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FOREWORD 

The Covenant Church from its pioneer beginnings to the present · 
has been and remains a non-creedal church. "It has traditionally val
ued the historic confessions of the Christian Church, particularly the 
Apostles' Creed, while at the same time it has emphasized the sover
eignty of the Word over all creedal interpretations." While it does 
adhere to the affirmations of the Protestant Reformation regarding 
the Holy Scriptures, it bases its life and beliefs on its statement of 
faith which reads, 'The Covenant Church believes in the Holy Scrip
tures, the Old and New Testament, as the Word of God and the only 
perfect rule for faith, doctrine, and conduct." 

Since the above is true and prevails, the Covenant has been a bit 
reticent about dogmatically setting forth in print, with denomina
tional approval, those doctrines and tenets it has traditionally fa
vored as complementary to its profile and affirmed as its position. 
Positions, when committed to writing, tend too readily to become 
creeds or confessions, though they were not so intended by their au
thors. Events and emphases currently being articulated via media 
and communications' vehicles of all kinds do call for statements of 
clarification for Covenant membership as to how the Word is to be 
interpreted and what it is saying to the Church today. The Covenant 
Church is currently experiencing the joy of growth. More than six-
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thousand people are becoming members every year. We believe that 
it is both right and the right of every person whose name is on the 
rolls of a Covenant church membership list to know first hand the 
basic beliefs favored by the denomination he or she belongs to. The
ological and biblical views held and cherished by Covenanters are 
clearly and categorically covered in this book. 

This volume, though clearly authored by Donald Frisk, is, in a 
sense, the product of several years of careful study and testing by the 
Committee on Covenant Doctrine. Some of the basic postions devel
oped were previously presented to pastors for their response at Mid
winter Conferences. The Committee has read and considered each 
word of every chapter together with the author. The Committee con
siders its content to be truly representative of Covenant beliefs, and 
shares the excitement of presenting it to the Church for study and 
praise. It is the Committee's hope that it will give all Covenanters a 
new appreciation of what they belong to. We look for it also to en
rich their fellowship with one another as they seek to grow in under
standing and in knowledge of the faith that is not only Covenant but 
has been" ... once for all delivered to the saints ... "(Jude 2:3). The 
Doctrine Committee's purpose in publishing this volume is to equip 
all Covenanters with an amplification of Covenant beliefs formerly 
set forth in a smaller booklet by the same name. 

The Committee encourages you to get your own copy of this vol
ume and together with other Covenanters become acquainted with its 
content. You will be delighted to be refreshed again in biblical 
teachings as taught, cherished, and lived by the Covenant Church. 

We are indebted to Professor Frisk and the members of the 
Committee on Covenant Doctrine: James R. Hawkinson, chairman, 
A. Eldon Palmquist, Edward Larson, Paul E. Larsen, Glenn P. An
derson, Richard 0. Sandquist, and Donald C. Frisk. 

Milton B. Engebretson, President 
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PREFACE 

This book is an attempt to present, in a relatively small volume, 
the basic theological affirmations of the Evangelical Covenant 
Church. It is not intended to be in any sense a "Covenant Creed." It 
does not seek to cover the entire range of Covenant convictions; it 
lifts up for consideration those doctrines which have been of most 
vital significance in our life as a Christian fellowship. 

Throughout the book I have tried to delineate as fairly and hon
estly as I can the central theological tradition which has nourished 
the life and thought of the Evangelical Covenant Church. The work 
should be understood as a "snapshot" of that central tradition as it 
exists at the present moment in our ongoing history. Some Cov
enanters will find themselves to the right of the position sketched; 
others will find themselves to the left. It is my hope that the work 
will provide a basis for continuing and fruitful discussion of the rich 
theological heritage which has shaped us as a people, perhaps more 
profoundly than we realize. 

I want to express my gratitude to my fellow-members of the 
Covenant Committee on Theology, listed in the Foreword. They 
were closely associated with me in the writing of this book, discuss
ing every chapter and contributing many valuable suggestions. I 
look back with sincere appreciation to the committee's uncounted 
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hours of animated and far-ranging discussion of theological issues 
and wish that similar discussions could occur in all of our churches. 
Our sharing has been of immense help. Responsibility, however, for 
the inadequacies of the book remains mine alone. 

My thanks go also to Dr. Karl A. Olsson, who read portions of 
the manuscript and offered valued suggestions. It is a particular 
pleasure to acknowledge my debt to my colleagues on the faculty of 
North Park Theological Seminary and to my students over many 
years. Not only have they helped shape my thinking; -they have 
caused me to grow in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. I want 
especially to thank my wife, Evelyn, for her patience and encourage
ment, as well as for long hours spent in typing the manuscript. 
Thanks are also due to the Rev. James R. Hawkinson, executive sec
retary of Covenant publications, and his staff, who saw the book 
through production. 

Donald C. Frisk 
June, 1981 
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Chapter 1 

FAITH 

Faith of some kind is a universal experience of the human race. 
It expresses itself in a variety of religious forms, from the animism of 
a primitive tribe to the elaborate worship of highly developed reli
gion. Even where faith is not given a religious expression, it nonethe
less exists as a part of our human experience. Apart from some confi
dence in the essential (though not always apparent) meaningfulness 
or worthwhileness of human existence, it is hard to see why human 
life should maintain itself. Simply to get up in the morning, bathe, 
and prepare to face the experiences and trials of another day presup
poses some meaning in it all. 

In this respect, life is like a wheel which must revolve about 
something not itself if it is to function. If it does not revolve about 
the living God, it will find some other center-some idol which gives 
a semblance of meaning on the basis of which life goes on. 

Luther spoke some wise words to this point in his Large Catechism: 
As I have often said, the confidence and faith of the 

heart alone make both God and an idol. If your faith and con
fidence are right, then likewise your God is the true God. 
On the other hand, if your confidence is false, if it is 
wrong, then you have not the true God. For the two, faith 
and God, have inevitable connection. Now, I say, whatever 
your heart clings to and confides in, that is really your God.1 
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How is the faith of the Christian Church related to this universal 
experience of faith? That there are parallels is obvious. Are there also 
differences? Is there something about Christian faith which sets it 
apart from all other faiths? Does it have its own distinctiveness? 

In this chapter we shall attempt to present the biblical under
standing of faith as it has been mediated to us through almost 2,000 
years of life and thought in the Christian Church. In particular, we 
will be concerned with those emphases which are of central impor
tance in the evangelical tradition of which the Evangelical Covenant 
Church is a part. 

When the Christian Church speaks of its faith, three levels can 
readily be discerned. 

1) Faith is an act of the understanding. It is acceptance of the 
truth of certain statements, propositions, concepts, doctrines, or 
creeds. It is believing something to be true. Faith on this level is as
sensus, assent to a body of truth. 

2) Faith is trust in a Person, a complete and whole-hearted reli
ance on and commitment to God as he is made known in Jesus 
Christ. Such faith is a relationship which involves the whole per
son-intelligence, will, and feeling. In Luther's words, "This is faith 
which throws itself on God." On this level faith is fiducia, trust in 
God and his faithfulness. 

3) Faith is the gift of God. Underlying all acts of faith is an atti
tude, a disposition, an openness, a responsiveness of mind and heart 
which is not entirely in our control; it is the result of the gracious 
work of the Holy Spirit. "For by grace you have been saved through 
faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift of God
not because of works, lest any man should boast" (Ephesians 2:8,9). 

How can a sinful, self-centered person say to himself or herself, 
"Go to, have faith" and find that the relationship of trust has thereby 
been established? Being what we are, seekers of our own good, even 
when we think we are seeking God, we have no power to lift our
selves to faith. Helmut Thielicke rightly observes, "Faith is a miracle 
I cannot perform. It has to be given to me."2 

We will need to examine each of these levels more carefully. 
I. Faith as Assent to Doctrine 

Interestingly enough, the Bible has rather little to say about 
faith as assent; its overwhelming concern is with faith as trust. In 
biblical perspective the object of faith, that to which faith directs it
self, is not doctrine but God himself. Faith's focus is on the Lord who 
is able to save, not on statements about him. 

It is, however, impossible to draw sharp lines between assent 
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and trust, as if they were entirely different realities and had nothing 
to do with one another. Faith as trust is not without intellectual con
tent. In the New Testament the Johannine writings, in particular, 
make this point. For example, after Jesus' co;:iversation with the Sa
maritan woman at the well of Sychar, many Samaritans in the city 
came to believe because of her testimony' and especially because of 
Jesus' words. Their belief (faith) had conceptual content. 'We be
lieve," they said, "for we have heard for ourselves, and we know 
that this is indeed the Savior of the world" (John 4:42). When Jesus 
questioned his disciples, 'Will you also go away?" Peter responded, 
"Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life; and 
we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy 
One of God" (John 6:68,69). In the First Epistle of John faith is be
lieving that Jesus is the Christ (1 John 5:1) and that he is the Son of 
God (5:5). 

When the writer of Ephesians refers to "one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism," he means to include in faith convictions to which the mind 
gives assent (Ephesians 4:5). Paul is engaged in "preaching the faith 
he once tried to destroy" (Galatians 1:23). The faith he preached is 
not faith in general, or faith as an attitude of the human spirit; it is 
faith with specific content. 'We preach Christ crucified," said Paul, 
"a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who 
are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 
wisdom of God" (1 Corinthians 1:23,24). Faith is directed toward 
"God who was in Christ reconciling the world to himself" (2 Corin
thians 5:19). At the very least faith includes the recognition that Je
sus Christ is Lord (2 Corinthians 4:5), but it also includes everything 
that can meaningfully and properly be said about God's gracious, 
reconciling work which has been disclosed in Jesus Christ. 

This cognitive dimension in faith has its focus in the message, 
the good news of what God has done in Christ for our salvation. The 
New Testament uses the term kerygma for this message. The word is 
derived from the verb, keryssein, which means to proclaim or 
"herald" the good news to all who will listen. The noun, kerygma, 
can refer either to the act of proclaiming (as in 1 Corinthians 2:4) or 
to that which is proclaimed (as in 1 Corinthians 15:14; Romans 
16:25). This latter usage is the more common. 

Biblical scholars have given much attention to the content of the 
apostolic kerygma as depicted in various settings in the New Testa
ment. As we have already indicated, in a most basic sense, its con
tent is Jesus Christ (e.g., Romans 16:25). It is "the good news con
cerning his Son .... Jesus Christ, our Lord" (Romans 1:2-4), who 
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was "promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy scrip
tures" (Romans 1:2), who "died for our sins" (1 Corinthians 15:3), 
who was raised from the dead (Romans 10:9), appeared to many wit
nesses (1 Corinthians 15:5ff.), is exalted at God's right hand (Romans 
8:34; Acts 2:33) and is the One through whom God will judge "the 
secrets of men" (Romans 2:16). Faith necessarily involves assent to 
the truth of the Gospel. 

The fascinating thing about biblical faith is that assent (believ
ing something to be true) is never allowed to stand alone or apart 
from the other dimensions of faith. Always it is but one aspect of a 
dynamic whole in which the believer participates with all aspects of 
his or her being. Thus, when the author of Hebrews defines faith as 
"the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen" 
(Hebrews 11:1), he goes on to give a number of illustrations of such 
faith. In every one of them faith is set forth as action in the presence 
of divine revelation. These great witnesses availed themselves of the 
revelation by appropriating it, not with the mind alone, but through 
the response of their whole being. They did not "shrink back" (He
brews 10:39) but risked everything in obedience. And their faith was 
verified and vindicated as they responded with their whole being. "If 
a man chooses to do God's will," said Jesus, "he will find out whether 
my teaching comes from God" (John 7:17, NIV). 

Unfortunately, this biblical union of intellect, will, emotion, 
and experience has not always been maintained in the history of the 
Church. When any one of these elements is given prominence to the 
neglect of others, the biblical understanding of faith is distorted. 

In the medieval Church, for example, faith was given (by some 
theologians) an intellectual cast, being defined as the assent of the 
mind, when moved by the will, to the authoritative teachings of the 
Church. While theologians were careful to observe that the will, in 
tum, is moved by the Holy Spirit, this did not check the rise of a 
two-fold misunderstanding. The first was to think of faith as an act, 
a "work" by which one gains salvation. The second was to think of 
faith as primarily intellectual assent to propositions. This distorted 
notion of faith is by no means dead in our day. 

It was against this distortion of faith that Luther and Calvin pre
sented their rediscovery of faith as personal trust. To this we now tum. 
II. faith as Trust in God 

We have already anticipated much of what is to be said in this 
section. Here we are at the very center of biblical faith. In confidence 
in God and personal trustin his faithfulness toward us, faith finds its 
abiding focus. 
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A constantly recurring theme in the Synoptic Gospels is confi
dence in God's power to heal and save (see as examples, Mark 2:5; 
5:34, 11:22; Luke 17:6). Paul speaks of faith as utter dependence on 
God and on his gracious, ever-working, liberating power (see Ro
mans 4:16-20; Colosians 2:12). Faith for these writers is never ape
ripheral consideration; it touches human existence at its center. Such 
faith can be nothing less than involvement of our whole person, the 
total dedication of ourselves to God, and the shaping of our personal 
and corporate existence by that relationship. To have faith is to let 
God be our God with acceptance of all the consequences which fol
low. 

The depth and power of faith as fiducia may be more apparent if 
we enumerate some of the things implied in it. Faith, in this sense, in
volves: 

1) A break with the past. To have faith is to tum away from the 
allegiances of the past, from the false gods, the idols which formerly 
determined the course and style of our lives. To have faith is no long
er to be under the domination of the principalities and powers which 
rule this age. It is to have found a new and living Lord. Whatever 
names the false gods may have for us, in faith they are seen to be 
empty of power; they are idols which have been overthrown by the 
one God who is Lord over all. "For, although there may be so-called 
gods in heaven or on earth-as indeed there are many 'gods' and 
many 'lords' -yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom 
are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, 
through whom are all things and through whom we exist" (1 Corin
thians 8:5,6). 

2) Openness to God. Faith is a continuing orientation Godward. 
It involves "listening to another drummer" and moving to cadences 
other than those of the present age. Faith hears God speak in the 
Scriptures, and is responsive and obedient. Faith is willingness to let 
our entire existence be shaped by God's Word to us. To depend on 
anything else to give meaning and significance to life is itself an indi
cation of unfaith. 

3) justification by grace. To have faith is to be justified before 
God -to be accepted as a forgiven sinner in the graciousness of his 
love. The familiar Protestant slogan, "justified by faith," must not be 
misunderstood. Faith does not earn acceptance-that would suggest 
that faith is a work we do. It is God's grace, his unmerited love, 
which accepts and justifies the sinner; faith is the indispensable 
means by which grace is received. Hence the full Protestant state
ment must read, "We are justified by grace alone, through faith 
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alone. "3 In that relationship we become members of the family of 
those who are the children of God. 

4) Being "in Christ." The phrase was first coined by Paul and ap
pears more than 160 times in his writings. Obviously a favorite ex
pression, it is used in a variety of ways. Here our concern is with 
Paul's insistence that, through faith, both individual persons and the 
Church as a whole are "in Christ" (e.g., 2 Corinthians 5:17; Romans 
8:1; Philippians 1:1; Ephesians 1:1; 1 Thessalonians 2:14). 

What does it mean to be in Christ? Paul nowhere gives a precise 
definition, but through a multitude of passages in which the phrase is 
central, he makes it clear that he is pointing to the one relationship 
by which the Christian is able to live a new life. The source of our ex
istence as Christians is "in Christ." Not only does the new life begin 
there: it is sustained "in Christ;" it is structured "in Christ;" it grows 
"in Christ;" it will be glorified "in Christ." To be in him is to be in
corporated into a new order of existence. It is to take one's place 
within the environment of Christ, to be in the sphere of his Lordship 
and under his rule. It is to live within his "power-field," dependent in 
everything we do upon his creative and life-giving activity. 

In short, faith means that we no longer live from within our
selves or for ourselves but that we live from a new center. This is not 
to say that self-centeredness is eradicated and that sin has no power 
over us; it is to say that there is a greater power available in authen
tic Christian life. 

To express this new relationship a rich variety of terms is used in 
Scripture. Paul uses being "in the Spirit" interchangeably with being 
"in Christ" (e.g., Romans 8:9-10; Ephesians 4:3). Among other 
equivalents are "in the kingdom of his Son" (Colossians 1:13) or "in 
the kingdom of God" (Acts 14:22) or having "eternal life" Oohn 
6:54;17:3). In all instances these phrases speak of one who has died 
in Christ to the old order and has been raised in him to participate in 
a new reality which has been introduced into human history through 
God's redeeming action. Saving faith always is participation "in 
Christ." 

5) Being "a new creation." "Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he 
is a new creation; the old has passed away, behold the new has 
come" (2 Corinthians 5:17). In what sense is the believer a new crea
tion? Is the reference simply to a new moral quality in the Christian? 
Certainly there may be and should be a radical change in the charac
ter of the person who has faith, but that is not the primary emphasis 
of the passage. Paul begins with a "therefore" which means that we 
must interpret the passage in the light of the preceding verses. In the 
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fifteenth verse Paul points back in time to the death and resurrection 
of Jesus. Back there, he is saying-back there at the cross and at the 
empty tomb-the new creation came into being and "the old passed 
away." 

Other terms are also used in the New Testament to speak of this. 
In Ephesians 2:15 reference is to the new humanity, "the new man." 
Whatever the term, it is contrasted with the existing creation which, 
haying fallen into the bondage of sin, is at enmity with God. When 
Christ in his death and resurrection broke down the wall which sepa
rated human beings from God and from one another, the new crea
tion came into being. By demolishing "the dividing wall of hostility" 
Christ created in himself a new reality in which reconciliation has oc
curred and the powers of a new age have been released into this pres
ent world. The Kingdom of God has dawned in human history and 
becomes visible wherever men and women respond to the reconcil
ing Christ. To have faith is to mirror in one's own being, and in the 
community of the reconciled, the joy, peace, and power of the new 
creation. Unless faith has at its center this dimension of trust, com
mitment, and personal participation in the redeeming act of God in 
Jesus Christ, it cannot be saving faith. 
III. Faith as the Gift of God 

Faith at its deepest level depends upon the mysterious yet gra
cious action of God. Beneath the act of faith is a disposition, an 
openness, a responsiveness which, we have observed, is not entirely 
in our control. While faith is clearly something we do, it is also 
something which happens to us. Why is it that a C.S. Lewis, young 
Oxford professor of literature, an atheist who has studiously rejected 
every overture of God, is one day "surprised by joy" and becomes a 
believer? He describes the experience: 

In the Trinity Term of 1929 I gave in, and admitted 
that God was God, and knelt and prayed: perhaps that 
night, the most dejected and reluctant convert in all En
gland, . . . a prodigal brought in kicking, struggling, re
sentful, and darting his eyes in every direction for a 
chance of escape, 4 

Lewis, like uncounted multitudes before and since, found him
self claimed by Christ, compelled to come in, and in that compulsion 
he discovered "the depth of the divine mercy." While his own actions 
were involved-he admitted that God was God, he gave in and 
prayed-yet his deepest awareness was that faith was not so much 
his doing as a gracious gift of the Holy Spirit, who is present and ac
tive in the community of believers. 
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The necessity for this work of the Spirit goes back squarely to 
our existence as fallen creatures in bondage to sin and to the powers 
of this age. The New Testament sees us as essentially self-centered. 
We think of ourselves, someone has said, as a picture around which 
we draw the rest of the world as a frame. Luther said we are crea
tures who curve in upon ourselves. But faith involves getting outside 
of oneself. How can we do that? 

John V. Taylor gives to his book on the Holy Spirit the intrigu
ing title, The Go Between God. 5 It is a good title. The Holy Spirit is 
the one who goes between, who opens our eyes and our hearts and 
makes communication possible. He takes us out of the protective 
barricades in which we think we are secure and opens us up to the 
Father, to his truth, his love, and his creative possibilities. 

To have faith is to be the recipient of God's revelation of him
self. It is to know him personally and to participate in his saving love 
and power. But revelation can be received only as God makes our re
sponse possible. 

In the section above we listed a few of the things which are im
plied in such a faith-relationship. Every one of them is beyond our 
ordinary powers of achievement. Their nature is such that we cannot 
produce them by any effort of our own. The reason? They are all as
pects of the miracle of salvation itself. 

Take that first one, for example-to break with the idols and 
false gods which have dominated our past lives. Can that break be 
made entirely on our own initiative? It is we who permit the idols to 
have power over us; for reasons not clear to ourselves we want to be 
under their domination. However demanding they may be (what 
calls for more discipline and sacrifice than the god of social accep
tance?) we find it more comfortable to live with them than with the 
living God of the Bible. If we do succeed in driving out one of them 
we find that we cannot endure an empty house and quickly permit 
others to troop in. As Thielicke says, 'The gods can be overcome on
ly by God."6 

IV. Faith and the Evangelical Tradition 
The Reformation gave classical expression to this understanding 

of faith as the personal relationship of trust made possible through 
the Holy Spirit. Both Luther and Calvin insisted that faith is a mira
cle in which we are taken outside of ourselves and placed within the 
gracious reconciling activity of Jesus Christ. This is the work of the 
Holy Spirit. But faith is also a commitment we must make. "You 
yourself must decide," said Luther; "your neck is at stake. This is 
God's word, you cannot comprehend it .... If you do not feel it, 
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you do not have faith, but the word merely hangs in your ears and 
floats on your tongue as foam lies on the waters. "7 And Calvin insist
ed, "Faith is not a distant view, but a warm embrace of Christ."8 

This radically biblical understanding became obscured in the so
called Age of Protestant Scholasticism which followed the vitality 
and ferment of the Reformation itself. The late sixteenth and the sev
enteenth centuries were marked by a return to an almost exclusive 
emphasis on faith as assent to a revealed system of doctrines. Domi
nated by an often impressive intellectualism the Church devoted it
self to ever more careful definition of doctrine. Sermons were pri
marily concerned with dogmatic distinctions. Correct doctrine had 
replaced Christ as the actual object of faith. This is not to say that 
strong, living, biblical faith did not exist in this period. Of course it 
did. The hymnody of the Church of the period makes that clear. But 
the emphasis had shifted to doctrine for doctrine's sake. 

The reaction to the age of scholasticism came in the movement 
usually called Pietism. Philip Jacob Spener (1635-1705) became one 
of its leading spokesmen and proposed, in his widely influential 
book, Pia Desideria (Heartfelt Desire for a God-pleasing Reform of 
the true Evangelical Church), a program for the spiritual renewal of 
the Church. His six specific suggestions indicate the range and focus 
of his concerns: 

1) There should be a more extensive use of the Word of God 
within the Church. 

2) There should be a greater exercise of the spiritual priesthood 
of all believers. 

3) Knowledge of the Christian faith is not sufficient, for Chris
tianity consists rather of practice. 

4) There should be less emphasis on religious controversy and 
theological dispute. 

5) Theological education for pastors should stress spiritual for
mation as well as scholarship. 

6) Preaching should be simple, clear, and without ostentation. It 
should have as its goal the edification and salvation of the hearer and 
the renewal of the Church. 9 

While the movement of Pietism led to some distortions and mis
directed emphases, in the main it proved to be "the wave of the fu
ture" and had a profound impact upon the religious and ecclesiastical 
life of northern Europe and also upon the life of American churches. 
Among its significant contributions were a more central use of the 
Bible, the vitalization of Christian experience, recognition of the role 
of the laity and small groups, a new awareness of the work of the 
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Holy Spirit, and a concern for ecumenism, social amelioration, and 
missionary activity. 

The story of the impact of Pietism on the religious life of Swe
den in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries has been admirably 
told by Karl A. Olsson in By One Spirit. 10 Our concern here is to 
sketch the understanding of faith which characterized the revival 
movement in which the Evangelical Covenant had its origin. 

The writings of Paul Peter Waldenstrom, the often controversial 
theological spokesman for the revival movement, provide abundant 
resources for understanding the perspectives of the Covenant. Born 
in 1838 in Lulea, a small city in northern Sweden, W aldenstrom was 
influen~d in his youth by the new movement of the Spirit. He stud
ied at Uppsala University, completed doctoral studies in 1863, was 
ordained a priest in the Lutheran Church of Sweden, succeeded the 
widely known C.O. Rosenius as editor of the influential periodical, 
The Pietist, and later became president of the Covenant Church of 
Sweden. 

In his three-volume work, God's Eternal Plan of Salvation, 
Waldenstrom discusses at some length the nature of faith. Concerned 
about what he holds to be widely prevalent misunderstandings, he 
begins by pointing out what faith is not. 

1) Faith in Christ is not the same as faith in the Bible. A person 
may be absolutely persuaded of the truth of the Bible, even to the 
point of risking his life in its defense, and still not have faith in 
Christ.11 

2) Faith in Christ is not the same as having correct knowledge 
and convictions about him. A distinction must be made between 
faith about Jesus and faith in him. The devil believes the right things 
about Christ but is not thereby redeemed. Conversely, many people 
may hold imperfect and even false views about Christ and nonethe
less have saving faith in him. It is a serious error, Waldenstrom con
tended, to equate salvation with holding this or that doctrine about 
Christ.u 

3) Faith in Christ is not the same as believing in the forgiveness 
of sins. It is entirely possible to hold to sins' forgiveness in a general 
sense, or to hold a doctrine of forgiveness apart from being in that 
relationship with God in which one's sins are, in fact, forgiven. 13 

4) Faith in Christ is not the same as believing in a particular view 
of atonement. The penitent robber who turned to Jesus on the cross 
had faith in Christ even though he had no understanding of the aton
ing aspect of Christ's death.l4 

5) Faith in Christ is not the same as faith that one is saved. Here, 
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and in subsequent sections, Waldenstrom reminds his readers that 
salvation is not based on the quality of one's faith as a human activity, 
e.g., on its certainty or unshakeableness. Faith in Christ is not to be 
equated with religious feelings or experiences. The depth or intensity 
of religious experience is never the basis for confidence toward God. 15 

What then is faith7 Waldenstrom reiterates wholeheartedly the 
Reformation emphasis. "Faith is a heartfelt and inner trust in Christ 
as the one who is Lord and Savior. "16 He quotes with appreciation 
Luther's strong words, "Faith is a lively and steady trust in God's 
grace, so certain that one would die for it a thousand times over."17 

Again referring to Luther, Waldenstrom contends that our 
problem as human beings is not that we do not know how to have 
faith. We know only too well, but misdirect our faith to false gods 
and idols. We put our trust in riches, or friends, or princes, or tech
nology and build our future hope on them. We need to learn whom 
to trust. We know how. 

But to place one's trust wholeheartedly in God is at once impos
sibly difficult and surprisingly simple. It is difficult because our hu
man plight is serious. So deep is our self-imposed bondage to the 
powers of sin that we prefer it to being under the lordship of Christ. 
A miracle of grace is called for. We cannot significantly improve our 
condition. Only God can break our fetters and quicken in us the re
sponse of faith. 

And yet faith is remarkably simple. One of Waldenstrom's fa
vorite passages is John 3:14,15: "And as Moses lifted up the serpent 
in the wilderness, so must the Son of man be lifted up, that whoever 
believes in him may have eternal life." The reference is to the visita
tion of poisonous serpents which plagued the Israelites during their 
wilderness journey. God commanded Moses to make a bronze ser
pent and set it upon a pole with the promise that if anyone, smitten 
by the serpents, would look at it, he or she would be healed and live. 
All that was required was to look up and live. 

Waldenstrom knows the human heart. He is aware of how we 
seek to evade the point. We raise side issues, we complicate the pic
ture. We begin a discussion, for example, as to why the serpent was 
made of bronze rather than of gold or silver, why it was placed on a 
pole rather than laid on the ground. How foolish it would be if the 
leaders of Israel should insist, as a condition for healing, that the 
people understand the reasons for the use of bronze rather than gold. 
God asked, not for understanding but for trust and obedience. Look 
up and live! "Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you shall be 
saved."18 
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Obviously the Church will want to think through all that is im
plied conceptually in the lifting up of Jesus Christ. In its almost two 
thousand years of arduous theological labor the Church has not ex
hausted the great themes of incarnation, atonement, and redemption 
which are bound up with Jesus' death on the cross. The Church is im
pelled toward such work because faith, by its very nature, seeks un
derstanding. Our intellect honors its Lord by seeking to think his 
thoughts after him. Yet our salvation is not dependent upon the pro
fundity or correctness of our theology but upon faith's participation 
in what God has done for us in Christ. 

This is not to say that correct doctrine is a matter of indifference 
in our salvation. Waldenstrom by no means dismisses or neglects the 
importance of true doctrine. "God desires," he writes, "to receive 
and to illumine the whole person, both the heart and the understand
ing."19 Indeed, God has placed within us the desire to know and to 
understand. "A living person needs light; that need is from God, it is 
a spiritual hunger which, for the believer, has its roots in the spiritual 
life, and therefore it ought not be quenched, as if it were something 
evil, but it ought be satisfied, insofar as that is possible."2° Faith 
seeks understanding. It will therefore give itself to continued, 
thoughtful, and prayerful study primarily of the Holy Scriptures, 
but also of the works of the great theological teachers of the Church. 

True doctrine is indispensable if the Church is to remain in 
sound health and fulfill its mission. Its theological task is two-folrl.. 
On the one hand, it is summoned to careful historical and exegetical 
work with the Scriptures in order to determine as precisely as possi
ble what their message is. Its responsibility is to bring into clear light 
the kerygma by which the Church lives. This involves disentangling 
the message from the misinterpretations and the cultural accommo
dations to which it has been subject through the course of history. 
When this work is done and the scriptural norm is seen in its clarity, 
the Church is obligated to test its teaching, its proclamation, and its 
life in the light of that norm. 

The second task of theology is to state the message clearly and 
relevantly in terms that are meaningful to our contemporaries. This 
is a difficult task which involves considerable risk. A kind of transla
tion is necessary from the language and thought forms of the Bible to 
those of our contemporary world. The translation is required if the 
message is to be understood and its relevance seen in our contempo
rary situation. It is imperative that the message not be lost in the pro
cess of translation. 

True doctrine serves to bring one into the presence of Christ. It 
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speaks unambiguously of him. False doctrine, on the other hand, 
either points away from Christ and his Gospel or it distorts the Gos
pel in such a way as to weaken faith and destroy the effectiveness of 
the Church's mission. True doctrine is transparent to the reality and 
power of the Gospel and both deepens and strengthens faith's grasp 
of its saving power. 
V. Faith and the Evangelical Covenant Church Today 

It is apparent that the Evangelical Covenant Church stands in 
that tradition which places emphasis on Christian faith as something 
experienced. Faith involves personal participation in the effects of 
the saving action of God in Jesus Christ. With this emphasis goes the 
recognition of the importance of such themes as conversion, life in 
Christ, sanctification, the ministry and gifts of the Holy Spirit, joy, 
peace, and personal witness both in terms of evangelism and concern 
for social justice. This tradition strongly affirms that faith contrib
utes to the enhancement of life; it adds zest, meaning, purpose, and 
fulfillment. 

This emphasis, we are persuaded, has its roots in the biblical 
message and needs to be heard in the world confused about its own 
identity and its fulfillment. But this emphasis carries with it some 
real dangers. A basic, ever-present temptation is to let religious ex
perience become the norm for authentic Christianity rather than the 
Gospel message. When this happens the Church finds itself insisting 
that all Christians must have a particular kind of conversion experi
ence or special manifestations of the Lord's blessing or "mountain 
top" experiences of one kind or another. Religious experience ulti
mately determines what theology should be. Donald Bloesch speaks 
to this point: 

It is well to bear in mind that faith is deeper and wider 
than spiritual experience: it is an acknowledgment of the 
claims of Jesus Christ and an obedience to his commands. 
It consists primarily in personal devotion to a living Sa
vior, but it also entails a confidence in the apostolic testi
mony concerning who he is and what he has done. Our 
faith is directed not simply to the mystical presence of 
Christ or to the unconditional, but to Jesus Christ, cruci
fied and risen according to the Scriptures. 2I 

The Evangelical Covenant Church seeks to guard against the 
temptation toward subjectivism by insisting that faith has two poles, 
one the objective action of God in history upon which salvation de
pends and the other, the personal appropriation of salvation in the 
present. Paul speaks of these two poles in Galatians 2:20: "I have 
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been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who 
lives in me; and the life that I now live in the flesh I live by faith in 
the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.~' The present 
relationship-Christ living in me-is possible through "faith in the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me." 

Let's look at this a bit more closely. How is the past event relat
ed to the present experience? Two views we definitely reject. We can
not say that salvation is a reward which God gives us if we believe 
that certain statements about a past event are true. Neither can we 
say that it is our present faith which confers upon the past event 
whatever saving significance it may have. In that view would not 
faith be the creative power which accomplishes our salvation? But 
Paul is clear. While there are two poles, past event and present faith, 
priority belongs to the work God did in Christ in the past. It was 
there that God brought into history the new creation in which recon
ciliation is a possibility. That event is known to us only through the 
apostolic Scriptures, and the Church which adheres to their teach
ings. It becomes salvation for us, when we, through faith, participate 
in it, dying to the old and being raised in Christ to a new and living 
relationship with God. 22 
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Chapter 2 

REVELATION AND 
THE WORD OF GOD 

To speak of the faith of the Christian is also to speak of the reali
ty of revelation. The object of faith, as we have observed, is God, 
who is not known in the same way that we know such entities as 
trees and houses or even other persons. God exists in another dimen
sion of reality than that known by our senses or grasped by our 
thought. If he is to be known by us it will be because he chooses to 
make himself known. That process of self-disclosure is what is meant 
by revelation. Something previously hidden is disclosed, a mystery 
becomes "an open secret," even as it remains mystery. Revelation is 
the self-manifestation of God. 
I. General Revelation 

It is generally held within the Christian Church that God has giv
en to all people, everywhere and at all times, some revelation of him
self. This the Scriptures teach. We all treasure the words of Psalm 19: 
"The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament pro
claims his handiwork. . . . Their voice goes out through all the 
earth, and their words to the end of the world." The New Testament 
also speaks of a revelation in and through the creation. God "did not 
leave himself without witness" (Acts 14:17); he created all human
kind "so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and 
find him, though he is not far from each one of us" (Acts 17:27, NIV). 
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The fullest treatment of general revelation is found in Paul's Let
ter to the Romans, chapter one, but before we tum to that passage 
some preliminary comment may be helpful. From the Bible's stand
point the ground and basis for this general knowledge of God is not 
human reason as such-as if we could know God by rational infer
ence from the nature of the world; the basis is rather the ceaseless ac
tivity of the living God in and through the things he has made. God 
is not discovered as the end result of a speculative argument but as 
the inescapable One with whom all people have to do in all the cir
cumstances of their lives, in everything that happens to them. 

Because God in his transcendence is such that we cannot see "his 
face" and live (Exodus 33:20), he must wear a "veil" or "mask" when 
he approaches us. Luther views the creation as just such a "veil." The 
creation is like a garment which both conceals and reveals the form 
of its Maker. In all aspects of our life within this created order, in its 
relationships, its responsibilities, its disciplines, its sorrows, and its 
joys, God is seeking to make his presence known in his "eternal pow
er and deity" (Romans 1:20). 

This revelation is such that human beings everywhere are 
aware, at least on occasion, of being confronted by the "wholly Oth
er," in whose presence they feel stirrings of reverence and awe. Also 
in their experience is a sense of moral obligation which has its source 
beyond themselves, and with it a sense of being judged from beyond 
themselves. 1 

Why is it that this disclosure does not result in universal ac
knowledgment of God as Creator and Lord? Paul insists (Romans 
1:18 ff.) that, while all human beings know the truth of God because 
God has shown it to them, they "by their wickedness suppress the 
truth." Although we have been made aware of "his invisible nature" 
we have not chosen to honor him as God. Our self-centered, asser
tive egos have taken control of that knowledge and have twisted it 
into an idolatrous distortion of truth. We have "exchanged the glory 
of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man or birds or 
animals or reptiles" (v. 23). Or to put it another way, we have taken 
an object or relationship which has been of value to us and with 
which we are comfortable and have given it divine status. We then 
direct toward it the loyalty and devotion which belong only to God. 
We worship "created good" (a creature) rather than "creative good" 
(the Source of good, God himself).2 This is our sin, which makes us 
guilty and "without excuse" before God. We love darkness more 
than light (John 3:19). General revelation can show us our sin; it 
does not set us free from it. 
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II. Special or Particular Revelation 
Philip S. Watson calls attention to an illuminating illustration 

which Luther uses to clarify the distinction between general and spe
cial revelation. 3 The general knowledge of God, which is available to 
all, he compares to the knowledge I have of a man whose "face may 
be familiar to me" but whom I do not really know "because I do not 
know what he has in his mind."4 I may see him every day and have 
some knowledge about him, but still not know who he really is in his 
deepest concerns and attitudes. I probably will, on the basis of what 
I do know, build up some conception of the man. As I do so, my 
own fears, anxieties, and, perhaps, a sense of being threatened by 
what I do not fully know, will color my perception of him, and in 
turn will further affect my attitudes toward him. The image which I 
construct may be in error. The only way in which that erroneous 
conception can be changed is if the man chooses to disclose to me in 
a personal relationship who he is and what his attitudes toward me 
really are. 

This vital and saving disclosure by God of himself, his pur
poses, and his intentions for the human race and for the whole of cre
ation is special revelation. In the Scripture a great variety of events, 
happenings, and experiences can be the bearers of this revelation. 
Thus, in the Old Testament, God makes himself known through 
dreams, theophanies (appearances of the divine to human conscious
ness), angels, visions, voices, natural events, extraordinary happen
ings, the words of inspired prophets, and other ways as well. But 
whatever the means, special revelation is God's self-disclosure 
through his acts and words in the history of his people. 

The initiative for revelation is always with God. Revelation is 
never to be simply equated with special insights which religiously 
gifted people may achieve; nor is it to be identified with the successes 
of the upward-striving human spirit. It is always a Word addressed 
to us from beyond ourselves. Its purpose is not simply to give us in
formation but to call a people, both as a community and as individu
als, into a personal relationship with God. It is an action through 
which we have knowledge of God and of ourselves in our relation
ship to him. This knowledge is not theoretical; it is personal know
ledge of who he is in his righteousness, his faithfulness, his judgment, 
his love, and his desire to redeem his people. In terms of Luther's il
lustration, here God, the transcendent Lord, comes to meet us and 
share himself with us. 

Not all events of history are revelation. God is in all of those 
events-he is everywhere-but he does not choose to make himself 
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known for our salvation everywhere. He acts in a decisive revelatory 
manner in his dealings with Israel, the people whom he has chosen to 
be the bearers of his revelation. In such "mighty acts" as the calling 
of Abraham out of Ur of the Chaldees, the crossing of the Red Sea, 
the wanderings in the wilderness, the giving of the Law at Mt. Sinai, 
the raising up of prophets to give guidance and understanding to his 
people-in all of these, and more, the omnipresent and transcendent 
God reveals himself to those who in faith see and hear and respond. 

We have thus far spoken of special revelation only with respect 
to the Old Covenant as it is preserved for us in the Old Testament. 
This revelation carries within itself the promise of a fuller disclosure 
in the future. Looking forward to a time when God will be present to 
his people in a fully personal way, the Old Testament awaits the 
coming of One whose name will be Immanuel, "God with us" (Isaiah 
7:14). The culmination of revelation is in the events recorded in the 
New Testament which center in and about Jesus Christ-his birth, 
his life, his ministry, his teachings, his suffering, his death, his resur
rection and ascension, the Pentecostal outpouring of the Holy Spirit. 
Here, in these concrete events occurring at a particular period in 
time, and in this particular Person, God has chosen to make fully 
manifest the mystery of his being, his faithfulness, his righteousness, 
his love, and his saving power. 

It is important that we clarify at this point the relationship be
tween act and word. We have said that God reveals himself in his 
acting and in his speaking. The meaning of the act would remain 
largely ambiguous or enigmatic unless interpreted through the words 
of the prophets and apostles. But also the word of the prophets and 
apostles is able to speak all the more powerfully because its meaning 
is visible as an historical event. 

In biblical modes of thought, the distinction between word and 
act is not as great as it may seem to us. A word is itself an event, and, 
in particular, the Word of the Living God is a creative, miraculous 
action. It is the outgoing expression of divine energy. "For he spoke, 
and it was done; he commanded, and it stood fast" (Psalm 33:9). By 
his Word the creation came into being. "God said, Let there be ... 
and there was ... " (Genesis 1:3). He upholds "all things by the 
Word of his power" (Hebrews 1:3). 

The Hebrew word is dabar. When used of God (dabar Yahweh) 
it signifies his ceaselessly powerful creative energy. Like the 
sculptor's chisel it carves into being what God has purposed in his 
heart for us. It creates a covenant relationship between God and his 
people in which God is known as true and faithful. "So shall my 
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word be that goes forth from my mouth; it shall not return to me 
empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and prosper in 
the thing for which I sent it" (Isaiah 55:11). 

The relationship of event and Word comes to sharp focus in Je
sus Christ, in his life, his teachings, his death, and his resurrection. 
Here is the fulfillment of what was promised in past revelation, for 
God is wholly present in this Word which ''became flesh and dwelt 
among us, full of grace and truth" (John 1:14). "For in him," Paul 
writes to the Colossians, "all the fullness of God was pleased to 
dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on 
earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross" (Colos
sians 1:19,20). "For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, 
and you have come to fullness of life in him, who is the head of all 
rule and authority" (Colossians 2:9,10). Jesus Christ is preeminently 
and supremely the Word of God-faithful, dynamic, powerful, and 
able to save. 

It is obvious that not everyone who saw and heard Jesus in the 
days of his ministry was aware of the revelation of God in him. For 
many he was simply another teacher, perhaps a great healer; some 
said he was "the carpenter's son;" others were sure he was ''beside 
himself." Only those who responded in faith were able to say, "We 
have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father" 
(John 1:14b). 

But how can a sinner respond in faith 7 Only because the re
sponse is itself a part of the revelatory action of God. The Word it
self must make faith possible, for apart from the action of God we 
cannot break through our bondage to sin and self. The miracle of ap
propriation must occur through the Holy Spirit who works in and 
through the Word (1 Corinthians 2:7-16). 

The revelation exists, however, as a reality in history quite 
apart from our faith. Certainly it is prior to faith; it is that to which 
faith gives response. Helmut Thielicke put it well: "Faith is only the 
counter-signature to God's signature which is attached already."5 

III. Revelation and the Bible 
For us who live millennia away from the historical events in 

which God's revelation was given, revelation and the Bible are insepa
rably bound together. The only way in which the redemptive Word of 
God can become known by us is through the Holy Scriptures. They 
are the indispensable means by which his gracious self-disclosure 
becomes effective in our lives. Our dependence upon them is absolute. 

As James D. Smart reminds us in his book, The Strange Silence 
of the Bible in the Church: 
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What must be kept in sight at every stage of our deal
ings with Scripture is that the revelation of God and man 
that was reality in Israel and that in Jesus Christ burst its 
national limitations to become the faith and life of all 
mankind has access to each new age only through the 
narrow channel of Scripture. It is not to be equated with 
a book, but it comes to us only through the medium of 
that book and, when the book is no longer read and un
derstood by Christians, they have been cut off decisively 
from the roots of their distinctively Christian existence. 6 

What is the relationship between revelation as such and the 
Book through which it comes to us7 We are persuaded that the writ
ing of the Scriptures and the gathering of them into an authoritative 
canon are a part of faith's response through the Holy Spirit to the 
revelation itself. This is to say that the Scriptures are written from 
within the sphere of revelation and are, therefore, themselves a part 
of the revelatory event. They constitute the record of and witness to 
what God has spoken. Their witness is in the human words of proph
ets, poets, and apostles, but in and through ~hose words God wit
nesses to himself. The Scriptures, therefore, are to be understood 
both as witness to and vehicle of revelation. 

Hans Urs von Balthasar illumines the relationship between reve
lation and Scripture by observing that the Word of God exists in two 
modes. The one is the Word in the mode of action; this is the Word 
expressing itself in a historical event and especially in Jesus Christ. 
The Word also exists in the mode of reception; this is the Word (the 
Scriptures) which witnesses to and interprets the Word as Event. 
Both are God's Word, for God has acted both in revealing himself 
and in making the reception of his revelation possible.7 

Thus the Bible is properly called the Word of God. As stated in 
its Constitution, the Evangelical Covenant Church "adheres to the 
affirmations of the Protestant Reformation regarding the Holy Scrip
tures, the Old and the New Testament, as the Word of God and the 
only perfect rule for faith, doctrine, and conduct." 

While we emphasize the inseparability of revelation and the Bi
ble, they are not to be equated. As Waldenstrom comments in his 
Biblical Doctrine: 

The Bible's content is God's Word. This is what one 
really means when one says that 'the Bible is God's 
Word.' The Bible is a book which can be torn asunder, 
be burned up, be soiled, etc. But God's Word can neither 
be tom asunder nor burned up, nor soiled.8 
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It is apparent that God's revelation in Jesus Christ existed before 
the New Testament was written. Those who believed in that day did 
so as they responded directly to Jesus or to the witness of apostles or 
to oral tradition. Yet not all who saw and heard believed; only those 
whose eyes were opened by God saw "the light of the knowledge of 
the glory of God in the face of Christ" (2 Corinthians 4:6). For us the 
revelation comes in and through the words of the Bible, but, as we 
all know, it is entirely possible to read the words without hearing 
and responding to the Word of God. The dynamic, life-giving reve
lation is received only when the Holy Spirit opens mind and heart to 
accept the Word which is Jesus Christ. Johann Arndt, the father of 
German Pietism and author of True Christianity, gave one of his 
chapters the title, "The person who does not live in Christ but clings 
with his heart to the world has only the external letters of the Scrip
ture and does not taste the power and the inner manna."9 

IV. Revelation and the Holy Spirit 
We have referred several times to the involvement of the Holy 

Spirit in revelation. This needs amplification. The work of the Holy 
Spirit with respect to the Scriptures may be said to be three-fold. 

1) The Holy Spirit inspired the writers of the Scriptures. "No 
prophecy ever came by the impulse of man, but men, moved by the 
Holy Spirit, spoke from God" (2 Peter 1:21). 

There is overwhelming agreement in the tradition of which we 
are a part that the Scriptures are inspired by God, but discussion 
continues as to the manner of that inspiration. The Scripture speaks 
of the fact of inspiration, using such terms as "inspired," "God
breathed," "moved by the Holy Spirit," but does not develop a doc
trine as to how inspiration occurs. Is it of the words and word order? 
Is it of the writers? Does divine inspiration imply inerrancy? These 
are difficult questions which continue to be discussed within Evan
gelicalism and within the Evangelical Covenant Church. We affirm 
witl: the Bible that "all Scripture is inspired by God and profitable 
for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righ
teousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every 
good work" (2 Timothy 3:16). 'The Covenant has not chosen to be 
more precise than this in stating its view of inspiration," as is indicat
ed in Covenant Affirmations. 10 

In its central tradition the Christian Church has strongly taught 
the fact of inspiration. 'We cannot hold," says J.K. Mozley, "that 
the revelation is God's and leave no place for an activity of God in 
the record which answers to the revelation."11 In affirming inspira
tion the Church specifically rejects the notion that the Scriptures are 
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merely an account of religious experience, or simply a historical rec
ord of the development of the religious thought of a gifted people, or 
even the record of the spiritual and ethical insights of religious ge
nius. To speak of inspiration is to say that Scripture has its source ul
timately in God. It is to affirm that the biblical writers are partici
pants through the Holy Spirit in God's decisive disclosure of himself, 
and in that relationship the Spirit has shaped their understanding of 
the meaning of God's action and guided their presentation in such a 
way that divine revelation is fully and authoritatively communicated 
through their words. 

This work of inspiration, like all the work of the Holy Spirit, is 
personal, not mechanical. The Spirit does not negate, cancel out, or 
suppress the human personality but works through it and with it. 
Thus, as the writers of Scripture did their research, made inquiries, 
gathered materials, ordered their thoughts, and expressed their un
derstanding in writing, the Spirit worked with them and with the 
community of which they were a part, in such a way that the divine 
Word was communicated in and through their human words. 

While inspiration is of persons, it certainly extends to the words 
used by the person. How can God inspire the writer without thereby 
affecting the words which are written? This does not mean, how
ever, that the writers were merely passive instruments in the hand of 
God. To read the Bible is to become aware of the differences in style, 
for example, between Paul and Luke, or the different use of vocabu
lary by Paul and John, or the varying reports in the Gospels of the 
same event or speech in the life of Jesus. All of these indicate that the 
writers had considerable freedom in their choice of words and mode 
of expression. 

Being "moved by the Holy Spirit" does not mean that the writ
ers ceased to be real human beings existing in a particular historical 
and cultural situation. What it does mean is that the Holy Spirit en
abled them, in their cultural situation, to bring the Word of God to 
normative expression in the language and thought-forms of their 
day. 

An imperfect but nonetheless helpful analogy may be drawn be
tween the Bible and our Lord Jesus Christ, who existed as one Person 
in two natures. God chose to become incarnate in our humanity; he 
was fully present in and through the human Jesus. In a somewhat 
similar way the divine Word of God is made present to us in and 
through the human words of the Bible. This is not to say that the Bi
ble contains some words of God and some human words, with our 
task being that of sifting the divine from the human. Rather, in the 
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Bible the divine Word and the human words are conjoined; the di
vine Word is available to us in the form of the human words. 

Inspiration must be understood in relation to the purpose for 
which Scripture is given. The Second Letter to Timothy points to 
that purpose when it says that the Holy Scriptures are "able to make 
you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus" (2 Timothy 
3:15, NIV). They are "useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and 
training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly 
equipped for every good work" (2 Timothy 3:16,17, NIV). It is true, 
of course, that the Scriptures speak of many other things; but the 
reason for their existence is to present the way of salvation in Jesus 
Christ. This Jesus recognized when he said to the crowds in Jerusa
lem, "You search the Scriptures, because you think that in them you 
have eternal life; and it is they which bear witness to me" Oohn 
5:39). Again, the risen Christ brought understanding to the disciples 
on the Emmaus road when he "interpreted to them in all the Scrip
tures the things concerning himself" (Luke 24:27). And the Gospel of 
John declares: "These are written that you may believe that Jesus is 
the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in 
his name" (John 20:31). 

It is not too strong, then, to say that while the Bible speaks 
about many things, it is not about many things; it is about one 
thing-God's salvation and its meaning in human life. The Bible's 
purpose is to convey the revelation of God. Its purpose is not to 
teach science or geography or biology or history, though it has theo
logical implications for all these disciplines, as it does for the whole 
of life. "The Scriptures," wrote the Puritan Bible commentator, Mat
thew Henry, "were not written to make us astronomers but to make 
us saints." They will not fail in their purpose when responded to in 
obedient faith! The Scriptures will not let us down; they can be 
counted on absolutely to lead us into the presence of Christ and his 
saving power. 

2) The Holy Spirit accompanies the Word of God as it goes forth 
to accomplish its work. God may be said to work with two hands: 
the one is the Word; the other is the Spirit which makes the Word ef
fective in our lives. Word and Spirit are conjoined and cannot be 
separated. The Spirit does his work through the instrumentality of 
the Word, and does not work redemptively apart from the Word. 
On the other hand, the Word is without effect unless the Spirit gives 
it power. "My word ... shall accomplish that which I purpose, and 
prosper in the thing for which I sent it" (Isaiah 55:11). 

The Protestant Reformers strongly emphasized the indissoluble 
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conjunction of Word and Spirit. Deeply aware of the power of the 
Word to leap across the centuries to accomplish its saving work, 
they ascribed this power to the continuing work of the Holy Spirit. 
Simply to have in one's hands an inspired text is not sufficient for sal
vation. Also needed is that present work of the Holy Spirit in whose 
power "the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two
edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and spirit, of joints and 
marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart" 
(Hebrews 4:12). 

Luther, in his continuing debate with the great Christian hu
manist, Erasmus, proposed a helpful distinction between what he 
called "the external clarity" of Holy Scripture and its "internal clari
ty." Against all who contended that Scripture is so obscure and am
biguous that it can be interpreted properly only by the Apostolic See 
of Rome, Luther argued for "the external clarity" of the biblical text. 
While individual passages may be obscure, this does not prevent the 
basic message of Scripture from coming through with unmistakable 
clarity. This clarity, he insisted, is the result of the Holy Spirit's in
spiration of the biblical writers. The message of the Bible is clear, 
whether it is heeded or not. By "internal clarity," on the other hand, 
he meant "the understanding of the heart" which is the result of the 
continuing work of the Spirit to bring Christ to the heart of the be
liever through the text of Scripture. Hence Luther could say: 

. . . no man perceives one iota of what is in Scripture un
less he has the Spirit of God. All men have a darkened 
heart so that even if they can recite everything in Scrip
ture, and know how to quote it, yet they apprehend and 
understand nothing of it. . . . For the Spirit is required 
for the understanding of Scripture, both as a whole and 
in any part of it. u 

In all of this it is apparent that the Reformers' basic concern was 
with the Bible as it was being used, as it was being read and preached 
in the life of the Church. They knew that words can be just words 
apart from the Spirit who works faith in those who hear the Gospel. 
The Westminster Shorter Catechism, a basic document in the Re
formed tradition, sums up their conviction: 

The Spirit of God maketh the reading, but especially 
the preaching, of the Word an effectual means of con
vincing and converting sinners, and of building them up 
in holiness and comfort, through faith unto salvation.13 

3) The Holy Spirit provides his own inner witness to the reality 
of the believers' relationship with Christ. In Paul's words, "It is the 
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Spirit himself bearing witness with our spirit that we are the children 
of God" (Romans 8:16). This "inner testimony of the Holy Spirit" 
may be understood as an aspect of the activity of the Spirit in con
junction with the Word to which we have just referred. The phrase 
has had great importance in the churches of the Reformation and has 
within it many shades of meaning. 

As used by Luther the phrase referred to the confirmation in our 
hearts of the redemptive power of Scripture. The Spirit witnesses to 
the fact that "we are the children of God" (Romans 8:16), that Christ 
has claimed us as his own, that the Word has the power to incorpo
rate us into the new creation. This disclosure is not the direct result 
of anything we have done. It is a gift of grace. 

While it is essential that we use the tools of research and estab
lished methods of interpretation to get at the meaning of the biblical 
text, the inner meaning is given through the witness of the Spirit. 
Hence, the doctrine of "the inner testimony of the Holy Spirit" is a 
way of affirming that the text is not subject ultimately to our control; 
it remains the sovereign Word which, through the Holy Spirit, 
speaks to us from beyond ourselves. 
V. The Word of God and the Evangelical Covenant Church 

While many influences have shaped the understanding of Scrip
ture in the Evangelical Covenant Church, there can be no doubt that 
two are primary. The first is the Reformation emphasis upon the 
Scriptures as authoritative and powerful in the life of the Church. As 
authoritative they constitute the final norm in all matters of faith, 
doctrine, and conduct. As powerful, they are the means of grace by 
which the Word of God accomplishes his saving work in our midst. 

The second influence was the Pietist movement of the seven
teenth and eighteenth centuries. Pietism was a powerful reaction to 
the Protestant Scholasticism which followed the ferment of the Ref
ormation itself. While significant contribution was made to the un
derstanding of the faith during this period, the Church was preoccu
pied with doctrinal discussion and its energies were often diverted in
to arid and tedious doctrinal hair-splitting. Against what many felt 
was an almost exclusive emphasis on the objectivity of Christian 
truth, pietists were concerned to recover the personal and experien
tial dimensions of the faith. 

With respect to Scripture, Pietism reaffirmed the Reformation 
position on its authority and power, and intensified a concern for 
personal and corporate use of Scripture to bring about a renewal of 
the spiritual life of the Church. 

Without denying the need for objective study of the teachings of 
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Scripture, pietiests were persuaded that a proper use of the Bible 
must include a faithful entering into, or participating in the spiritual 
realities depicted in its pages. Thus Johann Arndt (1555-1621) wrote 
in True Christianity (a volume much treasured by our forebears): 

Faith does all that in man of which the Scripture testifies 
externally. It describes the image of God externally and 
that image must come to be in me through faith. It de
scribes the Kingdom of God externally in letters and it 
must come to be in me through faith. The Scripture de
scribes Adam, his fall and renewal, and all these things 
must be in me .... The Scripture testifies externally con
cerning the new birth, the new creature, and all of this 
must be in me and I must be in it through faith or the 
Scripture is of no use.l4 

When Philip Jacob Spener wrote his Pia Desideria (originally as 
a preface to a new edition of Arndt's sermons) he called for a similar 
use of Scripture: 

We know that by nature we have no good in us. If 
there is to be any good in us, it must be brought about by 
God. To this end the Word of God is the powerful means, 
since faith must be enkindled through the Gospei.lS 

These Reformation and pietist concerns come through strongly 
in the work of Paul Peter Waldenstrom, theological leader in the ear
ly Covenant. It may be helpful to look briefly at his work to docu
ment the concerns of the Covenant in its origin. 

What was Waldenstrom's concern? It was that the Bible be used 
rightly and effectively in the Christian community. This became evi
dent early in his career when he involved himself in discussion of the 
place of religious instruction in the public schools. In articles in a 
Swedish educational journal he argued for the need of courses in the 
Bible as such, rather than speculative and dogmatic study about the 
Bible. He called for a new Bible translation which would avoid the 
old "Church language" with its apparent assumption that the Holy 
Spirit could work only through "Latin case endings and German 
word order." Since the Bible is the source of all spiritual life, it 
should be in the hands of all people and be read by all. 

In God's Eternal Plan of Salvation this concern is a basic theme, 
played with many variations. The Scriptures are to be read "to learn 
the reason for and the purpose of Christ's coming into this world."16 

When you approach the Scripture: 
1) Read in a humble disciple-spirit, in prayer believing, in order 

that you may "walk in the light." 
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2) Read willing to learn the truth, not confirmation of your 
opinions or those of others. Place yourself under Scripture's judg
ment, testing your life and thought again and again by its norm, will
ing to forsake everything not in accord. 

3) Read prepared to give unconditional obedience, whatever it 
costs.17 

It is clear that Wald~nstrom is calling for a radical biblical piety 
in which the Word is to shape and rule all apsects of our lives as indi
viduals and in community. To that end, says Waldenstrom quoting 
Paul, let the Word dwell among you richly. It is not to be a stranger, 
or an occasional visitor, but "the light, the life, the spirit, the all
penetrating and ruling power in one's house."18 The Word of God is 
the spring to which you turn for living water, the table at which you 
are nourished, the element in which you move, the power which sus
tains you. Hence, "reading the Word is not a service which you do 
for God, but a service he wants to do for you."19 

In the course of its history other influences have contributed to 
shaping the thought of the Covenant Church. Of particular impor
tance are the impact of American revivalism, influences from the 
Wesleyan and Reformed traditions, the Fundamentalist-Modernist 
controversy of the '20s, the renewed concern for biblical theology 
which surfaced in the '30s, and the new awareness of the implications 
of the Gospel for social change. The Covenant has been both disqui
eted and enriched by the interplay of these movements and influ
ences, and its understanding of what it means to be a fellowship of 
believers whose life centers in the Word has been enlarged and deep
ened.20 

It may be helpful in concluding this chapter to highlight three 
emphases which are central to the Covenant's understanding and use 
of Scripture. 

1) The Holy Scriptures are the means of grace by which the 
Church lives. This follows from the conviction that the essential and 
dominant content of Scripture is Jesus Christ and the Gospel which 
proclaims him. The Scriptures, we believe, are both the medium 
which speaks of Jesus Christ and the medium through which Jesus 
Christ speaks and acts for our salvation. In the written Word the liv
ing Word comes to meet us. 

C.O. Rosenius, editor of the influential periodical, The Pietist, 
expressed this conviction with a beautiful simplicity: 

A person who seeks salvation is not to look hither and 
thither for Christ. He is found in his Word. One is to 
avail himself or herself of the Word. It is what the Word 
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tells of the Savior that counts. Receiving his Word, we 
can possess him and his salvation .... It is in his Word 
that God meets the seeking one. Here Christ is found. 
One need not go about seeking in subjective feelings or 
unfamiliar areas. One need not wander among the 
heights or depths. God is near in his Word. When his 
Word is accepted Christ is received into the heart. All 
that the Word contains with its message and promises be
come the believer's possession.21 

This theme was powerfully stated also by Waldenstrom who, 
following Luther, held that the entire Bible, Old Testament and 
New, has its center in Christ. The Old Testament moves in hope and 
expectation toward the coming Messiah. The New Testament con
firms that the Old Testament is indeed about Christ (e.g. Luke 
24:44-47). All is written for this person's sake. As a magnifying glass 
concentrates the rays of the sun, so the whole Word of God is con
centrated in the person, Jesus Christ. He is the center point, the 
kernel, the goal of Scriptures. 22 It is he who moves through the 
words of Scripture into our lives, into the Church, and onto the 
world stage, where he is the center of God's continuing action in his
tory. He, the living Word of God, moves in power-provoking op
position, accomplishing change, restraining evil, bringing about sal
vation.23 

This is what the Bible is about. It is the instrument through 
which God's saving activity becomes effective today. Waldenstrom 
reminds us (with Luther) that when David overcame Goliath a glad 
cry of victory rang through the camp of the Israelites. The Gospel is 
the good news, the glad cry, that a greater than David has engaged 
sin, death, and the devil and has overcome! The basis of the Gospel 
is the unconditional love of God; the medium by which it reaches us 
is Jesus Christ as presented in Scripture; the purpose for which it is 
sent is the salvation of the world; and, Waldenstrom adds, a real sal
vation for real sinners involving change, a new birth, and a new 
quality of life.24 As Nils Frykman sang, 

His mighty word goes forth to conquer, 
Its pow'r destroys the forts of doubt; 
The warriers bold yield up their armor 
To him who will not cast them out. 25 

We affirm today our confidence that Christ himself is present in 
his Word and that through that Word his redemptive work is made 
effective in our lives. 

2) The Scriptures are the Church's sole normative authority for 
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faith, doctrine, and conduct. Ultimately, of course, the Church's au
thority is its Lord, the risen, exalted Christ. It is that authority which 
is mediated to us through the written Word. Therefore, the Church 
stands as the people of God before and under the Word, the apostol
ic witness to Jesus Christ. The Scriptures, both Old and New Testa
ments, are the source of its proclamation-both in preaching and in 
teaching-and also the norm by which that proclamation is to be 
judged. Only by continuing in "the school of the apostles," constant
ly learning afresh the truth and the power of the Gospel, can the 
Church be assured that it does, in fact, truly proclaim God's Good 
News. 

In order rightly to use Scripture as norm in matters of faith, doc
trine, and conduct, the Church must conscientiously use the best 
available methods of determining what the text actually says and 
what its meaning is for our day. This calls for historical study of the 
setting in which Scripture was written and careful analysis of the cul
turally-conditioned thought forms of that day. Every effort must be 
made to determine the theological and ethical truth which the writer 
intended to communicate in the passage. The writer's words will re
flect the thought forms and cultural perspectives of his or her period 
in history, but those cultural perspectives are not the message. They 
are vehicles through which the message comes. 

On the other hand, the message or Word is in the words; it is 
not above them or behind them. The Word is not in the insights 
which the words may quicken in us, or in the memories or resolves 
they may awaken. The Word is disclosed in the text. For this reason 
the Covenant Church is committed to the necessity of faithful, per
sistent exegetical work with the biblical texts that they may yield 
their rich fruit. 

In its exegetical and interpretive task the Church cannot ignore 
or neglect the work done in the preceding centuries. We do not ap
proach the Scriptures de nova but by way of the labors of the past. 
We need to be guided by the insights and by the failures of those who 
have gone before. We are a part of a long traditon of interpretation 
which always needs to be judged in the light of the Word but which 
also helps to open the Word to us. 

3) God has made the Church the steward of the riches of the 
Word. This is an awesome responsibility. Paul refers to it when he 
writes, 'This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and 
stewards of the mysteries of God" (1 Corinthians 4:1). The reference 
is not simply to pastors but to all of us who are the Church of Jesus 
Christ. 
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We are first of all "servants of Christ." In the New English Bible 
the word is "underlings" of Christ. In Paul's day the term referred to 
a slave who manned an oar on the lowest tier of rowers on a trireme. 
The oarsman did his work in absolute obedience to the command of 
his master, moving in cadence to the rhythm of his orders. We are 
such "underlings" of Christ, with all other allegiances ordered be
neath his overarching Lordship. 

The word "steward" also refers to a slave. In this case, however, 
the slave was a trusted servant who had been put in charge of the 
supplies and provisions which were needed for the ongoing activities 
of the master's household. Paul says we have been made stewards of 
the "mysteries of God." 

It is that word "mysteries" that particularly needs interpreta
tion. Our age is impatient with mystery. It doesn't fit our science or 
our habitual ways of thinking. It comes to us as something strange; it 
doesn't readily fit into the established patterns of our lives. But that 
is the point of revelation. There is in God's disclosure of himself a 
dimension which goes beyond our conventional wisdom and dis
turbs us in our self-confident complacency. 

Human reason is a noble gift of God, but even at its best, it may 
be compared to the light from a miner's lamp. That light can be di
rected as the miner wishes and it illumines the small area in which he 
works. It is sufficient for him to do his work, but when the dark, 
cramped tunnel in which he toils reaches a vertical shaft which opens 
to the sky, his lamp pales in the brightness of daylight. The daylight 
illumines not only the small area in which he has been at work but 
the much larger space in which he finds his place. 

The light of revelation comes from beyond ourselves. It is not in 
our control and is not of a piece with reality as we ordinarily know 
it. In revelation, the light and power of the New Age breaks into the 
sphere of the old aeon. This is the mysterious and saving wisdom of 
God, prepared before the world came into being, concealed from the 
aeons, hidden in God, manifested by God himself, fulfilled in Christ, 
and finally to be disclosed in power in the consummation of his 
Kingdom. 

It discloses itself as mystery. The French philosopher, Gabriel 
Marcel, in a frequently quoted passage, distinguishes between mys
tery and a problem. A problem, if one seriously wrestles with it, can 
be solved, and when solved, it is no longer a problem. But a mystery 
always remains mystery. However profoundly one wrestles with it, 
however deeply one penetrates its meaning, the awesome mystery 
and wonder are not dispelled. 
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Yet mystery is not irrational and it is not without content. When 
God reveals himself it is as the "hidden" God-as the God who tran
scends every statement we can make about him. Revelation by its 
very nature is such that its depths cannot be plumbed, and it certain
ly cannot be captured in tight little systems of our making. It remains 
the living Word of God which judges and heals every aspect of our 
human existence. 

"It is required of stewards," says Paul, "that they be found trust
worthy" (v. 2), that is, that they be faithful to the revelation. If they, 
in addition, are eloquent or brilliant or profound, that is all to the 
good. But it is required that they be trustworthy. Why? If they are 
not, the'message will not be heard. We do not by nature know the 
things of God. The mystery is not locked up in every human breast. 
Hence, if our generation and those to come are to hear God's judging 
and redeeming Word, they must hear it through the Church, which 
is the prime bearer of that message. 

If we are to be trustworthy, we dare not tame the message, tone 
it down, or domesticate it. We dare not accommodate it to the spirit 
of the age or make it acceptable by blunting its cutting edge. When
ever we are lured into proclaiming a comfortable and thereby innoc
uous Gospel, our sin is visited on the generations to come. 
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Chapter 3 

GOD 

JohnS. Whale opens the second paragraph of his book, Chris
tian Doctrine, with the question, "But is there a God7" and answers, 
"Apparently not."l He then goes on to comment that God is not ap
parent to our senses; he is not "indubitably apparent" to our reason; 
he cannot be logically proved (or disproved for that matter). His 
presence in nature or in history is not patently clear to all. 

In an earlier day the existence of God was a pervasive and basic 
assumption within the culture of the West. The first article of the 
Apostles' Creed, "I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of 
heaven and earth," was generally held to express truths to which 
most reasonable people would readily subscribe. They might not 
honor God as God, but they believed that he existed. 

In our day that conviction has suffered erosion. Modem science 
and technology seemingly have no need for the hypothesis of God. 
Many poeple apparently live happy and reasonably satisfying lives 
without acknowledging him. The powerful of the earth rarely pause 
to reflect that they may have responsibilities to a power greater than 
themselves. Even some theologians have argued that for the modem 
mind, "God is dead." Nonetheless, it is apparent that a pervasive and 
persistent awareness of the divine is also to be found throughout our 
culture. 
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Are there grounds for belief in God7 What has led those of us 
who do put our trust in God to the conviction that he does in fact ex
ist7 Are the so-called "proofs" for the existence of God of any help7 

The great thirteenth century theologian, Thomas Aquinas, de
veloped five celebrated arguments which he believed proved to all 
reasonable people the existence of God. The arguments began with a 
particular aspect of the world around us and argued from it to the 
necessity of God as an existent being. Thus, for example, from the 
observation that all things have a cause, one may argue to a First 
Cause which is itself uncaused. Or one may argue from the presence 
of purpose in the created world to the necessity of a Purposer. What 
is the value of such arguments? 

It is apparent that these classical arguments do not carry the 
weight they once did. At their best they remain arguments; they are 
not proofs. Philosophers have objected to them on the ground of in
herent logical difficulties, and theologians have raised additional 
problems. The God to which the arguments point is an abstract con
cept, not the living God of religious faith. And the arguments do not 
represent the way in which believers generally have found God. The 
almost universal testimony of those who believe is that they found 
God not at the conclusion of a logical process but as the One who 
took the initiative and made himself known. 

In the revival movement in which the Evangelical Covenant 
Church was born, little use was made of the arguments. It was simp
ly assumed that God existed, and assurance of his reality came as he 
spoke his word of forgiveness and love to the burdened heart. When 
believers came together for fellowship and worship they were pro
foundly aware that God was real and at work in their midst. The evi
dence of his presence was in the wondrous things he was doing for 
and with his people. Their confidence was in the God who revealed 
himself. 

But are the classical arguments entirely without value7 Not at 
all. It should be observed that the "proofs" were offered by thinkers 
who were already convinced of God's existence on grounds other 
than those of the argument itself.2 They were believers who were re
flecting upon their conviction concerning the reality of God and try
ing to think their way into clarity about it. The arguments they pre
sented were 1) a way of meeting the difficulties involved in maintain
ing such a conviction; 2) a way of responding to the challenge of 
skeptics; and 3) a way of demonstrating that faith in God is not un
reasonable. The arguments provided, as John Macquarrie says, "a 
bridge between our ordinary everyday knowledge . . . and that 
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knowledge which is the content of faith."3 They are a part of an es
sential and continuing conversation with the unbelieving world (and 
with unbelief in ourselves) which seeks to demonstrate that, when all 
objections are examined, one can say-in spite of everything to the 
contrary-that faith in God is not a blind or irrational "leap" but is a 
reasonable faith (cf. Romans 8:35-39). Christian faith cannot be ra
tionally proved, any more than any faith or non-faith can be proved, 
but the more deeply one probes and tests Christian faith in all the ex
periences of life, the more assured one may be that belief in God 
makes sense. 
I. Our Knowledge of God. 

Even though faith calls for rational reflection, our knowledge of 
God is not speculative or philosophical but is rooted in revelation. 
We do not know him as an abstract concept but as the companion 
and Savior who meets us most decisively in the believing communi
ty-the community which is the bearer of the good news that God 
has made himself known in the historical acts to which Scripture 
bears witness. The light has shined in the darkness (John 1:5), the 
"secret and hidden wisdom of God" has been imparted (1 Corinthi
ans 2:7), "the Lord has bared his holy arm" for our salvation (Isaiah 
52:10). In the history of his people, and particularly in Jesus Christ, 
he has revealed himself as the living God, and it is to that history 
that we must turn if we are to find him in his redeeming power. 

Not only does our knowledge of God depend upon his dis
closure of himself, but our doctrinal statements about him must also 
be rooted in revelation. God has defined himself for us through his 
purposive action in history and particularly in Jesus Christ. Any
thing we say about God can only be an extension, in today's lan
guage, of God's definition of himself in his historical action as inter
preted for us in Scripture. So determinative is the revelation that the 
Church finds it difficult, if not impossible, to conceive of God in any 
other way than that defined by the revelatory events. He is preemi
nently and always "the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ" 
(Romans 15:6). 

This is not to say that the Church may not use the language of 
philosophy or of science or of the everyday world to clarify its un
derstanding of God to the contemporary mind. It is hard to see how 
the gospel message could have been made meaningful to the Greek 
world, for example, without use of Greek philosophical terms and 
concepts. That process of interpretation began even in the New Tes
tament itself. 4 But when the Church uses philosophical language it 
does so to make clear an understanding of God which is derived 
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from revelation. It is the revelation which determines the content of 
the doctrinal statement, not the philosophical system. Hence the 
Church must constantly test the adequacy of its language by return
ing again and again to the record and witness of Scripture to ascer
tain that it has properly stated the truth about God. 
II. God is Personal 

To know God in his revelation is to know him as personal. 
When someone in the Bible gives expression to faith, writes Heinz 
Zahmt, he or she "speaks not only about God but always speaks to 
and with him at the same time."S God is always experienced in rela
tionship, in a meeting or encounter-"face to face." He is known not 
as "It" but as 'Thou." Because he is 'Thou" to us, we are able to give 
ourselves to him, to be open to him, and to discover that he gives 
himself to us and is open to us. He hears and responds. 

In the Bible, as Heinrich Ott observes, it is precisely this ability 
to hear and respond which marks the distance between God and the 
idols which human beings create and before which they bow down in 
worship.6 Ott quotes the psalmist who says of the idols, "They have 
mouths but do not speak; eyes but do not see. They have ears, but 
do not hear ... " (Psalm 115:5,6). And one of the greatest of the 
prophets said with some irony: 

To whom then will you liken God, 
or what likeness compare with him? 

The idol! a workman casts it, 
and a goldsmith overlays it with gold, 
and casts for it silver chains 

He who is impoverished 
chooses for an offering 
wood that will not rot; 

He seeks out a skilful craftsman 
to set up an image that will not move. 

(Isaiah 40:18-20) 
The idol, whether it be the primitive image of sticks or stones or 

the more sophisticated idols of our day, is always a product of hu
man understanding. It is an extension of our selves and of our world, 
and it remains in our control. With it no personal relationship is 
possible. It cannot speak from beyond us or bring to us a Word 
which judges our words. It cannot communicate a new, unexpected, 
and life-transforming understanding of ourselves. The idol remains 
lifeless-deaf and dumb. But it is not so with the living God. "God 
made our ears-can't he hear? He made our eyes-can't he see?" 
(Psalm 94:9, TEV). 
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To speak this way is to acknowledge that what we do and what 
we say are not done in a void. We are always, as Luther said, coram 
deo, before God, before his face. Never are we out of the presence of 
the personal God who hears and responds, who cares and under
stands. 

Whither shall I go from thy Spirit? 
Or whither shall I flee from thy presence? 

If I ascend to heaven, thou art there! 
If I make my bed in Sheol, thou art there! 

If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in 
the uttermost parts of the sea, 

Even there thy hand shall lead me, 
and thy right hand shall hold me. 

(Psalm 139:7-10) 
It is important, of course, also to say that God is not a person in 

precisely the same sense in which we are persons. If we were to make 
our understanding of personhood the pattern by which God must be 
understood, would we not be guilty of fashioning him in our im
age-of creating an idol7 Certainly God as person is without the lim
itations which are necessarily a part of our existence. He is the 
uniquely free Subject who transcends every conception we can have 
of him. 
III. God's Holy Name 

The awesome mystery of the personal God is powerfully ex
pressed in the biblical understanding of the name of God. In Hebraic 
thought a name is, in some sense, an extension of the person who 
bears it. In God's revelation of himself, his name expresses the mys
tery and power of his unique personhood. It is significant that, while 
we may have some awareness of God we cannot know his name, 
that is, who he is, except as he makes it known to us. 7 

By contrast, in the creation account in Genesis, Adam gives 
names to all the living creatures. In naming them he classifies and de
fines the creatures, he determines their meaning for himself and as
serts his dominion over them. But it is not permitted to Adam, or to 
us, to name God. To name him would be to impose our definition 
upon him and assign to him the place he is to occupy in our world. 
God, in the mystery of his transcendence, will not be named by us. 

When God spoke to Moses at the burning bush, Moses asked, 
"If I come to the people of Israel and say to them, The God of your 
fathers has sent me to you,' and they ask me, 'What is his name?' 
what shall I say to them?" God's response was, "I Am Who I Am" 
(Exodus 3:14). Many theologians of the past sought to understand 
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this name in philosophical terms-as if it were a definition of God's 
essence or being. But that is not to understand the passage in its He
braic sense. The point being made is that God cannot be contained in 
a definition. "I am who I am," may be better translated, "I will be 
who I will be."8 That is to say, "I will not be tied down to any formal 
definition which can be grasped by the human mind. I will remain 
who I am, and you will come to know me by what I do in your 
midst." God is the Holy One of Israel who, even as he makes himself 
known, remains the unfathomable Lord of all history. 
IV. God as Trinity 

The doctrine of the Trinity, like all other doctrines, is spelled 
out from God's revelation of himself. While it cannot be said to be 
taught directly in the Bible (the word does not appear there), it is im
plicit in the Scripture's account of the manner in which God makes 
himself known. 

God has disclosed himself in three modes or ways of being: 1) he 
has made himself known as the Father, the transcendent Lord, the 
Creator and Sustainer of all that is; 2) he has decisively revealed him
self and his saving power as the Son who is incarnate in Jesus Christ; 
3) and he has continually made himself known as the Holy Spirit, 
who is present in the everyday experiences of his people. 

It is this trinitarian pattern which Paul makes central in his dis
cussion of how we know God. For the apostle, when God reveals 
himself it is not directly but in Jesus Christ. In him the love of God is 
expressed (Romans 8:39) and his glory is made manifest (2 Corinthi
ans 4:6). In him God is "reconciling the world unto himself" (2 Co
rinthians 5:19). Paul is aware, however, that our sinful self-centered
ness makes us unable to recognize and respond to God in Christ. We 
know him only "after the flesh" (2 Corinthians 5:16). To know him 
as the One in whom God is revealed requires the ministry of God as 
the Holy Spirit, who makes such knowledge possible (1 Corinthians 
2:9,10; Galatians 4:4-6). The pattern can be stated simply: God the 
Father makes himself known in the Son, and through the Holy Spirit 
opens our lives to receive him. The Christian's knowledge of God is 
inescapably trinitarian. 

So far we have spoken of the Trinity in terms of the way God 
has revealed himself. Is it appropriate also to say that he is a tri-unity 
in his own being-that he is essentially and eternally Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit? The early Church wrestled profoundly with this 
question. How were Christians to understand the one God whom 
they knew as transcendent Creator, but also met redemptively in Je
sus Christ, and experienced in the dynamic, life-giving Spirit which 
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was given to the Church at Pentecost? How can God be one and yet 
in some sense three7 

As the Church wrestled with this question, it was concerned to 
reject tritheism, that is, belief in three Gods. Christians were and are 
monotheists; they believe in one God. But the Church could not 
deny that it encountered God in its experience of Christ and of the 
Holy Spirit. The life and the experience of the Church was from the 
beginning Trinitarian. Over a long period of discussion and biblical 
study, the Church worked out intellectually its doctrine of the Trini
ty, dealing first with the relation of the Father to the Son, and com
pleting the doctrine through inclusion of the Spirit only in the fourth 
century. 

As finally formulated, the doctrine sought to maintain the unity 
of God and also affirm the distinctions between the Father, the Son, 
and the Holy Spirit. Using the philosophical terms of the Greek 
world it brought to expression the implications of the New Testa
ment experience of God. For Christian faith the unity of God is not 
static but dynamic, capable of including differentiation within itself. 
The doctrine, accordingly, affirms that there is one God-one divine 
being who exists eternally in three persons. 

It is important to recognize that the word "person," in this con
text, does not have the meaning it possesses today. For us the word is 
understood psychologically; it refers to a conscious center of experi
ence and action, i.e., to a personality such as Peter or James or John. 
Understood in that way, tritheism is an almost inevitable conclusion. 
That was, however, far from the intention of the theologians of the 
Church. For them the word which we translate "person" pointed to a 
mystery which eluded precise definition. As Augustine said, "But 
when it is asked three what, then the great poverty from which our 
language suffers becomes apparent. But the formula three persons 
has been coined, not in order to give a complete explanation by 
means of it, but in order that we might not be obliged to remain si
lent. "9 That is to say, the term has symbolic quality, pointing to a re
ality it cannot fully express. 

While it is customary to refer a specific type of activity to each 
of the three persons (e.g., the Father is Creator, the Son is Savior, the 
Spirit is Sanctifier) every activity belongs to all three. The persons 
are mutually involved in creation, in reconciliation, and in sanctifi
cation. The theologians of the early Church used the term, peri
choresis, to refer to this interpenetration and mutual involvement of 
the three persons. Their relationship was further elaborated in the 
Athanasian Creed: "In this Trinity none is afore or after another; 
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none is greater or less than another; but the whole three persons are 
coetemal together and coequal." 

The proper mood in which to confess the Trinity is adoration 
and worship. The words of the creeds point to the mystery of the di
vine life before which we can only bow the knee. On its deepest level 
the doctrine is not a speculative treatise but the confession of the way 
in which the Christian Church has experienced God. Jeremy Taylor 
put it perhaps too strongly but nonetheless with real point: 

He who goes about to speak of the mystery of the Trini
ty, and does it by words and names of man's invention, 
talking of essence and existence, hypostases and person
alities, priority in coequality, and unity in plurality, may 
amuse himself and build a tabernacle in his head, and talk 
something-he knows not what; but the renewed man, 
that feels the power of the Father, to whom the Son is be
come wisdom, sanctification, and redemption, in whose 
heart the Spirit of God is shed abroad-this man, though 
he understands nothing of what is intelligible, yet he 
alone truly understands the doctrine of the Trinity.10 

V. God's Transcendence, Immanence, and Providential Care 
The Scriptures speak of God as both transcendent and imma

nent. As transcendent he is "above" and independent of the creation; 
as immanent he is active within the created universe (Jeremiah 
23:23,24; Psalm 139:7-10; Acts 17:27,28). 

The word transcendence is used in varying contexts and with 
many shades of meaning. As we use it here, the word points to God 
as the creator, ground, and source of all that is. The ground of his 
own being is within himself. All else is dependent upon him. He is 
also the "wholly other," incomparable and unfathomable. "For my 
thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my way a, 
says the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my 
ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts" 
(Isaiah 55:8,9). 

Dwelling in "unapproachable light" (1 Timothy 6:16), he is the 
free, sovereign Lord beside whom there is no other God. He alone is 
the Holy One who works out his sovereign purposes in judgment 
and mercy, and before whom every knee should bow. 

The fact that God is also immanent in the creation does not di
minish his transcendence. Even as he chooses to be actively present 
in and through his creatures he is present in his transcendent power, 
dignity, and worth. 

As immanent, God is continuously present to his creation at 
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every moment and in every situation, working within the process of 
the created order. Ours is no absentee God who, having started the 
universe, allows it to run its course according to laws which he built 
into it. Rather, in every phase of the ongoing history of the world, he 
is working toward the realization of his purposes, seeking to bring 
about his "shalom" (peace, harmony, well-being), calling a people to 
be his own and to share in his work, the ultimate objective being the 
reconciling of all things in Christ in his kingdom of righteousness and 
peace. Whether we are aware of it or not, in everything which hap
pens, we have to do ultimately with God. 

It must be understood that God's purposive activity is present 
throughout the whole creation-in the far-flung galaxies of space, in 
the rise and fall of nations, in the everyday lives of individuals, great 
and small. The mere fact that the creation exists and is constantly 
sustained in its being is an expression of his holy will. The orderliness 
and dependability of the processes of nature (the so-called "laws of 
nature) are an indication of his faithfulness. The complexities and in
tricacies of the ecological balances of nature are all providentially or
dered. 

It is, of course, true that nature and history also are character
ized by much that seems to deny purpose. Nature is marked by seem
ingly unnecessary suffering, by natural disasters, and consequent de
struction and waste. History does not always reward righteousness. 
In all honesty we must admit that God's purposes are not immediate
ly apparent to our observation. But the doctrine of providence is not 
based upon our experience of meaningfulness or the lack of it, but 
upon God's disclosure of his purpose. "And he made known to us the 
mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he pur
posed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times will have reached 
their fulfillment-to bring all things in heaven and on earth together 
under one head, even Christ" (Ephesians 1:9,10, NIV). 

God's relationship to the course of history is vividly stated by 
Jeremiah, who likens God to a potter toiling at his wheel as he shapes 
the clay into a vessel suitable for his purposes. When the vessel is 
spoiled in his hand, because some lump in the clay resists the pres
sure of his fingers, the potter presses the clay down and starts all 
over again to form another vessel "as it seemed good to the potter to 
do" (Jeremiah 18:1-11). Patiently, continuously, undiscouragably, 
God is engaged everywhere and always in shaping the course of 
events, working out his purposes, expressing his providential care 
and direction. 

Does this mean that God is the sole actor in all that occurs? Not 
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at all. God's providential activity is not arbitrary or autocratic but 
takes human actions into consideration. This is apparent in the word 
of the Lord which came to Jeremiah: "Behold, like the clay in the pot
ter's hand, so are you in my hand, 0 house of Israel. If ... I declare 
concerning a nation or a kingdom that I will pluck up and break 
down and destroy it, and if that nation ... turns from its evil, I will 
repent of the evil I intended to do to it. And if . . . I declare concern
ing a nation or kingdom that I will build and plant it, and if it does 
evil in my sight, not listening to my voice, then I will repent of the 
good which I had intended to do to it" (Jeremiah 18:6-10). Could it 
be stated more clearly? God's purposeful activity does not exclude or 
by-pass human decision or action but works in response to it. 

It is important to observe some of the things providence does 
not mean. 1) It does not mean that God's people are granted immuni
ty from pain and tragic suffering. God does not exempt any from 
participation in the common experience of the human race. 2) Provi
dence does not mean that God is the cause of everything which hap
pens. Such a view would make God the author of evil as well as good 
and would effectively cancel out any real human freedom. What we 
do affirm is that nothing happens without God's providential in
volvement. 3) Providence does not mean that God has predeter
mined everything that will happen in the course of history. That also 
would destroy human freedom. The unfolding of the history in 
which we live and act would be like the showing of a movie in which 
everything which happens does so because it is already on the film. If 
that were the case our freedom would not be real freedom, and our 
decisions and actions would play no real role in determining the 
course of history. There would be no room for genuine risk or novel
ty or surprise. All struggle would have a predetermined outcome. 
Nothing would hang in the balances pending human response. Hu
man beings would be reduced to the status of puppets. 

How, then, are we to understand the relationship between 
God's providence and our freedom? Is it possible to affirm both di
vine sovereignty and human freedom? The answer must lie in there
alization that God in his sovereignty grants a measure of freedom to 
his creatures. Divine sovereignty does not exclude freedom within its 
creaturely limits. 

But how does God exercise his providential care? Waldenstrom 
used to comment, half facetiously, that the best theological seminary 
is the nursery.I1 Perhaps a clue to understanding God's providence 
can be found in the relationship between a wise and loving parent 
and the child which he or she has brought into being and is seeking to 
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rear to maturity. The wise parent's "rule" is always personal, loving, 
and redemptive in the sense that it is concerned with the child's ful
fillment as a person. Such parental care sets limits for the child's free
dom but also refuses to violate the freedom which is granted, for on
ly through the exercise of freedom can the child achieve full person
hood. The child will make mistakes, bring pain and suffering to him
self or herself and also to the parents. In the context of these happen
ings, good and bad, the parent will discipline, support, give guid
ance, perhaps change strategy, and always open up new possibilities 
for the child to grow toward its full potential. 

Obviously no analogy can fully express the grand scope of the 
providential work of God who "moves in mysterious ways his won
ders to perform." He who makes the wrath of men to praise him 
(Psalm 76:10) and uses our fumbling failures to achieve his purposes 
remains beyond our full comprehension. Nonetheless, we sing with 
the Covenant hymn writer, Nils Frykman: 

Thy compassion and thy grace, 
Greater than my thought can trace, 
Over all the earth extend 
To the end. 

Even when I cannot see 
What thy purpose is for me, 
I my trust can always place 
In thy grace~2 

VI. The Perfections of God 
Traditionally, theology has used the term, "attributes," to desig

nate the qualities or characteristics which describe and clarify God's 
being, particularly in his relationship to his creation. Recently it has 
been suggested that the less philosophical term, "perfections," would 
be more appropriate in speaking of the qualities of the unique and 
personal reality, God.13 It's a good suggestion and we will follow it 
in this discussion. 

While it is customary to deal with the divine perfections serially, 
as if they existed as separate realities, they cannot be understood 
apart from one another. This is true of the three closely related per
fections we will discuss in this section, but it is also true for all the 
perfections which could be enumerated. They are all rooted in God's 
revelation of himself, but their theological elaboration is a faltering 
human attempt to give expression to the richness, fullness, and unity 
of the divine being. 

The first of the characteristics we will consider is his holiness. 

43 



That God is holy is so basic to our understanding of him that one 
may wonder if it should even be called a perfection. A Swedish theo
logian says that holiness is the backdrop against which everything 
else we say about God is to be seen.14 Thus, his love, for example, is 
always holy love; his wisdom is holy wisdom; his wrath is holy 
wrath. 

In its original sense the word holy did not have a primarily ethi
cal connotation. It referred to an awesome majesty, an exaltedness, a 
quality of being "wholly other" which belongs to God alone. It is his 
nature to be holy and thereby to be distinguished from and set apart 
from every other form of being. In biblical perspective this includes 
his ethical exaltation. He is characterized by perfect goodness before 
which "our righteousness is as filthy rags" (Isaiah 64:6, AV). 

It is significant in Scripture that God wills to be and remain ho
ly. As Emil Brunner points out, "He actively maintains it [his holi
ness], and defends it against every infringement on the part of the ar
rogant creature."15 The easily misunderstood statement of Exodus, 
"I, the Lord thy God, am a jealous God" (Exodus 20:5), disturbs us 
on first thought, but on reflection we realize that it could not be oth
erwise if God indeed be holy. To quote Brunner again: 

God takes the fact that He is God 'seriously ... .' God is 
not mocked (Galatians 6:7) .... Since God takes himself 
absolutely seriously, He gives seriousness to life. If God 
did not take himself seriously, what else could be taken 
seriously716 

Holiness, then, means that God is unalterably opposed to all 
evil. This opposition to evil is referred to as the "wrath" of God. It is 
directed against all sin and speaks its word of judgment against all 
unrighteousness. Before that holiness our response can only be, "De
part from me, for I am a sinful man, 0 Lord" (Luke 5:8). 

There is, however, another side to God's holiness. He is not on
ly transcendent over the creation but seeks to impart his holiness to 
the created order. God wants to "hallow" the creation, to have it 
participate in his holiness. He desires that "the whole earth be filled 
with his glory" (Psalm 72:19). He calls upon his people to be holy, 
separated unto himself, reflecting his glory. Therefore the divine ho
liness "draws nigh" and seeks to impart itself to the free human be
ings he has created. In this sense his holiness is redemptive, even as it 
judges our sin. 

This double movement is beautifully expressed in Isaiah's vision 
"in the year that King Uzziah died" (Isaiah 6:1-13). At a time when 
the prophet was deeply aware of the futility of reliance on earthly 
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power, he "saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; 
and his train filled the temple." He heard the seraphim calling one to 
another "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full 
of his glory." Overwhelmed by his sense of the distance between 
himself and the holy God, Isaiah cried: 'Woe is mel For I am lost; for 
I am a man of unclean lips and I dwell in the midst of a people of un
clean lips." But the story didn't end here. Suddenly and unexpected
ly, the other dimension within God's holiness came to expression. A 
seraphim touched Isaiah's lips with a burning coal from the altar and 
a voice said, "Behold ... your guilt is taken away, and your sin is 
forgiven." 

The second perfection we will consider is his righteousness. Al
ready we have anticipated much of what we need to say. Here again, 
it is imperative that we permit the meaning of the word to be deter
mined by the revelation in Scripture and not by current, cultural un
derstandings. The richness and range of the word in its biblical usage 
goes far beyond our ordinary understandings. It speaks of God's 
righteousness, which is not determined by our definition of what 
righteousness is or ought to be. 

The double movement we found in God's holiness is apparent 
also in his righteousness. The first movement is one which is in ac
cord with our general understanding of righteousness as stem justice, 
impartial judgment without respect to persons, the rewarding of 
each according to his or her just deserts. Behind such a view is the 
impartiality of law which is ingrained into the universe. "Do not be 
deceived," writes Paul, "God is not mocked, for whatsoever a man 
sows, that he will also reap. For he who sows to his own flesh will 
from the flesh reap corruption; but he who sows to the Spirit will 
from the Spirit reap eternal life" (Galatians 6:7,8). Because God is 
righteous in this sense, we don't, in the long run, "get away with 
anything," for God "judges each one impartially according to his 
deeds" (1 Peter 1:17). "For the wages of sin," says Paul, "is death" 
(Romans 6:23). 

The second movement in God's righteousness is that which 
brought joyful amazement to the prophets. To them was disclosed 
the exciting truth: God's righteousness speaks not only of judgment, 
but of his faithfulness to save in spite of human sin and rebellion. To 
say God is righteous is to say that he brings deliverance (Psalm 
31:1,2), salvation (Isaiah 45:21), and mercy (Psalm 116:5,6). Righ
teousness, in this sense, is not condemnatory; it seeks to impart itself 
to us. It does not only demand: it confers righteousness upon us. 

This theme reaches its definitive statement in Paul's doctrine of 
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justification through faith. Here the righteousness of God, as it was 
understood by the prophets, is brought to full expression in Jesus 
Christ. God's gracious purposes, his will to save, his intention to 
bring into being a humanity reconciled to himself, are now actual
ized through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. God's righ
teousness is seen precisely in the fact that he justifies sinners. Not, 
however, without cost. Involved is the cross, which at once confirms 
the judgment on sin and transcends it in the redemptive act of mercy. 

The third perfection we will discuss is his love. Like holiness, 
love is so basic to the divine nature that one may wonder if it should 
be listed among the perfections. "God is love," says John (1 John 
4:16). Luther insisted that he is "a furnace and blaze of such love that 
it fills heaven and earth" and that, if a man tried to paint such love, it 
would end up as a picture of God himself. 17 Every act of God is an 
act of love, for it is an expression of his deepest nature. Even his 
wrath expresses love, paradoxical as that may seem to us. 

The double movement which we have observed in God's holi
ness and in his righteousness is also present in his love. Here we are 
dealing with holy love. Much popular religious thought sentimental
izes his love and sees it in one dimension only. While it is assuredly 
true (as the popular slogan has it) that "God loves you," that truth is 
not always the occasion for smiling. Because his love is a pure, 
strong, uncompromising, and untiring concern for the well-being of 
the one who is loved, it cannot close its eyes to the presence of evil. 
Love is responsible concern; it must not be trivalized. God's love is 
not that of an indulgent grandfather. Jonathan Edwards said that it is 
an awesome thing to be sinners in the hands of an angry God.18 Is it 
not also an awesome thing to be sinners in the hands of a God who 
loves with a holy love that will not let us go7 

Understanding of this love does not come by inference from our 
human experience of love but by participation in God's revelation of 
himself. To be the recipient of his love is to become aware of its 
boundless grace, mercy, and redemptive power. Love is not a senti
ment but an activity. Love is God at work for us and for his creation. 
His love is an outgoing, powerful, dynamic, ceaselessly active love, 
which seeks in every way possible to achieve the reconciliation and 
fulfillment of all things in Jesus Christ. 

The double movement in this active love was given dramatic 
statement by Luther who distinguished between the "strange work" 
of love and its "proper work." The "strange work" involves judg
ment, a tearing down, a destroying of everything that stands in the 
way of the "proper work" of love which is to heal, to save, to build 
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up, and to unite all things in Christ. The "strange work" becomes 
necessary because of sin, but its purpose is to make the "proper 
work" a possibility in our lives. Thus God uses his wrath to bring us 
to repentance. He tears down in order to build up. He wounds in 
order to make alive in Christ. In all his actions he never ceases to be 
love. 

God loves, not because of anything within us, but because he 
freely wills to be with us and for us. His love goes out to all, even to 
his most rebellious children. Always unmerited, it is the ultimate ex
pression of grace. 
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Chapter 4 

GOD, THE WORLD, 
AND OUR HUMANITY 

In the Apostle's Creed we affirm our faith in "God, the Father 
almighty, maker of heaven and earth." The Nicene Creed adds the 
important words, "and of all things visible and invisible." The addi
tion makes it clear that God is the creator both of those things that 
are accessible to our understanding and those which remain impene
trable and mysterious-including the forces and powers which seem 
to elude our grasp or control. Everything has its origin in his creative 
work. 

Clearly it is the intention of the Church to affirm that there are 
only two kinds of reality. The one is the fundamental reality which is 
God-self-existent, eternal, infinite, almighty, and dependent on no
thing external to himself. The second reality is the created universe, 
which exists solely because God has willed it to be and continues to 
exist only because he sustains it in being. As something set apart 
from him and "beside him" it can be properly understood, according 
to Christian faith, only in its relation to God and his will, as made 
known in the revelation which culminates in Jesus Christ and, espe
cially, in his death and resurrection. 

Within this creation, and as an integral part of it, God has placed 
human beings-created in his image, possessing freedom and a mea
sure of creativity, and capable of relationship to God himself. In its 
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entirety the creation is the free expression of God's purposive activi
ty and is the reality in and through which he continues to work out 
his purposes. Therefore, to speak of creation is also to speak of 
God's providential ordering of all things toward the realization of his 
ultimate goal, the "eschaton" or '1ast thing" in which the divine pur
pose is consummated. In biblical faith, the history of the creation is 
the history of the "mighty acts" of God through which he achieves 
his objectives. 
I. The Doctrine of Creation 

Many of us can remember the divisive and acrimonious debates 
that characterized the Fundamentalist-Modernist controversies of 
the '20s and '30s. Repercussions of that debate were felt within the 
Evangelical Covenant Church, as was true of most church bodies. It 
was clear that the Covenant Church could not buy into the religious 
and doctrinal perspectives of the Modernist movement. Its mood 
and objectives were foreign to the beliefs and concerns of the Cov
enant. On the other hand, the Covenant did not officially align itself 
with the Fundamentalist movement. 

To many Covenanters, Fundamentalism seemed to involve a 
narrowing of the theological focus of the Church to a few contro
verted (but admittedly important) doctrines which often diverted at
tention from other doctrines and concerns in the Church's total mis
sion. As a result the Covenant avoided identification with the "isms" 
of either side and sought to give expression to its understanding of 
the central Christian tradition as it had been shaped by way of the 
Reformation and subsequent renewal movements. 

It is unfortunate that misconceptions arising out of these past 
tensions and conflicts often make it impossible for people, especially 
those outside of the Church, to read the biblical story of Creation 
with real appreciation and understanding. One need only listen to 
the humor of TV comics to realize how completely our modem age 
misses the point of the Genesis story. 

The account in Genesis 1-3 is not, of course, the only scriptural 
presentation of God's creative work. References are found in the 
Psalms (e.g. 33:9), Proverbs (e.g. 8:22 ff.), Isaiah (e.g. 45:7), and in 
the New Testament, especially John 1:1-3, Romans 4:17, Colossians 
1:15·17, and Hebrews 11:3-all of which must be taken into consid· 
eration in developing the biblical doctrine of creation. What Genesis 
1-3 does is to present in dramatic, pictorial form a profound and pen· 
etrating analysis of what it means to say that God is Creator. 

Genesis 1 focusses not on an explanation of how things came to 
be but on God, the Creator who brought all things into being and on 
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the relationship in which the creation stands to its Creator. The 
writer's primary concern is to teach theology and not science. What 
then is being taught? 

1) The first emphasis is that God created ex nihilo, that is, "out 
of nothing." While that particular expression does not occur in Gene
sis, the Church rightly infers it from the biblical presentation as a 
whole, particularly in the light of the New Testament passages. 

To say that God created "out of nothing" is to say that he made 
use of no prior substance in bringing the universe into being. Many 
of the creation stories current among people contemporary with Isra
el spoke of creation as the molding or shaping of a pre-existent, 
formless "matter." Later, Gnostic thought spoke of creation out of a 
"Nothing" which is nonetheless a "something," which is not anything 
in particular. Out of this formlessness, this "primal Darkness," it was 
contended, the world was made. This view, in all its forms, the New 
Testament rejects (see especially John 1:1-3; Hebrews 11:3). God did 
not have to cope with any "alien" material which could offer resist
ance to his creative work or introduce a negative or evil dimension 
against which he must struggle. The creation, as it comes from his 
hand, is entirely the expression of his will and is, in its entirety, 
good. Hence God could look at his work on the successive creative 
"days" and say that "it was good" (Genesis 1:10,12,18,21,25) and 
that "it was very good" (v. 31). 

Creation ex nihilo also means that the universe is not an emana
tion from God himself. It is not divine; it is not of the "essence" of 
God. It remains the creation of which he is Lord and Maker. 

Unfortunately the Church has not always kept in clear focus the 
implications of creation "out of nothing." Certainly this biblical un
derstanding precludes every attempt to depreciate the meaningful
ness of our material, physical, and historical existence. It has all been 
willed by God and is "good." On the other hand, the doctrine makes 
it clear that nothing in the creation has a divine or semi-divine 
status-not the stars, or a nation, or race, or certain persons. Noth
ing anywhere in the created order merits our worship and uncondi
tional loyalty. We bow our knee only to God who is Lord over all 
that is or can be. This is the basis for the biblical prohibition of idola
try in all its forms. 

2) A second emphasis is that God creates freely. He is subject 
neither to compulsion from without nor to an inner necessity which 
requires a creation. That which he made is what he, in his freedom, 
wanted. It is the reality in which he seeks to actualize his holy will, 
make manifest his glory, and establish communion with free spirits 
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who are capable of fellowship with himself. 
3) A third point made by Genesis is that the creation is in stages; 

it involves a process. It is not necessary to involve ourselves here in 
discussion of the meaning of the creative "days" or to seek to find 
parallels with the viewpoints of current science. But it is important to 
observe that a distinction is made between what has been called the 
"immediate" and the "mediate" creation. 

The creation account opens with the words, "In the beginning 
God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form 
and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit 
of God was moving over the face of the waters" (Genesis 1:1,2). Here 
is reference to the initial stage of God's creative work-the coming to 
be of the primary material out of which the creation, as we know it, 
comes. Biblical teaching as a whole precludes any possibility that 
this formless void is a pre-existent reality out of which God shaped 
the creation. The formless void is itself created by God out of noth
ing. It is his immediate creation, carrying within it the potential for 
the entire created order. 

Over this reality, which is not yet differentiated into the various 
forms of creation, the Spirit of God "brooded," "hovered," or 
"moved," and God said, "Let there be .... "Thus, through the Spirit 
and the Word the manifold richness of creation comes to be. The cre
ative process has begun; God is at work! At his command "the earth 
put forth vegetation, plants yielding seed, according to their own 
kinds, and fruit trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each accord
ing to its kind" (v. 12). God commanded "the waters to bring forth 
living creatures according to their kind" (v. 24). In the entire process 
the point is made again and again that it is God who brings into be
ing every new thing which appears. 

The climax of this work is the creation of human beings, who 
are made of the same "stuff" as the rest of the creation (made out of 
"the dust of the earth,'' to which they return) but who are distin
guished from all other creaturely existence by being in the "image of 
God." 

Scripture affirms strongly our continuity with nature. We are 
one with it, a part of its ecological system. Like all the animals, we 
also are flesh-finite, mortal, time-bound. This is our creatureliness; 
we are not gods. However, Scripture rejects every form of reduction
ism which would imply that we are "nothing but" animals-merely 
"naked apes" in the words of Desmond Morris. 

Scripture also strongly asserts our discontinuity with the rest of 
nature. We are fashioned as beings who are capable of transcending 
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our material and physical existence. The writer of Genesis 2 gives 
powerful expression to this theme of continuity and discontinuity in 
saying that "the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and 
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living 
being" (v. 7). It should be observed that it is not God's own "breath" 
or Spirit which is spoken of in this passage, but rather the "breath of 
life" by which man becomes a human being, capable of such achieve
ments as language, conceptual thought, creativity, moral sensitivity, 
and, above all, openness to God. It is this possession of "spirit," the 
human spirit, which is the natural basis for a unique relationship 
with God in which we can be co-workers with him.l 
II. In His Image 

Our uniqueness is given further emphasis in Genesis 1:26: "Let 
us make man in our own image, after our likeness." What can it pos
sibly mean to be "in the image" of God who is Infinite Spirit? 

Throughout the history of the Church there has been lively and 
often heated discussion of this question. Irenaeus, an early theolo
gian of the Church, made a distinction between "image" and '1ike
ness." The former, he contended, referred to that which belongs to 
our humanity as such, that is, our rationality and freedom. This "im
age" can never be lost, he argued, without our ceasing to be human 
beings. On the other hand, the "likeness" referred to the moral and 
spiritual perfections possible in a life of responsive obedience. Such 
"likeness" is not a natural property but is a gift from God. The "like
ness" can be lost in the Fall, but the "image" remains, weakened but 
relatively unimpaired. 

This view was dominant in the Church up to the time of the Ref
ormation when Luther pointed out that Irenaeus's distinction was 
not justified by the texts he quoted. The texts in question were in
stances of a familiar type of Hebrew parallelism. The two terms re
ferred to the same reality. Further, contended the Reformers, the hu
man plight is far more serious than the Church thought it to be on 
the basis of Irenaeus's distinction. The impairment brought by the 
Fall went deeper, seriously affecting the entire person, including ra
tionality and freedom. This more radical view of fallen human na
ture means that even the "highest" powers of our being are brought 
into the service of the sinful ego. Self-centered reason, no less than 
our "lower" appetites, needs redemption. 

But what is the content of the image? Scripture does not give us 
a precise definition. The meaning of the phrase must be determined 
from the context in which it is used and from the overall biblical un
derstanding of humanity in its relation to God. 
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Is the image a substantial property or faculty which we possess 
in the very structure of our being-something like the imprint of the 
presidential likeness on a United States coin7 It is easy to see how 
such an image may become so worn as to be almost obliterated, but 
nonetheless remain a part of the coin itself. Or is the image relation
al, like the reflection of the moon in the mirror-like surface of a 
mountain lake7 Such an image is scattered when the wind ripples the 
quiet surface or when clouds come between the moon and the lake. 
That image is not in the lake; it exists in the relationship between 
moon and lake.2 

There are elements of truth in both of these positions. Certainly 
we have been made such that relationship with God is possible. This 
is the truth of the "substantial" image. However, the image cannot be 
equated with any one or even several of the faculties which we pos
sess in distinction from animals. The image is in the totality of the 
person rather than in a particular faculty such as reason or con
science. The image is in our freedom to be responsive to God. In bib
lical faith, we are defined as human beings by this capacity for rela
tionship with God. 

An illustration may help. A modern encyclopedia, in its article 
on "Man," is likely to include a page depicting the human skeleton 
with several transparencies or overleaves which may be laid over the 
basic picture. Thus the first overleaf will add the internal organs and 
blood vessels. A second will add the nervous system and a third, the 
muscles and tendons. Yet another will add the skin. As each succes
sive overleaf is put in place we learn more about the particular hu
man being represented on the page. With the skin added we are able 
to speak with confidence about the person's approximate age and 
racial background. 

Now suppose that yet another transparency could add clothing, 
representative of the culture in which human persons live. With that 
addition we would know a great deal more about the person depict
ed and could comment with some assurance about the century m 
which the person lived, his or her social class, vocation, and even his 
or her understanding of the world. For secular thought, this would 
constitute a sufficient description of a human being. 

If we are to present a biblical understanding of what it is to be 
human, we must add yet another overleaf, this one representing our 
relationship with God. With that in place, and only then, are we tru
ly human beings. Thus, what makes us distinctively human is not the 
quality of our intellect or our creativity or moral sensitivity or any 
other human excellence, but the fact that we are capable of commu-
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nion with God and responsiveness to his will. 
To lose the image is to fall out of a responsive relationship to 

him. That is not to say, however, that no relationship whatsoever 
exists for the sinner. God does not let the sinner go; God does not 
cease to love him or her. But the relationship now has a negative 
quality. In so far as we are sinners we live in a state of estrangement, 
under his judgment, with our human potential unfulfilled. · 

It follows that the lost image cannot be restored by thinking 
more rationally or being more creative or trying harder to live up to 
expectations, but only by turning away from ourselves to God or, 
more accurately, to Jesus Christ who "is the image of the invisible 
God" (Colossians 1:15), the Word made flesh for us (John 1:14). We 
participate in truly human existence through faith in Christ, the 
Word. In him we "put on the new nature, created after the likeness of 
God in true righteousness and holiness" (Ephesians 4:24). True exis
tence is nothing less than living in God's love, in his forgiveness, in 
his service which is our true freedom. In short, to be in the image of 
God is to be "in Christ." 

The uniqueness of the biblical understanding of our humanity 
may be highlighted by reference to three terms commonly used to 
designate the human race. Contemporary science uses the term 
homo sapiens, the rational or reasoning creature. Another term 
often used is homo faber, the manufacturing or tool-using creature. 
Yet another is homo ludens, the playful creature. For biblical faith 
the proper term can only be homo orans, the praising and praying 
creature. It is this which places human beings at the center of the cre
ation, able to respond to all that is "below" them and also capable of 
relationship to God who is "above" them. Our vocation or calling as 
human beings is to be the agents through whom the entire creation 
can reflect the glory of God, praising him and glorifying his holy 
name. 3 

Ill. Created to be Co-workers with God 
One of the implications of being in the image of God is that we 

are called to be co-workers with him. This is a high calling, indeed. 
The writer of the Eighth Psalm, after speaking of the glory and maj
esty of God and the magnificance of his creation, asks, 'What is man 
that thou dost care for him?" As he gives his answer to that question 
we can sense his feeling of awe and wonder: "Thou has made him lit
tle less than God, and dost crown him with glory and honor. Thou 
hast given him dominion over the works of thy hands; thou hast put 
all things under his feet, all sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the 
field, the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, whatever passes 
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along the paths of the sea" (vv. 5-9). The same point is made by 
Genesis: "And God .... said to them, 'Be fruitful and multiply, and 
fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the 
sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that 
moves upon the earth' " (Genesis 1:28). 

That we have been given dominion over the works of his hands 
clearly means that we share in his power and work. We are his vice 
regents, charged with responsibility to "subdue" the earth and make 
it a place in which his will and purposes may be expressed. God 
chooses to continue his work with the creation through us. In our de
cisions and actions we play a role in shaping the future. 

The scope of our activity as those having dominion over nature 
must not be minimized. We are commanded to till the soil, harvest 
and use the resources of the land, name the animals, and, by implica
tion, harness the winds and the waterfalls, mine the riches of the 
earth, avail ourselves of fossil fuels and other forms of energy, inves
tigate and probe all aspects of the creation to gain mastery over the 
universe under God. 

The command to name the animals may be seen as God's au
thorization of our scientific investigation of all created reality. Ad
mittedly, many of us have some anxiety at this point. We read of the 
new frontiers of scientific investigation and wonder if scientists may 
not be prying into matters where they have no business. While it 
may be true that some scientists do not always carry on their work 
with a proper regard for the human and ethical implications of what 
they do, they cannot be denied the right to investigate all aspects of 
the created order. They have a charter to do so from God! 

However, few things have been as misunderstood and misused 
as the command to subdue the earth. Often it has led to an arrogant 
imperialism toward the rest of the creation. Assuming that every
thing exists to serve our own interests and gratify our immediate 
needs, we have denuded our forest lands, permitted top soil to be 
eroded, destroyed wild life, and polluted our waters and air with in
dustrial waste. Not only so, the more privileged people have often 
made the less privileged subject to their desires and needs. Even 
slavery has been justified in terms of the interests of the strong who 
claim mastery over creation. We live in a world which as W.H. 
Auden says, 

our colossal immodesty 
has plundered and poisoned. 4 

Have we not forgotten that we have dominion under God and 
that we are responsible to him in the exercise of our stewardship? "A 
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steward," says George Cary, "lives from the estate but he does not 
own it; he may use it but never abuse it."5 We are not imperial rulers 
who are in sole charge; we are vice regents and, as such, co-workers 
with God in the task of making the "estate" what he wants it to be. 

Further, the rest of the creation may not be understood as 
"things" to be used, manipulated, or exploited as we see fit. All crea
tures are a part of God's creation and are to be respected as such. He 
willed them into being and each has a purpose for being, quite apart 
from its usefulness to us. Creatures also have rights. They are objects 
of God's love and care; not even a sparrow falls without his know
ledge (Matthew 10:29). Hence, the Scriptures, particularly the Old 
Testament, carefully sets restrictions on the way in which the crea
tion is to be used (see, e.g. Deuteronomy 22:6-10). 

We are increasingly seeing the relevance of this biblical "theolo
gy of nature" in our day. We are an integral part of nature, organi
cally related to it. St. Francis was right in speaking of the creatures as 
"brothers" and "sisters" for we are one great interrelated family char
acterized by vital and complex interdependencies. We exercise our 
dominion rightly only in cooperation with and respect for the forces 
and powers of nature. 
IV. Created for Freedom 

We have already spoken at some length about the freedom 
which we possess as human beings. We need to bring our thought to 
sharper focus, particularly in view of the intense concern for free
dom which exists everywhere today. Obviously the word is under
stood on many different levels, ranging from the mindless assertion 
that "freedom is being able to do whatever I please," through the def
initions of political, economic, cultural, and human freedom current 
among the various "liberation movements," to a theological under
standing of freedom under God. 

We are speaking here of freedom before the "fall," that is, the 
freedom which God intended for human beings who exist in his im
age. Such freedom is the ability to realize the self to the fullest de
gree-to become what we really are in God's intention. It is apparent 
that such self-realization is possible only through the making of 
choices, and to make choices always involves the risk of a bad 
choice. Which is to say, freedom carries with it prohibitions andre
straints. Thus, in the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve were permitted 
to eat of all the trees of the garden except one-the tree of "the know
ledge of good and evil" (about which we will have more to say in the 
next chapter). Their freedom involved the making of choices through 
which their potential would be actualized. But proper choices can be 
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made only in the light of a commitment to what is held to be good, 
right, and meaningful. We can't live with purpose and meaning with
out such commitment. 

Throughout this chapter we have said in various ways that hu
man beings have been made for God and his Kingdom, to be co
workers with him in the accomplishment of his purposes. "Seek 
first," said Jesus, "his kingdom and his righteousness" (Matthew 
6:33). To be committed to anything less than that is to fall short of 
our full humanity. 

Because every form of commitment means that one must accept 
responsibility and obligation (which seem to curtail freedom) many 
have tried to live an essentially noncommitted life. Nothing could be 
more self-defeating. As Helmut Theilicke says: 

An uncommitted freedom that lets us do as we like and 
thus gives free reign to caprice is obviously no more than 
a mask for a real lack of freedom. For it delivers us up to 
the law of least resistance and hence to a law that de
prives us of freedom. We are pushed around by the most 
powerful forces at work in us, e.g., the lust for power or 
the sex drive, and so we fall victim to an anonymous au
thority. The way into the far country which the prodigal 
takes in Jesus' parable is thus a way which leads from the 
obligation of the father's home to the noncommitment of 
boundless self-rule. But it ends at the swines' trough, 
which is a symbol of complete self-alienation and slavish 
compulsion. It ends in the opposite of freedom. It is its 
opposite.6 

Most of us realize that such noncommitment completely trivial
izes human life, and accordingly we find some center about which 
our lives may be meaningfully ordered. However, because of our 
sinful self-centeredness, we almost inevitably find that center in 
some aspect of the created order-perhaps the family, or the state, or 
a career, or success. When we commit ourselves to an aspect of cre
ated existence as our good, we divinize that part of the world. We 
are caught up in its service and become bound to it. Only by com
mitment to the Creator, that is, to the power which transcends the 
world, can we become free from the world and its power. 

It is this kind of commitment, as Thielicke reminds us, which 
made it possible for Luther to defy the power of emperor and pope, 
saying, "Here I stand. I can do no other, so help me God."7 His com
,mitment to God, the ultimate reality, placed some limitations upon 
him ("I can do no other"), but it also set him free from fear and from 
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bondage to all lesser powers. With all other commitments and loyal
ties ordered beneath the over arching lordship of God he entered into 
"the glorious liberty of the children of God" (Romans 8:21). Hence, 
he could sing in the midst of his embattled life: 

That Word above all earthly powers, 
No thanks to them, abideth; 
The Spirit and the gifts are ours 
Through him who with us sideth. 
Let goods and kindred go, 
This mortal life also-
The body they may kill; 
God's truth abideth still; 
His kingdom is forever. s 

This is not, however, the whole story. Once we have seen the 
world as created and therefore transitory, and have been set free 
from its dominance over us, we are able to turn again to the world, 
enjoy it for what it is, and take it seriously as the arena in which 
God's will is to be expressed. As Jesus said, "But seek first his king
dom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you 
as well" (Matthew 6:33, NIV, italics added). 
V. Created for Community 

The biblical understanding of the image of God is further ampli
fied in Genesis 1:27: "So God created man in his own image, in the 
image of God he created him; male and female he created them." Ap
parently maleness and femaleness are a part of the image of God. 
The passage is intriguing on many grounds. Clearly it proclaims that 
both women and men are equally in the image of God. As such, they 
are equal partners in the task of being rulers, under God, over the 
creation. The passage is of interest also because of what it says about 
God, who, while transcending the male-female distinction, is such 
that feminine and masculine qualities are equally reflections of the 
mystery of the divine being. 

What is of particular interest at this point in our discussion is the 
implication that God created us for community, for relationship. 
Under the figure of our sexuality all personal relationships are in
cluded. To be in the image of God is to live in responsible communi
ty with others. 

In the preceding section we spoke of our freedom as the ability 
to realize the self to the fullest degree. We now need to underline the 
fact that the self cannot be realized in isolation. We become persons 
in the fullest sense in our relationship with God and with others. We 
are made for one another and are dependent upon one another for 
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self-realization. We crave acceptance by others, and we need to be 
needed by them. Only in a fellowship of love and concern, of mutual 
support and helpfulness, can a distinctively human life be actualized. 

For us today this need is met most fully in the community of 
those who live through faith in Jesus Christ, through whom God's 
image is restored. In the fellowship of worship and in the conventicle 
or small group gathered about the Word, people are free to admit 
that they are sinners in need of God's grace. Not needing to be defen
sive, they can be open to one another in love and receive the healing 
and strengthening ministry of the Holy Spirit which comes through 
the members of the fellowship. 
VI. Created for a Destiny 

As beings who exist in the image of God we have been created 
for a destiny which reaches beyond the boundaries of this life. Death 
is not the last word for a creature capable of rich and increasingly 
meaningful communion with God. That kind of life will not be extin
guished like a match which flares for a moment and then is engulfed 
in darkness. 

The Bible uses several terms when referring to our destiny. One 
such term is immortality (Romans 2:7; 1 Corinthians 15:53,54; 2 
Timothy 1:10). As used in the New Testament the term does not 
have the same connotations it does in Greek thought. For the Greeks 
(and for much popular thought) the word refers to the immortality 
of the soul quite apart from the body. Basic to such an understanding 
is the assumption of a body/soul dualism in which the soul is held to 
be intrinsically immortal and worthy of eternal life while the body, 
subject as it is to corruption and decay, deserves only destruction. In 
its New Testament usage the term must be understood in relation to 
the profound conviction that the total human person (and not simply 
a more "spiritual" portion) is destined to participate in life beyond 
death. 

A much more common term in the New Testament is "eternal 
life" (e.g. Matthew 19:16,29; John 3:16; 1 John 2:25; 5:13). Every 
human being is destined for such life, and even though a person may 
turn from God and thereby miss his or her true destiny, the reality of 
being created for eternal life is not thereby changed. The sinner, in 
choosing not to respond to the love of God, necessarily lives under 
his judgment and deprives himself or herself of eternal life as a con
tinuing fellowship in his love. Even so, the sinner does not cease to 
be one destined for eternity, albeit apart from fellowship with God. 

While eternal life is associated, throughout the New Testament, 
with the life of the world to come, it also is a reality in which the be-
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liever participates now. "He who believes in the Son has eternal life" 
(John 3:36). The reference is to a quality of life which begins in time 
and is lived out in the present as a foretaste of what will be. Believ
ers, therefore, live in the tension between what they already have "in 
Christ" and that which is not yet. They know that they have already 
passed from death to life (1 John 3:14), but they also look forward to 
the fulfillment of the promise: 'When Christ who is our life appears, 
then you will appear with him in glory" (Colossians 3:4). 

Another term which parallels "eternal life" is "the Kingdom of 
God." In the New Testament, eternal life is never simply my person
al, continuing existence as an individual. It is life in community-the 
community of righteousness, peace, and glory which God has pur~ 
posed as the final consummation of all things. Hence, eternal life and 
the Kingdom of God are, for practical purposes, interchangeable 
terms, as is apparent in Mark 10:13-23. 

By the Kingdom is meant the kingly, sovereign rule of God. It is 
a rule which extends to all aspects of our personal and corporate life. 
In its ultimate consummation the whole of the creation will be in
volved in "a new heaven and a new earth" (2 Peter 3:13; Revelation 
21:1). For that consummation "the creation waits with eager long
ing ... because the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to 
decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God" (Ro
mans 8:19-21). 

Here also the tension between the "now" and "not yet" is evi
dent. Through faith in Christ we have entered the Kingdom; we are 
now under the rule of the Age to Come and share, in a broken and 
imperfect way, in its power. In Christ we participate now in a new 
order of existence, but we also live in expectation of the future con
summation when the new order will be established in power and in 
glory. 

There is yet another term to be considered at this point. It is a 
part of our intended destiny that God's image will be fully realized in 
us. Paul says that those who are in Christ are "predestined to be con
formed to the image of his Son" (Romans 8:29). And John writes, 
"Beloved, we are God's children now; it does not yet appear what we 
shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for 
we shall see him as he is" (1 John 3:2). Here, also, there is a "now" 
and a "not yet." In the words of Paul, "We all with unveiled face, be
holding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness 
from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord 
who is the Spirit" (2 Corinthians 3:18). 

In all that we have 11aid in this chapter one theme is dominant. 
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We are made for God and both we and the societies which we create 
can be truly human only when we live in relationship with him. As 
Arndt has said, "There is nothing better for the soul than to be in its 
own house, that is, to rest in God from which it has flown forth and 
to which it must flow back again if it is to be whole."9 Our lives have 
their center and goal in God. Augustine expressed it well in his 
prayer: 

God, from whom to turn 
is to fall, 

To whom to turn 
is to rise, 

In whom to abide 
Is to be safe. 

God, whom to forsake 
is to die, 

To whom to return 
is to awake to newness of life, 

In whom to dwell 
is to live forever.IO 
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Chapter 5 

SIN 

When Dr. Karl A. Menninger of the Menninger Clinic published 
his provocative book, Whatever Became of Sin? many applauded his 
choice of title as a return to candor, openness, and directedness in 
speaking of the common malady of the human spirit.l While none of 
us can deny the existence of evil and wrongdoing, we all demonstrate 
an astonishing ability to avoid full acceptance of our implication in 
it. We are adept at placing blame everywhere else than with our
selves. When we do admit to wrongdoing we blunt its seriousness by 
the use of countless euphemisms which avoid the word sin. By shy
ing away from recognition of sin as a stubborn, unyielding, ever
present reality in our lives, both as individuals and in society, we live 
with illusion rather than hard fact. Do we not need once again to tell 
it as it is and come to terms with the enormous potential for evil 
which lies within the human heart? JohnS. Whale is right in affirm
ing "that Public Enemy Number One is neither ignorance, nor stu
pidity, nor the defective social environment, but sin, which is the 
deep mysterious root of all these evils."2 

Sin must be understood as an expression both of the grandeur 
and the misery of our humanity. Animals cannot sin; only those cre
ated for free and responsible relationship with God can sin. This is 
the profoundly tragic dimension in our existence-that we who are 
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created "in his image" and for relationship with him, have permitted 
that relationship to be ruptured and have become capable of deeds of 
such horrendous evil that they cry to heaven for redress. 
I. What is Sin? 

The familiar words of the Catechism serve as a good prelimi
nary answer to the question. "Sin is all in word, thought, and deed 
that is contrary to the will of God."3 That time-honored definition 
quite properly observes 1) that sin is a matter of disobedience, 2) that 
it is personal, something I do, and 3) however much it may involve 
other people, it is essentially directed toward God ("Against thee, 
thee only have I sinned," Psalm 51:4). 

The biblical view of sin, however, is not exhaustively stated in 
any one formula. The Scriptures themselves use a variety of terms 
with varying connotations to designate sin. Thus it is "missing the 
mark," "turning aside from the right way," "transgressing" against 
the will of God, being "hostile to God." It is rebellion, pride, unbe
lief, idolatry, self-centeredness, being "curved in upon oneself" (Lu
ther). Sin implies a broken relationship with God, existing as a "be
ing in contradiction," estranged from God, from one's true self, and 
from one's fellow creatures. 

On its deepest level sin is not the evil deeds which we do but is 
rather an inner inclination of the will and of the heart. The basic 
movement of sin is from the "inside" to the "outside."4 "Out of the 
heart," said Jesus, "come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornica
tion, theft, false witness, slander" (Matthew 15:19). Jeremiah ob
served that "The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately 
corrupt" (Jeremiah 17:9). And Jesus asked the question, "Are grapes 
gathered from thorns, or figs from thistles? So, every sound tree 
bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears evil fruit" (Matthew 7:16, 17). 
Sin, then, is basically a state of mind and heart, a disposition or atti
tude of the spirit, a wrong relationship to God which comes to ex
pression in our evil deeds. 

This emphasis on the inwardness of sin guards against all merely 
moralistic or legalistic understandings. It also underlines the person
al nature of sin by its insistence that sin is rooted in the totality of our 
being as persons. It is the heart which is evil. In this context, "heart" 
does not refer to an aspect of our being; it refers to the totality of our 
being as it expresses itself in action. My sin is the expression of my 
whole self. I am the sinner, not a "lower," less spiritual aspect of my 
nature which temporarily got out of control. I am responsible. 5 

In emphasizing this dimension of personal responsibility it is 
important to reject every attempt to place blame elsewhere. As 
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G. C. Berkouwer observes, the attempt to place blame, or to make 
excuse or to "explain" is itself "part and parcel of the very nature of . 

. "6 sm. 
We cannot blame God for sin. He is not its source or author. 

While it is true that God has made the creation such that sin is a pos
sibility within it, he cannot be said to be its cause. With a remarkable 
unanimity the Church has rejected the notion that God is the author 
of sin and even called that. "explanation" blasphemy. 7 In the words 
of James, "Let no one say when he is tempted, 'I am tempted by 
God;' for God cannot be tempted with evil and he himself tempts no 
one" (James 1:13). 

Neither can sin be explained by reference to a cosmic dualism in 
which two eternal principles or powers, one good and one evil, con
tend forever for dominance in this world. The Church has resolutely 
resisted all attempts to ascribe evil to the work of such a dark power. 
This is not to say that the Church fails to take evil seriously or re
fuses to recognize the radical antithesis between God and evil. What 
the Church refuses to do is to assign eternal status to evil. All things 
are created by God and are fundamentally good. Evil has its source, 
not in a dark, self-existent power which is in competition with the 
Holy God, but in the misuse by created beings of the freedom which 
has been given them by God. Thus Scripture sees Lucifer (Satan) as a 
fallen angel who had sought to make himself like God (Isaiah 
14:12-14). 

While Scripture gives no support to a dualistic explanation of 
moral evil, it does speak of seductive, powerful, demonic forces 
which constitute a "kingdom of darkness" ranged against the will 
and purposes of God. Thus Paul insists that our battle is not against 
flesh and blood but against "the principalities, against the powers, 
against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual 
hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places" (Ephesians 6:12). Is the 
cause of our sin to be found in the overwhelming power of these de
monic influences? Did "the devil make me do it7" The emphatic re
sponse of the Church is, "No." While we must not minimize the terri
ble power of "the god of this world" who has "blinded the minds of 
the unbelievers" (2 Corinthians 4:4) and holds sinful humanity cap
tive, it remains true that the sinner acquiesces in the rule of the dark 
powers. As Berkouwer has observed, 'When Scripture speaks of the 
power of the evil one we also hear (at the same time) of the 'passions 
of our flesh,' and following the 'desires of body and mind' and being 
the 'children of wrath' (Ephesians 2:3)"8 

However great the powers may be in relation to us, they cannot 
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force us to be their unwilling victims. They can only seduce and de
ceive. The power they have over us is that which we permit them to 
have. Only in our capitulation does the force of evil become irresisti
ble. It is in our surrender that we become the slaves of sin. We can
not charge the "powers of darkness" with responsibility for our 
wrongdoing. We are guilty for we have permitted ourselves to be de
ceived; we have willingly become subjects of the "kingdom of dark
ness." 

A favorite device in our day is to place the blame for sin on cir
cumstances beyond our control. What is wrong is not ourselves but 
the environment in which we grew up or a wretched home situation 
or the inability to get a job. If only my parents had been more under
standing; if only I had gone around with a different crowd, things 
would be different, we say. But does that get us off the hook7 Grant
ed, circumstances do make a difference, but the fact remains, I can
not explain away my guilt by blaming others. There is no way to es
cape the prophet's accusing finger, "You are the man" (2 Samuel 
12:7). 
II. The Story of the "Fall" 

The story of the Fall, when taken in conjunction with the story 
of creation, is a profound and illuminating disclosure of the nature of 
sin. Cast in dramatic, pictorial form, it is rich in imagery and sym
bolism and deserves careful study and reflection. While its specific 
imagery does not enter prominently into other biblical presentations 
of human sinfulness, the representation of sin as a "falling away" 
from God is basic to the biblical theme of redemption. The story of 
the Fall is to be interpreted in the light of the less dramatic teaching 
passages of Scripture, particularly of the New Testament. 

With this in mind, what does this ancient and wonderful story 
tell us about the reality of our existence in sin7 Such is the richness 
and power of its imagery that no one interpretation exhausts its 
meaning. In this section we can lift up only a few of the themes 
which are illumined by the passage. 

We begin with the observation that the three opening chapters 
of Genesis speak of God's intention for the human race. He created 
us to be "in his image," to have "dominion" over the creation and to 
be co-workers with God in the achieving of his purposes. The fruit of 
all the trees of the garden was given to Adam and Eve to eat and en
joy. Every resource of the created order was theirs to use-with one 
exception. They were not to eat of "the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil" (Genesis 2:16,17). That is to say, the determination of 
what is good and what is evil is ultimately God's prerogative and his 
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alone. He does not give to his creatures the right to determine for 
themselves and on their terms what will be good or evil. They are 
called to live in obedience to his good. 

Sin arises as the tempter suggests doubt, unbelief. "Did God 
really say that7 Surely you will not die, for God knows that when 
you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, 
knowing good and evil." You will be like Godl In that phrase is 
found the deepest root of sin. Sin is overreaching ourselves, forget
ting our creaturehood, seeking to take the reins into our hands and 
to determine for ourselves, without reference to others, the course of 
our lives. It is to deny God's claim upon us and to assert our inde
pendence of him. Sin is putting self at the center of life rather than 
God. 

What happens when we place self at the center is all too clear. 
We all, individually and collectively, "overestimate our powers, vir
tues, and achievements" (Reinhold Niebuhr) and place our good 
above that of others. Thus Eve, seeing the good from her perspec
tive, acts accordingly, and Adam does the same. Discord and con
flict are inevitable. Adam and Eve's immediate and uninhibited rela
tionship with God and with one another, symbolized by their un
ashamed nakedness, is broken. Now they hide from God and cover 
themselves, fearful and mistrustful of one another. The Garden of 
Eden has ceased to be a Paradise for them. 

The story is repeated in every situation and in every generation. 
It is true of families, of organizations, and nations. Thus, today the 
bloc of Soviet nations orders life about its good, and the western na
tions order life about theirs. There can be no harmonious and genu
inely supportive relationship between them until each subsumes its 
own good under the overarching will of God. Eden can exist only 
where there is a right and trusting relationship with God. Karl Barth 
stated it well: "I can only live at unity with myself, and we can only 
live in fellowship with one another, when I and we subject ourselves 
to the right which does not dwell in us and is not manifested by us, 
but which is over me and us as the right of God above, and manifest
ed to me and us only from God, the right of His Word and com
mandment alone."9 

A further teaching of the story is that sin's deepest roots (con
trary to popular thought) are not in our lower appetites which some
how get the better of us-selfishness, greed, over-indulgence. The Bi
ble places the seat of sin in the highest capabilities of the human 
spirit. While the whole of our being is involved ("the tree was good 
for food, and . . . was a delight to the eyes and . . . was to be de-
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sired to make us wise") the seat of sin is in our freedom and creativi
ty. The very qualities which are the basis for our highest achieve
ment become the occasion for our deepest sin. 

It has been suggested that this view of moral evil as essentially 
pride and rebellion is open to serious criticism. May it not present sin 
on too grand a scale? Is "rebellion" the right word for our sinfulness? 
Most of us probably do not experience sin in this "heroic" fashion. 
For us sin is not a defiant clenching of one's fist in the face of God, 
but rather a whimpering, cowardly, low voltage lethargy or inertia 
which simply keeps us from doing what we know God would have 
us do. Sin, in this sense, is weak-kneed acquiescence in evil, going 
along with the crowd, taking the path of least resistance, not caring 
enough to assert ourselves. It adds up to a fundamental reluctance to 
trouble ourselves about issues and a refusal to take a stand. Far from 
being an expression of pride, it would seem to be an instance of in
sufficient self-esteem. 

However, if we look more closely, is it not apparent that even 
such sin has its roots in overconcern for the self? Are we not here 
also "curved in upon ourselves?" In being overly preoccupied with 
the self, with its immediate interests and its creaturely comfort, we 
shirk our responsibility to be what God wants us to be. In the face of 
the freedom he intended for us in relationship with himself and oth
ers, we become anxious and uneasy in the presence of the multitude 
of choices open to us. As Kierkegard has pointed out, we find our
selves drawn toward the life of creative freedom in God, but also be
come fearful of the risks involved in such commitment. We prefer se
curity and seek to achieve it for ourselves in our own way. Refusing 
faith and trust in God, we place our confidence in ourselves, or in the 
crowd with which we travel, or simply sink back into lethargic indif
ference or into sensual indulgence and try to forget what might have 
been.1o 

We need to make one more comment before leaving this theme. 
The Genesis story is rather remarkable for the way in which it inter
weaves the two understandings of the Hebrew word, "Adam."11 The 
word is used both as a proper name and as a common noun, that is, 
"Adam" can be the name given to an individual, or it can mean all 
humankind. Thus, Genesis 1:26 and 2:7 use the term in the generic 
sense; the reference is to humankind. In 3:17 it is used as a proper 
name; in 3:20 it is generic (translated, "the man"); in 3:21 the refer
ence is again to an individual and in 3:22 it is to humankind. It is in
teresting that Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:21,22 speaks of Adam as both 
an individual and as representative of the race. It seems appropriate 
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to conclude with Bloesch that the story has a "dual focus" -i.e., that 
its reference is to "universal man" and to "primal man"12 

Accordingly, on the one hand the Fall points to the existence of 
all humankind in sinful rebellion against God. In this sense, Adam is 
Everyman. His experience is the experience of all of us. In our most 
characteristic acts we grasp for equality with God, and, placing self 
at the center, separate ourselves from God and from our true destiny 
in him. 

Paul underlines this understanding in his discussion of our fall 
into sin in Romans 1:19ff. Without referring specifically to Adam, 
his account parallels the Genesis story. Paul observes that all of us, 
having been made aware of God's "invisible nature," have chosen, 
nonetheless, not to honor him as God and have "exchanged the glory 
of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man or birds or 
animals or reptiles." We "exchanged the truth about God for a lie 
and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator." 
Therefore, says Paul, God has given us up to the lusts of our hearts. 
"Eden" is no more. 

On the other hand we should not permit this universal and exis
tential understanding of the Fall to obscure the fact that the story 
also points to a historical event at the very beginning of our existence 
as a human race when our forebears took a wrong tum through the 
sinful assertion of self against God's will for the entire creation. Rec
ognition of this truth is implied in the affirmation of a historic Fall 
through which sin entered into the ongoing history of humankind, 
with its devasting effects-alienation, distrust, disharmony, conflict, 
envy, hatred, and guilt. Our present history, both corporate and in
dividual, is in fundamental and pervasive contradiction to its God
intended goal. That contradiction is not entirely our work; it was 
there before we acted. We have been shaped by what has gone be
fore. From our birth we have lived in an estranged and fallen world 
as those who are themselves estranged and fallen and in bondage to 
the power of sin. 

The Fall, then, introduced into the course of history a move
ment of alienation which has a cumulative and destructive effect 
upon our common life. We-all of us-exist under the power of a 
continuing "kingdom of evil." Ethically, we do not start from 
scratch. Because we are part and parcel of an evil milieu, the deeds 
we do, the communities we create, and the institutions we develop 
are all corrupted in the very act of formation and become themselves 
corrupting powers which enter into the shaping of the future. From 
this process there is no escape, for every effort to achieve a new 
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order is itself the work of those who are corrupted by their own per
sistent egocentricity. 

How, then, can we escape? How can this sickness be healed? 
Certainly not from within. The remedy must come from beyond our
selves. A new dynamic must break into the historical process-the 
powerful dynamic of reconciling love. The Christian Faith proclaims 
that this has decisively occurred in the appearance, within history, of 
Jesus Christ, the New Adam, who "did not count equality with God 
a thing to be grasped" even though "he was in the form of God" but 
freely took upon himself the conflict with the powers of darkness in 
order to win our redemption (Philippians 2:5-8). 

The Old Testament with its unconquerable confidence in the 
rule of God in spite of human perversity and sin, anticipated an Age
to-Come in which God's kingly and loving rule would be fully ex
pressed in the midst of his people. The New Testament proclaimed 
that in Jesus Christ, and especially in his death and resurrection, that 
kingly rule has been made manifest through his person and work. 
The powers of the New Age have been released. Deliverance from 
bondage to the powers of this present age and participation in the 
power of his Kingdom of righteousness and peace are now possible 
by grace through faith. While his Kingdom is only partially realized 
in the community of those who share in Christ's victory, this is none
theless the first fruits of that which will be in the Age to Come when 
the Kingdom is consummated in power and glory. 
III. The Meaning of "Original Sin" 

The doctrine of original sin poses a great many difficulties for 
the modern mind. Much of the doctrine's bad press may be due to 
widespread but erroneous ideas as to what is meant by original sin. 
Since Augustine the doctrine has been associated in the minds of 
many with the notion that sin is tied in some basic way to the act of 
sexual procreation. Such an idea is completely alien to the biblical 
understanding of sex and of human nature and can be entertained 
only where there is serious misinterpretation of biblical teaching. 

Other problems arise because original sin, as it is often present
ed, implies that we are held guilty because of Adam's sin. But if sin is 
personal as we have said, can we be guilty for another's sin7 Granted 
that we are deeply enmeshed in the web of sin and suffer its conse
quences, including guilt, we are guilty because we give consent to 
sin. Paul speaks to this question in a much debated passage in Ro
mans 5:12: 'Therefore as sin came into the world through one man 
and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all 
men sinned . . . " (underlining added). 
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The theological roots of the doctrine lie in the biblical witness to 
human solidarity in sin. 'There is none righteous, no, not one .... 
All have turned aside, together they have done wrong .... All have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God" (Romans 3:10,12,23). Hu
man nature, as we are aware of it every day, is characterized by an 
inclination toward evil from which we have not been able to extri
cate ourselves. It is empirically observable. Edwin Bevan speaks for 
the experience of all of us: "When people say that man is naturally 
good or that his good and bad impulses are pretty evenly matched, 
how is it that all over the world to follow the good impulses has 
seemed like going up hill, and to follow the evil ones like going down 
hill7"13 

How is this universality in sin to be explained? Can it be ex
plained? Would not explaining it be tantamount to explaining it 
away-that is, to making it simply another "natural" fact like the 
color of one's eyes or hair? 

As we have commented earlier, sin seems to elude all attempts 
at explanation. It remains an enigmatic, senseless, and inexplicable 
dimension in human behavior. While we may point to reasons for a 
specific sinful act, the ;eason for the rebellious attitude of the human 
spirit in the presence of the holy and loving God is an unsolvable rid
dle.14 What meaningful reason can there be for setting ourselves 
against God? The Bible characteristically refers to sin as "folly." It is 
the fool who says in his heart, "There is no God" (Psalm 14:1; 53:1). 

To recognize that moral evil cannot be understood as a rational 
and natural element within the structures of the universe is not, of 
course, to deny the reality and power of sin in human life. Whether 
explainable or not, it must be spoken about as forcibly and dearly as 
possible. This the Church has done, in its central tradition, by speak
ing in terms of paradox. 

In paradoxical speech two seemingly contradictory statements 
are held together in the recognition that both have to be said if we 
are to do justice to the full dimensions of the topic cnder considera
tion. The doctrine of original sin is such a paradoxical statement. It 
insists 1) that we sin inevitably and 2) that we are responsible for our 
sin. Obviously this does not make sense in our ordinary, everyday 
usage of words. If our sin is inevitable, how can we be held responsi
ble for it? And if we are responsible for it, how can it be inevitable? 

The Church is, of course, aware of the contradiction but insists 
that unless we say something like this we fail to give expression to 
the depth, the complexity, and the power of sin as we experience it 
and as it is presented in Scripture, particularly by Paul. The value of 
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the doctrine of original sin is its profound insight into the character 
of sin as experienced in every human situation. As Reinhold Niebuhr 
said, "The truth is that, absurd as the classical Pauline doctrine of 
original sin may seem to be at first blush, its prestige as a part of the 
Christian truth is preserved, and perennially reestablished . . . by its 
ability to throw light upon complex factors in human behavior 
which constantly escape the moralists."15 

Even our everyday speech points to .his paradoxical reality. Do 
we not often find ourselves saying something like this: "I know I 
should be different, more patient and loving, and I want to change, 
but somehow it never really happens." We should and yet we don't. 
Shirley Guthrie quotes.from William Faulkner's Requiem for a Nun 
in which a character says about sin, "You ain't got to. You can't help 
it. "16 There is the paradox. You are not compelled to sin, nonetheless 
you do. Paul gives classic expression to it. '1 do not understand my 
own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I 
hate .... I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do 
the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do .... Wretch
ed man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?" 
(Romans 7:15,18,19,24). 

Augustine made an illuminating comment on this theme in his 
Confessions. While meditating on the mystery of the mind's control 
of the body he was fascinated by the fact that "the mind commands 
the body and it obeys instantly; the mind commands itself, and is re
sisted." Why should this be? When I will that my hand move, it 
moves, but when I say to my will, be good, nothing happens. Why? 
Augustine's response is perceptive. If my will were "entire," he says, 
that is, completely devoted to the good, the question would never 
arise for there would be no need to command the will to be good. It 
would already be good. But if my will is not "entire," my willing is 
partial and half-hearted. I do not really intend with all my being to 
do what I will. "Therefore was I at strife with myself," wrote Augus
tine, "and rent asunder by myself."17 That describes his situation and 
ours. Our problem lies back there at the heart of our being where 
decisions are.made. 
IV. Are We Totally Depraved? 

Perhaps no doctrine is as vigorously opposed today as the asser
tion of total depravity, but here again the opposition may be due 
largely to misunderstanding. Certainly no sensible person would 
claim that human beings are incapable of good deeds. Our everyday 
experience gives testimony to the ability of men and women (both 
unredeemed and redeemed) to rise to noble and even sacrificial per-
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formance in the interest of the good. The Church has never denied 
that. What the Church has insisted is that even in these good deeds 
we are not able completely to free ourselves from the self-centered
ness which mars our relationship with God and with others. 

The doctrine of total depravity does not mean that we can do no 
good; it means that there is no part of our being which escapes the 
impairment of sin. There is within us nothing upon which we can de
pend to bring about our salvation. We cannot rely on a "higher" self 
to win victory over the "lower" self, for the "higher," no less than the 
"lower," is fallen and is itself in need of redemption. Hence, we can
not save ourselves by the deeds of our body, or by the quality and 
depth of our love for others, or by the brilliance of our intellectual 
achievements, or even by the intensity of our spiritual devotion. 
'The essence of sin," said Luther, "is that man seeks his own in 
everything, even in God."18 With W.H. Auden, our profoundest 
prayer continues to be: 

Convince our pride of its offense 
In all things, even penitence.19 

The message is unmistakeable; at the center of our being we are 
always sinners, guilty before God and in need of forgiveness. 
V. Keeping the Focus Right 

Throughout this chapter we have been speaking of all human
kind as sinful by nature. The Epistle to the Ephesians declares that 
we "were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind" 
(2:3). It must be recognized that the term, when used in this way, re
fers to our nature as fallen into sin and existing under sin's domina
tion. The reference is to something we have become, not to that 
which we are in God's intention. Our true human nature is in "the 
image of God," and sinfulness is the distortion, the perversion, and 
the contradiction of that nature. From this perspective sin is always 
something abnormal and unnatural. 

The theologians of the Church have, for the most part, been 
careful to observe this distinction. Thus Calvin said that we are cor
rupted by a natural pravity which does not originate from nature. It 
is rather something which happens to us and is not an originally in
nate quality .2° Similarly he and others avoid saying that we sin nec
essarily, but rather inevitably. The lines may seem to be very finely 
drawn, but the point being made is that sin (while universally pres
ent) is not a necessary or essential part of being human. 

It is important to say this in view of the notion sometimes ex
pressed that the Church does little else than harp on sin and never 
has a positive word to say about human nature, its achievements, 
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and its possibilities. For Christian faith, the truth is that sin is neither 
the first word nor the last about our human nature. The first word is 
"created in the image of God," and the last word is the affirmation of 
faith, 'We shall be like him." 

The Christian faith is realistic about human nature but not pes
simistic. It does not depreciate the significance of the human self and 
its capabilities, however much it laments our bondage to sin. Faith is 
aware that even sinful human beings can do much that is good and, 
through their creativity, can bring joy, comfort, and healing to hu
mankind. For this Christians thank God and rejoice. But faith, in ad
dition to this, rejoices in the unbelievably good news of the Gospel 
which promises deliverance from sin's thralldom through entrance 
into a new relationship with God in which the powers of the self can 
be brought to fuller expression. Waldenstrom, in his day, insisted 
that such expressions as "slay the Ego," or "put your own will to 
death" were entirely inappropriate and unbiblical expressions. "The 
Ego is not to be slain but recreated and sanctified. The Will is not to 
be destroyed but changed into correspondence with God's will .... 
Reason is not to be slain but illumined .... "21 

Waldenstrom follows Luther in understanding human beings as 
tom between "flesh" and "spirit." Flesh, in this context, is not pri
marily the body and its appetites (see the "works of the flesh" in Ga
latians 5:19), but is the entire human person when oriented toward 
self and the "principalities and powers" which dominate this present 
age. Flesh is thus equated with original sin and its egocentricity.22 

Every human being when oriented toward self is "flesh." But that 
same human being, when oriented toward God and the Holy Spirit 
through a new relationship to Jesus Christ, is designated "spirit." The 
same human nature is either flesh or spirit depending on its faith ori
entation-on whether its trust is placed ultimately in self or in the 
Holy Spirit. 23 

The believer has become a new creation "in Christ." That does 
not mean that he or she is no longer flesh. That struggle continues 
and the word of forgiveness is still needed. But the believer is open to 
the power of God's Kingdom and the renewed possibilities which ac
company life in the Spirit. The final word about humankind is the 
word of hope, "It does not yet appear what we shall be, but we know 
that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he 
is" (1 John 3:2). 
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Chapter 6 

JESUS CHRIST, LORD AND SAVIOR 

In every one of the preceding chapters it has been necessary to 
refer prominently to Jesus Christ. The Christian Church simply can
not write about faith without reference to Jesus who is "the author 
and perfecter of our faith" (Hebrews 12:2, NIV). To speak of revela
tion is to speak of Jesus in whom "the word became flesh and dwelt 
among us, full of grace and truth" (John 1:14). For the Christian to 
speak of God is to speak of Jesus and his unprecendented claim, "He 
who has seen me has seen the Father" (John 14:9). To speak of the 
magnificence and scope of God's creation calls for reference to Christ 
for "all things were created through him and for him" (Colossians 
1:16). And sin is seen in its full dimensions only in the presence of the 
Christ who "came not to judge but to save the world" (John 12:47). 

The late Professor Daniel Day Williams used to ask his students 
to suppose for a moment that they could state everything that Jesus 
Christ means to Christian faith. If we could do that, he suggested, 
would we not have before us the entire content of Christian truth
the truth about ourselves, about our world, about God, about re
demption, about the Church, about the Christian life, about human 
destiny? Would there be anything left over-any ultimate question 
or questions which would have to be answered from a source outside 
of Christ? The Church, when it has been most responsive to the 
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grace of Christ, has answered that question with the words of Peter, 
"Lord, to whom shall we go7 You have the words of eternal life; and 
we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One 
of God" Uohn 6:68,69). In the depths of its own experience the Church 
has learned the meaning of Jesus' words, '1 am the way, and the truth, 
and the life; no one comes to the Father but by me" (John 14:6). 

This is why Karl Barth can insist: 
Christology is the touchstone of all knowledge of God in 
the Christian sense, the touchstone of all theology. 'Tell 
me how it stands with your Christology and I will tell 
you who you are.' This is the point at which ways di
verge .... At this point everything becomes clear or un
clear, bright or dark. For here we are at the center .I 

The Christian Faith is the faith of those who understand everything 
from the standpoint of Jesus Christ. Nothing less than that is the 
clear implication of the New Testament confession that "Jesus is 
Lord.'' Every relationship in which Christians stand-to God, to the 
world, and to others-is (or should be) determined by their relation
ship to and understanding of him. 

One way in which this truth is expressed today is by the asser
tio·n that Jesus Christ is "the center of history.'' What an astounding 
claim that is! In this particular man, a Palestinian Jew, a carpenter 
and itinerant rabbi who lived in a remote part of the world during 
the reigns of Augustus and Tiberius, in him the meaning of all his
tory-of that which is past and that which is still in the future-is 
disclosed. In his life as a person and particularly in his death andre
surrection is found the key to understanding God and the meaning of 
his purposive activity throughout the entire creation. In Jesus, the 
Church believes, God-who is at the beginning of history, who acts 
within history, and who stands at the end of history-is uniquely 
present. The Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end, are 
brought to historical focus in Jesus. In him "the Word became flesh" 
(John 1:14), in him "the Kingdom of God is at hand" (Mark 1:15), 
and in him "all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell" (Colossians 
1:19). 

In this claim is seen in its most startling form what has been called 
"the scandal of particularity." Why should God enter history in a 
uniquely decisive manner at this particular place? Why should other 
cultures and peoples be passed by7 Why at this time, in this part of 
the world, among these people, and under these circumstances? 
Ought not God make himself known with equal decisiveness every
where, at all times and to all peoples? It must be admitted that God's 
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entrance into our space and time, in this unique way, in an historical 
individual who lived a brief life and died the death of a common 
criminal, is offensive to human reason, "a stumbling block to Jews 
and folly to Gentiles" (1 Corinthians 1:23). 

The Church has often been tempted to blunt the edge of this of
fense; nonetheless in its central, classical tradition it has insisted that 
the Christian Faith is forever anchored in these particular historical 
events. These events are not simply the occasion for the rise of Chris
tianity; they "comprise it essential content. "2 Christianity is a radic
ally historical religion. Its message is inseparably bound up with the 
revelatory events which occurred in the history of Israel and reached 
their fulfilment in the historical person of Jesus. The witness of the 
New Testament is unmistakable: in this one unique and unrepeatable 
event God has entered the world's history in the person of his Son-a 
"once-and-for-all" happening in which his Kingdom is made mani
fest and a new relationship with God is made possible. 
I. "Truly God" and ''Truly Man" 

When we speak about Jesus in this way, it is apparent that our 
words point in two directions. On the one hand they point to an ac
tual human life, lived in space and time and subject to the conditions 
that characterize humanity as we know it. On the other hand they 
point to One who is the Eternal Son of God, who was before all 
worlds, through whom all things were created, and in whom God is 
uniquely present and active in holy, redeeming love. 

The great credal statements of the Church are unanimous in giv
ing expression to this two-fold conviction concerning Jesus. The 
Apostles' Creed unhesitatingly intertwines references to his deity and 
to his humanity. The Nicene Creed (325 A.D.) declares him to be 
"the only-begotten Son of God ... God of God, Light of Light, 
Very God of Very God . . . who for us men and for our 
salvation ... was incarnate ... and was made man, and was cruci
fied .... He suffered and was buried." The Creed of Chalcedon (451 
A.D.) "following the holy fathers" confesses "one and the same Son, 
our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and also perfect 
in manhood; truly God and truly man, of a reasonable soul and 
body; consubstantial with the Father according to the Godhead, and 
consubstantial with us according to the Manhood .... " 

These passages may have a strange ring to our ears (their lan
guage is not that of our everyday speech), but in them the Church is 
spelling out in the language of its day what is already in the New Tes
tament. Let us look first at the witness of the New Testament that 
Jesus is a fully human being. 
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II. His True Humanity 
Nowhere in the Scriptures is there any suggestion that Jesus' hu

manity was only apparently real or that it was a role acted out for 
our edification. Rather, as the Epistle to the Hebrews says, he was 
"like his brethren in every respect" (Hebrews 2:17). He was "born of 
woman, born under the law" (Galatians 4:4) and like all of us was 
subject to the natural laws of growth-physical, psychological, and 
spiritual. He "increased in wisdom and in stature and in favor with 
God and man" (Luke 2:52). "He learned obedience through what he 
suffered" (Hebrews 5:8). 

The Gospel story could hardly be clearer. Jesus is presented as 
subject to all the conditions of our humanity. He grew weary, he 
knew hunger and thirst, he felt pain. He knew surprise and anger, 
anguish and great rejoicing. He longed for and needed human com
panionship. In his devotional life he was like us, relying for strength 
and guidance on prayer and communion with his heavenly Father. 

The dearest expression of his humanity perhaps lies in the fact 
that he was tempted as we are. The temptations in the wilderness 
(typical of temptations throughout his life) were not sham battles or 
play acting; they were starkly real encounters with the powers of 
darkness. The Epistle to the Hebrews says that he was "one who in 
every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sinning" (He
brews 4:15). Paul says that he was "in the likeness of sinful flesh" 
(Romans 8:3). But nowhere is there any indication that he was over
come by temptation. Deeply sensitive as he was to the reality of sin, 
nowhere does he confess to moral defeat. John's Gospel depicts him 
as posing the question, "Which of you convicts me of sin?" (John 
8:46) and at his trial he asked, when struck by one of the officers, "If 
I have spoken wrongly, bear witness to the wrong; but if I have 
spoken rightly, why do you strike me?" (John 18:23). It is a challenge 
which has never been effectively answered. Yet in all of this there is 
no trace of self-righteousness. 

At the point of his sinlessness we become most aware of the 
moral distance between his humanity and ours. Certainly being 
without sin is not a part of the empirical humanity we meet every 
day. Nonetheless, the difference between his humanity and ours is 
not a difference in kind but rather the difference between true, au
thentic humanity and humanity under the estrangement of sin. The 
Church confesses not only that Jesus is truly human but that in him is 
expressed True Humanity, that is, in him human nature exists in un
broken relationship with God. He is fully "in the image of God." 

It is his humanity which permits us to see in him the example or 
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model for Christian living. Evangelical Christianity has sometimes 
shied away from using these terms because of its fear of understating 
the deepest significance of Christ or of implying that he is only an ex
ample. Certainly it is true that Jesus is much more to the believer 
than example. He does more than show us the way; he is "the way." 
He is more than inspiring companion and guide in our quest for 
truth; he is "the truth." He does not merely direct us to life; he is "the 
life." But this should not obscure for us the fact that he alone, of all 
those who walked upon this earth, is able to meet the deep human 
need for someone who can serve as model and pattern for the living 
of our lives, however much we may fall short of attainment. Com
mitment to him includes following him. The First Epistle of John 
states it strongly: "Here is the test by which we can be sure that we 
are in him: whoever claims to be dwelling in him, binds himself to 
live as Christ himself lives" (1 John 2:6, NEB). 

What is the pattern he presents? We have become so accustomed 
to thinking of Jesus as he is often represented in stained glass, the 
"gentle Jesus, meek and mild," that we fail to grasp the full dimen
sions of the demand his life places on us. The sentimental and easy
to-live-with Jesus of much popular piety must be replaced by Jesus as 
he is seen in the biblical texts. It can be a deeply disturbing experi
ence to see with fresh eyes the Jesus of the New Testament. 

In what sense, then, is Jesus our example? Certainly we would 
all agree that the personal virtues which characterized his life serve 
as models for us. His unselfishness, his obedience, his compassion, 
his disciplined use of prayer, his strength in temptation, and his pa
tience under suffering are ideals which move us deeply. 

There is another dimension in his exemplary life to which atten
tion also needs to be directed. Jesus lived in a world very much like 
ours-a world of surging political, social, and religious movements 
and countermovements which contended for the loyalties of people 
and called for difficult moral and ethical decisions. Jesus was very 
much a part of that world. He had to decide what his own stance 
would be amidst the complexities of his world. To what should he 
give his support? What needed to be opposed as ethically wrong? 
Should he throw his support to the Zealots, the revolutionary party 
seeking the overthrow of an oppresive establishment? He rejected 
that option. Should he, then, identify with the Essenes who, despair
ing of the possibility of social change, dropped out of active involve
ment on the social and political scene? That option he also refused. 
Should he align himself with the Sadducees, the religiously conserva
tive party willing on occasion to compromise its stand for the sake of 
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peace? Or should he side with the religious legalism of the Pharisees? 
These alternatives he rejected decisively. 

Does this mean that Jesus' sympathies were with the existing es
tablishment-that he desired no change in the status quo? By no 
means. If any thing is clear it is that Jesus was sharply critical of the 
injustice and corruption that existed in the social and religious struc
tures of his day. He was not, as a matter of course, a defender of the 
status quo (although he recognized the legitimacy of government 
within its proper sphere, as is apparent in Matthew 22:21). 

Jesus' distinctive ethical stance was shaped by his concern that 
the Kingdom of God, that is, God's rule in all aspects of human exis
tence, should be the norm for all institutions and activities. In the sit
uation of his day he embodied the concern for social justice which 
characterized the Old Testament prophets. This concern placed him 
unequivocally on the side of the victims of injustice, oppression, and 
greed.3 

To follow Jesus, then, calls for a similar stance, involving on the 
one hand, absolute commitment to the values of the Kingdom and 
on the other, complete responsiveness to the needs-all of the 
needs-of people. It implies a life lived not for self but for others and 
willingness to suffer for the Kingdom. It calls for loving others as Je
sus loved them and for persistence in the struggle for the kind of jus
tice and righteousness which God intended for his creation. 

The Evangelical Covenant Church seeks to take seriously the 
call to "follow Christ," to be among his "disciples," and to see him as 
example not only in personal but also in social ethics. While there 
may be wide disagreement with respect to the concrete programs by 
which this concern is to be implemented, there is no disagreement 
that Christ is to be Lord over all the dimensions of our lives individu
ally and in society. In this emphasis the Covenant stands within the 
tradition of its early pietistic forebears who, contrary to widespread 
misunderstanding, were concerned about the social implications of 
"following Jesus." As Dale Brown says: 

A frequent stereotype of Pietistic Christianity portrays it 
as almost exclusively preoccupied with inward devotion 
and private moral scruples. On the contrary, the Pietist 
milieu resulted in a desire to transform the living condi
tions of the poor and oppressed, reform the prison sys
tem, abolish slavery, break down rigid class distinctions, 
establish a more democratic polity, initiate educational 
reforms, establish philanthropic institutions, increase 
missionary activity, obtain religious liberty, and propose 
programs for socal justice.4 
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III. His True Deity 
To think seriously about the humanity of Jesus is to find 

thought pushed toward a boundary where other questions have to be 
asked. While we find it appropriate and necessary to affirm that he 
was "truly Man," we also find ourselves asking, "But is he not also 
more than Man?" With the disciples we marvel, "What sort of man is 
this, that even winds and sea obey him?" (Matthew 8:27). 

The Synoptic Gospels make it clear that even those who did not 
follow Jesus sensed that he spoke with the authority of God-"Ye 
have heard that it was said . . . but I say to you" (Matthew 
5:21,31,33,38,43). He claimed that prophecy was fulfilled in the 
deeds he did (Luke 4:21) and declared that the Kingdom of God had 
come in his ministry (Matthew 12:28). He granted forgiveness of sins 
on his own authority (Matthew 9:2) and declared that it was he who 
would pronounce final judgment over evildoers (Matthew 7:21-23). 

With remarkable unanimity the New Testament writers witness 
to the conviction that in Jesus God was uniquely present. The Gospel 
of Mark (which many hold to be the earliest Gospel) opens with the 
words, "The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of 
God," and the last paragraph of Revelation includes the words, 
"Come, Lord Jesus." In between, using a great variety of phrases and 
images, all of the writers testify to Jesus' incomparable significance 
as the One who is Emmanuel, "God with us" (Matthew 1:23). The 
works that he did are the "mighty acts" of God-acts of revelation, 
of judgment, of forgiveness, of reconciliation, of love and mercy. 
For the New Testament, in Jesus we have to do with the living God. 

One of the ways in which the New Testament witnesses to this 
eternal and divine dimension as well as to the human dimension in 
Jesus is by reference to his Virgin Birth (found in Matthew and 
Luke). The doctrine of the Virgin Birth, as confessed in the Apostles' 
Creed, is concerned to make two basic statements about our Lord. 
The one is that he is one of us, continuous with our humanity, "the 
son of Mary, and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon" 
(Mark 6:3). He has sisters whose names are not recorded. His histori
cal lineage can be traced, his history is continuous with our history. 
Hence the creed insists that he was "born," "suffered," "was cruci
fied, dead, and buried." His humanity does not simply resemble 
ours; it is the same as ours, except for sin. 

The second statement, made with equal force, is that Jesus is not 
explicable in purely human terms. Who he is cannot be stated solely 
by reference to his humanity. He is not of a piece with our history, 
even if we try to understand him as its "highest and holiest" expres-

81 



sion. He is "conceived by the Holy Spirit." Those words point to the 
impenetrable Mystery-his origin is ultimately in God's holy will. 
He is from God, the "inexpressible gift" (2 Corinthians 9:15), utterly 
unmerited, which has its source in the divine condescension. When 
Mary, living in holy obedience, was "overshadowed by the Holy 
Spirit" (Luke 1:35), a new beginning occurred in human history; "the 
Word was made flesh," and God became incarnate among us. 

It should be observed that the Virgin Birth does not stand in iso
lation in Scripture but is bound up with several other biblical 
themes. Just as the Creator-Spirit in the book of Genesis "hovered" 
over the creation which was as yet "without form and void" (Genesis 
1:2) and through that movement brought into being the creation we 
now know, so the Holy Spirit "overshadowed" Mary of Nazareth 
and through her brought into being the Christ who is the new crea
tion, the new humanity, the New Adam. It is not an accident that 
Matthew repeatedly uses the word "genesis" or "beginning" in his ac
count; he is writing, as Alan Richardson suggests, "a new Book of 
Genesis" which describes the "genesis" of Jesus Christ and his rule of 
grace and glory. s 

Both Matthew and Luke see the birth as a great eschatological 
event; it marks the inauguration of the New Age which is not attain
able through human effort but only through the Holy Spirit. The 
Virgin Birth is thus the first stage in the redemptive action of God 
through the Spirit and the Word, the beginning of the new creation 
in· which we may participate through faith, and in which new possi
bilities are actualized. 

Another important witness to Jesus' divine reality is found in the 
titles by which he is known in the New Testament-all of them dy
namic in character, involving reference to the mission in which he 
was engaged. While we cannot refer to all of them (their number is 
very large) it may be helpful to lift up a few to indicate what they say 
about his ministry and his person. 

The title "Messiah" was one of the first to be used with respect 
to Jesus. It is a Hebrew term meaning "the anointed one;" its Greek 
equivalent is "the Christ." In the Old Testament the term referred to 
the ideal ruler of the house of David who was to be raised up by God 
to be the restorer of the Jewish nation. In Jesus' day a number of 
ideas about the nature of that expected Messiah circulated among the 
people. It is interesting that Jesus refused to use the word of himself 
although it was ascribed to him by others. At the time of his trial he 
acknowledged the term but with definite reserve (Luke 22:67-71). 
The reason for this reserve is readily apparent. Had he permitted the 
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use of the title, his mission would undoubtedly have been defined, in 
the minds of the people, by the prevalent expectations of what the 
Messiah would be. But Jesus' understanding of the messianic role did 
not correspond with any of the current views. 

In the course of his ministry Jesus broadened and deepened the 
meaning of the title and filled it with new content. It was only after 
his resurrection that the disciples began to discern the full meaning of 
his Messianic work-that through suffering and death and the mira
cle of resurrection he would establish a Kingdom which would tran
scend the expectations of the Jewish people. 

Another title widely used of Jesus was "Lord." In the Greek 
world the term could be used in a secular sense (as an indication of 
respect) but also religiously, to designate divinity. The word is used 
in the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures) as 
a translation of Adonai, the Hebrew work for God. Both in Jewish 
and in Greek circles the word was associated with divinity and 
would be understood as a title which identified Jesus with God's au
thority and glory. The immediate roots for the use of the title lie in 
the disciples' experience of Jesus' authority during his ministry, but 
its full significance again became apparent to them only after the res
urrection. Through that event they knew that the crucified Jesus was 
made both Lord and Christ-and they joyously confessed him as 
Lord and God (see John 20:28). 

"Son of God" is the third title about which we will comment. In 
the Greek world the term had a rather wide range of meanings, from 
the simple designation of "a righteous person" to the claim of an em
peror to be of divine origin. The use of the term in the New Testa
ment is derived largely from the Hebrew Scriptures where "Son" is 
basically defined in terms of obedience and mission. Specifically, a 
Son is preeminently one who does the righteous will of God. In this 
sense Israel is spoken of as God's Son (Exodus 4:22). 

The significance of the title with respect to Jesus is apparent on 
several levels. Certainly his own consciousness of a special relation
ship to his heavenly Father is a factor. In prayer Jesus always used 
the familiar form Abba, indicating a special degree of intimacy with 
God. At his baptism he heard the voice of the Father, "Thou art my 
beloved Son; with thee I am well pleased" (Mark 1:11). At the time 
of his wilderness temptations, the tempter said, "If you are the Son 
of God ... " (Matthew 4:3). At the Transfiguration the voice from 
heaven again declared, "This is my beloved Son; listen to him" 
(Mark 9:7). 

In the Gospel of John the meaning of his Sonship is presented 
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more fully. Jesus shares in God's life and communicates life to those 
who believe in him (John 5:18-29). He is Son in a unique and non
transferable sense. He is the eternal Son. "Before Abraham was, I 
am" (John 8:58). He exists in unbroken union with God: "I and the 
Father are one" (John 10:30). 

Paul adds his powerful witness in proclaiming Christ to be one 
who, being in the form of God, and on an equality with God, took 
upon himself the form of a servant and became obedient unto death 
and was raised to be Lord over all powers (Philippians 2:5-11). Paul's 
thought, expressed in a number of ways, may be summed up in the 
Colossian passage: "He is the image of the invisible God ... in him 
all things were created . . . in him all things hang together. . . . For 
in him all the fulness of God was pleased to dwell" (Colossians 
1:15-19). 

These are astonishing claims. How can we know that they are 
justified, that they are true? When Jesus asked his disciples, 'Who do 
people say the Son of Man is?" they replied, "Some say John the Bap
tist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the proph
ets." Their response was entirely in terms of their everyday experi
ence-i.e., they saw only a prophet. Then Jesus asked, "But how 
about you? Who do you say that I am?" Peter answered, "You are 
the Christ, the Son of the living God," and Jesus replied, "Blessed are 
you ... for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father 
in heaven" (Matthew 16:13-17, NIV). It was in the response of faith 
that Peter knew him to be the Messiah and Son of God. Only in the 
act of responding to the judging and healing work of God in Jesus 
could Peter know who he was. This is knowledge which comes 
through participation in God's gracious self-disclosure. It is not a 
matter of the head alone but of the entire person in a new relation
ship with God. 

Who Jesus is and what he does are inextricably bound together. 
We know who he is by what he does, and what he does is significant 
because of who he is. The person of Jesus cannot be known or 
grasped in abstraction from his work. Philip Melanchthon, the Prot
estant Reformer, was right in insisting that "to know Christ is to 
know his benefits. "6 To know him is to know his saving power 
through faith which is itself the work of God. "No one can say 'Jesus 
is Lord' except by the Holy Spirit" (1 Corinthians 12:3). The know
ledge of faith includes relationship with him. 
IV. The Doctrine of Christ's Person 

The Church has sought to articulate this faith by means of con
tinuing reflection on the biblical picture of Jesus and its meaning in 
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the life of the believing community. One of the most decisive state
ments of the faith was formulated at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 
A.D. when the Church confessed that Jesus Christ is one Person, 
"truly God and truly man ... to be acknowledged in two Natures, 
without confusion, without change, without division, without sepa
ration .... " 

This understanding of Jesus Christ (the so-called Two Natures 
doctrine) was painstakingly hammered out in response to the chal
lenge of several heresies which threatened to obscure the central sig
nificance of Jesus Christ for our salvation. On the one hand the 
Church was concerned to reject the views of those who denied the 
full humanity of Jesus. Such views, the Church held, precluded the 
possibility of a full incarnation; some aspects of human existence 
would still be untouched by God's personal presence in grace and 
power. 

Another set of heresies questioned the fullness of deity in Christ. 
Adoptionists, for example, spoke of Jesus as a righteous man who 
was adopted into "Sonship," perhaps at the time of his baptism. Oth
ers contended that Christ was a semi-deity-a Son of God created 
before all worlds but nonetheless a created being. The Church reject
ed these views because they denied that in Jesus faith meets God and 
not merely someone who is like him. 

The Nicene Creed (A.D. 325) had established for the Church the 
conviction that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is "consubstantial"
that is, one in essence with God. The further question of how the di
vine and the human are related to one another in the person of Jesus 
became the dominant topic for consideration at Chalcedon. The 
statement developed at that Council was a rejection of every attempt 
to think of Jesus as a "dual personality." He is one person who exists 
and acts in two natures. 

A careful reading of the Creed makes it clear that the Church 
did not intend it to be a rational explanation of how Jesus could be 
both divine and human. It is rather the affirmation of the mystery 
before which the Church kneels in reverence. The Creed's mood is 
worship and adoration; it directs attention to the mystery of God's 
presence in Christ which can only be spoken of in terms of paradox. 
As it does this it warns of dangers. It makes clear what is not meant, 
but it leaves the mystery intact. 

Why should the Church struggle to state its understanding of a 
truth which ultimately may be inexpressible? And if this work is to 
be done, why must it be in terms as difficult and paradoxical as those 
of Chalcedon7 John S. Whale has suggested that the writers of the 
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Creed sometimes look to us like people walking on a high and nar
row mountain ridge where precipices drop off sharply to the right 
and to the left and where the slightest misstep can be disastrous. 
Why should anyone insist upon walking that narrow ridge? Why7 
Because there is a view from that ridge which cannot be seen from 
lower ground. 7 

Herein lies, we believe, the value of Chalcedon. It reaffirms in 
the language and thought forms of the Greek world, the mystery of 
Christ which was presented in Scripture and expounded in the teach
ing of the Church. It indicates the directions in which Christological 
thought can move profitably in stating the reality of Christ's human
ity and deity. It calls attention to past efforts which proved to be 
dead ends. The Creed's function is that of a guide in our work of stat
ing, as thoughtfully as possible, the truth of Christ for our contem- . 
poraries. 

The Evangelical Covenant Church acknowledges the need of 
faithfulness to the intention of Chalcedon. It is essential that our 
thought clearly point to the same reality to which Chalcedon wit
nessed. This is not to say that we are required to use the same vocab
ulary or thought forms. The Church of today has the right and obli
gation to express in contemporary words its understanding of Christ 
in faithfulness to the Scriptures and in dialog with the living tradition 
of the Church. 

The truth of Christ transcends every attempt to state it. Our 
stumbling efforts will always be inadequate. But to keep on trying to 
state that truth is the intellect's tribute to Christ's surpassing glory. 
The final word concerning Christology was neither uttered in the 
fifth century, nor in the sixteenth, nor the nineteenth. As H.R. 
Mackintosh wrote, "Christological theory is like a great cathedral, 
ever beautiful for worship, great for service, sublime as a retreat 
from the tumult of the world, and it is forever unfinished."8 

V. The Meaning of the Incarnation 
Can there be any doubt that the Incarnation is a central affirma

tion of the Christian Church? Proclaimed in sermon and worship, 
confessed in the great creeds, celebrated in religious art and liturgy, 
it is the living center of Christian faith. It affirms that the transcen
dent God is not only immanent within the historical process, but that 
in Jesus he is uniquely present in such a way as to take upon himself 
the conditions of our humanity. By coming into our midst as one of 
us, sharing our life in the most direct way possible, he made known 
to us both his own self and his redemptive love. 

The Incarnation makes clear the height and depth and breadth 

86 



of the divine love. S0ren Kierkegaard in Philosphical Fragments asks 
us to suppose that there was once a king who loved a humble maid
en. As king he was respected and feared; foreign states trembled be
fore his power. How could he woo and win that humble maiden? By 
sending a messenger to speak of his love? But precisely because he 
loved her deeply he wanted her personal response. No messenger 
would do; he would have to go to her himself. But would she not be 
overwhelmed by the pomp and majesty of his royal position and re
spond with awe and perhaps fear? Or would she respond simply be
cause of the honor of being queen? How could he be sure that she 
loved him for himself alone? The only way he could win her full re
sponse would be to divest himself of his royal robes and take on the 
humble garb of the people of the village and live among them, mak
ing known his love and quickening in her a responding love. 9 

The parable falters at a number of points but it does call atten
tion to God's way of communicating himself to us. He chooses to 
make himself known as the Word made flesh. At the point where he 
is most like us and least like God as we usually think of him, he re
veals himself. In his suffering and in his brokenness on the cross we 
see the face of the loving God. Here again is the supreme paradox. 
We behold God "in the despised man, Jesus" (Luther). 

The Incarnation means that God takes upon himself the evil, the 
suffering, and the alienation of the world. He shoulders our burden 
and carries our sin. On our behalf he enters into battle with the im
prisoning powers-"jousting," as Pier Plowman says, "in Pier's ar
mor." At infinite cost he does what is needed to bring release to the 
captives. Through the anguish of the cross and the victory of the res
urrection he wins our salvation. 

Through the Incarnation God claims all of life for his Kingdom. 
The book of Genesis tells us that the entire creation was, in God's in
tention, good and capable of reflecting the divine glory. That crea
tion has been grievously marred by human rebellion, alienation, and 
sin and is in bondage to powers at enmity with God. Into this fallen 
world God has come in the person of his Son. He has entered the 
world we know-the world of toil, of personal relationships, of 
craftsmanship, of commerce and industry, of government, of reli
gion, of culture, art, and creativity. He has entered it to claim it for 
himself, to redeem it, hallow it, and sanctify it, thereby making it a 
part of his Kingdom and a vehicle for the expression of his glory both 
now and in the final consummation. A brilliant, young Covenant 
poet, Pauline Larson, caught the wonder of the incarnation in her 
Miracle of Miracles: 
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How wonderful it is that You, 
Who created blazing suns 
and set vast dark spaces between them 

stooped to make a blade of grass to grow. 

How miraculous it is that You, 
for whom a thousand years 
are as a day, 

stooped to paint a butterfly's wings. 

How strange it seems to us that You, 
who are a Spirit, 

chose to breathe into a lump of clay 
a life. 

And yet, 
the miracle of miracles 

is none of these. 

Most wonderful it is 
That You, 

who have all power, 
once put on man's frail form; 

That You, 
in whom all justice and perfection are, 

set upon yourself our sins; 

That You, 
who are God, 

loved mankind this much!10 
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Chapter 7 

THE WORK OF 
JESUS CHRIST 

When the vibrant and intensely active John the Baptist was 
thrown into prison it was to be expected that he should feel depressed 
and that doubts concerning his ministry would assert themselves. He 
had spoken of One to come whose sandals he would not be worthy 
to untie-One who would baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire 
and would inaugurate the coming Kingdom. Now in his loneliness 
and despondency he wondered, "Could I have been mistaken 7" He 
sent two of his disciples to ask Jesus, "Are you he who is to come, or 
shall we look for another?" (Luke 7:19). Jesus gave no direct answer 
but said, "Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind 
receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf 
hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have good news preached to 
them" (Luke 7:22). 

The answer to the question, 'Who is Jesus?" is to be found in 
what he does. That he is the Messiah is apparent because he does the 
work of the Messiah. In him the powers of the Kingdom are released, 
Satan is bound and God is present in judgment and in forgiveness. 
Those who "have ears to hear" respond and in responding know that 
he is the Son of God. In refusing to give a direct answer Jesus forced 
John to come to terms with what was happening and make his own 
confession: "You are indeed the One who is to come." "We know 
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who he is by what he does, and what he does is significant because of 
who he is." 

In this chapter we shall discuss the work of Jesus Christ in terms 
of the three-fold office traditionally ascribed to him-that of Proph
et, Priest, and King. This approach which has its roots in Scripture, 
was most fully developed by Calvin in the sixteenth century, but was 
used prominently by Eusebius of Caesarea (ca. 260-340), by Thomas 
Aquinas (1225-1274), and by others. Paul Peter Waldenstrom used it 
as the framework for his book, God's Eternal Plan of Salvation. 

In the Bible three personages-the prophet, the high priest, and 
the king-were anointed to office. By their anointing they were 
made representatives of God and bearers of an office through which 
God may speak and act. 

In the Old Testament a marked tension existed between these of
fices. Prophets, for example, were often sharply critical of the priests 
and their temple worship, convinced that priestly ceremony tended 
to blunt the prophetic word. Similarly, tension existed between the 
prophets and the king. In fact, a strange ambivalence concerning the 
kingly office pervaded the Old Testament. On the one hand the idea 
of king was associated with the Messianic expectation that from the 
house of David the righteous ruler would come. Yet when Israel asked 
the prophet Samuel to set up a monarchy, the request was granted 
by God, but as judgment on the people. The monarchy existed, as 
Brunner says, "in a kind of twilight between God's highest will for 
His People, and that which is in direct opposition to His Will."1 

These tensions could not be resolved in the Old Testament. On
ly in Christ were the offices united and the ambiguities overcome. In 
the process each office was modified and filled with new content. 
The original meaning was both fulfilled and transcended in Christ. 
I. The Prophetic Office 

What was the first impression people had of Jesus as he began 
his ministry? Undoubtedly, that he was a prophet. In response to Je
sus' question as to who people said he was, Peter replied that they 
thought he was "one of the prophets" (Matthew 16:14). When Jesus 
expounded the Scriptures in the synagogues at Nazareth and Caper
naum, he was recognized as one who stood in the prophetic tradi
tion, a teacher /prophet whose God-appointed task was to make 
known the will of God (Luke 4:16-37). 

The people were basically right in understanding him to be a 
prophet. Jesus did not hesitate to use the word of himself, and the 
early preaching of the Church, as recorded in Acts, also used the 
term (Matthew 13:57; Luke 13:33; Acts 3:22; 7:37). A prophet is one 
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who discloses God's holy will and makes known a transcendent real
ity which otherwise would not be known to human reason or experi
ence. The prophet speaks a word from beyond, an "alien word," (as 
Thielicke says) which does not fit easily into the prevailing concep
tion of what is right and appropriate.2 Therefore, the prophet him
self is an "alien," a stranger who doesn't fit into his world, a disturb
er of the peace. 

Such was Jesus. There was no room for him in the inn, nor was 
there any room for him in the institutional structures of his time. He 
did not fit any of the molds into which people wanted to place him. 
He did not say what people wanted him to say. He spoke from God a 
word which, if responded to, could only bless, but most people 
found his message too disturbing to permit them to do anything else 
than strike out against it. "He came to his own home, and his own 
people received him not" (John 1:11). The people "loved darkness 
rather than light, because their deeds were evil" (John 3:19). Their re
action to him reached its culmination when they nailed him to Cal
vary's cross. 

But Jesus was more than a prophet. Characteristically he did not 
use the familiar phrase, "Thus saith the Lord," in validation of his 
message. Instead he spoke with a quiet personal authority: "You 
have heard it said ... but I say unto you." The prophets of the old 
order were vehicles through which the Word of God was communi
cated; Jesus was himself the Word. The personal lives of the prophets 
of the past had only incidental significance for the Word they ut
tered; in Jesus the Word and the Person were one. He could say, "I 
am come ... " and "I say unto you ... " because what he did and 
what he said were identical. He was the Word made flesh, the cul
mination of God's revealing activity. 

Jesus had said of the prophet John that "among those born of 
women there has risen no one greater than John the Baptist" (Mat
thew 11:9,11). But John belonged to the old order. He was one of the 
prophets who, as Jesus said to his disciples, "longed to see what you 
see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear 
it" (Matthew 13:17). John's greatness was that of the messenger who 
prepared the way. He was the forerunner of the One who was to 
come, a herald of the new era about to break forth. 

In Jesus that new age has dawned. The Kingdom is present and 
God's will is made known in his person. The new reality is not sim
ply an extension of the prophetic message but is its actualization. 
Where Jesus is, there is the Kingdom; where Jesus is, there God's re
demptive will is fully disclosed. This is why Jesus could say of John 
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the Baptist, "Yet he who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater 
than he" (Matthew 11:11). 

It is apparent, then, that in Jesus the prophetic office is both ful
filled and transcended. In the One who is both prophet and Son, 
God's challenging and disturbing Word has been spoken-the Word 
which calls to unconditional commitment to the Kingdom of righ
teousness and peace. This prophetic office does not end with Jesus' 
earthly ministry but is continued through the Holy Spirit in the 
preached Word and in the sacramental life of his Church. 

0 young and fearless prophet of ancient Galilee, 
Thy life is still a summons to serve humanity, 
To make our thoughts and actions less prone to 

please the crowd, 
To stand with humble courage for truth with 

hearts uncowed. 3 

II. The Priestly Office 
We referred earlier to the tension which often arose between the 

prophetic and priestly traditions. When sole emphasis is placed on 
the prophetic word with its summons to unconditional obedience, 
the human response can only be despair. Who can measure up to 
that demand7 The prophetic emphasis cannot stand alone; it needs to 
be complemented by the recognition (which was central in the priest
ly tradition) that something needs to be done for and on behalf of the 
sinner if the sinner is to be restored to fellowship with God. 

Precisely because we are sinful, self-centered human beings we 
are powerless to establish a right relationship with God. We need a 
mediator who will be our representative before God and his repre
sentative to us. Through such a mediator we who are a sinful people 
are brought into the presence of God and God's gracious work of ac
ceptance and healing is brought to us. 

The prophets had deepened Israel's understanding of sin as es
sentially a breach of the covenant relationship which God had estab
lished with his people. The breach needed to be healed. But how7 
What could restore that broken relationship7 The priestly tradition 
gave the answer: Yahweh himself provided a way of reconciliation 
through the sacrifices over which the priests presided. The act of sac
rifice was both the means by which sinners could approach the righ
teous and holy God and the vehicle through which they could ex
press their repentance and surrender to the will of God and receive 
cleansing from their sins. 

"Atonement" is the theological term used to designate this work 
of mediation. Of Anglo-Saxon origin, the word originally meant "at-
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one-ment," that is, the reconciling of warring parties or the restoring 
of broken fellowship. Through its use in centuries of theological dis
cussion the word has acquired many nuances of meaning. One basic 
use is to designate the means or process or activity by which recon
ciliation is achieved. In this primary sense the word refers to the sav
ing action of God in Christ through which we are restored to cov
enant relationship with God. 

The Scriptures do not present us with one fully-developed 
theory or doctrine of atonement. Rather the New Testament uses a 
variety of images and metaphors to interpret the meaning of Christ's 
death on the cross. Drawn from the language and imagery of the Old 
Testament and the everyday experience of the early Church, they all 
point to the unbelievably gracious act of God in which we find our 
redemption-an act which cannot be fully comprehended in any one 
image or set of images. 
A. Biblical Images of Atonement 

At least five interpretive images can readily be discerned in 
Scripture. They overlap and often combine with one another. All of 
them help focus our thinking on the central mystery of the cross and 
its reconciling power. 4 

1) Images drawn from Temple Worship 
The Epistle to the Hebrews uses this imagery prominently and 

elaborates on the continuity between the sacrificial worship of Israel 
and the priestly ministry of our Lord. Jesus is our High Priest (He
brews 2:17; 5:6) who became one of us even to the extent of sharing 
our suffering and death (2:9,10). For us, and on our behalf, he en
tered into the Holy Place where he offered himself once for all, to 
gain for us our eternal redemption (9:12-14) and the forgiveness of 
our sins (9:26). 

The Epistle also underlines the discontinuities. The sacrifices of 
the Old Testament were only "a copy and shadow" of that which 
Christ would do (8:5). Jesus differed from the Old Testament priest 
in that he did not offer sacrifice for his own sins but only for those of 
others (5:3). Jesus' sacrifice was not repeated; he offered himself once 
for all and made reconciliation for all possible through that one act. 
And, most important, Christ was the Victim as well as the priest
"the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world" (John 1:29, 
Hebrews 9:12-14). 

When Jesus instituted the Lord's Supper he used terms reminis
cent of sacrificial worship, especially in speaking of his broken 
"body" and of his "blood . . . poured out for many for the forgive
ness of sins" (Matthew 26:26-29). Behind these words lay, in all 
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probability, Jesus' understanding of his mission in terms of the Suf
fering Servant of Isaiah 53 who, '1ike a lamb that is led to slaughter" 
gave himself an offering for sin. This imagery appears throughout 
the New Testament and especially in such passages as Romans 
3:23-25, Ephesians 5:2, and 1 Corinthians 5:7 (where Jesus is referred 
to as "our paschal lamb"). 

Sacrificial imagery is an integral part of the worship and liturgy 
of the Christian Church in all its branches. The language of sacrifice 
highlights the seriousness of sin and its power to disrupt communion 
with God. The Holy One of Israel, who is of "purer eyes than to be
hold evil" (Habakkuk 1:13) cannot make light of sin. Nor can the 
sinner, whose eyes are not pure, treat sin as if it had not occurred. 
Things are not the same as they were before we sinned. A breach in 
fellowship has arisen and needs restoration-a restoration which 
cannot be achieved simply by our trying harder. 

To speak of sacrifice is to speak of the costliness of atonement. 
Blood is shed. A life is given up. Some have understood this to be a 
form of bargaining with God, seeking to buy him off or to appease 
his anger. Others (we think rightly) see in it a solemn, ceremonial 
identification of the worshiper with the victim. The life which is sur
rendered and thereby brought into the presence of God is symboli
cally the life of the penitent sinner. The Old Testament presents God 
himself as taking the initiative in delivering Israel from its sins by 
providing a sacrificial system which could be a means of grace for his 
people. 

2) Images from the Market Place 
Think for a moment of a slave market where prisoners, the 

spoils of a successful military campaign, are being auctioned to the 
highest bidder. Suppose one of the buyers bids successfully for the 
entire lot of captives, and that, when the chained men are brought to 
him, he promptly strikes off their fetters and says, "Go your way. 
You are free men. I have purchased you to make you free." 

Imagery of ransom and redemption is prominent in the Old Tes
tament. It is implied in Jesus' use of the term "ransom" as seen in 
Mark 10:45: "For the Son of Man also came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many." Jesus has redeemed 
us for a life of freedom by paying the ransom price-his own life. 
"You were bought with a price," Paul reminds us; "do not become 
slaves of men" (1 Corinthians 7:23). And the First Epistle of Peter un
derlines the cost: "You were ransomed ... not with perishable 
things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ" 
(1 Peter 1:18,19). 
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This ransom imagery was used prominently by the early Fathers 
of the Church although they often pushed it to lengths which the 
New Testament does not support. They speculated as to whether the 
ransom was paid to God or to the devil, and they became engrossed 
in discussion of the manner in which the transaction was carried out. 
Often they used metaphors to describe the bargaining process which 
strike us as grotesque. 

Actually the New Testament says nothing as to who receives the 
ransom. The term is a figure of speech which communicates both the 
helplessness of our situation and the magnitude of God's love which 
"did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all" (Romans 
8:32). 

3) Images from the Law Court 
It is especially Paul who uses imagery drawn from the court

room. The scenario is simple: A guilty criminal faces a judge for sen
tencing. Just as the death sentence is about to be pronounced, anoth
er person, innocent of the crime, steps forward and, taking the place 
of the one condemned, bears the punishment which rightfully be
longs to the other. The demands of justice having now been met, the 
guilty sinner is pardoned and set free. 

Admittedly this is an oversimplification of the legal imagery used 
with a number of variations in the New Testament, but it does bring 
to focus two concerns: a) the seriousness of our sin, and b) Christ's 
identification with sinners even to the extent of taking upon himself 
the burden of their sin and its consequences. Among the passages us
ing this imagery are Romans 5:6-11, Galatians 3:10-14, 1 Peter 2:24, 
3:18, and 2 Corinthians 5:21. 

4) Images Drawn from the Battlefield 
Through the New Testament runs a theme of conflict and tri

umph. Several passages speak of Christ as a mighty warrior who, on 
our behalf, enters into battle against the evil powers which hold the 
human race in bondage (cf. Hebrews 2:14; 1 John 3:8; 1 Timothy 
2:6). Through his death and resurrection he wins a decisive victory 
over them. 

This struggle with the opposing powers characterized the entire 
life of Jesus. It was apparent in his temptations in the wilderness and 
was made explicit in his reference to the strong man (Satan) whose 
house is secure until a stronger (the Christ) comes, enters the house, 
overpowers and binds the strong man, takes away his armor, and di
vides up the spoils (Luke 11:20-22; Mark 3:23-27). 

Behind Jesus' conflict with the earthly adversaries of the Passion 
Week lay this deeper conflict between the Kingdom of God and the 
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kingdom of Satan. That conflict increased in intensity until the pow
er of evil reached its climax in Jesus' death on the cross. But the battle 
against sin, death, and the devil continued until, on the third day, 

Up from the grave he arose, 
With a mighty triumph for his foes. 
He arose the victor from a dark domain, 
An he lives forever with his saints to reign. 5 

The decisive victory has been won! While the power of evil still 
continues on this earth, those who are united with Christ in faith 
share in his victory and know that the power of evil has been bro
ken. God's Kingdom is in our midst. Our deliverance from sin's bon
dage has already begun and will be completed in the coming consum
mation of his Kingdom. 

5) Images Drawn from Personal Relationships 
All of us are aware of bruised and broken personal relationships 

which need healing. We are also aware of the power of love, when 
freely expressed, to bring healing and to awaken responding love in 
another. Is it possible to interpret the meaning of the cross in the 
light of this common human experience? 

The New Testament uses this imagery although it remains a 
minor theme and never stands apart from the other themes to which 
we have referred. The clearest use of it is in 1 John 4:19: "We love 
him because he first loved us." Other relevant passages are: "God 
showed his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died 
for us"(Romans 5:8) and "Greater love has no man than this, that a 
man lay down his life for his friends" (John 15:13). The First Epistle 
of Peter declares: "For to this you have been called, because Christ 
also suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should fol
low in his steps" (1 Peter 2:21). 

The central idea is clear. The death of Jesus Christ is the su
preme demonstration of God's love and has the effect of kindling a 
responding love in us. The cross reveals both the pain which our sin 
brings to God's heart and the length to which he will go to show how 
much he cares about us even in our sin. Overwhelmed by that kind 
of love we are moved to repent of our sins and to turn to God in grat
itude and commitment. Isaac Watts's hymn catches the mood: 

Were the whole realm of nature mine, 
That were an off'ring far too small; 
Love so amazing, so divine, 
Demands my soul, my life, my all. 6 

B. Historical Interpretations of the Atonement 
As we have seen no one doctrine of atonement is uniformly 
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taught in the New Testament. "Jesus came," said Archibald Hunter, 
"not so much to preach a doctrine of atonement as that there might 
be an Atonement to preach."7 The New Testament is concerned 
about the fact of God's atqning action in Jesus and witnesses to it in a 
number of ways. All of the images, as we have said, are important. 
No one of them is sufficient alone; each one complements the others 
to make possible a fuller understanding of the reality and the mean
ing of Christ's death and resurrection. 

But atonement must be preached, and to preach it effectively calls 
for doctrinal understanding. Primarily for this reason the Church 
has painstakingly sought to develop from the biblical materials a 
theological understanding of the cross and its atoning significance. 

In an important book, the Swedish theologian, Gustaf Aulen, 
distinguished three main types of atonement doctrine which have 
been significant in the life of the Church-the Classical, the Latin or 
Objective, and the Subjective. 8 The oldest of these views, Aulen con
tends, is the "classical" idea of atonement which is based upon the 
New Testament imagery of conflict and ransom. It was developed 
prominently by Irenaeus (tea. 200), and later by Luther, notably in 
his two catechisms and in his hymn, "A Mighty Fortress is our God." 
In other works, Luther often uses the language of the law court and 
other imagery as well. 

In the classical view, God, in the person of his Son, became in
carnate in this world where humanity is held in bondage to sin, 
death, and the devil. On our behalf he engaged in battle against the 
destructive powers and achieved for us the victory we cannot 
achieve ourselves. God is the subject, i.e., the one who acts. Moved 
by love, and at great cost to himself, he liberated us by defeating all 
the powers which enslave us. 

To the familiar trio of tyrants, Luther, Aulen holds, added the 
law and the wrath of God, which, while they are expressions of 
God's holy will, appear to the sinner to be enemies to be overcome. 
Thus Luther sees within God a tension between his love on the one 
hand and his law and wrath on the other. In atonement the divine 
love breaks through and "overcomes" the crushing power of law and 
wrath as well as the other powers. In this sense God is both the rec
onciler and the reconciled. 

One of the values of this approach is its strong emphasis on 
God's loving and powerful action on our behalf and also its grasp of 
the cosmic dimensions of his reconciling work, that is, ultimately 
God's act will affect the whole of creation (see Romans 8:21; Colos
sians 1:19,20). 
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Its shortcoming may well be its underemphasis on the personal 
nature of sin. In the words of Nils Tagt, a theologian of the Cov
enant Church of Sweden, "Sin is understood more as a power than as 
guilt."9 

The second type of atonement is the juridical or satisfaction 
doctrine (the "Latin" view, in Aulen's words) based largely on legal 
imagery. Its most famous exponent was the medieval theologian, 
Anselm (1033-1109), who understood sm to be an affront to the 
honor of God-an affront so serious that the sinful race must offer 
reparation to the honor of God. Unless due satisfaction is made, 
judgment must follow. Since the race cannot make such satisfaction, 
God sent his Son to become the God-Man who, through his sacrifi
cial death, rendered to God a satisfaction which far outweighed all 
the sin of the world. When such satisfaction was made, the obstacle 
to our salvation was removed. 

In the Reformation period emphasis shifted from God's offend
ed honor to his righteousness with its demand that the sinner be pun
ished. Jesus took the punishment instead of us and the demands of 
righteousness were thereby satisfied. This juridical type of atone
ment doctrine has been expressed historically on many levels of un
derstanding, ranging from rather crass views of Christ's death as ap
peasing the anger of God to highly insightful comment on the way in 
which God's love entered vicariously into our situation to bear with
in itself our sin, alienation, and guilt as part of the cost of redemp
tion. 

An important emphasis in this view is its recognition of the guilt 
of sin which cannot be erased by anything we can do. Guilt must be 
dealt with. By taking it upon himself God delivers us from its 
burden. 

One of its weaknesses is its apparent introduction of a division 
between the Father and the Son, with the Son acting in the interests 
of love and the Father in the interests of justice. Thus the central and 
controlling power of God's love throughout atonement is not kept in 
sharp focus. We should observe that many contemporary theolo
gians are concerned to see the work of the Father and the Son as one 
in act and purpose. A further problem is introduced when the im
pression is given that atonement is effective (i.e. that we escape pun
ishment) quite apart from any real change within us. 

The third type is the subjective or "moral influence" theory. 
Abelard (1079-1142) a famous teacher of the medieval Church, and 
Horace Bushnell, a well-known Congregational minister in nine
teenth century America, are prominent exponents of this view. In the 
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subjective approach Christ's suffering is primarily the demonstration 
of God's love toward us which has the effect of quickening our re
pentance and drawing us to Christ in faith. It declares that no change 
is needed in God for our redemption but only in ourselves and sees 
the cross as both illumination and example which enkindle respond
ing love. 

While this statement of atonement doctrine is meaningful and 
has strong appeal it raises a number of questions. Does it have a real
istic understanding of the depth of our bondagae to sin 1 Is a demon
stration of God's love really all that is needed to turn us from sin to 
God7 And is it not implied in this view that we ourselves are the 
agents in our own salvation through the response we make to God's 
overtures to us7 

Such is the depth and power of Christ's atoning work that no 
one formulation, however penetrating it be, can exhaust the meaning 
of our Lord's death and resurrection. Here we need the continuing re
flection of the whole Church if we are to enter into an understanding 
of atonement which will be an adequate basis for effective proclama
tion of the unparalleled Good News that "God was in Christ, recon
ciling the world to himself" (2 Corinthians 5:19). 
C. Atonement and the Evangelical Covenant Church 

The Covenant had its origin in the spiritual revivals which char
acterized much of nineteenth century Sweden. Winds of renewal 
were bringing a new awareness of God's presence in everyday life. 
Old forms were being broken by the newly-released vitalities of the 
Spirit, and the contagion of new life surged through the countryside, 
the hamlets, and cities. 

While theology was not a dominant interest in this life move
ment, it was inevitable that the new impulses would come to expres
sion in a variety of ways-in devotional literature, in the conventi
cle, in the work of colporteurs, in hymnody, and in life style. There 
was no desire to part with generally accepted theological doctrine 
but a shift in emphasis could not be avoided. 

The revivals brought a fresh experience of God and with it a 
new picture of God-not a new concept but a new picture with its 
own distinctive feeling tone. The dominant view of God in the estab
lished church was that of the stern judge who stood over against sin
ful humanity as the one whose righteous wrath needed to be satisfied 
or appeased before forgiveness could be given. The revival people 
experienced God as the heavenly Father who, moved by love, did ev
erything that was necessary to bring God and the sinner together. 

Obviously it is easy to overdo this distinction. The picture of 
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God as loving Father was never entirely absent from the Church's 
presentation, nor did all revival people have difficulty with the state
ment that God needed to be reconciled. But that there was a shift in 
emphasis could not be denied. The shift was apparent in the work of 
C.O. Rosenius, the great spiritual leader in the renewal movement, 
and was carried further by P.P. Waldenstrom.to 

The favorite text of the revival people was the parable of the 
Prodigal Son, which they understood to be the story not of the prod
igal or of the elder brother but of the Father and his love.11 These 
perceptions were given moving expression in the devotional writings 
of Waldenstrom. In fact, a plaque in Bethlehem Church in Gavle 
says of Waldenstrom: 'He gave our people a purer picture of 
God."ll 

The revivals also gave expression to a new picture of salvation 
which came to be understood primarily as a joyous and life-changing 
entrance into personal relationship with God. Church membership, 
baptism, or acceptance of the Creeds were not necessarily indica
tions of salvation. Emphasis fell not on assensus (intellectual assent) 
but on fiducia, personal trust in God as made known in Christ. Sal
vation was something to be experienced; it was the enhancement of 
life through a changed relationship with God. 

Concerns such as these contributed to the liveliness and intensi
ty of the discussion which Waldenstrom precipitated when he pub
lished his famous sermon for the 20th Sunday after Trinity in The 
Pietist in 1872. The seeds for the sermon lay in a conversation held 
some two years earlier in which one of the participants commented, 
"How wonderful it is that God is reconciled." Waldenstrom asked, 
"Where is that written?" The response was laughter. Didn't everyone 
know that it was written almost everywhere in Scripture? But no 
texts that came to mind specifically said that God was reconciled. 
Waldenstrom turned to a diligent study of the Scriptures and came to 
the conclusion that nowhere does the Bible say that God is the one 
who is reconciled through the death of Christ. Rather, God is the one 
who reconciled the world to himself through that sacrificial death. 

The sermon summarized Waldenstrom's thought in five points: 
1) That through man's fall no change occurred in the 

heart of God. 
2) That therefore, it was neither cruelty nor wrath in 

the mind of God which, as the result of the fall, was ob
structing man's salvation. 

3) That the change which occurred in the fall was a 
change in man alone in that he became sinful and thereby 
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fell away from God and the life which is in him. 
4) That, as a result, an atonement was needed for 

man's blessedness, but not an atonement which appeased 
God and rendered him once more gracious, but (an 
atonement) which took away man's sin and rendered him 
righteous. 

5) This atonement took place in Jesus Christ.13 
The last statement was amended in 1875 to indicate that the pur

pose of Christ's coming into the world was to reconcile the world but 
that such reconciliation is actualized only where there is response in 
faith. "God was in Christ reconciling the world unto himself .... Be 
ye reconciled to God" (2 Corinthians 5:19,20, AV). 

While many within the renewal movement held Waldenstrom's 
view, others did not. His view was one of the ways in which the peo
ple of the revivals sought to.grasp conceptually the biblical signifi
cance of the cross. This .is not the place to elaborate his view, but a 
brief statement of its cen_tral themes is appropriate. 

Bredberg suggests that throughout Waldenstrom's atonement 
doctrine runs a thread composed of three strands: 

a) Atonement comes from God 
b) Atonement comes through Jesus Christ 
c) Atonement is for our benefit or for our sake.14 

Put in slightly different form: God is the actor or subject in atone
ment; Jesus Christ is the agent or means through which atonement is 
accomplished; sinful humanity (and, indirectly, the whole of crea
tion) is the object of the atoning work. 

Atonement has its origin in God's love. All of God's deeds wit
ness to this love but only in Jesus is its essential nature fully dis
dosed. There it is seen to be unconditional; "it does not love for any 
other reason than that it is love."15 Like an artesian well it constantly 
flows out, completely unearned and undeserved. It is not primarily a 
matter of emotion but is a movement of God's being toward those in 
need. Love moves God to stand at the side of sinners and to identify 
himself with them at whatever cost. 

God's love is a dynamic, powerful, untiring, working love.16 In 
this respect it is like the Word of which God said, "It shall not return 
empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and prosper in 
the thing for which I sent it" (Isaiah 55:11). It is not in opposition to 
God's righteousness (or justice); his righteousness is always saving 
righteousness. It does not exclude his wrath; his wrath is always di
rected against everything which is at enmity with his holy purposes. 
God hates with a perfect hatred the sin which blights human life, but 
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he loves the sinner with an indescribable love which freely goes out 
to all, holding nothing back. His love suffers with all of us who 
know pain, anguish, and separation from God and, taking upon itself 
the full weight of our human condition, it does for us what we can
not do ourselves. The cross does not earn such love; it is the means 
by which such love acts for our salvation. The marvel and glory of 
the Gospel is this: that "God so loved the world that he gave his only 
Son, that whosoever believes in him should not perish but have eter
nal life" (John 3:16). 

The work of atonement is accomplished through Jesus Christ. In 
Waldenstrom's words: 

The whole of God's saving work is, so to speak, sum
marized in Christ. Of course, God has revealed himself in 
other forms also. He has revealed himself in nature; he 
has also in a special way revealed himself in the prophets, 
the apostles, etc. But it is never said: God was in nature, 
or in the prophets, or in the apostles, reconciling the 
world. No, in Christ alone-he alone is the media
tor .... No one can come to God or be reconciled to 
God but through Christ.17 

How is the reconciling work done? Waldenstrom uses primarily 
two sets of imagery in his presentation. One is in terms of the conflict 
between Christ and the evil powers. Christ became incarnate and 
dwelt among us in order to suffer with us and for us and, in obedi
ence to his Father, engage in battle on our behalf against the impris
oning powers. 

Through his obedience he won a complete victory over 
all our enemies. . . . But who were these enemies, by 
whom we were held prisoners and from whom we should 
be delivered? Answer: They were sin, the world, death, 
and the devil. And no human being and no angel could 
overcome those powers. No one but God's only Son 
could do that. That is why he came, gave himself in battle 
with the powers, and won. God be praised: he won a glo
rious and eternal victory and did it for us.18 

It is apparent that the dominant features of the "Classical" doc
trine are present in Waldenstrom's thought although with some mod
ification. The decisive victory over sin, death, and the devil was 
fought and won through Christ's life, death, and resurrection. "His 
power to save from sin depends on that victory which he himself 
won over sin .... In this victory stands our victory and that is (the 
ground of) our assurance."19 
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Waldenstrom also uses the imagery of sacrifice in developing his 
thought. It is by yielding up his life, by shedding his blood for us, 
that Christ accomplishes our redemption. Waldenstrom understands 
blood to mean life sacrificially poured out for us. 'The life of the 
flesh is in the blood . . . for it is the blood that makes atonement by 
reason of the life .... For the life of every creature is the blood of it" 
(Leviticus 17:11,14). The blood is given not as a payment to a wrath
ful God, but as the means through which cleansing from sin and par
ticipation in the life of Christ are made possible. 

Waldenstrom seeks to guard himself against a purely subjectiv
ist or "Moral Influence" understanding by insisting that, while salva
tion is through faith, it is not faith which saves us. Nothing we do 
can save us, not even the response we make to his love. It is the 
blood itself, that is, the life given for us, which cleanses from sin. 
Thus, Waldenstrom writes of the New Testament believers: 

Through faith they had been grafted into Christ, as the 
branch is grafted into the tree. As the sap of the tree flows 
into the branch that is grafted into it and makes it partake 
of the life of the tree, so the blood of the Lamb has, as it 
were, circulated through the believers, i.e., they have 
been made partakers through faith of Christ's life which 
for them was sacrificed in death. And this had purified 
their heart (Acts 15:9) and their life (Titus 2:14).20 

Waldenstrom thus understood Christ to be the "mercy seat" to 
which we are constantly referred for salvation. He is the One "whom 
God put forth as an expiation by his blood, to be received by faith" 
(Romans 3:25). He is the cleansing, purging, expiating sacrifice 
which cancels, annuls, blots out, forgives, and removes sin and re
stores us to a right relationship with God. 

Where the Word is faithfully proclaimed in sermon, in sacra
ment, and in the fellowship of believers, the reconciling grace of 
Christ is present. 

It has pleased God to use this way and method until 
peace fills the earth as water fills the ocean and the dis
order which man's fall caused in the world is completely 
set right. According to our idea, it rr.;)ves very slowly, 
but it moves surely, toward that goal. The blood of Jesus 
shall conquer until all knees shall bow in his name and ac
knowledge him as Lord to the glory of God the Father.21 

Waldenstrom's doctrine served as a corrective to the overem
phasis on the penal and forensic dimensions in the prevailing doc
trine of his day, but not even the most ardent Waldenstrornians 
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would contend that their hero spoke the final word on atonement. 
But he did direct attention to the organic unity of the incarnation, 
the death on the cross, and the resurrection in the work of atonement 
and also highlighted the necessity of subjective involvement in the 
atonement which has its basis in an objective historical act. 

Once again we must observe that no one interpretation can do 
justice to the full significance of Christ's atoning death. At best our 
words can only halt and stumble as we think through for our day the 
truth that Christ died for our sins "according to the Scriptures." 
III. The Kingly Office 

We have had occasion throughout these chapters to speak of 
Christian faith as having its center in God's action in history, culmi
nating in the life, death, resurrection, and coming again of Jesus 
Christ. Mark tells us that "Jesus came ... preaching the Gospel of 
God, and saying, 'The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at 
hand'" (Mark 1:14,15). By the term Kingdom, he meant the "reign" 
or "rule" of God in the world and in human history. Jesus' glad 
tidings were that God's rule was about to break into this rebellious 
world in a decisive way to free it from bondage to "the principalities 
and powers" and to bring it into such relationship with himself that 
its proper destiny could be fulfilled. 

The Church has often spoken of God's rule through Christ as 
manifested in three forms. The first of these is the Kingdom of power 
in which Christ, the eternal Logos or Word, sustains and governs the 
entire creation, both "visible and invisible," "upholding the universe 
by his word of power" (Hebrews 1:3). The second is his Kingdom of 
grace in which Christ, the redeemer, rules in gracious love in the be
lieving community which he has called into being. In the Church he 
rules as one who serves and his power is that of persuasive love. He 
exercises his royalty by redeeming sinners and incorporating them 
into his Kingdom of love. Finally, the Church speaks of his Kingdom 
of glory in which his sovereignty (now largely hidden) will be made 
manifest to all at the end of history when his Kingdom is consum
mated and every knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord (Phillipians 2:10,11). 

In speaking of Christ's kingly office we think primarily of his ex
altation to the right hand of God the Father where all authority in 
heaven and in earth is given to him (Matthew 28:18; Ephesians 
1:20-23). This exaltation begins with his resurrection from the dead, 
which is an anticipation of his final victory over all that is at enmity 
with God's holy purposes. In his ascension into heaven he is taken up 
into the hidden realm of God, where he is seated at the right hand of 
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the Father. Obviously that is not intended to be a spatial reference. 
As Luther saw clearly, the "right hand" of God is everywhere, for it 
is the locus of his authority and power. Through his "right hand" he 
rules, which means for us that it is through the resurrected and as
cended Jesus Christ that the glorious rule of God is carried forward. 

The essential nature of Christ's rule has not changed with his as
cension. The exalted Clirist is the Christ who was crucified for us. 
The marks of the nails are still in his hands; cross and crown are in
separably intertwined. Even in his exaltation he rules as one who 
serves. His royal work continues to be the work of the holy love that 
was disclosed in Jesus of Nazareth. When, on the solemn day of final 
judgment, those who trust in Christ face their Lord, they will not 
look upon an austere and distant ruler but upon one whom they 
know and love as Savior. 

The basis of the royal rule of Christ is his resurrection. That 
Christ was raised from the dead is the presupposition of Christian 
faith. We speak of the cross as victorious only because it is followed 
by resurrection. Everything we believe depends on its reality. As 
Paul said, "If Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in 
vain and your faith is in vain . . . and you are still in your sins" (1 
Corinthians 15:14,17). 

The joyous affirmation of the New Testament is that Jesus 
Christ is now alive in a way which transcends the conditions of his 
earthly life. His resurrection is a unique miraculous event, without 
parallels or analogies. It is not the mere resussitation of the body but 
a new creation which involves the transformation of the entire per
son into a "spiritual body" (1 Corinthians 15:44). It is entrance into 
an order of existence which is no longer subject to death and its pow
ers. It is the life which shall be in the consummation, of which Jesus' 
resurrection is, as it were, a preview. In this new order we may, 
through faith, participate even now in a partial, broken, and prelimi
nary way. 

It is, then, Jesus' life, death, and resurrection which inaugurated 
his Kingdom. While his rule will be fully actualized only at the end of 
the age, in the meantime it is present, although incompletely, in his 
Church. There his kingly rule is not onerous but liberating. There 
Christians acknowledge his Lordship by being his disciples, taking 
"every thought captive to obey Christ" (2 Corinthians 10:5) and let
ting him be the head of the body (Ephesians 1:22,23). His rule is not 
that of a tyrant who imposes obedience from without, but that of the 
gracious Lord who calls forth an inner obedience which grows out of 
trust and love. Because we of the Church are aware of how far we 
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fall short of full obedience and how strong our resistance to his will 
continues to be, we remain pilgrims who need his forgiveness and 
await in hope the consummation. 
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Chapter 8 

THE HOLY SPIRIT 
AND SALVATION 

You may have observed that in every one of these chapters there 
has been some reference to the Holy Spirit. So basic and pervasive is 
the movement of the Spirit in the world and particularly among 
God's people that Christian life and thought can only be understood 
as a response, however imperfect, to his active presence. But if the 
activity of the Spirit is thus the presupposition for Christian life it
self, why should the doctrine of the Holy Spirit be so largely neglect
ed in the history of the Church? 

The original Nicene Creed (325 A.D.), after a quite detailed 
statement of the doctrine of the Person of Christ, concluded with a 
mere mention of the third Person of the Trinity: "And [we believe] in 
the Holy Spirit." After the Nicene Creed was expanded at Constanti
nople in 381 A.D., the third article read: "And [we believe] in the 
Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of life, who proceedeth from the Fa
ther [and the Son] who with the Father and the Son together is wor
shiped and glorified, who spake by the prophets." While this is clear
ly an improvement, it still falls short of the depth and comprehen
siveness of the article on the person of Christ. 

Since the fourth century many have written significantly on the 
Holy Spirit, but it is primarily in the present century that widespread 
theological and popular discussions across denominational lines 
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have become a reality. Why has the doctrine developed so slowly? 
The reasons are many but certainly one is the basic, pervasive 

and inescapable nature of the Spirit's presence in all Christian experi-
. ence, whether corporate or individual. The Holy Spirit is, as we have 
said, the presupposition for Christian life itself; there can be no com
munion with God apart from the enabling power of the Spirit. He is 
the medium within which the Christian life is lived. In this sense the 
Holy Spirit is like the air we breathe and the light by which we see. 
We seldom pay attention to that which is always with us. The con
stant and indispensable elements which make life itself possible we 
assume and take for granted. So it is with the everywhere-present 
Spirit of God. 

Another and related reason is the eschatological nature of the 
work of the Holy Spirit. The completion of the Spirit's work is asso
ciated with the final consummation of God's intention for his crea
tion. The poured-out Spirit is God's special gift for the New Age, 
which has already begun with the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the 
pentecostal descent of the Spirit and which will be consummated in 
the Age to Come. The Spirit is present with us as the "first fruits" or 
"down payment" on that which will be. Because his work is not as 
yet completed, a certain unfinished quality is inevitable in all our ut
terances concerning his ministry. 
I. The Work of "the Spirit of Grace" 

The beautiful designation of the Holy Spirit as "the Spirit of 
Grace" occurs in Hebrews 10:29. It is a particularly appropriate 
phrase in that it directs attention to the Spirit as the mediator of the 
grace of Christ by which we have salvation. As the creed proclaims, 
the Holy Spirit is "the Lord and Giver of life." He is the source of all 
life and vitality but especially the agent of the new life in Christ. 
Both in creation and in re-creation he is the "Giver of life." 

Throughout the Scriptures this association of the Spirit with life 
and vitality is apparent. Ruach in Hebrew and pneuma in Greek are 
biblical words designating the Spirit of God. Both involve reference 
to "wind" or "breath" or "storm." The ruach of Yahweh is his life
giving breath. It may be present as a gentle action like that of quiet 
breathing or as strong, vigorous, tumultuous movement like that of 
a "mighty wind" (Genesis 8:1; Acts 2:2). Always it is God in action, 
vivifying and "stirring things up," invading our human existence 
with new possibilities of creative, spirited living. To speak of the 
Spirit of God is to speak not of an impersonal influence emanating 
from the divine reality, but of God himself acting personally and dy
namically in human life.l 
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In the Old Testament this energizing work of God as Spirit is 
seen on several levels. The Spirit is involved in the creation and in 
the sustaining of the universe (Genesis 1:2,5; Psalm 33:6; 104:30). 
When God's Spirit came upon or "took possession of" a judge of Is
rael, that judge was able to carry through his work with a wisdom 
and understanding of which he would otherwise be incapable (e.g., 
Judges 3:10). When "the Spirit of the Lord came mightily" upon 
Samson, he acted with a strength and power otherwise denied him 
(Judges 14:6). When filled with the Spirit of God, craftsmen and art
ists did their work with a skill that surpassed their everyday accom
plishments (Exodus 31:3,4). When inspired by the Spirit, prophets 
found it possible to discern God's will and communicate it to the 
waiting people. 

While God was never absent from his covenant people, this spe
cial vivifying and elevating work of his Spirit was episodic and inter
mittent in the life of Israel. It was a gracious gift to certain outstand
ing individuals which enriched the entire community, but it was not 
an abiding or permanent reality in their experience. The Old Testa
ment is marked by a deep longing for a day when the powerful and 
mysterious work of the Spirit would be present and abide with God's 
people. 

This expectation can be seen in the prophecies concerning the 
future Servant of Yahweh upon whom God will bestow his Spirit. 
Similarly it is apparent in the prophecies of the coming of an ideal 
King upon whom the Spirit of the Lord will rest (as in Isaiah 11: 1ff.). 
Several of the prophets foretold the day when God's Spirit would be 
poured out upon "all flesh" and a new covenant would be made with 
the house of Israel. This emphasis comes through strongly in such 
passages as Jeremiah 31:31 ff. and Ezekiel36:25 ff. and is expressed 
most memorably by Joel: 

And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour 
out my Spirit on all flesh; your sons and daughters shall 
prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your 
young men shall see visions. Even upon the menservants 
and the maidservants in those days, I will pour out my 
Spirit (2:28ff). 

The New Testament testifies that these expectations were fulfilled 
in the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus and the subse
quent outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. Jesus is 
the long-awaited Servant/King, the Messiah, who is the bearer and 
the bestower of the Spirit. In him the new era of the Spirit has dawned. 

The New Testament thus speaks of the Holy Spirit as insepara-
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bly associated with Jesus Christ and refers to him as "the Spirit of 
Christ" or "the Spirit of the Son" (Romans 8:9; Galatians 4:6; Philip
pians 1:19). Paul sometimes virtually identifies the Spirit and the 
risen Christ, as in 2 Corinthians 3:17: "Now the Lord is the Spirit." 
This close association is central to the New Testament's conviction 
that God's great work of redemption has entered a new phase in Je
sus Christ. The New Age has begun; the "new humanity" has come 
into being. And with this has come a new phase in the activity of the 
Spirit. 

This is not to say that the work of the Spirit as depicted in the 
Old Testament has ceased. He still is the source of life and vitality 
and of every impulse toward good throughout the creation, but his 
role in God's redemptive work is now intimately bound up with the 
saving events which center in the person and ministry of Jesus 
Christ. It is through the Holy Spirit that those events are made rele
vant in our lives and Christ is made present and active to faith. 
Through the Holy Spirit we are incorporated into Christ and his 
Kingdom, and through the Spirit we particpate in the power and the 
blessings of the Age to Come. In short, the Holy Spirit makes possi
ble the new mode of existence in Christ. Michael Green states it with 
terse directness: "You cannot get him (the Holy Spirit] except 
through Jesus, or get to Jesus except through him.'12 

II. Incorporation into the Christian Life 
When Paul insists that "no one can say 'Jesus is Lord' except by 

the Holy Spirit" (1 Corinthians 12:3), he is obviously thinking of 
something more than head knowledge. A great many meaningful 
things can be said about Jesus as a historical figure and even about 
his significance as a religious leader without the aid of the Holy 
Spirit. Such statements de,al with the objective reality of Christ and 
his actions as reported in the Scriptures. But for the objective reality 
to become inwardly meaningful and redemptive requires the activity 
of the Spirit. The faith which makes participation in Christ's redemp
tive work a living reality is itself a Spirit-enabled response to the 
divine initiative. 

This gracious, unearned, and undeserved activity of God on our 
behalf is what is meant by grace. One of the loveliest words in our 
language, its roots are in the New Testament charis, which means 
"favor." From this root comes the word "charismata," or gifts of the 
Spirit, about which we will speak later. 

The theological meaning of the term was most fully developed 
by the Apostle Paul. In the course of the Church's history grace has 
been understood in a variety of ways and in Protestant circles it is 
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often defined simply as "the unmerited favor of God." However, if 
we are to grasp fully the New Testament sense of the word "favor" it 
must be understood as a continuing and dynamic activity. God's 
"favor" is his love which spontaneously and freely expresses itself in 
action on behalf of sinners. It is the unmerited love which goes out to 
all humanity through the life, the words, the death, and the resurrec
tion of Jesus Christ and communicates itself to faith through the Ho
ly Spirit. "For God shows his love for us in that while we were yet 
sinners Christ died for us" (Romans 5:8). 

This is the indescribably good news of the Gospel. Our salva
tion depends not on our achievements but on grace-on grace alone. 
By grace we were incorporated into Christian life and into the Body 
of Christ which is the Church; by grace we continue in that life and 
fellowship; and by grace we will particpate in the final resurrection 
into eternal life. As Charles Wesley expressed it: 

By grace we draw our every breath; 
By grace we live, and move, and are; 
By grace we 'scape the second death; 
By grace we now Thy grace declare. 3 

This testimony to the divine initiative in all Christian experience 
must not be obscured or blunted. It does, however, raise a number of 
troublesome questions. In thus stressing the role of grace, do we not 
minimize the significance of human spontaneity and freedom? If all 
is of grace, what role is left to us in deciding our destiny? Are we not 
faced with a dilemma? Grace would seem to imply either a form of 
universalism in which all will be saved by God's gracious love, or a 
form of predestination in which some are saved simply because God 
has so determined, and others are lost because they have not been 
chosen. 
III. Election and Predestination 

It is concern for the gracious initiative of God in all aspects of 
salvation which underlies the doctrine of election or predestination. 
Both terms refer to a deeply meaningful and biblical doctrine which 
unfortunately has often been the source of misunderstanding, confu
sion, and contention among Christians. The traditional opposition 
has been between those who share Augustine's strong emphasis on 
the sovereign efficacy of grace and those who are sympathetic, at 
least in part, with Pelagius' contention that the human will is capable 
of free and responsible action in matters of salvation. In that ancient 
dispute, Augustine undoubtedly was right in his charge that Pelagius 
failed to recognize the depth of our bondage to sin and the necessity 
for the action of special grace if we are to be delivered from it. But 
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if the Augustinian· emphasis upon the sole agency of grace is pressed 
exclusively it leads to a determinism which does violence to the di
mension of responsibility in all human conduct. 

The very real danger in rigid doctrinal expressions of predesti
nation is that they gloss over or obscure the sense of personal respon
sibility for human action. Augustine, himself, was aware of the dan
ger as is indicated in his report on a group of monks who, on being 
rebuked for their moral failures, responded: 

Why do you preach to us about our duties and exhort us 
to fulfill them since it is not we who act but God who 
worketh in us both to will and to do7 ... Let our superi
ors be satisfied to point out our duties . . . but let them 
not reprove us when we are at fault, since we are such as 
God has foreseen us to be and his grace has not been giv
en us to do better. 4 

On the other hand, if. we push the emphasis on freedom of the 
will exclusively we distort in a thoroughly unrealistic way the actual
ity of our human situation. The complexity of the factors which en
ter into moral decision is ignored and we are led into a simplistic 
and moralistic understanding of Christian faith in which "works
righteousness" reasserts itself and our deepest human needs are not 
met. 

Much of our difficulty with the doctrine of election stems from 
the varying ways in which grace has been understood. Historically 
grace has often been described in less than fully personal terms. 
When this occurs grace is seen as a quasi-magical force or an irresisti
ble power which operates on the human will, overruling its freedom. 
George S. Hendry has suggested that Augustine grasped very well 
the truth that God's grace comes to full expression in the incarnation 
of his Son, and that thereby God stooped to our condition to estab
lish a relationship with himself which makes it completely unneces
sary for us to " 'seek to climb the heavenly steeps' and ascend to 
God."5 Grace is the basis for the new relationship and is, as such, in
dispensable for our salvation. 

What Augustine did not see with full clarity (according to Hen
dry) is that God through the incarnation also accommodated himself 
to the human condition. He came to us as "the Word made flesh," 
meeting us in the person of Jesus and placing himself, as it were, in 
our hands. In that personal relationship he deals with us as beings 
whose full humanity is to be respected rather than overruled. The 
"grace of the Lord Jesus Christ" comes to meet us at our level and 
"engages us" at the point of our freedom. 6 When Augustine equated 
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indispensable with irresistible he obscured the personal dimension of 
grace. 7 

The dynamic and personal nature of grace is further highlighted 
by the biblical emphasis upon election as an expression of God's 
commitment to history as the arena in which his purposes are to be 
worked out.8 Election is never purely individualistic but involves 
community. Thus the Old Testament speaks of the election of the na
tion of Israel. That election was not primarily to privilege but to 
service in a covenant relationship with God. 

The election of Israel is fulfilled and actualized in God's election 
of Jesus as the Christ (the Messiah) who, through his blood, will es
tablish the new covenant. Our participation in election is not theo
retical, abstract, or deterministic; it is always election in Christ. To 
be "in Christ" is an eminently personal matter in which our entire be
ing is involved in response to God's gracious initiative. We are elect 
in him. . 

Election is understood in the New Testament to include the 
Church, the new Israel, the elect of God which is called to be God's 
own people and to participate in his blessedness and to be a blessing. 
As Jesus Christ was called to be both Lord and servant, so the 
Church is called to be a redeemed and redeeming community. The 
election of the Church is not to privilege but to responsibility and 
always involves obedient response. 

The Evangelical Covenant Church has, throughout its history, 
sought to recognize both the necessity of grace and the reality of per
sonal responsibility. With Luther and Reformation theology in gen
eral, the Covenant affirms the divine initiative in all that pertains to 
salvation. Redemption is the work of God and never the result of hu
man merit. Only as God graciously calls us and works in our hearts 
through his Word and his Spirit as mediated through the community 
of faith can we tum (and be turned) to him. "For by grace you have 
been saved through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift 
of God-not because of works, lest any man should boast" (Ephe
sians 2:8,9). 

The Covenant Church also affirms the freedom by which a per
son responds to the initiative and the enabling ministry of the Spirit. 
Not to find a role for human responsibility denigrates the signifi
cance of our being created for relationship with God-created "in his 
image," capable of responding to him. We are not sticks and stones 
to be acted upon apart from our consent. To enable is not the same 
as to coerce. Kenneth Foreman put it well: 

God deals personally with personal beings .... Grace 
that left no option whatever would not be grace, it would 
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be something else. We should have to say, By force were 
ye saved, and not of yourselves. 9 

Can the tension between grace and responsibility be resolved? 
Or are we dealing here with another of those profound insights of 
faith which can only be expressed in terms of paradox? Or is re
course to paradox a cop-out? It is true that too easy resort to para
dox may be the mark of intellectual laziness, but it is also true that 
many of the most astute thinkers within the Church have found it 
necessary to speak paradoxically in order to bring into focus the 
complex reality of faith's relationship to God. Certainly Paul spoke 
in that way: "But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace 
toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than 
any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God which is with 
me" (1 Corinthians 15:10). Or again: 'Work out your own salvation 
with fear and trembling; for God is at work in you, both to will and 
to work for his good pleasure" (Philippians 2:12,13). 

Such paradoxical statements should not be made the basis for 
general philosophical theory. They are statements addressed to faith 
and meaningful in the context of faith. They point to a dimension 
which characterizes the experience of the Christian Church. God 
chose us before we chose him. Every good thing was his before it be
came ours. The good we have done is not of ourselves; we have no 
occasion for boasting. All is of grace. But we also know that none of 
this would have happened had we not said "Yes" to God. Such is the 
paradox of grace. 
IV. Regeneration and New Birth 

A great variety of words is used in Scripture to designate the re
ality of God's saving work among his people. Terms that immediate
ly come to mind are "conversion," "new birth," "cleansing," "recon
ciliation," "redemption," "justification," "sanctification," "being in 
Christ," "forgiveness." While distinctions may properly be made 
among these words, all of them refer to the one work by which we 
are reconciled to God and made participants in his life through the 
Holy Spirit (John 3:6). 

Traditionally we have spoken of God's saving activity as the 
twofold work of justification and sanctification. Often the two have 
been understood as quite distinct entities, one following sequentially 
upon the other. When this is done, the essential unity of God's re
demptive work is obscured. Hendrikus Berkhof, among others, in
sists that the indivisibility of God's work is better expressed in the 
broader term "regeneration," which includes within itself both justi
fication and sanctification.10 This must not be understood to mean 
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that we are justified on the basis of our first being regenerated. God's 
justification is always of sinners. But it does mean that all of the 
terms used with respect to redemption mutually imply one another 
and that regeneration serves best as the inclusive term. 

Regeneration is closely associated with rebirth or being "born 
again." The term brings into clear focus the necessity of the gracious 
initiative of the Holy Spirit if we who are dead in our trespasses and 
sins (Ephesians 2:1) are to be quickened into life toward God. It also 
speaks of the necessity of the continuing work of God's Spirit if the 
new life in Christ is to be brought to maturity and fulfillment. 

Biblical references to regeneration as rebirth can easily be multi
plied. God speaks through Ezekiel: "A new heart I will give you, and 
a new spirit I will put within you; and I will take out of your flesh the 
heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh" (Ezekiel 36:26). The 
Gospel of John speaks of those "who were born, not of blood nor of 
the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God," and insists 
that "unless one is born anew, he cannot see the kingdom of God" 
(John 1:13; 3:3). Paul writes that "if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 
creation" (2 Corinthians 5:17). And 1 Peter declares that "we have 
been born anew to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ from the dead" (1 Peter 1:3).11 

Regeneration is not simply the moral reformation of the sinner 
or the polishing of his or her native qualities to their highest level of 
perfection. It is the imparting of a new life-orientation, with fresh re
sources of inspiration and power made available through participa
tion in new life through Christ. Like physical birth, regeneration in
volves a crisis. It is the passing from death to life. It is a break with 
the bondage of the past and is, therefore, best understood in terms of 
death and resurrection. We die with Christ to sin, to the demands of 
the sinful ego, and to the pretensions of the present Age, and are raised 
into newness of life with him. The work of regeneration is a continu
ing work and is not completed until we are brought into conformity 
with him. 
V. Justification 

Luke makes a revealing comment about human nature in his re
port of a conversation between Jesus and a lawyer about the way in
to eternal life. When the lawyer found himself uncomfortable under 
Jesus' questioning, he, "desiring to justify himself said to Jesus, 'And 
who is my neighbor?' "(Luke 10:29). That desire to justify oneself is 
universal. We all respond to an inner compulsion to present our
selves in the best possible light. We want to be approved and accept
ed by others, especially by those we respect. 
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The biblical doctrine of justification is the assertion that, in the 
presence of the holy God, every attempt at self-justification fails. Be
fore him our best righteousness is as "filthy rags" (Isaiah 64:6, AV). 
If we are to be justified it can only be by an act of God himself 
through which he accepts us in our sinfulness, freely forgives us, and 
confers upon us a righteousness we cannot achieve ourselves. 

The theme of justification is most fully developed by the Apos
tle Paul, but its roots are in the prophetic understanding of the righ
teousness of God, especially as seen in the Suffering Servant passages 
of Isaiah (see Isaiah 53). While God's righteousness is holy and can
not tolerate iniquity, it is never merely condemnatory, but is always 
saving righteousness. God, having entered into a covenant with his 
people, will be faithful to them despite their unfaithfulness toward 
him. Precisely because he is righteous he will find a way to justify 
(save) his people. The basis for their justification will lie not in their 
righteousness but solely in the dynamic, outgoing righteousness of 
God. 

It is this understanding of the divine righteousness which is ex
pressed in the words and works of Jesus who "came not to call the 
righteous but sinners" (Mark 2:17). The theme is powerfully stated in 
the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) where the father's 
understanding of righteousness (which is that of Isaiah) contrasts 
sharply with the elder brother's view of righteousness as essentially 
the rewarding of merit. 

In the Parable of the two men at prayer in the Temple, the phar
isee recited his good deeds before God, confident that he was justi
fied by his righteousness, while the publican, who had no righteous
ness to confess, stood afar off with bowed head and said, "God, be 
merciful to me a sinner!" Jesus said of the publican, "I tell you, this 
man went down to his house justified rather than the other" (Luke 
18:9-14). 

The heart of Paul's message is that God's active, saving righ
teousness has now been fully revealed in the Gospel of Jesus Christ 
(Romans 1:17) and especially in the death of Christ (Romans 
3:25,26). That death shows forth in unmistakable clarity God's sav
ing intention and demonstrates "at the present time that he, himself, 
is righteous and that he justifies him who has faith in Jesus" (Romans 
3:26). God's faithfulness to Israel is continued in his resolve to justify 
(save) those who have faith in Jesus. 

Paul develops the theme by using language and metaphors 
drawn from the law court. "Justification" is a forensic term which is 
the exact opposite of "condemnation." It means to "acquit," to "vin-
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dicate," to "set right," or to "declare righteous." Understood in this 
context, justification is that work of God by which he receives the 
guilty sinner into fellowship with himself and clears the sinner of all 
charges leveled against him or her. The act involves the "imputation" 
to the sinner of a righteousness which he or she has not achieved-a 
righteousness which is by faith "apart from works of law" (Romans 
3:28). In the well-known phrase of the Reformation, the Christian is 
simul iustus.et peccator, that is, simultaneously righteous and a sin
ner. 

It is obvious that this statement poses some problems. Can it be 
anything else than '1egal fiction" to declare that sinners are righteous 
when, in fact, they are not7 Is not this to play games with language? 

These questions become less. troublesome if we keep in mind 
that justification is but one aspect of the Holy Spirit's work of regen
eration. The doctrine is not to be understood in isolation from the 
totality of the Spirit's work. Its focus is on the reality of salvation by 
grace alone and constitutes a protest against the perennial tempta
tion to equate Christianity with moral achievement. But it cannot be 
separated from the other aspects of the work of the Holy Spirit. 

Luther spoke a wise word when he insisted that justifcation is 
not the exodus from vice to virtue but the exodus from virtue to the 
grace of Christ.12 To be justified is no longer to depend on one's 
achievement but to be placed by God in a new relationship to him
self-the relationship of grace. That relationship cannot be earned 
by works, but from it works flow (Ephesians 2:10; James 2:17,18). 

Justification is not a doctrine which is to be believed by "head 
knowledge." Its meaning can be known only "from the inside," 
through personal participation in that of which it speaks. To be justi
fied is to be taken outside of oneself into identification with the cruci
fied Christ in whom sin is exposed and judged and the word of par
don is spoken. "In Christ" we know ourselves to be sinners, justly 
condemned and with no claim upon God, and in him we also know 
ourselves to be fully forgiven and accepted. In our justification 
Christ's objective work of atonement has been made a personal reali
ty for us. 'The Great Exchange" so basic to Luther's thought has 
been accomplished.13 As the Incarnate Christ took upon himself our 
condition, permitting our sins to be imputed to him, so in justifica
tion his righteousness and his victory over sin are imputed to us. 
"For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him 
we might become the righteousness of God" (2 Corinthians 5:21). 

The founders of the Evangelical Covenant Church held that jus
tification by faith is foundational to Christian life. There is no way 
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to be a Christian except through justification by grace alone through 
faith alone. However, speaking out of their concern for renewal of 
the Church and for the biblical emphasis on regeneration, our 
founders objected to what they felt was an over-emphasis on the for
ensic dimension in the doctrine. That over-emphasis they felt con
tributed to spiritual complacency. Justification, they insisted, means 
not only that we are reckoned righteous but that in some sense we 
become righteous. God does not only change his attitude toward the 
sinner; he changes the sinner. In this they stood within the pietist tra
dition which, as Dale Brown, observes, "strongly emphasized that 
the God who is good enough to forgive us is powerful enough to 
change us."14 

This concern is clear in Waldenstrom's treatment of justifica
tion. The doctrine, he writes, has two dimenstions: 

1) It is the full and complete forgiveness of sins. This is imputed 
righteousness. 

2) It is the receiving of a new heart, a new disposition, a new re
lationship to Jesus. This is imparted righteousness.15 

It is significant that Waldenstrom does not speak primarily of a 
moral change but of a change in relationship. Life is given a new 
center. We are grafted into Christ as a branch is grafted into the vine. 
We are made a part of the new creation, open to its resources and its 
love. In him we are righteous. In Waldenstrom's words: 

God sees no one in Christ, who is not in Christ. No, God 
sees and reckons all things as they actually are, but he 
makes godless and unrighteous persons righteous in 
Christ, in that he awakens them to understanding, for
gives them their sins, draws them to Christ and gives 
them, in him, a righteous mind.16 

This is not to say that the forgiven sinner ceases to be a sinner. 
Justification is not a launching pad from which we are propelled into 
Christian orbit and to which we never return. However much we 
may grow in grace we never move away from the need of justifica
tion by faith. God's choicest samts still pray with the publican, "God 
be merciful to me a sinner." 
V. Sanctification 

Justification, as an act of God, may be understood as instanta
neous and complete. It is instantaneous in that it is not a process but 
rather the divine declaration of acceptance. As the familiar couplet 
has it: 

Between the stirrup and the ground, 
Mercy I sought, mercy I found. 
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It is complete in that it knows no degrees; one cannot be more or less 
justified. To be accepted is to be accepted totally. To be forgiven is 
to be forgiven completely. As Waldenstrom liked to say, "There is 
one thing which the Almighty God cannot do: he cannot remember 
the sin he has forgiven."17 

But this emphasis needs to be complemented by the recognition 
that the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit also involves process. 
Just as all life involves growth, so "the new creation" is subject to the 
laws of growth. 

By justification we are righteous in Christ, that is, by faith we 
participate even now in the righteousness which will be fully revealed 
at the end of history. But, because we live "between the ages," we 
also participate in this "present age" and are subject to its "powers" 
even though, in priniciple, they have been defeated at the cross. This 
is not, however, the whole story. It also belongs to the essence of 
"the new creation" that it express itself in a life of growing conformi
ty to the mind and spirit of Christ. This is the reason we pray "that 
according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be streng
thened with might through his Spirit in the inner man, and that 
Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being root
ed and grounded in love, may have power to comprehend with all 
the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and 
to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowlege, that you may 
be filled with all the fulness of God" (Ephesians 3:16-19). Sanctifica
tion is that process whereby the Christian grows in conformity to the 
image of Christ. 

Sanctification is ultimately the work of the Holy Spirit but it 
also involves human effort and discipline. This truth must not be ob
scured. Emil Brunner has observed that the Protestant reformers in 
their struggle against works-righteousness sometimes treated the 
Epistle to the Romans as if it ended at chapter eleven.18 Rejoicing in 
the glad news that salvation is God's free, unearned, and unmerited 
gift they neglected to assert with equal force God's call to disciplined 
discipleship. The twelfth chapter of Romans opens with the impera
tive: "I appeal to you therefore ... to present your bodies as a liv
ing sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual 
worship. Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by 
the renewal of your mind that you may prove what is the will of 
God, what is good and acceptable and perfect" (Romans 12:1,2). 
God's initiative calls for our response. 

However, even as we make clear the necessity of our coopera
tion, we must guard against another misunderstanding. Even our 
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striving for moral excellence can become self-centered and "curved in 
upon itself." Sanctification is not achieved simply by stripping away 
one sin after another or by working single-mindedly to free one's self 
from evil. Sanctification may have less to say about removing sins 
from a person than about removing a person from sin.19 The work of 
the Spirit is to capture the heart, the mind, and the affections for 
Christ and his Kingdom. 'The expulsive power of a new affection" is 
demonstrated whenever the Christian finds mind and heart filled 
with the love of our Lord Jesus Christ. 20 

The Parable of the Prodigal Son is illuminating in this respect. 
As Lesslie Newbigin observes, when the wayward son returned to 
his father's house the marks of his self-centered and dissolute life 
were still upon him. Habits of attitude and speech which he had 
learned in the far country still characterized much of his life. None
theless the father welcomed him back, just as he was, placed the ring 
upon his finger and made him a beloved son in his house. In spite of 
imperfections in his life he could not have been more a son than he 
was in that moment of acceptance. 

Yet, in another sense, the prodigal had a long way to go before 
his new status as son would be fully exemplified in his life. Patterns 
of the past would have to be overcome by disciplined effort. Doubt
less he often slipped into old ways and brought pain to his father. 
Often he would have to ask for forgiveness. Gradually, through his 
own struggle but also through the love of the father and the support 
and inspiration of the family of which he had become a part, his 
changed status would work out into his everyday life.21 

Sanctification is intimately bound up with the disciplines of 
prayer and worship. It is by participation in the fellowship of there
deemed, by faithful use of the means of grace, by hearing and study
ing God's Word, and by prayer that we are opened to the grace and 
power of Jesus Christ. In this way, as well as by conscious effort, we 
fulfill the admonition to "put off your old nature which belongs to 
your former manner of life . . . and put on the new nature, created 
after the likenss of God in true righteousness and holiness" (Ephe
sians 4:22-24). 

Sanctification is growth into Christ-likeness. As Michael Green 
puts it: 

This powerful, victorious Spirit which indwells believers, 
and can keep their sinful natures nailed upon the cross, is 
like a seed planted in the soil of the believer's life. If culti
vated and nourished, this seed will grow into a lovely 
tree; and this is what the fruit is like: 'love, joy, peace, 

120 



patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 
self-control' (Galatians 5:22). And what is that but a de
scription of the character of Jesus722 

Because sanctification has to do with progress toward conformi
ty to Christ it is never completed in this life. With Paul we all con
fess, "Not that I have already attained this or am already perfect; but 
I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his 
own" (Philippians 3:12). The goal of sanctification is not simply our 
perfection in righteousness or even our personal salvation but in
volvement in God's great redemptive work in the world. It is not 
simply the achievement of virtue but willing and joyful participation 
with Christ in his mission. We are called to a vocation, that of being 
co-workers with God and witnesses to the reality of his gracious yet 
kingly rule. Through the sanctifying work of the Holy Spiritwe be
come increasingly responsive to the love and power of Christ and 
thereby become effective instruments of his will. 
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Chapter 9 

THE CHURCH 
AND SACRAMENTS 

The Church as the community of faith has been called "a people 
polarized around the Lord Jesus Christ."1 The phrase catches the au
thentic accent of the early Church. Throughout the New Testament 
believers speak of themselves as so bound to Jesus Christ that they 
live in him and he in them. They are deeply aware of being "in 
Christ" (e.g., 2 Corinthians 5:17), of "sharing in Christ" (Hebrews 
3:14), of being "the body of Christ" (1 Corinthians 12:27). 

When New Testament Christians speak of Jesus' death and res
urrection they have in mind not simply past historical events, but 
events in which they have participated. "I have been crucified with 
Christ," says Paul; "it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in 
me" (Galatians 2:20). In Romans Paul asks, "Do you not know that 
all of us who have been baptized into Christ were baptized into his 
death?" (Romans 6:3). 'We were buried therefore with him by bap
tism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the 
glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life (Romans 
6:4). And Colossians declares: "You have been raised with Christ" 
and "your life is hid with Christ in God" (Colossians 3:1,3). Faith for 
New Testament Christians was no mere memory of past events but 
active participation in the life of the risen Christ who, through the 
Holy Spirit, was made present to them in the believing community. 
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To be Christians is to be members of the body ·of Christ and 
therefore members of one another (1 Corinthians 12:25-27). The 
New Testament knows of no isolated Christians. To be "in Christ" is 
to be in the "koinonia [fellowship] of his Spirit" (2 Corinthians 
13:14) and a participant in the "new humanity (Ephesians 2:15, 4:24; 
Colossians 3:10) which exists in the grace and love of Christ. 

Because of this incorporation into vital relationship with Christ, 
the faith community is capable of passing on to others the life which 
has been communicated to it. God's self-communication continues 
over the centuries through his Church. It is the bridge by which the 
redemptive, historical events of the past are, through the Holy Spir
it, made contemporary with us. 

Thus, what constitutes the Church as Church is not its organiza
tional structure or its forms of worship or its clergy or any other as
pect of its life as an institution, but solely the active presence of 
Christ among the people who confess him as Lord and seek to re
spond to his Word. The Church is the body through which he is pres
ent and at work in the world. This does not mean that he is limited to 
his Church and cannot work apart from it. While we cannot say that 
without the Church Christ is absent from the world, we do say that 
without the Church his saving message is not known in its concrete 
personal reality (see Ephesians 1:20-23; Colossians 1:15-19). 
I. The "Marks" of the Church 

The traditional marks of the Church should be understood as 
witnesses to the presence of Christ as the essential dimension of the 
Church. These marks were given classic expression in the Nicene
Constantinopolitan Creed (381 A.D.): "And we believe in one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic Church." 

The Church is one. But on what basis can we make such a state
ment? In its historical actuality the Church seems to be anything but 
one. Certainly its unity cannot be found in organizational structure 
or in liturgy or in ordination or in doctrine. The Church is one be
cause it has one Lord. As head of the body, Christ is the source of its 
unity. It is he who makes the body an organic whole rather than a 
collection of individuals. Its unity is not that of a mathematical point 
but that of a living organism. "From him the whole body, joined and 
held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself 
up in love, as each part does its work" (Ephesians 4:16, NIV). 

Such unity does not preclude diversity. As Paul reminds us, 
'The body does not consist of one member but of many" (1 Corinthi
ans 12:14) and "If all were a single organ, where would the body be?" 
(1 Corinthians 12:19). Among the members there exists a rich diver-
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sity of gifts and ministries-all of them given through the Holy Spirit 
for the health and well-being of the body and its effectiveness in its 
total ministry. 

An externally imposed unity which locks the members into 
deadly uniformity cannot be of the Spirit, but a willful assertion of 
diversity for its own sake is also foreign to the Spirit. The unity 
which has its source in Christ includes respect for the free work of 
the Spirit through which he brings into being the rich diversity which 
is necessary if the Gospel is to be seen in its fullness. 

The Church is holy. Here again the Church has no right to claim 
holiness by virtue of its achievements but only because it participates 
in the holiness of Christ. With all of its faults and shortcomings the 
Church is nonetheless "not of the world" (John 17:16). Like its Lord 
it has been sanctified, and set apart from the world in order to be 
sent into the world as he was sent (John 17:17,18). 

A favorite word of the New Testament for Christians is "saints." 
As the Apostles' Creed declares, the Church is "the communion of 
saints." It is made up of those who have been "sanctified in Christ 
Jesus, called to be saints together with those who in every place call 
on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ" (1 Corinthians 1:2). The saints 
are "holy," but their holiness does not consist in moral perfection; it 
consists in their being called and set apart by Christ to share in his 
mission to this troubled world. 

The Church is catholic. We need to recover that word for our 
use in evangelical Churches, for it speaks of an essential dimension 
of the Church of the New Testament. The word "catholic" means 
universal. The Church is for all humankind, in all times and in all 
places and under all conditions, as Peter learned in his vision of clean 
and unclean animals. In responding to the voice which said, 'What 
God has cleansed, you must not call common," Peter came to see 
that "truly ... God shows no partiality" (Acts 10:15,34). The sav
ing work of Christ is for all people, of all races, all nations, all 
classes, "all sorts and conditions of men." In Christ they all become a 
"new humanity" (Ephesians 2:15). Accordingly, the Church is a 
global reality extending across all national, socal, racial, and cultural 
boundaries. As Paul declares, "There is neither Jew nor Greek, there 
is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are 
all one in Christ Jesus" (Galatians 3:28). 

The catholicity of the Church must not be understood in such a 
way as to minimize the significance of the local church. As Alan 
Richardson observes, speaking from the perspective of New Testa
ment studies, "The 'catholic' Church is always a local church, the 
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church of some city or country. "2 As an empirical reality the Church 
can be seen only in its historical expression at a particular place, 
time, and situation, but in that historical and cultural expression the 
universal Church of Jesus Christ is present. What makes the univer
sal Church to be present7 An important book by British Free 
Churchmen states it well: . 

It is the presence of the living Christ, recognized, adored, 
and obeyed, which secures the catholicity of the Church. 
Nothing else is necessary; and if a Christian in whom 
Christ dwells by faith lives on an island which is other
wise inhabited by devil-worshipping savages, the catholic 
Church is present in his person, for he represents both his 
Lord and the people of his Lord. 3 

The Church is apostolic. The word is used in two senses. On the 
one hand it means "one who is sent." In this sense Jesus is supremely 
the Apostle (Hebrews 3:1) sent by God for our salvation. The 
Church is said to be apostolic because it also has been sent on a di
vinely-appointed mission. "As thou didst send me into the world," 
said Jesus, "so I have sent them into the world" (John 17:18; 20:21). 
Their mission is to be the agents through whom his ministry is con
tinued. That includes proclaiming the good news that the Kingdom 
or Rule of God has broken into time, and summoning all people to 
repent and to believe that Jesus Christ is indeed the Lord of heaven 
and of earth and the Savior of all who place their trust in him. Em
phasis falls not on the Church as an institution, but as a movement in 
which the mind and intention of Jesus are made manifest in the 
world. 

The word also refers to the Church's commitment to the Apos
tles' teaching concerning Christ. The Church is "built upon the foun
dation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the 
cornerstone" (Ephesians 2:20). Apostolicity has to do with the faith
fulness with which the Church reproduces in its life and message the 
mind and heart of Christ. 'What is true to Christ," said Luther, "that 
is apostolic." 

But where do we find the authentic understanding of Christ7 
Confronted as we are by a multitude of interpretations, where do we 
find the norms by which they are to be evaluated7 We find them in 
the testimony of the apostles who were participants in the events in 
which God acted for our redemption and recipients of the revelation 
implicit in those events. It is significant that the Epistle to the Ephe
sians includes the prophets with the apostles as the foundation of the 
Church. The Christ who is the indispensable cornerstone is that One 
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who was foretold by the prophets, who appeared among us in "the 
fullness of time," who fulfilled in his person and ministry the prom
ises of the Old Testament and who died for our sins and was raised 
for our justification. This is the Christ to whom the apostles wit
nessed: this is the Christ to whom the Church must witness today. 

The apostolicity of the Church thus depends upon maintaining 
continuity with the witness of the apostles, but that continuity can
not be secured, we believe, simply by ordination to ministry through 
the laying on of hands by bishops who stand in an unbroken line of 
succession to the apostles (as in the Roman Catholic doctrine of 
Apostolic Succession). The true successors to the apostles and 
prophets, we believe, are, first, the canonical Scriptures themselves 
and, secondly the Church-clergy and laity alike-who, having de
voted themselves "to the apostles' teaching and fellowship" (Acts 
2:42), faithfully proclaim through the Holy Spirit the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ. 
II. Constituted by the Word and the Sacraments 

The Protestant reformers, and especially Luther and Calvin, 
emphasized the active presence of Christ as the esse, or essence, of 
the Church in the familiar statement: The Church is where the Word 
is faithfully preached and the Sacraments rightly administered. By 
Sacraments the Reformers meant special expressions of the Word, 
and (as we have observed elsewhere) by the Word they meant the 
living, active Christ who is present through the Holy Spirit in the 
biblical witness concerning himself. Where Christ is present through 
the proclamation of the Gospel, and where he is heard and respond
ed to in the Holy Spirit, the Church is called into being. 

Earlier we observed that the Church is the bearer of the Word, 
the vehicle by which we receive Christ. Here we affirm that the 
Church is also the creation of the Word. It is not our faith which pro
duces the Church. Our experiences and decisions do not provide the 
basis for its existence. Its source is always outside of itself in the ac
tion of God to which faith is a response. 

When the Church is thus called into being and constituted by 
the Word, it is present as a visible historical community. It is a "peo
ple" (Titus 2:14), "the people of God" (1 Peter 2:10), "the household 
of faith" (Galatians 6:10), "the household of God" (Ephesians 2:19), 
"the communion of saints,"4 "God's new society in Christ."S As 
Luther said, "The word of God cannot be without God's people and 
conversely, God's people cannot be without the word. For how 
could it otherwise be preachedf"6 

The Church is, then, a people under the Word-the company of 
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those who, having been born anew through the Word, continue to 
live in dependence upon it. Seeking to be formed and shaped by the 
Word, they submit themselves to its judgment and are summoned by 
it to continuing reformation and renewal. 

From Luther's recovery of the New Testament understanding of 
the Church flowed consequences of lasting significance. One was 
that the Church could no longer be seen as constituted primarily by 
the ecclesiastical establishment which was held to continue the au
thoritative ministry of Christ on earth. Luther fully realized that in
stitutional structures and forms are necessarily a part of the life of 
the Church, but, he insisted, they are not its essence nor are they sac
rosanct. They are to be measured, evaluated, and shaped by the 
Word. Their significance is secondary to the reality of the Church as 
"the people of God." 

Another consequence was the heightening of the personal char
acter of faith. This does not mean that Luther was the father of mod
ern individualism (as some have contended). Faith, for him, was per
sonal but never private; it existed always within the context of the 
believing community. This personal emphasis, however, did mean 
the rejection of the Roman Catholic doctrine of implicit faith, i.e., 
that the individual need not possess a personal and explicit faith in 
the Gospel as long as his or her believing is entwined in a general 
way with the faith of the Church as a whole. Against such inclusive
ness, Luther insisted that everyone must do his or her own believing, 
just as everyone must do his or her own dying. 

It would seem that the logic of Luther's position would lead to 
the establishing of believers' churches rather than the territorial or 
"folk" churches which emerged from the magisterial Reformation. 
Luther did, in fact, entertain the possibility of organizing congrega
tions of those "who want to be Christians in earnest and to profess 
the Gospel with hand and mouth' (as in his Preface to the German 
Mass), but historical and sociological factors made other alternatives 
more feasible at the time. 7 European national churches fell short of 
embodying the full range of Luther's vision, but they did bring the 
vitality and power of the Gospel to multitudes and nourished them 
in the faith. 

The ideal of a free church of committed believers-a church not 
under the control of the State and bound ultimately only to Jesus 
Christ its Lord-was vigorously promoted by the Anabaptist wing 
of the Reformation and, later, by elements of the Pietist movement 
(although with some modification). It is in this free church tradition, 
especially as shaped by Pietism, that the Evangelical Covenant 
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Church stands, although other traditions have also contributed sig
nificantly to its understanding of its nature and mission. As a result 
the Covenant Church exists as a "gathered" or believers' church but 
also appreciates and rejoices in many of the insights of other tradi
tions. It finds itself a part of the evangelical tradition within the 
wider Church, a theme to which we give further expression in the 
following section. · 
III. The "Marks" of the Believers' Church 

It has proved difficult to define the believers' church with preci
sion. From one standpoint all church bodies in the United States, in
cluding the Roman Catholic, are free churches existing in separation 
from the State and with a voluntary membership. 

Is full agreement on a definition possible? Much depends on 
how narrowly or broadly the lines of definition are drawn. Should 
the believers' church consist only of those churches which reject in
fant baptism 7 Should it include only those who seek to restore the 
organizational forms and patterns of the New Testament Church as 
normative for the life of the Church today? Should it include only 
those churches which consciously seek to embody the spirit and per
spectives of the classical Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition? Obvious
ly the lines must not be drawn too narrowly, but to draw them too 
broadly is to destroy the usefulness of the category. 

In this section we shall discuss some of the marks of the believ
ers' church as they manifest themselves in the Evangelical Covenant 
Church. For some this presentation may not be in accord with the 
believers' church, as they understand it. Our concern is not to pre
sent an inclusive definition but to delineate, from within a particular 
fellowship, what it means to seek to be a believers' church. Since all 
of these marks characterize in varying degree the wider Church, the 
difference is one of emphasis. 

1) Membership in the Church is by profession of personal faith 
in Christ. It is for believers only but for all believers. Axel Melland
er, an early theologian of the Covenant, wrote in 1910: 

Christ's Church is the association of all who believe in 
Christ, both universally and in particular places. It is 
made up of those who, through faith in Christ have been 
recreated to be a new people .... Local congregations 
represent God's universal Church in their specific locali
ties and ought, therefore, faithfully to reflect the same. 
They should receive all who are known as true Chris
tians, but no one else.s 

In 1935, on the 50th anniversary of the Covenant, President 
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Theodore W. Anderson reiterated the theme: 
On the basis of the Scriptures we believe that the 

Church should accept all whom Christ has accepted. If 
we are to be together in heaven, we should be together 
here.9 

And, in 1976, the booklet, Covenant Affirmations, declared: 
Membership in the Evangelical Covenant Church is by 
confession of personal faith in Jesus Christ. It is open to 
all believers. Considerations of class or race, education or 
pedigree, wealth or prestige do not enter. Uniformity in 
credal details is not expected. What is required is that one 
be "born anew to a living hope through the resurrection 
of Jesus Christ from the dead" (1 Peter 1:3). But if mem
bership is open to all believers it is also open only to be
lievers. "The doors of the church are wide enough to ad
mit all who believe and narrow enough to exclude those 
who do not," said our forebears. We affirm no less 
today.10 

But is it possible for this ideal to become an actuality within his
tory? It is interesting that in 1910 C.V. Bowman (who later became 
president of the Covenant) observed: "The one principle of ours 
which will likely in the long run be most difficult to implement 
is ... our principle of church membership."11 Certainly the difficul
ties must not be minimized, but it is helpful to keep in focus what is 
meant by a "gathered" Church. The gathered church is not pure or 
perfect. It is made up of sinners whose only difference from other 
sinners is that they have been touched by the grace of Christ and 
have been placed under the tutelage and discipline of the Word. 
They still stumble and fall and are in need of God's continuing for
giveness, but they also know that they have been received through 
Christ into the household of faith. 

The believers' church may be particularly susceptible to the twin 
temptations of spiritual elitism and comfortable provincialism. Both 
must be rigorously resisted. To the degree that we take seriously the 
principle that membership is for all believers without expectation of 
cultural, racial, and detailed credal uniformity, we may have some 
built-in protection against provincialism. Nevertheless, the gathered 
church must guard against turning in upon itself and becoming simp
ly an enclave of "good" people in retreat from a disturbing world. To 
guard against this, we need to be in dialogue both with the world and 
with the wider Church. That includes the need to be mindful of the 
traditions out of which we have come and by which we continue to 
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be challenged and enriched. Covenant roots go back farther than to 
Nyvall and Mellander and Waldenstrom. They include, not only 
Zinzendorf and Spener, but Luther and Calvin, Aquinas and 
Anselm, Bernard of Clairvaux, and the early Church Fathers. Ac
knowledging our indebtedness and our need for continuing dialogue 
with the whole Church, we are nevertheless persuaded that the be
lievers' church ideal is rooted in the New Testament and is increas
ingly relevant in today's world. 

2) The Believers' Church is committed solely to Jesus Christ. He 
is its Lord; its members bow their knee to none other. 'We must 
obey God rather than men" (Acts 5:29). This is not to say that other 
authorities do not exist or that the Church is free of responsibility to 
them. It is to say that, for Christian faith, the whole story of human 
struggle and achievement is to be understood from the vantage point 
of the Christ who is Lord of creation and of history. In the Kingdom 
which he proclaimed and embodied, the pattern or model for all hu
man existence is disclosed. In the light of his Lordship, all human in
stitutions are relativized. Absolute loyalty is owed only to God; all 
other loyalties are ordered beneath that overarching loyalty. 

This concern that Christ be Lord inevitably brings the Church 
into tension with the "spirit of the age." It is bound to clash with the 
secular powers when they pretend to an authority which they do not 
have and demand an obedience which belongs only to God. Even in 
a beneficent and non-totalitarian government a free Church needs to 
be on guard against being "conformed to this world" (Romans 12:2), 
by uncritical acceptance of its values and easy acquiescence in its 
spirit. David Nyvall, Covenant educator, once wrote, "All churches 
enjoying peaceful relations with their surroundings are State 
Churches in principle. "12 

The Believers' Church must not be equated with the Kingdom of 
God, which is a broader, more inclusive reality than the Church. But 
it should be expected that the Kingdom (or Rule) of God will come to 
visible expression in the Church. The local congregation is an out
post of the Kingdom, in Paul's words, "a colony of heaven" (Philip
pians 3:20). It is the place where the Kingdom and the secular world 
with its complex problems intersect. At this place the Good News of 
God's redemption is proclaimed and related to all aspects of the life 
of the world-its economics, its philosophies, its culture, and its pol
itics, as well as the personal lives of the people. 

3) The Believers' Church is a community of the Spirit (Ephesians 
1:11-14) and seeks to be responsive to his dynamic and creative pres
ence. "Pentecost," as Mennonite theologian C. Norman Kraus, ob-
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serves, "is also a part of the Gospel.''13 We have not told the whole of 
God's Good News if we stop with the events of Jesus' incarnation, 
death, and resurrection. Essential to the full story is the reality of 
Pentecost with its gracious outpouring of the divine Spirit which en
dowed the new community of faith with power to love and to wit
ness. It is through that body which was formed at Pentecost that the 
ministry of Jesus is continued through his Spirit. 

Let no one say that the Believers' Church possesses the Holy 
Spirit. No group has power to control him or dictate what he will do. 
He is the sovereign and free Spirit of God who moves and acts in gra
cious, yet often "strange and mysterious ways, his wonders to per
form." It is through the Spirit that the proclaimed Word comes alive, 
worship becomes communion with God, the "koinonia" (fellowship) 
becomes reality, and prayer becomes effective. Through the Spirit 
various gifts are given to the Church, new and creative ministries are 
raised up, demons are cast out, and power for witness is demonstrat
ed. Through the Spirit the Church becomes a pilgrim people with 
loins girt and staff in hand awaiting its marching orders and ready 
for exodus into new understandings of the truth of Christ and new 
forms of service. 

The Spirit-filled church is a servant church. It does not seek self
aggrandizement. It is not concerned to build itself into a prestigious 
institution or to earn the plaudits of the world. When the Church is 
tempted (as it often is) to seek worldly power and prestige, it needs 
again to ask with Luther, "How come Christ traveled on foot, but 
the pope in a palanquin with a retinue of three or four thousand mule 
drivers; how come Christ washed the feet of sinners but the pope has 
them kiss his toes7"14 

4) The Believers' Church emphasizes the priesthood of all be
lievers. ''But you are a chosen reace, a royal priesthood, a holy na
tion, God's own people, that you may declare the wonderful deeds 
of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light" (1 
Peter 2:9). Because the priesthood belongs to the entire community 
of faith, every member shares in it. The responsibility to "declare the 
wonderful deeds of him who called you" rests upon every Christian 
with no exceptions. 

Within the community the priesthood means that every member 
freely accepts responsibility for others in Christ, seeking to "bear one 
another's burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ" (Galatians 6:2). 
Outside of the community it means that witness is made in every sit
uation in which life is lived and especially in our vocations. The pat
tern for such witness is given in Jesus' instructions to the seventy dis-
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ciples whom he sent out on mission. 'Whenever you enter a town 
and they receive you, eat what is set before you; heal the sick in it 
and say to them, 'The Kingdom God has come near to you' " (Luke 
10:8,9). C. Norman Kraus makes the significant observation: 

Three imperatives stand out in this commission: First, 
Jesus told the disciples to eat what was set before them. 
Second, he commissioned them to heal the sick; and last, 
they were to tell the people that God's kingdom was near. 
If we paraphrase these imperatives into a more formal 
methodology, we might say first identify with the people; 
second, demonstrate the reality of God's power; and 
third, announce the Gospel. ts 

The movement, as Kraus observes, is from attitude to action to ver
bal announcement and not vice versa. 

Because the priesthood belongs to the entire community, the 
ministry of each member is an aspect of the total ministry of the 
Church. It follows that no member has the right to rush out to do the 
Spirit's bidding without first seeking the counsel of other Christians 
to ascertain that this is indeed the voice of the Spirit. A high order of 
churchmanship is called for if the shared priesthood of all believers is 
to be an actuality in time and space. Such churchmanship necessarily 
involves free participation in a covenant relationship with other be
lievers and willing acceptance of the disciplines which are a part of 
life in such a community. It means the rejection of an individualism 
in which every member "does his or her own thing" and also of the 
totalitarianism of any institution which demands unquestioning obe
dience. Proper churchmanship implies a life of discipleship in which 
every member seeks the guidance of the Spirit through the worship, 
the study of the Word, the discussions, and the prayers which are in
tegral to the life of the congregation. 

Christians are called to be life-long disciples, i.e., people who 
are always learning the ways of Christ in fellowship with other be
lievers. Discipling does not mean laying the will of the group or of 
any member of it on the individual. Discipling should not lead to doc
ile submission but to free, sometimes critical, but always responsible 
participation in the life, the activities, and the deliberations of the 
community, until, together, it becomes possible to say, "It seemed 
good to the Holy Spirit and to us" (Acts 15:28). The rich fruit of such 
churchmanship is a committed, informed, intelligent, resourceful, 
and Spirit-quickened laity deeply involved in the mission of the 
Church. 
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IV. The Sacraments 
One of the temptations of the Believer's Church is to become 

preoccupied with spiritual experience for its own sake. Because em
phasis is placed on the consciously appropriated grace of God and on 
the immediacy of personal relationships in the believing fellowship, 
it is easy for religious experience to become a primary concern. We 
may find ourselves speaking more about our experience than about 
the Gospel which makes the experience possible. The Good News 
which we have to proclaim is not what happened to us (wonderful 
though that may be) but that Jesus Christ died for sinners and was 
raised for their justification. 

In the preamble of the Constitution of the Evangelical Covenant 
Church two important statements are juxtaposed. The one says that 
we cherish "the reality of a fellowship of believers which recognizes 
but transcends theological differences. "16 That sentence implies rec
ognition of the presence of Christ in the experience of the members of 
the fellowship. It also recognizes the diversity of ways in which 
Christ is perceived among those who truly believe in him. We are 
persuaded that the fellowship is enriched and its awareness of the 
power and grace of Christ is deepened through sharing its experi
ences of him. But the Church does not find its center in spiritual ex
perience. When the Church is "gathered," it is not gathered around 
its testimony but around the Gospel. Its center is always the Word of 
God. 

The second statement proclaims that we cherish "the belief in 
baptism and the Lord's Supper as divinely ordained sacraments of 
the Church. "17 These words direct attention away from experience as 
such to the sacraments which, together with the Word of which they 
are sacramental signs, speak unambiguously of Christ's atoning 
death and resurrection. 

The sacraments are signs or symbols which point beyond them
selves. They are symbols not of our human experience, but of the 
Gospel. In every sacrament there is the sign and the thing signified; 
there is the natural referent (the visible ceremonial action with its 
common, everyday elements such as water or bread) and the divine 
referent (the gracious action of God in his Son for our redemption). 
In this sense a true sacrament, is, as Augustine said, the verbum visi
bile, that is, the Word made visible in the action of the Church, just 
as the Word is made audible in the preaching of the Church. 

In God's Eternal Plan of Salvation, Waldenstrom takes up the 
question of the Sacraments and devotes several paragraphs to their 
proper understanding as he sees it. His concern is to avoid two ex-
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tremes. The one is to attribute to the sacramnets a quasi-magical 
power by which they, automatically, bestow salvation upon those 
who receive them. The other extreme is to think of the sacraments as 
mere signs or bare tokens which are simply reminders of spiritual re
ality or the expressions of our own faith. 

With respect to baptism, Waldenstrom rejects every claim that 
it is efficacious ex opere operata, that is, by virtue of having been 
performed. That would reduce baptism to magic and equate the act 
with regeneration. But Waldenstrom also rejects the other ex
treme-that baptism is merely a witness which we make to our ac
ceptance of Christ. While there is an element of witness in all bap
tism, that is not its essential meaning, Waldenstrom contends. 
Avoiding both extremes he sees baptism as a symbolic action of the 
Church through which the grace of God which has made available at 
Calvary is made present to our faith. 

With respect to the Lord's Supper, Waldenstrom rejects the 
Roman Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation in which the "sub
stance" of the bread and wine is changed into the body and blood of 
Christ while the "accidents" (i.e. appearance, color, taste, etc.) re
main unchanged. At the other extreme he rejects the view that the 
bread and wine are nothing but signs or reminders of Jesus' death 
and resurrection which aid us in our devotions. Somewhere in be
tween, he held, lies the truth of the Real Presence of the risen Christ 
at his table (1 Corinthians 11:23-27). The bread and wine remain 
bread and wine but as we partake of them in faith we also partake of 
the reality of Christ. As Paul says, "The cup of blessing which we 
bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ? The bread 
which we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ?" 
(1 Corinthians 10:16). 

Waldenstrom's view has its focus in the close and inseparable 
association of the Sacraments and the Word. The Sacraments are 
ways in which the message of the Gospel is brought to bear on indi
vidual lives (Acts 2:38; 1 Peter 3:21). Like the Word they are "means 
of grace," channels through which God seeks to communicate him
self (Ephesians 5:25-27). They persuasively re-present Christ in his 
Church. Like the Word they must be received in faith, for there can 
be no communication of saving grace apart from the Holy Spirit who 
quickens response to it. 
A. Baptism 

Within the Covenant Church a wide range of viewpoints on 
baptism exists. Recognizing that careful scholars have arrived at dif
fering interpretations of the biblical texts, the Covenant refuses to di-
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vide the Church on this issue. Some of its members are persuaded 
that infant children of believing parents may properly be baptized; 
others hold that only believing adults are to be baptized. Both views 
are respected and it is expected that both forms of baptism will be ad
ministered within the congregation. Accordingly, in order to serve 
the whole church, ministers are required to officiate at both forms of 
baptism. 

At first glance this might seem to be an intolerable situation. 
How can there be any significant teaching on the meaning of Baptism 
when views differ that markedly? Could it lead to anything but ne
glect of the doctrine? 

This has not, however, proved true in most Covenant churches. 
In spite of differences, certain basic emphases are widely and strong
ly held. Practically all Covenanters would agree with Waldenstrom 
in finding a way between the extremes of ex opere operato and sim
ple testimony. We are in general agreement that neither extreme is 
taught by the New Testament and particularly by Paul, for whom 
baptism is inseparably bound to Jesus' death and resurrection. "Do 
you not know," wrote Paul, "that all of us who have been baptized 
into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were buried there
fore with him by baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in new
ness of life" (Romans 6:3,4). 

We also agree that baptism does not stand alone, but is associat
ed with a large cluster of ideas in the New Testment. Among them 
are: 

1) incorporation-into his Name (Acts 19:5; Matthew 28:19), 
into Christ (Galatians 3:27), into his death (Romans 6:3), into one 
body (1 Corinthians 12:13); 

2) the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38; John 3:5; Titus 3:5); 
3) the remission of sins (Acts 2:38; 22:16; 1 Corinthians 6:11); 
4) cleansing (Acts 22:16; Titus 3:5); and 
5) participation in Christ's death and resurrection (Romans 6:5; 

cf. 1 Corinthians 6:14). 
These passages and others make it clear that baptism speaks not only 
of initiation but also of the whole of Christian life. 

It follows that while baptism is administered only once, that of 
which it speaks is true of the whole of Christian life. In Luther's often 
quoted words, 

Although the cermony itself is soon over, the thing it sig
nifies continues until we die, yes, even until we rise on the 
last day. For as long as we live we are continually doing 

136 



that which baptism signifies, that is, we die and rise 
again .... For our whole life should be baptism and the 
fulfilling of the sign or sacrament. IS 

We agree that baptism is an act of the Church and ultimately of 
Jesus Christ who acts thro~gh the Church. The minister functions 
not on his own authority but as a representative of the Church and 
ultimately of Christ (Matthew 28:18,19). 

We agree that God is not bound to his Sacraments. He has com
manded us to baptize but he is free to accomplish his redemption in 
whatever way he chooses (Matthew 28:19,20; Mark 16:16; cf. Luke 
23:39-43). 

We are in general agreement that both infant and believing adult 
baptism are valid baptisms, and they are to be respected as such. 
Hence rebaptism is held to be inappropriate in Covenant churches 
(Ephesians 4:4-6). For those baptized as infants who experience spir
itual renewal or restoration after a period of rebellion and feel the 
need of public witness to what God has done, a Service of Affirma
tion of the Baptismal Covenant is increasingly used in our fellow
ship.l9 

Among those who hold to infant baptism there is agreement 
that it is a sacrament of grace and signifies entrance into the "power 
field" of the Word which exists in the believing community through 
which grace is communicated in innumerable ways. Baptism speaks 
of entrance into the sphere where the gracious ministry of the" Holy 
Spirit is in effect, but it does not yet mean full appropriation of its 
blessings. Obviously children cannot possess faith in adult terms 
but, as Waldenstrom said, our children "certainly are not sticks or 
stones or soulless animals but true and actual human beings, recep
tive to God's grace and blessing, just as they were, without con
sciousness, receptive to their parents' sin."20 The children who were 
blessed by Jesus did not fully understand what was happening to 
them but nonetheless they were open to God's gracious action. Jesus 
emphasized their responsiveness with his words, 'Whoever does not 
receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it" (Mark 
10:1Sf). 

As the child grows and matures, its response to the ministry of 
the Holy Spirit in the life of the Church will deepen. As the child be
comes capable of conscious and independent belief he or she must re
spond to the Word in personal acceptance of Christ as Savior and 
Lord if what was promised in baptism is to come to fruition. 

When the Church baptizes infants it pledges itself to a continu
ing program of nurture and to prayerful concern for their spiritual 
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welfare. The Christian education and youth program of the Church 
in its entirety is an expression of this concern. Within that broad pro
gram Confirmation is designed to provide intensified pastoral care 
for youth at a critical period in their lives. Extending usually over a 
period of two years, Confirmation includes study of biblical history, 
the history of the Church, and the doctrines of Christian faith. Its 
primary purpose is to help the young person to personal "owner
ship" of the faith of the Church. While we recognize that we cannot 
schedule the gracious activity of the Holy Spirit or determine its out
come, we are persuaded that Confirmation offers an unsurpassed op
portunity to help young people to work through their personal rela
tionship to Christ and his Kingdom and find assurance of salvation 
through a living faith in Christ. 
B. Holy Communion 

Throughout this chapter we have insisted that what constitutes 
the Church as Church is the active presence of the risen Christ 
among his people. Nowhere is that truth brought to sharper focus 
than in the Sacrament of Holy Communion. Here at his table the 
crucified and risen Lord is present to unite the worshiper with him
self and with other believers in the one body which is his living 
Church. 

The rich meaning of this sacrament escapes full expression, 
however profoundly we speak. The variety of terms by which it is 
known indicates something of its range and depth. It is the Lord's 
Supper, a term which brings to mind all the associations of that night 
on which he was betrayed. It is the Eucharist or thanks-giving as an 
act of worship. It is the Mass of the Catholic Churches, although 
Protestants disagree with some aspects of their interpretation. It is 
the Holy Communion, our corporate identification with Christ and 
with one another through him. It is the Lord's Table, to which we 
bring our adoration and praise but also our weakness, our failure, 
and our need, and he brings to the table his grace, his strength, and 
his healing love. 

The Lord's Supper is a memorial feast as is indicated in the 
words, "Do this in remembrance of me" (1 Corinthians 11:24). How
ever, to speak of it as commemorative does not exhaust its meaning. 
The Greek word anamnesis, connotes the re-calling or re-presenting 
of a past event so that it becomes a powerful and effective reality in 
the present. Through this sacramental re-presentation Christ's sacri
ficial death and victorious resurrection are made present to faith. 
"The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a participation in the 
blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not a participation 
in the body of Christ?" (1 Corinthians 10:16). 
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The Lord's Supper is a joyous feast of communion and celebra
tion which is observed by the Church "between the times"- between 
Christ's First Coming and his Second Coming. It looks back to the 
last meal he ate with his disciples, and it looks forward to the 
heavenly banquet of the redeemed at the end of history. It rejoices in 
the inauguration of the Kingdom in the person and work of Jesus, 
and it eagerly awaits the consummation which is to come-a con
summation in which the whole creation will participate. It is signifi
cant that at this table, elements of the creation (bread and wine) be
come, through the Holy Spirit, bearers of the grace of God and 
thereby anticipate the final transformation of the creation itself into 
"the new heavens and the new earth," which will perfectly express 
the grace and glory of God. 

The mystery of Christ's real presence at the table is underlined 
by Paul when he warns against unworthy participation (1 Corinthians 
11:27-32). In that warning, he gives expression to a theme which 
characterizes all of Scripture. Every act of divine grace is also an act of 
judgment when it is rejected. It is important, however, that we hear 
exactly what is being said. Waldenstrom wisely observed that Paul is 
not speaking of worthy or unworthy guests at the table; none of us is 
worthy. Rather he is speaking of an unworthy manner of participa
tion. The Corinthian Christians participated unworthily by ignoring 
the poor of the Church and holding communion without waiting for 
them. They did not discern the unity of the body. Waldenstrom com
mented that we participate in an unworthy manner when we partake 
thoughtlessly and without self-examination. He insisted that our man
ner is unworthy when we include in holy communion believers and 
scoffers but also when we exclude others who are Christians but of a 
differing theological persuasion or of a different economic class or 
race. In all of these actions we fail to discern our essential oneness in 
Christ and, by introducing barriers of our own making, bring judg
ment upon ourselves. 21 Of supreme importance for Waldenstrom was 
the need to discern in faith the reality of the living Christ in his full hu
manity and deity at his Table. Not to do so is to fail to recognize the 
gracious condescension of the divine love (agape) which comes to us 
where we are-at the point of our deepest need. 

The Covenant's historic understanding of the Real Presence is 
well expressed in a sermon by August Pohl, preached in the First Cov
enant Church of Chicago on April, 3, 1898. 

The bread and the wine are not the important things in the 
Supper. They are only the simple means, in company 
with which we receive something unseen and unexplain-
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able but nevertheless sure. What then is the nature of the 
Supper? What do we receive in compnay with the bread 
and wine? When the bread comes, it does not come unac
companied, and when the cup comes and moves from 
one to the other, it does not come alone but is accom
panied. Listen: The cup of blessing which we bless, is it 
not the communion of the blood of Christ? The bread 
which we break, is it not the communion of the body of 
Christ? (1 Corinthians 10:16). When you receive the 
broken bread in the Supp~r, then you receive in and with 
the bread the broken body of Christ, which was broken 
and given for you on Golgotha to eternal salvation. This 
you receive, and this is the essential thing .... How can 
Christ give us his body to eat and his blood to drink? Be
cause a few cannot understand it, they throw the whole 
thing overboard and say that the "!Jread symbolizes the 
body of Christ and the cup symbolizes the blood of 
Christ. Then you receive from the Lord's Supper only a 
lovely picture of Christ, but not the reality. We have 
more in the communion than a beautifully painted pic
ture. We have the real, the essential, which we can live 
by: his precious body and his own precious blood. That 
we will never permit ourselves to be robbed of. If I do not 
understand an iota of it, I believe it nevertheless.22 

The Evangelical Covenant Church holds that the Lord's Supper 
is for all who are in Christ. Membership in the Covenant Church is 
not required. What is expected is awareness of need and the desire to 
celebrate with God's people the new life which has been given to us 
through Jesus Christ, our Lord. 
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Chapter 10 

ESCHATOLOGY 

In these chapters we have already written a great deal about es
chatology. The term is derived from two Greek words, eschatos and 
logos, and means "the doctrine of the last things." In its biblical con
text the term has a considerably wider meaning than simply "last 
things." Its primary reference is to what God is doing and will do in 
human history and in cosmic history. Its concern is with God's pur
posive and sovereign direction of the process of history to its divine
ly appointed goal. Biblical eschatology is, in short, a theology of his
tory. 

It is unfortunate that for many Christians eschatology is 
thought of as a somewhat esoteric doctrine, usually dealt with in the 
last chapter of a theological textbook, an addendum or "extra" 
which is of interest to those of a speculative bent, but not an essential 
part of the Gospel. Thinking of eschatology as associated primarily 
with difficult or obscure passages in such books as Revelation, Dan
iel, and Ezekiel, they fail to see that the theme dominates the entire 
Bible. 

Actually, eschatology is the very warp and woof of biblical his
tory. It is essential and integral to the message both of the Old and 
the New Testaments. To speak, for example, of God's creation of the 
universe is also to speak of his providential guidance of the creation 
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toward its eschatological goal. To speak of the Fall is also to speak of 
God's work of reconciliation and its realization both now and in the 
world to come. To speak of Jesus Christ is also to speak of the New 
Age which he ushered in and which will be brought to fulfillment in 
the Age which is yet to come. 

Every doctrine of Christian faith is bound up with the convic
tion that God is purposively at work in and through all things. Noth
ing moves on aimless feet. All of history is pointed toward its ulti
mate goal: "the new heavens and the new earth" (e.g. Isaiah 65:17). 
The phrase "heaven and earth" is often used in Scripture as a descrip
tion of the whole creation (e.g. Genesis 1:1). Accordingly the mean
ing of the new heavens and the new earth can only be the renewal of 
the entire creation (marred by the effects of sin) and its restoration to 
a relationship with God in which it, along with all of the redeemed, 
will give full expression to his surpassing glory (cf. Ephesians 1:9,10; 
Colossians 1:19,20). 
I. The Biblical Pattern 

God's action in history is not self-evident; it is not so clear that 
he or she "who runs may read." History is filled with ambiguities and 
contradictions, and pessimistic as well as optimistic conclusions can 
be drawn, seemingly with equal validity. The meaning of history is 
not discerned by human ingenuity; it is revealed to faith. 

The revealed meaning is disclosed in a particular pattern of 
events. The pattern is not one of evolutionary development or of in
evitable progress. For the writers of Scripture, history is not an esca
lator leading to ever higher levels of achievement. Rather it is, from 
beginning to end, an ongoing struggle between good and evil. Within 
the historical process God is waging battle against his adversaries
against Satan, the adversary par excellence, against demonic 
powers, against proud, self-assertive nations, even against Israel it
self. The outcome of the conflict is assured but that does not make 
the struggle less real. 

Where can that pattern be seen7 It is disclosed in several Old 
Testament events, and especially in Israel's exodus from the bondage 
of Egypt. That exodus made an indelible impression on the con
sciousness of the Jewish people. In it faith saw the basic outline of 
God's pattern of action. Israel in Egypt was an oppressed people, 
with increasingly heavy burdens laid upon them, in what seemed to 
be a hopeless situation. Then, when things were at their darkest God 
acted to deliver them by leading them miraculously through the Red 
Sea. The deliverance was not of their own doing; it was an act of 
God. Yet the deliverance was not itself the goal of God's saving ac-
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tion; through it the people of Israel were being led toward the prom
ised land, "flowing with milk and honey." Deliverance meant the 
end of the old era of bondage and entrance upon a new era, and a 
new life under the rule of God. 

This pattern of intensified activity by the forces of evil, followed 
by a decisive and saving action by God which leads to a new future 
for his people, constitutes a basic motif in the experience of Israel 
and provides a solid basis for hope in the midst of suffering. The 
prophets predict other occurences both in the near and in the distant 
future in which the struggle with evil will be intensified and eventu
ate in God's victory. 

The Old Testament, then, awaits a future of righteousness and 
peace in which God's rule will be fully present. The central content 
of that expectation is described in a variety of ways. It is seen as the 
restoration of Israel (Jeremiah 23:3; Ezekiel36: 24-28), the coming of 
the Messianic King (Isaiah 7:14; 2 Samuel 7:12,13; Zechariah 9:9), 
the mission of the Suffering Servant (Isaiah 42:1-4; 49:5-7; 53), the 
coming Rule of God (Daniel2; 7:13,14), the establishment of a new 
covenant (Jeremiah 31:31,32), the abiding presence of the Spirit (Joel 
2:28,29) and the creation of the new heavens and the new earth 
(Isaiah 65:17).1 Whatever the terms, it is apparent that for Israel and, 
indeed, for all the nations, the real Exodus into freedom, peace, and 
fulfillment is yet to come. 

The New Testament is marked by the overwhelming realization 
that the future of which the prophets spoke has come in the person 
and acts of Jesus Christ, and especially in his death and resurrection 
and in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. The Church is 
profoundly conscious that in Christ the Kingdom of God has broken 
in upon them and that they have become "partakers of the Holy 
Spirit and have tasted . . . the powers of the age to come" (Hebrews 
6:5). The rule of sin has been broken; the Rule of God has begun! 
Those in Christ are part of a new creation. 'The old has passed 
away, behold the new has come" (2 Corinthians 5:17). 

The biblical pattern of divine action had come to decisive ex
pression in the events surrounding Jesus. It is significant that our 
Lord understood his mission as Messiah in terms drawn particularly 
from two Old Testament passages, Isaiah 53 and Daniel 7. In the one 
he saw his role to be that of the Suffering Servant who, through his 
humiliation, suffering, and vicarious death would save his people. In 
the other he saw himself as the Son of Man who would win the deci
sive victory in the struggle between God and the powers ranged 
against him. In the dual role of Suffering Servant and Son of Man he 
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was aware, as Hendrikus Berkhof observes, that he had come "to 
lead the world to its crisis, but also to overcome that crisis."2 

After Jesus' quiet retreat at Caesarea Philippi he "set his face 
toward Jerusalem," and moved toward increasing opposition. In the 
week of his passion the conflict with vested interests and corrupted 
officialdom, with human sinfulness and the demonic power of evil, 
mounted to its decisive climax. The hour of crisis was upon him
crisis for himself and for the world. In that hour the powers of dark
ness surged against him and seemingly overwhelmed him. But that 
same hour was also the hour of enthronement for the Son of Man 
who, through his resurrection, inaugurated the long-awaited King
dom of God.3 

The term "realized eschatology" is often used to refer to the real
ity of this present fulfillment. We belive the term "inaugurated escha
tology" is preferrable because it does greater justice to the New Tes
tament's emphasis on future fulfillment. While the Kingdom has 
come, it is also yet to come in power and glory. Christ has come but 
he will come again. Berkhof keeps these two dimensions in focus in 
his words: 

The end time has now arrived. [Jesus') life and sacrificial 
death, his words and miracles, all united in his resurrec
tion and glorification, rang in the last phase of history. 
The boundaries of Israel are now torn open and the Gen
tiles take part in the salvation of Abraham. History has 
now not only a goal (the return of Christ), but also a 
center (his first coming). The believer looks forward and 
backward, and knows himself to be involved in the un
restrainable movement toward the completion of God's 
Kingdom.4 

II. The Kingdom: Present and Future 
But where are the sings of God's Kingdom today? When you 

listen to the evening news, do you hear any evidence that God's rule 
is powerfully operative in the world? Is it not wishful thinking to af
firm that things are different because of Jesus' death and resurrec
tion? Where are the signs of the "unrestrainable movement toward 
the completion of God's Kingdom?" 

When John the Baptist began to wonder if Jesus really was the 
one who was to come and sent messengers to ask him if they should 
look for another, Jesus answered, "Go and tell John what you have 
seen and heard: the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, 
lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and 
the poor have good news preached to them" (Matthew 11:4,5). The 
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words are a quote from Isaiah 35. Jesus was reminding John that 
what the prophets had foretold is now happening. The signs may not 
be those John expected, but the indicators of the Kingdom are pres
ent-signs which are discernable to faith. 

Certainly one of the signs is the forgiveness of sins, for this is a 
spiritual kingdom in which grace is made present to human need. 
"Jesus did not bring a new teaching about forgiveness," Stephen 
Travis observes, "he offered ... a new experience of forgiveness."5 

Through him sinners are accepted into a new relationship with God. 
A second sign is the dynamic and life-giving activity of the Holy 

Spirit. The Gospels describe Jesus, not only as the bearer of the Spirit 
but also as the one who will bestow the Spirit upon others (e.g. Mat
thew 3:11; John 1:33). This is in fulfillment of the prophetic expecta
tion that, in the Messianic age, the Spirit will be poured out "upon all 
flesh" (as in Joel2:28). That great eschatological event can occur on
ly after Jesus' work of atonement and deliverance has been accom
plished. As John wrote, "For as yet the Spirit had not been given, be
cause Jesus was not yet glorified" (John 7:39). But now that his aton
ing death, resurrection, and ascension have been accomplished the 
Pentecostal gift has been given-the gift which ushers in the "last 
days" (Acts 2:16,17). 

A third sign is the powerful proclamation of the Gospel. When 
Peter preached at that first Pentecost his hearers "were cut to the 
heart ... and there were added that day about three thousand 
souls ... and the Lord added to their number day by day those who 
were being saved" (Acts 2:37,41). By proclamation is not meant sim
ply preaching, but the Spirit-directed mission by which the Kingdom 
is extended throughout the world. The "last days" will not come to 
their close until "the gospel of the kingdom (i.e. the Good News 
about God's reign in the world) will be preached throughout the 
whole world as a testimony to the nations" (Matthew 24:14). 

A further sign is apparent in the deeds of healing, the casting out 
of demons, and the liberation of those in bondage. The concerns of 
the Kingdom are not only spiritual; they touch the whole person in 
all relationships. Physical needs as well as spiritual must be met if 
God's purposes for the world are to be fulfilled. Every miracle of 
healing or exorcism or liberation is a sign of that victory over Satan 
which was won at the cross. 

Yet another indication of the presence of the Kingdom is opposi
tion from the forces of evil. The breaking in of God's rule does not 
mean the end of the conflict between good and evil. While the New 
Age has come, the old aeon still continues and in their overlap con-
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flict is inevitable. 
In his earthly ministry Jesus was "a stone of stumbling" (1 Peter 

2:8; cf. Isaiah 8:14,15). He was "set for the fall and the rising of 
many in Israel, and for a sign that is spoken against" (Luke 2:34). He 
came to cast fire upon the earth, to bring not peace, but a sword, to 
bring division, setting father against son and son against father and 
mother against daughter (Luke 12:49-53). He is the rock of division. 
Before him there is no neutral ground; either one is for him or against 
him. 

The Parables of the Tares (Matthew 13:24-30; 36-43) and of the 
Drag Net (Matthew 13:47-50) reveal Jesus' awareness that evil and 
good will exist together until "the close of the age," when final sepa
ration will be made on the Day of Judgment. This is not to deny that 
the Kingdom expands and grows. Like the tiny mustard seed it devel
ops into a tree that gives refuge to many. Like yeast it works quietly 
and powerfully until the whole loaf is leavened. But along with the 
growth of the Kingdom is a corresponding growth in opposition. 
The tares were sown by "an enemy." 

When Paul wrote to the Thessalonians he reminded them of "the 
mystery of lawlessness" which he said, "is already at work" (2 Thes
salonians 2:7). This mysterious principle of rebellion has been active 
from the time Christ first engaged the powers of darkness. The figure 
of antichrist expresses well the nature of this reality. We shall de:1l 
with this topic in greater detail later, but it is important to recognize 
that there have been and will be many antichrists (1 John 2:18). The 
prefix, "anti" means "in place of" or "against." The antichrist cannot 
be understood apart from the reality of Christ, for he is the reverse 
mirror-image of Christ, the perverse distortion of everything for 
which Christ stands. He (antichrist can be a nation, a movement, or 
an individual) is representative of the counterforces which are aroused 
as the Kingdom extends itself through the world. No period in time 
escapes entirely the reality of that opposition and the consequent suf
fering which comes to those who share with Christ in the struggle. It 
is for this reason that Peter asks us not to be surprised "at the painful 
trial you are suffering as though something strange were happening 
to you" but rather to "rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of 
Christ" (1 Peter 4:12,13, NIV). 

The Christian thus lives in the tension between the "already" 
and the "not yet." "Already" the believing community knows the joy 
of sin's forgiveness and has "tasted the powers of the age to come." It 
celebrates the victory Christ has won at Calvary and rejoices that the 
Word is being proclaimed in power and that the forces of the resur-
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rection are at work in the world. It thanks God for every indication 
that the power of evil is being bound by the greater power of Christ. 
It lives daily in the liberating and empowering fellowship of the Holy 
Spirit, who is the aparche (first fruits) and arrabon (the earnest or 
downpayment) of that which will be (Romans 8:23; 2 Corinthians 
1:22). 

But the Christian is also deeply aware of the "not yet." We are 
not yet what we hope to be. The values of the Kingdom are not yet 
widely accepted or appreciated. With the entire creation which has 
been waiting to be "set free from its bondage to decay," we also 
"groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as sons, the redemption of 
our bodies" (Romans 8:19-23). John underlines the tension: "Be
loved, we are God's children now; it does not yet appear what we 
shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for 
we shall see him as he is" (1 John 3:2). 
III. The Consummation of the Kingdom 

When we speak about the consummation of the Kingdom we 
are speaking of an event for which everyday language is not ade
quate: 

No eye has seen, 
no ear has heard, 
no mind has conceived 
what God has prepared for those who love him. 

(Corinthians 2:9, NIV) 
Our vocabularly simply isn't capable of describing that which will be 
when God's glory is fully manifested. When the Bible speaks of the 
coming end, which is also the new beginning, it uses richly symbolic 
language which points to a reality which transcends our present 
mundane experience. Obviously not all of its imagery is to be under
stood literally, but all of it is to be taken seriously as the vehicle 
through which God discloses the truth of his final victory over all 
that negates his purposes. One of our hymns catches the appropriate 
mood of awe, wonder, and response: 

Great God, what do I see and hear! 
The end of things created! 
The Judge of mankind doth appear, 
On clouds of glory seated! 
The trumpet sounds-the graves restore 
The dead which they contained before; 
Prepare my soul to meet him. 6 

The consummation of the Kingdom has its center in the 
Parousia or second coming of our Lord. "Christ, having been of-
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fered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to 
deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him" (He
brews 9:28). "Hereafter," said Jesus, "you will see the Son of Man 
seated at the right hand of Power, and coming on the clouds of 
heaven" (Matthew 26:64). 

The term, "second coming," includes within itself a number of 
images and events which mutually involve one another, such as the 
end of the world, resurrection of the dead, the last judgment, and the 
establishment of the world to be. Thus the coming signifies the end 
of the old aeon and the beginning of "the new heavens and the new 
earth." The end is sudden and cataclysmic. In the words of 2 Peter, 
"the heavens will pass away with a loud noise, and the elements will 
be dissolved with fire" (2 Peter 3:10). What is envisioned is clearly 
not a gradual development into the new but a decisive end of the old 
aeon, dominated as it is by sin and destruction. This is not to say, 
however, that the new has no connection with the old. As Berkhof 
rightly observes, the future consummation involves a radical break 
with the past which results in a completely new world, but it also in
volves connection, for it is this world which becomes the new 
heavens and the new earth. 7 

The new is both continuous and discontinuous with the old. The 
consummation can only be understood in analogy with death and 
resurrection. 'What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperish
able .... It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body" (1 
Corinthians 15:35-44). 

The time of the second advent we cannot know. "But of that 
day or that hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor 
the Son, but only the Father" (Mark 13:32). One thing is certain: it 
will be unexpected, like "the coming of a thief in the night" (Matthew 
24:42-44; Luke 12:39,40; 1 Thessalonians 5:2). "Therefore you also 
must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not 
expect" (Matthew 24:44). 

While the time of his coming cannot be predicted, there are 
"signs of the times" (Matthew 16:3) which have been given to sum
mon the Church to watchful expectancy. Anthony Hoekema, a theo
logian of the Reformed tradition, provides a helpful classification of 
these signs: 

1) Signs evidencing the grace of God: 
a) The proclamation of the Gospel to all nations 
b) The salvation of the fulness of Israel 

2) Signs indicating opposition to God: 
a) Tribulation 
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b) Apostasy 
c) Antichrist 

3) Signs indicating divine judgment: 
a) Wars 
b) Earthquakes 
c) Famines8 

It is significant that these signs are visible, in varying degree, 
throughout the entire period between Jesus' resurrection and his sec
ond coming. They cannot be used to devise a time table for future 
events. Their significance lies in this: 1) they help us understand 
what is going on in the present and 2) they point to the impending re
turn of Christ and the need for constant watchfulness and diligence 
in his service. 

Space does not permit treatment of each of the signs. We should 
note, however, that the positive signs (the signs of grace) are funda
mental and provide the basis for the rise of the negative signs. We 
have already spoken of the significance of world-wide proclamation 
of the Gospel. The missionary enterprise is the Spirit-directed move
ment of the Gospel throughout the world which brings the power of 
the resurrection to those who respond and calls forth opposition 
from the entrenched forces of evil. Jesus said that the Gospel "will be 
preached throughout the whole world, as a testimony to all nations; 
and then the end will come" (Matthew 24:14). 

The other positive sign, the conversion of Israel, is related to the 
first, since Israel is included among "the nations." Paul deals with the 
question of Israel in Romans 9-11. Few passages-and especially the 
phrase, "and so all Israel shall be saved" (11:25,26)-have been sub
ject to such wide variations in interpretation. Many of the differ
ences are associated with divergent views of Old Testament proph
ecy. Paul's emphasis is upon the faithfulness of God who will bring 
about, in his own way, the "grafting in" of the "fulness of Israel" to 
her Messiah (Romans 11:23,24). 

We had occasion to refer to the negative signs when we described 
the biblical pattern of God's action in history. Just as the forces of 
evil mounted in fierce opposition at our Lord's first coming and have 
in the course of history often united against the Church, so they will 
unite against him and his people at the end of the age. For the Church 
that will mean severe testing with tribulation and persecution for 
those faithful to Christ. Many will fall away into apostasy, lured by 
the signs and wonders of false Christs and false prophets. There will 
be wars and rumors of wars, earthquakes, pestilence, and famines. 
In the course of this extraordinary suffering the antichrist will rise to 
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power-an individual or temporal power in which all the antichris
tian forces will be concentrated. He is variously referred to as "the 
man of lawlessness," "the son of perdition" (2 Thessalonians 2:3), the 
"beast" of Revelation 13. As the embodiment of sinful self-centered
ness he will "exalt himself and magnify himself above every god" 
(Daniel 11:36). Second Thessalonians declares that he will take his 
seat "in the temple of God proclaiming himself to be God" (2:4). 
Whenever these things occur we are to look up and be of good cheer 
for the day of deliverance is drawing nigh. 

It is when the opposition of the antichristian forces and the con
sequent tribulation are at their height that Christ will come to deliver 
his people and consummate his Kingdom. The Book of Revelation 
speaks of that coming in strong imagery: 'Then I saw heaven opened 
and behold a white horse! He who sat upon it is called Faithful and 
True" (Revelation 19:11). He comes with "armies of angels" and 
"The Word of God" and as "King of kings and Lord of lords" to tri
umph over all his foes. The victory which he won in principle at Cal
vary is now to be fully actualized. 

That awesome day of "the glorious epiphany (appearing) of our 
God and Savior, Jesus Christ" (Titus 2:13, NIV) will usher in the 
events which bring the work of Christ to its climax. His coming will 
mean the end of the creation as we now know it. It will initiate the 
general resurrection of the dead and the gathering of the nations be
fore "his glorious throne" to separate them one from another "as a 
shepherd separates the sheep from the goats" (Matthew 25:31 ff.). It 
will eventuate in "the new heavens and the new earth" in which the 
creation will be transformed into a fit vehicle for the expression of 
his glory, his righteousness, and his peace. The true and final exodus 
will have been accomplished. 
IV. But What about the Millennium? 

It is unfortunate, although understandable, that the Church is 
often divided on the way in which the Second Coming is to be under
stood. Much of the discussion centers about the meaning of the term, 
"millennium." There is only one passage in Scripture which speaks 
explicitly of a millennium or thousand year reign of Christ. This is in 
the richly symbolic book of Revelation, chapter 20, verses 1-6. The 
focus of the passage is in verses 2 and 3: 

And he seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the 
Devil and Satan, and bound him for a thousand years, 
and threw him into the pit, and shut it and sealed it over 
him, that he should deceive the nations no more, till the 
thousand years were ended. After that he must be loosed 
for a little while. 
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How are those verses to be understood in the light of Jesus' emphasis 
upon his coming as one great consummating event? 

From the time of the earliest Church Fathers divergent views 
have been held as to the interpretation of these verses. Perhaps this 
should not surprise us when we consider that John wrote Revelation 
in prison and used vivid apocalyptic code language to express con
victions which, had they been stated in ordinary prose, would never 
have gotten by the authorities. The differing interpretations which 
exist today have their roots, to large degree, in differing sets of prin
ciples by which biblical interpretation is carried forward. 

Within evangelical churches four views of the millennium are 
generally found. One is premillennialism which interprets the verse 
quite literally and holds that, following a period of tribulation and 
apostasy for the Church, Christ will appear to his elect, the righteous 
dead will be resurrected and they, with the Christians who are alive 
at the time, will be caught up to meet him in the air. They will then 
descend with Christ to the earth. Antichrist will be overcome and 
Christ will reign with his saints on earth for a thousand years. Dur
ing that period Satan will be bound, righteousness and peace will 
prevail, and many will be converted. At the end of this period Satan 
will be loosed for a short while. Then Christ will complete his vic
tory, the resurrection of all the dead will occur, followed by the last 
judgment and the establishment of the new heavens and the new 
earth-the eternal Kingdom of God. 

Premillennialists differ considerably among themselves. Some 
are more inclined than others to strictly literalistic interpretions. The 
view we have just sketched in roughly that of historic premillennial
ism.9 

In the mid-nineteenth century a dispensational form of premil
lennialism arose, based on the writings of J.N. Darby (1800-1882) 
and popularized through the Scofield Reference Bible. This view 
elaborates on the premillennial framework using a rigorously literal
istic pattern of interpretation of Old Testament prophecy and mak
ing a sharp distinction between God's purposes with the Church and 
his purposes with Israel as a nation. Its pattern of future events is 
generally as follows: The Second Coming will be in two acts. The 
first is Christ's "secret" coming, called the "rapture," when the be
lieving dead will be raised and living Christians will be transformed 
and caught up to be with him in heaven. The "rapture" will permit 
the true Church to escape the "great tribulation" which will then rage 
on earth for a period of seven years. After this Christ will return 
visibly from heaven with his saints to overthrow Antichrist at the 
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battle of Armageddon and to establish his millennia! reign with 
headquarters at Jerusalem. God's promises concerning Israel's earth
ly future will be literally fulfilled in that political kingdom. Temple 
worship will be restored and animal sacrifices (of a memorial nature) 
will be offered. After the one thousand years Satan will be loosed for 
a time, and then decisively defeated. The resurrection of the dead 
and the final judgment will follow, leading to the eternal state. 

Again, variations exist within dispensational premillennialism. 
Adherents of this view often seek to correlate current events with 
prophecy and predict the approximate time of his coming.1° 

A third view is postmillennialism. This was the position of 
many early Pietists, including P.J. Spener. It was held by many Puri
tans, and also by John Wesley and Jonathan Edwards. It character
ized much of early nineteenth century American Evangelicalism.11 

Postmillennialism understands the millennium to be a period 
(not necessarily a literal thousand years) within the history of the 
Church when the proclamation of the Gospel on mission fields and 
at home will bring about the widespread acceptance of Christian 
principles and the realization of a golden age of righteousness and 
peace. This does not mean than evil will cease or that all will become 
Christians but that the glory and power of the Gospel will be evident 
throughout the world. This millennia} period will precede the final 
coming of Christ. At its dose, Satan will be loosed for a time and the 
Church will face opposition and persecution. Then Christ's second 
advent will occur and the events of the final consummation will fol
low. 

Among the passages cited in support of this view are Ezekiel 
36:27 ff., Psalm 102:16, and Isaiah 11:11 ff., 45:22-25, and Matthew 
24:14. Several of the great missionary hymns of the Church give ex
pression to postmillennial perspectives, especially "The Morning 
Light is Breaking" (George Webb) and "Jesus Shall Reign Where 'er 
the Sun" (Isaac Watts). 

The fourth view is that of amillennialism, the main features of 
which we have already sketched in the overall presentation of this 
chapter. Amillennialism holds that the Kingdom of God has been in
augurated on earth and that Christ now rules his people by the Word 
and the Spirit. But it also affirms a future coming of the Kingdom 
when it will be established eternally in the new heavens and the new 
earth. The binding of Satan has already occurred through the resur
rection of Jesus Christ (Matthew 12:29; John 12:31,32) although not 
yet completely. Where Christ is present in his Word the power of 
Satan is curtailed. The power of evil, however, persists and will 
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make a last attempt to destroy the work of God through the ascend
ency of Antichrist in the days preceding the final coming. That com
ing will be one great climaxing event which will include, in close as
sociation, the end of the old Age, the general resurrection of the 
dead, the final judgment with its consequence of Hell for those who 
remain in unbelief, and the entrance of believers into the blessings of 
eternal life in the new heavens and the new earth. 

Amillennialists hold that the millennium of Revelation 20 is to 
be understood as the symbolic reference to the entire period between 
the first and second coming. In apocalyptic literature the number 
"one thousand" is usually understood to be the number of perfection 
or completion, perhaps as the cube of "ten" which itself signifies 
completeness. Some amillennialists understand the millennium to 
mean the present reign of Christ in heaven with the souls of believers 
and martyrs who have died and are now with Christ (Revelation 
20:4f.). The millennium would then be, as it were, "the heavenly 
side" of the life of the Church.12 Others, with Augustine, understand 
it to be the age of the Church in which all who have participated in 
the "first resurrection" (i.e. spiritual resurrection into eternal life) in
cluding those now living on earth, share in Christ's reign through the 
Word and Spirit.13 

Within the Evangelical Covenant Church all of these views are 
represented with many variations, although some have been more 
prominent. Recognizing the possibility of divergent interpretations, 
the Covenant encourages discussion of the issues within a context of 
trust and love. In these matters we are in the presence of a great mys
tery and need to speak with humility. Differences in interpretation 
must not bring division to the Body of Christ. Far more important 
than how and when Christ will come is the conviction that he will 
come. It is that conviction which makes a profound difference in the 
way our lives are lived as we await the time of his appearing. The 
beauty and power of the anticipated consummation are summarized 
for us in John Bright's description of the vision disclosed in Revela
tion: 

In it is ineffable joy; all sorrow, all pain, all evil have 
vanished away. It is a joy such as fairly outstrips mortal 
vocabulary: no gem or precious stone too bright to de
scribe it, no sun whose light does not pale beside its 
glory! Joy is heaped upon joy in a mighty crescendo of 
language until language can bear no more and there 
arises, as it were, a grand 'Hallelujah Chorus:' 'and they 
shall reign forever and ever' (22:5)1 It is the Kingdom of 
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God triumphant and eternal at history's end. And toward 
that unseen City and Kingdom the Church turned longing 
eyes, and its prayer went up (Rev. 22:20), 'Amen, Come, 
Lord Jesusf'14 

V. Our Personal Destiny 
Intertwined with God's design for the cosmos is his loving con

cern for the human beings he created in his own image for a destiny 
which transcends earthly existence. He who gave himself to save us 
from sin will assuredly come to deliver us from that last enemy, 
death. The fetters which bind us will be shattered and we will enter 
into the glory which he has prepared for those who love him. But 
how will these things be7 

The key to everything the New Testament says about the future 
is the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Because he was raised from the 
dead we know that the power of death has been broken and that we 
also will be resurrected. He is "the first fruits of those who have fal
len asleep" (1 Corinthians 15:20). 

Christian faith places its stress not on the immortality of the 
soul but on the resurrection of the body. Resurrection is not a "shuf
fling off of this mortal coil" but the transformation of "our lowly 
body to be like his glorious body" (Philippians 3:21). Emphasis falls 
on change, transformation. Both body and soul are resurrected but 
this does not mean a mere resuscitation of the dead body. That 
would simply involve a return to the kind of life we lived before, still 
subject to the ills of mortal flesh. What the New Testament speaks of 
is the restoration and transformation of the entire person to a new 
kind of existence fit for the new heavens and the new earth. This nat
ural body, as Paul said, "will be raised a spiritual body" (1 Corinthi
ans 15:44). 'What you sow is not the body which is to be, but a bare 
kernel, perhaps of wheat or some other grain, but God gives it a 
body as he has chosen" (1 Corinthians 15:37,38). The new is contin
uous with what has been but also discontinuous. We will be raised as 
completely new persons, but it is we who will be raised. 

In one sense believers already participate in the resurrection of 
Christ through the life-giving Spirit (Romans 6:11; 8:11; Ephesians 
2:1-5). There is indication in Scripture that immediately upon death 
Christians are brought into the presence of Christ (Luke 23:43; 2 Co
rinthians 5:6-8). Thus Paul says, "My desire is to depart and be with 
Christ, for that is far better" (Philippians 1:23). Unbelievers also are 
maintained in existence after death, albeit in continued separation 
from Christ (1 Peter 3:19; Luke 16:19ff.). For both believers and 
unbelievers, however, the existence immediately after death is one 
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awaiting completion in the general resurrection of the dead (Hebrews 
11:40; Revelation 6:11). 

Resurrection is followed by judgment. That word is not well re
ceived today. We would much rather do our own thing without 
thought of being judged by another-or so we think. John Robinson 
has astutely commented: 

We live in this twentieth century, in a world without 
judgment, world where at the last frontier post you simp
ly go out and nothing happens. It is like coming to the 
customs and finding there are none after all. And the sus
picion that this is in fact the case spreads fast: for if is 
what we should all like to believe.15 

Actually, to insist upon judgment, that is, to be held accounta
ble, may be God's highest compliment to us as human beings, creat
ed in his image with freedom to make responsible choices. It means 
that he takes our freedom seriously. He expects us to make decisions 
and act, to take responsibility for our acts and to live with the conse
quences of those acts. He intends that we should live in accord with 
our full stature as free human beings, not as animals or machines. 

It is a solemn and awesome thing to face judgment. And no one 
escapes. "We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ" 
(2 Corinthians 5:10). In that moment all pretenses, all deceptions, 
and all masks are stripped away and we are seen for what we really 
are. Our existence is laid bare before him who knows and under
stands all things. 

The criteria by which we will be judged are our works, but not 
in any legalistic sense. The works, i.e., the cup of cold water, the 
visit to prison, the feeding of the hungry (Matthew 25:31ff.), are not 
understood as meritorious acts but as expressions of faith in Christ. 
They are the fruit of a relationship and as such are evidence that faith 
is authentic, alive, and working in our lives. In the deepest sense, on
ly faith can stand in the judgment-the kind of faith which was ex
pressed by the publican in Jesus' parable (Luke 18:9-14). 

Judgment necessarily implies separation. In Jesus' Parable of the 
Last Judgment some are told to stand at our Lord's right hand, others 
at his left. To some he will say, "Come, 0 blessed of my Father, in
herit the kingdom," tv others, "Depart from me, you cursed" (Mat
thew 25:31ff.). If the idea of judgment is disturbing to our modern 
mind the possibility of condemnation is embarrassing if not abhor
rent. We must admit that the Church has often failed to present the 
doctrine of Hell with profundity and sensitivity and with an an
guished heart. Sometimes Christians may have given the impression 
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of delighting in the suffering of the damned. From such presentations 
we all recoil. 

But we cannot disregard the warnings of the New Testament. It 
is Jesus who speaks most often of "eternal fire," "the outer darkness," 
"the weeping and gnashing of teeth," and "the worm that will not 
die." The words are metaphors and symbols which speak of a reality 
which transcends description. They speak of final separation from 
God and from the fellowship of a community of love and concern. Hell 
is the inevitable consequence of a life lived in obstinate and self-cen
tered resistance to God's love. There is a firm connection between 
our present life and the future. What we sow, we reap. Strictly speak
ing, God sends no one to hell; we opt for it or for heaven by the deci
sions we make in the course of our lives. This is why Berkhof can say, 
"Hell is the consequence of God's respect for our humanity."16 "How 
can we escape if we neglect such a great salvation?" (Hebrews 2:3). 

Heaven is the extension into the life beyond of the eternal life 
the believer now knows in Christ Jesus, for already we participate in 
his resurrection. "He who believes in the Son has eternal life" (John 
3:36) and, even now our life is "hid with Christ in God" (Colossians 
3:3). It remains true, however, that this is but a taste of that which 
will be-a taste which quickens the desire for more. 

Scripture often uses the term "glorification" to designate there
ality of eternal life (e.g. John 17:22,24; Romans 8:16-21; 1 Corinthi
ans 2:7). As used in the Bible, "glory" belongs to God alone. The 
good news of the Gospel is that God's surpassing and exclusive glory 
has appeared to us in Jesus Christ and that we are called to reflect it, 
as in a mirror. 'We all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the 
Lord, are being changed into his likeness from one degree of glory to 
another" (2 Corinthians 3:18). Our ultimate glorification is our com
pletely renewed existence in the eternal glory of his presence. 

The images which the Bible uses for heaven show an almost in
credible variety. Heaven is the Sabbath rest, the vision of God, serv
ing him without ceasing. It is feast, a wedding, a kingdom, a city. 
The prominent theme is community. Heaven is community with 
Christ, our elder Brother, and with the entire family of God. 

As we have commented previously, our personal destiny inter
twines with that of the creation. Heaven will be lived in the new 
heavens and the new earth, continuous and yet discontinuous with 
the life and the world we now know. Our works will follow us (Rev
elation 14:13). Nothing we have done for Christ's Kingdom will be 
lost but will be perfected and taken up into the new. "They shall 
bring into it the glory and honor of the nations" (Revelation 21:26). 
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Heaven is by no means the negation of whatever is good and mean
ingful in our achievements on earth. Rather those achievements will 
be transposed into a new key and become a part of the great chorus 
of praise: 'To him who sits upon the throne and to the Lamb be 
blessing and honor and glory and might for ever and ever!" (Revela
tion 5:13). 
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Chapter 11 

MISSION AND MINISTRY 

It would be a serious mistake to think of eschatology, the doc
trine of "last things," as interesting speculation but of little practical 
significance. All doctrines have implications for conduct and life and 
not least eschatology. Thus First Peter declares, "The end of all 
things is near. Therefore be dear-minded and self-controlled so that 
you can pray . . . love each other . . . offer hospitality . . . use 
whatever gift [you have) received ... faithfully administering 
God's grace ... " (1 Peter 4:7ff., NIV). 

There is clearly an "other-worldly" dimension in Christian life 
and thought. We have here no permanent abiding place; we are pil
grims passing through. God's purpose for us includes much more 
than enjoyment of this present earthly scene. Both our citizenship 
and our destiny are in heaven. But biblical other-worldliness never 
implies indifference to what is happening in this world; nor does it 
ever become an escape from involvement in its problems. Rather it is 
precisely the "other-worldliness" of Christian faith which provides 
the leverage for meaningful action within this world. 

George Buttrick calls attention to Edwin Markham's poem, "A 
Judgment Hour," which tells the story of the eclipse of May, 1780, 
the famous Dark Day of New England. Multitudes feared that it was 
the end of the world and that the day of judgment had come. 
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Senators rushed from the Senate Chamber to the meeting house for 
prayer until Senator Davenport persuaded them of another course: 

Bring in the lights: let us be found 
Doing our duty's common round. 
Bring in the candles: keep to the task: 
What more can Judgment Angels ask71 

How does the hope of Christ's coming affect our lives? Among 
the many ways, these deserve special consideration. 

1) The hope of his coming opens us to the future through the re
alization that this world is made for change. We are not bound to 
status quo. Things need not remain forever as they are. We are as
sured that God can bring into being at any time a new actualization 
of his good. He who led Abraham out of Mesopotamia with a vision 
of "the city which has foundations, whose builder and maker is God," 
and who led Israel out of Egypt to a Promised Land, can lead his peo
ple today toward a fuller realization of his will. While we await the 
ultimate consummation of his Kingdom, we also await new and un
expected demonstrations of his love and power even now. As the Re
formed theologian, G.C. Berkouwer says, ''The prayer 'Thy King
dom come' is no stammering monologue, but a prayer that expects 
an answer. And every time we pray the Lord's prayer there is reason 
for us to go and stand at the window of expectation."2 

2) The coming Kingdom of righteousness, peace, and love gives 
us a principle by which the cultural, social, and political structures of 
our day may be evaluated and judged. Christians understand them
selves and their world from the vantage point of that which is lo 
come. In the light of God's future no nation or power or institution 
or political party or cause may be absolutized. None of them is to be 
equated with the Kingdom; all are subject to its judgment. 

Only those who have a vision and hope which transcend earthly 
horizons are free to penetrate the movements and structures of our 
time and to discern with some degree of insight their truth or false
hood. If our commitment is solely to the world which passes away, 
or if we have too much at stake in this world, our judgment becomes 
unreliable. "For," as Jesus said, "where your treasure is, there will 
your heart be also" (Luke 12:34). 

3) The hope of his coming helps us grasp the proper significance 
of this world. It is not yet the Kingdom; nor can it be made the King
dom by our efforts. It is "this present aeon" which exists under divine 
judgment. We know that "the form of this world is passing away" (1 
Corinthians 7:31). But we also know that this creation is the arena in 
which the struggle continues between the gracious work of God and 

160 



the power of evil. God's Kingdom has made its appearance, although 
as an embattled Kingdom. Yet hope remains firm. When we pray we 
ask with confidence, "Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven," 
and take responsibility for doing what we can to assure that the 
prayer is answered. 

We cannot live as if the incarnation had not o~curred. God has 
taken upon himself our earthly existence and claimed it for his King
dom. Already he has begun its re-creation. And, while we know that 
this world passes away, it will not pass into nothingness but will be 
transformed into the glory of "the new heavens and the new earth." 

4) Finally, the life which we now live "between the times" is lived 
in and through the Holy Spirit. "The powers of the age to come" 
have broken into this age and are made available to us through the 
Spirit. Already we have entered the Kingdom and rejoice in its bless
ings even though its fullness has not yet appeared. 

The New Testament speaks of this present work of the Holy 
Spirit as the "down payment" or "earnest" of that which will be. The 
Greek word is arrabon-a word with commercial overtones. In three 
passages (2 Corinthians 1:22; 5:5; Ephesians 1:14) it is used of the 
Spirit as the "deposit" or "first installment" of the future fulfillment. 
The New International Version translates the word as "a deposit, 
guaranteeing what is to come" (2 Corinthians 1:22; 5:5, cf. Ephesians 
1:14). Modern Greeks, Michael Green observes, use the word for an 
engagement ring-a use which reflects some of the meaning of the 
New Testament.3 The Holy Spirit is the pledge of God's faithfulness 
and the guarantee of the fulfillment of his promises. 

A related term, aparche, or "first fruits" is also used by Paul. In 
First Corinthians 15 he uses it to refer to the resurrection of Christ as 
"the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep" and the pledge of our 
resurrection in the Parousia (vv. 20,23). In Romans 8:23 he uses it of 
the Holy Spirit. There the word refers to the beginning of the harvest 
which we now experience in the gift of the Holy Spirit, but which 
will be completed in the day of "the redemption of our bodies." The 
first fruits of that process have appeared-the Holy Spirit is already 
at work within us, transforming us into Christ's likeness (2 Corinthi
ans 3:17,18). 
I. The Holy Spirit and the Mission of the Church 

The primary purpose for the coming of the Holy Spirit is to en
able the people of God to carry on the mission which Christ inaugu
rated through his death and resurrection. Through the Spirit we are 
all made missionaries, by whom the reality of Christ and the power 
of his Gospel are brought to the world. 
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This truth has often been obscured by our preoccupation with 
other, more personal aspects of the Spirit's ministry. We have 
spoken much of the enhancement of the life of the individual through 
the indwelling Spirit. We have spoken of his guidance, his assistance 
in prayer, his comfort and assurance, his peace and joy. In so doing 
we often forget that the purpose of Christ's death, resurrection, and 
gift of the Spirit is not simply to make us blessed but to make us co
workers with Christ. 

So central is the role of the Spirit in mission that he is to be 
spoken of as the agent or actor in the missionary enterprise. Mission 
is not simply our response to the Gospel; it is the powerful and grace
filled movement of the Holy Spirit out into the world. We are the in
struments which he chooses to use, but the inspiration, the power, 
and the effectiveness of the movement are his alone. 

This is amply demonstrated in the New Testament. In the "Little 
Apocalypse" in Mark 13 Jesus speaks of the tribulations which his 
followers will encounter in the desparate days which are to come. 
They will be summoned before the authorities and put on trial for 
their faith, but they are not to be anxious about what they are to say 
"for it is not you who speak but the Holy Spirit" (Mark 13:11). In the 
Gospel of John it is not the disciples but the Spirit who "will convince 
the world of sin" (John 16:8). "The Spirit ... will bear witness to 
me," said Jesus, "and you also are witnesses" (John 15:26,27). Luke is 
concerned both to present Jesus' mission as anointed and empowered 
by the Holy Spirit (e.g., Acts 10:38) and to declare that the Spirit will 
equip the disciples for continuation of his mission. "You shall receive 
power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be 
my witnesses," said Jesus to the disciples in Luke's account of the As
cension (Acts 1:8). With the great pentecostal outpouring of the 
Spirit, as described in Acts 2, the missionary movement of the Spirit 
began in earnest-moving out from Jerusalem into Judea and Samar
ia and to the uttermost parts of the earth.4 

The rest of the Book of Acts is the remarkable story of how the 
movement broke through one barrier after another on the initiative 
of the Spirit. Had decisions rested only with the Apostles it is highly 
doubtful that the mission could ever have broken through the con
fining limits imposed by their prejudices and taboos, hesitations, and 
fears. Yet, in ever widening circles the mission reached out-to 
dwellers in Jerusalem, to Samaritans, to Ethiopians, to the hellenised 
city of Caesarea, to the Gentile world, and to Rome. The Church at 
the end of the story was vastly different from what it was at the be
ginning. In Lesslie Newbigin's words, "It had been a society enclosed 
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within the cultural world of Israel: it became something radically dif
ferent-a society which spanned the enormous gulf between Jew and 
pagan and was open to embrace all the nations which had been out
side the covenant by which Israellived."5 Every one of the significant 
breakthroughs was on the initiative of the Sovereign Spirit, who still 
leads the Church out into mission. 
II. The Ministry of the Church 

In the preceding section we made no distinction between mis
sionary activity, proclamation, evangelism, Christian education and 
nurture, and concern for social justice and righteousness. They are 
all part of the mission. In this section we shall consider the nature of 
the ministry of the congregation and the way in which it serves the 
mission. 

Throughout its history the Church has continued a lively debate 
as to what constitutes its essential ministry. Is the essential ministry 
that of the ordained clergy who are successors to the apostles whom 
Jesus commissioned to carry on his ministry? In churches which 
stress episcopal order (e.g. Catholics, Anglicans, and Episcopalians) 
this sacramental and hierarchical order of ministry is understood to 
be vital to the life of the Church. It is the very esse (essence or being) 
of the Church, and all other ministries are derivative and dependent 
on it. In this view, responsibility for maintaining the health, vitality, 
and faithfulness of the Church rests with its official order of ministry 
as an instrument used by the Holy Spirit. 

Or, on the other hand, is the essential ministry that which has 
been committed to the Church as a whole as expressed in the priest
hood of all believers? Within most of Protestantism and in the free or 
believers' Church tradition it is strongly affirmed that all Christians 
are called to be priests, not only in the sense of having direct access 
to God but also in the sense of being priests to their neighbors (as in 
1 Peter 2:9). In this perpective there is only one essential ministry, 
that of the whole people of God, or rather of Jesus Christ himself 
who continues his redemptive ministry in and through his people. In 
that ministry every Christian is involved, but not all in the same 
way, for there are differing gifts and ways of serving in the mission 
which belongs to the Church. Because this is the essential and funda
mental ministry, all other forms of ministry exist for the sake of this 
universal ministry of the people of God. 6 

The Evangelical Covenant Church stands within this tradition. 
We believe that the apostolic ministry commissioned by Jesus Christ 
is continued by him through the Church which faithfully embodies 
the spirit and message of the apostles. We have been given "the min-
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istry of reconciliation. . . . So we are ambassadors for Christ, God 
making his appeal through us" (2 Corinthians 5:18,20). 

The model for that ministry is our Lord himself who said, "I am 
among you as one who serves" (Luke 22:27, cf. Matthew 20:28). The 
key word is diakonos (servant) or diakonia (service) from which our 
term, deacon, is derived. For Jesus the reference was, of course, not 
to an office but to the form or spirit of his ministry (cf. the Suffering 
Servant passages of Isaiah 53). Since it is this ministry of servant
hood which Christ continues through his Church, every function of 
the body is, or should be, diakonia. The Church exists for the sake of 
others. 

The ministry is made effective through the Holy Spirit who is 
actively present in the community of faith. It is he who gives to the 
Church the rich variety of gifts by which the body is strengthened in 
its service (1 Corinthians 12:4-6). It is he who raises up leaders and 
who shapes new forms of ministry (Ephesians 4:11f.). It is he who 
unites believers in a common bond of fellowship and service (Ro
mans 5:5; Colossians 1:8). Essentially the Church is a community 
which seeks to live in free and obedient response to the Spirit of God 
in its midst. 
A. The Gifts of the Spirit 

Life in the early Church was characterized by the presence of a 
variety of Spirit-bestowed gifts or charismata which were given for 
the building up or edifying of the body. In recent years there has 
been renewed interest in the biblical accounts which describe these 
gifts and a concern to assess their place in the Church today. 

The list of gifts most often referred to is found in 1 Corinthians 
12:8-10. The Pentecostal churches see this list as basic and therefore 
speak of nine gifts which may be divided into three groups of three 
each. They are the gifts to say: tongues, interpretation of tongues, 
and prophecy; the gifts to do: healings, miracles, and faith; and the 
gifts to know: knowledge, wisdom, and discernment. 7 The classifica
tion is neat, perhaps too neat, for it obscures the most striking fact 
about the charismata-they are given in such rich variety that any 
attempt to classify and systematize them is fruitless. In the one chap
ter to which we have just referred, Paul presents two other lists, each 
of which differs from the first. Still other lists appear in Romans 
12:6-8 and in Ephesians 4:11, as well as in 1 Peter 4:10f. and 2 Peter 
1:5f. The point seems clear enough. The lists are not intended to be 
exhaustive or normative; they give examples of the richly varied 
ways in which the Holy Spirit may work to strengthen and equip the 
body for its ministry. · 
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For Paul it is central that the Spirit of grace may and does mani
fest his gifts in all belivers (1 Corinthians 12:3-11; Romans 12:3-8). 
Not all have the same gifts (1 Corinthians 7:7; 12:17,19) and no one 
has all the gifts (1 Corinthians 12:18,29f.). But all are expected to use 
the gifts they have been given in the service of the whole body; to do 
otherwise is to "quench the Spirit" (1 Thessalonians 5:19). All of the 
gifts are important to the life of the community, and the less spectac
ular or dramatic ones are just as essential as any other (1 Corinthians 
12:21). 

To possess a gift does not indicate status or privilege; nor does it 
necessarily express deep consecration or spirituality. It was, after all, 
the Corinthian church, marked by grave spiritual problems, in 
which the gifts were most evident. The Corinthian Christians seemed 
to revel in the gifts they possessed and especially in the more spectac
ular ones. They prized most of all the speaking in tongues; to them it 
seemed to be the supreme instance of ecstatic spirituality. 

In Paul's letter to the Corinthian believers he gives careful atten
tion to their attitude toward the gifts and their understanding of their 
place in the Church (1 Corinthians, chapters 12-14). His concern is 
not to forbid speaking in tongues (14:39), but to place that gift and 
the others in a proper perspectve. To speak in tongues is not, he in
sists, the highest of the gifts; he would much rather that they "ear
nestly desire to prophesy" (14:39). And the greatest gift of all is love 
(chapter 13). 

Throughout these three chapters Paul suggests criteria by which 
the authenticity of the gifts and their proper use may be judged. 
First, spiritual gifts are not given for the recipient's personal enjoy
ment or glory. Their purpose is not to create a spiritual "high" but to 
direct attention to the Lordship of Jesus Christ. It is not the function 
of the Holy Spirit to call attention to himself or to the experiences 
which may accompany his presence. His concern is to make real and 
powerful the grace of Christ in whom we have our redemption. The 
first question to ask about any gift is "Does it magnify Jesus Christ as 
Lord?" 

The second question to be asked is, "Does it build up the com
munity?" Every manifestion of the Spirit, said Paul, is "for the com
mon good" (1 Corinthians 12:7). The gifts are not signs of God's 
grace to the individual. They are acts of diakonia-for the service of 
others. Should the gifts become disruptive or divisive, prayerful re
assessment is imperative. 

A further question follows, "Is the gift controlled by love?" 
When a gift is exercised in a spirit of self-aggrandizement or in a par-
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tisan spirit it not only fails to accomplish its purpose, but becomes a 
destructive power in the fellowship. Paul's great hymn to love in 
chapter 13 speaks eloquently of the futility of the gifts where love is 
lacking. At their best, tongues, prophecies, and knowledge are all 
marked by imperfection and "when the perfect comes" they will all 
cease, but love will abide. 

It has been contended by many that the gifts of the Spirit are 
given in a "second blessing" (as in the Wesleyan movement) or in a 
"baptism in the Holy Spirit" (as in Pentecostalism and the Charis
matic movement.) It is held that these occur subsequent to the exper
ience of conversion, thus introducing two stages into the course of 
Christian life. Some would hold that the ''baptism of the Spirit" is ac
companied by speaking in tongues as a sign of the outpouring of the 
Spirit. 

The Evangelical Covenant Church, emphasizing as it does the 
new life in Christ, appreciates every emphasis upon openness to the 
powerful and life-giving work of the Holy Spirit. It has, however, in
sisted, as does the New Testament, that to become a Christian is to 
receive the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38). All who are redeemed have the 
gift of the Spirit (Galatians 4:6). Paul states it bluntly, "Anyone who 
does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him" (Romans 
8:9). As we have often observed throughout these chapters it is only 
through the Holy Spirit that Christian life becomes a possibility at 
all. 

That there may be, and should be, new and fresh experiences of 
the Spirit we all agree. We are commanded in Ephesians 5:18 to be 
filled with the Spirit; the fullness of the Spirit is to be a continuing re
ality in our lives. We may discover that we have lost the joy and 
power of that relationship and need to repent, to ask for forgiveness, 
and to be filled again by the Spirit. But the experience of being filled 
does not set anyone apart from other believers as one who has there
by achieved a higher stage of Christian life. We are all those who 
have not yet arrived but "press on towards the goal" (Philippians 
3:12,14). 
B. The Gift of Ministries 

The New Testament Church is concerned not only about the 
freedom of the Spirit but also about order in the Spirit-filled com
munity. Thus Paul in 1 Corinthians 12:27-30 sees God's appointment 
of apostles, prophets, and teachers (among others) as gifts to the 
Church. In Ephesians we are told that he "gave some to be apostles, 
some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors 
and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that 
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the body of Christ may be built up" (Ephesians 4:11,12, NIV). 
The apostles referred to in these lists were persons who had been 

commissioned by Christ in a resurrection appearance (1 Corinthians 
9:1). They had received the Gospel by revelation (Galatians 1:12) 
and were therefore participants in the revelatory event and, to some 
degree, in its authority. Their witness was directly to the revealed 
Christ (Word) upon whom redemption depends. Their authority was 
that of the message they had received. 

Prophets, on the other hand, received their message by the in
spiration of the Spirit present in the Church. Others were to weigh 
what they said (1 Corinthians 14:29), measuring the message against 
the Word known in the apostolic tradition. 

The teachers seemed to have a two-fold function: 1) to pass on 
the tradition received from the apostles (Romans 6:17; 1 Corinthians 
4:17), and 2) to interpret the apostolic message.s Here the experience 
of inspiration and thoughtful reflection upon the apostolic traditon 
combined in an authoritative ministry. The teachers' authority was 
not in a unique relationship to the risen Christ (as was true of the 
apostles) but rather in their faithfulness to the Gospel and in the rec
ognition by the community that their teaching was a presentation of 
the Gospel they knew. 

The early Church thus lived in responsiveness to the dynamic 
and free Spirit of God but also in responsiveness to the apostolic 
message or kerygma which was rooted in the historical events of our 
Lord's life, death, and resurrection. The two are not contradictory, 
for it is part of the work of the Spirit to illumine truth, remove con
fusion, and promote understanding. The Spirit does not rule apart 
from the Word, and the Word becomes present and powerful 
through the Spirit. 

Thus concern for freedom and spontaneity is combined in the 
early Church with a corresponding concern for form and order. The 
distinctiveness of the Christian message quite probably would have 
become blurred or lost had not the Spirit given, in conjunction with 
his other gifts, the ministries which centered in the tradition concern
ing Christ. The importance of this increased as the threat from here
sy, especially from Gnosticism, grew. 

No one order of ministry or leadership prevailed throughout the 
New Testament Church. Actual practices differed in various geo
graphical areas. It seems apparent that differing forms developed in 
response to the Holy Spirit as specific needs arose and that no one or
der is necessarily to persist through all time. We are persuaded that 
the Holy Spirit continues to create new forms of ministry to meet 
new situations. 
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In the New Testament Church these ministries were not under
stood as positions of prestige or power. The authority they possessed 
did not come by virtue of the office but solely as God ministered 
through them. They existed for the sake of the ministry of the entire 
body. 

It is important to recognize that the whole of Christ's ministry is 
continued through the people of God, without anything held back or 
reserved for a special caste within the Church. While each individual 
believer will serve, of course, in terms of the gifts and responsibilities 
given to him or her, there is no aspect of the mission which does not 
belong in principle to all members. This is powerfully expressed in 
the recognition that the Church shares in Christ's three-fold ministry 
of Prophet, Priest, and King. As Jesus was anointed to his three-fold 
office and set apart by the Holy Spirit, so the Church which he called 
into being was anointed and incorporated into his mission by the 
pouring out of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. 

It is significant that when the Reformers sought to define the 
Church they did so in terms of that three-fold office. The Church is 
where the Word is preached (prophetic) and the Sacraments rightly 
administered (priestly) and where spiritual discipline is exercised 
(kingly). These functions do not belong to a special class but to the 
whole People of God. "Let everyone, therefore, who knows himself 
to be a Christian be assured of this," said Luther, "that we are all 
equally priests, that is to say, we have the same power in respect to 
the Word and the sacraments."9 

III. The Ordained Ministry 
One of the stories the Covenant cherishes from its past is that of 

shoemaker Carl August Bjork who, in the absence of a regular minis
ter, led a small Iowa congregation in worship on Good Friday, 1867. 
When Bjork looked for The Pietist, from which he planned to read a 
sermon, he found it missing-purposely hidden by the sexton. With 
no other course open to him the shoemaker was compelled to preach 
rather then read. Later he said of his experience: 'With fear and trem
bling I read the day's text about the suffering and death of Jesus. A 
wonderful spirit of power came over me, and I began to preach .... 
The audience was deeply moved and some came under conviction of 
sin."10 The experiece launched him into pastoral ministry. 

The story conveys strong convictions of the priesthood of all be
lievers and of the ability of the Holy Spirit to raise up and empower 
ordinary people whom he chooses to call into special ministries. The 
witness and proclamation of such self-trained but gifted and deeply 
committed lay people bore rich fruit in those early days. The need 
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soon arose, however, for some form of licensure and, more impor
tantly, for ordination. This was followed by the need to accept re
sponsibility for providing special ministerial training. 11 Recognition 
of the spontaneity and freedom of the work of the Spirit combined 
with concern for order. 

What is the significance of ordination in our fellowship? Cer
tainly it is not a way of handing the ministry over to a special group 
within the Church. The ministry still belongs to the people. Yet ordi
nation is the formal recognition by the Church that the Holy Spirit 
calls some into a special form of ministry for the strengthening and 
enrichment of the believing community. It is a ministry which cen
ters in the Word of God by which the Church lives. A gift from the 
Spirit, it makes available to the Church a continuing, thoughtful, 
and open encounter with the Word, as interpreted by one committed 
to life-long study of Scriptures and to spiritual leadership. 

While all who bear the name of Christ are called to the study of 
the Word, not all have the time or the gifts for the kind of study 
needed if the Church is to be given direction under constantly chang
ing circumstances. The apostolic Word is not simply a body of truths 
to be learned and passed on, but is a faith which needs to be under
stood, entered into, reflected upon, and embodied in the mission of 
the Church. For this reason there must be lively and continuing inter
action between the faith as known through Scripture and the situa
tion in which the Church lives if the faith is to be properly presented 
and its implications for mission clearly seen. 

Gifted and spiritually sensitive people must be found who can 
be set apart to give their full attention to the disciplines of this minis
try of the Word. Here God takes the initiative by calling certain indi
viduals to this ministry. We believe that the call into this vocation is 
to be taken seriously, for what is at issue is not simply natural talent 
but the activity of the Holy Spirit who raises up and equips some for 
a particular task. The call to the individual is complemented by an 
awareness in the Church that this person is indeed called of God. 

In the service of ordination the Church gratefully accepts the 
gift of ministry, acknowledging that this particular person has been 
called into the service of studying, teaching, preaching, and adminis
tering the Word. Prior to the public act of ordination the Church has 
examined the candidate to ascertain that he or she indeed under
stands and values the apostolic faith. Only when the Church is as
sured that it has heard in the candidate the authentic accent of apos
tolic faith, does it proceed with ordination. The Church reserves the 
right to revoke ordination should it become apparent, through ex-
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amination and due process, that the minister no longer faithfully repre
sents in life or in teaching the message entrusted to the people of God. 

The examination for ordination is conducted by a board of min
istry composed of ordained ministers elected to represent the denom
ination. The final decision to ordain rests with the denomination 
gathered in its Annual Meeting. In the Covenant, ordination is to the 
ministry of the Church of Jesus Christ and implies recognition both 
of the universality and the particularity of the Christian Church. It is 
expected that the minister will bring to the task of ministry the in
sights of the rich heritage of the universal Church as well as the 
values and perspectives of the Covenant heritage. 

The minister's basic responsibility is faithfully to proclaim 
Christ and his Word to the Church. While ultimate loyalty is to 
Christ, the Good Shepherd, the minister is also the shepherd of the 
flock and as such both the leader and the servant of the Church. 
Orders, however, are not taken from the flock but from the Shep
herd, to whom both the pastor and the flock are subject. As Daniel 
Jenkins has said, 'The minister does not stand with the Word and 
Sacraments over against the Church but with the Church under the 
Word and Sacraments."12 

The ordained minister participates, with the whole Church, in 
the three-fold ministry of Christ. Accordingly the Church commits 
to the ordinand "authority to preach the Word, administer the sacra
ments, and bear rule in the church." The minister "bears rule" not by 
virtue of status or office or personality but soley as the Word be
comes effective in his or her ministry. 

Before concluding this section a word should be said about the 
ministry of the laity. The free church heritage in which we stand has 
strongly insisted that to be a Christian is to be a minister, a servant 
of Jesus Christ. But how is this ministry to be accomplished? The 
question is an old one. Calvin raised it in his day: 

Must they go out into the streets to preach the truth of 
God? Must they mount pulpits and call meetings? 

No. Rather, inasmuch as the Lord calls to the ministry 
of his Word Apostles or Prophets, or messengers, or 
whatever other name he is pleased to give to those whose 
voices he chooses to employ in public, it is not necessary 
that all men should everywhere attempt to do the same 
thing. It is not expedient. In fact, it is even unbecoming. 

What is required rather is that each should consider for 
himself what befits his own vocation and order. By per
suing the activity that is called for here, each will best 
discharge his duty .13 
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It is unfortunate, although understandable, that the ministry of 
the laity has so largely tended to shape itself in the image of the or
dained ministry. The consecrated lay person, concerned about 
Christian service, looks for ways in which he or she can do what the 
minister does. As a consequence most "church work" involves call
ing meetings and making speeches. While much of this is helpful it by 
no means does justice to the full range of ministry of Christians. 

The doctrine of "vocation" is relevant at this point. As Calvin 
said, it is in one's calling or vocation that the work of the universal 
ministry is carried forward. The term, vocation, does not refer sim
ply to the work by which we earn our living but to every relationship 
in which God has stationed us and given us responsibilities. Our 
ministry is to be performed in the vocations of father, mother, wife, 
husband, student, teacher, citizen, employee, employer, member of 
the Congress, or member of the local Parent-Teacher Association. 
Here is the growing edge of Christ's ministry through his Church. 

A large part of the work of the ordained minister will be direct
ed toward helping lay persons work through the implications of their 
faith for the life they live every day. In the midst of the complexities 
and the confusion of modern life the persistent questions of the seri
ous Christian are: 'What does it mean to live today as a servant of 
Christ7 In the face of the difficult personal encounters and complex 
ethical decisions that will confront me in my several vocations, how 
can I fulfill my ministry as a disciple of Christ7 In what ways will my 
work as a Christian lawyer differ from that of other equally compe
tent lawyers7 What do I do as a Christian carpenter or student or 
parent which others will not do7" 

The "more" which the Christian does constitutes his or her wit
ness as a representative of the Kingdom which is to come. The faith
fulness with which Christ's people witness to his grace where they 
are in the world determines the effectiveness of the Church's out
reach. Whether conscious of it or not, we are all evangelists and mis
sionaries, placed by God in a variety of vocations to bring the great 
tide of new life available in Jesus Christ to our time and place. 
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EPILOGUE 

On a recent visit to Minneapolis I attended Thanksgiving Wor
ship at Salem Covenant Church. For me the service overflowed with 
memories. Salem was the church of my childhood and youth. It was 
there I was baptized and confirmed and the basic decisions were 
made which have profoundly affected the course of my life. 

Sitting in church that day I was gripped by a strong and un
shakeable, albeit self-contradictory impression. Everything seemed 
the same, yet everything was different. 

The differences were obvious. Gone was the old Salem with its 
circling balcony and steeply-tiered choir loft. Gone were the Swedish 
language and Swedish accents. The congregation now met in an im
posing contemporary building in a new suburban location. Every
where were the new faces of people from diverse denominational 
backgrounds and from many nationalities. It was apparent that this 
was a new Salem in a new situation, under new leadership, facing 
new problems and using new methods. 

But deep down I was aware that nothing really essential had 
changed. Here was the same friendly bustle and subdued excitement 
I'd known as a boy-the excitement of a people aware that God is at 
work in their midst. I sensed that Salem, like the Church as a whole, 
is a movement initiated by God and inspired by his Spirit and carried 
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forward by his people. The Salem of the '80s is continuous with the 
Salem of the '20s because God, through his Word and Spirit, is con
tinuing his work through a particular people. 

The Word doesn't leap the centuries; it comes to us through the 
centuries. It is transmitted by people concerned faithfully to re-pre
sent the redeeming Word to their contemporaries. Christianity is a 
historical faith not only because it has its origin in specific historical 
events, but also because it exists as a living and transforming faith 
only as one generation passes it to the next. It is passed on in the con
text of rich and varied traditions marked by common experiences 
both of judgment and of grace, by the impact of towering personali
ties and decisive events, by moving presentations of the Gospel in 
preaching and worship, and in the lives of remembered saints, both 
great and small. But the important reality is not the tradition as such; 
it is the work of God which comes to historical expression and is 
made available to succeeding generations through the tradition. 

Passing on the faith is an exacting and difficult task. It involves 
faithfulness to what has been but also openness to the new. Changed 
situations, new people, and new problems may necessitate new 
forms and styles of communication. But the change in style and form 
is always instrumental; it is for the service of the Gospel. Its value is 
not in itself but in its effectiveness in making the Gospel understood 
in a changing world. 

The Word, the Holy Spirit, and people-these are the constitu
tive realities by which the Church lives from generation to genera
tion. The Word is God active for us in Jesus Christ. Through the 
Word, God in his transcendent omnipotence deals graciously and 
personally with sinners. Where the Word is present in proclamation 
and in sacrament, there God's redemption is available to faith. Tltis 
is basic. 

But the Word is not alone. It is present and effective through the 
Holy Spirit, who uses the Word as instrument in his world-encompass
ing missionary task. It is through the Spirit that sinners are quick
ened to responsiveness to the Word and are themselves caught up in
to the ongoing mission by which the Gospel is brought to the world. 

The third reality is people. "You are a chosen race, a royal priest
hood, a holy nation, God's own people, that you may declare the 
wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his mar
velous light" (1 Peter 2:9). Neither the Word nor the Spirit can work 
apart from human involvement. Living Christian faith cannot exist 
as an abstraction; it exists as a historical reality where people are 
responsive to the Word and Spirit. 
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faith cannot exist as an abstraction; it exists as a historical reality 
where people are responsive to the Word and Spirit. 

It has been said that God has no grandchildren, only children. 
That is but another way of saying that Christianity as a living faith is 
always, as Luther theologian, Carl Braaten, reminds us, "only a gen
eration away from possible extinction. "1 It is a simple and solemn 
truth. The message we have been given is not from ourselves. It is 
not by nature hidden in every human heart. It is a gift of revelation, 
a Word from God, a treasure we hold in earthen vessels. If others are 
to hear it and believe we must tell it to them. While we must tell it in 
words that are fresh and vital for each generation, we must tell it 
faithfully, lest the message be distorted or lost in the telling. As 
Braaten says, 

We are in a hand-me-down situation here. If what we 
hand down is a weaker version of what we have received, 
and if the next generation plays the same trick on the one 
that follows in its turn, then the tradition must become 
increasingly weaker and watered down. A friend of mine 
has compared ministers of the tradition to members of a 
bucket brigade. We have several choices. We can pass on 
the buckets as we get them, until they reach the end of the 
brigade . . . or we can spill the water along the way or, 
worse yet, we can drop the buckets.2 

The Spirit remains Lord of the mission and, as such, calls us to 
our responsibilities for evangelism and missionary outreach, for 
Christian education and nurture, for Christian witness in the struggle 
for social justice and righteousness, and for faithfulness in all aspects 
of life in order that the truth may live in generations yet to come. 
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