, condemned criminals hanging on crosses by the roadside. Doubtless they had seen men 

executed in that fashion. 
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Jesus’ listeners understood that he was calling them to die for him. They knew he was asking 

them to make the ultimate sacrifice, to surrender to him as Lord in every sense. 

Jesus adds a final paradoxical thought on the meaning of discipleship: “He who has found his 

life shall lose it, and he who has lost his life for My sake shall find it” (Matt. 10:39). “He who 

has found his life” seems to refer to a person who has guarded his physical safety by denying 

Christ under pressure or to someone who clings to his life rather than taking up the cross. 

Because his first concern is securing his physical life, that person loses his eternal soul. 

Conversely, one who is willing to forfeit his life for Christ’s sake will receive eternal life. 

The Bible does not teach salvation by martyrdom. The Lord was not advising the disciples to 

try to get themselves killed for him. Again he was referring to a pattern, a direction. He was 

simply saying that genuine Christians do not shrink back, even in the face of death. To express it 

another way, when confronted with a decision between serving self and serving the Lord, the 

true disciple is the one who chooses to serve the Lord, even at great personal expense. 

Again, this teaching is not absolute in the sense that it disallows temporary failures like that 

of Peter. But even Peter did ultimately prove himself to be a true disciple, didn’t he? The time 

came when he willingly gave his life for Jesus’ sake. 

Luke 9:23 records similar words of Jesus: “If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him deny 

himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow Me.” Notice the addition of the one word: 

“daily.” The life of a disciple invites persecution and therefore must be a life of daily self-denial. 

Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “I protest, brethren, by the boasting in you, which I have in Christ 

Jesus our Lord, I die daily” (1 Cor. 15:31). 

The idea of daily self-denial does not jibe with the contemporary supposition that believing 

in Jesus is a momentary decision. A true believer is one who signs up for life. The bumper-

sticker sentiment “Try Jesus” is a mentality foreign to real discipleship—faith is not an 

experiment, but a lifelong commitment. It means taking up the cross daily, giving all for Christ 

each day. It means no reservations, no uncertainty, no hesitation (Luke 9:59–61). It means 

nothing is knowingly held back, nothing purposely shielded from his lordship, nothing 

stubbornly kept from his control. It calls for painful severing of ties with the world, sealing the 

escape hatches, and ridding oneself of any kind of security to fall back on in case of failure. 

Genuine believers know they are going ahead with Christ until death. Having put their hand to 

the plow, they will not look back (Luke 9:62). 


