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T
his month marks Tabletalk’s fortieth year of publication. In 1977, Dr. R.C. 
Sproul launched Tabletalk as a monthly newsletter featuring news about the 
Ligonier Valley Study Center in Ligonier, Pennsylvania, which was established 
in 1971. The newsletter also included articles covering a wide range of subjects 
for Ligonier students and supporters. Dr. Sproul and his fellowship of teachers 
from the study center and abroad contributed articles on biblical, theological, 
cultural, and philosophical matters with a focus on helping Christians grow as 

disciples of Jesus Christ. In 1989, the format of Tabletalk changed, and a monthly theme, col-
umns, and daily Bible studies were introduced. Since 1977, Tabletalk has witnessed tremen-
dous growth in readership, with now more than one hundred thousand copies of Tabletalk 
going out the door every month and an estimated audience of 250,000 readers in more than 
fifty countries. We are grateful for our Lord’s continued blessing these past forty years, and, 
if the Lord tarries, we hope He will continue to bless the ministry and readers of Tabletalk 
for the next forty years as we strive to make disciples of all nations for God’s glory, not ours.

Tabletalk is Reformed, and we mean it. We are not ashamed of being distinctively Re-
formed in all that we do. We are Reformed because we believe that to be Reformed is to be 
biblical. To be Reformed is not only to stand firmly on the same doctrine as our faithful 
Reformation forefathers, it is to stand firmly on the Word of God. To be Reformed is not 
only to believe that God is sovereign over salvation, but to believe that He is sovereign over 
everything. To be Reformed isn’t simply to accept the doctrines of grace, but to take great 
comfort in them, to teach them graciously, and to defend them courageously. To be Reformed 
is to believe that God has one glorious covenantal plan of redemption, and that He is car-
rying out that plan. To be Reformed is not to give mere lip service to the historic Reformed 
confessional standards, but to affirm them heartily and study them diligently. To be Re-
formed means not only that we are professing members of a local Reformed church but 
that we are regular, active worshipers and participants in the life, community, and mission 
of our local churches as we take the gospel to the ends of the earth. To be Reformed is not 
to be a complacent, smug, arrogant, or apathetic people, but to be a gracious, dependent, 
humble, prayerful, evangelistic, joyful, loving people who believe that God not only ordains 
the end of all things but that He ordains the means of all ends in us and through us by the 
powerful ministry of the Holy Spirit for His glory alone.
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Which Laws Apply?

R I G H T  N o w  C O U N T S  F o r e v e r B Y  R . C .  S P R O U L

I  CAN MEDITATE O N 
TH E L AW DAY AND 

NIGH T B ECAUSE 
IT REVEAL S TO  ME 

WH AT IS  PL EASING 
TO  GO D.T

o this day, the question of the 
role of the law of God in the 
Christian life provokes much 
debate and discussion. This 
is one of those points where 
we can learn much from our 
forebears, and John Calvin’s 

classic treatment of the law in his Insti-
tutes of the Christian Religion is particularly 
helpful. Calvin’s instruction comes down 
to us in what he calls the threefold use 
of the law with respect to its relevance 
to the new covenant.

The law, in its first use, reveals the char-
acter of God, and that’s valuable to any be-
liever at any time. But as the law reveals 
the character of God, it provides a mirror 
to reflect to us our unholiness against the 
ultimate standard of righteousness. In that 
regard, the law serves as a schoolmaster to 
drive us to Christ. And one of the reasons 
that the Reformers and the Westminster 
divines thought that the law remained valu-
able to the Christian was because the law 
constantly drives us to the gospel. This also 
was one of the uses of the law that Martin 
Luther most strongly emphasized. 

Second, the law functions as a restraint 
against sin. Now, on the one hand, the Re-
formers understood what Paul says in Ro-
mans 7 that in a sense the law prompts 
people to sin—the more of the law un-
regenerate people see, the more inclined 

shocked would be an understatement. I said, 
“Wait a minute. What is this? We’re not al-
lowed to do this. Don’t you know that God 
prohibits this, and that it’s an abomination 
in His sight and it pollutes the whole land 
and provokes His judgment?” And what 
was their immediate response? “That’s the 
Old Testament.” I said, “Yes, but what has 
changed to make a practice that God re-
garded as a capital offense during one econ-
omy of redemptive his-
tory now something He 
delights in?” And they 
didn’t have a whole lot 
to say because from the 
New Testament it is 
evident that God is as 
against idolatry now as 
He was then.

Of course, as we read 
Scripture, we see that 
there are some parts of the law that no 
longer apply to new covenant believers, 
at least not in the same way that they did 
to old covenant believers. We make a dis-
tinction between moral laws, civil laws, 
and ceremonial laws such as the dietary 
laws and physical circumcision. That’s 
helpful because there’s a certain sense in 
which practicing some of the laws from 
the Old Testament as Christians would 
actually be blasphemy. Paul stresses in 
Galatians, for example, that if we were 
to require circumcision, we would be sin-
ning. Now, the distinction between moral, 
civil, and ceremonial laws is helpful, but 
for the old covenant Jew, it was somewhat 
artificial. That’s because it was a matter of 
the utmost moral consequences whether 
they kept the ceremonial laws. It was a 
moral issue for Daniel and his friends not 
to eat as the Babylonians did (Dan. 1). But 
the distinction between the moral, civil, 
and ceremonial laws means that there’s a 
bedrock body of righteous laws that God 
gives to His covenant people that have 

they are to want to break it. Yet despite that 
tendency of the law, there still is a general 
salutary benefit for the world to have the 
restraints upon us that the law gives. Its 
warnings and threats restrain people from 
being as bad as they could be, and so civil 
order is preserved.

Third, and most important from Cal-
vin’s perspective, is that the law reveals 
to us what is pleasing to God. Technically 
speaking, Christians are not under the old 
covenant and its stipulations. Yet, at the 
same time, we are called to imitate Christ 
and to live as people who seek to please 
the living God (Eph. 5:10; Col. 1:9–12). So, 
although in one sense I’m not covenantally 
obligated to the law or under the curse of 
the law, I put that out the front door and 
I go around the back door and I say, “Oh 
Lord, I want to live a life that is pleasing to 
You, and like the Old Testament psalmist, 
I can say, ‘Oh how I love Thy law.’ ” I can 
meditate on the law day and night because 
it reveals to me what is pleasing to God.

Let me give you a personal example. 
Several years ago, I was speaking in Rye, 
N.Y., at a conference on the holiness of God. 
After one of the sessions, the sponsors of 
the conference invited me to someone’s 
house afterward for prayer and refresh-
ments. When I arrived at the house, there 
were about twenty-five people in the parlor 
praying to their dead relatives. To say I was 

abiding significance and relevance before 
and after the coming of Christ.

During the period of Reformed scholas-
ticism in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, Reformed theologians said that 
God legislates to Israel and to the new cov-
enant church on two distinct bases: on the 
basis of divine natural law and on the basis 
of divine purpose. In this case, the theo-
logians did not mean the lex naturalis, the 

law that is revealed in 
nature and in the con-
science. By “natural 
law,” they meant those 
laws that are rooted and 
grounded in God’s own 
character. For God to ab-
rogate these laws would 
be to do violence to His 
own person. For exam-
ple, if God in the old cov-

enant said, “You shall have no other gods 
before Me,” but now He says, “It’s OK for 
you to have other gods and to be involved 
in idolatry,” God would be doing violence 
to His own holy character. Statutes legis-
lated on the basis of this natural law will 
be enforced at all times.

On the other hand, there is legislation 
made on the basis of the divine purpose 
in redemption, such as the dietary laws, 
that when their purpose is fulfilled, God 
can abrogate without doing violence to 
His own character. I think that’s a helpful 
distinction. It doesn’t answer every ques-
tion, but it helps us discern which laws 
continue so that we can know what is 
pleasing to God.

DR. R.C. SPROUL is copastor of 

Saint Andrew’s Chapel in Sanford, 

Fla., and chancellor of Reformation 

Bible College. He is the author of more 

than one hundred books, including  

Pleasing God and How Can I 

Develop a Christian Conscience?
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G O D ’ S
S O V E R E I G N T Y
A N D  G L O R Y

no event happens that is a surprise to 
God. To us it is luck or chance, but to 
God it is part of His decree. “The lot is 
cast into the lap, but its every decision 
is from the Lord” (Prov. 16:33). Language 
of God changing His mind in Scripture 
is an accommodation to us and our way 
of speaking, not a description of a true 
change in God’s mind.

God is sovereign in redemption, a fact 
that explains why we thank God for our 
salvation and pray to Him for the salva-
tion of our spiritually lost friends. If the 
power to save lies in man’s free will, if it 
truly lies in their unaided ability to save 
themselves, why would we implore God 
to “quicken,” “save,” or “regenerate” them? 
The fact that we consistently thank God 
for the salvation of individuals means 
(whether we admit it or not) that belief 
in absolute free will is inconsistent.

God is sovereign in judgment. Few pas-
sages of Scripture reflect the sovereignty 
of God in election and reprobation with 
greater force than Romans 9:21: “Has the 
potter no right over the clay, to make out 
of the same lump one vessel for honorable 
use and another for dishonorable use?” On 
the face of it, this might appear unfair and 
arbitrary—as though God were playing 
some vindictive child’s game with the 
petals of a flower: “He loves me; He loves 
me not. He loves me; He loves me not.” 
In response, some people have insisted 
that God has the right to do whatever He 
pleases and it is none of our business to 
find fault with Him—a point that Paul 
himself anticipates (Rom. 9:20). Others 
have taken the view that if God were to 
grant us what we deserve, we would all 
be damned. Election is therefore a gra-
cious (and not just a sovereign) act. Both 
are true. But in any case, our salvation 
displays God’s glory: “For from him and 
through him and to him are all things. To 
him be glory forever. Amen” (Rom. 11:36).

GOD  FULFILLS H IS 
S OVEREIGN PL AN 

T HROUGH HU MAN 
M EA NS  A ND 

INST RUM ENTAL ITY.

G od is sovereign in creation, 
providence, redemption, and 
judgment. That is a central as-
sertion of Christian belief and 
especially in Reformed theol-
ogy. God is King and Lord of 

all. To put this another way: nothing hap-
pens without God’s willing it to happen, 
willing it to happen before it happens, 
and willing it to happen in the way that 
it happens. Put this way, it seems to say 
something that is expressly Reformed 
in doctrine. But at its heart, it is saying 
nothing different from the assertion of 
the Nicene Creed: “I believe in God, the 
Father Almighty.” To say that God is sov-
ereign is to express His almightiness in 
every area.

God is sovereign in creation. “In the 
beginning, God created the heavens and 
the earth” (Gen. 1:1). Apart from God, 
there was nothing. And then there was 
something: matter, space, time, ener-
gy. And these came into being ex nihi-
lo—out of nothing. The will to create 
was entirely God’s. The execution was 
entirely His. There was no metaphys-

ical “necessity” to create; it was a free 
action of God.

God is sovereign in providence. Tradi-
tional theism insists that God is omnip-
otent, omniscient, and omnipresent—all 
powerful, all knowing, and everywhere 
present. Each assertion is a variant of di-
vine sovereignty. His power, knowledge, 
and presence ensure that His goals are 
met, that His designs are fulfilled, and 
that His superintendence of all events is 
(to God, at least) essentially “risk free.” 

God’s power is not absolute in the sense 
that God can do anything (potestas abso-
luta); rather, God’s power ensures that 
He can do all that is logically possible 
for Him to will to do. “He cannot deny 
himself,” for example (2 Tim. 2:13).

Some people object to the idea that God 
knows all events in advance of their hap-
pening. Such a view, some insist, deprives 
mankind of its essential freedom. Open 
theists or free-will theists, for example, 
insist that the future (at least in its specific 
details) is in some fashion “open.” Even 
God does not know all that is to come. He 
may make predictions like some cosmic 
poker player, but He cannot know abso-
lutely. This explains, open theists suggest, 
why God appears to change His mind: 
God is adjusting His plan based on the 
new information of unforeseeable events 
(see Gen. 6:6–7; 1 Sam. 15:11). Reformed 
theology, on the other hand, insists that 

  THE CHURCH ON THE HILL , JACOB ISA ACKSZOON VAN RUISDAEL , SEVENTEENTH CENTURY
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BY S T E P H E N  J .  N I C H O L S

B I B L I C A L
A U T H O R I T Y

human responsibility
The assertion of divine sovereignty is not 
without further questions that should 
be addressed. 

First, there is the question of evange-
lism. If God is sovereign in all matters 
of providence, what is the point of ex-
erting human effort in evangelism and 
missions? God’s will is sure to be fulfilled 
whether we evangelize or not. But we 
dare not reason this way. Apart from the 
fact that God commands us to evange-
lize—“Go therefore and make disciples of 
all nations” (Matt. 28:19)—such reasoning 
ignores the fact that God fulfills His sov-
ereign plan through human means and 
instrumentality. Nowhere in the Bible are 
we encouraged to be passive and inert. 
Paul commands his Philippian readers to 
“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” (Phil. 2:12–13).

Second, there is the question of ethics. 
We are held responsible for our actions 
and behavior. We are culpable in trans-
gression and praiseworthy in obedience.

Third, in relation to civic power and 
authority, there is the question of God’s 
sovereignty in the determination of rul-
ers and government. God has raised up 
civil governments to be systems of eq-
uity and good and peace, for the pun-
ishment of evildoers and for the praise 
of them who do well (Rom. 13:3; 1 Peter 
2:14). But this is also true of evil powers 
and corrupt regimes that violate the very 
principles of government itself; these are 
also under the sovereign government of 
Almighty God. 

Fourth, in the question of both the or-
igin and continued existence of evil, the 
sovereignty of God meets its most acute 
problem. That God does not prevent evil 
from existing seems to call into question 
His omnipotence or His benevolence. 

Some non-Christian religions try to solve 
this problem by positing that evil is imag-
inary (Christian Science) or an illusion 
(Hinduism). Augustine and many medie-
val thinkers believed part of the mystery 
could be solved by identifying evil as a 
privation of the good, suggesting that 
evil is something without existence in 
and of itself. Evil is a matter of ontology 
(being). Reformed thought on this issue 
is summarized by the Westminster Con-
fession of Faith:

God, from all eternity, did, by the most 
wise and holy counsel of His own will, 
freely, and unchangeably ordain what-
soever comes to pass: yet so, as thereby 
neither is God the author of sin, nor is 
violence offered to the will of the crea-
tures; nor is the liberty or contingency 
of second causes taken away, but rather 
established. (3:1) 

God is the “first cause” of all things, 
but evil is a product of “second causes.” 
In the words of John Calvin, “First, it 
must be observed that the will of God 
is the cause of all things that happen 
in the world: and yet God is not the au-
thor of evil,” adding, “for the proximate 
cause is one thing, and the remote cause 
another.” In other words, God Himself 
cannot do evil and cannot be blamed 
for evil even though it is part of His 
sovereign decree.

God is sovereign, and in His sovereign-
ty He displays His majestic glory. With-
out it, we would have no being, no sal-
vation, and no hope. Soli Deo gloria.

DR. DEREK W.H. THOMAS is senior minister of First 

Presbyterian Church in Columbia, S.C., Robert Strong 

Professor of Systematic and Practical Theology at Reformed 

Theological Seminary in Atlanta, and a Ligonier Ministries 

teaching fellow. He is author of many books, including Calvin’s 

Teaching on Job.

I t’s one of those moments we wish 
we could have seen firsthand. It took 
place in the square before the Wa-
ter Gate. At daybreak, Ezra brought 
out the law. He unrolled the scroll 
and began reading. He kept on un-

til noon, and all the while the great crowd 
gave their rapt attention. The law was read, 
interpreted, and studied. Nehemiah 8, which 
records this event, also tells us that this Bible 
study session resulted in worship. The peo-
ple were humbled, and their faces looked to 
the ground. They bowed before God as He 
revealed Himself in His holy Word.

This event from the Old Testament is 
a precedent-setting moment. God’s peo-
ple gather, they hear God’s Word read, 
they hear God’s Word interpreted and 
taught, and they worship. This is how 
it’s supposed to be. As the decades pass 
and generations come and go, however, 
God’s Word sadly recedes from the center 
of His people’s lives and from prominence 
in His congregation. The Old Testament 
prophets spoke of a famine of the Word 
of God. As we look through the pages of 
the Bible and through church history, we 
find such times of famine. One of the se-

THE MARSH, JACOB ISAACKSZOON VAN RUISDAEL, SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 
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SO L A SCRIPTU RA 
MAY B E 

CO NSIDERED 
A REF O RMATIO N 
PL ANK , B U T IT IS 

AL SO,  MO RE 
ACCU RATELY,  A 
B IB L ICAL  O NE.

verest of these times of famine came on 
the eve of the Reformation.

Martin Luther originally launched his 
protest against the church over the issue 
of indulgences. He wanted a debate. While 
he was involved in various disputations in 
the wake of posting the Ninety-Five The-
ses, he finally got a real and true debate at 
Leipzig. Over the summer months, Luther 
squared off with Johann Eck, Rome’s pre-
mier theologian. Over the course of the 
debate, Luther declared the Reformation 
plank of sola Scriptura, the firm and unwav-
ering commitment to the absolute author-
ity of Scripture. Luther’s writings and the 
reports of these debates convinced Pope 
Leo X that this German monk was a her-
etic. The date and the time was set for the 
ultimate showdown: April 17–18, 1521, at 
the Imperial Diet, or meeting, at Worms. 

Worms is another one of those moments 
that we all wish we could have seen first-
hand. Luther, adorned in his simple monk’s 
garb, stood before—and against—princes 
and nobles, cardinals and priests, all wear-
ing the trappings of their offices. On the 
throne sat the twenty-one-year-old Charles 
V, the Holy Roman emperor. Luther’s books 
were spread out on a table before him. He 
was commanded, “Revoco!”—to recant his 
writings, to recant his views of sola fide (faith 
alone as the instrument of justification) 
and of sola Scriptura. That was April 17. 
Luther asked for a day to consider, and he 
was granted it. He spent the night in prayer 
and appeared again the next day. Then, he 
delivered his famous speech: 

I am bound to the Scriptures I have quoted 
and my conscience is captive to the Word 
of God. I cannot and I will not recant any-
thing, since it is neither safe nor right to go 
against conscience. I cannot do otherwise. 
Here I stand. May God help me. Amen.

That moment led to one more moment 

that would have been wonderful to have 
seen firsthand. Actually, it was not a mo-
ment, but a few months, as Luther was 
holed up in Wartburg Castle overlooking 
the town of Eisenach. There he translated 
the Greek New Testament into German, 
and there, in his modest study, he wrote a 
series of sermons called the Church Postils 
(Kirchenpostille). The New Testament is, of 
course, the Word of God, and the Church 
Postils are a series of sermons that expound 
the Word of God. The Word needed to be 
proclaimed, but the Word also needed to 
be interpreted and taught. Ezra set the prec-
edent in Nehemiah 8. Luther was not do-
ing anything new. Instead, he was doing 
something very old. 

Sola Scriptura may be considered a Ref-
ormation plank, but it is also, more accu-
rately, a biblical one. It is fruitful, however, 
to consider how the Reformers thought of 
sola Scriptura. We see this best in the way 
Luther responded to his critics.

One of the incessant criticisms Luther 
received amounted to this: You have thrown 
away fifteen hundred years of church histo-
ry. The second criticism was this: You have 
thrown away the church. By claiming that your 
conscience is captive to the Word of God, you 
need neither tradition nor the church. You need 
not bother with the communion of saints through 
the centuries or even now.

Luther was never one to back down from 
a fight, so he took these criticisms head on. 
Before we look at his criticisms, however, it 
is important to see how some people who 
profess sola Scriptura justify these objections. 
Some contemporary evangelicals take sola 
Scriptura to mean that they do not need 
teachers and that they can jettison two 
thousand years of church history. But the 
affirmation of sola Scriptura by Luther and 
the other Reformers was not a call for radi-
cal individualism or a rejection of church 
authority. One text that is helpful here is 
Luther’s On the Councils and the Church. 

gospel, and sound doctrine; unhealthy 
tradition does not.

Luther had a place for tradition, and he 
also firmly believed in teachers. The New 
Testament sanctions the office of teacher. 
Yes, our consciences are held captive to the 
Word of God. And because of that, God has 
given us teachers to help us understand 
His Word, love His Word, and live out His 
Word in our lives.

As part of the com-
munion of saints, we 
are not isolated from 
tradition or from the 
church. Keith Mathi-
son, my colleague, put 
it succinctly: It’s sola 
Scriptura (the Bible is 
the only infallible and 
final authority) not solo 
Scriptura (the Bible is 
the only authority). To 
affirm sola Scriptura is 

to understand the Bible’s authority well 
and  to understand it as the Reformers did.

Scripture is our only inerrant and infal-
lible authority for faith and life. It is God’s 
Word, God breathed. Therefore, we must 
obey it. We must strive not to see it dis-
placed and cast aside but to see it placed at 
the center of all that we do. We can look 
back at moments when the Word was giv-
en its proper place. It happened among the 
exiles upon their return to Jerusalem as 
recorded in Nehemiah 8. It happened in 
the sixteenth century. Let us not lament 
that we did not see these moments first-
hand. Instead, let us pray for our own mo-
ments when we put God’s Word at the cen-
ter, when we broadcast God’s Word, and 
when we see it at work.

DR. STEPHEN J. NICHOLS is president of Reformation 

Bible College, chief academic officer for Ligonier Ministries, 

and a Ligonier Ministries teaching fellow. He is author 

of numerous books, including A Time for Confidence.

In this text from 1539, Luther responds to 
two decades of criticism. One of the things 
he points out is the value of church his-
tory, the value of healthy tradition, and 
the value of the councils. It’s a mistake to 
think that Luther thought so highly of his 
own views that he totally disregarded the 
views of all others. While not elevating 
tradition to the position of final authority, 
he did see it as necessary, helpful, and in-
structive. Tradition, to 
the Reformers, is a fal-
lible authority, unlike 
Scripture, which is an 
infallible authority. 

Paul tells Timothy to 
train faithful men who 
will be able to teach oth-
ers. These are men en-
trusted with the “depos-
it of faith,” men who are 
trustworthy. They are to 
be trained by Timothy, 
who was trained by Paul. They, in turn, 
train others. The word Paul uses in 2 Tim-
othy 2:2, translated as “entrusted,” means 
to hand over, as if you are passing on an 
inheritance. The word in the Vulgate, the 
Latin translation of the Bible, is tradidit, from 
which we get the English word tradition.

There is such a thing as a healthy tra-
dition. There is also such a thing as an 
unhealthy tradition. Luther points to a 
clear sign of unhealthy traditions: they 
exalt the externals, the forms, over inter-
nal realities and ultimately over Christ 
Himself. This happened among the Phar-
isees and Sadducees in the first century, 
and it happened in the sixteenth centu-
ry. It happens in our day. A tradition is 
only healthy to the extent that it sup-
ports the centrality and prominence of 
the Word of God. Creeds do this. The or-
thodox teachings of the church coun-
cils and of the Reformers do this. Simply 
put, healthy tradition exalts Christ, the 
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BY W .  R O B E R T  G O D F R E Y

J U S T I F I C AT I O N
B Y  FA I T H  A L O N E

T HE S P IRIT UAL 
P ROBLEM  FOR TH O SE 

W HO REJ EC T TH E 
BIBLICAL D OC TRINE 
OF J UST IFICAT IO N IS 
T HAT  T HEY CANNOT 

GIVE A LL GLO RY 
TO GOD.

C elebrations in 2017 of the 
five-hundredth anniversary 
of the Reformation will return 
again and again to the subject 
of justification by faith alone, 
one of the Reformation’s most 

critical rediscoveries. That subject is so 
important that in one sense we cannot 
study it enough. On the other hand, part 
of me wonders why we seem to have so 
much trouble understanding and holding 
on to a doctrine so vital. Is the doctrine 
so complicated that we cannot remem-
ber it? Is the Bible’s teaching so obscure 
that we cannot penetrate it?

In fact, the Bible is crystal clear and 
the doctrine is relatively simple. So 
why did so many in the church miss it 
before—and after—the Reformation? 
Why do some Protestant biblical schol-
ars suggest that the Bible is not clear 
or that Martin Luther and John Calvin 
were wrong about what Paul teaches? 
Why do some Protestant theologians 
compromise and/or confuse the doc-
trine? Why do some Protestant church 
leaders see no serious differences be-
tween their views on justification and 
those of the Roman Catholic Church? 
Of course, books have been written to 
answer these questions, but on one level 
the answer is easy: failure to embrace 

the Reformation doctrine of justification 
by faith is a spiritual problem—a very 
serious spiritual failing. It is a failure to 
grasp fully the Bible’s teaching on God, 
Christ, sin, grace, faith, and peace with 
God.  The spiritual problem for those 
who reject the biblical doctrine of jus-
tification recovered by the Reformation 
is that they cannot give all glory to God. 
They must make a contribution, how-
ever small, to their own justification. 
They are not content with Christ alone 
and His grace alone.

Martin Luther came to understand 
justification only after a spiritual crisis 
in his life. John Calvin came to under-
stand it after his conversion.  For both 
of them, study of the Bible showed them 
the character of the work of Christ and 
the role of faith in receiving His mercy 
and the peace of conscience that the 
Christian can enjoy. 

For Lutherans, the doctrine is given 
eloquent expression in the Augsburg 
Confession (1530), Article IV:

It is also taught among us that we 
cannot obtain forgiveness of sin and 
righteousness before God by our own 
merits, works, or satisfactions, but that 
we receive forgiveness of sin and be-
come righteous before God by grace, for 

Christ’s sake, through faith, when we 
believe that Christ suffered for us and 
that for his sake our sin is forgiven and 
righteousness and eternal life are given 
to us. For God will regard and reckon 
this faith as righteousness, as Paul says 
in Romans 3:21–26 and 4:5.

John Calvin wrote clearly and passion-
ately as a young man of twenty-five about 
this doctrine in the first chapter of his 1536 
Institutes of the Christian Religion:

Christ’s righteousness, which alone can 
bear the sight of God because it alone is 
perfect, must appear in court on our be-
half, and stand surety for us in judgment. 
Received from God, this righteousness is 
brought to us and imputed to us, just as 
if it were ours. (1.32)

Calvin greatly expanded his Institutes in 
1541 and devoted a whole chapter to justi-
fication. There he wrote that justification 

is the principal article of the Christian 
religion, so that each one may take great-
er pains and care to know it. For if we 
do not know what God’s will toward us 
is, we have no foundation on which to 
establish our salvation or build us up in 
piety and fear of God. (1.6)

We see here how Calvin stressed both 
the objective and the subjective sides of 
justification. Objectively, we are actual-
ly made right with God by the work of 
Christ, which the sinner receives by faith 
alone. Subjectively, when we understand 
justification, we experience peace with 
God and growing confidence in living for 
God. Surely, this doctrine is absolutely 
central to Christian faith and life.

The Reformers found this doctrine of 
justification in many places in the Bi-
ble, but recognized that Paul presented 
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BY S T E V E N  J .  L A W S O N

S A LV AT I O N
I S  O F
T H E  L O R D

it with particular clarity in his letter to 
the Romans. While  Romans contains 
profound and occasionally difficult mat-
ters, the main line of Paul’s message is 
clear and straightforward. We can see 
its simplicity by highlighting the main 
elements of his teaching:

 
None is righteous, no, not one. (3:10)

All have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God. (3:23)

By works of the law no human being 
will be justified in his sight. (3:20)

The righteousness of God has been man-
ifested apart from the law . . . the righ-
teousness of God through faith in Jesus 
Christ for all who believe. (3:21–22)

[We are] justified by his grace as a gift, 
through the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus, whom God put forward as a pro-
pitiation by his blood, to be received by 
faith. (3:24–25)

What then becomes of our boasting? 
It is excluded. (3:27)

Now to the one who works, his wages 
are not counted as a gift but as his due. 
And to the one who does not work, but 
trusts him who justifies the ungodly, 
his faith is counted as righteousness. 
(4:4–5)

That is why it depends on faith, in order 
that the promise may rest on grace and 
be guaranteed to all his [Abraham’s] 
offspring. (4:16)

No distrust made him [Abraham] wa-
ver concerning the promise of God, but 
he grew strong in his faith as he gave 
glory to God, fully convinced that God 

was able to do what he had promised. 
(4:20–21)

Since we have been justified by faith, 
we have peace with God through our 
Lord Jesus Christ. Through him we have 
also obtained access by faith into this 
grace in which we stand, and we re-
joice in hope of the glory of God. (5:1–2)

God shows his love for us in that while 
we were still sinners, Christ died for 
us. (5:8)

If many died through one man’s tres-
pass, much more have the grace of God 
and the free gift of grace of that one man 
Jesus Christ abounded for many. (5:15)

Paul’s doctrine of justification shows 
clearly (1) that all humans are sinners, 
helpless to save themselves; (2) that only 
the perfect work of Jesus saves sinners; 
(3) that only faith—not works at all—
receives the saving effect of Jesus’ work; 
(4) that God in Christ receives all the 
glory for justification; (5) that this jus-
tification brings peace to the heart and 
mind of the believer.

In the midst of our celebrations of the 
Reformation, let us not lose the crucial and 
simple center: “In Christ God was recon-
ciling the world to himself. . . . For our sake 
he made him to be sin who knew no sin, 
so that in him we might become the righ-
teousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:19–21). This 
message is the gospel that the whole world 
needs. It is also the message that every 
church and every Christian heart needs. 
Let us celebrate and teach it clearly and 
faithfully this year and every year.

DR. W. ROBERT GODFREY is president and professor of 
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Ligonier Ministries teaching fellow. His many books include 
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T he central truth of God’s sav-
ing grace is succinctly stated 
in the assertion, “Salvation is 
of the Lord.” This strong decla-
ration means that every aspect 
of man’s salvation is from God 

and is entirely dependent upon God. The 
only contribution that we make is the sin 
that was laid upon Jesus Christ at the cross. 
The Apostle Paul affirmed this when he 
wrote, “From Him and through Him and to 
Him are all things” (Rom. 11:36). This is to 
say, salvation is God determined, God pur-
chased, God applied, and God secured. From 
start to finish, salvation is of the Lord alone.

This truth is best summarized in the doc-
trines of grace, which are total depravity, 
unconditional election, definite atonement, 
effectual calling, and preserving grace. These 
truths present the triune God as the author 
of our salvation from beginning to end. Each 
member of the Godhead—Father, Son, and 
Spirit—has a part to play in redemption, 
and they work together as one God to res-
cue those perishing under divine wrath. 
In perfect unity, the three divine persons 
do the work that hellbound sinners, utter-
ly unable to save themselves, cannot do. 

THE CHURCH ON THE HILL, JACOB ISAACKSZOON, SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 



18  T A B L E T A L K  M A Y  2 0 1 7 19  

IN PERFECT UNITY, 
THE THREE DIVINE 

PERSONS DO 
THE WORK THAT 

HELLBOUND SINNERS, 
UTTERLY UNABLE TO 

SAVE THEMSELVES, 
CANNOT DO.

total depravity
The first man, Adam, sinned, and his trans-
gression and guilt were immediately im-
puted to all mankind (Christ excepted). 
By this one act of disobedience, he became 
morally polluted in every part of his be-
ing—mind, affections, body, and will. By 
this sin, death entered the world, and Ad-
am’s fellowship with 
God was broken.

Adam’s guilt and 
corruption were trans-
mitted to his natural 
offspring at the mo-
ment of conception. 
In turn, each of his 
children’s children 
inherited this same 
radical fallenness. Sub-
sequently, it has been 
passed down to each 
generation to the pres-
ent day. Adam’s perverse nature has spread 
to the whole of every person. Apart from 
grace, our minds are darkened by sin, un-
able to understand the truth. Our hearts are 
defiled, unable to love the truth. Our bodies 
are dying, progressing to physical death. Our 
wills are dead, unable to choose the good. 
Moral inability to please God plagues every 
person from their entrance into the world. 
In their unregenerate state, no one seeks 
after God. No one is capable of doing good. 
All are under the curse of the law, which is 
eternal death.

unconditional election
Long before Adam sinned, God had already 
decreed and determined salvation for sin-
ners. In eternity past, the Father chose a 
people in Christ who would be saved. Be-
fore time began, God elected many from 
among mankind whom He purposed to 
save from His wrath. This selection was 
not based upon any foreseen faith in those 
whom He chose. Nor was it prompted by 

their inherent goodness. Instead, according 
to His infinite love and inscrutable wis-
dom, God set His affection upon His elect.

The Father gave the elect to His Son to be 
His bride. Each one chosen was predestined 
by the Father to be conformed to the image 
of His Son and to sing His praises forever. The 
Father commissioned His Son to enter this 

world and lay down 
His life to save these 
same chosen ones. 
Likewise, the Father 
commissioned the 
Spirit to bring these 
same elect ones to 
faith in Christ. The 
Son and the Spirit 
freely concurred in 
all these decisions, 
making salvation the 
undivided work of the 
triune God.

definite atonement
In the fullness of time, God the Father sent 
His Son to enter this fallen world on a mis-
sion to redeem His people. He was born of a 
virgin, without a sin nature, to live a sinless 
life. Jesus was born under the divine law 
so that He would fully obey it on behalf of 
disobedient sinners who have repeatedly 
broken it. This active obedience of Christ 
fulfilled all the righteous demands of the law. 
By keeping the law, the Son of God achieved 
a perfect righteousness, which is reckoned 
to believing sinners so that they are declared 
righteous, or justified, before God.

This sinless life of Jesus further qualified 
Him to go to the cross and die in the place 
of guilty, hellbound sinners. On the cross, 
Jesus bore the unmitigated wrath of the 
Father for the sins of His people. In this 
vicarious death, the Father transferred to 
His Son all the sins of all those who would 
ever believe in Him. As a sin-bearing sac-
rifice, Jesus died a substitutionary death 

DR. STEVEN J. LAWSON is founder and president of 

OnePassion Ministries and a Ligonier Ministries teaching 

fellow. He has written more than two dozen books, including 

The Passionate Preaching of Martyn Lloyd-Jones. 

This call from the Spirit is effectual, mean-
ing the elect will certainly respond when it 
is given. They will not finally resist it. Thus, 
the doctrine of effectual calling is sometimes 
called the doctrine of irresistible grace.

preserving grace
Once converted, every believer is kept 
eternally secure by all three persons of 
the Trinity. All whom God foreknew and 
predestined in eternity past, He will glorify 
in eternity future. No believer will drop out 
or fall away. Every believer is firmly held 
by the sovereign hands of the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit, never to be lost. None of 
Jesus’ sheep for whom He laid down His life 
will perish. The Holy Spirit permanently 
seals in Christ all whom He draws to faith. 
Once born again, none can ever be unborn. 
Once a believer, none can ever become an 
unbeliever. Once saved, none will ever be-
come unsaved. God will preserve them in 
faith forever, and they will persevere until 
the end. Thus, the doctrine of preserving 
grace is often called the doctrine of the per-
severance of the saints.

From beginning to end, salvation is of the 
Lord. In reality, these five doctrines of grace 
form one comprehensive body of truth con-
cerning salvation. They are inseparably con-
nected and therefore stand or fall together. 
To embrace any one of the five necessitates 
embracing all five. To deny one is to deny 
the others and fracture the Trinity, setting 
the three persons at odds with one another. 
These doctrines speak together with one 
voice in giving the greatest glory to God. 
Such high theology produces high doxolo-
gy. When it is rightly understood that God 
alone—Father, Son, and Spirit—saves sin-
ners, then all glory goes to Him.

in the place of God’s elect. On the cross, 
He propitiated the righteous anger of God 
toward the elect. By the blood of the cross, 
Jesus reconciled the holy God to sinful man, 
establishing peace between the two parties. 
In His redeeming death, He purchased His 
bride—His elect people—out of bondage 
to sin and set her free.

Jesus’ death did not merely make all man-
kind potentially savable. Nor did His death 
simply achieve a hypothetical benefit that 
may or may not be accepted. Neither did His 
death merely make all mankind redeemable. 
Instead, Jesus actually redeemed a specific 
people through His death, securing and 
guaranteeing their salvation. Not a drop 
of Jesus’ blood was shed in vain. He truly 
saved all for whom He died. This doctrine 
of definite atonement is sometimes called 
limited atonement.

effectual calling
With oneness of purpose, the Father and 
the Son sent the Holy Spirit into the world 
to apply this salvation to those chosen and 
redeemed. The Spirit came to convict the 
elect of sin, righteousness, and judgment 
and to turn to the Son all whom the Father 
gave to Him. At the divinely appointed time, 
the Spirit removes from each elect person 
his unbelieving heart of stone, hardened 
and dead in sin, and replaces it with a be-
lieving heart of flesh, responsive and alive 
unto God. The Spirit implants eternal life 
within the spiritually dead soul. He grants 
the chosen men and women the gifts of 
repentance and faith, enabling them to 
believe that Jesus Christ is Lord. 

Suddenly, all things are made new. New 
life from the Spirit produces new love for 
God. New desires to obey the Word of God 
produce a new pursuit of holiness. There 
is a new life direction, lived with new pas-
sion for God. These born-again ones give 
evidence of their election with the fruit 
of righteousness.
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G O D ’ S
C O V E N A N T
P E O P L E

FROM  A DAM  TO CH RIST 
T HIS  UNIFIED  SERIES 

OF D IVINE COVE NANTS 
C REAT ED  A  S INGL E 

FA M ILY T RE E.

This “new” covenant with Noah, how-
ever, was soon despised at Babel. The bless-
ing was forfeited; now the curse fell on 
disobedience. Yet, mercifully, God came 
again, establishing another “new” cove-
nant-bond with Abraham. The promised 
Deliverer-Seed (3:15) would come specif-
ically through his seed and would bring 
blessing to the nations (12:1–3). This was 
confirmed in a dramatic night scene. In 
symbolic form, God passed through two 
lines of dismembered animals, indicating 
His commitment unto death to His “new” 
covenant promise (15:1–21). Abraham be-
lieved, and despite sometimes stumbling, 
he obeyed. Blessings followed.  

But then came Egypt, slavery, and bond-
age. Once more, God revealed Himself spe-
cifically as the same covenant-making 
and covenant-keeping God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob who comes to help His 
people (Ex. 3:6, 13–17; 6:2–9). He inaugu-
rated a new epoch, through another “new” 
covenant. He redeemed His people and 
called them to trust and obey Him, warning 
them that faithlessness and disobedience 
would again lead only to judgment-curse 
(Deut. 28:1–68). Later, He would prom-
ise David that the Deliverer-Seed would 
come specifically from his line (2 Sam. 
7; Ps. 89:19–37). When He came, a final 
“new covenant” would be established (Jer. 
31:31–34; Heb. 8:8–12; 10:15–17). Jesus is 
the Deliverer-Seed who forges “the new 
covenant in my blood” (Luke 22:20). Thus, 
from Adam to Christ, this unified series of 

divine covenants created a single family 
tree (Luke 4:23–38).

It is sometimes said that now everything 
has changed: “covenant” virtually disappears. 
It is rarely mentioned again outside of the 
letter to the Hebrews. But this is to miss 
the point. For when Jesus speaks about the 
“new covenant in my blood,” He means that 
He Himself is the covenant. The Lord had 
already hinted at this: “Behold my servant, 
whom I uphold, my chosen in whom my 
soul delights. . . . I will give you as a covenant 
for the people” (Isa. 42:1, 6–7). The final “new 
covenant” is no longer a promise waiting 
to be fulfilled but a person who embodies 
its fulfillment. God’s covenant word is now 
the Word made flesh (John 1:14).  

Thus, from Adam through Noah, from 
Abraham through Moses, and from Da-
vid to Christ, God’s people have been de-
fined, united, and shaped through an ev-
er-renewed and developed covenant bond. 
This is why the fathers of the church spoke 
about ecclesia ab Adam (the church from 
Adam) or ecclesia ab Abel (the church from 
Abel)—one people, in different epochs, 
living at different covenant stages of the 
unveiling of God’s promise, and,  from the 
fall of Adam and Eve, always sinners who 
“found favor in the eyes of the Lord” (Gen. 
6:8), always justified by faith alone, not by 
works, always trusting the promise of God, 
always conscious that they were one family.  

Moses and Paul (and therefore we) belong 
to one family. “To them” (the old covenant 
people), Paul says, “belong the adoption, 
the glory, the covenants, the giving of the 
law, the worship, and the promises” (Rom. 
9:4).  The same is true for Paul (and for us) 
in the new covenant—only more so: we 
are the sons of God by adoption (8:14–17); 
we are being changed from one degree of 
glory to another (2 Cor. 3:18); by the Spirit 
the commandments of the law are fulfilled 
in us (Rom. 8:3–4);  we are the true circum-
cision who worship in the Spirit (Phil. 3:3); 

G od’s covenant commitment 
to His people, made in suc-
cessive promise-bonds, forms 
the scaffolding within which 
He builds His church; its shape 
and growth are determined by 

it. But like a medieval cathedral, the church 
is built over centuries; and like a great book, 
its story is divided into chapters.

The word covenant (Hebrew berith, Greek 
diath k ) first occurs in the context of the 
judgment-flood from which only Noah and 
his family were saved: “I will establish my 
covenant with you,” God promised (Gen. 
6:18). While God brought judgment-curse 
on the earth (vv. 11–13), by contrast He 
promised to bless Noah and his seed (9:1).

“Establish” here reflects an earlier prom-
ise-bond. God’s command to Noah to “be 
fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (v. 
1) echoes His command to Adam (1:28) 
and hints at an earlier covenant. Certain-
ly, the Lord’s bond with Adam included 
essential covenant ingredients: His com-
mitment to Adam would lead to bless-
ing for faith and obedience (1:28; 2:3), but 
mistrust and disobedience would result 
in judgment-curse (2:17; 3:17).
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and we trust in the One in whom all the 
promises of God have found their “yes” (2 
Cor. 1:20). We live in different epochs, but 
we are one people, one family.

This unity is expressed very clearly in He-
brews’ description of Moses, who “By faith 
. . . refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s 
daughter, choosing rather to be mistreat-
ed with the people of God. . . . He consid-
ered the reproach of Christ greater wealth 
than the riches of Egypt” (Heb. 11:25–26). 
Throughout the covenant ages, there is 
one faith, one Christ, one people.

Hebrews 3:1–6 puts it this way: in both 
the old and the new covenant epochs, believ-
ers have belonged to the same household 
and the same family. They have occupied 
the same house, even though changes have 
taken place. And now Moses the servant 
has given way to Jesus the Son. Restric-
tions have been lifted (we are no longer 
heirs who are underage). Now, believers 
live in the fullness of grace and truth and 
cry, “Abba, Father!” (Gal. 4:1–7). But the an-
cestral home remains one and the same.

What a privilege it is to belong to this 
millennia-old covenant family. If the Cor-
inthians could be told that “Paul . . . Apollos 
. . . Cephas . . . the world . . . are yours” (1 Cor. 
3:22), then we can surely add, “and Abraham 
. . . Elijah . . . Isaiah . . . Daniel . . . are also 
ours,” because we “are Christ’s, and Christ 
is God’s.” So, whenever we read the Old and 
New Testaments, we are looking at our fam-
ily album. Learning about church history 
is simply visiting our relatives. Assembling 
for worship is going to the weekly family 
reunion where we “come to . . . innumera-
ble angels . . . the assembly of the firstborn.” 
More than that, we come “to the spirits of the 
righteous made perfect”—some of whom 
once sat beside us in church. And all this 
because through faith we, like them—in-
cluding those who lived under the old cov-
enant—have come “to Jesus, the mediator 
of a new covenant” (Heb. 12:22–24). You be-

long to a “megachurch.” The congregation 
is much bigger than you thought.

This covenant perspective thrills our 
hearts because we realize that we have been 
caught up into Christ’s grand, ages-long 
project. It gives us a sense of identity—we 
know our roots. It also brings us a sense of 
stability—we know that the gates of Hades 
will never prevail against God’s covenant 
people. Dr. Sproul expresses all this so well 
in his hymn “Saints of Zion”:

From Abel’s favored off ’ring to Jesus’ 
holy cross,

The church of God’s own choosing has 
triumphed over loss.

Then come, O saints of Zion in sweet 
communion wed;

The bride awaits her glory: Lord Jesus 
Christ, her head.

By faith our fathers labored: in faith they 
lived and died.

From Abraham to David, faith stood 
when it was tried.

This covenant of grace divine, by Christ’s 
own blood was bought;

The promises of blessing shall never 
come to naught.

By martyr’s death the holy seed was 
sown in grief and pain,

That holy seed will flourish till Christ 
shall come again.

The church of God triumphant shall in 
that final day

Have all her sons and daughters home 
from the well-fought fray.
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THEY WERE NOT ONLY 
WILLING TO DIE FOR 

THE THEOLOGY OF 
SCRIPTURE, THEY WERE 

WILLING TO LIVE FOR IT.

BY B U R K  P A R S O N S

T H E  C O U R A G E
T O  B E
R E F O R M E D

admission of the amazing grace of God 
toward them. It’s only then, when we rec-
ognize what wretches we really are, that 
we can truly sing “Amazing Grace.” And 
that is precisely what Reformed theology 
does: it transforms us from the inside out 
and leads us to sing—it leads us to wor-
ship our sovereign and triune, gracious, 
and loving God in all of life, not just on 
Sundays but every day and in all of life. 
Reformed theology isn’t just a badge we 
wear when being Reformed is popular 
and cool, it’s a theology that we live and 
breathe, confess, and defend even when 
it’s under attack.

The Protestant Reformers of the six-
teenth century, along with their fif-
teenth-century forerunners and their seven-
teenth-century descendants, did not teach 
and defend their doctrine because it was 
cool or popular, but because it was biblical, 
and they put their lives on the line for it. 
They were not only willing to die for the 
theology of Scripture, they were willing 
to live for it, to suffer for it, and to be con-
sidered fools for it. Make no mistake: the 
Reformers were bold and courageous not 
on account of their self-confidence and 
self-reliance but on account of the fact that 
they had been humbled by the gospel. They 
were courageous because they had been 
indwelled by the Holy Spirit and equipped 
to proclaim the light of truth in a dark age 
of lies. The truth they preached was not 

new; it was ancient. It was the doctrine of 
the martyrs, the fathers, the Apostles, and 
the patriarchs—it was the doctrine of God 
set forth in sacred Scripture.

The Reformers didn’t make up their 
theology; rather, their theology made them 
who they were. The theology of Scripture 
made them Reformers. For they did not 
set out to be Reformers, per se—they set 
out to be faithful to God and faithful to 
Scripture. Neither the solas of the Refor-
mation nor the doctrines of grace (the five 
points of Calvinism) were invented by the 
Reformers, nor were they by any means 
the sum total of Reformation doctrine. 
Rather, they became underlying doctrinal 
premises that served to help the church of 
subsequent eras confess and defend what 
she believes. Even today there are many 
who think they embrace Reformed the-
ology, but their Reformed theology only 
runs as deep as the solas of the Reforma-
tion and the doctrines of grace. What’s 
more, there are many who say they adhere 
to Reformed theology but do so without 
anyone knowing they are Reformed. Such 
“closet Calvinists” neither confess any of 
the historic Reformed confessions of the 
sixteenth or seventeenth centuries nor 
employ any distinctly Reformed theolog-
ical language.

However, if we truly adhere to Re-
formed theology according to the his-
toric Reformed confessions, we cannot 
help but be identified as Reformed. In 
truth, it’s impossible to remain a “closet 
Calvinist,” and it’s impossible to remain 
Reformed without anyone knowing it—it 
will inevitably come out. To be histori-
cally Reformed, one must adhere to a Re-
formed confession, and not only adhere to 
it but confess it, proclaim it, and defend 
it. Reformed theology is fundamentally 
a confessional theology. 

Reformed theology is also an all-en-
compassing theology. It changes not only 

W hen we come to grasp Re-
formed theology, it’s not 
only our understanding 
of salvation that chang-
es, but our understanding 
of everything. It’s for this 

reason that when people wrestle through 
the rudimentary doctrines of Reformed 
theology and come to comprehend them, 
they often feel like they have been con-
verted a second time. In fact, as many have 
admitted to me, the reality is that some 
have been converted for the very first time. 
It was through their examination of Re-
formed theology that they came face-to-
face with the stark reality of their radi-
cal corruption and deadness in sin, God’s 
unconditional election of His own and 
condemnation of others, Christ’s actual 
accomplishment of redemption for His 
people, the Holy Spirit’s effectual grace, 
the reason they persevere by God’s pre-
serving grace, and God’s covenantal way 
of working in all of history for His glory. 
When people realize that ultimately, they 
didn’t choose God, but He chose them, 
they naturally come to a point of humble 
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WE NEED MEN IN  
THE PULPIT WHO 

HAVE THE COURAGE 
TO BE REFORMED.

what we know, it changes how we know 
what we know. It not only changes our un-
derstanding of God, it changes our under-
standing of ourselves. Indeed, it not only 
changes our view of salvation, it chang-
es how we worship, how we evangelize, 
how we raise our children, how we treat 
the church, how we pray, how we study 
Scripture—it chang-
es how we live, move, 
and have our being. 
Reformed theology is 
not a theology that we 
can hide, and it is not 
a theology to which 
we can merely pay 
lip service. For that 
has been the habit of heretics and theo-
logical progressives throughout history. 
They claim to adhere to their Reformed 
confessions, but they never actually con-
fess them. They claim to be Reformed only 
when they are on the defensive—when 
their progressive (albeit popular) theol-
ogy is called into question, and, if they 
are pastors, only when their jobs are on 
the line. While theological liberals might 
be in churches and denominations that 
identify as “Reformed,” they are ashamed 
of such an identity and have come to be-
lieve that being known as “Reformed” is 
a stumbling block to some and an offense 
to others. Moreover, according to the his-
toric, ordinary marks of the church—the 
pure preaching of the Word of God, prayer 
according to the Word of God, the right 
use of the sacraments of baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper, and the consistent practice 
of church discipline—such “Reformed” 
churches are often not even true churches. 
Today, there are many laypeople and pas-
tors who are in traditionally Reformed and 
Protestant churches and denominations 
who, along with their churches and de-
nominations, left their Reformed moorings 
and rejected their confessions years ago.

Contrary to this trend, what we most 
need are men in the pulpit who have the 
courage to be Reformed—men who aren’t 
ashamed of the faith once delivered to 
the saints but who are ready to contend 
for it, not with lip service but with all 
their life and all their might. We need men 
in the pulpit who are bold and unwaver-

ing in their procla-
mation of the truth 
and who are at the 
same time gracious 
and compassionate. 
We need men who 
will preach the un-
varnished truth of 
Reformed theology in 

season and out of season, not with a finger 
pointing in the face but with an arm around 
the shoulder. We need men who love the 
Reformed confessions precisely because 
they love the Lord our God and His un-
changing, inspired, and authoritative Word. 
It’s only when we have men in the pulpit 
who have the courage to be Reformed that 
we will have people in the pew who grasp 
Reformed theology and its effects in all of 
life, so that we might love God more with 
all our heart, soul, mind, and strength and 
love our neighbor as ourselves. That is the 
theology that reformed the church in the 
sixteenth century, and that is the only the-
ology that will bring reformation and re-
vival in the twenty-first century. For in our 
day of radical progressive theological lib-
eralism, the most radical thing we can be 
is orthodox according to our Reformed 
confessions, yet not with arrogance but 
with courage and compassion for the church 
and for the lost, all for the glory of God, 
and His glory alone.
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“OUR LORD JESUS 
CHRIST, THE TRUE 
SON OF GOD, HAS 

MADE KNOWN 
TO US THE WILL 

OF HIS HEAVENLY 
FATHER, AND BY 
HIS INNOCENCE 

HAS REDEEMED US 
FROM DEATH AND 

RECONCILED US 
UNTO GOD.”

—Huldrych Zwingli, the 
Sixty-Seven Articles

A t the center of the Christian faith is 
the person and work of Christ. Mak-
ing known His identity and what He 

came to do formed the core of Jesus’ public 
ministry (Mark 10:45; John 
10). The Apostles preached 
Christ and Him crucified 
(Acts 2:14–31; 1 Cor. 2:2). 
And until Christ returns, 
the church has been en-
trusted with the mission 
of making disciples, pro-
claiming the person and 
work of Christ to all nations 
(Matt. 28:18–20; 2 Tim. 2:8).

The Protestant Reformers 
structured their ministries 
around this calling, pro-
claiming Christ for the sake 

of the salvation of their flocks. This month 
we are considering the biblical, Reforma-
tion tenet of solus Christus—Christ alone. 
In proclaiming justification by grace alone 

through faith alone, the 
Reformers were ultimate-
ly advancing the doctrine 
that Christ alone saves, and 
we will see how the person 
and work of Jesus achieve 
our redemption.

We will also look at what 
our Lord’s encounters with 
various men and women 
say about His identity and 
mission. Dr. R.C. Sproul’s 
teaching series Face to Face 
with Jesus will guide this 
part of our study.  

CHRIST ALONE

ABIDING IN THE WORD
These verses parallel the themes of the 
studies each week. We encourage you 
to hide them in your heart so that you 
may not sin against the Lord:
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2
TUESDAY

1
MONDAY

MARK 5:21–43 “Taking [the girl] by the hand [Jesus] said to her, ‘Talitha cumi,’ which means, ‘Little 
girl, I say to you, arise.’ And immediately the girl got up and began walking” (vv. 41–42a).

MATTHEW 21:18 “In the morning, as he was returning to the city, he became hungry.”

THE DIVINE NATURE OF CHRIST THE HUMAN NATURE OF CHRIST

Other religions might 
say they respect 
Christ for being a 
good prophet or 

moral teacher, but 
Scripture will not 
allow us to stop 

there. Jesus is also 
truly God and 
worthy of our 

worship. To be a 
servant of Christ is 
to worship Christ as 

the incarnate 
Creator. Let us share 
the truth of His deity 

with those who 
claim to respect  

our Savior.

Christ is our Lord but 
He is not a master 

who is unapproach-
able or who does 

not understand us. 
Having taken on our 
flesh, He is able to 
sympathize with us 
and He knows what 
we need for strength 

in our weakness.  
Let us not be afraid 
to run to Him when 

we are being 
tempted or to rest  
in His strength. He 
can sustain us in  

all things no matter 
how difficult  
they become.

I f you have been a Christian for a number of years, you have likely 
heard a sermon on Peter’s walking on water  (Matt. 14:22–33) that 
included this point: As long as Peter kept His eyes on Jesus, he was 

all right. Only when he took his eyes off the Lord did he start to sink.
That lesson applies not only to individuals but also to the church. 

When the church loses its focus on the person and work of Christ, 
it will quickly fall into darkness. Christianity is all about Christ, 
who He is and what He has done. Thus, if we make the focus of the 
church a particular political program, a sociocultural ideology, or even 
the church itself, we ultimately end up with no Christianity at all.

One of the great accomplishments of the Reformation was its re-
turning the church’s focus to Christ. We could, in fact, say that the 
driving force of the Reformation was bringing the church back to its 
historic confession of Christ alone (solus Christus)—Christ alone is head 
of the church; Christ alone is worthy of adoration; Christ alone saves.

In seeking to recover the person and work of Christ, Protestants, 
particularly the Reformed, were not seeking to break new ground 
with respect to our Lord’s person. They only wanted to see histor-
ic Christian orthodoxy as represented in such statements as the 
Definition of Chalcedon taught clearly and without compromise. 
Protestants asserted with Chalcedon that Jesus is one person who 
possesses two natures, a divine nature and a human nature.

A nature is that which makes something what it is, those attri-
butes that define it. For example, the divine nature is marked by 
divine attributes such as omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence, 
self-existence, eternity, and so on. To have a divine nature is to pos-
sess all the attributes that make God who He is. Thus, when we say 
that Jesus has a divine nature, we are saying that He possesses every 
attribute that God possesses in His divine nature. He is truly God.

Christ’s possession of the divine nature is taught directly in passag-
es such as John 1:1–18. We can also look to episodes in our Lord’s life 
that reveal His divine nature to us. In today’s passage, for example, 
Jesus creates life, raising a young girl from the dead, simply by com-
manding her to live (Mark 5:21–43). That is something only God can 
do, for He created life by speaking it into existence (Gen. 1). Another 
passage that reveals Jesus’ possession of the divine nature is John 1:43–
51. Here we see evidence of omniscience, as Jesus tells Nathanael that 
he was sitting under a fig tree before our Lord encountered him.

D uring the earliest centuries of church history, much of 
the theological debate centered around the identity of Je-
sus. Was He merely human? Was He God? Was He both? 

Was He neither? Over time, sustained reflection on the Apostolic 
testimony of the New Testament led the church to affirm Christ’s 
true deity. But, the church fathers also confessed Christ’s true hu-
manity. The essentials of this teaching on the person of Christ were 
codified at the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451, and the confession 
produced by this council was adopted by the Protestant Reformers. 

The Definition of Chalcedon says that in the one person of Christ 
are united a true human nature and a true divine nature without con-
fusion, mixture, division, or separation. In other words, when the Son 
of God, who from all eternity possessed the divine nature, added to 
Himself a human nature, each nature retained its own attributes. The 
divine nature did not become human and the human nature did not 
become divine. Neither were the natures mixed together such that 
Christ was a strange human-divine hybrid, neither truly human nor 
truly divine. No, Christ was and remains the God-man. This is a mys-
tery we cannot fully comprehend, but we must affirm it. If Christ is 
not truly human, He cannot atone for our sin, for only a human being 
can atone for the sin of other human beings. If Christ is not truly God, 
the atonement He offers does not have sufficient value to be applied 
to all the elect. If Christ is not the God-man, there is no salvation.

Many passages of Scripture teach the true humanity of Jesus. For 
example, today’s passage describes the hunger of Jesus (Matt. 21:18). 
The ability to get hungry is an attribute of Christ’s human nature, for 
God has no need of anything, even food. Similarly, Christ’s growing 
weary and sleeping also reveal His human nature, for God neither 
slumbers nor sleeps (Mark 4:38; see Ps. 121:4). At a few points in His 
ministry, Christ also expressed ignorance of certain things (Matt. 
24:36). Again, that is a revelation of Christ’s humanity, for God is 
omniscient, and in His divine nature Christ is omniscient as well.

Importantly, Christ’s humanity enabled Him to be tempted. Be-
cause He became like us in all respects except for sin, our Lord could 
be tempted as a man, and so He can help us when we are tempted 
(Heb. 2:17–18). He is not far removed from what we face, but hav-
ing walked through it Himself, He can give us what we need to 
fight against sin.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Micah 5:2 

Mark 2:1–12 
John 20:24–29 

Jude 5

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Kings 2–3 

Luke 22:39–71

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Luke 24:36–43 

John 11:35 
Philippians 2:5–11 

2 John 7

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Kings 4–5 

Luke 23:1–25
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1 CORINTHIANS 15:45 “It is written, ‘The first man Adam became a living being’; the last Adam 
became a life-giving spirit.”

HOSEA 11:1 “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.”

JESUS THE LAST ADAM JESUS THE TRUE ISRAEL

Christ came not 
merely to restore us 

to what we were 
before Adam’s fall 

but to give us 
something better. As 
the last Adam, Christ 

restores what was 
lost and guarantees 
that we will never 
lose it again. He 

gives us His perfect 
righteousness and is 
now conforming us 

into His image. If we 
are in Christ, we 

should be thankful 
daily for all that 

Christ has brought 
back to us as the  

last Adam.

Ultimately, the Israel 
of God is not an 

ethnic designation 
but a spiritual one. 

God’s covenant 
people includes all 

those who put their 
faith in the true 

fulfillment of Israel, 
Jesus our Lord. 

Together, Jews and 
Gentiles united to 

Christ have a 
common and exalted 
end. Let us rejoice in 

our status as the 
Israel of God and 

work to break down 
needless divisions in 
the body of Christ. 

God’s people are one 
Israel in the Savior.

W hen we describe human beings, we can separate peo-
ple into different categories. We can categorize peo-
ple according to sex: male or female. We can separate 

them by country of origin: Russian, Chinese, Indian, Kenyan, Brit-
ish, American, Colombian, and so on. We can divide them by age: 
children, teenagers, adults. There are seemingly countless ways 
that we have devised to group individuals.

Yet with respect to our standing before God, the Apostle Paul 
knows of only two groupings: people who are in Adam and people 
who are in Christ. These groups are represented by different federal 
heads: Adam and Christ, respectively. To put it simply, that means 
that whatever the federal head does, the people who are in him 
share the consequences.

Those who are in Adam are reckoned guilty of his sin. Moreover, 
they also receive a corrupted moral and spiritual nature that in-
clines them to hide from God and His ways, as Adam did after his 
fall (Rom. 5:12–21; see Gen. 3). Those who are in Adam also receive 
a corrupted physical nature; their bodies decay and eventually die. 
“In Adam all die,” Paul explains (1 Cor. 15:45).

All who are ordinary descendants of Adam are in Adam until by 
regeneration, faith, and repentance they move from being in Adam 
to being in Christ (Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 1:28–30). If we are in Christ 
by faith alone, we receive forgiveness of sin and our Lord’s perfect 
righteousness, by which we are accepted by God (Rom. 3:21–26). 
We also receive a new heart—our moral nature is being renewed 
such that we more and more die to sin and live to righteousness 
(Rom. 6:11). But in Christ we will even receive a renewed physical 
nature. At the resurrection our bodies will be raised imperishable 
(1 Cor. 15:52).

In sum, those who are in Christ will get back what they lost in 
Adam, but more accurately, what we will get back will be better 
than what we lost. As John Calvin comments, “[Adam] by his fall 
ruined himself and those that were his, because he drew them all, 
along with himself, into the same ruin: Christ came to restore our 
nature from ruin, and raise it up to a better condition than ever.” 
Christ can do this because He is the last Adam, the federal head  
whom God appointed in His mercy to stand in for us so that we will 
become the glorified saints God intends us to be (1 Cor. 15:45).

H osea the prophet ministered during the eighth century 
BC and focused his attention primarily on the northern 
kingdom of Israel. During the early part of Hosea’s minis-

try, Jeroboam II ruled over Israel and the northern kingdom enjoyed 
a good deal of prosperity. But spiritually and morally, the Israelites 
were bankrupt, having fallen into idolatry that would ultimately 
cause God to drive them out of their land in 722 BC.

The people were in a sad condition indeed, and part of what 
made it so tragic was that the people had failed to be what God 
called them to be—a royal priesthood and a light to the nations 
(Ex. 19:5–6; Isa. 42:6). This failure occurred despite God’s having 
graciously adopted Israel as His son, as Hosea 11:1 indicates. Israel 
was not true to its filial identity and was finally cast out of the land. 
But Hosea also saw that God’s anger against His people would not 
last forever; He would provide a renewed Israel who would serve 
the Lord faithfully (vv. 2–12; see 2:14–23).

That hope for a new Israel—a true Israel that would embody all 
that God called Israel to be—persisted across the centuries into the 
New Testament era. This hope was finally fulfilled in the incarnation 
of God’s true Son by nature, Jesus Christ. Matthew tells us that Jesus 
fulfills Hosea 11 (Matt. 2:13–15). He is the true Israel, the faithful 
Israel who succeeds where old covenant Israel failed. Like ancient 
Israel, He came up out of Egypt, passed through the waters, and was 
tested in the wilderness (2:13–15; 3:13–4:11; see Ex. 12:40–42; 14:1–31; 
16:4). Unlike old covenant Israel, however, Jesus passed the test. He 
is therefore worthy to be called God’s Son because of who He is in 
His deity and because of what He accomplished in His humanity.

The good news of the gospel tells us that we can be the true Israel 
of God as well. If we are in Christ, we share in the privileges and rela-
tionship He enjoys as God’s true Son. We are not sons of God by na-
ture; rather, we are sons of God by adoption, His beloved children in 
Christ. As such, we inherit all of the promises given to old covenant 
Israel. Those promises of God that Israel would rule over her enemies 
and enjoy abundant covenant blessings (for example, Isa. 14:1–2)—
those promises are for all of God’s people, the true Israel of God con-
sisting of Jews and Gentiles who are united to Christ by faith alone. 
In Him we are the true Israel of God, heirs of the glorious destiny 
promised to God’s old covenant people (Zeph. 3:14–20).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Genesis 3:15 

Matthew 4:1–11 
Luke 3:23–38 

Romans 8:31–39

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Kings 6–7 

Luke 23:26–43

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Isaiah 44:21–23 

Jeremiah 30 
Nahum 2:2 
Romans 11

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Kings 8–9 

Luke 23:44–56
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J A S O N  H E L O P O U L O S

REHEARSING HIS FAITHFULNESS

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A Y  6 – 7

A nother dark providence descends. 
We did not ask for this trouble, yet 
it has found us again. The hours 

of the day seem unending, the pain intense, 
and the loss palpable. Discouragement, mel-
ancholy, and even depression threaten to 
descend upon our frame. Fragility marks our 
life, and it appears that only one additional 
blow—it doesn’t even need to be strong—
could shatter our life into a thousand piec-
es. In such circumstances, during turmoil 
and trial, pain and persecution, sorrow and 
suffering, the Christian will find solace in 
the moment and courage for tomorrow in 
reflecting upon the faithfulness of God. In 
fact, looking to God’s faithfulness in the 
past grants peace in the present and fixes 
hope for the future.

It is all too human for our circumstances 
to dominate our outlook and our faith in God 
to waver. This one sight, the present trouble, 
overshadows everything else. Yet, it is pre-
cisely here that we must fight by the power 
of the Spirit and the truth of the Word. We 
don’t ignore our circumstances, rise above 
them, or resign ourselves to them. Instead, 
we live in them as Christians, reminding 
ourselves of God’s past faithfulness. 

It is no mistake that the Scriptures are 
filled with stories of God’s faithfulness. These 
aren’t cute accounts to entertain children 
at bedtime. They are truths meant to oc-
cupy the weary pilgrim’s mind and affect 
their too often wandering heart. These tes-
timonies of God’s working (Ps. 78:4) pro-
vide truth when lies seek to take root, peace 
when anxieties attempt to take hold, and 
resolve when strength seems to fade. Ev-

ery Christian does well to make his mind 
a field littered with outcrops of Ebenezer 
stones (1 Sam. 7:12). 

This is the practice of the saints. When 
David is confronted with enemies on every 
side, he proclaims, “I remember the days of 
old; I meditate on all that you have done; I 
ponder the work of your hands” (Ps. 143:5). 
When Asaph finds himself in trouble, he 
says: “I will remember the deeds of the Lord; 
yes, I will remember your wonders of old. 
I will ponder all your work, and meditate 
on your mighty deeds” (77:11–12). When 
the people of Israel shake with fear, Samuel 
encourages them, “For consider what great 
things he has done for you” (1 Sam. 12:24). 
Remembering God’s faithfulness in times 
past reassures in the present.

And Christians possess the greatest of 
all evidences. As we look to our past, the 
cross of Christ shines with splendor. No 
dark cloud can overshadow it—no matter 
its strength. No pain rivals the joy it pro-
vides. No loss supersedes its gain. We pos-
sess the great proof of God’s faithfulness. 

Christ does not abandon His people. When 
doubt enters our mind, let us take another 
look at the cross. God is worthy of our trust. 
We need no greater proof than the cross. 
His past faithfulness provides comfort in 
the present and hope for the future. Cir-
cumstances change, but He and His faith-
fulness remain constant forever.

REV. JASON HELOPOULOS  is associate pastor at 

University Reformed Church (PCA) in East Lansing, Mich. 

He is author of  The New Pastor’s Handbook and Let 

the Children Worship.

5
FRIDAY

ISAIAH 45:1–13 “Thus says the Lord to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have grasped, to 
subdue nations before him and to loose the belts of kings, to open doors before him that gates may 
not be closed” (v. 1).

JESUS THE MESSIAH

In his lecture on 
Isaiah 45, Martin 

Luther draws 
another parallel 

between Jesus and 
Cyrus: “Just as Cyrus 
would by his power 
and his expense set 
them free, so Christ 
would redeem us by 
His Word and grace, 
without cost.” Luther 
affirms that there is 
no cost that we pay 
for our salvation, for 

Jesus paid it all. 
Because God’s 

deliverance through 
Christ is perfect, 

there is no price we 
pay for eternal life. 
All we must do is 

believe in Jesus and 
we will be saved.

B iblical Christianity emphasizes the principle of solus Chris-
tus, that Christ alone saves His people for the sake of His 
glory, which is the glory of the triune Godhead. Thus, peo-

ple who are truly Christian never tire of hearing about who Christ 
is and what He has done in salvation. And one of the best ways to 
understand the person and work of Christ is to consider one of His 
chief titles, Messiah.

“Messiah” is the English translation of the Hebrew word mashi-
ach, which means “anointed one.” The Hebrew word for Messiah 
comes into the Greek as christos, from which we get the English word 
Christ. So, when we speak of Jesus Christ, we are actually speaking 
of Jesus the Anointed One or Jesus the Messiah.

We will see in coming days that the title Messiah points to the 
threefold office of Jesus as our Prophet, Priest, and King. Today we 
will consider one of the most important appearances of the title in 
Scripture. Interestingly, the title “messiah” in Scripture is applied 
to the Persian King Cyrus, for Isaiah 45:1 refers to Cyrus as God’s 
“anointed,” as God’s messiah.

Cyrus is celebrated in Scripture because he conquered the Baby-
lonian Empire and issued the decree that allowed the Jews to leave 
exile and go back to the Promised Land in 538 BC (2 Chron. 36:22–
23). For that reason, the concept of the messianic office includes the 
work of deliverance as a primary focus. God, through Cyrus, deliv-
ered His people from captivity in Babylon and by that deliverance 
announced to the world that He—Yahweh, the Lord of Israel—is 
the only God and the only source of salvation (Isa. 45:22–23). Cyrus, 
though he did not know the Lord, was God’s instrument for rescu-
ing His people and revealing to the world that He alone is God, the 
Sovereign over all creation (vv. 5–7).

If this was true for Cyrus, how much more is it true for Jesus? 
Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Anointed One, and like Cyrus, 
He was commissioned to deliver God’s people. Unlike Cyrus, how-
ever, Jesus knew the one true God; in fact, Jesus is the incarnation 
of the one true God. The deliverance Jesus brings, therefore, is far 
greater. It is a deliverance that rescues us from estrangement from 
God. It is a deliverance that frees us from the root cause of all dis-
cord, namely, sin. Jesus is the Christ, the One in whom God direct-
ly acts to save us from our wickedness (Matt. 1:21; Luke 2:11).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Exodus 3:7–8 
Acts 18:24–28

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Kings 10–11 
Luke 24:1–12

THE WEEKEND  
1 Kings 12–16 
Luke 24:13–53
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LUKE 2:52 “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and man.”
MATTHEW 3:13–15 “Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to be baptized by him. John 
would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’ But Jesus 
answered him, ‘Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.’ ”

OBEDIENCE IN CHILDHOOD OBEDIENCE IN BAPTISM

From His first breath 
to His last, our Savior 

was committed to 
doing what was 
necessary for our 

salvation. He resolved 
always to obey His 
Father and never 

failed. Such 
commitment 

encourages us to 
trust Him with all 

that we have and are. 
If He is so committed 
to our salvation, we 
know that we are 

safe in His hands no 
matter what may 

come our way.

We are called to 
obey every 

command God has 
given us, but our 

obedience does not 
secure our salvation. 
Only the obedience 

of Christ can do that. 
Our obedience is a 

reflection of whether 
we are grateful for 
our Lord’s obeying 

God perfectly in our 
place. When we fail 
to obey, we are not 
showing gratitude 
for what Christ has 
done, so let us seek 
to obey God so that 

we may properly 
express thankfulness 

to our Savior. 

A s we continue to focus on the person and work of Christ, 
it is time to consider the obedience of Christ and its role 
in our salvation. As the Protestant Reformers noted again 

and again, there is no salvation for God’s people apart from Christ’s 
obedience during His earthly ministry. In fact, as we will see when 
we cover the doctrine of justification, the obedience of Christ is the 
only ground of our being declared righteous in God’s sight. Only His 
perfect obedience grants us citizenship in the kingdom of God.

As a helpful summary of biblical, Reformation doctrine, the West-
minster Confession of Faith in several places emphasizes the role of 
Christ’s obedience in salvation. In 8.5, for instance, the confession 
states, “The Lord Jesus, by his perfect obedience, and sacrifice of himself, 
which he, through the eternal Spirit, once offered up unto God, hath 
fully satisfied the justice of his Father; and purchased, not only recon-
ciliation, but an everlasting inheritance in the kingdom of heaven, 
for all those whom the Father hath given unto him.” This statement 
refers to what theologians have traditionally identified as the active 
and passive obedience of Christ. The active obedience of Christ refers 
to His keeping the law of God in our behalf, obeying every statute 
the Lord gave to humanity. Christ’s passive obedience, on the other 
hand, refers to the suffering and death by which He paid the pen-
alty for the sins of His people. His active and passive obedience are 
equally necessary—Christ’s passive obedience discharges the debt 
our transgressions have incurred, and His active obedience gives us 
the positive status of covenant keepers so we can inherit eternal life.

Our Savior’s active obedience can give us this positive status be-
fore God because it is perfect. Jesus never failed to do what His Father 
commanded Him to do, and He never did anything contrary to the 
will of His Father. No one could convict Him of sin (John 8:46). Con-
sequently, Christ’s obedience encompasses His entire life. From birth 
until death, Jesus always followed the Lord’s will.

Today’s passage points us to the obedience Christ rendered as a 
child and teenager as He grew to maturity. Though as the Son of God 
He was always pleasing to His Father, as the incarnate Lord He grew 
in favor with God as a man. The Father’s favor for His Son as the Mes-
siah who does what we should have done in keeping the law never 
declined or reached a standstill (Luke 2:52). Even as a young man, He 
was doing what was necessary for our salvation.

J esus, if He was to save His people from their sin, had to render 
perfect obedience to God. We find this truth in passages such 
as Hebrews 5:8–9, where the author says that Christ was made 

perfect and the source of eternal salvation because He learned obe-
dience. In other words, Jesus qualified Himself to be the Savior by 
flawlessly obeying all of God’s commands. He had to render perfect 
obedience as a man in order for men and women to be righteous in 
Him before the Father.

Christ rendered obedience to His Father by keeping every statute 
given to Israel. This included more than just the Mosaic law, for later 
in the history of the Jews, God sent John the Baptist to command His 
people to repent and be baptized (Luke 1:5–17; 3:1–6). Thus we have 
the context for understanding the words of Jesus in Matthew 3:15 that 
He had to be baptized by John “to fulfill all righteousness.” As Dr. R.C. 
Sproul has often said, by submitting to John’s baptism, Jesus kept that 
additional command given to the Jews and thus could stand before 
God having done all that God had commanded His people to do. Of 
course, Jesus’ baptism, while a fulfillment of God’s command, was 
not precisely the same as the baptism that the other Jews received. 
John pointed out that Jesus had no inherent need for baptism, and 
Jesus did not correct him (vv. 13–14). In other words, John knew that 
Jesus did not need to repent because He had no sin. Nevertheless, it 
was necessary for Jesus to be baptized, so Jesus went through the rite 
in preparation for His ministry though not as part of repentance, for 
He had no transgressions for which to repent.

Additionally, Christ’s obedience to God in being baptized is one 
of the earliest examples we have of Jesus’ identifying Himself with 
His people. Many commentators over the years have pointed out 
that by being baptized with His people, Jesus showed His solidarity 
with them. In His baptism, Jesus became like those He came to save, 
taking on their duties. There are echoes of substitution here, of Je-
sus’ placing Himself in the stead of those He came to save. This mo-
tif of substitution, of course, becomes more prominent throughout 
Christ’s ministry, and it reaches its ultimate fulfillment on the cross 
where He dies as a ransom for many, as the atoning sacrifice who 
takes the place of His people under divine judgment (Matt. 20:28; 
Mark 15:34; John 11:49–52). But at His baptism, Jesus began His 
journey as our substitute in earnest.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Exodus 20:12 

Deuteronomy 5:16 
Proverbs 13:1 

John 4:34

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Kings 17–18 

John 1

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Leviticus 18:5 

Matthew 5:17–18 
Mark 1:9–11 

Galatians 4:4–5

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Kings 19–20 

John 2
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LUKE 4:1–13 “Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the 
wilderness for forty days, being tempted by the devil” (vv. 1–2a).

GALATIANS 4:4–5 “When the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born 
under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons.”

OBEDIENCE IN TEMPTATION OBEDIENCE UNDER THE LAW

As we grow in our 
knowledge of and 

love for God’s Word, 
we grow in our 

ability to recognize 
the sin in our own 

hearts and to 
identify temptation 

when it confronts us. 
Growing in God’s 

Word also shows us 
God’s glory, 

convincing us that 
He is better than 

anything sin has to 
offer. If we want to 

grow stronger 
against sin, we must 

grow in our 
understanding of 

God’s Word.

If we are in Christ, 
we are redeemed 

from the law and are 
“not under the law, 

as a covenant of 
works, to be thereby 

justified, or 
condemned” 
(Westminster 

Confession of Faith 
19.6). We are now 

liberated to use the 
law according to the 
purpose for which 

God gave it to 
redeemed 

people—as a guide 
to holiness. We do 

not seek to obey the 
law to save ourselves 
but to manifest the 
holy character that 
God seeks from His 
redeemed children.

F rom the very beginning of the earthly life of Jesus, He never 
failed to obey His Father and thus He qualified Himself to be 
our High Priest (Heb. 5:8–10). All of His days, Jesus kept the 

commandments of God, yet there are particular episodes of obedi-
ence in His life that are especially instructive for us. One of the most 
important of these is the temptation of our Lord by Satan.

Paul tells us explicitly that Christ is the new Adam (Rom. 5:12–21), 
the progenitor of a new humanity that will love and serve the Cre-
ator. He tells us directly that to be in Christ is to be in the last Adam 
and to be part of His redeemed people who will be all that God in-
tended humanity to be. But other New Testament authors teach us 
this concept as well, though they do so indirectly. By focusing much 
attention on the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness, the Synoptic 
Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—teach us that Jesus is the last 
Adam. By telling the temptation story, they make this point more 
implicitly than Paul does, but they make it just the same.

Just consider this: What was the fundamental temptation that Adam 
faced in the garden of Eden? It was whether He was going to trust God 
and live by His Word even when the alternative offered by Satan—to 
become as God—might seem better on the surface. The devil tempted 
Jesus in a similar way. After forty days of no food and living in a harsh 
wilderness, the temptations Satan offered to turn stones to bread and 
to rule in comfort over all the world’s kingdoms certainly would have 
looked appealing to most people. But Jesus chose to trust God and 
live by His Word, and so He resisted Satan successfully (Luke 4:1–13).

Satan tempted Adam by twisting what God had said, not correcting 
Eve when she added to what the Lord had told her (Gen. 3:1–6). In a 
similar way, the devil tempted Jesus, quoting Scripture selectively and 
not balancing it with the rest of the Old Testament’s teachings on sub-
jects such as putting God to the test, true worship, and how the Lord 
sustains His people. And how did Jesus defeat Satan? By knowing God’s 
Word in all its fullness and not setting one portion against another 
(Luke 4:1–13). He interpreted Scripture by Scripture, thus knowing 
and using Scripture’s true meaning against the enemy.

By overcoming Satan’s temptation, Jesus succeeded where Adam 
failed in Eden, and our salvation was made possible. (It was actualized 
in Christ’s death and resurrection.) He also gave an example for us. 
To resist temptation, we must know and live by God’s Word.

D r. J. Gresham Machen, the renowned defender of biblical 
orthodoxy in early twentieth-century Presbyterianism, 
sent a telegram just before his death that read: “I’m so 

thankful for the active obedience of Christ. No hope without it.” 
Machen’s message indicates that we need both the death of Christ 
and His life of obedience to save us. It is not enough for our sins to 
be removed by the atonement; we also need a positive record of righ-
teousness, obedience that fulfills the demands that God gave man-
kind to take dominion over the world for His glory (Gen. 1:26–28).

The recognition of our need for Christ’s active obedience to God 
goes back through the Protestant Reformation to the Apostles. As 
we see in today’s passage, Christ was born “under the law” to redeem 
those who are “under the law” (Gal. 4:4–5). But what does it mean to 
be under the law? In effect, it means to be obligated to keep the law 
perfectly in order to enjoy a right standing before God. By being born 
under the law, our Savior consented to fulfill its demands so that we 
can be released from its death sentence against those who do not obey 
it perfectly. John Calvin comments, “Christ chose to become liable 
to keep the law, that exemption from it might be obtained for us.”

We must be careful here. Paul is thinking primarily of the Mosaic 
law in Galatians 4:4–5, but we are not to understand the Mosaic cov-
enant as a covenant of works given to sinners wherein they were ex-
pected to earn their righteousness before God. Remember that God 
gave the Mosaic law after redeeming His people. For sinners, grace 
precedes law, and seeking to be faithful to the law is how sinners thank 
God for His grace. Nevertheless, the law promises life to those who 
keep it perfectly (Lev. 18:5). Those who do it perfectly will be justified 
(Rom. 2:13). But sinners cannot keep the law with the perfection God 
demands, and recognizing this, God included in the law the gracious 
provision of sacrifices to atone for sin. 

Yet none of this means that God could simply set aside His demands. 
In Adam we failed to please the Lord, and a just God cannot simply 
set His commands aside. His justice demands that His law be kept. In 
substance, the moral commands given to Adam are found in the Mo-
saic law, and by keeping these commands, our Savior did what we 
never could. By coming under the law and living a perfect life, He 
kept God’s demands on our behalf. His record of perfect law keeping 
is now ours by faith alone in Him (1 Cor. 1:30–31).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Proverbs 1:10 

Matthew 4:1–11 
Hebrews 4:15 

James 1:13

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Kings 21–22 

John 3:1–21

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Isaiah 53:9 

Romans 10:4 
2 Corinthians 5:21 
Philippians 3:2–11

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
2 Kings 1–3 

John 3:22–36
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RESURRECTION LIFE

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A Y  1 3 – 1 4

T he story of Christopher Yuan’s 
conversion is quite amazing. 
Christopher comes from an im-

migrant family that valued hard work and 
education. He did well academically and 
was accepted to dental school. While in 
dental school he began to follow a ho-
mosexual lifestyle and also began to ex-
periment with illicit drugs. Eventually, 
he was expelled from dental school and 
arrested for selling illegal drugs. He also 
discovered that he is HIV positive. I can 
only imagine the despair and fear he must 
have felt at that time.

His mother and father had become Chris-
tians and began praying for him and shar-
ing the gospel with him. By God’s grace, 
while in prison, Christopher put his faith 
in Jesus Christ and now travels the world 
sharing his remarkable testimony of the 
work of the gospel in his life.

We rejoice in stories such as Christo-
pher’s, in the amazing and at times astound-
ing work of the gospel as it brings people 
to faith in Christ. However, I suspect that 
most Christians have conversion stories 
that are not so exciting. Although the Bible 
describes the believer as receiving a new 
life or a resurrected life (going from death 
to life), for many believers the conversion 
experience is not filled with such dramatic 
events. The absence of such events should 
not discourage us. The gospel is at work in 
different ways, yet always accomplishing 
the same glorious purpose.

The Apostle Paul writes in Roman 3:23 
that we have all sinned and fallen short of 
the glory of God. Regardless of how wicked 

our actions were or how hard we attempt-
ed to live a moral life, before we put our 
faith in Christ, we were dead in our sins 
(Eph. 2:1). This is a universal statement, 
teaching us that we are all sinners right-
ly deserving the condemnation of God, 
because He requires perfect obedience 
and holiness. 

Whether we are criminals or have tried 
to live as upstanding citizens, none of us 
is without sin. Thus, apart from grace we 
are all dead and deserving of God’s pun-
ishment. In other words, we all need the 
grace of God found in the saving work of 
Jesus Christ. This perspective encourages 
us to praise God for what He has done in 
the lives of all believers by grace, no matter 
what our past lives were like.

Just as we were all dead in our sin, like-
wise, once converted, we all share in the 
same new resurrected life. Jesus says He is 
the resurrection and the life (John 11:25). 
Consequently, all those who put their faith 
in Him will have this same life. Resurrec-
tion life includes eternal life with God in 
heaven, but it also includes the strength 
and power to live a full and obedient life 
in the world today.

We still struggle with sin, but through 
the work of the Spirit, we can grow in sanc-
tification and holiness. God’s saving work 
is amazing for everyone who by grace re-
ceives His salvation.

DR. JEFFREY K. JUE is provost and executive vice president 

at Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. He 

also holds the Stephen Tong Chair of Reformed Theology 

and is associate professor of church history.
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HEBREWS 5:8–10 “Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what he suffered” (v. 8).

OBEDIENCE IN SUFFERING

The suffering that 
Christ endured at the 
hands of other men 
was unjust, and yet 

He endured it. 
Although there are 
times when we are 
called to fight back 

against unjust 
suffering, there are 
times when we are 
to endure it for the 

sake of gospel 
witness. Discerning 
what we should do 

in a given situation is 
difficult, so let us be 
in constant prayer 
that God would  

give us discernment 
for when and  

when not to submit  
to suffering.

R eformed Protestantism has for centuries taught that Christ’s 
obedience throughout the entire course of His earthly life 
was necessary for our salvation. Our Lord’s active keeping 

of God’s commandments was necessary so that Christ could be our 
righteousness (1 Cor. 1:30). But in addition to Jesus’ active obedience, 
we also need His passive obedience, His suffering the curse of God so 
that we could be cleansed of our sin (Rom. 3:21–26).

As we consider the passive obedience of Christ, we must remember 
that it does not mean that our Lord was merely a passive recipient of 
suffering in His death. Yes, He suffered because other men beat Him 
and crucified Him, but Christ was active even in this. He gave Himself 
over to sinful men so that He could die in our place (Mark 15:16–20). He 
laid down His life; no one took it from Him unwillingly (John 10:18).

All of the suffering Christ endured from birth until death falls un-
der the category of passive obedience, but in particular we are talking 
about the suffering Jesus endured in His crucifixion when we are con-
sidering His passive obedience. Today’s passage refers to this suffer-
ing, noting that by this suffering Christ learned obedience (Heb. 5:8). 

The phrase “learned obedience” is interesting and might strike us 
as odd. After all, Jesus is God incarnate (John 1:1–18), and certainly 
God does not grow in His knowledge. But remember that Jesus is also 
truly man and can grow in knowledge according to His human nature 
though not according to His divine nature. The seventeenth-century 
Reformed theologian John Owen comments that by “learned obedi-
ence,” the author of Hebrews means that Jesus came to understand 
suffering by experiencing it Himself. By walking through suffering 
as a man, Jesus has shared the human condition of suffering and can 
now help us when we suffer.

Yet in His suffering, Christ also experienced something that we 
will never know. Owen notes that there is something “peculiar in that 
obedience which the Son of God is said to learn from his own suffer-
ings, namely, what it is for a sinless person to suffer for sinners.” In 
some ways, the sufferings of Christ are analogous to ours, but in oth-
er ways, they are unique to Him in His role as our Mediator. In fact, 
it was through obeying God and experiencing the curse of suffering 
that our sin deserves that Jesus was made perfect as our High Priest. 
By offering Himself as our atonement, Christ fulfilled His appointed 
task and became “the source of eternal salvation” (Heb. 5:9–10).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Genesis 39 

1 Peter 2:18–25

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
2 Kings 4–5 
John 4:1–30

THE WEEKEND  
2 Kings 6–11 

John 4:31–5:29
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JOHN 4:19 “The woman said to [Jesus], ‘Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet.’ ”
HEBREWS 2:17 “[Christ] had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a 
merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people.”

CHRIST OUR PROPHET CHRIST OUR PRIEST

History is filled with 
false prophets who 

deceived many 
people but were 

ultimately proven 
not to have a word 
from God. Christ, 

however, is the true 
Prophet whose Word 

is absolutely 
trustworthy and 

whose Word never 
fails to accomplish 
His purposes for it. 

He executes His 
prophetic ministry 
today through His 

inscripturated Word, 
and if we want to 

know God’s will for 
us, we must be 
committed to 
studying the 
Scriptures.

We find it difficult to 
know how to pray 
for ourselves, but 

Christ does not have 
that problem. He 

prays for us 
perfectly before His 
Father such that if 

we trust in Him, we 
cannot fail to 

persevere in faith. 
Our perseverance 

ultimately depends 
on Christ’s faithful 

prayers for us. If you 
are discouraged this 

day, know that if 
you trust in Jesus 

Christ, He is praying 
perfectly for you 
right at this very 

moment.

W ith the affirmation of solus Christus—Christ alone—the 
Protestant Reformers were calling for the church to re-
turn to the bedrock Christian conviction that Jesus is 

sufficient for salvation. The church, the sacraments, and other things 
are important, even essential, for Christian living, but in themselves 
they do not save. It is Christ who saves, and His work of salvation is 
sufficient for us because of the perfection of His person and work.

One of the common ways that the Reformers conceptualized the 
person and work of our Savior was under the rubric of Christ’s three-
fold office as our Prophet, Priest, and King. Today we will consider 
Christ as our Prophet. Any study of the Gospels will show us that 
Jesus was considered a prophet during His lifetime. For example, 
the woman to whom Christ talked at the well in Samaria confessed 
that Jesus was a prophet, and Jesus did not correct her (John 4:19). 
He accepted the designation because He fulfills the prophetic office.

Question and answer 24 of the Westminster Shorter Catechism 
fleshes this out by explaining that Christ is our Prophet because He 
reveals “to us, by his word and Spirit, the will of God for our salvation.” 
Jesus reveals to us the way to the Father, pointing to Himself as the 
only avenue through whom we can be reconciled to God (John 14:6). 
In fact, Jesus not only gives us the words of God but He is the very 
Word of God, the incarnation of God’s salvation (1:1–18).

When we refer to Christ as our Prophet, we are not referring only to 
what He taught during His earthly ministry. All of God’s Word, from 
Genesis to Revelation, is the result of Christ’s executing His office of 
Prophet. Yes, the Holy Spirit comes to the fore particularly when we 
are discussing the inspiration of the Holy Scriptures (see 2 Peter 1:21), 
but the Spirit was not working by Himself in revealing God’s will to 
God’s people. As the Father, Spirit, and Son are perfectly united and 
share one essence (Matt. 28:18–20), the words that the Spirit gave are 
no less the words of the Father and the Son. Jesus, therefore, speaks to 
us in every word of the Bible.

That Christ is the Prophet sent by God points to the perfection of 
His teaching. John Calvin writes, “The purpose of this prophetical 
dignity in Christ is to teach us, that in the doctrine which he delivered 
is substantially included a wisdom which is perfect in all its parts” 
(Institutes 2.15.2). His Word never fails to save those whom He wants 
it to save (Isa. 55:10–11).

U nder the old covenant, the priests represented the people 
before God, bringing sacrifices on their behalf to cover their 
sin and cleanse the temple and tabernacle. The most import-

ant work of the priesthood occurred on the annual Day of Atonement, 
when Israel’s high priest took the blood of the sacrifice into the Holy of 
Holies to atone for the nation’s sins (Lev. 16). That annual cleansing by 
the intermediary who represented the people was necessary to main-
tain the covenant relationship between the Lord and the Israelites.

By the time of the Reformation, there was much focus on the church’s 
priests as intermediaries between the people and God who offered up 
a sacrifice of atonement in the Eucharist (the Lord’s Supper) at each 
Mass. The Reformers objected strongly, for they rightly saw that a con-
tinuing priesthood that propitiated (turned away) the wrath of God 
through the ongoing sacrifice of the Mass was a repudiation of Christ’s 
office as our High Priest. As we see in today’s passage and many other 
texts in the book of Hebrews, there is only one priest and intermedi-
ary between the people and God—Christ Jesus our Lord (Heb. 2:17).

The Westminster Shorter Catechism explains that “Christ exe-
cuteth the office of a priest, in his once offering up of himself a sac-
rifice to satisfy divine justice, and reconcile us to God; and in mak-
ing continual intercession for us” (WSC 25). Here we see that our 
Lord’s priestly work includes both His effectual never-to-be-repeated 
sacrifice for our sin and His effectual intercession on our behalf. 

When we speak of Jesus as our Priest or High Priest, we are referring 
first to the perfection of His sacrifice. Old covenant priests repeated 
their sacrifices again and again because the blood of bulls and goats 
cannot truly atone for the sin of human beings. Only a human being 
can atone for other human beings, so a man had to die if true atone-
ment was ever to be made. Christ Jesus offered this perfect atonement, 
suffering and dying as a man to cover our sin. The perfection of His 
atonement means it cannot and need not be repeated, and any attempt 
to do so calls into question the sufficiency of His work (Heb. 9–10).

Christ is our all-sufficient Savior because He is our Priest. Not 
only does He offer the true atonement for our sin, He also ever lives 
to intercede for us (7:25). It is good news indeed that Christ prays 
for His people, for it means that He cannot fail to save His elect. 
Being the Son of God, He knows how to intercede for us before His 
Father perfectly such that none of His own will ever be lost.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Deuteronomy 

18:15–22 
Amos 3:7 

Matthew 21:11

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
2 Kings 12–14 
John 5:30–47

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Numbers 11:1–3 

1 Samuel 12:19–25 
Mark 14:22–25 

John 17

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
2 Kings 15–17 

John 6:1–21
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REVELATION 17:14 “They will make war on the Lamb, and the Lamb will conquer them, for he is Lord 
of lords and King of kings, and those with him are called and chosen and faithful.”

CHRIST OUR KING

God’s kingdom is a 
monarchy ruled over 
by the perfect King 
who will not fail to 

execute justice. 
Knowing this will 

sustain us as we face 
the many injustices 
this world has to 
offer. Christ sees 

them and He will set 
them all right in the 

end. He calls us to be 
ambassadors of His 

kingdom, to proclaim 
His reign of justice, 

warning people  
that they can enjoy 

the peace of His 
kingdom only if  

they bow the knee 
to Him today.

N ews of war in foreign lands appears on our television screens 
every night. Online, we are informed of the latest political 
scandal and the opposition’s jockeying to take advantage of it. 

In the newspapers, the headlines warn of impending economic doom 
or the spread of some deadly disease. Our fallen world can be a scary 
place, and there seems to be no end to the bad news headed our way.

Such problems make us long for a wise king, do they not? They 
make us hope for one who can address the root causes of these 
issues, defeat our enemies, and protect us from every danger. The 
Bible tells us of such a king—Jesus the Messiah.

In revealing to us the person and work of Christ, Scripture tells us 
that Jesus is not only our Prophet and High Priest but also our King. 
As we see in today’s passage, Christ is “Lord of lords and King of kings,” 
and He will defeat all of His foes (Rev. 17:14). This is such an important 
truth for us to remember as we live in this fallen world. So often, we 
experience seeming defeat in our battle against the world, the flesh, 
and the devil. But the good news of the gospel tells us that these defeats 
are only temporary, for Christ has ascended to the right hand of God 
the Father and has been given the name above all names (Acts 2:33; 
Phil. 2:5–11). He is the omnipotent ruler of His people, and He cannot 
fail to bring us the final victory. Hope for the Christian is never lost, 
for we serve One who “must reign until he has put all his enemies 
under his feet” (1 Cor. 15:25), and He will not fail to conquer them all.

Christ, indeed, is King of His people. But His authority is not only 
over His servants in the church. Because He is “King of kings” (Rev. 
17:14), He also sits enthroned over all rulers, which means that 
their subjects must ultimately bow to Him. As those who have 
been commissioned to preach the gospel of the kingdom (Matt. 
24:14), our job is to announce the reality of Christ’s present reign 
and to call people to bow down to Jesus as the sovereign over all. 
And all people will b0w down—some willingly, because He has 
given them new hearts, and some by force as He compels them 
to bend the knee before sending them to eternal judgment (Ps. 2).

“Christ executes the office of a king, in subduing us to himself, 
in ruling and defending us, and in restraining and conquering all 
his and our enemies” (WSC 26). He subdues our stony hearts and 
makes us willing subjects of His kingdom—a kingdom that will 
never end because He is conquering all of its enemies.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Psalm 10:16 

Zechariah 9:9 
John 12:12–16 

Revelation 11:15

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
2 Kings 18–19 
John 6:22–59

LIGONIER.ORG /EVENTS   |   800-435-4343

UPCOMING LIGONIER EVENTS
Regional Conference
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Regional Conference
AUGUST 11, 2017    WITTENBERG, GERMANY

Land of Luther Study Tour
AUGUST 14–21, 2017    GERMANY

Songs of Reformation Concert
SEPTEMBER 24, 2017    MEMPHIS, TN

Reformation Day Event
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MARCH 8–10, 2018    ORLANDO, FL

Alaska Study Cruise 
JUNE 10–17, 2018    SAILS FROM VANCOUVER, BRITISH COLUMBIA 
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ISAIAH 53 “He was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was 
the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed. All we like sheep have 
gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity 
of us all” (vv. 5–6).

PENAL SUBSTITUTION

All people have a 
sense of guilt for 

their transgressions 
no matter how hard 
they try to suppress 
it. The only way to 
lose the weight of 
guilt is to have it 
removed through 
atonement. If you 

have trusted in 
Christ alone for 

salvation, you need 
not feel guilty before 
God this day, for He 
has paid for your sin. 

If you have not 
trusted Christ, your 

guilt will be removed 
when you rest in 

Him alone.

I n our consideration of Jesus as our High Priest, we saw that His 
death is one of the key aspects of His priestly work. Christ’s death, 
Hebrews 9:11–28 explains, was a sacrifice offered “to put away 

sin.” We cannot understand the work of Christ unless we understand 
what happened in our Lord’s crucifixion.

As we consider the issue of our Lord’s atonement, let us note that 
Scripture describes what the crucifixion accomplished in a variety 
of ways. For example, the death of Jesus is described as the ransom 
paid to God to free us from our bondage to sin and also as the defeat 
of Satan (Mark 10:45; Col. 2:13–15). Christ even describes His death 
as the supreme illustration of His love for His friends (John 15:13). 
However, while we should not forget how the atonement is these 
things, we must emphasize that the chief reality of the atonement is 
that it was a penal substitution.

In penal substitution, the penalty that is due to us for our trans-
gression is paid by a substitute, namely, Jesus Christ. The principle of 
penal substitution undergirds the old covenant sacrificial system. God 
told Adam that the penalty for sin was death (Gen. 2:16–17). In the old 
covenant sacrifices, the people placed their hands on the sacrificial an-
imals, thereby identifying with them, and then the animals were put 
to death (see Lev. 4). This depicted the transfer of sin and guilt from 
the sinner to the substitute. The sinner could live because the animal 
died in the sinner’s place, bearing the punishment the sinner deserved.

But since “it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take 
away sins” (Heb. 10:4), the animal sacrifices of the old covenant did 
not effect true atonement. They were types and shadows that point-
ed to the only true atoning sacrifice, which was offered once for all 
on Calvary by our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ (vv. 5–18). This final 
and only effective act of penal substitution was foreshadowed by the 
entire old covenant sacrificial system and explicitly predicted in Isa-
iah 53. The prophet tells us that God laid on the Suffering Servant 
(Christ) our iniquity (Isa. 53:6)—our sin was transferred to Him in 
the atonement. He was pierced and crushed for our iniquities, “cut 
off out of the land of the living . . . for the transgression of my people” 
(vv. 4–5, 8). In other words, Christ endured the punishment His peo-
ple deserve in their place. If we trust in Him alone for salvation, we 
need not fear eternal death, for Jesus bore our sin on the cross so that 
we will not receive everlasting judgment (v. 10; John 3:16).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Leviticus 5:14–19 

Jeremiah 33:8 
1 Corinthians 1:4–9 

1 John 4:10

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
2 Kings 20–22 
John 6:60–71
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M E L I S S A  B .  K R U G E R

WHO ARE YOU?

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A Y  2 0 – 2 1

T he messages we receive about our 
identity shape our lives in pow-
erful ways. The child who’s told 

time and again, “You’ll never amount to 
anything,” “You’re stupid,” or “You’re the 
black sheep of this family,” will often grow 
up to fulfill those very stereotypes. Who 
we understand ourselves to be matters in 
how we live our lives.

When Paul writes to the church in Rome, 
he greets them with these words: “To all in 
Rome who are loved by God, and called to 
be saints: Grace and peace to you from God 
our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ” 
(Rom. 1:7). His greeting to the Romans high-
lights three important aspects of our iden-
tity as believers.

First, we are beloved. The infinite, 
all-knowing God, the Creator of the uni-
verse, the One who reigns forever and ever, 
loves us. He loves us not because we are 
worthy of His love nor because He looked 
into the future and saw the amazing things 
we would accomplish. He loved each of us 
when we were enemies of God, dead in our 
trespasses and sins. Paul tells us, “But God 
shows his love for us in that while we were 
still sinners, Christ died for us” (5:8). In the 
midst of our waywardness and rebellion, He 
chose to love us. We can live with hopeful 
confidence, knowing that God’s redemptive 
love for us is independent of our actions. 
Nothing can separate us from His love—
neither death nor life, nor height nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation (8:38–39).

Second, we are called. Just as Jesus called 
His disciples to come and follow Him, God 
calls each of us to a new life. Jesus told His 

listeners, “No one can come to me unless the 
Father who sent me draws him” (John 6:44). 
As He pursues us with His grace, God calls 
each of us in different ways. As He promised 
Ezekiel, “And I will give you a new heart, 
and a new spirit I will put within you. And 
I will remove the heart of stone from your 
flesh and give you a heart of flesh” (Ezek. 
36:26). When we cry out to God for salvation, 
it’s because He first calls out to us. God pur-
sues, seeks, and finds. Our identity is secure 
because of His pursuit of us, not because of 
our pursuit of God.

Finally, we are saints. While each of us 
will continue to struggle with the lingering 
effects of sin and will fight the inner battle 
between the spirit and the flesh, we are re-
garded as saints in Christ. What a difference 
it makes to understand this truth! Sinners 
who struggle to be saints will spend their 
lives working, never knowing if they are 
good enough. Saints who struggle with sin 
will spend their lives worshiping, always 
knowing Christ’s sacrifice is enough. Sin-
ners are weighed down by their uneasy con-
sciences, but joyful, thankful hearts adorn 
the saints. 

Hear the good news afresh today: your 
identity is centered on God’s disposition 
toward you, not your disposition toward 
God. Live freely today in the identity you’ve 
been given: beloved, called, saint. Who 
you are changes everything about how 
you live.

MELISSA B. KRUGER is women’s ministry coordinator at 

Uptown Church (PCA) in Charlotte, N.C. She is author of 

The Envy of Eve and she blogs at The Gospel Coalition.

19
FRIDAY

JOHN 10:11 “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”

PARTICULAR ATONEMENT

Christ died for all 
kinds of people; that 

is what passages 
telling us that He 
made propitiation 

for the world mean 
(1 John 2:2). But 

Jesus did not die for 
everyone without 

exception. God chose 
a particular people, 
including men and 
women from every 
tribe and tongue, 

and Christ died for 
them specifically to 
atone only for their 
sin. If you believe in 
Jesus, He had you 

particularly in mind 
when He made 

atonement for your 
sin. He loves you in 

particular that much.

B y dying on the cross under the wrath of God that we deserve, 
Christ atoned for the sins of His people (Isa. 53). Note the 
qualifier “His people” in that sentence. When we discuss the 

atonement, it is insufficient to talk about it in general terms. Since pe-
nal substitution involves the one person, Jesus Christ, dying in place 
of others, we need to understand who those others are. Christ died 
intending to save people, but whom did He intend to save?

Most professing Christians would probably say that Jesus died for 
everyone in the world without exception. Yet, a careful reading of 
Scripture shows us otherwise. Christ, in fact, atoned only for the sins 
of His people, not the sins of every person who has ever lived.

John 10 is a key passage on this subject. Jesus says in verse 11 that 
He lays down His life for His sheep. If our Savior did atone for the sins 
of all people without exception, then everyone who has ever lived 
would have to be His sheep. Yet just a few verses later, Jesus makes 
reference to those who are “not among [His] sheep” (v. 26). It turns out 
that there is a difference between two groups of people that is signif-
icant to our discussion. Some people are the sheep of Jesus and some 
are not His sheep. But our Lord does not claim that He died for those 
who are not His sheep; rather, He died for His sheep alone.

In addition to the biblical evidence for Christ’s dying only for His 
elect, there are also important logical considerations. Christ in the 
atonement bears the punishment for sinners, so God would be un-
just to punish in hell anyone for whom Christ died. If Christ bore the 
punishment for all sinners without exception, then either everyone 
who has ever lived must be in heaven or those who are in hell are be-
ing unjustly punished. (Their crime is being punished twice—once 
in Christ and once in them.) Yet we know that God is perfectly just 
and that some people go to hell (Deut. 32:4; Rev. 21:8). Christ, there-
fore, must have died only for those who are actually saved in the end. 

Some have said that Christ died to save all people but that un-
belief keeps some from receiving salvation. Yet, while we must 
believe in Jesus to be saved (Mark 16:16; Acts 16:31), unbelief is sin 
and is therefore also covered by the atonement. If Christ died for 
all unbelievers, we are back either to universalism or to God’s un-
justly punishing sin twice. Thus, the only unbelief for which Jesus 
atoned is the unbelief of those who finally, by the work of the Spir-
it, abandon their unbelief and trust in Him alone for salvation.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Isaiah 40:1–2 
Matthew 1:21

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
2 Kings 23–25 

John 7:1–31

THE WEEKEND  
1 Chronicles 1–5 

John 7:32–8:11
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TUESDAY

22
MONDAY

1 CORINTHIANS 15:20–22 “In fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who 
have fallen asleep. For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. 
For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.”

EPHESIANS 4:9–10 “In saying, ‘He ascended,’ what does it mean but that he had also descended 
into the lower regions, the earth? He who descended is the one who also ascended far above all the 
heavens, that he might fill all things.”

CHRIST RESURRECTED CHRIST ASCENDED

We understandably 
think readily of the 

cross when we 
consider the saving 

work of Christ 
because the 

atonement pays for 
our transgressions 

and cleanses us from 
sin. But Christ’s 
resurrection is 

equally important. 
Without His 

resurrection, Christ’s 
death would have 

been no more 
significant than the 
death of any other 

person. Meditate on 
the resurrection 
today and thank 
God for how it 

guarantees your 
salvation.

The ascension of 
Christ makes it 

possible for people 
all over the world to 
commune with Him 
both in His deity and 

His humanity. The 
whole Christ is 

present to us so that 
we can benefit from 
His humanity even 
though His physical 
body is localized in 

heaven. Let us 
fellowship with Him 

in prayer today, 
asking God to 

conform us to the 
image of His Son.

C hrist alone saves His people, and we have focused much at-
tention on how His obedience during His life and atoning 
death on the cross are essential for our salvation. One aspect 

of His work, however, that is easy to overlook when we are consider-
ing how Jesus saves us is His resurrection. Without our Lord’s resur-
rection, there would be no salvation.

First, Romans 4:25 tells us that Jesus was “raised for our justifica-
tion.” To understand what this means, we have to remember that 
death was not a part of God’s original creation but was introduced as 
part of the punishment for sin (Gen. 2–3). Jesus could die on the cross 
only because the sins of others were imputed to Him, placed on Him 
so that He could bear the punishment we deserve (Isa. 53). If Jesus had 
actually been a sinner Himself, there could be no salvation, for one 
sinner cannot atone for another sinner; an atoning sacrifice must be 
without blemish (Heb. 7:23–28). Christ’s resurrection proves that He 
Himself was not a sinner—in fact, God’s raising Christ from the dead 
is His declaration that His Son is perfectly righteous. Death could not 
hold Jesus forever because Jesus was not a sinner Himself, and God’s 
wrath on our sin was exhausted on the cross. The Father had to raise 
His Son from the dead because perfect justice demands that death 
cannot hold on to a person when there is no sin present. Christ had no 
sin of His own, and there was no sin left to be punished once Christ’s 
work on the cross was over. So, Jesus’ resurrection was a necessity.

We know that God accepted Christ’s payment for sin and that 
Christ is perfectly righteous because Jesus rose from the dead. Thus, 
we know that trusting in Jesus alone will save us. We know that 
He has a perfect righteousness with which to clothe us, as is prom-
ised in the gospel (2 Cor. 5:21). And because we have the righteous-
ness of Christ imputed to us through our union with Him by faith 
alone, we will likewise be resurrected unto everlasting life (Rom. 
6:1–11). So, the second truth about Christ’s resurrection is that it 
guarantees our resurrection. That is what Paul tells us in today’s 
passage when he refers to Jesus as “the firstfruits of those who have 
fallen asleep” (1 Cor. 15:20–22). Firstfruits are the initial harvest of 
a crop that proves the entire crop will come to maturity and be 
harvested. Christ is the firstfruits of the dead—His resurrection 
with a glorified body proves that all those who are in Him by faith 
will be resurrected unto glory as well.

J esus lived a perfect life, died an atoning death, and rose from the 
dead to save us. But we cannot fully understand the person and 
work of Christ in relation to our redemption unless we also con-

sider our Lord’s ascension. As Peter said at Pentecost, Jesus was “ex-
alted at the right hand of God” after His resurrection (Acts 2:14–36).

Christ’s ascension benefits us in many ways. First, it marks His formal 
assumption of His kingly office. Because the Son humbled Himself, 
took on our flesh, and fulfilled His mission, the Father highly exalted 
Him (Phil. 2:5–11). Having eternally enjoyed an authority equal to the 
Father’s with respect to His deity, Christ ascended to heaven to execute 
authority over all in His humanity as well. The God-man now reigns 
over all, putting all His and our enemies under His feet (1 Cor. 15:25).

Paul in today’s passage describes a second way that Christ’s ascension 
furthers the good of His people. The Apostle tells us that Jesus ascend-
ed above all the heavens “that he might fill all things” (Eph. 4:9–10). 
John Calvin comments on this filling, explaining that “while [Jesus] 
is removed from us in bodily presence, he fills all things by the power 
of his Spirit.” According to His human nature, Christ is in heaven, for 
that is where His human body and soul are present. But through the 
Holy Spirit, Christ is present with His people here on earth.

Calvin continues: “Did [Christ] not fill them before? In his divine 
nature, I own, he did; but the power of his Spirit was not so exerted, 
nor his presence so manifested, as after he had entered into the pos-
session of his kingdom.” It is better for us that Jesus is not presently 
among us in the flesh. Jesus Himself said, “It is to your advantage that 
I go away, for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you” (John 
16:7). For the Holy Spirit (the Helper) to fully exercise His ministry 
among God’s people, Jesus had to ascend to heaven. His ascension and 
His sending the Spirit mean we are in the last days before the renewal 
of creation (Joel 2:28–32; Acts 2). Moreover, by His Spirit, we can now 
fellowship with the whole Christ, in His deity and in His humanity, 
for by the Spirit Christ bridges the distance between us and His phys-
ical body in heaven. Christ is omnipresent according to His divine 
nature, so He has always been at hand everywhere. But until Jesus 
ascended to heaven and sent His Spirit, only the people who came into 
direct contact with Him as He ministered in Galilee and in Judea en-
countered Him in His humanity. Since His ascension, we can commune 
with Christ in His humanity no matter where we live.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Job 19:25–27 

Daniel 12:1–3 
Matthew 27:45–53 

John 11:25–26

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Chronicles 6–7 

John 8:12–38

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Psalm 68 

Proverbs 30:4 
John 3:13 

Acts 2:29–36

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Chronicles 8–10 

John 8:39–59
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JOHN 1:43–51 “Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him and said of him, ‘Behold, an Israelite indeed, 
in whom there is no deceit!’ Nathanael said to him, ‘How do you know me?’ Jesus answered him, ‘Before 
Philip called you, when you were under the fig tree, I saw you.’ Nathanael answered him, “Rabbi, you 
are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!’ ” (vv. 47–49).

JOHN 4:1–45 “Jesus said to [the Samaritan woman], ‘Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty 
again, but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I 
will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life’ ” (vv. 13–14).

JESUS REVEALS HIMSELF 
TO NATHANAEL

JESUS MEETS A 
SAMARITAN WOMAN

Human beings try to 
ascend to heaven in 

various ways, 
always relying on 

their own merit for 
entry into eternal 

life. But there is no 
other way to God 

than through Jesus. 
We cannot enter 

heaven on our own 
merit; neither will 

Muhammad, 
Buddha, Krishna, or 

any other figure 
take us there. If we 

do not tell other 
people that Jesus is 

the only way to 
God, we are not 

truly loving them.

When we fall in love, 
we can hardly keep 

ourselves from 
talking about the 

object of our 
affections. Jesus is 

far greater than 
anything else, so we 

should have the 
same zeal to tell 

others about Him as 
we are able. If we 
find ourselves not 
speaking much of 

Jesus, it may be that 
we do not grasp His 

glory. Reading 
through the Gospels 

on a regular basis 
can help us 

recapture our 
knowledge of and 
affection for our 
Lord and Savior.

W e have been covering the person and work of Christ 
in our focus on the biblical, Reformation principle of 
solus Christus—Christ alone. Studying the encounters 

Jesus had with people also helps us understand who our Lord is and 
what He has done. We will now examine several such encounters us-
ing Dr. R.C. Sproul’s teaching series Face to Face with Jesus as our guide.

Among the most striking realities of the modern West is the deep 
feeling of alienation that people experience. Because of technology, 
we are more connected to one another than ever before. Yet at the 
same time, we seem more disconnected from one another than we 
ever have been. Many of us do not know our neighbors. We experi-
ence an emotional separation between each other as individuals but 
also between us and our society, our occupations, and our purpose.

Scripture explains why this sense of alienation exists, telling us that 
it is rooted in our separation and estrangement from our Creator. Hav-
ing broken God’s law in Adam, sinners find themselves hiding from 
God and blaming one another for their predicament (Gen. 3:1–13). Our 
alienation on the human level can be remedied only by reconciliation 
between us and God, so it is understandable that the Old Testament 
contains many accounts of joy and celebration when people found 
access to the presence of God. For example, several psalms extol the 
beauty and joy that people found when they went up to worship 
God in the Jerusalem temple (Pss. 26:8; 27:4). Consider also the joy 
that Jacob expressed when he met the Lord in the wilderness and had 
his vision of a ladder (Gen. 28:10–22). This ladder, on which angels 
ascended and descended, connected the earth to heaven, providing 
a means of access to God’s presence.

Jesus references this story in His meeting with Nathanael, as recorded 
in John 1:43–51. Nathanael is certainly correct that Jesus’ knowledge 
of his location before meeting him was amazing, but Jesus says that 
the greater sign will be when Nathanael sees angels ascending and de-
scending on the Son of Man (vv. 48–51). Our Lord’s message is clear—
He alone is the means of access to God’s presence. He is Jacob’s ladder.

That Jesus is the only way to heaven is not popular in our plural-
istic and relativistic society, but we profess that He alone can reconcile 
us to our Creator not on our authority but on the authority of Christ. 
We must never compromise on the fact that Jesus alone is the way, 
the truth, and the life (14:6).

R ead the Gospels and it is clear that many first-century Jews 
believed other ethnic groups were inherently unclean. One 
of these groups was the Samaritans, who occupied part of the 

area between Judea and Galilee at the time of our Lord’s earthly minis-
try. The prejudice that many Jews held against the Samaritans is seen 
in stories such as the parable of the good Samaritan, where a Samari-
tan’s helping a wounded Jew was a scandalous idea (Luke 10:25–37).

The history of the Samaritans explains why many Jews rejected 
them. In 722 BC, Assyria conquered the northern kingdom of Israel 
and took most of its citizens into exile. Many of the Israelites who were 
left behind intermarried with the other peoples whom the Assyrians 
brought in to settle Israel after they took the Jews from their land (2 
Kings 17; 2 Chron. 30:10–12). These peoples brought with them their 
pagan religious practices, and many Israelites adopted them, continu-
ing the idolatry that prompted God to send Assyria after them in the 
first place. Later, during the intertestamental period, Jews in Judea who 
wanted to adopt Greek culture fled to the north because the Jewish 
authorities sought to purify the Jewish culture of Gentile influences.

Over time, the Samaritans moved closer to the worship of the God 
of Israel, but they were still of mixed Jewish and non-Jewish ancestry. 
Furthermore, the Samaritans adopted the Pentateuch alone as their 
canon of Scripture, but they made changes to it that located the one 
place of worship at Mount Gerizim in Samaria and not Mount Zion in 
Judea. Thus, many Jews saw the Samaritans as unclean and would not 
travel from Judea to Galilee via the straight route that passed through 
Samaria; instead, they took a longer circuitous route around the re-
gion. Thus, it is easy to see why the Samaritan woman at the well 
was surprised when Jesus, a Jewish rabbi, met with her (John 4:7–9).

At their meeting, Jesus revealed truths about the woman and about 
Himself. But while Jesus confronted her on her adultery, He continually 
brought the focus back to Himself as the One who gives everlasting 
spiritual refreshment, explaining that God seeks people even from the 
Samaritans who will worship Him in spirit and in truth (vv. 10–26).

Our Lord’s meeting with the Samaritan woman shows us that 
our deepest need is not for water to quench our physical thirst but 
for water to satisfy our spiritual thirst. Only Jesus can provide that 
living water, and those who receive it cannot help but tell others 
about Him (vv. 39–42).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Leviticus 16 

Ezekiel 43:1–9 
Mark 15:33–39 

Hebrews 10:19–22

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Chronicles 11–13 

John 9:1–23

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Psalms 63; 143 

Ezekiel 47:1–12 
Matthew 5:6 
John 7:37–39

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Chronicles 14–16 

John 9:24–41
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J O N A T H A N  L E E M A N

WHY EVANGELISM IS A TEAM SPORT

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A Y  2 7 – 2 8

I s evangelism an individual sport or a 
team sport? It’s both. Jesus commands 
every Christian to make disciples. But 

we should make disciples in and through 
our churches. 

Think of the first chapters of Acts, which 
describe how the Apostles proclaimed the 
resurrection. Behind them was the church, 
living together and sharing everything in 
common, “praising God and enjoying the 
favor of the people” (2:47; 5:13). Somehow, 
the life of the church served as a positive wit-
ness to the gospel. Then, when persecution 
broke out and the church scattered, “those 
who had been scattered preached the gospel 
wherever they went” (8:4). So the leaders 
evangelized. The members evangelized. And 
their life together commended the message.

Maybe Peter had those early days in mind 
when he later described the church as a peo-
ple, a priesthood, and a holy nation that lived 
such good lives that pagans would see their 
good deeds and glorify God (1 Peter 2:9, 12). 
Jesus said something similar: “Let your light 
shine before others, so that they may see your 
good works and give glory to your Father 
who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16).

Evangelism is the work of the church. Once 
a person is reconciled to God and (therefore) 
to God’s people, he gains a new job: sharing 
the gospel with others. “Follow me, and I will 
make you fishers of men,” Jesus said (Mark 
1:17; see Matt. 28:19). Every Christian and 
church member is charged to bear witness 
to the gospel. 

But that gospel message should be adorned 
by our lives—individual and corporate. “Gos-
pel doctrine,” Ray Ortlund has written, “cre-

ates a gospel culture.” Or in Jesus’ words: “Just 
as I have loved you, you are also to love one 
another” (John 13:34). His love for us is the 
church’s doctrine. Our love for one another 
is the church’s culture. Then notice the evan-
gelistic effect of our doctrine and culture: “By 
this all people will know that you are my 
disciples, if you have love for one another” 
(v. 35). Our good deeds toward outsiders and 
our love for fellow church members point 
neighbors and colleagues to Jesus. The life 
of the church argues for the gospel.

What are some practical lessons? As 
church members, we must integrate our 
lives with one another, show hospitality, 
and make sacrifices for one another. We 
must invite correction for sin in our own 
lives and be willing to give it to others. Ne-
glecting church discipline undermines 
evangelism (see 1 Cor. 5:1–2). We must get 
equipped to share the gospel, share it, and 
then live lives that bless outsiders. We should 
invite non-Christians to church and to in-
formal gatherings of Christian friends. We 
should share evangelistic stories with each 
other, and then boast about what others 
are doing (2 Thess. 1:4). We should also tell 
non-Christians about the joy of being a 
Christian and the fellowship of the saints. 
And if we are pastors or elders, we must 
equip and set a good example. If pastors 
aren’t evangelizing, members probably 
won’t evangelize either.

DR. JONATHAN LEEMAN is editorial director of 9Marks 

and an elder at Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, 

D.C. He is author and editor of many books, including 

Understanding Church Discipline. 

26
FRIDAY

JOHN 18:28–19:16a “Jesus came out, wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe. Pilate said 
to [the crowd], ‘Behold the man!’ ” (19:5).

JESUS STANDS BEFORE 
PONTIUS PILATE

Pilate’s question 
“What is truth?” also 

betrays his lack of 
concern for the facts 
(John 18:38). Fallen 

people are willing to 
bend the truth in 

order to advance or 
protect themselves. 
Christians, however, 

must not imitate 
their example. Let us 

always love the 
truth and proclaim it 
even when it is not 
convenient for us.

M ake a list of the most important figures in the history 
of redemption. Who appears on it? Certainly you have 
listed Old Testament figures such as Moses and David. 

Paul and Peter probably appear as well, not to mention Jesus, the 
figure around whom all redemptive history is centered. But do not 
forget Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor who ordered the crucifix-
ion of Jesus. The crucifixion makes Pilate such an important figure 
in the history of salvation that he is one of the few people named 
explicitly in ecumenical confessions such as the Apostles’ Creed. 

All four Gospels describe Jesus’ meeting with Pilate, but John’s 
gospel is particularly detailed in its description of this event. There 
is much in the encounter that merits our attention, but first let us 
consider Pilate’s words “Behold the man!”(John 18:5). Over the cen-
turies, many theologians have said that when Pilate spoke those 
words, he was not merely offering a condemned man to the crowd. 
Instead, he was also unknowingly speaking a divine truth, as some 
pagans did during the Old Testament period (for example, Num. 
22–24). In saying “Behold the man!” these Christian thinkers have 
argued, Pilate emphasized the incarnation and its role in our re-
demption. Because sin entered the world through a man, Adam, 
only a man serve as our Savior (Gen. 3; Phil. 2:5–11). Only a man 
can atone for the sins of other human beings. Though the media-
tor between God and man had to be truly divine as well, it took a 
second Adam to reconcile us to our Creator and reveal the nature 
of true humanity (Rom. 5:12–21).

Certainly, Pilate had little, if any understanding that Jesus claimed 
to be God incarnate. Nevertheless, this did not excuse Pilate for 
handing Jesus over for crucifixion. He willingly put an innocent 
man to death for the sake of political expediency. He was more con-
cerned with his own personal safety than with justice and truth 
(John 19:1–16). Consequently, the second thing to focus on in Je-
sus’ encounter with Pilate is how Pilate stands in stark contrast to 
our Savior.

Above all else, Jesus proclaimed, defended, and acted upon the 
truth (John 18:37). Truth was so important to Him that He preferred 
to hand Himself over to the authorities and suffer for the truth 
rather than cease His mission (v. 36; 19:11; see 10:17). He was will-
ing to endure conflict if it was necessary to preserve the truth.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Jeremiah 28 

2 Thess. 2:9–12

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Chronicles 17–19 

John 10:1–21

THE WEEKEND  
1 Chronicles 20–23 

John 10:22–11:27
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LUKE 24:13–35 “Their eyes were opened, and they recognized [Jesus]. And he vanished from their 
sight” (v. 31).

ACTS 9:1–22 “Falling to the ground, [Saul] heard a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you 
persecuting me?’ And he said, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ And he said, ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting’ ” 
(vv. 4–5).

TWO MEN SEE JESUS JESUS CALLS SAUL TO SERVICE

It is easy to think 
that someone will 
believe if we can  

just amass enough 
evidence or make 

the best argument. 
God can and does 
use these means  

to bring people to 
faith, so we should 

be diligent in 
apologetics. At  
the same time,  

we should always 
remember to pray 
that the Spirit will 
move. People will 
not believe unless 

the Spirit gives  
them faith.

Do we really believe 
that no sinner is 

beyond the grace of 
God? If we do, then 
we will pray for our 

enemies and not 
turn away from the 
church anyone who 

professes faith in 
Christ and is seeking 
to live in a way that 

pleases Him. Our 
God is mighty to 
save, and He will 

redeem anyone He 
chooses to redeem.

I n our day, it is possible to find many people involved in bibli-
cal studies on the scholarly level who have no actual love for 
the Scriptures. There are men and women who have received 

advanced degrees and teach classes on the Bible at secular universi-
ties yet do not know Christ. Entire scholarly societies exist for the 
purpose of critically analyzing the Bible, not primarily for edifying 
God’s people but for tearing down the text and encouraging unbelief.

This is a sad reality indeed. Why would anyone pursue biblical 
studies if they do not believe what the Bible teaches? Moreover, 
how can people spend decades studying the Word of God and never 
come to faith in Christ?

Scripture itself answers these questions. There are false teachers 
who creep in and twist the Word of God for their own selfish ends 
(Jude 4). And, because human beings are dead in sin apart from the 
sovereign intervention of God the Holy Spirit, saving faith and trust 
in the Scriptures must be granted to us (Eph. 2:1–10). People can 
understand much of the teaching of Scripture simply by reading 
the Bible as they would read any other book. But they will not re-
ceive its message in faith apart from the Spirit’s work. Without the 
Spirit’s working in the preaching and teaching of God’s Word, no 
one will ever trust its promises (John 3:5; Rom. 10:14–15).

We see an illustration of this reality in the meeting Jesus had 
with the two men on the road to Emmaus. Greatly discouraged by 
the death of Christ because they believed it meant Jesus was not 
the Messiah, these two men found it incredible that the postresur-
rection Jesus, whom they did not recognize at first, did not seem to 
know of Jesus’ death (Luke 24:13–21). Not even news of the empty 
tomb could give them hope that Jesus was, in fact, alive (vv. 22–24).

Only when Jesus Himself opened their hearts and minds to un-
derstand the necessity of His death and resurrection did they un-
derstand that the Law and the Prophets were fulfilled in Him. Only 
then did they truly embrace Him as Lord and Savior (vv. 25–35). 
This is instructive for us. We can and should present all the evi-
dence we have that Jesus did miracles and rose from the dead. But 
people will not be convinced by the evidence without the work of 
the Spirit. Our efforts to defend the faith may be a means through 
which God brings people to faith, but ultimately, salvation is His 
work, and He grants it as He sees fit.

Z ealotry characterized much of first-century Judaism, and it 
came in two main forms. First, there was political zealotry as 
seen in those who were known as Zealots. These individuals 

wanted to overthrow Roman rule and return the Jews to indepen-
dence by any means possible. One of the twelve disciples was Simon 
the Zealot, the designation probably reflecting that he was a part 
of that political movement before Jesus called him (Matt. 10:1–4).

The second form of zealotry common in first-century Judaism was 
religious. Here we are referring to the religious zeal of individuals 
such as the Pharisees, who prided themselves on exact obedience 
to the Mosaic law. Some Pharisees focused on law keeping as a per-
sonal matter, but others made it their job to go after Jews who were 
not keeping the law in the manner that the Pharisees wanted. One 
of these latter Pharisees was Saul of Tarsus, a man with so much 
zeal for what he thought was the right way to keep God’s law that 
he fiercely persecuted the early Jewish Christians (Acts 9:1–2, 11). 
They were not doing what good Jews did, Saul thought, and they 
had to be made to conform to the Pharisaic code.

Few would have thought that this Saul would become Paul, per-
haps the most important of the Apostles of Christ. But God delights 
in doing the unexpected, so Jesus had a face-to-face encounter with 
Saul after His ascension. Our Lord confronted Saul on the way to 
Damascus, blinding him temporarily and calling Saul to stop per-
secuting Him (vv. 3–5). Of course, Saul had not been persecuting 
Jesus directly but only going after His followers. But Jesus’ comment 
reveals that there is a close, intimate connection between Jesus and 
those who follow Him in faith. We are so closely united to Him 
that Jesus views the persecution of us as the persecution of Him.

As a result of this encounter, we have what is perhaps the most 
dramatic conversion experience in Scripture, indeed in history. Saul 
went from a Christ-hating persecutor of the church to its most ar-
dent defender and encourager, and God used him mightily to preach 
the gospel to the Gentiles (vv. 6–22). The church continues to ben-
efit from Paul’s ministry to this day, for the Apostle wrote approxi-
mately half the books of the New Testament. All of this shows us 
that no person is ever beyond God’s grace if God wants to save that 
person. Jesus can take those who hate Him the most and turn them 
into servants who are willing to die for the gospel.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Psalm 119:18 
Isaiah 42:1–9 

Matthew 13:10–17 
Ephesians 1:15–23

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Chronicles 24–26 

John 11:28–44

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Jeremiah 32:17 
Zephaniah 3:17 

Acts 22:1–21 
Philippians 3:2–11

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
1 Chronicles 27–29 

John 11:45–57
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REVELATION 1 “The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the things 
that must soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, who bore witness 
to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw” (vv. 1–2).

JESUS AND HIS SERVANT JOHN

Worship is the 
natural outflow of a 
true encounter with 
Jesus. If we are not 

motivated to 
worship our Savior, 
then we may not 

actually know Him. 
If we want to 

worship but feel 
something is amiss, 
it may be that we 

need a fresh 
encounter with 

Christ in His Word. 
Let us meditate on 
God’s Word that we 
might be reminded 
of Christ’s glory and 

be motivated to 
worship Him in spirit 

and in truth.

T he last one-on-one encounter with Jesus recorded in the New 
Testament is found in today’s passage, the opening chapter 
of the book of Revelation. We read of the vision that John the 

Apostle had of Jesus while he was exiled on the isle of Patmos because 
of his fidelity to the gospel (Rev. 1:9).

Since it was written, the book of Revelation has been one of the 
most beloved and controversial books of the New Testament. It has 
occupied a central place in discussions of eschatology—the doctrine 
of last things—and people continue to debate the meaning of the 
complex imagery found in the book and what it says about the end 
times. What is often missed in these eschatological discussions, how-
ever, is that the book is less about foreseeing a definite sequence of 
end-time events and more about revealing the exalted Christ in all 
His glory and power. Fundamentally, the book is about the triumph of 
our Savior over all His enemies and His reign over all of His creation.

John’s vision occurred while he was “in the Spirit on the Lord’s 
day” (v. 10). Evidently, at one point during his stay on Patmos, John 
had a mystical experience of some kind on the first day of the week, 
for the early church referred to the first day as the “Lord’s Day.” On 
that Lord’s Day, Jesus spoke to John directly, revealing Himself as 
“one like a son of man” in His heavenly throne room (vv. 11–14). John 
uses imagery from Daniel 7:13–14 in calling Jesus “a son of man,” 
for in that prophetic text we read about one “like a son of man” who 
receives all authority over creation. John is telling us that Jesus has 
all rule and authority.

In the same portion of Daniel’s vision, the Ancient of Days—God 
Himself—appears wearing white clothing and having hair that is the 
purest white in color (Dan. 7:9). Jesus has the same white hair in John’s 
vision, thereby revealing Himself as the one, true God (Rev. 1:14). The 
whiteness of His hair is also symbolic of His wisdom, which comes 
to pass in His perfect divine judgment. After all, Jesus’ eyes are “like 
a flame of fire” in their intensity—He can examine all things and 
see through to the truth of any matter. He also has strong feet and 
a booming voice, both of which display His power to bring His will 
and justice to pass (vv. 14–15).

Confronted with such a vision, what can one do but worship? And 
that is just what John did, bowing down before Jesus, the Lord God 
Almighty (vv. 17–18).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Psalm 108:5 
Isaiah 60:19 

2 Corinthians 4:1–6 
Titus 2:11–14

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
2 Chronicles 1–3 

John 12:1–19
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OU R PRO B L EM IS 
NOT WH AT WE 

K NOW O R WH AT 
WE DO N’T K NOW, 
B U T TH AT WE ARE 

DISO B EDIENT. I n  the horse and his boy  by C.S. 
Lewis, there is a certain refrain: “In the 
presence of the Tisroc (may he live for-

ever), the only acceptable response was the 
enforced litany, ‘To hear is to obey.’ ” Lewis 
repeats this refrain to convince his read-
ers that the culture of Calormene, and in 
particular the capital city of Tashbaan, was 
one of unquestioned obedience.

Tashbaan is reminiscent of all that we 
envision of a premodern tenth-century 
Arabian kingdom. Immediate and full 
obedience to the bidding of the Tisroc 
(may he live forever), whether feigned, 
fearful, or willing, was the expected cul-
tural norm. 

Change the genre from children’s fantasy 
to adult fantasy literature, and Lewis sets 
The Screwtape Letters in the modernity of 
the 1940s. In his opening epistle, Screw-
tape advises his young charge Wormwood 
that times are now different.

That might have been so if he had lived 
a few centuries earlier. At that time the 
humans still knew pretty well when 
a thing was proved and when it was 
not; and if it was proved they really 
believed it. They still connected think-
ing with doing and were prepared to 

If we hope to reconnect our thinking with 
our doing, we are going to have to change 
the model. Rather than seeing the Scriptures 
as primarily an object to understand, which 
we must in turn seek to apply by means 
of a technique or program, we must adopt 
something more akin to the posture of a 
subject of the Tisroc, albeit out of loving 
service rather than servile fear.

As a Christian classical educator, I propose 
that we are going to need 
a new grammar—a new 
way of speaking, a new 
way of reading, a new 
sense of authority, and 
a renewed anthropology.

a new way  
of speaking
We require a new vocab-
ulary whose images do 
not conjure up application as a method, pro-
gram, or technique. We are prone to under-
stand the application of Scripture to life in 
mechanical terms where passages are “ap-
plied” as fixes for broken and sinful aspects 
of life. The Bible becomes objectified and 
treated as a resource for enhancing life in 
a fallen world. Sanctification often suffers 
from reductionistic efforts to change first 
this, and then that, particular aspect of one’s 
life. Inadequate understanding of our holistic 
and integrated complexity as beings made in 
the image of God reinforces this truncated 
approach to application. The Scriptures are 
treated as a manual to repair our brokenness, 
with much of the application being devoted 
only to our theology and worldview.

a new way of reading
John Calvin, in his treatment of Holy Scrip-
ture, proposes a new method of reading 
when he writes, “All right knowledge of God 
is born of obedience.” While this phrase is 
often quoted, the most common error in 
understanding Calvin results from our pro-

alter their way of life as the result of a 
chain of reasoning.

What was axiomatic in a former era (“to 
hear is to obey”) has become suspect, discon-
nected, and optional. Such is the prevailing 
curse of modernity that continues to inform 
our practice today. Modern and progressivist 
education has successfully driven a wedge 
between knowing and doing, and hearing 
and applying. Screwtape’s strategic agen-
da has succeeded to great and devastating 
effects even in the church. Thanks to mo-
dernity, believers will not, and perhaps can-
not, faithfully apply Scripture to their lives. 

A conclusion might be drawn that there 
is no true understanding of the Scriptures 
without the necessity of “doing.” In order 
to encourage the loving obedience duly 
mandated in Scripture, the following con-
siderations are offered. As moderns, we are 
tempted to see this problem in one of two 
ways: as a problem of theory, wherein people 
really don’t understand the Scriptures, or else 
they would apply them to their lives; or, as a 
problem of application. The latter suggests 
that people need a method or technique in 
order to reconnect their thinking with their 
doing. In reality, however, it is the whole 
theory-application model that is flawed.

pensity to invert his clauses. Where he says 
right knowledge is born of obedience, we 
say that obedience is born of right knowl-
edge. We must learn to see the Scriptures 
not primarily as texts to be interpreted in 
order to form our doctrinal understanding, 
however necessary that is, but as words ad-
dressed to the Lord’s disciples, words that 
to hear are to obey, and in the obeying of 
which comes true understanding and right 

knowledge. Like our first 
parents, our problem is 
not what we know or 
don’t know, but that we 
are disobedient. 

a renewed sense  
of authority
Rightly did the angels 
begin their announce-
ments, “Fear not!” We, 

however, no longer fear our Sovereign. 
No one disobeyed the Tisroc, but Jesus is 
dismissed with impunity. Our theology 
concludes with forgiveness on the cross, 
neglectful that Jesus rose, ascended, and 
is enthroned at the right hand of the Fa-
ther from whence He judges the quick and 
the dead.

a renewed anthropology
A thoroughly biblical understanding of 
our humanity, one that refuses the theo-
ry-application model and the lure of tech-
nique, must be reasserted. We are a union 
of body and soul, mind, will, and affections, 
made in the image of God. We are able to 
hear and to obey, not from servile fear but 
from loving obedience. It is then that we 
may say with Calvin, “All right knowledge 
of God is born of obedience.”

Absorbing and Applying 
God’s Word
R O B E R T  I N G R A M
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F O R  T H E  C H U R C H

IN O RDER TO 
B E FAITH F U L 

STEWARDS,  EACH 
O F  US NEEDS TO 

PASS O N TO  OTH ERS 
WH AT WE H AVE 

B EEN TAUGH T. 

I learned a vital spiritual lesson while 
participating in a track meet during 
my college years. I was running in the 

4x400-meter relay at the Orange County 
Invitational. As a baseball player moonlight-
ing in track and field, I wasn’t the fastest 
runner on our team. So, I ran the second leg.

Our strategy was simple. The first run-
ner, a speedy sprinter, would get as big a 
lead as possible right out of the starting 
blocks. My job was merely to run a clean 
lap without dropping the baton. Our third 
man was strong and fast, and our fourth 
man was a blur. They could make up what-
ever ground I might lose.

Several prestigious teams were compet-
ing that day, and our team managed to get 
into the finals. We were convinced we had 
a good shot at winning.

Our first man ran a great leg and made a 
perfect baton pass. I managed to finish my 
lap in a tight battle for first place. The third 
man went around the curve, came halfway 
down the back stretch, stopped, walked off, 
and sat down in the grass. The race kept going.

We thought he had pulled a hamstring 
or twisted an ankle. We all ran across the 
infield, expecting to find him writhing on 
the grass or at least wincing in pain. He 
wasn’t. He was sitting passively. We anx-

The command itself looks beyond Timo-
thy to younger men whom he would train. 
It lays out a perpetual strategy for raising 
up generation after generation of church 
leaders. The baton that was passed from 
Paul to Timothy would ultimately be hand-
ed off to faithful men, who in turn would 
pass it to a fourth generation—and so on.

Although Paul’s primary concern here is 
leadership development, the principle he 
gives Timothy has clear implications for 
every Christian in ev-
ery era. We are all part 
of a living chain. Each 
of us has been taught by 
someone who learned 
the truth from some-
one else. If you follow 
that chain backward, 
link by link, it goes 
back to the original 
Apostles—and beyond 
them to Christ Himself.

In order to be faithful 
stewards of what we have received, each 
of us needs to pass on to others what we 
have been taught. In other words, every 
Christian ought to be a teacher. No matter 
who you are, you can find someone who 
knows less than you and teach them. That 
responsibility is inherent in our Lord’s Great 
Commission: “Make disciples” (Matt. 28:19).

The writer to the Hebrews scolded believ-
ers who were derelict in this duty: “Though 
by this time you ought to be teachers, you 
need someone to teach you again the ba-
sic principles of the oracles of God” (5:12). 
Because of their failure to become teach-
ers, they needed to start learning from the 
beginning again. No wonder. What you 
teach you retain, and what you don’t teach 
you tend to forget. Passing on what you 
have learned not only helps the person 
who is being discipled; it also strengthens 
the teacher.

Paul’s charge to Timothy is carefully fo-

iously asked, “What happened? Are you 
hurt?” He said, “No, I’m OK. I just didn’t 
feel like running.”

I confess that all my thoughts in that 
moment were carnal. My teammates and I 
spontaneously responded with an outpour-
ing of frustration, all three of us basically 
saying the same thing: “You can’t do that! 
You’re not in this by yourself! Do you realize 
the effort we have all put into training for 
this? Too much has been invested in you!”

I’ve thought often about that moment 
in relation to our duty as believers. We are 
supposed to take the truth that was handed 
to us by our ancestors in the Christian faith 
and run with it—not aimlessly (1 Cor. 9:26), 
but always pressing on toward the goal (Phil. 
3:14)—so we can hand off the faith, intact 
and uncorrupted, to the next generation.

The Apostle Paul gave this charge to Timo-
thy in his final epistle: “What you have heard 
from me in the presence of many witnesses 
entrust to faithful men who will be able to 
teach others also” (2 Tim. 2:2). Paul was facing 
imminent martyrdom (4:6), and he was of 
course concerned with the question of who 
would continue his missionary work and 
who would lead the church after his depar-
ture. He therefore outlined for Timothy this 
simple pattern of succession and stability.

cused. He doesn’t tell Timothy to be inno-
vative. He doesn’t encourage him to adapt 
his style to the fads and fashions of secular 
culture. He doesn’t employ words like fresh, 
original, or imaginative, the verbal glue that 
binds so many twenty-first-century church-
growth strategies together.

In fact, Paul gives Timothy practically 
the opposite mandate. It is a clear, narrowly 
defined directive. Timothy is to guard the 
deposit of truth he has received (1 Tim. 6:20; 

2 Tim. 1:14) and pass it 
on, unmodified and un-
adulterated, to the next 
generation. Being an ef-
fective disciple-maker is 
not about being chic or 
creative. It’s about faith-
fully guarding “the faith 
that was once for all de-
livered to the saints” 
(Jude 3) and accurate-
ly transmitting it to an-
other generation.

It sounds paradoxical, but each Chris-
tian has a personal responsibility to keep 
the faith and to pass it on to others. That’s 
what is required of those who would win 
the prize (1 Cor. 9:24; 2 Tim. 4:7).

Anyone who breaks that centuries-old 
chain is like a relay runner who abandons 
the race before finishing. And what’s at 
stake in this race is infinitely more import-
ant than any earthly trophy. Failure to run 
well and with endurance would be an in-
excusable insult to our Lord, an offense 
against those who have taught us, a disap-
pointment to those who have trained along-
side us, and a grievous sin against those to 
whom we must hand the baton.

Passing Down  
the Truth of God
J O H N  M A C A R T H U R
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I n his work The Idiot—a novel drenched 
in Christian content and deeply en-
gaged with Christian theology—the 

great Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky 
posits what seems like an odd notion. He 
says that beauty will save the world. It’s an 
interesting idea, but is it a Christian one?

As I think about this question, two biblical 
texts immediately come to mind: Isaiah 53 
and Psalm 27. In Isaiah 53:2, the prophet states 
that the Messiah “had no form or majesty 
that we should look at him and no beauty 
that we should desire him.” But compare 
these words with the psalmist’s declaration 
of the Lord’s beauty in Psalm 27:4: “One thing 
have I asked of the Lord, that will I seek after: 
that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all 
the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty 
of the Lord and to inquire in his temple.”

What do we make of that juxtaposition? In 
Isaiah 53, the Christ has “no beauty” as people 
gazed upon Him; rather, He was stricken and 
afflicted. He was One from whom men turned 
their faces. Is that talking primarily about His 
physical appearance? Clearly not. Isaiah has 
in view Christ’s substitutionary atonement 
and the judgment on sin that occurs in that 
great event. Yet the psalmist requests “to gaze 
upon the beauty of the Lord.” Are the works 
of God in Christ beautiful or not?

ums, art shows, or the Grand Canyon. But 
how should we think about beauty from a 
Christian worldview? How does beauty fit 
within our understanding of the framework 
of redemption?

the problem of beauty
Beauty itself is not necessarily problematic. 
The problem is that humans are not good at 
recognizing true beauty when they see it. In 
a fallen world, even our perception of beauty 
has been corrupted by sin. This is nowhere 
more evident than in the magazine racks 
found at checkout lines of grocery stores. 
Magazines that airbrush models and mask 
physical flaws are making claims about the 
character of beauty. But while these images 
may be “pretty,” they are certainly not, from 
a biblical perspective, beautiful.

The Christian worldview posits that any-
thing pure and good finds its ultimate source 
in the self-existent, omnipotent God who 
is infinite in all His perfections. Thus, the 
Christian worldview reminds us that the 
“transcendentals”—the good, the true, and 
the beautiful—are inseparable from one an-
other. So, when Psalm 27 speaks of the beau-
ty of the Lord, the psalmist is also making a 
claim about the goodness of the Lord and 
the truthfulness of the Lord.

In our fallen state, we often separate the 
good, the true, and the beautiful. But the Bi-
ble reminds us that if something is true, it is 
good and beautiful. If something is good, it 
is beautiful and true. Finally, if something 
is beautiful, it is good and true. Thus, while 
beauty magazines may present an image 
that is “pretty,” those images are not rightly 
beautiful because they do not faithfully rep-
resent the truth. But the Christian world view 
teaches that the face of a child with Down 
syndrome is far more beautiful than any 
fake image of a professional model. True 
beauty is found in what is good and true.

Similarly, the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ 
is certainly not attractive from the world’s 

In one sense, the Bible begins and ends in 
beauty. In Genesis, Moses repeatedly empha-
sizes that God’s verdict on His creation is that 
“it was good,” even that “it was very good.” 
But this statement has a deeper meaning 
than our English word good. The Hebrew 
also carries the connotation beautiful. It was 
beautiful. It was very beautiful.

Now consider how Scripture ends. In Rev-
elation 21:22–27, the Apostle John describes 
the New Jerusalem:

And I saw no temple in the city, for its temple 
is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb. 
And the city has no need of sun or moon to 
shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, 
and its lamp is the Lamb. By its light will the 
nations walk, and the kings of the earth will 
bring their glory into it, and its gates will 
never be shut by day—and there will be no 
night there. They will bring into it the glory 
and the honor of the nations. But nothing 
unclean will ever enter it, nor anyone who 
does what is detestable or false, but only those 
who are written in the Lamb’s book of life.

The New Jerusalem and the river of life 
are a testimony to beauty.

Humans are instinctively drawn to beauty. 
This fact is the reason why we go to muse-

perspective. The agony of the Savior, the blood 
of His self-sacrifice, and the horror of His cru-
cifixion are not pretty. Yet, while the cross is 
not pretty, it is certainly beautiful. The cross is 
beautiful because on it Jesus paid the penalty 
for sin. The cross is beautiful because in it we 
see the grace and justice of God. The cross 
is beautiful because it is also good and true.

So Dostoevsky was right: beauty will save 
the world. Our job as Christians is to remem-
ber the difference between the beautiful and 
the pretty.

the priority of beauty
We must also recognize the priority of beauty 
in every human heart. Part of what it means 
to be made in the image of God is that we 
yearn for things that are genuinely beauti-
ful. Even the most hardened secularist mar-
vels at a sunset. Augustine explained in his 
Confessions that every human heart is direct-
ed to beauty. The problem with the sinful 
human heart is that we can be bought off 
by something less than beauty. Of course, 
Augustine also pointed to the fact that the 
human craving for beauty is not mere senti-
ment. Rather, true beauty reveals an objective 
origin and source of beauty, God Himself. 
Our longing for beauty ultimately reveals 
our desperate need for God.

the power of beauty
I’m entirely confident that beauty will in-
deed save the world because nothing could 
be more beautiful than the work of Jesus. 
And because Jesus’ work is beautiful, it is 
also true. And because His sacrifice is true, 
it is also good. The atoning work of the Lord 
Jesus is the epicenter of all that is true, good, 
and beautiful. The cross of Christ may not 
be pretty, but it certainly is beautiful.

Will Beauty Save  
the World?
R .  A L B E R T  M O H L E R  J R .
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TT: How did Tabletalk begin? How has the 
magazine changed over the years?
TT: To answer that question, we have to go 
back to Martin Luther. Luther was a great 
teacher. He taught from the pulpit, in the 
classroom, and by writing books. But, like 
any good teacher, he taught in the ordinary 
moments of his life. He taught when fellow-
shipping with believers. These teachings, 
gathered by his students over a lifetime of 
ministry, became the first Table Talk. Table 
Talk was a book, a collection of sayings. 
These sayings came from conversations 
that were often had while talking over a 
table—that is, while sharing a meal with 
Martin Luther.

Dr. R.C. Sproul is also a great teacher. 
Every moment with him is an opportunity 
for learning. Casting a backward glance at 
Luther’s Table Talk, Dr. Sproul began Table-
talk in 1977, after the Ligonier Valley Study 
Center had been in existence for several 
years. It began as a newsletter with Dr. 
Sproul’s column, Right Now Counts For-
ever, and an assortment of other content. It 
was black and white, and it came in a large 
newsletter format. Then, in 1989, Tabletalk 
became a daily Bible study magazine and 
changed to a digest format. Now, forty years 
from its start, Tabletalk continues. Today, 

topic of the issue we’re considering. We 
establish what articles we want to do, and 
we also discuss the author for each article. 
From that discussion, we build an issue 
summary that describes the exact details 
of what the issue will look like. Using this 
issue summary, we invite authors to con-
tribute articles and begin working with 
our talented design partner, Metaleap 
Creative, to create the art for the issue.

After those meetings, we begin work-
ing in the digital files for the issue about 
three months in advance of when the 
issue is mailed to homes. The editorial 

team transfers all of the written content 
received from contributors to the digital 
files, and the magazine begins to take 
shape. The issue goes through a round 
of electronic editing, where editors read 
every line and consider whether the ar-
ticles are theologically accurate, gram-
matically correct, and stylistically ap-
propriate. After this round of electronic 
editing, the magazine is printed for the 
first time. This first round of editing in 
print usually looks strange—there is no 
art, and sometimes the text doesn’t fit 
appropriately. The editors go through 
another round of editing in hard copy—

the magazine enjoys a circulation of more 
than one hundred thousand and a reader-
ship of more than 250,000 people, and it 
still serves as a tool for teaching the Bible 
to people around the world.

TT: What goes into planning an issue of 
Tabletalk?
TT: Every issue of Tabletalk requires thought-
ful planning, careful communication, and 
tremendous work. For a single issue of 
Tabletalk, the process begins a year in ad-
vance of when issues are mailed to homes. 
Every year in January or February, the ed-
itorial team of Ligonier meets to consid-
er themes for the next year. We discuss 
what topics are pressing for Christians 
in their everyday life. We also consider 
what subjects believers would enjoy read-
ing about, and consider ideas for biblical 
and theological studies. There is much 
debate, discussion, and prayer.

In addition to this yearly meeting, 
each issue gets its own separate meeting 
as the mailing date of a particular issue 
gets closer. The purpose of this meeting is 
to plan the issue in detail. We look back at 
the progression of themes we developed 
in our annual planning meeting, and we 
consider how we want to approach the 

checking again for theological accuracy, 
accurate grammar, and appropriate style. 
Finally, once the art is created and added 
to the magazine digitally, the issue goes 
through a final round of editing. The is-
sue is reprinted with art and everything 
in place. This is the last editing round. 
At this point, the magazine is complete, 
and editing is minimal. The editors have 
addressed significant problems in the 
first two rounds of editing, and this third 
round is just to make sure the art and 
content are as perfect as humanly pos-
sible. Just a few weeks before issues are 

mailed, the magazine is uploaded to the 
printer in coordination with our design-
ers. A final round of spot checking takes 
place before the editorial team signs off, 
and then the issue goes to print.

TT: Why is Tabletalk creating a new website?
TT: Tabletalk began before the Internet 
enjoyed widespread use. In the ’90s, Li-
gonier created a website for the minis-
try as a whole, and eventually Tabletalk 
received a subdomain on that website 
(Ligonier.org/tabletalk). This subdomain 
has served Tabletalk well for years. It in-
cludes a place for sample articles and 

Tabletalk Past, Present, 
and Future
T H E  E D I T O R S  O F  T A B L E T A L K
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details on subscribing. Yet Tabletalk has 
tremendous potential for more, particu-
larly in a digital age. We want to see the 
magazine have a more accessible web 
presence so that subscribers can easily 
browse back issues. We also want to be 
able to publish articles online that don’t 
necessarily appear in the magazine. And, 
we want to be able to publish articles in a 
timelier manner to address cultural and 
theological topics more quickly. For these 
reasons and more, we want to create a 
new website that will serve subscribers 
and Ministry Partners well, while also 
serving new readers.

TT: What will be the difference between 
the print content in the magazine and the 
online content on the website?
TT: The print content of the magazine will be 
readable online at TabletalkMagazine.com. 
So, TabletalkMagazine.com will be a des-
tination for anyone who wants to read the 
print version of Tabletalk in their web brows-
er. However, there will also be online-on-
ly content at TabletalkMagazine.com—
content that doesn’t appear in the print 
magazine.  These two types of content, 
print and online-only content, will differ.

As Tabletalk readers know, the print con-
tent of each issue is geared toward the theme 
of that particular issue, and each issue also 
has daily Bible studies and columns. This 
defined range for print content helps us 
to plan issues, invite contributors well in 
advance, and print the magazine in a time-
ly manner. However, such a long timeline 
prohibits us from addressing momentary 
topics or from publishing content on sub-
jects that might fall just outside the range 
of a particular issue’s theme. Moreover, 
because of the digest size of the magazine, 
each article can take up only so much space.

The online-only content will differ from 

Pastors do not have more hours in the day 
than other people do. Between counseling, 
preparing sermons, visiting sick members, 
conducting church discipline, and having 
to take care of their own families, pastors 
do not have enough time to disciple every 
church member individually. Elders, teach-
ers, and others in the church help shoulder 
the load, but the job of teaching remains 
enormous no matter how many staff and 
volunteers a church has.

Tabletalk serves the church by supple-
menting its teaching ministry. The format of 
the magazine allows us to introduce people 
to subjects such as church history that are 
important but might not get covered exten-
sively in the local church. We can also help 
keep key biblical concepts in people’s minds 
when a pastor may not cover them during a 
sermon series because the particular texts he 
is exegeting do not refer to those concepts. 
Tabletalk can also help readers go deeper into 
subjects that are covered in the teaching min-
istry of a reader’s local church but that the 
reader wants to spend more time exploring.

We are grateful and honored that God 

the print content in that many of these con-
straints will not exist. Articles may be as 
long or as short as necessary. Moreover, the 
time between an article’s being received 
and its being published is reduced tremen-
dously. Thus, publishing online will allow 
us to address various topics in a timelier 
manner—topics that we couldn’t address 
via print. And, because we won’t be pub-
lishing an article as a part of a larger issue, 
articles can address a broader range of con-
tent. For example, we could publish an ex-
egetical study of a passage of Scripture in 
four parts over the course of four weeks. 
Such a study would be quite difficult to 
accomplish in print.

TT: How does Tabletalk magazine serve the 
church?
TT: This is such an important question be-
cause we want to make sure our readers 
know that Tabletalk—and indeed, Ligonier 
Ministries as a whole—exists only to serve 
and support the church. The church is the 
bride of Christ, and it is through her min-
istry that people are introduced to Christ 
and built up in the faith. Discipleship takes 
place primarily through the efforts of local 
churches in caring for their members, so 
we endeavor at Tabletalk only to support 
and never to supplant the church. We have 
only ever had one devotional study on the 
weekends, for example, because we do not 
want people using the magazine as a sub-
stitute for sitting under the preached Word 
of God in their local congregation. One 
day, Tabletalk and Ligonier will cease to 
exist, but the church will endure forever.

That being said, Christ has tasked the 
church with making disciples and teaching 
them to obey all that He has commanded 
(Matt. 28:18–20), and that is a huge task. 
There is so much that believers need to 
learn, and no one person can teach it all. 

has used Tabletalk to support the church 
in these and other ways. We have talked 
to Bible study leaders from local churches 
who use Tabletalk to guide group studies. 
We get letters from prisoners and prison 
chaplains who turn to Tabletalk for help 
in discipleship. Mothers of young chil-
dren who can attend only Sunday wor-
ship and cannot make a weekday Bible 
study tell us how Tabletalk encourages 
them in God’s Word during the week. 
International readers and members of 
our armed forces write us to explain how 
the magazine has helped them grow in 
Christ when external circumstances make 
it difficult or impossible to attend church 
services. Many people have told us that 
Tabletalk has given them structure for 
private worship, family study, and hus-
band-and-wife devotional times that they 
might not otherwise have.

The editors of Tabletalk routinely pray 
that we would produce a product that is 
helpful to God’s people and the church. We 
do not ever want to lose sight of that, for if 
we do, we have failed in our mission.
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HIS KINGDOM IS UNSHAKABLE

As members of a society that is quickly abandoning its Christian 

past, followers of Christ often feel disoriented or even frightened. 

In this teaching series, A Time for Confidence: Trusting God in 

a Post-Christian Society, Dr. Stephen J. Nichols points to the 

almighty God as the source and ground of our confidence. See 

pages 52–53 for more information.
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